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Demetrius Knuckles, 46, of Roseville helps Belinda Dickerson, 64, of Inkster push her cart to her car
Saturday after picking out food donated by Gleaners Community Food Bank. KIMBERLY P. MITCHELL/DFP

Ex-prisoner
wants to
rebuild
‘what I
once
destroyed’

Says he’s ‘feeding the forgotten’
with several grassroots efforts
Angie Jackson
Detroit Free Press
USA TODAY NETWORK

The way Demetrius Knuckles sees it, he helped
destroy his community.
He was just 12 years old when he started dealing
crack cocaine in his neighborhood near the old
Michigan State Fairgrounds in Detroit.
It was 1985, and crack was infiltrating cities
across America. Like many of the adults in his life,
Knuckles sold drugs and carried guns while the
grip of addiction befell people all around him: pregnant women, police officers, a prominent ophthalmologist. Even his 13-year-old friend smoked
crack.
See SECOND CHANCE, Page 6A

Aretha
Franklin
performs
onstage in
September
1998 in
Washington, D.C. A
new fund
honoring
her is
dedicated
to tackling
her disease.
KHUE BUI/AP

U.S. Rep. Rashida Tlaib, D-Detroit, and her
fellow congresswoman Ilhan Omar, D-Minnesota, were barred on Thursday from entering the country of Israel and
President Donald Trump More in
weighed in, tweeting that it
would “show great weak- Opinion
ness” to allow them in.
❚ Trump,
Israel said Thursday that Netanyahu
it will bar the two Democrat- want Jews,
ic congresswomen, ahead of Muslims to
a planned visit, over their fight, 11A
support for a Palestinian-led
boycott movement.
The move to bar the lawmakers from visiting the
American ally appeared to be unprecedented,
and marked a deep foray by Israel into America’s bitterly polarized politics. It is also a
See ISRAEL BAN, Page 6A

Reps. Ilhan Omar, left, D-Minnesota, and
Rashida Tlaib, D-Michigan, were barred from
entering Israel on Thursday.
JIM LO SCALZO/EPA-EFE/REX

Aretha’s rare disease inspires research funding
Brian McCollum and Kristen Jordan Shamus
Detroit Free Press
USA TODAY NETWORK

Research into the rare disease that took
Aretha Franklin’s life is getting a boost thanks
to a new fund honoring the late Detroit star.
The Aretha Franklin Fund for Neuroendocrine Cancer Research has been launched by a
leading organization dedicated to tackling the
disease, to which the singer succumbed one
year ago Friday.
Officials with the Neuroendocrine Tumor

Research Foundation (NETRF), based in Boston, said the new fund will support investigation into causes of neuroendocrine tumors,
which afflict about 171,000 people in the United
States.
“A lot of the work we fund is basic science in
the laboratory, learning why these tumors grow
and spread,” said Elyse Gellerman, CEO of
NETRF. “We don’t know all the answers about
that. Researchers are trying to understand
these tumors at a cellular level and — with
See ARETHA’S DISEASE, Page 7A
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Cover story
Second chance

More information
People in need of food can attend the free
giveaway every Saturday from noon until 2
p.m. outside Community First Tax Service,
3801 Inkster Road, in Inkster. To reach Demetrius Knuckles, email him at dknucklesel@yahoo.com.

Continued from Page 1A

Knuckles cycled in and out of juvenile detention until age 17, when he was implicated in
the slaying of a nightclub security guard. He
was convicted of first-degree murder and sentenced to mandatory life in prison without parole.
But Knuckles, now 46, was granted a second
chance. He walked out of prison a free man last
October thanks to a 2016 U.S. Supreme Court
decision. The court in 2012 struck down mandatory life sentences for juveniles convicted of
murder. Four years later, the Supreme Court
ruled that its earlier decision applied retroactively, opening a door for inmates like Knuckles
to be resentenced.
Now he’s trying to repair the damage he inflicted some 30 years ago.
“I put time and effort into corrupting neighborhoods, poisoning the neighborhoods, destroying neighborhoods. I did that for many
years growing up,” he said. “I’m going to spend
my time rebuilding what I once destroyed.”
Knuckles provides food to people in metro
Detroit every weekend through several grassroots efforts he calls “feeding the forgotten.” He
gives away fresh produce and home-cooked
meals and sometimes joins forces with other
former juvenile lifers who, like him, feel called
to give back.

turned to state prison.
“You’re not gonna tell me that the human
spirit is wicked,” Knuckles said. “Because if
you’re gonna tell me that, that means you don’t
believe in second chances.”

Success after prison

groups. His network of volunteers includes
Knuckles and several other formerly incarcerated men.
“We understood that we were blessed and
fortunate to come out from under the natural
life sentence that we had,” said Thomas, 47, of
Inkster. “We owed a debt to society.”
Knuckles was convicted in the 1990 fatal
shooting of a security guard at a Detroit nightclub. It’s a crime he maintains he did not commit. Yet, he doesn’t shy from talking about his

prior offenses, bad decisions during a childhood of neglect and dysfunction. Knuckles’
parents battled addiction, he said, and he was
exposed at a young age to drugs, firearms and
violence.
His past came full circle in prison, where
Knuckles was incarcerated alongside young
men whose parents had once bought drugs
from him.
“Some of them have life in prison or a long
prison sentence,” Knuckles said. “So I have to
accept responsibility for the part that I played.”
After he resolved to better himself, Knuckles
was met by detractors. Some fellow inmates
painted a bleak picture of life outside of prison,
cautioning him and others anticipating release
with warnings like “It ain’t easy out there” and
“It’s gonna be hard.” Knuckles tuned it out.
As of Aug. 1, 95 juvenile lifers had been released since the 2016 Supreme Court decision,
according to data provided by the Michigan
Department of Corrections. A search of their
offender records shows that none have re-

On Sunday mornings, Knuckles and his
cousin Tamica Squirewell cook for 30 people.
They start as early as 6 a.m., whipping up
meals, like baby back ribs, macaroni and
cheese, and green beans. They divvy up the
food among Styrofoam boxes lined up on the
kitchen table.
Knuckles delivers the meals to a nursing
home in Detroit. The residents there languish
in their own type of prison, he says, and likely
don’t receive frequent visits from family.
“We’re blessed,” a smiling resident told
Knuckles on a recent afternoon as she rolled
past in a wheelchair, a box of fried chicken and
French fries in her lap.
Knuckles donates leftover groceries from
the Inkster events to members of Mount Ararat
Baptist Church, just north of Hamtramck,
where his cousin is the pastor. The small brick
church stands among vacant lots in a neighborhood where Knuckles sold drugs as a teen.
There, he recalls witnessing depravity — violent, unspeakable acts carried out against
women. He feels some culpability.
“When you infiltrate their mind and poison
it to the point to where they become so addicted that they’ll do anything, you become responsible,” he said of dealing drugs. “I look
back at that type of stuff, and that’s what really
propels me.”
Knuckles is proud of himself for living “the
right way” these days. He rents a home with his
girlfriend and recently started a new job at an
automotive plant.
At the food donation event in Inkster on a
recent Saturday, Knuckles paused from breaking down cardboard boxes to catch up with
Kyle Daniel, a fellow volunteer and former juvenile lifer.
Daniel, 43, of Detroit, counts a number of
successes since his release from prison last
September: his first-ever car purchase, a construction job, an apprenticeship at Iron Workers Local 25.
Beyond piecing his life together, he feels obligated to help improve the community.
“My parents taught me, you clean up what
you mess up,” Daniel said. “I contributed to this
nonsense. So in contributing to this nonsense,
I have to do something about it.”
Knuckles smiled and nodded. He knew exactly what Daniel meant.
Angie Jackson covers the challenges of formerly incarcerated citizens as a corps member
with Report for America, an initiative of The
GroundTruth Project. Contact Angie: ajackson@freepress.com; 313-222-1850. Follow her
on Twitter: @AngieJackson23

also to enter the Palestinian territories.”
The Minnesota Democrat said the move
isn’t a surprise given that Netanyahu “aligned
himself with Islamophobes like Donald
Trump.”
Israel often hosts delegations of U.S. representatives and senators, who usually meet
with senior Israeli officials as well as Palestinian officials in the occupied West Bank.
The decision to ban the congresswomen
could further sharpen divisions among U.S.
Democrats over Israel ahead of the 2020 elections. Republicans have amplified the views of
left-wing Democrats like Tlaib and Omar to
present the party as deeply divided and at odds
with Israel. Democratic leaders have pushed
back, reiterating the party’s strong support for
Israel, in part to protect representatives from
more conservative districts.
On Thursday, many of Michigan’s elected
officials reacted to the decision to ban Tlaib,
and Omar in written statements and on social
media.
“I am appalled by the Israeli government’s
decision to bar Congresswomen Tlaib and
Omar from the trip, and the cowardice inherent
in the choice to prevent someone who disagrees with you from being able to participate
in a diplomatic visit,” wrote Rep. Abdullah
Hammoud, D-Dearborn, in a prepared statement.
“Trying to shield some of the most vocal
critics of the administration’s participation in
ongoing and well-documented human rights
violations will further delay the possibility of
any just resolutions to both the ongoing humanitarian crises and the lack of Palestinian
self-determination,” Hammoud’s statement
read. “Perhaps worst in this situation is the
precedent set by the President of the United
States in uniting with a foreign government to
blacklist American citizens, let alone members

of Congress. Our nation’s leaders should be
outraged. We must apply political pressure on
the Israeli government to reverse its decision
and allow entry to Reps. Tlaib and Omar.”
Rep. Debbie Dingell, D-Dearborn, also released a statement:
“We must stop the hateful rhetoric and targeting of people based on religion, race, national origin, sex, and color. When I meet with
members of the Jewish and Muslim communities they tell me how scared they are. When I
talk to children they tell me they’re worried
they will be taken in the middle of the night and
never heard from again. They ask me why they
are hated.
“... We must continue to reject this rise of
hate and division. Whether it’s attacks on the
freedom of religion, freedom of speech, or freedom of the press, we must make it known our
country will not stand for it. Our country is better than this.” Dingell wrote in a statement.
Rep. Justin Amash, I-Cascade Township,
posted a reaction on Twitter. “Israel should
stand up to President Trump and allow our colleagues to visit,” the former Republican tweeted. “Nobody has to agree with their opinions,
but it will inevitably harm U.S.-Israel relations
if members of Congress are banned from the
country. We must find ways to come together;
there’s enough division.”
Israel has sought to combat the BDS movement, which advocates boycotts, divestment
and sanctions against Israeli businesses, universities and cultural institutions. The country
passed a law permitting a ban on entry to any
activist who “knowingly issues a call for boycotting Israel.” Last month, however, Israeli
ambassador to the U.S. Ron Dermer had said
Israel would not deny entry to any member of
Congress.
Supporters of the boycott movement say it is
a nonviolent way to protest Israeli policies and

call for Palestinian rights. Critics say the movement aims to delegitimize Israel and ultimately
erase it from the map, replacing it with a binational state.
Tlaib and Omar have been the target of repeated attacks by Trump in recent months, including a series of racist tweets on July 14 in
which he said they should “go back” to the
“broken” countries they came from. Both are
U.S. citizens and Tlaib was born in the United
States. The two are members of the so-called
“Squad” of newly-elected left-wing Democrats, along with Reps. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, D-New York, and Ayanna Pressley, D-Massachusetts.
American Jewish organizations had objected to barring the two Democrats from entering
the country. The American Jewish Congress
said that despite Omar and Tlaib’s planned
“propaganda exercise,” it believed that “the
costs in the U.S. of barring the entry of two
members of Congress may prove even higher
than the alternative.”
Politicians and former diplomats also spoke
out against barring the congresswomen from
visiting.
Former U.S. Ambassador to Israel Dan Shapiro wrote on Twitter that the decision to bar
their entry “harms Israel’s standing in the U.S.,
boosts BDS.”
Israeli lawmaker Ayman Odeh, leader of the
Joint List of Arab parties, criticized the move,
writing that “Israel has always banned Palestinians from their land and separated us from
other Palestinians, but this time the Palestinian is a U.S. Congresswoman.”
Arthur Lenk, formerly Israel’s ambassador
to South Africa, said barring Omar and Tlaib
“would be sinking us deeper into U.S. domestic
political quagmire.”
Staff writer Kathleen Gray contributed to
this report.

Demetrius Knuckles, 46, of Roseville moves crates of collard greens donated by Gleaners
Community Food Bank of Southeastern Michigan to hand out at Community First Tax Service
in Inkster on Saturday. PHOTOS BY KIMBERLY P. MITCHELL/DETROIT FREE PRESS

Serena
Adams, 65,
Belinda
Dickerson,
64, and Iris
Long, 88, all
of Inkster,
pick out food
donated by
Gleaners
Community
Food Bank of
Southeastern Michigan
at
Community
First Tax
Service in
Inkster on
Saturday.

‘Owed a debt to society’
Knuckles lives in Roseville, but his weekends begin in the parking lot of a tax business
in Inkster. Every Saturday morning, a tractortrailer delivers hulking boxes of produce and
meat donated from Gleaners Community Food
Bank.
Knuckles is among about 10 volunteers who
turn the parking lot into a free grocery store,
setting up folding tables topped with enough
food for 250 people.
On a sunny afternoon in August, a line
curved around the building as locals waited to
pick from items such as bright red peppers,
watermelon and russet potatoes.
Knuckles helped load grocery bags into people’s cars, his forearms displaying large tattoos
of the words “freedom” and “loyalty.” He got
the tattoos after his re-sentencing as a reminder that if he’s loyal to his freedom, “there’s no
returning to prison.”
It was behind bars that Knuckles met James
“JaMo” Thomas, a former juvenile lifer released
in 2017 who’s instrumental in the food giveaways in Inkster.
The 2012 Supreme Court decision instilled
hope in a lot of juvenile lifers, Knuckles said.
He mapped his future with the belief that he’d
be released one day. Behind bars, he and
Thomas joined charitable projects, raising
money for children with cancer and making
quilts and pillows for survivors of domestic violence. He and Thomas talked about how they
would serve the community after prison.
After Thomas returned home, he noticed
people going hungry as he drove along Eight
Mile Road and visited homeless shelters. He
began organizing regular food donation events
through his ministry, Melanic Islamic Palace of
the Rising Sun, with help from other local

Israel ban
Continued from Page 1A

sharp escalation of Israel’s campaign against
the international boycott movement.
Interior Minister Aryeh Deri issued a statement saying that after consultations with
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and other
senior Israeli officials he decided not to allow
Tlaib and Omar to enter because of “their boycott activities against Israel.”
The two newly elected Muslim members of
Congress are outspoken critics of Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians.
Tlaib — whose family immigrated to the
United States from the West Bank — reacted on
Twitter, posting a picture of her Grandmother,
coupled with this statement:
“This woman right here is my sity. She deserves to live in peace & with human dignity. I
am who I am because of her. The decision by
Israel to bar her granddaughter, a U.S. Congresswoman, is a sign of weakness b/c the
truth of what is happening to Palestinians is
frightening.”
Shortly before the decision was announced,
Trump had tweeted that “it would show great
weakness” if Israel allowed them to visit. “They
hate Israel & all Jewish people, & there is nothing that can be said or done to change their
minds.” He went on to call the two congresswomen “a disgrace.”
Rep. Omar responded to Israel’s move to
block her and Rep. Tlaib, calling it “an insult to
democratic values.”
Omar said in a prepared statement that Israel’s decision is the equivalent of Trump’s effort
to block travel to the U.S. from Muslim-dominated countries. She said denying entry “not
only limits our ability to learn from Israelis, but

“My parents taught me, you clean
up what you mess up. I
contributed to this nonsense. So
in contributing to this nonsense, I
have to do something about it.”
Kyle Daniel A former juvenile lifer

