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Author’s Note

On a Move is based, in part, on the extensive archives of Louise Africa, LaVerne Africa, and Moe Africa. That includes roughly sixty thousand pages of records, five hundred audiotapes, and one hundred videotapes—all collected and sustained since the MOVE organization’s early ideation in the late 1960s. Additionally, I conducted hundreds of hours of conversations with MOVE members over many years. Some of it is oral history, passed down to me as a child raised in the organization. Some is based on taped conversations. And some of the experience is based on my own memories, including what happened to me personally, what I saw, and what I heard. Numerous newspaper articles and court records housed in the City of Philadelphia were also helpful in corroborating events.

I have changed some names and identifying characteristics to protect the privacy of the individuals involved, and I have reconstructed dialogue, including courtroom testimony, from the sources available to me. In all cases, I have upheld the integrity and truthfulness of this story.




Chapter 1

The Bombing

On Mother’s Day in 1985, the Philadelphia Police Department (PPD) waged war on my family, the MOVE organization. It is the darkest day in modern Philadelphia history. The police dropped a bomb on my home—killing five of my MOVE brothers and sisters, six of my MOVE aunties and uncles, and destroying sixty-one houses. More than 250 of our neighbors were left homeless.

I still remember the black cloud of smoke from the fire above my West Philly block as it stretched across to New Jersey on one side and Delaware on the other.

“Evacuate! Evacuate!” echoed throughout the block.

More than five hundred uniformed officers wrapped in riot gear from head to toe stormed 6221 Osage Avenue around 6:25 a.m.—pounding on doors, spewing commands, and manhandling residents.

“Evacuate!”

Our neighbors, startled, with sleep still in their eyes, awoke to “Leave now!” and “You must evacuate immediately!”

Confused residents quickly rushed out of their homes holding all they could carry. Tow trucks were removing cars, and children scampered and scattered around the cops. Some homeowners and renters paused to demand answers.

“What is happening? Evacuate to where?” they asked. “Where exactly are we supposed to go?”

“Shut the fuck up! Evacuate!” cops spat back. “Evacuate!”

By 7:30 a.m., the PPD had blockaded the community, allowing newly crowned police commissioner Gregore Sambor—a giant, pale, block-headed, ex-military vet—to take center stage with his bullhorn. He screamed, “Attention! This is not a warning! Attention, MOVE! This is America!”

People nearby retreated in fear.

“You must abide by the laws of the American government!”

Me and my big sister Whit watched the scene unfold from my grandma LaVerne’s house on Thirty-Ninth and Reno Streets, which is about four and a half miles away from the house on Osage Avenue that was under siege. But at this moment, just like every other moment, Osage Avenue was precisely where my heart and thoughts resided. It was where Tomaso, Delisha, Little Phil, Tree, Netta, Birdie, and all the other MOVE kids and I would run and hug and hide and fight and cry and make up and fight again and play and laugh until our stomachs ached, and learn and eat well and love hard. I wasn’t living at Osage, but that was a part of me just as I was a part of it.

“What are those people doing?” I asked the room of frantic adults who’d gathered in LaVerne’s living room. “Why are they towing cars? What’s happening? I’m scared.”

“Hush, Kita, hush!” LaVerne said, using a shortened version of the family nickname, Makita, that I share with my father.

LaVerne held a finger close to her mouth, as she drank in the news story. “I’m as confused as you are.” She didn’t say it, but I could tell she was just as scared as I was.

The sun typically gets an early start in May. Yet it was very dark out. The streetlamps clashed with the police lights on our TV screen, causing an identical glare on every local channel, where local reporters covering the story all wore the same look of disbelief on their faces.

We watched as the police sealed Osage Avenue on both ends with their trucks, paddy wagons, and tanks—as if our residential neighborhood was a foreign nation they were invading. Those tanks were full of cops hopping out and dashing in every direction across our television screen. We saw cops climbing onto the roofs with rifles on their backs; cops tucked off to the side with their pistols drawn; cops who didn’t want to be caught on camera, waving off reporters; cops in huddles; angry cops; laughing cops; and, sadly, cops with their machine guns and pistols trained on Osage at every angle.

With teary eyes, LaVerne grabbed her things and rushed toward the front door.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“Osage,” she said. She didn’t look back.

The siege on Osage Avenue wasn’t the first confrontation between MOVE and the PPD. Seven years earlier, in 1978, they attempted to evict MOVE from the original headquarters, located in the Powelton Village section of West Philly. When MOVE refused to submit to PPD demands, police called in the fire department to flush them out. Firefighters shot four high-pressure fire hoses at MOVE’s house; the kind of hoses that shoot water strong enough to snap bones, crumble bricks, and debilitate building structures. Those hoses aren’t supposed to be sprayed anywhere near people, which was excellent for the PPD because they didn’t see MOVE members as people worth caring about. MOVE had been under attack by Philly police for years. To understand why the attacks happened, you have to understand my great-uncle John Africa.




Chapter 2

The Origin of John Africa

Vincent Lopez Leaphart was the fourth of ten children. He was born on July 26, 1931. His family and close friends affectionately called him Benny—a play on the diminutive for “Vincent” that swapped out the V for B. The Leapharts lived in Mantua, a small neighborhood in West Philly. In the early 1900s, the neighborhood was full of white residents, but the Leapharts were part of a wave of African American families moving into the area. They were fleeing racial violence in the south that gave our family a German name and nearly white skin.

Benny’s father, Frederick Eugene Leaphart, worked as a handyman, while his mother, Lennie Mae, had the more difficult job of raising their ten children.

Back in the 1930s, modern technology was a wood-burning stove to cook the food and heat the house. A washing machine was a scrub board and a wringer that you had to hand-crank to ring the excess water out before hanging the laundry on a clothesline to dry. And a refrigerator was a block of ice that an iceman delivered. Cooking for a family of twelve was no easy feat. Cooking for a family of twelve after chopping wood and lighting the fire while washing clothes on a scrub board was next-level difficult.

Lennie Mae was used to hard work, though. She spent most of her childhood helping her parents with all the household duties. Part of her dream for a better life when she left the south was to earn money outside of the home. So when she had her own family, she taught her older children to help the younger ones, and she got a job making beds and cleaning rooms in Atlantic City hotels. The hotels she worked in were more modern than her West Philly home. Exposure to air-conditioning that piped through the ventilation system in the building had a bad effect on her body chemistry. In September 1950 she fell ill with pneumonia, and at just forty-two years old she suddenly died.

The loss of Lennie Mae left a deep hole in the family. Benny was especially close to his mother. He spent a lot of time with her, especially when he was a young child struggling in school with a learning disability. Benny complained that he would immediately get a migraine when he saw mathematical equations. The school tried to help him with this, but he was determined not to learn what he felt was hurting him physically. So Benny was sent to a school for slow learners. That didn’t help much. By fourteen or so, he was done with school for good, finishing at a third-grade reading level.

Because of his school issues, and being one of the older children in the Leaphart home, Benny spent a lot of time with his mother, helping her with chores and with the younger children. Her death left him very angry. In conversations with his family, he vented his frustrations about the hospital she died in. He believed that if his mother had been a white woman the hospital would have done more to save her. Considering the hostility toward Black people that was common and overt at the time, he might’ve been right.

That same year, in 1950, the United States went to war with Korea, sending nearly two million Americans to fight. A year later, when Benny was twenty years old, he was drafted to serve in an infantry unit in the army.

What happened in Korea changed Benny forever. He was already a skeptic of institutions because of what happened to his mother. After what Benny saw in the war, his skepticism only deepened. He felt that the American government’s practice of legalized murder was still criminal behavior. Benny had grown to know and care for so many soldiers, including some of the South Korean soldiers, who were their allies. One time the Korean soldiers “captured” him and took him back to their camp because they thought he was one of them. It sounds crazy, but because of Benny’s Native American ancestry, his race could be difficult to determine, especially when he was covered in military gear and battlefield grime.

Benny lived among the Koreans long enough to learn some of the language and to get to know the people. Watching the Koreans get shot down and blown to pieces was hard for him to take.

Aside from the people who were meaninglessly killed, the destruction of plant life and animal life was also overwhelmingly traumatizing for Benny. Rivers that were drinkable one day were contaminated by bombs and shrapnel the next day. Animals that were unable to escape a forest that the army set ablaze were charred to ash. The mountains, which Benny summited and where he felt closest to God, were bombed to smithereens. American soldiers launched bomb after bomb, shot bullet after bullet, and at no point did the death of any soldier from either side make any sense to Benny. For him, the real enemy was the US government, for invading Korea and tricking people into believing the invasion was a righteous thing to do. He quickly grew to believe that the true enemy was not who he was told to believe it was.

Benny served four years in the army and left with an honorable discharge. He stayed as long as he did only because his siblings needed money. After his mother died, his father was a broken man, unable to work and care for the family. Philadelphia’s Family Court was going to split up the remaining four or five underage Leaphart children and move them to group homes. Benny, along with his brothers Fonnie and Marvin and their big sister Louise, wasn’t having it. The brothers relied on their income from the military to help provide for the younger siblings. Louise got a job with Bell Telephone as a switchboard operator. They all held their jobs until the kids were old enough to be left alone by the courts.

When Benny returned from the war, he caught the eye of Dorothy Clark, who everybody called Dotty. She lived a few neighborhoods over from the Leaphart residence.

Dotty and Benny first met in the summer of 1953 and were married by March 1954. They had a strained love because they both wanted children but couldn’t conceive. Throughout their marriage they had numerous miscarriages and false-positive pregnancies. As two people who deeply loved children, having none of their own drove a sadness between them and eventually, after nearly twenty years together, a permanent separation. Dotty was forever linked to our family, though. I remember her even in her later years bringing me and other children to her house for weekend visits. She was one of the most decent, polite, and warm human beings I ever met.

To financially support them after his military service, Benny worked as a drummer with a jazz band that toured nationally. He’d grown up about a mile away from where jazz great John Coltrane lived, and spent a lot of time in Fairmount Park directly across the street from Coltrane’s house. Benny loved that park. It was where he got to convene with nature.

Already, Benny was showing a strong interest in animals, plants, landscapes, getting his hands in the dirt, and building things. He learned about craftsmanship from his father. And it came in handy. When his siblings couldn’t afford furniture, Benny used salvaged lumber to build pieces so fine that people were shocked it didn’t come from a furniture store.

As a drummer, though, Benny couldn’t have been further away from the furniture making he loved. He was in New York City a lot, or on the road, playing with jazz musician Ornette Coleman. He sent money home whenever his family needed it. In times of distress, they knew they could check the mailbox to find a letter and some cash that Benny had earned from playing. He always helped as much as he could.

While touring, Benny was also educating himself about global politics and activism. Having seen America with a clearer and broader lens, as a son and as a soldier, he believed that it was America’s structural system and warped priorities around war, health, and the environment that led to millions of senseless deaths, including his mother’s.

The government that was supposed to protect people, Benny observed, was the same government that turned a blind eye to racism, classism, and sexism. Benny came to believe that the United States government made people ill. He learned that the same government he risked his life for also took bribes from industrialists who created life-threatening products. For Benny, the culprit for all of life’s suffering—be it animal life, plant life, or human life—was the government. He believed this to be true, from the most gigantic oil-spilling sea tanker to what seemed like a simple or an innocent product, like a plastic comb.

Benny’s transformation from Average Joe Black American to Revolutionary was a slow progression. First it was his mom’s death, then the Korean War. The civil rights movement made an impact, as well. Benny studied and drew inspiration from many leaders, especially Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

Benny watched Dr. King and felt that his message of peace and love resonated with all the feelings he already had inside of himself. Still, he had a few significant criticisms.

Dr. King was a God-fearing, Christian man, but Benny felt that he was a masochist. The idea of not fighting your enemy back after they attacked you was a massive turnoff for Benny. Civil disobedience, as taught and preached by Henry David Thoreau, Mahatma Mohandas Gandhi, and then Dr. King, basically instructed people in search of liberation to fight their enemies with a cocktail of love, kindness, and hugs instead of punches. Benny’s beliefs were rooted in love like Dr. King, but Benny was not a pacifist. He was not about to pray and wish you well if you were beating him with a nightstick or a baseball bat.

Dr. King once said, “We shall match your capacity to inflict suffering by our capacity to endure suffering. We will meet your physical force with soul force. Do to us what you will, and we will still love you, but be assured that we’ll wear you down with our capacity to suffer.”

That sounded like a joke to Benny. Remember, he served in the military and grew up in West Philly. As a kid, I heard the story from one of my aunts about a day when Benny was strolling through Powelton Village. A couple of white K9 cops on the beat were bored and decided to step to Benny.

“What are you doing out here?” hissed one of the officers. “I’ll pull those dogs out the car and sic them on you, boy!”

Benny glanced at the patrol car and saw two caged dogs growling, foaming at the mouth, and moving enough to shake the car.

“Now I love dogs, but if you want to keep them dogs, you better keep them in that cage,” Benny told the cops. “If your dog acts like a monster and attacks me, I’ll treat him like the monster that he is.”

That sums up Benny’s mentality in a nutshell. He wasn’t looking for trouble, but the man surely wasn’t turning any down. He believed in the first rule of nature: self-preservation. To Benny, allowing your enemy to slap you, spit on you, or sic their dogs on you was absolutely a no-go. Further, Benny felt that Dr. King’s pacifism incited more violence, which went against the reason for his protests in the first place. Allowing your enemies to slap you was not the path to earning respect. You couldn’t be slapped into a space of equality. You had to fight for it.

Benny also felt people needed clarification about the difference between nonviolence and self-defense. Nonviolence does not eliminate one from practicing self-defense, Benny liked to say. All life defends itself. Lions protect themselves against enemies. Gorillas will pound on their chests and beat the hell out of somebody. Even plant life defends itself and has different mechanisms to continue procreation and self-preservation. Yet Benny believed that Dr. King’s commitment to pacifism was unhelpfully misunderstood as being peaceful to the point of allowing brutality.

Another tidbit of disillusionment for Benny was Dr. King’s marital infidelity. Rumors about Dr. King’s affairs had been circulating throughout activist communities for years. It bothered Benny. A man should fight for his people, with the only reward being liberation—not sexual pleasures.

As Benny’s journey as a revolutionary progressed, he started to question everything he was taught about the way people are “supposed” to live. He especially developed a deep resentment for Christianity. Christianity was the strongest tool used for maintaining slavery in America. Enslaved people’s ancestral religions were beaten out of them and they were taught Christianity in its place. Benny considered that psychological warfare. He also felt that praising a God that you cannot see was senseless. This questioning of the Christian religion made it even harder for Benny to follow people like Dr. King, Ralph Abernathy, and other heralded Christian leaders of that time. It also made room for Benny to begin giving serious thought to his own approach to revolution.

Initially Benny wasn’t planning to spearhead a movement. He just wanted to be a part of one. Fighting injustice takes hard work, and in order to make the most powerful impact for people’s freedom, the leader needed to be strong-minded, strong-willed, and unimpeachable.

Benny researched Elijah Muhammad and the Nation of Islam. He loved the Nation, Minister Louis Farrakhan, and the powerful, dynamic sermons by Malcolm X. He further appreciated the Nation’s mission to teach Black people a thorough knowledge of their history. However, Benny couldn’t get past how Elijah Muhammad was able to live like a king while so many of his followers lived like peasants. Why did these so-called leaders get fancy meals, extravagant mansions, and special treatment while the followers were forced to survive living off sales of bean pies and the Muhammad Speaks newspaper?

Benny’s thoughts and feelings would be fully vindicated later on, when Malcolm X began having the same issues with Elijah Muhammad and the Nation in general.

As Benny observed these other organizations, groups, and ideas, he noticed that none of them led with the understanding that all life is from one God. If people can be shackled and enslaved, so can animals. If animals can be bartered, so can water. All life is endangered by the same system. For Benny, there was not nearly enough emphasis on this fact.

Benny believed that all life is important and needs to be seen as equally important. Dr. King was fighting for civil rights and racial integration for people. Malcolm X and the Nation were fighting for the Black community. But who was fighting for the lions locked in cages at the zoo? Who was fighting for the tigers forced to jump through rings of fire in the circus? Who was fighting for the whales whose ocean waters were being polluted by the shipping industry? Who was fighting for the mountains blasted to bits by industrial miners? Benny saw that some groups fought for people but didn’t fight for the environment. Some groups fought for the environment but didn’t fight for people. Some groups fought for Blacks but not Asians. Benny was clear that all the fights had to be linked. If the air, water, and soil are polluted, then the people will be polluted as well. If the environment’s polluted, in general, then everything will suffer. So everything had to be fought for together, totally—as one. It was what Christianity, Islam, and every other religion should’ve been, but clearly weren’t.

Benny didn’t blame America only. People all over the world had been systematically indoctrinated into a society based on exploitation and plunder, and they were conditioned to protect and perpetuate the very way of life that was keeping them down. He saw a sick cycle in place that imbued people with a love for things that were not natural and a resistance to what was natural. Benny called this phenomenon the reform world system, or the System for short.

According to Benny, any country that embraced big industry, technology, and science instead of living in a natural and organic way would face the same problems. Water is natural, the air is natural, naturally grown fruits and vegetables are natural. Technology and computers are not. Their creation and usage pollute the planet. Benny believed that the System was the cause of every problem that existed. Homelessness, extortion, corruption, murder, rape, prostitution, drug addiction, and war. Every problem. And Benny felt that there was only one solution to these problems: a true revolution.

With a tidal wave of insight and crystal-clear clarity, Benny felt he had his answer. He believed that the entire System needed to be destroyed, and that the only way to destroy it was to detach oneself from the trained addictions of the System and to embrace Mother Nature, who is the god of life. Benny referred to Mother Nature as Mama. He had a very personal connection to Mama and eventually encouraged others to connect themselves to her and to call her Mama, too. He believed that an acknowledgment of Mother Nature’s power was the right mindset for destroying the System and healing the world.

Benny thought that to destroy the System, people needed to take the same type of approach that the System was taking to kill, enslave, and addict them. He would say things like:

“All of life is threatened because of the presence of this system.”

“You need to be forceful to fight this system.”

“We need to fight this system with everything we’ve got.”

“We need to reject this system and everything about it.”

“We need to eat the food that life gives us, not the poison that the System gives.”

“We need to be strong like animals and not weak like how people have become.”

“We need clean air, not polluted air. We need pure water, not poisoned water.”

Benny wanted to get all this down on paper to spread his message further. His writing skills were subpar because of his stunted formal education, so he called on his many nieces, nephews, and siblings, and a few friends to help him compose his ideas and beliefs. This went on for years. Day after day, weekend after weekend, Benny dictated his thoughts about the System, his methods for combating it, and more. When he was finished, Benny had more than six hundred pages. He called it “The Analytical Book of Life.” It detailed his mission, which he called his “work.” From his writings: “My work is to show people how corrupt, rotten, and criminally enslaving the System is. My work is not done till all violations are put in the ground, processed, and cleaned up. I mean to do this, and ain’t nobody gon’ stop me.”

After a couple of years of writing, constant thinking on his beliefs, and then years away on the road, Benny reemerged with a new name: John Africa.




Chapter 3

The Birth of MOVE

Benny’s marriage to Dotty was nearing its end. He hadn’t seen his family in a couple of years. His playing in the jazz band had kept him traveling around. He resurfaced with a phone call to his big sister Louise in 1972. “Hey, babe. How you doing, babe?”

“Benny?!” my great-aunt Louise said. Louise was a tiny woman. She stood four foot eleven and had a thin build of maybe a hundred pounds on a heavy day. She had a light-skinned complexion and the iconic afro that Black people wore in the 1960s and 1970s. Louise was a very principled person and she knew it. Her clarity of who she was made her feel comfortable being stubborn about things Benny strongly believed. She was not gullible or flighty. Like iron, her resolve had been forged by fire. If she stood by something, it was because it proved itself to be trustworthy. Everyone knew it took a miracle to change Louise’s mind when it was about something she really believed in. She and her brother were close. He was happy to hear her voice after such a long time.

“Yeah, Louise! Yeah, babe! It’s me!”

“Benny!” Louise said, all excited. “I spoke to Daddy today, and he told me you wrote a book. And he said it was good, too. In his words, he said you ‘defied logic.’”

“Yeah, babe, I’m working hard to fight this system. And guess what else, my book is being taught three nights a week at community college. You gotta check it out.”

Like Benny, Louise didn’t like the way the System functioned. But she still believed it could be made into a better system for Black people with enough effort. She believed that as long as you worked hard and did what you were supposed to do, there was no way you could go wrong. And for the most part, that was the way her life was playing out. Louise came from the same ghetto Benny came from, the same house. But with hard work and dedication, she moved up the ladder. She earned herself the ideal American life. She got married to the love of her life, had a son who was a straight-A student, and bought a house on Osage Avenue that was as far from the bottom of West Philly as it could be. In fact, if she went across the street, she’d be in Cobbs Creek Park, which separates Philadelphia from the fancy suburbs. Louise was proud of her life, her family, and all her achievements.

She knew Benny was a hard worker, so she was proud to hear about him excelling. What shocked Louise was that her little brother, who could barely read or write, wrote a book.

“Okay, so what’s it about?” she asked. “Dad said you covered many topics, but what’s the book really about?”

Benny was tripping over his words, he was so eager to explain. “Oh yeah, I talked about the System and how it imposes on everyone, all life, all forms of life. The System uses school to make us obedient. They used processed food to make us weak. They use religion to subdue us.”

“Religion? Wait, Benny,” Louise said. “Wait, wait. Did you mess with my God in your book? Did you mess with my God?”

Louise was an old-school Baptist just like Dr. King and Coretta Scott. In fact, some of her early activism included corresponding with Coretta Scott King to support making MLK Day a national holiday. Louise told me that one of her greatest memories was taking her son Frank, when he was still in grade school, to hear Dr. King speak in Philly in 1965. She adored church, attended services all her life, and decorated her house with lights and angels every Christmas. Now Benny was about to insult her God.

To Louise, her religion was just like her job: do the right things and it will serve you well. She was one of those old-fashioned people who never liked to try new things as long as the old things worked. She was always talking about how old cars were made better than the new ones. The old skates rolled better than the new ones. She would never start using something new unless the old one was discontinued. She was the same with religion. Her belief in the Bible was a staple in her family. There was community, love, and understanding. And if you followed up your prayers with a good heart, your prayers would be answered.

Benny paused, recognizing the waters he was stepping into. “Yeah, babe, he’s gone. Your God is gone.”

“Then I’m gone.” Louise hung up the phone. She didn’t plan to speak to Benny again unless he showed respect to her beloved Jesus.

But a few weeks later, the house across the street from Louise’s, also on Osage Avenue, burst into flames. Louise was sitting at her kitchen table when she noticed smoke dancing around different sections of that house. Screaming fire engines immediately followed a strong burning smell. Louise ran to the window and saw a collection of trucks carrying fire hoses and battling a ferocious blaze.

She knew that three latchkey kids were normally inside. They were friends with Frank, and all around thirteen or fourteen years old. Their parents worked overnight, so to keep their kids off the street and away from trouble, they locked them in the house with a double-keyed deadbolt.

Other neighbors saw the fire and knew the kids were trapped inside, too. It was an unthinkable scenario. Louise saw hands from inside banging on the windows. She couldn’t bear to watch. But God. Louise had God.

She ran into her kitchen, dropped down on both knees, and reached both hands to the sky. “Father God in the name of Jesus, please don’t let them kids die in that house,” Louise begged. “Lord, please bless the hands of the firefighters to get in there and rescue them babies. Lord, please let them find a way out, safe and sound. Keep the smoke and the flames at bay. Let the water do its job. Let the kids come out safely. Father please, don’t let them kids die in that house. Don’t let Frank’s friends die. Don’t let that mother and father come home to three less children. Lord, please!”

Louise’s face was soaked in her own tears. She was scared and continued to pray—for the parents, for the children, and for Frank, who was looking on. Her final words to her God were, “If you let them kids die in that fire, you and I are through.”

The three children all died in the fire. When she went outside, Louise saw them being carried out in body bags. Her devastation was total. How could such a thing happen? How could God let that happen? Something in Louise that she thought was solid as rock suddenly felt muddy.

Bewildered and probably a bit in shock, she grabbed Frank and walked past the fire trucks and all the commotion. She started walking and crying with Frank, landing six miles away at Benny’s house.

Benny was carrying some wood into the house just then, to do some building. He spotted his sister in disarray, tossed the wood to the side, and ran toward her. “What’s wrong, babe? What’s wrong?”

Normally a mouthy person, Louise was silent.

Benny scooped her up and carried her over to the porch, where he sat her down and wrapped his arms around her small, trembling body. The two sat in silence until Louise parted her lips and told her brother what happened.

When she finished, she asked, “What did you say about that God?”

“I said he’s gone,” Benny answered.

“Yeah. He is,” Louise replied. “Tell me more about what you believe.”

Benny encouraged Louise to take some time to adjust before he heaped a bunch of new ideas on her. After a few months she was ready to listen. By that time, Benny’s appearance had changed. He had strange, antenna-looking hair protruding from all over his head.

“Benny, what is that on your head?” Louise asked.

“These are locs,” he explained. “It is obstinate to comb your hair when nature guides it to lock. Natural living is where we gotta get back to, babe.

“Just look how we live,” Benny continued, meaning all of society. “This unnatural world ain’t good for nobody, including the people that created it and keep it going. The System created this idea and uses religion to control people. But the only true god is nature. And the example of how we should be living is found in the example of wild animals that don’t violate nature’s course. Wild animals that have never been imposed on by the System follow the natural laws, not the System.

“You don’t see whales praying to a fucking book. You don’t see tigers going to no church. Only people. Only humans pray to this God that they say is merciful and great. But it’s all designed to control people’s minds, to keep people obedient and locked into a system. Religion ain’t even natural.”

Louise was trying to pay attention to Benny, trying to keep up. But she was stuck staring at his uncombed hair. Benny used to be a fly dresser with tailored suits and the neatest hair in the Leaphart family. The transformation to locs was too stark not to stare. Benny noticed but didn’t comment. He knew why she was staring, and it wasn’t unusual. In 1972 locs were not popular. Bob Marley wasn’t an international star yet. Most people in Philly had never seen them before.

Benny began to make regular trips over to his sister’s house to continue explaining his book and his new beliefs about religion and natural law. Louise transformed from a person who wasn’t willing to listen to her brother at all to being open to his ideas and practices. Finally, he thought she was ready to hear about the next phase of his movement-building.

Around then, Benny visited her with a man named Donald Glassey. Benny and Don lived on the same street and were neighbors. Don was average-looking in every way. About five nine and 150 pounds, with a touch of male-pattern baldness. He was an Honest Abe–looking type of white dude with a big heart and a strong interest in dispelling the myth that whites and Blacks couldn’t work together. And he loved Black culture. Don had a Black girlfriend named Marie. They had a daughter together.

Don was the type of white dude that hung out with Rastafarians in Jamaica and bought marijuana by the pound. He once was detained for suspicion of drug smuggling. He was committed to shedding the white’s man reputation of speaking with a forked tongue and backstabbing, and he was all-in with supporting justice for Black people.

Don loved Benny and his ideas, and he was one of the people who helped Benny get “The Analytical Book of Life” down on paper. That was also how it ended up in a classroom at Philadelphia’s community college. Don was a sociology professor there and was happy to teach Benny’s writings to anyone who showed up.

Don was also key with Louise. She was enthused to see a white man partner with a Black man in the name of change. The wounds from Dr. King’s assassination four years prior were still raw. Little more than a decade earlier, Ruby Bridges was the first Black person to integrate an elementary school in the south. More and more, Black people and white people were starting to come together to champion equality and real justice. To Louise, whites and Blacks putting their heads together and creating ways to make a change seemed like the best idea ever thought up for Black people’s liberation and equality.

Louise looked at Don and Benny. “Did he help you write your book?” she asked Benny enthusiastically.

But Benny thought she was being skeptical and was insulted. He pointed at Don and snarled, “No! He didn’t write anything! He didn’t conjure one word! He took dictation from me, and he put that down on the paper. He took the words I gave him, but he didn’t write or develop any of this stuff. A Black man wrote this! I wrote this!”

Louise realized her blunder. “Benny, I wasn’t trying to upset you. It’s just—”

Benny cut in. “That’s exactly why I changed my name to John Africa.”

Louise moved to speak. “What?! I’d heard something about this. I’ve been wondering about it. Why did you change your name? And why to ‘John Africa’?”

“Because Leaphart is a German name. And before long, once my message spreads into the world, people will try to say a German was responsible for this information. Fuck that shit. I know people will try to give a white man the credit for my work, just like they did Jesus Christ. All that suffering, torture, and eventual crucifixion, and the same system that murdered him took his message and his image and made it into some unrecognizable white motherfucker that they use to subdue and control every fucking body.”

Don and Louise watched in silence with their mouths hanging open as Benny continued his rant.

“They did the same thing to Beethoven. They took the brilliance of this man and then gave credit to a white face. Before you know it, they’re going to do the same thing with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., if we let ’em. Every Black prophet, every Black messiah, every Black man that wields power and influence, the System wants to take him down. Because finally, they want to take down the Black man, period. Because finally, they want to destroy all life, period.”

“All I did was write down what he told me to write down,” Don confirmed. He held Benny’s book up in the air. “These are all his ideas.”

Louise spoke again, more cautiously. “Okay, so I get the Africa part of your name. Why the John part?”

“Because ‘John’ means ‘graced by God,’” Benny replied, calmer now. “And the information that I’m delivering is most certainly godly. What could be more godly than the water? What could be more godly than the air? What could be more godly than the earth, children, the animals, life? And if these things are godly, then what could be more devilish than a motherfucker that supports a system designed to weaken and destroy these godly creations? My job as John Africa is to use what I can to direct the people to the natural way of life that is secure, healthy, and strong, and away from the unnatural, reformed world system that got everything fucked up. Long live John Africa!”

Louise wasn’t sure what to say. She’d only ever known her brother as Benny. Nobody even called him Vincent, his actual first name. He was throwing a lot of new information at her. But I knew this woman personally. And I can imagine that she probably had a ton of thoughts that she was reserving for later, when Benny was less worked up. There was so much he was saying—including about religion—that would have given her pause.

In the end, it didn’t matter. No one ever called Benny by the name John Africa, and he never told or encouraged anyone to. John Africa was more like his pen name. Anytime he dictated his thoughts and had them written down, it was with the name John Africa. He wanted Africa to get the credit.

Louise was trying to make sense of this new information from her brother.

“So, Benny,” she began, “if you know white people did these horrible things, and you’re saying they did them, why would you have a white man with you? Why even allow white people near your ideas?”

“Because this is a strategic revolution. Don can get into places that my Black presence can’t,” Benny answered. “He can speak to people that won’t even listen to a Black man. But if we are to make these changes in the world, it ain’t only Black people that need to change. These white motherfuckers definitely need to change, too.”

Benny believed that revolution was like fighting an adversary who is heavily armed. You can’t expect to match the enemy’s firepower. So strategically, you must create situations that would make the enemy shoot themselves and one another instead of you. Benny believed Don could help with that.

Louise had known her brother as a sweet, kind, mild-mannered person, but now he had completely morphed into a fighter. Despite her concerns, though, her curiosity was piqued. “Okay, okay. What else is in the book?”

“Babe, the book is about the movement,” Benny said, pounding his fist into his hand. “The movement of life. Because the true sign of freedom in life is movement. The enslavement of life is stagnation. The animals on the plains in Africa are free when they’re free to move. The animals trapped in a zoo are not free; therefore, they stagnate. Running water in a stream is free, but still water becomes stagnant. There are children that roam free, but then there are children who are trapped in a fucking classroom—their energy is stifled.

“People are weaker now than they ever were before. Look at these crazy motherfuckers out here doing all this crazy shit. God gave women every muscle they need to have a baby, and the System convinced women that the muscles God gave them are inferior to the speculum the doctors use to pry them open. People are more confused than ever before. Women have been having babies naturally in their homes since women and babies existed. Now, in the last fifty years every woman that gets pregnant automatically thinks she needs a hospital to give birth. It’s the biggest scam in the world. Natural law is the only correct law to live by, and babe, let me tell ya, when women get into what I’ve written”—Benny pointed at the book in Don’s hand—“they will have their babies at home just like they are supposed to.

“There’s a System that’s standing in the way of people living according to natural law, this fucked up System. There’s also only one solution to this problem, destroy this whole fucking System so we can be free. We need to be free; the only way we can be free is to move. Destroy this fucking System so we can move.

“And that’s what the fuck I’m going to do,” Benny explained. “My book is nothing more than guidelines, the wisdom of life, the truth. And I know people will try to dispute it, but they’ll all fail. Because you can’t live without water, so why the fuck would you poison it? You can’t live without air, so why the fuck would you pollute it? You can’t live without soil, so why the fuck would you contaminate it with goddamn pollution, with pesticides?”

Benny explained how the System violated people and animals and nature every day. And because the System was made up of people, then those idiots were voluntarily violating themselves, and their families.

“The people that run the System don’t have any respect for their own children. So how the fuck can they care about a poor Black man from the bottom of West Philly? How can they care about the poor Africans in the jungles?”

The love and care, and the fact that Benny showed the strong passion he displayed in Louise’s living room on that day, was the beginning of MOVE as an organization. Louise didn’t fully understand her brother anymore, but she knew his words felt right—and whatever he was building, she wanted to be a part of it. Her teenage son, Frank, listened in as Benny spoke. Before the conversation was over, Frank had already thrown away his comb and decided that he wanted to be a part of whatever his uncle Benny was doing, too.

Louise and Frank were not alone. Benny attracted a wide range of members and close supporters to MOVE, as he preached about the ills of the System from his home on Pearl Street in West Philly. Most of the original MOVE members were people who were from the Powelton Village area or were not far from where Benny grew up in the Mantua neighborhood, like Delbert, Janet, Janine, Merle, and Rhonda. Before long there were Red, Dirty Mark, Andy, Sam, Greg, Bob Moses. Jerome and Eddie were brothers, and Conrad was their cousin. Their grandmother lived on Pearl Street near Benny. They had heard this man had conceived a new way of life and could answer the serious problems they faced, and they approached him to see if that was true. Raymond, one of Benny’s jazz band buddies, joined early on. Don was MOVE’s first white member.

Moe, Big Jerry, and a guy named Will Smith (not that Will Smith) were three of Don’s community college students. They got turned on to MOVE from Don’s class readings and the discussions that followed. Phil was a gangster with a hairpin trigger temper that could easily result in him whipping somebody’s ass, or worse. Phil had dark skin, thick locs of hair and one central incisor missing. Bert, Sue, Consuewella, DeeDee, Sandra, Cheryl, Lamont, Shongo, Steve Grossey, and Ray—every MOVE member had a different but important reason for joining MOVE. Big Jerry was a hulking, six-foot-five college football player about to turn pro, but he still felt dissatisfied with his life.

Conrad and Delbert couldn’t find a better life in the military even though they risked their lives for the military. Delbert and Moe had physical health issues from separate car accidents that left them both physically impaired. The accident Delbert was in left him nearly paralyzed and with eight plastic rib replacements. Moe’s back was broken; when he leaned over to tie his shoes, the pain was so sharp he would pee on himself. Benny encouraged Moe and Delbert to eat healthy and do plenty of yoga stretches and exercises, and he helped them heal to the point where they could run every day, box, scrub cars at MOVE’s car wash, and do thousands of push-ups in a day.

Merle came from a very abusive home. When she was a teenager, she got pregnant twice, and both times she was forced by her parents to get backdoor abortions. The second abortion was botched, and it left her with debilitating boils and tumors inside her body. Benny gave her some dietary advice and some exercises to do; eventually her pain went away and she got better.

Some members had health issues and joined because Benny had cures for their ailments. Others had drug addictions, and Benny cleaned them up. They were using drugs as an escape from reality. But Benny breathed so much hope and love into their hearts that they didn’t want to escape their new reality. Some of the women had fertility issues. Benny gave them and their husbands specific diets and exercises. Before long, babies were coming. And people came around to eat the unlimited supply of food. The reasons people joined MOVE varied widely, but each reason was respected.

Within two years, the organization expanded from a conversation Benny was having in Louise’s living room to having more than fifty members. In the beginning, it was called the Movement, for the activities popular among the members, such as running dogs, washing cars, and protesting against establishments that abused animals and people. From common conversation, the group’s name got shortened to MOVE, which was still fitting. MOVE’s belief was rooted in the constant movement of all living things. Governmental systems created impositions on life. And if not stopped, the System would destroy all of life. MOVE’s aim was to preserve life—and so to be doing good, you had to be on a move.

MOVE was run sort of like a socialist group where everyone contributed to the well-being of the overall. Benny rented a house at Thirty-Third and Pearl Streets. Don owned a house on the corner of the same street. Don’s house was a three-story, six-bedroom, Victorian-styled, redbrick house. Because Don had a big house and could fit a lot of people, his house became MOVE’s “headquarters.” Now with a permanent location, Powelton Village became home of the mop heads, which was how neighbors affectionately referred to MOVE members, who all grew locs. MOVE members also adopted the surname Africa as a sign of unity and commitment to the teachings of Benny as John Africa.

On September 5, 1974, the group was officially and legally set up and registered with the State of Pennsylvania as “MOVE, Organization for Life.” It was clear that Benny was the leader of MOVE, but he rejected the title of MOVE leader. He would say people needed to lead themselves once they had the truth. Plus, the assassinations of Dr. King, Malcolm X, and other leaders of the time made Benny paranoid about attempts on his life. So instead of allowing people to refer to him as the leader, he accepted the label the Coordinator.”

Benny’s writings evolved along with Benny. He was always dictating new material, and “The Analytical Book of Life” became part of a larger body of work. Called “The Guidelines,” it became a foundational text for MOVE, as the Bible is for Christians.

As the Coordinator, Benny was responsible for creating strategies to confront injustices in the System. He was also a builder and carpenter, a healer, and oftentimes a referee for the hotheads who fought, and a marriage counselor for the many relationships that formed. He had a new wife, a MOVE wife—Bert. MOVE rejected the state’s approval and had no interest in following rules that did not align with their mission, so MOVE members who wanted to be life partners didn’t legally wed. Marriage in MOVE was simply a commitment. There was no license from the state, no wedding dress, and no wedding rings.

Gender roles in MOVE were very traditional. Benny believed that babies were supposed to be with their mothers. So a few women worked, but most didn’t. And once they had children, women stayed home. Men were to protect and provide. Nobody could be gay or lesbian. Benny considered anything other than heterosexuality as antilife. In later years, some people left MOVE because of this. Benny simply saw it as part of the weeding out process.

MOVE’s style of living was as unconventional as their marriages. Benny felt that as the Native Americans had their land stolen by the white man, so was water stolen from the people. He rerouted the water pipes in the house to bypass the meter and stopped paying the water bill. Raymond disconnected the phone at MOVE headquarters from its line and connected it to a local business; they still had a phone but could avoid paying the bill. Many members quit their jobs to fully commit themselves to MOVE. The organization started washing cars to raise money for food, and there was a plan to buy some land in the country so they could grow their own.

The official inner workings about who did what was organized, too. Benny gave people jobs—what he called activities—based on their proclivities. Bob Moses was book smart and legal-minded, so he was the organization’s lawyer. Bert loved money, so she was the treasurer. Moe and Big Jerry were the mechanics. Louise became the minister of public relations and communications. Phil was minister of defense. Merle was the minister of administration and keeper of “The Guidelines.” Marie and Consuewella were the nurses. Everyone washed cars. Everyone exercised and got as strong as they had ever been.

MOVE had a few overt missions, too
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