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To Freddie Gray, and all the other innocent victims of senseless violence.

We won’t let you die in vain.


Genius Child

This is a song for the genius child.

Sing it softly, for the song is wild.

Sing it softly as ever you can—

Lest the song get out of hand.

Nobody loves a genius child.

Can you love an eagle, Tame or wild?

Can you love an eagle, Wild or tame?

Can you love a monster

Of frightening name?

Nobody loves a genius child.

Kill him—and let his soul run wild.

—Langston Hughes


I love America more than any other country in this world, and, exactly for this reason, I insist on the right to criticize her perpetually.

—James A. Baldwin


Foreword

Oh Baltimore, man it’s hard just to live, just to live …

White Americans who pride themselves on being racially tuned in—and yes, that would include me—liked to think we turned a major corner back in 2008 with the election of Barack Obama, a 21st century emancipation of sorts that we then proceeded to ratify in 2012. And no matter what has happened since then, America will always have that ecstatic victory night when the president-elect and his family strode onstage at Chicago’s Grant Park and it seemed, for that moment, we were all living the dream together. Then reality set in—a reality that seemed to grow more grim with each police killing of an unarmed African American citizen or some other explosion of racial violence.

We watched with growing horror as innocent black lives were brutally extinguished in New York and Florida and Ferguson and Baltimore and Charleston and Cleveland and Los Angeles. And even here in San Francisco, which still likes to pride itself as a progressive outpost, we were not immune. We watched on our laptops and smart phones as a young, slight man named Mario Woods was put up against a wall by a firing squad of police officers and summarily executed. The SFPD violence against black and brown men continued, until growing community pressure—capped by a hunger strike led by protestors known as the Frisco Five—finally brought down the police chief. But just as progress seems to being made, here in San Francisco and elsewhere, there is suddenly another stunning video of wanton police violence.

And so we had—in back-to-back succession—Baton Rouge and the Minneapolis suburb where Philando Castile was murdered in cold blood, while his fiancée captured his final, heartbreaking minutes on video. And then, inevitably, we had Dallas, where five police officers lost their lives amid the growing rage of millions of Americans who feel abandoned by the justice system. No justice, no peace. The chant grows increasingly ominous.

White America can no longer deny the stark truth that black Americans have known all their lives. If you are black, you are marked. You are stopped by police, arrested, prosecuted, jailed—and yes, killed by men with badges—at rates that are shockingly higher than those for other Americans. And when police officers take another innocent life, they inevitably go unpunished. When you put on a police uniform in America, you are granted a license to kill, if your victims are black, brown or poor.

Of course, as D. Watkins sharply observes here, African Americans are marked in other ways too. They continue to be the canaries in our coalmine—the citizens whose unequal opportunities and unequal rights reveal a deeper truth about the fundamental sins of our nation. Black families in the inner city bear the brunt of economic malaise, collapsing urban infrastructure, deteriorating schools, and police violence. But the rot is spreading. Today, the east side of Baltimore and Oakland, tomorrow the suburbs.

The nation’s schools, playgrounds, offices and shopping malls still remain surprisingly segregated. We live in our own worlds. The more fortunate like to think crime and misery is carefully contained, that it happens to others. The fire might seem a long way off, but most of us can smell the smoke. Many of us are just one payday, just one twist of bad luck from the inferno. The rich are getting richer and everyone else is getting screwed; the 99 percent are all in this together.

If African Americans have historically been America’s sacrificial victims, they have also been its prophets and crusaders. When I was young, it was prophetic black leaders who tried to awaken the country before it was too late. And it was books like James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time and George Jackson’s Soledad Brother. These were the writers who had looked into the fire. They had much to tell us about what they saw there, if we were smart enough and brave enough to listen.

Now we have D. Watkins and The Beast Side: Living (and Dying) While Black in America. Watkins is a native son of Baltimore’s east side--the beast side. He has survived the kind of life in urban America that has claimed the lives of many of his friends, family members, schoolmates and brothers and sisters on the corner—so many, in fact, that he compares his life to war, because that’s what it is. He writes with the compassion, and unsentimental clarity, of a survivor—of a man who is passionately determined to stop the cycles of violence and suffering that have long been inflicted on his community from within and without. Watkins’s voice is strong and original. He cuts through all the media windbaggery, political grandstanding and preachy banality that define America’s racial debate these days.

The Beast Side is a rare, highly personal dispatch from the streets. At times it’s a roar to fight the power, or a lament to the heavens about the tragedies that seem to have no end. At other times, it’s an urgent plea to the young ones in his care to act smart and stay alive, or it’s straight talk for a community in need of radical self-transformation. This is the first book to capture our post-Obama reality in all its maddening, and occasionally inspiring, complexity. It must be read by Americans of all colors and all social backgrounds—by anyone who bleeds for our country and prays for its deliverance.

The Beast Side signaled the birth of Hot Books, a new imprint that I’m overseeing in partnership with Skyhorse Publishing. The Hot Books series features powerfully concise books on the most burning issues of our day. Some Hot Books, like The Beast Side, take the form of argument and storytelling. Others are works of investigative journalism, trying to fill the void left by too many newspapers and magazines in the digital age, when in-depth reporting and editorial budgets have been severely cut back. Whether they are presenting searing essay collections or works of crusading journalism, Hot Books authors like D. Watkins draw inspiration from that great prophetic tradition of speaking truth to power.

Join us as we seek to rekindle the fading embers of our democracy, by spreading the word about Hot Books to your book clubs, schools, universities, local bookstores, libraries and social media forums. It’s time to speak the unspeakable, and think the unthinkable. Welcome to Hot Books.

—David Talbot

September 2016


Introduction

One night, I participated in a peaceful protest near downtown Baltimore. My fellow protestors and I were standing in solidarity with the citizens of Ferguson, Missouri, over the murder of Mike Brown—an innocent African American teen, who was on his way to college when he was cut down by a policeman’s bullets. It felt good to unite with so many different people for the same cause—a diverse group with handmade signs and a shared sense of outrage. But even as we shouted for justice, I knew it wasn’t enough from my experiences in rallying for the Jena six and Trayvon Martin. I do have an immense amount of respect for protestors, marchers, and organizers—but in the end, after all that chanting, marching, and lying down in traffic, Darren Wilson, the cop who murdered Brown, still went free, and cops in America still feel comfortable killing innocent black people.

Every time a black body falls at the hands of a rogue cop, the same protests erupt on one side, and the same naive voices echo the same nonsense on the other: “Well, if they were innocent, why did they run? Why did they attack an officer, why didn’t they obey?” I get where these confused voices come from. In a perfect world, innocent people should not have to run or protect themselves from the people responsible for protecting us. However, America is far from perfect, and African Americans are about as safe as a chunk of steak in a den full of starving lions. It doesn’t matter if you stay or fight back or run, because either way they’ll murder you.

Freddie Gray in Baltimore ran, and when they caught him, he was murdered.

Walter Scott in South Carolina ran, and he was murdered, too.

Oscar Grant in Oakland was face down on the ground with the cuffs on, and they murdered him.

John Crawford in Dayton was minding his own business, shopping at Wal-Mart, holding one of the store’s BB guns and an officer opened fire within seconds of interacting with him.

Mike Brown in Ferguson, who we were rallying for that day in Baltimore, put his hands up, and the cops blew holes through them.

Sean Bell in New York was just trying to get married, and police killed him.

Eric Garner in Staten Island pleaded for his life after he was in custody—on video, in public, broad daylight—and they still killed him.

Ervin Edwards—mentally ill and partially deaf—had his pants hanging low, so police tasered him to death after he was in custody.

Jonathan Ferrell in North Carolina wanted some help because he was in a car accident; cops shot him to death as he reached out to them for assistance.

Tamir Rice in Cleveland was only 12. Being a kid can’t save you, because he was gunned down, too.

Thaddeus McCarroll in St. Louis was killed because he had a knife and a Bible.

Rekia Boyd in Chicago was killed by an off-duty cop who fired into a dark alley.

Ramarley Graham in New York tried to run into his home, and they got him.

Kathryn Johnston, a 92-year-old woman in Atlanta, was relaxing in her home, and police stampeded in like cowboys and killed her in a botched drug raid.

Akai Gurley in Brooklyn just happened to be in his stairwell minding his own business—with no weapon—and was killed for that. Just like they heartlessly murdered Sandra Bland and Alton Sterling and Philando Castile.

You can be from Africa like Amadou Diallo in New York or known as a nice guy around Baltimore like Tyrone West or Anthony Anderson: It doesn’t matter, no black person is safe. Kids, grannies, city workers, hustlers, church boys, prom queens, junkies, whatever—they’ll murder you.

These killings happen almost every day in America, so much that the newspapers should print a daily death count, with photos of the casualties, like they do during wartime—because for black America, this is wartime. What’s disgusting is that nearly all of the officers who commit these heinous acts are found innocent. Many aren’t even charged due to the various versions of the “Law Enforcement Officers’ Bill of Rights” that exist in every state. In Maryland, where I live, police officers get ten days before they even have to speak about the killings they’re involved in, giving them ample time to assemble the mountains of lies that normally get them off. The Guardian recently reported that police will kill blacks this year at twice the rate of whites, and this is the norm.

If some racist cop isn’t gunning us down, then a racist psycho is trying to do the same. And just like in the police cases, white privilege prevails—even in outrageous incidents like the massacre at Charleston’s Emanuel AME Church.

Check the manner in which the cops apprehended Dylann Storm Roof, the murderer and domestic terrorist whom the media did a great job of not calling a domestic terrorist, because of white privilege.

At the time of his arrest, Roof was an armed and dangerous fugitive, who had heartlessly gunned down nine church members. But he still received the utmost care when he was taken into police custody. The cops even bought him a hamburger and fries at a nearby Burger King when he told them he was hungry. Later they gave him a nice bulletproof vest to ensure that he wouldn’t receive any harm as he was gently escorted to and from the courthouse. When the cameras flashed, he was clean and spotless, with every hair of his Lloyd from Dumb and Dumber cut in place.

Imagine how the cops would have reacted if a hate-spewing, black extremist had shot up a white church prayer meeting, telling his victims as he blasted them at point-blank range, “I’ll give you something to pray about.” Let’s just say he wouldn’t have been treated to a Whopper. If he were black, he probably would have ended up like the innocent and unarmed Cleveland couple, Timothy Russell and Malissa Williams, who also fled the police but received no empathy restraint, or burgers when they were apprehended—just 137 bullets sprayed into their car for being on the wrong side of privilege. There’s a collection of contemporary cases that display similar results.

Talking about white privilege and its role in these shootings always makes white people uneasy—probably because no one wants to feel like they have an unfair advantage over another person solely based on skin color. However, if you are white in America, you have an unfair advantage solely based on skin color. So deal with it. You’ll probably go to a better school, have a more high-paying job, live in a safer neighborhood, never be profiled by police officers, get lower interest rates, and always have the luxury of walking around stores in peace. It is that way, it has been that way and chances are, it will remain that way for the foreseeable future. Dr. Karl Alexander of Johns Hopkins University recently completed 35 years of research dealing with the poor white experience vs. the poor black experience. He published his findings in his book The Long Shadow, observing that whites use more drugs but are less likely to be charged with a crime. In Baltimore—where 97 percent of the black people who are born in poverty die in poverty—it’s easier for a white person with some jail time on their record to get a job than a black person with some college.

Like many, I’m sick and tired of the same old, same old when it comes to the inequality of justice in America. I’m tired of officers getting away with murder, and even though I value all of the protestors and street organizers, the stream of outrageous verdicts in police shooting cases finally made me realize that marching is not the best way for me create the change I’d like to see.

As a result, I decided to shift my mission toward literacy, broadly defined. Poverty, injustice, and reading comprehension issues go hand in hand, like white cops and innocent verdicts. On the other side of the spectrum, I believe that the officers who commit these crimes are semi-literate as well—especially in terms of understanding the world of those they interact with on the streets of Baltimore, Ferguson, and many other urban places around the country. That leaves us with two groups who can’t communicate, so they clash and it ends in death.

Putting out The Beast Side is my first contribution toward combating this national crisis. Telling our stories and educating people are the best things we can do, if we hope to pull ourselves out of this bloody mess. My goal is to write stories that get nontraditional readers excited about reading—as reading saved me.

Before I became a reader, I had no problem breaking a Hennessy bottle across the back of some guy’s head. That type of anger in me was solely attributed to an inability to communicate. It’s the same anger that many officers carry inside them when they patrol the streets—and it’s identical to the rage that burns in the poorest parts of cities. Reading has given me the ability to channel that anger into strategic, solution-based thinking, the kind of thinking that will be key in fixing our cities. I also want to encourage more young and poor minorities to write and raise as much awareness as possible about the ills we all face.

The Beast Side also recognizes that killer white cops aren’t the only ones plaguing the black community. Black cops kill us, too. We kill ourselves through violence and by the food we consume from the poisonous restaurants that surround our neighborhoods in addition to some of the food we cook for ourselves. And then there’s the major health-care disparities between blacks and whites, our troubled schools, our poor living conditions, and the many racist policies our system has in place (e.g., the War on Drugs and our ever-growing prison-industrial complex). The Beast Side tries to shed light on all of the factors that negatively affect our communities and the many ways that society tries to bury us—not realizing that we are seeds, growing into the change that has been forcing our nation to reform. I was once a part of this vicious cycle in many capacities, so I have some valuable insight to share on coping mechanisms, what’s needed in our neighborhoods, and some of the things that saved many of the people I grew up with.

I hope The Beast Side will do the same for many, by exposing these problems, sparking a national dialogue for change, challenging our elected officials and inspiring others to look deeper and to fight the underlying, systemic ills responsible for our pain.


SIDE ONE


Stoop Stories

So last week, I’m posted up, sharing a sandwich and a cigarette with a friend in one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in America, and my phone buzzes. On the other end is one of my old professors asking me to tell one of my wild childhood stories at the Stoop Storytelling Series, a live show at Center Stage in downtown Baltimore.

A stoop show, I thought: kind of like what I do on the corner in my own neighborhood every day. I’m always surrounded by stoops, Baltimore stoops made of cracked and chipped marble steps where all we do is tell street stories: who’s getting money, who’s going to jail, who murdered who, whose album is hot, who is that girl, who’s driving what, and who’s coming home from jail.

This would be easy, the same thing, but in someone else’s neighborhood. I agreed to it like I agreed to the last fifteen opportunities that fell in my lap. I’d recently written “Too Poor for Pop Culture,” an essay for Salon that went viral and made me semi-relevant on the Internet and the man to know on the local scene. My next goal was to sign a book deal; I’d learned that exposure and platform are key, so I looked forward to the event.

The day of the show rolled around, and I was backstage with my fellow cast members and storytellers. These guys were Easter-sharp, with starched button-ups and wingtips; the women matched them in pumps and flashy adult versions of their prom dresses.

Obviously, I missed the dress code memo because I walked in wearing a black hoodie and some black Air Jordans. But no one really cared about my outfit—they greeted me with gifts, praise, and love when I arrived backstage.

One of the organizers hit me with some drink tickets so I could get a little buzz before the show. I grabbed them and blasted into the lobby to redeem them. That’s when I realized. This is one of those events.

By “those events” I mean a segregated Baltimore show that blacks don’t even know about. I walked through a universe of white faces, and I wondered, how is this even possible? How could we be in the middle of Baltimore, a predominately black city where African Americans make up more than 60 percent of the population, at a sold-out event, with no black people—except for me and the friends I brought?

I swallowed my drink and grabbed another for the stage. The hostess gave me an amazing intro and welcomed me to the mic. I walked up and said, “This ain’t the stoop I’m used to. There’s no pit bulls, red cups, or blue flashing lights, but I’ll make it work!” I paused, took a look at the crowd, and honestly felt like I wasn’t in Baltimore.

My black friends call it Baldamore, Harm City, or Bodymore, Murderland. My white friends call it Balti-mo, Charm City, or Smalltimore while falling head over heels in love with the quaint pubs, trendy cafés, and distinctive little shops. I just call it home.

We all love Baltimore, Maryland. It’s one of those places that people never leave—literally. I know people, blacks and whites, who have been residents for thirty-plus years and haven’t even been as far north as Philly or as far south as DC.

Baltimore is one of the few major metropolitan cities with a small-town feel, and it has an extremely colorful history. The Town of Baltimore was founded in 1729 and named after the Englishman Cecilius Calvert, better known as Lord Baltimore. In the years that followed, Germans and Scots settled the cheap land, which was too poor for the tobacco farming that made the southern part of state so rich but was good enough for wheat. Proximity to water helped Baltimore flourish, with a thriving ship market at Fell’s Point, now a hip waterfront area with shops, coffee bars, and pubs. As Baltimore grew, flour mills, bakeries, blacksmiths, and other small, family-owned shops prospered, too.

Eventually, Baltimore took off in a major way, and as industry grew, so did the need for slaves. By 1810, Baltimore had 4,672 slaves, mostly hired out by cash-strapped owners from upper Maryland. In the heyday of the antebellum South, before the Civil War, some of those Baltimore slaves made enough money on the side to buy their own freedom and eventually the freedom of their families and friends.

Maryland sided with the Union during the Civil War by not declaring secession, even though it was a slave state—though some people in southern Maryland joined the Confederates anyway to keep their slaves and their tobacco farms. Some Confederate supporters attacked Union soldiers, causing twelve deaths and sparking the Baltimore riot of 1861. After that, the Union Army had to step in and occupy Baltimore until 1865.

Is this how the two Baltimores began? As a place split on ideologies because it was too south to be North and too north to be South—was this the start?

It is now 149 years later, and nothing has changed. I went to all-black schools, lived in an all-black neighborhood, and had almost no interactions with whites other than teachers and housing police until college, where I got my first introduction to the other Baltimore.

My SAT scores and high school grades were exceptional for an east Baltimore kid, especially because a large number of the males in my area didn’t even consider college. This gained me acceptance into schools that probably wouldn’t have admitted me if I weren’t a ghetto kid. Thirsty for a new experience, I wanted to go to an out-of-state college. But my plans were derailed when, months before my high school graduation in 2000, my brother Bip and my close friend DI were murdered. I became severely depressed and rejected the idea of school.
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