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CHUCK WALKER Initially, he wasn’t that big a hero in colonial Peru. The Spanish were so petrified they really tamped down on, like, publicity. It’s really the twentieth century, and particularly with this really peculiar 1968 military government that is leftist.

This is a moment when US-supported right-wing military regimes are dominating. Peru has a left-wing regime. And they’re looking for a hero. He becomes the national symbol. He’s indigenous but mestizo—so in other words, he’s got European blood. He’s cool looking. He’s got a ponytail. He looks good on a horse. The other national heroes had all been white dudes from the coast.

So in the sixties, people wrote more about him. What I understood is the Black Panthers chapter that Afeni was involved with in New York City had a reading group, and they were understandably looking for revolutionaries of color. They read about Túpac Amaru II and thought it was cool. Afeni said later that she named her son that because she wanted him to be worldly.






I

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING In our community, we would be considered extended family. Our mothers were pregnant together.I We were born together. Our mothers were both in the Black Panther Party. When we were small, my family moved to Jersey City. So when we saw each other, we were going there or coming here. We were taught to be leaders from the beginning. When you don’t really know boundaries, in a positive sense, being amongst the people is important to your existence. If your parents are immersed in working for the people, then that means as a kid, you’re right there with whoever they are going to visit or whoever they are going to support. You play with all the kids that are there.

JANE RHODES The founding of the Panthers is very much rooted to the dual sort of transitions of both civil rights and Black Power activism during that period. They’re very much indebted to and engaged with the sort of rising Black nationalist thinking and affinity that’s coming out of SNCCII in particular, but also Malcolm X in the Nation of Islam. Robert Williams.III There’s a whole constellation of people who they sort of saw and heard and read.

Both Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, who are ostensibly the founders of the Black Panthers, sort of came up in the kind of civil rights, Black community activism of the period. They worked for antipoverty agencies. Bobby Seale was a Vietnam War vet. And so he was very much situated within that kind of antiwar veterans movement. They both are going to Merritt College, which is a junior college, and they get caught up in all of the stuff that’s going on. All of this is going on simultaneously. It’s just this maelstrom of activism. It’s not surprising that this would happen in Oakland and San Francisco, in particular. Those cities kind of epitomize the crisis and the grievances of young Black people. The urban renewal and the rising inequality and the destruction of the postwar promise had struck a chord.

At Merritt College, they are part of a Black student group called the Student Advisory Committee. They meet each other, and they’re both sort of underwhelmed by the sort of activist potential of their colleagues at the college. They felt like it’s not radical enough, it’s not militant enough. They wanted to really push for a much more sort of strident and militant kind of activism. One of the things that they did was they took it outside, away from the academy. They’re sort of straddling class. They have the benefit of being well read and much more educated than a lot of the people around them. But they still are deeply identified with the brothers on the street. That very much shapes, I think, the underlying ideology of the party. Basically, they organize by pulling together some friends, a small group; there are just eight or nine folks that are sitting around debating, coming up with kind of grandiose ideas, but not really doing much.

Then the prototypical story: a young Black man is killed by the police in nearby Richmond,IV and the parents of the young man sort of appealed to this group of activists and said, “Hey, would you help us?” And so this is the founding story, if you will, because they get mobilized and actually have a purpose and start organizing. They organize demonstrations at the sheriff’s office; that’s when they started the Black Panther newspaper. They begin to sort of articulate all of the things that are resonating in this current moment: a critique of the police and police treatment of Black people and police brutality in Black and poor communities; a critique of structural inequality. They’re not that generative. They’re borrowing from a lot of places. But they forge an entity, and a lot of it is about making demands and articulating those demands.

The initial work was really this idea of surveillance to the police, which I think is a really interesting and a kind of genius project. They’re going to reverse the gaze. It’s really a way of disrupting state power. It came back to bite them in the ass, but that was sort of a key action. It appealed to the younger acolytes to join up because there’s all of this anger and fury in the community about the police. Over time, they begin to see themselves as doing more, being servants of the people.

That very much comes out of reading Marxist theory, reading Milton, looking at sort of postcolonial struggles, and recognizing that part of what you have to do is win the hearts and minds of the community and try to respond to the various issues that are sort of hurting the community. The service initiatives really sort of emerge gradually, and really take off, quite frankly, after the party begins to sort of step away from or abandon the police-confrontation tactic.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING Because of the targeting of the Panthers, many people’s parents took different pathways out of what was imminent danger for them. Some people just walked away from it. Some people went to jail. Some people just stopped and went mainstream, because it just was too hard to keep going. Some people got hooked on drugs, because of the level of stress and anxiety. But their kids came out differently with gifts that their parents instilled in them. He was able to really be prepared to shine so that when he got that opportunity, all of that grooming was paid back when it needed to be.

JANE RHODES If you look at the people that really found the Panthers compelling, it’s urban youth, primarily Black youth, but they had a lot of other people of color and white allies who were also drawn to them. It’s about the deep inequalities and crisis of the city in this historical moment. The Vietnam War has a powerful role here because you have a whole generation that is completely sort of disillusioned by the state. This generation increasingly sees themselves in solidarity with sort of global movements. It’s not surprising that an organization comes along that takes a very different approach from the civil rights movement, that says, “We’re not asking for our rights, we’re going to demand them,” that’s uncompromising, that lays out not only a social justice agenda but also an agenda that really critiques the entire structure of capitalism, and the ways in which capitalism and racism operate in tandem. I think all of that spoke to not only Black folks but a lot of young people. It was more than just marching and protesting. You could feed people, you could educate people, you could help families with incarcerated family members, you could provide health care. And I think that’s a powerful thing, particularly for young people who feel like they don’t have a way to actually sort of serve their community or address the pain that they see.

The Panthers were extraordinarily skilled at creating an image and a persona. They were attractive. People wanted to be them. I was in junior high school when the Panthers were founded, and my brother was in the Panthers, so I’ve lived through that moment. And, you know, the Panthers were hot shit. They had sex appeal, they were rhetorically incredibly skilled. Eldridge Cleaver or Bobby Seale or Huey Newton or Kathleen Cleaver could stand in front of a microphone and just lay it out in extraordinary and exquisitely articulate detail. I think they were a profound contrast to the heroes of the civil rights movement.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING If you talk to children of Panthers, you will probably hear some similar things around developing the mind and developing the ability to go into a room and speak to anybody. Across communities, we’ve got certain principles that are shared within the party, and it makes us, I think, a unique group of people. The world got an opportunity to see an example of what our parents were trying to create for their kids and for all Black kids with Tupac.

JANE RHODES I think they understood that the news media in particular was oriented toward sensationalism. And they knew that they would get attention for being sensational. And so they sort of delivered that. And what that did over time was to create a cult of personality, really, for the entire organization. So at the same time that the state is demonizing them, and trying to undermine them, and going after them guns blazing, the popular media—you know, quite frankly, the Panthers sold. Before I was an academic, I was a journalist, and if it bleeds, it leads. That’s the premise. So they were a commodity, a saleable commodity, and the Panthers knew that. They were like, Okay, I’ll give you something, and then they would deliver the goods.

The sort of younger members of the press and other media organizations… some of them were part of that world that was enamored of the Panthers. Tom Wolfe’s classic send-up of the PanthersV was very much about that: young, white, upper-middle-class liberals wanted to get in with the Panthers. It was a way for them to define and deploy their political leanings—to get street cred, essentially. And so that certainly played into the media fascination.

The Panthers were very strategic. Kathleen Cleaver told me, “We stayed in the face of the media because that was one strategy for not getting killed.” They courted that media attention, and they knew that it would be far more difficult for them to be incarcerated or killed by the state if they had that kind of following.

The parallels are kind of unmistakable. It doesn’t necessarily mean that the rhetoric and the tactics are the same. But the conditions are very similar. And I think that the same thing that helped mobilize young people into the streets and into protest movements in the sixties and early seventies is very much in action today.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING Growing up around the Black Panther Party created a sense that anything was possible for me. You’re with people who are doing all kinds of things—the poets, the musicians. And Pac was a creative person.

LEVY LEE SIMON The history of the African American studio 127th Street Repertory Ensemble, founded by the great Ernie McClintock, started I think in the 1960s with Lou Gossett. Lou Gossett went on to pursue his career in Hollywood, and Ernie was the one that was left to develop the company. He felt like there were particular needs that the African American theater artists had that were not being addressed in a white theater. So he wanted to accentuate that in teaching acting from that point of view.

I graduated from Cheyney State College in Pennsylvania in the early eighties, and at twenty-two, I decided I wanted to pursue a career in acting. I’m from Harlem. When I came back home, back then the face of Black theater was the Negro Ensemble Company with Douglas Turner Ward, and all of those great actors that came out of there.VI But there was this buzz around town about Ernie. I met a couple of people that sang his praises and told me that their work was more cutting edge and provocative, and I was all about that. Intuitively, I just felt like, You know what, I’m gonna check these people out.

I auditioned and got in, and the great thing about Ernie’s company was that it was like a training ground. Once you’re in a company, then you did vocal training, you did speech and diction, you did movement. We did all kinds of different scene-study exercises and acting exercises. He had this concept: that his ensemble should be trained together, so that when they stepped on the stage, they would be a unified force.

We did a play called Hand Is on the Gate, which was an ensemble piece that was a collection of poems by Langston Hughes that we dramatized. We did a play where we told the story of Malcolm X through his speeches. Then, in 1984, Ernie came in and told us that we were going to do A Raisin in the Sun at the Apollo Theater as part of [a fundraiser] for Jesse Jackson, who was running for president back then.

Jesse was going to speak at intermission, and we were going to be the entertainment for the night. Minnie Gentry, who had played Mama on Broadway with Sidney Poitier, was gonna play Mama in the show. And then there was a young Tupac Shakur.

He was twelve years old, and no one knew what was in his future, but he played my son, Travis. His mother had been bringing him around the company. There were a number of kids around during that time. Terrence Howard, Minnie Gentry’s [great-]grandson, would come hang out and watch, and Bokeem Woodbine, son of Mamie Anderson, who was in a company, would come through and watch and study. But Tupac—whatever that “it factor” is that people talk about, the indescribable thing that certain performers or artists have, he had it. He already had it back then.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING When you’re a teenager and your personality starts to become a little bit more distinct—He was a sensitive guy, which allowed for us to be able to really kind of share experiences with one another in a way that you don’t always necessarily talk to everybody about. What people see as celebrity, I just see as family. You could be creative and dynamic and outgoing, but you also were a part of the family, so go sit your ass down.

We spent a lot of our time talking. We went to the movies and to the beach and got on the train and went places. My aunt would take us places; she was the one with the car. It was a fancy sports car. So we would be excited to go places with her in her car. When you talk to people who were a part of his life from earlier on, I feel like the political landscape of the time is inextricable from what we were doing and saying. It is hard to understand that it really was a way of life. If we were doing something, we didn’t know if we were there because they were trying to organize a rent strike or something. It wasn’t like, “Oh, let’s hook up and go to Great Adventure.”

LEVY LEE SIMON After we did the performance at the Apollo, later that summer, we did an entire summer at the Walden School.VII They had a great theater off of Central Park West. We did an ensemble of plays where every time he would step on the stage there would be an audible reaction from the audience, just for him stepping on the stage. I mean, he just had this thing. He was twelve then.

Pac was a knucklehead. He was laughing all the time, cracking jokes, playing pranks on people. He would terrorize the women just doing practical jokes. One day, he got into the women’s dressing room and he stole somebody’s big panties, they were like big bloomers, and he put them on his head and he was running around the theater.

But then, on a more serious note, he later had a birthday and we collected money for his birthday, so he could get a birthday gift. Everybody in the company chipped in. Afeni was going through her problems with substances at that time, and so he took that money and he went grocery shopping for his family. He was selfless like that. He wasn’t thinking about himself, he was thinking about his family, his sister, his mama.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING We hung out and we had fun, but because we didn’t get to see each other every day, when we did, it would be a whole occasion for me and him. My aunt would either get me or get him and bring them over or whatever. But it would be like a whole day or a whole weekend of stuff; it would be like an adventure. We would always make time to catch up around what was going on in our little preteen lives. For us, it was deep because we were immersed in a community with family members who were doing a lot of social stuff. And also, as we got older, times were changing. And as times changed, the movement changed, and as the movement changed, our experiences as young people changed. We did a lot of talking around how shit was different.

He was protective of the people that he loved. I think that he understood that the journey that he was on was going to be something that would be big enough to really create a community or continue a community.

LEVY LEE SIMON I think that being a part of the ensemble helped shape him. But I also think it had to do with growing up in New York City and having to be the man of the house at the time. Taking responsibility. He took responsibility for his family. So there was that side of him, underneath all of everything, that was very, very serious. Plus, having a mother like Afeni. It wasn’t just about her issues with substances. She also, don’t forget, was one of the Panther 21. He was raised with that. Afeni was a powerful, powerful presence.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING At that time, that’s like the early, early stages of hip-hop. Regionalism plays a part in it, too, because if you were in New York, at that time, you were rewinding songs, practicing, and learning the lyrics. I had an older brother and we wanted to be just like him. We were probably trying to figure out what was cool based on what my brother was doing, which meant getting into rap.

As I’m thinking about it, I don’t know if, as we were rapping and singing the stuff that was on the radio, was he in the back of his mind like, Oh, yeah, I can do this. But it’s hard to think of any crystallizing hip-hop moment because it’s all baked into the time. I started to see a distinct creative side to him once he went to art school in Baltimore.

LEVY LEE SIMON He hung out with us until maybe fifteen or sixteen, somewhere near when he left to go to Baltimore.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING It was a surprise to me when they moved to Baltimore. We rode with them down there. Afeni probably told them they were moving, but I didn’t know until they came with the car. It was exciting. He was excited. But also, it was like, What is life gonna be like outside of New York? He’s still a young kid, basically, having his whole life uprooted to an entirely different place. So there’s this sense of having no clue what comes next. We thought Baltimore was the country. “You ’bout to move all the way to Baltimore?” The idea of somebody moving—you kind of know: I don’t know when I might see you again, especially when you’re a kid. Baltimore was definitely not the landing place. But all of that rap stuff really happened once he got there. Us growing up, that wasn’t how I viewed him or how I looked at him, or even how his swag was. The rap thing came about after.





CHUCK WALKER The Bourbon Reforms were a series of measures of increased taxes. Basically, the Spanish were losing hegemony to France and England, and they were cranking up the tax machine for the Americas. And so it hit everyone really hard. Indigenous people had to work in the mines. They had to pay a head tax. And those were sort of bad years, those years. There were some climate problems. So it got harder and harder to pay off the taxes. But it wasn’t just fiscal. They wanted to get rid of the office called the cacique, which was this ethnic authority. They wanted neutral people for the role, not traditional people. They wanted to name their own people, and Túpac Amaru II and others rose up in response. It was a growing crescendo of exploitation and frustration.






II

RICHARD PILCHER I came in the first year that BSAI was full-time. The previous year, in 1980, they had an after-school program, and there were a few teachers, but it opened to students full-time in 1981. I was there then as a principal acting teacher, and I remained that until I retired fully a couple years ago. The idea when the school was set up was that working professionals would teach the students. This was unique and still remains unique, frankly, across the country—that the majority of the teachers were adjunct faculty. I was adjunct for about the first nineteen years and then I went full-time. So everybody who was teaching was also working in their profession at the same time.

I think this gave and continues to give the school a really unique flavor. It really did not have some of the hierarchies and groups that ordinary high schools have. For instance, there’s no jock culture there. There are no teams. Your status in the school is pretty much based on how good you are at your art form. And so students who were good dancers or good artists or musicians or actors or whatever, they tended to be in the sort of in-crowd.

There was quite a fair amount of tolerance in the school, I think. Certainly it was racially inclusive. At least 50 percent of the school at any given time is African American and other people of color. That lent kind of a unique quality to the school. I mean, there were students there who would never have met each other if they’d gone to their neighborhood schools. There were friendships that grew up—between straight and gay, Black and white—that just never would have happened. In fact, while he was at BSA, Tupac’s closest friend was a white male.

In many ways, it was a kind of a home for outsiders—for students that, because of their creativity and sensitivity and artistic talents, were often not fully accepted in their regular high schools. No place is perfect. Certainly I’m sure that there were conflicts and cliques. That’s sort of inevitable. But in the main, there was a tremendous amount of acceptance of differences.

BECKY MOSSING BSA was this unbelievable new place, and we were very, very open with one another. It was a utopia, and every possible day, we looked at each other as artists, we were treated like artists. I think that people at BSA really felt like things were moving forward in terms of equality—that things were improving. What we have talked about since, especially in today’s world, is what happened when we all left: culture shock. Every single one of us felt it when we left.

I have a really close friend who was in the same class as me, so we were both a year ahead of Tupac, and he actually wound up going to jail for armed robbery, along with another classmate of Tupac—they were in the same ensemble. They just got out this spring, serving twenty-six years of a fifty-four-year sentence. My friend came from an area in Baltimore that was incredibly impoverished, incredibly crime-ridden, and very, very difficult. He never met a white person until he came to BSA. And one of the things that he says is he wished that BSA could have been a boarding school, and I think this is true of Tupac, too, because coming into the building and then leaving and having to make a switch and going back into your neighborhood was a challenge.

RICHARD PILCHER I have a memory of either Tupac telling me, or someone who knew Tupac telling me, he had been raised to believe that white people were devils. That they were essentially evil. You know about his background and his mother. Then he came to BSA, and he found that that wasn’t the case. There were people there who believed in him—the teachers and other students—and valued him for who he was. They weren’t looking down on him at every moment of the day as an inferior second-class citizen. It was revelatory for him.

BSA is a place where a student would stand up and receive the undivided attention of a teacher for fifteen or twenty minutes or half an hour or whatever it was. That just doesn’t happen in most high schools. So there was a sense that who they were was being validated—what they were doing and what they were thinking and how they were feeling. And of course, in theater, in particular, a lot of what we do has to do with exploring your feelings, your inner landscape, bringing that out and making it public.

It’s a very tricky thing to do in high school. High school is a time when kids basically want to hide and then come out when they’re eighteen. They’re sort of trying to build a persona that’s keeping them safe. And then you come into a theater class and we say, “We don’t get to be safe. I’m sorry, you have to show who you are, through your characters, and explore your feelings in front of us.” And that’s very scary.

I think what we tried and tried and tried to create was a kind of a safe space where students could be themselves. And I think more often than not, we succeeded, at least to some degree, and I think that Tupac was able to stand up in front of us and his peers in a way that he just wouldn’t have been able to do anyplace else.

BECKY MOSSING I remember being in homeroom, which was in the ballroom of the school, and seeing this kid with his pick in his hair and his wifebeater and jeans and this huge smile, these sparkling teeth. It’s so cliché to say, but he had this light around him. He had this magnetism. I remember sitting back and thinking, Who is that kid? He’s new and people are already drawn to him like he’s been here for years.

We had homeroom together. We had lunch together. School was really small. The theater department was really small. And so we were often together. We had movement classes that were, like, some dance, but more like exploratory movement and how that connected to acting. There were voice classes and musical theater, but the musical theater classes came in your junior year, so he had those during his last year at BSA.

And then we had pretty intense acting classes with two very specific teachers: Richard Pilcher, who did a lot of Shakespeare, and Donald Hicken, who is the head of the program. Tupac would have worked with Richard quite intensely during his first and second years doing scene work, monologue work, theater games.

RICHARD PILCHER He was a really nice kid. People say, “Wait a minute, you mean this guy with a thug tattoo and a pissed-off persona?” I really liked him. He was funny. He was essentially very sweet, very sensitive. I think certainly there was some anger there, although I never really saw it come out. I mean, it was a sense of injustice that he was keenly aware of—how his family, how his people, if you will, have been treated. Highly justifiable. But that wasn’t the primary thing I saw.

We really connected I think mostly in Shakespeare. He, not surprisingly, because of his gift for language, fell in love with Shakespeare. He wasn’t really familiar with it before that, but he had a real talent for it; he had a great sense for the rhythm and music of the verse. He obviously took that love for words and language in a different direction, but he was very charismatic. He had those eyes that just conveyed a whole lot.

And he had a very good, muscular physique. The dance department sort of glommed onto him and used him whenever they could. There’s not really any official crossover between theater and dance now, but in the early days we had more classes that could be perhaps combined; it was a smaller school. I co-taught a class with a dance teacher for dancers and actors that unfortunately didn’t happen anymore after a certain point because the departments just became too demanding. But Tupac went to the dance department and he danced in several productions, rehearsing after school primarily. And he was extremely popular there, particularly among the girls, as you can imagine.

BECKY MOSSING He was always flirting. But then when he had a girlfriend, he was always super honorable. And he was always, always respectful.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING I remember he came up after they moved. We were sitting in my kitchen, and he was telling me about art school. He was really, really excited. And I remember being like, “Yo, this is so dope.” One of the things that made him a good entertainer is that he’s a good storyteller. He’s a Gemini, and growing up reading and being a leader and speaking in front of people, you know how to tell a story. You know how to give the details that matter and draw the audience. He was telling me about his classes. He did the little acting exercise that he was learning. It was, like, super exciting, because you could see that, like—something good is happening out of this.

RICHARD PILCHER Sometimes you’ll run into ego in kids—and adults, too, obviously—where they’re not receptive to coaching. They’re not receptive to being told, “No, this isn’t working. You need to do this another way.” And we’ve had some leave over the years because they just couldn’t take it, couldn’t stand being criticized. The teachers tend to be pretty gentle, but we’re also direct, and there’s a certain professional standard. Well, he was very open to coaching. He was a very eager learner. And he was pretty open about what he didn’t know. He had a kind of vulnerability that, with a little encouragement, he would drop some of that armor. I said to the kids for years: “I don’t know where you’re coming from in terms of neighborhood, family life. I know that you may have to leave here and put up your armor to protect yourself. But here in this class, we need to be able to drop that armor and open up,” and he was able to do that.

BECKY MOSSING During his junior year, his mother was stuck in jail, and he was living in an apartment with a college-age roommate. I never met the roommate. I think he was at the Maryland Institute College of Art because they lived right off North Avenue. He was working so he could pay his rent. He was basically paying his own rent so that he could stay in Baltimore and go to school. He worked a lot; most weekends, a few evenings busing tables.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING That was a difficult time because his mother was really struggling. That’s no secret. It’s difficult to talk about. Black people, we don’t put all our business out there.

I remember him just kind of explaining to me what was going on. We talked a lot about personal things, what was going on as a result of his mother. It was one of those things where you are raised in an environment where you are surrounded by people who love and nurture you and nurture all of the creative aspects of who you are, and you’re in a certain type of environment, and then when you start to struggle and you are no longer in that bubble, you have to develop the other survival skills that you need, but the desire to still be creative and doing the thing that you now realize you really love, you have to figure that out, too.

BECKY MOSSING I remember him sitting on my parents’ deck just quietly staring out at the woods behind our house. I don’t even remember why he was out there, but he was out there by himself. It must’ve been the morning after a party or something, because I remember walking out to see him and seeing him sigh and looking back at me with these long-ass curly eyelashes and just sort of shaking his head and going, “Nature.” And I was like, “Yeah?” And he just shrugged at me and looked back out at the woods.

RICHARD PILCHER I’m not a huge rap expert or even fan, god knows, but I have a book of his raps as poetry, and you can see that pain that he was often dealing with and how he was trying to come to terms with that. A very, very sensitive young man.

BECKY MOSSING In childhood and in middle school, no one I knew used the N-word. It was a bad, bad word. And then, all of a sudden, here’s my friend Tupac using this word. What the hell? Why are you using this word? It’s a horrible, derogatory term.

I remember, very, very clearly, like, saying, “Don’t use that word around me.”

He said, “I am taking that word back. I’m using that word to empower me and to empower my people.”

My little, like, sixteen-, seventeen-year-old self, in my ignorance at the time, I couldn’t even hear that. “Don’t say it to me.”

He said, “Okay. I won’t use it around you.” He did it out of respect for what I felt, that sort of visceral response that I had for that word, and still have.

I was probably wrong at that moment to say that, but he didn’t call me on that. He still had that respect for a friend’s feelings.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING I remember him telling me about the new friends that he was meeting out there [at BSA] and the balance of trying to maintain for the house and still trying to be creative. The dichotomy that that presents for your thinking and your being. We can talk about the art shit, the community organizations that I’m connecting with and all that, and what I’m feeling about what’s going on in my house. But I gotta be over here, really making sure that everybody is okay.

BECKY MOSSING Often, as an acting teacher, I talk about innate giftedness. I talk about innate presence. Those are not things that you can teach. You can teach process, you can teach craft. You cannot teach that kind of magnetism. Tupac understood how to harness energy and bring people along for the ride. It was something that he just had; he was born with it. But he also was so incredibly smart and so incredibly malleable. So, when he was in a class and he was working with a teacher, and the teacher gave him tools, he could then utilize all those innate gifts that he had and he was just unstoppable.

RICHARD PILCHER He loved the school. When Afeni told him they were leaving, he wept. He did not want to go. This was a kind of home for him that, I think in some ways, he never had—a place where he was really accepted.

SHARONDA DAVILA-IRVING I could tell that he was excited about California. There’s like a whole different kind of vibe and an opportunity to expand his creativity in a new pocket. It was like one of those things where you are on the cusp of something really big.

BECKY MOSSING He always had a notepad with him. He would always be writing, jotting stuff down. And he was so quick-witted. I remember I would say, “Okay, here’s a topic. Rap.” He’d be like, “All right,” and just rhyme. The words that would come out of his mouth, and the way that they would have meaning. I remember thinking, How is it possible that anyone can have a brain that can do that?





STELLA NAIR It was actually very much a multiethnic group that followed him, at the same time when there’s clear rhetoric about ethnicity and nationhood. For Túpac Amaru II, anybody could follow him with the understanding that they’re going to kick out the Spanish and the Incas are going to take back over.

CHUCK WALKER His name means that he had ties to the Incas—that is, the leaders of the Incas—who were the very developed civilization that were there when the Spanish came and conquered in the sixteenth century. He had Inca bloodlines, which are really important because it gave him a lot of prestige. The people in Peru, then and even today, still venerate the Incas.

He was a very well-educated guy, bilingual in Spanish and Quechua, the indigenous Inca language, which is the most spoken indigenous language today in the Americas. He was a really interesting guy because he could fit anywhere in society. He went out in the countryside chewing coca leaves, speaking Quechua with the indigenous people, but he was invited into the houses of the elite in Cusco. They would have talked to him about the news. He apparently knew Latin pretty well. So the context was growing taxes, growing tensions, exploitation, but then also his own ability to sort of put together a project, saying, We’re going to bring back the Incas, but we’re also going to keep the Catholic Church. Crazy stuff that who knows how it would have worked out in the end.






III

KENDRICK WELLS Back in the late eighties, early nineties, there were basically two or three pockets of Black communities in Marin County. The biggest pocket was Marin City, which was predominantly Black, and they had, like, these tall buildings, which were housing projects, and then they had these lower-level buildings with more typical projects. These were all built for the shipyard workers of the sixties. Marin City was basically the stronghold. Then you also had the San Rafael area, which was about four miles north, where they had more housing for the influx of Asian and Mexican immigrants that came in during that whole late-eighties era. Then there were parts of Novato, the outskirts of the richer areas. Those were your Black communities. When people saw you in any of the outskirts areas—like Sausalito or Mill Valley or San Rafael or Corte Madera—they would assume you were from Marin City.
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