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Foreword
ELAINE BROWN


• • • CONFRONTED WITH the constancy of black oppression and other oppression here in the United States, reflected most recently and poignantly in the floodwaters that overwhelmed the streets of Evangeline, and throughout the African diaspora in the pounding of poverty, highest in the world in sub-Saharan Africa, one can only wonder whether there ever was an attempt for change, for freedom. For those of us who once dreamed of and fought for freedom under the banner of the Black Panther Party, this brutal continuum is made even more unbearable. For, even in the recognition of the millions of anonymous martyrs among our ancestors who shed their precious blood to make us free and of the price paid by all the beautiful heroes we know and honor, including Huey P. Newton, the full story of our glorious struggle goes wanting. Comes now the light of this writing.

With a kind of proverbial tug and pull of pain and joy, I again remember George, the living George Jackson, his idealism, his resolve, his powerful commitment to the freedom of black and other oppressed people, his whispered urgings that none of us leave this life as broken men who failed to fight for freedom, all snatched by the bullets of a state assassin. I remember Bunchy Carter, founder of the Party’s Southern California chapter, where I joined the Party, “Mayor of the Ghetto,” leader of the five-thousand-strong Slausons, gifting his street savvy and strength to the revolution until the government-sponsored murderers destroyed him, as, John Huggins, the soldier-scholar whom I always recall as my personal savior. And I see now Jonathan Jackson, the magnificent man-child, slain in his seventeenth year, as I recall the booming figure of Fred Hampton, wiser at twenty-one than the old men who praised him after the FBI murdered him in his bed, even as he called for the building of a revolutionary rainbow coalition. I remember the Sister Warriors, Ericka Huggins, my comrade and my captain. And the martyrs who spent lifetimes behind bars, including the tender Romaine “Chip” Fitzgerald, languishing still in a California prison cell, since 1969. And among the heroes who did not die, who are more numerous than one might think in this abyss of apathy, I remember Flores Forbes, friend, comrade, revolutionary guerrilla, freedom fighter.


Oh, I was so in love last year,
or, rather, the year before,
and if it wasn’t death that claimed them,
it was the hard, cold prison door …

I was in love with many soldiers,
for they were a part of me,
a part of all I’d grown with,
though they’d somehow grown free.

They were all such young and fine men,
such well-defined men,
but if we remain reminded of them,
then no wall or grave can confine them.



Usually, the soldier dies or goes, silent, from the battlefield, leaving the history of struggle to be written by the generals or rewritten by the conquerors. Here, finally, is the soldier’s story. It is more, though. This is our story, the story of an oppressed people, of our resistance to oppression, told by one of us, a revolutionary memoir, a memoir of a revolutionary, an unadulterated truth, told in a pure voice, recalling the purity of our effort. This is the story of the Panther.

Through tears, I am forced to see how tragically small the Black Panther Party was in relation to the forces mounted against us and our goal of freedom. Yet through these words, I am born again in the memory of how big were our heart and our commitment. My eyes blurred by the night of time see clearly now our young selves, resurrected, and I am astounded by the recollection of our willing surrender to “serve the People, body and soul,” to be “twenty-four-hour Panthers” not “part-time revolutionaries,” to “die for the People,” and to “live for the People,” as we published and distributed our news organ every week, cooked and served free breakfasts to our children every day, maintained free clinics for our people, distributed free groceries to the hungry, defended our lives and our communities with our lives against the thousand assaults, believing in freedom, fighting for freedom.

This is no nostalgic colorant. The memories are here validated. We lived, despite the efforts to erase us, then as now. The truth is here told. And that truth is that, in the pantheon of Africans struggling for freedom in America, there has been no greater, enlightened, organized effort than that of the Black Panther Party. This is a powerful telling of our story, of our history, which cannot now be unwritten, for which I am grateful, as shall be the next generation of freedom fighters.

E.B.

Brunswick, Georgia



WILL YOU
DIE
WITH ME?

• • •



Prologue

MOST OF MY FRIENDS were living regular lives working and raising families in Southern California, and some were dead from the violence on the street or from the bullet of a Vietcong guerrilla. Many, I was to find out later, had chosen the street life and drugs and as a result were languishing in some California prison. The Vietnam War was over, and black people in America had reached many of the goals they had fought for in the civil rights/black liberation struggles. But by the summer of 1977, I had been with the Black Panther Party for close to ten years. I was twenty-five years old, and like many of the members who were my age, the Party was all we had known of adult life in the United States of America. I, for example, hadn’t finished college but had accumulated sixty units at Laney College in Oakland, California. I had only a GED to my name, but I had traveled far in the profession of my choosing: a revolutionary.

I was the youngest member of the Black Panther Party’s central committee as well as a member of the de facto inner circle that included Elaine Brown, chairman; the chief of staff, Comrade Bethune; and Big Bob Heard. My rank and title was assistant chief of staff. I was in charge of the “fold”—the slang term we used within the Party to describe the military arm or the security cadre. Huey P. Newton’s appellation for those members of the Party who indulged in the covert operations assigned to this cadre was the “Buddha Samurai.” This name had no spiritual or religious meaning to him or to us. “Buddha” stood for the administrative or traditional work responsibilities within the Party that he believed we all should attend to on a daily basis. And the “Samurai” represented one’s military position within the ranks of the BPP.

I was the Party’s chief armorer and, along with Texas, my assistant, was responsible for the maintenance and, when needed, the distribution of weapons to Party members performing any and all military tasks. I was in charge of the Party’s field operations (fund-raising for our various programs via street solicitation), transportation, and anything else that was not on our organizational chart. Also, Elaine had appointed me to the Party’s disciplinary arm, the Board of Methods and Corrections. In this capacity, along with Ericka Huggins, I was responsible for adjudicating all infractions of the rules and regulations in the BPP and, predicated on our decisions, meting out Panther justice. This process was one of the most controversial aspects of the BPP history, more so than the military component from which it derives its beginnings and existence.

I grew up in the Southern California chapter of the BPP. The discipline was fierce and often brutal because we were trained to believe that we were at war and that, during wartime, soldiers get shot for, say, falling asleep on guard duty. The discipline could be mild; a minor infraction was punishable with a few lashes on your bare back from a bullwhip. If you really fucked up, like falling asleep on guard duty, you would be mud-holed. This was the most severe form of corporal punishment in the Party. No one—and I mean no one—wanted this to happen to them. A person who got mud-holed usually left the Party very soon after. This involved an individual being beaten to the ground and stomped by some of the toughest men in the BPP. Many were trained from years of fighting on the streets of America, and many were trained to kill by America. So either way, it was unhealthy to fall asleep in the “Red Zone,” Los Angeles. Across the board, the discipline varied from chapter to chapter and branch to branch. But once the Party was consolidated in Oakland, things had to change. The board was created in the early ’70s and usually consisted of two Panthers (male and female) who served on a rotating basis. But that stopped, and ultimately Ericka and I would hear and decide on all cases. We cut back on the brutal methods and started some real mild shit like placing people on drinking restrictions and stuff like that. But things stayed the same for the Buddha Samurai, because technically we were still at war.

I shared a comfortable apartment on Fairmont Avenue, near Lake Merritt, with Minister of Culture Emory Douglass and my girlfriend, Frances Moore. I was in pretty good physical shape at the time, standing about six-two and weighing around 180 pounds. I’m not sure if it was due to the pressures of my hectic life, but I had developed some terrible vices. I smoked about a pack of Kool Filter Kings cigarettes a day. I drank maybe a pint of cognac with club soda back and I smoked four or five joints of Buddha Thai every single day. I never read the daily newspapers or watched the news. Most of my information came from street informants, general conversations with people who had the “inside scoop,” and reading books. During the summer of 1977, I was reading Livy’s The War with Hannibal, Gay Talese’s Honor Thy Father, and Nietzsche’s The Will to Power .

I never wrote anything down, or at least that’s what I told people. In fact, I did. Behind a picture on a wall in my apartment was the Black Panther Party’s complete armory inventory list. It included the type of technical equipment (TE): guns, ammo, and accessories; and a code to indicate the various locations throughout the San Francisco—Oakland Bay Area where we stored the TE. My job was one of the most secretive in the Party, and to this day most of the people who were in the Party over the years had not a clue as to what I really did on a day-to-day basis. I had been carrying a gun every day since the spring of 1972. My personal weapon of choice in 1977 was a 9mm Browning automatic pistol, which I carried in an inside belt holster on the right side of my body at the forward rake position. I also had a riot shotgun in my closet and a Colt .45 Gold Cup in the drawer next to my bed.

I always wore a jacket, usually leather but not black, because in an effort to change our image, we had stopped wearing black leather jackets, especially when armed. I had in my wardrobe several suits and sport coats that I had purchased from “Ruby the Booster” and her pimp. In 1977 I was considered a natty dresser or, as we put it, “clean as a broke-dick dog.” My fun came from running the streets, chasing women in and outside of the BPP, watching ball games and situation comedies on television, and going to R&B and jazz concerts at the Circle Star Theater in San Carlos or clubs in San Francisco. I also went to the movies, usually alone and during the day.

I worked twelve- to twenty-four-hour days. I could receive a phone call anytime between midnight and 6:00 A.M. and be expected to quickly respond to situations that were urgent and deadly. My mission was clear. I was willing and able to do anything that would further the cause of my people and the BPP. I was not bothered by criticism or the fact that I could lose my young life. Foremost on my agenda was securing the safety of my prince: Huey P. Newton, the leader and founder of the Black Panther Party.

Most Buddha Samurai street operations had been successful, but some were failures. We were willing to live with that, though I understand now that my behavior in 1977 challenged the “arrogance of our success.” We in the Buddha Samurai of the BPP did not realize that we were “throwbacks” to anachronistic gunmen who believed, as Mao did, that “political power grows from the barrel of a gun.”

• • • Huey P. Newton and Bobby G. Seale founded the Black Panther Party in Oakland, California, in October 1966. The Party’s foundation was a ten-point platform and program that Huey and Bobby developed as a result of a far-reaching survey they conducted throughout the black communities of the Bay Area. Beginning with the words “what we want and what we believe,” respondents told the two Merritt College students that people needed jobs, clothing, justice, and peace. But most of all, they wanted an end to police brutality and the senseless murders of black people by local policemen. Drawing on this overwhelming response, Huey and Bobby began the Party’s first community service program by arming themselves and their first recruits with weapons and law books and patrolling the Oakland police, interdicting when they perceived that a local black citizen’s rights were being violated. Harassed and repressed for this action, the Party as a whole came under attack from the local police. The first BPP victim was Huey P. Newton himself. Huey was wounded and charged with the murder of a white policeman. The demand for his release became a clarion call taken up by many young black men and women throughout the country. “Free Huey” became a chant heard from coast to coast. It was such a powerful calling that, at the age of sixteen, I decided to dedicate my life and every ounce of energy to the struggle.

From 1966 to 1969 the BPP expanded exponentially, taking its fierce brand of the black liberation struggle in America across the land, swelling to more than forty chapters and branches with approximately five thousand members. The Party’s political organ, The Black Panther newspaper, enjoyed a circulation of more than a hundred thousand each week. Beginning in Oakland, the BPP instituted several community service programs, most notably a “free breakfast for schoolchil-dren” program that would feed thousands of hungry kids every school morning. These programs were developed in Party chapters all over America. A 1969 Lou Harris poll of black males between the ages of eighteen to forty-two gave the BPP an 80 percent approval rating.

In 1969, Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation J. Edgar Hoover declared the BPP the most serious threat to the internal security of the United States. While city after city was erupting in civil disobedience, the FBI and local police agencies targeted the BPP for death and extermination. Under the auspices of their Counter Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO), the FBI coordinated a national police effort to destroy the BPP. This action resulted in numerous police-versus-Panther gun battles, along with a more subtle disinformation campaign targeted to create internecine warfare with other black groups and dirty-trick schemes that caused several dozen Panther fatalities, show trials, political prisoners, and forced exiles. When you entered our national headquarters in Oakland, the first thing you noticed was a wall of honor covered with the pictures of Panthers slain in battle.

In response to this government-led onslaught, the BPP devised a plan à la Mao’s Long March to repel the attacks and take the struggle to a higher level. The first phase of the plan was to create its own disinformation scheme announcing the retrenchment and near demise of the BPP. Next, the BPP began closing down one chapter after another, relocating the most trusted and talented members to the original base of operations: Oakland. The third part of the plan was to organize and mobilize followers to take over the city of Oakland and its lucrative containerized port. The final phase, once Oakland was taken, was to relaunch the revolution and replicate the Oakland success in other major U.S. cities.

In 1972, Huey P. Newton—who had been released from prison in 1970—created an elite group within the BPP called the Buddha Samurai, to assist with this political and urban military plan. His tenure as our leader on the ground was short-lived, though. In 1974 he was charged with several felonies and fled to Cuba, where he remained in exile for three years. Under the leadership of the Party’s new chairman, Elaine Brown, the organization flourished, almost completing the Oakland phase of the plan with the election of Lionel Wilson as the city’s first black mayor. It was through the actions of this rejuvenated and thoroughly modern BPP that Huey P. Newton’s return to the United States from Cuba was negotiated during the summer of 1977.
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I WAS TWELVE YEARS OLD that day in 1964, riding my brand-new Sting-Ray bicycle up the hill from my parents’ home on Forty-seventh Street in Southeast San Diego. When I reached the intersection of Forty-seventh and Market, I could hear the tires of a car slowly following behind me on the gravel of the parking lot. I stopped at the light and heard a man with a distinctly Southern drawl call out, “Boy, come over here.”

I was pretty scared by the time I turned around and saw two white policemen just getting out of their cruiser. The officers came over to me and said, “Would you come with us?” I started looking around for help. I wanted to shout, but nothing came out of my mouth. I was terrified. The policemen took my bike and put it in the trunk of their car, opened the back door, and told me to get in. People in their cars were looking at this scene, but they just passed on by. Like a frightened fool and the innocent I was, I hopped in. There was some degree of positive excitement: I was getting a ride in a police car. They drove me up the hill on Market Street toward downtown San Diego.

After a ten- or fifteen-minute ride, they pulled into a residential area just short of downtown and drove up to several other police officers and a white couple. The car stopped and the cop on the passenger side got out and walked over to the group of people and pointed back toward me while explaining something. The couple walked over to my side of the car and peered in. They looked at me, then at each other, before the white man shook his head. He took the woman by her hand and walked back toward the policemen, who returned to the car, then drove me back to Forty-seventh Street and pulled into the parking lot I was kidnapped from. There was this huge crowd of people, and standing in the center was my mother. The policemen stopped, got out, and went around to open the trunk and get my bike. My mother, with the crowd of neighbors in tow, approached the cops, asking, “What are you doing with Flores? Did he do anything?” The cop got my bike and told my mother to “back off, bitch. This is official police business.” My mother stopped in her tracks. This was the first time I ever saw my mother kill someone with a look. They let me out of the car. I ran to grab my bike and get near my mother. No sooner did this happen than the police car pulled off, spinning its tires in the gravel and kicking up rocks and dirt as it dipped into the street and drove away. For me, this was strike number one against the police.

The second strike came just two years later. It was nighttime and I was jogging around the track up at Lincoln High School, about two long blocks from my house. I was playing Pop Warner football, and I was two or three pounds overweight. So I wrapped my body from the waist up in cleaner’s plastic underneath my workout clothes so that I could sweat the pounds away. I ran hard to the top of the hill where Lincoln High School sat. Tomorrow was Saturday and also game day, and I really wanted to play. On one corner, where the old Hudson store used to be, was a dance hall for young people. This was Friday night and it was packed. I could just barely hear the Temptations’ latest record, “It’s Growing,” over the outside speaker. I turned left at the intersection and carefully crossed the street and headed toward the track. I crawled under the fence surrounding the track and began sprinting. I had been running for about fifteen minutes when I saw dozens of police cars racing past the track, headed for the dance hall. The young blacks at the dance were restless or something, or maybe it was the first signs of rebellion in San Diego, but they started throwing rocks, bottles, and what have you at the policemen, who had taken up positions behind their cars. The police made a push and everyone outside of the dance started to break for it, scattering down Forty-seventh Street and Ocean View Boulevard. Many were heading toward the campus. I continued my workout. Then this spotlight started following me as I ran around the track. Innocent and unsuspecting, I continued to run, thinking only about losing the weight and showing Coach Wallace that I was not the “lazy slob” he had called me at our last practice. All of a sudden I could see cop cars lining up along the fence just above the depressed field I was running on. As San Diego cops in beige uniforms began climbing the fence, I heard one of them say, “Here’s one running down the track.” I kept going, and as I made the turn, this one cop who was near me hit my legs with his club. The blow knocked me off my pace and I tumbled to the ground. I was then hit again with a club and kicked several times. Several cops with clubs, flashlights, and scowling faces surrounded me. One black cop interceded. It was Mr. Cunningham, the first black policeman I knew of in San Diego and the father of Marty, a friend. He walked over quickly and pulled me up and toward him with one hand while he pulled my sweatshirt hood off my head with the other. He flashed his light in my face.

“What are you doing up here running from us?” he said.

“I’m trying to make my weight for tomorrow, Mr. Cunningham,” I said, almost crying.

The other cops pulled at me and jostled me before Mr. Cunningham said, “My God, this is the Forbes boy; he goes to school with my kid.” They calmed down then. One of them said, “Get out of here and run home as fast as you can.”

I broke the grip they had on me, ran to the fence, scaled it, and headed home. My heart was still pounding into the next day at the game. Two years later, when it finally dawned on me that there was something wrong with how the police had treated me, I got mad and wanted revenge.

This was actually an unusual occurrence for my quiet neighborhood and me. In the black community of Southeast San Diego, it had always been relatively quiet and safe. There was a time when you could leave your front doors open and unlocked. The community was populated with stable families. Everybody on my block and most of the people I knew had two parents. The single-parent households could be counted on one hand. However, we weren’t without our problems. After saving every penny he could, plus his GI Bill voucher for housing, my father had attempted to purchase a home outside of Southeast San Diego in an area called Allied Gardens/Princess View Manor. This location was just east of the area called Hotel Circle, where Jack Murphy Stadium was located. His contract to purchase the home was blocked as the broker tried to steer him to another area that was predominately black.

Welcome to sunny San Diego.

It wasn’t just mistreatment by police and the housing discrimination against my parents that motivated me to want to fight to change things and eventually join the BPP. Much of it had to do with the example my parents set, always trying to help people in general and our homeboys in particular. Both Fred and Catherine Forbes were extremely active in the black community of Southeast San Diego. They worked with and led the Horton Elementary School PTA. My mother was the president. My father was a scoutmaster with the Boy Scouts, and my mother was a den mother with the Cub Scouts. My father was a Little League coach, and both of my parents were very active in the church. Watching them working to help many of my friends made a lasting positive impression on me.
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SAN DIEGO in general and Southeast San Diego in particular was an interesting community for a young black male to grow up in during the ’60s. I worked in almost every part of town. I sold kitchenware door-to-door in Cottage Grove and magazine subscriptions in Chula Vista; I was a pot washer at the King’s Inn in Hotel Circle (my brother Fred was a dishwasher across the freeway at the Town and Country club and golf course). I was a dishwasher at the May Company, in Mission Valley Center, and a piano tuner’s assistant, traveling all over Southern California tuning pianos. But the best job I held during this period was as a laundry worker at the Naval Training Center (NTC) near Shelter Island.

At the NTC, I washed and pressed the training blues and dress whites for the new sailors being trained at the base. I remember these huge ships sailing into the harbor, with all of these colorful flags that my father had told me were used by the ships to communicate. The image of this would trigger a flashback to when my father was in the navy and then returning from a tour of duty overseas. My work experience at the NTC led me to feel that something was terribly wrong with life because of the color of my skin. I was fifteen years old and my supervisor, in his unintelligible Southern drawl, would call me “boy” or “niggra” without missing a beat. Coupled with my treatment by the police when I was twelve and fourteen years old, and seeing how this man could say just about whatever he wanted to me, I began to realize something about life. I was a boy or a nigger, niggra, what have you, in a racist country and didn’t even know it because sunny San Diego had lulled damn near every black person there to sleep.

The Watts rebellion in 1965 sent a shock wave throughout this sunny Southern California community and made it clear to those of us who were unconscious that what was happening in “La La Land” was unacceptable to black folks who were conscious.

San Diego was a navy town, and most of the people there were navy people. Everyone knew someone with the nickname of “Chief” or “Sarge.” My father, Fred Roosevelt Forbes, Sr., was a navy man of twenty years. We were a navy family—my mother, his wife, Catherine Seymore; my brother, Fred Roosevelt Forbes, Jr.; my sister, Katherine L. Forbes; and me—as were most of our friends. My father and mother were from Bertha and Currituck counties in North Carolina, respectively. After my father retired, we settled at 411 North Forty-seventh Street in Southeast San Diego. My parents struggled to make ends meet once my father retired from the navy. At one point my father had three jobs. He worked as a waiter at the Kona Kai Club on Shelter Island, which may have been easy for him because in the navy, he was a steward/servant for an Admiral Barnesmith. (Admiral Barnesmith used to send a Christmas card with a picture of his family and a $20 bill every year.) President Eisenhower used to frequent the Kona Kai Club, and after a round of golf, my father was one of the waiters who served him and his party drinks and stuff. One of the other jobs my father held was as a janitor cleaning up a huge factory in National City. At least once a week he would take the entire family with him and assign each of us a task, so that he could hurry up and finish in order to get to his next job. My mother was a domestic for several years, working for this rich old white woman in La Jolla named Ms. Martin. Both of my parents got tired of the shit work and got out of the business of being servants when my father landed his dream job at General Dynamics in Torrey Pines and my mother became a nurse at the Balboa Navy Hospital. These were the jobs both of my parents would hold for the rest of their lives.

San Diego was not the urban center in the ’60s that it is today. It was the stepsister to that big city up north: Los Angeles. The population was around five hundred thousand during this period. Most of the people here were white, with smaller percentages of blacks, Chicanos, Asians, and Pacific Islanders.

Compared to LA, which was a big-time city with major league professional sports teams, San Diego was a small-time city with minor league professional sports teams. There was minor league baseball, with the San Diego Padres of the Pacific Coast League, and the San Diego Chargers of the new American Football League. Basketball never caught on; I wonder why. The mayor I remember was named Frank Curren. He dressed like a gangster. He stands out in my mind because he used to throw out the first pitch on opening day at the Southeast San Diego Little League. After his black chauffeur drove his limo onto the field, Curren would walk to the flat pitching mound, throw the pitch, take a bow, and then walk to each team that was lined up and shake every one of our little black hands before speeding off in his big black limo.

For miles and miles all you could see was this fledgling urban center.

There were freeway complexes—depressed and elevated—that consumed an enormous amount of land. There were long, wide streets with interior malls lined with palm trees, and thousands of cars and pickup trucks. Along the coast were white sand beaches with sunbathers and surfers and sailors and marines hanging out at the foot of Broadway. With the increased U.S. involvement in Vietnam, you would see more navy ships sailing in and out of port. Almost every day, the sky would shake from a sonic boom caused by a low-flying navy fighter jet zooming over the city. But regardless of this emerging boomtown, navy-town, what have you, my town was Southeast San Diego. That’s where the black folks lived.

The black community was small in the ’60s compared to that of South Central Los Angeles. But I thought it was the center of everything. It was comprised of several smaller neighborhoods such as Logan Heights, Little Africa, Emerald Hills, Michel Manor, and Ocean View. Most of the housing was single-family detached with a yard and garage. Two-story public housing developments were built in certain parts of Southeast San Diego. Even though Southeast was the black community, it was not as segregated as my boss at the NTC would have wanted. Most of the schools I attended were integrated and you could ride in the back, front, or middle of the bus. Based on my best memory then, I never knew of any public accommodations being segregated, as they were in the Deep South.

Church was the center of life for my family, just as it was for most of the black people in Southeast San Diego. Everyone went to church, and my family would stay all day on Sunday, except when my Little League team had a matinee game. In fact, church was a three- or four-day happening with choir practice, usher board meetings, Bible study classes, and just hanging out. For a teenager interested in girls, church was the place, because that’s where the girls hung out. My mother took us kids to Mount Erie Baptist Church on Forty-seventh Street and Ocean View Boulevard. My father, who said he didn’t trust those “jackleg preachers,” attended a Methodist church named Chollas View, which was also located on Forty-seventh Street. Black folks in Southeast from all walks of life attended the various black churches in the community. These were folks who worked on the local marine and navy bases; doctors like Andrew Lucky and Harold Burke; the Ragesdales, who owned the largest funeral home in Southeast San Diego; Mr. Cunningham, the first black policeman I saw in San Diego and the man who probably saved my ass from a serious beating at the hands of San Diego’s finest; and all of our neighbors on Forty-seventh Street.

On Forty-seventh Street, the family makeup was typical for black families during the ’60s in Southeast San Diego. All of my childhood neighbors had two parents who worked. I can recall only two young women during this period who had babies before they left high school.

The parents, or at least the fathers, were all ex-navy or -marines. All of the kids were involved with Little League baseball, Pop Warner football, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Cub Scouts, and the Boys Club and went to church. But as we got older and many of us began to mature and get with the changing times, we—or should I say I—started to backslide and drift away from the church and other extracurricular activities.

When I was fourteen or fifteen, I began sniffing glue, drinking Colt 45 and Olde English malt liquor, and smoking cigarettes while hanging out late at night looking for a house party to drop in on. My father, who was definitely not down with the hanging out late at night, used to bust my ass, and I mean literally. I became a zip-damn fool and used to lie about going to decent events, but instead I would sneak off with my homies to sniff glue, drink, and hang out. I got pretty good at lying to my parents about this kind of stuff. The only requirement was I had to be tough enough to take an ass whooping from my dad. He didn’t believe in restriction and shit like that; he would just kick my ass and tell me not to do it anymore. Anyway, things really started to change in Southeast San Diego. Lowrider cars began to appear, and the place to be was Ocean View Park, which was the hangout for young blacks on Sunday, instead of church or organized sports. On weekends, the center of the nightlife was attending the Friday-night football games of my older brother’s school, Abraham Lincoln High School, where there was a fight almost without fail. Most of the time it was black on black, sometimes it was blacks against surfers/white boys, or on other occasions it was blacks against Chicanos or blacks against Samoans.

There weren’t many gangs and there were no drive-bys. But I could sense that the times were seriously changing. Every now and then I heard people talking about weed, but there was no evidence of any other type of drug until the late ’60s. And then the change stepped up for me. I started smelling weed outside of school. Especially when I met this guy named Jackie Lewis. He told me that what he had rolled up in his hand was hipper than anything I could learn in one of them dumb-ass books. I believed him and started ditching school every day to get high with Jackie and my new friends. With this new crowd, I started seeing my young friends sitting in the park, nodding. Sometimes they would walk by me and not even speak, their eyes all glazed over. Violence began to rear its ugly head. Kenny Globe, just sixteen years old, was gunned down by accident. The story I heard was that Kenny and some friends were sniffing glue and started playing around with a shotgun that went off. If you’ve ever sniffed glue, you understand there’s no way anyone present could have known what actually happened. I stopped sniffing glue. James “Pops” Tanner, this diminutive brother who used to terrorize us other brothers at Gompers Junior High School, was gunned down with three other young brothers by the San Diego Police in an attempted liquor store robbery. Can’t say I was going to miss the little terror, but when anyone gets killed at that young an age, it makes you take notice of your world. Young black males were being busted on a regular basis during this period and being sent to gladiator schools up north like Tracy, Preston, Norwalk, and other youth authority prisons.

By the time I was sixteen years old, I had dropped out of high school. Education was extremely important to my parents, but so was having a job. As long as I had a job, my folks didn’t trip with me about school. Besides, I promised both of them that I would go back and finish. Anyway, I had been designated an incorrigible in the San Diego school system. From the first grade to the sixth grade, everything was fine. I worked as hard as I wanted to, which was enough to pass each year. But when I got to junior high school, I was distracted by the girls and all of the new people from different parts of Southeast San Diego. Actually, the downward spiral of my brief career in school began with an insult that I could have let slide.

I was in English class, and this Chicano guy who was really one of my best friends was talking shit about my girlfriend, Eniweta Teart, and then I said something about his mother. He told me to take it back and I said no. He jumped up in class and took this fighting position. I responded and we went a few rounds until the teacher and the vice principal broke up the fight. We were told that we would both be suspended for three days, and after that, we had to come in with our parents. However, the vice principal warned us that if we fought after school, we would be expelled. Now, why did he say that? There was no way Eddie or I was going to back down. We were going to finish the fight after school. Well, the fight went down and was broken up by my father driving his pickup truck into the crowd, which made everyone scatter. I got expelled and was on my way. From Gompers, I went to two other junior high schools, with each trip ending in expulsion. My high school years were uneventful. I went to three high schools in about a year and a half. I finally dropped out and just went to work every day.

My brother, Fred, a brilliant student who got A’s in every level of school, was attending college at UCLA. He used to come home on weekends and holidays and would leave his books stacked up on the table in his room. I began leafing through them and discovered a new world. Some of the books were The Autobiography of Malcolm X, Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth and Black Skin, White Masks. But most important, there was this newspaper published in Oakland, California, by the group we all had heard about on the news because they took guns to the state capitol at Sacramento, protesting some bill that was put forth to stop them from carrying guns while they patrolled the police. This paper, The Black Panther: Black Community News Service, spoke huge volumes to my lost little soul. I must have read Fred’s two or three issues ten or twenty times.

I stayed up all night talking to Fred, asking him questions: Who are they? Are these guys for real? Have you met any of them? Fred said they were at UCLA and all over Los Angeles on Central Avenue at the Black Congress. Damn, I was obsessed with something for the first time in my life besides girls and getting high.

The times were really changing. The war in Vietnam was on the news every night, and many of our older friends and cousins had all been over there. Their message was confusing, especially coming from guys whose families had served for years in the navy, marines, or army: Don’t go, because it’s not our war. They told me stories of the racism in the “war” and that the white soldiers had told the Vietnamese people that black people grow tails after they turn twenty-one and other crazy stuff like that.



I thought I was achieving clarity. I thought I understood the war, police oppression firsthand, and other forms of discrimination from books and some of the other experiences I had had while working and traveling the streets of San Diego. I was a dropout, but I was growing aware of the current political strife in this country. Rebellions were taking place all over the United States, and then there was Ahmed Evans in Cleveland, who staged a ruse in the Glenville section, luring three policemen into a deadly ambush. My political consciousness was expanding, and I felt I was becoming more militant by the day. I was absolutely sure now that something was wrong in this country and that I had to do something to make it safe for myself and for my people. I wanted to help make this change. The transformation I was going through reminded me of the time I joined Mount Erie Baptist Church at thirteen. It was during that period of the service when the pastor asks people who’ve been touched by the Holy Ghost to come forward and dedicate their life to the Lord. Well, I felt something move me after his sermon, and I walked up front and told the congregation that I was ready to serve the Lord. People started shouting “Amen!” and “Go ahead, little brother.” I was moved, inspired, and just about full of myself because it was a lot like getting an orgasm. You can’t explain it, but you know you’re right about the decision you’ve made.

Well, that’s how I was feeling about my next move. By my brother, I was introduced to the brothers and sisters in the leather and powder blue up north, and they had captured my soul, forever.
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SAN DIEGO POLICEMEN began kicking my ass from the time I was twelve years old. By sixteen I had decided that I would do something about it. I wanted to get back at them and do something to help my people overcome the oppression we all experienced living in America. So, on one warm summer day in 1968 I hooked a U-turn on Imperial Avenue and pulled my parents’ 1960 Mercury in front of what appeared to be the local office of the Black Panther Party.

One man was sitting at the only desk I saw in the one-room office. Papering the wall were posters celebrating the BPP. Among them was the famous poster of Huey P. Newton seated in a wicker chair holding the shotgun and spear in his hands. Others depicted revolutionary slogans like “All Power to the People” and “Off the Pigs.” Stacked neatly on a table were new issues of The Black Panther. Wow! I thought, as a chill went down my back. The guy at the desk greeted me with a clenched fist and said, “Power to the people, little brother.” I didn’t respond right away because I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say. I just said hello and walked over to the table to pick up a paper to purchase. I asked him a few questions about how long they had been here and what I had to do in order to join. His name was Walter Wallace. The branch, he said, was founded by this brother Kenny Denman, who had been in prison with Eldridge Cleaver. If I wanted to join, he said, I needed to start coming to political education classes, which were held every Wednesday here at the office. “Great,” I said, bubbling with youthful enthusiasm. I paid for the papers and left the office feeling satisfied. I was convinced that my calling was to be a Black Panther.

As I then read every single article in the newspapers, I couldn’t imagine what my future role would be in this organization. I couldn’t have imagined the hard work a person would have to do as a member of this organization. While I had read about the Panthers who had been killed by the police and knew that Huey P. Newton was in prison charged with the murder of a policeman, what I really had on my mind was the black leather jacket and how I would look in one with my black beret cocked to the side and my afro sticking out. I thought about which buttons I was going to place on my lapel. I thought about this organization like it was going to be a passing fad. Like a circus coming to town and leaving at some point. Never did I think about long-term consequences.

I returned the following Wednesday with my brother for the political education class, bright-eyed and ready to go. There were about twenty to thirty young black males in the room with about two or three black women. The founder of the branch, Kenny Denman, was at the head of the class. He was a short, light-skinned, kind of husky brother. He held a little red book in his hand.

“This is our Bible,” he said. “You should read this cover to cover and get to know and understand what Chairman Mao is trying to teach us.” The group of people all said “Right on” in unison. Each person in the room was given a free copy of the Little Red Book. He then told us to open to a certain page and asked for volunteers to read certain sections out loud and explain what we thought it meant. No hands went up. I was seated next to my brother and looked over at him. He just sat there and thumbed through the pages of the book. Finally, one brother stood up and began to read from the passage that Kenny had us turn to. He stumbled over every word, and these were simple words. It never dawned on me that most of the guys in the room could barely read. In hindsight I can see that these were the lumpen proletariat, the guys Huey and Eldridge wrote about and the people Huey had recruited as the vanguard of the struggle in the first place. Fighting had occurred to me as a way to wage revolution, but not reading. This stuff included using your brain and having functional skills that would make the organization work smoothly. Well, the brother struggled through the passage, as did several others. I got up and read a passage, but when it came time for me to explain what I had read, I didn’t have a clue. I froze. Denman pushed me to try and comprehend, but I didn’t get it, and I wasn’t willing to even guess.

After the class, Denman said that all of the people interested in joining the Party should step forward and let themselves be recognized. I stepped up and introduced myself to Denman. Walter Wallace told Denman that I had come by the office earlier in the week.

“Young brother, you have a long ways to go. You need to be down with Mao and get that together. This is hard work and a dangerous thing we are doing, you know. People are getting killed, and you need to know what this is about, because you’re still pretty young.”

“Right on,” I said in response.

Fred and I joined the Black Panther Party. He was off from school for the summer, and I was working the graveyard shift at the NTC, so after work I pretty much committed my time to the organization. This was the BPP before the survival programs, constitutional convention, and a host of other major initiatives. At this stage of the organization, we had to create a lot of activities to occupy our time. Most of the Free Huey activity was confined to the Bay Area. We sold papers erratically but should have sold papers every single day. Our main focus was the seventh point in the Party’s Ten Point Platform and Program: we want an immediate end to police brutality and the murder of black people. Huey and the brothers up north employed a strategy including armed patrols of the police. The idea was to keep an eye on the police and to demonstrate to people their right to bear arms in self-defense. We had no such strategy in place, so we spent a lot of our time talking rhetoric and wolfing about what we would do when the “pigs” showed up.

Sometime in mid-August, at one of our PE classes, Kenny Denman said that we were to come to Oakland and participate in the largest Free Huey rally to date. Man! I was finally going to the place where all of the real action was: Oakland, California, the birthplace of the BPP. We organized our vehicles, confirmed how many would make the trip, and left in late August. Fred, Trenell Price, and this brother named Jerry Hawkins rode to Oakland with me in my parents’ car.

We had been instructed to drive to a house at Thirty-fourth and Chestnut in West Oakland. This was the house of the BPP’s chief of staff, David Hilliard. When we got to the house, this short, very slight brother with a kind smile and comradely handshake met us. I guess I expected a ferocious nigger talking loud and high-stepping, but this was not the case. David was all business. He asked us how our trip was and did we have any problems when we got to town. We told him that everything was fine, but I confessed I was a little nervous. David said, “You should be nervous, because we’re serious about seeing Huey P. Newton free, and you should be, too.” Man, the way he said that—with real conviction—I wanted to run then, but I didn’t. I would learn later that being scared and nervous was part of the program. It was okay, you just had to control it.

David told us that he would take us to a place where we could rest before going to PE class later that day. He took us to the house of one of the BPP’s top captains, a brother named Tommy Jones, Jr. His nickname was “Dip.” We hung out at this place for a few hours. Among the unforgettable people I met were Glen Stafford, Captain Wendell Wade, Orleando Harrison, Randy Williams (aka Cold Steel), Robert Bay—who later was my direct contact with Huey P. Newton—and Landon Williams, another captain I would work with years later, when he was an underground operative. There were dozens of other Panthers who came through.

Later that day we left with Dip and went to Father Earl Neal’s church at Twenty-seventh and West Grand Boulevard for PE class. Everyone was there. Bunchy Carter and John Huggins (his wife would become one of my best friends) from LA; Emory Douglass, the minister of culture, was over from San Francisco. (He was to be my future roommate.) Elbert “Big Man” Howard, June Hilliard, and John Seale. I would work very closely with all of them. The exposure was good for me, but I was walking into what was always the most uncomfortable situation in the BPP for me: political education class.

There were about 150 Panthers gathered in the church meeting hall. Landon Williams taught the class. He whipped out his little red book of quotations from Chairman Mao, gave out the page number, and picked someone to read. Oh shit, I thought, and I can’t hide here because these niggers don’t ask for volunteers, they pick you and you better be prepared. This sister stood up and started reading. She was really breaking it down, turning to the Panthers seated, waving her arms, and expounding on the text. I was impressed. I had met this sister on one of our visits to the LA chapter, and I remembered her because she was so nice and fine. Her name was Ericka Huggins. Landon continued to select people to read as he walked around the room. He spotted me and nodded but picked Trenell Price, the brother seated next to me. Trenell got up and he got down. Damn, Landon, I said to myself, don’t pick me. I ain’t ready. He didn’t. When class ended, I was relieved. We just mingled and introduced ourselves to everyone. I tried to remain inconspicuous, but you know, if you try and do that, a big fish always finds you. People were walking by and shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries when Ericka waved me over to her and her husband, John. They were standing with Bunchy Carter and Franco Diggs. Bunchy had a reputation that was preceded only by the one Huey P. Newton had. He was the founder and leader of the Slauson street gang in LA. They numbered five thousand strong. After a stint in prison and a chance meeting with Huey P. Newton, he founded the Southern California chapter of the BPP. I had seen him in LA before, but he was so unapproachable, I just avoided him. I walked over and Ericka started to introduce me, and Bunchy said, “I’ve seen this young nigger around. Yeah, Denman told me about you. Keep up the good work, comrade.”

“Right on,” I said with a jumbled voice. Man, was I nervous and glad as hell when he walked away to speak with someone else. Ericka and John were a great Black Panther couple who loved each other and the revolution with the same zeal and fervor; they just smiled and walked away with Bunchy. Later that night we hung out at Tommy’s place and then drove around town visiting other Panther pads. The next day was the big rally at Bobby Hutton Memorial Park.

Li’l Bobby Hutton was the first member of the Black Panther Party. He was recruited by Huey and Bobby at the age of sixteen and also earned the dubious distinction of being the first Panther killed in combat at the age of eighteen. I saw grown men cry as they described the courage of this first Panther soldier, shotgun under his arm as he led a delegation of armed Panthers down the aisle of the California legislature, protesting the Milford Act, a bill created to disarm the Party in 1967. Bobby Hutton was the standard for the Panther at any age.

In response to the Party’s legal armed patrols of the Oakland Police Department, the OPD lobbied local assemblyman Donald Milford to introduce a bill that would amend state and local fish and game regulations allowing California residents to carry loaded firearms in public. Huey had discovered this loophole in the California statutes while attending San Francisco Law School in the mid-1960s. His professor was Edwin Meese, the future U.S. attorney general during the Reagan administration. Once Milford’s bill became law, it was illegal to carry loaded firearms in the state of California, thus ending the BPP’s armed patrols.

There were thousands of people and hundreds of Panthers all decked out in their black leather jackets and berets. Most of the day we were being placed in formation and marching from one place to another. We would get a break, and then we were placed back in formation or on the security line, which stretched around a flatbed truck that functioned as the speaker’s platform. The speakers, a who’s who of the BPP, were Chairman Bobby Seale, Chief of Staff David Hilliard, Kathleen Cleaver, Stokely Carmichael, and the keynote speaker, Minister of Information Eldridge Cleaver. I had read Cleaver’s book Soul on Ice. He was the Panther who had the most public exposure. I just loved the way he would say, “We need to get our shit together.” I think every Panther tried to talk like him. Our captain, Kenny Denman, stayed close to Cleaver; they were tight partners. They had bonded from being in the penitentiary together.

Each speech was powerful and sent chills down my spine. Every last one of the speakers said that the “sky was the limit,” which I believed to mean that if Huey was convicted, we were going down with our leader.

We had another chance to hang out and let our hair down the evening following the big Free Huey rally. I drank too much and smoked too much weed and stayed up most of the night. The next day we’d have to get back down to business. We staged a huge demonstration in front of the Alameda County courthouse to show our support for our leader, Huey P. Newton. His trial for the murder of an Oakland policeman was beginning in the next few weeks, and we had publicly proclaimed that if Huey went down, we were going down with him. Huey was accused of fatally shooting Oakland police officer John Frey and wounding another policeman in an early-morning gun battle on October 28, 1967. The policeman was wounded five times.
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