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DEDICATED TO

George Floyd, Rekia Boyd, Oscar Grant, Rodney King,
Eleanor Bumpers, Amadou Diallo, Breonna Taylor, Robert Baldwin, 

Riley Frost, Kayla Moore, Michael Brown, Rodney King, Sandra Bland
and the thousands of victims of police violence in America.

Rest in Peace and Power!

All of the proceeds from this publication will be donated to the Anti-Police Terror Project 
(www.antipoliceterrorproject.org) in Oakland, California.
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Dear Brothers & Sisters,

Police brutality, misconduct and unjustified homicide against Black people has been 
rampant ever since I can remember. And I have been writing poems about it since the 
early 1980s. It is an intractable problem tied to a dominant narrative that devalues and 
degrades the humanity of Black people and structures that perpetuate inequality and 
white supremacy. Through all forms of communications and media, we must tell our story 
and rewrite our history. These poems are part of the history that I have lived.
 
A flashpoint in my awakening came in 1965 in Los Angeles, when I was 16 years old. 
Watts and South L.A. exploded in a fit of rage that the media dubbed the Watts Riot.  
The rebellion was sparked during the heat of the summer when a highway patrol officer 
stopped Marquette Frye, a Black man, for a traffic violation. Frye was beaten by the 
officer and his pregnant wife was kicked. Soon Watts and most of South LA was on fire. 
I witnessed the massive occupation of the area by 4,000 National Guard and the entire 
LAPD. Despite the mass destruction that occurred over six days, I knew that the seething 
anger that exploded was a result of decades of surveillance, harassment and brutality at 
the  hands of LAPD.
 
In 1969, I was part of the Black Student Movement demanding an Afro-American Studies 
Department at the University of Wisconsin, Madison. I remember blocking the entrance 
to a campus building with dozens of students, including Harvey Clay, a six-foot eight 
defensive tackle on the football team.  I remember being bum rushed by the Madison 
police as they came through swinging night sticks. They pushed me aside and brutally 
beat Harvey to the ground, sending him to the hospital. They were many demonstrators 
who were beaten, many were arrested, and some who were expelled from the university. 
I remember being angered and amazed as 900 bayonet-wielding National Guardsman 
occupied the campus. Despite the repression against peaceful protestors, the strike 
continued and we won many of our demands.
 
When I got to Seattle in the early 1970s, I became an organizer around police brutality, 
gentrification, and other issues. In 1986, I moved to Berkeley and became the executive 
director of two organizations, the San Francisco Black Coalition on AIDS (1989 – 1995) 
and the Black Alliance for Just Immigration ((2006 – 2014). Whether it is around police 
misconduct, health disparities or immigration enforcement, it is abundantly clear that 
Black lives have never mattered.
 
United States of Struggle: Police Murder in America contains eleven poems that I wrote 
in Seattle and Berkeley between 1983 and 2020. They were written out of anger and 
anguish over the unbridled power and brutality wielded by policemen and directed at 
Black people.
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The lead poem, Once Again was written in protest of the blatant murder of George Floyd 
in broad daylight in Minneapolis on May 25, 2020 by four Minneapolis policemen. 

Ode to Oscar is a tribute to the life and legacy of Oscar Grant who, after a night of 
celebrating the New Year in 2009, was murdered by a transit cop. They Killed Kayla is a 
poem about Kayla Moore, a transgender woman who needed a mental health intervention 
but was murdered by police instead. Ultimatum is a passionate poem that delivers a 
searing challenge to institutional racism.

On Bended Knee is in support of Colin Kaepernick’s kneeling protest against racism and 
police murder and in support of the Black Lives Matter Movement.  Sports figures like 
Kaepernick and Michael Bennett have carried on the legacy of sports figures like John 
Carlos, Tommie Smith, Muhammad Ali, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and others.
 
I wrote No Justice, No Peace in 1992, the day after the acquittal of the Los Angeles police 
officers that pummeled Rodney King for all the world to see. This unjust verdict sparked 
a major uprising in Los Angeles and garnered nationwide and worldwide attention and 
condemnation.
 
No Holds Barred and Target Seattle/Soweto/San Salvador are about police murders of 
Black men in Seattle. They also versify about the global struggle against racism and 
exploitation. Together is a poem that speaks to the wisdom of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

The last two poems Day by Day and The Days of Black Lives are homages to the massive 
protest movement that has engulfed the nation and the world in the aftermath of Floyd’s 
wanton murder. They are companion poems that speak to the daily ideals and aspirations 
of freedom-loving people.

We have a long way to go to eradicate white supremacy and build a world where we all 
belong. The mass uprisings in the US and across the globe in response to the police 
murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis represents a major inflection point in the struggle 
against police murder and white supremacy and for a true multiracial democratic society. 
It will take all of us—poets and preachers, artists and activists, youngsters and oldsters, 
workers and immigrants, men, women and children—all of us of all races to defeat the 
scourge of racism and inequality. I will never give up, as I know you won’t either.
 
In Love and Struggle, 

Gerald Lenoir
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Once Again

For George Floyd

Once again, a brother lies dead in the street
Once again, he screams, “I can’t breathe” with no relief

Once again, policemen stand idly by while
Once again, a man in blue condemns a Black man to die.

Once again, Black lives really don’t matter
Once again, a Black body is crushed and shattered

Once again, Black lives are under attack
Once again, a man dies because he’s Black

Once again, we pray, we march, we dissent
Once again, we rage, we cry, we vent

Once again, we ask: how can this still be?
Once again, we answer: white supremacy.

America has never paid for its original sin
Not for what is or what has always been

So, we continue to pay for the color of our skin
Not once, but again, and again, and again.

Berkeley, CA
May 31, 2020
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Ode to Oscar

For Oscar Grant

For riding BART while being Black
Oscar Grant got a bullet in his back

Dead on the platform of the Fruitvale Station
Going home from a New Year’s Eve celebration

 
Thrown against a wall, kneed in the back
The cops were aggressively on the attack
Handcuffed and lying prone on the ground

Oscar’s life was taken with witnesses around
 

Twenty-two years old with a baby girl
Another Black father taken from this world

Oscar had a family and a life to live
He was a human being with love to give

 
Oaktown responded with marches and protests
Grassroot folks were sick and tired of this mess

Oscar’s killer was convicted, his sentence was light
So the struggle continues, it’s a long-term fight

 
Racist cops and injustice are facts of life
America is the land of division and strife

Oscar is gone too soon, buried and blessed
But we who believe in freedom cannot rest

May 31, 2020
Berkeley, CA
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They Killed Kayla

For Kayla Moore and the transgender women 
and men who face violence on a daily basis

They killed Kayla Moore
But why? What for?

No warrant, no complaint, no rhyme, no reason
On a trans Black woman, it’s open season

Accosted and arrested in her own abode
For having a mental health episode

Forcibly restrained for “noncompliance”
Murdered because of her willful defiance.

Hands cuffed behind her back
Legs crossed and tied with a strap

Placed face down on her bedroom futon
Smothered and suffocated until she was gone

“I can’t breathe” was the last thing she said
The police didn’t help her and now she’s dead
The cops in liberal Berkeley are no exception

To transphobia, racism and biased perceptions

The criminal justice system failed Kayla Moore
The mental health system shut the door

The norms of society made her an outlaw
She was judged abnormal with a fatal flaw

Black Lives Matter—straight, lesbian, gay, bi, and trans
For all Black lives, we must take a stand

Divide and conquer are the rules of the game
Never forget what happened and Say Her Name:

Kayla Moore.
June 28, 2020

Berkeley, CA
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Ultimatum

For I and I

I’m so sick and tired; I’ve tried to ask you very politely
But you haven’t listened when I’ve said it very nicely
So let me put it to you, very straight and very direct:

Get your fuckin’ knee off my goddamn neck!

I’m talkin’ to the police, the DAs, the judges, the juries and the jailers
I’m talkin’ to Congress, the President and all of his enablers

I’m talkin’ to the haters and perpetrators of a vicious, racist plan
I’m talkin’ to the Neo-Nazis, the Aryan Nation and the Ku Klux Klan

I’m not issuing a veiled warning or delivering an idle threat
I’m saying it in no uncertain terms, so you won’t ever forget

I’m confronting you and challenging you to put yourself in check
Get your fuckin’ knee off my goddamn neck!

I’m putting it in plain English, so you’ll fully understand
I’m not asking you, I’m giving you an ultimatum and demand

I’m telling you that I deserve justice, freedom and respect
So get your fuckin’ knee off my goddamn neck!

July 16, 2020
Berkeley, CA
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O, say can you see
by the dawn’s early light
that all is not right?
On bended knee, 
We fight the perilous fight.

In the land of the free,
we take a knee
for all to see that
we won’t stand for police brutality;
we won’t bow to white supremacy.

The home of the brave
is also the home of the slave.
We bend a knee to save
a nation from its grave.

We kneel to heal
a nation in undeniable denial,
a nation on trial
for its crimes against humanity.
Remember Wounded Knee.
Remember our Jim Crow legacy.

We bend a knee to the ground
because we are bound
by a sacred duty and solemn oath
to stop the growth
of a malignant immorality
and a racist mentality.

We kneel in prayerful pose
with head held high,
eyes focused on the prize,
fist raised to the skies.

We kneel and sound a death knell
to the notion that all is well,
to the fake news and false fables,
to the slanderous lies and libelous labels.

We will stand and proudly hail
the broad stripes and bright stars
when we are no longer behind bars,
out of the prisons and jails.

Until then, we bend a knee
in the land of the unfree,
in the home that we crave.

                    May 31, 2017
                      Berkeley, CA

On bended knee

For Colin Kaepernick
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After fifty-six blows to his body and head,
Rodney King was the culprit.  “Not guilty,” they said.

Videotaped for all the world to see,
Rodney King was beaten to a savage degree.

Yet, LAPD is off, again, Scott free.
Will someone please tell me,

How the hell can this be?
 

They say justice is blind and it must be true;
Twelve jurors couldn’t see what was in plain view.

Blinded by racism and “law and order” hype,
Rodney King was not a man, but a stereotype.
King grunted like a bear, looked like an ape;
He deserved what we saw on that videotape.

 
“Not guilty,” they said and lit the fuse,

An explosion of anguish long, long overdue.
Conflagration ignited, frustrations aflame,

Who is at fault?  Who is to blame?
The LAPD, the “impartial” jury,

Those who unleashed a storm of Black fury.

From Martin Luther King to Rodney King,
Twenty-five years have brought us nothing

But more poverty and racism in this “land of the free,”
More injustice and self-destruction and inhumanity.

Police brutality is still the “rule of law”
And we can’t believe what we actually saw.

Now the fires are burning out of control;
The alarm has sounded for all to behold.
The moment of truth has finally arrived—

Not just justice delayed, but justice denied.
But when will the hatred and racism cease?

When will America learn—
No Justice, No Peace.

 
 

May 1, 1992
Berkeley, CA

No Justice, No Peace

For Rodney King
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No Holds Barred

Dedicated to Riley Frost, Shelley Johnson, Ron Settles, Ernie Lacy,
Nevelle Johnson, Arthur McDuffie and the fifteen chokehold victims in Los Angeles 

and the thousands of other victims of police violence in America

On January 19, 1983, another brother fell,
The victim of a legal lynching in the King County Jail.

Strangled to death, so I’m told,
One more victim of a policeman’s chokehold.

 
Riley Frost died because he was Black
Racism runs rampant and that’s a fact.

From Ronald Reagan to a King County Jail guard,
The message is clear: No holds barred.

 
No holds barred, It’s open season

And if you ask, “What is the reason?”
The system’s in trouble and Black folks to blame,

So say the rightwingers, so they claim.
 

The message is clear, it’s no holds barred.
Capitalism’s in trouble and times are hard.

So Reagan balances the budget on the workers’ backs
And we bear the brunt because we’re Black.

 
As imperialism is threatened by Third World liberation,

As peoples of the world throw off exploitation,
They build up the military to choke off the threat

And we pay the price and we ain’t done yet.
 

From Miami to Milwaukee, the message’s the same.
In L.A. and Seattle, it’s all the same game.

In this society, Black lives are not respected one bit;
The police don’t protect us, they serve private profit.
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So it’s:
No holds barred on police brutality,

No holds barred on white supremacy,
No holds barred on workers’ repression

And none whatsoever on racial oppression.
 

 So we struggle for justice in an unjust nation;
We fight for our rights and against exploitation.

We defend ourselves and take our stand;
We confront the government and make our demands.

 
We demand an end to chokehold abuse;
We will not live with our necks in a noose.

We demand justice for Frost and all of the others;
We will not stand for the murder of our sisters and brothers.

 
We will struggle to move the masses to unity,
To fight racism and war and fascist mentality.

For our struggle is not against just one jail guard,
But against a system and it’s no holds barred.

January 25, 1983
Seattle, WA
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Target: Seattle/Soweto/San Salvador

 
Written in protest of the machine gun murder of 

Robert Baldwin by Seattle policemen on March 28, 1984.
 

Rat-ta-ta-tat-tat
Twenty-one bullets in Baldwin’s back;

No right to home, no right to life,
Out of work, a victim of racial strife.
Judged and executed on the spot.

Twenty-one bullets is the sentence he got.
 

So Baldwin died
And the policemen lied.

The inquest verdict: justifiable homicide.
 

Rat-ta-ta-tat-tat
Run for cover if you’re poor or Black

Affirmative action shot down in the halls of justice,
Racism rising as the policemen bust us.

White supremacy is still the law of the land,
And we are still the target of the Nazis and the Klan.

 
So still we die

And still they lie
That racism is not the reason why.

 
Rat-ta-ta-tat-tat

Nicaragua, Angola under attack;
Imperialist bullets making their hit,

Waging war on the people to protect private profit.
Namibia and Palestine illegally occupied,

Sabra and Shatila where the innocent died.
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So the innocent died
And Reagan lied

And Israel continues its genocide.
 

Rat-ta-ta-tat-tat
Rat-ta-ta-tat-tat

The sound of the people fighting back;
FMLN, PLO,

We still have a long, long way to go.
 

And we who live within the belly of the beast,
Must struggle for justice, equality and peace.
Targeting this system that exploits the poor,
Taking aim at its pillars of racism and war,
From Seattle to Soweto to San Salvador.

 
And if we must die,

Let us at least know why.
Let “Freedom!” be our battle cry.

 
 

June  27, 1984
Seattle, WA
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Together

 
For all of us

 
Dr. King appealed to our faith and morality

He wrote these words of wisdom and spirituality:
“We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality,

Tied in a single garment of destiny…
This is the interrelated structure of reality.”

So where does that leave us in 2020,
Facing a virus that is toxic and deadly

Squaring off against police brutality
Coping with unemployment and poverty

Battling the evil of a racist mentality?

It leaves us to turn to love for each other
Not to hate, turning on one another

To realize that we are sisters and brothers
To take care of the earth, our sacred mother
To become one people, one nation, together

 

July 24, 2020
Berkeley, CA
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Day by Day

For the Black Lives Matter Global Network
and the people who are in the streets

 Day by day, we rebel in peaceful confrontation
Day by day, we struggle for justice and affirmation

Day by day, we battle the forces of exploitation
Day by day, we challenge an imperfect nation

 
Day by day, we lift every voice and sing

Day by day, we demand, let freedom ring
Day by day, we make something out of nothing
Day by day,  we transform our winter into spring

 
Day by day, we shatter all the false illusions

Day by day, we cut through the utter confusion
Day by day, we fight for belonging and inclusion

Day by day, we reach for a righteous solution
 

Day by day, we rise up and kneel on a wounded knee
Day by day, we step up and unmask bigoted brutality

Day by day, we stand up and renounce racist immorality
Until, day by day, Black Lives Matter and we all are free 

 
June 24, 2020

Berkeley, CA
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The Days of Black Lives

A Vision for My People
 

The Day of Reckoning is here
Freedom is beckoning for all to be aware

The Spirit of rebellion is in the air
Masses are in the streets everywhere

The Day of Reconciliation is far away
But coming closer day by day

We are marching, marching on our way
With a sense of urgency, with no delay

The Day of Reparations is in our sight
When we no longer have to protest and fight

When we can find rest and peace at night
When we turn historic wrongs into human rights

Then the Days of Black Lives will be fruitful and long
Our world will be filled with laughter and song

Our healthcare and welfare will be solid and strong
Our homes and our work will be secure and lifelong

The Days of Our Lives will be ours to discern and decide
Our ambitions and aspirations will be our purpose and pride
Our children and grandchildren will be nurtured and prized
Our parents and grandparents will be loved and recognized

That is the day when Black lives will matter
That is the day when we’ll have what we’re after

That is the day when there’s no slave and no master
That is the day when we can say, “All lives matter.”

June 25, 2020
Berkeley, CA
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