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Note on Chinese Names


We have used the Pinyin naming structure for Chinese names in the text. In any quotes we have retained whatever form, Wade-Giles or Pinyin, that is contained in the original.








	Pinyin

	Wade-Giles






	Beijing Review

	Peking Review






	Beijing

	Peking






	Deng Xiaoping

	Teng Hsiao-ping






	Guomintang

	Kuomintang






	Hua Guofeng

	Hua Kuo-feng






	Jiang Qing

	Chiang Ching






	Lin Biao

	Lin Piao






	Liu Shaoqi

	Liu Shao-chi






	Mao Zedong

	Mao Tse-tung






	Xinhua

	Hsinhua






	Zhou Enlai

	Chou En-lai













Preface


The impetus for this book began forty years ago. At the time I was a 16-year-old, radically inclined high school student who had recently formed an organization in my hometown in upstate New York. The group was named the “Stoned Rabbits Peoples Party,” based on the subject component of our school symbol, a rabbit being pulled out of a magician’s hat. As for the stoned aspect, it speaks for itself. The SRPP, like more than a few groupings at the time was looking to Maoism, among others, as an ideology to try and resolve the universe of questions the previous decade had thrown up. As part of our efforts to break beyond the bounds of our small town, in 1975 we sent off to New York’s China Books and Periodicals and obtained two critical pieces of literature. A copy of Revolution newspaper and The Revolutionary Union’s newly released, Red Papers 7: How Capitalism Has Been Restored in the Soviet Union and What this Means for the World Struggle. The Revolution, dated October 1975, had a blaring headline announcing the founding of the Revolutionary Communist Party, USA. Thus began a decades long relationship with the RCP; from working with its unemployed organization, to being part of its youth group, to writing for its newspaper. It is a relationship that with the crystalline clarity of hindsight, should have ended a good deal sooner than it did—which is a story in its own right—but alas this is not a memoir, rather an attempt at a much needed ‘first-pass’ at a history of this organization.


My direct participation with the group began in May 1976. Thus my connection begins two-thirds of the way into the story of which I write. Everything before is reconstructed by direct research. The period from 1976 on, however, has the benefit of my having been a participant observer. Regardless, given the amount of time that has passed, the fading of memory, my embedded biases of the time, I draw only sparsely from that experience, and instead rely as much as possible on the ample documentation, witness interviews, and other sources, to reconstruct the major events.


I talked to many people in the course of researching and writing this book. Given their varying associations with a Maoist organization having as its stated aim leading a mass revolutionary uprising, quite a number agreed to speak, but on the condition they not be named. In those cases I refer to them obliquely in the footnotes. I have also exercised discretion in referencing formerly secret FBI documents, naming only RU/RCP members who have elsewhere been identified in the public record as having been associated with the group. That allowed for, as the reader will see, most of the information collected comes from documentary and archival material. As helpful as it was to speak to actual people, in the end the record was more reliable than any individual’s memory—regardless of how clear some of them were.


One further note on documentary sources. What my collaborator, Conor Gallagher, and I discovered in researching this book was that there was quite a wealth of material ‘hiding in plain sight.’ For example, we found critical files on William Hinton, in an online collection of documents pertaining to an FBI background check of R. Sargent Shriver—the former US diplomat and Vice Presidential candidate. We came across an informant report coinciding with an RU delegation visit to China among a collection of documents released by the National Archives in regard to the Kennedy assassination. We also found critical FBI-RU memos in an archive of the Liberation News Service housed in the Temple University library. All of this material was available before our various Freedom of Information requests began trickling in. The relative ease in discovering formerly secret material is testament to the sheer quantity of records on this group and the dearth of research. That said there were still quite a few responses by the FBI to our requests that certain files either did not exist, had been destroyed, were “reported missing,” or were unavailable due to a “catastrophic flood” at a particular facility. In one instance where we requested CIA material on Vicki Garvin, the wife of RU founder Leibel Bergman and a prominent activist in her own right, we were told, in 2014, “the CIA can neither confirm nor deny the existence or nonexistence of records responsive to your request.”1


On the whole, however, we were able to learn a great deal. In that regard what follows will be revelatory, not only for those coming to this subject brand new, but even those with extensive knowledge. There remains, however, much yet to uncover.


In taking on this project a number of people questioned whether there was any value in giving attention to a US Maoist organization whose best days were decades in the past. This seemed to have more to do with the generally bad opinion of the group on the part of some former members and others who encountered it along the way, than with any demonstrable insignificance. But if it were just the matter of assessing Maoism in the US in that period, this would be a lesser book, relevant with its own specific lessons, but a much drier story. However, it was the interaction of the group with the secret police in the United States—which itself was highly political—that ultimately animated this undertaking. Conor and I began this project after the Chelsea Manning case became public, but before Edward Snowden’s revelations, and before the various police measures against the Occupy Movement began coming to light. What is clear through those and many other examples, is that the understanding of how determined, organized resistance and political repression are intimately intertwined, remains a current and relevant problem. While the particular actors and repressive agencies have shifted as the tumultuous time of the sixties fades into the ever expanding past; there are in the contradictions, methodologies, and challenges, certain things that stand as universal. In that regard this is a book more about the present and the future than the past.


Aaron Leonard


September 2014





Introduction



The Way From San Jose




Guerrilla-like we hide our giant hate,
Take refuge in a silence, forest dark.
We light another cigarette and wait;
Hold back the arrow though we see the mark.
Will we know when to answer to alarm?
Will we remember how to lift an arm?
Frustration, Leibel Bergman, 19622


It is felt that the magnitude of the threat by RCP and its front groups to accomplish its aims or [sic] organizing and overthrowing the United States Government by force and violence warrants constant vigil so that we may fulfill our responsibilities for domestic security.


Federal Bureau of Investigation, Internal Assessment, September, 19763





Richard Nixon liked crowds, so it was natural, having just finished speaking inside the San Jose Civic Center that he bounded outside, eager to greet the people waiting for him. To get the proper adulation he climbed atop his limousine and thrust his arms up in his trademark “V for Victory” gesture. Suddenly, to the shock and panic of those charged with protecting him; eggs, rocks, and bottles started coming at him. This was not the anticipated friendly campaign crowd, but rather an assembly of anti-war demonstrators, 3,000 strong, who had come out to denounce Nixon for his continued and escalating prosecution of the war in Vietnam. According to a witness, people were so incensed by Nixon’s flashing what they interpreted as the peace sign, that “several rocks just missed his head!”4


The small contingent of San Jose Police, about sixty in all, there to protect the President were suddenly in a panic. It was strictly touch and go as the demonstrators continued to harangue, encroach on his car, and toss missiles in his direction, while police scurried to get him in the car and off the scene. According to Police Chief Ray Blackmore, “He was on the car for three or four minutes—maybe only two minutes— but it seemed to me like two years.”5


The next day, papers across the country blazed with headlines about Nixon’s harrowing encounter. The Village Voice—referring to Nixon’s close call with a crowd in Venezuela in 1958—drew the global analogy, writing, “President Nixon experienced a sort of domestic Caracas incident.”6 Columnist Mary McGrory opined, “The President has been looking for trouble from the ‘radical few,’ and they have been spoiling for a showdown with him. Now it has happened.”7


Though it drew people from all over northern California, the key organizer of the action, was a relatively small, newly formed Maoist organization: the Revolutionary Union—who until recently called itself the Bay Area Revolutionary Union. Though not much heard of outside the Bay Area, the RU was already a high profile target of the police and FBI. As someone on the scene that day later explained, “The cops certainly were concerned about the RU, they raided the houses of several San Jose RU members the night before the demo and kept folks locked up until the demonstration was over.”8 Though ultimately unsuccessful in preventing RU’s participation, the fact that authorities were able to act in such a modestly preemptive way, was a result of their already having informants inside the group. One of those being, Lawrence “Larry” Goff, who told the press after the demonstration that the Revolutionary Union, “had about 50 members in his chapter,” in San Jose and “was the main organizer of the incident.”9 It was in this way, in October 1970, that the Maoists of the RU were introduced to the larger world.


* * *


The RU/RCP’s roots lay in the most important struggles of the sixties. Its leaders emerged from the anti-HUAC protests, the Free Speech Movement, the Peace and Freedom Party alliance with the Black Panthers, and the struggles in the final year of SDS, among other key events of the time. These individuals in turn formed an organization that went from a handful of youthful Maoists, former Communist Party USA members, and China-philes, to become a national organization with well over a thousand cadre and many thousand active supporters.10


By 1971, while groups such as the Black Panthers and Weathermen were in disarray, retreat, or disintegration, the Revolutionary Union, the forerunner of what would become the RCP, was ascendant. While some of the more sensational actions of these other groups had captured the imagination of portions of the youth population, it was the RU/RCP that was arguably the largest inheritor of sixties radicalism. In September 1975, Los Angeles Times reporter Ellen Hume, ran a profile on radicalism in the seventies singling out the RU. The article’s title was, “The ‘heavy’ radicals—The intellectual cadre plant ideas not bombs; terrorists considered least important to cause.”11 The message being that sixties radicalism had not evaporated in 1969, but rather had passed its legacy on, in a more sophisticated form, into the next decade.


As the seventies hit its stride, the RU/RCP became a fully articulated national organization. In 1976 the FBI penned an assessment. It was a report that was as direct, given the relative obscurity of the group, as it was surprising. According to the FBI, the RCP and the organizations most closely associated with it were, “A threat to the internal security of the United States of the first magnitude.”12


In turn, the group was a priority focus of the Bureau. In researching this book, there is now an abundance of previously unreleased and unexplored FBI documents—including un-redacted informant files, unexamined COINTELPRO documents, and thousands of pages of previously unreleased FOIA material. From its very beginning this grouping was the focus of the FBI and its contacts, including people like ‘labor’ columnist Victor Riesel, who wrote pieces specifically targeting the RU/RCP in direct collusion with the FBI. It was also the object of an array of covert operations and dirty tricks: setting organizations against each other, sending of poison pen letters, falsifying documents, fomenting splits, setting up phony communist collectives, using provocative comic books and cartoons, informant infiltration, deportation proceedings, planting of phone taps, putting microphones in apartments, break ins to steal membership lists, and more.


Amid the shifting terrain of the crisis-wracked seventies these newly minted Maoists sent cadre to factories to immerse themselves in major US industry. In a few short years they had an established presence in the steel plants across the US, the mines of West Virginia, auto plants in Detroit, meatpacking centers of Tacoma, Chicago, Milwaukee, and dozens of other greater and lesser industries. They were at the heart of militant labor struggles, particularly in the wildcat strike movement in the West Virginia coalfields. Along with this they inspired and lead dozens of chapters of the university based Attica Brigade/Revolutionary Student Brigade. They politically lead—controversially—Vietnam Veterans Against the War, and were a critical force behind the highly influential, US-China Peoples Friendship Association.


In the wake of the death of Mao Zedong and the corresponding turn in China from a socialist toward a market economy, a major schism took place. The group broke into two pieces, one fading away a few years later, the other continuing on in name, but as a much different organization, with a significant diminishment in membership and influence.


The story of the Revolutionary Union/Revolutionary Communist Party is an essential piece of sixties and seventies history. It is a narrative in opposition to the standing mythology that all who became radicalized in that time quickly returned to the mainstream or spent the ensuing years dealing with the consequences of having attempted direct “blows against the empire.” It is also, consequentially, the story of the draconian repressiveness of the FBI—undertaking one of its biggest projects of the period. In short it is a large piece of sixties seventies history that needs to be put into place.





Chapter 1



Foundation




I do everything I can to merit the respect of my children and I don’t think I could get that kind of respect by cooperating in any way with [the] history, purposes, and many of the crimes committed by this committee.


Leibel Bergman testifying to the House Un-American Activities Committee, San Francisco, 1960.13


There were several people at the University of California interested in forming an organization to aid victims of United States aggression [in] Vietnam. We felt that this was the least we could do in terms of making protest against what our Government was doing to the people of Vietnam and in order to show the American people and people across the world that all Americans do not, that the American people do not back this Government’s vicious, criminal war in Vietnam.


Steve Hamilton, testimony in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee, August 1966.14





In 1968, revolutionary communism appeared to be dead as an organized force in the US. Of course, there were an assortment of communist organizations in existence; there was the old Communist Party USA (CPUSA), which had long ago abandoned even the pretense of a revolutionary strategy. There were also an array of splinter groups, fragments of fragments of quasi-religious sects broken off from larger organizations—in the manner of Joan Didion’s essay, Comrade Laski, C.P.U.S.A. (M.-L.).15 There were a number of Trotskyist groups, such as the Socialist Workers Party and the International Socialists, but for all their ambitions, they were constrained by the fact that their politics had never achieved practical political power. And there was the anomaly of the Progressive Labor Party, a grouping with roots in the CPUSA, that seemed to embrace revolutionary Maoism but by 1968, was heading in another direction.


Much of the writing about the sixties seizes on this state of affairs to then dismiss or ignore any role of revolutionary communists in that transformative era. Just as the popular mythology of the McCarthy era is today one of government authorities, “seeking reds hiding under the bed,” i.e., jumping at shadows, so too the dominant sixties narrative is one of a delusional J. Edgar Hoover, chasing a largely non-existent communist subversion. That the state of the communist movement in the US was fractured and in disarray in 1968, however, did not mean there were no revolutionary communists, or that new ones were not emerging, quickly. Given the historic role such communists played in many important struggles of twentieth-century America—regardless of what one thinks of that ideology—this was no small matter. It was the communists who usually first arrived at the point of controversy and militant opposition, if not outright resistance. In this they stood out for their catalyzing effect of moving the goal posts of protest and dissent in more radical directions.


Though they had no corresponding party the most radical elements of the old Communist Party did exist, and indeed had been set free from the constraints of their former organization. At the same time the student movement was engendering—often in concert with these older leftists—a new generation of Marxist-Leninists, more radical than the generation that had preceded them. Many of these militant radicals who were turning to Maoism, saw armed revolution as their immediate objective in the not far-off future; the threshold to cross before attempting socialism in the US. It can be debated how realistic this was, but these young Maoists were serious about forging a doctrine for revolution, with all that involved—the exaggerated posturing that pervaded certain quarters in this period does not erase this basic fact.


While this phenomenon has been overlooked and ignored by too many writers and historians, this was not so on the part of the state authorities who gave a great deal of attention to such forces, even in their incubating incarnations. From their standpoint they had a legal predicate and an official obligation to ‘pay some attention,’ and attention they paid. But they did more than that, they responded proactively in order to undermine, fragmentize, and neutralize such forces—systematically breaking laws they were ostensibly sworn to uphold in the process, all in a feverish rush to get ahead of such organization. For them, this was not an abstraction or the product of delusional thinking, but at least in potential, an existential threat.


To understand where this came from; including how the anti-communist consensus in US society seems to have lost much of its power in the late sixties, and in turn brought forward a new wave of communists, chief among them the Revolutionary Union, it will help to start with a look at the key individuals at the heart of the formation of the RU—individuals who embraced this ideology either as renaissance or revelation, all swimming in the roiling waters of 1960s America.


Leibel Bergman


Any story of the RU/RCP must necessarily start with its organizational and political architect, Leibel Bergman. Bergman was born in Grand Forks, North Dakota in 1915, of pious roots—descended down from “an unbroken line of Hebrew high priests and rabbinical scholars.”16 By any measure he was highly intelligent. He attended the University of North Dakota, where he earned a degree in mathematics at the age of 19, then went on to work as a Chief Statistician of the North Dakota State Planning Board. Along the way he joined the Communist Party, though it is unclear precisely when, though the FBI says it was in 1937.17


During the late 1930s, Bergman traveled throughout the midwest and east Coast as a Party member, organizing packing house and other workers, and advocating for communism. When the Second World War broke out he joined the US military, consistent with the Party’s position of defending the Soviet Union and defeating Hitler’s Germany. His actual military service was directed at the chief focus of the United States, Japan. He served five years in the US Army, primarily as an Army-Air Force navigator.”18


After the war Bergman settled in San Francisco where he worked for many years in a drop forge factory, was a Party union organizer, and published a militant newsletter called The Scriber. In the 1950s he and other comrades were put on trial by the national leadership of the Communist Party, reprimanded for pushing forward too fast, and several were expelled. Although Bergman was not expelled, the incident was a foretaste of a larger break.19


Bergman’s relationship with the Party would ultimately end over the matter of how to view Josef Stalin—the precipitating event being Nikita Khrushchev’s 1956 speech criticizing Stalin. Khrushchev—who had been a loyal party functionary throughout Stalin’s rule—denounced Stalin for the purges in the late 1930s and the “Cult of Personality” built around him.20 He went on to advocate a more conciliatory and anti-revolutionary view of realizing a communist future. For those who had stuck with the Communist Party, through the famines that ensued during collectivization, the show trials and the Great Purge of 1937-38, the alliance with Hitler’s Germany in the wake of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, this was too much to bear. Attacking Stalin pushed the limits of the rationalizations that had kept people loyal to this communism. How they fell out in this was untidy, some continuing despite the Party’s latest line shift, others decisively breaking with it, but not with its overall legacy. Others would become staunch anti-communists.


The changes in Soviet policy and doctrine would also lead, by the early 1960s, to a major schism between the Soviet and Chinese Communists. The reason for the split is a matter still being excavated by historians. On the surface the Chinese accused the Soviets of revisionism, and accommodation with imperialism. However the nationalism and ambitions of both countries, to say nothing of larger geopolitical concerns, were huge consequential factors.21 Regardless, the split was earth shifting. These two countries had borne the brunt of human casualties in World War II—the Soviets beating back the bloodiest foreign invasion in human history, while the Chinese Communists played a critical role in the defeat of the Japanese, before defeating their former wartime ally the US-backed Guomindang. The alliance between the two socialist countries after the War was a huge fly in the ointment of plans to, “organize the economic resources of the world so as to make possible a return to the system of free enterprise in every country,”22 that was envisioned by the United States. As a result the US resorted to a policy of ‘containing’ communism, a euphemistic expression for brandishing their superior nuclear power and the implicit threat of its use, as a Damocles sword over any who challenged their interests. In this respect, China under the leadership of Mao Zedong, in many ways, offered a more formidable challenge to the US, than the Soviet Union. The following from 1956 gives a sense of why:




Now U.S. imperialism is quite powerful, but in reality it isn’t. It is very weak politically because it is divorced from the masses of the people and is disliked by everybody and by the American people too. In appearance it is very powerful but in reality it is nothing to be afraid of, it is a paper tiger. Outwardly a tiger, it is made of paper, unable to withstand the wind and the rain. I believe the United States is nothing but a paper tiger.23





Leaving aside Mao’s elements of hyperbole, the audacious tone was in marked contrast to that of the more accommodating and bureaucratic Soviets. For a time in the 1960s and early 1970s, Communist China would be seen by many in search of such things, as a potential alternative to the capitalism of which the US was now the chief representative.


The changing definitions of Marxism-Leninism by the Soviets and Chinese in the period after Stalin’s death would also lead to a split of communists internationally—including the exit of a good number of the more radically inclined who were still in the US Communist Party. Among them was Leibel Bergman, who would write a long paper critical of the 20th Congress speech by Khrushchev, and who himself was inclining more toward the Chinese position.24


It was against this backdrop that Bergman, in 1960, was summoned before the House Committee on Un-American Activities (known as HUAC). The Committee was collecting information on the Communist Party’s Northern California District. Bergman’s testimony was non-cooperative and defiant:




Mr. Willis. I order and direct you to answer the question. (The witness conferred with his counsel.)


Mr. Bergman. After that explanation, I still fail to see pertinency. I want to remind the committee that I am here against my will. I do not sympathize with this committee.


Mr. Willis. You said that before.25





Bergman’s testimony came at a point when a certain section of the left and progressive movement was pushing back against the Red Scares and the witch-hunting of HUAC. Organized defiance was the order of the day for these hearings, with union leaders, Communist Party members, and students—infused with the activist sensibility of the civil rights movement—mobilized to oppose the hearings. Bergman’s testimony occurred on May 13, 1960, the day of the now famous “HUAC riot”—‘riot’ more precisely being the police measures against the crowd of largely student protestors. Many of those students, who came from UC Berkeley, were violently ejected from the hearing by police using water hoses and billy-clubs.26 That event, in turn would become a foretaste of the political activism that would soon convulse California, especially its campuses.


While HUAC was poking around into the old Communist Party’s influence, Bergman himself was moving on. On leaving the Party, he had become a founding member of the Maoist-inclined Progressive Labor Party, (which had started out as the Progressive Labor Movement in 1963).27 However he quickly became disenchanted. “He found its leadership style flamboyant and publicity seeking, rather than concentrating on the quiet class analysis and careful, long-term working class organizing in key locales that he and others advocated.”28


In this period, his wife Anne—herself a communist who he had married while in the military—contracted multiple myelomas, a form of bone cancer. In 1963, she died at the age of 47. It was also in this period, unbeknownst to Bergman, that he was being considered for prosecution under the Smith Act, a law that made it illegal to advocate the overthrow of the US Government. As the FBI’s, David Ryan, would later explain:




Q. And to your knowledge was any prosecution under the Smith Act ever brought against Mr. Bergman as a result of that consideration?


A. I don’t believe the indictment was filed. Part of the reason being that Bergman wasn’t around.29





Unfortunately for the government, he had left the country in July 1965, having made a fateful trip with his two sons to live in China. He went ostensibly to teach English, as what the Chinese called a “foreign expert,” but he also went to learn about the Chinese revolutionary experience. It was in China that he met the African-American activist Victoria “Vicki” Garvin. Garvin, herself a former Communist Party member,30 was an important figure in the African-American community of the day, among other things she had helped coordinate the historic 1964 tour of Africa, made by Malcolm X.31 Bergman and Garvin fell in love and were married in China in a Red Guard ceremony in 1966. In 1967 he returned to the US—Garvin would follow a few years later. With him he brought not only decades of experience in organizing, and in sparring with the forces of domestic repression, but also first hand experience in the dizzying events underway in China.


The San Francisco he returned to, however, was not the one he left. In Berkeley, the respectful and peaceful protest in support of civil rights had transformed into such things as the confrontational Free Speech Movement. In Oakland, which bordered the UC California college enclave, a new organization called the Black Panther Party for Self Defense had been created. It was quickly having an electrifying effect among Black people who had hit the limits of non-violent protest. Finally the movement against the Vietnam War was fully underway, embraced by students and liberal intelligentsia throughout northern California, including at the prestigious Stanford University.
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Leibel Bergman with Chinese friends in the Peoples Republic the mid-sixties. Also in the picture is Vicki Garvin, longtime African-American activist and Bergman’s wife. Courtesy Miranda Bergman and Lincoln Bergman, for the Victoria Garvin estate.


With this, the FBI, which had been watching Bergman for decades, was continuing to keep a close eye. Writing some years later they would accurately point out that, “[t]he history of the RU in many ways has paralleled the movements of Leibel Bergman.” They then however, proceeded to map out a conspiratorial scheme that seems a mix of fact and fantasy—with the exact lines blurred:




In July 1965, Bergman traveled to Peking, China and did not return to the United States from Communist China until August 1967. Upon his return to the United States, Bergman told select individuals that his reason for returning to the U.S. was that he had promised his friends (Chinese) that he would do a job for them. He stated the struggle between the U.S. imperialists and China would continue for many years and because of the struggle it must be recognized it is necessary for us to make plans for the future 20 to 30 years from now. Because of this, Bergman stated a youth cadre must be selected, trained and held in reserve for utilization by China in 20 to 30 years.32





According to the FBI, Bergman felt “this cadre must be selected from the most promising youth in the U.S.” It then offered, without corresponding evidence, “[t]he selected youth would be trained in China and would not necessarily be those who are best known in the left wing world.”33 In this estimation the Chinese and Bergman, would be the puppet master behind the emerging radical generation. It makes for an intriguing narrative, one containing elements of both truth and absurdity. In the end, it missed the more overarching reality. What was taking place in the sixties was shaping individuals and transforming them in ways that no one had any control over. The young radicals Bergman would meet and begin working with are a case in point.


Steve Hamilton


Steve Hamilton, unlike Leibel Bergman, did not have a particularly religious pedigree, yet his initial life-inclination was to follow a spiritual path. As things developed, that did not work out so well.


Hamilton was born in 1944 in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles. His father had worked on an assembly line at General Motors, a job that lead to his contracting lead poisoning, the fallout of which lead to his spending ten years in Camarillo State Mental Hospital in Ventura County, where he endured among other things, shock treatments.34 The younger Hamilton’s mother supported the family by working at a Firestone tire factory.


When Hamilton graduated high school he won an American Baptist Church scholarship to Wheaton College the evangelical school in Illinois. He attended Wheaton from 1962-1963,35 but decided it was not for him. In 1963 he made the fateful decision to transfer to the University of California at Berkeley where he was matriculated as a history major.


His enrollment in Berkeley coincided with the initiation of the Free Speech Movement. In September of 1964, the University administration, citing rules that only allowed the Republican and Democratic Parties to solicit on campus, announced it would strictly enforce a ban on all other activity. What ensued was a resistance that would send shock waves across the country. At Berkeley—and soon most every major campus in the US—the acquiescent, pliant, post-war anti-communist apathy, was soon shattered. For the remainder of the academic year, sit-ins, protests, and mass arrests ensued. In a defining moment of the Free Speech struggle, Mario Savio stood before students assembled in Sproul Plaza on December 3, 1964, and told the crowd




There is a time when the operation of the machine becomes so odious, makes you so sick at heart, that you can’t take part; you can’t even passively take part, and you’ve got to put your bodies upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all the apparatus, and you’ve got to make it stop.36





Hamilton was one of those who entered Sproul Hall after Savio’s speech, where hundreds of others students began a sit-in in protest of University policies. He along with 800 others were arrested. Hamilton himself, was later found guilty of trespass and resisting arrest.37


In the wake of the Free Speech Movement, Hamilton became part of the Maoist-inclined, Progressive Labor Party. This in turn put him under the direct scrutiny of the FBI, who opened a file on him in April of that year. In it, they recommended he be added to their Security Index. This was a list of people to be closely monitored by the Bureau and literally, rounded up in case of a national emergency—a kind of preventative detention cum concentration-camp construct, that was a mainstay of the Bureau in the Hoover years38 (three years later Hamilton, by then a member of the RU’s regional executive committee, had his ADEX status upgraded to Level I.)39 Hamilton as an anti-war student associated with a communist organization was a threat to be closely monitored, as can be seen in the following:




Subject registered with Dean of Students Office, University of California (UC) Berkeley, California, for the fall of 1965 as president of the May 2 Movement and president of the Medical Aid for Vietnam Committee.40





Here one sees not only the FBI scrutiny, but also the apparent cooperation of University authorities. This was only the beginning of the attention given Hamilton.


As a result of his activity, UC Berkeley dismissed Hamilton in 1966—ostensibly for manning an unauthorized literature table.41 That, however, was not the end of his troubles. In August 1966, Hamilton along with Jerry Rubin of the Vietnam Day Committee (VDC), George Ewart and Stephen Cherkos, of Progressive Labor and VDC, Stephen Smale, a math professor from UC Berkeley and also part of the VDC, Stewart McRae and Anatole Anton of the Stanford anti-war movement, and Windy Smith, part of the VDC and DuBois club,42 were all subpoenaed by the US House of Un-American Activities Committee looking into “Assistance to Enemies of U.S. in Times of Undeclared War.”


The hearings were in turn an occasion for an early antiwar demonstration. Protestors outside the hearings demanded, “Hands off the Antiwar Movement” and “Bring the Troops Home.”43 They were also accompanied by a statement of support, printed in the New York Review of Books, signed by prominent intellectuals such as Robert Lowell, Saul Bellow, Julian Bond and others.44 For his part, the 22-year-old Hamilton’s testimony was uncompromising, and insistent on making larger political points:




Mr. Pool: Are you a member of the Progressive Labor Party? Mr. Hamilton: As I was starting to say before, because of my experiences with the regents of the University of California and with the local Oakland-Berkeley power structure and the university administration and their attempt to stop civil rights activity in the Berkeley area, Berkeley students, and because, you know, of my experience with the war, with looking at the war in Vietnam and seeing that this is not a war which is in any sense in the interests of the American people, you know, I tried to figure out whose interest this war is [in]; and it became very clear to me that it was in the interests of the corporation bosses who make the profits from this war.45





This was duly noted in his FBI file—which contained the full transcript of his testimony along with the notation, “Testimony set forth revealing HAMILTON’s attitude and testimony and expulsion from hearing.”46


Despite the arrests, surveillance, and subpoenas, Hamilton’s commitment and determination only increased. By late 1966 he had left PL and become active in Students for Democratic Society—at a time when that group was turning more attention to anti-war work. Hamilton himself was consumed with how to take the anti-Vietnam war effort to a more effective level.47 As historian Michael Foley points out, Hamilton along with Lennie Heller, “independently arrived at the same idea for a draft resistance movement,” in what would come to be called, “The Resistance.”48 One result would be a national Stop the Draft Week in October 1967. As part of the week, Hamilton sent a telegram to then California Governor Ronald Reagan, reflecting the level of resolve and frustration that was beginning to characterize the overall antiwar movement, “[d]ebate has accomplished nothing; the war must be stopped.” This was not idle talk, as his note made clear: “We plan to shut down the Oakland Induction Center.”49 In the course of the protest that took place, hundreds, including Hamilton, were arrested.


In the wake of the protest, he and six others, who would come to be known as the Oakland 7, were singled out for prosecution. They were Jeff Segal, a former anti-draft coordinator for SDS, Mike Smith who had worked in the Free Speech Movement and with the Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in the South, Terry Cannon, also an organizer for SNCC and who also helped found the influential Bay Area newspaper The Movement. Frank Bardacke, who taught political science and was an activist in the Berkeley radical community (and would join the RU for a brief time),50 Bob Mandel who had worked with SNCC for two summers, and Reese Erlich, of the Peace and Freedom Party. In aggregate they were a cross-section of the anti-war movement (though pointedly all-male), many with roots in the struggle of the civil rights movements. The specific charges brought by the Alameda County district attorney’s office against the Seven, claimed they had conspired, “to induce others to commit the misdemeanor of trespass” along with interfering with police.51 The New York Review of Books, noted the Orwellian-irony in play, “[u]nder a California Statute, conspiracy to commit a misdemeanor is a felony.”52 The Seven were eventually acquitted, but remained in the sights of the ruling authorities.
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Six members of the anti-war “Oakland Seven.” From l-r, Steve Hamilton, Bob Mandel, Reese Erlich, Terry Cannon, Frank Bardacke, Mike Smith. (Not pictured, Jeff Segal).
Courtesy ©Baron Wollman


As for Hamilton, the more he engaged in this work, the more strongly he advocated that the movement get beyond a moral call to do the right thing. His aim becoming one of raising a revolutionary movement with a corresponding mass base, that could fundamentally change things.




[Hamilton] wrote a blistering column in New Left Notes [SDS’s newspaper] in which he condemned what he saw as middleclass elitism at work in the Resistance, “I don’t think moral witness on our part can have any concrete effect on those who cannot afford to make a moral witness … No revolution is built on bad conscience, but on the organizations of those who are exploited.53





Such statements were exemplary of the fact that by 1968, Hamilton had gone well past the confines of militant student activist, and was by then embarking on a new project, the creation of a new revolutionary organization. To that end, he, along with a fellow Berkeley student, Bob Avakian, and one other person, moved to Richmond, California to undertake efforts to organize the working class. The formation of the Bay Area Revolutionary Union would follow soon after.54


Bob Avakian


To the degree the RU and its successor the RCP are known today it is closely linked with the person of Bob Avakian. Of all the original key members he was the youngest, arguably the most unyielding, and in the end the most tenacious in holding to the dogma of the group that would continue on. While others under discussion here have their own particular association with the historical moment known as the sixties, it is Avakian who exemplifies a critical link between the Revolutionary Union and what was then the most radical organization of its day, the Black Panther Party.


Robert Bruce Avakian was born on March 7, 1943 in Washington, DC. He came from a middle class family. His father Spurgeon “Sparky” Avakian, was the son of Armenian immigrants, an Alameda County Superior Court judge, and a strong advocate of racial equality.55 His mother Ruth, had an English background, and worked raising the family.56


The younger Avakian attended Berkeley High and graduated in 1961. In the fall of that year he entered UC Berkeley as an English major. Due to a kidney disease his undergraduate time was disrupted, but he was in school during the critical period of the Free Speech Movement, where he was arrested at the Sproul sit-in, along with Steve Hamilton, and hundreds of others.57 Avakian was also an early activist against the war in Vietnam and was part of the Vietnam Day Committee (VDC).


In contrast to Hamilton, Avakian’s political radicalism appears to have come on more slowly. For example, when the VDC’s office was bombed in 1966 and a subsequent demonstration turned into a confrontation with the police, Avakian’s more restrained position was noted in the press. As one report explained he, “was sharply critical of the VDC for failing to tell participants in the demonstration Tuesday night of the possibility of a confrontation with police.”58 Such positions, however, were wildly in play as others, more radical, exerted influence on him.


This can be seen in his working for Ramparts magazine—which began in 1966. Ramparts writer, Robert Scheer, in particular had a big influence, “a positive one in radicalizing me,” as he recounted.59 Ramparts had started out modestly enough as a Catholic literary quarterly in 1962. By the mid-1960s, however, it had become a major voice in the emerging anti-war, Black power, and wider radical movement. It was Ramparts that was responsible for early exposures of the CIA’s covert work in support of the South Vietnamese government.60 Also, during the peak of US involvement in Vietnam, it ran the highly provocative cover of a Green Beret, Donald Duncan—a story Avakian contributed to—in full uniform, with the title “I Quit.”61


Ramparts also had on staff Eldridge Cleaver, who it had assisted in obtaining release on parole from a prison sentence he was serving. Cleaver too would have a major impact on Avakian. Avakian tells the story of seeing a poster of Mao in Eldridge’s apartment and asking him why he had it, to which Cleaver reportedly replied, “Because Mao Tsetung is the baddest motherfucker on planet earth;”62 a comment consistent with Cleaver’s outsize personality and corresponding bravado.


It was in this period that Avakian continued to work the mechanisms of the system for the changes he felt were needed. In 1967 he was a candidate running for Berkeley City Council, as part of the slate, Community for New Politics (CNP). Though he ultimately lost, he garnered 10,499 votes. During the campaign his slate posted two campaign billboards with a pointedly antiwar message. The billboard company (ADVAN), in turn censored the billboards, eliminating the line that read “Oppose the War,” and leaving only the lines “Create Jobs and Lower Taxes.” Avakian with the support of the campaign, got up on a ladder for a photo op, and repainted the anti-war slogan onto the billboard.63 This marked a final foray on his part into electoral politics. According to him, after the election Cleaver told him, “Well, now you’ve got that all out of your system. You had your fling with reform politics. So now you should get all the way into revolution.”64 While Cleaver himself never hewed too close to his own advice, for Avakian it was a turning point.


The organization Cleaver was part of, the Black Panther Party for Self Defense, was formed in 1966 by two students from Merritt College in Oakland, Huey Newton and Bobby Seale. Their organization concentrated a militant, even revolutionary, Black Nationalism, unlike anything ever before seen in the US. The first point in their ten-point program stated explicitly, “We want freedom. We want the power to determine the destiny of our black and oppressed communities.”65 This was not bluster; the Panthers’ inaugural activity was to conduct armed patrols of the police in Oakland. This immediately brought them into direct conflict with law enforcement, but also brought them national notoriety.


While their ten-point program was relatively straightforward, their overall politics were never as clear; embracing everything from Marxism, Black Nationalism, to anarchism; though revolutionary Black Nationalism would appear to have been their unifying theme. As a result the organization could have Huey Newton, whose thinking went through numerous shifts, proclaim the group, “dialectical-materialist,”66 but also put forward something he called, “intercommunalism,” which stated, “Socialism in the United States will not exist. Socialism will not exist anywhere in the world, because for socialism to exist, a socialist state must exist, and since states do not exist, how can socialism exist?”67 Or have Bobby Seale, in a more direct and pragmatic way, state that, “One might say he’s a socialist or a communist, on the contrary, I’m a Black man trying to get some of the wealth out of this country.”68 As for Cleaver, his views tended more toward action and all that implied. Politically he would come to extol the virtues of the lumpen (or criminal) class in opposition to the working class, a highly fraught strategy, to say the least.69 Such a range of thinking created a situation, where the idea of the Panthers—disciplined organization, the notion of a larger revolutionary unity, and a willingness to be theoretical—was far more powerful than the actual ideas of the Panthers. This was to prove critical in limiting their ability to go forward.


Given his ties with Cleaver and others in the BPP, Avakian would be at the center of the coalition of the Peace and Freedom Party and the Black Panther Party. Building off of Robert Scheer’s 1966 campaign in which he nearly unseated Rep. Jeffrey Cohelan in a Democratic Congressional Primary as part of the “New Politics” movement,70 the Peace and Freedom Movement (later the Peace and Freedom Party), was founded in 1967. Both Avakian and Steve Hamilton had joined the group, along with a number of former Free Speech Movement people, with Avakian becoming statewide coordinator.71 It was Avakian and Scheer, along with others, that approached the BPP about forming a coalition, which was announced on December 22, 1967.72 In fact when the alliance between the two was announced, it was Bobby Seale and Bob Avakian who spoke on behalf of the two groups at a rally at Hunter’s Point.73


PFP would undertake a number of highly charged and wildly contradictory political campaigns. Among them was running Eldridge Cleaver for President in 1968.74 The thinking behind the campaign being an apparent combination of symbolic protest, revolutionary proclamation, Black Nationalist manifesto, and a means to popularize the Free Huey! campaign—Newton, having been jailed for the killing of an Oakland police officer.75 The confused campaign was embodied in the statement of one Panther noted at the time “If we win we’ll paint the White House black and then burn it down.76 It was through this alliance with PFP that Cleaver in particular sought to broaden the support base for the Panthers. This at a time, when they were, though not even two years old as an organization, besieged by state authorities on several fronts.


Avakian went on to be a featured speaker at the famous Free Huey! rally held on Newton’s birthday in February 1968; sharing the podium with H. Rap Brown (later Jamil Abdullah Al-Amin), Stokely Carmichael (later Kwame Ture), Ron Dellums and others.77 At the rally, he was welcomingly introduced by Cleaver as someone who, “[h]as worked diligently on behalf of brother Huey.” Avakian’s speech captured the reverence many white radicals had for the Panthers:




I wouldn’t be on this stage. We wouldn’t have been at the Oakland Induction Center if it weren’t for the courageous people, the masses of people, and the leaders who lead and participated in the Black liberation struggle all these years, because they’re the ones that taught us. They’re the ones that forced us to face the reality of what America and this system was all about. And in this sense, we say, not only are black people a vanguard, but they are an inspiration. We don’t expect them to liberate us, we have to do that for ourselves. But they have inspired us to begin that struggle to end this imperialist, racist, colonial system once and for all.78





On the one hand Avakian’s statement reflected a great deal of deference to the Panthers’ place as the vanguard of the revolutionary movement within the US. There is, however, in the closing a suggestion of something new emerging, which would eventually go much farther politically then the Panthers were ever able to go.


Avakian’s association with the BPP was also leading to his own type of trouble—albeit modest in comparison. He spent 30 days in jail in the fall of 1968 after getting caught by police with an American flag that had been taken down by demonstrators during the opening of Newton’s murder trial in Oakland79— Avakian on hand after having helped form the Black Panthers Legal Defense Team.80


While Avakian’s influences were wide ranging—from Ramparts to the Panthers—his critical relationship is the one he developed with Leibel Bergman. As he later wrote, Bergman was, “someone who would play a very important role in developing me fully into a communist and in lending more ideological clarity to our efforts in forming the organization that we did form in the Bay Area late in 1968.”81 In this, whatever Avakian had been before then, would soon be overshadowed by what was to come.


Bruce Franklin


The last in this list of key figures is H. Bruce Franklin; a critical character in the overall ferment on California’s campuses and the larger intellectual community. Franklin was also a bridge generationally—between Bergman’s counter-intuitive embodiment of the “greatest generation” and that of the youthful Hamilton and Avakian. He was a ‘grown-up’ of sorts, but not an elder.


Howard Bruce Franklin was born in the Flatlands section of Brooklyn in 1934. His father started work as a runner on Wall Street and went on to hold various white-collar positions. He also was active in the local Democratic club, but according to his son, as “the only Jew in the neighborhood, he couldn’t get elected dogcatcher.”82
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