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Teenagers-in Clarendon Heights:
The Hallway Hangers

and the Brothers

0
N ANY GIVEN DAY, except during the coldest winter months, the evening

hours in Clarendon Heights are filled ?ith activity. At one end of the housing de

velopment, elderly women sit on wooden benches and chat, !n the center of the

project, children play street hockey,kickball, stickball, or football, depending on

the season. At the other end, teenage boys congregate in the stairwell and on the

landing of one of the entries-doorway #13.

The Hallway Hangers: "You Gotta Be Bad"

This doorway and the area immediately outside it are the focus of activity for the

Hallway Hangers, one of the two main peer groups of high-school-age boys living
in Clarendon Heights. Composed of a core of eight youths, but including up to

ten additional people who are loosely attached to the group, the Hallway Hangers
are tough, streetwise, individuals who form a disthlctivesubculture, Except for

Boo- Boo, who is black, and Chris, who is of mixed racial parentage, the Hallway
Hangers are white boys of Italian or Irish descent. The eight members considered

here range in age from sixteen to nineteen. Five have dropped out
..

of school, two

graduated last year,
1 and one continues to attend high school. They all smoke cig

arettes, drink regularly, and use drugs. All but two have been arrested. Stereo

typed as "hoodlums," "punks," or "burnouts" by outsiders, the Hallway Hangers
are actually a varied group, and much can be learned from considering each

member.

Frankie, the acknowledged leader of the Hallway Hangers, is of only medium

height and weight, but his fighting ability is unsurpassed among teenagers in

25
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26 Teenagers in Clarendon Heights

Clarendon Heights. Missing two front teeth from one of his few unsuccessful en

counters, Frankie maintains a cool, calculating.demeanor that only occasionally
gives way to his fiery tempe;, He commands the respect of the other boys because

he is a natural leader and because he comes from a family that is held in high es

teem by the city's underworld. His brothers have been involved in organized
crime and have spent time in prison; four of them were incarcerated at the time I

conducted my research. Although Frankie is the ringleader of the HallwayHang
ers, he has never been arrested-no small feat considering the scope of the group's
criminal activity.

Whereas Frankie combines physical.toughness and mental acuity, Slick, al

though no weakling, clearly possesses an abundance of the latter attribute. Very
articulate and perceptive, Slick scored high on standardized tests and fared well in

school when he applied himself (he dropped out last year). Slick gets along well

on the street, where his quick wit and sharp tongue are major assets. Although his

status falls short of Frankie's,Slick is accorded much respect 'by the other boys of

Clarendon Heights.
As Slick is known for the strength of his intellect, Shorty is known for his physi

cal toughness. When a teacher at the local high school remarked, "What makes

someone tough has nothing to do with size 9r even muscle-e-it's the fear factor. If

someone's fearless, crazy, he'll do anything," he doubtless had Shorty in mind. As

his nickname implies, Shorty is small, but well built. His temper is explosive,and

under the influence of alcohol or drugs, he has been known to accost strangers,
beat up friends, or pull a knife on anyone who challenges him. On one occasion,

he repeatedly stabbed himself in the head in a fit of masochistic machismo. Al

though Frankie and Slick also consider themselves alcoholics, Shorty's drinking
problem is more severe. The county court ordered him to a detoxification cen

ter-an arrangement Shorty has slyly managed to avoid.

Like the other three boys, Chris is a self-professedalcoholic who also admits to

being dependent on marijuana. Chris's father (who does not live at home) is

black, and his mother is white, which gives Chris an ethnic heritage that makes

his acceptance by the rest of the Hallway Hangers difficult. A tall, very slender

youth, Chris is loud and talkative but without the self-confidence and poise of

Slick or Frankie. He is often the object of the other boys' abuse, both verbal and

physical,but nevertheless has some stature in the group largelybecause of his loy
alty and sense of humor.

Boo-Boo, the other black member of the HallwayHangers, is a tall, quiet, dark

skinned youth. His serious 'nature makes him a less frequent target of abuse,

which begins as playful racial barbs but often degenerates·into downright 'racial

animosity. Like Chris, Boo-Boo is a follower. A sincere and earnest boy, his gen

eral demeanor is at odds with the violence and bluster that characterize the group

as a whole. Nevertheless, Boo-Boo has been known to fight-and quite effec

tively-when seriously antagonized and generally is held in moderate esteem by
the rest of the boys.

26 Teenagers in Clarendon Heights

Clarendon Heights. Missing two front teeth from one of his few unsuccessful en
counters, Frankie maintains a cool, calculating, demeanor that only occasionally 
gives way to his fiery tempej:. He commands the respect of the other boys because 
he is a natural leader and because he comes from a family that is held in high es
teem by the city’s underworld. His brothers have been involved in organized 
crime and have spent time in prison; four of them were incarcerated at the time I 
conducted my research. Although Frankie is the ringleader of the Hallway Hang
ers, he has never been arrested—no small feat considering the scope of the group’s 
criminal activity. ^

Whereas Frankie combines physical/toughness and mental acuity. Slick, al
though no weakling, clearly possesses an abundance of the latter attribute. Very 
articulate and perceptive. Slick scored high on standardized tests and fared well in 
school when he applied himself (he dropped out last year). Slick gets along well 
on the street, where his quick wit apd sharp tongue are major assets. Although his 
status falls short of Frankie’s, Slick is accorded much respect ’by the other boys of 
Clarendon Heights.

As Slick is known for the strength of his intellect. Shorty is known for his physi
cal toughness. When a teacher at the local high school remarked, “What makes 
someone tough has nothing to do with size or even muscle—it’s the fear factor. If 
someone’s fearless, crazy, he’ll do anything,” he doubtless had Shorty in mind. As 
his nickname implies. Shorty is small, but well built. His temper is explosive, and 
under the influence of alcohol or drugs, he has been known to accost strangers, 
beat up friends, or pull a knife on anyone who challenges him. On one occasion, 
he repeatedly stabbed himself in the head in a fit of masochistic machismo. Al
though Frankie and Slick also consider themselves alcoholics. Shorty’s drinking 
problem is more severe. The county court ordered him to a detoxification cen
ter—an arrangement Shorty has slyly managed to avoid.

Like the other three boys, Chris is a self-professed alcoholic who also admits to 
being dependent on marijuana. Chris’s father (who does not live at home) is 
black, and his mother is white, which gives Chris an ethnic heritage that makes 
his acceptance by the rest of the Hallway Hangers difficult. A tall, very slender 
youth, Chris is loud and talkative but without the self-confidence and poise of 
Slick or Frankie. He is often the object of the other boys’ abuse, both verbal and 
physical, but nevertheless has some stature in the group largely because of his loy
alty and sense of humor.

Boo-Boo, the other black member of the Hallway Hangers, is a tall, quiet, dark- 
skinned youth. His serious nature makes him a less frequent target of abuse, 
which begins as playful racial barbs but often degenerates into downright‘racial 
animosity. Like Chris, Boo-Boo is a follower. A sincere and earnest boy, his gen
eral demeanor is at odds with the violence and bluster that characterize the group 
as a whole. Nevertheless, Boo-Boo has been known to fight—and quite effec
tively—when seriously antagonized and generally is held in moderate esteem by 
the rest of the boys.



Like Boo-Boo, Stoney is a bit of a loner. The only HallwayHanger to hold sta

ble employment, Stoney works full time in a pizzashop. His regular income,

which he recently used to buy a car, earns him a measure of deference from the

other boys, but Stoney lacks the cockiness and· bravado necessary for high stature

within the group. Skinny and averse to street fights, Stoney perpetually but inef

fectively strives to rid himself of the label "pussy." Stoney does share ?ith the

other boys an enthusiasm-for beer and drugs; he has been arrested for possession
of mescaline and is psychologically dependent on marijuana. He has a steady
girlfriend (another anomaly for the Hallway Hangers, who generally reject seri

ous relationships in favor of more casual romantic encounters) with whom he

spends much of his time, but Stoney still values the friendship of the Hallway
Hangers and remains an integral member of the group.

Steve, Slick's younger brother, is the stereotypical project youth. Constantly on

the lookout for a free ride, Steve is insolent and loud but lacks his brother's so

phistication. He is courageous, full of energy, and fights well,but Steve is not par

ticularly popular with the other boys, who tolerate him as Slick's brother and as a

person who can be coµnted on for support and loyalty in the most trying situa

tions. Steve is the only Hallway Hanger still in school; he expects to graduate in

two years (1986).
In contrast to Steve, Jinks is a sensitive, shy boy who shares with Stoney and

Chris a psychological dependence on marijuana. Although he is considered im

mature and is taunted as a "mama's boy;"by some of the Hallway Hangers, Jinks

seems to have inner reserves of confidence and self-esteem that protect his ego

from such assaults. Lighthearted and understanding of others, Jinks is the only
white member of the Hallway Hangers who is not overtly racist Although he

takes a good deal of abuse from the others, especially Frankie and Shorty, Iinks's

acceptance as a bona fide member of the group is beyond question.
These boys come together in the late afternoon or early evening after dinner

and "hang" in doorway #13 until late at night. Thei come to "see what's up," to

"find out what's goin' down," to "shoot the shit," and, generally, to just pass the

time. Smelling of urine, lined with graffiti, and littered with trash and broken

glass,this hallway is the setting for much playful banter, some not so playful "cap
ping" (exchange of insults), and an occasional fight. The, odors of cigarette
smoke, beer, and marijuana are nearly always present. During the weekend, there

may be a case or two of beer, a nearly constant circulation of joints, and some co

caine, mescaline, or "angel dust" (PCP). Late at night, one occasionally stumbles

upon a lone figure shooting up heroin.

In an inversion of the dominant culture's vocabulary and value scheme, the

subculture of the Hallway Hangers is a world in which to be "bad" is literally to be

good. A common characteristic of lower-class2 teenage peer cultures, this empha
sis on being bad is inextricably bound up with the premium put on masculinity,
physical toughness, and street wisdom in lower-class culture. Slick, in articulating
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28 Teenagersin Clarendon Heights

the prominence of this value for the Hallway Hangers, states in definite terms

what being bad often involves.

(in an individual talk)

strcic You hafta makea name for yourself, to be bad, tough.whatever, You hafta

be, y'know, be with the "in" crowd. Know what I mean? You hafta-it's just all

part of growing up around here-you hafta do certain things. Some of the

things you hafta 'do is, y'know, once in awhile you hafta, if you haven't gotten

into a fight, if you have a fight up the high school, you're considered bad.

Y'know what I mean? If you-beat someone up up there, especiallyif he's black,

around this way ...

if you're to be bad, you hafta be arrested. You hafta at least

know what bein' in a cell is like.

(In a group discussion)

JM: So how is it that to be what's good down here, to be respected ...

SLICK: You gotta be bad.

FRANKIE: Yeah, if you're a straight A student, you get razzed.
. .

SLICK: Then you're a fucking weirdo, and you shouldn't be living here 'in the first

place.

SHORTY: No, you got people down here who don't drink and don't smoke.

SLICK: Who? Name one.

SHORTY: Crane. Bruce Crane.

FRANKIE: Yeah, but like he's sayin',whadda we think of Bruce Crane?

SHORTY: Fucking shithead (all laugh).

Thus, good grades in school can lead to ostracism, whereas time spent in

prison earns respect. To be bad is the main criterion for status in this subculture;

its primacy cannot be overemphasized, and its importance is implied continually

by the boys.
Frankie carries the notion of being bad to the extreme, despite its offensiveness

to conventional American values. In June 1983, John Grace, a bartender in a pub

across the city, shot _!wopolice officers and was himself wounded in a gunfight in

Clarendon Heights-Allthree survived, and at the time of this interview, Grace

was awaiting trial in a county jail where two of Frankie's brothers were also serv

ing time. "Fucking Grace, he's my man. He's taken care of. My brother says he'll

have a fucking joint when he see him in his cell. He's in lock-up, but they take care

nf him. He's a big fucking dude. He's respected up there, man. He's the baddest.

He shot a fucking cop. He's golden, he's there. That's the best you can fucking do}'
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Although such a drastic view is seldom voiced 'or acted upon by the Hallway

Hangers, success for members of the peer group does involve physical and emo

tional toughness. In addition, a quick wit is essential, for much time is spent cap

ping on one.another,

Teenagers in Clarendon Heights 29

(in the hallway late one afternoon)

SHORTY: (drunk) Hey Steve, what are you doing tonight?

STEVE:· Nuttin'. Why?

SHORTY: You wanna suck my dick?

STEVE: You're the only gay motherfucker around here.

SHORTY: Yeah? Ask your girlfriend if I'm gay.

STEVE: Yeah, well, you ask your mother if I'm gay.

This type of sportive banter is common, a diversion to interrupt the boredom in

herent in hanging in hallways for a good portion of the day.

JINKS: Everyone gets ragged on out there. It's just when you're high, y'know,

you're drunk-you start ragging on people. Helps the time go by.

Sometimes, of course, real venom lies behind the words. In that case, size and

strength ate the crucial elements for success in an altercation. For behind all the

posturing lies th.._ereality of the pecking order, which is determined primarily by

physical toughness. Fighting ability is the deciding factor for status demarcation

within the group; those lacking in physical stature must compensate for it with

aggressiveness and tenacity or learn to live with a lot of abuse, both verbal and

physical.
.,,

For the Hallway Hangers, being bad entails the consumption of alcohol and the

use of drugs on a regular basis. The boys are intoxicated for a good portion of al

most every weekend and drink heavily during the week. During the summer, the

level of drinking reaches staggering proportions, often involving the consump

tion of two or more "beer balls" (the equivalent of two and half cases of beer pres

surized into a plastic ball about two feet in diameter) a day for a group of eight or

ten boys. Although none of the Hallway Hangers is drunk constantly, Frankie,

Shorty, Slick, and Chris all consider themselves alcoholics.

FRANKIE: See, the way we are right now, technically we are alcoholics. Y'know, I

can go days without drinking alcohol. It ain't like I need it, but right now I want

it, y'know; it helps me get through. Y'know, get through problems, whatever; it

helps me get through. Take away all the fucking problems down here, and there

would be no problems with alcohol.
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helps me get through. Take away all the fucking problems down here, and there 
would be no problems with alcohol.
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Shorty is honest about the debilitating effects of his dependence on alcohol.

I

ti

(in a group discussion)

SHORTY: I think when you're an alcoholic like me, man, you ain't gonna be able

to hold no fucking job. You say things you fucking forget.

FRANKIE: Yeah, yeah. I hear ya.

SHORTY: I mean, I don't remember trying to stab my own brother in the back; my

other brother caught me. That's when I knew I was dead-up an alcoholic. Then

I stabbed myself and three other people.

JM: How' d you get to be an alcoholic in the first place?

SHORTY: Being with these motherfuckers (all laugh). These got me going.
Frankie always used to drink before me. I only used to drink about a beer a

night, and I used to get buzzed every night. It's like this now: six pack-Mon
day through Friday. Friday, it's a case, and when summer comes, it's

...

ALL: Beer balls!

Most of these boys began drinking beer regularly at the age of thirteen or four

teen; their preferences now include whiskeyand Peppermint Schnapps.
The Hallway Hangers also began smoking marijuana when they were twelve or·

thirteen years old, a tendency that has led man'yto use an assortment of heavier

drugs as well. Most of them describe stages in their adolescence during which

they used PCP, mescaline, yalium, or-TffC'{the chief intoxicant in marijuana),
Only Chris admits to having used heroin; Frankie's experience is more typical of

these boys.

(in a group interview)

FRANKIE: My drug was, my freshman and sophomore year, I was 'into THC,

right? And you get a tolerance and shit, and you start doing three and four hits.

SLICK: Frankie was a junkie.

FRANKIE: Well, yeah, I didn't boot it [shoot it up], but I was addicted to it, defi

nitely.

Having moderated what they now seeas their youthful enthusiasm for different

drugs, the Hallway Hangers generally limit themselves to marijuana.and cocaine.

All the Hallway Hangers smoke a great deal of marijuana; Chris, Jinks, and Stoney
acknowledge their dependence on the drug. Marijuana joints circulate indoor

way #13 almost as often as cans of beer, and· all admit they get high before and

during school.
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to hold no fucking job. You say things you fucking forget.
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right? And you get a tolerance and sfiit, and you start doing three and four hits.

slick: Frankie was a junkie.

FRANKIE: Well, yeah, I didn’t boot It [shoot it up], but I was addicted to it, defi
nitely.

Having moderated what they now see ^ls their youthful enthusiasm for different 
drugs, the Hallway Hangers generally limit themselves to marijuana,and cocaine. 
All the Hallway Hangers smoke a great deal of marijuana; Chris, Jinks, and Stoney 
acknowledge their dependence on the drug. Marijuana joints circulate in'door- 
way #13 almost as often as cans of beer, and'all admit they get high before and 
during school.



Despite their own widespread use of marijuana and occasional consumption of

cocaine, the Hallway Hangers have no respect for junkies or "dustheads," those

who are addicted to heroin or angel dust.

JINKS: We all know how to make a fast buck on the street. Buy the pot, roll up

joints, sell 'em for two bucks a joint. Pay thirty for a bag; get twenty-fivebones

out of a bag--there's fifty bucks for thirty bucks.
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Jimmy Sullivan, an experiencedand perceptive teacher of the adjustment class

in which Frankie, Shorty, an
..

d Steve are, or were at one time, enrolled, gives a good

description of the Hallway Hangers' criminal careers.

Obviously, underage drinking and drug use are illegal,and the Hallway Hang

ers have made their share of trips to the police station and the courthouse. Stoney

has three convictions, twice for possession of narcotics and once for passing

stolen property. Boo-Boo has been arrested for "hot boxes" (stolen cars). Chris

has assault with a deadly weapon in addition to some less serious convictions on

his record. Shorty has been to court for larceny, assault with a deadly weapon, and

other less substantial crimes. One of the older teenagers on the fringes of the Hall

way Hangers was convicted of rape and sentenced to eighteen months in the max

imum security state prison after his sophomore year in high school.

These, of course, represent only the crimes at which the Hallway Hangers have

been caught. Their criminal activity is actually much more widespread. Those

trusted by the Hallway Hangers are occasionally approachedwith offers for good

deals on bicycles, stereo equipment, or musical instruments, all of which have

been stolen. Chris makes serious money dealing drugs. Other Hallway Hangers

make small amounts of cash selling drugs to friends and acquaintances.

( in an interview with Shorty and Slick)

SHORTY: Little Tony and them, fuckin' ten, twelve years old, smoking pot, taking

drugs. And that ain't good, at that age, cuz me and him don't do drugs; maybe

coke, y'know? Coke and pot. But a lot of other dudes out here, they'll be taking;

they'llbe shooting up and everything. We don't even bother with them.

(in an individual interview, beforehe droppedout ofschool)

JM: Chris, you get high a lot in school?

CHRIS: Oh, yeah. rm highevery time I go to school. I gotta be. Sometimes I even

drink before I go-I'll have a few beers. It's too much if you don't. I'm a fucking

alcoholic. I do a lot of cocaine. I'll do up cocaine whenever I can get it. Fucking

expensivethough.
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jm: Chris, you get high a lot in school?
CHRIS: Oh, yeah. I’m high every time I go to school. I gotta be. Sometimes I even 

drink before I go—I’ll have a few beers. It’s too much if you don 1.1 m a fucking 
alcoholic. I do a lot of cocaine. I’ll do up cocaine whenever I can get it. Fucking

expensive though.

Despite their own widespread use of marijuana and occasional consumption of 
cocaine, the Hallway Hangers have no respect for junkies or “dustheads, those 
who are addicted to heroin or angel dust.

{in an interview with Shorty and Slick)

shorty: Little Tony and them, fuckin’ ten, twelve years old, smoking pot, taking 
drugs. And that ain’t good, at that age, cuz me and him don’t do drup, maybe 
coke, y’know? Coke and pot. But a lot of other dudes out here, they 11 be taking, 
they’ll be shooting up and everything. We don’t even bother with them.

Obviously, underage drinking and drug use are illegal, and the Hallway Hang
ers have made their share of trips to the police station and the courthouse. Stoney 
has three convictions, twice for possession of narcotics and once for passing 
stolen property. Boo-Boo has been arrested for “hot boxes” (stolen cars). Chris 
has assault with a deadly weapon in addition to some less serious convictions on 
his record. Shorty has been to court for larceny, assault with a deadly weapon, and 
other less substantial crimes. One of the older teenSgers on the fringes of the Hall
way Hangers was convicted of rape and sentenced to eighteen months in the max
imum security state prison after his sophomore year in high school.

These, of course, represent only the crimes at which the Hallway Hangers have 
been caught. Their criminal activity is actually much more widespread. Those 
trusted by the Hallway Hangers are occasionally approached with offers for good 
deals on bicycles, stereo equipment, or musical instruments, all of which have 
been stolen. Chris makes serious money dealing drugs. Other Hallway Hangers 
make small amounts of cash selling drugs to friends and acquaintances.

jinks: We all know how to make a fast buck on the street. Buy the pot, roll up 
joints, sell ’em for two bucks a joint. Pay thirty for a bag; get twenty-five bones 
out of a bag—there’s fifty bucks for thirty bucks.

Jimmy Sullivan, an experienced and perceptive teacher of the adjustment class 
in which Frankie, Shorty, and Steve are, or were at one time, enrolled, gives a good 
description of the Hallway Hangers’ criminal careers.




