CONTEMPORARY INQUISITION 
Racism in our system of justice.
Black Panthers in New Haven, Connecticut, had begun to help inner city residents through concrete programs such as: (1) free health programs, (2) free children’s breakfast programs, (3) day care programs, and (4) free clothing for women and children. Then fourteen of the Black Panthers were arrested and charged with conspiracy, murder and kidnapping in connection with the death of Alex Rackley, a former Panther, in May of 1969. After they had been held in jail for six months without even a trial, a support action was planned.

The Black Panthers claimed that the charge was trumped up, that the police wanted them off the streets, out of their communities, and away from the people they wanted to serve. Similar arrests, harassment, and police killings had been happening to Black Panthers all over the country.

Five of the fourteen held were women. Rose Smith, Loretta Luce, and Francis Carter were pregnant at the time of their arrest. The women were all denied the right to physical exercise, good food/ fresh air, and proper maternity clothes. Lights flooding their cells and the sound of sirens outside day and night prevented them from sleeping. They were kept in solitary confinement and denied the right to choose lawyers to represent them.

Frances Carter, in such poor condition that she was in labor thirty hours before a Caesarian section was performed, gave birth under armed guard. Rose Smith and Loretta Luce were both due in December. Indicative of her treatment, Ms. Smith gained only one pound during the entire six months of her pregnancy spent in jail. All of the babies were to be taken, against their mothers’ wills, to be raised by the state.

On Saturday, November 22, 1969, Women’s Liberation, the Black Panther Party, and the Welfare Rights Organization staged a protest march. Thousands of black and white people marched through the streets of New Haven, ending at an inspiring rally at the Courthouse. The marchers demanded the freeing of the pregnant women on their own recognizance and of the rest on reasonable bail.
