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0, A WARM SUMMER
evening in 1981, I went
downtown to the Henry
Street Settlement's New
Federal Theater in New
York City to review a
play called When the
Chickens Come Home to
Roost. A low-budget,
off-Broadway produc-
tion, it centered around
the controversy generat-
ed by Malcolm X's state-
ment following President
Kennedy's assassination.
(Malcolm X shocked the
nation by showing little
sorrow over the presi-
dent's death, saying,
"Being an old farm
boy ... chickens com-
ing home to roost nev-
er did make me sad. They
always made me glad.")

An unknown young
actor named Denzel Washington played
Malcolm X that night. From the moment
he walked onstage, Washington seemed
to capture the essence of this legend -
from Malcolm X's quiet respectfulness to
his unbridled passion and fire.

Now, eleven years later, I was to meet
Washington again, this time to discuss his
portrayal of Malcolm X in Spike Lee's

both processed (straight-
ened) and dyed red. No
one realized, he explains
with a smile, that when
you combine these two
treatments, your hair
will gradually turn
green. An evergreen
sheen shows that this is
beginning to happen.

What struck me most
during my first interview
with Washington was
the boyish enthusiasm
he showed for his work.
Today, he is just as excit-
ed, although he is clearly
more relaxed and confi-
dent with the shape his
career has taken.

Of course, a lot has
happened over the years.
Washington went on to
receive national recogni-
tion (not to mention

hunk status) as Dr. Phillip Chandler in the
hit series St. Elsewhere (l982~88). He also
won an Obie for his portrayal of an out-
spoken recruit in Charles Fuller's play A
Soldier's Play, a role he later re-created in
the film. His part as South African activist
Steven Biko in Sir Richard Attenborough's
Cry Freedom landed him an Oscar nomi-
nation for Best Supporting Actor in 1987.

Spike Lee needs over three hours to tell the story of

Malcolm X. It takes a lot longer than that to get to

know the man who will play him. By Claude Reed

upcoming film on the African-American
leader: I found Washington sitting in the
middle of his suite at the Ritz-Carlton
hotel, a towel draped around his neck,
having his hair cut. The thirty-seven-year-
old actor had just finished shooting the
scenes that show Malcolm X as a street
hustler nicknamed Detroit Red. To play
the part, Washington had to have his hair
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time. All these kids walking around with
these X hats on need something put -
between their ears instead of just on top
of their heads. They don't know every-
thing the man was about. Unfortunately,
we don't live in a society where people
read as much as they should. So the
media, the movies, the videos have a

don't feel that I have to be him. It's a mat-
ter of trying to do God's work, not mine.
At the time you also said that many of
your own experiences related to
Malcolm's. In what way?
I didn't know as much about Malcolm
then as I do now. Today I would be less
willing to say that. I mean, we both lived

more or less in a white
world. We both reacted-
to that world by getting
involved in street life. But
I never did to the degree
that Malcolm did. I
wasn't pimping or any-
thing like that. The things
that happened to him as a
child did not happen to
me. I don't think many
people realize how he
was shaped in his youth
to become the man that
we know and remember.
How does the film show
those aspects of his life?
We deal with it basically
in flashbacks. The young
part of Malcolm's life sets
the table for the film. I
mean, you have to know
the circumstances under
which his father was
killed. His father died vio-
lently. Malcolm always
felt that he would die vio-
lently. His [father's]
house was burned just
like Malcolm's house was
burned. His mother was
the result of a rape. His
grandmother was raped
by a white man. I mean,
you take those incidents
and plug your own life
into that.
How much does the

movie deal with Malcolm's days as a
street hustler?
I think a lot of the film deals with it. You
see how Malcolm was transformed. We
literally take his head out of the toilet.
Some people didn't want us to deal with
Malcolm's hustling life in the film. They
just wanted to see what Malcolm
achieved. If we had fifty Malcolm X's
walking around, I'd say okay. But we
have millions of Detroit Reds out here
doing stuff that would scare Malcolm to
death if he were here. We can't just say,
"One day this great man appeared - here

He eventually received that honor in 1989
for his role as a member of an all-black
militia in Glory. In the meantime, Wash-
ington and his wife, Paulette Pearson
(the two met while filming a TV movie
on track star Wilma Rudolph in 1977),
have had four children: a son, 8; a daugh-
ter, 5; and year-and-a-half-old twins,
one boy and one girl.

Washington first
teamed up with Spike Lee
in 1990 on Mo' Better
Blues. But it was his per-
formance in Chickens
that came to Lee's mind
when he was looking
for someone to bring
Malcolm X to life. "I saw
Denzel in the play," says
Lee, "and that was way
before I even knew I
would be a director."

Lee's battles to make
Malcolm X have been
well chronicled. He
faced heated opposition
from the United Front
to Preserve the Legacy
of Malcolm X, whose
spokesperson, black
nationalist poet Amiri
Baraka, insisted that
Lee was not qualified to
tell Malcolm X's story.
Next came clashes with
Warner Bros. over the
length (Lee was insist-
ing on the three hours
and fifteen minutes that
Oliver Stone received to
tell the story of JFK)
and the cost of the film.
At $33 million, Lee was
running $5 million over
budget. He made up the
shortfall by soliciting
donations from such prominent
African-Americans as Bill Cosby, Oprah
Winfrey and Michael Jordan.

With so many distractions, it had to be
a comfort for Lee to know he would at
least be directing an actor with whom he
had a rapport. "I think that because of
our previous work with Mo' Better Blues,
Denzel and I were in complete harmony
on this film," says Lee. "The public is
going to love him."
Well, Denzel, after all these years
Malcolm X is marketable.
Yeah, isn't that something? Well, it's

"I think family values are important. I think that Hollywood
has been irresponsible in some of the movies that it's made."

tremendous influence. Hopefully, we can
wake some people up.
Eleven years ago, you told me the great-
est feeling you had about playing
Malcolm was inadequacy. How did you
feel about it the second time around?
What I have heard from some people is,
"How can you do Malcolm, man? Those
are some big shoes to fill." Well, I can't be
Malcolm X. No one can. His life, his cir-
cumstances, made him who he was. But I
think that the same God that moved
Malcolm can move me, and I put my faith
in that. I don't feel overwhelmed because I
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he is." We have to show that maybe oth-
ers can pull themselves out, too.
What personal experiences did you draw
on to play that part of Malcolm's life?
I grew up in New. York in the late
Sixties and early Seventies, so I know
what the life was about to a degree.
A couple of your friends from that time
ended up going to
prison for armed rob-
bery. Do you think the
same fate could have
befallen you?
Well, the key word is
fate. I'm not brag-
ging, but I was in sit-
uations as a teenager
where I could have
easily ended up doing
a lot of time. That
wasn't my fate. God

- had another plan for
me, so I'm thankful.
When we last spoke,
you were involvedwith
Eastern philosophy.
Well, I've always been
in search of a spiritual
truth, be it Eastern,
Western, Christian
or Islamic philoso-
phies. I grew up in a
Christian church. My
father was a Pente-
costal minister. When
we last spoke, I was
working with a girl
who is quite famous
now. Her n ame is
Phylicia Rashad. She
took me to see an
Eastern philosopher,
so that's probably
what I was reflecting
on at that time. But
I'm always on a path
to better spiritual understanding.
While doing research for the movie, did
you get a chance to talk to Malcolm's
widow, Betty Shabazz?
No, I didn't talk with Betty. I didn't want
to feel like I'm going to her to pump her
for i~formation about her man who was
murdered. I think that's a sensitive area.
People have had both kind and unkind
things to say about her. But the one thing
I say about Betty is that she's the one who
was closer to the man than anyone. She's
the one who witnessed him being taken.
She's the one who had his children. I
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think she has the right to feel, say or think
. anything she wants when it relates to
Malcolm X. I remember when we were
doing the play, other members of
Malcolm's family came down to see the
show, but she never did. And I can under-
stand that. It's 'too close. There might be
those who'll say, "How can you know

the truth if you didn't talk to her?" The
bottom line is [this movie] is our inter-
pretation, it's not the gospel truth.
Many people were nervous about what
Spike Lee's interpretation would be.
What are your thoughts on this?'
Well, I just think [these concerns] reflect
people's love for Malcolm. When you love
someone you're very careful about how you
expose him or her to the world. You want
to let people know that this is my baby, so
be careful. And we've been warned
[laughs]. But we love Malcolm, too. I
know no one loves Malcolm X more than

Spike. He's a Malcolm X fan to the end. I
think for that reason he was the best man
for the job. We're going to give our inter-
pretation. And, like I said, this film is not
the final word. What's important is what
goes on after the movie. People going out
of the theater and discussing it. That's
what was good about JFK; it stimulated

thought and discussion.
In the April 20, 1992,
issue of 'The New York
Times,' you were quoted
as saying 'Malcolm X' is
going to be not just the
most controversial film of
the year, but the most con-
troversial film of the dec-
ade. Can you elaborate?
That's a misquote. They
didn't talk to me, they
didn't get that from me. I'll
tell you where they got that
from. At the Academy
Awards the script that was
written about JFK said that
it's the most controversial
film of the decade. While I
was sitting backstage, I
said, "It's only 1992, how
did they already decide
what the most controversial
film of the decade is?" So
when the show came on, I
said it's the most controver-
sial film of the decade - so
far. And that's all I said.
Well, why do you feel
'Malcolm X' will be the
most controversial film?
I haven't said it's going to
be the most controversial
film. They said it. They
said I said it. You know, a
movie comes out, you see
it, and you judge for your-
self. I can tell you what I

do think. I think it's a very, very, very
good film. I think it's very necessary.
But they want to put this one in a con-
troversial box and keep it there. It's
like, come on. Get over that stuff, man.
That's why people are so upset now.
People are tired of being bulls-v-ted.
Well, also in that same article ...
I'd better get this article.
Yes, well, it also discussed the disagree-
ment Spike had with the studio over the
film's length. How do you feel about this?
How can you deal with a man whose life
was as dynamic as Malcolm's in a few
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"All these kids walking around with these X hats on need some-
thing put between their ears instead of just on top of their heads. "



hours? Any way you do it, it's a compro-
mise. No length is going to be long
enough, because there's too much of the
man to fully capture. So, it's already too
short, you know what I mean?
Is it true that you were unhappy with the
first cut of 'Malcolm X'?
Strictly rumor. See, people are putting that
out, and that's strictly a lie. That's a flat-
out, bold-faced lie.
That's a lie. Period.
Did working with Spike
on 'Mo' Better Blues'
make it easier to work
together on this one?
It's just the more you get
to know a person, the
more you get to know a
person. Your relation-
ship grows. I'm glad we
did the first movie
together, because with
this film we just got into
the material.
What would you say is
the one thing that you
learned about Spike
and the one thing he
learned about you?
I don't think a friend-
ship should be ana-
lyzed to that degree.
What I feel about Spike,
I express with Spike. I
won't express it in some
newspaper or magazine.
He's my friend. We're
contemporaries in a
filmmaking industry
and how I feel about
him, he knows. I'm not
going to get in the mid-
dle of that one.
I've read there were
some disagreements
between you two while
filming 'Mo' Better Blues' because
you didn't want to take your shirt off
in some of the love scenes.
Well, you know, this is old stuff now.
This is just old stuff. Any actor feels
uncomfortable doing those scenes when
there are twenty people in the room. It
isn't the most comfortable thing. It's been
talked about as an item now. I don't know
why. It ain't no big deal.
While you were filming 'Malcolm X' in
New York, did you and Spike hang out at
all, maybe go to a Knicks game?
We were too busy working. We had a full
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family values are important. I think peo-
ple need to get back to a strong family
union. I think that Hollywood has been
irresponsible in some of the movies that.
it's made. I think all those things are true.
That don't mean I'm voting for anybody
in particular. I think it's sad that people
would only affiliate those things with a
particular party or agenda. It should be

applicable to all.
Your wife said that she
was doing something in
terms of music. How is
that going?
She has been rehearsing
quite a bit in the studio at
our house. You know,
my wife is very, very tal-
ented. She was a child
prodigy concert pianist
and played all over the
world when she was nine,
ten years old. A talent like
hers has to be expressed.
My wife is the strength in
our family, she really is.
I'm proud to have her as
a friend and a wife. I'm
lucky, you know.
What do you do when
you're not spending time
with your family?
I'm moving into produc-
ing films, trying to take
a little bit more control.
Spike has been real
helpful in that regard.
I've been involved, to
some degree, with the
editing on this film.
Spike has been like,
""Hey, learn all you can
so you can do your
thing." People talk about
controversy when it comes
to Spike. What they don't

talk about is that Spike has gotten more
blacks into the film industry behind the
scenes than anyone in the history of this
business. But the [media focus] is
always on the negative. That's what's
wrong with this country. We look to
tear down, to rip up and destroy.
During the L.A. riots, blacks and others
expressed their rage over conditions in
this country by burning and looting. Why
do you think their frustration was
expressed in this way and what should be
done now to heal these communities?
The first time that I remember being

schedule. I think we went to one game."
But we were working fifteen- and twenty-
hour days. There was no time to hang out.
Well, what do you do for fun these days?
I've become a Little League coach. I coach
my son in basketball and baseball.
[Laughs] I'm having more fun than the
kids, living out my fantasies as a coach.
Family seems to be very important to you.

Washingtonfirst worked with Lee on 'Mo' Better Blues' (above). He
won an Oscarfor 'Glory' (with Jihmi Kennedy and Morgan Freeman).

Needless to say, it ought to be the most
important part of everyone's life. That's
the core of life. We live in an individualist,
me-first generation. But I think that's why
people are struggling now. They said,
"Me, me, me, me, me, me, me." Now
that's what they've got. They've got them-
selves. And everybody's running around
wondering why they can't find happiness.
What doyou think about all the talk about
family values in this year's election?
When it comes to my family, I don't pick
a particular political party. But a lot of
what they're saying makes sense. I think
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called a "nigger" was when I was nine
years old. I asked my mother what their
problem was. She said that comes from
people who are worried about you tak-
ing their place. She said that whenever
times get tight, crabs in the bottom of
the barrel start to fight. And I contend
that we can't look at this as a racial
problem. Basically, everybody is frus-
trated with the system. And, of course,
those at the bottom of the system are the
most frustrated. That's what came out
in Los Angeles. The [media] focused on
blacks, but there were a lot of white
folks out there looting, too. The frustra-
tion goes across color lines. People are
beginning to realize that it can be to
some people's benefit to keep blacks and
whites and Koreans on the bottom fight-
ing each other. Because as long as they
are fighting each other they are not
watching what's going on at the top.
What did you do during the riots?
I got tired of watching it on TV. I call it
"in search of violence" - because that's
all they did. I got in my car and went to
see what was going on myself. I helped
with the cleanup effort. I got on a radio
station and put a challenge out to other
actors and entertainers to get down there
and do a little something. I just got
involved. We have to be responsible for
ourselves. For 400 years we were told,
"Don't worry about it, we'll take care of
you." But we are in the process of relearn-
ing about ourselves, our culture and our
history. And that's mainly the responsi-
bility of the parents. Jewish history isn't
really taught at school, it's taught at
home. And they sure know their history.
That's something that Malcolm talked
about back in the Sixties.
Right. But the difference between the
Sixties and now is that we've learned
that you can't legislate people into lov-
ing you. The idealistic ways of thinking
in the Sixties are now gone, beca use
folks are just trying to survive. People
say we must clean up the environment.
You must recycle. "Hey man, I ain't had
a job in six years."
Right.
"You're talking about recycling some
plastic, that's important to you. I don't
give a damn about no plastic. I ain't even
had no money to buy no plastic bottles."
You know what I mean?
Exactly.
"I bought a glass bottle of cheap wine and
I'm busting the glass in the street."

To hell with the environment.
They don't care about no environment
when they haven't eaten.
Although it is a serious issue.
It is a serious issue. I'm doing all I can. But
I'm talking about the masses, you know,
who are struggling.
Do you envision a point in the future when
African-Americans will have more control
in their own communities?
There's been a lot of friction between
Korean- and African-American communi-
ties. But you've got to remember, the one
difference is most of these [Korean] com-
munities have a solid home base. Same
thing with the Jewish community. They
have a country. African-Americans are the
only people in the world who don't know
where they're from. We know we're from
the continent of Africa somewhere, but
we've been cut up, sliced up, dcp ro-
grammed for 400 years. I don't know
where I'm from in Africa. Malcolm said if
you thought you'd never done anything,
then you'll never do anything. And we've
been taught that we've never done any-
thing. We've been taught that we were a
bunch of watermelon-eating, Step in
Fetchits. This is our history. We're just
beginning to relearn our history. This is
why the number one important thing to me
now is my family. That was the powerful
message of Boyz N the Hood. He had his
father there to school him. He got in the car
to do that crime, but something made him
say, "Stop the car." He knew he had more
at stake to lose at home. I could recall that
in my own life. Because my mother stuck
by me so much. Shewould come out in the
street and embarrass me. We'd be out there
arguing in the street and she would come

# }and get me:>Mypartners would be laugh-
ing, "Damn, you got to run home, man."
These are the same partners that are doing
life now. When you have someone who
loves you and cares for you and is willing
to stick their neck out for you in your
home, then you may not make that turn.
Well YO!J've sure come a long way from
those days. Or from the days when you
were paid a $100 a week to play Malcolm
in an off-Broadway show where you even
had to go out and buy your own glasses.
Right. But I still went out and bought the
glasses on this one. Just had a little more
bankroll this time. [Laughter] That's
about the only difference. _

Claude Reed is a New York-based free-
lance journalist.


