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Bobby Philbrook
The l 960's were a perilous time for the American
establishment. Every disaffected group seemed to
suddenly find the authority to rebel against its perceived oppressors. From the anti-draft protestors, to
feminists, to far-left political activists, the federal and
local authorities deemed many different groups dangerous to society. Black Nationalists were a particular
threat to the established order because of their large,
urban population and the long-time forced docility that
fed a pent-up rage. For hundreds of years, AfricanAmericans had seemingly accepted white authority .
But the Watts riots showed what could happen if the
nation's long-oppressed African-Americans finally
rebelled against their powerless political situation and
abhorrent economic condition. Rather than viewing
the situation as an opportunity to address the reasons
behind the rage, the Los Angeles Police Department
treated the African-American community of Watts as
an occupying army would a foreign city. It met challenges to its authority head-on by creating a heavily
armed, commando-like squad of officers that would be
used against the Black Panthers, the Symbionese
Liberation Army, and other radical groups.
In the years following the l 960's, scholars produced hundreds, if not thousands, of works about the
period's radicalism and the response to it by authorities. Coming Apart (1971) by William O'Neill discusses
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the Watts rioters, the Black Panthers, and other
violent groups to argue that the 1960 's was a turbulent decade on the brink of social revolution. The paper
"Overkill" (2006) by Radley Balko details the equally
violent history of Special Weapons and Tactics teams
in America. This paper will make the crucial connection between the two histories, showing how radical
violence led to the creation of the first paramilitary
police unit in the United States . Today, cities of all
sizes utilize expensive SWAT teams for routine police
work. Although these teams have been romanticized
in popular film and on television as the final word in
law enforcement and civil protection, their actions
result in hundreds of mistakes annually, frequently
exacerbating ongoing racial and class tensions. The
Los Angeles Police Department's development or the
first SWAT team was a r eactionary response to 1960's
radical violence resulting in missed opportunities to
bridge the racial and class divide.
The African-Americans who rioted in Watts had
legitimate grievances about their living conditions.
While the rest of Los Angeles prospered and slowly
spread into the adjacent Sa.11 Fernando Valley, the
African-American community was increasingly
squeezed into a destitute urban ghetto. During World
War II, as African-Americans moved to LA to work in
shipyards and aircraft plants, they naturally gravitated
to the areas already occupied by other African-Americans. These areas segregated Los Angeles' blacks from
the rest of the city. Even the city authorities acknowledged that discriminatory practices by land lords and
realtors "created and accentuated the concentration
here [Watts! and made it extremely difficult, often
impossible, for Negroes Lo purchase ur reut homes in
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many sections of the city." 1 By the time of the riot, 88
percent of all African-Americans in LA lived in a fortysix square mile block in the city's south central clistrict.2 A litany of facts show that Watts, the main area
of the ghetto, was a powder keg of African-American
resentment, waiting to explode. In Watts, 30 percent
of adult males were unemployed. 3 There was no
hospital for a population of over 10,000 people. 4
Population density was 4.3 persons per household
compared to 2.9 for the rest of LA. 5 Even the conservative Los Angeles Times referred to it as a "ghetto
beleaguered by years of neglect. "6 Similar or worse
conditions existed in African-American communities
throughout the United States, communities that would
also erupt into violence during the 1960's. After years
of discontent in California, ostensibly a less racist
state than many, the Watts rioters, and later, the
Black Panthers, responded with violence to the discrepant conditions between white and African-American communities.
The Los Angeles Police Department was unprepared
for the spontaneous explosion of African-American
frustrations during 13-18 August 1965. Despite all
' The Governor's Commission on lhe Los Angeles Riots,
Violence in the City: An End or a Beginning?, In The Los Angeles
Riots, comp., Robert M. Fogelson (N ew York: /\rno Press, 1969) ,
84.
2

Ibid, 83.
William L. O'Neill, Coming Apart: An informal History of
America in the 1960's (New York: Time Books, 1971), 171.
4
Ibid.
s Governor's Commission, Viole1tce in the City, 86.
6
Robert Richardson. "Eig ht Men Slain. Guard Moves In," Los
Angeles Times, 15 Aug. 1965, <http://www.maynardije.org/
news/features/ caldwell/Chapter I 5> ( 15 Feb. 2007).
3
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the statislical and readily apparent disparilies belween
African-American and white communities, over a
hundred years of relative African-American docility
had given white authorilies the impression that
African-Americans simply accepted their condilion.
The riots began innocuously when a while police
officer stopped an inloxicated African-American
motorist. There was no beating or use of force by the
officer, but as Deputy Police Chief Daryl Gates, who
later developed and deployed the first SWAT team,
notes in his autobiography, perceptions are often more
powerful than facts: "rumors spread like wildfire after
the stop. The cops had beat up somebody's mother.
Or something. Ignited, small groups roamed the
streets.
Tempers, already flared by the heat,
snapped ."7 The results were more than a riot. Los
Angeles citizens watched an uprising unfold over the
course of five days.
The lack of preparation by city officials abetted the
riot's destruction. Since lhe city authorities had no
predetermined plan to deal with an armed urban
uprising, the rioters destroyed over 200 buildings, and
caused over $40 million in damage with impunity until
national guardsmen were finally mobilized. 8 By the
riot's end, thirty-four people had been killed and
another 1,032 injured. 9 The destruction rattled the
LAPD, which prided itself as the "thin blue line"
between order and racial chaos . According to Gates,
the rank and file police officers were not sufficiently
7
Daryl F. Ga les, Chief: My Life in lite LAPD (N e w York:
Sanlam Books , 1992), YU.
8
Gove rnor's Commission, Viule nce in Ute Cily, 22 - 23
9
Ibid .
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prepared to deal with the guerilla tactics of the rioters,
particularly the snipers: "We knew how to meet a mob
marching down the street... [But] rather than a single
mob, we had people attacking from all directions.
They were completely disorganized. We were just as
disorganized ."' 0 After watching their city hosl an
unprecedented display of violent outrage by AfricanAmericans, the LA authorities had to appear concerned with the riot's root causes or risk losing their
crafted image as a city immune to the racial clashes
that defined the American South. On 24 August 1965,
Governor Edmund Brown ordered a commission to
investigate why the riot happened and offer solutions
to prevent another incident.
The McCone Commission Report (MCR - named
after its chairperson, John A. McCone) addressed the
economic and social conditions of Watts, but, by
blaming class more than race, it offered ill-fitting
solutions. In his 1967 critique of the report, UCLA
sociologist Robert Fogelson summarized the McCone
thesis: "What provoked them to riot was not conditions
endemic to Negro ghettos, but rather problems peculiar to immigrant groups."'' Using new statistics lo
show that there were far more rioters than the MCR
originally claimed, Fogelson said the riots were not
"meaningless outbursts" by a disenfranchised minority
but were "articulate protests against the south central
ghetto" by a major portion of the Watts population. 12
Even when the commission recognized unemployment
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Gates, Chief, 92 .
Robe rt M . Foge lson, "White on Black: A Critique of the
McCone Commiss ion Report on the Los Angeles Riots." In
Foge lson, The Los Angeles Riots, 114.
12
Ibid., 117.
11
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as the most immediate problem for African-Americans,
it declined to lay out concrete, practical solutions to
improve Watts' economy: "Other more imaginative and
more dynamic plans must be developed and must go
forward. This means all private employers must make
a more constructive effort to give the qualified Negro
an equal opportunity." 13 The proposals, however, were
voluntary. By not recommending new legal penalties
for discrimination, while business owners had no
incentive to rebuild Watts or hire African-Americans.
The commission also declined to support an independent civilian oversight board Lo review cases of police
brutality, saying such an action would "endanger the
effectiveness of law enforcement in a time when crime
is on the increase throughout the country." 14 As a
result, reporting and publicizing instances of police
brutality would become an essential part of the Black
Panther program a few years later and strongly contributed to its appeal among beleaguered AfricanAmericans. While the MCR offered empty rhetoric
calling for increased education, employment and
understanding between African-Americans and whites,
both black radicals and the Los Angeles Police Department Look concrete steps lo address the issues highlighted by the Watts riots.
The Black Panthers articulated urban discontent
and furthered white persons' fears of armed AfricanAmericans. In October 1967 Huey Newton and Bobby
Seale founded the group in Oakland. Inspired by
Malcolm X's organization and Algerian revolutionary
Franz Fanon's support of violence, the Panthers openly
13
14

I
I
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Governor's Commiss ion, Viole nce in the City, 41.
Ibid., 3 2 .
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advocated "that all black people should arm themselves for self-defense" as a way to end police
brutality. 15 Seale and Newton studied gun laws to
avoid arrest when they brandished their weapons in
public, but were often arrested by Bay Area police
anyway, only to be released because the charges were
not binding. 16 The media, as well as the police, focused almost exclusively on the Panthers' weapons,
not the conditions that prompted them to arm themselves . In 1967, during the Panthers' armed protest at
the state capitol against a new gun law aimed at
limiting their right to bear arms publicly, Newton told
the New York Times that "ninety per cent of the reason
we carried guns in the first place was educational. We
made black people aware that they have the right to
carry guns." 17 But the guns served an unabashedly
Seale
functional as well as symbolic purpose.
preached to his fellow Panthers that "every time you
execute a white racist Gestapo cop, you are defending
yourself' and told them to organize small groups to
"take care of business" and "execute racist cops." 18
Not surprisingly, the Panthers' school lunch service,
political education programs, free tests for siclde cell
anemia, and argumenls againsl capitalism gained far
less attention from the media than the group's use of
firearms. By "explicitly mobilizing on the basis of
armed resistance," the Panthers appealed to African-
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Bobby Seale, Seize the Time: The Story of the Black Panther
Party and Huey P. Newton (New York: Random House, 1970), 68.
16
Sol Stern, "The Call of the Black Panthers," New York
Times, 6 Aug. 1967, Proquesl Historical Newspapers, p . 2.
17
Ibid, 2-3.
18
Seale, Seize the Time, 89, and, Stern, "The Call of the
Black Panthers," p. 3.
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Americans tired of waiting for white politicians to
correct urban injustice. 19 The mainstream media also
marginalized the Panthers as radicals not worthy of
serious attention by the white establishment. ln his
autobiography, Gates represents many other police
officers and white citizens who ignored the Panthers'
calls for justice. His focus remained instead on the
guns, presenting the Panthers'willingness to use force
as a direct challenge to law and order in the city: "The
Black Panthers sought power for themselves, not the
people. They were hoodlums ... They were mean. They
were violent. And that got them into trouble with
us ."20 The Black Panthers would soon face more than
the verbal scorn of the police: a paramilitary police
unit was designed specifically to deal with armed
radicals.
While the politicians toyed with social and economic reforms, the law enforcement community
brazenly demanded for a heavier presence. ln a
special issue of Current llislory (July 1957) dedicated
solely to the discussion of "problems of law enforcement peculiar to American conditions," one author
called for decreased oversight into police brutality
cases as it causeed officers to "avoid arresting Negros
because of the possibility of charges being brought
against them." 2 1 Instead, he called for an increased
police presence at civil rights marches and in AfricanAmerican neighborhoods as a means of preventing
violent clashes between authorities and demonstra19

Judson Jefferies, The Black Panther Party Reconsidered
(New York: Black Classic Press, 1998), 4.
20
Gales, Chief, 118.
21
Virgil W. Pclcrson, "Local and Slate Law Enforcement
Today," CurrentHistory53 (July 1967): 14 .
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tors. But more police was not the answer. As Gates
put it, the police "were universally despised. We (the
police) were pigs." 22 The LAPD saw Los Angeles as a
war zone in which all African-Americans were either
the enemy or collaborators. To fight this war, the
department needed not more officers or better understanding of their perceived enemies, but a modern
army.
The SWAT team in the LAPD was conceived as a
paramilitary unit designed specifically to counter
African-American radicals. In early 1966, Daryl Gates
brought in a team of ex-Marines to train a small group
of hand picked, ex-military police officers for what he
originally wanted to call the Special Weapons Attack
Team. 23 Gates unapologetically borrowed from the
military in the training of his new police squad: "We
began reading everything we could get our hands on
concerning guerrilla warfare. We watched with interest
what was happening in Vietnam. We looked at military
training."H The police officers trained in the desert
with military-grade body armor and weapons. Gates
later joked that SWAT turned out to actually stand for
"sit, wait, and talk," but the unit trained for gun
battles and assaults, not negotiation or restraint. 25
SWAT needed to prove itself as combat-effective .
Officially, the "gutty little rag-tag outfit" was assigned
to support regular police engaged in stand-offs with

I
I

I
I
.I
I

I
I
I

22

Gates, Chief, 105.
Mandalit del Barco, "SWAT History:/\. Series of High, Lows
in LA," National Public Radio, 22 July 2005,
<http://wwvv.npr.org/ tern pla tes/ story/ story. php?storyld =4 7669
98> ( l 6 Feb. 2007).
24
Gates, Chief, 109.
25
de! Barco, "SWAT History."
23
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snipers. 26 After Charles Whitman shot forty-six people
from a tower at the University of Texas at Austin in
1966, the LAPD had a crime committed by a white
person to conveniently justify SWAT, even though the
unit was conceived as a response lo African American
radicalism. But the unit was expensive and could not
afford to wait for another sniper situation to justify its
use of department resources.
Hardly a coincidence, on 8 December 1969 the
SWAT team's first major deployment was a shoot-out
with the Black Panthers. In an interview with National
Public Radio, Gates referred to the incident as "the
first time we got lo show off." 27 While the two officers
above him in the LAPD's chain of command were away
from the city, Gates, left in charge, made the decision
to raid the most fortified Black Panther stronghold in
lhe city. It appears that Gales timed SWAT's debut so
he could test his new unit and then take credit for the
victory (although he never admitted to it) . And Gates
left no doubt that victory would be achieved. To
assault a house defended by six Panthers, he deployed
the entire forty-person SWAT Team. 28 The Panthers
nevertheless held out for four hours before they finally
surrendered, just in time lo save their lives . After
being forced to retreat from the initial assault, and
expelling thousands of rounds of ammunition, Gates
called the Marines al Camp Pendleton and requested
that a grenade launcher be deployed, "primed and
ready to blast the house to kingdom come." 2 9 Despite
26
27
28
29

Gales, Chief, 115.
del Barco , "SWAT His lory ."
Gales, Chief, 123 .
Ibid.
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his claims that SWAT was not a military unit and his
ultimate decision not to use the grenades, Gates was
prepared to destroy the entire house with a militarygrade weapon in order to bring its occupants to heel.
When Seale learned about the assault, he was
shocked by the department's wanton escalation toward
open war on city streets but r emained determined to
fight on. He told the other Panthers to avoid moving in
mobs, where "fifty would get killed, and 200 shot or
wounded" by the police. 30 He ordered his fellow
Panthers to move around in groups of three or four,
and to develop new tactics to use against the new
paramilitary police unit: "I exp lained to them that if
the pigs bring tanks down to our community, the
young brothas are going to have to use guerrilla tactics
to learn how to tal<:e those tanks, because those tanks
are brought there only to slaughter and kill our people."31 An escalation of violence had begun. Far from
deterring the Black Panther s' mission, the deployment
of SWAT hardened their conviction that the police were
racist murderers and that their own methods of
resisting police violence must also escalate.
The SWAT team solidified its role in the LAPD
during the shoot-out with the Symbionese Liberation
Army (SLA) on 17 May 1967. The media frenzy surrounding the assault advertised the benefits of a
heavily armed police unit to the entire nation. The
SLA was the final act of the era's violent radicalism
and "everybody's worst nightmare, but particularly
30
31

Seal e , S eize lhe Time, 23 6
Ibid., 237.
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anybody white and over forty." 32 Led by an AfricanAmerican revolutionary named Cinque, the SLA killed
an Oakland public school official, robbed banks, and
kidnapped and eventually brainwashed white newspaper heiress Patty Hearst. Two months after the kidnapping, the LAPD believed it ha<l the SLA cornered in
a safe house and deployed a full SWAT assault on the
South Central hideout, but "as in the past, it appeared
the members of the SLA sidestepped capture by a
matter of hours." 33 Hearst and her cohorts watched
the siege from another buiiding across the street and
Hearst later wrote in her autobiography about the
radicalizing effect of the extreme violence: "I sat there
on the floor in a stupor. I was a soldier, an urban
guerilla. There was no turning back. The police or the
FBI would shoot me on sight, just as they had killed
my comrades." 34 The SWAT team eventually caught up
with the SLA at another house. During the two-hour
battle, SWAT used Lear gas and 9,000 rounds of
ammunition in an assault on the house that ended
with six members of the SLA dead. 35 Television coverage, which was aided by helicopters and smaller
cameras, and the lack of serious police casualties
popularized SWAT, making it "a household name
throughout the world" and adding to Gates' burgeon-
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32

Joe Domanick, To Prolecl and Serve: The LAPD's Cenlury
of War in lhe Cily of Dreams, (New York: Pocket Books, 1994),
207.
33
Richard West "Silence, Then Gas, Bullets," Los Angeles
Times, 18 May 1974, J\l.
34
Patricia C. Hearst, Every Secret Thing, (New York:
Doubleday, 1982), 226.
35
West, All.
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ing reputation as a visionary. 36 As instances of radical
violence sharply declined, the proponents of SWAT
took the credit and ignored a host of contributing
factors. Factionalism within radical groups, the end of
the Vietnam War, and a growing public distaste for
violence had discredited radical ideologies by the early
1970's, but Gates and other law enforcement officials
preferred to peddle the narrative that SWAT had
violently defeated America's domestic enemies. Emboldened by SWAT's success, they turned to convince
their critics that the unit could be adapted to confront
other criminal elements in cities throughout the
United States.
Although many police departments were impressed
by SWAT's early success in California, the unit was far
from a universal fixture in departments across America by 1975. Even in LA, Gates said the "quasi-military operation still offended some of the brass." 37
Police officers felt uneasy using paramilitary forces in
the communities they swore to protect. The chief of
police in Menlo Park, a suburb near San Francisco,
resisted forming a SWAT team and argued that the
macho nature of the unit created "cops who want to
solve all of society's problems with an M-16." 38 Yet by
1975, 500 SWAT units existed nationally. By 2002,
the number had almost tripled as teams moved into
obscure suburban towns like Leesberg, Florida (population 17,000) and Middles berg, Pennsylvania (popula36

clel Barco, "SWAT Hi s tory."
Gates, Chief, 115.
1
· " Jon Norclh e im e r, "Tough Elite Police Units Useful but
Controversial," New York Times, 14 ,Ji ily 197!'), Proquest
Historical Newspapers, p. 2.
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tion 1,363). 3 9 ln the intervening years, the entertainment industry developed a fascination with SWAT.
Boasting actual SWAT learn members as advisors,
companies created a venerating 1970's TV show titled
"SWAT," a 2003 movie tilled "SWAT," and in 1995, a
video game franchise creatively Lille<l, "SWAT."
Through these media outlets, the public learned lo
accept paramilitary units as an indispensable and
praiseworthy part of every law enforcement agency.
Only recently have academic papers, such as Radley
Balko's '.2UU6 sludy "Overkiii," documented the thousands of mis lakes made by SWAT teams and started to
call their necessity into question.
Although African-American radicals engaged in and
advocated violence throughout the 1960's, legitimate
unaddressed concerns lay at the base of their actions .
Rather than viewing these explosions as desperate
calls to remedy long-neglected social and economic
inequalities, white authorities responded by creating a
special paramilitary unit with which they carried out
urban warfare. Today, the Black Panthers are gone
and organized radicalism is a memory of the 1960's.
Even as their original enemies vanished, the SWAT
teams remained an<l proliferated in hundreds of police
departments across the country, where they are now
used to serve warrants, raid suspected drug houses,
and do other work p reviously carried out by standard
police officers. Although no comprehensive figure
exists to show the exact number of mistakes made by
SWAT learns in the Uniled Slates, Balko documents
dozens of cases in vvhicb the learns assaulted the
39

Radley Balko, "Ove rkill: The Ri se of Paramilita ry Police
Raids in America, " (Washington DC : Ca lo Institute , 2006), 9.
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I

wrong address, shot unarmed people, and occasionally
were injured by surprised gun owners. Most tragically,
the LAPD SWAT team accidentally shot and killed a
toddler during the summer of 2005. 40 In an age when
violence is so frequently celebrated in popular culture,
and when terrorism and war dominate real-life, the
history of the origins of the SWAT team reveals the
need for a reassessment of the ultimate value of having
a dubiously capable, ambiguously purposed commando squad in every American city.
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