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“Phil Campbell is a passionate, sharp, and truly hilarious writer. He manages to be moving and sincere while still finding the absurd humor in most situations. When I get his stuff, I tear through it. His book was a pleasure to read.”

—VICTOR LAVALLE, author of Big Machine and
 winner of the 2010 American Book Award

 



“Phil Campbell has written a hell of a book, a wild and tender campaign memoir that reads like a deadpan comic novel. Zioncheck for President is at once an ode to progressive politics, a hilarious study of nineties punk rock fallout, a call to arms for everybody . . . sick of the status quo, and a relentlessly amusing buddy tale about two young men filled with hope, dread and coffee who, against the instincts of their generation, try to make a difference in the American electoral circus.”

—SAM LIPSYTE, author of Home Land


 



“Phil Campbell’s account of a lost local political campaign is smart, rueful, and relentlessly funny (his portrait of Seattle, with its piety and precipitation, is one of the best I’ve ever encountered). It’s also a reminder that all politics is not merely local—it’s personal, too, in every sense of the word.”

—JAMES MARCUS, author of Amazonia
 and Deputy Editor of Harper’s


 



“We live in a polarized America—left versus right, Democrat versus Republican, anarchist versus barista—but Phil Campbell’s suspenseful, funny, and refreshingly bitter account of the race for Seattle city council is enough to inspire anyone.”


—Mo Rocca 


 



“Phil Campbell’s Zioncheck for President is a blunt, hilarious assessment of an idealistic and ultimately ill-fated city council bid he managed. Highly recommended!”

—MAUD NEWTON

 



“Excellent . . . a rare political book that’s both genuinely sad and funny. . . . [Campbell] does a beautiful job of describing the political and cultural geography of 21st-century Seattle. . . . Read this book and get inspired.”

—Huffington Post

 



“Campbell has written a mordantly funny account of the erosion of his youthful ideals.”

—The Chicago Reader


 



“A fast-paced mix of memoir and gonzo reporting.”

—The Seattle Times


 



“[Phil Campbell’s] incredibly candid portrait of idealism and disaffection as seen through the exploits of two young activists serves as a diagnosis for anyone struggling to reconcile individual efficacy with an indifferent world.”

—The Boston Globe

 



“Campbell skillfully captures the tension, frustrations and small victories that serve as emotional mileposts on a campaign, and his running commentary on the city of Seattle and its neighborhoods and citizens give depth to the narrative.”

—Publisher’s Weekly


 



“Seriously, go buy Phil Campbell’s Zioncheck for President, the only political book I’ve read in years that didn’t make me weep with frustration. He does a great job. . . . I know almost nothing about Seattle—I can identify the Seahawks logo, and that’s about it—but Campbell does a great job explaining how the political game is played in the city. It doesn’t feel like a local book; the themes are universal, and anyone who’s ever invested emotional energy in politics, whether local or national, can relate.”

—Bookslut

 



“Zioncheck for President, by Phil Campbell, is one of the best books I’ve read all year. The book, about an eccentric Seattle city-council race, perfectly captures the joys and frustrations of left-wing politics, yet unlike most lefty books, doesn’t preach and doesn’t leave you feeling hopeless. A truly fine nonfiction book that reads like a good novel. Check it out.”

—NEAL POLLACK

 




“Zioncheck for President transcends a merely ironic tale of grassroots politics to provoke thought about history and its lessons.”

—Booklist


 



“This is the perfect distillation of any political insider’s memoir, and Campbell’s candor sets the book apart from those huge-advance national campaign bios.”

—The Stranger


 



“Campbell skillfully illustrates the emotional rollercoaster of running a campaign, avoiding the minutiae of the administrative duties and treating the campaign as a living, breathing thing.”

—The Omaha Reader


 



“[Zioncheck] may not sound like material for a minor little masterpiece . . . But the book—funny, sad, serious, and illuminating—works uncannily well on several levels, including one or two that I didn’t know existed. . . . [Zioncheck] will give you goose bumps.”

—The Memphis Flyer







 Book Notes

The story is true. There are some asides to this assertion, however.
• My housemate Doug’s name, physical description, and occupation have been changed. A number of early incidents involving Doug were moved slightly in time to fit the book’s narrative. “Theresa,” our first volunteer coordinator, does not go by that name. 

• Material about the Grant Cogswell campaign and other events in this book was supplemented by interviews from Grant, his volunteers, and some of my ex-housemates. The material relating to Marion Zioncheck came from a variety of historical sources. Numerous minor incidents involving the Grant Cogswell Campaign were shifted slightly in time (and occasionally in space) to accommodate the narrative structure of this book. 

• I may or may not have lived on Twenty-third Avenue East. 

• Grant Cogswell has given his full, if exceedingly nervous, cooperation for this book. One or two incidents, scenes, quotes, or actions involving Grant Cogswell were either fabricated or embellished to the point of falsity. This was done out of political loyalty rather than narrative necessity. If for any reason Grant needs to dismiss this book as “a malicious pack of lies,” he’ll be free to do so. 










“And you, you ridiculous people, you expect me to help you.” 
—Denis Johnson, Jesus’ Son






This book is dedicated to my parents. 
May they not believe a word of it.







 Preface

August 1936

 



U.S. Representative Marion Anthony Zioncheck looked out his office window and down at the swelling, shifting throng that had gathered in his name and wondered if he was going mad. Thousands of people crowded the streets of downtown Seattle, cheering with a fierce, throaty conviction. They—Hooverville tramps holding communist tracts and wearing rags that were more mud than material; penniless Japanese flophouse managers from Skid Road; square-jawed sailors on leave in their windcheater jackets; hardbitten Scandinavian loggers; even a few sympathetic middle-aged rich women who were trying too hard to look like Jean Harlow—shouldered against each other, slid down the hilly sidewalks, climbed light poles, and carried on as if they had all just stumbled out of a bar.

“Hulet?” Zioncheck said. “Is the rumor true—is there another strike? Do they want me to give a speech?” But Hulet Wells—friend, roommate, and legislative aide—wasn’t there, having abandoned him a few months before over a situation Zioncheck could only characterize as a lack of faith. The congressman felt a sadness  when he recalled this. “Oh, forget you, then,” he told the empty room.

His mind was on the crowd, anyway. The people were rising up. As he watched he ran a hand through his thinning hair and started humming an Irving Berlin tune that his wife Rubye had played on her old Victrola. He waltzed with himself around the room. Populism! Anarchy! More people kept pouring around the corner, completely blocking the car that was waiting for him. Rubye and her brother were in that car; he laughed at how angry they must be over the spontaneous mob.


Don’t worry, my crazy lover, he thought. Politics is always like this. If we ever stop fighting, the people have lost for sure.


Zioncheck sat at his desk and thought about what would be on his agenda for his next term. He looked in his briefcase for a blank piece of paper. The first thing he must do, he thought, is demand the resignation of that son-of-a-bitch Hoover at the FBI, even if fighting him meant airing half of Washington’s dirty secrets, from the Lindbergh baby to the way John Dillinger died. People are such cowards, always sipping at hypocrisy and smooth talk instead of swallowing the truth. He’d give them the truth! Next he would hire a couple more of his radical Seattle friends as his advisers (Hulet, where are you? You and me, we were supposed to see this through to the very end.) Then he’d lobby the President for expansion of the New Deal, so that no one in America ever went hungry again. And after that he would get the new FBI director to investigate the Negro lynchings in the South, and maybe the mistreatment of the Indians on their reservations, and then maybe after that he’d sock that no-good Texas Republican Tom Blanton in the face.

Zioncheck exploded in laughter at that last thought. He had been to jail too many times, and he probably didn’t need to start another brawl on the House floor.

The cacophony outside was getting louder, and the downtown buildings were vibrating. Zioncheck grabbed the edges of his desk  to steady himself, then ran to the window and tried to make sense of what he saw. Fog was enveloping everything, blurring his vision and trapping and choking him. Seattle weather. The shouting and the cheering now seemed to come from inside his head, echoes of a fantasy he had created for himself. This all seems crazy but I’m not mad, he told himself, pacing. I just have to keep working that’s all.


Someone was outside his office rattling the locked door. “Marion! What are you doing in there!” It was his brother-in-law.

“Just a minute!”

Zioncheck looked down at his piece of paper, a sheet of congressional stationary. This would be his most important speech. “My only hope in life was to improve an unfair economic system that . . . .” As he wrote, hurrying, he wondered if he should change the verb tense. Americans only cared about the future.

A few moments later, Marion Zioncheck was rushing outside to meet his people.
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Grant Cogswell was first captivated by the story of Marion Zioncheck in the mid-1990s, when he read about him in Skid Road, a popular Seattle history book by Murray Morgan. The four-page pro file of Zioncheck wastes little time in describing the turbulent events that turned Zioncheck from a young 1930s radical into an unlikely figure of international attention and then into a figure of tragic martyrdom. It is quite a story, though it is not hard to understand why America deliberately forgot it. Grant was so energized by the Zioncheck profile that he read it over the phone to his friend Bob Mould, former frontman for Hüsker Dü. Mould was awed, too. People’s lives were so rich back then, he told Grant. What are you talking about? Grant said. Most people would envy your place in history, transforming music as you have. That’s a form of revolution, too.







November 1999 

The crowds in downtown Seattle stretched far beyond my line of vision. I was barely awake but I had already spilled my coffee scrambling for my pen and reporter’s notepad. I hadn’t realized that the protests against the World Trade Organization were going to be this big. People were waving signs, marching, dancing, playing Rage Against the Machine, wearing strange costumes. Many of them had locked arms to form human barricades. All this activity and it wasn’t even eight o’clock.

Three bearded men in expensive suits jostled past me. They had been given a tremendous push by a crowd of grungy student  activists. I clicked my pen into writing mode and started asking questions.

“We are French!” they said. I followed them. The crowd, growing in size, strength, and weirdness, moved with us, a living organism with a collective will. The Frenchmen followed its contours like viruses trying to find an opening in a massive cell wall. Two burly cops materialized, ruining my metaphor. The Frenchmen, with the help of the Seattle Police Department, found a way to penetrate the crowd. I, meanwhile, was turned away at a service entrance of the Washington State Convention Center, where the conference was officially being held.

I walked around aimlessly, another uninformed journalist trying to make sense of so much organized chaos. Many of the protesters were white and in their twenties, and I could tell by their rhetoric that they had the same socially conscious anxiety that I did—the same indescribable panic of seeing so much materialistic excess in a posh department store, the same maddening frustration when yet another major American corporation was exposed for having put ten-year-olds in Thailand to work in sweatshop factories, the same thick outrage toward pollution along our country’s maquiladora border. But I was new to the city and unfamiliar with West Coast liberalism, and I had not known that there were so many people who felt as I did, and (unlike me) had found a way to translate a desperate feeling into an action, asserting in the process that their protest would be part of a leaderless, semi-anarchical movement. Truly astonishing.

Hours passed. I had a conversation with a Norwegian delegate whom the activists had turned away. I exchanged brief words with some women dressed as sea turtles. I trailed filmmaker Michael Moore around for about an hour while he cracked jokes on a borrowed megaphone about how the WTO president, whose name also happened to be Michael Moore, was an evil twin. After a while I walked to a Burger King. As I paid for my food, I noticed some people staring at a television mounted on the far wall,  watching the national news. They were airing live images of downtown Seattle. The police had decided to use force to disperse the crowd. I ran from the restaurant, notepad in hand, an inorganically grown french fry still hooked in my mouth.

Outside, the crowd roiled and gagged on smoke. The concussion grenades, pepper spray, and tear gas created an entirely new brand of disorder. I tried to be careful, but without the benefit of a gas mask—or even a black anarchist ski mask—I couldn’t do much more than hold my breath and hope for the best. I stumbled around, clutching my eyes. Tears streamed as I fell and groped for my asthma inhaler.

Right then, my knees still rubbing the sidewalk, I saw Grant Cogswell, one of the few people I knew in Seattle. He emerged from the crippling vapors like a two-wheeled apparition. He was on his bike, moving through the bedlam with a surprising grace and speed. He was a mobile mirage, a blur of spokes and feet, a phantom with a white bicycle helmet, a glint of tiny glasses and fierce eyes. He flew right by me, his fingers glued to handlebars, his heavy, pale legs peddling ferociously. His face—what I caught of it—evinced a ruthless determination. Then he was gone.

The next morning, shortly after the Seattle mayor had declared part of the downtown area to be a “no-protest zone,” Grant stood outside the Sheraton Hotel, where most of the trade officials had stayed, and shouted at anybody who even vaguely resembled a delegate. His one-man chorus went something like this: “We are not going to let you establish a government that does not honor the needs of the poor while it ignores the problems of the environment!” When I arrived at the same spot a half-hour later, Grant had disappeared. The police were still there, enforcing the mayor’s zero-tolerance policy. I watched a young activist get tackled and arrested for carrying a stick with a plastic dove glued to the top; when his friends protested, they were handcuffed and shoved into a van.

When I did catch up with Grant, he was emitting short verbal  ejaculations. “Will you look at this?” he shouted. “I am so stoked! I tell you, this is what it’s all about! This is history! Right here!” Grant knew more about the WTO than I did, but he had been just as unprepared for the sheer bigness of what was taking place. He was so inspired by the protests, he later told me that he included imagery of it in his epic ode to the great Marion Zioncheck:

a circle gathered at Sixth and Pine 
under the nervous eyes of police 
and spoke onto the bare ground of the future: 
I stood with them and I saw you,


 




there in your boyish madness and rage 
shaking not from fear but love. 
After that you stayed with me all year. 
Everything you saw I see—






Grant and I stayed with the protests through the rest of the week, confronting police, fleeing tear gas, ducking into bars when the smoke got too heavy, and watching police helicopters buzz over our neighborhood of Capitol Hill until four in the morning. I yelled after Grant whenever I saw him. He would stop, recognize me, say hi, and veer off into another part of the crowd, hoping to get a better view, a better piece of the action, his bike helmet bobbing up and down in agreement with the anticorporate banners, the chanting people, the half-naked lesbians.

I couldn’t say what separated him from everyone else who was out running around Seattle that week. He had played no role in organizing the event. He wasn’t among the hundreds of protesters who had been arrested. He was no better than anybody else in articulating what the protests really meant. But he possessed something that the other protesters did not: Grant exuded joy. His entire body seemed to transmute the complications of global politics and environmental and social justice into understandable  things: the romantic, the deeply personal, the human. Grant embodied ideas that I longed to comprehend. I could sense this about him before he explained his political theories, let me read his poetry, or showed me the bewildering tattoo on his arm.

I wanted that passion, that joy, that—belief.

And so it happened very simply: Grant Cogswell was thoroughly absorbed by the WTO protests, and I was thoroughly absorbed by Grant Cogswell.




June 2001 

But however encouraging or stimulating the WTO protests may have been for Grant and countless other liberals, they did not help me. Less than two years after the protests, my own idealism was officially dead.

In a small conference room among the third-floor offices of the Stranger, a Seattle alternative weekly, words were being said that I had never thought would be directed at me. It’s not working out. You’re not happy with us and we’re not happy with you. Within a few minutes I was out on the street. I had been promised a letter of recommendation to help me get another job, in some other city. Without having said a word in my own defense I knew that the meeting meant my career as a crusading journalist was over.

I got into my car, a grimy red Geo, switched on the ignition and pounded through the gears. The front tires skidded and hydroplaned on small puddles. A pedestrian glared as I swerved around him. The infamous, impotent Seattle glare usually made me laugh. Today I felt my own rage building.

I might have blamed Stranger news readers. Too many of them were West Coast lefties, the kind who looked at you with disgust for using the vegetarian spatula to turn over the meat at a cookout. It had taken me months to learn how not to get trapped in conversations with people who wanted to brag about something earnest that they had done, such as vacationing in Chiapas for no  other reason than to listen to struggling Mexican peasants talk about their problems. The chesty self-righteousness of the majority of this bunch—a parade of liberals, progressives, socialists, and Marxists—often ballooned into the absurd.

Maybe the problem was Seattle itself. The city was not newsworthy. Most everyone had moved here from somewhere else, and they were all happy with that choice. City government was largely corruption-free. Officials rarely said anything provocative or daring. The police were polite and the murder rate was low. This was a far cry from Memphis, Tennessee, where I had last worked. Memphis—where racial tensions were always a front-page story, where the robbery and homicide statistics kept everyone on edge, where people filed for personal bankruptcy more than anyone anywhere, where undercover cops stole city money in order to blow it in Las Vegas—that was a real city. Seattle was a pristine little suburb set among some pretty mountain ranges and lakes. If it hadn’t been for the WTO protests, I would have had no curiosity at all about the place.

I swerved around a bus and the Geo hit a pothole. I didn’t see the yellow lights until they were red. I hit the gas and kept driving. I thought of all the car accidents that I had been in and did not care. I parked the car on a side street next to the house I rented. My new situation was still sinking in. From the moment I had been able to articulate my goals in life, I had spoken in terms of a mission, a reason. But now there was nothing.

The rest of the day was spent taking phone calls from friends, relatives, and colleagues from the paper who wanted to reassure themselves that my termination was my fault, not something random and capricious that might befall them, too. My girlfriend, who freelanced for the Stranger, dropped by, but she couldn’t stay for long. I lay on the couch until I thought I heard my housemates start coming home, then I retreated to my room to sit on the bed and wait for nothing to happen.

Grant Cogswell was the last to call. A freelance music and  books critic who rarely dropped by the paper’s offices, he always got the gossip thirdhand.

“I heard what happened,” he said, frantic. “Are you leaving town?”

“Those motherfucking sons of bitches,” I said. “They didn’t even—”

“Answer my question!” Grant snapped. “Are you leaving Seattle?”

There was a lengthy pause. “No,” I said. He could have at least asked me if I was OK. “I mean, I should leave, but I’ve got a girlfriend now, and I’ve got friends here, and I am not going to be forced to move anywhere else.”

“Oh, thank God!” Grant said he would be out of town for a few days, but he would call me after he got back. There were things he wanted to talk to me about.

“Fine,” I said, finger hovering over the disconnect button. “See you then.”

 



Empty days passed. Yellow sunlight crept across dirty venetian blinds. A PlayStation 2 lay in front of a dying television set. Black footprints and bicycle tire marks streaked a wooden floor. I lay on the living-room couch, a decrepit old thing that looked and smelled like burnt toast. Unshaven and twenty-eight, I was the picture of contemporary unemployment. At this time of day, one-something in the afternoon, there was only one person I knew who was at home and not working. I grabbed my phone and dialed Grant. A recording. His flat, digitized voice warned me that his phone was being tapped. I was encouraged to leave a message.

“You’re not being bugged, Grant,” I said. This was the third time in four days that I had tried and failed to reach him. “Goddammit. Call me.” As an afterthought, I added some lies about Grant’s sexual proclivities, as well as a wandering discourse about what happened to small-penised men who didn’t return  their big-dicked friend’s phone calls. I thanked the FBI agents who were listening, and I hung up.

Poverty loomed over me, as unappetizing as the third week’s bowl of ramen noodles. My severance check was barely enough to pay off my credit card balance. I was given the option of taking individual health insurance, but the monthly premiums were prohibitive. The best I could do was visit my health care providers one last time, before my benefits ran out. Both my dentist and my optometrist had given me disapproving looks and a lecture when I told them I didn’t know when I would return.

I did have one thing going for me—a fantastic rental situation. The landlady and I had a deal; she gave me a hefty rent discount and I managed the 3,000-square-foot house that I shared with six other tenants. It wasn’t a tough job. I had to repair small things, like the showerhead or the kitchen sink’s u-valve. I had to call the plumber or the electrician if something big broke and I had to find new tenants when the old ones moved out. Most of the time, I got by without doing much more than making sure my housemates paid their share of the bills.

I looked at the cable box clock. Still two more hours before a Kids in the Hall repeat. I stayed on the couch and stared at the ceiling. I could become an alcoholic. There were plenty of alcoholics in American history who had managed to make a pretty good name for themselves. Booze killed time, at least. My housemate Doug probably had some good hooch stashed in his room, but he and I hadn’t been talking lately. There was always the unfinished bottle of tequila in the dining room.

Then again, I could just kill myself. Finding a gun in Seattle would probably not be hard, though finding a high-altitude bridge was easier. The only thing I’d have to overcome was the last moment of conscious action, when the fingers closed over the trigger, when the feet left the precipice. Then my worries would be over.


Was I talking to myself, or were the words only in my head? I looked around to make sure I was alone—I didn’t want anyone to  hear me; threatening suicide and not following through could look melodramatic.

The phone rang and I jumped. My cordless had fallen between the cushions of the couch. After I found it I picked it up.

“Yes,” Grant said flatly. “I am being bugged.” The FBI was undoubtedly curious about some of his recent anarchist-related activities.

He proposed that we take one of our usual walks around our neighborhood. A few minutes later, I was setting out to meet him at his apartment. Time was moving again.

 



Grant’s apartment door had been left open. He was in the bathroom. I moved some books off his sofa and helped myself to a seat.

His living room was a collection of contradictory items and themes. A turquoise iMac sat inert in one corner; Grant barely knew how to use it. A grandfather clock imposed itself on another corner; it did not work. Some old, ragged Turkish rugs covered the hardwood floor. A light-colored chair resembling a grasshopper in avant-garde repose stood across from a beaten, hard, spotted sofa. The most prominent things on the walls were some African masks and a poster of the London subway system; on a hallway shelf sat black-and-white photos of his father and grandmother, who were both dead. The apartment did not get much sunlight, and Grant fought the darkness in the evenings with unfashionable brass floor lamps. He abhorred the idea of artificial light above his head, so even though there were ceiling fixtures, Grant made sure that there were never any bulbs in their sockets.

He emerged from the bathroom. Grant Cogswell was about five feet eleven, 180 pounds, with a frame that preferred beef over bones. He had a round head, thin lips, and compact ears, and he kept his thinning brown hair short. During the WTO, his bright, small hazel eyes had been intensified by a pair of tiny glasses, but recently he had purchased a pair of larger, thicker black frames, which made him look younger and more approachable. Once Grant  showed me a picture of himself when he was a decade younger, when he looked like an angry Matt Damon. Now in his early thirties, Grant Cogswell bore a closer resemblance to Charlie Brown.

“Hey, how you doing?” Grant said.

“Oh, I’m OK,” I said uneasily, unwilling to tell the truth. “How are you?”

“Awful,” he said, and laughed. He put on his shoes and socks.

We walked along Fifteenth Avenue East toward Dick’s Drive-In on Broadway, an unsavory outdoor burger joint that specialized in ice cream and some of the fastest red meat ever nuked. I spun my well-refined tale of woe about the Stranger. Grant listened respectfully, but I could tell he wasn’t quite following me. He adored the Stranger, read it cover-to-cover every week as soon as it came out. And he loved crusades, so long as they were the right kind. In fact I worried briefly if losing my job at the Stranger would mean the end of our friendship, because there were some things about Seattle that Grant took very, very personally.

“They just gave you the wrong beat to cover,” Grant said. “The police aren’t the central issue in this town. You should have been covering gentrification and economic development.” He seemed to be struggling to find words.

“So what about you?” I said, changing the subject. “What are you doing these days?”

It was obvious that Grant had something to say. He wasn’t in one of his lighter moods, like the time he attacked my car windshield with a fresh pile of dog poop. But neither was he in one of his solitary moods, the kind that made me wonder how close he had ever come to killing himself.

He was tense. He looked like he wanted to go down to the docks and start a fight.

“I’m thinking of running for city council,” Grant said. He paused to let this sink in. We both walked faster. “Richard McIver has got to go down,” he fumed.

Richard McIver was a Seattle city councilmember and the chairman of the council transportation committee. Grant believed that McIver was ruining Seattle’s chances of building effective mass transit. “He’s worthless,” Grant said. “Just awful. And what I can’t believe is that nobody’s stepping in to run against him. I tell you, if nobody else runs against him, I will. I’ve got no choice.”

One of McIver’s biggest mistakes, Grant said, was supporting Sound Transit, the multi-billion-dollar agency that was trying to build light rail in Seattle. To Grant, this was a catastrophic mistake. There were better solutions.

Grant stopped walking.

“If I get elected to city council, you know what I’m going to do?” he said, the words spilling from him like an outraged prophet. “I’m going to take McIver’s seat on the Sound Transit board, and then I’m going to go to Sound Transit meetings in a polar bear suit.”

I waited. He explained: “They’re not going to want to deal with me, but I’m going to address the Sound Transit chair anyway. ‘This place is a circus anyway,’ I’ll say. ’You’re going to have to accept the fact that I’m dressed like a polar bear. You’re going to have to talk to me like I am a polar bear, because I’m not taking this thing off until Sound Transit starts to act rationally and kills the light-rail plan.

“And time’s running out,” Grant said. “I gotta do it now or not at all.”
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Born Antoni Zajaczek in Poland in December of 1901, Marion Zioncheck and his family emigrated to the United States when he was a boy and settled into Seattle’s Beacon Hill neighborhood. As a young man he changed his name to the more pronounceable Zioncheck.

He started his political career as an undergraduate at the University of Washington, where he challenged the excessive power of fraternities and athletics on campus. He organized non-Greek students into an independent coalition and then demanded an investigation into questionable athletic department expenses. His detractors decided to punish him for being so rebellious. They carried him outside in the middle of a cold winter night, shaved his head, took turns punching him, and tossed him into an icy lake. But Zioncheck refused to back down, and took his case to the city’s daily newspapers. He won an instant reputation as a young iconoclast, while the jocks who had attacked him were suspended and expelled.

He was only in his twenties when he scored one of the most impressive political victories of his career, leading a successful recall election against Seattle Mayor Frank Edwards, who had dared to tinker with the city’s utility company against the interests of the people. Soon after that, Zioncheck was announcing his ambitions to run for Congress. Though he ran a tough campaign, he received scant media attention—unless you count the time he visited the King County Jail to hand out cigars and ask inmates for their vote. When he won, it seemed to many that he had succeeded solely on the force of his personality.

This was 1932, the same year that FDR defeated Hoover. He was sworn in the year Prohibition was repealed.



Grant Cogswell was a punk rock fan who couldn’t stand it if anybody danced too close to him in clubs. He was a taxi driver who despised automobiles. He often looked capable of kicking anybody’s ass, even asses belonging to people much larger than him, yet his recurring back problems probably would have made that difficult. A true believer in the power of American democracy, Grant often dumped ridicule and contempt on the very by-products of that democracy, including (but not limited to) suburbs, corporations, and Top 40 music. A loner, he was one of the loneliest people I ever met.

When the WTO protests ended, Grant wrote about other left-wing protests for the Stranger. He caravaned with a group of demonstrators down to the 2000 Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles and spent all his time outside, where the speeches and rhetoric weren’t marketed for mainstream digestion. In the spring of 2001, he took a bus ride across America with the Black Bloc, a group of anarchists in search of a protest in Quebec City. Back again in Seattle, he ran around downtown with a hundred anarchists who opposed the pro-globalist Asian Pacific Cities Summit. Grant considered getting laser eye surgery, so that the next time he was in a street demonstration he wouldn’t have to worry about his glasses getting knocked off his face.

We had started hanging out together shortly after the WTO. Grant no longer drank, so we generally avoided bars, instead walking together around Capitol Hill, sitting in coffeehouses, reading and talking. We joked around, as friends will do, and we confided in each other about our problems, like Grant’s ongoing battle with alcohol and depression, his conflicted feelings about his bisexuality, and my growing unease toward practically everything I could name. Especially politics. This was Seattle in 2000, and the left’s ascendant argument was embodied in a third-party candidate  named Ralph Nader, who believed that the entire American political system was so corrupt that it needed to be scrapped. There was a distinct sense that everything around me was unraveling; I was assured that this was a good thing.

Grant introduced me to the principles and aesthetics of anti-globalist rebellion. America was engaged in a class struggle and only the rich really knew about it, he said. The corporate marketplace consumed everything, so the only thing left to do was try to build democracy among the people around you—your neighbor, your co-worker, even your roommate—and hopefully those efforts would spread, eventually shifting the entire body politic. To live anywhere was to live in a city, and to live in a city was to embrace it completely, making you personally responsible for vigorous, conscientious political dissent, and for following the latest developments in local music, arts, literature, and culture.

“You’ve gotta get tapped in,” Grant said, countless times. “Otherwise you’ll never understand it.” To Grant, it didn’t just contain the streets we walked, or Seattle, or even the Pacific Northwest. It wasn’t so much a single pronoun but a word weighted down by a million more words, each tinctured by observation, thought, criticism, and action. It was elusive. It was urgent, obsessive.

An image from that time: Grant, in a bleak, whisky-and-Pall-Mall bar, hanging out with me and other writers from the Stranger. The rest of us are toasting each other for no reason whatsoever, exchanging witticisms with hearty joviality and a sense of self-satisfaction. Grant sits nearby but apart from us, coiled and nettled, his old navy greatcoat draping over his shoulders and his hands in green fingerless gloves twisting around his coffee mug. Mostly he is silent, but when a stray comment interests him he pounces, moving forward in short declarative bursts to destroy any doubt about Ang Lee, Sonic Youth, or the inherent problems of mainstream politics. Among the members of this group he was safe; no one took offense at his brusque mannerisms because  everyone harbored idiosyncrasies of their own. In wider circles his personality repelled as many as it attracted, but if you asked him he would insist that he was the one doing the dismissing.

At his urgings I bought a bicycle, so that I could absorb Seattle on a more personal level. I bought the Seattle books and albums he recommended and tagged along with him to clubs to see the best alternative rock bands the city had to offer. And I changed the way I perceived myself. Before I was just an underpaid skeptic, but now poverty was its own source of pride. Money only increased one’s opportunities for hypocrisy. Seattle itself bored me, but the atmosphere of the city and Grant’s perspective on it suffused everything with a sense of opportunity, of change, of enormous scale. We went to see Fight Club together and left the theater elated: The final scene in which Edward Norton blows up several major corporate skyscrapers provided a cartharsis that needed no explanation.

Grant’s beliefs possessed him, absorbed him. His was a tightly bound, self-contained concentration of energy. His entire body, in fact, seemed enveloped in metaphysics and metaphor.

Which brings me to the story of his tattoo.

 



Grant moved to Seattle in May of 1994, the month after Kurt Cobain killed himself. He chose Seattle as his new home because his grandparents had once lived nearby, on Mercer Island on the other side of Lake Washington. Grant was nostalgic for the abstract things that reminded him of the Pacific Northwest, like the salty sea air that drifted in from Puget Sound. He was determined to get a fresh start, and vowed not to return to the sort of drinking that had nearly destroyed him two years before. To help him stay sober he sat in coffeehouses and worked on a novel that contained a lot of sex and a protagonist who was an urban planner. He kept to himself. Despite Cobain’s death and Grant’s social isolation, the city was fraught with possibility.

One day Grant saw an article in the morning paper that  intrigued him. A local cab driver named Dick Falkenbury had taken it upon himself to launch a grassroots political campaign. Falkenbury’s goal was to extend the city’s downtown monorail so that it would reach the whole city—perhaps even the entire metropolitan area—and in doing so to improve mass transit, which was in sorry shape. The downtown monorail was a useless tourist curio; it was one mile long and ended near the Space Needle, another useless structure built for the 1962 World’s Fair that at least had earned its keep as an iconic image of the city. For Falkenbury, monorail wasn’t just a plaything; it was an efficient people-mover, a gorgeous piece of urban infrastructure that could shape the region’s future by slowing surburban sprawl, reducing traffic congestion and lowering regional pollution levels.

The article excited Grant—monorail made perfect sense, and it was inspiring to see a regular citizen like Falkenbury get involved. He thought about volunteering, but political activism seemed unrealistic, since he didn’t know anyone in Seattle yet. He put the newspaper down and went about his solitary day.

Later that summer, Grant bumped into Falkenbury just as Grant was leaving Bumbershoot, the city’s big music festival. The lumpy, amiable cab driver was standing just outside the festival gates, in the shadow of the old monorail, trying to gather enough signatures to get his monorail proposal placed on the November ballot. Grant, who was already fired up by an afternoon’s worth of punk music, approached Falkenbury and asked him who he needed to call to volunteer.

“That would be me,” Falkenbury said, loading up his beat-up van. Apparently, he had not had any luck expanding his campaign. The one-billion-dollar mass-transit proposal was a few months old and was still being run by just one person.

The two talked, and Grant was impressed with Falkenbury’s ideas—the cabbie could out-talk anyone—but not with his campaign materials. Falkenbury was using a little card table with a plastic covering, accompanied by amateurish, hand-painted signs.  Grant thought the presentation was no better than a third grade bake sale. Alone, Grant concluded, Falkenbury didn’t stand a chance.

Grant Cogswell became convinced with a revelatory certainty that he could help Falkenbury. This would be where he made a difference. He joined the campaign.

They were an unlikely pair. Grant was twenty-seven, physically solid, hotheaded, blunt-spoken, occasionally brilliant, possessing a mind that reduced all issues to narrow fields of black or white, epic or insignificant, poetic or contemptible. Falkenbury, on the other hand, was forty-two, physically oafish, instantly likeable, easygoing, chatty, occasionally brilliant, possessing a mind that retained and regurgitated the most meaningless articles of trivia along the most circuitous of conversational paths. Falkenbury drove the van and Grant sometimes rode shotgun and sometimes got around on his bike.

They struggled to get the required number of signatures, eighteen thousand, but because they didn’t have the money to hire a platoon of signature gatherers, they failed. By the time the filing deadline arrived, they had gathered only ten thousand names. By the end of 1994, they had to give up.

Depression, self-doubt, and bad luck haunted them both. Falkenbury went on antidepressants as financial problems pressed in. He was unable to keep up the mortgage payments on his two houses, and he lost them both. He moved back in with his mother on the north side of town. Grant fared little better. He gave up on his novel, fell off the wagon, and was overwhelmed by memories of relatives who had recently died. At one point Grant decided to try politics again, throwing his energies behind a grassroots campaign to prevent the government from taxing citizens to fund new stadiums for the Mariners and the Seahawks. He and other back-to-basics populists fought hard, but big money won and the stadiums were approved. Grant and Falkenbury contacted each other and returned to the monorail campaign, more determined than ever.

Grant decided to address the problem of gathering signatures. Since they couldn’t be everywhere at once, he invented a device that essentially gathered signatures for them. The self-service petition stand was a collapsible A-frame structure made out of cheap plywood and door hinges. The stands were placed on sidewalks in high-pedestrian areas all over town, with petitions stapled to them at eye level. Curious passersby read the petitions and signed them by the thousands. Grant and Falkenbury still had a lot of work to do, but this time it didn’t involve personally selling their idea to every registered voter they could find. Instead, they drove all over the city each week monitoring their petition stands. As before, Falkenbury drove, rambling on good-naturedly about local history and the importance of good urban planning; Grant listened to Falkenbury and studied the contours of the city as it passed by.

Grant became obsessed with his political mission. One time he saw a local drunk, probably homeless, vandalizing one of his petition stands. Grant forgot all about his liberal concerns for the poor and for fellow alcoholics. He walked up behind the man, gave him a fierce push, screamed at him and threatened him with hospitalization if he ever touched another petition stand again. This seemed to do the trick, as the man, perhaps stunned that anybody in Seattle would act so aggressively, was not seen near any other petition stands.

It took until 1997 and required several changes in strategy and tactics, but they got the monorail proposal on the ballot. Falkenbury made the campaign entertaining, putting to work his growing reputation as a kook. He invited TV cameras to join him at the old monorail—to watch him race an automobile and the monorail. The car, of course, got stuck in traffic, but the monorail smoothly reached its destination. Falkenbury grinned for the cameras, the victor of a dumb, perfect stunt. TV news ate it up.

The election came, and they won.

Falkenbury celebrated by going home to tell his mother. Grant  celebrated by visiting a neighborhood tattoo parlor called Lucky Devil and demanding a tattoo they had never given anyone before. About three inches high and almost as wide, the Seattle city logo is now etched on Grant’s left bicep in blue-green ink, a stylized profile of Chief Seattle in the center of a small vortex of pointed half-circles, which, on closer inspection, are the outside parts of an S. The tattoo was the perfect bridge for Grant, connecting his self-styled punk persona to his passion for a rebellious form of grassroots politics. If anything qualified as being it, this did.

 



Grant told me this story in a coffeehouse (omitting the part about the homeless drunk, which he was ashamed of). I was seized with delight and started to shout and laugh.

Grant told me to shut up.

“Will you quiet down?” he said, snapping. When I protested, he said, “Don’t you realize that this is a small town, that people talk?” His tone and gaze were so intense that I fell silent.

Later that evening, back in his apartment, Grant relaxed and showed me his tattoo. The logo didn’t look like much on a government truck, but on a person’s arm it was weirdly compelling. Grant had taken an obligatory symbol and turned it into something iconoclastic, subversive.

Grant also showed me a newspaper clipping of his monorail success from the New York Times. He and Falkenbury made the front page of the Sunday edition on December 7, 1997, the fifty-sixth anniversary of Pearl Harbor. The paper was already yellowing and brittle, but that didn’t take away from its power. Grant’s story was denied the most glamorous position of all, the space above the paper’s fold, by breaking international events. A Russian military transport plane, carrying two jets in its giant belly, had smashed into an apartment complex in southern Siberia, killing dozens of people and making history as one of that country’s biggest air disasters.


Times reporter Timothy Egan had this to say about Falkenbury and Cogswell:
They were two men with no money, scorned by 
the political establishment and ignored by the 
press, whose campaign consisted of going 
around Seattle with a plywood sign that urged 
people to build a $1 billion mass-transit system. 
When the two won, gaining nearly 53 percent 
approval, it was perhaps the biggest political 
upset in the Pacific Northwest since a bartender 
was elected mayor of Portland 10 years ago.





Egan labeled them, too. Falkenbury was the visionary taxi driver. Grant, who did not yet drive a cab, was the energetic, part-time poet. A picture accompanies the article. Grant Cogswell and Dick Falkenbury both wear dark sweaters over white knit shirts, the only good clothes they own. Grant has on huge black sunglasses and a longshoreman’s black hat. It looks like a promo shot for a rock band, but instead of false angst or hip indifference, their faces are radiant with victory.

If seeing Grant at the WTO had inspired my curiosity, then hearing the monorail story converted me. Grant didn’t just talk about his political theories, he acted on them, in his own way, successfully and unapologetically. He looked at things with both an ideological fervor and a zealous pragmatism, a rare perspective in most people. Moreover, he was was someone who struggled through life honestly; he had his problems, but that didn’t stop him from engaging in politics when he thought he had to.

Now Grant was saying that he could win a seat on the Seattle city council. And I thought so, too.
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The best source on Zioncheck is Hulet Wells, his legislative aide and roommate. As a condition of his employment, Zioncheck made Wells leave the company of his wife and move in with him. Wells could not help but admire Zioncheck. “He could have had his choice of many beautiful women,” he wrote in his unfinished memoir, “for he was the most eligible bachelor in the House [of Representatives], erect and broad shouldered, open-handed and friendly of manner, with good looks and ten thousand dollars a year . . . We became tenants . . . in a stupendous pile of buildings called the Westchester Apartments.”

Wells saw Zioncheck at his best, from the early ’30s through 1935, and his worst, in 1936, when Zioncheck didn’t seem like Zioncheck at all but some dark alter ego.



I sat on the couch in our living room, a slim reporter’s notebook in my lap. Grant hadn’t asked me to help him in any specific way, but I was already consumed by the idea of his city council campaign. I had to get some ideas out. I turned to a fresh page and gazed at the wide, light blue lines. Then, like a child attempting to play the piano, I madly banged out some notes.
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