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Thomas Cahili
Interviewed by Scott Bishop
February 8, 1990

Transeribed: Nicole Weinsteln

Scot1 Bishop: For the purpose of conducting an interview for & graduate studies project
i oral bistory al San Pranciseo State University, Ultimately this tape will becone part of
the oral history collection held by the Bancrodl libracy on the campus of the University at
Calitormia at Berkeley, "Chicl where were you born'™

Thomas Cabil{ | was bom in Chicage on the Northwest side om Montana strect. The
exact. ..

SB: What brought vou 1o San {Francisco”

TC: Well, when | was (wo years old my parents who swere both Irish retuened to Treland
and my sister who was o years older than | was and 1 natueally woent with thent and ub i
went all through schouol 1o leelund. 1 was studying to be a school leacher. And I reached
age 19 1 eft lreland and 1 retumed o the Ulnited States with a cousin of my fathers, Tub
remained 1 Alhambra for only a couple of weeks. down in Southern Califomnia. and then
wenl up o a4 000 acre colton and gram ranch. which was owned by this cousin af my
fathers. And | did not like the looks of the ub land and terrn of that arca baving coming
out of the green hillside of [relanel. And uh. another gentleman and T lefi the ranch an the
same time and swent inw Fresne thipped a nickel. he drew South and | eame Nerth, that
wias the depth of the depression, 1930 1 came into Sao Franeisco in the month of April,
gave mysell wo weeks to get ajob. 'mstill here.

NB: Woere vou ever active in polities m San Francisco?
T : Never in politics. no,
SB: When did vou jomn the San Franciseo police department”?

TC: | joined the San Francisco police department July 13" 1942, L walked a beat rode
radio car spent n the disiricts spent 3 years inan aecident imvestigation went from that
o the night division in the burcau of inspectors and then ul L went inte homicide and 1
served in homierde in the gangster division from 1946 1o 1936 and [ came cither a
mentber of homicide or running homicide and during that time "3G and "3 1 was
assieied o the Ketaus or Senator Estes Kelaover crime comnuission which was
mvestigating major syndicated crime 1o the Uinied States [ traveled all over the country
with them. particwlarly in connection with the ubh mafia and their operations because we
hid 2 malia Lilling here a gendeman by the name of Nick deJohn out of Chicago he had
bwen in charge of the bouks on the north side i Chicago. be was murdered here and our
inveshigations curried us all over the country so the Kelauver conumittee asked the chiel
at the time Chiel Mitchell that we be alloawed 1o travel with thom 1o evaluate their
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infarmatiom that they were pathering and had pathered. | was appointed depaty Chielin
Febroary of 1936 Chicl after Frank Aherns death T became Chielin 1938 and served unil
I retired in 197t T senved under Mavor Gearee Christopher, Mavaor Jack Shelley and
Mavor Allioto.

SB: Thank vou. Were vou active in the police officers assaciation’

T2 was a member of the palice offtcers assoctation but uh. never on the hoard or
anvthing of that type. never invalved in the negotiations. other than when they came to
my office when [ was chiell

S8 Could vou briefly characterize the SFPD during the 19505 and the 1960757 In the
mid 19307 the San Franceseo Chronicle relerred 1o the SFPD as the “Blue Gang™. Can
vou comment on that? What did they mean by the ~Blue Gang™

TC: There was a writer [or the San Francisco Chronicle. name was Charles '
Charles was 1 think in Sonoma County, And uh Charles did a 2reat deal of writing
on the San Francisco police department in Tact Chicl Ahern who was the chiel prior to me
had been assigned to a task foree ta uh bring an end 1o, or atlempt to bring an end 1o uh
prostitution particularly gambling and any other major crimes in the city he was assigned
a spucial group prior o his being appointed chied of police. And Charles _ branded
some of the police who were uh alleged 1o have been invalved in tllewal activity and
gither by invalved or winking ot whatever was vaing an it the city in those days that
was priar to Frank Ahern and ov admanistration. And he called them the ~Blue Gang™
Zgigh= the police department whe were involved 1n. or were alleoced to have been
tmvolved o illegal activities,

S8: Woere charees made and woere any oftteers prosceated suecessishy?

TC: Libhhe 1 don’t think there were any prosecuted in the eriminal courts, Twish { had. ..
[ have o remember that there was (the Atherton investization in 1936 where there were
charpes belore the prand jury and where a number of vh particularly Captains.
Licutenants and Serecants as well as patralman who were cither suspended or taken ot
of the department completely. removed lrom the depatment. He was an ex-FBL man and
there was a preat deal of uh supposed]y involvement of the police with the crintinal
clenmuent of thuse days.

SB: As police chiet, what pressures. it vou can remember. did vou experience regarding
the homosexual pepulation of San Franciseo and specifically 'm thinking ol individuals
coning o you or Writing to you or erganizations saving that the gay population was
inereasing. something had 1o be done about 110 Were vou subjected o this kind of
pressure and 117 so where did o come from?

T Wot at all, the gav issue was uh really uh not in the picture in my time,
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SB: During the 1935075 chiefand the 19607s the San Francisco police department on a
rather consistent basis raided gay business establishmients and other business
gstablishmients that supposedly “catered™ to a gay popuiation. Why was this?

T Thers were not many gay cstabiishments o my recollection inomy tme in San
Francisco, And as far as [ can tell vou now 10 they were raided. they were raided the
samme 2% any place clse thal misht have a uh criminal element involved but as far as the
vay isste el uh it was a not a prablem ain my time,

SB: Duorning the 195075 and the 19607 the Cadifornia State Alcoholic Beverage Control
Commission investigated on a very regular and continuing hasis gay establishments and
attempted to close down bars that catered to homosexuals, Did vou cooperate or were you
asked 1o cooperate with there efforts and il so what did this invelve?

T Well the palice did eooperate with the Aleohol Beverags Control in connection with
any type of dlepal activity that was ub invaelved and uh looking back now | remember one
ol 'my ofiicers having been approached by ubhbh a person, dressed as o woman, who

he. .. who was invited. wha invited him. to uh ber quote her apt and when he ub arved
therz. he no sooner gol inside the door than the person beeame very amaraus and backed
hinn up toward a wall, The wall turned out to be a closal that opened and a pergon with a
blunt imstrument was in the closet and was going to strike him on the bead but he was on
the alert. These were the tvpe of actvities that we were looking for and preventing
because the ordinary person would not have been alert. as the oflicer was. And ob that’s
thy only reason he didn’ get hurt. Now | know that my officers who were on those
ASSIENMENTS Were

SB: vice assignments

T vice assignments of that tvpe resented <ladghing= it very muoch they wanted no part
ol it they d rather gt out and do regular police work and  be workimg ondercover
wrap people like those, T saw one person show op one morning, [ have oo 1dea what the
person was arrested Jor. dressed as a woman, and vh ub was very shapely but had big
feet.

SH; <laughing:

TC: couldn™t 2et away with the hig feet shim ankles and evervthing. but uh one of my

COMIMISSIONCTS was yery upsel because we had this person i the e sard vou weld
me women were never brought inte the Do vow have any idea what the | is?
S$8: No

TC: Fach morning the inspectors of police went W a special auditorium and those who
were picked up the night before arrested appeared on stage for major erime oh criminal
stuft nat drunks you know but for crime specific crimes and the detectives looked them
over W see 1l they would recognize them as having been invalved in any of their cases as

Lad
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suspects and we never did put women inthe . S The  was discontinued in my
tinie. Bul uh this person was there all dressed up as a woman and I remember the
commissioner raising a cang with me for pulting a swoman in there and | sad that™s nat a
woman that's @ man, And he wouldn™t belicve me until his namy was. his first name was
Leon and the Licutenant who was reading the reasons why he swas appearing there said
that [.eon had lured this undercover efficer W g room and attempted to strong arm hin.
and that's the reason why it swas nol & woman il was 2 man. and we had those types of
problems with gays but the gay issue as 1018 woday uhlhh s quile in focus it was not that
sitvation in my time,

SB: Were vou avare ar did the vice squad pursue policies of entrapment or enticenient’?
TC: What Kind uh shat are vou alking about?

SB: Entrapment or enticentent that 15 where an individual or a viee cop will atlempt to
imstigate a contact on his own which othersise might not have oceurred for the purpose
ol completing an arrest. fn other words setting up a situation that would attract a responsy
and aceordingly an arrest would take place that’s entrapment and enticement,

TC: Well cven in my time vou had o be very very carchul that vou didn't get involved in
anything that would be brought up in court us entrapment that’s something that we gh
always had o be very carelul. Never happened. there™s no painl i making an arrest
based on entrapmaent and then have 1t thrown out ot court that™s a waske of man power
ard 4 waste of ume and stupid w stand with,

SB: Thank vou chiell During the 195075 and the 196075 the FII gathered information on
homosexuals in San Francisco as chiet of police were vou ever contacted by the FBI and
if so for what purpose?

TC: We cooperated with the FBIL we cooperated with all apeneies ot government o
crintinal matters uh 17 was thelr case. they were the persons who uhh initiated the action
and who took responsihility for the uh conduct of the investgation whatever it might be.

SB: As police Chiefl Mr. Cahil were vou aware that police inelligence was gathering
information on homosexuals in San Franciseao?

TC: Uhhb intelligence was not gathering information on homasexuals as homeosexuals or
a8 a4 group, we were gathering information on individuals in conneetion with eruminal
activiry.

SB: Woere vou ever as police chicl contacted by thie local military in San Franeizeo
regarding the homosexual population?

TC: Mmm.. L don t think T had anything o do with the military as {ar as homosexuals
were concerned course we worked with the military where persons were AWOEing and
so ot bul not front that stand pomt,
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SB: As police chicl were you ever conlacted or approsched by gay individuals or gay
arganizations and it so for what purpose?

TC: Well our dealings with the individual gay people because as Lindicated 1o you 1 was
in homicide for a number of vears and we had a sumber af uhh murders that involved gay

people.
SB: Can you claborate on that”?

TC: Well where uhh cither v gay wamen but particularly two gay men were living
toeether and then one decided to leave and the other pat upset and uhl an arguntent
cisued, wrned to violence and one of them got Killed, W had a number af those in San
Francisco during my time and natarally | would uhb have to interview persons other than
the actual suspeetin the case 10 uhh establish a case against the indiy idual who had
perpetrated the crime.

SB: Wore vou ever approached by gay organizations or pay individuals where they were
complaining about the treatment that haomosexuals received lrom the palice department?

TC: T don't recall a smygle instance where uhbh a gay organization ever came (0 my
office or came to me personally 10 complain or o even discass the gay sttuation.

SB: During the carly 6075, 1960 1 1962 there was a so called. Gavola scandal. it
imvolved @ cortain number of potice ofticers | beticve whe were charged with accepling

bribes trom several owners ol eay bars, Can vou comment on this?

T Well P trsvimge to think "6d 10 7627

5B: 1960 w0 1962,

1O That was oy ume as chict but | don't recall ulih bribes being received Trom pay
bars.

SB: Cluel. .
TC: Gay bars in particular. ..

SB: The San Francisco Chronicle May 18% 1960 reported and 1 quote police Chict
Thomas Calul angrily suspended four more police men vesterday o the continmang
nvestigation of pay otls by awners of bars Trequented by homosexuads the number now
stands at seven Chiel Cahil stated Pmcaditile sad but [U'm more amery that a few men can
cast reflections an the many good men in the depariment wheo are daily domg an
ontstanding jolb,

TC: Well <langhs> [ don’t remember it speeilically bul | remember bringing indiyviduals
that brought a number of people hefore the comnussion because there's one thing [ would
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not stand tor and uhkh anyboads you speak to who remember ubh me as chiet would tell
vou that it didon’t make any difference where they either demanded bribes or seeepied
bribes T don't care where 1 was i1 had inforotation on them Twould ubh bring charpes
against them bring then before the commission have them uhh punished by the
commission whatever it might be cither suspension, or suspension and fines or
termination butl gay bars speciiically 1 don't even recall it now and as | pointed out to you
I"ve been out of the business for twenty years.

SB: In the Tawe 193075 and carly 1960°s the issue of obsenity and censorship was
cmerging. On Friday Tune 2% 1961 the San Franciseo Chronicle reported. DA police drop
lewd 1ilm charee against the movie guote ExA Thomas C Lyneh said thal police Chigl
Thomas Cahil had leoked atthe ilm Fireworks”™ and apreed that it might be offensive (o
some people but it was not abscene inalegal delinition. “Fireworks™ deals with a young
honasexual and won 11lm eritics awards in Brussels and Canne it Can vou comment on
what role the police department plased i trying w police perhaps the morals of the city
or at least what role it played in monitoring obscene malterial or what was believed to be
vbscene material,

1C: Well Fean tell vou that uhh we had so may problems in the city at that tinwe that
were very serious in the stand peint of demonstrations and violence and so on that uhh we
did not have time 1o ubh put man power on matters unlbess it was very obvious that
something should be done about 1t i fact T was eriticized al tmes for not uhh spending
maTe man power or deploving more man power into the area where oh ubhh shows of
varions kinds were supposed to be ohseene and i1 they were obscene, came W our
attention and uhh we sent people in to determing how they felt ghout it from g fegal
standpoint and from a police standpoint we took action where it was necessan uhhin
many instances vhh uhh we made arrests while they were invelved in actions other than
that which they could even themselves claim were Jegal, But we certainly didn't go aut of
our way 1o get into dictting the morals of the people other than from a standpoint of
preventing whb very ubh obvious violations of Taw in that regard we had a group |
temember coming in from. I think they came from some place in Afniea and they were
putting on sonwe tvpe of show where the breasts were shown and ubh T koow the news
media made a great deat about that w know iF [ was going to make arresis because of the
fact that ubh the upper torse of the kilies were shown, Amd 1 explained 1o them that 1t
wis nal something that was supposed to be vulear it was supposed to be artisuc it was
part oi the cultuee of those people in their country abd | had many other things to do and
we had no problem.

SB: QK. In their book San Francisco [863 10 1932, ~Politics. Power and Erban
Development; Pr, Robert Cherney and William Issel have concluded in the post seript.
“the population movements of WWIEand after brought new cthmic and sucial proups into
a city that had experienced nearly hall a century of ethnic stabilite. Formier lines of
political polanty weakened or disappeared and many new lines of political cleavage
appeared along Hnes of class. neighborhoods. race and cthnienty and sexual preference.
Chiel could you just generally comment ot vour awareness of this change eoing onand
what impact did this have on a police department assuming that as a population change

4]
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lakes place the problems and sensitivitics of a poliee arganization will alse experience at
least some depree of change.

TC: Uibhh.. Sunset Iistrict. the Richmond District uhih remaimed generall v very stable
great chapges ook place in the South 1ast section of the ity parucalarly ¢hh i the
Hunters Point arca where during the war ubih many peaple came from different parts of
the country and there was a gpreatl increase in the black population. Uhb that took place
not only in Hunters Pownt but also in the Fillmore Dhstricr, which prior to that tme had
heen very heavily populated by the Jewish population. They ran the stores they lived n
the area and uhh then they gradually move out and the black population moved in. The
Japanese ol course who had whhh a very very stronghold in the Western Addition they
lost that or a while and the black people moved into that pariicular area too uhh then the
Japanese returned 1o that arca but not uhh in as large a number as had been there betore,
South of Market changed. South of Market used w be generally ubh vers beavily
populated by Irish as was the Mission and hoth the ubh South of Market and the Mission
District bepan to change and uh great any people Trom South America various other
countrics Mexico uhh became dominant i an area that had been generally looked upon
as [nsh in the vears gone by, that's a very rough estimate, Now the Chinese who had
been confined not <laughs> by force bt hy habit o the China town area they were not
spread out throughout the ity there were very fow, they'd be individual cases almost
then they began to spread out of the Chinatoswn arca and as you know right now the
Richmond Phstrict here is very heavily populated by Chinese which was not so in my
lime.

SB: Chicetas the population changes wok place and the police department 15 hiring new
individuals i the hiring pracuices did the police department retlect the changes in
populaion?

TC Not. L.
SB: In other words was the police department hiring new groups?

TC: Well we consciously. we weie very conscious of itand in fact and bath the lire
[3ept, the Fire Chicil and | sctup a coaching school Tor individuals from the minorities and
that ume it was particularly the blacks aut at the 1ire house on South Van Ness or ane of
those streets ool there where they had a traning arca lor very youny recruils and we set
up a couching school w entice those wha fele that they did not know how to go about
preparing lor the entrance examination and 1t was a sad expenence lor bath the Chiel and
[ Bill Murray and | that only as far as we and the police dept. was concerned we only gt
26 people. blacks who were interested and some of those were uhh so far down the hine
that there was no wav they could pass the examination and the standacds set (or the
department. And T my time would ot lower the standards w0 the point where | would
get inferior 1vpe officers hecause they'd enly get hurt themselves and the persen who
would be foreed w work with them would be likely 10 heecome a vietim of ubh an imjury
because ol the mability ob the person to assest them.
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SB: Very pood. This concludes our mterview today on Febraary 8™ 1990 with former
police Chiet Thomas Cabil, Thh one thing that T should do MRC Chail should be piven
the apportunity just 1 make some ¢lasing remarks that he may wish 1o make.

T Well . owhen Mavor Christopher was clected Mavor one of the thines that he dud
very carly i his ame was o cait the entire San Francisco police dept. ubh into assenibly
in Commerce High School. Haves and Van Ness and there he spelled out vers clearly
what his policy was going t be and that he would not stand for any corruption or any
bribery or any uhb dlegal activities on the part of any of the police. Ehb some police
resented that they telt that he was casting a rellection on them others uhh were upscet
because il was very ¢lear that 1L was 2oing o be straipht down the tine and it was 2oing
he a very very praperly run palice dept. He appointed three commissioners.
Commissioner Tom Mellon, Commissioner Bissinger and Commissioner McKinnon whao
were three of the finest police comnussioners that this ¢ity bas cver had and they were ali
strictly business strictly honesty and integrity bevond guestion and that’s the way they
wanted the pulice dept. tun and it was a pleasure for me to serve ander them both as
deputy Chiet and we oniy had one Deputy Chiel in those days 1 don’t know how many
they have now but in my tme | just had one assistant and then the next highest ranks was
the head of the trallic division and the head of the inspectors division and the head ol
administration. But ubh then Jack Shelley became Mavor and about the time he hecame
mayvor we had all of the great changes that took place 10 the social order. And mstead of
concentrating strictly on the tradittomal type of problems that we were contronted with
uhhb all long and everyday we new had new problems. problems we thought would never
exist because we el San Francisco was a cosmopolitan city. we felt it was a scaport
certral of the bay counties and we thoueht we'd never hine the problems that they would
experience in the South and the Fast and vanoas other plices where they had ethnic
problems, We felt that we were fairly sceure however changes took place 10 that regand
and our view poimt and we had demonstrations evervday at times we alwaus had them on
weckends cither the pro Castros and the anti Castros the uhh the black population were
asseriimng themselves in fact we had 20000 march up Market S1. one time protesting what
was happening in Birminghan Alabama and this was all strange w os all new to us but
knowing that they were very resentlul ol that (s the black population s very resentiul of
what wis happening in the South between the Blacks and the police | had no policenien in
view and set | had 20000 1n the Civie Center Plaza and 1 myselt got on ihe platform and
talked. And we had no problems whatever | had man power om (he perimeter in case
something should arse but ubih we had many. many instances we had about 60.00 march
up Market St one time and assemble out on Golden Gate Park or in Kegar stadium o be
exact and ubh we had uhh very little problems in that regard. However, we had many
demaonstrations that sent far beyond being peaceiul and naturally we had 1o ohh we had
tor uhh take action. vou say, vou speak about San Franciseo State one of the lasy big
conlrontations we had al San Francisco State was where President 7 deereed that
there would be no more assemblies in the ?

SB: | was a student there at the time.
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TC: and it was agreed by the stdents who were in action shall 1 say at that time that they
were going 1o prove to him that they could not stop them. They did have a large assembly
and they browght in who's who on campus demonstrations [rom all over the country and
they were going to prove o President  that be couldn’t stop them. And they ubh
had these who's who from the other colleges on a plattorm and they were poing o protect
them and leta number of arrests e made and then tunne] those out and then take off and
prove that they came from everywhere but unfortunately i didn™v work ow that way for
the students becawse the tactcal my tactical squad swept in around them arrested the
whao's who identilied them and showed that they came from other colleges 1o be involvead
111 this confrontation | think we arrested something fike 467 or 470 people there was 92%
conviction and no complaints of excessive use of foree 1o fact one newspaper man said
thal he saw Iwo instances during the entire episode and he says you might say that the
police were pretty rough buat 1 eant say that they weren't provoked and | eant say that they
were 1ol just trving 1o do their job But he said. T can™t believe so many arrests were
made without complaints.

SB: While you were police chietl was police brutality ever an issue?

TC: Oh vou always have cases ansing i which ohh the exeess of use of furee is clammed.
But uh when vou spelled out policy, and | spelied out policy very clearly that there was
not 1o be brutality and D wouldn't stand for, | was never involved in bratadity myseli |
never struck o prisoner. if I didin't have the brains to get the information 1 wanted without
the use of brutahity, that was 1 Tdidn 1 get . Gut on the street where it becomes a
confrontation between s ourself aind an individual and vou have to make an arrest well. 1
can become pretty rough but uhh having spent as much time i bomieide as L did. Towas
very conscious of what can happen uhh when you're dealing oul foree the person you're
dealing with may have fust come irom a hospital they may have just been stitched up they
may have come hack from the war in Victnam or some place and they may have a plate
it their head. so vou his e to have all of those things i mind and | spel] that out
ulficers in every recruit class. I spend two hours with cach reeruit class and spelled ot
what my pobey was and T told them don’t ever come in hetore the police compussion and
sav you were not woald, PN spel] aut policy ervstad ¢lear and thar s one thing vou have o
do. And when vou promote individuals in the department from patrolman to sergeant.
sereeant 10 licutenant or caplain you have 10 do the same thing and yvou have 1o spell il
ol in Janguage that they can never say they didn’tunderstand. And I eould spell it om
belieyve me.

SB: Thank vou Chicf Cahill This coneludes our interview,

TC: Right sir. I don’t know 17 vou pot anvihing you want or, ..
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