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GAMMAGE REMEMBERED; DECADE LATER, WORK CONTINUES AGAINST POLICE BRUTALITY. (Local)
The Post-Standard (Syracuse, NY) 

Byline: BoNhia Lee Staff writer; Compiled from news sources by Bonnie Ross, staff researcher Narves Gammage was so emotionally drained after her son, Jonny, died while in the custody of suburban Pittsburgh police 10 years ago that she and her husband later left Syracuse. 

"We felt overwhelmed and wanted to get out," said Gammage, who moved to the Central Florida area five years ago. "I stayed in the house for a couple years when I moved there." She only left the house to do some shopping. But now, Gammage has learned to live with the pain of losing her son, thanks to her two teenage grandsons who help her cope with the pain. 

"It seemed a long time, but then again it seemed like it was just yesterday," said Gammage, who is visiting relatives in Syracuse. Jonny Gammage died 10 years ago today after he was stopped for a faulty brake light while driving through suburban Pittsburgh. He died of asphyxiation after the officers pinned him to the ground. Gammage, a Syracuse businessman, was driving a Jaguar owned by his cousin Ray Seals, former defensive end for the NFL's Pittsburgh Steelers. 

Three white officers were charged in the death of Gammage, 31, who was black. A jury acquitted one officer and the case against the other two ended in mistrials. 

To mark the 10th anniversary of her son's death, Gammage plans to travel to Pittsburgh today for the premiere of a documentary about her son's death. Also traveling with her are Gammage's uncle Tommy Seals, a Syracuse city councilor, and Donna Reese, former president of the Syracuse-Onondaga County NAACP. The documentary, "Enough is Enough: The Death of Jonny Gammage," produced by Billy Jackson, chronicles Gammage's death and the events afterward using newspaper clippings and interviews with people involved in the case. It will be shown tonight in four locations in Pittsburgh. The documentary will be sold and distributed, Jackson said. 

Narves Gammage hopes the film will show people what her son was like. 

"My family would hope the documentary would let people know about Jonny's life and what type of person he was, what he did and what he had planned with his life," she said. Reese, Tommy Seals and others hope the documentary creates a new surge of activism against police brutality. "What we hope to do by this anniversary is keep the evidence fresh in people's consciousness so they can be aware and see if brutality is taking shape in any shape and form," said Seals, a former Syracuse police officer. 

In the years following Gammage's death, his family, friends and their supporters held rallies in Syracuse, Pittsburgh and Washington, D.C., to advocate for changes in police attitudes and procedures. 

Not much has changed in the last 10 years, Reese, Seals and others said. 

"Now is the time for people to say this has been 10 years and we still haven't had a law," Reese said. "They had Jenna's Law, the Amber Alert ... 10 years later, we still don't have a Jonny Gammage Law." The Rev. Larry Ellis, who buried Gammage, pushed for the creation of the Jonny Gammage Law, but that effort went nowhere. Ellis proposed a law that would allow for federal officials to investigate cases in which any police officer is charged with violating a person's civil rights, including bodily injury or death. Though there's no law, Ellis said, the Gammage case raised awareness about police brutality. 

"The community learned that racism is alive and the blue wall of silence is still powerful," said Ellis, pastor of God's Way Church of Jesus. "When it comes to a black life there is an indifference." 

Rep. James Walsh, R-Onondaga, said the law failed because there was no support for it. 

"It really didn't have much support," he said. "It was a lack of congressional support." 

Walsh convinced federal officials to take another look at the case after state trials ended in two mistrials and an acquittal, but the U.S. Justice Department decided not to pursue criminal charges against the officers. 

In 1999, he invited Bill Lann Lee, then acting director of the U.S. Justice Department's civil rights division to Syracuse to meet with the Gammages. Lee, however, decided not to reopen the case. The Gammages saw Lee as their last hope. 

The Gammage case resulted in some changes in police procedure in Pittsburgh, said Sala Udin, who serves on the Pittsburgh Common Council. The city has a five-year consent decree that allows for a court-supervised agreement detailing procedures for monitoring officers' behavior, he said. The Pittsburgh Common Council has declared today Jonny Gammage Day. 

"I think it has changed and improved policing in Pittsburgh," Udin said. "So although it was a high price to pay, I think (Gammage's) death has resulted in forward motion." 

Ray Seals said he's honoring his cousin's memory by helping improve the lives of young people in Syracuse. He coaches football at Christian Brothers Academy and Kirk Park and works as a hall monitor at Delaware Elementary School. 

"I know when he was alive right before the situation, me and him had been putting things together working with communities in Pittsburgh and Kirk Park," Ray Seals said. "I'm pretty sure that would have been his role in life." 

Brutality cases 

Here are other cases involving white police officers and black men. Not all are necessarily high-profile cases. 

February 2005: Jerrod Miller, 16, was shot by Delray Beach, Fla., officer Darren Cogoni. Cogoni, 23, fired on Miller after the teen drove onto the campus of the Delray Full Service Center for a school dance. Cogoni asked to see Miller's driver license, and the teenager, who did not have one, drove off erratically, scattering students gathered outside the school gym, according to witnesses. He had turned away from the gym when Cogoni fired. A grand jury cleared Cogoni. The department fired the officer. 

December 2002: Charles A. Dixon, 43 of Altoona, Pa., was involved in an altercation with police from Mount Oliver and Pittsburgh while attending a birthday party at the Mount Oliver fire hall. Witnesses said he was restrained by 13 officers. He lost consciousness and died two days later of positional or mechanical asphyxiation. Criminal charges have not been filed. The family accepted a settlement from Mount Oliver in December 2003. 

July 2000: Thomas Jones, 30, was beaten by 14 black and white officers after being chased during a carjacking in Philadelphia. The beating was recorded by a TV news helicopter. The officers were cleared of criminal charges by a grand jury but later suspended for various lengths of time. 

May 1999: Desmond Rudolph, 16, was shot to death by two Louisville, Ky., police officers. Unarmed, Rudolph had attempted to drive away in a stolen vehicle when the officers fired 22 shots into the truck, hitting Rudolph at least nine times. The officers were not indicted, but the family settled a lawsuit with the city. 

February 1999: Amadou Diallo, 31 a West African immigrant, was hit by 19 of 41 bullets fired by four New York City police officers as he stood in the vestibule of his Bronx apartment. The officers said they believed he had a gun. He was holding a wallet. The four officers were acquitted of all charges by a jury in Albany. 

October 1997: Jermaine Henderson, 22, a College of Saint Rose basketball player, was beaten by two Albany police officers when he was handcuffed after a bar fight. The two police officers were cleared of second- and third-degree assault charges in 1999. 

August 1997: Abner Louima, 31, a Haitian immigrant, was beaten and sodomized by white officers. Seven officers were charged either in the beating or a cover-up. All were either found guilty or pleaded guilty. 

Compiled from news sources by Bonnie Ross, staff researcher 
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