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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION 

This book is a personal account of my experiences in the move­
ment to free Angela Davis. I have tried to present an historically 

accurate record of the events leading up to her trial, and of the 
struggle to save her life. 

The book is based upon my personal recollections and notes, as 

well as the files of the National United Committee to Free Angela 
Davis, and the transcripts of the proceedings and appeals in the 
trials of James McClain, Ruchell Magee, Fleeta Drumgo, John 
Clutchette, George Lester Jackson and Angela Davis. News stories 
by Mark Allen,J uan Lopez, Ellis Goldberg and Robert Kaufman in 
the Peopk's World and the Daily World between August 1970 and 
June 1972 were also extremely helpful. 

For those who may be interested in further research or informa­
tion on the Davis case, the files of theNational United Committee 
to Free Angela Davis have been preserved in the archives of the 
Main Library at Stanford University in Palo Alto, California. This 
collection includes tens of thousands of letters received by the 
Committee and Ms. Davis from people throughout the world. The 
complete transcript of the Davis trial, including all appeals and 
legal memoranda, have been preserved in the Meiklejohn Civil 
Liberties Library in Berkeley, California. 

I am deeply indebted to a great many people who read this 
manuscript in whole 9r in part, and offered invaluable suggestions 
and criticisms; and to members of the staff of the National United 
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Committee to Free Angela Davis, and to comrades and friends 
and members of my family-all of whom offered their time aml 
energy in recalling events and their impressions of them, and in 
providing me with much background material. Without their help, 
encouragement and support this book could not have been writ­
ten. 

My appreciation then, to: John Abt, Franklin Alexander, 
Kendra Alexander, Anthony Amsterdam, Fay P. Aptheker, Her­
bert Aptheker, Robert A. Baker, Archie Brown, Margaret Burn­
ham, Angela Y. Davis, Ellis Goldberg, Fania Davis Jordan, Jack 
Kurzweil, Albert J. Lima, Helen Lima, Susana Magdaleno, Vic­
toria Mercado, Charlene Mitchell, David Newman, Gary Schuller, 
Jessica L. Treuhaft, Gloria Trevino, Jean Stein, Margaret Wilkin­
son and Henry Winston. 

I wish to express a special word of gratitude to Mary M. Timothy. 
As foreperson of the jury that acquitted Angela Davis, and ulti­
mately as colleague and friend, she has provided me with a wholly 
unique and steady source of insight, enthusiasm and encourage­
ment. 



INTRODUCTION TO THE 
CORNELL PAPERBACKS EDITION 

Angela Davis was brought to trial in 1972 in San Jose, Cali­
fornia, on charges of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. 

Davis, placed on the FBI's "Ten Most Wanted" list and designated 
"armed and dangerous," had been arrested in New York Ci ty on 
October 13, 1970. President Richard M. Nixon congratulated the 
FBI on its "capture of the dangerous terrorist, Angela Davis," a 
sentiment echoed by Ronald Reagan,  then governor of Califor­
nia, and by an editorial in the New York Times (October 16, 1970). 
Images of a handcuf fed Davis appeared on the covers of Newsweek 
and other leading journals. News media vied to give maximum 
coverage to her case. Davis, an African A merican Communist, 
faced the death penalty at the time of her arrest. She had been a 
lecturer in the philosophy department at UCLA and was a doc­
toral candidate in philosophy at the University of California, San 
Diego. 

The Black community was virtually unanimous in its support 
of Angela Davis. Her arrest came only a year and a half after 
the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and in the wake 
of ghetto uprisings that had seen hundreds of African American 
people wounded and killed. Likewise, campus civil rights and 
antiwar protests had resulted in the wounding and killing of 
scores of students f rom Jackson State Universi ty in Mississippi to 
UC Berkeley. The Ohio National Guard had shot and killed stu­
dents at Kent State University in May 1970, only five months be­
fore Davis's arrest. 

XI 
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At the time of her arrest Angela Davis was a member of the Che­
L um umba Cl ub of the U.S. Comm unist Party in Los Angeles. This 
was an all-Black collective named in memory of Che G uevara, a 
hero of the C uban Revol ution, and Patrice L um umba, the leader 
of the Congolese National Liberation Movement. Davis was also 
closely associated with the Los Angeles chapter of the Black Pan­
ther Party (BPP ). 

The Davis trial unfolded as state and federal a uthorities coordi­
nated a nationwide assa ult against the Black Panther Party. They 
raided BPP o ffices, confiscated papers, and destroyed eq uipment. 
Police agents in filtrated the BP P itself. Many individ uals fell victim 
to this intrig ue. Those killed incl uded Fred Hampton, Mark Clark, 
Bobby H utton, and Jon H uggins. Among those wo unded by po­
lice and imprisoned were Assata Shak ur and H uey P. Newton, co­
fo under of the BPP. Others stood trial in the media spotlight. 
Ericka H uggins was tried for m urder in New Haven, Connectic ut, 
and acq uitted. Bobby Seale, also a cofo under of the BPP, was tried 
for conspiracy in Chicago for his participation in protests at the 
1968 Democratic National Convention. When he protested the 
proceedings, Seale was bo und and gagged in the co urtroom .  He 
was acq uitted along with his  seven (white ) codefendants. A s ub­
seq uent congressional investigation determined that the Chicago 
police themselves had rioted and been responsible for co untless 
inj uries, i ncl uding the beating of Dan Rather, a leading CBS 
reporter. 

Geronimo Pratt, a BPP member and Vietnam veteran, was tried 
for m urder in Los Angeles and was convicted. Pratt was released 
in 1997 after twenty-seven years in prison when his attorneys pre ­
sented new, incontrovertible evidence of his innocence. The Los 
Angeles Police Department and the FBI ,  they contended, had 
been aware of this evidence at the time of Pratt's arrest and had 
s uppressed i t. A year after his release, Pratt s ued the FBI and 
LAPD for false arrest. M umia Ab u:Jamal, a jo urnalist who covered 
the Panthers' activities in Philadelphia and se rved as their minis­
ter of information, remains on death row, convicted of killing a 
white police o fficer. Appeals are pending. His book, Death Blos­
soms, is exemplary of writings by political prisoners. 

Angela Davis was a fo unding member of the Soledad Brothers 
Defense Committee. The Soledad Brothers were three Black pri s -



Introduction to the Cornell Paperbacks Edition xiii 

oners accused of killing a guard at Soledad Prison, near Salinas, 
California, in January 1970. George Jackson, Fleeta Drumgo, and 
John Clutchette were activists in a movement for prisoners' rights. 
Angela Davis knew the families of all the accused men. She was 
particularly close to George Jackson's family and knew his younger 
brother, Jonathan. She had attended pretrial hearings of the 
Soledad Brothers, and was widely and publicly identified with 
their defense. She had corresponded with George Jackson. Some­
time in the spring of 1 970 she and George had become personally 
committed to each other. 

T HESE ARE the speci fic events that led to the prosecution of Angela 
Davis. On August 7, 1 970,JonathanJackson ,  an African American 
high school student who was 1 7  years old, took over a court ­
room in Marin County, California . He was heavily armed. A trial 
was in progress . The defendant in that trial was James McClain, a 
San Quentin prisoner accused of attempting to assault a guard. 
Ruchell Magee, another San Quentin prisoner, was on the witness 
stand testi fying for McClain, who was acting as his own counsel. 
A third prisoner, William Christmas, was waiting to testi fy. The · 
judge was Harold Haley ; the prosecutor was Gary Thomas, who 
was Judge Haley's son-in-law. All the prisoners were Black. The 
judge, the prosecutor, and the jurors were white. 

Jonathan Jackson armed Magee, McClain ,  and Christmas. They 
took five hostages: the judge, the prosecutor, and three women 
jurors. A procession of armed prisoners and hostages left the 
courtroom and made its way out of the building and to a van 
parked in an adjoining lot. Everyone climbed inside. Jonathan 
Jackson was driving. He stopped at a roadblock hastily erected by 
sheri ff's deputies. As the van stopped, San Quentin prison guards 
opened fire. Jackson, McClain, and Christmas were killed. Judge 
Haley was killed. Ruchell Magee was wounded, along with the 
prosecutor and one of the jurors. At the Davis trial it was estab ­
lished that the San Quentin guards (and Ga ry Thomas, the prose­
cutor) had killed and wounded everyone. Jonathan Jackson was 
the younger brother of the Soledad Brother George Jackson .  
Several of  the guns used by Jonathan were legally registered to 
Angela Davis. 

To understand the Davis case is to understand the labyrinth 
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of events that led up to August 7. In this book I attempt to lay 
out the sequence as clearly as possible. The book's "Prologue" 
moves from UCLA to Soledad to San Quentin as the elements of 
the sto ry unfold. The book documents the routine harassment, 
beatings, and killings of Black prisoners. It puts into context the 
decision of Black activists, including Angela Davis and the Che­
Lumumba Club, to arm themselves. Angela herself was the recipi­
ent of numerous death threats. 

The book tells the story of the worldwide movement for An­
gela's freedom and the struggle to win her release on bai l .  The 
last section details the trial itself, from the selection of the jury to 
the collapse of the prosecution's case and the ve ry limited "pin­
point" rebuttal mounted by the defense. For this new edition I 
have also included an "Afte rword" to account for the principals 
in the case since the trial. 

The Davis trial commenced on February 28, 1 972; it  lasted just 
over three months. The prosecution presented 1 04 witnesses and 
introduced 203 items in evidence. The defense presented twelve 
witnesses in two and a half days. On June 4, 1 972, 597 days after 
the arrest of Angela Davis and after thirteen hours of deliberation 
spread over three days, the jury returned a verdict of not guilty 
on all counts. 

ANGELA AND I have been friends since high school. A year before 
her arrest I was involved in e fforts to reverse a decision by the 
University of California Board of Regents to fire her from her 
teaching position at UCLA. When she was arrested I joined her 
de fense committee. I ,  too, was a member of the U.S. Communist 
Party. I . had been one of the leaders of the 1 964 Free Speech 
Movement at the University of California, Berkeley, where I was a 
student. I had been ve ry active in both the movement against the 
war in Vietnam and the civil rights movement. When the attacks 
began against the Black Panther Party, many of us stood outside 
the Panthers' national headquarters in Oakland. We believed 
that as white people we might se rve as a protective shield to pre­
ven t  further violence. 

At the time of the trial I was married to Jack Kurzweil , who was 
an assistant professor of electrical engineering at San Jose State 
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Universi ty. We had a son,  Joshua. He was three years old when 
Angela was arrested. Our family lived in San jose, where Angela's 
trial was eventually to take place. Our home became an in formal 
headquarters for Angela and her attorneys, friends, and family. 
Fania Davis, Angela's sister, and her infant daughter, Eisa, lived 
with us. Just as the Davis case erupted, my hus band was given a 
terminal year at the universi ty. He was fired because of our politi ­
cal a ffiliations and activities. The Kurr.weil case was won in federal 
court, and Jack was awarded tenure the summer before Angela's 
trial began. Our attorney, Doris Brin Walker, was also one of the 
trial lawyers in the Davis case. 

A mem ber of the staff of the National United Committee to 
Free Angela Davis (NUCFAD), I was appointed by the court, at An­
gela's request, as one of five " legal investigators" for the defense. 
In this capaci ty, I was allowed to meet with Angela in jail unen­
cum bered by specified visiting hours or by attorneys. I worked 
on many aspects of the case. Angela and I also coedited a book, 
If They Come in the Marning: Voices of R.esistance. Each of us contri b­
uted essays analyzing the U.S. prison system as an agency of polit­
ical repression. We documented the cases of many political pris ­
oners, and included letters, poetry, and essays they had written. 
The first paper back edition of our book sold 400,000 copies in 
the United States and was widely translated and pu blishe d 
a broad. I attended every day of the trial and participated in the 
de bates a bout our legal and political strategies. I wrote this book 
in the year after Angela's acquittal. The sto ry poured out of me. 
While I felt enormous gratitude for Angela's freedom, I was also 
ove rwhelmed by grief and rage at the system that had imprisoned 
her and taken the lives of so many. 

I MUST MAKE one significant correction. The book gives the im­
pression that the Communist Par ty was unanimous in its support 
of Angela Davis. That is not true. I did not write a bout the contro­
versy at the time because I believed I needed to protect the Par ty 
from its critics on both the left and the right. Here is a brief ac­
count of what happened. 

Although the Communist Par ty provided Angela with counsel 
at the time of her arrest, its National Committee, meeting in 
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New York in Ma rch 1 971, was sharply d iv ided. (The Nat ional 
Committee cons isted of 1 20 people elected at the Party's national 
convention. I had been elected to it in 1966. We set nat ional pol­
icy.) Most of the com rades had never heard of the Soledad Broth­
ers and knew noth ing a bo ut the p rison str uggles. They were 
deeply s uspic io us of the Black Panthe r Party, and most categori­
cally rejected its policy of armed self-defense. They bel ieved that 
Jonathan Jackson was a terrorist (or, in left ist jargon,  an "adven­
t urist" )  and that any defense of Angela req uired a rep udiat ion of 
his act ions. Altho ugh m uffied in the ir dissent, a few comrades 
wanted the Party to dissociate itself completely from Angela, and 
among them some (pr ivately) advocated her exp ulsion. 

Comrades from the Che-L um um ba Cl ub and others of us fa­
m iliar with the iss ues spoke aga in and again at the Nat ional Com­
mittee meet ing, laying o ut the facts of the case, expla in ing the 
Soledad Brothers' defense, Angela's involvement,Jonathan's fr us­
trat ion, and his commitment to his brother and to the movement 
among Black prisoners. We urged a m iddle co urse for Angela's 
defense, ne ither advocat ing nor condemn ing Jonathan's act ion, 
but insist ing that it was understanda ble in the context of his l ife. 
All of us, incl ud ing Angela, bel ieved we wo uld jeopard ize her 
defense if we s imply condemned Jonathan. We fel t  that we m ust 
d ist ing uish o ur understand ings from those of the prosec ut ion, 
wh ich saw Jon s imply as a terror ist. 

We also tr ied to show that "terror ism" is h istor ically const i­
t uted, and is also a matter of class and rac ial pos it ion ing. For 
example, we sa id, one wo uld hardly condemn the slave revolts 
of Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner, among h undreds of others, 
as terrorist, altho ugh that is prec isely what the slaveholders felt 
them to be. Later, as if to p rove o ur point, R uchell Magee, the s ur­
viv ing San Quentin prisoner of the A ug ust 7 ca rnage, req uested 
that the j udge read the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Const i­
t ut ion ( abolishing slavery) to the j ury at the end of his tr ial. H is 
mot ion was denied. B ut Magee fel t  h imself to be a slave, falsely 
impr isoned, depr ived of h is constit ut ional rights. He cla imed the 
right to take h is freedom. At his trial, several months after An­
gela's, eleven of the twelve j urors ag reed with him. 

M ill ions of words were fl ung a bo ut d ur ing o ur National Com­
mittee meeting. Unfort unately, the iss ue under de bate was posed 
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as a tactical choice be tween " individual acts of terrorism" and 
"the building of a mass movement." A few of us tried to point out 
that the hundreds who came to pay their respects to Jonathan 
Jackson at his funeral were a mass movement. We certainly wanted 
to organize one to win Angela's freedom. 

In the end, these issues were never resolved within the Commu­
nist Par ty. As the case proceeded, our comrades put aside their 
dif ferences and worked with undiminished intensi ty for Angela's 
f reedom. In court we presented our case in accord with Angela's 
wishes and with our understanding of the realities that had in­
formedjonathan's life. This is especially evident in Angela's open­
ing statement to the jury, in our cross-examination of key prose­
cution witnesses (e.g., the San Quentin guards) , and in our 
closing argument. 

M ORE THAN twen ty-five years have passed since Angela's trial. A 
few thoughts in retrospect seem appropriate. What struck me 
most forcibly as I recalled this debate about terrorism at the Na­
tional Committee meeting was the extent to which the revolution­
a ry  rhetoric of the times equated manhood with guns and armed 
struggle. None of us saw this. Now it seems to me simply a mirror 
image of white male projections of manhood, and a ve 1-y distorted 
view of masculinity. This vi ew, h ow ev er, has be en widely p romul­
gated by the (white -controlled) mass media and is especially evi­
dent in many Hollywood films. In contempora ry times this view 
of masculini ty has contributed in no small measure to the escala­
tion of gang violence. 

In the late 1 960s and 1970s we women on the left and in the 
Communist Par ty also equated our own liberation with armed in­
surrection. Posters picturing Vietnamese, Cuban, Algerian, and 
Chinese women carrying ri fles or in guerrilla uniforms adorned 
the walls of our homes and o ffices. We believed that the national 
liberation and socialist revolutions would, by definition, result in 
"women's equali ty. " Even our understanding of equali ty was ex­
tremely limited. We saw it in masculinist terms, women orbiting 
their men in the struggle. Men determined the policies and 
strategies, and women implemented them "equally" with men. 
We accepted the patriarchal vision of a manhood of the op­
pressed vested with weapon ry. We strove to prove our equali ty 
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with it by ourselves bearing arms. This vestment so blinded us that 
we did not see that the nuclear arms race, which we so vigorously 
opposed, was simply another manifestation of the same process. 
We did not then understand the parallels between the militarism 
of patriarchy on a glo bal scale and as it was enacted locally. 

We had l ittle understanding of our own histo ry as women, of 
our own forms of resistance: to racism, patriarchy, colonialism, 
war. Such resistance had always been rooted in the dail iness of 
our lives, in our struggles for su rvival, for dignity, and for the fu­
ture of our children. We had as yet no vision of the autonomy 
necessary for our movement to define a specifically women's l i b­
eration, to contest men's continuing violence against women, our 
d egradation and su bordination. 

My book on the trial ends with an allusion to socialism as the 
end of oppression. (I meant racial oppression.)  In 1 973 that was 
what I believed. By 198 1  I had left the Communist Par ty. I was 
committed to a dif ferent understanding of women's l i beration 
than the slogans of " e quality" advanced by the Party. I was also 
l iv ing openly as a lesbian with my partner , Kate Miller, and our 
three children. Although little was said to me personally, many in 
the Communist Party, and especially those in the highest eche­
lons of its national leadership, responded to the gay and les bian 
movements with conse rvative, profamily, homopho bic rhetoric. 
By 1989, socialism itself had collapsed in th e Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe. It soon became apparent that European social­
ism had not healed the wounds caused by racial, ethnic, and anti­
Semitic hatreds. By 1 990, the U.S. Communist Party, too, had 
spl intered. 

A SECOND ERROR in my original text is more technical, but it is 
sign i ficant. In revoking the death penalty in Fe bruary 1 972, and 
thus paving the way for Angela Davis's release on bail ,  the Cali for­
nia State Supreme Court did not hold it to be cruel and unusual 
punishment (as I claimed) . Rather, the court held that in the 
penalty phase of the trial in the particular case before it, the jury 
had not been given any standard by which to determine its ver­
dict. These were much narrower grounds for appeal. The Su­
preme Court decision did end executions in the state for several 
years, but California has since reinstated the death penalty. 
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As I REREAD this book on the trial and recalled the details of racist 
violence in the prisons and in societ y, I was appalled. Very little 
has changed. Yes ,  there is a larger and growing middle and even 
upper class among people of color. Yes, a ffirmative action had 
some success. There is, however, a vast under belly of suf fering in 
the inner cities, in the barrios and rural backwaters, on Indian 
rese rvations, and in the prisons. There is a haunting continuity 
between the killings and persecutions of the 1 960s and 1970s and 
the realities of raci al violence as we approach the millennium. 

The police beating of Rodney King in  Los Angeles in  1 99 1  was 
not an a berration. Such assaults happen in ghettos and barrios 
across the country every day. The a berration was that an alert and 
courageous citizen filmed i t. That is the only reason the o fficers 
were brought to trial. It is almost un believa ble that Rodney King, 
face down on the ground and begging for mercy, was still per­
ceived as a threat by an all-white jury viewing the video. In that 
first trial, the o fficers were exonerated. Of course, the ghetto ex ­
ploded in  its aftermath. Only a fter a second, federal trial was 
some sem blance of justice achieved. 

The Ca binet and other appointments made by Bill Clinton (re ­
gardless of what else we may wish to say a bout him ) were the most 
integ rated by race and gende r in the histo ry of this count ry. A 
Repu blican -cont rolled Cong ress went afte r almost eve ry person 
of colo r on charges of "co rruption," many of them so mino r as 
to be ludicrous. They attacked the African Ame rican atto rney 
Lani Guinier, who was proposed to head the Civil R ights Division 
of the Justice Department, because she would have actually en­
forced af firmative action .  And they forced the resignation of the 
surgeon general, Joycelyn Elders, an African American physician, 
because she talked openly a bout sex. 

These congressional politics re flect the racism at every other 
level of government. The reversal of a ffirmative action in Califor­
nia and elsewhere, the e ffort to barricade the Mexican border, 
the att acks on bil ingual education and on undocumented immi­
grants (even preventing pregnant women in California from re ­
ceiving prenatal care ), the dismantling of the welfare system, the 
failure to honor the sovereignty of Native Americans, and the cut­
backs in funding for health and education on the rese rvations, all 
evidence a pe rvasive racism. The decisions are couched in  the 
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cultured and reasoned language of suited legislators and public 
o fficials. The damage done to human beings, and especially to 
women and children, is incalculable. 

AccoRDING TO Troy Duster, a sociology professor at UC Berkeley, 
African Americans constituted 7.5 percent of California's popu­
lation i n  1 997 and 38 percent of its prison population. In 1 984, 
there were eleven state prisons in California. By 1 997, sixteen new 
prisons had been built, and eight more are slated for completion 
by 2002. By 1 997, fifteen thousand people, most of them men of 
color, had been sentenced to life imprisonment in California un­
der the " three-strike" law, which mandates a life sentence upon 
conviction for a third felony. The state with the next highest num­
ber of prisoners sentenced to life under a similar provision is 
Washington, with 63. Even given the di fferences in population 
between California and Washington, the California figure is ve ry 
distressing. On the national level, one in three Black males be­
tween the ages of 20 and 29 is under the control of the criminal 

justice sys tem. One in fifteen is incarcerated. Nine ty-four percent 
of the crack o ffenders in federal courts are African American. 
These are the conditions twen ty-eight years after Jonathan Jack­
son entered the courtroom in Marin Coun ty and Ruchell Magee 
acted to take his freedom. We do not have a domestic policy in 
the United States. We have a domestic war. 

As long as white people, in their majori ty, see racism as either a 
minor inconvenience or the figment of a colored imagination, we 
are all complicit in its worst excesses. In  this sense, too, we were 
all responsible for Jonathan Jackson's actions, and we are respon­
sible for the revolts and uprisings that continue to erupt. Those 
of us who are white know that if we lived under these same con­
ditions, and if our families had lived under them for generations, 
we too would rise up. Until these conditions are changed, until 
white people in ove rwhelming numbers join with people of color 
to rise up against racism, this terrible su ffering cannot be ended, 
and these wounds cannot be healed. 

WINNING THE FREEDOM of Angela Davis was a singular achieve­
ment. Three conditions were decisive: the inte rvention of world 
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public opinion ; the unanimity of the Black community, achieved 
because of the sti l l  persisting st rength of the 1 960s civil rights 
movemen t ;  and the o rganizational cohe rence of the U.S. Com­
munist Pa rty. In the wake of the wo rldwide movement to free An­
gela, millions of people we re made awa re of p rison conditions in 
the United States. Public conce rn a ffected the outcome of addi­
tional t rials , including those of the Soledad B rothe rs and Ruchell 
Magee. On June 29, 1972 , three weeks afte r Angela's acquittal, 
fifteen thousand people gathered at Madison Square Ga rden in 
New York City to celebrate. The audience was mostly Black and 
mostly young. Nina Simone's voice filled the Ga rden, invoking 
the freedom songs of the decade. Angela's appea rance climaxed 
the evening. As she came onto the stage, the enti re audience rose 
in t ribute. 

IT 1s MY HOPE that this book may in some small measu re help a 
new gene ration to lea rn of this history. I hope, too, that it may 
contribute to a bette r understanding of the realities of racism as 
it has a ffected ou r criminal justice system, ou r prisons, and 
women's lives. Racism continues to infl ict untold su ffering. Please 
act to bring about peace fulness and healing in whateve r ways you 
think a re best. 

I THANK Cornell University P ress and i ts edito r-in-chief, F rances 
Benson, for issuing this second edition of The Morning Breaks, and 
my colleagues Victoria Bye rly, F rance Winddance Twine, and Joy 
James fo r their most excellent suppo rt and advice . My g ratitude 
to Ca rol Champion and Paul Stubbs at Special Collections, Mc­
Henry Lib ra ry, Unive rsity of Califo rnia, Santa C ruz, fo r thei r ar ­
chival expertise and assistance; Don Harris, senio r photog raphe r 
with the photo lab of the University of California, Santa Cruz, fo r 
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PROLOGUE 

1 

M argaret Burnham and I grew up together in Brooklyn, New 
York. We went to different high schools, but we saw each 

other on various week-ends and holidays. Margaret was a fine 
musician. She played the violin. She went to a special high school 
in Manhattan called Music & Art. We spent several summers at 
the same children's camp in Vermont. Our parents were good 
friends. 

We were about fifteen years old when we got together with a 
few other young people, including Margaret's best friend, Angela 
Davis, and formed a socialist club called Advance. Angela was from 
Birmingham, Alabama. She had come to New York to attend high 
school on a scholarship provided by the American Friends Service 
Committee. Our club met once or twice a month in the basement 
of my parents' home. 

Our primary activity in those days was picketing the 
Woolworth's Department Store in downtown Brooklyn in solidar­
ity with southern students. The sit-ins had just begun. It was two 
years after the first March on Washington for Integration and 
four years since Rosa Parks had refused to move to the back of the 
bus in Montgomery, Alabama. 

Angela and Margaret and I split-up a few years later to go to 

I 
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college. Margaret went south to Tougaloo College in Mississippi, 
Angela went north to Brandeis University in Massachussetts, and 
I came west to attend the University of California at Berkeley. 

I saw Angela again nine years later-in October 1 969. We were 
both twenty-five years old. I was an assisting editor at the Peopk's 
World, a weekly Communist newspaper published in San Fran­
cisco. Angela was a former professor. She had just been fired 
from her teaching position in the philosophy department at the 
University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) by the Board of 
Regents, because of her (publicly affirmed) membership in the 
Communist Party. 

I came to Los Angeles to do an interview with Angela for the 
Peopk's World. I had experience as .a writer, but Angela was the 
first person I had ever been asked to interview. I wasn't sure I 
would do a good job. I remember telling her that. She laughed 
and told me not to worry. She hadn't had many interviews, she 
said, and wasn't sure she'd do such a good job either. I began with 
a few questions. She took it from there. 

Angela talked about her activities in the Che-Lumumba Club, a 
club in Los Angeles of the Communist Party of the U.S. to which 
she belonged. She stressed the widespread support she had re­
ceived from all sections of the Black community, and from stu­
dents and faculty on the campus since being fired. 

The philosophy department, Angela explained, had been ini­
tially divided over whether or not to hire her. The logicians and 
positivists didn't see the desirability of retaining a scholar of 
Marxist persuasion. The dialecticians and Hegelians did. Ulti­
mately only a bare majority within the department voted to offer 
her the two year contract. However, when the regents intervened, 
the philosophers determined to set aside their differences, and all 
within the department had resolved to fight the dismissal. 

Among the students, Angela said, there was nearly universal 
opposition to the regent's action. Two thousand had come to hear 
her first lecture on Frederick Douglass. 

Angela explained her current status. The regents' action would 
not take effect immediately. She had appealed their decision and 
appropriate academic bodies had still to consider her appeal. A 
substantial movement was gathering strength to assure that a 
proper decision reversing the regental edict would be made. 
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ABOUT a week ·after the interview I received a telephone call from 
Kendra Alexander. Kendra was one of Angela's closest friends, 
and a founding member of the Che-Lumumba Club. Her hus­
band, Franklin, was chairman of the dub. They were to lead the 
fight for Angela's freedom a year later. 

A campus-wide congress was being organized, Kendra ex­
plained, to protest Angela's dismissal. It was set for October 1 7th, 
1 969. Kendra asked if I could come to Los Angeles to participate 
in it. They particularly wanted me to talk about the functioning 
and composition of the university's Board of Regents. 

I readily agreed. Having been involved in years of student 
struggles at Berkeley the regents were an old adversary. I knew a 
lot about the financial and political intrigues of the wealthy, white, 
primarily Protestant men who dominated the board. 

The main rally took place at noon that Friday afternoon. It was 
not as well-attended as Kendra and other organizers of the day's 
events had hoped it would be, but people were enthusiastic and 
later gatherings with smaller groups of students and professors 
allowed for detailed d iscussion of strategy and tactics. 

Angela meanwhile was closeted in a secret hearing, the purpose 
of which was to determine whether or not her Communist affilia­
tion tainted her academic competence. The proceeding involved 
select members of UCLA's administration and faculty, plus sev­
eral lawyers who served as counsel to the Board of Regents. 

At three o'clock that afternoon Kendra and I rendezvoused 
with Angela in the ladies' lounge near the hearing room. A fifteen 
minute recess had been called. 

Angela told us that the regents' counsel had put in evidence 
certain articles by a man named Sidney Hook to set forth the 
theoretical foundation for their position. 

Angela asked me to tell her about Sidney Hook. 
Briefly I told her what I knew of the Hook thesis: A Com­

munist, by virtue of the fact that he was a member of the Party, 
held allegiance to a foreign power. He endorsed Party doctrine 
and Marxist dogma with unchallenged loyalty. A Communist was 
by definition incapable of critical analysis and independent judg­
ment, and was therefore professionally incompetent. 

Angela said that was precisely the position advanced by the 
regents' counsel. In this instance, she went on, their presentation 
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was deeply racist, spiked with allusions to various stereotypes of 
the Black woman. 

The recess was ending. Angela had to return to the hearing 
room. As we walked down the corridor we suddenly found our­
selves face to face with one of the regents' counsel. His name was 
Sparrow. I hadn't seen him in four years-not since the trial in 
which he had helped to convict me and several hundred other 
students on criminal charges for sitting-in at the university's ad­
ministration building during the Berkeley Free Speech Move­
ment. Sparrow recognized me right away. He paled, looked over 
at Angela and then back at me, pondering what terrible plot we 
could have hatched in the ladies' lounge. 

ULTIMATELY the appropriate academic and administrative bodies 
at UCLA did render a decision, in favor of Angela Davis. The 
regents ignored their recommendations and fired Angela any­
way. She took her case to court and quickly won another favorable 
decision, based upon Supreme Court rulings which held that the 
government may not fire a person solely for membership in the 
Communist Party. Angela was reinstated. 

The academic controversy simmered through the Spring of 
1 970. The governor made periodic denunciations. The regents 
were unhappy, but legally their hands were tied. Angela con­
tinued to teach. Then, on June 19th, 1970, the Board of Regents 
fired Angela Davis again (by voting not to renew her contract). 
The board held that her speeches on behalf of the Soledad 
Brothers-three Black inmates charged with murder in the death 
of a guard at Soledad Prison-had been

'
inflammatory and consti­

tuted a breach of professional ethics. 
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2 

0 n Tuesday morning January 1 3th, 1970, all the inmates on 
the first floor of "O" wing, a maximum security section of 

Soledad Prison, were ordered into the recreation yard. I t  was the 
first time in several months that the men in "O" wing had been 
allowed out. Thirteen inmates went to a caged area known as the 
Sally Port. They were stripped and searched. Guards let them out 
into the yard. 

The Black prisoners were ordered to the far end of the yard, 
near the handball court. The white prisoners remained toward 
the center of the yard. Officer 0. G. Miller was in the guard tower 
thirteen feet above the men. He was an expert marksman. He had 
a rifle. 

A group of white prisoners attacked the Black prisoners. A fist 
fight ensued. Officer Miller opened fire. There was no warning 
shot. H is first three shots hit three Black inmates. 

W. L. Nolen and Cleveland Edwards died in the yard. Alvin 
Miller died a couple of hours later in the prison hospital. The 
guard's fourth shot wounded a white prisoner in the groin. 

Three days later the Monterey County Grand Jury was con­
vened. No Black prisoners at all were permitted to testify, not 
even those who had survived the morning's recreation. The 
grand jury exonerated Officer M iller. The killing of Nolen, Ed­
wards and Alvin Miller was ruled justifiable homicide. 

The prisoners heard the report of the grand jury's finding on 
the prison radio. Thirty minutes later, a white guard, John V. 
Mills, was found dying in "Y" wing, a maximum security section 
of Soledad Prison. He had been beaten and thrown from a third 
floor tier thirty feet to the television room below. 

The prison authorities conducted the investigation of M ills' 
death. All 1 37 inmates in "Y" wing were locked in their cells for a 
month. Several suspects were put in solitary confinement. The 
grand jury was reconvened. 
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On February 1 4th, 1 970 the grand jury indicted three Black 
prisoners-Fleeta Drumgo, George Lester Jackson and John W. 
Clutchette-for first degree murder. 

I heard about the three young men in Soledad shortly after the 
murder indictment was returned, from friends in the San Jose 
community who had previously organized a Committee for De­
fense of Political Prisoners. 

News of the indictment, and the earlier killings, reached a 
member of the Committee whose son was in Soledad. She con­
tacted others in the group. They took some initial steps to help 
start a defense movement. 

Soledad Prison is situated just outside of Salinas, a town in 
California's agricultural heartland. It is known as the "lettuce cap­
ital of the world." San Jose, fifty miles to the north, is the nearest 
big city. 

The first meetings in San Jose of what was eventually to become 
a statewide Soledad Brothers Defense Committee, were held at 
the home of Emma Gelders Sterne. Emma was the author of 
more than a score of children's books. She was also a Communist. 

Fleeta Drumgo, George Jackson and John Clutchette were 
brought before Judge Gordon Campbell in the Monterey County 
Superior Court in Salinas for arraignment and trial. 

The men were delivered to the courthouse by prison guards in 
a specially marked van. They were chained together. Each time 
they were scheduled to appear in court a white mob hissed and 
shouted obscenities and hurled lighted cigarettes at them. 
FLEETA Drumgo was twenty-three years old. Police arrested him 
the first time when he was thirteen. Half of his life had already 
been spent in "correction centers" and jails. He had been in Sol­
edad three years. He was serving an indeterminate six month to 
fifteen year sentence for second degree burglary. 

John W. Clutchette was twenty-four years old. He had first 
come to the attention of the police when he was fourteen. John 
finished high school. After high school he went to work as a 
mechanic in an aircraft company. 

John was arrested in 1 966. The police said he stole a television 
set. John explained he had bought the set from someone else. He 
hadn't known it was stolen.  A public defender advised John to 
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plead guilty. He said John had a prior record. A serious defense 
was not possible. 

John did what the public defender told him to do. He was given 
an indeterminate sentence for second degree burglary: six 
months to fifteen years. 

George Lester Jackson was twenty-eight years old. He had lived 
with his parents and three brothers and sisters in Pasadena, 
California. At fifteen he took a joy ride in the family car. He had 
an accident. The car hit the side of the neighborhood grocery 
store. George's father paid the damages. The storekeeper didn't 
file any charges. The police arrested George for driving without a 
license. He was sent to a prison reformatory. 

George got out. He was not yet eighteen years old. He made a 
down payment on a motorbike. The bike had been stolen. George 
didn't know. He was arrested. His mother went to court with him. 
She had the receipt for the purchase of  the bike in her hand. The 
judge sent George back to prison reformatory for theft. 

George got out. He was eighteen years old. He bought an old 
car. He took someone he knew for a ride. H is acquaintance asked 
George to stop at a gas station. George stopped. The fellow got 
out, went  inside the station, held up the attendant (for $70.00), 
came out and told George to "get going." 

George Jackson was arrested. He was charged with armed rob­
bery. The Jacksons hired a lawyer to defend their son .  The lawyer 
didn't want to prepare a defense. He said with George's prior 
record a defense would be hopeless. 

The white attendant at the gas station was willing to testify that 
George had not held him up. The fel low who robbed the gas 
station and was eventually caught was willing to testify that 
George had had no part in it. The lawyer didn't want to prepare a 
defense. 

George was convicted. He was given an indeterminate sentence 
for second degree robbery: one year to life. 

When the guard was killed at Soledad George Jackson had been 
in the state penitentiary for ten years. According to California law 
he faced a mandatory death sentence if he was convicted of mur­
der in the death of the guard because he was already serving a life 
sentence. 
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THE SOLEDAD Brothers were arraigned. They pleaded not guilty. 
The judge wanted to proceed with the trial. He was impatient 
with pleas of innocence. A few progressive-minded lawyers were 
hastily assembled. They demanded time to prepare an adequate 
defense. Inez Williams, Georgia Jackson and Doris Maxwell, the 
mothers of Fleeta, George and John respectively, stood up in the 
courtroom and protested the proceedings. Supporters, still few in 
number, picketed the courthouse. The judge was forced to grant 
a continuance. It was the opening wedge. 

One of John Clutchette's high school friends was Kendra Alex­
ander. Kendra had learned of the situation in Soledad as it was 
breaking. The Che-Lumumba Club quickly resolved to launch a 
campaign to save the Soledad Brothers from a Legal Lynching. 
Their cause symbolized the oppression of a people. 

Less than a week after the indictment was returned the club 
organ ized its first demonstration on behalf of  the Soledad 
Brothers, and Angela Davis called her first press conference to 
explain the case. 

ANGELA said : "The situation in Soledad is part of a continuous 
pattern in the Black community. Three Black men who are un­
armed, who are not attempting to escape, are killed, and this is 
called justifiable homicide . . .  One white guard is killed and this is 
immediately called murder . . .  Three Black men who are known 
for their attempt within the prison to organize the inmates to­
wards some form of un ited struggle against the real causes of  our 
oppression, those three Black men are then singled out, and in­
d icted for murder . . .  " 

Angela announced that a demonstration would be held the 
following day at the state building in Los Angeles. A series of 
demands were to be presented to the Adult Authority and the 
California Department of Corrections. She said : "We are calling 
for basic structural changes within the prison system and we are 
also attempting to build a movement directed towards the l ibera­
tion of political prisoners . . .  " 

A reporter asked Ms. Davis if she was optimistic or pessimistic 
about  the poss ibil i t ies of  securin g justice for the Soledad 
Brothers. 

Angela said : "I don't think optimism and pessimism are 
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categories with which one works in a movement. We see what has 
to be done and we see what we have to do in order to accomplish 
our goals, and this is the way in which we work." 

Angela Davis became the co-chairperson of the Soledad 
Brothers Defense Committee in southern California. As a public 
figure she was in a position to focus attention on the case. She 
committed herself to the struggle. 

Wherever she was invited to speak Angela talked about the 
Soledad Brothers. She mentioned them at every press confer­
ence, even when the conference was held to explain the status of 
her case at UCLA. 

Angela noticed that the press often excised her comments 
about the case in their reports. She consciously restructured her 
statements. Every paragraph contained at least one and usually 
more references to the Soledad Brothers. The press couldn't re­
port what she had said unless they also mentioned the case. 

Angela gave assistance in the organization of new defense 
committees. Groups were formed in San Diego, San Jose, San 
Francisco. She urged maximum attendance at the pre-trial hear­
ings in Salinas. By May 1970 the courtroom was packed with 
supporters. 

The Brothers were still brought to the courthouse in chains. 
But the mob didn't gather anymore. Only supporters came. They 
waited anxiously for a glimpse of the Brothers. Now the guards 
transported them from Soledad in an unmarked vehicle and hus­
tled them inside through a back door. 

judge Campbell told the predominantly Black spectators in his 
courtroom to "conduct themselves properly and not sit as if they 
were in a pool hall or at a barbecue table." He appealed to 
California State Senator Donald Grunsky to introduce legislation 
in Sacramento to make it unlawful for people to picket h is 
courthouse in support of  the Soledad Brothers. 

(On September 1 8th, 1 970 the legislature did pass Section 1 69 
of the California Penal Code which said: "Any person who pickets 
or parades in or near a building which houses a court of this state 
with the intent to interfere with, obstruct, or impede the ad­
ministration of justice, or with the intent to influence any judge, 
juror, witness or officer of the court in the discharge of his duty 
shall be guilty of a misdeameanor." The law was to be invoked 


