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DEMOCRAT FROM CALIFORNIA

Hailing from a Southern California political dynasty,
the well-educated and ambitious Walter R. Tucker
I1I began his career in elected office by taking his father’s
seat as the youngest mayor of Compton, California. He
subsequently defeated an incumbent’s daughter for a seat
in the U.S. House of Representatives. Tucker arrived in
Washington in 1993 with the goal of “bring[ing] positive
attention to Compton,” a city that had recently been
wracked by destructive race riots.'

Born May 28, 1957, Tucker was one of four children
in a prominent political family in Compton, California.
His father, Walter R. Tucker II, worked as a dentist who
entered politics in 1967, when he won election to the
Compton school board. He was eventually elected mayor
of Compton. Tucker’s mother, Martha, was a real estate
agent and writer. The Tucker family was often referred to as
the “Kennedys of Compton” because of its political power.
Tucker graduated from Compton High School in 1974. He
attended Princeton University from 1974 to 1976 before
returning home to finish his studies at the University of
Southern California in Los Angeles in 1978. Tucker went
on to earn his ].D. at Georgetown University Law School
in Washington, DC, in 1981, after which he returned to
Compton to practice law. Tucker served as deputy district
attorney for Los Angeles County from 1984 to 1986. >
He also earned a certificate of ordination from the School
of the Word and practiced as an associate minister of the
Bread of Life Christian Center in Carson. Tucker’s wife,
Robin, and their two children—Walter IV and Autumn—
lived with the extended Tucker family in a sprawling home
near Compton city hall.

Tucker entered elective politics when his father
died of cancer in his third term as Compton’s mayor
in 1991. Tucker ran to succeed him and, on April 16,
1991, became Compton’s youngest mayor. Tucker’s
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mayoral tenure focused on economic improvement
in the impoverished city. Once a bustling economic
center—former President George H. W. Bush had a home
in the city in the late 1940s—Compton experienced an
economic downturn starting when race riots broke out in
1965. High poverty, crime, and gang violence had since
plagued much of the city.’

In 1992, six-term U.S. Representative Mervyn Dymally
announced his retirement. Dymally represented a swath
of the low-income neighborhoods in southwest Los
Angeles, including Compton. African Americans made
up 34 percent of the district, and Hispanics made up
another 40 percent of the electorate.* Dymally endorsed
his daughter, Lynn—a member of the Compton school
board—to succeed him. However, Tucker emerged as the
strongest of three challengers who vigorously opposed Lynn
Dymally in the Democratic primary.” The campaign took a
unique twist nearly one month before the primary, in May
1992, when a Los Angeles jury’s verdict in favor of four
police officers accused of beating black motorist Rodney
King sparked a series of race riots in the city. Compton
suffered an estimated $100 million in damage; nearly 200
buildings were vandalized, and more than 130 separate
arson fires were reported.® As mayor, Tucker quickly took
charge in the wake of the riots. Images of Tucker touring
the city with black activist Reverend Jesse Jackson were
shown on national television. Tucker won the nomination
with 39 percent over Dymally’s 37 percent. Carson City
councilwoman Vera Roble DeWitt took 11 percent, with
two other candidates splitting 12 percent.” Tucker easily
won the general election in the overwhelmingly liberal
district, with 86 percent of the vote.®

Assigned to the Public Works and Transportation and
Small Business committees, Tucker emerged as a labor-
friendly Representative with a liberal voting record. He
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backed tax-exempt funding to construct the Alameda
Corridor, a truck and rail line that would expedite the
shipment of cargo from the port of Los Angeles inland
through the congested city.” Despite heavy lobbying,
Tucker made a rare break from President William J.
(Bill) Clinton’s administration by voting against the
North American Free Trade Agreement, fearing the loss
of low-wage jobs in the Los Angeles area. Tucker focused
primarily on the task of alleviating unemployment

and poverty in a district with chronic unemployment
problems. He was credited with securing $5.9 million
in extra police funds for southern California."® He also
submitted legislation designating the week of February
14 as a period for people to perform kind deeds without
expecting anything in return.

In March 1994, federal prosecutors revealed that Tucker
and a member of the Compton city council were the
subjects of a federal bribery investigation. “I unequivocally
and categorically deny all charges that have been brought
against me,” Tucker stated upon his indictment. “I have
complete faith in God, who is my shield and my defense.

I will not allow this matter to impede on the important
work that I am doing in the U.S. Congress.”'> On August
22, he officially pled “not guilty” to 10 counts in a federal
district court in Los Angeles. Tucker accused the Federal
Bureau of Investigation and federal prosecutors of targeting
him because he was a black official. Upon his arraignment,
supporters rallied on the courthouse steps, holding signs
reading “Tucker Is Innocent—Witch Hunt” and “Stop
Racism 1994. Leave Tucker Alone.”"?

In the June 1994 Democratic primary Tucker trounced
his challenger, local businessman Lew Prulitsky with 84
percent of the vote. Libertarian Guy Wilson, a merchant
seaman, was Tucker’s only general election challenger
for his 1994 re-election campaign. Though Wilson had
not planned on running a serious campaign, Tucker’s
indictment after the primary boosted his prospects. Yet
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Wilson’s fringe beliefs—he claimed his first official act,
if elected, would be to introduce legislation repealing the
16th Amendment, which established a federal income
tax—Ilimited his ability to run as a serious candidate.'*
Tucker was re-elected with 77 percent of the vote."
However, at Tucker’s ongoing trial, the prosecution
presented overwhelming evidence including video and
audio tapes of Tucker demanding cash in exchange for
public projects.'® Jurors deliberated for two weeks before
convicting Tucker on seven counts of extortion and two
counts of tax evasion on December 8, 1995. Holding
his Bible outside the Los Angeles courtroom, Tucker
maintained his innocence: “I believe the jury made

the wrong decision. I know what happened in these
circumstances. The government knows what happened.
It was entrapment.”" Tucker resigned from Congress on
December 15, 1995."® On April 17, 1996, a district court
judge sentenced him to 27 months in prison—Tless than
the recommended 30 to 57 months, partially because
the citizens of Compton wrote more than 200 letters in
Tucker’s support.'” Tucker was also responsible for paying
$30,000 in restitution upon his release.?’

Shortly after his resignation, Tucker endorsed his wife,
Robin, to fill his vacancy in a special election to be held
on March 26, the same day as the Democratic primary for
the 105th Congress (1997-1999). A long-shot candidate,
Robin Tucker was among eight candidates who lost the
nomination to California State Assemblywoman Juanita
Millender-McDonald, who prevailed with a 27 percent
plurality. Robin Tucker was sixth in the crowded field with
7 percent of the vote.”!

Before entering prison, Walter Tucker announced his
desire to start a prison ministry.”” Upon his release in
September 1998, Tucker served as the Southern California
director of the prison fellowship, headed by Charles
(Chuck) Colson, a former aide to President Richard M.
Nixon aide and a central figure in the Watergate scandal.
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