
Living 
the 

Gang
Life

StudentsÊresortÊtoÊ
gangsÊwhenÊfamiliesÊ
doÊnotÊsufÞce.Ê

WilliamsÊseeksÊ
family,ÊÞndsÊgang

By Haley Hill
ll Renee Williams wanted 
was to belong to a family. 
Even if it risked her life, 

she would do anything.     
     Williams, a junior at North 
High, has belonged to the gang 
called the Bottoms since she was 
11 years old. This was the only 
place she seemed to Þnd a home.   
     ÒI canÕt sit there and be like Ôno 
I will leave them [gang]Õ because I 
donÕt think I couldÓ Williams said. 
     Williams went through a lot to 
get to where she is now. She was 
assigned to jump, shoot, and stab 
someone all within one day just to 
get accepted into the gang. 
     Not only did she have to jump 
someone herself, but she also had 
to go through the pain. 
     ÒI had to stand there, while 11 
to 12 people beat me up, and I 
couldnÕt fall because if I did, then 
that would be disrespectful and 
show that I was a pussy,Ó Williams 
said.
     Williams grew up on 16th street 
in an unsteady household. By the 
age of six, Williams had started 

smoking marijuana with her par-
ents as well as selling it. 

     She was forced to sell 
it at school to help raise 
money for the family.

    ÒIf I didnÕt come back with mon-
ey I would get my ass whooped, 
[but] even when I came back with 
money I would still get my ass 
whooped,Ó Williams said.     
     WilliamsÕs childhood life wasnÕt 
like any normal childÕs. With sell-
ing drugs and watching her father 
beat her mother, it wasnÕt what 
anyone would like to live through. 
      ÒHe used to bite, punch and 
burn. He did things to her, things 
that no one would do to a person,Ó 
Williams said. 
     Both WilliamsÕs parents were so 
into drugs that neither of them was 
ever in focus. 
     ÒIf me or my brother died at 
that time, they probably would 
have never knew, my parents didnÕt 
care,Ó Williams said. 
     WilliamsÕs mother was no better 
than her father. She would smoke 
just as much. Although the house 
would always be clean and food on 
the table, that still didnÕt mean she 
was the best caregiver. 
     Williams stated that the only 
reason she was constantly doing 
something was because she was so 
high and felt she needed to keep 
busy.
Continued on page 13
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     The Nebraska Crime Commision voted in July to award 
$280,000 to Omaha-based community groups to help youthful 
offenders re-enter society, hire a gang-intervention specialist, and 
educate parents of gang members about the risks of gang life. 
Omaha has approximately 3,000 in gangs, from associate level to 
leadership ranks.

TheÊÞveÊOmaha-basedÊgroupsÊinclude:

BoysÊandÊGirlsÊClubÊofÊOmahaÊ-Ê$50,000
OmahaÊPoliceÊDepartmentÊ-Ê$60,000

DouglasÊCountyÊAttorneyÕsÊOfÞceÊ-Ê$50,000
EmpowermentÊNetwork/ImpactÊOneÊ-Ê$40,000$
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By Mackenzie Wyatt
 live a regular teenage life, 

straight upÓ says Omaha 
North Senior Gustav 

Lancer*. Growing up around gangs 
led Lancer to join. Somewhere 
around the age of Þve Lancer de-
cided he would follow in some of 
his familyÕs footsteps. 
     According to Lancer, family 
played a huge part in his decisions 
stating that he was Òput through 
hell growing up,Ó and, Òwhen you 
donÕt have support you have to 
support yourself.Ó Supporting him-
self was exactly what he intended 
to do. 
     At 15 in California, Lancer 
met up with his cousin. For the 
three months Lancer was living in 
California he was committed to the 
Black MaÞa Family and East Coast 
Crips. The stay in California was 
short and when he came back to 
live with his parents he wasnÕt as 
involved. 
     Drug transportations were the 

only thing he admitted to doing 
while being back in Omaha. Even-
tually he lost contact with the base 
in California.  
     ÒI donÕt call it a gang, I call it 
a brotherhood,Ó says Lancer. To 
Lancer his fellow gang members 
were more of a support system than 
anything else. Foster care and not 
having a stable home situation also 
played a part. 
     ÒIÕm going to college, for sure,Ó 
said Lancer. Being in gangs hasnÕt 
affected school according to him.  
     Lancer doesnÕt think there was 
any other choice for him. ÒYou 
grow up in a gang, gotta stay with 
your brothers. Not saying being 
in a gang is smart,Ó says Lancer,Ó 
If I was in a better neighborhood, 
I probably would have been in a 
little rich boy gang.Ó However, he 
does agree that if circumstances 
were quite a bit different he may 
not have made the choice he did, 
admitting ÒItÕs better to be gang 
free.Ó  *Name changed

ÒI
LancerÊholdsÊontoÊtiesÊwithÊCaliforniaÊgang

Anti-gangÊgrantsÊawardedÊtoÊÞveÊOmahaÊgroups
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Williams Continued
     ÒThe only time she would stop 
is to go back into that room and 
smoke up some more and then she 
would be right back out there.Ó
     The older Williams got, the 
rougher things seemed to be. By 
the time she was 10, WilliamsÕs fa-
ther was sent to prison and she was 
forced to move in with her aunt.  
     Once she moved in, Williams 
realized she didnÕt like it, and 
chose not to cooperate. She refused 
to listen at home, picked Þghts at 

school and continued to sell drugs.    
     A year later, Williams had had 
enough. She started to hang out on 
the streets more often and spent 
less time at home. 
     ÒThatÕs originally where all the 
homies chilled, Ó Williams said. 
     The ÔhomiesÕ that Williams 
was associating with turned out to 
be members of the Bottoms. This 
didnÕt bother her even though her 
older brother belonged to a rival 
gang. 
     ÒI had to meet the OG [original 

gangster]; I had to offer money and 
respect because respect is the num-
ber one street rule,Ó Williams said. 
     Once she met the OG and 
got jumped in along with giving 
respect, she was Þnally part of the 
Bottoms. 
     ÒI thought I was good, because I 
had a family,Ó Williams said. 
* Name changed



PageÊ14Ê~ÊIn-Depth

By Maggie Peterson
he only future is jail 
or death.Ó Sopho-
more Joey Lopez 

was referring to the only two 
options he had in his former gang 
life. Joey joined a gang at age 13, 
and a year later, he left that life. 
     For Lopez, joining a gang was 
all about protection. After be-
ing picked on as a kid for being 
Mexican in a predominantly black 
neighborhood, he wanted to be 
a part of something that would 
protect him. 
     Most of JoeyÕs friends and 
cousins were already in gangs 
when he decided to join. However, 
he said, they did not affect his 
decision to join a gang. OfÞcer 

Bonam, a resource ofÞcer at North, 
believes that family and friends can 
affect a personÕs decision to join a 
gang. ÒSometimes, itÕs also a tradi-
tion for them,Ó Bonam explained.
     To get into the 
gang, Joey had to 
Þrst prove that he 
wasnÕt scared by 
tagging something. 
Lopez thought 
his initiation was 
over with. He was 
mistaken. ÒAfter I 
got done tagging 
they acted like they 
were going to let me in. Instead, 
someone crept up behind me and 
punched me.Ó 
     Lopez spent a lot of time with 

his new posse. He participated in 
tagging, stealing, and breaking into 
cars. Because of his involvement 
with gangs, JoeyÕs school perfor-
mance suffered. ÒSince I spent so 

much time with 
my crew, there 
was no time to 
study,Ó Lopez said. 
He just didnÕt care 
anymore. LopezÕs 
gang life was his 
life now. 
     A year after 
living the life of 
a gang member, 

Joey got out. After seeing his clos-
est friends shot, and being shot at 
himself, Joey had had enough. ÒI 
was scared,Ó he admitted. 

     Getting out of the gang was 
similar to his initiation, meaning he 
was jumped out. LopezÕs gang life 
still haunted him after he got out. 
His former gang members looked 
down upon him, and his best friend 
is still to this day in the gang. ÒAll 
I say to him is, donÕt be coming 
around me with your problems.Ó 
     Despite his quick decision to 
get out, JoeyÕs gang activity still 
took a big toll on his life. When 
asked if he would advise others to 
get out if they are in a gang, JoeyÕs 
immediate response was a yes. 
ÒThe only power you have [in a 
gang] is the power to obey.Ó
*Name changed
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By Samantha Robb
rips, Flatland, Suernos, 
Eastside, Yakuza, Reb-
els, Northside; all are 

gangs in the Omaha area. Accord-
ing to the Omaha Police Depart-
mentÕs gang website, Omaha 
has hundreds of youths who are 
vulnerable to joining gangs just 
like these. Only a small percent 
are actually considered Òhard- 
coreÓ gang members. Those that 
are considered Òhard- coreÓ may 
have already served time in jail or 
prison.
     Omaha gangs can be all over 
the place throughout the city. 
Gangs can range from a neighbor-
hood block to the East or West 
coast.
     Gangs are often small and led 
by local kids in neighborhoods. 

There isnÕt usually a Þxed per-
son in charge, but the oldest or 
strongest kid is most likely to be 
the leader. Some of these neigh-
borhood gangs join with others to 
become bigger and stronger. This 
forces other neighborhood gangs to 
join them or Þght them.
     Occasionally, gangs can be 
separated by race. People that are 
interested in gangs tend to ßock 
to members that share a similar 
background such as a home coun-
try where they speak the same 
language and/or share their same 
culture. However, this isnÕt always 
the case.
     When joining a gang, certain 
things must be done such as an 
initiation. Every gang is different 
in what it requires. Sometimes a 
person might get Òjumped- inÓ 

which is when the person wanting 
to become a new member must 
endure getting beaten up by several 
gang members. Other times a per-
son has to steal so many items or 
stab a person.
     There are several factors to 
why someone would join a gang. 
A lot of the time itÕs because that 
person doesnÕt have a good family 
connection in their home life. Also, 
peer pressure from friends and only 
knowing the gang life contribute to 
why someone would join a gang. 
Gangs can offer feelings of accep-
tance and protection.
     Most gangs operate in a similar 
way. The gangs have a name 
and associate with a color and/
or symbol. A lot of gangs are also 
identiÞed with their illegal activi-
ties. More often than not, gangs 

go hand in hand with the possess-
ing, distribution and selling of 
drugs. Gangs can also be related to 
homicides.
     OfÞcer Bonam at North High 
knows all too well about gangs. He 
spends a couple hours a week on 
gangs. He said with North being 
located in gang activityÕs central 
location, gangs slightly affect 
North.
     ÒIn past years, hangs were a 
major problem here [at North]. 
Now, itÕs not really as big of a 
problem.Ó
     Bonam still has to deal with 
gang related incidents though, 
like gang retaliation in Þghts. He 
mentioned that what happens in the 
streets is brought back to school.
     Ò[The kids] bring back this 
negative aspect into the school.Ó
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ÒTheÊonlyÊ
powerÊyouÊ
haveÊ[inÊaÊ
gang]ÊisÊtheÊ
powerÊtoÊ
obey.Ó

GangÊHistoryÊ
Timeline

1200Ê-ÊStartedÊinÊIndia,Ê
gangÊofÊcriminalsÊcalledÊ
ThugzÊroamedÊtheÊcountryÊ
pillagingÊtowns.ÊThugzÊhadÊ
theirÊownÊsymbols,ÊhandÊ
signs,Êrituals,ÊandÊslang.

1800ÕsÊ-ÊNewÊgenerationÊ
ofÊgangsÊwasÊcreatedÊoutÊ
ofÊtheÊnewÊimmigrantsÊtoÊ
theÊUS.

1919Ê-ÊÔScarfaceÕÊ-ÊAlÊCa-
poneÊsetÊtheÊstandardÊforÊ
AmericanÊgangsters.

1920-30ÕsÊ-ÊGangsÊbe-
cameÊaÊsymbolÊofÊlowerÊ
incomeÊneighborhoodsÊ
andÊethnicÊghettos.

EarlyÊ1940ÕsÊ-ÊMexicanÊ
gangsÊformedÊalongÊtheÊ
westÊcoastÊofÊUS.

1960ÕsÊ-ÊAfricanÊAmericanÊ
streetÊgangsÊformedÊinÊ
largeÊurbanÊcities.

1960-1970ÕsÊ-ÊCripsÊwereÊ
superÊviolent,ÊBloodsÊ
wantedÊtoÊchallengeÊthem.

1970-1980ÕsÊ-ÊDrugÊnet-
worksÊwereÊinÊfullÊswing.Ê
USÊwasÊtheÊ#1ÊdrugÊcon-
sumerÊinÊtheÊworld.ÊStreetÊ
gangsÊdevelopedÊintoÊdrugÊ
gangsÊwithÊbusiness-likeÊ
operations.ÊViolenceÊbe-
cameÊstandardÊoperatingÊ
procedureÊforÊtheÊgangs.Ê
GangsÊspreadÊlikeÊwildÊÞre.

1990ÕsÊ-ÊCrimeÊratesÊdrop,Ê
butÊstreetÊgangsÊformÊatÊaÊ
highÊrate.ÊUSÊbeginsÊtoÊde-
velopÊstrategiesÊtoÊcombatÊ
gangs.

2000Ê-ÊStreetÊgangsÊesti-
matedÊtoÊshowÊmembersÊ
ofÊnearlyÊoneÊmillion.

In their 
words...

Gang members speak 
out about gang life.

“If I didn’t come 
back with money I 
would get my ass 

whooped, [but] even 
when I came back 
with money I would 

still get my ass 
whooped.” 

- Renee Williams

“I don’t call it a gang, 
I call it a brother-

hood.”
- Gustav Lancer

“After I got done 
tagging, they acted 
like they were going 
to let me in. Instead, 

someone crept 
up behind me and 

punched me.” - Joey 
Lopez

“I thought I was good 
because I had a fam-

ily.” 
- Williams

“You grow up in a 
gang, gotta stay with 

your 
brothers. Not 

saying being in a 
gang is smart.” 

- Lancer

“The only future is jail 
or death.” 
- Lopez




