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The Nurses’ residence suddenly had the fantastic, intoxicating air of a liberated
zone. The press was listening; the city was listening; and the Lords had risen up and
were telling the stories of the women and children waiting endlessly in the clinic, the old
folks dying for lack of a Cardiac Care Unit, the humiliation of the Emergency Room, the
flies, the pain, the degradation. It felt good, it felt right, it felt righteous.

Fitzhugh Mullen, a resident at Lincoln Hospital during the takeover, July 14,
1970"

Dr. Fitzhugh Mullen’s description of the 1970 takeover of Lincoln Hospital in the
Bronx captures the excitement and significance of the demonstrations carried out by the
Young Lords Party (1969-1972) staged to dramatize the paucity of service delivered to
the Puerto Rican community. These actions most often centered on health care, as in this
case where the dilapidated physical structure of Lincoln Hospital as well as the sub-
standard health care provided there were at issue. By winning both left-wing radicals like
Dr. Mullen, as well as a portion of the New York Puerto Rican community to their cause,
these radical youth were the focus of media attention for their flamboyant identity politics
and innovative tactics that called attention to the problems of urban poverty. Improving
conditions at Lincoln Hospital was an example of their “service to the people” campaign;
the takeover an example of the unorthodox tactics they used to achieve their goals.

The community organizing tactics of the Young Lords Party had three important
features that contributed to its success: they made excellent use of oral and visual rhetoric
to capture media attention and promote support for its initiatives. Secondly, the targets of

the protests were chosen from the day-to- day obstacles experienced by many of the

residents of Puerto Rican immigrant community. These most often related to unmet



health care needs, which became the unstated emblem of how poverty, racial prejudice
and language barriers kept Puerto Ricans from obtaining basic necessities of urban life.?
Thirdly, while their identity-politics could be described as Puerto Rican nationalist, the
Young Lords prided themselves on their ability to work with diverse groups of people.
These features allowed this group, short-lived and relatively sparse in number, the ability
to effect health-related social change, as well as provide an example of successful
community organizing for health issues. This paper will explore three of the Young
Lords health initiatives, the Lead Offensive, the TB Offensive, and the Lincoln
Offensive, to describe the ways in which the Lords’ approach was successful, despite the
unseemliness of a radical, paramilitary group acting as community leaders. It will further
describe some of the lasting effects of these initiatives, and suggest a rationale for using a
community approach to address present-day health issues.
Origins

The Young Lords Party (YLP) in New York fashioned itself after the Young
Lords Organization (YLO) in Chicago. The Chicago group had been a street gang before
its charismatic leader Jose “Cha Cha” Jimenez met Black Panther Fred Hampton in jail.
Hampton encouraged Jimenez to organize a Panther-style organization within the Latino
community. Upon his release in 1968, Jimenez formed the YLO using his former gang
members as a base®. While the YLO eventually transformed from a gang into a
community organization, the Young Lords Party in New York envisioned itself as a
political organization similar to a Marxist-Leninist party from the start, with its goals

articulated in a 13 point platform.



The Young Lords distinguished itself from a gang or non-political organization in
several ways; one of them was by adopting a strict code of discipline for themselves and
for all those working with them. This code included formal “Rules” which concerned
responsibilities such as respecting the autonomy and security of the group, abstinence
from drugs and alcohol while engaged in party business, as well as learning the safe
handling of firearms and a commitment to political education.* There were informal
social expectations for party members as well, and sexual endogamy within the Party was
one of them®. Although not identified with the rebirth of feminism in the late 1960s or
Woman’s Health Movement, the Lords adopted a type of feminist politics regarding
reproductive rights and women leadership that was very unusual for the time.

In many ways The Young Lords Party represented a hybrid of countercultural and
identity- based politics. For instance, while it was a Puerto-Rican nationalist
organization, as many as a third of the membership including a number of the leadership
was not Puerto Rican. Secondly, unlike the Black Panther Party or the Young Lord
Organization in Chicago, most founding Young Lords had been to college and met as
students. Taking advantage of the New York State Educational Opportunity Program
(EOP) of the mid- 1960s, many founding members met in the Sociedad de Albizu
Campos at SUNY Old Westbury. One member, Juan Gonzalez had been a member of
the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) at Columbia University and a leader in the
1968 strike there.’

After college the founders formed a political study group in East Harlem. After a
trip to Chicago to meet Cha Cha Jimenez, they were impressed by a number of YLO

projects such as their installation of a day care center in a church they had occupied, and






The Lead Offensive

The second major campaign the Young Lords undertook was to combat lead
poisoning. The ingestion of lead by children occurs primarily through eating paint chips
or dust that falls to the floor. Although some children actually eat paint chips, others
become poisoned by chewing on toys that have been on the floor, or sucking their thumb
after crawling on the floor. Lead can flake off the wall in invisible, minute particles and
mix with household dust. Those living in poverty are at increased risk for lead poisoning
as dilapidated housing is the least likely to be freshly painted. Rates for high lead levels
were as much as eight times higher in African American and Latino children.*® The long
term effects of lead poisoning include neurological, behavioral or psychological
problems.

In the fall of 1969, Village Voice reporter Jack Newfield wrote a series of articles
about the severe lead intoxication of a two-year old child named Gregory Franklin, who
lived in East Harlem.*® This child was hospitalized after becoming unconscious and was
left with irreversible brain damage. Newfield suggested that a correlation between
landlord neglect and plumbism existed, as close to one hundred housing violations
remained unaddressed in the building in which Gregory Franklin and his family lived.
This article captured the Lords attention.

While the Young Lords might have targeted neglectful landlords in an effort to
pressure them to meet city codes regarding the painting of apartments, they instead chose
to agitate for surveillance and detection of lead poisoning for children in East Harlem.
Thirty Young Lords waged a sit-in in the office of Dr. David Harris, the Deputy

Commissioner of the City Department of Health, and were able to secure 200 urinary



























actions within a community that had been beleaguered by racism. After the organization
underwent some extreme internal division, those remaining formed a left wing political
party. Health care was a recurring theme in the work that continued after the demise of
the organization. In the mid 1970s remaining members concentrated on workplace
organizing in hospitals. At that time, the Lincoln Hospital Detox Center was founded by
some former Young Lords who had become acupuncturists. Lincoln Detox grew into an
important community-based alternative to standard methadone maintenance treatment for
drug addiction by treating patients with acupuncture. In 1978, after eight years of
operation, Mayor Edward Koch closed the center, charging that the center misused city
funds.* Yet a clinic using acupuncture to treat drug addiction still exists at Lincoln, and
former Lord Walter Bosque remains the director.

Perhaps the most important gain of the Lords was the linking access to
fundamental services, including health care services with militancy. Central committee
member Juan Gonzalez asserted, “While those [social service] agencies sought assistance
from the government for Puerto Ricans, the Young Lords demanded that assistance as a
right.*> This confrontational approach, perhaps, was the most enduring gain of the Lords,
as they played a critical role in the development of self-identity and radical politics within
the Puerto Rican community.

The Young Lords also provide a model of community organizing that has seldom
been replicated. Although health care did not play a large role in their written rhetoric, it
was vitally important for their visual rhetoric, and provided the link needed to the Puerto
Rican community as well as to the community at large. In staging actions that often

lasted only a day or two, the Young Lords was able to attract media attention that
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