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I met our chief, Maroon, in the Hole: in solitary confinement, in a state penitentiary, in the state of Pennsylvania. I said to myself: this is a Black man that wants to help the Black slave come out of bondage. We—me and my people—had not heard talk like this in our lifetime. We liked this rap. It was new, different, and we supported it.


—Joseph “Joe Joe” Bowen, 
forty years in solitary confinement















INTRODUCTION



Free Maroon


To visit a prisoner is to lose—just briefly—your own freedom.


The prison visiting room is no-man’s-land, a midway point between liberty and incarceration, and it reminds prisoner and visitor alike of the arbitrariness, the insanity of the whole carceral system.


To reach this strange place, both parties must move through metal detectors and past guard stations with a ticket in their hand. For the visitor that slip of paper represents temporary confinement in the dungeon. For the prisoner it perhaps offers some respite, a short-lived release from the cage. At some point during the visit the tickets might be forgotten. There is much to discuss, after all, and never enough time. Sand falls softly inside the hourglass, unnoticed at first. But as it piles up around your torso, your shoulders, you are reminded with a suffocating urgency that the end is close. The prisoner feels the mouth of the prison opening behind him, sucking him back into a life sentence. The visitor eyes the guard, who in that moment is an ally, for it is up to him—the keeper of keys—to honor the ticket, unlock the doors, and usher you back to your rightful place in the world of free people.


Here is where the gulf between prisoner and visitor is deepest. Your relief upon leaving is matched in intensity only by the prisoner’s concrete misery.


To write a book with a prisoner is to confront, again and again, that distance between you. It is to surrender yourself repeatedly to the scrutiny of guards and censors, the invasive probing of their fingers, the cruelty of their rules, and the unyielding logic of their madness. Visits only on certain days, for certain approved visitors dressed in strict accordance with their Rules of Attire, for limited hours, which are sometimes canceled or cut short without warning. Letters destroyed, returned unopened, lost. Phone calls recorded, and interactions militantly monitored: No hugging. No handholding. Can we laugh? If you must but do it quietly. So we did. We laughed quietly. We devised our own language, a code to defy the sentinels, because the success of this whole operation rested on a long, hard, and slow reckoning with history and truth.


I first met Russell “Maroon” Shoatz in 2013 at the State Correctional Institution at Mahanoy, an all-male, one-thousand-cell penitentiary in rural Pennsylvania.


I sat in a plastic chair as the waiting room emptied around me. Eventually, hours after I’d arrived, a guard at the desk called out, “Shoatz? Russell Shoatz!” and I stood, realizing with a sense of unease that I was no longer Kanya D’Almeida. In here I was merely a visitor of Inmate #AF-3855, which is to say, Russell Shoatz, their highest-security prisoner. And as far as the staff were concerned, we were one unit.


I was led into the main visiting room and was momentarily cheered by the sunny, open space with its colorful cushioned armchairs occupied by families with children, couples in love (not hugging or kissing), fathers and sons. But the guard didn’t stop there—he ushered me through that noisy, bustling room to a door at the far end, then down a flight of stairs, then through another door, and finally into a kind of cell, divided by a sheet of soundproof glass, with nothing on either side but two telephones attached to the wall.


Of course. Maroon was no ordinary prisoner. In the 1960s he’d been a member of an armed Black militant organization and stood accused of murdering a Philadelphia Park Guard at the height of the city’s struggle for Black liberation. For two years he evaded arrest, living underground in New York City. Caught and captured following an armed robbery, he received a life sentence, and spent years in prisons across Pennsylvania. Twice he escaped from these facilities, which earned him the name of Maroon.


Throughout the vast archipelago of the Pennsylvania prison system, he is a legend. The state’s department of corrections despises him. Old Timers and Lifers—men serving life sentences—revere him. And in the penitentiary, there is only one place for a man like him, a man capable of organizing the entire prison population: solitary confinement. For over two decades he lived in what was known as the Control Unit, an extreme form of solitary confinement at the State Correctional Institution at Greene, way down in the southwest corner of Pennsylvania.


Weeks before our visit Maroon had been transferred to the Restricted Housing Unit here at Mahanoy. I’d been told he hadn’t had human contact in over twenty-two years.


I stared at the man on the other side of the glass. He was small, bespectacled, and seemed to shrink back against the wall behind him. Perhaps it was the result of having his hands cuffed to his waist and his ankles shackled, but he appeared meek and wary. Unimpressive to the point of being unremarkable.


I turned around, opened the door, and returned to the guard station, which was a glass box mounted on a platform. I showed my ticket.


“I’m here for Russell Shoatz.”


The guard gestured to the room I’d just vacated. “That’s him. Use the phone.”


I went back in. The room seemed smaller, perhaps because the man had suddenly assumed a greater form—a giant looming large against the glass. With sweating palms and shaking fingers I pressed the receiver to my ear. He did the same, with some difficulty owing to his chains.


He spoke first, sternly. “Kanya? You were expecting someone different, weren’t you? A big, impressive guy?”


I stammered out an apology, but he was relentless. “Yeah, you were. You were expecting some big tough Black Panther. They told you about Maroon this and Maroon that, and here you come and find me and thought you had the wrong guy.”


We had been corresponding for months before this visit, long letters full of respectful salutations and anticipation of our first meeting. I knew his hand, the labored penmanship of an old man with a mind as sharp as an arrow. Already I had dedicated many hours to studying his political writings and personal essays and even a draft of his autobiography that had come to me in the form of a raw manuscript with instructions to turn it into a screenplay, the script for a biopic. This visit was my audition for the role of his biographer. I was mortified at having offended him and even more so by the tears gathering in my eyes—was I really going to break down crying in front of a man who had, among many other extraordinary feats, survived nearly twenty-three years of no-touch torture?


As though to spare me, he broke into a smile. “Well, well. Let’s start again. Come on now. This is a historic moment, right? This is the day a Black Panther meets a Black Tiger.”


I wasn’t a Black Tiger, but I didn’t dare contradict him. It was, after all, simply a nod to my country’s history—a reference to the infamous cadre of female suicide bombers who’d operated as a special unit within the separatist Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam throughout a thirty-year civil war with the government of Sri Lanka. I was tempted to point out (if only to have it on record in the guard tower) that most Sri Lankans would be mortally offended at being labeled a Black Tiger. But I also knew instinctively that his greeting was a message, a way of speaking around our surveilled circumstances to say that although we stood worlds apart, we were bound by conflict, by the histories of our people, and therefore—perhaps—capable of hearing and seeing and understanding each other.


Over the next seven years, as I blundered and stumbled through Maroon’s story, this assumption proved to be beautifully accurate but also dismally mistaken.


If the Black Panthers represented for Maroon a kind of life pulse—the nucleus around which all else revolved, allowing him to make sense of his past, organize his present, and lay plans for his future—then the Black Tigers were for me the opposite, a distant and abstract notion that touched only the far outer reaches of my existence. And so Maroon and I found ourselves, often, at loggerheads over the matter of what I called violence and what he referred to as armed struggle.


We had both been born into, and come of age in, times of war. For me, that meant Sri Lanka’s double conflict: the thirty-year-long civil war that began in 1983, fought over land, liberation, and language between the government and a military force known as the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) that claimed to represent the country’s Tamil minority; and the insurgency-counterinsurgency of 1989 involving the People’s Liberation Front (JVP), ostensibly to orchestrate a communist revolution to overturn what was then a neoliberal government. These two battles, which raged in the northeast and the deep south, spawned such horror, and spilled so much blood, that it seemed we would forever be a nation in mourning. No one was untouched. Ethnic pogroms sent members of my family fleeing to India, and my uncle, a journalist, was kidnapped from his home, and his bullet-riddled body dumped into the ocean amid a wave of disappearances and assassinations that ultimately claimed over sixty thousand lives. By the time I met Maroon in 2013, the civil war had ground to a grisly end, taking with it tens of thousands more people, most of them unarmed Tamil civilians. I was war-weary, sickened by violence.


Maroon identified as a POW, a prisoner of war, an enemy combatant against the government of the United States, but the contours of his war were less clearly defined. In Sri Lanka, the conflict had start and end dates, declarations of ceasefire mediated by international peacekeepers, and military campaigns that were confined to specific regions. Maroon’s war, on the other hand, seemed to span centuries, beginning with conquest, genocide, and slavery, and extending forever into a future in which the prison system was the Final Solution. He was not a bystander to this history but an active participant in it, willingly conscripted.


For a while, our conversations went in circles. While I tried to draw Maroon out on his childhood, his gang affiliations, his decision as a young Panther to take up arms, he queried me about the LTTE with an interest bordering on reverence. For him, the Tigers were a success story, a group of civilians who had taken on and terrorized the state. They also enlisted child soldiers, I tried to argue; they also terrorized their own people. But look at their organizational structure, Maroon would push back. Their fighter planes, naval force, civil administration, their foreign diplomatic relations, their exchange of tactical training and weaponry with other militant groups, their recourse to international laws of war. And where did it get them, I wondered, strategically, politically, humanly? None of their aims realized, and their would-be homeland reduced to a tapestry of mass graves.


Theoretically, we could engage on these subjects: the legitimacy of Third-World liberation movements, the Palestine Liberation Organization, the Vietcong, the Young Lords, the American Indian Movement, the Panthers, the right to self-defense. But I needed more. I needed to know, intimately, from him, how it felt to pick up a gun. To beat, to be beaten. Why a person would choose what they chose. Maroon didn’t appreciate this line of inquiry. At times he looked at me strangely, as though he couldn’t fathom such naivete. You grew up in Sri Lanka! he’d say sometimes, in disbelief and frustration. You told me there were bombs going off on buses and trains! What are you asking about gang conscription for?


He dug in his heels, refused to engage further unless I read certain books, watched certain films, Eyes on the Prize and Soul on Ice. In exchange, I gave him The Cage, an account of the final days of Sri Lanka’s civil war. We chipped away at each other’s illiteracy, tried to cross the channel of incomprehension. It was precisely at this moment, when we were looking askance at each other, that we were called upon to defend our unlikely collaboration.


Why him?


Why her?


What can she know about our struggle, this history, your life?


Think about your own country, your career, your people.


In answering these attacks from others, we grew closer, discovered that there was an implicit trust between us, and reached an unspoken truce to leave the sticking points aside and get down to work.


The original document—an unbound manuscript entitled “The Making of a Political Prisoner”—had already changed hands many times before arriving on my doorstep in a FedEx envelope. It was accompanied by a note from a man named Fred Ho, a Chinese American jazz musician and activist whose acquaintance I had recently made through artist channels in New York City.


“Russell ‘Maroon’ Shoatz is a brilliant and dynamic Black liberation fighter who has been incarcerated for three decades,” Fred wrote, “but dig this—he escaped TWICE from prison.”


He wanted me to fashion from Maroon’s pages a screenplay along the lines of The Hurricane, the feature film based on the life of the wrongfully convicted African American boxer Rubin “Hurricane” Carter.


I had never even read a screenplay, much less written one. I had never heard of Maroon, or, for that matter, Rubin “Hurricane” Carter! I was largely ignorant of the scope of mass incarceration of Black people in America, the vast history of the Black Liberation Movement, and the potential complexities of a South Asian woman being enlisted to craft an intimate portrait of an American revolutionary. And yet I found myself agreeing to the assignment out of sheer intrigue and awe for what I vaguely understood to be a thrilling tale of jailbreaking.


I sat down with those 280 pages and read them over and over again. I tried to locate a digital version but was told by Maroon’s children that such a thing no longer existed, and so, one summer back in Sri Lanka, I extracted the pages from my suitcase and enlisted the librarian at my old high school to transcribe them for me. The book was sprawling, unwieldy, chronologically jumbled. I kept losing track of people, places, dates. It dawned on me very quickly that before anyone undertook the task of a screenplay, the story itself needed to be filled in, tightened up, reconstructed.


I was a journalist at the time, based in Washington, DC, and in a year I would transition from the reporter’s desk to the editorial desk. I was not a scholar of Black history, but I was trained in tracking down people and getting them to talk. In entering archives and finding my way out again. In listening, deeply, to oral histories. And so I suggested that we concentrate first on the autobiography. The hairbrained plan for a screenplay was laid aside, and it was understood that I would begin editing the book.


I later learned it was Maroon’s second daughter, Sharon, who’d elicited the manuscript from her father by querying him incessantly about his life and the precise steps that had led him to where he was. He said he sat down one day at the steel desk in his cell and just started writing, anything and everything he remembered, details and timelines, omissions and inaccuracies, histories and memories. Initially I tried to work directly from the pages, letting Maroon’s words guide me through the contours of his life. It was a little like following a river, exciting at first, but quickly impossible, as it disappeared into terrain I couldn’t traverse, vanishing suddenly underground, then picking up speed and tumbling down cliffs at speeds I could never keep pace with.


And so, I laid the manuscript aside, opened a fresh document on my computer that I saved—somewhat naively—as “Maroon New,” and began from scratch.


I met his family and hunted down his friends. I asked the wrong questions and received garbled, guarded answers. I threw myself into a campaign to free Maroon from solitary confinement, thereby erasing all boundaries between my roles as researcher, activist, writer, comrade, journalist, and spokesperson. I traveled to Philadelphia to gather clues, exhume the remains of stories, and comb the archives, and in the process I aroused the curiosity, support, resentment, and blessings of many people who all wondered at our friendship, my motives, and Maroon’s judgment in agreeing to work with me.


When I spoke in public forums I was sometimes cheered, and other times jeered at. I was warmly welcomed into strangers’ homes, and other times asked to leave. I was brought to the bedside of dying relatives to hear their final testimonies on Maroon, but I was too overcome by my own notion of being an intruder to record what they had to say. I lost my notes, and I was stripped of my research. People shared stories they said they’d never shared before, and have vowed never to speak of again.


More than once, I was approached by the women in his life, with the suggestion that I ought to write their stories instead. By then I knew some fragments of these stories, conveyed in Maroon’s words, through his eyes: stories of marital strife, domestic violence, stormy separations, more than one broken heart. Perhaps I should have taken that fork in the road. Perhaps I should have written a book about the women who loved him, were abandoned by him, survived him, uplifted him, sacrificed for him, carried on for him. But I didn’t.


I visited Maroon in one dreadful prison after another. I was never allowed pencil or paper during these audiences with him. After the visits, while my husband drove us home, I sat in the passenger seat furiously scribbling notes before the details fled from my mind. I contacted other imprisoned people, Maroon’s comrades, and received an avalanche of snail mail from lonely men on death row who just wanted to be heard. Eventually I resorted to storing their unopened letters in boxes under my bed, though I never threw them away. Friendships I forged in the course of this project were crushed against prison walls as we tried to keep afloat of Maroon’s transfers, his ever-changing prospects for release, his immensely complicated legal strategies, and his even more intricate family affairs. My husband, along with a very close comrade of ours from Pittsburgh, drove me all around rural Pennsylvania, and once we ate at a diner that sat across from the very intersection where, in 1977, Maroon was recaptured after evading the prison authorities for twenty-seven days.


I read and listened and watched and listened and read some more but could not commit a single worthwhile sentence to paper.


I remember the first time Maroon and I met without the glass separating us. Without his shackles, or a guard listening on the telephone, outside of that confined booth that had become a time capsule.


It was 2015. He’d just been released from solitary confinement and transferred to the State Correctional Institution at Graterford, an old, sprawling facility in Montgomery County where he’d once staged an unsuccessful escape attempt. When he entered the visiting room, I felt my body begin to fold, and I prepared to get down on my hands and knees to touch his feet in the mark of respect we’re taught, in the East, to give our parents and teachers. Instead, I put my hands together, bowed respectfully, and embraced him.


We sat side by side on those awful prison benches—plastic bucket seats attached to a metal beam—and talked. But it was different. Maroon did not stare directly into my eyes as he’d done in previous visits or speak in his usual forthright manner. He’d become skittish, distracted, looking around at the other prisoners, sometimes lowering his voice or leaning in to remind me that here, out in the general population, he had to watch his step and mind his words. He wondered aloud, as he had many times before, whether publishing this book was a good idea after all.


The plan, from the very beginning, was to use Maroon’s autobiography as a means to an end. It should be exciting, highly sellable, a blueprint for a screenplay that would catch the eye of some big Hollywood producer. While we were dreaming the impossible, we might as well go big—the film would ignite a national campaign for his release. He would move back to Philly and start a community garden, counsel the youth, work in the schools. He would live life again, as a free man, unlike so many of his comrades, who either perished behind bars or were escorted out of the prison gates in wheelchairs at the ends of long, painful clemency campaigns, hooked up to tubes or bags of fluid, just in time to die.


But a person’s life story is a little bit like a war. When you study it closely the edges begin to blur, and you discover that it belongs to everyone who was touched by it. No one can own a war. Victors may claim a part of it, the victims might take another piece. The dead can have their own chapters, and the living will squabble over what remains. So, too, with a life. Especially for a man like Maroon, who long ago dedicated his life to a cause, it was difficult to hand it over and say: Here it is, the heart of it, the soul of it, the truth of it. This is my story.


We stopped editing chapters and began just to share words. When I no longer approached him as a journalist, extractive, digging, probing, he dropped his fighting stance. It freed us up to speak on matters other than war and politics—matters of the heart. How it feels to lose love in a dungeon. What it means to be sorry. How you respond when you reach out to someone across the bars and they say, Too little, too late. Slowly, over months, he answered all the questions I’d asked, and even the ones I’d never dared to ask, about the women in his life.


There was very little between us now. Only what I would call our original wound, the old rift, the question of violence. In the years I’d known him, I’d earned the equivalent of a graduate degree in American studies, with the members of the Maroon campaign acting as my academic supervisors and the prisons of Pennsylvania serving as my campus. To become a regular visitor to America’s prisons is to wake up forever from the American dream. These are places you cannot unsee, cannot unknow. They underpin the empire. Everything—mass consumerism, mass shootings, mass military spending, mass surveillance, mass migration—is connected to the plague of mass incarceration. Prisons are institutions of violence, Maroon never tired of reminding me, and the only thing more American than prisons is violence itself.


Maroon was always best at espousing ideas. His flow was hip-hop—there was a rhythm and cadence to his oratory that was spellbinding to witness. The only times he tripped were when I tried to guide the ideas home, back to his origins, into the sacred spheres of family life or childhood memories. I didn’t enjoy doing this. But I had no choice because still, still, there was a part of me that didn’t fully understand: I’m talking about you, Maroon. What did it mean for you? When your brother was punching you in the face? When you were attacking rival gang members? When you were being abused in juvenile detention centers? What does it feel like to be hurt? How does it feel to hurt another? Did you ever think another way was possible?


The only time Maroon ever raised his voice at me was over this matter. We were in the visiting room, where he generally spoke quietly to avoid arousing the curiosity of the other inmates pressed close around us. But that day I must have said something that pulled a trigger in him because he said, You still don’t get it, do you? Violence wasn’t a solution. No one said it was a SOLUTION. It was a language! It was THE language, the one America taught us to speak, the only language that America understands. We’re not the victims of America’s violence. We’re her children.


I was able to properly begin the book only after I’d said goodbye to Maroon.


I was two months pregnant when I visited him for the final time, at the State Correctional Institution at Dallas, in the middle of the winter, to say my husband and I were returning to Sri Lanka to have our baby. By now we’d abandoned and resumed and abandoned our project so many times that neither of us could remember the how or why of it anymore. There was no more disappointment or expectation. His legal team had big plans, high hopes, and the book, with all its admissions and remembrances, would only hinder their progress. I listened respectfully as he explained why it was best left alone. I took my leave of him fondly, affectionately, not knowing whether I would ever see him again. But as I left the prison, I made a promise to myself that before my baby was born, I would finish our project.


Among the belongings that I consigned to the pallets of an eastward-bound transatlantic container ship, and reclaimed months later from the port authority of Sri Lanka, were several boxes of material labeled Maroon. As the baby squirmed and grew in my body, I laid out everything—photographs, timelines, court documents, newspaper clippings, journals, bunches of letters held together with rubber bands—and began to write in the sweltering heat of the Colombo monsoon. I was in possession of binders that Maroon himself had assembled painstakingly over his years in prison, his version of family albums cobbled together from any pictures his relatives had been able to scan, print, and mail to him. I had my notes from the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, in Harlem, where I’d hunted down and photocopied excerpts from the FBI files on the Black Panthers, everything from handmade posters to detailed military “training manuals” from the era when the Panthers adopted weapons training into their larger policy of community self-defense. I had the scans I’d taken from microfilms housed in the Philadelphia public library of local news reports surrounding Maroon’s exploits. I had about half a dozen notebooks, many of them illegible, with haphazard notes from my prison visits, along with books—borrowed from friends, gifted from well-wishers, sourced from small, independent booksellers—about cops, solitary confinement, the Panthers, and Philadelphia; collections of the Black poets; and memoirs of political prisoners and their lawyers. Most importantly, I had the original manuscript, the same hard copy Fred Ho had sent to me back in 2012, annotated almost beyond recognition.


After seven years of research I had returned, full circle, to these pages. But it was different this time. I no longer felt I was studying a map of an unknown land. I had lived inside this world, learned the language. I had huge new stores of knowledge about Maroon’s life and, perhaps more critically, I knew what had been left out. That there were things I would never know.


It was an eerie coincidence that in Sri Lanka a pregnancy is still referred to as a woman’s “confinement,” and so for six months I allowed myself to be there, to experience a kind of confinement, which was the only way to assemble the story. I gave birth just a few days after writing the final page.


To cowrite a man’s autobiography is to lose—however briefly—your own voice. Just like in the prison visiting room, I had to accept that in this process I was no longer Kanya D’Almeida. I had to become interchangeable with Russell Shoatz. Each time I sat down to write I could feel the sand piling up around me inside the hourglass of his life, and I experienced again the old familiar panic that time was running out, or that I’d be trapped here forever because a man’s life is like a war: it’s impossible for just one person to decide they’ve had enough, to say, The End.


By the time I was able to ship the manuscript out to Maroon, cancer had come for him. He had started chemo; he was too sick to correspond. COVID hit and spread like wildfire through Pennsylvania’s prisons. His health deteriorated rapidly. Through many channels I reached out to him, asked his lawyers and family to carry messages across that the book was finished, ready, needed only his approval, but always the same reply came: Sorry. He’s not up to this right now. It might jeopardize his chance of release. At this point, we just want to bring him home. I appealed to Maroon directly through the terrible prison email system. This was a time of unrest, the George Floyd protests and the slogan Black Lives Matter reverberating around the world. The movement needs his story, I said. If not now, when?


And then, in September 2020, a letter from Maroon. Short, pithy, direct:


Let’s do it.


Three months later, he was dead.


We failed. I failed. The movement failed to save Maroon from the fate of being wheeled out of the prison a sick man, just in time to die. He didn’t get his hero’s release, or the action-movie ending. The story tapered off into the terrible reality of a man who spent the majority of his life behind bars and was murdered by his captors. A slow execution; an anticlimax. Ask anyone who has lived through a war how they felt at the close. Relieved. Battered. Grim. Devastated. Mostly, overcome with the waste, the waste of human life.


I was not able to attend Maroon’s funeral. I sat with his death quietly for a long time. Long enough to realize that a man’s life story is so much more than a war. And in the telling of it, a certain spell is cast, a particular kind of magic is made that has to do with freedom.


A prisoner’s entire being is—must be—oriented toward freedom. For the less evolved, this might mean dwelling on a time before incarceration, or striving toward physical release. Maroon achieved something different: freedom inside the cage. So it became incumbent upon me, upon everyone committed to his struggle, to manifest that freedom beyond the bars of the prison.


Free Maroon!


For many years, this was our demand and our rallying cry. It was the name of our campaign, a slogan printed on T-shirts and banners. Free Maroon NOW, we said as we stepped up the campaign. Our tiny apartment in New York City was filled with flyers, brochures, stickers, and posters reminding me of the purpose of the mission, the impossible mission, which was to free Maroon.


But a maroon, by definition, is free. The more time I spent with him, the clearer it became to me that our slogan was less of a demand and more a reiteration of what already was, a kind of compound adjective for the man. A redundancy, even. Once I understood this, the autobiography assumed a different form, a different shape in my head. It ceased to be this ungainly, bulky thing that I had to maneuver through the corridors of the world and lug across the finish line, the whole of a man’s life with all its attendant rages and sorrows and secrets. It became instead a collection of pieces, as of a jigsaw, individual parts small enough to be smuggled out and reassembled on the other side. Notes on freedom. A book on freedom, told in his own words to an unlikely collaborator, a life story transcribed on the other side of the world from where it was lived.


I don’t know what he would make of all this now. He would probably cringe at the word memoir, and the thought of the events recounted here becoming a part of some distant past. He was never one for looking back. He didn’t suffer from nostalgia, probably because it’s a deadly condition for a prisoner. He had a different mantra: Straight Ahead! His signature tag that concluded every letter, every essay, every dispatch. I laughed to think what the prison authorities made of it, when their entire project was built upon trapping people in the past, pushing them down into the hole of history whenever they tried to raise their heads above it.


I believe Maroon would prefer to imagine this book as an arrow. Something sharp and streamlined, something in motion, heading for a target that the shooter can hardly see, but he knows its direction, his aim is sure: Straight Ahead.


I like to think of it that way, too.


Kanya D’Almeida, 2023















PROLOGUE



I am Maroon.


It’s a title, an honorific awarded to those who fly the plantation. It’s a stripe you earn when you go from being a prisoner to a fugitive.


Maroons are runaway slaves. In French marron means “feral.” The Spanish cimarron means “wild.” To Black people who were chained to the French and Spanish sugarcane fields across the Caribbean and the Americas, to those who tasted the misery of the cotton plantations in the southern United States, maroon means freedom.


I wasn’t always Maroon.


I was named Russell Melvin Shoatz II, after my father. Years later, when I converted to Islam, I took the name Harun Abdul Ra’uf. I’m Russ to my sisters, Brother to my comrades, Old Head to my Corner boys, and Daddy to my children. To my captors I’m Inmate #AF-3855. During trials that lasted years I was referred to as the Defendant. White prosecutors told all-white juries I was a criminal. In prison I was nicknamed Little Dragon. I’ve been a milkman and a steelworker, a janitor and a general, an emir and a president and a prisoner of war.


I’m seventy-seven years old. I’ve been incarcerated for most of my life in penitentiaries across the state of Pennsylvania: Holmesburg, Graterford, Western, Huntingdon, Farview, Dallas, Rockview, Camp Hill, Greene, Mahanoy, Frackville, Coal Township.


I escaped from two of these institutions. On one occasion, I evaded capture for nearly a month. To be a maroon is to be forever on the run because the overseers never stop chasing them. But they also have to learn to be perfectly still, under a pile of leaves with the bloodhounds just inches away. When a helicopter’s searchlights sweep over the mountains, maroons must be invisible. They must be able to fight, and they must know when to flee. A wall topped with barbed wire is not something to be feared but something to be scaled.


I paid for those twenty-seven days of freedom with twenty-two years of my life in the Hole—that’s shorthand among prisoners for solitary confinement. For over two decades I was locked inside a tiny cell, a cage, with no human contact.


But even in a prison, a maroon is a free man. It infuriates his captors that no matter how fiercely they beat him, they cannot break him.


This is because maroons are revolutionaries. We are committed mind, body, and soul to the struggle against oppression. Maroons seldom act alone. We receive tremendous support from fellow fighters, sometimes from strangers. Safe houses provide food and shelter, and the very earth gives up its bounty to us in times of need. Yet our paths are often littered with loss, comrades who’ve fallen and family we’ve turned our backs on along the way. Ours is a hard road, full of stones and thorns. This cannot deter us from our mission. Those of us who’ve opened our eyes and seen it all, from the plantation to the penitentiary, we know that maroonage is not an option. It’s the only way.


This is an account of how one man became Maroon. This is my story.















PART ONE
















CHAPTER 1



DEAD, OR IN JAIL


I was born on August 23, 1943, in a hospital that no living person now remembers the name of.


My family—thirteen of us—lived in a three-story row house on Douglas Street in West Philadelphia. The street was so narrow that if one family parked their car out front, another wouldn’t be able to get by. Our living room window was a front-row seat to anything and everything that happened on our block.


One of my earliest memories is a scene I witnessed through this very window: two white cops dragging one of my neighbors out of his home in broad daylight with everyone watching. He was an old dude, but the cops kicked him down his front steps, beating him all the time and yelling, “You black bastard, black son of a bitch, fucking nigger!”


I was six years old. I remember my father was standing beside me, and I kept looking up at him, waiting for the moment he would rush outside and put a stop to it. But he had gone all stiff and silent.


When the policemen finally forced the struggling man into their car, they turned around and faced the rest of us.


“Any of you other niggers want any of this?” one of them asked.


Most people drew down their window shades or shut their front doors. That was how it was. I don’t even know what that old man did to provoke them—maybe nothing.


When it wasn’t a neighborhood cop show, it was I Love Lucy.


Every evening at seven o’clock my mother would drag our bulky television set to the front door and a crowd of my neighbors, having lined up chairs on the sidewalk, would settle back to watch the popular shows of the day: The Honeymooners or Amos and Andy. It didn’t strike me as odd. I had no idea that my family was relatively privileged compared to others on our block or that we were the only ones with a television. I didn’t even know some folks in my neighborhood went hungry—until I visited the home of my buddy Tony Marshall. We were running through the kitchen and I must have been thirsty because I stopped to open the fridge and grab a cold soda, just as I would at home. But Tony pushed the door shut and stood in front of it. “We can’t go in the icebox,” he said. “We have to wait for dinner.” He had a funny look on his face, like he was guarding something.


By contrast, my mother’s kitchen resembled what I imagined a hotel’s food preparation area to be, with two or three people cooking and three or four others in various stages of preparing or eating meals. My mother could almost always be found standing at the stove in her long, loose-fitting smock and flat shoes. She had a short temper in the kitchen and could holler when she wanted to, but this was always forgotten when we sat down to eat because she cooked up a storm every night. To add to this carnival-style atmosphere, my father liked to bring home gallon bricks of ice cream when he was away on his long-distance truck drives, and instead of dividing it up he would tell each of us to get a spoon. Then we would gather around the picnic table that he had built to accommodate us all, and everyone would just dig in and eat it as fast as they could. We were tight like that.


But my real world was out on the streets with my Corner boys from a gang called the Coast. They drafted me when I was eleven years old, on a hot summer afternoon in 1954.


I was messing around in the schoolyard with some of my buddies when the huge double-service gates swung open and a group of about twenty guys walked in. They were a little older than us, twelve or thirteen, but unlike us they were already gang members, so their presence was intimidating. They surrounded us in a loose circle and posed the question we’d been expecting:


“You box?”


My brother Arthur had been preparing me for this moment for years. For as long as I can remember he’d explained that boxing was a way of testing friends and foes alike. There was no getting around this—if you couldn’t hold your own in the ring, you’d be beaten up. If you did well, you won the respect of your peers.


I had to fight three Coast members that day, a grueling test of endurance. For one full hour they went at me with punches and open-hand slapping on the head. When it was finally over, I was grinning through torn-up lips, my mouth warm with blood, my body swollen. Back then, this was the most important rite of passage for Black boys in Philadelphia.


From then on, I operated only according to the strict, unwritten codes that governed street life. Philly at the time was defined and dissected by gangs, each with its own customs, which it enforced on its own turf. Stumble into enemy territory and you were subjected to their rules. Step out of bounds in your Corner and you’d lose your place in the line. But play your cards right, show stamina and strength, and you graduated with honors: from “Peewee” status to Young ’Un to Regular and finally Old Head, the most senior rank, where your reputation was beyond reproach and your word was law. There was one final tier on the hierarchy, which Peewees like us viewed with a fascination bordering on reverence. It was a designation earned only by the most courageous, the most loyal, the most implacable gang members: Heart. To become a Heart on the streets of Philadelphia was to have achieved your life’s purpose. You needed no further proof of your worth as a man.


Gangs were based on honor and principle. Nothing else in the city worked that way.


I learned early that schools were a waste of time. My first memories of a classroom involve being slapped by a female teacher at McMichael Elementary and then being forced to crouch under her desk for the remainder of the lesson. I remember some years later, at a different elementary school, being brought up to the front of an all-white classroom by the teacher, who led the rest of the students in this song:


You can get good milk from a brown-skinned cow


The color of the cow doesn’t matter no-how!


Ho-ho-ho, can’t you see?


The color of your skin doesn’t matter to me!


Incidents like these left me so enraged that on one occasion, when I was about seven or eight years old, I lost my temper with a fellow classmate and repeatedly punched him in the face until he was a bloody mess. I had a broken wrist at the time and was wearing a plaster cast, but that didn’t deter me—in fact, I used the cast to cause even more damage than I might have done with just my fists.


The funny part was I actually loved to read, and at home I devoured anything I could lay my hands on, from old paperbacks to encyclopedias. But any enthusiasm I had for learning drained out of me when I came in sight of those institutions where the white teachers behaved no differently in our classrooms than the white cops behaved out on the streets. If the cops were thugs, the teachers were bullies, with only a thin veneer of politeness masking deep racism. Either way, the lesson was the same: You are powerless.


When my family outgrew our house on Douglas Street, my parents moved us over to Fifty-Eighth, a white neighborhood full of what my father called “nice Jewish families.” I don’t remember a whole lot about Fifty-Eighth Street, with one exception: Mr. Adelman.


He owned a little corner store that sold five-cent ice cream cones. His customers were a mixed bunch of Orthodox Jews and Black families like mine. A few blocks away from Mr. Adelman’s shop was a Black grocer who was struggling to stay afloat. I learned that the wholesalers who supplied small stores like Mr. Adelman’s refused to sell in bulk to Black businesses. As a result, this Black grocer was forced to charge an extra two cents per ice cream. Back then two cents was the difference between a line of customers and an empty shop. I don’t know what made me do it, but one day I decided to stage a one-person picket outside Adelman’s Grocery. I made signs advertising Negro Ice Cream Cones and directed all the Black customers toward the grocer down the block, urging them to pay the extra two cents to keep that old man going. The boycott ended only when Mrs. Adelman came around to our house to complain to my mother. I don’t remember my mother being angry at me—it was more like she was amused, maybe even a little proud. But she gently urged me to call off my protest.


A few months later, all you could see were For Sale signs up and down the block. I wondered what was so fascinating on the other side of town that made all those Nice Families pack up and leave, but soon there weren’t more than a handful left. As fast as white folks moved out, Black families would replace them, until the neighborhood that began somewhere near Market Street, around the elevated train tracks, had transformed into a Black middle-class stronghold, stretching for miles before giving way to a lower-class colored community on the outskirts of Chestnut, Walnut, and Spruce Streets.


Not that it mattered where we went. To the cops, to the grocers, even to our white neighbors, we were just a pack of rats to be stamped on, locked up, or eventually wiped out. As kids we didn’t need to be told any of this. We learned it and lived it every day. We listened silently to the taunts of our teachers and we bore the raw racism of the police. Older dudes in the gangs told us what to expect when cops booked us: racial slurs, beatings. Rough rides in meat wagons. Fists, boots, and bruises. Our Old Heads gave us only one piece of advice: Don’t never let them pussies see that it hurts.


When I went home every evening, I left my swagger at the door. It had no place inside a house that was ruled by a matriarch: my maternal grandmother, whom we all called the Big Cheese. She was a living relic from a different time and a different world—Jim Crow South Carolina, where she raised eight kids single-handedly after her husband was killed. She stood just five feet three inches off the ground, and I never heard her raise her voice. She didn’t need to. If she bowed her head one way, you knew it meant one thing, and if she bowed it the other way, it meant something different. On Sundays she would simply say, “Time to go,” and the whole family knew this meant they had to get themselves into their church clothes and walk the mile or so to the neighborhood chapel to listen to the mass.


I think my father was envious of her position, because whenever there was an important family decision to be made, he always said: “I know nothing is gonna be done until ya’ll check with the Big Cheese.”


She would not tolerate profanity, alcoholic beverages, or weapons at any family gathering. I learned this the day my cousin T-Rex was over at our place for one of the many birthday celebrations that went on at our residence, flashing his rifle around and generally talking big. Now T-Rex was no ordinary guy—he earned that name on the streets owing to his immense stature. But he was no match for the Big Cheese. When she saw the gun, she silently beckoned him into her bedroom. Never being one to miss out on an eventful confrontation, I barged in on them a minute later—just in time to see her placing a .45-caliber automatic rifle under her pillow. It was so big she had to use both hands to hold it. She had disarmed him. T-Rex returned to the party empty-handed.


When I think about it now, it was probably her presence that prevented outright war among us kids, because each member of the Shoatz clan had distinct, powerful personalities. Just stringing out my sisters’ names was a mouthful: Grace, Yvette, Beatrice, Maria, Joanne, Lucille, Diane, and Rose. Threaded through this army of females was my older brother Arthur, myself, and Daniel, the baby of the family. I revered Arthur, disdained Daniel, and tried my best to ignore my sisters, but there was one I couldn’t shake. Beatrice.


Now Beatrice was one of those girls you couldn’t forget. She had a beautiful face and a strong personality that won her instant popularity wherever she went. It was her eyes that grabbed you. Huge, observant, deep eyes that missed nothing. She could scan a room and commit every detail to memory. And she had a way with words. She seldom raised her voice, yet she could slice you open with her tongue if she wanted to. But she could also make you laugh. Have you in stitches if she wanted to. She spoke in riddles, and respected most those people who could decipher them.


No matter what I did to stay out of her way, she and I would inevitably clash, and sparks would fly. I tried to offset her confidence by constantly approaching her with an attitude of tolerance toward a weaker party, but she wouldn’t have that, and during one fierce altercation she pushed me through the dining room window. That won my respect! From then on, we were destined to be equals. She was always the one cutting me down to size, right when my gang status was on the rise!


I wasn’t the only one who lived this kind of double life between the Corner and the kitchen table. One of my main road dogs, TZ Weston, had a brother named Danny who was in a rival gang, the Moon Gang. Out on the block the Coast and the Moon Gang were sworn enemies, but every night the Weston brothers sat down to dinner together.


Now, TZ was some kind of special cat, and he knew it. One thing was, he never left his house without his wide-brimmed hat that exactly matched his copper-colored skin. Every move he made was calculated for dramatic effect. It was hard to keep up with him because TZ was what the Old Heads called a war fanatic, a gang member who is super zealous about feuds with rival Corners that basically amounted to one continuous turf war.


TZ and I were tight as sardines. Every evening we met up at our designated spot, the sandwich shop on the corner of Sixtieth and Spruce Street. We’d gather our road dogs—or “walkies”—and go looking for trouble. With TZ, the first order of business was to get a “taste.” We didn’t mess with guns or drugs back then, but “getting a taste” was a beloved ritual among us all—especially the way the Old Heads conducted the ceremony. Before anyone was allowed to sip from a newly opened bottle of wine, they’d first spill a few drops onto the ground. They told us this was a centuries-old spiritual custom that originated in Africa. That made us feel some kind of way, especially when they said we were “pouring libations for those members who are dead, or in jail.”


Dead, or in jail. Even as kids we knew those were our options.


Until then, it was war. Every day we were battling for recognition in our families, on the streets, in that miserable country that was the only one we knew. Gang life taught us about our world. Sure, we played stupid games after school with homemade wooden spears and swords with trash can lids as shields. But mostly we fought other Black boys from rival gangs, because these were the only people we could count on to give us a fair fight. This was before guns, when the call to brawl was “Put yo’ fists up.” It meant something. Winning a bout of hand-to-hand combat, what we called a “Fair One,” earned you “stripes,” and stripes bought you status, real estate on the streets—freedom to move without being jumped or set upon.


One great way to earn stripes was to get arrested. That particular initiation tested you against two serious adversaries: first, the cops in the police stations. Next, the sadistic supervisors in the juvenile detention centers.


One evening, TZ and I heard that some new boys on the fringe of our territory had organized a group on the corner of Catherine and Christian Streets that was not affiliated with the Coast. We immediately went on the prowl, advancing quietly into the formerly white neighborhood that had recently turned Black. We found two kids our age sitting on a stoop.


“Where you from?” I asked.


“Nowhere,” the taller one said.


Wrong answer. The unwritten rule book of the streets stated that failing to declare your affiliation meant one of two things: You were hiding your membership to avoid a brawl. Or you didn’t have the backing of a Corner. Either way, you were asking for it.


I punched one of them in the mouth as hard as I could with a blow that shattered his front teeth and spun him around. His friend cried out and leapt up from the stoop, but TZ immediately began to punch and beat him, while I rained blows on my victim. These boys didn’t have any fight in them! They didn’t even throw back a single punch before squirming out from under us and running away when our energy was spent.


We slapped each other high fives before checking out the damage.


“Man,” I said, wrapping my T-shirt around my bleeding knuckles, “If this is the kind of Corner they got, then they all a bunch of pussies.”


“Yeah, man!” TZ was grinning and I could tell he was real proud of my mangled fist.


We swaggered back onto our home turf, but before we could bask in our victory, two cops pulled up right alongside of us.


“Hey! Where do you niggers think you’re going?”


Usually, I refrained from giving the cops any lip, because it was more trouble than it was worth. But I was all puffed up from the battle. Without breaking my stride, I said, “Home, officer. That’s where we live and that’s where we headed.”


The cop said, “Pull over, Robbie,” and his partner swung the car up onto the curb so fast we were nearly crushed.


One of them got right up in my face. “You’re pretty smart for a nigger, aren’t you?” He went to grab my arm but pulled back when he saw my battered fist.


“Would you look at that?” the one named Robbie said. “These must be them niggers who jumped those two kids back on Cedar Avenue.”


“Naw, that wasn’t us,” TZ said promptly. “My buddy here hurt his hand when he fell off his bicycle.”


The cop who had me cornered curled his fingers around the neck of my T-shirt and pulled me so close I could smell his salami breath.


Pig eating pig, I thought.


“Now listen to me, you lying son of a bitch. I know you didn’t get that cut from a bicycle because nigger boys like you don’t ride no bicycles. Your daddy’s too broke to get you bicycles. Me and my partner here were just sitting down to our lunch when we get a call from some bitch screaming and hollering that her sons have been jumped on by two black sons of bitches, and she is going to take them to court. So, get your asses in that wagon, and shut the fuck up, and we’ll see what she has to say.”


They drove us to the Fifty-Fifth and Pine Street station, cuffed us, and marched us into a room that served as a combination court and assembly area. The magistrate’s podium stood on a raised platform at one end of the room. On the outer perimeter were benches and desks piled high with paperwork, each manned by a policeman who was either scribbling on a piece of paper or questioning someone. As soon as we entered every single cop stopped what he was doing, almost as if a television had been tuned to their favorite show. Someone yelled, “You niggers better not try anything… You’re on our turf now!” And the whole room burst out laughing.


Cuffed to either end of a wooden bench, TZ and I spent the next hour bracing against the blows. There was one cop in particular who produced a plethora of items that he brandished in our faces before giving us a little taste of how unpleasant they felt on our bodies: night stick, revolver butt, flashlight.


None of this was particularly impressive to us. The Old Heads on our Corner were constantly prepping us for these encounters with the cops by simulating this very scene. What we couldn’t figure out was why we were being singled out for special treatment for doing something we did almost every single day—beating the teeth off other Black boys?


Turned out, one of those pussies’ mothers had made a real stink about the brawl, putting on a big show for the magistrate about her son being injured and weren’t we a menace to society and shouldn’t we be put someplace where we wouldn’t be a danger to good, law-abiding citizens?


So the magistrate, after a brief “hearing,” gave his order and we were driven straight to the Youth Study Center: a high-rise facility right on the Benjamin Franklin Parkway that was most inaptly named, for studying was the very last thing anyone did in there. In fact, it could more accurately be described as a low-level prison.


A huge man named Mr. Nillson ruled this roost—six feet three and easily 270 pounds. His principal arena was called the Dayroom, a huge space paneled with floor to ceiling plexiglass windows that offered a fantastic view of Fairmount Park. On paper it was a place for approved activities like reading books or playing checkers. In reality it was a boxing ring, and our Old Heads had warned us that if we failed to perform here, we’d find ourselves at the bottom of the food chain: forced to give up our meals, pick up another boy’s chores, or become someone’s “girlfriend” and be subjected to rape after lights-out.


Right away I decided that I couldn’t just wait around for an opportunity to prove myself. The level of danger facing me called for an immediate and preemptive act of aggression that bordered on recklessness. I had to size up and single out the toughest guy in the place and challenge him to a one-on-one brawl.


They called him Dagger. He wore the same clothes as the rest of us—dark pants, a powder-blue shirt, and work boots that had seen multiple prior owners—but he managed to stand out as if he had on military insignia. Shirt starched, pants pressed, boots brightly shined. When he walked the corridors, his minions ran ahead of him to clear the way. In the Dayroom he stood in a designated spot surrounded by bodyguards and received a stream of “visitors” who were either paying tribute or kissing ass.


I wasted no time in letting one of his boys know I sought a Fair One with Dagger.


But this wasn’t a Philadelphia Corner. There was a different honor code here in the Study Center. Before facing off against Dagger, I was put through my paces in a boxing match with one of his people in an effort to weaken, exhaust, or subdue me. Not for nothing, though, had my older brother Arthur spent years training me for this very moment. I was no stranger to being pummeled by someone a lot bigger than I was. I could endure endless punches to the face and quite an assault on the rest of my body. So I stood my ground—for so long that some of the adult supervisors came in to watch the fight! I never did get to rumble with Dagger; the duel with his deputy went on until the bell rang for lights-out, by which time I had earned a decent rep and a strong foothold in the jungle.


Arthur was the first person I saw when I got out a few weeks later. Before we even greeted each other I could tell he was real proud. As soon as I walked in the door he was in my face, saying, “Put your hands up!” I dropped my bag and assumed the stance, the two of us going around in a circle feigning like we were gonna start throwing punches. I thought he’d let it go and give me a hug, but he said, “Didn’t you learn nothin’? Come on, show me somethin’!” Without even thinking I threw two left jabs at his chest, followed by a quick left hook and a straight right hand to the chest, but he blocked me each time. Finally, he laughed. “Alright, alright,” he said, and shoved me into the breakfast room, where the rest of the family was watching TV over their morning meal.


The next day I was sent off to school as usual but I felt something had changed. That was the thing about earning stripes: it put you on a one-way track to earning more.


All through middle school I acted up like crazy 24/7. Weekdays were for turf wars, and weekends were for crashing private parties in the mansions on Cobbs Creek Parkway where wealthy Black college kids lived. The cops dogged our steps—they knew our names and addresses and affiliations, they knew who was an Old Head and who was in line, they knew our meeting points and escape routes. So it was only a matter of time before I was sent back to the Youth Study Center and, following that, to a juvenile institution housed in an abandoned hospital on Second Avenue and Luzerne Street, where we spent most of our time renovating the sprawling complex in preparation for the next set of occupants.


I received every punishment the system could devise: school suspensions and police beatings, incarceration and humiliation. One of the worst incidents, which I still recall to this day, was being forced to see a psychiatrist at the Philadelphia General Hospital. During these sessions I sat in a white-walled office full of charts illustrating different parts of the human brain while the “doctor” asked a series of degrading questions like “Do you want to have sex with your mother?”—and if I didn’t answer, I’d be sent right back into juvenile detention, which is to say, prison of one kind or another.


Somehow, despite my disciplinary record, I was admitted to John Bartram High School on Sixty-Seventh and Elmwood Avenue—an impoverished white neighborhood that was ruled by ragged white gangs who did not look kindly on Black students in their neck of the woods.


One gang, the Dirty Annies, made it their personal duty to rain hell down upon us every chance they got. The first time I encountered them, I was riding a bike home from school when a carload of white guys drove by yelling, “Hey nigger! We’ve been looking for you!” One leaned out the window and fired a number of shots from a sleek black pistol.


My road dogs and I weren’t easily intimidated, but there was something terrifying about these dudes. They had none of the overstuffed laziness of the police nor the skittish fear of middle-class white communities. They were lean, mean white wolves, starved and serious. We were ignorant of their honor code and had no wish to test their limits. They weren’t about hand-to-hand combat like we were. They carried sticks, chains, glass bottles, and weapons we would never be able to get our hands on. They couldn’t get at us inside the high school building, but everything surrounding it, the school grounds, the school buses, even the bus depots, became the sites of a very dirty war.


All of the uncertainty surrounding this new territory of white gangs led to something I would never have believed possible—it united all the Black gangs in West Philadelphia.


My Corner, the Coast, formed the nucleus of a large confederation of semi-independent gangs that came to be known as the South Side. Typically, we stood in opposition to a similar constellation of Black gangs known as the Syndicate. Within these formations were dozens of gangs, each with their own wars and agendas—there was the Sixtieth Street Corner, of which my brother Arthur was an Old Head. Then there was Thirty-Sixth and Market Street, a Corner so deadly that it was alternately labeled the Black Bottom and Tombstone Territory. But when it came to confronting our new common enemy, we set aside old grudges and lingering feuds to reach an unspoken truce. The understanding was simply this: safety in numbers. Protecting Black high school students on the buses to and from John Bartram quickly became our main order of business. It gave us a purpose that we never seemed to getfrom our teachers or our studies. Often, we would cut class to debate and discuss our strategy—something we got down to a fine art. Once, when a white gang invaded a Black school bus through the windows and began assaulting every student on board, we were able to eject the whole posse, but held on to one “prisoner” as an example to the others that we were not to be messed with. It was a triumph, but not one the school administrators recognized.


I was expelled, and thrown into an all-boy’s disciplinary institution called Newton, which sat right on the corner of Thirty-Seventh and Spruce Street. This one was run by what the principal called “anti-gang juvenile aid detectives,” or JADs. Another day, another prison masquerading as a youth center. The only difference here was that in addition to fighting other students in the gymnasium, we were sometimes called on to do battle with the teachers as well!


Here, for the first time, I began to grow weary of spending my days in an arena. I found myself gravitating toward a range of workshops that, though conducted under intense supervision, were thoroughly enjoyable. I tried my hand at everything from tailoring and plumbing to carpentry and auto repair. I loved working with my hands, and with my father being a long-distance trucker, I guess I harbored an interest in engines, or anything that allowed me to get my hands dirty.


A lot of the time I ended up working alongside dudes from rival gangs, which enabled me to build a network of alliances that would serve me back on the streets. These were strategic friendships, forged in the fire of institutions that treated us no better than animals, that I could call upon in times of need.


Because no matter where I was, my mind was always on the streets where the gang battles raged. We might be locked up for long stretches, but when we were released, we returned to the work of divvying up the city. We mapped every alleyway and backyard, every stoop and shortcut. We performed this cartography with our bodies, drew the lines with our own blood. There was no such thing as neutral territory. Every scrap had to be either won and then defended or avoided. Ice-skating rinks. Movie theaters. Public athletic leagues.


Later, when I became involved in a much deadlier war—not against rival gangs but against the government of the United States of America—I realized that gang members are, in essence, urban guerrillas.


But before I became a soldier, I was a slave catcher. Before I became Maroon, it was once my job to chase runaways.
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