Gang Bus Tour

Summary:


This article is about a former gang member who wants to spread awareness of the hard life gang members live on the street. He started a non-profit group that takes journalists and tourists on a tour through the projects and “rough streets” of LA. Tourists pay $65 for lunch and the tour, led by former gang members who answer questions and talk about their lives in various gangs. All money that is made from these tours is donated to charities that help get gang members off of the street. This brings a lot of people into these areas, and though there is an element of danger, the man in charge has “agreements” with the local gangs to leave the tour bus alone. 

Consider the following questions: Do you think that these gang bus tours will help fix the gang problem in these areas? Why or why not? If you were living in this neighborhood, should you take offense to these tours? Why or why not?

Write: Should the Bus Tours be continued? Why or why not? Write an introduction and two body paragraphs to answer this question. 

On Los Angeles Bus Tour, an Insider View of Gang Life 
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LOS ANGELES — “If nobody moves, nobody is going to get hurt,” Alfred Lomas, tattoos scrawled along his arms and neck, announced from the front of the bus just before it departed. “Just move all your money to the front.”

Pause.

“Just a joke!” he said, as titters of laughter filled the bus, which was embarking on the inaugural run of LA Gang Tours, one of this city’s more unusual offering for visitors.

Mr. Lomas, 45, a former gang member himself, is the organizer and chief guide of the tour through streets that figured in the formation of the city’s infamous street gangs.

While some in Los Angeles debated whether the tour was insensitive or ingenious, it made its first monthly run on Saturday with a nearly full 56-seat coach.

A good many of the seats were occupied by journalists, but the tour also attracted a crowd of the curious, including a real estate agent, a German college professor and tourists from Australia.

Mr. Lomas’s sometimes humorous, sometimes somber commentary highlighted a dozen locales that played a prominent role in the formation of the city’s street gangs — or had some criminal notoriety. They included the Los Angeles County jail; a mostly dry concrete riverbed favored by graffiti taggers; and the sheriff’s station used by the National Guard as a staging post during the 1965 Watts riots.

Although passengers had signed releases warning of possible dangers and Mr. Lomas said he had reached agreements with several gangs not to harass the riders, the only perilous moment came when a car skidded long and loud next to the bus as it negotiated a freeway.

“What’s the main purpose of graffiti?” one man on the tour asked, sending Mr. Lomas into a long explanation that touched on recognition and the “symptom to an underlying disorder.” 

At a few stops, several former gang members aboard the bus took the microphone to testify to life on the streets, something several tourists said they found to be the most riveting part of the tour.

“How you all doing?” began Frederick Smith, 38, who described himself as a Crips member better known as Scorpio. “I grew up in the projects all my life. I’m a product of the streets. I grew up in the business, as you say.”

He said he had recently been paroled from a federal prison after serving nearly 14 years for drug dealing. Now, he said, he has started a nonprofit group, Parolees for Peace, that confronts gang members bent on mayhem.

“I say, ‘Why you doing that shooting?’ ” he said. “I am a product of Watts, and I am trying to do what’s right now.”

There was hearty applause for Mr. Smith and, later, for the others who told similar stories of trying to turn their lives around.

Mr. Lomas beamed. He said that the tours ($65, lunch included) would turn over any profit to help give gang members jobs; the five who joined him on Saturday received a stipend, he said, adding that he hoped that the tour, heavily subsidized now by financiers affiliated with the Dream Center, a Christian-based social service center where he works, would grow big enough to finance a gang- and crime-related museum and other initiatives.

Mr. Lomas said his goal was to raise awareness and educate the public, not to exploit or glamorize.

The next tour was scheduled for Feb. 20.

On TV screens in the bus on Saturday, Mr. Lomas showed a 2008 documentary, “Crips and Bloods: Made in America,” which traces gang development over the past five decades to neglect, deprivation and police antagonism in forgotten corners of the city.

Still, some people in the community have expressed concern that the tour glamorizes gangs or amounts to a “slum tour,” putting poverty and criminal elements on display.

Parts of the tour will do little to dampen such feelings.

As the bus riders peered out the windows in air-conditioned comfort, their views included homeless people pushing carts; men idling on sagging porches; and rundown storefronts.

Mr. Lomas said that he had taken pains to be sensitive and that although he had considered driving through two housing projects considered home to large gangs, he had changed plans and now only included a “snippet” of one. The few people who were outside that project when the bus passed paid it no mind, except for one woman who stared, mouth agape.

At the end, Mr. Lomas and the gang members posed, a few awkwardly, for pictures in front of a graffiti mural at a community center as tourists snapped away in news conference fashion.

The tourists said the tour had been an eye-opening experience that gave them entree to a world they would probably never have visited on their own.

One passed along a tip to Scorpio about getting a financial backer for his nonprofit group. Another promised to offer marketing pointers to Mr. Lomas.

“I was skeptical at first, and thought it would be a ‘titillating’ tour, like how the 1920s New Yorkers used to slum in Harlem,” said Sieglinde Lemke, a professor at a German university who took the tour as part of her research on poverty. “But I think they are on to something with their plan, helping gang members. Maybe I am naïve, but it is a vision.”

