
  
    [image: COINTELPRO — Book Cover]
  


    Table of Contents

    
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                        COINTELPRO
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Epigraph
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Director's Obsession
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Most Dangerous Negro
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Greatest Threat
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        December 4, 1969
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Night of the Fight
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Church Committee
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Echoes
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Price of Secrecy
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Timeline
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        About This Book
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
        

    

    
      Guide

      
        	Cover

        	Table of Contents

        	Start Reading

      

    


 Vol. 7: Declassified

 COINTELPRO

 The FBI's Secret War on America

 
 Based on declassified documents

 
 HistorIQly

 



"Too many people have been spied upon by too many Government agencies and too much information has been collected."

 — Church Committee Final Report, 1976



Chapter One
 The Director's Obsession

 The memorandum was dated August 28, 1956, and it carried the bureaucratic flatness of a document that did not wish to be remembered. It was addressed to the Special Agents in Charge of field offices across the country, and it came from the desk of the Director himself — J. Edgar Hoover, who had run the Federal Bureau of Investigation since 1924 and who intended to run it until God or biology intervened, whichever came first. The subject line read: COMMUNIST PARTY, USA — COUNTERINTELLIGENCE PROGRAM. The abbreviation that would become infamous had not yet been coined. That would come later, when the FBI's filing clerks needed a shorthand. They would call it COINTELPRO.

The memorandum authorized a new kind of operation. The FBI had always investigated subversives — that was its stated purpose, the justification for its budget, the reason J. Edgar Hoover had been given more power than any law enforcement official in American history. But investigation implied observation. Investigation implied evidence-gathering for the purpose of prosecution. What the August 1956 memorandum authorized was something different. It authorized disruption. It authorized the FBI not merely to watch the Communist Party of the United States but to destroy it — not through the courts, not through the legal machinery of a constitutional republic, but through infiltration, disinformation, psychological manipulation, and the systematic exploitation of human weakness.

The origins of the program lay in frustration. A series of Supreme Court decisions in 1956 and 1957 — most notably Pennsylvania v. Nelson and Yates v. United States — had curtailed the government's ability to prosecute communists under the Smith Act. The Court held that mere advocacy of revolutionary ideas, without evidence of concrete plans for violent overthrow, was protected speech. Hoover was incandescent. The Court was tying his hands. The communists were slipping free. And so the Director, with the cold pragmatism that was his defining characteristic, decided that if the law would not permit him to destroy the Communist Party through prosecution, he would destroy it through other means.

The tactics were improvised at first, then refined into a dark art. FBI agents planted informants inside Communist Party chapters and instructed them not merely to report but to sow discord — spreading rumors that this member was sleeping with that member's wife, that this organizer was embezzling funds, that this leader was secretly cooperating with the Bureau. Anonymous letters were composed on untraceable typewriters and mailed to Party members, accusing their colleagues of betrayal. The IRS was quietly encouraged to audit Party functionaries. Landlords were tipped off that their tenants were communists. Employers received anonymous phone calls.

The program worked. The Communist Party, already weakened by the Khrushchev revelations of 1956 and the disillusionment that followed, fractured further under the pressure of FBI-manufactured paranoia. Membership plummeted. Chapters dissolved. Internal suspicion made organized action nearly impossible. By the early 1960s, the CPUSA was a hollowed-out shell, and Hoover could congratulate himself on a victory achieved entirely outside the boundaries of the Constitution he had sworn to protect.

But victory was not enough. Victory was never enough for J. Edgar Hoover. The Director was a man of compulsive control, a man who kept files on everyone — presidents, senators, Supreme Court justices, Hollywood stars, civil rights leaders, journalists — and who understood that information was power only if people feared you possessed it. He had lived with his mother in the family home on Seward Square until she died in 1938, and then alone, with his companion Clyde Tolson, the Associate Director of the FBI, with whom he ate lunch every day, dined every evening, and vacationed every summer for forty years. The nature of their relationship was the subject of Washington's most enduring whisper, and the whisper itself was a kind of weapon — because anyone who might have investigated Hoover knew that Hoover had investigated them first, and that the files in the Director's office contained secrets that could end careers and destroy families.

Hoover had been watching the civil rights movement since its inception. He watched the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955 with the suspicion of a man who saw communist influence behind every demand for social change. He watched the founding of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in 1957 and immediately ordered surveillance of its leaders. He watched the sit-ins, the freedom rides, the marches, and he saw not the legitimate aspirations of American citizens denied their constitutional rights but the machinations of a subversive conspiracy — directed, he was certain, by Moscow.

The conviction was not entirely irrational. Stanley Levison, one of Martin Luther King Jr.'s closest advisors, had been involved with the Communist Party in the 1950s, handling financial matters for the CPUSA. The FBI knew this because the FBI had been monitoring Levison for years. When King rose to prominence and Levison became his confidant, Hoover saw the confirmation of everything he feared: the civil rights movement was a communist front, and King was either a willing participant or a useful idiot being manipulated by Moscow's agents.

The evidence for ongoing communist direction of the civil rights movement was thin. Levison had drifted away from the Party. The movement's goals — voting rights, desegregation, equal protection under law — were self-evidently American, rooted in the Constitution that Hoover claimed to defend. But Hoover was not interested in evidence. He was interested in control. And the civil rights movement, with its mass demonstrations and its charismatic leader and its capacity to disrupt the social order, was something Hoover could not control.

In October 1960, Hoover authorized the FBI to begin wiretapping King's phones. In 1962, he approved the placement of informants inside the SCLC. By 1963, the Bureau had King under comprehensive surveillance — his phone calls intercepted, his hotel rooms bugged, his movements tracked, his associations mapped. The intelligence gathered was not used for law enforcement. It was used for leverage.

What had begun in 1956 as a program to disrupt the Communist Party was metastasizing into something far larger, far more dangerous, and far more fundamentally incompatible with the principles of a free society. COINTELPRO was not fighting communism anymore. It was fighting dissent. It was fighting the right of American citizens to organize, to protest, to petition their government for redress of grievances. It was fighting the First Amendment.

And it was just beginning.

 [image: J. Edgar Hoover in his FBI office, 1940]J. Edgar Hoover in his office at FBI headquarters, 1940. He would serve as Director for 48 years, wielding more power than any law enforcement official in American history.
 

Chapter Two
 The Most Dangerous Negro

 The memorandum from William C. Sullivan was dated August 30, 1963 — two days after Martin Luther King Jr. stood on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and delivered the most consequential speech in American history. Sullivan was the Assistant Director of the FBI's Domestic Intelligence Division, the man who ran COINTELPRO's day-to-day operations, and his memo to Alan Belmont, the FBI's Associate Director, was a document of barely contained alarm.

"In the light of King's powerful demagogic speech yesterday," Sullivan wrote, "he stands head and shoulders above all other Negro leaders put together when it comes to influencing great masses of Negroes. We must mark him now, if we have not done so before, as the most dangerous Negro of the future in this Nation from the standpoint of communism, the Negro, and national security."

The most dangerous Negro. The phrase revealed everything about the Bureau's orientation. Not the most dangerous criminal. Not the most dangerous spy. The most dangerous Negro — a classification that had nothing to do with law enforcement and everything to do with the racial anxieties of a white power structure confronting demands for equality that it could not accommodate without surrendering its dominance.

Sullivan's memo marked the beginning of what the Bureau would later describe, in its own internal language, as an effort to "neutralize" King. The word would appear again and again in COINTELPRO documents — neutralize, disrupt, discredit, prevent. The vocabulary was antiseptic. The intentions were not.

The surveillance of King was already extensive, but after the March on Washington it intensified. Attorney General Robert Kennedy, under pressure from Hoover and concerned about the political vulnerability that any communist connection to King might create for his brother's administration, authorized the FBI to tap King's phones and bug his hotel rooms. The wiretaps were initially limited to King's SCLC office and his home phone. The bugs went further. FBI technicians planted listening devices in King's hotel rooms as he traveled across the country, and what they captured was not evidence of communist conspiracy but evidence of something the Bureau found equally useful: King's extramarital affairs.

Hoover was delighted. King, the moral leader of the civil rights movement, the Baptist minister who spoke of Christian love and nonviolent resistance, was cheating on his wife. The recordings — and the FBI amassed a substantial collection — gave the Bureau leverage of the crudest kind. They could be used to embarrass King, to destroy his reputation, to undermine his moral authority, and ultimately to remove him from public life.

On October 14, 1964, the Nobel Committee announced that Martin Luther King Jr. would receive the Nobel Peace Prize. Hoover was apoplectic. In a rare press conference on November 18, he called King "the most notorious liar in the country" — a public statement of hostility that shocked observers and delighted segregationists. But the public insult was merely the surface expression of a private campaign that was about to reach its darkest moment.

The FBI's Domestic Intelligence Division, under Sullivan's direction, had been studying King's vulnerabilities for months. They had the hotel recordings. They had the wiretaps. They had informant reports. And they had decided that the most effective way to neutralize King was to destroy him psychologically — to make him believe that exposure was imminent, that his career was over, that his only escape was self-destruction.

In late November 1964, a package arrived at the SCLC's headquarters in Atlanta. It was addressed to King. Inside was a reel of recording tape — a composite of audio captured from King's hotel rooms, edited by FBI technicians to maximize its salacious impact. Accompanying the tape was a letter, written by Sullivan or under his direction on an untraceable typewriter, designed to appear as if it came from a disillusioned African American.

The letter was vile. It called King "a colossal fraud and an evil, vicious one at that." It referred to him as "an evil, abnormal beast." It listed specific sexual allegations. And it concluded with an ultimatum that was unmistakable in its meaning: "King, there is only one thing left for you to do. You know what it is. You have just 34 days in which to do it. This exact number has been selected for a specific reason. It has definite practical significance. You are done. There is but one way out for you. You better take it before your filthy, abnormal fraudulent self is bared to the nation."

Thirty-four days. The significance of the number was this: it was the time remaining before King was scheduled to receive the Nobel Peace Prize in Oslo. The FBI was telling Martin Luther King Jr. to kill himself before the ceremony.

The letter was not immediately read by King himself. Coretta Scott King opened the package first, listened to the tape, and showed the letter to her husband. King was devastated. He understood immediately what it meant — not just the threat, but the source. "They are out to break me," he told his inner circle. "They are out to get me, harass me, break my spirit."

He did not kill himself. He went to Oslo. He accepted the Prize. He continued the work. But the letter marked a boundary that the FBI had crossed — the boundary between surveillance and psychological torture, between intelligence-gathering and the deliberate infliction of suffering on an individual for the purpose of destroying him. The suicide letter was not an aberration. It was the logical endpoint of a program that had begun with the premise that American citizens could be treated as enemies of the state for exercising their constitutional rights.

The full, unredacted text of the letter was not publicly discovered until 2014, when historian Beverly Gage found it in the National Archives among the files from Hoover's office. Its publication in the New York Times confirmed what King's associates had known for fifty years: the FBI had attempted to drive the most prominent civil rights leader in American history to suicide.

But COINTELPRO's assault on the civil rights movement extended far beyond King. The Bureau targeted the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, the Congress of Racial Equality, the Nation of Islam, the Deacons for Defense and Justice, and virtually every organization that challenged racial segregation. Informants were placed inside these groups — not merely to report their activities but to create internal dissension, provoke conflicts between organizations, and discredit leaders in their communities. Anonymous letters were sent to the wives of activists, alleging infidelity. Tax audits were engineered. Employers were pressured to fire civil rights workers.

The goal, as Hoover's March 1968 directive would make explicit, was to prevent the rise of a "messiah" who could unify the black freedom movement. The word choice was revealing. A messiah was not merely a leader. A messiah was a figure of salvation — someone who could inspire a people to believe that transformation was possible. Hoover feared this above all else: not violence, not communism, but hope. The most dangerous thing in America, in the eyes of the FBI Director, was the possibility that Black Americans might organize effectively enough to change the country.

On April 4, 1968, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. James Earl Ray was convicted of the murder. Whether the FBI had any involvement beyond its years-long campaign to destroy King remains one of the most contested questions in American history. A 1999 civil trial in Memphis, brought by the King family, returned a verdict that found government agencies liable for King's death — a verdict that the Department of Justice subsequently investigated and rejected.

What is not contested is this: the FBI spent the last decade of King's life trying to destroy him. It failed. And in failing, it revealed the character of both the man it targeted and the institution that targeted him. One of them emerges from the historical record with honor. The other does not.

 [image: The anonymous FBI letter sent to Martin Luther King Jr., 1964]The anonymous letter sent by the FBI to Martin Luther King Jr. in November 1964, urging him to commit suicide before receiving the Nobel Peace Prize. The full unredacted text was not publicly discovered until 2014.
 

Chapter Three
 The Greatest Threat

 On the morning of October 15, 1966, in the flatlands of North Oakland, California, two young men in black leather jackets and black berets stood on the corner of Fifty-sixth and Grove streets and began directing traffic. They were not police officers. They were not employed by the city. They were armed — one with a shotgun, the other with a .45 caliber pistol — and they were there because they believed, with the fierce certainty of the young, that the police who patrolled Oakland's Black neighborhoods were an occupying army, and that the community had a right to police the police.

Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale had just founded the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense — October 15, 1966 was the day of its birth. Their Ten-Point Platform demanded full employment, decent housing, education, an end to police brutality, and — in a phrase borrowed directly from the Declaration of Independence — "land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice, and peace." They were twenty-four and twenty-nine years old, respectively. Within two years, their organization would be described by J. Edgar Hoover as "the greatest threat to the internal security of the country."

The Panthers were not the first Black organization that COINTELPRO targeted, but they became the most intensively surveilled, infiltrated, and attacked. The Bureau's operations against the Black Panther Party represent the most extreme expression of COINTELPRO's methods — the point where covert disruption crossed into what can only be described as a campaign of political repression carried out by the federal government against its own citizens.

The reasons for the Bureau's obsession were partly ideological and partly practical. The Panthers were Marxist-Leninist. They spoke openly of revolution. They carried guns — legally, under California's open-carry laws — and their visibility in Black communities was electrifying. The image of young Black men with weapons, standing upright, unafraid, looking police officers in the eye, was intolerable to a power structure built on the assumption of Black deference. When thirty armed Panthers walked into the California State Capitol in Sacramento on May 2, 1967, to protest a gun control bill aimed specifically at them, the photograph went around the world. The legislature passed the bill. The Panthers became famous.

By August 1967, Hoover had formally designated the Panthers a target of COINTELPRO-Black Nationalist Hate Groups. His March 4, 1968 directive — the "prevent the rise of a messiah" memorandum — was in large part a response to the Panther phenomenon. The directive's five goals applied to all Black organizations, but the operational focus was increasingly on the Panthers: prevent coalition, prevent a messiah, prevent violence, prevent respectability, prevent growth.

The fifth goal — preventing growth, "especially among youth" — was telling. The Panthers' Free Breakfast for Children program, launched in January 1969, was serving thousands of children every morning before school in cities across the country. The program was more effective than anything the federal government was doing. It was also, from Hoover's perspective, more dangerous than any armed patrol, because it demonstrated that the Panthers could govern — that they could provide social services, build community trust, and create the infrastructure of an alternative power base. Hoover ordered his agents to undermine the breakfast program by any means necessary. Field offices spread rumors that the food was poisoned. They pressured churches to withdraw their facilities. They sent anonymous letters to donors warning them of communist affiliations.

The infiltration was comprehensive. By 1969, the FBI had informants at every level of the Panther organization. The most consequential was William O'Neal, an eighteen-year-old petty criminal who had been arrested for car theft and impersonating a federal officer. FBI Special Agent Roy Mitchell offered O'Neal a deal: avoid prosecution by infiltrating the Illinois chapter of the Black Panther Party. O'Neal accepted. Within months, he had risen to become the chapter's head of security — the person responsible for protecting the lives of the members he was secretly betraying.

O'Neal's handler, Mitchell, was supervised by Special Agent in Charge Marlin Johnson, who reported to FBI headquarters and coordinated with the Cook County State's Attorney's office. The arrangement was a textbook COINTELPRO operation: the informant provided intelligence, the Bureau analyzed it, and the local law enforcement partner executed the action. The separation of roles provided plausible deniability. No single individual was responsible for everything. Everyone was responsible for something.

The FBI used O'Neal not only to gather intelligence but to create the conditions for the Panthers' destruction. Agents manufactured conflicts between the Panthers and other organizations. In Chicago, the FBI forged letters and made anonymous phone calls to create a war between the Panthers and the Blackstone Rangers, a powerful street gang led by Jeff Fort. The goal was to provoke violence — to get Black organizations fighting each other instead of organizing their communities. On April 2, 1969, the strategy produced results: a shootout between Panthers and Rangers. No one was killed, but the conflict consumed energy and attention that might otherwise have been directed at political organizing.

The FBI also manufactured internal suspicion. Anonymous letters were sent to Panther leaders accusing their comrades of being informants. Cartoon drawings, supposedly from rival factions, were mailed to chapter offices with threatening messages. The technique was called "bad-jacketing" — the deliberate labeling of genuine activists as snitches, designed to create such paranoia within the organization that members could not trust each other. In an organization that had real informants in its midst, the technique was devastatingly effective. Members who questioned leadership decisions were suspected of working for the FBI. Members who were actually working for the FBI pointed fingers at innocents. The organization devoured itself from within.

Across the country, the results were catastrophic. Between 1968 and 1971, at least twenty-eight Panthers were killed in confrontations with police — confrontations that, in several cases, were provoked or facilitated by COINTELPRO intelligence. Hundreds more were arrested, often on charges that were later dropped or dismissed. The legal costs alone were crippling. Every dollar spent on bail and lawyers was a dollar not spent on the breakfast program, the health clinics, the community organizing that was the Panthers' real threat to the status quo.

The party's national leadership was systematically dismantled. Huey Newton was convicted of voluntary manslaughter in 1968, in a case that many considered politically motivated. Bobby Seale was bound and gagged in a federal courtroom during the Chicago Seven trial — an image that shocked the nation. Eldridge Cleaver fled to Algeria to avoid prosecution. Bobby Hutton, the party's seventeen-year-old treasurer, was shot dead by Oakland police in April 1968 — the first Panther to die in a police confrontation.

But the most devastating blow — the operation that would come to define COINTELPRO's capacity for violence — was being planned in Chicago, where a twenty-one-year-old chairman named Fred Hampton was doing exactly what Hoover feared most: building coalitions, inspiring communities, and demonstrating that another way of organizing society was possible.

 [image: Huey Newton seated in a rattan throne chair with a rifle and spear, 1967]Huey P. Newton, co-founder of the Black Panther Party, in the iconic 1967 photograph by Blair Stapp. The image became a symbol of armed Black self-defense — and a target for FBI Director Hoover, who called the Panthers "the greatest threat to the internal security of the country."
 

Chapter Four
 December 4, 1969

 Fred Hampton was twenty-one years old and he was changing Chicago. He had the oratorical gifts of a preacher and the organizational instincts of a ward boss, and he had fused them into something the FBI found genuinely terrifying: a multiracial coalition of the poor. He called it the Rainbow Coalition — a term he coined, years before Jesse Jackson would adopt it — and it brought together the Black Panthers, the Young Lords (a Puerto Rican revolutionary organization), the Young Patriots (a group of poor white Appalachian migrants), and the Blackstone Rangers. Poor people of all races, standing together. It was Hoover's nightmare made flesh.

Hampton had grown up in Maywood, a suburb west of Chicago, the son of a domestic worker and a laborer. He was a star student and an athlete. He joined the NAACP's youth council and, by age nineteen, had expanded its membership from seventeen to seven hundred. When the Panthers opened an Illinois chapter in November 1968, Hampton was recruited immediately. By early 1969, he was chairman. He was, in the language of the Bureau's own assessment, a leader of exceptional ability — charismatic, disciplined, effective, and young enough to lead for decades.

The FBI's field office in Chicago classified Hampton as a "key agitator" and marked him for neutralization. Special Agent Roy Mitchell's informant, William O'Neal, was perfectly positioned. As head of security, O'Neal had access to Hampton's schedule, his plans, his private conversations, and — critically — the layout of his apartment at 2337 West Monroe Street, where Hampton lived with his girlfriend, Deborah Johnson, who was eight and a half months pregnant with their child.

In November 1969, O'Neal provided the FBI with a detailed floor plan of the apartment, marking the location of every room, every entrance, and — with particular specificity — the bed where Fred Hampton slept. The floor plan was passed from the FBI to the Cook County State's Attorney's Office, which was run by Edward Hanrahan, an ambitious prosecutor with close ties to Mayor Richard Daley's Democratic machine. Hanrahan's office organized a fourteen-man tactical unit composed of officers from the Chicago Police Department and the State's Attorney's special prosecutions unit.

The stated purpose of the raid was to serve a search warrant for illegal weapons. The Panthers were known to possess firearms — they had never hidden this fact, regarding armed self-defense as both a constitutional right and a political statement. But a weapons search does not typically require fourteen men, military-style coordination, and a predawn assault.

On the evening of December 3, O'Neal prepared dinner at the apartment. According to later testimony and toxicology reports, Hampton retired to bed early and fell into a sleep so deep that he could not be roused — consistent, investigators would later determine, with the effects of secobarbital, a powerful barbiturate. The question of whether O'Neal drugged Hampton has never been definitively answered. O'Neal had both the opportunity and the motive. The Cook County coroner's toxicology report found secobarbital in Hampton's blood. O'Neal denied administering it. The FBI denied ordering it. The circumstantial evidence was powerful. The direct evidence was absent.

At approximately 4:45 AM on December 4, 1969, the fourteen-man team arrived at 2337 West Monroe Street. They were armed with a .30 caliber M1 Carbine, five shotguns, a .357 Magnum revolver, and service pistols. They came through both the front and rear doors simultaneously.

What happened next would be the subject of three separate investigations, a federal grand jury, a civil lawsuit, and decades of historical debate. The police account, given immediately after the raid, was that the officers were met with heavy gunfire and returned fire in self-defense. State's Attorney Hanrahan held a press conference in which he praised his men's bravery under fire and displayed the weapons allegedly seized from the apartment.

The physical evidence told a different story. An investigation by journalists and independent forensic analysts found that between eighty-two and ninety-nine shots had been fired by police. One shot — exactly one — had been fired by the apartment's occupants. That single shot came from the gun of Mark Clark, a twenty-two-year-old Panther leader from Peoria, who was sitting in the front room with a shotgun across his lap when the raid began. Clark was killed by the first volley of police fire. The shotgun discharged once — a reflexive response as Clark was struck. It was the only shot the Panthers fired.

Fred Hampton never woke up. Survivors described officers entering the back bedroom where Hampton lay on a mattress with Deborah Johnson beside him. According to Johnson's testimony, she heard an officer say, "He's barely alive; he'll barely make it." Then she heard two more shots. When she was allowed to return to the room, Hampton was dead, shot twice in the head at close range.

Hampton was twenty-one years old. Johnson gave birth to their son, Fred Hampton Jr., three weeks later.

The immediate aftermath was a study in institutional cover-up. Hanrahan's office attempted to portray the raid as a defensive gun battle. The Chicago Tribune ran a front-page photograph that Hanrahan's office claimed showed bullet holes from Panther gunfire in the apartment's front door. Independent analysis revealed that the "bullet holes" were nail heads. The evidence was fabricated.

A federal grand jury investigated in 1970 and concluded that the raid was not justified but issued no indictments. A special investigation by a commission headed by former Attorney General Ramsey Clark found that the police version of events was "fundamentally at odds with the physical evidence." In 1977, the survivors and the families of Hampton and Clark filed a civil rights lawsuit against the city, the county, and the federal government. The case went to trial in 1977 and lasted eighteen months — one of the longest civil trials in American history. In 1982, the parties settled for $1.85 million. The settlement was an admission of nothing and a confirmation of everything.

William O'Neal's role was not publicly confirmed until years later, when documents released through Freedom of Information Act requests and subsequent investigations revealed the full scope of his cooperation with the FBI. O'Neal had received a bonus from the Bureau shortly after the raid — his thirty pieces of silver. He lived under a series of assumed names, haunted by what he had done. In 1990, on the night a documentary series covering the Hampton case premiered on national television, O'Neal ran into traffic on a Chicago expressway and was killed. The Cook County Medical Examiner ruled his death a suicide.

The killing of Fred Hampton was not an isolated incident. It was the most extreme manifestation of a systematic campaign to destroy the Black Panther Party through any means available — legal, extralegal, and violent. The Church Committee would later confirm that the FBI's operations against the Panthers included "the use of techniques designed to create factional disputes within and between groups, to expose to hostile action the members of a group by identifying them to their opponents and others, and to use dangerous and high-risk informants without adequate supervision." The language was bureaucratic. The meaning was clear. The FBI had waged war on American citizens, and in the case of Fred Hampton and Mark Clark, it had killed them.

 [image: Chicago police remove the body of Fred Hampton, December 4, 1969]Chicago police remove the body of Fred Hampton from his apartment at 2337 West Monroe Street, December 4, 1969. Hampton was twenty-one years old. Between 82 and 99 shots were fired by police. One shot was fired by the apartment's occupants.
 

Chapter Five
 The Night of the Fight

 The plan came together in the living room of a farmhouse in rural Pennsylvania, and it was, by any rational assessment, insane. Eight people — a cab driver, a social worker, three professors, a daycare center director, and two antiwar activists — were going to break into a federal law enforcement office, steal every classified document inside, and mail the evidence of government criminality to the press. They had no weapons. They had no training. They had no funding. They had a lock pick and a conviction that the FBI was committing crimes against the American people, and they intended to prove it.

The group called itself the Citizens' Commission to Investigate the FBI. The name was deliberately institutional, almost bureaucratic — the kind of name that might appear on a letterhead, conveying authority rather than radicalism. The members had come together through the antiwar movement, connected by opposition to the Vietnam War and by a growing suspicion that the government's surveillance of peace activists had crossed the line from oversight into repression.

The leader, insofar as the group had one, was William Davidon, a physics professor at Haverford College. Davidon was a Quaker, a pacifist, and a man of formidable intellectual discipline. He had been active in the antiwar movement since the early 1960s and had come to believe, through his own experience of surveillance and infiltration, that the FBI was systematically violating the constitutional rights of Americans who opposed the war. He wanted proof. Not rumor, not suspicion, not the anecdotal evidence that every activist accumulated through years of harassment — but documentary proof, the kind that could be published in newspapers and presented to Congress.

The target was the FBI's resident agency in Media, Pennsylvania — a small office in a nondescript building at One Veterans Square, in a quiet suburb twelve miles southwest of Philadelphia. Davidon had chosen it precisely because it was small. A large FBI office would have security systems, multiple locked rooms, armed agents on night duty. The Media office was staffed by a handful of agents who worked regular hours and went home at night. The file cabinets were behind a single locked door. The building had no alarm system.

They chose the date with equal care: March 8, 1971. That evening, the entire country would be watching television — not the news, but the boxing match between Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier at Madison Square Garden, billed as "The Fight of the Century." It was the most anticipated sporting event in a generation. Ali, the charismatic draft resister who had been stripped of his heavyweight title for refusing induction into the military, against Frazier, the undefeated champion. The country would be distracted. The police would be watching the fight. The streets would be empty.

The preparation was meticulous but amateur. One member, Bonnie Raines, a social worker with a background in community organizing, visited the FBI office posing as a college student researching opportunities in law enforcement. She was given a tour. She noted the layout of the office, the location of the file cabinets, and — crucially — the type of lock on the main door. Her husband, John Raines, a professor of religion at Temple University, practiced picking similar locks.

On the night of March 8, while Ali and Frazier fought fifteen brutal rounds in New York, eight members of the Citizens' Commission drove to Media. Keith Forsyth, a cab driver who had taught himself lockpicking, worked the doors — the primary entrance defeated him with an unexpectedly difficult lock, but he found an alternative door, picked its lock, and forced it open. The group worked quickly, emptying every file cabinet and carrying the documents — over one thousand pages — out to waiting cars. They drove away into the Pennsylvania night. The entire operation took less than an hour.

They had stolen everything. Personnel files, case files, routing slips, internal memos, directives from Washington. They had no idea what was in the documents. They only knew that whatever the FBI was doing in secret, they now had the proof.

They spent the next two weeks reading. They sorted the documents by category, analyzed them for significance, and made copies. What they found confirmed their worst suspicions and exceeded their darkest imaginings. The documents revealed a systematic campaign of surveillance and disruption directed at lawful political activity. The FBI was monitoring antiwar groups, student organizations, African American community groups, and individual citizens whose only crime was disagreement with government policy.

One document, more than any other, changed American history. It was a routing slip — a small piece of paper that identified the classification of a set of files being transferred between offices. On it appeared a single word that none of the eight activists had ever seen before: COINTELPRO.

They did not know what it meant. They had stumbled onto the name of the most secret domestic intelligence program in American history, and they had no context for understanding it. But they knew it was important, because the documents associated with that classification described operations that were unambiguously illegal — operations designed to disrupt, discredit, and destroy organizations that were exercising their First Amendment rights.

On March 22, 1971, the Citizens' Commission mailed copies of the documents to selected journalists at the Washington Post, the New York Times, and the Los Angeles Times. They included a cover letter: "We have taken this action because we believe that democracy can survive only in an order of justice, an order in which those in power are restrained by law."

The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times declined to publish, citing concerns about national security and ongoing FBI investigations. The Washington Post did not. On March 24, 1971, the Post published a front-page story based on the stolen documents. The reporter was Betty Medsger, and her story revealed for the first time to the American public that the FBI was conducting a systematic surveillance program targeting lawful political activity.

The reaction was immediate and explosive. Attorney General John Mitchell called the Post and asked them not to publish additional documents. The Post published them anyway. Television networks broadcast excerpts on the evening news. Members of Congress demanded explanations. The FBI launched the largest investigation in its history to identify the burglars — an investigation led, with bitter irony, by agents who were themselves engaged in the very practices the stolen documents had exposed.

Hoover was enraged. He ordered over two hundred agents to work the case full-time. They investigated every lead, surveilled every suspect, interrogated every potential witness. They came tantalizingly close — interviewing Bonnie Raines on two separate occasions — but they never made an arrest. The case remained unsolved. On April 28, 1971, less than six weeks after the break-in, Hoover officially terminated all COINTELPRO operations.

The word "terminated" was carefully chosen. It did not mean that the FBI stopped conducting covert operations against domestic political groups. It meant that the program's name was retired, its files were sealed, and its operations were continued under different administrative headings. The Church Committee would later confirm that "COINTELPRO-type activities" persisted well after the formal program ended.

The eight burglars kept their secret for forty-three years. Their identities were not publicly known until 2014, when Betty Medsger — the same journalist who had broken the original story in the Post — published The Burglary: The Discovery of J. Edgar Hoover's Secret FBI, in which the participants told their stories for the first time. By then, the statute of limitations had long expired. William Davidon, the Haverford physics professor who had conceived the operation, had died the previous year. He never faced prosecution. None of them did.

They were private citizens who believed their government was breaking the law, and they were right.

 [image: Joe Frazier standing over Muhammad Ali, March 8, 1971]Joe Frazier stands over Muhammad Ali after knocking him down in the 15th round of the "Fight of the Century," March 8, 1971. While the nation watched the fight, eight citizens broke into the FBI's Media, Pennsylvania office and stole the documents that exposed COINTELPRO.
 

Chapter Six
 The Church Committee

 On the morning of January 27, 1975, the United States Senate voted 82 to 4 to create the Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities. The vote was overwhelming because the evidence was overwhelming. Watergate had shattered the public's trust in the executive branch. Seymour Hersh's reporting in the New York Times had revealed that the CIA was conducting massive illegal domestic operations. And the COINTELPRO documents, stolen four years earlier in Media, Pennsylvania, had demonstrated that the FBI was waging covert war against American citizens.

The committee was chaired by Senator Frank Church of Idaho, a fifty-year-old Democrat with a reputation for independence and a presidential ambition that his critics said influenced everything he did. Church was an unusual figure in the Senate — an eloquent liberal from a deeply conservative state, a man who could quote the Founding Fathers with the conviction of someone who had actually read them. He had opposed the Vietnam War early, when opposition was politically costly, and he had earned a reputation for moral seriousness that made him a credible figure for the most sensitive investigation in congressional history.

The committee included eleven senators: six Democrats and five Republicans. Among the Republicans was Howard Baker of Tennessee, who had earned national recognition as the ranking Republican on the Senate Watergate Committee and who brought with him a reputation for bipartisanship that gave the investigation essential credibility across party lines. The staff numbered 150 and was led by chief counsel Frederick A.O. Schwarz Jr., a New York attorney with no background in intelligence and, his supporters argued, no conflicts of interest.

The scope of the investigation was unprecedented. The committee was authorized to examine the activities of the CIA, the FBI, the National Security Agency, the Internal Revenue Service, and all other intelligence agencies of the federal government. It could subpoena documents, compel testimony, and hold hearings — both public and closed. Over the next sixteen months, the committee would hold 126 full committee meetings, 40 subcommittee hearings, and interview over 800 witnesses.

What they found was a government that had been systematically violating the rights of its citizens for decades — not as an aberration, not as the work of rogue agents, but as a matter of policy, authorized at the highest levels of the executive branch and concealed from the Congress that was constitutionally responsible for oversight.

The COINTELPRO revelations were among the committee's most devastating findings. The committee documented that between 1956 and 1971, the FBI had conducted over two thousand COINTELPRO operations against American citizens and organizations. The targets included not only the Communist Party and the Black Panther Party but the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the American Indian Movement, the Women's Liberation Movement, the antiwar movement, the New Left, and virtually every organization that had challenged government policy or the social order.

The committee documented the FBI's use of anonymous letters, forged documents, informant provocateurs, illegal wiretaps, warrantless break-ins, IRS audits deployed as weapons, and — in the case of Fred Hampton — coordination with local law enforcement in operations that resulted in death. The committee found that the FBI had opened files on over one million Americans and that the domestic intelligence apparatus had generated, in the words of the committee's final report, "a massive and unprecedented collection of information about lawful activities of American citizens."

But COINTELPRO was only one dimension of the abuse. The committee also exposed the CIA's Operation MKULTRA — the agency's program of mind control experiments using LSD and other drugs on unwitting subjects. It revealed Operation CHAOS, the CIA's illegal domestic surveillance program targeting antiwar activists. It documented the NSA's Project SHAMROCK, which intercepted every telegram entering or leaving the United States, and Project MINARET, which monitored the communications of American citizens on a watch list that included Martin Luther King Jr., Muhammad Ali, and journalists.

The committee revealed that the CIA had plotted to assassinate foreign leaders — Fidel Castro, Patrice Lumumba, Rafael Trujillo — and had used the Mafia as intermediaries in the Castro plots. It documented the FBI's harassment of individuals ranging from Albert Einstein to Ernest Hemingway to John Lennon. It showed that every president from Roosevelt to Nixon had used the intelligence agencies for political purposes — to monitor opponents, to gather embarrassing information on rivals, to suppress dissent.

The most dramatic moment of the hearings came on September 17, 1975, when Senator Church held up a CIA poison dart gun — a modified Colt .45 pistol that could fire a dart tipped with shellfish toxin — and revealed that the CIA had maintained a stockpile of biological weapons in direct violation of a presidential order from Richard Nixon requiring their destruction. The photograph of Church holding the weapon, with Vice Chairman John Tower of Texas beside him, became the iconic image of the investigation — a visual representation of the gap between what the government said it was doing and what it was actually doing.

The committee's final report, published in April 1976 in six volumes, ran to thousands of pages. Its conclusion was stated with a directness unusual in congressional prose: "Too many people have been spied upon by too many Government agencies and too much information has been collected. The Government has often undertaken the secret surveillance of citizens on the basis of their political beliefs, even when those beliefs posed no threat of violence or illegal acts on behalf of a hostile foreign power. The Government, operating primarily through secret informants, but also using other intrusive techniques such as wiretaps, microphone 'bugs,' surreptitious mail opening, and break-ins, has swept in vast amounts of information about the personal lives, views, and associations of American citizens."

The report continued: "Governmental officials — including those whose principal duty is to enforce the law — have violated or ignored the law over long periods of time and have advocated and defended their right to break the law."

The reforms that followed were substantial. Congress passed the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act of 1978, creating the FISA Court to require judicial warrants for domestic surveillance. It established the permanent Senate Select Committee on Intelligence and the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence to provide ongoing oversight. Attorney General Edward Levi issued guidelines restricting the FBI's authority to conduct domestic security investigations. Executive orders prohibited assassination of foreign leaders.

These reforms were real, and for a time they worked. But they rested on a premise that the Church Committee itself identified as fragile: "The critical question is whether the intelligence community will be able to continue to function effectively within the law." The committee understood that the problem was not merely one of institutional design but of institutional culture — that agencies accustomed to operating in secret, with minimal oversight and maximum discretion, would resist restraints and, given the opportunity, would find ways around them.

The opportunity would come.

 [image: Church Committee Final Report, Book II]The cover of Book II of the Church Committee's final report: "Intelligence Activities and the Rights of Americans." Published in April 1976, the six-volume report remains the most comprehensive public accounting of U.S. intelligence abuses.
 

Chapter Seven
 Echoes

 J. Edgar Hoover died on May 2, 1972, fourteen months after the Media break-in forced the termination of COINTELPRO. He was seventy-seven years old and had served as Director of the FBI for forty-eight years — longer than most Americans had been alive. He died in his sleep, in the house on Thirtieth Place, and Clyde Tolson was the first person notified. The official cause was hypertensive cardiovascular disease. The unofficial consensus was that the old man's body had simply stopped sustaining the vast apparatus of control and suspicion that had been its purpose.

Within hours of Hoover's death, his longtime secretary, Helen Gandy, began destroying his personal files. She worked for weeks, methodically shredding decades of accumulated intelligence — the secret dossiers on presidents and senators and Supreme Court justices, the surveillance records, the blackmail material, the evidence of a lifetime of institutional abuse. By the time congressional investigators arrived, Gandy had finished. The files were gone. What survived was only what Hoover had chosen to preserve in the Bureau's official records — a fraction of what he had collected, carefully curated to protect his legacy and destroy any evidence that might have compromised it.

The destruction of Hoover's personal files was an act of institutional self-preservation that mirrored the destruction of evidence throughout COINTELPRO's history — the FBI's routine destruction of COINTELPRO operational files at field offices, the CIA shredding its MKULTRA records in 1973. The pattern was consistent: when the risk of exposure increased, the evidence disappeared. What survived did so by accident, by oversight, or — in the case of the Media break-in — by theft.

William Sullivan, the architect of the King suicide letter and the operational commander of COINTELPRO, did not live to testify fully about the program's secrets. After his forced departure from the FBI in 1971, Sullivan had cooperated with the Church Committee and was expected to be a key witness before the House Select Committee on Assassinations, which was investigating both the Kennedy and King murders. On November 9, 1977, Sullivan was shot and killed near his home in Sugar Hill, New Hampshire, by a hunter named Robert Daniels Jr., who said he had mistaken Sullivan for a deer. Daniels was charged with a misdemeanor — shooting a human being before the legal start of hunting season — and fined five hundred dollars. The timing of Sullivan's death, days before his scheduled testimony, was noted by investigators and conspiracy researchers alike.

Mark Felt, the FBI's Associate Director who had overseen COINTELPRO operations in the field, followed a different trajectory. In 1980, Felt was convicted in federal court of authorizing illegal "black bag jobs" — warrantless break-ins against members of the Weather Underground. He was sentenced to a fine of $5,000. President Ronald Reagan pardoned him in 1981, comparing his actions to those of soldiers in wartime. In 2005, at the age of ninety-one, Felt revealed himself as "Deep Throat" — the anonymous source who had provided crucial information to Washington Post reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein during the Watergate investigation. The irony was extraordinary: the man who had helped bring down a president for abuse of power was himself guilty of abusing the power of his office in precisely the same ways. Felt had fed information to the press not out of civic virtue but out of institutional rivalry — he was furious that Nixon had passed him over for FBI Director after Hoover's death. The hero of Watergate and the architect of illegal FBI surveillance were the same person.

The reforms enacted in the wake of the Church Committee held for a generation. The FISA Court, the congressional oversight committees, the Attorney General guidelines — these mechanisms created real constraints on the intelligence community's domestic operations. For twenty-five years, from 1976 to 2001, the worst excesses of COINTELPRO were not repeated. The FBI investigated crimes. The CIA gathered foreign intelligence. The boundaries were imperfect but real.

Then, on the morning of September 11, 2001, nineteen hijackers flew commercial aircraft into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, killing 2,977 people. And everything the Church Committee had built began to unravel.

The USA PATRIOT Act, signed into law on October 26, 2001 — six weeks after the attacks, with minimal debate and almost no congressional resistance — dramatically expanded the government's surveillance authorities. It authorized "roving wiretaps" that followed individuals rather than phone lines. It permitted "sneak and peek" searches — warrantless entries into homes and offices without notifying the occupants. It broadened the definition of "domestic terrorism" in ways that civil liberties advocates warned could encompass political protest. It lowered the evidentiary standards for obtaining FISA warrants. It created, in effect, a legal framework for precisely the kind of domestic surveillance that the Church Committee had documented as unconstitutional.

The parallels to COINTELPRO were noted immediately and grew more pronounced over the years. The FBI's post-9/11 monitoring of Muslim-American communities — through informant networks, warrantless surveillance, and the mapping of religious institutions — bore structural similarities to COINTELPRO's infiltration of civil rights organizations. The NSA's bulk collection of telephone metadata, revealed by Edward Snowden in 2013, was a digital descendant of Project SHAMROCK. The FBI's monitoring of Black Lives Matter activists, documented through FOIA requests in 2017, echoed the Bureau's surveillance of the Black freedom movement a half-century earlier.

In 2010, the Inspector General of the Justice Department issued a report finding that the FBI had improperly investigated domestic advocacy groups — including the Thomas Merton Center, a Pittsburgh peace organization, and Greenpeace — for engaging in lawful First Amendment activities. The investigation had been opened, the Inspector General found, because of the groups' political positions, not because of any evidence of criminal activity. It was COINTELPRO in miniature — smaller in scale, but identical in principle.

The technology had changed. The methods had not. The fundamental question posed by COINTELPRO — whether a democratic government can be trusted with the power to secretly monitor and disrupt the political activities of its citizens — remained as urgent as it had been in 1956, when Hoover signed the first directive, or in 1971, when eight ordinary people broke into a suburban office and stole the proof.

 [image: FBI Deputy Director Mark Felt, circa 1972-73]Mark Felt, FBI Deputy Director, circa 1972-73. Felt oversaw COINTELPRO operations and was later convicted of authorizing illegal break-ins. In 2005, he was revealed as "Deep Throat" — the source who helped expose Watergate. The hero of press freedom and the architect of illegal surveillance were the same man.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Price of Secrecy

 The documents are in the National Archives now — tens of thousands of pages, declassified and catalogued, available to anyone with the patience to read them. They are typed on government-issue paper, in the flat bureaucratic prose that was the FBI's native language, and they record the systematic violation of the constitutional rights of American citizens by the agency sworn to protect them. They are, in their quiet way, among the most important documents in American history.

Here is a memorandum from J. Edgar Hoover to the Special Agent in Charge of the Albany field office, dated July 5, 1968, outlining the operational goals of COINTELPRO-Black Nationalist Hate Groups. Here is William Sullivan's assessment of Martin Luther King Jr. as "the most dangerous Negro of the future in this Nation." Here is the anonymous letter urging King to kill himself, composed in the offices of the FBI's Domestic Intelligence Division and mailed in a package with a surveillance tape. Here is the floor plan of Fred Hampton's apartment, drawn by the informant who may have drugged him, annotated with the location of his bed.

Here are the routing slips and internal memos that the Citizens' Commission stole from the Media office — the documents that first revealed the word COINTELPRO to the American public. Here is the Church Committee's final report, with its measured, devastating conclusion that "governmental officials — including those whose principal duty is to enforce the law — have violated or ignored the law over long periods of time."

The documents tell a story, and it is a story that should be understood not as history but as warning. It is a story about what happens when an institution is granted power without accountability, secrecy without oversight, and a mission so broadly defined that any citizen can become a target. It is a story about the corruption that follows inevitably when the watchers cannot be watched.

COINTELPRO ran for fifteen years, from 1956 to 1971. During that time, the FBI conducted over two thousand separate operations against American citizens and organizations. It opened intelligence files on more than one million Americans. It placed informants inside political organizations, churches, and community groups. It sent anonymous letters designed to destroy marriages, end careers, and — in at least one documented case — provoke suicide. It manufactured evidence, forged documents, and spread disinformation through cooperative media contacts. It collaborated with local law enforcement in operations that resulted in the deaths of American citizens. And it did all of this in secret, without warrants, without judicial oversight, and without the knowledge or consent of the Congress that was constitutionally responsible for the Bureau's budget and operations.

The program was not the work of rogue agents. It was authorized by the Director of the FBI, implemented by the Bureau's senior leadership, and conducted by field agents acting on written instructions from headquarters. It was, in the language of the law, a conspiracy — an agreement between two or more persons to commit illegal acts — and it was conducted by the very institution charged with enforcing the law against conspiracies.

The targets were not criminals. They were citizens. Some of them — the Communist Party members, the Black Panther militants — held political views that the majority of Americans did not share. But the Constitution does not protect only popular speech. It does not guarantee only the rights of those who agree with the government. It protects the right to dissent, to organize, to advocate for change, to say things that the powerful do not want to hear. COINTELPRO's fundamental violation was not operational but constitutional: it treated the exercise of First Amendment rights as a threat to national security, and it used the full power of the federal government to suppress that exercise.

The consequences were measured in human lives. Fred Hampton was twenty-one years old when he was killed in his bed. Mark Clark was twenty-two. Martin Luther King Jr. was thirty-nine when he was assassinated in Memphis, after years of FBI harassment that the Bureau's own documents describe in chillingly specific terms. Dozens of American Indian Movement members were killed or assaulted during a period of intensive FBI operations on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Countless others — the unnamed activists whose marriages were destroyed by anonymous letters, whose careers were ended by manufactured scandals, whose organizations were torn apart by infiltrators and provocateurs — suffered in ways that will never be fully documented because the evidence of their suffering was classified, destroyed, or never created in the first place.

The reforms that followed the Church Committee's investigation were genuine and important. The FISA Court, the congressional oversight committees, the Attorney General guidelines — these represented a serious attempt to impose the rule of law on institutions that had operated above it. But the reforms were also fragile. They depended on the willingness of elected officials to exercise oversight, on the integrity of the courts that reviewed warrant applications, and on the good faith of the agencies being overseen. When those conditions failed — as they did after September 11, 2001 — the protections eroded.

The lesson of COINTELPRO is not that the FBI is uniquely evil. It is that secret power corrupts. Every democratic government faces the tension between security and liberty, between the need to protect the nation from genuine threats and the imperative to preserve the freedoms that make the nation worth protecting. COINTELPRO is what happens when that tension is resolved entirely in favor of security — when the government decides that its citizens are the threat, and that the Constitution is an obstacle rather than a mandate.

The eight people who broke into the FBI office in Media, Pennsylvania, understood this. They were not radicals in any conventional sense — they were a physics professor, a religion professor, a social worker, a cab driver, a daycare director, and three graduate students. They were ordinary citizens who believed their government was breaking the law, and who decided that the only way to prove it was to break the law themselves. They stole classified documents. They committed a federal crime. And they were right.

The documents they stole revealed the truth. The truth led to investigations. The investigations led to reforms. The reforms protected the rights of millions of Americans for a generation. And the story of how it happened — the story of citizens who chose to act when their government would not, who risked their freedom to protect the freedom of others, who kept their secret for forty-three years and were never caught — is as American as the abuses they exposed.

COINTELPRO is not a closed chapter. It is an ongoing question. The technology of surveillance has advanced beyond anything Hoover could have imagined — beyond wiretaps and informants and black bag jobs, into a world of metadata collection, facial recognition, social media monitoring, and artificial intelligence. The capacity of the government to watch its citizens has increased exponentially. The question of whether that capacity will be used within the bounds of the Constitution, or whether it will be used as COINTELPRO was used — to suppress dissent, to punish political opposition, to silence the voices that power finds inconvenient — is a question that every generation must answer for itself.

The documents are in the archives. The flame that the Church Committee lit — the flame of accountability, of oversight, of the insistence that a democracy cannot survive in secret — burns only as long as citizens tend it. The price of secrecy is always paid by the people who are kept in the dark. The cost of COINTELPRO was paid by the Americans who were targeted, surveilled, harassed, and destroyed by the government that was supposed to serve them.

Their names are in the files. The files are open. The question is whether anyone is still reading.

 [image: The FBI's former office in Media, Pennsylvania]One Veterans Square, Media, Pennsylvania — the FBI resident agency that eight citizens broke into on March 8, 1971. The stolen documents first revealed the word "COINTELPRO" to the American public and led to the Church Committee investigation.
 

Timeline

 August 1956 — J. Edgar Hoover launches COINTELPRO, initially targeting the Communist Party USA.

 1960 — Program expands to target Puerto Rican independence groups.

 1961 — Socialist Workers Party becomes a formal target.

 August 1963 — FBI marks Martin Luther King Jr. as "the most dangerous Negro of the future."

 1964 — COINTELPRO-White Hate Groups begins, targeting the KKK.

 November 1964 — FBI sends anonymous "suicide letter" to King with surveillance recordings.

 October 1966 — Black Panther Party founded by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale in Oakland.

 August 1967 — COINTELPRO-Black Nationalist Hate Groups formally launched.

 March 1968 — Hoover's "prevent the rise of a messiah" directive issued.

 April 4, 1968 — Martin Luther King Jr. assassinated in Memphis.

 December 4, 1969 — Fred Hampton and Mark Clark killed in FBI-coordinated predawn raid in Chicago.

 March 8, 1971 — Citizens' Commission breaks into FBI office in Media, PA, on the night of the Ali-Frazier fight.

 March 24, 1971 — Washington Post publishes first COINTELPRO documents.

 April 28, 1971 — Hoover officially terminates all COINTELPRO operations.

 May 2, 1972 — J. Edgar Hoover dies at age 77.

 January 1975 — Senate creates the Church Committee.

 April 1976 — Church Committee publishes six-volume final report.

 1978 — Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) signed into law.

 1982 — Hampton/Clark civil rights settlement: $1.85 million.

 2014 — Media burglars publicly identified for the first time in Betty Medsger's The Burglary.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 COINTELPRO is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events, declassified FBI records, and the findings of the Church Committee. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.
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KING,

In view of your low grade, abnormal personal behavoir I
will not dignify your name with either a Mr. or a Reverend or
a Dr. And, your last name calls to mind only the type of
King such as King Henry the VIII and his countless acts of
adultery and immoral conduct lower than that of a beast.

King, look into your heart. You know you are a complete
freud and a geeat Liability to all of us Negroes. White
people in this country have enough frauds of their own buy I
dm sure they don't have one at this time that is any where near
your equal., You are no clergyman and you know ite. I repeat you
are a colossal froud end an evil, vicious one at that. You
could not believe in God and act as you do. Clearly you don'g
believe in any personal moral principles.

King, like all frauds your end is approaching. You could
have been our greatest leader. You, even at an early age have
turned out to be not a leader .but a dissolute, abnormal moral
imbecile. We will now have to depend on our older leaders like
Wilkins a man of character and thank God we have others like
him. But you are done. Your "honorary” degrees, your Nobel
Prize (what a grim farce) and other awards will not save you.
King, I repeat you are done.

No verson can overcome facts, not even a fraud like yourself.
Lend your sexually psychotic ear to the enclosure. Y, u will find
yourself and in all your dirt, filth, evil and moron?c
talk exposed on the record for all time. I repeat - no person
can argue successfully against facts. You are finished. You will
find on the record for all time your filthy, dirty, evil
companions, male and females giving expression with you to your
hidious abnormalities. And some of them to pretend to be ministers
of the Gospel. Satan could not do more. What incredible evilness.
It is ell there on the record, your sexual orgies. Listen to
yourself you filthy, abmormal animale. You are on the record. You
have been on the record - all your adulterous acts, your sexual
orgies extending far into the past. This one is but a tiny sample.
fou will understand this. Yes, from your arious evil playmatex
on the east coast to and others on the west coast
and outside the country you are on the record. King you are done.

The American public, the church organizations that have been
helping - Proftestant, Catholic and Jews will know you for what
you are - an evil, abnormal beast. So will others who have backed
you. You are done.

King, there is only one thing left for you to do. You know
what it is. You have gust 3l days in which to do (this exact
number has been selected for a svecific reason, it has definite
practical signfficant. You are done. There is but one way out for

ou. You bet%er take it before your filthy,abnormal fraddaient self
{2%bared to the nation.





OEBPS/images/j-edgar-hoover-in-his-fbi-office-1940.jpeg





OEBPS/images/chicago-police-remove-the-body-of-fred-hampton-december-4-19.jpeg





OEBPS/images/huey-newton-seated-in-a-rattan-throne-chair-with-a-rifle-and.jpeg
e g

i mm

RIS P

3 7
= SEIRSIIE__N A,






