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Author's Note

	This book tells a true story that unfolded across eight decades and two continents, inside union halls, tenement meeting rooms, mine offices, and the sealed filing cabinets of state intelligence services. Every organization named in these pages existed. Every raid, every strike, every congressional hearing, and every death described here is drawn from the historical record: court transcripts, declassified government files, congressional committee reports, sworn testimony, contemporary newspaper accounts, and the personal papers of the men and women who lived through these events.

	Where an informant's private thoughts are described, that description is drawn from that person's own later testimony, memoir, interview, or sworn statement, not from invention. Where a meeting is reconstructed in detail, the reconstruction rests on surviving minutes, agency memoranda, or courtroom records. Nothing in this book has been invented for effect.

	The story told here is not confined to one country or one decade. It begins with private detectives hired by American mine owners at the turn of the twentieth century and ends with the security services of a modern industrial democracy still weighing how far a government may go to watch its own citizens organize. In between lie the Palmer Raids, the birth of the FBI's intelligence apparatus, the informant networks that riddled the Communist Party of the United States, the British Special Branch's Industrial Section, and the counterintelligence program that has become synonymous with the darkest instincts of the American security state: COINTELPRO.

	Readers will notice that this is, at its heart, a book about ordinary people placed in an extraordinary position of trust and betrayal. Some of the informants described here were coerced. Some volunteered out of conviction. Some did it for money, and some did it because refusing was more frightening than complying. The union organizers, miners, autoworkers, and civil rights leaders who were watched, followed, and in several tragic instances killed, were rarely told the whole truth about who stood beside them in the room. This book attempts to tell that truth, finally, in full.

	A note on terminology: the word "informant" is used throughout in its plain sense, a person who supplies information to an intelligence or law enforcement agency about the activities of others, often while embedded within the organization being watched. The word carries no legal judgment. Some informants broke laws themselves. Many did not. Their common feature was proximity: they were inside the room when the door was supposed to be closed.

	Marcus Alden Whitfield

	
Prologue: The Man Who Was Not There

	Chicago, Illinois. Four fourty five in the morning, December 4, 1969.

	The city was still dark and the temperature outside sat just below freezing when fourteen police officers assigned to the office of Cook County State's Attorney Edward Hanrahan gathered in the alley behind 2337 West Monroe Street. They carried a search warrant for illegal weapons. They also carried something the warrant did not mention: a hand drawn floor plan of the apartment inside, showing precisely which room held which piece of furniture, and precisely where, in the back bedroom, a mattress had been pushed against the wall.

	The man who drew that floor plan was not a police officer. He was not an FBI agent. He was, on paper and in the eyes of almost everyone who knew him, a member of the Illinois chapter of the Black Panther Party, a young man named William O'Neal who had joined the organization two years earlier, risen quickly through its ranks, and become the personal bodyguard and chief of security for the chapter's twenty one year old chairman, Fred Hampton.

	O'Neal was, in fact, all of those things. He was also something else, a fact known to perhaps a dozen people alive at the time: he was a paid informant of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, run by an agent named Roy Mitchell out of the Chicago field office, and he had been passing information on Hampton and the Panthers for three years.

	The raid that followed lasted less than fifteen minutes. When it ended, Fred Hampton was dead, shot while he lay unconscious in his bed beside his eight months pregnant fiancee. Panther Mark Clark was also dead, shot through the heart as he sat near the front door. Four other Panthers in the apartment were wounded. Officers fired somewhere between eighty two and ninety nine rounds. The occupants of the apartment fired one shot, a reflexive discharge from Clark's weapon as he fell.

	For nearly two years afterward, the official account held that the Panthers had opened fire on police first, that the raid had been a justified response to armed resistance, and that the informant inside the apartment did not exist. A federal grand jury reviewed the case. A coroner's inquest reviewed the case. Cook County's own investigators reviewed the case. Each concluded, in essence, that the police had acted in self defense.

	It took a civil lawsuit, filed by the survivors and the families of the dead, and years of litigation against an FBI that fought at every turn to keep its files sealed, before the truth surfaced. The floor plan existed. The informant existed. He had been paid three hundred dollars for the document that guided the raid, on top of a standing monthly stipend, and his FBI handler had described his intelligence, in an internal memorandum later forced into the public record, as being of tremendous value.

	William O'Neal is one name in a story that contains thousands. He is not the first informant to walk into a labor or political organization wearing the face of a comrade, and he was very far from the last. This book is about the men and women like him, the agencies that recruited them, and the movements they were sent to watch, weaken, and in some cases destroy, across eighty years and two continents.

	It begins seventy years before that cold December morning in Chicago, in the mountains of Colorado, where a different kind of company sent a different kind of man into a different kind of union hall, and discovered that the tactic worked well enough to become, in time, standard practice for governments far larger than any mining company could ever be.

	
CHAPTER ONE

	The Eye That Never Sleeps

	Allan Pinkerton did not set out to become the man American workers feared most. He arrived in the United States from Glasgow in 1842, a cooper by trade and, in his own telling, a committed opponent of tyranny who had fled Scotland after brushes with the authorities over his involvement in the Chartist movement, a working class campaign for political reform. It is one of the peculiar ironies of American labor history that the man who would spend the next four decades building the machinery of corporate surveillance began his adult life as something close to a radical himself.

	Pinkerton settled outside Chicago, in the town of Dundee, Illinois, and might have remained an obscure barrel maker had he not, while cutting wood on an island in the Fox River in 1847, stumbled upon the campsite of a gang of counterfeiters. His pursuit and eventual capture of the gang, conducted entirely on his own initiative, brought him to the attention of local law enforcement. Within a few years he had abandoned coopering for detective work, first as a deputy sheriff, then as Chicago's first police detective, and finally, in partnership with a Chicago attorney named Edward Rucker, as the founder of his own private agency in 1850: the North Western Police Agency, soon renamed the Pinkerton National Detective Agency.

	The agency's early reputation rested on legitimate achievements. Pinkerton's operatives broke up counterfeiting rings and recovered stolen railroad property with a rigor that no municipal police force of the era could match, because no municipal police force of the era could operate across state lines, coordinate its own network of paid informants, or maintain the kind of detailed criminal records Pinkerton insisted upon. He built what may have been the first systematic criminal database in the country, a rogues' gallery of photographs, aliases, and case histories that made the agency indispensable to railroads plagued by theft.

	It was the railroads that first hired Pinkerton to watch workers rather than criminals. In the 1850s, railroad companies growing anxious about employee theft and, increasingly, about organized demands for better pay and shorter hours, began contracting Pinkerton operatives to pose as ordinary workers on the payroll. These early operatives were tasked with reporting back on anything a foreman might find useful: who complained loudest, who talked of organizing, who might be persuaded to inform in turn. The template that would define the agency's role in American labor conflict for the next sixty years was set before the Civil War had even begun.

	The war interrupted this trajectory, briefly elevating Pinkerton to national prominence in an entirely different capacity. His claimed discovery of a plot to assassinate president elect Abraham Lincoln during a stopover in Baltimore in February of 1861, whether or not the plot was as serious as Pinkerton later portrayed it, secured him a reputation as a protector of the republic rather than an enemy of working people. He went on to organize an intelligence service for General George McClellan and the Union Army, operating under the alias Major E.J. Allen, gathering battlefield intelligence and, by his own later account, running networks of scouts and informants behind Confederate lines. It was wartime work that taught Pinkerton lessons about infiltration, source recruitment, and the management of double agents that he would apply, after the war, to an entirely different kind of enemy.

	By the 1870s, with the Civil War over and American industry expanding at a pace that outstripped any existing system of labor regulation, Pinkerton's agency found a new and considerably more lucrative line of business. Coal mine owners in Pennsylvania, railroad magnates, and steel manufacturers, watching a wave of strikes and secret worker organizations spread through their industries, turned to Pinkerton for the same service the agency had once provided the railroads: men who could pass as workers, live among workers, and report on workers.

	The case that cemented this reputation, and that would echo through American popular culture for a century afterward, began in the anthracite coal region of eastern Pennsylvania in the early 1870s. Franklin B. Gowen, president of the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad and owner of extensive coal properties, believed that a secret society among the region's Irish immigrant miners, known as the Ancient Order of Hibernians, had been infiltrated by or was synonymous with a violent inner circle called the Molly Maguires, blamed for a string of killings of mine bosses and foremen across the coalfields.

	Gowen turned to Pinkerton, and Pinkerton assigned the case to one of his most capable operatives, an Irish immigrant himself named James McParland. McParland adopted the alias James McKenna, presented himself in the coal towns of Schuylkill County as a fugitive from a counterfeiting charge, and over the course of nearly three years, beginning in 1873, worked his way into the confidence of the local Hibernians. He drank with them, fought with them, and eventually rose to the position of secretary of the Shenandoah lodge, a post that gave him access to the organization's internal correspondence and meeting records.

	McParland's reports formed the backbone of the prosecution's case when, beginning in 1876, a series of trials in Pottsville and Mauch Chunk sent twenty men to prison and ten to the gallows for murders connected to the alleged Molly Maguire conspiracy. McParland himself testified at length, describing conversations and plans he claimed to have witnessed directly. Historians have argued for a century and a half over how much of what McParland reported was accurate observation, how much was the natural distortion of a man deeply embedded in a role he had played for years, and how much reflected the interests of the mine owners who were, after all, paying for the investigation and eager for a conviction that would break the back of labor unrest in the coalfields.

	What is not in dispute is the effect. The Molly Maguire trials demonstrated, to any employer paying attention, that a well placed informant working over a period of years could accomplish what direct confrontation with striking workers could not: the identification, isolation, and legal destruction of an organization's most committed members, achieved from the inside, using the movement's own trust in its members as the entry point. Arthur Conan Doyle would later draw on the case for his 1915 Sherlock Holmes novel The Valley of Fear, a measure of how thoroughly the Pinkerton labor spy had entered the public imagination, for better and for worse, as a figure of both cunning and menace.

	The origins of the Western Federation of Miners itself, the union that would later occupy so much of James McParland's attention in Colorado, trace directly back to an earlier episode of Pinkerton infiltration that deserves examination in its own right, since it illustrates with particular clarity how thoroughly an informant's exposure could reshape an entire regional labor movement rather than merely ending a single organizing campaign. In the Coeur d'Alene mining district of northern Idaho, miners organizing against a series of wage cuts imposed by the Bunker Hill and Sullivan Mining Company discovered, in the summer of 1892, that their union had been infiltrated for some time by a Pinkerton agent who had been routinely supplying detailed reports on union deliberations directly to mine management. The discovery, arriving amid an already tense wage dispute, triggered an explosion of violence: on the night of July 11, several hundred armed strikers seized a train and rode it to the town of Wardner, where they surrounded the Bunker Hill mill, packed a ton of explosives beneath the structure, and gave the mine's manager a choice between discharging the non union workforce he had hired to replace them or watching his mill destroyed. He chose to dismiss the non union men, but as those replacement workers waited at a nearby lake to be evacuated by boat, gunfire broke out and at least seventeen of them were wounded.

	The Idaho governor responded by declaring martial law and dispatching six companies of the state National Guard, joined shortly afterward by federal troops, to what the government's own proclamations described as an effort to suppress insurrection. Several hundred miners were confined without formal charges or hearings in makeshift detention stockades that came to be known, in the bitter vocabulary of the men held inside them, as bull pens, a term the Pinkerton operative and self described range detective Charlie Siringo, who worked the aftermath of the confrontation identifying union leaders and strike participants for the authorities, used without apparent irony in his own later writings describing the operation as a matter of, in his words, putting unruly cattle in the bull pen. Siringo's memoirs of his Pinkerton career, written years after his departure from the agency, proved so unflattering to Pinkerton's own institutional reputation, despite Siringo's complete lack of sympathy for the labor movement he had spent years infiltrating, that the agency suppressed and fought the publication of his books through legal threats for years, a lesser known parallel to the more famous suppression battles Morris Friedman's exposé would provoke a decade and a half later.

	The Coeur d'Alene episode's most lasting consequence was organizational rather than immediate: the miners who survived the martial law occupation and the mass detentions that followed it concluded that only a considerably more centralized and better resourced union could withstand the combination of corporate espionage, private security forces, and state militia power that had just been arrayed against them, and it was this conclusion that led directly to the founding of the Western Federation of Miners in Butte, Montana, in May of 1893, an organization that would itself become, within less than a decade, the target of precisely the same infiltration tactics that had provoked its creation in the first place, a cycle that would repeat with grim consistency at Telluride and Cripple Creek under James McParland's direction.

	The infiltration campaign against the Western Federation of Miners would eventually produce one of the most sensational criminal cases of the early twentieth century, when former Idaho governor Frank Steunenberg, who had personally ordered the martial law response to the 1899 renewal of Coeur d'Alene labor violence, was killed by a bomb at his home in December of 1905. A drifter and sometime mine worker named Harry Orchard was quickly arrested, and it was James McParland himself, dispatched once again to extract a confession from a man being held largely in isolation, who obtained Orchard's admission that he had planted the bomb and that he had done so at the direction of three senior Western Federation of Miners officials: the union's president Charles Moyer, its most prominent leader Bill Haywood, and a former officer named George Pettibone. All three men were seized in Colorado under a legally dubious extradition process and rushed by special train into Idaho for trial, a prosecution that drew national attention and that ultimately ended in acquittal for Haywood and dismissal of the charges against the other two defendants, verdicts that many labor historians have interpreted as evidence that Orchard's confession, however useful to the prosecution's case, may have reflected considerable coaching by the same investigator who had spent the preceding decade working to destroy the Western Federation of Miners from within.

	The following decades brought a series of further confrontations in which Pinkerton operatives moved from quiet infiltration to open combat with organized labor. In July of 1892, at Andrew Carnegie's Homestead steel works in Pennsylvania, Carnegie's plant manager Henry Clay Frick, determined to break the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers, hired three hundred Pinkerton agents and attempted to land them by barge on the Monongahela River to secure the plant against striking workers who had taken it over. The strikers spotted the barges, and a battle erupted that left several men dead on both sides before the Pinkertons surrendered and were marched, disarmed, through a gauntlet of enraged workers and their families.

	Homestead was a public relations catastrophe for Pinkerton and for Frick alike, and it produced a political backlash that briefly threatened the agency's future. Congress, responding to public outrage over the use of a private army against American citizens, passed the Anti Pinkerton Act in 1893, a measure that barred the federal government itself from employing Pinkerton agents or similar private detective forces, a restriction that in a peculiar historical twist meant the agency's most direct government employment was foreclosed even as its private, corporate employment continued to expand for another four decades.

	The 1899 to 1904 labor wars in the mining districts of Idaho and Colorado brought Pinkerton style infiltration to a new and more sophisticated level. The Western Federation of Miners, a union formed in 1893 and led by men including Bill Haywood who would go on to help found the radical Industrial Workers of the World in 1905, became the target of an extended undercover campaign led again by James McParland, who by this point had become the head of Pinkerton's Denver office and something of a legend within the agency for his coalfield work a generation earlier.

	McParland's most consequential recruit in this period was a Pinkerton operative who worked under the alias Operative 21, embedded for extended periods within the Western Federation of Miners in Telluride and Cripple Creek. The union's officers, engaged in a bitter and often violent struggle against the Colorado mine owners' association over wages and the eight hour day, had no reliable way of knowing that their internal deliberations, membership rolls, and strategic plans were regularly finding their way back to the very employers they were fighting.

	The most damaging case to emerge from this period, at least in terms of the public record it eventually generated, involved an operative identified in surviving Pinkerton correspondence as agent number thirty six, later identified by name as George W. Riddell. Riddell infiltrated the Western Federation of Miners local in Telluride and, over roughly two years of service billed to the Telluride Mine Owners' Association at a reported cost of seven thousand dollars, worked his way up to the presidency of the Eureka miners' union in Utah while continuing to report to his Pinkerton handlers. His specific assignment was to locate what mine owners believed to be a secret inner circle within the union responsible for planning violence against non union workers and mine property. After two years inside the organization, Riddell reported that he could find no evidence any such inner circle existed at all, a finding that did not stop the mine owners from continuing to believe, and to act upon the belief, that one did.

	Riddell's cover, and by extension a significant portion of Pinkerton's labor espionage apparatus in the Rocky Mountain mining districts, was blown in 1907 by a former Pinkerton employee named Morris Friedman, who had worked as a stenographer for James McParland in the Denver office and had, in that capacity, transcribed years of confidential reports on the agency's operatives and their assignments inside the Western Federation of Miners and the United Mine Workers. Friedman, apparently disturbed by what he had typed, compiled the material into a book titled The Pinkerton Labor Spy, published in 1907, which named operatives, described their methods, and laid out in granular detail exactly how a mining company or an employers' association went about purchasing the internal life of a union.

	The book forced Riddell's resignation from the Eureka union presidency once his fellow miners learned what Friedman's disclosures made plain. It also represented one of the first instances of a phenomenon that would recur throughout the following seventy years of this story: an insider, whether a disillusioned employee, a conscience stricken agent, or a leaker of classified files, breaking the silence that made infiltration possible in the first place. Every intelligence operation described in the chapters that follow depended on secrecy to function, and in nearly every case, it was eventually a person inside the apparatus, not outside it, who let the public see what had been done in its name.

	Friedman's exposure did not end Pinkerton's labor intelligence business, which continued for another three decades, but it did mark a turning point in public awareness. Newspapers, labor publications, and eventually congressional investigators began to treat the employment of undercover labor spies not as a neutral business practice but as a matter of legitimate public concern, a shift in perception that would culminate, a generation later, in a Senate committee formally investigating the entire industry.

	By the outbreak of the First World War, the practice of planting operatives inside American unions had become thoroughly institutionalized, no longer confined to Pinkerton but replicated by a growing number of rival detective agencies

	
	
	