

[image: ]








[image: ]














[image: ]












Copyright © 2016 by Bryan Shih


“Introduction: The Black Panthers and Black Power” © 2016 by Peniel E. Joseph; “To Live for the People: The Rank and File and the ‘Histories’ of the Black Panther Party” © 2016 Yohuru Williams; “The Black Panther Party and the Rise of Radical Ethnic Nationalism” © 2016 by Jeffrey O. G. Ogbar; “The Global Panthers” © 2016 by Nico Slate; “Revolution, Struggle, and Resilience: Women in the Black Panther Party” © 2016 by Rhonda Y. Williams; “The Black Panther Rank and File” © 2016 by Jama Lazerow; “On the Black Panther Party’s Health Activism” © 2016 by Alondra Nelson


Published by Nation Books,


An imprint of Perseus Books, a division of PBG Publishing, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette


Book Group, Inc.


116 East 16th Street, 8th Floor


New York, NY 10003


Nation Books is a co-publishing venture of the Nation Institute and Perseus Books. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address the Perseus Books Group, 250 West 57th Street, 15th Floor, New York, NY 10107.


Books published by Nation Books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


Designed by Jack Lenzo


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Shih, Bryan, editor. | Williams, Yohuru R., editor.


Title: The Black Panthers: portraits from an unfinished revolution / edited by Bryan Shih and Yohuru Williams.


Description: First edition. | New York: Nation Books, [2016] | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2016012694 (print) | LCCN 2016012882 (ebook) | ISBN 9781568585567 (e-book)


Subjects: LCSH: Black Panther Party—History. | Black Panther Party—Pictorial works. | Black Panther Party—Interviews. | African American political activists—Interviews. | African American social reformers—Interviews. | African American radicals—Interviews. | Black Panther Party—History—Sources. | Black power—United States—History—20th century—Sources. | African Americans—Politics and government—20th century—Sources.


Classification: LCC E185.615 .B54645 2016 (print) | LCC E185.615 (ebook) | DDC 322.4/20973—dc23


LC record available at http://lccn.loc.gov/2016012694


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1









            To my mother, for teaching me fairness. To my father,


            for teaching me the power of a good letter.


—BRYAN SHIH


            For my parents, Ralph and Elizabeth Williams


—YOHURU WILLIAMS









PREFACE


“The easiest way to say it is just to imagine worker bees. You’ve got one queen; everybody else works. Rank and file—those were the worker bees. We did it all.”


—Claudia Chesson-Williams


       “We worked a lot, but it was good work, it was great work. Honestly, it was the best job I ever had.”


—Madalynn “Carol” Rucker


“THERE ARE ALWAYS TWO PEOPLE IN EVERY PICTURE,” THE CELEBRATED photographer Ansel Adams once observed, “the photographer and the viewer.” But what of the subject of both the photographer and the viewer’s gaze? The year 2016 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense (BPP), an organization that remains largely frozen in the popular narrative portrait of the 1960s as the most fearsome and violent of extremist organizations. These labels have stuck despite an explosion of books, articles, movies, and several documentaries meant to shine a brighter light on its activities. Notwithstanding these efforts, the BPP remains one of the most misunderstood organizations of the twentieth century.


Founded by Merritt Junior College students Huey Newton and Bobby Seale in Oakland in 1966, at its height the party boasted some 5,000 members nationally and even an international wing. Heavily influenced by the speeches and writings of Black Power luminaries such as Malcolm X and Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Ture), the party took its symbol from the Alabama Lowndes County Freedom Organization but fashioned a program that pledged revolutionary change, celebrated third world revolutionary struggles, and made armed self-defense one of its cornerstones. Despite dropping self-defense from its title in 1968, the party was maligned in the national press for its rhetoric and targeted by the FBI for neutralization, forever shaping how we understand it.


In the popular retelling of the Panthers’ history, the party’s founders and national spokesperson Eldridge Cleaver, as well as its numerous run-ins with police, take center stage. But the history of the Black Panther Party is about more than iconic leaders such as Huey Newton and Eldridge Cleaver. Here, instead of taking the typical top-down view of Panther history, we offer the reader a view of the party from the bottom up by focusing on the rank-and-file members responsible for its day-to-day operations. These women and men transformed the BPP from a small, Oakland-based organization into an influential national party with chapters in nearly every major city across the country. It is in this sense a very different portrait of the party, one in which the subjects and not merely their photographers and viewers speak.


The book was the brainchild of former print and radio journalist and photographer Bryan Shih, who started taking portraits of the Panthers at reunions and gatherings to demystify the group and present its former members as they are today: a collection of individuals from a wide variety of professions linked by a commitment to social justice that remains even fifty years after the BPP’s creation. His stunning photography is matched by the poignant stories shared by the women and men whose powerful images reveal the dignity, love, grit, and battle scars of the foot soldiers of the party.


From the outset, Bryan and I sought to shift the conventional history of the party away from its leaders to the grassroots by conducting oral histories with ordinary members, many of whom were teenagers when they joined and thus still alive to give their testimonies. They spoke of why they joined, what appealed to them about the BPP, the sacrifices they made, and how they understood their work. Above all, they recalled the long-lasting transformations they went through during their time in the party. Richard Brown says he “joined for the gun” and the chance to finally stand toe-to-toe with the police but along the way found an unexpected talent for community organizing. Norma Mtume was a college student in Los Angeles with a flair for numbers when she joined the Panthers. She eventually rose to become the minister of finance for the entire party. Like so many of the subjects included in this book, both Brown and Mtume have dedicated much of their post-Panther lives to community and professional work whose roots stretch back to the original principles of the party.


The interviews are divided loosely based on the content Bryan covered in his conversations with the Panthers, which took place sometime after their photo sessions. Although we have elected to separate them based on subject headings to provide organization and structure, the content is generally more extensive than the chapter titles alone indicate.


To provide the reader additional perspective we solicited essays from leading scholars on the party, whose contributions we have woven into the fabric of the text. By no means exhaustive, the essays here are meant to highlight some of the more exciting avenues of research that complement the oral histories in this volume.


In the Introduction, for example, award-winning historian and Black Power studies founder Peniel E. Joseph offers a brief sketch of the origins of the party and its connection to the Black Power Movement. In my own essay, I expand on the history of the party, seeking to shift our gaze away from the dominant, Oakland-centered narrative of the party to one that appreciates the contributions and stories of local Panthers such as the individuals featured in this book.


Although often perceived as an all-black organization, the Panthers did include diverse members such as Christine Choy and Mike Tagawa, both of whom are interviewed in this book and explain how they found their way to the BPP. The party also developed strong alliances with other civil rights, antiwar, and Black Power organizations, not to mention third-world liberation struggles. In the second and third essays, historians Jeffrey Ogbar and Nico Slate, respectively, explore the cross-cultural alliances and global impact of the party.


The iconic male leaders of the Black Panther Party still dominate the popular imagination, but as award-winning historian Rhonda Williams shows, women played a crucial and leading role in the organization. Women, of course, exerted tremendous influence and direction over the party at both the local and national level, and although often absent from the narrative, were a major part of the party’s success.


The rank-and-file Panthers whose names have too often been forgotten were important conduits for change. In Panther chapters across the nation, local leaders organized political education classes, staffed community service initiatives, and spearheaded the day-to-day activities of the party. As professor and Panther scholar Jama Lazerow shows, ordinary people such as Boston Panther Frank Parky Grace were the shock troops of the Panther cause.


Although the image we tend to have of the BPP is of Newton and other leaders, armed and facing down police, we forget that the BPP’s social programs were at the forefront of many of its efforts after 1968. The Panthers out of the spotlight worked tirelessly to address poverty and inequality at the local level. In her essay, Columbia University professor Alondra Nelson explores the little-known health activism of the BPP. She illustrates the ways in which the party’s activism went beyond self-defense and the more popularly known Panther programs such as the Breakfast for Schoolchildren Program.


The interviews, essays, and photographs herein offer readers a chance to reflect on the history of a radical organization whose name continues to elicit bitter rancor and strike fear in the hearts of its detractors; any mention or use of Panther imagery is quickly condemned in an ongoing effort to narrow the focus on the party to the most sensational and unsavory events in its history. Doing so allows the Panthers to be dismissed simply as “thugs” and—what’s worse—their demands for a more just society to be ignored.


But as the men and women whose fascinating stories constitute this book make clear, they were truly inspired to act out of a sincere love for the people. They are not uncritical of the party itself, but they also believe that history has shortchanged them. For many of these individuals and the communities it served, the BPP was a lifesaver that opened their eyes to both social injustice and their own political potential. This moment—on the fiftieth anniversary of the party and amidst the ongoing politicization of young Black Americans in the wake of clear and disturbing patterns of police repression throughout America—is the perfect moment to revisit this history and to reexamine the Panther legacy.


YOHURU WILLIAMS AND BRYAN SHIH, 2016









INTRODUCTION
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THE BLACK PANTHERS AND BLACK POWER


PENIEL E. JOSEPH


THE BLACK PANTHER PARTY (BPP) REMAINS, FIFTY YEARS AFTER THE group’s founding, perhaps the most celebrated, demonized, controversial, and debated radical political organization in American history. Young, brash, angry, and eloquent, the Black Panthers set the world on revolutionary fire in the late 1960s. The BPP grew out of a postwar black freedom struggle most popularly identified with civil rights struggles but one that cultivated equal ferment in black radicalism. If Martin Luther King Jr. endeavored to use nonviolent civil disobedience as a shield against institutional racism and white supremacy, Malcolm X brought forth a gospel of self-defense and revolutionary violence that took hold, like Promethean fire, in small but significant pockets of black America.


Stokely Carmichael, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) chair, who counted Malcolm and Martin as political mentors, became the nation’s foremost spokesperson for black radicalism after Malcolm’s February 21, 1965, assassination at the Audubon Ballroom in Washington Heights, New York. Carmichael’s call for “Black Power!” in Greenwood, Mississippi, popularized a movement that paralleled, intersected, and overlapped national civil rights struggles.


The Black Panthers emerged out of the oppressive racial conditions that Malcolm denounced, Martin sought to ameliorate, and the SNCC vowed to transform. Voting rights demonstrations in Alabama during the winter and spring of 1965 set the stage for state-sanctioned violence against innocent demonstrators that would come to be known as “Bloody Sunday.” The bloodshed triggered a crisis of race and democracy that drew thirty thousand demonstrators to Selma, inspired President Lyndon Johnson to publicly embrace the civil rights movement before a joint session of Congress on March 15, and culminated in the August 6 passage of the Voting Rights Act.


Against the backdrop of the Selma-to-Montgomery demonstration, SNCC activists led by Carmichael, Judy Richardson, Bob Mants, and local leaders such as John Hulett entered Lowndes County, Alabama, a black-belt county in the grips of racial and economic oppression. The Lowndes County Freedom Organization (LCFO) organized rural sharecroppers for political and economic self-determination and racial dignity. Racial terror practices by white authorities and plantation owners forced activists to build tent cities, raise money in urban cities (most notably Detroit), and organize self-defense patrols to protect civil rights workers. By the spring of 1966 LCFO adopted the black panther as a symbol of its newly formed independent political party and its fierce determination to break ancient bonds of oppression.


The black panther served as a symbol of defiance and political engagement as LCFO candidates vied for several local offices including sheriff, coroner, tax assessor, and school board member, positions that remained exclusively white in a county that was 80 percent black. The LCFO held a successful primary in May 1966 that allowed the Black Panther candidates to compete in a November election marred by fraud and threats of violence.


By the summer of 1966 the black panther symbol reverberated across the country with Panther chapters being set up by various local militants. In October of that year two Oakland activists, Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale, formed their own group, the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense (BPP).


The twenty-four-year-old Newton and thirty-year-old Seale were both southern migrants whose families had moved, respectively, from Louisiana and Texas in hopes of participating in Oakland’s postwar economic boom. They found a city steeped in racial and economic segregation. Stubborn race and class hierarchies persisted in a postwar industrial Oakland where the police innovated new forms of racial profiling that snared virtually all young black men in a citywide police dragnet that made them subject to harassment, brutality, arrest, and sometimes death.


Newton and Seale cut their political teeth in local black nationalist study groups and political organizations during the early 1960s. Newton also spent time in prison for petty theft and fighting. Their lives also reflected the stark reality of urban life. Like many young black men of their generation (and those older, such as Malcolm X), Newton and Seale chafed against institutional racism, inadequate education, and police brutality.


This original Black Panther Party chapter, founded by Newton and Seale, drew from extensive reading of Malcolm X and black history, the political example of the Nation of Islam, and the anticolonial struggles in Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean.


On October 15, 1966, at the North Oakland antipoverty center (a product of Lyndon Johnson’s “Great Society”) the BPP was born, with Seale writing and serving as the practical sounding board for Newton’s ideas about political revolution and self-determination. The resulting Ten-Point Platform and Program (included in this book’s Appendix) divided the black community’s goals along dual tracks of political goals (“What We Want”) and beliefs (“What We Believe”). The Panthers called for an end to police brutality, exemption from military service, quality education, decent housing, land, peace, bread, and justice. The Panthers both derided American democracy as the pipe dream Malcolm X had ridiculed and, following Martin Luther King Jr., extolled the founding documents as expansive enough to allow the nation to march forward into an undiscovered country of racial equality and economic justice.


The Black Panthers announced a bracing brand of revolutionary nationalism, a political philosophy influenced by Malcolm X, Negroes with Guns author Robert F. Williams, and black political theorist and former Marxist Harold W. Cruse. Revolutionary nationalism connected domestic antiracist struggles to anticolonial wars being waged around the world, all the while maintaining a fierce allegiance to the struggles, hopes, and dreams of indigenous people.


Within two years the Black Panthers would emerge as the most visible revolutionary group in the world, having successfully absorbed (through alliance or intimidation) rival Panther groups and drafted a coterie of the era’s most iconic Black Power revolutionaries into the group, most notably Stokely Carmichael as prime minister in 1968.


Like the #BlackLivesMatter movement of today, the Black Panthers identified the American criminal justice system as a gateway to a wider, yet interconnected, system of racial and class oppression, global in its scope. Newton’s arrest on charges of murdering an Oakland police officer (he was convicted of manslaughter in 1968, released in 1970) inspired the “Free Huey” movement, which, with the expert public relations work of Minister of Information Eldridge Cleaver and Communications Secretary Kathleen Neal Cleaver, turned a local group of militants into international icons.


During the BPP’s first five years of existence the group deployed multiple and provocative organizing techniques ranging from early Panther patrols that pitted armed Panthers in showdowns with local police officers and teetered on the edge of violence to community programs that offered free breakfast, lunch, health care, and legal assistance to poor black folk. Dozens of chapters sprung up throughout the nation, with Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles emerging as key Panther sites outside of Oakland.


The group’s open advocacy of revolutionary socialism by 1968 pushed it to adopt a historical materialist (Marxist) critique of racial injustice and economic inequality. The BPP was the only major Black Power organization to openly align itself with whites, a position that put its members at odds with former allies. The Panthers adopted an anti-imperialist framework that identified them as a revolutionary “vanguard” daring to fight American empire from inside the belly of the beast.


Like surrealist painters the Panthers sought to will the new world they imagined into being. They did so through practical politics in the form of a well-received newspaper, founding dozens of chapters nationally and later National Committees to Combat Fascism, innovating social programs, and aligning themselves with a host of indigenous Black Power–era groups, including the Brown Berets, Young Lords Party, Red Guard, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), Peace and Freedom Party, and American Indian Movement (AIM).


Globally, the BPP inspired similar groups in London, India, the Middle East, Scandinavia, and elsewhere. For international radicals buoyed by the revolutionary conflagrations of 1968 the BPP came to symbolize the hopes for revolution at home and abroad. The Panthers became by the late 1960s, perhaps more than any other group in America, the symbol of anti-imperialist, antiwar, and anticapitalist organizing. Before Richard Nixon went to China, Newton traveled there and was accorded the treatment and meetings of a foreign dignitary.


The group’s politics and activism attracted local, state, national, and international surveillance. The FBI’s Counterintelligence Program (COINTELPRO) unleashed hundreds of highly coordinated attacks on the group that left it reeling, with some members imprisoned or dead, and undermined its social programs. Local authorities, less publicly but no less effectively, undermined the group through harassment, confrontations, arrests, and incarceration. The Panthers unveiled the depths of racial inequality in the American justice system and paid the price. Former Panthers, having served longer sentences than nonpolitical prisoners have, attest to the harsh reality of the nation’s criminal justice system, with supporters characterizing them, decades later, as political prisoners. Indeed, some remain in prison, including Herman A. Bell and Jalil Muntaqim (formerly Anthony Bottom), who are included in this book.


Some wounds were self-inflicted. The Panthers suffered from a centralized, hierarchical leadership structure, deep misogyny and sexism within the rank and file and leadership, and too casual use of violence and intimidation to settle disputes within and outside of the organization.


By the early 1970s the group changed course, with former confidantes Newton and Cleaver engaging in a very public feud over strategy and tactics that erupted in virtual civil war between East and West Coast representatives, which left at least two Panthers dead and more injured. Newton’s decision to disband chapters and consolidate the party’s strength in Oakland left many Panthers disillusioned. Some traveled to Oakland to continue the party building through a successful charter school and political campaigns. Seale lost a close runoff election for mayor of Oakland, and Elaine Brown ran a strong campaign for city council.


Ultimately, the Black Panthers represented one of the most bracing challenges to institutional racism in the postwar era. The Panthers, following Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael, and the revolutionary activists of the Black Power Movement, called out the structural and policy roots of racism, poverty, state violence, and inequality. They blasted America, as did Martin Luther King Jr., as a nation sick with the diseases of materialism, militarism, and racism. Their rhetorical brio was matched by a dazzling aesthetic. Black men and women, telegenic and articulate, in black leather jackets, tilted berets, powder-blue shirts, and armed with rifles, guns, and bandoliers marched in unison calling on America to end its long history of racial and class oppression.


Black lives mattered for the Panthers both rhetorically and programmatically. Rhetorically, the BPP innovated a new language to designate a political structure it identified as being antiblack. Its members called police “pigs” not to denigrate officers who upheld the law and protected lives but to call out the large numbers who in the context of America in the 1960s and 1970s did not. Panthers decried America as racist, greedy, repressive, complete with law enforcement who relished in the use of “Gestapo” tactics in the black community. Malcolm X leveled similar charges.


A half-century later the Panthers’ critique of the American criminal justice system resonates even more powerfully. The rise of mass incarceration has placed 2.3 million Americans in federal, state, and local prisons and more than five million more on probation and parole. The Black Panthers, who innovated a busing-to-prison program in the 1970s and recruited prisoners and ex-offenders into the group’s leadership, anticipated the rise of the prison state. Prisoner rights, which have become central to contemporary reform movements (with an able assist from Michelle Alexander’s best-selling The New Jim Crow), include defending not only the innocent but the guilty from a system more comfortable with punishing black bodies than rehabilitating them.


The Black Panthers’ greatest legacy for contemporary activists remains their ability to speak truth to power and act, at their best, with courage, determination, and grace, which allowed them to stand out as perhaps the boldest and most cohesive example of black self-determination in American history. The Panthers illustrated how radical black struggles for freedom enabled a wide range of groups to engage in envelope-pushing activism capable of expanding liberal democracy into the still-undiscovered terrain of radical humanism.


Peniel E. Joseph is professor of history and the Barbara Jordan Chair in Political Values and Ethics at the Lyndon Baines Johnson School of Public Policy, where he serves as founding director of the Center for the Study of Race and Democracy at the University of Texas at Austin. He is the author of the award-winning Waiting ’til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power in America; Dark Days, Bright Nights: From Black Power to Barack Obama; and Stokely: A Life, which received the Benjamin Hooks Institute for Social Change National Book Award and was named a New York Times editor’s pick. He is also the editor of The Black Power Movement and Neighborhood Rebels. A frequent national commentator on issues of race, democracy, and civil rights, he is a contributing editor at TheRoot.com whose writing has appeared in the New York Times, Washington Post, Reuters.com, and Newsweek.com. A Harvard alumnus Caperton fellow at that university’s Hutchins Center, he lives in Austin, Texas.







CHAPTER ONE
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IN DEFENSE OF SELF-DEFENSE

PATHWAYS TO THE BPP

PEOPLE JOINED THE BPP FOR MANY DIFFERENT REASONS. THE MOMENT of politicization was different for everybody, but a few were commonly shared, including the 1963 bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, and the 1965 Watts urban rebellion. A more general sense of frustration and alienation compelled others to join the Panthers’ ranks. The party exerted enormous pull on the imaginations of the members, especially those who experienced police brutality. In the rebellious spirit of the times, the party’s bold stance on self-defense resonated with those seeking fresh alternatives for achieving social justice and Black Liberation. Party members expressed a deep appreciation for other aspects of the Panthers’ program, including its community service programs, which grew out of a genuine love for the people.


[image: “When you’re young ...]



“When you’re young, fear is really not in your vocabulary.”

Claudia Chesson-Williams (b. April 23, 1951) was a member of the Corona, Queens, Branch of the Black Panther Party. She later worked in the Information Technology Department of Columbia University for twenty-three years, and then for Greenhope Services for Women, an alternative-to-incarceration program. She is part of the Black Panther Commemoration Committee New York, which hosts an annual film festival to raise money for political prisoners.

MY NEIGHBORHOOD FRIEND, A SISTER THAT I’VE KNOWN SINCE I WAS about eleven years old, said, “Claudia, I want you to go with me. We’re going to go and hear these Panthers speak at PS 92,” which was an elementary school in our community. I said, “Okay, I’ll go. I’m down.”

I listened to these brothers speak, and I heard the pitch. I saw the determination, and I saw the compassion. I thought, “Wow, this is the feeling that I used to get when I went into clubs and popped my fingers and got on the dance floor.” It was the same feeling, except it was bigger than me now. It was bigger than I. It was full of love of the people.

No longer did we have to argue and fight about, “What are you looking at me like that for?” and “Don’t step on my sneaker,” and “This is my block.” Now, we really had something to fight for. We had a people to fight for. That was bigger than any gang or any club. We had a goal. We had something to look forward to, which was the betterment of black people.

It was most definitely something that I was searching for, but I didn’t yet know that I was searching. I didn’t find it. It fell on me. That was the first meeting. That’s what actually started the wheels of my mind for me to become political.

I was rank and file. I did a lot of things. The easiest way to say it is just to imagine worker bees. You’ve got one queen; everybody else works. Rank and file—those were the worker bees. We did it all. The one thing I enjoyed the most was teaching the political education (PE) classes on Seventh Avenue in front of the Harlem office. That was the most fruitful, but anything I did, it was for the love of the people. Wherever I was, wherever I was sent, or whatever I had to do, it didn’t matter anymore because it was for the love of the people. We were trying to get the word out. If I had to sell 125 papers in a day, and I got close to that goal, then I did a good job.

I was originally from Queens and came out of the Corona Branch of the Black Panther Party. When the Panther Twenty-One were arrested and went to jail,aa in order to keep those offices open and functioning, Panthers were sent from all over the city to Harlem. I was one of the Panthers that ended up in the Harlem Branch. That’s how I got to be there on Wednesday nights to give the PE classes. I was extremely nervous the first time, but once I found my voice, then it went like clockwork. A lot of the people in the community who were just walking by were like, “Well, let me stop and see what this little girl is talking about,” because I was indeed a little girl at that time.


In April 1969, prominent New York Panthers were arrested and charged with a plot to carry out a series of bombings throughout the city. The charges against all twenty-one were eventually dropped, but high bail amounts leading to extended jail time crippled the once vibrant chapter.



We started off every PE class with the Ten-Point Program, and we ended every PE class with, “Okay, let me hear from you guys. What do you want to see different in your community? How are you living?” Then we would get the feedback, and then we would know how to concentrate our efforts. Rent strikes were crazy because if you had to live like that, why should you pay rent? We did clothing drives. We did food drives. We did, of course, the breakfast program.

There were a lot of other things that happened, and they might have been more meaningful, but those PE classes stayed with me. We were outside on the street in front of the office. When you were giving a class or you were having a talk inside the office, and there were only Panthers around you, the feeling was just different than outside on the street. The Panthers knew what you were doing because they were Panthers and they were doing the same thing. Outside, there were constant questions and answers with the people. You had to give yourself up when you were outside in that crowd. You never knew who was going to say, “We don’t care about that, and we don’t care about you. You need to go away.” There were a lot of people that just did not know where we were coming from and were afraid that if they were seen at the office or they were seen asking questions that they’d get the reprisals; that they would end up getting hurt. They were afraid.




	[image: ]







Things went so fast. Time seems to accelerate when you’re always looking over your shoulder. At this time, it was all-out war against the Panthers, and brothers were being shot down in the street or set up or going to jail for years. We have brothers in jail since that time, forty, forty-one years. We’ve had brothers that we’ve lost on the inside that we can’t let the world forget. The government said, “Okay, we’re going to lock them up and throw away the key and nobody will ever care.” That’s not true. We want them out. We want freedom for all political prisoners. We don’t want any more of them to die on the inside. That’s the biggest injustice.

There were times that our cadre consisted of almost nothing but women, and that was when the brothers were locked up or had to go underground. I remember being on a front line against a policeman on horseback and being six months pregnant. What we wanted was a simple streetlight, and we got the community out there, and we blocked traffic. I didn’t know whether I was going to be trampled and my baby killed, but I knew that I had to be there. I was an active member of the party from 1968 to 1971, and in those few years, I aged ten, fifteen years. We didn’t have much time to be little girls. We went straight to womanhood.

Talking about these things is bringing up all of these feelings, things that I haven’t thought about or touched on for a long time. It seems that as you get older, and you look back on the things that you’ve done in your life, you say, “Oh my God, I could have gotten killed then.” When you’re young, fear is really not in your vocabulary, and once you look back, you wonder, “Why wasn’t I afraid?” We didn’t have time to be afraid. It was all about survival. That’s pretty much what it was. You worked hard, and you grew up fast.
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“I knew I was fighting for my rights. I was fighting for something that I truly believed in my heart.”

Cyril “Bullwhip” Innis Jr. (b. February 12, 1945) grew up in Queens, New York, where he joined the Corona Branch of the party. He held several leadership positions, especially following the arrest of the Panther Twenty-One. He retired from the New York City Board of Education. He is part of the Black Panther Commemoration Committee New York, which hosts an annual film festival to raise money for political prisoners.

EVERYBODY HAD STOPPED “JITTERBUGGING” (FIGHTING)—THERE were no more gangs. The people that I knew who were in gangs, the majority of them were at this cultural center, the Malcolm X Cultural Center. And I said, “Oh!” I came in, and some of my old friends were there. I met Mr. Bill Brownville,bb and I asked, “Can I become part of this?” With the expanding knowledge of myself that I got through books such as From “Superman” to Man by J. A. Rogers, I figured this culture center would help me to learn even more about myself.


A revered community elder in Corona, Queens.



I was more into the progressiveness of the Malcolm X Cultural Center. We were doing things in the community, which I liked to do. Now, in 1968 the Black Panther Party had started. I heard about them. We all heard about them. They were already in New York, and the Jamaica Branch of the Panther Party in Queens was functioning. The brothers and sisters from there came to our office in Corona, Queens, and we sat down and met. They asked, “Would you guys like to become part of the Black Panther Party?”

I was attracted to the Black Panther Party. I was a reader and had read a lot about what they were doing in California. I embraced that military look. They had their little guns, and they were stepping to the man. And to me, I enjoy stepping to the man. I never had a fear of the police at all.

But let me go back. There was a piece in my life that really hurt me at one point, and to this day I always think about that because I never could understand it. It was back when they blew up the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Alabama and killed those four little girls. I never knew that people could be so vicious and so deranged and so racist that you could blow up a church. Now mind you that in the Corona, Queens–East Elmhurst area we come from, a lot of our families were very churchgoing people. So even if I was a little, bad knucklehead, I still had that church thing. I went to Sunday school. I believed in the church. So when this happened I said, “White people don’t have any respect for our churches. They killed these four little girls.” That stayed in me. And then, Emmett Till! I saw a picture, how they beat him and hung him. I said, “Wait a minute! This is crazy.” All of that was festering in me, so for me to become a Panther? I was already ready. You created me to become the one who’s going to be against you. You’re my adversary now. I’m going to defend my community, and this is what the Panthers were doing. I felt that I would be a hell of a fine Panther.

After Malcolm was assassinated, the Corona Branch of the Black Panther Party became Sister Betty Shabazz’s bodyguards for a while. It was an honor to make sure that we protected what we called the “first family” because of Malcolm. We were the seeds of Malcolm. I’m not talking just about the Corona Branch, I’m saying the Black Panther Party as a whole. We did what Malcolm said needed to be done, and we weren’t afraid to do it. One concept that I would tell people that they have to understand is that we were young, but you know what? We weren’t afraid of death because we knew that was the epitome of being a true revolutionary. Che Guevara said it. Patrice Lumumba said it. A lot of people said that power cedes to nothing but power, so it was an honor to be a Panther, and if I were to die, to die as a Panther. I knew I was fighting for my rights. I was fighting for something that I truly believed in my heart.


[image: “We were blinded by our love ...]



“We were blinded by our love and devotion. I think that’s what revolution is.”

J. Yasmeen Sutton (b. March 10, 1950) was on the Finance Committee of the Corona Branch of the Black Panther Party in Queens, New York. Currently, she is senior accountant at the Center for Rapid Recovery, a mental health nonprofit organization in Hempstead, New York. Previously she was the vice president of finance and operations at Greenhope Services for Women in East Harlem, a criminal justice program offering alternatives to incarceration. She volunteers as the treasurer for the Finance Committee of New York state assemblyman Jeffrion Aubry and is active on the Black Panther Commemoration Committee New York, which hosts an annual film festival to raise money for political prisoners, as well as the National Alumni Association of the Black Panther Party.

UNLIKE COMRADES THAT LEFT HOME AND LIVED IN “PANTHER PADS,” I never left my house and still did Panther work. I was in college at the time, and I stayed in college. Actually, I sold my papers on campus. Before classes I had a little part-time job working in a cafeteria out at Kennedy Airport. I would take the leftover bread and milk—kind of liberating it—for the breakfast program. Then after I came home from school, I went to the Panther office in Corona, Queens.

The uniqueness of the Corona Branch was that you had all different types of people. I was nineteen. Claudia (Chesson-Williams) was eighteen, but we had people who were fourteen, fifteen. There were people who followed Malcolm and others that followed Paul Robeson. Others were part of the Communist Party. There were older people and people that were part of street gangs. Then you had drug users that were cleaning themselves up down in the basement of the office who then came up as Panthers. I was a good kid who went to school. I was square. I was quiet. But there I was, because it was about the party, the injustices, and the revolution. We were all part of something.

Another unique thing about Corona was that we were involved in starting the Langston Hughes Library, not just as a library but as a cultural center as well. Members of the party were part of the committee. That was one of the things we fought for. Another thing we’re proud of is getting a traffic light installed in our neighborhood, where there were a lot of accidents and hit-and-runs. People were getting killed out in the street. We ended up writing letters to the mayor, to the traffic people. Finally, one day, we just disrupted traffic in order to get the light.

To illustrate how young we were, Omar (Barbour) and I had to open up a party bank account. We went to a bank on Jamaica Avenue, and they said to us, “Well, who’s your president? Who’s in charge?” We told them Huey Newton and Bobby Seale. We had no inkling. We were that young. I just knew that I was studying accounting at community college at the time and that they trusted me. So I would count the money when newspaper sales came in, write it up, and record it. That’s how I really became involved in the finances for the Black Panther Party.

My first experience with a gun was going to the arcade on Forty-second Street, where you could just aim and shoot. Eventually we went out into the woods to practice. You had to learn how to shoot a gun, how to respect it. They actually blindfolded us, and we had to break a gun down and put it back together within a certain time. We were preparing ourselves for the revolution, even if it meant dying, because we knew that it was going to make a difference, that people were going to be better off.

It’s interesting now when I think about how much we thought about death and dying. That’s not natural with young people. But we were blinded by our love and devotion. I think that’s what revolution is.



ANATOMY OF A SETUP NO. 1

AS TOLD SEPARATELY BY

CYRIL “BULLWHIP” INNIS JR., J. YASMEEN

SUTTON, AND CLAUDIA CHESSON-WILLIAMS

Cyril “Bullwhip” Innis Jr.: Here’s a story for you, and only Corona Panthers know it. As soon as we became Panthers we had an incident. It was 11:30, 12 o’clock at night, and we just came from a party at the office, brothers and sisters. We were walking down 102nd Street. Now mind you, we had just become members of the Panther Party, so we were celebrating.

J. Yasmeen Sutton: We used to be together all the time. After doing party work during the day we would sit up and drink “bitter dog” (red wine and lemon juice) and then go home. Well, one night, we’re on our way home, singing “off the pig” and “no more pigs in the community.”

Claudia Chesson-Williams: I was in awe of some of these people I had known all my life. They were fierce, and they were determined, and they had on their fatigues and berets. It was just wonderful to be a part of something. They were singing their songs, and I was just walking and looking and listening when all of a sudden this man pulls up, jumps out of his car, and says that he was robbed.

CI: The guy jumps out of his car with a gun, black dude. “Where y’all going?! Stop! I want y’all to stop now! Wait right here!” So we’re like, “Oh shit!” He’s got this gun, and I’m looking at the dude. He’s got it pointed at Claudia’s face.

YS: He says somebody stole his TV, record player, and all this other stuff from him.

CW: The gun was pointing right at my face, and the brothers surrounded me to protect me while they were trying to talk to him.

YS: One of the brothers named Daoud said, “Brother, we’re Panthers. We don’t steal from the people. If you tell us what was stolen, we’ll try to help find it for you.”

  CI:   So we’re trying to negotiate with this guy, because he’s got this gun out, but you could smell the liquor on him.

YS: This guy was drunk.

CW: While the other brothers were trying to talk to him to make him put the gun down, he fell. He was drunk.

CI: So, we’re looking at each other, and we’re looking at this guy, and I don’t know how it happened—we closed in on him and hit him at the same time. We held his hand up so we could force the gun from him. We’re hitting him, and as he goes to the ground, handcuffs come out.

YS: They pushed him over and took the gun, but while they were doing it, his handcuffs fell out of his pocket along with his shield. That night it was . . . they beat him up.

CW: We came to find out it was a policeman. I guess he figured if he locked up that many teenagers at one time, it would be a big feather in his cap.

CI: I see these cuffs, and I scream, “This motherfucker’s a pig!” because it blew my mind. And he’s there on the ground, “No, don’t hit me. Don’t hit me no more.” Well, I wanted to do things that my comrades stopped me from doing. I was no joke. I didn’t care.

YS: They took his gun and his badge and the handcuffs. They took everything from him.

CW: That’s why we always said, “A pig is a pig is a pig is a pig.” It didn’t matter what color they were. If someone’s going to brutalize you and victimize you, they are still a pig.

YS: The next day, the newspaper said young thugs had robbed this guy, but it wasn’t true.

CI: When we opened up the trunk of his car, everything that this sucker said we stole was in his car! It was the first set up of the Corona Branch of the Black Panther Party.

YS: A couple of days later, some of our guys were arrested, charged with robbing the cop.

CW: Protect and serve was really not what it was about.

CI: Ronnie got picked up. They came to us looking for the gun. We knew what to do. “You let Ronnie go no charges, you get the gun back.” That’s all we said, because we had already given Bill (Brownville) the gun.

CW: Mr. Brownville had us go down to the Civilian Review Board and get signatures. He said, “Let’s do it by the book. Let me show you how it is with the legal system and how to do things.” We did that. We did that, and nothing ever happened. Two of the brothers that were with us were on probation and ended up going back to jail because of this arrest.

CI: That was the very first litmus test for us as Panthers, and we passed. After that, they knew we were not a group to play with. To this day, every group that has worked with us knows, “Those Corona Panthers? They don’t play.”

YS: The interesting thing about it was that twenty years later, this same cop was killed in an illegal after-hours spot, where he shouldn’t have been anyway.

CW: He got a parade. He made it all the way to gold-shield detective. But we know.

YS: It was that particular night that always made me doubt and not trust the police.

CW: That was the turning point. That’s what brought me into the Black Panther Party.


[image: “We just had to mourn their ..]



“We just had to mourn their deaths and keep going.”

Katherine Campbell (b. October 8, 1951) was raised in San Francisco, where she also first encountered the party. In addition to working on the newspaper, she was a longtime worker at the Oakland Community School, where she was in charge of preparing special menus for people with allergies.

IN AN ENGLISH CLASS AT SAN FRANCISCO CITY COLLEGE, THE TEACHER asked us to write a paper on the most beautiful animal in the world. I thought, Everybody’s going to write about a horse. I don’t want to write about a horse. I want to write about something else. I came upon a book in the library, and on the cover was a panther, the cat. It looked fierce and scary. I read that it was very gentle and nice unless provoked, and I thought, Wow, what a good thing to write about.
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