
 

Fred Hampton was born in 1948 in Summit, Illinois, a suburb of Chicago. He grew up in a 
working-class family — his father worked at a factory for the Argo Starch Company, and 
his mother was a domestic worker. 

From an early age, Hampton showed strong leadership and compassion. In high school, 
he was an honor student and captain of his wrestling team, but also deeply aware of 
racial injustice around him. 

He organized a student chapter of the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People) when he was just a teenager. As youth council president, he helped 
push for better recreational facilities and educational programs for Black youth in his 
community. 

By the late 1960s, America was at a crossroads. The civil rights movement had achieved 
legal victories, but poverty, police brutality, and racial inequality persisted — especially 
in cities like Chicago. 

Hampton was drawn to the Black Panther Party, a revolutionary Black nationalist and 
socialist organization founded in Oakland, California, by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale 
in 1966. 

The Panthers were best known for their Ten-Point Program, which called for freedom, 
employment, housing, education, and an end to police brutality. They also ran 
community programs like free breakfast for children, health clinics, and political 
education classes. 

Fred Hampton quickly rose through the ranks of the organization because of his 
charisma, discipline, and deep sense of justice. By age 20, he had become the chairman 
of the Illinois chapter of the Black Panther Party. 

He was known for his powerful oratory — speeches that combined love, logic, and 
revolutionary energy. He often said, “You can kill a revolutionary, but you can’t kill the 
revolution.” 

Hampton believed in coalition building, which means forming alliances across lines of 
race and class. He saw that poor Black, white, and Latino communities often faced the 
same problems — poverty, unemployment, and police violence. 

In 1969, he created what he called the Rainbow Coalition, bringing together groups like 
the Young Lords (a Puerto Rican activist group) and the Young Patriots (a white 
Appalachian group). This was revolutionary — unity across racial lines threatened those 
who benefited from division. 



At the same time, Hampton and the Panthers were under constant surveillance by the FBI 
through its COINTELPROprogram (short for Counterintelligence Program). This secret 
operation aimed to “neutralize” Black leaders whom the government viewed as 
dangerous or radical. 

The FBI considered Hampton a major threat because of his ability to organize and inspire 
large groups of people peacefully and effectively. Their fear was not of his violence, but 
of his unity. 

In the summer of 1969, Hampton helped launch new community projects — a free 
medical clinic, a breakfast program feeding thousands of children, and educational 
classes about history and self-reliance. 

He also worked on plans for political reform, urging young people to vote, organize, and 
hold public officials accountable. He believed revolution didn’t always mean weapons — 
it meant consciousness and change. 

But government officials, particularly FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, saw the Black 
Panther Party as a threat to national security. The FBI spread misinformation, infiltrated 
chapters, and created internal divisions. 

On December 4, 1969, tragedy struck. Chicago police, working with the FBI, raided Fred 
Hampton’s apartment at 4:30 a.m. They fired nearly 100 bullets into the home. Hampton 
was only 21 years old when he was killed as he slept next to his pregnant fiancée, 
Deborah Johnson (now Akua Njeri). 

Another Panther, Mark Clark, was also killed in the raid. Police initially claimed there had 
been a gunfight, but later evidence — including bullet analysis and eyewitness testimony 
— showed that almost all shots came from the police. 

The raid was later revealed to have been facilitated by an FBI informant who had 
infiltrated Hampton’s inner circle and provided a map of the apartment. It was a 
state-sanctioned assassination — an attempt to destroy what Hampton represented. 

His death sent shockwaves through Chicago and the nation. Thousands attended his 
funeral. Many began to see how far the government would go to suppress Black activism 
and political empowerment. 

In the years that followed, civil rights lawyers and journalists uncovered the extent of 
COINTELPRO’s activities — a chilling example of how intelligence agencies were used to 
undermine lawful social movements. 

But even in death, Fred Hampton’s influence grew. His speeches and ideas inspired 
generations of activists who believed in solidarity, social justice, and self-determination. 



His son, Fred Hampton Jr., became an activist in his own right, continuing to speak about 
police accountability and community empowerment. 

Hampton’s story forces us to think critically about power, fear, and change. He showed 
that leadership rooted in love — love for the people — can be both inspiring and 
dangerous to systems built on inequality. 

He was not anti-white or anti-government; he was anti-oppression. His Rainbow Coalition 
envisioned a future where all working-class people could unite to challenge poverty and 
injustice together. 

Fred Hampton reminds us that courage isn’t just about confrontation — it’s about 
commitment to truth even when truth is inconvenient. He once said, “I am a revolutionary 
because I am concerned about the people.” 

His legacy lives on not only in movements like Black Lives Matter but also in every 
community program that believes in education, empowerment, and equality. 

To study Fred Hampton is to see how one voice — honest, disciplined, fearless — can 
shake an entire system. And though he lived only 21 years, his dream of unity and justice 
continues to echo in every movement that refuses to be silenced. 


