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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

A MAN CALLED 
MALCOLM

APRIL, 1957, NEW YORK CITY. Two  black-  and-  white New 

York City police cars pulled up to the curb in front of the 

28th Precinct. Curious onlookers watched as the police 

pulled a black man from the back of one of the cars.  

The man’s arms were handcuffed behind him. There was 

blood on his head and on the front of his shirt.

Two hefty police officers, one on either side, half lifted, 

half pulled the man into the station. On the street some 

people commented to each other and then went about their 

business. It wasn’t the first time that a black man had been 

hauled into the police station, or even the first time one had 

been brought into the station bleeding.

One Hundred and  Twenty-  third Street is in the center of 

Harlem. The street is not particularly wide, and often the 

police cars in front of the precinct were parked on the side-

walk. Red and brown buildings along the street, which had 

seemed almost colorless during the long winter months, 

were coming alive in the early spring weather. Already 

there were signs of the coming summer.

On the fire escapes overlooking the street were flower 

boxes, an occasional mop put out to dry, and sometimes 
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a small child playing under the watchful eye of a grand‑

parent. In the windows the serious watchers, the women 

who brought special pillows to the windows on which to  

rest their elbows, didn’t spend much time on precinct activ‑

ity. There were other, more cheerful things to see on the 

busy street. There were always the children, playing spir‑

ited games of ring‑o‑leevio and stickball, moving reluctantly 

from their games to allow cars to pass. Older women sat  

in front of their homes and exchanged the most recent gos‑

sip. Old men played bid whist or dominoes while young 

men whispered their best lines to  slim‑  waisted girls.

The street held a rich assortment of colors. The brightly 

colored skirts of Jamaican blacks, the white shirts of the 

old men, and the blue jeans of the youngest boys all served 

to offset the drabness of the buildings themselves. But the  

most vibrant colors were those of the inhabitants of  

the street. They ranged from the deep brown, almost pure 

black, of some of the boys idly bouncing a basketball, to the 

 cinnamon‑  colored shopkeeper on the corner, to the  cream‑ 

 colored, almost white, woman playing with her child.

The baseball season had just started and there was talk 

about the retirement of Jackie Robinson. Jackie had been a 

Harlem hero from his entrance into professional baseball 

in 1947 until he had decided to hang up his spikes.

Some  old‑  timers were talking about the ballplayers from 

the old Negro Leagues: Cool Papa Bell, Josh Gibson, and 

Buck Leonard. Younger men were talking about Willie Mays.

Suddenly there was a stirring on the street; something 

was happening. There is an unspoken language in Harlem, 
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a way that the people walk, and look at one another, that 

signals that something important is going on. The casual 

pace is suddenly quickened, the rhythms of the street are 

less relaxed, there is an electricity in the air. There was a 

decrease in the volume of street noises. Portable radios 

were turned down, conversations were interrupted. Eyes 

turned toward the busy 28th Precinct. What they saw 

shocked them.

In front of the 28th Precinct was a formation of black 

men. They were all dressed neatly with short haircuts, 

their arms folded before them. Some wore dark glasses, 

many wore suits. None of them were smiling.

“The Black Muslims!”

The word quickly spread along the street. The women in 

the windows shifted the pillows that protected their elbows 

from the concrete windowsills. A crowd began to gather 

around the men in formation. A white policeman took a 

look at the lines of men and quickly disappeared into the 

station house.

A  brown-  skinned young man, tall and  blade-  thin, care-

fully surveyed the formation that defiantly faced the 

precinct doors. Pleased by what he saw, he adjusted his 

glasses, walked toward the station house, and through the 

heavy doors.

Inside the station the young man walked quickly to the 

desk sergeant. He noticed the white police officers gath-

ered at the windows.

The thin man who confronted the desk sergeant 

demanded to see the black man who earlier had been 
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brought to the station bleeding and in cuffs. He asked for 

the man by name.

The officer at the desk said that the man wasn’t there, 

but the  stern-  faced man in front of him insisted that he 

was. The officer seemed nervous as he admitted that the 

man was indeed there, but that he could not be seen.

“And who are you?” the officer asked.

“Malcolm X!” The answer was quick in coming, and 

forcefully delivered.

Malcolm X declared that until the man, Johnson Hinton, 

was actually seen, and he was personally assured of 

Hinton’s safety and that he was receiving proper medical 

attention, the formation that had assembled outside the 

precinct would remain.

The police of the 28th Precinct had heard of the militant 

group commonly called the Black Muslims, but they had 

never seen it represented in this manner. The entire scene 

looked like trouble.

In Harlem the police did what they felt was necessary to 

maintain law and order. There had been occasional diffi-

culties, but never an organized group of black men as this 

seemed to be. It was said that the Black Muslims hated all 

whites and were trained in the martial arts.

The desk officer relented and allowed the man before 

him, Malcolm X, to see the man the police had arrested 

earlier.

“That man belongs in the hospital,” Malcolm announced.

An ambulance was called, and Johnson Hinton was 
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taken to Harlem Hospital. The men who had formed ranks 

outside of the police station remained in formation as they 

followed the route of the ambulance to the hospital on 

Lenox Avenue. The crowd following the small force of men 

grew as they passed through the streets. By the time they 

had reached Harlem Hospital the crowd had grown suffi-

ciently for the local police to contact police headquarters in 

lower Manhattan.

A police official approached Malcolm X and told him 

bluntly that he would have to move his people away from 

the hospital.

Malcolm refused, saying that the members of the Nation 

of Islam were standing peacefully, within their constitu-

tional rights, and harming no one. The police officer looked 

at the men standing in ranks, and walked away. Malcolm 

sent one of the men into the hospital to check on the condi-

tion of Hinton.

The crowd behind the formation was growing more rest-

less and more police were summoned. Soon there were two 

lines of men facing each other, one white, the other black. 

The policemen were not sure of what was happening. The 

men of the Nation of Islam were motionless.

The police official returned to Malcolm and told him that 

the crowd behind his formation was shouting at the police 

and acting in a manner that he could not tolerate.

Malcolm said that he would control the members of the 

Nation of Islam, and that the rest of the crowd was the prob-

lem of the police official. Again, the police official backed off.
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The man that Malcolm had sent into the hospital 

returned. He told Malcolm the doctors had assured him 

that Hinton was getting the best care possible. Malcolm sig-

naled the formation of men and they moved silently away.

That night and the next morning the community was 

filled with talk of “the Muslims,” and how they had con-

fronted the police. The police talked about the incident as 

well and wondered exactly what challenge the Muslims pre-

sented to them and exactly who was this man who called 

himself Malcolm X.


