Looking Back at May 13, 1985, Twenty Years Later

An interview with Ramona Africa, the only adult survivor 

of the 1985 MOVE massacre in Philadelphia
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It’s 20 years now that the Philadelphia police attacked and burned down the MOVE house at Osage 6221, killing eleven people and destroying a whole block in the process. Can you describe how that happened and how it came about?
What people are not aware of is that what happened on May 13 was not because some complaint from our neighbors. When have you ever heard about the state caring about complaints of black people about their neighbors?

Yeah, that would be something real new.

What happened took place because of our unrelenting protest against the ongoing imprisonment of our unjustly imprisoned family members, the MOVE 9, who were arrested in August 1978. That was our issue then back in 1985, and that was what we were calling attention to, but the government did not want that, they wanted us to shut up. They tried everything over the years, beating us up, roughing us up, and offering us money and jobs, things that they also used to destroy other organizations…

So there were even attempts to by you off?

Oh, absolutely! Offering us positions, money, offices – trying to corrupt us. And when we didn’t accept that, they determined that there basically was no other way with us than to exterminate us. And that is what May13 is actually about, and from there, people should understand clearly that already in 1978, the state came really to kill, not to arrest MOVE people, and they failed in that and instead killed a cop in the crossfire. And because of their failure to kill MOVE, the next best thing was to put MOVE people into prison for as long as possible, using the dead police officer that they themselves ended up killing as the reason for that.

After 1978, the MOVE members involved in the incident were sentenced, without any proof to 30 to a hundred years in prison, and that was when the government tried to stop us by using even more violence than in 1978.

I see. I think readers of the junge Welt will be able to figure out from Alice Walker’s article that’s also appearing there today what actually happened in 1985. My question now is, what was the aftermath? And is what happened then still an issue in Philadelphia?
Yes, it is; I have looked over news articles over the past weeks, and a theme seems to run trough the articles: They’re trying to convince people that the May 13 bombing is basically a thing of the past, that nobody really remembers it and that a lot of people don’t even know about it, and that we should basically put it behind us.

But that’s a trick, to try to convince people that it’s no big deal and that it’s over, because if people have forgotten about it and it’s no longer an issue, why do they front page news articles about it?

And number two: Other people may not travel, but I travel a lot all over this country and all over the world literally, and people have not forgotten and invite me – we’ve been all over the States, all over France, allover Italy, all over England, all over Belgium, we’ve been to South America and Cuba, allover Canada, and also Germany – if people had forgotten, and it’s no big deal now, why would people then still want to know about it that much and get more information about it?

We have talked about it already, but since it is a very important political and humanitarian issue in my view: How are the MOVE 9, who were imprisoned after a similar police attack in 1978 in Powelton Village and sentenced to 30 to a hundred years for allegedly killing a cop, connected to May 13, 1985 and the commemoration now? 

Is there any possibility today to do something about the incarceration of the MOVE 9?

Absolutely. They are seeking appeals right now in several courts, and that is about a re-sen​tencing. I mean, obviously they’re innocent, and they should be released, based on their innocence, but short of that, the next thing we should be pushing for is a re-sentencing to time served because their thirty years minimum is coming up in three years, and even if they were released on parole, they would be on parole for the rest of their lives!

To do this, people can and should write to the Governor of Pennsylvania, Ed Rendell, who was the District Attorney who prosecuted MOVE on bogus charges back in 1978 – he needs to be pressured. The same goes for current District Attorney Lynne Abraham. She needs to be pressured, because she was a judge in 1978 and signed bogus warrants against MOVE and now as DA has the power to drop or modify the charges against the incarcerated MOVE members. These two, people can and should address right now [See addresses below!].

If you look back at the 20 years after the massacre - how do you see it now? Any lessons to draw? The world has changed a lot since then - what is similar, and what is different?

Well, what is similar? It’s the viciousness and murderous mentality of the system. Since May 13, you had Waco, Ruby Ridge, people shot by murderous cops – to much in fact to go into here; just recently, there was another case of the notorious brutality of the Philadelphia police on the national news, this time with a young white man as the victim.

So, as Mumia’s fellow-journalist, now Professor of Journalism at Temple’s, Linn Washington wrote, to quote from the title of his forthcoming book, “Beating Goes On”?

Yes, exactly. And what people who shelved May 13 really did not understand is that it was not about MOVE. The thing is that people should have thought, and should think, about protecting themselves. They should take to the streets to ensure that something like this can never happen again, by people making their voices heard and by making their position clear. But people did not do that, and ended up making themselves vulnerable to similar measures of the system and the state.

So the basic lesson is that this is against all of us.

Exactly! We have to make clear that the people will not accept again any such thing, or else it’s bound to happen again.

How will you commemorate the 20th anniversary of the bombing? Will there be a message from Mumia on the occasion?

We do have a statement from Mumia on a CD which we will play and later on distribute. On the day itself, we will rally and gather at Osage Avenue, not to upset the few remaining dwellers – it’s like 24 compared to 60 families now – but to commemorate what happened. From there we will march to a park in Philadelphia to have the rest of our program.

Our main point, especially by going to Osage, is to let people know that this government cannot breathe the breath of life.

Thanks, Ramona.

Thanks, too, and greetings to Germany.
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