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Epigraph

The Shakurs have been guided by struggle, prepared or not, whenever . … forever. We’ve exposed our existence, naked from fear, to those who would hear the positive.

—Mutulu Shakur




[image: A man wearing a casual shirt and threaded waistcoat stands in front of a dark wall. He is staring deeply into the camera with an unassuming look on his face.]
Tupac Amaru Shakur, 1994

PROLOGUE

THE TEXT ON his original birth certificate read: Lesane Parish Crooks. It was a name with no history, assembled from various sources, and bestowed on the son of Afeni Shakur to prevent the boy from being targeted by enemies of a Black Panther Party mother just weeks after she was acquitted of conspiracy to bomb a series of public buildings around New York City. This covert identity proved to be nothing more than a placeholder. When she felt it was safe to do so, Afeni amended the document to ensure history would recognize the chosen child by his true form, Tupac Amaru Shakur.

It was a name selected to honor Túpac Amaru II, descendant of the last Incan ruler and Indigenous cacique. Amaru II was executed in 1781 after leading a large Andean rebellion against Spanish rule; he died a martyr and symbol of anti-colonial resistance. For Tupac Shakur, it proved to be a chilling prophecy that came to be. But, as Afeni explained, “I wanted him to have the name of revolutionary, Indigenous people in the world. I wanted him to know he was part of a world culture and not just from a neighborhood.”

Afeni’s hopes became reality. Through music, her son became embedded in America’s urban centers, spanning from New York, the city of his birth, to Baltimore, where he came of age, to various points of California, where he reached artistic maturity. But since his early death, Tupac has transcended his status as merely a maker of socially conscious music to become a figurehead of righteous resistance, of socialist activism, of revolution, all over the world. He is America’s last great revolutionary figure—and his influence and iconography resonate across the continents.

When Tupac was fatally wounded on Las Vegas Boulevard in 1996, a link to a generation of radical Black political activism was irreparably severed. Tupac wasn’t just the child of Black Panthers—a “Panther cub,” as the membership dubbed their kids—he represented the continuum of the organization’s ethos. Though the Panthers had dissolved a decade and a half before his death, its soul lived on within the rapper’s five-foot-nine-inch muscle-and-bone frame.

Tupac cut into America’s heart of darkness with surgical precision. He had the eloquence to illustrate oppression, the charisma to make people listen, and the musical chops to filter it all through the tight margins of a rap song. An astute observer and expressive stylist, 2Pac’s lyrics could be imbued with complex narratives, humanizing the downtrodden with tender understanding and righteous indignation. (Throughout this book, “Tupac” will refer to the person and “2Pac” to the recording artist.) But he could also be manic and hostile—on record and in real life.

These qualities are not mutually exclusive. In fact, it’s the plurality of Tupac that has made him such a symbol of rebellion: the orator and the outlaw; the activist and the extremist. His discography bears this out, running from socially conscious hip-hop (particularly his earlier work) to uncompromising gangster rap (most prominent toward the end of his life). His achievements are even more remarkable when you consider that he died at the young age of twenty-five. As legendary music producer Quincy Jones said, “If we had lost Oprah Winfrey at 25, we would have lost a relatively unknown, local market TV anchor-woman. If we had lost Malcolm X at 25, we would have lost a hustler named Detroit Red.”

It’s tempting to believe that Tupac’s destiny was coded when he was still in the womb. After Afeni’s bail was revoked during her trial on the conspiracy charges brought against her and a group of compatriots known as the Panther 21, she spent some of her pregnancy in prison and had to battle authorities to receive a daily egg and glass of milk to help safeguard her unborn child’s health. Through the horrible rattle and clank of cells and chains, and the howls of agitated prisoners, Tupac was soothed by the whispered psalms of a mother who, if convicted, was facing decades in these conditions.

Tupac’s family tree has radicals sprouting from every branch. Afeni’s first husband was Lumumba Shakur, leader of the Panthers in Harlem and another member of the Panther 21. Tupac’s stepfather, Mutulu Shakur, was a community activist who ran medical facilities that maintained that heroin addiction could be treated with acupuncture and political education; in 1982, he was placed on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted Fugitives list after masterminding the robbery of an armored car that ended in three deaths (Tupac would not become properly acquainted with his biological father, Billy Garland, until adulthood). Tupac’s godparents were said to be high-ranking Black Panther Elmer “Geronimo” Pratt and Assata Shakur, a leading figure in the 1970s Black Liberation Army, who escaped to political asylum in Cuba after being convicted of murder in 1977. None of the elder Shakurs were related by blood, but rather took the name from an Islamic god. “In my family every Black male with the last name of Shakur that ever passed the age of fifteen has either been killed or put in jail,” Tupac said. “There are no Shakurs, Black male Shakurs, out right now, free, breathing, without bullet holes in them or cuffs on his hands. None.”

It was a powerful dynasty and a heavy mantle to bear, but Tupac embraced his Black nationalist ancestry. “It was like their words with my voice,” he said. “I just continued where they left off. I tried to add spark to it, I tried to be the new breed, the new generation. I tried to make them proud of me.” The rebelliousness that Tupac exuded aligned with the militancy of the Panthers, who deemed passive resistance as a blunt weapon in the fight against institutional racism.

But Tupac did not want to be a replica of his Panther forebears. He’d grown up in the wasteland of a revolution that had not come to pass and bore witness to his mother’s struggles with addiction with no help forthcoming from her former comrades. Walking his own path, he increasingly began to see rap as a weapon to strike at empire. A man of righteous fury, 2Pac used music to voice social injustices endured by Black Americans as racial tensions were hitting another bleak apex in the mid-1990s. His words encapsulated the struggle of his people, but the message was made accessible to the worldwide disenfranchised. He spoke words of wisdom, of freedom, of truth and life and love. Of course he did. But he could also show the fullness of his wrath, on record and in front of a camera, inspiring rebellion with one swaggering swivel of his middle finger.

His early music resembled a societal manifesto, full of messages about Black liberation, women’s liberation, social unity—music for “the masses, the lower classes, ones you left out.” Later, 2Pac’s version of gangster rap had a heavy focus on blood-in-your-mouth realism: undiluted anger, unflinching depictions of violence, and a sense of otherworldliness that felt like a consequence of the accumulating incidents of violence he experienced. The sweep of his body of work made him a spokesperson not just for his own generation, but for subsequent generations, domestic and abroad, who endure similar fights against hardship, poverty, and tyranny. Even today, 2Pac’s songs and words are being continually revisited, applied to new situations, and adopted by groups who identify in him something of themselves. And though he was perhaps too much of a contradiction—as much an antagonist as he was an activist—and too driven by from-the-gut emotion to have presented finely tuned political ideas, it has made his image even more malleable; in death, he remains a figure to be interpreted and reinterpreted, a lodestar for disciples the world over when hope is depleted.

The hero often becomes an icon in death. Following his murder in 1996, Tupac became a symbol of radical politics and revolutionary thought. His image has come to exist in the same sphere as Che Guevara, similarly destined to be worshipped on the walls of young people’s bedrooms, college dorms, and any space radicals assemble forevermore, instantly recognizable even to people who can identify few of his songs other than maybe “California Love” and “Changes.” All over the world you’ll find murals of Tupac, but his image resonates most prominently in zones of conflict and uprising. Following the Siege of Sarajevo, the words “2Pac for Life” could be observed scrawled on bullet-scarred walls. The Bosnian War was not alien to Tupac himself. As he told MTV in 1994, “What makes me saying ‘I don’t give a fuck’ different from Patrick Henry saying ‘Give me liberty or give me death’? What makes my freedom any different than Bosnians or whoever [America] wants to fight for this year?”

During the civil war in Sierra Leone—which began in 1991, the year 2Pac put out his first album, and ended in 2002, six years after his death—the Revolutionary United Front used Tupac T-shirts as uniforms, and the guerrillas referred to themselves as the “Tupac Army.” Palestinian rappers cite him as an inspiration as they seek to infuse their message of liberation with Tupac’s teachings. As Tamer Nafar, a member of the group DAM who emerged from the harsh area of Lod, near Tel Aviv, has said, “When I heard Tupac sing ‘It’s a white man’s world,’ I decided to take hip-hop seriously.” The world has embraced Tupac as an icon of anti-establishment defiance, a cipher of self-determination who could speak truth to power with charisma and courage. The persistent rumors that Tupac is not dead and in fact living in either Africa or South America almost have a veil of plausibility, partially because he seems to have so many admirers among underground activist groups across the planet.

It’s natural that Tupac should have become associated with rebellion given his Panther roots. The party is probably best known for presenting a militant image of Black pride and Black power: guns, leather jackets, hard-hitting public protest. Too often excluded from the narrative is that the Black Panthers was an intellectual movement rooted in Marxist-Leninist theory. Tupac’s ideas somewhat diverged as he was driven less by overarching ideas about how society should be restructured and more by his own sense of realpolitik. Railing against the establishment, he had a particular hatred for American imperialism, once suggesting in an interview that it was the bloodiest form of gang violence. Tupac was sickened by the wealth structures of U.S. society, too. One of the threads of his musical output is his disgust at this imbalance. He instinctively knew the inequality created by capitalism was immoral and, as he once fired out in an interview, that there was “no way Michael Jackson should have, or whoever Jackson, should have a million-thousand-druple-billion dollars and then there’s people starving.”

Words for My Comrades borrows its title from a lyric from 2Pac’s song “Blasphemy,” from his 1996 album The Don Killuminati: The 7 Day Theory. The use of the traditional form of address between communists, leftists, and the proletariat signals that his worldview, though altered to meet the demands of the 1990s, was forged in the radical left-wing activism of the Panthers and others.

Tupac’s mantra of “Thug Life” was balanced by the Notorious B.I.G.’s more boastful “ashy to classy.” “Thug Life,” an acronym for “The Hate U Give Little Infants Fucks Everybody”—the idea that the racism and oppression end up folding back on society like a wave of the sea, carried forward by the wind one moment and driven back the next—encapsulated Tupac’s social justice spirit. “Ashy to classy” represented Biggie’s commitment to the all-American “come up” from poverty to prosperity. Biggie, 2Pac’s historic rival and musical equal, was murdered in 1997, age twenty-four. In his absence, “ashy to classy” was taken to extremes by two of his former associates, Jay-Z and Sean “Puffy” Combs, who pitched themselves as guardians of Biggie’s legacy while becoming extremely rich models of rap capitalism. We’ll never know how Tupac and Biggie would have viewed such acquisitiveness.

Growing up in Dublin, Ireland, I saw Tupac as omnipresent in the schoolyard. In the late 1990s, kids with distinct musical taste tended to fit into two camps: there were the rockers, who wore thick black hoodies, often bearing the face of their deity, Kurt Cobain. And there were those who gravitated toward gangster rap, then reaching the peak of its global influence. To the latter, 2Pac CDs were a currency of cool; “Thug Life” was a slogan scrawled on many notebooks and bookbags. When some Irish kids were old enough, they got Tupac tattoos inked on their skin.

The first 2Pac song I remember being enthralled with was “Do for Love,” a posthumous single that sees him chart a rocky romantic relationship. I was twelve years old, browsing for CD singles in chain record store HMV, when the creeping, funky bass line grabbed me. Then there was 2Pac’s voice, so often parodied but always so powerful. I stayed in the store until the end of the song and bought it immediately. Included on the disc was “Brenda’s Got a Baby,” 2Pac’s famous single-verse saga of a preteen girl molested by her cousin, impregnated, forced to turn to sex work, and slain on the streets. It was a heavy song for me, not yet a teenager. But a dose of realism from beyond my gray, narrow, all-boys Catholic school upbringing was no bad thing, and nobody could paint these portraits as vividly as 2Pac. Perhaps this is why his albums were passed around the schoolyard like precious contraband.

It should come as no surprise that Tupac appeals to the children of Ireland, a nation that after four hundred years of British colonial rule embraced the ideals of resistance, rebellion, and revolution. Unlike Public Enemy, whose songs had more specificity, or N.W.A., whose portraits of dissent felt undetachable from the South Central Los Angeles streets that inspired them, Irish people could transplant meaning onto Tupac. He was an icon of righteous defiance, cut from the same cloth, we surmised, as Irish freedom fighters. I believe he grew more popular in Ireland after he died because that’s what Irish heroes did: James Connolly, Patrick Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh, Roger Casement, Michael Collins—they all died for their cause. “I will live by the gun and die by the gun” is a quote often attributed to Tupac. To Irish revolutionaries, it could have been a rallying cry.

In 2008, popular comedy rap duo the Rubberbandits recorded a song called “Up Da Ra,” which playfully examined the lasting popularity of this slogan of support for the Irish Republican Army (IRA). The song includes the line “And to all the patriots who have died before in the Irish wars? / I know you’re up in heaven smoking a joint with Tupac and Bob Marley.” I spoke to Blindboy Boatclub, the group’s core creative turned author and podcaster, about the lyrics. It was, he said, partially influenced by seeing drawings on bus stops of Tupac with a speech bubble saying “Tiocfaidh ár lá,” an Irish-language slogan of defiance that translates to “Our day will come.” He also remembered a mural in Ballynanty, Limerick, that portrayed Tupac alongside a group of rugby players with horses in the background. It was, Blindboy asserted, “beautiful.”

“The lads would have been booting around in Honda Civics in ’97, ’98, they were playing the Wolfe Tones, Bob Marley, and 2Pac,” Blindboy said. “The Wolfe Tones and 2Pac, you played them alongside each other and whatever it was, it represented the same thing. I don’t know if people were thinking about it but there was a similarity. I always compare certain Irish rebel songs to gangster rap.”

Ireland’s affinity for Tupac is just the latest in a mutual sense of kinship shared by Irish people and Black American activists that can be traced across centuries. In 1845, Frederick Douglass fled to Ireland to escape slave catchers after the publication of his book Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. He encountered Daniel O’Connell, an Irishman fighting for Catholic emancipation in Ireland. At the time, Catholics were a majority in Ireland, but subject to harsh rule by the Protestant minority and the British Empire. O’Connell was opposed to all forms of oppression and was one of the few political leaders who spoke out against American slavery. Douglass drew comfort and inspiration from O’Connell: “I have heard many speakers within the last four years—speakers of the first order; but I confess, I have never heard one, by whom I was more completely captivated than by Mr. O’Connell.”

After the Irish War of Independence, a guerrilla struggle fought from 1919 to 1921 by revolutionary paramilitary organization the IRA against British rule, there was the establishment of the Irish Republic, which resulted in partition of the island. Six of Ireland’s thirty-two counties located in the north of Ireland remained under British rule. Irish Catholics in the north suddenly found themselves on the opposite side of a border from their countrymen and kin. Living among a Protestant majority who saw themselves as British, the Catholics were denied basic rights such as votes, housing, and jobs. By the 1960s, they were taking their cues from the civil rights movement in the United States by organizing protests, but these were ruthlessly suppressed. A need for protection revived Irish paramilitary operations, with some identifying as the successors of the old IRA. “Everyone was very radicalized at that stage,” said Tim Brannigan, a west Belfast Black Irish Catholic who went to prison in the 1990s on IRA weapons charges. “But, of course, what the IRA did was rather than see the potential for a mass movement, they saw the potential for clandestine guerrilla struggle.”

The kinship between the Black American struggle and the Catholic struggle was sharply felt in Derry, a city in Northern Ireland. In August 1969, a march was organized to protest discrimination, but participants faced counterdemonstrations and a police force, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), its officers deploying water cannons and batons. Residents of the Bogside neighborhood responded by rioting. In what became known as the Battle of the Bogside, Catholic resisters declared the area autonomous territory. They erected barricades to prevent the police entering. Radio Free Derry played rebel songs as a call to locals to resist. A famous mural reading “YOU ARE NOW ENTERING FREE DERRY” was painted on a corner house signifying a police-free zone. It’s still there today, an enduring symbol of the resistance.

Lasting intermittently for three years, Free Derry showed the power of a community united against oppressive forces. Yet Derry would be deeply wounded by some of the most brutal sectarian violence in what would become known as the Troubles. In 1972, there was Bloody Sunday, a peaceful protest that was attacked by the British Army and resulted in the murder of fourteen civilians, a case which is still unresolved.

Imprisoned for a short period for her role in the Battle of the Bogside was Bernadette Devlin. A working-class revolutionary socialist, Devlin was elected as an MP to the British Parliament aged only twenty-one. In 1969, she toured the United States to raise funds for political prisoners in Ireland. Such was her celebrity that she even made an appearance on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson. As the tour stretched on, Devlin spoke increasingly about the Black American struggle, criticizing Irish Americans for failing to show unity despite the obvious parallels occurring back in their motherland. They may have been opening their wallets for her cause, but to Devlin, these Irish Americans were complicit in a similarly oppressive policing system that brought tyranny to marginalized communities. After being awarded the freedom key to New York by the city’s mayor, John Lindsay, she delivered it to the local Black Panthers via her comrade, Eamonn McCann, with a message: “To all these people, to whom this city and this country belong, I return what is rightfully, theirs, this symbol of the freedom of New York.”

Devlin befriended Angela Davis after visiting the imprisoned Panther in 1971. Years later, Davis joined the campaign to free Devlin’s daughter, Róisín McAliskey, jailed on IRA bombing charges. Addressing a protest in San Francisco, Davis declared, “Róisín must be freed and Northern Ireland released from the shackles of British imperialism!”

(In his book How the Irish Became White, author Noel Ignatiev explains how the new Irish immigrants in America achieved acceptance among an initially hostile population by proving that they could be more brutal in their oppression of Black Americans. This was the start of a chasm between Irish people and Irish Americans that exists today. While in general, Irish Americans look fondly at the island many see as their ancestral home, the descendants of the Irish who stayed look at them with less affection.)

The IRA and the Black Panther Party were founded to fight back against oppressive states. Both established networks of community services to provide what the state failed to offer. Both faced suppression through counterintelligence. And both sought a radical left-wing reorganization of society. The two groups, not failing to spot the parallels, used their own newspapers to report on and support each other’s cause.

It was instinctual for Irish freedom fighters to express solidarity with other political prisoners given their long history of imprisonment at the hands of the British state. Throughout the twentieth century, Irish prisoners used hunger strikes to protest British authority, many condemning themselves to the horrible fate of death by starvation. Playwright and politician Terence MacSwiney died after a seventy-four-day hunger strike in 1920; his demise was known to have had a profound impact on Marcus Garvey, the Jamaican Black nationalist leader. Garvey even sent telegrams to both British prime minister David Lloyd George, urging him to compromise so MacSwiney’s life could be spared, and to MacSwiney’s priest, asking him to “convey to McSwiney [sic] sympathy of 400,000,000 Negroes.”

Garvey’s admiration for the Irish response to colonial rule had been total. The year before MacSwiney’s death, he declared, “The time has come for the Negro race to offer up its martyrs upon the altar of liberty even as the Irish has given a long list, from Robert Emmet to Roger Casement.”

As the Troubles in Ireland continued throughout the 1980s and into the ’90s, and the Provisional IRA’s bombing campaign, undertaken with the goal of ending British rule in the six counties, claimed more and more innocent lives, they struggled for support at home and abroad, dubbed terrorists rather than freedom fighters. Still, after peace on the island was achieved through the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, a younger generation, with no war to fight, but who still shout “Up the Ra,” have found alternative ways to keep the spirit of resistance as part of their identity. Expressing kinship with Tupac is the contemporary version of the same mutual understanding between Irish and Black American struggle.

Around the one hundredth anniversary of the 1916 Easter Rising, a key event in the Irish struggle for independence, a Facebook page was set up with the purpose of ensuring Tupac received credit for his contributions to the cause. The group’s admins photoshopped Tupac into old photos, alongside Connolly, Pearse, and other heroes of the armed rebellion who’d almost all been executed for the part they played. It was for laughs, yes, but through meme culture, the group was ambiently solidifying the bond. It made a weird kind of sense: Tupac Shakur was in the original IRA. The joke wouldn’t have worked with any other rapper—maybe, even, no other American.

Words for My Comrades is the story of how Tupac Shakur came to exemplify radicalism and revolution not just in the United States and Ireland, but among any people caught up in revolutionary struggle or seeking socialist solutions to capitalist problems. By charting his story, we understand how the spirit of insurgency can and does manifest because it must. Yet as Tupac’s standing grows, there’s a risk that his image becomes as flat as the two-dimensional posters fans hang on their walls—that a public appetite for a particular imagining of Tupac is fed, and, like the Panthers, his meaning is reduced to its lowest form. It’s crucial that this is resisted.

In 2004, artist Jordan Fripp created Martyrs, an art piece featuring the stencil outlines of the faces of Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and Tupac with green, yellow, and red coloring on them, respectively. The colors reflected Fripp’s interpretation of each man’s philosophical ideologies: King—assigned green, the color of money—believed social injustices were rooted in economics. Malcolm—yellow, the color of envy—believed the Black community needed to attain power to achieve upliftment. While Tupac, red, believed in the oppressed using force to overcome subjugation. “I really started to see a connection and was asking myself, ‘What if?’ ” explained Fripp. “When anyone dies prematurely, that’s a question that you have to ask yourself, especially someone who is as prominent and adored as Tupac. And so, I posed the question to myself when I created this piece: What would have come if he had lived to his full potential?”

Martyrs was created just a few years after comedian Chris Rock poked fun at the idea of Tupac and Biggie as Black American icons comparable to Martin and Malcolm. (“I don’t think you’ll see their pictures hanging up … in your grandmamma’s living room. ‘That’s Abraham, Martin, and Pac.’ ”) Yet as time goes on, it’s clear that to many people Tupac does exist in their righteous realm.

I needed to discover how this happened. How did this rap artist become the greatest icon that the culture produced? How did a young man who sought to define what it was to live and die in L.A., “the only place for me,” become a symbol to those fighting the system in my home country and so many others across the planet? How did a man who made music to dance to find himself elevated to a status that’s commonly held by civil rights leaders and guerrilla warfare commanders?

Part of the answer lies in Tupac’s Panther heritage. The most lasting radicals to emerge from a time of turmoil, the Panthers helped shape Tupac’s worldview and gave his actions and message a sense of historic continuity—to tell this story of Tupac is to chart a half century of radical politics and revolutionaries, including his mother, Afeni Shakur, and their suppression. But his portrait was forged in the 1990s, a new era of dissent, winter of the American century. This was a mythology decades in the making, and I knew the answers I sought required threading many disparate strands of political and cultural history.

Words for My Comrades is that attempt.




PART I

THE MEANING OF AFENI:
PANTHERS, FEDS, AND RESISTANCE
ON THE STREETS OF BABYLON
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A group of Lumbee Indians stand next to a makeshift cross abandoned by the Ku Klux Klan following a confrontation between both groups in Maxton, North Carolina, in 1958. The clash became known as the Battle of Hayes Pond.
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OF JIM CROW SOIL

ONE OF THE MOST touching moments in hip-hop history took place under a huge, dangling effigy of the Empire State Building, with the Fresh Prince holding court. On September 9, 1999, Afeni Shakur and Voletta Wallace, mothers of fallen phenoms Tupac and the Notorious B.I.G., stood on either side of Will Smith on the Metropolitan Opera House stage in New York City to present the MTV Video Music Award for Best Rap Video. Mira Sorvino and Freddie Prinze Jr. would later hand out the Best Male Video prize to Smith himself for “Miami.” Ricky Martin took home the most awards. This was America in the late 1990s.

Smith had been the first rapper to triumph in the Best Rap Video category ten years earlier with DJ Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Prince’s “Parents Just Don’t Understand.” A decade on, he welcomed Shakur and Wallace to the stage with a line that, with a touch of corniness, referenced that win: “I’d like to introduce to you two parents who do seem to understand.”

Entering the arena from opposite corners to the weepy sounds of “A Song for Mama” by Boyz II Men, the mothers embraced like old friends in front of the speaker’s stand at center stage. Shakur—wearing a gray jacket, pants, and prominent chain, not dissimilar to a look her son once sported, her hair cut short and styled with orange dye—spoke first: “In keeping with both our sons’ memories and contributions to the arts, we stand united as mothers preserving their legacies.” Wallace, behind sunglasses and with the tall Smith still looming behind, added, “The fact that we are even standing here shows what the power of faith, friends, family, loved ones, and fans can do to bring us all closer.”

From there, Shakur expressed her hope that Tupac and Biggie would continue to inspire children to achieve their goals; Wallace pointed to the power of music to make the world a better place. These were vague statements, likely pruned to avoid any controversy. The real message was in the image of the two grieving mothers united, the anger and hate that drove their sons from friends to enemies banished for good.

The idea of having Shakur and Wallace co-present an award had been concocted by MTV and pitched to them—Michele M. Dix, senior creative director of the VMAs, later referred to Afeni and Voletta as “the legacy moms.” It’s tempting to consider the extreme MTV-ness of the situation and wonder if it exuded the dignity the moment required. But many of the stars in the room, including Sean “Puffy” Combs and Snoop Dogg, had also been present during the infamous 1995 Source Awards, when words exchanged on the podium ratcheted up tensions during the East Coast–West Coast feud to stiflingly high levels. Tupac and the Notorious B.I.G. had become entangled in conflict, setting them on paths that led to their deaths. They were gone, unable to reconcile, yet here were their mothers, together, and maybe their words—their solidarity—could ensure other parents did not suffer the same fate. The public coming together of Shakur and Wallace symbolized a moment of healing for hip-hop.

You’d be forgiven for not remembering this part, but it was Jay-Z who won the award for the video to his single “Can I Get A … ,” featuring Amil and Ja Rule, from the movie Rush Hour. The clip sees Jay in an extravagant club, rapping over a bubbling electro-bop beat, in front of an all-woman dance troupe dressed in matching black outfits, one of the movie’s supporting actors, Chris Penn, behind the bar mixing cocktails. It was the kind of song and video that epitomized the changing nature of mainstream rap in the wake of 2Pac and Biggie’s deaths: flashy but not dangerous, glamorous but not violent. This is sometimes called the “bling-bling era,” when large jewels and shiny suits became a symbol of opulence, and music videos became extremely expensive to reflect the value of exuding wealth. Awarding “Can I Get A …” seemed to affirm that rap was mutating to survive the loss of its two greatest talents.

For Afeni, the appearance at one of the American music industry’s premium banquets solidified her role as custodian of Tupac’s legacy and public figure in her own right. By 1999, the child of Jim Crow soil turned revolutionary was now a music mogul, deep into her work with her own record label, Amaru Entertainment, as well as the various foundations and programs she’s founded in her son’s name. Her reputation as hip-hop’s First Mother had begun when Tupac was alive, due, in part, to his success, but also because of the notion that Afeni’s Black Panther background had infused her son with his rebellious spirit and the socially conscious streak in his music. And, of course, there’s 2Pac’s song “Dear Mama,” the archetypical ode to one’s mother in a genre where moms are endlessly venerated. Yet even before becoming a parent, Afeni Shakur lived a life worthy of immortalization.

Returning to New York for the MTV Video Music Awards in the last gasps of the twentieth century brought Afeni to the city that forged much of her political ideology, where she became a nationwide story as one of the Panther 21, and where she gave birth to two children, Tupac and Sekyiwa. But her saga begins in Lumberton, North Carolina, where on January 10, 1947, Afeni was born Alice Faye Williams to parents Walter Williams Jr. and Rosa Belle Williams (née McLellan), their second and final child after eldest daughter Gloria Jean. The couple lived in Norfolk, Virginia, at the time, and Alice’s birth some 250 miles away was the result of Rosa Belle journeying to visit her sickly mother. It was a difficult delivery. Rosa Belle brushed up against death when the midwife declined to remove the afterbirth. And so from nativity, Alice’s world was marred by trauma.

Rosa Belle’s family had strong roots in Lumberton, where the women in her lineage had gone from slaves to sharecroppers to domestic and factory workers. North Carolina had been a Confederacy state, albeit initially a reluctant one. While seven states seceded upon Abraham Lincoln’s election to the presidency in 1860, North Carolina initially opted to remain within the Union. But when Lincoln responded to Confederate soldiers attacking Fort Sumter in Charleston, South Carolina, by seeking 75,000 volunteers to crush the rebellion, North Carolina opted to become one of the eleven states of the Confederacy rather than fight its neighbors. Almost 125,000 North Carolinians served in the Confederate army during the American Civil War—more than 80 percent of the white male population between the ages of fifteen and forty-nine when the conflict began, and more than any other Confederate state.

The Confederacy fell and slavery was abolished, but into the Reconstruction era, the Black residents of North Carolina immediately felt the cruelty of continued segregation. In the late 1800s, Rosa Belle’s grandmother Millie Ann married a white man named Powell. For the perceived transgression of wedding a Black woman, Powell’s family disowned him—but not before attaching him to the back of a wagon and dragging him around town as punishment. But Millie Ann had unshakable faith. She would walk the dirt roads of Lumberton singing gospel songs and reciting Bible verses to the neighbors who would listen, the Holy Scripture seemingly running counter to the hellish reality of her people since they were kidnapped and hauled across the Atlantic—and that of her husband just by association. Millie Ann was one of the many Black landowners of the era to have their little corner of America stolen away. The way Afeni told it, her great-grandmother was forced to offer her house up for bail when her sons got busted. The structure was later burned down.

By this point, Jim Crow laws had begun infecting the South and would hold firm until Alice’s birth. With a childhood spent moving between Lumberton and Norfolk, the world Alice was born into was one where Black Americans had suffered a century of brutality, oppression, and disenfranchisement. They were second-class citizens, denied access to the best jobs and schools, and regularly subjected to violent tyranny, such as the torture and killing of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till in Mississippi in 1955, when Alice was eight years old. She had memories from as early as age five of white North Carolina locals spitting racist insults in her direction from their passing cars. For Alice, this was the desperate normality. She expected little from America and little is what she got.

“There wasn’t anything different about it,” she said of her childhood, “it was fucked up like everybody else’s is, all the rest of my comrades and all the rest of my friends, their lives and my life are not really that different.”

Desperate conditions can give rise to resistance. In 1958, Lumberton became the scene of a conflict between the local indigenous population and the robed and hooded racists of the Ku Klux Klan.

The Lumbee Indians are recognized as the largest tribe east of the Mississippi River, but in 1950s Lumberton, tribe members and the local Black community were united in the oppression they faced. “There was a lot of camaraderie there insofar as what they were facing,” said John Lowery. Born years after the clash, he was inaugurated as the seventh Lumbee tribal chairman in 2022. “In Lumberton, at the downtown theater, which is called the Carolina Civic Center now, the Indians and the Blacks sat up top on the balcony, and the Indians had one side of the balcony and Blacks had the other side of the balcony. So once again, you were hand in hand facing discrimination.”

Klan activity had intensified after 1954’s Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, the landmark decision outlawing school segregation. The group’s leader in North and South Carolina was James W. “Catfish” Cole, a Second World War veteran and self-styled holy man on a mission from God to lead the white fight against civil rights. Cole targeted the Lumbees, denying their Indigenous identity by accusing them of being a “mongrel” race, partly white and partly Black. Led by the preacher, the Klan entered Robeson County to stage its favored tactic of intimidation: cross burnings. One crucifix was lit up to confront a Lumbee family who moved into a “white neighborhood”; another to threaten a Native American woman who was dating a white man.

Cole’s next play was to stage a Klan rally at Hayes Pond, near Maxton, on January 18, 1958, to “put Indians in their place.” Word spread quickly around the county. Lumbee leaders Sanford Locklear, Simeon Oxendine, and Neil Lowry mobilized their people.

As darkness descended, fifty or so Klansmen began assembling in the bitterly cold field, playing religious music over a loudspeaker. They bore a banner emblazoned with “KKK,” illuminated with a single light bulb attached to a long pole. But the Klansmen soon found themselves surrounded by nearly six hundred Lumbee men and fifty Lumbee women armed with guns and knives. Locklear and his brother-in-law Lowry approached Cole.

“We come to talk to these people,” the Klan leader insisted.

“Well, you’re ain’t gon’ talk to these people tonight,” replied Locklear.

Lowry grew tired of talk. He shot out the lone light bulb brightening the scene. The sound of Lumbee gunfire filled the air, panicking Cole and his followers, who fled into nearby swamps. History remembers the confrontation by a suitably dramatic name: the Battle of Hayes Pond. The triumphant Lumbees celebrated their victory by holding up a claimed spoil of war: the abandoned KKK banner. The next day, Oxendine and fellow Lumbee Charlie Warriax, smiling proudly, wrapped themselves in it for a Life magazine photo shoot. The published picture sees them smiling goofily, transposing the emblem of racism and hate to mock its creators.

In the aftermath, the soundly beaten Cole called the Lumbees “lawless mongrels” and blamed local police for not coming to his aid. There would not be a second battle. With public sentiment firmly on the side of the Lumbees, Cole was convicted for inciting a riot and given a two-year prison sentence. He died in 1967 from injuries sustained in a car accident.

Alice was among the local Black population who rejoiced when they heard what went down in Maxton. Years later, she would regale an impressionable Tupac with tales of the conflict. “There was no real bloodshed, there was no death, thankfully,” said Chairman John Lowery over six decades later. “But, at the same time, we got them in the soul. And probably killed a lot of their internal desire to want to come back and to push that type of ideology on our people.”

While North Carolina’s Indigenous population was resisting white supremacists, the state was seeing early stirrings of a new form of radical Black militarism. The year 1958 was also the year of the very sad “Kissing Case.” In Monroe, two Black boys, aged seven and nine, had played a childhood kissing game in which a white girl had pecked them both on the cheek. For this transgression, the boys were arrested for molestation, jailed, beaten, and sent to reform school. Their defense was led by Robert F. Williams, a Black native of Monroe who had returned home after traveling to Detroit as part of the Great Migration, and president of the local NAACP chapter. In this role, Williams had formed the Black Armed Guard, arguing that armed self-reliance was necessary to defend against the Klan. “If the 14th Amendment to the United States Constitution cannot be enforced in this social jungle called Dixie at this time, then Negroes must defend themselves, even if it is necessary to resort to violence,” he said in a 1959 press conference.

The Kissing Case received international attention—in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, a Catholic boys club organized a writing campaign that led to twelve thousand letters being sent to the U.S. embassy with instructions they be forwarded to First Lady Mamie Eisenhower. The pressure was enough for North Carolina officials to release the two boys, and Williams used the boost in his profile to argue openly for armed Black self-defense. “We must be willing to kill, if necessary,” he said, a potential challenge to the anti-violence position of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. The statement earned Williams a suspension from the NAACP, but his form of radical Black militarism would only proliferate over the next two decades.

Life inside the home of Alice Williams had its own troubles. Her father, a trucker, was ill-tempered and violent toward Rosa Belle. With her husband an unreliable provider, Rosa Belle kept a record of the amount of money he’d hand her every Friday—the sum inevitably being light, depending on how much he’d squandered on booze and other frivolities. For the most part, Rosa Belle took the beatings, and Alice considered her mother weak because of it. But on one occasion, with Alice and Gloria Jean looking on, Rosa Belle fought back, dousing Walter in burning hot grease straight from the skillet.

Trauma had been passed down from the previous generation. Walter’s father, Walter Sr., was a diminutive preacher—about five foot two inches by Afeni’s estimates—who married Lena, a woman as tall as six feet. Afeni’s cousin, the musician J. Kimo Williams, would later contend that “the tragedy of our family tree stems from our paternal grandfather, Walter Williams Sr.” One of the stories J. Kimo heard about his wanton grandfather is that when Walter Sr. spoke from the pulpit, he could look out at his wife in one pew and mistress in another.

The Williams family were relatively well off, working as sharecroppers on a large farm in North Carolina. But Lena died when Walter, one of “like fifteen children,” was just eleven years old, leaving him with a cold and domineering father. Walter Sr. had hoped Walter Jr. would follow in his footsteps and become a preacher. His son’s refusal outraged him. Walter Jr.’s rebellion was complete when he ran away from home. “That was my dad’s first heartbreak,” said Afeni. “That was the first notch in his spirit.”

Afeni’s own dominating memory of her grandfather was his refusal to give her a watermelon from his garden unless the little girl coughed up some cash. When she did, Alice found the fruit had not yet ripened. Walter Sr. pocketed the money, she said, in full knowledge of the swindle he’d pulled on his own flesh and blood.

Rosa Belle eventually couldn’t take any more of Walter Jr. She called her brother to come and help her migrate north to the developing Black principality of the South Bronx. Once there, she secured a low-paid job in a factory making lampshades and summoned her two children.

Alice was eleven years old when she was transplanted to New York City. While Gloria Jean found the rhythm of the city invigorating, Alice didn’t make for a natural New Yorker. The smell of the city upset her. She couldn’t run out of the house at midnight to play hide-and-seek anymore. And when she looked toward the sky at night, she found the stars were missing, lost in the impurity of the city air.

Compounding her misery was the family’s living situation. On a salary of about forty dollars a week, Rosa Belle could only afford a single room within another woman’s apartment for her, Gloria Jean, and Alice to cram into. And there was the food. So she wouldn’t overstep her means, the local butcher would only allow Rosa Belle to buy certain things on credit, typically kosher bologna and hamburger meat—not exactly Alice’s idea of a comfort meal.

This was not the glamorous utopia the southern girl had been conditioned to expect. “Every time somebody came down [south] from New York, they looked so good,” she later explained. “But the reason for that, I found out later because I did it myself, was that when you go down South you bring your whole wardrobe, and you make people think that it’s only a small part of it. You borrow a car, a flashy, snazzy car, and you go down there and you pretend. But because of that and because of ignorance, up the road was always what was happening. Everything in the world was better up the road. Food was better, everything was better. White people didn’t call you a bunch of motherfuckers up the road. It was like heaven, it was the land of milk and honey up the road. And when I got up the road I was disgusted.”

Going from an all-Black school in the South to a majority-white school caused issues too, and Alice discovered a taste for responding to conflict with her fists. When one kid said she looked like something from outer space, she beat him up. When the teacher attempted to break up the fight, Alice tried to kick her ass too. Back in class there was an inquiry into the incident. Another boy told the teacher about the outer space jibe, drawing laughter from the rest of the kids. Of course, Alice went for every single last one of them. “Because I was just ferocious. I wasn’t bad, I was just ferocious because I didn’t know any better,” she later said. “I was trying to protect myself and I felt like I just didn’t belong there, you know. And I was very scared. I was really scared of all those white people all around me. I wasn’t used to that.”

Alice later attended Benjamin Franklin Junior High School in the Bronx, where her grades qualified her for honors. Taking an interest in journalism, she wrote for the school newspaper, The Franklin Flash, and in the ninth grade won a journalism award, receiving a letter of congratulations from Mayor Robert F. Wagner. Yet money was too tight to allow Alice to maintain her interest. Rosa Bell would recall in 1970 that her daughter “seemed to be yearning, to express a lot of talent that never got out.”

High school provided little stability in Alice’s life. She was initially drawn to Hunter College High School, but it refused to grant her an entrance test based on IQ scores. Alice’s English teacher suggested she take the tests for Bronx High School of Science and for the High School of Performing Arts, typically referred to as PA and the future setting of the teen musical Fame. She passed the qualifying exams to get into both. The idea of rubbing shoulders with rich white kids every day put Alice off the Bronx High School of Science, so in 1962, like Coco Hernandez would in Fame eighteen years later, she walked through the doors of PA in Midtown Manhattan. Alice soon discovered that the kids were rich there too. Some would pull up for class in limos. Meanwhile, with no cafeteria at PA, Alice couldn’t even afford lunch, let alone all the items needed for dance classes.

Still, Alice struck up a young romance with an actor named Glynn Turman, already noted for playing Travis Younger in the original Broadway production of the play A Raisin in the Sun, alongside Sidney Poitier and Ruby Dee. (Later, he would be best known for playing Mayor Clarence Royce in HBO’s The Wire.) Glynn lived in Greenwich Village and ran in circles with famous actors, a world unfamiliar to Alice. But the relationship ended when, Afeni would later claim, Glynn slapped her during an argument.

“I bet you won’t slap me again,” Alice hissed back, to which, she’d later say, Glynn responded by striking her in the face again, this time with more force, scrambling her senses.

Hell-bent on revenge, Alice stormed PA the next day armed with every knife she owned plus a zip gun, which she stashed in her locker with the full intent to kill Glynn. If she had, it’s fair to say that both hip-hop and HBO history would look very different today.

Miserable with life at the school, Alice found herself getting drunk off Thunderbird wine just to get through the day. She failed all but one subject and crashed out of PA after one term.

“I couldn’t relate to that,” Afeni later said of the school. “It was my first time out of the community. I couldn’t afford the materials we were supposed to have. Most of the other girls had come from private schools. I couldn’t relate to them, so I started hanging out.”

For Alice, “hanging out” meant, like many troubled kids before and after her, finding solace in a gang. She started running with the Disciples, a Bronx street clique. Alice even earned the role of president of its female wing, the Disciple Debs. A lot of their crimes were small-time—taking the antennas off parked cars and whipping bystanders, foolishness of that nature. But things could get intense. Because of its location on the border of two different gang territories, a pool in Crotona Park would turn red from fights between the Disciples and local Puerto Ricans. Knives would be drawn as the two rival factions fought furiously.

“We were killing each other. I mean every week there was a body in Crotona Pool,” said Afeni. “Every week. It wasn’t funny … and at the same time that I was going to Performing Arts and my mother was bragging about me for that, I was running around shooting and cutting people.”

For a time, there was some relief in Alice’s life through a boyfriend named Ray, who, at thirty-three, was significantly older than she was. The pair would sit out on a fire escape listening to Jimi Hendrix and Sly and the Family Stone, drop LSD, and fantasize about being contract killers, like a Blaxploitation generation Bonnie and Clyde.

Then there was her dear friend Sandra, who had dated Glynn previously. Though they were the same age, Sandra came across as a little more grown-up than Alice. They would hang out in a Harlem bar, dressed to the nines, sipping Hennessy or Bacardi 151, entertaining the attention of men who could afford to keep their drinks topped up, and playing Nina Simone’s beautiful “Four Women” on the jukebox, a song that charts a genealogy of Black women from slavery to the 1960s through four characters.

One night, a man Sandra knew happened to come into the bar. His name was Omar, though Alice took to calling him Cheyenne and he took to calling her All I See, a mangled pronunciation of Alice. She thought he was pretty slick. After leaving the bar, the pair moved on to the Bronx’s after-hours spots, getting high well into the night. A little over a week later, they were living together. With cash on the hip, Omar would treat Alice to all sorts of gifts—clothes and jewelry, but also reefer and cocaine, which they’d do casually as they spoke for hours on end.

“Black is the best color on the planet Earth,” Omar would say.

This man was not just any smooth talker. He had been a member of the Nation of Islam under Elijah Muhammad but broke his five-year association with the organization in 1964, to defect with Malcolm X. Omar told Alice of the first few weeks after the bitter split, when many of Malcolm’s followers had to hole up in basements with guns, not quite sure what the reprisals would be. But he also opened her mind to Malcolm and the Nation’s own form of Black nationalism. With everything she’d grown up around, the message hit home.

“This dude was the first person who started teaching me about any kind of politics,” Afeni said. “The politics he was talking were apolitical, but it was the beginning of my having any knowledge at all of the teachings of Elijah Muhammad. Well that shit just blew my mind.”

The genesis of the Nation of Islam is shrouded in mystery and myth, the kind of ethereal enigma you could build a new religious sect on. It begins with W. D. Fard, a man—or, as his followers claim, the physical manifestation of God—of about fifty aliases, whose existence on this planet has no recorded beginning or end.

His mission is said to have begun in 1930. As a door-to-door salesman of silks, Fard began preaching Black exceptionalism, regaling those who welcomed him into their home with tales of Africa, where his fine wares originated from. Fard soon graduated to basement sermons. His stories were somewhat fantastical, involving an underhanded Black scientist, Yakub, who, through eugenics, had created the white race some 6,600 years earlier, thus orchestrating the destruction of global Black rule. But easy to get to grips with was Fard’s message that Black people were righteous and white people were the instrument of the devil—proclamations that squared with his captivated audience’s experiences and history.

But then something strange happened—Fard vanished into the ether. In 1934, he requested that his student, whom he had named Elijah Muhammad, drive him to the airport. Through tears, Elijah begged his teacher not to leave him. Fard answered with a list of books for the protégé to read and the order that Elijah fulfill the work on his own. And then he was gone, never to be seen in material form again.

For twenty years, Elijah Muhammad spread Fard’s word, building the Nation into a vocal, socially conservative, immaculately dressed sect of Black Muslim separatists, but one with never more than a few hundred members or accepted by mainstream Islam. It was with Malcolm in the spotlight that the group began to wield serious influence.

Most tellings of the Malcolm X story begin when he was still prenatal. It was in Omaha, Nebraska, 1925, when out of the winter night rode a group of robed Klansmen on horseback, torches and rifles in hand, surrounding the home of Earl Little, his pregnant wife Louise, and their three small children. They’d come with a warning for Earl: cease preaching the word of Marcus Garvey to the local Black residents. But with her husband away in Milwaukee, it was left to Louise to resist the threat at her door. Windows were smashed and guns were caressed; mercifully, no harm came to the family. The rebellious Earl, however, had set himself down a path from which he could not veer. Six years later, he was killed in what authorities called a streetcar accident. Malcolm would forever maintain that his father was murdered by the KKK.

After eighth grade, Malcolm moved to his half sister’s house in Boston and, at seventeen, he absconded to Harlem, where he survived as a hustler, pimp, and petty criminal. Back in Boston, the versatile crook found a new racket: burglarizing the homes of well-off whites, which led to a prison sentence for larceny and breaking and entering.

It was in jail that Malcolm became enlightened. He ravenously consumed books recommended by older inmates. But it was his brother Reginald who first pointed him toward the Nation of Islam. This mix of knowledge and Islamic belief freed his mind from what he came to see as the trapping of his previous existence. He discarded the name Little and took the marker X, symbolizing that his identity had been lost when his ancestors were kidnapped in Africa and sold into slavery. Upon his release, Malcolm became Elijah Muhammad’s protégé and, in 1954, less than two years out of prison, he was selected to lead Temple Number 7 (later Mosque Number 7) in Harlem.

An electrifying public speaker, Malcolm drew in followers like Omar with his blistering expressions of Black identity, morality, and independence from white America. Crucially, he differentiated himself from the mainstream civil rights movement by challenging the message of integration and nonviolence preached by Martin Luther King Jr. Malcolm called on his followers to defend themselves “by any means necessary”—the image of him peering out the window of his home in Queens, New York, with an M1 carbine in hand is one of the most lasting depictions of Black militantism. Because of his previous life as a street hustler and close association with Harlem, Malcolm held a standing throughout America’s growing ghettos that eclipsed that of King. With Malcolm as its up-front spokesman, the Nation claimed a membership of five hundred thousand, but many more with no desire to convert to Islam also heeded his words.

By 1963, Malcolm’s star had risen far beyond the Nation itself, which perturbed Elijah Muhammad, who, as a messenger of God, coveted the notoriety for himself. Malcolm, meanwhile, became disillusioned when he discovered that Muhammad lived a less-than-pious life: the seer had fathered children by six of his personal secretaries. Tensions between both men came to a head when Malcolm declared publicly that John F. Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963 was an example of “chickens coming home to roost”—the consequences of a violent society reaching the very top of government. It repulsed an American public in mourning. In response, Muhammad forbade Malcolm from speaking publicly for ninety days. There would be no reconciliation between both men, and Malcolm’s exodus from the Nation became permanent.

The final year of Malcolm’s life was one of conversion, pilgrimage, and discovery. Just weeks after leaving the Nation in March 1964, he founded Muslim Mosque, Inc. A journey to Mecca that same year led him to embrace Sunni Islam, adopt the Muslim name el-Hajj Malik el-Shabazz, and renounce the separatist beliefs of his former teacher. In 1965, Malcolm founded the Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU) as a secular vehicle to unify Black Americans with the people of Africa and the developing world. But he could not run from the anger and hostility of his former associates in the Nation who considered him a traitor and heathen. On February 21, 1965, Malcolm was shot dead while speaking at the Audubon Ballroom in Washington Heights, New York. Three members of the Nation of Islam were arrested. During the trial, one of the defendants, Talmadge Hayer (birth name Thomas Hagan; later known as Mujahid Abdul Halim), confessed to the killing, but insisted the other two accused—Norman 3X Butler (Muhammad Aziz) and Thomas 15X Johnson (Khalil Islam)—were not involved. Nonetheless, all three men were convicted of the murder. Scholars continued to have doubts about the conviction and, in 2021, Aziz and Islam were finally exonerated.

Though Malcolm was gone, his critiques of America, made during his time inside and outside of the Nation of Islam, provided the underlying principles of the burgeoning Black Power and Black Consciousness movements. Under the leadership of Louis Farrakhan, the Nation would have a new day of influence in the 1990s, right when Tupac Shakur was at the height of his fame. But in the wake of Malcolm’s murder, it retracted. Heartbroken former Malcolmites scattered to spread shards of his doctrine to fresh ears—with followers like Omar passing the word to people like Alice, albeit in conditions that Malcolm would surely not have approved of.

“I wasn’t doing anything else except snorting dope and talking about how great Malcolm was and this drag about the misunderstanding he and Elijah had,” Afeni later said. “I was very naive.”

Sandra’s narcotic of choice was also heroin, which she’d snort after copping some from her white boyfriend, Henry. She was still using when she became pregnant. The situation was a shock to Sandra—in fact, she didn’t realize she was carrying a child until five months into the pregnancy. How could this have happened, Sandra wondered, after she’d had what she thought was a total hysterectomy? “They just removed one tube and didn’t tell her that they had only removed one tube,” Afeni later claimed angrily.

One morning, at about five a.m., Sandra rose to use the bathroom but collapsed on the way. She died of a brain hemorrhage. At the hospital, doctors operated and rescued the baby from her body, but the child died soon after. “They wouldn’t put the baby in an incubator or something,” Afeni later said. “You know, like the nurses told us that they just killed the baby. They just let the child die.”

The terrible news had yet to reach Alice when, later that night, she received a call from her mother summoning her. Once she arrived at the house, Rosa Belle and Gloria Jean, with tears in their eyes, told her of Sandra’s death. Alice couldn’t believe it. Dazed, she staggered back outside and began walking the New York streets. Alice kept on walking. For a full twenty-four hours she wandered the city, processing the tragedy. “I was really fucked up. It was the first time in my life I’d ever felt somebody’s death, you know, because she was all I had.”

Sandra’s death motivated Alice to turn away from drugs and seek a more stable path in her life. She took a postal job, becoming one of the first women mail carriers in New York. But she did not stay in the role long because, as she put it, “that kind of work is geared to making you a machine.”

Mourning her loss, lacking a formal education, and unable to hold down regular work, Alice was at risk of drifting into another period of instability. But things changed in early 1968, when the wandering soul walked down 125th Street and got to Seventh Avenue. At first, she saw the same old scene; somebody was perched on top of a box to draw attention. This was unremarkable; speakers had always chosen this corner to preach to the community, even heavyweights like Marcus Garvey and Malcolm X. But Alice was struck by the crowd: it wasn’t just the usual dashiki-wearing nationalists looking on. This gathering included mothers and children, teachers and domestics, hoods and hustlers.

On the wooden platform was a diminutive man dressed in all black, a small group of men resembling foot soldiers flanking him on both sides. He spoke of Black pride, igniting within Alice a feeling of self-love, a feeling of purpose, that she had never experienced before. He was the co-founder of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. He was Bobby Seale.

[image: A man stands in a parking lot. He wears a beret and a shirt and tie underneath a black leather jacket. On his jacket a badge reads, ‘Free Huey’. In the background, in neat formation, are similarly dressed men.]
Bobby Seale, chairman of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, leads a close-order drill during funeral services for member “Little” Bobby Hutton, a seventeen-year-old Panther killed in a shoot-out with police in Oakland, California, in 1968.
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