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A San Francisco gypsy family makes its money from befriending
elderly people, coercing them info including them in their wills
and then ki(ﬁng them. Ruaridh Nicol invesfigates

POISON

Angela is part of the Tene (pronounced Tini) Bimbo
family, an arm of the million and a half strong, and
very secretive, American 8Ypsy community. The
Tene family are originally from Eastern Europebut
came to America at the turn of the century, set-
tling around Boston and New York. Normally,
8YPpsy crimes are non-violent, preying off the
vulnerable in society by using fraud, but the
Tenes have a history of stepping over the
line. In the late 1920s the name appeared
attached to King Tene, a renowned killer for
the gangster Al Capone.

ay Faron rests her arms on the steering wheel

and points ata small, ageing woman across the street.

“That’s Mama Lama coming down the steps now,”

she says and then smiles. “Shall we follow her?”

The private eye, head of the San Francisco detec-

tive agency, Rat Dog Dick, knows this street
well. She has spent many a morning here rifling
through the Occupants’ rubbish bins.

Faron believes murderers live in this house on San
Francisco’s 14th Street. Her two suspects are Angela
Tene and George Lama, Mama’s son. Their alleged
crime is to befriend old folk, coerce them into signing
over their houses, and then kill them. The police are John Nicholas, a 8YPpsy cop, says that gyp-
investigating the claims, and have exhumed the bodies ~ sies are notoriously mean to those who reveal
of four people to test for poison. their secrets: “There are only two other 8Ypsy cops

Angela inherited this house, worth US$250,000 (about  inthe US today,” he says. However, they do not choose to give
NZ$385,000), from Nicholas Bufford. By no means a rich up the gypsy secrets. “If they did, they would suffer the lone-
man, Bufford had paid off the mortgage over a lifetime of liness of being ostracised from their families - as I have.”
hard work. At the age of 87, his life was petering out just Much of the gypsies” success is due to their ability to operate
as the beautiful, dark-haired 8ypsy girl of 24 walked in. as a family in their crimes. This is certainly true of Angela.

Angela could not have been nicer and Bufford, devoid Not only is her boyfriend involved, but so is her brother and
of close family, enjoyed the company. Within a few her mother.
weeks she had taken him to the local courthouse where Her mother was no slouch at this game, and must have
she joined him on the title deeds of his house, given Angela her taste for older men. Her mother married
registering as his granddaughter. Two months later amanwho, at 89, was twice her age. It took him four years
they were back telling the clerk there had been todieand leave her everything. Ataround the same time,
a mistake, actually she was his wife. Tt was true, she befriended and cared for another 89-year-old who
the couple had married a few days earlier. It left her US$937,000 (NZ$1,441,538) when he died. His
would not last long. Two months later he was last months were not pleasant; at one point a neigh-
dead and Angela named as the sole benefi- bour found him lying in his own excrement and
ciary to his estate. shouting for water.

But that was in 1984. In the next 11 years But Angela was the new generation and hav-
she would begin to date George Lama, ing been s0 successful with Nicholas Bufford,
private investigators would start to she began to consolidate her Occupation. By
follow her, Lama’s brother would 1985, she had a partner, George Lama, whom
become a police informant, govern- she had met in a local delicatessen. They
ment investigators would be called in would become lovers with a working rela-
to look at police corruption on the case tionship. Shortly after they met, George
and another five people would die. began buying the heart drug Digitalis - fatal
Back then, she was only just beginning in high doses - from one of San Francisco’s
to place the building blocks of a career in more relaxed pharmacies. The owner of the
old men. store, Edmond Lim, said Lama had told him the
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Fay Faron: ‘We’re a
television-type of
agency’

Left: Operation
Foxglove was named
after the plant from
which the poisonous
Digitalis comes
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Bufford and on into the future.

The first crucial bit of information came from the cop she
was dealing with on the case. He told her that he was hearing
other rumours of this family’s crime spree. “He said “We've
got somebody calling in, an informant, who says his brother
is involved with a gypsy and he has heard them laughing
about what they are doing to these two old men, taking them
food every day, poisoning them and how they are going to
die”.” The gypsy was Angela Tene and the informant’s brother
was George Lama.

Between 1989 and 1993, Angela and George picked out
three more men, all in their 90s, whom they started visiting
and taking food. The couple’s name soon appeared on the
deeds to the men’s houses, their bank accounts, their wills
and, in one case, a Mercedes. Digitalis, although none were
prescribed the drug, was soon to be found in their blood.
According to the informant, Angela was not only feeding
these men, but also having sex with them - but only to make
their hearts pound a little faster.

When the informant called me, the telephone line crackled.
George’s brother Jerry was speaking from a telephone box
a few thousand miles away. He was angry at having to be on
the run and furious that there were still people free on the
streets who could and would, given the chance, kill him. He
is hiding from not only his brother but a crooked cop whom
he is responsible for exposing in connection with the case.

“My biggest mistake was not turning my brother in at the
beginning,” said Jerry. “I kept my mouth shut until I realised
my brother was starting to use the same methods on my
mother (Mama Lama). I'strongly feel that my own brother poi-
soned my mother — my mother ended up in hospital with

a heart attack — and later we found out that without her
knowledge he had put her own house into joint ownership
with him.” Why would he do such a thing? “It’s called greed.
Money, money, money.”

Luck was beginning to run out for Angela and George. In
1991, one of the men they had courted told police that he
thought his new friends were trying to kill him. Just before
his death (from heart disease) he changed his will taking
Angela out and putting in some distant relatives in Norway.
Another of the victims, or “clients” as the couple referred to
them, was found to have Digitalis in his bloodstream and was
moved to a safe house. The third died in 1994 but his nephew
gained control of his US$1.2m (NZ$1.8m) will. With the evi-
dence already in the hands of the police, witnesses prepared
to speak in court. With the exhumed bodies providing evi-
dence, the case should have been wrapped up. But it is not.
Angela and George still freely walk the pavements of San
Francisco’s Sunset neighbourhood.

After receiving information from Faron and Jerry Lama, the
police set up ‘Operation Foxglove’, named after the plant that
provides Digitalis. But while the suspects backed off realising
the heat was on, the case has gone nowhere. Not only has the
police department contaminated evidence, but it has had to
launch investigations into some of the cops involved. Acting
on information from Jerry Lama, one cop was accused of tip-
ping off George and Angela. The cop denied the charges but
resigned a week before his tribunal was due to start. “I fear
him,” said Jerry. “T just cost him his pension.”

Police also allowed Jerry Lama to be present when two
other witnesses involved in the case were interviewed, imme-
diately ensuring none would testify. And in the most bizarre




twist of the whole story, a former sheriff’s deputy turned pri-
vate investigator walked into the detectives’ office at police
headquarters and either took or was given (accounts vary) the
chronology of the case, a 40-page document detailing all the
evidence and giving the names of the confidential informants.
What did he do with this? He registered it with the Writer’s
Guild in Los Angeles in the hope he would get a movie deal.

The San Francisco Police Department refused to comment
on the case, on which they have a media blackout. None of the
Tene family would talk, and calls to their attorney’s office were
not returned. Both Faron and Jerry Lama now believe that cor-
ruption in the police force has let the murderers get away: “In
my experience with the San Francisco Police Department they
are either totally incompetent or they're on the take, and I can
guarantee you they are not incompetent,” said Lama.

Faron is disgusted at the inaction that means she still sees
members of the Tene family on the streets she walks. She can’t
bear the fact that all these old men have been taken advantage
of and the police do nothing. She sees the police as waiting for
the victims to die and the cases to close by themselves. “I can’t
believe we live in a city where serial murder is just ignored,”
she said.

But it seems to be the case across America, where reports on
the Tene killings have brought other instances into the open.
Other cases have emerged as far away as New York where one
family was denied access to their dying father — by a wife they
never knew existed. Each family tries to keep the details of the
tragedy secret, embarrassed at what they see as their own lack
of interest until it was too late. The son of one victim said that
he had been reading the paper and received a jolt: “I just saw
thename Tene and I thought ‘oh God”.” *
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