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Introduction

The name Tupac Shakur looms large in pop culture thanks to the dominance of 2Pac the rapper during the 1990s. But many don’t realize the significance of the name Tupac itself. The name was handpicked by Tupac’s mother, Afeni Shakur, who was seeking inspiration from historical accounts of the oppressed rising up against their oppressors. The icon who loomed large in her mind was the Incan champion Tupac Amaru II, who led a revolt against Spain’s colonization of Peru. Afeni could relate since her own family line had had its fair share of struggles in the past.

One historic flashpoint in Shakur’s family tree can be traced back to the 1890s to the town of Lumberton, North Carolina. It was in this frontier settlement that a great-grandfather of Tupac—a European American man by the name of Powell—married an African American woman named Millie Ann. Sadly enough, interracial marriages were not looked highly upon in those days, especially not in the South. As such, Powell’s extended family disowned him, and he became an outcast. Nevertheless, his love for Millie sustained him, and he did his best to overcome the hatred hurled in their direction.

Many of Powell and Millie’s descendants were still in Lumberton when Tupac’s mother was born on January 10, 1947. However, due to a lack of opportunity and continued oppression, Afeni’s family picked up and moved to New York in 1958. It was in New York that Tupac himself would be born in 1971. Yes, although Tupac would later loom large on the West Coast, he did indeed begin life in the East.


Chapter One

Early Life in Harlem

“All I’m trying to do is survive and make good out of the dirty, nasty, unbelievable lifestyle that they gave me.”

—Tupac Shakur

Before Tupac’s birth, Afeni became deeply involved in political activism in New York and especially the radical Black Panther Party. In fact, she was one of the Panther 21, a group of 21 Black Panther members arrested in 1969 under suspicion of planning coordinated bombings and rifle attacks on police stations and offices in NYC.

Afeni, at the age of 22, was one of the youngest members of the group and faced the daunting prospect of a potential 300-year prison sentence if convicted. During her trial, Afeni boldly represented herself, skillfully conducting interviews with witnesses on the stand. Her cross-examination exposed the fact that undercover police officers who had infiltrated the Black Panther Party had actually been the ones organizing most of the serious crimes. The Washington Post remarked that Afeni “demolished” the case and that her efforts helped lead to the acquittal of the Panther 21 in May 1971. Just one month later, she would give birth to her son.

The superstar that the world would come to know as 2Pac was born on June 16, 1971. His father, Billy Garland, was not around when Tupac was born, and their reunion would not occur until Tupac reached the age of 23. He also wasn’t born with the name Tupac—that would come later. His name at birth was actually Lesane Parish Crooks, but just one year later, his mother decided to rename him Tupac Amaru, after the Peruvian freedom fighter of the same name. His last name, in the meantime, came by way of his stepfather, Mutulu Shakur.

As mentioned, Tupac began life in the heart of New York City—in a thriving neighborhood in East Harlem. His mother had obtained some measure of success in life at this point by becoming a paralegal for a local non-profit organization. This job provided her with not only a means to pay the bills but also with great self-fulfillment since she was able to represent and render legal aid to downtrodden members of the community. Another big influence on the family during these early years was Tupac’s aunt, Gloria Cox, who often cooked meals and looked after Tupac and his half-sister Sekyiwa, who arrived in 1975.

As dedicated as Tupac’s mother Afeni was to helping the community with their legal problems, it was soon her own husband who would be in a whole lot of trouble. Mutulu Shakur was a member of the radical militants known as the Black Liberation Army. This group of political agitators was well past its heyday when Mutulu and some former associates decided to rob a Brinks armored truck in New York in 1981. The robbery would leave three men dead—two police officers and one guard—and landed Mutulu on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted Fugitives list.

Not only did the robbery separate Tupac from his stepfather, but it had direct repercussions on his mother as well. Shortly after, she was terminated from her job as a paralegal. It seems that the organization she worked for became a bit skittish when it learned of Afeni’s connection to Mutulu and the BLA. Without a means to support herself and her family, Afeni found herself dragging her kids from one place to another in a desperate bid to keep a roof over their heads.

Moving from one neighborhood to another was hard on Tupac since it deprived him of the basic stability of having a steady group of friends. He later described how it was hard enough growing up in poor, rough neighborhoods, but it was even harder having to bounce from one place to another. Poor kids who stayed in one rundown neighborhood their whole life at least had the familiarity and comfort of stable surroundings. Tupac’s life was made all the more difficult by having to move and start all over again in totally different locales. The tough kids of these communities often wanted to test newcomers. Unfortunately for Tupac, this meant having to prove himself all over again every single time his mother had to relocate.

Tupac would later admit that he never really felt like much of a tough guy, like many of the other street kids. Instead, he realized that he had a more sensitive, artistic side, and these sensibilities sought to express themselves early on in his life. His first performance actually occurred when he was just 12 years old and managed to get cast in a production at the Apollo Theater called A Raisin in the Sun. This particular piece was a play crafted by Harlem writer and philosopher Lorraine Hansberry. The story deals with a black American family in Chicago struggling through poverty and discrimination after the death of the father of the household. Although Tupac’s father didn’t die, the fact that he never knew him must have seemed very similar to death.

At any rate, Tupac soon became quite good at playing the parts that he was given. He was involved with community theater in much of his spare time in those days, and his efforts soon caught the eye of big-time recruiters in Harlem. Tupac would later recall that his gig at the Apollo coincided with Reverend Jesse Jackson’s run for president in 1984. It’s said that Tupac reprised his role at a Jackson rally, in which proceeds from the event were contributed to his campaign.

Performing on stage was a thrill for the young Tupac, but his home life remained as unstable as ever. After his mother’s latest boyfriend was busted for credit card fraud and sent off to prison, she decided to leave the Big Apple behind for good.


Chapter Two

Better Off in Baltimore

“We lived in Baltimore for four years. The first two years were the happiest for me. We had weekends over my Aunt Sharon’s. We had things to do. Nothing political. We had noodles, and it was fun. It was regular people’s life.”

—Sekyiwa Shakur

In 1984, the Shakur family left New York and relocated to Baltimore, Maryland. Yes, the same year that the Baltimore Colts moved to Indianapolis to become the Indianapolis Colts, Tupac Shakur found himself uprooted and transplanted in Baltimore. Here, Tupac attended Roland Park Middle School, where an old classmate would vividly recall his appearance. According to Darrin Bastfield, this young Tupac of yesteryear looked entirely poverty-stricken. He wore pants held together by staples, fastened to his tiny waist by nothing more than a drawstring.

Even under the best of circumstances, middle school can be a difficult transition for most kids to make. Elementary school typically has most of the youngsters on a more or less friendly basis. The top concerns are getting one’s fill of chocolate milk after recess, gaining access to the pet hamster, and getting a good seat during a session of show and tell. However, the situation changes dramatically by the time middle school rolls around. Hormones are in play, and suddenly, instead of everyone being on friendly terms, a major competition is afoot. Kids are developing unique identities, seeking friend groups, scrambling to be cool, and seeking to destroy anyone who is perceived as being below them.

This cauldron of toxic negativity coupled with unbridled immaturity is hard for anyone to deal with, but it was far worse for newcomers like Tupac Shakur, who had just come onto the scene. His peers had a decided advantage since they had grown up in the local area, and
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