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PROLOGUE

“Hey Joe, got your yearly letter from that creep, I see,” growled Al as he
sorted through the stack of incoming papers in their mutual mail box. Joe and
Al had been assigned to the homicide squad for more than 12 years, and
although their methods differed, each had put his share of killers in jail during
that time.

Joe glanced at the letter Al had tossed to him, opened it and began
reading:

October 14
Dear Joe,

It’s been just over five years now, and I just wanted to let you know I still
haven’t forgotten what you did for me. If it hadn’t been for you . . .

“You know, Joe,” interrupted Al, “I’ll never figure that one out. We had
nothing on that guy. There wasn’t a shred of evidence that he had killed that
girl. God knows I tried to find some; I beat the bushes for months for nothing—
no witnesses, no forensics, nothing. He knew it too because when I realized we
had nothing to lose, I took a shot. I tried to convince him that we had enough
to hang him. He just laughed and told me to go ahead and try it.

“Then you come along and shoot the breeze with him, and he spills his
guts even though you didn’t have a damn thing to offer him. If I live to be a
hundred, I'll never understand.”

Joe resumed his reading:

... I would have remained a prisoner, just like you said. Not behind a wall,
but in my own mind, and that would have been far worse. Deep down, I knew
it all the time, but you were the one who helped me admit it. Nobody else
understood or cared.

Thanks for setting me free. Come see me sometime if you get a chance; I'll
be here.

Billy G.

State Prison

ix
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Part |

INTERVIEWING

Lasers, DNA analysis, and other high-tech procedures have recently
bombarded the world of law enforcement. Through their use, some criminals
who might have remained free have gone to jail. Not surprisingly, such cases
often receive extensive publicity and, unfortunately, tend to overshadow reality.
Investigators, not scientists, solve the vast majority of crimes, and they do so
because “somebody talked.” Witnesses, accomplices, or the criminals them-
selves usually provide the solutions—solutions that are not obtainable through
any high-tech process.

However, criminals rarely come forth voluntarily to provide these solu-
tions, and witnesses often have no enthusiasm for becoming involved. Despite
this, law enforcement agencies still manage to obtain these truly spectacular,
but unpublicized results, and they do so through the efforts of a few investiga-
tors who have learned how to interview. Increasmg law enforcement’s cadre of
competent interviewers will do more to solve crimes than any technological
advance ever will. )

Despite the track record of investigators solving cases through interview-
ing, few agencies place much emphasis on the development of the skills
involved in interviewing. They offer many reasons for this policy of indiffer-
ence, and each explanation has an element of truth sufficient to sustain it.
However, scrutiny of these reasons will dispel their validity and expose them
for what they are: Myths. These myths range from the philosophical, such as
assuming that good interviewers are born, not made, to the tactical, such as
believing that interviews consist solely of questions and answers. We must
eliminate these myths as a first step in expanding the pool of competent
interviewers.

The fictional Sergeant Joe Friday of Dragnet has probably had a more
detrimental impact on police interviewing than any other single person or
event. Though greatly admired as an individual, Friday’s technique of insisting

n “just the facts,” despite its entertainment value, was poor interviewing.
Unfortunately, many officers, rookies and veterans alike, imitate this style, not
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because it is effective, but because it is easy. By refusing to acknowledge a
person’s feelings and emotions, and instead just discussing the facts, the
investigator removes much of the stress from interviewing. However, failure to
deal with these feelings can also prevent the interviewer from obtaining those
precious facts. Fear, anger, grief, and many other emotions serve as barriers
to communication. If you deal with and remove these barriers, the facts will
come. If they are ignored, the facts may remain unknown.

Many accomplished investigators define an interview as “a conversation
with a purpose”—a definition that conflicts with the widely held myth that
interviewing consists of asking a list of carefully prepared questions and
meticulously recording the answers. Trying to conduct an interview in this
preset way closely resembles the ploy of the nervous suitor who, before his first
date, prepares a list of things to talk about. Not only does this tactic rarely
succeed, it provides the material of which situation comedies are made. A
conversation involves spontaneity and flexibility—qualities that are eliminated
by the use of prepared questions.

The belief that interviewers are born, not made, and its counterpart
belief, that interviewing can only be learned through experience, account for
many investigators receiving little or no interviewing training. With few
exceptions, each generation of investigators begins anew, having profited
little from the experiences of the previous generation. The observation that
“those who do not learn from the past are condemned to repeat it” often
applies to interviewing.

Furthermore, not only do few investigators learn from history, they often
even fail to benefit from their own mistakes. Only by identifying and analyzing
their errors can investigators prevent their recurrence and become better inter-
viewers; unfortunately, many have neither the knowledge nor the attitude
needed to do this. Often, only training can remedy these shortcomings.

The following account of a “routine” arrest in which I took part as a rookie
agent shows just how wrong things can go. Everybody involved in law enforce-
ment has a similar story—this just happens to be mine. I confess that I have
included it in part because I like to tell the story, but also because it helps to
refute the common assumption that involvement in such a “comedy of errors”
automatically teaches many lessons to the participants, an assumption not
always borne out by experience. Participating in such an operation does not
guarantee improvement any more than conducting a bad interview automati-
cally makes one a better interviewer. We often ignore our mistakes, even those
as blatant as the following:

Through the alertness of a small-town deputy sheriff, the FBI had identified
a man who had robbed a bank in an adjacent town the previous day. The
deputy had noticed a stranger in town using a pay phone and, after hearing
the description of the suspect, realized that he had seen him. Telephone
records for the time in question, coupled with other information, led to an
arrest warrant for the suspect.
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After determining that the suspect had not returned home for several days,
the FBI interviewed his wife. She said that although she had no proof that
her husband robbed the bank, she believed he had the capacity to do so, did
fit the description, and did have a revolver matching the one used in the
robbery. The wife also believed that her husband intended to kill her.

Not surprisingly, the FBI easily obtained her cooperation. They then told her
to do nothing to alert her husband of their interest in him should he contact
her. Instead, they told her to comply with his wishes and notify the FBI as
soon as possible. They would then handle the situation.

She telephoned the FBI at noon on the following day. Her husband had called
and requested that she meet him early the next evening at a rest stop on a
nearby interstate highway. He had told her to bring him some clothes and
some money. (He had spent the entire proceeds from the robbery on a new
automobile for himself and a house trailer for his girlfriend.) This advance
warning provided ample time for the FBI to plan for his arrest.

Following the idea that a simple plan works best, the FBI placed a four-agent
apprehension team in an old panel truck and parked it near a telephone booth
at the rest stop. The wife, as instructed, parked her car beyond the phone
booth so that her husband would have to drive past the agents to get to her
location. The plan called for the case agent, while pretending to use the
phone, to serve as a lookout. Upon the arrival of the suspect, the case agent
intended to get into the truck, notify the arrest team and then drive to a point
that would block the suspect’s escape. The arrest team then would exit the
panel truck and take the suspect into custody. Numerous FBI agents and
local officers were dispersed throughout the area to serve as backups for the
arrest team. They posted me on the fringe of the action about 15 miles away
and told me to remain alert. For what, I never quite figured out.

The suspect, unaware of the plan, failed to fulfill his part. At the appointed
hour, instead of driving into the entrance of the rest stop, he continued past
it. He stopped at the exit to the rest area, backed up to his wife’s car and
shouted for her to follow him. He then sped from the location. His wife, as
directed by the FBI, followed him. The case agent observed this from the
telephone booth and, realizing that the arrest plan had failed, decided to
improvise. He got into the truck, started the engine and began to give chase.
At the same time, he shouted this latest development to the arrest team in the
cargo area. The truck had no windows in this compartment, and they had to
depend on the driver to keep them advised of the situation.

However, because of a partition between the driver and the cargo area and
the loud roar of the engine, they could only guess what was happening. They
knew only that the plan had failed. Although equipped with a portable radio,
they could not notify the backup units of this development because the radio
signals could not penetrate the walls of the panel truck.

Meanwhile, the case agent, giving chase down the interstate, attained a top
speed of about 30 miles per hour. Knowing this would not catch the suspect
in his new V-8-powered sedan and theorizing that the parking brake was
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responsible for the lack of speed, he attempted to disengage it. In doing so,
he accidentally released the hood instead. Fortunately, the hood’s hinges
were located at the front of the hood rather than at the rear. Thus, the hood,
whose safety catch was missing, only raised about six inches at the rear
rather than completely blocking the windshield. The agent, of small stature,
could now either press the accelerator or peer over the hood; he could not do
both at once.

Again, the case agent needed to improvise. He decided to take the first avail-
able exit, locate a telephone and notify the office of the current situation. The
office could then update the backup units by radio. It took a long time to
reach this exit, a long incline that crested at the edge of a huge parking lot,
part of a truck stop complex. As the truck drove up the ramp, its engine died,
and the truck came to a stop at the edge of the lot. As the driver looked over
the partially raised hood, he saw, approximately 100 yards in front of him,
the cars of the suspect and his wife. The suspect had gotten out of his car and
was approaching his wife, the woman the FBI had promised to protect.

No problem. The case agent had a well-armed and enthusiastic arrest team
with him. They could be heard clamoring and struggling to get out of the
truck; the inside door handle did not work properly. Actually, their frantic
efforts to exit had little to do with the arrest situation; a faulty exhaust sys-
tem had caused the excessive noise made by the truck during the chase; the
arrest team was being asphyxiated. What had started as a “routine” arrest
with more than adequate personnel had deteriorated to a one-on-one con-
frontation at 100 yards between an armed and dangerous suspect and an
agent with a snub-nosed revolver, a weapon designed for close-range
shooting.

Fortunately, when the case agent pointed his revolver at the suspect and
shouted, “Halt in the name of the FBI,” the suspect froze.

Meanwhile, the arrest team, having escaped from the truck and recovered
from the exhaust fumes, rushed to the suspect and placed him under arrest.
As one of the backup units who had finally figured out what was happening,
I arrived a few minutes later and furnished handcuffs to the arrest team.
Being new, I thought everybody involved in the arrest had a pair of hand-
cuffs. However, each arrest team member had assumed that others would
have handcuffs; none did.

The next day, a newspaper account of the arrest indicated that the suspect’s
capture had occurred without incident. Obviously, no reporter witnessed this
event. Only those involved knew the truth, and they chose not to reveal it. The
agents did apprehend the suspect, but hardly “without incident.” People involved
in operations that go awry often edit their press releases to omit the embarrass-
ing parts. However, a problem occurs later when they begin to believe their
edited press clippings. Smugness and complacency can result.

Fortunately, most tactical units in law enforcement now conduct post-action
evaluations as standard practice. They examine missions in terms of planning,
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equipment, and execution, and find ways to improve. Tactical units identify
and analyze their mistakes and therefore tend not to repeat them. For instance,
if they had reviewed the above operation they might have made the following
observations:

m  always review plans
m test vehicles beforehand, including:
m  top speed
m  exhaust system
m  door and hood latches
m  check communications under operational conditions
m  inventory all equipment in advance

Although press releases rarely follow, interviews do not differ from tactical
situations regarding the need for post-action evaluations. Only by careful analy-
sis of past performances can interviewers improve. Otherwise, they will make
the same mistakes again and again until they become ingrained—experience
does not guarantee competence. The existence of many ineffective “old-timers”
amply illustrates this.

“Why didn’t somebody tell me this stuff years ago?”” Hearing this question
many times from experienced agents and police officers convinced me to write
this book. In this book, as in the training course that prompted this question,
I have tried to dispel some of the mystery surrounding the interview process by
sharing techniques and ideas that others have used successfully through the
years. I hope that this will prevent the reader from having to learn them all the
hard way, through trial and error, an impossible task for one lifetime. I offer
this book only as a starting point, however, not as a substitute for training,
more extensive texts, or experience.
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