
 

 

 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 
 

 

 
  

 3. 

THE PEOPLE’S FREE MEDICAL CLINICS 

Patients don’t get a political rap before they see a physi-
cian[,] but the very existence of the clinic is political. 

—Volunteer, People’s Free Medical Clinic,  
“The Free Clinics; Ghetto Care Centers 

Struggle to Survive,” American Medical News 

A
February 1970 issue of the Black Panther featured two articles that 
dramatized how mainstream medicine could fail poor commu-
nities. One account told of the untimely death of James Anthony 

Nero, an African American infant, in Brooklyn, New York. Suffering 
from fever and chest congestion, James was taken to the emergency 
room of a local hospital. Doctors “hurriedly” examined the baby and al-
legedly sent him home with medication, but without a proper diagnosis.1 

Several days later, James was discovered unconscious by his mother, 
Hattie. Taken again to the emergency room, the infant was pronounced 
dead on arrival. He was four months old. A photograph of baby James in 
his tiny casket accompanied the story.2 

The Black Panther piece conjectured that getting “to the essence of 
James’ tragic death” necessitated a consideration of the “circumstances 
surrounding it.” Criticism was especially heaped on the failed social ser-
vice system: the Black Panthers’ account of this incident underscored 
the fact that the Nero family lived in Brownsville, a Brooklyn neighbor-
hood so neglected by municipal services that “garbage piled up,” attract-
ing “rats, mice, roaches.” The diagnosis that had allegedly eluded James 
Nero’s doctors was then ventured by the Party; the newspaper declared 
that “pneumonia and flu viruses [run] rampant” in impoverished set-
tings such as this.3 

A second article employed anecdotal vignettes to depict the dismal 
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state of healthcare services for the underprivileged in the Bay Area. Shin-
ing a light on the disrespectful, unprofessional, and even authoritar-
ian encounters between physicians and their patients at San Francisco 
General—a public, teaching hospital affiliated with the University of 
California—the piece’s unnamed author declared that this public fa-
cility should not be regarded as “a charity hospital because there is no 
charity practiced there.”4 Represented as typical of this hospital were 
patient–doctor interactions such as the one described here: “The in-
tern who examines you at first at least says hello, but the resident who 
comes in to check up on him hurts you and ignores you. He talks to 
you as though you weren’t there.”5 Affronts to women seeking repro-
ductive healthcare at S.F. General received extended consideration in 
the article in its portrayal of the many hurdles and indignities faced by 
a hypothetical impoverished, pregnant everywoman of color, who was 
getting by with Medicaid assistance. Shuttled between prurient social 
workers and public health nurses, poorly managed municipal health fa-
cilities, and callous physicians depicted as lobbying expectant mothers 
to choose abortions over childbirth—and waiting for hours to be seen in 
each instance—poor women’s pursuit of maternal care was presented 
as a frustrating, coercive, and demeaning affair.6 

The article spins out from these vignettes to a broader critique of 
the medical–industrial complex: 

The drug companies, the doctors, the insurance companies and the 
equipment suppliers take in huge profits from private hospitals . . . 
[because] they don’t have to deal with the . . . poor people in this city. 
The Department of Public Health is in collusion with these doctors, 
with the health industry, with the Chamber of Commerce, because 
it maintains an undersupplied, drastically understaffed, overpoliced, 
over-social- worked institution—San Francisco General Hospital, which 
has no respect whatsoever for the privacy and dignity of people who 
have no choice but to use it.7 

This account closes with a rallying cry for support for the Party’s own 
healthcare facilities. “Our people are dying of medical miscare—we 
must all work to make the People’s Free Health Clinics a reality.”8 

Running side by side in the newspaper, these two articles encapsu-
lated the activists’ interpretation of the challenges confronting medically 
underserved communities, including inadequate facilities, negligent 
care, and paternalistic (and sexist) interactions with medical authorities. 
More particularly, dealing as they did with the pragmatics of healthcare 
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access, the newspaper accounts offered ready justification for forming 
the Party’s own clinics. An announcement celebrating the recent open-
ing of a PFMC in Berkeley underscored the necessity of the Panthers’ 
alternative institutions: 

We have initiated a Free Health Clinic to combat the health prob-
lems which exist among poor and oppressed people. We realize that 
a person’s health is his most valuable possession. We also realize that 
health care and inadequate facilities can be used as a tool to perpe-
trate genocide against a people. We know that as long as the oppres-
sor controls the institutions within our oppressed communities, we 
will be subjected to institutionalized genocide whether it comes from 
inadequate housing, the barrel of a pig’s shotgun, or from inadequate 
medical attention. . . . [We] must create institutions within our com-
munities that are controlled and maintained by the people.9 

In April 1970 Bobby Seale issued an organizationwide directive that 
all Party chapters establish local, free healthcare facilities. Called the 
People’s Free Medical Clinics, the resulting clinics became the infra-
structure for the Party’s health programs.10 

Bobby Seale at the Bobby Seale Free Medical Clinic in Berkeley. In 1970 Seale man-
dated that all party chapters establish a People’s Free Medical Clinic. This PFMC was 
renamed for George Jackson in the summer of 1971. Courtesy of It’s About Time Black 
Panther Party Archive. 
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Having established in chapter 2 why health politics came to be im-
portant to the Party’s activism—and how this politics evolved from a 
confluence of founding principles, political ideology, and tactical exi-
gency—I illustrate its breadth in this chapter and the two that follow. 
Here I describe the formation of the organization’s network of health 
clinics. How did Party chapters convert Seale’s 1970s mandate into local 
institutions? What hurdles did Party members confront in creating clin-
ics? How did the PFMCs evince the Panthers’ social health perspective? 

In the early 1970s creating alternative healthcare facilities, if a 
radical act, was not a radically new idea. Nor was the idea for the PFMCs 
crafted out of whole cloth by the Panther leadership. The formation of 
the clinics reflected, on the one hand, a tradition of African American 
institution building as a form of recourse to health inequality. On the 
other, the Panther clinics were part of a broader New Left activism scene 
in which establishing independent clinics became a calling card of the 
radical health movement.11 

The inspiration for the PFMCs, however, also arose directly from 
the Panthers’ inimitable political perspective. With its clinics, the Party 
sought to remedy the lack of sufficient, affordable, and respectful health-
care services for the disadvantaged, who were often relegated to teaching 
hospitals and their often inexperienced staff. These sites also provided 
trustworthy alternatives for the vulnerable poor who were especially at 
risk for medical discrimination, ranging from disrespectful or incompe-
tent treatment to unethical experimentation, in both private and public 
healthcare settings. As community-based operations, the Panther clin-
ics offered a local option in contrast to health facilities that were often 
at great distances from black communities. Norma Armour described 
the spatial segregation and psychic distance—that served as a hurdle to 
healthcare access in Los Angeles—in this way: 

You know, in those days, we didn’t travel far. I never went west of 
Western Avenue, if I even went that far. Maybe Vermont Avenue. I 
don’t think I went west of Vermont until I was in college. . . . USC 
General Hospital was all the way in East L.A. That’s where you had 
to go [if you were poor or uninsured]. No car? Then you met some-
body for a ride or said “let’s get on the bus and get over there.”12 

Offering services at no cost to clients, the clinics were also imagined as 
an alternative to profit-driven healthcare. 

In addition, the PFMCs were experiments in a different culture 
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of healthcare; medical authority was demystified at the clinics, as lay 
people—including many of the Panthers—were vital to their operation. 
The Party, like other radical health activists, valorized this nonexpert 
wisdom from members of the community, both patients and volun-
teers, who brought valuable experience and knowledge to the clinic. In 
this same vein, at Party clinics volunteer medical professionals trained 
community health workers to provide basic healthcare; this transmis-
sion of expert knowledge was central to the Panthers’ health politics.13 

Thus in addition to offering needed treatment, the clinics also embod-
ied the Party’s critique of medical authority, professionalization, and the 
medical–industrial complex. At the same time, because health activism 
of the kind that the Party was engaged in depended on forms of exper-
tise, the operation of the clinics would have been impossible without 
collaboration with its trusted experts, such as members of the MCHR. 
As the Panthers’ health work bore out, the Party did not reject medicine 
outright; rather, it sought to provide and model respectful and reliable 
medical practice. 

The clinics also served as a broad base of operation for the Party in 
at least two ways. First, the PFMCs were the organizational and adminis-
trative infrastructure for its platform of health initiatives. Second, given 
the Panthers’ attention to the “circumstances surrounding” illness, in 
the case of baby James and more generally, their brick-and- mortar clin-
ics were unsurprisingly also put to the purpose of broader social welfare 
needs. In keeping with the Party’s social health prerogative, its clinics 
were ecumenical spaces in which medical care was the central but not 
the sole aim; the PFMCs had wide- ranging missions. Local residents 
could receive assistance from a “patient advocate”—a Party member 
or volunteer—on such matters as physical health, housing issues, and 
legal aid. In this way, the clinics were also bases of operation for the 
Panthers’ wider “serve the people” agenda. This interpersonal support 
epitomized the advocacy the Party hoped to provide on a larger social 
scale. The clinics embodied a critique of mainstream social programs 
and the medical care system by exposing what Huey P. Newton called 
the “contradiction” between what the Panthers could accomplish with 
will and few resources and what the state did not accomplish with much 
more. Material embodiments of the Party’s critique of both the health-
care state and the commodification of medicine, “the very existence of” 
the PFMCs was “political,” as a staffer at the Chicago chapter’s clinic 
declared.14
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Clinic Culture and the Radical Health Movement 

To fully realize its health politics, the Party worked with others to put 
these theories into action. Somewhat unique among modes of political 
mobilization, health activism may require mastery of biomedical infor-
mation or the acquisition of technical skills and, therefore, frequently 
involves collaboration between activists and persons with expertise in 
medicine and science.15 The Panthers partnered with health activists 
who were able to impart the knowledge necessary to administer Party 
initiatives and who also shared its commitment to patient empower-
ment to demystify medicine, to the deprofessionalization of medical 
practice, and to a conception of healthcare as a human right, rather than 
a commodity. 

Others in the radical health movement aided the Party in develop-
ing its health politics, including medical professionals who supported 
its work but were not affiliated with the group, for example, Tolbert Small 
and members of social movement organizations such as the MCHR 
and the Student Health Organization.16 Both the MCHR and the SHO 
regarded community health service as central to their missions; the 
MCHR, in particular, played a key role in advancing the Party’s health-
based activism.17 Notably, these activist–professionals often came to the 
aid of the Panthers themselves, serving as personal physicians to cadre. 
In turn, the Panthers helped these activists realize their own political 
aims to assist medically underserved communities by allowing health 
workers entrée into those communities most in need of their assistance. 
In addition to linking volunteer experts and underprivileged groups, 
as former Harlem Panther Cleo Silvers explained to me, the Party also 
sought to “reeducate” the medical professionals who partnered with 
them by exposing them to the ideas of Mao Zedong, Frantz Fanon, and 
other political thinkers.18 These writings helped convey the Party’s po-
litical perspective to its collaborators. Collective reading of these works 
also helped communicate the life perspective of the mostly black and 
poor lay activists to their mostly white and elite allies. Stressing the ne-
cessity of this second objective, Silvers explained, “essentially . . . people 
in the medical establishment . . . come from privileged backgrounds 
and, usually they don’t have a clue as to the culture of the people they 
are supposed to be treating. They didn’t understand what our conditions 
were.”19 The political reeducation that the Party required of its expert 
collaborators was intended to build a bridge of understanding. 
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The Party’s clinics must be understood in the context of the “neigh-
borhood health centers,” “community health centers,” or “community 
clinics” movement that was also taking place during this time.20 In addi-
tion to the Panthers, the radical health movement of the 1970s included 
feminist groups; hippie counterculturalists; leftists such as Students for 
a Democratic Society and Health/PAC; politicized medical professionals 
and students, including the MCHR and the SHO; and the Party’s allies 
in the “rainbow coalition,” most notably, the Young Lords Party.21 This 
multifaceted radical health community was a decentralized aggregate of 
groups, collectives, and organizations with distinct missions that sought 
to transform medicine, institutionally and interpersonally. In keeping 
with the DIY spirit of the era, the activists enacted the better world they 
imagined by establishing their own independent healthcare initiatives 
and institutions; the radical health movement modeled practices that, 
in the slogan of the Berkeley Free Clinic—a Party collaborator—valued 
“Health Care for People Not Profit.”22 

Boston’s Franklin Lynch PFMC, located in a trailer parked on a city street. Clinics varied 
by chapter and according to each chapter’s resources. Courtesy of It’s About Time Black 
Panther Party Archive. 
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This mission was frequently manifested as activist-run no-cost 
or low-cost clinics, such as the Panthers’ PFMCs. Consistent with the 
period’s antiauthoritarian zeitgeist, activists encouraged patients to 
have a voice in the medical encounter and urged laypeople to claim the 
mantle of expertise by taking a hand in their healthcare—and, some-
times, in producing medical knowledge as well. The democratization 
of both medical practice and biomedical knowledge, often in the clinic 
setting, was a tactical cornerstone of radical health politics. Members of 
the radical health movement worked in solidarity—and sometimes, in 
tandem—to provide inexpensive alternatives to mainstream medicine. 
The free and low-cost clinics that were founded to fulfill the healthcare 
needs of underserved groups reached a critical mass in the early 1970s.23 

By 1972 this phenomenon was considerable enough to spur the forma-
tion of the National Free Clinic Council. The council’s first meeting, 
held that same year in Washington, D.C., was attended by over eight 
hundred activists, representing more than two hundred health facili-
ties across the United States.24 The majority of these clinics were orga-
nized by and served feminist and minority groups like the Party.25 

Although communities and collectives had long established their 
own medical facilities in response to nonexistent or inadequate health-
care services—African Americans’ efforts to establish healthcare facili-
ties in the early twentieth century is a case in point—this renaissance 
in alternative-institution making was more immediately inspired by the 
health programs launched as a part of the Freedom Summer initiative 
in 1964.26 This renaissance flowered alongside the free clinic movement 
that arose from hippie culture in San Francisco beginning in 1967.27 

The network of activist relationships and collaborations that arose from 
these developments became the scaffolding for the broader radical health 
movement. 

The emergence of activist- run health facilities such as the Panthers’ 
PFMCs was deeply influenced by Freedom Summer. In some cases, the 
link was direct: both Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown, each of 
whom went on to serve roles in the Party as honorary prime minister and 
minister of justice, respectively, participated in the Freedom Summer as 
members of SNCC.28 For this campaign, SNCC joined forces with the 
politicized health workers of the MCHR because, as the historian John 
Dittmer notes, its leadership recognized that the arrival of thousands of 
activists from the North to Mississippi would “increase the level of vio-
lence in the state.”29 Doctors, nurses, surgeons, medical and nursing 
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students, pharmacists and lab technicians, and others were therefore 
needed to provide emergency medical treatment and “attention for prob-
lems resulting from stress” in addition to tending to “normal ailments.”30 

As summer faded, so too did this particular SNCC campaign, but the 
struggles for racial justice and health equality intensified. MCHR mem-
bers were stirred further to action by their experiences in Mississippi. 
Several of these volunteers, including the physicians Alvin Pouissant and 
H. Jack Geiger, continued to work with the poor in the South.31 In the 
period immediately after Freedom Summer, the MCHR was thus trans-
formed from “medical presence” for southern civil rights struggles to 
“the medical arm of the New Left,” mostly in the urban North and East.32 

In this latter capacity, the MCHR became a vital player in the radical 
health community, helping the Panthers, the Young Lords Party, femi-
nist groups, and others to staff (and, in some cases, coordinate) clinics 
and other healthcare projects as it extended its efforts to other regions of 
the United States.33 Following Freedom Summer, Geiger would play a 
prominent role in the development of the federal community clinic pro-
gram. With more than one million dollars in funding from the Office 
of Economic Opportunity, he established successful clinics in Bayou 
Mound, Mississippi, and Boston. The facilities that Geiger spearheaded 
were a source of inspiration for the Party. In Branch’s words, Boston 
“had a wonderful clinic plan that we wanted to adopt.”34 

On top of the formative influence of the Freedom Summer health 
programs and projects closely modeled on them, the model of San Fran-
cisco counterculturalists, who instituted primary healthcare services 
during the so-called Summer of Love, encouraged the growth of the  
health radical clinic network. Hippies, who came to the city by the tens 
of thousands for several weeks beginning in 1967 to “turn on, tune in 
[and] drop out,” in LSD-enthusiast Timothy Leary’s memorable phras-
ing, were in need of care that could be delivered inexpensively and in 
a nonjudgmental setting for drug- related illnesses, sexually transmit-
ted diseases, and other ailments. The counterculture free clinic was the 
brainchild of Dr. David Smith, an internist at the University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco Medical Center.35 The creation in June 1967 of the 
first such facility, the Haight- Ashbury Free Clinic, was, in Smith’s words, 
“a political statement . . . [about] inadequacies in the health care delivery 
system.”36 This clinic begot others sponsored by counterculturalists and 
members of the New Left, including many in the Bay Area such as the 
still- functioning Berkeley Free Clinic, and added both substance and 
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velocity to health radicals’ drive to develop alternative healthcare sites as 
a form of political critique. Berkeley and its surrounding communities 
became major sites of health politics in the 1970s. The former Panther 
Armour, who worked in the Party’s clinics in both Southern and North-
ern California, recalls that the Bay Area was home to an active “health 
consortium” of which the Panthers, the Berkeley Free Clinic, feminist 
health collectives, and other members of the local radical health move-
ment were members.37 

Trusted Experts 
Consistent with its vanguardist principles, the Party viewed and rep-
resented itself as standing in for the interests of “the people”—its 
health- underserved urban constituency.38 Like SNCC in the South, the 
Panthers (as well as the Young Lords Party and other groups) necessar-
ily facilitated the community service aspirations of its health radical al-
lies. The Party was a “bio-cultural broker” that mediated between medi-
cally underserved poor, black communities distrustful of mainstream 
medicine and medical expert health radicals, who sought to use their 
skills to bridge health inequality.39 

This trust warrant was symbolically performed in the New Left and 
counterculture health radical communities. Here it was deemed appro-
priate that the appearance of the doctors, nurses, and others working 
with this population more closely resemble their patients than their 
colleagues.40 Patients and practitioners were supposed to “share the 
same values and life styles. . . . Professionals [did] not hide behind the 
symbols of uniforms or authoritarian roles,” observed a report on a San 
Francisco Bay Area free clinic.41 Hippie health workers wore jeans and 
T-shirts under their white coats, if they wore white coats at all. 

The white coat of medical science could have a different connotation 
in black communities. Because the Party worked with populations that 
historically had not had regular contact with medical professionals, the 
white coat, worn by trusted experts, could be a welcome sign of long-
sought access to quality healthcare as well as an emblem of the potential 
excesses of medical power. Accordingly, at the Party’s clinics, commu-
nity volunteers, health workers, and Panther health cadre alike donned 
this symbol of medical science that had evolved from late- nineteenth-
century lab coats.42 

Even if they were not expected to undergo a sartorial transformation, 
activist health professionals who joined forces with the Party were often 
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Wearing a white clinician’s coat with a badge that reads “Black Panther Party 
Community Survival Programs,” Party member Norma Armour made a house call 
to check the result of a TB test given to a girl in Oakland. Courtesy of Steven Shames. 
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Henry “Smitty” Smith was a leader of the Black Panther Party health cadre. At its 
George Jackson PFMC in Berkeley, he conducted electrophoresis analysis for the local 
chapter’s sickle cell anemia program. Courtesy of It’s About Time Black Panther 
Party Archive / Billy X. Jennings. 
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required to participate in political training. For some of the Panthers’ 
allies in the radical health movement, ideological indoctrination was the 
price of trustworthiness, a sign of solidarity. The physician Fitzhugh 
Mullan remembered that during his time as part of the Lincoln Hospital 
Collective in the Bronx, New York, the Panthers and the Young Lords 
Party required that activist doctors take PE classes from them.43 In these 
sessions, works by writers such as Joshua S. Horn, Mao, and Fanon were 
read, scrutinized, and committed to memory.44 Although Mullan grew 
to find the required rote learning of these and other texts pedantic and 
tiresome, he also conveyed that the experiences were important political 
and ideological “stimulants” for himself and other radical health work-
ers.45 The education was mutual. Silvers explained how this reciprocal 
interchange between medical professionals and Panthers worked: 

I was responsible for giving political education to the doctor’s collec-
tive [that] had agreed to work with us . . . [and] they taught us. The 
doctors taught us to use the equipment. We didn’t come up with these 
ideas about the results of the ingestion of lead poisoning [by] our-
selves, the doctors who did the research brought the [information] to 
us. We broke it down and explained it to the community and acted on 
it: We did this as a group. We had a doctor, a nurse, and a community 
person and a Young Lord or a Panther.46 

The Party thus held a pivotal place in the radical health community, 
linking the medically underserved and the wider health movement. 
Although the Panthers could count on the assistance of some African 
American health workers such as Branch, at a time when black women 
and men made up a mere fraction of the total number of physicians and 
nurses in the United States, the organization relied heavily on a multi-
racial cast of medical professionals to carry out its preventive healthcare 
projects and other initiatives.47 Concomitantly, the vanguardist Panthers 
facilitated the activities of these and other health radicals among poor 
people of color who were historically neglected by mainstream medicine 
and remained distrustful of it, while also vouching for these trusted 
expert collaborators.48 

The Demystification of Medical Power 
“We are training some of the young people to do laboratory urinalysis 
and blood tests and teams of people from the community are organized 
to canvass the neighborhood and bring the center to the people. . . . 
Our teams take their blood pressure, medical histories, and in general 
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determine if people are suffering from illness.”49 So explained Sylvia 
Woods, a nurse volunteer at the Chicago Party’s clinic in 1970. Through 
such expansions of responsibility for health outreach and medical 
treatment from professionals to community members, the Party put a 
check on medical authority by transforming its standard practice. This 
course of demystification took at least two paths: first, the valoriza-
tion of nonexperts’ experience over physicians’ expert knowledge, and 
second, and related to this, the promotion of the practice of self-help 
healthcare, or “self health.” As with other health radicals (most notably, 
women’s health activists), the Party held that “the people”—be they the 
impoverished, the uninsured, pain sufferers, genetic trait carriers, or 
racialized and gendered bodies—had access to a special and valuable 
perspective on disease and illness. A mode of expertise based on the 
distinctive standpoint or vantage obtained through life encounters and 
personal observations, experiential knowledge was a central tenet of the 
Party’s health politics. This knowledge reflected the premium placed by 
the activists on the potential of community members to be both health 
workers and health educators, building from the standpoint of their own 
lives. The Black Panther organization endeavored to give voice to pa-
tients’ experiences partly by privileging the judgment and perspective 
of those individuals or communities over that of healthcare profession-
als. At Party clinics, health cadre underscored the fact that professional 
volunteers largely served at the pleasure of their patients.50 In free clinic 
examination rooms in Berkeley and elsewhere, patients learned to ask 
questions of the health professionals who treated them; they “frequently 
challenge[d] the behavior of professionals” if they found it to be in-
appropriate and, furthermore, were encouraged to do so.51 Addition-
ally, during the height of the radical health movement, it was not un-
common for health workers to be dismissed from activist-run clinics if 
they were deemed disrespectful to patients.52 “We . . . require[d] the best 
from the doctors,” Armour recollected. “People started complaining 
about . . . one pediatrician that came to work for us. The parents were 
complaining about some things that he said about their kids. . . . Have 
you ever heard of firing a volunteer? I had to tell him we didn’t need his 
services anymore!”53 

This experiential knowledge tack was partly a remedy to what health 
radicals diagnosed as the “built-in racism and male chauvinism” of 
mainstream medicine.54 Medical patriarchy was a concern of feminist 
health radicals in particular, who argued that women too often found 
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the mostly male, mostly white physician cohort typical of this era to be 
“condescending, paternalistic, judgmental and non- informative.”55 The 
Young Lords Party and the Panthers further highlighted the problems 
of racial discrimination and class inequality inherent in the medical 
encounter. 

This ideal of lay expertise among health radicals extended to the 
very exercise of medicine.56 Along with patients’ increased agency, at its 
healthcare clinics the Party encouraged the transfer of technical skills 
from health professionals to nonexperts. Activists and patients alike en-
gaged in larger and more active roles in a quite literal sense, taking the 
provision and delivery of healthcare services “into their own hands.”57 

These self- health activities included and could also well exceed the 
bounds of what might be expected to transpire at typically rudimentary 
clinic settings. 

Self-health was an important and transformative practice among 
feminist health radicals. The work of the women’s health centers com-
prised not only rape counseling, birth control services, midwifery, and 
such “self-help gynecology” as cervical self-examination but also obstet-
ric procedures and, in some rare cases, abortions.58 The Panther health 
cadre also engaged in self- help reproductive health practices alongside 
local community members. ”Know your body, know thyself. Own your 
own speculum. Do your own examinations,” Armour remembered. She 
continued, “We practiced doing Pap smears on each other. And then, 
we sent them to the lab [for results].”59 This would prove a life-saving 
practice for Armour, who was able to detect her own cervical cancer at 
an early stage. “Had I not been doing [self-examination], I might not 
even be here today,” Armour revealed to me.60 

Self-health was even promoted by those health radicals with the 
most to lose—credentialed healthcare workers like the Party’s collabo-
rators Woods, Branch, and Terry Kupers, an MCHR physician, whose 
professional authority was challenged by this realignment of power. 
While radical physicians and students of nursing and medicine could be 
deeply committed to their professional identities, many also recognized 
that systematic change in medicine was long overdue.61 For example, in 
a September 1971 “position paper on national healthcare,” the MCHR 
recommended that health facilities, including clinics, hospitals, and 
medical schools, should be administered by trained health workers as 
well as “community-worker councils” made up of “patients and health 
workers.”62
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Seale conjectured that self- health also planted seeds of political 
transformation. “Another aspect of the ‘survival programs’ is that we 
have drawn a good many community people into them. . . . We are now 
training community people to do sickle cell anemia testing. The people 
themselves have become very involved in running these programs. . . . 
At some point or another, the people can actually choose to defend . . . 
those clinics that they know they have a right to as decent human be-
ings.”63 For the Party, then, in addition to providing concrete medical 
services, lay expertise also represented revolutionary possibility. Self-
health was thus a multivalent tactic that provided real benefits, demysti-
fied medical authority, and as Seale suggested, potentially exposed both 
the deficiencies and the priorities of the U.S. welfare state. 

Clinics for the People 

In the spring of 1970 Seale ordered that community service work of 
all Party chapters should minimally consist of a Free Breakfast for 
Children Program and a health clinic. This directive was partly an ef-
fort at centralization responding to the fact that as the Panthers gained 
national notoriety, Party chapters were springing up across the United 
States (and internationally), sometimes without permission or oversight 
from the organization’s leadership. More importantly, for the purposes 
of this discussion, this mandate confirmed health politics as a core ele-
ment of the Panthers’ work. 

With the formal establishment of a national network of PFMCs, 
health politics came to have an integral role in the Party’s plan to “serve 
the people, body and soul.” The plan to expand the clinic program was 
first announced by the Party’s minister of education Ray “Masai” Hewitt 
at a press conference in the fall of 1969.64 PFMCs were launched as early 
as 1968 in several cities, including Kansas City, Missouri; Chicago; and 
Seattle, with Portland following suit in 1969.65 The Los Angeles chap-
ter’s Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter Clinic, located in the Watts neighbor-
hood, opened in late December 1969.66 Soon after the clinic mandate was 
handed down, Panther clinics were launched in New York, Cleveland, 
Boston, Winston- Salem, and Philadelphia.67 The New Haven clinic, lo-
cated at 27 Dixwell Avenue, opened in February 1971. The Party medical 
clinic located closest to its Oakland headquarters—the Berkeley-based 
Bobby Seale PFMC (later renamed for George Jackson)—would not open 
until April 1971.68 The Party headquarters opened its clinic after several 
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A flyer announces the opening of the Bobby Seale PFMC in Berkeley in April 1971. This 
Black Panther Party headquarters clinic was established later than some of the other 
clinics. Courtesy of It’s About Time Black Panther Party Archive / Billy X. Jennings. 
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other chapters had formed PFMCs. Small, an African American phy-
sician who volunteered with the Party, recounted that “it was kind of 
an embarrassment for the Oakland chapter of the Black Panther Party 
that although the Party had free clinics . . . they didn’t have one in the 
Oakland area. So . . . we got together with the Berkeley branch of the 
Panther Party and we opened the Berkeley clinic.”69 The Washington, 
D.C., chapter’s clinic was launched in 1973.70 The Panther clinics even-
tually spanned thirteen cities, with New York City and Portland each 
having more than one.71 

As this uneven rollout of the Party clinics implies, although Party 
leadership mandated that all of its chapters establish clinics, it was not 
able to offer direct support toward this end. Thus the clinic mandate— 
that required at the very least a location, equipment, personnel, and 
supplies—presented a great challenge to most chapters and frequently 
required considerable ingenuity on the part of the Party rank and file. 
Formation of clinics in cities throughout the United States necessi-
tated the acquisition and mobilization of many human and economic 
resources, not to mention real estate and supplies. Attempts to set up 
a PFMC in Milwaukee, for example, floundered altogether when the 
chapter disbanded in 1969.72 Hewitt, who held a national position in 
the Party but was based in Los Angeles, acknowledged the difficulties 
the chapters might face in setting up medical clinics: “Finding places 
in underprivileged areas where we can do the job” was difficult.73 This 
being the case, Panther membership often had to repurpose spaces, 
such as storefronts or trailers, by renovating the sites and converting 
them into workable clinics.74 

The challenge of finding sites appropriate for PFMCs was often 
compounded by the fact that clinic real estate often required adequate 
security. Hewitt noted that owing to police harassment of the Black Pan-
thers, safety concerns had to be taken into account. The PFMCs “can’t be 
structured like Harlem Hospital. We have to be conscious of the prob-
lems of sabotage and security,” he expressed in a press interview.75 In 
Seattle the chapter’s headquarters and clinic initially shared the same 
space: an examination table and medical supplies were located a room 
that also contained security paraphernalia, and “sandbags lined the 
walls, boards covered the windows and a couple of rifles leaned against 
a doorway” as defense against a police raid.76 

Of the thirteen Black Panther clinics established during the late 
1960s and early 1970s, all contained examination tables, offered pri-
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Boston’s Franklin Lynch PFMC. Courtesy of It’s About Time Black Panther Party 
Archive / Billy X. Jennings. 

mary healthcare, collaborated with medical professionals, and relied on 
donations of supplies and labor. These PFMCs were decidedly grass-
roots institutions. Each chapter had to garner independently the re-
sources necessary to found a PFMC. The healthcare services offered at 
a given Panther clinic were thus indicative of the resourcefulness of a 
Party chapter, the extent to which the chapter was supported by the sur-
rounding neighborhood, and the availability of local supplies. Portland’s 
Fred Hampton Memorial PFMC, for instance, was the only chapter to 
provide dentistry because it developed a working relationship with an 
area dental school. PFMC services thus both responded to the needs of 
particular communities and relied on their succor.77 

“Woe to he who behaves as though his body were his own.” 
This chapter outlines how the Party operated the clinics that were a 
corner stone of its health politics. Just as the PFMCs were structurally 
necessary to the group’s health interventions, the able hands and healthy 
bodies of its membership were consequential to the organization—and in-
dispensable to its sweeping broader mission. Accordingly, the healthcare 
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access that the Party sought for marginalized communities was also 
essential for the activists, who emerged from the same underserved 
communities. Individual well- being—understood in a social health 
frame—was stressed by the Party. As Armour explained, “We had a 
slogan: ‘Woe to he who behaves as though his body were his own.’ [It 
meant that] your body belongs to the revolution, so you have to take care 
of it.”78 The activists’ healthcare needs were incorporated into the Party’s 
vision for a “people’s medical plan.”79 The proposal for this plan asserted 
that “the maintenance of health among the BPP is presently very low in 
priority”; this state of affairs was characterized as a “contradiction both 
to the aspiration and practice of the liberation struggle.”80 

Panther field marshal Don Cox noted some of the health problems 
that burdened the membership: “Party members have some of the worst 
health in the country. . . . They suffer from inadequate rest, improper 
diet. In New York[,] there are five sisters who are anemic. Two have 
sickle cell anemia. . . . Two brothers have been to the hospital to find out 
why they have been passing out . . . but they’re not being treated.”81 On 
top of this, “ulcers and pneumonia [were] recurrent problems.”82 Some 
of these health problems likely stemmed from the stressful conditions 
under which the activists lived and worked. “There are no part time 
Panthers,” Newton frequently emphasized.83 But it was also the case 
that Party members commonly worked more than full time. 

In addition to the physical toll of Party service, the group’s com-
munal living arrangements could exacerbate the spread of illness. As a 
consequence, the activists developed their own internal public health 
system to contain infectious disease and less serious communicable ill-
nesses. For example, in the early 1970s, the Party’s Oakland Community 
School—where up to three hundred students boarded in dormitories 
during the week—experienced an outbreak of shigella, a highly con-
tagious bacterial infection that typically affects children. To staunch 
the infection’s spread, Armour, Ericka Huggins, and others designated 
one of the Party’s homes as a “quarantine dorm,” where persons with 
shigella were housed until the epidemic passed. There was “a whole 
house,” Armour described. “Everybody that was sick had to go there. 
The doctor would come daily to check that everybody was there, to see 
how they were doing (do cultures, make sure there was no blood in the 
stool, and stuff like that). We had developed really, really good relation-
ships with the physicians.”84 

In the “free love” seventies, the Party also had to contend with the 
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presence of sexually transmitted diseases among its membership. The 
Party developed the “freeze list” to prevent the spread of STDs. The list 
was a public document, and all members were required to keep track of 
the names on it and, by doing so, to play a role in health surveillance: 
Panthers monitored each other to ensure that required medications 
were being taken and that individual behaviors were aligned with the 
goal of a healthy community. Brown relayed the purpose and operation 
of the freeze list in this way: “We decided as an organization that we had 
to take precautions regarding disease, we couldn’t afford to have disease 
in the community.” She continued, “People could call the clinic and ask 
if a certain person was on the list. Women would mostly call about the 
brothers. Don’t be on the list and drinking alcohol [that might counter-
act the effects of the medication]. Norma [Armour] and [Sheba] Haven 
mostly managed the list.”85 To describe someone in the Party—usually a 
man—as “on the freeze” was to say that the person was taking a course 
of medication for treatment of an STD and was therefore not available to 
engage in sexual intercourse. “If a brother was on the freeze, he didn’t 
get ‘any,’” a former Party member elaborated. The list “became institu-
tionalized in the organization,” Brown recounted.86 

Staffing 
The primary responsibility for the staffing of the PFMCs fell to Party 
members. The Washington, D.C., clinic was reportedly run with “the 
part- time efforts of 35 or 40 members.”87 In 1970 the medical staff of the 
Chicago chapter’s clinic consisted of “10 doctors, twelve nurses, and two 
registered technicians” as well as interns “from medical schools around 
the city.”88 In Oakland, for several years, Carol Rucker’s principal re-
sponsibility as a Party member was working as a nurse at the George 
Jackson clinic. Small, the Panthers’ medical adviser, described the staff-
ing arrangement as similar to military service. “Being in the Party was 
a lot like being in the Army,” he observed. “It wasn’t like you chose to do 
something. . . . They would select people to do various things. Some of 
the [members] expressed an interest in working in the clinic, too, which 
is why they got in.”89 The Panther Nelson Malloy, a leader of the Winston-
Salem Party’s health- related programs (and presently a member of the 
city council there) had paramedic training. When the many chapters of 
the Black Panther organization were consolidated at the national head-
quarters beginning in 1970, after Newton’s release from prison, Malloy 
and two members of the South Carolina chapter—his girlfriend, Maria 
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Moore, and Charles Zolacoffer—moved to the Bay Area. (The chapter’s 
other leader, Larry Little, remained in Winston-Salem and became an 
influential local politician.) In Oakland Malloy worked alongside Rucker 
and other Party members at the group’s Berkeley clinic.90 

The Party health cadre was mostly composed of black women. This 
is unsurprising given that Seale estimated that within three years of the 
Party’s founding approximately 60 percent of its members were women 
activists.91 On the national and local level, women filled many of the 
ranks of the Party leadership. They included Elaine Brown, who was 
the Party’s chairperson between 1974 and 1977; Ericka Huggins, who 
was head of the Intercommunal Youth Institute; and Kathleen Cleaver, 
who for several years in the late 1960s was the group’s communication 
secretary and press agent.92 Women’s presence was also considerable 
at the local chapter level. Black women made up about one-third of the 
Portland chapter’s fifty members.93 Additionally, women Panthers often 
organized the Party’s highly successful breakfast programs. 

The labors and leadership of Panther women were also essential to 
the operation of the clinics. Branch, a registered nurse, was “the only 
black medical professional” who volunteered her services in the South-
ern California chapter’s clinic. In New York City the Panther Assata 
Shakur worked in the “medical cadre” of the Harlem chapter under the 
supervision of Joan Bird, a nursing student.94 (Shakur was also involved 
with this chapter’s Liberation School and its Free Breakfast for Children 
Program.) In Washington, D.C., the registered nurse and Party mem-
ber Catherine Showell was the “health coordinator” for that chapter’s 
PFMC.95 New Haven Panthers Frances Carter, Carolyn Jones, and Rose-
mary Mealy are credited with conceiving of and launching the Panther 
free clinic in that city.96 

The historian Tracye Matthews argues that women’s participation 
in the service programs might be regarded as “an extension of ‘tradi-
tional’ roles for women in the family: nurturers, caretakers of children, 
transmitters of morals, etc.”97 These programs fit squarely with conven-
tional ideas of “women’s things” like “feeding children” and “taking 
care of the sick.”98 Matthews’s observations were clearly borne out by 
the Party’s health activism, and it was also the case that women both 
envisioned and led these programs, in addition to making up a large 
percentage of the organization’s rank-and-file membership.99 

A second important source of staff at the PFMCs was volunteer 
medical professionals (e.g., physicians, nurses, pharmacists, lab techni-
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cians, medical technologists, and medical students). The Bay Area op-
tometrist Elichi Tsuchida, for example, in a letter to Newton, offered 
to provide vision care services at the Berkeley PFMC.100 In Seattle stu-
dents and faculty from the University of Washington’s medical school 
volunteered their services and helped the Sydney Miller PFMC obtain 
supplies. 

As the former Panther JoNina Abron noted, “Medical cadres in the 
Party received first aid training,” but “the survival of the health clinics 
depended upon health professional workers such as African American 
physician Tolbert Small, to donate their time.”101 A native of Coldwater, 
Mississippi, Small was reared under Jim Crow. As a young adult, he was 
involved in civil rights activities. He was a member of Friends of SNCC. 
He was also involved with the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party 
and counts serving as a driver for Fannie Lou Hamer when she went on 
fund- raising tours at southern churches as one of the prouder moments 
of his life. Small would also be on hand when Hamer and other mem-
bers of the Freedom Party attempted to unseat the Democratic Party’s 
segregationist delegates and stood vigil with scores of other activists out-
side the Atlantic City convention center. 

Small spent his summers in Mississippi after his family moved 
north. He was educated in Michigan, first at the University of Detroit 
and then at medical school at Wayne State University. It was in 1968 
when the young doctor moved to Oakland to take an internal medicine 
internship and residency at Highland Hospital.102 

Rather than join the Party, Small came to his work with the Black 
Panthers independently and, moreover, initiated what would become a 
long-standing and substantial collaboration with the Party. Soon after 
he began working at Highland, Small offered his assistance to the Party. 
In early 1970, he remembered, “I drove by Grove Street and just left 
my name and said ‘If you ever need a doctor, give me a call. I’m avail-
able.’”103 Never formally a Panther, the doctor helped establish, with the 
Panthers Claudia Grayson and Rucker, the Bobby Seale People’s Free 
Medical Clinic in Berkeley (later renamed after George Jackson) and 
served as its director until 1974. He was also the Party’s medical direc-
tor from 1970 until 1974 and, during this time, supervised its sickle cell 
anemia outreach.104 

In Portland a white organizer and health radical named Jon Moscow 
played a formative role in organizing that chapter’s PFMCs. A former 
member of the Congress of Racial Equality, Moscow became inspired 
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by the work of Health/PAC while working for another organization on 
a report about the New York City hospital system. After he returned to 
Portland to resume college, he formed Health/RAP, “a research and ac-
tion project,” on the model of Health/PAC. Working with the local Party 
leader Kent Ford, Moscow played a formative role in creating the Fred 
Hampton Memorial PFMC.105 

Other trusted experts were often affiliated with the MCHR, which 
was SNCC’s “medical arm” during the Freedom Summer campaign 
of 1964. Some volunteers in the summer program remained in rural 
Mississippi to help cultivate a rudimentary healthcare system. Others 
returned to their places of origin and continued the work they had 
begun in the South closer to home, particularly in urban settings in the 
Northeast, West, and Midwest.106 

The Party gave the MCHR “much credit” for the advisory role the 
health professionals played in the “formulation of its [health] program.107 

Its collaboration with MCHR members was multidimensional and re-
ciprocal; lay and expert radical health activists needed each other both 
in practical and in ideological terms. Party chapters called on members 
of the MCHR when they needed to establish clinics or when they re-
quired medical care. 

Such was the case with the physician Michael Wilkins. Having 
recently completed medical school in the Midwest, Wilkins moved to 
the borough of Staten Island in New York City, where he worked at 
Willowbrook State School, a state institution for mentally disabled chil-
dren.108 At this time he also began attending MCHR meetings with his 
fellow physician and Vietnam veteran David McClanahan.109 Wilkins 
and McClanahan were contacted by Neil Smith, minister of defense for 
the Staten Island Party, about helping that chapter establish a health 
clinic. “He just called us up and said, ‘You know, we heard you work 
with the Medical Committee for Human Rights, and we’d like to know 
if you would work with us and develop a clinic.’”110 Soon after, Wilkins 
signed on; the clinic opened in a storefront on Jersey Street on Staten 
Island, with Wilkins working there at least one evening a week. 

These health professionals also tended to the health of Party mem-
bers. The physician Phillip Shapiro, chair of the prison health commit-
tee of the Bay Area chapter of the MCHR, advocated on behalf of David 
Hilliard when the Panther was incarcerated in the California Medical 
Facility at Vacaville. Shapiro protested “the negligence of medical care 
afforded” to Hilliard and drew attention to his deteriorating health and 
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inadequate treatment, recommending that he “be granted parole at the 
earliest possible date so that necessary therapy not available at the CMF 
might be obtained” from “a physician of his own choice.”111 Small was 
the personal physician to Newton and many Bay Area Party members. 
In this capacity, he visited George Jackson and Angela Davis when they 
were incarcerated. He also treated the rank and file and their children 
for a variety of illnesses, both at the clinic and in their homes.112 

Community volunteers were also important to the functioning of 
the PFMCs. Some of these volunteers were political progressives who 
had training in the health professions; others were laypeople. Party  
members and lay volunteers at the Chicago and Berkeley clinics were 
taught by health professionals and more experienced nonexpert volun-
teers to take medical histories, vital signs, and blood pressure, and to do 
lab work, including urine and blood analysis.113 “We would train them 
to work to some extent like paramedics or physician’s assistants,” Small 
explained.114 “We actually trained some of the women to do pelvic [ex-
aminations] and gonorrhea screening. . . . You had a lot of sharp people 
who learned things very quickly.”115 In some instances this training was 
quite extensive; some of the individuals trained at the Portland clinics, 
for example, reportedly developed skills that sufficiently prepared them 
to work as lab technicians and dental assistants.116 

Volunteers and health cadre did administrative work in the clinics 
as well. They were in charge of the day-to-day operations, from mak-
ing phone calls, doing clerical work, and receiving and organizing sup-
plies to scheduling patient appointments; scheduling doctors, nurses, 
technicians, and other volunteers; arranging referrals to other clinics, 
hospitals, or medical specialists as necessary; keeping patient records; 
and doing basic lab tests.117 Survey teams of volunteers also made home 
visits during which they recruited members of the community to come 
to the clinic for health services.118 

In administering its clinics, the Party valorized the experiential 
knowledge of “the people” by transmitting technical skills from medi-
cal professionals to laypersons and, in doing so, sought to empower 
communities.119 The Los Angeles PFMC, for example, invited “doctors, 
nurses, pharmacists and other medical technicians to donate their time 
and skills,” emphasizing that these volunteers would also train commu-
nity members in first aid and basic medicine so that the clinics could “be 
turned over to the people because all programs and institutions should 
be controlled by the people and run as they would have them run.”120 
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Similarly, an article for the second of two clinics in Portland founded by 
that Party chapter explained that the People’s Health Clinic would “ini-
tially . . . be run jointly by the Black Panther Party and HEALTH-RAP; 
[but] as soon as possible, control will be handed over to the black and 
white communities.”121 

Clinic staff worked rotating schedules, often balancing clinic du-
ties with paid work, schoolwork, or home responsibilities. The clinics 
were typically open in the afternoon and evenings—when the people 
they served were most likely to be able to come to them. The Portland 
and Seattle clinics were open for three or four hours a day on most 
weekday evenings.122 The Los Angeles clinic initially opened all day on 
Saturdays.123 By 1971 the booming Chicago Spurgeon “Jake” Winters 
PFMC claimed fourteen hundred registered patients and averaged more 
than fifty patients per week (although it was not open every day).124 In 
1970 Portland’s Fred Hampton Memorial PFMC claimed a substantial 
staff that included “27 doctors, plus nurses and medical students.”125 

The Berkeley clinic, staffed by Small and other medical and com-
munity volunteers, was open several days a week, mostly during the 
evening.126 “The clinic hours were supposed to start around six. But  
sometimes Dr. Small wouldn’t get there until ten because he was com-
ing from his job at Highland Hospital. So, if we were busy, the clinic 
would be open until midnight or one or two in the morning. Besides 
the evening clinics, we had weekend clinics. . . . Whenever [health work-
ers] were available, that’s when we had the clinic,” explained Armour.127 

Twice a week, during the day, this site offered pediatric services with 
the help of medical residents from nearby Oakland Children’s Hospital. 
This clinic opened every day of the week, even when expert volunteers 
were not present. “If the doctor wasn’t there, we were open for health 
education and referral information,” Armour said. “When things were 
slow at the clinic we used to practice on each other. . . . I learned to draw 
blood, give injections. . . . We also learned to do Pap smears. . . . We used 
to have people at the clinic who were corpsmen in the Vietnam War and 
they taught us a lot,” she recalled.128 At the Los Angeles PFMC, Branch 
and Kupers worked in the clinic themselves and solicited assistance 
for the clinics from their UCLA colleagues. “I would have people from 
work . . . nursing friends and some of my [other] friends, come and help 
the clinic,” Branch recalled.129 

When plans for the organization’s clinics were just getting under 
way, Hewitt publicly declared that getting “‘personnel is no problem.’ . . . 
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Flyer advertising that the Seattle PFMC was open four evenings each week. Courtesy of 
Black Heritage Society of Washington State. 

Offers [from] volunteer medicals ‘are pouring in.’”130 Many of the Black 
Panther medical clinics were indeed well-staffed and many prospered, 
with a handful of these remaining open well into the late 1970s. How-
ever, for other chapters, the staffing hurdle sometimes proved too steep 
at times or was altogether debilitating. The Kansas City Party’s Bobby 
Hutton Community Clinic opened in August 1969. Yet by several 
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accounts, the clinic was barely operable by 1970 and offered screen-
ing only for sickle cell and high blood pressure on an ad hoc basis.131 

Staffing issues frustrated this chapter’s efforts. The MCHR members 
and Wilkins, who had collaborated with Staten Island Panthers in the 
formation of its clinic before moving to the Midwest in late 1971, made 
several unsuccessful attempts to help Pete O’Neal, the leader of the  
Kansas City Party, “find a . . . radical doctor that would run the clinic.”132 

Despite great effort, the Houston Black Panthers’ struggles to start a 
medical clinic were utterly thwarted by a potent combination of lim-
ited human and financial resources and relentless police repression 
that diminished the group’s ranks and the support of the surrounding 
communities.133 

Even the Seattle chapter, which ran one of the more successful clin-
ics, the Sidney Miller PFMC, also experienced “staffing problems.” 
These issues were attributed to health professionals’ waning interest 
after the novelty of the effort had worn off and the fact that working in 
the “inner city” was inconvenient for some physicians based at subur-
ban medical practices and hospitals.134 This made the clinic’s services 
unreliable. According to former Seattle Party head Elmer Dixon, “Some-
times we had a roomful of patients waiting to be seen and the doctor 
wouldn’t be there.”135 

Donations and Supplies 
The equipment necessary to operate the PFMCs was begged, borrowed, 
purchased, scavenged, and sometimes just appeared on the doorstep.136 

Businesses, churches, and other organizations provided financial sup-
port for the Party’s health programs. Pharmaceutical companies donated 
drugs to the Black Panther clinics in Oregon.137 Corporate donations 
were similarly an important source of support for the Seattle chapter.138 

Kupers, who helped shape the Los Angeles chapter’s Bunchy Carter 
People’s Free Medical Clinic, and Small sought donations from medi-
cal supply and pharmaceutical companies on behalf of the Panthers. 
Small personally solicited donations from Bay Area medical and labora-
tory supply companies, including Bischoff’s Medical and Libby Lab.139 

The pastor of St. Matthew’s Roman Catholic Church in Brooklyn, New 
York, held a benefit featuring a Trinidadian steel drum band to support 
the local Party chapter’s clinic and breakfast program in the Brownsville 
neighborhood.140 In Connecticut, students from the University of New 
Haven made a substantial monetary contribution to that city’s PFMC.141 
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Healthcare services were coupled with other social services at the PFMCs, as shown on 
this flyer from 1970 advertising Los Angeles’s Alprentice Bunchy Carter clinic. Courtesy 
of Dr. Marie Branch. 

The Panthers’ Washington, D.C., clinic opened in the spring of 
1973, “with a shoestring budget.”142 Chapters requested donations of all 
kinds via flyers, newsletters, and the press. In a local alternative news-
paper, the Chicago Panthers put in a request for “anything anyone can 
give—time, money, talent . . . food for the breakfast for children pro-
gram . . . medical supplies for the clinic.”143 Party chapters also gained 
some funds through the sale of the group’s national newspaper.144 

Fund- raising efforts were carried out by Party members and volunteers 
through door-to-door neighborhood solicitations and events and out-
reach on college campuses.145 

The PFMCs were also supplied through the generosity of physi-
cians via donations of small medical equipment such as needles and 
syringes, as well as drug samples. Kupers, who was also a psychiatry 
resident at UCLA, sought out his teachers’ assistance to keep the clinic 
stocked. “I would just go to my professors and I would say ‘This is what 
we’re doing in South Central and we need your help. Can you give us 
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Healthcare services offered at the Alprentice Bunchy Carter PFMC included gyneco-
logical screening, childhood immunizations, and minor surgery. Courtesy of Dr. Marie 
Branch. 

your samples of medication?’” He continued, “People were happy to 
help.”146 The Party also had friends in the pharmaceutical industry. As 
Armour recalled from her time in Los Angeles, “Black folks who worked 
for pharmaceutical companies would bring us [drug] samples and we 
would use these” in the clinic.147 

The Oakland Party also relied on the generosity of other health radi-
cals. A colleague from another community clinic in the city helped keep 
the Party clinic stocked with supplies. “A pharmacist who worked at the 
West Oakland Health Center [a Bay Area community clinic with which 
Small was affiliated] would come down . . . occasionally to take a look at 
the pharmacy,” to see if there were drugs that were needed.148 “We had 
a regular pharmacy [at the clinic]. We had a whole wall of medications 
that we attempted to keep supplied,”149 Small explained. With donated 
medications, some PFMCs were able to assemble adequately stocked  
clinic pharmacies. 

Although the Seattle Panthers’ small real estate initially served as 
both an administrative hub and a medical clinic, its Sidney Miller PFMC 
moved to a separate location when “a building for the clinic was do-

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f M

in
ne

so
ta

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

Nelson, Alondra. Body and Soul : The Black Panther Party and the Fight Against Medical Discrimination,
 University of Minnesota Press, 2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=819528. 

[ 104 ] the people’s free medical clinics 

Created from upenn-ebooks on 2026-08-26 15:59:21. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=819528


 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

nated by its millionaire owner.”150 Donations were also acquired in un-
expected ways. Sometimes equipment arrived at the PFMCs through 
the generosity of those working in solidarity with them. Supplies from 
radical health clinics that ceased operation were sometimes donated 
to the Party chapters. Branch recounted that when a free clinic in Los 
Angeles’s Willowbrook neighborhood closed, its sponsors “loaded up 
their equipment and brought it to our clinic.”151 In 1969 equipment and 
supplies left over from the mobile medical units used at the historic 
Woodstock concert in upstate New York were delivered to the Harlem 
Party.152 In California the UCLA medical center daily discarded supplies 
that were still usable. These items became part of the supply cache at 
the Bunchy Carter PFMC: “We would just take them and we were given 
them,” Kupers reported.153 

Some chapters were able to secure municipal, state, or federal fund-
ing to support their initiatives. Doing so was initially frowned on by 
Party higher- ups and was regarded as antithetical to the organization’s 
mission of “show[ing] what people can do for themselves without gov-
ernment assistance.”154 The Party, moreover, regarded its PFMCs as 
necessary alternatives to those of the federally backed community clinic 
movement funded by War on Poverty monies. An article in the Party’s 
Community News Service, a publication of the Los Angeles chapter, la-
mented, for example, that “there are many government financed ‘Free’ 
clinics. These clinics are therefore required to adhere to the directive 
of the government.”155 In contrast, this article underscored the fact that 
services at the Bunchy Carter PFMC were free. Its healthcare services 
were supplied at no cost “by doctors, nurses, and community workers 
whose primary interest is to serve the People.”156 In this context,  free 
here also intimated that the Black Panthers’ clinics functioned with an 
autonomy that state-sponsored clinics could not. 

On the other hand, there was sentiment among some in the Party 
that it was perfectly reasonable to appropriate the government’s money 
and make better use of it. As Armour, who wrote several successful 
grant applications for public funding during her time in the Party, put it, 
“We sought resources from wherever we could get them . . . as long as it 
didn’t go against our ideology.”157 The Portland Panthers accepted state 
funding. Its People’s Clinic, the outcome of “a coalition of social actions 
groups” and health radicals that included the Panthers and Health/ 
RAP, was established with state, federal, and private grant monies.158 

The activists, however, also raised contributions for the operation of the 
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clinic, which was supplied with donated equipment and run with volun-
teer labor by members of the community and health professionals.159 The 
Party’s Seattle chapter reportedly received grant funding from the Boeing 
corporation to support its health clinics.160 By 1974, when Elaine Brown 
took over as leader of the Party, grant writing at Party headquarters was 
de rigueur. The organization regularly wrote grant applications to gar-
ner support for its community service programs, even soliciting money 
from unexpected sources, like criminal justice agencies that typically 
funded police interests. Brown relished the Panthers’ success in appro-
priating and redirecting state money. The Portland Panthers benefited 
from the largesse of a private dentistry society that donated equipment 
to its dental clinic, for example.161 The clinics were also supported with 
government grants. Indeed, when this city’s health centers ceased op-
eration in 1980, it was attributed to a decline in funding from the state. 
“As soon as [President Ronald] Reagan got in there,” Portland head Ford 
maintained, “we just couldn’t sustain the funding anymore.”162 

Services 
Panther clinics mainly provided basic healthcare. First aid and basic 
services—including testing for high blood pressure, lead poisoning, 
tuberculosis, and diabetes; “cancer detection tests”; physical exams; 
treatments for colds and flu; and immunization against polio, measles, 
rubella, and diphtheria—were available at many PFMCs.163 In some in-
stances, clinics screened for sickle cell anemia and offered optometry 
services, well- baby services, pediatrics, and gynecological exams.164 For 
the most part, Party health cadre attended to basic health needs that 
might have otherwise gone unconsidered or untreated. Kupers, who with 
Armour, Brown, Branch, and Hewitt launched the Los Angeles chap-
ter’s clinic, acknowledged that the facility “couldn’t handle anything very 
serious.”165 He continued, describing the types of ailments that PFMC 
staffers were likely to come across: “We did a lot of kids’ infections, sore 
throats, and that kind of thing. We did basic work-ups. We were basically 
a triage system.”166 

Nevertheless, the PFMCs also tried to make preventive healthcare 
available. As Kupers explained of the L.A. clinic, “We had a lot of people 
who had chronic illnesses that were not life threatening—things like 
hypertension, ulcers, [and] diabetes—who, just because [they gave their 
health] a low priority or did not receive enough attention from health 
professionals, weren’t taking care of themselves. And, I would say to 
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somebody, ‘You know, your blood pressure is really too high. . . . You 
would really do well to do some exercise and lose a little weight.’” Kupers 
concluded that “it was the subtle everyday preventive medicine that I 
think we were most effective at. We got people more conscious about 
their health . . . we got a lot of people to start thinking about it and start 
changing.”167 

When treatment for more complex or serious healthcare issues was 
required, the PFMC workers, in a manner not dissimilar from an insur-
ance system, made an effort to provide referrals to other facilities or 
other medical professionals. Patients needing more extensive care than 
the Portland clinic could provide, for example, were referred to contacts 
at the University of Oregon Medical School, where the client could re-
ceive care at no or low cost and the treatment was ideally provided by 
students or teaching faculty who shared the activists’ health political 
commitments and even volunteered at the PFMC in their spare time. 
The Portland PFMC also referred its clients for private specialist care. 
“We have specialty referrals to private offices on a free basis in surgery, 
internal medicine, dermatology, hematology, neurology, pediatrics and 
cancer therapy,” Moscow wrote in an alternative press article announc-
ing the opening of the Portland clinic.168 

On some occasions at the L.A. clinic, the Panthers were able to ar-
range for “specialist[s] of one kind or another—a surgeon, an orthopedic 
surgeon, a cardiologist—to come and drop by [on] a certain day of the 
week . . . and then [we’d] line up all [the] patients” needing specialized 
care, Kupers remembered.169 The MCHR had a dense network of health 
workers, and referrals to specialists could also readily be arranged with 
members of that organization. Physicians, nurses, and medical students 
from this group came to the Party clinic to see patients needing more 
extensive care than what the PFMCs typically provided. At other times, 
patients—often escorted by a member of the Party medical cadre— 
would be seen by MCHR senior medical professionals and specialists at 
their medical offices.170 

In a contemporaneous account of the Black Panthers’ activities, an 
observer commented that the Party’s health activism in Seattle could 
amount to little more than referrals when the chapter’s clinic and head-
quarters were housed together: “A doctor helped to found and operate 
the clinic, which was open two days per week, a former Seattle Panther 
said, but lack of privacy and the presence of Panthers with guns tended 
to discourage community use of the facility. Services offered involved 
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Marie Branch (above) was a UCLA nursing professor who helped run the Alprentice 
Bunchy Carter PFMC outside the clinic. Dr. Terry Kupers (below), a UCLA resident 
and MCHR member, worked at the Alprentice Bunchy Carter PFMC. From Los 
Angeles Free Press, January 1970. Courtesy of Dr. Terry Kupers. 
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‘referrals’ more often than treatment.”171 The Sidney Miller PFMC 
subsequently moved to a new location where it was led by the Panther 
Carolyn Downs. The fact that today a county clinic pays tribute to this 
Party medical clinic and to Downs suggests that Seattle’s health politics 
became more efficacious over time. 

In instances when advanced treatment required patients under the 
Black Panthers’ canopy to seek care at a local public health facility or 
county hospital, Party cadre or patient’s advocates were dispatched to 
accompany the person seeking healthcare. The patient advocate system 
that was most developed in Chicago but present in several Party clinics 
was a clear example of how the clinics were envisioned to do broader 
work of social transformation and reflected the organization’s social 
health perspective.172 The advocate, often a member of the Party, trans-
lated medical diagnoses and procedures to patients. This person also 
informed clients of their rights as a patient. At the Los Angeles chapter, 
patient advocates often did the work of ensuring that those in the com-
munity needing care beyond what the Party could provide received it: 
“If we found something [serious], then what we would do is advocate,” 
explained Kupers. “Panther members would be the advocates. We’d send 
someone with them to stand up for them. If necessary, these advocates 
represented the interests of the patient, ensured that he or she did not 
have to wait extensively to be seen by making a fuss, or insisted that a 
patient be treated respectfully by appropriate medical personnel.”173 

Modeling the type of care that the community should expect, the 
clinics served not only to treat the ill but to also “educate people about 
their healthcare” and to empower them; at the PFMCs members of the 
community were instructed to “stand up to their doctors” and demand 
their rights to respectful and suitable care.”174 Dr. William Davis, a medi-
cal adviser to the Portland PFMC, echoed this sentiment: the clinic was 
about “becoming aware of your healthcare condition . . . and doing some-
thing about it. Enabling you to do something about it . . . a place . . . 
where the Afro- Americans and poor people could [have] a little less for-
mal atmosphere and they would not be intimidated.”175 

The clinics also conveyed aid distinctive to a chapter’s resources or a 
community’s specific needs. In the fall of 1969, after Los Angeles Party 
headquarters was raided by police, resulting in injuries to Party mem-
bers and volunteers, the Bunchy Carter PFMC began offering classes on 
how to treat tear gas exposure; this California clinic characteristically 
also dispensed natural medicines and remedies.176 
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In Winston- Salem emergency medical services were “often distrib-
uted on a racial basis rather than on the basis of need.”177 Sick or injured 
persons requiring medical transportation were allegedly vetted by cal-
lous ambulance dispatchers who were instructed by their supervisors 
not to send assistance to poor blacks who might be unable to pay. If call-
ers could not prove that they were ill to a dispatcher’s satisfaction or that 
they had the resources to pay for the service, they were denied transport 
to the hospital.178 In instances in which county ambulance service was 
dispatched, it might arrive late or medics might refuse to transport a 
person in need of care to the hospital. An occasion in which this medi-
cal discrimination proved fatal was the death of a black teenager from a 
gunshot wound. The municipal ambulance service took thirty minutes 
to arrive on the scene and then refused to provide treatment or transport 
to the emergency room. The youth later died. The Panther Larry Little 
complained that “we had people who died because these ambulance em-
ployees, who were county employees, determined these people were not 
in an emergency situation.”179 

In response, the Winston-Salem Party initiated a service to provide 
free medical transport. In 1971 the Panther repurposed a late- model 
hearse as an ambulance. At the same time, Party members took classes 
to become proficient in first aid and some became certified emergency 
medical technicians,180 as part of its People’s Free Ambulance Service. 
This program began in 1972 using a donation from a deceased Panther, 
Joseph Waddell, who died in prison under suspicious circumstances 
and had named the Winston- Salem Black Panther chapter as the bene-
ficiary of his life insurance policy.181 The ambulance service was sus-
pended briefly during this year when the vehicle’s insurance premiums 
proved too high for the chapter to maintain. The formerly part-time 
service resumed in 1973—after the Panthers received $35,700 in finan-
cial backing from the national Episcopal Church—and they began serv-
ing the community twenty- four hours per day with a new ambulance 
obtained through these monies, with Malloy as its director and a staff 
of emergency medical technicians and drivers.182 The renamed Joseph 
Waddell People’s Free Ambulance Service was in operation until 1977 
when Malloy moved to Oakland.183 

The Portland Party’s health activities were notable for the fact it op-
erated three PFMCs. Its Fred Hampton Memorial PFMC was dedicated 
to general medical care, and a second location housed its Malcolm X 
People’s Free Dental Clinic, which opened in March 1970. The success 
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In June 1971 the Black Panther announced the start of the Winston–Salem chapter’s 
unique “Serve the People” Program—The People’s Free Ambulance Service. Courtesy 
of It’s About Time Black Panther Party Archive / Billy X. Jennings. 

of the healthcare PFMC encouraged Ford and another Panther, Sandra 
Britt, to establish a second healthcare facility—the People’s Clinic—in 
that city.184 At the dental clinic located around the corner from the chap-
ter’s medical facility, free emergency and preventive dental care was dis-
pensed by students and faculty affiliated with the University of Oregon 
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Dental School.185 Members of a professional society of dentists also vol-
unteered at the Black Panthers’ only clinic dedicated to oral health and 
donated equipment and supplies.186 The oral care program was coordi-
nated with Portland’s Free Breakfast for Children Program. Volunteer 
dentists and dentistry students gave presentations to children about 
proper care for their teeth.187 

The diverse constituencies of the radical health movement were, 
for the most, consistent in their goal of overturning health inequality 
by improving healthcare services and putting a check on biomedical au-
thority. Offering alternatives to mainstream healthcare, at their clinics 
these activists supplied urgently needed services. With their support for 
the practice of self- health, the radical health movement sought to give 
patients a measure of agency in their healthcare decisions and medical 
treatment. Activists also undermined medical professionals’ elite sta-
tus. Transferring this authority, in turn, to trusted experts, community 
volunteers, and to patients themselves (by valorizing experiential knowl-
edge), health radicals hoped to empower some of those most in need of 
healthcare. 

Toward this end, at its clinics the Panther organization supplied a 
range of services to local communities. Because the health activist tactic 
of institution building is especially resource demanding, requiring both 
outlays of capital and access to (trusted) expert collaborators, the Party’s 
clinic program was a mixed endeavor. 

The Black Panthers’ PFMCs were a centerpiece of its health activ-
ism and engendered the support and approval of the communities they 
served. Thus police and public health agencies that sought to discredit 
the Party often took aim at its clinics. Human and financial resources 
aside, repression and regulatory hounding by authorities presented a 
formidable challenge to the success of the PFMCs. An urban renewal 
plan that never came to fruition forced the Portland chapter to be evicted 
from its clinic site. The local sheriff cleared out equipment and medical 
supplies from the site before the activists were able to do so. Neverthe-
less, this chapter was able to reestablish its clinic in a nearby location.188 

City police, likely working with the FBI, destroyed the Chicago clinic 
during a police raid in the summer of 1969. Also in Chicago, home  
to large numbers of radical health movement free clinics,189 the health 
board cited the Party for violation in 1970 because its clinic “‘was not 
adequately set up under the terms of the city ordinance.’”190 The MCHR 
physicians Alfred Klinger and Quentin Young, who helped launch the 
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Chicago clinic, deemed this “harassment” by “some political forces 
in the city [that] are trying to demolish anything the Panthers do.”191 

The Party rejected this gambit. The Chicago chapter refused to apply 
for a license from the health board to dispense healthcare services be-
cause doing so would have permitted “city [health] inspectors to make 
at-random checks at the clinic.”192 Several months later, the Chicago city 
council considered an ordinance to “regulate free health care centers” 
there. Because existing laws were not applied to all health clinics, at least 
one councilmember charged that this was an effort by the city to “selec-
tively . . . discriminate against free clinics established by political groups 
such as the Black Panthers and Young Lords.”193 

Other chapters were also forced to untangle bureaucratic red tape. 
For example, the Portland Public Solicitations Commission in charge of 
approving individuals and organizations that did public fund- raising, 
for example, initially denied the Black Panther Party the permit neces-
sary to solicit monies.194 After an outcry from the local community, a 
permit was granted to the chapter. Oakland police, at the behest of the 
FBI, routinely harassed the local Party chapter for soliciting money to 
support its clinics and sickle cell anemia screening initiatives without 
proper permits. Clinics also drew seemingly more “positive” attention 
from the state. The success of the New Haven PFMC brought the notice 
of the Nixon administration, which sent an envoy to the clinic to observe 
its workings. The government’s suggestion to take over the clinic was 
rebuffed by the Panthers, who feared co-optation by the state.195 

In Los Angeles the Party headquarters and nascent clinic located 
at 4115 South Central Avenue came under fire by a police raid before 
it was fully realized. The attack, on December 8, 1969, left the facili-
ties destroyed, a score of Party members injured (and imprisoned), and 
three police officers wounded.196 The previous evening Branch, several 
Party members, and Party supporters had gathered at the Los Angeles 
headquarters to finalize clinic planning.197 The police raid delayed, for 
a time, the opening of the clinic a few doors away at 3223 South Central 
Avenue, because the building had been “very severely damaged by gun-
shot” in the raid on the headquarters.198 But within a few weeks, the 
Bunchy Carter PFMC was open for business. The clinic opened in the 
shadow of a year of catastrophic violence—both the Panther killed on 
the campus of UCLA in January 1969 in an altercation with the US 
Organization, for whom the clinic was named, and the destructive, fatal 
December 1969 encounter that this Party chapter had with the police. 
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The launching of the clinic thus signaled the Party’s perseverance and 
foreshadowed its turn to rededication to community service. 

By 1971 the Black Panthers had established a national network of health 
clinics. In this and other ways, the Party encouraged the poor and pre-
dominantly African American communities on whose behalf it advo-
cated to take some measure of control over their healthcare.199 Tradition-
ally, doctors alone set the tone and agenda of the medical encounter. 
Health radicals empowered patients to be agents in these interactions. 
The Party’s health activism evidenced the multilayered interactions and 
the sometimes overlapping commitments of the radical health move-
ment. Certainly, then, the Party’s health politics was not a brand- new 
idea. It was part of a larger health political terrain. The Party’s health 
activism, both within and beyond its clinics, was distinctive in its at-
tention to class, health, and race. The organization combined elements 
of radical health activism with an extant tradition of black communi-
ties’ responses to myriad forms of health inequality. Moreover, the Party 
brought to the efforts of the radical health movement its own social 
health perspective. This agenda, reflecting the formative influence of the 
social medicine tradition, assumed a holistic view of disease and illness 
and incorporated antiracism, Marxist- Leninist ideology, and a critique 
of medical authority. Conceived as sites of social change, Party medical 
clinics attended to more than just narrowly defined health needs. 
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