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Spreen bows out quietly after stormy ten

‘The charges resulted In his flring
h Robert Nyovich,

- By Kathy Parrish
stalf writer
. N 25 years with New York City
Pollee, Johannes F, Spreen dealt
N with blackouts, a Pope's visit
- and n 13-day transit strike. He
. spent 18 montks as Detroit pollee com-
! missloner in the tense aftermath of the
' 1987 riots.

But hardest stlnt of his carcer came .

" "as sheriff of Oakland County.

"I put In 12 of the toughest years of
my life," sald Spreen, recalling his
. time as the *lono Democrat” at the top

in a Republican strenghold.
"John Nichols Ls out of his cotton-
. pleking mind to take thia job.”

' OONSTANTLY IN the headlines dus-
 Ing his teoure as sherlff, Spreen left
olfice last week In an uncharacteristi-

' callyqulet way,

. "I'm leaving with my head held
high,” sald the Farmington Hills resi-
dent. Spreen challenged and Jost to

- QOakland County Executlve Danlel Mur-
phy in the Nov. 6 clection. To run, he
bad to vacate the office of sheriff.

*  Taklng over Jan. 1 as sherllf was
+ Farmingtoa Hilla Police Chlef John NI-
chols, also a former Detroit police
commlasioner and once Sprecn's under-
shesilf,
Nated for being outspoken, Spreea
* granted just a couple of farewell Inter-
views — and even those, reluctantly.
+ As he packed boxes, be made it clear
there's no love lost betwoen him and
T the folks who reported his every move
- as L . e
*I begged the medla to support me,”
" sald Spreen, blaming the press not only
for same of his polltical defeats but
also problems in his troubled ge.
“I'don't get fair play because § have
the backbone to speak out.”

WHILE UPSET with the press,
Spreen Is even angrier with Republl-
cans on the Board of Commissloners.
He contends they sabotaged hls efforts
for political reasons,

“This was a top-notch department,
the best (n the state. But three years
ago It was destroyed by pollticlans,”

Y -

After meeling with bath parties to
discuss his candidacy for sheriff, he de-
cided In 1972 to run as a Democrat.
That declsion came because the Demo-
cratic Party endorsed him (Republl-
cans wouldn't endorse in a primary)
and a desire to represcnt “the people,
not be obligated to 30 individuals,”

Since then, Spreen has been fighting
with the growing Republican majority
on the county board of commlssioners
over stalflng for his department, jall
overcrowdlng, lownshlp patrols and
cven preventlve crime programs lke
ESCAPE.

Internal sheriff department strug-
gles — which he also blames on politics
— led to charges that he used county
meat for private purposes and that his
wlfe Mona had ties with organlzed
: crime figures,
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2aid Spreen, relerring to layoffa of 27

whom Spreen accused of blackmail.

"1 bullt up the finest department In
the atate of Michigan until I had the
misfortunc lo bring !n an undersherl!f
who was a bit thirsty for power,”
Spreen sald.

T waa never allowed really to do the
Job,"” he summed up.

A NATIVE OF Osterbolx-Scharm-
beck, Germany, Spreen was a “litile
immigrant kld" who grew up in a Ger-
man pelghborhood In Queens, New
York.

White Intending to be a baseball
player, he tested lo become a New
York policeman because his friend
“wanted to be a cop in the worst way.”

His buddy failed the test, but Spreen
came out at the top of the ilst. When he
found out the job pald $2,000 a year,
the young German deelded to be a cop
and pltch on the New York City Police
baseball team.

Spreen worked kis way up to full In-
spector and redlred from the New York
department after 25 years to teach at
John Jay College., He recelved a bache-
lor's degree from the school after age
35 and went on to get a master's de-
gree, He i now working on a Ph.D.

But on what he calls the “hottest day
and the longest day of the year” —
June 21, 1968 — Spreen interviewed
for the job of Detrolt Pollce Commis-
sioner. Thls was Just one a year after
Detrolt’s 1967 riot. The job bad been
turned down by seven other prospects.
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‘The things | wanted
will be given to (John)
Nichols. John is &
professional and won't
brook any nonsense
and may have a run-in
if they try to do to him
what they did to me.’
— Johannes Spreen
ox-sheriff aboot
8UCCEIS0I'S prospects

enough lo take the job,” reflects
Spreen. It was the toughest job i the
country."

Spree resigned as commissioner af-
ter Detroit Mayor Jerome Cavanagh
dectded not to run agaln for re-elcctlon.

TODAY, SPREEN regrots somewhat
not ataylng on as commissioner — even
though it was a job he says he atmost
quit four times in 18 months. Always
outspoken, he was at odds with Cavan-
agh over affirmative actlon hiring poll-
cles, o change in the pension system,

and the promotion of someone the may-
or dida't like.

“Four times I put my job on he line,
but I think that's what a professional
law enforcement officer has to do,”
sald Spreen.

Dedlcated to "accentuatlng the posi-
tive," he came up with snappy slogans
like “Blue is Beautlful” and “Cops Are
Tops" and the idea of scooter patrols to
bring pollce offlcers closer to resldents
of the community.

While other cops donned riot gear,
the &lool, liach 250-pound chiel

strolled along 12th Street In a trench
coat during a fracns marking the anni-
versary of the riot. And he held a “love
In” to ask Lhe city to give him 100 days
in wbhich to turn the city around.

But on the 101t day "the roof fell {n*
when a fight broke out between black
teens and white officers at the Veter-
an's Memorial bullding in Detrolt. In
May 1969 an officer was killed in the
New Bethel Church shootings, which

led to the arrests of 142 people.

“The whole thing was a mess," re-
called Spreen.

“I lried to save a great clty, a city

that doesn’t deserve the reputation it
has. And T think I accomplished some
things there, just lke I did in Oakland
County,”

AFTER LEAVING the Detrolt force,

in il

to programs that bead off crime, he
wu!’; ES.C.A.P.E. (Eorolt [n the Sher-
iif's Crime and Accident Prevention
Educatlon). The program brings citi-
zens [nto the department for education-

al purposes. | .
l';e also feels vindicated by jall kin-
provements, forced by a lawnl}l
brought by prisoners. One of Spreen'a
earliest sugestions was to lry to get
federal money to improve the jail. o

WHILE THERE s speculation that
85-year-old Spreen s among candl-
dates hoplng to flll Nichols's former
gton Hills, he won't cga-
{irta or deny the rumer. .

Spreen zays there are offers from-oe-
curity companies ‘ashington,
D.C., but he'd like to stay in'this area,
Cne goal Ia to flnish his doctorate:in

Spreen set up a law pro-
gram at Marygrove College, which he
directed for 10 years.

Former Oakland County Prosecutor
Thomas Plunkett cncouraged him to
run for tho offlee of Qakland County
sheriff, It depends on Spreen's mood
whether he regrets his declslon to go
forit.

“1 do resent the harassment because
Iran asa Democrat,” he safd.

Spreen also lamented dally newspa-
per artlcles about hls wife of five
years. The Spreens were In a divorce
sult but reconclled when be declded to
run for county execulive.

The ex-sheriff [ proud of his efforts
in crime prevention. Always dedlcated

lology at Wayne State
Ublversity. . -
He once wrote a newspaper columin,
and be said be might do some more
writing. "Maybe I can continue lending
my voice so people get an awareness of
what bappenod bere,” he sald. "
While he likes Nichols, he admlts li'a
geolng to be hard to watch the Republl-
can commiasioners who fought him
cozy up to the new Republican sheriff.
“The thinga I wanted will be givento
Nichols,” sald Spreen. “John is a pro-
fesslonal and won't brook any norsense
and may have a run-in if they try to do
to him what they did to me. B
“But politicians are not atupid.
won'tdoft o him.” |
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