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Patty Prevails

Jeffrey Toobin. American Heiress: The Wild Saga of the Kidnapping, Crimes 
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 There has been a recent spate of books about radicals of the 1970s: 
Days of Rage by Bryan Burrough, a compendium of most of the violent 
revolutionary groups active during the period, came out in 2015 and Betty 
Medsger’s The Burglary, focusing on the FBI and the largely Catholic band 
of the East Coast Conspiracy to Save Lives that busted into an FBI office 
and made off with its files, appeared in 2014. My own The Harrisburg 7 and 
the New Catholic Left returned to print in 2012 with a new, long Afterword, 
forty pages in manuscript covering forty years, bringing up to date the par-
ticipants and their outcomes. Doubtless, these volumes serve as a soothing 
counterpoint to our own continuing conflicts: Surely, this too will pass. 
 Now there is Jeffrey Toobin’s book about Patty Hearst, American Heir-
ess, her notorious kidnapping in 1974, which brings up a number of issues 
about non-academic works of history, one being whether or not the author 
needs to have been on the scene when dealing with the not-so-distant past.
 It brings to mind some version of Orwell’s 1944 remark about history 
being written by the winners. Or, in the cases mentioned, some species of 
journalist, adept at narrative, wanting to turn history into story, making the 
product, as some of the blurbs say, a book that can’t be put down. Orwell’s 
line carries the implication that such history may well be false. In the case 
of the Hearst kidnapping, that remains a central question since there are 
completely contradictory accounts available. See Patty’s own version in her 
ambiguously titled Every Secret Thing that came out in 1982.
 Toobin aims at setting the record straight, letting the discerning reader 
decide. Popular history has taken a beating the last quarter of a century 
from television’s view of journalism. Such shows as “Dateline” have created a 
new genre, a mix of truth and falsehood, keeping the viewer in the dark, the 
discovery scene saved for the end, a version of the mystery, gumshoe novel. 
News has long been turned into entertainment. History is now written by 
entertainers.
 The Hearst case made that clear from the start. It certainly was enter-
taining. Who could make this stuff up? The Hearst imbroglio, unfortunate-
ly, rivaled another more somber event in American History, the assassination 
of President Kennedy, insofar as the killing of Lee Harvey Oswald on televi-
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sion raised the bar for both spectacle and contradictions, fueling conspiracy 
literature long into the future. 
 Kennedy, of course, was also American royalty. The Hearst case, though, 
was the profane version of a dynasty’s entitlements. Oswald being gunned 
down was replicated in the burning alive of the core of the kidnapping 
perpetrators, the rag-tag Symbionese Liberation Army. This was the first 
modern example of an American police force using immolation as a tac-
tic. (Burning buildings in urban riots didn’t count.) It was followed by the 
Philadelphia air force burning down a couple of city blocks in 1985 and the 
Branch Davidian cleansing by fire in 1993. In 2016 there has been the sub-
set example of death-by-robot bomb of the Afghan-vet cop killer in Dallas. 
 Toobin is not new to sensational contemporary history. He was in the 
thick of things for the O.J. Simpson trial. Toobin’s reporting back then 
helped O.J. walk free, by helping to broadcast, very early on, the total unre-
liability and more than latent craziness of the prosecution’s most prominent 
witness, the bad cop Mark Fuhrman. Indeed, though that trial and Toobin's 
subsequent 1996 book, The Run of His Life, share a remarkable number of 
personalities, he can hardly bear to speak about it, as if he is still guilty over 
his zealous aid to the Simpson defense. In American Heiress’s final pages’ of 
recapitulation of where-are-they-now he doesn’t even note that O.J. finally 
resides in prison because of a spectacularly lesser crime (burglary, assault) 
than the slaughtering of two people.
 As I may have pointed out before, nonfiction often turns into fiction 
not for what is there, but for what is left out. Toobin knows a lot about the 
Hearst case, and his account required quite a bit of labor. A new generation 
of readers will profit from its pages. 
 The radical rampages of the late ’60s and throughout the ’70s were an 
offshoot of globalization, a term not much used at the time. “Bring the War 
Home” was a slogan back then and, indeed, that’s what happened. By the 
time of the rise of the SLA (brought about, largely, by the contemporaneous 
do-good movement outreach to the California prison system) things had 
quieted down a bit, and the Johnny-Come-Lately group seemed, in most 
ways, superfluous. The SLA’s killing of Marcus Foster, the African-American 
California school administrator, well described by Toobin, was generally de-
nounced by far left groups. But kidnapping Patty Hearst seemed to resurrect 
the SLA’s reputation. For a group of less than ten individuals, they showed 
irrepressible native entrepreneurial power. They all, especially their one black 
member and titular head, Cinque, had ambition and big dreams. Their folly 
was fueled by good old American ambition and get up and go.
 Toobin credits the Tupamaros of Uruguay as the SLA’s “model” for 
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kidnapping: “Kidnapping as opposed to murder—this was what passed for 
moderation in the SLA.”
 Toobin, or the SLA, needn’t have gone to Uruguay for their model, 
since, during the first three months of 1972, there was a well-covered trial 
in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, of seven radicals, six of them Catholics, who 
were charged with plotting to kidnap Henry Kissinger, at least as famous 
(but perhaps not as much in California) as Patty Hearst. This is often the 
trouble with popular history written far after the fact; it leaves out many 
things that eventually disappear from recorded history. Kissinger, of course, 
wasn’t kidnapped, which leaves Toobin correct when he writes, “[N]o one 
with a famous name had been kidnapped in the United States since Charles 
Lindbergh, Jr. was seized and murdered in 1932.” But Henry Kissinger’s 
alleged wanna-be kidnappers were certainly well publicized. 
 Another thing largely gone from popular memory, nothing that Toobin 
concentrates on, was the fact that Patty Hearst was a Catholic, and her 
mother a fierce one at that, sending young Patty to a number of Catholic 
schools, where, no surprise for a woman of her generation, she turned rebel-
lious.
 As the Jesuits once told me, allegedly quoting St. Francis Xavier, spoken 
in the sexism of the day, “Give me the child until he is seven and I’ll give 
you the man.” Well, the same goes for Patty Hearst. It’s instructive how 
many Catholics play roles in American Heiress: Attorneys, radicals, FBI, 
journalists—the parade of Catholics is practically nonstop. 
 Patty’s bodyguard and eventual spouse, picked by her Catholic attorney 
because he was married, and then, after Patty found him a divorce attorney, 
he became her first and only husband. 
 “He was married with two young children and had been named the 
Catholic man of the year in public service by the Archdiocese of San Fran-
cisco,” Toobin tells us of Bernie Shaw, the lucky guy. And this sort of line 
pops up frequently in Toobin’s account: “Patricia had said ‘Olmec monkey,’ 
not ‘Old McMonkey.’ (The FBI transcribers, like many people in law en-
forcement, were probably Irish Americans.)”
 Catholics everywhere—which brings me to Patty’s “brainwashing” de-
fense that did not succeed. Brainwashing became a popular term at the time 
of her trial, soon to be followed by the Stockholm Syndrome (now it would 
be radicalized by the internet), which did not come into popular use till a 
few years later, though the brainwashing notion did help her get a computa-
tion from Jimmy Carter and, eventually, a pardon from Bill Clinton. Her 
pleas were enhanced by the over-900 deaths of Rev. Jim Jones’s religious-cult 
followers in Guyana in 1978. Jones, too, had wandered into the Hearst-case 



185

W I L L I A M  O ' R O U R K E

orbit, volunteering to aid the “free food” fiasco that Patty’s father brought 
about. 
 As Toobin points out, a number of people had been transformed by 
the events of the previous decade, a frenetic time of change in this country: 
Other white members of the SLA, countless young throughout the coun-
try, even Patty’s father, Randolph Hearst, though not evidently her mother, 
Catherine—the Hearst’s marriage disintegrated by the end of the trial.
 Patty’s change was more a religious conversion than any sort of brain-
washing. She was ripe for a change, living with the hapless Steven Weed, 
everyone’s favorite whipping boy (including Toobin’s), her former tutor and 
high school catch, meaning, as a high school student, Patty set out to snag 
him and she did. Hard to picture any of that going on today. 
 But Patty continued to rebel, especially at the dull domesticity of Weed 
and his un-evolved, soon-to-be retrograde sexism, at the mid-point of the 
60-70s Women’s Liberation Movement (so-called “Second-Wave” femi-
nism).
 Patty’s deprivations while kidnapped would have appealed to, say, 
Mother Teresa: Patty’s closet a cave, her diet a monk’s bland repast, her 
torments a veritable dark night of the soul. And, though Toobin doesn’t 
follow this (my) analysis, she turns the table on the SLA and they eventually 
become her disciples.
 Why Patty escaped immolation in the televised house conflagration was 
that she and the married SLA couple, the always quarreling Harrises, were 
allowed to go out and run errands, taking Patty along that fateful day, over 
the opposition of some of the gang. But Patty’s wishes prevailed: Out of the 
squalid quarters they all occupied into the sunshine and fresh air that even-
tually saved her life. She continues to prevail today.


