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Preface




During the late 1970s and early 1980s there was in Canada a
large anarchist community that was particularly active in the
prison abolition, feminist, Native, environmental, and Third World
solidarity movements. While still working within these move-
ments, some anarchists began to adopt direct action tactics that
went beyond the legal boundaries defined by the state. They took
up direct action not because they couldn’t control their rage, but as
part of a long-term strategy to build a revolutionary movement
that would be beyond the control of corporations and the state. An
even smaller group within this movement decided to start a guer-
rilla campaign — going underground to avoid possible arrest and
imprisonment. I was part of a guerrilla group that we called Direct
Action.

I have reconstructed my story of Direct Action’s militant cam-
paign based on my own recollections and using court documents
and newspaper articles. Despite my best attempts to tell this story
as though I were holding up a mirror to the time period, I do rec-
ognize the limitations of my memory, time, and the available docu-
ments. Inevitably my account of the details of events, and my pre-
sentation of the thoughts and emotions that I ascribe to people,
have been guided by and represent my own interpretations.

I have used the real names of the people involved in Direct
Action because their participation in these events is part of the
public record. But I have changed the names of many secondary
characters not only to protect their identities but also because I
have re-created conversations, thoughts, and emotions in order to
tell a more complete story. One major character, “Wayne Fraser,” is
a composite based on a real police intelligence officer involved in
the investigation and surveillance of Direct Action. 1 fictionalized
his character in order to create a counterpoint to our group’s
unfolding campaign. The other policemen’s actions and characters
are also based on real people, but their names too have been
changed. “Rose Gibralter” is also a composite character created to
provide more information about the popular legal struggle against
the construction of the Cheekeye-Dunsmuir power line. I used the
real names of the Litton bombing victims and the various anti-
cruise missile protesters (chapters 28, 30, 35) because their com-
ments come directly from newspaper articles and are therefore a
matter of public record.

Although I have tried to present the details of the main events
surrounding the conversations involving Brent Taylor, Doug Stew-
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art, Julie Belmas, Gerry Hannah, and myself as accurately as possi-
ble, I have re-created the conversations based on memory. Chap-
ters 38 to 44, however, include largely verbatim conversations
taken from transcripts of the RCMP wiretaps provided to us during
our trial. Since the stack of papers from the wiretaps is about a
foot high, I have had to edit the conversations, but in doing so I
tried to remain true to the spirit and intent of the originals. I
believe they give the reader a window into the group dynamic.

Chapters 29 and 31, which describe police surveillance, are
based on surveillance notes given at the time of our trial to the
Crown prosecutor, Jim Jardine, by Corporal Andrew Johnston of
the RCMP Security Service. These documents were available to us
as part of the legal disclosure that the Crown had to make to our
defence lawyers.

Thanks go to Maureen Garvie, my writing mentor, who gave
me the confidence to write about these events, and also to all the
people at Between the Lines, who gave me total freedom to
express myself on a taboo topic that most publishers would want
to carefully mould in order to create the “right” message. And a
special thanks to Brent Taylor, Doug Stewart, Gerry Hannah, and
Julie Belmas. They were not involved in writing this book, but they
risked the consequences of acting upon their convictions.



Doug Stewart, 1983, Oakalla
All photos courtesy of the author.

erry Hannah, 1983, Oakalla
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Brent Taylor, 1983, Qakalla




Somewhere
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Squamish




* 1 *®

January 20, 1983, started out as a normal day in our rather atypi-
cal lives. The five of us got up at dawn, loaded our truck, and
headed out of Vancouver for our weekly shooting practice in a
secluded box canyon near the sleepy coastal town of Squamish,
British Columbia. It was the kind of clear and sunny winter day
when all living creatures seemed glad to be alive, despite the momn-
ing cold. The air was filled with the sound of birds. Down in the
strait, pods of black and white killer whales arched through the
waves and dark seals lay smiling and basking on snow-covered rocks.
The air was so clean and crisp that it was a joy just to breathe it.

We took our usual route along highway 99, which winds like a
long black snake up the coast to Squamish and the Mount Whistler
ski resorts. The barren, snow-covered cliffs on one side of the high-
way and the sheer drop into the ocean on the other left little room
for driver error. I leaned into the steering wheel and clutched it
until my knuckles turned white and the fresh scab on my index fin-
ger began to ooze blood. I recalled Brent’s dire warning that this
little scratch would scar me for life if I didn’t take the time to ban-
dage it before we left. The only solace I found was in the comfort-
ing sound of our four-wheel drive’s huge tires humming soothingly
on the slick asphalt turns.

By the time we reached Britannia Beach, about thirty kilome-
tres south of Squamish, I needed a break. We pulled off the high-
way into a parking lot, stopping at a small gas station and variety
store nestled into the cliffs. I stepped out of the pickup, which we
affectionately called Bob, and stretched my arms into the air. Gerry
and Julie jumped out of the front seat too and immediately started
chasing each other around, throwing snowballs and laughing so
loud their squeals echoed off the rock faces. Doug and Brent lifted
up the glass door of the truck canopy and slid out from the back,
where they had been sitting in the freezing cold amongst all the
packsacks full of pistols, rifles, shotguns, and ammunition. Doug
looked like some handsome soldier of fortune with his dark sun-
glasses, camoclothes, and military-style haircut. They were still
immersed in a debate over the mechanics of converting a Mini-14
from a semi-automatic into a fully automatic rifle.

After buying coffees we piled back into the pickup and contin-
ued on our journey to the abandoned logging road and box canyon
where we always did our target-practising. As we drove, a punk
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tune on the radio sparked our attention: “You call us weirdos, call
us crazy / Say we're evil, say we're lazy .. .”

“Hey, that’s the Subhumans!” laughed Julie, turning the vol-
ume way up. Until he’d decided to embark on this mission with us,
Gerry had been the bass player in the now-defunct punk band.
Julie sat beside me, singing along in her abandoned way. She was
a stunning young woman with strands of jet black hair falling
loosely across her white skin. Her bright blue eyes were animated
and alive. On the other side of her, Gerry smiled at her earnest
singing attempt.

We had been driving again for about forty-five minutes when
on the highway ahead I could see a long line of cars backed up to a
standstill, its front end out of sight somewhere around a curve. “I
wonder what that’s all about?”

“Probably a rock slide,” Gerry said. “They’re always clearing
away debris on this highway.”

We reached the last car in the line and came to a stop. Every
now and then a car passed in the oncoming lane, indicating that
up ahead, at least on the other side, someone was letting traffic
through. We sat listening to the blare of the radio as our long file
of cars crept forward.

Finally we crawled around a curve and could see the head of
the line a few cars forward, where a highway flagman was stop-
ping vehicles and talking briefly to the passengers before sending
them on their way. Eventually we were second in line, and we
stared, half-blinded by the glare of the sunlight reflected off the
glass and metal of the car in front of us, as the flagman leaned
inside it. Then he waved the driver off and the car disappeared
slowly around a bend.

It seemed to take forever before he waved us on too. Slowly we
drove forward, the music from our radio echoing off the mountain-
side. The stretch of winding highway was now eerily empty except
for a helicopter that seemed to be hovering above us. For almost
half a kilometre we drove without seeing another car from either
direction until we came to a blind curve. As we rounded it, we
came to an abrupt halt in front of a huge dump truck parked oddly
across both lanes of the highway, though with no sign of blasting
or road work going on. In front of the dump truck stood a flagman
wearing a bright yellow vest with a large red “X” criss-crossed on
his chest. 1 distinctly remember being struck by this flagman’s red
hair and clean, chiselled jaw line.
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“Doesn’t that guy remind you of that cartoon character, Dudley
Do-Right?” I laughed nervously to Julie and Gerry. “You know that
crazy RCMP guy in the cartoon?” To my surprise, they both agreed.

The flagman held up the “STOP” side of his sign and stepped
up to our truck window, motioning for me to roll it down. As I
leaned over to turn the handle, I caught a glimpse in my side-view
mirror of another dump truck pulling up behind us.

“Is somebody going to move that dump truck or do I have to
move it for you?” | was saying lightheartedly when I was struck by
the expression on his face. His cartoon smile was stretched tautly,
and his eyes were filled with terror, as though my feeble joke was a
serious threat.

As his eyes locked on mine, my whole world began to move in
slow motion and my insides went numb. He reached in through my
open window and grabbed my arm with one hand and with his
other opened the cab door. He flung me out onto the ground. I lay
in the gravel at the side of the road with the flagman poised on top
of me, the barrel of his .38 revolver pressed tightly against my tem-
ple. He yelled something in a voice filled with fear to another flag-
man, who I could see was now crouched on top of Julie on the other
side of the road. She lay motionless. [ wondered if she was dead.

A shot rang out, so loud it shook me to the core of my being.
Then another shot. They have shot Brent and Doug. Smoke from the
guns filled the air and stung my nostrils and eyes. Suddenly high-
way crewmen were everywhere, jumping from behind large boul-
ders, running towards us from stands of trees, and leaping over
snowdrifts beside the road. They were dressed in the uniform
beige coveralls of the Department of Highways, with the exception
of the assault rifles they carried, pointed in our direction. As the
gunsmoke began to clear, I also saw men wearing camouflage
combat fatigues, bulletproof vests, and gas masks. There were
even dogs.

It was all so surreal. My brain was incapable of absorbing and
deciphering the meaning of these events, but I knew that our little
trip up the Whistler highway had taken a terrible turn and life as I
knew it would never be the same.

From my spot on the ground I could see the highway crewmen
and men in combat fatigues massing in groups around the dump
trucks. They yelled to one another in strained voices. Several
unmarked cars with men in suits inside pulled up from around the
bend. They got out and appeared to take command of the
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situation. Looking under the truck, I could see Julie lying motion-
less on the other side. I figured I was the only one left alive.

The man on top of me had handcuffed me. Now he got up,
slowly and cautiously, treating me as though I was the one with
the gun. “Get up,” he ordered. His expression was so tense that I
moved very carefully, for fear that, despite the handcuffs, one false
move on my part might cause him to shoot me. He patted me
firmly all over my body to make sure I didn’t have any weapons.

The fact that these were policemen had finally entered my con-
sciousness. I was told to begin walking towards the unmarked cars
parked a short way down the road. The winter sun sent heat waves
curling off the asphalt, melting images of people in its path. I felt
sure they would shoot me before I reached the cars, and no one
would ever know what had happened on this isolated stretch of
highway. The only witnesses left alive would be the cops and high-
way men with assault rifles. But, strangely, 1 was not afraid. My
entire nervous system seemed to have shut down. It was as though
I was in a slow-motion nightmare that would soon end.

I walked and walked, yet the expected shot did not ring out.
Why didn’t they shoot me? I looked around. They were every-
where. There must have been a couple of dozen riflemen. If they
weren’t going to shoot me, my fate was clear. If I continued walk-
ing, I would get into that car and be whisked off to prison and to
probable torture.

I could change my fate by one simple move. Run. I pictured
myself beginning to run, and the fear in those men’s faces guaran-
teed me that their reaction, through both instinct and instruction,
would be to shoot. It occurred to me that they wanted me to run,
so they would have an excuse to kill me. What other reason could
there be for choosing such a remote area to make the bust?

Time and space had entered another dimension. Seconds had
become hours; movement, incredibly slow. Should I begin to move
my legs, run, run, run, and guarantee death — or should I con-
tinue to walk towards the car and begin the slow death that prison
would inevitably be? I listened to the rhythmic crunch of my boots
in the gravel and the chirping of a solitary sparrow on a branch
somewhere nearby [ don’t know what tipped the scale in the direc-
tion of life. Perhaps it was the sound of that bird; perhaps the fear
of death. Whatever the reasons, I kept slowly walking. Later on
there would be many times when I looked back on that moment
and wished I had chosen to run.
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Then 1 saw Julie, looking dazed and dishevelled, walking
towards the cars. My heart soared and 1 smiled at her Then
another welcome sound: Gerry asking a cop if he could retrieve a
tooth that had been knocked out during the arrest. “That’s the
least of your worries,” the cop said. He opened the car door so
Gerry could get in.

So Gerry and Julie were still alive. I looked around for Brent
and Doug. To my relief, they were already sitting in one of the
cars, staring blankly forward, looking as numb as I felt. Their eyes
were bloodshot, and they were covered in sludge, as though they
had been dragged through the wet snow on the side of the road.
Looking back, 1 could see poor Bob, our pickup, the doors flung
open, the windows of the canopy smashed into thousands of glass
fragments strewn all over the road. Later on I would learn that the
cops had fired tear gas canisters into the back of the truck in order
to pacify Brent and Doug. For me these images became forever
frozen in time.

I was directed into a car along with Julie. We sat motionless
and speechless, each in our own little world trying to come to
terms with what had just happened. I stared at the back of the
heads of the two cops sitting in the front seat, murmuring to each
other. Two other cars, one carrying Brent and Doug and the other
Gerry, pulled out in front of us and began the winding journey
back down the road. We were driven along the isolated stretch of
highway to the point where the roadblock began. As we went
slowly by the line of vehicles, each carload of heads turned to stare
at us. Our lives as a public spectacle had begun.

Once my brain was no longer consumed by trying to digest the
events taking place, my first thought was of my mother. In the
years leading up to this moment, I had conveniently blocked out
the possibility that someday she would be exposed to everything I
had done and that this would cause her great pain. Now ] was
overwhelmed with the realization that in a few hours my actions
would be front-page news. The headline “Litton Bombers Arrested”
(and my name mentioned in the first paragraph) would come
screaming out at her, shaking her peaceful existence. The news of
my arrest and involvement in English Canada’s biggest so-called
terrorist activities would no doubt hurt her as profoundly as would
news of my death. 1 fervently regretted that I had not chosen to
run and be shot dead, because in the long run my death would
probably have been easier for her to cope with than the knowledge




8 / Direct Action: Memoirs of an Urban Guerrilla

that her nature-loving oldest daughter was one of Canada’s most
notorious “terrorists.”

The vision of her sitting in her kitchen staring in horror at the
newspaper haunted me. All my good intentions and motives dur-
ing the past few years would receive no airplay or newsprint; only
my actions in their criminal context would be of interest to the
mass media. I shook my head and stared out at the waves crashing
against the rocks below the highway as our little entourage of
police cars wound its way steadily down the road. The three police
cars carrying us were escorted behind and in front by unmarked
cars. Later I found out that they were filled with SWAT team mem-
bers in the unlikely event that fellow “terrorists” had plotted a
counter-ambush.

But as the reality of our situation sank in, I became aware of a
strange feeling of relief that I had never anticipated. It was over.
For the past two years we had lived a life normally only depicted
in movies and novels, a life that could best be described as a politi-
cal crime drama. We had lived daily with the threat of death or
prison hanging over our heads. We had spent our time either plot-
ting or in the midst of carrying out bombings, robberies, or other
related support actions.

The tension of our lives had been relentless. We never took a
break, never went to the beach for a day of doing nothing, never
took a casual walk in Stanley Park, never slept in or hung about
the house lazily reading a book on a rainy day. Our group was on a
mission, and we lived each day with the zeal and fervour of people
who believed that their every action was so important that the sur-
vival of the planet depended on them. If we did go for a walk in
Stanley Park, it was to discuss the merits of bombing CF-18s at the
Cold Lake Canadian Forces base versus blowing up a bridge in the
infrastructure of the Northeast Coal Project. When we went swim-
ming it was for exercise, not leisure. If we stayed home to read a
book, it would be a provincial government report on megaprojects
in Northern British Columbia. If we slept in, it would be because
we had been up until three o’clock the night before practising
stealing cars for a future robbery. Urban guerrillas do not take
vacations.

Finally it was over. I would not have to get up tomorrow morn-
ing and case the Lougheed Mall for the Brink’s robbery. Better yet,
I did not have to worry about doing the Brink’s robbery five days
from now. My fate was no longer in my hands, but in the hands of



Somewhere near Squamish / 9

others. In some bizarre way, this was a relief. The moral and politi-
cal responsibility I had created for myself to carry out these actions
in what I believed would be a militant political movement was
over, at least for the time being.

Now, facing the reality of prison, I found it strangely comfort-
ing to know that the threat of prison no longer existed. I could
finally relax and let events beyond my control unfold.

I looked over at Julie, wondering how she was coping. She was
only twenty, nine years younger than me. We didn’t dare speak
because we knew the police would be listening to glean informa-
tion from every innocuous thing we said. She did not look back at
me, but stared out the window at the pine forests whizzing past.

Julie told me later that she was overwhelmed by the irony of
her situation. It was all going to come to an end just as it had
begun. She still remembered, as vividly as though it was yesterday,
seeing a TV news story two years before about a group of peasant
women and children massacred by renegade military men in a
church in El Salvador. The pictures of the surviving peasant
women and children from the village were burned clearly in her
memory. With terror in their eyes, their faces etched with expres-
sions of horror, they stood barefoot before the cameras, their
wounds both physical and emotional, open for all the world to see.
That newscast was the turning point that had motivated her to
take her first political step to join an El Salvador support group.
During our arrest, when a cop lifted her right out of her seat in
the truck onto the ground and put a gun to the back of her head,
the spectre of the women and children in El Salvador was so terri-
fying that she lost control of her bladder. Perhaps the comparison
between her arrest and the massacre in El Salvador was extreme,
but that fact did not make her terror less real. Now, in the police
car, she tumed her gaze from the white surf below the road to the
wire mesh that separated us from the backs of the two policemen
sitting in the front seat. Despite her constant self-reminders that
this was Canada, not a military dictatorship, and that the likeli-
hood of being killed was remote, images of the cops pulling over
and shooting us kept plaguing her. Perhaps the wet spot on her
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jeans would not be noticeable when we finally reached our desti-
nation.

One of the policemen in the front seat was RCMP Corporal
Wayne Fraser, who, we found out later, had been part of the inves-
tigation from the beginning. Later he said that he deeply resented
that his superior, Detective Jean Despaireux, had gone against his
advice and chosen to take these terrorists down in the most dan-
gerous of possible situations — in a truck filled with loaded
weapons of all descriptions and enough ammunition for a week-
long standoff. These people had been under twenty-four-hour
surveillance for about three months — surveillance using all sorts
of technological and human means. Video cameras had been
trained on the house where four of them lived and the apartment
of the fifth. The RCMP Security Service’s team of “Watchers” had
followed them every time they left their homes, and room bugs
had been planted in the house’s kitchen and bedroom and in the
apartment. The police knew their every movement and plan. The
RCMP were well aware that these terrorists normally did not travel
about the city with weapons, and that the guns and ammo were
always locked in the basement. They knew that the group went
swimming several nights a week at a local indoor pool, obviously
unarmed. Why had they chosen to arrest them in an isolated loca-
tion and when they were armed to the teeth, with the greatest
likelihood of a shoot-out? Could Despaireux really have been so
threatened by these people that he wanted to set them up to be
killed?

Fraser had close friends in the Force and believed that their
lives had needlessly been placed in jeopardy. Sick with worry over
the potential consequences, he had not slept all night. Luckily, the
takedown had gone as peacefully as anyone could have hoped. He
breathed a sigh of relief.

He did not like Despaireux much at the best of times. He
looked over at the aging detective, whose hair had gone grey and
whose face had taken on the look that it deserved at age fifty-five:
cold and mean. They never socialized, but Fraser had heard that
Despaireux drank too much and treated his wife badly. Fraser had
joined the Force as a young man to do good. It sounded hokey, but
he had devoted his life to protecting society from criminals, includ-
ing people who drank too much and abused their wives, so he
found it difficult to work with such a man.

He turned to look at the two young women sitting behind the
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wire mesh. Thank God they were finally safely in the custody of
the police. They didn’t look like your stereotypical terrorists, but
he had heard the wiretaps and knew what these people were capa-
ble of.

Thank God Rose, his sister, had never got roped in by them.
She was involved with some radicals over the building of the
hydro transmission line, Cheekeye-Dunsmuir, but he felt quite con-
fident that Rose knew where to draw the line. Still, the two
women in the back looked like just about anyone’s sisters or
daughters. From what he knew about the case, they were from
good families, not victims of abuse or poverty, and there was no
known explanation or turning point that one could look at and say
“Aha! So that’s why she decided to go beyond the law!”

He had always felt overly protective of Rose. Perhaps it was
because she did sometimes step out of her safe middle-class world, a
little too close to the line that separates the good from the bad, the
law-abiding from the criminal. A few years ago, as part of his intelli-
gence work, he had attended demonstrations against the Cheekeye-
Dunsmuir transmission line. Rose and some of her friends were
there, lawfully protesting the construction of the line, but also in
attendance was a group of anarchists, well known to the police.
Fraser believed that the others were dangerous, particularly to Rose.
Over the years Fraser had taken a profound disliking to one of them,
a guy named Brent Taylor. Today he felt great satisfaction that he
had played an instrumental role in Taylor’s capture.

His first encounter with Taylor had come six years before,
when he was assigned to watch over the federal leader of the
opposition, Joe Clark, who was making a speech at the University
of British Columbia. 1t had been an uneventful afternoon until,
unexpectedly, a tall young man lunged from the crowd and
smacked Clark in the side of the face with a cream pie. Before the
cream had started to drip, Fraser was pushing through the gather-
ing to pursue the culprit. After clearing the crowd, Fraser spotted
him only sixty metres ahead. Racing across the university’s mani-
cured lawn, his heart pounding, his legs pumping, Fraser was sure
he would quickly catch up. He was six-foot-four, an excellent skier
and athlete, any criminal’s nightmare. But he found himself falling
behind. Taylor was also an athlete, with provincial high-school
track records to his credit. Unfortunately for him, a bunch of guys
were playing rugby on the field, and two of the players went for
Taylor as he passed, tackling him to the ground.
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Out the car window behind the prisoners, Fraser could see the
deep purple of the Tantalus Range. Sometimes he longed for a
more innocent world where he wouldn’t constantly be exposed to
the dark and seamy side of life. When he was younger, he could
have made a living as a ski instructor, but his conscience wouldn’t
let him live a life of superficial pleasure. He was compelled to do
something that would make society a better place for his children.
On the weekend, though, he would take his wife and kids back up
this highway — but in the other direction, to Whistler — and for-
get about the terrorists, Despaireux, and all the sadness of the
streets, to ski and have a good time.

* * %

I looked at the backs of the cops’ heads — the one silver, the other
black — and wondered what we were in for. Did they know every-
thing, or were we just being busted for the weapons? I hoped the
others wouldn’t say anything, because maybe, just maybe, this was
only about the weapons.

Losing my balance as the police car rocked around the curves
brought back a story that Brent had told me when we first met
three years before in Toronto. One morning, in 1977, he had heard
on the radio that Joe Clark was going to be speaking at the Univer-
sity of British Columbia that day. He shoplifted a coconut cream
pie from a supermarket and headed out to the university When
Clark stepped up to the mike, Brent quickly moved out of the
crowd and threw the pie at Clark’s face. Then he took off — fast,
because if there’s one thing Brent could do, it was run.

Racing across the university lawn, he was actually widening
the gap between himself and his pursuers. “If it wasn’t for a bunch
of rugby players I had to run past, I would have got away,” he
boasted. “But once they tackled me, it was game over. A couple of
cops ran over and handcuffed me . . . really tight. They put me in
their car and drove over to the campus security office. They drove
fast enough around the corners that 1 would fall over in the back
seat 'cause my hands were cuffed behind my back and I'm telling
you it hurt. They were on so tight I broke into a total sweat. I even
asked if they could loosen them, which is something I'd never do
today because there’s no way they were going to loosen them.
That was my punishment.

“Anyway, once we got to the campus security office, they sat me
down in the middle of the room, still handcuffed, for an hour and a
half. There was absolutely nothing in that room except a cop guard-
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ing me by the door and a map of the university and endowment
lands with coloured pins in it representing the places where indecent
assaults, rapes, flashings, and other stuff had gone on. I stared at
those coloured pins and counted them for the entire hour and a half
just to get my mind off the pain from those cuffs. Finally they let me
go. To this day, my thumb goes numb whenever it’s cold.”

Brent told me that story in the summer of 1980, when he
stopped to visit mutual friends in Toronto on his way to New Hamp-
shire. He was going to participate in an anti-nuclear protest at
Seabrook against the construction of the nuclear power station. We
had both gone out that night with a group from the Bulldozer, a pris-
oners’ support newsletter, to spray-paint slogans on walls informing
people that August 10th was Prison Justice Day We had split up into
groups, and Brent and I were paired up quite accidentally.

Separating from the rest, we headed down the deserted down-
town streets, looking for perfect blank walls to use as canvases for
our graffiti. Toronto at 2:00 a.m. was a black concrete wilderness
starkly illuminated by street lights and blinking red stoplights. The
only witnesses to our surreptitious activities were a few taxis tak-
ing drunks home from the bars and street people with seemingly
nowhere to go.

We headed down Spadina Avenue, stopping to spray slogans
on walls that would get the most commuter and pedestrian expo-
sure. I had a hard time keeping up with Brent. He didn’t walk
along — he bounced, as though he had springs on the balls of his
feet. He moved easily in and out of the shadows and the light of
the street lamps like a cat stalking his prey, working the various
walls with his spray can. From his fluid, agile movements I could
tell that the danger and excitement of our illegal activities stimu-
lated him. I could almost see his nerve endings bristling.

I wasn't cut from the same cloth. My mind kept conjuring up
images of cops lurking around every corner just waiting to bust us.
Of course, these forecasts of doom were self-fulfilling, sending
adrenalin surging through my body, making my movements jerky,
my hands and feet heavy. My instincts were to flee, not confront
danger.

After several hours of prowling the streets and leaving our anti-
prison messages for the morning traffic, we sat down to rest on a
bench in Kensington Market. All the little market stalls were
boarded up for the night, but you could still smell the banana
peels and tomatoes left squished on the sidewalks. The quiet
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activity of the late-night scavengers had replaced the noisy hustle
and bustle of the daytime shoppers and vendors. A few fat rats
scurried in and out of the shadows and alley cats prowled after
them, stopping to savour the odd fish scrap rotting on the ground.

Our feet ached, although we were still wide-eyed from the
night’s excitement. Brent turned towards me for a moment, and I
could feel his pale blue eyes on me. As he talked I became aware
that my body was vibrating and my breathing sharp. I hoped he
hadn’t noticed. He was telling me that he lived in a communal
house in Vancouver with a bunch of anarchists. I asked him what
they did.

“All kinds of stuff. Cause trouble for the powers that be.”

For hours we sat on that bench talking about our pasts, our
present lives, and plans for the future. Brent’s long black hair flew
around wildly as he talked. His hands were in constant motion.
Although mismatched in emotional mettle for spray-painting, we
found that we were definitely cut from the same political cloth,
kindred spirits. We had both spent much of our youth working
within the left, organizing demonstrations, putting out informa-
tion, going to rallies and meetings, and doing everything else
involved in lives of radical activism.

He stared at his feet for a while in silence. “Im very burnt out,”
he said. “Tired of all this useless leftist shit. The government
knows that letting the Americans test the cruise missile here is not
popular. But it doesn’t matter how many demos, letter-writing
campaigns and acts of civil disobedience we have — nothing is
going to change. The Canadian government is more interested in
convincing us that what the American government wants is good
for us than it is in fulfilling its own people’s wishes.”

He looked me straight in the eye. “So, Ann, what do you
think?” It’s crazy, but my first thought was, “Someday we’re going
to be lovers and soulmates.” Instead I simply said “Yeah,” because I
was the converted.

Brent left a few days later. We made vague plans to get
together that summer at a gathering in the Black Hills of South
Dakota, but I never made it. I was busy working for the Toronto
Clarion, a monthly left-wing paper, and helping put together the
Bulldozger, but 1 didn't forget those few days I spent with Brent.

* * *

A few days after I first met Brent, Rose Gibralter was standing in
the hot sun waiting to stop a bulldozer on Texada Island in British
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Columbia, almost five thousand kilometres away. She had been an
active member of the Cheekeye-Dunsmuir Alliance for three years.
She was not by nature a rebel, but she had joined the group after
becoming outraged at the lack of democratic process in the deci-
sion to construct the transmission line — which was no small resi-
dential project, but a $1 billion megaproject to construct a
112-kilometre line to run from the B.C. mainland to Vancouver
Island. Part of the route would travel through her neighbourhood
in Edgmont on the Sechelt Peninsula. She shared her outrage with
many other normally law-abiding citizens over the complete lack
of consultation on this project. They were worried about the envi-
ronmental effects of the line, which would cut a huge swath
through the countryside, emitting electro-magnetic radiation and
requiring the use of dangerous herbicides to prevent undergrowth.
Taxpayers in general believed that the costs of the project would
ultimately fall on their shoulders.

After three years of attending meetings with B.C. Hydro,
protesting in front of the provincial parliament buildings in Victo-
ria, and fruitless pressuring of their MLAs, the activists had finally
decided to resort to civil disobedience. Calvin Hill, the spokesper-
son for their group, had warned Hydro in May 1980 that in the
summer protesters would set up camp in the vicinity of the Hydro
access road used for the construction of the line. A small number
of people representing the different regions would stand in a sec-
tion of the access road under construction on Texada Island, in the
path of machinery as it approached. Rose had volunteered to rep-
resent the Sechelt Peninsula.

That day the small group was milling about Calvin, waiting for
the symbolic bulldozer to arrive. They were a motley crew:
teenagers with rings on their fingers and toes, and in their ears
and noses; students energized by the idealism of their youth; and
adults in their thirties, children of the sixties, who had integrated
into society with jobs, homes, and children — like Rose. Unlike
many of her peers, Rose had not abandoned all her youthful ideal-
ism in exchange for her comfortable house in the suburbs. She still
found time to be active in the community and help organize
around causes she believed in. Even though she and her brother
had taken very different paths in life — he was a cop and she was
a wife and mother — they shared a strong moral constitution.

Rose scanned the landscape, wondering when the bulldozer
would arrive. They were going to stand in front of it, preventing
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any further clearing at least until after their arrests. Hydro had
obtained a Supreme Court order allowing the police to arrest any-
one who obstructed the excavation company hired to clear the
right-of-way. Their actions wouldn’t stop Hydro from clearing the
land, but Rose hoped that at least Hydro would think twice in the
future about pushing through projects without consulting the pub-
lic.

She did not like the idea of being arrested, but in her mind the
protest was not the same thing as breaking the law. They would all
plead “not guilty” to public mischief, because God knows they had
tried every other possible legal avenue just to have a public hear-
ing. Considering that this project would ultimately be paid for
through Canada Pension Plan funds, loaned to Hydro at below-
market rates, she and her community were paying for it. The least
the government owed them was a public hearing to determine
whether or not it was really necessary.

Her brother had been very concerned about the civil disobedi-
ence aspect of her work, but, as she had explained to him, the idea
was not to have a confrontation with the police but to express
opposition to the Hydro project. The police were not responsible
for the decision to push it through: they were there to enforce the
laws. Calvin and the others had taken great care to explain to the
police that this was a matter of conscience, not a matter of break-
ing the law.

Calvin stood a head above the rest of the group. He was a nat-
ural leader and loved it. Rose found herself inexplicably attracted
to his tanned, rough, good looks. There was something animal-like
about him that stirred her, although she would never act upon her
attraction. Suddenly her attention was brought back to reality by
the dull roar of a bulldozer coming up over the horizon. She
jogged lightly over to the small group of protesters who had
formed a line across the path the bulldozer would have to take
between the trees. In front of the bulldozer walked a line of uni-
formed policemen ready to make routine arrests as they had been
doing all week. Calvin Hill stood in the middle of the line and the
other six stood three on each side of him.

A few days before, on Sunday, August 12, a larger group of
twenty-five protesters had encircled the bulldozer. The owner of
the excavation company, George Edge, arrived that day to drive
the bulldozer. In the ensuing confrontation, one of the protesters
had approached a worker with a tape recorder to ask a few ques-
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tions and the man had grabbed her arm and thrown her tape
recorder to the ground. Another worker had grabbed a camera,
which one of the protesters was using to document events, and hit
him over the head with it. In a final act of defiance, Edge contin-
ued to drive the bulldozer through the crowd, striking the ankle of
one of the protesters as he passed through. Although the RCMP
were about one hundred feet away when all this was happening,
they did not intervene. Later they claimed that they didn’t see a
thing.

Rose prayed that today’s would be a more peaceful protest, and
her prayers were answered. As the bulldozer approached, the
police walked up, handcuffed each protester, and led them off to a
waiting van. No one put up a fight, because the object of their
blockade was more symbolic than to actually stop the progress of
the excavation company One of the cops helped Rose into the
police van, which was almost full of protesters. She shuffled awk-
wardly through their knees to a small spot between Calvin Hill and
another young woman. As she sat down, her thigh brushed lightly
against Calvin’s leg, but he was so engrossed in conversation that
he didn’t even notice. Through the dirty little window across from
her she stared at the pine forests whizzing past.







Going Underground






* 3 *

In the autumn of 1980 Marion Mueller, visiting from West Ger-
many, stopped by my room in Toronto to ask if I could help her
hook up with people involved in the prison abolition movement in
Canada. I had spent time in Europe a year earlier, and she had
been given my name by people I had stayed with then. I intro-
duced her to the people who put together the Bulldozer, then
decided to use her visit as an excuse to travel out west and intro-
duce her to Claire Culhane, the bulwark of the prison abolition
movement in Canada. Claire was a retired older woman who kept
in regular correspondence with dozens of prisoners, both male and
female, across the country, championing their causes and fighting
for what little rights they had. It was a thankless task with no
remuneration. Her only reward was the respect she gained with
prisoners and their support groups across Canada and even the
United States.

So, not long after her arrival, Marion and I boarded a train for
the trip to Vancouver. We had three days to get to know each other
to the rhythmic clanking of the wheels on the tracks and the
scenery flowing past us. She instantly fell in love with the vastness
of the country, and so we spent much of our time in the glass-cov-
ered viewing car. Each day we awoke to a new landscape. One day
it was the rugged rocks and coniferous forests jutting out of the
lakes dotting the Canadian Shield; the next day it was the broad
expanse of the prairie wheat fields, ebbing and flowing in the wind
like the ocean waves; another day the abrupt sight of the Rockies’
sharp peaks. We talked endlessly Marion was well-educated and
politically sophisticated, the product of a long history of European
revolutionary development. In North America, communists, social-
ists, and anarchists were considered fringe elements, whereas in
Europe these forms of politics had been institutionalized and long
represented by political parties, unions, and even universities.

Marion asked me if I wanted something from the canteen, but I
shook my head. Watching her make her way down the narrow
aisle, I thought she would make a perfect fugitive or guerrilla
because I couldn’t imagine anyone more difficult to describe. She
was attractive more for her healthy, natural good looks than for
any outstanding features. She was of average height and build
with mousy brown hair, cut neatly at her shoulders. Her style of
dress was conventional and neat, and she never wore colours that
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were bold or loud. What stood out about her were less immedi-
ately obvious qualities — her kindness, gentleness, and wisdom.

When she returned she had orange juice and cheddar cheese
sandwiches for both of us. Having never met me before, she was
curious about my past. How had I become interested in politics? I
found myself trying to explain my political development as a
teenager. Like most teenagers growing up in the late 1960s, I had
opinions on everything. But unlike many of my peers, I was partic-
ularly fascinated with the hippies, absorbing everything I could
learn about their ideas and lifestyle from newspapers and maga-
zines. My ambitions along those lines were frustrated by the fact
that I lived with my family in a small suburb on the outskirts of
Toronto and was still too young to actually become a hippy.

I remember beginning to develop a political consciousness dur-
ing my high-school years. 1 had a particularly telling memory
about writing an essay supporting the views of the FLQ in Quebec.
Since Marion wasn’t familiar with Canadian history, I explained to
her that the Front de Libération du Québec was an urban guerrilla
group of the 1960s; its members fought for the independence of
Quebec from Canada using the tactics of guerrilla warfare. At the
age of sixteen, I was not intellectually sophisticated enough to
base my support for their guerrilla actions in sound political argu-
ments, so in retrospect I assumed that much of my reasoning must
have been grounded in a more instinctive support, an idea that
had always intrigued me. Marion smiled at that revelation.

As I got older I became more and more interested in politics until
by the time I was twenty-five [ was consumed by it. I studied Marx-
ism when I attended the University of Waterloo, which led to a brief
stint working for the university newspaper, The Chevron, which at
the time was under the direction of a Marxist-Leninist group. But
after a time I became disillusioned with the group’s tendency of
applying Marxist political philosophy to history, and everything else,
like a religion. No political philosophy, however brilliant, should
remain stagnant as economic and social conditions changed. Eventu-
ally I moved on to become interested in the urban guerrilla groups
emerging in Europe during the 1970s as the mass protest movements
of the late 1960s were waning. To pursue my new-found interest, I
enrolled in the university’s Integrated Studies Department, estab-
lished in the sixties to allow students the opportunity to design their
own course of studies. [ formulated a plan in which I would travel to
Europe for six months to study the groups there first-hand and then,
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upon my return, present a paper outlining what I had learned. After
obtaining my advisors’ approval, I was off.

I flew to London, England, not knowing a soul. Since I was
charting my own course in the study of modern-day guerrilla
groups, 1 decided the best way to meet their supporters would be
through the local left-wing bookstores. After dumping my stuff at a
hostel, I headed out for Freedom Press, a large left-wing bookstore
in London. As luck would have it, I was rummaging through some
militant magazines when a guy came over and started looking
through the same section. Eager to meet a local radical, I initiated
a conversation, which he no doubt took as a come-on. After I told
him my story, he invited me to a pub, ostensibly to discuss my
studies. Being somewhat naive, I thought that by virtue of being a
radical this man must be a kindred spirit and would thus introduce
me to his friends in the left. After a few beers he told me that he
was in trouble with the law and if he didn’t get some money to flee
England before his court date, he would end up in prison. He por-
trayed himself as a heroic revolutionary, a victim of the justice sys-
tem who, if convicted, would spend a long time in prison. I tried to
find out details about his so-called crime, but he made it clear that
it was political in nature and to reveal more would be dangerous
and uncool. Despite my naivety, it didn’t take long before I began
to see through his feeble attempts to find out how much money 1
had. I didn’t have to be too perceptive to guess that he was proba-
bly some con stringing me along.

Even though by that point I didn’t believe a word he was say-
ing, I was desperate to meet activists. So, after I had laid my cards
on the table, he blatantly came up with a proposal to trade money
— mine — for an address of some Parisian supporters of the Red
Army Faction, the West German guerrilla group. I weighed the
odds and decided to take the gamble. The amount he wanted to
borrow was minimal and seemed a small price to pay for the possi-
bility of meeting those people in Paris. After a short interrogation
on my part to determine if the names and addresses he had were
real, I decided they were and handed over the money in exchange
for an address.

By that time it was getting late and he said I could spend the
night in his nearby flat rather than make the long journey back to
the hostel. When I asked about the sleeping arrangements, he reas-
sured me that I would be quite comfortable on the floor. My deci-
sion to take him up on his offer was not influenced by alcohol,




24 / Direct Action: Memoirs of an Urban Guerrilla

because I had only drunk a couple of pints of the watery English
draft. I was simply tired, and did tend to trust strangers more than
I would today.

His “flat” turned out to be a tiny and cold bedsitting room
heated by a gas radiator that had to be fed English pence. Since he
had no money, his room had not been heated for some time. The
comfortable sleeping arrangements turned out to be a narrow bed
and a barren wooden floor. To make the situation even more
uninviting, he explained that I could sleep on the floor but there
was no other bedding available than the single, worn blanket on
the bed. Obviously, he had known from the beginning that I would
have little choice but to sleep in the bed with him. Considering
how late it was, and despite my anger, I decided to sleep beside
him, using a pillow as a barrier.

I got into bed with him, fully clothed, and quickly realized —
but too late — what a big mistake I was making. Ignoring my
protests, he immediately began to grope me. My anger turned to
fear when I sensed that if I resisted him forcefully, he might
become violent. I really knew nothing about this guy. His true
crime might be rape or, worse, murder. In a court of law my deci-
sion to just lie there and let him rape me as quickly and peacefully
as possible would probably be construed as consent, but I let my
instincts guide my actions. After he finished I got up and left. For-
tunately I had no physical scars, only a damaged spirit and a great
loss of trust in human nature. That was the last I saw of him.

The next morning I hitchhiked to the ferry and crossed over to
France, spending the night in a cheap hotel in Calais. By noon the
next day I was standing on a boulevard in Paris and looking up at
a huge apartment complex. I managed to make my way up to the
apartment number that my contact had given me, and knocked on
the door. When a young French woman answered, | explained in
my high-school French how [ had managed to get her address. I
was not surprised to learn that neither she nor her roommates had
ever heard of the man. But in the end it turned out to be the right
place, and they were kind and friendly enough to invite me in. The
relationship was somewhat handicapped by both my imperfect
knowledge of French and their political opposition to learning
English, “the language of imperialism.” This was the beginning of a
three-month stay in which they grew to trust me implicitly, despite
the language barrier, and involved me in all the support work they
were doing for the Red Army Faction in Paris.
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After letting me go on about myself, Marion interrupted to
explain that she had also done support work for the Red Army Fac-
tion in West Germany. In North America, even the left knew the
Red Army Faction mostly by its media-dubbed name, the Baader-
Meinhof gang, named after founders Andreas Baader and Ulrike
Meinhof. All that was commonly known about them was that they
had kidnapped and killed Hans Martin-Schleyer, a powerful West
German industrialist, in October 1977. But in Western Europe a
body of people, such as Marion, supported the RAF as Marxist
urban guerrillas waging a long-term struggle, in conjunction with
Third World liberation movements, against U.S. imperialism. In
Europe a body of intellectuals even dared to write theoretical
papers discussing the validity of guerrilla group action on the con-
tinent. During my stay in France, an Italian university professor,
Franco Piperno, applied for political asylum there. His crime
appeared to be having helped the Italian Socialist party attempt to
negotiate a solution to the 1978 kidnapping of Aldo Moro by the
Italian guerrilla group Red Brigades. Specifically, Piperno had been
asked to interpret letters written by Aldo Moro while he was being
held in captivity by the Red Brigades. However, the ruling Italian
coalition of the Christian Democrats and Communists was opposed
to negotiating with the Red Brigades, and after Moro’s death
Piperno was charged with participating in a subversive and armed
association. In the absence of any real crime, most of the European
left believed Piperno was being persecuted for being a theoretician
of the extraparliamentary left. To quash the support for the guerril-
las, many European parliaments enacted laws making it illegal to
write or distribute information supporting “terrorism.” Marion was
particularly concerned with the criminalization of ideas because,
as a revolutionary, her talent and interest lay more in publishing
ideas than in actually carrying out militant actions.

At the apartment in Paris [ realized that I was in a unique situa-
tion to learn first-hand about the politics and workings of an urban
guerrilla group, and I worked passionately putting out leaflets, aiding
RAF fugitives, and doing anything else I could. We even travelled to
Stuttgart, West Germany, to attend the trial of Klaus Croissant, a Ger-
man lawyer for some RAF militants, who was accused of passing
information amongst his RAF clients and thereby “supporting a crim-
inal association.” Although I was absorbing everything around me
like a sponge, 1 was growing disillusioned with the RAF tactics of
assassination and the injuries to innocent victims that occurred in
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some of their actions. It was becoming increasingly apparent that
they did not have the necessary popular support that would lead to
an understanding of these tactics. [ was not convinced that the RAF
represented a model that [ would aspire to follow.

Despite my criticisms, 1 had never felt as intellectually and
emotionally alive as I did in those six months in Paris. Besides
doing support work for the RAE 1 dived into whatever political
events were unfolding in that city of teeming revolutionaries who
seemed to represent every possible stream of political thought. I
thrived on the excitement, danger, and intensity of activities that
demanded one hundred per cent of my attention. History was not
determining our lives — we were determining history! I did not
want to go back to Canada.

1 remembered attending a huge demonstration on March 23,
1979, organized by a coalition of trade unions protesting unem-
ployment and government plans to reduce the number of workers
in the ailing steel industry. My attendance had nothing to do with
my support work for the RAF but everything to do with my hunger
for political experience. I had never walked in such a large crowd
— with over one hundred thousand people it seemed to be one
gigantic living, breathing organism. It started off as most demon-
strations do, with thousands of people marching together in small
interest groups, banding together under similar placards proclaim-
ing a common goal. But as [ marched I noticed that the most ani-
mated contingent was a group of autonomists who were spear-
heading the demonstration.

Autonomists were the political version of punks — anarchists
who believed in living and acting autonomously from society and
the government. Every aspect of their lives reflected their politics.
They lived in “squats,” vacant buildings they reclaimed as rent-free
homes. They shoplifted all their material needs in open defiance of
society’s laws, and they dressed unconventionally in used clothing
acquired at the French equivalent of the Salvation Army and Good-
will stores. Essentially they lived as total outlaws, existing outside
the boundaries of legality, rejecting all political parties in an
attempt to live the revolution in their daily lives. The demonstra-
tion’s trade union organizers made obvious, but frustrated,
attempts to keep the autonomists under control. They were afraid
that the anarchists would not remain peaceful and organized and
as a result would cause chaos at the end of the demonstration.
Their fears were not unfounded.



Going Underground / 27

The closer we came to the prearranged end of the demonstra-
tion, the closer I tried to get to the autonomists. I was attracted to
both their energy and philosophy. By the time we reached the end
of the march the autonomists had amassed in a group of milling
black-clad youth, dressed appropriately for militant actions in
crash helmets, ski masks, leather gloves, and even gas masks.
Their dress code was obviously geared towards hiding their iden-
tity and protecting them from police brutality. The press photogra-
phers had also gravitated towards them, sensing that this was
where the real news story was going to unfold. But the
autonomists were not interested in appearing in the front-page
photograph of the daily papers and had come prepared. The first
thing they did as the demonstration began to disband was to
attack the press photographers, throwing stones and blatantly try-
ing to grab and destroy their cameras.

The police, anticipating problems, had positioned themselves
in huge numbers at the end of the demonstration, setting up metal
barricades in front of all the streets. I felt my spine tingling with a
mixture of fear and excitement as I looked around me at the
formidable lines of cops with huge shields, gas masks, and batons
at the entrance to every street save one that had been preordained
as the dispersal route for the thousands of demonstrators.

Once the autonomists had finished attacking and dispersing
the photographers, they began to separate and move off. Even
though I was just going with the flow, reacting to events as they
unfolded, I was beginning to suspect that the autonomists were
indeed quite organized despite their public reputation as the pur-
veyors of anarchy. I followed one group down a street towards the
financial district, where they began to smash the huge plate-glass
windows of the main commercial establishments. As small skir-
mishes began to unfold all over the financial district between the
police and the autonomists, I noticed that often the looters were
normal Parisians who were simply taking advantage of the oppor-
tunity to reach in open windows and grab whatever goods they
could while the police were preoccupied with the protesters.

After a while the group I was tagging along with became over-
powered by the police and began running down the street towards
one of the Parisian train stations, the Gare de I'Est, that services
the suburbs. We raced down the streets pursued by pairs of cops
on small motor scooters, positioned so the cop on the back could
use his baton to knock down the protesters. Any unfortunate
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autonomist who got knocked down in this manner was quickly
scooped up by the police officers following on foot and thrown
into one of hundreds of paddy wagons driving along behind the
action. These skirmishes and retreats to the many train stations
were happening throughout Paris.

Once inside the train station, I realized just how organized the
autonomists were. No sooner had we arrived in a small group
inside than they began to rip metal lockers from the wall and use
them as barricades to the entrances, thus prohibiting anyone from
getting in or out, both cop and citizen alike. I stood there in awe,
surrounded by an odd assortment of black-clad autonomists, who
were occupying the huge piles of metal lockers, and normal
Parisian citizens, who were walking about casually looting the
smashed-in train station stores.

As a testament to their organization, the autonomists had
stashed Molotov cocktails and rocks inside the lockers long before
the demonstration had begun, and now they lobbed their arsenal
at the impotent cops who had surrounded the train station but
couldn’t deploy tear gas because of the good citizens of Paris who
were also inside. After what seemed like hours the cops finally
launched a concerted assault on one of the entrances, knocking the
lockers aside and shooting canisters of tear gas inside. The
autonomists had piles of lemon-soaked bandannas inside their
packsacks and began handing them out to the Parisians, who were
screaming and trying to get out in a panic. When I tried to escape,
just as I got outside a tear gas canister landed right beside me,
almost blinding and suffocating me with its gas. An autonomist
wearing a protective bandanna leaned over, picked up the canister,
and lobbed it back at the cops, then grabbed my arm and covered
my face with another bandanna and dragged me out of harm’s
way. When I was finally able to breathe again, I looked around but
my little saviour was gone. It was probably one of the most excit-
ing days of my life.

After that day I had no desire to return home to a country
where revolutionaries seemed to be an endangered species. Later I
revealed my dilemma to a young West German woman, Sabine
Schmidt, an RAF member who was hiding out at our apartment. [
explained that I didn’t want to go back to Canada because there
were no militants there I could relate to. I believed Canada was so
far behind France in revolutionary development that the political
climate would never be supportive of militancy in my lifetime. I
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knew that there were all kinds of legitimate and important revolu-
tionary work to be done in Canada, but I now identified as an
urban guerrilla and thought 1 would be isolated and ineffective
back home. To fulfil my ambitions and identity, I felt I needed to
work with like-minded individuals who shared my passion for rev-
olutionary activity. To illustrate my point 1 asked Sabine if a femi-
nist wouldn't always be frustrated working on political issues with
predominantly male groups, even though working with men was
not bad in itself.

Sabine sensed the importance of this decision for me, and per-
haps for that reason when she responded she spoke fluent English
and didn’t force me to speak French — for me, an exhausting exer-
cise because of the constant effort required to find the right words,
much less ideas. She advised me to go back and work in Canada.
“What would happen if everyone went to places in the world
where things were happening just as they wanted?” she asked.
“Then nothing would develop in other areas of the world. If most
of the revolutionaries in North America came to Europe, the revo-
lutionary development in North America would be stunted — and
that is the most important place in the world for revolutionary
development. If we can weaken the strength of the economic and
political structures in North America, then the liberation struggles
in the Third World will thrive and eventually conquer their dicta-
torships. I think you would be more effective in Canada where you
have a personal history you can build on — where you know the
language, the people, and the culture. Here, you are a stranger in
a strange land.”

1 didn’t know Sabine very well; she was a role model more for
who she represented than for who she really was. After weighing
her opinion, and after considerable soul-searching, I decided to
return to Canada and find some like-minded individuals and do
whatever it took, no matter how long, to initiate some militant
political activity in the Canadian left.

Meanwhile, as my conversations with Marion continued, our
train left the Alberta foothills and began the slow, winding journey
through the Rockies. Like many others before me, I'm sure, I was
struck by the majesty and vastness of the mountains. In contrast to
the cultivated peacefulness of the prairies, the wild nature of the
Rockies — the crashing waterfalls, craggy chasms, and the threat
of avalanches or catapulting rocks — seemed to rule here in all its
unforgiving power. Somehow our little metal cars winding slowly
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through the valleys seemed so frail and inadequate. Our talk
became noticeably more subdued, and philosophical. Finally Mar-
ion pointed down to the map nestled on her lap. “It looks like
we’re heading into the Fraser Valley” The suburbs of Vancouver
were not far off.

* 4 ¥

After disembarking from the train we took a bus to the address
that Brent had given me during our brief encounter in the
summer. I hadn't told him I was coming, but he had said he lived
with a group of people and assured me I'd be welcome to stay any
time [ was in town.

As we walked down the residential street he lived on, we
noticed prostitutes hanging around the street corners. Most of the
houses were in ill repair, and a few were even boarded up. The
large, once attractive homes had obviously been deserted by mid-
dle-class families and left to fend for themselves as rentals where
drug addicts, prostitutes, and poor families tried to survive. Scat-
tered amongst the houses were small industrial buildings and
warehouses. | imagined that in another few years certain good citi-
zens would level the houses, ridding the area of the “vermin” and
freeing it up for the manufacturing enterprises that already had
their toe in the door.

We found Brent’s address, a large two-storey house with paint
peeling off the wooden siding and flapping in the breeze. Carefully
climbing the broken wooden stairs, we rang the doorbell. Miracu-
lously, it worked. The door was opened by a muscular young man
with short, neatly trimmed hair. He was wearing a pair of beige
shorts and no top. When I took the liberty of introducing myself
and Marion as friends of Brent, he did not introduce himself but
told us to come in. We walked down a hallway into the kitchen
and sat down. The young man disappeared down some basement
stairs.

The first thing that struck me about the house was that every
square inch of wall space was covered with posters, signs, and slo-
gans. We didn't need a book to read — we could have sat and read
the walls for days. Everything was political. Marion and I sat
speechless for awhile, reading the different slogans and looking at
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the pictures, since the young man did not hurry back. 1 noticed a
number of newspaper photos on the wall, apparently from the past
of the man who had answered the door. I got up and started read-
ing the fine print to try to discern some information about him. In
one photo he was holding a flag at some festival from 1978. Below
it was a small article from the newspaper’s courts section stating
that Doug Stewart had pleaded guilty to the theft of a flag at the
Sea Festival. Another showed him with a bunch of other people
holding an anti-nuclear banner at a demonstration in 1980. Most
of the other newspaper photos of him also pictured him as part of
some group at a demonstration or rally. The odd part was that in
every photo he wore the same dark sunglasses and beige shorts,
even though some were taken years apart. I had to laugh.

Finally he reappeared. “Brent’s over at Angie’s but he’ll be
home in a few hours,” he said brusquely, then disappeared again
downstairs. He was obviously not preoccupied with social conven-
tions. We made coffee and continued to amuse ourselves reading
the material on the walls.

About an hour later the door burst open and in came two
young women who obviously lived there. They were much
friendlier and introduced themselves as Bridget and Saphie.

“Yeah, Brent told us you would be coming sometime,” said
Saphie, plopping herself down on a chair. Bridget immediately sat
down on Saphie’s lap, even though there were other empty chairs.
“He won’t be back for awhile. Do you have anything to do today?”
she added, stroking Bridget’s hair affectionately.

“I want to get in touch with Claire Culhane,” Marion said. “But
I'm still tired from the train ride so I think I'll just give her a phone
call and rest for the day.”

“You can sleep up there,” Bridget said. She led us to the living
room and showed us a loft built of two-by-fours and plywood. “We
usually sleep up there but we're going over to Quadra Island for
the weekend. Brent and Doug’s rooms are downstairs.” The loft
spanned half the room, creating a space where at least six people
could sleep comfortably. Underneath were old sofas, chairs, and
tables that allowed the living room to function as a sitting area as
well. Up against the other walls were row upon row of bookshelves
that went to the ceiling. In one corner they had converted an old
door into a table, which was covered with cut-up magazines and
half-finished posters.

“Are you tired?” Saphie asked, looking at me. “Cause you're
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welcome to come with me and Bridget to the laundromat if you
want.”

The chance to get to know Brent’s roommates overcame my
fatigue. While Marion and I unpacked our clothes and piled them
into crates lined up against the walls of the loft, Saphie and Brid-
get dumped dirty clothes out of other crates onto the floor below.
By the time they'd finished there was a mound far larger than the
three of us could possibly carry.

“Let’s call a cab,” Saphie decided. By the time it arrived we
were waiting with four huge sacks on the front porch. The frown
on the cab driver’s face forewarned us that the laundromat better
be far enough away to make the trip worth his while. Before we
even opened the cab door, he yelled out, “Where to?”

“The laundromat at Broadway and Main,” Saphie yelled back.
He responded by stepping on the accelerator, leaving us with our
small mountain of clothes standing in his exhaust on the sidewalk.

Not one to be discouraged, Bridget jogged off down the side-
walk, yelling that she’d be back in a minute, which she was, with a
discarded shopping cart. In this neighbourhood, shopping carts
were more prevalent than cars. We loaded up the cart with our
bags and proceeded towards the laundromat. We walked along for
a couple of blocks exchanging stories until the street took a sharp
downhill turn. Without a word, Bridget gave the cart a sharp push
and jumped onto its bottom rail. It started coasting swiftly down
the street. Saphie and I jogged along beside her until the momen-
tum built up to the point that we were in a flat-out run and then
gave up the chase. Bridget was screaming with joy every inch of
the way until the cart hit a pot hole and overturned abruptly, leav-
ing a pile of metal and clothes, and Bridget, on the ground. We ran
down the hill to see if she was alright and reached her at the same
time as a cop in an unmarked car.

“Oh, it’s you again,” said Saphie with attitude, as she struggled
to extricate herself from the pile of metal and clothes. “This is Cor-
poral Wayne Fraser, the local cop who watches over us.” The cop
did not get out of his car or say anything. He just looked us over
and drove off. “What’s that all about?” I asked.

“He’s some political undercover type who turns up at benefits,
demos, and just about everywhere. Everybody recognizes him but |
guess he just takes notes in case something ever happens around
here,” said Bridget flatly, picking up the clothing that had broken
loose from the bags.
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“One night we were out spray-painting and I had painted
something like ‘Lesbians Unite!’ on a wall, when that guy suddenly
appeared out of nowhere,” Saphie explained as we loaded our
clothes back into the cart. “He grabbed me, took my spray cans as
evidence, and wrote out a charge and summons to appear in court
for defacing the building. Anyways, I went down to Stan Guen-
ther’s office — this lawyer who handles a lot of political cases. He
said we could beat it so we went to court. The prosecutor couldn’t
prove that I didn’t own the building because he had no documen-
tation about the owner so I got off on a technicality.” She laughed.
“I think that undercover cop has had it in for me ever since.”

After that little bit of excitement, we continued to the laundro-
mat, did our laundry, and went back to the house, talking and
laughing the whole time. [ got the impression that Bridget and
Saphie could make even the most boring task fun.

As we dragged our bags up the stairs, a faded yellow Volvo
pulled in the driveway with Brent and, in the driver’s seat, a young
woman who looked about my age. I'd already learned from Bridget
and Saphie that Angie was Brent’s girlfriend or, to be politically
correct, partner. It was obvious through the younger women’s
descriptions that they held Angie in high regard, except for a cer-
tain degree of bewilderment over her relationship with Brent. They
did not try to hide their preference for women’s company, and in
fact they firmly believed that men, with all their flaws, drained
women of their energy and thus were best left to fend for them-
selves, at least until they’d learned how to overcome their sexist
ways. In their personal lives they had made an exception for Brent
and Doug, but as a rule they did not waste any energy on men.

I immediately liked Angie, a response that instantly made me
feel a little guilty about coming here because I could not lie to
myself — deep inside, my interest in Brent went beyond the politi-
cal. But from the moment we met, Angie’s eyes exuded warmth
and she was nothing but kind to me. I had to respect a woman
who greeted me with such genuine emotions, knowing I had trav-
elled across the country to stay at her partner’s house at his invita-
tion. I think Brent was also aware of this undercurrent of emotion
between us, because his eyes did not once meet mine that evening,
probably due to a mixture of respect for Angie and a mutual fear
that if our eyes did meet they would tell the whole story to the
others.

Everyone was hungry, so Brent began preparing dinner. “We're
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almost out of food,” he said, peering inside the empty kitchen cup-
boards. “We're going to have to rent a wreck and go shopping
tomorrow.”

Marion had been napping while we did the laundry but now
she was up and watching the activities. “If you don’t mind, I would
like to stay for a few days,” she said politely “So I would like to
give you some money for food.”

“Oh, we never buy food,” Bridget laughed.

“What do you mean?” asked Marion, her eyebrows crossed.

“We rent a car from a place called Rent-A-Wreck. They’re
super-cheap and don't ask for a deposit. Then we get a bunch of us
together and drive around and get five-finger discounts,” Bridget
explained with a big smile. “Know what I mean?”

Marion was not familiar with English euphemisms.

“Shoplifting,” I said bluntly

Brent made an impressive spaghetti, substituting canned beans
for meat. He also produced a large salad, which we learned, after
swallowing our last bite, was made from lettuce and tomatoes
found in garbage bins in the Granville Island Market. Angie
explained that some friends went garbaging there daily because a
lot of the vendors threw out perfectly good unsold vegetables at
the end of the day.

We had finished eating and were sitting around talking about a
benefit Angie was organizing when the young man from the base-
ment, Doug Stewart, came in. I had forgotten all about him. He
walked in without saying a word and began preparing brown rice.
When Marion and I said “Hi,” he turned quickly to us and responded
in kind, then left the room, presumably until the rice was done.

Even though it was none of my business, I asked why he didn’t
eat with the others. “Doug has a schedule,” Saphie said without a
hint of sarcasm. “It’s just the way he is. He eats and sleeps at the
same time everyday and doesn’t feel good if his routine is altered.
That’s just Doug.” I could tell by the tone of her voice that she felt
very protective towards him.

“Come on,” Brent said, motioning for me and Marion to follow
him, leaving Angie, Saphie, and Bridget to continue discussing the
details of the benefit. Down in the basement Brent gave what was
apparently Doug’s bedroom door a quick rap, to which a sullen
“Come in” greeted us. The three of us walked in and draped our-
selves about his tiny room, but Doug didn’t raise his head from his
book. “What are you reading?” Brent asked.
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“Oh, just some of my old physics books,” he answered, still not
looking up.

Brent invaded his space by lifting the book off the table even
though Doug was still apparently engrossed in it. Oddly enough,
Doug was not offended by this intervention.

“This is your third-year university physics book,” stated Brent.

Doug smiled for the first time. “That’s very observant of you.”

“And what are you reading this for?”

“Oh, some electric circuits I'm designing have got me stumped,
so I'm just brushing up on some formulas.”

Marion and I couldn’t help noticing a peculiar set of lights, con-
sisting of about one hundred tiny light bulbs, set up in neat rows,
flickering on and off, on a black velvet board. Doug noticed us
looking at it and explained that the system was designed to light
up the bulbs continually in random patterns. Why was never
explained, and we didn’t ask.

“] saw a newspaper article on the wall in the kitchen about
some anti-nuclear rally you were in?” I said, trying to spark up a
conversation.

“Yeah, that was a demo, me and Brent helped organize in
April. It was the first anti-nuclear rally in Vancouver and about five
thousand people came, which is a lot for this city.”

“Have you guys been involved in organizing a lot of rallies?” I
continued.

“Oh yeah. There’s usually someone from either this house or
Angie’s involved in any demo or benefit going on in town.”

“We're going out postering for Angie’s Women Against Prisons
benefit tonight. Do you want to come?” Brent asked.

“Naw,” Doug said flatly, taking back his book and starting to
read again. Since he didn’t seem interested in talking, we went
back upstairs. After a little while he came back up, got his rice, put
a bit of soya sauce on it, and went back to his room to eat. Brent
explained that Doug ate an exclusive diet of brown rice and boiled
vegetables with soya sauce.

For hours that evening we sat and talked about Women Against
Prisons, a group Angie had formed to provide support for women
in the local prison and to educate the public about prison condi-
tions. She asked if I wanted to work with them while I was there,
which 1 found flattering since she hardly knew me. Besides sug-
gesting that we go out postering that night, she also invited me to
go out to dinner the following Sunday with an ex-prisoner friend
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of hers. Once a month, she explained, they chose an expensive
restaurant, the kind where the staff leave the bill in a tray on the
table. Diners frequently put their money on the tray and leave
without waiting for change. In Angie’s case, she would leave five
dollars under the bill, creating the impression of more money
below. Then she and her friend would make a hasty exit, to put it
mildly. She called it an “eat and run.” It was, she said, “The only
way poor people could ever eat in a fancy restaurant.”

I was becoming increasingly aware that Brent and his friends
were modern-day Robin Hoods. I'd never in my life met any group
of people who lived a more complete rebel lifestyle than this par-
ticular group. They lived and breathed rebellion.

Later that evening we piled into Angie’s old Volvo and headed
downtown to staple up posters advertising the Women Against
Prisons benefit. Marion decided not to go. She would crash early
instead so she could meet Claire Culhane in the morning. Besides,
she was a German citizen and postering was illegal, which meant
she could be sent back to Germany if we were caught. As for the
rest of us, after breaking up into pairs we went off in different
directions with our piles of posters and staplers. A few hours later
we ran out of posters and joined up again at Bino’s, an all-night
restaurant chain with the attractive allure of the bottomless coffee.
We sat in one of the many bright plastic-seated cubbyholes that
afforded each group of customers some privacy. Surrounding each
table was a low plastic-wood wall lined with green plastic plants.
The stark fluorescent lighting accentuated the restaurant’s atmo-
sphere, which was far from homey.

Angie had barely sat down when Bridget came in and said she
had run out of posters to do the Commercial Drive area, which I
found out later was the progressive neighbourhood of Vancouver
where all the yuppies, radicals, and feminists lived. Angie immedi-
ately stood up and, looking at me, said, “I've got some paper in my
car. Do you want to come?” I didn’t know where she was going,
but I wanted to go.

We drove for a short distance into an area that housed a mix-
ture of low office buildings and old homes converted into apart-
ments. After parking the car, Angie stuffed a huge packsack full of
Xerox paper. We walked two blocks from the car before we veered
onto the small lawn of an old office building. Angie walked quickly
and purposefully up to a ground-floor window that was only a few
feet from the ground and, to my surprise, was open half an inch.
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Reading my mind, she turned and whispered, “I opened it earlier,
just before the building closed.”

Glancing around quickly, she clasped the bottom of the window
and shoved it open, sliding in as though she had done this a thou-
sand times before. | followed suit. Once inside, she shut the win-
dow and then froze, listening for sounds. I could feel the hair on
the back of my neck stand on end and, just like the time I was
spray-painting with Brent, felt certain there would be a cop hiding
around the corner ready to jump out at me.

Angie seemed to be incredibly relaxed yet intensely concentrat-
ing on the task at hand. The inside of the office building was pitch
black, but she walked purposefully out of the room we had landed
in and went down the hall past several doors before darting into a
room. As soon as | was in too, she locked the door behind us. From
the way she manoeuvred around this office in the darkness, I real-
ized she must have done this work many times before.

She flicked a switch, illuminating a tiny, windowless photocopy
room. Without missing a beat, she began pushing buttons on the
photocopy machine, causing it to hum. I was completely paranoid,
even though there was no way anyone could see us. “Won't some-
one hear us?” I whispered hoarsely

“It’s just a welfare office. There’s never anyone here on Sunday
nights,” she answered calmly, never pausing from the mission at
hand. She deftly removed the paper already in the machine and
replaced it with her own, then began making copies of her poster.
To me the sound of the machine was a major disturbance, but I
managed to control my fear. I didn’t want to disturb Angie. At one
point the paper jammed, but that wasn’t a problem either. She
fumbled around with the paper and a few buttons and, in a matter
of minutes, we were back in business.

When we were finished she took out what was left of her paper
and replaced the original paper, so there was no sign anyone had
been there. Half an hour after we'd come in, we were peering out
the window again. When Angie decided the coast was clear, she
pulled herself up on the sill and slid out the window. Once I was
out as well, she closed the window and we walked back to the car.
I felt as though I had joined a group of urban hunters and gather-
ers.

We got back to the house in the wee hours of the morning.
Exhausted, I climbed up the wooden ladder to the loft where Mar-
jon was sleeping peacefully. I made a bed beside her and in the
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morning found myself sharing the loft as well with Bridget, Saphie,
and Angie.

* * *

It was well past eleven the next day before everyone was up. Mar-
jon was dressed and ready to leave for her appointment with
Claire Culhane. While I sat sipping away on my first coffee, Saphie
was already booking a car from Rent-A-Wreck. I could see there
was never a dull moment around the place. “Why don’t we just use
Angie’s car?” I asked.

“Cause if we get caught, they'll ID her. With Rent-A-Wreck, we
can use false ID and say that someone else with a licence is driving
it. They're still slack, not like one of the bigger car rental compa-
nies,” explained Saphie. She and Angie went off to get the car.

When everyone finished breakfast, they started gathering up
gym bags and packsacks of different sizes. I didn’t know exactly
what was going on but I emptied my clothes out of my packsack
and carried it out to the rental. I was a little disappointed to find
that Angie was not going shopping with us: she lived in a different
house with a group of women. Through conversations at Bino’s the
night before, I had learned that some of the women she lived with
were lesbian separatists who didn't believe in living or working
with men, for much the same reasons as Bridget and Saphie. I fig-
ured Angie’s relationship with Brent must be very strong to with-
stand the inevitable criticisms it must draw from her female com-
panions.

Once again a group of us piled into the car. We set out on a
route covering at least four large food stores. I had rarely
shoplifted before, and in general lacked the nerves of steel
required to do anything illegal. At the first store I decided to start
out small, perhaps a can of tuna or something. I walked into the
store assuming Brent was behind me — at least he had been when
we were just outside the store. I walked down the aisles looking
for tuna and there he was, in the canned fish section. As I walked
towards him, I saw him open his Adidas bag as wide as he could,
take his arm and swipe, not just one can, but every can of tuna,
salmon, and smoked oysters on the shelf. Within seconds his bag
was absolutely full.

He walked swiftly towards me and whispered tersely, “Let me
know when the checkout clerk isn’t looking in my direction.”

I sauntered towards the checkout line, and when the clerk was
busy I nodded to Brent. He glanced around to see if anyone was
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watching, crouched down behind a fruit counter near the door,
and slipped out before anyone had even seen him. He must have
been in the store less than two minutes. I was so paranoid just
watching him that I decided to wait for the next store to make any
move of my own.

By the end of the afternoon the four of us had filled the trunk
of the car and all our bags with groceries and headed home. So for
the price of the car rental — $30 a day — split four ways, we
picked up more than $400 worth of groceries, which would easily
last a month when combined with the fruit and vegetables picked
up from the Granville Market garbage. I'd met a lot of radicals in
my young life, but never a group like this one.

Unpacking the gym bags and knapsacks was like opening pre-
sents at Christmas. Bridget held up a huge pair of black corduroys.
“Look at the cool pants I got! Do you want them, Brent? Theyre
way too big for me.”

Brent pulled off his old pants and tried on the new ones right
there and then. “These are the first pair of new pants I've had since
I left home,” he said excitedly.

Over a gourmet dinner, Marion's meeting with Claire Culhane
earlier that day inspired a conversation that ended in a final trib-
ute to Claire. Marion toasted the most important revolutionaries,
“Those who do the often tedious, day-to-day work that gets no
glory or recognition — their only reward coming from knowing
that what they are doing is right and will make the world a better
place.” After our spirited dinner conversation, Brent proposed that
Doug and I go out with him to Bino’s again. Even though I was
feeling a little burnt-out from all the excitement, the prospect of
some quiet conversation was appealing.

“So what do you think?” he asked after we had ordered coffees
and muffins.

“You've got a great group of friends,” I said.

Brent chomped down on a muffin. “There’s not enough of us to
do anything really militant. Angie, Bridget, Saphie — none of them
are willing to leave their scene. As long as the actions allow them
to maintain their normal lifestyle, they'll be eager to participate,
but anything that carries serious consequences such as prison time,
forget it.”

As we talked it became clear to me that there was an unspoken
understanding between Brent, Doug, and me that we were an
inner circle of future militants and that we would only include
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others who showed a great commitment not just to the theory of
militancy but also to a desire to be a militant. “Yeah, there’s just
the three of us,” smiled Doug, “and that ain’t enough.” I agreed.

“But the way I see it,” continued Brent, “there’s no reason why
we can't get things together like money, ID, and guns, so someday
when there’s a need, we won't have to waste a lot of time getting
that shit together.”

“What’s the point of getting all that stuff together if there’s no
foreseeable use for it?” I argued. “People don’t develop a revolu-
tionary consciousness in a vacuum. I'm sure if we even did small
actions, it would at least cause some debate and the people
involved would learn something. Who knows, maybe there’s more
people out there that want to be active but we just haven’t met
them yet.”

Brent nodded impatiently. “I guess there’s no reason why we
can’t do both. It'll take time to figure out how to get ID, money,
guns, and everything else. In the meantime we could do smaller
actions with people around town.”

“Sure. I got a real beef with that Amax corporation in Alice
Arm.” Doug pulled out a frayed newspaper clipping from The Van-
couver Sun and passed it to me.

“Who’s Amax?” | was unfamiliar with B.C. political issues.

“I's a molybdenum mine north of Prince Rupert that makes a
hard grey metallic element used to harden steel alloys,” Doug
explained. “Last spring the federal cabinet gave Amax special per-
mission to dump a hundred million tons of toxic mine tailings
directly into the ocean up in Alice Arm. That’s eight thousand
times more mine tailings than the standard federal levels, and the
B.C. environment ministry went along with it and also made a
decision to let Amax discharge air pollutants twenty-four hours a
day. All those tailings are pumped through this huge pipe right to
the ocean floor, where the crab and other bottom-feeders digest
them and either die or pass on this toxicity through the food chain.
That means the Nishga® Indians, who live off crab fishing and
hunting up there, won't be able to live traditionally any more. The
Nass River Valley, where the river flows into the ocean inlet of
Alice Arm, is part of the land claims that the Nishga are fighting in
court. The Nishga didn’t even get a chance to contest this plan to
dump the tailings into the ocean until a year after Amax got its

* Today this is often written as Nisga'a.
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special federal permit because the notice for their application was
printed in the Prince Rupert newspaper, three hundred kilometres
from the Nass River Valley where the Nishga live. Sneaky eh? It's
amazing that more people aren't hip to this.”

“Maybe some people might be interested in doing a small
action around that issue?” I suggested. We fell silent while the
waitress refilled our coffee cups. “Angie said something about you
having some weapons training.” I smiled at Brent.

“Yeah, some,” Brent said. “I'm not great but 1 got some training
in the army.”

“The army?” I was surprised.

“I told you how I pied Joe Clark in '77. About that time I joined
the Seaforth Highlanders of Canada, a militia regiment in Vancou-
ver. I didn't join because I was patriotic but I figured it was the
best way to get some basic weapons training. I showed up for their
parades every Tuesday night for about a year and then quit. I was
getting uncomfortable with them and they were getting uncom-
fortable with me.” He was quiet for awhile, then said, “You know
how you can learn a lot of stuff?”

“No.”

“Through those right-wing rags, Soldier of Fortune. They’re put
out for all those guys that want to be mercenaries and fight in
South Africa against the blacks or even for all those right-wing
nuts in the States, but they have a lot of useful technical informa-
tion about guns, and in the back they advertise all these obscure
pamphlets that show you how to steal cars or pick locks or convert
semi-automatic guns into fully automatics. We've got a bunch of
them back at the house we’ll show you.”

Doug looked at his watch. “It’s just about my bedtime.”

“Do you want to hear my idea on getting ID or not?” Brent was
getting a bit frustrated.

“Let’s hear it,” replied Doug.

“To get a driver’s licence or social insurance number or any
kind of ID, you have to mail away for it and give the government
your birth date, mother’s maiden name, your middle name — you
know, statistics the average person doesn’t know about you. That
way a total stranger can’t just mail away and get a copy of your
SIN or driver's licence or birth certificate. It takes a long time to
get together a good false ID and you never know when someone is
going to need it, so I think it's important that we start work on it
now. Okay, so we make up an opinion poll and take it to the
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university or someplace where they’re used to stuff like that, and
we stick in a few questions that will reveal the person’s maiden
name and date of birth, so we can mail away for ID,” Brent said.

Doug thought about it for a moment. “Actually that’s not a bad
idea. Let’s make up an opinion poll and go up to UBC and see if
i'll fly. I mean, it can’t hurt to try.”

I spent much of the following week with Marion since she was
leaving for the States soon, but I had time left to help design and
print a phony opinion poll with Doug and Brent. We did not
include any of the others in our plan to acquire phony ID.

True to her word, on Sunday afternoon, Angie phoned the
house and asked if I was still up for the Sunday night restaurant
outing. I was. I had just finished putting on my cleanest and finest
recycled clothing from the Goodwill store when the doorbell rang.
I ran to get the door, as excited as I had been on my first high-
school date. Angie looked great. Her long, feathered, blonde hair
was freshly washed and combed and she smelled of patchouli oil.

I was a very plain dresser, much like Marion. I put on clothes
because 1 couldn’t go naked on the streets. Angie, on the other
hand, was a work of art. When she walked into our kitchen, even
though the walls were all covered with posters and the smell of
food permeated the air, her presence dominated the senses. Her
pungent perfume and the sound of her numerous arm bangles and
ear rings jingling were captivating, and her colourful layered cloth-
ing was in sharp contrast to the black lacy blouse erotically expos-
ing her cleavage. 1 wondered how we could possibly make an
unobtrusive exit from a restaurant?

“You look wonderful!” I gasped.

“Ah, these are just a bunch of old clothes from the Goodwill
box. Jenny couldn’t make it. I hope you're still into it.”

1 didn’t know her friend Jenny so [ was actually relieved she
wouldn’t be there. This would give me a chance to get to know
Angie better. We spent most of our time in the company of others,
so we rarely got an opportunity to discuss private matters.

We got into her old Volvo and drove to a Greek restaurant. In
case something went wrong, we parked a few blocks down the
street so that our licence plate number wouldn’t be visible from the
restaurant. For obvious reasons we chose a window seat close to
the door and then scanned the restaurant. It was a Sunday evening
and still early, so not very many people were in the place.

“It doesn’t look like it’s normally busy on Sunday night because
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they only have one person working here,” I noted, looking over at
a huge Greek man pouring drinks at the bar.

“I wouldn’t worry about it.” Angie brushed off my concern. “By
the time we finish eating the place will be packed, and the fewer
employees the more preoccupied they'll be with the other cus-
tomers to even notice us.” She proceeded to point out the more
expensive dishes we should choose from, because, after all, the
meal would be free. After a few moments the waiter came over
and took our drink order.

“So is Brent driving you nuts with all this guerrilla stuff?” she
asked. Perhaps Angie was of the same mind as myself and wanted
this opportunity to get to know me better. Perhaps she was not as
insensitive to my feelings towards Brent as I thought.

“Well, actually I'm probably as motivated to initiate some mili-
tant action as he is.” I wanted so much to open up to someone
about my feelings towards Brent, and Angie would be that perfect
person if only she didn’t happen to be his lover. I couldn’t think of
anyone I wanted to hurt less, but I knew that in the long run, if I
continued on this course, inevitably my relationship with Brent
would come between us.

“Not me,” she said with no sign of jealousy. “If there was a
large group of women, that would be different, but I couldn’t live
in isolation with Brent, Doug, or any other macho types. It would
drive me nuts. I have a hard enough time getting along with him
as it is and we don't even live together.”

“l don’t fully understand why 1 feel so compelled to get
involved in militant actions,” I revealed. “I should have been born
in El Salvador where there’s a clear need for women to join the
guerrilla struggle. I know my personality is completely compatible
with that lifestyle at this point in my life. I also know that it's not
the only valid activity for a revolutionary, but I just wouldn't be
content putting out a radical newspaper, or organizing benefits or
demonstrations.”

“You and Brent are very similar in that respect,” Angie said,
scanning the menu. The waiter had returned with our drinks and
took our food order. “I know that after high school his parents
pressured him into enrolling at the University of Victoria, but he
wasn’t happy in school and quit after one semester.” She paused to
take a drink and I noticed under the lace of her blouse that she
had a long black snake tattooed to her arm. “He took a trip to Cali-
fornia and got involved with some of those sixties guerrilla types
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and came back wanting to do the same thing here — that’s when
he enrolled in the army to get some weapons training. His parents
are professors at the University of Victoria, you know.”

“Hmm.” I tried not to appear too interested in him.

“They don’t get along,” she said, glancing back at the people
sitting at a table behind us, the only others in the restaurant. “I
think he had a good childhood in the sense that they had money
and didn’t abuse him, but they were very critical of him and even
more so since he quit university and doesn’t work. I don’t know
what attracts me to him because I would rather be with women,
even as lovers. Other than my relationship with Brent, all my
energy goes into the women’s movement. The problem with the
guerrilla stuff is the isolation. I couldn’t live with four or five peo-
ple and never go out to dances, meet new people, or all the other
social interactions that make life worthwhile. I think it would be
very unhealthy for the psyche.”

The waiter arrived with two huge plates of souvlaki. He asked
if everything was alright, which of course it was. There was still
only one table of diners besides ourselves.

“I can’t enjoy life anymore and ignore the devastation going on
around us,” [ said in between mouthfuls of eggplant. “Sometimes [
wish I had never become aware of the poverty that the majority of
the people on this planet endure and the destruction of the natural
world. I don’t know why it bothers me so much. If I lived in a
cabin in the woods and a lumber company came along and started
clear-cutting the trees around me, I wouldn’t be able to ignore it
and focus on the beauty of the land left around me. I would be
completely consumed by anger and the need to stop that kind of
destruction. I would be perfectly willing to give up all the conve-
niences of our modern-day world if I knew it would prevent the
further destruction of the forests and pollution of the lakes and
air.”

“It bothers me too,” she said, “and that’s why I'm always work-
ing in some group trying to raise awareness and change things.
But I'm still able to enjoy my friends and have a life.”

“I wish I could, but I can’t,” I admitted. “For example, if I drive
downtown and pass a group of happy people strolling down the
sidewalk and a homeless drunk guy laying on the sidewalk, I feel
nauseous and physically ill from the sight of the homeless guy and
it obliterates the picture of the happy group in my mind. That’s
why I don'’t feel I can enjoy my life unless I do everything in my
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power to prevent all this human and environmental destruction.”

We had finished our meal and were doodling around with our
napkins when the other table of diners got up and left the restau-
rant.

“Hmm, how the hell are we going to get out of here?” I asked
Angie.

The waiter walked over and placed the tray with the bill in
front of us and asked if we were going to pay by credit card or
cash. Angie said we'd pay by cash. There was a painfully long
moment of silence while he waited for us to hand over the money,
which gave me the impression that he did not trust us. When it
became obvious that we were still not ready to pay, he retreated to
his post in the shadows of the bar.

“Normally the restaurants we go to are busy, so after we put
the money under the bill we can walk out casually. But I don’t like
the way he’s just standing there staring at us,” whispered Angie. I
glanced over my shoulder and it was true — he was just standing
there glaring ominously at us. He seemed to have grown taller and
more muscular in direct proportion to the level of fear growing in
my mind. He resembled a hulking monster more than a restaurant
waiter.

It was getting close to closing time. To create the appearance of
normality we sat and chatted about nothing while we racked our
minds for a way out. We did not have the money to pay the bill.

“l don't think we have any choice but to slip some money
under the bill and make a dash for it. He’s on to us,” concluded
Angie.

Although I desperately wanted to be the first to leave, I real-
ized the only practical thing to do was have Angie leave first and
get the car running so if he did decide to run after me, I could just
jump in the car and we’d be off. I swallowed my fear and stated
the obvious. “Why don’t you go out first, unlock the passenger
door, and have the car running?” She agreed. Calmly she pushed
back her chair and sauntered out of the restaurant. The door had
barely closed behind her when the monster stalked over to our
table in what seemed to be three strides. I could not believe how
fast he could move for someone so huge.

“Where did your friend go?” he asked in a loud, accusing tone
of voice. I wasn't at all prepared for his question and in a timid
voice, shaking with fear, said, “Oh, she just forgot her purse. She’ll
be back in a minute. Maybe I'll have a coffee.” I couldn’t have
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come up with a more stupid response if I had planned it. Now his
suspicions were confirmed. He knew I didn’t have any money and
if Angie wasn’t back in a few minutes, which she wouldn’t be, he
would probably grab me and beat me up on the spot. Now I would
have to flee for sure. My stupidity angered me so much, I felt like
picking up the butter knife and stabbing myself in the heart. But I
didn’t.

For one monumentally long second he stared into my terrified
eyes as if to say, “Now I'm going to get you ... ” But instead he
said, “What do you want in your coffee?”

“Cream and sugar, please,” I begged.

I tumed around and watched him lumber back towards the bar
and the coffee pot, which was somewhere behind. As soon as he
had gone back as far as he could, I fled. My suspicions regarding
his awareness of our intentions were right on the money. The sec-
ond I pushed back my chair to flee, I could see him out of the cor-
ner of my eye beginning to run towards me with his gigantic
stride. I was as terrified as if I had just murdered someone in that
restaurant and was about to be chased by the victim’s family I
knew I couldn’t outrun him to the car. As soon as I hit the pave-
ment outside, I noticed a drugstore door open beside the restau-
rant. Racing inside and down the centre aisle to the back of the
store, I ducked behind a display case, oblivious of the other cus-
tomers. [ had tunnel vision that centred down the aisle through the
front window of the drugstore to the street. All | remember seeing
is the monster racing like a blur back and forth in front of the
store.

Since I didn’t want anyone in the store to become suspicious
and connect my behaviour to the obviously distraught waiter run-
ning back and forth in front of the store, I went into a crouched
position and pretended 1 was looking at the greeting cards on the
bottom shelf of the display case, while periodically peering around
the corner to the street. After what felt like hours, I wasn’t seeing
the waiter pass by out front anymore. I tiptoed slowly down the
aisle, ready to duck at the drop of a hat, and walked gingerly to
the door. I peeked outside and, thank God, there was Angie,
parked across the street, motioning frantically for me to get in the
car. | made a mad dash across the road and leaped in. The second
my feet were inside, Angie floored the accelerator and we sped off
down the street.

“My God you're lucky!!!” she howled. “If you hadn’t ducked
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into that drugstore, he would have had you for dinner! He ran
back and forth down the street and just before you came out, he
went back into the restaurant. All I can say is you got a guardian
angel, honey.”

With a flood of relieved emotions, we laughed and relived the
episode over and over as we drove back towards the house into the
dusk of a lazy Sunday evening.

* * *

After Marion left for the United States, Doug, Brent, and I drove up
to the University of British Columbia in Angie’s car to try out our
phony opinion poll on nuclear energy. The poll started out with a
series of questions regarding nuclear energy. Then we threw in a
few questions about the respondents’ ancestry, which led to their
birth dates and mothers’ maiden names. We had decided that if the
person asked about the connection between their opinions on
nuclear energy and their ancestry, we would explain that the pur-
pose of the questionnaire was to discover if there was any relation-
ship between people’s ethnic background and their opinions on
nuclear energy. When respondents seemed suspicious, we didn’t
put any pressure on them to answer the questions, but it was sur-
prising how many people gave their birth dates and mothers’
maiden names. We even asked for the respondent’s social insur-
ance numbers if they seemed completely compliant. In just one
afternoon we were able to get enough information to apply for
several people’s birth certificates and SINs.

“This is just great!” marvelled Doug as we drove back to the
house from the university. “If only they knew that their ID is going
to a good cause.”

“I doubt that any of them would want to contribute to some
revolutionary cause if they were given the choice,” I said.

“Even if we mail away for their ID,” interrupted Brent, “we
can’t apply for their driver’s licences here because they probably
already have one and it will come up at the licence bureau. If we
want a phony driver’s licence, someone’s going to have to go to
Ontario to get one. There’s nothing illegal about having a driver’s
licence in both B.C. and Ontario.”

“I'd love to go back to Ontario for a short visit,” I offered. “Plus
I know a lot of people there, so I could easily get an address where
the ID could be mailed.”

“Not a bad idea,” replied Doug. “We’ll pick out a good woman
from this lot and mail away for her birth certificate and social
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insurance number. Then you can take those two pieces of ID to
Ontario and write a test for your temporary learner’s permit. Then
you'll have to go back again later to do the actual test. It'll be
worth it in the long run.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing Nick again,” I revealed.

Neither of them replied to that statement. Not long before I
had left for British Columbia with Marion, I had struck up a casual
relationship with a young man, Nick Walker. [ can’t honestly say
we were in love but we satisfied each other’s needs for intimacy
and sex. I didn’t love him enough to make commitments that
would interfere with my political ambitions, but if 1 was going
back to Ontario to write this driver’s test, seeing him would be an
added perk.

At the house we went through the polls and picked out people
who had not only given us a full name, date of birth, and mother's
maiden name, but who also fitted our general descriptions. Then
we decided to start looking for places to use as return addresses
for our false ID, such as boarding houses or apartments where mail
was left on radiators or dropped in open mail slots.

I loved the excitement of our lives during those months. I
would wake up in the morning, never knowing exactly what new
adventure the day would bring. Routine and predictability were
foreign to us. Most people’s lives are consumed by the pursuit of
necessities such as food, shelter, and clothing. They get up and go
to work so they can pay for their home, food, and clothing. By the
end of the day it’s all they can do to cook supper, clean up the
dishes, and put the kids to bed. Then at the end of the week they
have forty-eight hours to cram in all their leisure activities before
the routine begins again on Monday.

I know most people are content with this lifestyle, because they
want to raise families and need the security that homes and steady
jobs afford. But we were not like most people. We didn’t share the
basic values and principles upon which the majority of people
based their lives. We were opposed to the consumerism and mate-
rialism underlying this society. We didn't aspire to buy homes,
wear nice clothes, and work for companies that we generally
viewed as destructive and that left very few enterprises where any
of us could have worked and been satisfied. We even saw careers
in the so-called helping professions such as social work as Band-
aid solutions to problems rooted in greed and materialism. How
could we help poor people survive when we saw the real solution
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to poverty as a total revolution of the economic system and the
values upon which it was based?

We ardently believed that we were helping people and the
environment by spending our days trying to change it radically. We
accepted welfare as the least we were owed for our efforts and suf-
fered no pangs of conscience in supplementing our meagre
incomes by looting and pillaging Vancouver’s various capitalist
enterprises. As modern-day Robin Hoods, we plundered the large
food and department stores for food and clothing, freeing us up for
what we saw as more important missions such as organizing bene-
fits, rallies, and support groups for the various victims of our soci-
ety.

We found some drop-off locations for our false ID and mailed
off the applications for the social security numbers and birth cer-
tificates. One of our candidates was a woman named Mary Milne,
whose temporary driver’s licence I planned to apply for in Ontario,
once we received the rest of her ID in the mail. In the meantime I
spent the next few months working with Angie in the Women
Against Prisons group, attending meetings of an El Salvador sup-
port group, and spending long hours at Bino’s strategizing with
Brent and Doug over our future militant action group.

Angie was quite eager to make a slide show about life in
Oakalla women’s prison, the provincial jail where B.C. women
served sentences of less than two years. She figured the slide show
would be a great climax for the upcoming Women Against Prisons
Benefit. There was only one snag — we had no photos of life
inside the prison and no way of getting any, although the B.C. Eliz-
abeth Fry Society did. We asked if we could get copies of their pho-
tos made, but for some reason they would not lend them. Believ-
ing this was unfair, we decided that no harm could come of bor-
rowing the photos without permission and returning them
unharmed. We found a sympathetic insider who was willing to
lend us the key to the Elizabeth Fry office as long as we returned
the photos unharmed. We viewed this as simply borrowing the
photos, as opposed to breaking in to the building, because we were
entering by way of a key. We had become quite creative at accom-
plishing projects without money or resources.

So late one night we went to the old office building that
housed the Elizabeth Fry office and unlocked the main door. We
walked up a flight of stairs to their offices on the fifth floor and
unlocked the door, only to find that the room containing the
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photos was locked, and we didn’t have that key. Luckily, the offices
in this old building had windows above each door allowing for air
ventilation, and we decided to take the trim off the window above
the door, remove the window, climb in, and then put the window
and trim back.

We had come prepared for this kind of problem with a few
basic tools in a knapsack. As the tallest, [ was standing on a chair,
removing the glass from the window, when we suddenly heard a
lot of noise and voices. We froze. The commotion was getting
closer and closer. Since it was impossible to put the glass and trim
back up in a matter of seconds, we quickly grabbed the glass and
trim and hid under a large oak desk. We had barely slid under the
desk when the door to the Elizabeth Fry office opened and three
people came in. Our hearts were pounding so loudly I was sure
they would hear them. One of the people walked towards the desk
and picked up a metal wastebasket, when suddenly a loud
machine came on. I was so startled 1 inadvertently sat up and
banged my head on the desk, but the sound of the machine, which
we now recognized as a vacuum cleaner, drowned out the thud. It
was the janitorial staff. For a few heart-stopping minutes they
cleaned the office. Thankfully they did a lousy job, because if they
had vacuumed under the desk we would either have been caught
or, if we had lost our minds, have attacked them in desperation
with our amateur burglary tools. I don’t know how many times I've
read in the paper about criminals who, in a panic, have lost all
sense of reason and have assaulted or murdered someone in a des-
perate attempt to escape from a relatively minor criminal situation
like the one we found ourselves in.

Once they had finished cleaning and had moved on down the
hall, we gathered our wits and, once again, continued on our mis-
sion to get the photos. Our main problem would be getting out
without crossing paths with the cleaning staff again.

We put the chair back and I managed to hoist myself up
through the window into the other room. Even though we made
quite a bit of clatter, the noise of the cleaning staff’s vacuum
cleaner and laughter easily drowned us out as they moved quickly
through the offices down the hall.

I didn’t have much trouble finding the photos or getting back to
the main office. Although we put the trim back up around the win-
dow, some of the nails did get bent in the process, so it wouldn't
have been surprising if the window fell off the next time someone
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opened it to get some ventilation. Finally we opened the Elizabeth
Fry door and peered down the hall, listening as hard as we could for
the cleaning staff. Of course, they had chosen a perfect time to be
absolutely silent. We stepped out, locked the door behind us, and
moved swiftly down the hall towards the stairwell. As we went past
the elevator we saw the reason the noisy cleaning crew had grown so
quiet. The elevator lights revealed that they were in the elevator
heading down towards our floor — or perhaps towards the ground
floor, where we had to go to get out. We breathed a sigh of relief
when the lights indicated they were stopping one floor above our
destination. With that information, we hurried down the stairwell
towards the ground floor, opened the main door, and stepped out
onto the street as though nothing was amiss. As we locked the heavy
main door behind us, I slumped over in relief. Mission accomplished.
We had the photos for our slide show.

Angie got copies of the photos made, but rather than return
them the way we got them, we asked our insider friend if she
could just put them back herself. Considering how close we had
come to being caught, she agreed to do that.

The Women Against Prisons benefit was a big success.
Although men could attend, most of the people who showed up
were women. We made a point of inviting members of the Eliza-
beth Fry Society, which ended up creating a private show for us
within the public presentation of our slide show. After an hour of
wild women’s punk music by an all-women’s band, the Moral Lep-
ers, the lights dimmed and we presented our slide show, accompa-
nied by an exceptionally radical critique of the prison conditions.
Angie and I stood off in a corner with one eye on the slide show
and the other on the Elizabeth Fry members.

After the slide show, one of the women from Elizabeth Fry
came over to Angie and me and introduced herself. “That was an
incredible slide show!” she gushed. “I'm with Elizabeth Fry. My
name is Heidi.”

“Yeah, it was rabid eh? And I'm Angie.”

“It certainly was no holds barred. You know, we have some
photos but we could never have made a presentation like yours
with such a radical critique of the prison system without jeopardiz-
ing our funding. It certainly must have been difficult to get photos
from inside the prison.” She gave Angie a piercing look, which I
interpreted as an attempt to break Angie’s bubble of deception. But
Angie was not one to break down and confess easily.
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Angie nodded. “Yes, it was very difficult getting those photos.
You could imagine how dangerous it was to acquire photos of the
inside of the prison, especially since we aren’t even allowed to visit
the prison.”

“Why is that?” asked Heidi, her eyebrows raised incredulously.

“I suppose because we are constantly exposing the injustices
that go on there,” said Angie matter-of-factly.

“Yes. So I imagine it was quite the feat, involving a certain
degree of surreptitious cloak and dagger work?” Heidi appeared to
be in the mood for sparring. Angie rose to the occasion. She did
not melt under pressure and loved a challenge.

“You have no idea how difficult it was,” she smiled. “How did
you get your photos?”

“Well, as a government-funded organization, we couldn’t resort
to anything illegal, so we simply asked and Correctional Services
gave us some from their archives.” Heidi smiled back. “You know
they are remarkably similar to yours.” Touché, I thought.

“Unfortunately,” Angie shot back, “the government would never
give us photos or help us because we have a more critical perspective
on the prison system than Elizabeth Fry. As you know, the old cliché
‘you can’t bite the hand that feeds you' holds particularly true in
cases where an organization like yours is government-funded.”

For a moment Heidi paused and seemed to be deciding
whether to stay the course or declare a truce. Finally, in a concilia-
tory tone, she said, “Congratulations with your show, because the
women in the prisons need groups like yours that are free and
unencumbered to ‘tell it like it is,’ as they say.” Then, leaning over
to Angie, she whispered, “Between you and me, I wish we could
give you our photos to use because they are just gathering dust in
our office drawers.” In a final coup de grace she turmed and
winked at me with a warm smile on her face. I could tell that the
woman had won Angie’s respect at this point in the conversation.

“We do play a role,” agreed Angie, searching for common
ground, “but the women in prison also need the people in Eliza-
beth Fry. Your organization has to abide by the rules of the prison
system and government but I know that within those bounds, you
are doing the best you can to represent the prisoners’ interests,
and without Elizabeth Fry those women would be left without a
watchdog inside the system to represent them. At least your parole
officers and halfway houses try to implement the philosophy of
rehabilitation as opposed to punishment.”
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“If you need any help in the future, please let me know,” Heidi
said warmly with an outstretched hand. Angie shook her hand vig-
orously, and 1 felt that something good had been accomplished
that evening. For the rest of the night, we writhed and shook and
danced ourselves into oblivion. Sometimes it was so liberating to
lose oneself in the moment.

Al N
K B

In early February 1981 I flew back to Ontario. I had only lived in
Vancouver for a few months, but so much had happened it felt
like years. I liked my new friends so much that I wouldn’t have left
if it hadn’t been a practical necessity.

My family was in Ontario, but I had grown distant from them.
To this day I carry a load of shame and guilt for the total disregard
I exhibited in my twenties towards a family that had always been
supportive and understanding towards me. At the time I would
have attributed it to differences in politics and values, but in hind-
sight 1 realize the real reason lay in my intolerance for anyone
whose views were not similar to mine. I no longer celebrated tradi-
tions such as birthdays and Christmas, because I saw them as just
capitalist trappings, and so I didn’t even phone my family on those
occasions. It didn't occur to me that it was more important to
acknowledge my family at those times than to cause them to worry
and think I didn’t care about them.

That said, I didn’t phone or visit them during my short visit to
Ontario. I stayed with a friend, Jim Campbell, who had taken on
the task of putting out the Bulldozer on a quarterly basis. I also
contacted Nick.

I wondered if I was still attracted to him. Nick was tall with
dark hair and strong facial features, but it was not the physical
that drew me to people. At that point in my life, I was looking for
someone who shared my political passion, someone with whom I
could fulfil my ambitions. Nick was a militant theorist who loved
nothing better than to write about radical political action and the
ideas behind it, but he was not one to act on the theory. He would
always be the kind of person who would analyse events after the
fact, safely, from a distance. I was drawn to the actors; those who
were bold enough to implement the theory that Nick could articu-
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late so well. My attraction for Brent had grown over the past few
months and was beginning to surpass my feelings for Nick.

I phoned Nick, and we arranged to see each other over lunch
the next day at the Mars, a little restaurant on College Street. Over
a huge plate of cheese blintzes, we caught up on each other’s activ-
ities. I told him all about the Women Against Prisons group, my
involvement in the El Salvador support group, and our plans to do
some small actions around the Amax mine. I didn’t tell him any-
thing about my late-night Bino’s meetings with Brent and Doug.

“I've been helping Jim put together the Bulldozer and I'm writ-
ing letters to prisoners,” he explained enthusiastically. “I've had
great letters from some political prisoners in the States like Stand-
ing Deer and Kuwasi but I'm real excited about this pamphlet I
want to put out a couple of times a year. I'm thinking I'll call it
Resistance. You see, the Bulldozer publishes letters from all kinds of
prisoners, but it doesn’t focus exclusively on political prisoners. I
want to put out something about the armed struggle groups in
Europe and the States. There’s lots of political prisoners all over
the world who were part of some militant struggle, and as far as I
know there’s no paper for them to publish their letters or commu-
niqués in. That’s what I want to do.”

“That’s a great idea,” I encouraged him. “I could help by writ-
ing my friends in France for information about the RAF and Red
Brigades that’s been translated into English, and if it’s only in
French, I think my French is good enough that I could translate it.”

We talked about his idea with such enthusiasm that by the time
lunch was over, Nick was hinting at visiting Vancouver I didn’t
encourage or discourage him because 1 was confused about my
feelings towards him. In the end, I decided that if he did come, we
could be friends but I would make it clear that I was not interested
in an exclusive love relationship. I just wanted a relationship of
convenience with no strings attached.

We spent the night together. As soon as I lay down beside him,
his tender, loving embrace stirred me and we made a kind of des-
perate but comfortable love. When it was all over, we lay wrapped
in each other’s arms, separated by our own thoughts and, on my
part, a sense of loneliness that I could not drive away. After a
while, he fell asleep and I sat up on the side of the bed and lit a
cigarette. For a time I let myself fantasize that we were revolution-
ary partners, heroically bound together on an important mission
for which we were willing to risk our lives. I imagined we were
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part of a large movement of courageous young revolutionaries
who were willing to risk everything in order to save the natural
world from destruction.

I was jarred from my fantasy by the disturbing awareness that
my dreams were so different from those of most women my age.
Most women at age twenty-six would be sitting here wishing that
they could marry this kind, intelligent man beside them and have
children and a nice house in the suburbs — or, less conventionally,
be partners but have a successful career and family. All my sisters
had married their high-school sweethearts, saved their money, had
two or three children, and lived in new suburban homes. By all
accounts they were happily married to decent men and were con-
tributing members of their communities. Why was I so different?

The blame could not be placed on my family upbringing. I
often likened my childhood to the fifties television show Leave It to
Beaver: a typical, well-adjusted nuclear family. Our family history
was spotless. There was no substance abuse, physical abuse, or
emotional abuse — my childhood was as idyllic as any I had read
or heard about. Maybe that was the problem.

I grew up in Concord, a small town on the outskirts of Toronto.
My parents were born in Denmark but emigrated to Canada after
the Second World War because Canada was a country where
dreams could come true for those who were willing to work hard.
With little education but a strong work ethic, my parents managed
to obtain the dream: a home, car, and five healthy children. They
bought a small house with enough acreage for my father to grow
and sell evergreens as a second job to his main employment as a
produce manager at a large food store. My mother stayed home
and raised the children, sewing all our clothes and cooking all our
food. I don’t recall ever going to a restaurant as a child with my
family. We were a working-class family who worked hard for
everything we had.

Our little neighbourhood, bordered by pastoral farms, wood-
lots, and streams, was far from the social diseases of the big city.
Much of my childhood was spent in a fantasy world in which I was
a beautiful young tomboy living in the pioneer days on a horse
farm. I was always galloping through the fields and across the
streams from one adventure to another on my black stallion.
Except for the hours I spent in school and talking to my family at
dinner, the rest of my waking hours were spent on my fantasy
horse, riding through one action-packed adventure after another.
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By the time 1 was a young teenager, the neighbours were asking
my mother when was 1 going to stop running around, apparently
aimlessly, in the fields, pawing the air and nickering like a horse.

Eventually 1 became self-conscious and began to bottle up my
fantasy world in my head instead of acting it out in the fields.
Every day after school 1 would go for long walks, lost in dramas
playing out in my head, until 1 came to a place far from prying
eyes where 1 could burst into a gallop and nobody could witness
my actions and accuse me of being odd.

1 loved the land. 1 revelled in the smells of the seasons, the feel
of the mud between my toes, and the sounds of the creek, the
birds, and the wind in the trees. My relationship with nature was
so fulfilling that escape into those memories, even today, is the
most therapeutic thing I can do to soothe my mind when it’s trou-
bled.

Unfortunately this area, just north of Toronto, was slated for
industrial development. As 1 grew older 1 witnessed the old farms
being bought up by developers and left to rot as land prices
soared. By the time 1 was a teenager, parcels of this land were
being covered with concrete and transformed into factories. Per-
haps it is a testimonial to just how idyllic my childhood was when 1
say that witnessing this transformation was one of the most dis-
turbing experiences of my youth. It pained and angered me to see
the beautiful woodlots cut down and turned into parking lots, and
the streams channelled into culverts and diverted into holding
ponds for sewage plants. My beautiful pastures, once filled with
cows peacefully chewing their cud, were paved over and covered
with various industrial plants producing more junk for the city.

During the late 1960s, the ideas of the hippies that 1 gleaned
from newspaper articles put my pain and anger into perspective.
Even though the newspapers described the demonstrations and
protests of the sixties with a critical spin, | managed to unravel it
and identify with these long-haired freaks and long to be part of
their movement. 1 wore blue jeans and grew my hair long. I started
to recycle, and 1 read about the separatist movement in Quebec. In
my isolation on the outskirts of Toronto, 1 began the metamorpho-
sis into a full-fledged hippie.

My mother and father didn't much like what they saw happen-
ing to me. Throughout my childhood 1 had been their star, a
nature-loving tomboy who gladly helped around the house, hoed
weeds in the evergreens on weekends, and did well in school. In
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my recollection, there was very little family discord during my pre-
pubescent years. Even during my first three years of high school 1
had above-average grades. I was a cheerleader and was even cho-
sen to represent our school as “Girl of the Week” in a newspaper
contest that featured young women from each high school — girls
who were both attractive and successful in sports and academics.
What was going wrong?

I started arguing with my father about values. [ told him I
wanted to live in a commune when I left home; he expressed a
concern about family heirlooms, since I was the oldest child. I
preached endlessly about pollution, the plight of the Indians and
Eskimos, my abhorrence of material things, and my concern for
the fate of cattle, chickens, and pigs. I hated the industrial devel-
opment encroaching on our pastoral neighbourhood and wanted
nothing to do with a society that could justify it. As intolerant as I
was of anyone who didn’t share my all-consuming passion for my
newfound social consciousness, I idolized and took on as role mod-
els the protesters of the sixties. I was a fifteen-year-old hippie, liv-
ing in isolation on the outskirts of Toronto, just waiting for the
opportunity to bust loose and join up with all these kindred spirits
that I could only read about in the papers and watch on TV,

Perhaps my idyllic upbringing in this protected enclave far
from the blights of the city heightened my sensitivity to the inher-
ent poverty, pollution, and other negative aspects of our society. I
had lived a protected childhood, never seeing a homeless drunk, a
displaced Indian, or a slaughterhouse. Even now I still don’t know
why I couldn’t accept these blemishes as part of our societal
makeup. I don’t know why my three sisters and brother were able
to mature “normally” and accept social evils as a necessary part of
life. Why did I instinctively gravitate towards the “hippie philoso-
phy” of the sixties out there in Concord, miles away from any long-
haired social movement?

Now, years later in Toronto, the answers to those questions
were still a mystery to me. I sat on the edge of the bed so absorbed
in my thoughts that it took the cigarette burning my fingers to
bring me back to reality. For whatever reasons, I was a revolution-
ary intent on finding other like-minded souls to fulfil my ambi-
tions. I knew that Nick could never spark the fire inside me so nec-
essary for a true love relationship.

The next morning I set off looking for a small apartment build-
ing in Jim’s neighbourhood where I could get my temporary
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driver’s licence mailed and be able to pick it up. After wandering in
and out of a few boarding houses, 1 found one where the mail was
just dumped on a radiator in the front hall. I then proceeded to the
licence bureau to write my test as Mary Milne.

The rest of my stay in Ontario was uneventful. I received the
temporary licence in the mail just before my plane was scheduled
to leave. 1 figured that next year, about the same time, I would
come back and take my road test so I would then have a perma-
nent driver’s licence under the name Mary Milne.

* Kk %

A few weeks after 1 returned from Ontario, we were sitting around
the table one morning reading the paper. Brent often sat and read
articles out loud, which inevitably led to heated discussions.

“Hey, they finally sentenced those people from the Cheekeye-
Dunsmuir Alliance,” he said. Then he read aloud: “On March 18,
1981, seven people were sentenced on contempt of court charges
relating to standing in front of bulldozers clearing an access road
on Texada Island. Calvin Hill was fined $500 and got a six-month
suspended sentence. Paula Laurie, John Leus, and Marguerite
Mueller were fined $100, with fourteen-day suspended sentences,
and Murray Kennedy and Rose Gibralter were given conditional
discharges on condition they don’t violate the injunction for one
year. The case was adjourned against Susan Rising-Moore. B.C.
Supreme Court Chief Justice Allan McEachern, in sentencing them,
said, “Some otherwise law-abiding citizens sometimes fall into
lawlessness over issues that are not as important as they think
them to be.”

“What a pig!” exclaimed Saphie, who was standing beside the
table combing Bridget’s hair.

“The Cheekeye-Dunsmuir Alliance has been fighting that battle
for three years now, so I guess that’s the end of it,” Brent said. “By
the time their conditional discharges are over a year from now, the
line will be built.”

Saphie snorted. “Somebody in high places must think the
issues are important or they wouldn't have the chief justice doing
the sentencing on contempt of court charges.”

“I think they want to nip protest against Hydro in the bud right
now,” explained Brent, “because this is the first of a series of
megaprojects that Hydro wants to build over the next ten years,
and they don’t want to be accountable to a bunch of citizens every
time they start one. The government passed the B.C. Utilities Com-
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mission Act on the last day of the summer session, which basically
gives the B.C. cabinet the power to approve any Hydro project
without public hearings. They passed that act after all the hoopla
over Cheekeye during the summer to underscore the fact the gov-
ernment is not going to set up mechanisms for the people to inter-
fere with Hydro’s plans.”

“l remember meeting this Rose Gibralter last summer,” Brent
said. “She was at some protest in front of the parliament buildings
in Victoria. We had a long talk about the Cheekeye-Dunsmuir line.
She was a real cool person with kids and a husband, and had been
involved in fighting the line from the beginning. She knew they
weren’t going to win, but she was willing to risk getting arrested
and a record in order to publicize the lack of democracy, as she put
it, in the decision-making process. But the bottom line for her and
the other people there was that they believe in our legal system
and the values of our society. So I bet now that they've been con-
victed, they’ll accept the sentencing and end their protest against
the construction of the line. The difference between her and me is
I don't respect the legal system or government and so | won't play
by their rules.”

“Yeah. Me neither!” Saphie joined in.

“Have you read Hydro’s Energy Blueprint 1980 that they put
out last summer?” Doug asked her pointedly.

“No,” she said timidly.

“It’s outrageous!” he said with real feeling.”Why don’t you dig
it up Brent, and let her take a look at it.”

Brent went into the living room and began rummaging through
the pamphlets on the bookshelves. A few minutes later he came
back with the Blueprint as well as an assortment of pamphlets put
out by the Cheekeye-Dunsmuir Alliance and other protest groups.
He plopped them down on the table in front of Saphie and Bridget.

Bridget picked up Hydro’s Blueprint. “Where’d you get this?”

‘At the B.C. Hydro office. They have a library with all kinds of
information about the history of Hydro, their current projects and
plans. I just popped in there one day around closing time and took
this one with me,” Brent explained.

Bridget began skimming through the pamphlets and paraphras-
ing parts of them for Saphie. The Hydro Energy Blueprint was a
ten-year plan calling for four more dams to be built on four north-
ern B.C. rivers, in addition to the construction of the Hat Creek
Coal Generating Plant. The need for these megaprojects was based
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on the belief that the growth of British Columbia’s mines and pulp
and paper mills would be stunted if B.C. Hydro could not supply
them with massive amounts of electricity. The possibility that large
amounts of this electricity could also be produced for export to the
United States was a virtual footnote.

The Cheekeye-Dunsmuir pamphlet explained that the transmis-
sion line was designed to transport power not only to Vancouver
Island but also back to the mainland. That possibility aroused peo-
ple’s suspicions that Hydro had long-term plans to someday build a
nuclear power plant over there. Initially the Cheekeye-Dunsmuir
power line would be fed from the existing Revelstoke dam in
northern British Columbia, but eventually it would be linked to the
megaprojects outlined in the Blueprint through the Site C dam on
the Peace River. All these dams would flood some of the province’s
best farmland and destroy the Native fishing industries in the
areas.

The C-D Alliance claimed that the line was not so much a need
as a government strategy to turn the Island into an industrial park
against the wishes of the public. This claim was based on the belief
that nine major industrial firms were already consuming nearly
half of the Island’s electricity and would continue to be the main
beneficiaries of any increased electrical output on the Island. How-
ever, the main beneficiary of the potential water contamination
from the weed killer 2-4-D, which would be used along the trans-
mission line right-of-way, would be the people living near the line
— just as those living near or under the lines would be the real-life
beneficiaries of the potential effects of the electro-magnetic radia-
tion emitted from the line. Scientists were still not able to say
unequivocally that this level of radiation would not cause cancer.

Bridget put down the pamphlets and tilted her head back to
get the most out of Saphie’s grooming. I was about to pick up the
pamphlets and continue reading, but Doug uncharacteristically
fixed his gentle blue eyes on mine and began to speak. I had never
heard him speak at such length. This, and his habit of pacing back
and forth to work off steam, reflected the passion that B.C. Hydro’s
plans inspired in him.

In his quick, clipped voice he explained that Cheekeye-Dun-
smuir, like all the Hydro megaprojects in The Blueprint, would be
funded through various forms of taxation by the people of the
province, to supply electricity for a few large pulp and paper mills
and mines. These companies would, in turn, take the resources
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from British Columbia but keep the profits for themselves. In the
end the people who funded it all would get very little except a few
jobs in the construction phase, a ravaged environment, and huge
provincial debts, all without any direct say in whether they really
needed the projects.

Doug was never short on facts. To prove his point, he explained
that Hydro currently had a debt of $5.2 billion, which was sixty-
nine per cent of the provincial debt, yet it would still need another
$13 billion over the next decade to implement its plans. Where
would this $13 billion be coming from? From the people, through
taxes. As a Crown corporation, Hydro was getting its money from
government-subsidized loans and teacher’s pension funds, which
were being loaned to Hydro at below market rates. As a result the
pensions and loans were not making as much money in interest as
they would if they were loaned out on the international money
market.

Not only were taxpayers funding megaprojects that would
essentially benefit large corporations, but Hydro had set up its rate
structure to discourage conservation, so that the need for more
megaprojects would remain insatiable. The more electricity a cus-
tomer used, the less they paid, so industrial customers were paying
less per kilowatt hour than residential customers were. So long as
Hydro was protected from the higher costs of funding projects, it
was unlikely to discourage excessive use of energy or encourage
the use of conservation projects such as thermal co-generation and
hog fuel.

While Doug was speaking 1 had been vaguely aware of the
doorbell ringing, but since I had my back to the door I couldn’t see
who it was. There was so much traffic in and out of this house that
the doorbell ringing was a non-event.

As Brent was finishing his little speech, I gasped as a set of cold
hands wrapped across my eyes. I instantly recognized them as
Nick’s. He lifted his hands off my eyes, leaned over, and kissed me
on the lips. My acute awareness of Brent's presence paralysed me.
In Toronto I had been confused about Nick coming here, but now I
suspected it was a huge mistake.

Nick stepped in front of me and smiled, waiting for a reaction.
I felt as though I was naked. I was sure that everyone in the room
could see through my thinly disguised attempt to appear excited
and thrilled to see him. Surely they could see my disappointment
and fear. “Wow, is it ever good to see you.” I tried to smile, but I
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was dying to get out of the room, away from the audience. Maybe
I could muster up some affection in private. “Did you bring a suit-
case or anything?”

“They’re still out on the porch.” He wasn’t showing any sign of
disappointment in my reaction. Maybe I wasn’t naked after all.
Maybe nobody could tell I wasn’t happy to see him. “I'll get them
for you.” I jumped out of my chair and fairly ran out the door. Out-
side I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. I could feel the ten-
sion leaving my body as I exhaled. I could hear the others, inside
the house, bombarding Nick with excited questions about his work
in Toronto. Brent knew Nick from previous trips to Ontario.

After a while Nick came out to see why it was taking me a phe-
nomenally long time to come back with his suitcases. “What’s
wrong?” he asked innocently. “Are they too heavy for you?”

“No.” I answered weakly.” I just wanted to give you some space
with the others.”

“I'm sorry I didn’t let you know I was coming earlier,” he said,
perhaps sensing my discomfort. “Somebody had a ticket to Vancou-
ver they couldn’t use. I got it cheap and decided spontaneously to
come.” To compensate for my cold greeting, | wrapped my arms
around him and gave him a warm hug. “Let’s go in.”

For the rest of the morning we sat around the table with Brent,
Saphie, and Bridget, talking about what we had been doing. Doug
retreated down into his room again. While Nick told us about his
fledgling newsletter, Resistance, I tried to figure out how I would
deal with his arrival.

Around noon Nick was showing signs of fatigue so I suggested
he take a nap in the loft. Nick took me up on the offer and within a
few minutes was quietly sleeping. Doug, Brent, and I walked down
the street to Bino’s and ordered coffees.

“Resistance sounds like a great idea,” Brent said. “If we ever do
any militant actions, it’'ll be a great pamphlet for our communiqués
and discussions about guerrilla action. Do you think Nick would be
interested in doing anything militant?”

“He’s really not that interested in illegal actions. He's more the
analytical, intellectual type. But we could include him in one of
those Amax actions we've been talking about. They’re not so heavy
that they’ll scare him, but they’d be a good way of testing him.”

“I've been scouting around for a place to pick up some typewrit-
ers,” Brent said. Our house had an old one, but it was broken, and
we didn’t know anybody else who had one we could use. If Nick was
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going to put out Resistance, we would have to have a good electric
typewriter. Brent said he had found a place we could easily get into
at night and pick out what we needed. “What about tonight?” he
asked. “It's the perfect action for Nick, and he’d see the need for it
since he doesn’t have a typewriter to put out Resistance.”

“I'm not into it,” Doug said. “I'm really not interested in these
low-level actions or putting out militant rags. Count me in when
you're ready to get some dynamite, guns, money, or real action.”

“Doug, we can’t just come out of nowhere and do some huge
bombing,” I argued. “There has to be some kind of militant com-
munity to support us or else we’ll be totally isolated, with no sup-
port or people to continue on if we get killed or caught.”

“Well, that’s fine, but it ain’t my bag.” Doug had been doing
reading on dynamite and how to break into the places — maga-
zines — where they store it. He wanted no part of B and E’s. By
now I had learned that once Doug made up his mind, there was no
changing it.

When we got back from the coffee shop, Nick was eating toast.
He was hesitant when I told him about our idea, but agreed to come
along since the typewriters were essential to his publishing project.

Around three in the morning we drove past a single-storey
office building in a mixed residential and commercial area. We
parked a block away and walked to the back of the building. Brent
had gone in before closing time and left a washroom window
unlocked. While he used a crow bar to pry it open, Nick and I
acted as scouts. Brent and I easily squeezed our way in, and Nick
stayed outside on watch for a police car or anyone else who hap-
pened by. Brent went quickly from one room to the next, carrying
typewriters and other miscellaneous office supplies to the wash-
room window. His philosophy was that once he was stealing, he
might as well get as much as possible, since the consequences
would be much the same whether you got one typewriter or ten. I
ran around beside him with a small flashlight trying to anticipate
where he was headed so I could illuminate the way.

Once we had every typewriter in the building, plus staplers,
paper punches, and paper supplies piled by the window, Brent
slowed down and started rummaging around, more out of cutiosity
than anything else. I could see we had everything we’d come for, and
I was eager to leave. I whispered irritably for him to get the hell out
of there. But he only motioned for me to follow him down a hall to
what I assumed must be the president’s office, since otherwise the
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whole building consisted of one main room partitioned into many
cubicles by moveable privacy walls, surrounded by small rooms used
for photocopying, storage, coffee, and washrooms. The only other
sizeable room was the one Brent was leading me to.

We opened the heavy oak door and walked up to the main
desk. Brent opened each drawer and searched the contents. From
the bottom drawer he pulled out a dozen pornographic magazines.
He turned and looked at me as if to say “mission accomplished,”
then proceeded to open each magazine to the centrefold and
placed them strategically all over the room, so theyd be the first
thing anyone entering the office in the morning would see. Just
before leaving, he walked over to a liquor cabinet and grabbed a
couple of bottles.

Back at the washroom window he whistled for Nick, whose
head appeared out of the shrubs lining the parking lot. Brent
motioned for Nick to come to the window. “You're going to have to
get the car and park it here,” he whispered. “Id be more danger-
ous to carry all these typewriters down the street than to load
them into the car here.”

At that point it seemed to me whether we made it or not was
up to fate. I watched Nick dart through the bushes towards the car.
I wiggled out the window so Brent could hand me the typewriters.
By the time we had two out, Nick was pulling up in the car, with-
out the headlights on. He got out and opened the trunk. In less
than five minutes we had the typewriters and everything else
loaded in the car. Brent shut the window and hopped into the car
and we cruised out of the parking lot, turning on the headlights
once we were safely driving down the street. Despite my agnostic
beliefs, I said a little prayer of thanks to God for allowing us to get
out of that situation safely. There was no harm in prayer.

“So where to?” Brent asked.

“Let’s go to Bino’s and unwind,” Nick said.

My body was still pulsating with adrenalin so | welcomed the
idea of a relaxing cup of tea that I hoped might induce sleep. At
the restaurant, Brent was chuckling. “When the first people arrive
and go into their bosses office in the morning, they’ll be exposed to
the real man behind the face.”

“Do you think they’ll laugh and in a sense feel like conspirators
in this break-in?” Nick asked with a serious look on his face.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you think that when they walk in they’ll be terrified at the
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sense of violation of their security, or do you think they’ll identify
with us?”

“I'm pretty sure they’ll be horrified their office has been broken
into and they’ll think, ‘This could have been my home these crimi-
nals broke into,” Brent said.

“I think the degree of amusement they experience at seeing
their boss’s porno magazines spread all over his office will depend
on how well they get along with him — and on whether they have
pornographic magazines at home themselves,” I added.

“Obviously this was not meant to be some overtly political
action,” Brent said. “This was a necessary B and E to get typewrit-
ers for the community, so you can put out Resistance and we can
enable people to type up newsletters, posters, or whatever shit
they're doing.”

“In the long run, the biggest problem people like us are going
to have is getting the workers on our side,” continued Nick. “They
just can’t identify with our methods, our goals, or even our
lifestyles. As far as I'm concerned, we’ll never be able to have any
kind of popular resistance to the government if the workers aren’t
on our side.”

I agreed. “We're not just opposed to pollution, nuclear technol-
ogy, and all that stuff. We’re opposed to the entire lifestyle and val-
ues of this society. Even the poorest of the poor in North America
believe in the capitalist way of life. Everyone wants a car, a TV, and
a job. People like us, and there aren’t many, don’t want a job, not
because we’re lazy, but because most jobs involve being a part of a
company that is essentially destroying the planet.”

“Take a pulp and paper mill, for example,” Brent said. “I don’t
want a job that involves having forests cut down so they can be
transformed into paper products through some industrial process
that pours the waste products into the rivers or incinerates them
and pumps them into the air In the end, most of that paper is used
to wrap up millions of consumer products that we either don’t
need or are obsolete in no time. I could not in good conscience
work in a pulp and paper mill.”

“What if they replanted the trees, used some kind of anti-pollu-
tion devices in the pulp and paper mills, and recycled all the paper
products?” Nick asked.

Brent shrugged. “I would reconsider, I guess.”

“The problem we have is that workers in our society identify
with the values of the owners of the companies and aspire to have
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their lifestyle,” stated Nick. “I'm quite sure if they were given the
choice to either live like us or live like the people they work for,
they would choose the latter. Unions are fighting for the workers
to acquire more stuff, they're not fighting to change the premises
upon which this society is based. They are far from revolutionary.”

“Is that why you got so involved in the union when you were
working as a printing press operator in Toronto?” I asked. “Were
you trying to make the union more revolutionary?”

“I guess. Nothing’s going to change if we can’t get the workers
on board. If they are completely alienated from our cause, then
we’re just blowing smoke into the wind,” Nick said.

Brent took another tack. “Even the leaders of liberation struggles
in underdeveloped countries couldn’t relate to what we’re saying,
because they’re struggling to gain control of their own economies.
And once they’ve got that, they want industry, wealth, and consumer
goods for their people. They want what we've already got.” He
paused. “Our kind of revolution can only happen in North America
or Europe, where we've already experienced everything capitalism
has to offer. Most of us have TVs, cars. We could get jobs, educations,
and all that. We can afford to critique the affluent consumer lifestyle
and develop a vision different from anything before. We are not
Marxists, communists, or socialists. We are not rooted in the working
class. We're rooted in the alienated youth, the older hippies that
didn't lose their ideals, the intellectuals who dare to articulate a new
philosophy that critiques materialism, technology, and asks ‘What the
hell is progress anyway?’ ”

“Well, I have no illusions about being on the brink of an immi-
nent revolution,” I said. “I'm in it for the long haul.” The three of
us sat in silence for a few minutes, letting the conversation settle
in our tired minds. I could feel the calming effects of the tea kick-
ing in and wanted to go to sleep. “Let’s go home.”

It was a rare time to be up. As we drove north down the
Kingsway at 5:30 in the morning, the sun was just beginning to
peak over the mountains, washing the sky in pastel hues. All the
windows of the skyscrapers in the city core were ablaze, reflecting
the fiery glow of the morning sun. The streets were empty. A soft
breeze pushed stray fast-food wrappers discarded the night before
into our path.

I felt so tired. As we pulled up to the house in Angie’s old
Volvo, a young Native woman came out of the house across the
road. Her long dark hair was pulled up in a tight pony tail. Even



Going Underground / 67

though it was a cool March morning, she wore a pair of shorts that
exposed half her buttocks, and her shirt was tied in a knot under
her breasts, exposing her cleavage. Her beautiful features were
heavily made up, almost as though she was going to a masquerade
party. It was awfully early for her to be heading off to work, but I
figured she might have clients who would stop by her corner for a
quick blow job on their way to work. She was so thin she must be
an addict, I decided, and certainly nothing else would draw some-
one out to work so early dressed like she was. Yes, I was so tired.

Sometimes I wished I wasn’t so obsessed with this idea of being
a revolutionary. When was the last time I had spent a day by the
ocean or walking in the woods? I felt so far away from those child-
hood days when I used to gallop wildly through the fields, snorting
and pawing the air in ecstasy. If I closed my eyes and concentrated,
I could bring back the smell of dry grass and dirt, the sound of
bees in the air, and the feel of the sun and wind parching my skin.
Why couldn’t I ignore the clear-cut mountainsides or the yellow
contamination on the banks of the Fraser River? Why couldn’t I
just get a job on some horse ranch, meet a nice guy, save up some
money, and buy a little piece of land where I could make my child-
hood fantasies come true? I could have a simple cabin, barn, and
horses and live like my childhood alter ego.

Was I drawn to this revolutionary mission by a need for danger
and excitement or perhaps even some subliminal suicidal attrac-
tion? I didn’t know. I needed to sleep. That poor Native girl proba-
bly had no choice but to be a prostitute. According to the usual
statistics, she was probably from a broken alcoholic home where
she was sexually abused as a child. With little education and noth-
ing to look forward to but a welfare existence on the reserve, it
was understandable that she would end up on the streets of Van-
couver, obliterating her memories with drugs and eking out an
existence doing the only thing she had ever learned could get her
what she wanted.

I had no bad memories to obliterate. There was no reason in
the world why I couldn’t go to university, get a great job, and be a
success. Why was I choosing this path that would inevitably lead to
self-destruction with little or no social change as a consequence?
My brain was tired. I knew that unlike the Native girl I alone was
responsible for choosing this path in life that would lead to my
own demise.

But even with these intense doubts I couldn’t stop myself from
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walking up the sidewalk towards the house where I knew 1 would
continue laying plans for militant action. All the articles I had
read, all the TV programs I had watched, and all the destruction of
nature [ had witnessed had laid the unconscious groundwork for a
compulsion to complete this mission to fight in every way I could a
society that made that Native girl’s future inevitable. I truly believe
that if there was a God and he or she appeared in front of me and
said, “Ann, if you are willing to die, right now, no more animals
will become extinct at the hands of man, horses will run free, no
more rivers will be cesspools for factories, and no more Native
girls will have to be prostitutes,” I would willingly have sacrificed
myself.

I was no hero. Everyone is willing to lay down their life for
someone or something they love. How many mothers or fathers
would not lay down their life so their child could live? How many
people would not lay down their lives for a place or country they
love? I was just tired, and sometimes I wanted to forget and just
bask in the beauty of what was left in the natural world. I walked
up the sidewalk behind Brent and Nick into the house. Without a
word, Nick and I climbed up into the loft and Brent trudged down
to his tiny bedroom. Once in bed, I rolled over on my side facing
the wall away from Nick. The last thing I remember before drop-
ping off into the black abyss of sleep was Nick gently placing his
arm across my back.

In April 1981, after many late-night meetings at Bino’s, we
finally got around to doing an Amax action. The issue was not
getting a lot of attention in the press, but would have a devastat-
ing impact on the Nishga Indians living in Alice Arm. It was also
an issue that clearly showed how the legal system was set up to
protect the interests of big business as opposed to the principles of
justice. To prevent contamination of the marine food chain, the
federal government had strict regulations regarding the quantity of
toxic mine tailings that any company could legally dump directly
into the ocean. But in the case of Amax the provincial government
had given special permission to allow a discharge eight thousand
times greater than the existing federal standards. The rights of
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Amax to dump toxic mine tailings directly into the ocean super-
seded the rights of the Nishga Indians to continue their traditional
way of life based on fishing and other activities on both sea and
land.

We decided to keep the actions small and simple so that people
could get involved without having to fear serious prison time as a
consequence. We were a small group of five young white people,
with no connection to the Nishga other than our good intentions
about publicizing their plight.

“What do you think of this fine catch!” Bridget burst in the
door one day with a plastic bag full of partially decomposed fish.

“Great.” Brent didn't even look up. He was too preoccupied
with a boiling pot full of glass bottle jars.

“What the hell are you doing?” asked Saphie, who had come in
with Bridget.

“I'm boiling these jars to remove any fingerprints in case the
cops take this little action real serious and check.” He carefully
lifted the pot of boiled jars off the stove.

“I'm going to leave these here to cool off for a while, so don't
touch them,” he yelled as he headed downstairs. When he came
back up he placed an old can of bright red paint and a box of large
rocks on newspapers that he had laid all over the kitchen table.
The plan was to throw the rocks through an Amax office window,
followed by the jars of paint and fish.

Brent handed out pairs of latex surgical gloves to the rest of us.
“This is fun. Just like arts and crafts in public school,” laughed
Saphie.

Carefully we picked out rotting fish parts from Bridget's bag
and placed them in the jars, then poured red paint over them until
the jars were full. Brent tightened each lid and wiped the spilled
paint off the outside of each jar. “What do you think?” he asked
proudly, holding up a jar for us to admire.

Doug had come upstairs to make a pot of tea. He was reading
Homer's Illiad and barely put the book down while he poured
water into the pot.

“Well, Doug, what do you think?” Brent asked.

“What can you say about a jar of red paint and fish heads?” he
answered. Brent just shook his head in exasperation as Doug
turned around and marched back downstairs to his room.

Later that night, after the bars had closed and the revellers had
gone home, four of us piled into Angie’s car. Angie, who was not in
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attendance, had said we could use her car as long as we promised
to park it several blocks away from the action.

During the months I had spent in Vancouver, a steady diet of
small illegal activities had boosted my confidence in our abilities to
get away with things. 1 no longer imagined a cop hiding behind
every obstacle and actually found myself feeling quite relaxed out
on a mission. Still, a certain level of fear is a good thing in these
matters — it keeps a healthy flow of adrenalin coursing through
the bloodstream, which tends to heighten awareness. 1 think I had
finally reached this healthy medium.

It was raining lightly that evening, and I loved rainy nights. We
rode cosily in the car, peering out of the greasy windshield as the
tattered wipers smeared the rain back and forth. Finally we pulled
into an alley a few blocks from the Amax office and parked in an
oily puddle. I stepped out of the car and into the puddle, mesmer-
ized for a second or two by the beautiful purple ripples that my
footsteps made. Three of us — the other stayed behind to watch
the car — walked quickly down the sidewalk towards the large
windows of the office building. Once we got there we quickly
glanced around, thankful for the rain because it would make visi-
bility poor for any unexpected spectators. With the way all clear,
one of us threw a heavy rock through the window. The sound and
sight of the heavy glass smashing down were terrifying. Besides
that, the second the rock went through the window, an ear-shatter-
ing alarm started resonating. I found my knees going weak and my
hair standing on end. So this was the feeling that some people
found addictive. Not me.

I threw my jars of red paint and fish through the gaping hole.
The others followed suit. Huge hunks of dead fish clung to the wall
in the thick red goop. All of us, I think, wanted to race at break-
neck speed back to the car, but instead we forced ourselves to walk
quickly so that we wouldn’t draw attention. Once we were all
safely inside the car, our driver pulled out and started off towards
home. We could still hear the alarm resounding over the roar of
Angie’s car.

The action went smoothly and quietly, but unfortunately did
not garner any publicity. “That’s a drag,” Brent said the next morn-
ing after he had meticulously gone through the newspaper. We had
phoned in a statement after the action. “I guess the papers decided
our communiqué wasn’t worth printing — probably because Amax
refused to confirm that anything happened, to prevent bad public-
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ity. Hey, does anyone want to go to the Smiling Buddha tonight?”
Two bands, the Subhumans and Dead Kennedys, were playing that
evening in a Rock Against Radiation benefit.

“Naw,” said Bridget slowly. She looked over at Saphie, who was
lying on a bench pressing a weight bar over her head. “I don’t
know how you can do that in the morning.”

“I've got to build up my muscles for hockey,” Saphie huffed.
“We have a practice this afternoon.”

“I wouldn’t mind going to the benefit,” I said. “Maybe Nick and
Angie want to go.”

Brent looked over at me. “Yeah, two nice radical couples going
out for a couple of beers on a Friday night.”

I spent the rest of the day shoplifting food with Angie. She was
eager to go to the benefit. Later that evening, Brent, Nick, Angie,
and I drove to Chinatown. The Smiling Buddha was a derelict bar
on a side street between a number of failing Chinese restaurants
frequented by east-end drug addicts and prostitutes. It had become
an infamous punk bar where bands of notoriety along the west
coast played and every punk band in Vancouver tried their first gig.
It was an exciting place to go, not only for the music but also
because one gig out of five was busted by the cops for underage
drinking and open drug use.

In the early 1980s punk was the music of rebellion, replacing
the co-opted rock music of the 1970s. Kids who came to the Bud-
dha had parents who had grown up in the late fifties and the six-
ties listening to rock 'n’ roll and the Rolling Stones and Bob Dylan.
Growing up, these kids had heard lots of rock on the radio and
family stereo. By the early 1980s, the rebellious lyrics of the sixties
bands were in sharp contrast to the lifestyles and images of the
now-wealthy, aging musicians. There was something poignantly
hypocritical about a forty-five-year-old millionaire in designer
jeans singing about “a rollin’ stone, with no direction home.” These
musicians were no longer capable of expressing the feelings and
aspirations of a generation of kids who had grown up in a later
era.

The parents of the punk generation had grown up after the
Second World War on a steady diet of hope and possibilities in an
age in which idealism was still possible. There were plenty of jobs
and money. But when the Vietnam War began to take its toll on
American youth it also awakened young people’s consciousness to
the social ills that threatened their dreams of an ideal society.
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Rachel Carson’s 1962 book Silent Spring warned that human
beings could destroy the planet through pollution. The civil-rights
movement underscored how, even in the mid-sixties, the blacks’
right to vote existed in theory only, and the birth-control pill
sparked women to become sexually liberated and demand equal
opportunities in the workforce.

The baby boomers fought for their ideals and in many ways
won. They helped bring the war in Vietnam to an end. Blacks won
the right to vote, and schools were desegregated. In 1965 the Vot-
ing Rights Act abolished mandatory literacy tests and “poll taxes”
— which had previously prevented the majority of blacks in the
Southern States from voting — as a prerequisite to the vote.
Women were no longer forced to have large families and stay
home and care for them. But the struggles of the sixties did not
result in a revolution. Corporate America learned how to co-opt
the opposition and fine-tune the capitalist machinery. A lot of
money could be made by selling things the baby boomers wanted,
like health food, blue jeans, recycled products, and rock concerts.
A few sacrifices had to be made, but in the end the machine ran
more smoothly than ever.

The Vietnam War ended, anti-pollution laws were enacted, and
affirmative action programs were implemented to make up for a
long history of discrimination against both women and people of
colour. But underneath these token changes, nothing really
changed. A horse of a different colour is still a horse. The struggles
of the sixties did not change the economic system or the values it
was based on. Corporate and political leaders driven primarily by
greed and power hid behind the sacred motives of profit and mate-
rial growth.

The parents of the punk kids were wooed into complacency
through slick marketing of the illusion that corporate America was
moving towards a society free of pollution, with equal opportuni-
ties for all. Both men and women could drive to their corporate
offices in their BMWs listening to the sounds of Bob Dylan or the
Rolling Stones. On weekends working women could don their
Birkenstock sandals and shop at the local health-food franchise or
choose “natural” products from row upon row of packaged “green”
products in the supermarket. Now women had the choice to work
out of the home, although that choice was becoming more and
more a choice for the rich, since the traditional home and car and
two or three kids now seemed to take two working parents to
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acquire and maintain. But underneath these illusions, the driving
force of the economy remained unchanged: profit at all cost.

Unlike their parents, the punk kids had grown up learning
about pollution, nuclear war, and birth control since public school.
They had also been taught not to talk to strangers or to stray far
from their yards, because perverts and dangers were everywhere.
The same public park that in the 1960s had conjured up images of
children playing innocently on swings and in sandboxes was now a
potentially lethal place where children were supervised closely in
case they found a dirty syringe in the sandbox, or that man sitting
on the park bench exposed himself — or, worse, kidnapped the
children.

At school these kids were pushed to make decisions about their
future careers by the age of twelve so they would end up in the
right stream that would lead to well-paid jobs for the privileged
few who could afford to go to university. They would have no
childhood memories of playing unsupervised at the local creek or
scrub baseball games in the cow field. Instead, they would remem-
ber sitting in their bedrooms playing computer games or attending
some organized sport supervised by a team of adults.

The kids at the Smiling Buddha were the ones who had
become jaded or tired of the constant supervision and control of
the adult world. They were often the ones who didn’t come from
families that could afford the expensive education so essential for
a job. As their music so frequently reminded us, theirs was a world
of no future, no hope. Their music was filled with warnings of sui-
cide and death, cries of anguish, despair, and anger.

As we stepped into the Buddha, a local Vancouver punk band
called the Subhumans was playing “Fuck You,” written by Gerry
Hannah.

You call us weirdos, call us crazy

Say we're evil, say we're lazy

Say we’re just the violent type

Kind of dumb, not too bright

We don’t care what you say — fuck you
You tell your friends we’re really sick
Short-haired fags on a commie trip

And you should know 'cause you're so cool
Number one, nobody’s fool

We don’t care what you say — fuck you
Well, come on, man, you better jump right in
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This is one game that everybody’s in

Don’t care where you've been, don’t care how you look
It's hell’s fire, man, you're in, you gotta cook

We don't care what you say — fuck you.

A huge disco ball made up of hundreds of shards of mirror
turned around and around, reflecting coloured lights around the
room. It gave the dark room full of thrashing teenagers an eerie
look. It was as though someone had put on a disco record but had
set the speed to 78 RPM instead of 45, and everything was wound
up into a frenzy of wild dancing, with the exception of the disco
ball rotating serenely around and around.

We began weaving our way across the room, sweaty bodies
leaping up and down and throwing themselves against each other
in an aptly termed slam dance. As we neared the old wooden
stage, set about three feet above the floor, I noticed teenagers
pulling themselves up onto the stage and then throwing them-
selves with abandon into the mass of bodies writhing below them.
This reminded me of an exercise, designed by psychiatrists, in
which one person falls backwards, trusting that their partner will
catch them before they hit the floor. But in this case the exercise
had reached the ultimate form in which the individual had to trust
a mass of strangers, who were not at all concentrating on the
activity.

I was at least seven years older than most of the crowd and
had never been to a punk bar before, so all of this was new to me.
Brent and Angie were also older, but they seemed to know every-
one — they organized many of the benefits and gigs where the
bands played. We finally found a spot at a table up against the wall
where I could sit and watch the spectacle. It reminded me of some
tribal purging of the soul in which the participants lose conscious-
ness and let all their repressed feelings escape through movement.
Various visible body parts were pierced; noses, ears, eyebrows,
breasts. Many people were covered in tattoos. The dancers wore
old clothes that I presumed were from the Salvation Army or
Goodwill store — certainly not designer clothes from the mall. As
they danced, some of them ripped pieces of their clothing until
they were wearing only shreds of sweaty T-shirts and pants. What
the dancers lacked in dress colour, they more than made up for in
hair colour. Every fluorescent colour I hated was represented;
flamingo pink, phosphorescent green, and orange streaks running
through hair-sprayed black spikes. It was spectacular, as though we
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had stepped off the street into some time warp where the 1970s
disco ball threw its coloured pinpoints of light slowly around a
room full of writhing tribal primitives whose hair had been
attacked by futuristic, fluorescent spray bombs.

Angie and Nick had left their seats and melded into the mass of
bobbing bodies. Brent and I sat quietly staring off into the crowd. I
found myself fantasizing that this group of disillusioned kids could
someday turn into heroic revolutionaries and channel their anger
and despair into something constructive. I could never imagine
any of these marginalized kids walking down the sidewalk, brief-
cases in hand, on their way to their starkly clean corporate offices.
Instead I envisioned them finding strength in fighting a system
that left them no future, no hope. I figured becoming revolutionar-
ies was the only positive future for kids who would otherwise end
up as drug addicts or prisoners if they continued on the path they
were now following.

I was startled out of my reverie by Brent pushing his chair back
and yelling “Julie!” Out of the crowd of moshing kids appeared a
young woman of eighteen or so with short jet black hair and light
blue eyes. When she saw Brent, her face lit up. She was stunningly
attractive and alive. So many of the other young women here culti-
vated — or genuinely felt — jaded or, worse yet, dead inside. Julie
exuded life. “Brent! What are you doing here?”

“Oh, just a night on the town,” he told her.

“Why don’t you sit down?” I asked.

“Sure. This is great, eh?” Her voice bubbled with enthusiasm.

“Yeah,” said Brent with equal enthusiasm. “You going to the El
Salvador meeting next week?”

“Sure. | made a neat poster you gotta see. That’s Gerry!” she
yelled, pointing up at the bass player on the stage.

“1 know him. We've done lots of benefits with the Subhumans,”
Brent yelled back. “Where are you staying?”

“At my sister’s for a while. She was in a bad car accident so I'm
helping her out. Maybe I'll bring the poster over to your house
tomorrow. Anyways, I'll come over and talk to you guys when they
stop playing.”

After she left, Brent told me all about her. “She’s great — proba-
bly the most political and rabid punk in here. She’s been going to the
El Salvador support group and seems the most enthusiastic person in
the group. I'd like to see her get involved with us. She’d dig it.”

When the band put down their instruments, Julie jumped up
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on the stage and gave the bass player a big kiss. He was a tall, lean
young man with a clean jaw line. Even from a distance, I could see
he adored her. After she kissed him, she jumped back off the stage
and joined a group of women. His eyes never left her.

Brent noticed me watching them. “Gerry helped start the Sub-
humans a few years ago. They’re the most political punk band in
Vancouver. He’s a good guy.” Gerry must have had ESP because at
that very instant he turned in our direction and saw Brent. Gerry
waved, jumped off the stage, and strode over to us.

“Hey Brent, how’s it going?”

“Not bad. What’s happening?”

“I was going to say the same thing to you,” Gerry said, laugh-
ing.

“You and Julie should come over to our house sometime.” Our
conversation was interrupted by the singer, whose name I learned
was Wimpy He motioned for Gerry, who said he’d see us later. We
spent the rest of the evening at the Buddha. Angie and Nick min-
gled comfortably with the punk kids and danced while Brent and I
sat quietly at our table.

* 7 %

By the look on his face, I could tell that Brent was as surprised
as I was when Julie and Gerry actually did show up at our
door the next evening. They were dressed in matching leathers,
heavily adorned with metal chains, bracelets, and earrings. Julie
had circled her light blue eyes with a thick layer of black mascara,
giving her an almost Egyptian look. I wished I had the courage to
dress as exotically.

“Hi!” Julie beamed with what [ assumed was her characteristic
enthusiasm. “Me and Gerry were just driving around and I thought
I'd drop over and show you the poster I designed for the benefit.”

She carefully pulled out a poster from a large black portfolio
and laid it out on the table. Stepping back, she cocked her head
this way and that, looking at it from different angles. I peeked over
her shoulder, and even though I wasn’t much of an art critic I
could tell that it was well-balanced, and the black silhouettes of
helicopters, peasants, and churches were impressive. “That’s really
good!”
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“She took a semester of art at Douglas College,” said Gerry,
putting his arm around her shoulders proudly. “But she’s got natu-
ral talent.”

“Yeah,” Julie said. “I had to quit, 'cause I just didn’t have the
money and my family don’t have the money to pay for it either.
Maybe next year. I don’t need a degree to do art anyway, eh Ger?
I'm working at Woodlands for awhile. I might go back.”

“What’s Woodlands?” asked Brent.

“A home for handicapped kids. My mom worked there, but
when her arthritis got real bad she had to quit.”

“You'd never recognize Julie when she goes to work,” laughed
Gerry.

“I'm good at changing my appearance,” Julie added. “If I take
off my makeup and put a little barrette in my hair and wear some
straight clothes, you wouldn’t recognize me on the street.”

“How’d you like the gig last night?” asked Gerry.

“It was great,” said Brent.

“I couldn’t believe how young some of the kids were. I recog-
nized some from my old high school, Burnaby North. We started
that band, what, in ’78, after I quit school in Grade 11. Wow, that’s
three years ago. I'm an old man!” Gerry laughed easily. “It’s funny
cause there was an article in the paper today about some guy
escaping from Matsqui prison. The photo of the prison looked just
like Burnaby North High. Identical. The only difference is the pris-
oners know why they’re there!”

We all chuckled with Gerry.

“Did you know that Gerry’s mom named him after a missionary
— Gerald? He was brought up to be a preacher. He just turned out
to be a preacher with a different message. He writes a lot of the
lyrics for the Subhumans, you know,” Julie said proudly, poking
Gerry in the ribs.

‘Julie!” He jumped out of her reach. “I really got to go to prac-
tise. If you want to stay here, I could pick you up on the way
back?” She looked over at us and Brent nodded.

After Gerry left, we sat around and talked politics for awhile.
“Ann’s going to get a FAC,” Brent told her.

“What’s that?”

“A firearms acquisition certificate — a permit to buy a gun. You
have to have one. Basically you fill out a form so the cops can
check to see if you have a record, but I don’t think I could get one
since 1 have a small record. Plus I pied Joe Clark in *77 and that'll
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be on my record too. If Ann buys a shotgun, we should all go up in
the mountains target-practising sometime?”

“That'd be great.” Julie beamed. I gave Brent a piercing look
meant to convey disapproval in no uncertain terms, but he avoided
my gaze. | thought it was premature for him to tell Julie about the
possibility of my buying a gun and, even worse, to invite her out
target-practising without discussing it with Doug and me first. To
make matters worse, he suggested she should consider getting a
FAC. “You never know when a gun may become necessary.”

Julie didn’t say much but I could tell by her expression that she
respected Brent and considered everything he said with great grav-
ity. As the evening progressed, the conversation became even more
outrageous, as far as I was concerned. I would have left but felt
obligated to stay just to monitor the situation. Brent pulled out the
newspaper clipping about the Amax action and asked Julie if she
had seen it. She knew nothing about Amax so he proceeded to
educate her about the issue. Thankfully Gerry arrived to pick her
up before Brent had got to the point of inviting her to participate
in anything.

The second the door had closed behind them, I laced into him.
“What the hell are you doing? You hardly know her and you're
inviting her out target-practising?”

“Relax,” he said in a patronizing voice that infuriated me. “I've
been talking to Julie about politics for months now, every time
there’s an El Salvador meeting. She’s a lot cooler than you think.
Anyway, how do you expect to get anywhere if you don't include
people in activities that test their will to become militants?”

“Well, I think you should at least ask me and Doug before you
start including her in anything.” I left the room and went down-
stairs and knocked on Doug’s bedroom door. I heard a gruff grunt,
which I assumed was an invitation to enter.

He was lying on his bed immersed in a heavy book by the nine-
teenth-century political theorist Nechayev, who espoused the con-
troversial belief that political assassinations are an effective means
of bringing about social change. I was in no mood to discuss the
book. “Doug, have you ever met Julie and Gerry?”

“Yeah, I know who they are, but I can’t say I know them.” He
still hadn’t stopped reading his book.

“Doug — I'm pissed at Brent because Julie was just here and he
told her I was getting a FAC, invited her to go out target-practising
when I get a gun, and showed her the Amax article. She’d be a fool
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if she didn’t figure out we did it. As far as I'm concerned that’s way
too quick to get someone we hardly know involved, especially con-
sidering he didn’t even ask us first.”

Doug finally looked up at me. “That’s not cool.”

“I want to have a meeting about it right now before Brent gets
the impression he can just make these kinds of decisions unilater-
ally.”

“Sure,” Doug said, sitting up on the bed.

I went back upstairs and asked Brent to go downstairs with me.
My intensity seemed to amuse him. He took his time making a
sandwich, which only further fuelled my anger, and then came
down.

“So what’s the problem?” he mumbled through a mouth full of
bread.

“Ann says you've been talking too much to Julie,” stated Doug.

“Well you guys might not know her, but I've spent a lot of time
with her and she’s real interested in doing stuff. How are we going
to get anyone involved if we don’t invite them?”

“I've met Julie and Gerry at a few gigs and I'm not impressed
with their political maturity,” Doug said. “How old are they?”

‘Julie’s about eighteen and Gerry’s twenty-one, I think,” Brent
said. “I'd like to ask Julie if she wants to do this next Amax action.
It’s not heavy and it’d give you guys a chance to get to know her.
How else are we going to know if we want to work with her?”

“Like I said, I'm not impressed with what I've seen of them,”
Doug went on. “They’re a couple of punk kids who say a lot of
rabid shit, but I'm not convinced they know what they’re talking
about or that they've thought of the implications of acting on any-
thing they say. They might talk about trashing places and ‘fighting
the pig,’ but I doubt they have any idea what that really means.” |
agreed with Doug.

“How are they going to learn anything about political issues if
we don't talk to them?” Brent argued. “And if there’s no opportu-
nity to do any actions, they’ll never think through the implica-
tions.”

The conversation carried on late into the night until Doug and I
eventually capitulated, to a degree. We agreed to invite Julie to
participate in the next Amax action. But Brent agreed to isolate her
involvement to Amax and for the time being not to discuss our
future plans with her or Gerry.

At the next El Salvador meeting Brent mentioned to Julie the
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possibility of doing a small Amax action in Vancouver, and she
responded with unqualified enthusiasm. We decided that she and I
would do the casing for the action. Since Amax was on the third
floor of a small office building, we would have to visit their offices
several times to see when the employees left for the day.

Late one Friday afternoon Julie dropped over to our house so
that we could prepare for our expedition. She brought a suitcase
full of clothes and makeup. I soon discovered that she considered
herself an expert at camouflage. I was impressed with the level of
thought she had given to this mission, and I readily gave up con-
trol over decisions related to our disguises. She explained that we
should look like secretaries if we were going to hang around the
offices, so that no one would find our presence there suspicious.
The clothes she had for me were from her sister’s wardrobe. Unfor-
tunately her sister was about a foot shorter than me, so what
should have been a knee-length skirt became a miniskirt on me. A
beautiful silk blouse that would have fit her sister loosely became a
skin-tight body shirt compressing my breasts upwards and out-
wards so that the first and only thing anyone looking at me would
see was my cleavage. Since I didn’t own a bra, Julie suggested that
1 wear her sister’s, which only accentuated what was already over-
exposed.

1 knew that Julie was doing a much better job at dressing us
than I could have, but even she was somewhat out of touch with
normal secretarial garb. Her fashion experience had come more in
the realm of punk leathers, garish makeup, and transforming Sally
Ann clothes into in-your-face punk fashion. So when she took on
this task, her experience couldn’t help but influence the finished
product. Instead of a subtle pink lipstick hue, we sported bright
red lip gloss that I suspected would glow in the dark. The black
mascara encircling our eyes probably made us more attractive to
males of the raccoon species than those of the human. To make
matters worse, I never wore mascara so I found it impossible to
avoid rubbing my eyes and smearing the black goo all over my
face. In the end we went tottering out of the house in our high
heels, looking less like secretaries than we normally did in our
respective punk and hippie garb.

The first judgement on our disguises came as we carefully
sauntered down the sidewalk. A couple of construction workers
repairing a roof across the road yelled at us, “Slum sluts!” Not to
be deterred, Julie shrugged off their insults by thrusting a finger at
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them and whispering to me that those guys would mistake any sec-
retaries in this end of town for hookers.

All the way downtown on the buses, people stared at us. Julie
seemed oblivious to them and remained proud of her handiwork. I
didn’t dare tell her how embarrassed I was that all those eyes were
focusing on my cleavage. By the time we got to the office building,
my feet had swollen up so much inside the high heels that I
couldn’t have got them off without a pair of garden shears. In the
elevator a couple of businessmen snickered at each other when
they thought we weren't looking — they might have been wonder-
ing whom we were servicing on their floor. Despite Julie’s good
intentions, our disguises served a purpose opposite to that
intended. Few people in the Amax offices could forget the day
when two prostitutes came up to their floor

Still, we did manage to learn that on Friday afternoons work-
ers disappeared like clockwork by 5:00 p.m., and a week later
five of us sprang into action. As usual one of us stayed in the car
as the getaway driver while the rest of us went up to the office.
One person, acting as a lookout, hung around the stairwell where
she could also observe the elevator. Another stood within view of
the lookout to pass along word of any intruders. The remaining
two of us began spraying “Amax Kills,” “Fight for Survival,” and
“Resist Corporate Greed” in huge bold strokes all over the office
walls. The bright red paint dripped eerily down the white office
walls, leaving the ominous impression that there was more to
come.

On our way out of the building we stopped and taped a com-
muniqué inside a newspaper box. Then we stopped a safe distance
from the action to call the daily newspaper to let them know
where we had stashed the communiqué. Just in case someone else
got the message before a reporter did, we made their work easy
for them by reading it over the phone. “Amax was attacked by per-
sons outraged over the company’s molybdenum mine in northwestern
B.C., where at least 90 million tonnes of toxic mine tailings will be
dumped into Alice Arm ... "

The next morning a short article and a photograph of the
painted slogans appeared in the newspaper, claiming that “yahoos”
had been responsible for the attack.

“Do you think they got the symbolism of the red paint”? Brid-
get wondered.

“Oh yeah,” Brent said. “They didn’t write much, but it'll keep
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the issue alive a bit longer. Maybe some of the environmentalists
around town will do something to help the Nishga out.”

Julie had spent the night at our place. From what I could tell,
she had thoroughly enjoyed the action. “We should do another
one! There’s no way they should be allowed to get away with that
shit!”

Doug looked up from his book at her and raised an eyebrow
sceptically. “What do you mean?”

“I'd love to go to Victoria and do something they can’t ignore.
But this time I think we should hit the Ministry of the Environment
and expose them — show they aren’t doing anything to protect the
environment in Alice Arm. Plus it would be fun.”

“That’s a good idea.” Brent seemed to be cultivating Julie as his
protegé.

I must admit that some of the appeal of doing these actions
was the sheer excitement of it all. For a group of young people,
going to political meetings, writing pamphlets, organizing rallies,
and writing letters could get boring. Although we were genuinely
concerned about the pollution caused by the toxic mine tailings
and the fate of the Nishga Indians, we enjoyed advertising their
plight through these trashings more so than through the tradi-
tional pamphlet-distribution and letter-writing campaigns. We also
liked the immediate results. We felt like we were really doing
something ourselves as opposed to appealing to the government to
change the laws. In fact, we were opposed to the whole proposi-
tion of appealing to the government because we saw it as part of
the problem. From our perspective, it was the government that
was facilitating the actions of the Amax mine. We believed that the
interests of the government and Amax were one and the same: to
make greater profits for the mine and thus provide a greater tax
chunk for the government. The Nishga’s interests did not fit into
this equation. We believed the government saw them as just
another tax burden, contributing nothing to the economy.

Trashing gave us a sense of power. We were acting directly
against “the enemy” in such a way that we could not be ignored.
For someone like Julie, who was bright and wanted answers, these
actions fulfilled her needs. We were educating ourselves around
the issue and talking about it until we were well aware of the
facts, and then we were doing something about it . . . now. It was
fun. It was exciting. We were standing up against the powerful in
society to protect the weak.
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We didn’t know any Nishga personally and had never tried to
find out how they would like their predicament handled, so we
didn’t know if they appreciated our “actions.” And we felt we
didn’t have the time to educate and change society and wait for
large numbers of people to agree with us. But even though we
weren’t Nishga, we identified with them as victims of society’s val-
ues. We too were poor, albeit out of choice. We too hated the unre-
stricted polluting of the natural world, which we likened to the
rape and pillage of the land. In this respect, we identified with the
Nishga and thus felt justified in acting on their behalf.

We soon came to a consensus around another Amax action.
Doug wasn’t interested. He was more focused on our long-term
plans and spent much of his time learning more about dynamite,
guns, and timing devices. He wasn’t a social creature and didn’t
enjoy spending time getting to know more people, which the rest
of us believed was a prerequisite to building a larger group of mili-
tants. So he wasn’t with us when, early on the morning of May 10,
1981, six of us piled into Julie’s bright red sedan for an overnight
camping trip to somewhere near Victoria on Vancouver Island.

We were in great spirits, looking forward to the trip as more of
a social occasion than a serious political action. In preparation we
had spent the previous day on a shoplifting spree, picking up tents,
sleeping bags, and food. If there were any questions about Julie’s
nerve in regards to carrying out small illegal actions, they were
soon dispelled. She proved to be a bold shoplifter who had honed
her skills for years before making our acquaintance. She enjoyed
shoplifting to the point of being compulsive. [ remember many sit-
uations when we had to remind her not to shoplift when we were
already involved in a more serious illegal activity. Both Brent and
Julie found it difficult to pass up any five-finger discounts.

On the ferry we headed for the upper decks for the one-and-a-
half-hour ride. That day is still memorable for the beauty of the
May sunshine bouncing off the waves as we cut a swath through
the Strait of Georgia heading for the Island. Accompanying us all
the way across was a flock of sea gulls diving in and out of the
wake, picking up garbage that the ferry unloaded from its canteen.
About an hour into the ride a school of black and white killer
whales suddenly appeared from the depths, arching in and out of
the water around the ferry. We were all out on deck, leaning over
the rails to catch the spectacle of the whales performing for us. It
appeared to me as though the whales thought of the ferry as some
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arthritic comrade who couldn’t keep up with them or perform their
tricks. They breached the sea, blowing water in the air and appar-
ently mocking the inability of the ferry to do anything other than
swim a straight line. They accompanied us until we could see the
outline of the small island town of Nanaimo on the horizon. Then,
as suddenly as they had arrived, they turned and disappeared into
the depths from which they had come.

After getting off the ferry we drove towards Victoria, looking
for a park where we could camp for the night. Coldstream Provin-
cial Park was not far from the wealthy Victoria suburb of Oak Bay,
where Brent had grown up. His parents still lived there, but we
decided not to pay them a visit. His father was a professor of edu-
cation at the University of Victoria and his mother had been an
English professor but had left that position to sell real estate. After
graduating from high school with above-average marks, Brent had
enrolled in the University of Victoria but had quit after one
semester to travel to California. He was more interested in “the
university of life, majoring in modern guerrilla groups,” than he
was in the more traditional university fare. His parents were not
proud of their son’s chosen lifestyle and remained on bad terms
with him.

After pitching our newly acquired top-of-the-line tents, we lit a
small campfire and sat around talking late into the night on rotting
cedar logs that gave off a woody perfume in the moist temperate
climate of the rain forest. On the west coast of Canada, the mois-
ture-laden winds blowing off the Pacific Ocean drop their rainy
burden as they rise through the cool mountain air of Vancouver
Island and the Rockies. This climatic phenomenon results in near-
rain-forest vegetation. The smoke from our fire wafted through the
dense canopy of Douglas fir, hemlock, and cedar boughs above us.

The next morning we got up early and drove into Victoria. We
didn’t actually have a plan, so we were improvising as we went.
After reconnoitering the Ministry of the Environment in Victoria,
we drove downtown to see what we could find to use in our
action. Brent ran across some signal flares in a boat store and “lib-
erated” them. Over coffee in a downtown restaurant, we decided
to keep it simple, using our signature jars of red paint but, in this
case, also dramatizing the action with the signal flares. We
returned to our campsite and spent the rest of the afternoon
preparing for the action.

The provincial Environment Ministry was in a one-storey build-
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ing in a desolate area on the outskirts of Victoria, so we didn’t
have to worry about witnesses. Around two in the morning we
cruised slowly by the building, scanning the area for activity.
“Maybe somebody should get out and throw stones against the
window to see if there’s a security guard inside,” Julie suggested. I
thought this was a good idea. We pulled over into a parking lot,
letting Brent out to check the building. While he crept across the
lawn into the bushes, we stayed in the car and put on our latex
gloves and toques. From where we were sitting we couldn’t see the
front windows of the building, but we could see Brent kneeling in
the bushes not far from the front. He threw some pebbles against
the window, which would presumably cause a reaction inside if
there was a security guard, but after about ten minutes the build-
ing remained dark and lifeless. He came back to the car and we
went into action.

Julie stayed behind the wheel, ready to drive off the second we
returned. Racing across the front lawn of the building, we threw a
volley of large rocks against five ground-floor plate-glass windows.
Instead of causing the glass to rain down in a million noisy pieces,
the rocks left a series of neat gaping holes in the centres of the
windows. Perhaps it was some kind of shatterproof glass. Two of
us carefully took aim and threw our jars of red paint through one
of the holes. Unfortunately, the room was very large and so the jars
didn’t hit a wall and smash but landed on the carpeted floor and
rolled harmlessly off in different directions. It was difficult under
the circumstances to get enough velocity for the jars to reach the
walls because we had to take such careful aim just to get the jars
through the hole. If it hadn’t been for the flares, the action would
have been a failure. But the flares turned the event into a front-
page spectacle that surprised even us. As we lit each flare and
threw them one by one through the hole, they began to sizzle like
sparklers on firecracker day, then suddenly shot bright red flames
off into all kinds of crazy directions, until they finally fizzled to the
floor, billowing clouds of red smoke in their dying moments. In
seconds the large open office space of the Ministry of the Environ-
ment was filled with thick red smoke from which crimson flames
shot up periodically. It was like a huge “little red schoolhouse fire-
cracker” display, and it would have burnt the building to the
ground if not for an efficient sprinkler system that went into effect
seconds after the flares landed. Throughout the room, huge circles
of water spun from the sprinkler jets in the ceiling. We were so
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mesmerized by what was going on that we remained frozen to the
spot until Julie snapped us out of our spell by beeping her horn.
We raced to the car. As we sped off towards downtown Victoria, I
looked back through the rear window and noticed that one of our
group had spray-painted ‘AMAX KILLS -— GOVERNMENT
APPROVED” in huge black and red letters on the building wall,
leaving no uncertainty as to the motive for the action.

“That was amazing!” gasped Julie. “Will it burn the building
down?”

“I hope not,” I said. Our group wasn'’t yet prepared for any-
thing like that, and both Brent and I, at least, knew it. If all we did
was break a window and spread some red paint around and a few
flares caused some smoke damage, the cops wouldn't be motivated
to spend a lot of time and money catching us. But if the building
burned down, the cops would come under a good deal of pressure
to track us down. Our group wasn't yet prepared for a full-scale
detective pursuit.

We drove back to the campsite quietly immersed in our own
thoughts, mulling over the gravity of our situation. New fears had
definitely put a damper on our initial excitement over the night's
events. Back at the campsite, we lit a small fire and sat around
going over our next course of action.

“I don’t think we can make any decisions until we read the
papers in the morning and find out how much damage we did,”
Brent said, poking at the embers. “If we burned the building, we
might want to stay a few days until the heat dies down. If not, we
could leave in the morning.”

“Are we going to claim this action?” Julie asked.

“Oh yeah,” said Brent emphatically. “But let's see what hap-
pened first.”

We woke up the next moming at the first sound of fellow
campers lighting their fires and making breakfast. In the midst of an
atmosphere of early morning bird calls, fires crackling, and the smell
of smoky bacon wafting through the air, it was hard to imagine that
anything bad could happen to us that day. We dressed quickly, piled
into the car, and headed into Victoria to pick up the morming paper.
Sure enough, on the front page was an article about the damage
done to the Ministry of the Environment building. Apparently there
was only smoke and water damage and a few burns in the carpet.
There was no mention of the jars of red paint, although we were
quite sure that the cops would have taken note of those clues.



Going Underground / 87

After a discussion in the car, we decided to go to the university
and use a typewriter in the library to make up a communiqué.
After mailing it to the media outlets in Victoria and Vancouver, we
would take the ferry back to Vancouver that evening.

As we went about the tasks at hand, I noticed that Julie’s mood
had changed dramatically. Before the action she had been bubbly,
talkative, and eager. Now she was sullen. I asked if she’d had sec-
ond thoughts about participating in this action, but she brushed off
my concerns and explained that she was just tired and worried
about her dog, Rex, who was alone in her sister’s apartment. I had
the feeling she hadn’t considered the possibility that anything
could go wrong or that she could go to prison. It dawned on me
that she had put all her faith and confidence in Brent and me,
believing we would protect her from anything bad. I think she still
had a child-like attitude towards us as being almost like parents
who were all-knowing and all-seeing. I told myself that the next
time I was alone with her, I would have a talk with her about per-
sonal responsibility and put the idea in her head that Brent and I
were not immune to making mistakes, and as a result she would
have to think things through herself to be sure she was prepared
for the worst. If we were caught the authorities wouldn’t treat us
as kids carrying out fun little pranks, but as adults who had com-
mitted serious crimes, with prison time as a consequence.

We caught the six o’clock ferry back to Vancouver. By the time
we had settled down on the viewing deck, we felt relaxed about
the action. We hadn't left fingerprints, and we were confident that
no one had witnessed anything. I kept my eye on Julie, and when
she took a seat by the window I went over to sit beside her. “So
how did you like it?”

She didn’t turn to look at me, but continued gazing out at the
water. “It was great,” she said without a lot of emotion.

“Are you worried about getting caught?”

“No. I'm just tired and I miss Gerry and Rex. I wish Gerry could
have come, but he’s not into this kind of stuff. He wants to quit the
band and move up into the Chilcotins and build a cabin,” she said
quietly. “I'm not ready to settle down, and I really do want to do
political shit to stop the pigs from totally destroying the earth.”

“Well, that’s great,” I said in a consoling tone of voice. “But I
just hope you realize that Brent and I do make mistakes. I'm just a
little concerned that you look up to us too much.”

She immediately took offence and snapped, “I think for myself,
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you know. I don’t look up to anyone blindly. I know what I'm
doing.” Turning back to the window, she continued staring across
the water.

“I didn’t mean to insult you, but you just seemed awfully quiet
once you realized that we might have burned the building down.”

“Well, we should have thought of that,” she said, still not look-
ing at me. “It’s my fault too for not thinking that the flares would
obviously start a fire. It was just stupid. But next time, I'm going to
make my opinions more clear.”

I had not intended my heart-to-heart conversation to turn into
a confrontation, and [ had not anticipated that she would take my
concerns defensively. I became aware that Julie’s perceptions of
herself, as a strong woman with independent views, were in sharp
contrast to mine of her as an innocent young woman easily influ-
enced by others.

The rest of our trip back to Vancouver was uneventful. In the
next day or two our communiqués reached their destinations and
were mentioned in small articles in the back section of Vancouver’s
two daily papers, The Province and The Sun. Even though we did
not connect the three Amax actions through the use of a name for
our little group, the papers did this for us by again labelling us
“yahoos,” a description we found demeaning. We didn’t expect the
authorities to like us, but we did want to be respected and taken
seriously, and the term “yahoo” definitely did not fill that bill.

he one thing we were lacking was a vehicle. We could borrow
Angie’s, but she lived in a different house and worked on dif-
ferent projects than the people in our house. We could rent cars for
shopping expeditions, but travelling out of town was a problem.
Ever since the publication of Hydro’s Blueprint 1980, grassroots
groups had been forming all over British Columbia to organize
opposition to the various megaprojects outlined in it. One such
group was the Hat Creek Alliance, which was organizing a Survival
Gathering in the summer. It was an event we wanted to attend.
The Hat Creek Alliance was a loosely knit coalition of residents
and' Native people from northeastern British Columbia in the area
surrounding the Hat Creek watershed, where Hydro planned to
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build a $5 billion coal-fired hydro-generation plant. The coal
would be strip-mined from open coal pits, then transported by con-
veyor systems for transportation to the power plant.

Everyone from our house wanted to go, but we didn’t have
access to enough vehicles to transport us all, which would mean
travelling by bus. Besides this, there were many times I found life
inconvenient without a car. Unfortunately, living off welfare did
not leave me with any extra money at the end of the month for
buying one, so I started thinking. One by-product of living a
lifestyle of illegality was my newfound criminal mindset. Combin-
ing that with regular discussions about the technicalities of crime
led me to think of robbing a place to get the money for a vehicle. I
couldn’t do this by myself, so I mentioned my idea to Doug and
Brent in one of our nightly Bino’s meetings.

“We need a vehicle and I'd like to buy one,” I began.

“That’s a good idea,” agreed Brent.

“The only obstacle is money. I'd like to do a robbery,” I said.

“What?” said Brent incredulously.

“You heard me. | want to do a robbery.”

A long spell of silence followed while Brent and Doug mulled
over this idea. “The idea of doing a robbery appeals to me,” Doug
said. “But I really don’t need the money that bad. I'm sure I'm
going to have to do some robberies eventually if we're going to
carry out our plans, but 'm not going to rush into one now.”

Brent also decided to pass on the idea. He was notoriously
thrifty and didn’t particularly need money. He was the only person
I've ever met capable of saving large amounts of money while col-
lecting welfare.

During this period we had included in our Amax actions a
number of people who were interested in militant actions but drew
the line at moves that could potentially result in substantial prison
time. One of these people was a young man named Hector, who
moved into our house in the spring of 1981. We had known him
for a while and he had often complained about his lack of money
and indicated his interest in robberies. The frequency of these con-
versations increased after he was cut off welfare. I had never taken
Hector all that seriously, but now that I knew Doug and Brent were
out of the question for a robbery, all his comments came to mind.

“How would you feel if I approached Hector?” I asked sheep-
ishly. I figured they would immediately veto the idea because we
had never included Hector in any of our serious guerrilla
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discussions. “I think he’d be better than Julie and Gerry to work
with on something serious. Actually this would be a perfect oppor-
tunity to work with him more to see if he would be interested in
political stuff beyond trashing.”

Once again there was a long silence while they digested this
idea. “If you do a robbery, it’s not a political action that would
affect us,” Doug said. “So I think it’s your decision. If you trust him
enough to put your life in his hands, go for it.” Brent nodded in
agreement.

“If you do a robbery, you'll need to steal a couple of getaway
vehicles,” said Doug, always the pragmatist. “I don’t want to know
anything about this robbery or be a party to it, but this would be
an opportune time to test our knowledge of all that stuff we've
been learning from those books.” He was referring to In the Steal of
the Night, an obscure pamphlet we had ordered from Soldier of
Fortune. Although the pamphlet was advertised as intended for
repossession experts who had to recover vehicles that people had
forfeited payments on, many people ordered them for less legiti-
mate purposes.

Reflecting our middle-class backgrounds, Doug, Brent, and [ used
books and libraries as resources for learning criminal skills — as
opposed to the real-life resources of other criminals. With so much to
learn, we had decided to focus on the various skills required to be
effective urban guerrillas. Doug had completed a three-year science
degree, majoring in math and physics at UBC (with a first-class aver-
age), so he specialized in areas requiring a knowledge of electronics.
He also studied explosives. Brent specialized in robberies, break-ins,
and the acquisition of sensitive information, and I took on the task of
learning how to steal cars and pick locks.

Before discovering In the Steal of the Night, 1 had gotten the
idea of hot-wiring cars from watching television crime dramas, and
I went to the library to study wiring diagrams of the various car
manufacturers. I discovered that recent car models had locking
steering columns that prevented thieves from driving off with the
stolen car even if they could get it running by connecting the wires
under the hood or dashboard and circumventing the ignition.
Since any car we stole would be used in the course of a serious
political action, we didn’t want to be driving an older and less reli-
able model.

Always one step ahead of the anti-theft devices designed by the
car manufacturers, thieves would pull out the steering column
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ignition, which in turn would break the steering column lock.
There were two ways of doing this. The method used by most
criminals was to buy an ignition puller, or slammer, a device you
screw into the ignition lock. Then you slam a metal block against
the puller's handle until the ignition is forced out of its housing.
This technique is loud and unpredictable. Sometimes the puller
would just break the tumblers in the lock.

The other method, which we got from In the Steal of the Night,
was quiet and appeared more dependable. This involved ordering
“fingers,” small metal rods specially designed so you could insert
them into the ignition cylinder. Then, by turning a bolt, you could,
using leverage, slowly pull out the ignition and break the steering
column lock. We had ordered the fingers and practised using them
on ignitions we bought from a car wreckers, but we had never
actually used them “in the field.”

We decided it was premature to get Hector involved in learning
our car theft skills, but since I was determined to do a robbery
Brent and Doug would help steal the cars. After that they would
drop out of the picture, leaving Hector and me to use them in our
robbery.

Before heading out to steal a car, we decided to look for a com-
mon vehicle to decrease the odds of being pulled over by the police.
Brent learned that about fifteen cars were being stolen in Vancouver
and its suburbs every night. With an average of one hundred stolen
cars per week, it was unlikely that the police would have the time or
memory to check every car they passed that fit the description of a
car reported stolen two or three weeks earlier. We decided to look for
a neutral-coloured Pinto, the most common car on the road in 1981,
and then we’d park it on side streets for a few weeks before driving it
around. We would have to move it from street to street periodically
to minimize the possibility of neighbours reporting a suspicious car
parked for days in their neighbourhood.

Finally we were ready to test our skills. We borrowed a car and
began our night when everyone else was asleep, around 2:00 a.m.,
cruising around the residential downtown neighbourhoods. At that
time a large number of low-rise apartment buildings had small
underground parking lots without locking garage doors or security.
We decided these would be ideal locations, because we could leave
a lookout just outside the parking lot, and once we were inside no
one would see us.

Since we had a particular car and location in mind, it took a
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long time to find what we were looking for, but finally we did — a
white Pinto in an underground parking lot. Doug was crouched
down in some bushes outside while Brent and [ were inside. The
whole atmosphere was spooky and conjured up images from a
number of horror movies. In my overactive imagination, under-
ground parking lots at night are more often associated with stalk-
ing and murder scenes than with convenient places to park a car. I
felt less like a fearless criminal predator than the potential victim
of some violent property owner. I knew from reading the newspa-
per that victims of property crime could assume heroic personali-
ties when confronting the perpetrator of a crime against their
property. Most people are willing to risk their life for $50 in the till
of their store. I was sure they’d do no less to rescue their old Pinto
from the hands of some evil car thieves.

Brent and I quickly jogged over to the Pinto parked in the
shadows of the dimly lit parking lot. The sounds of our feet
padding on the cement and even our breathing were amplified by
the echoing effect of the cement walls. To make matters worse, our
ears were more finely attuned to sound than normal, because the
only contact we had arranged with Doug, our lookout, was a
whistling signal. Once we reached the car I pulled out the Slim
Jim, another criminal tool, used to open the car door lock. The
Slim Jim is basically a metal ruler with a hook on the end that
slides down between the glass window and the car door panelling.
Once it’s in there, you pry around until you hit a lever connecting
the door handle to the locking mechanism. It’s a quiet operation,
but because of the echoing acoustics underground it seemed loud
to us. As I poked around with the Slim Jim, Brent focused on the
stairwell leading to the apartments above and listened for Doug’s
warning whistle from outside. Within a few seconds I heard a loud
click and the door button popped up.

I grinned at Brent and opened the door. Once inside the car, I
set about the task of inserting the fingers into a ridge around the
ignition, a task made infinitely more difficult by the latex gloves I
was wearing. Unfortunately, the fingers are so small and delicate
that they require a steady hand to use properly. In practice sessions
at home they were easier to use because there was plenty of light
and my hands weren’t shaking violently. Now I kept dropping them
on the car floor and found it difficult to insert them in the dim
light of the parking lot. I vowed that when this was over I would
figure out a less intricate method of extracting an ignition.



Going Underground / 93

Finally the fingers were in. I took my wrench and turned the
bolt that applied opposing pressure against the steering column
and ignition until 1 heard the sound of metal cracking. Out came
the ignition! But I had no time to celebrate — at that exact split
second the ear-shattering blast of a horn filled the parking lot —
amplified as the sound resonated and bounced back and forth off
the concrete walls and floor of our huge cement cell. An anti-theft
car alarm!!

1 didn’t bother trying to recover the little metal fingers. We just
ran out of the parking lot. Doug was still faithfully kneeling in the
bushes, and as soon as he saw us we all ran down the block to our
car. There was no point walking: at three in the morning we were
the only people on the street and thus the only suspects related to
the resounding car alarm that could be heard for blocks. As we
drove off we decided to take the rest of the night off and try again
some other time.

“I left the finger thing in the car!” I gasped as we drove slowly
towards home.

“Did you get the Slim Jim?” asked Brent.

“Yeah. I didn’t like those fingers anyway.”

“Thank God we didn't leave any prints,” sighed Brent.

It was a bad start to our experience in car theft, but in the end
it forced us to invent a better ignition-extraction method. Brent
took the principles that the finger device was based upon and
invented his own tool. It was simple but ingenious. Over the next
few days he busied himself exploring hardware stores and found
that a self-tapping metal screw could be turned into the tumblers
of the ignition keyway. Then a metal cylinder attached to the screw
would press against the steering column, forcing the ignition out
as the screw was turned deeper into the keyway.

A few nights later we headed out again, looking for another
Pinto. Unfortunately, unless the owner put a warning sticker on the
windshield, we had no way of knowing in advance if a car had an
anti-theft device. Again we toured the underground parking lots
and found another Pinto, again a white one. Even though I felt
even more paranoid the second time around, this car did not have
an anti-theft alarm and everything went smoothly As soon as I had
the ignition out, I inserted a screwdriver in the hole where the
ignition had been and turned on the car. It roared to a start in the
cavernous underground. Brent jumped in beside me. It was still
too early to smile, but we turned on the headlights and cruised
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slowly up the ramp to the outdoors. As we passed Doug, our head-
lights caught his face beaming in the bushes. He walked quickly
down the block to our parked car and followed us towards the
neighbourhood we had designated as the place to leave the “hot
car” for a few days until its description as a stolen vehicle was less
prominent in the minds of the Vancouver police.

A few days later I took a bus to the neighbourhood and walked
casually down the residential street with the goal of moving the
car to a different area. I wasn’t wearing the “disguise” Julie had
devised for our Amax casing but I had made a point of dressing in
nondescript clothes so no one would remember seeing me if the
car was ever found. As I walked towards the place we had parked
it I craned my neck in anticipation — and yes, it was still there.

I walked past the car once, glancing around to see if it was
staked out. This idea was totally paranoid, because cops don't have
the time to stake out every stolen vehicle they find, unless, maybe,
they find one used in the commission of a serious crime. But I was
still new at this work and I tended to err on the side of caution. I
walked once around the block planning out how I'd get in and
start the car without arousing suspicion. It was a hot summer day,
so the gloves that I'd have to use to open the door to avoid leaving
fingerprints might draw attention. As I got up to the car, I looked
around with my eyes, trying not to move my head too much. I took
a glove in the palm of my hand and opened the car door without
making skin contact. Once inside, I put on my gloves, stuck a
screwdriver into the gutted ignition and turned it on. The car
sprang to life. For a few seconds I let it idle while I surveyed the
area for nosy neighbours. With none in sight, I stepped on the gas
and drove off towards the area we had decided to leave it in next.

We figured that a cop probably wouldn’t pull me over as long
as [ wasn’t violating any traffic rules. I had driven a few miles
when it occurred to me to check the fuel gauge. Sure enough, it
was almost on empty. Damn! I started looking around for a self-
serve. When I found one I realized the gloves might draw
unwanted attention on a hot, sunny day. I parked beside the pump
and put the glove in my palm again and opened the door. As I
stepped out, a car pulled in beside me. I had to open the lid to the
fuel tank before I could put the gas in, which meant using the
glove again. The guy in the car beside me looked over and I smiled
at him as attractively as I could, figuring my smile might distract
him from noticing the glove in my hand. It did. He smiled back. I
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put the gas nozzle in the tank and filled it up, all the while smiling
moronically at him. As soon as he went up to pay for his gas, I
quickly started the car with the screwdriver and drove off.

In the short time since Hector had moved into our house, we had
become good friends. He was a dedicated environmentalist with
an impressive academic background. Like Doug, he had majored in
math and physics at UBC, but had difficulty resolving the contra-
diction between the prevailing environmental philosophy of the
scientific community and his own more radical views. Hector did
not want to use science and technology to alter the environment to
make it more profitable for humankind if this meant harming
nature in any way.

The similarities between Hector and Doug were uncanny.
Besides sharing degrees in math and physics, both were solitary
individuals, thriving on self-imposed routines. If the world could
be one giant equation with predictable outcomes following the
laws of mathematics, they would have been a lot more comfort-
able. However, people, like life, are a combination of paradox and
reason, chaos and order. Underlying Doug’s and Hector’s attempts
to impose order on their lives were two emotionally intense char-
acters fighting to escape from those very same restrictions. I think
that's why they were attracted to people who could draw them out
of their own intellectual prisons. Both men had an affinity with
Brent, who went to great pains to involve them in wild, sponta-
neous events.

We moved the Pinto around for a few weeks before Brent and
Doug dropped out and I brought Hector into the plan. Now that
we had a getaway vehicle, the reality of doing a robbery kicked in.
We began to lay down our plans with great excitement, analysing
every aspect of the future robbery as though it were a topic for a
doctoral thesis.

We decided it was paramount that nobody know about our
plans other than the two of us. We also wanted to eliminate risk
and avoid anyone getting hurt, as much as possible under the cir-
cumstances. That ruled out banks, because they had the most secu-
rity and the fastest police response time and were usually located
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in heavy traffic areas. After analysing countless possibilities, we
decided “the take” from a Cineplex theatre would probably have
the most money for the least risk. A Cineplex on a Saturday would
have a couple of matinees plus evening showings of several
movies. All the moviegoers paid cash, and a lot of them also
bought popcorn and drinks, again with cash. Our decision was
made easier when a friend innocently let slip that the Cineplex
where she had once worked counted the money at the end of the
night after all the moviegoers had left, and then walked with it to
a local bank deposit box.

After dissecting every aspect of the potential robbery, we real-
ized that the most likely cause of anyone getting hurt would be
desperation or heroism on the part of “the victim.” We were confi-
dent that we could control ourselves. We decided that to prevent
chaos at the scene our instructions had to be absolutely clear and
concise, leaving no doubt in the victim’s mind that we were serious
but that no harm would come to them if they obeyed us. We
decided that we would carry, and show, a gun: that would deter
any heroics such as fighting back. Our gun would also deter the
victim from entertaining thoughts of escape, which could result in
unpredictable actions and make the situation much more danger-
ous for all involved. If the victim did decide to be a hero, we
planned to abort the robbery and do whatever we had to do to get
away, short of killing anyone. It certainly wasn’t worth killing any-
one over a sum of money.

After laying the ground rules, we began casing the few Cine-
plexes in the Greater Vancouver area. We reasoned that our possi-
bilities for a successful robbery without injuries to anyone were
fairly high compared to those of the average criminal because we
were taking the time to thoroughly case the various target loca-
tions and we had enough money to get by on indefinitely. Most
robberies are committed by desperate people who act quickly with-
out thorough planning. They don't have control over themselves or
the situation, so the whole event becomes completely unpre-
dictable.

* Kk *

Although my initial motive for doing a robbery was to buy a van to
go to the Hat Creek Survival Gathering, it didn’t look as if we
could carry off the theft in time. The van I had in mind belonged
to Alah, a big blond man of Lithuanian descent who did a lot of
work for various environmental causes. Luckily, Alah wanted to go
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to the Gathering, so on a Friday morning in early July 1981 every-
one from our house except Doug piled into the van and headed up
the Trans-Canada Highway towards the Hat Creek Valley, two hun-
dred kilometres northeast of Vancouver, near the town of Ashcroft.

The first part of the trip was a beautiful drive along the Fraser
River, which flows from the mountains, creating a vast flat flood
plain before it reaches the ocean. After speeding north along this
straight stretch of highway for a couple of hours, we began a wind-
ing journey following the Fraser River into the mountains. As we
headed into the mountains, the serene nature of the river changed
to a violent whitewater, surging through the rocky chasms it had
formed in the sides of the mountains. Alah’s mood changed just as
dramatically as the river when the driving became quite treacher-
ous once we reached the mountains. The highway, blasted into the
sides of the Fraser River canyon, hung perilously close over the
jagged rocks and white foam of the churning river below. After
another hour we veered off the Trans-Canada and took another
route heading into the B.C. interior, where the landscape was
much drier and the mountains were worn down into large hills.
The climate in this area was desert-like because most of the mois-
ture that the winds had picked up on their journey across the
Pacific had been dropped on the west side of the mountains. By
the time the winds reached central British Columbia they tended
to be dry, picking up moisture instead of dropping it.

Alah relaxed as he drove along the twisting highway sur-
rounded by sandy hills dotted with rocks and coniferous trees.
Here and there we even spotted tumbleweed rolling across the
barren landscape. The relaxed atmosphere was much more con-
ducive to conversation than the earlier part of the drive.

“You know what’s going to bug me about this gathering?” Brent
said to no one in particular. “There’s going to be all these little
groups fighting to protect their own interests. There’ll probably be
some people here from the Cheekeye-Dunsmuir Alliance, Indians
from the Cache Creek and Lillooet bands, white environmentalists
from Vancouver — that’s us — and maybe some people from up
north who are fighting against the Site C or the Stikine-Iskut dams.
They’ll all be united against B.C. Hydro as the one common enemy,
but I don’t know if anyone is going to present the bigger picture.”

“What do you mean?” asked Alah.

“Well, the problem with Canadian radicals is they don’t have a
revolutionary analysis, so they organize around one issue after




98 / Direct Action: Memoirs of an Urban Guerrilla

another instead of putting their particular issue into a national and
international perspective,” Brent said. He went on to talk about
how people on the left would be further ahead if all the different
groups were organized and fought against a common enemy
instead of each group fighting their own battle in isolation from
the others. At that time people across the country were organizing
to fight against megaprojects planned by provincial governments
and companies. People in Ontario, for instance, were organizing
against the construction of a nuclear power plant at Darlington, a
half-hour drive east of Toronto; and people in Quebec had been
organizing against the James Bay hydroelectric project for the past
half-decade or so. But, Brent argued, “There’s no national continu-
ity, no connected analysis or practice by these separate groups.
We'd be a lot more effective in Hat Creek if, for example, we were
linked up with people in Ontario and Quebec.”

For Brent, and the rest of us too, it all went back to Canada’s his-
torical economy based largely on the export of natural resources. The
job of the various provincial governments had always been to make
it possible for the private sector to extract natural resources, and one
of the ways the government did this was by providing the infrastruc-
ture — the electricity, roads, bridges, water, all the things the compa-
nies needed to actually cut down the trees and mine the minerals.
That infrastructure sometimes intruded on the life of the average
person. For example, dams would destroy the natural habitat that
the Native people depended on for their traditional lifestyle of hunt-
ing and fishing. Some of the megaprojects of the various provincial
utilities would destroy the agricultural land of the farmers or alter
the flow of a river that a town was dependent on.

Alah nodded. “Yeah, I guess all across Canada the Indians, the
environmentalists, and other interest groups basically want the
same thing: more direct public accountability and control over the
decision-making involved in planning these megaprojects.”

As a group I think we all believed that it was our job as a radical
contingent at meetings like this gathering to inject a more national
strategy into the grassroots movements against B.C. Hydro.

The talk in the van went on — at times with all of us, it
seemed, trying to make our points at once — until Bridget noticed
a little cardboard sign saying “Hat Creek Gathering” stapled to a
post. A big black arrow pointed to a dirt road winding away from
the highway. Alah slammed on the brakes and backed up to the
road we had almost missed.
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The discussions ended as we bumped noisily along the pot-
holed road. After a few miles we followed another sign pointing to
a trail better suited to all-terrain vehicles. Huge weeds grew in the
median between two tire tracks. We drove slowly along the trail
until we came upon long lines of decrepit cars and pickup trucks
parked on both sides of the tracks. Obviously, the Gathering had
not attracted a lot of high-income earners.

Stumbling out of our rusty old van, we put on our packsacks
and carried our coolers down a hiking trail through the woods
until we could hear voices and smell the smoke of campfires. The
Gathering was situated in a clearing beside Hat Creek in a valley
surrounded by high rolling hills, sparsely blanketed in coniferous
trees, with huge boulders jutting out here and there. After breath-
ing stale city air for so long, we found it instantly invigorating to
fill our lungs with the moist valley air.

I dropped my pack on the ground and walked over to the
creek. The area was truly breathtaking. Even though the region
surrounding the Hat Creek was dry, during the past few millennia
the fast-flowing river with the misnomer “creek” had cut a deep,
lush valley through the soft hills. The dramatic drop in the eleva-
tion of the land caused the water to course rapidly around the
rocks in the riverbed. It looked like a great place for whitewater
rafting or kayaking.

I knelt down beside the racing current, cupping my hands so [
could splash the cold mountain water on my parched skin. As I
squatted on my heels enjoying the sensation of wind drying off my
face, I noticed two people, a man and a woman, not far down-
streamn and chatting quietly. I did a second take at the man because
he looked awfully familiar, and it dawned on me that he was the
cop who had stopped beside us that first day in British Columbia
when Bridget’s grocery cart full of laundry had toppled over.
Shielding myself from their view by crouching behind the bushes
along the riverbank, I shamelessly tried to eavesdrop on their con-
versation.

“Why were you assigned to something like this?” the woman
was asking.

“Rose, it's my job,” the man said, “to keep tabs on these groups.
Some of the people in them don't abide by the laws of this country
and they’ll go to any lengths to get their way. They are anything
but democratic.”

“What about B.C. Hydro? I heard the woman — Rose — retort.
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“They’re far from democratic.” They talked some more in lowered
voices until finally I heard “Just be careful who you get involved
with” as the man touched her shoulder before leaving to walk
slowly back up the trail towards the camp.

With my legs numb from crouching, I got up, stretched, and
climbed back up the bank. The people from our house were
already busy setting up tents in the clearing. When I told them
about my eavesdropping experience, nobody was particularly sur-
prised. It was common knowledge that the police gathered intelli-
gence at most demonstrations and open political gatherings.

Later that evening, after everyone had arrived and set up tents,
we cooked our meals on little campfires and then gathered as one
large group around a huge bonfire that had been built in the cen-
tre of the clearing. As darkness settled over the valley, the orange
and yellow flames licking the sky lit up the faces of the sixty-odd
people sitting there. I felt warm and cosy, listening to the logs
bursting in the heat and sending streams of hot embers up into the
black, starry sky. Around the perimeter of the campfire circle, little
white points of light flashed on and off in random patterns, much
like Doug’s lightbulb invention, except these were fireflies.
Between the laughter and murmur of pleasant conversation we
could hear, off in the distance, the high, yippy sound of coyotes
squabbling.

I looked around and tried to read the background of the faces
around the fire. A young couple with little children sleeping in
their laps sat across from me. He wore faded denim pants, a
weathered Stetson, and dusty cowboy boots. His sunburnt face,
etched with white lines from squinting into the sun, convinced me
that he was a real cowboy, not some wannabe from the city. Beside
them sat a stout old man with the same features and weather-
beaten face. I guessed he was the cowboy’s father. Next to them sat
another couple with children who were playing dangerously close
to the fire. Their father kept yelling at them, but they didn’t seem
to hear. He wore overalls and a plaid shirt. Both he and his wife
sported matching ponytails tied neatly at the nape of their necks.
She smiled serenely at her children, who ran to her every time his
yelling reached a threatening level. I figured they were aging hip-
pies who might have moved up here from the city years ago to “get
back to the land.” Then there was Rose, the woman I had over-
heard talking to the cop. With her peasant skirt and long hair she
also looked like an aging hippie. I wasn’t sure if the man beside
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her was her husband or not, because he was dressed much more
conservatively, in clean khaki pants and a blue polo shirt. Even
though they had been busy setting up a campsite, not a hair on his
head was out of place and his fingernails looked manicured. I
decided he was a perfectionist who probably had an office job in
the city. My suspicions about their relationship were confirmed
when he absent-mindedly brushed an ash off her skirt.

On the other side of the fire, in their own row, sat a small num-
ber of Native people, some wearing traditional clothing and others
dressed more like ranchers, which they probably were. Even
though the Indians talked across the fire to some of the local white
people, the fact that they sat separately made me think they still
felt like outsiders.

I tired of this solitary game after awhile. The warmth of the fire
was like a sedative. Pretty soon I found myself dozing, and so I got
up and stumbled through the darkness to our tent, where I
instantly fell into a deep sleep.

The next morning after breakfast, the people from the Hat
Creek Allicance gave a seminar for everyone in the clearing about
B.C. Hydro’s plans to build a coal-fired hydro-generation plant and
the plans for open-pit coal mining in the Hat Creek Valley. Then we
split up into clusters to hear about the effects these projects would
have on local people such as Indians, ranchers, and townsfolk.
Nick, Brent, and I joined one that would discuss the repercussions
for Native people. After listening to the first seminar, I found it
painful to imagine what this beautiful valley would look like once
the strip-mining started. I looked up into the clear, blue sky and
imagined a thick plume of smoke drifting across it from the future
coal-fired hydro-generation plant. These plants were notorious for
emitting the deadly chemical mix that fell on the earth as acid
rain.

Although I found all the information useful and interesting,
there was a disturbing pattern here that was repeated in all the cri-
tiques I'd read on future Hydro megaprojects. British Columbia
could not justify building so many hydro-generation plants over
the next ten years for its own consumption, so the logical conclu-
sion was that the province intended to export the electricity for
sale to the United States, much like the province of Quebec with its
controversial James Bay Hydro Project.

As the afternoon came to an end, Brent struck up a conversa-
tion with the Native guy sitting beside him: a tall, muscular man in
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his forties named Couchee. He had long, scraggly black hair and a
few teeth missing, and his skin had the leathery texture that only
years of exposure to the sun and wind can produce. He was a man
of few words but a lot of big smiles. Much to our surprise, he
invited us to go with him for a first-hand look at his traditional
fishing camp on the Thompson River.

I felt honoured to be invited to his fishing camp and padded
along eagerly behind him to his dusty old pickup truck. Brent,
Nick, and I squeezed into the cab and, instead of dominating the
conversation in the way we were accustomed to doing with our
environmentalist friends, sat in quiet reverence on the journey up
the highway along the Thompson River. I had never known any
Native people personally and, like so many white people on the
left of the political spectrum, I tended to put Indians on a pedestal
of spiritual wisdom and harmony with the Earth — a pedestal so
high that very few Native people could stay on it for long. We were
as guilty of romanticizing Native people as those on the right of
the political spectrum were of demonizing them. It seems as
though white people are incapable of seeing other races as real
people like themselves but have to make them into cartoon charac-
ters who are either lazy drunks living off welfare or, on the flip
side, spiritual gurus who can do no wrong. My later years of expe-
rience with Native people and others taught me that all people,
regardless of their origins, are subject to the weaknesses and vices
that come with being humans. Being born African, Asian, or Native
American does not in itself impart a moral or spiritual superiority.
But then I had not yet reached that awareness, and so I took in
everything Couchee said as some deep spiritual truth. I hung on
his every word. If he had told me to eat worms to gain inner
peace, I would have gobbled them up immediately.

His fishing camp was a few miles up a dirt track off the high-
way that went along the turbulent river His truck sped along the
track in a cloud of dust. Every time we hit a deep pothole at sixty
miles an hour, we became airborne and [ was sure we would land
in the white froth of the river only a few yards to the side of the
track. Thankfully Couchee was familiar with both the road and the
aerodynamics of his ancient truck. Finally we slowed down and
drove towards a small group of plastic tents pitched on a dry, rocky
hillside beside the river.

Couchee got out and walked over to one of the plastic tents,
where an old woman was busy washing some dirty cups in a
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bucket on a picnic table. Since he didn’t invite us to do anything,
we just followed along behind him wherever he went, like three
young dogs. It seemed as though a number of families had set up
camp here, each living temporarily under a plastic sheet, with a
picnic table, some cots, and crates holding their belongings. Not
far from the plastic tents were row upon row of wooden drying
racks with hundreds of dark pink salmon fillets, drying in the sun.
While Couchee stood talking to the old woman, who we later
learned was his mother, Nick, Brent, and I wandered amongst the
salmon racks breathing in the scent of fish drying in the sun. I
couldn’t help wondering why we made our lives so complicated
earning a living in the city, when all the food we needed was right
here for the taking. Of course, I knew it was much more compli-
cated than that, but it seemed to me that there was a point in
human history when it hadn’t been.

“Hey, come on over here,” Couchee yelled from the plastic tent.
In the few minutes we had been wandering around the dried
salmon, his mother had laid out some food on the table for us. We
sat down around the picnic table to eat a delicious spread of store-
bought white bread, salmon-egg porridge, strips of dried salmon,
and pop. I picked up a long strip of dried salmon and bit into it. I
anticipated a leathery, dry texture, but the natural fish oils had
kept the flesh succulent even after a long time of drying in the sun.

The plastic tents crackled as they flapped in the breeze blowing
across the open hills. The desert-like climate was tempered by the
mist blowing up off the rapids of the river just below the camp.
The air was surprisingly comfortable, considering it was an excep-
tionally hot day with no trees to protect us from the unrelenting
glare of the late afternoon sun.

We weren't the only ones enjoying salmon. Gliding above the
river and occasionally dropping vertically from the sky was a group
of bald eagles feasting on the salmon making their way up the per-
ilous river. There were even a few bold eagles half running among
the drying racks, scavenging pieces of salmon with their sharp
beaks so they could fly off and eat in peace in one of the pine trees
that had managed to take root in the sparse earth on the river-
bank.

We sat quietly eating, watching the noisy spectacle unfolding
around us. A few scruffy dogs of mixed breed amused themselves
by trying to guard the drying salmon from the eagles. The eagles
raced around the racks, half in flight, screeching viciously at the
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dogs pursuing them. The dogs barked angrily back, frustrated by
these huge birds who could lift into the air just before their jaws
could make their mark. It was an interesting dance between these
two groups of predators, the eagles and the dogs. The eagles were
the more formidable. The dogs, racing around yapping, baring
their little white fangs, seemed no threat when one of these huge
birds came diving down at them with its yellow hooked beak
opened wide in a spine-tingling screech.

Off in the distance we heard a low rumbling. Couchee put
down his bread and looked down the river canyon in the direction
of the sound. A few seconds later, another predator from the sky
arrived — a helicopter with its distinctive rhythmic pounding
wings, flying low between the high rock cliffs on both sides of the
river. As it approached, the little black dots standing beside the
river, which were Native fishermen, quickly disappeared among
the rocks.

Couchee explained that it was the Department of Fisheries
doing their daily fly-by looking for people fishing. “It’s illegal to
fish while the salmon are spawning. We say it’s our traditional
right to fish this river, which our grandfathers have been doing
since long before the white man ever arrived. A lot of people
depend on the dried salmon for food in the winter.”

“Why is it illegal?” I asked.

“The government is trying to blame traditional Indian fisher-
men for the dwindling salmon stock,” he said, bitterness in his
voice. Then he turned to look at me with his tired dark eyes. “Have
you ever seen the commercial salmon fishing boats around here?
There’s hundreds of them all up and down the B.C. coast hauling
in thousands of salmon, processing them right on their boats.” He
explained how there was no comparison between the number of
salmon being caught by the commercial fishing fleets and the num-
ber that his people were catching with their poles and a few nets
along the rivers. “We also need the salmon to survive. In your food
stores there are all kinds of fish and meat that people can buy to
eat. If you visit the reserves in the winter, a lot of people have no
money and subsist on salmon for much of the winter.” He bit into a
large piece of dried salmon on a hunk of white bread. I watched
his jaw muscles knotting up as he chewed it.

I looked back down and saw a dark green Land Rover bar-
relling along a dusty track towards the river Just before it
screeched to a stop on the edge of the riverbank, two men in dark
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green uniforms with rifles leaped out of the truck and raced
towards an outcrop of boulders. Moments later, they came out
from behind the boulders with a young Indian man wearing a
bright red bandanna around his head. We couldn’t hear what they
were saying, but their actions told the story. One of the men in
green carried a bucket he had no doubt found behind the boulders.
They took out a pad and wrote something on paper and handed it
to the young Indian man, who balled it up and stuffed it in his
back pocket and walked away Then the men got back in their
truck and drove up the track to the highway above.

“Those are Department of Fisheries officers. They gave that guy
a ticket for illegal fishing. He'll have to go to court and pay a fine,”
Couchee explained. “The guys in the helicopter pass by here every
day and radio down to the guys in the truck when they see some
Indian fisherman hiding. Then they boot down there and ticket
him. It’s a cat and mouse game. Most of the time they have a hard
time catching us because we hear them coming and know where to
hide. But they usually get lucky at least once a day, like you just
witnessed. They won't be back anymore today. That’s why a lot of
us fish at night now. It's a lot more dangerous but safer in terms of
not getting caught. I'm going down to do some fishing. Want to
come along?”

Did we ever. He took a long pole with a leather-thonged net
attached to the end of it and started walking down the hill towards
the river. We walked along behind him. When we got down to the
river, I was amazed at just how loud it was. We could barely hear
each other talk over the noise of the river hurling itself against and
around the huge boulders obstructing its path. Couchee walked
down to a flat piece of earth right beside the black water. We stood
back, knowing that if we accidentally slipped off that piece of
earth we would be instantly sucked into the current and disappear
downstream. He motioned for us to come closer, which we gin-
gerly did. In a voice barely loud enough to be heard above the roar
of the river, he asked if any of us wanted to fish. That exact spot,
he said, had been used by his father, his grandfather, and many
generations before him. His family knew that just beyond this spot
in the water was a current that was like a highway for the salmon
fighting their way upstream. If he put his net in that particular cur-
rent, he knew that within minutes he would have a thirty-pound
salmon flapping inside his net.

He also explained that he had let the occasional white person
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fish here, but he always tied them to the small cedar tree just
behind him so that if they slipped or were thrown off balance by
the thrust of the salmon in the net, they wouldn’t be swept away
by the current before he could rescue them. “If you fall in without
this leash, you're never coming back,” he said, tying a nylon cord
to the tree.

Respectfully declining his offer, we sat back to watch him fish.
He stood with his feet straddled wide apart for balance and placed
his long pole into the water. Sure enough, we had barely relaxed
when his arm muscles went taut like ropes in his effort to lift his
pole back out. He leaned back on one leg, and in a powerful
motion heaved the net out of the water and over his shoulder,
flinging the chinook salmon, writhing for its life, onto the rocks
behind him. I looked at the huge salmon flopping helplessly on the
rocks. A part of me wanted to run over and throw it back into the
water so it could continue on its spawning run. That fish had
fought hard against the odds to reach this point, only to be
scooped up in the net and then die a slow pitiful death on the
rocks. Couchee put an end to these thoughts when he picked up a
thick bough lying beside the salmon and clubbed it once on the
head.

The three of us sat quietly for a few hours, until it was almost
dark, watching Couchee haul in one salmon after another. Each
time he mercifully clubbed them on the head before dumping
them into a bucket. Finally he put down his pole and walked back
to us. He sat down and rolled a cigarette from a pouch of tobacco.
Out here, far from the smog of the city, just like the night before
the sky was pitch black and covered with pinpoints of light. We sat
silently for awhile, listening to the roa