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Introduction

The first time I heard of the Five Percenters was during a trip to Pakistan, where I studied Islam at Faisal Mosque in Islamabad. I was joined there by a dear friend, a Jamaican-American convert who had volunteered back home in Rochester, New York as a Muslim chaplain in juvenile detention centers. One evening, while walking through the F-10 Markaz, he told me of his encounters with black teenagers who believed that they were gods.

According to my friend, they based their beliefs on the memorization and application of astronomical data, such as the circumference of the earth and the earth’s distance from the sun. These young men even considered themselves to be suns, and referred to their girlfriends as earths. My friend told me that this group—known alternately as the Five Percent Nation, or Nation of Gods and Earths—had originated as a subsect of the Nation of Islam.

I already knew about the Nation; like many American Muslim converts, my introduction to Islam was Malcolm X, who joined the Nation while in prison in the 1940s and later rose to fame as its national minister. But that night in Islamabad, I was not ready to look seriously at the Nation of Islam or any group that sprang from it, less for my whiteness than my Sunni orthodoxy. As a Muslim it was hard for me to look at the Nation as a tradition that stood on its own; at first glance, it appeared to be only a corrupt deviation of my faith.

The Nation of Islam was founded by a man known by over fifty names, most commonly W. D. Fard, who arrived in Detroit on July 4, 1930. He walked through the most impoverished black ghettos of post-depression Detroit, claiming that he had come from Mecca to rescue his “uncle,” the black man, from the devil’s rule. He did as good a job as any of explaining the presence of evil and injustice in Detroit, or Chicago, or New York or the deep south: the devil was the white man.

Fard taught that there was no creator god in the heavens; the god of Abrahamic tradition was only an unseen “mystery god” used by the devil to oppress and manipulate the masses. Rather than search for something that did not exist, preached Fard, the black man should recognize himself as the only true and living God. After a series of run-ins with the police, in 1934 Fard disappeared. A resulting power struggle within the Nation of Islam was won by his chief minister, Elijah Muhammad, who announced that Fard had revealed himself to be Allah. Within the Nation’s theology, the word took on a new meaning. As all black men were gods and there was no phantom “mystery god” in the clouds, Muhammad used the title “Allah” to designate Fard as the best knower among his people. The Nation would believe in a succession of Allahs, all of them mortal men. Fard was the last and greatest Allah, having arrived on the brink of Armageddon to destroy the devil. Though Fard had denounced the worship of mystery gods, in his absence he would become one, while Elijah Muhammad’s own status was elevated as the Messenger of Allah.

The Nation maintained its teachings through a series of transcribed dialogues between Fard and Elijah Muhammad, in which Fard, the teacher, asked questions of doctrine and his student provided the answers. These exam-style conversations, known as the Supreme Wisdom Lessons, became the Nation’s essential scripture. As access was limited only to registered members of the Nation, mastery of these guarded lessons functioned as a process of initiation within the mosque.

By the summer of 1964, the Supreme Wisdom had escaped Elijah Muhammad’s mosques, as exiled or attritioned Nation members began sharing them on the streets. The reasons for members’ departures were varied; some could not handle the Nation’s strict behavioral guidelines, while others grew weary of the intense social and financial pressures that came with membership. In Chicago, many left the Nation due to allegations of Muhammad’s infidelity. In New York, Muslims at Mosque No.7 were torn between their belief in the lessons and their respect for Malcolm X, who left the Nation amid bitter political conflicts and later converted to Sunni Islam.

Many former members of the Nation continued their religious lives outside the mosque, maintaining study of the Supreme Wisdom Lessons and even teaching them to non-Muslims, often teenagers and adolescents. Access to the text was no longer reliant on adherence to the Nation’s dress codes, puritanical rules of conduct, Muhammad Speaks sales quotas and hierarchical chains of command. The truths of the lessons—that the black man was God, the white man Satan—were now provided a more direct line to frustrated black youth in America’s major cities.

In Harlem, this amorphous underground gave rise to two notable movements: the Blood Brothers and the Five Percenters. The Blood Brothers achieved notoriety as outcast Nation Muslims that trained local teenagers as foot soldiers in an anti-white street army. One rumor connected the Blood Brothers to Malcolm X, who was asked about the group while in Africa. There was little proof, however, that the Blood Brothers even existed as an actual organization, and many view them as at least semi-fictitious; others see the Blood Brothers as a precursor to the Five Percenters.

The Five Percenter movement began with Clarence 13X Smith, who left the Nation of Islam in 1963 and began teaching the Supreme Wisdom Lessons to Harlem youth. Outside of the mosque, he declared himself to be Allah, an open subversion against W. D. Fard and Elijah Muhammad. Newspaper reporters and city judges, unfamiliar with the word as Smith understood it, would mistake his claim for a psychotic delusion of grandeur.

Early in his career, Allah was often portrayed as a gang leader threatening racial violence. After an incarceration of nearly two years, during which his name was added to J. Edgar Hoover’s Security Index, he reemerged as a legitimate community leader whose work with Mayor John Lindsay won him popular acclaim. In the aftermath of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination, Allah was widely credited with helping to curb riots in New York while other cities burned to the ground. In another radical departure from the Nation of Islam, Allah stated that he was “neither pro-black, nor anti-white” and even allowed whites to become Five Percenters.

Allah tried to make peace but still had enemies among Harlem’s Muslims, militants and hustlers. Knowing that bad things were on the way, he tried to prepare the youth that adored him for a time when he would not be there. He told his Five Percenters that if they ever wanted to see him, all they had to do was come together, for they were all Allah. He also said that he did not want anyone crying over his death; if he could, he promised, he would slap them for it. On June 13, 1969 Allah was gunned down while on the way to see his estranged wife Dora. The assassination, which remains unsolved, devastated the Five Percenters. Clarence had been their Allah, but he was also something even greater, a father for fatherless young gods. Without him, some fell hard. Others walked away from the movement.

The ones that held on continued to teach, and remnants of the community could be found in housing projects throughout New York. Before long, a new generation of teens was spreading the “knowledge of self,” teaching their friends the true nature of the black man. The lessons also spread in city jails and upstate prisons; a state commission would mention Five Percenters as possible key players during the 1971 inmate uprising at Attica. Five Percenters that left New York State took the message with them, and the movement began to develop branches throughout the country, growing to a level that perhaps Allah himself had never dreamed.

Harlem remained the heart of the culture, the Five Percenters’ Mecca. In the 1970s and ’80s, Allah’s movement became a major influence in another New York phenomenon: hip-hop. The Five Percenters’ unique terminology and language, having already entered into street slang, impacted an art form that would in turn be consumed by millions. Artists such as Nas, Busta Rhymes, and the Wu-Tang Clan brought the culture to mainstream America, and Five Percenters have now entered popular consciousness. References can even be found in cartoons: in one episode of the nationally syndicated comic strip Boondocks, Caesar salutes Huey with the Five Percenter greeting of “Peace, God!”

Though Five Percenters reject association with the religion of Islam, I came to see them as a critically underdocumented chapter in the story of Islam in America. To me, W. D. Fard represented the essence of that story; as an immigrant who brought Islam to African-Americans, he bridged the country’s two primary Islamic experiences. Hoping to better comprehend Fard’s life and legacy, I sought the perspective of every group influenced by his teachings. I began corresponding with a Five Percenter named Intelligent Tarref Allah, who suggested that I attend the community’s upcoming convention, the “Show and Prove” in Harlem. Given the media’s common depiction of Five Percenters as a gang of violent racists, at first I was cautious to approach them; but it did not take long to realize that my fears had been misguided. At the Show and Prove, I was embraced warmly and invited to study further, even receiving the same “kindness and sincere hospitality” that Malcolm X had described during his pilgrimage to Mecca. Through the Five Percenters, I became able to engage Fard on a personal level that was previously unavailable, perhaps even finding a place for myself within lessons that were not meant for me.

Not surprisingly, the proper place for a white Five Percenter was important to my understanding; however, my main interest in continuing to study this culture was its rich history. Most of us are used to engaging only belief systems that are already centuries old; we don’t expect to have anything close to direct contact with historically significant figures. However, I first came to the Five Percenters just months prior to their fortieth anniversary, and it was still possible to walk with those that walked with Allah. Comparing this community to my own Islamic background, I can say that I spoke with the Five Percenter equivalents of Abu Bakr, Khadija and the honored sahaba. As I absorbed stories from elders, the Five Percenter tradition became real to me, no less real or valid than the Islam that I had practiced, and its own sacred history proved just as compelling.

I write this just ten days from attending my third Show and Prove. As the Five Percenters have spread out geographically, the Show and Prove has taken the role of an annual family reunion, but stays true to its original purpose. Scheduled every June on or near the date of Allah’s assassination, the Gods and Earths come together to “show and prove” as the lessons say, that “Allah is God. Always has been, always will be.”

For a time in New York, there might have been a man or group of men that could boast that he/they killed Allah, unaware that when Allah rolled the dice on his truth against a gun, his truth would win. Whoever pulled the trigger on Clarence Smith is unknown and possibly dead himself; but Allah is alive and cannot die.
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Harlem! The Mecca of the New Negro! My God!

Carl Van Vechten

There is gold in New York.

Elijah Muhammad

The holy places were quiet as I rolled into Harlem early Sunday morning, the sidewalks empty and pull-down iron gates still covering the storefronts. My Brand Nubian tape offered the soundtrack, a clip of a Louis Farrakhan speech set to a looped groove from Marvin Gaye’s “T is for Trouble:”

the poor have been made into slaves

by those who teach lies

they don’t teach the law

of cause and effect

they make the people believe

when they see it rain

that a spook is producing it

but the rain is real

how then can the cause be unreal?

Elijah said that the ingredients needed to change the weather could be found at any five-and-dime store. Malcolm used to pester him to reveal the ingredients, but the Messenger always refused.

“The ingredients Malcolm sought in the five-and-dime store,” writes Amir Fatir, “were within him.”

the bloodsuckers of the poor make you think

that God is some “Mystery God”

well,

the Honorable Elijah Muhammad said to us

that there is five percent

who are the Poor Righteous Teachers

who don’t believe the teaching of lies

of the ten percent

but this five percent are all-wise and know

who the true and living God is

and they teach that the true and living God

is the son of man

the supreme being

the black man of Asia

The Honorable Minister Farrakhan went on to explain how the Ten Percent—the rich, the bloodsuckers of the poor, the slavemakers of the poor—have control over the masses, the Eighty-Five Percent, and turn them against the Poor Righteous Teachers. This is how they’ve been able to kill the prophets, kill their communities ...

I parked and walked up Lenox Avenue, Malcolm X Boulevard. On my jacket I wore a pin of a man’s face with the word “ALLAH” underneath. The man on the pin did not look deliberately holy in any way, no turban or jewel-encrusted fez or even a beard, just a regular middle-aged black man that you could find anywhere with a regular jacket and a shirt with a collar. The pin was my passport, showing that I had traveled among the circles that understood. Sometimes it brought me into conversations that normally wouldn’t find me. This morning I was stopped by a black man who wore a big gold ring bearing a star and crescent—excuse me, I just noticed that you had that pin on, do you know who that is?

“This is the Father,” I told him. “This is Allah.”

“I know about him,” he said. “I built through all of that. It was just interesting, you know, to see a Caucasian with that on. So you’ve spent time with the Gods?”

“I go to parliaments.”

“And they’re okay with you?”

“They’ve been good to me.”

“Who’d you build with over there?”

“I’ve built with Abu Shahid, First Born ABG, Gykee, Allah B, Um Allah and Ja’mella, and I got my Supreme Alphabets and Mathematics from Azreal—”

“You ever read Sacred Drift?”

“By Peter Lamborn Wilson?”

“Yes, but his name wasn’t really Peter Lamborn Wilson. That was his pen name. His real name was Hakim Bey.”

“Yeah, I’ve read it.”

“I’m a Moor,” he explained, a Muslim in the line of Noble Drew Ali. He asked about my ethnic heritage. Irish, I told him. Then he asked if I knew the real story of St. Patrick. “The serpents were really Moors,” he said. “I don’t celebrate St. Patrick’s Day, but I commemorate it.”

I exchanged peace with the Moor and kept walking. Approaching the corner of 116th Street, I spotted the red-brick mosque with bright yellow trim and a giant green bulb of a dome on top. White curtains in the windows veiled the inside but the strength of this place, its heroes and history seeped through the brick and into the street. Malcolm X was once minister here, succeeded by Louis Farrakhan, and some stories have the Father teaching judo in the basement, back when his name was Clarence 13X.

In those days there was no green dome, which now sits where there was once a fourth floor. After Malcolm’s assassination the place was bombed out from the top down, with falling chunks of wall crushing fire engines. The dome came as part of a new beginning. During Farrakhan’s time it was covered with gold and topped with a crescent, and then Elijah’s son took over and threw Farrakhan out and changed everything. Elijah’s son took off the crescent and turned the dome green. Now this old Temple No.7 is a Sunni mosque, Masjid Malcolm Shabazz.

Memorial Day, 1965, the Father stood on this corner with a cluster of Harlem youths and tried to grasp all that had gone wrong. Malcolm was dead and the temple lay in ruins. The Father still had a slug lodged in his own chest. He also had these kids, these “Five Percenters” and a creed that Tamar Jacoby says “combined a bit of Islam with a ganglike esprit de corps.”1 A police officer told them to move on. Forty years later, I followed in Allah’s footsteps to Seventh Avenue and made my way up the 120 series of streets, arriving at the lean white tower of the Hotel Theresa.

When Harlem was the black Mecca, this might have been its Kaaba, holding in its years the likes of Dizzy Gillespie, Louis Armstrong, Joe Louis, Nat King Cole, Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald and Ray Charles. This was where Malcolm X, Cassius Clay and Sam Cooke became friends. Malcolm and Cassius tried to make a Muslim out of Sam; when he died out in California, Nation of Islam literature was found in his hotel room. In 1960, the same year that John F. Kennedy addressed a campaign rally in front of the Theresa, Fidel Castro took a room here. When Kruschev came to visit, Elijah’s Muslims marched outside with signs reading, “there is no god but Allah” so he could go back to Russia and tell his people how America treated the black man.

It was on this sidewalk that pedestrians heard orations from Malcolm, Charles Kenyatta and James “Pork Chop” Davis-Foreman, who’d preach on his stepladder from the 1940s, when he followed Marcus Garvey, all the way to his death in 1987. And on Memorial Day, 1965, this was where the police showed up again and took the Father away, so I wondered why there wasn’t a plaque or anything to commemorate it—Adam Clayton Powell had his own building across the street and even a statue in upward stride with his coat flowing behind him like a cape. The Theresa isn’t a hotel anymore, the famous marquee is gone and down in front there’s a White Castle. All I could do was stand there for a solemn moment and move along.

I passed the Masonic lodge to the next block and spotted the hand-painted emblem of a star-and-crescent and large 7 within an eight-pointed sun, marking the one-story Allah School in Mecca—headquarters of the Five Percenters, Nation of Gods and Earths. They used to call it Allah’s Street Academy, but the place has been through more than name changes: legal wars with the city, repeated arson and Gods with good hearts who couldn’t shake the demons. The surrounding sidewalk bears witness to its history, with old wet-cement signatures of Gods who have since gone warra al-shams, behind the sun. Prince, read one square. In the window sat an old framed photograph of the Father with his best friend, Old Man Justice. As I went in I saw a velvet oil painting of Allah in his collared shirt and jacket, and I remembered an old God telling me that the Father was darker than in those portraits—he was what they called a “knowledge seed” of deep black complexion; when he got a lot of sun his skin would almost turn purple and his features seemed to disappear. After the Memorial Day arrest, he’d go nearly two years without sun. Next to his portrait hung a proclamation from the City of New York, dated June 13, 2004, honoring the Five Percenters for their emphasis on strong families and education, along with contributions to the “tremendously rich history in the Harlem community.” On the other wall hung a black and white photo of Malcolm X addressing a street rally with his trademark damning finger-point, and it almost looks like he’s pointing at the bar across the street, the Wellworth where the Father would stare down a gunman who hoped to shoot his friend West Indian. I took the back door and sat in a chair outside with my tall can of sweet tea. I could see that where I sat used to be part of the building, destroyed during one of the arsons. It looked like the Five Percenters had started renovations—measuring dimensions, raking debris out of the dirt, getting ready to add on again.

An old God, thin and wiry and wearing a tassled skullcap with the word ALLAH across the front, stepped out and looked at me.

“Is that beer?”

“No, no, it’s sweet tea.” Relieved that I wasn’t disrespecting the School, the God introduced himself as Wise Jamel and told me about his history—he came from the First Resurrection back in 1964, he was with the Blood Brothers and then the Suns of Almighty God Allah, who then became the Five Percenters. He received his knowledge from none other than the famous Black Messiah.

I still had some time before the parliament, so I walked up to the corner of 127th and Malcolm X Boulevard and bought a bean pie from the Muslims. Walked past the current Masjid Muhammad #7 with its bowtie-wearing Fruit of Islam out in front. One of them noticed my pin of the Father, so I greeted him with “peace” and received the same in reply. I crossed over to Seventh and ate my bean pie on a playground at the St. Nicholas projects.

On the corner of 127th and Eighth I stopped and listened to a gray-bearded black streetcorner-preacher in suit and tie and cowboy hat, shouting at the top of his voice in the tradition of Pork Chop:

“I COULDN’T SAVE MY MOTHER, I COULDN’T SAVE NOBODY! GOD PUT ME ON THIS CORNER—”

I headed back down toward the Harriet Tubman School, where the Five Percenters had been holding parliaments since Mayor John Lindsay gave them authorization nearly forty years before.

With my blue eyes I stick out like a sore thumb at parliaments, which is usually a good thing because Gods love to share knowledge and speak for their Nation. Some Gods are naturally suspicious, less for my being white than being a writer; they have been screwed enough times in arenas of public opinion.

I keep waiting for some justification of what I’ve heard and read: security threat, hate group, racists, dope dealers, cop killers, snipers, militant rappers, radical black terrorists—but it never comes. Gods introduce themselves and build with me a little, just to see what I know and make sure I’m coming from a good place. They’re quick to get the important issues out of the way. You know we’re not a gang, right? And you know that we’re not Muslims? And we’re neither pro-black, nor anti-white?

One such exchange turned into a minor event, with a circle of Gods surrounding us on the sidewalk in front of the Harriet Tubman. The God with whom I had been building reached into his bag, pulled out a xeroxed zine and flipped through the pages to find a photograph of the Father standing next to a white man. “You see this man?” he asked. “This was Barry Gottehrer, he worked for the mayor, he was the mayor’s man. Look at his face, he doesn’t hate the Father! He’s not looking at the Father like the Father is anti-white!” He was right. Forty years later, Mr. Gottehrer was still firmly supporting the Five Percenters and had come to their defense on more than one occasion. “We believe in teaching all human families of the planet earth,” said the God.

“That’s peace,” I told him.

“Did you tell him that we’re not anti-white?” asked a middle-aged God in a Kangol hat.

“That was the first thing I told him.” By the end of the dialogue, we were exchanging phone numbers. The Five Percenters have always been respectful to me, and the ones that I found most gracious were usually older Gods that actually knew the Father, which should say something.

After going through the security God at the door I walked past the various tables peddling Five Percenter newspapers, bootleg movies, books and shirts and spotted familiar faces among the regulars. I had been to enough parliaments for many Gods to know who I was, and I could receive warm greetings of peace from members of what the FBI had labeled a racist hate-gang in the 1960s. I went into the auditorium, where children rehearsed an African dance routine with their teacher on stage. There were only a few of us in the audience but as soon as the Wisdom hour came, an MTA driver still in his work jacket came up and started the parliament. The kids quieted down and got off the stage. The God addressed the phrase “word is bond” being thrown around too much. “If you’re true and just,” he announced, “your word is bond whether you say it or not!” He spoke on the devil putting himself deep in the holy land, Iraq, and said that we had a holy land too. “I’m not just talking about Mecca, I’m talking about your Mecca: you.” He explained that he didn’t like Gods using the N-word or trying to change its meaning, “like making S-H-I-T smell good—why try to graft the devil back into the Original Man?” Gods and Earths began to filter in and take their seats. The God described Memorial Day as honoring “those that died for you to not be ruled by someone else.” There’s nothing wrong with joining the military, he said, though he wouldn’t advise his own sons to do so in this day and time. And the Father himself was in the army, decorated with a Combat Infantryman’s Badge, Korean Service Medal with one Bronze Service Star, Presidential Unit Citation (Republic of Korea), United Nations Service Medal and National Defense Service Medal.

When the Father stood by himself, said the God, people hated him and said, “if he stands too long, we’re going to plot on his death.” Same with Malcolm, same with Martin. The God quoted Marcus Garvey—“up you mighty nation, you can accomplish what you will.”

After the God relinquished the floor, Ja’mella came and spoke. Ja’mella’s time with the Five Percenters goes back to 1967 in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, which had been renamed Kusa Heights after the first God to teach there. Today Ja’mella stands tall as a respected leader in the Five Percent, and when he refers to Allah not as the but my Father, you get a sense of what the man meant to kids in his time and why they taught their own babies—who had never seen him beyond the Allah School’s portrait and maybe wouldn’t understand the world and years in which he lived—to love and revere him so.

Wise Jamel from the First Resurrection came to the front and took his turn, telling Gods not to wear their Universal Flags if they used drugs or disrespected women. It didn’t take the God long to get his momentum going and then no one in the world could slow him down—he started getting mad and his hands were going fast, jewelry jingling as he punched at the air like he had three speed-bags in front of him, the tassle flying around his skullcap crown as he built all the way back to 1964—“I REMEMBER THE PAIN! DO YOU REMEMBER THE PAIN, GODS AND EARTHS?”

“Peace, God!” shouted a man from the audience.

“Slow down,” said another.

After Wise Jamel, a God named Father Divine took the floor to preach about the hazards of eating beef and the healing powers of marijuana. With no priests or imams, parliaments are loosely structured; anyone can come up and offer his interpretations. One God can endorse cannabis and the next can condemn it, with little in the way of party lines to which everyone must conform. The truth behind this egalitarianism is the Five Percenters’ understanding that the black man is God—all black men, without any sort of religiously ordered hierarchy, only a loving respect for elders.

I met up with I Majestic Allah from Pittsburgh and we went to the school cafeteria. I enjoyed building with him partly because he had been raised Muslim; he could not only see where I was coming from, but discuss the Father with Islamic terms like hadith and sunna. And rather than answer questions with memorized catechism, I Majestic stands among the Gods that build like philosophers. Explaining his beliefs to an outsider, he focuses not on which doctrine is objectively true, but what positive effects an idea or value system can have on its adherent and his community. I noticed the same approach with ABG, one of only two survivors of a unique designation in history: Allah’s First Born, said to be the first nine Harlem teenagers to call themselves Five Percenters. ABG was also the first to bring the Father’s teachings from Harlem to Brooklyn. “We teach that the Original Man was black,” he had told me at another parliament, “and the black woman is the mother of civilization.” He reminded me that this was pure science. “Today you can hear it all on the Discovery Channel, but back then, forty years ago, people couldn’t say that.”

I met the other remaining First Born, Al-Jamel, that day; and he was the last living witness of the Father’s arrest.

Al-Jamel’s life has been hard. His bones are weakening and his posture’s bad; he has to lean back as he walks and requires a cane. It’s difficult for him to hold his head up and his chin often rests on his collarbone. He’s missing four fingers on his right hand. As he built with me, young Five Percenters would come by and lovingly ask their elder if he needed anything.

Al-Jamel told me about that Memorial Day when he arrived at the Hotel Theresa to find Five Percenters fighting off four precincts—the 25th, 26th, 28th and 32nd. “That means four captains,” he told me, “four cars pulling up from different directions, and six officers in each car, with riot gear.” Al-Jamel spent a full year trying to comprehend the scene of cops making the Father fight for his life while others hung out and watched. Then he learned that on the evening of May 31, 1965, Eighth and Lenox Avenues had been closed off for the whole 120 series of streets. Al-Jamel took my notebook and marker and drew a map showing the directions from which the various precincts would have come. On Seventh Avenue he wrote, “KILL ZONE.”

From there he built for me on J. Edgar Hoover and COINTELPRO and the federal government’s record of crushing movements like the American Communist Party and the Black Panthers. They tried to destroy the Five Percenters, said Al-Jamel, “but they attacked us from the wrong perspective. They thought we were a political organization—they had a good record of destroying political organizations. But they realized by the late ’70s, they failed—” That was when Five Percenter references began appearing in the nascent culture of hip-hop.

Al-Jamel told stories like my grandfather, easily wandering from one topic to another and bringing it all together by the end. He told me how he studied Mao Tse-Tung and read about oppressed peoples all over the world, worked with the Black Panthers, Young Lords, Adam Clayton Powell, various churches and David Dinkins and talked with one of Malcolm’s sisters about reopening the OAAU. Then he built on how he used to work downtown for a messenger/courier service, and he was on his way out the door to go to work on September 11th when the announcement came that a plane crashed into the World Trade Center.

“I felt so bad for those people,” he said. “They were maintenance people, security, receptionists. That’s horrible! They weren’t in no war. That’s insanity.”

He reminded me that the Father wasn’t anti-white. “You know your background,” he explained. “We don’t know ours.” Then he said that back in his Muslim years, the Father would go to Chicago for Savior’s Day conventions. He told me that Malcolm and the Father were both in Temple No.7 together, and encountered the same problem: “when you have corruption above, you have problems below.” The assassinations of Malcolm X and the Father went down only miles apart.

The Five Percenters describe their value system as a culture, not a religion. It makes sense if you spend time at parliaments, which often carry an atmosphere closer to family reunions than a Sunday mass or Friday jum’aa. Allah’s portrait just gives you a loving Father without any of the cultish power of a Fard or Elijah. It’s not there to awe anyone, only to remind those present how they first came together.

“I miss him,” said Al-Jamel. “I miss him a lot.”
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I walked to the Arab-owned store on the corner of 127th and Eighth, where a middle-aged Five Percenter strolled in with his shirt bearing the 7 over the star and crescent in an eight-pointed sun.

“What’s that?” asked the Arab.

“That’s the flag of my nation, the Nation of Gods and Earths.” The Arab shook his head like a disapproving parent and asked the Five Percenter about the pin on his shirt. “This is Allah, the Father of my knowledge,” replied the God, “who came to teach that man is the living manifestation of Allah and it says that in the Qur’an.” The Arab started laughing and his brother joined in from behind the other counter. The Five Percenter announced, “this is why I take my business elsewhere” and walked out. They called out for him as I walked back to the Harriet Tubman.

It is often hard for Muslims to see the Five Percent as anything but a vandalism upon their property, and that a God wouldn’t automatically drop his beliefs if only he understood “true” Islam. They scoff at the Five Percenters’ understandings of Allah and Islam to be acronyms for “Arm, Leg, Leg, Arm, Head” and “I, Self Lord And Master,” since these are not English but Arabic words. Sunni teenagers mock the Five Percenters on Internet message boards, peppering their discussions with emoticons of smiley-faces rolling their eyes or projectile-vomiting. “The 5% use only 5% of their crummy intellect,” writes “Abdullah_1417;” “these turkeys believe in some former heroin addict ... this clown got executed in a elevator shaft in 1969, but he stated that he couldn’t die? Hmmmmm that is silly in itself!” In the same thread, “AMuslimForLife,” claiming to have an in-depth knowledge of the community due to “years” of study, posts that some Five Percenters “pray to a man.” He calls the Nation of Islam and Nation of Gods and Earths “the same beast with a different name,” and slights them both as shirk (polytheism) and kufr (disbelief).

In Why I am a Muslim, Asma Gull Hasan refers to the Five Percent as a “rogue, unrecognized branch of Islam.” The daughter of HMO warlord Malik Hasan and “Muslims For Bush” founder Seeme Hasan, I’m not sure what she knows about Poor Righteous Teachers. More open-minded Muslims try to reconcile the Nation of Gods and Earths enough to get them under their umbrella, sometimes only for the right to claim Five Percenter rap stars like Busta Rhymes and the Wu-Tang Clan as part of an Islamic American legacy. The hard truth for arrogant online phantoms like Abdullah_1417 and powder-puff cheerleaders like Asma Gull Hasan is that Five Percenters make no claim on their religion—not as an “offshoot” of anything, not as a footnote in the Nation of Islam’s history, not as the rappers’ Islam or convicts’ Islam. “You think some Arabs put together a scheme like that?” Father Divine asked the parliament, “to resurrect the black man in America? The black man’s no Muslim. Never has been, never will be.” I have never heard of a Five Percenter named Muhammad; if the black man is God, why would he follow a prophet?

The Father had declared a formal and emphatic break from Islam years before his death, but he also encouraged Five Percenters to explore all paths and respect the good efforts of others. Some Gods read the Qur’an and speak of Islam as a “science,” but others study Eastern philosophy and practice meditation. One is not more “Five Percenter” than the other. As one God told me, Clarence 13X only called himself Allah because he had come up in a mosque. He could have just as easily found his truth in one of the Nubian Hebrew movements and renamed himself Yahweh. One Five Percenter text even refers to Clarence as Christ. From what I could see, he was a kind of American Christ, and his cross was the gun.

The meanings of Islamic terms have also changed, and have in fact become English words. Five Percenters could give a rip about how to spell Allah in Arabic letters; Allah came to them speaking their own language, and Allah broke down his name as Arm, Leg, Leg, Arm, Head. Though some reach for parallels with medieval Sufism, the Five Percent Nation remains a distinctly American story. Gods and Earths don’t bother with schisms between Abu Bakr and Ali bin Abu Talib; the war that moved them was Elijah vs. Malcolm. Five Percenters that undo American white supremacy by adopting names like Majestic and Divine are taking part in an unwritten and largely unacknowledged American tradition. In the time of slavery, Africans and their descendents—having been stripped of their original names and branded with those of their masters—sometimes gave each other titles denoting pride and power. Names such as King, Prince and Queen, writes Allan D. Austin, were awarded for the “proud but politic way” in which slaves carried themselves.1 The Gods and Earths stand as heirs to their own line of patriarchs and matriarchs who endured the Bitter Passage, toiled through the Worst Part and made the land holy with their struggle.

Islam’s place in the story begins with the transportation of captive black Muslims to the New World, where any traces of African culture would be viewed as threats to white control. The slaveowner opposed rituals and ideas that could unite or inspire, suppressed written communication in languages he did not understand and imposed his religion upon his slaves. “I cannot help thinking that the way I was baptized was not right,” recalled Nicholas Said, who was born Mohammed Ali ben Said in West Africa around 1833. “I think that I ought to have known perfectly well the nature of the thing beforehand.” Some Muslims clung fiercely to their religion. Guinea-born Bilali Muhammad supervised up to 1,000 slaves and led an African Muslim community on Sapelo Island, Georgia. Preparing against a speculated British raid on the island, Bilali told his master, “I will answer for every Negro of the true faith but not for these Christian dogs of yours.” Charles Ball’s slave narrative quotes a “man who prayed five times a day” as commenting, “I had never seen white people before; and they appeared to me the ugliest creatures in the world.”2 Over time, syncretism and accommodation absorbed slaves’ Islam into their masters’ Christianity. An 1860 report from South Carolina mentions a woman known as “Old Lizzy Gray,” who believed that “Christ built the first church in Mecca and he grave was da.”3

Remnants of Islam are recognizable in the Ben Ishmaels of eighteenth-century Kentucky, described by Hugo Prosper Leaming as a tri-racial community formed by “chattel slaves or ‘free blacks,’ remnants of destroyed Native American nations, and European indentured servants or their landless, despised children.”4 They were named for their first patriarch, Ben Ishmael, which could read as the Arabic bin Ismail, “son of Ishmael.” Abraham’s son Ishmael is commonly regarded as the father of all Arabs, and in a certain sense Muslims (Leaming also speculates that the tribe’s name may have derived from Bani Ismail, “people of Ishmael”5). Ben Ishmael and his wife, the “first queen” Jennie most likely passed away sometime between 1802 and 1810. Their son John then led a mass exodus from the developing slavery state of Kentucky, crossing the Ohio River into lands designated by the Native Americans for eastern tribes that had been all but wiped out. Here the Ben Ishmaels were welcomed.

The tribe practiced polygamy and abstained from alcohol. Around the border of Illinois and Indiana they lived as nomads, following annual migratory routes along a triangle that included towns named Mecca, Mahomet and Morocco. In 1870, family names in Mahomet and the surrounding area included some with what Leaming calls an “oriental flavor:” Osman, Gamel, Pusha, Nebeker, Babb, Manser and Fardy.6 Little is known of the Ben Ishmaels’ religion, but they rejected belief in an afterlife and most attempts from missionaries to Christianize them. In the 1830s the tribe engaged in a brief relationship with the Methodist church, attracted to a preacher’s declaration that “good things will come to Christians.” It took only a matter of weeks to see through the empty promise. When the preacher asked for testimonials after one church meeting, an elderly Ben Ishmael woman stood and announced, “We all joined and we ben waitin’ for good things. We ain’t got none yit. I h’ain’t had a speck of good butter in my house since that day.”7

Wherever they wandered, the Ben Ishmaels dwelled on society’s fringe, living as unskilled laborers, scavengers, beggars and reputed petty criminals. The rising Eugenics movement, branding the Ben Ishmaels as biological aberrations, offered what Hakim Bey terms “salvation by extermination.”8 Reverend Oscar C. M’Culloch, author of “The Tribe of Ishmael: a Study on Social Degradation,” proposed to wipe out the community by cutting off public and private aid, removing Ben Ishmael children from their homes and placing adults in asylums or new “correctional” institutions littering the region. Sterilization began at the Indiana State Reformatory, and in 1907 the state of Indiana passed the world’s first compulsory sterilization law.9 The Ben Ishmaels found it best to disperse into nearby cities like Chicago and Detroit, where a nation of thousands might vanish within the larger society. Subsequent decades would yield reports of descendents wandering between Detroit and Philadelphia, living in their cars and still adhering to the tribe’s dietary laws.10

Allah wasn’t the first Father in Harlem, and he wasn’t the first black man to come to New York and say that he was God; nor was the Father Divine I heard at Five Percenter parliaments the first to use that name. The original Father Divine was born George Baker, Jr. in “Monkey Run,” a black ghetto of Rockville, Maryland in 1879. His mother Nancy died while George was a teenager. At twenty he moved to Baltimore as one of hundreds of black migrants, most of them from rural areas and searching for new opportunities. While absorbing the worst of police brutality and overcrowded slums like “Pigtown,” he took refuge in the home of Harriette Snowden, a female evangelist, and attended various black churches and revivals. At one Baptist storefront church, he watched a man get thrown out for proclaiming, “I am the Father Eternal!”11 George went outside and helped him up. The man introduced himself as Samuel Morris and explained his outburst with a verse from the Bible: “know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the spirit of God dwelleth in you?”12 The two became friends and Morris eventually moved into Harriette’s home. Before long, Morris had convinced both George and Harriette that he was God.

Morris changed his name to Father Jehovia, God in the Fathership Degree, while George Baker, Jr. became the Messenger, God in the Sonship Degree. They held services in their home several nights a week and were soon joined by Reverend Bishop Saint John the Vine, who wore a beard, turban and long robes and professed that he had learned Hebrew from his Abyssinian mother. The Bishop’s claims drew from traditions of Ethiopianism, an indigenous slave theology in which African-Americans were believed to have descended from the original Jews, and as the true Chosen People would someday be rescued by God and returned to their homeland.13 After embracing Father Jehovia’s divinity, the Bishop was accepted with his own Sonship Degree.14 The trio got along well until 1912, when the Bishop found a verse stating that “whoever shall confess that Jesus is the Son of God, God dwelleth in him and he is God” and decided that all men were equally divine.15 Father Jehovia, understandably, was not willing to give up his exclusive position as Godhead. After initially refusing to take part in their debate, the Messenger finally decided to reject them both and claim that he alone was the manifestation of God. The three men went their separate ways.

The Messenger headed south and wandered the countryside, preaching for the empowerment of women and acquiring a large female following. In Valdosta, Georgia a group of black men had him arrested for lunacy. During his booking, when an officer asked for the Messenger’s real name, a woman shouted, “he ain’t named nothing but God!”16 While in police custody, his following continued to grow and included white members. On February 27, 1914 he stood trial for lunacy in Valdosta court. The prosecution’s star witnesses—Dr. Stafford, a medical doctor and pastor, and Reverend White, a black Methodist minister—used the Messenger’s claim to be God to illustrate his level of mental illness. A jury found the Messenger “guilty” of insanity, but not sufficiently so to warrant his commitment to an institution. He was released on condition that he’d leave Valdosta immediately.17

Again roaming from town to town as a streetcorner preacher, he tracked down the Bishop, who had established his own church in Harlem. The Messenger attended one of the Bishop’s Sunday services, finding him still in his robes and turban. Upon sighting the Messenger, the Bishop blasted his former friend: “He came up to me saying, ‘I am as much God as you are, I am as much God as you are.’ I said, ‘I did not say anything about your not being as much God as I.’ I hadn’t said a word about it.”18 The Messenger stood and began preaching his own message to the church, managing to win over some of the Bishop’s followers. He then resumed his drifting, now with an entourage of disciples, to spread the word in every town. For preaching the equality of the sexes, he continued to win large numbers of female converts.19 He returned to New York permanently in 1917, during a period of increased African-American migration to northern cities and the early years of the Harlem Renaissance. 1916 had seen the arrival of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), which held that black Americans could only find peace and prosperity by returning to Africa. “Ethiopia, thou land of our fathers,” UNIA members sang at rallies, “thou land where the Gods used to be.” Harlem was swelling with a new radical consciousness; between 1919 and 1930, the borough was home to at least eight sects that claimed descent from Ethiopian Jews.

The Messenger, now known as Father Divine, promoted his mission as offering “prosperity, peace and pleasure” in this lifetime.20 With poverty leaving his followers malnourished, Father Divine encouraged large appetites and even weighed members of his household twice weekly, scolding those who lost weight.21 Competing not only with casinos and jazz but countless men that he deemed “false prophets,” he began making wild promises of the bliss that awaited his followers. One of Father Divine’s bolder statements claimed that in the year 2525, he would send ten million people into outer space to live on other planets: “don’t you want to go?”22

In 1932 Father Divine packed up his believers and moved to Sayville, approximately seventy miles north of the city. As his following in New York grew on its own, he would later return and move into a believer’s home in Harlem. Information about his past became sketchy. He reluctantly identified his age as fifty-two, but strictly by legal definition; as God, he had “spiritually and mentally no record.”

Believing in the subtle power of words to affect a person’s mindstate, Father Divine altered the language of his followers to remove all negative references. The word hello was forbidden, since it reminded him of hell; followers were instructed to greet each other with “peace.”23 By this line of thought, sexism and racism could be destroyed by avoiding the words that represented them. Prohibiting his disciples from even using terms like man or woman, Father Divine spoke of “so-called men” and “those who call themselves women.” He also insisted that whites be spoken of as simply “people of light complexion.”

Father Divine encouraged black followers to forsake their last names, dismissing a surname like Smith as “your Daddy’s master’s name;”24 but despite his struggles for equality, he was often guilty of the same attitudes about black people found in white racism, and at times even blamed African-Americans for the injustices they faced. According to Father Divine, African-Americans “had committed the sin in setting up color in the first place. They set it up in their consciousness and they would find it everywhere they went and they and no one else would be responsible.”25 He went so far as to claim that affiliation with the stigma of blackness doomed African-Americans to continued poverty: “I am not poor because I do not belong to a poor, downtrodden race. If I was attached to a poor downtrodden race like some of you think you are ... then I would be like some of you.”26

Rather than overcome ingrained notions of black inferiority, Father Divine fed into them. His marriage to a white woman would even be used as proof of his holy power, as only God himself could win such a victory over racial prejudice. Though probably well-intentioned, he remained seriously out of touch with growing movements that focused on black pride and cultural empowerment. Another Father, George Hurley, who formed his Universal Hagar’s Spiritual Church in Georgia in 1923, insisted that black Americans call themselves Ethiopians. Black people, he taught, were the original race, original Hebrews and creators of civilization while whites were descended from Cain and “cursed with a pale color because of leprosy.”

Worshiped as the “black God of this Age,” Father Hurley taught that God existed within all of humankind and gave his followers the status of “minor gods and goddesses.” He stressed an improvement of conditions in this lifetime, rather than dreaming of otherworldly solutions, as clearly stated in two of his “10 Commandments:”

2. Thou shall ignore a sky heaven for happiness and a downward hell for punishment.

3. Thou shall believe in heaven and hell here on earth.27

The era’s most notable leader to disagree with Father Divine’s denial of race was Marcus Garvey, who advocated a “real patriotism” centered around blackness. “There must be a real recognition of the Negro Abyssinian,” he told his Universal Negro Improvement Association. “He must not be ashamed to be a member of the Negro race. If he does, he will be left alone by all the Negroes of the world, who feel proud of themselves.”28 Garvey arrived in Harlem on March 23, 1916 and began preaching his racial patriotism on the sidewalks of Lenox Avenue:

When Europe was inhabited by a race of cannibals, a race of savages, naked men, heathens and pagans, Africa was peopled with a race of cultured black men, who were masters in art, science and literature; men who were cultured and refined; men who, it was said, were like the gods.29

“The Negro is crying for a Mohammed,” Garvey declared, “a Prophet to come forth and to give him the Koran of economic and intellectual welfare.”30

The official sources describe Noble Drew Ali as founder of the first black Islamic sect in America. In truth he was less than this, for there were black Moslems here before him; but he was more than this—he was an American prophet. He could have stepped from the pages of Melville or Ishmael Reed, “a thought of allah clothed in flesh,” a fact, a poetic fact.

Peter Lamborn Wilson

Ali was born Timothy Drew in 1886, in North Carolina, a child of ex-slaves and allegedly raised among the Cherokee. As the stories go, at sixteen he began traveling as a circus magician, later arriving in Egypt, where he was initiated into the Egyptian Shriners and the High Priesthood of the pyramid of Cheops. He would cross the Atlantic with a new scripture, the Circle 7 Koran, and a mission to uplift humanity’s fallen towards its “Father Allah” and proper religion of “Islamism.”

Ali distinguished between Islamism and “Arab-Islam,” since the latter came from a “slave master’s orientation” and “no Arabian seed sought to propagate the faith among members of our race.”31 True Islamism included not only Semitic prophets but figures such as Buddha and Confucius, and could not be contained within ritual or laws. Man and Allah were one, and all men were priests unto themselves.

He moved to Newark, New Jersey, renamed the city “New-ark” and in 1913 founded a Canaanite Temple, named for his belief that African-Americans were descended from the biblical Moabites and Canaanites. In 1919 his leadership was allegedly subverted by one Abdul Wali Farrad Mohammed Ali, a “Russo-Syrian peddler of silks and raincoats”32 who swayed enough followers to stage a temple coup. Noble Drew Ali fled New-ark for New York, where he believed that his John the Baptist had appeared in one Marcus Garvey. Ali admired Garvey’s aggressive racial pride, pageantry, enterprise, articles in Negro World on Moorish and Egyptian history and his call for a new religion with a god who reflected “the physical beauty and characteristics of the Negro himself.”

“Marcus accused the Deity of being a Negro,” joked humorist George S. Schuyler; “no wonder luck went against him!”33 Kelly Miller wrote that Garvey’s plea to “paint God black” was “revolting even to the Negro,”34 but for many it was the most necessary truth offered by Garvey’s movement. “God made black skin and kinky hair,” read a letter from a UNIA women’s auxiliary, “because He desired to express Himself in that type.” Garvey’s UNIA Chaplain General and principal theologian, Bishop George Alexander McGuire, reported that an elderly African-American woman gave him five dollars after he preached of a black Christ. “No white man would ever die on the cross for me,” she told him.35 During Garvey’s 1924 convention, UNIA members paraded through Harlem under a giant portrait of a black Mary and baby Jesus. “Let us start our Negro painters getting busy,” announced Bishop McGuire, “and supply a black Madonna and a black Christ for the training of our children.” He would demand not only a reimagining of God, but also a new Satan. The American Negro was the only black man in the world, he cried, who would allow white men to tell him that the devil was black. The bishop predicted that the future church of a black god would have its own white devil.36

For Noble Drew Ali, an important element in the coming black religion was a redefining of terms. The black man was neither Colored nor Negro; “colored” meant “anything that had been painted, stained, varnished or dyed,” and “Negro” meant a “four-legged animal.” Ali believed that African-Americans were actually Moors, with a heritage that entitled them to a certain legal and social privilege. As far back as 1682, citizens of Morocco were distinguished from ordinary “Negroes” and could not be enslaved, and in 1786 Morocco became the first country to recognize the United States as a sovereign nation. Booker T. Washington had written in Up From Slavery of a black man who, after being refused service at a hotel, showed himself to be a citizen of Morocco and received not only service but profuse apologies from the staff.37 For Noble Drew Ali, what separated this man and the African-American was a knowledge of self, a proper consciousness of identity. What America’s Moors needed to do was reclaim their nationality.

It was in 1924 that Ali, given a proper herald in Garvey, felt ready to be revealed as the prophet for his people. Sensing that the midwest was “closer to Islam,”38 in August 1925 he arrived at Chicago, which he dubbed a “new Mecca.” But here he would start from scratch: preaching on street corners to strangers, receiving derision for his fez and enduring stones thrown by children. For Chicagoans, he was only one of countless black migrants who gave their street hustles an exotic flair by posing as Arabs or Indians. The city hosted numerous self-described “Moslems” who sold lucky numbers for the lottery,39 and the Chicago Defender told of “Abd El Mustaph Bey Mohammed Allah Kismet,” a coffee vendor whose accent would slip between Turkish and southern, and whose real name was revealed to be George.40

Noble Drew Ali preached to the migrants, finding early support among those that spoke of themselves as “Ishmaelites” and members of a “tribe of Ishmael” that had come from downstate.41 His very first disciple is considered to have been a morbidly obese woman named Lily Sloane, who had one foot in the doorway of the “number house,” planning to place two cents on the night’s drawing, when she spotted Ali jumping up and down on a wooden crate, waving his arms. The tassel on his fez flew around his head as he moved. Lily stepped away from the number house and walked toward him, nearly tripping over a dirty white dog asleep on the sidewalk. “Goddamn dog,” she cursed, “get out of the way.” She then heard the strange fez-headed man softly calling her name.

“Lily Sloane: I, your Prophet, command you to come to me and learn the truth and be free in your Father-God-Allah Holy Name!” Then the vision disappeared, leaving only the crate behind. Lily stood alone, believing that she had gone crazy in the heat. She regained her composure and went into the number house with a good feeling about 5–7–4.

“Forty cents on the first six,” she told “Jackpot,” the tobacco-chewing numbers man, “ten cents straight.” Lily crossed the street and sat on the crate where just moments ago stood her tassled hallucination. “Damn hoodoo stuff,” she told herself—only to again see the man in the red fez, his arms outstretched. For the next four hours she sat on the crate, mesmerized as he called out to her.

The next time she saw the prophet was on State Street, surrounded by pedestrians that apparently shared her hallucination. Before she was close enough to make out his words, she heard the laughter of the crowd.

“Laugh!” Drew yelled back at them, “but the day will come when you will weep! When the wrath of my Father God Allah is poured out upon the earth, you will regret that you did not heed His prophet! That is why you are so easy to trick; that is why the Europeans—who you call the white man—can keep you in bondage. Oh, and you will listen to him! Anything he tells you is all right. He took you out of Asia and gave you slave names; he calls you black folks, colored folks, Ethiopians and you believe him! I tell you, brothers and sisters, there ain’t but one race on the earth, and that’s the human race. That race has got two branches: the Europeans, the man you call the white man, and the Asiatic—us. But you don’t know that ’cause the European don’t want you to know it. He wants to call you by your slave name and keep you working for him. It’s your own fault, brothers!

“Come all ye Asiatics of America, and learn the truth about your nationality and birthright—because you are not colored, you are not black folks, you are not Ethiopians. You must claim a free name; a Moorish name. Learn of your Forefather’s ancient divine creed that you will learn to love instead of hate.”

He stopped and let them process what he had said. Some gave encouragement. Some still laughed. After a few moments they all walked away, leaving only Lily Sloane. She watched the tired prophet take off his fez to wipe the sweat from his forehead. “Sister,” he called out to her, “your friends are gone. Why do you remain behind? Why don’t you go with the rest of the unbelievers?” Lily stammered out that he must not have remembered her because she was “crazy in the head.” Ali looked her, smiled and replied, “Why of course, sister, of course I remember you. Have you a lodging for me tonight, sister?”

Lily Sloane took in the prophet and became the first disciple of his new sect, standing at his side when he preached in vacant lots. Her intuitive feeling about the lottery numbers 5–7–4 had manifested the truth, via the time-honored numerology of “digit summing:” 5 + 7 + 4 = 16; 1 + 6 resulted in the divine number 7. She shared the prophet’s teachings with her upstairs neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. Mealy, who then became Mr. and Mrs. Mealy El. For Moors, the suffixing of El or Bey to one’s “slave name” reclaimed his or her lost nationality. As Noble Drew Ali’s following grew, Els and Beys became distinguished from one another by the color of their fezzes: Els green, Beys red. They greeted each other with “Islam,” right hands on their hearts; they bid farewell with “peace.”42

Ali obtained a charter for the first “Temple of Islam” of his new movement, the Moorish Science Temple of America, drafted a Divine Constitution and began issuing “passports.” His Moors also embraced their natural religion, “Islamism,” which a member expressed by wearing a button of the star and crescent on his coat. Ali taught his catechism through a simple question-and-answer format, similar to those used in Masonic lodges:

57. Who were Adam and Eve? They are the ones who brought about a discord in the Holy City of MECCA and were driven out.

58. Where did they go? They went into Europe.

59. What is the modern name given to their children? Roman.

60. What is the shade of their skin? Pale.

61. Who is guarding the Holy City of MECCA to keep the unbelievers away? Angels.

62. What is the modern name of these angels? Arabian.

63. What is the shade of their skin? Olive.

64. Are the Moorish Americans any relation to those Angels? Yes, we all have the same Father and Mother.

65. Give five names that are given to the descendents of Adam and Eve. Lucifer, Satan, Devil, Dragon and Beast.

66. What is the Devil sometimes called? The lower self.

67. How many selves are there? Two.

68. Name them. Higher and lower self.

69. What people represent the Higher self? The angels who protect the Holy City of MECCA.

70. What people represent the Lower self? Those who were cast out of the Holy City, and those who accept their teachings.

71. What is the Higher self? The Higher self is the mother of virtues and the harmonies of life, and breeds Justice, Mercy, Love and Right.

72. Can the Higher self pass away? No.

73. Why? Because it is ALLAH in man.43

Like his herald Marcus Garvey, Ali’s rhetoric of black empowerment accompanied a growing business enterprise. The prophet sold “Moorish Healing Oil” and his Moors operated their own grocery stores, newspapers and even schools. Ali’s rising power—and the habit among some Moors of flashing their passports at whites—may have frightened authorities. One official in Detroit remarked, “What a terrible gang! Thieves and cutthroats! Wouldn’t answer anything. Wouldn’t sit down when you told them. Wouldn’t stand up when you told them.”44 Hoping to get the authorities off his back, Ali later forbade his Moors from engaging in aggressive public behavior or flashing their passports at whites. The Moors began working their way from the fringe. They promoted their temple as a fraternal order, leading colorful marches in regalia not far removed from the faux-Arab aesthetics of Shriner parades.45 Sheik Claude Greene became butler to revered philanthropist Julius Rosenwald, who purchased the MST a building at 3640 Indiana Avenue. The new headquarters, named Unity Hall by Ali, hosted the first Moorish national convention from October 15 to 20, 1928. Like UNIA conventions, the event opened with a parade. On the second day, Ali kissed a boy wrapped in the Moorish national flag and declared his Moors a sovereign people.

Moorish Science was becoming politically entrenched, as local candidates played up Ali to win his followers’ votes. Moors helped south side alderman Oscar S. DePriest into the House of Representatives, and Ali attended the January 14 inauguration of Illinois Governor Louis L. Emerson. At the apparent height of his power, Ali told the Moors that he wasn’t long for the world; according to Moorish sources, this was also when “every evil spirited pone was moving now against him.”46 Lomax Bey announced before 1,500 Moors that Noble Drew Ali should be deposed as leader, and even attempted a courtroom coup to wrest control of the movement. Then Ali learned that his wife Pearl was sleeping with Claude Greene.47 On March 11, Greene emptied the prophet’s Unity Hall office and tossed his furniture into the street. Greene was later shot and stabbed to death, causing the Chicago police to apprehend Ali. On May 20 he was indicted as an accessory to homicide.

On July 27, less than a month after his release on bail, Noble Drew Ali returned to Allah. The Chicago Whip attributed his death to tuberculosis; the Moors believed that police abuse—such as forcing the prophet to sit on giant blocks of ice—had aggravated his health problems and brought on martyrdom. Moorish history records the exact time of death as 10:10 p.m., and Noble Drew’s final words as “Carry on.” His body would lie in state for five days. The funeral service at the Pythian Temple included songs by the MST choir and a eulogy delivered by C. Kirkman Bey in English, Arabic and Spanish.

The Moorish Science Temple began to fall apart before its prophet was even in the ground. Ali’s attorney Aaron Payne tried to hold the movement together, but had none of the “spiritual charisma” required to capture Moors’ imagination. Majority opinion held that Noble Drew Ali had chosen to reincarnate himself into his chauffeur, John Givens El. Mealy El, Grand Sheik of the Chicago Temple, claimed to be Ali’s personally appointed successor, only to be voted out by the general membership. Complicating the issue was Ira Johnson Bey, also known as the “Nazarene,” an enforcer who had been sent from Pittsburgh to Chicago to squash the Claude Greene revolt. Bey stormed into Mealy El’s office and demanded recognition as Grand Sheik. His men kidnapped Mealy El’s opponent C. Kirkman Bey, believing that Kirkman possessed Noble Drew Ali’s last will and testament. Kirkman’s wife Peasie called the police; a resulting gun battle left two officers and one Moor dead, and sixty-three Moors arrested. Ira Johnson Bey managed to escape back to Pittsburgh, where “the spirit of Jesus reincarnated into his form.” Receiving permission from his Father to come in His Name, he then declared himself “Allah El, son of the most High God-Allah.” Despite being a vessel for Jesus, Allah El insisted that he was but a mortal man with a simple role to play: “I am no Christ and I have no wings, I am an old man, I am Spirit. I am going to my father when I return.” Allah El returned to Chicago, surrendered to police and was institutionalized at Illinois Security Hospital for the Criminally Insane in the town of Menard.48

A stranger then appeared in Detroit’s Paradise Valley, selling silks from door to door in post-Depression ghettoes and regaling customers with tales of Muslim lands. His stories were so enthralling that he would often be invited to stay for dinner. After the meal, he would exhort his hosts to give up pork and adopt the diets of their brothers and sisters in the east. Soon the stranger was preaching to crowded basement audiences on the superiority of Islam and the coming destruction of the white world.49

Various far-flung theories name him as David Ford El, Grand Sheik from Chicago, or Abdul Wali Farrad Mohammed Ali, the Russo-Syrian peddler of raincoats who had taken over the Canaanite Temple in New Jersey, or even Arnold Josiah Ford, the Barbados-born black rabbi and former UNIA choirmaster. He has been identified as a Syrian Druze, Indian Ahmadiyya, Turkish Nazi, cockeyed Greek and New Zealand drug dealer, and he could have been one of the last Ben Ishmaels. He might appear in old photos with Noble Drew Ali and Moors standing outside the Unity Hall, everyone in turbans and headdresses and robes with sashes; in the upper left corner there’s a fair-skinned man wearing a bowtie. The Moors swear that it’s him, but who knows—?

His official biography would depict him as the son of a black man named Alphonso and Baby Gee, white woman of the Caucus Mountains, who gave birth to him in Mecca. After making himself known in Detroit on July 4, 1930 he went by over fifty aliases, including Mohammed Ali, Wali Mohammed, Wali Farrad, Farrad Mohammed, Wallace Mohammed, W.F. Muhammad, Wallace Farrad, Wallace Don Ford and W. D. Fard. As the Moorish Science Temple’s Chicago nucleus was split by rival factions, he collected wayward followers in Detroit with tweaked Moorish doctrine.

Noble Drew Ali had taught that Allah and the Devil existed within man as “higher” and “lower” selves, with the lower (devil) self represented by Adam’s descendents, the Europeans. W. D. Fard took Ali’s religion and made it science. Within the black man existed two germs: a dominant black germ and recessive brown germ. For trillions of years there were only pure black men, who lived in peace and enlightenment. As the brown germ lay dormant, black men fathered civilization. This natural order was challenged approximately 6,000 years ago, when a “big-headed” youth named Yacub told his uncle, “I’m going to make a man that will rule you.” His uncle’s reply mimics the Qur’an, when angels question Allah on His decision to create Adam: “What will you make other than something that will cause bloodshed and mischief in the land?”

“That’s all right,” answered the youth. “I know what you do not know.” In his college years Yacub discovered the weak brown germ and endeavored to create a man from it. The new man would of course be weaker than the black man from which he was grafted, but with Yacub’s instruction would come to rule the world.

At eighteen years old, Yacub had graduated from every college and university and took to preaching his ideas on the streets of Mecca, slowly gathering converts until he became a legitimate threat to the government. The King called for Yacub’s arrest, which only made him more popular among his followers. Eventually, the jails were overcrowded with Yacub’s party and he still had disciples teaching on the street. The King asked to be taken to Yacub’s cell.

The two of them worked out an agreement: Yacub and his followers would go into exile, and the King would financially support them for twenty years. They sailed to the island of Pelan (Patmos) in the Aegean Sea, where Yacub set up a social hierarchy topped by doctors, ministers, nurses and a cremator. After two hundred years of strictly enforced breeding laws, including regulated marriages and even infanticide of black babies, Yacub’s government had completely weeded out the black germ to create a brown race. As many of the brown people migrated to other areas of the world, Yacub kept his remaining population under the eugenics laws and in another two hundred years had created the yellow race. After the third and final stage, he had made his devil: the white man.

Yacub was Arabic for Jacob. The biblical story of Jacob stealing Esau’s birthright had been read by the Moors as an allegory for the white man robbing them of their nationality. The devils of Fard’s interpretation would come to the Holy City of Mecca; but like the pale people of Moorish Science narrative, they would be chased out, driven across the desert and exiled to the caves of Europe. After “half-original” prophet Musa (Moses) came to civilize the devils and teach them the forgotten science of “tricknology,” they would rise up to over-power the original people.

Six hundred years it had taken to make the devil fit into a mathematical theme. Yacub was only six years old when he discovered magnetism; his followers numbered 59,999, himself making 60,000; his created devil had only six ounces of brain, compared to the original man’s seven. The devil, who used six million square miles of land, would rule the earth for six thousand years. Jeho-vah’s Witnesses understand the number six, “being short of the biblically complete, or perfect” seven to signify imperfection, emphasized in the Beast’s mark of 666.50 Fard encouraged his Muslims to listen to Jehovah’s Witness radio programs, which contained hidden truths that could only be unlocked with his help. Charles Taze Russell, founder of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, believed that Christ had secretly arrived in the year 1874. Using the book of Daniel to calculate a period of 2,520 years, Russell deducted that Christ would emerge to lead a “Battle of Armageddon” in 1914. After the year came and went, 1914 was then interpreted as the “beginning of the end.” Fard, who was likely born after 1890 but would be portrayed with a birthdate of February 26, 1877, professed that the reign of Yacub’s devil had expired in 1914. At that time, however, the original people in the wilderness of North America were not prepared to reclaim their position. They still worshiped the hocus-pocus god that the devil had taught them to fear, and ate the devil’s poison foods that made them sick. The devil was thus allowed a “grace period” during which Fard arrived to rescue his people. If original people lived true to the laws of Islam, Fard promised, they would be rid of the devil by 1934.51

Both Noble Drew Ali and W. D. Fard aspired to create an identity for African-Americans greater than that offered under the United States flag. Ali claimed that black people could reclaim their true names, culture and religion by embracing Moorish heritage; Fard taught his followers that they were registered in the “Nation of Islam”—which had no birth record, beginning or ending, and was older than the sun, moon and stars.52 Rather than suffix his followers’ “slave names” with Bey or El, Fard sold original “righteous names.” Joseph Shepard based his new name on his old, becoming Jam Sharrieff. Some took the surname Allah, such as Lindsey Garret (Hazziez Allah) and William Blunt (Sharrieff Allah).53 New names marked the beginnings of new lives, a resurrection from mental death; sociologist Erdmann Doane Beynon, who studied the Nation of Islam in 1936 and 1937, observed that Fard’s Muslims “became so ashamed of their old slave names that they considered that they could suffer no greater insult than to be addressed by the old name.”54 “I wouldn’t give up my righteous name,” remarked Rosa McCoy, renamed Rosa Karriem; “that name is my life.”55 The names were only part of Fard’s intricate use of words, numbers and symbols to stimulate his followers and restructure their world. Europe was broken down into Eu, meaning hillside, and rope, meaning to bind in, to illustrate how Caucasians had been “roped in.” The white man’s continent was no longer the beacon of civilization, but his prison. Fard’s unique terminologies and memorized phrases were the work of, in the words of Warith Deen Mohammed, a “genius of powerful reform psychology, he created the kind of strange language environment that would just shock dead brains, dead sentiments into living form.”56

There might have been no telling where a shocked brain would lead its owner. Henry James Moaning, known within Fard’s group as Ahmed Ullah, was arrested for writing threatening letters to the mayor of Detroit and judged insane by Probate Court.57 In November 1932 police arrested unskilled laborer Robert Harris for performing a bloody human sacrifice. Harris had convinced his friend, a former Moor named James J. Smith, that in death he could become “savior of the world.” Smith voluntarily placed himself on a makeshift altar in Harris’ apartment and allowed Harris to stab him in the chest. Harris then took the rod from an automobile axle and brained Smith before stabbing him four more times. In police custody Harris, who had been renamed Robert Karriem by Fard, called himself the “King of Islam” and freely admitted that he had to kill four people to “gain his reward” from the “gods of Islam.” Robert’s brother Edward Harris, also a follower of Fard, remarked that financial worries had caused Robert to “lose his mind.”58
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