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Advance Praise for Revolution’s End

“Revolution’s End is a stunning and chilling expose of one of the most bizarre political chapters in my lifetime—the rise of the Symbionese Liberation Army and the kidnapping of bad-girl heiress Patty Hearst. Brad Schreiber presents a compelling new case that the SLA was a creation of the police state to infiltrate, subvert, and destroy the growing radical movements of the period.”

—David Talbot, bestselling author of Season of the Witch andThe Devil’s Chessboard: Allen Dulles, the CIA and the Rise of America’s Secret Government

“Revolution’s End is a gripping read—a persuasive, well-researched and detailed interpretation of what is known about the SLA kidnapping of Patty Hearst.”

—Peter Dale Scott, author of The American Deep State: Wall Street, Big Oil, and the Attack on U.S. Democracy

“This book careens to its bloody ending with all of the inevitability of a train wreck. Schreiber won’t let us take our eyes off it. He ignites the past in chilling detail and at the same time shines an uncanny and unsettling light on who we are today.”

—T. Jefferson Parker, three-time winner of the Mystery Writers of America’s Edgar Award

“‘The Symbionese Liberation Army’ was a counter-revolutionary front, carefully created … to infiltrate and discredit the authentic leftist movements then alive and well in California. Such is the unhappy, fascinating truth Brad Schreiber tells in Revolution’s End—a careful book, and one as necessary as it is disturbing, not just for all it teaches us about what really happened with the SLA in California, over forty years ago, but also—and especially—for what it teaches us about America today, and all the world, post-9/11.”

—Mark Crispin Miller, Professor of Media Studies, New York University and author of Loser Take All: Election Fraud and the Subversion of Democracy, 2000–2008
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INTRODUCTION

WE FIND OURSELVES IN AN increasingly, even sickeningly undemocratic country. In 2014, tanks and military-grade weapons appeared in Ferguson, Missouri, when demonstrations erupted after a white police officer killed Michael Brown, an unarmed black youth. Law-abiding citizens and the press were attacked when they protested the callous response from local law enforcement to this deadly incident.

The militarization of our police, so clearly displayed on the streets of Ferguson, is due in major part to the Department of Defense’s 1033 Program, which has transferred more than $5 billion in Army military hardware to local law enforcement since 1997.

At the same time, despite its clear and present danger to our freedom, our government spies on us, more frequently and more effectively than ever before in history. Whistleblower and National Security Agency infrastructure expert Edward Snowden, who left the United States, perhaps never to return, released staggering classified documents in 2013 to the media. He proved that Internet service providers and phone companies are allowing the NSA to illegally monitor all Americans, regardless of any connection to national security issues.

Police militarization and the diminishment of our rights of privacy and public protest have become the norm in an era of highly sophisticated electronic social control. The Occupy and Black Lives Matter movements recall the burst of undiluted fury at this government that arose out of 1970s political unrest. Its epicenter in California, driven by the black prisoner reform movement and anti–Vietnam War activists, was the San Francisco Bay Area.

Without a doubt, the case that is still shrouded in the greatest mystery, despite its long-standing hold on the public’s imagination, is the kidnapping of heiress Patricia Hearst by a previously unknown political group, the Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA). This story outstrips the historic Lindbergh baby kidnapping in sensationalism. It was America’s first political kidnapping. The SLA saga was the only US case of a kidnap victim who participated in a bank robbery. And it resulted in six SLA members dying, after hundreds of police and SWAT team members surrounded the revolutionaries and fired a fusillade of more than five thousand bullets at them.

The yellow stucco bungalow in South Central Los Angeles, the last refuge of those six SLA members, caught fire due to the intentional use of riot control grenades thrown into the structure. The shoot-out and incineration were shockingly carried live, for two hours, on national television. It was the TV networks’ first use of “minicam” technology to broadcast news live across the country, and those horrific images seared into American consciousness the ultimate power of the state.

The full story of Patricia Hearst, the supposed revolutionary group that kidnapped her, and its black leader, who was secretly a government informant, is a complex, bizarre, salacious, surreal, terrifying, immoral, and tragic tale. It illustrates how early 1970s Bay Area political activism led to one of the most audacious cases of government duplicity in American history.

The avowed head of the Symbionese Liberation Army, Donald David DeFreeze, also known as General Field Marshal Cinque (a.k.a., Cinque Mtume, Swahili for “fifth prophet”) was arguably the most contradictory, puzzling, ill-fated, and psychologically complex character in the history of American radical politics.

By the time the American public became familiar with DeFreeze, he was perceived as a madman, using the nom de guerre Cinque, advocating a revolution against the most powerful nation in the world as the leader of the Symbionese Liberation Army. His army numbered no more than ten white and generally middle-class young people.

Had DeFreeze included his actual biography, rather than using quasi-military terms and titles in the SLA communiqués, he would have reached the hearts and imaginations of considerably more people. The hidden details of his life explain the complex relationship he had with Patty Hearst, elucidating the reason why she of all people was kidnapped and the shifting nature of her identity as a victim who was forced to break the law and become a revolutionary. Her unparalleled trial challenged the US system of justice in regard to the legal concept of coercive persuasion.

That alone makes DeFreeze’s life story remarkable. But a full examination also reveals the twisted psychology of a desperate man who, unable to support his family, resorted to crime, became a police informant, and was then subjected to behavior modification in prison during a particularly violent phase of American history. DeFreeze made a Faustian bargain with the government. In exchange for his freedom, which proved to be short-lived, he agreed to run a violent and purposely irresponsible false revolutionary group.

The Symbionese Liberation Army exceeded the expectations of its creators, the Central Intelligence Agency and the California Department of Corrections. For it not only infiltrated remnants of the New Left but also destroyed the credibility of a legitimate progressive movement that protested racism, sexism, the Vietnam War and any form of societal inequality.
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DONALD DEFREEZE WAS BORN IN Cleveland, Ohio, on November 15, 1943. His mother, Mary, worked in a convalescent home as a nurse. Any nurturing she provided her son, the eldest of eight, was obliterated by his father, a tool maker whose blind rages at his son included attacks on the boy with a baseball bat and a hammer. DeFreeze once told a prison therapist that his father broke his arm on three occasions, twice when he was ten and another time when he was twelve.

By the age of fourteen, DeFreeze’s internal rage reached its first boiling point. He finished the ninth grade in Cleveland, but his animosity toward his father was so great that Mary DeFreeze, to avoid any more domestic violence, arranged for young Donald to live with a cousin in Buffalo, New York. After a brief stay, the sullen DeFreeze was then bounced to the home of a fundamentalist black preacher, the Reverend William L. Foster, and his family.

This was the chance for DeFreeze to follow a path of normalcy and acceptance. He studied the Bible with the commitment of someone yearning for a lifeline. Foster described him as a “get up and go kid” who made spare money by collecting and selling junk and scrap metal.

But the neighborhood took hold of DeFreeze in a way religion could not.

“He had a heart as big as a house,” Reverend Foster said. “But some of the boys he used to hang out with I didn’t care for. You just knew,” he insisted, paraphrasing an old Ivory Snow soap advertisement, “they were 99 and 44/100 percent bad.”

The boy who would be on the FBI’s Most Wanted List began his criminal career with a gang called the Crooked Skulls. In August 1960, he was arrested attempting to break open a parking meter. A mere nine days later, when he attempted to steal a car and pistol, DeFreeze was again arrested. This time, stripped of the warm embrace of the Foster household, he was sent to a boys’ reformatory in Elmira, New York. In a fourteen-page, 1970 letter to Superior Court Judge William Ritzi, detailing much of his past and asking for leniency in a bank robbery sentencing, DeFreeze referred to the Elmira reformatory as the beginning of his political consciousness.

“Life in the prison, as we called it, was nothing but fear and hate, day in and day out.” He was denigrated by all the boys at Elmira because “I would not be a part of any of the gangs, black or white. … I didn’t hate anyone, black or white, and they hated me for it.”

In another genuine attempt to settle down and find a way to fit into society, he returned to the Fosters after two years, at the age of eighteen. In love with their daughter, Harriet, he asked her parents for her hand in marriage. She was fourteen years old. They refused, and he left Buffalo, bitter, rootless, and brokenhearted.

He drifted to Newark, New Jersey, where he met Gloria Thomas, who was twenty-three and already had three children. The father was nowhere in sight. “She was nice and lovely,” he wrote in the 1970 letter. “I fell in love with her, I think. I believe I was just glad and happy that anyone would have me the way I was.”

DeFreeze was legally obliged to get his parents’ permission for the nuptials. They consented but told him he was a fool. In 1963, Donald and Gloria were married. He was nineteen years old, a high school dropout, and suddenly a father of three with no marketable skills.

The Reverend James A. Scott, who presided over the ceremony in Newark, observed the woman as being “very talkative while DeFreeze was quiet, passive, reserved.”

“Things were lovely all the way up to a few months,” DeFreeze stated in his fourteen-page autobiographical sketch sent to the aforementioned judge, but after a fight, Gloria yelled “she didn’t love me at all, but that she needed a husband and father for her kids.”

He hoped their first biological child would mend the rift in their marriage, “but as soon as the baby was born, it was the same thing, I had begun to drink very deeply but I was trying to put up with her and hope she would change. But as the years went by [she] never did.”

Less than one year after the marriage, DeFreeze was ordered to appear in court for desertion.

DeFreeze and his wife eventually added a total of three children to the family, but his struggles to find steady work led Gloria to berate him and, according to DeFreeze, after a mere seven months, to be unfaithful.

“I came home sooner than I do most of the time from work and she and an old boyfriend had just had relationships.” In disgust, DeFreeze claimed he told Thomas to go live with the boyfriend, who refused. He fought with her. He forgave her. But then he learned “that none of my wife’s kids had the same father and that she had never been married,” contrary to what he had been told.

“I was a little afraid but I said I would give her a good chance. … I really put faith in her but somehow, little stories kept coming to me. One was that my boss had come to my home looking from [sic] me and that my wife had come to the door in the nude.”

DeFreeze abandoned his family once for a two-month trip to Canada, but when he returned, he learned that Gloria was pregnant. He obtained two jobs to try and pay for the overdue bills.

He heard rumors about Gloria being promiscuous during his Canadian trip. Concluding that the child she had just given birth to was not his, DeFreeze separated from Gloria, and for four months she lived with another man. Unable to bear it, she returned and begged DeFreeze to forgive her. DeFreeze took her back, even if he did not fully forgive her.

The pressure of half a dozen young children, sporadic employment alternating with welfare, and a contentious marriage led the twenty-two-year-old DeFreeze to a fantasy refuge, handling guns and explosive materials.

“I started playing around with guns and fireworks and dogs and cars. Just anything to get away from life and how unhappy I was. I finely [sic] got into trouble with the police for shoting [sic] off a rifle in my basement and for a bomb I had made out of about 30 fireworks from fourth of July. After I went to court and got Probation, I was really ashamed of myself. I had not been in trouble with the police for years and now I had even lost that pride.”

DeFreeze’s 1970 autobiographical statement convincingly laid blame upon his father, his wife, and the crushing poverty he had to withstand. But nowhere did he detail his own inability to talk with others, to discuss the difficulties he encountered and thus, perhaps, amend them.

In fact, DeFreeze hid details of his life from friends and coworkers. He worked intermittently for an Orange, New Jersey, painting contractor who never even knew DeFreeze and his wife had any children. He perceived DeFreeze as unusually quiet except when the subject of guns came up, and then the young man waxed rhapsodic about caliber, firepower, and the like.

While in New Jersey, DeFreeze worked for a few different painting contractors and then decided he wanted to be his own boss. He started his own business, House of DeFreeze, but overextended his credit and had to endure yet another failure.

In desperation to change something in his life, DeFreeze left his family behind in March 1965. But his obsession with guns and explosives continued unabated. While hitchhiking on Interstate 10, the San Bernardino Freeway, near West Covina, an act itself illegal, DeFreeze was stopped by police. The hitchhiking was the least of their concerns. As DeFreeze reached for his identification, the cops spotted a sharpened butter knife and a tear gas canister tucked into in his waistband. With probable cause, they asked to look inside his suitcase. It contained a sawed-off shotgun.

It was sixty-four days in the state prison at Chino before DeFreeze had his day in court for possession of the shotgun and tear gas bomb. A psychiatrist, hired by the state of California to evaluate DeFreeze’s propensity for handling guns and small explosives, learned of his horrific childhood.

“DeFreeze states Father tried to kill him three times,” the psychiatrist noted in truncated sentences. “Used to inflict human punishment—hit him with hammers, baseball bats, etc. He shows areas on his head where he was struck and had to receive sutures. Every time he went to the hospital, his Father told them he just got hurt. The time he was picked up with the gun [at age fourteen in Cleveland], he had planned to shoot Father who had been mistreating him.”

DeFreeze was released after time served in jail.

Two weeks later, DeFreeze was back in New Jersey, standing in front of another judge for the bomb and gun charges in the basement of his home. The judge continued the case for a year, and in June 1966, DeFreeze received two years probation.

“All my friends and family knew of my wife’s ways,” DeFreeze wrote of this period of his life. “I moved all over New Jersey but everywhere I went someone knew me or my life or about my kids. I just couldn’t take it anymore. I was slowly becoming a nothing.”

Again, he planned to leave his family behind for California, but Gloria begged him to bring the large, poverty-stricken clan with him and DeFreeze relented. In Los Angeles, in 1967, their sixth child and last child, doomed like the others to be neglected, was born. Relocating to the Golden State did not better their lives in the least.

In the spring of 1967, DeFreeze was laid off from a car wash job. Because he was not a resident of California, he was refused welfare payments from the state. An employment training program for which he applied turned him away because of his extensive police record.

DeFreeze continued to possess illegal weapons without using them for any criminal purpose. And he also put himself in the position to be discovered with them. It was as if having guns and explosives on his person gave him a sense of power, of purpose.

Somewhat incongruously, DeFreeze was stopped on June 9, 1967, for the relatively minor infraction of running a red light on a bicycle at the intersection of Vermont and 60th Street in the inner city. He gave a fictitious name to the arresting officers and they quickly discovered his falsehood. The ensuing search revealed a homemade bomb in his pocket and another in a bag in the basket of the bike, along with a .22 caliber pistol.

DeFreeze claimed he had found these weapons and was going to sell them to support his family. His reason for not doing so was highly ironic: “I thought about the nut that would buy them and what no good he would probably have in mind and of the possibably [sic] of him killing someone with the gun, it give [sic] me a very funny feeling, a bad feeling of death in my mouth.”

DeFreeze further explained that his car was repossessed and, as a result, he had lost his last job. The case was sent to Superior Court Judge Bernard Lawler, in the South Bay city of Torrance. DeFreeze brought testimonials from the Community Skill Center, where a Head Start Project worker had written that the petty criminal was “very energetic” and able to communicate well with young people.

Arnold Kaye, the probation officer assigned to DeFreeze after these charges, interviewed him and was convinced that he was not a hardened criminal but a wounded and confused man. Recommending probation rather than jail time, Kaye wrote in part, “The difficulties which the defendant has encountered in his life are real and serious. He feels his responsibilities deeply and is overcome when he cannot meet them. He appears to have a warm relationship with his wife and children.

“The type of behavior encountered in the present offense appears to be the defendant’s way of compensating for feelings of inadequacy and powerlessness.”

Kaye went on to conclude in his probation report that he was concerned about DeFreeze’s mental stability and that it might be best to commit him, short-term, for psychiatric evaluation. He mentioned how ironic it was that only after the bicycle arrest did California’s welfare department provide financial aid to the DeFreeze family and only after DeFreeze was out on bail did the job-training program make his case a priority.

To support this contention, Kaye quoted DeFreeze, who maintained, with unintentionally comedic effect, “If I had known that we could have got help by me going to jail, I could have did a lot of lesser things like broke a few windows or something.” And then DeFreeze reverted to his default defense, “It would have been worth it to help my wife and kids.”

Judge Lawler showed compassion. After DeFreeze pleaded guilty, the judge gave the wayward young man three more years’ probation and stated, “You do have a bad record but I think you’re entitled to a break in this particular instance, and I hope you will take advantage of it.”

Donald DeFreeze became adept at convincing people like probation officer Kaye that he wanted to do right by his wife and children. That, coupled with no actual use of the explosives and weapons, kept him from a long sentence in jail.

But less than three months after the arrest at Vermont and 60th, DeFreeze came up with another criminal scheme. This time it involved engaging in infidelity, likely a response to being cuckolded by Gloria. In fact, the prostitute DeFreeze met shared his wife’s first name. On December 2 at 3:30 in the morning, Gloria Yvonne Sanders went to a South Central Los Angeles motel with DeFreeze, where he paid her the going rate for that place and time, ten dollars, and they had sex.

Apparently less than content with Sanders’s services, DeFreeze pulled out a small Derringer-style pistol, thrust it against her head, and demanded not only his ten dollars back but all the money she had made that day. Sanders stated that DeFreeze ordered her to have sex with him again, but this time, as she described it, they “performed unnatural acts.”

Afterward, Sanders insisted she was cold and got DeFreeze’s permission to get up and retrieve her coat. Seeing a fleeting chance to escape, she ran out the door and down the street.

DeFreeze did not flee the premises himself. He promptly fell asleep, his gun under the pillow.

He awoke to the reappearance of Sanders and to his surprise, two Los Angeles police officers. Sanders had called them on a pay phone, probably omitting the fact of what she did for a living. DeFreeze was arrested for robbery and obliterating the serial number of his stolen gun.

These charges were eventually dismissed. But DeFreeze made a crucial error in judgment as he was led away from the motel in handcuffs.

He asked Officer L. J. Henricks not to leave DeFreeze’s own car at the motel for fear of it being stolen. The police obliged by impounding the vehicle. Naturally, they searched it, only to find in the trunk twelve stolen handguns in a blue canvas bag. The month before, the Western Surplus Store, 8505 S. Western Avenue in Torrance, had been robbed of about two hundred rifles and pistols. A major LAPD investigation of the weapons burglary was ongoing when they stumbled upon Donald DeFreeze and some of the two hundred firearms.

Two days later, on December 4, DeFreeze, looking at serious jail time but confident in his ability to gain probation, made an agreement with the LAPD. He promised to lead them to the man who sold DeFreeze the stolen guns in exchange for a recommendation of leniency in his sentence. The deal was accepted, and DeFreeze was escorted by officers to his home on New Hampshire Avenue, where he promised Gloria would lead them to the gun runner DeFreeze knew only as “Ron.” But Gloria and the children were not at home.

DeFreeze suddenly broke and ran from his police escort. He hurled himself out of a screened window in the second floor apartment, landing in a roll on a garage roof. The stunned officers saw DeFreeze scramble off the garage roof, leap to the ground, and run. They pursued on foot, but he was gone.

The LAPD, now furious with DeFreeze, brought their wrath upon Gloria, who was in no position to resist, especially with six children to protect and raise. She suggested DeFreeze could be found at the apartment of a nearby acquaintance, a place where he often took sanctuary from his home life.

He was apprehended two days later, on December 4, 1967. In his arrest record, two officers are listed by last name, Toles and Farwell.

As will soon be seen in greater detail, DeFreeze’s interaction with LAPD officer Ronald G. Farwell after the two-hundred–gun case at the Western Surplus Store drastically altered his life. Farwell entrapped DeFreeze in the life of an informant. It set DeFreeze on an inexorable path of living in constant fear of detection while trying to mentally compartmentalize the lives he ruined and the enemies he made. It was also his unendurable level of suspiciousness and intolerance for personal conflicts that eventually led him to kidnap the heiress Patty Hearst, whose secret liaison with DeFreeze ended with her abrupt rejection of him.

DeFreeze promised to lead the LAPD to his partner who ran guns. His full name, DeFreeze now remembered, was Ronald Coleman. It bought DeFreeze his freedom in the short run.

With policemen standing alongside him, DeFreeze called up Coleman and asked if he still had the two guns DeFreeze had sold him. When Coleman answered in the affirmative, DeFreeze said he would come over to talk to him about an unspecified subject. Hanging up, DeFreeze told the three detectives, who were watching him very carefully, “Ron is at his apartment.” And then, as if he was already one of them, he added, “Let’s hit him.”

It didn’t take long. Coleman lived in the same apartment building. Coleman casually opened the door to DeFreeze and his police entourage. DeFreeze led them through the apartment, to the anger and shock of Coleman. DeFreeze pointed out hiding places Coleman used for several dozen stolen guns and, for good measure, revealed a stash of marijuana. Despite the importance of the case and the size of the cache of guns, neither man was charged with that offense. This was the beginning of DeFreeze’s peculiar relationship with the LAPD. DeFreeze pleaded guilty and, despite his burgeoning police record, he was given an additional five years of probation for receiving stolen property. Coleman got three years of probation for marijuana possession.

Donald DeFreeze blamed both himself and his wife for his life’s path in his court-mandated, short autobiography of his family’s time in Southern California. “More and more, I was unhappy with everything. I started back [sic] playing with guns, drinking, pills, but this time more than I had ever before did [sic]. … I really don’t understand what I was doing. She wanted nice things and I was working and I was buying and selling guns and the next thing I know I had become a thief.”

The core truth to DeFreeze’s complex role in the radical politics of California is found in his contention that he initially bought guns to support his family. Clearly, he had an obsession with weapons. He derived a sense of power and some limited income from handling and dealing guns, but the biggest weapons deal he was involved with was in a sense the end of DeFreeze’s dwindling freedom of choice in life.

When the two hundred guns from the 1967 Torrance robbery became part of DeFreeze’s criminal record, he was already a thief. But when he wrote in his biographical sketch “the next thing I know I had become a thief,” he was, in code, referring to the first time in his life he turned in another person to lessen his own potential sentence. DeFreeze showed no external concern when he turned in Ronald Coleman. DeFreeze never expressed any thoughts verbally or in writing about Coleman also being African American, Coleman’s proximity in the same apartment building, or the possibility that Coleman might seek retribution for the betrayal.

Morgan W. Morten, the attorney who represented DeFreeze in the 1967 case, confirmed that it was “indicated that he had been cooperating with the police.” The exact details of DeFreeze’s collaboration efforts were not made known to the court.

It was both DeFreeze’s willingness to secretly cooperate with law enforcement and the roiling political landscape of the time that combined to make him a police agent who turned his back on the left in general and his own race, especially the Black Panther Party, in particular.
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THERE CAN BE NO FULL understanding of the behavior of Donald DeFreeze or the creation of the Symbionese Liberation Army without, at the very least, an acknowledgment of the volatility of political life in the America of the late 1960s and early 1970s.

In 1976, the Final Report of the Senate Committee on Intelligence Activities and the Rights of Americans made it plain and irreducible: the Federal Bureau of Investigation, from 1956 to 1971, ran a counterintelligence program (COINTELPRO) of illegal covert actions against Americans. This was due to the Bureau’s frustration with the Supreme Court’s protection of the rights of political dissidents.

The techniques employed by the Bureau in COINTELPRO included burglary, vandalism, forged documents, telling spouses of false infidelities, accusing radicals of being informants when they were not, using tax investigations to harass radicals, prejudicing superiors of college professors or clergy sympathetic to radical politics, prevention of public speeches, and even pressure via grand juries when jury trials failed to convict suspects. Two of the five groups targeted, according to the Senate report, were the “New Left” program (1968–1971) and the “Black Nationalist-Hate Group” program (1967–1971). However, groups that had primarily black members but were nonviolent in nature, including the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, also were included in the Black Nationalist-Hate Group program.

The same FBI, willing to send messages to Martin Luther King Jr., encouraging him to commit suicide, was, not surprisingly, even more dedicated to the destruction of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, and used police agents like Donald DeFreeze for the purpose of setting up arrests or inciting violence to accomplish the goal.

Founded in East Oakland in 1966 by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, the Panthers, in their ten-point party platform and program, made reasonable demands including an end to police brutality, against which they armed themselves; and decent housing and education; and full employment. Among their more controversial points were demands for financial reparations for slavery, still discussed today, and solely black juries for black defendants, an issue particular to that era.

The Panthers became the predominant focus of the FBI’s Black Nationalist-Hate Group program. In citing revelations from the Senate’s findings, the New York Times detailed, “The report portrays a campaign in which the bureau used a legion of informers, sometimes as provocateurs, and close cooperation with local police antiradical squads to sow confusion, fear, and dissension among Panthers.”

When DeFreeze was caught in 1967 and turned in Ronald Coleman, he became, in street parlance, a “snitch.” Arresting officer Ronald G. Farwell recruited DeFreeze to become an informant for the LAPD. The use of black police agents escalated in the aftermath of the 1965 Watts riots. Tension built in that suburb between 1962 and 1964, as sixty-five people were killed by the LAPD, including twenty-seven who were shot in the back. One single police case was found to be murder.

After six days of the racially charged insurrection, thirty-one civilians, two policemen, and a fireman were dead, and the LAPD was criticized for its brutality and its lack of preparedness. Numerous major American cities suffered the same violent fate in 1967. The growing presence of the Black Panthers in Southern California also was a factor in the eventual creation of the Criminal Conspiracy Section (CCS) of the Los Angeles Police Department, dedicated to infiltration, provocation, and arrest of Panthers and other radicals in the most dangerous areas of Los Angeles County.

Ronald Farwell saw in DeFreeze a man who was more fascinated with owning and selling guns than using them in the commission of crimes. Farwell knew the best way to infiltrate the Panthers was to sell them guns via police agents and then arrest them. He was not unsympathetic to the plight of DeFreeze. Farwell, a black officer trying to survive in a predominantly white police force, had seven children of his own. The combination of probation and some money to help pay bills lured DeFreeze into the fold as an informant, and when Farwell became assigned to the newly formed CCS in 1969, he continued to use DeFreeze. The following year, the CCS was put under the control of the newly created Public Disorder Intelligence Division. Farwell’s authority increased during these changes.

Farwell ran other police agents in his network, and two proved to be notorious. Louis Tackwood, a black informant who eventually authored a book on his LAPD exploits, The Glass House Tapes, gave a clearer view of the structure of police intelligence operations in Los Angeles at the time.

Tackwood began cooperating with police in 1962, after a car theft arrest, and despite his personal history of drug sales and armed robbery, he told Steven V. Roberts at the New York Times that he received between $7,000 and $9,000 in payments from the LAPD as an informant and was given a “free hand” in pursuing his own crimes.

In a press conference covered by the Los Angeles Free Press, Tackwood said he was recruited in 1965 by Farwell. Tackwood stated that there were, as a maximum, about fifteen to twenty officers controlling approximately two hundred informant contacts throughout the state of California. The LAPD budget for the Criminal Conspiracy Section was secret, and informants were paid only in cash.

So Tackwood, like DeFreeze, was paid but not enough to serve as his sole source of income. LAPD informants found it very difficult to leave the criminal life behind. The police continued to use them and arranged one probationary sentence after another for crimes that would have sent the average perpetrator to jail.

Tackwood was not a model of reliability as an agent provocateur himself. But Leroy Aarons of the Washington Post, Carl Flemming of Newsweek, and Jerry Cohen of the Los Angeles Times supervised his polygraph examination, administered by Chris Gugas, a former FBI agent and then president of the American Polygraph Association. The three journalists reported that Tackwood “did answer all of the critical questions truthfully on the examination.” The names of his police contacts were also later confirmed.

A third notable informant for Farwell and the CCS was Ron Everett, who changed his name to Maulana Ron Karenga. After the 1965 Watts riots, Karenga helped establish the Black Congress in order to restore that devastated community. In opposition to the Maoist politics of the Panthers, his Black Nationalist organization, United Slaves (US), also believed in cultural and racial separatism. US promoted the building of independent schools, African-American studies departments, and black student unions.

But like the Panthers, United Slaves was a target of the FBI’s COINTELPRO. However, because he shared the FBI’s antipathy toward the Black Panthers, a national rather than a regional movement, Karenga and his followers were clearly favored by law enforcement. Tackwood asserted in The Glass House Tapes that he was the liaison between the police and Karenga, providing money, weapons, and support.

January 17, 1969, was an infamous day in the history of the internecine battle between the Black Panther Party in Los Angeles and the United Slaves, also referred to as the US Organization. Panthers Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter and John Huggins were shot dead during an altercation in the lunchroom of Campbell Hall at the University of California, Los Angeles. Indicted were three members of US, although Karenga was not one of them.

Tackwood stated he gave money to Karenga to “take care of” Black Panthers in the Watts area, where Karenga was located. Karenga was certainly an atypical, anti-white Black Nationalist. The Wall Street Journal reported that he “maintained close ties to the eastern Rockefeller family.” Furthermore, the paper reported, “a few weeks after the assassination of Martin Luther King … Mr. Karenga slipped into Sacramento for a private chat with Governor Ronald Reagan, at the governor’s request.” He met around the same time clandestinely with LA Police Chief Thomas Reddin, prompting speculation that of all police agents to serve the LAPD then, Karenga had the highest connections to the white power structure.

Any doubt that the FBI encouraged violent engagement between the Panthers and US was officially obliterated with a May 26, 1970, memo from the Los Angeles field office to Washington. By this time, four Panthers had been killed by US members, and others, on both sides, had been beaten and wounded by gunfire.

The memo summarized the Bureau’s satisfaction with this violence:


The Los Angeles Division is aware of the mutually hostile feelings harbored between the organizations and the first opportunity to capitalize on the situation will be maximized. It is intended that US, Inc. will be appropriately 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.



The beginning of the end of the cohesiveness of the Black Panthers came on March 9, 1971, when Robert Webb, a member of the Eldridge Cleaver faction, was shot dead while selling the Black Panther newspaper on 125th Street in Harlem. The perpetrators were loyal to Huey Newton’s Oakland chapter.

As retaliation, on April 17, barely six weeks later, Samuel Lee Napier, circulation manager of the paper controlled by Newton’s faction, was gunned down in Queens. COINTELPRO disinformation had created resentment between the East and West Coast Panthers. FBI informants permeated both camps. Legal problems nullified the efforts of many influential members, and confusion increased among supporters as to the future direction of the party. No single organizational head helped the Panthers cohere. Crime began to undercut legitimate militancy. All these were factors in the East-West ideological war and waning political influence of the Black Panthers.

But COINTELPRO was also doomed, as a group of radicals broke into the FBI’s satellite office in Media, Pennsylvania, on March 8 of that year. In a 1970s equivalent of a data dump on the Wikileaks website, one thousand files were disseminated, including information on the illegal extent of COINTELPRO operations, and the FBI’s domestic surveillance powers were curtailed.

As for Karenga, he remains a fascinating by-product of anti-Panther police intelligence. Karenga invented the Pan-African holiday Kwanzaa in 1966. Even more curious, the seven principles of Kwanzaa—Umoja (Unity), Kujichagulia (Self-Determination), Ujima (Collective Work and Responsibility), Ujamaa (Cooperative Production), Nia (Purpose), Kuumba (Creativity), and Imani (Faith)—wound up being used by another CCS alumnus, Donald DeFreeze, when the SLA designed a seven-headed cobra with those same Swahili principles.

Patty Hearst, even if she was not cognizant of all the machinations of DeFreeze, knew something of this Kwanzaa-SLA connection. She stated, “I had to memorize what each head of the seven-headed cobra meant. Of course, later on I learned that he had lifted that from the Kwanzaa celebration.”

DONALD DEFREEZE WAS neither as calculating nor as politically savvy as Louis Tackwood or Ron Karenga. They welcomed the challenge of working undercover. They avoided arrest while serving the LAPD and FBI. DeFreeze was caught more often than not. And everywhere he traveled, he seemed to find trouble or it found him.

The greatest source of information about Donald DeFreeze and the hidden history of the Symbionese Liberation Army came from an organization called the Citizens Research and Investigation Committee. A screenwriter, author, playwright and journalist, Donald Freed, had already written about the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr. His white support group, Friends of the Panthers, also prompted FBI harassment of him. He hired investigators Rusty Rhodes and Lake Headley II to pursue the facts regarding the Black Panthers and police intelligence in Southern California. Of course, by association, it included the full story of DeFreeze, Hearst, and the SLA.

Headley was a former Las Vegas police intelligence officer who left his position because of the corruption he witnessed in what was then the Clark County Sheriff’s Department. In a 1975 presentation, Headley wrote, “I know of unlawful arrests because I took part in them. I know of covert activities because I took part in them. … I know of intelligence activities leading to unnecessary death because I participated in just such an act prior to my resignation as deputy sheriff in Las Vegas, Nevada.” With a thick beard and oversized eyeglasses, Headley looked more like a chemistry professor than, as Charles Manson prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi dubbed him, “the best private investigator on Earth.”

According to the testimony of convict Fred Braswell to Headley, DeFreeze met Braswell in 1968, not in South Central Los Angeles, DeFreeze’s usual base of operations, but at the Boston Hotel on Turk Street in one of San Francisco’s seediest sections, the Tenderloin.

Braswell was at the time the largest dealer of methedrine in Northern California. But he was not content with that title alone, for he was also a cocaine dealer and apropos of DeFreeze’s work, a major gun dealer for the Bay Area radical group, the Venceremos Organization.

Headley’s research revealed that DeFreeze was working not only for Farwell at the Criminal Conspiracy Section but also for the California state equivalent of the FBI, the Criminal Investigation and Identification unit (CII). The Los Angeles area arrest record of DeFreeze lists him as CII case number 2771103. His affiliation with the CII explains DeFreeze’s extracurricular activities in the San Francisco Bay Area and, soon thereafter, the state of New Jersey.

On April 10, 1968, DeFreeze was involved with yet another failed criminal endeavor. The owner of the Gun Corral on Prairie Avenue in Inglewood heard noises on his roof that night. Selecting one of many guns to choose from, the proprietor found Donald DeFreeze in an alley behind the store with a cache of tools, including crow bar, tin snips, and hammer. DeFreeze was once again humiliated, held at gunpoint by the owner of a gun store until the police arrived. After two days in jail, he was released. The charges were dismissed.

August 16, 1968 resulted in a brand new charge for DeFreeze in Los Angeles: 487.3 PC (Grand Larceny). Donald DeFreeze failed in his attempt to steal a motorcycle.

Nine days later, Gloria DeFreeze wrote to the trial judge, reminding him of her husband’s sporadic work for the county and state and the protections that were to be extended to him. As her appeal euphemistically put it, DeFreeze “helped recover weapons for the police and they promised to help him in return.” Yet again, probation was granted.

DeFreeze’s continuous attempts to get guns resulted in an arrest barely a month later, on September 25, 1968, with his possession of approximately ninety firearms stolen from another Inglewood gun shop.

He was sent to the Chino Institute for Men for psychiatric evaluation. At Chino, psychiatrist Dr. Frederick J. Hacker, in his report, concluded that DeFreeze was an


emotionally confused and conflicted young man with deep-rooted feelings of inadequacy. … His disorganization and impaired social adjustment seem to suggest a schizophrenic potential. He seems to be a passive aggressive individual. He appears to have a fascination with regard to firearms and explosives. … It is felt he is in need of a structured twenty-four-hour program of treatment. … His fascination with firearms and explosives make him dangerous.
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