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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION

In Jamaica, the Rastafarians wear their hair in 

"dreadlocks" and smokS large amounts of "ganja" (marijuana) 

in defiance of the traditional values handed down from the 

British government since the days of slavery. The Rasta­

farians are the descendents of those early slaves. They 

wear their "natty dreads" in long, thick, matted braids.

On the island of Dominica,a gang of guerillas called the 

Natty Dreads prey on the tourists. In the movie "The 

Harder They Come," Ivan, the hero, is a local ganja dealer. 

After he is pursued by the police and shoots government 

officials, he is successfully hidden by the Rastafarian 

community in defiance of the law. The Rastafarians de­

test authority. The cult of the Ganja smoke is part of 

the religious life along with their devotion to their god, 

the lion of Judah. The Rastafarians believe that as a 

people they are imprisoned in the gullet of authoritar­

ianism and corrupt institutions. The music of the Rasta­

farian reflects their political and existential condition. 

Their musical themes express direct resistance to authority
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and define the values and morality for their Orou;„.

Cocaine sniffers in after hours clubs are too part 

of a cult. Like the Rastafarians, they are part of a tra­

dition dating back from Storyville in ilev; Orleans that de­

fied authority and resisted the moral and social values 

of the larger society. Every sniff of cocaine is an act 

of rebellion in defiance of the lav:. They live in and 

are connected to an underground cocaine-sniffing sub-cul­

ture. The cult of cocaine, like other drug sub-groups such 

as marijuana and heroin users, does not exist in a vacuum. 

Individuals come together in small groups v/here associations 

are formed, reputations are mais and statuses established. 

The activities of a feu draw others beyond the original 

coterie. Cocaine club culture is replete with complexities. 

It is a home to some, a working place for others and a lei­

sure environment for most. The actions, objects and under­

standings that are transferred and accepted oecome the 

guiding principles for behavior in the sub-culture. Cocaine 

sniffers come fro:" a v:ide variety of backgrounds, identities 

and cultures.

Cocaine sniffing is a form of popular culture re­

flecting the privatenes of the 1970's: the low-key, indi­

viduated lifestyles as opposed to mass demonstrations, 

rallies, be-ins, smoke-ins and love-ins of the I960's.

The sub-culture is politice.l only in its defiance of laws 

that dictate behavior that people feel should not be
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regulated. It is also a sub-culture that has been cele­
brated and popularized by the media. Movies such as 
"Suporfly1' (1972), "The Seven Percent Solution" (1975), 
"The Discreet C h a m  of the Bourgeoisie" (1972), "A Star 
is Born" (197S),"Annie Hall"(l977) all glorify cocaine 
in some way or at least make us more cognizant of its 
presence in the 1970's. The many books that have been 
published in the 1970's, including Ashley (1975), Byck 
(1974), Solomon and Andrews (1975), Sabbag (1977), all 
document cocaine's ubiquitous presence. In the record­
ing industry with such works as Richard Pryor's "That 
Rigger's Crazy," he highlights the cocaine blues 
man ("I was into cocaine one time— almost snorted up 
Peru") to others like Taj I-Iahal and Curtis Mayfield. In 
addition, the cocaine paraphernalia business has been 
growing by leaps and bounds with the sale of silver, gold 
and copper straws, spoons and other instruments for co­
caine use.

Cities intensify the cocaine sub-culture because 
larger and larger groups of people are attracted to it 
through the cariosity stirred by urban mass media. There 
is, of course, quite a debate raging between those who be­
lieve cities generate deviance and those who believe it 
is specific to other factors. The point here is that some 
people experiment with cocaine specifically because of 
the interest generated by the media whether they live in
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cities or not. They are stimulated by movies and other 
media accounts of drug users’ social lives, as well as 
by musical lyrics which are spiced with drug themes. By 
doing so, new interest is generated, newcomers buy para­
phernalia and new members are recruited into a drug sub­
culture. The sub-culture is further supported by spec­
ialized stores (head shops) that serve the group's chang­
ing tastes and needs.

This dissertation is a study of cocaine culture 
in after hours clubs. It provides a description of a unique,
private and illegal sub-culture and the rules which 
regulate the conduct of cocaine users. In this setting,
I particularly focus on the cocaine dealer and how he uses 
and is regulated by this sub-culture. The research is de­

scriptive, based on personal observation, and makes ana­
lytical sense of this culture as it exists within the eco­
logical and cultural networks of the city.

An after hours club is an illegal, semi-secret, 
drug-using institution where cocaine, marijuana, alcohol, 
and sex are bought, sold and used after regular bars are 
closed. The clubs are not licensed by city or state agen­
cies to dispense drink or to hold any cabaret entertain­
ment on the premises. They are found in most large cities. 
These clubs exist almost anywhere there are prostitutes, 
pimps, musicians, bartenders and others whose occupations 
require late-night hours and v/ho want leisure time and
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places of their own after official hours of closing.

This study investigates the hypothesis that to the 
degree an after hours club functions in the community as 
an institution, it establishes social control over cocaine 
users and non-users in a natural setting. Social interac­
tion in the particular after hours club under study is 
largely centered around the use of cocaine. In New York 
City, the institutionalized after hours has developed and 
nurtured the cocaine user and non-user in a private and 
vibrant sub-culture. The boundaries of the sub-culture 
are not rigidly defined in terms of v/ho is a member and 
v/ho is not. It is best characterized as a flexible, adapt­
able social setting which allows different people from 
widely dispersed backgrounds to come together in a rela­
tively secure setting to develop argot, exchange ideas 
and opinions as well as engage in another unconventional 
practice of drug use. These sub-cultures are to be dis­
covered in poor sections of East Harlem, middle and upper 
middle class sections of Soho, Latin communities in the 
Bronx, and black communities in Bedford-Stuyvesant and 
Harlem.

The chapters are organised in the follov/ing manner: 
Chapter II is a brief history of after hours clues 

traced bach to the-nineteenth century. Chapter III is a 

description of the clubs in the city. In this chapter, 

the reader is escorted into the club, introduced to the



6
types of patrons. Chapter IV is concerned v'ith the 

ecology of the cocaine club, where we meet., the employees, 

the owner, the dancer, and the snorter/habitues as they 

sit around the Blue Cat Cafe drinking, talking loud, 

rapping, talking shit, and sniffing cocaine from spoons, 

straws and fingernails. Chapter V concentrates on cocaine 

and its use. Included in this section is the economy of 

cocaine, and all the variations and implications of its 

use. Chapter VI is devoted to the socialization of cocaine 

users. V/e are introduced to various kinds of cocaine users 

and the cocaine club way of life. In Chapter VII, the char­

acters of Frenchy Charleston and Afredo Rojas are presented 

as prototypes of the cocaine street dealer. Some of the 

questions raised about the dealer are:

(1) v;ho becomes a dealer?

(2) what problems are encountered?

(3) what skills are required?

(4) how is the dealer's work structured?

(5) what are the signs of success or failure?

(6) what role does the after hours club play in the 
dealer's life?

I conclude the thesis with Chapter VIII and some prelimi­

nary findings. Appendix 1 is on methodology; Appendix 2 

contains implications for further research; and Appendix 3 

is a discussion of slang in the after hours. The Glossary 

section follows.
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Some of the initial questions this research raises 

are as follov;s:

(1) Is there sub-culture of cocaine within cities?

(2) 'That is this culture and its components?

(3) V/ho are the cocaine users? V/ho is active in this 
sub-culture?

(4) v/hat function do after hours clubs play in this 
sub-culture?

(5) V/hat role does an after hours club play in the im­
mediate community?

(3) V/hat are the special adjustments and self-defini­
tions required to successfully join such a culture?

(7) Mow do people represent to themselves and to others 
their reasons for using cocaine in after hours clubs?

This study takes a look at the cocaine sub-culture in after 

hours clubs as an anthropologist might observe people on a 

remote island. As an observer, he sees, hears many things 

happening around that is unfamiliar. In time, he learns 

the language, the customs and idiosyncracies of the people. 

Then after some meaning is derived, a record is kept of 

v.'hat he has seen and learned. In the same ’./ay, ethnography 

is a theory of how some particular human, group lives.

The ethnographer must attempt to understand the 

people in the community he studies. The people in the com­

munity of the cocaine sub-culture live and interact in the 

after hours clubs. The task of the researcher is to gain 

the acceptance and familiarity of the members. This means 

exploring the body of information necessary to make some 

clear sense of how cocaine/after hours club world develops.
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Several important factors emerge which must be 

incorporated in the analysis of any hind of drug use:

(1) the chemistry of cocaine

(2) the implications for society with regard to co­
caine use and abuse.

These points will be expanded upon in the thesis. Some

of the more specific concerns will be on the following

questions:

(1) './hat is the effect of cocaine on the mind and the
body of the snorter/habitue as can be best de­
scribed from an observer's point of view? What
must be hept in mind, of course, is that in a
qreat number of cases, the snorter/habitue is
usinq cocaine in combination with other substances.

(2) V/hat are the socio-psycholoqical aspects reqardinq 
who takes cocaine in the after hours clubs, how 
they take it, and why they take it?

(3) V/hat laws are used to suppress cocaine use?

In this way, we will be able to see in a micro-socioloqical 

way how the after hours club functions and sanctions cocaine 

use. On the macrosocial level, we will be able to see how 

the lar.qer society responds and labels such behavior as 

unconventional.

People in institutions exist in time and space.

In America, the idea.of time connotes duration (Hall 1959), 

i.e., time is an entity which occurs between two points.

In V.’estern culture, a particular time is designated for 

play (unserious action like eatin.q, drinkin;-, sleeping or 

"time out" activity) and "time in" activity like work.

lach of these activities takes olace within a
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certain time zone in a particular place, in most cases, 

in different places and with different people. Work 

usually takes place in the day time, and sleep at night, 

with play over-lapping in both day and night time. More 

people are occupying spaces in the night time, however, 

as evident by recent trends where much of the twenty-four 

hours is being occupied by social, religious and political 

activities. A larger number of people, for example, have 

been employed during the night than ever before. In 1976,

12 million Americans worked at jobs ostensibly in the night 

time.^ 2.5 million people worked a full shift beginning
pafter midnight. Workers have been known to use drugs du­

ring these late night shifts to cope with staying awake. 

Others indicate the shifts are lighter at night and thus 

more free time is available to enjoy the drug high.3 Other 

people, aside from workers, are out at night. People attend 

movies, go to restaurants, commute on public transportation, 

deposit and withdraw money from all-night banks, go to par­

ties, and do numerous other things all during the night. In 

New York City, for example, there are all night supermarkets, 

peep shows, restaurants, taxi limousine services, movie

1The exception, of course, is in prisons, hospitals, 
and mental institutions, where there are no boundaries to 
separate sleep, work and play. Goffman defined such places as 
total institutions.

2hurray Melbin, "Night as Frontier," American 
Sociological Review 43:1 (1973) 5.

nDavid Caplovits, The ’forking Addict (New York: the 
CUTTY Graduate School and University Center, 1376
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houses, radio, t.v, broadcasting, rent-a-car agencies, 

hotels, gay pornographic films, gas stations, candy stores, 

banks, laundromats, film developing centers, bus and subway 
transportation. Melbin (1978:5) hypothesized that "the for­

ces of expansion into the dark hours are the same as those 

resulting in expansion across the land. That is, a single

causal explanation should account for the spread of people
4and their activities whether in space or in time." This 

expansion into the night is viewed as a frontier pheno­

menon. "There was a succession of pha.ses in settling the 

night-time. Zach stage fills the night more densely than 

before and uses those hours in a different v,ray, first 

came isolated wanderers on the street, then groups involved 

in production activities, then graveyard shift workers.

Still later, those involved in consumption activities arrived, 

the patrons of all-night restaurants and bars and the gam­

blers v/ho now cluster regularly by midnight at the .gambling
5tables in resorts."

In the frontier of time, defined as between 1:00 

a.m. to 10:00 a.m., one can find in hew York City, eccen­

tric bag ladies, men and v/vmen v/ith putrid odors (stink 

people), unconventional sexuality, illegal pleasure seekers, 

criminals, transvestites, people v/ith physical deformities,

4kelbin, "night as Frontier," p.5.

5, ,  . .Ioia.



11
prostitutes, undercover police officers, all a part of a 

subterranean './orld v/ith its ov/n coherence and order. The 

institutions operating in the night -frontier have their 

ov/n norality and rules for conduct concerning the indi­

viduals v/ho make up the night scene in the city. Hot all 

night people share some kind of deformity or criminal asso­

ciation. Regular daytime people also seek adventure in 

the v/ilderness of time. The after hours clubs is a fort 

in the frontier of time, a settlement in the darker regions 

of the city.

A settlement is a stable occupation of space and 
time by people and their activities. The frontier 
is a pattern of sparse settlement in space ana time 
located betv/een a more densely settled and practically 
empty region. Belov/ a certain density of active  ̂
people, a given space-time region is a v/ilderness.

Time is inevitably used v/ith space. Space and time together

make up the arena or stage for people's activity.

The Scene

The scene v/ithin the after hours club is the entire

context where interaction takes place. It is here that the

symbolic significance of the acts, props, staging and other

scenic components come together to influence the actors.

All social interaction is affected by the physical 
container v/ithin v/hich it occurs. The various
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elements of the container establishes a -world of 
meaning through the arrangement of non-verbal sym­
bolism.

The container defines the physical and symbolic limita­

tions on behavior. It further limits possible movement 

by its pre-determined size. The sin dimensions of any 

scene are:

(1) the container: a given space where the spatio- 
temporal properties exist.

(2) the props: the objects, dress, chairs, tables, 
v/ithin the container

(3) the actors: the people involved in the action

(4) modifiers: the physical elements such as light, 
sound, odor, temperature

(5) duration: the time within which the action v/ill 
occur.

(6) progression: the orger of events which precede 
or follow the action

The after hours club space varies from club to club. The

average club (the prototype is the Blue Cat Cafe) is about

fifty feet in length and thirty feet in width. The entranc;

v*ay has three doors. The first has an iron front gate

a. small spy hole. This hole is significant because the

door guard inspects v/ithout a v/ord people he recognises.

The second door allows the habitue into a closed space

between the first, second, and third doors. Mere the

7David Dennett D Judith Dennett, "Mahing the Scene," 
Social Psychology Through Symbolic Interaction, ed. 3. Stone 
and Farberman (V.altham", :IA; Dinn-Dlaisdell Publishing, 1979) 
o. 190.

8 I b i d .



13

visitor is searched before being allowed into the club 

area through the third door. People in institutions 

where security measures are present usually view such : 

measures as antagonistic to their free expression. In 

prison, for example, a locked door, guards, body searches 

are both physically and psychologically de-humanizing for 

the inmates. Viewed another way, these same features 

in a different setting may insure a certain collective 

sense of protection. Instead of security measures creat­

ing a dimunition in the opportunities for expression and 

communication, it may actually heighten such expression.

Cocaine users,illegal gamblers, and many others,
v/ho in an activity where there is a chance of arrest or

injury by outside forces may cling together. People often

feel secure v/ith others in order to share anxiety in a
similar situation. "Schachter (1959) showed that the

greater the risk people thought they v/ere facing, the more

anxious they v/ere, the more they wanted to be v/ith others,
9even strangers, facing the same risk." Apparently, peo­

ple in the same stressful or dangerous situation feel 

others help reduce anxiety and also "provides an oppor­

tunity to appraise one's own feelings and adjust them appro­

priately to the risk. V/ith less emotional uncertainty

9Melbin, "Might as Frontier," p. 13.



and v/ith the knowledge that others share the circumstances,

individuals feel better about confronting a stressful sit-
10nation."

In any arena, or stage, the scene must be considered 

The scene is a statement about the reality of the place—  

its ambiance intensifies the action by allowing the scene 

to generate its own climax and unique applause^ The estab­

lishment by design provides the decor, music, .low lights, 

props, tables and chairs for the actors to experience some­

thing in. This is accomplished in conjunction v/ith v/hat 

is happening to the actors themselves (snorting cocaine 

for instance). The proximity by which people talk, touch, 

sniff and dance is directly attributable to the arrange­

ment of props (objects in the establishment). For instance, 

small leather stools are easily assembled so that several 

people can come tcgether to share drinks, cocaine or mari­

juana. The tables and chairs are set up in such a way 

that conversation and ohysical contact can go smoothly. 

People are often seen moving chairs and tables to accomo­

date additional friends. The other components of the scene 

elements of light, sound, odor, temperature, the cigarette 

machine, the juke box, the staircase, the lavatory, the 

mirrors, the bar, heating and time all give further order 

and meaning to the after hours club experience.

^ Brecht on Theatre, ed., trans. , John b'illett 
(Uev/ York: Hill and V,rang 1964)
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Cocaine on the Drug Frontier

Since cocaine is used in the after hours club,

its presence conjures up a further analogy in v.'hich
i othe frontier can be usedr'" Cocaine use in the institu­

tion is on the frontier of tine in that it will even­
tually become legal or at least licit in the future.
Like the after hours clubs and the emerging use of the 

twenty-four hour day, it is a new sphere that offers 

hope as a new activity. The consumption of alcohol,after 

years of illegal status,became legal throughout the United 

States. The use of marijuana, while still illegal in most 

states, has spread into the lives of millions of Americans. 

Today the attempt to decriminalize the use of marijuana 

is on the rise in many of the larger cities. Thus, as 

old ways surrender to new ones, cocaine, while on the 

frontier of drug use, '.All tomorrow be as free as alcohol 

is today.

Thrill Seekers

The actors in the frontier of time have previously 

been described as gamblers (Kusyszyn 1977), thrill seekers 

(Zuckerman 1971) and risk takers (Jackson, Hourany, Vidmar 

1972). The demand for the frontier experience gives the

night person an increasing sense of arousal in his/her

1°‘The research on cocaine has led to proposals for 
cocaine nose drops and coca chewing gum. Dr. Andre’.: v/eil of
Harvard Iledical School has reported how coca in South America
aids in stomach disorders of the native population.
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attempts at free expression. Jackson, et al (1972) defined 

risk-taking "as a willingness to be exposed to situations 

with uncertain outcomes."-''' They placed risk taking into

(1) financial gamble or monetary risk taking

(2) talcing chances in situations involving bodily 
harm or physical risk to the person,or physical 
risk-taking

(3) talcing chances in situations in which normative 
ethical values are involved, or ethical risk talc­
ing

(4) social risk talcing which involves situations in 
v/hich the subjects esteem in the eyes of others 
is at stake *

This form of expression has been conceptualized as part of 

the gambler's personality (Xusyszyn 1977), I argue that 

.it is also part of the cocaine habitue' s life style. In 

particular, tnose who come out in the night-time (1:00 a.m. 

to 10:00 a.m.), to seek adventure. There are habitues in 

the night-time who are not risk-takers or thrill seek­

ers, in the sense implied here; those night people who 

make up the night underworld, who have skills and are not 

talcing a "chance." In other words, the hustler/dealer, hit

13 D.n. Jackson, L. Hourany, and II.J. Vidmar, "A Four 
Dimensional Interpretation of Risk Talcing," Journal of Per­
sonality (1972) 40: 433-501.

14 Ibid.
15 see also S. Rettig, '.'Group. Discussion and Predicated 

Dthical. Risk Talcing," Journal of Personalitv and Social 
Psychology (1965) 3: 529-533.
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man, transvestite, nijht banai t, are not "cat there" 

vith the ercrec taticns of having fun. Ire rhriil seeker 

is faced with an atmosphere of true risk unlike the 
ni pht-tire hustler.



18

A Subculture
Social worlds, be they dark hidden dives of the 

night or street corners in large urban centers, are explored 
and made sense of by people who happen to be sociologists, 
novelists, or reporters in the literary tradition. These 
writers inform us about some hertofore unknown world.
There is usually an inherited pattern of thought where 
such works derive. This study is no different. The re­
search outlined here is based on works in the sociological 
tradition of Gans (1962), V/hyte (1964), Liebow (1967),
Becker (1963), Cavan (1966), Roebuck and Frese (1976) and 
Kornblum (1974), in that it employs observed personal 
events.

Social scientists and novelists have unearthed many 
studies in this manner. Notably, Claude Brown!s Manchild 
in the Promised Land, Ruth Benedict's Patterns of Culture, 
Frederick Gearing's The Face of the Fox, Carlos Casteneda's 
Tales of Power, and Richard V/right's Eight Men. Other 
artists with vision such as photographers like Brassai and 
James Van Der Zee, have captured unknown worlds. Brassai 
in secret Paris brothels and Van Der Zee in his striking 
impressions of Harlem,

What most of the earlier social scientific accounts 
tend to stress is that these hidden enclaves are somehow 
deviant, alienated and insecure. It has been novelists and 
a few sensitive others who seem to consistently portray 
people v;ith feeling and special insight.
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The after hours club and cocaine use is not a fad 
or a contemporary happening. It has been around a long 
time. And what people do in after hours clubs has changed 
very little over the years. The illegal black market, the 
prostitution, and the hustlers still persist. The after 
hours club is an enduring phenomena which began with a jazz 
music tradition and since that time cocaine use has become 
the primary reason people continue to go there. The works 
of Gans, Whyte and Liebow takes sub-cultures from the point 
of view of official reality and the cocaine habitue as 
deviant individuals whose lives are out of kilter with the 
world. Theories of drug use usually coalesce around the 
notion of deviance. Individuals involved in any activity 
that is considered immoral and/or one which demands atten­
tion from agencies of social control are viewed as deviant. 
To be deviant is to be recognized as such by those who are 
offended by what they see. Yet people are in the after 
hours club in secrecy. They are not seen by outsiders as 
a rule. The question is - can they be deviant without a 
looker extending their moral judgements onto them.

The theoretical and empirical focus of these early 
works continue to provide models for social scientists to­
day. Common among these constructs are notions of "sub­
culture," "class," "social structure," "analytic induction." 
The cocaine culture fits well into Becker's theory of mari­
juana users and jazz musicians, Kornblum's tavern culture
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typology and Cavan's ethnography of a bar. V/hat is sig­

nificant, however, is that the after hours cocaine culture 

has its own coherence and order, its own rules, norms, 

special customs and language. While it has major similar­

ities to the larger society, it is perpetuating a lifestyle 

uniquely its own.



2 1

CMAPT2-2 II

A 3EIZF HISTORY OF THE 
AFTER HOURS CLUE

The after hours club and its relationship to a 

private way of life, music and drupe have historical roots 

datinp back to the late 1380's. Raptime, the predecessor
•t 7

to jazz, started in the 1300's in, some say, a brothel. ° 

I:ew Orleans had a preat number of raptime musicians who 

found the brothels and other "jook joints" one of the few 

places they could play their music and be accented. This 

was also one of the feu places they could receive a con­

stant income for their artistry. The discrimination of 

the time prevented many of these musicians from workini 

in the white clubs, taverns and other establishments where 

a decent wape was offered. At this early juncture, blacks 

\;ere not admitted to white unions and had not yet estab­

lished their own. The red lipht district then became syn­

onymous with raptime or 4/4 time: rap derives from the ter: 

playinp "rapped" which is music played between the beats,

~^E. limns Cams be 11, "Early Jam," The be -r
• m  v* ~l ■» y-| -■ /. '1 *-» v* f ' *s » r*. J ’ 1 ■ c; t? fa : fk .'Zk

(Hew York: Arno dress, 1570) . SC3 - 520.
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17not e;:actly on the teat. uapcine, and later jazz, became 

part of a. "street"lifestyle. Street, in those days, meant 

to be lov:-li fed and v:as synonymous v:ith whores, pimps, con 

con and other drifters, i.'ev: Orleans became the h.aven for 

these iterant types. The steamboat workers, '-amblers, 

hustlers and the ethnic mixture of Italians, French, Ger­

mans, Spanish, Indians and blacks:.' made I lev: Orleans a 

choice place for cultures of ethnic diversity. Musicians, 

v/hose music was appreciated by those v/ho attended brothels, 

found the brothel a "hone" for their music. A rapport do- 
veloped between the musicians vho used the brothel as a 

place to improvise and create nev; v;orks, and the audience 

who appreciated the musicians' skill. The brothels employed 

musicians to enliven and cheer up the patrons, and so the 

marriaye was consummated.

In 1597, Sidney Story, a 2lev: Orisons politician,

was making history by complying v;itk the will of a. lar ;e

portion of the population in creating a. legitimate red

li.vht district. Through this legislative action, "Story-

ville" was born. Storyville, in 2lev: Orleans, was an area

ten blocks 1on~, contained thirty-five whore houses and

2,200 prostitutes. The houses included a potpourri of

crib joints, pamblinp places, cabarets, cafes, opium dens,
13honky tonks, and dance schools. storyville1s main source 

of entertainment was so;: and music. The owners of these

17— U. * ,lM.> O *

1 °Jack V. Buerkle and Danny Barker, Bourbon Streep 
Black (New York: Oxford University Press, 197T)
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brothels, some of v/hich cost hundreds of thousands of

dollars, hired musicians vmen they cone into the city.

The musicians could live at the brothels, get free licuor,

food, as '.veil as a feu dollars, in ercchange for their

performance. They, in turn, had to play hours on end.

They could play any tune they v/ished as long as they did

not stop. They could also improvise as much as they pleased

They often played "double" because during the day they v/buld

play si;-: to eight hours, then play in the brothel at night

until early morning. The musicians v/ould often chev: cala- 
19bash to help them keep going during these long musical

stretches. (One v:ould imagine cocaine mas used, since
20it v;as legal at this time). Piano players mere the most 

sought-after musicians for this kind of v/ork because the 

piano could be tuned dov;n during the early morning hours, 

although other instruments mere also used. It has been 

said jazz music and its originators, lihe Louis Armstrong, 

king Oliver, Freddie Keppard and hundreds of other musi­

cians, started in Storyville. ilovever', jazz did not be yin 

in Storyville but really many years earlier, v:ith great 

musicians like Buddy 3olden. But it v.ras in Storyville 

that a special kind of musical tradition started. This 

tradition v:as one v/here musicians could freely e;:chance

19 a common bottle gourd

20cocaine v;as available legally from about 133 o to 
1914; during these years it is suspected that prostitutes an: 
musicians used cocaine during late-night parties.
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musical ideas. The jam session, or after hours cutting s 

sion, he came an institution ’..'here musicians yathered afte 

v:ork to continue to slay v;hen ever;/ other club has close! 

These sessions provided opportunities for yovny musicians 

to learn from the old masters. Thus the after hours club 

became the institution for musical apprenticeship.

One of the cabarets, owned by Peter Lala and call

Cafe Lala, nay v:ell be one of the first after hours clubs

In an interesting booh called Bourbon Street 31ach,the se

tin/ is described:

It v/as principally at Lala's that the musicians 
gathered after v;ork to socialise and enchanye 
musical ideas. Jazz had cone alive. It had made 
the final transformation to a. distinct identity.
It need not have received that final catalytic 
boost in these surroundings. But it did. ’Chile 
Storyville nurtured jazz and its players, it con­
tributed to an inaye that ’.'.'as to brand the music 
and the man as deviant.

Later, duriny the 1920's and 301 s in he'.: York, .La 

tinore, Kansas City, Chicayo and other cities, spee.heasie 

and after hours clubs flourished. Here, as v.rell, musicians 

of every distinction and cateyory frecuented these dives, 

often haviny to outplay the other. These sessions lasted 

so lony into the morniny that they v/ere often cadled 

"spook's breakfasts." It v:as also the reason *..rhy such ' 

elaces vere dubbed "after hours clubs."

21
flack (Ke\: for'.:: Ouford 'Jniversity Press, 19 73") ”  2 1 .

Jack V. fuerkle and fanny Parker, Bourbon 3tree
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Albert Hurray, in his bool: Stompin'; the Blues, 

tells ho:/ the emergence of Saturday night functions, honky 

tonks ant ,-jool: Joints, became one of the secular alterna­

tives to church and ;ospel music as a counter-a -ent or e::-
22orcist to v/nat is reierreo zo as "the blues."

Unlicensed after hours clubs, which generally open 

at four a.m., have been around since Prohibition days. A- 

round 1933, some of these clubs stayed open even after Pro­

hibition expired and the sale of alcoholic beverapes be­

came legal again. Cabaret licensing is required for a 

social (after hours) club , selling food or drink and/or 

providing dancing or other entertainment if it was char­

tered after January 1, 19 2-3.

Byron Hall is 29 years old. Tie frequents after

hours clubs regularly. Mis father owned a Hew York after

hours club in the 1940's. Me recounts ho:/ his father's

club followed in the tradition of Storyville where local

singers could get their start:

My pops had a. joint called "Back of the Tracks," that 
was located down by the railroad tracks. That's where 
the sho-nuff, sho-nuff v/as happening. People used 
to e.ome in there— 'clues singers. People used to 
play music, sing. But in your big after hours joints, 
you had big entertainers, people like Billie (Holi­
day) and stuff. But you know, every area had its 
singers. Even Haney Hi Ison. She started out in the 
Bronx in an after hours club under the name "Baby 
Boll." That's the wa^ she started. Honk slaved in

22 . .urra .jcovoin ■ .'or.::
McGraw-Hill, 127”)
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my oon's place. Billie, too. Honk and my father 
prev; up together. They'd pet all smoked up and 
stuff. Yeah, you knov/, so that after hours had 
their ov/n entertainment. Of course, you'd have 
to pay for all that. Like, in my pop's "lace, if 
t h ey h ad a p ip, a set, v/ i t h d a n c i n ; an d s t u f f , 
then you had to pay to pet in. Other nipints, it 
’..ras just like you had to knov: somebody. That kind 
of thiny. To -pet in, dip? That's hov; it v;orked.
If you knev: so and so, then boom, you v/sre in. 
Besides just the booze, the coke, the smoke and 
stuff, there v/ould be pambliny parries poinp on in 
there. And, of course, you had the pirls v/orkinp 
there. This v;as like their base. They v/ould come 
on dov/n and they v/ould pet a john and po upstairs 
or somev/here. All of this v/as .poiny on, and pops 
pets a percentage. Because they pot protection 
and rooms. Plus board. All that. Every ni~ht, my 
pops and his brothers had to throw somebody out.
Him and his brother be everything: manager, body­
guard, bouncer. Somebody v/ould shoot up the joint 
every Friday nipht. Everybody yot rov/dy v/ith all 
the booze. Yeah, booze v/as for everybody, but the 
coke v/as for the pimps, you knov/, the people v/ho ha.d 
the bread. Coke v/as more expensive than smoke.
Even smack (heroin) didn't come on the scene for a 
lonp time. The first thiny that v/as on the streets 
v/as morphine. Then all the smoke, then coke, then 
heroin came on the streets. But coke v/as reserved 
for the so-called "upperclass" black folk. And 
everybody else v/as drinkin.p that moonshine. They 
also sold clothes and had the numbers in there.
See, my pops v/orked in the parnent district. And 
he be sv/apyinp clothes on the side. "i - it? And 
they had something hooked up that if you just tell 
them v/hat you want, the size* and order it, they ~o 
and coo it. Like they v/ere running a tailor shop.
So they had that poiny, and they had the after hours 
joint v/here they be poinp to booze, you knov/, coke, 
smoke, you knov;. And they be cookiny dinner, piy- 
feet dinners, Southern fried chicken dinners, you 
knov;. You can just yet a platter of any kind of 
dish you v/ant. Dip? You remember v/hen Billie v/as 
sinpinp, "Give me some of that piyfeet and a bottle 
of beer?" That's v/here that comes from. From the 
after hours joint. Give me a pi'-■foot and a. bottle 
of beer. Pi-foot platter, you dip? You pet your 
pipfeet, black eyed ocas, potato salad. You dip 
it? An/I a bottle of beer. You could eat, drink, 
sleer, you could stay there all ni 'ht and the next 
day if you v/ant ed to. Be cause this v/as the stress, 
man. You knov/ the cat v/ho' s runninp the after
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hours joint is the dude with the same hind of men­
tality as the pimp. There's a more or-anized ele­
ment of street culture. All the people that is mould 
relate to v/ould he street people. The after hours 
joints, I moan, served a lot of our roses. It was 
the best place yon c o u l ; e t  a meal and the food, 
would be really good. I moan the pip feet and rice 
'.:as really pood, you knou. And it v/asn11 that e::- 
pensive. And if you ham; some bread to gamble, it 
v:as one of the best places to go to. It v/as even 
better than the alley, and other gambling joints.
You yet a better deal, you knov;. If you were going 
to yet a knife in your back, that's quick. You dip 
v/hat I'm saying, you understand? All this is going 
down. Ilore organised. So that the after hours was 
the place, everything. And especially for people 
that were entertainers and pimps, this was their 
shov;case. This is v/here they could show off. The 
entertainers mould come to the after hours after 
their gigs and they'd be up all night, playing some 
more. Jamming. It v/as a snov/case. You knov/, the 
after hours v/as full of night-time people. And this 
is the kind of crowd they were pulling. If they had 
a little bread, they v/ould come end spend it. For 
some of these cats, it v/as nothing to drop a thousand 
dollars in a gambling game. They'd think nothing 
of it. These cats had that kind of money, you see 
v/hat I'm saying? That kind of bread would be going 
across the table. Tut you get all kinds all levels 
of after hours joints. I guess nay place that v/as 
either supplying booze, ri;ht, some form of food, 
some form of entertainment, bo it music or women, 
v/ould be considered, I v/ould say, an after hours 
joint. Right. If it had those ingredients. You 
could take it from there and put in whatever you 
wanted to add. From the description that my father 
gave me, I guess he had damn near a little bit ox' 
everything. They had it set up so that if you come 
in and if you wanted to listen to some music, you 
could do that. If people wanted some action, you'd 
70 in this room or that room. Whatever you wanted, 
goddamn, they had it. Undorstand? You just had; to 
know how to crack.23

23 _;.y ron
ebruarv

Hall,
1277.

interview held in his home, Hew York
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The after hours club and jazz music both developed 

and expanded into separate directions. The after hours 

clubs remained illegal and surreptitious, maintaining a 

lifestyle of drugs and street people that had been nurtured 

historically. Jazz, on the other hand, became legitimate 

and moved on into the mainstream of our musical culture.

Today, there are few after hours clubs where young musi­

cians can learn through apprenticeship the artistry of 

older musicians. V/hat the club lost for the musician, it 

maintained for the street hustler and others. V/hat Byron 

described as a "showplace" for those street people with 

money is an important point, v/here do street people v/ho 

become successful through illegal means display their 

wealth? The after hours clubs is one such place, because 

it has retained that character as an institution for the 

"fast money players," those v/ho may be successful for a 

night or a month.

Byron Hall's interesting account v/as that the 

"after hours v/as full of night-time people." V/hat exactly 

is meant by "night-time people?" Is this a special breed 

of individual who inhabits the night-time? If so, what 

characteristics do they have? In contemporary urban 

America, do night-time people continue to frequent the 

"fort" in the frontier of time— the after hours club?

The clubs remain diversified, some continuing in the co­

caine, marijuana and female prostitute tradition, and 

others maintaining a non-cocaine, male prostitute orientation.
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The musical tradition of jazz is nov: absent from both 

tyres of clubs.
Today the music in the after hours club is 

packaged music. Jazz recordings by a fev; artists (honk, 

Turrentihe, Benson) may be heard, but basically the mu­

sic is contemporary rythm and blues, disco-nusak latin/ 

soul and black and white rock.
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CHAPTER III

AFTER HOURS CLU3S: A DESCRIPTION

Cities provide the kind of anonymity necessary for 

individuals v/ho seek alternative lifestyles. One of the 

characteristic advantages of the city is its density as 

v/ell as its capabilities e ls  a hiding place. The after 

hours clubs is a social institution offering reinforcement 

and security in the pursuit of an illegal lifestyle of co­

caine, pimps, prostitutes. It is a secure, ritualized thea­

tre for reinforcing a "cool" view of the v/orld. In Mew York, 

after hours clubs are hiding places for a variety of ethnic 

and cultural groups located in obscure sections of the city. 

There are no signs that indicate the nature of such estab­

lishments, and, in most cases, they are unmarked in any 

way except for the address numbers on the buildings. It 

is because of their illegal nature that after hours clubs 

are purposely hidden and obscure.

The after hours club is part of the social club and 

tavern scene in New York and other large cities. The clubs 

comprise a drug underground and are a secluded part of the 

social life of the city. They are hidden in part because of 

some of the activities that occur there: drug-taking, nudity,
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prostitution and homosexuality. The club, as an establish­

ment, caters to most classes and races in the city. In the 

cocaine after hours club, cocaine is sniffed, eaten and 

smoked with impunity and 'without regard for the laws of the 

larger society. Various other drugs are also used, sold or 

bartered on the premises. The clubs do not have cabaret or 

liquor licenses, yet they provide drinks and entertainment. 

Interestingly enough, even though hustlers make up a large 

portion of the clientele, there is no open bartering or 

"boosting" of stolen merchandise within the premises. Since 

the clubs are private, this suggests that it caters to an 

elite element of the hustling ’world.

The women there are hustling women— street women

of one kind or another. Mavis, a 32 year old woman who is

married to a dealer, said of the women in the clubs:

There are lots of women ’who sell there. They 
just deal like the men and often with better re­
sults because they offer more than a blow. I 
mean a man may have a woman 'who is just sitting
home doing nothing, ’wearing the best clothes,
eatin’ the best food, and he may say, here, bitch, 
have a piece (of coke); go out and make your share.
In this way, a lot of ’women get turned out to be
dealers by their men. They are always around it,
they have probably been taught at one time or 
another the skills involved. So boom. They are 
ready to deal whenever the man feels she's ready 
or when the situation calls for her help. So 
any way, in the club, you have a lot of hustling 
women. Hustling coke, pussy, or both. I would 
say that there weren't more men dealers than women.
I v/ould say it's about even, because every man 
that deals has a woman v/ho either is a dealer ipso- 
facto or at least knows how to. I think the women 
are less visible but they are there, I'm sure.
She probably deals small stuff to her friends and 
shit, but however small, she deals.

t
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Clubs that are exclusively/ cocaine-oriented usually have 

a pool of available women. These women are not neces­

sarily paid prostitutes, but are another kind of hustling 

women. They are usually heavy snorters ana will inter­

act v;ith .".ale patrons who show a willingness to give then 

cocaine or to "turn them on." Often, they will cone to 

the club v/ith one or more women friends. The other type 

of available woman is the actual prostitute v/ho charges a 

fee for her services. The cocaine clubs have both types 

of women but has a preponderance of the former. There 

are also many female habitues, however, v/ho are escorted 

by male companions or women friends v/ho are not considered 

"available." The majority of women in the clubs are not 

of course, "hustling" women. The women make up a wide 

range of identities and backgrounds and their role in the 

after hours scenario can not be placed unifornally into 

a "hustling" category-.

The After Hours Club knagem.enp

The management employs several workers. Among the::, 

are a doorman (who frisks the patrons), a noney-taker, a 

guard, a manager, barmaids and several "housegirls."

Dancers are not included among the regular employees since 

they/ are usually.' hired for one night only or on limited con­

tracts. The /lancer may become a regular employee if she
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takes on the duties of the "house girl," that is, if she 

v-orks strictly for tips rather than a flat fee (usually about 

5 0) for her fane in ;.

The management offers other ancertainment for ..-a- 

trons, including gambling, music and prostitution. Gambling 

is often found in a special part of the club, away from the 

regular patrons who are uninterested in it. In the Blue Cat, 

gambling is not recommended for regular patrons by the man­

agement, nor are they informed about it unless they inquire. 

2ven then, the owner may not give his consent. In some other 

clubs, however, because of limited space, the gambling table 

is located in the main room of the club, and anyone can 

partic ipate.

Unlike the neighborhood tavern or nightclub, the after 

hours clubs door is closed to most people. To get in, one 

must be a member of the club, carry a card, or know at member"s 

name. Some clubs protect their members and the business en­

terprise by providing a. searching system. for the most part, 

all the cocaine clubs have searching systems whereas the non­

cocaine clubs do not. The management of cocaine clubs are
f

aware of trouble because of the kind of clientele they attract 

and the impossibility of calling the police. The system is 

not foolproof, because women are not searched, but it does 

give at least some sense of protection. Once the patrons are 

searched by the doorguord and found to be "clean," tnat is, 

carrying no weapons, cne patrons are allowed to enter. Tape 

recorders, cameras anc. other gadgets are taken at the door 

and given back to the natrons as they leave the premises.
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After hours clubs,especially cocaine-oriented ones, 

are competitors with other legal establishments for the ser­

vices of their customers. In other words, the after hours 

club supplies s. place for snorters of cocaine to conpre- 

pate at the hours they prefer. The e.fter hours clue as 

an institution caters to a group of people for whom it 

discharges some function or service. They attract patrons 

from the same space as other institutions, namely bars and 

nightclubs, which perform a similar service of providing 

entertainment. Gome competition betv/cen after hours clubs 

and bars exist since both cars and after hours clubs are 

concerned with the customer as crinher • Although, at differ­

ent times, the after hours clubs are concerned as well with 

the customer as snorter, gambler, and "john," but they too 

nahe much of their money from alcohol sales. If the after 

hours clubs operated simoly, as an institution for snorters 

of cocaine, then it mould cease being a orofitable enter­

prise, An illustration of what I mean would be a shift 

in clientele, or a change in corresponding tastes by per­

sons patronising the clubs could cause them to close. Take, 

for instance, the following example given by a patron of 

the now-defunct "30th Street Club":

You knov;, Benny (the owner) had to pay rent, too.
He wasn't getting that place for nothing. He was 
making a pretty penny on the bar as v:ell as the 
crap game. The house v/as cutting the game and them 
cats was spending a lotta scratch bad: there. But 
he started to get a lot of young kids in there, you 
know sniffing that shit, coking and. heroin, but
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wasn't going to the oar. And he didn't have a place 
just Tor you to sniff because if he did, he wouldn't 
be in business. But that's the reason why he closed. 
You gotta make your r;oney on the bar. And all places 
don't have gamblin', so you know how they gotta ,„ake 
it. Unless they be selling clow. But when ^enny 
close i, it was because those kids wasn't ./wailin' and 
■wasn't poing to the bar.

The competition between the after hours and the regular

bars is illustrated in this typical comment by a regular

bar owner:

I have to buy licenses that cost me thousands of 
dollars: liquor licenses, dancing licenses. Yet 
they (the after hours clubs) don t have to pay for 
any of that. why should I have to put up with that? 
They should all be shut down.24

Several factors emerge as reasons for the after hours popu­

larity. One, weor.le simply do not ’wish to end their night 

after regular bar .closing hours; two, the excitement of 
the illegal clubs often buttressed by events ana entertain­

ment that is exciting, uninhibited and uncensored; and 

three, there has been a decline in legitimate nightclubs 

ant cabarets in various parts of the cicy. The drug use 

that is prohibited in regular clubs is allowed in after 

hours clubs ana has become a major incentive for their 

popularity. A survey of the crowd at after hours clubs 

runs the gamut from elaborately aressed women fro::: West­

chester to teenagers snorting cocaine in sneakers. The 

after hours scene as a type of night experience is becoming 

more widespread with the increased use of cocaine.

24 The b.Y.C. To.sk Force on Social Clubs concur re 
that city, state and So :-.eral taxes were not being paid by 
after hours clubs, thus, they were defrauding these various 
government agencies of millions of dollars in taxes.
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In geners.1, after hours clubs comprise a unit v/ith­

in the larger category of illegal social clubs. The:- can 

be further cle.ssif icb, ho-.:ever, into several distinct case- 

7, ories which attract a specific ni.^ht clientele. The 

first is the gay after hours clubs, v*hich caters specificall 
to gay men and lesbian women.

A TyooIo~y of After hours Clubs

The Gay After Hours Club

The 7ay bar scene has recently evolved into "private 

clubs" ’which have been often linked to organised crime. 

Organised crime money, it is argued, has established the 

new private clubs for homosexuals in order to maintain the 

homosexual character and customer that gay bars once did.

Gay bars have restrictions which gay after hours clubs do 

not have. For example, Hew York State makes the touching 

of genitals or eng am; in g in overt sex. acts by members of 

the same sex. illegal. but the after hours club is more 

permissive, ancl the gay bar appears somewhat timid by com­

parison.
At present, underworld money is being reinvested in 
private clubs, many designed to retain their homo­
sexual clientele. Since these clubs are private, 
they are immune from routine police and State Licuor 
Authority inspection. Host do not ocerate -with a
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liquor license and many have "or-7 rooms," darkened 
recesses v/here sexual behavior takes place. The 
police find it difficult to move against unlicensed 
liquor sales and homosexual behavior since courts 
v;ill not issue warrants v.-ithovt specific complaints, 
and naturally these are difficult to attain. fven 
those that have been raided take advantage of the 
delays in court appearance and the relatively minor 
penalties by remaining open for business or by re­
opening a.gain in a short time. Some of these places 
also, of course, "buy immunity" in the form .of pay­
offs to the local police.

The Bottom Club

The Bottom Club starts its niqhtly operation be­

tween the hours of 12:00 and. 3:00 a.m., dependin': on the 

hind of event taking place. The closing hours are about 

sin in the morning. The club functions as a social in­

stitution for pay patrons v/ho share similar lifestyles and 

security, avoiding the stigma of the pay bar. The Bottom 

Club also caters to the theatre .7 roups that v/ish to have 

private cast parties. Although the club is primarily male- 

oriented and attracts male gays, it does not exclude women 

or men escorting v/omen.

The Bottom Club is located in lov/or Manhattan, hid­

den in a section /rilled v/ith v/arehouses and commercialised 

factory establishments. The streets arc dark and narrow 

and the buildings on the outside loo!', drab and run-down.

In recent years, a surprising number of artists, -..Titers, 

actors and others have moved into many of the build lavs, 

creating a large nctv/ork 01' alternative living sr ace with

Colin 'filllams and Martin k'einker.;:, Mai? homosex­
uals: Their Problems and Adaptations (Hew York: Oxford TJni- 
versity Press, 1974) ”  40.
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artists' lofts and galleries. This has brought an influx 

of vitality to this area and has created a kina of artists’ 

culture which is not really apparent on the surface. This 

change has been reflected in the sprouting of book scores 

servicing a mostly yap- buyers market, In addition, there 
are many boutiques, snail restaurants, a. movie theatre, and 

night clubs which cater to the members of this gay area. 

There is a considerable non-gay Sast Indian community which 

exists in this section. The Indians have set up reticent 

and unassuming small businesses as hot dog vendors, news­

paper stand owners and restaurant entrepreneurs. The Bot­

tom Club serves to illustrate the recent gay movement into 
illegal after hours clubs.

The street where the Bottom Club is located typi­

fies many of the streets in the area. During the day, 

artists and wTiters can be seen with canvasses and ocher 

equipment walking through the twisting, winding streets oe- 

lO'* the tall dingy buildings. By late night, however, the 

streets look deserted except for an occasional shadowy 

passerby. The buildings that make up the block all see;.: 

uninhabited and they are uniformly blurred and indistin­

guishable. The Bottom Club building has six stories, with 

some of the windows boarded up, adding to its abandoned 

appearance. The only indication that the establishment is 

a club is the multi-colored splotches on the big, metal 

entrance door that creaks shut after someone has passe..
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throu~h it. Inside, v,rith the aid of a din incandescent 

liyhtbulb, one can see a freight elevator off to one side 

and a staircase rir-ht behind it. A si ;n sa;,rin;; "lottcrr. 

Club" points up tov/ard the stairs.

As I made my way up the steps, I could hear disco 

music playinq in the background. I could see standing 

there a tall, elegantly dressed, mustachioed man v/hose 

apparent job was to receive customers like myself. He 

asks all customers for an invitation; if they did not 

have one, there was a five dollar entrance fee. After 

payin.p, he pointed to a small room throuph the doorway 

and said, "Please si.~n our truest book before you leave 

so you will be on our mailinp list." I walked throuph 

the door and signed my rea.1 name.

Inside, there v,ras a small coat check room facing 

me, and the you.n ; man standing inside le 'r.od forward and 

asked, "V'ould you like to check, your coat, sir?" I did, 

and then walked through another dull and unnainted en­

trance door to the club. The main section of the club 

•mas larpe compared to some of the popular discotheques 

in the city like Studio 54 or Pepasus. It held about 

a hundred people easily, and these were mostly men.

There v/ere only about three or four women there. One wo­

man habitue explained why few women are seen in exclusively 
men clubs.
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A few years ago it v/as cor.iion for a .eg guy to have 
women friends v/ho they hun* out wi th. But nov: the 
men are into themselves more ana shirk the feminine 
association, host of the men are into super macho 
games. If you ever go to the "strip" (the ware­
house section the lower west side of Manhattan), 
you'll see ’.‘/hat I mean.

The space in the Bottom Club was divided into two rooms

filled with sofa, chair's and game tables. Patrons

smoking, drinking, talking and playing chess and backgammon.

The lighting was dim and conducive to intimate socializing

among the habitue. A few large mirrors covered the -walls,

and one wall was used as a large t.v. screen to snow images

of nude men. Some of the male habitue would stand, holding

hands and conversing -while -watching the slice show. Both of

these rooms were connected to a room which, was at least

twice as large, here the disco music was loud and blaring,

an: a clearing had been made in the center of the room -where

men danced. Some non-dancers stayeci in the bleachers off to

the side, -while others stood by the well-stocked bar with
drinks in their hands.

The hours between two and four in the morning are 

the most crowded times in the Bottom Club, dancing is the 

main form cf action, -with "cruising" as an established part 

of the club's social activity. "Cruising" is an activity 

in which the object is to look and seek out possible sexual 

partners. The look or stare is important in the "cruising" 

act because the looker who initiates the stare can readily 

assess and acknowledge whether or not the other person is 

interested.



 -

Second to the bar (although only as places for meeting 
and/or consunnatin ’ a sexual contact), are -chose places 
•./here "cruising" calces place. Cruising refers to cne 
pursuit and solicitation of sexual partners in puolic 
’•laces, usually being a patterned activity in the par­
ticular places known to homosexuals as likely areas to 
meet other homosexuals. These v;ould include steam baths 
and transportation centers. In addition to those crui­
sing areas, there are other locales that serve as gath­
ering places for homosexuals, for example, certain 
restaurants, cafes, and hotels, but none are as important 
as the bar. 26

The gay after hours club, like the jay bar, is $n in­

stitution that provides a safe place for gay patrons to con­

gregate for the purposes of dancing, intimate sexual encoun­

ters and other forms of prohibited or illegal behavior. The 

labelling of gay members by heterosexuals is eliminate.* vith­

in the -/alls of the after hours club. The after hours club 

scene provides a few basic functions that are different from 

the gap* bar. The first function is sheltering of gay members 

from outsiders, since the gay bar is an open region in the 

sense that anyone can come in v/ho desires to. The sec on.; 

function is the open drug use allowed in the clubs, and finally 

that after hours clubs present no special restrictions on 

time as bars no.

The hon-(Jocaine After Hours CIuo
»

falter Reckless, writing on the distribution of commer­

cialised vice in the city in 1925, examined the city of cheap 

sex and other forms of organised meviance and described it as 

social and personal disorganisation. the argued that tne com­

mercialise'- vice sec cion of the metropolitan region to be a natu­

rally segregated component for individuals and group business­

2 6  f'Ginber.g ana filliams, hale Homosexuals, .50 .
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men who exploit the nev/comer, the out-of-towner, and the 

person who seeks sex and other forms of cheap entertainment.

Times Square is one of the many commercialized vice 

areas of New York City. It is centrally located in midtown 

Manhattan, and is easily accessible by bus, subway, cabs 

and private cars. Along with Bryant Park, the Port Author­

ity Bus Terminal is a major institution in the area that 

attracts the transients who populate the area. There are 

many dingy hotels with tiny rooms and urine-stained halls 

that are rented out on a per' hour, per day, per wee k or oer 

month basis. The streets are always crowded— during the 

day with working people who are employed in the business 

districts within Times Square, and at night with an incred­

ible mixcure of people seeking late-night entertainment.
Part of the theatre district is located there, and well- 

dressed men and women can be seen hurrying to and from 

Broadway sho-ws. But among these people can also be seen 

transients who huddle together on street corners or in pin­

ball parlours whiling away their time. Men from various 

economic strata are also seen going in and out of sleazy 

massage parlours, X-rated bookstores, peep shows and cheap 

pornographic movie houses. Prostitutes on the stroll are 

obvious, both day and night. They stand on street corners 

and doorways, beckoning passersby for a taste of their spe­

cial form of entertainment. Although recently there have 

been attempts to upgrade this area., Times Square is still 

notorious as Manhattan's garish red light district.
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?se fee's

Pee '.lee's is a non-cocaine snorting after hours 

clu'o located in the Times Square area. It is distinctly 

different from cocaine after hours clubs in the sense that 

it has a non-cocaine snorting clientele. The club is open 

from four to eight a.m., and is located in the commercia­

lized vice district of midtown hanhattan. The club func­

tions as an appendage to the pornographic houses and mas­

sage parlors and the kind of sleazy entertainment it offers 

is typical of this locale. Its main attraction is a variety 

of street outcasts ’./ho appear anchorless. One does not see 

pimps here, or elegantly dressed men and -./omen. The trans­

vestites vrho frequent the club constitute its other main

appeal: their sexual output seems comparable to A1 Capone's
27infamous turnstile orothel in Chicago. The Club itself is 

lcccited on a side street, off and a*./ay fro:/ the main avenues 

and the hustling activity taking place there. The block, is 

™retty much residential with shabby four and five story tene­

ments lining both sides of the street. There are no ocher 

businesses except for the .-‘liver bail, a local bar situated 

on the far northern corner.of the clock. garoage litters 

the street and one or tv/o pitiful trees struggle against odes 

to find some sunlight filtering through the dense midtovn smog.

27rn bine 1930's A1 Capone o-;ned a brothel called th 
Sceedv/ay Inn -where the number of customers was so intense tha 
turnstiles were installed. Pee fee's doesn't nave turnstiles 
but the rata in which the sexual service is performed provides 
a parallel analogy. See finick ant hinsie The Lively Cc:..merce, 
(Chicago: uadrangle Press, 1371) .. 233.

ch 
<;>
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Jessie James, a irienu of nine from Hikers Islanu,

vas expected to meet me tnere. ills new job '/as as a door­

man at this particular after hours club. lie reminded me,

"Any time you'd like to come, just ask for me." he hau

given me the address in the street one day, and not having

written it down, I v;as relying on memory to locate the place. 

V/alking down the block where the club '/as located, I saw a 

man standing outside —  a steerer. He seemed to be coaxing 

people to come inside. I paid him a three dollar entrance 

fee and stepped into the first door, ..y friend, the door­

man , v:as not present. The first thing that struck me was 

the absence of security. .After moving inside the first door, 

I was not searched as I had uesn at other cocaine after hours 

clubs where security is very strict, hovin~ through the se­

cond door, I decided to check my coat. The coat attendant 

spoke in a salesman's voice, "dot some loose joints, my man, 
loose joints."

The club was operated by whites— tne coat man, the 

doorman and the barmaid. The coat attendant gave each person 

entering a little stub which he informed me would also buy a 

drink. I looked down the length of the club, //here several 

■mere sitting impassively, legs crossed, hands on chins, and. 

drinking. To the left was the bar extending mi owe.; the 

length of the club. Seated an the bar, I heard tne bait..aid 

say, "Toni.grit stinks. Tonight ain't shit. This is just a 

shift;/ crowd tonight." Sipping a beer and locking aroun.,

I caught a glirnnse of the first female im ;ersonator.
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At leas5: si” feet tall s/he stood vith a slue veil ana a 

lot of other see-through veils urap-ea around her bo-oy.

3/he -/as overdressed in her lace twenties ana strutted 

with an air of exaggerated femininity. The other "transies"

’/ore pants and cresses, stackeu heels, false eyelashes,

wiys and shales. This one was walking past the oar, whis­

pering to customers, twisting her head and smiling v;ith a 

'neavily routed face. 3/he tore a red wiy and a large 

Alan's an ole protruded froi: her throat.

There v/ere fifty or so patrons, mostly 'unite busi­

nessmen type with three or four Latin men and several young 

LlacI: men selling an assortment of dru_;s. The ayes ran ted 

from young girls about seventeen years-old to older men a^oui 

fifty. Hi doty percent of the habitues were .male. Only four

or five of the habitue, I would ca.ll "real" tot.en. .lost of

the female impersonators were Puerto Lican. They sac with 

a few- regular Latin patrons over to one side. The female 

impersonators numbered about thirteen, although a better 

description ox’ their appearance './as proble.uatic because ox’ 

the liyntin;;. The lighting flickered on anu off every two 

or three seconds. The female impersonators1 apuroach as 

they strolled through the blinking liyhts stars suy.pestive- 

ly at the male customers. If the customer returner the 

look, it ’./as an invitation to the transvestite to come over 

to the person (customer) and be yin a conversation. After 

the conversation, the "transie" mould dance *.;ith the customer 

and then take them to the lavator".
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Some of the transvestites worked while others did 

not. By working, I mean they './are in the club for the pur­

pose of soliciting customers. Come of the men seemed fooled 

by the feminine appearance of the transvestites. After the 

interaction v/ith the customer, the transvestites v/ent to the 

lavatory and waited for the customer to follow. It seemed 

that oral sex was being performed because of the short 

length of time that elapsed between the "johns" coming and 

going from, the room. ho doupt, other forms of sex were 

possible. It was obvious, though, that the lavatory was 

the place where the wo/men took their .-johns. Bach session 

lasted about three minutes. If s/he a ad two customers, 

s/he -would bring them in at the same time* The lavatory 

was about four feet by six feet with one urinal and one 

sink. Because the "transie" would stay in the lavatory,

•./hen customers uninterested in sex came in, further soli­

citations accompanied tne earlier approach. The "transie" 

•would just stare as the men urinated. but there './as no 

more of an overt approach to men not interested in sex 

than eye contact, a head nodding, or a guttural gesture.

As they stood next to the person urinating they woulx say 

simply "uh-hun."

'Talking around the cluo and listening to the crowa,

I noticed how conversations relate;', to drugs,

Loot: in there, no, no— lock in the top pocket ana 
you'll see it was lovely.... the bitch brought in 
one -whole kilo, man, and a one 'n one— that's all 
you need. A one 'n one of this shit cause it -./as 
bad....bad news about the dues, he //as bus tec. twice
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in - '..'eel:. . . . the cor; (Freddy) you know Freday, 
he was selling him the shit. 2very time that 
record plays I think about the bSOOQ I hit the 
numbers last year....oh baby v/as that a mother­
fucker .. .. diy, this motherfucker drew out a wad 
ox’ bread— this dude v/as './heelin' and deal in' 
to the tune of 700 thous a year and the least 
to expect v/as her to come over and pick it up..., 
there is the person with the- riynt idea,,..pass 
some of that here, Joe....the back is jumpin' 
ri^ht no-.;, some youny chick on a winning streak; 
you wouldn't believe the hoy this cat's ridin' 
now....a rolls....rollem uh huh, pit it baby 
oh yoddamn it...shit Ruben could have had twice 
the power had he played his cards ripht,..on the 
left to the back door...but the main thiny is...

done of the habitue './ere seen usiny cocaine. People were

sitting arouno small tables, others were stanciny up- ayains
the ’./all.

In the back were three lavatories: one for ladies, 

one for men and an extra room, off to the site and located 

further back into the club. There were only two rooms avai 

able because the ladies room was out of order. I saw only 

a few people yoinp to one located in the back. Some people 

went outside and urinateu, because the congestion in the on 

bathroom ■/as enormous. One incident occurred at the civic 

•/hen a reyular customer, uninterested in sex, was stan '.in?: 

'ey the door waiting to yo to the lavatory. Two people had 
just entered: one female iwpersonator and hex' john, mean­

while, the customer //ho had been standin ; there snatched 

the loor open and said, "I //as here x'irst, what are you co­

in? in there? You fuckinp fappots! You're monoy.olizinj 

and takin? over the bathroom!" 3o one of the wo/men vj CP. d. .
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'o you mean, .uotherfucka? I got a cunt, can' u you 

see it?" S/he then pulled up her tress, exposing a hairy 

vayina. S/he cackled, "don't you see if:notherfucka, I 

gotta cunt!" She './as one of the fev; "real" v/o.r.en there 

v/ho v/as "working." "..'hen they finally cane out, one of 

the transvestites said, "I respect your right to yo to 

the bathroom." The nan replied angrily, "ho, you don’t, 

because you're monopolizing the bathroom, doing v/hatever 

you're doing." The transvestite ansv/ered by saying,

"bo on, you yo ahead, cocksucker3 need to yo to the bath­

room. by themselves, any./ay." "Cocksucker?" he yuipped, 

"You have some nerve calliny ..f a cocksucker."

The only v/oman prostitute v/as attractive enouyn 

throuyh the haze of the light. The lights v/ere like thick 

smoke, blue and yreen colored. then you sat' her valuing 

throuyh the place, she v/as very attractive ana sensual.

She had on a very tight, black pair of pants, a mhite top 

v;ith a very open bustline, Constantly in she customers' 

face she v/as talkiny to them, putting..her tongue in their 

ear, biting the:/:, tickling, touching crotches, brushing up 

against them, yetting them into slov/ dances, and grinding 

•/ith then on the floor. In the encounter v/ith the regular 

customer in the lavatory, however, she looks--': transformed, 

The lavatory had the only regular non-blinking light ana i; 

showed her to be older, v/ith teeth that v/ere jayge^, dark 

and rotting a\/ay .
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There v/as no feeling oT coauunitv su.ionj the 

patrons in this club except perhaps, anony the transves­

tites v/ho sat and talked together at a table near the end 

ol the bar. This is another aspect which nakes see Tee's 

different fron other after hours clubs. "Clique affili­

ations" are not present except anon:i the transvestites, 

'host of the tine, the indications are of strangers neetinp 

here for the first tine. The transient character of the 

Tines Square area is reflects:, in the club. It a; pears 

r.ost patrons cone to the club to partake in a specialize:, 

fora of sex; sex not v/ith a wouan prostitute, but with a 

transvestite.
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The b'n^er'roun;: Cocaine Culture

Cocaine is sniffed openly in cocaine after hours 

clubs, vboereas in other clubs it is hidden from public viev: 

if used at all. They are no more than extensions of after 

hours drinkinp clubs (Koebuck and Frese, 1976), although 

their activities involve considerably aore than just drink­

ing. Vet in many of these clubs, coc.aine is not sniffed 

openly, The cocaine sniffinp that poes cn in these drinkin 

after hours clubs is ;:;ore or less personal, h person may 

or i n h i s  ov;n personal cocaine ana mill take a pinch or 

t-.:o only in the lavatory or in a puiet corner unseen cy the 

crov/d. In the cocaine after hours clubs, homever, cocaine 

snortinp constitutes a major activity ana is therefore an 

activity sanctioned and supported by this particular insti­

tution. Patrons come to the after hours clubs so be able 

to relax, nrink, and snort cocaine— cocaine snortin'; be­

comes a social activity.

After hours clubs can be found in all parts of she 

city and are pretty evenly distributed in all the boroujhs 

except Gtaten Island. she blue Cat Cafe is located in Axn- 

hattan, surrounded by a vuiet ana residential neiphbomocd. 

Vest of the buil dinys in the area are tk.ree ana iotr story 

Promnstones mith a sprinkling of laryer apartment buildings 

Th.e residents are pro dominantly black American exceed for a 

recent influx of Puerto P.icans, bominicans and Cubans.



53

The Social Setting: Blue Cat Cafe

The after hours club is exclusively designed with 

various accouterments— drinking, dancing, gambling, smok­

ing, snorting— for the pleasure of its members and guests. 

It provides the social atmosphere in which cocaine is 

used, sold and sniffed. It further provides a place for 

intense interaction with close friends, strangers and other 

mutual acquaintances. The interactions of the after hours 

are mere formal than the bar ana are very much reminiscent

oi a j.arco uriva a ■ C v *

and manner of interaction is more tailored tin an in a 

regular bar, Clothing is much more a status symbol 

in the club than at a regular bar. Moreover,the club has 

certain rules pertaining to the kinds of attire and behavior 

expected which imply an institutionalized function.

The after hours club is part of an organized system 

of rules, both explicit ' and implicit, mo ms to alter c ercair 

patterns of behavior between people. The rules may not be 

always obeyed, but they are recognized by all members and 

they exist to limit the social behavior of the group in 

someinstances to a pre-determined range. The essence of 

the after hours club as an institution is that the rules 

and norms exist whether or not they are strictly adhered 

to. There are rough age distinctions in that no inmivi .umls 

can attend the olace who look under fifteen years of age.

The institution has other features, such as the initiation
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rites oT nev/comers or bejinners. These individuals, as 

described above, are taupht ho\; to "blom" or sniff cocaine 

in a ritualized fashion. Since the after hours club social 

life is one of cooperation a;nonp a ridel;/ diverse jroup of 

people, they, in turn, establish rules and norms of their 
o'.rn outside of the institution's rules. The club aahes 

decisions on the enforcement of rules and establishes 

privileges v;ithin the club. The;/, in this regard, deter­

mine v/hat is correct behavior and vhnt is not. The after 

hours club uanapement defines v/ho rill interact in the club 

by allovinp the members to use their discretion in select­

ing. puests. Tut the nanaper/.ent has the final uecision on 

*;h ether to admit the selected nev; member. To he op the 

place respectable an/* to maintain the eaclusiveness of the 

club, a number of employees are aimay3 present to deep or­

der and to restrict outsiders.



55

Figure 4.

-±L

o  o

\ 0

<5r<r

0

ooo

7 i
h

"MAILS"

CAPTAIMS'

“ T
URSTAlPj o  o

JUKE 
6C K

OQARETTE 
MA04IME

' K j

TUIRD DQOI?

TABLE
o ~ o

D O U B L EDCCRS

SPIRAL
S T A I R C A S E

BEAD
c u r t a i n

BLUE CAT CALL(PCWNSTAIRS)



56
Figure 5 ,BLUE CAT CAFE ( u p s t a i r s )
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CHAPTER IV 

THE ECOLOGY OF A COCAINE CLUB

The Blue Cat Cafe opens generally at 4:30 a.m. On 

special nights, like anniversary parties, birthday parties, 

holiday sets (Christmas, New Year's Eve), it may open a 

little earlier. A small pentecostal church sits adjacent 

to the club in a run-dovm section of upper Manhattan. Two 

candy stores and a burned-out tenement make up the rest of 

the block. Few people are seen walking in this area of 

the city. Desolate, garbage-filled streets follow the 

sidewalk to the Eighth Avenue subway. The club holds about 

fifty to seventy-five peoole comfortably, most of whom ar­

rive either in cabs or in private late-model cars like 

Cadillacs and Mercedes-Benz. To enter, you ring a small 

bell outside the iron door. The outer part of the club 

has a green, red and blue canopy protecting patrons from 

the inclement ’weather. V/hen I rang the bell, a young 

black male about twenty-eight years old in a grey turtle- 

neck and hat answered. Me looked at us throuyh the small 

s"Y hole in the door. I was then escorted in to a a,.all
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foyer. After the first door v/as closed, ! v/as led into a 

second doorway which opened into a narrov/ passageway. This 

area serves as a middle space between the entrance and the 

club proper. This is the area where all the male patrons 

are frisked and the women's purses are checked. After be- 

inr̂  cleared, I v/as buzzed in. As I walked in, a si^n above 

the juke box read, "Come to our anniversary party, Sunday, 

February 1. v/e start at 12:00. Don't miss it." A cigar­

ette machine selling all the major brands, Kools, Trues, 

Hows and 'dins tons, rested directly in front of the two 

washrooms. The women's room was inscribed v/ith "Mates," 

and the men's room was inscribed with "Captains." The bar 

seated twenty people. Mirrors lined the back of the bar, 

whichwerealso stacked v/ith an assortment of alcoholic bev­

erages. The glasses for drinks v/ere stacked up alon- the 

back of the bar, and a small refrigerator sat underneath 

the far-left counter. There v/as no cash register, and 

the money collected by the barmaid from natrons v/ho pur­

chased drinks v/as put into a box. Once full, they v/ere 

periodically handed to the house manager. Five tables 

were positioned directly opposite the bar with ses:tinp 

for two and four paple. All the tables had Mleenex tissue 

boxes on them. On the bar, tissue boxes v/ere also stra­

tegically olaced so that each patron culd reach ri-~ht 

or left and nave access to them.
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Picking ana Slowing One's Hose

Some years ago, people made an art of blowing the 
nose. One insisteu the sound of the trumpet, another, 
the screech of the cat. Perfection lay in making 
neither too much noise nor too little,^

Because the setting is an after hours club and there 

for the behavior is not only unserious but "cool" and un­

inhibited, certain behavior, which ordinarily might be con­

sidered indecent, or shocking is allowed, One illustration 

of what this means relates to nose picking. In the day­

time culture, to pick one's nose is a gross violation of 

tact, aplomb, "good manners." On most occasions where this 

behavior is noticed, the persons matching or catching such 

an act is often embarrased to the point where they mill look 

amay rather than at the person. In the cocaine night cul­

ture, habitues instruct others how to pick their noses,

•/hen they should clean them, and all is accomplished in a 

manner that is anything but embarrasing. ’..hat the habitue 

is doing when he remarks to another as they are leavin^, 

"Hey, clean your nose, or excuse me but you got a little 

blow up there, or you should, v/ipe your nose," is warn in y 

the snorter that s/he may face.possible trouble if s/he 

does not clean the cocaine powder from around the nose.

This is a way of protecting the sniffer from detection by
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both everyday people "who you aon't want to know your 

business" and by lav: enforcement- ayents,

’.'hen blowing their noses, snorters bo not turn 

away all the tine as is customary in more " yen tee 1" set­

tings . If a conversation Is in progress, the snorters 

•./ill blow while looking up at the talker. It is here more 

important to maintain eye contact than to lose it and ap­

pear disinterested although it only takes a fev: seconds 

to blow one's nose.

If no Kleenex is available, snorters nay ask their 

friends for some tissue or ask the waitress for a box of 

Kleenex, Snorters do not ask for the other's handkerchief. 

People v/ho blow their noses in an emergency v/ith their 

hands will at least wipe the "snot" with the back of the 

hand. The forefinger is used if there is only a small 

amount of mucous, but if it is more than that, the back 

of the hand is used and finally a move to the bathroom for 

toilet tissue is made as a last resort. Snorters do not 

like to use toilet paper for this function. When habitues 

are not actually blowing their noses, they map- pick into 

their nostrils with their finyers. Whereas picking is 

acceptable, it is considered yross to look at the results 

of this action.

29'dorbert Ilias noted how the hand]-:erchief was first 
introduced in Italy an..; it helm prestige value an.-, v/as so 
expensive few people had them, Louis XIV was considers.; the 
first to have an abundance of then. It v/as generally accept­
able nractice of the rich not "to blow one's nose into one's 
hand or sleeve but into a. handkerchief."
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Looking closely at the dimensions of the cocaine 

club, one sees the various environmental arrangements that 

signify something about the culture. For example, Kleenex 

tissue boxes are conveniently placed so snorters, after 

excessive sniffing, can clean their noses. Cocaine users 

also need Kleenex before sniffing, in order to clear the 

nasal passage in preparation for the sniff. If tissues 

are not available, they can use personal handkerchiefs.

Temporal Order and the Bar

In the Blue Cat Cafe, the first patrons v/ho arrive 

sit at the bar or at a variety of tables set up on the 

first floor level. Figures (3 and 4)shov/s the duplex

character as well as the club's spatial arrangement. The 

temporal order of the club is roughly as follows. The 

first phase of patrons arrive at about 4:30 a.m. They 

sit at the bar until others, v/ho can be considered the 

second phase, arrive around 5:30 a.m. The dancer arrives 

at about 4:45, and so the second group will be told about 

her by the doorman and the house manager.

"We got a dynamite dancer tonight! Go up and check her out. 

There is also a third group of patrons v/ho come around 5:00 

a.m. or later. And a fourth pha.se arriving between 10:00 

and 12:00 a.m.. The composition ox* the patrons on weekdays 

is mostly ox musicxans, gamblers, dealers, oartenxers, "oar— 

maids, prostitutes and only a fe’" work in- rsorle.
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The patrons are black, v/ith soi;e Larins *..'ho co;..e in ^rou.,3 

and v/ho regain together ana converse in Spanish part of the 

tinie. On r.iost nipints, a few ’.mites can be seen, an the 

weekends, however, the natrons are more evenly m.ixeu, ra­

cially and occupationally, v/ith ’working people like secre­

taries, lav/yers, photographers and artists. This latter 

group is not considered regular, but is referred to by the 

employees as the "weekend junkies." In other words, they 

are the "lames" v/ho like to get intoxicated v/ith cocaine 

and other drugs and mingle with the exotic for a night.

In general, though, patrons go and come as they like.

Some come for a quick drink or sniff ana leave, while oth­

ers remain for hours. Other habitues switch fro:/, one club 

to another taking in three or more cluos in a giver, night. 

The fact that the clubs are expensive, costing at lease 

■.’•2.25 for a vatered-dov/n drink in addition to the cocaine, 

does not deter the habitue's incessant movement at these 

early morning hours. Cocaine users felt that being high 

on anything but cocaine was "unhip." The haoitue is not 

cone erne..' about the expensiveness of the clubs. That is 

incidental. '..hat keeps him going from one place to another 

is the variety and the intimacy that is different in each 
club .

The Club ,x.r

The oar is the first area visible as one sneers the 

clu.j and it is not limited to solitar” sniffers but to a cot rie
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of both singles and couples v/ho sniff. Men and v/omen drink, 

smoke reefer, curse, kiss and do a variety of other things 

at the b.nr, The shape of the ’car is not conducive to pass­

ing cocaine to very .v.r..ny ;so. la. Is is pherefers easier To: 
a party of three or more to yo upstairs if they v/ish to en­

gage in the ritualised passing of cocaine.

On the many occasions where the terms "ceremony" 

and "ritual" are used, their meaning has often been ambigu­

ous. Both terms need further clarification and definition. 

The culture of cocaine use requires ritual and ceremony.

The two words are separate and distinct, yet inter-related 

in form and activity. Again, I refer to Goffman:

The important point is that ceremonial activity, like 
substantive activity, is an analytical element refer­
ring to a component or function of action, not to 
concrete emoirical action itself. V/hile some activity 
that has a ceremonial component does not seem to have 
an appreciable substantive one, we find that all ac­
tivity that is primarily substantive in significance 
v/ill nevertheless carry some ceremonial meaning, pro­
vided that its performance is perceived in some way 
by others.3*̂

Goffman saw ritual, however, as "informal and secular, re-
.• re sending a way in '.-hich the charac vers" -watch over an d

out-line "the symbolic implica.tions of his acts while in

the immediate presence of an object that has a special va- 
31lue to him."

30 Erving Goffman, Interaction Ritual: Essays in Face
to Face Behavior (New York"* Doubleday/Anchor Press, 1967) oT 56

31 Ibid. , p.17.
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The Passing Ritual

Since giving cocaine to other habitues in the cul­

ture is the cost stand arc: for:; of behavior, it is under­

standable hoc; this ritual can be conglex, serv­

ing many purposes. The giving oT cocaine is not a panacea, 

but it is used as a tool to enhance interaction, limit 

and smooth out arguments, re-pay debts for drinks or mari­

juana offered, introduce new friends, entice sexual encoun­

ters, stimulate rapport, and in general, bind habitues to­

gether in a ceremonial rite. It standardises and cools 

out social relations. V/hen a young v/oman got upset at a 

man v/ho accidentally stepped on her foot v/ithout apologis­

ing, she screamed at him to a point where he looked as if 

he might hit her. One patron sitting opposite the table 

looked up and said to both of them "Hey, let's not fight 

here— take a blow, baby (to both of them) and forget abou' 

it," at v/hich point the woman left and the man sat down 

and had a few "blows" of the offered cocaine.

Offering the cocaine is done both verbally ("have 

a blow," or "take a hit.") and non-verbally, where the ha­

bitue simply passes the cocaine through gesturing to the 

other person by holding the cocaine package toward the per­

son. A person refusing once may be offered cocaine again 
in a given round of passing. But in an individual offer, 

i.e., person to person, s/he may not be riven another chance. 

3 are I*/' is a oerson v/ho is offered cocaine tv/ice asked more

cr
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than that if they have refused. A man may offer a woman a 
few chances to sniff, but men do not generally offer other 
men more than once or twice after a refusal. Near the bar 
area, passing cocaine is restricted to a few close snorter / 
habitues near the person offering, usually, no more than 
four or five people. It is difficult to pass cocaine to more 
than one person or two people at the bar because one does 
not want it spilled or sniffed by unauthorized noses. As 
the bar gets more and more crowded, fewer people around the 
bar are offered cocaine. The barmaid is constantly offered 
cocaine to sniff, and indulges continuously all night. If 
she does not like the taste of one person's cocaine, she 
may refuse to accept it. If she likes another patron's co­
caine, it may be difficult to keep her away. Since all co­
caine offered is not good, she may very well choose whose 
cocaine she will sniff. When Dena was asked if she sniffed 
all night her reply was:

Each night is different, it varies. Some people give 
me cocaine because they like me. Others because they 
want to impress me. When you ask me about what my 
man feels about all this, I say to you which one?
Every man that comes in here is my man. Some men will 
give me coke like a tip but, listen, I prefer the money.
I can always get a blow. Like I said, every night is 
different. Some nights you get a lotta coke offered 
and some nights you don't get any.

The snorters who are in the passing ritual, seated 
around the floor, will literally pass the cocaine to any­
one present. But as the crowd gets larger, this may res­
trict who gets cocaine and who does not. Most times, there
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are several different circles of cocaine being passed 
around, and men are seen giving cocaine to women and wo­
men to men, as well as men to men and women to women.
V/hen a person is in line for a sniff and is passed over, 
whether that action is deliberate or not, it is consi­
dered a serious breach of cocaine etiquette.

Latin salsa music was blasting from the wall-high 
speakers as seventeen or more male and female 
habitues were sniffing cocaine almost in unison.
People were scattered around in all directions.
Some with individual cocaine packages, others 
sniffing in small groups. The following scene is 
not typical.
"Do you believe the motherfucker did not give me 
the bag?" (a plastic bag of cocaine that was be­
ing passed around)
She was looking up in disbelief, speaking to no one 
in particular it seemed. Yet loud enough for the 
person next to her to hear.
"I'm sorry I didn't..." (he is interupted by her)
"Don't tell me you didn't see me. I’ve only been 
sitting here for the past hour and a motherfucking 
half." (fuming )

Habitues do not, as a rule, deliberately pass over others 
unless it is the owner of the cocaine who of course can 
use his/her own discretion. In the above case, the male 
habitue clearly did not see her in direct line to receive 
the cocaine. She was sitting with her legs facing out­
side of the small semi-circle and conversing with a friend. 
It is understood however, that this action is interpreted 
as a grave violation of the norm. The cocaine norm is not 
usually expressed as a rule either officially by management
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or by habitues themselves. It is more or less done in 
the abstract when the habitue, like the snorter illus­
trated above, states explicitly what is correct and/or 
incorrect behavior. This is a kind of historical pro­
cess whereby a rule gets established. The habitues have 
made these decisions over time and they at some point 
gain moral significance. In this way, future decisions 
are based. If the norm is regularly used then it becomes 
a significant basis for future action. When an act is 
condemned the habitue views this censure as a violation 
and re-establishes where the boundaries are for the group.

On occasion, cocaine may be offered to a man who 
is in the company of a woman. Before the snorter offers 
his woman some, he will pass the cocaine back to the ori­
ginal giver who then will ask, "Does your old lady sniff?" 
If the reply is yes, he will either offer the cocaine him­
self to her or tell the man to "give your woman a blow."

If the snorter enters the passing ritual with no 
cocaine of his/her own, it is customary to offer to buy 
the person whose cocaine is being sniffed a drink. The 
snorter/habitue who offers another snorter a sniff is in 
some way guaranteeing or solidifying a relationship, how­
ever tenuous. Both parties know that an interaction is 
expected in this setting. The patron who is offered a 
sniff of cocaine feels obligated to at least begin an in­
teraction, first by thanking the person and then by more 
established "rapping" between them. The person offering
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the cocaine knows an interaction is imminent and ̂  ay nur­
ture such an encounter or repel it.

Sam, after offering another man a few sniffs, waited 
a few seconds. The man then said, "Thanks a lot.
That's good stuff," obviously attempting a conversa­
tion, At which point, Sam said, "Oh, that's ok," and 
looked over toward the bar and began a conversation 
with the owner.

A snorter/habitue offering cocaine may be involved in the 
group passing for as long as he wishes. There is no ob­
ligation for him to remain in the circle and to continue 
to pass his cocaine. He may pass his cocaine one time 
around to everyone, or only to one other person and not 
pass it again. Snorters are a little miffed if they are 
passed over when in line to sniff and the cocaine is given 
to some other snorter. After the initial snorter finishes 
passing his cocaine, he may put it in his pocket and only 
on occasion bring it out.

Any number of situations, events or actions can 
make the patrons come together for a full range of beha­
viors. When the dancer begins to perform, interactions 
such as sniffing cocaine and talking stops momentarily.
Then after a brief pause, the sniffing continues along with 
the talk, even though' the major focus is on her.

Along the bar area, it is not uncommon for two or 
three people, strangers in some instances, to indulge in 
one person's cocaine. Often times, the initial snorter's 
gesture is simply a beginning gesture to offer the first 
sniff, after which the next snorter will then produce his
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own cocaine (providing he has some). If he does not have 
any, he may continue to sniff provided they are friends.
If they are not, he will either offer to buy some cocaine 
or refuse to take any more even when offered. In the Blue 
Cat Cafe, the standard pattern of behavior is routine co­
caine snorting. This means cocaine snorting is done with 
the protection of an institution which sanctions it.

The Snorter/Habitue and 
Over-indulgenc e

Over-indulging in other people's cocaine breaches 
one of the norms of the cocaine subculture. Patrons do not 
snatch other people's cocaine. But there are those sniffers 
who will take advantage of the sharing process. This over- 
indulgence defines the outer limit of cocaine sub-culture. 
These snorters will usually continue to take "blows" until 
they either reach a saturation point (for v/hich one must 
have either a great deal of cocaine or a very powerful pro­
duct) , or until the cocaine runs out, whichever occurs first. 
In situations where cocaine is the primary source of plea­
sure, there is always a person or persons whose desire for 
cocaine exceeds the boundaries of good taste. People in the 
club who snort cocaine have defined a mutual understanding 
that regulates its use. When a patron approaches a table at 
which sniffers are sitting and is offered cocaine, s/he 
will naturally sniff some. But when s/he takes it upon 
his/herself to continue sniffing, then such actions violate
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the norm. Miguel, a regular at the Blue Cat Cafe, com­
mented on those he refers to as "vacuum cleaner snorters:"

Some people come to the (after hours) club just 
to get free cocaine. Some of the ladies here — they 
snort and snort without ever asking me if they can 
have more. They just try and clean me out. That's 
why I only put out a little bit at a time. But I
won't tell her she can't have any more because you
just don't do that here.

It is important to note in the sniffing culture, one must
either be offered the sniff every time, or at least ask
for permission to snort. A patron at another club noted:

If somebody just sniffs my coke or a friend's coke 
without buying any or offering to buy some themselves, 
then it don't take long fox* everybody to ignore them. 
They just won't be offered no more coke by nobody 
from then on. You know, I'm funny about snorting 
other folk's coke. If a cat say, "Here,, .man, take a 
blow," I'll take a one and one, but that's it.
Now if I ain't got no money, I won't take but a one 
and one. If he insists, I'll take another blow. But 
then I'll ask if he has any to sell. If he says no,
I '11 just put five or ten dollars down on the table 
and say, "Thanks, Man, that'was beautiful," because 
if the shoe was on the other foot, I would want him 
to do the same.

It might be noted how these two patrons had dif­
ferent perspectives on the cocaine snorting norm. Miguel, 
at the Blue Cat Cafe, did not wish to inform the woman 
sniffer of her lack of discretion because he felt it would 
be improper. The other patron felt he would be taking 
advantage of the situation if he did not reciprocate in 
some way. Although we are discussing norms in general, it 
is the gender of the sniffer on the one hand and the varia­
tion in cocaine ethics on the other that partially explains 
the different attitudes toward over indulgence.
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In the case of the second patron, the physical 
size of the club was significant. This place, the "Groove 
Space Club" near 115th Street in Central Harlem, is very 
small. It holds about twenty-five or thirty people, most 
of whom know each other from the same workplace— the Sani­
tation Department, Because the patrons there are friends, 
the person who violates the cocaine norm is immediately 
ostracized by everyone because they can see the action 
clearly. In Miguel's case, the Blue Cat is much larger 
and the rules are not quite as enforceable.

Women are allowed to indulge in distasteful actions 
because they are sought after in the club. Women will sit 
with one patron and sniff cocaine until the supply is de­
pleted. She will then move on to another table where there 
is additional cocaine. Miguel would not hesitate to re­
strict, question, or simply withdraw if it v/ere a man break­
ing the norm in this way. The second patron illustrates 
what would be the expected sniffing behavior among men.
Also there is the differentiated behavior found in various 
clubs. Sniffers may strictly adhere to the cocaine norm in 
one club because of the kind of club it is (i.e., respect­
able, high class) so as not to damage the rapport and re­
putation they have developed in the club culture. They, of 
course, do not wish to endanger either their ego or status 
position. This aspect of the culture has a great deal to do 
with the respect the patron has for the club. The club
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rs

Figure 6. Three snorter/habitues sharing cocaine.
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management expects this respect from its patrons. In the 
Blue Cat, where Miguel is a regular, it is expected that 
he not become upset if a woman takes too much of his co­
caine. He is expected to remain "cool" and not become bel­
ligerent. On the other hand, the second patron because of 
the nature of his particular club, its clientele, and his 
own reputation, may be expected to react quite to the con­
trary. He may, for instance, shout at this person for over­
indulging and create a scene. Thus his reputation remains 
intact because he has proven once again that he will not 
allow anyone (man or woman) to take advantage of him. These 
variations of the cocaine sniffing norm should not be con­
strued as contradictory as far as the norm is concerned.
They should be seen only as variations within the cocaine 
clubs, as well as a result of the personality of different 
habitues in the sub-culture.
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Status in the After Hours Club

To have status is to maintain a position or rank 
over others in a social relationship(Mills 1953). The 
after hours club habitue has status by virtue of his/her 
presence (privilege of membership). Once a member, an 
habitue maintains status if s/he exhibits to others those 
status elements of money, cocaine and elegant attire. The 
excessive and/or consistent display of any or all of these 
elements by the habitue is considered possessing status 
honor(Weber 1946). As a member of the exclusive set, the 
habitue is expected by all other habitues to possess co­
caine and share-it if s/he is to remain in good standing. 
Status implies respect, awe, envy and jealousy.

He had on a white, wide-brimmed hat, white fur coat, 
white leather pants, silk shirt and white boots. The 
v/oman he escorted wore identical apparel from hat to 
boots. They held identical pinky diamond rings. He 
had a larger diamond ring on his middle finger in the 
shape of a heart with little diamonds on the edges and 
a large diamond in the center. As they walked in, all 
eyes focused on them. A hush fell over the place.
Only the juke box seemed not to notice. Some people 
continued to talk as if these bejeweled "players" 'were 
not as special as everybody seemed to think they were. 
There were only sixteen to twenty people in the place 
and everybody wondered what could top the attire these 
two were draped in. About twenty minutes passed and 
things settled back into normalcy. The owner and six 
or so others were seated at the bar. This couple, who 
had remained quiet, sitting over by themselves, were 
drinking when the bell rang. The door opened and a 
young teenager with a black turban, black pants, and 
a cape came in, holding a small box four inches in 
width ’wrapped in a cloth. Again, the crowd hushed.
As the tall man in white rose, he revealed in his own 
box finely chopped crystals of crushed cocaine rocks 
to -which he offered the crowd.
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Habitues need not have gold and or silver spoons in order 
to life the cocaine into their noses. On the contrary, it 
is common to see people using match bookccvers (scoop) and 
fingernails for this purpose.

Habitues may use a plastic card, or simply two fin­
gers (the forefinger and the thumb) to carry the cocaine 
to their nostrils. One is more apt to see lower ranking 
habitues (lames), i.e., those with little money, using these 
latter methods. The habitue with larger access to cash are 
seen wearing diamond headed coke spoons or tourquois one's 
with a gold or silver chain.placed around the neck to hold 
it in place. In an emergency or in a situation where the 
habitue may have forgotten to bring their diamond studded 
spoons the fingernails and or the scoop is readily imple­
mented.
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Status Elements 
One maintains status by possessing and giving away 

cocaine freely, by tipping heavily, and by dressing ele­
gantly. An habitue can gain immediate status if ho/she 
comes into the club and relinquishes a great deal of co­
caine to all members present. Habitues maintain such a 
status if such performances can be continued. Alfredo is 
speaking about Juan, a member of his inner clique:

You know; Juan wants to be big shit all the time.
He wants to give away an ounce of coke, have all the 
ladies on his arms telling- him what a great man he 
is and leaving the barmaid a.$50 tip. But he's lay­
ing low now so you won't find him at the Blue Cat 
these days.

To avoid the loss of status, and a defeated ego, Juan chose 
to stay away from the club until his money and cocaine sup­
ply was replenished.

Once the habitue has established a role of "big 
spender," he is expected to continue or suffer a form of 
status loss. Status loss may be temporary or permanent.
An habitue who is offered cocaine and has none to offer 
suffers status loss. Since all members are required to 
have cocaine in order to have status, not having it or 
not sharing it is a status/norm breach.

A barmaid was discussing two men who were in ear­
shot of her conversation. Her voice was obviously pitched 
so the two men could hear her.

Well, they've been here all night and one doesn't 
drink and the other has snorted up all of Jake's 
(another habitue) coke. But Jake don't know it 
because he's so zonked out on quaaludes he don't
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know his head from a hole in the ground. One of 'em 
had a litle teeny weeny bit of coke in a well-used 
piece of foil (implying the foil had been opened and 
reopened quite a number of times), and earlier, he 
had given me some. So me, like a fool, gave -them 
a little package of what I had. Well,they both 
sniffed and sniffed, I was expecting them to give me 
more of theirs, you know, but I guess they didn't 
have any more or else didn't wanna bring it out. But 
that wasn't the kisser. You know, they left without 
leaving me a tip? Not one Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
(a dime). Can you believe that? I work here, I serve 
them, and they don't give me nothing. That's not only 
gross, it's downright disrespectful.

Status does not imply a hierarchical system, however, .be­
cause the musician, the owner's wife, the weekend secre­
tary, the regular dealer, the nightly gambler all have 
statuses.

One of the inherent difficulties with the following 
analysis (see fig. 5 ) is the inconsistency in stratifying 
individual habitues in the club structure.

Status Continuum Hypothesis 
The notion of a status hierarchy has yet to be pro­

ven but what is clear is a definite status situation (Weber 
1946).

We understand by "status" situation the probability 
of certain social groups receiving positive or nega­
tive social honor. The chances of attaining social 
honor are primarily determined by differences in the 
styles of life of the group, hence chiefly by differ­
ences of education.32

Education is replaced:in the club-status system as means to

32Max Weber,"The. Social Psychology of the World Re­
ligions," From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology ed., H.H. Ger 
and C. Wright Mills (Hew York: Oxford University Press, 194 
p. 300.

O
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an end by street knowledge which, if used adeptly, can 
yield some of the same rewards as education. The habitue 
(as spectator) is not concerned, nor is he aware of the 
educational attachment of the snorter/other who reveals 
an ounce of cocaine along with diamond rings and a gold 
watch. What the habitue spectator sees is that which he 
cannot do at that time. But it has meaning for him as a 
status situation. In this way, we see the club stratifi­
cation system not necessarily composed of high ranking, 
middle ranking and lower ranking (W.S. Landecker 1960), 
but instead, made up of a "continuous spectrum of statuses" 
devoid of a clear-cut hierarchical pattern. This ranking 
process is difficult to assess because habitues are con­
stantly shifting from one club to another. Admitting 
that one habitue has higher status over another is made
more problematic if one considers how "instant wealth" in

* ̂hitting the numbers or winning in a gambling game plays a 
significant role in the status system. These instant 
"wealth" players holds the same status quality as the ha­
bitue who give away plenty,of cocaine every night. Al­
though the latter habitue receives more deference and 
respect, should he falter in his display, he suffers a 
loss of status. On the other hand, the former suffers no 
status loss because his instant wealth is understood in 
that context and in addition, he may never be seen again.
We have arrived at some important considerations in this
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analysis of status. One is whether or not the habitue has 
advantage over others if he has status. Two is that the 
habitue maintains status if s/he is temporarily or continu­
ously consistent with his/her display of the status ele­
ments. Veblen (1957) argued that the rich or those who 
wanted to appear rich would purchase expensive goods not 
because they are any better quality but because they are 
expensive. The more frivolous the cost the better it 
serves to symbolize the buyers ability to afford it. In 
this way the habitue who can "waste" or give away freely 
thousands of dollars of an expensive drug to strangers is 
expressing the ultimate in status because "as an expression 
of status, waste is efficient."33

The status hierarchy as developed here contain the 
assumption that those habitues who either temporally (at 
night) or continuously (many weeks) display the status ele­
ments of money (by heavy tipping) or by cocaine opulence.

The Players (habitues who make fast money)
The "players" are individuals who by virtue of their 

occupation or other advantage, were able to consistently 
display money. Cocaine dealers, gamblers, owners of busi­
nesses, pimps: these habitues possessed qualities which set

33 Richard Brown, A Poetic for Sociology; 
toward a l o g i c  o f  discovery for the human sciences (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 187
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them apart from other habitues. They are in the "big time" 
as opposed to the nickle and dime (small time) dealers, i.e., 
the difference between the professional and the amateur.

(1) articulateness (fast talkers)
(2) wearing of elegant, expensive clothing and jewelry
(3) ingenuity and intelligence
(4) strong personal style

The Artists (habitues who make money through wit, skill, 
guile and personal risk)

Those in this group, although they possessed some
of the same qualities as the "players," do not, as a rule,
express themselves as the latter do. They possess less
flamboyance. They include the professional shoplifters
(boosters), pickpockets (dippers), and con artists (stuff
players).

The Hawks (habitues who make money by using physical force) 
The habitues in this group are, as Frenchy put it, 

"strong arm scum motherfuckers who never get off work," 
which is to say, they are constantly on the prowl. They 
are stick-up men, hit men, armed robbers. Their skills 
are to some degree, natural. Their size and weight are 
often assets. In addition, they are often times recent 
parolees or prisoners out on bail. These habitue personify 
the notion of the night-time frontier outlaw whose skills 
separate them from the night thrill seeker who are enrapted 
in an aura of hedonistic risk-taking.
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The Lames (habitues who make money through legitimate work) 
The "lame" has been described as the "punk," the 

"weekend junkie," the "square." They are, in a word, work­
ing people. They frequent the club only a few times a 
month. They rarely, if ever, "turn on" (to cocaine) more 
than one or.two people at the club.

The Runners (habitues who make money by virtue of earlier 
drug connections)

The young habitues called "runners" who wear "felo­
ny shoes" (sneakers) are an emerging group of young "players" 
and "hawks" who were once drug distributors at the ages of 
12, 13 and 14. This was specifically in 1973 (when the 
Rockefeller Law made possession of cocaine or heroin in 
large amounts a major crime). Major heroin and cocaine 
dealers brought in younger teenagers to distribute or "run" 
the drugs. In the last five years, these young "runners" 
have become young adults and have been seen more and more 
at after hours clubs. In addition, they have opened their 
own clubs either because of some ostracism or simply be­
cause they feel more comfortable with their own particular

4

age group. The ostracism these adolescents face is to a 
certain extent related to the language used by older habi­
tues to describe them. It is no secret they are referred to 
as "kids," "young turks," or those who wear "felony shoes." 
The slang in this way defines a stigmatized categories in 
which they are placed. VJhen habitues speak of "lames" or
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"hawks,” or "players,” they are essentially describing a 
kind of person different from themselves.
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Ilorras and Rules of Behavior

The common-sense features of the after hours club 

provides the meaning for the habitues in such a way that 

snorting cocaine and sucking a dancer's nipple is condoned 

while shooting heroin or leaning on the dancer's platform 

are violations of the rules. There is, moreover, a feelin 

of community in that sniffing cocaine as an activity
occurs as part of the habitues' everyday life. There
is a clear pattern in the interaction, the act of physi­

cally coming to the club every night to snort, greet, com­

plain and laugh with people one knov/s or at least -with 

v/hom one feels some comraderie. One of the employees 

noted that "John," a regular, "comes here every night.

He never misses a night. It's just like his second home." 

The Blue Cat Cafe has a certain moral code in which be­

havior is either condoned as proper or improper. The pa­

tron may snort cocaine, smoke marijuana, opium, hashish, 

and drink alcohol. They may also:

(1 ) share cocaine 'with others

(2 ) pay for others' drinks

(3) eat food

(4) seek sexual favors from the dancers, barmaids and 
other hustling 'women

(5) buy cocaine, marijuana from management 
and/or dealers

(o) pick their noses



85

(7) use English or Spanish

(3) talk loud

(9) complain about service, the system, politicians 

They may not:

(1 ) enter the premises improperly attired

(2 ) carry weapons

(3) sit on the tables

(4) lean on the dancer's platform

(5) be on the nod (as one does after injected heroin)

(5) engage in sexual intercourse

(7) engage in physical fights

Another form of behavior that is expected at the 

club, especially at the bar, is to look for or give "play," 

(an expression which means to solicit and receive certain 

positive responses from a member of the opposite so;: through 

talking or gesturing). A smile or a raised eyebrow can be 

considered play. V/hen a man, for example, is snorting co­

caine and a woman is seated nearby, his offering her cocaine 

and her accepting it would be considered "play" or an af­

firmative gesture to be 'gin a conversation. Single men 

will sit at the bar to check on single women as they enter. 

If a. woman comes in alone, and does not stop at the bar 

but goes upstairs instead, men at the oar './ill usually fol­

low. This maneuver is accomplished within five or ten 

minutes most of the time. The men want to be certain the 

•./omen are seated before they go uostairs. It can be an
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embarrassing situation for the man if he attempts to 7,0 

up before the women are settled, as the followin'; incident 

shows:

One night Tall 3air. v;as seated at the bar when tv;o 
young women came into the club. They looked over 
at the bar and then proceeded up the stairs. A 
few minutes later, Tall Sam nicked up his drink 
and silver foil (with cocaine in it) and started to 
3 0 up. V.rhen he got to the steps, the women were 
coming back down (the stairway is narrow and allows 
only one patron to 3 0 up or down at one time). To 
save face, he said, "Hey, baby,I was just coming 
up to give y'all some of dis good blow." They 
smiled and left. V'hen Sam got back to the bar, the 
cat next to .him said, "Hey sam, them chicks peeped 
yo' hole card, didn't they?" And they both laughed.

}
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Figure 8. A male habitue giving a woman habitue a one 1 n one.
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The Owner of the After Hours Club

After hours clubs are not, as a rule, opened to 

entice the general public. They are established for 

other more specific purposes, i.e., for policy opera­

tions, gambling, drug distribution and as special meet­

ing places. The "social time" aspect of the clubs for 

the general public is only a minor part of its function. 

The average citizen, the "everyday working person or 

'square,'" v/ho takes part in "social time," does so ac­

cidentally ,

I queried the ov/ner of one after hours club about 

the kind of fun and games he offers for his patrons and 

workers. He replied, "First of all, this is a business, 

man; I'm here to see that my workers do their job. If 

they have fun, I don’t know about it. They are here to 

work any way you look at it. As for the folk that come 

here, they can do anything they wanna do as long as they 

don'’t hurt nobody, or bother other people." An employee 

at the Blue Cat Cafe mentioned that the "working" people 

(regular non-hustling worker) enhance the prestige of 

the plac? and bestow it with respectability. The employee 

noted how whites and middle-class blacks gave the place 

"class," because they got tired of them "street folk, 

talking loud and cursing and acting a fool." But when I 

asked the ov/ner about v/ho owns after hours clubs in this 

city and v/ho supports them, he replied:
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Everybody does things a little differently. I know 
cats who don't have nobody coming in their places 
except "carriers" (people v/ho bring in drugs), and 
when a big deal is made, they may all party and bring 
a few friends along. But the place ain't for no 
pleasure than-(sic) like others are. There are others 
who have places just for .gambling ("cilo joints"); 
sometimes they let a. few outsiders in and sometimes 
they don't. As for v/ho owns them, if you speaking 
about my personal knowledge— I know about some and 
heard about others. A lot of them dagos (Italians) 
have 'um in East Harlem, the Bronx, Brooklyn, all 
over. Puerto Ricans have a bunch of places, too.
And blacks own 'em here (the Bronx) and Harlem. A 
lot of dudes be fronting for the mob. But basically—  
hustlers run 'em, and they really are for hustlers, 
too.

What is significant about this account is that the after 
hours club ownership is obviously racially diverse. Their 

function, moreover, is not limited to a "party" category 

since clubs exist for business reasons as well.

After hours clubs do not, as a rule, remain in busi­

ness for a very long time. The reasons vary perhaps because 

of financial insolvency, lack of consistent clientele, re­

peated robberies, and/or police raids. All such problems 

not v/ithstanding, some clubs have survived for years.

Frenchy provides both a description of one such club and 

v/hy it and others continue in business:

Six years— you know that's a helluva long time for 
a spot to stay open because they go and come every 
day. The police don't always have anything to do 
v/ith it. Sometimes, yeah, and sometimes, no. Any­
way, if a spot is too disruptive in the community,
I don't care how many cops are on the pad (taking 
bribes), the cops will close it down. If it's a 
mafia place, it may take longer to shut it (down), 
but it will be shut too if the noise (from the com­
munity) is loud enough and directed to the correct 
ears in the government. Did I tell ya 'bout "Griffin?" 
Everybody, everybody on the street, that is, called 
him "sneese" because he would take so much coke he
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would be sneezing all the time. You knew when he 
had too much because he would sneeze all over the 
place. Anyv/ay, Griffin was a two-time loser' who 
had a reputation of being a snake in the grass/a 
real scum bag at one time, mainly the years on the 
streets as a junkie, ’./hen he didn't have that shit 
in his arm, he would rob his mother's grave. Shoot, 
to kill. You know, ’dell, recently, he had fallen 
on hard times and he and his woman went into— Jo Jo's 
place (an after hours club) and robbed everybody.
But the mist alee he made was to shoot a dude who 
some say shouldn't have moved. Tried anyway to be 
a hero and Griffin shot 'em in his shoulder point 
blank with a sawed-off shot gun. V/ell, what Griffin 
didn't know .was that Jo Jo's was incorporated (belong 
to a group of businessmen, hustlers and other asso­
ciated people). V/ell, Griffin hid out for about a 
week and while he was sitting at a bar on the Lower 
East Side, he was hit '(killed) right behind the head.
The only reason his woman didn't get it was because 
she wasn't with him.

The longevity of the after hours clubs is certainly 

related to how they function collectively. Those businesses 

that protect each other by offering mutual support, brib­

ing the police, and issuing violent reprisals against 

those who trespass and violate the club's spa.ee are ap­

parently more likely to survive than those not utilizing 

such methods.

The Owner and the Community

If the owner fulfills any obligation to the com­

munity, it is in the very existence of the club as a 

social saloon, a community center for social intercourse.

In order to makes the club more profitable, the club owner 
capitalizes on the demand for a hide-out for those engaging

in illicit behavior, and for the commercial interest value 

it generates. The club itself partially answers to the
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supply and demand of the cocaine, marijuana and sex 

markets * It also answers to a demand for social inter­

course between individuals v;ho share similar lifestyles.

I low these demands are attained become clearer by suggest­

ing what the ingredients are besides the physical struc­

ture itself that are needed to create this social expres­

sion.

Although the owner is seen as a provider of for­

bidden pleasures for a select group of people, he is not 

above criticism. The community at large, and even the 

patrons themselves, question, criticise and challenge 

the owner's ability to function as owner, and to some de­

gree, continue in business as usual. In other words, the 

behavior of the owner is put under scrutiny by patrons. 

Just as owners have rules by ’which patrons and employees 

must abide, so do patrons have ideals and norms the owner 

must adhere to, or at least, that he should be aware of. 

Patrons, for example, feel owners should not indulge in 

excessive drinking or snorting in their presence. They 

are more likely to respect the owner if he goes about the 

business of checking on any problems and/or overall oper­

ations of the place. A patron who had frequented many 

clubs echoed this sentiment:

Latin owners are a .lot more rowdy and physical in 
their clubs. If a dude gets out of line, the owners 
are more likely to try and throw him out. They 
also get high and drink a lot. They are generally 
not too cool. I know this black dude './ho runs a 
spot uptown. Iven though I know he snorts and gets
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high, I've never seen him take a blow in that 
place from nobody. He's there looking after the 
place, taking care of business, and if there is 
any trouble, he's in a position to handle it. In 
most of the black-owned clubs, the owners tend to 
be much more business-like than the Latin owners.

This attitude may be more a prejudiced account and pref­

erence for one ethnicity over another than it is about 

who is more or less business-oriented. There has been 

little evidence to support any particular ethnicity as 

possessing any unique business qualities over others.

The use of drugs on the premises, for example, is a 

rather poor criteria for such judgements and is as much 

a matter of personal taste as it is patron pressure.

The community at large, the candy store owner, 

the bar owner, the residents in the apartment dwellings, 

have more far-reaching powers than the individual patron. 

V/here the patron will, in most situations, tolerate club 

owners' drug use as a personal preference, the community 

may not. The Crisco Club is a Latin after hours club 

located in Upper Manhattan. Puerto Ricans, Colombians, 

Cubans, Dominicans and black Americans make up the popu­

lation on this upper ’Test part of Manhattan. Columbia 

Presbyterian Hospital', *the George V/ashington Bridge,

Port Authority and major historical buildings like Jumel 

Mansion give the area a sense of the old Hew York. The 

new migration of ethnics, mostly ’Test Indians, Dominicans, 

Cubans, Puerto Ricans, point to the cultural diversity in 

this area.
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The Crisco Club is situated in the basement of a 

mostly Latin tenant-occupied building. Ho more than 

fifty people can fit into the club comfortably, although 

most weekends, as many as a hundred may be in there at 

one time. The Crisco Club reflects some of the problems 

after hours clubs face in the community. During the 

week of the club's opening, a member of a small gang of 

black teenagers indicated they would close the place down 

because it was "one of them all-night joints that would 

bring drugs to the community." The club was adjacent to 

Thompson's Garage. This also posed problems for the ma­

nager of the garage, because the patrons' cars were always 

blocking the driveway. One of the workers at the garage 

expressed his views this 'way, when asked 'what effect the 

new club had on his business:

That place should be closed down right now, if you 
•wanna knew the truth about it. One night, a guy 
pulled a gun on me because I told.‘.him he had to move 
his car from the driveway. Look— there's a sign 
right there which says, "Please don't park in the 
driveway." I need to be able to get the cars out 
when the customers want 'em. As it turns out, the 
guy couldn't read English. V/ell, that's not my 
fault, he ought to go back where he came from. This 
is America; if you can't read English then go back to 
school somewhere. This place (club) has fights all 
the time, too. I've heard gun-shots go off in there. 
Sometimes, on weekends,you won't believe this, but 
cars are double-parked all the way down the block.
This is a long block, too. I've even called the 
police— but they don't seem to want to do anything 
until something happens in the act.

Actually, the sentiments expressed above do not cover the

range of problems associated 'with after hours clubs and

their impact on the community. Among the most common
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loud noise, boistrous behavior, arguments, illegal park­

ing, honking horns and open drug use.

Frenchy owned a "spot" (club) as he called it on

113th Street in 1970. He had si;: employees and an owner-

manager partner:

If I v/asn't there, he was, or somebody we trusted if 
neither of us were there. We later knew we could 
only make so much off the game (gambling) in the 
back. So there was no contention to cheat each 
other.

Employees of the After Hours

Frenchy had si:: employees including a barmaid, a 

waitress, a doorman, a guard, a manager and a mail to cut 

the crap game. The owner oversees the gambling game, 

which is a private part of the club within the club. In 

this club, a patron may join the game if he wishes. It 

does not matter whether he is known to any of the other

34 The game in the back is cilo. Cilo is played with 
three dice. The house collects a 10(3 share of the money won 
in every particular game. The object of the game is simi­
lar to regular dice, with the exception of the third dice 
which becomes the thrower's (point) or number s/he 
has to continuously throw to -win. The thrower can also 
throw 3,4,5 (which is like 7 and 11 in regular dice, winning 
numbers automatically) or 13, which is three sixes (3,6,5) 
to win. The game is established with a banker and other 
players. The banker is the person who puts the money up 
to begin the game. The banker changes as any player may 
assume the position of the banker. There is no limit. The 
banker may start with 3100 in the bank. And at that point, 
he holds the dice and will usually throw first. before 
which the olayers will place their bets as to whether or 
not he will throw either 3,4,5, or 6,5,6, or crap out* Tf 
the banker throws 3,4,5, he picks up all the money from the 
table because these three numbers are instant -winners. He 
may also place bets with the same players. A player may plac 
a side bet on the banker for any amount.
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members. Special games may be set up v.’here the stakes are 

so high a nev/comer may be warned in advance that the game 

is not a "chump's game" (i.e., petty, with low stakes). At 

this point, a person may still wish to gamble but only if 

he is recommended can he join. Other clubs' patrons have 

indicated a policy of $500 needed before entry into cer­

tain games. At any rate, gambling seems to be among fel­

low hustlers and their friends, although the owner will 

readily admit any person ’with enough desire and money.

Slue Bell had a gambling habit, not a gambling jones, 
because she loved to gamble. She would have her coke 
to sell— she had a little compact case filled -with 
$50 spoons and her money for gambling. She would blow 
hundreds and more than likely lost more than she ever 
won. But she had a natural gift for selling coke. 
First of all, she is very attractive; I mean a very 
stunning woman; fair skin, real nice body. She had 
one of them dreamland-in-Chicago bodies. Duplex.
You know. So most cats would love to buy anything 
she had to sell. host of 'em also thought they could 
hit on her. So that added to her ability to get over. 
Then Vfild Man got out of the joint, he and Bo Peep 
started a little .place in the Bronx. And; for a while 
they had to close down, because they weren’t making 
no money. You see, when the hustlers don't make no 
money, there ain't no money out there. V/hen the eco­
nomy is bad the hustler suffers because the more they 
spend the more he's (owner) gonna get. '.veil, let me 
tell you something. The after hours is tailor-made 
for the hustler. And as you can see, if’the hustler 
ain't got no money, the "joint" ain't gonna survive. 
You see, unlike the regular clubs and bars, the 
"joint" thrives and survives on the illegal. What­
ever has been taboo in the society, the "joint" sells 
it, let's it happen, for a price, of course. But the 
average man and/or woman, I mean working man and
woman, they ain't gonna be in the after hours every
day or night, or whatnot. They can't afford it. I 
don't mean people who got a hustle to work there in 
the "spot." You know, selling shit; I'm talking 
about the regular worker who makes $90 to $100 a 
week. They ain't gonna be there every day. 'Bell,
that's true of most people except maybe the profes­
sionals ’who may go there but can afford to go there.
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The people that come there every day is hustlers.
The other people are weekenders or one or tv/o- 
nighters. They ain't there every day, but the hustler 
is. He is there every day and night. Gambling, 
drinking, snorting. Y-hen the drought hit (in heroin 
around 1973 - 1974), a number of clubs closed, mainly 
because the money husoler were making off heroin sales 
declined, and so did their attendance at the clubs.

The revealing aspects of these conversations was not so
much the information about the various functions of the 

clubs, but about who supports them. It v/as stated clearly 

that the "average citizen" v/as not and is not the main 

reason for the success, failure, or for the mere opera­

tion of the club. This is mainly because the average citi 

zen does not frequent the clubs every night. He only does 

so on a v/him— on a Friday or Saturday every nov; and then. 

It is the hustler, both men and v/omen, who come consis­

tently, spending substantial sums of money nightly on 

cocaine, gambling and alcohol, who support the clubs.

After hours clubs vary in size from the small blue 

Cat Cafe (about fifty square feet) to the spacious bottom 

Club. The number of people each club can hold also varies 

Pee Tee's holds about seventy-five people, the Clue Cat 

about fifty to seventy-five, and the Bottom Club over 

two hundred, Y/hat remains fixed is the minimum number of 

employees needed at each establishment. This seems to be 

about four.

The Door Guard

The door guard is resoonsible for inspecting those 

individuals v:ho frequent the club and is acquainted v/ith’
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every member and their quests. After people enter the 

club, he further inspects the clothing and general appear­

ance of the patrons. His role is to answer the door each 

time a bell rings, indicating a ne-r arrival. He sniffs 

cocaine discreetly and is not seen taking other intoxi­

cating agents,like alcohol. Door guards are often armed 

and unfriendly. They interact very little v/ith the patrons, 

Inside, they act as reinforcement to the manager, ov;ner 

and frisker in case of trouble.

The Frisker

The frisker assists the door guard in screening 

patrons entering the club. Iiis encounter with natrons is 

usually brief and he maintains a friendly but stern atti­

tude toward patrons. He is usually armed and only frisks 

the men. He searches the -..'omen's purse and bags, but not 

their person. He informs natrons if any special events are 

taking place: "Gambling in the back, drinks at the bar, 

topless dancing in an hour."

The barmaid's role is a multiple one in that she 

is often an overseer of the club's activity. She main­

tains a smooth rapport with snorter/habitues at the bar, 

in addition to selling a variety of alcohol and drugs for 

getting "high" (i.e., cocaine, marijuana, hashish). The 

barmaid is friendly and cooperative some of the time, but 

at others, is cool, reserved and curt. She indulges in
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snorting, drinking and smoking along v/ith the other habi­

tues, both strangers and friends.

Dorrine is a Latin barmaid in a Lower Last Side

club called the Tortoise. Y/hen I a sked her how she feels

being around so many men who flirt v/ith her and find her

attractive, she said:

V/ell, it's okay, because most of them are cokeheads 
anyway, and I know it's the coke talking most of 
the time. They say little things like asking me 
out, but the ovmer he don't like me to go out v/ith 
the customers. Because if I go out v/ith a guy and 
I'm in here talking to another guy, he might get 
mad and start something. So as a rule, I don't go 
out v/ith them. But if I find a guy v/ho's real nice 
to me I might go out with him, but that depends on 
the guy.

Earmaids wear provocative clothing, like low-cut 

blouses that sometimes expose their breasts when they bend 

over, and extremely tight pants or short mini-skirts. The 

physical appearance of the barmaid i.e., her attractiveness 

is a crucial part of the criteria for the job.
Barmaids are also known to often "con" or short­

change patrons and ask for cocaine from the customers and 

other favors. host patrons object to this type of treat­

ment.

I went to the Crisco and somebody, I think it was that 
damned barmaid, stole my purse out of my bag. And I 
thought that v/as a pretty low-lifed thing to do. So 
I haven't gone back there since.

From another point of view, a barmaid talks about her hustl

ing the "joint":
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\Je don't have no cash register here so all I got to 
do is give the money to Barry (the houseman). But 
when I need a little something, I just don't give it 
all to him, and I put some in my pocket as my tip. I 
looks like I should te male in;- a whole lotto, money her 
hut 1 don't. People don't be giving a:..'ay money like 
they used to. They give away a lotta coke, but not 
money. If Frankie (the ov/ner) catches any of us 
stealing, it's all over; you might never be able to 
find another job in these joints, cause he knows every­
body and every joint in town. The best hustle you 
can make is to be nice to people who be nice to you 
and don't take no shit. People respect that. Some­
times ,when a group orders drinks, I may shortchange 
them an extra dollar or so, and unless they bring it 
to my attention, I yet away clean. Often people are 
high and I might shortchange them more.

The House I Ian

The house man is the individual in the setting res­

ponsible for making people feel comfortable. He may offer, 

in some instances, to buy people drinks or cocaine as a 

form of social -etiquette, and is generally responsible 

for keeping a close watch on things. He is most often 

affiliated with the owner of the club Me patrols the club, 

making sure that the customers have no complaints, and 

that everything is going smoothly.

The Dancer

The nude dancer as entertainer in the club is a 

natural offshoot of the go-go girl erase of the 1960's, when 

after hours club owners found it profitable to provide such 

entertainment. Owners were cognizant that patrons stayed 

longer, purchased more drinks, cocaine end marijuana when 

a nude dancer 'was performing.

-P 
(!)
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Ths dancer is one employee whose breach of the 
sniffing norm ( over indulgence) is tolerated, The dancer
is one of the main attractions in the cocaine club. .'he 

attracts the men and is considered a "prize" if a man is 

able to "pull" her. She is important to management in 

regard to the amount of time and money habitues will ex­

pend while she is there.

The interaction between the dancer and habitue 

is usually sexual one, since the dancer is literally en­

ticing the patron. The following description took place 

at the Blue Cat:

Four Latin men sat in the corner. One asks the 
dancer to pose (v/ith her breasts in her hands).
She sashays from one side to the other, and one 
said, "No...like this. Like this (he .gestures)."
Every time she -would move one 'way, he -would point 
or gesture the other v/ay, until she got tired of 
the game and sat low v/ith her legs v/ide open. The 
man sitting directly in front of her shouted, in 
a shrill voice, "Qooooh ’./see! Gooolly Gee!" The 
music started and she got up to dance again. The 
song echoed through the sound system, repeating 
the phrase, "Boogie down, boogie down,baby ," and 
others in the room sang along. Alfredo gestured
and threw the cocaine over to the table across, from 
him. It v/as wrapped in a dollar bill. As the 
dancer finally started to dance, people -were snort­
ing cocaine with McDonald's spoons, -which had e. 
long, -white stem with a small tip. One man was 
snorting from a straw v/ith the edge cut out of it; 
he was snorting from it not through it. Three 
women were sniffing with a lone male,also from a 
dollar bill. The dancer is young, twenty-four or 
twenty-five years old at the most. Five feet one 
or two, about ninety pounds. Her body is draped 
in biabk leotards, with a black scarf -wrapped around 
her head -with the edges drooping off to the side.
Her feet are covered with black flat Chinese slip­
pers. The fingers carry two rings, one on the 
pinky and one on the index finger of the right hand. 
She has a small silver bracelet on her left arm.
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Acrobatic and eliciting, she ;.lifts her legs, puts 
matches in her ninples (after abandoning the leo­
tards) and lights them while singing "Happy birth­
day to .y'all, happy birthday to y'all!" After 
dancing exotically and sensually, she decides to 
come off the stage platform and dance near the 
customers. One man, in an overcoat, reached up 
to grab the dancer's breast. She stopped as if 
in disbelief and immediately slapped him. One 
habitue said, "I don't see why you had to do that, 
baby. You see you got the man all hot and shit."
Her dancing carried her off the stage several times, 
she would dance around the floor on the chairs, ex­
tending her body like a contortionist. She would 
come off the stage near the chairs, spreading her 
legs and buttocks to fit the size of the chair.
She later felt it necessary to retaliate or get back 
at the "starer" she slapped earlier (who by now 
v/as very high on alcohol, cocaine and martjuana).
She waited until he had sat down and then proceeded 
to come off the stage. He, at this time, had his 
head tilted to the side, v/ith his coat still on.
And he was what appeared to be quite dazed, or at 
least engulfed in his stupor. She was dancing and 
noticed his behavior v/as at a low ebb. She pro­
ceeded to go over towards him, dancing, wriggling 
and shimmying her body all the time. Once she 
got near him she quietly removed her G-string and 
started a grinding pelvis movement around his 
shoulders, making his body tremble and /jerk v/ith 
a tremor. She carefully, methodically and rhythmi­
cally placed her legs around his left shoulder. She 
now sat straddled on him v/ith her abdomen against 
his ear. Her vagina pressed gently downward against 
the fur on his shoulder. She did what might be 
characterized as the "bump," "grind," and "hoochie 
coochie" all at once. His body v/as now shaking the 
chair, moving almost out from under him. And either 
from the impact of her body, the amount of drug in­
take or the shod: of being so close, he appeared 
mesmerized by what he had earlier wanted so much 
to touch. He was in a state of shock during the 
whole episodic dance. He never really tried to 
touch her or move a/way. She twisted and grinded 
her vagina against every possible area of his neck 
and the side of his face, ’/hen she removed her­
self, the people in the club applauded and laughed, 
all the tine urging her on. The starer never got 
up to touch or stare again.
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The dancer gets short (twenty minutes) breaks dur­

ing the night, and she will, during her break, sit and 

sniff cocaine v/ith a patron of her choice. Snorter/habi­

tues sitting next to the dance stage offer her cocaine dur­

ing her performance. Then she finishes for a break, she 

may sit down to sniff more cocaine. This encounter may 

lead to a further engagement by the patron v/ith the dancer 

and sometimes sexual favors outside the club are granted 

and sometimes not* Eddie tells of one encounter he had 

at a local after hours spot in Manhattan:

This real fine dancer v/as doing her number at the 
El Greco Club, and after she got down (from the 
stage), I offered her some blow. She hadn't really 
tried it before, but v/as willing to try and we 
talked for a while after she tried'some. One thing 
led to another and she said she was working out of 
the Tip Top in the Bronx and asked me if I wanted 
to meet her there the next night. V.re did meet, but 
she v/as so full of shit— I left for home early and 
never saw her again.

The mores and changes in values and attitudes toward -sex 

in America since the 1960's has led many './omen to margi­

nal occupations like stripteasing, go-go dancing and
3 5other forms of nude or semi-nude dancing.

The Pimp and the Dancer

It is not clear to what extent the dancer plays 

the house prostitute. The possibility exists, and the 

interaction between the pimp and the dancer is listed here 

as an example of two individuals who are not giving up 

anything. The dancer wants money and the pimp wants the

35 James K. Skipper, Jr. 0 Charles H. McCaghy » "Strip 
teasers: the Anatomy and Career Contingencies of a Deviant 
Occupation, '* Social Problems (1970) 17:3 391-405.
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dancer to make him money. The following observation 

took place at the blue Cat Cafe betv;een a dancer and a 

pimp:

After arriving this particular night, I immedi­
ately '.rent upstairs, and there ■..'ere about eight 
people sitting in two semi-circles. The most 
striking aspect about the upstairs at this time 
v/as, I had not been to the club in about a month 
or so, and the most immediate thing about the 
place v/as the change in the arrangement of the 
room. The dance stage had been moved to the 
center more or less, adjacent to or opposite the 
fireplace. It v/as nov/ in the middle of tho room, 
and there v/as a certain amount of congestion as 
a result. It v/as closer to the bar, and to mo 
it affected something in the room. The dancer 
I had seen there a month or so earlier v/as there.
She v/as conversing v/ith a man v/ho I v/as told by 
one of my informants, v/as a pimp. He had his hair 
sort ,of semi-processed, and v/as wearing a v/hitish 
green suit v/ith a tie and a sharp stick pin. His 
fingernails v/ere v/ell-manicured. He revealed a 
large pinky diamond ring on his right hand. He had 
a machine gun rap. There v/as constant word play 
between him and the dancer, v/ho at one point said, 
"'dill you buy me a 'drink?" And he replied, "Of 
course, I'll buy the little things like the drinks, 
if that's all you want. I'll buy the little things 
if you buy the big things, like the house, the 
apartment, the car. The little things are on me."
At that point, she stooped talking. Cut after a 
while, she said, "Let me show you my legs. You're 
my man, and I want to show you rny legs." And 
that's when he backed up and said, "v.'ait a minute, 
baby, I'm not your nan." Then she said, "But I 
thought you wanted me to sit here." He said, "Yeah,
I want you to sit there, but i'm not your man."
She proceeded to say something else to him, which I 
could not hear. She pulled her chair bacl: uo a 
bit. She was wearing black stockings, a semi-long 
black dress, and almost formal type of affair, and 
what looked like a -old neckpiece, a Vuitton bag, 
in which she kept her clothes next to the stage.
Her hair v/as wrapped up in a black scarf and her 
shoes were high-heeled. She proceeded to show him 
her legs. The talk between the two of then v/as 
very noticeable, again, because the stage was in the 
middle of the room now, and you don't have the kind 
of inimacy that was present before between the dancer
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and the patrons. "Starers" often sit right next 
to the sta^s, constantly eyeing the dancer. The 
starers usually have cocaine, which they offer 
her and she plays v.’ith then, plays on that notion 
that they have cocaine. Anyway, this ingredient 
'/as missing from the brief tall: between the dancer 
and the pimp, because he did not have any cocaine 
for her.

Owners have been known to use cocaine and mari­

juana to barter in exchange for services rendered by 

the dancer. liar,go, a dancer at topless legal clubs and 

after hours clubs, talks about "Sugar," another dancer 

who is paid by the owner v/ith cocaine:

She (Sugar) dances for coke. It's not that she don't 
want the none;/. It's just that she prefers cocaine. 
She's got her (coke) spoon around her neck and shit. 
\!e both danced at the 3ango Club uptown. The owner 
asked me if I wanted some reefer instead of ny 350, 
and I told him I wanted my money. But Sugar, she 
wanted coke. They "pay" in coke if you want it. All 
of them chicks be snorting, especially the ones v/ho 
be doing doubles and shit (working double shifts—  
dancing from 1:00 a.m. to 4:00 a_m. in a regular 
club, then 4:00a.m. to 3:00 a.m. in an after hours 
club). That's why I—vxn't be no house girl, because 
you get no respect. If you a house girl, you gotta 
take the coke or whatever elso they' offer you. Out 
you see, I ain't gonna do that, because I wanna get 
hooked up v/ith respect, win, lose or draw.

The House Girl

The house girl is a dancer who also performs du­

ties as a waitress. Her role is to serve customers after 

dancing. She is seductive and is used by the owner as a 
sexual object attracting patrons v/ho might be interested 

in her enough to buy more drinks. Her salary is based 

on the tips she receives from natrons, and is not a flat 

fee ,
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Jean, a house girl at the Top Cat Club In East

Harlem had this to say about her work:

I'm the only brown shin thang in there (the club), 
but as a house girl, y°u yet the tips. You work, 
they give you tips. You go there so they can work
your ass off. but they want you to hiss ass. In
Manhattan you can make money. Chicks be giving 
blow jobs on the side. I just wanna make my fifty 
dollars and go home. See that blow job thang ain't 
me. See, I don't do that, cause I'm funny about 
germs. I ain'j; gonna kiss ass but to a certain ex­
tent. I told Scotty (the owner) it's a trip but 
not for me. I ain't gonna kiss no ass. All I'm 
gonna do is smile. A house girl is when you jes
live off the tips and it depends on the amount
of drinks you hustle from your customers.

Jean explained that she did not take a "house girl" posi­

tion in the club because a house girl has to double as both 
a dancer and a waitress. Y/hile she is given no guarantee 

that she will get the $50 normal fee for dancing when she 

decides to become a house girl, it is more likely she will 

receive tv/ice as much on any given night.

At another instance, I asked Jean about drugs,

money and prostitution, and her role as dancer and other

women's roles as house girls:
I don't know 'bout a whole lotta dancer, but for 
me and a few of my friends money is the joint (the 
thing, the key). Cause ya see, in Manhattan you 
can make a fortune. But you gotta sell your soul 
to the devil. I have seen all kinds of things; chicks 
be into all kinds of shit. I swear it's the truth. 
Girls be gettin' paid in drugs, ya know. Some girls 
will do anything, dey be uptight for money, you know, 
you understand? But I can't dig it. As long as I 
get mine I don't give a fuck. Cause I'm not the 
greedy type. Otherwise, I would be treacherous. I 
jes ■.•/anna do what I wanna do and go on about my busi­
ness ,
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The dancer in the clubs have the same aspiration

as others in society, although she is in an unconventional

occupation at the moment. She looks for security and a

nev; -.7ay of life. For Maryo, it is school and a nev: life.

I met this old v/itch, a dancer for tv/enty years.
She v/as really attractive. She had a scar (empha­
sizing the "rr) about my complexion, ya knov/. And 
ah, she had been doiny it for year, ya knov/. She 
had a little mink on and shit. But, I mean, I can't 
see it as a v/ay of life. You knov/. I'm doiny it 
to yet over for d ' time beiny, ya knov/. As a v/ay of 
life? (in an incredulous tone). Nov/ I don't knock 
it for those v/ho do it, ya knov;, don't yet me v;rony 
But I just couldn't. My yranrna alv/ays said, "don't 
say v/hat you'll never do." But uh, I knov/ I v/on't.
Uh, that’s v/hy dis school trip yot me like this 
(shov/iny a nervously shaking hand, yesturiny v/ith 
it in my face for emphasis). But I'm stickiny v/id 
this thany. Ya knov/, to yet yrants and thinys. Ya 
knov/, every three years I v/ork. Then I v/anna yet this 
nev; car. Because they stole mine riyht off Riverside 
Drive. Ya knov/, it's hard,canavin' and jivin'. I 
just don't enjoy it, even thouyh I'm yood at it.
Ya knov/, I like the money in it and all, and— I'm 
afraid if I don't yet over nov; I may be doiny this 
the next year, but I doubt it, ya knov/. I don't 
particularly care for it, really. Because ya yotta 
learn tricks, ya yotta stand on your head, spread 
your leys, smoke ciyarettes (in the vayina) and 
all that old shit, and there is only so much of 
that I'll yo for. You yotta be a, uhh, I don't 
knov/, a rubber band, the rubber band man.
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CHAPTER V 

COCAiriE

For more than a thousand years, the leaves of 

Erythroxylon coca have been eaten, chev/ed and smoked by 

the various Indian peoples of Peru, Bolivia, Chile, Colom­

bia and other South American countries. Coca has been 

used in a variety of v/ays: to increase v/ork potential 

in laborers, as v/ell as in ceremonial and recreational 

functions. The evergreen plant supports the general phys­

ical and psychological v/ell-bein^ of its users. V,Then 

various European adventurers brought the coca plant back 

to Eurooe in order to demonstrate its euphoric and"magical 

effects, it proved useless. Mainly because of the lon.~ 

journey, the plant's properties had diminished. But suc­

cessive trips to South American countries by other Europ­

eans (Tscnudi, Markham, Poeppiv;) led to a successful iso­

lation of the active principles in coca.36 Albert Meimann, 

a German scientist, isolated cocaine in 13-30, and Europeans 

were genuinely interested in its medicinal properties. Si~ 

mund Freud experimented v/ith cocaine and received v/orld-v/i

Robert Eyck, Cocaine Papers (London: Stonehill 
Publishing Co., 1974), p.77
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publicity. His early writings and assumptions about cocaine 

as a cure for morphine addiction created an international 

controversy. This immediate interest v/as tempered some­

what by the attacks on Freud begun by A. Erlenmeyer who 

accused Freud of advocating a dangerous habit-forming drug.

The use of cocaine by Americans had begun after 

their interest was stirred by the Europeans. A medical 

doctor, writing in the Detroit Therapeutic Gazette, recom-
07mended coca to patients as a cure for opium addiction. 

Although these uses proved erroneous over time, by 1337, 

coca and cocaine mixtures proliferated as commercial prod­

ucts. John Pembleton, in 1333, an Atlanta pharmacist, 

developed a drink made of cola and cocaine called "Coca- 

cola." The popularity for it and other such mixtures after 
that grew enormously. Later, in 1392, Asa Candler purchased 

the patent rights for the cocaine cola drinks and sold it 

in drug stores. In addition to Coca-cola, sixty-nine co­

caine -cola drinks were being manufactured.33 
Some of the other cola-cocaine beverages were, "iioca Nola," 

"Xola-ade," "Hos-nola,11 and "Uise-ola. >39 prior to 1914, co­

caine was legally prescribed by doctors, sold in alcohol, 

cigarettes, elixirs,medicines, tonics, cordials, and as 

tablets.

37-yclc, Cocaine Papers, o. 15.
38 ibid.
39 Richard Ashley, Cocaine: Its History, Uses and 

Effects (Nev; York: St. Martin's Press, 1975) p. 49
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By 1333, writers and medical doctors began a pat­

tern of recist stereotyping; by associating cocaine use to 

blacks. V/. Scheppegrell's article on the "Abuse and Dan­

gers of Cocaine" in 1898 casually mentioned how boot blacks 

and newsboys were selling cocaine for 10b a sniff, and 

larger amount for 25c, which amounted to a full day's sup­

ply of cocaine. The larger amounts were sold in paper pill 

boxes. Although cocaine was used by most everybody at this 

time, during the turn of the century, racial myths began 

circulating about "cocanizea blacks" who were part of a 

crime wave, including an excssive number of rapes of white 
women. One article mentioned how blacks could not be 
harmed if shot by a certain caliber bullet. As a result 
local lav; enforcement agencies were eqipped with larger cal­
iber guns to deal with blacks. These myths understandably 
generated a strong reaction against cocaine use, and against 

blacks in general. The patent medicine industry suffered 

as a result of the misleading evidence about cocaine and 

its use because it v/as the supplier of many of the drug 

products sold to the public.4^

Cocaine became less available to the general pub­

lic after 1914 because of the Harrison Act, which restricted 

its distribution, and because forty-six states initiated 

some form of legislation restricting its use. After these

David Husto, 'The American Disease; Origins of 
narcotics Control (Hew Haven: Yale Univer­
sity Press, 1973)
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legal restrictions forced cocaine underground, only those 

v/ho were priveleged could order it legally through their 

doctors. The Harrison Act v/as the first federal lav/ to 

prohibit the dispensation of cocaine and other dangerous 

substances by persons v/ithout a license and/or a demonstrated 

medical reason. A $2,000 fine and five year prison sentence 

v/ere handed out to those convicted. The Harrison Act v/as 

amended in 1919 in order to make for more stringent con­

trol on both opium and cocaine. 3y 1922, cocaine v/as clas­

sified as a narcotic drug. The ban on the importation of 

cocaine and coca leaves v/as an amended stricter version 

of the narcotic drugs importation act that v/as also passed 

in 1914.

These various legislative restrictions made cocaine 

an expensive yet much desired drug. In the underground 

honky-tonks, speakeasies and cafes,it became associated 

and defined as a status "high" mainly because of its il­

legality, expensiveness and the myths surrounding it. The 

wealthy upper classes and the lov/ly-paid artists, musi­

cians and beat-noet/writers of the 1920's all found cocaine 

available, delightful and cart of an emerging symbol of 

their lifestyles. The Depression era quieted cocaine use 

somev/hat, but in the late 1940's and 1950's, the spirit and 

enthusiasm for cocaine r e- e me rge dOn ce  again, one of the

A 1 Ashley, Cocaine,
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first places cocaine v/as seen v/as the speakeasies and after

hours clubs. Sammy is an older habitue v/ho remembers his

first encounter v/ith cocaine in such a setting, about 1944:

I v/as going to a spot v/ith a ho (v/hore) named Chickie.
She v/as black, cold,and built like a marble shithouse. 
This spot (club) v/as around St. Ilicholas and 45th (145) 
Street, if I remember right. Smooth Tate (a pimp) and 
a friend of mine ov/ned this ho. I say ov/ned because 
in them days, a pimp v/as a ruthless, dangerous mother­
fucker v/ho v/ould shoot and cut somebody in a minute.
And than bitches knev/ it, so they stayed in line. Chickie 
took me to this spot v/hich v/as about 50/50: fifty black 
and’fifty v/hite. \!e sat in that joint and I didn't know 
v/hat this cocaine stuff v/as all about. I v/as sniffing, 
and sniffing, smoking reefer and drinking that booze.
'dell before I knev/ it I'm getting sick, you knov/, so 
I asked the ov/ner of the joint if I could lay dov/n some- 
v/here. She took me to another room and I slept until 
later on that day. khen I got up and v/ent back out in 
the room, the crowd v/as still there just like I hadn't 
left. But that v/as my first time sniffing coke. And 
Chickie— I v/as v/ith Chickie last, about six years ago—  
no, maybe five years ago. And you knov/, she'll still 
make a hound dog break away from his chain.

After the Second "dorid Car, cocaine use v/as sporadic. 

It continued to be used by a small coterie of artists, musi­

cians and stars, but its use v/as not widespread until about 

the 1950's. During the 1950's, the re-emergence of cocaine 

came about because of a nev/affluence in America and a youth 

culture that experimented v/ith nev/ ideas, fashions, drugs, 

religion and other divergent lifestyles. Movies like "Super­

fly," "The Seven Percent Solution," "The Discreet Charm of 

the Bourgeoisie," "Easy Rider" and others were a few of the 

many movies in which cocaine and other drugs were part of the 

theme. Cocaine found its v/ay into the homes of millions 

of Americans through books, television and music. The media
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has sold cocaine to more buyers than all the dealers in

the U.S. could every possibly hope to sell. The dealers'

clientele has already been programmed to seek cocaine be-
42cause of media-provoked curiosity.

In V/oody Allen's film,"Annie Hall," Allen and 

Diane Keaton attend a friend's get-together and are of­

fered cocaine. The cocaine is served in a jeweled con­

tainer. After the host explains to Allen that the cocaine 

is pure flake, costing $2,000 an ounce, Allen picks it up 

to observe the drug more closely and sneezes, thereby 

scattering the cocaine all over the room. The host and 

others look on in disbelief. I was struck by the audience 

response to this scene: it v/as clear that the entire thea­

tre, full of people,acknowledged the preciousness and high 

price of cocaine.

Cocaine is known as the "champagne" of drugs in 

today's culture. Street people refer to cocaine as "my 

best girl," saying "I'll do anything for some good blow," 

or "Ain't nothing I dig better than some mellow coke."

Other names for the drug are, "snow," "corrine," "lady,"

"the pimp's high," "nose blues," and "white gjLrl," It 

is one of fourteen alkaloids found in the leaves of the 

Srythroxylon coca plant. The plant is an evergreen,which 

makes it available for harvest all year round. It is

42charles kinick,"Hass Communication and Drug Dep­
endence, " Sociological Aspects of Drug Dependence, ed. Charle 
V/inick, ( New York :OR?' Press, 1974)
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indigenous to the South American countries of Bolivia, 

Peru, Chile, Brazil, Ecuador, Argentina, and Colombia.

It can also be found in Java and Madagascar. In Peru, 

ten million kilograms of coca is produced every year.

In Bolivia, annually, seven thousand metric tons of coca 

is consumed. Coca leaves contain about one-half to one per' 

cent of cocaine. Coca is chewed but cocaine, a powder, 

is sniffed and/or injected intravenously.

Coca leaves are processed into cocaine in illegal 

laboratories, and is between 35 to 95"? pure after reach­

ing the United States through various organized crime 

networks. Street cocaine is further mined v/ith other 

white powders in order to dilute it. The most common of 

these "cutting" substances are lactose, dextrose and man- 

nitol. Once the cocaine is mixed, it is then sold for 

prices ranging from ten dollars for very small amounts 

to two thousand dollars for a pure ounce. It has gone 

through several chemical cutting changes by the time it 

gets to the buyer.

Cocaine, because of its popularity, is no longer 

the drug of the elite. It is used by various segments 

of society. The proliferation of cocaine and its price 

structure allow people with very little income to purchase 

small amounts (CIO, 020, 050) with little financial 

strain. One young -woman, when asked how she could afford 

cocaine, replied:
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Part of my welfare check poes to the pool where 
several of my friends put in C20 a piece to buy 
something nice like two spoons (OlOO) of coke.
I used to do that v/ith my brothers all the time 
but they moved so my friends and I chip in to 
cop. I yet a lot more if I chip in than i do 
if I try and cop a tv/enty by myself.

Because people enjoy cocaine, many ways are found to pur­

chase it.

Methods of Cocaine Use

Cocaine is generally sniffed through the nose, and 

at times mined together to form a "sneedball" which is 

taken intravenously. "Speedballers" often admit that co­

caine overpowers the heroin in this mixture and this is why 

it is so often preferred. Cocaine users a.lso smoke and 

eat the dru.p. Smoking cocaine is accompolished by sprinkl­

ing a small amount of the druy into a "joint" of marijuana, 

or by simply rolling cocaine alone into some paper and smok 

iny it. The eatiny of cocaine is called "takiny a freeze," 

and it refers to a sequence of actions in which the user 

applies cocaine to the back of the hand or spoon so it can 

be licked off by the tonyue or rubbed into the ^ums. The 

result is a "freezing" or numbiny of the inside of the 

mouth, the lips and the yums. These effects are well-docu­

mented by the medical use of cocaine as a local anaesthetic 

Cocaine users take a "freeze" sometimes to rest their noses 

from sniff ini:. The freeze is not really taken to achieve 

a "hiyh" but rather to yet the sensation of cocaine.
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When cocaine is snorted, the residue rests on the 

mucous lining of the nostrils and is quickly absorbed into 

the bloodstream.4^ Snorting too much cocaine can result in 

visual hallucinations, runny or bloody noses, nasal con­

gestion, excessive sneezing, sores in the nose and other 

problems. The most serious is perforation of the septum 

and ulceration of the nasal cavity.4 4

Cocaine is a preferred stimulant by most drug 

takers and only those individuals who have had negative 

experiences from cocaine reject it. It gives users a feel­

ing of well-being, happiness, euphoria and relief from 

anxiety. This is often acommpanied by garrulousness, 

thirst and a desire for physical contact like dancing and 

sex.

Cocaine is essentially a social drug. Users will 

frequently find themselves engaged in social intercourse 

without inhibition. Cocaine is not believed to be a "dan­

gerous" drug, mainly because users have only experienced 

small amounts and have not seen its undesirable effects.

The effects of cocaine differ according to the situations 

under which it is taken. This means that the "scene," the 

"place," "set," or rather the physical surroundings in

43 Robert Byck l Craig Van Dyke , "That are the Bffects 
of Cocaine in Man," Cocaine 1977, MIDA Research Monograph, 
Series 13, eds.f Robert C. Petersen and Richard C. Stillman 
(Washington, D.C.: U.3. Government Printing Office, 1977) 
p. 113.

44 ibid.
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v/hich cocaine is used make a 3 re at deal of difference in 

the overall experience the user may receive. The snorter/ 

habitue at after hours clubs v/ill frequent many different

clubs a night in order to avoid v/hat he calls "bad vibes"

or "feeling paranoid." They change from club to club be­

cause of v/hat they detect as negative surroundings, i.e., 

arguments, indifference from v/aitresses, stares from other 

patrons— events v/hich can be both real or imagined. These 

factors must take into account the personality of the user, 

the experiences of the user v/ith other drugs, his attitude 

and predisposition before entering the club. Since the 

clubs are made up mostly of snorters, the effects of co­

caine v/ith other drugs (including alcohol and marijuana)

may be important in regard to his behavior.

In the after hours clubs, a sharing behavior is 

established v/here sniffers pass around cocaine to each 

other in a reciprocal fashion. If one sniffer passes

cocaine to another sniffer, the person being offered the 

first sniff must reciprocate by offering his ov/n cocaine. 

This does not necessarily take place in sequence all the 

time. It may happen that one or the other person does 

not have cocaine to reciprocate, so there is no binding

45 This ritual is ale in to the sniffing of a powder 
by Yanoma.mo Indians in South America and the passing of 
the C-anja v/eed by the Rastafarians in Jamaica. A feeling 
is established between sniffers as between Ganja smokers.
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obligation in this instance. But one nay still feel an ob­

ligation to reciprocate at some point in tine v/hen one has 

some cocaine. This ritual of feeling reciprocity, close­

ness and community is key to the development of the success

of the after hours cocaine users1 culture.
Two essential elements involving cocaine, ritual are:

(1 ) directly, as obligations, establishing hov/ he is morally 

constrained to conduct himself; and (2 ) indirectly, as ex­

pectations, establishing hov; others are morally bound to 

act in regard to him.4®

Patterns or Tyne of Drug Use

Cocaine users may be considered one large group 

of individuals T,;ho indulge in the stimulating effects of 

the drug. Users vary, hov;ever, in the amount and frequency 

of their use and consequently, several types of snorters 

emerge.

The "Lame" as Experimental 
or Beginner User

In the after hours clubs, a member v;ho is out on 

the tov;n may come v/ith a "lame"to the after hours clubs. 

These individuals usually have never tried cocaine, or at 

the most, only a fev; times. This "square" or "lame" engages

46 Erving Goff man, Interaction Ritual (II ev/ York: 
Doubleday and Co., 1937) p. 49.
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Figure 9. Beginner sniffer.
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in cocaine snorting in a non-patterned manner v/ith small 

amounts. The amount may be less than a "two and two" or 

the amount one could put on a fingernail, about 5 milli­

grams. The cocaine they snort is usually given to them 

by someone in the club, and in this way, they participate 

in the passing ritual. Because they feel cocaine is a 

highly desirable and pleasurable drug,their praise for 

cocaine is usually overly enthusiastic. One young snorter 

offered this comment: "I feel up, and more alert, stimu­

lated. I seem to have more energy, yet mellow. It makes 

me feel like rapping or getting into writing."

Habitues as Provisional Users

The habitue is more a regular user of cocaine than

his "square" counterpart. He is more likely to purchase

or "cop" his own cocaine and will use cocaine in social

situations. Habitues are familiar v/ith drug paraphernalia, 

i.e., spoons, straws, other gadgets for snorting, and they 

usually carry them. Jackie is not a regular to the co­

caine club, but frequents it on weekends. Although she 

would not consider herself a beginner sniffer, her praise 

for cocaine after many years is still positive:

When I sniff, my mind becomes clear. I am able to 
do more, I have more energy, less apetite. It is 
exhilarating. When I first started, I felt numb, 
my face felt frozen. I felt good, and I was a lit­
tle hyperactive at first. But now I just get a 
little horny.
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Employees as Compulsive Users

The employee user takes cocaine consistently.

They are lon?-term users (depending on the duration of 

the job), because their use is an occupational necessity/, 

and perhaps an occupational bonus. They use cocaine on 

a daily basis, and v/hen a saturation point has been 

reached, mipht utter somethin? to the effect of "Ho, man,

I don't v;ant any, I'm all coked up," or if they have:over­

indulged, "hy nose is out," or "I'm re-?roupin?," or, as 

in many cases, v/ill defer until "later," Employees like 

the barmaids and the dancer are constantly involved in the 

cocaine passinp ritual. They are offered cocaine continu­

ously by habitues and they are often piven cocaine as tips. 

The other employees do not receive cocaine from habitues

a.s much, mainly because they are on the periphery of the 
47action.

Dealers as Compulsive Users

The dealer may be characterized as a compulsive, 

chronic, dependent user of cocaine. His use is incessant 

and intense over Ion? periods of time. This produces, 

after a v;hile, a psychological dependence. Street dealers, 

as opposed to importers or stash carriers (’./ho deliver

47 It should be noted that all employees are not 
compulsive users, nor are all habitues provisional sniffers
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drugs for profit), must "sniff" or test their product be­

fore they buy it and before they sell it. In addition, 

there is much sniffing along the way, between friends, 

parties, small social gatherings, and with other dealers. 

Every dealer may make twenty-five sales of cocaine a night 

or more. In the after hours club, the dealer, after the 

day's sellin,3 is over, is still engaged in sniffing. Sniff 

ing in the after hours club is predominantly social/recrea­

tional, however, and not business-oriented.

multiple Drug Use

Users of cocaine in the clubs rarely do so without

the accompanying use of marijuana and alcohol. As a result

most habitues are multiple drug users. Sammy, a regular

at the Blue Cat Cafe was sneaking about the "goodness" of

marijuana v/hen this side comment emerged:

The best reefer I ever had was in the Mam (Vietnam).
The shit was so good I seen motherfuckers bend over 
backwards, stick their heads up their ass and swear 
they was watching a cartoon (laughter). The shit was 
powerful— boy. I don't like to snort no coke -with­
out my smoke (marijuana). Coke make you break wind 
and that smoke -will catch it for ya. Reefer make 
you eat, coke make you drink and TV males me fall
asleeo.

The Economy of Cocaine

People use cocaine in a variety of ways. The most 

common is to sniff it, but it is also used intravenously, 

smoked in cigarettes, and sipped in tea, among others. The 

street word for cocaine i's "blow," or more commonly, "coke.
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In larvae metropolitan regions, cocaine can be purchased in 
many parts of the city. Of the many places to buy cocaine, 

a few public places become open markets for the selling.

An example would be the 113th Street Eighth Avenue drug 

market place in lieu York City, or along Cottage Grove in 

Chicago. Vihile cocaine is available in ghettos, it is also 

available in more luxury areas like Beverly Hills in Los 

Angeles, Hyde Park in Chicago and the Upper East Side in 

I lev/ York City. These places are arbitrary designations in 

one sense, but they have also been definitely signaled out 

as places where cocaine can be found.

In order to purchase cocaine, first of all, a "con­

nection" is necessary. And because it seems many more peo­

ple are buying cocaine these days, "the connection" has 

become a ubiquitous entity. The drug is available, in 

much rarer instances, by other illicit means, through 

druggists and doctors. Counterfeit cocaine has even been 

advertised in Rolling Stone magazine along v/ith sniffing 

spoons, straws, scales and various mixing compounds.

There are several ways in v/hich cocaine culture 

can be seen as part of the American way of life in the 

1970's. One of the most glaring is the number and amount 

of cocaine seizures by lav/ enforcement personnel. The 

other is the media, impact of new books, records, movies, 

novels, plays and television programs where coca.ine is a 

major theme. Talcing the first example to illustrate the 

point, during the years 1972 to 1976, United States customs
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officials confiscated 5,754 pounds of cocaine. The average
43is about 925 pounds a year. Ashley (1975) argues, hov/ever, 

that the volume of seizures is not an accurate indicator 

of hov/ much cocaine is actually coming into the country.

He states that the figures did not indicate the total amount 

of cocaine entering the country. More specifically, it did 

not represent 1 0fj of the total number of pounds seized by 

any means. Indeed, the cocaine confiscated may not rep­

resent ten percent of the total flov/, but the seizures, 

beginning around 1963, do reflect the re-emergence of co­

caine as a papular drug, a fact attested to by users, lav/ 

enforcement agents and medical authorities. An illustra­

tion is in order. The Department of Justice seizures grew 

from 370 pounds in 1959 to 751 pounds in 1971. Arrests

for cocaine rose from 936 is 1969 to 1,234 in 1971. Prior
«

to 1953, almost no deaths v/ere reported nationally that 

were attributed to cocaine alone. But during the years 

1971 to 1973, twenty-si;: deaths v/ere reported where cocaine 

was the primary c a u s e A l t h o u g h  this is not considered a 

high figure for a five year period, it does reflect a

4 8 Ashley, Cocaine, p. 113.

4 9  B r y a n  s. Finkle and Kevin L. McCloskey, "The Forensic 
Toxicology of Cocaine," Cocaine 1977 NIDA monograph #13 
(Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1977)
pp. 153,- 193.
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trend of increasing cocaine use and abuse. The second 
example refers to the tremendous popularity of cocaine 

as a media topic. There has been a flood of literature 

on or about cocaine in the last few years, among them,

’foodley (1972), Musto (1975), Byck (1974), Ashley (1975), 

Andrews and Solomon (1975), C-rinspoon and Sakalar (1975) 

and Sabbag (1977). Ilovies and recordings about cocaine 

have also proliferated.

Recent Reports on Cocaine Users

The Rational Institute on Drug Abuse recently (1977) 

completed a monograph on cocaine. One of the interesting 

results is the profile of the cocaine user in the United 

States today. Historically, the users of cocaine have been 

just about everyone: men, v/omen, children, young and old, 

rich and poor, black and white. According to Dr. Robert 

Petersen, the following profile emerges in the 1970's.

The data from national interview surveys taken in 1972, 1974, 

1975 and 1973 show among adults (13 years and older) and 

young people (12 to 17 years old), 3% to 4% had tried co­

caine.5® The 1974 national study of adult men chosen 

randomly between the ages of twenty and thirty, shows 14% 

having previous cocaine use. In yet another national sur­

vey, this one of high school seniors, 9U of the 1975 sen­

ior class indicated they had used cocaine. The following 

year- (1973), 9.3p of this same sample said they had used

5® Robert Petersen, "Cocaine: an Overview" Cocaine 
1977, p. 7.
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cocaine. Other indicators of cocaine and other drug use 

has been carried out by the federal government. One spec­

ific system, DA:'II(Drug Abuse Y/arning Uetworh) was estab­
lished to guide the location of emergency treatment.£t re­

ceives information from twenty-four major cities in the 

United States. This information, retrieved from emergency 

rooms of hospitals, crisis centers and medical personnel, 

shows that during 1975- 1975, cocaine-related emergencies 

accounted for less than lw (953 of 113,311) of overall 

total of c a s e s . D e a t h s  attributed to cocaine in the 

United States and Canada in 1971-197 5 totaled twenty-si:;,

with eighty-six cases involving cocaine in combination with
52other drugs for a total of 111. The Drug Abuse Y/arning 

Network (DAY/: I) reported in 1975-1975 57 deaths involving

cocaine and twenty-four urban areas with populations of 

50,000 or more. The total number of cases was 4,553 in 

v/hich death was related to drug use. But cocaine was dir­

ectly responsible for only six ca se s. One  of the impor­

tant statistical results of an earlier IIIDA study (1971 -

1975) was that two deaths resulted from "snorting" co- 
54caine. This point is significant because it will alert 

people who snort cocaine to the possible hazards of snort­

ing. It is not, however, new information to street users

51 Ibid, p. 12.
52 Fmkle & McCloskey, "Forensic Toxicology."

53 Ibid.

5 4 Ibid.
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v/ho are av/are of the harm too much snortinp can brinp. Bu 

deaths related to cocaine, like deaths related to heroin, 

does not stop people from usinp; the drup.

Cocaine and its Effects

Physical addiction to cocaine is a rare occurence.

Psychological addiction, ’nov/ever, is mentioned as not only

plausible but highly possible. It is a fact that cocaine

has been found to be a local anaesthetic. Its properties

affect the pupillary size in controlled animal experiments

And the central nervous system -exhibits alertness while
sleep and appetite are decreased. The heart rate increase

in animals, as dees blood pressure, respiratory rate, and
55muscle tension. Users of cocaine have a hi^h creativity 

level, and moods both normal and abnormal (including co­

caine depression) have been reported.

Cocaine is considered psychologically habit-form- 

in~. One of the characteristics of physical addiction is 

the necessity of increasing dosapes to achieve the same 

effects over time. But psychological addiction means that 

one only has to have a continuous desire to achieve the 

same hi^h over time and does not lead to increasing the 

dosage. In other v/ords, the key word is "habit." If 

habit su-yests a redundant activity, one that assures 

pleasure for the user and is done continuously but not

^  Bycl: and Van Dyke, "Effects of Cocaine," p.97.
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necessarily in an everyday fashion, there is a question as 

to v/hether this also constitutes addiction. If a snorter 

uses cocaine one day and does not use it again until a weel: 

later, is that person addicted? The hey v/ord now becomes 

withdrawal or tolerance. If that person does not experience 

withdrawal symptoms, then he is not considered addicted.

But tolerance to cocaine does happen because sniffers have 

been noted to expand their use whenever their circumstances 

change. Users who can afford $10 to $20 worth of cocaine 

will be satisfied with that amount, but if suddenly he can 

afford $50 to $100 worth, they will buy it and use that 

amount as well.

Laboratory experiments concerning the subjective 

effects of cocaine in man have been recently completed, 

Resnicl: (1977) discovered that 20 milligrams of cocaine, 

sniffed, will produce euphoria for the experimental users. 

Fischman (1975) had his subjects inject cocaine and found 

corresponding results similar to amphetamine use. Bycl: 

(1977) gave subjects 10 to 130 milligrams of cocaine that 

was sniffed, and found that all had pleasant, euphoric 

experiences. All these studies indicated increased blood 

pressure and higher heart rats for the users whether tahen 

intranasally or intravenously. After the volunteers tool: 

the cocaine (10 to 130 milligrams), the effects of cocaine 

were felt within two minutes and lasted about fifteen min­

utes for those v/ho snorted it, and five to ten minutes
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for users who tool: it intravenously. That these studies 

seem to indicate is less new information about the effects 

of cocaine but a wider interest in laboratory experimen­

tation concerning cocaine's psychological and physiolo­

gical effects. The problem v/ith laboratory experiments 

is by definition their contrived nature and concern over 

control. The lack of control is also a problem for street 

researchers v/ho have no way of controlling the many drugs 

the users may have had previous to the "coke" setting 

under observation. And more importantly, there is no con­

trol over how much cocaine they have had before entering 

the setting. Yet the social observation of cocaine use 

seems far more interesting, if not absolutely a reliable 

setting. Gome interesting; facts about cocaine users e- 

merge from both approaches, however. The experiments of 

Fischman (1377), Resnick (1975), Ryck (1977) and Post 

(1974) point to some of the already observed aspects of 

the "street" information on cocaine use.

In contrast to laboratory volunteers, the e.fter 

hours sniffer uses cocaine more rapidly and in larger amounts, 

and whenever he pleases. The amount of cocaine used by 

sniffers is of course varied, and is indicative of style, 

personal attitudes, tastes, atmosphere, time of day, the 

quality and the amount the user possesses. Cocaine users 

in clubs generally take a sniff every ten minutes or so.

The amount ner sniff varies depending on the kind of in­

strument used for sniffing. They may use a matchbook
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cover , a spoon (of various s ize s - ) fingernails, plastic 

cards, or tv/o finders pinched together. A "one and one" 

is equivalent, perhaps, to about 2.5 milligrams. The reg­

ular sniffers may take about one hundred sniffs in a given 

five hour period. But this is very much dependent on 

whether or not the sniffer is a heavy user or a beginner. 

Sniffers will snort more cocaine if there is a lot of co­

caine available to them, and in addition, will snort more 

at the beginning of a set (4 a.m. at an after hours club) 

than at the end of the set (about 11 to 12 a.m.)

The reaction-ito cocaine varies with the individual 

Some sniffers -experience nothing at all after talcing sev­

eral "blows" or "hits" off the drug. A sniffer might be 

heard saying, "I didn't feel anything," or "nothing hap­

pened." This reaction can be explained in several ways. 

Since people's psychological and physiological responses 

to various stimuli is undoubtedly varied and different, 

the reaction toward cocaine can be as varied as there are 

people v/ho take it. A great deal has to do v/ith the co­

caine itself: the quality, the situation, the people and

the atmosphere. One important consideration is whether 

or not the individual has had other drugs. These factors, 

mixed v/ith the subtlety of the cocaine "high" can. lead to 

many different responses from the same cocaine. Users who 

take small amounts of cocaine in a setting (say only a 

"one and one") may not feel anything, because the amount 
of cocaine is too small to register a significant response
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Others may take cocaine all night and not knov.r it is af­

fecting then. They nay exhibit all the signs of the co­

caine high, like thirst, loss of appetite and garrulous- 

ness, yet will deny they are "high" or feeling any dif­

ferently. One of the surest ways many informants and 

habitues say they "yet off" on cocaine is to "sniff" con 

tinuously for an hour or more until the effect registers 

Alfredo and two other friends were discussing one night 

at the Club 36 about a young woman they had met who was 

a nev/comer to cocaine:

Alfredo: She was not the same chick who was here
the night before was she?

Patch: No, she was v/ith the guy with the beard.
But he left early. The part I liked was 
v/hen everybody started pas sin,3 blow around 
and she just kept on sniffing, although 
we knew she didn't know what it was.

(simultaneously) ;;hat you mean she didn't 
know v/hat it was? (laughter)
I mean,she was square as a box of 3 raham 
crackers, but she was gettin' high all 
right.
Nan,bullshit. She knew v/hat she was doing 
That woman knew v/hat she was doin'— I mean 
maybe she didn't know exactly hov/ to sniff 
but she was yetting mighty high.
I think she was just trying to con every­
body. You know, pretending v/ith that 
little girl voice vs if she didn't know 
nothing.

Alfredo: Regardless whether she was or not she was
very,'- high v/hen it was all over.

Jubin/ 
Alfredo:

Patch:

Alfredo:

Jubin:
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Cocaine Blues

In the street, the abuse of cocaine is a condi­

tion described as "coke blues." "Coke blues" is regarded 

as the acronym for users v/ho are experiencing symptoms of 

nosebleeds, nasal congestion, depression, and sneezing.

After hours clubs often are the places sniffers get the 

"coke blues." Because of the amount of cocaine sniffed 

there, it is not uncommon to hear people say, "I hate 

cocaine— I mean, I dont' v;anna see no more coke tonight." 

Cocaine blues is a condition of having too much cocaine, 

and users have various ways of describing it.

I think coke is dangerous because I have seen people 
really go off on it, especially v/hen it's around. As 
long as it's around, they v/ill take it. I used to 
go v/ith this guy v/ho was addicted to coke. He had this 
incredible jones (habit) for coke. But bcca.use there 
ain't no treatment centers and places like that, he 
figues he ain't addicted, and he justifies all this 
in some v/ay, by saying, "Hell, it ain't harmful be­
cause I ain't shooting it," Stuff like that, but yet 
he's snorting every morning v/hen he gets up, every night 
before he goes to sleep, and constantly during the day. 
Musicians are realty into it. My boyfriend told me 
about a musician v/ho has a $ 1 0 0 0 a week habit on coke.
Can you' imagine? $1000 a v/eek.

Theresa, a Manhattan v/orker, describes her reaction to cocaine

this v/ay:

I had only sniffed coke a few times, but v/hen I met 
Johnny, we sniffed a lot and I began to like it. But 
he changed so much after a v/hile v/hen he sniffed. In­
stead of being nice like he was normally, he v/ould get 
mean after sniffing a lot. The more I tried to talk 
to him, the more upset he seemed to get. He was real 
moody all the time and purposely evil. It got to 
the point v/here we had no real relationship because 
the things that v/ould come up v/hen he was upset on 
coke v/ould hang over into the next day. Because he
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acted so ugly and difficult, and because right now 
I feel that coke v/as the cause of it, I guess I'd 
have to get re-oriented into using it, if I ever 
use it at all.

Although Theresa's experience v/ith cocaine was positive 

in terms of the high she received, it was the social re­

lationships v/ith cocaine users around her v/hich caused 

her negative reactions to it.

Pepe is twenty-five years old. He is not a regu­

lar in the Blue Cat, but frequents the place occasionally. 

He is short, about five feet two, and stocky. After one 

talk v/ith .him, I sav; him a fev/ months later and asked a- 

bout after hours clubs, to v/hich he replied, "After hours 

clubs are for immature people, man, really. I have out­

grown those places, so I can't tell you nothing about 

them." About cocaine, he said:

Cocaine is better left alone. It's better just to 
go and do something else v/ith your life. Because 
out there on the streets, ain't shit happening. If 
you gonna try and sell coke, forget about it, be­
cause everybody is selling coke, and ain't nobody 
buying it. everybody has something to sell. But 
seriously, the man, from Ford on dov/n to the narc, 
is on every poor person's ass in this country. In­
stead of trying to get to the American dream through 
selling coke and getting rich, people should be or­
ganising small community groups to take over the in­
stitutions in the community. Cocaine ain't no pov/er, 
it's a glittering symbol of an illusion. Hy brother 
sold cocaine for five years, never had a bust, never 
got robbed, and made C200,000. And you knov/ v/hat hap­
pened to it? He blev/ it. He trusted people he should 
not have trusted and didn't trust people he shoulda 
trusted. Hight nov/ he ain't broke or nothing, but 
he's not well, either. Bverytime he sees or takes 
coke, he becomes, let's say, unstable. He v/ill never 
make that much money again in his life. And that's 
sad, because he could have done a lot of things v/ith 
that money.
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This account focuses on one of the problems associated with 
cocaine. He felt that cocaine, v/hen used habitually, de­
generates the mental ability and personality of the user 
to the point where he loses the ability to make critical 
judgements, although there is not enough medical evidence 
to support this.

People who attend cocaine clubs and other everyday 
people have as many different opinions about cocaine as they 
do about political issues, social changes, and other every­
day realities. Joan is a mother of four girls. She has 
tried cocaine for years, but remains unimpressed:

People think cocaine is everything. I've seen people 
go stark raving mad about some goddam cocaine. Co­
caine ain't nothing but another high. And that don't 
even last that long. Folk go mad over some cocaine.
I know people v/ho get very evil when they take coke.
But I don't see it. There are so many things in the 
world to get into besides cocaine. I got a daughter 
eighteen years old. I know she smokes reefer because 
I have seen her eyes all red and well, I just know 
v/hen she's high. But if I ever catch her with any of 
that coke shit, I will break her back. Coke ain't for 
kids— it's for fools v/ho got money to throw away.
When they say on t.v., "Coke adds life," everybody be 
thinking they mean cocaine, when they don't.

This is a very different account from the previous ones.
Joan's concern is v/ith her daughter and the cost of cocaine,
indicating she does not wish the money her daughter makes
to be spent on cocaine, even though marijuana is all right.

Henry has been a snorter of cocaine for ten years 
or longer, and he has some anecdotes on the effects of co­
caine used intravenously:
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I used to know this chick who lived above the old 
Braddock Hotel (in Harlem) and she and her old man
used to shoot up. She was white, a ho, and he was
black. One day, he took me up there and they were 
preparing to shoot up. Well, they had some skag
(heroin) and some coke mixed to speedball, ana she
decided she just wanted to shoot the coke. Well, 
this bitch shot up that shit (coke), and in a few 
minutes, she said, "I feel tight and warm," and 
she took off her skirt. Before you knew it, this 
bitch done took off everything and is buck naked.
Well, wasn't nothing he could do and wasn't nothing 
I could do, so we both just watched. But that ain't 
the wildest story I've been told. One day, a few 
years back, this ho named Sandy who used to work as 
a barmaid at the Showplace near the Apollo, used 
to love to shoot cocaine. She was white, too. One 
afternoon, after shooting up cocaine, she was fully 
dressed, and decided to do a striptease in the streets.
I mean she started to take off all her shit and to 
drop it behind her as she walked. Well, the po-lice 
saw her about half v/ay and they v/atched and followed 
her along with about 16,000 niggers, and by the time 
she got down to her panties and bra, the cops rushed 
over and covered her up. Well, she was justa kick­
ing and fighting and shit, but they put her ass in 
the paddywagon and took her off. For some reason, 
that cocaine just makes some dem chicks feel cons­
trained, and they just gotta take it all off.

Henry's account is more akin to street folklore than true
fact. The stories have the ring of incredulity to them.
The following verbatim account of a cocaine user who shoots
up points up another negative aspect of cocaine overuse.

Q: V/hat do you buy usually (meaning amount)?
>

A: Ten's most of the time.
Q: Why ten's? That's small isn't it?
A: Yeah, it's small, but I don't shoot up no

more than $10 at a time. But X shoot up about 
$100, $150 when my bread is right (his hustle).
I've shot up as much as $200 in blow in less
than tv/o hours. That co-caine is a mother-fucker. 
Once you love it you love it.
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Q: V/hen did you first use cocaine?
A: Oh, I used to sniff a lot of that shit, man, a

whole lot. But you see, I was into doogie (heroin) 
then and coke didn't mean that much to me. But 
then that was a few years back— more than a few.
I v/ould speed a little (cocaine and heroin) then, 
though. I mean, I had some thangs happening to 
me when I was carrying that monkey that'll make 
your head curl. That was a good while back. A 
good while.

Q: Now, you just take cocaine? Is it as good as they
say?

A: V/ho say? Coke is a rush, man, I don't know what
"dey" say (mocking). Coke is a rush like no other.
As long as I got some blow here I shoot it. Be­
cause the high is short, too short. The rush comes 
and it goes. The only thing you wanna do is get 
back up there again; get that rush again.

Q: Do you buy street cocaine for shooting like you do
for snorting?

A: I don't snort no coke. And coke comes from the
same place as far as I knot*— South of the border, 
baby. I got a cat here now I swear I'll cut off 
my right arm for this dude cause he's so together. 
Every time he gets a new batch in (cocaine), he 
comes up here and lays a ten or twenty on me to 
test for 'em. And I mean it's alv/ays boss. So 
I cop from him— he lets me have shit on credit.
I mean he's a real boss cat, what better connect 
can you find than that? You tell me.
In the studies by Byck, et al (1977), the psycholo­

gical results of cocaine in social-recreational users yield 
interesting aspects of cocaine's "mean" side. While the 
drug is pleasurable for some, it also has a negative effect 
on others. Of course, this is speculative, because person­
ality, mood, and other variables associated with the co­
caine user must be taken into account.
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The Byck and Van Dyke studies (1977) indicate that along 
v/ith euphoria, garrulousness, alertness and sexual arous­
al, a number of effects were observed v/hich may be viewed 
as negative. Certain people experienced restlessness, an­
xiety, hyper-excitability, irritability and paranoia. In 
some cases, where cocaine users at first exhibited posi­
tive sexual arousal when taking cocaine in certain settings 
different reactions occurred when cocaine use was continual 
and in high doses. They began to have negative experiences 
For men, this meant the inability to maintain an erection.
A prostitute found this to be true in her encounter v/ith 
a pimp:

I didn't want to have sex with Silky. I waited till 
he got into bed. I thought he was asleep. Then I 
climbed in with half my clothes on. He said, "Need 
some help getting undressed?' I didn't answer. He 
just helped me. Silky took me in about ten differ­
ent positions. We went tv/ice and then he wanted to 
do it again, but he couldn't get his dick hard. I 
said, "Forget it." He said, "Mo, I can't forget it." 
That was the first time it ever, ever happened to 
him. He'd been blov/ing coke. Usually Silky can fuck 
and come and fuck and come. After that, he stopped 
blov/ing coke for months. 56

The following snatches of a conversation between Tall Sam,
Jody and Snake took place one night at the Elue Cat:

Sam: That's bullshit about cocaine fucking v/ith yo'
johnson. I been sniffing cocaine as long as 
I can remember and my dick gets as hard as a 
dollar worth a jawbreakers.(candy)

Jody: Man, you lying. I was talking to yo' ol' lady
last night and she say (truncated intentionally).
(laughter)

Sam: Shit, my dick gets hard as a Chinese arithmetic
that cocaine is good for your sex, boy, shoulda 
gave Nixon some of it. Maybe he and Pat wouldn't

56 Susan Hall, Gentleman of Leisure (New York: Prairie 
House, 1972) p. 97.
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have been sleeping in separate bedrooms so 
long. (laughter)

Jody: I know the shit (cocaine) will affect your na­
ture— Sam—  of course it'll make it rise but 
too much of it and you and I both know it'll 
soften up.

Sam: Where is that barmaid— look everybody is af­
fected different ways; I know that. That's 
just v/hat urn saying. Dena! Dena! Can I 
have another?

Scientific sources on this particular effect of cocaine 
are inconclusive. Whether it is real er mythical, its 
reputation as a sexual stimulant is sufficient to ensure 
its continual association v/ith clubs and places of plea­
sure.

Market Structure

In the classic article, "Taking Care of Business,"
Edward Preble outlines how the distribution of heroin in
the United States consists of six levels: the importer,
the kilo connection, the v/eight dealer, the street dealer

5 7and the pusher. Preble's theory about heroin distribu­
tion is applicable to cocaine distribution since the org­
anized syndicate of both heroin and cocaine are intercon­
nected (Retail market prices are illustrated in Table 1).

The current street prices for cocaine in New York 
City indicate a widening interest by consumers for this 
illicit drug. Cocaine costs as much as $2,000 per ounce. 
Cocaine is sold in kilos, pounds, half ounces, quarter

57 Picard Preble, "Taking Care of Business: "the 
Heroin Users Life on the Street,: International' Journal 
of Addictions (19^9) 4: 1-24.
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ounces, eighths of an ounce, grams, and in $100, $80, $20, 
$10 and $5 amounts. The purity of the drug is related to 
its price. The higher the amount of money one pays,in 
theory, the higher the quality should be. Therefore,one 
cannot be guaranteed a very pure ounce of cocaine at 
$1500 an ounce. More often than not, the quality and the 
price also depends on the dealer. If we suppose a buyer 
knows the dealer in question reasonably well, there are 
a number of intervening variables the buyer must yet en­
counter. For instance, he should know whether or not the 
dealer has gone through a middle man, and whether or not 
the drug comes from a fresh stock just arrived, in which 
case the dealer may be willing to sell quickly (and thus 
give a better deal) or whether the stock is almost depleted, 
in which case the dealer may adulterate the product more 
to reach the desired quantity. For example, if he is eight 
grams %iort of a full ounce, he may "cut“ the drug with 
eight grams of adulterant in order to make up the differ­
ence.

The retail distribution of cocaine is a complex 
structure which has not been adequately documented. But 
taking from various sources and splicing together a few 
historical pieces, the following structure emerges. The 
distribution channels for cocaine involve at least five 
important inter-related levels: the importer (v/ho may 
put up the money for the transport of cocaine to the U.S.)
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the kilo connection, the pound man, the eighth dealer 
and the street dealer. This hierarchical structure of 
cocaine distribution has been considered analogous to 
heroin distribution, although there are many independent 
entrepreneurs in cocaine distribution and, no doubt, her­
oin as well. Within these five levels, several other 
individuals, mostly lower dealers in the hierarchical 
order, surface. The importer is both a part of the host 
country cocaine network and the network in the country 
of destination, v/hich may be the United States, France 
or Canada, for example. The role of the importer is to 
get to the source of the coca harvest, select quality 
coca leaves and oversee the chemical transformation of 
the leaves into crystals of cocaine. This process is
amply described by Siegel(1977) Mortimer( 1-974) Ashley(1975) 
and others. ■ The chemical process involves essentially 
three steps. First, the cocaine is chemically extracted 
from the leaves, then mixed v/ith hydrochloric acid, and 
then adulterated v/ith lactose, dextrose, inositol, man- 
nitol or some other adulterant. Once the cocaine has been

t

processed, the importer arranges through various networks, 
airline personnel, customers agents and other, the suc­
cessful arrival of cocaine into the designated country 
for distribution. Most of the time, the importer sells 
his product in bulk (after stepping on or cutting) for 
a flat fee (320,000 to $100,000 for a kilogram, for example)
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to the kilo connection, the second link in the network. 
After the drug has been acquired, either through buying 
outright or through "fronting" on a consignment basis, 
the kilograms of cocaine are broken up into pounds and 
further adulterated. These kilos are then sold in pounds 
or fractions of a pound and so the connection can make 
astronomical profits.

The pound connection breaks the cocaine up into 
onnces, further diluting them to yield a top percentage 
return. He usually connects then to the lower level 
dealers like the "eighth" (of an ounce) dealer or the 
street dealer, either in ounces or in pounds, at price 
or on consignment. The pound connection usually has a 
network of "ethnic" workers who all work for the same 
ethnic group (for example, Corsicans or Colombians).

The street dealer is the lowest in the hierarchy 
of dealers. Yet there is a smaller hierarchical struc­
ture operating within this level as well. The eighth 
dealer is, of course, higher than th $10, $20, $50 dealer, 
even though they are both considered street dealers. They 
both work the bars and the night dives to survive. But 
because the street dealer (pusher) has street knowledge, 
they know where the market and customers are and what their 
demands are. They are-sought out by higher dealer v/hen a 
new shipment of cocaine has to be sold and distributed.
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Street Cocaine

The cost of an ounce of street cocaine can be as 
little as $1,000 to as much as $2,000, the difference 
depending on a number of factors. A major factor is whe­
ther the dealer is "on the up and up," that is, whether 
he is reasonably honest. It also depends on how much the 
cocaine has been adulterated, and so the $2,000 price tag 
is probably reserved for buyers who have the intention of 
selling the cocaine for a profit (although there are 
places where cocaine is very scarce and $2,000 an ounce 
is then commonplace). Street cocaine fluctuates in 
purity, accessibility -and consistency as cocaine. By 
consistency is meant whether it is- cocaine or not. Sev­
eral types of drugs are incessantly passed off as 
cocaine. For instance novacaine, procaine, and various 
synthetic mixtures are readily available in the street.

Cocaine comes in many varieties, but two of the 
most common referred to on the street is "Peruvian flake" 
and "Bolivian rock" cocaine. Both of these types of 
cocaine are considered excellent by street users. The 
differences between the two varieties and their alleged 
quality is difficult to ascertain except through street 
word. The .flake is considered better than the "rock" vari­
ety since most dealers know that rocks can be artificially 
produced by pressing powdered cocaine together.



142

Barko, a frequent visitor to after hours clubs and 
a musician who recently toured several South American coun­
tries, talked about the processing of cocaine in a Peru­
vian cocaine factory. His comments, taken for what they 
are, gives an account of how cocaine is processed in these 
countries before it reaches the United States:

I never knew they put all that shit in there to make 
the cocaine I put in my nose. They put some kind of 
acid in it, and at least ten or more other chemicals 
before it becomes coke. That shit was so powerful, 
it made our noses bleed. Everybody that sniffed had 
a bloody nose. But the Peruvians who took me to this 
place (cocaine factory) don't sniff cocaine. They 
say they don't take nothing by air in theirs(pointing 
to his nose). They smoke a kind of residue in a 
joint. It's paste type stuff (of cocaine) and you 
get it just before the final processing to get the 
crystal rocks of the coke. That paste, they take and 
put it in a joint and smoke it. And man, oh shit, it 
is nice. You feel nice from your head to your toes.
You don’t want to move or do nothin. You just wanna 
sit there, and wow, it's nice. You know the Peruvians 
protested the U.S. government because the governnent 
intervened in their affairs. But you know what the 
affair was about? Coke. Yeah, coke. The American 
government buys up most of the legally produced coke 
for medical purposes, and as a result, it tries to 
buy up all the coca which is produced so as to pro­
hibit any excess coca on the market. In this case, 
the U.S. government intervened against a small co­
caine producing company that paid its employees by 
giving them coca leaves instead of money. The workers 
protested, and eventually won out. They persisted 
in their demands to be paid in coca leaves. The coca 
leaves they receive become the illegal cocaine that r 
makes its way to the United States. The coke pro­
duced from this process, by the way, can be cut at 
least seven times.

Barko's intimacy in the initial stages of the coca-cocaine'
process,points to some interesting factors.

The factors that contribute to the variance of co­
caine prices are quality and quantity of purchase, the
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illegal nature of the business, the status of the dealer 
(established or not), and whether the purchaser is buying 
for the first time or not. Other factors are dress, 
mannerisms, time of purchase, ethnic background and whe­
ther the dealer has just received the drug or has very 
little left. Additional factors like whether the dealer 
has just gotten ’’burned" (cheated) or not, in which case 
he may charge more, explaining in some cases that he has 
to make up for his losses. In other words, a host of in­
tervening factors affect the price of the cocaine for the 
purchaser.

The Cutting of Cocaine

After observing dealers prepare their product for 
street distribution, I have attempted, in the following 
section, to reproduce the adulturation process. T;/hen pur­
chasing the drug, a buyer 'will ask the dealer, "What will 
it take?" This means, how much cut (lactose, dextrose, 
Benita, mannitol, inositol, in general) can be added to 
the cocaine. If the dealer says it will take "a one"—  

then the same amount of cut can be mixed with an equal 
amount of cocaine. One dealer described it this way when 
he purchased a good product:

This shit will take a three easy. I don't mean a 
three and then find out later that it only takes 
a two or a one and a half. I mean it'll take a 
three and stand up.

For the cocaine to "stand up" after being mixed means that
it still gives the snorter a good "rush" when snorted and
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a burning sensation and/or a "drop" in the back of the 
throat v/hen snorted. A habitue explains the drop.

"Well it's hard to describe. It sort of like, 
when you sniff real pure blow or just real 
good coke you feel a small lump in the throat.
Nov/ this lump only last a minute or two. As 
i hear myself explain it somehow it sounds 
unpleasant but it really is nice feeling. That's 
funny i never thought about what a drop was 
until you asked me about it.

If the dealer buys cocaine that will take a"three," he can
put three parts of a mixture to one part of cocaine. Thus
he gains three times as much profit. Street knowledge is
required to be able to cut cocaine. Practical knowledge
about cocaine and drugs in general is also nesessary.
This knowledge is then a combination of street myths and
gossip interspersed with elements of truth. In addition
to all of this street dealers usually learn the trade
skills via apprenticeship. In the street, the major
method of cutting cocaine is to put one part dilutant
providing of course the purity of the cocaine is assured,
to one part cocaine. More often than not, the cocaine
purchased, if in small amounts will not take any cut at all.

This brief account presupposes that the cocaine purch­
ased will take a"hypothetical" cut of some adulterant. The 
utensils needed are a mirror or some smooth surface to work 
on, a sifter, a scale or measuring spoons, dilutants, alum­
inum foil or glassine bags,plastic baggie bags and a plastic 
card to mix the ingredients together.
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The first step is to mix or sift the cut into the sifter. 
This is done twice, sifting the powder onto the glass in a 
circular fashion. Then the cocaine is sifted on top of the 
powder in the same manner. Once this is done, the powder 
from each step is stirred thoroughly together. If there 
are any rocks in the mixture, they will remain in the sif­
ter and are crushed onto the powder. Dealers will often 
keep the rocks separately and if too much powder has been 
put on cocaine and the product is weak, they will crush the 
rocks onto the powder in order to "bring it up" or make the 
product more powerful. After the cocaine and the powder 
cut is well blended, the entire mixture is put through the 
sifter once more and is pressed with the back of the meas­
uring spoon until it is well integrated.

The cutting of cocaine serves many purposes. One 
of these may be unintentional but very important to the 
snorter; namely the cut minimizes the degree of tissue da­
mage to the nasal cavity by the cocaine. While a snorter 
wishes to enjoy the maximum pleasure in sniffing cocaine, 
s/he also wants to be able to snort regularly without having 
the discomforts of nosebleeds or other nasal congestion 
problems. Thus cutting cocaine is involved with:
a) maximizing and enhancing the profit for the dealer,
b) minimizing nose/nasal problems, and c) maintaining a 
fine balance between cutting the drug too much or too little 
so both the dealer and the customer are satisfied. The fol­
lowing portrait depicts how cocaine is prepared.
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Frenchy (a dealer) unloaded a bag of crystal cocaine 
from his dresser drawer and placed it on the table.
"Now this baby is some of the best," pointing toward 
the plastic bag of cocaine. "If I put everything on 
this that it will take, I'll be sitting pretty. The 
coke will stand a three on the rocks alone and a one 
on the flakes (powder). "But what I usually do," he 
went on (picking up the bag and gazing at the co­
caine), "is only put a three on it. If my man (con­
nection) says it'll take a four, because I trust 
this dude I know if he says it'll take it, it'll 
take a four. You see most of the time, this shit 
has been cut a lot of times before it gets to me.
And a four in unusual. But listen, this don't happen 
every time. This is what I cut it with (he holds up 
a plastic jar of a mixture l a b e l l e d  Mallinckrodt 
Lactose). This is best because of it's a special 
number lactose. It's lighter. Some of the other kinds 
is too heavy. Although it's heavier than inositol.
But inositol and dextose is too sweet and sticky. So 
if I cut this coke with lactose using this number, 
the chances are the coke will feel better when you 
sniff it, and it won’t be sticky. Another thing about 
lactose is that it does not make your nose run as much. 
The other cuts make your nose run. As for quinine, 
nobody cuts coke with quinine. It's used almost al­
ways to cut heroin. Look, I'm gonna cut this piece 
(quarter of an ounce) so you can see what I mean."
As he was about to begin the cutting, someone knocked 
at the door. He put all the material away, went to 
the door, spoke for a few minutes and resumed the op­
eration. Once again, talcing out the cocaine and the 
lactose, he assembled various other common everyday 
household utensils. He took a record album cover 
and placed it on the table, carefully wiping it of 
dust particles. Then he went to the kitchen and re­
trieved two sifters, one small and one larger. The 
table already held measuring spoons, a razor blade, 
scissors, a plastic card and aluminum foil. He then 
proceeded to do the following rather methodically. 
First, talcing a large tablespoon of the cut (lactose), 
he sifted it through the larger sifter in a circle, 
spreading it thinly, covering much of the album cover. 
Then he took the cocaine from the plastic bag and 
took one. carefully measured spoonful:, from it, plac­
ing them into the smaller . sifter. Tapping gently 
on the outside of the sifter with his thumb, he spread 
the flaky cocaine onto the cut already on the cover.
The rocks that remained, he put back into the bag.
He put much less cocaine than he did cutting powder, 
explaining, "That's the purpose of the cut. I make
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money by the number of times this shit (cocaine) can 
be cut. I put one part coke to three parts cut so 
I have four times as much product. Well, actually 
I have the same amount of coke no matter what, but if 
the coke is good like this, it will take it. And I 
make four times as much money, let's say. What peo­
ple seem to forget is that cut don't get you high; 
it's the coke that gets you high. If I put too much 
cut on it, I fuck it up." I asked him what that 
would mean. "It means I gotta go out and get more 
cocaine to put on the original stuff to bring it 
back up." After he mixed the cocaine and the cut­
ting powder together (he used the plastic card for 
this), he sniffed a few sniffs. Commenting on its 
quality, he said, "This is good, real good. This 
will take every bit of what it's supposed to." He 
put the whole mixed product into a loose plastic bag 
and blew some air into it. He shook it up a few 
times. Then taking a piece of aluminum foil, and 
the scissors, he cut some strips into smaller pieces 
and began packing cocaine into them and sealing them. 
He proceeded to package them into tens, twenties, 
fifties and hundreds. Once this was completed, he 
took one of the larger rocks from the bag and picked 
up ■‘■he razor blade and began shaving the rock to a 
fine powder. Looking up at me, he said, "This is 
my private stash. It'll keep the ho's (whores) jump­
ing and my heart thumping," with a lot of laughter.
He got up to leave.

The Packaging of Street Cocaine 
Street cocaine, in small amounts, is sold usually 

in alumimum foil. The foil is cut into small squares to 
fit the size needed to contain a specific amount of co­
caine. Sometimes, glassine envelopes are also used. Co­
caine sold in larger amounts (quarter ounces and up) are 
sold in plastic sandwich bags. When buying cocaine in 
a bar, the dealer may simply ask the buyer for a "crisp" 
dollar bill in which to put the cocaine. Street cocaine 
packaging has not reached the sophisticated stage of 
street heroin with the Madison Avenue marketing technique 
of labelling their products. Heroin dealers in recent
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years have taken to labelling their products with code names 
such asMgood pussy," "O.D.," RCA," "skin tight," "Santa 
Claus," and "star trek." Cocaine dealers do not adver­
tise their product with code names, but they do hawk it 
with slang names like "coke," "blow," "coca cola."

Good blow my man,check it out...Hey got
that cocaine -..cop now blow later.

Cocaine is not always what one buys in these streets trans­
actions. One is more likely to buy ajax, borax, chalk and 
the dilutant itself (lactose, dextrose) with no real cocaine 
contained.

Copping Cocaine 
The literature on copping as an event or bourse 

of action as discussed by Preble and Casey (1969), Fiddle 
(1970), Hughes (1971) and Agar (1973) is not as concerned 
with copping cocaine. In a study of copping heroin by 
Agar, copping is broken down into distinct categories.
For example, one category is "copping" itself, and another 
is "getting burned" or buying bad merchandise. Agar ana­
lyzes the copping scene by focusing on two aspects: a) 
the seller of drugs (the dealer), and b) the buyer of 
drugs (addict). Once an addict has money, he can then 
select a dealer on the basis of various key criteria.
Among them, the addict must determine which dealer has 
the best product to sell, which dealer is most accessible 
to him so that he can obtain his drugs easily, which dealer 
has the best reputation for mixing the drugs,and finally,
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which dealer will give him the best buy. Stephens and
Smith, although similar to Agar, went a step further in
their analysis on copping. They describe copping as a
"social and economic transaction" resulting in a number
of interacting factors. These factors include: a) the
economic structure of the heroin distribution network,
b) the illegal nature o£ the act, and c) the street ad-

58diet subculture. These issues are important in the co­
caine copping context in much the same way.

Dealers are known to sell their best cocaine to: 
a) people who purchase large amounts, b) those who buy 
regularly, c) those whom they like and d) those of similar 
ethnic background. It is said that Latin dealers will 
sell poorer quality cocaine to black Americans, although 
this depends on the situations. Jaime, a Latin dealer, 
comments:

Dlack dudes don't always know what good coke is.
I mean, my (Latin)customers would not buy what I 
sell to black dealers that come in here. A lot of 
it has to do with who his buying it from them.
V/hen they buy a quarter ounce from me, they break 
it down to tens and twenties and can sell most of 
it in a very short time. They do not buy rny best 
stuff because they don't really need to because 
their customers don't know ’what good coke is any 
v/ay. The same coke I sell them that they cut at 
least once or even twice more, my (Latin) people 
won't even buy because it's just not what they are 
accustomed to.

Richard C. Stephens and R. 3. Smith, "Copping and 
Caveat Emptor: the Street Addict as Consumer," Addictive
Diseases: An International Journal (1975) 2(4): 535-500.
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The heroin addict must test the drug by injecting
it (since few addicts sniff for any length of time), while
the cocaine user need only take a pinch of cocaine in each
nostril before deciding to purchase the drug. Both the
heroin addict and the cocaine user must try to minimize
the possibility of being cheated. Since the purchase of
cocaine is a crime, the dealers are more often than not
apprehensive about selling to new customers. Unlike Agar's
notion of heroin "buyer" selecting a dealer, the dealers
of cocaine almost always selects the "buyer." On Manhattan
cocaine snorter described his problem in copping this way:

I had gone with a friend of mine to a bar on 133th 
Street to cop some coke. He saw the cat (dealer) 
and went up to him, bought the shit and we left.
It was really fine stuff, so a few days later, I went 
in and I saw the dude at the bar in the lower corner 
and I politely went over, ordered a beer and asked 
him if I could cop a thang (of coke). He looked at 
me real funny as if I had bad breath or something 
and said, " I don't know anything." So I left. My 
friend went again to cop and told him about me and 
after that everything was cool. Mow I go in there 
and it's hand clapping time.

After this initial "set up," it is the buyer who determines,
through quality of the cocaine, dependability and integrity
of the dealer ’whether he will continue to purchase the drug
from him or not. It is no uncommon for the cocaine-, buyer
to be faced with a problem of not having another dealer to
go to. He may be forced out of necessity to purchase from
the same dealer ’whether or not his product is good or he
is dependable. In addition, dealers have "rights" to
certain territory and certain customers:
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You see, this area is controlled by Juan and his 
people. They sell all the blow to folk that come 
in here. And if you have a dude who buys from one 
of them and he comes looking for something to buy, 
you tell him you don't have nothing, even if you 
do have something. Sometimes you can arrange 
something with Juan. You say if he (buyer) comes, I 
sell to him, but I give you a percentage (take).
This way, we keep the prices up and we sell what­
ever we have without competition. This way is good. 
This way is better for everybody.

Once the dealer has established a fairly stable clientele 
(those who will purchase enough cocaine to keep him mak­
ing aprofit on a regular basis), he will not be too open 
to meeting strangers. As a result, a small class of en­
trepreneurs, or middle men, are created. In this aspect 
of the copping scene, the chances of an individual buyer 
getting "ripped off" are heightened. In the account which 
follows, John speaks about a friend who deals in cocaine 
as a middle man. Middle men not only avoid being labeled 
as dealers but they can sell mediocre or bad cocaine with­
out a dent in their reputation. In other words, they are 
not responsible for the product they sell:

Juan lived in the South Bronx for three years before 
he moved downtown to the Lower East Side. By the 
time he got down there, he had his shit so together 
he was killing 'em. You know how he ’would do it, 
when somebody came to him to buy coke? He ’would say 
he had a friend who might be able to get what the 
person ’wanted. He could say he had a friend who 
mightbeable to get what the person wanted. He would 
ask the person to call back in an hour or so and then 
when they did, he would say his friend had the coke. 
He'd tell the person to come on over and he would go 
and try to get it. If he had real good coke, he 
would cut it really heavy and say to the buyer that's 
all his friend had.
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In copping cocaine, another instance involved 
the middle man who purchases drugs for a person who has
the money but no direct contact with a dealer. In this
situation, the middle man makes what is called a "squeeze 
play." This means that he takes part of the cocaine for 
himself.as compensation for his work. If the dealer 
gives him pure cocaine, he may cut it and keep a substan­
tial amount. The purchaser will often be satisfied with 
his product since he does not know what was purchased, only 
what he actually received. People v/ho buy from a middle 
man often are aware that the "middle man got his share."
The problems arise when the middle man gets too greedy
and brings back an overly-diluted product that the pur­
chaser does not want. In this case, the middle man simply 
begs off by saying that it was all he could get, as in 
Juan's case.

The questions related to copping are: 
how does one "cop" (buy), where is it done, what is the 
difference between copping in a bar, in an apartment, or 
on the street. Another question is, can one cop without 
a dealer, and if so what are the problems encountered.

While the after hours club is a place for 
cocaine distribution because of the association with 
dealers, an informal network exists where new dealers 
and buyers exchange contact. But outside the club, the 
major areas for cocaine contact are varied. In the city,
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copping cocaine can be done on street corners, public 
parks, clubs and apartments. Snorters will usually want 
to sample the cocaine before buying whether the purchase 
is small ($10 to $20) or large (3100 or more) In turn, 
the dealer will offer a few sniffs so that the purchaser 
can determine if the product meets his approval. The 
nature of cocaine copping is somewhat different from her­
oin copping, but similar to marijuana copping. Most mari­
juana smokers insist on testing the marijuana before buy­
ing it. Marijuana emokers and cocaine snorters have a 
similar problem in that on many occasions the cocaine 
tasted and/or the marijuana smoked in the sample is not 
the same as what is being purchased. And once the buyer 
is "high" he cannot accurately assess the quality of his 
particular purchase. One street buyer of cocaine offered 
this comment on copping:

Out here (on the street), a cat ain't never sure 
what he's getting. I hear there is a lot of synthe­
tic coke going around. And most of us don't know 
real coke from unreal. V/e know when coke is good 
because we have at least, one time or another, tried 
the real stuff. But when bad coke is out we pay a 
few dollars for it and then when it's gone, who we 
gonna complain to? I had some cokd the other night 
and it was so-so. But once I bought it, I ’wasn't 
about to look for the dude and say gimme my money 
back because he let me try it and I said I liked it.

Part of the problem associated with cocaine copping is the
place where this is done. Copping in a bar, an apartment,
or on the street yield different problems and outcomes.
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Copping in a Bar
Some bars in the city are known as "coke bars" be­

cause the clientele there are mostly coke dealers, buyers, 
and, as one barmaid put it, "coke heads." The bars are 
places where cocaine can be bought by those who know a 
dealer. But it is still virtually impossible to buy co­
caine at these bars without knowing someone who sells the 
drug. The interaction - between the dealer and the buyer 
is predicated on a mutual desire: one is to sell the drug 
and the other is to buy it. The buyer enters the bar, 
sits and looks for the connection. After the contact is 
made, the dealer: will say, "V/hat's happening?" or "V/hat
you need?" Eye contact is sometimes established to discern 
whether the person (the dealer) has seen the buyer or not 
and to size him up. It is not uncommon for a new buyer 
to approach a dealer through someone else at the bar, by 
inquiring about where and from whom cocaine can be pur­
chased. Once the contact is made, the dealer will inform 
the buyer to go to the lavatory and wait for him. In a 
few minutes, he will enter and ask what he is looking for 
and how much he wants. If the amount requested is SlO to 
5100, the dealer will usually have the amount on his per­
son or hidden in a section of the bar. Often times a 
dealer will allow a "stash man" to carry his drugs. The 
dealer often has small amounts already packaged and will 
produce the amount desired after the money has been given
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over to him.
Copping in a bar has its risks because the buyer 

can, if seen with a dealer, be implicated in a criminal 
charge. The purchasing of cocaine has variations, of 
course, and the buyer need not go to the lavatory but can 
remain seated at the bar to buy. The lavatory is essen­
tially aplace to be more discreet. If he chooses to stay 
at the bar, the buyer is not certain of what he is buying 
and is more susceptible to be given synthetic cocaine or 
a product that is heavily adulterated.

Copping on the Street
Buying cocaine on the street involves much of the 

same procedures and problems associated with the bar. The 
immediate disadvantage is that the buyer does not taste 
the product at all and is usually given a poor quality, 
heavily adulterated product. It is also much more danger­
ous and hazardous, since the..possibility of detection is 
greatest. Specific places in New York City where cocaine 
street dealers are often heard hawking their drugs are:

(1) the Times Square area between 7th and 8th Avenues 
and Bryant Park

(2) Rockefeller Center mall
(3) major rock concerts
(4) sections of East Harlem
(5) sections of Central Harlem (Eighth Avenue between 

116th and 118th Streets is often referred to as 
the drug marketplace)

(7) Washington Square Park
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Copping In an Apartment
Buying cocaine in an apartment is the surest v/ay

of buying a good product because you can test the quality,
bargain the price and interact with the dealer on a basis
impossible on the street or in a bar. A snorter expressed
this opinion about buying in an apartment;

I wouldn't cop from no bar and the street is out 
of the question. I would be too afraid of being 
ripped off. If I can't go to his place to get it,
I really don't think I'm that interested. But 
come to think of it, I used to go to the Brass Bar 
when the Sandman was there. But that was differ­
ent; he knew me and practically owned the place.
No mother would dare fuck with me. Anyway, I've 
graduated from all that bar shit— I mean at this 
point, I cop enough to be able to go to his (the 
dealer's) house any time.

Acquiring cocaine from an apartment serves the buyer's 
purposes for many reasons. Firstly, there is the pro­
tection from the street and the police. One can test 
the product without undue interference and anxiety. 
Secondly, the purchaser is able to see what the product 
looks like. Finally, he is able to bargain with the 
dealer on the price.
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TABLE 1

RETAIL MARKET PRICES AND AMOUNTS FOR 
COCAINE, MARIJUANA AND HEROIN

(1976 - 1977)

QUANTITY PRICES:
cocaine marijuana heroin

1 kilogram* $60,000-100,000 
and up

$800-1,000 $18,000

Vz kilogram $20,000-50,000 $300-400 $9,000
X kilogram $14,000-$18,000
125 grams $4,000-6,000
1 ounce/28 gms. $1,000-2,000 $50-100 $300
X ounce $500-750 $25-50 $150
X ounce up to $300 $70
1 gram(,1£ tsp.) up to S100
X gram** up to $50 .

* The prices beginning with the ounce to the kilogram is 
based on whether or not the drug has been diluted, and 
who the seller of the drug is. An undiluted product 
costs more than a diluted one. A buyer purchasing dir­
ectly from a high level dealer may be able to purchase 
a good quality product without paying the highest prices. 
V/ith marijuana, the prices fluctuate according to the 
grade, and of course, quality of the plant. Marijuana 
from certain regions are higher priced than from others.

** One can buy smaller amounts of any of these drugs-
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Figure IQ, Snorter/habitue.
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CHAPTER VI 

SOCIALIZATION OF COCAINE USERS

There is a hiqh frequency of cocaine use in the 
after hours clubs. This use varies from person to person, 
but the socialisation process for beqinninq cocaine users 
follous a consistent pattern. Consequently, in terms of 
the initial reactions, or the effect the cocaine first 
has on the user, the process of cocaine socialization in 
club culture hiqhliqhts interesting differences betv/een 
sniffers and non-sniffers.

Generally, instruction to the experimental, sniffer 
about the method of sniffinq cocaine is clone by the provi­
sional or compulsive sniffer. The initiate is told c'urinq 
this process ’./hat to expect from the cocaine. This initial 
shov/inq of hoc/ to taice a "blov/" is accompanied by other 
sniffers as they sit around sayinq to the initiate, "hold 
one side of your nose and sniff hard into the other one." 
This is done so the sniffer can "feel the blov/." The ini­
tial reactions the beqinner sniffer receives from his 
first cocaine experience determines in larqe part imether 
or not he v/ill become a requle.r user of cocaine. The 
other reasons, lihe v/hether he can afford the cocaine or
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whether he can find a "connection" to buy it become peri­
pheral because if the initiate does not yet a positive 
reaction (i.e., "^et hiyh"), he nay never attempt to use 
cocaine a~ain anyway. This is similar to the oarjuana

nuser's first attempt at smokiny. The onset of regular 
use is predicated on desire, money and establishing a 
positive experience. Socialization in the club reinforces 
the tendency to believe that the hiyh will be a positive 
one.

The after hours club is the home of a variety of 
cocaine users. Habitues who come in only sporadically may 
be typed beginner or experimental sniffers. The setting 
is ideal for cocaine users. The place has low lights, dark 
ceilinys, no windows, soft music, and a host of other 
sniffers who constantly urye on newcomers to the scene.

The Beyinner User of Cocaine

The beginner user's use of cocaine is short-term 
in a temporal order that is based on weekniyhts, weekends, 
every day and/or only occasional visits. Reyular users 
spend at least four hours sniffing, drinking, smokiny and 
danciny at the club on any particular ni^ht. The beginner 
sniffer is usually motivated by street yossip and curiosity,

j9 Howard 3, Becker, Outsiders: Studies in the Socio- 
loyy of Tevianc- (Hew i'vrk: The "r 4 r ss, 1963) pp. 41 - 53.
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and in cases where they are outside or alien to the cul­

ture, can be seen as "squares.1

Diana has sniffed cocaine for about fourteen years. 

She lives in Brooklyn. She said, it was only in the last 

six years or so that she really knew v.’hat cocaine really 

v/as like and hov/ to appreciate it and recoynise its subtle 

effect.

V.Tien I started sniffiny coke— a lon.y time a~o, my old 
man v/as into yamblin~, you knov/, buyiny loaded dice 
and cuttin- yames. He used to briny in a little coke 
every nov/ and then after he'd von a little money dur­
ing those days. I would keep a ten (of coke) for a 
few days, that's hov/ yood it v/as. But nov; a ten I 
don't even bother v/ith, it's so little and so cut up. 
It's just a v/aste of money. But also I didn't know 
what coke was like, either. I would sniff a little 
and taste a little, but basic all;/ leave it alone. I 
yuess a few years in between there, I didn't have any 
at all, but I knov/ around 1970, I met Harry, and he 
took me to this spot (after hours club) on 23rd Street. 
Hell, in that place, we sniffed and yot turned on to 
so much coke I v/as flyiny. I mean I had never felt 
that way before on coke. I don't knov/ whether it was 
the place, the club, the people I v/as with, the qual­
ity or the quantity of coke that did it, but I really 
enjoyed myself. It was only afterwards that coke has 
meant so much to me. For some reason, I had always 
expected a biy bany or somethin,- from it, but that's 
not what it's about.

Diana, like many cocaine users, be-an her cocaine experi­

ence v/ith close friends or intimates, but developed and 

matured as a user in an after hours club settiny. Host 

cocaine users did not beyin their experience in after hours 

clubs, nor did they all beyin them in a positive way. It 

is imnortant to stress that few exoeriemental sniffers 

had initial negative responses to cocaine but after con­

tinued use, they be pan to assiyn negative attitudes toward
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the stimulant. Often this is not related to the person 

actually taking cocaine, but to other factors in which 

it is used. fob, a Brooklyn mechanic, recalled his res­

ponse to cocaine and the club culture.

John (the owner) had been asking me for a Ion,! 
time to come to one of his places. And I never 
had the time to get up at four in the morning 
to go to no bar. But he finally convinced me 
when he brought these two fine chicks in with him 
to the shop one late afternoon. They were really 
fine, and one of 'em kept giving me play. He 
said they would be at his club in Harlem and that 
I should come, ’.'ell, that night, I went. I 
sew them same chicks there and they had a whole 
lotta coke with them. They kept giving me blow 
after blov; after blov; until I started to get 
nauseous. I went to the bathroom and threw up 
all over the place. Every time I took a drink,
I had to go to the toilet. I felt like I had a 
hole in my chin. I didn't wanna admit I couldn't 
take it so finally I just pretended I was sniffing 
but actually I wasn't. An hour or so later I was 
okay. I took that chick home with rne and my dick 
v;ould not go down. He fucked for hours it seemed.
But nov; I heard if you take too much of that shit, 
your Jones (penis) ’won't even rise up with you in 
the morning.

The Provisional Sniffer

The provisional sniffer is another type of snorter 

in the after hours cocaine club. The user of cocaine whose 

presence is more consistent than the beginner sniffer is 

considered a provisional sniffer. The provisional sniffer 

generates a social party-time mood by his use of cocaine.

He usually carries his own cocaine and frequents the club 

more than just on ’weekends. He may be further typed as 

a working street person who maintains a hustle. The pro­

visional sniffer may be male, female,black, ’white or Latin.
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The Heavy User

The user of cocaine ".'hose oresence on the scene 

is extremely regular (i.e., everyday and night) and whose 

work and play are related to his use of cocaine may be 

typed as a heavy sniffer. The heavy regular sniffer is 

one whose use of cocaine may exceed several grams a day.

They nay be dealers who must constantly sell end promote 

the product, in which case he carries cocaine for "busi­

ness purposes." This cocaine is also referred to as 

"Calling card coke." There may be others who are heavy 

regular users as a result of their contact v/ith the dealers. 

They may be the wives, husbands, girl/boyfriends or rela­

tives of the dealer. Employees of the after hours clubs 

can also be considered regular users because their use of 

cocaine is continuous over a given work day/night, and 

because of the nany "turn-ons" they receive in a given 

night. Cocaine use in this way becomes an occupational 

hazard or pleasure,■depending on how one views it.

Cocaine Club V,ray of Life

Cocaine, as one snorter/habitue put it, "loosens 

the tongue." Because of its property as a stimulant, co­

caine also lowers inhibitions and the cocaine habitue is 

hound to a setting where interaction is not only possible 

but exoected. One exoects to be sociable and uo meet
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others v/ho are sociable in the cocaine club. Cocaine faci­

litates this sociability. Stranqers encounter other 

stmnyers in a setting '..'here the obligation to en 'a-e in 

conversation, illicit cocaine use and other encounters is 

commonplace. Cocaine as a central nervous system stimu­

lant puts the sniffer into a mood of heightened excitabi­

lity. Generally, the person entering the cocaine club has 

indulged in the druy before he arrives and the interaction 

cones v/ith a set of expectations about the scene. The 

person entering can be expected and must be ready to en- 

yaye in conversation, be "-carried on," listen to arguments, 

see fist fiyhts on occasion, v/atch v/omen take off their 

clothing, be asked to participate in illeyal canbliny, 

drink illegal alcohol, smoke marijuana and sniff illegal 

cocaine, v/hether or not they v/ish to indulye in any of 

these things/events. If a youny v/oman cones in the club 

alone, she can expect to have men approach her continuously, 

offering cocaine, makiny sexual advances and listenin'- to 

their "rap." Vfnen the patron/habitue arrives, s/he ’./ill 

either talk, sit quietly alone (//hen possible or desirable), 

drink, sniff, or dance. A 7/Oman sitting and snapping her 

finyers to the music is usually a siynal to men to ask her 

to dance. Habitues v/ho enter the club are immediately qiven 

the "once over" look by the bar sniffers and the table 

sniffers, v/ho v/ill maze un at the incoming part;-. A per­

son sittiny alone v;ill usually be approached by the barmaid



165

and asked if they "want somethin’:;." Once the desire is 

met, be it cocaine, marijuana,or a drink, she may return 

to chat for a few minutes. Others will approach the table 

to talk about the weather outside, the latest political 

event, one's clothing, the crowd in the club, or any num­

ber of topics to begin social interaction.

A young man and woman were sitting alone in the 

corner near the door at the Blue Cat one night. The music 

of Monte Rock and the Discolettes was heard blaring under 

the smoke-filled atmosphere of the club. As the couple 

sniffed cocaJLne, one other woman standing by came over 

and said to the man, "Listen, baby, can I have a little 

bit (of coke)? I been waiting for somebody to come in 

v;ith some all night." The woman, obviously a little high 

already, was not met with hositility or cold stares but 

was given cocaine by the patron. A few minutes later, the 

doorman came over to them and said, "Don't you ;;ive her 

no more of your coke, man, she's a freak," The woman came 

over again and asked the man what he like to drink, './hen 

he replied, "Scotch," she ordered a drink for him and his 

companion. After he received the drinks, he gave her a- 

nother "blow" from his cocaine and she left, winking to 

him and saying goodbye.

The doorman's '.warning to the habitue that the wo­

man was a "freak" was an indication that she v/as a person 

■./ho took advantage of cocaine offers, or more specifically
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that she loved cocaine excessively. Then few snorter/habi- 

tues have cocaine to share, as in this case, the snorter/ 

habitue who enters v:ho has cocaine is often approached to 

share, to sell and in general, to he more “enerous. I 

mi~ht note the nan kept his cokespoon in his hand and -eve 

her the cocaine instead of allowing her to do it herself.

In this v/ay, he controlled how much she took.

A habitue - 'ho does not desire any contact with 

others nay refuse to say anything;, lay his head on the 

table or bar, stare motionless for a tine, or -ive no 

verbal or non-verbal cues to others to indicate inter­

action possibilities. S/he nay also ~o to the lavatory 

to sniff. There are instances when snorters do not wish 

to share their cocaine v;ith others. Some snorters do 

not like to sniff openly without offering cocaine to others 

since such behavior is considered rude and contrary to the 

norms of coca.ine culture. Cocaine users are under no en­

forced obligation by management to share cocaine. They 

are only following rules established by the cocaine sniff­

in’" group. The passing of cocaine is not relegated to 

any special party mood, but takes place as everyday courses 

of action. Hov.rever, as snorters minple and a. certain party 

mood is created, snorters -./ill pass their cocaine around 

more freely. The lavatory, moreover, is a private area 

*;here snorting can take place without offerin’; or sharing 

with others. Snortin’* cocaine in a somewhat seclude- .area
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like the lavatory, even within the orivacy of an after 

hours club, is an interestin'- aspect of cocaine culture, 

especially since the club is a nlace v.'here cocaine is 

sniffed openly any;.'ay. But if the snorter has very little 

cocaine, or cocaine of exceptioanl quality, he nay not 

wish to be in a situation where others nay ash. In addi­

tion, he does not suffer any loss of status by sniff­

ing openly and not offering if he snorts away from the 

view of others.

It is not any easier for men sitting alone sniff­

in'- cocaine to avoid teinq approached by women than it is 

for women sittinp alone to avoid beinq approached by men. 

Here is an example of the latter.

Lonq viev; of the bar.
Close up on the cocaine in silver aluminum foil on 
the bar counter.

Tall Sam: look/drink/look/sniff

V/oman: look/clink/ look/drink
Tall Sara: frets up, moves over two seats and begins

sniff/silence/rap...
"Listen, before I ask you your name, I 
7/anna ~ive you soiae of this baad cocaine."

b'oman: blushes/reaches out for the cocaine/
qiqrjles/smiles sliqhtlv then says...
"Okay..."
sniff/silence/sniff/silence 
passes it back

Tall Sam: takes it back/sniff/silence/rap...
"Hov; in the v/orld did your ol( man let a 
fine, fo;:y lady like you out of his si:ht?" 
passes the cocaine back to her, stares at 
her while she sniffs.
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'./onan: sniff/ silence/sniff/ sniff
smile....
."lie didn't let me. I came here on my 
ov;n.11

;es cocaine each to Tall Caw.

Tall Gan: takes it back/sniff/silence
motions for the barmaid to bring two more
drinks.
smiles.

Although this may not be a typical approach, the sequence 

is characteristic of the cocaine encounter. The man ap­

proaches the encounter with his cocaine to offer. Then as 

the woman sniffs, he watches hov; she does it to see if 

any teacher role is called for. In other situations vmere 

no teaching is necessary, he may wait the appropriate sec­

onds, then looking into her eyes, begin a standard "rap," 

utilizing the latest cues, taking words from a song, 

comment on a latest hit record, the atmosphere, the qual­

ity of the cocaine. His beqininng approach is an inter­

rogative sentence, one in which a question is asked in 

order to elicit a response. This makes the encounter re­

ciprocal and "opens"the person to interact.

The Game

The minimal arena of game action is the social sit­
uation which Goffman has designated variously as a 
"focused gathering," an "encounter," or an "engage­
ment." The characteristics of a focused gathering 
are that two or more persons have come into one ano­
ther's visual and audial presence, and have granted 
one another mutual rights of cognitive and communi­
cative recognition. ̂ 0

60 Stanford Lyman and Marvin Scott, The Sociology of 
the Absurd (New York: Appleton-Century Crofts, 1370) p. 30.
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In the cocaine sub-culture, a strong "game" is contingent 

on several factors. First, a game involves props such as 

attire, money ani an articulate manner of talking, as '.veil 

as personal style. The game is a front the snorter/habioue 

constructs in order to "get over" or v,rin the approval of 

certain women. If it is a woman "running her game" to 

win approval from a man, the same props apply, although 

the approach may be a little different. The strong game 

is in essence a strong impression with all the attendant 

variables mentioned above intact.

To talk game is to articulate, flawlessly and with­

out slips, stuttering or pauses in intonation or averted 

eyes from the person to whom the game is being elucidated. 

The opposite of the smooth, strong game is the "lame who 

does not have his game (shit) together."

In the game, the implications are usually sexual, 

with the result hopefully ending in a sexual liaison out­

side the club. In general, the idea is to have someone 

to talk with, to share concaine with, for the night. V/hen 

a woman arrives in a scene where few women are available, 

and the men are talking among themselves, the man who is 

able to "scoop the chick" or "pull the ho," that is, get 

the woman's attention and rap to her over the other men, 

assumes a high status among the men for that evening.

On occasion, the game can go awry, as the following 

account attests:



170

The day following the incident with Feco (a friend 
of Alfredo the dealer) and the trainsvestite, the 
men at the bar were all discussing and laughing a- 
bout what had happened to Feco and the man/woman 
the night before. Apparently, during one of Feco's 
cocaine binges, he had seen this young woman in the 
club and had rapped to her and "gotten over." The 
following day, he found out to his chagrin that the 
woman he thought was so fine was actually a transves­
tite. The men chided him about it. Since he was 
caught dead to right his only comment was, "Fuck 
you, the bitch was fine, man, I don't care what 
she was."

The dimly lit club does create problems for the habitue. 

Small change is often found along with dollar bills on the 

floor because patrons cannot see clearly in the low light­

ing. The dimly lit rooms give the illusion of constant 

night-time. Feco's mistaken identity problem with the 

transvestite was somewhat attributable to this lighting 

factor and contributed somewhat to the amount of cocaine, 

alcohol and marijuana he had ingested.

Club Tall;

The talk in the clubs are often laced with laughter,

good humor, political and social conversation. Tall Sam,

a bearded but bald man about forty was sitting at the bar

conversing with the barmaid and two other patrons, when

this interaction took place:

Sam has just passed the cocaine to the barmaid who 
takes a few quick sniffs. She hands it back to Sam.
He takes a sniff, then says, "I just left Patrick 
and he said he saw a pussy yesterday as wide as one 
of them tall ships." Everyone laughs. He continues, 
"That dude reminded me of a joke a cat told me in 
the joint (jail) one year." The barmaid chuckles and 
the other two men sniff the cocaine and laugh along. 
"Hhat did he say, Sam?" one asked, and the other said, 
"Go ahead, man, run it down." "Hell, he was with this
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chick and they had a few drinks and then they de­
cided to get in bed. The bitch takes off her clothes 
and the cat takes off his. He decided like most men 
do to first warm her up, you know, fingering the 
lower part of her vagina and the clitoris. You know. 
So he puts one finger in, and then two, and then 
three, and goddam, before he knows it, he got his 
whole fist and wrist in there. So the cat don't 
think nothing is wrong too tough yet cause he's seen 
some big pussys before anyway, you know. So he de­
cides to crawl up in there. V/ell, he gets in there, 
he gets lost, and runs into another dude in there 
walking around as if he had lost something. So the 
first cat says to the second, "Hey, man what you look­
in'' for?" and the cat says, "I'm just trying to find 
my keys so I can drive outta this motherfucker* : 
Everybody cracks up with laughter— a few people down 
the aisle are rolling. Tall Sdm rubs his bald head, 
tilts it slightly back and takes another sniff of 
the cocaine.

The use of profanity and language of a sexual nature are 

commonplace within the cocaine club setting. Hen and wo­

men are heard cursing and telling profane jokes. Manage­

ment and personnel are-not the enforcers of rules relat­

ing to language mainly because they are often heard using 

the rather spicey language themselves. Occasionally, a 

snorter/habitue will say to another snorter, "Ee cool, 

there's a lady present," and a woman will tell her man/ 

friend to lov/er his voice and not curse so loud. Sut these 

are the few instances where control on language is seen.

In a bar club where cocaine use and sexual references are 

commonplace, surprisingly little overt sexual contact is 

exhibited among cocaine sniffers.

Physical Contact among habitue 

The nude dancer may on occasion allow her body to 

be touched by a patron, but there is a strict rule against 

this type of behavior unless the dancer or the person
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exhibiting his/her body desires it. The most common sexual

contact betv,reen cocaine users is kissing, holding hands

and embracing. I'en are often seen winking, holding onto

women if they pass them, offerin' cocaine. It would appear

that cocaine sniffers, because of the effects of coca.ine

as a stimulant, would be predisposed to more overt sexual

behavior than is observed.

The club held about twenty people who were sniffing 
cocaine at the bar. Many were couples. Three or 
four were laughing v7ith the barmaid on the far- 
Southern end of the bar. In the middle of the bar 
•was a couple kissing in a rather involved manner 
and all the conversation, rattling of money, slap­
ping of fives, clinking of glasses, loud talking 
and cursing all around didn't seem to affect them.

Dancing provides another kind of sexual contact in the co­

caine club between men and women. A few years ago, a 

dance called the "grind" was in vogue and involved a very 

serious attempt at simulated sexual intercourse while stand­

ing with one's clothes on. The slow dances today are not 

quite as arousing to on-lookers, but is part of a common 

feature ’where intimacy between the sexes is seen. Very 

few comments are heard as people dance closely, and while 

a dance such as the "bump" involves the touching of geni­

talia by both partners, it is a "fast" dance, where only 

momentary sexual contact is exhibited.

Leaving Cocaine 

As dance partners leave to dance, their cocaine is 
sometimes left on the table. Seldom is cocaine left unat­

tended, but if it is, habitues respect the right of the
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snorter enough to leave it until it is claimed. Snorter/ 

habitues will also take their cocaine with them, however, 

if they go to the bathroom or if they move from one area 

of the club to another for any length of time. It is in­

teresting that while a snorter may leave his cocaine if 

he moves briefly from one place to another, he rarely 

leaves his coat behind. It is not uncommon to see snorter/ 

habitues standing with their coats on at the bar for hours. 

This is characteristic of both men and women. It is not 

known what is the maximum amount of time a snorter can leave 

cocaine unclaimed or unguarded before it becomes the prop­

erty of the barmaid. Bena, a barmaid at the Blue Cat one 

night, said in a loud voice so all could hear:

Who's sitting here? {pointing to a soot where someone 
had left some cocaine). Is this anybody's? If this 
ain't nobody's, I'm gonna take it (at which point a 
few patrons laughed).

Leaving cocaine is analogous to regular bar patrons leav­

ing change or bills on the counter. The bartender -waits 

the appropriate time before considering the money his.

The barmaid will make an attempt to find the owner of the 

cocaine as the example above illustrates. But she may 

not look very hard. To leave cocaine, money, drinks at 

the table is both an act of trust and an indication that 

the space is occupied, although the party may be somewhere 

else in the club.

The barmaid may take cocaine from the table if it 

is unoccupied and unclaimed for any length of time.
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The snorter/habitue is not likely to leave it indefinitely. 

One of the curious features about the taking of the other's 

cocaine is the unconcern about whether it is sanitary or 

not. By this, I mean few people will eat or drink after 

a stranger. If a person wrere to leave a drink at the bar 

the barmaid would throw it away. Yet strangers will sniff 

from the cocaine package of other stranger without a com­

plaint, although they may refuse cocaine if they feel the 

offer is from someone they don't particularly care to inter­

act with. But this refusal is not based on the cocaine as 

a safe and healthy product but on other personal charac­

teristics. Dave, a patron at a midtown club, expressed his 

concern this way: "I don't put nothing in any nose that

my tongue don't try first. I have to watch out because 

they be putting ajax, all kinds of shit in the coke."

Non-sniffers

Although the after hours club is largely the place 

for sniffers of cocaine, many individuals in fact do not 

sniff. There are many reasons for this. Some are based 

on conjecture. The more obvious reason is that they either 

have no cocaine to sniff and/or are not offered any by 

others. But there are situations ’where the latter is not 

true and the former cannot be ascertained. The following 

example comes from the Pussy Cat Club in East Harlem's El 

Barrio:
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I was sitting in the club with two friends. Several 
people were passing cocaine around in a semi-circle.
One of the men who was talking with the others con­
tinued to refuse the cocaine. Each consecutive time 
around, he refused. After about three times of refusing 
and about a half-hour of time had elapsed, he finally 
offered an explanation: "No, man" he said, "I'm trying 
to cool my head out," at which point, the others, 
accepting his explanation, continued to sniff.

"To cool the head out" is another way of saying the sniffer

has had enough cocaine. When a person refuses cocaine in a

group setting, several reasons are at play:

(1) The sniffer may refuse because he is experiencing 
nasal problems.

(2) He has taken cocaine to the point v/here abuse may 
be detrimental to his health. Occasionally, snif­
fers who have been sniffing cocaine for several days 
will refuse cocaine for several days following in 
order to let their heads "clean out."

(3) The cocaine sniffer may simply be tired of cocaine 
and refuse it on general principle.

Sniffers will respect the non-sniffers, but since refusal

is often viewed as an affront in the culture, non-sniffers

will offer explanations such as:

"I'm all coked up."

"Hey, I'll take you up on that later. I'm solid."

"Mo thanks, I'm cooling out."

John, a weekend user of cocaine discussed the occasions on

which he refused cocaine.

Most of the time, it's because I have had a lot of coke 
the day or the night before, or sometimes it's because 
my nose had been bleeding, in which case I know it's 
time to stop. And sometimes, I get this sneezing, run­
ny nose after I have over-done it. The funny thing is I 
know when I am about to take too much or over-step my 
bounds. But I usually take "just one more sniff" and 
then my nose gets fucked up.
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The Cocaine Exchange

Initial person who offers cocaine 
(does not sniff before offering)

Second snifferThird Sniffer

Fourth Sniffer

Fig. 11 . Possible diagram of exchange of cocaine 
among four patrons.

The exchange of cocaine between snorter/habitues 

is largely predicated on a "mood," feeling or "vibes." 

When habitues are in a "party" mood, they are more likely 

to pass cocaine to others around them. On the average, 

the snorter/habitue snifft about every ten minutes, tak­

ing in about 2.5 milligrams each sniff. Regular snor­

ters spend about four hours a night at the clubs. Dur­

ing this time, they may take about a hundred sniffs, con­

suming about one to two grams in a night. As the dia­

gram above shows, the snorter passes the cocaine to 

the person nearest them. Sometimes, a person is given 

cocaine after he has offered the owner of cocaine some­

thing.
Dena (the barmaid) was on her off-night and was 
standing with two of her friends when a lone male 
came in and stood uo next to them. After a brief'
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encounter v/ith one of the women, Dena passed him 
a joint of marijuana. v;hen he was snorting co­
caine later on that night, he remembered her and 
went over to her to offer cocaine and conversa­
tion in return for the joint.

V7hen a snorter passes cocaine, there is a chain communi­

cation reaction between them. Even though they may be 

stranger?, there is talk between those who pass cocaine. 

Although talk is suspended momentarily because the per­

son sniffing cannot talk at the same time, after the 

sniff, the habitue v/ill often comment on the quality of the 

cocaine and how it has affected' him. Those who offer co­

caine like to be complimented in regard to the quality 

of their cocaine. It is indeed customary to make a com­

ment about the cocaine to the giver. This can be either 

in the form of approbation or simply a "thank you" comment. 

The snorter/habitue makes comments like "This is dynamite," 

or "This is good shit, man." If the cocaine is very well- 

liked., by the sniffer, he may even ask to buy some. Offer­

ing to buy cocaine is the ultimate compliment to the owner 

of the cocaine package. This comment will usually get 

the person who commented another sniff. This interaction 

was observed at the El Greco Club:

Pedro and Sammy were sitting along the edge of the 
wall near the juke bo::. A Monk album was playing 
in the background. The room was decorated with 
paper strips and hanging balloons. The carpet was 
well-worn from all the traffic. A crowd of sixty- 
five people laughed, chattered and talked, seeming­
ly in unison. Hen and women in jeweled attire, 
fancy hats (skimmers), high boots, silk scarves and 
shirts accentuated the gay atmosphere of the club.
Pedro opened a silver aluminum foil and handed it
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to Sammy v/ho was talking to a woman on his right.
Sammy, after a sniff,said in an exaggerated fashion,
"This blow is dyno'! P, man, hey man, I like that." 
Pedro took the cocaine and sniffed a few quick 
ones, then sipped his drink.. Sammy offered, "Hey, 
why don't you give me a $50 of that?" "Ho, man, 
take another hit, don't worry about it." Sammy 
reached over and took another few "blows" or "hits" 
from the cocaine. Pedro smiled and ordered another 
round of drinks.

Habitues who have "personal" cocaine do not often sell 

it. Although they are willing to impart a few "blows" to 

the person next to them, they do not, as a rule, relin­

quish the cocaine for money. Cocaine is more valuable here 
for reasons already outlined, for without it their status in 

the club is lost. They will, more often, than not, give the 

person who wishes to buy a few extra sniffs to satisfy them. 

Dealers, on the other hand, will sell cocaine to others in 

the club, but this depends a great deal on whether they 

have extra cocaine or not. To a large extent, the dealers, 

like the others, are at the club to relax, and very little 

overt selling is observed.

Bad Vibes and Cocaine 

Cocaine culture in the after hours clubs permits 

a range of activity and behaviors to transpire that are 

illegal. Because of its illegal status, habitues are more 

or less required to maintain a low profile. The habitue 

may not feel any regret about personal arguments, fights 

or exaggerated acts involving other habitues, but are 

bound by rules of decorum set up by the management. On a
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personal level, the snorter/habitue has his personal dig­

nity and status among friends to be concerned about. These 

elements act as prohibitors against certain adverse beha­

vior. Despite these rules, various kinds of negative be­

havior emerge from the scene. Some behavior is considered 

extreme, such as fights between patrons, and others are 

seen as mild and frivolous, such as sitting on the dancer's 

platform. Unlike the regular bar, where violence and other 

forms of boisterous behavior is normal, the cocaine snorter/ 

habitue is expected to exude "coolness."

Coolness is exhibited (and defined) as poise under 
pressure. By pressure we mean simply situations 
of considerable emotion or risk, or both. Coolness, 
then, refers to the capacity to execute physical 
acts, including conversation, in a concerted, smooth 
self-controlled fashion in risky situations, or to 
maintain affective detachment during the course of 
encounters involving considerable emotion.

One thing that can definitely cause a major alter­

cation is the spilling of the other's cocaine. Seldom 

is this done intentionally, but occasionally, the snor­

ter/habitue is confronted with this situation.

The upper and lov/er sections of the Blue Cat v/ere 
so crowded one of the patrons said, "It's wall to 
wall people in here, man." At least one hundred 
people v/ere packed in to celebrate a new barmaid's 
birthday. Around the side tables near the men's 
room, several men and women were standing, resting on
the juke box. Two women v/ere seated tightly against 
the cigarette machine, one holding cocaine and about 
to pass it to the other, when one of the men raised 
his arm off the cigarette machine, hit the woman's

o X Lyman and Scott, Sociology of the Absurd, p. 145.
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arm, and the cocaine powder spilled onto the car­
pet. She looked up in disbelief and said, "Mother­
fucker, ’what is the matter with you! Do you know 
what you just wasted? A $100 of the best high in 
town!!" The man said something inaudibly, but the 
other V/on an started to say how it was an accident.
The v;oman who lost the cocaine continued to talk 
about it and didn't stop until the man offered to 
pay her for the loss.

This spilling of cocaine is not, however, a common occurence.

Given the size of the cocaine package, usually not more

than three or .four inches long, it would appear spilling

’would occur more often than it does.

Any snorter/habitue who takes to starting trouble 

actually jeopardizes himself and every person present since 

the clubs are illegal. The most common forms of trouble 

are arguments, pushing and shoving, abusing furniture 

(making cigarette burns on the carpet and bar counter), 

and fights over v/onen and men.

Aside from cocaine snorting, other behavior is 

permissible in the clubs that' normally would invoke the 

wrath or shock of members of the larger society. On one 

occasion:

The patrons were sitting around the dance floor 
intently 'watching a young 'woman possessed 'with 
too much cocaine. She 'was stripping on the stage.
One of the men at the club was screaming at the 
top of his lungs, "’./here is the dancer? '.'here is 
the dancer?" to which most of the other patrons 
said, "Shut up." ’./hen she came off the stage, 
several r,en went up to her to offer cocaine.
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Loud-talking Conversation among Men

Claudia Mitchell-Kernan said of "loud talking":

It is applied to a speaker's utterance which by virtue 
of its volume permits hearers other than the addressee, 
and is objectionahle because of this. Loud-talking 
requires an audience and can only occur in a situa­
tion v/here there are potential hearers other than 
the interlocutors.62

In the cocaine club, loud-talking is one of the common-sense

features which is taken for granted as acceptable behavior

by the snorter/habitue. Cocaine users converse incessantly

and loud-talking becomes standard behavior. The notion of

loud-talking as an approved form of behavior is contingent

on whether or not the speaker is angry or engaging in a

verbal duel that might be the prelude to a more physical

encounter. In this case, the audience may exhibit some

concern by remaining quiet until the speaker has been

quieted dov/n. Sometimes, cocaine is offered to appease

the antagonists. Unlike other culture, v/here talking

simultaneously is part of the norm, club culture allows

for pauses between speakers and hearers.^3 The loudtalker,

62 Claudia Mitchell-Kernan, "Signifying, Loud-talking 
and Marking," Rapein' and Stylin' Out, ed. Thomas Kochman 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1972) p. 315.

63 In the Antiguan interior, the people speak in groups 
simultaneously (sea Alan Beals). Goffman et al., v/ere mostly 
concerned about v/hite conversation in their work on syntaxi- 
al rules. However, blacks do exhibit some of the same pat­
terns of allowing speakers to speak, hearers to listen and 
pauses. But the tonal quality of black language permits a 
wider tone and louder volume than Goffman et al. noted, and 
this is the point being made here.
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however, takes advantage of this pause and contines 

without interruption until his point is made. One night, 

a tall, dark man dressed in white pants, -white jacket, 

v/hite hat and v/hite shoes kept repeating to a young wo­

man he 'was escorting, "All my bitches go straight to the 

window to the bank, huh." Whatever triggered this state­

ment v/as unknown, but the intentions -were obviously to 

embarrass the ’woman, and he succeeded in doing this. His 

tone v;as over and above everyone else1 s. Loud-talking 

exists among men in the club regularly. Cocaine facili­

tates this notion of loud-talking because of its effects:

4:50 a.m. at the Blue Cat Cafe. Henry, Tall Sam 
and Jody, three regulars at the club, v/ere seated 
around the lov/er part of the bar area. The bar 
was quiet and the juke box v/as being repaired. Jody 
and Sam -were talking about how a police officer had 
killed a black kid in Queens and they discussed the 
possibility of his getting convicted. When John 
(called "Snake") came in, the conversation switched 
to sports. "Snake" opened up some cocaine and with­
in a few minutes, they v/ere all arguing rather voci­
ferously about whether Iluhanmad Ali v/as going to
win his next fight.

In the bar, it is customary to hear patrons engage in a

number of verbal exchanges that can be referred to simply

as "talkin' shit," or "bull shittin'." Talkin' shit in­

volves a range of communicating from feelings of affec­

tion to hostility and contempt. Hen are often seen talkin' 

shit before any interesting women arrive, for example.

To talk shit is to exaggerate for the sake of the group 

interaction, to further the conversation along. The 

talker need not be held accountable for such talk because



183

it is framed within a non-scrious time. This type of

talk between habitues is usually full of wishful thinking.

"'Ian, I'm ?onna get me a..." or "you know what I

coulda did..." are common beginnings for such talk.

An individual may himself recognize that he is

or has been talkin' shit with statements like:

Yo, you know I was just talkin' shit, you didn't 
have to take that for real. Anyway, Sammy knew 
I was bullshittin1 from jump street.

But more often, the other members of the scene will quickly

acknowledge the person was just talkin' shit. In other

words, he v/as not taken seriously by anyone.

It is said by snorter/habitues that "cokeheads" 

talk much more shit when they are high on cocaine. Snorters 

are .aware that too much cocaine can result in a specific 

type of talk referred to as "coke talk." The listener 

to the talk of a snorter who has ingested too much cocaine 

need not take the substance of the excessive snorter talk 

as serious. In other words, the listener need not hold 

the person to their word. The coke talk aids in concealing 

identities. The lack of personal biographies aides in the 

social intercourse. Its vagueness is a virtue, since the 

action is between, to a large extent, strangers whose com­

mitment beyond the night is never assured.
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CHAPTER VII

THE COCAIilZ DEALER:

FREHCHY CHARLESTON 
AIJD ALFREDO ROJAS

The cocaine dealer's main line of work, of course, 

is to sell cocaine. He may, on occasion, sell marijuana, 

heroin, typewriters, stereos, tape recorders and other 

gadgets. But his main hustle is dispensing cocaine for 

top dollar. His street.skills are associated with cocaine 

dealing. The dealer must have a certain knowledge of 

drugs. He must be able to determine, without the assis­

tance of chemicals and equipment, the quality of the 

drug. He must be able to tell whether it is synthetic, 

how pure it is, and to assess how much a certain, amount 

of quality cocaine, for instance, is worth monetarily.

He must identify cocaine adulterants and have a working 

knowledge of the metric system (since sales are based on 

metric 'weights much of the time). He must use critical 

judgement in acquiring the drug, in combination with acute 

"street-wise" bargaining skill. The major skills involve 

measuring, pe.ckaging and cutting, which must be‘learned
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by actually carrying out these functions. Dealers are 

tauyht— by someone who lias "street dr up knowledge" al­

ready. The actual soilin'.; of the cocaine ayain involves 

inter-personal shills; these require the healer to bo 

sharp and cunning. He must be able to "lay low" when 

necessary and be able to recognize "narcs" (undercover 

police), as well as nev/comers. A dealer with a regular 

clientele does not necessarily have to be an entrovert 

with a "sharp rap," The "street" or bar dealer, however, 

must be articulate and '-a yood salesperson. They both have 

to be able to sell in a competitive market, that is by 

nakiny their product seem better than it actually is. Once 

the sale has been made, moreover, the dealer must have a 

certain business sense because he ideally should know how 

to use the money (investments). Finally, the dealer must 

have street prowess, that is, be able to use a pan or other 

forms of defense or .-coercion when necessary.

Street hustliny is a very complicated network of 

interacting factors. Whether the hustle is "three-card 

monte"(a street card con qame) or cocaine dealing, it 

involves some deyree of risk and a variety of socio-ecolo- 

qical conditions. Cocaine hustliny is no different in that 

it involves the ability to con, a decree of risk., and an 

awareness of socio-ecoloyical factors (such as selling 

cocaine in closed areas, i.e., the bar or an apartment as 

opposed to open areas like the street corner). The dealer 

in this section is French'/ Charleston. In the followin';
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account, some of the elements of hustling mentioned above 

are born out.

Frenchy— Hustling/Dealing

Frenchy v/as born in rural Kentucky, and joined a 

minstrel show as a dancer after leaving the army. He 

traveled from Maine to Mississippi with the show, making 

the trip three or four times before -getting into a fight 

v/ith a white man in a North Carolina gambling game in 1941 

He moved up North to live with an aunt afterwards and soon 

became involved v/ith "policy" operations. He said, "I 

could never stand that day job thang because I couldn't 

take orders from nobody, 'white or black. The numbers 

than.g v/as very exciting to me. I could make $30 or $90 wit 

out even trying, and pretty soon, I 'was making a hundred, 

two hundred. And, for a kid, that was like being rich." 

Frenchy got involved v/ith drugs through the numbers racket 

Many of his numbers customers would ask him for “reef er'1 

and he started selling reefer as a result. This v/as dur­

ing the 1940's and 1950's.

A Day/Night in the Life of 
Frenchy Charleston

Frenchy, now fifty-one years old, lives in a run­

down section of central Harlem. Garbage cans polka-dot 

the street, overflowing v/ith refuse. On the corner, a 

small cluster of men stand around a huge can v/ith fire
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gushing up and smoke disappearing in the sky. Every few 

minutes, a new face will walk past and ask one of the 

men in the group, "IThat's the number?" or "’.That's lead­

ing?"

Frenchy's building is centrally located on the 

block, opposite Tom's Bar, a local "jook joint" or "bucket 

of blood" v/here drugs are bought and sold like a pharmacy. 

As I walked into the building, I thought about Frenchy's 

reputation for not building friendships too easily. I 

felt he allowed me to see part of his life mainly because 

I v/as not a part of it. It was not incumbent upon Frenchy 

to tell me anything, and the fact that he did made me 

somewhat privileged and uncertain.

Late afternoon, about 6:40 p.m., I v/alked into 

the hallway. Graffiti. written in purple magic marker 

v/as scribbled on the first three steps. I read: "Fuck

you, Santiago." He has no children in the house. His

oldest daughter lives in Virginia, and he sees his former 

wife only when he needs bail money. He lives v/ith Debbie, 

a woman from an earlier acquaintance.

Debbie answered the door. She v/as an attractive 

and easy-going woman— but seemed jealous and possessive. 

The apartment is a railroad flat. The hall walls are green

with linoleum leading to the kitchen table v/here Frenchy

is sitting. His bathrobe was draped around his two hun­

dred pound frame. "How the hell are you, man? Sit down.
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Find yourself a seat." His voice has the inflections 

and rhythm of a dignitary, a politician and a gangster, 

all combined. "V/anna beer? Some wine?"

There is an uneasy silence in the room. Debbie 

is usually more talkative. Frenchy is preparing his co­

caine "producf'for the night sales. The table is lit­

tered v/ith plastic bags, spoons, aluminum foil, a scale, 

a sifter. He reaches behind him and pulls out from the 

drav/er a small plastic bag full of cocaine (about two 

ounces). He opens the bag, pours its contents into the 

sifter, gently hitting the side of the sifter v/ith his 

thumb. After all the powder has filter through, he takes 

the back of a large measuring spoon and crushes the hard 

rock-like crystals that remain. The phone rings. "V/ho 

is it, doll?" he says. Debbie doesn't ansv/er him. He 

get up, mumbles, "Let's get out of here before I have to 

kill this bitch."

Frenchy as a low-level dealer must turn over large 

volumes of cocaine and heroin to make a profit. He once 

made as much as six thousand dollars a week on cocaine 

sales. Today he barely gets by. Two years ago, he v/as 

busted for possession ..of cocaine. He served a year in 

an upstate prison and has not made an easy transition back 

to the streets. He had to "re-group," (re-establish him­

self by finding a new "connect" and new clientele). Be­

cause of his sniffing, consuming and giving away cocaine
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in volume, he makes little profit, about $500 a week at 

the most, and many times, more likely than not, he breaks 

even. He gets his drugs on consignment, which means he 

is given cocaine on loan by a higher dealer and is re­

quired to repay him as soon as he sells it. Frenchy will 

then take part of the money that is left over as profit 

fom the sales. Debbie once gave the opinion that "He 

never really makes any profit but just enough to repay 

"Goat," the backer. The rest is snorted up and given away."

Frenchy makes additional money by fencing "hot" 

or stolen items from heroin addicts and professional boos­

ters. He will often sell typewriters, tape recorders, 

radios, television sets (he owns three) and calculators.

Since he is considered a low-level dealer or 

pusher, he takes daily risks and must make a volume of 

transactions in order to make money. He gets his drugs 

on consignment and must make quick turnovers in order to 

pay off his "connect," or backer, and acquire another 

share of drugs.

Friday 12;30 p.m.

The dealer is the connecting point between the 

work-a-day world of the daytime and the leisure world of 

the after hours clubs and night-time. His sense of work 

time is not altogether different from regular workers. It 

is, however, organized as if it v/ere not work at all.

Frenchy's regular day begins after he has gotten up from 

sleeping, which is about 1:00 p.m. He dresses, eats
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breakfast, packages his cocaine product and walks over to 

the post office where he makes his first sales at 4:00 to 

a changing shift of workers who know and expect him at 

this hour. Some employees who work double shifts buy the 

cocaine in order to help keep them going through the double 

work load. Frenchy cracked, "This is one. of my best spots. 

It's agold mine as long as I keep it up."

3:30 to 4:00 p.m.

Frenchy struggles daily to make the 4:00 break of 

some of the localworkers, which is tough becuase of his 

late hours. He says, "A few years ago, I wouldn't have 

bothered to go over there every day (to the Post Office) 

because I was making too much bread to bother. But now, 

well, it's tough, and it's too good to turn down." He 

sells small amounts to the workers (he.didn't say how 

many).

6:00 p.m.
After malting his rounds, it is 6:00 p.m., and 

Frenchy is at the bar relaxing, drinking "Remy Martin" and 

making occasional sales but mostly sniffing with his 

friends. Every few minutes, they will saunter to the lava­

tory to emerge sniffing loudly. The bar is a dealer's 

zone. Here, he 'waits for the "lames,"the nine-to-five 

crowd,to come in to drink and buy cocaine from him. Freddy 

works at a factory in the garment factory. He makes 

buttons every day; end on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday,
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Freddy stops by the bar religiously at 5:15, orders a 

beer and buys two twenties from Frenchy. If Frenchy 

isn't there, he was been known to leave a tiny package 

twisted with a rubber band around it for Freddy with the 

barmaid.

6:00 to 8:00 p.m.

Between 6:00 and 8:00, the lame crowd has disap­

peared and Frenchy goes back home to change his clothes.

He eats quickly (sniffs as he eats). Debbie offered, "He 

is the only man I know who can sniff cocaine and eat at 

the same time."

10:00 p.m.

By 10:00, he has finished eating, dresses and goes 

back to the bar. There, many sales are made, ilonday 

through Y/ednesday at the bar is generally considered slow 

days, and his income from those three days amount to a- 

bout fifty sales a day of 010, 020, $50 at the most: may­

be 01,000 worth of sales a day. On Thursday, Friday and 

Saturday, sales pick up considerably. He makes more $50 

and $100 sales during those days. Then he sells about 

32,500 worth of cocaine a day (his share should be about 

$500). His daily consumption of cocaine alone is between 

$300 and $500. He bags about one ounce of cocaine every 

day. This amount includes "turning on" people, new cus­

tomers, and friends. He enjoys this interaction, and 

as a result, gives away a lot of cocaine. It is also
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important to note that the amount he sniffs and gives 

away may yield more than the $300 to $500 figure. If 

he chooses to sell it, the price of the same amount of

cocaine could conveivably double (because, if he did not

sniff it it could be cut and packaged into smaller a- 

mounts and sold). But most cocaine dealers know they 

cannot sell all the cocaine they get because a certain a- 

mount of it is "business coke," "calling card coke," or 

"personal coke." A percentage of cocaine is put aside for 

these purposes. Most buyers want to be given a sample, 

whether a small amount to "v/alk with," or at least a

"blow," "a one and one," to test the potency of the co­

caine before purchasing it.

Once Frenchy finished packaging the materials, 

he pressed a small thirty-eight caliber revolver in 

his belt, and dressed in overalls. This was his first 

attire for the night. He would change at least one 

more time before retiring. Debbie was reminded not to 

leave the apartment and to expect a call at about ele­

ven from a man named "Jack." Frenchy whispered he would 

be back at about one o'clock. The first bar we were to 

go to was called the "Sham." It was on 131st Street 

and was an established "home base" for him. The opera­

tions from the "Sham" were almost always cocaine sales.

The bar on the "Avenue" (Eighth Avenue), Harry's Bar,

was mainly for heroin sales.
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7/e walked out into the street and the three men 

were still standing around the fireplace garbage can. One 

of them came over to see Frenchy. "V/hat's happening, Fren­

chy ?" "What's good?; "Hey Snake, everything is right on 

the money." Frenchy does not actually stop walking. He 

has a swift stride and Snake is walking on the inside

between the two of us. Frenchy ’walks over with him near

a local bar (Tom's Place) and sells him either cocaine or 

heroin. He continues up the street. As we walk, people 

either speak out loud to acknowledge his presence or whis­

per under their breath to one another. He never really 

stops his gait, and walks about three blocks with only 

brief pauses here and there (save the bar). The red street 

light on Edgecombe Avene stops us. He asks me what I had 

been doing lately, ahd where was "Gators," a mutual friend.

He motions for the car to go on ahead. It has gotten

colder since we came out, and Frenchy sees a dude across 

the street he recognises. He approaches him and yells, 

"Hotherfucker, if you don't pay me what you owe me real 

soon, your heart ain't gonna be able to stand the pressure!" 
The guy is frail-boned with big eyes and a bandanna around 

his head. He tells Frenchy, "Don't worry, Frenchy," (ner­

vously going into his pocket), I wouldn't shit you, man.

I just ain't got nothing right now. This is all I got 

(he pulls out a few dollars), and I gotta eat. You know 

I gotta eat." Frenchy raises his hand as if to hit the
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buy. He screams, "I don't care if you never eat, mother­

fucker. YOU didn't say nothin' about eatin' when you took 

MY stuff and spent IIY money, did ya?" Frenchy makes part 

of his profit from "crediting." This is a practice of 

lending out heroin or cocaine to others who sell it for 

him. Occasionally, the creditors do not reciprocate 

quickly enough. They often come back v/ith stories like 

they got robbed or things were stolen from their apart­

ment. They also know Frenchy is in a very volatile and 

dangerous position in the sense he cannot go to the police 

for help. . He has to take things into his own hands and 

cannot do too much if they don't pay on time.

A few years back, Frenchy had several young men 

selling heroin for him. One of these individuals was con­

tinually delinquent in his accounts, failing to meet the 

appropriate deadlines v/ith the money from v/hich the heroin 

v/as sold. After repeated warnings and protestations from 

Frenchy to the young dealer v;ho v/as also a heroin user, 

Frenchy saw him sitting on a car near the Cupid 3ar and 

struck him on the back of the head v/ith a small lead pipe 

he picked up in the street. The man suffered a concussion 

and Frenchy's "rep" grew.

How, as the man moves on away, Frenchy tells him 

one last time to get him his money or else. Frenchy, who 

appeared visibly upset, gives a quick wry smile as v/e cross 

the street to the "Sham" 3ar. He breaks out in a grin
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finally, and says, "I v/as Just v/oofin' but the dude know 

that if I dont' get my money, I'll kill him. He'll have 

it the next time I see him." He offers some reassurance 

behind his attitude. He say?, "You gotta be like that. I 

got to be tough v/ith these cocksuckers because they v/ill 

suck your blood. If you let em get av/ay v/ith a nickel, they 

v/ill try a dime the next time, then a dollar the next."

Frenchy remarks that "the drought in scag in scag 

is here, man. It ain't coming. It's here. If a man 

v/anted to make a million real quick,, let him come out v/ith 

some good dope. Ho, some bad dope right nov/, and he'll 

make it. If, of course, he 's got the nerve." V.’hile the 

drought in heroin exists, Frenchy says that cocaine is the 

most logical substitute. Although the highs are opposite, 

he adds, "They (junkies) jes v/anna get high."

The Cocaine Bars

The Sham is a usighborhood bar situated between a 

record shop and a "botanica." The botanica window has 

candles, plants, incense and other items for the spiritu­

alist . follower. in the area. The neighborhood has a large

Heroin is a depressant. Cocaine is a stimulant.
Quite a fev/ addicts mix the two for a "speedball," but the 
use of one is not necessarily a substitute for the other. 
Heroin is a "dov/n" and makes the user "nod out" or drift 
into a semi-fantasy state. Often described as the best high 
for your money, it is,according to sources, the closest one 
can come to for a complete head to toe sensation. The drug 
can be sniffed or taken intravenously. Cocaine as a stim­
ulant can also be injected intravenously. The route of in­
jection can make the high last anyv/here from twenty to thirtv 
minutes and supplies a tremendous "rush" for the user.
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Spanish character with many South American and Latin Amer­

icans scattered throughout. The black American population 

is small, and mixed v/ith a close-knit section of West In­

dians who live in the area between Amsterdam Avenue to 

Broadway from 145th Street to 148th Street. Other bars 

in the area cater to a few Irish and Italian workers who 

serve as its clientele. There are three other bars on this 

side of. the long block.

The Sham Bar is small with a juke box, a cigarette 

machine and two ladies' rooms. It does not have a sign 

indicating a men's room. Frenchy uses this bar as a base 

because several of his old friends hang out there. In this 

bar, he's "Glean," meaning he doesn't sell heroin there. 

Even if someone comes in to buy it, he won't sell it to 

them because he says, "It v/ill only attract a certain ele­

ment and I don't want that here." V/e stayed in the bar 

about an hour while he made several cocaine sales and v/as 

give free drinks by about four or five people. He is at 

his best in this setting. Sitting around the far end of 

the bar, everyone greets him as they come in. Two or 

three ̂ v/omen come over to sit and talk v/ith him. "The 

barmaid has been after me for years but I just haven't 

had the time for her," he says. "Let me explain something. 

Ily woman thinks I'm out fucking all these bitches, but what 

she don't understand is that every man ain't attracted to 

every woman. You know what I'm saying. Just like every
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\/oman ain't attracted to every nan. Listen. I know bitches 

I would just love to yet my johnson into but dey ain't in­

terested in me. See. Then by the same token, there are 

some women, like this bitch here(barmaid) that got this 

thing for me but I ain't interested. You understand." 

Frenchy would often tell me these intimate or at least 

personal accounts v/ith people in his world, as if offerin'.; 

me explanations for his actions or non-actions so as to 

set the record straight.

He gets up and goes to the ladies' room with a guy 

who came in while we were talking. Ileanwhile, he returns, 

pays the tab, and we leave. This time, we got toward the 

"Avenue" (Eighth Avenue). This is where he says, "You 

make the real money." He cross the street and pass behind 

125th Street where the old Braddock Hotel used to be.

Frenchy is reminiscing about how he met Billie Holiday,

Sarah Vaughn, and other stars in the Braddock when Harlem 

was" jump in."1

Back in them days (1940's and 1950's), it was nothing 
to see Billie Holiday, Sarah Vaughn, Duke, the Count, 
Billie Eckstein, all them cats up here. The Braddock 
v/as a swingin' place. This whole area v/as so clean 
you could eat off the sidewalk, Hhite folk ..used to 
come here and leave their mink stole on the seat of 
their chauffered Cadillac v/ith the door unlocked.
That was Harlem, man. Harlem v/as what v/as happening.
But now you can't nay one of them stars to come back 
up here.

He walk up the "Avenue" and, as v/e approach a bar, a crowd 

becomes.visible a block away. This is a section called 

the "scag market place," because street sales of heroin
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and other drugs have been conducted freely for years.

Often, one can see New Jersey license plates coning up 

to cop dope— whites, Latins, men, women with children.

They all converge on this street to buy heroin, cocaine, 

pills and other various and sundry products. Several peo­

ple see him coming. Three men walk up towards him and 

ask him if he has anything. He says, gruffly, "No."

Several others, among them a woman v/ith a small boy, say 

hello and walk over. By the time- he reaches the bar, 

there are at least ten or twelve people asking him about 

dope or cocaine. Several go into the bar. Others are not 

allowed in as the owner stands inside the bar door and 

keeps the unwanted ones out.

Inside the bar, Frenchy sets up shop. He goes 

almost immediately to the back room. On his way there, 

he instructs he barmaid to put a"Remy Nartin" for him on 

the counter. He always sits near the end of the bar. His 

"stash" is placed in the bathroom above the toilet string 

box. In the meantime, he walks out with a few bags, and 

the plastic bottle full of five dollar caps. He gets his 

drink and waits for the action to start. It is 11:00 p.m.

A few sales are made openly at the bar. By 11:30, he has

sold everything. He wants to go back home and re-group (get 

some more cocaine to sell), but decides instead to go back 

to the Sham. V/hen we go outside, a similar group of hungry 

"scag cravers" approach him and inquire about the heroin
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scene. He says he has only cocaine and five dollar-caps 

left. Several buy a few, but he does not wish to appear 

too conspicuous, so he makes the sales quickly. We then 

jump into a gypsy cab and head back over to the Sham. As 

v/e ride, he explains why he never v/alks from "that" bar 

anymore. Fidgeting in his pocket for the money he has 

collected ( a lot of it in change), altogether about $700, 

he relates:

I v/as standing out in front of this bar on 145th 
Street and this guy v/alks up behind me and says,
"Don't move or I'll blow your motherfucking brains 
out, and keep walking straight ahead." It v/as 
broad daylight. He said to me to walk away from 
the bar. And I did. As v/e walked, he keeps telling 
me what a dog I v/as, a low-lifed son of a bitch 
dat deserve to be killed because I'm killing black 
kids v/ith my dope. He keeps reminding me that he'll 
blow my mother-ifuck-ing brains out if I make a wrong 
move. He v/alks me to 125th Street and St. Nicholas.
He tells me to give him all my money, my watch, my 
rings. I had two diamond rings on each pinky and 
my scorpion ring on that day. You know that scor­
pion ring I got from Jolene. V/ell, I give him all 
my bread. I had three hundred in cash, about twen­
ty-five bundles of scag(v/oz*th about $75), twenty five 
dollar caps ($100), and fifty ten dollar thangs ($500). 
I give him all this. And he continue to tell me he's 
gonna blow my brain out for fucking over black kids. 
Then he asks me where I live. I tell him and he 
says, "Okay, let's go over there. You must have some 
more bundels over there." He hails a cab and as v/e 
are about to get in, a friend of min$ sees me being 
robbed. But I don't know this until later. It was 
"Hooky." You know '"Hooky." Anyway, he (V/ooky) hails 
a cop car and tells them I'm being robbed. As soon 
as the cops come up to the area where v/e' re standing, 
the two of us get into the cab. The cop follows the 
cab. They stop the cab on 125th Street and St. Nich­
olas. I'm on the driver's side. See (he gestures).
The cop is on the other side. Check this out. Then, 
as the cop who is an ofay opens the door, the dude 
(robber) shoots the cop. Dig this shit. The offi­
cer staggers out into the street and shoots twice,5 
trying to hit the cat who at this time had gotten 
out and v/as running down the street. The cop's
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partner shoots at the guy and runs after him. Mean­
while, I'm stunned and I don't know what happened.
The cab driver is bewildered and I get out and run 
up Convent to a friend's house and we talk over what 
happened. I stayed there for three days. Then I 
went to the Precinct and gave myself up. Finally,
I was let go because they knew I hadn't done anything. 
And "V/ooky" came to the rescue at the police station 
along with the cab driver.

Midnight at the Sham Bar

V/e go inside the Sham and have a few drinks. As 

soon as v/e get in, the barmaid calls Frenchy over and hands 

him a note. She tells.him "Jack" left a message and a num­

ber for him to call. Frenchy asks me if I want to go to 

an after hours spot uptown sometime later on tonight. By 

this time, the Sham, which is part of the liaison between 

the home and the after hours, v/as filled to capacity. The 

patrons are mostly men, who are seen congregating with a 

few v/omen seated at either end of the bar. They are what 

the culture characterizes as "shooting the shit" or "bull­

shitting," v/hich is another way of saying they are "shoot­

ing the fat," "jiving," "making time," "wasting oime."

The barmaid is wrapped in a seductive low-cut halter tap 

v/ith a short mini-skirt and high boots. Every time a new 

person v/alks into the bar, eyes perk up v/ith expectant 

looks. Familiar faces are greeted v/ith handshakes or are 

given a "five" slap on the palm while settling into the 

scene. Occasionally, a "booster" v/ill stop by, selling some 

item. "Good watches here, bro, Longine, Omega," or "Transis­

tor radios, baby, can't beat the price." "Go ahead man,
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check it out— it works." "’/onen's dresses, coats, tape 

recorders, wigs," he continues. These peddlers can be 

called local commodity distributors or "boosters." They 

are hustlers who steal goods from local merchants, apart­

ments, department stores, and re-sell the goods to local 

residents at a lower price. They hurry in and out of local 

bars. If someone is interested in purchasing or looking 

at an item, they stop and hold it up against themselves 

and then give a quick sales talk. Their sales approach 

is to convince the customers that .the merchandise is ex­

pensive but "you can have it for five...no, just gimme 

three."

The Sham is a mixture between the market place

bar and the home territory bar. The bar is situated in

an area frequented mostly by local residents who come to

drink, share communal ties, and to buy or sell goods,

drugs and other services. These market places can be

described this way:

Some public drinking places derive their special 
character from their use as center of exchange 
for various goods and services, as well as clear­
ing houses for certain kinds of information. Other 
than liquor,perhaps the commodity most frequently 
handled in the public drinking places is sex, on 
either a commercial or a non-commercial basis.
But there are also bars that deal in narcotics, 
stimulant drugs, gambling, stolen merchandise, and 
a variety of other illicit goods.

The Sham functions as a home territory bar in the sense

6 5 Sherri Cavan, Liquor License (Chicago: Aldine Pub­
lishing Co. 1966) p .17 1



202

that the regulars consider the bar as "their bar," be­

cause of their close ties and connections v/ith it. Mes­

sages, phone calls, gifts (sometimes "hot" items) are 

left at the bar for those customers known to the owner 

and the barmaid.

Occasionally, patrons at the bar v/ill go to the 

lavatory to sniff cocaine. One v/ill know if they are 

sniffing by the frequency v/ith which they go (usually 

every twenty minutes or so) and more likely by the con­

stant nasal sounds they make when returning to their 

selected areas around the bar. The Sham differs some­

what from the market place bar because it is perhaps more 

a mixture of many tyes of bars, While the Sham is not 

strictly a cocaine-purchasing bar, it does cater to the 

cocaine habitue. When the bar closes for the evening, a 

few select patrons remain. They move to the back room 

to snort cocaine, play cards, have se;:, eat food, dance, 

shoot pool or gamble (mostly cilo, crap, and poker). At 

a bar burther uptown, the El Tiempo Bar, cocaine is 

snorted at the bar openly because the owner allows cocaine 

dealers to sell their cocaine v/ith no prohibitions (al­

though customers are usually taken to the lavatory to 

transact business).

Cocaine dealers do not pay the owners of the es­

tablishments anything for use of their bar. There is a 

mutual or reciprocal agreement that the cocaine dealer 

is an asset to the establishment because he brings in a
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constant stream of customers who purchase drinks, cigar­

ettes and play music. It is these customers v/ho regularly 

buy from cocaine dealers yet simultaneously provide addi­

tional income and clientele for the bar owner. If the 

dealer is not present when the cocaine customer arrives, 

he v/ill, on most occasions v/ait and buy a fev; drinks in the 

interim. The negative aspect of this peripheral clientele 

is the problems associated v/ith cocaine dealing in gener­

al: robbery. The street stick-up man preys on the cocaine 

dealer as he does on other illegal entrepreneurs. Host 

bars that have cocaine dealers as clientele also have 

problems v/ith robberies. The stick-up men v/ill rob a bar 

if it is knov/n as a h.ang-out for cocaine dealers or as a 

"cocaine bar." A customer recalls a robbery at the SI 

Tiempo 3ar and Lounge:

This v/as the fourth or fifth time this year this 
place has been robbed. You knov/ v/ho it v/as? Tv/o 
kids, man. I mean kids. They come in here and say, 
"Attention, attention." They tell everybody to 
put their money, everything on the counter. The one 
tall skinny one stood at the door v/ith his gun out 
telling everybody to be cool. Then his partner 
comes dov/n the bar and takes all the money, even the 
change, man, even the change. Then they take off.
Pedro had 3500 and half an ounce of coke on him but 
he dropped it under his feet and they didn't see 
it. They were kids. They couldn't have been more 
than seventeen or eighteen years old. They took 
the barmaid by her titty and felt her over, you 
knov/. But they were kids, man.

A number of bars have this dual quality: fronting 

as home territory bars but also having market place quality 

in the sense that various illicit goods and services are 

bought and sold on the premises. Selling cocaine in bars,
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hov:ever, is a perilous business. I once asked Frenchy if 

he felt 'he v/as successful because a lot of people believed

he v/as and because his reputation as a shrewd, demanding

cocaine dealer is almost a legend in the community. He 

said he v/as successful to a degree, but being successful 

meant not getting arrested, buyinga house, a car and re­

tiring. He v/as busted tv/o years ago and served some time 

for possession of cocaine, a revolver, and an assault 

charge. Because of his arrest, he could not have a driver' 

license. He had no money to buy a car or house. Frenchy 

v/as a long v/ay in his ov/n mind from being successful,

I got back out on the streets, and I forgot about 
what I'd told Papnek on the ride from Uiltwyck to 
Poughkeepsie. I knew what I v/as going to do. And 
there v/as nothing to think about. V/hen I got bade 
to Hev/ York, I did the same things I'd been doing.
I kept on working. I kept oa dealing pot. I kept
on dealing a little cocaine.®®

Frenchy continuously articulated about hov/ the dynamics of

cocaine, heroin and policy operations were all intimately

related to the police. Frenchy had intimate contact v/ith

the law enforcement agncies. In his daily rounds on the

street, in the bars, he v/as acutely' aware of the police,
in their official and unofficial capacities:

I live out here. I know bar owners, prostitutes.
I see cops, every day. I see them every day coming 
in to pick up their share of the loot. The bar 
owners have it ready for them. The numbers oper­
ators have it; that Knapp Commission v/asn't telling 
us out here nuthing new. V/e knew it all the time.

66 Claude Brown, Manchild in the Promised Land(Mew 
York: Signet Books, 1965) p, 174,
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The numbers man, he got to pay off those snotty- 
nosed motherfuckers every week. They don't care 
whether he makes a dollar or not, he's got to come 
up with the bread. ITow, let me tell you a little 
story about the po-lice (emphasising the "po").
I used to knov/ this cop named Gopher. He v/as a 
rogue cop. Now what I mean by that is he would 
rob dealers, rob numbers men, you know, use his 
uniform and his piece(gun) to bust cats. Then 
he would sell the coke, or dope, or whatever to 
other dealers. This v/as his hustle. I knew Go­
pher well, from way back when he was mopping 
floors at the old B’aby Grand. He took the test 
for cops and became one of the first spooks in 
there. But he had that hustling thang in his veins 
and always stayed around hustlers, gamblers, after 
hours joints and places like that after he. v/as a 
cop. Gopher used to bring me eighths of cocaine 
at a time. I'd pay him what I had in cash and he 
would give me a couple days to do it (sell it) and 
bring him the rest of the money. So I knov/ about 
cops, man. I think I would be exaggerating if I 
said all cops were crooked but if I said 99^, I 
wouldn't be that far off. That's why a regular 
gig (nine to five) ain't never gonna appeal to a 
hustler once he's turned a dollar. It's foolish.
A man works every day all his life to get a gold 
watch and v/hen he checks the watch, he see that time 
done run out. V.Tiat's-. the point. Once a hustler 
turns a dollar (makes fast money), he is forever 
corrupted you might say,to the life of the fast 
dollar. As long as it's money I gonna be out 
there. If it was .apples and oranges then, hey 
jim, I'd be trying to bring in a bushel over a 
peck any day.

Most dealers have a very convincing argument about their

roles in society and their rejection of office hours "gigs.

Akin to Frenchy's comment and a most perceptive statement

on the subject of illegitimate goods and services is made

by Hawkins and Waller:

The prostitute, the pimp, the peddler of dope, the 
operators of the gambling hall, the vendor of ob­
scene pictures, the bootlegger, the abortionist, all 
are productive, all produce services or goods -which 
people desire and for which they are willing to pay.
It happens that society has put these goods and
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services under the ban, but people go on produc­
ing then and people go on consuming them and an 
act of the legislature does not make them less 
a part of the economic system.^?

How Poes One Decone a Dealer?

A dealer must have a connection in the drug world

to someone who sells drugs on a wholesale and/or retail

basis. The dealer must have such a connection to buy good

quality cocaine or other drugs at a cost below the street

market price in order to make any money. In the case of

low-level (street) dealers, the quality of their product

may have been diluted many times before he receives it.

The dealer, after h’aving secured the drug, sells it, and

quickly turns it over. He is an asset to his supplier

because, as one dealer put it:

He (the supplier) has got to get rid of all that 
coke. He needs me as much as I need him. There 
is only so much and so many people he can sell to 
and is willing to sell to in large amounts. Granted, 
he can find other buyers, but where is he going to 
find another me! Let's face it, he ain't. He needs 
me to get rid of his shit. He's very paranoid as 
it is. V.Taen he's sitting up there with all that 
coke, he knows he be going away for a long time if 
he gets busted. I knov; this. And v/hen I go to 
deal with him I have that slight advantage.

The process of becoming a dealer is, in essence, 

the ability to maneuver into a position to be recognised 

by older hustlers or those involved in the "rackets" who

67 Hawkins and Y/aller, "Critical ITotes on the Cost of 
Crime," Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology 25(1936) 
579-94.
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can tap the energies of a young up-and-cominf- hustler.

It is that hustler quality or hustler mentality in young 

street "cats" that is sought and looked for by older 

hustlers. There is a kind of legacy or hereditary as­

pect about it. The older hustler knows how he was re­
cruited and looks for similar traits in a younger man.

The young recruit must have such qualities as stamina,

courage, guts ("a lotta nerve"), a rap, and a special

business "head." Frenchy tells how he became a dealer:

Back in those days (1940's), the numbers racket was 
the thing. Very few people were into coke. Scag 
was beginning to make an imprint, I say beginning 
because morphine was on the scene then, more so 
than scag. I used to hang out in the pool hall on 
135th then. A lot of hustler used to come in there 
to shoot the shit, and shoot their game all the time.
I was just a youngster but I had my head straight.
I would clean the place, rack up for the cats,shine 
shoes, almost anything to make a buck. And I learned 
to shoot a pre.tty mean game (pool) myself before 
long. So one day, this dude named "Dank" came in.
He in the big time. He had a bit short (car) and
dressed all spiwy. He wanted to play but nobody 
v/as around. So I jumped up and said half-jokingly,
"Hey man, you wanna game? I'll play you. Give you 
three shots to one, out the stick behind my back one 
eye open and one eye shut. And still bet your six 
dollars to one." I v/as just kidding around, of 
course, but he liked me and beat me. But after that 
he came in one day and asked me how would I like to 
makfe some real money. I said, "How,?" And he said,
"You be my numbers man." And that's the story of 
my life.

In this illustration, the linkage between young men in the 
neighborhood and experienced criminals is made clear. Young 
handsome men are sometimes recruited (turned out) by pros­
titutes to be pimps. In a similar fashion young men pos­
sessed with a hustler mentality are turned out by older
hustlers.
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Alfredo Ro.jas: The Dealer

Alfredo is tv/enty-six years old and Puerto Rican.

He has been selling cocaine on and off for about eight 

years. He attended college, but he felt "There was jive 

and bullshit everwhere." He came to New York in 1950 

with his parents. His mother is a seamstress and his fa­

ther was a cook. Two years ago, his father died of a 

heart attack and for a while, he, his mother and two younger 

brothers lived together in a small apartment in the Hast 

Bronx. His mother knew he v/as selling cocaine, but like 

many parents, he said, "It is tolerated because I bring 

in money, food,clothes and other things that we wouldn't 

normally have." Alfredo is one of four members of a loosely 

organized group of confederates who control three small 

bars on one block in Brooklyn. His expertise in selling 

cocaine came about through his "apprenticeship in the 

street." That is, he learned the various ways to sell co­

caine by picking up tips from older individuals v/ho were 

suppliers. He describes how he first became a cocaine 

dealer:

About 1939, I was about eighteen and into selling 
grass. This friend of mine v/ho v/as supplying me 
would bring over a couple of ounces at "first, and 
I would get rid of that. After a while, I v/as 
selling three pounds a week. Real quantity. Then, 
one day, he comes over and he says, "Listen, my 
friend, I have some coke here. It's only a little 
bit (I think it v/as a half ounce), but it's really 
good. How if you can sell it, I'll bring some more." 
■/hat I neglected to tell him v/as that" I didn't know 
shit about coke. I had never really snorted it and 
never knew how to cut it. You knov; I knew none of 
the things you should knov/ if you're gonna be dealing
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in it. So anyway, I v/as too embarrassed and didn't 
want to seem like, ah, green horn, so I told him 
I'd like to sell it. So anyv/ay, a friend of mine 
at the time,you knov/, Pedro, he happened over a 
day or so later, and I told him a'oout the coke.
He said he wanted to buy some. I think he bought 
a hundred dollars' worth. I was .real excited and 
shit because I said, goddam, if I can sell that 
little bit for a hundred dollars, whit, I can be 
rich (laughter)! So I gave him about half of what 
I had and he looked at me real happy and said, 
"Great!" and that he'd probably be back to get 
some more. A few hours later, Pedro came back.
He wanted another hundred. V/e 11 I gave him not 
quite the other half I had left (laughter). And 
he said he knew people v/ho wanted some more coke.
And he'd check on it for me. A few days later, 
my man (the connection) came bade and I v/as real 
excited and shit (laughter). And he says, "How 
did you do on the coke?" And I said, "Okay, okay.
I sold two hundred dollars worth." He looks at 
me, nor particularly impressed. Ha said, "Well, 
where is the rest?" I said I sold it. He said,
"Then where is the rest of the money?" I said, I 
sold it for $200. He said, "V/hat!! _____  (mother­
fucker in Spanish)!! V/hat, man, you just gave away 
$1,000 worth of pure coke!" (laughter) Blah, blah 
blah. So I felt this small (holding his hands to 
indicate the size he felt). But as I explained to 
him he believed me and he took part of the blame 
because he should have made sure I knew what I v/as 
doing before hand. And you knov/, to this day,
Pedro and I still laugh about it. You should hear 
his story.

Part of the dealer's skills his ability to "get 

over," is definitely related to his personality, his life 

style, and the way he carries himself on the street. Al­

fredo articulates:

People dig me and they think I'm crazy too. You 
know. Because, hey I come off like gang-busters.
They dig that. All my connects dig me cause I can
talk the ears off a billy goat. But I know v/hen to
be cool. In this business, you gotta get out there. 
You gotta make every deal count and you gotta keep 
everybody happy. And that's v/hat I do. You knov/ 
v/hen Had Dog saw me, he dug me. You know why?
Cause v/e had been gambling together. Although I
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v/as a kid compared to him shooting craps and shit.
And then he says, "Don't be fucking v/ith no drugs 
and shit, snorting no cocaine, and if you do, sell 
it— do it so you can make some money." He dug me.
He got big bucks. He's the man. Cause he got tv/o 
big houses and shit doun on 29th Street. A fine 
car. He say I can be his man if I don't fuck up, 
so hey, I listened to him.

The Cocaine Dealers' Cliques:
The Dealing Zone

In Alfredo Rojas' turf, the members of the group 

have a monopoly on the bars in the area. There a.re three 

bars: the Sweet House, Dob's, and La Casa. These bars 

are the territory of Alfredo, Patch, Jubin and Ricky. These 

four dealers established certain area bars by restricting 

other sellers from entering. They protect each other:

all the men are Latin Americans between tv/enty-tv/o and 

thirty-three years of age. The territory is protected 

by silence, stares, force and total ignoring of strangers. 

Hon-Spanish speaking strangers are especially looked dov;n 

upon v/ith distrust and contempt. A patron at the bar 

v/ho does not knov/ v/ho you are, even though you are in the 

comnany of someone the patron knows, v/ill inquire in Span­

ish, "V/ho is he? Is he one of us?" "Ho," is the reply, 
he is a "negro Americana," and from there you are set 

apart. Of course, there are times v/hen you are accepted 

like at the after hours or at a party, but because you 

are basically an outsider v/ho does not speak the language, 

your chances of entering the group intimately is seriously
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handicapped. Alfredo said of a friend of his:

Jorge hates English; v/henever v/e are together at 
his house and any English is uttered, he recoils and 
tells us that in his house only Spanish is spoken.
He works in a factory in Queens, his wife is a col­
lege graduate. He sells cocaine— not a lot hut a 
little key (kilo) here and there. But this guy is 
a genius. He works every day, gets up at five in 
the morning every morning, goes to this fucking 
factory, works till six o'clock, comes home, and 
in two years he moved back to the island, bought 
a house, a car, owns a bar and some land.

Ilembers of the group resent English,and English- 

speaking people. Although individuals may be predisposed 

to liking someone on the basis of friendship and mutual 

contact, most of the time, no such relationships are en­

couraged, especially if you do not speak the language at 

all.

The protection of the dealiryg zone (the three 

oars) is predicated on the territory. Certain turf is 

defined as belonging to a clique who sells to all v:ho 

come within the bars looking to buy cocaine. If customers 

enter and none of the clique members are there, a mutual 

arrangment is worked out with other sellers. The "taut" 

steers new or old customers to one of the sellers in the 

group— if none of them are present v/hen the customer 

arrives. This is often done by making a phone call to one 

of the dealer's houses. Tout is compensated by the 

dealer usually by charging the customer more money than 

it is worth or by cutting the cocaine further before the 

buyer gets it, thereby making enough profit for the two of 

them. For example, if a customer comes to buy and
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v/ants a $ 1 0 0 package, the tout "cat" ;’oes to the dealer 

and asks for $ 1 0 0  on credit, payable in an hour. He 

takes the $ 1 0 0 worth of cocaine, cuts it to make, say,

$200 v/orth. He then pockets $100 worth and takes the 

other half to the customer, collects the money and re­

pays the dealer.

The tout acts as eyes for the clique and he may

also warn customers and others if the police are around.

After going to the bar, I saw three men (one v/hite, 
two latin), sitting and drinking in the back. They 
•were ’.watching a fight on closed-circuit TV. The 
\white man v/as apart from the others, drinking a 
beer. Jubin (23 years old), a tout, is tall, gangly, 
came in and asked v/hat did I v/ant; after looking 
over my shoulder, he sav/ the three men and said,"3e 
cool, there's the man."

In this capacity, the toot is the eyes for the dealer and

the customers, although this reference to the "man" was off
the mark. The v/hite man v/as actually a doorman in one' of

the buildings in the. area. All white men are noticed and
any new white men or white women newcomers to the dealing
zone are considered "the man." Most of the operation will
cease until "the man" leaves.

The Role of the Police

’/hen Alfredo's cousin, Rafael, v/as busted, it './as 

said that the worst thing that could happen to you v/as to 

have to .go to jail, but aside from this, the v/orst fear 

of all is the loss of status that accompanies being arrested. 

Dealers v/orry about being arrested no doubt, but the
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criminal penalties are not as bad as losing the market, 

the friendship, the clique, the glory of selling, ’./hile 

the dealer concerns himself v;ith the police agency as a 

way of being busted, he must also contend with personal 

relationships as v/ell. His profession is illegal and it 

must be nurtured and protected. His personal relation­

ships with women, even friends, for example, must be care­

fully scrutinised. '.Then Frenchy said he could not "fire" 

(leave) his lady friend, he had to let her down "gently," 

v/hat he meant v/as that it is this kind of relationship 

that regulates and controls his normal inter-personal re­

lationships. He realises that to act extremely nasty to 

a v/oman or to hurt her in a personal relationship may lead 

her to "drop a dime on him" (call the police). In other 

words, although the police are a threat, the inter-per­

sonal relationship is a more closer threat.

Dealers are faced v/ith many problems in the street,

and are most apprehensive about police busts, robberies by

stick-up men, being informed on by girlfriends/boyfriends,

family. To be arrested is the beginning of a ciov/nv/ard

trend or a status loss for the dealer. Here is a recent

illustration:

Rafael deals cocaine on the street level. He is 
aggressive and is constantly trying to build up 
his clientele so txhat he can acquire enough money 
to move up in the cocaine„business. Rafael v/as 
recently arrested v/hen the car he -./as driving v/as 
stopped by the police. He had Cl,COO v;orth of 
cocaine on him -which he threw away as the police
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approached him. The others in the car, two women 
and one man, all threw their cocaine on the floor 
of the car. The cocaine that Rafael lost ($1,000)
had to be replaced at a later date. In addition,
his lawyer's fee v/as about $2 , 0 0 0 after his arraign­
ment charges -,/ere dismissed against him. Out in 
the interim, some of his clientele heard of his 
arrest. After the incident, he was not able to 
regain the money he lost. Most of his old customers 
had moved on to other dealers. And the ones that 
stayed were apprehensive about coming to his apart­
ment. Rafael explained, "You see, a lot of them
dudes won't come back. I knov/ that. They're a- 
fraid my phone is tapped or I'm being vvatched and 
shit like that. In a way, I don't blame them. But 
I'm in a position now that's hurting me. That's 
bad for business. You knov/ v/hat I mean? I v/as making 
five or six hundred dollars in a few hours before 
that latest ordeal. Mow an ounce I would have moved 
in a day or tv/o takes me— you know how long it's 
been since I've had this stuff (pointing to some 
coke on the table)— throe weeks. I'm looking for 
a new apartment because that v/ill ease some of my 
people's minds. Just the move itself. And listen, 
don't let nobody fool you. There is lots of cats 
out there dealing blow. Right here in this neigh­
borhood. There are plenty of cats selling coke.
So it's not like it used to be where one dealer
v/as the main cat on the block. Man, there are lots
of cats out there selling coke and selling it 
cheap."

The dealer must, in order to keep his clients, 

sell good cocaine at the going prices and put in a little

extra, if necessary, to woo the customer back. At the

same time, he must try his best not to get arrested. If 

he does get arrested, as in Rafael's case, he may lose 

his business, prestige and all the advantages that go 

v/ith his occupation. The dealer's downward mobility 

begins at the arrest stage and v/ith the resultant loss 

of contact v/ith the community he serves. It is nor im- 

oossible, though, to move back up the cocaine selling 

hierarchy, if he is resourceful and maintains strong
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relationships with those who supply the drug.

In this movement from status, the cocaine dealer, 

after being busted, may either go to the after hours club 

for solace among friends and acquaintances, to drown one­

self in the cocaine euphoria or else to stay away and 

keep a distance. A habitue states:

Last year, I was busted on a bullshit tip (a frivo­
lous charge) and I'm on probation. The spots are 
off limits for me. It's not that I don't -want to 
go to any— I would be lying if I said that,but 
it's not wise to go. Benny's (a club) might be 
okay. But I wouldn't even chance that. Although 
I know he's got protection, I just can't take a 
chance. If I'm busted, I'm gone, and I don't want 

. to go bach- to the joint.

Consistent with the dealer's personality is his 

ability to handle inter-personal relationships. A dealer 
must interact with people of different ages, personalities, 

se::es and ethnicities. He is often provided little pri­

vacy in his home life. But while he has cocaine to sell, 

he must constantly contend the with phone ringing at all 

hours of the night, and the incessant ringing of the door 

bull by a continuous stream of visitors. Often, it is the 

same person calling more than once. In addition, he has 

his own personal life to consider, especially if he has 

a woman or is married and hs.s children.

If the dealer conducts business from his home, it 

is only a matter of tine before he has to "cool out,"

"lay low," or work only out of the bar. And, once he is 

in the oar, especially bars known as cocaine hang-outs,
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other risks are involved such as robberies and police 

busts. Dealers working out of their hones or apartments 

have special problems, mainly attracting too much human 

traffic. One of the ways dealers are noticed is by the 

number of visitors coning in and out of their apartments.

Dealers in low-income communities need not worry 

too much about traffic and the neighbors, mainly because 

dealing or hustling is an .acceptable way of life, hot 

because the community and its people are not concerned, 

but because in times of economic deprivation, most people 

in the community are hustling in one way or another. Also 

there exists a strong apathetic attitude that police and 

other government agencies are not about to stop drug deal­

ing since they are so intimately connected 'with it. Uever 

theless, -when I asked one dealer, X, why didn't he fear 

getting arrested because of the heavy traffic in his apart 

ment, he said:

Look, I don't have that much to lose. I sell little 
stuff. CIO, 020, 050 and if the man comes in here, 
and busts me, the most he will find is a quarter of 
an ounce, and depending on when he comes, probably 
less. How if he hits (busts) the guy with the keys 
(kilos), the -weight, the half keys, man, then that's 
all she-row (the end) for that chump. It's a vicious 
cycle because it's the little guy whose got the heavy 
traffic. The big guy with the keys ain't got no 
heavy traffic. You dig? But me, I ain't got nothing 
and they know it.

Although the street dealer has a continual stream 

of people, this is not an indication of his 'willingness 

to sell to anyone. It means he sells only to those he 

knows. A dealer will often admonish a buyer if he or she
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indicates the desire to bring a new person when they 

acquire cocaine. Frenchy, speaking to a young woman buyer 

on the phone who wanted to bring a friend along, said, "I 

don't-want-to-meet-nobody(emphasizing every word). You 

come by your lonesome. If •you need somebody to hold your 

hand, I'll do it for you."

The dealer -who sells small amounts of cocaine be­

lieves he will not be affected as much by the stiff penal­

ties against the drug as someone who deals on a higher 

level. This kind of logic is in line with "qimmy's1; a 

higher level dealer in YYoodley's "Portrait of a Cocaine 

Merchant!':

He reached over to the end table and from under a 
towel, took a .33 Smith and Y/e stern snub-nosed re­
volver, and six bullets. "See this? I think may­
be you've seen this gun before. But look at the 
bullets."

They were hollo-; tipped, the kind that blow open 
inside and leave a bigger hole where they exit 
than they did where they entered.

"This is a kill gun," he said soberly. "See, cop­
ping what I'm copping now could put me in prison 
for life, if I was caught. Hey, I'm not going to 
prison. So there are situations that would call 
for a shoot out. So when I'm copping these amounts,
I carry this gun. And I would kill anybody that 
tried to stop me."6®

The low-level dealer, like X, feels he faces much less

risk than Hoodley's "Jimmy" because of the smaller amounts

of cocaine he sells. A recent illustration of the low

0 Q
-P.ichard Y/oodley, "Dealer: Portrait of a Cocaine Mer­

chant," The Coca Leaf and Cocaine Papers ed. George Andrews 
and David Solomon (Hew York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 197 5)
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level dealer's relative freedom from arrest took place 

when Mew York's Mayor Beame and Police Commissioner Codd 

went to Harlem to witness drug arrests from a camouflaged 

van. The van contained a one-way mirror. After sit­

ting in the van for only a few minutes, a casual noncha­

lant street dealer approached the driver of the van with 

a ba-g of heroin to sell. It was only after such a blatant 

example of the relative laxity against the drug dealer on 

the street that a minor crackdown ensued.

The Dealer and Social Ties

The dealer's occupation is to sell illegal goods 

ahd services to people who have a taste for an illegal 

substance. As an entrepreneur, and like all business 

people, dealers are confronted with riskproblems and 

competition in their day to day trade. Competition is a 

major source of anxiety for the dealer who sells drugs 

and/or any illegal contraband. There is a certain para­

noia that develops because of it. Dealers must also con­

cern themselves with a wide variety of inter-personal 

factors including who they cultivate as friends and 

lovers in relationships. They must be cognisant of the 

kinds of relationships they are involved in. Frenchy 

relates this story about a woman he is presently seeing: 

She says she's in love but I don't believe it. You

69 "Police Drive Stalks heroin Dealers m  harlem," 
How York Times, 30 January 1977.



219

know you can't trust all these hitches out here.
You can't possibly know -what they have on their 
rninds, or know what they will do. How last week, 
v;e had an argument. She blew up, ,r;ot ma.d because 
Thelma called. IIow I don't wanna ha.ve to go
through all that shit 'bout explainin' to her who
Thelma, is. As far as she's concerned, Thelma is
one of my customers. That's it. But no. If she 
wants to believe otherwise, that's her problem.
But as I think about it, it's my problem, too.
Let'suppose she is in love and I tell her to yet 
the fuck outta my life, hell, hey, she could just 
as soon go outta here and drop a dime (call the 
police) as drop her skirt. That's all it takes.
One dime and urn gone. So I gotta play it cool
and not break her heart. And if I do let her 
down, it's got to be easy, real easy.

Aside from the peculiar and sensitive issue of inter-per­

sonal relationships with lovers, dealers have to wary 

of most everybody including close friends:

Any motherfucker that walks in here and says he 
wants to be my friend, I'm double on guard. Cause 
I know the only friend I got is my mother and 
she's been dead for twelve years. 3o I know when 
you're dealing drugs you ain't really got no friends. 
You just got parasites. Everybody wants to be your 
friend. Everybody wants the best. So friendship 
is a very shaky thing with me. I don't put much 
faith in it.

bTiat is expressed here is the dealer's role as dealer and 

as a person is often ambivalent and conflicted. He is 

unsure at times whether people like him as a person or as 

the "coke man." Friendships that are nurtured after the 

dealer has established himself are often suspect, espe­

cially with regard to ‘./omen. Frenchy makes a distinction, 

however, between women in the street he meets and women 

in the after hours club. He is often putting new formed

friendships to the test:
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You know v,rho your friends are when you have abso­
lutely nothing. Ho money, no coke, stone broke, 
and clG iZ 3. motherfucker who has been pinching and 
begging off you for days for something, for a fa­
vor. You see as long as you got coke, everybody 
and their mother is around. They be sniffing and 
grinning and handclapping, but once the coke is 
gone, they're gone. How you get in trouble and 
see what happens. I have lent motherfuckers my 
last dollar and go back two days later when I know 
they got bread, and what do I get? "Sorry, I'm all 
out," or "I gotta pay my rent," or this bill or 
that. It's happened so many times, it ain't funny. 
How I know ho's around here who know I'm into coke, 
and whenever I go into a club, they all around, 
talking shit, snu.gglin' up, you know. 'Yell, I know 
what they want and it's hard not to succumb to 
this, man, it really is. But I don't respect those 
bitches. I don't, I mean it. How I respect the 
ho's in the spots (after hours clubs) much more be­
cause they are just there to hang (to have a good 
time). You know that, they know that. It's mutual.
I go to have a good time , to give them my shit and 
they're there to enjoy you and whatever you have to 
offer.

Competition

Competition is a major problem for dealers. They 

must not only be concerned about the quality and price 

of their own product, but concerned with the competitor's 

price and quality as well. Dealers are also interested 

in maintaining a rapport and an understanding with his 

clients that the best product can be gotten only through 

him. Dealers of the extrovert type play the "I have the 

best coke in the world" game or "I can get it for you 

any time" approach. They are hustling salesmen with 

smooth tongues.
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John, a thirty-five year old black dealer, commented:

I don't take the first coke he (the connection) 
offers. As a matter of fact, my standard rule 
is always to reject it. That's v;hy when I go' 
to him, I like to take cash. Because if I 3 0 emp­
ty-handed, I have to take whatever he has to of­
fer. Right? I have no choice. But if I take 
the cash, then I can ask for the best. The best 
(with emphasis). I will take a piece (one ounce) 
on consignment plus with my cash, I will take ano­
ther piece. Something that's good. Real good.

salesman, in the sense that they are also con men. They

and a good product as if it were an excellent one. As

the dealer made it out to be, Frenchy's line is:

Thus, in a situation such as this, the degree of trust

regular customers to buy his product, even though it is

Dealers have qualities similar to those of a

are able to 11 a poor product as if it were a good one

I watched Frenchy make a transaction, he was 3 ayin.3 to

one of his customers:

Listen, my man. This shit is dynamite. Dy-na-mite! 
How you know, I always have the best shit. Don't
TO

it is not everythin

'Jell, listen man. You always yet the good stuff 
when I have it. As a matter of fact, I make sure 
you yet the good stuff when I got it. So now tha 
I'm a little short, you ain't gonna support me no 
more? But if you willing to give me a little pla; 
now, although I know it ain't super-duper,..'Jell, 
dig, I'll be willing to tighten you up later on 
when the lady is really smoking. You know that,
now, although I know it ain' 
dig, I'll be -milling to tigh 
when the lady is really snok 
right?

transaction go over smoothly. The dealer expects his

not as good in quality as he would expect. By doing so,
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the customer can e:;pect a fair to better deal for his 

money in the future. This type of transaction has sev­

eral meanings. One, if the customer does buy, the 

dealer has sold a mediocre product to the customer, who 

has felt he not only has gotten "something" to sniff, 

but also has an open invitation to return for something 

better. The customer has a lead bargaining card for fu­

ture purchases. The dealer has found out the level of 

quality v/hich this , particular customer wants in buying 

cocaine, and in addition, he has established a relation­

ship whereby the customer v/ill return (to purchase even 

more cocaine). Then the customer returns, the dealer 

might admit to having no better cocaine than he did before, 

and this type of "con" can go on indefinitely.

Dealers on Addiction

Dealers face many problems, some of v/hich have

already been outlined. In addition to concerns about

the police, robberies, inter-personal hassles, the dealer

is confronted with the possibility of becoming addicted

to cocaine. Addiction is defined as:

...an overwhelming involvement with, and craving 
for, a substance often accompanied by physical 
dependence, which motivates continuing usage, re­
sulting in a syndrome of identifiable symptoms ap­
pearing when the drug is suddenly 'withdrawn.
Decause the social problems of addiction are more 
precisely defined in terms of a specific drug, the 
V/HO has recommended that its use be abandoned in 
favor of the formula "drug dependence of (name of
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drug)"type further differentiating betv/een physical 
dependence and psychic dependence, the latter refer­
ring to a compulsive need for the drug's mental ef­
fects such that the user feels his well-being dep­
ends upon continuing its use. ®

Addiction has been associated v/ith cocaine dealers, mainly

because of the high amount of cocaine they ingest during

their everyday operations. The addiction is to a large

extent occupational. In order to sell cocaine, the dealer

has to be. cognisant of the drug's quality. This means he

has to sniff the cocaine in order to test its marketability.

Every time cocaine is mixed, the dealer has to sniff the

product to determine its quality. This means,in essence,

that the dealer must test whether the product is sellable

in the street market place, and whether it compares -with the

cocaine of other competitors. Dealers are also known to

use friends as "testers," that is to sniff the cocaine for

them and give a judgement to its .quality. The most common

tester is the "coke shooter." A dealer gives a small amount

of his product to a person who injects cocaine. If a

"shooter" registers a good response to the product, it is

considered all right for distribution.

Dealers reveal intimate aspects about their lives 

only at times that are rare and unpredictable. They may 

be either at a low, depressed state of mind, or in a state 

of cocaine euohoria. The following instance occurred in

70 Hi chard Lingeman, Dru-.s from A to Z: A Dictionary 
(Hew York: HcGraw-Hill, Inc."J 19 3 9) ~  3~.
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a bar v/hen Alfredo elucidated this on his life in dealing:

I never told anybody this before but you knov/ I'm 
addicted to this stuff. I don't snort coke for plea­
sure any more. V/hen you got ounces and ounces of 
this stuff all around you all the time and you got 
to sell it, you got to hustle it, you got to go 
out, you got to sell it v/hen you're tired or sad, 
whether you're hungry or drunk. You got to go out 
there. Mov; v/hen I snort, I snort to stay up. If I 
v/ant to get high, I can't take a ten and enjoy it.
I got to take a quarter (3150 - 3200 v/orth of cocaine), 
That's v/hat I need to enjoy myself. It's different 
v/hen a guy comes to cop and buys a fifty. He can en­
joy that. He can sniff a little at a time and enjoy 
himself. I can't. fifty dollars means nothing to me. 
It's a difference having coke to sell and coming to 
cop coke. I think a person is addicted ’..'hen they 
take anything more than once v/hat they like or get 
pleasure from. That's right. V/henever you take one 
sip of coffee and tv/o hours later, you're back for 
another cup, you're addicted to that coffee. And 
that applies to alcohol, pot, whatever. If you take 
anything for pleasure more than once, you're addicted 
to it. I knov: I'm addicted to coke because this is 
one of the problems I face in this business, './hen I 
first started ,snorting, I \/ould take a ten or tv/enty 
and that v:ould be sufficient. If that ain't addic­
tion, v/hat is? All this stuff about coke ain't addic­
tive is bullshit. Anything you take for pleasure 
over and over is addiction. Have you ever heard of 
weekend junkies? V/ell, listen man, there are dudes 
and uomen v/ho shoot up on weekends, get straight and 
go back to their nine to fives every dag- and then on 
-./eekends shoot uo again. That's ri give. Hov/ are they

and run around, scratching, robbing and killing peo­
ple don't mean they ain't addicts. It just means 
they got discipline, that's all. They can regulate 
v/hen they get high.

Another snorter v/ho has sniffed cocaine for over

tv:enty years believes cocaine should not be considered

an addictive substance:

Coke is a desire than, dope is a demand thang. There 
is a difference. You desire or have a strong desire 
for coke. You don't have no crave or get no cranes 
in your stomach behind no coke. Tut that dope, you 
do. If you run outta coke, you just might have the
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mental desire to have more but you can do without.
But if you run outta dope you have a mental and 
physical demand to get some more and you cannot
do without. So v/hat do you do? You beg, borrow,
and steal to get it.

In both these cases, some clear implications about cocaine

and habitual use are present. The habitue who has sniffed

cocaine for over twenty years is testimony in itself of

cocaine's subtle yet powerful attraction.

Alfredo mentioned tolerance and how he gradually 

progressed from consuming $10 to $150 just to get high and 

enjoy it. While this is excessive (for buyers, not for 

dealers), the indication of increased need is clear.

No conclusions have been reached concerning these assump­

tions about addiction. And indeed the very use of the term 

addiction is problematic. The assumptions about increased 

use is predicated on several factors. (1 ) few snorters 

will remain at a small ($10, $20, $50) level when they 

could obtain more cocaine freely or could afford to buy 

more cocaine. (2) Few snorters will sniff small amounts of 

cocaine if they have access to larger amounts. This does 

not imply that cocaine is addictive. It only alludes to 

its psychological attractiveness. The use of cocaine by the 

dealer is to a certain extent an occupational hazard, be­

cause it is essential to his nocturnal life style. Cocaine 

remains image, object and illusion for the dealer and the

snorter/habitue other.
Alfredo: Not only do I like coke but I do not wish

the night to end. If I had my way, the sun 
would never slap me in the face. The world 
would be eternal darkness.
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CHAPTER VIII

CONCLUSION

The city is constructed of many social realities 

and social worlds: among them the world of finance, reli­

gion, politics and drugs. Each social world is a universe 

of regularised mutual responses. Each is an arena in 

which there is a structure which permits the anticipation 

of the response of others, an arena in which one pursues 

his interests with reasonable confidence. Each social 

world, then, is a culture arena, the boundaries of v/hich 

are set by territory and communication. In fact, in the 

social worlds of the various sub-communities, there are 

to be found mutual identification, companionship and 

solidarity,71
Among the more obvious of these is the underworld 
with its complex system of stratification. There 
are the professional thieves and gunmen, the racket­
eers v/ho operate under the protection of corrupt offi­
cials, the various types of r,grifters"who depend 
upon fraud rather than violence, and the "hustlers" 
a category of marginal people such as retail dope 
peddlers, prostitutes, and procurers, and the dis­
tributors of counterfeit c u r r e n c y .

1 1■Tamotsu Shibutani, Society and Personality (Engle­
wood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1951) p̂

72Ibid.
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The cocaine culture found in after hours clubs is 

a kind of underworld in a metaphorical sense: its loca­

tion in the basements of apartment buildings, its night 

culture under the cover of darkness, its catering to those 

who are literally of the underworld criminal network. Some 

of the social factors inherent in the night world, the var­

ious categories and standards for conduct and behavior, 

are what set them apart from outsiders. After hours clubs 

function as an old place (historically) that offers hope 

for new activity. People embracing the values of their 

shared experiences form these social enclaves that are 

characterised by personal risk-taking, emotional depth, 

thrill seeking, personal intimacy, and continuity in time. 

The club is emerging in the frontier of time as a center 

for community action not unlike the barber shop, or the 

street corner once played and still does.
This study has been an exploration into the noc­

turnal sub-world of cocaine snorters, cocaine dealers and 

cocaine clubs. The habitue in this 'subterranean world 

maintains an allegiance to the night side of the city's 

social life rather than to the diurnal side— because his/ 

her activity transpires between 1 : 0 0 a.m. and 1 0 : 0 0 a.m., 

although the time for the habitue's activities fluctuates 

both v/hen the activity begins and when it may end. Time 

is an important consideration because between 1 : 0 0 a.m. 

and 1 0 : 0 0 a.m., most people in the city are asleep. The
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night habitue share something the diurnal beings do not.

They exist in two different spheres.

Conceptually, what brings the actors, rituals, plots, 

language, scenes, stages, fronts and drugs together is time. 

The after hours club is a settlement and the dealer is the 

outlaw in the frontier of time. It is essentially night 

time that they are both in operation. They operate in the 

wilderness of time, those unofficial hours where law en­

forcement is enforcing the least and where there is a strong 

demand by people to enter into the frontier experience. The 

evidence of 24-hour services, events (from all-night gay 

films to all-night diaper services) illustrate the demand.

The attempt here has been to explore the night 

world of the habitue, to understand and describe 

the lifestyles, the attitudes toward society, co­
caine, sex and to gather some sense of the habitue's rela­

tionship with strangers, women, friends, and the whole net­

work of actions within this sub-world. This after hours 

world, in many ways, defies, description. The habitue is 

ever changing, his friendship affiliations at times non­

existent, appearing at times as if everyone was a loner.

There was often no norms or rules present, everything and 

anything was possible. The uniqueness of the after hours 

clubs makes it difficult to provide uniform descriptions 

and/or easy categories in v/hich to place habitues.
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The club maintains a therapeutic function and substitutes 

for other socially pressing problems. There is trust, 

companionship, loyalty, honesty, alone with paranoia, jea­

lousy, distrust, envy among the habitues: a range of beha­

vior attributable to people anywhere. There is the unpre­

dictable side to the after hours world where the habitue 

need not be concerned about conforming to the situation.

To be unpredictable in this world is to defy roles and es­

tablish new rules of conduct that are differentiated from 

the institution rules and to a certain extent, the rules 

set up by the group.

Cocaine leads the habitue to a world of action, 

people, experiences and events. It is not only an illegal 

drug but is a way to success and respect, for the dealer, 

the owner of the club, the individual snorter and others 

involved in the lifestyle. Cocaine users develop iden­

tities throughout their interaction with each other. More 

often than not, the scrutiny characterized by the habitues 

towards strangers in done to limit and protect. Habitues 

come and go as they maintain a close-knit network by pro­

viding nev/s about the daily events, the street scene, drug 

busts, politics .of the country and the world.

Drug use has been synonymous with rebellion against 

society. This characterization has been especially attri­

buted to marijuana users (hippies), LSD 'hcid heads," to 

mention a few. Cocaine users in the after.' hours clubs, 

however, are more involved in a kind of detachment and
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aloofness from society rather than rebellion. There are 

some after hours club habitues who bo not work regular 

jobs but rather than resent "lames" or working .people, 

they maintain a more or less peaceful acceptance of them.

The after hours club presents the community patron 

with a place to satisfy forbidden pleasurable desires in 

a socially conceived, regulated sub-culture. These wants 

are not properly served by the legitimate institutions.

The cocaine after hours club like the Blue Cat Cafe caters 

only to cocaine snorters,late-night drinkers and odd-hours 

workers among others in its specialized functions.

The after hours club can also be seen as a subterra­

nean resistance to the meaning of what legitimate needs 

really are, and how people find illegitimate ways to satisfy 

illegitimate wants. The spiritualist in Latin communities 

provides help for many, pschological disorders; this is a 

role psychiatrists and psychologists usually perform. The 

spiritualists, the "hare krishna" religious sect, abortion 

clinics, Reverend iMoon followers and others take on an or­

ganized form because they service demands that exist and 
cannot be deprived of its utilitarian function. These services

are not part of legitimate institutions, they must then be 

found in an illegitimate institution that meets the needs 

of a growing number of individuals in the metropolitan region.

The common characteristic of illegitimate institu­

tions is that they satisfy come special taste for pleasure
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or needs that society reflects. They,- do not operate 

totally within the law and are in direct conflict with 

the legitimate distributors.(Hughes 19 71).

Institutionalized Cocaine

Cocaine use has become institutionalized in both 

pattern and consumption in the after hours club. It is 

distributed and marketed for consumption there and in 

this sense it is the privatization of an illegal enter­

prise. Part of the institutionalized function is to es­

tablish social control over those members who :form the 

cocaine sub-culture. What has been shown is how this 

sub-culture in an urban environment not only survived but 

is nurtured in the city. People with like ideas and life­

styles find involvement in sub-cultures necessary and soc­

ially rewarding. In addition, urban life intensifies sub­

cultures. The number of people who support the after 

hours club institutions grow larger and larger every day.

The changing urban space produces a need to recon­
sider the interaction between rights and responsibi­
lities of the individual and of his/her society. As 
the physical and emotional space between people dimi­
nish, v/hat happens to the right to be left alone and 
to do. v/hat one pleases with one's own body and mind? 
How can these rights be reconciled with the regula­
tory duties of the state to protect j u s  from drugs 
unfit and too hazardous for unrestricted availabili­
ties?73

7 ̂ Claude S. Fischer, The Urban Experience (Mew York 
Harcourt. Brace Jovanovich, Inc”  197(3) p.o'i
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In this study, I was interested in cocaine culture 

in after hours clubs in Hew York City. I-Iy research method­

ology ’.7as largely as a participant observer. I assumed 

the role of a patron, looking primarily at .how people 

use cocaine in their face-to-face relations with others.

I followed no firm ground rules except to describe accur­

ately what went on and be true to my informants. The re­

search was replete with problems of an ethical, political 

and dangerous nature. The question of ethics still hounds 

me, although the field work has long been completed. I 

had no delusions about the danger involved in researching drug 

users and I was then, as I am now,concerned about any pos­

sible legal and legislative consequences that might trans­

pire as a result of this study. There is one consolation, 

however, in the notion that people in after hours clubs 

have been going there and doing what they do since the 

days of Storyville in New Orleans, Hy study, hopefully,

•will not change that.
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The Beginning of the Study

In 1974, I had conducted a small research project on 

marijuana users in I lev; York for a course given by Dr.

Charles V/inick. The results of that study showed that mari­
juana dealers also snorted cocaine, and more significantly, 

that they had a special place in which to meet to exchange 

ideas, show off new paraphernalia and to specifically share 

in a highly expensive drug with others. I attended one of 

these after hours clubs with a friend before 1974 , and pay­

ing no particular interest in what it had to offer sociolo­
gically, I never returned, v/hen I completed the report 

on marijuana dealers, Dr. V/inick was struck by the refer­

ence to the underground cocaine scene and suggested I do 

a brief research paper on the after hours club. During 

this same year, I began teaching at Rikers Island 

Prison , and because of some political opinions 
the inmates favored, I gained some invaluable informers 

that were to prove crucial to my study. Three of the stu­

dents at Rikers,once returning to the street, contacted 

me and ina flurry of partying, introduced me to ten dif­

ferent after hours clubs during a two week period. It 

was in the after hours club that I met two other invalu­

able persons in regard to the study— Alfredo Rojas and 

Frenchy Charleston. In the different clubs, I was moved : 

by their variety, both in terms of their locations in the 

city, as well as by their special qualities. I went to
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clubs that catered to gay men and lesbian women, transvest­

ites and sanitation workers. The ethnicities in the after 

hours clubs are as diverse as the city itself. Some con­

tain essentially black clientele, others, white habitues 

in black/latin communities. It was common to see Italians, 

Asians, Blacks and Latins cotermingling in the clubs.

On a few occasions at the initiation of the research, 

I ventured alone down dark streets, hoping to get in with­

out my friends. It was standard house policy not to admit 

strangers, but I tried to get in by giving someone's name 

who I knev; frequented the club. On several occasions, this 

was successful, and after entering, I would make it a point 

to make the acquaintance of the.doorman. After eight months 

in the field, I became familiar with a doorman at a mid­

town Manhattan transvestite club. He assured me I was wel­

come to come to his "spot" (club). In the event he was not 

there v/hen I arrived, I could just inform the other doorman 

I v/as a friend of his. Thus, his name was my password and 

it guaranteed ray entry into the club. He said he knew "hun­

dreds" of other places. Getting into clubs did not mean I 

had available informants, however. Quite the contrary, I had 

to be especially careful not to appear overly friendly or 

curious. I knew additionally I must interact with at least 

one person who "hung out" in the clubs on a regular basis. 

Going to these clubs unrecognized meant being sized up by 

the door man and being looked over by the patrons.
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Inside the cocaine club, there existed a society 

of night people, snorting cocaine, smoking opium, marijuana, 

hashish, and drinking illegal alcohol— whores, pimps, gam­

blers, con men. It seemed like hew York at its most naked. 

There v/ere young boys, crap shooters, bulldikes, peddlers 

of marijuana, peyote, cocaine, photographers, hustlers, 

hipsters, doctors and dancers. The dancer with pasties and 

a C— string whispering, "Don't you want some of dis sugar, 

daddy?" while flashing her G-string back with a crisp snap. 

The patron with a beer and a "reefer" mesmerised, sitting 

at the edge of the stage.

The after hours club v/as only the beginning of v/hat 

this study v/as to be concerned with. The use of cocaine 

by snorter/habitues led to dealers v/ho sold the drug,and 

they appeared to be as significant as the club itself. On 

occasion, managers of clubs sold cocaine to patrons, out 

it v/as essentially the dealer v/ho supplied cocaine to users 

outside the clubs in order for them to have it to give away 

inside. In order to supplement my understanding of after 

hours clubs and cocaine snorters, I conducted informal in­

terviews with cocaine dealers and users outside the clubs.

I sought to follow an illegal act to the institution in 

the comnunity that allowed such behavior to take place, in 

order to establish a connection between cocaine and after 

hours clubs.
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I visited thirty-three after hours clubs all 

totaled, most of them in Manhattan, two in the Bronx, 

tuo in Brooklyn, and one in Queens. Once I settled on the 

number of clubs necessary for the study (three), I sought 

to focus my interst in Manhattan. Because of the travel 

involved in commuting to Brooklyn and Queens, and because 

I knew habitues and the doorman at two clubs in Manhattan,

I chose the Blue Cat Cafe as the control club to conduct 

the study. There were other considerations. The club 

in Queens was an integrated one, located in a v/hite 

neighborhood. I thought I might have entry problems and in­

deed other difficulties arose that kept me from this loca­

tion. I felt my going and coming at these late-night 

hours might be viewed as being suspicious by the neighbors and 

the police. The clubs in the Bronx, while closer, did not 

allow me access to them without my friends. In addition, I 
had no contactswithin the institution, as I had in Man­

hattan. In the Brooklyn club, I became a conspicuous 

non-snorter and a bit over-zealous,in the sense that

I was staring too much and asking too many 

questions. One of the owners at the Brooklyn club came 

over to me one night and said, "Listen, my man, i1' you're 

under-cover, I got people that'll take care of all that."

I was not sure whether he meant bribes or force, but I 

nevertheless terminated nr- association there after the* *v

episode.. A friend of mine -who calls herself "the fag's
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fag hag" knew the owner of the gay club (the Bottom Club), 

and as a result, I had little problems in getting into the 

place. But getting to know the patrons was something else 

again. After about two months of coming to this club (ini­

tially I went to each club seven days in a row), I did not 

see open cocaine use, although I heard and witnessed cocaine 

sniffing in the lavatory, and on rare occasions, in small cu­

bicles in the club. One night I went there, I noticed a 

group of four men in a corner conversing. Up to that point, 

very little action was going on save the embracing, dancing 

and sexual intimacy between men. But there was no overt ri­

tualized passing of cocaine and this night I v/as hoping to 

see the beginning of a comparison between heterosexual co­

caine snorters and gay snorters. I walked, inconspicuously,

I thought, nearer to the group of men (but still about eight 

to ten feet av/ay) . One of the men stared up at me and I of 

course looked toward him. His sleeves v/ere rolled up past 

his elbows and both arms revealed purple and red tatoos.

After looking at me for a few seconds, he walked over and 

offered to buy me a drink, to v/hich I replied evenly, "Mo 

thanks." But he went on to say, "Okay, I knov/ I haven't seen 

you here before. Is this your first time?" At this point, I 

v/as comfortable enough in the place to inform him that I v/as 

a researcher of sorts and just wanted to talk. He grew red 

in the face, and in a loud voice, said:

Hey, get a load of this one. He wants to do research
on us. You scam bag! V/hat do we look like? Fuck in
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guinea pigs? You got some nerve walking in here, 
talking about doing research!

At about this time, everyone v/as looking and staring at 

me, and I v/as, to say the least, embarrassed. After he 

finally cooled dov/n, I v/ent over to the bar. The barten­

der said to me, "Don't mind V/ayne, he's off-duty (cop)

and likes to throw his weight around."

There were incidents like these that were at once 

hysterically funny and at the same time, outrageously 

dangerous. It v/as these times I sought to reconsider 

my ethical role in this study. I thought seriously 

and naively at first that I should inform everyone in the 

club about my role. But I soon realized that was not the 

way to do it. I decided to be selective about who I told 

and to inform others once the research was completed of 

my findings. The latter method has proven all but impos­

sible to do. Many of the clubs have either closed or have 

moved to unknown locations. Many of the habitues at the 

clubs have moved on, some have died, others have gone to 

prison. And still others moved out of the city. The after 

hours club has a transient quality that I v/as not aware 

of at the beginning of the study.

My initial contact with the Blue Cat Cafe v/as a 

pleasant one. My informant knew the doorman and several 

patrons, v/hich made my coming back without him easier.

At She initial point in the study, I v/as still in the 

process of choosing clubs to concentrate my research interest.
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The first time I went back to the Blue Cat Cafe, the door­

man did not recognize me. I told him I had come with a 

friend of his only a few weeks earlier but to no avail.

On the second visit, however, he let me in without incident. 

On this re-entry into the Blue Cat I met Frenchy Charleston 

who had just come off "vacation" (prison) and we struck up 

a conversation about "research" on cocaine users. Frenchy 

agreed to talk to me about his life in drugs, I had no 

idea what his "hustle" was at the time but his physical 

and verbal presence v/as striking. He stood over six feet 

tall, weighed about two hundred pounds and had the articu­

late skills of an orator. Frenchy was to prove invaluable 

in this study. Mot only did he tell me about the "life," 

but he also talked about the police, women, politicians 

and society in general. He later owned an after hours 

club and this gave me added insight into the daily opera­

tions of the business. Alfredo Rojas and I met at Frenchy1s 

"spot" (club), although they did not know each other. We 

met as a result of a brief discussion on, of all things, 

the "academy." Alfredo was discussing with a friend of his 

the pros and cons (mostly cons) of university education and, 

more specifically, the role of credentials in society.

After this talk, v/e shared ideas on a number of topics, 

politics, drugs and sex. He v/as having a party the follow­

ing week which he invited me to, and from there on v/e became 

friends.
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The Quid Pro Quo in Street Research

As a researcher in the field, it v/as clear to me 

v/hat information I needed. I needed information about 

cocaine, cocaine sniffers and about the night life in 

cocaine clubs. But as every researcher lenov/s, there is a 

quid pro quo in most research situations. In other words, 

while it may be clear what the researcher wants, it is 

not always as clear what the respondent/informant wants.

In his study on the speed scene, CsTey (1972) noted how 

his "speed freak subjects" in San Francisco wanted him 

to give them access to drugs in return for the informa­

tion about their sub-culture. In the blue collar steel 

worker community in Chicago, Kornblum (1974) v/as asked 

to aid in union politics. There is then this research 

relationship v/here the "respondent" attempts to get things 

beneficial to him in return for information given to the 

researcher. In this study, I v/as often asked to lend money, 

do research on trial cases, dig up information on good law­

yers, hold drugs and drug paraphernalia and act as "straight" 

man in stressful situations.

One night at Alfredo's the phone rang and he v/as 
screaming in a loud voice to the party on the other 
end of the line. After he hung up, he said, "Listen 
a guy is coming over here to cop and I owe him money.
He wants it (money) in coke. I told him I didn't 
have any but somebody already told him I did, How 
I told him my friend v/as here who had some but it 
v/as expensive. All I want you to do is hold this 
bag (an ounce,or two of cocaine), and when he comes, 
tell him it'll cost him 31,509— no more, no less.
Don't bat an eyelash no matter v/hat he says or dees."
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These and other kinds of situations put me in a dif­
ficult position. I felt clearly this was something I 

should not do. But while it was not my role, I could not 
refuse what appeared to him a simple favor, especially if 

you consider he had let me witness and become privy to in­

formation that could send him to prison for life.

Other Research Considerations

I conducted casual interviews in the clubs, and 

more structured ones in the homes of patrons and non-pa­

trons who use cocaine. I had more biographical data on 

French;/ than on any of the other snorter/habitues because 

they feared that I could not guarantee confidentiality.

I did not use real names of people or places in this 

study. My university background was a help rather than 

a hindrance in the study. I had initially felt I would 

be ostracized and told where to go (I was, in some cases), 

but on the whole, people had a "story to tell" and I was 

there to listen. These conversations provided me with in­

valuable knowledge about owners, patrons, drugs and street 

life in general.

Part of the data for these results were obtained 

from extensive lay literature on cocaine available, and 

also government material on the statistical numbers of 

cocaine users nationally, in addition to hundreds of 

"man-hours" of observation and conversations with dealers,
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patrons and people who inject and snort cocaine. Several 

of those interviewed had snorted cocaine for twenty years 

or more. I have witnessed cocaine being sniffed with mari­

juana, alcohol, hashish, opium and heroin by over 2,000 

people in the past two years. In essence, I have seen the 

most intimate portrait of this cocaine world and what it 

means to those who sniff, eat and inject cocaine.
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AP PEI ID IX 2 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

This study must be seen in a political context

because government agencies (in this case, NIDA), often

use such data to further their own ends. In other words, 

these agencies can manipulate the data in ways they see 

fit. This research should not be seen as "value free" and 

I recognize its larger political meanings. Carey (1972) 

noted how we "need to consider every study of an uncon­

ventional nature as 'victims.' If it is true that our 

work will contribute only to the suffering of our 'res­

pondent, ■ then we should be well advised to withdraw from
field studies of powerless groups and focus on the 'over-

74dog's devianc e .'"

Host of the research to date on cocaine has omitted

an entire range of behavior and possible causes of cocaine

use. Street myths about cocaine still need adequate docu­

mentation. Future research should also concentrate on fac­

tors in the popularity of cocaine use such as the media's 

role. Multi-drug use is another area of research that 

should be pursued.

^  James T. Carey, "Problems of Access and Risk in Ob­
serving Drug Scenes," Research on Deviance, ed. Jack D. Douglas, 
(Hew York: Random House"] 19V2) p .34.
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APPENDIX 3 

THE SLANG IN THE AFTER HOURS

American slang was not developed out of some ex­
ceptional gift. It was developed out of the fact 
that new typical situations had arisen and people 
needed names for them. They had to "size things 
up." They had to console'and strike, to promise 
and admonish. They had to describe for purposes 
of forecasting. And "slang" was the result. It 
is, by this analysis, simply,,-Proverbs not so named, 
a kind of "folk criticism."

The snorter/habitue has a vocabulary of hundreds 

of verbs, adjectives and nouns that punctuates his/her 

experiences. There are no neutral words in the argot.

It is either "get down" this, "dig that," "check it out,"

"get hip," "cool out," or "kill me." The language gives 

extremely accurate descriptions of people as they exist.

A "cat" who had problems hearing was called "Deaf," an 

excessive talker "Motor mouth," and a woman with a penchant 

for wigs "Wiggy." A habitue having a good time is referred 

to as someone "getting his jollies off."

The habitue's argot places everything into a plane 

of the 1970's, a space age, a hallucinogenic, mind-expand­

ing sphere where things are geometrically "solid" or "square" 

or "octagon-headed." Those habitues that are elaborately

Kenneth 3urke, Perspectives by Incongruity(Univer- 
sity of Indiana Press, 1964) p. 106 - 107.
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dressed or "high" on cocaine are either cosmically "way- 

out there," "gone," "spaced," "wigged out," "tripped out," 

"far out," or more realistically "decked out." The earth 

bound habitue is into the "real deal," "the struggle," 

"surviving," "gettin1 down," or "tightening up." One ha­

bitue, speaking to another, put it succinctly when she 

asked, "How you doing, baby?""I ain't doing" was the other's 

reply with a sly, wry frown on her face, \7hen the habitue 

takes leave of the place, he "books," "splits," "spaces" 

or "hits the brick." "Motherfucker," "blow," "coca cola," 

"get down," "get yo' shit together," "the joint," and 

"player" are only a fraction of some of the current words 

frequently heard on the lips of these nocturnal night 

trippers.

In the night-time, the habitue shares with others 

the wee hours that are sensate, "something to get down be­

hind." To "get down" is pleasurable and time is of no con­

sequence. The habitue in his/her search for hedonistic de­

lights use sexual innuendo to form a crucial part of their 

vernacular. Nouns for genitals or other sexually-related 

matters include pussy, cat, cunt, jaws, prick, dick, peter, 

gimme some, meat rack, tea room, rough, trade, t.v., tran- 

sie, baby pro, chicken, box, fuck, screw, jam, go down, 

head, ac/dc, blow, boody bandit, cream, head hunter, stuff,

joint,weiner, jelly roll and thang.
The language of the habitue is conical, satirical,

and truthful. To be "crazy" is an exclamation of approval.
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To "grease" is to eat food. The use of this special noc­

turnal language developed into snobbishness, parodying 

the ways of diurnal culture. In the company of a"lame," 

the habitue knows he is scoring a point on the outsider 

because suddenly the "lane1.1 is caught in a social web of 

night creatures speaking a strange tongue. To be "down"

in the after hours is not always possible for the "lame"
76because the "lamen is inevitably "undov/n."

The following glossary is an attempt to capture 

a few of the many words heard in the sub-culture.

7 o for a classic article slang, see Anotole 
Broyard's "A Portrait of the Hipster," Partisan Review. 
Vol. XV, Mo. 6 (June, 1948) p. 727,
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GLOSSARY

"Think v/ith the wise but talk with the vulgar"
(proverb)

AC/DC: a bisexual person

all she-row: the end; final; finished

baad: good; excellent

baby pro: young teenag’ed prostitute

black butt player: a musician v/ho can't read music (archaic)

blast: to get high on any drug or have a good time

blow: cocaine

blow job: to perform oral sex

boo: "bambu," a brand of rolling paper

boody bandit: a person v/ho enjoys anal sex (prison slang)

booster: a shoplifter

box: vagina

bread: money

bullshit tip: a frivolous act, as in "I got busted on a
bullshit tip."

burn: to cheat or to be cheated

cake: money

chick: a woman

chump: a loser

clean: to be dressed elegantly

cocksucker: a woman or a man v/ho engages in fellatio; also
used in a derogatory way
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cream: semen

crib joint: house of prostitution

dime: ten dollars

dipper: a pickpocket

drop a dime: to call the police, or more specifically, to
make a phone call in a phone booth to inform

faggot: a homosexual person, usually male (derogatory)

felony shoes: sneakers

fire: to terminate a relationship

get yo* jollies off: to have fun

gimme some: to ask for sex

go down: to engage in oral sex

gone: a euphemism which means to go somewhere in an exager- 
rated way; to be gone would not be simply to walk, but 
to fly.

half-a-"0": half an ounce of any drug

head: to engage in oral sex

headhunter: a v/oman v/ho enjoys giving oral sex exclusively

hit on: to approach a woman verbally in the hope of winning
her favor

ho: a whore

hog: a Cadillac

jelly roll: penis

johns: male customers of a prostitute

johnson: penis

joint: marijuana cigarette; jail; an after hours club; penis

the joint: the quintessence a "thing"; the highest quality

jook joint: a bawdy street cafe
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key: a kilogram of any drug

lame: green; an outsider, newcomer or virgin in
experience in life

lay low: to restrict one's activity

loose joints: sale of individual marijuana cigarettes

mark: the victim in a con game

Mickey Mouse: denotes amateurishness; a thing or
situation on a low scale - "She had a Mickey 
Mouse game."

nickel bag: five dollars' worth of heroin, cocaine or
marijuana

nickel and dime: the small time hustler; individual
who has not reached the level of sophistication 
in the trade

octagon head: unusually dense or feeble-minded person

ofay: a white person, man or woman

one 'n one: two pinches of cocaine; one in each nostril

0-Z: an ounce

pimp steak: a hot dog or frankfurter

play: to seek approval from a man or woman by using
various verbal and non-verbal cues

popped: to be arrested - "So 'n so got popped the
other day coming out of Piggy's."

to pull: "She attracts the men and is considered the
prize if a dude is able to pull her." This word 
implies motion, a form of play between men and women 
as opposed to "getting play," or simply "hitting on," 
or "rapping to," to pull is to actually "cop," that 
is, to secure a relationship beyond the moment

pure: the highest quality of any drug

piece: an eighth of an ounce of cocaine; a gun

pussy: vagina

rapping: random informal talk or conversation
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roach: the small end of a marijuana cigarette that is al­
most finished: the color and shape resembles that 
of a Mew York cockroach.

scoop: a matchbook cover folded diagonally, and is used 
to lift cocaine into the nose; it also refers to 
winning a woman in an encounter,

scratch: money

set: a place; an apartment or club where people gather

short: a car

short heist: pornographic literature (prison slang)

skag cravers: heroin buyers

skimmer: hat

snort: to inhale cocaine through the nose

solid: great, all right

speedball: a mixture of heroin and cocaine that is injected
intravenously

spoon: $50 worth of cocaine; also is used in reference to
heroin

square: an outsider; any newcomer v/ho is not part of the
subculture

street word: the street culture communication network

stuff player: a con game artist

tater pie: vagina

tell me something slick: to give a person new information;
a form of greeting

the joint: denoting something of the highest quality

three card monte: a street con game

through gamblin': to be finished; complete

tighten up: to give or repay a favor, or simply to give 
someone something: money, drugs or sex

trick: customer of the prostitute
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vibes: feelings between people

weight: a larger than usual quantity of drugs;
"After buying a few ounces from Hector,
Renaldo then came back and asked for 
weight."

weiner: penis

what it is: a form of greeting

wig: head or hair

yo: a form of greeting or way of getting the other's
attention.

huh: to instruct the talker that what was said was not
clear and bears repeating

uh-huh: to affirm, in other words - yes, or a guttural
sound indicating agreement
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