n Oetober 1867, one year atter the founding of

(e Black Panther Party, Huey Newton was involved
n o shooting during which an Qakland police officer

Il I-I:'I--::- NMewton spent three years in prison
wefore being released and having his charges dis-
unsseu, and his jailing brought cries of “Free Huey”
from supporters around the world.
This engrossing and well-written autobiography
recounts the forming of a revolutionary and shows
how the degrading and psychologically destructive
penal system forged Newton's already growing spirit.
When MNewton was a child, his father instilled in him
a sense of dignity and pride; as an adolescent, he
was torn betwaen religious principles and life as a
hustler; as a young man. he founded the radical Black
Panther Party with Bobby Seale, and finally, in soli-
tary confinement in the Alameda County Jail. he
reached deep within himself to find the strength to
face adversity: and even death without fear.

gat7lﬂﬁ\aunn|1n1hmu

Huey Newton is as intelligent and charismatic on
paper as he was in person, and his autobiography
serves as bold testimony to the ideas that formed the
Black Panther movement in the 1960s and *70s, and
that are being aired and reconsidered today.

.- - “Revolutienary suicide does not mean that | and
i a my comrades have a death wish; it means just the
opposite. We have such a strong desire to live with |
hope and human dignity that existence without
them is impossible.”

NOLAIN “d AIOH

—from the bogk
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A MANIFESTO

Let a new earth rise. Let another world be born. Let .
bloody peace be written in the sky. Let a second generation
full of courage issue forth, let a people loving freedom
come to growth, let a beauty full of healing and a strength
of final clenching be the pulsing in our spirits and our
blood. Let the martial songs be written. let the dirges dis-
appear. Let a race of men now rise and take control!
MARGARET WALKER, "For My People”

Revolutionary Suicide:

The Way of Liberation

For twenty-two months in the California Men’s Colony at San
Luis Obispo, after my first trial for the death of Patrolman John Frey,
I was almost continually in solitary confinement. There, in a four-by-
six cell, except for hooks and papers relating to my case, I was allowed
no reading material, Despite the rigid enforcement of this rule, inmates
sometimes slipped magazines under my door when the guards were not
looking. One that reached me was the May, 1970, issue of Ebony maga-
zine. It contained an article written by Lacy Banko summarizing the
work of Dr. Herbert Hendin, who had done a comparative studv on
suicide among Black people in the major American cities. Dr. Hendin
found that the suicide rate among Black men between the ages of nine-
teen and thirty-five had doubled in the past ten to fifteen years, sur-
passing the rate for whites in the same age range. The article had—and
still has—a profound effect on me. I have thought long and hard about
its implications.
The Ebony article brought to mind Durkheim’s classic study Suicide,
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Revolutionary Suicide: The Way of Liberation

earth. This belief lies at the heart of the concept of revolution.uy
suicide. Thus it is better to oppose the forces that would drive me to
self-murder than to endure them. Although I risk the likelihood
of death, there is at least the possibility, if not the probability, of chang-
ing intolerable conditions. This possibility is important, because much
in human existence is based upon hope without any real understanding
of the odds. Indeed, we are all—Black and white alike—ill in the same
way, mortally {ll. But before we die, how shall we live? I say with hope
and dignity; and if premature death is the result, that death has a
meaning reactionary suicide can never have. It is the price of self-
respect,

Revolutionary suicide does not mean that I and my comrades have
a death wish; it means just the opposite. We have such a strong desire
to live with hope and human dignity that existence without them is
impossible. When reactionary forces crush us, we must move against
these forces, even at the risk of death. We will have to be driven out
with a stick.

Che Guevara said that to a revolutionary death is the reality and
victory the dream. Because the revolutionary lives so dangerously, his
survival is a miracle. Bakunin, who spoke for the most militant wing
of the First International, made a similar statement in his Rewvolution-
ary Catechism. To him, the first lesson a revolutionary must learn is
that he is a doomed man. Unless he understands this, he does not grasp
the essential meaning of his life.

When Fidel Castro and his small band were in Mexico preparing
for the Cuban Revolution, many of the comrades had little understand-
ing of Bakunin's rule. A few hours before they set sail, Fidel went
from man to man asking who should be notified in case of death.
Only then did the deadly seriousness of the revolution hit home. Their
struggle was no longer romantic. The scene had been exciting and
animated; but when the simple, overwhelming question of death arose,
everyone fell silent.

Many so-called revolutionaries in this country, Black and white, are
not prepared to accept this reality, The Black Panthers are not suicidal;
neither do we romanticize the consequences of revolution in our life-
time. Other so-called revolutionaries cling to an illusion that they might
have their revolution and die of old age. That cannot be,

I do not expect to live through our revolution, and most serious
comrades probably share my realism. Therefore, the expression “rev-
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fifths of the world which is bent on wiping out the power of the cmpire,
In those terms the Third World would be transformed from suicidal to
homicidal, although homicide is the unlawful taking of life. and the
Third World is involved only in defense. Is the coin then turned?® Is
the government of the United States suicidal? I think S0,

With this redefinition, the term “revolutionary suicide” is not as
simplistic as it might seem initially, In coining the phrase, I took two
knowns and combined them to make an unknown, a neoteric phrase
in which the word “revolutionary” transforms the word “suicide” into
an idea that has different dimensions and meanings. applicable to a
new and complex situation.

My prison experience is a good example of revolutionary suicide
in action, for prison is a microcosm of the outside world. From the be-
ginning of my sentence I defied the authorities by refusing to co-
operate; as a result, | was confined to “lock-up,” a solitary cell. As the
months passed and I remained steadfast, they came to regard my be-
havior as suicidal. I was told that I would crack and break under the
strain. T did not break, nor did I retreat from my position. I grew
strong.

If T had submitted to their exploitation and done their will, it would
have killed my spirit and condemned me to a living death. To co-
operate in prison meant reactionary suicide to me. While solitary confine-
ment can be physically and mentally destructive, my actions were taken
with an understanding of the risk. I had to suffer through a certain
situation; by doing so, my resistance told them that I rejected all they
stood for. Even though my struggle might have harmed my health,
even killed me, I looked upon it as a way of raising the consciousness
of the other inmates, as a contribution to the ongoing revolution. Onlv
resistance can destroy the pressures that cause reactionary suicide.

The concept of revolutionary suicide is not defeatist or fatalistic,
On the contrary, it conveys an awareness of reality in combination with
the possibility of hope—reality because the revolutionary must always
be prepared to face death, and hope because it symbolizes a resolute
determination to bring about change. Above all, it demands that the
revolutionary see his death and his life as one piece. Chairman Mao says
that death comes to all of us, but it varies in its significance: to die for

the reactionary is lighter than a feather; to die for the revolution is
heavier than Mount Tai.




Part One

During those long vears in the Oakland public schoals, I
did not have one teacher who taught me anvthing relevant
1 to my own life or experience.
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Many migrants like us were driven and pursued, in the
manner of characters in a Greek play, down the paths of
defeat; but luck must have been with us, for we somehow
survived. . | .

RICHARD WRIGHT, Preface to Black Metropolis

Starting Out

Life does not always begin at birth. My life was forged in the
lives of my parents before I was born, and even earlier in the history
of all Black people. It is all of a piece.

I have little knowledge of my grandparents or those who went be-
fore. Racism destroyed our family history. My father's father was a
white rapist.

Both of my parents were born in the Deep South, mv father in
Alabama, my mother in Louisiana. In the mid-thirties, their families
migrated to Arkansas, where my parents met and married. They were
very young, in their mid-teens—some said too young to marry—but my
father, Walter Newton, is a very good talker, and when he decided he
wanted Armelia Johnson for his bride, she found him hard to resist.
He has always known how to be charming; even today I love to see his
eyes light up with that special glow when he gets ready to work his
magic. They were married in Parkdale, Arkansas, and lived there for
seven years before moving to Louisiana to take advantage of better
employment prospects.

My father was not typical of southern Black men in the thirties and
forties. Because of his strong belief in the family, my mother never
worked at an outside job, despite seven children and considerable eco-
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depressed by difficult circumstances, and especially by the extreme con-
dition of prison, they see that I look at things in another wayv. Not that
I am happy with the suffering; I simply refuse to be defeated by it.

I was born in Monroe, Louisiana, on February 17, 1942, the last
of seven children. Like other Black people of that time and place, 1
was born at home. They tell me that my mother was quite sick while
she carried me, but Mother says only that I was a fine and pretty baby.
My brothers and sisters must have agreed because they often teased
me when I was young, telling me I was too pretty to be a boy, that I
should have been a girl. This baby-faced appearance dogged me for a
long time, and it was one of the reasons [ fought so often in school, 1
looked younger than I actually was, and soft, which encouraged school-
mates to test me. I had to show them. When 1 went to jail in 1968,
Istill had the baby face. Until then I rarely shaved.

My parents named me after Hueyv Pierce Long, the former Governor
of Louisiana, assassinated seven years before I came along. Even though
he could not vote, my father had a keen interest in politics and followed
the campaigns carefully. Governor Long had impressed him by his
ability to talk one philosophy while carrying out programs that moved
Louisiana in exactly the opposite direction. My father says he was
up front, “looking right into his mouth,” when Huey P. Long made
a speech about how Black men in the hospitals, “out of their minds
and half naked,” had to be cared for by white nurses. This was, of
course, unacceptable to southern whites, and therefore a number of
Black nurses were recruited to work in Louisiana hospitals. This was
a major breakthrough in employment opportunities for Black profes-
sionals. Huey Long used this tactic to bring other beneficial programs
to Blacks: free books in the schools, free commodities for the poor,
public road- and bridge-construction projects that gave Blacks em-
ployment. While most whites were blinded by Long’s outwardly racist
philosophy, many Blacks found their lives significantly improved. My
father helieved that Huey P. Long had been a great man, and he
wanted to name a son after him.

In our family there was a tradition that each older child had par-
ticular responsibility for a younger one, looking after him at play, feed-
ing him, taking him to school. This was called “giving” the newborn to
an older brother or sister. The older child had the privilege of first
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Gk e s by outdoors, 1 owas “given” to my brother Walter,
[+ % e ddays after T owas born he took me outside, hauled me up
cule the back of a horse, and circled the house while the rest of the
Loty teflowad, This ritual is undoubtedly a surviving “Africanism”
Fiom the ape-old matriarchal-communal tradition. I do not remember
that oy anything else of our life in Louisiana. Everything I know about
that time 1 learned from the family. In 1945, we followed my father
to Oakland wlien he came West to look for work in the wartime in-
dustries, I was three years old.

The great exodus of poor people out of the South during World
War II sprang from the hope for a better life in the big cities of the
North and West. In search of freedom, they left behind centuries of
southern cruelty and repression. The futility of that search is now his-
tory. The Black communities of Bedford-Stuyvesant, Newark, Browns-
ville, Watts, Detroit, and many others stand as testament that racism
is as oppressive in the North as in the South.

Oakland is no different. The Chamber of Commerce boasts about
Oakland’s busy seaport, its museum, professional baseball and foot-
ball teams, and the beautiful sports coliseumn. The politicians speak of
an efficient city government and the well-administered poverty pro-
gram. The poor know better, and they will tell you a different story.

Oakland has one of the highest unemployment rates in the country,
and for the Black population it is even higher. This was not always the
case. After World War I, there was a hectic period of industrial expan-
sion, and again during World War II, when government recruiters went
into the South and encouraged thousands of Blacks to come to Oakland
to work in the shipyards and wartime industries. They came—and
stayed after the war, although there were few jobs and they were no
longer wanted, Because of the lack of employment opportunities in
Oakland today, the number of families on welfare is the second highest
in California, even though the city is the fifth largest in the state. The
police department has a long history of brutality and hatred of Blacks.
Twenty-five years ago official crime became so bad that the California
state legislature investigated the Oakland force and found corruption
so pervasive that the police chief was forced to resign and one police-
man was tried and sentenced to jail. The Oakland “system” has not
changed since then. Police brutality continues and corruption persists.
Not everyone in Oakland will admit this, particularly the power
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structure and the privileged white middle class. But, then, none of them
actually lives in Oakland.

Oakland spreads from the northern border of Berkeley, dominated
by the University of California with its liberal to radical life style,
south to the Port of Oakland and Jack London Square, a complex of
mediocre motels, novelty shops, and restaurants with second-rate food.
To the west, eight miles across the bay, spanned by the San Francisco-
Oakland Bay Bridge, is metropolitan San Francisco; to the east is a
lily-white bedroom city called San Leandro.

There are two very distinct geographic Oaklands, the “fatlands”
and the hills. In the hills, and the rich area known as Piedmont, the
upper-middle and upper class—the bosses of Oakland—live, among
them former United States Senator William Knowland, the owner of
the ultraconservative Qakland Tribune, Qakland’s only newspaper. His
neighbors include the mayor, the district attorney, and other wealthy
white folks, who live in big houses surrounded by green trees and
high fences.

The other Oakland—the flatlands—consists of substandard-income
families that make up about 50 per cent of the population of nearly
450,000. They live in either rundown, crowded West Oakland or dilapi-
dated East Oakland, hemmed in block after block, in ancient, decaying
structures, now cut up into multiple dwellings. Here the majority of
Blacks, Chicanos, and Chinese people struggle to survive. The land-
scape of East and West Qakland is depressing; it resembles a crumbling
ghost town, but a ghost town with inhabitants, among them more than
200,000 Blacks, nearly half the city’s population. There is a dreary, grey
monotony about Oakland’s flatlands, broken only by a few large and
impressive buildings in the downtown section, among them (signifi-
cantly) the Alameda County Court House (which includes a jail) and
the Oakland police headquarters building, a ten-story streamlined for-
tress for which no expense was spared in its construction, Oakland is
a ghost town in the sense that many American cities are. Its white
middle class has fled to the hills, and their indifference to the plight of
the city’s poor is everywhere evident.

Like countless other Black families in the forties and fifties, we fell
victim to this indifference and corruption when we moved to Oakland.
It was as difficult then as it is now to find decent homes for large
families, and we moved around quite a bit in my early years in search
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¢ o boee that would suet our needs. The first house I remember was

Uil covnee ol it and Brush streets in a rundown section of Oak-
fuid 1t wis o twosbedroom basement apartment, and much too small
0 halid all of us comfortably. The floor was either dirt or cement, I
cannot remember exactly; it did not seem to be the kind of floor that
regulin” people had in their homes. My parents slept in one bedroom
and my sisters, brothers, and I in the other. Later, when we moved to
a two-room apartment at Castro and Eighteenth streets, there were
fewer of us. Myrtle and Leola had married, and Walter had been
drafted into the Army. On Castro Street, I slept in the kitchen. That
memory returns often. Whenever I think of people crowded into a
small living space, I always see a child sleeping in the kitchen and feel-
ing upset about it; everybody knows that the kitchen is not supposed to
be a bedroom. That is all we had, however. I still burn with the sense
of unfairness I felt every night as I crawled into the cot near the ice-
box.

We were very poor, but I had no idea what that meant. They were
happy times for me. Even though we were discriminated against and
segregated into a poor community with substandard living conditions,
I never felt deprived when I was small. I had a close, strong family
and many playmates, including my brother Melvin, who was four
years older than me; nothing else was needed. We just lived and played,
enjoving everything to the fullest, particularly the glorious California
weather, which is kind to the poor.

Unlike many others [ knew, we never went hungry, although our
food was the food of the poor. Cush was standard fare. Cush is made
out of day-old corn bread mixed with other leftovers, such as gravy and
onions, spiced very heavily and fried in a skillet. Sometimes we ate
cush twice a day, because that was all we had. It was one of my favorite
dishes, and I looked forward to it. Now I see that cush was not
very nutritious and was downright bad for you if you ate it often;
it is just bread—corn bread.

Life grew even sweeter when I was big enough—six or seven years
old—to play outdoors with Melvin. Our games were filled with the joy
and exuberance of innocent children, but even they reflected our eco-
nomic circumstances. We rarely had store-bought toys. We improvised
with the materials at hand. Rats were close at hand, and we hated rats
because they infested our homes; one had almost bitten off my

nephew’s toe. Partly because of the hate and partly for the game of it,
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we caught rats and put them in a large can and poured coal oil into the
can, then lighted it. The whole can would go up in flames while we
watched the rats scoot around inside, trying to escape the fire, their
tails sticking straight up like smoking grey toothpicks. Usually they
died from the smoke before the flames consumed them. ’

We also despised cats, because we were told that cats killed little
babies by sucking the breath out of them. We tested the tale about
cats always landing on their feet. When we caught cats and took them
to the top of the stairs and hurled them down, they would land on
their feet—most of the time. ’

Dirt was a favorite toy. We used it to play at being builders. The
roof of the house was our building site. We would climb up there and
pull up the dirt-filled buckets behind us with rope, hand over hand, to
the top of the house, and tlien dump the dirt down on the other side.
There were no swimming pools near us, but when we got a ljttle older
we began to wander down to the bay with the other kiés and go swim-
ming off the pier in the dirty water. Dirt, rats, cats: theseoare the
games and toys of the poor, as old and cruel as economic reality.

My parents insisted that we learn to get along with each other.
When there was a dispute, my father never took sides. He was always
an impartial judge, listening to both parties and getting to the bottom
of things before making a decision. He was a fair and careful judge
about all disputes, and later, when we had trouble in school, mv father
went every time to the teacher or the principal to learn what h/ad hap-
pened. When we were right, he stood up for us, but he never tolerated
wrongdoing.

We were not taught to fight by our parents, although my father in-
sisted that we stand our ground when attacked. He told us never to
start a fight, but once in it to stand fast until the end.

This was how we grew up—in a close family with a proud, strong,
protective father and a loving, joyful mother. No wonder we came to
feel that all our needs—from religion to friendship to entertainment—
were met within the family circle. There was no felt need for outside
friends; we were such good friends with each other,®

In this way the days of our childhood slipped past. We shared the

® Even today my entire family lives in the San Francisco Bay area, close to our
parents. Any disagreements among us are still taken to our pa{-ents for arbitration
When one member of the family entertains, most of the guests are other famil\;
members. Outsiders are rarely included in such gatherings. ’
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ot ol dther American children. In our innocence we planned to be
e lowvers, pllots, boxers, and builders. How could we know then
Uit we were not going anywhere? Nothing in our experience had
Levn us vet that the American dream was not for us. We, too, had
great expectations. And then we went to school.
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The clash of cultures in the classroom is essentially a class
war, a socio-economic and racial warfare being waged on
the battleground of our schools, with middle-class aspiring
teachers provided with a powerful arsenal of half-truths,
prejudices, and rationalizations, arrayed against hopelessly
outclassed working-class youngsters. This is an uneven bal-
ance, particularly since, like most battles, it comes under
the guise of righteousness.

KENNETH CLARK, Dark Ghetto

Losing

Because we moved around a lot when I was growing up, I at-
tended almost every grammar and junior high school in the city of
Oakland and had wide experience with the kind of education Oakland
offers its poor people.

At the time, I did not understand the size or seriousness of the
school system’s assault on Black people. I knew only that I constantly
felt uncomfortable and ashamed of being Black. This feeling followed
me everywhere, without letup. It was a result of the implicit under-
standing in the system that whites were “smart” and Blacks were
“stupid.” Anything presented as “good” was always white, even the
stories teachers gave us to read in the early grades. Little Black Sambo,
Little Red Riding Hood, and Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs told us
what we were.

I remember my reaction to Little Black Sambo. Sambo was, first of
all, a coward. When confronted by the tigers, he gave up the presents
from his father without a struggle—first the umbrella, then the beauti-
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b cotmenn teltdied shoes, everything, until he had nothing left. And
dieeeand, Sarsbion wanted only to cat pancakes. He was totally unlike
e conigeons white knight who rescued Sleeping Beauty. The knight
vas nat symbol of purity, while Sambo stood for humiliation and glut-
taay. Time after time, we heard the story of Little Black Sambo. We
died not want to Jaugh, but finally we did, to hide our shame, accepting
Samibo as a symbol of what Blackness was all about.

As [ suffered through Sambo and the Black Tar Baby story in Brer
Rabbit in the carly grades, a great weight began to settle on me, It
was the weight of ignorance and inferiority imposed by the system. I
found mysclf wanting to identify with the white heroes in the primers
and in the movies I saw, and in time I cringed at the mention of Black.
This created a gulf of hostility between the teachers and me, a lot of
it repressed. but still there, like the strange mixture of hate and ad-
miration we Blacks felt toward whites generally.

We simply did not feel capable of learning what the white kids
conld learn. From the beginning, everyone—including us—judged
smart Blacks in terms of how they compared with whites, whether they
could read or do arithmetic as well as the white kids. Whites were the
standard of comparison in all things, even personal attractiveness. Bushy
African hair was bad; straight hair was good; light was better than
dark. Our image of ourselves was defined for us by textbooks and
teachers. We not only accepted ourselves as inferior; we accepted the
inferioritv as inevitable and inescapable.

Bv the third or fourth grade, when we began to do simple mathe-
matics, I had learned to maneuver my way around the teachers. 1t was
a simple matter to put pressure on the white kids to do my arithmetic
and spelling assignments. The feeling that we could not learn this
material was a general attitude among Black children in every public
school T ever attended. Predictably, this sense of despair and futility
led us into rebellious attitudes. Rebellion was the only way we
knew to cope with the suffocating, repressive atmosphere that under-
mined our confidence.

Of all the unpleasant things that happened to me in elementary
school, T remember two in particular. [ had disciplinary problems from
the beginning, plenty of them, but often they were not my fault. For
instance, in the fifth grade at Lafayette Elementary School (I was
cleven) I had an old white lady for a teacher. I have forgotten her

20

T

Losing

name, but not her stern, disapproving face. Thinking once that T was
not paying attention, she called me to the front of the room and point-
edly told the class that I was misbehaving because I was stupid. She
would show them just how stupid I was. Handing me a piece of chalk,
she told me to write the word “business” on the blackboard. Now, I
knew how to spell the word; I had written it many times before, and I
knew I was not stupid. However, when I walked to the board and
tried to write, I froze, unable to form even the first letter. Inside I knew
she was wrong, but how could I prove it to her? I resolved the situ-
ation by walking out of the room without a word.

This happened to me time and again, growing worse with repetition.
When I was asked to read aloud in class or spell a word, my mind went
blank and cold. Everybody thought I was dumb, I suppose, but I knew
it was the lock inside my head. I had lost the key. Even now, when I
read to a group of people, I am likely to stumble,

The other incident also happened at Lafayette. The school had a
rule that you could dump the sand out of your shoes after a recess, just
before you sat down. One day I was sitting on the floor, dumping the
sand from each shoe. I had quite a bit of sand, and dumping it took
time, too much for the teacher, who came up behind me and slapped
me across the ear with a book, accusing me of deliberately delaving the
class. Without thinking, I threw the shoe at her. She headed for the
door at a good clip and made it through just in front of my other one.

Of course I was sent to the principal, but I received a great deal of
respect from the other children for that act; they backed me for re-
sisting unjust authority, In our working- and lower-class community we
valued the person who successfully bucked authority. Group prestige
and acceptance were won through defiance and physical strength, and
both of them led to racial and class conflict between the authorities and
the students,

The only teacher with whom I never had trouble was Mrs. Mec-
Laren, who taught me sixth grade at Santa Fe Elementary School. She
had also taught my brother Melvin several vears earlier, and since he
was a model student, Mrs. McLaren expected a lot of me. I felt, in turn,
a responsibility to live up to Melvin’s reputation. Mrs. McLaren never
raised her voice. She was a tranquil person, at ease and peaceful, no
matter what was happening, Nobody wanted to start a fight with her.
She was the exception to the rule.
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Bt howevereseven i the sisth grade—I had such a tough
ceptation i schiool there was no need to start fights with the instruc-
fae They weve wiating for me and often provoked trouble, thinking
wonld pull something anvway, even when I was going along with
T g,

Fwent through a series of conversions and lapses. Each suspension
Brought a strong lecture from my parents, followed by a week or so of
heavy soul searching and a decision to co-operate with the teachers
and give my best effort, Mother and Father argued that the instructors
hid something I needed and that T could not expect to go into the
class as an equal, T would return to school full of irm and good in-
tentions; then, invariably, the instructors would provoke me, thinking
I was there to continue the struggle. Sharp words, a fight, expulsion,
and another semester down the drain. It often seemed that they simply
wanted me out of the classroom.

During those long vears in the Oakland public schools, I did not
have one teacher who taught me anything relevant to my own life or
experience. Not one instructor ever awoke in me a desire to learn more
or question or explore the worlds of literature, science, and history. All
thev did was try to rob me of the sense of my own uniqueness and
worth, and in the process thev nearly killed my urge to inquire.
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He who would be free must strike the first blow.

FREDERICK DOUGLASS, My Bondage
and My Freedom

Growing

Throughout my life all real learning has taken place outside
school. T was educated by my family, my friends, and the street. Later,
I learned to love books and I read a lot, but that had nothing to do
with school. Long before, T was getting educated in unorthodox ways.

One of the first things any Black child must learn is how to fight
well. My father taught us to play fair, and when I started school, 1
tried to follow his advice. His principles of justice did not prevail every-
where, however. Some games ended in fights, and at the time I did not
like to fight. My first year of school, kindergarten, was tough. I devel-
oped a habit of feigning sickness so that I would not have to face some
of the local bullies, When the sick excuse failed, I “lost” my clothes and
took a long time to dress. My mother saw through these excuses, and
when she learned why I was avoiding school, she had my brother
Walter, Jr. (Sonny Man), take me. Eventually, I began to stand my
ground when others wanted to fight, and the trouble stopped, because
Walter taught me how to fight and fight well.

All of us at that time, around 1950, thought Joe Louis was a saint;
he and Jersey Joe, Kid Gavilan, and Sugar Ray were our pantheon. I
wanted to be a fighter, too, which seemed possible because I had the
fastest hands on the block. Other boys assumed nicknames—Winches-
ter, Duke, Count—but Huey was name enough for me, I beat up all
the kids on the block, not to be a bully, but to protect my dignity and
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Wiy of these fights stemmed from my middle initial. The

thew used to say it, Huey I, Newton became Huey “Pee” Newton,
il when o thyme came at me like “Huey P. goes wee, wee, wee,” 1
tnitodd throwing hands until it stopped. It got so bad for a while that
[ wanted to sumplify life by dropping the middle initial, but my mother
wonld not et me.

On the streets we had our little boxing matches. We wrapped towels
around our hands for gloves and went five rounds while the winos
stood around betting nickels and urging us on. They loved the blood,
and we gave it to them. We would be in there swinging, bleeding, and
cryving—really slugging each other. The winos called me “prize fighter.”
Because I thought a prize fighter received a prize when the battle was
over, thev sometimes bought me a ten-cent box of Cracker Jack, and I
took the prize out of that—the only prize I ever knew. We could hardly
eat the Cracker Jack our mouths were so bloody. I never thought of
fighting in terms of money.

Later, I trained with Walter at the Campbell Street Center and had
a few bouts at the Boys Club. My oldest brother, Lee Edward, had
already left home by the time I began to grow up, but he often came
by the housc to see the family. He taught me a lot about fighting,
too. Lee Edward had a big reputation in the community as a man who
never lost a ight; any boy of that time would have been as proud as 1
was to have a brother known to defend himself in all circumstances.
Even though he lived “on the block” and saw some rough times, he
never stepped aside for anybody. More than anyone else, he taught me
to persist in the face of bad odds, alwavs to look an adversary
straight in the eve, and to keep moving forward. Even if you were
hurled back three or four times, he said, eventually you would prevail.
He was right.

Fighting has always been a big part of my life, as it is in the lives
of most poor people. Some find this hard to understand. I was too
voung to realize that we were really trving to affirm our masculinity
and dignity, and using force in reaction to the social pressures exerted
against us. For a proud and dignified people fighting was one way to
resist dehumanization. You learn a lot about vourself when you fight.

Fighting is not just a means of survival; it is also a part of friend-
ship. All the time I was growing up, fighting was an essential aspect of
camaraderie on the block. It took many forms: you fought vour friends,
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or with your friends you fought an outside aggressor. If the neighbor-
hood bhoasted a good fighter, word got around. That was how I first
heard of David Hilliard, now a member of the Black Panther Party.
David was no bully: he never looked for trouble, but when attacked, he
had great courage. He had won renown in our neighborhood as a brave
adversary who never backed down. That is one of the qualities T have
always admired most in him, and the bond that was formed then,
eighteen years ago, has held.

I was thirteen years old and just out of elementary school the sum-
mer [ met David. My family had just moved to North Oakland, where
we were at last able to buy a house. David, who had come to Qakland
from Alabama not long before, lived down the block from us. We soon
became close friends. My parents were very fond of him, and eventually
he became like one of the family. We have often wondered whether we
may not be kin to one another, since my paternal grandmother was a
Hilliard from Alabama.

David was the constant companion of my early teens, sharing with
me all the usual activities of adolescents. Sometimes we spent whole
days together, listening to records and rapping. Singing groups were
very popular then. I could not sing, and still cannot, but David sings
well, and he and some of his friends—Joe, Snake, and Early—had a
group that practiced every day one summer, hoping to hit it big. An-
other interest we shared was girls. Some very pretty girls lived next
door to David, which made the Hilliard house a popular gathering
place. :

The fall after we met, both of us started junior high school at
Woodrow Wilson, Among our friends there was a pretty girl named
Patricia Parks, whom I had known for some time. The truth is, I
think I terrified her. When I came on the scene, she would disappear.
But when I introduced her to David, they hit it off right away, and
later were married. Patricia is not terrified of me any more,

David was part of my education. He still is. The steadfastness of our
relationship cannot be put into words. Although we have been friends
for eighteen years and have been in many fights together against others,
we have never quarreled or had a serious disagreement. We are dif-
ferent in many ways, but we respect each other’s differences.

Another good friend in junior high was James Crawford, He was
a couple of years older than me, but behind in school, James and I used
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bt cach othier w ot falling out one day and coming together again
e et e couldd beat up most bovs in the school, including me, and

Berever we fought, T wonld lose, but T always came back with some
il ol eoualizer—a basetall bat or a short piece of rubber hose with a
aietnl sert, He had to give me respect, because even when he beat
ie, 1 would come back to him. James and 1 stopped fighting each other
i 1053, when we formed a gang called the Brotherhood, which eventu-
Ay numbered thirty or forty regular members, all of them seventh-
aud eighth-grade Black boys. Another gang of ninth-graders were our
allies. Crawford and I were the leaders, The Brotherhood (one of the
few gangs in North Oakland) was a direct response to white aggression
at school. At that time, Blacks were a small minority at Woodrow Wil-
son, and all the Blacks there viewed each other as blood relations. We
called ourselves brothers or cousins and banded together to fight racist
students, faculty, and administration. Back then, white staff people and
students routinely called Blacks “niggers.” and tension was high.

Black students stuck together on the plavground, too. We had out-
grown hide-and-go-scek, king-of-the-mountain, and ring-a-levio, but
our games still reflected our poverty, We spent hours rolling dice and
pitching and flipping pennies. Since none of us ever had enough money
to buy lunch or even milk, we gambled for these things. We also played
what some kids called “capping” or the “dozens.” This is a game of
verbal assault, in which kids insult each other by talking about sexual
liberties they have taken with the opponent's mother. It is a very
common game in the Black community. My contests would often end in
fights because I was no good at putting people in the dozens. In the
mornings David and I often talked about how to “cap™ Crawford. But
when we got to school, Crawford usually outcapped us. A typical
dozens from Crawford might go like this: “Motorcycle, motorcycle, go-
ing so fast; your mother’s got a pussy like a bulldog’s ass.” They were
just words, and we were good friends in spite of it, really “tight part-
ners.”

My years in junior high were a repeat of elementary school. The
teachers attempted to embarrass and humiliate me, and I countered de-
fiantly to protect my dignity. While I did not see it at the time, fierce
pride was at the bottom of my resistance. These struggles had the same
result: 1 continued to be suspended from school. My parents, the princi-
pal, and the counselor lectured me for hours, and I would again make
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up my mind to knuckle under and go alohg. As soon as I hit the class-
room, however, there would be another provocation, another visit with
the principal, and back on the streets again. It was a kind of revolving
door: each week things were the same.

The one class I took in junior high school that was not painful was a
cooking class taught by the only Black teacher I had in all my years at
school—Miss Cook. There was a reason for my taking this class. Most
of the white kids had money to buy their lunch, but my family could
not afford that. Since 1 was too proud to bring my lunch in a brown
paper bag, and be ridiculed by my friends, I took cooking—and eating.
[t was either that, or gambling, or stealing from the white kids.

Crawford and I were in the same class, and we were always getting
kicked out together. I remember clearly one of the teachers at Woodrow
Wilson-—Mrs, Gross, We had her three periods every day in what was
called the dumb class; only Blacks were in it. We spent each day
gambling and poking each other and generally raising hell. Crawford
would shoot a rubber band at me, or I would slap him on the head, and
then we would fight, and Mrs. Gross would kick us out. Sometimes she
sent us to the principal’s office, and sometimes she told us to stand in
the hall. When you were booted from one of her classes, vou were out
for the whole day. It was a form of liberation—liberation from the
dumb class.

Her class was particularly bad during reading sessions. We hated
being there to begin with, because we were not interested in what
Mrs. Gross was saying. When the reading-aloud sessions came, we were
frantic to get out. We could not read, and we did not want the rest
of the class to know it. The funny thing is that most of the others could
not read, either. Still, you did not want them to know it.

At that time, and earlier, 1 associated reading with being an adult:
when I became an adult, I would automatically be able to read, too.
It was a skill that people naturally acquired in the process of matura-
tion. Anyhow, why should I want to read when all they gave us were
irrelevant and racist stories? Refusing to learn became a matter of de-
fiance, a way of preserving whatever dignity I could hold onto in an
oppressive system.

Therefore, when it was time for Crawford or me to read, we made a
conscious effort to get kicked out of class, and were usually successful.
Then we would sneak out of the school and steal a bottle of wine or
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ciede cun Bides o ome of our partners’ houses and while away the day
phavinge cards. Later, after school let out in the afternoon, we often
pended tato the movies with other kids or went to David’s house and
listened to records and dunced with the girls,

I'hils {s pretty much the way things went all during junior high. On
the surlace, my record was dismal. Yet those years were not significantly
different from the adolescence of many Blacks. We went to school and
ot kicked out. We drifted into patterns of petty delinquency. We were
not necessarily criminally inclined, but we were angry. We did not
feel that stealing a bottle of wine or “cracking” parking meters was
wrong. We were getting back at the people who made us feel small
and insignificant at a time when we needed to feel important and hope-
ful. We struck out at those who trampled our dreams.

James Crawford had his dreams. He dreamed of becoming a great
singer. There were days when Melvin and I sat listening for hours while
James sang in his beautiful tenor voice. He was also a good cook and
dreamed of opening a restaurant. James Crawford was talented, but
the educational system and his psychological scars held him back. He
never learned to read. To this day he cannot read. His fear of failure
was reinforced rather than helped by those charged with his education,
and his dreams slipped away. As he became more fearful and frustrated
with each passing year, James was finally expelled from school as an
“undesirable.” Gradually, he sank into alcoholism and has been in and
out of state mental hospitals since our school years. His face is scarred
where the police beat him.

That is the story of my friend James Crawford; another dream blown
to hell.

28

The glory of my boyhood years was my father . . . there
was no hint of servility in my father’s make-up. Just as in
youth he had refused to remain a slave, so in all the years
of his manhood he disdained to be an Uncle Tom. From
him we learned, and never doubted it, that the Negro was
in every way equal to the white man. And we fiercely
resolved to prove it.

PAUL ROBESON, Here | Stand

Changing

Hope has always been a scarce commodity in the Black com-
munity. Claude Brown, who grew up in Harlem, has written of this
in Manchild in the Promised Land. When he returned to Harlem after
an absence of four vears, he had a hard time finding many of the
friends he had grown up with. “It seemed as though most of the cats
that we'd come up with just hadn’t made it,” he says. “Almost every-
body was dead or in jail.” Many voung Black men in our generation
can say the same thing, Drugs, oppression, and despair take their toll.
Survival is not a simple matter or something to be taken for granted.

When I look back on my early years, I see how lucky I was. Strong
and positive influences in my life helped me escape the hopelessness
that afflicts so many of my contemporaries. First, there was my father,
who gave me a strong sense of pride and self-respect. Second, my
brother Melvin awakened in me the desire to learn, and. third, because
of him, I began to read. What I discovered in books led me to think, to
question, to explore, and finally to redirect my life. Numerous other
factors influenced me—my mother and the rest of my family, my ex-
periences on the street, my friends, and even religion in a peculiar
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ot hese three—and most of allmy father—helped me to develop
i e

When 1 say that my father was unusual, I mean that he had a dignity
aned pride seldom seen in southern Black men. Although many other
[k men in the South had a similar strength, they never let it show
around whites. To do so was to take vour life in your hands. My
father never kept his strength from anybody.

Traditionally, southern Black women have always had to be careful
about how they bring up their sons. Through generations, Black mothers
have tried to curb the natural masculine aggressiveness in their young
male children, lest this quality bring swift reprisal, or even death, from
the white community, My father was never subjected to this pressure,
or, if he was, he chose to ignore it. He somehow managed to grow up
with all Lis pride and dignity intact. As an adult he never let a white
man humiliate him or any member of his family; he kept his wife at
home, even though whites in Monroe, Louisiana, felt she should be
working in their kitchens, and made that plain to him. He never vielded.
always maintaining his stand as a strong protector, and he never hesi-
tated to speak up to a white man. When we children were small, my
father entertained us with stories of his encounters with whites, He has
not been well for the past few years, but even now, as he tells these
stories, the old strength surges through him again. None of us realized
it then, but those stories were more than simple entertainment; he was
teaching us how to be men.

One time in Louisiana he got into an argument with a young white
man for whom he was working. The disagreement had to do with some
detail about the job, and the white man became angry when my father
stood his ground. He told my father that when a colored man disputed
his word, he whipped him. My father replied just as firmly that no man
whipped him unless he was a better man, and he doubted that the
white man qualified. This shocked the white man, and confused him, so
that he backed down by calling my father crazy. The story spread
quickly around town; my father became known as a “crazy man” be-
cause he would not give in to the harassment of whites. Strangely, this
“crazy” reputation meant that whites were less likely to bother him.
That is often the way of the oppressor. He cannot understand the simple
fact that people want to be free. So, when a man resists oppression,
they pass it off by calling him “crazy” or “insane.” My father was called
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“crazy” for his refusal to let a white man call him “nigger” or to play
the Uncle Tom or allow whites to bother his family. “Crazy” to then;,
he was a hero to us.

He even stood up to white men when they were armed. One eve-
ning, as he rode home from work with some other Black men, for some
reason they stopped their car in front of a white man’s house and began
to talk and laugh. They did not see the white woman on the front
porch, but pretty soon a white man came out of the house with an ax
and yelled at them for laughing at his sister. The driver panicked and
drove off. When they reached the corner, my father made him stop.
He climbed out and walked back alone. The white man was advancing
down the road with the ax. My father asked him why he had come out
with that ax and what he had in mind to do with it. The white man
passed off the incident lightly by saying something about “you know
how these southern women can be,” and how he had to make a show
to satisfy his sister. My father realized that in the etiquette of southern
race relations this was an apology. He accepted it, but not before he
made it clear to the white man that he would not be threatened.

He never hesitated to make his view known to anyone who would
listen. Once, when he felt cheated by a white man, he let all the town
know what had happened. The man heard the stories and came to our
house to see my father. This white man carried a gun in the glove com-
partment of his car. My father knew that, but he nevertheless went out-
side unarmed to talk. He maneuvered around to the right side of the
car, and sat on the running board with the white man in front of him
so that he could not get to the gun. Then he told the white man what
he thought of him and said, “If you hit me a lick, the other folks will
have to hunt me down because you'll be lying here in the road dead.”
The white man drove off, and my father heard no more about it.

Another time some whites invited him to go hunting. To this day
I do not know why they asked him, They all took their shotgun.;.
Knowing my father was a preacher, they tried to goad him into a dis-
cussion about the Bible and the origin of man. Adam and Eve were
surely white, they said, so where did Black people come from? Their
convenient interpretation was that Blacks must have sprung from the
union of Adam and a gorilla. My father countered by saying that Adam
must have been a low-life white man to have had sex with a gorilla.
At this, the situation grew fairly tense, but nothing came of it.
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s protection extended to every member of our family. At the age
ol Giteen. my oldest brother, Lee Edward, went to work with my father
(o suigar-cane mill, The first step in the sugar-cane process was to feed
stulks into a gasoline-powered grinder. The grinder never stopped,
and it had to be kept full or it would burn out. This was Lee Edward’s
job. They had cut the engine down some in the hope that Lee Edward
could run it, but he got tired his first day in the mill, and about eleven
o'clock, after four hours on the job, he could not keep the machine
full. Tt ran down and burned out. When the owner saw this, he began
velling at Lee FEdward, but before he could say much, my father was
right there. This white man was over six feet tall and weighed 200
pounds, but my father got right in the middle of it. He shut off the
motor and told the owner it took a grownup to keep cane in the mill.
My father took Lee Edward off the job after that. He wanted us to be
go/od workers, just as he was, but he also wanted us to grow up proud.

I heard these stories and others like them over and over again until
in a way his experiences became my own. Anyone who tried to bother
us. Black or white, had to contend with my father. It made no differ-
ence that the South did not tolerate such behavior from Blacks. My
father stood up to the white South until the day he left for California.
He has never returned.

The fact that my father survived these encounters may go deeper
than a simple white defense mechanism. His blood was, after all, half
white, and that same blood flowed in the veins of other local people—
in his father. his cousins, aunts, and uncles. While local whites were
willing enough to shed the blood of Black people, it may be that they
were afraid of being haunted by the murder of another “white.” Statis-
tics bear this out. The history of lynching in the South shows that
Blacks of mixed blood had a much higher chance of surviving racial
oppression than their all-Black brothers.

In any case, my father’s pride meant that the threat of death was
alwavs there; vet it did not destroy his desire to be a man, to be free.
Now I understand that because he was a man he was also free, and
he was able to pass this freedom on to his children. No matter how
much society tried to steal our self-esteem, we survived on what we
got from him. It was the greatest possible gift. All else stems from that.

This strong sense of self-worth created a closeness among us and
a sense of responsibility for each other. Since I was the youngest in the
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family, all the other children had a deep influence on me, but particu-
larly my three brothers. Of the three, it was Melvin who opened
up most decisively the possibilities for intellectual growth and a spe-
cial kind of self-realization.

Melvin is only four years older than I am, and during childhood
we were constant playmates. Melvin planned to become a doctor, and
I dreamed of being a dentist so that we could open an office together
in the community. Somewhere along the way these desires were lost,
probably in school, where my scholarly ambitions died early, Although
Melvin did not go to medical school, he was always a good student.
Now he teaches sociology at Merritt College in Oakland.

[ always admired Melvin's intellectual activities; it was he who
helped me to overcome my reading difficulties. When he began col-
lege, T used to follow him around and listen to him discuss books and
courses with his friends. I think this later infuenced me to go to
college, even though I had not learned anything in high school. Melvin
also taught me poetry by playing recordings of poems or reading to
me. He was studying literature in school, and I suppose teaching me
poems was a way of learning them himself, We often discussed their
meanings. Sometimes Melvin explained the poems to me, but after a
while I found that I could understand them alone, and I began to
explain them to him,

I seem to remember poetry without effort, and by the time I en-
tered high school, my memory held a lot of poetry I had heard read
aloud. As Melvin studied for his literature class at Qakland City Col-
lege, I learned Edgar Allan Poe's “The Bells” and “The Raven,” “The
Love Song of . Alfred Prufrock” by T. S. Eliot, Shelley’s “Ozymandias”
and “Adonais.” T also liked Shakespeare, particularlv Macbeth's de-
spairing speech that begins “Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomor-
row/ Creeps in this petty pace from day to day. . . .” Shakespeare was
speaking of the human condition. He was also speaking to me, for my
life sometimes crept aimlessly from day to day. I was often like the
plaver fretting and strutting my brief hour upon the stage. Soon, like
a brief candle, my life would go out. I was learning a lesson, however,
that contradicted Macbeth’s despair. While life will alwavs be filled
with sound and fury, it can be more than a tale signifying nothing.

“Adonais,” too, had a special impact on me. The poem tells the
story of a man whose friend dies or is killed. One of the best things in
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it with the passing of years the poet’s feelings
dier and he heging to see things differently. He tells how he feels,
his attitude toward his friend changes as time goes on. This was
vy experience 1 began to have near the end of high school as my friends
drifted into the service, or got married, or tried to become part of the
very system that had humiliated us all the way through school. As time
passed, I began to see the futility of the lives toward which they were
headed. Marriage, family, and debt; in a sense, another kind of slavery.

“Ozymandias” impressed me because 1 felt there were different
levels of meaning in it. itisa rich and complex poem:

o poein 10 e sense thi
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I met a traveller from an antique land

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip. and sneer of cold command,

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed:
And on the pedestal these words appear:

“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.

The poem could mean that a man’s life is like the myth of Sisyphus.
Each time you push the rock up the mountain, it rolls back down on
you. Men build mighty works, and yet they are all destroyed. This
king foolishly thought that his works would last forever, but not even
works of stone survive. The king's great monument was destroyed,
victim of the inevitable changes that come with time. On the other
hand, it could be that the king was so wise that he wanted people to
take their minds off their achievements and look with despair because
they, too, would reach that edge of time, where everything around will
be leveled.

Often it is impossible to understand at any specific period in your
life just what is happening to you, since changes take place in imper-
ceptible ways. This was true of my own adolescence. My admiration
for Melvin led to a love of poetry and later to my interest in literature
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al;dt p'hllosophy, th‘en my brother and I analyzed and interpreted
Fvai ;ve,cg:li;verfe d‘elzlilmgfn concepts. Even though I could not read, I
s becor bg -aml1 far with conceptual abstractions and the analysis of
i an eginning to develop the questioning attitude that( late

allowed me to analyze my experiences. That led in turn to the desi r
read, and the books I read eventually changed my life profouncUyeSlre ?
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It's about a kid like you were who believed. He was born
believing but as he grew, everything around him, begin-
ning with his parents and sisters and teachers, everybody
seemed to say that what he believed wasn’t so. Sure, they
said they believed and they prayed and cried to God and
Jesus Christ Almighty but that was a few moments out of a
couple of hours in church each week. So somehow he be-
came two personalities, one as sincere as the other, and
then three, because he could stand off and watch the other
two. The reason was that he suspected maybe the people
who didn't believe might be right, that there was nothing
to helieve in. But if he accepted this and put down the
beautiful honest good things he'd lose out on all he could
have gained if he'd never lost his belief in believing.
CHARLES MiNcUs, Beneath the Underdog

Choosing

During my adolescence, often without realizing it, I was mak-
ing important choices. Some influences in our early years are so clear
that their effect cannot be denied. We also may unconsciously re-
ject other influences as we go along. It is hard to say at any point
how things will turn out. All the time I was going to junior high school
and getting into trouble, fighting on the block, listening to poetry,
and talking with Melvin, other strong forces were at work. Often they
were contradictory in nature and pulled me in different directions. This
caused confusion and conflict later, until I learned to sort them out and
understand what they meant.

One of the most long-lasting influences on my life was religion.
Both my parents are deeply religious, and when Melvin and 1 were
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small, my father often read to us from the Bible. My favorite was the
Samson story, followed closely by David and Goliath. I must have
heard those stories a thousand times. Samson’s strength was impressive,
as well as his wisdom and his ability to solve the riddles put to him.
Strength and wisdom—I still link the hero with my father in those
terms. I liked David and Goliath because, despite Goliath’s strength
and power, David was able to use strategy and eventually gain the
victory, Even then, the story of David seemed directed to me and to
my people.

When we were growing up, we went to church every day, or so it
seemed, Back then, the Antioch Baptist Church was only a little store-
front, where the faithful gathered. I belonged to the Baptist Young
People’s Union, the Young Deacons, the junior choir, and I attended
Sunday school and worship services weekly. My father was the associ-
ate pastor for a long time. He liked to preach the sermon about the
prodigal son, and as he preached he really moved around in the pulpit,
waving his arms and beating the stand. He terrified me with tales of
fire and brimstone and how sinners and the unrepentant would end up
in a lake of fire. He was a real “burner.”

The whole family was involved in church one way or another,
holding offices, singing in the choir, serving on the usher board or
other committees. 1 was very active as a junior deacon, and every third
Sunday the regular deacons gave us their chairs below the pulpit. We
sat in their places and administered certain parts of the services—
taking up the collection and leading the congregation in prayer, every-
thing except delivering the sermon. I did it all. T even read the sick list
and special messages, although I had difficulty with reading. None
of the other junior deacons did any better, however; we were all pretty
illiterate.

If we were weak in reading, however, other activities compensated.
I loved to act in plays because [ had acquired a certain eloquence re-
citing the poetry that Melvin taught me. It was easy for me to remem-
ber a part after I heard it once or twice. My activities in church
led to music. My parents were so impressed with everything I was
doing that they decided to have me study the piano, mainly as a good
way for me to take a more active role in the religious services. I studied
piano for seven years with some excellent music theorists and classical
pianists.

Looking back, I see that my friends and I were all in the same boat
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hending tor hell on earth and trying to reach heaven in church.

avertheless, taking part in church activities and leading the serv-
(ces gave us a feeling of importance unequaled anywhere else in
iy [ves, .

For years onr pastor, Reverend Thomas, had a sign on the pulpit:
FRAYER CHANGEs THINGS. The congregation was encouraged to see
prayer us the only way to salvation, If we had problems—sickness,
accidents, financial difficulties—prayer was the answer. Everybody in
the church prayed with you, sharing in a common purpose that relieved
tension and had a cathartic effect. No other institution in the commu-
nity provided such an outlet, At that time the church was the only
stable force in the Black community, and while some people do not
think it was very effective, it did offer a kind of permanence and stability
to our lives. The church was always there, providing solace and hope.

For me the church was a source of inspiration that offered a
countermeasure against the fear and humiliation I experjenced in
school. Even though I did not want to spend my life there, I enjoyed
a good sermon and shouting session. I even experienced sensations of
holiness, of security, and of deliverance. They were strange feelings,
hard to describe, but involving a tremendous emotional release.
Though I never shouted, the emotion of others was contagious. One
person stimulated another, and together we shared an ecstasy and be-
lieved our problems would be solved, although we never knew how.
James Baldwin has described this religious experience very well in
The Fire Next Time. He writes about the excitement and ecstasy that
can fill a church during the service. “There is no music,” he says,
“like that music, no drama like that drama of the saints rejoicing, the
sinners moaning, the tambourines racing, and all those voices coming
together crying holy unto the Lord. . . . Their pain and their joy were
mine, and mine were theirs—they surrendered their pain and joy to
me, 1 surrendered mine to them.” Once you experience this feeling, it
never leaves you.

For a while I thought of becoming a minister, but I gave it up
when I studied philosophy in college. I began asking questions about
the concept of religion and the existence of God. In trying to find God
and understand Him as a philosophical existential Being, I began to
question not only the Christian definition of God, but also the very
foundation of my religion. I saw that it was based on belief alone, the
soundness of which was never questioned.
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Because 1 eventually found it necessary to question and examine
every idea and every belief that touched my life, I reached a kind of
impasse with religion. Yet its impact on me continues in different ways.
To this day, for example, I rarely use profanity. People who have
come to know me often ask why. I can only say that profanity was
never used in our home. If I had been caught using it, my father would
have punished me. My mother and father always lived as Christians,
and this extended to the way they spoke.

When I think back on the meetings in that storefront, it seems to
me that religion made an impression in a more important, vet less
direct, way. It has nothing to do with a personal system of belief, but
rather an awareness of what religious action can or ought to be.
Something remarkable was taking place during every prayer service,
When people in the congregation prayed for each other, a feeling of
community took over; they were involved in each other's problems
and trying to help solve them. Even though it was entirely directed to
God and did not go beyond the meeting, it suggested how powerful
and moving it can be to have a shared sense of purpose. People really
related to each other. Here was a microcosm of what ought to have
been going on outside in the community. I had the first glimmer of
what it means to have a unified goal that involves the whole community
and calls forth the strengths of the people to make things better. T am
sure that is part of why I was drawn to religion and why it offered so
much to me then,

At the same time I was growing aware of a wholly different style of
life that had nothing to do with religion. One of the reasons so many
people found comfort and solace in church was that it provided—even
though briefly—an escape from the burdens and troubles of everyday
life. There was another way of life, however, that did not seem to find
this relief necessary. From what I could see, this other life also had
none of the worries and problems that beset ordinary working-class
people.

In our community some people had achieved a special kind of
status. They drove big cars, wore beautiful clothes, and owned many
of the most desirable things life has to offer. Almost without trying,
they seemed to have gotten the things for which the rest of the people
were working so hard. Moreover, they were having fun in the process.
They were not forced to compromise by imitating white boys and go-
ing on in school. They succeeded in spite of the humiliations of the

39




Nevolutionary Sulelde
{

Lol svstinn Asaomatter of fact, they often won success at the ex-
poiie of the very people who caused our troubles. They opposed all
withority and made no peace with the Establishment. In doing so,
they biecarme hig men in the lower-class community.

[his was the world of Walter, Jr., my second-oldest brother, who
was always called “Sonny Man™ in our family. When I was small, he
often took care of me, and I looked up to him. By the time I was a
teen-ager, Sonny Man was a hustler, with a reputation as a ladies’
man. [ To this day lie has never married.) To be a hustler means to be
a survivor. The brothers on the block respected him and called him a
hipster, even in those days. When people asked me what I wanted to
be when I grew up, I said I wanted to be like him. To me, Sonny Man
was much freer than the rest of us. Compared with my father’s struggle,
the way Sonny Man lived offered much to my hungry eves.

My father’s constant preoccupation with bills is the most profound
and persistent memory of my childhood. We were always in debt, al-
ways trying to catch up. From an early age “the bills” meant I could
not have any of the extra things I wanted. I hated the word so much
it made me cringe inside, just the way I felt listening to Little Black
Sambo and the Tar Baby stories. For me, no words on the street were
as profane as “the bills.” It killed me a little each time they were men-
tioned, because I could see the 11ever-ending struggle and agony my
father went through trving to cope with them. It is a situation familiar
to most people in the Black community. In one of his letters to his
father, George Jackson spoke for me: “How do you think I felt when
I saw you come home each day a little more depressed than the day
before? How do you think I felt when I looked in your face and saw
the clouds forming, when I saw vou look around and see your best
efforts go for nothing—nothing.” I know exactly what he meant.

My father always paid his bills on time. He might complain about
them, particularly about the interest, but he paid. As I grew older, I
would sometimes examine the bills he received, and I saw that in most
cases the greater portion of the money was going to pay interest. If
we bought something like a refrigerator, we wound up paying double
the original cost. Sometimes the bills exceeded his whole paycheck.

My father never mailed his payments. Melvin and I took them to
the stores because he wanted the receipts stamped, He felt that if he
mailed the payments, they might make a mistake, not send the receipt,
and charge him more. This had happened in the past. Every two

40

Choosiny

o

weeks, or once a month, depending on when the payment was due, he

would make out a list for us and arrange the monev in separate cn-
velopes, one for each store, with the receipts inside. Then, when we
returned, he would carefully check the receipts. For years Melvin and
I made the rounds of Oakland stores, paying bills for our father. T was
still doing this when I was arrested in 1967.

When I became aware of the effect of the bills on my family, I
wanted to be free of them, It was more than the bills that disturbed
me, however, We were in an impoverished state, and I found it hard to
understand how my father could work so hard yet have so little. He
was a jack-of-alI-trades-—carpenter, brick mason, plumber—no job was
beyond him, He worked at two and sometimes three jobs at once, and
yet we never got ahead. After finishing one of his various jobs, he
would hurry home and work around the house or in the garden, and
then go off to another job. We could not understand how he did it—
never a day to rest or relax—and never a complaint. I think the years
of hard work are partially responsible for his poor health now, He
was always a strong person and never sick until his later years.

When I was older and had a chance to see how people in better
circumstances lived, I saw that our difficulty resulted from the large
number of people in our family. For years all nine of us lived in three
or four rooms, with little opportunity for privacy. Until I was eleven
or twelve, I had to sleep with Melvin in the kitchen, and sometimes
before that, in bed with my sisters. It never occurred to me that I could
have a room of my own. Fortunately, there was a great deal of affec-
tion and humor among us all, but still it was hard. I see now that in
those years the idea took root in my mind that we were suffering such
hardship through our own fault, I equated the idea of the family with
being trapped and plagued by bills. At an early age I made up my
mind never to have bills when I grew up. I could not know then that
this determination would extend eventually to the point of not being
married or having a family of my own.

My fear of being hounded by debt led me down Sonny Man’s road
for a while. When I saw how much he was respected on the block, I
began to spend most of my time there, at first in the little gangs we
had in school, and at parties, but later in the pool hall and bars. For
a long time I was attracted to this way of life, until I discovered it was
not what it seemed. That came later.

Even though I was attempting to be like Sonny Man, I nonetheless
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clitredt Melvin and his educational achievements. Both avenues
cormed o offer a way, but 1 could not know which road was best. 1
Wil seen Blacks take the education road and get nowhere. Many of
ihern returned to the block, scorning their years in school, and cursing
the white man for holding them back. Other Blacks had apparently
madde it on the block but ended up broken men, in prison or dead.
There was no clear pattern to follow; it was hard to know what to do.

This dilemma faces almost all young Black men struggling to
achicve a sense of identity in a society that denies them their basic
rights, The Black teen-ager, in his most impressionable and vulnerable
vears, looks around and sees a contradiction between society’s ex-
pressed values and reality—the way things actually are. The “Sonny
Men” of the community who defy authority and “break the law” seem
to enjoy the good life and have everything in the way of material pos-
sessions. On the other hand, people who work hard and struggle and
suffer much are the victims of greed and indifference, losers. This
insane reversal of values presses heavily on the Black community. The
causes originate from outside and are imposed by a system that ruth-
lessly seeks its own rewards, no matter what the cost in wrecked hu-
man lives.

This can be profoundly disorienting to a teen-ager trying to under-
stand and define himself. Like adolescents everywhere, he wants an
image to model himself after, and he becomes confused because there
is such disparity between what he is taught and what he sees. Most
adolescents in Black communities expect no justice from school au-
thorities or the police. The painful reality of their lives from childhood
on reveals that the inequities they encounter are not confined to a few
institutions. The effects of injustice and discrimination can be seen in
the lives of nearly everyone around them. A brutal system permeates
every aspect of life; it is in the air they breathe.

In attempting to cope, the teen-ager seeks some kind of protection
for himself in order to survive, some way of dealing with the con-
tradictions that surround him. This usually takes the form of resistance
to all authority. For many adolescents it is the only weapon they have.
Most of the time, their rebellion is directed against authority outside
the home; but if there is no strong family support, it can disrupt their
relationships at home. Even the closest families crumble because out-
side pressures are so relentless.
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To a certain extent this was true for me when I was in junior high
school. My rebellion was minor and never became a serious problem,
though it caused friction for a while. Looking back, I see that it was a
reflection of the confusion and sense of fragmentation I was going
through, part of the process of finding out who I was. It was also the
beginning of my independence.

Everyone in our home shared the household chores. Mine were the
usual ones: taking out the garbage and, after my sisters left home,
washing the dishes and cleaning the stove. I also had to trim the
hedges around the house. My father supervised the outside, while my
mother’s domain was inside the house. I hated chores and always tried
to escape them, pedaling away on my bike and leaving everything to
Melvin. [ often stayed away from home until late at night, even though
I knew my parents would punish me when I returned. Sometimes I
made up fancy stories to tell them, but nothing could save me from
punishment. I preferred my mother’s whippings—she was more gentle
—but most of the time my father did it. Another responsibility I failed
to carry out was a paper route I had for a time. I spent all the money 1
collected and could not pav the bill. When the people who had paid
money did not receive their papers, I had to give it up.

This kind of resistance was due in large part to the need to assert
mvself as a separate person, apart from my parents. I was beginning
to want to make my own decisions. Often this independence took
the form of avoiding responsibilities; at other times it was more con-
structive.

Ever since I can remember, I have hated to see anyone do without
the things he needs. This attitude probably came from my father’s
influence and the ideas he expressed in church. Once, when 1 was
about fifteen, I met a kid who had no food at home. This was one of
those nights when I was staying out late, and I brought him home and
woke up my parents rummaging through the kitchen cabinets. When
I told them the boy and his family needed food and that we could
share ours, they did not object, although they were angry about my
staving out late. Another time, when Melvin was going to San Jose
State College, he needed a car but had no money. I had a small savings
account, about 3300, and I gave him all of it. My parents teased me
about giving away all my money, but at bottom, they were proud of
this example of family closeness.
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Oher times, though, 1 showed my sense of closeness in ways they
didl nat approve of, Whenever my sister Myrtle got stranded at a party
i sumewhere else, she always called and asked me to pick her up. I
wiuld wait until my parents were asleep and then swipe the car keys.
I did this every time she asked me, and every time [ got into trouble
for taking the car because I was not old enough to drive.

My parents never spared the rod when I was young. As I grew
vlder, they punished me in other ways, but I knew they did it because
they cared about me and wanted me to develop a sense of responsi-
hility. 1 think, too, they admired my independence, even though it
sometimes worried them. They must have known I was at a difficult
stage of development. Most Black parents are very aware of the con-
flicting and bewildering influences that surround their children, and
they experience a deep anxiety over whether they will get into trouble
with the law or at school. They understand only too well how the sys-
tem works. The loving discipline exerted in our home was not lost on
me, and when the time came, it stood me in good stead.
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We love our country, dearly love her, but she does not
love us—she despises us.
MARTIN DELANY, 1852

High School

Throughout high school I constantly did battle with the in-
structors. The clashes I had steadily intensified and finally led to my
transfer out of the Oakland system for a while. In the tenth grade
I was attending Oakland Technical High School on Broadway and
Forty-first. One day the teacher sent me to the principal’s office for a
minor offense I had committed the day before. The principal and
teacher agreed that T could come back if I said nothing in class for
the rest of the semester. I had already decided that I wanted out of
school entirely, but I tried to sit mutely in class and not violate any of
the rules, such as chewing gum, or eating sunflower seeds. One day [
forgot the agreement and raised my hand to ask a question. The teacher
blew up. “Put your hand down,” he said. “I don't want to hear any
more from you this whole term!” I stood up and told him it was im-
possible to learn anything if I was forbidden to ask questions. Then I
walked out of the class.

Leaving school then meant I was short of classes and would be
unable to go on to the eleventh grade and graduate. So I went to live
in Berkeley with my oldest sister, Myrtle, and transferred to Berkeley
High School.

Although Oakland was known in the East Bay Area as a rough com-
munity, it was not until I transferred to Berkeley High School that real
trouble started with the police. One Sunday, while walking over to a
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ik oose, 1 met four or five girls T knew. They asked me to go with
thewn to a party. Although [ did not take up their offer, we walked
dong together, since we were going the same way. Pretty soon a car
pufled up carrying a guy named Mervin Carter (he’s dead now) a.nd
some others. They jumped out and began hassling me about messing
around with their girl friends. I recognized Merv Carter; in f'act, 1
had hung around Berkeley High with him and a couple of his friends.
Like cvci‘ybody else, they were turf-conscious and hated to see an out-
sider making time with their girls. I reminded him that we knew each
other, that I was not interfering with the girls, and was on my way
somewhere else. “Anvway,” I said, “we hang around together in
school.” He told me we were friends inside school but not outside. 1
could not understand why he said that, whether he meant it or was just
trying to impress his buddies. .

By that time they had dropped a half circle on me. I realized they
were going to jump me, so I hit Merv in the mouth, and then they all
came at me. They beat me up pretty badly, but I refused to fall down.
The girls were yelling at me to run, but I would not. No matter how
many guys Merv had with him, I meant to stand my ground. As long
as I could, I was going to look them in the eye and keep going forward,

Somehody called the police, but by the time they arrived Carter
and the others had gone, and I was there alone, bleeding, and missing
several teeth. Although the police tried to find out who did it, I would
not tell them anything. I did not want to be an informer because this
was a problem between the brothers; the outside racist authorities had
nothing to do with it. I have always believed that to inform on some-
one to the teacher, to the principal, or to the police is wrong. These
people represent another world, another racial group. To be white is
to have power and authority, and for a Black to say anything to them
is a betrayal. So I did not inform, and they escaped the police; but they
could not escape me.

The next day I went to school carrying a carpenter’s hammer and
an old pistol I had swiped from my father. The pistol did not work—it
lacked a firing pin—but I had no intention of shooting anybody any-
way. At lunchtime I “cold-trailed” Merv and about six of his buddies
dox/vntown. Catching up with them finally, I started to swing on him
with the hammer. I hit him several times, wanting to hurt him, but
he rolled with most of the blows and was not hurt too badly. Mean-
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while, I forgot I had the gun. When the others began picking up rocks
and sticks, I remembered the gun and used it to keep them at bay.
This was the only way I could defend myself, because I had ne friends
at Berkeley High School to help me. I could not let them get away
with what they had done, particularly since they had falsely accused
me of messing with their girl friends. Somebody called the police
again, and when I heard the sirens, I ran farther downtown, where [
was arrested. I was only about fourteen then, so they took me to Juve-
nile Hall, where [ staved for a month while they investigated my
family background. Then I was released to the custody of my parents.

This was my first time into anything that could be called “criminal,”
even though I had raided fruit trees, cracked parking meters, and
helped myself to stuff in the neighborhood stores. I never looked upon
that as stealing or doing anything illegal, however. To me, that was not
taking things that did not belong to us but getting something really
ours, something owed us. That “stealing” was merely retribution.

When I was released from Juvenile Hall, Berkeley High School re-
fused to admit me again because my parents lived in Qakland. I
went back to Oakland Tech. My friends there and others who knew
me praised what I had done in Berkeley. What I had done was an
accepted action under the circumstances. If I had not retaliated, I
would have been less respected.

Things went along well at Oakland Tech for a change. I was able to
handle my differences with the teachers a little better because of my
satisfaction with life outside the classroom. My reputation as a fighter
kept the wolves away. I was also known as a hipster like my brother
Sonny Man, and I liked that, too. Some of the kids even called me
“crazy,” but that never bothered me because they used to call my
father that. To me “crazy” was a positive identity.

When I got my first car, it did a lot to help my “crazy” reputation,
My father gave me one that had a lot of spots on it from primer paint.
Melvin named it the “Gray Roach.” We would pile into it and go
riding, looking for girls or some action. My friends did not like the
way I drove, which led to any number of arguments and fights. Since
there were so few cars available to joyride in, they had little choice.
Sometimes I backed up as fast as I could, down a whole block, and
when we reached the corner, I would jam on the brakes. The guys
would fall out of the car, yelling. Sometimes fights started right there.
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W ralliaad crassings, when the guard rail was down to signal an ap-
ol trai, 1 kept right on driving around the guard rail and over
;lu- tackn 1 had several near misses, and as soon as we crossed the
trucke, evervone would pile out of the car again, arguing and fighting.
When the fights were over, our friendships were stronger than ever.
['hey respected me, even though they thought I was crazy. I thought I

could outmancuver anybody, anything, and never passed up a chance
to try. Since I always won, I soon believed that I could always defeat
the invincible and the powerful, the way David defeated Goliath.
Eventually, in my pride, I believed that I could outmaneuver death.

I have never feared death. The escape from finitude was an idea
that came to me after I saw the movie Black Orpheus. I loved that
film, and saw it many times, although I thought the outcome would
have been different had it been my life. Whereas Orpheus flirted with
death and died, I had been in lots of conflicts, near death on many
occasions, but had always come out alive. Since I had not been killed, [
guess I concluded that I could not be killed. Orpheus, too, attempts to
outmaneuver death, even though the history of mankind proves that
death alwavs wins. In spite of this, the only way that Orpheus can
maintain his dignity is to be unafraid and attempt to outmaneuver his
oppressor, This seems characteristic of human existence, for although
all of us are sentenced to death each day, we try desperately to get
away from it. If we cannot, we try to put it off by acting in a manner
that discredits death and eliminates our fear of it. This is our victory.

Black Orpheus demonstrates an even more profound truth: it is
possible to circumvent death through the heritage that one generation
passes on to another. At the end of the film the little girl is dancing
while the little boy plays Orpheus’s guitar. Though Orpheus and his
woman are dead, her dance is a victory over death. The new genera-
tion survives, and the sun still rises. The world does not stop because
death has crushed a beautiful and significant part of it. Orpheus had
passed on his guitar to the little boy. This means of sustaining life
raises the sun again,

I held on to the idea that [ was immune to death for a long time. I
still do not fear the end, but I no longer believe that I cannot be
killed. Life has taught me that it is an ever-present possibility; too
many of my comrades have died in the past few years to let me feel
that my last day will never come. Even so, I tell the comrades you can
only die once, so do not die a thousand times worrying about it.
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Around this time some people got the notion that I had mystical
powers. I began to put various friends and acquaintances into hvpnotic
trances, mostly at parties or in some of the rap sessions with brothers
on the block. I learned the technique first from Melvin, who had been
taught by Solomon Hill, a fellow student at Oakland City College.
Later, I studied hypnosis techniques on my own and became pretty
good at it. It is easy to learn, but dangerous. Just learning the technique
does not teach you all you should know when vou are dealing with a
person’s mind. You can easily hurt someone.

I guess I have put over two hundred people into trances at various
times. I gave them posthypnotic suggestions—to eat grass, bark like a
dog, or crawl] over the floor like a baby—and sometimes I stuck pins
and needles into their flesh. Once I used autchypnosis and put myself
into a trance. When Melvin put a red-hot cigarette on my arm, I did
not move or feel any pain, although he burned me prettv badly. This
incident impressed a lot of people, but Melvin was pretty upset about
it. Far from using hypnosis in a destructive way, I used it for “styling”
in the community, As my reputation grew, the novelty wore off, and
finally I stopped, because it was no longer interesting.

When I was not putting people into trances or racing around in the
Gray Roach and drinking wine with the brothers, I was standing in a
crowd of people at parties reciting poetry. My problem was that I
could not dance, and when the music began, I felt self-conscious. If I
did not leave when the dancing started, I would begin discussions or
recite poetry. By the time I reached high school I was really very good
at remembering the poetry I had heard read aloud. Much of it was
poetry that Melvin had taught me. David’s favorite was the Rubaiyat
of Omar Khayyam. Whenever [ recited at parties or got people into
deep conversations, everyone would stop dancing and gather around.
Some of them would ask me to recite things I had memorized. The
host or hostess usually became angry when people stopped dancing,
and often I would be asked to sit down and shut up, or split. This
usually signaled the beginning of a fight.

Somehow I managed to stay in Oakland Tech unt] I graduated,
despite my continued defiance of the authorities. They tried to down
me for many vears, but I knew inside that I was a good person, and
the only way I could hold on to any self-esteem was to resist and defy
them.

Everything they opposed I supported. That was how I first became
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apporter of Fidel Castro and the Cuban Revolution, Earlier, when
[ fionrd teachers criticizing Paul Robeson, I defended him and believed
(n him, even though I knew very little about his life. When they
darted putting down Castro and the revolution of the Cuban people,
| kuew it must be good, too. I became an advocate of the Cuban
Revolution.

My high school diploma was a farce. When my friends and I grad-
nated, we were ill-equipped to function in society, except at the bot-
tom, even though the system said we were educated. Maybe they
knew what they were doing, preparing us for the trash heap of society,
where we would have to work long hours for low wages. They
never realized how much they had actually educated me by teaching
the necessity of resistance and the dignity of defiance. I was on my way
to becoming a revolutionary.
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I began to question what I had always taken for granted.
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I knew right there in prison that reading had changed
forever the course of my life. As I see it today, the abil- i
ity to read awoke inside me some long dormant craving i
to be mentally alive. . . . My homemade education
gave me, with every additional book I read, a little bit
more sensitivity to the deafness, dumbness, and blind-
ness that was affecting the black race in America.

The Autobiography of Malcolm X

Reading |

By the time I had reached my last year of high school, I was a g
functional illiterate. Melvin was in college and doing very well I felt I
that I could do it, too, but when I talked to a counselor about it, he |
made the mistake of telling me I was not college material. I set out to i
prove them wrong. First, I had to learn to read. The school authorities |
told me not only that I was not college material because of my per- i
formance in school, but also that I was not intelligent enough to do col-
lege work. According to the Stanford-Binet test, I had an 1.Q. of 74. |
They felt justified in discouraging me. I knew I could do anything I
wanted to do; that was how I maintained my self-respect. I wanted to go
to college, so my defiance of their opinion, as well as my admiration for
Melvin, were incentives for me to learn to read.

I knew I would have to read well in order to make it in college. I
also knew that it would be difficult to find someone to teach me be-
cause I was embarrassed. I decided to teach myself. My key was
the poetry I had learned to recite. I knew plenty of words but could not
yet recognize them in print. Using Melvin's poetry books, I began to
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iy e poems T knew, associating the sounds in my head with the
words on the [rage.

Ihen 1 picked up Melvin's copy of Plato’s Republic, bought a dic-
tiamary, and started learning to read things I did not already know.
o Hepublic seemed a logical choice; T wanted to join Melvin and his
friends in their intellectual conversations. It was a long and painful
process, but I was determined. Lee Edward had taught me to look
them in the eye and keep advancing. They said I was not college
material, so I was advancing on them,

I spent long hours every day at home going through the Republic
and pronouncing the words I knew. If I did not know a word, I would
look it up in the dictionary, learn how to sound it out if I could, and
then learn the meaning. Proper names and Greek words were difficult,
and I soon began to ignore them. Day after day, for eight or nine hours
at a time, I worked on that book, going over it page by page, word by
word. I had no help from anyone because I did not want it. Embarrass-
ment overwhelmed me. My mother loved reading and devoured books.
Here I was, an adult who could not read, as my father, my mother, and
Melvin could. I felt so low I stayed in my room where nobody could
see what I was doing, poring over the words, using the dictionary on
every single line, and memorizing the sounds and the meanings.

Once or twice I asked Melvin to pronounce a word for me or ex-
plain it. He was shocked that I could not recognize some of them and
at first, I think, disgusted. That hurt. His disgust could not com-
pare with my own. He said that not knowing how to read was a very
bad thing, but I knew that by then, and his disapproval made it even
more difficult to learn. My sense of shame had kept me from seeking
help earlier; now it became impossible for me to ask. I had to do it
by myself.

It seems to me that nothing is more painful than a sense of shame
that overwhelms you and afflicts the soul. This pain may not even be
your fault, but it can still be very acute. It hurts more when you know
that there is no natural process, as in the body, whereby the pain will
go away. You have to relieve it with your own strength of will, your
own discipline, and determination. I had been hurt many times in
fights, but nothing equaled the pain I felt at not being able to read.
The pain from fighting went away in time. The shame I felt would not
go away.
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I do not know how long it took me to go through Plato the first
time, probably several months. When I finally finished, I started over
again. I was not trying to deal with the ideas or concepts, just Jearning
to recognize the words. I went through the book about eight or nine
times before I felt I had mastered the material. Later on, I studied the
Republic in college. By then I was prepared for it.

When 1 began to read, a whole new world opened to me. [ became
interested in books. I still could not read very well, but each new book
made it easier. I did not mind spending many hours, because reading
was enjoyment, rather than work. When I reached this point, I ac-
cumulated books and read one after another. I did this all through
my senior year in high school and the summer following. By the time
I really knew my way through a book, I had graduated from high
school.
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All my life T had been looking for something, and every-
where 1 turned someone tried to tell me what it was. 1
accepted their answers too, though they were often in
contradiction and even self-contradictory. I was naive. I
was looking for myself and asking everyone except myself
questions which I, and only I, could answer. It took me
a long time and much painful boomeranging of my ex-
pectations to achieve a realization everyone else appears
to have been born with: That I am nobody but myself.
RALPH ELLISON, The Invisible Man

Moving On

About two vears before I completed high school, my inner life
was plunged into a sea of confusion and turmoil that lasted until Bobby
Seale and I organized the Black Panther Party. For four years I went
through the kind of pain that comes when you are letting go of old
beliefs and certainties and have nothing to take their place. This dis-
tress had begun earlier and was a result of contrasting and varying
elements in my life. As I matured physically, the problems seemed
more insoluble, the strain became greater; I felt adrift. I began to
question everything about my life. There seemed no haven of security
in anvthing I was doing or hoping to do.

I questioned my religious activities and my search for God. I ques-
tioned whether school was worth the effort. Most of all. I questioned
what was happening in my own family and in the community around
me, My father’s struggle with bills was common in many of the families
of my comrades. He had worked hard all his life only to sink more
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deeply in debt. It seemed that no matter how hard he worked and
sacrificed for his family, it led to more work. Things never became
easier. I began to ask why this had happened to us and to evervbody
around us. Why could my father never get out of debt? If hard work
brought success, why did we not see more success in the community?
The people were certainly working hard. It seemed we were predes-
tined to endless toil. We poor people never reached the point of having
time to pursue the things we wanted. We had neither leisure time nor
material goods. Not only did I want to know why this was so; I wanted
to avoid a similar fate.

While I was looking for answers to the questions of family and
religion, 1 was also thinking of joining a monastery, not so much out of
religious conviction as for the isolation and time to examine these
questions in peace. I felt the need to have a place where I could
examine things without interference. Isolation would shield me from the
troubles that were suffocating my father and my family. But I did not
entertain the idea very seriously and soon gave it up. I began to think
that Melvin’s approach through books was one way to examine these
questions. His life required a certain amount of detachment from the
community, and that was attractive to me.

On the other hand, there was my brother Sonny Man. For a long
time I had believed that he had the freedom I was seeking. He had
possessions galore, no bills, and was defying the authorities and getting
away with it. Even so, I came to the conclusion that he had not so
much defied the authorities as compromised with them. All the hipsters
with cars, clothes, and money had rejected the family relationship that
I valued so highly. They had achieved a level of freedom at great per-
sonal cost, To me this was not freedom but another form of subjuga-
tion to the oppressor. Even if Sonny Man had escaped their control,
his life did not answer my questions. It did not help me understand
why most Blacks never gained the freedom he seemed to have. I
finally decided that Sonny Man and his comrades did not have the
power to determine their destiny. They operated through someone
else’s power—the oppressor's—and they were not free as long as they
had to reject some part of themselves.

The religious beliefs acquired in childhood also troubled me. After
struggling through some of Socrates’ works, as well as those of Aristotle,
Hume, and Descartes, I began to question what I had always taken for
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pranted, The ldeas in the philosophical works that Melvin was studying
spilledd aver into my confused mind. All the while, I felt damned. To
question religion was a profane, heretical act that went against every
moral tenet I had known at home. I identified wvery strongly with
Stephen Dedalus in James Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Mean beeause he went through a similar experience. He felt great guilt
when he first questioned Catholicism, believing that he would be con-
sumed by the fires of hell for his doubt. In a way, that is what hap-
pened to me.

The struggle with religious faith is a difficult experience to describe
because it involves many things that are either repressed earlier in life
or not understood. In the process, the fears that are not related to
religious beliefs are released. By then you no longer have any pro-
tection from your religion, and you have to start dealing with your
dread. The real world closes in on you, cutting off traditional comforts
like a simple prayer. Eventually, you, and you alone, have to deal with
troubling questions. This always leads to anxiety. There is nothing, so
vou are free—and terrified. .

In a way, the turmoil and conflict I was experiencing were a kind
of madness, with no way out. The patterns that appealed to me as
answers to my questions were closed to me. Sonny Man represented
an attractive way of life, but it did not provide the answers I was seek-
ing. Me‘Ivin was into another appealing pattern, but I had never been
able to handle school effectively. I was confused. Sonny Man had an
illusion of freedom; Melvin had an approach, but I could not read.
Nobody had any answers for me. Sometimes I went one way, some-
times another.

I never expressed these feelings to my parents. I had such respect
and admiration for my father, who had done so much for us, that I
could not openly question his life. He would not have understood what
I was going through. I was grateful, I was appreciative, and I loved
and admired him, but I had questions not easily answered.

When my high school years came to an end, these doubts and
troubles were at a high pitch; they were still with me when I started
Oakland City College in the fall of 1959 and were reflected in the new
way of life I was beginning. My life style alarmed my parents. They
must have sensed my inner turmoil because they began to object
strenuously to certain things I was doing. It was the beatnik era in
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the Bay Area, and I grew a beard. To my parents, a beard meant a
bohemian, and my father insisted that I shave it off. I refused. Becausc
he was accustomed to wielding total authority in our family, my refusal
was a serious family violation. My father pressed me again to shave;
I continued to resist. The climax came abruptly one night when he con-
fronted me with an ultimatum to shave right then and there. I told
him I would not do it. He struck me, and I ran to him, grabbing him
with a bear hug to restrain his arms, and then pushing him away. He
chased me out of the house, but I could run much faster, I also knew
that I was strong enough to overpower him, but I would never have
done that. I just fled. My love for my father had clashed with a need
for independence, symbolized by the beard. Knowing I could not return
without shaving, I decided to move out. While my father was at
work the next day, I packed my things and moved in with a friend,
Richard Thorne. For years, a room was kept for me in my father’s
house, and periodically I returned home for short periods of time. Our
differences mellowed and eventually disappeared. My room in my
parents” house was not considered given up until 1968, when I was
sentenced to prison.
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Black is not only beautiful; it’s bad, too. It's fast, classy,
name-taking and ass-kicking, too.
MELVIN VAN PEEBLES, Ain't Supposed
to Die a Natural Death

College and the Afro-

American Assoclation

In 1959, when I started at Oakland City College {now Merritt
College), it was a junior college located in North Oakland, surrounded
by the Black community. Many local Black people attended it at that
time, and I joined the crowd. College for me was more than books and
lectures and classes, although they were important, For one thing, 1
never really left my neighborhood, and I still ran with the brothers on
the block. Anv moneyv I had came from petty crime, an old pattern
with me. This, however, became a time for making new friends and
joining organizations that started me in new directions.

One of my first friends at Oakland City College was Richard
Thorne. Richard was a very tall, very black fellow who even then, prior
to the “Black cultural revolution,” wore his hair in a natura). His ap-
pearance caused awe in some people and frightened others. He knew
how to excite these feelings and how to exert an influence over those
around him.

I stayed with Richard for about a month after I left home, before I
moved into Poor Boys Hall. Poor Boys Hall was behind a bookstore
across from the college. The owners had converted a big storage ware-
house into a dormitory with rooms—not really rooms but stalls—with

60

College and the Afro-American Association

thin plywood dividers, A stall rented for $15 a month. I loved being
around Poor Boys Hall because most of my friends among the “roomers”
were young fellows just beginning to “get their thing together.” Like
me, they were searching. Some of them have gone on to become a part
of the system, while others have been further victimized. I kept up
close contact with Richard Thorne, too, and we spent a lot of time to-
gether at his apartment. Richard usually had several girls around and
was always talking about the two or three books he intended to write.
I was more interested in the girls.

Richard had a theory about intimate human relations. He saw non-
possessive love as pure love, the only love, and possessive love as a
mockery of pure love. Nonpossessive love did not enslave or constrain
the love object. Richard was critical of what he called “bourgeois love
relationships,” of the marriage system and the requirements of the mar-
riage partners to each other (ie., sex with one partner, jealousy, limits
upon mobility, well-defined roles based upon sex). He felt that people
should not be like cars or houses. No man should own a wife, nor
should a wife own a husband, because ownership is predicated upon
control, fences, barriers, constraints, and psychological tyranny. Non-
possessive love is based upon shared experiences and friendship; it is
the kind of love we have for our bodies, for our thumb or foot. We love
ourselves, our bodies, but we do not want to enslave any part of our-
selves.

Richard and I engaged in some deep discussions. Sometimes we
stayed at his house for days talking about the general situation, cursing
the white man for everything, and drinking wine. When I tired of these
sessions, I made it down to the block to be with the righteous street
brothers.

I was an angry young man at this time, drinking wine and fighting
on the block, burglarizing homes in the Berkeley Hills, and going to
school at Oakland City College. I was moving away from family and
church, which had offered me so much comfort in earlier days, and was
looking for something new. The questions I asked during this period
were so disturbing that I acted outrageously to drive them away. [ was
looking for something more tangible with which to identify. I saw all
my turmoil in terms of racism and exploitation and the obvious dis-
crepancies between the haves and have-nots. I was trying to figure out
how to avoid being crushed and losing respect for myself, how to keep
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fronn cmbwacing the nppressor that had a]l‘cady maimed my family
v conauty,

Iin the diseussions af Phi Beta Sigma, a social fraternity I joined
for aowhile, T expressed my anger about society and white racism. The
others told me that 1 sounded like a guy named Donald Warden who
was preaching Blackness at the Berkeley campus of the University of

California, He was the head of an organization called the Afro-Ameri-
can Association.

I went to Berkeley to find Warden and hear what he was saying,
The first member I met, though, was Maurice Dawson, one of Warden’s
tight partners. He turned me off with his arrogance. I had come search-
ing for something, and he scorned me because I did not already know
what I was seeking. I could not understand what he was saying about
“Afro-Americans.” The term was new to me. Dawson really put me
down.

“You know what an Afro-Cuban is?”

“Yes.”

“You know what an Afro-Brazilian is?”

“Yes.”

“Then why don’t you know what an Afro-American is?”

It may have been apparent to him, but not to me. But I was still
interested.

Maurice taught me a lesson that I try to apply to the Black Panther
Party today. I dissuade Party members from putting down people who
do not understand. Even people who are unenlightened and seemingly
bourgeois should be answered in a polite way. Things should be ex-
plained to them as fully as possible. I was turned off by a person who
did not want to talk to me because I was not important enough.
Maurice just wanted to preach to the converted, who already agreed
with him. I try to be cordial, because that way you win people over.
You cannot win them over by drawing the line of demarcation, saying
you are on this side and I am on the other; that shows a lack of con-
sciousness. After the Black Panther Party was formed, I nearly fell into
this error. I could not understand why people were blind to what 1
saw so clearly. Then I realized that their understanding had to be de-
veloped.

I started going to meetings of the Afro-American Association, whose
purpose was mainly to develop a sense of pride among Black people for
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their heritage, their history, and their contributions to culture and so-
ciety. Donald Warden, a lawyer from the University of California at
Berkeley, had started it. Most of the meetings were book-discussion
groups, which I enjoyed, because by then I was relating to books more
and more. I began reading books about Black people, and every Friday
we sat up half the night discussing them. We read The Souls of Black
Folk by W. E. B. Du Bois, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, Up from
Slavery by Booker T. Washington, and The Fire Next Time by James
Baldwin.

I was one of the first ten to join the organization. On Saturday
afternoons we would go into the Black community in Oakland or San
Francisco and speak on the street corners, running down the racist sys-
tem. People came to listen because they were bored and wanted some
entertainment, not because Warden's words were relevant to their lives.

I started to bring more of the poor, uneducated brothers off the
block into the Association. Most of the people in the Association were
college students and very bourgeois, but my people were off the block;
some of them could not even read, but they were angry and looking for
a way to channel their feelings. Warden was glad to have the lumpen
brothers along. He needed some strong-arm men who would just fol-
low instructions without question. Some brothers and I formed a body-
guard for him. Sometimes our street meetings on Saturdays ended in
fights, because white bovs came around looking for trouble. That was
when I began to see through Warden.

My family thought that Warden was up to no good, and they were
quite unhappy when I joined him. They said that he was interested
only in building up his law practice. But I had to find out for myself.

My disillusionment began when I realized he would not stand his
ground in a fight. Once, in a San Francisco meeting, some white guys
velled at us from a window and then came down to fight. I was throw-
ing hands, trying to protect Warden, and when I looked up, he had run
off leaving us there by ourselves.

My real decision to quit the group came after I observed War-
den in a debating situation, where his training and skill should
have put him in a superior position. The Oakland Tribune ran an article
reporting how the City Council had made derogatory remarks about
the Association. Warden wrote and asked to be placed on the agenda
of their next meeting. About twenty of us went down to City Hall ex-
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pocting Warden to take them to task. We were eighth on the agenda,
anil when our turn came, Mayor John Houlihan {who later went to
jail for embezzlement) said that we could not speak then because some
nnportant people were there from Piedmont, an all-white, upper-class
area within the city limits of Oakland. Houlihan told us to wait until
last, even though it was our turn on the agenda. I thought Warden
would object, but no, he just bowed his head, and I thought I saw him
shuffle a little.

After the Piedmont merchants made their presentation, Houlihan
declared the agenda closed because there was time to consider only ten
items. He told us to write the City Council and say our piece. One of
the councilmen insisted we be heard, however, since we had written to
them in accordance with the rules and had been properly placed on the
agenda. Don still had not taken a position. When he rose to speak, he
started by saying we were there because the Tribune had reported
some derogatory remarks made about us at the council’s last meeting,
He denied that the Afro-American Association wanted trouble. The
Association, he said, wanted an end to the lethargy of Black people, to
get them off welfare, make them clean themselves up, and sweep their
streets in a big self-help effort. He said he wanted Black people to stop
lying around collecting unemployment checks.

That was when I decided that my parents were right about him.
Afterward, the whole City Council, including Mayor Houlihan, patted
Warden on the back. He ate it up.

In our own meetings-—with no white people around—he really took
them apart. But he had little interest in Black people. He was inter-
ested in getting Barry Goldwater’s daughter to contribute money to his
sister’s little sewing shop, which he claimed was a clothing factory.
Goldwater’s daughter became an honorary member of the Afro-Ameri-
can Association.

I was really sick when I saw what went down before the City Coun-
cil. Warden talked about Black folks as if we were a lazy bunch of
people who hated ourselves and had no will to better our own situa-
tion. He said nothing about causes, although in that City Council room
he was speaking to some of the major causes of Black people’s suffer-
ing in the city of Oakland.

Disillusioned, I left the organization, but not before I had gotten
a lot out of it. For one thing, 1 had begun to learn about the Black past,
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but I could not accept Warden’s refusal to deal with the Black present.
He was obviously interested in building his law practice and routinely
began street meetings by saying that he did not have to be there, that
he was Phi Beta Kappa and a lawyer. A lot of people who went to him
for legal services found him out. They thought he would charge less
money, being one of them, but he charged high fees. I went to him
once, and he charged more than double the usual fee. Another attor-
ney asked $250, but Warden wanted $750 before he even stepped into
the courtroom.

He offered the community solutions that solved nothing. I could
have accepted this if he had been ignorant, but I believe he knew what
he was doing. At least he knew what the popular position was. That is
why 1 tell the Black Panther Party that we must never take a stand just
because it is popular. We must analyze the situation objectively and
take the logically correct position, even though it may be unpopular.
If we are right in the dialectics of the situation, our position will pre-
vail.

Warden was just the opposite. He rode the tide, even if it went
against the community. He talked of a mass exodus to Africa, and
never believed in it. He maintained that capitalism in general, and
Black capitalism in particular, was the best economic system. The only
thing wrong with it, he said, was the racism in the system. He never
spoke of the link between capitalist exploitation and racism. Wanting
whites to believe that Blacks were behind him, Warden talked up
Black power and Black history, using the people to gain their support.
Downtown, he looked for whites to support him out of their fear of
organized Blacks. Warden gathered the people around him to lead
them like sheep. That is what he did at the City Council.

He is the only Black man I know with two weekly radio programs
and one on television. The mass media, the oppressors, give him public
exposure for only one reason: he will lead the people away from the
truth of their situation.

Others also drifted away from the Afro-American Association.
Richard Thorne was in it for a while, but he left to found the Sexual
Freedom League. Later, he organized a spiritual cult called Om Eternal
and changed his name to Om. He is now that cult’s unquestioned high
priest { God ). Another member of the Afro-American Association at that
time was a skinny, bright, and articulate fellow called Ron Everett. He
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wont from the Association to Watts in Los Angeles, where he estab-
lahied b own enltural nationalist group, US, which eventually became
¢ onlt, He called himself Karenga—"the original” Later, the Black
Panthers had some bitter confrontations with US, and they killed
two of our finest comrades.®

* The Black Panther Party believes that Karenga's organization and the Los Angeles
police conspired against our Los Angeles Party organizers, John Huggins and Al-
prentice “Bunchy” Carter, and assassinated them. The police wanted to stop the

Black Panthers’ organizing efforts, and Karenga’s organization wanted to curtail a
competitive group and buy the friendship of the police.
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My soul has grown deep like the rivers.
LANGSTON HUGHES, “The Negro
Speaks of Rivers”

Learning

Life was opening up for me. I was trying to relate to Donald
Warden and his program, trying to stay close with my righteous
partners on the block, and also attending Qakland City College on a
“comie-and-go” basis. My motivation had been to prove to my high
school teachers that they were wrong about me. To my surprise I
found myself enjoying the learning process and tremendously stimu-
lated by ideas I encountered. Since I had studied classical piano for
almost seven years, I took music appreciation, music history, music
theory, and also art appreciation and art history.

Most semesters I started out with a regular load, but if something
came up in class that excited my imagination, I sometimes skipped
classes, gathered as many books and materials as I could find on the
subject, and stayed in the library or at home in my apartment reading.

While studying psychology, for example, I became fascinated with
the principle of stimulus response and the biological behaviorism of
John B. Watson. I read a number of books on the subject, works by
B. F. Skinner and Pavlov, and read about their studies and theories of
personality and human development. By the time I was satiated with
stimulus response, or whatever, the class had moved on to another unit
that was of no interest to me.

Philosophy was another favorite subject. I still remember some of
the issues raised in logic class thirteen years ago. Such points as the
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diffevence between lexical and stipulative definitions I use in discus-
sons taday, Fven now 1 find it difficult to enter into a dialogue on
philosaphy or Black Panther ideology until there is agreement on basic
definitions, This presents problems when I speak on college campuses.
I try to lead an audience into rational and logical discussions, but many
students are looking for rhetoric and phrasemongering. They either do
not want to learn or they do not believe that I can think.

I was also impressed with A. [ Aver’s logical positivism, particularly
his distinction between three kinds of statements—the analytical state-
ment, the synthetic statement, and statements of assumption. These
ideas have helped me to develop my own thinking and ideology. Ayer
once stated, “Nothing can be real if it cannot be conceptualized, articu-
lated, and shared.” That notion stuck with me and became very im-
portant when I began to use the ideological method of dialectical ma-
terialism as a world view. The ideology of the Black Panthers stands
on that premise and proceeds on that basis, to conceptualize, articulate,
and share. Some key aspects of Black Panther ideology and rhetoric,
like “All Power to the People” and the concept “pig,” developed out of
that. They were not haphazardly introduced into our thinking or
vocabulary.

While studving philosophy, I realized that I had been moving for
some time toward existentialism. I read Camus, Sartre, and Kierke-
gaard and saw that their teachings were similar to lessons I had learned
from the Book of Ecclesiastes in the Bible. Actually the “Preacher” was
the first existentialist:

All things come alike to all: there is one event to the righteous, and to the
wicked; to the good and to the clean, and to the unclean; to him that sacri-
ficeth, and to him that sacrificeth not: as is the good, so is the sinner; and he
that sweareth, as he that feareth an oath.

This is an evil among all things that are done under the sun, that there is
one event unto all: yea, also the heart of the sons of men is full of evil, and
madness is in their heart while they live, and after that they go to the dead.

For to him that is joined to all the living there is hope: for a living dog is
better than a dead lion. . . .

1 returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor
the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men
of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance hap-
peneth to them all.
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From then on, I began to engage friends in existentialist discussions.
If a brother was hungry, I would say that it is all the same whether you
are hungry or full, whether you are cold or warm. It is all the same.
They really thought 1 was crazy. Then I began living like an exis-
tentialist, hitchhiking to Los Angeles and back, walking into the class
dirty, without shoes, and sometimes soaked to the skin from the rain.
It was all the same to me. One way or another I kept my reputation
going. All the time I was on the streets I read Ecclesiastes at least once
a month, until T was sentenced to the penitentiary, where they refused
me all reading material.

I was still questioning. Although college work did not give me
answers as such, I was beginning to comprehend human beings and the
universe, to feel I could develop answers that suited my own experience
and my knowledge of the world. Then, too, I was convincing myself
that they had been wrong about me in public schools. When that
teacher told me to write “business” on the board, she wanted to show
the class that I was stupid: when they discouraged me from going
to college, it was because they thought I was stupid. As a matter of
fact, some of my college teachers thought I was stupid, too, because I
never did well on those silly little tests they gave us. One psvchology
teacher told me that I scored at the level of a “dull normal” on an 1.Q.
test. Since I really liked this teacher, that hurt me badly. Then he gave
another test, which he said “indicated” that 1 was intelligent. Only
I knew what was happening inside of me; only I knew what was hap-
pening between me and those books up in my apartment. [ was learn-
ing, and learning well. I could think, I could read, and 1 could retain
the most difficult ideas. For over twelve years, they had tried to knock
me down, but I kept getting up, and now I was advancing on them,

What I learned from Sonny Man also helped me to acquire an edu-
cation. I was free to pursue my education in my own stvle, because I
could support myself with activities on the block. Most important, 1 did
not have to work. [ ran gambling sessions at my apartment, serving as
the “houseman.” This meant that I set up the games—cards or craps—
for everybody else to participate in, and then took a cut of the
winnings.

It was my studying and reading in college that led me to become a
socialist. The transformation from a nationalist to a socialist was a slow
one, although I was around a lot of Marxists. I even attended a few
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meetings of the Progressive Labor Party, but nothing was happening
there, fust a lot of talk and dogmatism, unrelated to the world I kne,“f'
I supported Castro all the way. I even accepted an invitation to visit
Ciba and recruited others for the trip, but I never made it. When I
presented my solutions to the problems of Black people, or whe"n I ex-
pressed my philosophy, people said, “Well, isn't that socialism?” Some
of them were using the socialist label to put me down, but I figured that
if this was socialism, then socialism must be a correct view. So I read
more of the works of the socialists and began to see a strong similarity
hetween mv beliefs and theirs. My conversion was complete when I
read the fofxr volumes of Mao Tse-tung to learn more about the Chinese
Revolution. It was my life plus independent reading that made me a
socialist—nothing else.

I became convinced of the benefits of collectivism and a collectivist
ideology. I also saw the link between racism and the economics of
capitalism, although, despite the link, I recognized that it was necessary
to separate the concepts in analyzing the general situation. In psychf)-
logical terms, racism could continue to exist even after the economic
problems that had created racism had been resolved. Never convinced
that destroying capitalism would automatically destroy racism, I felt,
however, that we could not destroy racism without wiping out its
economic foundation. It was necessary to think much more creatively
and independently about these complex interconnections.

Even though I liked my lectures and the discussions, I did not iden-
tify with the life stvle on campus. As soon as 1 finished my classes, I
W(;uld go down to the block-—sometimes to Sacramento Street in
Berkelev or over into West or East Oakland—and drink wine, gamble,
and ﬁg};t. More than once I came from the block to class dead drunk.
I never minded being drunk in class because the ideas were more in-
toxicating; but I had instructors who hated having anyone go to the
bathroom while they were lecturing. It disturbed them. But when you
are full of wine, you just cannot hold your urine.

College was enjoyable, largely because I was not forced to go; this
made it different from high school. I could go to school or stay in my
apartment and read. Some days I went to a movie or stayed on the
block. I started each semester setting my own pace, which often
included a trip to Mexico, or to jail, or dropping out, and all along I
learned a great deal.

In spite of the learning, I was still searching for answers to other
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questions. The Afro-American Asscciation had been a deep disappoint-
ment. I had often felt that it was nothing more than a training ground
for the Muslims; Warden seemed to have adopted a lot of their styles
and rhetoric. I began to investigate them more closely. T had read C.
Eric Lincoln’s book Black Muslims in America, but what attracted me
most was Minister Malcolm X.

I first heard Malcolm X speak at McClymonds High School in Qak-
land, when he attended a conference sponsored by the Afro-American
Association on “The Mind of the Ghetto.” Muhammad Ali (then Cas-
sius Clay ) was with Malcolm, and he told about his conversion to Islam.
He was not yet the heavyweight champion. Malcolm X impressed me
with his logic and with his disciplined and dedicated mind. Here was a
man who combined the world of the streets and the world of the
scholar, a man so widely read he could give better lectures and cite
more evidence than many college professors. He was also practical.
Dressed in the loose-fitting style of a strong prison man, he knew what
the street brothers were like, and he knew what had to be done to reach
them. Malcolm had a program: armed defense when attacked, and
reaching the people with ideas and programs that speak to their condi-
tion. At the same time, he identified the causes of their condition in-
stead of blaming the people.

I started going to the Muslim mosques in both Oakland and San
Francisco, although not regularly. However, I knew a number of Mus-
lims and talked to them fairly often. I did read their paper regularlv to
follow the speeches and ideas of Malcolm. I would have joined them,
but I could not deal with their religion. By this time, I had had enough
of religion and could not bring myself to adopt another one. I needed
a more concrete understanding of social conditions. References to God
or Allah did not satisfy my stubborn questioning.

Back at the college, Kenny Freeman along with Isaac Moore, Doug
Allen, Ernie Allen, Alex Papillon, and some others had begun to or-
ganize the West Coast branch of RAM, the Revolutionary Action Move-
ment. They claimed to function as an underground movement, but in-
stead of revolutionary action, they indulged in a lot of revolutionary
talk, none of it underground. They were all college students, with bour-
geois skills, who wrote a lot. Eventually, they became so infiltrated with
agents that when an arrest was made, the police spent all their time

showing each other their badges.

Bobby Seale tried to get me into the RAM chapter, but the members
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refused to accept me. They said I lived in the Oakland hills and
wis too bourgeois, which was an absolute lie. All my life I have
Hued in the flatlands. Actually, T think I threatened them, because I
could uge iy head but could also “get down” like the street brothers.
They clained to be dedicated to the armed overthrow of the govern-
ment, when, in reality, most of them were headed for professional oc-
cupations within the system. Freeman and the other RAM members
eventually excluded Bobby because he lacked bourgeois skills.

RAM formed a front group on campus, the Soul Students Advisory
Council, and Kenny Freeman stacked it with his boys. I became very
active in it, joining the main thrust to get a course in Negro history into
the curriculum, We held street meetings outside the college and met
with the administrators, who offered foolish reasons about why Negro
history should not be ofered; most of them came down to the belief that
Black people had no history to teach. We eventually brought about a
few changes, not many, and for a short while RAM seemed very en-
gaging to me. [ considered it the answer to many things I wag searching
for and felt fulflled when I talked with others about the African past
and what we had contributed to the world (all the groups I went
through had that in common). Everyone—from Warden and the Afro-
American Association to Malcolm X and the Muslims to all the other
groups active in the Bay Area at that time—believed strongly that the
failure to include Black history in the college curriculum was a scandal.
We all set out to do something about it.

The Soul Students Advisory Council lacked any real depth, and
when we succeeded in getting the Black history class on campus, we
had nothing else to do. There were the usual parties and other social
activities, but these had no real meaning for me and provided no satis-
faction.

: 11

As for the future, the young streetcorner man has a fairly
good picture of it. . . . Itis a future in which evervthing
is uncertain except the ultimate destruction of his hopes
and the eventual realization of his fears. The most he can

reasonably look forward to is that these things do not come
too soon.

eLLioT LiEsow, Tally's Corner

The Brothers on the Block

Nothing we had done on the campus related to the conditions
of the brothers on the block. Nothing helped them to gain a better un-
derstanding of those conditions. As I saw so many of my friends on their
way to becoming dropouts from the human family, I wanted to see
soinething good happen to them. They were getting married and begin-
ning to have babies. Ahead of them were the round of jobs and bills
my father had gone through. It was almost like being on an urban
plantation, a kind of modern-day sharecropping. You worked hard, i
brought in your crop, and you were always in debt to the landholder.
The Oakland brothers worked hard and brought in a salary, but they
were still in perpetual debt to the stores that provided the;n with th’e
necessities of life. The Soul Students Advisory Council, RAM, the
Muslims, and the Afro-American Association were not offering these
brothers and sisters anything concrete, much less a program to help
them move against the system. It was agonizing to watch the brothers
move down those dead-end streets.

The street brothers were important to me, and I could not turn away
from the life I shared with them. There was in them an intransigent
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Bastility toward all those sources of authority that had such a dehuman-

{zing elfect on the community. In school the “system” was the teacher,
but on the block the system was everything that was not a positive part
of the eommunity. My comrades on the block continued to resist that

authority, and I felt that 1 could not let college pull me away, no matter
how attractive education was. These brothers had the sense of harmony
and communion | needed to maintain that part of myself not totally
crushed by the schools and other authorities.

At Oakland City College many of the Blacks were working as hard
as they could to become a part of the system; I could not relate to their
goals. These brothers still believed in making it in the world. They
talked about it loud and long, expressing the desire for families, houses,
cars, and so forth. Even at that time I did not want those things. I
wanted freedom, and possessions meant nonfreedom to me.

It was a complex scene. Sonny Man was involved only with the
brothers who did not go to college. His friends who had gone to college
were estranged from him. Some of his closest “running partners” in
high school moved away from him after they went to college and he
stayed on the block. Now that T was also in college, I did not want to
move away from the street brothers, as Walter’s friends had done.
That is why when I was not studying or in class, I was down on the
block with the righteous brothers.

I think one of the reasons why I, in particular, had so many fights
was because I weighed only about 130 pounds. You got a lot of pres-
tige from being able to fight the hefty guys, who first gained their
reputation by downing lightweights like me. There were not many
others as small as T was, who looked the big ones in the eye. I had an
added disadvantage: all the way through school my baby face made
people think I was younger than I was. I resented being treated like
a baby, and to show them I was as “bad” as they were, I would fight
at the drop of a hat. As soon as I saw a dude rearing up, I struck him
before he struck me, but only when there was going to be a fight any-
way. I struck first, because a fight usually did not last very long, and
nine times out of ten the winner was the one who got in the first lick.

Sonny Man was very good with his hands, and he taught me how to
hit hard in spite of my light weight. Most of the other guys really did
not know how to hit, so I always fired first and knocked them out, or
at least knocked out a tooth or closed up an eve. Finally, T got a repu-
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tation as a bad dude, and I did not have to fight as much. Every
once in a while, however, one of the “tush hogs”—our name for a bn(j,
tough street fighter on the block—would challenge me. After the fight
we usually became really good friends, because he would realize that
my features were deceiving.

Sometimes [ got into teaching on the block, reciting poetrv or start-
ing dialogues about philosophical ideas. I talked to the brothers about
things that Hume, Peirce, Locke, or William James had said, and in
that way I retained ideas and sometimes resolved problems in my own
mind.

These thinkers had used the scientific method by applying their
ideas to particular formulas. They excluded those things that did not
fit into the formulas. I explained this to the brothers, and we talked
about such questions as the existence of God, self-determination, and
free will. I would ask them, “Do vou have free will?” .

“Yes.” ‘

“Do vou believe in God?”

“Yos.

“Is your God all-powerful?”

“Yes.”

“I's he omniscient?”

“Yes.”

Therefore, I told them, their all-powerful God knew everything be-
fore it happened. If so, I would ask, “How can you say that/ vou have
free will when He knows what you are going to do before \/';JU do it?
You are predestined to do what you do. If not, then vour Co'd has lied
or He has made a mistake, and you have already said that vour God
cannot lie or make a mistake.” These dilemmas led to argunlnents that
lasted all day, over a fifth of wine; they cleared my thinking, even
though I sometimes went to school drunk. ’

Some of the brothers thought T was a pedant, putting them down.
Fights started occasionally over an imaginary insult, especially with
newcomers to the group, who did not know me or my relationship to
the brothers. I liked talking about ideas, and street brothers were the

only ones [ wanted to be with at the time, because I liked the things
we were doing—standing on the corner, meeting people, watching the
womnen, and relating to those who struggled for survival on the block.

Rap sessions like this took place all over, in cars parked in front of

75




Hevolutionar 1 Sutcide

the hquor store on Sacramento Street near Ashby in Berkeley, outside
plices where parties woere being held, and sometimes inside.

I tald them about the allegory of the cave from Plato’s Republic,
and they enjoyed it, We called it the story of the cave prisoners. In the
cave allegory Plato describes the plight of the prisoners in a cave who
receive their impression of the outside world from shadows projected
on the wall by the fire at the mouth of the cave. One of the prisoners is
freed and gets a view of the outside world—objective reality. He re-
turns to the cave to tell the others that the scenes they observe on the
wall are not reality but only a distorted reflection of it. The pris-
oners tell the liberated man he is crazy, and he cannot convince them.
He tries to take one of them outside, but the prisoner is terrified at the
thought of facing something new. When he is dragged outside the cave
anyway, he sees the sun and is blinded by it. The allegory seemed very
appropriate to our own situation in society. We, too, were in prison
and needed to be liberated in order to distinguish between truth and
the falsehoods imposed on us.

The dudes on the block still thought I was “out of sight” and some-
times just plain crazy. One of the reasons for the “crazy” label was
because I always did the unexpected, a valuable practice in keeping
vour adversary off balance. If T knew that some guys wanted to jump
on me, I would go where they hung out—just show up by myself and
challenge them right on the spot. Many times they were too shocked to
do much about it.

This street philosophy also crept into my academic work. The
brothers were hostile toward the police because they were always bru-
talizing and intimidating us. So I began to study police science in
school to learn more about the thinking of police and how to outma-
neuver them. I learned how they conducted investigations. I also began
to study law. My mother had always urged me to do this, even in high
school, because [ was good at arguing points, and she thought I would
be a good lawyer. I studied law, first at City College and later at San
Francisco Law School in San Francisco, not so much to become a
lawyer but to be able to deal with the police. I was doing the unex-
pected.

One day, in 1963, as I was walking across Grove Street to the col-
lege, I saw a white man sideswipe a brother’s car. A motorcycle cop
came up, and the two drivers entered into an argument over who was
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wrong. The cop was about to write a ticket for the brother. I hadl
been standing there with the other people watching this incident, and
I walked over to the white man and told him that he was wrong. Angrv
at this, the cop told me to be quiet because I was not involved. I
came back at him and told him that [ was involved because I knew
how he treated people on the block. The fact that he had a gun, I said,
did not give him the right to intimidate me. The gun did not mean
anything, because the people were going to get guns of their own and
take away the guns of the police. I ran these things down to him in
front of all the people. That was the first time I stood a policeman
down.

~
~
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What is property? Property is theft.
PIERRE- JOSEPH PROUDHON, 1840

The brigand . . . is the true and only revolutionary.
BAKUNIN, 1870

Scoring

-

[ first studied law to become a better burglar. Figuring I might
get busted at any time and wanting to be ready when it happened, I
bought some books on criminal law and burglary and felony and looked
up as much as possible. I tried to find out what kind of evidence they
needed, what things were actually considered violations of the law,
what the loopholes were, and what you could do to avoid being charged
at all. They had a law for evervthing. I studied the California /penal
code and books like California Criminal Evidence and California
Criminal Law by Fricke and Alarcon, concentrating on those areas that
were somewhat vague. The California penal code says that any law
which is vague to the ordinary citizen—the average reasonable man
who lives in California and who is exposed to the state’s rules, regula-
tions, and culture~—-does not qualify as a statute.

Later on, law enforcement courses helped me to know how to deal
with the police. Before I took Criminal Evidence in school, I had no
idea what my rights really were. T did not know, for instance, that
police can be arrested, My studying helped, because every time I got
arrested [ was released with no charge. Until I went to prison for some-
thing I was innocent of, I had no convictions against me; yet I had
done a little of everything. The court would convict you if it could,
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but if you knew the law and were articulate, then the judges figured
you were not too bad because your very manner of speaking indicated
that you had been “indoctrinated” into their way of thinking.

I was doing a lot of things that were technically unlawful. Some-
times my friends and I received stolen blank checks from a company,
which we would then make out for $150 to $200, never more than an
amount consistent with a weekly pavcheck. Sometimes we stole the
checks ourselves; other times we bought them from guys who had
stolen them. You had to do this fast, before the companie; distributed
check numbers to banks and stores.

We burglarized homes in the Oakland and Berkeley hills in broad
daylight. Sometimes we borrowed a pickup truck and put a lawn
mower and garden tools in it. Then we drove up to a house that
appeared empty and rang the bell. If no one answered, we rolled the
lawn mower around to the back, as if we planned to cut the grass and
trim the hedges. Then, swiftly, we broke into the house and took what
we wanted.

Often I went car prowling by myself. I would walk the streets until
I saw a good prospect, then break into the car and take what was on
the seat or in the glove compartment, Many people left their cars un-
locked, which made it easier.

We scored best, however, with the credit game or short-change
games. We stole or bought stolen credit cards and then purchased as
much as possible with them before their numbers were distributed.
You could either sell the booty or use it yourself.

A very profitable credit game went like this: we would pay $20 or
$30 to someone who owned a small business to say that we had/ worked
for him five years or so. This established a work record good enough
for credit in one of the big stores. Then we would charge about $150
worth of merchandise and pay 320 down. Of course, we used an as-
sumed name and a phony address, but we let them check the address,
because we gave them a location and telephone number where one of
our friends lived. We made payments for a couple of months. Then we
would charge over the $150 limit. If you were making payments, they
raised your credit. We would buy a big order, and then stop makiné
Payments. If they called our “place of work,” they were told we had

LUSt quit. If they called our alleged address, th/ey learned we had
moved over a month ago.” The store was left hanging. They did not
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roally lose, becanse they were actually robbing the community blind.
Moy just wrote off the amount and continued their robbing. The
Josson: vou ean survive through petty crime and hurt those who hurt
Yokl

Onee into petty crime, [ stopped fighting. [ had transferred the
conflict, the aggression, and hostility from the brothers in the com-
munity to the Establishment.

The most successful game I ran was the short-change game. Short-
changing was an art I developed so well that I could make 350 to 360
a day. I ran it everywhere, in small and large stores, and even on bank
tellers. In the short-change game I would go into a store with five one-
dollar bills, ask the clerk for change, and walk out with a ten-dollar
bill. This was the $5-to-$10 short-change. You could also do a $10-to-
$20 short-change by walking into the store with ten one-dollar bills and
coming out with a twenty-dollar bill.

The $5-t0-$10 short-change worked this way: you folded up four
of the bills into a small tight wad. Then vou bought something like
candy or gum with the other bill so that the clerk had to open the cash
register to give you change. [ always stood a little distarice from the
register so that the clerk had to come to me to give me the change. You
have to get the cash register open and get the clerk to move away from
it so that his mind is taken off what he has in the register.

When he brought my change from the candy, [ handed him the wad
of four one-dollar bills and said, “Here are five singles. Will vyou give
me a five-dollar bill for them?” He would then hand me the five-dollar
bill before he realized that there were only four singles in the wad.
He has the register open, and [ am prepared for him to discover the
error. When he did, I would then hand him another single, but also the
five-doller bill he had given me and say, “Well, here’s six more; give
me a ten.” He would do it, and I would take the $10 and be gone be-
fore he realized what had happened. Most of the time they never
understood, It happened so fast they would simply go on to another
customer. By the time things began to click in their minds, they could
never be sure that something had in fact gone wrong until the end of
the dav when they tallied up the register. By that time I was just a
vague memory. Of course, if the clerk was quick and sensed that some-
thing was not right, then I pretended to be confused and would say I
had made a mistake and give him the right amount. It was a pretty
safe game, and it worked for me many times.

§0
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The brother who introduced me to short-changing eventually be-
came a Muslim, but before that he taught me to burglarize cars parked
by the emergency entrances of hospitals. People would come to the
hospital in a rush and leave their cars unlocked, with valuables in the
open. I never scored on Blacks under any condition, but scoring on
whites was a strike against injustice.

Whenever I had liberated enough cash to give me a stretch of free
time, [ stayed home reading, books like Dostoevsky’s Crime and
Punishment, The Devils, and The House of the Dead, The Trial by
Franz Kafka, and Thomas Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel. I read and
reread Les Misérables by Victor Hugo, the story of Jean Valjean, a
Frenchman who spent thirty years in prison for stealing a loaf of bread
to feed his hungry family. This really reached me, because I identified
with Valjean, and I often thought of my father being in a kind of social
prison because he wanted to feed his family. Albert Camus’s The
Stranger and The Myth of Sisyphus made me feel even more justified
in my pattern of liberating property from the oppressor as an antidote
to social suicide.

[ felt that white people were criminals because they plundered the
world. It was more, however, than a simple antiwhite feeling, because
[ never wanted to hurt poor whites, even though I had met some in
school who called me “nigger” and other names. I fought them, but I
never took their lunches or money because I knew that they had noth-
ing to start with. With those who had money it was a different story. I
still equated having money with whiteness, and to take what was mine
and what the white criminals called theirs gave me a feeling of real
freedom.

I even bragged to my friends how good I felt about the whole
matter. When thev were at my apartment during times when there
wasn't any food to eat, I told them that even though I starved, my
time was my own and I could do anything I wanted with it. T didn't
have a car then, because most of my money was spent on the apart-
ment, food, and clothes. When friends asked me why I did not get a
car, I told them it was because I did not want bills and that a car was
not my main goal or desire. My purpose was to have as much leisure
time as possible. I could have pulled bigger jobs and gotten more, but
I did not want any status symbols. I wanted most of all to be free from
the life of a servant forced to take those low-paying jobs and looked at
with scorn by white bosses.
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Fventually, T got caught, and more than once, but by then I had
developed a fairly good working knowledge of the law, and I decided
ta delend myself. Although no skilled legal technician, I coulg make a
good defense, If you are an existentialist, defending yourself is another
manifestation of freedom. When you are brought into the courts of the
Istablishment, you can show your contempt for them. Most defendants
want to get high-priced counsel or use the state to speak for them
through the Public Defender, If you speak for yourself, you can
say exactly what you want, or at least not say what you do not want to.
Or vou can laugh at them. As Elaine Brown, a member of the Black
Panther Party, says in her song, “The End of Silence,” “You laugh at
laws passed by a silly lot that tell you to give thanks for what you've
already got.” The laws exist to defend those who possess property.
Theyv protect the possessors who should share but who do not. By de-
fending myself, showed my contempt for that structure.

It gave me real pleasure to defend myself. [ never thought in terms
of conviction or acquittal, although it was an added treat to escape their
net. But even a conviction would not have dismaved me, because at
least T had the opportunity to laugh at them and show my contempt.
They would see that I was not intimidated enough to raise the money
to get counsel—money that I did not have in the first place—or to ac-
cept a Public Defender.

I especially liked traffic violations. For a while, I paid a lot of traffic
tickets. When I became my own defender, I never paid another one.
Of the three major cases in which I defended myself, the only one I
lost was the one in which I was innocent.

Once, I was indicted on sixteen counts of burglary through trickery
as a result of the short-change game, and I beat the cases during the
pretrial period because the police could not establish the corpus delicti
or the elements of the case. Each law had a body of elements, and
each element has to be violated in order for a crime to have been
committed. That's what they call the corpus delicti. People think that
term means the physical body, but it really means the body of ele-
ments. For example, according to California law, in order to commit
armed robbery you have to be armed, and you must expropriate
through fear or force related to weapons; you can have armed robbery
without any bullets in the gun. The elements of the case relate to fear

and force in connection with weapons.

52

Grandmother Estella O'Neal (ca. 1950)




Walter and Armelia Newton (ca. 1954)




Walter Newton, Jr. (“Sonny Man”), 1951

Lee Edward Newton and Walter Newton, Louisiana (ca. 1941)



Huey, 1939

Newton family (ca. 1958), from left to right: Doris, Melvin, I(;eolahand
Lee Edward, Myrtle, Leola, Huey aughter
Evora,

1958




Melvin Newton, 1971

Scoring

In the short-change or “bunko” case I was accused of running niy
game in sixteen stores. However, they could get only a few people to
say they were short in their registers. I was really saved from being
convicted because the police tried to get a young woman teller from a
bank to say that I had short-changed her. A lot of people will not admit
they have been short-changed. In the pretrial, in which they were try-
ing to get a federal case, they asked me whether I had gone into the
bank. I refused to admit it. I knew that the young woman whom they
wanted to testify against me had not shown up at court, When I bailed
out, I went to her bank and asked her if the police had been there.
She said they had and that they were trying to persuade her that I had
short-changed her. She said she would not testify because she knew it
had not happened. I invited her to court to testify on my behalf. She
came and explained to the judge that the police had tried to persuade
her to testify, but she would not comply.

My argument was that the police had invented the short-change
rap against me. I pointed out that clerks who were short-changed
would have missed the money either when I was in the store or at the
end of the day. None of these people had notified the police. The
police had sought them out and by suggesting that they had been short-
changed were really offering the clerks a chance to make five or ten
extra dollars—a sort of pay-off for testifying. Most people, I said, are
not as honest as the young girl bank teller.

Another argument I put forth in my defense was that if someone
else had gotten change after I had been in the store before inventory
of the register, it was quite possible, even probable, that the money
had been lost at some other time. I got a dismissal on the grounds of
insufficient evidence.

In the second major case, I was accused of having stolen some
books from a store near the school and of having burglarized the car of
another student and taken his books. He reported to the bookstore
that his books had been stolen. They were on the lookout for books
with the marking he had described. I had not stolen the books, even
though they were in my possession. I was doing a lot of gambling at
the time, and some students who owed me money gave me the books
instead. We used books for money, because if a book was required in
a course, we could sell it to the bookstore. Even though I did not know
where the books came from, I suspected that they were stolen.
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| fignred there was about $60 worth of books in the stack. When [
necded money, T sent my cousin to the b hookstore to cash them in. The
bookstore took them awayv from her, claiming that they were stolen.
Thev wonld not give her any money, nor would they return the books.
I went down to the store and told them they conld not confiscate my
books without due process of law. They knew [ was a student at the
college and that they could call the police on me any time they wanted.
1 told them that either they return the books right then or I would
take as many books as I thought would equal the amount they had
stolen from me. They gave me the books, and I went on to class.

Apparently the bookstore notified the Dean of Students, who called
the police. While T was in class, the Oakland police came and escorted
me with the books to the campus police, who took me to the Dean’s
office. No one could arrest me, because there was no warrant. The
bookstore wanted to wait until the man who had reported the books
stolen returned from the Army to identify them. So they took me to the
Dean’s office, and the Dean said he would give me a reccipt, keeping
the books until the owner came back. I told him that he would not give
me a receipt, because they were my books and he could not confiscate
my property withont dne proeess of law: to do so would be a violation
of myv constitutional rights. I added, “Furthermore, if you try to
conﬁscqte my property, I will ask the police over there to have vou
arrcsted.” The police stood looking stupid. not knowing what to do.
The Dean said the man would not be back for about a week, but he
wanted the books. I took the books off his desk and said, “I'm en-
rolled here, and when yvou want to talk to me, I'll be around.” Then I
walked out of the office. They did not know how to deal with a poor
oppressed Black man who knew their Jaw and had dignity.

When [ was charged and brought to trial, I defended myself again.
The case revolved around identifving the books. The man knew that
his books had been stolen; the bookstore knew they had lost some
books. Identification had not been made, but 1 was charged with a
theft. I had stashed the books away so that nobody could locate them,
and when I came to court, I left them behind. They brought me to trial
without any factual evidence against me, and I beat the case with the
defense I conducted, particularly my cross-examination.

The woman who owned the bookstore took the stand. The previous
year, on Christmas Eve, she had invited me to her home, and I had
seen her off and on after that. When [ was unwilling to continue a
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relationship with her, she became angry. I wanted to bring this out, but
when I began this line of questioning, the judge was ontraged and
stopped it. By this time, however, she had broken down in tears on
the stand, and it was apparent to the jury by the questions I asked
and her reaction to them that she had personal reasons for testifying
against me.

When the Dean testified, I really went to work. Although no books
were entered into evidence, he said that I had in my possession some
books identical to those on the list the day the police brought me to
his office. I asked him, “Well, if the police were right there, why didn't
you put me under arrest?” He said, “I wasn't sure of my rights.” This
was the opening I needed. I said, “You mean to say that I attend your
school, and you're teaching me my rights without even knowing your
own? You're giving me knowledge, and you don’t know your basic civil
rights?” Then I turned to the jury and argued that this was strange in-
deed. The judge was furious and almost cited me for contempt of court.
[ was in contempt, all right, and not only of the court. I was contemp-
tuous of the whole system of exploitation, which [ was coming to un-
derstand better and better.

[ knew what the jury was thinking, and when the Dean said that he
did not know his rights, I used his ignorance to my advantage. People
automatically think, “You mean you're a college professor and you don't
know something that basic and simple?” Once I planted this idea in
the minds of the jurors, it completely negated the Dean’s testimony.

I told the jury that I collected books, which I did, traded and sold
them, and that I had some volumes similar to those named in the in-
dictment—same names, authors, and so forth. When they wanted to
view the books, I asked the judge if I could go home and get them.
The judge said that he could not stop a trial in the middle (it was
a misdemeanor case) to let me go home. My strategy worked, however,
and I ended up with a hung jury.

Then came the second trial. This time I had the books in court, but
nobody could identify them. I had acquired some different books—
same authors and same names—and put some similar markings in them.
The man who claimed his car had been burglarized, the Dean, and
the owner of the bookstore could not positively identify them. They
kept saying that the books were either similar or the same, but they
were not sure.

I emphasized this uncertainty, saying that all I knew was I had
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purchased the hooks from another person. 1 told the jury that 1 had
nat i fact stolen the books and that by bringing them to court I was
frving to find out if they belonged to those who had brought the

charges. | got another hung jury.

They tricd me a third time, with the same result. When they
bz'uugh't the case up a fourth time, the judge dismissed it. Off and on,
with continuances and mistrials, the case dragged over a period of nine
months. It was simple harassment. as far as [ was concerned, because
I had not stolen the books. They might also have been trying to test
new prosecutors; I had a different one every time, every chump in
Alameda County. and still they got nowhere. I looked them straight in
the eve and advanced.

The third case came out of a party 1 attended with Melvin at the
home of a probation officer who had gone to San Jose State College
with hint. Melvin had known some of the people at the party quite a
while. and most of them were related to each other in some way, either
by blood or by marriage. Melvin and I were outsiders. As usual, I
started a discussion. A party was good or bad for me depending on
whether 1 could start a rap session. I taught that way for the Afro-
American Association and recruited a lot of the lumpens.

Some of these sessions ended in fights. It was almost like the
dozens again, although, here, ideas, not mothers, were at issue. The guy
who could ask the most penetrating questions and give the smartest
answers “capped,” or topped, all the others, Sometimes after a guy was
defeated, or “shot down,” if he wanted to fight, T would accommodate
him. It was all the same. If I could get into a good rap and a good
fight, too, the night was complete.

At the party, while we were talking, someone called Odell Lee
came up and entered the conversation. [ did not know him, had only
seen him dancing earlier in the evening, but [ had gone to school with
his wife, Margo, who was there. Odell Lee walked up and said, “You
must be an Afro-American.” I replied, “I don't know what you mean.
Are you asking me if T am of African descent, or are you asking me if
I'm a member of Donald Warden’s Afro-American Association? If the
latter, then [ am not. But if you're asking me if I'm of African ancestry,
then I am an Afro-American, just as you are.” He said some words in
Chinese and I came back in Swahili. Then he asked me, “Well, how do
you know that I'm an Afro-American?” I replied, “Well, T have twenty-
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twenty vision, and I can see your hair is just as kinky as mine, and your {
face just as black, so I conclude that you must be exactly what I am, |
an Afro-American.”

Saying that, I turned my back and began to cut my steak. I was the '
only one in the room with a steak knife. All the others had plastic
utensils, but since the steak was kind of tough, T had gone into the
kitchen for a regular steak knife. Having made my point, my move, so
to speak, T turned my back on Lee in a kind of put-down. To him it
was a provocative act.

Odell had a scar on his face from about the ear to just below his
chin. This was a very significant point, because on the block you run
into plenty of guys with scars like that, which usually means that the
person has scen a lot of action with knives. This is not always the case, |
but when you are trying to survive on the block, you learn to be hip '
to the cues.

So I turned my back and began cutting steak with the knife I had
in my right hand. He grabbed my left arm with his right and turned
me around abruptly. When he did, my knife was pointed right at him
in ready position. Lee said, “Don’t turn your back on me when I'm
talking to you.” I pushed his hand off my arm. “Don’t you ever put
your hands on me again,” I said, and turned around once more to my
steak.

Ordinarily I would not have turned my back a second time, because
he had all the signs of a tush hog. But somehow the conditions did not ]
add up. Most people there were professionals—or training to become k
professionals—and this man with the scar did not seem to fit. We were -
not on the block, so I thought perhaps the scar meant nothing. All of a i
sudden, however, he was acting like a bully, and now he wanted every-
one to know he was not finished with me. When I turned my back on
him a second time, this would have ended the whole argument for the il
Black bourgeoisie, but the tush hog responded in his way.

He turned me around again, and the tempo picked up. “You must
not know who vou're talking to.” he said, moving his left hand to his
left hip pocket. I figured I had better hurry up. Since the best defense
is a good offense, my steak knife was again in a ready position, instinc-
tively. I said to him, “Don’t draw a knife on me,” and I thrust my knife i
forward, stabbing him several times before he could come up with his
left hand. He held on to me with his right hand and tried to advance,
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Laat 1 pushed him away., [ still do not know what he was doing with

Bis Teft, bt 1 was expecting to be lurt any time and determined to beat

filni to the punch, .
Melvin grabbed Lee's right arm and pushed him into a corner,

where he fell, bleeding heavily. He got up and charged me again, and

I continued to hold my knife ready. Then Melvin jumped Detween us,
and Lee fainted in his arms. As Melvin took the knife from me, we
turned to the rest of the people, and somebody asked, “Why did vou
cut him?” Melvin said, “He cut him because he should have cut him,”
and we backed out of the room. Melvin wanted me to press charges
against the man, but I would never go to the police.

About two weeks later, Odell Lee swore out charges against me. 1
don't know why he delayed so long, perhaps because he was in the
hospital for a few days. Maybe he was hesitant. He had been talk-
ing about getting me. know, but I also heard that his wife had urged
him to press charges instead. To me. he was not the kind of character
who would go to the police. I saw him as a guy who would rather look
for me himself and deal right there. When he sent word that he was
after me, T started packing a gun. Instead, I was arrested at my house
on a warrant and indicted for assault with a deadly weapon. After T
pleaded not guilty, it went to a jury trial. T defended myself again.

[ was found guilty as charged, but only because I lacked a jury of
myv peers. My defense was based on the grounds that I was not guilty,
either by white law or by the culture of the Black community. I did
not deny that I stabbed Odell Lee—I admitted it—Dbut the law savs
that when one sees or feels he is in imminent danger of great bodily
harm or death, he may use whatever force necessary to defend himself.
If he kills his assailant, the homicide is justified. This section of the
California penal code is almost impossible for a man to defend himself
under unless he is a part of the oppressor class. The oppressed have no
chance, for people who sit on juries always think vou could have picked
another means of defense. They cannot see or understand the danger.

A jury of my peers would have nnderstood the situation and exon-
erated me. But the jurors in Alameda County come out of big houses
in the hills to pass judgment on the people whom they feel threaten
their “peace.” When these people see a scar on the face of a man on the
block, they have no understanding of its symbolism. Odell Lee got on
the stand and said that his scar resulted from an automobile accident.
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It may well have. But taking everything in context—his behavior at the
party, the move toward his left hip, and his scar—my peers would
never have convicted me.

Bobby Seale explains it brilliantly in Seize the Time: you may go
to a party and step on someone’s shoes and apologize, and if the person
accepts the apology, then nothing happens. If you hear something
like “An apology won't shine my shoes,” then vou know he is really
saying, “I'm going to fight you.” So you defend yourself, and in that
case striking first would be a defensive act, not an offensive one. You
are trving to get an advantage over an opponent who has already de-
clared war.

It is all a matter of life styles that spills over into the problem of
getting a jury of one’s peers. If a truck driver is the defendant, should
there be only truck drivers on the jury, or all white racists on the jury
if a white racist is on trial? I say no. There is, nevertheless, an in-
ternal contradiction in a jury system that totallv divides the accused
and his jury. Different cultures and life styles in America use the same
words with different shades of meaning. All belong to one society vet
live in different worlds. ’

[ was found guilty of a felony, assault with a deadly weapon, and
faced a long jail sentence for the first time. Before and during the trial,
I had been out on bail for several months. [ came to court each time 1
was supposed to, but when I was convicted, the judge decided to re-
voke my bai] immediately and place me in the custody of the bailiff
while he considered what sentence to impose. Wanting none of this, 1
demanded to be sentenced right then. The judge said that if he sen-
tenced me then, I would be sent to the state penitentiary. I told him
to send me there immediately so that I could start serving my time.
He refused, asking me, “Do you realize what you're saying?” | ;aid, “I
know what I'm saying, that you found me guilty. But I am not guilty,
and now I don’t want to wait around a month serving dead time while
vou think about it.” No time was dead to me. It was all live time, life.
I felt that if the judge wanted to think about it for thirty davs, he
should let me stay out on bail while he did so. But he \vOl;ld n(;t. He
had me confined to the Alameda County Jail, a place I would get to
know well—very well.

While I was waiting, my family hired a lawver to represent me at
the sentencing. The judge was a man named Leonard Dieden, who
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. all women, even the very phenomenal, want at
least a promise of brighter days, bright tomorrows. 1
have no tomorrows at all.

GEORGE JACKSON, Soledad Brother

Loving

My relationships with women could be described as complex
or strange, depending on how you look at them. Varving influences
helped to form my attitude—the influence of my parents, of Chris-
Hanity, of my older brothers, and, later, my reading and the theories
of Richard Thorne. Because these influences were often contra-
dictory, they led to certain conflicts in my feelings and involvements
with women, conflicts that were not to be resolved until the communal
life of the Black Panther Party displaced problematical individual re-
lationships.

When I was very young, I accepted the institution of marriage. As
I grew older and saw my father struggling to take care of a wife and
seven children, having to work at three jobs at once, I began to see that
the bourgeois family can be an imprisoning, enslaving, and suffocating
experience. Even though my mother and father loved each other deeply
and were happy together, I felt that I could not survive this kind of
binding commitment with all its worries and material insecurity.
Among the poor, social conditions and economic hardship frequently
change marriage into a troubled and fragile relationship. A strong love
between husband and wife can survive outside pressures, but that is
rare. Marriage usually becomes one more imprisoning experience with-
in the general prison of society.
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Sy doubits about marriage were reinforeed when Iomet Richard
[(Lorne. His theory of nonpossessiveness in the love relationship was
ppealing to mes The idea that one person possesses the other, as in
hourgecis marriage, where “she’s my woman and he's my man,” was

unaceeptable. 1t was too restrictive, too binding, and ultimately de-
structive to the nnion itself, Often it absorbed all of a man’s energies
and did not leave him free to develop potential talents, to be creative,
or make a contribution in other arcas of life. This argument—that a
family is a burden to a man—is developed in Bertrand Russell’s cri-
tique of marriage and the family, His observations impressed me and
strengthened myv convictions about the drawbacks of conventional
marriage.

As a result of thinking and reading, 1 decided te remain unmarried.
This is a decision I do not regret, although it has caused me pain and
conflict from time to time and brought unhappiness to me and some of
the women whom I have loved.

After I moved out of Poor Boys Hall and had my own apartment, I
was involved with several beautiful voung women, who loved me very
much. I loved them just as much. For a while. T accepted money and
favors from them, but only after I had explained that our relationship
probably would not work because I was unprepared to follow the old
road. If they wanted to be with me, I told them, they would have to
do certain things. [ never forced or persuaded them. As a matter of
fact, I said that in their place, I would not do it at all. T also explained
my principle of nonpossessiveness. 1 believed that if I was free, so
were thev, free to be involved with other men. I told them they could
have any kind of relationship they wanted with someone else, but
that we had a special relationship that could not be duplicated with
any other person, no matter how many people we might be involved
with at the same time. This meant freedom for me, because I could
have three or four relationships at the same time without having to
keep one secret from the other.

I was living alone, and we would all be together at my house at the
same time. Richard would hring his friends over, too. Together we
became almost a cult. We spread our ideas around Oakland City Col-
lege and Berkeley before group living and communalism became popu-
lar. [ might even say that this was the origin of the Sexual Freedom
League. since Thorne went on from this to start that organization. The
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girls found our experiments unusual and romantic and thought we
were very exciting. The main foundation of our relationship was -
tual honesty and the elimination of jealousy. Within a given period,
Richard and I would sleep with more than one woman to sce if they
could deal with this without regressing to their old values, which we,
in our wisdom, considered outdated and bourgeois, as well as mentally
unhealthy.

Although much of this involved a new philosophy about the family,
another part of it was exploitative. I was serious about our attempt to
question matters through practice, but I also felt that we were taking
advantage of the women for practical reasons. Women paid my rent,
cooked my food, and did other things for me, while any money 1 came
by was mine to keep.

Around this time I was pulling small-time armed robberies with
some of my “crime partners.” We hid in the parking lots of expensive
white clubs, and when the people came out, we took their fur wraps,
wallets, rings, and watches. [ never wanted to do these things on
a large scale. What I wanted was leisure time to read and make love.
My ideal was to be involved with a number of women—and I was. 1
look back on this time as a kind of “God experience,” when 1 was
“free” to do anything I wanted.

There was conflict, however, because, while I was exploiting
women, I was also fighting some internal values that would not let me
alone. Perhaps these arose from the Christian principles that had been
instilled in me from birth, perhaps from traditional mores. Still more
likely, the conflict arose out of my desire not to treat another human
being as an object. The fact that I found it necessary to explain to
women that they were at a disadvantage in their relationship with me
indicated that I needed some kind of defense mechanism against the
guilt I felt. Still, women made my freedom possible by sacrificing their
traditional ideas of husband and family.

While I loved many women, only twice did I feel an impulse to
marry. Even then, after serious consideration, I could not go through
with it. Every time I felt close to a woman, I knew it was time for the
relationship to end. No matter how deeply I felt, I could not share her
goals if they led to a compromise with society:.

For a time I tried the pimping life, but this caused altogether too
much inner turmoil. Whenever I pimped a Black sister, my mind would
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be Mled with Hashes of the slave experience—the racist dogs raping
Black wormen. [ began to feel that if my conscience would not allow
me to pimp Black women, perhaps 1 should pimp white women—the
“cnemy.” But when I “turned out” a white woman and found there was
Gtill s crisis of conscience, | realized that [ could never pimp for a
living, With Black women the feeling was shame, because I was selling
my sister’s body. With white women the feeling was not shame but
guilt, because I was now in the role of the oppressor. I had a “weak-
ness” for women, Therefore, I could never be harsh with them; I al-
ways identified with them and fell in love. I flirted with pimping for
only about nine months.

It was during this period that I met Dolores. She and I were to-
gether for five years, until 1 went to jail after the QOdell Lee case.
Slowly, imperceptibly, I fell more deeply in love with her than I ever
had before, She had certain qualities that set her apart from all the
others; she was special, unique. Dolores was a beautiful Afro-Filipino
free-spirit child-woman, who lived with a passionate intensity. Life
with her was spontaneous, unpredictable, and filled with surprises, for
she had the unself-consciousness of an impulsive and mischievous child.
Sometimes, if I was reading or absorbed, she would steal up behind me
and jump on my back. She loved fighting games and played aggres-
sively; often Melvin and I had to retreat from a barrage of small stones
that came flying at us, accompanied by triumphant laughter and taunts.

Yet there was a deeper, more complex side to her nature, for she
was a creature of great contrasts. Dolores had an unusual gift for lan-
guage and a sensitivity to the nuances and subtleties of words. She
composed small poems that to me seemed remarkable. They revealed
an awareness of the tenuousness of all human involvements, and the
sense of despair that hovers constantly at the lover’s threshold of con-
sciousness. Here is one she wrote for me:

The two of us are multitude;
Without you I am dead.

I'd rather not be

Than to be deceived

By the one who keeps me alive.

In our relationship there was an intense contradiction. I could live
with her but not in the context of conventional family life. During our
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five years together we broke up from time to time, but never for more
than three months; some intense need always drove us back to each
other. In spite of her childlike qualities, Dolores was mature in many
ways. She was a hard worker and willing to support us; she reall;
understood and accepted my problem.

[ was in conflict, wanting to do the things that are expected of a
man in our society, even trying a couple of times, without success, I
worked on a construction job once and at a cannery for a couple of
seasons, but I could not deal with work on a permanent basis. Often
I‘considered marrying Dolores, but to do so meant accepting the con-
ditions necessary to marriage in an oppressive situation. If two people
are together as a unit, rather than in some haphazard way, a certain
amount of security must exist. In the event of children thevlmust sacri-
fice their time to have that security. [ was afraid of that. i

Many of my contemporaries were getting married in the hope of
securing a good job and raising a family. But their marriages soon
broke up because it cost so much to live and their jobs were so treach-
erously menial that all their time was spent grubbing for basic neces-
sities. Their dreams were crushed by the realities of their lives. When
['saw myself heading in that direction, I balked. By rejecting marriage
and a family I held on to my “freedom,” but I lost the intimacy and
companionship of a woman—an experience that is probably as/great
as, perhaps greater, than the freedom I wanted. ’

My inability to make a total commitment led Dolores to disaster.
Qur vears together, and our closeness, had created a deep dependence
in her, although I tried to maintain my own freedom in various ways.
One of these was to see other women. One night I brought anot};er
woman to my parents’ home; while we were there, Dolores unexpect-
edly came over. The other woman and I went out, leaving Dolores
there. Finally, about two in the morning, 1 left my/' companion and
returned to our apartment. Dolores was gone, After ;oxne frantic calls,
[ made one to my cousin, who lived nearby. She told me Dolores had
taken forty sleeping pills. I rushed over and found Dolores uncon-
scious. An ambulance came and took her to the hospital. No one knew
it help had arrived in time. I rushed to the hospital. She was alive

I should have seen the danger. Some of her poems had foreshad-l
owed the self-destructive impulse. One of them, in particular, had a
somber, despairing quality: o
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The pigeons of niy conscience

Mike shadows on the wall,

The cannibal that lives within my mind -
Leaves no room for the imagination.

I regret just this.

My experience with Dolores reinforced, in the end, my conviction
that the demands two people make upon each other can be crippling
and destructive. No matter how much they love each other, the values
of our socicty conspire to add intolerable pressures to a binding rela-
tionship. The contradictions inherent in marriage make it all but im-
possible to survive.

These contradictions have been solved by the values of the Black
Panther Party and by the Party’s communal life. The closeness of the
group and the shared sense of purpose transform us into a harmonious,
functioning body, working for the destruction of those conditions that
make people suffer. Qur unity has transformed us to the point where
we have not compromised with the system; we have the closeness and
love of family life, the will to live in spite of cruel conditions. Con-
sciousness is the first step toward control of a situation. We feel free
as a group; we know what troubles us, and we act.

Bourgeois values define the family situation in America, give it cer-
tain goals. Oppressed and poor people who try to reach these goals fail
because of the very conditions that the bourgeoisie has established.
There is the dilemma, We need a family, because every man and
woman deserves the kind of spiritual support and unity a family pro-
vides. Black people try to reach the goals set by the dominant culture
and fail without knowing why,

How do you solve the situation? By staying outside the system,
living alone? I found that to be an outsider is to be alienated and
unhappy. In the Party we have formed a family, a fighting family that
is a vital unit in itself. We have no romantic and fictional notions about
getting married and living happily ever after behind a white picket
fence. We choose to live together for a common purpose, and together
we fight for our existence and our goals. Today we have the closeness,
the harmony and freedom that we sought so long.
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We believe that Black people will not be free until we
are able to determine cur destiny.
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Locked in jail, within a jail, my mind is stll free. . . .
What if a person was so oriented that the loss of no ma-
terial thing could cause him mental disorganization?

This is the free agent.
GEORGE JACKSON, Soledad Brother

Freedom

Jail is an odd place to find freedom, but that was the place I
first found mine: in the Alameda County Jail in Oakland in 1964. This
jail is located on the tenth floor of the Alameda County Court House,
the huge, white building we call “Moby Dick.” When I was falsely
convicted of the assault against Odell Lee, Judge Dieden sent me
there to await sentencing. Shortly after 1 arrived, 1 was made a trusty,
which gave me an opportunity to move about freely. Conditions were
not good; in fact, the place blew up a few weeks later, when the in-
mates refused to go on eating starches and split-pea soup at almost
every meal, and went on a food strike. I joined them. When we were
brought our split-pea soup, we hurled it back through the bars, all over
the walls, and refused to lock up in our cells.

I was the only trusty who took part in the strike, and because I
could move between cell blocks, they charged me with organizing it.
True, I had carried a few messages back and forth, but I was not an
organizer then, not that it mattered to the jail administration. Trusties
were supposed to go along with the Establishment in everything, and
since I could not do that, I was slapped with the organizing label and
put in the “hole”—what Black prisoners call the “soul breaker.”

1 was twenty-two vears old, and I had been in jail before on various
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Beets, mostly hargliry and petty Tarceny. My parents were pretty sick

of e tnemy date teens and the years following, so 1 had to depend on

£
Sanny Man to come up from Los Angeles, or wherever he was, to bail
e oul Sinee I had been “given” to him, he came whenever he could.
Bt sometines 1 oeonld not find him. At any rate, T was no stranger to
jail by 1964, althongh T had never been in extreme solitary confinement.

Within juil, there are four levels of confinement: the main line,

sepregation, isolation, and solitary—the “soul breaker.” You can be iu
jail in jail, but the soul breaker is your “last™ end of the world. In 1964,
there were two of these deprivation cells at the Alameda County Court
House: each was four and a half feet wide, by six feet long. by ten feet
high. The floor was dark red rubber tile, and the walls were black. If
the guards wanted to, they could turn on a light in the ceiling, but I
was always kept in the dark, and nude. That is part of the deprivation,
why the soul breaker is called a strip cell. Sometimes the prisoner
in the other cell would get a blanket, but they never gave me one.
He sometimes got toilet paper, too—the limmit was two squares—and
when he begged for more, he was told no, that is part of the punish-
ment. There was no bunk, no washbasin, no toilet, nothing but bare
floors, bare walls, a solid steel door, and a round hole four inches in
diameter and six inches deep in the middle of the floor. The prisoner
was supposed to urinate and defecate in this hole.

A half-gallon milk carton flled with water was my liquid for the
week. Twice a day and always at night the guards brought a little cup
of cold split-pea soup. right out of the can. Sometimes during the dayv
they brought “fruit loaf,” a patty of cooked vegetables mashed together
into a little ball. When I first went in there, I wanted to eat and stay
healthy, but soon I realized that was another trick, because when I at'e
I had to defecate. At night no light came in under the door. I could not
even find the hole if T had wanted to. If I was desperate, [ had to search
with my hand; when T found it, the hole was always slimy with the
filth that had gone in before. I was just like a mole looking for the sun;
I hated finding it when I did. After a few days the hole filled up and
overflowed, so that I could not lie down without wallowing in my own
waste. Once cvery week or two the guards ran a hose into the cell and
washed out the urine and defecation. This cleared the air for a while
and made it all right to take a deep breath. T had been told T would
break hefore the fifteen days were up. Most men did. After two or
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three days they would begin to scream and beg for someone to come
and take them out, and the captain would pay a visit and sav, “We
don’t want to treat you this way. Just come out now and abide by the
rules and don't be so arrogant. We'll treat you fairly. The doors here
are large.” To tell the truth, after two or three days I was in bad shape.
Why I did not break I do not know. Stubbornness, probably. I did not
want to beg. Certainly my resistance was not connected to any kind of
ideology or program. That came later. Anyway, [ did not scream and
beg; I learned the secrets of survival.

One secret was the same that Mahatma Gandhi learned—to take
little sips of nourishment, just enough to keep up one’s strength, but
never enough to have to defecate until the fifteen days were up. That
way I kept the air somewhat clean and did not have the overflow. I
did the same with water, taking little sips every few hours. My body
absorbed all of it, and I did not have to urinate.

There was another, more important secret, one that took longer
to learn. During the day a little light showed in the two-inch crack at
the bottom of the steel door. At night, as the sun went down and
the lights clicked off one by one, I heard all the cells closing. and all
the locks. I held my hands up in front of my face, and soon 1 could not
see them. For me, that was the testing time, the time when [ had to
save mysclf or break.

Outside jail, the Dbrain is always being bombarded by external
stimuli. These ordinary sights and sounds of life help to keep our
mental processes in order, rational. In deprivation, you have to some-
how replace the stimuli, provide an interior environment for vourself.
Ever since I was a little boy I have been able to overcome stress by
calling up pleasant thoughts. So very soon [ began to reflect on the
most soothing parts of my past, not to keep out any evil thoughts, but
to reinforce myself in some kind of rewarding experience. Here I
learned something. This was different.

When I had a pleasant memory, what was I to do with it? Should
I throw it out and get another or try to keep it to entertain myself as
long as possible? If you are not disciplined, a strange thing happens.
The pleasant thought comes, and then another and another, like quick
cuts flashing vividly across a movie screen. At first they are organized.
Then they start to pick up speed, pushing in on top of one another,
going faster, faster, faster, faster. The pleasant thoughts are not so
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pleasant now, they are honrible and grotesque caricatures, whirh’ng
around i your head. Stopl I heard myself say, stop, stop, stop. I did
not seream, [was able to stop them. Now what do I do? .

Istarted to exercise, especially when I heard the jangle of keys as
the pguards came with the split-pea soup and fruit loaf. I would not
seream; | wonld not apologize, even though they came every day,
saying they would let me out if I gave in. When they were com-
ing, T would get up and start my calisthenics, and when they went
away, I would start the pleasant thoughts again. If T was too tired to
stand, I would lie down and find myself on my back. Later, I learned
that my position, with my back arched and only my shoulders and
tight buttocks touching the floor, was a Zen Buddhist posture. I did
not know it then, of course; I just found myself on my back. When
the thoughts started coming again, to entertain me, and when the same
thing happened with the speed-up, faster, faster, I would say, stop!
and start again.

Over a span of time—1I do not know how long it took—I mastered
my thoughts. I could start them and stop them; I could slow them
down and speed them up. It was a very conscious exercise. For a while,
[ feared I would lose control. I could not think: I could not stop think-
ing. Only later did I learn through practice to go at the speed I wanted.
[ call them film clips, but thev are really thought patterus, the most
vivid pictures of my family, girls, good times. Soon I could lie with
my back arched for hours on end, and I placed no importance on the
passage of time. Control. I learned to control my food, my body, and
my mind through a deliberate act of will.

After fifteen days the guards pulled me out and sent me back to a
regular cell for twenty-four hours, where I took a shower and saw a
medical doctor and a psychiatrist. They were worried that prisoners
would become mentally disorganized in such deprivation. Then, be-
cause I had not repented, they sent me back to the hole. By then it held
no fears for me. I had won my freedom.

Soul breakers exist because the authorities know that such condi-
tions would drive them to the breaking point, but when I resolved that
thev would not conquer my will, T became stronger than they were.
[ understood them better than they understood me. No longer depend-
ent on the things of the world. I felt really free for the first time in my
life. In the past I had been like my jailers; I had pursued the goals of
capitalistic America. Now I had a higher freedom.
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Most people who know me do not realize that I have Fw-n in and
out of jail for the past twelve years. They know only of m}'l[-lvwn
months in solitarv in 1967, waiting for the murder trial to begin, and
the twenty-two rr;onths at the Penal Colony after that. But 1967 would
not have been possible without 1964. 1 could not'have handled the
Penal Colony solitary without the soul breaker belnn.d mf.e.‘Theref’ore,
I cannot tell inexperienced young comrades to go into jail a'md mt.o
solitarv, that that is the way to defy the authorities and exercise their
freedom. I know what solitary can do to a man.

The strip cell has been outlawed throughout the Ljnited States.
Prisoners I talk to in California tell me it is no longer in use on the
West Coast, That was the work of Charles Garry, the lawver who de-
fended me in 1968, when he fought the case of Warren Wells, a Blac'k
Panther accused of shooting a policeman. The Superior Court of Cali-
fornia said it was an outrage to human decency to put any man
through such extreme deprivation. Of course, prisons have their wavs,
and out there right now, somewhere, prisoners without lawvers are
probably lving in their own flth in the soul breaker. '

I was in the hole for a month. My sentence, when it came, was for
six months on the county farm at Santa Rita, about fifty miles south of
Oakland. This is an honor camp with no walls, and the inmates alre
not locked up. There is a barbed-wire fence, but an)for?e ca.n easily
walk off during the daytime. The inmates work at tending livestock,
harvesting crops, and doing other farm work. '

[ was not in the honor camp long. A few days after 1 arrived, I had
a fight with a fat Black inmate named Bojack, who .served in the mess
hall. Bojack was a diligent enforcer of small helpm'gs, and I was' a
“dipper.” Whenever Bojack turned away, I would. le for more with
my spoon. One day he tried to prevent me from dipping, antd I c..alled
him for protecting the oppressor’s interests and smashed him with a
steel tray. When they pulled me off him, I was hgstled next door to

Graystone, the maximum security prison at Santa Rita. o T

Here, prisoners are locked up all day inside a stone bu.11d1x1g. Not
only that. I was put in solitary confinement for the remaining monlths
of my sentence. Because of my experience in the hole, I could survive.
Still. T did not submit willingly. The food was as bad in Graystone as it
had been in Alameda, and I constantly protested about that and the
lack of heat in my cell. I{alf the time we had no heat at all.

Wherever you go in prison there are disturbed inmates. One on my

103

b =



Revolutionary Suicide

block at Santa Rita sereamed night and day as loudly as he could; his

voeal cords seemed made of iron. From time to time, the guards came
Into his cell and threw buckets of cold water on him. Gradually, as the '
inmate wore down, the scream became a croak and then a squeak and :

then w whisper, Long after he gave out, the sound lingered in my head.

The Santa Rita administration finally got disgusted with my contin-
ual complaints and protests and shipped me back to the jail in Oak-
land, where I spent the rest of my time in solitary. By then I was used
to the cold. Even now, I do not like any heat at all wherever I stay, no

Seale is the heir to the early organizing efforts of young
blacks and whites in the rural South. He inherits . . . the _
demands of the early sixties students that fundamental con- |

matter what the outside temperature. Even so, the way I was treated stitutional guarantees and promises—so long violated by
told me a lot about those who devised such punishment. I know them illegitimate white power—be immediately honored, while
well. reserving the right to attack the system itself.

JULIAN BOND, A Time to Speak, A Time to Act

Bobby Seale

Out of jail and back on the street in 1965, I again took up with
Bobby Seale. We had a lot to talk about; I had not seen him in more
than a vear.

Bobby and I had not always agreed. In fact, we disagreed the first
time we met, during the Cuban missile crisis several vears before. That
was the time President Kennedy was about to blow humanity off the
face of the earth because Russian ships were on their way to liberated
territory with arms for the people of Cuba. The Progressive Labor
Party was holding a rally outside Oakland City College to encourage
support for Fidel Castro, and I was there because I agreed with their
views. There were a number of speakers and one of them, Donald
Warden, launched into a lengthy praise of Fidel He did this in his
usual opportunistic way, tooting his own horn. Warden was about
halfway through his routine, criticizing civil rights organizations and
asking why we put our money into that kind of thing, when Bobby
challenged him, expressing opposition to Warden and strong support
for the position of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People. He felt that the NAACP was the hope of Black
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peaple and because of this, he supported the government ar;d its
mioves against Cuba, 1 explained to him afterward that he was wrong
to support the government and the civil rights organizations. Too much
money had already been put into legal actions. There were enough
laws on the books to pernit Black people to deal with all their prob-
I, but the Taws were not enforced. Therefore, trying to get more

luws was only a meaningless diversion from the real issues. This was
an argument I had heard in the Afro-American Association and in
Oakland by Malcolm X, who made the point over and over again.
Bobby began to think about this and later came over to my point of
view.

Whatever our early disagreements, Bobby and I were close by 1965,
Later. I recruited him into the Afro-American Association, but when I
left it, he continued to stick with Warden. At that time I was still going
through my identity crisis, looking for some understanding of myself
in relation to society. While I took a back scat in the Association and
refused to make a stand on any position, Bobby threw all his energy
into it, even after I left.

Still, we did not establish close contact until I got out of the hole
in 1965. At that point, Bobby was planning to get married, and he
needed a bed for his new apartment. I was breaking up with my girl
friend and had a bed I no longer wanted. I sold it to him, and we
hauled it to his home. That afterncon we began to talk; he told me that
he also had left the Afro-American Association to hook up with Ken
Freeman and his group, the Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM ),
Most of the brothers in this group attended Oakland City College, but
the organization was a sort of underground, off-campus operation.
They also had a front group called Soul Students Advisory Council,
which was a recognized campus organization. The RAM group was
more intellectual than active. They did a lot of talking about the rev-
olution and also some writing. Writing was almost a requirement for
membership, in fact, but Bobby was no writer. At the time I got out
of jail, Bobby had been involved in an argument with the members
and had been suspended for a time. Still angry about this, he told me
he intended to break with them. Like me, like thousands of us, Bobby
was looking for something and not finding it.

Bobby and I entered a period of intense exploration, trying to solve
some of the ideological problems of the Black movement; partly, we
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needed to explain to our own satisfaction why no Black political or-
ganization had succeeded. The only one we thought had promised
long-term success was the Organization of Afro-American Unity started
by Malcolm X, but Malcolm had died too soon to pull his program
together. Malcolm’s slogan had been “Freedom by any means neces-
sary,” but nothing we saw was taking us there. We still had only a
vague conception of what freedom ought to mean to Black people,
except in abstract terms borrowed from politicians, and that did not
help the people on the block at all. Those lofty words were meant for
intellectuals and the bourgeoisie, who were already fairly comfortable.

Much of our conversation revolved around groups in the San Fran-
cisco, Oakland, and Berkeley areas. Knowing the people who belonged
to them, we could evaluate both positive and negative aspects of their
characters and the nature of their organizations. While we respected
many of the moves these brothers had made, we felt that the negative
aspects of their movements overshadowed the positive ones.

We started throwing around ideas. None of the groups were able to
recruit and involve the very people they professed to represent—the
poor people in the community who never went to college, probably
were not even able to finish high school. Yet these were our peo-
ple; they were the vast majority of the Black population in the area.
Any group talking about Blacks was in fact talking about those low
on the ladder in terms of well-being, self-respect, and the amount of
concern the government had for them. All of us were talking, and no-
body was reaching them.

Bobby had a talent that could help us. He was beginning to make
a name for himself in local productions as an actor and comedian. I
had seen him act in several plays written by brothers, and he was ter-
rific. I had never liked comedians, and I would not go out of my way
to hear one. If a person presents his material in a serious way and
uses humor to get his points across, he will have me laughing with all
the rest, but stand-up, wisecracking comedians leave me cold. Still, 1
recognized Bobby’s talent and 1 thought he could use it to relate to
people and persuade them in an incisive way. Often, when we were
rapping about our frustrations with particular people or groups, Bobby
would act out their madness. He could do expert imitations of Presi-
dent Kennedy, Martin Luther King, James Cagney, Humphrey Bogart,
and Chester of “Gunsmoke.” He could also imitate down to the last
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detail some of the brothers around s, T would crack my sides laughing,
not omly because his imitations were 0 good. but because he could
convey certain attitudes and characteristics so sharply. He caught all
their shorteomings, the way their ideas failed to meet the needs of the

e 71('.

| {«\’c plamed to work through the Soul Students Advisory Council.
Although SSAC was just a front for RAM, it had one large advantage—
it was not an intellectual organization, and for that reason it would
appeal to many lower-class brothers at City College. If these brothers
belonged to a group that gave them feelings of strength and respect,
thev could become effective participants. It was important to give them
soﬁethix1g relevant to do, something not degrading. Sou] Students was
normallv an ineffective and transitory group without a real program.
Only iflsomething big was happening did their meetings attract a lot
of people. In the quiet times only two or three would show up.

Just then, however, Soul Students had a hot issue—the establislT-
ment of a program of Afro-American history and culture in the college’s
regular curriculum. Although it was a relevant program, the authorities
were resisting it tooth and nail. Every time we proposed a new course,
they countered with reasons why it could not be; at the same time,
ironically, thev encouraged us to be “concerned.” This was simple
trickery; they were dragging their feet.

Bobby and I saw this as an opportunity to move Soul Students a
step further by adopting a program of armed self-defense. We ap-
proached them, proposing a rally in front of the college in support of
the Afro-American history program. We pointed out that this would
be a different kind of rally—the Soul Student members would strap on
guns and march on the sidewalk in front of the school. Partly, the rally
would express our opposition to police brutality, but it would also in-
timidate the authorities at City College who were resisting our pro-
gram. We were looking for a way to emphasize both college and com-
munity, to draw them in together. The police and the school authorities
needed a strong jolt from Blacks, and we knew this kind of action
would make them realize that the brothers meant business. Carrying
guns for self-defense was perfectly legal at the time.

We explained all this to Soul Students and showed them that we
did not intend to break any laws but were concerned that the organi-
zation start dealing with reality rather than sit around intellectu-
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alizing and writing essays about the white man. We wanted them to
dedicate themselves to armed self-defense with the full understanding
that this was defense for the survival of Black people in general and in
particular for the cultural program we were tryving to establish. As we
saw it, Blacks were getting ripped off everywhere. The police had
given us no choice but to defend ourselves against their brutality. On
the campus we were being miseducated; we had no courses dealing
with our real needs and problems, courses that taught us how to sur-
vive. Our program was designed to lead the brothers into self-defense
before we were completely wiped out physically and mentally.

The weapons were a recruiting device. [ felt we could recruit Oak-
land City College students from the grass roots, people who did not
relate to campus organizations that were all too intellectual and of-
fered no effective program of action. Street people would relate to Soul
Students if they followed our plan; if the Black community has learned
to respect anything, it has learned to respect the gun.

We underestimated the diffculty of bringing the brothers around.
Soul Students completely rejected our program. Those brothers had
been so intimidated by police firepower they would not give any
serious consideration to strapping on a gun, legal or not. After that set-
back we went to the Revolutionary Action Movement. They did not
have many members, just a few guys from the college campus who
talked a lot. We explained that by wearing and displaying weapons
the street brothers would relate to RAM’s example of leadership. We
also talked about a new idea, patrolling the police, since the police
were the main perpetrators of violence against the community. We
went no further than those two tactics: armed self-defense and police
patrol. A more complete program was sure to get bogged down on
minor points. I just wanted them to adopt a program of self-defense,
and after that was worked out, we could then develop it more fully.
We were not aiming then at party organization; there were too many
organizations already. Our job was to make one of them relevant; that
would be contribution enough. However, we were having a lot of
trouble breaking through. RAM rejected the plan, too. They thought
it was “suicidal,” that we could not survive a single day patrolling the
police.

This left us where we had been all along: nowhere.
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As a sapling bent low stores energy for a violent back-
swing, blacks bent double by oppression have stored en-
ergy which will be released in the form of rage—black

Iage, apocal\z pth and ﬁnal.
WILLIAM GRIER and PRICE COBBS, Black Hage

The Founding of the
Black Panther Party

All during this time, Bobby and I had no thought of the BIa'clz
Panther Party, no plan to head up any organization, an'd the ten-poin
program was sl in the future. We had seen Watts rise up the pl.'e-
vious vear. We had seen how the police attacked the Watts cc?mmumty
after éausing the trouble in the first place. We had seen Martin Iauther
King come to Watts in an effort to calm the people, and we ha S(::i
his philosophy of nonviolence rejected. Black people had been'taluo
nonviolence; it was deep in us. What good, Lowever, was nonviolence
when the police were determined to rule by force? VYe had seénhth'e
Qakland police and the California Highway P}at'rol begm'to carry their
shotguns in full view as another way of strlkmg fear into ‘tllne com-
munity. We had seen all this, and we recognized that the rns'mg con-
sciousness of Black people was almost at the point O‘f explosion. One
must relate to the history of one’s community and to its future. Every-
thing we had seen convinced us that our time had come. ‘ 1

Out of this need sprang the Black Panther Party. Bobb_\«. and
finally had no choice but to form an organization that would involve

the lower-class brothers.
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We worked it out in conversations and diseussions. Most of the
talk was casual. Bobby lived near the campus, and hiy living room be-
came a kind of headquarters. Although we were still involved with
Soul Students, we attended few meetings, and when we did go, our
presence was mostly disruptive; we raised questions that upset people.
Our conversations with each other became the important thing.
Brothers who had a free hour between classes and others who just
hung around the campus drifted in and out of Bobby’s house. We
drank beer and wine and chewed over the political situation, our social
problems, and the merits and shortcomings of the other groups. We
also discussed the Black achievements of the past, particularly as they
helped us to understand current events.

In a sense, these sessions at Bobby’s hause were our political
education classes. and the Party sort of grew out of them. Even after
we formally organized we continued the discussions in our office.
By then we had moved on to include not anly problems but possible
solutions.

We also read. The literature of oppressed people and their strug-
gles for liberation in other countries is very large, and we pored over
these books to see how their experiences might help us to understand
our plight. We read the work of Frantz Fanon, particularly The
Wretched of the Earth, the four volumes of Chairman Mao Tse-tung,
and Che Guevara’s Guerrilla Warfare. Che and Mao were veterans of
people’s wars, and thev had worked out successful strategies for liber-
ating their people. We read these men’s works because we saw them
as kinsmen; the oppressor who had controlled them was contro]ling us,
both directly and indirectlv. We believed it was necessary to know how
they gained their freedom in order to go about getting ours. However,
we did not want merely to import ideas and strategies; we had to trans-
form what we learned into principles and methods acceptable to the
brothers on the block.

Mao and Fanon and Guevara all saw clearly that the people had
been stripped of their birthright and their dignity, not by any philoso-
phy or mere words, but at gunpoint. They had suffered a holdup by
gangsters, and rape; for them, the only way to win freedom was to
meet force with force. At bottom, this is a form of self-defense. Al-
though that defense might at times take on characteristics of aggres-
sion, in the final analysis the people do not initiate; they simply re-
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spond 1o what has been inflicted upon them. People respec.t the
expression of strength and dignity displayed by men who refuse to
how to the weapons of oppression. Though it may mean death, these
men will fight, because death with dignity is preferable to ignominy.
Then, too, there is always the chance that the oppressor will be over-
whelmed.

Fanon made a statement during the Algerian war that impressed
me; he said it was the “Year of the Boomerang,” which is the third
phase of violence. At that point, the violence of the aggressor turns on
him and strikes a killing blow. Yet the oppressor does not understand
the process; he knows no more than he did in the first phase when he
launched the violence. The oppressed are always defensive; the op-
pressor is always aggressive and surprised when the people turn back
on him the force he has used against them.

Negroes with Guns by Robert Williams® had a great influence on
the kind of party we developed. Williams had been active in Monroe,
North Carolina, with a program of armed self-defense that had enlisted
many in the community. However, I did not like the way he had called
on the federal government for assistance; we viewed the government as
an enemy, the agency of a ruling clique that controls the country. We
also had some literature about the Deacons for Defense and Justice in
Louisiana, the state where I was born. One of their leaders had come
through the Bay Area on a speaking and fund-raising tour, and we
liked what he said. The Deacons had done a good job of defending civil
rights marchers in their area, but they also had a habit of calling upon
the federal government to carry out this defense or at least to assist
them in defending the people who were upholding the law. The Dea-
cons even went so far as to enlist local sheriffs and police to defend the

° Robert Williams was the president of the NAACP in Monroe, North Carolina,
when he recruited its male members into an organization that advocated carrying
guns for self-defense, a move made necessary for protection against whites who
went on regular shooting sprees into the Black community, terrorizing its residents.
Williams was one of the first modern Black advocates of self-defense, and he wrote
articles supporting his position. In 1961, he fled from the United States when a
federal fugitive warrant was issued against him for kidnaping. Members of Wil-
liams’s organization said that a white couple from the area, whom they had de-
tained for a short period, had been sent into the Black community at night to give
police an official excuse for harassment and violence. Williams went to Cuba, China,
and Tanzania, where he continued to write. In 1969, he returned to the United
States.
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marchers, with the threat that if law enforcement agencies would not
defend them, the Deacons would. We also viewed the local police, the
National Guard, and the regular military as one huge armed group that
opposed the will of the people. In a boundary situation people have no
real defense except what they provide for themselves.

We read also the works of the freedom fighters who had done so
much for Black communities in the United States. Bobby had collected
all of Malcolm X's speeches and ideas from papers like The Militant
and Muhammad Speaks. These we studied carefully. Although Mal-
colm’s program for the Organization of Afro-American Unity was never
put into operation, he has made it clear that Blacks ought to arm. Mal-
colm’s influence was ever-present. We continue to believe that the
Black Panther Party exists in the spirit of Malcolm. Often it is difficult
to say exactly how an action or a program has been determined or in-
fluenced in a spiritual way. Such intangibles are hard to describe,
although they can be more significant than any precise influence. There-
fore, the words on this page cannot convey the effect that Malcolm has
had on the Black Panther Party, although, as far as I am concerned, the
Party is a living testament to his life work. I do not claim that the
Party has done what Malcolm would have done. Many others say that
their programs are Malcolm’s programs. We do not say this. but Mal-
colm’s spirit is in us.

From all of these things—the books, Malcolm’s writings and spirit,
our analysis of the local situation—the idea of an organization was
forming. One day, quite suddenly, almost by chance, we found a name.
I had read a pamphlet about voter registration in Mississippi, how the
people in Lowndes County had armed themselves against Establish-
ment violence. Their political group, called the Lowndes County Free-
dom Organization, had a black panther for its symbol. A few days
later, while Bobby and I were rapping, I suggested that we use the
panther as our symbol and call our political vehicle the Black Panther
Party. The panther is a fierce animal, but he will not attack until he is
backed into a corner; then he will strike out. The image scemed ap-
propriate, and Bobby agreed without discussion. At this point, we
knew it was time to stop talking and begin organizing. Although we
had always wanted to get away from the intellectualizing and rhetoric
characteristic of other groups, at times we were as inactive as they
were. The time had come for action.

113




L7

The only way to police a ghetto is to be oppressive. None
of the Police Commissioner’s men, even with the best will
in the world, have any way of understanding the lives led
by the people they swagger about in twos and threes con-
trolling. Their very presence is an insult, and it would be,
even if they spent their entire day feeding gumdrops to
children. They represent the force of the white world, and
that world’s real intentions are. simply, for that world’s
criminal profit and ease, to keep the black man corraled up
here, in his place.

jAMES BaLDWIN, “Fifth Avenue, Uptown,”

Nobody Knows My Name

Patrolling

It was the spring of 1966. Still without a definite program, we
were at the stage of testing ideas that would capture the imagination
of the community. We began, as always, by checking around with
the street brothers. We asked them if they would be interested in
forming the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, which would be
based upon defending the community against the aggression of the
power structure, including the military and the armed might of the
police. We informed the brothers of their right to possess weapons;
most of them were interested. Then we talked about how the people
are constantly intimidated by arrogant, belligerent police officers and
exactly what we could do about it. We went to pool halls and bars, all
the places where brothers congregate and talk.

I was prepared to give them legal advice. From my law courses at
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Oakland City College and San Francisco Law School T wus fumilin
with the California penal code and well versed in the laws relating to

weapons. I also had something very important at my disposal—the law
library of the North Oakland Service Center, a community-center pov-
erty program where Bobby was working. The Center gave legal advice,
and there were many lawbooks on the shelves. Unfortunately, most of
them dealt with civil law, since the antipoverty program was not sup-
posed to advise poor people about criminal law. However, I made good
use of the books they had to run down the full legal situation to the
brothers on the street. We were doing what the poverty program
claimed to be doing but never had—giving help and counsel to poor
people about the things that crucially affected their lives.

All that summer we circulated in the Black communities of Rich-
mond, Berkelev, Oakland, and San Francisco. Wherever brothers gath-
ered, we talked with them about their right to arm. In general, they
were interested but skeptical about the weapons idea. They could not
see anyone walking around with a gun in full view. To recruit any
sizable number of street brothers, we would obviously have to do more
than talk. We needed to give practical applications of our theory, show
them that we were not afraid of weapons and not afraid of death. The
way we finally won the brothers over was by patrolling the police with
arms.

Before we began the patrols, however, Bobby and I set down in writ-
ing a practical course of action. We could go no further without a pro-
gram, and we resolved to drop everything else, even though it might
take a while to come up with something viable. One day, we went to
the North Oakland Service Center to work it out. The Center was an
ideal place because of the books and the fact that we could work un-
disturbed. First, we pulled together all the books we had been reading
and dozens we had only heard about. We discussed Mao’s program,
Cuba’s program, and all the others, but concluded that we could not
follow any of them. Our unique situation required a unique program,
Although the relationship between the oppressor and the oppressed is
universal, forms of oppression vary. The ideas that mobilized the peo-
ple of Cuba and China sprang from their own history and political
structures. The practical parts of those programs could be carried out
only under a certain kind of oppression. Our program had to deal with
America.
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[ started rapping ofl the essential points for the survival of Black
i oppressed people in the United States. Bobby wrote them down,
wieh then we separated those ideas into two sections, “What We Want”
and "What We Believe,” We split them up because the ideas fell natu-
rally tnto two distinet categories. It was necessary to explain why we
wanted certain things. At the same time, our goals were based on be-

liefs, and we set those out, too. In the section on beliefs, we made it
clear that all the objective conditions necessary for attaining our goals
were already in existence, but that a number of societal factors stood
in our way. This was to help the people understand what was working
against them.

All in all, our ten-point program took about twenty minutes to
write. Thinking it would take days, we were prepared for a long ses-
sion, but we never got to the small mountain of books piled up around
ns. We had come to an important realization: hooks could only point
in a general direction; the rest was up to us, This is the program we
wrote down:

OCTORER 1966

BLACK PANTHER PARTY
PLATFORM AND PROGRAN

WHAT WE WANT

WHAT WE BELIEVE

1. We want freedom. We want power to determine the destiny of our
Black Community.

We believe that Black people will not be free until we are able to deter-
mine our destiny.

2. We want full employment for our people.

We believe that the federal government is responsible and obligated to
give every man employment or a guaranteed income. We believe that if the
white American businessmen will not give full employment, then the means
of production should be taken from the businessmen and placed in the com-
munity so that the people of the community can organize and employ all of
its people and give a high standard of living.

3. We want an end to the robbery by the capitalist of our Black com-
munity.
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We believe that this racist government has robbed us and now we are de-
manding the overdue debt of forty acres and two mules. Forty acres and two
mules were promised 100 years ago as restitution for slave labor and muss
murder of Black people. We will accept the payment in currency which will
be distributed to our many communities. The Germans are now aiding the
Jews in Israel for the genocide of the Jewish people. The Germans murdered
six million Jews. The American racist has taken part in the slaughter of over
fifty million Black people; therefore, we feel that this is a modest demand
that we make.

4. We want decent housing, fit for shelter of human beings.

We believe that if the white landlords will not give decent housing to our
Black community, then the housing and the land should be made into co-
operatives so that our community, with government aid, can build and make
decent housing for its people.

5. We want education for our people that exposes the true nature of this
decadent American society. We want education that teaches us our true his-
tory and our role in the present-day society.

We believe in an educational system that will give to our people a knowl-
edge of self. If a man does not have knowledge of himself and his position in
society and the world, then he has little chance to relate to anything else.

6. We want all Black men to be exempt from military service.

We believe that Black people should not be forced to fight in the military
service to defend a racist government that does not protect us. We will not
fight and kill other people of color in the world who, like Black people, are
being victimized by the white racist government of America. We will protect
ourselves from the force and violence of the racist police and the racist mili-
tary, by whatever means necessary.

7. We want an immediate end to POLICE BRUTALITY and MURDER
of Black people.

We believe we can end police brutality in our Black community by organ-
izing Black self-defense groups that are dedicated to defending our Black
community from racist police oppression and brutality. The Second Amend-
ment to the Constitution of the United States gives a right to bear arms. We
therefore believe that all Black people should arm themselves for self-
defense.

8. We want freedom for all Black men held in federal, state, county and
city prisons and jails.
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Wao helieve that all Black people should be released from the many jails
and prisons beeause they have not received a fair and impartial trial.

Y. We want all Black people when brought to trial to be tried in court by
a jury of their peer group or people from their Black communities, as defined
by the Constitution of the United States.

We believe that the courts should follow the United States Constitution
so that Black people will receive fair trials. The Fourteenth Amendment of
the U.S. Constitution gives a man a right to be tried by his peer group. A
peer is a person from a similar economic, social, religious, geographical, en-
vironmental, historical, and racial background. To do this the court will be
forced to select a jury from the Black community from which the Black de-
fendant came. We have been and are being tried by all-white juries that have
no understanding of the “average reasoning man” of the Black community.

10. We want land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice, and
peace. And as our major political objective, a United Nations-supervised
plebiscite to be held throughout the Black colony in which only Black colo-
nial subjects will be allowed to participate, for the purpose of determining
the will of Black people as to their national destiny.

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one peo-
ple to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another,
and to assume, among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station
to which the laws of nature and nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect
to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes
which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal;
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that
among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That, to secure
these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just pow-
ers from the consent of the governed; that, whenever any form of govern-
ment becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter
or to abolish it, and to institute a new government, laying its foundation on
such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall
seem most likelv to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will
dictate that governments long established should not be changed for light
and transient causes: and, accordingly, all experience hath shown, that man-
kind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right
themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But, when
a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object,
evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their right, it
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is their duty, to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for
their future security.

With the program on paper, we set up the structure of our organi-
zation. Bobby became Chairman, and I chose the position of Minister
of Defense.® I was very happy with this arrangement; I do not like to
lead formally, and the Chairman has to conduct meetings and be in-
volved in administration. We also discussed having an advisory cabinet
as an information arm of the Party. We wanted this cabinet to do re-
search on each of the ten points and their relation to the community
and to advise the people on how to implement them. It seemed best to
weight the political wing of the Party with street brothers and the
advisory cabinet with middle-class Blacks who had the necessary
knowledge and skills. We were also seeking a functional unity between
middle-class Blacks and the street brothers. I asked my brother Melvin
to approach a few friends about serving on the advisory cabinet, but
when our plan became clear, they all refused, and the cabinet was
deferred.

The first member of the Black Panther Party, after Bobby and my-
self, was Little Bobby Hutton. Little Bobby had met Bobby Seale at the
North Oakland Service Center, where both were working, and he im-
mediately became enthusiastic about the nascent organization. Even
though he was only about fifteen years old then, he was a responsible
and mature person, determined to help the cause of Black people. He
became the Party’s first treasurer. Little Bobby was the youngest of
seven children; his family had come to Oakland from Arkansas when
he was three years old. His parents were good, hard-working people,
but Bobby had endured the same hardships and humiliations to which
so many young Blacks in poor communities are subjected. Like many
of the brothers, he had been kicked out of school. Then he had gotten
a part-time job at the Service Center. After work he used to come
around to Bobby Seale’s house to talk and learn to read. At the timc
of his murder,t he was reading Black Reconstruction in America by
W. E. B. Du Bois.

® All titles in the Black Panther Party were eventually dropped, in July, 1872.

t On the night of April 6, 1968, two days after the murder of Dr. Martin Luther
King, Black Panthers riding in three cars transporting food and supplies for a bar-
becue picnic to be held in the Black community the next day were ambushed by
police. In the shoot-out that followed, Little Bobby Huttan and another Black

119




Hevolutionary Suicide

Bobby was a serious revolutionary, but there was nothing grim
about him, He had an infectious smile and a disarming quality that
made people love him. e died courageously, the first Black Panther
to make the supreme sacrifice for the people. We all attempt to carry
on the work he began.

We started now to implement our ten-point program. Interested
primarily in educati