“Soul on Ice is a book full of pain . .. a dramatic and
troubled book, written by a tormented black man in search
of sanity. . . . Taken all together, this book is a black man’s
spiritual odyssey away from hate and crime towards under-
standing and ‘convalescence.’ ”

—~Media and Methods

“A series of machine-gun blasts that capture the mood of the
black militants.”

~—The New Leader

“An original and disturbing report. . . . The final essays on
‘masculinity and mass entertainment in America and the sex
; %m..?mm there, are original and often quite funny. Cleaver can
be a mature, perhaps even a great writer.”
—Saturday Review

“Cleaver is not simply a zealot or reactionary, but an indi-
vidual who has experienced pain, injustice, and asks the
philosophic question, ‘what is being?’ He moves through
Soul on Ice with a hunger to reaffirm his existence, some-
times in anger, sometimes with abundant pride, but the
need is there to speak out, to comment, to seek truth.”
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On __2______:;_

Folsom Prison
June 25, 1965

to be a Q.sQ&JEBFm point in the EmSQ of the Afro-

American—for the U.S.A. as a whole—the year mnmﬁmmmnon
was outlawed by the U.S. Supreme Court. It was also a crucial
year for me because on June 18, 1954, | began serving a sen-
tence in state Prison for Possession of Bﬁ&.ﬂmuw.. : ;
The Supreme Court decision was only one month old
when I entered prison, and I do not believe that I had even the
vaguest idea of its Importance or historica] significance, But
later, the acrimonious 85333% ignited by the end of the
mowm_.m.ﬁa-vcn-oﬁcm_ doctrine was to have a profound effect on
me. This controversy awakened me to my position in America

25083 fifty-four, when I was eighteen years old, is held

~and | rmmmb to form a concept of what it meant to be black in -

white America.
Of course I’d always known that [ was black, but I'd never

: z,wmzw stopped to take stock of what | was involved in. I met life
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as an individual and took my chances. Priot to 1954, we lived
in an atmosphere of novocain. Negroes found it necessary, in
order to maintain whatever sanity they could, to remain some-
what aloof and detached from “the problem.” We accepted in-
dignities and the mechanics of the apparatus of oppression
without reacting by sitting-in or holding mass demonstrations.
Nurtured by the fires of the controversy over segregation, I
was soon aflame with indignation over my newly discovered so-
cial status, and inwardly I turned away from America with hor-
ror, disgust and outrage.

In Soledad state prison, I fell in with a group of young
blacks who, like myself, were in vociferous rebellion against
what we perceived as a continuation of slavery on a higher
plane. We cursed everything American—including baseball and
hot dogs. All respect we may have had for politicians, preach-
ers, lawyers, governors, Presidents, senators, congressmen was
utterly destroyed as we watched them temporizing and com-
promising over right and wrong, over legality and illegality,
over constitutionality and cbnoaﬂﬂcmosm:g We knew that in
the end what they were clashing over was us, what to do with
the blacks, and whether or not to start treating us as human be-
-~ ings. [ despised all of them.

The segregationists were condemned out of hand, with-
out even listening to their lofty, finely woven arguments. The
others I despised for wasting time in debates with the segrega-
tionists: why not just crush them, put them in prison—they
were defying the law, weren’t they? I defied the law and they
put me in prison. So why not put all those dirty mothers in
prison too? I had gotten caught with a shopping bag full of
marijuana, a shopping bag full of love—I was in love with the

’ i
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weed and I did not for one minute think that anything was
~wrong with getting high. I had been getting high for four or
five years and was convinced, with the zeal of a crusader, that

\ marijuana was superior to ._cmwli%oﬂ the rulers of the land
seemed all to be lushes. I could not see how ﬁrmw were more
justified in drinking than I was in blowing the gage. I was a
grasshopper, and it was matural that | felt myself to be unjustly
imprisoned. .

While all this was going on, our wﬁosw was nmvozm_.bm,
atheism. Unsophisticated and not based on any philosophical
rationale, our atheism was pragmatic. I had come to believe
that there is no God; if there is, men do not know anything
about him. Therefore, all religions were phony—which made
all preachers and priests, in our eyes, fakers, including the ones
scurrying around the prison who, curiously, could put in a
good word for you with the Almighty Creator of the universe
but could not get anything down with the warden or parole
_uop_.m[ﬁro% could usher you through the Pearly Gates after you
were dead, but not through the prison gate while you were still
alive and kicking. Besides, men of the cloth who work in prison
have an ineradicable stigma attached to them in the eyes of con-
victs because they escort condemned men into the gas cham-
ber. Such men of God are powerful arguments in favor of
atheism. Our atheism was a source of enormous pride to me.
Later on, I bolstered our arguments by reading Thomas Paine
and his an<mm8mbm critique of Christianity in particular and or-
ganized religion in general. :

Through reading [ was amazed to discover how confused

. people were. I had thought that, out there beyond the horizon

of my own ignorance, unanimity existed, that even though | :
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myself didn’t know what was happening in the universe, other
people certainly did. Yet here I was discovering that the whole
U.S.A. was in a chaos of disagreement over segregation/
integration. In these circumstances I decided that the only safe
thing for me to do was go for myself. It became clear that it
was possible for me to take the initiative: instead of simply ze-
acting I could act. I could unilaterally—whether anyone agreed
with me or not—repudiate all allegiances, morals, values—
even while continuing to exist within this society. My mind
would be free and no power in the universe could force me to
accept something if I didn’t want to. But I would take my own
sweet time. That, too, was a part of my new freedom. I would
accept nothing until it was proved that it was good—ifor me. I
became an extreme iconoclast. Any affirmative assertion made
by anyone around me became a target for tirades of criticism
and denunciation. :

This little game got good to me and I got good at it. I at-
tacked all forms of piety, loyalty, and sentiment: marriage,
love, God, patriotism, the Constitution, the founding fathers,
law, concepts of right-wrong-good-evil, all forms of ritualized
and conventional behavior. As I pranced about, club in hand,
seeking new idols to smash, I encountered really for the first
time in my life, with any seriousness, The Ogre, rising up be-
fore me in a mist. I discovered, with alarm, that The Ogre pos-
sessed a tremendous and dreadful power over me, and I didn’t
understand this power or why I was at its mercy. I tried to re-
pudiate The Ogre, root it out of my heart as I had done God,
Constitution, principles, morals, and values—but The Ogre
had its claws buried in the core of my being and refused to let
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go. I fought m,wnmom:w to be free, but The Ogre only mocked
me and sank its claws deeper into my soul. [ knew then that |
had found an important key, that if | conquered The Ogre and
- broke its power over me I would be free. But I also knew that it
Was a race against time and. that if | did not win I would cer-
tainly be broken and destroyed. I, a black man, confronted The
Ogre—the white woman. _
In prison, these things withheld from and denied E the
prisoner become precisely what he wants most of all, of
course. Because we were locked up in our cells before darkness
fell, I used to lie awake at night racked by painful craving to
take a leisurely stroll under the stars, or to go to the beach, to
drive a car on a freeway, to grow a beard, or to make love to a
woman, B
- Since I was not married conjugal visits would not have
solved my problem. I therefore denounced the idea of conjugal
Vvisits as Ern..mamw unfair; single prisoners needed and de-
served action just as married Prisoners did. I advocated estab.
lishing a system under Civil Service whereby salaried women
would minister to the needs of those prisoners who maintained
a record of good behavior. If a married Prisoner preferred his
own wife, that would be his right. Since California Wwas not
about to inaugurate either conjugal visits or the Civil Service
one could advocate either with equal enthusiasm and su.nr.mzm
same result: nothing, ; ,

This may appear ridiculous to some people. But it was
very real to me and as urgent as the need to breathe, because |
was in my bull stage and lack of access to females was ab-
solutely a form of torture. | suffered. My mistress at the time of
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my arrest, the beautiful and lonely wife of a serviceman stationed
overseas, died unexpectedly three weeks after I entered prison;
and the rigid, dehumanized rules governing correspondence
between prisoners and free people prevented me from corre-
sponding with other young ladies I knew. It left me without any
contact with females except those in my family.

In the process of enduring my confinement, I decided to
get myself a pin-up girl to paste on the wall of my cell. I would
fall in love with her and lavish my affections upon her. She, a
symbolic representative of the forbidden tribe of women,
would sustain me until I was free. Out of the center of Esquire,
I married a voluptuous bride. Our marriage went along swell
for a time: no quarrels, no complaints. And then, one evening
when I came in from school, I was shocked and enraged to find
that the guard had entered my cell, ripped my sugar from the
wall, torn her into little pieces, and left the pieces floating in
the commode: it was like seeing a dead body floating in a lake.

Giving her a proper burial, I flushed the commode. As the say-
ing goes, I sent her to Long Beach. But I was genuinely beside
myself with anger: almost every cell, excepting those of the ho-
mosexuals, had a mmz‘éw girl on the wall and the guards didn’t
bother them. Why, I asked the guard the next day, had he sin-
gled me out for special treatment?
“Don’t you know we have a rule against pasting up pic-
tures on the walls?” he asked me.
“Later for the rules,” I said. “You know as well as I do that
that rule is not enforced.”
“Tell you what,” he said, smiling at me (the smile put me
on my guard), “I'll compromise with you: get yourself a col-
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ored girl for a E:.cwlrno white women—and '] let it stay
up. Is that a deal?” ]

had chosen the picture of the white girl over the available pic-
tures of black girls. I tried to rationalize it away, but I was fasci- _
nated by the truth involved, Why hadn’t 1 thought about it in
this light before? So | took hold of the question and began to in- .

was a s.oﬂmuaocm@ EnlmE.:m adventure of &mnoqoan
A.ubn afternoon, when » large group of Negroes was on
the Prison yard mroon.ﬂm the breeze, I grabbed the floor and

said Chinese, some said European women, others said Mexican

SoEmnlmumw all stated 5 preference, and the en
: ; erally freel
admitted their dislike for black Wwomen, iy gl

)| mop..n want nothing black but 5 Cadillac,” said one.,
If money was black I wouldn’t Wwant none of it,” put in
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A short little stud, who was a very good lightweight
boxer with a little man’s complex that made him, love to box
heavyweights, jumped to his feet. He had a yellowish complex-
ion and we called him Butterfly.

“All you niggers are sick!” Butterfly spat out. “I don’t like
no stinking white woman. My grandma is a white woman and
don’t even like her!” :

But it just so happened that Butterfly’s crime partner was
in the crowd, and after Butterfly had his say, his crime partner
said, “Aw, sit on down and quit that lying, lil o’ &EEW. What
about that gray girl in San Jose who had your nose wide open?
Did you like her, or were you just running after her with your
tongue hanging out of your head because you hated her?”

Partly because he was embarrassed and partly because his
crime partner was a heavyweight, Butterfly flew into him. And
before we could separate them and disperse, so the guard
would not know who had been mmrnbm. Butterfly Eoc&mﬁ his
crime partner’s nose. Butterfly got away but, v.mnm:mm of the
blood, his crime partner got caught. I ate dinner with Butterfly
that evening and questioned him sharply about his attitude
toward white women. And after an initial evasiveness he admit-
ted that the white woman bugged him too. “It’s a sickness,” he

said. “All our lives we’ve had the white woman dangled before
our eyes like a carrot on a stick before a donkey: look but don’t
touch.” (In 1958, after I had gone out on parcle and was re-
turned to San Quentin as a parole violator with a new charge,
Butterfly was still there. He had become a Black Muslim and
was chiefly responsible for teaching me the Black Muslim phi-
losophy. Upon his release from San Quentin, Butterfly joined
the Los Angeles Mosque, advanced rapidly through the ranks,
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and is now a full-fledged minister of one of Elijah Muhammad’s
mosques in another city. He successfully completed his parole,
got married—to a very black girl—and is doing fine.)

From our discussion, which began that evening and has
never yet ended, we went on to notice how nrcwo_._mr_w. as a
matter of noE..mo. a black growing up in America is indoctri-
nated with the white race’s standard of beauty. Not that the '

~ whites made a conscious, calculated effort to de this, we

thought, but since they constituted the majority the whites
brainwashed the blacks by the very processes the whites em-
ployed to indoctrinate themselves with their own group stan-
dards. It intensified my frustrations to know that | was
indoctrinated to see the white woman as more beautiful and
desirable than my own black woman. It drové‘me into books
seeking light on the subject. In Richard Wright’s Native Son, 1
found Bigger Thomas and a keen insight into the problem.

My interest in this area persisted undiminished and then,
in 1955, an event took place in Mississippi which turned me in-
side out: Emmett Till, a young Negro down from Chicagoon a
visit, was murdered, allegedly for flirting with a white woman.

~ He had been shot, his head crushed from repeated blows with a

blunt instrument, and his badly decomposed body was recov-
ered from the river with 2 heavy weight on it. I was, of course,
angry over the whole bit, but one day I saw in a magazine a pic-
ture of the white woman with whom Emmett Till was said to
have flirted. While Hoc_ﬁ:m at the picture, I felt that little ten-
sion in the center of my chest | experience when a woman ap-
peals to me. [ was disgusted and angry with myself. Here was a
woman who had caused the death of a black, possibly because,
when he looked at her, he also felt the same tensions of lust and

|
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- desire in his chest—and probably for the same mmuﬁ.m_, reasons
that I felt them. It was all unacceptable to me. I looked at the
picture again and again, and in spite of everything and against
my will and the hate I felt for the woman and all that she repre-
sented, she appealed to me. I flew into a rage at myself, at
America, at white women, at the history that had placed those
tensions of lust and desire in my chest.

Two days later, I had a “nervous breakdown.” For several
days I ranted and raved against the white race, against white
women in particular, against white America in general. When I
came to myself, I was locked in a padded cell with not even the
vaguest memory of how I got there. All I could recall was an
eternity of pacing back and forth in the cell, preaching to the
unhearing walls. :

I had several sessions with a psychiatrist. His conclusion
was that I hated my mother. How he arrived at this conclusion
I’ll never know, because he knew nothing about my mother;
and when he'd ask me questions I would answer him sﬂr ab-
surd lies. What revolted me about him was that he had heard
me denouncing the whites, yet each time he interviewed me he
deliberately guided the conversation back to my family life, to
my childhood. That in itself was all right, but he deliberately
blocked all my attempts to bring out the racial question, and he

made it clear that he was not interested in my attitude toward
whites. This was a Pandora’s box he did not care to open. After
I ceased my diatribes against the whites, I was let out of the
hospital, back into the general inmate population just as if
nothing had happened. I continued to brood over these events
and over the dynamics of race relations in America.
During this period I was concentrating my reading in the
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field of economics. Having previously dabbled in the theories
and writings of Rousseau, Thomas Paine, and Voltaire, I had
added a little polish to my iconoclastic stance, ‘without, how-
ever, voﬁwmiﬁm too much to understand their affirmative posi-

- tions, In economics, because everybody seemed to find it

necessary to attack and condemn Karl Marx in their writings,
I sought out his books, and m_nrocmr he kept me with a
headache, I took him for my authority. I was not prepared to
understand him, but I was able to see in him a _&o_.ocmwmomam
critique and condemnation of capitalism. It was like taking
medicine for me to find that, indeed, American capitalism de-
served all the hatred and contempt that I felt for it in my heart.
This had a positive, stabilizing effect upon me—to an extent
because I was not about to become stable—and it diverted me
from my previous preoccupation: morbid F.oo&bmm on the
black man and the white woman. Pursuing my readings into .
the history of socialism, I read, with very little understand-
ing, some of the passionate, .wxroﬁmﬁonw &&mwmm of Lenin;
and 1 fell in love with er:bE;Ir..ir and Nechayev’s Catechism of
the Revolutionist— the principles omﬂr.mmr. along with some of

e e

Machiavelli’s advice, I sought tg incorporate into my own be-
et

rmmwm.mm Hoo_nﬁrmﬁ&m&gmou Ew bible and standing on a one-
man platform that had ng gtodowi e reconstruction of
society, [ _unmm,u oosmaoz_mq _.bnon.voﬂmnbm these principles into
my daily life, to employ tactics of ruthlessness in my dealings
with everyone with whom I came into contact. And | began to
look at white >§m18.~r~.ocmr these new eyes.

Somehow I arrived at the conclusion that, as a matter of
principle, it was of vE.»EoE: importance for me to have an
antagonistic, ruthless attitude toward white women. The term
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outlaw appealed to me and at the time my parole date was
drawing near, I considered E%mm_m to be mentally free—I was
an “outlaw.” I had stepped outside of the white man’s law, which
T repudiated with scorn and self-satisfaction. I became a law
unto myself—my own legislature, my own supreme court, my
own executive. At the moment I walked out of the prison gate,
my feelings toward white women in general could be summed

up in the following lines:

TO A WHITE GIRL

I love you

Because you’re white,

Not because you're charming

Or bright.

Your whiteness

Is a silky thread _.
Snaking through my thoughts ;
In redhot patterns

Of lust and desire.

I hate ua:

Because you're white.

Your white meat

Is nightmare food.

White is

The skin of Evil.

You’re my Moby Dick,

White Witch,

Symbol of the rope and hanging tree,

,@85? taken from his book The Dead Lecturer:

Soul on lece - 33

Of the _E_.Esm cross.
Loving you thus

And hating you so,

My heart is torn in two.
Crucified,

I became a rapist. To refine 5% technique and modus
operandi, | started out by Practicing on black girls in the
ghetto—in the black ghetto where dark and vicious deeds
appear not as aberrations or deviations from the norm, but as
part of the sufficiency of the Evil of a day—and when I consid-
ered myself smooth enough, I crossed the tracks and sought
out white prey. I did this consciously, mmm_unwwno_w. willfully,
Hanro&nm__wllmuonmr looking back I see thatT was in a frantic,
wild, and completely abandoned frame of min, 2

Rape was an Insurrectionary act, It delighted me that I was ~/'
defying and trampling upon the white man’s law, upon his system
of values, and that I was defiling his women—and this point, I
believe, was the most satisfying to me because I was Very resent-
ful over the historical fact of how the white man has used the
black woman. I felt | was getting revenge. From the site of the
act of rape, consternation spreads outwardly in concentric cir-

~cles. I wanted to send waves of consternation nru.ocmroﬁ the

white race, Recently, I came upon a quotation from one of LeRoj

A cult of death need of the simple striking arm under
the street lamp. The cutters from under their rented
earth. Come up, black dada nihilismus, Rape the white
girls. Rape their fathers. Cut the mothers’ throats.
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I have lived those lines and I know that if I had not been
apprehended I would have slit some white throats. There are, of
course, many young blacks out there right now who are slitting
white throats and raping the white girl. They are not doing this
because they read LeRoi Jones’ poetry, as some of his critics
seem to believe. Rather, LeRoi is expressing the funky facts
of life. _

After I returned to prison, I took a long look at myself
and, for the first time in _Ew life, admitted that I was wreng,
that I had gone astray—astray not so much from the white
man’s law as from being human, civilized—for I could not ap-
prove the act of rape. Even though I had some insight into my
own motivations, I did not feel justified. I lost my self-respect. -

My pride as a man dissolved and my whole fragile moral struc-
ture seemed to collapse, completely shattered.

That is why I started to write. To save myself.

I realized that no one could save me but myself. The
prison authorities were both uninterested and unable to help
me. I had to seek out the truth and unravel the snarled web of
my motivations. I had to find out who I am and what I want to
be, what type of man I should be, and what I could do to be-
come the best of which I was capable. I understood that what
had happened to me had also happened to countless other
blacks and it would happen to many, many more.

I learned that I had been taking the easy way out, running
away from problems. I also learned that it is easier to do evil
than it is to do good. And [ have been terribly impressed by the
youth of America, black and white. I am proud of them because

 they have reaffirmed my faith in humanity. I have come to feel
what must be love for the young people of America and I want

il

b ]

e h o ST
5 Hmmn_oE raids, the mem_m\a Blood m:mﬁ.\gﬂ.m. demonstrations
over the country, the FSM movement, the teach-ins, and the

told you in the _uow_.babm that I am extremist by nature_—sp it
is only right that I should be extremely sick. _

I was very familiar with the m_&.mmmn who ,omBm to prison
but that m_&.Emm no longer exists. And the one I am now is =“
MMMHM _wemw.m w stranger to me. Yoy may find this difficylt to under-

S.m:pmaw is not nourished jn Prison, neither by the officials nor
by the convicts, I is a deep hole out of which ﬁo_or._:r.

: What must be done, _.vmmmﬁ. is that all these problems——
Particularly the sickness between the white woman and the
black man—muygt be brought out into the open, dealt with, and |
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resolved. I know that the black man’s sick attitude toward the
white woman is a revolutionary sickness: it keeps him perpetu-
ally out of harmony with the system that is oppressing him.
Many whites flatter themselves with the idea that the Negro
male’s lust and desire for the white dream girl is purely an es-
thetic attraction, but nothing could be farther from the truth.
ﬁ\\ His motivation is often of such a bloody, hateful, bitter, and

malignant nature that whites would really-be hard pressed to
find it flattering, I have discussed these points with prisoners
who were convicted of rape, and their motivations are very
plain. But they are very reluctant to discuss these things with
‘white men who, by and large, make up the prison staffs. I be-
lieve that in the experience of these men lies the knowledge
and wisdom that must be utilized to help other youngsters who
are heading in the same direction. I think all of us, the entire
nation, will be better off if we bring it all out front. A lot of

people’s feelings will be hurt, but that-is the price that must.

be paid. :
It may be that I can harm myself by speaking frankly and
directly, but I do not care about that at all. Of course I want to
get out of prison, badly, but [ shall get out some day. I am more
concerned with what I am going to be after I get out. I know

- that by mo__oaium the course which I have charted I will find my -

salvation. If T had followed the path laididown for me by the of-
ficials, I'd .E&cav»n%w have long since been out of prison—but
I'd be less of a man. I'd be weaker and less certain of where I
want to go, what [ want to do, and how to go about it.

The price of hating other human beings is loving one-
self less.

(

| Soul on Ice

Folsom Prison
October 9, 1965

-

‘m perfectly aware that I'm in prison, that I'm a Negro, that

I’ve been a rapist, and that I have a Higher Uneducation. I
never know what significance I'm supposed to attach to these
factors. But I have a suspicion that, because of these aspects of
my character, “free-normal-educated” people rather mxwmnm me
to be more reserved, penitent, remorseful; and not too quick
to shoot off my mouth on certain subjects. But I let them
down, disappoint them, make them gape at me in a sort of stu-
pot, as if they’re thinking: “You've got your nerve! Don'’t you
realize that you owe a debt to society?” My answer to all such
thoughts lurking in their split-level heads, crouching behind
their squinting bombardier eyes, is that the blood of Viet-
namese peasants has paid off all my debts; that the Viethamese

people, afflicted with a aﬁs_u&__ﬂ disease called Yankees, through
their m&m.n_.msmm[mm opposed to the

: “frustration” of fat-assed
American geeks safe at home worrying over whether to have
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his mind as soon as she has gone, his mind fights for a token of
her on which to peg memory. Jealously, he hoards the fading
memory of their encounter, like a miser gloating over a folio of
blue-chip stock. The unfathomable machinery of the subcon-
scious projects an image onto the conscious mind: her bare
right arm, from curve of shoulder to fingertip. (Had his lips
quivered with desire to brand that soft, cool-looking flesh with
a kiss of fire, had his fingers itched to caress?) Such is the magic
of a woman, the female principle of nature which she embod-
ies, and her power to resurrect and revitalize a long-isolated
and lonely man.

' I was twenty-two when I came to prison and of course I
have changed tremendously over the years. But I had always
had a strong sense of myself and in the last few years I felt I was
losing my identity. There was a deadness in my body that
eluded me, as »rocmr I could not nxmonw locate its site. I would
be aware of this numbness, this feeling of atrophy, and it
~haunted the back of my mind. Because of this numb spot, I felt
peculiarly off balance, the awareness of something missing, of a
blank spot, a certain intimation of emptiness. Now I know
what it was. After eight years in prison, I was visited by a
woman, a woman who was interested in my work and cared
about what happened to me. And since encountering her, I feel
life, strength flowing back into that spot. My step, the tread of
my stride, which was becoming tentative and uncertain, has
begun to recover a definiteness, a confidence, a boldness which
makes me want to kick over a few tables. I may even swagger a

little, and, as I read in a book somewhere, “push myself forward -

like a train.”

“Four Vignettes

| On Watts -

-

* Folsom Prison
August 16, 1965

s we _mmﬁ the Mess Hall Sunday morning and milled around

in the prison yard, after four days of abortive uprising
in Watts, a group of low riders! from Watts assembled on the
basketball court. They were wearing jubilant, triumphant smiles,
animated by a vicarious spirit by which they, too, were in the’
thick of the uprising taking place hundreds of miles away to the
south in the Watts ghetto.

\Low Rider. A Los Angeles nickname for ghetto youth. Originally the term was coined to
describe the youth who had lowered the bodies of their cars so that they rode low, close
to the ground; also implied was the style of n_.ls.bm that these youngsters vml.nnﬂn”_. Sit-
ting behind the steering wheel mun_,m_E:_umm low down in the seat, all that could be seen
of them was from their eyes up, which used to be the cool way of driving. When these
Mo.._m__...b hipsters alighted from their vehicles, the term low rider stuck with them evolv-
ing to the point where all black ghetto youth—but never the soft offspring of n_”o black

bourgeoisie—are referred to as low riders.
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“Man,” said one, “what they doing out there? Break it
down for me, Baby.”

They slapped each other’s outstretched palms in a cool

salute and burst out laughing with joy.
: “Home boy, them Brothers is taking care of Business!”
shrieked another ecstatically.

Then one low rider, stepping into the center of the circle
formed by the others, reared back on his legs and swaggered,
hunching his belt up with his forearms as he’d seen James
Cagney and George Raft do in too many gangster movies. |
joined the circle. Sensing a creative moment in the offing, we
all got very quiet, very still, and others passing by joined the
circle and did likewise.

“Baby,” he said, “They walking in fours and kicking in
doors; dropping Reds? and busting heads; drinking wine and
committing crime, shooting and looting; high-siding? and low-
riding, setting fires and slashing tires; turning over cars and
burning down bars; making Parker mad and making me glad;
putting an end to that ‘go slow’ crap and putting sweet Watts
on the map—my black ass is in Folsom this morning but my

black heart is in Watts!” Tears of joy were _.o_:nm from his eyes.

e

It was a cleansing, revolutionary laugh we all shared,

pe——.

something we have not often had occasion for.

Watts was a place of shame. We used to use Watts as an
epithet in much the same way as city boys used “country” as
term of derision. To deride one as a “lame,” who did not know

+ 2Reds. A barbiturate, called Red Devils; so called because of the color of the capsule and
because they are reputed to possess a vicious kick.

.*High-siding. Cutting up. Having fun at the expense of another.
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what was happening (a rustic bumpkin), the “in-crowd” of the
time from L.A. Sc&m bring a cat down by saying that he
had just-left Watts, that he ought to go back to Watts unti] he
had learned what was happening, or that he had just stolen
enough money to move out of Watts and was already trying to
play a cool part. But now, blacks are seen in Folsom saying,
“I'm from Watts, Baby!”—whether true or no, but I think their
meaning is clear. Confession: I, too, have participated in this
game, saying; I'm from Watts. In fact, I did live there for a
_,“_..Em‘ and I'm proud of it, the tired lamentations of Whitney
Young, Roy Wilkins, and The Preacher notwithstanding,

Eyes w

Folsom Prison,
October 28, 1965

Once I was Smfum down Main Street in L.A. around noon on
a Saturday and it was a beautiful sunny day. I was just a young
stud about sixteen, | guess, and I had one of those I-think-I'm-
cute-type walks, prancing and rolling on my toes. Before me
and adjacent to the sidewalk was a shoeshine stand facing in my
direction. A jukebox was blaring a tune of the times and got
caught up in the music as walked along. I was kind of walking
in time to the music, Sitting up on the customer’s seat was a big
fine sister who was popping her fingers and immr.wm to the
music and smiling at me because our eyes had met. There was
no one else in the shine-stand and just as I came up even with
the stand the record ended and | stopped in my tracks, staring
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stopped him from teaching night school. Then they took away
his pass and barred him from San Oﬂmnmb.

I must say that this man has not been adequately de-
scribed. Certain things I hold back cn.ﬁﬁ.womﬁ, others I don’t
know how to say. Until I began writing this, I did not know that
I had a vivid memory of him. But now I can close my eyes and
relive many scenes in which he goes into his act.

A Day in Folsom Prisop

Folsom Prison,
September 19, 1965

y day begins officially at 7.00, when all inmates are

required to get out of bed and stand before their cell
doors to be counted by guards who walk along the tier saying,
et r {1 (6 However, I never remain in bed until 7. I'm usu-
ally Lﬁ by 5:30. The first thing I do is make up my bed. Then I
pick up all my books, hewspapers, etc., off the floor of my cell
and spread them over my bed to clear the floor for calisthenics,
In my cell, I have a little stool on which I lay a large plywood
board, about 212 by 3 feet, which I use as a typing and writing
table. At night, I load this makeshift table down with books and
papers, and when I read at night I spill ﬁru.bmm all over the floor.
When [ leave ‘my cell, I set this board, loaded down, on my
bed, so that if a guard comes into my cell to search it, he will
not knock the board off the stool, as has happened before. Sl] -
in the nude, the fﬁw [ sleep, I go n_a.onmw my routine: knee-
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bends, butterflies, touching my toes, squats, windmills. I con-
tinue for about half an hour.

Sometimes, if I have something I want to write or type so
that I can mail it that morning, I forgo my calisthenics. But this
is unusual. (We are required, if we want our mail to go out on
a certain day, to have it in the mailbox by about 8 :00. When we
leave our cells at 7:30 to go to breakfast, we pass right by the
mailbox and drop in our mail on the way to mess hall.)

Usually, by the time I finish my calisthenics, the trusty

(we call him tiertender, or keyman) comes by and fills my little
bucket with hot water. We don’t have hot running water our-
selves. Each cell has a small sink with a cold-water tap, a bed, a
locker, a shelf or two along the wall, and a commode. The
trusty has a big bucket, with a long spout like the ones people
use to water their flowers, only without the sprinkler. He
pokes the spout through the bars and pours you about a gallon
of hot water. My cell door doesn’t have bars on it; it is a solid
slab of steel with fifty-eight holes in it about the size of a half
dollar, and a slot in the center, at eye level, about an inch wide
and five inches long, The trusty sticks the spout through one of
the little holes and pours my hot water, and in the evenings the
guard slides my mail to me through the slot. Through the same
slot the convicts pass newspapers, books, candy, and cigarettes
to one another.

When the guard has mail for me he stops at the cell door
and calls my name, and I recite my number—A-29498—to
verify that I am the right Cleaver. When I get mail [ avert my
eyes so I can’t see who it’s from. Then I sit down on my bed and

peep at it real slowly, like a poker player peeping at his cards. I

can feel when I've got a letter from you, and when I peep up on i

your name on the envelop
four aces. But if the lette
deuces, a three, a four,
kick. Z.oﬁrp.ﬂm. What is
without pausing. I can hear his keys j
door the keys sound like Chris

eI let out a big yell. It’s like having
I is not m.o_E you, it’s like rp&sw two
and a five, all in scrambled suits. A bum
worse is when the guard passes my door
ingling, If he stops at my
tmas bells ringing, but if he

keeps going they just sound like—keys.

I live in the honor block. In

the cells consist of nothing but b,

the honor block, I didn’t like it at

for a dungeon. The anJ\ steel d

clang of finality that chilled my so

closed on me I had the same wild,
Years ago at San Quentin when they
For the briefest moment [ felt like
seemed that in no circumstances wo
cell. All in that split second I felt lik.
Pleading with them to let me

let me go,
future,

But just as quickly
and I felt at peace with

the other block, the fronts of
ars. When I first moved into
all. The cells seemed made
oors slammed shut with
ul. The first time that door -
hysterical sensation I’d felt
first lockéd me in solitary.
yelling out for help, and it
uld I be able to endure that
e calling out to the guards,
out of the cell, _ummm_.bm them to

promising them that I would be a good boy in the

as the feeling came, it went, &mmo?mmv
myself. I felt that I could endure any-

thing, everything, even the test of being broken on the rack

I've been in every
fornia, and the do
and ugly of all. How
8o out of my cell, |
cumbersome door,

the lock behind me. The trustie
the honor block al] day,

type of cell they have in the Prisons of Cali-
Or to my present cell seems the most cruel
o.qmﬁ I have grown to like this door, When [
can hardly wait to get back in, to slam that
and hear the sharp click as the trusty

. s keep the keys to the cell of
u..nHEaﬁmEbm them at night, and to get
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into your cell, all you have to do is round up the trusty in
charge of your tier. Once inside my cell, I feel safe: I don’t have

“to watch the other convicts any more or the guards in the gun
towers. If you live in a cell with nothing but bars on the front,
you cannot afford to relax; someone can walk along the tier
and throw a Molotov cocktail in on you before you know it,
something I've seen happen in San Quentin. Whenever I live in
one of those barred cells, I keep a blanket within easy reach in
case of emergency, to smother a fire if need be. Paranoia? Yes,
but it’s the least one can do for oneself. In my present cell, with
its impregnable door, I don't worry about mmvoﬁmm|&¢,5:mr
if someone wanted to badly enough, they could figure some-
thing out.

Well . . . after I've finished my calisthenics and the hot
water has arrived, I take me a bird (jailbird) bath in the little
sink. It’s usually about 6:00 by then. From then until 7:30,
when we are let out for breakfast, I clean up my cell and try to
catch a little news over the radio. Radio?—each cell has a pair
of earphones!—with only two channels on it, The programs
are monitored from the radio room. The radio schedule is
made up by the radio committee, of which [ am a member.

At 7:30, breakfast. From the mess hall, every day except
Saturday, my day off, I go straight to the bakery, change into my
white working clothes, and that’s me until about noon. From
noon, | am “free” until 3:20, the evening mandatory lockup,
when we are required, again, to stand before our cell doors and
be counted. There is another count at 6:30 p.m.—three times
every day without fail.

When I'm through working in- the bakery, I have the
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choice of (1) going to my cell; (2) staying in the dining room to
watchTV; (3) going down to the library; or (4) going out to the
yard to walk around, sit in the sun, lift weights, play some
funny game—like checkers, chess, marbles, horseshoes, rmbm-
ball, baseball, shuffleboard, beating on the punching bag, bas-
ketball, talk, TV, paddle-tennis, watching the other convicts
who are watching other convicts. When I first came to Folsom,
I was astonished to see the old grizzled cons playing marbles.
The EE.Ew. E@mwm of Folsom are __mmmwmm..w throughout the
prison system: I first heard about them Yyears ago. There is a
sense of ultimate defeat about them.. Some guy might boast ¥
about how he is going to get out next time and stay out, and
someone will put him down by saying he’ll soon be back, play-
ing marbles like ahasbeen, a nheverwas, blasted back into child-
hood by a crushing defeat to his final dream. The marble
players have the game down to an art, and they play all day
~o=m. mnbmmoﬁmw absorbed in what they are moFm.

If I have a cell partner who knows the game, I play him
chess now and then, maybe a game each night. I have a chess
set of my own and sometimes when [ fee] like doing nothing
else, I take out a little envelope in which | keep a collection
of chess problems clipped from hewspapers, and run off one
or two. But I have never been able to give all my time to one of
_ these games. I am seldom able to Play a game of chess out on
: the yard. Whenever I go out on the yard these days, I'm usually

4 on my way to the E&.E.w.

: On the yard there is a little shack off to one corner which
is the office of the Inmates Advisory Council (IAC). Sometimes
I visit the shack to shoot the bull and get the latest &.meibmm
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(news). And sometimes I go out to the weight-lifting area, strip
down to a pair of trunks, and push a little iron for a while and
soak up the sun.

At 3:20, lockup. Stand for count. After count, off to the
evening meal. Back to the cell. Stand for count at 6:30. After
the 6:30 count, we are all let out of our cells, one tier at a
time, for showers, to exchange dirty socks and towels for clean
ones, a haircut, then back to the cell. I duck this crush by tak-
ing my showers in the bakery. At night, I only go to exchange
my linen. In the honor block, we are allowed to come out after
6:30 count every Saturday, Sunday, and Wednesday night to
watch TV until 10:00, before we are locked up for the night.
The only time I went out for TV was to dig the broads c.b
Shindig and Hollywood-A-Go-Go, but those programs don’t
come on anymore. We recently got the rule changed so that, on
TV nights, those in the honor block can type until 10:00. It
used to be that no typing was allowed after 8:00. I am very
pleased to be able to get in that extra typing time: I can write
you more letters. /

On Thursday 1 go out of my cell after the 6:30 count to
attend the swmmr_w IAC meetings. These meetings adjourn
vwo_n%&% at 9:00. On Saturday mornings, my day off, I usually
attend the meetings of the Gavel Club, but this past Saturday I
was in the middle of my last letter to you and I stole away to
my cell. I enjoyed it so much that I am tempted to put the
Gavel Club down, but I hope that I don’t because that’s where
I'm gaining some valuable experience and technique in public
speaking.

On the average I spend approximately seventeen hours a
day in my cell. I enjoy the solitude. The only drawback is Emn._
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am unable to get the type of am»&_bm material [ want, and there
is hardly anyone with a level head to talk to.

There are quite a few guys here who write. Seems that
every convict wants to. Some of them have managed to sell a
piece here and there. They have a writers’ workshop which
meets in the library under the wing of our librarian. I've never
had a desire to belong to this workshop, partly because of my
dislike for the attitude of the librarian and partly because of the
phony, funny-style convicts. Mostly, I suppose, it’s because the
members of the workshop are all white and all sick when it
comes to color. They're not all sick, but they’re not for real.
They’re fair-weather types, not even as lukewarm as good
white liberals, and they conform to the Mississippi atmosphere
prevalent here in Folsom. Blacks and whites.do not fraternize
together in comfort here. Harry Golden’s concept of vertical
integration and horizontal segregation about covers it. The
whites want to talk with you out on the yard or at work, stand-
ing up, but they shun you when it comes to sitting down. For
instance, when we line up for chow, the lines leading into the
mess halls are integrated. But once inside the mess hall, blacks
sit at tables by themselves and whites sit with themselves or
with the Mexicans. :

There’s this one Jewish stud out of New York who fell out
of Frisco. He thinks he is another Lenny Bruce. In point of fact
he is funny and very glib, and I dig rapping (talking) with him.
He’s a hype but is very down with the current scene. Says that
he lived in North Beach and all that, and that he has this chick

.iro writes him who is a member of the Du Bois Club in Frisco.

Well, this cat is well read and we exchange reading material.
He says that at home he has every copy of The Realist published
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up to the time of his fall. The Evergreen Review kills him. We
communicate pretty well and I know that stud is not a racist,
but he is a conformist—which in my book is worse, more dan-
gerous, than an out-and-out foe. The other day we were talking
about the Free Speech Movement. He was reading a book by
Paul Goodman, Growing Up Absurd, which he had with him. We
were very hung up talking and then it was time for lunch. We
got in line and continued our conversation. He was trying to
convince me that the whole FSM was predicated on the writ-

ings of Paul Goodman, and that he had heard, with his own

ears, Mario Savio say as much. Then all of a sudden I noticed
this cat grow leery and start looking all around. He made me
nervous. I thought maybe someone was trying to sneak up on
us with a knife or something, When he kept doing this, I asked
him what the fuck was the matter with him. He turned real red
and said that he “just remembered” that he had to talk to an-
other fellow. I dug right away what the kick was, so I said,
“later,” and he split. I'm used to such scenes, having a 400-year
heritage of learning to roll with that type of punch. I saw him
in the mess hall looking very pushed out of shape. I had to
laugh at him. I felt that he was probably thinking that if the
whites put the blacks in the gas chambers they might grab him
too if he was with me. That thought tickled me a little as [
watched him peeping around like a ferret. One of his points of
indignation is that, he says, he will never forgive Israel for kid-
napping and killing Eichmann, and he gets mad at me because I
take Israel’s side, just to keep the conversation alive. Too much
agreement kills a chat. What really bugs him is when [ say that
there are many blacks who, if they were in the position, would
do a little rounding up of the Eichmann types in America. A

few days later he told me, “You saw ﬂ_d.ocmr.gm the other day,
didn’t you?”

*“I see through you every day,” I told him. He looked as if
he expected or wanted me to hit him or something, I told him
that he was good for nothing but to be somebody’s jailhouse
wife and he laughed, then launched into a Lenny Bruce—type
monologue.

My own reaction is to have as little as possible to do with
the whites. I have no respect for a duck who runs up to me on
the yard all vﬂm&?vﬁ_&w and then feels obliged not to sit
down with me. It’s not that I'm dying to sit with him either,
but there is a principle involved which cuts me deeply.

Talk about hypocrisy: you should see the library. We are
allowed to order, from the state library, only non-fiction and
law books. Of the law books, we can only order books contain-

_ ing court opinion. We can get any decision of the California

District Court of Appeals, the California Supreme Court,
nﬁ U.S. District Courts, the Circuit Courts, and the U.s.
Supreme Court. But books of an mu%ﬁmumnowv. nature are pro-

hibited, Many convicts who do not have lawyers are forced to

act in propria persona. They do all right. But it would be much
easier if they could get books that showed them how properly
to plead their cause, how to prepare their petitions and briefs,

This is a perpetual sore point with the Folsom Prison Bar Asso-
ciation, as we call ourselves.

All of the novels one needs to read are unavailable, and the

librarian won’t let you send for them. I asked him once if he
had read a certain book.

“Oh, yes!” he exclaimed.
“What did you think of it?’ I asked.
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“Absolutely marvelous!” he said.

“How about letting me send to the state library for it?” I
asked. :

“No.”

Books that one wants to read—so bad that it is a taste in

-

the mouth, like Calvin C. Hernton’s Sex and Racism in America—
he won't let you have.

“The warden says ‘no sex,’ ”is his perpetual squelch.

There is a book written by a New York judge which gives
case histories of prostitutes. The authors explore why white
prostitutes, some of them from the deepest South, had Ne-
groes for pimps, and I wanted to reread it.

“No sex,” said the librarian. He is indifferent to the fact
that it is a matter of life and death to me! I don’t know how he
justifies this because you can go over to the inmate canteen and
buy all the prurient pot-boiling anti-literature that has ever
been written. But everything that “is happening” today is ver-
boten. I've been dying to read Norman Mailer’s An American
Dream, but that too is prohibited. You can have Reader’s Digest,
but Playboy?—not a chance. I have long wanted to file suit in
Federal Court for the right to receive Playboy magazine. Do
you think Hugh Hefner would finance such an action? I think
some very nice ideas would be liberated.

The library does have a selection of very solid material,
mm.:mm done from ten years ago all the way back to the Bible.
But it is unsatisfactory to a stud who is trying to function in the
last half of the twentieth century. Go down there and try
to find Hemingway, Mailer, Camus, Sartre, Baldwin, Henry
Miller, Terry Southern, Julian Mayfield, Bellow, William Bur-
roughs, Allen Ginsberg, Herbert Gold, Robert Gover, ]. O.

Soul on lIce 71

Killens, etc.—no action. They also have this sick thing going
when it comes to books by and about Negroes. Robert F.
Williams’ book, Negroes with Guns, is not allowed any more, |
ordered it from the state library before it was too popular
around here. I devoured it and let a few friends read it, before
the librarian dug it and put it on the blacklist. Once I ordered
two books from the inmate canteen with my own money.
When they arrived here from the company, the librarian im-
pounded them, placing them on my “property” the same as
they did my notebooks.

I want to devote my time to reading and writing, with
everything else secondary, but I can’t do. that in prison. I have
to keep my eyes open at all times or I won’t make it. There is
w_swmwm some madness going on, and whether: you like it or not
you’re involved. There is no choice in the matter: you cannot
sit and wait for things to come to you. So I engage in all kinds
of petty intrigue which I've found necessary to survival. It con-
sumes a lot of time and energy. But it is necessary.




Initial Reactions on' the
Assassination of Malcolm X

Folsom Prison,
June 19, 1965

unday is Movie Day at Folsom Prison and I was sitting in the

darkened hulk of Mess Hall No. 1—which convicts call
“The Folsom ;mwﬂ.msliwnnrmbm Victor Buono in a movie
called The Strangler, when a convict known as Silly Willie came
over to where I was sitting and whispered into my ear:

“Brother | sent me in to tell you it just came over the TV
that Malcolm X was shot as he addressed a rally in New York.”

For a moment the earth seemed to reel in orbit. The skin
all over my body tightened up. “How bad?” I asked.

“The TV didn’t say,” answered Silly Willie. The distress was
obvious in his voice. “We was around back in Pipe Alley check-
ing TV when a special bulletin came on. All they said was Mal-
colm X was shot and they were rushing him to the hospital.”

“Thanks,” I said to Silly Willie. I felt his reassuring hand on
my shoulder as he faded away in the darkness. For a moment |
pondered whether to go outside and get more information, but
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something made me hang back. I remember distinctly thinking
that I would know soon enough. On the screen before me, Vic-
tor Buono had a woman by the throat and was m.mbmnw:w. chok-
ing the last gasping twitches of life out of her slumping body. 1
was thinking that if Malcolm’s wounds were not too serious,
‘that if he recovered, the shooting might prove to be a blessing
in disguise: it would focus more intensified attention on him
and create a windfall of sympathy and support for him through-
out America’s black ghettos, and so put more power into his
hands. The vcmﬁ.r_.:q‘ﬁrmn the wounds may have been fatal, that
as I sat there Malcolm was lying already dead, was excluded
from my mind. .

After the movie ended, as I filed outside in the long line
of convicts and saw the shocked, wild expression on Brother J’s
face, I still could not believe that Malcolm X was dead. We
mingled in the crowd of convicts milling around in the yard
and were gm&wﬁ&% surrounded by a group of Muslims, all
of whom, like myself, were firm supporters of Malcolm X.
He’s dead, their faces said, although not one of them spoke a

~ word. As we stood there in silence, two Negro inmates walked

by and one of them said to us, “That’s a goddam shame how
they killed that man! Of all people, why'd they kill Malcolm?
Why’n't they kill some of them Cuo_m-ﬂoasmuw m.fs.? | wish
I could get my hands on whoever did it ” And he walked away,
talking and cursing to his buddy. - :

- What does one say to his comrades at the moment when
The Leader falls? All comment seems irrelevant. If the source
of death is so-called natural Causes, or an accident, the reaction
is predictable, a feeling of impotence, humbleness, helplessness
before the forces of the universe. But when the cause of death
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is an assassin’s bullet, the overpowering desire is for vengeance.
One wants to strike out, to kill, crush, destroy, to deliver a
telling counterblow, to inflict upon the enemy a reciprocal,
equivalent loss. But whom does one strike down at such a time
if one happens to be in an anonymous, amorphous crowd of
convicts in Folsom Prison and The Leader lies dead thousands
of miles away across the continent?

“I'm going to my cell,” I told the tight little knot of Mus-
lims. “Allah is the Best Knower. Everything will be made mani-
fest in time. Give it a little time. As-Salaam Aliakum.”

“Wa-Aliakum Salaam,” the Brothers returned the salutation
and we shook hands all around, the double handshake which is
very popular among Muslims in California prisons. (It is so
popular that one sometimes grows weary of shaking hands. If a
Muslim leaves a group for a minute to go get a drink of water,
he is not unlikely to shake hands all around before he leaves and
again when he returns. But no one complains and the convention
is respected as a gesture of unity, brotherly love, and solidarity: :
so meaningful in a situation where Muslims are persecuted and
denied recognition and the right to function as a legitimate
religion.) I headed for my cell. I lived in No. § Building, which
is Folsom’s Honor Unit, reserved for those who have main-
tained a clean record for at least six months. Advantages: a
larger cell, TV every Wednesday, Saturday, and Sunday night,
less custodial supervision, easier ingress and egress. If while
living in the Honor Unit you get into a “beef ” which results in

action against you by the disciplinary committee, one of the
certain penalties is that you are immediately kicked out of
No. 5 Building. :

L e T T e

Soul onm Jce 75

>m~€m=nmm m_cbmn_._mmwmﬂanwno_éma E%om:.:dbmaﬂo
Red, who lived néar me on the tier. :

“I guess you heard about Malcolm?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They say he got wasted.” :

Red, who is white, knew from our many discussions that |
Wwas extremely partial to Malcolm, and he himself, being thor-
oughly alienated from the Status quo, recognized the assassina-
tion for what it was: a negative blow against a positive force.,
Red’s questions were the obvious ones: Who? Why? The ques-
tions were advanced tentatively, cautiously, because of the
treacherous ground he was on: a _.mm-wwmmom“ blue-eyed white
man concerned by an event which so many others greeted with
smiles and sighs. I went into my cell.

Eﬂro:mr I heard it blared over the radio constantly Mnm

: read about it in all the newspapers, days passed during which

my mind continued to reject the fact of Malcolm’s death. [ ex-
isted in a dazed state, wandering in a trance around Folsom,
drifting through the working hours in the prison bakery; and
yet I was keen to observe the effect of the assassination on my
fellow inmates. From most of the whites there was a leer and a
hint of a smile in the eyes. They seemed anxious to see a war
break out between the followers of Elijah and the followers of
Malcolm. ;

There are only a few whites in Folsom with whom 1
would ever discuss the death of Malcolm or anything else be-
sides baseball, or the weather, Many of the Mexican-Americans
were sympathetic, although some of them made a point, when
being observed by whites, of letting drop sly remarks indicat-
ing they were glad Malcolm was gone. Among the Negroes
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' there was mass mourning for Malcolm X. Zowomw talked much

for a few days. The only Negroes who were not indignant were
a few of the Muslims who remained loyal to Elijah Muham-
mad. They interpreted Malcolm’s assassination as the will of
Allah descending upon his head for having gone astray. To
them, it was Divine chastisement and a warning to those

whom Malcolm had tempted. It was not so much Malcolm’s &

death that made them glad; but in their eyes it now scemed
possible to heal the schism in the movement and restore the
monolithic unity of the Nation of Islam, a unity they looked

“back on with some nostalgia.

Many Negro convicts saw Malcolm’s assassination as a his-
toric turning point in black America. Whereas Negroes often

' talk heatedly about wiping out all the so-called Negro leaders
- whom they do not happen to like or agree with, this was the

first significant case of Negro leader-killing that anyone could
remember. What struck me is that the Negro convicts wel-
comed the new era. If a man as valuable to us as Malcolm could
go down, then as far as | was concerned so could any other
man—myself included. Coming a week after the alleged ex-
posé of the alleged plot to dynamite the Statue of Liberty, Wash-
ington Monument, and the Liberty Bell, a plot supposedly
hatched by discontented blacks, the assassination of Malcolm X
had put new ideas in the wind with implications for the future
of black struggle in America. g

I suppose that like many of the brothers and sisters in the
Nation of Islam movement, I also had clung to the hope that,
somehow, the rift between Malcolm X and Elijah Muhammad
would be mended. As long as Brother Malcolm was alive, many
Muslims could maintain this hope, neatly overlooking the in-

———— i e

PTG L Ve o

Soul on lece 77

creasing bitterness of their rivalry. But death made the split fi-
bw_ and sealed it for history. These events caused a profound
personal crisis in my life and beliefs, as it did for other Muslims.
During the bitter time of his suspension and prior to his break
with Elijah Muhammad, we had watched Malcolm X as he
sought frantically to reorient himself and establish a new plat-
form. It was like watching a master do a dance with death on a
?.mvmn.cbm tightrope. He pirouetted, twirled, turned somer-
saults in the air—but he landed firmly on his feet and was off
and running. We watched it all, seeking a cause to condemn

Malcolm X and cast him out of our hearts. We read all the

charges and countercharges. I found Malcolm X blameless.

It had been my experience that the quickest way to be-
come hated by the Muslims was to criticize Elijah' Muhammad
or disagree with something he wrote or said, If Elijah wrote, as
he has done, that the swine is a poison creature composed of
Y4 rat, ¥4 cat, and 14 dog and you attempted to cite scientific
facts to challenge this, you had sinned against the light, that was
all there was to it. How much more unlikely was it, therefore,
that Muslims would stand up and denounce Elijah himself, re-
pudiate his authority and his Hrmowomw. deny his revelation, and
take sides against him, the Messenger of Almighty God Allah?
I never dreamed that someday I would be cast in that hap-
less role.

After Malcolm made his wmmlgmm,w to Mecca, complet-
ing a triumphal tour of Africa and the Near East, m:ﬂnm which
he received the high honors of a visiting dignitary, he returned
to the U.S.A. and set about building his newly founded Organi-
zation of Afro-American Unity. He also established the Muslim
Mosque, Inc., to receive the Muslims he thought would pull
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away from Elijah. The Muslim Mosque would teach Orthodox
Islam, under the direction of Sheikh Ahmed Hassoun from the
Holy City of Mecca. Grand Sheik Muhammad Sarur Al-Sabban,
secretary-general of the Muslim World League, had offered the
services of Sheikh Ahmed, according to the Los Angeles Herald-
Dispatch, to “help Malcolm X in his efforts to correct the dis-
torted image that the religion of Islam has been given by hate
groups in this country.”

I began defending Malcolm X. At a secret meeting of the
Muslims in Folsom, I announced that I was no longer a fol-
lower of Elijah Muhammad, that I was throwing my support
behind Brother Malcolm. I urged everyone there to think the
matter over and make a choice, because it was no longer possi-
ble to ride two horses at the same time. On the wall of my cell
I had a large, framed picture of Elijah Muhammad which I had
had for years. I took it down, destroyed it, and in its place put
up, in the same frame, a beautiful picture of Malcolm X kneel-
ing down in the Muhammad Ali Mosque in Cairo, which I
clipped from the Saturday Evening Post. At first the other Mus-
lims in Folsom denounced me; some I'd known intimately for
years stopped mvmw_abm to me or even _oo_asm at me. When we

~met, they averted their eyes. To them the choice was simple:
Elijah Muhammad is the hand-picked Messenger of Allah, the
instrument of Allah’s Will. All who oppose him are aiding Al-
lah’s enemies, the White Devils, érosmo you choose, God or
the Devil? Malcolm X, in the eyes of Elijah’s followers, had
committed the unforgivable heresy when, changing his views
and abandoning the racist position, he admitted the possibility
of brotherhood between blacks and whites. In a letter sent back
to the U.S. from the Holy Land, Malcolm X had stated:
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You may be shocked by these words coming from me,
but I have always been a man who tries to face facts
and to accept the reality of life as new experiences and
_Sodinh_mn unfold it. The experiences of this pilgrim-
age have taught me much and each hour in the Holy
Land opens my eyes even more. . . . | have eaten from
the same plate with people whose eyes were the bluest
of blue, whose hair was the blondest of blond and
whose skin was the whitest of white . . . and I felt the
sincerity in the words and deeds of these “white” Mus-

lims that I felt among the African Muslims of Nigeria, -
Sudan and Ghana. :

Many of us were shocked and outraged by these words
from Malcolm X, who had been a major influence upon us all
and the main factor in many of our conversions to the Black
Muslims. But there were those of us who were glad to be liber-
ated from the doctrine of hate and racial supremacy. The onus
of teaching racial supremacy and hate, which is the white man’s
burden, is pretty hard to bear. Asked if he would accept whites
as members of his Organization of Afro-American Unity, Mal-
colm said he would accept John Brown if he were around
today—which certainly is setting the standard high.

At the moment I declared myself for Malcolm X, I had
some prestige among the Muslims in the prisons of California,
because of my active role in proselytizing new converts and
campaigning for religious freedom for Muslim convicts, We
sent a vmz.wmn of letters and petitions to the courts, govern-
mental officials, even the United Nations,

After the death of Brother Booker T. X, who was shot




80 Eldridge Cleaver

dead by a San Quentin prison guard, and who at the time had

been my cell partner and the inmate Minister of the Muslims of

San Quentin, my leadership of the Muslims of San Quentin had

been publicly endorsed by Elijah Muhammad’s west coast rep-

resentative, Minister John Shabazz of Muhammad’s Los Angeles

Mosque. This was done because of the explosive conditions in

San Quentin at the time. Muslim officials wanted to avert any

Muslim-initiated violence, which had become a distinct possi-

bility in the aftermath of Brother Booker’s death. I was in-

structed to impose an iron discipline upon the San Quentin
Mosque, which had continued to exist despite the unending ef-

forts of prison authorities to stamp it out. Most of the Muslims
who were in prison during those days have since been released.

I was one of the few remaining and 1 was therefore looked
upon by the other Muslims as one who had sacrificed and in-
vested much in the struggle to advance the teachings of Elijah
Muhammad. For that reason, my defection to Malcolm X
caused a great deal of consternation among the Muslims of Fol-
som. But slowly, Malcolm was getting his machine together
and it was obvious to me that his influence was growing. Negro
inmates who had had reservations about Malcolm while he was
under Elijah’s authority now embraced him, and it was clear
that they accepted Malcolm’s leadership. Negroes whom we
had tried in vain for years to convert to Elijah’s fold now lined
up with enthusiasm behind Malcolm.

I ran a regular public relations campaign for Malcolm in
Folsom. I saw to it that copies of his speeches were made and
circulated among Negro inmates. I never missed a chance to
speak favorably about Malcolm, to quote him, to explain and
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justify what he was trying to do. Soon I had the ear of the Mus.
lims, and it was not _osm before Malcolm had other ardent de-
fenders in Folsom. In a very short time Malcolm became the
hero of the vast majority of Negro inmates. Elijah Muhammad
was quickly wmnon;am irrelevant, passé.

Malcolm X had a special meaning for black convicts. A
former prisoner himself, he had risen from the lowest depths
to great heights. For this reason he was a symbol of hope, a
model for thousands of black convicts who found themselves
trapped in the vicious PPP cycle: vmmcﬂ-v»wo_._n-._uamon. One
thing that the judges, policemen, and administrators of prisons
seem never to have understood, and for which they certainly

| do not make any allowances, is that Negro ,nose.mnﬂmv basically,

rather than see themselves as criminals and perpetrators of
misdeeds, look upon themselves as prisoners of war, the vic-
tims of a vicious, mom-mmﬂ-mom social system that is so heinous as
to cancel out their own malefactions: in the jungle there is no
right or wrong,

Rather than owing and paying a debt to society, Negro
prisoners feel that they are _ummbm abused, that their mg_uimni-
ment is simply another form of the oppression which they have
known all their lives, Negro inmates feel that they are being
robbed, that it is “society” that owes them, that should be pay-
ing them, a debt,

America’s penology does not take this into account. Mal-
colm X did, and black convicts know that the ascension to
power of Malcolm X or a man like him would eventually have
revolutionized penology in America. Malcolm delivered a mer-
ciless and %BE.bm indictment of prevailing penology. It is only

—————
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a matter of time until the question of the prisoner’s debt to

society <oum=m_moamnw.m debt to the prisoner is injected force-

fully into national and state politics, into the civil and human
rights struggle, and into the consciousness of the body 1o=mm.
It is an explosive issue which goes to the very root of America’s
system of justice, the structure of criminal law, the prevailing
beliefs and attitudes toward the convicted felon. While it is
easier to make out a case for black convicts, the same princi-
ples apply to white and Mexican-American convicts as imz...
They too are victimized, albeit a little more subtly, by “society.

When black convicts start demanding a new dispensation and
definition of justice, naturally the white and Mexican-Ameri-
can convicts will demand equality of treatment. Malcolm X
was a focus for these aspirations.

The Black Muslim movement was destroyed the moment
Elijah cracked the whip over Malcolm’s head, because it was
not the Black Muslim movement itself that was so irresistibly
appealing to the true believers. It was the awakening En,o self-
consciousness of twenty million Negroes which was so com-
vm:mbm. Malcolm X articulated their aspirations better than any
other man of our time. When he spoke under the banner of Eli-
jah Muhammad he was irresistible. When he spoke under his
own banner he was still irresistible. If he had become a Quaker,
a Catholic, or a Seventh-Day Adventist, or a Sammy Davis—style
Jew, and if he had continued to give voice to the mute ambi-
tions in the black man’s soul, his message would still have been
triumphant: because what was great was not Malcolm X but
the truth he uttered.

The truth which Malcolm uttered had vanquished the
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whole passel of so-called Negro leaders and spokesmen who
trifle and compromise with the truth in order to curry favor with
the white power structure. He was stopped in the only way such
a man can be stopped, in the same way that the enemies of the
Congolese @mow_m had to stop Lumumba, by the same method
that exploiters, tyrants, and parasitical oppressors have always
crushed the legitimate strivings of people for freedom, justice,
and equality—by murder, assassination, and mad-dog _ucwnrndﬁ

What provoked the assassins to murder? Did it bother

them that Malcolm was elevating our struggle into the interna-
tional arena through his campaign to carry it before the United:
Nations? Well, by murdering him they only hastened the
process, because we certainly are going to take our cause be-
fore a sympathetic world. Did it bother the assassins that Mal-
colm denounced the racist strait-jacket demonology of Elijah
Muhammad? Well, we certainly do denounce it and will con-
tinue to do so. Did it bother the assassins that Malcolm taught
us to defend ourselves? We shall not remain a defenseless prey
to the murderer, to the sniper and the bomber. Insofar as Mal-

colm spoke the truth, the truth will triumph and prevail and

his name shall live; and insofar as those who opposed him lied,

to that extent will their names become curses. Because “truth

crushed to earth shall rise again.”

So now Malcolm is no more. The bootlickers, Uncle
Toms, lackeys, and stooges of the white power structure have
done their best to denigrate Malcolm, to root him out of his
people’s heart, to tarnish his memory. But their million-
worded lies fall on deaf ears. As Ossie Davis so eloquently ex-
pressed it in his immortal eulogy of Malcolm:
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If you knew him you would know why we must honor
ﬂ\\ him: Malcolm was our manhood, our living, black
manhood! This was his meaning to his people. And, in
wosolbm him, we honor the best in ourselves. .
However much we may have differed with him—or
with each other about him and his value as a man, let
his going from us serve only to bring us together, now. |
Consigning these mortal remains to earth, the com- 1 > : .q -—- E =
mon mother of all, secure in the knowledge that what :
we place in the ground is no more now a man—but a
seed—which, after the winter of our discontent will
~ come forth again to meet us. And we will know him
,.\ then.for what he was and is—a Prince—our own

black shining Prince!-—who didn’t hesitate to die, be-
cause he loved us so.

o We shall have our manhood. We shall have it or the earth
\ \, will be leveled by our attempts to gain it.




