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Dawn: LA Riots Revisited 

 There is much about our nation that hides in the shadows. Many people today are blind to 

child labor, racism, discrimination, gang attributed shootings, wars, rape, and various other 

crimes that would make the average human being cringe upon learning about our true human 

selves. Of the many secrets our nation holds, Anna Deavere Smith’s Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 

brings to light one of our nation’s most troubling times: The LA Riots. The LA riots were a 

travesty that occurred during the year 1992 in which, “more than 60 people lost their lives amid 

the looting and fires…that ravaged the city over five days…Ten were shot to death by law 

enforcement officials; [and], [f]orty-four people died in other homicides or incidents tied to the 

rioting. By year’s end, Los Angeles had 1,096 homicides... 1992 remains L.A.'s deadliest year. 

The exact number of people who died in the riots is open to debate, but The [L.A.] Times 

confirmed 63 victims.”(Moore, April, 2012) In order to truly capture this terrifying time for 

those who lived in LA at the time, Smith interviewed nearly 300 people after the riots. She then 

proceeded to write and perform the one woman play Twilight in the hopes that everyone who 

would watch and read it may grasp the devastation that this “…one billion dollar…civil 

disturbance…” (Smith Interview) caused. Of the 50 interviews I read, four of them caught my 

interest: Stanley K. Sheinbaum’s interview, titled, “These Curious People”; Sergeant Charles 

Duke’s speech, called, “Where the Water Is”; Elaine Young’s interview, titled, “The Beverly 

Hills Hotel”; and Reverend Tom Choi, titled, “I Remember Going…” I personally agree or 
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especially liked Sheinbaum and Young’s interview as they both were brave and although the 

riots were dark, they seemed to be the center of hope and could be viewed as a light in the dark. 

There were also those who added to these dark times, such as Duke; whom I fully disagreed 

with, because a city called upon him for an explanation and instead received only a paranoid 

statement in an attempt to justify the beating of Rodney King that only left more questions. 

Finally, I simply find Choi’s dynamic character during the riots intriguing, as he used God for 

protection, but then came to find that God’s love was enough.  
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Dear Stanley K. Sheinbaum, 

 I enjoyed reading about your gang related encounters. When you said, “Why do I have to 

be on a side?”(Smith 15) that really made me think that there was actually some good out there 

during the riots. You also said, “This city has abused both sides” (Smith 15). I find this very true, 

as it is true that cops had relentlessly beat innocent people, but not all cops were like that. In fact 

many of them were like you, protecting the innocents. They simply had to face the wrath of the 

people because of a few bad decisions made by other cops. Everyone wore the uniform; and 

similar to my team, one decision effects everyone who wears that uniform. Your statements 

about sides and how you don’t have to be on a side is an extremely bold statement, especially 

during a time of war. Not too many cops would try to actually interact with the gangs like you 

would. Hell, I wouldn’t. The fact that you tried to make peace during such a strenuous and 

difficult time for LA is incredible. You said, “This is a shot I had at talking to these curious 

people about whom I know nothing” (Smith 14). This statement stuck out to me because not only 

did you refer to the gangs as people, and actual human beings, but you also called them curious, 

as though they were another culture to learn. I agree with that mind set for two reasons. The first, 

if I were a cop, and saw gangs as enemies, I would up hold the famous saying, “know your 

enemy.” If I were anyone else, learning about another’s culture and way of life can only be good. 

Although you can never fully understand where a culture comes from or why they do whatever 

they do, you can learn how to interact with them correctly and avoid further battles. I simply 

agree with your mind set during these riots and wish to commend you on your attempts for 

peace. 

Sincerely, 

Martin Amis  
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Dear Sergeant Charles Duke,  

 I question your attempts to justify Powell’s injustice to Rodney King. You said, “Powell 

has no strength and no power in his baton strikes…Powell was ineffective with the baton” 

(Smith 62). I disagree with this for many reasons. First of all, Powell was a cop, and therefore 

would have had to go through extensive skill and strength training. So, no matter how he was 

holding the baton, if he is hitting as hard as he can, then he is hurting that man. Second, how was 

Powell ineffective with the baton? Did he fail to stun the man correctly? Or did he fail to kill 

King on the first blow? Powell did his job in detaining the man, yet he still continued to beat 

him. You then continue to say, “we lost upper body holds…so the political framework was laid 

for eliminating upper-body holds, and Daryl Gates…supports it”(Smith 63). You blame this man 

and the political leaders for not being able to use a move that is more likely to kill rather than 

doing your job and developing new ways to restrain that are safer for both the restrainer and the 

person being restrained. Not only is this a terrible action as a leader, but also as a man.  

 I disagree with your actions and the statements made in your interview. You not only 

show signs of a bad leader, but also as an irresponsible adult who should take responsibility for 

the actions of his unit. You had obligations to your city. People looked to you for an answer to 

the injustice shown on the video and you ignored their call, and instead you speculated an excuse 

that you thought would save you from the hate of the people you swore to protect. As a person 

who has held many leadership positions, I can tell you that I would have apologized to the 

public, owned the actions of my men, and have my men behind me, making sure that my 

statements are forthright to all. Out of the 50 interviews I read, yours infuriated me the most.  

Sincerely,  

Martin Amis  
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Dear Elaine Young,  

 I was intrigued and deeply saddened by your story. In a letter to you, a man wrote a letter 

to you saying, “You are really an asshole. / You take life so lightly. / I saw your interview on 

television. / As far as I’m concerned, / you’re a dumb shit bimbo talking about having fun during 

the riots at the Polo Lounge. / You’re an embarrassment” (Smith 154). I disagree with this man 

wholeheartedly. I believe you actually have a better understanding of life than most. Your 

statement about, “safety in numbers” (Smith 155) could not be more true. I think that finding an 

escape from such a terrible time is smart. Not only did you protect your daughter from the 

horrors of the riots, but you also were able to find happiness where most would only find fear 

and death. Taking shelter in the Beverly Hills Hotel was good for many reasons, escaping the 

riots being one of the main reasons.  

 You also said, “I’m only three weeks separated and didn’t want to be alone” (Smith 150). 

Loneliness is a dangerous thing, especially after a heartbreak and during times of stress. Your 

decision to move around, regardless of where you went, was a benefactor to your family during 

the riots whether you realize it or not. You may think that your interview did nothing; however, 

it made people realize that there is still happiness out there in LA, and that they are not alone. 

Many people today would be surprised that someone could find an escape while being in the 

middle of the riots. It is truly and impressive feat. After your interview, you were simply a victim 

of the reactions of those who were directly beaten or had a family member hurt during the riots. 

It was a simple interview turned bad only because of the people’s misunderstanding of it. After 

all, what’s wrong with trying to find an escape and survive a terrible moment in history?    

Sincerely,  

Martin Amis  
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Dear Tom Choi, 

 You were a reverend during the riots and living in LA at the time. Your story was 

surprising to me, as I come from a Christian background. You said, “I haven’t worn my clerical 

collar for about seven or eight years / because…people call me ‘Father,’ all this kind of stuff and 

I didn’t really like that identification… / I remember hiding behind the collar”(Smith 201). Your 

statement about not liking the title Father hit me. Why become one if you didn’t like a title? 

There are many other ways to preach without going through the troubles of earning the title 

“Father”. Using religious garments to protect yourself rather than show people who you really 

are to help them is the mark of a coward. But you later seemed ashamed of it, and later found out 

that it wasn’t all bad for you during the riots. Supporting black businesses was a good move. And 

in the end, you said, “After a couple of days, I stopped wearing the collar and I realize that if 

there’s any protection I needed it was just whatever love I had in my heart to share with people 

that proved to be enough, the love that God has taught me to share”(Smith 203). In the beginning 

of your interview, you angered me; however, like all religious endings, it turned into a valuable 

lesson. Even in dark times, the most basic of God’s love became protection. It became a 

powerful shield that guarded against the hate. You also, “stopped wearing the collar” (Smith 

205). In my eyes, this means your cowardly ways shifted to more a trusting relationship with 

God. Your realization that it wasn’t the collar that protected you, but your love for people makes 

you one of the most dynamic people I read about. Many people hate and stay hating, or are afraid 

and stay fearful of the world around them. You were able to be afraid, but then come out of your 

shell created by fear, and took a leap of faith, which is my reason for writing to you.  

Sincerely,  

Martin Amis 
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 Upon revisiting the LA riots through reading Smith’s Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992, I have 

found that although they were completely devastating, not all were affected directly by them. 

Some were just so stunned by the fear of what could happen that they affected their own lives 

with their own mind set. The riots were also a time for bravery, and while some of the leaders in 

the police unit failed, such as Charles Duke, most of the cops upheld their code to protect and 

serve. While Shienbaum was the commissioner, he focused on helping the gangs rather than be 

against them. In addition to leadership positions being tested, people’s intuition and common 

sense proved that it is possible to avoid the danger. For example, Elaine Young and Tom Choi 

but held to their morals and natural tendencies to not only help themselves, but also those around 

them. Unlike Smith’s play, these letters are a direct response to these people. These letters 

represent my opinion about those whom Smith interviewed, and more importantly, my opinion 

on those who stirred the most feelings inside me.   

 These four people were unique in that they were all the best and worst of the riots. 

Bravery and happiness inspired by Shienbaum and Young, denial and cowardice showed by 

Duke, and dynamic change that lead to stronger personalities, revealed by Choi. All four of these 

storied can contribute to the personal feelings one might feel during the riots. Although these 

letters may not be able to be acted out or otherwise reacted to through a person’s own emotions, 

they do follow Smith’s unique writing style in which they appeal to all audiences. Also upon 

reading the book, I was able to better my understanding of the L.A. riots. So many more people 

were affected by the riots that than my original thoughts had perceived. There were also many 

more reactions than just fear and hate. People still found happiness and hope during the riots. 

Unknown to many, the riots were so much more than the police versus the people. Families were 

torn apart as loved ones were shot down by gangs or died in a crash caused by the riots. 
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Friendships were lost forever as countless other lost their lives. However, hope was still alive. 

New friends were made to escape the madness. Families would heal over time as their legacy 

moves on in the form of newlyweds and as new generations were born. At the end of the riots, 

prejudice towards minorities were lessened. Although racism and prejudice can never truly by 

eliminated from this world, the L.A Riots were a good start. Many would say that these riots 

were worthless, that they made things worse, that change was impossible.	  “Nothing is impossible 

in this world. Firm determination, it is said, can move heaven and earth. Things appear far 

beyond one's power, because one cannot set his heart on any arduous project due to want of 

strong will” (Yamamoto Tsunetomo) It takes a special kind of man to produce change in 

anything; change in a country, change in sports, change in technology. However the riots were 

more than any man, they were a people coming together as a city to find justice, to being about 

peace in a broken city. These riots are proof that we can come together and agree to something, 

that it is possible to act upon injustice and that we should not be afraid, that we need to stand up 

for what is right and show the world that change is possible. The most broken of cities can bring 

about the greatest impacts of change. LA was a broken city, and now stands as a model for 

injustices around the world.  
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