
  

Home From College, Old Friends Become 
Protest Leaders 
How four 19-year-olds ended up organizing a 15,000-person march for 

police reform 

 

 
From left: Josiah Jacobs, Xavier Brown and Akil Riley attend a youth march in San Francisco 
on June 3. PHOTO: ALEJANDRO LAZO/THE WALL STREET JOURNAL 
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OAKLAND, Calif.—On June 1 of last year, Josiah Jacobs stood on his high school 

graduation stage in a red graduation gown and a black bow tie giving the 

salutatorian address. 

 

Last week on June 1, he was on a stage again in a T-shirt and jeans with a white 

backpack, rallying a crowd of about 15,000 demanding criminal justice reform. 

“Most of us here are young, we are hungry for change, and we want it now,” said Mr. 

Jacobs, reading from an iPhone, his voice booming over loudspeakers. 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic upended the first year after high school for Mr. Jacobs and 

three of his best friends growing up in Oakland: Akil Riley, Xavier Brown and 

Michael Blue. With their first years of college and jobs curtailed, the four young men 

initially retreated into studies, workouts and creative pursuits. 

 

But the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis while in police custody two weeks ago 

brought the 19-year-olds back together again. Like many thousands of people across 

the U.S., they now have a new identity as protesters and organizers against what 

they view as a racist and violent criminal justice system.  

The four friends last week organized a rally of 15,000 people, among the largest 

against law-enforcement brutality so far this year in Oakland, according to the city’s 

police department. Since then, they have marched together in other demonstrations 

and spoken to city leaders, using an intellectual and creative energy they say is 

ready to be unleashed after months of being bottled up in quarantine. 

“I kind of felt powerful, that my voice had power,” said Mr. Riley, the soft-spoken 

lead organizer among them, who writes hip-hop in his free time. “It feels good when 

people listen, when you are kind of, like, a leader.” 



 
From left: Mr. Riley, Damiri Lindo, Kobe Ftsum, Mr. Brown and Mr. Jacobs have found 
kinship at rallies after months of lockdown during the coronavirus pandemic. 
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While some among their generation were already organizing against climate change 

or to reduce student debt, these four 19-year-olds see the fight against police abuse 

as an important way to make lasting change—particularly as young black men. 

Already, political leaders in cities across the country are promising major reforms. 

The four hail from different parts of the San Francisco Bay Area and met at 

Oakland’s St. Leo the Great, a predominantly African-American Catholic elementary 

and middle school that they said taught them how to participate as scholars, athletes 

and artists in a culture that doesn’t always welcome black men doing so. 

Their friendship group spans different economic classes, cultures and interests, said 

Mr. Brown, an acting student whose parents are from Trinidad and Saint Lucia. 



In the wake of George Floyd’s death, protesters across the country are calling on officials to 

defund the police. WSJ’s Shelby Holliday examines what the phrase means and how it might 

work. Photo: Ragan Clark / Associated Press 

Mr. Blue writes poetry, is working on a book and likes to help Mr. Riley with his 

music. Mr. Jacobs, the salutatorian, has loved history since he memorized all the U.S. 

presidents in elementary school. Mr. Riley is the grandson of Walter Riley, an 

Oakland attorney who has made police brutality a major area of practice. 

They graduated from St. Leo’s into different high schools. College moved them 

further apart. Messrs. Riley and Jacobs were reunited at Howard University in 

Washington, D.C. Mr. Blue attended a local community college and Mr. Brown 

attended the University of California at Los Angeles. 

 

When the pandemic brought them back home, they stayed in touch on their phones. 

They chatted about the state of black people in America after the shootings 

of Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery. 

After the video of Mr. Floyd’s killing went viral, Mr. Riley made emotional calls and 

texts to all three of his friends. For Mr. Jacobs, the call came at 3:30 a.m. He had just 



completed a late-night workout, and the two spoke for a half-hour, with Mr. Riley 

bringing up the idea of a march. 

Hours later, Mr. Riley shared a copy of a digital flier he had created. It had Mr. 

Floyd’s photograph and a raised black fist and declared that Oakland’s youth would 

march the following Monday, June 1. Mr. Jacobs suggested posting it to Instagram in 

the afternoon, when more people were likely to see it. 

Their posts soon got attention. A popular Instagram page called “streetbleach” 

promoted the event, and Mr. Riley was interviewed by Thizzler, a hip-hop website. 

Mr. Riley and Mr. Brown became the principal organizers, coordinating with local 

activist groups that provided loudspeakers, stages, masks and hand sanitizer. But 

the two friends were wary. 

“What me and Akil were afraid of was that these organizations might be trying to 

use our platform,” Mr. Brown said. “We made sure that anytime that we talked to 

these organizations, we were the ones leading the conversations.” 

The friends attended other marches. In Berkeley, Mr. Riley, Mr. Brown and another 

friend found themselves the only black men in attendance. At another event in 

Oakland, Mr. Riley said police threw a flash grenade that went off at his feet. 



 
Mr. Brown is an acting student whose parents are from Trinidad and St. Lucia. 
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 As their own event drew nearer, the Oakland Police Department made an offer 

through one of Mr. Brown’s family friends to escort the march. Mr. Brown was open 

to considering the offer for the safety of the crowd, but Mr. Riley was strongly 

opposed, saying it would delegitimize the theme of the event. “They needed to 

escort themselves,” Mr. Riley said of the police. His argument won the day. 

All four took turns speaking. During the rally, their phones lit up with news of an 8 

p.m. curfew in Oakland. They walked peacefully, and concluded before that hour. 

Mr. Blue had estimated the crowd at about 3,000 or 5,000 people. It was only later 

that he realized it was actually three times larger. “I saw the aerial view after I got 

back home,” he said. “I was like, ‘Dude, what did we just do?’” 

They also later learned that police used tear gas and flash grenades on a smaller 

group of marchers—actions police officials say are under investigation. 



Two days after their own protest, they marched in San Francisco. Police helicopters 

circled overhead and officers in riot gear lined side streets. Free from organizing 

responsibilities, the friends bantered lightly, rapped their own protest lyrics and 

passed a small bullhorn among themselves. They chanted, “Say his name! George 

Floyd!” 

Monday night, during an online meeting of the Oakland Police Commission that 

drew hundreds of participants, Mssrs. Riley and Brown called on the local 

department to be defunded and the money to be directed toward schools and social 

services. Soon afterward, Gene Hazzard, a longtime Oakland activist, asked the two 

men to consider running for office. 

“They are able to mobilize folks,” Mr. Hazzard said.  
 


