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FOREWORD


Huey Newton and the Black Panther Party he created have passed out of existence, as all things do. Like all things, the man and his organization leave behind memories, sadly destined to be weaned out of history with each new generation. But they also have left behind tangible references to lives lived and life works. Their legacy is a humane one that is a beacon from the past.


I came to know and embrace the best of Huey Newton—first from the distance of a Black Panther Party youth member beginning in 1970, then many years later from a wife’s intimate, firsthand perspective after we were married in 1981. I was therefore witness to the enlightened dreams he dreamed and to the agony of the dreamer. I came to know that Huey was the truest revolutionary, seeking always to bring harmony between the nature of things and the state of things, to transform dark into light, to challenge fear and hate with courage and love.


As Huey’s former wife and comrade, I am also uniquely situated to attest to the common humanity of the man who struggled always with the trappings of his international celebrity. To many observers, admirers, and detractors alike, Huey was the embodiment of the black liberation struggle in America. His 1967 arrest in connection with the shooting death of an Oakland police officer thrust him into headline news around the world. Of course, he had already achieved tremendous local notoriety in the San Francisco Bay Area when he founded the Black Panther Party in 1966. However, the landmark trial that followed forever elevated Huey to the iconic status that at once rightly celebrated his role as an African American freedom fighter while enshrouding the man in the myths and falsehoods that have obscured his legacy for decades.


In order to bring truth and clarity to the historical record, I launched the Huey P. Newton Foundation, along with former party members David Hilliard and Elaine Brown in 1993. The foundation is the repository of the Black Panther Party archives, including hundreds of papers, photographs, correspondence, and personal documents. A primary component of our work has been highlighting Huey’s intellectual contributions, especially his eloquent, far-sighted political philosophies that remain as relevant to world affairs today as when they were written some thirty years ago.


I am therefore thrilled by the publication of Huey: Spirit of the Panther, the first-ever authoritative biography of Huey P. Newton. This long-overdue, much-needed book represents the definitive account of his life, work, and legacy. Meticulously researched and involving the participation of dozens of insiders from Huey’s private and public lives—many of them never before having shared their recollections of Huey and the Black Panther Party—this groundbreaking biography opens new windows onto the past. Just as importantly, however, Huey: Spirit of the Panther presents new avenues for future scholarly endeavors that seek to enlighten our understanding of the party, its founder, and the black liberation era.


History is witness to the fact that Huey acted on his vision by inventing an instrument for enlightenment and freedom called the Black Panther Party. This was his essence and his life’s work, and its spirit lives on as his personal legacy. The Black Panther Party has left behind a legacy, a foundation laid, a seed sown that flowers the barren fields of today.


—Fredrika Newton    


Oakland, California


March 28, 2005        
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CHAPTER 1


“LET ME DIE RIGHT HERE.”


On October 18, 1967, Bobby Seale sat in jail. Five months earlier, the Sacramento state legislature had been visited by a group of gun-toting members of the Black Panther Party. Bobby was still locked up on gun charges after a compromise enabled the remaining members arrested in Sacramento to go free. Sacramento put the Black Panther Party on the map, just as Huey had planned. Immediately afterward, we were deluged with publicity and press from all over the world. Black Panther Party memberships came rolling in from all across the country. We went from being a small neighborhood Oakland organization to a nationwide phenomenon. Huey’s plan had worked beautifully. Sacramento was the “colossal event” that sent shock waves throughout the country; black men and women in forty cities were prepared to defend their own people with their lives.


When Bobby Seale and Huey came together to form the Black Panther Party, they observed many political groups. Many seemed steeped in rhetoric, withdrawn from reality, with no practical programs for the people. The actions the BPP engaged in were purely strategic for political purposes designed to mobilize the community.


The situation was desperate, and some of our rhetoric became as inflamed as that used against us by politicians and media. The press painted us as wild, gun-toting animals. We had picked up the gun, now we could not put it down; the media froze us in this agonizing posture.


Bobby, the cofounder of the Black Panther Party, was incarcerated, and Huey wanted him out of the Santa Rita Jail. Huey didn’t have a job. Today marked the end of his probation. I had a job and a car, a family, and very little money. The young Black Panther Party was experiencing one of its very first lows.


I would go over to Huey’s house, and it might be two o’clock in the afternoon. He’d still be lying in his bed, reading a magazine or a book. Thinking. Huey was always thinking, and I knew what was on his mind. I could see the wheels turning. How were we going to raise the bail to get Bobby out of Santa Rita? How were we going to top Sacramento in terms of another “colossal event”?


A windfall came our way in the form of a paid speaking engagement across the Bay at San Francisco State College. Like many colleges and universities, San Francisco State was already a hotbed of debate and radical politics. A year later the college would be the site of student riots, tear gas, strikes, and demonstrations under the tumultuous administration of S. I. Hayakawa, a conservative and feisty semantics professor–turned–campus president and later a Republican U.S. senator.


Huey and I jumped into my car and rode over to the campus, on the foggy side of San Francisco, to the student union, where Huey was scheduled to speak that day. After the speech, we looked at one another. Five hundred dollars. It was enough money, I figured. Now we could maybe parlay it into something bigger to help get Bobby out. At the very least, we’d have ourselves a small reserve.


“What do you think we should do?” Huey asked me.


Before I had started my job at the longshoreman union hall, my best way of making money came from the street. I knew that weed was one of the easiest commodities to buy and sell quickly.


“I know these guys who’ve got bricks,” I suggested to Huey. “Let’s buy a couple, break them down, and sell them. I’ll bet we can triple our money.” I knew people who sold large quantities of weed. I figured we could break the stuff down and sell matchboxes full of it for five bucks apiece to raise money for Bobby’s bail.


Gene McKinney had been my junior high school friend since the eighth grade. We grew up together in West Oakland, along with his four brothers and two sisters. A couple of those brothers were basketball players. Another brother, Bull McKinney, was built like a football player. They were all tough guys. Gene’s father held gambling parties at his house, and Gene’s mother would cook up a mountain of fried chicken and ribs and bake cakes. Gene was my big-brother, right-hand partner. The events of October 1967 brought Gene into the inner circle of the Black Panther Party.


Gene was a ladies’ man, a handsome guy. All the girls liked him. Plus, he was a good street fighter. He came out of the Codornices Village housing projects in Berkeley along with Bobby Seale.


“We’ve got to get Gene involved in this,” I said to Huey.


Gene was an asset. Just about anytime during the week, you could go over to Gene’s house, especially during the weekends, and Gene’s daddy would be running his gambling parties, the biggest in West Oakland. My idea was that we would throw our own gambling party and raise enough money to bail Bobby out of Santa Rita.


Gene and my brother June agreed to help Huey and me out. Later, after we broke down the weed, we still had a few dollars left to buy food, hamburgers, and chicken for our party. June agreed to cook. We would “pay the house.” That meant the house could take a piece of all the gambling action. That way everybody wins. Players would pay us to come to the house and play. With the weed, food, and our gambling cut, we’d all make money, Bobby would be out of Santa Rita, and we might even have enough left over for a three-hundred-dollar reserve. It was all set. Our gambling fund-raiser would be held at my house on Thirty-second Street and Magnolia. By two in the morning, we were doing all right. My place was packed. The house was jumping with winners and losers.


Then Huey had an idea. About a week earlier, he and I had been riding down Seventh Street. Seventh Street in Oakland was where all the street action was. We called it the “Hoe Stroll.” Huey recalled seeing a pretty young girl standing on the street with a pad of paper and a clipboard. She said she was conducting a sociology study for her college class. Huey liked what he saw.


“I’d like to be your student,” Huey mused.


“Here,” the girl says, handing him the clipboard. “Sign your name on this.”


I had already forgotten about the girl, but apparently Huey hadn’t. Now, here it was, two in the morning, and Huey turned to Gene.


“I think I want to go down to Seventh Street and find my fine little sociology student.”


“Huey,” I said, “I really think that girl was a student. Besides, it’s two AM.”


“I think she’s a prostitute,” he said, “and I’m going to go out and look for her.”


As Huey and Gene left the house, I was thinking, “Man, they’re wasting their time; the girl was a legitimate student.” But Huey was convinced she was running a game. That was how Huey typically thought. Everybody had his or her game. Besides looking for the girl, Huey went out to get more food, some barbecue. Huey loved to eat.


“We’ve got plenty of food in the house,” I said. Besides, the place was still jumping, crowded with gamblers, and our food and weed supply were still holding up. Nevertheless Huey and Gene split.


An hour later, there was a loud banging at the door. Everybody froze. The room turned dead silent. Somebody opened the door and Huey fell crumpled onto the floor, a huge gaping hole in his stomach. He hit the floor with a thud, unconscious. Gene was out of breath, hollering, saying something about the cops and how they shot Huey. One cop was dead. The other was shot. Thanks to Sacramento, every man in blue knew Huey and who he was, and what organization he stood for: the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. The guys suddenly grew nervous about being in the same house with Huey. Huey was lying on the floor, a massive hole in his gut, bleeding like a dog. Everybody broke for the door, and the house immediately emptied.


I was frantic.


“What are we going to do?”


Huey came to, long enough to ask the same question.


“I’m going to take you to the hospital,” I decided.


Huey protested. “Let me die right here. All they’re going to do is give me the gas chamber. They’re going to kill me anyway, so let me die right here.”


“I can’t,” I stammered. “I can’t do that.”


I ran frantically around the house, gathering towels to soak up the blood streaming from Huey’s stomach. Then we lifted Huey into my car. June, Huey, and I raced down MacArthur Boulevard toward Kaiser-Permanente Medical Center. As we drove up onto the emergency-room ramp, I assumed Huey was already dead. I blew my horn and revved up the engine. June jumped out and opened the car door. We now had Huey by both legs. I saw a nurse run out of the emergency room toward us just as we set Huey down on the hard concrete ramp.


“He’s shot, he’s shot, he’s shot,” I yelled out to the nurses as I headed back to my car.


As the nurse ran back inside to grab a gurney, June and I took off in the car. I burned rubber, and in seconds we’d gotten the hell out of there.


The next day, Huey stared back at me from the front page of the Oakland Tribune. In fact, he was on the front page of almost every metro newspaper across the country. He was not dead after all. In the press photo, Huey is wounded and manacled to a gurney in the Kaiser Oakland emergency room. In the forefront of the picture a fat Oakland cop stares sternly into the camera lens. Huey is lying on his back in the ER, his hands cuffed to the gurney. He is stretched out, in an oddly Christlike position, a man about to be executed.




CHAPTER 2


THE OAKLAND STREETS


I first met Huey when we moved from West Oakland to North Oakland in the fifties. Every morning we’d hurry off together to Woodrow Wilson Junior High School, a racially mixed school where black students were in the minority. Huey and I were the same age, same grade, and would attend many of the same schools, although we never shared a single class.


While neither of us played sports, Huey admired the boxers. Joe Louis, the Brown Bomber. Kid Gavilan. Sugar Ray Robinson. Jersey Joe Walcott. Athletes like Joe Louis and Jackie Robinson instilled pride and courage.


Huey’s physical appearance was always tidy. His face was oiled and shined; he looked like a piece of jade. He was compulsive about cleanliness and brushed his teeth incessantly, several times a day. Huey loved classical music. His mother had furnished him with piano lessons, so he introduced me to the music of Tchaikovsky. He loved the Nutcracker. One of his favorite songs was Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Flight of the Bumblebee.”


Huey was shy and introverted. He couldn’t talk much to the girls. The way he’d get their attention was to recite poetry. Although Huey had learning and reading disabilities in the classroom, he had no problems memorizing epic poems. “The Bells” or “The Raven” by Edgar Allen Poe, T. S. Eliot’s “Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, and Macbeth were all part of his spoken repertoire. That was how he impressed the girls.


Huey’s father, Walter Newton, was born in Alabama. His mother, Armelia Johnson, was born in Louisiana. The couple lived in Arkansas for seven years before moving to Louisiana, where Walter held jobs in a gravel pit, carbon plant, sugarcane mill, and sawmill, and served briefly as a brakeman. A deeply religious man, he preached regularly at the Bethel Baptist Church in Monroe, Louisiana. When Walter decided to pull up stakes and eventually settle in Oakland in 1944, he sought work at the naval air station in Alameda County. By 1945 the entire family had relocated westward. Walter Newton worked multiple jobs to see to it his family never went hungry. Walter strictly forbade his wife to take on a job, particularly as a domestic worker for any of the white Oakland households.


Huey P. Newton, the youngest child of the Newton family, was born in Monroe, Louisiana, on February 17, 1942, the last of seven children. Lee Edward, the eldest son, was old enough to be Huey’s father. After Lee was Walter Jr. (nicknamed Sonny Man), whose innate street sense would later have a tremendous impact on Huey while growing up. Next came Melvin. There were three sisters: Myrtle, Leola, and Doris. To his mother and sisters, Huey was the little prince. He was named after Louisiana governor Huey Pierce Long, a politician Walter admired because of Long’s talent to cleverly and simultaneously cater to the area’s white patricians while passing programs that also helped Louisiana’s black communities through the back door.


Huey struggled as a boy and as a young student. He hid his learning disabilities by constantly behaving in ways that got him kicked out of class. Because his mother always insisted on Huey using the initial “P” in his name, some of the kids at school made fun (“Huey P. goes wee, wee, wee”), which only sharpened and honed his fighting skills on the playground.


When we first met, Huey was attending sixth grade at Santa Fe Elementary. I lived on Forty-seventh and West, while Huey lived around the corner on Forty-seventh Street. Our neighborhood was working class and integrated. Soon the Newton family spread out. Nearly all the daughters had grown and moved away, as did the older sons. Lee Edward moved to the San Francisco Peninsula, toward Menlo Park. Walter Jr., Sonny Man, was in Southern California. That left four Newtons in the household—Walter, Armelia, Melvin, and Huey.


While growing up, Huey was greatly influenced by four strong male role models. He would eventually become an amalgam of all four figures. Walter, the strict disciplinarian, had a strong sense of moral character and was deeply rooted in Old Testament values. Oldest brother, Lee Edward, was the first of the family to see the inside of the Oakland County Jail, and he taught Huey the meaning of standing up and holding his ground, even if it meant a fight. Walter Jr. represented the excitement of the street to Huey. Hanging out at the racetrack or being kept by a woman made Sonny Man a player in Huey’s eyes. For the rest of his life, a part of Huey would always emulate Sonny Man. Melvin would influence Huey on the importance of education. Melvin steered away from any trouble on the streets with the police. Instead, he studiously attended Oakland City College. It was Melvin who tutored Huey when Huey was ready to settle down and apply himself scholastically. Throughout his life, Huey maintained a delicate balance of all four figureheads—Walter’s values, brother Lee’s strength, Sonny Man’s street smarts, and Melvin’s intellectual prowess.


The tenth grade at Oakland Technical High School was a tough year for Huey. He rarely got along with his teachers and was constantly thrown out of class for challenging their authority. But he continued to memorize literary passages from books and LP records. “I remember Huey in the eleventh or twelfth grade,” Melvin Newton recalled. “He brings me this notebook and says, ‘Help me.’ Then he says, ‘Turn the page.’ He knew everything on the page, verbatim. I was shocked.”1


Besides his studies, Huey picked up another talent from Melvin: hypnosis. Huey was able to hypnotize people into various deep and comical trances. His subjects barked like dogs or ate grass on command.


By the summer of 1959, after Huey graduated from Oakland Technical High School, he began to admire certain political figures. First it was blacklisted actor and orator Paul Robeson, then Fidel Castro and the Cuban Revolution.


After Oakland Tech, Huey grew increasingly restless and confused about the course of his life. He had suffered the sting of being labeled an illiterate in high school with an IQ of 79, and he had not yet developed full confidence in his own intellectual abilities. He also witnessed with disdain his father working two and three jobs. The man rarely enjoyed any time off. Huey loathed the fact that Walter Sr. could barely pay the interest on his bills, let alone the principal.


By the fall of 1959, while I worked on the docks, Huey enrolled as a freshman in Oakland City College. Like a few young black males during that time period, he was casually drawn to the bohemian tenets of the Beat Generation. He grew a short, stubbly beard. His unkempt appearance caused havoc and loud arguments in the Newton household. Finally, in his stubbornness and rage, Huey left the family’s house and moved out on his own.


During his first semester at Oakland City College (now called Merritt College), Huey moved into a flat near the campus with a friend named William Brumfield. Brumfield had plans to write three books about his avid philosophies of love and sex and changed his name to Richard Thorne. To Thorne, men and women had no need to “own” each other and permanently bond in traditional fashion. Marriage was a rigid tool of bourgeois society. Thorne was later to become a major proponent of the prehippie, “Free Love” movement that grew out of the Bay Area and went on to cofound the Sexual Freedom League. Although Huey found Thorne’s ideas controversial and radical (and they certainly were at the time), he was much more impressed that Thorne usually kept a small stable of adoring and attractive females and college coeds around the house at all hours.


The Free Speech Movement and other human potential groups were taking shape just across the city line in Berkeley and would soon spread into Oakland. Huey delved deeply into the writings of W. E. B. DuBois, Frantz Fanon, and Booker T. Washington. Volumes like Ralph Ellison’s The Invisible Man, The Fire Next Time by James Baldwin, Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard, and French novelists Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre made a deep impression. The early 1960s proved to be a fertile period for Huey. College made him less insecure, and his learning processes unfolded at a rapid pace.


It was during this time frame when the lexicon of Afro-American (and later Afro-centrism) threaded their way through the campus social set. Subjects like institutional racism, civil disobedience, and civil rights became fair-game topics of dialogue in the classrooms, fraternities, and student lounges. Huey was among the first dozen charter members of the Afro-American Association (AAA). The association discussed various works by notable black authors of the time and regularly sponsored rallies on the Oakland City College campus in order to promote black awareness and various other causes.


Through Afro-American Association rallies and events, Huey applied some of the viewpoints and beliefs he had accumulated and sharpened his skills as a street-corner debater. He had a talent to captivate his fellow students. The more Huey read and learned, the greater his powers of observation, analysis, and discourse.


Unlike most college students, Huey lived a double life, both as an academic and a petty criminal. He maintained ties among a lot of our lumpen friends for extra cash. He scammed pocket money as a quick-change artist. Huey and his burglar friends also cruised the wealthier neighborhoods in broad daylight and sold stolen merchandise picked up through stolen credit card transactions. Unlocked cars that held valuables were fair game for Huey and his friends. Throughout his life, Huey would maintain close contact with the street. Whether he excelled as an academic, a leader, or a philosopher, he would not stray far from the people and the streets.


In the spring semester of 1962, Richard Thorne met up with a past family acquaintance, a twenty-six-year-old City College engineering student who had just finished a four-year hitch in the air force. His name was Bobby Seale. Seale lived in his parents’ house on nearby Fifty-seventh Street, a stone’s throw from the four-block City College campus. Toting his drafting board, an armload of books, and precision drawing instruments, Seale approached an impromptu rally sponsored by the Afro-American Association.


Thorne introduced Seale to members of the Afro-American Association. He motioned over toward Huey, who at the time was engaged in a deep discussion with a young lady who seemed as taken with Huey’s good looks as she was with the rhetoric he was laying down. “Bobby,” Richard said, interrupting Huey’s rap, “this is Huey Newton. Huey’s a good friend of mine.”


A few weeks later, Seale saw Huey a second time. He was debating intensely with another campus colleague. Huey was articulating various passages from a book by E. Franklin Frazier called Black Bourgeoisie. Seale watched in amazement as Huey’s opponent pointed out certain general passages in the book, only to be corrected by Huey, who then referred verbatim to the actual page numbers and paragraphs of the points made in Frazier’s book. Seale was astounded by Huey’s disarming debating skills.


As the two walked down the street together, Huey told Bobby about a scuffle he had had with a character outside a nearby liquor store over a bottle of wine. The matter had turned into fisticuffs.


“Well, if it had been me,” Bobby said matter-of-factly, “I would have shot that dude.”


Huey’s eyes lit up again. “You got a gun?”


“I’ve got three or four guns. C’mon, I’ll show them to you.” Seale led Huey through the back door of his house only a block away. In Seale’s bedroom, posters of a B-52 bomber and a Gemini missile hung alongside placards of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X.


“I thought you had a pistol,” Huey said to Bobby. Seale proudly showed Huey a .38 pistol housed in a tooled leather holster.


Upon leaving Seale’s house, Huey invited Bobby to a party he planned to attend that night. Seale turned him down, citing a prior commitment. A few days later, Huey showed up at the doorway of one of Seale’s engineering classes.


“What’s up?”


“Remember that party I invited you to?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, I was at the party and, uh, I had to defend myself.”


“What do you mean?”


“This guy threatened to kill me. So I wanted to know, could I borrow your pistol?”2


Bobby arranged for Huey to meet him back at his house later, but on the way, Huey was picked up and handcuffed by the police.


The incident evolved from an altercation Huey had at the party with a dude named Odell Lee. The two exchanged heated words at the party, and Lee challenged Huey’s views on Afro-Americans. After Huey turned his back, Lee grabbed Huey and a fight ensued. Huey stabbed Lee repeatedly with a steak knife.


Sonny Man came up from Los Angeles and raised Huey’s bail after he was arrested. After the trial a couple of months later, Huey was convicted of felonious assault.


Huey would spend the next six months in the Santa Rita Jail, a long way from the comforts of academia. Prior to being dispatched to Santa Rita, Huey was housed in the Alameda County Jail and was sent into solitary confinement after taking part in a food strike. At the age of twenty-two, Huey spent nearly three weeks in solitary in a four-by-six-foot cell that had been nicknamed “the soul-breaker” by the other inmates.


After Huey was moved to Santa Rita, he incited another skirmish in the mess hall by bashing a steel tray over a food worker’s head. Already a veteran of the soul-breaker, Huey was taken to Greystone in Santa Rita’s nearby “cooler” section. It was then that Huey learned through discipline and strength how to endure prison isolation and punishment.




CHAPTER 3


THE SEEKER


Between 1959 and 1965 Huey attended Oakland City College on an on-and-off basis. As he had told Bobby Seale, higher education entertained his mind, and unlike high school, he wasn’t forced to attend each and every class. It was worthwhile because he could stay politically active on campus and pursue (at his own depth and pace) highly complex academic subjects like biological behaviorism and stimulus response (studying the works of B. F. Skinner and Pavlov), existentialism, and logical positivism through the works of A.J.Ayer, a philosopher from the 1930s who explored the inner meanings of reality, perception, and knowledge.


In 1964, after serving out his six months in the Alameda County and Santa Rita jails, Huey’s relationship with Donald Warden and the Afro-American Association was gradually deteriorating. Although he couldn’t verbalize it at the time, Huey thirsted for a form of organized social activism that went beyond the campus teach-ins and discussion groups. He yearned for something that could reach out to poor and working-class blacks and all oppressed people in order to help improve their social and economic conditions and to end institutional racism. The Afro-American Association did not have the answers Huey was seeking.


In addition, Huey perceived Warden’s leadership as more opportunistic than activist. Warden was a local lawyer who was eager to bolster his practice through his latest political contacts. The matter finally came to a head when the Oakland City Council publicly criticized the Afro-American Association for being a radical organization. Warden responded immediately by putting himself on the agenda at the next city council meeting to denounce his detractors. Huey sat in the audience with twenty other association members and watched with annoyance as Warden was unceremoniously squeezed off the agenda by the council, in favor of a last-minute presentation by an all-white business group from the nearby upscale hamlet of Piedmont. When Warden finally got his chance to address the council, he back-pedaled on his Afro-American advocacy and acquiesced to Mayor John Houlihan. He told the mayor that he too agreed that Oakland blacks needed to get off the welfare and unemployment rolls and start improving their own social standing in the city. The Afro-American Association, Warden assured the council, wanted to help achieve those goals.


Huey interpreted Warden’s performance as a lack of backbone and bolted from the association ranks. Although it was Huey who had first reached out to Warden in the early 1960s, and although he had enjoyed the literary discussion groups, the street-corner debates condemning the white racist system, and the early campus rallies, in Huey’s eyes Warden’s accomplishments fell short. Deep down, Huey knew that organizations like the AAA would not move beyond their own rhetoric and they did not represent the downtrodden masses.


And besides, Warden was no street brawler like Huey. Once when the group was meeting in San Francisco, a handful of white youths yelled out racial epithets at association members. Huey ran out onto the street, fighting and throwing punches. Warden was seen running down the street, distancing himself from the imminent fracas.


In the final analysis, Warden talked a great game about instilling pride among black Americans. He introduced the term “Afro-American” into Huey’s lexicon. But when the AAA leader extolled the virtues of Black Power and black capitalism, he avoided the vital issues of capitalist exploitation and racism, and this was the central contradiction affecting blacks in America.


On an interpersonal level, Huey was more deeply influenced by his friend Richard Thorne than by Don Warden. When Huey finally moved into his own apartment, he enjoyed the company of several young women. He espoused Thorne’s views of open arrangements and “mutual honesty and the elimination of jealousy” to his own new love interests. Together Huey and Richard elucidated their philosophies of nonbinding love, and their female counterparts responded with wide-eyed curiosity.


“We would all be together at my house at the same time,” Huey wrote in his 1973 book, Revolutionary Suicide. “Richard would bring his friends over, too. Together we became almost a cult. We spread our ideas around Oakland City College and Berkeley before group living and communalism became popular. I might even say that this was the origin of the Sexual Freedom League, since Thorne went on from this to start that organization. The girls found our experiments unusual and romantic and thought we were very exciting.”3


Throughout his college days, Huey was a self-professed seeker. While he was still active with the Afro-American Association, Huey took the opportunity to see Malcolm X speak live at Oakland’s McClymonds High School at a function sponsored by the AAA. He was inherently impressed with Malcolm’s ability to articulate black folks’ problems. “Here was a man,” Huey used to tell me, “who combined the world of the street and the world of the scholar.”


Malcolm’s poise reminded Huey of some of his toughest street-corner friends who hung out on the block. Later on, Huey noticed a similar attitude among some of the Santa Rita Jail inmates out on the prison yard. As it turned out, Malcolm X served seven years of a ten-year prison sentence, which might have explained the indescribable aura Huey felt emanated from the man.


Also appearing at the McClymonds event was a successful young professional heavyweight boxer named Cassius Clay. Clay, soon to be renamed Muhammad Ali, had just joined the Black Muslims and voiced his support for brother Malcolm on the stage. During that time, Huey attended a few Muslim services, and although he did not ultimately embrace the teachings of Muslim founder Elijah Muhammad, Huey was attracted to the Muslims’ mental toughness and their regimentation and sense of discipline. He kept up with their movement by reading Muhammad Speaks, a communication vehicle that Huey would soon find to be quite effective in spreading his own future organization’s messages to potential followers on the street.


As always, Huey sharpened his contacts with “the brothers on the block.” He even tried his hand at pimping for about nine months. Although Huey felt comfortable with the fringe lifestyle, his intellectual side could not logically justify the notion of a man controlling a woman for his own monetary gains. The pimping game too closely resembled the oppressive role of master and slave, where a human being became somebody else’s private property.


Right up to the time before he was sent off to jail, Huey had finally broken off a lingering, five-year, on-and-off relationship with a lively young woman named Dolores. “Dolores,” Huey wrote, “was a beautiful Afro-Filipino free-spirit child-woman who lived with a passionate intensity. Life with her was spontaneous, unpredictable, and filled with surprises, for she had the unself-consciousness of an impulsive and mischievous child.”4


During his stormy relationship with Dolores from 1960 to 1964, Huey realized that, unlike most of his peers, he would have trouble committing to a long-term relationship. He decided that, unlike his father, he was not the typical guy who could settle down, find a job, and start up a family. Huey’s hesitance to make such commitments made his relationship with Dolores a tempestuous one. It caused the two to break up and make up on a regular basis, until one day Dolores showed up at Huey’s parents’ house to find him accompanied by another woman. Hours later, when Huey checked in on Dolores at her apartment, he found her unconscious on the floor. She had taken a few dozen sleeping pills. An ambulance was called and showed up just in time. Dolores survived the suicide attempt, but her relationship with Huey was over for good.


It was after his breakup with Dolores in 1965 when Huey renewed his friendship with Bobby Seale. It had been over a year since the two had last spoken. Huey was out of jail, and Bobby was about to be married and needed to buy a new bedroom set. Huey, on the outs with Dolores at the time, had sold his old bed to Bobby. The exchange rekindled their friendship. Over the next few months, Huey and Bobby would continue a close association in and out of various local political organizations around the East Bay.


Just like the days when they first met, Huey borrowed Seale’s pistols on a few occasions. Walking through the neighborhood one day, Bobby approached Huey, who was standing on the corner near his house.


“Huey,” he asked. “What’s up?”


“Just waiting here.”


Bobby was curious as to what his friend was up to.


“Huey, you got my pistol?” he said.


“Yeah.”


“Let me see.”


Huey opened his coat, exposing Bobby’s 9-millimeter.


“Huey, you ain’t gonna shoot nobody, are you?”


“If they bother me, I will.”


“How long have you been standing here?”


“A couple of hours. Look, you don’t understand—”


“Huey, please, man. Don’t shoot nobody if you don’t have to.”


Seale walked back home. Huey came by the next day and returned the borrowed firearm, but there had been no shooting incident.5 Still, the connection with guns remained as Bobby and Huey became closer friends.


Between Seale, Cal Berkeley student activist Richard Aoki, and another military-trained hunting friend of Bobby’s, named Elbert “Big Man” Howard, Huey enjoyed wide access to firearms. Seale was a good teacher for Richard and Huey. He was an expert shot with an M-1 carbine. After a rigorous course at military basic training, he could dismantle and reassemble his M-1 weapon blindfolded. As a result, Huey, too, became more and more gun savvy around his friends.


After Huey had resigned from the Afro-American Association, Seale stuck around the organization for a short while longer before departing himself. Not long after their disassociation from the AAA, an East Coast leftist organization called the Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM) made plans to start up a West Coast Bay Area chapter. Not a sanctioned City College campus organization, RAM promoted itself as an underground revolutionary group. Seale was intrigued and became a charter member, along with a few undercover cops who surreptitiously joined the group in order to keep an eye on Oakland and Berkeley’s burgeoning student radical activities.


At Seale’s urging, Huey was poised to join RAM, too. But strangely, the organization rejected Huey’s bid to become a member of the small group of leftist intellectuals. They ludicrously dismissed him as being too “bourgeoisie,” simply because his family had a home closer to the upper class Oakland Hills as opposed to living in the working class Oakland flatlands. Dismissing the group as phony armchair revolutionaries, Huey shed no tears over his rejection. Still, he was dismayed that his friend Bobby, who was more of a public speaker than a reader, was allowed to join, while he himself, who was geared more toward literature and philosophy than public speaking, had been turned down.


Regardless, Huey was humored by Bobby’s latest attempts to become a professional comedian and an actor. Certainly not an animated public speaker in the league of Bobby, even Huey the activist intellectual cracked up as Seale performed his act on a comedy stage that included comedic impressions of James Cagney, Martin Luther King Jr., and “Chester” from the television western Gunsmoke. If Huey was considered introverted, then his comrade Bobby was surely the extrovert of the two.


On February 21, 1965, when the news erupted that three gunmen had assassinated black nationalist leader Malcolm X outside a Manhattan ballroom, Seale, sullen with grief over the loss of his hero, lashed out at his Revolutionary Action Movement brethren. He talked about seeking out Huey.


“Not a good idea,” his cohorts warned Seale. “Don’t you know the guy’s shaky?”


“Shaky my ass,” Seale responded hotly. “You guys ain’t nothing but a bunch of armchairs. You sit and talk, but you don’t do anything. Yeah, that’s right. I’m gonna go find my friend Huey. We’re going to start something, and I’ll make a fucking Malcolm out of my own goddamned self.”


Within hours of Malcolm’s death, Seale banished his RAM comrades from the living room of his house, where the group regularly met. He resigned from the group immediately, packed up his camping gear, and headed into the Berkeley hills for three days with his friend Steve Brumfield. Upon his return, still needing someone with whom to vent his frustration, he sought out Huey through a mutual student friend, an ex-Muslim named Lawrence White.


The intellectual posturing of the Revolutionary Action Movement turned out not to be an altogether futile situation. A fortuitous chain of events occurred as a result. A RAM associate (and former AAA member) named Kenny Freeman formed a spin-off group called the Soul Students Advisory Council (SSAC). Originally it was intended to be RAM’s connection to the City College campus. But unlike RAM, the SSAC showed a spark of activist potential. Huey and Bobby attended meetings sporadically, often upsetting the rank and file by engaging in protracted debates over issues and policies. They challenged Freeman and the SSAC ranks to venture beyond their usual base of college-educated black students and try to appeal to the younger working-class blacks in the outlying Oakland neighborhoods.


Luckily for the SSAC, two new burning issues had raged through the Oakland City College campus, galvanizing the various student movements. The campus was awash in speculation; efforts were being made to petition City College to add a black history class to the general education curriculum. In addition, the SSAC rallied against certain incidents of police brutality that occurred recently within the area. At last, here were two hot issues that could unify all the radical political forces on campus.


Clearly, the dominant issue of the two involved the new black history course. Kenny Freeman, Huey, Bobby, and the SSAC met with the school administration heads, who offered weak excuses as to why the college had not yet offered such a class. Soon the activist students scored a major victory: City College enacted the area’s first fully credited Afro-American history college course.


In their fervor, Huey and Bobby continued to press the SSAC leadership to expand their black constituency on the streets. Huey had read about how a group of African-American veterans of World War II and the Korean War from Louisiana had formed a disciplined and secretive neighborhood patrol group in July of 1964. They were called the Deacons for Defense and Justice, and each man had summarily armed himself against white racists like the Ku Klux Klan. The Deacons for Defense and Justice adopted a fearless stance of self-defense in order to preserve and secure their newly passed voters’ rights statutes.


Fueled by the momentum of their on-campus political victory, Huey and Bobby envisioned the SSAC becoming even more of a powerhouse group. Huey once again approached the leadership of the SSAC with his latest controversial idea. What if, in future demonstrations, the SSAC showed up armed with weapons and firearms? Such a bold stance, he argued, would be the ultimate gesture of self-defense in the eyes of oppressed blacks in the Oakland community. Huey pointed out that since local police and highway patrolmen now began to prominently display their shotguns in the front seat of their cars, what if an armed cadre of SSAC members responded in kind with guns of their own, just like the Deacons for Defense and Justice?


The SSAC leadership reacted to Huey’s revolutionary suggestions with utter shock. It was a foolhardy course of action, they pointed out. Huey then suggested that armed members of the SSAC could also patrol the streets of Oakland and Berkeley and help forestall the growing incidents of police brutality among the black citizenry. The SSAC officers were once again astonished by Huey’s audacious suggestions. According to Freeman and the SSAC, no group of young black men could ever hope to survive one single patrol. If the Oakland cops were ever met with young black men wielding pistols, rifles, and shotguns, that would only lead to complete destruction of the entire organization. It was an option that the SSAC would never be willing to consider.




CHAPTER 4


THE FOUNDING OF THE BLACK PANTHER PARTY AND THE TEN-POINT PROGRAM


In October 1966 Huey was back at school studying the law. It was another subject that he delved into to feed his personal desires merely because of a thirst for knowledge as opposed to vocational reasons such as becoming a lawyer. Throughout his life, Huey was fascinated with the finer points of law, and his knowledge of the subject would come in handy as his life began to unfold. Knowing the law also contributed to Huey’s skills as a debater.


I began to study police science in school to learn more about the thinking of police and how to out-maneuver them. I learned how they conducted investigations. I also began to study law.


My mother had always urged me to do this, even in high school, because I was good at arguing points and she thought I would be a good lawyer. I studied law, first at City College, and later at San Francisco Law School, not so much to become a lawyer, but to be able to deal with the police. I was doing the unexpected.6


Bobby had gotten himself a full-time position working at the North Oakland Neighborhood Services Center as a community liaison with the War on Poverty. Since the grant application budget provided for an assistant, he handed the six-month position over to Huey. Although Bobby would technically be Huey’s supervisor, he’d give his friend more than ample leeway to show up whenever he needed or wanted to.


During this time, Huey and Bobby had no plan to start a new organization, let alone a party. Watts had exploded the year prior. More significantly, Huey and Bobby noticed how Martin Luther King Jr.’s nonviolent philosophy had fallen on deaf ears. As Huey wrote: “What good, however, was nonviolence when the police were determined to rule by force? We had seen the Oakland police and the California Highway Patrol begin to carry their shotguns in full view as another way of striking fear in the community. We had seen all this, and we recognized that the rising consciousness of Black people was almost to the point of explosion. One must relate to the history of one’s community and to its future. Everything we had seen convinced us that our time had come.”7 What Huey and Bobby needed to do was to create an organization that related to the people on the streets, or in Huey’s words, “involve the lower-class brother.”


As Huey and Bobby’s ideas of self-defense estranged them from organizations like the Afro-American Association, Revolutionary Action Movement, and the Soul Students Advisory Council, they began to hang out more often in Bobby’s living room, not far from the City College campus. Huey pored over Bobby’s collection of Malcolm X speeches collected from issues of The Militant and Muhammad Speaks. Malcolm X’s spirit began to seep more and more into Huey and Bobby’s discussions and plans to start a brand-new type of political action organization. “We worked it out in conversations and discussions,” Huey wrote. “Most of the talk was casual. Bobby lived near the campus, and his living room became a sort of headquarters. Although we were still involved with Soul Students, we attended few meetings, and when we did go, our presence was mostly disruptive; we raised questions that upset people.”8


Between classes, Huey and Bobby had ideological debates over the current political landscape, correlating it with the past black achievements. Besides talking, Huey was doing a lot more reading. He became immersed in the works of Frantz Fanon, particularly The Wretched of the Earth, as well as four volumes of Chairman Mao Tse-tung, and Che Guevara’s Guerrilla Warfare. These sessions were the genesis of what would later be our political education classes, focusing not only on problems, but solutions.


Besides books by Mao, Che, and Fanon, the writings of Robert Williams, a president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) out of Monroe, North Carolina, inspired Huey deeper in the direction of self-defense. Williams was one of the first modern Afro-American advocates who armed his supporters. He urged his members to carry guns as protection against the white racist groups who terrorized black community neighborhoods. In 1961, while fleeing a kidnapping charge involving a police harassment dispute, Williams traveled to Cuba, China, and Tanzania as a fugitive before returning to the United States in 1969. Williams’s 1962 book, Negroes with Guns, influenced Huey greatly. It told of Williams’s program of self-defense in Monroe, North Carolina. The biggest difference was that Williams and his supporters demanded government assistance. Huey clearly saw the government as the enemy and as ruling agents of the country and the upper class.


Besides William’s NAACP chapter, there were other black self-defense organizations operating, especially in and around the southern United States. The Deacons for Defense and Justice in Louisiana, who defended civil rights marchers and pressured local sheriff and police, inspired Huey further when he heard one of their leaders speak during a Deacons fund-raising trip through the Bay Area.


It was mid-October 1966 when Huey and Bobby met up at the Oakland War on Poverty office, around the corner from the North Oakland Services Center, where Bobby worked and not far from where he lived. Huey and Bobby’s organization and “political party” was about to be officially unveiled. Unlike any other association, this would be an organization founded on action, not merely on talk and debate. The two young men were eager to construct a first draft of a document that would eventually define their new organization’s goals and demands. A specific ten-point program would soon emerge, reading like a bill of rights, with its political and economic agenda, partly constitutional, and partly inspired by the Declaration of Independence.


A few nights after hashing out a rough draft, Huey and Bobby met again at the Seale home. Sitting at the dining-room table, they continued to hone their document. After Bobby’s wife, Artie, typed up the results, the two took the paper over to Huey’s brother Melvin’s place at University Village for an inspection. Melvin was doing graduate work at the nearby University of California, Berkeley. He would correct the document’s grammatical structure. Once their new “platform program” was nearly complete, Artie Seale retyped their collaboration, this time onto a blank oil stencil so that several copies could be run off at the War on Poverty office’s mimeograph machine and passed out into the community.


Huey and Bobby’s organization now had a manifesto. But it still needed a name to fill the blank space Artie Seale had left at the top of the stencil. For Huey and Bobby, the tricky part was finding the most suitable name—one that was dynamic and colorful enough, but one that promoted action instead of political armchair discourse.


On October 21, 1966, Bobby received an intriguing piece of mail from a black political organization in Mississippi. It was a voter registration pamphlet from a group who called themselves the Lowndes County Freedom Organization. Bobby had written to the group earlier, asking for more information after reading about them. The next day, when Huey dropped by, Bobby showed him the pamphlet. The Lowndes County Freedom Organization had even adopted a striking logo for their group, a dark black panther.


“What do you suppose this black panther means?” Bobby asked.


“Must be a political party or something,” Huey said. “Something like how the Republicans and Democrats use an elephant and a donkey.”


“Well, a black panther kicks a donkey’s and elephant’s ass any day.” The two laughed.
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