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GVP39, Ashanti Hamilton

[...]

D: Please state your name.

A: My name is Ashanti Hamilton.

D: And how old are you?

A: And | am forty-five years old.

D: You getting around the age where you forget. (laughter) And I know you’ve experienced gun
violence, would you share your story?

A: Yeah, so I’ve, you know, I grew up on the, on the East Side of Milwaukee, [in Saveland
Park]. So, you know, so I have a number of stories that kind of related to gun violence. But | was
going to start with the earliest one.

D: Sure.

A: You know, the very first funeral that I, that | went to, right, was because of a homicide due to
gun violence. My earliest memory of a funeral, my earliest memory of a death, was because of
gun violence. And it was somebody that was pretty close to our family and, you know, in those
neighborhoods, in that time period, you know, you’re, the people that you grow up around are
your extended family, right? And | had a next-door neighbor who was closer to me than a
brother. You know, we did everything together and he had an older brother. And I think it’s
important to say his name just cause I think in these types of situations because that was so long
ago, [...] it feels good to remember him, right? And to talk about him, you know, because he was
such a strong presence in the neighborhood. Everybody looked up to him. His hame was
Sheffield. Sheffield Johnson. And you know, everybody looked up to him. He had a car, right,

and it was one of those nice cars, duce and the quarters. And, you know, he was the
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neighborhood big brother and the literal big brother of one of, you know, of my best friends. And
we had this bar in the neighborhood that still exists, it’s called [...] it’s right [in Saveland] we
used to have to walk by [it] going to school, it was (inaudible) or you know, right on MLK and,
and Ring it’s Martin Luther King Elementary now. But you know, you walked through that
neighborhood today, everybody remember it as (inaudible), right? And neighborhood kids still
go there. And so, there was a fight at the bar one night, and somebody pulled out a gun and shots
were exchanged, and he got hit and he died. But it hit the neighborhood hard because he was,
because he was who he was. He was well respected. He always looked out for the little kids and
you know, he was just, he was just cool. And so, having this emotion kind of go through the
neighborhood, going to a funeral at such a young age and seeing how people reacted to that. It
kind of, it set the pace for a number of funerals that I would have to go to like that of you know,
just, young men cut down in their prime, you know, due to gun violence. And you know, it was
kind of demoralizing for a long time, because as | got older and we started to see the
neighborhood change and you know, this kind of influx of the crack epidemic kind of came to
the neighborhood and it was, this is like, one of the first neighborhoods that you know, had a
organized, you know, drug kind of distribution like, process, right. And so there was you know,
turf battles and all that type of stuff, and to watch that whole thing go by and then watch my little
brothers and sisters, right, get involved in it. And then to see them have children, right, and then |
got nieces and nephews who are now losing their parents, right, to this and there’s no other word
to use other than to call it an epidemic, right? And you know, and as much as people want to call
them criminals, and, you know, these are drug dealers and they were this or they, you know, they
were just kids growing up in the neighborhood to me, right? They were just, you know, (pause)

just young people, right? You know, trying to grow up in an environment where, you know,
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where a mistake or an argument could cost you your life. And, you know, and now I’'m seeing,
you know, the effects both the perpetrators, the shooters as well as those who lost their lives to
gun violence, how it affects both people. So I have two nieces, and this is [...] I’ll call it, “The
Tale of Two Nieces,” right? So, | have two sisters who have children by, one by young man who
was sitting outside a bar having a good time who was, I don’t remember if he was celebrating his
birthday or one of his friends’ birthday, and they were just sitting outside in the car. Fight breaks
out, outside the bar. Shots go off, go into the car. He gets hit. He dies from his injuries, and she’s
just a baby. And my sister is distraught cause they were in a relationship at the time. They had a
young baby. She was, and this that young love, right. So, you know, so it really affected her and,
but even to this day, his daughter, her daughter, my niece, is seventeen years old now. Has a
really strong relationship with his family, her father’s family. And she’s still, you know, just
because of the stories and she’s still very affected by his loss. They still visit him in the, at the
cemetery. But that loss to her is like, such a strong presence in, in like, in her life now and you
know, this need of having a father figure in her life. You know, and just the instability that that
kind of created her, you know, her entire life. And then | had another sister who, who had a
daughter by a young man who actually got into a shootout with, with some other young men. Hit
them and then got into a shootout with the police department, all right? Barricaded himself in the
house and, and full-blown shootout. And, but felt as if this was, you know, not only did he have
some issues personally, but you know, felt as if this was the definition of being a man, right?
“Drawing a line in the sand, well I won’t take any mess from anybody and if need be, then I will
have to defend myself to the death with a,” you know, “with a gun.” But now he’s locked up and
he’s been locked up for almost thirteen, fourteen years now. And probably won’t, won’t be out

for another thirteen, fourteen years. So, so she grew up without having him you know, in her life.
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But, but seeing the mentality and how this kind of permeates a community and why people make
the decision to try to, you know, handle their, their situations with, with a gun. And the aftermath
of that. All right? And, and I’m looking at it generationally now, cause I’'m, I’m a little long in
the tooth now, alright? I can see it generationally, how as a child myself, witnessing this, how it
affected my generation and then how those came after me you know, you know was swimming
in that same environment and how it got to the point where it is now, where you know, it was, it
was uncommon then, but you know, still had an effect to a point now where it’s so common,
where man, it’s, it’s leaving a traumatic stain, you know, on our, on our community. And you
know? And I’m, I’m seeing it play out and already in people’s lives even today.

D: What do you think we can do to change that?

A: So, one of the things I think is important for us to do now is to recognize the traumatic
experience that so many folks in our community have gone through. And allow for a healing
process to occur for them because I think right now what we’re doing is we’re attempting to
define them based off of their behavior right now, without really taking a look at how they got to
that space. And there has to be a, kind of a intervention, identifying that that happened and
giving them what they need in order to heal that. Because if they don’t begin to value
themselves, then they’ll continue to try to solve the issues that we see, you know, that we see
play out in some very heartbreaking ways. So | think one is recognition, you know, of how we
got here. They’re not animals, right? They’re not, (pause) you know, they, they get called all, all
kind of names in the book, but they’re human beings that went through very traumatic
experiences and never got what they needed in order to heal from that. And, and if you, if you
listen to them and if you talk to any of them, right, I mean I have a, I have a brother that’s in

prison right now. For a homicide, right? And you know, for (pause) you know, | think a lot of
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people would say, “Hey, your brother’s a monster.” Right? “Your brother is a...” and he was a
young, he was a young man, he was eighteen years old. The person that he shot was his friend,
right? They knew each other, they hung out together, they you know, so, you know, what
happened between them was two people who shouldn’t’ve had a gun in the first place, wrestling
over because they’re fighting over something else, wrestling over a gun, the gun goes off and,
you know. So, if you can, if you can imagine two families, right, that know each other, right,
they are friends with each other, not just those two young men, the families are friends. And
having to deal with the death and a funeral, and like, how do you go through that process, you
know, so, they, this affects an entire community, you know? So, you know [...] there’s a[...]
humanity that needs to be brought back to this type of situation because unless we start dealing
with what happened to bring a community to the place where it is, where these types of things
are commonplace. We’ll never get to a point where we start to change the direction of what we
see in our communities.

(pause)

D: Does your niece—

A: That was a little bit more than | even thought | was going to share. I wasn’t even going to
share that story. (laughter)

D: Does your niece and your sister forgive the, the father that shot someone and is now currently
in prison?

A: pause) The, you mean, my family member or the?

D: Your family.

A: My family members do?
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D: You said she’s going through a lot. Do you think she’s angry with her dad? Or she forgives
her dad?

A: Oh yeah, you know, I think she forgives her dad. I think we’re in one of those situations
where it’s your, “It’s my dad.” Right? And there’s a kind of a, a forgiveness that you know, only
a daughter could give, right? I mean she, you know, to the point where she’s a, you know,
because his street reputation is bigger than life, you know, there’s a sense of pride that’s there.
You know? About that. Because you know [...] as much as we talk, you know, gun violence in
our community, by and large that gun violence is directed at each other, right? We’re shooting
each other in the street. You know, he had the, you know, the kahunas, alright, to, you know, to
face law enforcement and come out, you know, alive and dadada. You know, so there’s a story
that, you know, that kind of builds off of that. You know, which is, you know. So, I, yeah, I think
she’s forgiven him, but she’s affected by his absence.

D: Of course.

A: And, and I don’t think that that is the best example for her to grow up into or to, you know, to
look for in, you know, in a man [...] that’s not the example, and you know, and the best person
to tell her that would be him.

D: Yes.

A: Right? You know, and, and | think he would probably be in that place now, you know, having
spent over a decade locked up, just like, you know, *“ I don’t know what I was on when I was out
there doing that, but | would definitely trade a different situation from doing that and being in
here now. [ would’ve made different cho- if I would’ve been in my right mind.” I think he would
tell her that story. You know, he would try to teach her that lesson. You know, but this is the, the

illness that kind of gets perpetuated because, you know, this is what we end up idolizing. And so,
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yeah, so, what | would you know, and I think it plays out in her behavior too, and the choices
that she’s making you know, for, you know, boyfriends and you know, what she’s attracted to
out here. And so, you know, so, it takes [...] it takes work.

D: A lot of work.

A: Yeah.

D: That would be in, a close family care counselling.

A: Mhmm.

D: That’s a lot of work. Needs to be, it needs to happen, but it’s a lot of work.

A: Yeah.

D: Do the family in which your brother and the other family were friends, do you guys, did they
forgive your brother?

A: (pause) Nah, that’s deeper. Right? There’s a, I think the family members on both sides are
working through, you know, just recognizing what happened. And being able to move on from it.
But, you know, they were very adamant about, you know, going to court. Making sure that he
was punished. Making sure that you know, just, and, and you can’t blame them. They wanted
justice for their, for their loved one.

D: But it was an accident.

A: Yeah. Yeah [...] it was an accident. But this [...] is the problem with losses like this, right?
With losses like this, you [...] feel like the [...] answer or [...] the only way that justice is served
in a situation where you lost somebody that you loved, the only justice is a long sentence or
death for the person who, who was, was responsible. I don’t think that we’ve matured enough,
right, to understand how justice could look in other ways. And, you know, and that’s why | think

there’s still sore spots, right, with healing, you know [...] in that situation but, you know [...] put
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the shoe on the other foot, you know, and, and you’re the one that lost. You know, that’s why
[...] Ijust can’t put a judgement on it, you know what I mean?

D: Right.

A: You know, and I think there are some family members who have, who, who understand the
scenario, who understand the situation and you know [...] and have grown past it. But | think
there are others who, who are still struggling with that, you know. And, you know, and | think
just, both [...] as a family and as a community, I think that’s something that we have to, you
know, we have to face head on. We have to face the outcomes of the actions of this gun violence,
right? And, and the impacts that it has, you know, and face those and, you know, and be honest
about them. And, and deal with the outcomes. This is severely traumatic. And, so no, I don’t
think there’s any finality that, as far as forgiveness and you know, and understanding that’s, you
know, in that, in that case.

D: Okay. What would you say to law makers that you think could help reduce gun violence?

A: One, I think it’s far too easy for people to, to get guns. We, we, we have easy access to all
kinds of weapons, you know, all of the [...] young men that | talked about recently, you know, in
the last you know, few years, these were young folks, right? That [...] they wouldn’t be able to
just walk into a store and just get, none of them was, you know, bought their gun at a gun store
and pulled out a ID and you know what | mean? Like, none of them got there, you know, their
access to a weapon, you know, legally. So, you know, I’m, so we, we’ve created an environment
that, you know, floods our community with guns and you have people who are not mentally
ready to handle a gun. They don’t know how to, and they’re not mentally ready to solve disputes.
And they have a gun, right? And so, I think that’s the biggest problem. The biggest problem is

just the access to gun. What would normally have been you know, a pushing match, or
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somebody cussing each other out and at worst, if they would’ve got into a fist fight and that
would’ve been at worst. Now, all of those situations, everybody has a gun. Both sides. And then
we, you know, they end up using those guns because, you know. So, the very first thing is limit
the access to these weapons because one, it’s not making the community any safer, you know, by
flooding the community with, with guns. And then two, spending more resources on preventative
methods for interrupting violence. I think that there’s a way of recognizing and predicting who is
probably going to be a victim of or a perpetrator of violence. And then, you know, having the
strategy for dealing with that. We have to be able to do that if you don’t want to spend all your
time chasing people who actually committed crimes, so. Yeah, | think those are two very
concrete things that can be, that law makers could do.

D: Is there anything you’d like to add?

A: 1 guess the [...] only thing | would like to add is that we can’t continue to go down this road.
We can’t continue to do things the way that they’ve always been done and then expect for it to
miraculously, somehow change course. And we’re still doing the same things that we’ve been
doing over the past you know, two or three decades. You know? We have to do something
different and so, you know, and a lot of people get upset about, you know, asking for resources
to be shifted in different ways, you know, because you know, people like putting money into law
enforcement and into corrections if they feel as if punishment is the way of changing people’s
behavior and that obviously has not worked. And | would hope that we could take a more
humane approach in trying to recognize that hurt people hurt people. And so, let’s build a system
where people stop getting hurt. You know? And give them the support that they need in order to,
in order to heal.

D: Thank you, that was great!



