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Disastrous destiny, and yet...
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Eleven-year-old Don Armijo thought the police force in East Los Angeles existed to protect
people. But when cops attacked a peaceful rally protesting the Vietnam War in a nearby park, he
realized that he belonged to a hated, persecuted minority. From that moment in 1970, Armijo
began to lead a life that steadily spiraled down until he wound up in prison in 1984. In this book
he tells a story that is all too common, but seldom heard.
Every week or so on TV we see the outcome of lives very like Armijo’s, though he managed to
escape death. On the evening news a couple of weeks ago, distressed mothers in Boston cried for
their dead sons. Bullets hit fifty-two people in Chicago in the week of June 13; eight died. All
this took place in half a dozen poor neighborhoods full of blacks and immigrants. That kind of
thing is hardly new. Nearly every city in the country has such gangs, and always has—see
Herbert Asbury’s Gangs of New York.
Some people care; a search for “stop gang violence” on the Web produced 974,000 results.
Policemen, politicians, religious leaders, sociologists, and innumerable others have tried. Some
of them have succeeded—for a while. Don Armijo’s book may give readers a chance to see why
these efforts continue to fail.
Theorists have argued that fatherless boys turn into “gangbangers,” but Armijo had a father with
a good job as a laborer in a paper mill. Armijo never got interested in his schoolwork; he
preferred to hang out with slightly older boys whose only passion seemed to lie in souping up
their jalopies. Neither of his parents tried very hard to keep him from joining his “homeboys,”

Los Sharkies of Twelfth Street, when their cool relations with boys from nearby neighborhoods
began to turn violent.
Few outside California remember the 1970s battles between Chicanos and police, or the warfare
among gangs in the barrios of East LA. Armijo plunged into those fights when he was still a
child. In his story, the police are minor characters—the real enemies were gangs of teenagers a
few blocks away.
The homeboys, he says, gave me a sense of self-importance and showed
me how to earn respect. That was enough reason for me to embrace
influences such as violence and intimidation that, for better or worse,
were beginning to shape my life.
It’s easy to see that Armijo never was cut out to live that violent life. He speaks of wondering
occasionally what to do next, but only when he found himself in a fight with one of his own gang
did he finally make a choice. At seventeen he enlisted in the Army, where he found drugs even
easier to get than they had been back home. When he overstayed a leave by twenty-nine days, he
went back to find himself in a “retraining brigade.” After that he apparently learned to stay out of
trouble in the Army, but when his enlistment ended he went home.
Things had changed. Many of his homeboys had landed in jail for dealing drugs, and others were
deeply involved in the trade. Armijo got a job, and married, only to find that though the
neighborhood battles had eased violence remained the norm. Having been involved in another
near-killing, he grabbed a chance for a job in Denver. But he missed the lifestyle, so he found a
gang in his new neighborhood to hang out with. His wife wanted him to stay home, but he
continued to roam the streets. She left, and then he moved back to East L.A.
Finally, he killed the wrong gang leader, got arrested, and went to prison for ten years. There he
turned to God, but at the end of the story I wondered how long God would be able to keep
Armijo in line.
Could one of those organizations dedicated to ending youth violence have changed things?
Something turned Armijo into a killer; what was it? Surely there were ways out of the gang
culture; surely some boys never got involved. Yet this book leaves me thinking of fate. Perhaps
some people are destined to live disastrous lives.
This story is fascinating, but after a while I found myself losing touch—one battle after another
can get old. Fred Stawitz, who co-wrote this book, as he has others, writes well, but the constant
use of Chicano slang, as many as twenty such words on a page, became irritating; the glossary
helps, but needing to refer to it far too often is a pain.
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