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LaDarren Starks VGV 88 8/20/2022

D: oh, I am too. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself?

L: Well, my name is LaDarren Starks. I’'m 37 years old, I’'m an African American male from
Mississippi originally. I moved up here about 13 years ago and I’ve been working with young

people ever since.

D: Wow.

L: Yeah.

D: And what race are you?

L: I’'m African American.

D: And what neighborhood generally do you live in?

L: I stay on the Northside of Milwaukee.

D: Okay, so is it like the Harambee area, the Midtown area?

L: The Midtown area

D: Okay.

L: Yeah, the 76" area.

D: Okay, yep midtown.

L: Yep.

D: How long have you lived there?

L: I’ve been here in this area; I’ve been in this area for about three years.
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VGV #, 2
D: So, do you remember what happened with your experience with gun violence?
L: Yes ma’am.
D: Please share.

L: Okay. It was back in 2002 | was here on vacation from Mississippi, | had just finished my
junior year of high school and I was going into my senior year when me and my sister left that
same day the last day of school, and got on the bus and came here to visit for the summer. But in
the back of my mind the whole time I’m like, I’'m leaving Mississippi and I’m never coming
back. Nobody knows this but this is in the back of my mind so, | get here and I’m living with my
dad, that’s why I’'m coming. My biological dad stays here all his brother and sisters and stuff like
that. So, | have a lot of family here. When I got here when | got with one of my cousins, one of
my older cousins, and he had a stolen vehicle. Now, this was my first time ever being in a stolen
vehicle and when | came—when | made it here that day | think it was like March 24" of 02 and
| knew something was weird about the car because the steering column was covered but he had a
key but the steering column was still covered but it was hot so I’'m like okay, | was just trying to
make it make sense. So, eventually, after a few weeks, he eventually came out and told me that it
was a stolen car that we were riding in and I’m like wow I’m 18 at the time, you know 18-year-
old we hardheaded. My dad did tell me, “Son, you do not need to be hanging with your cousin.”
And I didn’t listen, and what ended up happening by July of that same year, July the 19" is when
we were riding down the street and we were just minding our business we weren’t even messing
with anybody or nothing, they weren’t shooting at us, but we heard gunshots. So, as we were
driving, | ducked down, I remember ducking down, and then when I raised back up to look and

see where the shot was coming from, I got hit in the back of the head. The second bullet hit me
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in the back of the head and right then and there my life was changed forever. Ever since that day

Ms. Debra.

D: Wow.

L: My life hasn’t been the same since that day, since that day—since that gunshot that day? My

life hasn’t been the same.

D: So, what happened, did the car pause and that’s why you got shot, or were you guys still

driving and the bullet came and still shot you?

L: We were driving. We were still driving; we hadn’t stopped we were driving. | remember my

cousin stopping when | got shot.

D: Wow.

L: Because when | got shot, | immediately knew something was different because | couldn’t
move. | couldn’t move and I could say anything. So, I could see my cousin yelling, “Call the
police, call the police! He’s just been shot in the head, call the police!” and I’'m just lying there
moaning I’m just lying there moaning like “Oh, oh” I couldn’t say anything and so next thing
you know | remember the police coming cutting my clothes off me asking me questions | could
say anything, | remember putting me on the stretcher, put me in the ambulance and when they

putt the oxygen mask on me | blacked out.

D: Wow.

L: I blacked out and when | woke up again, the next time | woke up I was in my room looking at

the ceiling.

D: A hospital room?
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L: My own, | was in my room looking at the ceiling and I can remember I couldn’t talk or say
anything so my family that was there they would squeeze my hand to let me know—I would
squeeze their hand to let them know that | hear them. So, my mom rushed here from Mississippi
my dad my stepdad my family from Michigan, they for all over because they thought | was going

to die.
D: Wow.

L: Yes ma’am. And the guy wasn’t shooting at us, what I later learned when I was leaving the
hospital, what I later learned is it was some young people shooting dice on the corner and the
guy lost his money. The guy lost his money, and he wanted his money back. So, the guy that had
the money he tried to rob him, so he was running and then the guy was shooting at him. Also,

another—I was 18 at the time a 12-year-old got shot in the back that same day.

D: So, when, you may not know the answer to this but what general area were you in when you

got shot?

L: They7 told me 45" and Meinecke.

D: wow.

L: Back in 2003 how that neighborhood was? It was rough over there.

D: I mean | know Milwaukee but I really—I mean | know I can picture it, but | can’t.

L: Yeah, it was broad daylight, it was broad daylight kids were outside playing everywhere it
was a lot of people outside, but for them to be shooting in broad daylight like that? That was

awful.
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D: So, what you’re saying is the guy who lost his money was trying to steal his money back from

the guy who won?

L: That won the money, yes. And that’s how the streets are though, that’s how the streets play.

D: So, it sounds like everyone who was involved with the exception of you were youth, they

were under 18.

L: Not sure how old those young people were.

D: Okay.

L: Not sure. Not sure how old those young people were but the other young man that got shot he

was 12 and he got shot in the back a long with my getting shot in the head.

D: How would you say this experience has affected you, your family, and your community?

L: Oh, well I would say it has affected my life to the point where | no longer want to be a gang
banger, a drug dealer, or anything like that, | want to help my youth and because of me getting
shot that turned my life around. Originally, I had a different plan for my life and God turned it
around and made me a youth minister and now | work with the youth, and I’ve been here since
2008, and I’ve been working with the youth since 2008. I’ve been a crisis stabilizer for eight or
nine years. | worked in several group homes. I’m a teacher’s assistant right now going, I’'m
actually enrolled in UWM and I’m going to start my classes out there and finish my bachelor’s

degree in social work.

D: Wow, so will you go on to be—instead of a teacher’s assistant a teacher or will you go

become a social worker, or what?
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L: I plan to become—I have two options that I’m deciding | want to become a full-time special
ed teacher because the experiences and the wisdom and knowledge | have about life | share with
my young people and they—I originally was planning on working with the school system for a
couple years I’ve been there five years now so | like—I’m not going to say | like it, | love it
because I’m able to inspire young p[people not only the young people but even my colleagues,
even my colleagues. My attitude toward life, the gunshot changed my attitude towards life. |
used to take life for granted but now when I look at life and | see how precious it is and now I try

to teach other young people and other individuals how to appreciate life.

D: Wow. So, how would you say this has affected your family?

L: My mom was devastated. | can almost imagine that at some point she felt like you feel about
losing your son, because she thought she lost me. She thought—when she, by the time she made
it—my mama left Mississippi so fast she didn’t even pack any clothes. She didn’t even pack any
clothes. When she made it here, she had to buy all new clothes. She didn’t even pack any clothes,
that how devastated she was you know about—I’m the oldest of four I’m the oldest of four so

I’m—1 was, at that time still her baby I’'m 37 and I’m still her baby though.

D: (laughs)

L: So, I’m still her baby but it affects my family to the point where we weren’t we always have
been close, but I think the gunshot brought us even closer because we found God, my family

found God and that kind of you know propelled us to come even closer.

D: That’s beautiful how you said that that is really cool.

L: And I love serving and | love serving my community one thing | learned after the gunshot

because a lot of people were saying you know, “LaDarren God has something he wants you to
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do.” And I never heard this nobody told me thins until 2002 when I got shot. After I got shot that
was the first time somebody said God got something he wants you to do with your life and |
found out that my calling is to the young people in the street. My calling is to young men that’s
out here stealing cars, the young ladies that with them, the families that’s been affected by it, all

that.

D: And how do you—would you say that this, your experience affected your community?

L: Well when we talk about, we’ve been talking about gun violence they were just talking about
gun violence on the news yesterday so, we can go all the way back to 2002, that was unnecessary
shooting it was two lives, not only two people that got shot but there was two separate families, it
was three separate families that were affected by one, by one gunshot. By one person choosing to
pick up a gun instead of handling their problems in a different kind of manner. He chose to
handle it with a gun and so, that’s—in the Black community, I’m going to say in the Black
community because I’'m from the Black community and I’m still in it, that’s how a lot of people
deal with their problems. They go to the guns they go to the knife they go to gang banging and
jumping on people like that’s what they go to when they have a problem and sothe—in 2021 and
this new mind frame we have new ways of dealing with things, it’s a different way you can deal
with your problems you don’t have to always pull your gun out or pull your dukes out when why
we can’t just talk it out? Why you can’t huff and puff and walk away and come back and try
again? Why can’t you go outside and run? Why can’t you go downstairs in the basement and list
the ways instead of punching the tv and putting holes in the wall? So, we just have to find

different strategies on how to deal with our emotions and our anger.

D: You said that well, and I think what was so powerful was when you said three lives were

affected by one bullet.
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L: Yeah.

D: Or in this case two bullets.

L: Right, right right right.

D: And that was deep. How do you think this situation could have been avoided, and I think you

touched on that, but did you want to expand on that answer?

L: We can. One thing is we have to learn how to make better decisions when things aren’t going
the way we think it should go. Because you have to think about it, you have to think about it Ms.
Debra, if my mom, my dad, my entire family was affected by me getting shot, okay, then you’ve
got another young man that gets shot, now his family affected, then you’ve got this young man
he’s going to jail. So now his family is affected, were all affected by one bad decision. And so, if
we can learn how to make better decisions while were angry? Woo, we’re going to save a lot of

lives, Ms. Debra.

D: You are absolutely right. Was the person—and you know what I’m going to do I’'m going to

cut off my camera so all they see is you.

L: Okay.

D: Was the person who shot you was he caught?

L: He was caught.

D: Whoa.

L: He was caught.

D: What happened what was the—
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L: Okay so, the way the situation went a miracle happened, I’'m going to tell you that, | was only
in the hospital for three and a half weeks. | had been shot in the head, paralyzed, not able to
walk, not able to talk, not able to use the bathroom on my own, not able to do anything once I
started receiving physical therapy and occupational therapy | started to get better and better every
day and the doctors were amazed they said: “It’s a miracle that’s your alive because a lot of
people don’t live after being shot in the head”. What was your questions again Ms. Debra I’'m

sorry? | got off track.

D: Oh no, that’s okay I asked was the perpetrator caught?

L: Yes.

D: And you said it was a miracle.

L: Okay so, when | got out of the hospital, | stayed here for another two weeks at my mom’s, and
she was going to go back home, and I was coming with her. I didn’t want to leave so I ended up
going back to Mississippi and by the time they got ready to have court, I wasn’t able to testify.
They caught the young man a d locked him up, but I wasn’t able to testify because I didn’t see
the young man that was shooting, all I can remember after being shot, all I can see is the

silhouette of the person holding the gun, | can’t see any features nothing. All I know is that—

D: Wow.

L: A young Black man with a gun in his hand, that was all | can see. So, I wasn’t able to come

back here and testify so they had to let him go. They had to release him.

D: So, what was the miracle?

L: The miracle was the doctors told my mom that | was never going to walk again or talk again.
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D: Wow. And we’re looking at the miracle, I’'m interviewing the miracle!

L: You’re interviewing the miracle right now.

D: Wow.

L: Yes, God.

D: Wow.

L: Mhm.

D: What do you think we could do to eliminate or lower gun violence?

L: Well, one of the things we’ve been talking about for years is stiffening up the gun laws. |
think in Wisconsin alone, and Milwaukee per se, | think when they passed the law and said that
we can openly carry and all that stuff, we—in the Black community, we thought it was a big
mistake that they did that. One of the things we talk about is stiffening up gun laws and the
penalty for these things. If we look back Ms. Debra over the years | say the last eight years, the
last eight years how many young people, not the older generation it’s a lot of young people it’s
the older people that’s getting killed and being affected by gun violence but a lot of it is our
youth, our future. A lot of it is them, so two of the things I think we need to stiffen our gun laws
and the penalties and our policy. We need to, some way somehow, we need to get in the system

and rewrite some things.

D: I agree. Do you have anything you’d like to say to elected officials or the community?

L: Well, what | would like to say is to the elected officials, | know everybody can’t—that’s not a
job for everybody. But at the same time, you have a lot of people that live in poverty and live

below economical means where they look to the politicians for help and for support. So, if we
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could get more of our politicians to reach back into our Black community, to help us, to rise up
against the violence, not just gin violence but violence period, were talking about gun violence
because it’s a lot of gun violence in the Black community and I’'m going to say this, | feel like
we need to rewrite some of the laws and the policies and some of it needs to be from the voice of
African Americans and young African Americans. One thing I’m learning is that the youth have
a lot to say, they have a lot to offer and if we don’t develop and open up a platform for them a lot
of them would never use their voice and | would like to build more platforms for the youth to
speak out against gun violence because | just had a student about two years ago go through the
same thing | went through, he was stealing, they call it shacking now, so they were shacking him
and two of his friends they were trying to steal somebodies car and he’s the only one that got

shot in the head and he died.

D: Wow.

L: Yes, at fifteen years old.

D: Oh man.

L: And this was just a couple of years, one of the students. One of my students. Yes ma’am.

D: I’m going to ask you because | had me in there, | got so wrapped up in your story | forgot to

cut my video off (laughs).

L: (laughs) Right.

D: Tell me again your name, your age, your race, and your gender, and what area in Milwaukee

do you live in?
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L: Okay, my name is LaDarren Starks I’m 37 years old, I’'m an African American male from the

Northside of Milwaukee along the Midtown area.

D: Okay, and you’ve lived there how long?

L: I’ve actually been in this area longer than three years I’ve been in this area for about five

years | want to say, yeah.

D: And when you—I know you were in the hospital for three and a half weeks.

L: Yes ma’am.

D: But what was it like, that rehabilitation stage? Could you describe that?

L: Oh, yes ma’am. That was one of the most emotional times in my life. When | looked in the
mirror and I’ve seen that my figure my face figure had changed because they cut my head open
to see was the bullet in my head so when I got a chance to look at my head it was swollen on one
side and my eye was closed and I didn’t even want to look at myself. I didn’t even want to look
at myself it was hard to look at myself. And it was one day when they put the little electricity on
my foot and on my leg after they told me I wasn’t going to walk again, they were putting it on
my leg and my toe wiggled from the shocks that they were doing on my foot, and it moved. And
I said “wow,” and “my toe wiggled” I got so excited. I said “Yes”—I told them right then and
there | said, “T will play basketball again, I will walk again” and lo and behold I was able, by the
time | left out of the hospital | had to learn how to learn how to do everything with one hand.
Originally, I was born right-handed, but my gunshot (pause) rehabilitated, so originally, | was

born right-handed but now I’'m left-handed because of the gunshot.

D: Wow.
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L: Yes ma’am.

D: That’s deep. Is there anything that you’d like to say specifically to our community?

L: Well, I would love to see more advocates for gun violence and for our youth that’s been
affected by gun violence. Over the last five years, ten years, | have seen two year old get shot in
the head, five year old get shot in the head, eight years old get shot in the head, ten year old get
shot in the head, 12, 14, and the list goes on and it seems as if a lot had not been done about the
gun violence in our community every day. Everyday. So, if | could say anything to the
community and to the advocates of the community one thing | would say if we could build more
platforms for our youth to have a voice that would be awesome. That would be awesome because
a lot of youth feel like they don’t have a voice, they feel like they don’t have a voice and if we
could build a platform even larger platform, and | know its different platforms in our community
that work for youth, we need more, we need more. I’m asking for more and it starts right here

right now, right here right now.

D: It does. And I’m going to ask you to share your story one more time about exactly what

happened because I don’t want to be on camera when you share it, I want them just to have you.

L: Okay.

D: So, tell us what happened.

L: Well, it was back in 2002, the summer of 2002 where this tragedy happened. | was originally
visiting Milwaukee from Mississippi and to be with my family to be with my dad and this was
something that we did every year. This was something we did every year and | always said when
| got old enough (pause) Milwaukee. And so the summer of 2002 my cousin when | made it up

here one of the older cousins quickly came and we started hanging out and when he pulled up
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and | went outside to see the car he was in, | saw that the steering wheel column was broken, and
this was my first time being in a stolen car and seeing actually seeing a stolen car and being in a
stolen car and so my cousin had, we rode around for weeks and weeks and I still didn’t know
whether or not the car was stolen or not. And so, after a while, he told me that the car was stolen
and so now were riding around in a stolen car. Fast forward to July the 19" that day and | forgot
to mention this that day | got shot, that morning, the morning leading up to the gunshot my dad
gave me and my little sister some money took us shopping took us out to eat and by me being 28
| got an ID made, so I just had gotten my ID made to have identification while | was here on
vacation and so later on that day my cousin came and I didn’t want to leave with him I didn’t
want to be in the car with him so | was trying to get my dads car and (pause) | could get my
dad’s car so | ended up getting in the car with my cousin. As we were riding we rode through a
shootout and as we were riding through the shootout I heard the gunshots so | ducked down in
the car to see who was shooting and when | raised back up to see who was shooting I got hit with
the second bullet and right then and there my life changed forever, ever since that day my life
has not been the same since. My life has been completely, completely different ever since July
the 19" 2002 ever since that day. Right then and there | was paralyzed on my whole right side of
my body | had—I was rushed to the hospital and immediately went into surgery, something |
was thinking about concerning this story a couple of days ago when | got shot and I’m in surgery
I was thinking my family didn’t even know where I was because my police took my cousin to
jail and my dad wasn’t notified until the next morning. My dad wasn’t notified until the next
morning so when | was in the ICU for three or four days, unconscious, not knowing whether if |
was going to live or die, my family was devastated by this one act of rage, this one act of getting

mad and not knowing how to deal with their problems so | was affected and I’ve been affected
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for the rest of my life. | was told that | would never walk again, I was told | would never talk
again, and | just want to thank God that I’'m able to share my story with the Voices of Gun

Violence community today.

D: I am just flabbergasted when | hear it that we’re sitting here interviewing a miracle (laughs).

L: Yes ma’am.

D: That’s over—that’s just it’s unbelievable. Please share, because | definitely want to get this in
there what, how did you become involved with children, what motivated you to want to work

with youth?

L: One of the things about the youth is when I was in the streets I used to, I didn’t mention this
but I used to gangbang, sell drugs, and stuff like that and so the youth was attracted to me when |
was in the streets doing the wrong thing, and so, now that I’m on a different path the youth are
really, they are really attracted to the way that you know | have empathy and compassion for
them. Me getting shot made me want to be a counselor. They said when | got ready to go to
college they said, by the way, I still graduated from high school after I got shot, I still graduated
from high school and I graduated from college so I did go to college after being shot in the head

and after learning how to read, walk, talk, and do everything all over again like a baby.

D: Wow.

L: So, it was the me getting shot is what made me want to work with the youth because I just it
was like an epiphany. Like when | got out of the hospital it was like my heart was just beating
“youth”, like just help people I just want to help people and I find myself more so helping the
youth, and then when | got into social work and then | realized the working with the youth is

really important. At that time and still at this time (laughs).



318

319

320

321

322

323

324

325

326

327

328

329

330

VGV #, 16

D: Well I want to thank you for sharing your story and thank you for letting me go further with
the recording because | wanted that with you and not me there, I’m not sure they could cut me
out so that’s why I wanted to be double sure and then got it without me there (laughs). They can
eliminate my voice part but I’m not sure about that taping part so, that’s why | asked you to do it.

The story was so powerful that I forgot to cut off the video (laughs)

L: (Laughs) Oh God thank you, thank you, Lord. Thank you. (pause) she said she forgot to get

off video.

D: (laughs) So, is there anything that you want to add that you can think of before I cut off the

recording?

L: I just want to say thank you for the opportunity to be able to share my story again with you
guys | am flabbergasted to be doing it, | love, one thing about it, I love telling my story my
testimony because it has made me a better man, a better leader, a better father, a better person in

general, so, thank you for the opportunity.



