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Praise for Death Row Chaplain


“This book shows how one man’s life was changed not by iron bars but by a leather book. That book allowed him to open his heart toward the love that God had for him, which changed his life, changed his household, and ultimately changed the trajectory of the future generations of his family.”


—Mike Singletary, coach and NFL Hall of Famer


“A riveting, clear-eyed but supremely compassionate journey through one of the darkest corners of the American judicial system. Death Row Chaplain compels the reader to a renewed assessment and appreciation of the human potential for constructive, even inspired, change.”


—Harry Edwards, PhD, professor emeritus of sociology, UC Berkeley, and consultant for the San Francisco 49ers, the NFL, and the NBA


“Chaplain Earl Smith is a man of real integrity and unusually effective in dealing with inmates in prison. He also has enjoyed great ability in communicating as a chaplain for the San Francisco 49ers and the Golden State Warriors. He is highly socially mobile, being able to deal with the elite athletes in the world and the most notorious criminals. There are very few ministers who have this range of communication abilities, but Earl certainly does.”


—Bill Glass, founder of Beyond the Walls, the largest prison ministry in America


“The stories in Death Row Chaplain are told not from a political viewpoint but from a pastor’s heart. They are real stories about real men who made real mistakes and who need a real God to forgive them. Death Row Chaplain will leave you with a refreshing taste of God’s grace. A grace that is available not only to those inside a prison with bars, but to those who may sit in the pew next to you, live next door, bag your groceries, or even look back at you in the mirror.”


—Dr. Samuel M. Huddleston, assistant district superintendent, Assemblies of God, northern California and Nevada
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I dedicate this book to my dad.


He taught me the definition of unconditional love.


My dad was not perfect by the world’s standards,


which made him perfect in my eyes.


Also to my wife, Angel:


as I continued to try to figure out what I was supposed to be


as a man, as a husband, and as a father,


you held on and continued to believe in me


and the call God placed on our relationship.


To Ebony, Earl, Tamara, and Franklin: I feel so blessed


that God chose to loan you to your mother and me.


I will always value the lessons I have learned from you.


To my sisters, Betty Jo and Sylvia: you treated


me more like a son than a brother.


Thank you for helping me survive.


To Curtis, little boys have the tendency to want to look up


to their big brothers; I am blessed that in you I


had a big brother worthy to look up to.


To my mother, thank you for the life-lessons you taught me.


As I have gotten older, the more I have come


to value the unique relationship we had.


I now understand that you did your best,


and for that I am thankful.





Introduction


THIS BOOK IS THE NO-HOLDS-BARRED chronicle of my time as chaplain at San Quentin State Prison in California, which many visitors have described as one of the most menacing and frightening places on earth. During my time behind the walls of San Quentin, I counseled murderers, rapists, and thieves. I prayed to God for mercy with twelve men who were executed for their crimes.


In this book, I will take readers behind the scenes of the state execution process and into the death chamber, revealing my dialogues with the execution team members and the secret thoughts of the men who were awaiting their appointment with the gas chamber or the needle. I will share the stories of family members—those of the victims, and those of the inmates about to face the ultimate punishment.


More than anything else, Death Row Chaplain is my memoir of a life rescued by God, a complex story of drugs, crime, race, violence, family, faith, heroism, sports, and forgiveness. It is a testimony about the many ways the Lord helped me to fulfill my purpose: help men beyond all other help discover God’s plan for their lives.


My personal story—rising from a life of hopelessness, crime, and nihilism to find God and follow His will—speaks to many people who are struggling to keep their faith and find the righteous path in these difficult times. When I chose God, I was rescued from a life of crime, drugs, and gangs. I was called into the ministry and made the decision to become a Christian. I preached my first sermon one year after I was shot six times and left for dead. A few years later, in 1983, at the age of twenty-seven, I walked through the iron gates of San Quentin to begin serving as Protestant chaplain. It was the fulfillment of my promise to God and to my father.


The men of San Quentin and many others struggling with their place in the world face the same dilemma that I did: the choice between the difficult but righteous path and the old, destructive path. Which path we choose when confronted with these moments of decision making will determine the course of our lives—and the two paths are adjacent and unmarked. I’ll share the vital lessons that my many years in the prison have taught me about navigating those situations whereby we can go either way. Through the frightening and uplifting stories of condemned men and celebrity athletes, I’ll reveal the many ways that biblical principles and God’s grace can help anyone recognize when a critical life choice is before him.


I initiated some programs to help inmates with critical choices to make. In 1989, I launched an education program. A number of men wanted to study the Bible and advance in their educational pursuits. Chaplain Harry Howard and I started it in cooperation with Patten University in Oakland, California. The college purchased the books and the professors volunteered to teach the courses. The certificate program has grown into a fully accredited associate of arts degree program, called the Prison University Project. Under direction of the great staff, which is led by Dr. Jody Lewen, the program has far exceeded anything I envisioned when we were trying to give inmates a better understanding of biblical principles. Since the inception of the original course, over four hundred men have received a certificate in religious studies or an associate of arts degree. Education was, and is still, a large part of what I feel the regenerative process must embrace.


I started and managed the prison’s baseball team. I founded the prison’s choir and helped produce a music CD that brought incarcerated men, correctional officers, and the prison’s administrative staff together for the first time. I sat across from Charles Manson, who to many people is the face of pure evil, for a friendly game of chess, and helped negotiate a truce between rival leaders of the Black Panther Party.


In 1995, I helped launch Project IMPACT (Incarcerated Men Putting Away Childish Things). The program began as a response to two destructive ideas: that men in prison cannot be accountable to one another, and that men of different races and religions cannot coexist peacefully behind bars. Today, this project remains one of my deepest passions. We expanded its influence into the community to curb youth violence and recidivism among ex-cons.


I have been blessed. I have a loving wife and four beautiful children. I was named 2000 National Correctional Chaplain of the Year. In addition to my prison work, I have served as team chaplain for the NFL’s San Francisco 49ers, NBA’s Golden State Warriors, and Major League Baseball’s San Francisco Giants, the first two of which I still work for today. In that role, I’ve helped some of the world’s greatest athletes navigate the pressures of fortune and fame.


However, nothing has filled my soul or shaped the person I am today as much as my time at San Quentin, the so-called Bastille by the Bay. In these pages, I will finally share the deepest secrets, most inspiring stories, and most heartbreaking tragedies of those years.


In imparting twenty-three years’ worth of incredible tales from one of the most pitiless environments on earth, I will shine a light on the realities of life in a maximum-security penitentiary: brutality, racism, and despair but also humor, friendship, and hope. I will also share the shocking events that occurred only five months into my tenure as chaplain that shook me to the core, and made me question whether I was worthy of the task God had set before me. I’ll expose one of the most mysterious, misunderstood environments in human society—the maximum-security prison—and show that even in a place of violence, racism, and despair, God’s love and mercy can still win the day.


I hope to debunk some of the misconceptions I suspect many hold about prison life: that it’s 24/7 lockdown, that it’s a place of unrelenting physical ugliness, that the inmates are all mindless thugs. I hope by writing this book, I will change your beliefs not only about life behind bars, but about what God’s love can accomplish.
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Fighting for Acceptance


LOOKING BACK, I REALIZE NOW that a career in prison ministry probably appealed to me because I wasn’t much different from the inmates. In many ways, I was very much like the men and women whom society has cast aside for their crimes and mistakes. When I was younger, I wanted only what many of them are seeking: acceptance, attention, and love.


I came into the world fighting for acceptance, really from the day my parents brought me home from the hospital after my birth on January 29, 1956. I grew up on the east side of Stockton, California. We had a small house on Scotts Street, where I lived with my parents, Addie and Curtis Smith, and my sisters, Betty Jo and Sylvia, and brother, Curtis. My mother was a very peculiar person, and it didn’t take long for me to realize that she didn’t love me. I figured out that the best thing I could do was stay out of her sight.


When I was four years old, I was sitting in our living room with my mother and some of her friends. A newborn baby was sitting on one of the women’s laps. I realized the bottle was empty. “That baby ain’t got no milk,” I said.


All of a sudden, my mother turned and slapped me across the face. “Shut up, fool!” she shouted.


I was a little kid, so I didn’t know that babies sometimes suck on the nipples of empty bottles to pacify them. I was only trying to help, but my mother embarrassed me in front of her friends. Unfortunately, it is one of the most indelible memories of my childhood. It seemed like every time I tried to get close to my mother, something happened to push me away.


A Great Friend: Ossie


I realized when I was very young that my mother was always going to give the love and affection I so desired to someone else. Fortunately, my parents had hired an older woman, Ossie Pittsfield, to care for me when I was a baby. On the day my parents brought me home from the hospital, my mother handed me over to Ossie. She knew that I needed love, and she gave me every ounce of affection she had. She was one of the most influential people in my life, because she taught me how to love others. In many ways, Ossie rescued me from what would have been an otherwise miserable childhood.


Ossie lived in our house. I slept in a bedroom with her, she fed and bathed me, and spent more time with me than my mother ever did. On special occasions, I rode the bus with Ossie to visit her brother Roy, who worked as a porter on a train that came through town a couple of times a year. She packed Roy a big lunch, and we spent a few hours with him at the train station until he left for another adventure.


When I was six or seven years old, I came home from school and Ossie wasn’t there. My mother told me she had sent her packing. I was devastated and so angry. I went door to door in our neighborhood, frantically searching for Ossie, even though my mother had warned me not to do so. I found her living at a friend’s house a couple of blocks away; she’d rented a room there so she would be close enough to check on me. When my mother found out I’d been looking for Ossie, she spanked me for disobeying her. It didn’t stop me from going back to Ossie’s house the next day and many days thereafter.


In many ways, it was at this point in my life at which I stopped caring. If my mother was determined to take away the person who mattered most to me, I didn’t think there was much in the world worth living for. From that point forward, I took a turn for the worse and rebelled against my parents and any other authority figures.


As I grew older, though, I began to realize that my mother was incapable of loving me. I’ve learned over the years that, if people know better, they typically do better. I don’t think my mother had the capacity to raise me. When I was older, I learned that my mother had been married to another man when she was very young; he had been physically abusive. My mother ran away from him and his family and fled from Texas to California with her mother. My mom wasn’t even sixteen years old at the time.


After she married my father, I was the youngest of their four children and, by the time I was born, my mother apparently wasn’t interested in raising another child. I hated my mother then for not loving me, but she didn’t know any better. She gave whatever love she had to my older brother, which made me resent her even more and made me very envious of Curtis. At the age of fifteen, Curtis fathered a child, and I watched as my mother poured all of her love and affection on my nephew.


A Good Dad


I was much closer to my father, who loved me and was my protector. My father was the man of the house, and when he was home my mother tended to leave me alone. My father was born in Horatio, Arkansas, and served in the U.S. Navy during World War II. After being discharged from the Navy, he worked for twenty-eight years at the Sharpe Army Depot near Lathrop, California, which is a military distribution and storage facility. My father often had three jobs at once to make ends meet, as he also worked as a mechanic and at a local cannery. He was president of the local American Federation of Government Employees union, which gave him a tremendous amount of pride and power. Politicians would come to our house to talk with my father about getting votes. The majority whip in the U.S. Congress, John McFall, was one of his closest associates.


Even though my dad wasn’t home much, he still found time to serve as my Scoutmaster in the Boy Scouts and coach my Little League Baseball teams. He taught me how to fish and hunt. My dad was the superintendent of our Sunday school, and a choir director and trustee at our church. He instilled the importance of education in my siblings and me from an early age. My father was a high school graduate, took a lot of courses from the University of California–Berkeley, and even taught courses on labor relations. He made sure every one of his children did well in school and knew what was happening in the world. He made each of us read the newspaper and to have a report ready for him when he got home. Eventually, all of his children earned college degrees.


One of the most frightening episodes of my childhood was when my father was hospitalized for nearly a month. I was around twelve and too young to realize it at the time, but my father was an alcoholic. I had seen him drinking, but it grew progressively worse. My father had ulcers on his liver, and surgeons had to intervene. It seemed that his entire body was poisoned by alcohol. I was devastated that my dad wasn’t home. My mother wouldn’t take me to the hospital to see him, so I called him every night to make sure he was okay.


One day, I persuaded one of our neighbors, Mr. Holloway, whom the neighborhood kids called “Old Dude,” to take me to see my dad at the hospital. I brought along our family dog, Duke, an enormous German shepherd. My dad loved Duke and took him nearly everywhere he went. He often put Duke in the front seat of his car and put a hat on his head, so that all the kids in our neighborhood would see him.


When Mr. Holloway took Duke and me to the hospital to see my dad, I walked up to the window of his first-floor room. I put Duke’s paws on the windowsill and knocked on the glass. My dad saw us and started crying. I didn’t know it, but the doctors had told my dad he probably wasn’t going to live. When I later heard my mother talking to her friends about my dad’s condition, I took his gun and hid it under my bed. It was a pearl-handled Smith & Wesson .38 revolver. I figured if my dad died, I was going to kill myself. I knew there wouldn’t be anyone left to care for me. I also knew I needed a gun to protect myself if my father wasn’t around.


Thankfully, the doctors were able to save my father and he lived to be eighty-two years old.


Over Time, More Understanding


When I was twenty-six, my parents divorced. My parents believed that I would be happy they were splitting up, but I actually wished they’d remained married. I was really sad, because I wanted my children to see them intact. After all I’ve told you, you may wonder why. There’s more to the story.


My mother and I are not as close as I am sure both of us would like, for many reasons, what transpired during my childhood, and how I chose to live my life. But she’s my mom. Do I wish I had a better relationship with her? Of course.


My mother celebrated her eightieth birthday at the house in which I grew up. As I walked through the door, the videographer asked me, “Who are you, and what relationship do you have with Addie?” I told him I was her son. He said, “Yeah, a lot of people here are her kids, but I would like your name for the video.” I realized at that point how many people my mother had affected in a positive way. The people in our house were homeless mothers, women who had been in prison, and ministers. My mother had helped so many during her life and, as I walked through the house, I thought about my life up to that point, and wondered what I could have done differently.


My mother’s attitude toward me has not changed over the years. She still has few positive things to say about me, and chooses to spend time with nonfamily members rather than with my family or her grandchildren. That said, I still come away with the same conclusion: My mother just did not have the capacity to bond with and love me the way I wanted or needed. Of course, this hurt. I even thought that when I had children, she would somehow change and love them the way she didn’t love me. That hasn’t happened.


When I think of what things I could have done differently, first, I could have fought to develop a true relationship with her. I knew how to fight for everything else I wanted, but I didn’t try to have a permanent place in her life. Second, had my actions, the things she heard about me, the people I harmed, and the way I lived my life as a young man been different, perhaps she would have found it easier to display some level of love toward me.


Shortly after I took a job as the chaplain at San Quentin Prison, my father decided he was finally ready to stop drinking. He said he was going to a Veterans Affairs hospital to seek treatment. When we arrived at a facility in Martinez, California, I admitted my father, and Betty Jo, Sylvia, and I attended family therapy with him for the next several weeks. Eventually, my dad became very involved in my children’s lives, taking them to school some days, and attending their sporting events. My children always played their best games when my dad was in attendance. I guess they liked showing off for him.


Each of my parents eventually remarried, and my dad moved back to Arkansas. He became the pastor of Mt. Zion United Methodist Church in his hometown of Horatio. Shortly before my dad died on August 21, 2009, my wife and I took our kids to see him. My children went fishing with him and our family had our last fish fry together. It was a good way for my children to remember him.


Siblings


When my father wasn’t around during my childhood, my sister Betty Jo was my protector. She loved me and treated me as if I was her child. Betty Jo looked after me, made me study, and always made me feel special. I protected Betty Jo, too. I can remember standing in the parking lot of our church when I was probably only eight or nine years old. One of our friends—we called him “Rabbit”—was picking on Betty Jo and pulling her hair. I ran up behind him and tackled him in front of everyone. My dad must have been proud of what I’d done, because he actually took me to get ice cream after church, and I’m pretty sure Rabbit never messed with my sister again.


When we were much older, I learned that Betty Jo and her husband had gotten into a physical altercation. I was attending college in Dallas at the time, and I jumped on the first plane to Modesto, California. A friend picked me up at the airport, and I found Betty Jo’s husband and beat him up. Then I got back on a plane to Dallas and got the heck out of Modesto. Looking back, it was a foolish thing; I had claimed my life was changed, and was studying for a degree in religion at the time. But I’m always going to protect my sisters. They were there to protect me when I needed them most.


By the time Betty Jo was in high school, she was very good at concealing my delinquent behavior from my mother. She took an unbelievable amount of verbal abuse from my mom. I don’t think my mother wanted me to be close to anyone. Betty Jo was student body president of her high school, graduated with a perfect 4.0 grade point average, and received a full scholarship to Stanford University in Palo Alto, California. Betty Jo wasn’t far from home, but I was heartbroken when she left. She managed to come home a couple of times a month, bringing me books to read and making sure I was getting by.


In a lot of ways, my sister Sylvia was my soul mate. Whenever I was sick, Sylvia was sick. When I was ten, I had the mumps at the same time that Sylvia did.Even when I was away at college, Sylvia and I always seemed to be ill at the same time.


As I said earlier, my brother, Curtis, was my mother’s favorite son. They were always doing things together. I never understood why my mother liked spending so much time with my brother and not me. It was partly my fault, because I wouldn’t have wanted to associate with the kind of person I became when I was older. Curtis was a really good athlete, and he probably could have played college baseball, if not in the Major Leagues. He didn’t like to do the things I liked to do, which were hunting and fishing with my dad and running the streets.


My First Brush with an Execution


Curtis and I shared the same bedroom until he left for the Air Force after graduating from high school. We spent many nights talking about life, the way kids do. We had a transistor radio that we hid under our bed from our parents. On the morning of January 17, 1962, Curtis and I listened to news reports as the state of California prepared to execute Elbert Carter in the gas chamber at San Quentin Prison. Carter was the son of a Stockton minister and, years later, I would attend college with his brother. I was only five years old at the time, so I didn’t have a complete understanding of what was happening. I certainly didn’t comprehend the moral and political issues surrounding an execution, but I still have vivid memories of that morning.


Carter was executed for killing a police officer. On the morning of April 22, 1960, a Stockton police officer, George Woehrle, had attempted to arrest Carter at his parents’ home. Carter, who was twenty-three at the time, had been searching for work. He was on the eligibility list for employment as a psychiatric technician at the Stockton State Hospital, and had even taken examinations to become a probationary patrolman with the Stockton police department. A good life seemed to be ahead of him. However, Carter had been romantically involved with a younger woman who had given birth to their child, and an arrest warrant was issued for him on charges of statutory rape.


Woehrle picked up Carter at his parents’ home and they left in the police officer’s unmarked station wagon. At some point, a struggle ensued inside the car and it stopped about three miles from Carter’s home. During the criminal trial, witnesses testified they saw Woehrle and Carter fighting, and that Carter shot Woehrle multiple times with a .22 revolver he’d hidden. Carter tried to escape in the station wagon, but three California Highway Patrol officers shot one of the car’s tires during a high-speed chase. Carter ran into a nearby home, where he fired at officers before surrendering. A jury convicted him of murder and other crimes, and he was sentenced to death.


A couple of days later, I accompanied my mother to San Joaquin Memorial Mortuary in Stockton to attend Carter’s viewing. I cannot say why my mother took me to see the body. My father knew his father, a minister, through the church. It may have just been curiosity; the mortuary was in our neighborhood, and we may have been passing by, and she decided to stop and view the body.


I still remember how dark his skin looked from his dying in the gas chamber. Nobody in my family ever talked about the incident again, and I certainly never brought the subject up with his brother. For whatever reason, it was a huge moment in my life. No one ever talked about it, but I never forgot.


I couldn’t have known that it wouldn’t be the last time that I would see a condemned man’s face.
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Gang Family


WHEN I WAS YOUNGER, IT seemed the only way I could grab my mother’s attention was to get into trouble. Finding mischief was easy. By the time I was eight years old, Mr. Patterson, the principal at my elementary school, was paddling me on a regular basis for being disobedient. Before too long, our neighbors knew I was a bad kid. I can still remember hearing Popo and Mama Ruby—James and Ruby Henderson, who lived on the corner opposite our house— shouting at me, “Boy, if you don’t change your ways, you’re going to end up at San Quentin!”


I was a rough and tough boy who really just wanted his mother’s love. Since she wholly rejected me, I was determined to find acceptance on the streets. I began stealing when I was about seven years old. It started with small things, such as candy or trading cards, but I eventually made my way to objects that were much bigger and far more valuable.


I can still remember the first time my father caught me stealing. Growing up, I loved baseball, whether it was playing with my friends on a sandlot, or watching the San Francisco Giants and Los Angeles Dodgers on television. Not far from our house was a baseball field at Stribley Park, which hosted games in the California Mexican Baseball League. Baseball was a big part of our neighborhood culture.


A couple of times a week during the summer, I went to the ball field to watch games and try to snag foul balls. Every once in a while, one of the players would give me a broken wooden bat, which I’d take home and repair with nails and black electric tape. One day, when I was eight, I noticed a brand-new bat sitting near a dugout. No one was around, so I grabbed the bat and hid it in the trees. When the games were over and everyone had left the park, I retrieved the bat and hid it near our house.


One of our neighbors, a teenager named Gene, saw me hiding the bat. He told my father I’d stolen it.


“No, I didn’t,” I told my dad.


“Yes, he did,” Gene said. “I can show you.”


My dad was so angry he started whipping me in the kitchen. In our environment, getting a whipping was part of how you were reared. If you did something wrong, something that would bring disrespect to your family, you were chastised. Not only that, but if you did something and a neighbor saw it, the neighbor would also whip you and then take you home and tell your parents—which usually meant more discipline. I would get punished for the deed I had done, and then my dad would talk with me about why I got the whipping, and where the choices I was making would lead. In hindsight, now having children of my own, I understand that my father was doing all he could to try to ensure that I survived the neighborhood.


That day, I tried to run away from him, and cut my ankle on a corner of our stove. It was a deep gash, and my dad had to take me to the emergency room to get stitches. I think my father was more upset about my stealing the bat. As I have said, my dad coached most of my Little League teams, and we always had enough baseball equipment around the house to outfit an entire squad.


Years later, we talked about the incident, and my father told me he couldn’t believe I had put myself in jeopardy by stealing something as trivial as a bat. My dad was scared that I was stealing from others at such a young age, and was only trying to save me.


A Bad Kid Gets Worse


Unfortunately, my criminal behavior only grew. Again, when I was eight, I was walking home from school with one of my friends. I found a knife on the sidewalk. I picked it up and stuck my friend Alvin Oliver with it. I’m not sure the knife even punctured Alvin’s skin, but it scared him to death. I don’t think stabbing my friend with a knife affected me; I didn’t feel any remorse for what I’d done. Alvin ran home to tell his mother, and I continued walking home.


Before too long, a police cruiser stopped in the road, and the police picked me up. They took me home and told my mother what happened. By that time, I think both of my parents feared that I was crazy. My father was really worried about me, because he knew I was a very angry kid. I cannot think of anything my mother said or felt about it. She let my father handle me. However, on this occasion, I remember his talking to me with tears in his eyes, asking what was wrong with me. No whipping this time.


My behavior at school wasn’t much better, and my father unknowingly enabled me to act out in class. One day, Mr. Patterson called me to his office and told me to bend over. He beat me fiercely with his paddle. When I went home that day, I told my dad what happened. My father went to the school the next morning, grabbed Mr. Patterson, and started throwing him around his office. He told Mr. Patterson never to touch me again. Their exchange became so raucous that school officials called the police.


After my father went to his office and handled him, Mr. Patterson no longer felt he could get away with the treatment he was giving out. I realized then that my father would protect me no matter what, so I felt free to behave badly. Mr. Patterson never paddled me again.


Some may wonder why, if my father wanted to protect me, he didn’t stop my mother from being so hard on me. The major issue with her, though, was not the spanking—it was the mental abuse, which he could do nothing about.


I knew my dad loved me, because of what he did. I realized eventually that his entire life was focused on protecting me. My father later told me he was called to the ministry and my mother told him if he started to preach, she would divorce him. He knew that if she divorced him, she would have me, so he decided forego what he knew God had called him to do for the sake of staying with me. He knew that if he were not around on a regular basis, he couldn’t walk me through the issues life would bring my way. He was my protector, because he thought more of my future than of his.


Lines Drawn


As a kid, you truly desire one thing: to be accepted by others. Well, my mother rejected me at home, but I was beginning to find my place at school. There were a lot of African-American kids attending Fremont Junior High School. We were bused from neighborhoods on the east side of Stockton to a school in a lily-white part of town. Stockton, which is located about fifty miles south of Sacramento in central California, has long been an eclectic melting pot of whites, blacks, Mexicans, Chinese, Filipinos, and Japanese.


Long before the Civil Rights Era, school districts separated races in Stockton. The Deep Water Channel and Main Street, which run through the center of town, separated white North Stockton from South Stockton, where most of the blacks and other minorities lived. Through unscrupulous zoning policies, the Stockton City Council protected properties on the north side while opening up the south side to unrestricted land use. As a result, only middle-class or affluent white families could afford to live on the north side of town, while everyone else settled for less costly housing on the south side.


Most of the city’s low-income housing was built near the World War II naval base on the south side. Unlawful racial covenants were in place to prevent nonwhites from moving into neighborhoods on the north side. Until the 1950s, there was a city ordinance that specified that Chinese residents had to live south of Main Street!


Two school districts on the north side catered largely to white students: the Lodi Unified School District and Lincoln Unified School District, both of which were more than 80 percent white during the 1960s. When James Reusswig was hired as Stockton’s new school superintendent in August 1966, he sought to integrate the schools to make them more racially balanced. Reusswig realized the U.S. government was eventually going to force Stockton to desegregate its schools, and he wanted the city and its residents to do it voluntarily.


However, the school board rejected Reusswig’s plan to bus minority students into white school districts, and then the school board bitterly fought a lawsuit filed on behalf of a few minority students. Student riots took place at a handful of the junior high and high schools in town. The situation grew much worse after a white student was thrown out a window of the science class of my junior high school. The black and Hispanic students were gathered in an area on the side of the gym and when the police arrived, we started to run. As we started to run, they released their dogs, and some people were bitten.


Boycotts and Buses


After a long, controversial legal battle, Stockton’s schools were finally integrated. I had to take a public transit bus to get to Fremont Junior High for the first couple of years; the school board apparently didn’t feel comfortable sending a busload of white students into my neighborhood. On the days I missed the bus, I had to walk four miles down railroad tracks to get to school. On the way, I had to run through an all-white neighborhood. If I didn’t run fast enough, I was usually greeted by a group of older white kids who didn’t want me there. Sometimes they would fight with me, sometimes they would throw rocks at me, sometimes they would circle me, push me, and call me names. One time, they came by my house and shot our den window. It was at that time that I saw an amazing side to our community. Certain men—Mr. Russell, Mr. Williams, Mr. Saulsberry, and Mr. Stafford—showed up with weapons ready to defend and protect our neighborhood. I was sad about the shooting but, boy, was I proud of those strong black men.


Eventually, we coerced the school district into providing us with school buses: During one trip to school on city transit, we forced the driver off the bus and staged a boycott. After that, the school district was forced to run its bus routes through our neighborhoods.
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