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The Kercheval Incident  
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The Police Department’s Illegal War on Black Power Activists 
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Study this image carefully.  It was taken in Detroit in 1966. 
 

 
https://policing.umhistorylabs.lsa.umich.edu/s/detroitunderfire/item/1088  

 
 

See – Think - Wonder 
What do you see? 
Describe in detail what you 
see in this photo. 

 
 
 
 
 

What do you think? 
What are you thinking as you 
study this photo?  What 
conclusions or analyses are 
you developing, and what 
connections are you making? 

 

What do you 
wonder? 
What questions does this 
image raise for you?  What do 
you want or need to know? 
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Black Power Quote Comparison 
 

Black resistance building up to the time of the Kercheval Incident often took the form of Black 
Power organizations. 

 

You will watch the video, “Black Power in 2 min or so” https://youtu.be/OE6oS_3HSlM . 
Record your responses to the questions below.  

 

● What (events or feelings) set the stage for the rise of Black Power?  

 

 

● What does Black Power mean to you? 

 

  

● How did Black Power differ from existing Civil Rights movements?  

 

 

You will now compare and contrast different views about Black Power expressed in quotes, a 
letter of support, and a critical opinion editorial from prominent Civil Rights and Black Power 
leaders during the 1960’s. 

 

Why Black Power? 

“Dr. King's policy was that nonviolence would achieve the gains for black people in the 
United States. His major assumption was that if you are nonviolent, if you suffer, your 
opponent will see your suffering and will be moved to change his heart. That's very good. 
He only made one fallacious assumption: In order for nonviolence to work, your 
opponent must have a conscience. The United States has none.” ― Stokely Carmichael 

It is necessary to understand that Black Power is a cry of disappointment. The Black 
Power slogan did not spring full grown from the head of some philosophical Zeus. It was 
born from the wounds of despair and disappointment. It is a cry of daily hurt and 
persistent pain. — MLK Jr. 
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What is Black Power? 

It is a call for black people in this country to unite, to recognize their heritage, to build a 
sense of community. It is a call for black people to define their own goals, to lead their 
own organizations. -Stokely Carmichael 

Black power is organizing the rage of Black people and putting new hard questions and 
demands to white America. — Charles Hamilton Houston 

Read the Letter to CORE Supporters about Black Power 1966: 

 
https://policing.umhistorylabs.lsa.umich.edu/s/detroitunderfire/item/2542 

● What does this document imply about the purpose of the Black Power movement?  
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Read the highlighted sections of Roy Wilkins, executive director of the NAACP, warned against 
Black Power in this 1966 edition of The Crisis: 
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https://policing.umhistorylabs.lsa.umich.edu/s/detroitunderfire/item/2551  

 
● What does this document imply about the purpose of the Black Power movement?  

 

 

● How does it differ from the CORE letter?  
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COINTELPRO 
 

The Civil Rights Movement and the rise of Black Power were met with incredible resistance by 
many people in power, including those with government agencies at their disposal. One of the 
most powerful instances of state oppression in response to Black organizing and resistance was 
led by J. Edgar Hoover, the Director of the FBI at the time. The FBI or the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation is a national security organization with both intelligence and law enforcement 
responsibilities. You will engage with the following information to learn about COINTELPRO (The 
Counterintelligence Program) and answer the questions at the bottom of the handout. 

 

You will first watch a Tik Tok video on the basics of COINTELPRO. After, read through the 
Purpose, Goals, and targets of COINTELPRO. Use these passages and this video to answer the 
questions that follow! 

https://www.tiktok.com/@theoriginalsilverfoxx/video/7040664603130645806?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7189
442406255773227  

 

J. Edgar Hoover’s Purpose: 

The purpose of this new counterintelligence endeavor is to expose, disrupt, misdirect, 
discredit, or otherwise neutralize the activities of black nationalist, hate-type 
organizations and groupings, their leadership, spokesmen, membership, and supporters 
…. Efforts of various groups to consolidate their forces or to recruit new or youthful 
adherents must be frustrated. No opportunity should be missed to exploit through 
counterintelligence techniques the organizational and personal conflicts of the 
leaderships of the groups and where possible an effort should be made to capitalize 
upon existing conflicts between competing black nationalist organizations. Be alert to 
determine … personal misconduct on the part of militant nationalist leaders so any 
practical or warranted counter-intelligence may be instituted. — J Edgar Hoover 

 

Goals of COINTELPRO https://shec.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/814   

1. Prevent the coalition of militant black nationalist groups.  

2. Prevent the rise of a “Messiah” who could unify, and electrify, the militant black 
nationalist movement.  

3. Prevent violence on the part of black nationalist groups.  

4. Prevent militant black nationalist groups and leaders from gaining respectability, by 
discrediting them to three separate segments of the community - the Negro community, 
the white community, and Negro radicals.  
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5. Percent the long-range growth of militant black organizations, especially among 
youth.  

COINTELPRO targeted groups and individuals that the FBI deemed were trying to undermine 
the power or authority of the U.S. government and law enforcement. This included nonprofit 
organizations, student groups, Black Student Unions, churches, Feminist and Anti-War groups, 
the Ku Klux Klan, Civil Rights and Black Power groups, and leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr., 
Stokely Carmichael, and Malcolm X.  

One way that law enforcement agencies enacted COINTELPRO was through the use of agent 
provocateurs. An agent provocateur is a person who is employed by law enforcement entities 
to encourage people in certain targeted groups to break the law so that law enforcement 
agencies have cause to arrest them.  

 

● What was COINTELPRO?  

 

 

 

● Why might the FBI want to spy on these people and these groups?  

 

 

 

● Who are some of the targets of COINTELPRO?  

 

 

 

● What does it mean to “neutralize” these groups and leaders? 
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Detroit’s Anti-Loitering Law 
 
“It shall be unlawful for any person to loiter on any street, sidewalk, overpass or public place . . . 
so as to hinder or impede or tend to hinder or impede the passage of pedestrians or vehicles.” 
City of Detroit Ordinance Section 58-1-10 
 
The DPD often used the city’s vague anti-loitering law to target and arrest ACME members for 
their political activities. In 1964, the police department successfully lobbied for the anti-loitering 
law in order to legalize its longstanding practice of making unconstitutional “investigative 
arrests.” Detroit’s Mayor enacted an “anti-loitering” law to give police the ability to arrest anyone 
in public for any reason at any time.  
 
They were tools of “discretionary policing,” or laws whose enforcement was based on individual 
officer’s judgment. Although the police did issue tickets to some people engaging in criminal 
activity, many argued that the anti-loitering law allowed prejudiced officers to abuse their 
authority. In 1965, the DPD arrested Moses Wedlow, a leading ACME activist, for ‘loitering’ on 
the sidewalk in a clear case of targeting for his civil rights work. Wedlow challenged the anti-
loitering law as unconstitutional, with the assistance of the ACLU, but the courts rejected his 
lawsuit. 
 
 
 
Now it is time to explore a “Map of Racially Targeted Enforcement of Anti-Loitering Law”. 
Use the questions below to guide your exploration! 
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/d626e10a71f44968ad7ce4ca0bd85ed8#ref-n-DiIfRy  
 
 
This map shows the number of loitering tickets given out in each Detroit Police Department 
precinct during 1965, when the DPD crackdown on ACME intensified. The DPD issues by far 
the most loitering tickets (737) in the 5th Precinct (far right on Detroit's East Side), the station 
closest to ACME headquarters. This indicates that DPD policies were not about fighting crime or 
protecting the Black community, but rather fighting the civil rights movement and criminalizing 
anti-police brutality activists. The DPD's issuance of yet more loitering tickets to ACME 
members is what set off the Kercheval Incident. 
 
 

● What does this set of maps show? (Who, what, when, and where?) 
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● What do the different symbols on the map mean? 

 
 

○ Orange dots -  
 
 
 
 

○ Shades of blue -  
 
 
 
 

● Compare the number of loitering tickets given out in 1965 in the 5th precinct to other 
precincts in the same area. How many tickets were given in each of the following 
precincts? 

○ 5th 
○ 7th 
○ 1st 
○ 15th 
○ 11th 

 
 
 
 

● Based on these numbers, in which precinct did the police most frequently target people 
for loitering?  What might explain this pattern? 
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How did the Kercheval Incident begin? 
 

Take a look at two different accounts of how the Kercheval Incident began and answer the 
questions that follow each source.  
 
Source A: 
Transcript from a 1968 congressional hearing on "Riots, Civil and Criminal Disorders," 
conducted by the right-wing Senate Subcommittee on Investigations in March 1968. The 
hearing, held in Detroit eight months after the 1967 Uprising, sought to prove that a conspiracy 
of Black radicals had caused that violent event and also pursued a theory that the same radicals 
had incited the Kercheval "Mini-Riot." The Senate subcommittee called Detective Lt. William 
McCoy, who was in charge of the Demonstration Detail of the DPD's Special Investigation 
Bureau, its main political surveillance unit. 
 

 
● What claims does the account make? 

 
 
 
 

● How does the document’s language communicate the speaker’s perspective?  
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Source B:  
On August 18, 1966, a new coalition called Citizens for Fair Law Enforcement published "Who 
Started the Kercheval Street 'Riot'' as a paid advertisement in the Detroit Free Press. People 
Against Racism, the white radical group started by former ACME member Frank Joyce, created 
this account based on the statements provided by ACME-AAYM members who were arrested 
and their experiences with the multi-year police harassment campaign. 

 
 



 

13 

 
https://policing.umhistorylabs.lsa.umich.edu/s/detroitunderfire/item/1406  
 
 

● What claims does the account make? 
 
 
 
 

● How does the document’s language communicate the speaker’s perspective?  
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Consider these questions after looking at both sources. 
 
 

● These documents agree that…  
 
 
 
 
 
 

● They disagree about… 
 
 
 
 
 
 

● Which document do you think is most reliable? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

● How do you think the Kercheval incident began, based on your reading of these two 
accounts?  
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Who was Alvin Harrison? 
 
You are going to take a close look at one of the leaders of ACME and AAYM during the 
Kercheval Incident.  
 
Alvin Harrison was the young new leader of the Afro-American Youth Movement. Harrison, born 
in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1940, moved to Detroit from New York City in May 1965, quickly 
became an ACME and AAYM leader in the campaign against police brutality. 
 
Read through this primary source and answer the following questions.  
 
This primary source is an excerpt from a Detroit Police Department document, “Information on 
Meeting Held at Central Methodist Church” on August 20, 1966 - about a week after the 
Kercheval Incident. It details Alvin Harrison’s speech at a mass meeting held by Citizens for Fair 
Law Enforcement in response to the recent police violence, witnessed by a DPD informant. 
Alvin Harrison, the AAYM director, is speaking here. 
 
https://policing.umhistorylabs.lsa.umich.edu/files/original/3d4402b8bf474f8295d623867995e79f14362fe8.
pdf (p.10-12) 

 
● What is Alvin Harrison’s perspective on the role of violence in policing? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

● He believes the Black community’s response to this police action should be… 
 
 
 
 
 
 

● What is Harrison’s message to the audience?  
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Now you will read some additional information about Alvin Harrison… 
 
It is clear that the DPD and FBI had at least one informant embedded within ACME-
AAYM. Consider the following evidence that Alvin Harrison was one of the agent 
provocateurs in ACME-AAYM.  
 
(1) Local and federal law enforcement had information about ACME-AAYM that they could not 
have gathered from outside the organization. The DPD displayed detailed knowledge of ACME-
AAYM activities and internal conversations since 1965, and of some of the group's individual 
members since 1963. 
 
(2) There was no record of Alvin Harrison before or after his time in ACME-AAYM. Frank 
Joyce, the first ACME director, recounted Harrison “sort of showed up out of nowhere” in the 
spring of 1965. Joyce says it was “strange when he showed up and strange when he 
disappeared” just as suddenly. Additionally, Harrison’s name does not appear in any of the DPD 
documents and FBI surveillance files of Detroit activists that have been reviewed. It was 
standard operating procedure for the FBI and other surveillance units to hide or omit the names 
of their undercover agents, or to use code numbers instead of names in these reports.  
 
(3) Harrison disappeared from Detroit, and disappeared almost completely from archives and 
newspaper databases, in October 1967, with announcement of his membership on the New 
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Detroit Committee, except for the brief notation in March 1969 that he lived in Cleveland and 
took a plea deal that resulted in no punishment for charges associated with the Kercheval 
Incident. It is, of course, possible that his name was not even Alvin Harrison. 
 
(4) Alvin Harrison’s comrades and fellow activists came to suspect that he was an informant or 
government agent. Frank Joyce, the first ACME director, responded unprompted in an interview 
that he and several African American activists who worked with Harrison still believe that, “Al 
Harrison is our number one suspect for being an agent”. General Baker, a black radical from the 
League of Revolutionary Black Workers, regularly stated that he suspected Alvin Harrison of 
being an undercover police spy.  
 
(5) Detective Lt. William McCoy was in charge of the Demonstration Detail of DPD’s Special 
Investigation Bureau which conducted surveillance on civil rights and Black Power organizations 
and activists, among other “intelligence gathering” activities. McCoy was called to testify in a 
March 1968 congressional hearing conducted by a US Senate committee that sought to prove 
that a conspiracy of black radicals had caused a violent uprising in Detroit in 1967. 
 
Detective McCoy told a story about an unnamed leader in ACME-AAYM, presumably Alvin 
Harrison, inciting a riot and urging black activists to shoot the police. He gave detailed accounts 
from DPD surveillance records with direct quotations calling for armed resistance over a two-
year period by an unnamed leader, presumably Harrison, but again declined to name him. He 
later named Harrison with extensive knowledge of his life history but asserted that the DPD 
"cannot tell you why" charges against him were still pending despite the abundance of evidence 
against him. Many others arrested during the Kercheval incident were charged and convicted. 
There are only three plausible explanations for why McCoy would act in such a way:  
 

1. The DPD or its undercover informant fabricated  (made up) evidence to justify the law 
enforcement drive to crush the Afro-American Youth Movement.  

2. Harrison was a genuine radical who decided to turn on his AAYM colleagues after his 
arrest during the Kercheval Incident, or possibly after a previous DPD arrest, and 
cooperated with the police and prosecutors by providing evidence against his friends 
and allies.  

3. The third, most likely, explanation is that Harrison was the main FBI spy. Evidence 
suggests he was the undercover agent provocateur for the DPD's Demonstration Detail 
and Special Investigation Bureau who was asked to encourage violent attacks on law 
enforcement so that the Detroit Police Department would have a legal reason to target 
ACME and AAYM for their civil rights activities. They also sought a legal reason for 
making mass arrests to “subdue” the Kercheval Mini-Riot before it spiraled out of control, 
and a legal reason to crush ACME-AAYM and its leadership of the most effective 
grassroots anti-police brutality movement in the city. This conclusion does not rule out 
the possibility of additional undercover FBI/DPD informants in ACME-AAYM. 

 
In the end, whether or not Alvin Harrison or someone else was the undercover FBI/DPD 
informant is less important than the definitive evidence that the Detroit Police 
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Department utilized one or more FBI spies who had infiltrated ACME and AAYM. These 
undercover agents or police informants allowed the Detroit Police Department to frame 
these direct-action protest organizations as advocates of violence against law 
enforcement, in order to justify the Kercheval crackdown and the conspiracy charges 
that effectively ended ACME-AAYM as a powerful community-based movement against 
police violence and oppression of African Americans in Detroit.  
 
 
Now consider…  

 
● How might the circumstances under which Alvin Harrison was involved with these 

organizations affect your understanding of his response? 
 
 
 
 

● Based on the background information, I understand this document differently because . . 
. 

 
 
 
 

● Despite his motives, do you still believe what Alvin Harrison said was true?  
 
 
 
 
 

● Think back to what we know about COINTELPRO. How is that program reflected in what 
the DPD did here?  

 


