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ON THE COVER
Dominic Demuro, as sketched
during his 1998 trial.
lllustration by Susan Schary




The house at 2517, with awnings, was vandalized. The Demuro family lived on the left, Edward Majors on the right.

1otography courtesy of the FBI INQUIRER MAGAZINE

—_—_—




Michael Kates loved his neighborhood.

But what he witnessed one summer set his loyalty

against what he knew was right.

MATTER OF
ONVICTIONS

By Joseph A. Slobodzian

ive years ago and a world away it
seemed the perfect seal of friend-
ship, a friendship strengthened by
lovalty in a time of crisis.

Michael Kates, a South Phila-

delphia trucker partly paralyzed ins

a workplace accident, and Dominic
Demuro, his bear of a neighbor — who had cared
for Kates during his recovery, fed and bathed him,
built the wheelchair lift on the front of his row-
house — got identical tattoos on their right shoul-
ders.

They chose the ancient Chinese symbol of du-
ality in all things: a mandala, two teardrop shapes
nestled in a circle. Yin and yang, black and white,
good and bad; opposites that attract, repel and fi-
nally complement each other. Their initials were in-
corporated in each of the tattoos.

Today, the tattoos’ symbolism remains as
strong as ever, in ways that Kates and Demuro
never dreamed of.

Dominic Demuro, 31, sits in a federal prison
in Fairton, N.J., two years into an 11-year no-pa-
role sentence for his role in one of the most highly
publicized hate crimes in Philadelphia’s history.

And Mike Kates, the man who put him there,
s serving an open-ended sentence in a prison of
the fear only a disabled man with lots of enemies
can know.

Kates, 32, who put his opposition to racism
above friendship and family, lives somewhere in the
United States, shielded by the government’s wit-
ness protection program, but exiled from friends,
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siblings, parents and the world he knew.

He is haunted by the 1996 incident that led
him to betray his best friend. But except for con-
versations with an FBI agent who keeps in touch,
Kates cannot talk about his fears to anyone in his
new world without compromising his family’s
safety.

“I have nightmares. . . . I wake up in cold
sweats, breathing hard, constantly,” Kates said re-
cently in an interview arranged by the FBI. “Dur-
ing all this, if I slept a couple hours I was doing
great. But sleep now is haunted by getting killed,
getting stabbed, getting shot.”

What he saw that night was a group of neigh-
bors breaking into a two-story rowhouse across the
street from his home on the 2500 block of South
Franklin. What he saw was vandalism aimed at
keeping a 21-year-old African American waitress
named Samantha Starnes from moving in.

At trial, defense lawyers challenged Kates’
motives. They suggested he’d been looking for a
tcket off South Franklin Street.

Kates insists — and prosecutors verify — that
he has paid his own way in his new life, buying his
own house and moving his family. But the grass-
roots campaign against Kates has continued since
the trial ended in April 1998. Anonymous callers
tell reporters he’s a drug addict and pusher who
beats his kids. He faked his paralysis to rip off
worker’s compensation, they say; he was settling
grudges. At the very least he’s a cop wannabe who
jumped at the chance to work undercover with the
FBL

Federal prosecutors praise Kates’ courage and
say that one of the region’s most significant feder=!
hate-crime prosecutions could never have been
brought — and won — without Kates’ talkins
about what he saw, taping Demuro and other
neighbors with a hidden recording device and, &-
nally, testifying against them at trial.

“Most people would not have made the choics
he did,” says Nelson S.T. Thayer Jr., one of the
prosecutors who handled the case against Dominic
Demuro and his two brothers, their father, Felix
Demuro Sr., and two neighbors, Joseph Green-
wood and Teresa Martin. “It was an extraordinari-
ly isolating choice from all the angles.” In October,
the FBI gave Kates an award for outstanding citi-
Zen service.

Kates knows he did the right thing. He just
never realized it would be so costly.

“It’s cost me everything,” he says. “But .. . I've
already made my choices in life. And by thinking
any differently, it could crush my world. So I live
with what I did.”

he 2500 block of South Franklin Street i
one of hundreds of almost identical
blocks in a city of neighborhoods, one of
those blocks where generations are born.
grow up and grow old.
It’s a blue-collar neighborhood bordered by

continued on Page 8
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CONVICTIONS
continued from Page 6

Oregon and Moyamensing Avenues and Seventh
Street. Many here sull refer to Center City as “up-
town,” as if it were a separate municipality.

And i’s about 10 blocks north of Veterans Sta-
dium and an equal distance from the waterfront, in
the shadow of the Walt Whitman Bridge. But when
vou’re there, inside the grid of block after block, the
rest of the world becomes invisible.

The street is so narrow that houses on the even-
numbered side have front porches; the other side
has the parking places.

If you were house-shopping here in the spring
of 1996, two things probably caught your eye in the
2500 block as vou looked north. Newly for rent on
the right abourt two-thirds of the way up the street
was 2517, with its bricks scrubbed a lighter red than
its neighbors’ and its front windows distinguished by
pink- and white-striped awnings. On your left was
2534, its porch floor flush with the entrance thresh-
old and a wheelchair lift replacing half the railing.

Mike Kates moved into 2534 on Valentine’s
Day 1988 from Kensington, where he and his wife,
Carol Ann, had met and married. Born in the
Northeast, Mike was the youngest of eight children
and the only one of Police Officer Walter T. Kates’
three boys not to join the force ;
or the military. In 1988 it looked -
as if he was heading in the oppo- |
site direction.

Just married, 19 years old
and working as a delivery truck

e

formers,” Kates told the jury during the Demuros’
trial, detailing his budding criminal career.

Kates and his wife, who’d grown up nearby,
seemed to have found their niche on South
Franklin. Their daughter, Nichole, was born in
1989; a son, Michael, came along in March 1992.

And then catastrophe.

n the day before Thanksgiving, Kates
was making a delivery to a nursing
home. The automartic lift-gate on his
truck was broken, and as he strained to lift
it, two workers pushed two 30-gallon drums of lig-
uid, each weighing about 350 pounds, onto the gate.

“It ripped me to the ground,” Kates recalled at
the trial. The quick movement snapped his lower
spine, paralyzing him from the waist down.

Kates was rushed to Nazareth Hospital in
Northeast Philadelphia, where he remamed untl just
before Christmas, heavily medicated. It was not until
mid-1994, after surgery to control the pain, that
Kates was able to begin exercising to recover sirength
and movement in his upper body.

During that time, Dominic Demuro and his
family — father Felix Sr. and younger brothers
Michael and Felix Jr. — were there for him.

“They did everything under the sun for me,”
Kates told the jury. “They dressed me, they carried

driver, Kates quickly became
friends with Dominic Demuro,
who lived with his parents and
two younger brothers at 2515.
Like Kates, Demuro — a
sometime carpenter and dry-
waller — was fascinated by the
martial arts, liked to use marijua-
na and socialize on the block,
and supplemented his legal in-
come outside the law. It was only
natural that the best of friends

became partners at the entry lev-
el of crime.

Sometimes they sold mari-
juana or other drugs, mostly to
get their own free supply. Kates
was not above acting as an “en-
forcer,” carrying a gun to protect
Demuro and convince a cus-
tomer to pay up.

Eventually they moved on to
stripping valuable copper wiring
and pipe from abandoned facto-
ries and selling them to recyclers.

Their group, Kates recalls,
dubbed itself the South Philly
Copper Crew and found a rich
cache at the charred, bulldozed
remains of the old Publicker In-
dustries distillery on the Delaware
riverfront.

“They had these great big
transformers, and we would take

the copper from inside the trans- wheelchair lift.
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A 1996 FBl picture shows Michael Kates’ house with its front-porch




me up and down stairs. They got me out of bed.
They washed me. They fed me”

The Demuros adapted Kates® house for his
wheelchair. And most important, they helped him re-
main 2 part of the neighborhood, carrying him and
the wheelchair to neighbors’ homes for get-togethers.

It was the beginning of a new life for Kates. The
2500 block was a “play street,” one the city regularly
blocked off for the kids. Besides spending more time
with his own family, Kates now watched the children
of his neighbors.

“Oh, there’s a lot that’s good,” Kates says, clos-
ing his eyes and smiling as if suddenly back on the
block. “Everybody knows everybody. Everyone says,
at least to me, “Hello! How ya doing?’

“We were a tight block. Everybody had a nick-
name. [ was Smiling Mike. Big Felix. Butter, he’s my
friend Bill. We'd laugh and joke, we’'d block off the
street, turn on the fire hydrant, barbecue, parades
and everything. And if you ever had a problem, they
were there. You were there for them when they need-
ed you. I miss the people over there.”

Bur Kates was also changing, changes that
would divide him from Dom Demuro.

“By no means do I consider this a blessing,” he
says of his accident. “But I would say it was definite-
ly an eye-opener: to be more grateful for family than
self-gain or self-advancement, and to being immature
and wanting that quick dollar, live life on the edge,
fast and all that other good stuff”

The disability had another unforeseen effect: It
gave Kates new insight into discrimination.

Early in his life, one of his brothers married a
Filipina. The couple had two daughters, and Kates,
reared in the white Northeast, often had to shield his
nieces from hurtful comments.

Now, in rehabilitation, he was constantly in the
company of his nurse, an African American woman
named Debra Ayres, and she set him thinking,

“She was there for me, she pushed me when I
had no push, when I wanted to quit, not going any
further. She was a tremendous influence on my life.
I owe her a lot,” he says.

“We could discuss everything, from race to gen-
der bias, everything. She was very open and very
honest in her answers, and I learned a lot from her
— a lot of what she has to deal with in her daily life
and how she has the strength to go through and
move on and be able to function . . . being called
words that I could never use, and still be able to not
hold a grudge against the world.”

Back at home, Kates discovered he’d joined a
minority as well. He and a neighbor had gone to a
park when they were confronted by a park caretaker.

“The guy told me that I had to leave because my
wheelchair was messing up their grass. And I told
him I was allowed to be anywhere where the general
public was allowed to be. He said, “Youse people
think you own the world.”

“I discovered that because of my disability, I was
now classed as ‘vou people.” I can only imagine what
it would be like to hear throughout my life.”

No resident of Kates’ block was African Ameri-
can. He now found himself confronting neighbors
— including the Demuros — when they talked
about what would happen if someone tried to “bust
the block.”

Felix Demuro Sr. and his wife had been the fo-
cus of media attention in the mid-1970s when they




had taken in 15 foster children, many of them black.
‘Twenty years later, things had apparently changed.
Kates says he and the Demuros avoided the subject
of race.

“We had been through hell and back together,
and that is just one small segment in the relationship
of friends. And they were pretty good about it
around me, as far as not going over the line. But they
knew my beliefs . . . so they tried to be cautious.”

une 7, 1996, was hot and humid. Mike Kates
was out on his porch after dinner, smoking
marijuana with neighbors. For him, the drug
had become therapeutic.

Anti-pain medications “just kicked the day-
lights out of my appetite . . . bread would even make
me sick at that time.” Kates’ weight dropped alarm-
ingly, from 165 to 119 pounds. Smoking marijuana
eased the nausea, helped him keep down his food.

Out in the street neighbors were milling about,
joking. So it wasn’t unusual when Kates spotted Fe-
lix Demuro Jr. — Little Fee, Dom’s youngest broth-
er — talking with Ed Majors. The Demuros lived at
2515, and Majors, a self-employed builder, lived at
2519. In between sat 2517, with its candy-striped
awnings and new front door.

What Kates saw next was anything but usual.
Felix Sr. had just joined them. Little Felix held open

Pictures introduced at trial show ripped-up flooring ant

the storm door of 2517 while Majors kicked four
times and the inner door of the vacant house burst
open. The three neighbors disappeared into the
house. For almost half an hour, as Kates watched,
stunned, the three went in and out, each time with
some object that they'd take into either Majors or
the Demuros’ house.

Then Michael Demuro and his pal Joey Green-
wood joined them. The group stood in front of 2517,
laughing and talking loudly.

“They said there wasn’t going to be any niggers
moving into this neighborhood, that they were
junkies and drug dealers, nothing but trash, and they

C
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weren’t breaking this block,” Kates testified during
the trial.

Majors ran into his house and came out holding
a pellet rifle above his head. The group took turns fir-
ing at the front of the house.

Other neighbors came out to watch as the
group, shouting racial epithets, began slapping high
fives — among them, Kates testified, Teresa Martin
from across the street.

“I was big-time shocked,” Kates says, “thinking,
Wow, I can’t believe that this is going on.

“The celebration level was appalling: It’s some-
thing that I still dream about today. That they could
be so happy and so proud about what they had done
and what they were doing. It was like the Eagles won
the Super Bowl or something like that.”

About the only relief Kates felt, he says, was that
his best friend Dom had nothing to do with it.

hen Mike Kates left his porch around

11 that night, he did not call 911, and

neither did anyone else. The Demuros,

although his friends, were known in

the neighborhood to have police contacts — and to
be quick to anger, Kates would later testify.

The next morning Samantha Starnes arrived to

show her 3-year-old nephew her new house — only

to find it trashed. As she watched, the kitchen ceiling

and extensive water damage at 2517 S. Franklin.

collapsed under the weight of water leaking from
above. :

In the days following, Kates said, the Demuros
told neighbors to tell police they were inside sleeping
at the time of the incident.

“They said no one can cooperate, that if we
don’t say anything, that this will all end,” Kates testi-
fied. “This is South Philadelphia and we stick to-

- gether.”

The police, and later the FBI, began questioning
neighbors. Kates, sick at heart, said nothing.

After a local weekly ran a police number in a re-
port on the vandalism, Kates made a call. But he re-

fused to identify himself and nothing came of it.

Then a neighbor mentioned that an FBI agent
had left a business card in her door. “I looked at the
card,” Kates testified, “and I read the name and I
memorized the telephone number that was on the
card.”

he authorities were getting nowhere. Simi-
lar incidents had occurred a block or two -
away. Investigators now saw the same pat-
tern here. No one was talking.

Shortly after noon on June 28, FBI agent John
Chesson recalls, his partmer’s phone began ringing at
the FBI’s headquarters at Sixth and Arch Streets.

“She said, ‘ There’s a guy on the phone that says
he saw everything,’ ” says Chesson, recalling then-
novice agent Christine Kibby’s excited words. “You
don’t get a chance like that in a lot of these cases. I
said we’ve got to meet this guy now, before he has
the chance to think about it and change his mind.”

The caller said he used a wheelchair. Chesson
suggested a McDonald’s about 10 blocks from
South Franklin Street. He figured the two agents
would drive up, whisk him into their big FBI sedan
and drive to a more secluded spot to talk.

But this was life, not the movies.

“We were wearing suits and had this big bureau
car and I remember it was this hot summer day, real

hot, like in the 90s,” Chesson says. “We’re driving up
and we spot this guy in a wheelchair. He’s got no
shirt and tattoos all over his body and long hair and
I'm thinking, ‘Oh my God, what have we come
across here?” ”

Kates’ electric wheelchair was too heavy and
bulky to fit in the car. And he didn’t want to go in-
side the McDonald’s, where he often saw the De-
muros and other neighbors.

So there were the agents, speaking with their
highly visible prospective star witness in a steamy
public parking lot just blocks from his home.

continued on next page
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CONVICTIONS

_continued from previous page

“It was lonely,” Kates recalls, laughing at the ab-
surdity. “They did their best to make it 2 normal sce-
nario, but you know in the back of your mind who
you're talking to. It looks like, instead of ‘McDon-
ald’s; it says: ‘FBI talking to this guy right here” ”

Kates proceeded to pour out a flood of details
about “some people on the block, the ‘clan,” ” and
what they did on the night of June 7.

“Tt was really confusing to kind of grasp all the
information and try to figure out exactly what he
was telling us,” Chesson says. “I was convinced right
up front that this guy was doing this because he
thought it was the right thing to do.”

Chesson and Kibby set up a meeting at their of-
fice. Kates could travel fairly long distances in his
electric wheelchair, and his neighbors knew he reg-
ularly went to Center City for physical therapy. It
became their cover.

Kates seemed a perfect witness — his recitation
of what he’d seen was consistent, unexaggerated and
sincere — and the federal prosecutors working with
Chesson and Kibby were impressed. And surprised.

] thought it would have to have been someone
who was involved. The natural inclination is that no
one does this just because they’re a good guy,” says
Assistant U.S. Attorney Faithe Moore Taylor. It be-
came clear, Taylor says, that Kates “was extremely
committed to just doing the right thing. And that
was what compelled him: that this simply was
wrong.”

Even so, Taylor was sure they would need inde-
pendent corroborating evidence. Kates” admitted
use of marijuana and other drugs and past criminal
conduct would damage his credibility, as would
speculation about his motive.

And though prosecutors and the FBI believed
the vandalism was racially motivated, there was no
evidence of it: no racial epithets or other slogans
written on the walls. Word on the street was that it
was probably kids, or an “insurance job.”

Kates would have to wear a wire and let the sus-
pects incriminate themselves on tape. But a man n
a wheelchair with a wife and two young children in
the close world of South Franklin Street was an ex-
tremely vulnerable undercover operative.

“We were most concerned with his safety and
the safety of his family. If the chair could not be
‘teched’ and he could not be protected, we would
not have done it,” Taylor says.

Kates was willing.

n July 11, FBI technicians secreted a reel-
to-reel tape recorder with three hours of
tape in Kates electric wheelchair. Micro-
: phone wires ran up through the back of
the chair.

Just in case Kates was conning the cops, Ches-
son turned on the tape recorder and wrapped it
with duct tape. Any attempt to control the recording
would disturb the wrapping. Allowing an hour for
Kates to travel to Franklin Street and back, Kates
would have two hours to meet and record his sub-
jects

from a short distance and hear everything that tran-
spired. They agreed on a code word in case things

10 - JANUARY 30, 2000
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Dominic Demuro leans toward defense lawyer L. Felipe Restrepo before U.S. District judge J. Curtis joyner.

went bad.

“It seemed like it took forever,” Kates says, re-
calling that July 11 trip to South Franklin Street.
“And in your mind you’re worried that he’s going to
find out. . . . That was what played to my brain the
whole time. Because if you get caught you’re a dead
man. That’s just the bottom line.”

The agents tailed Kates to South Philadelphia
shortly after 5 p.m. Once the conversations began,
they walked into 2517, acting as if they were contin-
uing their investigation.

Inside, they tuned Kates in on a radio receiver
as he and several neighbors talked with Felix De-
muro Sr. They heard a discussion of what would
happen if another African American tried to move
on the block. “We won’t flood it this time, we’ll
burn it,” Felix Demuro said.

At one point Demuro spotted an agent leaving
2517. “That looks like that FBI agent, don’t it, the
blonde?” he was taped saying. “See why we don’t
want niggers up the street, see what they do? They
[FBI] go around, that’s a good example now why
we don’t want them up the street.”

“Yeah, but what we gonna do, though?” Kates
asked.

“Burn the f—ing house this time,” Demuro
replied.

Demuro talked about his dislike of black people
and showed Kates how he had used auto body filler
to plug up the locks of 2517 to dissuade anyone
from moving in.

And he boasted that authorities would never
prove the motive for the vandalism. “There’s noth-
ing in there that would say it was racial, was it?”

uthorities were not only impressed, but
also concerned that Demuro might actual-
Iy burn down a house, and with it the en-
tire block. The FBI asked the police to
start patrolling the street.
The response was immediate.
The next day Dom and Felix Jr. came over to

Kates’ house, cornered him, ripped open his shirt
and frisked him for microphones or a tape recorder.
Dom was carrying a pistol and made a threatening
gesture.

The incident heightened concerns about Kates’
safety. And his family’s.

Kates had not told his wife about contacting the
FBI, wearing a wire, or confronting the Demuros.
“We didn’t want anyone else to know,” prosecutor
Taylor says. “Everyone who knew increased the risk
to him. Only he knew.”

Kates had other reasons as well.

“She does not share my views to the degree that
Ido....Idon’t force my views and opinions on peo-
ple, but I was worried that possibly she might agree
with what they had done,” Kates says. “I just thought
that it was better that the less people that knew about
it, the better it was.”

Prosecutors and the FBI decided it was impossi-
ble to continue the undercover operation with Kates’
family in the house. But how to get them out without
tipping off the Demuros and others on the block?

Kates and authorities still will not give details,
except to say that FBI agents accosted the family at
an undisclosed location and took Carol Ann and the
two children into protective custody on the spot.

“That was one heck of a day,” Kates remembers,
shaking his head. He declines to discuss his marital
status. His wife was angry and hurt that she and the
kids had suddenly been uprooted from family,
friends and their world. “It was better for them not to
be there. And I [felt] that I could regain their confi-
dence. . . . I could accept that something could hap-
pen to me in a minute. But I couldn’t live with them
retaliating against my family.”

ates remained on South Franklin, making
seven recordings between July 11 and
Aug. 6, 1996. But none would be as shat-
tering as the third, on the evening of July
19, when he met with Dom Demuro.
As the tape rolls, Demuro is saying that the van-




dalism at 2517 could just as easily have
been an insurance fraud case made to
appear racially motivated.

“It’s a rented house. How you
know the owner didn’t want to make a
few extra bucks before, you know, the
renter came in? Make it look good be-
cause she was black, and made it,
make it look like a racial thing.

“He got some money for what
happened in that house with the ceil-
ings and all fell down,” Demuro adds.
“Bathrooms, everything fell down.”

“How did all that get — who bust-
ed what?” Kates asks.

“T did it. I’'m the one who went in
the house, broke the water heater, wa-
ter heater piece. I just turned it
around, I broke the toilet, broke the
sink, let it run, filled the tub up and let
it run.”

“Cool,” Kates says on the record-
mg. Inside, he felt sick at what he knew
was being captured on tape. Demuro,
Kates suddenly realized, had arrived
on the scene after he had gone mside
that night.

“When it was happening, I didn’t
think he was going to tell me about
anything %e had done, I thought he
was going to tell me about what they
had done. And he just about blew me
out of my socks, that he really did it.
There was nothing I could do to stop
anything.”

Chesson could see the emotion on
Kates’ face when he arrived back at
the FBI office. “Dominic was his best
friend and he had told us that Dom
was not involved in any of this,” Ches-
son says. “Probably if he had known
Dominic was involved, he might not
have come forward like he did. . . . He
realized that he had come to the point
of no return.”

Taylor, who would interrogate
Kates at trial, remembers that Kates
“was devastated. But he had already
gone too far by then. He had decided
to do the right thing — the cost was
just higher now.”

On subsequent tapes, Dom De-
muro would dig himself in deeper and
implicate others, including Terri Mar-
tin, who had testified under oath that
she had not seen anything on the night
of June 7.

After the Aug. 6 tape, the FBI de-
cided to end Kates’ undercover role.
There had been another incident:
Someone had entered Kates’ bed-
room, tied up his German shepherd
and stabbed his mattress with a short
martial arts saber.

No one was ever charged, but
Chesson says Kates took it as a mes-
sage from the Demuros. Only Dom
could have come into the house and

continued on Page 22

The verdict

Eight South Philadelphia resi-
dents were indicted July 3, 1997,
in the June 7, 1996, racially mo-
tivated vandalism at 2517 S.
Franklin St.

» Felix Demuro Sr., 58, con-
victed of civil rights conspiracy
and housing intimidation charges,
sentenced Aug. 6, 1998, to 70
months in prison, fined $1,000,
ordered to pay $6,176 restitu-
tion.

+ Dominic Demuro, 31, con-
victed of civil rights conspiracy,
housing intimidation, witness
tampering and firearms violation;
sentenced June 30, 1998, to
131 months in prison, $1,000
fine and restitution of $6,176.

* Felix Demuro Jr., 23, convict-
ed of civil rights conspiracy and
housing intimidation, sentenced
July 1, 1998, to 60 months in
prison, fined $1,000, restitution
of $6,176.

* Michael Demuro, 29, con-
victed of civil rights conspiracy
and housing intimidation, sen-
tenced July 1, 1998, to 66
months in prison, $1,000 fine,
restitution of $6,176.

» Joseph Greenwood, 24, con-
victed of civil rights. conspiracy
and housing intimidation, sen-
tenced June 29, 1998, to 57
months in prison, $1,000 fine
and $6,176 restitution.

» Edward Majors, 43, pleaded
guilty to civil rights conspiracy
and housing intimidation charges,
sentenced Aug. 19, 1998, to one
year in prison, restitution of
$6,176. Now in witness protec-
tion program.

* Teresa A. Martin, 31, con-
victed of civil rights conspiracy
and perjury, sentenced July 8,
1998, to 57 months in prison,
$500 fine.

e Arthur Martin, 39, all charges
dismissed by the U.S. Attomey’s
Office.

The Demuros, Greenwood
and Teresa Martin appealed their
convictions and sentences. The
U.S. Court of Appeals for the
Third Circuit denied the appeals
of their convictions, but ordered
resentencing on the conspiracy
count for Dominic and Michael
Demuro and Joseph Greenwood.
The resentencing, set for Feb. 9
and 10, is expected to reduce
their sentences by about a year.

— Joseph A. Slobodzian
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continued from Page 11

tied up the dog without getting attacked and
bitten.

“Mike was starting to show signs of stress.
He wasn’t sleeping, and he was calling us at all
hours. We weren’t sleeping. Mistakes are made
if people work under too much stress.”

Partly to cover Kates’ activities and partly
to encourage cooperation from other neigh-
bors, the FBI had served grand jury subpoenas
on every resident of the block. That now be-
came the cover to get Kates out.

Kates told the Demuros he was running,
moving out, so that he could avoid testifying
against Dom and his family when he went be-
fore the grand jury. Kates’ father pulled up in a
truck, packed everything he could, and Mike
Kates said goodbye to the 2500 block forever.

leven months after the last tape, the
U.S. Attorney’s Office unsealed a
grand jury indictment against Felix
Demuro Sr., his three sons, Joseph
Greenwood, Teresa and Arthur Martin, and
Ed Majors, charging them with a criminal civ-
il rights conspiracy to intimidate Samantha
Starnes from moving into the neighborhood.

Felix Sr. — Big Fee — was set free on bail.
But his sons, based on their criminal records
and the audio tapes, were held without bail.

Ed Majors caved and pleaded guilty, just
as Dom Demuro, on one of the tapes, had pre-
dicted he would. The charges against Artie
Martin were dismissed.

The six remaining defendants were ready
to plead guilty on the eve of trial — until Felix
Demuro Sr. read the text of the plea that said
he had committed the crime for racial reasons.

“They say I’'m a racist, there’s no way I'll
sign that. I'd rather do the time,” Felix De-
muro Sr. told his sons after hours of last-
minute plea talks with prosecutors collapsed.

(. (. he government calls Michael
Kates,” said prosecutor
Faithe Taylor, as John Ches-

son wheeled Kates into the
somber wood-paneled courtroom.

Normally, Kates would have had the sym-
bolic protection of the wall surrounding three
sides of the witness box. But the wheelchair
wouldn’t fit. He was wheeled into the well of
the courtroom, about 30 feet from the man
he’d once said he’d “take a bullet for.”

Kates couldn’t resist glancing at his
friend, and they made eye contact often dur-
ing his two days of testimony. Dom Demuro
always looked back, and the message on his
face was clear: betrayal.

] thought for sure that there was enough
evidence that he wouldn’t have wanted to go
that way [to trial] and that he was going to do
the right thing ultimately,” Kates says quietly,
his voice tinged with sadness.

But Dom Demuro did not plead guilty
and, like his family, did not testify in his own
defense. He has steadfastly refused, through

his lawyer, to speak about the case or about
Kates. He was sentenced to prison though in-
sisting he vandalized the house at 2517 S.
Franklin to damage Ed Majors’ house — the
flood water drained into Majors’ renovated
basement — so Majors could collect insurance
money.

n the 2500 block of South Franklin

Street, life goes on. Some neighbors

are more reticent these days. The

publicity around a major criminal
case will do that.

But in the holiday season, Christmas lights -
brightened many porches. The wheelchair lift
was gone from Mike Kates’ old house, a patch
covering the gap in the railing. Felix Demuro’s
house seemed unchanged, as did the house
with pink-striped awnings next door.

Ed and Liz Majors” house is vacant. After
Majors pleaded guilty, he and his wife became
neighborhood pariahs. Their house was pelted
with eggs, the windows smashed.

Majors finished a one-year prison term
last summer. He and his wife and 10-year-old
son are also in the witness protection program.

“My sense is that they’re really trying to
make a go of it,” Thayer says.

Mike Kates could tell them about coping.
He has a new job but can’t talk about it. He
can’t make phone calls without wondering if
the person at the other end has caller ID; no
spontaneous calls to his folks or anyone else in
his old life who might divulge, even inadver-
tently, his new identity.

Tt makes maintaining a relationship with
his family all the more difficult. Kates hesitates
to talk about his parents out of fear that some-
one might go after them to retaliate against
him.

“Understand, there are people who don’t
agree with what I did. It put other people in
risk,” Kates says. “It took them a while to ac-
cept what I have done, but I think I've brought
them around.”

For Kates’ children, it has meant a new
surname and a host of new rules not always
easy to understand. A daughter proud of
knowing how to spell her name has had to give
that up. Both kids have had to skip school pic-
tures and other rites of passage, “just so that no
one from anywhere where I do live could ever
geographically tie us to any one location.”

“They remember where they came from,”
Kates says. “T've explained to them as well as a
father can explain to, his children. I have great
children. They pretty much accept at this point
in their life where they are.

“] explained to them what prejudice is,
and that I didn’t agree with it. I explained it to
them so that they would understand what and
why I did. And they know who did what.”

Samantha Starnes, daughter of an African
American father and a mother of Italian de-
scent, at first did not believe the vandalism was
a hate crime. Later, she said she had “never ex-
perienced anything like this.”

Starnes says she was relieved by the guilty

continued on Page 24
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verdicts. “T was really kind of
scared when I heard how
they carried themselves.” she
says.

She never moved into
2517 S. Franklin.

here’s a moral in
South  Franklin
Street for every-
one, and evidence
to support or undercut any
stereotype. That racism ex-
ists in a working-class South
Philadelphia neighborhood
should surprise no one, just
as it should surprise no one
that it exists in affluent
neighborhoods.

But what is one to make
of a Felix Demuro, who
cared for African American
foster children, yet vandal-
ized a neighbor’s house to
prevent it from being rented .
to a black woman he’d never
met?

Or Terri Martin, the
mother of five children, who
denied being present the
night of the vandalism? One
of her character witnesses
was an African American
friend from her childhood,
godmother to one of her
children, who told the jury
that Martin was her “sister”
and who greeted Martin’s
mother as “Mom.”

“It just shows you how
complex we can be,” says
prosecutor Taylor, an
African American who in
her Philadelphia childhood
found racial slurs to be “a
way of life.”

She calls it “an impor-
tant case for us to bring, win
or lose. Win or lose, we
knew we wouldn’t lose be-
cause it was the right thing
to do.”

Thayer agrees: It’s too
easy for people to look at
South Franklin and file it in
a stereotypical pigeonhole.

What distinguished the
Demuros and their neigh-
bors, Thayer says, was that
they chose to act on their
prejudices. Felix Demuro Sr.
— and by extension, the rest
of the clan — “wanted to be
the judge and jury of who
was fit to move onto that
block.” O



