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I was b o r n a n d r a t e s d on t h e E a s t s i d e o f D a t r o i t , M i c h i g a n , M a r c h 1 0 , 1 9 8 0 ; I

am 40 y e a r e t o d a t e . I was b o r n t o @ s i n g l e - p a r e n t m o t h e r . A t t h a t t i m e I
l i v e d i n t h e P a r k s i d e P r o j e c t s ( W a r r e n & C o n n e r ) . I am t h e b e b y b o y o f t h r e e

o l d e r b r o t h e r s , w i h t o n e y o u n g e r s i s t e r . Our p r o j e c t c o m p l e x c a u g h t f i r e

c a u s i n g o u r move .

My i n t r o d u c t i o n t o p e r c e p t i o n s o f , o r k n o w l e d g e o f p r i s o n came a r o u n d t h e

a g e f o u r o r f i v e ( 1 9 8 4 / 1 9 8 5 ) , t h e y e a r m y f a t h e r , S t a v e J o h n s o n , S r . , w e s

i n c a r c e r a t e d f o r m u r d e r . As I remember t h e s t o r y a s t o l d t o m e b y my m o t h e r ,
t w o o f my f a t h e r ' s f r i e n d s h a d g o t t e n i n t o a p h y s i c a l a l t e r c a t i o n r e s u l t i n g i n

o n a s h o o t i n g t h e o t h e r t o d e e t h . My f e t h e r b e i n g on t h e s c e n s when p o l i c e

a r r i v e d w i t h t h e gun n e x t t o t h e d e c e a s e d v i c t i m , my f a t h e r h e l d h i s f r i e n d a s
he l i e d e a d . My f e t h e r was a r r e e t e d . S t i c k i n gt o a s t r e e t n o - s n i t c h i n g c o d e ,

my f a t h e r r e f u s e d t o t a l k and was t h e r e e f t e r c h a r g e d w i t h t h e m u r d e r .

A c c o r d i n g t o my m o t h e r , d u r i n g a c o u r t h e a r i n g ,m y f a t h e r s o u g h t t o p l e e d

g u i l t y t o s e c o n d - d e g r e e m u r d e r a t w h i c h t i m e t h e j u d g e a l l e g e d l y s a i d : " w h y
a r e y o u d o i n g t h i s . t e know who d i d t h i s , w h y a r e y o u r t a k i n g t h a w r a p f o r

i t ? " My f a t h e r w a s i n s i s t e n t u p o n p l e a d i n g , e n d w h i l e I d o n ' t know w h a t h e w a s
s e n t e n c e d t o e x a c t l y ,h e s p e n t 10 y e a r s i n p r i s o n f o r t h e m u r d e r he n e v e r

c o m m i t t e d .|

I doen ' t h a v e t o c meny m e m o r i e so f m y f a t h e r . I r e m e m b e rh e w o r k e d a t t h e

C h u r c h e C h i c k e n f a s t f o o d r e s t u a r a n t .o n W a r r e n .& C o n n e r . We was p o o r a n d my

m o t h e r s t r u g g l et o p u t . f o o d on t h e t a b l e , a n d f o r w h a t e v e r r e a s o n , my f a t h e r

w o u l d n ' t b r i n g f o o d t o u s d e s p i t e w o r k i n g a t a f o o d j o i n t . So my m o t h e r t o o k
ma a n d my b r o t h e r t h a t ' s o n e y e a r o l d e r t h e n I am ( w e ' r e t h e o n l y s i b l i n g s
w i t h t h e same f a t h e r ) , s h e t o o k u s up t o the? C h u r c h s C h i c k a n w h e r a he w o r k e d
and l e f t u s on t h e c o u n t e r s a y i n g : " S i n c a you d o n ' t w a n t t o h e l p o u t a n d b r i n g

u s f o o d , y o u t a k e c a r e o f t h e m , " a s s h e l e f t . H e r e t u r n e d us w i t h a bag o f
f o o d ( l o l ) . T h i s . hed t o be s r o u n d 1 9 8 3 o r 1 9 8 4 , oo _

Upon my f a t h e r ' s r e l e a s e f r o m p r i s o n i n t h e m i d - 1 9 9 0 s , I saw h i m an j u s t

two o c c a s i o n s : ( 1 ) My mother t o o k ma and my b r o t h e r t o see him whan he g o t o u t
o f p r i s o n . I r o n i c a l l y , me and my b r o t h e r was a l s a j u s t g e t t i n g o u t o f j u v e n i l e
f o r h a v i n g b e e n i n a s t o l e n c a r h i g h s p e e d c h a s e w i t h a S t a t e T r o o p e r an Chens_
s t r e e t end nea r t h e I - 9 4 s e r v i c e d r i v e . My b r o t h e r had no words f o r h im, b u t I
embraced him as my f a t h e r ; ( 2 ) when my grandmothe r Ms. Johnson (my f a t h a r ' s
m o t h e r ) made h e r j o u r n s y t o t h e r e a l m o f t h e a n c e s t o r s . A t t h e f u n e r a l , a g a i n ,

my b r o t h e r w o u l d n ' t speek t o h im , b u t I embraced him as my f a t h e r . Th i s was
t h s l a s t t i m e I saw a n d / o r s p o k e t o my f a t h e r . S u f f i c e t o s a y I ' v e n e v e r known

h i m .'

P e r h a p e my f i r e t o r g a n i z e d t h o u g h t e r e g a r d i n g t h e c r i m i n a l j u s t i c a s y s t e m
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wae f o r m u l a t e d and began to congea l esround 1988 ( I wae e i g h t y e e r s ) . Around
t h i e t ime and i n r e v e r s e f o r a coup le y e a r s , I would p l a y cops & r o b b e r s
i n s i d e my c h i l d h o o d home by m y s e l f . I was elwaye t h e cops. My two o l d e s t
b r o t h e r s would a lways mock me e t p l a y . Bu t t o my mind, I wee s e a r c h i n g o u t
w r o n g d o i n g , l o o k i n g e a r n a s t l y t o do j u s t i c e . I hed no way o f r e a l i z i n g e t such
e t e n d e r age t h a t my p l a y f u n c t i o n e d es « symbol o f me a c t i n g o u t my d e s i r e
f o r j u s t i c e , a symbol t i s d t o c h i l d h o o d t rauma. I hed been s e x u a l l y mo les ted ,
as a m a t t e r o f f a c t , so p l a y i n g cops & r obbe rs was j u s t my way o f c o p i n g w i t h
s e x u a l t rauma i n tandem w i t h a need f o r j u s t i c e t o be p layed o u t .

Around t h i s same t i m e , however, I was @ member o f a ccormunity c e n t e r e d
c a l l e d Semiqoule ( G r a t i o t & I r o q o u i s ) . There i d e a s o f b l a c x p r i d e was
i n s t i l l e d i n me, and i t wes a l s o around t h i s t ime (1988) I s t a r t e d to
comprehend t h e images I saw on t h e t e l e v i s i o n f rom the c i v i l r i g h t s movement
(esp. p o l i c e b r u t e l i t y ) . Having deve loped b lack p r i d s , t hosa imagas f rom wh i te
p o l i c e t o t a l l y dashad my concep t i on o f what the p o l i c e was o r supposa to ba

a b o u t ; i t d i d n o t r e f l e c t my i dea o f agents f o r j u s t i c a , so I grew a d i s d e i n
f o r p o l i c e i n t h a t moment. A lso around t h i s t ime I deve loped a d m i r a t i o n f o r

t h e B leck P a n t h e r s , so I guess you cen I s t a r t e d r a d i c e l i z e around nines yeare
o l d . O ,

Perhaps my a f f i n i t y o r p r o p e n s i t y f o r c r ime , a t t h e l e a s t i n p o t e n t i a l ,
was b o r n . I was v e r y f o n d o f g u n s ( m o s t l y because I saw guns c a r r i e d by t h e
p o l i c e , t h u s , I i d e n t i f i e d guna as agents o f j u s t i c a ) . So I l o v e d guns and
c o l l e c t e d b u l l e t s ( c a n ' t remamber where I would f i n d them a t 8 & 9 years o l d ) .
Gne t ime I banged on 4 b u l l e t w i t h a b r i c k w h e nI wee 8 o r 9 i n o r d a r t o maka
i t shoo t . I t popped, s h o t , and r i c o c h e t o f fa ma ta l garbage can i n the a l l e y
and s t r u c k my knee. My l i t t l e s i s t e r and o n l y f u l l b r o t h e r laughed l i k a c r a z y .
So amused by guns t h a t one day around t h i s same t i m e , o l d e r guys i n t o a f i s t
f i g h t o v e r e b e s k e t b a l l game. One l e f t t o r e t r i e v e ea gun and came back. Thay
ended up on my b l o c k , ons r u n n i n g ? t h e o t h e r s h o c t i n g . w h i l e i n n o c e n t
b y s t a n d e r s r a n f o r cove r , I remain? p l a n t e d i n e x c i t e m e n t a t t h e p r o s p e c t o f
h e a r i n g and see ing t h e gun shoo t . My mother wou ld v e r b e l s l a y ma. Octaber
1989, we moved from t h e Van D y k e ?& Harper h e i g h b o r h d e dt o t h e B lack Bottom
ne ighbo rhood (Chene S t r e e t ) where we l i v e d i n a sma l l p r o j e c t an the c a r n a r o f
Wi l l ies & S t . A u b i n . My f o r m a l i n t r o d u c t i o n t o c r i m i n a l i t y would be h e r a .

When we moved t o t h e B l a c k B o t t o m , my t w o o l d e s t b r o t h e r s d i d n o t come

w i t h u s . They s t a y e d b e h i n d i n t h e Van Dyke & H a r p e r n e i g h b o r h o c d w h a r e my

g r a n d m o t h e r s t i l l l i v e d a s t h e y w e r e b o t h i n h i g h s c h o o l . I n t h e p r o j e c t s wa

moved i n t o , c a l l e d t h e P h o e n i x H o m e s , we l i v e d i n t h e c o r n e r c o m p l e x ; a b i g
g r e e n g e n e r a t o r was s t a t i o n e d o n t h e s i d e o f o u r h o u s e w h e r e e l l t h e

n e i g h b o r h o o d t e e n a g e r s s n d a d u l t s hung o u t ( s e l l i n g d r u g s ; s m o k i n g weed;
g a m b l i n g ; p a r t y i n g ) . So w h i l e my m o t h e r and e f i b l i n g s s l e p t a t n i g h t , I

p o s i t i o n e d m y s a l f e t t h e s i d e w i n d o w w a t c h i n g ? t h e s t r e e t l i f a a t t h e

g e n e r a t o r . I s e e n e v e r y t h i n g u n d e r t h e s u n t h r o u g h t h e w i n d o w . I saw g u n s ,
d r u g s , women a x p o s i n g t h e m s e l v e s , s e x , v i o l e n c e , a r r e s t s , you nama i t . A n d a l l
o f t h e n e i g h b o r h o o d g u y s knew I saw i t , b u tI had become a f i x t u r a i n t h s
h o o d : L i l D i n t h e c o r n e r h o u s e i n t h e P h o e n t x Homes t h a t ' s a l w a y s in. t h e

w i n d o w . A t n i n e y e a r s o l d , I w a s a y o u n g " n i g g a " t h a t c o u l d be t r u s t e d .

Nou, w h i l e t h e s e l i k e a c t i v i t i e s c e r t a i n l y t o o k p l a c e i n t h e Van Dyke &

H a r p e r n e i g h b o r h o o d , i t s u r e l y w a e n ' t a s p r o n o u n c e d , e n d more s t r u c t u r e d .
P l u s , t h e r e s i d u e f r o m t h e 19708 s t i l l r e m a i n e d i n t h e V a n D y k s% H a r p e r

n e i g h b o r h o o d i n t h e f o r m o f c o m m u n i t y c e n t e r s t h a t d i s p e n s e d b l a c k c u l t u r a ,

b l a c k p r i d e , b l a c k h i s t o r y . I n t h e S l a c k B o t t o m , t h i s d i d n ' t o x i s t . S t r u c t u r a

e x i s t e d i n s p o r t s , o r how t o p r o p e r l y c u t c r a c k , o f t o u t y o u r p i s t o l , o r how

t o r o b , and w h a t t o s a y . B e t w e e n t h e y e a r s o f 10 e n d 1 4 I v e r y much l i v e d a

d o u b l e l i f e : one l i f e i n t h e B l a c k B o t t o m , and a n o t h e r w h e n e v e r l i v i n g w i t h my
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