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Never once did I hear anybody, including myself, raise the question: “Is this course of action which we have agreed upon lawful, is it legal, is it ethical or moral?” We never gave any thought to this line of reasoning because we were just naturally pragmatic. The one thing we were concerned about, will this course of action work, will it get us what we want, the objective we desire to reach.

—WILLIAM SULLIVAN, head of the FBI’s Domestic Intelligence Division under FBI director J. Edgar Hoover

It was a matter of keeping alive a sense of purpose and accomplishment when the forces seemed so overwhelming.…Sometimes we accomplished more than we had reason to expect, as in Media. It was a long shot. We didn’t know if we would find anything important. Other times, we never knew if we accomplished anything.…But it gave voice and a sense of purpose and built little pockets of life that made sense at a terrible time.

—WILLIAM DAVIDON, leader of the Citizens’ Commission to Investigate the FBI

During most of my tenure as director of the FBI, I have been compelled to devote much of my time attempting to reconstruct and then to explain activities that occurred years ago. Some of those activities were clearly wrong and quite indefensible. We most certainly must never allow them to be repeated.

—CLARENCE M. KELLEY, FBI director, apologizing to the American people in 1976 for the actions of his predecessor, J. Edgar Hoover

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world.

—MARGARET MEAD, anthropologist
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In the Absence of Oversight

IN LATE 1970, William Davidon, a mild-mannered physics professor at Haverford College, privately asked a few people this question:

“What do you think of burglarizing an FBI office?”

Even in that time of passionate resistance against the war in Vietnam that included break-ins at draft boards, his question was startling. What, besides arrests and lengthy prison sentences, could result from breaking into an FBI office? The bureau and its legendary director, J. Edgar Hoover, had been revered by Americans and considered paragons of integrity for the nearly half century he had been director.

Who would dare to think they could break into an FBI office? Surely the offices of the most powerful law enforcement agency in the country would be as secure as Fort Knox. Just talking about the possibility seemed dangerous.

But Davidon, with great reluctance, had decided that burglarizing an FBI office might be the only way to confront what he considered an emergency: the likelihood that the government, through the FBI, was spying on Americans and suppressing their cherished constitutional right to dissent. If that was true, he thought, it was a crime against democracy—a crime that must be stopped.

The odds were very low that such an act of resistance could possibly succeed against the law enforcement agency headed by this man who held so much power. Nicholas Katzenbach, who as attorney general was Hoover’s boss, had resigned in 1966 because of Hoover’s resentment over being told by Katzenbach to manage the bureau within the law. The director’s power was unique among all national officials, said Katzenbach. He “ruled the FBI with a combination of discipline and fear and was capable of acting in an excessively arbitrary way. No one dared object.…The FBI was a principality with absolutely secure borders, in Hoover’s view.” At the same time, he said, “There was no man better known or more admired by the general public than J. Edgar Hoover.”

Such was the power and reputation of the official whose borders and files Davidon was considering invading. He knew Hoover was very powerful, but he didn’t know—nor could anyone outside the bureau have known—how harshly he ruled it and how he protected the bureau from having its illegal practices exposed. Katzenbach believed that Hoover or one of the director’s top aides had even forged Katzenbach’s signature in order to make it appear that the attorney general had given permission for the FBI to plant an electronic surveillance device, a bug, in civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr.’s New York hotel room. Despite what appeared to be his signature on the memorandum, Katzenbach was certain he never approved such a procedure, which he considered the “worst possible invasion of privacy.”

Hoover’s sensitivity to criticism, Katzenbach said when he testified in December 1975 before the committee then conducting the first congressional investigation of the FBI, “is almost impossible to overestimate.…It went far beyond the bounds of natural resentment.…The most casual statement, the most strained implication, was sufficient cause for Mr. Hoover to write a memorandum to the attorney general complaining about the criticism, explaining why it was unjustified, and impugning the integrity of its author.

“In a very real sense,” Katzenbach testified, “there was no greater crime in Mr. Hoover’s eyes than public criticism of the bureau.”

A congressional investigation of the FBI during Mr. Hoover’s lifetime, Katzenbach said, would have been utterly impossible. “Mr. Hoover would have vigorously resisted.…He would have asserted that the investigation was unnecessary, unwise and politically motivated. At worst, he would have denounced the investigation as undermining law and order and inspired by Communist ideology. No one [in Congress] risked that confrontation during his lifetime.”

Said Katzenbach, “Absent strong and unequivocal proof of the greatest impropriety on the part of the director, no attorney general could have conceived that he could possibly win a fight with Mr. Hoover in the eyes of the public, the Congress or the President. Moreover, to the extent proof of any such impropriety existed, it would almost by definition have been in the Bureau’s possession and control, unreachable except with Bureau cooperation.”

Five years before Katzenbach made that public assertion, Davidon was planning to do something that had never been done—obtain official FBI information that was otherwise unreachable. Davidon had given a lot of thought to the question before he asked it—“What do you think of burglarizing an FBI office?”

If anyone else had asked that question of the nine people he approached, probably each of them would have swiftly ended the conversation. Because it was Davidon, they took it seriously and kept listening despite being shocked. They trusted him. They knew he wasn’t reckless, and they knew he believed in protest that was effective, that could lead to results. Each of them respected him so much they thought that if they ever engaged in high-risk resistance, he was one of the few people they would want as partner and leader when the stakes were high. So they listened carefully.

Some of them wrestled with the implications of his question for several days. Two said yes immediately. Only one of them, a philosophy professor, turned him down. Eight agreed with him that, repugnant as burglary was as a method of resistance, it might be the only way to find documentary evidence that would answer important questions about the FBI that no journalist or government official responsible for the FBI had dared to ask in the past or, they concluded, was likely to ask now or in the future. All of them were passionate opponents of the Vietnam War and passionate opponents of the suppression of dissent.

Davidon and the eight people who said yes in response to his question met as a group for the first time shortly before Christmas 1970 and chose their name, the Citizens’ Commission to Investigate the FBI. The name summed up their goal: In the absence of official oversight of this powerful law enforcement and intelligence agency, they, acting voluntarily on behalf of American citizens, would attempt to steal and make public FBI files in an effort to determine if the FBI was destroying dissent. They thought the name sounded dignified, like that of an official commission that should have been appointed years earlier by a president, an attorney general, or Congress.

Agreeing to break in only if it could be done without violating their deep commitment to nonviolent resistance, they concentrated on developing the skills necessary to conduct an unarmed burglary of the office. Beginning in January 1971, most weekday evenings, after they meticulously cased the area near the targeted FBI office for at least three hours, they drove to the Germantown neighborhood in northwest Philadelphia to the home of John and Bonnie Raines, a young couple who had agreed to participate. There, late at night in a room in the back of the Raines’ third-floor attic, they trained themselves as amateur burglars and planned the break-in. They discussed the discoveries they had made during casing and how to work around serious obstacles they had determined could not be eliminated, such as the fact that security guards stood twenty-four hours a day behind the glass front door of the Delaware County Courthouse constantly monitoring an area that included the nearby entrance to the building the burglars would enter, as well as the windows of the FBI office. Just a few days before the burglary, another critical problem developed over which they had no control: One of the burglars abandoned the group, with full knowledge of what they were going to do. He later threatened to turn them in.

ON THE NIGHT of March 8, 1971, the eight burglars carried out their plan. Under the cover of darkness and the crackling sounds in nearly every home and bar of continuous news about the Muhammad Ali–Joe Frazier world heavyweight championship boxing match taking place that evening at New York’s Madison Square Garden and being watched on television throughout the world, the burglars broke into the FBI office in Media, Pennsylvania, a sleepy town southwest of Philadelphia. At first, their break-in plan failed. The locks were much more difficult to pick than expected. Frustrated, the newly minted locksmith in the group found a pay phone, called the other burglars as they waited at the nearby motel room that served as the group’s staging area, and told them the burglary might have to be called off.

Michael German, a former FBI agent who conducted undercover FBI operations for sixteen years before joining the staff of the American Civil Liberties Union in 2006, said he has often wondered how the Media burglars knew which files to take. “How did they know,” for instance, he asked, “where the political spying files would be?” German said he has always assumed—and has talked to other agents who made the same assumption—that because it would have been impossible for an outsider to know where particular files were, the Media burglary must have been an inside job carried out by disgruntled FBI agents familiar with the files. But the burglars had found a foolproof solution to the problem of which files to take: They removed every file in the office. That’s why, as they drove away from Media in their getaway cars late that night, they had no idea what they had stolen. For all they knew, they might have just risked spending many years in prison for a trove of blank bureaucratic forms.

Within an hour of opening the suitcases they had stuffed with FBI files, they knew their risk was not in vain. They found a document that would shock even hardened Washington observers when it became public two weeks later.

The files stolen by the burglars that night in Media revealed the truth and destroyed the myths about Hoover and the institution he had built since he became its director in 1924. Contrary to the official propaganda that had been released continuously for decades by the FBI’s Crime Records Division—the bureau’s purposely misnamed public relations operation—Hoover had distorted the mission of one of the most powerful and most venerated institutions in the country.

The Media files revealed that there were two FBIs—the public FBI Americans revered as their protector from crime, arbiter of values, and defender of citizens’ liberties, and the secret FBI. This FBI, known until the Media burglary only to people inside the bureau, usurped citizens’ liberties, treated black citizens as if they were a danger to society, and used deception, disinformation, and violence as tools to harass, damage, and—most important—silence people whose political opinions the director opposed.

Instead of being a paragon of law and order and integrity, Hoover’s secret FBI was a lawless and unprincipled arm of the bureau that, as Davidon had feared, suppressed the dissent of Americans. To the embarrassment and frustration of agents who privately opposed this interpretation of the bureau’s mission, agents and informers were required to be outlaws. Blackmail and burglary were favorite tools in the secret FBI. Agents and informers were ordered to spy on—and create ongoing files on—the private lives, including the sexual activities, of the nation’s highest officials and other powerful people.

Electoral politics were manipulated to defeat candidates the director did not like. Even mild dissent, in the eyes of the FBI, could make an American worthy of being spied on and placed in an ongoing FBI file, sometimes for decades. As the authors of The Lawless State wrote in 1976, the FBI “has operated on a theory of subversion that assumes that people cannot be trusted to choose among political ideas. The FBI has assumed the duty to protect the public by placing it under surveillance.”

Until the Media burglary, this extraordinary situation—a secret FBI operating under principles that were the antithesis of both democracy and good law enforcement—thrived near the top of the federal government for nearly half a century, affecting the lives of hundreds of thousands of Americans. The few officials who were aware of some aspects of the secret FBI silently tolerated the situation for various reasons, including fear of the director’s power to destroy the reputation of anyone who raised questions about his operations.

When these operations became known as a result of the burglary, the foundations of the FBI were shaken. The significant impact of the burglary was both long-term and immediate. As soon as the files became public, Americans’ views of the FBI started to change. Mark Felt—the future Deep Throat of Watergate fame, who at the time of the burglary was chief of bureau inspections and very close to Hoover—wrote in 1979 that the Media burglars’ disclosures “damaged the FBI’s image, possibly forever, in the minds of many Americans.” Ironically, the burglary would not have been possible if Felt had not refused in the fall of 1970 a request to increase security at the Media office.

This historic act of resistance—perhaps the most powerful single act of nonviolent resistance in American history—ignited the first public debate on the proper role of intelligence agencies in a democratic society. Perceptions of the bureau evolved from adulation to criticism and then to a consensus that the FBI and other intelligence agencies must never again be permitted to be lawless and unaccountable. By 1975, the revelations led to the first congressional investigations of the FBI and other intelligence agencies and then to the establishment of congressional oversight of those agencies.

The writers of every history of Hoover or the bureau since the burglary have noted its significant impact. Sanford J. Ungar, author in 1976 of the first history of the bureau published after the burglary, FBI: An Uncensored Look Behind the Walls, wrote, “The Media documents … gave an extraordinary picture of some of the Bureau’s domestic intelligence activities.…Judged by any standard, the documents … show an almost incredible preoccupation with the activities of black organizations and leaders, both on campuses and in the cities.…The overall impact of the documents could not be denied or explained away. They seemed to show a government agency, once the object of almost universal respect and awe, reaching out with tentacles to get a grasp on, or lead into, virtually every part of American society.”

“In one fell swoop FBI surveillance of dissidents was exposed and the Bureau’s carefully nurtured mystique destroyed,” wrote Max Holland about the Media burglary in his 2012 book Leak: Why Mark Felt Became Deep Throat. “Far from being invincible, the FBI appeared merely petty, obsessed with monitoring what seemed to be, in many cases, lawful dissent.”

Historian Richard Gid Powers, in his 2004 book Broken: The Troubled Past and Uncertain Future of the FBI, described the burglary’s impact:


Hoover’s power to conduct secret operations … depended on the absolute freedom he had won from any inquiry into the internal operations of the Bureau.…Except for a remarkably few breaches of security … Hoover had been able to pick and choose what the public would learn about the Bureau. He had never suffered the indignity of having an outside, unsympathetic investigator look into what he had been doing, what the Bureau had become, and what it looked like from the inside. And it had been that luxury of freedom that let him indulge himself with such abuses of power as his persecution of King, the…COINTELPROs, and his harassment of Bureau critics.

On the night of March 8, 1971, that changed forever. A group calling itself the Citizens’ Commission to Investigate the FBI broke into the FBI resident agency in Media, Pennsylvania. The burglars were never caught.



As two hundred FBI agents searched for the burglars throughout the country in 1971, most intensively in Philadelphia, even people in the large peace movement there, where all of the burglars were activists, could not imagine that any of their fellow activists had had the courage or audacity to burglarize an FBI office. Many people feared then that the FBI might be stifling dissent, but most people found it difficult to imagine that anyone would risk their freedom—risk sacrificing years away from their children and other loved ones—to break into an FBI office to get evidence of whether that was true. People wondered:

Who would go to prison to save dissent?

That question will now be answered. For more than forty years, the Media burglars have been silent about what they did on the night of March 8, 1971. Seven of the eight burglars have been found by this writer, the first journalist to anonymously receive and then write about the files two weeks after the burglary. In the more than forty years since they were among the most hunted people in the country as they eluded FBI agents during the intensive investigation ordered by Hoover, they have lived rather quiet lives as law-abiding, good citizens who moved from youth to middle age and, for some, now to their senior years. They kept the promise they made to one another as they met for the last time immediately before they released copies of the stolen files to the public—that they would take their secret, the Media burglary, to their graves.

The seven burglars who have been found have agreed to break their silence so that the story of their act of resistance that uncovered the secret FBI can be told. Their inside account, as well as the FBI’s account of its search for the burglars—as told by agents in interviews and as drawn from the 33,698-page official record of the FBI’s investigation of the burglary obtained under the Freedom of Information Act—and the powerful impact of this historic act of resistance are all told here for the first time. It is a story about the destructive power of excessive government secrecy. It is a story about the potential power of nonviolent resistance, even when used against the most powerful law enforcement agency in the nation. It also is a story about courage and patriotism.
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Choosing Burglary

THE STORY OF the Media burglary begins with William Davidon. It was his idea. He recruited people to consider the merit and feasibility of the idea. And then he led the planning and execution of the burglary. He was also responsible for developing and carrying out the plan to distribute copies of the stolen files to journalists and members of Congress so the public would have access to them.

All this from a person so unassuming that the act of protesting—let alone leading a group in planning and carrying out a burglary of an office of the country’s most powerful law enforcement agency—seemed to be almost antithetical to his personality.

How was it possible for Davidon, who hated burglary, to think of becoming a burglar? And how was it possible for seven other people to agree to participate in this radical action?

The answer to those questions is found, in part, in the evolution of Davidon’s protest of the war and of the use of nuclear weapons. The answer also is found in the very unusual moral and political dynamics that played out in the United States the year before the burglary—a period of extreme actions by the government and by diverse segments of the public. The accumulated impact of those actions, some of them profoundly violent, upped the ante, even for people who normally would never have considered doing anything as extreme as burglarizing an FBI office.

It was natural for Davidon to care strongly about protecting dissent. By 1970, dissent had been part of the essential fabric of his life for more than two decades. He had spoken out against the use and continued development of ever more powerful nuclear weapons. He thought he had a responsibility to speak out forcefully against the world’s most powerful armaments. He had opposed the war in Vietnam from the beginning on multiple grounds, but his deepest concern was that the United States might use nuclear weapons in Vietnam. Throughout the war, the administrations of both Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon refused to remove the nuclear option from the table.

In pursuit of his goals, Davidon moved during the 1960s from simple dissent to active protest to civil disobedience to nonviolent resistance. Many people moved through some or all of those phases in those years as their assumptions about the wisdom of their government’s decisions and actions were shaken, but few did so with the mix of qualities that marked Davidon’s activism—a combination of clear goals, the ability to solve problems, fortitude in the face of the peace movement’s repeated failure to stop the war, a deep and enduring commitment to nonviolence, a modest ego, and a fierce reliance on evidence and refusal to accept speculation or conspiracy theories. He had the capacity to convince not only himself but also other people to consider stepping outside their secure lives to risk their freedom when normal means of petitioning the government were ignored or, even worse—as he feared in late 1970—were being suppressed.

As Davidon’s concerns about the use of nuclear warfare in Vietnam deepened, he studied the war and kept track of its daily developments. He traveled to Vietnam in April 1966 with five other American peace activists, including the Reverend A. J. Muste, a New York pacifist who had been a leading antiwar and civil rights activist since World War I. As planned, they met with people whose positions were little known in the United States—Vietnamese people who opposed any outside interference in the country, whether by the Soviet Union, China, or the United States. Many of them were serving prison terms by that time. Davidon remembers acquiring a sad and ironic insight about dissent while he was in Vietnam: the leaders of all of the countries involved in the conflict—South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and the United States—had a profound dislike of dissent being expressed against the war by their own citizens, the people whose blood and money they were expending in the war. On this one matter, they were in agreement.

The Americans had congenial visits with Buddhists, Catholics, and other Vietnamese people who opposed the war, but their trip had a complex ending. Police and students broke up a press conference they held in their Saigon hotel the day before they left the country. As Davidon and the other Americans commented on the mutual interest of Americans and the Vietnamese in ending the war, students in the audience shouted and threw eggs at them and police banged their fists on tables and then rushed the stage, shouting, “Either you are our friends or our enemies!” After the journalists left, the scene changed dramatically as the students and police approached the Americans and calmly apologized, telling them they had been ordered by the South Vietnamese military police to disrupt the conference.
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William Davidon (far left) with five other American pacifists, (left to right) Bradford Lyttle, Voluntown, CT; the Rev. A. J. Mustic, New York; Karl Meyer, Chicago; Charlotte Thurber, Greenwich, CT; and Barbara Deming Willflut, MA; Vietnam, 1966. They met with Buddhists, Catholics, and other Vietnamese who opposed the war; two weeks later they were expelled by South Vietnamese officials. (AP Photo)



Like other reports on the press conference debacle, the New York Times story by R. W. Apple Jr. missed that part of the story. But the Times headline two days later accurately captured what happened the day after the press conference: “Vietnamese Seize Six U.S. Pacifists and Expel Them.” The group’s morning meeting with the American ambassador was canceled. Instead, they were grabbed by waiting Vietnamese police officers as they left their hotel, thrown into a patrol wagon, and driven to Tan Son Nhat Airport, where they were forced to wait inside the locked and sweltering patrol wagon for four hours.

After Davidon returned from Vietnam in 1966, he was determined to work against the war as much as possible. He carefully organized his life so he could increase the amount of time he gave to the effort. He never missed a class or office hours. And he continued to share with his wife the work involved in raising two small daughters. Beyond those key obligations, he filled nearly all his other waking hours with antiwar activities.

There were countless opportunities to be a peace activist in Philadelphia. The peace movement there was one of the largest—if not the largest—most active, and most diverse peace movements in the nation during the Vietnam War. In all, it included about fifty organizations. Active in several of the organizations, Davidon worked, beginning in 1968, primarily with the Resistance, a new organization that offered support to men who refused to be drafted into the military. Its members also counseled active-duty soldiers who had turned against the war and wanted to leave the military. The Resistance, wrote historian Paul Lyons in his history of the Philadelphia peace movement during that era, was “the most significant antiwar organization in the city.” Its members, he wrote, often pointed out “the contradiction between American ideals and American practice and demanded that those contradictions be resolved.” Davidon, he wrote, was an “inspirational leader,” one of the most effective in the organization.

Often, after Davidon taught his last class of the day, he drove to a GI coffeehouse the Resistance operated near Fort Dix in nearby central New Jersey. Resistance members hung out there with GIs, talking with them about the war, conscientious objection, and life in general. Davidon recalls that these exchanges were one of the most gratifying aspects of his antiwar activism. In contrast to the widespread assumption then and now that there was a hostile relationship between the antiwar movement and the troops during the Vietnam War, members of the Philadelphia Resistance, like many antiwar activists elsewhere, regarded active-duty troops with respect, showed empathy for their plight, and offered moral and legal support to those who decided to resist military service. Davidon and his wife, Ann Morrissett, also aided troops by making their home on the Haverford campus available to service members who went AWOL and needed a place to stay while they considered their next steps: turn themselves in and face arrest and imprisonment or flee to Canada, Sweden, or France, three countries that welcomed many Americans who refused to serve in the military during the Vietnam War. Davidon and Morrissett did this as part of the vast national underground railroad that was organized to support soldiers who decided to become conscientious objectors after they entered the military.
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William Davidon being arrested at a peace demonstration, 1965 (Photo from Theodore Brinton Hetzel Collection, Swarthmore College Peace Collection)



In addition to its serious efforts, the Resistance also had a sense of humor, something Davidon appreciated. This was evident one autumn day when Resistance members attended one of the biggest annual events enjoyed by the Philadelphia establishment, the Army-Navy football game. From seats high in the stadium, Resistance members raised a large banner: “Beat Army, Beat Navy, Resist the Draft.” Not all the fans were amused, but many were.

The group tried to maintain a sense of humor and stay on the high moral ground, even when tensions were high, as they often were then in Philadelphia in regard to the war and racial issues. They were able to do so, for instance, when Mayor Frank Rizzo dropped by the induction center near the University of Pennsylvania campus and, for no apparent reason other than that he supported the war and did not like people who opposed it, punched Resistance leader Tony Avirgan in the face as Avirgan distributed leaflets about the draft.

IN THE LATE 1960s and early 1970s, the Vietnam War touched the lives of more and more Americans in profound ways. Nearly everyone had family members, neighbors, or friends who had been called—or expected to be called—to serve in the military and be sent to Vietnam ready to kill or be killed. Many Americans’ lives were shaped by the war in fundamental ways—those who died there, those who lost loved ones there, those who thought the United States must be victorious in Vietnam, those who refused to be drafted, and others who opposed the war, including people in military service who wanted to abandon their duty.

A sense of urgency about the war permeated the society. The country felt electric. It was a time when everything seemed to intensify—in the war, in the peace movement, among those who supported the war, among those who opposed it, and in actions against people who opposed it. The war seemed to be on everybody’s mind. It was in new music. It was in daily conversations, sometimes even in conversations with strangers. In public places, while waiting in lines or flying on planes, it was not unusual for a stranger to turn to the person beside them and ask what they thought of the war. The war was part of daily discourse on campuses, in the streets of major cities, and in village squares. A person’s opinion about the war often was seen as a test of how to judge that person. The war became our national personal litmus test of one another.

As the war continued relentlessly, by late 1969 Davidon was asking himself and others, as he had throughout the Vietnam War: What else can be done? He asked the question now with a deeper sense of urgency. After nearly a decade of failing to stop the war, people in the peace movement felt more hopeless than at any previous time. They searched for more effective nonviolent ways to make the case that the United States should withdraw from Vietnam. Davidon was generally an optimistic person, but even he found it difficult to remain so. He had to reach deeper now to retrieve his optimism.

He felt driven to find hope and to help others find it—especially people who by late 1969 had a sense of futility about whether any form of protest could be effective. In the early days of the war it was easier to feel hopeful. It seemed reasonable then to think the government would listen seriously to diverse opinions about the war. Given widespread analysis that indicated many mistakes had driven both the start and the continuation of the war, it was hoped the war policy would be reevaluated. When this did not happen, year after year in both the Johnson and Nixon administrations, hope became more scarce. There was a growing sense that young Americans’ lives were being wasted both in Vietnam and on the streets of the country’s increasingly violent poor neighborhoods, where hope of a better life was so absent that serving in Vietnam seemed like the best option for many poor young men.

Davidon realized futility could be disastrous. He was concerned about the people who were discouraged to the point of wondering if protest would ever be effective. He was also concerned about the small number of people who had turned to violent protest. Sometimes it felt as though the officials who were escalating the war and the few antiwar activists who had turned to violence as a strategy were engaged in a parallel group psychosis. He worried about how to keep hope alive—how to stop the spiral downward to hopelessness, to anger, and, for some, to rage. He pushed himself to find new ways to protest the war effectively and to keep hope alive. He wanted to find more aggressive ways to protest nonviolently. The methods of protest used by Quaker, academic, antidraft, and other antiwar networks no longer seemed to be enough at a time when the stakes were getting higher in both the war and the peace movement.

In his search for hope, Davidon found it where he had never expected—among Catholics. If he and the people who worked with him on the Media burglary had not become involved in 1970 with the Catholic peace movement, there would have been no burglary. People in that movement had invented the concept of burglary as a resistance method.

As a boy growing up in Newark, Davidon had never known a Catholic well, and did not until he worked with the activists in the Catholic peace movement. He never would have predicted that some of his closest allies—even his teachers—in finding and creating new ways to oppose the war would be Catholics. His surprise at finding Catholics who actively opposed the war was understandable. The leaders of the Catholic Church in the United States—especially key leaders Francis Cardinal Spellman of New York and John Cardinal Krol of Philadelphia—strongly supported the war. But at the Vatican in the 1960s, new ideas that opened the minds of Catholics on both religious and secular matters were propagated, thanks to a much-liked pope, John XXIII, and the international enclave of bishops, the Second Vatican Council, that he convened each year from 1962 through 1965. The transformative Catholic thinking that emerged from the council included condemnation of anti-Semitism and a mandate for Catholics to join in the search for world peace. In 1963, Pope John emphasized the mandate to work for peace by issuing an encyclical, Pacem in Terris, that called on Catholics to work actively with one another and with non-Catholics to create world peace. He advocated pacifism as an acceptable stance for Catholics, a concept relatively radical among American Catholics, for whom patriotism and religion were so intertwined that refusing to serve in the military was regarded as nearly heretical.

Pope Paul VI, successor to Pope John XXIII, pushed the Catholic peace mandate further. As the first pope to visit the United States, in October 1965, at a mass he celebrated before a large audience at Yankee Stadium he called for the United States to end the war in Vietnam. He issued the call again in a major speech at the United Nations at its twentieth anniversary ceremony and when he met privately with President Johnson at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. At the United Nations, Pope Paul invoked remarks from John F. Kennedy: “ ‘Mankind must put an end to war or war will put an end to mankind.’ It suffices to remember,” the pope told the international gathering, “that the blood of millions of men, that the numberless and unheard-of sufferings, useless slaughter and frightful ruin, are the sanction of the pact which unites you with an oath which must change the future of the world.” The pope raised his fist high and in a passionate voice said, “No more war, war never again! Peace, it is peace which must guide the destinies of people and of all mankind.”

Spellman had always given the remarks of popes the highest respect, but now he made an exception. Shortly after Pope Paul’s forceful antiwar speeches in New York, Spellman publicly stated an opinion that was diametrically opposed to what the pope had said: “Less than victory is inconceivable.” Standing before troops in Vietnam two months later, Spellman said, “This war in Vietnam … is, I believe, a war for civilization.” He had been blessing the war for years, and had even urged its start many years earlier with President Eisenhower and members of his cabinet. Spellman’s role in promoting the war was so important, wrote James Carroll, that “the Vietnam war began as Spellman’s war before it was Lyndon Johnson’s war, or even Robert McNamara’s war.” Carroll, a Boston Globe columnist and author, is the son of the late General Joseph F. Carroll, confidant of Hoover and director of the Defense Intelligence Agency during the Vietnam War.

Despite the fiercely pro-war pronouncements of Spellman, many American Catholics enthusiastically embraced the new ideas from Rome. In addition to responding to the push for peace from Rome, they were encouraged by the teachings on peace of Dorothy Day, founder of the Catholic Worker movement, who served poor people in soup kitchens in New York and other cities, and by the teachings of Thomas Merton, a Trappist monk based at Our Lady of Gethsemane Abbey on a mountaintop in Kentucky. Formed primarily by young Catholics, the Catholic peace movement was based on a deep commitment to nonviolent protest. Often missing in histories of that era’s antiwar movement, it was one of the most effective parts of the peace movement during the Vietnam War.

As the Catholic peace movement grew in influence in the mid-1960s, Spellman was infuriated. Jesuit authorities in New York and Rome were appalled when he demanded that they silence and banish to another country the Reverend Daniel Berrigan, a Jesuit priest and the best-known leader in the Catholic peace movement, but they complied. He was exiled to South America and, on Spellman’s orders, his whereabouts were kept secret from his family and friends and he was prohibited from communicating with them before he left. As he waited to leave, no Jesuit community would let him live at their residence. Finally, Jesuits at Georgetown University let him stay in a Quonset hut on the edge of the campus.

Spellman’s authoritarian treatment of Berrigan, especially his demands that he be banished and forbidden from doing peace work, was a turning point for many in the American church and in the Catholic peace movement. Even some Catholics who didn’t agree with Berrigan’s views on the war were upset by how Spellman had treated him. Protests against the cardinal for his action against Berrigan were one of the first signs that American Catholics were taking seriously the teachings of the Second Vatican Council, including those that called for Catholics to be active rather than passive in regard to church teachings and authority.

After repeated protests in support of Berrigan throughout the country, but especially in New York, his supporters placed a full-page ad in the New York Times on December 12, 1965, that was headlined “Open Letter to the Authorities of the Archdiocese of New York and the Jesuit Community in New York City.” Stated his supporters in the ad, “The issue here is simply freedom of conscience.” They asked the cardinal a crucial question: Could a priest “speak out on Vietnam only if he supports the American action there?”

Spellman eventually relented and let Berrigan return the next year. He returned to New York on March 8, 1966, and three weeks later he led a peace march of interfaith clergy, people who had opposed his exile and warmly welcomed him back to help lead the peace movement. As Murray Polner and Jim O’Grady wrote in their book on the Berrigan brothers, Disarmed and Dangerous, the large group walked by numerous churches and synagogues and then stopped to pray on Fifth Avenue in front of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, where, as the archbishop of New York, Cardinal Spellman presided.

Davidon was attracted to the Catholic peace activists because of their search, by late 1969, for more aggressive forms of nonviolent resistance. He first met people in the Catholic peace movement a few months after some of its members, including Daniel Berrigan, were convicted for the resistance act for which the Catholic movement is probably best known—the public raid in May 1968 of the draft board in Catonsville, Maryland. Nine of them—including Daniel Berrigan and his brother Philip—burned draft files with homemade napalm in the draft board parking lot while they waited for police to arrive and arrest them. Because Davidon had recently been impressed by the writings of the Berrigan brothers, he said yes when a woman who was part of the Catholic peace movement invited him to have dinner with about a dozen members of the movement. He had been especially impressed by the play Daniel Berrigan wrote, The Trial of the Catonsville Nine. It drew directly from the transcript of the group’s 1969 trial, including this statement made by him to journalists as the nine watched the records burn and waited for the police to arrive:

“Our apologies, good friends, for the fracture of good order, the burning of paper instead of children, the angering of the orderlies in the front parlor of the charnel house. We could not, so help us God, do otherwise.”

Davidon found the resistance ideas and methods of the Catonsville Nine compelling. Berrigan’s poetic writing and the stark trial testimony resonated deeply with Davidon’s values. Years later, he recalls that the play made him “take seriously these kinds of things as a possibility” for himself. “I don’t think I would have even considered such steps had it not been for Dan Berrigan.”

Davidon shared Berrigan’s deep concern for the people in the peace movement who had despaired and turned to violent protest. Berrigan spoke of his respect for them and also of his concern about their violence in a letter he wrote to people in the Weather Underground and released for publication while he himself was underground as he briefly avoided beginning his sentence for his Catonsville conviction. He sent the letter a couple months after the March 1970 explosion at the Greenwich house where three members of the Weather Underground were killed when a bomb they were building accidentally exploded. He was critical of violence in both government and the peace movement.

“Dear Brothers and Sisters, Let me express deep gratitude that the chance has come to speak to you across the underground, …” he wrote. There was a need, he continued, for “a new kind of anger which is both useful in communicating and imaginative and slow-burning, to fuel the long haul of our lives”:


I hope your lives are about something more than sabotage. I’m certain it is.…I hope, indeed, that you are as uneasy about its meaning and usefulness.…

How shall we speak … to the people? We must never refuse, in spite of their refusal of us, to call them our brothers. I must say to you as simply as I know how: if the people are not the main issue, there simply is no main issue and you and I are fooling ourselves.…

No principle is worth the sacrifice of a single human being. That’s a very hard statement. At various stages of the movement some have acted as if almost the opposite were true, as people got purer and purer.…

When madness is the acceptable public state of mind, we’re all in danger, all in danger; for madness is an infection in the air. And I submit that we all breathe the infection and that the movement has at times been sickened by it too.…In or out of the military, in or out of the movement, it seems to me that we had best call things by their name, and the name of this thing, it seems to me, is the death game, no matter where it appears. And as for myself, I would as soon be under the heel of former masters as under the heel of new ones.…

The question now is: what can we create? I feel at your side across the miles, and I hope that sometime, sometime in this mad world, in this mad time, it will be possible for us to sit down face to face … and find that our hopes and our sweat, and the hopes and sweat and death and tears and blood of our brothers and sisters throughout the world, have brought to birth that for which we began. Shalom to you.



Those ideas meshed completely with Davidon’s as he searched for new, stronger ways to protest and hoped violence would be stemmed in both the government and on the fringes of the peace movement.

WHEN DAVIDON FIRST MET people in the Catholic group, he was impressed by their commitment to nonviolent resistance. He was startled, though, when he discovered that recently they had used a new method: burglary. Their goal with this approach was to slow down the operation of the draft system by breaking into draft boards at night while they were closed and stealing as many Selective Service records as possible. Unlike the symbolic acts they had carried out earlier, including Catonsville, in this new phase of the Catholic resistance they hoped to flee, never be arrested, and continue to steal more records in order to make the conscription of young men more difficult.

At first, Davidon thought the group was what he was looking for: people engaged in aggressive nonviolence. But burglary? That was not something he ever wanted to do. It was not what his and their heroes, Martin Luther King and Mahatma Gandhi, had done. Nor was it what either Daniel or Philip Berrigan had done. The brothers had engaged in public resistance and then waited to be arrested. But as Davidon examined what the Catholic group had accomplished, he had to admit that they had used burglary very effectively. More than five hundred people in this loosely structured movement, located primarily in the Northeast and upper Midwest, had burglarized dozens of draft boards and removed thousands of Selective Service records. Despite FBI investigations, very few of them had been arrested.

As burglars, they used some unusual techniques, ones Davidon enjoyed recalling years later, such as what some of them did in 1970 at a draft board office in Delaware. During their casing, they had noticed that the interior door that opened to the draft board office was always locked. There was no padlock to replace, as they had done at a draft board raid in Philadelphia a few months earlier, and no one in the group was able to pick the lock. The break-in technique they settled on at that office must be unique in the annals of burglary. Several hours before the burglary was to take place, one of them wrote a note and tacked it to the door they wanted to enter: “Please don’t lock this door tonight.” Sure enough, when the burglars arrived that night, someone had obediently left the door unlocked. The burglars entered the office with ease, stole the Selective Service records, and left. They were so pleased with themselves that one of them proposed leaving a thank-you note on the door. More cautious minds prevailed. Miss Manners be damned, they did not leave a note.

Sometimes they destroyed the files they stole. Other times they sent them to the young men whose records they had stolen. Each file was sent with an anonymous letter that explained to the young man that his file had been removed from official files by antiwar activists, and they hoped he would take advantage of this disruption of the system to think carefully about the war and whether he wanted to serve in the military. Each recipient was given contact information for the draft counseling offices closest to his home. Davidon appreciated the irony years later that his last duty in the Navy during World War II was typing separation papers for people leaving military service, and now during the Vietnam War he typed letters trying to discourage people from entering the military.

As Davidon thought about whether he should be willing to raid draft boards with the Catholic activists, he worried that what he once would have opposed doing he now thought might be acceptable. He probed his motivation. Given the madness of those days, he asked himself: Am I moving toward more effective protest, or am I moving down a slippery slope toward violence? The question was chilling. As he contemplated the challenge the question posed, he reminded himself that the war was escalating in new and terrible ways, and national leaders still didn’t seem to be listening. He became convinced that neither he nor his new colleagues, the Catholic peace movement draft board raiders, would let themselves go down that slippery slope. He had come to regard them as so grounded and disciplined in their commitment to nonviolence as both a humane way to live and as a strategy against war and for peace that he did not think it was possible for them to move into violence.
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Davidon with daughters Ruth and Sarah (in stroller) near his home on the Haverford College campus around the time of the Media burglary.



Despite Davidon’s initial reluctance to embrace the methods of the Catholic activists, by the time he decided to work with them, he had concluded that no other part of the peace movement was as effective or inspired as much hope during that hopeless time as they did. He regarded them as the most radical and courageous people he had met in the peace movement. He continued to work with the Resistance and other groups, but now he found a new home with these activists—priests and nuns, ex-priests and ex-nuns, the young sons and daughters of working-class Catholics, and other people who embraced their commitment to nonviolent protest. They reenergized Davidon’s activism and gave him the hope he was searching for. Reluctantly, he became a burglar.

As he became more involved with the Catholics, Davidon’s identity among his colleagues in the Philadelphia peace movement became even more confusing. For years, some people had assumed he was a Quaker because of his involvement with Quaker peace organizations. Or was he an Episcopalian? He occasionally worked with members of the Episcopal Peace Fellowship, especially enjoying working with a peace activist Episcopal priest, the late Reverend David Gracie. But now some people assumed Davidon was a Catholic. He became used to, and somewhat amused by, having a mistaken identity. Actually, he was a secular Jewish humanist who was willing to work with anyone, as were these Catholics, who shared his passion for nonviolent protest in an effort to stop the war and the use of nuclear weapons. Probably no one from the scientific, academic, or Quaker organizations with which he had long been affiliated guessed he had added another identity: burglar.

THE DESIRE OF DAVIDON and many other peace activists, including the people in the Catholic peace movement, to find stronger forms of resistance came in part from a powerful cascade of extreme developments from late 1969 through 1970, the year before the Media burglary. These developments greatly intensified reaction to the war. So extreme was that period that it was hard to keep track of what was normal in the military, in the White House, or in resistance to the war. People often thought nothing more shocking could happen. And then it would. This remarkable cascade of events started in a small hamlet in Vietnam, moved to a small campus in Ohio, to a Mississippi campus, to the financial district of New York, and then to the White House, where President Nixon dismissed most of the events as inconsequential:


 • In November 1969, the world was horrified to learn that American soldiers had massacred 504 unarmed Vietnamese children, women, and elderly people in March 1968 in My Lai, a small hamlet in Vietnam. Several old men were bayoneted, women and children were shot in the backs of their heads while cowering in ditches, and some young girls were raped and then killed. Though the evidence of the massacre was well established when it was first reported by journalist Seymour Hersh, President Nixon accused the press of inflating the case in order to “chip away” at support for the war. When Lieutenant William Calley, the commander of the group, was convicted of premeditated murder in My Lai of twenty-two people (he was charged with killing 150) and sentenced to life imprisonment at hard labor, Nixon intervened and reduced his sentence to three months and ordered that he serve his time under house arrest instead of in prison.

 • American officials lashed out at antiwar activists with extreme rhetoric in 1970. One of the most egregious attacks came from California governor Ronald Reagan, who in March 1970 declared that “if it takes a bloodbath to silence the demonstrators, let’s get it over with.”

 • Three members of the Weathermen (later called the Weather Underground)—Theodore Gold, Diana Oughton, and Terry Robbins—were killed in an explosion they accidentally set off while making a bomb in a town house in New York’s Greenwich Village on March 6, 1970.

 • President Nixon announced in a televised address on April 30, 1970, that the United States was invading Cambodia after months of secretly bombing it. In immediate response, more antiwar protests took place the next day than ever before, including in towns and on campuses where antiwar protests had never taken place. This expansion of the ground war into Cambodia, along with the impact of the secret bombing the United States had been carrying out there for several months, killed many thousands of people, ravaged the countryside, and weakened the country in ways that set the stage for the takeover of Cambodia by the Khmer Rouge and the genocide that resulted in the deaths of 1.7 million Cambodians between 1975 and 1978. By the end of the war, the United States had dropped more bombs on Cambodia than it dropped in all of World War II in Europe and Asia.

 • Two days after Nixon’s Cambodia speech, Ohio governor James Rhodes declared martial law at Kent State University and ordered the Ohio National Guard to patrol the campus. Rhodes called the students “worse than the brown shirt and the communist element and also the night riders and the vigilantes. They’re the worst kind of people we harbor in America.”

 • A day later, four students were killed and nine were injured, some of them permanently disabled, on the Kent State campus by National Guard gunfire as students assembled peacefully that Monday for a demonstration at noon. It was the first time Americans were killed while protesting the war. A few days later, according to White House presidential counsel John Dean, behind closed doors at a Department of Justice meeting, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover called one of the slain students a “slut” and seemed to have little interest in how they had been killed. No one was ever convicted of the killings.

 • Shortly after the shootings at Kent State, Representative Tip O’Neill, Democrat from Massachusetts, said this on the House floor: “Look at the situation. No nation can destroy us militarily, but what can destroy us from within is happening now.”

 • Nixon, at the urging of his staff, formed a Commission on Campus Unrest to examine the causes of unrest, including the killings at Kent State. He rejected his commission’s conclusions that White House policies and current social conditions in the United States were the cause of most student protest.

 • Two students were killed several days after the Kent State shootings by local and state police one night at Jackson State University, a black campus in Jackson, Mississippi. Despite the fact that no students shot at police, and there was no evidence any students possessed guns, city and state police armed with carbines, submachine guns, shotguns, and service revolvers shot more than 460 rounds of ammunition at the windows of the dormitory where one of the killings took place. (The second student was shot dead on a nearby street as he carried milk home from a grocery store.) The shots by law enforcement officers shattered every window on one side of the dormitory. As at Kent State, no one was ever convicted for the killings.

 • The Friday after the killings at Kent State, scores of students were bludgeoned in New York’s financial district by hundreds of construction workers who rampaged through the streets attacking students with crowbars and other heavy tools wrapped in American flags. They did so as the students sang at a peaceful noon vigil at a day of mourning called for by New York mayor John Lindsay to honor the slain Kent State students. To prevent the people they injured from receiving medical care, the construction workers—most of them were from the building site of the Twin Towers—yanked down a Red Cross banner outside an emergency clinic that had been hastily set up at Trinity Church by New York University doctors. When Michael Belknap, a lawyer with the Sullivan & Cromwell law firm, tried to help a bleeding student, he was knocked down and stomped on his back by construction workers. “Someone yelled, ‘He’s a commie bastard. We ought to kill him,’ ” Belknap told a reporter. The Wall Street Journal reported that financial district workers threw streams of ticker tape and data processing punch cards from their windows in celebration of the violence taking place in the streets below.

 • Twenty-two of those New York construction workers were honored at the White House a few weeks later by President Nixon. He thanked them for showing their patriotism the day they beat students. He gave them flag lapel pins, and they gave him a yellow hard hat like the ones they wore the day they assaulted students, seventy of whom were seriously injured.

 • Vice President Spiro Agnew wrote a letter of thanks to the union official who organized the attacks on the students, Peter Brennan, head of the New York City Building Trades Council. He congratulated him for his “impressive display of patriotism” the day of the attacks. When Nixon was reelected in 1972, the president rewarded Brennan, who was a leader of the movement to increase the number of labor Democrats who voted for Nixon in 1972, by appointing him secretary of labor.

 • On August 24, 1970, a bomb exploded in front of Sterling Hall, a building that housed the Army Mathematics Research Center at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. A thirty-three-year-old physics researcher and father of three young children was killed and four people were injured. Three people were convicted for the crime and a fourth suspect is still being sought by the FBI.



That was America in 1970.

It was an extraordinary time in the life of the country. Not since the Civil War had Americans been so divided. Nearly all of the divisions were related to the war. It became clear that year that the war that had been tearing Vietnam apart for many years was now also tearing apart the soul of America—in the heartland and in the cities, from coast to coast. Frustrations were higher and hopes lower in the peace movement than they had been at any time. Many people wondered if this war, which by now in reports from Vietnam was often called a bloodbath, would end.

People had been asking: Can there be peace in Vietnam? Now people also asked: Can there be peace at home?

IT WAS IN 1970, that mad time, to use Daniel Berrigan’s words, that Davidon became aware of another war: the war against dissent. As he moved from peace group to peace group that year, searching for more effective ways to escalate opposition to war, he repeatedly heard a very troubling rumor. He heard it from people in various types of peace organizations—academic, scientific, religious, antidraft. They told him there were growing fears that there were FBI spies in their midst. Fear of informers was having a poisonous impact, he was told. People worried about whether the person who stood beside them at a demonstration was an informer. Some wondered about their neighbor, their colleague at work, or the new volunteer in the peace organization office—were they informers? Trust was fraying. Some people considered colleagues with such concerns to be paranoid and dismissed them.

Davidon listened carefully, but he was cautious. At first, he did not take the concerns very seriously. True to his reluctance to accept either speculation or conspiracy theories, he thought people might be exaggerating, or that their frustrations about the war, after so many years of failing to stop it, might be fueling irrational fears. But the concerns were repeated to him again and again. Very reasonable people from a diverse range of peace organizations expressed them.

By the fall of 1970, Davidon no longer doubted what people were telling him. He concluded that the rumor probably was true: Peace organizations had been infiltrated by informers. One of the nation’s most powerful leaders, J. Edgar Hoover, he now feared, might have turned the power of the FBI against people who opposed the war. Davidon thought about it constantly. If it turned out that the U.S. government was suppressing Americans’ right to express dissent—including and especially dissent about the most crucial issues: the war, the use of apocalyptic weapons in the war, and racial equality—then much was at stake. Without the freedom to dissent without being spied on, Davidon thought, dissent was empty, erased, useless. Such spying, he thought, was gravely hypocritical in a nation that expressed great pride in being the land of the free. How could a government that claimed to be fighting a war for people’s freedom in another country at the same time suppress its own people’s right to dissent?

Finally, Davidon decided that it was as important to answer this question—was the FBI suppressing dissent?—as it was to oppose the war. Most people would have recognized the enormous inherent impediments to answering the question and concluded it would be impossible to do so, but Davidon decided the implications were simply too big, too important—too damaging to the heart of democracy—to let it go unanswered. As he had done when he became deeply concerned about the development and use of nuclear weapons in the Vietnam War, he now quietly did what he thought was a citizen’s obligation: He took responsibility for finding the answer to the question.

Davidon focused his scientifically trained mind on how to prove or disprove the persistent rumor that the government was spying on Americans for reasons unrelated to suspicion of crime. He analyzed what was known about how J. Edgar Hoover operated. Little had been written about the FBI or the director, except for what had been ghostwritten by FBI staff and by the people the director referred to inside the bureau as “friendly” journalists. Prior to 1971, there had been very little public criticism of the director or the bureau except for occasional commentary by Alan Barth in the Washington Post and Tom Wicker in the New York Times. The only reporting that raised questions about the FBI had been done by Jack Nelson in the Los Angeles Times, a book by Nelson and Jack Bass, and Fred Cook’s book and articles in the Nation magazine. As FBI policy dictated, journalists had been hampered by never having access to FBI records or officials, even after the Freedom of Information Act became law in 1966. From what he had absorbed about the director, Davidon had the impression that he was an extremely bureaucratic manager and an extremely conservative ideologue. That combination, he thought, could be a potentially potent and dangerous pair of defining characteristics when embodied in an extraordinarily popular and powerful person at the pinnacle of American law enforcement. He thought that if Hoover was a consummate bureaucrat, perhaps he kept and distributed within the bureau detailed records of his opinions and his operations. And, he thought, perhaps he also required those who carried out his orders to file detailed reports.

It was just a hunch.

As Davidon framed the problem to himself, he concluded that the question could be answered only by presenting hard evidence to the public. Neither rhetorical condemnation nor unproved assumptions would do. Rhetoric without supporting evidence of actual suppression of dissent could be dismissed easily and likely would lead to deeper cynicism than already existed. A great believer in the potential of average people to make wise decisions if they are armed with information, he was confident that if evidence of official suppression of dissent could be found and be presented to the public, people would demand that such suppression be stopped.

But how could evidence be found? In a life spent as a problem solver, in physics and in activism, this was the most difficult problem Davidon had ever faced. He could not shake the thought that evidence might exist, and if it existed, it should be possible to find it and prove conclusively whether the destructive rumors were true. But he could think of no lawful way to find evidence.

This perplexing dilemma led Davidon, in late 1970, to think again of burglary. He disliked the idea of using burglary as a resistance tool, just as he had when he reluctantly joined Catholic activists in raiding draft board offices in early 1970. But when he considered the options, there seemed to be no other way to get documentary evidence of FBI operations except by breaking into an FBI office and taking files.

Just as Davidon was ready to ask a few people he deeply trusted what they thought of his idea, two events in late 1970 focused national attention on Hoover and the FBI.

The first event took place November 27, 1970, the day after Thanksgiving, when the director made a rare appearance before the Supplemental and Deficiencies Subcommittee of the Senate Appropriations Committee. He went to Capitol Hill that day to make the case he made to Congress every year, usually before a House Committe: that a crisis atmosphere made it essential that Congress increase the bureau’s budget. But today he had an additional reason for testifying: to disclose highly charged secrets his top aides had urged him not to reveal.

Hoover had little to worry about regarding budget increases. He had long had extraordinary success in getting the increases he wanted. As Los Angeles Times reporters Jack Nelson and Ronald J. Ostrow wrote in their 1972 book The FBI and the Berrigans, “Only twice since 1950 had the FBI not received the exact amount of its budget requests. On those two occasions, the FBI received more than he requested.” With few exceptions in his nearly half century as director, his sessions before Congress were lovefests, not inquiries. Members of Congress would rise, one by one, to praise and thank him. They treated him as though they were there to serve him, not to question him. Years later, the public would learn that
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