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For my mother, who will always be remembered as the heroine of my story for using every means possible to ensure that what I endured was not in vain. People say heroes are those with exceptional powers. My mother was simply a woman who loved her child and wanted the best for him. She drew on that love and commitment to make sure the world knew the injustice done to me and the defiance and hope she helped to instill in me.





PROLOGUE MAN ON FIRE

I had been on death row less than seventy-two hours when I was startled out of my sleep by a horrifying scream. It sounded like it was right there on tier C. I got off the bunk and went to the bars of my cell. All of a sudden I saw a glow above me. I realized I was watching an inmate on tier B engulfed in flames. Someone had doused him in gasoline and set him on fire.

I was seventeen years old, barely five feet tall, and less than a hundred pounds. Watching that glow was a shocking reminder that I was helpless. Here’s an individual that’s burning up. He’s not a fresh fish like me, he’s been here, and look what happened. How am I going to keep that from happening to me?

Angola—the State Penitentiary—was already living up to its reputation as one of the bloodiest, most dangerous prisons in the country.

Growing up in St. Rose, Louisiana, you hear a lot of horrible things about prison life, Angola in particular. People in your community who’ve gone to prison get out and tell you how things are. You remember it all, especially as a kid. It’s like having a haunted house in the middle of the neighborhood. You don’t want to go in that house. You don’t even want to pass it at night, you’re that afraid of it. That’s how it was hearing about Angola, and now I was in it. How would I survive? I knew the men were dangerous, but I didn’t know who was more dangerous than the next. Who could I trust?

Nobody. I was in cell 8, one of twelve on that tier. We were a mix of death row and CCR—close cell restricted, or solitary confinement. I had walked in there with nothing but the clothes on my back. Every day I had twenty-three hours by myself in that six-by-nine-foot cell, and one hour to get a shower and walk the tier. I felt bare, like I didn’t have anything. There was a metal bed and a little metal stool, both bolted to the wall, a toilet and a sink, bars where anyone walking by could see you. Even when I was occupying the cell, it felt empty.

When I first got to Angola, one by one guys from the tier came to stand in front of my cell to introduce themselves when they had their hour out. The first thing in my mind was, They’re trying to lure you in to hurt you. I was this little kid among strangers. You could see them coming. Some were all scarred up—they call them their battle scars. They were built like gladiators, like they were meant to fight on the battlefield. That’s what Angola was for many of them, a battlefield. They were telling me if there’s anything I needed, they’d be willing to help me. They were giving me things to read: “Here, see this newspaper, read what they’re saying about you.” Many had heard about what happened to me.

I felt like I was in a den of wolves. I suspected everyone. But seeing that man on fire forced me to grow up fast. I had to learn about my environment, get to know the people I was around. I realized I couldn’t think like a child in there.



THIS IS THE STORY of how I wound up on death row and stayed in that prison for nearly forty-two years. I went into Angola as an adolescent and emerged as a man. I achieved things others would never have thought a person could accomplish in prison. I found guys who were like angels that came to protect me. They became family, mentors, people who enlightened me, taught me how to understand what had happened to me, how to survive, how to depend on my instincts and not judge a book by its cover. In time, I became a big brother, an uncle, a mentor to many guys. Some guards who used to dog me came to call me Mister Tyler.

In these pages, you’ll learn how I was falsely accused, how I fought for my life in one of the worst prisons in the nation. You’ll find out how the system failed to render justice, even though the evidence that I was innocent was so apparent. And you’ll see how, despite it all, I was able to survive and thrive, to avoid bitterness, to learn to forgive, how I came to embrace life and make change in other people’s lives.






CHAPTER 1 THE DAY THE WORLD CHANGED

October 7, 1974, was the day the world changed for me. I remember each detail like it happened yesterday, every face, every conversation, every run-in with authorities.

We’d heard rumors there would be a fight at school that day between white and Black students. That was nothing out of the ordinary. I was a Black kid being bused under a court order to a white school in the middle of a white community in the rural South where people despised us and let us know it. Racial tension was high. Fights were a ritual.

The fight had actually started the previous Friday, at a football game between Destrehan High School and one of our rivals, St. Charles Borromeo. I might have been part of the fists flying except for a white social worker named Nancy Lemoine, who had invited me and my cousins, Ike and Frank, to go to the game with her and her two children; her son went to Destrehan. This woman had come to our school to try to bridge the racial gap. She had a wonderful smile and a spirit that was off the chain. When you saw her, you could detect a good soul. Over time she had gotten to know me and several other Black students. Ms. Lemoine saw something in me—she knew I spoke the truth. When she set up a grievance committee for Black kids to talk about inequities in school practices, she selected me to be one of the representatives.

That Friday night, October 4, Ms. Lemoine drove her wood-paneled station wagon to where we lived, a newly built housing development in St. Rose called Preston Hollow, and took us to the game. It was sweltering as usual. In the fourth quarter, as we were rooting for our team, a commotion started on our far right. We could see it was a fight between Black and white kids. I can’t say how it started because it was thirty to forty yards away from where we were sitting. A lot of people started rushing over there. Ms. Lemoine gathered all of us kids right away and got us to the station wagon, making sure none of us would get hurt or be part of the fighting. Then she dropped me and my cousins back in Preston Hollow.

Over the weekend, there was talk that things were going to pick back up on Monday. But Monday started like any other day. Despite the racial tensions, I was an adolescent and I was looking forward to going to school. I wanted the education, but I was also thinking about looking good for the girls. I put on a thin silk body shirt under a fitted knit shirt, sky blue and white with a collar. It was cool outside, so I wore a jacket and my little brown jersey gloves. Kids thought they were hip with those on.

Arriving at school was like the quiet before the storm. You didn’t so much notice the tension because the kids getting off the buses were greeting each other, smiling and laughing. Destrehan High was a big, three-story building right off River Road, the major thoroughfare that runs through St. Charles Parish. It had a parking lot in back where the buses would swing around and drop off the Black students. Like always, we congregated outside the gym on the east side of the school. White kids gathered on the other side, in the field by the football stadium or by the industrial arts complex.

I was off the bus ten minutes or less when I heard the deep voice of Principal Wheeler on the loudspeaker saying, “Gary Tyler and John Lee, report to the principal’s office immediately.” I thought, This isn’t good. I knew they were going to harass me. The white principal didn’t like that I was vocal about how the teachers and administrators favored the white youth over the Black. The assistant principal, John Smith, who was Black, didn’t seem to like it either.

Earlier that semester, Ms. Lemoine had invited both men to a meeting of our grievance committee. We met in an overflow room in the auditorium. It was one of those moments where I had a lot to say and was ready, but I was still nervous since I didn’t know how things were going to go. There were nine of us, five Black students and four white, with our chairs in a circle and two chairs waiting for the administrators. John Smith showed up first, and Wheeler came five to ten minutes later. Ms. Lemoine had everyone introduce themselves and tried to set the parameters, making clear this was a meeting to air grievances that the Black students had. Several Black kids put out how unfair things were, how the administration favored white students over Blacks. The white kids in the room backed us up. As usual, I waited to see what others would say and got my adrenaline up so I could be more direct and forceful when I spoke.

John Smith was six feet two, in his late thirties or early forties. I reiterated to him specific examples the others had mentioned. “You go around pretending to be the Black students’ friend and have our backs,” I told him, “but you’re not there for us, you do not speak up for us.” He began squirming and got all flustered, to the point where it looked like he was going to explode. This was a guy who wanted to be called Shaft. When the movie with Richard Roundtree came out, he used to go around the school sporting a leather jacket and a hairstyle like Shaft had, slick and smooth. I saw right through it. I refused to call him by that name, like some of the kids did. I called him John Smith.

“You say you want to help us, but you’re really selling us out,” I said. “You’re a pretender, an Uncle Tom. You don’t care about the Black students. You go hard on them if you see them ditching class, then smile in the face of white students doing the same thing.”

Principal Wheeler was a little older, his hair starting to gray. When I told him what I’d witnessed him doing and what other kids had shared with me, he changed several skin tones. “You’re detached from your duties and what you’re supposed to be there for, to treat the students with respect and honor, to encourage them, prepare them for the future,” I said. “You’re prejudiced. You’re a racist. You don’t treat Black kids the way you treat white kids. You’re quick to suspend a Black kid without even listening to what they have to say and you talk down to them.” When Wheeler tried to refute it, I put out more examples. Other kids said, “Yeah, he’s right, you do do that.”

Wheeler kept saying, “I don’t recall that, I try to be fair with everybody. I don’t see color. Everybody who knows me knows that I’m fair.”

“If that’s the case,” I said, “why do we have so many complaints against you?”

John Smith tried to defend him. “I’ve been knowing this man a while,” he said. “I’ve worked with him, I think he’s a fair man.”

“Of course, you’d say something like that,” I told him, “because you work underneath him.”

Ms. Lemoine did her best to keep things under control. “Gary, you can be more polite,” she said. I was a kid—I had no filter. I didn’t know twiddly dot. I just knew that what I saw was unfair. I was like a vessel taking in what many Black kids were saying about discriminatory treatment. Back then I sometimes had a stutter. But when I got in front of a group it went away, like with the country singer Mel Tillis.

So I had reason to be wary when I heard my name on the loudspeaker that Monday morning. As I headed to the principal’s office, Ms. Lemoine came over. “What do they want?” she asked. I threw my hands up and told her I didn’t know. “If it’s anything pertaining to the fight Friday night,” she said, “I want Mr. Wheeler to know you were with me. I was the one who brought you, and I was with you the whole time.”

John Smith saw us talking and hurried over. “Gary Tyler,” he said, “you know you’re being called to the principal’s office. You need to go now.” Like I was supposed to run. I let him know that’s where I was headed.

My intuition was right. I saw John Lee coming out of the office, arguing with Principal Wheeler. John Lee was a friend of mine. He was at least five inches shorter than Mr. Wheeler, a stocky kid with dark skin and an Afro. I heard him tell the principal, “You’re wrong, you’re lying. I don’t know what you’re putting me out of school for.” Wheeler made it clear: “You need to leave the school grounds now, before I call the police.”

As John Lee shook his head and walked off, the principal saw me and called me in his office. He shut the door. “Gary Tyler,” he said, “I’m suspending you for three days. I got reports from your teacher that you were causing problems in the classroom and that you never show up.”

I looked right at him and said, “How can I cause problems in the classroom if I’m never there?”

He knew I’d caught him in a lie. When I hit him with that, his face turned red and he said, “I’m suspending you for three days. You need to leave the school or I’m going to call the police.”

I asked for a pass to show my parents, and also, if I got stopped by the police, they’d want to know why I was out of school. Principal Wheeler told the secretary to give it to me, so I took that slip of paper, dropped my books off at my locker, and left. I’m thinking, Okay, I got this suspension slip, I got the day off now. I got three days on my own.

Little did I know I had only a few hours.



WHEN I LEFT THE building, kids were still outside. No one had rung the school bell yet. I saw John Lee with some other Black youth on the Mississippi River levee right across the street, so I went over there. But the water was receding and it was going to get full of mud. I told them, “I’m not going to get all muddy. I got suspended, I’m going home.”

John Lee came with me and we walked over to River Road. Like the other Black kids, we lived too far to walk home so we had to hitchhike. It didn’t take long to get a ride back to our community. Preston Hollow had federal-subsidized housing for first-time Black homeowners. It was modest homes, and it was all Black people. At the front of the subdivision was a big lot overgrown with weeds. People would sit there under the trees, on overturned buckets and some broken-down chairs. We saw a good friend named Calvin Taylor on one of those chairs drinking a beer. John Lee and I sat down to tell him what had just happened with the principal.

That’s when an unmarked car pulled up, with an officer in plain clothes. I later found out his name was Joe Giglio. In the vehicle were two youths he had picked up for truancy, looking out at us from the back seat. I didn’t know them, but I later learned one was named Boobie, the other they called Lurch. They went to New Sarpy Middle School. When a white man had two young Black kids in the back of his car, we knew he was a cop.

Giglio looked just like Tom Selleck, tall and slim with a mustache; he appeared to be in his late twenties. He came out of the car with a gun on his side, walked up to Calvin Taylor, and said, “What are you doing out of school?”

“I don’t go to school,” Calvin told him. “I have a job, I’m eighteen years old.”

Joe Giglio pointed at me then. “What about you? What are you doing out of school?”

I told him, “I’m suspended and I’m not going back. I’m looking for a job.”

He wanted me to come closer. I said no and started walking off. I knew he’d arrest me for truancy even if he saw the suspension note. We exchanged a few words. Four years earlier, in 1970, when I turned twelve, my parents had sent me to stay with my oldest sister, Ella, in Los Angeles, where I wound up spending two years. They knew there was racism there, too, but they wanted me to get away and experience something different. In L.A., I learned the words “pig,” “honky,” “fuzz.” Just like at home, the police there were people with guns who abused their authority and had no respect for Black people. I used a couple of those words now. My parents always told me to be mindful how I interacted with people, not just elderly people but white people. “Try to make it home safe,” they’d tell me. “Don’t talk back to white folks. Don’t look at white folks. Just make it home.” But after my experience in California, I had changed a lot.

When Giglio drove up, I guess he was thinking, I got me a bunch of truants to arrest. He said “Come here” again and reached for his gun. I pointed my middle finger at him and walked away. I was just a sassy kid who took risks. The guy shook his head and went back to his car.

John and Calvin called me a fool and we laughed it off. I had no idea I’d see Giglio again before the end of the day.

John Lee left then, so I started walking home. I saw my cousin Jerry doing some painting at his mother-in-law’s house and stopped to say hello. He wanted me to help, but I didn’t want to get paint all over my clothes. Back at my house, I ran into Ulrich Smith. He was a couple years older than me, no longer in school, a friendly guy with an athletic build and a good spirit. My parents were allowing him to stay with us. His girlfriend had just had a baby, and he was happy because he’d gotten a job working at the Bunge grain elevator in St. Rose. “They hired me!” he told me. “Man, I need to get some clothes from my mother’s house. Come with me.” His mother lived in New Sarpy. I really wanted to get some rest, but reluctantly I gave in. This was my friend. So we walked to River Road and hitchhiked all the way to New Sarpy, where Ulrich got two paper bags of clothes from his mother’s house. On the way back, a P.E. teacher Ulrich knew from the New Sarpy Middle School picked us up. He said he was going to the Red & White store, not far from Destrehan High School, and he left us in the store parking lot.

As we crossed River Road to hitchhike the rest of the way home, another unmarked car pulled up beside us, this time with Deputy Sheriff V. J. St. Pierre and a second officer, a stocky guy named Mike Babin. I knew St. Pierre; I’d had some run-ins with him before. He came to our community to give Black kids a hard time. He was a Vietnam vet who had been wounded in the war—he lost his right leg and a portion of his left hand—and got a Purple Heart. St. Pierre was also a racist.

For someone with a prosthetic leg, St. Pierre was quite agile. He popped out of the car and asked where we were going. Ulrich told him we were on our way to Preston Hollow. St. Pierre got up close and immediately started patting us down, hands not just up and down my legs but between my legs as well. He wasn’t that tall, maybe five foot eight, but still a lot taller than me. “You’re under arrest,” he said, his voice full of hate. “Get in the car.” This time there was no walking away. I knew not to fool with the guy because people said Vietnam had messed him up. We got in the back seat. St. Pierre got in front, leaned over the seat, and started going through Ulrich’s bags, then he reached over and frisked us again. “We got a call saying some Black youth were causing trouble at Destrehan High School and left there heading west, away from the school,” St. Pierre said. “You’re the only youth I’ve seen.”

We were headed east. We had to pass by the school to get back home.

He looked at me and said, “Gary Tyler, what are you doing out of school?”

I told him I had that suspension slip and I showed it to him. He snatched it out of my hand with a look of disgust, like we were the people he was looking for and I was just lying. We were two Black males, the ultimate suspects. The other officer put the car in gear and drove us back to the school, where he flagged down John Smith.

“Are these the youth you called about,” St. Pierre asked, “the ones who were causing problems?”

John Smith looked at us and said, “No, Gary Tyler was suspended this morning. He shouldn’t be on school grounds.”

St. Pierre was not happy. “Get out of my fucking car,” he told us.

“You’re not going to bring us to St. Rose?” I asked.

“Get the fuck out of my car,” he said, and took off.

You could see full buses leaving the school even though it was only one thirty. Ulrich and I debated whether to hitchhike or catch one of those buses. We knew from what St. Pierre said that there had been a disturbance at the school. Ulrich wanted to make sure his brother was okay, and I wanted to make sure my brother and two cousins were okay, so we decided to take the bus.

That turned out to be a big mistake.

St. Pierre had left us out in front of the school. As we turned at the far end of the building, we saw some teachers carrying a Black student named Karen LeBoyle toward the back of the building. It looked like she was out cold. Someone had thrown a rock or a bottle and cut her head. She was bleeding real bad.

Ulrich and I looked at each other and walked a little faster toward the gym. As we got closer, we could hear a commotion. All the Black students were huddled there. Police officers had separated kids by race and were ushering the Black students onto the buses. I saw my brother and cousins, and Ulrich saw his brother. “Man, they’re going crazy out here,” my brother Terry said. “They’re sending us home.” He said school officials and the local police department had canceled classes because they couldn’t control the situation at school. It was complete pandemonium, students being injured, fistfights, things being thrown at the Black students while the buses were being loaded. The police packed us on bus 91, which was not the one we normally took. It was full way beyond capacity. They just loaded us on, three to four kids in a seat and others standing, people from all different neighborhoods. You could see out the window but not down the aisle because you had kids standing all the way back.

The buses moved out slowly. Just thirty yards away we could see a big crowd of angry white people attacking the buses as they drove onto the parkway. They were throwing things at us—bricks, rocks, bottles, everything they could get their hands on, beating on the bus with bats. There were houses of white families right on the border of the school grounds. Whenever there was a fight on school grounds, people would come out of those houses with whatever they could use as a weapon. What kind of person picks up bats and shovels? You see that in medieval days when people were on the hunt for witches.

The police loading our bus told us to keep the windows shut. Instead of diverting the buses, we all had to go through that large crowd. If you were trying to protect kids, why send them through a mob and do nothing to stop the violence? It reminded me of scenes I’d seen of attacks on civil rights marchers in the sixties. Even with the windows closed, we could hear shouting and screaming. We couldn’t decipher exactly what they were saying, but we could hear racial epithets, could see and hear objects bouncing off the bus, bricks and rocks, all kinds of stuff. The bus was actually rocking.

People inside the bus were hollering, too. I was sitting in the middle of a seat between Larry Dabney and Michael Campbell. The next thing you know, we heard a pop sound. It was probably louder outside the bus because we had the windows shut. All hell broke loose. Kids on the bus started screaming, “They’re shooting at us! They’re going to kill us!” They panicked and started pushing to the front of the vehicle. Larry jumped up from his aisle seat. Michael crossed into the seat in front of us because he was by the window, and I ducked down, thinking that would take me out of harm’s way. People in the aisle were rushing together, making a big pile of kids in the middle of the bus. Others were scrambling over the seats, trying to get to the front. I heard girls hollering and crying. It alarmed the driver, Ernest Cojoe, an auxiliary policeman of St. Charles Parish who was also Black. He was a small guy, but you could look at him and tell he’d been in the military—he was clean-shaven, hair cut low military style, didn’t allow any shenanigans on his bus. He stopped the vehicle, opened the door, and stepped onto the road. That’s when officers ran up and told him to get back on the bus. We could hear them shouting at him to park on the side street, Destrehan Drive, next to a vacant lot bordered by a ditch.

A group of local police and state police officers surrounded the bus. They ordered everybody to get back in their seats and stay there. We didn’t know what to expect because the police were talking to us as though we had done something wrong. Two white officers came to the back of the bus, stood in the aisle far apart and started yelling: “Leave everything where it is and get off the goddamn bus.” They took us off one by one, patting each one down. The way they were treating us added to the fear of the students, especially the girls. No one knew what to expect because the white crowd had gotten larger and more menacing. The officers were taking off all the boys first and searching each one. As I approached the front of the bus, girls were pulling on my arms, terror-stricken. I tried to be brave, but though I didn’t want to show it I was scared like everyone else.

When I finally got off the bus, Deputy Mike Babin searched me thoroughly. He had me take off my hat and glasses, and empty everything from my pocket. I complied, and after he was done he ordered me to jump across the ditch onto the vacant lot, where the rest of the Black students were standing. As I got my balance, I moved around the group. I saw some kids posing for a picture being taken by a state police officer and I struck a cocky pose with the group.

After the photo, I turned and saw that my cousin Ike was not too far behind me. I watched them pull him aside. “What’s going on?” I asked. Deputy Babin told me they were arresting Ike because he had a chain with a twenty-two bullet in his pocket. “There’s nothing illegal about that,” I said. “They can’t arrest you for that. Officer, you didn’t say anything about the bullet I have around my neck.” It was the same as my cousin’s. The officer gestured for me to come back across the ditch. I was getting ready to do that when state police officers drew their guns on me.

I tried to explain that an officer had told me to go back across the ditch. Deputy Babin was very attentive but didn’t say a word. Other youth were behind me. A cop was pointing his gun directly at me. I said, “You’re pointing a gun at me, what if the gun goes off? I’m going to sue you because you aren’t going to be able to say it was an accident when you have a gun pointed at me. You have all these witnesses, they see what you’re doing. I’m just trying to get across the ditch because the man told me to do it. They’re arresting my cousin.”

Then out of nowhere came one lone officer, Nelson Coleman. He had to be at least six feet four, a big, corn-raised country Black dude in his fifties. I’d never seen this guy in my life. He walked up to me and said, “Son, what’s your problem?”

“I’m not your son, I have a father,” I told him.

He looked at me like I was out of my mind. “Son,” he said again, “you’re under arrest for disturbing the peace and interfering in a police officer’s job.” Then he grabbed me by the seat of my pants and lifted me up. I felt like a rag doll. I was like a little kid on his tippy-toes being dragged by his parents.

Coleman had a long gun, either a shotgun or a rifle. He handed that to the state police officer and took that officer’s pistol and started walking with me through the mob. Here was a Black police officer marching me through that same white crowd that apparently had someone shooting at our bus. The crowd started circling in on us. Officer Coleman panicked. That gun he had lay right on my shoulder near my head. I started to panic, too. “Move the gun,” I kept saying. “Move the gun.” I don’t think he heard a word I said. Other police officers came in and dispersed the crowd and we made it to the school grounds.

Coleman’s car was at the school parking area, where the buses were still coming through. He put me in it and told the deputy, “Watch my vehicle.” Just then Karen Moore, a Black student, came out of the school hallway. When she saw me in a police car, she said, “Gary, you didn’t have nothing to do with the shooting of that white boy.” This was the first I heard that a white boy had got shot. I told her I didn’t know anything about it.

Joe, a white kid who was my tennis partner, walked up to the car. He asked the officer what I was arrested for. “Disturbing the peace,” the officer said. Both Karen and Joe heard him.



I SAT IN THAT police car until they cleared everyone who was still on the school grounds. I could see they put the Black kids who had been on bus 91 back on that vehicle, headed to the New Sarpy police substation a couple miles away. The deputy got in the car and drove me there as well, without making conversation. He parked in front of the station, two feet behind that bus. I watched them bring the kids off, including Ulrich, but I was still in the patrol car. I also saw officers go back and forth onto the bus, but I couldn’t see what they were doing.

At one point, the deputy put another kid, Michael Jenkins, in the vehicle with me. When I asked Michael what happened, he told me, “Man, the Black officer arrested me because he heard someone call him an Uncle Tom and he picked me out. Said I was disturbing the peace.”

It got sweltering hot in the car. That morning when I left for school, it had been cool enough for a light jacket. I’d brought it home when I stopped there earlier and met Ulrich. But I still had my little gloves in my pocket and the knit shirt over my silk body shirt.

Now I was soaking with sweat, so I took off my outer shirt. I saw a lady from Preston Hollow whose daughter was at the substation. I called her name and asked her to call my mother, who by that time would be home from work. The lady went right across the street to a trailer house with a white family, who let her use the phone. About ten minutes later my mother drove up to the station. The lady showed my mother where I was, still in the police car.

When my mother walked to the car window, I could see she was worried. She asked me what was going on. I told her they arrested me for disturbing the peace. That’s when Officer Coleman came over. “He’s the one who arrested me,” I told her.

Coleman said, “You’re his mother?” She said yes, this small woman tilting her head back to look up at him.

“You need to teach your boy some manners.” My mother seemed to be relieved that the charge was minor, but she was still concerned.

By then I was soaking wet. I had a hat with glasses, my gloves, this wet-assed shirt. I asked if I could give my shirt and the other stuff to my mother. Nelson Coleman said yeah. As she took my things, he told her, “It won’t be long. We’re just processing everybody now.” They were questioning kids and letting them out one by one to their parents.

After a while, someone came for Michael, and then they finally got me out of the car and brought me into the substation. Ulrich was still there. They set us together in an office right off the lobby. I asked Ulrich what they’d arrested him for. “I called the man Uncle Tom,” he said. “They arrested me for disturbing the peace.” Turns out Coleman had arrested him at the same time as Michael Jenkins. We knew they weren’t going to say they were arresting you for calling someone an Uncle Tom.

“I got the same charge,” I told him. We thought it was no big deal. They would release us. We definitely weren’t interfering with the officers doing their job.

A white officer came into the room and started processing Ulrich, then turned to me and asked my name, date of birth, how old I was. “My name is Gary Tyler,” I said. “I’m sixteen years old.”

It was like I turned on a switch. “You motherfucker,” he yelled. “Why didn’t you tell me you were a juvenile?”

“You just asked me!” I said.

He tore the paperwork in half and ran out.

Ulrich and I were both rattled by that. Then St. Pierre, the sheriff who’d picked us up on River Road, came in and saw the both of us. “Why didn’t you all go home when I fucking told you to?” he said. I pointed out we’d been heading home when he picked us up. I was too flippant for them, a young kid who always had a response ready.

“I’m going to find out what happened from the others on that bus,” St. Pierre said.

I could see fear on Ulrich’s face. I knew he had just gotten a job and wanted to take care of his baby. I was kind of intimidated, too. We’d just heard about somebody getting shot.

The next thing you know, other officers came in, including Coleman, the Black officer. St. Pierre stood over me and said again, “Why didn’t you go home the way I told you?”

“I was going home,” I told him.

“You was on the bus,” he said. “What happened?”

“What?”

“What happened?”

“Nothing that I know of.”

“You’re lying, you were on the bus, you know what happened.”

“No,” I said. That’s when he hit me with his fist. I never saw it coming. He started hitting me again and ordered the others to move Ulrich Smith out of the office. “This motherfucker has a hard head,” he said. “Give me something to beat this Black motherfucker.” The whole time he was calling me the N-word.

Nelson Coleman, the Black officer, told him, “The only thing I have is this flapjack.” A flapjack is a lead ball laced in leather. It’s designed to punish. Coleman handed over the flapjack and St. Pierre went to beating on me. He started hitting me hard on the tops of my legs, my arms, my shoulders, then my face and my head. The other officers started punching on me, stomping on me, five or six of them, all except Coleman—he just stayed in the room and watched.

I kept saying, “Man, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

St. Pierre said, “A man is a mini-goat.” I didn’t know what the hell he meant, unless he was telling me I sounded like a mini-goat.

There was so much blood. St. Pierre was grabbing my hand, pushing it in the blood and trying to push it in my mouth. “Eat your blood,” he yelled. “Eat it, eat it.” Even though he was splattered with blood himself, he didn’t stop.

They beat the hell out of me. I was hollering, screaming in pain. Giglio, the officer who had words with me in Preston Hollow, came in to give them a warning. “Listen,” he said. “They still have mothers out here. They can hear what’s going on. You all are going to have to take and move this somewhere else. They can hear this child screaming and hollering.”

They stopped the beating then. St. Pierre said, “We’re going to move him to the back room.” They grabbed me, lifted me up, and started marching me to the back of the station. But the only way there was through the lobby. I saw a bunch of Black mothers sitting there. When the officers marched me out, I locked eyes on my mother and saw the horror on her face. I was a bloody mess.

“Mister, please, can I talk to him?” my mother said. “Please, mister.” They ignored her.

No mother in the world should be put in a position like that, especially in the lobby of a police station, hearing a beating, a child’s voice, hearing officers cursing, using vile language. All the mothers had been hearing this, thinking, Lord please don’t let it be my child. And the moment that door opened and they were bringing someone out, whose child was it—my mother’s child.

I could see the faces of the other women, the sigh of relief it wasn’t their child, but also horror: Is my child next, or have they beat my child already like that?

The cops brought me to the back room and started beating on me again. St. Pierre said, “I don’t want to hear nothing till I find out who murdered my cousin.” That’s when I realized the kid who’d been shot had died and that he was related to St. Pierre. “Pull your goddamn pants down,” St. Pierre told me. “I want to see what a black ass looks like.” He tried to knee me with his peg leg in the back of my leg. He hit me with the flapjack. Other cops kicked me in my privates. One kicked me in the front and one kicked in the back. My balls were swollen. My lips were big, my eyes were swollen all round, my head was bleeding.

Then they sent Officer Coleman in to talk to me. “Gary, listen,” he said. “Just tell us what happened.” I guess they thought I would talk to him because he was Black.

“I don’t know what happened,” I told him.

“If you did it, say you did it,” he said. “The only thing they’ll do is send you to a juvenile institution. You’ll be there a couple years and get out.”

“For something I didn’t do?” I said. “I didn’t do anything.”

He said, “You must know something.”

“I don’t.”

“I’m trying to help you,” he told me. “Just give us some names.”

I said, “I don’t know anything.”

“Who’s capable of that?”

“I don’t know.”

He kept trying to get information from me. Other police came in and gave me paperwork to sign. I refused. They said, “Sign to say you don’t know anything.” Even as a kid, you watch so many cop stories and they tell you, don’t sign anything. It’s not like I was an airhead. I did know that much.

They started beating me again. They proceeded to beat me and beat me and beat me.

At some point they all left and I was in the room by myself. All these thoughts went through my head. Were they trying to frame me for something I didn’t do? Beating me for something I didn’t know? Why were they targeting me?

A few minutes later, they came rushing back into that little room. It startled me. An officer walked to the table beside me, and that’s when I noticed there was a green bus seat right behind me. I was hurting, I was confused, I hadn’t noticed anything about what was in the room. If that seat had been a snake, it probably would have bit me. When the police officer walked by my side to get to that seat, I saw him pick a gun off it and hold it in his hands.

I didn’t know what to think. It was like they wanted to catch me doing something. They’d left me alone without putting handcuffs on me. Maybe they expected me to get hold of the gun and get my fingerprints on it, or take the gun and try to escape. I know if I had done that, they would have felt justified shooting me on the spot.

The officer who picked up the gun took it out of the room. Those police knew what they had left in there when they’d left me alone. I didn’t put it all together for a long time.

By now I was a complete mess. My pants were ripped. They forced me to stand up and then told me to sit down, and tried to pull the chair out from under me.

They really dealt with me that night. I was hurting, in pain, I was crying. It got to the point where I was numb. I cursed them out and everything. That didn’t faze them one bit. The beating went on for a long time.

At one point someone said, “How old are you?”

“Sixteen,” I said. “I just made it on July 10.”

“Okay, you need to call your mother,” the officer said. Apparently she had left, since no one would talk to her and I had two young brothers and a sister at home. Most likely she also wanted to call my father and let him know what was happening. My mother and father had been around during the Emmett Till lynching. They knew about kids getting murdered.

“Tell her to bring in your birth certificate,” the police told me. “What did your mother take when she saw you?” I told them my top shirt, hat, and gloves. They gave me the phone and said I should tell her to bring everything back. I did, and soon she was there with my father. The two of them had my things and the birth certificate. This time they let my mother and father in the room. My mother’s face was covered in tears. Even my father’s eyes were watery. He was a big man, six foot four, 270 pounds, a guy who’d started working in the fields when he was nine and now handled three jobs, but that night he looked broken. I could see the horror and fear as my parents took in what these officers were capable of.



RECENTLY, I WATCHED THE movie Till. I saw how Emmett Till’s mother examined his body with her hands. It reminded me of when my mother came into that room and how she ran her fingers from my head to my face to my shoulder. There was blood everywhere. When she hugged me, it hurt. The cops left us alone for a while, and she just felt me, touched my arms, my leg. I told her how they beat me and she wept. My father sat there shaking his head, like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. My mother was powerless. My father was powerless. They couldn’t do nothing at all.

Mothers are the wonders of the world because of how they love their children. Any child, the first love of their life is their mother and father, especially their mother. They always expect their mother to protect them, no matter what. My mother would have been willing to put her life on the line for me. That day, she was petrified and she couldn’t do anything. She pleaded and begged to talk to someone. They ignored her like she didn’t exist.

I can still see the look on her face.

Those officers didn’t care who saw how bloodied I was. They didn’t care that I was a child. They knew they had power over the life of a Black child who they wanted to confess to something, and they were going to get it out of him if they had to beat him to death. St. Pierre was behind it, the same man who had patted me down on River Road, who had brought me back to the school, who had led that group of officers that laid in and took part in the brutality. “I’m going to find out who killed my cousin,” he kept saying.

There was no benefit of the doubt, none of that. That’s how the police operated: a bunch of heartless, brutal thugs.

After my mother left, they put me in a holding cell in the substation. They didn’t give me nothing. Again they told me to eat my blood. I wasn’t a human being to them. The people who tried to kill me, who beat the hell out of me, how could I expect they were going to show me some humanity?

Earlier, when I was in the police car, I was thinking I was going to be released into the custody of my family. I was just being arrested for disturbing the peace. That’s minor. To me it wasn’t that bad.

While they were beating me, I didn’t know if I was going to live or die, all the hatred coming out of their mouths, calling me the N-word.

I was confused. I couldn’t make connections. How did it get to this, from me protesting the way they were arresting my cousin over a piece of jewelry that wasn’t illegal, to something this big?

I was so exhausted, I went to sleep on the metal bed in that cell.

I didn’t go home that night.

I didn’t go home for forty-one and a half years.





CHAPTER 2 AWAITING JUSTICE

Young and naive as I was, I still believed they would release me. During every day I spent in the parish jail, I thought someone would come and say, you can go home. Even after they beat my butt and denied me medical attention, even when they only allowed my mother and father to visit me and kept me from everybody else, I was still thinking they’d find out the facts and release me. They’d learn that St. Pierre had patted me down before driving me and Ulrich back to the school, and that he knew neither one of us had a gun. They’d examine the photos of me standing with the other kids waiting to get on bus 91 and see there was no way I could have hidden a gun under those tight-fitting clothes. Larry and Michael would say we were squeezed in the same seat and, of course, I had no gun. Everyone on the bus knew the shot came at us, not from us. The jury would listen to Ernest Cojoe, the bus driver who was a war veteran and knew for certain that no gun was fired from inside his vehicle.

But the justice I waited for wasn’t happening.

The morning after my beating, a bunch of officers came in and took me from the holding cell at the substation. I was still wearing the same bloody clothes. No one had given me a toothbrush or any chance to wash up. When I was curled up behind bars the night before, I heard deputies saying, “That’s him in there,” like they were looking at an animal in a zoo.

The deputies who escorted me that morning didn’t handcuff or shackle me. I guess because I was small and there were so many of them, they weren’t afraid of me. They positioned themselves in front and behind me as they walked me out the side door. I saw all kinds of reporters and flashing lights. The officers closed in around me so people wouldn’t see how bloodied I was. Some of them even went after the photographers and started grabbing cameras. They were in a frenzy as they rushed me forward and put me into the back seat of a car. All I knew in that moment was that I was in pain and I was scared. After what had happened the night before, I had no idea what they’d do next.

Some older white guy in a suit was behind the wheel. I didn’t know who he was. It was just the two of us and he could see how badly battered I was. He drove to the Luling–Destrehan ferry crossing and I realized he was bringing me to the St. Charles Parish jail in Hahnville. When we parked, he leaned over and asked if I was all right. I told him, “No.” He asked if I needed a doctor and I said, “Yes.” But I never did see a doctor. I still have the scars on top of my head and around my eye from those lacerations. I still live with the psychological trauma.

After arriving at Hahnville, I was taken to a cell on the third floor. Unlike the cell at the holding station, this one had a solid door. Someone had to open a hatch in order to see you. The cell also had two windows, one in the front and one on the side that allowed me to see outside. Right across the street was Hahnville High School. It was a large old brick building just like Destrehan High. I could see buses coming in, kids getting off, walking around the school grounds, going to school activities. The sight hit me hard. I was just like any other kid, going to school, wanting to get an education, having fun, then all of a sudden my life took this horrible turn. Seeing those kids made me think how much I missed being able to interact with classmates, people I would possibly never see again.

I quickly made friends with two other prisoners on the floor, Melvin Brown and Bertrand Richardson, both Black men. Melvin was in the cell next to me, a Vietnam veteran in his thirties. Though I didn’t know him, my family had known his for a long time. Bertrand, a muscular guy close to the same age, was to his right and had been in prison before. When officers put me inside my cell, the two called my name. Melvin and Bertrand had news for me: They’d learned from the television that I had been charged with first-degree murder of a thirteen-year-old white boy, Timothy Weber.

I was terrified. The words felt surreal. Still, from what the guys were telling me, I was a juvenile and the most they could do, even if they convicted me of killing Timothy Weber, was to send me to the juvenile facility in Scotlandville, Louisiana, until I was twenty-one. That’s the same thing Officer Coleman told me when he was trying to convince me to sign a statement. I believed them all.

My immediate concerns were being stuck in the same bloody clothes, needing to see a doctor, wondering when I’d be able to visit with my family. My cell had a toilet and a bathtub, but the tub had no running water. In order to shower, I had to be transported to an empty cell at the end of the hall. That didn’t happen until two days later. The doctor never came.

On Thursday, my third day at Hahnville, I finally got to see my parents. The deputies brought me out of the cell down to a holding room where the two of them were waiting. They were relieved to see me, but I could tell they were worried. My mother rose to meet me as I walked in, to hug me and make sure I was all right. My father was working hard to hold himself together in a situation he had no control over. They’d also brought along a middle-aged white man. This guy had told the officials he had some position with a legal aid organization. When we were alone with my parents, he let me know he was really a reporter with The Times-Picayune and he wanted to hear my side of the story. Back then and still today, many Black people in rural communities like St. Charles see white people as a symbol of power. That’s how I felt when I met this guy, that my family knew somebody with power and influence who could help. My father had made this connection for me. One of his jobs was managing an apartment complex in Jefferson Parish around Metairie. My father was known as a good worker. He knew a lot of influential white people there.

In the middle of the interview, the police rushed in and pulled the guy from the room. I was shocked. Apparently, someone had figured out who he really was. I still don’t know whether he ever wrote that story. Police officials probably took away any notes he had.

My parents had brought me some clothes. They could see I was still swollen from the beating. I knew they were hurt and concerned like any parents would be. The jail was hardly a friendly atmosphere. When the deputies had brought me down, they kept me
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