
Selections by Luis J. Rodriguez 
 
 

To the police officer who refused to  
sit in the same room as my son because  
he’s a “gang banger”: 
         
How dare you!  
How dare you pull this mantle from your sloven  
sleeve and think it worthy enough to cover my boy. 
How dare you judge when you also wallow in this mud. 
Society has turned over its power to you, 
relinquishing its rule, turned it over 
to the man in the mask, whose face never changes, 
always distorts, who does not live where I live, 
but commands the corners, who does not have to await  
the nightmares, the street chants, the bullets, 
the early-morning calls, but looks over at us 
and demeans, calls us animals, not worthy 
of his presence, and I have to say:  How dare you! 
My son deserves to live as all young people. 
He deserves a future and a job.  He deserves  
contemplation.  I can’t turn away as you. 
Yet you govern us?  Hear my son’s talk. 
Hear his plea within his pronouncement, 
his cry between the breach of his hard words. 
My son speaks in two voices, one of a boy, 
the other of a man.  One is breaking through, 
the other just hangs.  Listen, you who can turn away, 
who can make such a choice; you who have sons 
of your own, but do not hear them! 
My son has a face too dark, features too foreign, 
a tongue too tangled, yet he reveals, he truths, 
he sings your demented rage, but he sings. 
You have nothing to rage because it is outside of you. 
He is inside of me.  His horror is mine.  I see what 
he sees.  And if my son dreams, if he plays, if he smirks 
in the mist of moon glow, there I will be, smiling 
through the blackened, cluttered and snarling pathway 
toward our wilted heart. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Somebody Was Breaking Windows 
 
Somebody was breaking the windows 
out of a 1970s Ford. 
Somebody’s anger, for who knows what, 
shattered the fragile mirror of sleep, 
the morning of silence 
and chatter of birds. 
A sledge hammer in both hands then crashed 
onto the side of the car, 
down on the hood, 
through the front grill and headlights. 
This Humboldt Park street screamed 
in rage of a single young man. 
Nobody got out of their homes. 
Nobody did anything. 
The dude kept yelling 
and tearing into the car. 
Nobody claimed it. 
I looked out of the window as he swung again. 
Next to me was my woman. 
We had just awakened after a night of lovemaking. 
Her six-year-old daughter was asleep 
on a rug in the living room. 
My woman placed her arms around me 
and we both watched through the louvre blinds. 
Pieces of the car tumbled 
onto steamed asphalt. 
Man hands to create it. 
Man hands to destroy it. 
Something about being so mad 
and taking it out on your car. 
Anybody’s car. 
I mean, cars get killed everyday. 
I understood this pain. 
And every time he swung down on the metal, 
I felt the blue heat swim up his veins. 
I sensed the seething eye staring from his chest, 
the gleam of sweat on his neck, 
the anger of a thousand sneers— 
the storm of bright lights 
into the abyss of an eyeball. 
Lonely? Out of work? Out of time? 
I knew this pain. I wanted to be there— 
to yell out with him, 
to squeeze out the violence 
that gnawed at his throat. 
I wanted to be the sledge hammer, 
to be the crush of steel on glass, 
to be this angry young man, 
a woman at my side. 



 
 
The Feathered Warrior 
 
 (for Marcos Cordova, who at 16 years old was 
 killed in the streets of Chicago) 
 
 
The streets call out many 
to be renamed, 
to be initiated 
into a world, 
to be reborn into darkness, 
to taste death so as to revel in it; 
streets that feed off 
all the great hungers, 
all the great angers. 
These streets have called out a fine warrior, 
who fought with fire and feathers, 
who ran poetic fingers over concrete 
walks—a warrior who carried 
the rage for all of us, 
pushing the emotional edges 
to the depths of all our rivers. 
He scared the world with honesty 
because justice ran in his veins 
as did the street’s blood. 
His death has given us life, 
not as savior, but as our son, 
who has toppled the betraying fathers. 
Clay, feathers and jade eyes: 
Sixteen years of man madness 
created such a dreamer. 
 



YOUNG FIGHTER FOR SOCIAL CHANGE GUNNED DOWN -- AND POLICE 
MADE SURE HE DIDN'T MAKE IT! 
By Luis J. Rodriguez 
 
CHICAGO -- Sixteen-year-old Marcos Cordova was a fighter. 
 
Marcos struggled against police abuse in his community. For peace among young people. For 
the right of youth to be heard and empowered. Last August, he helped found Youth Struggling 
for Survival, an organization dedicated to gaining knowledge and to providing social action and 
change for young people in Chicago. 
 
But in the early hours of June 25, while on a stoop in the Mexican barrio of Pilsen here in 
Chicago, Marcos was gunned down in a shooting incident. 
 
"The police made sure he wouldn't make it," said one of his friends. 
 
Chicago police officers apparently stopped his friends from taking Marcos to the Cook County 
Hospital, which is near Pilsen and known for the best trauma care in the city. They allegedly 
diverted them to Cabrini Hospital -- although it does not have a trauma unit. Marcos lay there 
for an hour and a half, strapped to a bed, without CPR or other emergency life-saving 
measures.  
 
It has long been believed that the police have allowed youth in Pilsen and other communities to 
bleed to death, or otherwise die, so that the hard numbers make a case for more police support 
and financing. Two weeks before Marcos' shooting, another youth was shot in Pilsen, and 
police there prevented anybody from helping him as he lay dying! 
 
Marcos' death has deeply affected the many young people who have come through the banner 
of Youth Struggling for Survival. The group was formed to provide a strong political 
alternative for young people when more than 125 youth from throughout the Chicago area 
converged on the campus of the University of Illinois at Chicago on August 13, 1994. Marcos 
was the driving spirit behind this effort! 
 
Despite being hounded by police, rival gangs and the poverty of his environment, Marcos 
strove against great odds to better the living conditions of himself and his people. 
 
Marcos was a gang member. He did not finish high school. And he was under house 
confinement by the courts. Some may use this to say he didn't deserve a chance. But he was also 
a leader, a tireless defender of the people's rights. At Pilsen's Casa Aztlan Community Center, 
Marcos was an active participant, helping establish a youth program unparalleled at the time in 
Chicago. 
 
"He never gave up on us or himself," said Rocio Restrepo, another member of Youth 
Struggling for Survival. Marcos articulated many of the often-silenced sentiments of urban 
youth on television, radio and in print. He appeared on a talk show about youth and gangs in 
Wisconsin. He was part of Video Machete, the video production group of Youth Struggling for 
Survival. In this capacity, he filmed his neighborhood, his friends, and his thoughts for the 
world to see. In mid-July, he was to be one of eight inner-city Chicago youth invited to Italy to 
participate in expressive arts workshops with 90 young people from the United States, Italy 
and South Africa. 
 



The youth involved in this trip have agreed to dedicate the workshops there to Marcos' 
memory. A special showing of Marcos' video work was also shown at St. Procopius Church in 
Pilsen. 
 
The night of June 25, about 25 young people and a couple of adult mentors and parents met to 
discuss Marcos' life and death in a Pilsen apartment. As sounds of exhaust pipes, car horns, 
sirens, children's shrieks and city voices pushed through the open windows, the participants 
related how much Marcos meant to them. 
 
"He would have wanted us to continue his work," a youth said. "He would have wanted us to 
maintain the peace, and to fight the injustices of this society." 
 
One mother said, "I have lost children. I know the pain his mother must feel right now. We 
must work together so no more of our children are taken away from us." 
 
I remember Marcos. I worked with him since before the founding of Youth Struggling for 
Survival. Marcos was always there, at meetings, retreats, and activities. He was troubled, like 
so many young people his age. But he believed in revolutionary transformation and worked 
hard to achieve it. We knew him at his best. He was a true leader; he only needed the proper 
skills, clarity and organizational means to develop even further. He already had the heart. The 
intelligence. And the love. 
 
Marcos' death should not be in vain. The best way to honor him is to continue the work of 
Youth Struggling for Survival; of challenging the inequities of a society that sees many of these 
youth as lost causes.  
 
Marcos Cordova was a hero. He did not falter. His society failed him. It's our duty now to 
realize his dreams of peace, justice and abundance for all. 
 
 
[Luis J. Rodriguez is an award-winning poet and the author of  “Always Running: La Vida 
Loca, Gang Days in L.A.”] 
 
 

 


