BRENT STAPLES

Just Walk On By: A Black Man Ponders
His Power to Alter Public Space

. Chester, Pennsylvania, in 1951, Brent Staples joined the staff of the Ney,
Born;” es in 1985, writing on culture and politics, and he became a member of
-Yorkdiltr:;'rial board in 1990. His columns appear regularly on the paper’s op-eq
i ees Staples has also written a memoir, Parallel Time: Growing Up in Black ang
Elfhgite '(1994), about his escape from the poverty and violence of his childhoog.

Background on racial profiling “Just Walk On By” can be read in the light of
current controversies surrounding racial profiling of criminal suspects, which
occurs, according to the American Civil Liberties Union,“when the police target
someone for investigation on the basis of that person’s race, national origin, or
ethnicity. Examples of profiling are the use of race to determine which drivers
to stop for minor traffic violations (‘driving while black’) and the use of race to
determine which motorists or pedestrians to search for contraband.” Although
law enforcement officials have often denied that they profile criminals solely
on the basis of race, studies have shown a high prevalence of police profiling
directed primarily at African and Hispanic Americans. A number of states have
enacted laws barring racial profiling, and some people have won court settle-
ments when they objected to being interrogated by police solely because of
their race. Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, however, people
of Arab descent have been targets of heightened interest at airports and
elsewhere. In addition, the passage of a strict anti-illegal immigration law in
Arizona in 2010 caused many Hispanics to fear that they would be singled out
for scrutiny solely on the basis of race. (Just before the bill was scheduled to
take effect, a federal judge blocked sections that required police to check
immigration status during traffic violations, detentions, and arrests. The United
States Supreme Court subsequently upheld that portion of the law.) Clearly,
these events have added to the continuing controversy surrounding the
association of criminal behavior with particular ethnic groups.

My ﬁrsF victim was a woman — white, well dressed, probably in her
;;Lr;y twenties. [ came upon her late one evening on a deserted street n
pglveerilslizlzi :ef:iiivelfyéﬁﬂuent neighborhood in an otherwise mean, im-
there seemed to b of Chicago. As I swung onto the avenue behind her
S rgle kto eal d1screet, un1nf1ammatory distance between us. Not SO
et ac EL worr.led glance. To he.r, the youngish black man —a broad

wo 1inches with a beard and billowing hair, both hands shoved into
themgegens -Of = b.ulky military jacket — seemed r;1enacin ly close. After @
few more qulgk glimpses, she picked up her pace and was%,g n rur.mim* in
earnest. Within seconds she disappeared into a cross street & g
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It is not altogether clear to me how I reache_d the' ripe old age oftwen.ty- 73
two without being conscious of the lethality nighttime pedes.trlans attrib-
uted to me. Perhaps it was because in Chester, Pennsylvania, the small, _
angry industrial town where I came of age in the 1960s, I was scarcely
noticeable against a backdrop of gang warfare, street knifings, and mur-
ders. I grew up one of the good boys, had perhaps a half-dozen fist fights.
In retrospect, my shyness of combat has clear sources.

Many things go into the making of a young thug. One of those things 8
is the consummation of the male romance with the power to intimidate.
Aninfanc discovers that random flailings send the baby bottle flying out of |
the crib and crashing to the floor. Delighted, the joyful babe repeats those
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halls, nearly LOILY editor’s door. I had no way of proving who I was. I could
only move br1skly toward the company of someone who knew me.

Another time I was on assignment for a local paper and killing time 1

before an interview. I entered a jewelry store on the city’s affluent Near
North Side. The proprietor excused herselfand returned with an enormous
red Doberman pinscher straining at the end of 4 leash. She stood, the dog
extended toward me, silent to my questions, her eyes bulging nearly out of
her head. I took a cursory look around, nodded, and bade her good night.
Relatively speaking, however, I never fared as badly as another black male
journalist. He went to nearby Waukegan, Illinois, a couple of summers ago
to work on a story about a murderer who was born there. Mistaking the
reporter for the killer, police hauled him from his car at gunpoint and but
for his press credentials would probably have tried to book him. Such epi-
sodes are not uncommon. Black men trade tales like this all the time.

In “My Negro Problem — and Ours,” Podhoretz writes that the ha- 12

tred he feels for blacks makes itself known to him through a variety of
avenues — one being his discomfort with that “special brand of paranoid
touchiness” to which he says blacks are prone. No doubt he is speaking
here of black men. In time, I learned to smother the rage I felt at so often
being taken for a criminal. Not to do so would surely have led to mad-
ness — via that special “paranoid touchiness” that so annoyed Podhoretz at
the time he wrote the essay.

I began to take precautions to make myself less threatening. I move
about with care, particularly late in the evening. I give a wide berth to ner-
vous people on subway platforms during the wee hours, particularly when
I have exchanged business clothes for jeans. If I happen to be entering a
building behind some people who appear skittish, I may walk by, letting
them clear the lobby before I return, so as not to seem to be following them.
[ have been calm and extremely congenial on those rare occasions when I've
been pulled over by the police.

And on late-evening constitutionals along streets less traveled by, I
employ what has proved to be an excellent tension-reducing measure: I
whistle melodies from Beethoven and Vivaldi and the more popular classi-
cal composers. Even steely New Yorkers hunching toward nighttime desti-
nations seem to relax, and occasionally they even join in the tune. Virtually
everybody seems to sense that a mugger wquldn’t bg warbling bright,
Sunny selections from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. It 1s my equivalent of the cow-
bell that hikers wear when they know they are in bear country.
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