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“You can kill a revolutionary, but you can’t kill the revolution.”

— Fred Hampton, 1969

“I am a revolutionary.”

— Fred Hampton, 1969

“We got to face some facts. That the masses are poor, that the masses belong to what you call the lower class, and when I talk about the masses, I’m talking about the white masses, I’m talking about the Black masses, and the brown masses, and the yellow masses, too.”

— Fred Hampton, 1969

“They named me Yellaboy because I was too white to be Black and way too Black to be white. I have been both and neither my whole life. That’s not a problem. That’s a position.”

— Yellaboy





For Shay Parker

Who named me.

Who saw clearly.

Who was silenced before she could do what she came to do.

For my brothers & sisters on west 2nd & 11 Hundred

Who took a broken white boy in and made him human.

For Chairman Fred Hampton.

Twenty-one years old and unafraid.

The sermon is unfinished.

It always will be.

That is the point.
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Chairman,

I need you to understand what kind of man is writing to you.

I am a white man from Mississippi. I grew up on the wrong side of every line they draw down here — not the racial line, though that one too, but the deeper line, the one that separates the people the system was built for from the people it was built on. I grew up on the built-on side. I grew up on 11th Street at the dead end where the pavement stopped and the dirt began and the houses had more cardboard than glass in the windows and the question every morning wasn’t what are we doing today but what are we eating today.

I was run over by a drunk driver at three years old. He ran over me and then, for good measure, backed over me again. I want you to hold that detail — the backing over — because it is not incidental. That is the logic of the system in miniature. The first blow is what happens to you. The second blow is what the system does while you’re on the ground.

I came out of it with a limp that will be with me until I die and a left hand that does what it does but that’s what I was dealt. I came out of it into 11th Street, which took me in without asking me to explain myself, which is the only community I have ever known that did that. I came out of it into the company of men who had every reason to be small and instead were enormous.

I came to you sideways, the way most of us come to the things that matter. A man named Deacon Curtis said a phrase in a community center in Greenville, Mississippi, when I was in my early forties and newly sober and still putting myself back together. He said: it is not about color, it is about class. After the meeting I asked him where that came from. He handed me a photograph of a young Black man at a podium with his fist in the air. Fred Hampton. Chicago. 1969.

You were twenty-one years old in that photograph. I need to say that plainly every time I think about it because the mind wants to make you older, wants to find a way to explain how someone knew what you knew. You knew it at twenty-one. You had built the Rainbow Coalition at twenty-one. You were running the Free Breakfast Program at twenty-one. At twenty-one years old, 99 bullets and a state police raid ended everything you were going to do next.

I write to you because there is no one else to write to. The men who shaped me are mostly gone. Shay is gone — I’ll tell you about Shay, you need to know about Shay. So I write across the fifty-five years since December 4, 1969, to the man whose words found me when I needed them, to try to account for what I have done with the years that were taken from you.

I am not going to be diplomatic in these pages. You weren’t. You stood up in rooms full of people who had every reason to be afraid and you told the truth about what was being done to them and who was doing it and what they could do about it, and you did this knowing that the people doing it to them were also listening. You did it anyway.

Unapologetic. That’s the only way I know how to write to you.

Let’s begin.

— Yellaboy
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LETTER ONE

THE DEAD END
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On Where I Come From

Chairman,

I want to start at the dead end.

Not as a metaphor — I know how that sounds and I know the temptation — but as a literal fact about a literal place. 11th Street in Yazoo City, Mississippi, ran for about three blocks and then stopped. The pavement stopped. The city had started laying roads and then made a decision, which was really a decision about who counted and who didn’t, and the road ended and the dirt began and the people on the wrong side of that line just lived in the dirt and figured it out.

That is the specific place that made me. I want to be specific because you were specific. You didn’t traffic in abstractions when you could help it. You named things. You said: here is the system, here is what it does, here is who it does it to, here is who built it and who benefits from it. I am going to try to do that with the place I come from.

The houses on 11th Street were small and close together and tired in the way that buildings get tired when nobody with money ever comes to maintain them. Wood-frame structures that the Delta heat had been working on for decades. Paint in long peeling strips where it existed at all. Porches that sagged pleasantly in the middle like they had made their peace with gravity. Yards without fences, separated by understandings rather than barriers, which is a thing that happens in communities where people have enough in common not to need the fences.

I was the only white boy on that street. This fact has dominated the telling of my story in ways I have had to work to correct, because the point of the fact is not the fact itself. The point is what the fact required of me. Being the only white boy on 11th Street required me to show up as a person every single day instead of a category. Required me to earn trust rather than assume it. Required me to understand that my presence in that community was a gift being given to me, not a service being provided to them.

The men on 11th Street who took me in — Harvey Dean who walked with me at school for two years through the stretch where my particular combination of whiteness and limp made me a target, Marcus who sat on the porch and explained, with a patience I did not deserve, why something I had said was wrong and why it mattered that I understand why it was wrong, the Curry brothers who simply made it known that any problems with the white boy were problems with all of them — these men were practicing what you called Rainbow Coalition politics without having the name for it.

They were practicing solidarity. Not the solidarity of identical people united by shared identity, but the harder solidarity of people who had decided that what happened to the person next to them happened to them too, regardless of whether that person looked like them or had grown up in the same world.

I received this. I received it for years. There were times I took the protection of the community and was careless with it. Times I brought problems to the street that were my problems and let the men of 11th Street absorb the consequences. I have tried to square those debts over the course of my life and I have not always succeeded.

But here is what I know from the receiving of it: solidarity is the most politically powerful thing human beings are capable of. Not the solidarity of people who are already standing together. The solidarity of people who are different standing together anyway, who have looked at each other across the lines the system draws between them and made a decision — I am with you, your situation is my situation, what they do to you they do to me. That decision, made at scale, sustained over time, is the only thing in history that has ever actually changed the balance of power between the people who have everything and the people they built it on.

You knew this at twenty-one. The Rainbow Coalition was not a slogan. It was a specific political project: the Young Patriots Organization — white working-class kids from Appalachia who had come to Chicago. The Young Lords — Puerto Rican. The Black Panther Party. You brought them together. Not by erasing the differences between them. By insisting that those differences were less important than the shared experience of being pressed down by the same system.

It is not about color. It is about class.

I have been repeating this for thirty years. I repeat it because it is the truest thing I have ever been given, more useful than anything I was taught in a classroom, and I received it from a dead man who was killed before I was old enough to know his name.

The dead end of 11th Street taught me what school never did. It taught me that the most radical act available to human beings is the daily practice of deciding that the person next to you matters. That their hunger is your hunger. That their dignity is your dignity. That the blow landed on them lands on you too — and this is not charity or sympathy. It is the structural reality of how poor communities survive, and it is the structural reality of how change happens, and it is the thing the system spends all of its considerable resources trying to prevent.

I come from the dead end of 11th Street. That’s where I learned to be a human being. Everything else I’ve built since has been built on that foundation.

More to come, Chairman.

— Yellaboy
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