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Wake up to a hunnit murders, go to sleep to glock nine’s Fireworks and lullabies, it ain’t even Fourth of July But what’s independence, when you deprived of your innocence? Fighting a life sentence before you can form sentences.
—Eddie Vanz

God Bless America, but bless my niggas too.
—Zadia





The first change that takes place is in your mind. You have to change your mind before you change the way you live and the way you move. The thing that’s going to change people is something that nobody will ever be able to capture on film. It’s just something that you see and you’ll think, “Oh I’m on the wrong page,” or “I’m on the right page but the wrong note. And I’ve got to get in sync with everyone else to find out what’s happening in this country.
—Gil Scott Heron

Rebellion is nuanced.
Sometimes it looks like rage.
Sometimes it looks like love.
Sometimes it looks like silence.
Sometimes it’s just existing
It’s rebellion nonetheless.
—Erica Buddington





Foreword

I was born into a world heavily vested in the idea that people with Black skin have no voice; however, I was lucky enough to find my voice—even though I had no place to nurture, or express, it—and that is the reality for many Black artists in America.

Born and raised in West Baltimore during one of the deadliest eras of American history, surviving was more of a priority than art or the understanding of what it means. At the age of seventeen, I lost one of my close childhood friends, Lor Mar, to gun violence.

We met at the age of eight and did everything together. Lor Mar loved gambling more than anyone I ever knew, and it wasn’t strange to see him with his head deep in a dice game around our neighborhood. An argument over a couple dollars had broken out during one of those games that ended with shots being fired from multiple directions and Lor Mar was caught in the middle—he died on the scene. Lor Mar was a great person, fresh out of high school, a soon-to-be father, and in the blink of an eye—gone. After his death, other people around me were murdered as well, so naturally, I thought I was going to meet that same demise.

Baltimore wears hard on bones, and we don’t really get to be young or get lost in the joys of childhood. We often spend most of our formative years in hopelessness—told to go to school, get a job, and go to college. Keep your head down, obey the law, be an upstanding citizen, and trust the system. The sad reality is that you can do all of that, and still end up with a bullet in your head. But if you do survive, following the lessons most of us are taught hinders our creativity and growth, forcing us to subscribe to the same vicious cycle of nothingness that guarantees the same normalcy that existed before us. In the world that I was born in, being a Black artist was the exact opposite of that normalcy and always an unobtainable dream—mainly because our flames of creativity are smothered before they can even spread into our true potential.

I’ve always been an artist, but I never tapped into my talents until later in life, on a journey where I found my purpose. I remember sharing my dreams with my peers and telling people on the blocks that I was going to be a photographer, and them just making fun of my interest in becoming an artist—and it wasn’t their fault since we really never knew any professional artist. They told me I had to go to one of those fancy White institutions to learn art and photography—“You can’t pick it up and just do it,” they said, especially as a Black man from the streets, because Black men from the streets aren’t good enough. I ignored them, and with the help of YouTube and books by Gordon Parks, I proved all of them wrong.

Schools in Baltimore never taught me anything about Black artists. I read Langston Hughes maybe a few times, but my mom taught me about legends like Nina Simone, Gil Scott-Heron, Billie Holiday, and more. When I decided to be an artist, I had to look into the past to understand my future: what I would have to overcome, and how I could create my style and make my footprint in this world. In my process, I began studying Gordon Parks, Anthony Barbosa, and Jamal Shibez. Their work inspired me, and I started making a name for myself as an artist.

On April 12, 2015, Freddie Carlos Gray was arrested by Baltimore City police for nothing, handcuffed and thrown in the back of the paddy wagon headfirst, without being strapped in. Freddie never made it to jail. Instead, he ended up in Shock Trauma with severe injuries to his spinal cord, which would ultimately take his life on April 19. Being from West Baltimore, I have had my share of altercations with BCP, so watching this story unfold hit home because that could have been me. I know my city like the back of my hand, and after watching Ferguson unfold and how media poorly controlled the narrative around Mike Brown, I wanted to control our story. I went to every protest and town hall, documenting everything—the good, the bad, and everything in between—putting it all out on social media, so people could see what is really taking place in the streets of Baltimore. Because for far too long, our narrative had been controlled by external voices, phony activists with no city connections, fake reverends, and clowns who regularly ignore and disregard the real Baltimore.

The authenticity of my work allowed it to become its own driving force, spreading from my camera to the social media accounts of Rihanna, SZA, and Beyoncé all the way to the New York Times. And then Time magazine called, wanting me on the cover of their magazine as the third amateur photographer to do that in the history of the publication. I had finally found my voice.

Although I was excited that my art gained national recognition, I also felt conflicted because this opportunity grew from the death of Freddie Gray. But similar to Gordon Parks, my camera became my choice of weapon against “what I hated most about the universe: racism, intolerance, and poverty.” I wanted to use my newfound platform to inspire and elevate other Black artists—and one of them was a talented kid from East Baltimore named Kondwani Fidel.

I remember coming across this video called “The Baltimore Bullet Train” that was raw, gritty, and spoke to my Baltimore, the streets I know. I’d never heard of Kondwani before, but his work changed me, and I had to find him—I was determined to work with him. The Baltimore art world is small, so it didn’t take long for me to connect with this one artist who introduced us. I told him his poetry ran through my bones, because I lived the words that he was speaking. Everything this guy did with words, I had been doing with my camera, so I invited him to perform at “Wakenings In a New Light” at the Reginald F. Lewis Museum, my first exhibition centered on the Baltimore Uprising.

On the opening day in July 2015, Kondwani performed, and I got to see him live for the first time—I realized that I’d never felt that type of energy from a poet ever in my life. From that moment on, I knew he was something special.

He’s able to bring out the sorrow, the rawness, and Baltimore’s grittiness in the most beautiful, elegant way; one that you’ll only capture if you’ve grown up in the city. James Baldwin once said that “to be a negro in this country is to be in a constant state of rage.” We use art as our vehicle to release that rage, and I think Kondwani portrays that very well. In his poetry, his essays, and his speeches—you can feel the kind of rage and pain needed to educate the masses and spark real change.

Kondwani is a gem—literally, a rose growing from the concrete right before our eyes, as he owns his greatness while maintaining a humble spirit. Time and time again he’s overcome every hurdle that life has thrown at him. And growing up in Baltimore, we’re not just ducking bullets, fighting addictions and police, we are also fighting racism. The ugliest kind of racism that specializes in killing Black people.

As Black artists, we have an obligation to our community, and as artists, we become the voice, eyes, and ears for our people. We look to shed light where it hasn’t gone before or been neglected for far too long. We must continuously grow, learn, and become better versions of ourselves so we can better serve our people. Being a true artist for the people comes with being able to make sacrifices, and at times, putting yourself last, and Kondwani understands that and it is ingrained in his work. So after the Time cover, I was back in the streets helping kids, and after my second Time cover, I’m still in the streets helping kids— and over the five years in between those covers, Kondwani has been right there by my side, inspiring those same young people, fighting the real fight.

So, when you read Kondwani’s work, know that it is raw, authentic, pure, honest, and gives a voice that so many of us Black artists are denied or are in search of. And instead of using that voice to uplift himself, he’s using it to explain how racism works, teach others how to be antiracist, and spread love to us all.

—Devin Allen





Introduction

He was just a kid.

Blue and red lights bouncing off of buildings and the faces of spectators, yellow tape that the police try to keep you behind. Broken glass lying on the curb from the bottle of Bud Ice that fell out of the kid’s hand. There’s a little boy out there, who’s maybe two years old, laughing and stomping on the beer, as if it were a rain puddle.

The corner store clerk just finished closing up his shop, he’s out there, reminiscing on the kid’s transition: a toddler who went from toting stuffed Barney animals, purchasing honey buns and sunflower seeds for breakfast, which later got swapped out for alcohol and blunts.

There’s a little girl who’s around twelve years old, dressed in SpongeBob printed pajama pants, slippers, and a bonnet—her tears are crashing the concrete, she’s screaming, “that’s crazy, niggas be so quick to pick up a gun. Niggas are scared . . . don’t even wanna fight no more.” She doesn’t realize that this kind of murder has nothing to do with “niggas being scared,” it’s just that niggas are not fools—niggas got tired of bringing scarred knuckles to gun wars.

There’s someone’s grandmother peeking out of window blinds, shaking her head in disgust. She’s been on this Earth, in this neighborhood, all seventy years of her life—this isn’t her first rodeo. Sending prayers to the Lord is the only formula she believes in to stop the chaos in the city.

There’s a boy pacing back and forth, smoking a Newport down till it burns the filter—he’s about fourteen. He has revenge on his tongue because the kid is someone who he looked up to, who he admired.

There’s people standing around waving cell phones, recording the murder scene—that kid’s body will overflow on the Internet before the night is over. His body will pop up on his mother’s Facebook, and all of her friends will see it. It will end up on Instagram and Twitter feeds, and people will watch, share, then repeat. The video of that kid’s body will end up in homes that will never know the feeling of seeing that live.

He was just a kid.

Blood marinates his scalp, and his bulging eyeballs, and covers all of his gold teeth. His jaw is sliced in half, from the bullet. His shoes are divorced from his feet, from the impact of the bullet. His peeled skin is on the concrete, intimate with cigarette butts, Band-Aids, and rat shit—because of the bullet.

The kid is gone—he’s not coming back. His parents will not raise the rest of their kids the same because that’s what trauma does—sucks energy out of your performance. The children, his friends and loved ones, will not be the same. The people who witnessed the murder will not be the same. The kid is gone— a spiritual, emotional, mental, and future financial backbone is gone. Anyone who has proximity to this kid will not the same, and even if you don’t say it aloud, you wonder, “Will I be next?”

I was a child when I first realized that nothing, or no one lasts forever. People leaving was routine. I remember walking home from school and seeing the entire inside, furnishings and possessions, of my friend’s family’s home on their front yard— landlords kicked them out for unpaid rent. I’d see my parents get handcuffed and escorted to jail in cop cars. Some friends would leave in body bags. Custody battles between two parents on the street always ended up with some kind of physical violence— heartbreak is why they left. In my neighborhood leaving was normal, and it was always abrupt. It was never like in the movies. No one wrote any notes and explained to people why they left. It wasn’t like the workplace, there was no two weeks’ notice. The adults in my life that held authority positions, like teachers and family, were gifted at making children believe they knew everything about the world until it was time to discuss departure. No one had the knowledge, or the guts, to explain why people left, or if they’d ever return.

“Why do so many people get killed in the summertime?” I asked my grandmother as a child. She answered me as clear as she could: It was because the summertime heat “goes to people’s heads,” which makes them act out of character, or because the children aren’t in school, so now they have more time to “get in trouble,” or because people just like to “show off.” She concluded her monologues with “that’s just what happens in the summertime . . . a lot of niggas die.”

Summers in Baltimore are an old pair of tennis shoes— my parents walked them, I walked them, and the tennis shoes are currently on the feet of the youth. Under normal circumstances, if you ride through pretty much any neighborhood in East Baltimore, you’ll see packs of kids outside cracking open fire hydrants, eating chicken boxes standing on corners, scraping frozen sugar out of Styrofoam cups with spoons, and watching the 12 O’Clock Boys perform death-threading stunts up and down the block. The old heads were always out there too, playing spades on fold-up tables, cans of Bud Ice, yelling about who’s the greatest NBA Hall of Famer—it’s always a party. It’s common for parties to get broken up. I mean, was the party really that poppin’ if it wasn’t on the verge of getting broken up and shut down? Maybe it was because of a fistfight, or a neighbor making complaints, which prompted the cops to come and close the party down. Whether it was during grade school, high school, or as an undergrad everyone has attended a function that was broken up.

When a party gets broken up by bullets, it’s different. Shots ring off and everyone’s ducking, screaming, running, or all three. The second the smoke clears, you look around and realize no one was shooting at you or the people you were chilling with—the gun roar was echoing from around the corner. So everyone who has legs runs toward the sound of the fire, because the gun told us to—the gun is the puppeteer. While running, I’m pretty sure the same thought is on the forefront of everyone’s mind: the body will belong to one of us. No matter how fast you run to the scene, the majority of the time the police will beat you there because there are one too many in our neighborhood, and they stay on the prowl.

The summer is over, and the K-12 school year starts and there will be Black boys and girls sitting in steaming hot classrooms with no AC, reading from ancient textbooks, and on the receiving end of being miseducated; and their creativity, critical and analytic thinking will be threatened because of this miseducation and of not being represented in the literature being taught.

It eventually goes from hot to cold, and soon it’s the Christmas season—but the lack of heat causes devastation. Bills go unpaid, and families use their ovens to heat up their homes, and use candles for light, which end up burning down homes and taking away lives. In these houses, kids eat paint chips and are severely affected by lead paint poisoning, and through it all, we have to walk the streets and keep our head on the swivel because Baltimore police have a long track record of robbing, planting drugs and guns, and murdering innocent people. All of this pain comes with my Black experience in Baltimore.

Toni Morrison said, “History is percentiles, the thoughts of great men, and the description of eras.” Eras of racism constantly change. Our ancestors’ era was rife with lynchings, cotton, and Black human beings sold for crates of gun powder and rum—that’s how it was taught to me.

We live in an era now where we can open an app on our phone, read a bible scripture, swipe to another app, and see a video of the White killer cop Derek Chauvin kneeling on George Floyd’s neck while he was handcuffed and lying on his stomach for eight minutes, crying for his dead mother, until the he himself was dead—murdered.

In 1901, Theodore Roosevelt wrote to his friend Owen Wister, an American writer and historian: “I entirely agree with you that as a race and in the mass [Blacks] are altogether inferior to Whites. I suppose I should be ashamed to say that I take the Western View of the Indian. I don’t go so far as to think that the only good Indians are the dead Indians, but I believe nine out of every ten are, and I shouldn’t like to inquire too closely into the case of the tenth. The most vicious cowboy has more moral principal than the average Indian.”

Roosevelt’s quote encompasses why the police in Shelby, North Carolina, could buy the twenty-one-year-old White supremacist Dylan Roof Burger King, because “he hadn’t eaten in a couple of days.” This was hours after his arrests for killing nine Black churchgoers. And after, they can label him “very quiet, very calm,” and note that “he was not problematic.” Dylan Roof was an agent of the state, carrying out his ancestor’s plans, which is to eliminate Black life.

In 1751, Benjamin Franklin wrote the essay “Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind, Peopling of Countries, etc.,” where he stated, “Why increase the sons of Africa, by planting them in America, where we have so fair an opportunity, by excluding all Blacks and Tawneys, of increasing the lovely white and red?” Franklin made it clear that he did not want Black people in this country, but since we were here, how would we preserve and increase the White population? You create laws and policies that discriminate against the descendants of Africa—Black people—to do so. You use propaganda to install racist ideas to the masses that will force Black people into prison cells, and keep White people out. You have racist policies that will ensure inferior opportunities and circumstances, so you can blame them and not the system that oppresses them. Then you condition them to believe the “up by the bootstraps” ideology, so they will blame themselves for not having, and not being afforded, the same opportunities that White people have in this country.

I didn’t know what systemic oppression was, and that the pain I suffered from was a product of my era of racism, until I was an adult.

I didn’t believe that mass incarceration was a real thing. Although I knew people, including myself, who were arrested and jailed for crimes we didn’t commit, it was difficult for me to understand that millions of Blacks got arrested because of an “agenda.” I knew that the county and private schools were better than the city schools but did not know that this was my era of racism. I just always thought that there was something wrong with Black people.

The pain that I endured, without any truthful context as to why that pain exists, is what forms and nourishes racist ideas to exist. If I see someone get shot, then see someone else get shot, the smart thing for me to do is to get a gun. Now I’m staying dangerous—staying on the alert. Then say I got arrested with that gun, people from all sides will call me a thug and a no-good knucklehead, when in all actuality, I’m trying to protect myself and my grandmother because the dudes across the street got shot. I might go to an HBCU and not know what the acromyn stands for, because I’ve never seen anybody go to one before, so an elite Black person might say I’m an idiot, when in actuality, I haven’t been exposed to it, or never seen it on television. Or add to the fact that some of our parents didn’t even graduate high school, so how could they ever teach us what an HBCU (Historically Black Colleges and Universities) is, and the importance of it. These stereotypes I face, and things I go through, add to the racist ideas than anyone and everyone can consume and produce. Why do they exist? My Black American experience can detail that.

Both White and Black people who have no proximity to poor people in communities like mine, and what we go through, frequently ask questions in regard to understanding racial injustices in this country that are not a part of their reality. I realized that it’s about getting them to understand that it is indeed a part of their reality, and our two different worlds are merely two sides of the same coin.

Baltimore operates the way it does because people made conscious decisions to fund highways for White people in the suburbs, instead of jobs and education in the city for Black students. Baltimore operates the way it does because conscious decisions were made to pay out millions of dollars in lawsuits because police can’t stop terrorizing the people they are supposed to protect and serve. A conscious decision was made to fund the police department and prisons, and not to build up undeserved Black communities. There are both White and Black Americans who support the construction of more prisons, and they champion the strategy to add more police on the streets because there’s a fixed image in their minds of poor Black people—they are inherently criminal—and the eradication of crime will protect their lives and valuables in their suburban homes.

Studies show that more police and more prisons do not lower the crime rate, but jobs and opportunities do. The decisions that benefit White suburbia are the same decisions that make the lives of Black residents in Baltimore City difficult. These decisions played a part in creating the conditions of my life story that I speak about. I’ve had several White people tell me that they can count how many times they’ve seen police in their neighborhoods, which is a luxury, being that people in my community see the police 24/7. In White suburbia, their schools and youth programs are funded, instead of policed. The adults in these suburban communities have the luxury to swoop in and support their kids who misbehave instead of them being punished by the legal system. Their kids’ futures are protected, rather than encumbered with criminal records, even if they are arrested.

I still hang in the community where I come from, talk to my childhood friends regularly, and before the pandemic, I spent a large portion of my time in majority Black and inner-city schools. Whether it’s graduate school, giving speeches, or in the literary world, I find myself in spaces with White and Black people who are not aware of my social context, or my upbringing. Through my storytelling, people find themselves having a better understanding of poor race relations in this country, how they contribute to the issues of racism and inequality, and ways that they can help combat these critical matters and become antiracist.

When thinking about “how to start the conversation about race,” dive into your own story, and your life. Be honest about how you have participated in racism. If you’ve lived in America, you have, there’s no way that you haven’t. But maybe you don’t realize you have? Be honest about your ignorance and ask questions. Be honest about your experiences. Just how I didn’t realize that racism was a part of my reality, the people who are furthest away might not see it.

My experiences of being Black and from Baltimore have been buried under politics, polls, and mainstream media. Not only have I survived violent murders, police brutality, and poverty, I’ve been trying to dive deep and examine my experiences, analyze my suffering, and develop liberatory ideas to help me grow, and share truth through my poetry, storytelling, essays and spoken word, what I hope can be useful to others.

In this book, I will explore ways to combat racist ideas through understanding the complexities of various Black experiences. With these thoughts, essays, analyses, and experiences of what it’s like growing up in the Baltimore I know so well, my objective is to provide in these chapters the basis of understanding from which conversations can be held and action can be taken. I chose to combat racism through this lens so that people don’t have to face the same roadblocks early on, and thus, become antiracist earlier on. The same way I put my story out is the same way I have to understand someone else’s story and unlearn the falsehoods I was conditioned to believe about them. Doing the antiracist work is acknowledging someone else’s story, someone else’s pain—and not discounting their journey. However, don’t confuse just knowing someone’s story and reading about antiracism work with actually doing the work to become antiracist. Both need to exist.

James Baldwin once said, “Soldiers don’t, statesmen don’t, pastors don’t, union leaders don’t. Only the poets.” As a poet, it’s against my moral obligation to promote conformity, unlike the workers Baldwin mentioned above. Since I’m conscious of what’s going on in this country when it comes to race relations, it’s my duty to share my experiences. It is my duty to use my language to create spaces for people to grow in their antiracism work. Once you realize that something is going on and it needs to be fixed, it’s up to you to create spaces for people to be vulnerable, to be honest, and to even show ignorance—and from this space, realization and growth occur.

All of these individuals and organizations currently mobilizing throughout the country are Black seeds being planted. Can these seeds bloom bright enough and stand strong enough to change race relations in an entire country? You have to understand that you do have power, and that you are a force of change. You, we, are all in positions to harness the energy for positive change and shift it to where it needs to go.

Writing and telling my story helped me learn to grow stronger in my antiracism work—something that we should all be doing. I’m not here to police or gain authority over Black liberation, but I am here to make people aware of the injustices that are rarely covered or encountered in-depth by mainstream media, whose spokespeople have little direct knowledge of the real issues, providing only quick statistics and surface analysis, and hardly ever giving platform to people who truly know the issues—from their root causes to workable solutions. It’s past time to work together to give insight on how we all can do better.

The most important thing that I learned on my journey is that there is nothing wrong with Black people, and there is nothing extraordinary about White People. Black people are not inferior, but their opportunities in this country are. White people are not superior, but their opportunities in this country are.

One of the people who made me become stronger in my antiracist work has been Dr. Ibram X. Kendi, author of Stamped from the Beginning, where he says, “Any effective solution of eradicating American racism must involve Americans committed to antiracist policies seizing and maintaining power over institutions, neighborhoods, counties, states, nations—the world. . . . An antiracist American can only be guaranteed if principled antiracists are in power, and then antiracist policies become the law of the land, and then antiracist ideas become the common sense of the people, and then the antiracist common sense of the people holds those antiracist leaders and policies accountable.”1

Through my own experiences and research, I came to an understanding that growth and becoming antiracist are not a one-stop shop or a fixed state to be satisfied with, but a lifelong commitment to reexamining the way one thinks and the way one acts.

I do believe that we can live in a humane society one day. I believe that there will come a time when mothers and fathers won’t have to bury their kids because they are victims of poverty. I believe we can one day live in a world without police. I believe that one day we can truly live in an antiracist society. Being on the journey to become antiracist is a freedom that I never knew existed. A freedom that is available to us all. A freedom that belongs to us all.



1 Kendi, Ibram X. Stamped from the Beginning, Bold Type Books (New York 2016), 510.
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