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FEDERAL INVESTIGA-
TORS said yesterday they
found no evidence a casino
tour bus was struck by a trac-
tor-trailer before it crashed in
theBronxkilling15 people.

The National Transporta-
tion Safety Board also said the
bus, which was returning to
Chinatown from the Mohegan
Suncasino inConnecticut, was
barreling down the highway at
78mph.Thespeed limiton that
stretch of Interstate 95 is 55
mph.

The report says the World
Wide Travel bus, carrying 32
passengers, veered to the right,
crossed the shoulder, hit a bar-
rier and traveled 480 feet as it
fell over. Then it slid into a ver-
tical sign support that cut
throughthebus.

The driver, Ophadell Will-
iams, told police he was forced
to swerve when a tractor-trail-
er clipped the bus in the early
morningofMarch12.

Williams has not been
charged and his lawyer, Sean
Rooney, maintained yesterday
that a tractor-trailer was in-
volved.

“Whether there was inciden-
tal contact or not is really irrele-
vant,”hesaid.

Some surviving passengers
who are suing Williams allege
he was asleep, but Rooney said
Williams was well-rested and
alert.

He said police tested Will-
iams’ breath and blood for alco-
hol, and the tests were nega-
tive. Police have not confirmed
that.
 News Wire Services

BYDANIEL BEEKMAN
DAILYNEWS WRITER

FORMER MIDDLEWEIGHT
champion Iran “The Blade” Bar-
kley is off the mat and no longer
homeless.

Five months after landing in a
shelter, the legendary South
Bronx boxer finally has a place
to call his own — a shiny, reno-
vatedstudio apartment.

“Walking in here was the
greatest feeling in the world,”
Barkley said yesterday, showing
off a new gas stove and donated
microwave. “Knowing nobody
can tellme to getout.”

Barkley spent months sleep-
ing on the subway last fall after a
relative kicked him out of the
housing project apartment they
shared.

“I don’t like to call it ‘home-
less’,” he said. “I like to call it
‘downonmy luck.’ ”

Barkley learned to bob and
weaveatSt.Mary’sGyminMott
Haven.Boxinghelped the gentle
giantescape thewild streets.

The 6-foot-1 brawler got his
big shot in Las Vegas two de-
cades ago when he floored Tom-
my “Hitman” Hearns and
snagged a WBC championship
belt.

“He cut me on my eyes and
busted my lip,” recalled Barkley,
now heavyset with a shaved
head. “I knew I had to go street
and go get him, and then
BOOM!”

Barkley squandered millions
in winnings on property, luxury
carsand trips.

“IwashangingoutwithEddie
Murphy and Arsenio Hall,” said
Barkley. “Ihad to keepup.”

Then Barkley grew old. He
put on weight. He had trouble
getting fights. So he left Vegas
and flew back to the Bronx,
where needy pals sucked him
dry.

“When you’re making the

most money around, everybody
seemsto findyou,” hesaid.

For years, a jobless Barkley
struggled to make ends meet,
volunteering at a private school
and local gyms.

Barkley’s luck changed last
December, when friends steered
him to a shelter run by Bronx-
Works,a local nonprofit.

“Anybody can become home-
less,” said BronxWorks execu-
tive director Carolyn McLaugh-
lin. “Things happen — financial
issues, health issues, family. Iran
is just one of hundreds of people
we’ve been able to move off the
street.”

BronxWorks helped him get
disability for brain damage from
boxing and found a landlord ea-
ger to givehimcheaprent.

“Iran has been through some
hard times, but he’s a fighter at
heart,” said his buddy Joe De-
Guardia, a boxing promoter.
“He justkeepsoncoming.”

Barkley beamed as he strode
through the entrance to his Mor-
risania building, engraved with
the words, “With God’s love, all
thingsarepossible.”

Bx. boxing great
gets off
ropes!
Ex-champ Barkley in new home

Feds: Semi
didn’t hit
tragic bus

A FAMED Manhattan jeweler
who has sold jewels to the Holly-
wood elite pleaded guilty to bank-
ruptcy fraud yesterday and now
facesup to10years inprison.

Ralph Esmerian, 71, admitted
to lying and double-dealing in or-
der to hide assets and defraud cred-
itors.

“I intended to conceal money
from the sale [of jewelry] from
creditors,” Esmerian said in Man-
hattanFederalCourt.

The former head of jewelry
store Fred Leighton admitted to
hiding or stealing more than
$20 million ina fraudscheme

The plot centered on a $10 mil-
lion butterfly brooch that Esmeri-
an admitted sellingand not telling
creditorsabout.

He also sold jewelry that was
supposed to be collateral on loans
without telling the lenders.

Esmerian, who faces 97 to 120
months in prison under his plea
deal, remains freeon a$3.5million
bond.Hewill be sentenced in July.
 Scott Shifrel

Ex-boxing champ Iran Barkley has reason to smile as he moves into
Bronx apartment. Barkley, homeless for five months, shows off poster of
mom and framed photo of his past glory. Photos by Aaron Showalter

Jeweler to stars
admits to fraud
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BYJESSE SPECTOR
DAILYNEWS SPORTSWRITER

WASHINGTON — At a time
when the Rangers are desperate
for goals, they are turning to their
most talented scorer for help.
Their playoff lives may depend on
MarianGaborik findingaway out
of one of the worst
slumpsofhis career.

A 2-0 loss to the
Capitals last night sent
the Rangers back to
the Garden in a situation they
have overcome just once in their
85 seasons: losses in the first two
games of a playoff series. In 1996,
the Blueshirts dropped Games 1
and 2 to the Canadiens in the first
round, thenrallied to win thenext
fourgames.

Itonly feels like ithasbeen that
long since Gaborik found the
back of the net. The last time
Gaborik scored was March 20 in

Pittsburgh, his fifth goal in a five-
game stretch that seemed to have
him primed for a strong finish to
what had been an inconsistent
and injury-plagued season. In-
stead, he now is in an 11-game
goal drought, maybe with two
moregames to go if it continues.

“It’s a crucial time,
and I have to bear
down,” Gaborik said.
“Maybe (I’m) squeez-
ing the stick too hard.

I justhave torelaxa littlebit, and I
guess close my eyes or something.
I justhave tokeep shooting.”

Gaborik tried to shoot his way
out of his struggles last night, with
four of the Rangers’ 22 attempts
on goal. He played 23:18, more
than any Rangers skater except
for the top defense pair of Dan Gi-
rardi and Marc Staal, but like the
rest of his teammates was unable
tosolveMichalNeuvirth.

The Capitals got both of their
goals early in the second period,
taking the leadat2:11when Jason
Chimera beat Henrik Lundqvist
from the slot after a crisp passing
sequence started by Brooks Laich
behind the net, with Marcus Jo-
hansson as the intermediary.
Washington then continued to
put pressure on deep in the Rang-
ers’ zone, and Ryan McDonagh
was called for roughing in a post-
whistle scrum.

On the ensuing power play,
Matt Gilroy blocked a Mike
Green shot, but the puck went all
the way across the ice to Jason Ar-
nott.WithLundqvisthaving lined
up to face Green’s shot, the ex-
Devils center had an open net to
aim at, and made no mistake with
his slapshot.

“I’ve never seen a bounce like
that,” Gilroy said. “It went direct-
lyonto Arnott’s stick.”

The Rangers got no such
bounces, and appeared stunned
by the goals that came 1:57 apart.

It was another 61/2 minutes before
theygotanother shotongoal, and
Neuvirth only had to make nine
saves the rest of the way – six in a
third period that the Rangers con-
trolled, but in which they could
not grit their way back into the
gamewithagoal.

“The third period, I thought we
were in their zone quite a bit,”
John Tortorella said. “We were
fighting it a bit. We had some
open nets, and we just can’t get
our stickon it.”

The Capitals did, and for the
second straight game came away
with one excellent goal and one
fluky goal. With the Rangers un-
able to get a goal of any kind,
that’s all it has taken for the
Blueshirts to return to Broadway
ina two-gamehole.

Twitter.com/NYDNRangers

CAPITALS LEAD, 2-0
Eastern Conference

Quarterfi nals
Best-of-Seven

GAME 1: Caps 2, Rangers 1 (OT)

Last night: Caps 2, Rangers 0 

Tomorrow: at Rangers, 3 p.m., 

Ch. 4

Wednesday: at Rangers, 7 p.m., MSG

Sat., April 23: at Caps, 3 p.m., Ch. 4*

Mon., April 25: at Rangers, MSG*

Wed., April 27: at Caps, MSG*

* if necessary

BLUESHIRTS BLOG: Follow 
the Rangers through the 

playoffs on the web
nydn.com/rangers

CAPITALS 2
RANGERS 0

Fall to Caps, come home down 2-0

Henrik Lundqvist can only watch as Brooks Laich celebrates Capitals’ first goal that sends Washington on way to 2-0 series lead on Rangers. Photo by Reuters

STANLEY CUP PLAYOFFS

MORE BLUESHIRTS: Tortorella
trades barbs with writer during
pregame press conference.
 NYDailyNews.com/sports

Rangers face hole truth
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