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Story 
 
I first heard the true story about Judi Feingold a couple years 
ago, when this book came out.  
I had heard in history classes about the shocking 1971 burglary 
of the Media Pennsylvania FBI office and the aftermath,  
but the identities of all the burglars had been secret.  
Then one by one over the years they came out.  
There was only one left unknown, unidentified,  
the only one who kept that original promise  
the eight burglars had made to each other  
to keep what they had done a secret, forever.  
 
This is Judi’s story. She was the eighth burglar. 
 
In the 1960s our country was in turmoil.  
Vietnam, civil rights, civic unrest.  
At that point, J. Edgar Hoover had been in charge of the Federal 
Bureau of Investigations, the FBI, for 40 years,  
and his power was growing literally unstoppable.  
There is a saying that power corrupts— 
and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  
Hoover was far too close to absolute power.  
 
“There were really two FBI’s:  
the public FBI that Americans revered as their  



protector from crime, arbiter of values,  
and defender of liberties…. 

and the secret FBI, only known to people inside the Bureau.  
The secret FBI usurped citizens’ liberties,  
treated black citizens as though they were a danger to society, 
and used deception, disinformation, and violence  

as tools to harass, damage and silence people  
whose political opinions Hoover opposed” (23.) 

 
The ideals that this country has had from our creation— 
freedom of speech, of religion, the freedom to gather, freedom 
of dissent—were all under attack by Hoover’s FBI.  
 
The FBI was infiltrating peace and civil rights movements with 
informants and disrupting them from the inside.  
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was surveilled, harrassed  
and persecuted by federal agents who sent him  
horrifying and threatening messages. 
But also, ordinary citizens, college students, professors, any one 
who had ever expressed even the mildest sorts of dissent against 
what the American government was doing,  
were under surveillance.  
 
Our basic freedoms were under attack, and most people didn’t 
even know it—or believe that it could be true.  
Hoover had so much power that no one could stand up to him. 
No one could resist.  
Until a few people did. 
 
Enter Judi. In 1971 Judi was 19. She was living in Philadelphia. 
One night she met with seven friends, all people with pretty 



ordinary normal lives who believed deeply in non-violent 
resistance.  
They were in their 20s, 30s and 40s: a social worker, a daycare 
center worker, a cab driver, a couple college professors.  
A few of them were parents of young children, some were single 
grad students, some were college drop-outs.  
That night they formed  

“The Citizen’s Commission to Investigate the FBI.”  
Their investigation would take non-violent civil disobedience to 
the highest and most risky level:  
they decided to burglarize the office of the FBI located in 
Media, Pennsylvania, and steal the files stored there.  
Then, they hoped, they would have proof of the terrible misuse 
of power at the federal level.  
In order to protect the American values  
of freedom of speech and dissent,  
they would commit a felony, and risk the consequences.  
What they were going to do was illegal.  
But they were following a higher calling. 
 
So this group of ordinary normal citizens became burglars.  
They cased the joint. They practiced lock-picking.  
They chose a night carefully—the night of the “Fight of the 
Century” between Mohammed Ali and Joe Frazier,  
in the hopes that the 24 hour security guards would be glued to 
the radio like the rest of the country.  
 
With the help of a single crowbar,  
they broke into the Media Pennsylvania office of the FBI  
and stole every single last file there.  
One member of their group, a parent of young children,  



had a big boat of a 70s stationwagon that could fit all the files. 
(For you see, dear youth, these were paper files—this was before 
laptops and the internet.)  
They drove to a farm house in the countryside.  
There, fear in their hearts, they read through the files, sorted 
them, and mailed them to journalists and members of Congress.   
And then they promised to each other:  

they would never speak of it again.  
 
Judi and her friends hoped to show that “it is possible  
not to be powerless in the face of massive power” (46).  
They hoped to show that fighting injustice and governmental 
violence can be an act of non-violent resistance.  
They hoped to make Americans’ free  

once again to speak their minds. 
 
They were “[f]ully aware that what they planned to do could, 
whether or not they achieved their goal,  
take away their freedom, perhaps even endanger their lives, 
[but] they decided that their desire to stop injustice… 
was more important to them than their desire  
to lead a normal, uninterrupted life.” 
 
Their burglary had radical implications and results.  
Those files made it clear that the FBI had been running a 
program called the Counter Intelligence Program,  
a covert, violent, and illegal program that was indeed 
surveilling, infiltrating, discrediting and disrupting domestic 
political organizations.  
The proof was finally out there. 
COINTELPRO was over. 



 
Hoover was furious  
and set off a 5 year manhunt with more than 200 FBI agents—
but they never caught Judi,  
and they never caught any of the other seven people either.  
 
Judi knew what she had to do to stay free. She ran.  
Judi: 

… left town and headed west, moved into the underground 
and lived under an assumed name, moving from place to 
place west of the Rockies for years, owning only a sleeping 
bag and what she could carry in her knapsack.  
…She called her parents and told them she had committed 
a nonviolent direct action “and was possibly being pursued 
by the federal government. [She] told them [she] could not 
be in touch by phone, and [she] would do [her] best to let 
them know how [she] was, but not where [she] was.” 

 
Judi spent a decade living under a different name, a fugitive.  
She could only work jobs that paid her under the table, without 
tax records.  
She found safe places to live through “an informal network of 
rural properties in the West known as ‘women’s land’— 
places where lesbians built alternative communities that were 
intentionally free of patriarchy.” 
 
Judi loved living close to the land, having jobs in nature, living 
in womens’ only spaces.  
But she missed keeping in touch with loved ones, being able to 
return to beloved people and places.  
She didn’t get to go home for Thanksgiving.  



She couldn’t pop in for her little nephew’s birthday parties.  
She was set apart. 
One time Judi was living and working on a farm and for 
whatever reason, federal agents drove up to talk to the owner.  
Judi had to run once again, and not look back. 
 
Judi spent 43 years in secrecy,  

nine of those years with a fake name.  
She told a reporter that she accepted her life.  
She knew when she made her choice—the only crime she had 
ever, and would ever commit— 
that she was choosing an action with serious consequences and 
that her life would be fundamentally changed.  
She gave up her normal life— 
because she could not accept as “normal” the violence of the 
Vietnam War and the violence of the FBI.  
 
This past week, I have watched as our government begins to be 
shaped by forces as oppressive and corrupt as Hoover’s FBI.  
I have already seen respectful dissent being suppressed by men 
who are about to have absolute power. 
 
I wondered how Judi was feeling now.  
What advice she might have for us today.  
WWJD—What would Judi do? 
I decided to ask her myself.  
Which I could do, because Judi Feingold is my aunt-in-law.  
My husband’s aunt.  
And this is what Judi wrote to me, for us all to hear today; 
she said: 
 



i live in gratitude, i practice loving kindness…i believe that 
the personal is political, and the way you are in this world 
and how you interact with other beings manifests and 
creates ever increasing circles of love  
 
you can come from a place of fear or a place of love in your 
lives, and i choose love 
 
thats how i practice being the “radical lesbian feminist 
revolutionary” that i am, what a blessed label, i mean 
really! i am a humanist, first and foremost 
 
what do all beings want, humans and mammals and all of 
us. we want food, unpolluted water, shelter from harsh 
elements, comfort when we hurt, companionship through 
joys and sorrows, to have purpose and feel part of a larger 
community 
 

I asked Judi what would she say to a 19 year old today. She said: 
whether you are 19 or 91, we need to ask questions of the 
people in “power,” we need to probe what people are 
doing, we need to investigate the relationships that exist in 
the military industrial complex, we need to keep asking 
questions 

 
Judi is currently working to abolish the electoral college; 
assisting at Planned Parenthood; and planning to “brainstorm 
with some old knowledgeable buddies on where to go from 
here.” 
 
In closing she wrote: 



 
[now] you know where your sweet husband’s mommy’s 
sister is coming from 
love, judi 

 
Judi Feingold followed the ideals of freedom and pacifism and 
resistance. She was 19, she was just a normal young woman, 
horrified by the war, wondering what to do with her life.  
She was a normal person who made a totally not normal choice. 
She did find a happy life for herself, but it was not a normal life. 
And I think that is important for us to remember: 
We cannot let racism and corruption and violence be 
normalized. 
That is not normal. 
Our love of country, our patriotism, can take a lot of different 
forms. 
Sometimes the letter of the law and the call of the spirit take us 
in different directions.  
This Thanksgiving my gratitude is complicated and difficult and 
challenging.  
I pray that I too am able in my way to resist the call of 
normalization.  
I pray I am able to resist injustice wherever I see it.  
I pray to be a safe harbor for those who need a place of 
sanctuary.  
I pray that we all are brave. 
May something grow out of our resistance;  
May we find that out of our normal, ordinary lives, 
Something extraordinary is able to flourish.   
 
Amen.  
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