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n 16 February 1965 threeAmericans and one canadian were
arrested in connection with a plot to destroy three of the United
States' most treasured monuments: the statue of Liberty, Liberty
Bell, and Washington Monument. The Americans - Robert
Steele Collier, Walter Augustus Bowe, and Khaleel Sultran
Sayyed - were part of a small extremist organization known
as the Black Liberation Front (BLF). The Canadian, a white
woman named Michelle Duclos, was a member of a euebec

separatist party. The quartet's ultimate motivation is unclear, and their plan was foiled
in its early phases by an undercover New York patrolman named Raymond Wood who
had infiltrated the group several months earlier. lf not for the work of the NYPD, FBl, and
the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, the lives of a number of unsuspecting American
tourists would have been in jeopardy.

Robert Collier,28 years old at the time, had
worked as a clerk at the New York City Public
Library on Fifth Avenue and 42nd, Street since
December 1964. Born in Boston on27 Jant-
ary 1937, he served in the Air Force prior to
receiving an "other than honorable" discharge
in 1956 for slashing a man during a fight in
London. Collier retumed to Massachusetts to
study electrical engineering ftom 1962-1963 at
the Lowell Institute in Cambridge prior to mov-
ing to Manhattan, where he was living with his
wife and child at the time of his arrest.

hr 1964, Collier was among a group of students
who traveled to Cuba in violation of a State
Department ban. Immediately upon their return
to the U.S. on 14 August 1964,he, along with
10 other participants, announced the establish-
ment of the Black Liberation Front at Kennedy
Intemational Airport. The spokesman for the
group, Charles Berrard, made the following
statement: "There are 1 1 black people who trav-
eled on this trip to Cuba. One girl. And while
in Cuba we decided to call ourselves the Black

authorities, he stated that he would be willing
to talk when the U.S. redressed its oppression
against the black race.

Walter Bowe, a black male 32 years old at the
time, was bom on 27 March 1932 in Philadel-
phia. He studied at Howard University in Wash-
ington, D.C., ln 1964 before working as a judo
instructor for boys aged 9 to I 3 years in the New
York area. The judo academy was associated
with the Buddhist Church of New York, where
a minister who knew Bowe referred to him as

quiet, sincere, and never one to discuss politics.
A musician, he played the trumpet in a musical
group known as "The Angry Black Men." He
was also associated with the pro-Castro Fair Play
for Cuba Committee, established in 1960, which
often participated in public demonstrations in
support of Communist Cuba. The committee
dissolved on 30 December 1963 following the
group's eviction from its office headquarters
in New York. At the time of his arrest, Bowe
was living in Manhattan with his wife and
child. Khaleel Sayyed, 22 yearc old at the time,

of Engineering in Washington, D.C., where he
majored in electrical engineering. There is no
record ofSayyed and Bowe having known each
other during their time at the university. Prior to
his arrest in correlation with the plot, Sayyed was
detained on I December 1964 for assaulting a
policeman while picketing during a demonstra-
tion at the United Nations.

Twenty-six-year-old Michelle Duclos was a

member of Rassemblement pour 1'lnddpendance
Nationale, a now-defunct secessionist group
from Quebec. She grew up in a middle-class
family in Quebec City, and in 1961 began work
for a private French-language television station
called CFTM in Montreal. After 6 months with
the station, Duclos left in order to pursue a career
in another field, traveling overseas to Europe
and Algeria in 1963 before returning to CFTM.
Upon her return, Duclos appeared on "Profils
des Caracteres" (Profiles of Personalities), a

15-minute weekly program that interviewed
people of the arts and public life in Monheal. She
was relatively well known in U.N. social circles,

Born in Boston on 27 January 1937 , he served
in the Air Force prior to receiving an "other than
honorable" discharge in 1956 forslashing a man
during a fight in London.
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was born in Brooklyn on 6 December 1942.
Sayyed was a black man of Arab descent; his
grandparents were from Libya. From 1960 to
1964,he attended Howard University's School

and at one time pursued a career with the orga-
nization, first taking the test needed to secure a
job reading documentary broadcasts in French.
When Duclos failed that test, she applied for a



corespondent posi-
tion but never followed

up after the U.N. required her
to show proof of employment with
a Canadian newspaper. Nothing in
her past gave any hint of violent
intentions towards the United
States. The only mark on her re-
cord came from her involvement
in a September 1963 separatist

demonstration at a concert hall
known as Place des Arts.

The fina1 character in this dra-
ma was Raymond A. Wood, a

3 1 -year-old rookie cop originally
from Chester, South Carolina,
where he'd been a high school
football star. Wood, a black pa-

trolman serving in
the NYPD's special

seruice section, had joined
the force in the spring of 1964.

After only a few months on the job,
he met and befriended Collier while
working undercover as a political
activist. He was introduced to other
members of the BLF in December
1964 at a U.N. party hosted by the

Cuban delegation during a visit by
Cuba's Che Guevara. Collier had
informed Wood that it was imporlant
thatWood meet Che Guevara during
his upcoming visit to the U.N.
The BLF itself was young, hav-
ing first been developed during
a student trip to Cuba in August
1964. Robert Collier was on that
trip, and it was there that he met up
with a 30-year-old woman named
Michelle Saunier. Saunier, a native
of Metz, France, and doctoral
candidate at the University of
Montreal, had traveled to Cuba
with another student group. As he

would later inform Wood. Collier

metwith Guevara on the trip as well.
Exactly what transpired between
Collier and Guevara is unl<nown,
but shortly after the visit Saunier and

Collier made plans to meet together
in Montreal. On29 lan:uury 1965,
Wood, who had infiltrated the group
by this time, accompanied Collier
on a drive to Canada, where they
met and stayed with Saunier at her
apartment. It was during this trip
that Saunier introduced the men
to Duclos, and arrangements were
made for her to transport expiosives
to New York on l5 February.

A souvenir replica of the Statue of
Liberty had helped inspire Walter
Bowe's initial plan to dynamite
the monument. The "damned old
bitch," as Bowe referred to it, was
to be infiltrated through an area
leading from the statue's head to
its torch-bearing arm. This area was
off-limits to the public, but Bowe
informed the group that he could
acquire the key needed to gain
entry, making it easy to blow both
the head and arm offofthe statue.

Each man, including Wood, made
an individual tdp to the monument

in order to familiarize themselves
with the area. After Collier's visit,
he informed Wood of the ideal lo-
cation for the explosives - beneath
two major supporl beams.

The plot seemed so simple to the
group that they decided to branch
out and target the Liberty Bell in
Philadelphia and the Washington
Monument in D.C. And they didn't
stop there. Collier had plans to cre-
ate "sabotage schools" across the
counfiy, where young blacks would
be trained in the use of explosives
in order to canJ out future terrorist
activities. The men also planned
to assemble three-man demolition
squads to lollow up their campaign
with bombings of U.S. installations
across the counfiy. They intended
to finance their operation by robbing
gun stores in Manhattan and conducl
ing stickups throughout the area.

On 15 February Duclos left Mon-
treal in her i961 Rambler and
headed for New York City with 30
sticks of dynamite and three blast-
ing caps. It is not known where or
hou she acquired the explosives. or
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lvhy the group chose to acquire the materials ltorl
Canada rather than the United States. Althoueh the
group had been infiltrated by the NypD, th; FBI
rvas brought into the case on 29 January follor.ving
Collier and Wood's trip across the border. Workl
ing as a liaison between the NypD and the Roval
Canadian Mounted police, the Feds were aware
of Duclos' departure and subsequently trailed her
along the r.vay. Duclos, unaware that she was be_
ing trailed, was inaclvertently able to shake oflher
pursuers before arriving in New york.

Upon her arrival in the early hour.s of 16 February
Ducios cached the explosives in a rrcanl parking lor
on W-est 239th Street in the Bronx. The parking lot
was in an upscale residential area known as RiveJale.
Immediately after the clrop-off, Dr-rclos checked into
the Hotel Excelsior in Manhattan and made contact
with Wood, infonling him of the iocation. The two
met on West 120th Street at 3:15 a.m., and Wood
arranged to pick up the explosives with Collier Iater
that moming. At approximately g:30 a.m.. Collier
accompanied \Aood ro rhe vacanl lol and uas ar_
rested by New York police. The FBI subsequently
alTested Duclos at her hotel, Bowe at his home" ani
Sayyed at hir lather's slore lhe \atne montin1r. All
four were charged with federal crimes of conslpiring
to destroy government propefiy; in addition, Ducloi
was charged with illegally transpofting dynamite into
the U.S., while Collier also faced the state charge of
unlawful possession of explosives.

Even more than four decades after this plot was i
foiled, the motivation behind it is sti11 noi exactly &
clear. Several news outlets at the time reporred that
Collier, Bowe, and Sayyecl were simply irritated
with the way blacks were treated in the U.S. and.
thus. lashed out againsr slmbols represenring rhe
nation. Following his arrest, Collier made a Jate_
ment that many took at face value: ,,I wanted to draw
attention to the condition of my race." Although
this rationale should by no means be downplayel,
to merely conclude that race was the sole f'actor
involved would be a mistake. Several aspects of
the case would suggest that the motivatiorwas far
more complex.

The most notable of these aspects is Miss Duclos,
involvement in the plot. If the primary driving lbrce
behind the plamed attacks stemmed from black anser
in the U.S., why was a middle-class white wom-an
tiom Quebec involved in the scheme? Some repofis
have suggested that French Canadian separatists
identified with the race struggle in America, viewing
it as paft of a universal struggle against.,colonialism.;
-\lthough it may have been true that some separatists
sympathized with blacks living in the United Stares.
Llre l\ew York Times reponecl at rhe time there was
no record of separatist activity outside of Canada
orior to Duclos'arest.

The president of Rassemblement pour l,lrrddpenclance
Nationale, Peter Bourgault, was quoted as saying
:hat the party had "absolutely no knowledge or interl
est" in the New York plot and that he had no clue whv
Duclos would have been involved. Although it was



confirmed that
she had worked

as a volunteer secretary
lor the party, she had not

been seen at separatist meetings
for several months prior to her ar-
rest. Duclos had not acquired the
explosives from separatists eitheq
suggesting that she was acting in-
dependently ofany Canadian cause

or movement.

Given the fact that Duclos made
contact with Collier through Sauni-
er following their trip to Cuba,
one might suggest that a radical
pro-Castro/Communist-oriented
ideology was more at play. This is
supported by testimony given by
Wood following the arrests. Al-
though Collier stated that he wanted
to "draw attention to the condition
of his race," Wood declared that
the real motivation stemmed from
anger with supposed CLA activity in
Cuba. According to the man who
had infiltrated the group and was
close to its leading members for
several months, an accusation of
CIA involvement in buming sugar-
cane fields throughout Cuba was
one of the primary justifications
behind the p1ot. Collieq angry with
reported U.S. involvement in the
region. had expressed his interest
in damaging the overall American
economy. He reportedly made the
following statement in Wood's
presence: "We're not radicals.
We're revolutionaries, and so long
as we do something to show we
are getting off our behinds here in
America, we'll be able to foul up
the export and import business and
really put a hurt in this country."

AhandfuI ofreports have suggested

that Cuban officials were aware of
the plot's development, with some
going as far as accusing Che Gue-
vara of orchestrating the attacks
himself. Although many of these

accusations are highly specula-
tive,. they are not entirely

without merit. For

one thing, Collier
was repofied to have

maintained a friendly re-
lationship with Guevara at the

time. Also" just before announcing
the formation of the BLF upon his
return, Collier had bragged about
meeting with Guevara during that
student trip to Cuba.

Following Collier's arrest, his
lawyer attempted to distance his
client's relationship from the com-
munist country by stating that

the fact that Collier, during this
particular gathering, agreed with
Guevara to send "technical books"
back to Cuba.

Following the arrest of the four
individuals involved in the plot,
ali were sentenced to federal prison
stints. lnitially. all four were given
the maximum sentence possible
at the time: 10 years for Collier,
Bowe, and Sayyed; 5 years for
Duclos. During sentencing, U.S.
District Judge William B. Herlands
made the decision to review the
prisoners' sentences after 3 months,
maintaining the authority to reduce
or suspend the allocated jail time.
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Collier had become disillusioned
with racial progress under Castro
during his trip to Cuba. This is
disputable, as directly upon his
return to the U.S. the formation
ofthe BLF was announced, along
with the following statement from
then-BLF spokesman Berrard:
"Ours is not an isolated fight...We
have found that we have friends all
over the world who stand ready to
aid us." Collier, the leader ofthis
extremist group, along with his
10 cohorts, certainly appeared to
be more motivated than dispirited
upon their return to the States.
Also, if Collier had been discour-
aged by what he witnessed in Cuba,
why would he have informed Wood
that it was imperative he meet Gue-
vara dwing his December visit to
the U.N.? This meeting occurred
only a few months after Collier's
return. Even more interesting is

Duclos had pleaded guilty to the
second count brought against her
of illegally transporting dynamite
into the U.S. and had testified as

a govemment witness against her
fe11ow conspirators. She served
only 3 months in prison before the
judge lifted her term and replaced
it with 5 years probation under the
condition that she leave the country
forever.

Collier, Bowe, and Sayyed had all
been found guilty on both counts
of plotting to destroy govemment
property and the smuggling of
explosives. Collier's sentence was
reduced in November 1965 to 5

years in prison followed by 5 years
probation. He served only 2 years
before being paroled on22March
1967. Bowe's sentence was reduced
to 3 years in prison followed by 3

years probation, and Salyed's was

reduced to 18 months in prison fol-
lowed by 2 years probation.

Following his release, Collier was
hired in January 1 968 as a recreation
director for the New York City
parks department. He was arested
again in 7969 rn conjunction with
a plot involving 20 Black Panthers
and a plan to bomb five Manhattan
department stores; however, he was
acquitted of the charges following
a 2-year-long trial. Prior to his
death on 12February 2010, Collier
worked as an adjunct professor at

several colleges in the surrounding
New York area. Duclos initially
migrated to France before retuming
to Canada, where she renounced her
involvement in the plot as "foolish"
and "stupid" tn 1973. She has held
numerous positions in the Quebec
govemment over the last three de-

cades, including the position ofnon-
resident representative to Algeria.

After the arrests, which came just
10 months after he had joined the
NYPD, Raymond Wood was im-
mediately promoted to detective
second grade. He later received a

promotion to sergeant in 1977 prior
to his retirement from the force in
1985. This officer's exemplary
infiltration of the BLF is testament
to the importance of entry-level
law enforcement personnel when
combating terrorism and other
forms ofviolent extremism. Given
that Raymond Wood lacked years

of training in formal doctrine, his
story demonstrates the effective-
ness of de-centralized command
that emphasizes adaption and flex-
ibility when operating under am-
biguous circumstances. In addition,
the sustained dialogue between the
NYPD, FBI, and Royal Canadian
Mounted Police is indicative of the
importance of information sharing
across agencies. Had one agency
withheld intelligence from another,
or simply decided not to involve
separate bureaus throughout the
investigation, the outcome may
have been quite different.
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