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 1 

 The 1960‟s mark a turning point in the political and cultural atmosphere in the 

United States; prior to this period people were generally at what scholar‟s have labeled a 

consensus.  During the sixties the political and cultural climate in the United States 

became severely polarized and fragmented, results of which continue to influence current 

cultural and political discord.
1
  By examining the years which ended the consensus and 

analyzing their events, a clearer image of the last forty years becomes visible.  During the 

fifties, the heart of the consensus, a majority of citizens were pleased by the material 

progress stemming from the nation‟s unparalleled economic growth and lived without 

questioning government policy.  The people of the United States have from the 

conception of America had a sense of righteousness, which only increased after emerging 

from World War II as the world‟s leading economic power.  The end of the war also 

signified a great shift in global politics in which the United States would play an 

increasingly prominent role in world affairs, particularly against a new enemy, 

communism led by the Soviet Union.  This created a natural mentality of “us” versus 

“them” which some politicians capitalized on, creating a situation of unchecked fear that 

increased many citizens‟ perceived duty to conform. 

 The education system in the United States during the fifties reflects the extent to 

which American society had become obsessed with defining and adhering to the status 

quo.  The ultimate goal of the public education system was not to produce learned 

thinkers, but rather obedient citizens.
2
  Such limits on imagination in combination with 

the teaching of a strict moral code would eventually lead to rebellion.  Popular youth 

culture sensationalized the growing movement, defining rebellious behavior in films such 
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as The Wild One (1953) and Rebel Without a Cause (1955).  In addition, rock music, a 

genre traditionally linked to African-Americans, exploded onto the white youth scene.  

The results of the popularized youth culture led to a growing disparity between adults and 

youth, in which adults saw teenagers as a threat to society.  While this is a common 

viewpoint of many older generations toward their younger counterparts, this generation 

gap was different because of the relatively large population share held by baby boom 

youth, and because of the dynamic social changes occurring at the time. 

 The election of 1960 signified more than a shift in decades; it marked many firsts 

for American politics.  Sixty-two percent of the population turned out to vote and 

Kennedy was elected over Nixon by a margin of only sixty thousand votes; both 

candidates seemed to increase partisan politics.  Neither candidate chose to take a firm 

stance on civil rights during the campaign, illustrating the lack of federal intervention in 

the desegregation process.  This resulted in some people, especially students, taking 

actions that in their minds would accelerate or force faster desegregation from the 

“bottom up.”  Mark Hamilton Lytle suggests that increasing dissent was a result of 

people, “consumed with the present and need to change the world now.”
3
  It is out of this 

sense of urgency, duty, and ability that the people of the sixties emerged with the radical 

goal of significant social reform.   

One group especially eager to take part in actively changing their environment 

was college students.  College students, possessing the open-minded idealism of youth, 

were eager to break from the traditional roles expected of them.  An example of this 

willingness can be seen in the move toward politics made by many students.  The 

Greensboro sit-ins began on 1 February 1960 when four black students from North 
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Carolina A&T sat at a whites-only counter at a Woolworth‟s Department Store.  The next 

day 20 students joined them and three days later the first white student sat by their sides.  

This action led to sit-ins across the south and eventually played a role in the formation of 

SNCC, the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee.  Students protesting against 

SANE, the Committee for a Sane Nuclear policy, in response to the organization 

eliminating many members suspected of communist ties, would later become members of 

SDS, or Students for a Democratic Society.  Representing the opposite side of the 

political spectrum, the National Student Committee for the Loyalty Oath, supported a 

provision in the 1958 National Defense Education Act which stipulated that any student 

wishing to receive federal student loans must swear an oath of loyalty to the United 

States.  The National Student Committee for the Loyalty Oath would become YAF, 

Young Americans for Freedom.
4
    

 New student issues in 1964 would lead to more student political involvement.  

Rather than recognize the problems the student movement was trying to address, many 

adults and politicians chose to ignore the issues and simply explain why students were 

becoming more political.  One explanation they used is that many students felt alienated 

at increasingly larger institutions.  This angle is cited by some scholars, and Ronald 

Reagan, who as the governor of California used it to explain to his audience the cause of 

increased student political activism.  Universities had grown to huge sizes with tens of 

thousands of students, increasing the need for larger bureaucracies.  Some students 

expressed concern with the impersonality, “They always seem to want to make me into a 

number” and some students labeled it a “cookie-cutter approach.”
5
  In addition, students 
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received little in the means of rights.  “Since colleges and universities assumed the right 

to act in loco parentis, students had almost no rights.”
6
  It may be hard to distinguish 

which of these explanations accounts for the majority of student involvement; however, 

most scholars agree that the primary reason was the desire of students to voice their 

political opinions.  The will “of young people to say something, to do something about 

the American society they lived in, the society that made them feel useless, exploited, 

guilty, paternalized, and consumerized, that allowed monstrous ills to be perpetuated.”
7
  

  The size and tactics students would use to voice their concerns reached a new 

height in 1964 on University of California Berkeley campus with the Free Speech 

Movement (FSM).  One student who became the “leader” of the FSM, Mario Savio, 

reflected on the cause of the FSM.  “The revolt began in the fall semester of 1964 as an 

extension of either vicarious or actual involvement in the struggle for civil rights.”
8
  The 

conflict started when the university attempted to limit the association of radical political 

activists with the university.  Political activists used Sproul Plaza, at the entrance of the 

university, to set up tables to promote and distribute information.  Some of these 

volunteers looked and dressed like “unsightly hippies” and the university wanted to 

eliminate their presence.  Many of these organizations were directed at civil-rights, thus 

many students viewed this as an attempt to undermine the civil-rights movement as well 

as limiting free speech.  The ban led to protests and sit-ins throughout the fall only to be 

reversed in January 1965; its most significant legacy is the divisions it created in the 

student movement and the new self-centered goal of the movement. 
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 One of the largest and last conflicts of the sixties at Berkeley was the conflict over 

People‟s Park; a small, vacant lot local political activists seized from the University of 

Berkeley which had failed to improve it after demolishing some houses.  They created a 

park which would attract up to two thousand volunteers on weekends, supplying their 

own materials.  The Regents and Governor Reagan saw the taking of the park as stealing 

state property.  The result was a conflict that lasted weeks.  It signifies the beginning of 

the end of the student movement and illustrates the fragmentation to which that 

movement had succumbed.  People‟s Park meant many different things to a variety of 

people; for more extreme activists it was a military battle against “the man,” for 

moderates it became a symbol of community cohesion and beautification at the start of 

the environmental movement, for conservatives it represented an intolerable act.   

A closer examination of the social and political climates of Berkeley and 

California will shed light why how Berkeley became such a strong center of opposition.  

The second chapter will deal with the Free Speech Movement and its impact on Berkeley 

and the student movement.  The third chapter will examine the conception of People‟s 

Park and the various motivations and significance behind people‟s involvement in the 

project.  A discussion of the riots which resulted from the fencing of the park will follow 

in the fourth.  Chapter five will contains the results of the confrontation with further 

insight into its significance to the greater student movement.  The conclusion will outline 

various motives activists and builders had in creating People‟s Park and current political 

activity at the park.  Primary sources included are government documents such as the 

“South Campus Renewal Plan,” which Berkeley created in the early sixties to outline its 

need for expansion, and a report to Governor Reagan encompassing the police and 
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military handling of the conflict.  A variety of newspapers representing different 

demographics of the population will show the viewpoints from various population 

groups.  The widely distributed radical newspaper The Berkeley Barb played a crucial 

role in the initiation of the building of People‟s Park and justifying its existence.  The 

conservative Berkeley Daily Gazette and the San Francisco Express Times, a new left 

weekly, will show opposing sides of the confrontation.  Moderate papers such as the 

Oakland Tribune and LA Times will present the events as they unfolded.  Later writings 

of the people involved will give insight as to how the simple act of creating a park put a 

community in turmoil.   
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Chapter II, The Berkeley Community 

 The social and political climate in Berkeley at the beginning of the People‟s Park 

conflict was defined by a prominent counterculture and as a center of activism.  Initially 

based on the civil rights movement, political activism increased in the Berkeley area 

during the mid-sixties, especially after the Free Speech Movement (FSM).  The FSM was 

the first large scale student movement worldwide and become a template for later student 

movements.  The Free Speech Movement made Berkeley notorious.  It outraged many 

parents who saw the university as solely an academic learning institution.  Students 

viewed the role of “student” somewhat differently.  Not only as academic, but students 

saw themselves as socially responsible for their surroundings.  If they saw social 

injustices it was their duty to act.   

The population of Berkeley grew rapidly, and while conservatives controlled the 

city‟s government into the fifties, the community maintained a sense of progressive 

culture with a successful co-op and the FM radio station KPFA, the nation‟s first non-

commercial radio station sustained by listener contributions.
9
   Two forms of media, radio 

KPFA, and The Berkeley Barb, would act as a cohesive force in the Berkeley counter-

culture.  Sociologist Arthur Seeger outlines three “hippie institutions;” underground 

press, music, and communes.
10

  Berkeley and greater northern California had an 

abundance of each of these.  The Berkeley Barb was a counter-culture publication during 

the sixties.  It was centered on politics and would play a crucial role in the People‟s Park 

                                                 
9.   W.J. Rorabaugh, Berkeley at War: The 1960s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 6. 
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Irvington Publishers, Inc., 1983), 2. 
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conflict.  With the first issue coming out on 13 August 1965, it was the oldest and the 

largest (in distribution and pages) counterculture publication.
11

         

In the sixties, Berkeley had a population of one hundred thousand; one fifth of the 

population was black.
12

  The city was visibly segregated; schools were segregated, and 

housing and employment discrimination were widespread.  In addition, the black 

population was limited to a corner of the city and unwelcome downtown.
13

  According to 

W.J. Rorabaugh, one reason for widespread political involvement in Berkeley was 

because of what students and activists saw in their communities.  “Berkeley activists 

despised racism, admired southern black protest, usually adopted the doctrine of 

nonviolence, and demonstrated against racism locally.”
14

  The growing university 

brought many new students to the area, many of whom chose Berkeley for its politically 

active atmosphere.  They joined large numbers of local activists to create a real center of 

political activism and opposition in Berkeley.   

When the Free Speech Movement became strongly tied to civil rights because 

many of the organizations affected by the ban were civil rights advocates, it evoked a 

strong, swift reaction from the community.  The FSM began when the university banned 

political activity on campus at the beginning of the fall semester in 1964 in an attempt to 

disassociate itself with the radical movement.  The center of the confrontation was a 

twenty-six by ninety square foot area off Sproul Plaza which activists and students used 

to set up tables for spreading information, recruiting members, and taking donations.  The 

reason for the ban remains ambiguous; however, one motive may have been the 

                                                 
 11.  Seeger, 2. 

 12.  Rorabaugh, 5. 

 13.  Ibid, 18. 

 14.  Robert Cohen and Reginald E. Zelnik, eds., The Free Speech Movement: Reflections on 

Berkeley in the 1960s (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 511. 
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administration‟s desire to clear Sproul Plaza of “unsightly” activists.
15

  Two activists, 

Mario Savio and Art Goldberg, who had returned from working in Mississippi for civil 

rights over the summer, were distraught at the university‟s decision.
16

  Mario Savio later 

became the “leader” of the FSM and Art Goldberg became a “founder” of People‟s Park.  

Protests continued throughout September and some students violated the ban, receiving 

minimal punishments.  A “mill-in” at the end of September in the administration building 

resulted in Savio and seven others being indefinitely suspended.  Students were posed to 

take action; all they needed was an event to organize around. 

 On 1 October 1964 former student Jack Weinburg set up a table on Sproul Plaza 

and administrators called the police when he refused to leave.  Police arrived and took 

Weinburg into their car, and a student uprising began.  Hundreds of students surrounded 

the car with Weinburg inside of it, refusing to let the police leave and resulting in a thirty-

two hour sit-in at Sproul Plaza.  Occasionally, Mario Savio would take off his shoes and 

climb on top of the police car to address the crowd, thus becoming the key student figure 

associated with the FSM.  An agreement was reached and signed between the university 

and ten students, including Savio, to end the first battle of the FSM.  Neither side would 

back down as the semester continued.   

This initial incident engaged many activist and moderate students alike.  The Free 

Speech Movement appealed to a wide variety of students simply because it was a 

restriction on free speech.
17

  Compounding that, the Free Speech Movement was strongly 

correlated with civil-rights.  Both of these issues were of utmost importance to students 

given that daily demonstrations at Sproul Plaza in October were attended by as many as 

                                                 
 15. Rorabaugh, 19. 

 16.  Ibid. 

 17.  Lytle, 170.   
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five thousand.  In addition to being one of the nation‟s premier universities, many 

students came to Berkeley for an atmosphere which included political activism.  Margot 

Adler, who would later become a participant in the FSM, reflects on her freshman year 

journey to Berkeley in 1964: 

I looked upon Berkeley…as an escape from everything that defined my past…for 

me Berkeley was not only an excellent school, and a place with a rich history of 

student activism; going to Berkeley meant also fleeing New York, my 

parents…high school.  California…seemed a place of open space, infinite 

possibilities—radicals, surfers, palm trees, the Beach Boys.
18

 
 

Students who came to Berkeley in search of political activism must have gotten more 

than they could have imagined.  The university had become associated with 

“possibilities” and unleashed the political desire that had initially attracted some of its 

students.     

 One explanation for the strong student reaction is given by Kirkpatrick Sale in 

SDS; “Once the battle had begun, the university was seen largely as a substitute for the 

society in which it functioned…the university proved not to be the home of fair and 

dispassionate reasoning…For the young men and women of Berkeley, this was innocence 

lost: tested, the society flunked.”
19

  This reasoning coincides with the ideological nature 

of youth, but is not limited to Berkeley.  Mario Savio expresses his opinion on the 

location of Berkeley.  “While the same influences are present elsewhere, there is no 

university (none that I know of, at all events) where these influences are present in as 

extreme a form as here in Berkeley.”
20

  For students who traveled far from home in the 

east, coming to Berkeley conveyed a sense of new beginning.  Throughout history 

citizens who migrate west bring with them a feeling of boundless possibilities and create 
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a communal discourse of progression.  Historian Carey McWilliams wrote that California 

had a, “peculiar and highly exceptional dynamic.”
21

  As a result, “California led the way 

in fads and trends and cults and drugs and political movements of every conceivable 

kind.”
22

  The combination of the prospects of California, with the activist atmosphere 

inspired by the community and the university, formed Berkeley into the ideal space for 

the start of the next phase of the student movement. 

 The administration at the University of Berkeley during the FSM was led by 

President Clack Kerr, considered to be liberal.  In a student demonstration at San 

Francisco City Hall in 1960 against the House Committee on Un-American Activities, 

Kerr supported arrested students when conservatives called for expulsion.
23

  Given some 

of his previous actions, it is difficult to understand the inability of administrators and 

students to agree in the absence of unrest.  In retrospect, Kerr admits two blunders, one of 

which was his own “inaction.”  Kerr places the other portion of the blame on the vice 

president (acting as president with Kerr on leave) who carried out the ban.  Kerr also cites 

the failure of the administration to consult with students.
24

  One result of the student 

movements in the sixties would be a more prominent role for students in university 

decisions.  The university also made an attempt to explain its reasoning by claiming that 

the ban was a result of Berkeley administrators finding out that Sproul Plaza might be 

city property.
25

  In reality, the conflict during the FSM represented a greater conflict over 

power.     

                                                 
 21.  Lou Cannon, Reagan (New York: G.P. Putnam‟s Sons, 1982), 147.     

 22.  Ibid. 

 23.  Draper, 20.  
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 The Free Speech Movement officially ended on 3 January 1965 with the 

university conceding the space on Sproul Plaza to political activity.  The university had 

failed in its initial goal of separating itself from political activism and “radical looking” 

students.  The result was much to the contrary.  The University of Berkeley and the 

Berkeley community would become a greater symbol of political activism and the 

counterculture.  It signaled the beginning of the new student movement across the nation 

which lasted for the next several years.  The Free Speech Movement also epitomized the 

form of all student activism and conflicts to follow.  It strengthened Berkeley‟s already 

well-established image as a Mecca of student activism.  If students were enrolling at 

Berkeley with the intent on becoming politically involved before the Free Speech 

Movement, the FSM most likely strengthened this motive.  The publicity that the 

university received as a result of the FSM was unwanted by the university which seemed 

to further split administrative and student interests.   

Tactics used by students to negotiate demands, such as the Sproul Hall sit-ins, 

were first applied in the FSM.  Other students who wished to demonstrate around the 

world looked to Berkeley as an example.  The FSM increased student appetites for 

conflict.  After the FSM students recognized that, “people would now pay attention to 

them as they never had before and hence came to regard publicity as an elemental lever in 

their tactics.”
26

  This was due largely to the sensationalized press attention the FSM 

received.  The end of the FSM would initiate a shift in the meaning of the student 

movement.  Todd Gitlin in The Sixties emphasized that the student movement began as a 
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movement for others, such as in the case of civil rights but morphed into something else, 

a movement for itself.
27

  

 The conservatives had a strong political hold on the state of California and the 

FSM alarmed many parents.  Conservative politicians like Governor Ronald Reagan 

sensed this, and appealed to many middle-class conservatives with his 1966 campaign 

promise to, “clean up the mess at Berkeley” where there are “sexual orgies so vile I 

cannot describe them to you.”
28

  Reagan even wanted an investigation of Berkeley to be 

led by former Central Intelligence Agency Director John J. McCone when he charged 

that “communism and blatant sexual misbehavior” were pervasive on campus.
29

   

When Reagan was elected governor of California it meant changes for the state‟s 

higher education system.  Reagan and conservatives saw liberal administrators like Clark 

Kerr as responsible for growing student unrest and the Free Speech Movement, which 

they labeled the “Filthy Speech Movement.”  Soon after Reagan‟s election Clark Kerr 

was asked to resign by the chairman of the regents, Theodore Meyer.
30

  He was later 

dismissed only three weeks after Reagan started his term in office.  With Berkeley 

becoming increasingly associated with radical political activism and a conservative 

governor in office who had promised to end it, the stage was set for more conflict at 

Berkeley. 
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Chapter III, The Building of People’s Park 

The space that became People‟s Park is a 270 by 450 square foot lot between 

Dwight Way, Haste, and Bowditch Streets just south of Sproul Plaza on the Berkeley 

campus.  The site had been surveyed by the university in the mid-fifties as part of an 

expansion plan to meet increasing housing demands.
31

  However, the lot was not actually 

purchased by the university until June of 1967.  Several historic houses used as student 

apartments were located on the site, which the university demolished between November 

of 1967 and December of 1968.
32

  The lot remained unimproved by the university and 

littered with leftover debris from the destroyed homes all winter and spring to the 

annoyance of local business owners and residents.  During this time it turned into a free 

parking area. 

There was a sense among students and radicals in the community that 

administrators might have had alternate incentives which led to the demolition of these 

houses.  The chairman of the campus Building and Development Committee revealed 

part of the university‟s true intention; “To assist in eliminating the „counterculture‟ that 

had begun to grow up around, and define, the university.”
33

  In addition, the Regent Fred 

Dutton admitted the acquisition of the property had been an intentional “act against the 

hippie culture.”
34

  To many residents of the area the littered, muddy lot became “a 

symbol of the contempt in which the university held them.”
35

      

                                                 
 31. Berkeley, California, South Campus Urban Renewal Plan, Berkeley Urban Renewal Agency 

(1966), 1.   

 32. California, The ‘People’s Park:’ A Report on a Confrontation at Berkeley, Submitted to 

Governor Ronald Reagan (1969), 2. 

 33. Don Mitchell, The Right to the City (New York: The Guilford Press, 2003), 106. 

 34.  Robert Scheer, “The Dialectics of Confrontation: Who Ripped Off the Park?” Ramparts 8 

(May 1969): 44. 

 35.  Mitchell, 107. 
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The first written proposal expressing disgust with the university and suggesting 

improving the space into a park comes from the 31 March 1969 issue of the San 

Francisco Express Times, a short lived New Left weekly.
36

  The university responded to 

this challenge by creating a new plan in which changes were made to the building plans, 

from housing to a soccer field.  However, political activists had already decided that the 

university waited too long, and therefore had given up their right to the space.   

Michael Delacour, 31, the owner of a dress shop on Dwight Way named the Red 

Square took action and arranged a meeting of prominent local activists on 13 April 1969.  

It included: Art Goldberg, 27, of the FSM; Bill Miller, 27, also arrested during the FSM 

and for later political demonstrating; Paul Glusman, 22, a former student indicted for 

participating in the Moses Hall sit-in; Stew Albert, 29, a “Yippie,” also arrested for 

involvement in the 1968 Chicago Democratic National Convention and a writer for the 

Berkeley Barb; and Wendy Schlesinger, 20, who had come to Berkeley to pursue 

graduate school.
37

   

At this meeting they talked about organizing the building of the park and the 

possible consequences of their actions.   Theses activists sensed the desire of many in the 

neighborhood for a green space to spend the beautiful spring days in.  This became 

perhaps the overlying motivation of many of the local residents as they came to see their 

actions of building the park as a simple urban beautification project, rather than a direct 

challenge to government authority.  Others saw the potential of a “free space” for 

political gatherings and a place to hold outdoor festivals and concerts.  Michael Delacour 

was in the process of organizing an outdoor concert with members of a local band, Joy of 

                                                 
 36.  The San Francisco Express Times (San Francisco), 31 March 1969.  

 37.  Report to the Governor of California, 5. 
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Cooking, and they surveyed the lot as a possible area to hold it.
38

  The more militant 

activists wanted to entice the university into confrontation claiming it would “suck 

Reagan into a fight.”
39

  

The result of the meeting manifested itself in the 18 April edition of the Berkeley 

Barb with an article, written by Stew Albert, entitled “Hear Ye, Hear Ye:” 

A park will be built this Sunday between Dwight and Haste.  The land is 

owned by the University which tore down a lot of beautiful houses in order to 

build a swamp.  The land is now used as free parking space. In a year the 

University will build a cement type expensive parking lot which will fiercely 

compete with the other lots for the allegiance of Berkeley‟s Buicks.  On Sunday, 

we will stop this shit.  Bring shovels, hoses, chains, grass, paints, flowers, trees, 

bull dozers, top soil, colorful smiles, laughter and lots of sweat.  At one o‟clock 

our rural reclamation project for Telegraph Ave. commences in the expectation of 

beauty.  We want the park to be a cultural, political, freak out and rap center for 

the Western world.  All artists should show up and make the park their magical 

possession.  Many colorful towers of imagination will rise above the Forum and 

into the future of reality.  Pastel intertwining the trees and reflecting the sun, all 

Berkeley energy exploding on the disappearing swamp.  The University has no 

right to create ugliness as a way of life.  We will show up on Sunday and we will 

clear one third of the lot and do with it whatever our fantasy pleases.  We could 

have a child care clinic or a crafts commune which would communicate its wares 

by having medieval-style fairs, a baseball diamond, a rock concert, or a place to 

think and sleep in the sun.  This summer we will not be fucked over by the pigs 

“move on” fascism, we will police our own park and not allow its occupation by 

imperial power.  Come to the Dwight and Haste mud flat at one o‟clock on 

Sunday, prepared to work and bring your own food picnic.  When we are 

exhausted we knock off for rock music from “Joy of Cooking” and whatever 

bands show up.  Nobody supervises, and the trip belongs to whoever dreams.  

   Signed, 

   Robin Hood‟s Park Commissioner
40

    
     

The organizers of the park could not have imagined the response that lie in the 

hearts of Berkeley‟s people.  Several hundred people showed up two days later to start 

the building of People‟s Park.  At this time, the Berkeley Barb’s popularity was at its 

                                                 
 38.  Stanley I. Glick, “The People‟s Park” (Ph.D. diss., State University of New York at Stoney 
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 39.  Rorabaugh, 156. 

 40.  Stew Albert, “Hear Ye, Hear Ye,” Berkeley Barb, 18 April 1969, p. 2. 
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peak with a circulation of around 100,000.  It was limited to a fairly small area, Berkeley 

and some small surrounding communities.
41

  The people who came to People‟s Park were 

as diverse as the reasons which brought them there; hippies, radicals, students and 

professors, environmentalists, and residents of all ages in the neighborhood.  One person 

even brought a tractor.  Local businesses contributed funds in support of the park.
42

 

The spontaneous building of the park under no direct authority united hippies and 

radicals and gave many participants a new sense of achievement.  Stew Albert claimed, 

“for the first time in my life I enjoyed working and I think lots of people had that 

experience…what we were creating was our own desires, so we worked like madmen and 

loved it.”  Michael Delacour stated, “We realized through our bodies that by acting 

together we can change history; we felt it emotionally and spiritually.  It was beautiful.”
43

  

This sense was not limited to the founders of the park.  Local resident Grace Dilley 

exclaimed, “With good will, with united effort, merchants, residents, architects, 

ministers, long hairs, short hairs, young, old, black, white, brown, yellow hard working 

enthusiastic Berkeleyans are together building something they all need.”
44

   

Although most participants saw their actions as a legitimate city beautification 

project, the ones who realized they were illegally seizing property used the notion of 

users‟ rights to justify the building of People‟s Park.  Michael Delacour met with Frank 

Bardacke, 27, former political science graduate student and one of the “Oakland 7” 

charged with conspiracy due to his involvement in anti-draft demonstrations in Oakland, 

at Café Mediterranean to put this theory into writing.  The result of the meeting was a 
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radical leaflet distributed throughout Berkeley and published in the Barb entitled “Who 

Owns the Park?” 

Someday a petty official will appear with a piece of paper, called a land 

title, which states that the University of California owns the land of the People‟s 

Park.  Where did that piece of paper come from?  What is it worth?  A long time 

ago the Costanoan Indians lived in the area now called Berkeley.  They had no 

concept of land ownership.  They believed the land was under the care and 

guardianship of the people who used it and lived on it.  Catholic missionaries took 

the land away from the Indians.  No agreements were made.  No papers were 

signed.  They ripped it off in the name of God.  The Mexican government took the 

land away from the church.  The Mexican government had guns and an army.  

God‟s word was not as strong.  The Mexican government wanted to pretend that it 

was not the army that guaranteed them the land.  They drew up some paper which 

said they legally owned it.  No Indians signed those papers.  The Americans were 

not fooled by the papers.  They had a stronger army than the Mexicans.  They beat 

them in a war and took the land.  Then they wrote some papers of their own and 

forced the Mexicans to sign them.  The American government sold the land to 

some white settlers.  The government gave the settlers a piece of paper called a 

land title in exchange for some money.  All this time there were still some Indians 

around who claimed the land.  The American army killed most of them.  The 

piece of paper saying who owned the land was passed around among rich white 

men.  Sometimes the white men were interested in taking care of the land.  

Usually they were just interested in making money.  Finally, some very rich white 

men, who run the University of California, bought the land.  Immediately these 

men destroyed the houses that had been built on the land.  The land went the way 

of so much other land in America—it became a parking lot.  We are building a 

park on the land.  We will take care of it and guard it, in the spirit of the 

Costanoan Indians.  When the University comes with their land title we will tell 

them:  “Your land title is covered with blood.  We won‟t touch it.  Your people 

ripped off the land from the Indians a long time ago.  If you want it back now you 

will have to fight for it again.”
45

    
 

The construction of the park continued for a month without confrontation or much 

of a response from the university.  What is perhaps the biggest blunder on the part of the 

university is not stopping People‟s Park in its earliest stages of construction.  Both the 

University of California and the local police department had personal assigned to 
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reviewing local radical papers such as the Berkeley Barb.
46

  Thus, the construction of the 

park could have been prevented before it even began.  Chancellor Haynes had this to 

offer later in the People‟s Park controversy, “We considered the fact that there might be 

trouble in that area and decided to treat the matter gently…we had permitted parking 

there and saw no reason why the land could not be enjoyed until our work began.”
47

  

Realistically, the university did not have the power to stop the building of the park and 

park proponents far outnumbered police.  The administration failed to foresee how 

quickly the residents of Berkeley would become attached to their park.  The majority of 

park supporters maintained their stance in defense of the park while expressing their 

opposition to confrontation.  Wendy Schlesinger emphasized that we, “don‟t want a 

confrontation… [But] I mean really…no one here wants, at this point, to relocate.  You 

can‟t just speak of building a soccer field—you have to also speak of destroying a 

park.”
48

  

 While the chancellor and university officials wanted to “wait out” the situation 

with summer recess fast approaching, the Regents and Governor Ronald Reagan were 

irate and pushed for immediate action.  They saw the building of the park as a seizure of 

property and would not tolerate a challenge to their authority.  With pressure from above, 

Haynes began negotiations with park supporters in an attempt to bring some organization 

to the process.  Plans even included the involvement of an environmental design 

professor.  Neither the city nor the university wanted the legal responsibly that went 
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along with the park and negotiations broke down.
49

  In the early morning hours of 15 

May 1969 workers began construction of a fence around the park. 
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Chapter IV, The Confrontation 

 University administrators knew they were dealing with a potentially explosive 

issue.  Many chose to ignore the signs that a large scale conflict could easily develop 

between park supporters and law enforcement.  The university had also failed to act in the 

nearly four weeks since the building of the park first began.  This gave residents the 

perception that their actions were acceptable and many became fond of the new park.  

The confrontation that arose from this simple act would mark many firsts in the severity 

of force the government chose to use against demonstrating civilians.  The People‟s Park 

outburst signified the end of “white exclusion,” that is, up until this point white middle-

class students had viewed themselves as incapable of being victims of police brutality.  In 

addition, it marked the first, and only time, a powerful nerve gas has been used by the 

United States Military on Americans from a helicopter. 

 The fence surrounding People‟s Park ignited an immediate reaction from the 

members across the community.  Chancellor Heyns announced on 12 May that a fence 

would be built around the park.  The decision may have been avoided had the Chancellor 

been unstirred from pressure above, and been left to his stance of waiting it out for the 

fast approaching summer holiday.  Chancellor Heyns expressed his awareness of the 

possibility of confrontation: 

Did we take into account that there was a risk of confrontation?  Of course 

we did.  We had been told there would be one.  Our decision as to the timing of 

the fence was a product of the desire to talk as long as possible in the hope of 

avoiding a confrontation, and then, when these efforts failed, to act quickly in 

order to avoid a larger confrontation.
50
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Failed negotiations involving Professor Van der Ryn of the Environmental Design 

Department were unsuccessful for numerous reasons.  First, negotiations were given a 

deadline of only a few days, not much time given the stark contrasts in perception 

between park supporters and strict university guidelines.  Park supporters wanted to 

maintain the freedom of design a communal park allowed.  Due to this totally free nature 

of the park, no one wished to take direct responsibility for it.  Professor Van der Ryn 

became critical of Chancellor Heyns after he announced plans for a fence to surround the 

area.  “I think People‟s Park is a great idea…the university just seems to be mad they 

didn‟t think of it first,” said Professor Van der Ryn.  He also added administrators “didn‟t 

seem very interested in negotiations.”
51

   

 An article by Mike Culbert which appeared in the Berkeley Daily Gazette, gave a 

hostile view of the reasoning he saw as behind the People‟s Park conflict.  He wrote that 

the park was “an engineered, contrived, phony, dishonest, agit-prop event, [by] the same 

tired old „revolutionary‟ groups and individuals, [and that the University] had bumbled 

along into another well-greased trap.”  He also outlined two dangers: 

  1) The danger of inaction and letting such a precedent be set. 

2) The danger of over-reacting in such a way that the unleashed forces of 

hate and divisiveness generate greater cause for confrontation.
52

   
 

 

 At 10:00 in morning on 15 May 1969 professors in the College of Environmental 

Design made one final attempt to persuade Chancellor Heyns to turn People‟s Park into 

an “experimental field station.”
53

  They seemed to understand the volatility of the 

situation and the ease at which it could be resolved.  The appeal was not met however, 
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and a couple thousand students and activists gathered on Sproul Plaza for a rally at noon, 

bringing with them the feelings of anger and alienation they felt from the university and 

the greater establishment.  There were many speakers organized for that day and a few 

were to follow Dan Siegel, but his remarks would end the rally and mobilize the crowd.  

Dan Siegel was a law student, draft resister, and President of the ASUC (Association of 

the University of California Students).  “If we are going to win this thing…it is because 

we are making it more costly for the University to put up its fence than it is to take down 

their fence…be careful [to not] get arrested for felonies…let‟s go down and take over the 

park.”
54

  Later he would be arrested for initiating a riot, but it is unknown if his words 

were to be taken literally and much can happen in a mob atmosphere.  There is evidence 

which suggests he planned to continue his speech and there were other speakers to 

follow, but the crowd picked up on this line and began chanting, “Take the park! We 

want the park!”
55

 

 Thousands of protesters began to make their way toward People‟s Park located 

just a few blocks to the south.  A couple thousand never got there.  Police had anticipated 

the confrontation and had established a perimeter around the park causing rioters to 

disperse into smaller groups and take part in trivial acts of violence.  A fire hydrant was 

opened and the doors to the Bank of America on Telegraph Avenue were shattered.
56

  

Rioters brought the situation to a new level when they engaged police by throwing rocks 
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and all types of debris from rooftops.
57

  Police responded with tear gas which became 

ineffective, due to demonstrators running away.
58

  

 Police were unprepared for the scale of the confrontation.  Only 159 officers faced 

a couple thousand rioters in the early afternoon.  Running low on tear gas, small groups 

of officers became surrounded by protesters.  More officers began arriving on the scene 

later in the afternoon, but not soon enough to prevent some officers on the scene from 

resorting to desperate measures.  In one area of campus, officers in the San Francisco 

Tactical Squad shot bullets which hit the university‟s library and then bounced into the 

classroom of Professor Henry F. May.
59

  At 1:40 in the afternoon, the administrative 

commander of the Alameda County Sheriff‟s office reported that, “the riot was out of 

control and that there was a grave possibility that some law enforcement officers could be 

killed.”
60

  The officers responded by returning to the station where they were given 

shotguns.  They used the above report to justify moving through the crowd firing with 

shotguns at both activists and innocent bystanders indiscriminately. 

 By the early evening hours the rioting had dissipated and officers began to restore 

order in the area.  A helicopter overhead projected emergency curfew regulations put in 

place by the city.  The afternoon had become more violent faster than anyone could have 

predicted.  Forty-eight people had been arrested including six juveniles with charges 

ranging from assaulting an officer to failure to disperse.
61

  Government documents, 

reported to Reagan, claimed that one hundred and three officers were injured with 

seventeen requiring hospital treatment.  Newspapers reported between the mid-forties and 
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upper sixties for individuals requiring hospital treatment, about half for shotgun injuries.  

One demonstrator had 125 birdshot pellets removed from his body, one was blinded by 

birdshot, and doctors wondered why large caliber bullet wounds were found on nine of 

the victims.
62

  It was later discovered that some officers had used buckshot, a shotgun 

shell filled with about a dozen one third inch diameter lethal lead balls.  Unfortunately, 

one bystander, James Rector, 25, observing from a rooftop, received a buckshot pellet to 

the heart and died days later.
63

  That evening Governor Reagan would increase the 

potential for violence as he activated the National Guard.  The conflict would continue on 

a significant, yet smaller scale for nearly three weeks.  The issue would vanish with the 

students as they left for summer holiday. 
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Chapter V, The Aftermath 

The deepest divisions in American society were brought to their full potential in 

the People‟s Park demonstrations.  A simple issue which should have been an easy 

compromise turned disastrous.  Both sides locked in ideological conflict refused to agree 

or realize their own irrationality.  The results were not only a disruption of studies, but 

the fragmentation of a community and a movement.  The aftermath saw little progress; 

California Governor Ronald Reagan would publicly deface the deceased young man 

James Rector in an attempt to justify his death, Berkeley Police would try to cover up the 

fact that they had used buckshot and shot indiscriminately at the backs of fleeing 

civilians, and the National Guard would remain in Berkeley for seventeen days, 

accomplishing little more than adding to the turmoil. 

On 22 May 1969 Governor Reagan, at a Republican dinner in Anaheim, 

politicized the death of James Rector by reciting his minor criminal history.  He had been 

convicted of cannabis possession and a burglary for which he spent two months in jail 

and was on two year probation.  Reagan used this information to label Rector as a 

“registered narcotic addict who was on probation for a felony.”
64

  Reagan even had the 

audacity to blame the death on former college administrators.  “[Rector] was killed by the 

first college administrator [former Berkeley Chancellor Kerr] who said some time ago 

that is was alright to break laws in the name of dissent.”
65

   

In addition, Governor Reagan would be a strong defender of the high degree of 

violence the police chose to use on demonstrators.  Reagan defended current university 

administrators despite their inability to reach a peaceful outcome on People‟s Park.  On 
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the day of the riot, he claimed administrators had, “acted correctly and promptly and I 

have no criticism whatsoever.”
66

  This comes as no surprise since they were hand picked 

by Reagan.  In defense of excessive police force and the calling in of the National Guard, 

the Governor stated, “You use whatever force is necessary.”
67

  It seemed as though few 

could see the issues involving the demonstrations at People‟s Park without first 

consulting their political beliefs.  Students and demonstrators received no sympathy from 

the conservative board of Regents whom issued a strong statement in defense of 

university administration and police: 

The Board of Regents expresses its grave concern over the recent outbreak of 

lawlessness and violence south of the Berkeley campus…The board expresses its 

full support of the Berkeley administration and of law enforcement agencies in 

steps being taken to restore order.
68

   

 

Later in the summer, an investigation and hearing on the death of James Rector 

was held by the Alameda County coroner‟s office.  The officer identified as the shooter, 

Sheriff‟s deputy Leonard Johnson, claimed he was, “the only officer I know who fired 

buckshot toward the roof,” claiming he believed Rector was about to throw a “missile.”  

The jury ruled the death as a “justifiable homicide” after twenty minutes.
69

  Many 

newspapers became critical of Berkeley‟s Police department and their use of excessive 

force.  The 17 May issue of the Berkeley Daily Gazette carried an editorial entitled, 

“Were Things That Desperate?”  It posed significant questions that had become lost as 

the demonstration was seen by many key figures in political, not critical terms.   

Why after the dangerous decisions which have arisen in Berkeley‟s past, 

[had] the decision [been] made to resort to guns in this incident…[police] cannot, 
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as is their custom, remain mute as to their motives…[and] why did he [Chancellor 

Heyns] not immediately identify the „People‟s Park‟ as an engineered effort at 

confrontation and act on that insight?
70

     

 

Other newspapers sought to provide proof of the excessive force used by officers 

on the day of the main demonstration.  The 19 May edition of the San Francisco 

Chronicle published an article with a picture of a police deputy shooting at fleeing 

civilians.    

The picture had been taken by Emitt Wallace, a twenty-six year old pre-

law student, from a window in his second story apartment on Dana Street, at the 

intersection of Dwight Way, one block west of Telegraph Avenue.  According to 

Wallace, about fifty people who had been in the intersection suddenly began 

running, and a group of officers appeared at the corner.  One officer, dressed in 

the uniform of the Alameda County Sheriff‟s deputies, raised his shotgun, “took 

his time aiming,” and fired at the back of a fleeing man less that two car lengths 

away, all of which Wallace had captured with his camera.
71

 

 

In response, Sheriff Madigan claimed that the picture had been edited to remove a pile of 

rocks on the street corner that the demonstrators had throw at them.  No evidence backs 

his accusations.
72

  Furthermore, he threatened that if the injured victim‟s identity was 

revealed that the officer responsible for the shooting would file assault charges.  The 

officer responsible was Louis M. Santucci who would be indicted, but not convicted, for 

“willfully” shooting the demonstrator.  Most significantly, the severely injured 

demonstrator was left by deputies without arrest or medical attention.  The demonstrator, 

Christopher Doyle Venn, had been on probation for destroying his draft card and after the 

incident was jailed by federal authorities for “unrelated reasons.”
73

 

 Another fact incriminating police would arise in the aftermath of the 

demonstrations on Thursday; the contradicting accounts between doctors and the 
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Sheriff‟s Office.  Doctors treating patients at the Herrick Memorial Hospital described 

finding .30 caliber bullet wounds in victims of the Alameda Sheriff‟s Deputies.  Initially, 

Sheriff Madigan attempted to maintain that only birdshot had been used, even after 

visiting victims in the hospital.
74

  Doctors knew better and described nine patients as 

suffering from buckshot wounds, including James Rector who died on 19 May from acute 

heart failure. 

The National Guard would remain in Berkeley for seventeen days after the first 

demonstrations that took place around People‟s Park on 15 May 1969.  Guardsmen slept 

in People‟s Park and some were even called into service from the Berkeley campus.  On 

18 May some guardsmen were taken by surprise when they were offered snacks by some 

young female park supporters.  The men were offered fudge, oranges, and apple juice.  

Without suspicion, the Guardsmen accepted the gifts which, unknowingly to them, 

contained LSD and cannabis.  As a result, they were relieved of their duties for the 

remainder of the day and returned on Sunday, unharmed.
75

 

Community support was overwhelming in favor of the park and non-violent 

demonstrations continued on a smaller scale.  While Berkeley was occupied, the ASUC 

(Association of the University of California Students) held a referendum on the park in 

which students voted overwhelmingly in support of the park, 12,719 to 2,175.  It was also 

the highest voter turnout in ASUC history.
76

  Community members showed their support 
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by holding a peaceful march on Memorial Day 1969 which attracted up to fifty thousand 

demonstrators.
77
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Chapter VI, Conclusion 

 The student movement emerged from a genuine intent to improve the political and 

cultural environment of the sixties.  Students and activists saw the failure of the federal 

government in protecting and enforcement civil rights as an invitation to political 

activism.  If the government refused to implement its own laws from the “top down,” 

activists would force them to do so with a grassroots movement.  Students and young 

people played a crucial role in forming organizations such as SNCC and SDS which 

forced civil rights issues to the forefront of United States politics.  While this increased 

the violence associated with desegregation and the granting of full civil rights, members 

of the movement viewed it as a necessary tradeoff.   

 Early student political activism was aimed at civil rights and one form which 

developed and would be used throughout the sixties was sit-in tactics.  Black students in 

Greensboro in early 1960 began a sit-in at a whites-only counter at a Woolworth‟s 

Department Store, eventually leading to widespread sit-ins around the south.  Students 

taking action would lead to the formation of organizations such as SNCC and SDS.  

However, the student movement would begin to change form after the Free Speech 

Movement.  The Free Speech Movement (FSM) at Berkeley in the fall of 1964 changed 

the ultimate goal of the movement.  It marked the first time large numbers of students 

used a sit in to negotiate demands with a university.  The sit-ins used to disrupt the 

functioning of the university and entice administrators into negotiations would become 

commonplace in the student movement.  Most significantly in the aftermath of FSM, the 

student movement shifted its goals; from a movement for others (civil rights) to a 

movement more for themselves such as People‟s Park.        
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 Student involvement in the civil right movement can be viewed as students 

reacting for others, thus the motives of the activists are easily known; to end lawful 

segregation.  The motives for the organizers and supporters of People‟s Park can not be 

determined as easily.  Therefore, I believe, it is difficult to say what the exact reasoning 

for the building of People‟s Park was.  What is known is how the idea to build the park 

became widespread, through the counterculture publication the Berkeley Barb.  Only two 

days after the initial article hundreds of people showed up to work on People‟s Park, yet 

what motivated each of them cannot be known.  One view is that the park was an 

intentionally fabricated conflict to lure the university and the government into 

confrontation.  In contrast, many community members viewed their involvement with 

People‟s Park as an innocent city beautification project with ties to the emerging 

environmental movement. 

 More significant than the reasons for the creation of People‟s Park was the result 

of the main confrontation over the park on 15 May 1969.  It marked a major defeat in the 

movement which fragmented and dissipated with the sixties.  Stew Albert, a “founder” of 

the park gave his take on the aftermath, “People‟s Park ended the movement really…the 

repression was so brutal.”
78

  People‟s Park forced many activists to choose sides; to either 

become more militant in the face of such brutal repression, or to decide that the violence 

jeopardized the ideals they attempted to uphold.  Most chose the later, splitting the 

movement into fragments and initiating the end of the sixties‟ student movements.   

The People‟s Park can also be seen as conflict over space.  A recent work brings 

in a geographical perspective which adds a spatial emphasis illustrating the importance of 
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space in political and social power.  Don Mitchell illustrates these points in his book The 

Right to the City, which examines the correlation between public space and democracy.   

  Conflict over rights often resolves itself into conflict over geography, as 

the Supreme Court‟s evolution of public forum doctrine has made plain.  Space, 

place, and location are not just the stage upon which rights are contested, but are 

actively produced by—and in turn serve to structure—struggles over rights.  

Conflict over rights can therefore be understood, at least in part, as a species of 

locational conflicts.  Rights have to be exercised somewhere, and sometimes that 

“where” has itself to be actively produced by taking, by wrestling, some space 

and transforming both its meaning and its use—by producing a space in which 

rights can exist and be exercised.
79

 

  

One of the initial reasons given for the development of People‟s Park by its 

founders was a space for the open discussion of political thoughts.  The conflict does not 

come solely because it was build on seized property, but from the users of the park and 

the kind of political discussions which flourished at People‟s Park.  The most visible 

users of the park were members of the counterculture and the initial call for the building 

of the park came from a counterculture publication.  Therefore, the park was clearly 

linked with the racial, hippie, politically extreme movements.  Would the fate of the park 

been different had it been taken over by the conservative group, Young Americans for 

Freedom (YAF) and used as place to discuss the greatness of Governor Reagan‟s 

policies? 

     To this day People‟s Park remains a volatile space igniting controversy when 

any plans are made to change the space.  Immediately following the riots of 1969, the 

university improved the space into a playing field, however, a boycott by students and the 

community proved it useless in this form.
80

  During the seventies the space was again 

utilized as a parking lot until the university attempted to charge for parking.  Residents 
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responded by demolishing the lot with jackhammers “in front of onlooking and passive 

police.”
81

  Unable to improve the space in the face of community opposition to anything 

the university proposed, People‟s Park was left “as is” and became home to the homeless.  

After this time it became increasingly known as a dangerous area, “off limits” to 

community members, students, and even police.
82

 

 People‟s Park has remained symbolic to many community members in Berkeley.  

In 1989, demonstrations were held in remembrance of the twentieth anniversary of the 

People‟s Park riots.  Even in 1992, when the university simply attempted to build 

volleyball courts, resident demonstrated and harassed players.
83

  To them this had 

become sacred ground.  The park remains divided between the city and the university; the 

university in control of the middle area with the sport courts, and the city controlling the 

east and west edges which are still occupied by transients.   

Today People‟s Park contains a free speech stage, a free box used for a clothing 

exchange on Sundays, and basketball and volleyball courts.  The 38
th

 anniversary of 

People‟s Park will be held on 22 April 2007 (Earth Day), and includes music and political 

discussions.  Recent conflicts have arisen over city plans to make the park more 

accessible to police: 

The University and the Police announced plans to bulldoze down the 

historic berms (hills) on both ends of the Community Garden.  In order to let 

police see though the park without getting out of their cars they wanted to destroy 

the serenity, trees and plants, animal habitats, and our community's cooperative 

efforts.  At the People's Park Community Advisory Board meeting on December 

4th, it was announced that the plans to bulldoze the berms were "off the table".  

Thanks to all those who voiced their outrage at another heavy-handed attempt by 

the UC to exploit fears in order to take control of the Park!
84
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  Community members are still very much attached to their park and demand to be 

involved in any attempts to change it.  The prospect of bringing in bulldozers has even 

resulted in “tree-ins.” 

 The reality of People‟s Park is a constant reminder that the sixties are still very 

much alive in America.  The inability of park supporters and university administers to 

come to terms even in today‟s relatively benign political atmosphere illustrates the 

remaining divisions in American society.  To explain the motivation for building the park 

as simply a selfish, reckless act with the sole goal of confrontation is inaccurate and 

narrow-minded.  It fails to account for the wide variety of participants in the building of 

the park and the widespread support the park received from all demographics of the 

Berkeley community.        
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