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Preface





  It was an icy cold morning in DC. I awoke on the floor of a stranger’s basement, exhausted after a 20-hour bus ride and only a few hours of sleep. My body ached from sleeping on the hardwood floor, and I craved coffee. But despite the physical discomfort and exhaustion, my heart thumped with excitement the moment I opened my eyes and remembered where I was. It was the morning of January 20, 2001 – the day of George W. Bush’s inauguration.




  I had not come to DC to celebrate the inauguration. Far from it. I was one of tens of thousands who had traveled into the city to protest the most contested election in memory. My memory, anyway, as I was only 22 years old. It was only the second election in which I had been eligible to vote. Not that I was necessarily sad about Al Gore’s defeat, either. My vote had gone for Ralph Nader of the Green Party.




  The year before, I attended protests at both the Republican and Democratic national conventions. I believed both political parties were bought and paid for by multinational corporations. Even my vote for Nader was cast grudgingly. My belief that all electoral politics were doomed to failure was growing deeper by the day.




  This protest was particularly significant for me, because it represented a moment of stepping over the line. For the first time, I was going to participate in the anarchist “Black Bloc.” While the origins of the Black Bloc went back at least to the 1980s in Europe, it had first come to prominence in the United States during the 1999 protests against the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Seattle. While tens of thousands of protesters participated in nonviolent civil disobedience and marches, a few hundred radicals dressed in all black covered their faces and proceeded to shatter the windows of corporate businesses in the financial district. They were not interested in symbolic protest. They sought to dismantle the capitalist system by force.




  While I only learned about the protests in Seattle through the evening news, I had spent the previous year maneuvering myself into the center of the action. Through various online channels I had acquired the phone number for a contact at the anarchist “spokescouncil meeting” which had been held in DC the night before. Prior to receiving this phone number, I had to provide references from within the leftist community. Fortunately, my experience at a direct action in Los Angeles the summer before, where I was arrested and spent 10 days in jail, passed muster with this crew. I was given a time and location for the “convergence.”




  There was no need for the dress code to be explained to me. My friends and I, who had traveled together from Austin, were already dressed mostly in black when we woke up that morning, and we had black bandanas stuffed into our pockets. As we walked the several blocks across the city toward 14th and K, we spoke little but considered quietly the supplies we had brought in our backpacks. Vinegar and extra bandanas, to diffuse the effects of tear gas; water bottles, to wash our eyes should we be pepper sprayed; a knife in my pocket, which could be used to slash the tires of a police cruiser should the need arise.




  When we turned the final corner on 14th Street, we saw a large sea of black in the park, over 500 anarchists and a large, black banner with white lettering: Class War Now. We tied the bandanas around our faces and picked up the pace as we headed toward the park, lest we get picked off by the police.




  We hardly had a chance to step foot in the park before the march began, immediately spilling into the streets. My friends and I hurried to catch up and join the middle of the crowd. I was surrounded by black-masked faces, large banners, drums and passionate chants. Whose streets? Our streets! I was filled with a sense of exhilaration, adrenaline and power like I had never known. This is my moment , I thought. I am stepping across the pages of history. I am part of a revolution that will change the world forever.




  Four years later, not only had we not stopped Bush’s first inauguration, he was being sworn in for a second term. In the interim, I participated in dozens of actions like the one described above, even organizing a few of my own. I traveled far and wide, participating in militant protests all across the United States, as well as Canada, Mexico and even Venezuela. I was part of the international editorial committee of IndyMedia. org, writing and publishing articles about the events around the world which I considered part of a growing global revolution against corporate capitalism. My commitment to anarchism deepened, and at one point I was a guest on John Zerzan’s radio program in Eugene, Oregon.




  During this period, the world was undergoing changes of its own. The morning of September 11, 2001, when the planes struck the World Trade Center buildings, I had been in the midst of final preparations for a massive convergence in Washington DC for the International Monetary Fund (IMF)/World Bank protests, which had been scheduled for the twenty-eighth. My crew and I had constructed shields out of heavy plastic cut from garbage cans. I still have a scar on my index finger from when the box cutters slipped during their construction. The IMF/World Bank meetings were canceled, but we went to DC anyway. Our still sizable anarchist Black Bloc was quickly surrounded by a heavy contingent of riot police who were in a particularly intolerant mood and escorted us along the entire parade route.




  I was among the first to protest the invasion of Afghanistan, picketing in front of the White House the very night the invasion was announced. As rumblings surrounding Iraq began to emerge, the “anti-globalization” movement I had been a part of evolved into an “anti-war” movement. February 15, 2003 was, and still is, the largest coordinated protest in world history. I had been to many large protests before, but what was striking about this one was that it was not one but many, spread all around the globe. And each one was large enough to set records in its own right. There were over 10,000 at the one I attended in Austin, Texas, but something like 5000 in Dallas and 7000 in Houston on the same day. This was completely unheard of. That is to say nothing of the hundreds of thousands that turned out in San Francisco and New York, or the estimated one million in Rome.




  And yet, our protests accomplished nothing. The invasion of Iraq continued as planned. Not only that, but Bush was reelected the next year. I remember feeling deep despair. If a protest of that size could not change things, what would? Taking inspiration from the nineteenth-century anarchist organizer Joe Hill – whose dying words were “don’t mourn, organize!” – my friends and I worked tirelessly to re-energize resistance in Austin in the period before and after George W. Bush’s reelection. Through a combination of creativity and hard work, we managed to mobilize approximately 10,000 people once again in the streets of Austin to protest George W. Bush’s inauguration. Obviously, we didn’t stop the gears of capitalism or the war machine from turning for even one second. We did, however, manage to help a 19-year-old girl get arrested for assaulting a police officer.




  Another small peak was followed by an even more profound crash. And here, I believe, we began to lose our way. The fractures in ideology that had followed our movement since Seattle in 1999 only became more pronounced. It was as if our utter failure to evoke any change in the world around us forced us to turn our criticisms inward. Identity politics spiked, and spokescouncil meetings transformed from a strategy for planning mass actions into miserable forums for endless self-critique. Finally, our actions became more desperate. We disrupted the speech of a visiting right-wing intellectual at the University of Texas with air horns. The topic of his speech was the suppression of free speech on college campuses. Four more of us were arrested, all young people who – unlike the older and more seasoned among us – were either less cognizant of where the lines were, or more willing to cross them because they didn’t fully understand the consequences.




  The irony of this final action was not lost on me. This speaker had come to UT’s campus to expose an emerging trend among the left to suppress free speech. Our response was, to put it bluntly, to suppress his free speech. We couldn’t stop globalization, we couldn’t stop war, but we could stop someone from speaking. What had we become?




  This was the last protest I ever attended.




  My purpose in writing this memoir is to document my own involvement in the militant anarchist movement over a 5-year period from 2000 – 2005. I attempt to recall the events that shaped my thinking, and the thinking that shaped my actions. This was both a complicated and exciting time for me and thousands of others around the world. My experiences were deeply tied with my own upbringing, my youth, my longings, my insecurities, my insights as well as my blind spots. My hope is that my own account will help others who are trying to understand the radical left we see today.




  On the one hand, I believe the black-clad “Antifa” are not the villains they appear to be. Like I was, they are mostly young people trying to take a stand for justice and leave their mark on this world and on history. But on the other hand, and just as importantly, they are not the heroes they consider themselves to be. Their actions are often reckless and violent, and more tyrannical than libertarian. They are the tip of the spear of a radical left that has become yet more extreme since my involvement in street politics ceased nearly 15 years ago. Far from being a revolutionary movement, fighting for the rights of workers and the protection of the environment, they promote a paralyzing identity politics which has accomplished little more than strengthening the mirror image of white identity politics on the far right.




  The Antifa today, similar to the “Black Bloc” during the Bush era that preceded them, remain a guilty pleasure of the left. When they are not seen as heroes, they are at the very least “anti-heroes.” While many liberals may not explicitly endorse their actions, secretly they are rooting for them. The famous incident where Richard Spencer was punched in the face at Donald Trump’s inauguration was widely praised on social media. Similarly, the Antifa presence at Charlottesville was described, at best, as a necessary evil to combat the militant presence of neo-Nazi’s and white supremacists. The familiar trope of the radical left-wing militants “protecting” the vulnerable was peppered throughout various news articles and social media posts.




  This cautious praise, however, is highly selective. For every positive story of the Antifa protecting nonviolent protesters or punching an almost universally unsympathetic character in the face, there are dozens of other videos of the Antifa in Portland, for example, physically intimidating and harassing drivers because they unilaterally decided to “shut down traffic” for whatever cause. Or physically attacking conservative speakers and their guests on college campuses. These videos seem only to be shared by those on the right, but they are consumed voraciously.




  As an active participant in dozens of Black Blocs in the early 2000s, I rarely felt we received the attention we deserved. The Antifa of today does not suffer from this problem. On the contrary, their ubiquitous presence at virtually every protest has contributed to a new phenomenon – the rise of militancy by right-wing groups who are increasingly confronting Antifa on the streets, often borrowing their own tactics. To the untrained eye, it is sometimes difficult to differentiate Antifa from the right- wing groups who oppose them. Both come armed, both come dressed in armor, both come ready to do battle. The pressure on ordinary Americans to “pick sides” seems to increase by the day. The voices of those who call for civility and nonviolence are either becoming quieter, or simply more difficult to hear.




  It does not take a genius to realize this cycle of escalation and violence is leading all of us toward a darker future. It was this realization that inspired me to write this book. The crux of our problem is we no longer see our political opponents as human beings. In our minds, we paint them as comic book villains. This attitude is lending increasing license to those who are able to justify unleashing physical violence upon the other. And yet, in many ways the other is nothing more than the mirror image of ourselves. Different parents, different professors or different friends might have easily led us to fight on one side versus the other. I believe my story is one of many that reveal this difficult truth.




  While I am no longer a radical, I am still a liberal. I am as concerned as anyone about the rise of right-wing populism in the United States and abroad. White nationalism or outright fascism is witnessing a rebirth. Massive technology companies are the new monopolies, rolling back the progress social movements made a hundred years ago. Now, more than ever, we need strong leadership from the left to refocus our attention on the issues that matter most. However, I do not believe this will be possible so long as we continue to turn a blind eye to the basic immorality of Antifa’s actions. Yes, protest is important. Even civil disobedience may be warranted in certain cases. However, wanton property destruction is indefensible. Pitched battles with police and political opponents create enemies where we should be creating allies. Labeling anyone who questions your tactics a “fascist” shuts down debate. Violent self-righteousness is the enemy of a free and open society. Most importantly, if we are concerned about the escalation of militancy on the right, we must begin by looking at our own movements. We must be willing to admit where we are wrong and let go of the fear that doing so will make us more vulnerable.




  There is, after all, strength in vulnerability. At various times throughout history, we have been reminded of this by people like Jesus and Mahatma Gandhi. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. Be the change you want to see in the world. Are these teachings naive in the twenty-first century? Are the stakes suddenly higher than they have ever been before? I do not think so. These teachings have only been necessary because they are contrary to human nature. The idea that “the ends justify the means” has always come easily to us. We must constantly be reminded, therefore, that this is never the case – not in our personal lives, not in politics. What we do is who we become. And who we become is the world we will create.









  Chapter 1




  The year was 1994. I was 16 years old and had just gotten my hands on a pair of white cassette tapes containing recordings from the 1969 Woodstock Music Festival. My dad had borrowed them from a friend because he had an idea about coming up with his own Christian version of With a Little Help from My Friends. My dad was not a musician. When his project fizzled out, I picked up the tapes and popped them in my Walkman and started to listen.




  I was mesmerized. I listened for hours, and when the final track ended, I listened again. The music was great, but that wasn’t my favorite part. What captured my attention the most were the segments in between the songs, the crackling announcements on the PA, and most of all, the roar of the crowd. I imagined the sea of bodies, hundreds of thousands of them, joined together in a common cause, sharing the same dream of peace and love. And not just that, but the conscious feeling, at least I imagined, of being a part of a moment in time, an event in history. The feeling that their lives really mattered, perhaps not individually, but collectively.




  My dad was only 14 years old in 1969, when Woodstock was taking place, and probably was not even aware it was happening. He did go see the movie, however, when it hit the theaters a year later. His own father, a former marine, decorated Korean War veteran, had recently abandoned his wife and children without warning – saying he was going out to buy cigarettes and never returning. My grandma was left to raise five children on her own, my dad the oldest. My grandpa was a loud, opinionated alcoholic who was disgusted by the whole anti-war movement, Civil Rights, hippies, Beatles, etc. My dad must have known how much he would have disapproved of everything about Woodstock, and perhaps that had something to do with how the movie affected him. It was something of a conversion experience.




  All the way until her death in 2011, my grandma always regretted letting him go see Woodstock.




  Soon after seeing the movie, my dad started growing his hair long, and made friends with people who smoked pot and took LSD. He was living in Corpus Christi, Texas, and had an acute sense that he was living on the periphery of all the “action” of the day, which he knew to be taking place in big cities like San Francisco, New York or even Dallas. But he became the biggest hippie he could, seeking out role models.




  He never was able to attend an anti-war protest. Besides, Woodstock was, in some ways, the last big hurrah of the anti-war movement, the momentum tapering off significantly after that. So, my dad’s participation was limited mainly to fashion (long hair and bell bottoms) and drugs. By his own account, he tried virtually any substance he could get his hands on – PCP, cocaine, uppers, downers. But mostly he stuck with smoking pot and was never a big drinker – his memories of his father a natural deterrent.




  Still, he was getting into enough trouble that my grandma felt the need to make a change, and she and her sister moved their families to Dallas. My dad managed to finish high school, got a decent job in a machine shop and bought a van. He was extremely proud of this van. I clearly remember finding an old Polaroid of him sitting in the open side door of the van, his long blond hair glistening in the Texas sun, and a Tupperware bowl of marijuana in his hands. I remember looking at it intently, and deciding I wanted to be just like him.




  One day in the late 1970s he was driving around Dallas in that van with a friend in the passenger seat, when his friend called out “Girls!” My dad whipped the van around and they pulled up next to the group of high school girls walking home from school. He asked if they wanted a ride (which must have seemed creepy) and when they declined, my dad parked. They started talking, and I suppose things were going well because my dad ended up pulling some bean bags out of the van and dropping them in the front yard of whatever house they had parked in front of. My dad, his friend, my mom Laura and her best friend, Kathy, sat in the stranger’s yard and talked for hours until the owner of the house came out and asked them to leave.




  My dad was initially more interested in Kathy than Laura. Some months later, Kathy was pregnant. At some point my dad lost interest in Kathy soon after his first son Justin was born, however, and turned his attention to Laura. After dating for a while, they went to see The Incredible Melting Man at a nearby Drive-In theater (7 percent on Rotten Tomatoes). It was there, so I am told, I was conceived. They were married in April 1978, and I was born November the same year.




  What happened to Kathy, and his son Justin, who was only about a year older than me? It’s difficult to say. My dad says that Kathy had no interest in him participating in his son’s life. I’m sure her account might be a little different. Nonetheless, I would not learn that I had a half-brother until I was in my early teens, and I would only meet him once.




  I am not sure whether my parents were happy in their first year of marriage. I know my dad smoked a lot of pot, and my mom took downers. The impression I get is that my mom was rather depressed. One day my dad came home and found her reading the Bible. She said, “I don’t think we are living right.” My dad became very angry and left to go hang out with some friends.




  Evidently her statement worked on him, however, because when he woke up on Good Friday, 1980, something had changed in him too. He suddenly knew that the resurrection and all of the stories about Jesus were true, and of his own volition – not being in a church and not answering an “altar call” – my dad said a prayer and gave his life to Christ. He had been “born again.”




  Most Christians, upon conversion, feel compelled to give up their old drug habits – but not my dad. Since his conversion was largely self-directed, he immediately set to interpreting Christianity in his own way. “Jesus probably would have smoked pot,” I can almost hear him saying. Nonetheless, he was on fire, almost manic in his newfound enthusiasm and faith.




  It was some days later he was hanging out with some friends, smoking pot with them and telling them about Jesus. They were not all that interested, and, frankly, annoyed. Finally, one of them said, “Look man, we’re about to take some acid. I’m sure you’re not into that anymore.” A phrase from the New Testament popped in my dad’s head, to “tarry with them.” His thinking was that Jesus was someone who did whatever those around him were doing, to not separate himself or place himself “above” what the common man did with his time. So, my dad decided to stay and take acid with them. My dad took two hits, which he clearly remembers were on little pieces of paper that looked like dragons.




  Sometime later (impossible to say how much time had really passed) my dad noticed the acid did not feel that strong. He said as much, suggesting the LSD “these days” wasn’t nearly as strong as it had been in the 60s. He bragged, “I could probably take five more and be fine.” Evidently there was plenty to go around, as one of his friends handed them the bowl containing the hits and said he was welcome to it. My dad took five more hits, for a total of seven.




  I doubt my dad realized how high he became in the next couple of hours. He continued talking about Jesus, to the point where his friends asked him to leave. He remembers walking back home, feeling an acute sense that God was on his right hand, Satan on his left, as though he was walking a tightrope between good and evil.




  He arrived home to my mom completely out of his mind. I was a year old, asleep in my crib on the second floor. My dad began talking about how he should burn the apartment down. He went upstairs, and my mom, desperately afraid he might do something to me, followed him. He was ranting incomprehensibly about his father, and how he would prove he was not afraid. He looked at my mom, and he remembers her becoming transfixed, appearing to him as an angel. She whispered something, and he heard “do it.” In his mind, it was an invitation to overcome fear, once and for all. A leap of faith. He jumped – actually he dove – headfirst down the stairs.




  He never lost consciousness. As he lay at the bottom of the stairs, he realized he no longer had feeling or movement from the waist down, and the movement in his hands was impaired as well. He would eventually learn that he had become a quadriplegic instantly, but this would not become clear until after a long and torturous night in the hospital, enduring all manner of hallucinations and paranoid delusions.




  After finally coming down, probably the hardest crash of his life, my dad learned definitively that the accident had left him permanently paralyzed. While he would retain some limited movement in his arms and hands, he would never walk again. He lay in the hospital for days, contemplating his life, and whether or not he had any desire to continue living it.




  My mom stayed with him, getting a job as a waitress to support me while he spent months in a rehab facility. His occupational therapist encouraged him to think about his next move, how he might be able to support himself, and his family, financially. His previous work in a machine shop was no longer an option for him. A day or two previous he had typed a letter to his father. Almost like pulling an idea from a hat, my dad said, “Well, I can type. I guess I’ll become a computer programmer.”




  With support from the government, my dad began taking classes at a community college, working to earn an associate degree in computer programming. It was a daily struggle for him, squeaking by with Cs or the occasional B. He failed COBOL twice, before finally passing with a D.




  At this time, we were living with my mom’s father in Dallas, mere blocks from where my dad had met my mom and her friends as they were walking home from school. The college was just down the road, and my dad was able to commute back and forth in his electric wheelchair. I’ll never forget the day my dad graduated. I was 5 years old, and I rode in his lap all the way to the college. It was a bright sunny day, and my dad was wearing a black robe, and I held the cap in my hand to keep it from blowing away. I remember running my fingers through the yellow tassel, feeling proud.




  My dad’s father, my grandpa, came to the graduation. I remember him standing in the aisle and snapping a photo as my dad received his diploma.




  Life got better after this. My mom, dad and I got our own apartment, a huge step up from the government subsidized one we lived in previously, or having to live with relatives. It wasn’t long after this that I became interested in computer programming myself. My dad gave me the computer he used in college, and I began writing my own games and business applications to keep track of my meager allowance. By middle school, I formed an underground hacker group at my school and gave myself the nickname “Blackbeard.” I never did anything particularly nefarious, but I was for some reason drawn to the idea of a secret underworld.




  Religion was a huge part of our lives. My dad never quite accepted his diagnosis. Instead, he became convinced he would be miraculously healed one day. I remember going to many churches, anytime a noted “faith healer” came to town. In most cases, the healers seemed not to notice my dad. It was evidently much easier to heal people with back pain or stiffness in their joints. In the cases the healers did notice my dad, and laid hands on him, they would eventually conclude that either “God’s time is not our time,” or worse, that his faith was not yet strong enough.




  As I grew older, my faith wavered. I read the Bible voraciously but could not understand why the God of the Bible seemed so different from the God I experienced in these churches. How was it fair that God expects us to believe, when those living in the days of either the Old Testament or the New Testament had witnessed inarguably miraculous displays of power? I had never seen the sea parted, nor manna from heaven, nor water turned to wine. I had never seen the blind made to see, or the lame made to walk.




  It was around the time that I first laid hands on the Woodstock tapes that I gave up my faith entirely. I was lying in bed, quietly struggling with God in my mind.




  “God, if you’re real, you can do anything. Nothing could be simpler than you showing me that you exist. Please, show me you exist! Give me something! Anything!”




  I waited quietly in the darkness, and there was no answer to my prayer – only more darkness, more silence. “That’s it,” I decided. I became an atheist on the spot.




  I kept my decision a secret from my parents. I couldn’t imagine having this conversation with them. Or, if I did, I couldn’t imagine it ever ending. My parents could never fully love and accept me if I was not a Christian.




  In the place of my loss of faith, I was looking for something to fill the void. Something to give me a sense of belonging and purpose. I listened to the Woodstock tapes again and again, longing to go back in time and join them. Interestingly enough, I learned a 25-year reunion concert was taking place in New York that August. I wanted to go, but it was impossible. I had no money of my own, and there was no chance my parents would help me pay for it. Besides, who would I go with? And so, like my dad I did the next best thing – I went to Target and bought some tie-dye T-shirts and beaded necklaces. My hair was growing long. When I walked into my first class of my Sophomore year in high school, a guy in the back said “Hey, Woodstock!” I gave him the peace sign. The nickname stuck for most of that year.









  Chapter 2




  Deciding to become an atheist at age 16 gave me permission to experiment with drugs, which I think I had been dying to try for most of my life. One would think being the son of a quadriplegic dad, whose disability was the direct result of drug use, would be a clear deterrent. It might have been, if it were not for the fact that my dad talked openly with me about his many drug experiences, often tinged with an air of glamor and nostalgia.




  Marijuana was my dad’s favorite drug, and in fact he continued to smoke until I was 7 or 8 years old. The smell was a familiar one to me and evoked a sense of calm and deep thought. Much of my experience of “church” as a child was not in actual buildings, but in people’s houses. My mom and dad were part of a loose group of individuals, informally called “The Brothers,” who would get together on weekends, smoke pot and discuss the Bible. But my dad’s love of pot predated this period by a decade or more.




  My dad told me stories about how he would smoke a joint before work, or before going out in public, and how much he enjoyed the fact that no one knew he was high. This was the ultimate goal for him, a way to win at life, to “maintain.” That is, to enjoy a nice buzz while still taking care of the responsibilities of life.




  Despite what you might assume, he still remembered most of his experiences with LSD fondly as well. He told me it really was like taking a “trip,” without having to leave your room. He recalled many positive memories of taking acid with friends and listening to Pink Floyd’s Animals for hours on end. I couldn’t imagine what a psychedelic trip felt like, but I couldn’t wait to find out. My dad’s mistake, I told myself, was taking too much. As long as I kept the dosage reasonable, there was no reason I couldn’t give it a try.




Within a span of a few months after becoming an atheist, I tried both marijuana and LSD, and loved them both. At the same time, however, I was struggling with feelings of guilt, and alienation from my parents. We were tight knit in our own way, though we were all expert at burying truths beneath the surface. Clearly, they knew something had changed in me, though I never talked about it and they never asked.




  I joined the debate team in high school and became good friends with a Christian. Mostly, I thought, I enjoyed debating with him. When he invited me to come with him to a church camp the following summer, I agreed – only because I thought it would be fun to debate Christians for a week. But a couple of days later I converted, became “born again,” and I was immediately “on fire for Jesus.” I quit doing drugs completely. During my Junior Year in high school I grew my hair long and started wearing a large cross necklace. I earned a new nickname, which continued even into my Freshman year in college: Jesus.




  In high school, my interest in computers faded and I became passionate about history. I had an excellent teacher who was skilled at keeping his students’ attention by varying his approach from one day to the next. While covering a single time period, such as Ancient Greek Civilization, he would spend one class focused on architecture, another on battles and military tactics, and yet another on philosophy and literature. I had a hungry mind, and while I was interested in many subjects, I worried I would not be able to pick a single major when I went into college. History, I concluded, was a way for me to not have to choose.




  I got a scholarship at a small liberal arts college near Austin, Texas, only a few hours from Dallas. This was close enough to home to make my parents feel comfortable, but far enough for me to find my independence. I couldn’t wait to be on my own. And though I was still wearing my “Jesus” shirts and cross necklaces, my deepening interest in history and philosophy was gradually eroding my faith from within.




  One of the first classes I signed up for in college was called “New Testament Perspectives.” I was excited because I assumed it would deepen my appreciation for the Bible. What I was surprised to discover was that my professor had no belief whatsoever in the inerrancy of the Bible. As the semester wore on, my faith was being ground down by the discovery of more and more inexplicable contradictions between the gospels.




  When I received the study guide for the final exam, one of the questions was “Compare and contrast the accounts of the resurrection as portrayed in the Synoptic Gospels.” The Synoptic Gospels included Matthew, Mark and Luke, which were presumed to originate from a common source. John was not included because of its many radical differences and presumed alternate origin story. And so, good student that I was, I sat down to prepare for this exam question – taking notes as I reviewed the story in detail as it was portrayed in each gospel. By the time I stood up, the final nail in the coffin of my faith was all but driven in.




  At the same time as the intellectual underpinnings of my faith were being weakened, a similar impact was taking place for me on the emotional side. One of my first acts as a Freshman at the university was to join the Christian club, “Cross Training.” The truth was, however, I didn’t fit in. I wasn’t sure if it was my long hair and hippy fashion (pretty much everyone else was strait laced and “preppy”) or if it was my more “Charismatic” non-denominational background, but whatever it was, I wasn’t making friends.




  One friendship I did make, however, was with a Lesbian woman named Amy who was in one of my philosophy classes. I am not sure why she even wanted to talk to me. After all, I made it quite clear to her that I believed homosexuality to be a sin. Perhaps she could sense that my “belief” was a reluctant, even shaky one. She and her partner would regularly play acoustic covers of the Indigo Girls at the campus coffee shop, the Korouva Milkbar. I had never heard these songs before, but I was struck by the power of the lyrics and the obvious love that was woven into them.




  By the end of the semester, my faith came crashing down. I could not believe in the infallibility of the Bible any longer, nor could I believe that the love I felt in the music emanating from this Lesbian couple was anything other than the real thing. If God is Love, as I had always believed, how could these two people, who clearly loved each other, possibly be going to hell? How could hell exist at all?




  I decided, again, to abandon my faith. But this time, the change was permanent. I did not become an atheist, exactly, I just admitted the one thing I had been taught to deny, dodge or bury my entire life – the fact of my own uncertainty. I vowed to search for the truth, but to never again claim for certain anything, any divine or metaphysical reality, that I did not, or could not, truly know.




  By giving up my faith, I was in essence shedding my entire identity, one I had built over the last 3 years. Three years is not a long time, unless you’re 19 years old. Teenagers, after all, develop identities rapidly and deeply. It is as though hitting puberty is an experience not unlike the one Elazar and Eve might have felt after first biting the forbidden fruit and becoming aware of their own nakedness. There is a need to clothe oneself in an identity, to set oneself apart from one’s peers, to feel a sense of meaning and purpose in the world. Christianity had done that for me. Now that it was gone, who was I? I was overcome by a tremendous sense of anxiety, even agoraphobia.




  When I shared the fact of my newfound agnosticism with my friend Jeff who lived across the hall, he asked “Does that mean you can drink now?” I shrugged. Truthfully, I was excited. Jeff always had a bottle or two of Evan Williams nearby. As far as I could tell he got drunk every night. He poured me a shot. I tried to drink it, and almost choked on it. He got me a cold Dr Pepper and then explained to me how to take a shot, which came down to this. Drink quickly, and don’t breathe until you’ve swallowed.




  Alcohol gave me a sense of ease and comfort I had never felt before. It wasn’t long before I was drinking every night as well. Jeff was glad to have a drinking buddy. After a little while, I began to rely upon the feeling of relief, and could not understand why so many students only drank on weekends. I wanted that relief every day. Fortunately, I remained a driven student, and for the most part, continued making my classes, studying and completing my homework on time. I prided myself on making straight As, and my plan was to continue on to graduate school. Eventually, I hoped to become a history professor.




  My sense of longing to be a part of something greater was still with me, but I didn’t know where to find it. The second semester of my Sophomore year in college, I took a “Non-Western Philosophy” class, where I learned about Hinduism, Taoism and Buddhism. While these ideas were beginning to percolate, my friend Jeff invited me to take acid with him one weekend.




  The experience was far more intense than any I had experienced in high school. I was having intense hallucinations, affecting all of my senses. Sights, sounds, tastes and smells intermingled into a liquid soup of sensations. My perception of time became substantially warped. Minutes felt like hours, and hours became minutes. It was difficult to say whether I was having fun. Mostly, I felt extremely uncomfortable in my body. I constantly searched to find a comfortable position to sit, to stand, to lie. It was a feeling of waking insomnia.




  Halfway into the 8-hour trip, I was standing beside a bed when the feeling of discomfort became overwhelming. Exacerbated, I gave up, and collapsed onto the bed. Suddenly, all discomfort was gone. Also gone, however, was my body, my sense of self, my sense of time. I dissolved into what felt like a vast sea of emptiness and eternity and bliss. I witnessed what could have either been a massive hurricane, or a galaxy, spiraling around a black focal point which was the focus of my attention. Without words, I had the direct experience of knowing that “all is good,” that there was, in essence, no distinction between good and evil, that everything is and was exactly as it should be now and forever. It was the classic mystical experience.




  I would continue to chase after that experience for many years after that. Although I knew it was drug induced, it had felt more real to me than anything I had experienced while sober. Certainly, more real than any experience religion had given me. But no matter how hard I chased (I probably took LSD or other psychedelics a dozen times after this) I never had this type of experience again.




  When I came home to my parents the summer after my Sophomore year, I brought with me the books from my “Non-Western Philosophy” class, and all the ideas that went along with them. Just like when I was 16, my parents and I reverted to the familiar dance of “don’t ask, don’t tell” regarding our differences in religious beliefs. Apparently, however, the discovery of my books on Eastern Philosophy was more than my dad could bear. He told me he wanted them out of his house. I didn’t argue, but immediately began making plans to leave and go back to Georgetown.




  That summer was a messy blur of drinking and drug use. I worked for a while as a waiter, but eventually stopped going to work. I began dealing marijuana and LSD (and dipping into my own supply). One night, while high on both, I decided to take a leave of absence that fall semester, get a credit card, and go backpacking through Europe.




  This was the fall of 1999, when rumors and fears surrounding the “Y2K” computer bug abounded. The concern arose from the realization that old computer systems, especially the old COBOL systems like the ones my dad worked on, had been devised in the 1960s when evidently there was no expectation their work would live on for another 40 years. They shortened the “year” field in their databases to two digits (e.g., “69” instead of “1969”) in order to save on disk space.




  The question that was on many people’s minds in the year 1999 was what would happen when the calendar rolled over to 2000? No one knew for sure, and in fact there was likely to be multiple impacts – the severity of which would vary from one system, or one organization to the next. But the uncertainty gave rise to many wild theories about the upcoming apocalypse which would happen at the stroke of midnight. Ordinarily my parents would be the first on the bandwagon for any end of the world predictions, but perhaps because my dad was on the Y2K team at his company and was putting in long hours to fix the bug in his own systems, the problem for him was more practical than conspiratorial.




  Nonetheless, there was something symbolic about the changing of the millennium that was on many people’s minds, and I recall discussing it in vagaries with multiple travelers I met in Europe that fall. I remember being drunk on multiple bottles of wine I had shared with a fellow traveler in Verona. He didn’t speak English, and I didn’t speak Italian, but we both knew a little Spanish. I asked him, “The year 2000, do you think it’s all going to fall apart?”




  He responded: “I wouldn’t mind.”




  My journey through Europe was, in many ways, a rite of passage for me. It gave me my first experience of being fully self-reliant (never mind the fact that the trip was funded with a credit card I had no intention of paying back.) In a little over 2 months, I traveled through seven countries, though most of my time was spent in the Netherlands and Italy. I missed most of the important tourist spots of the places I visited. Historical landmarks and museums took a backseat to long conversations with backpackers from all over the world, with whom I shared beers and tokes of hash around campfires. I remember feeling I had discovered my tribe, those who had dropped out of mainstream society (if only temporarily) who were in search of a deeper meaning and purpose in their lives. We decried the evils of the world: wars, capitalism, the McDonaldization of the globe. Of course, we had no solution other than to laugh, complain and drink some more.




  My flight back to Texas landed in Houston, and I had no specific plans for how to get back to Georgetown. I decided to hitchhike. After all, I still had everything I needed to survive in my backpack – tent, sleeping bag, a flashlight, my journal and even a small bottle of wine I had brought back from Spain. While I felt I had grown significantly throughout my time in Europe, I had one last thing to prove. Could I be just as adventurous and self-reliant here in the United States?




  My journey went fairly well. It didn’t take me long to get my first ride, by a middle-aged Hispanic woman, who told me she felt sorry for me because I looked so small. It wasn’t exactly a boost to my ego, but I was thankful for the ride. She went out of her way to take me farther than her commute would ordinarily allow. She confessed this would likely make her late for work, but she hated her job anyway. What she really wanted to do, she said, was start her own catering company. As she dropped me off, I told her she should quit her job and do it.




  After that, a short ride by a working-class guy in a truck who was jealous of my life and my evident freedom and opened up to me about difficulties in his marriage. As he dropped me off, I told him he shouldn’t stay in a marriage; that made him unhappy.




  In retrospect, it is clear to me how egotistical I was. At age 20, everything was so simple to me. I saw the vast majority of the adults around me as just “sheep” who were following the rules, never questioning whether a different life was possible. Ultimately, I thought I was smarter. I couldn’t understand the complexities of life, particularly the impact having children has upon one’s life choices. The idea of self-sacrifice, of staying in a job one disliked, or even a marriage, for the good of one’s children, was beyond my comprehension.




  Eventually night fell and it was clear I wasn’t going to make it all the way back to Georgetown. I left the highway and followed a country road to a wooded area. I hiked off the road some distance and set up my little tent, which by this point I could put up in a matter of minutes. I drank my wine and wrote in my journal by candlelight until I became too tired and went to sleep.




  I made it back to Georgetown by mid-afternoon the next day, feeling victorious. I visited the registrar’s office and signed up for the next semester. I was ready to resume my studies and progress toward graduate school. I felt stronger after my Europe trip, but I deeply missed the tribe of nomads I had left behind.




  I went back to my parents’ house for around a couple of months before the next semester started. We had more or less reconciled after the tumultuous summer. Not that they accepted the abandonment of my faith, but at least it was a stalemate. There seemed to be an unspoken agreement to not discuss it.




  One evening I was watching the evening news with my parents and there was a breaking story out of Seattle. A state of emergency had been declared. Tens of thousands of protesters had descended upon the city to protest a meeting of the WTO. Widespread, coordinated acts of civil disobedience in the streets had forced the meetings to be canceled. Now there were riots in the street led by masked young people who called themselves anarchists, members of the “Black Bloc.” I was transfixed. Who were these people? Was this the tribe I had been looking for? How had I not seen this coming? I had so many questions, and my search for answers would dominate the next 5 years of my life.









  Chapter 3




  The world did not end at midnight on January 1, 2000. And so I returned to college in the spring, beginning my Junior year. It felt like a new chapter was beginning in my life. Instead of returning to the dorms, my friend Alan and I got an apartment off-campus. I felt wiser, more mature. But I was also on a mission. The images I had seen from Seattle signified something; I was sure about that. But what, I couldn’t say.




  The internet had not yet become the omniscient source of all truth it is today, but it was possible to find some information. The first thing I wanted to understand was, where did all of these people come from? How had I been completely unaware such a massive event was happening, and more importantly, how could I become aware for the next time? As I sat in the computer lab on my college campus, querying search engines like Yahoo, Excite, even Google, I began to realize the answers were beneath my fingertips. The protests in Seattle against the WTO were the first large-scale action in the internet age, and technology had played a key part in bringing people together for those three pivotal days in November.




  Not that all of the organizing took place on the internet – far from it. The type of “decentralized direct action” which took place in Seattle those fateful days required dozens of hands-on workshops, planning session, even rehearsals. These were coordinated by what were called “affinity groups,” who sent representatives to “spokescouncil meetings.” The culmination that was the Seattle protest was, therefore, the result of both online communication and offline meetings all across the country.




  Buzzwords like “decentralized direct” action, “affinity groups,” and “spokescouncil meetings” more or less flew over my head at that time. I was still trying to figure out what had happened, before I could wonder about how it had happened. As far as I could tell, the events in Seattle were divided into three distinct types. The first were the marches. These are what most people think about when they hear the word “protest.” Organized by large, established environmental groups and labor unions, these marches consisted of thousands of people carrying signs, meeting up at a pre-arranged location, and “marching” along an established route which had been agreed upon with the city, and for which a permit had been obtained.




  The second were the “direct actions.” Otherwise known as “civil disobedience.” These involved many fewer individuals than the marches, though still numbering at least a few thousand. Through a clandestine network of communication I would eventually learn about, these people had agreed to divide up all of the major intersections in downtown Seattle surrounding the convention center where the WTO meetings were being held. They constructed large tubes out of metal, PVC, chains, locks and duct tape – into which they inserted and interlocked their arms. They formed enormous chains across intersections which could not easily be broken. Some stood in long or circular chains, others sat and clustered in large groups. Sitting was more vulnerable, but also more difficult to penetrate by police. The scale and the timing of these actions were so effective, these activists ultimately could take the credit for what should have been the most important headline of the day’s events: the canceling of the WTO meetings.




  The third type, the one that actually took the headlines, were the actions of the “Black Bloc” anarchists. While police were distracted by the marches and civil disobedience taking place in other parts of the city, the anarchists (operating through a similar but far more clandestine network of communication) gathered in Seattle’s posh shopping district. Wearing black hoodies, their faces covered with black bandanas or balaclavas, and armed with hammers, slingshots and baseball bats, they meandered through the shopping district menacingly. As they passed stores such as Starbucks, Nike and Gap, several participants would emerge from the crowd and shatter the storefront windows. They then disappeared back into the anonymous mob.




  Like most Americans at this time, I had no way of understanding who these people were or what motivated them. “Anarchy” was a word almost without meaning to me. If pressed, I could not tell you the difference between “anarchism” and “terrorism,” “madness” or “chaos.” Anarchists, I supposed, were people who wanted to destroy everything, foment chaos and confusion, and turn the world into a burning, terrifying wasteland. Unfortunately, the images from Seattle did not serve to challenge my assumptions – at least, not at first.




  In my searches online, I came across something of a manifesto written by some of the participants in the Black Bloc, called the “N30 Black Bloc Communique,” which sought to clarify the motivations and philosophical underpinnings of their actions.




  “We contend that property destruction is not a violent activity unless it destroys lives or causes pain in the process,” they wrote. “By this definition, private property – especially corporate private property – is itself infinitely more violent than any action taken against it.”




  In essence, their property destruction was an act of protest against an “inherently violent” system of corporate private property, epitomized by large, multinational corporations such as Nike or Starbucks, who used their power to enslave workers in the form of low wage factory jobs (“sweatshops”), and also to destroy the environment in their insatiable need for natural resources.




  I was not immediately convinced, but I was certainly intrigued. The communique was well-written, articulate and confident. I could not deny that considerably more thought had gone into what they had done than I had assumed. They mentioned a writer named John Zerzan, to whom many journalists had connected them. “A lot of rumors have been circulating that we are followers of John Zerzan, an anarcho-primitivist author from Eugene who advocates property destruction. While some of us may appreciate his writings and analyses, he is in no sense our leader, directly, indirectly, philosophically or otherwise.” I had never heard of John Zerzan, but even the denial stoked in me a deep curiosity I would continue to chase for many years.




  My curiosity aside, I still could not identify with the anarchists, whom I considered to be antithetical to the movement I had been searching for since I first heard the Woodstock soundtrack. The marchers, on the other hand, did not inspire me enough. The nonviolent protesters engaging in civil disobedience, blocking intersections and effectively shutting down the meetings, were – as Goldilocks would say – “just right.”




  Admittedly, it took me a little while to move from the what and how questions to the one most people would consider most crucial: why. These questions, and various degrees of answers, would come in time. But the truth was there was something drawing me on a subconscious level to this new movement. I never doubted justice was on their side. I understood there were generally two issues at stake – workers’ rights and the environments. While I had never thought too much about these issues in my life up to that point, it didn’t take much for me to get on board. I decided immediately that large, global organizations like the WTO were evil, and I would figure out why along the way.




  Late in the semester, there was an article in the Megaphone (our school newspaper) about four students from our university who had traveled to DC for protests against the IMF and World Bank, which were holding meetings there. The protesters had hoped to plan a repeat of Seattle and shut down the event. An estimated 20,000 protesters descended upon DC. Like Seattle, many thousands marched, fewer thousands linked arms and formed blockades in the street, and an even smaller number caught the headlines by participating in the Black Bloc.




  I read everything I could get my hands on regarding the protests against the IMF/World Bank, which protesters had dubbed “A16” for April 16. (Likewise, the heaviest actions in Seattle, which took place in November of the previous year, were referred to as “N30.” This naming convention for major “actions” would continue for years.) While the protests in Seattle were my first indication of an underground movement, the protests in DC made me realize this was likely to become a recurring phenomenon, and I needed to get on board.
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