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Foes threaten
legit auto biz
BY JAKE PEARSON

PLATE-SIGZONE:KSI,1STAR,36,C,KSI,4,21:

DEATH
threats.
Firebombs.
Muggings.
It’s just another day at the
office for Gil Velez, owner of
Gil’s Collision Services, a towing and auto repair shop in
East New York.
“I’m a legitimate business
out here,” said Velez, 48, who
this month, while repairing a
rooftop air conditioner at his
shop, discovered three bottles
full of a mysterious liquid with
rags stuffed in their necks.

Nine teams are participating in this year’s Beacon 158 summer league, a little-known tourney that offers opportunity for unheralded players to develop. Photos by Victor Chu

Gil Velez, owner of Gil’s Collision Services in East New York, has gotten death threats from illegal towing businesses. Photo by James Monroe Adams 4th

are at least a dozen bootleg
tow-truck companies in East
New York roaming the streets
listening to police scanners for
a Code 53, the police signal for
a car accident.
The bootleggers aren’t registered with the Consumer Affairs Department, and usually
don’t have proper insurance or
certification, but rush to accidents — and intimidate licensed tow truck drivers, such
as those who work for Velez,

keeping them from hooking up
the damaged cars.
“They’re jealous of me,” said
Velez, who runs one of four legitimate tow companies in the
area that are members of the
NYPD Direct Accident Response
Program (DARP), a database of
legitimate tow truck companies police call after accidents.
“It gets me targeted, because if there’s an illegal tow
truck company there and I
show up, by law he has to
leave the scene.”

But rarely do they leave quietly.
Years ago, a furious illegal
tow driver dropped his truck’s
boom and rammed into Velez’s
truck at an accident scene,
smashing it in the side before
driving to Velez’s office and firing gunshots at two more
trucks.
Last week, in the middle of
the night, vandals spray-painted “Die” and “We’re gonna kill
you” on the wall of his Liberty Ave. shop.

And one day last month, at
2:30 in the morning, one of
Velez’s drivers was assaulted
and threatened after an angry
car owner erupted as his ride
was removed from a crime
scene.
“It’s crazy out here,” said
Velez, who has moved to Forest Hills, Queens, but still considers himself a Brooklyn guy.
“They’re trying to send me a
message, but I’m not scared.”

Teen dancers leap over obstacles on way to Scotland festival

KSI

BY BEN CHAPMAN
THEY’VE GOT rhythm — and tenacity.
A teen dance troupe from Park Slope has overcome
financial trouble and theft, and now is finally on its
way to perform at a prestigious dance festival in
Scotland.
“We paid for this with our blood and sweat,” said
Diane Jacobowitz, director of Dancewave Company,
which has a studio on Fourth Ave. “We never gave
up.”
The 15-member modern dance company won a slot
last October to perform at the prestigious Aberdeen
International Youth Festival — the only American
group invited to perform.
The only hitch was that the troupe had to pay its
own way to the event, which runs from July 28
through Aug. 7 and is expected to attract 30,000
people.
Dancewave needed to raise $40,000 to pay for the
trip — no mean feat, especially since about half of the
company’s dancers come from low-income families.
“Some of our dancers have never left the country,”
Dancewave Company members practice their moves. The Park Slope said Jacobowitz. “These are kids who would not normally have a chance to see Scotland.”
teen troupe won a slot to perform at a dance festival in Scotland
The plucky dancers asked family and friends for
and had to raise $40,000 to pay for the trip. Photo by Thomas Rawe

help, held benefit performances and even pooled their
baby-sitting earnings to fund the trip.
Then disaster hit: In January, a phony travel agent
ripped them off for almost $9,000.
“That was the most hardhearted thing imaginable,”
said Jacobowitz. “Things got very dark for a while.”
But the dancers kept rehearsing and kept trying to
raise money. In March, Nick Kotsonis, owner of Slope
Health & Fitness, read about the troupe’s difficulties
in the Daily News and donated $10,000 to help them
pay for the trip.
A month later, Dancewave’s fortunes improved yet
again after the group recovered the stolen money
with the help of Brooklyn attorney Jay Itkowitz, who
took their case pro bono.
“That’s when we knew we’d make it to Scotland,”
said Kelly Rodriguez, 16, of East New York. “We hung
in there and made it through.”
The troupe leaves a week from today, and its
members are making final preparations, packing their
bags and double-checking their passports.
With the dancers’ goal so near, the struggles they
faced getting to this point no longer seem so bad.
“All in all, it’s been a positive lesson,” said Nola
Smith, 18, of Park Slope. “If you’re trying to do something good in the world, people are going to help you
out.”

Work in progress
Y
Young
HS players
l
bbuild
ild conﬁﬁddence,
polish their skills in Beacon 158 league
BY MATT CAPUTO

T

WO NIGHTS a week, the tiny
gym at Middle School 158 in
Bayside, Queens, hosts one
of the city’s unsung high
school basketball tournaments.
Since 1994, the Beacon 158
summer league has provided
a venue for public and private
schools from across the city to
prepare for the upcoming high Beacon coordinator Al Stark
school season.
supported by the Samuel Field
It’s become a proving ground
of sorts for rising upperclassmen YM-YWHA in Little Neck.
Besides the basketball tournaand those who are trying to make
ment, Beacon provides services
the jump from junior varsity.
Tournament staffers say the such as tutoring, healthcare and
program is also designed to give haircuts, and activities ranging
players a place to build their con- from talent shows, art classes
and videogame tournaments.
ﬁdence.
“It doesn’t matter what year Beacon-sponsored programs are
you’re going into, as long as it free to all city residents.
“This tournament is built on the
helps the kids,” said Al Stark, the
coordinator of Beacon Services. staff that loves it and wants to
“Coaches love it because it gives keep it going,” Stark said. “Every
them an idea of who can step up year we do it, it becomes more like
from the freshman and JV, and a family.”
The basketball tournament has
from the bench.”
The Beacon Program, funded become one of Beacon’s ﬁxtures,
by the city Department of Youth featuring such standouts as NBA
and Community Development, player Rafer Alston and Tina
has community centers in public Charles of the WNBA before they
school buildings across the city. became well-known.
Nine teams are participating
The Beacon at MS 158 is also

this summer, including Cardoz
Bayside, Richmond Hill, Ho
Cross, St. Mary’s (L.I.), the Lo
Island Lightning AAU team a
a Beacon house team. St. Fra
cis Prep and Holy Cross ha
competed every year since t
tourney’s inception.
“We try and have a competit
program along the lines of an IS
but on a smaller scale,” said To
Jones, a junior high school de
who also works as a recreati
assistant at Beacon. He was ref
ring to the well-known basketb
tournaments that are played
IS 8 in Jamaica.
“It’s a way for them to p
competitively over the summ
other than in the park,” Jon
added. “We’ve seen a lot of ki
come here and grow up, som
former pros. It’s a really fun a
rewarding program.”
The squads are composed
players ranging from incoming
freshmen to soon-to-be seniors.
School teams are generally
coached by an assistant, since
most interscholastic leagues
prohibit varsity coaches from
coaching their teams during the
off-season.
Andrew Winter, a rising junior
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“They were Molotov cocktails. . . . They’re trying to take
away my livelihood,” he said.
Fire marshals collected the
bottles and are investigating
the incident.
But for Velez, the apparent
firebombing attempt by unknown persons is just one of
the many dangers associated
with his work in this part of
Brooklyn, where scores of illegal tow trucks rush to accident
scenes, and some angry thugs
look for payback after their
cars are removed from crime
scenes.
“People out there are cracking heads, trying to get cars,”
said Velez, who has been in
business for 13 years and runs
a fleet of eight trucks. “I’m
here [in East New York] for
48 years, and I’m not going
anywhere.”
By Velez’s estimate, there

his second summer in the Beacon
tourney, said he was glad to get an
early taste of life on the varsity.
“It gives you a chance to see
what the next level of high school
basketball is like,” Winter added.
Cardozo coach Ron Naclerio,
who watched his players lose
to a squad from Bayside HS on

send teams to the Beacon tourney
in the summer as well as the fall.
“You get to see your kids, and
the most important thing is relationships and loyalty,” Naclerio
said. “It’s a chance to correct
their bad habits they have from
playing with other coaches in the
summer.”

