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To those invisible men who are still striving to remove the stigma of incarceration. If I can do it you can too. Good luck.


Foreword

Robin D. G. Kelley

… when you have lived invisible as long as I have you develop a certain ingenuity.

—Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (1952)

The protagonist in Ralph Ellison’s classic novel spent his prime years trying to become a respectable Negro leader and seeking to secure a place for himself within the social fabric of the United States. He begins his journey as the object of white fascination, blindly pummeling other black boys for the titillation of Jim Crow’s white fathers, undergoing respectability of training at the local Negro college, and finally seeking America’s embrace as the unwitting victim of white Communist machinations. Then once the veil is lifted, he realizes that he is invisible and seeks refuge underground.

Flores A. Forbes, on the other hand, had no such illusions. A black working-class kid growing up in San Diego, he learned from his first encounter with the police that while his humanity, his aspirations, his dreams may be invisible to the white world, his body is not. Like so many young people of his generation, he joined the Black Panther Party, not to seek America’s embrace but to transform the country. He wanted an end to police violence, an end to all forms of racism, a decent education, decent housing, the right of black people to determine their own destiny. They set out to bring down the old America and build a new world. And in order to do that, sometimes they had to become invisible by going underground. Whereas Ellison’s protagonist may have ended the story as a guerrilla, of sorts, this is where Forbes’s story begins.

But the invisibility required for guerrilla warfare proved elusive. Instead, Forbes was caught, convicted, and caged for four years, eight months, and nine days, initiating a different kind of invisibility. It began during his fugitive days prior to his incarceration and lasted well after his release, in the ongoing struggle to make a life for himself in the United States of America. Indeed, it is in the struggle for “re-entry,” the heart of his modern-day “slave narrative,” that Forbes’s life most paralleled that of Ellison’s Invisible Man, but shorn of all naive illusions.

To be clear, Forbes is not claiming that the conditions he endured are the same as antebellum chattel slavery. Slavery is invoked here as an analogy, a metaphor, a recurring nightmare. He did not have to pick cotton or cut cane, and despite the widespread use of prison labor, the joint does not carry the global economic weight of the plantation. Rather, he is talking about warehousing people, slavery by bureaucratic means. Forbes describes the vast machine that processes, houses, controls, and surveils the captured even after he is released. One striking parallel with chattel slavery is how the system made the entire black community vulnerable to surveillance and re-enslavement. Those who escaped slavery by exercising their own free will to resist their kidnapping were called fugitives. That one word rendered the vast majority of “free” black people in the antebellum period criminals on the lam for having committed grand theft larceny by stealing themselves away. And, lest we forget, an entire state and federal edifice was constructed and maintained to hunt down these thieves and bring them back to their masters. Justice had nothing to do with freedom; it was about protecting the master’s property rights.1

Forbes knows what it means to be a fugitive, to be the target of the state. The Panthers were part of a larger insurgency—against police violence, racism, poverty, war in Vietnam and elsewhere—that was ultimately put down through state repression and massive surveillance. The men and women caught up in this dragnet became “political prisoners,” whether they violated the law or were simply convicted on the flimsiest of evidence. Political prisoners are not relics from the past; many are serving time now or were only recently released. Many Americans are familiar with Mumia Abu Jamal and the exiled Assata Shakur, or might be vaguely familiar with the tragic life of Albert Woodfox, but very few know the names Abdullah Majid, Jalil Muntaqim, Sundiata Acoli, Jamil Al-Amin, Herman Bell, Veronza Bowers, Romaine “Chip” Fitzgerald, Patrice Lumumba Ford, Robert “Seth” Hayes, Mumia Abu-Jamal, Mondo we Langa, Ruchelle “Cinque” Magee, Hugo Pinell, Ed Poindexter, Kamau Sadiki, Dr. Mutulu Shakur, Russell “Maroon” Shoatz, Sekou Abdullah Odinga, and Susan Rosenberg.

And yet, Forbes resists the tendency to distinguish “political prisoners” from the general population serving time for crimes ranging from drug possession and parole violations to burglary and murder. He doesn’t fall into the trap of separating out the “deserving” inmate from the undeserving, the revolutionary hero from the thug. The truth is, the system throws up barriers to all formerly incarcerated people trying to find a way forward. While the organization and discipline he learned from the Panthers proved immensely helpful, he confronted many obstacles for which he was not prepared.

Forbes’s story of reentry is really several parallel stories that occasionally collide, creating moments of disorientation and explosive possibility. In his quest for freedom, he recognizes that “Invisible men” and women must navigate behind invisible bars—barriers to employment, housing, even the right to vote. And his past as a Panther never goes away; it inspires and haunts him relentlessly. And yet, like most slave narratives, not everyone he encounters is evil or hostile. It may seem disconcerting to some readers to learn about his supportive professors, how he succeeded at San Jose State writing critically and freely, enjoying a life of the mind to which few people who have never served a day in jail don’t always have access.

Yes, Forbes prevails in the end, but don’t be fooled. The point of this modern-day slave narrative is neither to produce another Horatio Alger myth, to titillate with gruesome stories of abject violence, to scare kids “straight” so they don’t choose a life a crime, nor to merely propose a raft of reforms. Rather, it is a provocation for all of us to see the invisible men and women who must navigate a system that is unsustainable, degrading, and racist. To bring these men and women into visibility is to make the prison disappear.



1   Why we cage over 2.5 million people in this country, and why the prison population grew exponentially since the late 1970s is beyond the scope of my little essay, nor is it the subject of Forbes’s very personal and moving journey. There is much written on the subject, some of the best accounts include Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California (Los Angeles and Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007); Elizabeth Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2016); Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: The New Press, 2012).


Introduction

“I was looking for myself and asking everyone except myself questions which I, and only I, could answer. It took me a long time and much painful boomeranging of my expectations to achieve a realization everyone else appears to have been born with: That I am nobody but myself.”

—Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man

I was an invisible man. I was rendered invisible in my teens by society—black, male, working-class poor. I was invisible by choice as a member of the Black Panther Party (BPP), fighting to lift up all black people, everyone a victim of racial, class, and gender inequality. I was invisible by choice, living and hiding from the authorities. I was invisible against my will in prison. I wanted to be visible, and since my release from incarceration, I’ve become that—a free, self-determined, functional, and thriving human being. The work I had to do to achieve this has been worth it. I want other invisible men to know that it is possible to want to be seen in the world and in the mirror.

The best scene in Ralph Ellison’s classic novel, Invisible Man, is when the unnamed protagonist bumps into a white man and the unnamed protagonist becomes irate and demands the reason for the white man invading his space. The white man responds, “I am sorry but I did not see you.”

I was in prison shuttered away out of sight for no one to see. I was serving time for attempting to kill a witness who was testifying against Huey P. Newton, the founder of the Black Panther Party. The operation was botched, and one of us was killed by friendly fire. I was wounded and fled, turning myself in three years later. I was subsequently convicted of felony murder and sentenced to eight years in the California Department of Corrections. I served four years, eight months, and nine days. Upon my release I was determined to continue helping my people but in a different way and within the system. I finished college and graduate school, becoming a successful urban planning executive, city planner, and a university administrator at an Ivy League institution in New York City. During my professional practice I created thousands of jobs, provided technical assistance to thousands of small businesses, built thousands of affordable housing units, and planned and implemented a major revitalization in Harlem, New York City. The journey after prison was not easy, as I was a victim of the stigma of incarceration. The stigma of incarceration caused me to conceal my past for fifteen years, rendering me by choice an invisible man.

I never thought about the concept of invisibility as a black man until I read Ralph Ellison’s novel for a literature class I was taking while serving time at Soledad State Prison in Salinas, California. I read the book twice, having so much time to commit to reading books, and as the concept of invisibility and the imagery of a black man not being recognized in plain sight fascinated me.

Equally, the invisibility we experience as incarcerated black men has somewhat of a dual nature here in prison and on the outside. The more typical experience for a black man who is incarcerated is that you are gone and most people who may know you realize they have not seen you for a while. I am sure many of us on the local and neighborhood level have experienced this at local barbershops, as one of these disappeared men walks in the door and everyone is surprised to see him again. “Man, where have you been?” he is asked. “Up north,” or “Upstate,” he responds. Or sometimes he just says, “I was down for a count in such and such joint.”

On the other hand, when you have been invisible in this way, it also reflects your sense of the world on a personal level with regard to culture, style, technology, and other basic changes as the world turns without you knowing it. I was physically invisible to the world from 1980 to 1985, and there is so much I was not familiar with during that period. Even today I can’t pinpoint the date of certain songs, movies, and other cultural shifts that took place while I was away up north. I missed the rise of Michael Jackson as a solo artist, in particular his breakout album Off the Wall. From the joint I saw Michael Jordan make the shot that defeated Georgetown in the NCAA Championship, but he still remained unfamiliar to me prior to my release. And I missed the release of Scarface starring Al Pacino, one of my favorite actors.

I realized I was not in plain sight of anyone outside of the prison, as I had also lost my identity as a human being. The name my parents Fred and Catherine Forbes gave me meant nothing for the first time in my life. My name had been replaced by a number: C-72851. Prior to this, however, I did experience what it was like to disappear of my own volition. I was a fugitive for three years, and this caused me to miss the news that my father had died two years before I surrendered.

Sadly today, the imprint of that number is so powerful that I still remember my C number by memory, just like I remember my social security number. I am sure that many other formerly incarcerated people experience the same. So, like our ancestors who were brought to these shores in chains as slaves and subsequently lost their given names from Africa to the Americanized names of their slave owners, I too, like others, was a nameless slave. For me this imagery of being invisible in prison is like being in a cave, in the wilderness, a fugitive on the run, or woodshedding like a comic, practicing my material before I stand up in front of an audience and make them laugh. Many of us have thought for long hours what it would be like to emerge from our cave or prison cell and return to the world. It was frightening for me at first and then became traumatic when I heard a “lifer” I was playing chess with talk about getting out and being free.

The brother had gotten a release date and was soon to be free. I, on the other hand, was concentrating on my next two or three moves and was focusing on the board, when I looked up and saw he was staring at me with serious but glassy eyes. No one stares at another person in prison, unless you know them well, or you are trying to send an unhealthy and menacing message, or you want someone’s attention, as he wanted mine. I asked him why he was looking at me like that, and he said, “Brother Forbes, you have been in the joint a few years, and I have been down for fifteen years. What’s it like out there?”

I thought for a few seconds and grasped that this was an important moment in his life, so I toppled my king in surrender and said, “This is important, so let’s just end the game.” He said, “Cool.” I said, “Brother Man, I cannot tell you what it will be like for you because I don’t know what it’s going to be like for me. And until you asked me this, I was not thinking about getting out but was paying more attention to surviving in this place.”

He was released on the date assigned, and as many of us would do, we were assembled near the gate as he left for Soledad Central to be released. He shook my hand and said thanks for the advice, and as we hugged, he said in my ear, “I am scared to death.” My release date was coming soon, and I wondered if I was going to feel the same way he did.

The preparation for getting out of prison has to start the moment you go in, that is, after the shock of one’s confinement wears off and you begin to program your life for reentry. You must rely on help from outside the institution, on your personal efforts at preparing yourself skill-wise, and on assistance from loved ones. Even with all of that, you really don’t know what lies ahead for you beyond these walls, so you are actually in the dark. Therefore, an incarcerated person’s vision to the outside world is pretty much distorted. People who are in prison serving time have no right or perceived rationale to guide those about to be released from prison and should never be giving advice to a fellow inmate about the outside world. Even though it happens all the time.

On the other hand, and even less fruitful, is the advice one may get from the institutional counselors, guards, and other so-called prison advisors whom you meet with during pre-release. Advice from anyone in this group of people borders on insanity or more like a slaveholder from the antebellum period giving advice to a freed slave about how he should conduct himself as a free man in a slaveholding society.

* * *

I have often thought about this brother and the other black men I met in prison and wondered about how they did once emancipated. The “lifer” was frightened because he had become acclimated, or institutionalized, to the penitentiary, and in the harsh reality of this godforsaken place, every incarcerated person acclimates, adjusts. He had to survive in the present condition. We have to adjust again when we’re given our lives back. He had become contented with his invisibility and the permanence of the endless programming that one encounters with the constant ringing of the Pavlovian-type bells, your A, B, or C number, the death that lurks around any cell block corner, and the trigger-happy bulls that sit in the mess hall gun cages or peer down at you from the gun towers in the yard. This same fear haunted me, as being in prison was nothing like being an invisible person on the street. Just the thought of walking out of these gates gave me pause. I had so much trepidation because when I was to be released, I had no idea of what I would encounter on the outside.

Ellison’s construct of invisibility focused on black Americans being irrelevant and relegated as just part of the furniture in the master’s house, covered with sheets in the American landscape of white supremacy. So much so, they have been rendered invisible.

In prison you are invisible from society, and once the prison gates are thrown open for you, that cloak of invisibility will remain if you don’t do something positive to move your life forward. Or, in the words of Ellison’s protagonist in Invisible Man, “Perhaps that’s my greatest social crime, I’ve overstayed my hibernation, since there’s a possibility that even an invisible man has a socially responsible role to play.”

I am now fully prepared to remove the cloak of invisibility and be seen as a human being completely emancipated and restored.


CHAPTER 1

Wolf by the Ear

“But, as it is, we have the wolf by the ear, and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other.”

—Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes, Monticello, 22 April 1820

The wolf-by-the-ear quote is from a letter Thomas Jefferson wrote to John Holmes about the pending legislation regarding slavery and how it was being regulated state by state that became the Missouri Compromise. To me, Jefferson was quite clear about his attitude toward slaves and their presence in his country and that if there was a general emancipation, expatriation must follow quickly. That is the only way to release the wolf’s ear, his elegant metaphor for slavery. The issue of slavery and mass incarceration go hand in hand as they are coupled constitutionally at the hip within the Thirteenth Amendment. Jefferson did not believe in emancipation without expulsion from America, and many in today’s society do not believe black men who have been to prison should walk the same streets as they do. But if they do walk the same streets, many believe this should only happen with limitations to their freedom. In addition to the Thirteenth Amendment, which makes you a slave if convicted of a crime and sentenced to prison, there are many more obstacles once you are released. There are various laws, public statutes, and specific occupational hiring restrictions, disenfranchisement as well as parole. When black men are released, they have another strike against them: the fact that they are black and historically oppressed and still seamlessly connected to the peculiar institution of slavery.

Loïc Wacquant targets this historical perspective brilliantly in his 2002 article in the New Left Review, “From Slavery to Mass Incarceration.” Slavery up to the Civil War made the free labor of African Americans the foundation of the American economy. After slavery, it was Jim Crow, establishing as it did legal racial apartheid to support an economy based on agriculture. The civil rights movement broke that system, but in its place emerged urban ghettos outside the South, “corresponding to conjoint urbanization and proletarianization of African Americans from the Great Migration of 1914–30 to the 1960s … slavery and mass incarceration are genealogically linked and that one cannot understand the latter—its timing, composition and smooth onset as well as the quiet ignorance or acceptance of its deleterious effects on those it affects—without returning to the former as historic starting point.”

So apparently, according to Wacquant, Jefferson’s elegant metaphor for slavery has transformed into the carceral state of today.

Nevertheless, one must adjust to the reality of prison as one must adjust again to the reality out of prison. The newly released black man is an invisible man due to his incarceration, but will remain invisible by choice until he overcomes the stigma of that experience.

August 9, 1985, I was released from the California Department of Corrections (CDC) after serving four years, eight months, and nine days for felony murder. I used a gun against someone. That was thirty-plus years ago, and now I have a nice life: meaningful work, a wife, a family, and my health.

I did my time under the guise of a political prisoner, but that means something only in prison, not in society. Upon release, I was a black man with two felony convictions, a prison term, and no record of having had a job; I was thirty-three years old. I am a part of a group of black men without a constituency or advocate and all but invisible in this society. That group is black men in America who have served their time and not gone back to prison. Most of us are invisible by choice and will not reveal ourselves. We cannot because of the stigma attached to being formerly incarcerated.

Mainstream media, and even scholars, talk a lot about the recidivism rate and the disproportionate sentencing of black men by the courts. They don’t spend enough time talking about people who don’t return to jail—the people who remain free, work, and contribute to society after serving their sentences. The formerly incarcerated are an understudied population. Today the recidivism rate is around 65 percent. We need to pay attention and do the work of lowering that rate down to zero. But, we can’t continue to neglect people who make an effort to stay out of the criminal justice system. The ones who don’t get hooked on being locked up—the 35 percent who don’t go back, especially black men. It is they who have been a primary target of this country’s history of selective discrimination against nonwhites in general and the formerly incarcerated in particular. According to the NAACP’s Criminal Justice Fact Sheet, one in six black men had been incarcerated as of 2001. If current trends continue, one in three black males born today can expect to spend time in prison.

One of the reasons why I fared well since my release from incarceration was I had a vision and a plan to reinvent myself. Even before prison I had spent eighteen years completely in hiding from the authorities, off the grid of a normal life. I chose that life because I felt the reasons why I was an outlaw were justified.

As a young black man growing up in Southern California, I, along with my peer group, was terrorized by the police. We often spoke about what to do and one day we saw what two black men were doing in Oakland, California. Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale had started an organization called the Black Panther Party, and one of their first efforts was to patrol police with guns and law books in an attempt to end police brutality and the murder of black people. At the age of sixteen, I joined and spent the next ten years fighting for my people. I believed deeply in what we were fighting for, so deeply I embraced the most radical of our internal beliefs. We believed, as did most sovereign states and other revolutionary movements, that violence was a policy instrument. I was recruited into the Panther military unit after several years of service.

My work in this section of the party was mostly in the underground as well. I was part of a group within the BPP that provided protection to our leaders as well as doing covert work in the streets against our various enemies. I was also the Black Panther Party armorer, or, if you use the regular, more traditional military term, I was the quartermaster who acquired, stored, and maintained the arsenal of weapons we had collected over the years. In 1977, I, along with two of my comrades, attempted to kill a witness who was testifying against Huey P. Newton. The operation was botched: friendly fire killed one of my comrades and I was wounded. Friendly fire is when you and your comrades accidentally shoot one another. If someone is killed during the commission of a felony, everyone involved who lives can be charged with felony murder. I was involved and survived to live another day and went underground. I remained a fugitive for three years. I turned myself in of my own volition in 1980 and was eventually convicted of felony murder. I was sentenced to eight years.

While in prison, I read and studied and took college courses, using a Pell grant. While at Soledad State Prison, I enrolled in a college-degree program being run by San José State University. Once completed, I could receive a bachelor’s degree in Interdisciplinary Studies of the Social Sciences. The professors were all full-time faculty from this California state university, and they taught courses in psychology, sociology, American literature, statistics, philosophy, and the capstone course for the degree, the Social Sciences Seminar. In the California Department of Corrections, once you started serious programming, your schedule involved one week of work (I was a tutor who taught life skills to the inmates), and an education week, filled with classes from SJSU.
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