Gaps in Watchdog Journalism Reflected in News From a Trial
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· Readers who came across a public radio blog documenting the five-week trial of a former Chicago police commander on charges of perjury and obstruction about cases involving torture under his command had to wonder where in the world WBEZ Chicago found so much expertise. 

The blogger, John Conroy, went deep on the history of the case, often filling in context that testimony only hinted at, and seemed to know at least as much as the lawyers prosecuting the case. 

As the trial was concluding, he wrote an item headlined “What the Jurors Don’t Know.” 

What many readers did not know was that Mr. Conroy had been there since the beginning. Over two decades ago, Mr. Conroy, a longtime reporter for The Chicago Reader, an alternative weekly, began investigating a case involving reports that Lt. Jon Burge and men under his command in the Chicago Police Department — they were called “The Midnight Crew” — used an array of torture techniques, including electroshocks, to extract confessions. 

Last Monday, a federal jury found former Lieutenant Burge guilty of perjury and obstruction of justice. That means Mr. Conroy, who was laid off from The Reader in 2007, is once again without a job, at least in journalism. 

“I think it especially poignant that it comes to a resolution now and he ended up writing for the public radio outlet because there is not a newspaper in town that will pay him to do the job,” said Michael Lenehan, who was Mr. Conroy’s editor at The Chicago Reader in the early 1990s. 

“The importance of his work can’t really be overstated. He is writing about good versus evil, right and wrong.” 

Much has been made of the pullback in foreign bureaus by American news organizations, leaving brutal regimes uncovered and third-world corruption unchecked. But there are many domestic instances in which a police force or local government has turned on people in inappropriate ways and, given the growing gaps in accountability reporting, no one will be the wiser as time goes on. 

Mr. Conroy’s work reflects constancy rare in an industry now stripped of years of institutional knowledge. 

“Back when this all started, John took all of the evidence from the first trials and wrote a story called ‘House of Screams,’ about the screaming that was coming out of the interrogation room of Area 2 headquarters,” recalled G. Flint Taylor, a lawyer who represented victims of the police tactics. 

After dozens of groundbreaking articles, a book and a play based on the reporting, Mr. Conroy would seem to have earned a measure of satisfaction, but he said what he felt most was worry, for himself and for a criminal justice system that was often inadequately covered by the press. 

“This story is far from over,” Mr. Conroy said last week. “There are 20 men in prison who are there on the basis of suspect confessions, and no one is paying attention to them because investigative reporting is time-consuming and expensive and no one wants to pay for it. I’m not paying attention because I can’t afford to. 

“Right now, there are a very large number of cases that have never been written about, cases in which detectives have grossly abused witnesses, framed suspects and taken confessions from people that have later been discounted by physical evidence,” he said. 

Mr. Burge was fired from the force in 1993, although the city of Chicago has continued to pay his legal fees. In 2000, a special prosecutor was appointed and eventually reviewed 148 cases, and more than half of the cases were deemed credible. But because the statute of limitations had run out, Mr. Burge could be prosecuted only for lying and covering up the torture, not the acts themselves. 

In 2000, George Ryan, then the governor, halted executions in Illinois after courts found 13 death row inmates had been 

imprisonments." 
wrongfully convicted
, some of them based on confessions that, some say, took place after torture by the police. 

Rob Warden, director of the 

site." 
Center on Wrongful Convictions
, at the Northwestern School of Law, said it was not just a Chicago problem. Two years ago, he put together an anthology called “True Stories of False Confessions” that contained 29 investigative articles. 

He said that half the people who wrote those pieces were no longer in the business. 

“All the reporting, all that knowledge, now gone,” he said. “It’s a pretty sad commentary on the state of American journalism.” 

In one of his last posts from the trial, Mr. Conroy described the jury selection in a way that seemed to get at the heart of the issue. 

“Before trial, when potential jurors were called in and quizzed one by one about prejudices they might have, one African-American woman was disqualified after she said she’d been reading about the torture for years and had strong opinions about it. One white man, the trustee of a Chicago suburb who was ultimately selected, said he had no knowledge at all of Burge or the accusations. The judge asked if he read the newspapers. ‘No,’ he said, ‘but my wife does.’ 

The New York Times is, for some reason, unafraid to use the word "torture" to describe the acts committed by Chicago cop, Jon Burge. I guess Dick Cheney didn't call. But the eventual conviction of this criminal gives some small shred of hope that justice might eventually be done in the cases of Bush, Cheney, Addington, Yoo et al. There was no public outcry - as so often, the public is only too happy to pull a Noonan when screams in cells can be kept off our radar screens. The press did this, notably John Conroy of the Chicago Reader, a true journalistic hero in this corrupted age. Now that Burge has been convicted, Conroy offered this statement:

"I think Burge is a guy who was failed by his supervisors. I think that if the first time Burge as a detective pulled somebody in and roughed him up in some way, if his lieutenant said to him, 'Burge, you do that one more time and I'll have you guarding the parking lot at 11th and State,' I don't think it would've happened again. He was a good enough cop without it. He could've gone just as far without the torture. It just required some supervision, somebody to say, 'We don't do that here,' and there's no Jon Burge—Jon Burge is not notorious, he's a well-regarded cop and serves his career and retires to Florida and all's well with the world.

I think everybody wants Burge to be a monster, and he's not. He's a creature of our own devising, in a way. He's a product of the Chicago police system at the time—and now, too—which does its best to protect errant cops unless they're caught red-handed."

But what happens when your commander-in-chief doesn't just turn a blind eye to torture, but endorses it? Well, we know all too wellNews Analysis | Chicago News Cooperative

Verdict in Burge Trial Will Not Bring Issue to a Close

By KATIE FRETLAND and DON TERRY
Whatever the outcome of the Jon Burge perjury and obstruction of justice trial, the legal battles that have swirled around him for more than 20 years, and that have cost the city millions of dollars, will drag on. 

Darrell Cannon was convicted of murder and served 24 years in prison. He says he confessed only after being tortured by officers under the command of Jon Burge. 

 “Not only legal battles, but political battles,” said Flint Taylor, who represents several men who accused Mr. Burge and others of torturing them while at Area 2 violent-crimes unit of the police department on the Far South Side in the 1970s and ’80s. “This is just one phase in the long struggle against police torture.” 

The jury will resume deliberations Monday, and Mr. Taylor said that he plans to file a federal civil lawsuit against Mr. Burge, Mayor Richard M. Daley, LeRoy Martin, a former police superintendent, and the “cast of characters” who worked as detectives under Mr. Burge, 62. The suit will be filed, he said, on behalf of Ronald Kitchen, a Burge accuser whose murder conviction was overturned. 

Meanwhile, Representative Danny K. Davis, Democrat of Illinois, is pushing for federal legislation that would make police torture a federal crime without a statute of limitations. 

But Mr. Cannon said none of this will end his nightmare. Mr. Cannon, 59, spent 24 years in prison after being convicted of murder. He had tried, without success, to convince a court that police officers under Mr. Burge tortured him into a confession. 

“I don’t want people to get complacent,” Mr. Cannon said, referring to the aftermath of a Burge verdict. He wants new hearings for more than 20 people incarcerated in Illinois who also claim they were tortured. 

Indeed, Mr. Cannon and many others touched by the case will probably have a hard time finding closure. The verdict will not change what many involved in the case — police officers, activists, and Burge supporters and opponents —believe about police torture in Chicago. 

The jury was not told about the finding of a four-year, $6 million investigation by special prosecutors who found that the police abused suspects at Area 2. Jurors were also not told about a report issued by the Office of Professional Standards that called for accusations of excessive force by Mr. Burge to be sustained. That report led to Mr. Burge’s firing in 1993. 

One of the authors of the report, Francine Sanders, said she did not think a conviction would bring her any deep satisfaction. 

“No matter which way the verdict goes, there’s no happy ending here for anyone,” Ms. Sanders said. “This case is not about Jon Burge. It’s about a system, a culture, a sickness in human nature that allows things like this to happen.” 

The Burge case has brought shame to public officials, including Mr. Daley, who was the Cook County state’s attorney during the 1980s, and Richard Devine, his first assistant who eventually became state’s attorney. 

A doctor who saw Andrew Wilson’s injuries wrote a letter to Richard Brzeczek, then the Chicago police superintendent, asking for an investigation into a case of possible police brutality. Mr. Brzeczek forwarded the letter to Mr. Daley, but charges were never brought against the officers who interrogated Mr. Wilson. 

Supporters of Mr. Burge — like Jim Knightly, a retired police captain, and relatives of Officer William Fahey, who was killed in 1982 by a man who later claimed he was tortured — observed parts of the trial. 

An end to the Burge case would be meaningful to officers who worked with Mr. Burge and officers on duty today, Mr. Knightly, 66, said. “The morale is low now as it is,” he said. “If you want these guys out doing the job with the federal government harassing people 20 years after something allegedly happened.” He said the trial was a waste of money. 

Mike Fahey, 51, a Water Department dispatcher, has supported Mr. Burge since he caught the men accused of killing his brother in 1982. Mr. Fahey said he believed Mr. Burge had been wrongly accused by career criminals. 

“Who are you going to say something bad about?” Mr. Fahey said. “The person who arrested you. One talks to another.” 

Four prosecution witnesses who said they had been tortured by Mr. Burge or by officers under him had criminal histories. 

Mr. Cannon did not testify. He said Area 2 detectives beat him, staged mock executions and administered electric shocks to his testicles and penis, and he drew sketches of the alleged abuse. But, like some of the others who testified, he had no photographic evidence or witnesses to corroborate his account. 

Mr. Burge, who was accustomed to giving court testimony during his years as a high-ranking police officer, appeared to be an effective witness in his own defense, calmly denying each accusation. He cried openly before the jury when talking about the investigation into the killing of two fellow officers. 

Mr. Taylor, who has represented Mr. Burge’s accusers for two decades, was in court when Mr. Burge broke down. 

“I cross-examined Burge on several occasions in the ’80s,” Mr. Taylor said, “and he never shed a tear.” 

Jo Ann Patterson, the mother of a man who has said he was tortured, said that attending the trial would have been too painful. 

“I just can’t stand to see him in person,” Ms. Patterson said of Mr. Burge. “Hopefully, a conviction will send a clear signal to the rest of the department.” 

Her son, Aaron Patterson, and three others won part of a nearly $20 million settlement with the city. Mr. Patterson was later sentenced to prison after being convicted on separate federal weapons and drug charges. 

If Mr. Burge is found guilty but does not receive lengthy jail time, it would not help the black community feel a sense of vindication, said Larry Kennon, a retired civil rights lawyer. 

“If he is convicted, that means there is a modicum of honesty in an otherwise completely flawed criminal justice system,” Mr. Kennon said. 

Mr. Burge’s lawyers intended to tell the jury about what they have called the “DC effect,” named for Mr. Cannon. They claimed that, after Mr. Cannon made accusations of torture, other defendants concocted similar stories to secure their own freedom. But Judge Joan Lefkow would not allow the jury to hear the Cannon theory, though a brief mention of it was made by a defense witness. The defense still said that men who knew each other made up the allegations of police torture. 

At his house five blocks from Area 2 police headquarters, Mr. Cannon said he still was haunted by his interrogation. 

“I’ve lived this nightmare every day,” he said. “Even before he was indicted, I thought about what had been done to me and others. Every night.” 
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Civilian Investigator of Burge Recalls the Excitement, but Now Feels Pity

By DON TERRY
Published: June 18, 2010

Whenever Francine J. Sanders taught a film class at Oakton Community College in Skokie, Barbara Schwartz made sure to sign up. But like most of her classmates, Mrs. Schwartz had no idea that her charming teacher, who rhapsodized on a recent summer morning about the zany merits of the 1938 classic “Bringing Up Baby,” had a past littered with smoky West Side pool halls, dank public housing stairwells and resentful men who carry guns. 

Francine J. Sanders, in front of the former Area 2 police station where Jon Burge worked. Jon Burge is currently on trial in Chicago, accused of lying about torturing suspects. 

“Francine? It’s hard to believe,” Mrs. Schwartz said. “She’s such a nice woman.” 

For eight years, Ms. Sanders, 55, was a civilian investigator for the Chicago Police Department’s Office of Professional Standards, or O.P.S., now the Independent Police Review Authority. It investigates the thousands of citizen complaints of excessive force and other accusations of police abuse that pour into the agency every year. 

Her biggest case — the one that has haunted the police department for more than 20 years — was the investigation of Jon Burge, a decorated Vietnam War veteran and former police commander who is on trial in Federal District Court on charges of perjury and obstruction of justice. If convicted, he could be sent to prison for the rest of his life. 

Ms. Sanders and another O.P.S. investigator, Michael Goldston, wrote reports sustaining accusations that Mr. Burge and several officers under his command had tortured suspects. That led to Mr. Burge’s firing in 1993. The statute of limitations on the alleged torture ran out before charges could be filed, but Mr. Burge is now accused of lying about the alleged torture during a 2003 civil suit. He has pleaded not guilty. 

“They did great work,” Mary Powers of Citizens Alert, a decades-old police watchdog group, said of Ms. Sanders and Mr. Goldston. “I was always amazed that they didn’t dump them right away and try to discredit them.” 

Although Ms. Sanders quit O.P.S. in 1995 to teach and write, Mr. Goldston still polices the police for the Independent Police Review Authority. He did not respond to requests for an interview. 

On Thursday, Mr. Burge, who is 62 and battling cancer, ended years of self-imposed public silence when he took the stand and testified — sometimes tearfully — in a courtroom so crowded with spectators that Ms. Sanders had to listen to an audio feed of the proceedings in an overflow courtroom five floors below. 

As Mr. Burge repeatedly said, “No, sir,” and denied that he had ever slapped, kicked, played Russian roulette, burned, suffocated any suspect or shocked them with an electric device, Ms. Sanders said she was surprised at the feeling his gravelly voice and calm words evoked in her: Pity. 

“There’s a part of me that felt sorry for him,” she said. 

“No. I don’t believe him,” she said about his testimony, “but I can understand why some people do.” 

When the director of O.P.S. assigned her to the case in 1990, “I was excited,” she said. “To me it was a great challenge, a great opportunity to work on something important.” 

Every heavy hitter in town was watching, from Police Superintendent LeRoy Martin to Mayor Richard M. Daley, who was the Cook County state’s attorney during the 1980s when much of the alleged torture took place. 

Every police officer in Chicago also seemed to be watching. During a Police Board hearing after her report came out, Ms. Sanders said, 10 to 15 officers turned around in their seats in unison and focused on her with menacing stares. 

“But there was also a group of officers who told me they were glad for this investigation,” she said. 

By then, Ms. Sanders said, she was “used to cops taking the position of me being their adversary.” But she said she never felt that way — she much preferred an outcome that exonerated an officer accused of excessive force. 

“The police were not the only ones skeptical of O.P.S. Since its creation in 1974, the office has been widely perceived by police watchdog groups, defense lawyers and ordinary citizens as little more than an extension of the police department, rarely sustaining charges of police abuse. 
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 “The Goldston and Sanders reports were significant but an aberration,” said Flint Taylor, a lawyer who represents several of Mr. Burge’s accusers. 

The public’s low regard for O.P.S is one reason Mayor Daley reorganized it in 2007, giving it a new name, a slightly broader mandate and moving it under mayoral control, rather than the superintendent’s. 

Ms. Sanders said many of the cases she worked on during her tenure with O.P.S. from 1987 to 1995 boiled down to he said-she said. 

“There were many times when I believed someone’s allegations,” she said, “but could not sustain a case because there was not enough evidence.” 

When Ms. Sanders was assigned the Burge case, the accusations of torture against him were at least seven years old. “The trail was cold,” she said. “Some witnesses were dead.” 

The trail led back to a winter afternoon in 1982 when two patrol officers were shot to death in a routine traffic stop on the South Side. Mr. Burge, then the head of the Area 2 violent crimes unit, went five days without sleep as he coordinated the manhunt for the main suspects, the brothers Andrew and Jackie Wilson. 

The Wilsons were captured and convicted. Andrew Wilson said Mr. Burge and his men tortured him into confessing, an accusation Mr. Burge has always denied. 

As Mr. Burge on Thursday began to recount the slaying of the officers — William Fahey and Richard O’Brien — and the search for their killers, he broke down on the witness stand. 

“I think he’s already paid some dues,” Ms. Sanders said of Mr. Burge. “I think he has a weight on him for the rest of his life.” 

Most of her investigation of Mr. Burge was spent at her desk reading thousands of pages of police reports, medical records and trial transcripts. She had five cartons of Burge files and referred to them often as she wrote her 66-page report, sustaining Mr. Wilson’s accusation and recommending that Mr. Burge be fired. 

Her report supported five departmental charges against Mr. Burge, including the use of electric shock and a hot radiator to burn and “maltreat” Mr. Wilson. While her report centered on the encounter between Mr. Burge and Mr. Wilson, Mr. Goldston’s investigation supported accusations that there was systematic abuse in Area 2 headquarters for more than 10 years. 

“She had to go through all the cases and charges and then make them make sense,” said Eugene Craig, Ms. Sanders’s former partner at O.P.S. “Whoever chose Francine for that job, that was a great decision.” 

Ms. Sanders grew up in Wilmette and majored in journalism at the University of Illinois. Her father owned a small advertising agency; her mother was a homemaker. As a girl, Ms. Sanders loved movies, particularly detective films. 

“I never wanted to be a cop,” she said. “But I loved finding out things, asking questions, learning about human nature.” 

She left O.P.S. to return to school and earned a master’s degree in film studies at Northwestern University. She teaches full time at the Tribeca Flashpoint Media Arts Academy in the Loop, where she is also director of core studies. 

On Wednesday mornings in the summer, she works part time in Classroom C-120 at Oakton, showing and talking film with her class of gray-haired, elderly movie buffs. 

“She’s the most fantastic teacher,” Mrs. Schwartz said when she got over her surprise at Ms. Sanders’s past. “She’s so knowledgeable, so thorough. That’s probably why she was so good at that other job.” 

ho wouldn’t be happier to know there was another good cop out on the street?” she said. 

