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“To Disrupt, Discredit and Destroy”
The FBI’s Secret War against the Black Panther Party

by Ward Churchill

The record of the FBI speaks for itself

—J. Edgar Hoover
Introduction to The FBI Story

1965

Beginning in August 1967, the Black Panther Party was savaged by a campaign of political repression,
which in terms of its sheer viciousness has few parallels in American history. Coordinated by the Federal
Bureau of Investigation as part of its then-ongoing domestic counterintelligence program (COINTELPRO)
and enlisting dozens of local police departments around the country, the assault left at least thirty Pan-
thers dead,1 scores of others imprisoned after dubious convictions,2 and hundreds more suffering perma-
nent physical or psychological damage.3 Simultaneously, the Party was infiltrated at every level by agents
provocateurs, all of them harnessed to the task of disrupting its internal functioning.4 Completing the
package was a torrent of “disinformation” planted in the media to discredit the Panthers before the public,
both personally and organizationally, thus isolating them from potential support.5

Although an entity bearing its name would continue to exist in Oakland, California for another decade, as
would several offshoots situated elsewhere, the Black Panther Party in the sense that it was originally
conceived was effectively destroyed by the end of 1971.6 In this, it was hardly alone. During the 1960s,
similar if usually less lethal campaigns were mounted against an array of dissident groups ranging from the
Socialist Workers Party to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, from the Revolutionary Action
Movement to Students for a Democratic Society, from the Republic of New Africa to the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference. The list goes on and on, and the results were always more-or-less the same.7

The FBI’s politically repressive activities did not commence during the 1960s, nor did they end with the
formal termination of COINTELPRO in 1971.8 On the contrary, such operations have been sustained for
nearly a century, becoming ever more refined, comprehensive and efficient. This in itself implies a marked
degradation of whatever genuinely democratic possibilities once imbued “the American experiment,” an
effect amplified significantly by the fact that the Bureau has consistently selected as targets those groups
which, whatever their imperfections, have been most clearly committed to the realization of egalitarian ide-
als.9 All things considered, to describe the resulting sociopolitical dynamic as “undemocratic” would be to
fundamentally understate the case. The FBI is and has always been a frankly anti-democratic institution, as
are the social, political and economic elements it was created and maintained to protect.10

Predictably, the consequences of this protracted and systematic suppression of the democratic impulse
in American life, and the equally methodical reinforcement of its opposite, have by now engulfed us.
These will be apprehended not only in the ever greater concentration of wealth among increasingly nar-
row and corporatized sectors of society,11 but in the explosive growth of police and penal “services” over
the past thirty years,12 the erosion of constitutional safeguards supposedly guaranteeing the basic rights
of average citizens,13 and a veritable avalanche of regulatory encroachments reaching ever more deeply
into the most intimate spheres of existence. Again, the list of indicators could be extended to great
length.

Such trends do not imply the danger that, if they continue, the United States “may become” a police state.
The United States has been a police state for some time now.14 Questions of how to prevent this from
happening are at best irrelevant. The only real question is what to do about it now that it’s occurred. The
answer, of course, is entirely dependent upon our ability to apprehend the precise nature of the problem
confronting us. Only thus can we hope to achieve the clarity of vision necessary to devise an adequate
response and, from there, chart a truly alternative course into the future. Attainment of the necessary ex-
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actitude in assessing our current circumstances and options is itself contingent upon our achieving an
accurate understanding of the historical processes which have led us to this pass. History, therefore, is in
many ways paramount. Without it we can neither fix our present position nor hope to move foreward.15

There is to be sure a multiplicity of lenses through which we might fruitfully examine the phenomena at
hand. Few of them, however, offer the explanatory power embodied in the experience of the Black Pan-
ther Party. It follows that this essay is intended to both summarize and contextualize the repression of the
Panthers, probing the ugly history of their destruction in hopes of gleaning lessons valuable to those who
now strive to take up their mantle. Indeed, it should be viewed in that light, as a conscious effort to make
some small contribution to continuing the Panthers’ exemplary struggle for liberation.

A History of Repression

Despite its carefully contrived image as the country’s premier crime-fighting agency,16 the FBI has always
functioned primarily as a political police force. Tracing its origins to the Pinkerton Detective Agency, a gov-
ernment-contracted private firm notorious during the late nineteenth century for its anti-labor brutalities
and other service to Big Business, the Justice Department’s newly-formed Bureau of Investigation (BoI),
as it was then called, could hardly have been expected to conduct itself as anything else.17 Hence, al-
though its original charter tasked the Bureau merely with gathering evidence necessary to support a range
of federal prosecutions, it was understood all-round that its real job would be something else again.18

The BoI’s underlying agenda began to surface on July 30, 1916, when saboteurs blew up a munitions
dump on Black Tom Island, in New York Harbor, containing approximately two million pounds of high ex-
plosives earmarked to support the British war effort against Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire.19

Aside from eventually declaring war on Germany, Congress reacted by passing the Sedition Act of 1917
and both the Alien and Espionage acts a year later.20 The last of these statutes facilitated the Bureau’s
formation of what eventually became its Counterintelligence Branch, a component within its overall Intelli-
gence Division explicitly authorized to employ all manner of extralegal techniques in “neutralizing” spies
and other such agents of foreign powers.21

The Sedition and Alien acts, designed to constrain “subversion” by U.S. citizens and resident aliens,
brought about other developments. In fact, an office had already been created within the Bureau in 1917
to address the matter in a systematic fashion. Initially unnamed, it was designated the Anti-Radical Division
in 1919, redesignated the General Intelligence Division (GID) in 1920, redesignated again during the
1940s as the Internal Security Section, in 1954 as the Internal Security Division and finally during the
1960s as the Internal Security Branch.22 Agents assigned to the GID were charged first and foremost with
monitoring the activities of those professing the radical ideals of anarchism, socialism, communism and
syndicalism.23

Appointed to head up this new effort was a young former law clerk named J[ohn] Edgar Hoover.24 It was an
astute choice. As efficient as he was reactionary, Hoover had by the fall of 1919 compiled dossiers on
some 150,000 people. By mid-1921, the number had reached 450,000. Of these, extensive files had
been created on approximately 60,000 persons considered to be “Key Agitators.” The entire filing system
was cross-indexed by locality and political affinity.25 As of 1920, about one-third of the Bureau’s headquar-
ters support staff had been allotted to the GID, as well as half of all field agents.26 Still unsatisfied with the
resources available to him, Hoover enlisted local police Red Squads, private security firms like the Pinker-
tons, and “patriotic” organizations like the American Protective League (APL) and the American Legion to
expand the flow of political intelligence.27 Additionally, he began to develop an extensive network of in-
formants within the radical groups themselves.28

Meanwhile, the GID was involved in much more than information gathering. In September 1917, it coordi-
nated nationwide raids by local police and AFL members on offices of the Industrial Workers of the World
(IWW), an anarcho-syndicalist union which stood at the time on the cutting edge of the American labor
movement.29 Although more than two hundred IWW leaders were convicted of “flagrant sedition”—mostly,
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they’d refused to register for the military draft and tried to convince others to do the same—the real reason
they were targeted was revealed in a Justice Department memo describing them as being involved in a
“plot against industrial interests.”30 Virtually the entire leadership of the Socialist Party of America (SPA),
which had polled nearly a million votes in the 1914 presidential race, were subjected to similar prosecu-
tions at about the same time.31

The capstone of the GID’s campaign against radicalism came when, having first whipped up a genuine
“Red Scare” on the basis of an alleged anarchist bombing campaign carried out over preceding months,32

Hoover coordinated what are known as the “Palmer Raids.”33 The first of these, a twelve-city sweep carried
out in November 1919, was aimed at alien anarchists. More than 4,000 people were arrested, many badly
beaten and their often meager possessions destroyed, all of them herded into temporary holding pens
lacking adequate sanitation facilities, medical support and in some cases even food and water.34 In De-
cember, although most of them had immigrated from other countries, an initial batch of 249 selected ac-
tivists were summarily packed aboard the U.S.S. Buford and deported to the newly-constituted Soviet
Union.35

On January 2 and 6, 1920, it was the turn of the Communist and Communist Labor parties, as “dragnet
inquiries” were conducted against them in 33 cities.36 Although neither organization had existed for more
than four months, and had therefore enjoyed little time in which to assemble a substantial membership,
more than 10,000 people were arrested and held under essentially same conditions evident after the No-
vember roundup.37 Before the process had run its course, another 700 people had been deported for no
other reason than that they held political views deemed objectionable by the head of the GID.38

The Palmer Raids were a blow from which the anarchist movement in the United States has never recov-
ered. For their part, the residues of the incipient communist parties were driven underground for years.39

Coupled to the earlier onslaughts against the IWW and the SPA, the wave of deportations in 1919-20
served to thwart the possibility of a viable leftwing alternative in American politics for an entire generation.
While much has been made by the FBI’s various apologists over the years about the Bureau’s subsequent
decade-long withdrawal from repressive operations—the GID itself was officially disbanded in 1924 and
not reconstituted until 1939—the fact is that under such circumstances it really needed to do no more
than it did during those years.40 For J. Edgar Hoover himself, the “Time of the Raids” also paid significant
personal dividends. On May 13, 1924, the virtuosity of his service to the status quo resulted in his ap-
pointment as director of the entire BoI.41 It was a job he would hold for the rest of his life.

On the Matter of Race

The depth of his antipathy towards political leftists was by no means Hoover’s only ideological qualification
for his new position. A middle-class Virginian born and raised, the intensity of his belief in white suprema-
cism dovetailed quite well with the need of U.S. élites to maintain African Americans in a perpetually sub-
ordinate economic position.42 From this perspective, any sort of activity which might disturb the rigid
race/class hierarchy of American life constituted a “threat” and was subject to targeting by the Bureau.
There are a number of examples which could be used to illustrate this point, beginning with the BoI’s
criminalization of world heavyweight boxing champion Jack Johnson in 1910,43 but the best is probably
that of Marcus Garvey, head of the United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA).

Although the Jamaica-born Garvey might at one time have qualified as a “radical”—Hoover described him
as such, and as “the most prominent Negro agitator in the world”—the sorts of programs he advocated
during the 1920s were not especially different from those currently espoused by the right wing of the Re-
publican Party.44 Under his leadership, UNIA, which to this day remains the largest organization of African
Americans ever assembled, devoted itself mainly to the realization of various “bootstrapping” strategies
(i.e., undertaking business ventures as a means of attaining its twin goals of black pride and self-
sufficiency).45 Nonetheless, despite UNIA’s explicitly capitalist orientation, or maybe because of it, Hoover
launched a GID inquiry into Garvey’s activities in August 1919.46
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When this initial probe revealed no illegalities, Hoover, describing any such outcome as “unfortunate” and
railing against Garvey’s “pro-Negroism,” ordered that the investigation not only be continued but intensi-
fied.47 UNIA was quickly infiltrated by operatives recruited specifically for the purpose, and a number of in-
formants developed within it.48 Still, it was another two years before the GID was able to find a pre-
text—Garvey’s technical violation of the laws governing offerings of corporate stock—upon which to bring
charges of “mail fraud.”49 Convicted in July 1923 by an all-white jury, the UNIA leader was first incarcerated
in the federal maximum-security prison at Atlanta, then deported as an undesirable alien in 1927. By then,
the organization he’d founded had disintegrated.50

Hoover, in the interim, had vowed to prevent anyone from ever again assuming the standing of what he
called a “Negro Moses.”51 More than forty years later, he was repeating the same refrain, secretly instruct-
ing his COINTELPRO operatives to “prevent the rise of a ‘messiah’ who could unify and electrify…a well-
concerted movement” of African Americans to improve their socioeconomic and political situations.52 In
1968, his concern was expressed with regard to Martin Luther King, Jr., Elija Muhammed and Stokely
Carmichael,53 but along the way an untold number of others—Chandler Owen, for example, and A. Philip
Randolph—had been subjected to the attentions of the FBI simply because they were deemed “defiantly
assertive [about] the Negro’s fitness for self-governance.”54

Bureau agents investigated all black-owned newspapers, recruited paid black informants, and tapped the
telephones and bugged the offices of racial advancement groups, ranging from the procommunist National
Negro Congress to the anticommunist NAACP. Investigative fallout included a mail cover on Rev. Archibald
J. Carey, Jr.’s, Woodlawn African Methodist Episcopal Church in Chicago, where the Congress of Racial
Equality had an office; a file check on Olympic track and field champion Jesse Owens (an agent compared
the date of Owens’s marriage with the birthday of his first child); and the transmittal of derogatory informa-
tion on the NAACP and the National Urban League to prospective financial contributors.55

In effect, Hoover was committed to “the repression of any black dissident who challenged second-class
citizenship,” irrespective of their ideological posture or the mode by which their politics were manifested.56

In this he sometimes displayed a surprising if unintended degree of public candor, at one point actually
going so far as to insist that investigation of black activists was justified insofar as their collective threats of
“retaliatory measures in connection with lynching” represented a challenge to “the established rule of law
and order.”57 In private, he was often even more forthright, employing crude racial epithets such as “bur-
rhead” when referring to Martin Luther King and others.58

It is almost impossible to overpersonalize the FBI’s focus and conduct from 1924 to 1972 in terms of Hoo-
ver’s own outlooks and attitudes. Absolutely dictatorial in managerial style, he involved himself directly in
the hiring of new agents until well into the 1960s, mainly to ensure that they shared his biases. Those in-
clined to disagree either never made it into the Bureau, were transferred to dead-end positions in remote
backwaters, or found themselves abruptly fired.59 Hence, as he built his monolith from 441 agents at the
outset, to 4,886 in 1944, to nearly 8,000 at the time of his death, Hoover was able to wield it ever more
efficiently as an instrument with which to work his will.60

The more important point, however, is that Hoover enjoyed such power because he was allowed to by
those who exercised powers far greater than his own. He could, in other words, have been removed at
any moment during his long and sordid career had the workings of his will not ultimately reflected the de-
sires of America’s élites. Moreover, it is important to recall that, notwithstanding the litany of “excesses,
improprieties and outright illegalities” for which he would be posthumously condemned,61 J. Edgar Hoover
was until the very end, among “respectable” whites least, one of the most popular public officials in Ameri-
can history.62

COINTELPRO

The initial COINTELPRO, aimed at the Communist Party, USA, was ordered on August 28, 1956.63 Al-
though this was the first instance in which the Internal Security Branch was instructed to employ the full
range of extralegal techniques developed by the Bureau’s counterintelligence specialists against a do-
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mestic target in a centrally-coordinated and programmatic way, the FBI had resumed such operations
against the CP and to a lesser extent the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) on a more ad hoc basis at least as
early as 1941.64 Instructively, Hoover began at the same time to include a section on “Negro Organiza-
tions” in reports otherwise dedicated to “Communist Organizations” and “Axis Fifth Columnists.”65

Both surveillance of and counterintelligence directed against “subversives” had become standard FBI
procedure by the end of World War II, and were increasingly regularized and refined during the ensuing
spy cases and show trials attending the “Second Red Scare” of 1946-1954.66 In this, the Bureau was
helped along immensely by passage of the Smith Act, a statute making “sedition” a peacetime as well as a
wartime offense, in 1940.67 This was followed, in 1950, by the McCarran Internal Security Act, requiring all
members of the CP and other designated groups to register with a federal “Subversive Activities Control
Board” and authorizing their roundup and mass internment in the event of an insurrection or war with the
Soviet Union.68 In 1954, there was also the Communist Control Act, a statute outlawing the CP and pro-
hibiting its members from holding certain types of employment.69

Viewed against this backdrop, it has become a commonplace that, however misguided, COINTELPRO-
CPUSA, as the 1956 initiative was captioned, was in some ways well-intended, undertaken out of a
genuine concern that the CP was engaged in spying for the Soviet Union.70 Declassified FBI documents,
however, reveal quite the opposite. While espionage and sabotage “potentials” are mentioned almost as
afterthoughts in the predicating memoranda, unabashedly political motives take center stage. The objec-
tive of the COINTELPRO was, as Internal Security Branch chief Alan Belmont put it at the time, to block the
CP’s “penetration of specific channels of American life where public opinion is molded” and to prevent
thereby its attaining “influence over the masses.”71

Expanded in March 1960, and again in October 1963 to include non-party members considered sympa-
thetic to the CP, the COINTELPRO served as a sort of laboratory in which the Bureau’s communications,
logistics and internal procedures were worked out and agents perfected the skills necessary to conduct-
ing a quietly comprehensive program of domestic repression.72 From the outset, considerable emphasis
was placed on intensifying the Bureau’s longstanding campaign to promote factional disputes within the
Party.73 To this end, the CP was infiltrated more heavily than ever before—it has been estimated that by
1965 approximately one-third of the CP’s nominal membership consisted of FBI infiltrators and paid infor-
mants—while bona fide activists were systematically “bad-jacketed” (that is, set up by infiltrators to make it
appear that they themselves were government operatives).74 A formal “Mass Media Program” was also cre-
ated “wherein derogatory information on prominent radicals was leaked to the news media.”75

Still more ominously, beginning in 1966, an effort dubbed “Operation Hoodwink” was begun in which un-
dercover agents were used to convince the leadership of New York’s five Mafia families that CP organizing
activities on the city’s waterfront constituted a threat to the profits deriving from their union racketeering,
smuggling and related enterprises. Although it never materialized, the intended result was the murder of
key organizers by the mob’s contract killers.76 Thus, under COINTELPRO, not only the methods but the
objectives of operations directed against U.S. citizens were rendered indistinguishable from those in-
volving foreign agents. All pretense that those targeted possessed constitutional or even human rights
was simply abandoned. As one anonymous but veteran COINTELPRO operative reflected in 1974, “You
don’t measure success in this area by apprehensions, but in terms of neutralization.”77

Meanwhile, on August 4, 1960, a second COINTELPRO was unleashed to “disrupt the activities of orga-
nizations… seeking independence for Puerto Rico.”78 On October 12, 1961, a third “disruption program”
was launched against the SWP.79 This was followed, on September 2, 1964, by “a hard-hitting, closely
supervised, coordinated counterintelligence program to expose, disrupt and otherwise neutralize the Ku
Klux Klan (KKK) and specified other [white] hate groups.”80 On April 23, 1965, Hoover ordered the begin-
nings of what would become, in May 1968, COINTELPRO-New Left, an operation intended to destroy the
effectiveness of predominately-white leftist organizations like Students for a Democratic Society and the
Student Mobilization to End the War in Vietnam.81
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Then, on August 25, 1967, twenty-three field offices were instructed to commence another “hard-hitting
and imaginative program,” this one “to expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise neutralize the
activities of [civil rights and black liberation organizations], their leadership, spokesmen, membership, and
supporters.”82 On March 4, 1968, “COINTELPRO-Black Nationalist Hate Groups,” was expanded to in-
clude all 41 FBI field offices.83 Specifically targeted were the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Philadelphia-based Revolutionary
Action Movement (RAM)84 and the Nation of Islam (NoI).85 As has been noted, SCLC’s Martin Luther King,
Jr.,86 SNCC’s Stokely Carmichael,87 and NoI head Elija Muhammed were targeted by name.88 Scores, per-
haps hundreds, of individuals were shortly added to the various lists of those selected for personal “neu-
tralization,”89 as were organizations like the Republic of New Africa (RNA) and Los Angeles-centered
United Slaves (US).90

During the spate of post-Watergate congressional hearings on domestic intelligence operations, the FBI
eventually acknowledged having conducted 2,218 separate COINTELPRO actions from mid-1956
through mid-1971.91 These, the Bureau conceded, were undertaken in conjunction with other significant
illegalities: 2,305 warrantless telephone taps, 697 buggings, and the opening of 57, 846 pieces of mail.92

This itemization, although an indicator of the magnitude and extent of FBI criminality, was far from incom-
plete. The counterintelligence campaign against the Puerto Rican independence movement was not
mentioned at all, while whole categories of operational technique—assassinations, for example, and ob-
taining false convictions against key activists—were not divulged with respect to the rest. There is solid
evidence that the other sorts of illegality were downplayed as well.93

All of this, supposedly, occurred without the knowledge of anyone outside the FBI. The fact is, however,
that high government officials were repeatedly informed, beginning with identical letters written by Hoover
on May 8, 1958, to Attorney General William Rogers and Robert Cutler, Special Assistant to President
Dwight D. Eisenhower, advising them that the Bureau had initiated a program “designed to promote dis-
ruption within the ranks of the Communist Party.” This was followed on November 8 with Hoover’s per-
sonal briefing of Eisenhower’s entire Cabinet on the nature of COINTELPRO-CPUSA.94 On January 10,
1961, another set of identical letters was dispatched, this time notifying Attorney General-designate Rob-
ert F. Kennedy, Deputy Attorney General-designate Byron White, and Secretary of State-designate Dean
Rusk of what he called “our counterattack on the CPUSA.”95 The FBI director also conducted personal
briefings on “special projects” for Attorneys General Nicholas Katzenbach (1965), Ramsey Clark (1967)
and John Mitchell (1969), as well as Marvin Johnson, an aide to President Lyndon Johnson (1965).96

It is true that Hoover was less than detailed in these and other reports. It is equally true, however, that he
was never asked to provide further information. His superiors were told more than enough to know that
there was much more to be learned about the FBI’s domestic counterintelligence program. Indeed, they
were sufficiently apprised to know that it smacked of political policing in its most illegitimate form. That
none of them ever inquired further is indicative only of their mutual desire to retain a veneer of “plausible
deniability” against their own potential incrimination if the program were ever to be exposed.97 And, since
none of them elected to avoid jeopardy by simply ordering a halt to such operations, we can only assume
they viewed COINTELPRO as a useful and acceptable expedient to maintaining the status quo.

COINTELPRO-BPP

The late 1960s were a period of unparalleled flux in the twentieth century United States. In the process of
losing a major neocolonial war in Southeast Asia and faced with a rising tide of guerrilla insurgencies
throughout the Third World,98 U.S. élites were beset by a substantial lack of consensus among them-
selves about how best to restore global order.99 Simultaneously, they were confronted with the emer-
gence of a highly dynamic “New Left” opposition, not only on the home front but in western Europe.100 By
May of 1968, they had witnessed the near overthrow of the Gaullist government in France, and a huge
student movement was offering something of the same prospect in West Germany. Even within the So-
viet Bloc, a massive antiauthoritarian revolt had also challenged prevailing structures in Czechoslovakia,
further threatening the balance of Cold War business as usual.101
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Within the U.S. itself, the liberal, equalitarian civil rights movement of the early-60s had been transcended
in mid-decade by a far more demanding movement for the attainment of “Black Power.”102 By 1967, this
had evolved into an effort to secure the outright liberation of African Americans from what was quite accu-
rately described as “the system of internal colonial oppression.”103 These shifts were marked by an in-
creasing willingness on the part of black activists to engage in armed self-defense against the various
forms of state repression and to develop a capacity to pursue the liberatory struggle by force, if neces-
sary.104 Shortly, groups emerging within other communities of color—the Puerto Rican Young Lords Or-
ganization (YLO), for example, as well as the Chicano Brown Berets and the American Indian Movement
(AIM)—had entered into more-or-less the same trajectory.105

A fresh generation of white radicals had simultaneously developed their own movement and, for a while,
their own agenda. Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), probably the preeminent organization of Eu-
roamerican new leftists in the United States during the sixties, had been founded early in the decade to
pursue visions of “participatory democracy” among the poor and disenfranchised.106 With the 1965
buildup of U.S. troop strength in Vietnam, however, it adopted an increasingly pronounced anti-imperialist
outlook.107 By mid-1968, SDS could claim 80,000 members and was in the process of birthing an armed
component of its own.108 A year later, in combination with a broad array of other activist groups, it was able
to bring approximately one million people to the streets of Washington, D.C., to protest the war in South-
east Asia.109 Even combat veterans showed up in force.110

Added to this potentially volatile stew was a burgeoning “counterculture” composed primarily of white
youth, including a not insignificant segment drawn from the country’s more privileged circles. Not espe-
cially politicized in a conventional sense,111 they nonetheless manifested a marked disinclination to partici-
pate in the functioning of American society as they encountered it, and were to some extent seriously en-
gaged in attempting to fashion an “alternative lifestyle” predicated in the professed values of peace, love
and cooperation.112 All told, from élite and dissident perspectives alike, the appearance was that America
was on the verge of “coming apart at the seams.”113

For a number of reasons, in 1967 it began to appear as if the Black Panther Party, a smallish but rapidly
growing organization founded by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale in Oakland a year earlier,114 might hold
the key to forging a relatively unified movement from the New Left’s many disparate elements. In part, this
was because of the centrality the black liberation struggle already occupied in the radical American con-
sciousness.115 In part, it was likely because the Panthers, almost alone among organizations of color, had
from the outset advanced a concrete program and were pursuing it with considerable discipline.116 It was
also undoubtedly due in no small measure to the obvious courage with which they’d faced off against the
armed forces of the state, a matter personified by Party Defense Minister Newton’s dubious conviction in
the killing of a white cop, and the skill with which Minister of Information Eldridge Cleaver was able to publi-
cize it.117

In any event, “by 1968-69 the Panthers were considered by many to be the exemplary revolutionary or-
ganization in the country and the one most explicitly identified with anti-imperialism and international-
ism.”118 As such, the Party had become far and away “the most influential” such group in the U.S.,119 an
assessment confirmed by J. Edgar Hoover, when, in September 1969, he publicly declared the Panthers
to be “the greatest threat to internal security of the country.”120 Meanwhile, on November 25, 1968, he
had ordered the initiation of “imaginative and hard-hitting [counter]intelligence measures designed to
cripple the BPP” and, on January 30, 1969, a considerable expansion and intensification of the effort to
“destroy what the BPP stands for.”121

Hoover’s agents obliged. Although every dissident group in the United States were targeted by COIN-
TELPRO during the late-60s,122 the Black Panther Party was literally sledgehammered. Of the 295 coun-
terintelligence operations the Bureau has admitted conducting against black activists and organizations
during the period, a staggering 233, the majority of them in 1969, were aimed at the Panthers.123 And this
was by no means all. “Counterintelligence was far more pervasive than the readily available record indi-
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cates,” one researcher has observed. “It is impossible to say how many COINTELPRO actions the FBI im-
plemented against the Panthers and other targets simply by counting the incidents listed in the COIN-
TELPRO-Black Hate Group file. The Bureau recorded COINTELPRO-type actions in thousands of other
files.”124

Several of the operations targeting other African American organizations—SNCC, for example—were ex-
plicitly designed to impair the Panthers’ ability to develop coalitions.125 The same can be said with respect
to approximately half the 290 COINTELPRO actions recorded as having been carried against SDS and
other white New Left organizations from May 1968 through May 1971,126 and at least some of those con-
ducted against Latino groups like the Young Lords and the Brown Berets served the same purpose.127

Then there were the myriad operations meant to neutralize specific individuals,128 and another host—the
number is of course undetermined—which have never been admitted at all.129

What Party founder Huey P. Newton aptly described as the “war against the Panthers” entailed every
known variant of counterintelligence activity on the part of the FBI and collaborating police departments,
and thus constitutes a sort of textbook model of modern political repression.130 It will therefore be useful to
examine each of the often overlapping operational vectors of COINTELPRO-BPP in order to better un-
derstand the whole.

The FBI’s Media Offensive

From the outset, the FBI took “containment” of the Black Panther Party as a top counterintelligence prior-
ity, by denying it potential recruits and the possibility of alliances with/absorption of other groups.131 More
broadly, this meant “creating opposition to the BPP on the part of the majority of ghetto residents,” an as-
tonishing 62 percent of whom professed admiration for what the Panthers were doing by 1969.132 In
seeking to attain both objectives, COINTELPRO operatives sought to discredit the Party by orchestrating
the release of false and derogatory information through the media.

For this purpose, agents had at their disposal an already developed network of some 300 “cooperating
journalists,” many of them nationally syndicated and all of them prepared to pump out the Bureau line on
virtually any topic, including in some cases a willingness to simply sign their names to “news” stories and
opinion pieces written by FBI propaganda specialists.133 They included such then-big names as “labor col-
umnist” Victor Riesel, who has been more accurately described as “a human funnel for the FBI.”134 An-
other was Gordon Hall, the so-called “freelance exposé specialist for radio station WMEX and television
station WBZ” in Boston.135 Ron Koziol, a mainstay reporter for the Chicago Tribune was yet another. The
Chicago field office alone listed twenty-five such “friendly area sources,” the New Haven office twenty-
eight, and there were many others.137

One such mouthpiece, the editor of the Jackson (Miss.) Daily News ([James “Jackson Jimmy” Ward, who
was described as being]“friendly, discrete, reliable and…a loyal American”), produced a seven part series
on the New Left based on FBI file material and studded with the Director’s pronouncements. The St. Louis
Globe-Democrat was an equally zealous collaborator to the very end (“especially cooperative with the Bu-
reau, [Richard H. Amberg,] its publisher is on the Special Correspondents List”).138

On July 7, 1968, station WCKT-TV in Miami actually went so far as to air as its own “special report” on the
Panthers program, Black Nationalists and the New Left, which had in large part been prepared for it by FBI
personnel. “This exposé ended with quotations from the Director, with excellent results,” reported the
Special Agent in Charge (SAC) of the Miami field office.139 The program was later packaged together with a
second, this one on the NoI, and distributed to more than a hundred television stations around the coun-
try.140 “Each and every film segment produced by the station was submitted for our scrutiny to insure that
we were satisfied and that nothing was included that was in any way contrary to our interests,” the Miami
SAC crowed to headquarters.141

The primary themes pursued through the media in the FBI’s campaign to cast a negative light upon the
Party were that it was extraordinarily violent or at least “violence-prone,” that it was devoted mainly to crimi-
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nal rather than political activities, and that those associated with it were of a uniformly “low moral caliber.”142

Vice President Spiro T. Agnew’s denunciation of the Panthers as a “completely irresponsible, anarchistic
group of criminals” was quoted frequently in FBI-prepared materials, as was Assistant Attorney General
Jerris Leonard’s description of them as “nothing but hoodlums.”143 By late 1969, drumbeat repetition of
the pat phrase “violence-prone-Black-Panthers” in both the press and electronic media had reached such
saturation proportions that many people seem to have believed it was all one word.

A classic example of how this came to be will be found in the Chicago Tribune’s Ron Koziol. At the specific
request of Chicago SAC Marlin Johnson, who provided much of the (dis)information upon which the sto-
ries were based, Koziol “produced a whole series of articles portraying the Panthers as ‘highly violent.’”144

The stories, replete with factual errors, “were [intended] to support and lend credibility to [other] stepped
up COINTELPRO operations” undertaken by Johnson’s agents against the Chicago BPP chapter from
January 1969 onward.145

When these operations culminated in the murders by a special police unit of Illinois Panther leaders Fred
Hampton and Mark Clark on December 4, an event sparking an outpouring of local support for the Party,
Hoover personally expressed to several of the Bureau’s ranking Chicago media collaborators an “immedi-
ate need for concise compilation[s] of all the violent acts that will surely portray the Black Panther Party…as
an aggregate of violence-prone individuals who foment and initiate violence.”146

[In response] the media let loose with a deluge of literally hundreds of articles over the next few weeks, justi-
fying the police shooting and saying basically that the Panthers deserved whatever they got. The message
driven home again and again was put out by a Tribune columnist—those who want to “rule by force and terror
(speaking of the Panthers, of course, not the pigs who murdered them) can expect nothing less than disas-
ter…” “Violence-prone,” “schooled in hate,” a “threat to our democratic society” was the continuous refrain
employed to justify the killings.147

Koziol was again a star performer, cranking out seven such articles in just three weeks.148 Probably the
worst press coverage, however, was provided by Tribune reporters Robert Wiedrich and Edward Lee,
who produced an exclusive front-page interview with State’s Attorney Edward V. Hanrahan and partici-
pating police on December 11.149 Therein, under a banner headline proclaiming “Hanrahan, Police Tell
Panther Story,” they presented an unchallenged regurgitation of virtually every official untruth uttered up
to that point in the Hampton/Clark case and added a raft of new ones. Prominently displayed were a pair of
photographs of purported bullet holes in the door and doorframe of Hampton’s apartment by which par-
ticipating the killers claimed to have “proven” that the Panthers fired first, and had thus been shot in “self-
defense.”150 Chicago’s CBS television affiliate WBBM followed up the same evening with a “reenactment”
of events told entirely in terms of the police account.151 A day later, presumably inspired by such “analysis,”
the FBI-affiliated Fraternal Order of Police released a statement to the press calling for the Party as a whole
to be “wiped out.”152

The whole charade finally began to unravel when a few independent reporters finally managed to demon-
strate that the “bullet holes” in the police photos published by the Tribune were actually nail heads stand-
ing out in bold relief against the Hampton’s white woodwork.153 As it turned out, the Panthers had fired
only one shot—and that by Mark Clark during his death spasm—while the police had fired 99, including
two rounds pointblank into Fred Hampton’s head after he’d been badly wounded.154 Charges of attempt-
ing to murder the police raiders were subsequently dropped against seven Party members who’d survived
the assault, all but one of whom had been shot by their supposed “victims,” but no criminal action was ever
taken against the killers or their superiors.

Nor did Koziol, the Tribune, WBBM, or any of their mainstream media cohorts ever recant the grotesque
defamation to which they’d subjected the Party, much less launch a campaign to portray the police as be-
ing “schooled in hate” or a “violence-prone threat to democracy.” On the contrary, six months later the
editors of the New York Times, while forced to concede that Chicago officials had “engaged in a deliberate
publicity campaign to depict the Panthers as the aggressors [the FBI’s involvement was not yet public in-
formation],” as well as “doctored evidence…coached police witnesses” and falsely arrested the surviving
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victims, still felt it appropriate to “balance” such findings by reciting the usual litany of unsubstantiated alle-
gations about the character of the Party itself.155

Silencing the Panther

Attending the Bureau’s carefully crafted manipulation of the Panthers’ image in the mass media were its
efforts to prevent the Party from speaking for itself. Although it was not until May 5, 1970, that the BPP
newspaper, The Black Panther, was formally targeted for neutralization, counterintelligence operations
had commenced against it as early as July 1968.156 Early on, while the newspaper’s circulation was still
quite limited, the approach seems to have hinged mainly on prompting reporters and public officials to
grossly misrepresent the BPP’s positions, then arrange for local police to arrest Panthers attempting to
distribute the Party’s published response, impounding as many copies of the paper as possible in the
process.157

A prime example of this occurred in February 1969, when San Francisco Mayor Joseph Alioto, on the ba-
sis of a “briefing sheet” provided by the local SAC Charles Bates, made a widely-publicized assertion that
“the Black Panthers encourage violence [and that] the ten commandments of the Black Panther Party [in-
clude a] section on robbing and raping.”158 The mayor had been led to confuse the Party’s 10-Point Pro-
gram, which made no mention of either robbery or rape, with its 8 Points of Attention, which did. Far from
encouraging such crimes, however, the 8 Points plainly stated that any Panther found to have engaged in
them would be summarily expelled from the Party.159 Since both the Program and the Points of Attention
appeared every week in the Panther , Alioto’s remarks were quickly followed by a surge in arrests of Party
members trying to distribute it in the Bay Area.

As the paper’s circulation grew to an estimated 139,000 copies per week,160 the counterintelligence initia-
tives undertaken against it became more sophisticated, or, in some cases, bizarre. In August 1970, for
instance, the SAC of the San Diego field office proposed an operation to contaminate the Panther  print-
ing facility with Skatol, a chemical powder he believed would duplicate the stench of “the foulest smelling
feces imaginable,” in hopes of rendering the building “uninhabitable” and thereby halting the paper’s
publication.161 San Diego also proposed using infiltrators within the Minutemen, a rightwing paramilitary
group, to convince that organization to “disrupt publication of this newspaper.” In the alternative, it was
suggested that COINTELPRO operatives should simply forge threatening letters on Minuteman station-
ery in hopes of frightening Panther  staff members into quitting.162

The New York field office came up with the idea of convincing the management of United Airlines, through
which the paper was usually shipped, to cancel the Party’s bulk rate discounts—standard in the busi-
ness—increasing fees to “the full legal rate allowable for shipping newspapers.” It was estimated that the
maneuver would cost the BPP in excess of $10,000 per week in New York alone.163 In 1970, the Internal
Revenue Service was also asked to conduct an entirely arbitrary investigation of the Panther ’s finances, in
hopes that a tax case could be developed which might result in impoundment of its assets.164

In November 1970, Hoover prevailed upon Victor Riesel to write a column reiterating the standard allega-
tions of Panther “violence” before calling upon the Teamsters and other unions “to refuse to handle
shipments of BPP newspapers.” A memo to 39 field offices then instructed each of them to “anony-
mously mail copies of the [column] to officials of appropriate unions, police organizations and other indi-
viduals within [your] territory to encourage such a boycott.”165 Another headquarters recommendation was
to use the Bureau’s “racial informants” to foster antagonism between the Panthers and the NoI in Chicago,
mainly in the belief that this would provoke Elija Muhammed “to take positive steps to counteract the sale
of BPP newspapers in the Negro community” there.166

Other Panther efforts to communicate with the public were also targeted. As the matter was expressed in a
December 1969 memo from FBI headquarters to the San Francisco field office, counterintelligence ac-
tions should be geared to prevent “the BPP [from] setting up speaking engagements at schools and col-
leges and the showing of films.” The missive then went to assure the receiving agents that “we have been
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successful in the past through contacts with established sources in preventing such speeches at college
campuses.”167 A January 1970 directive went still further, calling upon nine field offices to develop plans
“to counteract any favorable support in publicity to the Black Panther Party (emphasis added).”168

Methods used to achieve these results varied considerably, but centered in large part on the issuance of
anonymous threats to the physical safety either of a Panther speaker or the sponsoring institution. As il-
lustration, an appearance by Party Chairman Bobby Seale at the University of Oregon was canceled in May
1969 after a COINTELPRO operative in the San Francisco office, impersonating “a concerned black
brother,” telephoned Seale’s mother to warn that her son might “be assassinated, like Malcolm X” during
his speech.169 Other sorts of disinformation were also employed, as when agents in the San Francisco of-
fice provided copies of FBI-produced articles detailing Panther Chief of Staff David Hilliard’s “anti-
Semitism” to members of a Jewish organization shortly before Hilliard was to address it. The engagement
was of course canceled.170

A different approach was taken with respect to the Party’s Deputy Chairman, Fred Hampton, in Chicago.
On January 24, 1969, shortly before Hampton was to appear live on a television talk show, Robert Stoet-
zal, supervisor of the FBI’s “Racial Matters Squad” in that city, called a contact among the local police and
requested that Hampton be intercepted in the studio and arrested on an outstanding warrant for “mob
action” before he could go on the air.171 Afterwards, Hoover personally commended Mitchell for timing the
arrest so that it would occur “under circumstances which proved highly embarrassing to the BPP.”172

The FBI’s No Breakfast for Children Program

A major reason for the Party’s extraordinary popularity among urban blacks during the late-60s was its
“serve the people programs” (redesignated “survival programs” in 1971). There were several of these,
ranging from liberation schools to free clinics, but the first and in many ways most important was the Free
Breakfast for Children Program, begun in 1968.173 J. Edgar Hoover was quite aware that it would be impos-
sible to cast the Party as merely “a group of thugs” so long as it was meeting the daily nutritional require-
ments of an estimated 50,000 grade schoolers in 45 inner cities across the country.174 So, rather than us-
ing his position to argue that the government itself should have been delivering such a program, he tar-
geted the Panthers’ efforts for destruction.175

When San Francisco SAC Charles Bates objected that this might serve “to convey the impression
that…the FBI is working against the aspirations of the Negro people,”176 Domestic Intelligence chief William
C. Sullivan offered a sharp rejoinder in Hoover’s name.

Your reasoning is not in line with Bureau objectives… You state that the Bureau …should not attack pro-
grams of community interest such as the BPP “Breakfast for Children.” You state that this is because many
prominent “humanitarians,” both white and black, are interested in the program as well as churches that are
actively supporting it. You have obviously missed the point. The BPP is not engaged in the “Breakfast for
Children” program for humanitarian reasons, including their efforts to create an image of civility, assume
community control of Negroes, and to fill adolescent children with their insidious poison.177

Bates was then given two weeks to initiate COINTELPRO actions designed to “eradicate the [Panthers’]
‘serve the people’ programs.”178 In short order, agents were visiting businesses in Oakland, trying to con-
vince them not to contribute either foodstuffs or money to feed hungry children. Panther Captain Robert
Bay, who was simultaneously soliciting such support, was arrested on five counts of “robbery” and held for
a month in jail before charges were dropped.179 Sullivan, meanwhile, suggested that efforts be made to
misrepresent the breakfast program as a medium through which children were being indoctrinated with
“violent…anti-white propaganda” such as the idea that they should “hate police.”180

Conveniently, Bates’s agents were able, almost immediately, to come up with what appeared to be con-
clusive physical evidence supporting Sullivan’s thesis. This took the form of a coloring book depicting
“policemen as pigs, and filled with pictures…showing black children stabbing, shooting and otherwise
assaulting policemen.”181 The item had supposedly been discovered by local police after it was distributed
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to youngsters being fed each morning in the basement of San Francisco’s Sacred Heart Church, and was
quickly circulated by the FBI to Safeway, Mayfare Markets, the Jack-in-the-Box Corp., and other retailers,
expressly to “impede their contributions to the BPP ‘Breakfast Program’.”182

The coloring book has a rather interesting history. Rendered in the manner of Panther Minister of Culture
Emory Douglas, illustrator for The Black Panther and an artist displaying a highly characteristic style,183 it
was created in late 1968 by James Teemer, an aspiring recruit in the Panthers’ Sacramento chapter eager
to impress the BPP leadership with his graphic talents.184 Upon review of a 25 copy pilot edition, the
Party’s Central Committee determined that the book’s content was inappropriate for young people. Bobby
Seale thereupon instructed that the book not be produced, and that the original proof copies be de-
stroyed.185

Nonetheless, a print run of 1,000 copies was quietly ordered and paid for by Larry Clayton Powell, a mem-
ber of the Los Angeles chapter who’d been promoted to work among the Party’s Oakland-based national
cadre. There is no evidence as to how many of these unauthorized publications were distributed to chil-
dren before the remainder found their way into the hands of the San Francisco police and, thence, the
FBI.186 The mystery of how all this might have happened was dispelled in June 1969 when Larry Powell
and his wife, Jean, also a former LA Panther cum national cadre member, appeared before Senator John
McClellan’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations to testify that the Panthers were an “organized
criminal enterprise” along the lines of the Mafia.187 Both of them, along with another national office staffer,
Tommy Jones, were thereupon revealed to have infiltrated the Party in 1967, first as informers for local
police, later for the FBI as well (at which point Larry Powell, at least, had begun to function as an outright
agent provocateur).188

Decked out in the full Party uniform of black berets, jackets, trousers and boots, with offsetting powder
blue shirts, the Powells offered a perfect photo opportunity for the Bureau’s host of “friendly media
sources,”189 as they sat before the Senators and solemnly recounted how the Panthers were garnering
“$50,000-100,000 per month” from armed robberies190 and the “extortion” of businesses in the black
community.191 Much of the money, they claimed, was being embezzled by David Hilliard and other Party
leaders.192 Objections by legitimate activists—such as themselves, they implied—were regularly silenced
by a “Panther hit squad.”193

None of this has ever been supported by anything resembling evidence. Indeed, in 1974, after a further
five years of intensive investigation, the FBI’s San Francisco field office was forced to admit that it had
“failed to develop information that [the BPP] is or has been extorting funds from legitimate businesses.”194

Nor had it been able to establish that the Panthers raised money via “the old communist technique of po-
litical robberies.”195 Moreover, for all the official rhetoric about the Panthers’ defensive stance against po-
lice brutality equating to their being “cop killers,” there were only two police fatalities attributable to Party
members by the end of 1969.196 Actually, the number must be reduced to one when it is considered that
Huey Newton’s manslaughter conviction in the 1967 killing of Oakland patrolman John Frey was over-
turned by the California Supreme Court on May 29, 1970.197

Nonetheless, the Powells’ FBI-orchestrated performance provided a veritable bonanza of negative pub-
licity which was then used both in COINTELPRO operations against the breakfast program and in the
broader campaign to discredit the Panthers overall. By October 1969, the former were beginning to bear
discernible fruit as the Bishop of the San Diego Diocese, deluged for over a month with anonymous calls
from agents,198 as well as their equally-anonymous mailings of “relevant” press clippings,199 abruptly trans-
ferred Frank Curran, a “Panther-friendly” local priest, to “somewhere in the State of New Mexico for per-
manent assignment.” The Party’s permission to use the basement of what had been Curran’s church to
feed children was simultaneously revoked.200 Similar scenarios unfolded over the next few months in New
Haven and elsewhere.201

Where such tactics failed to have the desired effect, other approaches were taken. One of the more “in-
novative and hard-hitting” was that taken by Charles Gain and William Chohendet of the San Francisco of-
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fice’s “Panther Squad” (a subpart of its COINTELPRO Section). During the fall of 1969, they effectively
obliterated a breakfast program that had been thriving in the city’s Haight-Ashbury District by “surrepti-
tiously” convincing parents that the Panthers serving food to their children were mostly “infected with ve-
nereal disease.”202 In Chicago, Philadelphia, Cleveland, Baltimore and several other cities the method was
cruder: riot-equipped tactical units were repeatedly dispatched by cooperating local police to the sites
where children were being fed, stormed in, terrified everyone, ruined food and wrecked the premises
while claiming to look for nonexistent “contraband” or “fugitives.”203

Preventing Coalitions

Preventing the establishment of viable coalitions between the BPP and other radical organizations was,
for obvious reasons, considered a key to containing its growth potential and political effectiveness. The
first of the COINTELPRO initiatives undertaken in this connection relates to the announced “merger” of
the Student (National) Coordinating Committee with the Panthers in early 1968, and appears to have
been more a part of the Bureau’s ongoing campaign against SNCC than a new operation focusing the
BPP.204 Still, given that several prominent SNCC leaders publicly accepted positions in the Party on Feb-
ruary 18—Stokely Carmichael was named Prime Minister, H. Rap Brown became Minister of Justice and
James Forman was named Minister for Foreign Affairs—the point is somewhat academic.205

In any event, utilizing the services of infiltrators already in place within both organizations, agents set out to
exacerbate ideological disputes and questions of personal hegemony between the two groups for pur-
poses of driving them apart once again.206 Such conflicts were largely brought to a head in mid-July, when,
according to a subsequent New York Times article, a group of Panthers headed by Eldridge Cleaver “as-
serted their authority” over James Forman by torturing him.207 The story, which both Forman and SNCC
leader Cleveland Sellers have insisted is false,208 appears to have originated with Earl Anthony, an FBI pro-
vocateur posing as a hypermilitant captain in the BPP’s Los Angeles chapter, who participated in the sup-
posed “torture session.”209 With media depictions of the alliance becoming increasingly demeaning,
SNCC formally withdrew from its relationship with the Panthers in early August, while Forman, already re-
duced to a state of “paranoia” by FBI operations targeting him, checked into a hospital for psychiatric
treatment.210

Carmichael, who was playing a substantial role in building the BPP into a fully national organization, re-
mained with the Panthers and was consequently expelled from SNCC on August 22.211 Long a priority tar-
get for COINTELPRO neutralization, efforts against him were quickly intensified. In July, an effort had
been made to bad-jacket him by way of having an infiltrator, probably Peter Cardoza,212 plant a forged
document making it appear that Carmichael was a CIA informant.

One method of accomplishing [this] would be to have a carbon copy of [an] informant report reportedly writ-
ten by CARMICHAEL to the CIA carefully deposited in the automobile of a close Black Nationalist friend. The
report should be placed so that it will be readily seen… It is hoped that when the report is read it will help
promote distrust between CARMICHAEL and the Black Community… It is also suggested that we inform a
percentage of reliable criminal and racial informants that “we heard from reliable sources that CARMICHAEL
was a CIA agent.” It is hoped that these informants would spread the rumor in various large Negro communi-
ties across the land.213

On September 4, an agent in the New York office followed up by telephoning Carmichael’s mother, claim-
ing to be an anonymous friend whose purpose was to warn her that the rumor had been believed and that
a Panther “hit squad” had been dispatched from Oakland to kill her son.214 Whether or not this was the
cause, Carmichael himself quickly relocated to the African country of Guinea, took the name Kwame Turé,
and announced his resignation from the BPP a few months later.215 Thereafter, he would be associated
exclusively with the All-African People’s Revolutionary Party (A-APRP, a pan-Africanist organization
founded by Kwame Nkrumah).216

By then, the Bureau would be putting the finishing touches on its drive to split SNCC and the BPP, sur-
facing accounts in the media to the effect that the former had begun to refer to the latter as “pinheads,”
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since “the difference between a panther and other large cats is that the panther has the smallest head.”217

In response, a number of SNCC personnel severed their relations with the organization, several of them
assuming even more prominent roles as Panthers. Kathleen Neal (Cleaver), for example, became the
Party’s Communications Secretary, while Don Cox (“D.C.”), was named Panther Field Marshall for the
eastern U.S., Carver “Chico” Neblett and Landon Williams were appointed to the same rank in the West,
and Bobby Rush became Deputy Minister of Defense in Chicago.218

SNCC itself continued to be eroded from within, as two unidentified infiltrators played a role in Forman’s
December 1968 expulsion of veteran organizers Willie Ricks and Cleveland Sellers for their refusal to
sever ties with either Carmichael or the Panthers.219 In June 1969, Forman in turn was forced to resign as
H. Rap Brown, desperate to reverse the organization’s decline, attempted to reorganize in a more Pan-
ther-like manner.220 This, too, was forestalled when Brown went underground to avoid prosecution on a
battery of pending charges and, on March 9, 1970, two of his closest remaining associates, Ralph Feath-
erstone and William “Ché” Payne, were murdered by a car bomb during an apparent assassination attempt
on Brown himself.221 Brown was eventually apprehended and convicted of armed robbery on March 30,
1973.222 Six months later, the FBI finally closed its file on SNCC, declaring that the organization had “be-
come extinct.”223

In the interim, the Bureau repeated its maneuvers to block BPP unions with other organizations, most no-
tably a number of inner city street gangs the Party was seeking to politicize and absorb into itself.224 While
there were variations on the theme in every locality where the Panthers attempted such mergers, the
clearest record pertains to Chicago. There, by December 1968, Fred Hampton and Bobby Rush had
made considerable progress towards bringing such lesser groups as the Black Disciples, the Mau Maus,
and the Conservative Vice Lords into the Party, and were conducting potentially fruitful negotiations with
Jeff Fort, head of the 5,000-strong Black P. Stone Nation (formerly the Blackstone Rangers).225 Given that
the BPP as a whole had at that time reached its peak of somewhere between three and five thousand
members, consummation of the Hampton/Rush initiative would have served to double the size of the
Party almost overnight.226

To counter this “threat,” the FBI’s infiltrators of the Chicago BPP chapter as well as informants within the
larger black community were instructed to begin circulating rumors that the Panthers was making dispar-
aging remarks about Fort and other P. Stone leaders.227 Counterintelligence specialist Roy Mitchell, a
member of Robert Stoetzal’s Racial Matters Squad, then proposed sending an anonymous letter to Fort.

Chicago…recommends that Fort be made aware that [Hampton] and [Rush] together with other BPP mem-
bers locally, are responsible for circulating these remarks concerning him. It is felt that if Fort were to be
aware that the BPP were responsible, it would lend impetus to his refusal to accept any BPP overtures to the
rangers and additionally might result in Fort having active steps to exact some form of retribution toward the
leadership of the BPP (emphasis added).228

The letter was sent and, by January 10, 1969, Stoetzal was able to report that the P. Stone and the Pan-
thers had “not only not been able to form any alliance, but enmity and distrust have arisen.”229 He also
spelled out exactly what was meant by Mitchell’s earlier use of the phrase “exact some form of retribution”
in a January 13 memo in which he explained his view that, for Fort and other P. Stone members, “violent
type activity—shooting and the like—is second nature.”230 Instructively, he also noted in the latter docu-
ment that proposals to send anonymous letters to the BPP had been discussed, but rejected because,
contrary to what was even then being fed to Ron Koziol and other “cooperating journalists,” the “BPP is at
present not believed [to be] violence-prone (emphasis added).”231

With this said, Stoetzal proposed sending a second Mitchell-composed letter to Fort, this one purporting
to be from “a black brother you don’t know,” and warning the P. Stone leader that “there’s supposed to be
a hit out on you” (contracted by Fred Hampton). The intent of this second mailing was laid out quite clearly:
“It is believed that the [letter] may intensify the degree of animosity between the two groups and may oc-
casion Forte [sic] to take retaliatory action which would disrupt the BPP or lead to reprisals against its lead-
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ership (emphasis added).”232 Authorization to send the “hit letter” to Fort was made by J. Edgar Hoover,
personally, on January 30.233

As was later observed by Arthur Jefferson, Staff Counsel to the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence
Activities and the Rights of Americans and author of a Committee special report entitled The FBI’s Covert
Action Program to Destroy the Black Panther Party, there is no evidence that Jeff Fort responded to such
provocations by ordering the executions of BPP members.234 This seems, however, to have been more a
matter of restraint on Fort’s part than anything else. As Jefferson also concluded, “the Bureau’s intent was
clear,”235 and certainly not of the “nonviolent” sort Chicago SAC Marlin Johnson would later claim under
oath.236

As it was, the possibility of a Panther/P. Stone merger or working coalition dissolved into a public an-
nouncement by Fort that he would “blow [Hampton’s] head off” if he or any other BPP member were to
venture into P. Stone territory in the future.237 Thus freed from the “danger” of politicization and engage-
ment in constructive community activities such as the Panthers’ Breakfast for Children and antidrug pro-
grams, the Black P. Stone Nation was virtually assured of continuing to evolve along its traditional line of
social criminality. Unhindered by significant FBI interference, it had by the mid-1980s become known as
the “El Rukn” organization, reputedly the largest and most efficient distributor of illicit drugs in all of Chi-
cago.238

Neutralization of Panther Supporters

While working to prevent what Stokely Carmichael termed a “Black United Front,” with the BPP at its cen-
ter, the Bureau’s COINTELPRO operatives also set out to destroy organizations composed mostly of
whites and established for the express purpose of providing support to the BPP. Although a certain
amount of effort was put into creating breaches between the Panthers and the Peace and Freedom Party
(PFP), a national electoral organization fielding racially-mixed slates of candidates and featuring Eldridge
Cleaver for president in 1968,239 the main weight seems to have fallen on a Los Angeles-based group
calling itself “Friends of the Panthers” (FoP).

The Friends—of which there were several subparts, including “Friends of Huey P. Newton” and “Friends
of Eldridge Cleaver”—was organized by Donald Freed, a college professor and award-winning playwright
with numerous contacts in the entertainment industry. Its primary purpose was to generate funds and fa-
vorable publicity for the BPP, objectives which were plainly antithetical to the Bureau’s desires.240 Hence,
agents were assigned to neutralize those considered key functionaries within it, beginning with Freed
himself, the idea being to make examples of those targeted in a manner which would deter other “liberal
and naive individuals” from becoming involved in Panther support work.241

It is felt that any prosecution or exposure of Freed or [name deleted] will severely hurt the BPP. Any expo-
sure will not only cost the Panthers money, but additionally, would cause other white supporters of the BPP
to withdraw their support. It is felt that the Los Angeles chapter of the BPP [in particular] could not function
without the financial support of white sympathizers.242

The operations against Freed personally including the mailing of bogus memoranda in his name designed
to “cause a rift” between him and the Panthers.243 When that failed, infiltrators were used to spread rumors
that he was a police informant.244 When that too failed to have the desired effect, efforts were made to
have the LAPD raid his residence in search of “fugitives…illegal firearms [and] explosives.”245 Finally, when
this fell through as well, Phil Denny, an agent assigned to the COINTELPRO section of the Los Angeles
field office, managed to get Freed fired from his faculty position at San Fernando Valley College and then
to prevent his obtaining a new position on the faculty of Cal State/Fullerton.246

In a related if somewhat inept action, an attempt was made to discredit Academy Award-winning actress
Jane Fonda by surfacing a story through Los Angeles Times gossip columnist Amy Archerd that the FoP
member had joined Panthers during a public rally in threatening to murder President “Richard Nixon and
any other motherfucker who stands in our way.”247 Unlike many of her supposedly more reputable col-
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leagues, Archerd declined to write the desired column.248 Agents more than compensated for this set-
back, however, by quickly “furnish[ing] information to a Los Angeles TV news commentator who agreed to
air a series of shows against the BPP, ‘especially in the area of white liberals contributing to the BPP.’”249

First smeared in the media like Fonda, Shirley Sutherland, a Canadian citizen and former wife of actor Don-
ald Sutherland, was charged in 1971 with providing illegal weapons to the Panthers. Although the case
was dismissed for cause—among other things, it was demonstrated that Sutherland had been set up by a
Los Angeles police provocateur named James Jarrett, and that Sam Bluth, another police operative, had
infiltrated her defense team—it ultimately precipitated her deportation as an “undesirable alien.”250 Senate
investigators later discovered several comparable cases of the Bureau’s having manipulated the media,
the judicial process, or both to dissuade “famous entertainers” from contributing money or making favor-
able comments about the BPP.251

Among the uglier such initiatives was that undertaken in April 1970 by COINTELPRO specialist Richard
Wallace Held to “cheapen the image” of the talented but psychologically unstable actress, Jean Seberg,
one of the FoP’s more committed members.252 Upon learning that Seberg was pregnant, Held requested
and received authorization to provide disinformation to that the father was BPP Education Minister Ray-
mond “Masai” Hewitt rather than Seberg’s husband, novelist Romain Gary.253 On May 19, gossip columnist
Joyce Haber published a thinly- veiled recapitulation of Held’s proposed text in the Los Angeles Times. 254

It was then picked up by The Hollywood Reporter on June 8, and another hundred papers before it was
repeated in great detail by Newsweek on August 24.255

Traumatized by this tidal wave of publicity falsifying the details of her private existence—the father, it
turned out, was Gary, not Hewitt256—Seberg attempted suicide on August 7. On August 23, having re-
ceived her subscription copy a day before the offending issue of Newsweek appeared on the stands, she
went into premature labor. Born at the beginning of its third trimester, the baby had little possibility of sur-
vival and died two days later.257 Seberg never recovered from the ordeal, repeatedly attempting to take her
own life on the anniversary of the infant’s death until, in 1979, she finally succeeded. Romain Gary fol-
lowed a year later.258

Exacerbating Intergroup Tensions

Not all organizations were cordially inclined towards the BPP, of course. Some, for ideological reasons of
their own, were openly hostile to the Panthers from the outset. In such cases, especially those where a
high potential for violence was discerned among the groups in question, the deliberate exacerbation of
intergroup tensions became a standard COINTELPRO method of isolating and weakening the Party itself.
The earlier-mentioned operation to prevent a merger of the P. Stone Nation with the Chicago BPP chap-
ter plainly falls within this mold. A better example, however, is that of the United Slaves (US), a cultural na-
tionalist organization based in southern California, for whom the Panthers’ brand of revolutionary national-
ist agenda was anathema (and vice versa).259

Although no specific illustrations were provided, agents in both San Diego and Los Angeles began to re-
port as early as November 1968 that “an aura of gang warfare” attended BPP efforts to build chapters in
those cities, long considered by US leader Ron Karenga (Ronald Everett) to be his group’s exclusive po-
litical turf.260 Initial efforts to “capitalize” on this situation included the use of provocateurs in both organiza-
tions to “raise the level of paranoia” among leaders and members alike; rumors were spread within their
ranks that US members intended to assassinate Panther Information Minister Eldridge Cleaver while the
Party had its sights set on Karenga himself.261 On at least one occasion, Darthard Perry, a one-time Military
Intelligence specialist who had infiltrated the BPP’s Los Angeles chapter for the FBI, physically assaulted
an US member in order to facilitate “the promoting [of] discord between members of US and the Party in
Los Angeles.”262

Things were apparently not moving fast enough to suit the FBI. According to Perry, known as “Ed Riggs”
to the Panthers but codenamed “Othello” by Brendon Cleary, Will Heaton and Michael Quinn, the agents
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to whom he reported in the COINTELPRO Section of the Los Angeles field office, the next step was to
arrange the outright assassinations of LA Panther leaders Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter and Jon Huggins.263

The two men were duly shot to death by a team of five ostensible US members during a student meeting
in UCLA’s Campbell Hall on January 17, 1969. Perry, who was present, subsequently identified the
shooter as Claude Hubert, whom he claimed to know as an FBI operative within Karenga’s organization;
Hubert’s two primary “back-ups” were identified as the brothers George and Larry Stiner, whom Perry also
named as infiltrators.264 In 1995, M. Wesley Swearingen, an agent assigned to the Panther Squad of the
Los Angeles COINTELPRO Section from 1970-73, confirmed much of Perry’s account.

Soon after I had been assigned to the Los Angeles racial squad, I was told by a fellow agent, Joel Ash, that
another agent on the squad, Nick Galt, had arranged for Galt’s informers in the United Slaves to assassi-
nate Alprentice Carter, the Panthers’ Los Angeles [deputy] minister of defense, and John [sic] Huggins, the
deputy minister of information. Following Galt’s instructions, informants George Stiner and Larry Stiner shot
them to death on the UCLA campus… I later reviewed the Los Angeles files and verified that the Stiner
brothers were FBI informants (emphasis original).265

Having thus gotten things moving, the Bureau moved quickly to escalate the situation into a full-fledged
“shooting war.” On February 20, 1969, Robert L. Baker, who headed up the COINTELPRO Section of the
San Diego field office, proposed to prepare and distribute throughout the local black community a set of
cartoons, composed to look like a product of the US organization, which depicted the BPP as being “inef-
fectual, inadequate, and riddled with graft and corruption.”266

One of the caricatures was “designed to attack” the Los Angeles Panther leader [Elmer “Geronimo” Pratt,
who had replaced the slain Carter] as a bully toward women and children in the black community. Another
accused the BPP of “actually instigating” a recent Los Angeles police raid on US headquarters. A third car-
toon depicted Karenga as an overpowering individual “who has the BPP completely at its mercy.”267

FBI headquarters ordered that the forgeries be distributed by COINTELPRO operatives working out of the
San Diego, Los Angeles and San Francisco field offices for the express purpose of intensifying what al-
ready appeared to be a lethal level of “feuding” between the two organizations.268 A major problem
emerged, however, when the supposedly “violence-prone” Panthers declined to respond in the desired
manner. Indeed, by late-March, despite the critical wounding of yet another LA Panther by an unidentified
US gunman, agents were reporting “a lessening of tensions” as the Party had set upon a course of at-
tempting to “talk out their differences” with US.269

To break the logjam, the Los Angeles office’s Richard W. Held instructed Julius Carl Butler, one of his op-
eratives within the Los Angeles BPP chapter, to shoot up the home of US member James Doss on the
night of March 17.270 Although Geronimo Pratt quickly expelled Butler as “a loose cannon and possible
provocateur,” Karenga was apparently convinced by the incident that the Panthers’ intentions were the
opposite of what they claimed. The initial response from US nonetheless came not from a legitimate mem-
ber of the organization but from John Stark, still another FBI infiltrator. Ironically enough, the “Panther”
Stark shot and killed turned out to be Al Holt, a Bureau operative only recently insinuated into the San Di-
ego BPP chapter.271 It was not until May 23 that Tambuzio (Jerry Horne), a legitimate member of US, finally
gunned down a bona fide LA Panther named John Savage.272

By the time Savage was killed, the San Diego office had already released a second batch of cartoons
which it credited having with shattered any possibility that there might be a peaceful resolution to the
US/Panther conflict. Noting in a June 13 memo to headquarters that the pattern of violence between the
two groups had escalated dramatically over the preceding sixty days, agents observed with evident glee
that Karenga’s “Simbas,” an armed security formation, had accelerated their program of weapons training
and to stockpile ammunition.273 In its reply, the headquarters staff concurred that the situation was devel-
oping well, but expressed frustration that the operation had still failed to elicit a violent response from the
BPP.274

In another attempt to “correct” the situation, Baker requested and on June 17 received authorization from
FBI headquarters to send a forged letter from the San Diego BPP chapter to the Party’s national office in
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Oakland vociferously protesting this “inaction” and demanding permission to retaliate in kind.275 Although
national BPP leaders at first declined to approve any such response, their position may have shifted to
some extent when, on August 14, two San Diego Panthers were wounded in an ambush by US gun-
men.276 A day later, Sylvester Bell, another genuine Party member, was killed in a drive-by shooting that
Wesley Swearingen attributes to “FBI informers” lodged within US.277 On August 30, the United Slaves’
San Diego office was bombed, an apparent Panther retaliation at long last, although according to Darthard
Perry that too may have been the work of a Bureau operative. 278

Whether or not Swearingen and Perry are accurate in their assessments of who did what during the
August events, Baker and his colleagues were shortly crowing that “shootings, beatings and a high de-
gree of unrest continues to prevail in the ghetto area of San Diego,” a matter they claimed was substan-
tially and “directly attributable to this program [COINTELPRO].”279 Given such “success,” argued San Di-
ego SAC Robert Evans, the operation should be renewed.

In view of the recent killing of BPP member Sylvester Bell, a new cartoon is being considered in the hopes
that it will assist in the continuance of the rift between BPP and US.280

Nor was this all. On September 3, the same agents, alluding to a recent article in The Black Panther critical
of US leader Ron Karenga’s political positions, sent a bogus letter to Karenga in hopes of provoking him to
undertake “some sort of retaliatory action…against the BPP.”281 By October, agents as far away as Newark
had gotten into the act, attempting to whip up the same kind of violence between the east coast US orga-
nization headed by Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones) and regional Panther chapters.282 In that operation, not
only was a publicly distributed cartoon issued—the Party was depicted as a pig, its program as
“dung”—but a “box score” bearing the caption “Watch out, Karenga’s coming!” and a tally: “US - 6, Pan-
thers - 0.”283

On January 29, 1970, a final round of cartoons was approved for dissemination in San Diego, San Fran-
cisco and Los Angeles,284 and, as late as May of that year agents in the Los Angeles COINTELPRO Sec-
tion were still plotting ways and means of “maximiz[ing] opportunities to capitalize on the situation.”285 In
the end, they seem to have decided that their best course of action would be simply to keep US “appro-
priately and discreetly advised of the time and location of BPP activities in order that the two organizations
might be brought together and thus grant nature the opportunity to take her due course.”286

Infiltration

As the Party was cut off ever more effectively from meaningful and constructive interaction with the
broader society, the FBI made increasingly determined efforts to place “informants” within it, instigating an
accelerating spiral of internal turmoil and decay. This was of course an old Bureau procedure, dating back
to 1919 or earlier,287 and carried out with great intensity against the CP from the 1940s onward. With re-
spect to the Black Liberation Movement, however, especially the Panthers, it entailed an unparalleled and
altogether remarkable degree of virulence in operational intent.

In a counterintelligence context, the word “informant” is itself deliberately innocuous and misleading, im-
plying as it does that the task assigned those individuals inserted or “developed” within target organiza-
tions consists merely of information-gathering. In actuality, while each of them undoubtedly reported
regularly to their handlers on internal Party matters, the jobs of the operatives installed under the rubric of
COINTELPRO invariably involved much more. As is demonstrated by the actions already attributed to
several such “informants” within the BPP—Larry Powell, Darthard Perry and Julius Butler, as exam-
ples—they routinely functioned as outright agents provocateurs.288

In 1968, when the FBI initiated COINTELPRO-BPP, it maintained a stable of approximately 3,300 “racial
ghetto-type informants.” By the time the acronym was officially discontinued in 1971, the number had
climbed to nearly 7,500.289 From this mass, the Bureau’s counterintelligence specialists had set out to cull
those imbued with “above average imagination and initiative…unique knowledge or ability…leadership
ability [and] a willingness to expand his current affairs.” Their purpose was “to create an elite informant
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squad and send it around the country and the world in pursuit of ‘domestic subversive, black militant, or
New Left movements.’”290 Of these, at least 67, upon whom the FBI lavished $7.4 million in payouts, were
active within the Black Panther Party in 1969.291

Nor was this by any means the extent of it. Each local police department that collaborated in the Bureau’s
counterintelligence campaign against the Panthers fielded its own informants, infiltrators and provo-
cateurs. Some of these, like Larry and Jean Powell, who reported to both the FBI and the Oakland Police
Panther Squad, were “shared assets.”292 Julius Butler and another provocateur, Louis Tackwood, both of
whom were simultaneously on the informant rosters of the Los Angeles field office’s COINTELPRO Sec-
tion and the LAPD’s Criminal Conspiracy Section (CCS), also fall into this category.293 Such operatives
have typically been included within the number employed by the FBI. Others, however, like New York po-
lice undercover operatives Leslie Eggleston and Wilbert Thomas, were local personnel pure and simple.294

Undercover police officers from the New York City police department’s Bureau of Special Services (BOSS)
had a history of infiltrating Black political organizations. Ray Wood had successfully infiltrated the Revolu-
tionary Action Movement and the more moderate Congress for Racial Equality. Eugene Roberts was a body-
guard for Malcolm X before joining the Panthers. Wood and Roberts, along with undercover cop Ralph White,
provided the bulk of state testimony during the eight-month Panther 21 conspiracy trial [of 1969-70].295

It is impossible to establish with any precision the overall number of police operatives infesting the Party’s
forty-three chapters, since the records of local departments have generally proven even less accessible
than those of the FBI. Extrapolating from the fact that a half-dozen BOSS undercover men are known to
have infiltrated the BPP in New York alone,296 however, it may be reasonably assumed that there were at
least one hundred. Taken in combination with their federal counterparts, then, a working estimate might
be that about ten percent of the BPP’s total membership consisted of “law enforcement personnel” by
the end of 1969. 297

Bobby Seale and other Panther leaders had become acutely aware of this problem by November 1968,
and set out to purge suspected infiltrators.298 A significant difficulty with this procedure was that the task of
identifying those to be expelled fell mainly upon security units formed within each chapter, a number of
which were themselves headed by FBI or police operatives. Examples include the FBI’s William O’Neal,
who not only ran the Panther security team but served as Fred Hampton’s personal bodyguard in Chicago;
BOSS detective Ralph White, who, along with a civilian operative called Shaun Dubonnet (William
Fletcher), established “spy hunting” units within the New York chapter; and Melvin “Cotton” Smith, who
was in charge of security for the LA chapter.299 The result was that a number of legitimate Panthers were
bad-jacketed as “snitches and provocateurs,” and summarily ejected, while the infiltrators themselves be-
came even more entrenched.

Worse, as repression of the Party intensified on all fronts over the next year, such operatives were per-
fectly positioned to advocate, and in some cases to implement, ever more draconian means of combating
infiltration. O’Neal, for instance, is known to have employed a bullwhip in conducting interrogations of
“suspected informers,” and built an electric chair with which to intimidate his victims. To all appearances,
only the intervention of Fred Hampton, who had been incarcerated while most of the brutality was going
on, prevented O’Neal from setting one or more “deterrent examples” with his device.300

Where all this led became obvious in May 1969 when George Sams, a self-styled “Party security expert,”
showed up in New Haven, Connecticut, to assist the local BPP chapter in “ridding itself of spies.” Sams
proceeded to interrogate a young recruit named Alex Rackley at great length and under severe tor-
ture—the victim was chained to a bed for a week, and repeatedly scalded with boiling water—before killing
him and enlisting several chapter members to help dispose of the body.301 Then, on August 21, a dozen
Panthers, including not only Sams, but Bobby Seale, Ericka Huggins (widow of slain LA Panther leader
Jon Huggins), western regional Field Marshal Landon Williams and New Haven chapter head Warren Kim-
bro, were indicted for conspiring in Rackley’s murder.302
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It turned out that Sams, previously institutionalized as a psychotic, had been retained by the FBI as early as
1967, first to infiltrate Stokely Carmichael’s faction of SNCC and thence the BPP.303 Once apprehended,
the killer quickly entered a guilty plea—he was pardoned after serving four years of his resulting life sen-
tence—and became the state’s star witness against Seale, Huggins and Kimbro, a matter which led to the
latter’s also being sentenced to a life behind bars.304 Seale and Huggins were not convicted,305 although
another New Haven Panther leader, Lonnie McLucas, was tried separately, found guilty of complicity in
Rackley’s death, and sentenced to fifteen years.306 Charges against Williams and the others of the “New
Haven 14” were eventually dropped, but not until May 1971, after they’d spent nearly three years in jail.307

Meanwhile, in April 1970, seventeen Baltimore Panthers, along with Arthur Turco, a white lawyer, were
accused of murder conspiracy in the death of a suspected police infiltrator named Eugene Anderson.
Among those arrested were virtually the entire Baltimore leadership cadre.308 Also charged was Don Cox,
the Party’s east coast Field Marshall, who evaded arrest by joining exiled Minister of Information Eldridge
Cleaver’s International Section in Algeria (unlike Cleaver, Cox never returned to the U.S., and now resides
in southern France).309

Although there were serious questions as to whether the remains upon which the case was based were
even Anderson’s, local authorities took the “Baltimore 18” to trial after meeting with Attorney General John
Mitchell and his Civil Rights Division head, Jerris Leonard, as well as FBI officials.310 The case finally dis-
solved when it was revealed that the state’s key “participant witnesses”—Mahoney Kebe, Donald Vaughn
and Arnold Loney—were not only the likely killers, but FBI operatives inserted into the Baltimore BPP
chapter. Indeed, Kebe, the supposed “star” of the group, was so obviously lying under oath that the trial
judge ordered him removed from the witness stand and his testimony stricken from the record.311

Charges were then withdrawn, with the District Attorney publicly admitting that there had never been a
genuine evidentiary basis for the case and that his own office had indulged in what he called “improper
prosecution tactics.”312 Nevertheless, those accused, like several of those accused in the Rackley case,
had already been held for months in jail without bond while their chapter disintegrated. And, as in the
Rackley case, the FBI’s media manipulators had in the interim availed themselves enthusiastically of yet
another Bureau-created opportunity to paint the Panthers as little more than a “gang of vicious thugs.”313

There are several other instances, notably those involving the deaths of Fred Bennett and Jimmy Carr in
California during the early-70s, in which bona fide Party members may have been killed because they were
suspected of being FBI operatives.314 Given the otherwise lethal nature of Party factionalism fostered and
fueled by COINTELPRO during those years, however, it is difficult to determine whether such suspicions
really constituted the motive underlying their murders. If so, the questions remain open as whether the
victims were bad-jacketed by the Bureau for purposes of bringing about their physical elimination and, in
Bennett’s case, whether the killer or killers were not themselves federal operatives.315

Whatever the answers, such killings, taken in combination with the waves of expulsions, interrogations
and otherwise increasingly pervasive climate of paranoia engendered within the Party because of its infil-
tration—“The BPP in San Diego [is] so completely disrupted and so much suspicion, fear and distrust has
been interjected into the party that the members have taken to running surveillance on one another in an
attempt to determine who the police agents are,” as Robert Baker put it316—in large part account for the
oft-remarked exodus of Party members which was occurring by early 1970. Bobby Seale has estimated
that thirty to forty percent of all Panthers had quit by the end of that year, and the actual proportion may be
even higher.317

Raids and Pretext Arrests

During the summer of 1967, the COINTELPRO Section of the FBI’s Philadelphia field office undertook
what it subsequently proclaimed “an effective counterintelligence technique” against the RAM chapter in
“the city of brotherly love.” Working with the Intelligence and Civil Disobedience Units of the Philadelphia
Police—together, the IU and CDU formed the cornerstones of a very effective local antiradical apparatus
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created by Philadelphia’s notorious police commissioner, Frank Rizzo318—agents arranged for identified
RAM activists to be repeatedly arrested on any possible “excuse…until they could no longer make bail.”
Although no convictions were obtained, or even expected beyond the level of petty misdemeanors, by
August the Philadelphia office could report to headquarters that “most RAM activists…are presently incar-
cerated” and that the whole process had proven “highly frustrating” to those targeted. It was therefore
recommended that other field offices “in cities where close police cooperation exists” adopt the ap-
proach319

There is no way to adequately assess the extent to which such pretext arrests were employed as a means
of slicing into the ranks of bona fide Party members during the FBI’s drive to neutralize the BPP. As Party
attorney Charles Garry reported in early 1970, between “May 2, 1967 and December 25, 1969 charges
were dropped against 87 Panthers arrested for so-called violations of the law” in Los Angeles County
alone, and this was before the cases ever went to trial. Another dozen were dismissed for lack of evidence
once they arrived in court.320

[Even] incomplete records tell a story of systematic arrest and harassment… A man or a woman or a group
of men and women would be charged with murder, be held in jail for four of five days, or twenty days, and all
at once the charges against them would be dropped… Yet these men and women were kept in [jail] for days,
weeks, and months even though there was no evidence against them.321

In Baltimore, for example, six Panthers were arrested on February 25, 1969, for “interfering with the arrest”
of another. The case actually went to trial before an investigative reporter disclosed that the seventh “Pan-
ther” was actually an undercover police operative. At that point, State’s Attorney Hillary Kaplan had no al-
ternative but to withdraw the charges. Although he admitted that eight police officers had lied in their
sworn statements, and that these comprised the entire body of evidence upon which he’d based his
case, Kaplan declined to bring charges against the cops for their obvious conspiracy to pursue a false
prosecution.322

In Chicago, arrests of Panthers were effected on 111 occasions during the summer of 1969, with only a
handful of charges, most of them minor, ever taken to trial. Many of these had to do with a series of raids
conducted by Chicago police on the Party’s West Madison Street headquarters. During the first of these,
conducted on June 9 and later admitted by Chicago SAC Marlin Johnson to have been part of his office’s
COINTELPRO operations, the raiders claimed to be looking for provocateur George Sams, then a “fugi-
tive” on the Alex Rackley murder charge.323 Although Sams was nowhere to be found, the police, person-
ally supervised by Johnson, impounded “posters, literature, money, financial records and voluminous lists
of members and contributors, as well as numerous [legal] weapons.”324 All eleven people at the office were
hauled away to jail.

Chicago was by no means the only chapter to experience such treatment at the hands of the FBI and po-
lice units supposedly in hot pursuit of the elusive Mr. Sams. Before he was finally “apprehended” in To-
ronto toward the end of July, combinations of agents and police had “stormed into [Party] headquarters in
Washington, Denver, Indianapolis, Salt Lake City, Des Moines, Detroit, San Diego, [Sacramento and Los
Angeles,] and in every case they smashed or confiscated office equipment, literature, supplies and
money, and arrested whoever was there on charges that were often dropped later.”325 There were,
moreover, fatalities such as Larry Roberson, shot to death during a raid on the Chicago office conducted
on July 16.326

On July 31, the police were back yet again at the Chicago office, this time on the basis of a tip, probably
provided by O’Neal, that illegal weapons were being stored therein. When no such weapons were found,
the police went quite literally berserk: “typewriters were smashed, the office set on fire, newspapers and
food for the breakfast for children program and supplies for the health clinic destroyed, and the arrestees
beaten.”327 On October 3, the whole process was repeated yet again.328 In the aftermath of each raid,
agent Roy Mitchell of the Racial Matters Squad saw to it that they were “widely sensationalized by the
news media.”329
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The Los Angeles chapter, too, was wracked by repeated raids, beginning well before the July occurrence
in which Pope was gunned down. On the evening of January 17, 1969, a few hours after Jon Huggins
and Bunchy Carter were murdered, a large force of heavily-armed police swooped down on the home of
Huggins’ widow, Ericka, “detaining” several of the Panthers who had gathered to console her. Although
the official pretext was that such measures were necessary to “avert further violence”—an utterly implau-
sible contention, given the nature of the ongoing COINTELPRO operation which had claimed the two
men’s lives—it did nothing to explain why one of the raiders placed the muzzle of a gun to the head of
John and Ericka Huggins’ six-month-old baby, Mai, and laughingly proclaimed, “you’re next.”330

Another raid occurred at the Los Angeles chapter headquarters on May 1, during which police “seized
weapons, arrested eleven people and subsequently released all of them without bringing charges.”331

Then, at 5:30 a.m. on December 8, the LAPD’s newly formed SWAT units launched simultaneous as-
saults on three of the four BPP facilities in south-central LA. In view of the execution-style murders of Fred
Hampton and Mark Clark during a similar raid in Chicago only four days previously, those inside the Party’s
Central Avenue office opted to defend themselves by shooting it out with the police for nearly five hours,
refusing to surrender until their arrests could be effected in broad daylight and before hundreds of specta-
tors.  332 Charged with a variety of serious offenses and held against extremely high bail, LA chapter leader
Geronimo ji Jaga Pratt and a dozen other Panthers involved in the stand-off, known collectively as the “LA
13,” were sweepingly exonerated on December 24, 1971.333

A similar situation prevailed in Philadelphia, where a special anti-Panther police squad headed by Lt.
George French, together with FBI personnel ostensibly searching for another fugitive (not Sams), hit the
local BPP headquarters on September 23, 1969. Although no one was there, they “smashed in a back
door [and] looted the office of its daily activities log book, personnel files, photographs, and signed peti-
tions gathered by the party in its campaign for community control of the police. In addition, office equip-
ment was destroyed or removed.”334 Another such foray was conducted on March 12, 1970, with the re-
sult that seven people were arrested on charges—later dropped—of burglary and violation of the Uniform
Firearms Act.335

The final confrontation came at 6:00 A.M. Monday, August 31, 1970, when three separate teams of about
forty-five heavily armed police stake-out men, each team accompanied by eight to ten detec-
tives…simultaneously raided Black Panther Party offices on Wallace Street in West Philadelphia, Columbia
Avenue in North Philadelphia, and Queen Lane in Germantown. As in all of the major Philadelphia raids,
Rizzo mobilized a corps of newsmen and photographers to record and photograph the action.336

The August 31 raids were rationalized in the press as having to do with the deaths of three cops a few
days earlier, although no evidence linked the Party to these killings, and no related charges were ever
filed.337 As was reported in the Philadelphia Bulletin the same evening, the fourteen Panthers arrested in
the raids had been “ordered against [a] wall and the men were ordered to strip naked”; a photo of six Pan-
thers with bare buttocks appeared on the front page of the New York Daily News, and was then placed in
Associated Press distribution, nationwide.338 As if this degradation were not enough, Commissioner
Rizzo, who was on the scene, was widely quoted as taunting the handcuffed Panthers with having been
“too yellow” to have shot it out with his SWAT-equipped police, and later about having caught “the big,
bad Panthers with their pants down.”339

Analyst Frank Donner, among others, has concluded that the whole affair was designed much more to
provoke the sort of confrontation in which Panthers might be killed than to apprehend people genuinely
suspected of being “cop-killers.”340 Failing that, the idea was to publicly humiliate the Party and wreck its
local infrastructure immediately prior to a much-publicized national conference, a “Revolutionary People’s
Constitutional Convention,” to be held in Philadelphia the following week.341 Not only the well-
orchestrated barrage of negative publicity but the magnitude of damage inflicted on local BPP offices lend
credence to Donner’s thesis.

The raiders…cleaned out all three search sites—furniture, bedding, clothing, file cabinets, party records,
and even, in some cases, refrigerators and stoves. In a rampage of destruction, they demolished [walls
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and] even ripped out pipes in some of the bathrooms. They also made off with typewriters, tape recorders,
cameras, and a duplicating machine, as well as a sum of money—estimated by the police at $1,067, and by
the Panthers at between $1,500 and $1,700.342

Elsewhere, there were still more raids, beginning in 1968: in Denver on September 12-13, when a police
attempt to force entry resulted in a sensational firefight and siege; in Denver again on December 7, re-
sulting in $9,000 in damages when the raiders ripped out walls while looking for a fictitious weapons
cache;  343 in Indianapolis on December 18, when “federal agents and local police stormed Panther of-
fices…firing teargas and ransacking the premises in their search for a nonexistent submachine gun;344 in
Des Moines on December 27, when a “combined force of local police and FBI stormed Panther headquar-
ters to serve…arson warrants”;345 at the San Francisco office on April 28, 1969, during which police “ar-
rested sixteen people, booked four for illegal use of sound equipment and released twelve.”346

The pace did not slacken in 1970. In New Bedford, an August raid left twenty Panthers jailed against $2
million bond before charges of “conspiring to riot” were quietly dropped for lack of evidence.347 And the
beat went on: in Toledo, the Party headquarters was riddled by police gunfire twice on the evening of
September 18, 1970;348 in New Orleans, there were three police assaults on the local office between Sep-
tember and November, two of them involving gunfire;349 in Detroit, police harassment of a Panther for sell-
ing papers outside the local office led to a firefight which left one cop dead and three Panthers wounded
on October 24, 1970.350

As all this was going on, other avenues were also being taken in reaching the same end. Many arrests
were petty, as when the inimitable Robert Baker requested that the San Diego Police Intelligence Unit run
warrant checks on local Panthers for routine traffic violations,351 but they are indicative of the extent to
which Party members were being arrested on virtually “any excuse” by mid-1969. It should be noted,
moreover, that violation of “Motor Vehicle Code laws” was also the pretext used by San Diego police in
mounting a raid on November 20 which resulted in the arrest and release of six people on weapons
charges.352

Probably the most ridiculous of all pretext arrests was that of Panther Chief of Staff David Hilliard, who in-
dicted for “threatening the life of the President of the United States” after asserting that the Panthers
would “kill Richard Nixon [and] any other motherfucker who stands in the way of our freedom” during a
speech before an estimated 250,000 people on November 15, 1969.353 The charge was shortly dropped,
when it became clear that the FBI would be forced to disclose its electronic surveillance of the Party’s
Oakland headquarters if the case went to trial.354 But, by then the BPP had been forced into posting an
entirely exorbitant bond, including a nonrefundable $30,000 premium, to get Hilliard out of jail.355

Other efforts to bring about arrests carried even more serious implications. In Chicago, William O’Neal, re-
sponding to instructions from his handlers to “impel” such behavior, was working hard to interest other
members of the chapter in a variety of criminal activities.356 At one point, he tried to entice a pair of bona
fide Panthers, Robert Bruce and Nathaniel Junior, into “bombing city hall” with a mortar he planned to ac-
quire.357 At another, he “attempted to get Bruce to participate in robberies and offered to train him in the art
of burglary.”358 At another, he unsuccessfully attempted to convince a Panther named Jewel Cook, re-
cently released from prison on parole, to carry a gun.359 At still another, fully aware that it was tapped, O’Neil
openly conducted a drug transaction over the Party’s office telephone.360

Wilbert Thomas, the detective who infiltrated the New York Panthers’ Brooklyn branch for BOSS, went
much further, concocting a scheme to rob a hotel and then ambush police as they arrived on the scene.
The gambit culminated in the arrest of Brooklyn Party leader Alfred Cain and two other legitimate Panthers
as they rode in a car driven by Thomas on August 21, 1969, supposedly en route to perpetrate the crime.
The state’s case collapsed during the ensuing trial of the “Panther 3” when it was demonstrated that the
only tangible acts associated with the supposed “cop-killer conspiracy” had been committed by Thomas
himself, and electronic surveillance tapes revealed that none of the accused had been especially inter-
ested in his plan.361
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Nor was being falsely arrested and prosecuted necessarily the worst of the fates awaiting those against
whom such tactics were used. This was abundantly illustrated in the early morning hours of May 15, 1970,
when Seattle police ambushed and killed Larry Ward, a young, unemployed Vietnam veteran, during what
they thought was a “Black Panther bombing attempt.”362 The bomb proved to have been made by Alfred
Burnett, an FBI plant in the BPP’s local chapter, who had been trying to convince a Panther named Jimmy
Davis to use it. When Davis refused, Burnett paid Ward, apparently desperate for cash but never a mem-
ber of the Party, to do so. Burnett then tipped off the police before driving Ward to the location at which a
veritable firing squad was waiting.363

It was this climate which caused Seattle Mayor Wesley Uhlman to finally cast the whole strategy of pretext
raids and arrests in official disrepute by disclosing to the media that he’d been approached by federal
agents with a proposition to arrange exactly such an assault on the local Party headquarters. Noting that
the agents had offered no evidence at all that the Panthers were storing illegal weapons in their office—or
anywhere else, for that matter—Uhlman announced that “we don’t want these kind of Gestapo tactics
used in Seattle.”364

The mayor’s public pronouncements finally forced J. Edgar Hoover to lift at least one corner of the veil of
subterfuge and disinformation with which the Bureau had shrouded its collaborative raids and arrests.
Going before the House Subcommittee on Appropriations in March 1970 to argue for the FBI’s annual
budget increase, The Director defended his policy, asserting that in the course of the hundred-odd col-
laborative raids conducted to that point, “authorities uncovered a hundred and twenty-five machine guns,
sawed-off shotguns, rifles and hand grenades, together with thousands of rounds of ammunition, to-
gether with forty-seven Molotov cocktails plus homemade bombs, gunpowder, and an accumulation of
bayonets, swords, and machetes.”365

Even this paltry list, suggesting a seizure rate of fewer than five items per raid, was grossly misleading. By
lumping the category of machine guns in with rifles and shotguns, Hoover made it seem as if agents were
finding automatic weapons on a regular basis (actually, they’d come up with one M-14 rifle at that point,
and an M-14 is not a “machine gun”). Nor did he mention that the great bulk of the firearms at issue were
illegal only in the narrowest technical sense—local permit issues, for example—or that there was nothing
in the least unlawful about possessing “ammunition…bayonets, swords, and machetes.” Still less did he
remark upon the proportion of actual contraband, especially incendiaries and explosives, attributable to
the scores of FBI and police provocateurs operating within the Party rather than to the BPP itself.

Malicious Prosecutions

As has undoubtedly been apparent in the sections above, the cobbling together of fraudulent prosecu-
tions was an integral aspect of the FBI’s COINTELPRO against the Panthers. Even as he was being
dragged into the Rackley case, Bobby Seale was slapped with an indictment for “conspiring” with seven
white activists, only one of whom he’d so much as met, to incite riots during the 1968 Democratic Conven-
tion in Chicago.366 Although Seale’s being in Chicago at all had been dictated by a last minute need to re-
place Eldridge Cleaver in delivering a speech, and despite the facts that he’d stayed only 24 hours, that a
federal commission had found that it was the police rather than the demonstrators who’d “rioted,” and that
the Panthers had not participated either way, Seale was taken to trial along with his “co-conspirators.”367

In court, the charade became even more grotesque. The judge, Julius Hoffman, declined to grant a con-
tinuance when Charles Garry, Seale’s attorney, was forced to undergo emergency surgery, and followed
up by refusing to allow Seale the exercise of his constitutional right to defend himself pro se. Hoffman
then handed down contempt citations, eventually totaling four years in penalties, each time the defendant
attempted to do so anyway. The whole spectacle culminated with the judge ordering Seale bound to his
chair and gagged as a means of “maintaining courtroom order.”368 The trial of the “Chicago 8” then became
that of the “Chicago 7” when Hoffman finally severed Seale’s case from the others and scheduled him for
a retrial which never occurred.369
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More absurd still were the charges brought against the “Panther 21” in New York, a bill of particulars which
included conspiring to use aerosol spray cans to blow up department stores, subway and police stations,
and the Bronx Botanical Gardens. The moment the indictment was handed down on the morning of April
2, 1969, BOSS detectives launched a citywide sweep, gathering up or otherwise accounting for sixteen
of the accused and what they claimed was “substantial evidence” of the plan.370 Simultaneously, there was
a veritable blizzard of police- and FBI-generated publicity.

Most newspaper stories concentrated on the [alleged] coordinated acts of terror and the Black Panther
Party. Banner headlines on the Daily News of April 3 read “Smash Plot to Bomb Stores,” and the story was ti-
tled “Indict 21 Panthers in Store Bomb Plot.” Bold print above the front-page New York Times story read
“Bomb Plot Is Laid to 21 Panthers; Black Extremists Accused of Planning Explosions at Macy’s and Else-
where.” On the afternoon of April 3, the New York Post reported the arrest of another one of the defen-
dants—“Nab One More in Panther Bomb Plot.” On April 4, the lead editorial in the Daily News congratulated
the authorities for “superior police work” which, the News said, “went into Wednesday’s cracking of an al-
leged Black Panther plot to dynamite five midtown Manhattan department stores during the Easter buying
rush, plus, for good measure we suppose, the Morrisania Police Station and the Penn Central tracks above
148th Street.”371

With the defendants thus convicted in the press, Judge Charles Marks set bail for each of them at the uni-
form and impossibly high level of $100,000, a ruling plainly intended to ensure that virtually the entire
leadership cadre of the New York Panthers would remain behind bars for the duration.372 The maneuver
worked quite well: it was not until November 1970 that the bail amounts on two of the defendants, Michael
Tabor (Cetewayo) and Richard Moore (Dhoruba), were finally lowered to $50,000 and they were re-
leased.373 The other eleven Panthers who, along with Moore and Tabor, were ultimately tried, remained in
lockup until the proceedings ended on May 13, 1971. And, of course, during the entire 26 months of
their collective incarceration, the FBI was able to use their situation in combination with those of the New
Haven 14 , Baltimore 18 and LA 18 as fodder in its anti-Panther propaganda campaign.

At trial, however, things proceeded along a rather different axis. First, it turned out that the vaunted “mate-
rial evidence” supporting the conspiracy charges consisted of “a red can containing enough gunpowder
to fill a talcum box,” five .38 caliber handguns, two M-1 rifles, three shotguns, an African spear and bow
and arrows which had been mounted as a wall display in one of the defendant’s apartment, a “sword
cane,” a pair of handcuffs, an old alarm clock, some aerosol cans, one small bottle each of hydrochloric and
nitric acid, a book entitled Explosives and Propellants, available by mail order to anyone who wished to buy
it, and a Party publication entitled Urban Guerrilla Warfare.374

There were no “pipe bombs,” as Assistant District Attorney Joseph A. Phillips had claimed during bail
hearings, and as had been subsequently reported, widely and with all due sensationalism, in the media.375

Rather, there was a small selection of brass pipes which, police said, might be “suitable for conversion”
into such devices.376 There was mention of dynamite, but it was filled with oatmeal and clay rather than ex-
plosive, and linked rather more to FBI infiltrator Roland Hayes than to the Party itself.377 There were also
intimations of eyewitness accounts in which Panthers ambushed police and the like, but these were pro-
vided in 1968 by BOSS infiltrator Shaun Dubonnet, who it turned out was a thoroughly delusional es-
capee from a mental institution.378

Even Ralph White and Eugene Roberts, the most professional and highly placed of the several BOSS
infiltrators, could provide no credible testimony that the “Easter Plot” had ever existed. White, whose rec-
ollections of events consistently and often sharply contradicted his own field reports, ended up profess-
ing to know nothing about it.379 Roberts, who was intended to be the real star of the show, did little better,
conceding that the only aspect of the “plot” which had ever materialized was reconnaissance of the al-
leged targets, and that he himself had performed it.380 When he tried to report his findings at a meeting of
the chapter security group, coordinators “forgot” to put him on the agenda; on March 4, just a week before
the bombings were to occur, only four people attending a meeting he’d called to discuss the plan; a day
later, he was the only person who’d shown up.381
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In a lengthy cross-examination, he made the following admissions: [the Panthers] had never had any dyna-
mite to his knowledge and never gave Roberts orders to do anything but community work; Roberts himself
was never given orders to bomb anything; there was never any agreement that he knew of to place explo-
sives at any particular department store; no one had ever agreed to place any explosives at the railroad
sites; he did not recall anyone being assigned to bomb anything. 382

Although it was at that point the longest criminal trial in New York history, generating more than 13,000
pages of testimony and attended by scores of exhibits—at one point prosecutors even showed a film enti-
tled The Battle of Algiers to demonstrate how the Panthers were “influenced by African terrorism”383—it
took the jury just ninety minutes to reach “not guilty” verdicts in all 156 of the charges against the thirteen
defendants who ultimately stood trial.384

The government’s resounding defeat in the Panther 21 case, coming as it did almost simultaneously with
the failure to convict Seale and Huggins in New Haven, and followed by another round of acquittals in the
LA Panther case a few months later, signaled the end of attempts to eradicate the Party leadership
through the contrivance of mass conspiracy prosecutions.385 From then on, the approach would involve a
much more surgical selection of targets and the advancement of less obviously political sets of charges.
While the propaganda value of individual prosecutions was considerably less than that attending multide-
fendant show trials, it proved to be a far more effective method of obtaining wrongful convictions.

Among the first examples of the new strategy at work were the cases of Dhoruba Bin Wahad (Richard
Moore) and Geronimo ji Jaga (Pratt), key leaders of the New York and Los Angeles BPP chapters respec-
tively. One of the Panther 21 defendants who had gone underground when his bond was posted in No-
vember 1970, and acquitted in absentia, Bin Wahad was arrested shortly after the verdict in the process of
accosting neighborhood drug dealers in a Bronx after-hour club. He was then charged with having at-
tempted to murder a pair of police officers on May 19, 1971. After two mistrials, he was finally convicted in
1973 and sentenced to life imprisonment.386

The conviction was finally overturned, and Bin Wahad released on bond pending possible retrial in March
1990, after it was proven that the FBI and BOSS had collaborated to suborn perjury from the state’s major
witness,387 and had jointly suppressed ballistics test results indicating that the strongest piece of physical
evidence, a gun found in Bin Wahad’s possession at the time of his arrest, was not the weapon used in
shooting the police.388 Although the government ultimately declined to retry the case,389 Bin Wahad had
already spent seventeen years behind bars—more than twenty, when preconviction jail time is in-
cluded—eight of it in solitary confinement390—for crimes there’d never been the least evidence he’d actu-
ally committed.

For Pratt, the situation was even worse. Having failed to neutralize him by other means, agents Richard W.
Held, Richard Bloesser and Brendan Cleary of the Los Angeles COINTELPRO Section apparently cau-
cused with CCS detectives Daniel P. Mahoney and Ray Callahan, sifting through a pile of the LAPD’s un-
solved case files to find a murder with which they might plausibly charge him.391 Eventually, they settled
upon the December 1968 “Tennis Court Murder” of a white school teacher named Caroline Olson,392 ille-
gally extradited their quarry from Texas,393 and went to trial.

In court, the crucial evidence presented against Pratt was the testimony of infiltrator Julius C. Butler, who
claimed the defendant had “confessed” the crime to him. Butler also solved a major problem with the
state’s physical evidence—as in the Bin Wahad case, ballistics tests indicated that a gun attributed to Pratt
had not been used to commit the murder—by testifying that he’d witnessed the defendant changing bar-
rels on the weapon. Finally, Butler asserted in response to direct questions on the matter posed by Pratt’s
defense counsel, Johnnie Cochrane, that he was not and had never been an undercover operative for
either the FBI or the police.394

Pratt’s main line of defense was that he could not possibly have killed Mrs. Olson because at the time of
her death in Santa Monica he was more than 350 miles away, in Oakland, attending a meeting of the BPP
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Central Committee. This could be verified, he contended, through the FBI’s records of its electronic sur-
veillance of Party facilities in both Oakland and Los Angeles. In rebuttal, prosecutors called to the stand a
Bureau official who denied under oath that any such surveillance had been conducted.395 Pratt was then
convicted and sentenced to a term of life in prison, the first eight years of which were spent in solitary con-
finement.396

Although the average time served in California for persons convicted of first degree murder is 14.5 years,
Pratt was repeatedly denied parole, not for reasons related to his supposed crime, but because, as Assis-
tant Los Angeles DA Diane Visani put it during a 1987 hearing, he was “still a revolutionary man.”397 It was
not until June 10, 1997, that California Superior Court Judge Everett W. Dickey finally reversed Pratt’s
1972 conviction on the grounds of Butler’s by then undeniable perjury and the FBI’s suppression of its
wiretap evidence.398 Although Los Angeles District Attorney Gil Garcetti initially announced he would retry
the case, all charges were withdrawn in 1998. Meanwhile, the former Panther had served fully 27 years in
prison for a murder authorities knew all along he’d had absolutely nothing to do with.

Worse still were the situations Ed Rice and David Poindexter, leaders of the Panthers’ National Committee
to Combat Fascism chapter in Omaha. In April 1971, they were convicted of ordering the August 17,
1970, bombing which resulted in the death of police officer Larry Minard. The main witness against them
was the bomber, a teenager named Duane Peak, who mentioned neither of the accused in his confes-
sion—indeed, he named six other men as accomplices, none of whom were prosecuted—changing his
story only after he was offered an immunity deal in exchange for testimony against the two “key agita-
tors.”399 In 1974, Federal District Judge Warren Urbom found sufficient irregularity with the case to order a
retrial, a ruling upheld by the Eighth Circuit Court, but in 1976 the Supreme Court reversed the reversal
itself on a post hoc jurisdictional technicality.400

While the bipartisan Nebraska Parole Board has voted unanimously and repeatedly since 1993 to com-
mute the men’s sentences to time served—and Amnesty International, the NAACP, the Congressional
Black Caucus and other entirely reputable groups have strongly endorsed the idea—the state’s Republi-
can-controlled Board of Pardons has adamantly refused to so much as entertain the possibility (one mem-
ber has been quoted in the press as stating that there are “no circumstances” under which he’d consider a
commutation).401 Thus, Rice and Poindexter (Mondo we Langa) remain in prison after 28 years, with no
immediate prospect for release.

The reasons underlying their circumstance are not difficult to discern. A 1970 memo from the local FBI of-
fice, which had a fine collaborative relationship with local police, then and now, explicitly targets the two
men for COINTELPRO neutralization.402 In an interview conducted twenty years after the fact, Jack Swan-
son, the Omaha detective who headed up the local police effort against Rice and Poindexter, opined that
he believed he’d “done the right thing at the time,” since “the Black Panther Party…completely disap-
peared from Omaha [after] we got the two main players.”403 Former Governor Frank Morrison has been
even more candid, acknowledging that the pair “were convicted for their rhetoric, not for any crime they
committed.”404

Even a cursory examination of Panther cases reveals a similar pattern in a number of instances. LA Pan-
ther Romaine “Chip” Fitzgerald, for example, was convicted in 1969 in “the senseless murder of a Von’s
security guard shot seven times in a Los Angeles shopping center on September 29” despite the fact
several witnesses confirmed that he’d been halfway across the city, “wounded [by police] and scarcely
able to move” at the time the shooting occurred.405 Originally sentenced to death, Fitzgerald’s sentence
was commuted to life imprisonment when California’s capital punishment statute was declared unconstitu-
tional in 1971. He remains in maximum-security lockup after thirty years.

Then there is Baltimore Panther leader Marshall “Eddie” Conway, convicted in 1971 of the 1970 slaying of
a Baltimore patrolman, largely on the strength of testimony provided by a jailhouse informant who, in ex-
change for preferential treatment and a reduced sentence on his own charges, claimed the accused had
“confessed his crime” while they were cellmates.406 Conveniently for the state, this sensational “evidence”
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emerged at more-or-less the moment its contrived charges against Conway and other defendants in the
above-mentioned Turco case had to be abandoned.407 In any event, Conway too remains behind bars af-
ter approximately three decades, the possibility of parole at best a forlorn hope.

Obviously, as in the New Haven 14, LA 13, Panther 21 and Chicago conspiracy cases, Party members
were often successful in defending themselves against malicious prosecutions. Nonetheless, the fact
that by the end of 1969 at least thirty Panthers were in custody and facing the death penalty, another forty
facing life imprisonment, fifty-five facing sentences of thirty years or more, and still another 155 forced un-
derground or into exile as a means of avoiding prosecution on bogus charges of comparable magnitude,
had a plainly devastating effect on the morale, cohesion and overall effectiveness of the BPP.408

Veteran defense attorney Charles Garry observed in January 1970, “in over thirty years of practicing law,
[he had] never experienced the type of persecution faced by the Black Panther Party.”409 Even in financial
terms, the impact is obvious. By then, the Party’s central office alone had been forced to expend more
than $200,000 in nonrefundable bail premiums by that point in an effort to keep its personnel on the
street.410 To that must be added the extraordinary cost of underwriting the legal defense of Panthers in trial
after endless trial, an amount that surely ran into the millions. The poignancy attending Garry’s rhetorical
question of “how many breakfasts for hungry children such sums might buy,” posed at the time, remains
as relevant now as it was at the time.411

Combined with the permanent loss of leaders like Pratt, Bin Wahad, Rice, Poindexter and Conway to the
government’s extralegal utilization of the judicial system for purposes of political repression,412 such factors
left the Party in an utterly deformed state as it entered the new decade. Nor would it be allowed anything
resembling a respite in which to step back and regroup itself in coming months. If anything, the onslaught
against the BPP in some ways intensified during 1970 and 1971. Thereafter, the repression seems to
abated to a considerable extent, but at that point there was precious little of the Party left to repress.

Assassinations

As the nature of the FBI’s role in the so-called “Panther/US Conflict” abundantly reveals, assassination
was also a mode through which elimination of genuine Party activists was achieved. In some cases, such
as that of Jon Huggins and Bunchy Carter, the approach was quite selective. In others, Sylvester Bell and
John Savage seem appropriate enough examples, a more random kind of targeting is apparent. Whether
random or selective, the Bureau’s technique was invariably to retain a veneer of “plausible deniability”
about its own involvement in such murders by using contract personnel like the Claude Hubert and the
Stiner brothers, Party infiltrators like George Sams, or sometimes police surrogates to perform the actual
killings.

Carter and Huggins aside, the classic example of a selective assassination occurring as a COINTELPRO
measure was that of Illinois Panther leader Fred Hampton. Although the special fourteen-man unit which
assaulted Hampton’s apartment in the predawn hours of December 4, 1969, was composed entirely of
police,413 it was later proven in court that the raid had been arranged by FBI counterintelligence specialists
Robert Piper and Roy Mitchell.414 Mitchell, in fact, provided the raiders with a floorplan of the apartment
drawn by infiltrator William O’Neal.415 Additionally, and despite a report from O’Neal specifically stating that
no illegal weapons were kept there, he passed along information to police that the opposite is true.416

While a “search for illegal weapons” thus served as a pretext for the raid, it is impossible to avoid the con-
clusion that participating police were as aware of their real mission as Mitchell and Piper. The map prepared
by O’Neal clearly indicated the location of Hampton’s bed and during the action itself two of the raiders,
Joseph Gorman and James “Gloves” Davis, blind-fired 42 rounds, from a Thompson submachine gun and
an M-1 carbine respectively, through a wall and into the bed where their FBI-provided information led them
to expect their target would be sleeping.417 Incredibly, Hampton was hit only once during the volley and,
though badly wounded, was still alive.418 The situation was quickly corrected by another raider, Edward
Carmody, who fired two rounds at close range into the victim’s head.419
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One reason Gorman and Davis had been confident Hampton would be in his bed when they fired, was that
they were aware O’Neal had slipped their target a dose of secobarbital earlier in the evening.420 The victim
was thus comatose even before the raid began.421 For their part, Piper and Mitchell, who, along with Chi-
cago SAC Marlin Johnson, had notified FBI headquarters on December 3 that the upcoming raid should
be viewed as a COINTELPRO initiative against the BPP,422 proclaimed it “successful” in a teletype sent to
headquarters at 9:26 a.m. on December 4.423 On the 11th, Piper followed up with a request, approved by
headquarters on December 17, that O’Neal be paid a $300 bonus because of the “tremendous value” of
his services to the raiders.424

In the immediate aftermath of the attack, which left Peoria Defense Captain Mark Clark as well as Hampton
dead,425 and four of seven other apartment occupants badly wounded,426 the surviving Panthers were
charged with attempting to murder their attackers.427 Although it was shortly demonstrated that none of the
accused had fired a weapon at police,428 charges were not dropped against them until May 8, 1970, after
Assistant US Attorney General Jerris Leonard had brokered a quid pro quo in which neither the police
raiders nor their superiors in the Chicago State’s Attorney’s Office would be criminally prosecuted.429

Meanwhile, as has been discussed, SAC Johnson was a major player in orchestrating the disinformation
campaign designed to cover up what had actually occurred during the raid. More formally, he arranged for
the convening of a federal grand jury investigation of the matter, with regard to which he himself coordi-
nated the extensive suppression of evidence,430 before going on the stand in February 1970 to testify
that the FBI’s role had been “extremely peripheral.”431 Thereafter, Johnson availed himself of an early re-
tirement, returning periodically to commit additional perjuries in response to subpoenas issued pursuant
to a civil suit filed by the surviving Panthers and families of Hampton and Clark in 1973.432

Johnson was quickly replaced as SAC by Richard G. Held, father of the Los Angeles office’s Richard W.
and widely considered to have been the “dean of domestic counterintelligence operations.”433 Held the
elder presided over the cover-up for several years, at one point straightfacedly denying under oath that
the Chicago office had compiled any investigative paperwork on the Black Panther Party in Illinois
(117,000 pages were eventually released),434 and ended up promoted to the rank of FBI Associate Direc-
tor for his trouble.435 Under such conditions, it was not until November 1982 that Federal District Judge
John F. Grady finally ruled the Bureau and its police collaborators had in fact violated the civil rights of Fred
Hampton, Mark Clark and the others, ordering payment of some $1.85 million in damages.436

It does not appear that the Hampton assassination was the only such “surgical elimination” envisioned as
part of COINTELPRO-BPP in Chicago. There is every indication that the raiders expected that Bobby
Rush, the Party’s second in command in Illinois, would also be in Hampton’s apartment at the fatal mo-
ment.437 When O’Neal’s information proved erroneous in that respect, a predawn raid of Rush’s apartment
was arranged for the morning of December 5. Forewarned by Hampton’s fate, however, the target had
taken refuge at another location.438 A day later, he presented himself for arrest in the highly public—and
therefore relatively safe—setting of Jesse Jackson’s Operation Breadbasket.439 Tellingly, no charges were
filed against him.

Similarly, the predawn raids conducted in Los Angeles on December 8 were designed, at least in part, to
“neutralize” Geronimo Pratt in the same manner as Fred Hampton. It has been established that, prior to the
assault on the Party’s Los Angeles facilities, infiltrator Cotton Smith provided detailed floor plans on which
Pratt’s bed was clearly marked.440 As in Chicago, this information was passed along to the police raiders,
who fired bursts of automatic weapons fire through a wall and riddled the area where the Panther leader
was supposed to have been sleeping.441 Infiltrator Louis Tackwood has also confirmed that Pratt was the
“main target” of the attack.442 Hence, it is clear that only the Panthers’ spirited armed defense of the office,
in combination with the fact that Pratt was not in his bed when the attack began, averted another selective
assassination.443
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Random assassinations are harder to tie down. One of them, surely, would be the killing of 17-year-old
Bobby Hutton, who, unarmed, blinded by teargas and with his back turned, was shot to death by Oakland
police on the night of April 6, 1968. On balance, it seems likely that the real target of the gunmen was
Eldridge Cleaver, with whom Hutton had been riding before the police swooped down. Failing that, the
frustrated cops appear to have used the nearest available Panther served as a stand-in.444 In the aftermath,
Cleaver himself was arbitrarily confronted with charges which served as a pretext for revoking his parole, a
matter which drove him to flee the country.445

Another likely candidate is Frank Diggs, known as “Captain Franko,” an LA Panther whose bullet-riddled
body was found in a vacant lot in the San Pedro area of south Compton on December 30, 1968.446 While
Diggs may have been yet another casualty of the FBI-sponsored “war” between the Panthers and US—in
which case, he may well have been killed by Claude Hubert, the Stiners, or any of several other federal
provocateurs known to have been active in Karenga’s organization at the time—it is equally likely that he
was simply picked up by police and executed. Either way, the least likely of all scenarios, that Diggs was
murdered by the BPP itself, was the only one ever explored by LAPD homicide detectives in this still un-
solved case.447

Several other Panthers were murdered under comparably mysterious circumstances, beginning with Ar-
thur Morris, older half-brother of LA chapter leader Bunchy Carter, whose body turned up in March
1968.448 There followed Nathaniel Clark, a member of the of the LA chapter shot to death in his sleep by
“party or parties unknown” on September 12, 1969,449 and Sterling Jones, a Chicago Panther similarly
dispatched by a pointblank shot to the face when he answered a knock on the door of his family’s apart-
ment on Christmas night, 1969.450

Then there are cases like that of 17-year-old Welton Armstead, who was shot to death by a Seattle patrol-
man claiming to be in pursuit of car thief on October 5, 1968. The shooter was subsequently exonerated
by an internal review board—surprise, surprise—after he contended variously that Armstead had been
armed with a rifle, and that the young Panther had made a grab for the patrolman’s own service revolver.
As analyst Michael Newton has pointed out, however, there are a few “nagging questions” imbedded in
this obviously convoluted explanation: “If young Armstead had truly been armed with a rifle, why had he
grabbed for the officer’s gun in the first place? And if he was not armed, why had the officer approached
him with gun drawn, ready to fire?”451

And so it went in case after case: on August 25, 1968, LA Panthers Steve Bartholomew, Robert Law-
rence and Tommy Lewis, were gunned down by police who rousted them as they stood next to their car in
a service station lot;452 on October 10, 1969, LA Panther Walter Touré Pope, was shot and killed by police
while preparing to order food at a Jack-in-the-Box restaurant (“Thought he was trying to rob the place,”
police said.);453 on July 27, 1970, Babatunde X Omarwali, founder of the Southern Illinois chapter of
NCCF, was killed by Chicago police;454 on July 28, Carl Hampton, founder of People’s Party II, a local BPP
offshoot, was shot to death by Houston police during an assault smelling suspiciously like that launched
against the Central Avenue office in LA in December 1969.455

Overall, it seems hardly an exaggeration to observe that the police were very nearly as busy coming up
with pretexts upon which to kill Panthers as they were finding excuses to arrest them. By early 1970, the
mounting fatalities had produced a decisive “chilling effect” in terms of the Party’s ability to sustain its ex-
isting membership base, much less its ability to gain new recruits.456 As Dhoruba Bin Wahad would recall
nearly a quarter-century later, “The Party was at the peak of its popularity in 1969. We’d achieved a genu-
ine mass base of support for our program. But people were scared. Nobody wanted to go to prison for a
million years or become just another pop-up target for the death squads. And so, just at the moment when
it had become possible for us to accomplish what we’d set out to do, a lot of people began to distance
themselves from us. They saw it as a matter of self-preservation.”457

Exacerbating Intraparty Tensions
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As the scale and intensity of repression against the Panthers mounted, the question of how best to re-
spond became ever more acute. Simultaneously, the Party’s ability to formulate anything resembling a
unified position in this regard was greatly constrained by the fact that its leadership had been scattered to
the winds, the energy, attention and dwindling resources of its experienced cadres increasingly riveted
upon the tactical demands of assembling legal defense efforts in behalf of the scores of “key activists”
targeted for prosecution. Under such conditions, even the rapid growth of the BPP from mid-1968 to mid-
1969 became something of a liability as the influx of new members quickly outstripped the Party’s capacity
to provide proper screening, training and political orientation.458

Out of this confused welter, an environment ideal for the functioning of opportunists and provocateurs of
every variety, two rather different lines of strategic thinking, both of them finding a firm footing in the Pan-
thers’ original theoretical posture, had begun to crystallize by 1970. The first of these, generally associ-
ated with the national office in Oakland and such outposts as Fred Hampton’s Chicago chapter, called for a
deemphasis of the military dimension of Panther activity, with increasing weight placed upon the Party’s
service programs, community organizing, coalition building and electoral politics.459

The second axis, associated mainly with Eldridge Cleaver’s International Section in Algeria, as well as the
Los Angeles and New York chapters, pointed out that these were precisely the kinds of activities which
had been targeted for eradication by “the military forces of the state,” and that they were by definition vul-
nerable to such repression. Correspondingly, the “Cleaverites” called for a deemphasis of aboveground
organizing in favor of creating a genuine “Afro-American Liberation Army” of urban guerrillas capable of
meeting the state on its own terms.460

Things were never quite so clear-cut as a “military versus nonmilitary dichotomy,” of course. The latter ten-
dency, which consolidated itself under the leadership of Party founder Huey P. Newton after his release
from prison in August 1970, always retained a military dimension, both literally and symbolically.461 And the
operations of what would shortly become the Black Liberation Army (BLA) would always be devoted in
substantial part to sustaining community service programs such as a heroin treatment component of the
Lincoln Detox Center in the Bronx.462 Nonetheless, ideological disagreements between the emerging
Party factions were quite real.

As early as September 1969, the FBI’s infiltrators had made it aware of the growing differences of opinion
within the BPP, and several field offices were instructed to devise plans to exacerbate them to the point of
outright disputes.463 By January 1970, this resulted in the first of a series of bogus letters sent to the exiled
Cleaver, many of them written over the forged signature of International Section liaison Connie Matthews,
informing him that David Hilliard and other “BPP leaders in California were seeking to undercut his influ-
ence.”464 Cleaver, as was noted by the Bureau, responded by expelling three Panthers he believed had
been sent to Algeria by the “Hilliard clique” to disrupt the functioning of his group.465

Encouraged by the apparent success of this letter, FBI headquarters instructed its Paris Legal Attaché to
mail a follow-up letter, again written to appear as if Matthews were the author, to Black Panther Chief-of-
Staff David Hilliard, in Oakland, California. The letter alleged that Cleaver “has tripped out. Perhaps he has
been working too hard,” and suggested that Hilliard “take some immediate action before this becomes more
serious.”466

By May, those aligned with Cleaver and Hilliard alike had become aware that the “Matthews” letters were
forgeries, and efforts were made to reconstitute a viable working relationship.467 Prospects for success in
this regard were, however, severely impaired by a combination of Cleaver’s distance from day-to-day
events and the fact that Hilliard himself had been thrust by circumstance into a position of responsibility
well beyond his capabilities.468

David Hilliard had implemented a harshly authoritarian policy that engendered intense resentment. Purges of
rebellious Panthers were disrupting entire chapters, and the rank and file across the country were furious at
the heavy-handed treatment meted out from Oakland. Transfers of Panthers from chapter to chapter and
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cultivation of loyalty to the central staff in Oakland kept decision making tightly centralized. Faced with
mushrooming trials and arrests, Hilliard had attempted to keep order at the expense of continuing revolu-
tionary activity.469

All sides appear to have counted upon Huey Newton, soon to be released from prison, to put the Party
back in order and on track. These hopes, too, were in vain. Three years behind bars, several months of
which were spent in one of Alameda County’s notorious “soul breaker” cells,470 had left the high-strung
Panther founder seriously out-of-touch with the myriad new personalities who had joined the BPP during
his absence, and what in retrospect appears to have been a dangerously degenerative state of psycho-
logical imbalance.471 When he did appear, it was to (re)assert his authority over the Party with such mega-
lomaniacal zeal as to make Hilliard’s régime seem both benevolent and enlightened by comparison.472

Whatever possibility may have existed that the “Supreme Commander,” as Newton was now titled,473 might
regain his equilibrium was quickly preempted by a blizzard of phony missives pumped out by counterintel-
ligence specialists around the country. The Philadelphia field office, for example, produced and distrib-
uted a “directive,” attributed to the local BPP chapter, stressing “the leadership and strength of David Hil-
liard and Eldridge Cleaver while intimating Huey Newton is useful only as a drawing card.”474 A copy of the
document, along with a note purporting to be from a Philadelphia Panther “incensed” what was said
therein, was then mailed to Newton.475

By mid-December 1970, playing upon the “counterintelligence opportunity [offered by the] distance and
personal contact between Newton and Cleaver,” the Los Angeles field office was sending bogus letters
to Algiers “designed to provoke Cleaver to openly question Newton’s leadership.”476 San Francisco,
meanwhile, was sending similar letters to Newton, complaining about the “incompetence” of leaders in the
Party’s Philadelphia chapter,477 while the San Francisco and Boston field offices shortly posted missives of
their own to Algiers.478

Within a month, Newton responded to the torrent of rumors by expelling the incarcerated but Cleaver-
aligned Los Angeles Panther leader Geronimo Pratt and several of his closest colleagues, whom Newton
claimed were plotting to kill him.479 At about the same time, the body of Pratt’s wife, Sandra Lane (Nsondi ji
Jaga), was found, riddled with bullets and stuffed into a sleeping bag, alongside an LA freeway.480 While
the killers were never identified, it was widely suspected that she’d been killed on Newton’s orders as a
means of “sending a message” to Pratt, Cleaver and anyone else inclined to challenge his authority.481 For
its part, the FBI observed that:

Newton has recently exhibited paranoid-like reactions to anyone who questions his orders, actions, poli-
cies, or otherwise displeases him. His…hysterical reaction…has very likely been aggravated by our present
counter-intelligence activity… It appears Newton may be on the brink of mental collapse and we must [there-
fore] intensify our counter-intelligence (emphasis added).482

In New York, the Panther 21 defendants reacted to expulsion of the Los Angeles Panthers—the implica-
tions of Sandra Lane’s murder do not appear to have yet sunk in—with an open letter in the Village Voice
in which they denounced the Oakland leadership as not only authoritarian but hopelessly reformist, pro-
claimed the Weatherman faction of SDS to comprise the new “revolutionary vanguard” of struggle in the
United States, and otherwise aligned themselves quite explicitly with Pratt and Cleaver.483 Newton replied
by expelling them as “enemies of the people.”484

The FBI, of course, was exultant, calling for intensification of efforts to “further aggravate the dissension
within the BPP leadership,” in view of “the present chaotic situation within the BPP [and] apparent distrust
by Newton of anyone who questions his wishes.”485

On February 2, 1971, FBI headquarters directed each of twenty-nine field offices to submit within eight days
a proposal to disrupt local Black Panther Party chapters and the Party’s national headquarters in Oakland…
For three solid weeks, a barrage of anonymous letters flowed from FBI field offices in response to the urging
from FBI headquarters. The messages had become more and more vicious. On February 19, 1971, a false
letter, allegedly from a Black Panther Party member in the Bay Area, was mailed to Don Cox, Cleaver’s com-
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panion in Algiers. The letter intimated that the recent disappearance and presumed death of Black Panther
leader Fred Bennett was the result of Party factionalism.486

On February 10, an anonymous letter was sent by the San Francisco office to Newton’s brother, Melvin,
“warning” him that “Eldridge Cleaver and the New York BPP chapter were planning to have [Huey Newton]
killed.”487 Two weeks later, a teletype purporting to be from BPP Central Committee member Elbert “Big
Man” Howard to Cleaver, complaining that Newton was skimming Party finds to pay the rent on an extrava-
gant Oakland penthouse.488 Cleaver was also warned not to allow his wife, Kathleen, herself a former
member of the Party’s Central Committee, to go to Oakland for purposes of attempting to straighten things
out because of a distinct “possibility of violence” against her.489

In what was perhaps a last effort at restoring some semblance of Party unity, Newton arranged for he and
Cleaver to appear together on a San Francisco television program on February 26 (Cleaver, via satellite
feed from Algiers). Cleaver seized the opportunity to demand the reinstatement of the Pratt group and the
Panther 21, as well as the expulsion of Hilliard and others of the national office staff.490 Newton retaliated
during an FBI-monitored post-program telephone call, expelling Cleaver and the entire International Sec-
tion. Cleaver replied that, to the contrary, it was the International Section that was expelling Newton’s en-
tire following, and that it would henceforth function as “the real Black Panther Party.”491

The entire New York chapter thereupon declared its alignment with Cleaver, and issued a public demand
for a “people’s tribunal” to assess Newton’s reputed abuse of Party funds.492 On March 8, in what was/is
generally believed to have been another of Newton’s attempts to send a message to such Party dissi-
dents, New York Panther Robert “Spider” Webb was shot to death in broad daylight on 125th Street, in
Harlem.493 Then, on March 18, Bill Seidler, a 62-year-old white Panther supporter in Philadelphia who had
been providing invaluable service to the International Section in its efforts to maintain open communica-
tion links with its U.S., met a similar fate.494

At this point, the Bureau declared that “the differences between Newton and Cleaver now appear to be
irreconcilable,” but nonetheless undertook to inflame the passions of participants even further.495 On
March 25, for example, a message was sent—in Newton’s name and over David Hilliard’s forged signa-
ture—to all Panther “embassies” and support groups abroad. The bogus communiqué not only an-
nounced the International Section’s expulsion, but also asserted that “Eldridge Leroy Cleaver is a mur-
derer and a punk without genitals. D.C. Cox is no better.” It closed by announcing, in a transparent refer-
ence to the slain Webb, that “Leroy’s running dogs in New York have been righteously dealt with. Anyone
giving any aid or comfort to Cleaver and his jackanapes will be similarly dealt with no matter where they
might be located.”496

As was unquestionably intended by the agents who penned it, the New York Panthers accepted the
document as genuine. Their response, rather predictable under the circumstances, was to settle the
score for Robert Webb while answering “Newton’s” threat with a message of their own. On the night of
April 17, 1971, the New York distribution office for The Black Panther was put to the torch. When the
smoke cleared, firefighters discovered the charred body of Newton loyalist Sam Napier, who had been
executed by six gunshots fired at close range.497

While the murders of Fred Bennett, Sandra Lane and Robert Webb had elicited little more than yawns on
the part of police “investigators” and their FBI counterparts, the Napier killing sparked a frenzy of law en-
forcement activity and the arrests of Cleaver-aligned Panthers in several states.498 This disparity in effect
“confirmed the rampant suspicion among New York Panthers that Newton’s clique was collaborating with
the police in some fashion.”499

The Panthers in Algiers [and] the New York Panthers [made] a desperate effort to salvage the crumbling
Party. Lengthy long-distance phone conversations between New York, Algiers and San Francisco took
place in hopes of pulling together a new Central Committee. The New York chapter began publishing its own
newspaper, Right On, to counteract The Black Panther—now totally under Newton’s control. Although the
New York Panthers were able to rally a few dedicated people to their side, the attempt to reorganize the en-
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tire Party failed. Panthers who aligned themselves with the more radical New York faction were being ar-
rested across the country and faced threats on their lives from Newton’s supporters, while those connected
with the Newton faction seemed immune from police attention no matter what they did.500

By the time the New York Panthers finally threw in the towel, there was very little left of the BPP. Regard-
less of who’d actually pulled the triggers, the mounting toll of Panthers apparently killed by Panthers, the
Webb and Napier murders in particular, precipitated the exodus of up to forty percent of all remaining Party
members during the last half of 1971.501 Expulsions claimed well over a thousand others.502 Having facili-
tated the eviction of the International Section from its station in Algeria in 1972,503 Newton effectively
abolished the Party as a national organization as well, ordering the closure of local chapters and “recalling”
the thousand or so remaining cadres to Oakland.504 A year later, total membership had shrunk to less than
500, and, by 1974, to only about 200.505

The Strange Deaths of George and Jonathan Jackson

The primary means by which the Newton faction sustained the public image of a military posture was its
association with George Jackson. Having received an indeterminate sentence of one-year-to-life for his
role in a $71 gas station stickup in 1961, at age nineteen, Jackson had become politicized in prison. In
January 1970, he and two other inmates, Fleeta Drumgo and John Cluchette, were accused of killing
John V. Mills, a guard in Folsom Prison. Under California Penal Code 4500, Jackson, already a lifer, faced a
mandatory death sentence as a result. This, in combination with the political nature of the alleged of-
fense—Mills was killed in retaliation for the murders of three black prisoners in Folsom’s O-Wing courtyard
a few days earlier—made the “Soledad Brothers,” as Jackson and his codefendants were called, a cause
celébrè of the state’s burgeoning prisoners’ rights movement.506

Jackson’s fame exploded internationally over the next few months with publication of his beautifully-
crafted Soledad Brother , introduced by renowned French intellectual Jean Genet, a matter which afforded
him the status of a revolutionary icon.507 Thereafter, his pronouncements on the need to forge a “People’s
Army” of urban “focos” headed by politicized former prisoners gained considerable currency in revolu-
tionary circles.508 This, in turn, brought a substantial influx of financial resources into the Soledad Brothers
Defense Committee (SBDC), an entity formed to coordinate not only the defendants’ representation at
trial but political organizing and publicity attending the case.509

Although Jackson’s thinking was demonstrably closer to Eldridge Cleaver’s than to Huey Newton’s, New-
ton astutely drafted Jackson as a Panther Field Marshal in August 1970. Jackson not only accepted the
position, but publicly denounced Cleaver as a “renegade”—thereby in some ways sealing the fate of the
Cleaver faction—and turned control of his own Defense Committee over to Newton.510 There are clear in-
dications that Jackson believed his association with the BPP would result in the actual formation of his
People’s Army. Certainly, he designated Fred Bennett and Jimmy Carr, both of whom had been part of
Jackson’s coterie in prison before their release, to head up the effort.511 Subordinating the Army to New-
ton, however, ensured that it would remain a largely symbolic effort, a matter which may well have figured
into Bennett’s murder—allegedly by Carr, who had both engineered the original link between Jackson
and Newton, and served as the latter’s bodyguard—a few months later.512

There is also strong circumstantial evidence that, at least during the initial phases of his alliance with New-
ton, Jackson expected to be a free man, albeit a fugitive, and therefore able to assume direct command of
his troops in the field. By this calculus, which was based mainly on an elaborate guerrilla action and hos-
tage exchange Jackson believed would be carried out by Panther military units on August 7, 1970,513

Cleaver’s faction was deemed extraneous, Newton’s above-ground political apparatus of central impor-
tance.

The original plan was for three groups to operate independently of one another. The first was to take over
Judge [Harold J.] Haley’s courtroom, in which [San Quentin inmate and Jackson collaborator James McClain
was scheduled for a hearing and] to have called a number of black activists for his defense. The second was
to have taken over another wing of the Marin County Civic Center and to take hostages. And the third was to



35

hijack a plane at San Francisco airport for the eventual transportation of everybody involved to Cuba. These
operations were to take place simultaneously, after which demands were to be made over a local radio sta-
tion. The Soledad Brothers and a number of other prisoners were to be released, and safe passage was to
be guaranteed the [guerrillas] from the civic center to the airport.514

The plan was plausible enough, but, in the event, went disastrously awry. In part, this was undoubtedly
because infiltrator Cotton Smith was from the outset a key member of the group selected to carry out the
mission, keeping the FBI and CCS abreast of the planning as it evolved.515 He does not, however, appear
to have communicated very well with his handlers concerning the fact that the guerrillas had become con-
cerned that the police were on to them at some point in mid-July, or that the plan had as a consequence
been put on hold.516 Nor do the agents to whom Smith reported seem to have been apprised of the fact
that Huey Newton had canceled the entire operation once and for all when he was released from prison on
August 5.517

Less, did anyone inform Jackson’s younger brother, Jonathan, whom, apparently unbeknownst to the
other Panthers, Smith had recruited to smuggle in a load of weapons to be used by the guerrillas called by
McClain as witnesses.518 Hence, when the seventeen-year-old showed up with his armaments at the ap-
pointed time and place, he found himself alone. No doubt bewildered by this unexpected turn of events,
he nonetheless drew a gun, armed McClain and two other prisoners in the courtroom, Ruchell Magee and
William Christmas, and set out to make the plan work anyway. It was then that the nature of the response
concocted by the FBI and its CCS collaborators became apparent.

[Their idea] was to get [the guerrilla units, composed of “twenty-some people”] caught there and butchered.
And then they’d have Huey for conspiracy…all of them for conspiracy, right along the line, because some of
the top members of the Black Panther Party had been caught there. So you got conspiracies against Huey,
David and June Hilliard, the top of the Panther party, you see what I’m saying?519

The upshot was that, when young Jackson and his group attempted to leave the civic center in a com-
mandeered van—the occupants included Judge Haley, a local prosecutor named Gary Thomas and three
jurors, all held as hostages—they found their way blocked, not only by local police but by virtually the en-
tire sharpshooter corps of tower guards from San Quentin.520 Also on the scene, according to infiltrator
Louis Tackwood, were CCS detectives Callahan and Mahoney, who had traveled nearly 400 miles north of
their ostensible jurisdiction to participate in the slaughter.

They too knew nothing of the last minute change of plan. As far as they were concerned, “the shit was going
to hit the fan.” They were there to force a confrontation between the police and the [guerrillas] any way they
could. That way the Panthers would be destroyed, their soldiers killed, their organization discredited, their
supporters embroiled in a massive conspiracy prosecution. So, when the small group of kidnappers and
hostages walked out into the Marin Civic Center car park around eleven o’clock in the morning of August 7,
1970, with Jonathan Jackson bringing up the rear, the [CCS men] first reacted with surprise: the group was
smaller than it should have been.521

Recovering quickly, Callahan and Mahoney opted to salvage what they could, firing the first shots and
triggering thereby a hail of gunfire from the veritable firing squad they’d assembled.522 Within nineteen
seconds, Jonathan Jackson, James McClain, William Christmas and Judge Haley were dead, Assistant DA
Thomas permanently paralyzed, Ruchell Magee and one of the jurors critically wounded.523 As the smoke
cleared, press reportage on “Black Panther terrorism” was predictably sensational, of course, but the
FBI/CCS plan for exterminating the incipient BLA had plainly failed.

The intended indictments of the Panther hierarchy were, by the same token, impossible. The best that
could be managed in this regard was to bring charges against SBDC organizer Angela Y. Davis, who had
purchased two of the weapons carried by Jonathan Jackson into the Civic Center, and for whom he’d
served as a bodyguard.524 Although Davis was at the time a relatively peripheral figure in BPP politics, con-
siderable propaganda mileage was derived from her case after President Richard M. Nixon proclaimed her
a “dangerous terrorist.”525 Such rhetoric would continue until Davis was finally acquitted in June 1972.526
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There is evidence that George Jackson undertook to arrange a less intricate but not altogether dissimilar
escape attempt in early October 1970, using the trial of Tommy Lee Walker, another of the prisoners with
whom he associated, as the vehicle. Although it is certain that the FBI and CCS were aware of the plan, the
nature and extent of their counterintelligence activities in this connection remain unclear, largely because
the judge unexpectedly refused to allow Walker to subpoena Jackson as a witness. Whatever scheme
agents and police may have concocted was thus derailed right along with Jackson’s own.527

The whole sorry saga culminated in another orgy of violence on August 21, 1971, during which three
prison guards and two trustees were killed, and another three guards badly wounded, before Jackson
himself was summarily executed while attempting to escape from San Quentin.528 There is some indication
he had been set up to fail by Newton’s wing of the BPP,529 which appears to have provided him with what
he believed were plastic explosives and nitroglycerin with which he might blast a hole in the prison’s outer
wall, but which turned out to be merely putty and vials of sulfuric acid.530 More certainly, Louis Tackwood
had been instructed by his CCS handlers to deliver a malfunctioning .25 caliber automatic to Jackson dur-
ing an earlier visit.531 This may or may not have been the weapon used during the breakout attempt.

According to prison officials, who had to change their version of the story several times over the next weeks
to resolve its contradictions, the weapon in question was a 9mm Astra M-600, almost nine inches long and
weighing two and a half pounds, which Jackson concealed under an Afro wig he had worn to an interview with
[attorney Stephen] Bingham [who the state claimed had smuggled it into the prison inside a tape recorder]…
After the visit, the prisoner supposedly rose and walked…about 50 yards, balancing the long and bulky
weapon on his head… The scenario seems implausible in the extreme.532

The prison administration later “changed its mind [again], saying it was instead a .38 caliber Llama Corto
that had been used.”533 So glaring and suspicious were the legion of inconsistencies attending the official
version of who had done what to whom, and why, that when the six prisoners accused of being Jackson’s
coconspirators finally came to trial they were mostly acquitted. On August 13, 1976, “after deliberating
124 days, the San Quentin Six jury brought guilty verdicts on only six of the original 46 charges. Johnny
Spain, Hugo Pinell, and David Johnson were convicted: Johnson on one count of felony assault on a
guard, Pinell on two counts of felony assault on a guard, and Spain on two counts of murder and conspir-
acy to commit murder.”534 As to the rest, the jury had been convinced by the evidence that “the events of
August 21, 1971, were in part the result of a coordinated plan of various law enforcement agen-
cies…especially the Criminal Conspiracy Section of the Los Angeles Police Department, the state attor-
ney general’s office, the California Department of Corrections [and] the FBI’s COINTELPRO operation.”535

Meanwhile, Fleeta Drumgo and John Cluchette, the surviving Soledad Brothers, were acquitted in Octo-
ber 1971 of culpability in the death of John Mills.536 In 1986, Stephen Bingham, who had spent fifteen
years as a fugitive in Canada and Europe, returned to the United States. He then stood trial and was fully
exonerated, a matter which finally laid to rest the last of the state’s more preposterous allegations as to
what had transpired during the “San Quentin Massacre.”537 Three years later, even “ringleader” Johnny
Spain’s convictions were reversed by the U.S. Ninth Circuit Court, a circumstance which led to the former
Panther’s parole in 1990.538 As of this writing, the only member of Jackson’s group who remains in prison is
Hugo Pinell, who was already serving a potential life sentence.539

Aftershocks

In many ways, the death of George Jackson coincided with the moment at which the BPP entered the tra-
jectory of its final decline. By 1974, when Bobby Seale finally left the Party,540 such old hands as Bobby
Rush,541 June Hilliard, 542 and Masai Hewitt were gone as well,543 expelled along with David Hilliard, who was
in any event doing time in prison.544 Newton, who had consolidated his power by purging everyone but
the most absolute sycophants, was himself preparing to go into an extended Cuban exile as a means of
avoiding prosecution for the murder of a prostitute and the pistol-whipping of a tailor.545

In the interim, he had assembled a rather schizophrenic organization in which a core of the most talented
and committed Panther women—Ericka Huggins, Audrea Jones, JoNina Abron, Regina Davis and Donna
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Howell among them—continued to deliver constructive community service programs such the Party’s
award-winning Oakland Community School.546 Simultaneously, the Panthers’ male contingent was di-
verted into all but exclusively criminal activities of the sort once falsely attributed to it by Larry and Judy
Powell (albeit, the “Squad” appears to have excelled more at extorting local pimps and drug dealers than
legitimate business people).547

Newton left what remained of the BPP in the hands of Elaine Brown, a former LA Panther who, even by
her own account, had brokered sexual favors into increasingly important positions within the Party hierar-
chy. If anything, Brown consummated the Party’s corruption, ensconcing her personal coterie in Newton-
style penthouse apartments, cruising about West Oakland in a red Mercedes, and expending as much
$10,000 in a single afternoon on lavish attire.548 In 1977, she was displaced by Newton’s return and shortly
fled the Party altogether.549 By 1982, even the Community School was closed after Ericka Huggins finally
threw in the towel and Newton himself was indicted for embezzling state funds allocated to its support.550

At that point, the BPP had fewer than fifty remaining members.551

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the Panthers’ sordid decline during the 1970s is the fact that, from
almost the moment Newton opted to divorce the BPP from revolutionary politics, channeling its energies
into blatantly criminal activities, the FBI/police repression, which had marked the Party’s prior history
ended. Whereas Panthers had been routinely prosecuted on charges supported by no evidence at all,
both federal and local law enforcement personnel suddenly began to turn a blind eye to offenses for
which evidence was overwhelming.552 Even more peculiar, state and federal agencies, including even the
Justice Department’s Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, proved eager to funnel large amounts
of money into BPP social service programs.553

Not so, those who sought to retain the Party’s original vision of radical social transformation. Trapped be-
tween the Newton faction’s steadily evolving combination of criminality and reformism on the one hand,
and the virulence of COINTELPRO-style repression on the other, they were left with little alternative but to
pursue an increasingly clandestine and militaristic mode of struggle at the expense of any sort of system-
atic aboveground organizing.554

One early manifestation of this tendency  was the emergence of a bona fide foco calling itself the Symbi-
onese Liberation Army (SLA) from the never-quite-jelled matrix of George Jackson’s People’s Army in
1973.555 Headed at least nominally by a Vacaville Prison escapee named Cinque M’tume (Donald De-
Freeze), the SLA was probably the first truly “internationalist” guerrilla formation in the U.S., at least insofar
as it included not only Afro-Americans but whites, Latinos and Asian Americans.556 Best known for its kid-
napping of newspaper heiress Patricia Hearst—who then joined the foco557—the SLA also carried out at
least one assassination and a series of well-executed bank robberies before being surrounded in a safe
house and partly exterminated by LAPD SWAT units on May 17, 1974.558

A far more sustained effort was made by the BLA, despite the neutralization of Geronimo Pratt and with-
drawal of Eldridge Cleaver.559 Although the organization mounted a briefly successful “Deal with the
Dealer” program to combat drug distribution in New York,560 its cornerstone agenda devolved upon
mounting a counteroffensive against the police.

In 1971, the BLA response to police repression and violence was bold and intense. On May 19, 1971 (the
46th birthday of Malcolm X), the BLA claimed responsibility for the shooting of two New York police guarding
the home of Frank Hogan, the New York District Attorney in charge of prosecuting the New York Panther 21.
Two days later, two New York police officers were killed in an ambush by BLA members. BLA activity was not
confined to New York. In August of 1971, BLA soldiers carried out several actions in San Francisco, includ-
ing…attack[s] on two San Francisco police stations and one police car which resulted in the death of one
police officer and the wounding of several others. These actions and others were in retaliation for the
shooting death of incarcerated Black revolutionary and BPP Field Marshal George Jackson on August
21…and the FBI and Mississippi police raid on the headquarters of the Provisional Government of the Re-
public of New Afrika on August 18… On November 3, 1971, police also suspected the BLA of shooting a po-
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lice officer in Atlanta, Georgia. On December 21 of the same year, police accused BLA combatants of par-
ticipation of a grenade attack on a police car in Atlanta, resulting in injuries to two police officers.561

By late 1973, the deaths of twenty police officers and the wounding of perhaps a hundred others were
attributed to the BLA.562 Self-evidently, the nature of the FBI’s counterintelligence operations, taken to-
gether with a marked escalation of already endemic police violence against the black community as a
whole (nearly a thousand African American fatalities, 1971-73),563 had finally provoked exactly the sort of
lethal response to state violence of which the Panthers had been falsely accused in the first place. Moreo-
ver, there were clear signs that the BLA’s programmatic counterviolence was attracting recruits who’d
never been part of the BPP or any other political organization.564

The FBI reacted on May 28, 1971, by launching NEWKILL,565 a “comprehensive counterterrorist opera-
tion” which eventually evolved into a continuing federal/state police amalgam dubbed the “Joint Terrorist
Task Force” (JTTF).566 Aside from the earlier-discussed apprehension of Dhoruba Bin Wahad and Jamal
Joseph, the first “success” scored in this effort came on August 28, 1971, when police arrested BLA
guerrillas Anthony Bottom (Jalil Abdul Muntaquin) and Albert Nuh Washington, in San Francisco.567 Bot-
tom was in possession of a .45 caliber pistol NYPD detective George Simmons would later contend under
oath had been used in the May 21 killings of New York patrolmen Waverly Jones and Joseph Piagentini,
as well as a .38 Special taken from Jones’ body.568

When five eyewitnesses failed to positively identify either man as an assailant in the Jones/Piagentini
shootings,569 BOSS suddenly “discovered” the fingerprint of a third BLA soldier, Herman Bell, linking him
to the killings.570 On September 2, 1973, Bell was captured in Louisiana.571 Even more conveniently, one
of his associates, Rubin Scott, already convicted of a New Orleans bank robbery and facing a charge of
killing a police officer in San Francisco, claimed to have witnessed Bell dispose of a .38 Special taken from
the body of officer Piagentini. Scott then led police and FBI investigators to the weapon, buried on a re-
mote Mississippi farm.572  On this basis, the “New York 3” were convicted on May 12, 1975, and sentenced
to life imprisonment.573

Only later would it be revealed that Detective Simmons had perjured himself; the FBI crime lab had been
unable  to match the Bottom/Washington .45 to ballistics materials recovered at the Jones/Piagentini
shooting scene.574 The fingerprint supposedly linking Bell to the killings also proved bogus; the FBI had
submitted the same item in an earlier San Francisco case.575 As it turned out, it was Scott rather than Bell
who had buried Piagentini’s weapon; he’d been coerced by BOSS detectives and New Orleans po-
lice—tortured with cattle prods and needles inserted into his genitals—into providing false testimony.576

Moreover, three other key state witnesses, one of whom had a demonstrable dislike for Bottom, had been
detained by BOSS for more than a year.577 The whole scenario was quite reminiscent of the Bin Wahad
case.

Meanwhile, on February 14, 1972, BLA guerrilla Ronald Carter, wanted in the January 27 killings NYPD
patrolmen Gregory Foster and Rocco Laurie, was killed in a firefight with St. Louis police. Carter’s pre-
sumed accomplice, Twyman Meyers, escaped and remained at large until November 14, 1973, when he
was ambushed by a joint force of nearly four dozen FBI agents and BOSS detectives in the Bronx. Ac-
cording to several witnesses, Meyers was wounded and had exhausted his ammunition before being rid-
dled with bullets by his pursuers.578 Following Meyers’ summary execution, New York Police Commissioner
Donald Cawley triumphantly announced that NEWKILL had “broken the back” of the BLA.579

Cawley’s overweening confidence was instilled in part by a fluke. On May 2, 1973, New Jersey state
troopers had made what they’d thought was a routine stop of a car carrying three individuals guilty of
“driving while black” along the Jersey Turnpike. In the ensuing firefight, BLA guerrilla Zayd Malik Shakur
(James Costan) and trooper Werner Foerster were killed. Assata Shakur (Joanne Chesimard)—referred to
by press and police as “the soul of the BLA”—was shot twice in the back at close range while standing with
her hands raised.580 Former Panther 21 defendant Sundiata Acoli (Clark Squire), escaped, but was cap-
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tured a few days later in nearby New Brunswick. He and Assata Shakur were subsequently convicted not
only of killing Foerster but Zayd Shakur as well, and sentenced to serve life plus thirty years in prison.581

Indeed, by 1974, BLA attrition was severe enough—Commissioner Cawley and his FBI cohorts claimed a
nationwide toll of seven dead and the imprisonment of eighteen “key figures of the movement,” while the
BLA’s own numbers were even higher—that the organization had paused to regroup and reconsider its
strategy.582 There followed a period of relative hiatus in the armed struggle as links were strengthened with
aboveground groups like the RNA, new members recruited and trained, and resources gathered to sup-
port renewed operations.583 Even this, however, was not without risks, as when BLA/RNA soldiers Safiya
Bukhari and Masai Ehehosi were captured during a bank robbery in Norfolk, Virginia.584

On November 2, 1979, a new “multinational” BLA unit—it was composed of whites as well as
blacks—came roaring back with what stunned authorities described as a “well planned and executed” ac-
tion to free Assata Shakur from New Jersey’s Clinton Correctional Institution for women.585  Shakur re-
mained free, and eventually surfaced in Cuba (where she remains), much to the delight of a broad swath of
the African American community and its allies.586

The FBI, which had long since consigned the BLA to the historical dustbin, was caught completely unpre-
pared. The Bureau quickly resuscitated NEWKILL in the form of the JTTF, a development officially an-
nounced in May 1980, but had failed even to identify the participants in what was by then calling itself the
Revolutionary Armed Taskforce (RATF) when it was saved by a miscue on the part of the guerrillas them-
selves.587 This came on October 20, 1981, when an action went awry.

Three white revolutionaries—Judy Clark, David Gilbert and Kathy Boudin—and one Black man with radical
associations, Solomon Brown, were arrested in the aftermath of an attempted holdup of a Brinks armored
truck and a subsequent shootout at a police road block in [West Nyack], New York. Several Black men es-
caped the scene of the shootout. The holdup and shootout resulted in the death of one Brinks guard and two
police officers. The JTTF immediately followed a trail of physical evidence that led them to members of the
Black underground. 588

The first casualties were Mtayari Sundiata and former Panther 21 defendant Sekou Odinga, who had been
underground since 1969, ambushed by police as they drove through the Queens on October 23. Sun-
diata was killed, Odinga captured and tortured so brutally that he spent the next three months in the hospi-
tal being treated for a ruptured pancreas.589  By the end of November, former Panther 21 defendant Jamal
Joseph had been added to the haul, along with Chui Ferguson, also a onetime New York Panther.590 For-
mer New Jersey Panther Basheer Hameed and RNA official Bilal Sunni-Ali were also nabbed during the
same period,591 while BLA guerrillas Anthony LaBorde and Kuwasi Balagoon, another one-time Panther
21 defendant, were arrested on January 7 and 20, 1982, respectively.592 On February 4, Tyrone Rison, a
participant in the West Nyack operation, was captured in Georgia.593

White RATF soldiers Susan Rosenberg and Marilyn Buck were not apprehended until November 29,
1984, and May 11, 1985, respectively;594 Mutulu Shakur, the unit’s nominal head,  a year after that. In the
interim, the JTTF utilized the sensationalism attending the “Brinks murders” as a pretext to repress several
organizations which were, at most, only peripherally involved. Salient in this respect were the Madame
Binh Graphics Collective in New York, which had received funding from RATF expropriations, and the May
19th Communist Organization, which agents claimed had provided logistical support to the guerrillas.595

RNA leaders Nehanda Abiodun and Fulani Sunni-Ali were also accused of participating in RATF activities
(Sunni-Ali, falsely, of having been on the scene when the cops were killed).596

During the ensuing trials, Sekou Odinga, whom prosecutors described as “the topmost terrorist criminal in
the country” even while conceding he’d had no part in the Nyack operation, was convicted along with May
19th activist Silvia Baraldini, of racketeering and racketeering conspiracy charges devolving from a broader
series of RATF bank expropriations through which they had funded political activities.597 Both were sen-
tenced to forty years imprisonment.598 Odinga was then prosecuted, as Assata Shakur and Sundiata Acoli
had been in respect to Zayd Shakur, on the preposterous theory that his resistance to arrest, rather than
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police gunfire, somehow accounted for the death of Mtayari Sundiata. Convicted on September 3, 1983,
he was sentenced to a further life term in prison.599

Balagoon, Clark and Gilbert, who, like Odinga, adopted the freedom fighter defense of refusing to ac-
knowledge U.S. jurisdiction as legitimate, and therefore to participate in their trial, were all convicted on
three counts of murder and sentenced to triple-life terms.600 Kathy Boudin accepted a plea bargain and
was sentenced to twenty years.601 Ferguson and Joseph, acquitted of the main charges against them,
were nonetheless convicted of having been “accessories after the fact” and sentenced to twelve-and-a-
half years.602 Rison turned state’s evidence and escaped with only twelve years.603 Brown, despite be-
coming an informant as well, was not so lucky; he was sentenced to a 75-year term.604 Of the original group
of defendants, only Bilal Sunni-Ali and a woman named Iliana Robinson, associated with Jamal Joseph,
were acquitted.605

In 1987, Mutulu Shakur and Marilyn Buck were, like Odinga and Baraldini, prosecuted under provision of
the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO), a transparent misapplication of a statute
intended for use in Mafia cases rather than against political targets. Despite the inappropriateness of the
charges, however, Shakur and Buck were convicted and sentenced to fifty years a piece.606 Relatedly,
BLA guerrillas Anthony LaBorde (Abdul Majid) and Bashir Hameed (James Dixon York), who were proven
not to have been involved in the Brinks robbery attempt, were instead prosecuted for the killing of NYPD
patrolman John Scarangella and the wounding of his partner on the night of April 16, 1971.607 Convicted in
their third trial—the first two ended in hung juries—they were sentenced to life imprisonment.608

So far as is known, West Nyack was the last such operation carried out by the BLA, although the JTTF at-
tempted to cast a vacuous 1984 conspiracy case brought against a Harlem study group as being the “Son
of Brinks,”609 and pointed out linkages to the RATF among several of the all white defendants prosecuted
in the so-called “Resistance Conspiracy Case” of the late-80s.610 On another front, journalist/radio com-
mentator Mumia Abu Jamal (Wesley Cook), former Information Minister of the Philadelphia BPP chapter,
was convicted and sentenced to death on July 3, 1982, of killing patrolman Daniel Faulkner a year ear-
lier.611 To all appearances Jamal, who remains on Pennsylvania’s death row after seventeen years, was
framed,612 not because police genuinely believed he’d murdered one of their number, or even necessarily
because of his background as a Panther, but because of his success in exposing the illegalities attending
the ongoing campaign to destroy MOVE, a local black anarchist organization.613

In any event, by 1981, the locus of BLA activity had already shifted to resistance “inside the walls,” as
when John “Andalia” Clark was killed during a 1976 revolt in the New Jersey State Prison. In 1977, four
BLA soldiers, including Russell “Maroon” Shoats and Wayne “Musa” Henderson, managed to escape
from the state prison at Huntington, Pennsylvania, but were shortly run to the ground and Henderson
killed; in 1979, BLA soldiers Arthur “Cetewayo” Johnson and Robert “Saeed” Joyner briefly took control
of an entire cell block at the Pennsylvania State Prison at Pittsburg; in 1980, Maroon Shoats escaped
again, along with another BLA soldier, Cliff “Lumumba” Futch, but was recaptured three days later; in
1981, BLA soldier Joseph Bowen held guards at gunpoint for six days at the Pennsylvania State Prison at
Gaterford.614 And so it went.

Authorities responded in several ways, not least with the FBI-orchestrated Operation PRISAC, initiated in
1973 to neutralize the activities of the politicized sectors of prison populations.615 Concomitantly, sharply
curtailing prisoners’ reading privileges, to prevent political education from occurring within penal facilities.
Beginning in 1972, books were all but universally replaced with the “electronic lobotomy” of television on
a cell-by-cell basis.616 As has been mentioned, BPP/BLA organizers like Dhoruba Bin Wahad and
Geronimo ji Jaga were simultaneously segregated from the general inmate population, consigned to bru-
tally long stints in solitary confinement. Theirs are hardly the most extravagant examples: BLA soldier
Ruchell Magee, for instance, has spent almost thirty years incarcerated under such conditions.617 In Lou-
isiana, the “Angola 2,” BPP members Albert Woodfox and Herman Wallace, have endured virtually identi-
cal abuse.618
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By the early-80s, following the example set by West Germany at its notorious Stammheim Prison, the U.S.
had begun to proliferate entire institutions devoted to the “isolation model of judicial counterinsur-
gency.”619 Although there were precursors such as Alcatraz, the first real sign of this was the “indefinite
lock-down” of the federal “super-maximum” facility at Marion, Illinois, to which Sekou Odinga was sent, in
1982.620 In 1988, an experimental below-ground isolation unit, in which Silvia Baraldini and Susan Rosen-
berg were lodged, was opened in the federal women’s facility at Lexington, Kentucky.621 During the
1990s, such trends have been consolidated to the point that entirely new high tech “campuses” were
opened by the federal government at Florence, Colorado—Mutulu Shakur, among others, was sent
there—by the State of California at Pelican Bay, and by the State of New York at Shawanga.622

The U.S. Bureau of Prisons (BoP) has stated straightforwardly that a major objective of such prisons is to
force the “ideological conversion” of those confined within them.623 In the alternative, the goal is to reduce
prisoners to “psychological jelly.”624 Amnesty International, the American Civil Liberties Union and a range
of religious organizations have condemned so-called “control unit prisons” as embodying a “grotesque
and systematic violation of fundamental human rights.”625 The government has responded, however, by
increasing the degree to which the penal system as a whole relies upon the isolation model; over the past
decade the idea has been extended to include even local jail facilities.626

The War at Home Continues

In retrospect, it seems both fair and accurate to observe that the Black Panther Party never had a chance.
Both the relative inexperience of its leadership, and the obvious youthfulness of the great majority of its
members, served to prevent the Party from offering anything resembling a mature response to the situa-
tion it confronted. The scale and intensity of the repression to which it was subjected, moreover, espe-
cially when taken in combination with the sheer speed with which the onslaught materialized and the man-
ner in which it was not only sustained but intensified from 1968-1971, make it quite doubtful that even the
most seasoned group of activists would have done better. Certainly, the repression which destroyed the
far larger, older and mostly white IWW a half-century earlier was no more concentrated or vicious than that
suffered by the BPP. 627

“Given the level of sophistication, unlimited man-power and resources available” to the FBI and its local
police collaborators it should come as no surprise that the Panthers were destroyed. Instead, as impris-
oned BLA soldier Herman Bell has observed, we should find it “remarkable…that the Party lasted as long
as it did.”628 And, as Dhoruba Bin Wahad has pointed out, “What’s most amazing is how much was accom-
plished in so short a time. The growth of the Party, its programs and resiliency, the support it was able to
command from the community, all that was put together in just two years, really. Had it not been for COIN-
TELPRO, one can readily imagine what might have been achieved.”629

Both Bell and Bin Wahad believe there are important lessons to be learned from the experience of the
BPP. One of the most important of these must be that, despite the highly publicized conclusions of the
Church Committee and other official bodies during the mid-1970s that COINTELPRO was an inherently
criminal enterprise,630 and despite a raft of more localized findings over the years that the criminality at issue
extended even to murder,631 not one cop or agent has spent so much as a minute of time in prison as a
result. The fact is that although two of the only four FBI men ever charged with COINTELPRO-related of-
fenses were duly convicted in 1980, President Ronald Reagan pardoned them before setting foot inside
a cell.632

With all due sanctimony, Reagan intoned that the pardons were necessary and appropriate because the
early-80s were “a time to put all this behind us” and begin a “long overdue process of national healing and
reconciliation.”633 Such remarkably forgiving views towards official perpetrators of COINTELPRO-era of-
fenses did not, of course, extend to their victims. Former Panthers like Bin Wahad and Geronimo ji Jaga
(Pratt), continued to languish in prison without so much as a sidelong glance from the President, no matter
how blatantly fraudulent the charges which landed them there.
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Nor does the fact that the convictions of Bin Wahad and ji Jaga were eventually overturned prove the old
saw that “in the end, whatever its deficiencies, the system works.”634 To quote ji Jaga, “If the system
worked the way they’d have you believe, I’d never have gone to prison in the first place, much less spent
27 years there. Dhoruba wouldn’t have gone to prison for nineteen years. Rice and Poindexter would not
still be sitting in prison out in Nebraska, and Mumia wouldn’t be on death row. If the system worked the way
they say it does, the agents and the cops and the prosecutors who perjured themselves and fabricated
evidence when they framed us would themselves be in prison, right alongside those who murdered Fred
Hampton, Mark Clark and Bunchy Carter. And those things didn’t happen, did they?”635

To the contrary, many of those involved in making COINTELPRO a “success” tangibly benefited by their
activities. A prime example is that of Richard Wallace Held, arguably the agent most responsible for fabri-
cating the case against ji Jaga himself.636 So valuable to the FBI were his peculiar skills that, in 1975, he was
detached from his slot in Los Angeles and sent to South Dakota, where he assisted in assembling an
equally fraudulent case against American Indian Movement leader Leonard Peltier.637 Then, in 1981, while
still a relatively junior agent, he was promoted to the position of SAC, San Juan. In this role, he presided
over a plethora of legally-dubious operations against the Puerto Rican independence movement, includ-
ing a series island-wide raids conducted on August 30, 1985.638 For this coup, he was rewarded again, this
time by being promoted to the more prestigious position of SAC, San Francisco. There, his major
achievement appears to have been the attempted neutralization by car bombing of Earth First! activist Judi
Bari and Darryl Cherney on May 24, 1990.639

Still more to the point is the fact that the Reagan administration’s response to the idea that FBI officials
might be held to some extent accountable for their more egregious violation of civil and human rights, was
simply to legalize much of what had been deemed criminal about COINTELPRO only a few years earlier.640

This was undertaken through a series of congressional hearings designed to demonstrate the need for
the Bureau to “combat terrorism,” including the “flexibility” to neutralize “organizations and individuals that
cannot be shown to be controlled by a foreign power, and have not yet committed a terrorist act but which
nonetheless may represent a substantial threat…to the security of our country.”641

Although legislation affording specific statutory authorization for the Bureau to engage in COINTELPRO-
style activities has accrued piecemeal during the years since 1985, and is still in some respects being for-
mulated,642 Reagan cut to the chase on December 4, 1981, by signing Executive Order 12333, for the first
time openly authorizing the CIA to conduct domestic counterintelligence operations.643 On May 7, 1983,
Attorney General William French Smith confirmed the obvious by announcing a new set of FBI guidelines
allowing agents to resume full-scale “investigative activity” vis-à-vis any individual or organization they
wished to designate, on whatever basis, as “advocat[ing] criminal activity or indicat[ing] an apparent intent
to engage in crime.”644

One clear indication of what this meant will be found in the so-called “CISPES terrorism investigation” of
the late 1980s, during which the FBI used the pretext that the Committee in Support of the People of El
Salvador maintained relationships with several Latin American guerrilla organizations to surveille, infiltrate
and disrupt not only the Committee itself, but hundreds of other dissident groups in the U.S.645 Finding
out the true extent of this sustained and altogether COINTELPRO-like operation has proven impossible,
given Reagan’s Executive Order 12356 of April 9, 1983, greatly expanding the authority of U.S. intelli-
gence agencies to withhold on grounds of “National Security” documents they would otherwise have
been legally required to divulge under the Freedom of Information Act.646

At the local level, the proportionate deployment of police, both in terms of personnel and as measured by
budget the budget allocations necessary to acquire more sophisticated weaponry, computerization, etc.,
has swelled by approximately 500 percent since 1970.647 Simultaneously, there has been a distinct milita-
rization of law enforcement, a matter evidenced most readily in the proliferation of SWAT units across the
country. First created by the LAPD for purposes of assaulting Panther offices in 1969, by 1990 “every
police department worth its salary had a SWAT team, a special weapons and tactics squad. Every one.”648
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Since 1980, the entire apparatus has been increasingly tied together in a manner exceeding even the
JTTF configuration.649 In large part, this was accomplished by the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA), headed during the early Reagan years by California-based counterinsurgency specialist
Louis O. Giuffrida.650 This corresponded with consolidation of the FBI database, inaugurated by J. Edgar
Hoover during World War I and expanded steadily thereafter, in a form including files on virtually every
American citizen.651 During Giuffrida’s tenure, FEMA ran a series of exercises—dubbed “Proud Saber/Rex
82,” “Rex 84/Nighttrain,” and so on—by which the procedures through which rapid deployments of fed-
eral, state and local police could be integrated with those of the national guard, military and selected civil-
ian organizations in times of civil unrest.652 All told, such “scenarios” resemble nothing so much as a re-
fined and expanded version of the BoI/police/APL amalgam evident from 1917 through 1920.653

Although there have been several major exceptions—the Philadelphia police bombing of MOVE head-
quarters in 1985,653 for example, as well as the CISPES investigation and operations against several right-
wing organizations654—the still evolving U.S. police/intelligence/military complex does not appear to have
been devoted extensively to the business of direct political repression. Rather, its purpose to date seems
primarily to have been to intensify the condition of pacification to which oppressed communities, espe-
cially communities of color, had been reduced by COINTELPRO by the early-70s.

Most prominently, this has taken the form of a so-called “War on Drugs,” declared by the Reagan Admini-
stration during the mid-80s and continued by both Republican and Democratic successors through the
present date.655 Leaving aside the facts that U.S. intelligence agencies have been heavily involved in the
importation of heroin and cocaine since at least as early as the late 1960s656—and that if the government
were really averse to narcotics distribution in the inner cities, the FBI would have assisted rather than de-
stroyed the BPP’s antidrug programs and attempts to politicize street gangs like the P. Stone Na-
tion657—the “war” has been used as a pretext by which to criminalize virtually the entire male population of
young African Americans and Latinos.658

The United States had by 1990 imprisoned a greater proportion of its population than any country on the
planet.659 One in three men of color between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five is, has been or will
shortly be incarcerated, a rate making an American black four times as likely to do prison time as was his
South African counterpart during the height of apartheid.660 Physically, the U.S. penal system has ex-
panded by more than 300 percent since 1969 to absorb this vast influx of “fresh meat,” an expense
which, like spiraling police appropriations, has been underwritten with tax dollars once allocated to educa-
tion and social services.661 Even at that, the construction of private prisons has become one of the fastest
growing sectors of the U.S. economy,662 while the approximately two million prisoners have themselves
been increasingly integrated into the system as a ready source of veritable slave labor fueling transnational
corporate profits.663 In states like Alabama and Arizona, the ’90s have even witnessed the reappearance of
1930s-style chain gangs.664

While the “crime of black imprisonment” has reached epidemic proportions,665 the situation of the Afro-
American community has, according to every statistical indicator, steadily deteriorated. By the early-80s,
the repression of the black liberation movement could already be correlated to a decline in living standards
to a level below that evident in 1959, a trend which has since been continued without interruption.666 In
many ways, such circumstances can be tied not only to resurgent racism but to the increasing marginaliza-
tion of the American workforce as a whole, a matter associated more with the station of genuine world
dominance presently enjoyed by the U.S. and consequent policies of economic globalization pursued by
its corporate élites than by domestic policies per se.667

A Legacy of Lessons

In sum, the conditions of poor and racially oppressed people in the United States today are objectively
worse than those which gave rise to the Black Panther Party and affiliated groups a third of a century ago. It
requires no great leap of intellect or understanding to appreciate that it was the destruction of the BPP
and its allies which allowed this degenerative process of socioeconomic decay to set in, or that the best
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and perhaps only antidote resides in a reconstitution of something very Panther-like in its essence. By
this, I mean an organization or movement which is truly multinational/multiracial in both orientation and
composition, committed to the attainment of practical self-determination on the part of the subjugated,
and willing to defend its achievements by every necessary means.

For much too long, the history of the Party has been the preserve of poseurs and opportunists, deployed
mainly as a “moral lesson” on why the ideals of liberation are inherently “unrealistic,” the consequences of
serious struggle towards such goals much too severe to be undertaken by “reasonable” people.668 The
latter, such purveyors of “political pragmatism” habitually insist, are devoted exclusively to modes of activ-
ism centering in a “nonviolent” and an at best incrementally “progressive” vision rather than one of revolu-
tionary transformation, their strategies devoted exclusively to situational “renegotiations of the social con-
tract” through such state-sanctioned tactical expedients as voting, lobbying and litigation, boycotts and
more symbolic protest.669

Nowhere in such “alternative” prescriptions is there a place for development of the popular capacity to
physically confront, much less defeat, the increasingly vast repressive apparatus with which the status quo
has elected to defend itself against precisely the sorts of meaningful socioeconomic and political change
progressivism purports to pursue. Indeed, anyone suggesting that such concepts as armed self-defense
are both useful and appropriate tools within the present context is automatically, and usually vituperatively,
consigned ipso facto to the realm of “counterproductivity.”670

It is high time such postulations were interrogated, challenged, and discarded. The legacy of the Panthers
must be mined not for its supposed negative lessons but for the positive values, ideals, and analyses
which propelled the BPP so rapidly to a position of prominence, and which lent its members their aston-
ishing valor and tenacity. To excavate the understandings embodied in the Party’s programmatic suc-
cesses, no matter how abbreviated the interval in which these were evident, is to reclaim the potentials
which attended them.671 Such a project is worthy if for no other reason than that nobody, of any opposi-
tional orientation, has been able to equal the Party’s record and appeal in the post-Panther context.

Only in this way, moreover, can we arrive at a proper apprehension of the Party’s theoretical/organizational
defects, to appreciate and correct them in their own terms, and thus avoid replication of the epic contradic-
tions which beset the BPP in its original form. For instance, such investigations should offer insights as to
how groups might best retain internal discipline without being afflicted with the sort of despotism and
stratification exemplified by Huey Newton’s “personality cult.”672 Other questions demanding clarification
concern the proportionate blend of lumpen and nonlumpen members best suited to organizational func-
tioning under particular circumstances,673 the most appropriate balance to be drawn between overt serv-
ice/survival programs and often covert armed components, the manner and extent to which these should
be rendered interactive, and the relative degree of emphasis/pace of development most productively ac-
corded to each under given conditions or phases of struggle.674

In many ways the most important lesson to be gleaned from the Panther experience has to do with the
nature of the enemy with which all domestic oppositionists, regardless of the ideological and other distinc-
tions that divide us, are mutually faced. No élite willing to assemble an apparatus of repression comparable
to that evident in the U.S., or to wield it with the savagery evident in the Panther example, displays the
least likelihood of being susceptible to the powers of logic, moral suasion or other such nonviolent mani-
festations of popular will.675 On the contrary, to the extent that these approaches might at some point
demonstrate a capacity to compel fundamental alterations in the bedrock of social order, they will be sup-
pressed with essentially the same systematic and sustained resort to lethal force that was once visited
upon the BPP.676

Those committed to achieving fundamental change rather than cosmetic tweakings of the existing system
are thus left with no viable alternative but to include the realities of state violence as an integral part of our
political calculus.677 We are in a war, whether we wish to be or not, the only question before us being how
to go about winning it. Here too, the legacy bequeathed by the Black Panther Party provides invaluable
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lessons. By studying the techniques with which the counterinsurgency war against the Party was waged,
we can, collectively, begin to devise the ways and means by which to counter them, offsetting and even-
tually neutralizing their effectiveness.678

The current prospects for liberatory struggle in the United States are exceedingly harsh, even more than
was the case a generation ago. Far harsher, however, is the prospect that the presently ascendant system
of élite predation might be allowed to perpetuate itself indefinitely into the future, exploiting and op-
pressing the preponderance of the population in the midst of every moment along the way. We owe it to
ourselves to abolish the predators, here and now, or as rapidly as possible, enduring whatever shortrun
sacrifice is required to get the job done, reaping the longer term rewards of our success. We owe it to
those who sacrificed before us to fulfill the destiny they embraced. Most of all, we owe it to our coming
generations to free them from that against which we must struggle. Thankfully, the fallen warriors of the
Black Panther Party have left us many tools with which we may at last complete their task.
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In 1966, of the more than 600 cops in Oakland, 19—a paltry three percent—were black. Upwards of a quarter of the
city’s population was composed of mostly poor African Americans, and more than 75 percent of those arrested.
Hence, the Party’s analysis that the police constituted an “occupying army,” the purpose of which was to enforce the
order of black oppression; Warren Hinckle, “Metropoly: The Story of Oakland,” Ramparts, Feb. 1966.

181. Major, Black Cat, p. 87.
182. Memo, SAC San Francisco to FBIHQ, Nov. 30, 1970; quoted in Staff Reports, p. 210.
183. See Erika Doss, “‘Revolutionary Art as a Tool of Liberation’: Emory Douglas and Protest Aesthetics at The

Black Panther ,” New Political Science, Vol. 21, No. 2, June 1999.
184. Major, Black Cat, p. 87.
185. Ibid.; attributed to Bobby Seale. Seale’s account was confirmed by former Party Communications Secretary

and Central Committee member Kathleen Cleaver during testimony before the Senate Select Committee on Intelli-
gence Activities on April 8, 1976; quoted in Staff Reports, p. 210. It should be noted that Cleaver was on the opposite
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190. The only example of an armed robbery provided by the Powells was one which Larry himself seems to have
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apparent victims in the public perception. Secondly, the Panthers’ alleged “extortion” of contributions to the break-
fast program from Safeway and other businesses derived, by the Powells’ own testimony, from such entirely legal
tactics as picketing, boycotts and the like. The only genuinely extortion-like activity linked to the Party in Oakland
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from murder. The Powells cited former Panther Ron Black, murdered in Oakland on April 5, 1969, as an example of
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San Francisco Chronicle, June 19, 1969. Although McClellan’s subcommittee accorded Jones’ and the Powells’ tale a
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Marcus Garvey, the SAC therefore recommended continuing, intensifying and expanding the investigation; quoted in
Newton, War Against the Panthers, p. 46.

195. Communism and the New Left, p. 105.
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death on the night of Nov. 13, 1969. Supposedly, the were killed by a Panther named Spurgeon “Jake” Winters, who
was himself killed by other officers. Aside from serious questions as to whether it was actually Winters who killed the
two cops, he had by most accounts, including that of FBI infiltrator William O’Neal, been expelled from the Party sev-
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evidence that the victim and his partner provoked the incident by making a harassment stop of the Panthers and then
drawing their guns; Newton, Bitter Grain, pp. 98-9.
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the Oakland Auditorium. Part of the BPP’s Free Huey! campaign, the event was addressed by all three SNCC leaders;
Seale, Seize the Time, p. 221.
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tioned to derail potential coalitions between the Panthers and the League; James A. Geschwender, Class,  Race and
Worker Insurgency: The League of Revolutionary Black Workers (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977) esp.
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364. Newton, Bitter Grain, pp. 125.
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fiery SNCC leader, the rider formed the basis of an indictment of Seale, Tom Hayden, Rennie Davis, Abbie Hoffman,
Jerry Rubin, David Dellinger, Lee Weiner and John Froines by a federal grand jury on March 20, 1969; Jason Epstein,
The Great Conspiracy Trial (New York: Random House, 1970) pp. 50-2.
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368. Seale was cited sixteen times for asserting his right to defend himself in court. Any contempt sentence of
more than six months incarceration being subject to review by a higher court, Hoffman tried to finesse the situation
on Nov. 5, 1969, by sentencing Seale to three months per citation, the terms to run consecutively, making a total of
four years imprisonment. Hoffman’s ruling, together with commentary by legal scholars and a statement by Seale
himself, was published as The “Trial” of Bobby Seale (New York: Priam Books, 1970). Despite the judge’s maneuver-
ing, the aggregate of sentences was voided by Judge Edward Gignoux in Nov. 1973; Tom Hayden, Reunion: A Mem-
oir (New York: Collier, 1988) pp. 458-9.
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Feb. 18, 1970 (Froines and Weiner were acquitted). Initially jailed, they were released on Feb. 28, after the Seventh
Circuit Court ordered bond set pending the outcome of appeals. Seale’s retrial was deferred on the same basis; Ep-
stein, Conspiracy Trial, pp. 423, 430. On Nov. 1, 1972, the U.S. Seventh Circuit Court reversed the convictions be-
cause of government misconduct. The Justice Department then announced that all charges were being dropped;
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Powell turned themselves in the same afternoon. Kuwasi Balagoon (Donald Weems) and Richard Harris were already
in jail in Newark on robbery charges, later dropped, and shortly extradited. On April 3, police arrested Lee Berry at the
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Kinshasa (William King) left New York for Columbus, Ohio, where they were arrested by the FBI in November. Sekou
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373. Quite understandably, all things considered, the two defendants released immediately went underground,
Dhoruba staying in New York, Cetewayo shortly surfacing in Algiers; ibid., pp. 30-1.
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seized by police at the apartment of Robert Collier. He then went into graphic detail about the carnage wrought by
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380. On the one occasion on which Roberts had taken along an “accomplice,” Walter Johnson, the BOSS detec-
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child; ibid., p. 189.

381. Ibid., p. 190. Even on April 1, the day before the arrests, when Roberts had accompanied three of the plot’s
alleged “ringleaders” to Baltimore, where they could more easily make the legal purchase of a rifle, he admitted
there’d been no discussion of the bombings, which were then supposedly a mere five days away.
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tice Fact Sheet,” The Black Panther, Fall 1991.
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Highway Patrolman dead on Sept. 7, 1969(see note 196), and severely wounded the next day while evading police
pursuit. Unable to convict him in the death of the CHiP, enraged police and prosecutors appear to have compensated
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Repression. More broadly, see Otto Kircheimer, Political Justice: The Use of Legal Procedure for Political Ends
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413. The team was a handpicked group assembled specifically for the purpose of assaulting Hampton’s apart-
ment from personnel available in the Chicago State’s Attorney Edward V. Hanrahan’s Special Prosecutions Unit
(SPU). Headed by Sergeant Daniel Groth, a man with considerable training and experience in special operations, it
otherwise consisted of officers Raymond Broderick, Edward Carmody, John Ciszewski, William Corbett, James
Davis, Joseph Gorman, Lynwood Harris, Fred Howard, Robert Hughs, George Jones, Philip Joseph, William Kelly and
John Marusich. Aside from weapons proficiency, the raiders appear to have been selected on the basis of their repu-
tations for “toughness.” Davis, for example, was nicknamed “Gloves” because of his fondness for donning a pair of
black kid gloves before dispensing curbside “justice.” At the time he was assigned to the SPU, he had a record of 67
official excessive force and brutality complaints; Hampton, pp. 14-7, 59, citing tr. at pp. 24943, 24831-4, 26055,
23993-4, 29653.

414. Mitchell was informed at some point in mid-November that the Chicago Police Gang Intelligence Unit had
planned on its own initiative to raid Hampton’s apartment at 2337 West Monroe on Nov. 24 or 25, in search of “sawed-
off shotguns” and/or a stolen police riot gun. Piper then prevailed upon SAC Marlin Johnson to phone GIU head Tho-
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mas Lyons to warn that the Bureau had information the Panthers were expecting just such a raid. As predicted, Ly-
ons quickly canceled his plan. Piper and Mitchell then approached the Chicago State’s Attorney’s Office about using
its Special Police Unit (SPU) to conduct what proved to be a very different sort of operation; Hampton, pp. 24-7, citing
tr. at pp. 9422-3, 5026, 5032. Also see Wilkins and Clark, Search and Destroy, p. 32.

415. O’Neal prepared the floorplan at Mitchell’s specific request on Nov. 19, 1969. Mitchell the provided a copy
the raiders during a meeting with Assist. State’s Attorney Richard Jalovec and SPU Sergeant Daniel Groth on Dec. 1
or 2; Hampton, pp. 22, 26-7, citing tr. at 22841-2, 6910-50. The floorplan itself is reproduced in Agents of Repression,
p. 70.
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shotgun were in the apartment.” By the time Jalovec and Groth drafted their search warrant on Dec. 3, this disinfor-
mation, attributed to an anonymous “informant,” had mysteriously mutated to include “three sawed-off shotguns” but
no stolen police weapons at all; Hampton, pp. 23, 25, 26, 31, citing tr. at pp. 22440, 6824, 22429-32, 22422-6, 22433-
6, 9430, 25304, 7034.

417. This is according to the subsequent testimonies of both Gorman and Davis, quoted in Hampton at pp. 42-3.
Gorman said he “stitched” the wall, firing through it and into Hampton’s bedroom from left to right; ibid., citing tr. at p.
18802.

418. In the autopsy report on Fred Hampton, it is indicated that a .30 caliber slug fired from Davis’s carbine was
recovered from his left chest. The wound was critical but not fatal; Hampton, p. 44.

419. As surviving Panthers Harold Bell and Deborah Johnson (Akua Njeri) subsequently testified, Carmody and
another raider entered Hampton’s bedroom after Gorman and Davis had finished firing. The unidentified cop was
heard informing Carmody, “That’s Fred Hampton.” Carmody asked, “Is he dead?” The first cop replied, “He’s barely
alive [but] he’ll make it.” Two shots then rang out, and Carmody stated, “Well, he’s good and dead now”; Akua Njeri,
My Life With the Black Panther Party (Oakland, CA: Burning Spear, 1991) p. 38. A survey of after action reports pre-
pared by the raiders indicates that Carmody, reputedly an active member of the KKK, was the sole raider to have
used his handgun—which was the type of weapon used to fire the final two shots into Hampton’s head—during the
assault. In his report, Carmody indicated that the individual at whom he’d fired the weapon was “critically wounded” at
the time, and that the range was ten feet or less; Hampton, pp. 43-4, citing tr. at pp. 16876-78, 16994, 16457. Also
see Wilkins and Clark, Search and Destroy, pp. 140-2. Also see note 154.

420. Even infiltrator William O’Neal confirmed that Fred Hampton never used drugs. Yet independent pathologist
Eleanor Berman, using both an ultraviolet spectrophometer and thin layer chromotography, found 4.5% mg. secobar-
bital in Hampton’s blood. The tests were repeated and yielded the same results. In testimony, O’Neal acknowledged
that he had prepared a late dinner for the apartment’s occupants, personally serving Hampton a glass of Kool-Aid,
before leaving the scene on the night of Dec. 3; Hampton, pp. 41-2, 35-6, citing tr. at pp. 21212-21398, 15642-4. Also
see Wilkins and Clark, Search and Destroy, pp. 158-77. At the time the Wilkins/Clark study was prepared, O’Neal’s
identity as a provocateur had yet to be revealed. Nonetheless, at pp. 176-7, they observe that an “infiltrator might
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421. Three of the surviving Panthers—Deborah Johnson, Louis Truelock and Harold Bell—testified that despite
the firing of nearly 100 rounds from shotguns, a submachine gun and other large-bore weapons in the closed space of
his apartment, Hampton, normally a light sleeper, failed to awaken during the raid. Both men also shouted at and
shook Hampton in an attempt to awaken him, but were unsuccessful; Hampton, pp. 41-2, citing tr. at pp. 14118-9,
29763. Also see Wilkins and Clark, Search and Destroy, pp. 140-3.

422. Memo, SAC, Chicago, to FBIHQ, Dec. 3, 1969; quoted in Hampton, p. 34. Tellingly, there is no mention of in
this document of the “illegal weapons” supposedly stored in Hampton’s apartment.

423. Teletype, SAC, Chicago, to Director, FBI, Dec. 4, 1969 (marked “Most Urgent”); quoted in Hampton, p. 52.
At trial, Piper again described the raid as a “success”; tr. at p. 9529.

424. Memo, SAC, Chicago, to Director, FBI, Dec. 11, 1969. Here again, Piper described the fact that “the chair-
man of the Illinois BPP, Fred Hampton, was killed [along with] a BPP leader from Peoria” as being indicative of the
raid’s “success.” Domestic Intelligence head William Sullivan approved the request on the basis on a memo dated
Dec. 17, and O’Neal received the money on Dec. 23, just in time for Christmas. The documents are quoted in Hamp-
ton at pp. 65, 68.

425. Mark Clark, who was assigned security duty, was sitting in an easy chair near the front entry to the apart-
ment with a 16-gauge shotgun across his lap. Having apparently dozed off, he was startled when Gloves Davis
kicked in the door. Clark stood up and was killed immediately when Davis fired two rounds from an M-1 carbine into his
chest from approximately five feet away. Clark’s weapon discharged as he fell to the floor. This was the only shot
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fired by a Panther during the entire “exchange of gunfire”; Hampton, p. 37, citing tr. at pp. 15648-51, 33842-55,
33970. Also see note 154.

426. The surviving Panthers were 22-year-old Ronald “Doc” Satchell, the Chicago chapter’s Minister of Health;
Verlinda Brewer, a 17-year-old volunteer from Ann Arbor who had arrived only that day to help Satchell open the
Party’s planned community health clinic; Brenda Harris, an 18-year-old student at the University of Illinois who’d
stayed over because she couldn’t find a ride home; Blair Anderson, a former member of the P. Stone who’d crossed
over to the BPP; Deborah Johnson, Hampton’s 19-year-old fiance, in her final month of pregnancy with their child; 23-
year-old Harold Bell, head of the Rockford chapter, who, along with the 22-year-old Clark, was there to participate in
statewide Party meetings; and 40-year-old Louis Truelock, who’d met the 21-year-old Hampton in prison, and was
trying to turn his life in a constructive direction. Of this obviously vicious crew, Satchell was shot four times in the
abdomen; Anderson was shot twice, one round nearly severing his penis; Brewer was shot twice, one slug shattering
her knee; Harris was shot twice, in the hand and leg. The nature of Stachell’s and Harris’s wounds indicate they were
lying prone, in bed, when shot; those which struck Brewer were fired from behind; those striking Anderson were fired
from the side; Hampton, pp. 35, 45-6, citing tr. at pp. 17783, 29203-5.

427. Bail was initially set at $100,000 apiece, but lowered on Dec. 22, after the accused demanded a preliminary
hearing; Hampton, p. 54.

428. See note 154.
429. “AAG Jerris Leonard, Civil Rights Division, Department of Justice, at Chicago, advised SAC Marlin Johnson

in strictest confidence that no indictments of police officers are planned [over the murders]… The above is based
upon an agreement whereby Hanrahan is to dismiss the local indictment [against the Panthers]”; memo, SAC, Chi-
cago, to Director, FBI, Apr. 8, 1970; quoted in Hampton, p. 79. Actually, Johnson had participated in the negotiations
between Hanrahan and Leonard during early April in which the deal was worked out. Another meeting was held in mid-
April to firm up the understanding, and charges against the Panther survivors were finally dropped on May 8; ibid., pp.
78-9, 80-1, citing tr. at pp. 27980, 5339, 27780-6, 27789, 28036.

430. All requests for evidence from the grand jury were passed through Johnson. Among the items withheld were
the identity of William O’Neal, O’Neal’s floorplan, and information concerning the Mitchell’s and Piper’s provision of an
illegal weapons pretext to the raiders; Hampton, pp. 67, 69.
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and Jackson’s cells turned up two more vials, as well as a block of putty which Spain believed to be plastic explosive;
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534. The other three members of the San Quentin Six were Fleeta Drumgo, Luis Talamantez and Willie Tate;
Cummins, Radical Prison Movement, pp. 259, 262.

535. Ibid., pp. 262-3, referencing Karen Wald, “The San Quentin Six Case: Perspective and Analysis,” Crime and
Social Justice, Fall/Winter 1976.

536. Cummins, Radical Prison Movement, pp. 220-1.
537. Pearson, among others, continues to regurgitate the official story of how “Jackson’s lawyer” facilitated the

massacre as if it were established fact, neglecting to mention his acquittal on all charges; Shadow of the Panther, p.
254. In actuality, Bingham was Jimmy Carr’s attorney. For other problems, see note 532. On Bingham’s trial and ex-
oneration, see Libertore, Road to Hell.

538. “Shackled Ex-Panther Wins Appeal,” San Diego Union, Aug. 23, 1989.
539. “Profile Hugo A. ‘Dahariki’ Pinell: Black Political Prisoner,” The Black Panther, Feb. 1991.
540. According to Elaine Brown, Seale’s departure on July 31, 1974, was precipitated by Newton’s declaration
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