

[image: Cover image for The Portable Malcolm X Reader]



PENGUIN [image: ] CLASSICS

THE PORTABLE MALCOLM X READER

MALCOLM X was born in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1925 and raised in Lansing, Michigan, where his father was killed in 1931. Malcolm Little moved to Boston to live with his half sister Ella after living briefly with a foster family following his mother’s institutionalization in 1939.

Influenced by his siblings as well as personal writings from Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm converted to the Nation of Islam (NOI) in 1948 and assumed the last name X to represent his lost original name. Malcolm quickly became a leading figure within the Nation of Islam and a dynamic media figure, uncompromisingly preaching the Nation’s rhetoric of racial separatism and self-determination. However, unresolved tensions within the NOI led to Malcolm’s break on March 8, 1964, and the forming of a new orthodox Muslim group, Muslim Mosque, Inc. (MMI). That June he also helped establish the secular Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU). Malcolm then traveled again, as he had in 1959, to Africa and the Middle East as a spiritual sojourn and in order to make political alliances. Through the OAAU and alongside other civil rights groups that he had formerly repudiated, Malcolm hoped to transform the issue of civil rights into one of human rights and bring it before the United Nations in a show of Pan-African unity. He was assassinated in the early afternoon of Sunday, February 21, 1965, as he addressed an OAAU rally at the Audubon Ballroom. He left behind his wife, Betty Shabazz, and six daughters. The Autobiography of Malcolm X, coauthored with Alex Haley and published posthumously in November of that year, became an international best seller and remains a celebrated classic of twentieth-century American literature.

MANNING MARABLE (1950–2011) was M. Moran Weston and Black Alumni Council Professor of African American Studies and professor of history and public affairs at Columbia University. He was founding director of African American Studies at Columbia from 1993 to 2003 and directed Columbia’s Center for Contemporary Black History. The author of fifteen books, Marable was also editor of the quarterly journal Souls.

GARRETT FELBER was the key researcher for Dr. Marable’s Malcolm X biography, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention, and is currently a doctoral student at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.
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Preface

In 2006 Manning Marable outlined his concept of “living black history,” the reconstruction of African Americans’ “hidden, fragmented past” into something usable in the present context of color-blind racism, mass unemployment, incarceration, and disfranchisement. “Preserving the past,” he wrote, “creates a living legacy that can help shape the future.”1 Preservation, however, is only part of the practice of living black history. In effect, we must all become historians of our past and present—critical interpreters of the many competing narrative streams before us. As Marable noted, “Being true to black history, for me, means accepting and interpreting its totality.”2 Gathered in this reader— in the form of oral histories, newspaper stories, speeches, legal documents, government surveillance, and scholarly articles—is a remarkable record of the life and legacy of Malcolm X. It is, however, merely the raw material with which scholars, activists, and the young will have to critically engage if they hope to make use of it in the ever-changing present.

At a time when students’ understanding of the history of civil rights struggle in America appears to be on the decline, it becomes even more imperative to bring forth a fresh and nuanced body of literature on Malcolm X.3 Malcolm has been invoked by figures and organizations as disparate as Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas, white Talibanist John Walker Lindh, black youths in Harlem donning “X” baseball caps and T-shirts, the Iranian government of Ayatollah Ruhollah Mussaui Khomeini, and the United States Postal Service. He was even deployed by al-Qaeda during the 2008 election to denounce presidential candidate Barack Obama as a “house Negro.” Malcolm X’s trenchant critiques of police brutality, American racism, and neocolonialism, as well as his positive message of black unity and cultural pride, remain as relevant, and in many cases radical, as they were during his day. However, as many of these examples demonstrate, his legacy is not only continually relevant but also susceptible to distortions and appropriations. This collection does not suggest a single “meaning” to Malcolm’s legacy but rather offers an imperative to continually grapple with his meaning to our past and present.

The first section of the reader, “Documents,” historicizes primary materials relating to thirty-five key events in Malcolm X’s life. This section grew out of the chronology constructed for Professor Marable’s biography, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention (2011), as well as materials used in his yearly seminar on Malcolm X. Many of these documents provide greater depth to the early life of Malcolm Little portrayed in The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965)—the transcript of the Michigan State Police interview with his father, Earl Little, for example, following the arson of his home in Lansing, Michigan, and a mental health file that documents the financial strain the family felt following the institutionalization of Malcolm’s mother, Louise Little. Letters and newspaper articles from Malcolm’s years in prison (1946–52) demonstrate his growing politicization as he fought for Muslim prisoners’ religious rights within the Massachusetts correctional system. While some documents offer fuller insights into the events in his autobiography, others fill in missing historical gaps. Documents relating to Malcolm’s establishment of the Philadelphia temple in the mid-1950s and his popular lecture series in Detroit offer a window into his influence as an orator and organizer within the Nation of Islam (NOI). Sections on the writing of the Autobiography with Alex Haley and his travels to the Middle East and Africa in 1959 illuminate obfuscated or missing portions of the book. Debates with Bayard Rustin, James Farmer, and Louis Lomax exemplify the charismatic speaking style that was responsible for much of Malcolm X’s exposure and popularity in the 1960s. Rather than position him somehow outside the stream of the civil rights movement, these debates demonstrate the way in which he actively engaged the movement and pushed it toward a more radical posture. Finally, this section offers a historical perspective on the Nation of Islam. Malcolm and the NOI organized against police brutality in Harlem in 1957, in Queens (New York City) in 1958, in Los Angeles in 1962, and in Rochester, New York, in 1963. Throughout 1962 the NOI waged, in the black press, a rhetorical battle with other American Muslims over the organization’s religious legitimacy and place in the Muslim world. Documents also cover the NOI’s problematic relationship with George Lincoln Rockwell of the American Nazi Party, as well as the NOI’s widespread denunciation of Malcolm X after his departure in 1964.

The second section, “Oral Histories,” includes excerpts from interviews compiled by Professor Marable in preparation for his biography. Those with James 67X Shabazz (later Abdullah Abdur-Razzaq) and Thomas 15X Johnson (later Khalil Islam) tell complicated stories of loyalty and betrayal in the Nation of Islam. Shabazz left the NOI with Malcolm and offered his services, for a year, to organize the Muslim Mosque, Inc. (MMI). He was one of Malcolm’s closest confidants and one of the few people from within his inner circle to speak to scholars over the decades. Johnson served on Malcolm’s security detail in the early 1960s, even buying groceries for the family and ensuring that Malcolm had a parking spot at the mosque on Sundays. After the break, however, he denounced Malcolm X and was eventually convicted, in 1966, along with two other NOI members, of his assassination. Johnson was finally paroled in 1987 and maintained his innocence until his death in 2009. The remaining oral histories come from two very different individuals with unique perspectives on Malcolm X’s life. Herman Ferguson was an educator-activist and revolutionary nationalist who lived much of his life in exile in Guyana. He first met Malcolm X through the Rochdale Movement, a community mobilization against a Queens housing development that refused to employ or house blacks. Ferguson joined the Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU) in its early stages and became a founder of the group’s Liberation School, which offered classes to both children and adults. Gerry Fulcher was a young, white police officer who was quickly promoted to the New York City Police Department’s Bureau of Special Services and put in charge of illegally wiretapping the MMI and OAAU offices at the Hotel Theresa in Harlem but became enamored with Malcolm’s speeches and ultimately questioned the legitimacy of the surveillance. In his oral history, Fulcher recounts the day of Malcolm’s assassination and voices suspicions about the NYPD’s handling of the case. These first-person histories represent multiple accounts of Malcolm X—from the point of view of Nation of Islam loyalists and defectors, a secular community activist, and even a government agent.

The final section, “Articles,” offers a historical review of the literature that has shaped Malcolm X’s legacy. The process of immortalization and subsequent mythologizing began almost immediately after his death in 1965. Eldridge Cleaver’s influential memoir Soul on Ice featured a chapter on his reactions, while in prison, to Malcolm X’s assassination. In 1972 James Baldwin wrote “Malcolm and Martin,” one of the first essays to suggest that the political trajectories of two of the most prominent voices of black America in the 1960s were moving toward, not away from, each other.

These foundational articles from the first decade after Malcolm’s death were followed by a second wave of scholarship during his reemergence in the early 1990s. Among the most influential was an essay by black feminist scholar Farah Jasmine Griffin that interrogates and rethinks the gender politics of Malcolm X and its relationship to black nationalism. In examining the role of moral respectability and class striving in the Nation of Islam, Robin Kelley’s essay on Malcolm X and the black bourgeoisie importantly complicates Malcolm’s condemnations of the black elite while at the same time acknowledging the continued significance of his class critique. Ted Vincent’s brief but important article on the Garveyite roots of Malcolm’s parents fills a crucial historical gap left by the Autobiography, particularly with regard to his mother’s political activity in the Universal Negro Improvement Association. Finally, Manning Marable’s essay on Malcolm’s life after death reveals the deep and sometimes troubling ways in which this icon of twentieth-century black America has been revisited and refashioned. Embodying some of the most formative scholarship on the subject, this selection gives a narrative arc to the historiographic sources on Malcolm X.

Manning Marable invited me to coedit The Malcolm X Reader during a lull in the otherwise chaotic summer of 2010. I had worked with Professor Marable for three years as a research assistant on Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention, and we were both in the anxious waiting stages that are part of the back-and-forth of the editing process. Always looking forward to the next project, and never content to rest on his laurels during a lull in a nearly completed one, Dr. Marable proposed a sourcebook that would act as a companion to the biography. Its core would be drawn from a four-hundred-page chronology of Malcolm X’s life constructed for the biography, and the book would document significant events in his life as charted by its nearly two thousand daily entries.

Just days after I set upon the task of identifying the key events in Malcolm’s life, Professor Marable received a long-anticipated call to undergo a double lung transplant. Despite the severity of the operation, he optimistically anticipated that we would have the sourcebook ready by fall. Within weeks of his surgery, he began reading through my proposals and soon suggested doubling my initial list of twenty key events. I continued to work on the project, but as the biography moved closer to publication and required more of our attention, we decided to table the reader until after the biography’s release in the spring. In a tremendous blow to all whom he touched as a husband, father, mentor, scholar, and activist, Manning Marable passed away on April 1, 2011, just days before the publication of the biography of Malcolm X he’d been working on for a decade. Like many who have been fortunate enough to experience Dr. Marable’s unmatched generosity, I wanted to continue to usher his intellectual legacy forward. Although Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention has been called a comprehensive biography, Professor Marable saw it first and foremost as an entreaty to scholars and students to critically engage with Malcolm X. Whether as a companion to the biography or as a stand-alone collection, The Portable Malcolm X Reader was conceived in the hope that it might act as a valuable resource to those in and outside academia who wish to participate in a deeper dialogue about the life and meaning of Malcolm X.

This project faced multiple challenges, and consequently many thanks are due to those who helped bring it to fruition. Very early in the process I was aided greatly by Kevin Loughran, who helped gather many of the primary materials as I worked from a distance at the University of Michigan. Dr. Marable’s assistant, Courtney Teague, was a constant source of support during a hard time for us all. We are greatly indebted to Professor Marable’s literary agent, Elyse Cheney, who kindly helped find a home for the manuscript. At Penguin, Wendy Wolf, Kevin Doughten, and Elda Rotor were instrumental in perfecting this work. Many thanks are due to Mason Taub and Brittney Ross for their help with permissions. I cannot thank Dr. Leith Mullings enough for helping me keep this project afloat in the sad and difficult times of the last year. I could not have completed this project without her commitment and support. Finally, the debt I owe to Manning Marable is an unpayable one. The void he left as a mentor, scholar, and activist will remain felt by many. It is my hope that this book sufficiently carries forward his intellectual legacy. It is dedicated to his memory.

GARRETT FELBER
JANUARY 2013


1. Manning Marable, Living Black History: How Reimagining the African-American Past Can Remake America’s Racial Future (New York: Basic Civitas, 2006), xv.

2. Ibid., xviii.

3 Sam Dillon, “Students’ Knowledge of Civil Rights History Has Deteriorated, Study Finds,” New York Times, September 28, 2011.




Introduction

Since the assassination of Malcolm X on February 21, 1965, the black leader has come to symbolize the political and cultural awakening of urban black America in the mid-twentieth century. By 2000 the name Malcolm X could be found in the titles or subtitles of nearly a thousand academic articles and several hundred books. Literally hundreds of poems, plays, and even an opera have taken him as their central figure or muse. With the release of Spike Lee’s biographical film on him in the early 1990s, the charismatic leader was introduced to a new generation of African Americans, who incorporated him into the galaxy of hip-hop heroes. In 1999 the U.S. government moved to celebrate the legacy of Malcolm X by issuing a commemorative postage stamp with his image.

The most important source for interpreting Malcolm X’s life has long been The Autobiography of Malcolm X, which he coauthored with the journalist Alex Haley. Published in November 1965, it almost immediately became an iconic text. By the late 1960s, hundreds of colleges and high schools throughout the United States had assigned it as required reading. By the late 1970s, over three million copies had been sold. Time magazine, in 1998, named The Autobiography of Malcolm X one of the ten most influential nonfiction works of the twentieth century. Indeed, its popularity obscured its contradictions and limitations as a reliable or objective interpretation of the subject’s life and history: Characters and many events in the Autobiography are fictive. Malcolm excluded major figures who helped to shape his public life. There is surprisingly little information about his political and religious evolution during the critical years of 1963–65.

While The Autobiography of Malcolm X largely defined the popular representation of Malcolm, several anthologies or readers attempted to interpret the black leader’s impact upon both black America and America generally. The most comprehensive of the anthologies produced in the initial years after Malcolm’s death was John Henrik Clarke’s Malcolm X: The Man and His Times, published in 1969. Clarke’s book featured excerpts from Malcolm X’s speeches and writings. The bulk of the book, however, was made up of commentaries and articles by associates and friends who had worked closely with him throughout his public life. There were also articles debating his final transition from the Nation of Islam (NOI) to his independent activities during the years 1964–65. Despite its strengths, the anthology also had its limitations. For example, it did not include perspectives from leaders or members of the NOI who opposed his decision to leave the Nation of Islam. Most notably, these might have included either speeches or articles by NOI leader Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm’s chief protégé, Louis Farrakhan. Clarke’s reader presented Malcolm X’s evolution as a direct transition from black nationalism to Pan-Africanism. There was little if any analysis that explained Malcolm’s spiritual journey from the NOI to orthodox Islam and his embrace of the tenets of Sunni Islam. Nothing addressed Malcolm’s growing interest in the cause of Palestinian rights or his connections with Arab and Muslim leaders in the Middle East and Africa.

In the years since Clarke’s reader was published, other anthologies have made their way into print, but none of them has possessed the range and scope of Malcolm X: The Man and His Times. The sole exception, perhaps, is Joe Wood’s Malcolm X: In Our Own Image, which was published in 1993. Unfortunately, Wood’s untimely death only months after its publication meant that the book was not adequately promoted, and it soon went out of print. The reader featured original essays by several of the most prominent black intellectuals of the 1990s; contributors included Angela Davis, Patricia Hill Collins, and Robin D. G. Kelley. As with Clarke’s earlier reader, there were limitations to Wood’s book. Despite the availability, by the early 1990s, of both oral history and archival materials documenting Malcolm’s life, Wood decided not to include any of this new information. Like Clarke, Wood only presented content that advocated Malcolm’s point of view, neglecting to include the Nation of Islam and its critical perspective of Malcolm X. Indeed, there is in the literature related to Malcolm X as a historical subject a lack of balance and objectivity, both in the selection of material and in its interpretation of the subject. The overwhelming majority of writing on Malcolm X—unlike that on Martin Luther King Jr., W. E. B. DuBois, or Booker T. Washington—uncritically celebrates its subject and fails to provide a critical, analytic interpretation of his strengths, as well as the errors and weaknesses that sometimes characterized decisions he made in public life. He has all too frequently been presented as a statue, or frozen icon of black liberation, rather than a real human capable of extraordinary growth and courage yet also capable of making mistakes. Serious historians and researchers have consequently passed over research projects involving Malcolm X, who has come to be treated like a secular saint by the many defenders who insist he was perfect and consistent throughout his public career.

In 1987 I began collecting materials related to Malcolm X, with the aim of writing a modest political introduction to his life. While at the University of Colorado Boulder, from 1989 to 1993, I initiated the Malcolm X Project, which collected hundreds of FBI documents and published literature on the subject. When I accepted the position as director of the Institute for Research in African-American Studies at Columbia University in 1993, I set aside my work on the Malcolm X biography for about seven years in order to build the institute. It was only in 2000, as my term as director neared its end, that I reengaged my efforts to complete a full and richly detailed biography of this black leader. During the next several years, I collected primary source materials with the principal goal of compiling a comprehensive chronology of Malcolm’s life as he lived it, day by day. I wanted to know exactly what he did during his remarkable and all-too-short thirteen-year public career as a minister and political spokesperson.

Almost immediately I encountered four major problems in telling Malcolm’s life story. The first was the embargo on information imposed by the attitude and decisions taken by Malcolm X’s widow, Dr. Betty Shabazz. Following her husband’s assassination, Shabazz decided not to collect and archive his papers and original documents in preparation for either giving or transferring them to a library or archive. Instead, for more than three decades thousands of pages of correspondence and documents written or issued by Malcolm X, even his Holy Qur’an, were left rotting on the basement floor of her Mount Vernon, New York, home. Shabazz aggressively sued writers and scholars who utilized or reprinted sections of Malcolm’s speeches or writings in their published works. For example, when Clayborne Carson produced a volume documenting FBI surveillance of Malcolm X, in the early 1990s, she insisted that he cut a good section of the material because, she argued, it infringed on her ownership of Malcolm’s intellectual property.

After Shabazz’s death in 1997, one of her daughters, Malikah, transferred, through a series of haphazard errors, nearly all of Malcolm’s private papers from her mother’s basement to a Florida lockbox. Because she failed to pay the monthly rent in a timely manner, the material was sold to a speculator who immediately saw its value on the market. That speculator offered the Malcolm X memorabilia for $600,000 on eBay, and a national controversy about Malcolm’s intellectual property ensued. When a small selection of Malcolm’s letters and documents was released prior to the public auction, researchers were shocked by the poor physical condition of these rare materials. The documents were yellowed and brittle, and the Shabazz estate offered no explanation for its negligence in acting to preserve Malcolm X’s intellectual legacy. Eventually, in 2002, the pending sale was voided due to a legal technicality, and the materials were returned to the Shabazz estate. In 2005 the New York Public Library’s Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture announced that it had acquired the Malcolm X archives, which had been loaned to it for seventy-five years, under fairly strict conditions, by the Shabazz daughters and estate. The materials became available to the public only in the summer of 2008. These remarkable holdings include a travel diary kept by Malcolm when he visited the Middle East and Africa in 1964 and hundreds of letters he received or answered, both of which provide a stunning window on his personality and political evolution.

The second impediment to researching Malcolm X was the refusal by the majority of the individuals who worked with him to go on record or to be interviewed. Following Malcolm’s assassination, several of his key associates either went underground or fled the United States for many years. For example, Malcolm’s chief of staff, James 67X Shabazz, relocated to Guyana in the 1970s and 1980s. Lynne Shifflett, the first organizing secretary of the Organization of Afro-American Unity, refused to be interviewed or to say anything on the record from 1966 until her death in 2007. Gradually, as word of mouth circulated about my project, several of Malcolm’s associates appeared and agreed to be interviewed. Consequently, by 2008 I had accumulated a number of key oral histories in the form of interviews with members of Malcolm’s organizations and his inner circle of supporters.

The third roadblock in developing Malcolm’s life story was presented by the Nation of Islam, which since the early 1980s has been led by Louis Farrakhan. After years of effort, I secured a nine-hour interview with Farrakhan in May 2005, which led to a much more comprehensive interview in December 2007. Farrakhan’s approval permitted me to interview Larry 4X Prescott, who had been one of Malcolm’s assistant ministers in NOI Mosque No. 7 but disagreed with Malcolm’s opposition to Elijah Muhammad and refused to leave the sect with Malcolm’s departure. I also interviewed Norman 3X Butler and Thomas 15X Johnson, two of the three men convicted of the murder of Malcolm X, both of whom served more than twenty years in prison for a crime they did not commit.

Finally, the greatest challenge in the reconstruction of Malcolm’s life has been the continuing suppression of information about the illegal surveillance and disruption of Malcolm and his organizations by law enforcement—specifically the FBI and the New York City Police Department. The FBI collected tens of thousands of pages of surveillance records pertaining to Malcolm during his relatively brief public career. It has made only about half of this information available to scholars and researchers. The remaining surveillance materials are still redacted and unavailable. Similarly, the NYPD maintained a secret investigative Bureau of Special Services (BOSS), which carried out illegal wiretapping, surveillance, and disruption of Malcolm’s organization. Despite repeated requests under the Freedom of Information Act, BOSS and the NYPD have to this day refused to turn over sensitive documents related to the surveillance of Malcolm X during the last year of his life. BOSS even refused access to information related to Malcolm’s early career in the 1950s and early 1960s that has no direct bearing on the assassination. My way around this was to obtain information on individual BOSS agents. For example, I located Gerry Fulcher, the BOSS detective in charge of the telephone tapping of Malcolm X’s office in the Hotel Theresa during 1964 and 1965. Fulcher’s oral history provides strong evidence that BOSS and the FBI had infiltrated Malcolm’s organizations and knew in advance about plans for the assassination. One of Malcolm’s principal bodyguards, Gene Roberts, was a BOSS detective. Evidence of his actions on the day of the assassination suggests that Malcolm’s head of security, Reuben Francis, may have been an FBI informant. Fulcher was deliberately kept out of the assassination’s investigation, and a narrative was constructed by police officials to deflect scrutiny of the department’s activities leading up to Malcolm’s murder.

With its publication in 2011, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention made available a historical narrative grounded in fresh archival and oral documentation, one that presents a new interpretation of this black leader’s life and legacy. This collection, The Portable Malcolm X Reader, has been designed as a companion volume to the biography. It documents the most important events that defined Malcolm X’s life. The initial section, “Documents,” addresses in chronological order the significant activities that confronted Malcolm and his family. It begins with documents related to the firebombing of Malcolm’s family home in Lansing, Michigan, in November 1929 and the suspicious death of Malcolm’s father, Earl Little, in September 1931. Malcolm’s career in the Nation of Islam is fully represented in this section. Included are materials related to the police brutality trial of Betty Shabazz and other NOI members in Queens in 1958; Malcolm’s initial travels to the Middle East and Africa in July 1959; and the repercussions from Mike Wallace’s controversial 1959 television series The Hate That Hate Produced, an exposé of the Nation of Islam. The period of the 1960s is fully covered in this section: the debates Malcolm held with civil rights leaders Bayard Rustin and James Farmer; excerpts of Malcolm’s key speeches, including the “Message to the Grass Roots” speech, delivered in Detroit on November 10, 1963; the famous “chickens coming home to roost” comment, made following a speech given in New York City on December 1, 1963, which led to Elijah Muhammad’s silencing of Malcolm the following day; and Malcolm’s close relationship with heavyweight boxing champion Muhammad Ali.

The second section, “Oral Histories,” presents excerpts from interviews with important individuals who worked directly with Malcolm X and offer different points of view about his evolution and split from the Nation of Islam. These include interviews with Thomas 15X Johnson, who was convicted in 1966 for his role in Malcolm’s assassination; Malcolm’s chief of staff, James 67X Shabazz; Organization of Afro-American Unity activist Herman Ferguson; and NYPD BOSS detective Gerry Fulcher.

The third section, “Articles,” presents recent scholarship and original articles by researchers on Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam. These materials represent the essential texts necessary for reinterpreting and understanding the complex and textured life of one of America’s most remarkable leaders. Malcolm X was a gifted and charismatic figure, but he was not perfect and was capable of making errors. Indeed, one of his great strengths as a leader was his ability to be critical of himself and statements he had made. During his last year of life, for example, he went out of his way to apologize to civil rights leaders like James Farmer for intemperate personal remarks and some of his criticism of the civil rights movement. What Malcolm sought was a broad united front of black Americans—incorporating the spectrum of black opinion from Republican to communist—that could be organized to fight for black freedom and social justice. Internationally, Malcolm had evolved as a Pan-Africanist and black internationalist who pursued a strategy of taking the United States to the United Nations and other international bodies and charging it with suppression of human rights. By the end of his life, Malcolm was recognized in Africa as a virtual head of state, addressing parliaments and presidents across the continent. His life was a remarkable journey of self-reinvention, from poverty to power. Had he survived, his growth might have culminated in new directions for the history of black America. Those who sought to silence him did so with recognition of how dangerous it was to those in power to permit his voice to continue to be heard.

The Portable Malcolm X Reader presents the essential materials necessary for the critical reevaluation and appraisal of this remarkable man’s life. I want to thank my coeditor, Garrett Felber, for his tireless efforts in identifying and editing most of the material in this collection. Special thanks also to Elyse Cheney, my agent, who has assisted in representing this work and taking it to publication.

MANNING MARABLE
SEPTEMBER 7, 2010


Chronology

1890  July 29  Earl Little is born in Reynolds, GA. Note that 1930 census lists Earl’s birth in 1891–92 and Malcolm claimed 1889 on his 1959 passport.

1897  Louise Little is born in La Digue, St. Andrew, Grenada. Note that 1930 census lists Louise’s birth in 1898–99 and Malcolm claimed 1896 on his 1959 passport.

1925  May 19  Malcolm Little is born in Omaha, NE.

1926  December  The Little family moves to Milwaukee, WI.

1929  The Little family relocates to Lansing, MI.

1929  November 8  The Littles’ home is set on fire. Police investigate arson.

1931  September 28  Earl Little is killed in a streetcar accident.

1934  May 28  Betty Sanders is born in Detroit, MI.

1938  Malcolm is placed with a black foster family.

1939  January 31  Louise Little is received at Kalamazoo State Hospital.

1939  August  Malcolm is placed in Michigan State Detention Home.

1941  February  Moves in with half sister, Ella Collins, in Roxbury district of Boston, MA.

1943  June 1  Registers for the draft in Manhattan, wearing a zoot suit and yellow knob-toe shoes.

1944  November 29  Steals his aunt’s fur coat and pawns it for five dollars. Ella calls police, and he is arrested for larceny.

1944  December 4  Classified as 4-F by U.S. Army.

1945  March 17  Robs an acquaintance and is arrested for grand larceny in Lansing.

1945  December 11  Malcolm and his crew of five break into their first home. By January 10, 1946, they have stolen nearly ten thousand dollars in goods and are arrested two days later.

1946  February 27  Convicted of four counts of breaking and entering. He and Malcolm “Shorty” Jarvis are sentenced to eight to ten years and sent to Charlestown State Prison.

1947  January 10  Transferred to Concord Reformatory.

1948  March 31  Transferred to Norfolk Prison Colony.

1948  After much correspondence and visitation by his siblings, Malcolm converts to the Nation of Islam (NOI).

1950  March 23  Transferred back to Charlestown after refusing a standard typhoid inoculation on religious grounds.

1950  April  Malcolm and other Muslim inmates demand a menu without pork and cells facing east, gaining the attention of local newspapers.

1952  August 5  Request to leave state and live with his brother Wilfred is approved; Malcolm is granted parole and his sister Hilda meets him at his release.

1952  August 31  Meets Elijah Muhammad for the first time and eats dinner at his home in Chicago.

1953  April  Prepares for the ministry at University of Islam in Chicago.

1953  June 8  Quits job at Garwood factory after being appointed assistant minister at Detroit Temple No. 1.

1953–54  Helps open Boston’s Temple No. 11 in Roxbury and becomes acting minster of Philadelphia temple.

1954  June  Muhammad appoints Malcolm minister of Harlem’s Temple No. 7.

1956  Betty Sanders joins Temple No. 7 in late summer or fall.

1957  February  Travels to Alabama to legally and spiritually assist a Muslim who beat a sheriff after being harassed at a train station.

1957  April 26  Johnson X Hinton is beaten by New York City police. Malcolm intervenes and organizes protest outside precinct in Harlem.

1957  July 6–7  Malcolm hosts the two-day thirty-fourth annual Feast of the Followers of Messenger Muhammad in Harlem. Two thousand attend, including honored guests from the Syrian mission to the UN and the Egyptian attaché. Wallace Muhammad is principal speaker.

1957  August 14  Lectures for four weeks at Detroit temple.

1958  January 14  Marries Betty Sanders in Lansing.

1958  March  Travels to Los Angeles for two weeks to build membership.

1958  May 14  Home is raided by New York police while Malcolm speaks at Boston temple. All mosque members in duplex, including his pregnant wife, are put on trial.

1958  August 1  Speaks for second consecutive year at Marcus Garvey Day celebration in Harlem; Hulan Jack and Earl Brown also speak.

1958  November 16  Betty gives birth to couple’s first child, Attallah.

1959  January 1  Speaks at African-Asian Exposition at Temple No. 7. J. A. Rogers also speaks before sixteen hundred people. Play called The Trial is performed by Boston temple.

1959  March 2–18  Attends wife’s and others’ trial in Queens, which ends as longest assault trial in New York City’s history.

1959  April 15  Speaks at African Freedom Day and calls for a “Bandung Conference in Harlem.”

1959  May 31  Introduces Elijah Muhammad at Uline Arena in Washington, DC, before seven thousand to ten thousand NOI members bused in from across the country.

1959  July 3–22  Leaves New York for nineteen-day trip to Middle East and Africa. Travels to Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Israel, Nigeria, and Ghana.

1959  July 13–17  The Hate That Hate Produced airs on New York’s channel 13.

1959  November 11  Elijah Muhammad and sons visit Asia and Africa for several months. Malcolm is put in charge during their absence; Louis X (Farrakhan) takes over in Harlem during interim. Upon his return, Muhammad changes name of temples to “mosques.”

1960  May  Malcolm produces a newspaper called Mr. Muhammad Speaks, which sells for fifteen cents a copy and is published monthly.

1960  September 20  Just after midnight, Malcolm meets with Fidel Castro, at the Hotel Theresa in Harlem, during his visit to the UN.

1960  October 20  Debates NAACP youth secretary Herbert Wright at Yale Law School. Louis X’s record is distributed to the crowd.

1960  October 29  Attends NOI-sponsored African-Asian bazaar with Dr. Mahmoud Shawarbi as surprise guest. This is the first NOI event Shawarbi attends.

1960  November 7  Debates Bayard Rustin on WBAI radio.

1960  December 25  Betty gives birth to second child, Qubilah.

1961  January 28  Malcolm and minister of Atlanta mosque meet with KKK to work out agreement concerning NOI land purchases.

1961  March 24  Debates Walter Carrington of NAACP at Harvard Law School Forum.

1961  April 23  Appears on NBC’s The Open Mind with C. Eric Lincoln, George Schuyler, and James Baldwin.

1961  June 25  Speaks before eight thousand at Washington, DC’s Uline Arena. George Lincoln Rockwell of American Nazi Party attends with ten to twenty supporters.

1961  October 30  Debates Bayard Rustin at Howard University after his speech earlier in the year was canceled by the university.

1962  February 24–25  Attends Saviour’s Day, where he is described as “heir apparent” and “chief aide” by Elijah Muhammad. Delegation from American Nazi Party attends.

1962  March 7  Debates James Farmer at Cornell University.

1962  April 27  Los Angeles mosque is invaded by police; several members are wounded by gunfire, with one paralyzed and another, Ronald Stokes, killed. Malcolm conducts the funeral the following week.

1962  June 3  After a jetliner crashes in Paris, killing 130 (including 121 people from Georgia), Malcolm calls it a “very beautiful thing” and frames it as divine retribution for Stokes’s murder.

1962  July 22  Third daughter, Ilyasah, is born.

1962  October 23  Appears on stand at trial of five NOI members at Attica Correctional Facility, charging that the state is violating their religious rights.

1963  January 11  Leads NOI demonstration at New York County Criminal Court Building, protesting police hostility toward two Muslims who were selling Muhammad Speaks in Times Square on Christmas 1962.

1963  February 13  Leads a demonstration of 230 Muslims in Times Square, protesting police brutality.

1963  February 26  Master of ceremonies at Saviour’s Day since Muhammad absent for health reasons. “Royal family” is resentful and animosity grows.

1963  March 23  Speaks at Harlem rally to raise money for blacks in Mississippi; Dick Gregory, Adam Clayton Powell Jr., Percy Sutton, and Lewis Michaux also speak.

1963  August 28  Despite Muhammad’s edict that no NOI member attend, Malcolm witnesses historic March on Washington, calling it a “picnic” and “good show.”

1963  November 10  Delivers “Message to the Grass Roots” speech in Detroit, before two thousand people, at King Solomon Baptist Church.

1963  December 1  Describes Kennedy assassination as a case of the “chickens coming home to roost” despite Muhammad’s insistence that he not address the president’s death.

1963  December 5  At monthly meeting with Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm is informed that he has been silenced for ninety days for his comments on Kennedy.

1964  January 6  Travels to Phoenix, AZ, for a hearing with Muhammad; Raymond Sharrieff and John Ali are also present. This is the last time Malcolm meets with Muhammad.

1964  January 15–21  Travels with family to visit Cassius Clay in Miami. It is the first vacation he and Betty have taken.

1964  February 4  Interviewed by two FBI agents at his home; he states he is more devoted to Muhammad than ever before.

1964  February 26  Sits ringside in Miami as Clay defeats heavily favored Sonny Liston in seven rounds.

1964  March 9  Having heard formally that he will not be reinstated to the NOI, Malcolm publicly declares his separation and the formation of his new religious group, Muslim Mosque, Inc. The group is officially announced three days later at Park Sheraton Hotel.

1964  March 26  Visits U.S. Senate gallery to observe civil rights filibuster. He crosses paths with Martin Luther King Jr., and the two are photographed shaking hands. This is their only meeting.

1964  April 3  Delivers “The Ballot or the Bullet” speech during debate with Louis Lomax in Cleveland.

1964  April 13–May 21  Departs New York with plans to travel through Cairo, Jeddah, Khartoum, Nairobi, Lagos, Accra, and Algiers while making the hajj. In addition to the religious transformation of the hajj, he spends a portion of his final weeks in Ghana with American expats Maya Angelou, Julian Mayfield, Alice Windom, and Leslie Lacy.

1964  June 13  Attends meeting in upstate New York with Whitney Young, Clarence Jones, Ruby Dee, Ossie Davis, and Sidney Poitier to discuss future of the civil rights movement.

1964  June 15–16  Attends and testifies at two-day eviction trial, in Queens, filed against him by the NOI. He is represented by Percy Sutton.

1964  June 28  First public rally of his second group, the Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU), is held at the Audubon Ballroom. Meanwhile, Elijah Muhammad speaks at the nearby 369th Regiment Armory.

1964  July 3  Lucille Rosary and Evelyn Williams file paternity suits against Elijah Muhammad.

1964  July 9–November 24  Departs for Cairo via London. Spends over four months traveling throughout Africa and consulting with religious and political leaders.

1964  December 3  Debates at the Oxford University Student Union.

1964  December 31  Fourth daughter, Gamilah, is born.

1965  January 26  Speaks at Dartmouth College before crowd of fifteen hundred.

1965  February 3–4  Speaks to three thousand students at voter registration drive in Alabama. Addresses activists in Selma the next day with Coretta Scott King and Fred Shuttlesworth. MLK Jr. is in jail.

1965  February 9  Flies to Paris, but French government cites his “undesirable presence” and deports him to London.

1965  February 14  Home is firebombed. No one is harmed, and despite Betty’s wishes Malcolm attends speaking engagement in Detroit.

1965  February 20  Looks at a home with Betty and Long Island realtor. Dines with family, Ella and Rodnell Collins, and Sheik Ahmed Hassoun. Stays the night at the New York Hilton Hotel.

1965  February 21  Awakened by threatening phone call at hotel. Just after 3:00 p.m., at an OAAU rally at Audubon Ballroom, Malcolm is shot multiple times, in the chest, legs, finger, and chin, with a sawed-off shotgun, .45, and Luger in a plot executed by five men. At 3:30 p.m. he is pronounced dead at Columbia-Presbyterian hospital.

1965  February 23  Mosque No. 7 is burned down by firebomb. Malcolm’s body is on view at Unity Funeral Home despite multiple bomb threats.

1965  February 27  Buried in Ferncliff Cemetery in Hartsdale, NY, after a ceremony by Alvin Childs, bishop of the Faith Temple Church of God in Christ, and a eulogy by Ossie Davis.

1965  September 30  Betty gives birth to twin daughters, Malaak and Malikah.


A Note on the Text

Reproductions from primary sources have been kept true to their original form as much as possible. As a source guide for students and researchers, it is important that readers make their own critical evaluations of the texts. While in some instances corrections to spelling and punctuation were made so as not to distract the reader, typos and misspellings that are historically significant have been retained.


PART I

DOCUMENTS
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LANSING FIRE

Just after Malcolm’s younger brother Reginald was born, the Little family relocated to Lansing, Michigan, purchasing a three-lot property in a largely white neighborhood. Unbeknownst to Earl Little, the small one-and-a-half-story home carried a restrictive racial covenant, and neighbors promptly initiated an eviction process. Prior to the eviction, on the morning of November 8, 1929, the Littles’ home was set on fire. Malcolm’s newborn sister, Yvonne, was almost lost, and the family escaped with few possessions. As Malcolm later recalled: “I remember being suddenly snatched awake into a frightening confusion of pistol shots and shouting and smoke and flames. My father had shouted and shot at the two white men who had set the fire and were running away. Our home was burning down around us.”1

Later that day, police officers G. W. Waterman and Charles B. Allen of the state fire marshal’s department located the now-homeless Little family at the house of a nearby black family. Waterman and Allen interviewed Malcolm’s mother, Louise, and his eldest brother, Wilfred (then nine years old). When Earl’s story failed to mesh with those of his wife and son, the officers interviewed a local gas station and store owner, Joseph Nicholson, who had first reported that the fire department refused to respond to his call on the night of the fire. Nicholson claimed that Earl had given him a revolver the night before. He produced the gun, which had five remaining shells and one missing. He also added that Little had purchased two gallons of kerosene the night before the fire; officers then found the can in the basement rubble, beneath a set of bed springs.

Although police were suspicious of possible arson, the district attorney ruled insufficient evidence, and Little was instead arrested on possession of an unregistered handgun and arraigned, with bond set at five hundred dollars. On November 11, Waterman and Allen visited Little in the city jail to secure a statement admitting that he’d fired a shotgun that night. Speculation that Malcolm’s father set fire to the home—a theory fueled by the kerosene purchase and the fact that he held a two-thousand-dollar home insurance policy and five hundred dollars in insurance on household contents—has continued to this day. However, Little had allowed his insurance to lapse and even made a payment the following day, hoping to reactivate the policy, leaving these claims largely unsubstantiated.2 The hearing was postponed several times before the case was finally dismissed on February 26, 1930.

 

• Interview of Earl Little, November 11, 1929

• Special report, Chas. B. Allen and G. W. Waterman, Michigan State Police, case no. 2155, November 8, 1929

Interview of Earl Little,
November 11, 1929

Earl Little, being duly sworn in by Mr. Allen, swears to tell the truth as to the following statement.

Your full name?

Earl Little.

Age?

40

Married?

Yes, sir.

How many children?

Six.

You lived on M 16?

Yes, sir.

Fire occurred at your house, Friday morning?

Thursday night about 2:30.

Well that would be Friday morning, November 8.

How did you discover that fire?

From a noise.

What kind of a noise did you hear?

Blow up.

Well where were you when you heard the noise?

On the bed.

What did you do?

I jumped up.

What did you do after you jumped up?

I yelled for everybody to get up, and put on my pants.

What did you do then?

I went out doors.

What did you do when you went out doors?

I saw up on the house a blaze.

Whose house?

My house. I saw the blaze whooping up on my house.

Just what part of the house was this fire in?

In the rear end where you go down in the basement on the northwest corner on the west side.

What did you do when you went out there?

Well I shot?

What did you shoot?

A single barrel shot gun.

What next did you do?

I came back in the house.

What did you do then?

I got my coat and sweater and helped my wife and children get out. My wife said call the fire department. I went next door to Mr. Nichols and called a fire department.

Your wife did not get up when you first got up?

Yes, sir, she got up. I went next door to Mr. Nichols and called the fire department.

What did you do with the shot gun when you fired it?

I carried it around with me, and came back in the house; where I laid it down in the house, or out in the yard, I am not able to tell.

You did not take the gun when you went over to Nichols?

No.

Did Mr. Nichols come over there then?

Quite a bit later, two or three of the other neighbors were there first.

Is the shot gun, the only one you had in the house

No sir, I did not say that.

Did you have any more guns in the house, besides the shot gun?

I am not able to say.

Did you give anybody a gun over there?

No.

You won’t say there wasn’t another gun in the house?

No, I would not say that.

Where did you keep this shot gun that you fired?

Behind the trunk at the wall.

Where was this other gun?

I did not say there was another gun in the house.

Well was there another gun in the house?

I say, I would not be positive there was another gun in the house.

Now, did you have another gun in the house?

I did not refuse to say that I had another gun or not.

What kind of gun did you have in the house before that?

I have a shot gun in the house.

What kind of other gun did you have in the house?

I had a gun that belonged to my brother, once.

What kind of a gun?

An automatic.

Was that gun in the house?

I would not say. I am not able to say.

Did you have any other gun in the house besides the shot gun?

No, sir, I did not.

Did you have any gun that you had borrowed from your brother?

No.

Not besides the shot gun?

No.

You did not give anybody the gun?

No.

Did you have a 38 calibre colt revolver in the house the night of the fire?

No, sir not that I know of.

Did you carry one out of the house?

No, sir.

Did you give a 38 calibre revolver to any one that night?

No, sir.

Signed. by Earl Little

November 11, 1929

M.E.R.

 

Special Report,
Chas. B. Allen and G. W. Waterman,
Michigan State Police,
Case #2155, November 8, 1929

SPECIAL REPORT
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Sir:

I have the honor to submit the following special report covering my investigation of the     Suspected Arson     case at Near Air Port on M 16. County of     Ingham     showing the result of my investigation in detail and the present status of the case:

HISTORY OF THIS CASE;

At about 2.30 am, Friday November 8th, 1929, the house owned by Earl Little (colored), burned down. Earl Little had secured this property consisting of three lots and a small house, one and a half story, and some small out buildings located on the two east lots. This property is located on the South side of M 16, near the Air Port. Mr Little was unaware of clause in the original deed to this addition prohibiting colored people from living on this property. The neighbors resented the presence of the colored family, and started proceedings for thier removal. Judge Carr had rulled against Earl Little in this litigation a few weeks prior to the fire. This ruling was common knowledge to the residents of this addition.

I was detailed on the above case by Lieut L.W. Morse, at 3.00 p.m., Friday November 8th, 1929. Upon arriving at the scene of the fire, I met Mr Rouse, of the Rouse Insurance Company of Lansing, and a Mr Burr, of the Westchester Fire Insurance Company. I learned from Mr Burr that Earl Little held a two thousand dollar policy on the house with his Company. Mr Rouse informed me that Earl Little held a five hundred dollar police on the contents of the house with his company.

I interviewed Mr Wolf, who lives on the adjoining lot to the south of the Earl Little property. Mr Wolf stated that he and his wife were awakened during the night by an explosion. Mr Wolf got up and went to the north window and discovered that Mr Little’s house was afire. The fire was located at the South West corner of the house, and the flames were rising fifteen or twenty feet high. Mr Wolf dressed and went to assist the col†ored family. Upon going to the front door, he met Mrs Little who was getting the children out. Mr Wolf entered the front bedroom in which Mr and Mrs Little were sleeping, and got a trunk out of the room. Mr Little then came up and told Mr Wolf not to go in the other part of the house. At this time Mr Dennis, who lives on the lot adjoining Mr Little on the East, came and assisted in getting the family out of the house.

I next interviewed Mr Dennis whoes statement was that he and his wife were awakened first by some one knocking on the kitchen door. Mrs Dennis stated that she did not get up, as she thot that if any one wanted them real bad that they would knock again, while awaiting for the person to knock again, she heard an explosion, she and her husband got up and looked out of the west window and saw that the colored family’s house was afire, the flames were rising at the south end of the house, and on the west side of the kitchen. Mr Dennis dressed and went to help.

I next interviewed Mr Joseph Nicholson, who runs a gas station and store, located about twenty rds west, and on the north side of M 16. Mr Nicholson stated that some one awakened him by knocking on his window and told him that a house was afire, and to call the fire dept. Mr Nicholson dressed and went to the store to telephone, at this time he discovered that Mr Little’s house was burning. Mr Nicholson then called the fire dept, who refused to come. Nicholson then went over to the burning house, Mr Nicholson was impressed by the fact that the fire was burning in a straight line from the wall to the eves of the house, and covered about one third of the south end of the west side of the house.

Upon returning to the scene of the fire, I met Mr Chas B. Allen, of the State Fire Marshall’s Dept, we looked over the ruins, it was so hot however, that we were unable to dig about in the basement. We returned home, and at about 6.30 p.m., Allen and my self located the Little family at the home of Herb Walker (colored) at 732 Clark St, Lansing. Mr Little was not at home at the time we arrived, and did not come until about 9.00 p.m. We interviewed Mrs Little and her son who was about ten years of age. Mrs Little informed us that she was awakened by her husband in the night by his telling her that the house was afire, she got the children and some articuls that were handy, out of the house. She claimed that she and the children went to bed at about seven 7.00 p.m., and that her husband came home from town about 9.00 p.m. Mrs Little appeared to be telling the truth as far as she knew. The boy told us that he got up and unlocked the kitchen door for his father the night of the fire, he did not know what time it was that his father returned, however. We talked with Mrs Little until her husband returned, we then met him out side, we all got in Allens car and talked with Mr Little until about 11.00 p.m., as there were several points in his story that did not check with that of his wife and son, we decided to lock Mr Little up for further investigation.

November 9th, Allen and my self interviewed Mr Joseph Nicholson at his place of business. Mr Nicholson told us about his part in the fire, except the part in which Little had passed a revolver to him. after leading him up to this point as near as we could, giving him the opportunity to tell about it without our asking him about it, and he made no mention of the gun, we asked him if Little had given him a revolver the night of the fire. Nicholson answered, well I might as well tell you about it as I guess you fellows know any way. Well the night of the fire, I went over as soon as I had called the fire dept, I was met by Earl Little several rds from the house, Little stepped up close to me and handed a revolver to me, saying, keep this gun for me, will you.

I then asked Nicholson for the gun, which he then produced from the rear room of the store. It was a 38 cal. Colt Revolver (blue finish). One shell had been fired, the other five were loaded and in the chambers. We gave Mr Nicholson a receipt for the revolver, which I turned over to Lieut L.W. Morse, upon my return to the office that afternoon.

Earl Little had told Allen and my self, the night we interviewed him, that he had run out doors when he was awakened by the explosion, with a shot gun, and had fired once with it, then later that night, had given the gun to some one at the fire, he however did not know who the man was. Up to this time, we have been unable to locate the gun, and we have talked with every one at the fire. On November 11th, Allen and my self talked with Mr Little at the Police Station, then we went to the office of the State Fire Marshall, we took a statement from Earl Little relative to his actions the night of the fire. In this statement, Mr Little stated that he did not give the shot gun to any one. Allen and my self then went to the scene of the fire. In diging about in the ruins, we found a two gallon oil can, that Nicholson later identified as the same in which he had placed two gallons of kerosene oil the evening prior to the Little fire, November 7th. This can was found in the basement, south east corner, under a set of bed springs. Mrs Little had told us the night we interviewed her at Herb Walkers, that she
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