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I am one of the few recognizable faces and voices from January 6th. I dedicate this book to the men and women who answered the inconceivable call of duty and public service that day, whose voices, faces, and names you may never know.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Hachette Books logo]



















Get in good trouble, necessary trouble, and redeem the soul of America.


—JOHN LEWIS
















PROLOGUE





 


We need to talk about our trauma.


Yes, you and me.


You may not think you are experiencing it, but you are. Ask yourself, What has this nation been arguing over for the past two years? What conversation has been dominating the media and the government, occupying our courts and our daily conversations, and even separating friends and families? What is the subject we promise ourselves to avoid with strangers?


January 6, 2021. That’s what the dictionary says trauma is—“a deeply distressing or disturbing experience.”


Trust me. I looked it up.


The ripples from that day still threaten our democracy. The lives of election workers, the backbone of our electoral systems, are being threatened online via hundreds of messages on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram by those who would disrupt our elections. “Watch your back.” “I know where you sleep.” “Be afraid. Be very afraid.” Because I speak out about these challenges to our democracy, I get the same threatening messages. “We know where you live.”


Domestic terrorists have shot out the electrical power systems for neighborhoods, and they are threatening to do the same for entire cities. Representatives in Congress continue to lie and claim our election system is rigged. Yes, we are still struggling with that day.


The only difference between your January 6th trauma and mine is where we were when we experienced it.


I was at the Capitol, immersed in a profane mix of sweat, screams, shrieks, anger, fear, blood, death, broken limbs, spit, hatred, horror, racism, bigotry, and heroism. Capitol and DC police officers fought hand-to-hand. Many of us thought we were going to die. Some of us did. We were cursed; doused with bear and pepper spray; and beaten with sticks, pipes, batons, shields, bike racks, and even the American flag.


Donald Trump, then the nation’s commander-in-chief, did nothing to help us for three hours, even after politicians, his friends, and his own children begged him to. Instead, Capitol and Washington, DC, police officers battled alone. We fought for our lives, the lives of fellow officers, and the nation’s elected leaders. It didn’t matter if they were Republican. We didn’t care if they were Democrat or Independent. They were the men and women we sent to Washington to govern our nation. It was our duty to protect them and our democracy.


We could have run away. We could have said, “We didn’t sign up for this.” But we did sign up for it—we just never imagined it like that. Hundreds of Capitol and DC police officers are still working through the physical and emotional scars of that day. All of us have changed. Some of us, physically, can no longer do the job. Others are haunted daily by what happened, including me. I still struggle with PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder.


But as I tell you about my struggle that day, I want you to remember this. While I’m one of the officers whose job it was to protect the Capitol, like you, I’m first an American citizen who cares about this country and wants to see it do right. I’m a voter. I’m a taxpaying citizen. This is my country, and I deserve to know the truth to make sure this doesn’t happen again.


We all do.


Just like I was marked by that day, you were too. You glared at your TV screen or listened to your radio in disbelief. You felt something you had never felt before, the shock and fear that somebody was trying to take over your country.


You and I had seen lots of demonstrations before at the nation’s Capitol, many of them much bigger than this one—the original March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom in 1963, Veterans for Peace, the Million Man March, the Women’s March on Washington, pro-choice rallies, antiabortion demonstrations, gun control, gun rights. Every issue you can think of from gay rights to immigration to climate change to the minimum wage to saving the whales.


Americans with different agendas have been coming to the Capitol for more than 150 years to tell their elected leaders what’s on their minds. It is my job and the job of my fellow officers to protect them, no matter what their agenda.


We are Americans, and, as Americans, we have those rights. Freedom of speech. Freedom of assembly. This is not Iran or Russia or Venezuela. This is not one of those countries where citizens are beaten, shot, killed, or disappeared for expressing their beliefs, their desires, or their dissatisfaction.


But, this time, you were shocked because what you saw is not what Americans do. You looked on as thousands of Americans tried to kill or maim hundreds of other Americans. So-called American patriots brutally beat the men and women in blue they claimed to hold in such high regard. “Protect the Blue,” they preached. “Blue Lives Matter.”


They did this so they could get inside to attack our elected officials. They wanted to “Hang Mike Pence,” or “Drag that motherfucker through the streets.” Another said she and her friend “were looking for [House Speaker Nancy] Pelosi to shoot her in the friggin’ brain.”


They said they were there to stop the will of the people and halt our 224-year history of the peaceful transfer of power. These weren’t the international thugs and foreign terrorists of the movies trying to take over our country. Instead, these were people from our own communities—store owners, clerks, waiters, doctors, lawyers, IT specialists, real estate agents, CEOs, veterans and service members, police officers, accountants, retirees, and construction workers. Thousands of them screaming, spitting hate, and all with allegiance to one man: Donald Trump.


After a while, some of you had to turn away. You couldn’t watch any longer. You couldn’t stomach what you were seeing because you just couldn’t believe this was happening. Not in America. Neither could I, even as I was battling insurrectionists and protecting our leaders.


I’ve been thinking about that day a lot. In terms of raw carnage, blood, guts, and destruction, you and I have seen much worse.


For decades we’ve viewed the bloodied, mauled, and maimed bodies of our American sons and daughters, chewed up by war, strewn across some faraway battlefield. Korea. Vietnam. Iran. The Persian Gulf. Somalia. Lebanon. Iraq. Afghanistan. We’ve seen the images of flag-covered coffins come home for heartbreaking ceremonies. The survivors with physical and mental injuries are daily reminders of their sacrifices.


We watched as our cities burned from the 1960s to the 1990s, torn apart by racial injustice and strife, and as hundreds of mostly Black people were shot and killed by police and the National Guard. Washington. New York. Chicago. Detroit. Newark. Memphis. Atlanta. Los Angeles. Baltimore. Houston. Miami. More than 120 cities alone erupted after Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in 1968.


Meanwhile, every year for the past twenty-two years, we have relived 9/11. We revisit that horrible footage of thousands of Americans who perished in the World Trade Center after our enemies crashed jetliners into the buildings. We watched people so helpless, so terrified, that they leaped from windows to certain death. We still weep for the first responders who perished trying to save them.


And then we saw the murder of George Floyd.


All of it was horrific, all of it unforgettable. But January 6th was different. This was a more vicious gut punch, one made even crueler because we didn’t see it coming. The insurrectionists tried to destroy the very lifeblood of this nation, our democracy. This was not an attack on one piece of what we hold most dear, not one person, not one community, not one town, not one city. It was all our communities, all of us at the same time. It was everything we believe in.


And a lot of you cried. I cried too.


I cried that day when I was carrying a rioter who had been trampled by the mob to our medical unit for CPR. I was crying when I ran to Senator Mitch McConnell’s side office door because we got a call that some of his staff had locked themselves in against the rioters and needed help.


Almost from birth, we are told that our country is special because we have a democracy. It is where every man and woman has a right—no, a duty—to have a say in how it operates.


“We, the people.”


Those are the first three words of the US Constitution. We are told of its history and its founders—George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, Nathan Hale, Patrick Henry. The American Revolution.


Yes, it was imperfect. Only white men who owned land could vote, and hundreds of thousands of people were excluded from the process because they were slaves. Still, we grew up proud that no kings or queens lorded over us. We have a “government of the people, by the people, for the people.”


Our government has an even greater special significance for some of us. For African Americans, our belief in its promise has been almost like a religion. We needed to believe. We had to believe. We had no choice. This place wasn’t right for us from the start. They brought us over in chains and changed our names and wiped out our culture even before there actually was an America.


But almost from its birth, we have been trying to get America to do what Martin Luther King said in 1963: “Rise up, live out the true meaning of its creed: We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are created equal.”


Our struggle for democracy has threaded through Crispus Attucks, the first person killed in the American Revolution; the trial before the Supreme Court for the men and women of the slave ship La Amistad; the Dred Scott and Plessy v. Ferguson decisions; the Civil War; the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments; Brown v. the Board of Education; the civil rights movement; and service by African Americans in every American war, even when our country didn’t want us there.


Immigrants felt a special pain that day too, whether they came to America more than one hundred years ago or just got here. America is the place on which they have pinned their hopes and dreams. Some fled tyranny and persecution in their home countries; others left grinding poverty, and many, religious or ethnic bigotry. When they searched for a better life, they were united in their belief in a place called America.


They quickly learned that our streets weren’t paved with gold. Yes, there was discrimination here, but it was the government’s job to protect them, not persecute them. They could fight that government and challenge that government to do what’s right. They could vote, and their vote would matter. They could even be the government.


Consequently, immigrants, the children of immigrants, and the grandchildren of immigrants are interwoven in our government and our culture. No, America didn’t always live up to its promise. We’ve had some horrible things happen here, like when the nation locked Japanese citizens in internment camps during World War II. Still, nobody is jumping on boats to flee America like they are doing all over the world. Why? Because it’s America.


That’s why January 6th hurt so much. It was a frightening wake-up call that our democracy, this thing we hold so precious, can be taken from us if we don’t protect it. My fellow officers and I gave it our all on January 6th. We stood our ground, and because we did, our democracy is still standing. There are no tanks roaming our capital like in other nations after a coup. There is no martial law. There is no National Guard patrolling our streets.


And I still stand, and I continue to fight. It is why I testified, along with three fellow officers, before the January 6th Committee, so we can get to the bottom of what happened that day and what led up to it. It is why I testified in two trials of Oath Keepers, to make sure their leaders were convicted and sentenced to prison.


It is the same reason I have appeared on scores of news programs to talk about what happened. I don’t do it because I want to be a celebrity. I do it because I want people to know what happened to me and to my fellow officers, and what almost happened to our nation.


Some people appreciate what I have to say. I have received thousands of letters thanking me and urging me to keep moving forward. I get praise daily through social media.


On the other hand, I have been vilified by folks like Tucker Carlson when he was at Fox News, Newsmax, and MAGA fans, people who would sacrifice our democracy in their worship of Trump. I have been cursed and called profane names, and my life has been threatened.


I’ve even been accused of doing what I do for the public attention. If there is one thing that I want you to know about me, it’s this. I would give everything back, the Congressional Gold Medal, the meeting and medal from President Biden, every media interview, every television appearance, my trial testimony, and my appearance before a congressional committee, if it would mean that January 6th never happened. I don’t give a damn about any of those things.


If January 6th hadn’t happened, my fellow officers who lost their lives in the wake of that horrible day would be here to be loved by their families and friends and appreciated by other United States Capitol Police officers. If January 6th hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have gone through the mental anguish that I did and that I am still working through with counseling. If January 6th hadn’t happened, the place where I work wouldn’t be filled with regret and bad memories around every corner. If January 6th hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be the subject of lies and ridicule all over the internet.


I speak out not because I want something for me but because I want accountability. I want the people responsible for that day, including Trump and anybody else who conspired to breach the Capitol and try to halt our democracy, to pay a price, just like we paid a price. And I want us to never repeat a day like that. It is a stain on our nation.


And if my detractors think I can somehow be scared away with their bullshit accusations and threats, they don’t know me. They don’t know Harry Dunn.


I’ll continue to use my voice to protect this country. I’ll stand up to the lies and hate and racism and bigotry.


I will always be standing my ground to make sure our democracy exists. And I’ll ask that you stand with me so that nothing like this ever happens again. We will get through this trauma. We will get through this nightmare, but only if we stand together.
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PROTECTING DEMOCRACY





 


Most people don’t really know what we do as the Capitol Police. Before January 6th, many Americans probably didn’t know we existed, and many still don’t truly understand what we do, including my new friend Michael Fanone. Mike is the former Washington, DC, police officer who was seriously injured on January 6th while fighting alongside me and other officers to protect the Capitol. He joined the Capitol Police in the wake of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, because that’s the kind of guy he is. He stayed in the role for a few years before becoming a DC police officer.


At some point after January 6th, Mike erroneously said Capitol Police were “glorified security guards.” Nothing could be further from the truth. The department didn’t suit Mike because he wanted the adrenaline rush of being a street cop—undercover drug busts, dramatic takedowns, and car chases with squealing tires.


We can do that too, but that’s not what we tend to do.


In early 2023, for example, we were closing in on a car reported stolen not far from the Capitol and across the street from where members of Congress frequently hold television interviews. Two guys bolted from the car. We caught one right away. The other escaped into an apartment building and barricaded himself in a third-floor unit. We contained the area and brought out our negotiations team.


Ultimately, we dispatched the SWAT unit. The SWAT unit was literally seconds from breaching the door of the apartment when the second suspect surrendered after a seven-hour standoff. Inside the car, we found a 9 mm handgun that had been turned into a machine-gun pistol and an M-4 rifle, like the one I carry at the Capitol. The rifle was a “ghost gun,” which means the parts were purchased online and put together without the rifle being registered.


I am certified in M-4 weaponry and carry my registered rifle while I’m on duty to protect people in- and outside the Capitol. The weapons those guys had, however, are for committing crime. They can’t be connected to an individual if they are recovered by law enforcement.


So, like I said, we have the capacity for that intense degree of law enforcement, and more, but that’s not our day-to-day.


The Capitol Police have lots of capabilities, in part because we are a relatively large police department. No, we’re not New York or Los Angeles or Chicago or even Atlanta, but, according to the Justice Department, our two thousand officers make us a far larger force than 90 percent of the nation’s more than 12,200 local police departments and three thousand sheriff’s offices. Plus, we have all the machinery of most big-city departments—in some cases, even more.


The Capitol Police have motorcycle cops, cops in cars, and a canine unit. We have a Riot Control Unit with all the special gear that big-city departments have. We have a Hazardous Devices Section, a Hazardous Material Response Team, Special Operations, and a Crime Scene Search Team. We have a Containment and Emergency Response Unit and a SWAT team. We have a Crisis Negotiation Unit, Reports Processing Team, Court Liaison Unit, and Special Events Section. I could go on, but I think you get the point.


As a visitor to the Capitol, you seldom see members of those units. If you do, you’ve crossed into a bad space. The most visible element of the department is the Uniformed Services Bureau. That’s guys like me. We are a 24/7 team of officers who provide security for the Capitol and congressional office buildings. Our protection area goes from as far as H Street on the north side, P Street on the south side, Seventh Street on the east side, and Third Street on the west side. It is divided into the Capitol Division, which, obviously, is assigned to the entire Capitol, as well as a unit assigned to the House of Representatives, another to the US Senate, and another that covers the Library of Congress.


We provide security and protection to the members and staff at three Senate office buildings that run along Constitution Avenue north of the Capitol: the Russell Senate Office Building, the Dirksen Senate Office Building, and the Hart Senate Office Building. We are also responsible for three buildings on Independence Avenue south of the Capitol: Cannon House Office Building, the Longworth House Office Building, and the Rayburn House Office Building.


These buildings house the members of the House of Representatives and their staff. To the untrained eye, a lot of what we do could appear to be the work of security guards. We screen visitors to the Capitol Complex. We tamp down crime in and around the Capitol. We enhance relations with the community and its citizens as we help people find their way around a sprawling complex.


What my friend Mike didn’t understand is that while we do all the things other police departments do, our core mission is not to fight crime. Our mission is to protect, to prevent crime, and to provide a safe space for democracy to function. Our job is not to chase a crime after it happens, which is the primary function of most police departments. Our job is to keep it from happening. Think about it for a moment. Do you think people—foreign and domestic—haven’t tried to shut down the Capitol and hold the nation hostage before January 6th? Do you think people with a grudge against a member of Congress or a senator haven’t wanted to take one of them out?


No?


In October 1983, an Israeli visiting the United States entered the Capitol with two plastic bottles filled with a flammable liquid, gunpowder, and improvised shrapnel. The device was rigged to a detonator with copper wire. He planned to explode it where it could do the most damage. Four plainclothes Capitol Police officers stopped him before he could. A month later, in a bathroom in the Capitol, two American members of a communist organization assembled a bomb that detonated and caused extensive damage. Fortunately, no one was killed or injured. After an investigation, they were tried and imprisoned.


In 1998, a man with a history of paranoid schizophrenia, which included being committed for nearly two months in a Montana hospital, triggered the metal detector at a Capitol entrance. He was carrying a gun. When Capitol Police approached him, he shot and killed one officer and then wounded a tourist and another officer. He ran into the office of a member of Congress and fatally shot a Capitol Police detective who was assigned to protect the member of Congress. Before dying, the detective shot the man four times. The gunman survived and was subdued and arrested by two other police officers. Several lives were saved by that Capitol Police detective.


There are other examples, including the anthrax letters a terrorist sent to two senators in the Capitol following the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Those, though, should be enough to help you understand that our job is to ensure that the women and men you send to Washington to do your business have a safe place to do it, regardless of their party affiliation or politics. Yes, what they do is messy, it is complicated, and it is noisy. At times, it can be exasperating and tiresome. Still, it is the government we have chosen. So, we protect them.


We also make sure that when you or your church, mosque, synagogue, or other organization comes to the Capitol to have your voice heard, you are protected, whether you come individually or in the tens or the hundreds or the thousands. You see us perform our job day after day, year after year. It’s all so baked into our democracy that you hardly think about it. Let me give you two quick examples of what I’m talking about.


In early 2023, Republicans bargained and shouted and called each other names while they voted fifteen times over several days to decide whether Congressman Kevin McCarthy of California would be the new Speaker of the House of Representatives. While they did, no elected representatives could be sworn in as members of the 118th Congress. So, the House couldn’t get to work. The media, some Democrats, and late-night talk-show comedians made fun of them. But that was our democracy at work, going about its business, doing what it does.


Now, here is where the Capitol Police come in. Congressional Republicans could hold that vote on January 7, 2023, because we provided a place for them to hash out their differences that was safe from protesters, extremists, and anyone else who would try to halt the process. Ironically, if Capitol Police officers had not shed blood to protect many of those same legislators from a rampaging mob at the Capitol on almost exactly the same date two years earlier, they may not have been able to cast those votes when they did.


And many of the people in that room, squabbling over whether McCarthy should be the Speaker, were some of the same 137 Republican members who voted to overturn the 2020 election two years earlier, even after we had put our lives on the line to protect it and them. But that’s our job, regardless of party or politics.


In September 2009, I was working my first huge demonstration. Barack Obama was the president. I had just been sworn in. I was probably only weeks out of training. It was a normal autumn day, cool and cloudy, but there was a sea of people outside the Capitol. There must have been seventy thousand demonstrators. They filled up the west lawn and spilled out onto the National Mall.


The demonstration was called the Tea Party Express. The Tea Party was a conservative movement within the Republican Party that started right after Obama’s first presidential inauguration. That day, people came from all over the country. I remember looking at the crowd and thinking, “If these people decided to go into the Capitol, there’s no way we could stop them.”


The event began as a demonstration against the Affordable Care Act, which, by now, everyone was calling Obamacare. But it morphed into a demonstration against anything Obama. Some people were hollering about gun rights and singing “God Bless America,” but mostly they were protesting and cursing Obama. Some of them were chanting, “Liar! Liar! Liar! Liar!” because that was what Rep. Joe Wilson, a Republican from South Carolina, had called Obama three days earlier during his first State of the Union address. One person had a sign that called Obama the “parasite in chief.” Other people had signs that basically said he was a Black Adolf Hitler.


In the crowd, one guy had a sign supporting Obamacare. The other people in the crowd didn’t like that, and they began calling him names. They cursed him and basically called him a bum.


“Go get a job, you asshole,” one of them shouted.


“You just want the government to take care of you,” another said. “Get a fucking job.”


The guy stood his ground and shouted back, “I’ve got a job. I go to work every day, but I can’t get enough hours on my job to have health insurance.”


I kept my eyes on that guy to make sure he could protest without being attacked by other people in the group. They were loud and nasty, but they weren’t a physical threat. That was my first real hint of what the Capitol Police’s core function is. Like I said earlier, our job is to provide a safe place for democracy to take place. My job that day was to protect the Americans who came to Washington and wanted to curse the president and call the Congress names. At the same time, I needed to make sure that guy on the other side of the debate could have his opinion heard too.


I didn’t truly understand the depth of everything that was going on. I was young, just a few years out of college. But I was watching part of democracy at work. This wasn’t some shit you read about in a history book. This wasn’t a theory about how things are supposed to work. It was happening in the now, right in front of my eyes. This was democracy in action. These were real people being crazy passionate about what they believed in, whether I liked it or not, whether I agreed with them or not, whether anybody inside the Capitol agreed with them or not.


I didn’t see a Black face in that crowd. A lot of the people there that day probably weren’t terribly fond of my Black ass, but it didn’t matter. They were Americans, executing their rights as Americans. Unless someone committed a real crime, no one would be arrested, tried, executed, shot, or disappeared. They would make their voices heard and then return safely to their homes, where they could continue to exercise their right by voting out the people they didn’t like. In how many other countries could they do that without paying a cost? And I was a vital part of making that happen. On that day, the importance of our institutions, our rights, and my place in it hadn’t completely sunk in. To me, it was still just a job. It would take a few more years before protecting democracy became a part of the very fiber of my being, something I would give my life for. On January 6th, I almost did.


The truth is, I never wanted to be a police officer, not for the Capitol, not for the city, not for anybody. I didn’t have anything against cops. I just never wanted to be one. Well, I can’t say never ever. When you’re in elementary school, they ask you what you want to be, and they put up pictures of a firefighter, a police officer, a nurse, a doctor, a teacher, or some other bullshit that society had pretty much programmed you to say. You pick one of the above.


A police officer was always made out to be one of the most desirable, and certainly one of the most honorable. They never asked if you wanted to be a Wall Street investment banker making millions of dollars or a restaurant owner or the inventor of the next great zillion-dollar thing that would revolutionize the world. Hell, they could have suggested owning a chain of McDonald’s restaurants. Everybody loved McDonald’s. That would have been a very admirable goal.


That said, by the time I reached junior high school, being a police officer certainly wasn’t my dream. I would say that’s probably true for at least half the people I know who have become police officers. It was not their dream job. Like me, they stumbled into it, or they were recruited into it. Some might have come from a family of police officers, which led them into the profession. You know, granddad was a police officer, dad was a police officer, their uncle was a police officer, their cousin was a police officer. I hear that happens a lot in cities like Boston or Philadelphia or areas of Long Island, New York, or Staten Island in New York City, where whole neighborhoods became New York City cops.


In some cases, they came from a military background. In some cases, being a cop seemed the natural thing to do. In fact, some of the guys I’ve talked with over the years went into the military with the idea of landing a job in law enforcement because they believed their military experience would give them an advantage. Police officer. Border Patrol. State Highway Patrol. And that was true for a long time, back in the days when being a cop meant kicking ass and taking names. These days though, some departments are beginning to rethink that philosophy because being a cop, at least being a good cop, has very little to do with what they train you to do in the military.


I was never in the military, but my dad was. He served in the US Air Force. In the military, you’re trained to follow orders and accomplish the mission, which is also true with the police. But in the military, you’re trained to overpower and kill the enemy. Yes, there are other skills you learn in the process, but that is the purpose of the military. Seldom do you interact with civilians.


In policing, interacting with civilians is 90 percent of the job, and American citizens are not the enemy, though some police officers treat some of them that way. They are the people we are paid to protect from the bad guys and sometimes from themselves. We also serve in a lot of ways, from pointing residents to counseling for their knuckleheaded teenage son or belligerent daughter to attending the neighborhood-watch meeting to talk with community members about crime trends in their neighborhood to directing traffic, helping everyone get from one place to the next.


In our line of work, even the bad guys are not necessarily the “enemy.” Many people will have one, two, maybe even three real brushes with the law. I’m not talking about traffic tickets but shoplifting, drug possession arrests, and even first-time felonies. Yes, they have committed crimes, but they should not be branded as criminals.


Criminals are the handful of Americans who have made a conscious decision that preying on other people will be their profession, their way of life. No, they don’t want a job. They don’t want to start a legitimate business. They have decided to abuse other people to get rich. I’m talking about everybody from serious drug traffickers and professional robbers to people like Bernie Madoff, who stole billions from hardworking Americans in a Ponzi scheme, to the people who ripped off billions in taxpayer money from Paycheck Protection Plan loans during the pandemic.


So, being a police officer, whether on my side of the street or in Mike’s job with the DC Police Department, is a much more nuanced profession. You wade through a lot of factors when you’re doing your job.


For Black people, the idea of becoming a cop has a few more wrinkles. A lot of Black people became cops because they wanted to change what they saw as a corrupt and abusive system. In their neighborhoods, the police were not their friends. In poorer Black communities, by and large, the police were a vulgar, oppressive force. They rode herd over Black people. They treated you like shit. They talked to you like shit. It didn’t matter who you were—moms, dads, sisters, brothers, children. It didn’t matter. So, some Black folks believed they could change police departments from the inside.


We never had problems with the police in my neighborhood. Clinton, Maryland, where I grew up, is a small, predominately Black suburb about twenty miles southeast of Washington, DC. My community was single-family homes and very working class. There was no crime, no robberies or break-ins, no drug dealers, no gangs. Kids played on the streets and in the parks. It was a carefree existence. I lived with my mom and dad and two of my four sisters. Back then, we just made up play. When you went outside, you looked for where the bicycles were stacked up in somebody’s yard or on a corner.


“That’s Mike’s bike. That’s Eric’s bike.”


You found your friends, and you just jumped in with whatever everybody was doing. You might be playing basketball in someone’s backyard, or there was this wooded area where we played. You really didn’t see police officers. If you saw them, they were polite and respected. So, it was cool.


Another incentive for Black people to get a job with the police, particularly for those of us who grew up around the federal government in DC or in big cities, was that government jobs meant long-term stability. In most of the nation’s urban centers, jobs like police officer and firefighter come with incredible stability, which includes insurance and great pensions.


Police and firefighters always had unions, and they negotiated great retirement packages. You do your twenty or thirty years and you can retire relatively young with a great income for the rest of your life, sometimes as much as 85 percent of your final salary. So, that’s a big incentive, particularly for a young Black man in a country where having a career—not a job but a career—has seldom been held out as an attainable goal.


That said, I still didn’t want to be a police officer.
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