Ex-gang member: 'I'll never forget' detective who suffocated him into false confession

Gregory Banks testifies in Jon Burge trial

A convicted burglar and longtime heroin addict said Thursday he confessed to a 1983 murder after he was beaten and suffocated by Chicago police detectives then under the command of Cmdr. Jon Burge.

Gregory Banks, 46, who served a little more than seven years in prison until his conviction was thrown out because his confession had been coerced, erupted in anger as he recounted his arrest nearly three decades ago.

The testimony came at Burge's trial in federal court on charges he lied to conceal the torture of Banks and other criminal suspects.




Banks said he had been left alone in an interview room at Area 2 police headquarters handcuffed to a wall for about six hours in October 1983 when Sgt. John Byrne and detectives Peter Dignan and Charles Grunhard entered the room about 2:30 a.m.

"Byrne said, 'We know you did it. We want to know why you did it,'" Banks testified.

When he denied any involvement in the murder, Banks said, Byrne "pulled a nickel-plated handgun and put it in my mouth."

When he offered more denials, Banks said, Byrne struck him with a flashlight in the chest, knocking him to the floor. The detectives beat and kicked him.

"Peter Dignan — I'll never forget Peter Dignan," said Banks, his voice rising. "He said, 'We have something special for (racial slur).' I was handcuffed behind my back, I was on the ground, and he put this bag over my head and held it for a minute or two."

Banks said he tried to struggle free but was helpless against Dignan, who clasped a bag tightly around his neck.

"I couldn't breathe," he said. "I was handcuffed, so there was nothing I could do."

The detectives left for about 15 minutes, then returned and again put the bag over his head, he testified.

"When they took it off, I said, 'I'll tell you anything you want to know,'" Banks said. "I was scared. I was 20 years old, and I did anything I could to sustain my life."

When he later refused to give his statement to an assistant state's attorney, another detective, Robert Dwyer, pulled him aside. "He took me out of the room and said, 'If you don't give a statement, what happened to you last night is going to happen to you again.'"

Banks lost his composure during a cross-examination so contentious that U.S. District Court Judge Joan Lefkow ordered him to answer questions by Burge's lawyer, William Gamboney.

He admitted that on the same day of the murder, he had scuffled with the murder victim for several minutes over a gun, but he said that the multiple bruises on his body were the result of the police abuse, not the earlier fight.

Banks, who has been convicted of burglary, acknowledged he was a member of the Black Gangster Disciple street gang for 20 years and had been addicted to heroin for years until four years ago.

But the two sparred heatedly over the court-reported confession Banks gave after his arrest. As Gamboney pressed him about his statement, Banks alternately said he didn't remember or that the statement was a lie.

"If this is what happened, my case would have never gotten overturned and you know that," Banks shouted over Gamboney as he waved a copy of his statement in front of the jury. "I'm not going to let you sit here and make them believe it's true because you know it's not true. … This is not true, so I'm not going to look at it."

"I know, it's all a pack of lies — you were framed," said Gamboney, his voice thick with sarcasm.

