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PROLOGUE
Death Around the Corner


Even though I’m marked for death, I’m a spark till I lose my breath.

—TUPAC SHAKUR







Some say rap is a new form of black exploitation, weaving the theme of death systematically through hundreds of songs, as they engross a generation through music videos while reassuring them that violence is all right. If you went out in a hail of bullets, like a ghetto soldier or the idolized characters in movies like Scarface, The Godfather, and Heat, you became a ghetto legend. But are any of us truly aware of when our lives will slip away? Did Tupac Amaru Shakur know about his impending death? Gangsta rap and its stars first made a fortune from stories of drugs, drive-bys, the code of money, power, and respect. The partying, women, and sex was inevitably followed by the glorified death of another brother on the streets, but only they knew what was going on in our hood—America didn’t care unless it crossed the invisible line.

In the movie Heat, the lead character played by Robert De Niro states, “Never get attached to anything that you cannot walk away from in thirty seconds or less.” That is the code for the streets; movie clips become codes by which street hustlers live and die. It becomes easier this way, when you take out rival gang members who may have played matchbox cars with you in elementary school. Murder was justice exacted for deals gone bad, turf taken, and respect not given.

The media coldly and analytically report just another murder, but the streets create an insider folklore legend celebrated on neighborhood corners, on stoops, and in jailhouses for the fast, colorful life the victims lived. While through this urban legendry they ultimately get the respect they always yearned for in life, their families and loved ones are torn apart.

Glorifying death and the gangsta lifestyle through music had become popular among various rappers such as NWA (Niggaz With Attitude), Ice T, Bone Thugs and Harmony, Biggie Smalls, and Snoop Dogg. But Tupac’s lyrics have stayed with us much longer, as if haunting a generation who witnessed his life unfold. One has to wonder whether he was a prophet or an eerie example of life imitating art.

Tupac Shakur’s art was expressed through love letters to his people, whom he intimately understood and appreciated for the realness they were experiencing. On one side were the broken down and disenfranchised who succumbed to the system, and on the other were the rebels of the underground who were tired of living this hell on earth and were ready to fight. His music shared his lessons learned, his request for forgiveness, his impending death, and warnings to victims of revenge. He asked what would happen in “If I Die 2 Night?”, a song featured on both Me Against the World and Tupac’s Greatest Hits:


And I hope I’m forgiven for Thug Livin when I die I wonder if heaven got a ghetto for Thug niggas Headlines readin MURDERED TO DEATH, my last breath
Take a look picture a crook on his last stand Motherfuckers don’t understand, if I die tonight



It depicts a man ready to stop worrying about what happens next; he wants to be given peace as he takes his last breath. His legacy unfolds as a headline on a daily newspaper: “Murdered to Death.” Many of the producers who worked with Tupac said he often expressed whatever was on his mind that day in the studio. Was Tupac exercising the same philosophy about death and its glorification, which has become part of the life in the hood?

Death to the young and black in America is a normal and expected occurrence. The New York Times reported that in certain communities, death is looked forward to—that “children in grammar schools prepare what they will wear at their funerals in advance.” It left Tupac to wonder out loud through song if heaven has a ghetto:


Let the Lord judge the criminals
If I die, I wonder if heaven got a ghetto.



What would you do if you knew you were going to die? How would you handle the news? Would you give up? Would you fight? Would you dare to dream though the odds seemed stacked against you?

No one really knows if Tupac Amaru Shakur knew he was going to die young. Many who knew him have said he felt he was a marked man. As fans of his music and silent observers of his life, we can only speculate that this sense of impending death contributed to his meteoric rise. At the time of his death at the young age of twenty-five, Tupac had more goals he wanted to accomplish. Many can attest that he accomplished those goals tenfold and more.

Like a not-so-subtle birthmark, was death the ever-present factor that gave Tupac his search for deeper meaning in a seemingly hopeless America for a young black man? Whether he felt he was marked for death because of his heritage, because he was the son of a Black Panther and godson of the persecuted and convicted Black Panthers Assata Shakur (also known as Joanne Chesimard) and Geronimo Pratt, or because he was a young black man in a society that gave up on black men before they were born, we will never know. Tupac grew during a time of evolutionary change for black people, surrounded by the revolutionaries who so desired to create social and economic change by any means necessary. Watching his mother—his role model—struggle because she, too, was marked by the government for her belief in equality for people of color in some sense made Tupac a sacrifice to that revolution. Was his drive born out of this struggle, as well as his sense of impending doom?

Some speculate that what could have been his obsession with death presented itself later. Perhaps it was driven by his many direct confrontations with the police—from his first beating by the police in Oakland in 1991 to his shooting of two police officers in Atlanta in 1993. Having such a great and public dissension with an army in blue across the country could make anyone paranoid, let alone feel he had a bull’s-eye on his back wherever he went. An atmosphere of mistrust can drive one to want to push beyond the constraints of society, both physically and mentally.

Many admirers of Tupac’s music trace his transition and the evolution of his fixation with mortality in his lyrics and through his films. From the jovial lyrics of Digital Underground to his first solo album 2Pacalyspse Now, you can see the development of his independence and his individual persona.

As he matured, Tupac seemingly struggled with two sides of his personality: the self-destructive, me-against-the-world Tupac and the caring, I-want-to-change-the-world Tupac. John Leland of Newsweek reported that, “In recent interviews, he talked about two identities fighting inside him. ‘One wants to live in peace, and the other won’t die unless he’s free.’ The split could be maddening. He rhymed moving tributes to black women, and to his mother; he rhymed about bitches and hos. He spun tales of gratuitous carnage; he talked about the need for education and black self-sufficiency. He was indestructible; he was uncommonly vulnerable. He was the most articulate voice of intelligent black male anger. The split was not Tupac’s alone, and it was part of the blood that bound him to the community.” Even professionally, he made a split—2Pac for music, Tupac for his acting credits. It seems even he realized there were dual Tupacs running parallel. Now, one can only speculate whether the two sparring sides of Tupac ever would have found a happy medium, maintaining his revolutionary spirit while nurturing his scholarly nature. A constant public battle raged between the hardcore, reckless T.H.U.G. L.I.F.E. Tupac and the sensitive Tupac who cared about the injustices of the world, as demonstrated in songs like “Brenda Had a Baby” and the ode to his mother, “Dear Mama.” There was no happy medium; instead, it seemed there were indeed two Tupacs squaring off with each other as the young man’s fragile life teetered on destruction. Yet, ten years after his death, Tupac’s music, his message, his activism, and influence still have a place in the souls of young people, from the streets of America to the villages of Peru, in the ghettos of Soweto and in barrios around the world. He lives on! Forever twenty-five. Forever defiant. Forever hopeful. Forever Tupac.


ONE
Part-Time Mutha


My mother was pregnant with me while she was in prison and a month after she got out of prison she gave birth to me. So I was cultivated in prison; my embryo was in prison.

—TUPAC SHAKUR







Tupac Shakur’s mother, Alice Faye Williams, grew up in North Carolina, with her sister Gloria (Glo). When her father Walter Williams, Jr., a truck driver, abruptly moved the family to Norfolk, Virginia, they were propelled into a hellish nightmare. As Alice recalls, “My daddy was a street nigga, and he was loved by the people in the street. He had principles, ethics, and he had a sense of himself. He was a small man, but unafraid. He was stubborn and arrogant.” Alice’s father had another side to him: He abused her mother behind closed doors. Things finally came to a head when one of his attempted assaults—this time in front of the girls, something her mother did not want her daughters to see—was met with a toss of hot grease straight from the skillet. Alice’s mother made a quick relocation to the Bronx, New York, leaving her abuser behind.

“It was hard to hate your parents,” Alice says. “It’s hard to live with that kind of hatred, because they are a part of you. So in turn, hating them is hating yourself. All that hating hurts. As a girl child, I just hurt. Everything around me seemed hurtful. And, like I said, we had no protection. I never felt safe. Now, I see that I got a lot from my mother. I have learned how to appreciate her strengths and her quiet dignity.”

Alice Faye attended New York City’s High School of the Performing Arts. She recalls, “A lot of kids that went to PA were coming from private schools. They came to school in limos, and I hated them with a passion. I’d get high off Thunderbird wine before school even started just to deal with my hatred of them. I’d get fucked up with my friends and then go to school and watch them rich kids’ limos, pretty clothes, just showing off. This is what my mind was telling me back then, that those kids were showing off. The worst part of the day was lunch because they did not have a cafeteria. No cafeteria. Kids would leave and go to Times Square or Nedick’s or the Automat and buy their food. I didn’t have money for lunch. My mother begged my bus fare off neighbors just to get me down to the damn place. I was trapped. I could not tell my mother we needed even more money to go to school. So, I’d just leave at lunchtime. Go to school, do my drama and dance classes, and then leave at lunch. I quit or got kicked out. One day I walked into the front door of the school and heard Bobby Kennedy was killed, and I walked out the back door. I figured what the fuck. I had just had it.”

After the death of her best friend, Sandra, Alice was lost. Sandra had a botched hysterectomy, in which the surgeon removed only one tube. She became pregnant without realizing her condition until the fifth month. “So, me and Sandra, we just kept doing our thing: hanging out, doing dope, hittin’ the clubs,” Alice remembers. “And we tried heroin during this time. This white guy was takin’ care of Sandra and he gave it to us. He was white on the outside but he was really black on the inside. He was a street dude and he was good to Sandra.

“Sandra was rushed to the hospital after collapsing on the bathroom floor. She died on the table and the baby lived. The nurses just let the baby die; they chose not to let it live. I was fucked up bad. I walked the streets for a day. She was my best friend and I will miss her … forever.”

When Alice was around twenty years old she met a man named Shaheed at Manny’s Bar on 169th Street in the Bronx, and her life began to change. Shaheed introduced Alice to the lessons of the Nation of Islam and Malcolm X, and even though she never joined the Nation, her search for self began: “… as I listened to Brother Shaheed, I began to like me. That’s when the chemicals came out of my hair.”

Alice’s search led her to the Black Power Conference in Philadelphia at Father Paul Washington’s Church of the Advocate. It was here that she first saw brothers and sisters in positions of power and authority—an event she says affected her like no other in her life.

In Harlem, around September 1968, at 125th Street and Seventh Avenue, Alice heard Bobby Seale speak at a Black Panther Party rally, and she was hooked.

She says, “It was all over for me then. I heard Bobby Seale recite the Ten Point Program and if you haven’t heard that … not now when he’s an older person, but when he was a young man, he could recite that and recruit a town full of black people just by saying it.” Alice had evolved, and she was now and forevermore to be known as Afeni Shakur.

The late 1960s was the height of the Black Panther movement, a movement created by the young Huey P. Newton and led by Bobby Seale to promote a ten-point program of freedom, self-determination of the black and oppressed communities, full employment of black people, the end of the robbery of black and oppressed communities by capitalism, decent housing fit for the shelter of human beings, education that teaches true history and the role of black people in present-day society, free health care for black and oppressed people, an immediate end to police brutality, an immediate end to all wars of aggression, trials by juries of people’s peers, and people’s community control. The movement caught on in an environment where black people were being disenfranchised and disrespected.

Young Afeni Shakur heard the call and answered, doing whatever she could to help her people. She said to Jasmine Guy in her memoir, Afeni Shakur: Evolution of a Revolutionary, “I believed in them. The principles. The plan. I started the breakfast program to feed children on their way to school. I joined because I could use my mouth for speeches to raise money for the program. I joined ‘cause I was fearless. I was a gangster, and I could do whatever was necessary to keep the party alive. I joined for free clinics. I joined for all that because it would have helped my momma if we had that kind of help from our community.”

Shortly after Afeni joined the Black Panther Party she became involved with, and then married in a Muslim ceremony, the section leader of Harlem, Lumumba Shakur. As with any other organized group with opposition to the government, the Black Panthers were persecuted. During their brief marriage, Lumumba was arrested in Connecticut. During this time, Afeni rose to a position of power within the party. She flew to the West Coast to meet with Panther founder and leader Huey Newton, to discuss the East and West Coast disputes within the Black Panther Party.

Young Afeni, too, found herself arrested three short months after Lumumba was imprisoned, caught up in a governmental conspiracy charge of blowing up various buildings and landmarks in New York. Afeni had no money and no one to turn to, since her husband was still in jail. With the help of well-meaning white women from various churches, labor movements, and organizations she was able to make bail, not once but twice. While out on bail, Afeni became pregnant by a man she refuses to this day to identify, only saying it is not her then husband Lumumba Shakur.

Afeni was put back in prison after she was granted bail because of the twenty-one defendants she was standing trial with, three fled the country, causing all who were granted bail to forfeit the right. Now in prison and pregnant, Afeni boldly decided to represent herself rather than use one of the Panthers’ many lawyers. It has been said that she chose not to accept the female lawyer assigned to her by Lumumba because she feared that the woman’s voice was not strong enough to represent her to the fullest.

In the longest trial in New York City history, Afeni Shakur was acquitted of all charges. Newly divorced from Lumumba, Afeni gave birth to a baby boy on June 16, 1971, in Brooklyn, New York. She named him Lesane Parrish Crooks, only to later rename him Tupac Amaru Shakur. Afeni named her son after an Inca Indian revolutionary, Tupac Amaru, meaning “shining serpent.” “Shakur” means “Thankful to God” in Arabic.

Afeni’s affiliation with the Panther Party made it very difficult for her to find work. She struggled to make ends meet and often moved from house to house and lived sporadically in homeless shelters with her son. For a period of time Afeni and Tupac lived in Harlem. During that time, Tupac met a man who had a profound impact on his view of manhood and perhaps laid the foundation for the movement Tupac later created, T.H.U.G. L.I.F.E. “Legs” was said to be a drug dealer and a street hustler. Tupac later described Legs in an interview: “He didn’t even care my moms had a kid. He was like, ‘Oh, that’s my son.’ Took care of me, gave me money, but he was like a criminal, too.” It has been said that Legs was arrested for credit card fraud and later died of a crack-induced heart attack. Losing Legs was perhaps one of the most devastating things that happened to Tupac in his young life, as he looked at the man as a father figure.

Afeni never left her Black Panther spirit behind. She secured a job with Legal Services. Afeni’s mission remained the same as when she was in the movement, only now she was looking to assist women and children who were left behind by a disintegrating Panther Party. She also had a new man in her life, whom she married. Mutulu Shakur was Afeni’s second husband and father to her daughter, Sekyiwa. Mutulu was still involved with the Panther Movement. Once again tragedy struck and Mutulu was arrested and subsequently convicted in 1981 for his involvement in the robbery of an armored truck that left two guards dead. To this day, he is in prison serving a sixty-year sentence.

The rapid decline of the Panther Party saw many of the pivotal figures in Tupac’s young life disappearing. Tupac’s aunt, Assata Shakur, was convicted of armed robbery, then escaped from jail and fled to Cuba. His godfather, Geronimo Pratt, was sentenced to twenty-five years to life for allegedly killing a schoolteacher. And now Tupac’s second father figure had been sent to jail.

Afeni knew that she needed to provide a good role model for her ten-year-old son and sought the counsel and mentorship of the Reverend Herbert Daughtry of the House of the Lord Church in Brooklyn. Daughtry, well known for his social activism, remembered, “I met Afeni years before, as I identified with the Black Panther Party and was close to some of their members, one of which was Afeni. When Afeni decided to join a church she joined our church. Afeni brought her sister Glo, her daughter, and Tupac, who at the time was about eleven.”

Through all the tragedy and upheaval in young Tupac’s life emerged a talent that Afeni recognized and tried to foster in her son. Afeni enrolled Tupac in a workshop for a Harlem theater group, the 127th Street Ensemble. At the age of twelve, he performed for the first
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