p until the moment the Ertng

leaderbroke off our conversaand dashed
tion in midsentence
acrossthe clubto pull a knife on a
bouncer,theinterviewwasgoingswimmingly
For weeks,I'd beenon the trail of the hind. Moments later, on the first floor, anothnotoriousgangLnormasB.TS.-a.k.a.Born er callownight crawler clutched his head a,nd
to Scheme,a.k.a.Brookll'nTerror Squad, cried out to his friends, "I got beat! I got
a.k.a.Beat the System-the one-hundred- beat! Theyrobbedme!"
strong crew that haswreakedmayhemat
Whenthe club finallyemptied outin the
ravesup and downthe East Coast."Vio- wee hours ofthe morning, the signs of B.TS.'s
lencehasbecomea major problemon the handiwork were obvious: The dance floor
scenebecause
of B.TS.,"reportsoneraver, was littered with items from purses and
a small-timeEcstasydealerwho saysshe baekpacksthe ganghad stolen and dumped
hasbeenrobbedby the gangsomanytimes -driver's licenses, photos, lipstick, and
that sheknowssomemembersby name.'A mascara,
lot of older raverswon't go to parbiesanyA week late4 I managed to hook up with
morebecause
B.T,S.hastakenover.TheyVe a trio of fresh-faced B.TS. foot soldiers from
ruined it for everyone."
Gerritsen Beach-Skil One, Dope Star, and
I first sawB.T,S.in actionat Backto the Seat-*who promised to introduce me to the
Firture, a midsizerave held in July at the top dogswho runthe gang. The one Iwant
Manhattanclub DownTime. The event's edto meetmostwas a shadouyfigure called
promoter had left a plea on the recording Chameleon,reputedto be the criminal masravershadto callforthe locationoftheparty: termind behind the entire operation. Skil
"Please,everyonebring a positivevibe. Oneand companytold me he'd probablybe
Cometo dance,cometo listento phatbeats, at a party B.TS. was throwing that weekcometo meetsomepeople.Don'tcometo rob end at Planet 28, a cramped, Iow-key holepeopleandfuckin'fight andall that bullshit." in-the-wall on the edge of Manhattan's garNaturally,B.TS. ignoredit. Theyhid in ment district.
As I walk into the gloomy club, its walls
the shadows,but the gangmemberswere
easytospot Untikethedopey-lookingravers covered with panels of the gang's graffiti,
stumblingaboutin a daze,the B.T.S.crew my stomach is gripped with a mix of anticiweresharpeyed,dressedlikelabel-conscious pation and fear. Everybodywho is anybody
stueetkids.A coupleof hourspastmidnight in the B.TS. ranks-at leastthosewho aren't
just outsidethe jungle room,they stageda in jail-is here, slapping each other on the
fakebrawl.As the largermemberspretend- back, showing off tattoos and lmife wounds,
ed to take swingsat eachothe4the smaller and dancing firiously to thundering techno.
The unexpectedly upbeat vibe is greatly
onescreptup behinddistractedpartygoers
andpickedtheir pocketsor snatchedtheir enhancedbythe copiousamounts of Ecstasy
goldchainsandbeepersbeforecrouching and strong green acid the gang members
low anddisappearingdownthe backstairs. are popping, as well as the ketamine and
In onecorner,a messed-up
raverwaveda crystal methamphetamine they're snorting
hundred-dollar
bill in the air trying tn attuant off the backs of their hands. The closest
the attention of a drug dealer and make a thing to a disturbance is a small, ferociousbuy T\voB.T,S.toughsjumpedhim from b+ looking "dust bunny" from New Jersey
Add,itionalreporting bgE thnn Braunt
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stumbling around, offering blow jobs in
exehangeforbumps ofK.

In the corner,next to the bar, Era, a
stockyB.TS.old-timerwith blondhair and
blueeyes,tells methat at leasta few ofthe
storiesI've heardaboutB.TS.havebeen
blownout ofproportion.Yes,theysellhundredsof thousandsof dollars'worth of fake
drugs.Yes,they beat up and rob "candy
ravers,"naive,colorfully dressedpartyers
tripping on Ecstasy.But no,they don't sell
the bogusE that killed twenty-year-old
collegestudentJasonWilliamsonat a rave
in April. "You'dthinkwe weremutderers,"
anotherB.TS.memberscoffs."but all we
dois rob people."
Aroundfour in the morning,a compact,
in
hard-muscled
twenty-seven-year-old
a white fishinghat, an expensive-looking
crewneck,andjeanswith a hairbrushsticking out of the back pocketenterswith his
girlfriend, an exoticdancerwholookslike a
youngEllen Barkin. He'simmediatelysurroundedby fellow gangmembersrushing
to greethim.Afewmomentslate4hestruts
up to me with his entourage."You'rethe
gay fuomDetuils,a.ren'tyou?"he says."I
hearyouwant to talk to me."
Chameleon
doesn'tdenyhis gangisexploits-he's in a moodto brag. He tells me
he earnedhis nicknameby changingoutfits =
o
as many as six times a night. "I'll go to a U
z
club or a raveweariry somethingnice and 4
flashy-like a loose-fittingSergioTbcchini ni
U
warrn-upsuit a"nda matchinghat. I'll sell a
couplepills of E and K, until I spot some- oz
body elseselling,and I'll jack them for
their moneyand their drugs,y'knowwhat a
I'm saying?ThenI'll gointo oneof the back E
roomsandI'll change.
ci
"Underneaththe sweatsuit, I might be UI
q
wearinga pair ofjeansanda Poloshirt. I'll af
takemy hat off andlet my hair downor tie it ;
up in a pongail. I'll gobackout onthe dance u
F
I

floor and sell the drugs I just stole. After an
hour or two, I'11rob somebody else and go to
the bathroom and change again. Under the
jeans, I'11be wearing a nice pair of shorts or
something. Under the shirt, I'll have a tank
top. I1l alsoput on a different hat. I store the
spare clothes in a tote bag, then hand it to a
member of my creq who gives me my other
tote bag with a new outfit in it." Afterward,
Chameleon and his boys rent a suite at a
fancy hotel and party away some of the loot.
Lately, though, he says, he's been trying to stay in the background. "I send out
my younger kids with somemoney and they
buy drugs to find out who's selling what,"
he says."Then they comeback and my second string goes out-twenty, thirty, forty
deep.The youngerkids go aroundtheroom
pointing out the drug dealers and we just
go ut-whnrn! whnm ! tnham!-.tlwough the
whole pa.rty.We'lIgrab somebody five guys
hold him, one guy goes into his pockets and
takes everything, and we disperse back
into the crowd. It takes about two seconds.
We occasionallyget resistance-then twelve
B.TS. members dive in. Some kids try to
run, but there's really no escape."
In the middle of our intervierq out of the
corner ofhis eye,Chameleonspotsa Planet
28 bouncer trying to shake down Era. Cha-

seemsa.nall-outbrawlis aboutto breakout,
a shoutgoesup amongB.T,S.:"Everybody
out. We'regone."The standoffcontinues
outsideon the sidewalk,wherethe club's
managerholdsbackhisbouncersandbegs
B.TS.to leave.
Later that night,at a nearbya.fter-hows
party Chameleonlookssick-not surprising, givenhis 24f hedonism.(In fact, a few
hours from now,he'll checkhimself into
a hospital and be diagnosedwith walking
pneumonia.)
"We'renot asbadaswe used
to be,"hesaysbetweenhackingcoughs,trying to downplaythe ineidentat Planet 28.
"We'renot grabbingeverybodylike weused
to. We'retired of the badvibes."
UNTILRECENTLIgangviolence
hasbeen
morecloselyassociatedwith
thebraggadocio
andstreetrivalriesofhiphop thanthesmiles
andutopianmoodofthe ravescene.Butjust
asthe Hell'sAngelswentto love-insto prey
on '60shippies,just asWoodstockgaveway
to Altamont,today'sblissed-out
teenagers
makeattractivetargetsfor a packofpredators like B.TS.Ecstasy'sempathy-inducing
effectsare great in theory-but only if the
personyou're sharingyour soulwith isn't
lookingto knockyou upsidethe headand
jack yourbackpack.

"And it's my money,"he addswith an
evil gnn.
Thoughraverslike toportrayBllS. asa
groupof parasiticlatecomers,
the NewYork
rave scenefirst took root not amongdowntown trendiesor suburbanhedonists,but
shirtlessstreet kids from New York'souter
boroughs.FlankieBones,the DJ whooriginally broughtravecultwe from the U.K to
Americawithhis early-'g0sBrooklynStorm
Raves,fuacestheroots
ofB.TS.backtorowdy
Brooldl'nstreetgangslike the Kings Highway Boys,the AvenueU Boys,andthe Bay
gangsused
Boys."Theolderneighborhood
to cometo my earlypartieslookingfor trouble,"heremembers.'B.TS.
comes
fromthat
sameBrooldlmmold."
"The New York rave scenehas always
beenabouthardcore
Brookl5,n,"
concursFIy,
anotherB.TS. member."Thatls how shit
goesdownin this city. Thesepeoplecome
from NewJerseyandConnecticutandttrink
it s all aboutpeace
andlove.Theydon'tknow
whatthey'resteppinginto in NewYork."
In manyways,B.TS. haslessin commonwith traditional street gangslike the
Bloodsandthe Cripsthanwith British "love
thugs,"the soccerhooliganswho took over
Ecstasydealingat ravesin the U.K. in the
early'90s.B.T,S.hasnorites of initiation-

\
meleon'sfacegoescold.And in a second
he'sacrosstheroom,with hisbutterflylmife
pressedagainstthe bouncer'sthroat.The
bouncerbacksoff,reluctantlyremoving
his
handsfrom aroundEra'sneck.
Momentslater the bounceris back,with
a half dozenother securityguards.The insultsfly backandforth-'!unk," 'tnotherfuckeq""pussyboy"-*6 6haaonfrontation
escalates
into deaththreats.Just whenit

"The rave scenetoday is largely made
up ofyoung, middle-class kids from good
families with money," explains Chameleon,
who told me he makes hundreds of thousands ofdollars a year. "These kids are
spending a hundred dollars a night on drugs.
Apill coststrrenty-five, bags of crystal twent1r You get a rave with six thousand people
and there's a lot of money to be made-a
fucking ton of money.

new members don't get beaten in and can
leave without fear of retaliation. They're
not tied to a specific ethnic gl'oup or neighborhood-the gang is a veritable Benetton
ad ofAsians, blacks, Latinos, Italians, and
Irish, with members in NewYork, New Jersey,and Connecticut. And there's no formal
set ofrules, other than one that forbids
screwing over fellow members, At the end
ofthe night, the crew don't pool their C
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loot; everyonekeeps what he's scammed
for himself, though they all chip in to ball
out members who get arrested.
Seemingly the onlyrequirement forjoining B.T,S.is a talent for crime. "You have to
have a skill to join," explains Chameleon.
"Like a good head for scheming.Or be a
good runner-someone who doesn't get
nailed by security. Or a good con artistlike a young kid who buys the drugs and
saysto the dealer'Yo, can you hook me up?
Can I get your phone number?' Then when
he gets the number, he calls him and goes
to his aparbment and kicks the fucking door
in and takes everything."
Recently,the gang has begun exporting
its mayhem all overthe East Coast-they\e
hit raves in Pennsylvania, Maryland, and

promoter pleadedon the microphone."Will
B.TS. pleasestop robbing people?"The answerwas no. "We wrecked shop,"boaststhe
aptly named Kaos, a beefy B.TS. enforcer
with close-croppeddark hair. "I even had
copsrobbing kids for me! I swore I was a promoter and pointed out all the drug dealers
land saidthey'd stolenmy moneyl. The cops
were taking their money and giving it to me."
In June, they turned the Fhnky Monkey
party at Manhattan's Roseland Ballroom
into "B.TS. central," as oneraver put it. The

scenewas more like a British soccermatch
than a rave. Sporadic fights finally culminated in a massivefree-for-all on the dance
floor. The B.T.S. dealers were so brazen,
they peddled their wares in full view of
security gr-rards,who were apparently too
all the way down to Florida. In September, scaredto intervene. "B.TS. basically acted
fiftyB.TS. membersflewdownto the 16,000- as house dealers," recalls one of the feaperson Zen Festival rave near Tampa,where
tured DJs, Odi of Digital Konf'usion."They
they sold enough bogus drugs to walk away
totally controlled the party." Their greed
with about $4,000each.
was so boundlessthat they sold drugs to
In April of 1997,they invaded a rave at
the same peoplethey later robbed. Even
the Washington, D.C., Armory "Will you
little, barrette-wearing raver girls were
Brooklyn kids pleasestop fighting?" the
battered mercilessly.
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But assauitingand robbing ravers may
not be the worst crime B.TS. has committed: trYiendsofVirginia Tech student Jason
Williamson think the cew is also guilty of
murder. Williamson attended theApril Foolz
II rave at Mount Airy Lodge, a holiday resort in the Poconos,earlier this year. It was
a suffocatingcrush ofnearly nine thousand
bodies packed together like psychedelic
sardines-a perfect setting for B.T.S.to
conductbusiness.
In the hardcore room, Williamson befoiended a group of kids from Brookl;,'n. One
ofthem gave him a free Ecstasy piII, according to SeanChoudry and his girlfriend
Carla Ringquist, Virginia Tech friends of
Williamson's who were with him that night.
After swallowing the bogus Ecstasy-which
a nurse later told Ringquist was actually a
mir of drugs that included a horse tranquilizer-Williamson ran outside, where he
collapsedon the ground and had a seizure.
At four in the morning, after medics tried
to stabilize his condition, he was rushed to
the PoconoMedical Center,where he lapsed
into a coma.'Ali of his organs explodedin-

Photograph

by KEN SCHLES

"BeforeI foundthe mints," saysMr, Love4
"me and Soakusedto sit in his basement
andspray-painthundredsofwhite tablets."
Anothertime,he recallsfondly,he and
Soakwent to Bostonwith eighty bagsof
to their son's bedside from Virginia Beach,
gave doctors permission to pull the plug on stood for Born to Swvive, when several of
Epsomsaltwhichthey soldascystal meth,
his hfe-support system.
andtwo hundredniacintabletswhich they
the members were homeless.
The godfather of the gang was Soak. passedoff as Ecstasy.Not oneof the cusChoudry and Ringquist say they sawhalf
Instead,saysMr. Love4
B.TS. members told me he's now finishing tomerscomplained.
a dozen other ravers in the medical center's
intensive care unit. "There was some indiup a two-yearjail term for robbing $20,000 they kept comingbackfor more,pestering
from the safe of a Chinese restaurant in
him for his beepernumber.At the end of
cation that at least a couple ofthose ravers
took the samedrug," says Sgt Donald FernBrooklyn; when he completeshis sentence, the night, hefoundhimselfin the bathroom
surroundedby a bunchofpretty girls ashe
bach ofthe Pennsylvania State Police. "But
the governmentwill tryto deport him back
cut up hugerails of Epsomsalt. "I was
I did not find any evidence ofan individual
to his homeland. "Soak always held everyspecifically intending to poison another perthing together," remembers Mr. Lover, a tellinggirls'Bring yourfriendsover.'I was
sonto death. Ifwe had, we would have con- B.TS. veteran who looks tougher than his
sniffingwith them-I didn't give a fuck."
Anotherfavoritescamis sellingincense
ducted a homicide investigation."
small stature might suggest, thanks to a
as "Red Rock opium"-a conthat has
"Jason was a newcomer to the scene broken nose. "Things are falling apart a lit
who thought everybody could be trusted,"
tle bit, now that he's not around, It was eas- worked sowell that kids comein from out
ier two or three years ago,when the younger
of stateto buy a "drug" that B.T.S.made
Choudry says. 'ts.T,S. are murderers. They
up. Mr. Lover sometimestravelsto parties
knew the pill was bad."
kids were younger. Now they're getting
in Connectieut,
wherehe charges$1,200
"That's an absolutelie," replies Chame- older and they have their own minds."
leon. "We're not looking to kill anybodyInl992, Miss Melody, an exotic-looking
for a pound,$400for a quatte4and$150for
we're just after the money and the drugs."
Italian-Irish-black-Cherokee woman from
an ounce."Whenthey flnd out I have'Red
As of now,the NewYork CityPolice DeSheepsheadBay, took the crew to check out
Rock,'the stupidmotherfuckersfight with
partment isn't even keeping tabs on B.T,S. one ofFlankie Bones' Storm Raves."There
eachother overwhosehouseI shouldgo
were no kids robbing eachother back then,"
backto.'Cometo rzy house.''No,comeback
'At this point," says a public information
offrce4" we don't have anything on them."
recalls E.S. without atrace of irony. "Itwas
to m,yplace.'Eventhe peoplewho figure
side of his body," says Ringquist, who described the doctors'bandaging her friend
from head to toe like a mummSzEarly Monday,Williamson's parents, who had rushed

Iittle brother Era; and Miss Melody, the
onlyfemale founder. Originally, B.TS. stood
for Bomb the Subway and initiates are still
expected to tag walls and compile black
books of their illustrations. Later, B.T.S.

"USINGTHE TERM'GANG'aboutB.TS. is
a bit misleading," saystrYankieBones."It's
much more loose-knit." The group started

all about dancing and having a good time."
Miss Melody agrees: "There were no ulterior motives. Now everyraverwants to be a
drug dealer."
As the rave scene grer /, the crew hit on
the idea ofsellingfake drugs to gullible suburban kids. Oneweekend,Mr. Lover remembers, he and Soak hit a rave in Connecticut
with hundreds ofpacks ofbreath mints that
looked exactly like some green-speckled
Ecstasy that was going around at the time.

out in the early'90s as a neighborhood
graffiti creq a bunch offriends who hung
around ahomemaderecording studio in the
basement of a travel agency in Brighton
Beach, a shabby seasideresort that's the
Russianmob'shome-away-from-home.The
original members were a \tetnamese immigrant named Soak; his right-hand boy,
E.S.; the owner of the studio, Kaos; E.S.'s

They sold out-at

twenty dollars a mint.

out it's fake still buy from me becausethey
know they cafdouble their money by selling it to some other stupid raver."
te]ls
"I USED TO BE CRAZY,,,Chameleon
me. We're in the basement of a downtown
club, where the gang leader is dealing hits
of genuine Ecstasy to baggy-trousered beat
fanatics. "I got shot twice and stabbed twice.
I had my index flnger sliced off by a big
black guy with a machete who was trying
to rob me (Continuedonpa,ge 198) Q
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(Continuedfrompoge 161) while I was
buying pot." Butthe charismatic gang leader wasn't always a criminal. At the age of
eleven, he ran away from his comfortable
home in Queensto Florida, where he learned
to ride horses from his gra.ndfather, a professional trainer. A few years later he became a professional jockey, but his racing
career came to an abrupt end at the age
of nineteen when a horse fell on his upper
back dwing arace at Belmont Racetrack.
Temporarily paralyzed from the neck dov'n,
he had to wear a steel cage on his head for
six months, with four bolts screwed into
his skull.
Chameleon was an avid club-crawler
both before and after his accident, and one
night at the Limelight, rewed up on cocaine, he came up with a novel idea for a
new caxeer."I realized the amount ofmoney I could make selling drugs atraves. So I
got a group of kids together and I showed
them howto create fake drugs. Why should
I spend money on E's when I can go to
Duane Reade, stick fifty Chlor-Tlimeton
tablets in my pocket, and go sell them?"
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His new line of work was so profitable that soon he was able to move into real
drugs. At the time, the scene at the Limelight was controlled by techno promoter
Lord Michael Caruso (no relation to the
editor ofthis magazine). In order to ensure
that Chameleon and his boys didn't disrupt
business, Caruso struck a deal to buy up
front Chameleon'scomplete suppiy of Ecstasy-usually the popular brand known
ss 3'699ns"-sf, fifteen dollars per hit. He
then gave the pills to his runners, who broke
them in trvo and sold "halfmoons" for thirty dollars apieee.
Chameleonobserved Lord Michael's
operation closely and soon began to imitate
his most lucrative erimes. Just as Caruso
ripped offdrug dealers he becamefriendly with, Chameleon would screw over rave
kids who trusted him. "I'd befriend them
to get into their apartments," he recalls,
"and I'd tie them up with their phone cord,
take all their shit, and leave them sitting
there." Dealers also made perfect targets
becausethey have large amounts of cash on
hand and are afraid ofthe police: "I'm one
of the ones that climbs through their windows at six in the morning, ties them up,
and takes their safes. The most I earned
for one job was $125,000,when I climbed
up a drug dealer's fire escapewhile he was
sleeping."
Chameleonfirst met members of B.TS.
through mutual friends two years ago at a
dance club called Vinyl. He sweet-talked
himself into the gang's good graces, throwing sex-and-drug parties for the members
at fancy Manhattan hotels. "Chameleon
spent a lot ofmoney on those parties," says
Miss Melody. "'We were all ordering filet
mignon and champagneon room service."

back us up when there's trouble. But he's
only been down with us for two years. He's
older than the rest ofus."
Melody's roommate Griz, who calls
Chameleon"B.TWannabe Prez," saysthat
the usurper "wants to dominate us. But
B.TS. is like a tight friendship or a family
Everyone is equal."
"Chameleonis dogging my shado'"y"complains E.S., angry to hear that Chameleon
told me he's in charge. "Chameleon is like a
brother-but B.TS. is nzg crew."
The gang face another problem that's
even larger than their leadership struggle:
They may have cooked the golden goose.
"The rave scenehas diminished alarmingly
in the last two years becauseofus," admits
Chameleon. "Kids are afraid to come out.
Thaf,s why we're trying to boost the scene
back up again by selling real drugs."
Other B.TS. members are even trying
to go legit. By day,E.S. and Geo sell stocks,
cold-calling potential customers from aWall
Street offtce.They may be switching careers
just in time: The DEA is cwrently widening its investigation into NewYork nightlife,
and agentshave alreadypicked up ChameIeon for questioning. But he says he isn't
scared. "What happened to Lord Miehael
is not going to happen to me, becauseI'm
not in one club controlling dealers who kick
back to me," he says. "Every night of the
week I'm in a different place. That's the
trick-to staymobile and never carrylarge
amounts of drugs personally."
Digital Konfusion's DJ Odi, who frequently plays B.TS. parties, says he can't
believe it but he's nostalgic for the reign of
Lord Michael-who conned and later ratted on both his enemies and his friends.
(He becamethe starwitness in the government's unsuccessfirlattemptto jail the own-

CHAMELEON IS SOMETHINGOfA CONTTO-er of the Limelight, Peter Gatien, on rackeL
eering and conspiracy charges.) At least
versial figure within B.TS. He didn't grow
gang
most
of
the
other
key
then,
like
Odi says, blood wasn't all over the
up in the
dance
floor. "Back in the days of the Limemembers, and he'sfoommiddle-classQueens
Brooklyn.
He
claims
light,
dealers
didrl\ step on each other's
rather than blue-collar
B.TS.
now
that
Soak
is
toes,"
he
remembers.
he is the leader of
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say
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and
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With
the disintegration
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but other members
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see
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scene
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the
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scene,
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on Wall StreeL-is the
ing from his day
group
of wild-ass kids
acting don and that Chameleon is only the
"That's how a
bossof the Long Island branch. "Chameleon like B.TS. eantake over."
C)
is a crazy cowboy who thinks he controls
every'thing," says Miss Melody. "Sure, he Fmnk Oweni,safreelanceutriterfrom
represents B.TS., and he's always there to

Manchestet',England"

