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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


The Serf’s Journal


Felix Guattari once wrote that ‘it is not only species that are becoming extinct but also the words, phrases and gestures of human solidarity.’ Tapp’s journal/memoir, an exploration of a single workers strike in the age of surveillance and the police state, helps us work against this disaster perceived by Guattari years ago. A Serf’s Journal is a powerful and much-needed overdue call for solidarity today.


Alfie Bown, Hong Kong Review of Books


Working dangerous jobs in an unsafe shipyard, Terry Tapp was up against oppressive company management, a corrupt union in cahoots with the company and the everyday struggle to survive on inadequate pay. But rather than be in competition with one another, he and his co-workers learn to instead cooperate with each other and even win some battles. He tells this story of working people learning to fight back with the soul of a poet and an ability to connect individual struggles with the far larger economic forces that are making life so miserable for so many.


Pete Dolack, author of It’s Not Over: Learning From the Socialist Experiment


Every day, millions of people grind their way through miserable work. And every day, a few of them decide the status quo cannot stand — they have to fight back. Very few of either of those stories ever get told, particularly by the heroic people who lived them. Terry Tapp does both in a tale of unbelievable miserable, dangerous work and courageous, fed-up workers up against incredibly tall odds. Anyone who has worked a terrible job should read it. Anyone who has dreamed about fighting back should study it.


Micah Uetricht, Jacobin magazine


This is a fascinating narrative of what it’s like to work as a genuine, authentic worker producing real goods in a physical dimension. Someday this book may be viewed as long-gone nostalgia, but perhaps not! Read And Enjoy…


V. Vale, founder of Search & Destroy and RE/Search; researchpubs.com
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A Serf’s Journal


I worked in a shipyard, one of the largest shipyards in the United States. I was a welder, steel fitter and pipefitter there.


The Ohio River ran along the shipyard to the south. A chain-link fence bordered the northern side and rings of barbed wire ran along the top of that fence. When we came to work in the morning, we entered the shipyard through a gate in the chain-link fence. There was a shed-like building immediately after the gate with three clocks inside. We slid a plastic card with a magnetized strip on the side of any one of the clocks and walked into the shipyard past an armed guard who sat in a white, company pickup truck smoking cigarettes and reading cowboy novels.


The company installed turnstiles on one side of the clock shed, bright metal turnstiles with thick, horizontal bars that met you at eye, chest, crotch and shin level. A union steward told me the company planned to wire the turnstiles to the clocks so the turnstiles would open only when you clocked in at the beginning of shift and when you clocked out at the end of shift. They’d stay shut the rest of the time and we workers would be trapped inside the shipyard with fencing and barbed wire on one side of us and the river on the other. Like a prison.


One day I looked at that fence, that barbed wire, those turnstiles that locked us in. I was in a prison, but it felt ordinary, typical, even natural, and I thought about why that is.
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I’m not trying to write philosophy. I am not trying to produce another book to decorate anyone’s shelves. I am trying to put on a certain perspective, to look at the world in a way that will make more sense than the ways I have been taught to see things or the ways I’ve been forced to see things. It’s an impression I’m following with a pen, the impression that our world is a prison, that our world is The Prison. These pages are glimpses of that impression and these glimpses change as I explore different aspects and moments of what may be my – and our – captivity. There are no conclusions here, just flashes, sparks, contradictions, anger, maybe some hope.


This book was written while I hid from the foremen in the shipyard. I crouched inside a makeshift, sheet metal box by the train track that runs through the shipyard where I could have been crushed by a pickup or flatbed truck riding by, but I traded that possibility for time to think and write, time to disappear. I was invisible when I wrote this. You had to look closely to catch my eyes flashing back at you from that dark place.


As I wrote this page to you, the train clanked by and spewed a black cloud of diesel exhaust. The toxic cloud came through the metal sheets and I tried to sit very still, to keep my eyes closed, and to hold my breath to avoid gagging. Sitting there I thought of a poem in which a monkey is undergoing medical research. The monkey is strapped to a board and the skin covering its skull is pulled back. There are wires attached to its exposed brain and the monkey’s eyes are taped open. The poet wrote, “I believe it’s our right to fly too far into a thought.”


I am that monkey with its eyes bulging dry as it confronts the world. The world is that monkey as I pull the skin back from its head and slice into it with my pen. I want to see the world honestly and report that truth to you, and to me, also.
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I drove to work at two am. The day shift began at seven am but the superintendent foreman said we’re “behind” and ordered us to come in four hours early. The city was digestible at this time, all its detail contained in beams of light in front of my van or beneath a street lamp or a spotlight on the side of a building.


It seemed each light illuminated a piece of a prison.


The porch lights shone on heavy, locked doors on the houses I passed as I left my neighborhood. As I stared down from the interstate, the lights in the parking lots of businesses revealed chain-link fences or razor wire or cameras mounted on awning. The headlights of another vehicle slowly overtook me. It was a cop who drove past me and glared into my window as he slid along the highway.


Some of the pieces of the prison were still in darkness at this time. The military helicopter from Fort Knox flew above the city at this hour, its lights disguised as faint stars, as it scanned our homes for excess heat. My official papers – my driver’s license and insurance and proof of registration – were in my pocket and glove compartment. The magnetic card I needed to swipe to get through the gate at work was in my pocket, too. When I entered the gate, the camera, which was dark, would come to life for a second and hurl a tiny red light as it captured my image.


It’s as though these pieces – the razor wire, chain-link fence, cop, helicopter, identification papers – were waiting to be assembled into an enormous and inescapable prison. Who’s to say they aren’t already assembled? What evidence is there to prove otherwise? Maybe the prison was assembled long ago and we couldn’t see it because we’re born into it and it felt natural. Maybe all prisons feel natural after enough time has passed.


But a prison isn’t just a collection of razor wire and cameras. I could stack all of the pieces in a pile and they wouldn’t make a prison. Adding a cop and a guard won’t turn them into a prison either. Even adding you and me – as prisoners – leaves something out.
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Jim was an alternate union steward at the shipyard. He rode his bike to Sturgis every year for the festival and he used to take his nephew Steve with him. They’d each get a new tattoo to commemorate the event and Jim would use up most of his two week vacation (earned by years of work) riding the backroads between South Dakota and Kentucky on a Harley-Davidson Sportster.


Three years ago, Steve parked his motorcycle by the side of the road near a thick woods of maple, oak and kudzu. He had planted a couple of dozen pot plants in those woods and he wanted to check on them and to clip them back if necessary. Steve’s crop was small and his infrequent stops by the area went unnoticed, but that day a state trooper watched him walk into the woods. The state trooper got curious about the parked bike and Steve ended up being charged with a series of felonies. Since he had been convicted of growing marijuana in the past, he received a fairly long sentence for this “repeat offense.” He was shipped from prison to prison over the course of seven months until he wound up in North Carolina. In prison, he worked for a major clothing manufacturer and made $.25 an hour most of which the prison took for room and board.


Jim and Steve exchanged letters for the first couple of months of Steve’s sentence, but soon Steve stopped writing back. When Jim called his sister to find out what was wrong with his nephew, he learned that Steve had been killed. A dozen or so prisoners had begun fighting and Steve was in on it or maybe he knew someone in the fight or maybe he tried to help someone who was hurt or maybe he was just very unlucky. Someone or some several people stabbed Steve twenty-four times with handmade prison knives cut and carved from plastic, glass or the rarely discovered piece of metal. He was alive when the medical unit picked him up but died before they could seriously try to stop the bleeding.


Jim told me that prison officials had no idea what the fight was about. Steve was twenty-two years old.
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A barge is a rectangular box with a space – the hull – in the middle where cargo is stored. If the barge is going to be used to haul coal or grains, the cargo hull is open. If a company is going to haul liquids or chemicals, the cargo hull is fitted with tanks and piping and valves. On the top of the barge is a two-and-a-half-feet-wide walking space called the gunnel. When you stand on the gunnel, you can look down into the cargo hull or over the side of the barge fifteen to twenty-five feet down to the concrete.


Coby worked on the gunnel fitting up and welding into place the brackets that run along the coaming, a wall of sheet steel sitting atop the gunnel, the top of the side of the barge. Every day he’d drag a heavy black welding cable along the sheet-steel flooring of the gunnel, jerking on the cable as it became stuck on the steel kevels that towboat crews use to tie the barges together. One afternoon, he might have pulled the cable too hard or too quickly or maybe his feet were unbalanced when he tugged on it. Maybe he didn’t see that the cable was caught on something, if it was caught on anything. Maybe he tripped on the welding cable. Maybe he just slipped on the metal dust or grease dotting the metal. What we know for sure is that Coby slid forward fast. He hit the side of his head on one arm of the solid, cast-steel kevel. That impact turned him perpendicular to the barge and the force hurled him over the side head first. The welding cable lassoed his left ankle and Coby swung upside-down like a pendulum halfway down the side of the barge. His hardhat lay on the concrete below and Coby’s brain dangled from the side of his head. The foremen ordered no one to touch Coby until the ambulance came and so his brain hardened while everyone waited. As it scraped back and forth across the steel, the brain made a sound like small stones skimming over the thick surface of a pond. That evening the company ordered overtime work for the installation of the third safety chain along the gunnel which OSHA required. There had been only two.


Coby was twenty-three years old. He had two sons, one a toddler, the other an infant.


I did Coby’s job.


Steve didn’t hurt anyone when he grew his pot. He worked as a construction carpenter, a framer, so he was poor and needed money, but he couldn’t just get another job to make more money. There were few jobs in that area that paid you enough to get you out of poverty or debt if that’s where you start, and we all started in debt. The judge that sentenced Steve claimed he owed a “debt to society” for growing pot. Steve went to jail to pay that debt.


Coby was paying off his debts, too. Like most of us, he had credit-card bills, rent or mortgage payments, utility bills, taxes, groceries and like Steve, he died trying to pay his debts.


Neither of these men owed me anything.
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In the shipyard, you could easily distinguish the foremen from the workers. The foremen wore white hardhats and the workers – the welders, steel fitters, riggers, pipefitters, carpenters and painters – wore red-orange hats coated with black dust. The foremen wore clean clothing while we workers wore filthy clothes and leathers covered in metal shavings and grime. When rain’s pouring or it’s cold outside or it’s hot outside, the foremen would stay in their offices which used to be an old, single-wide trailer mounted on cinder blocks by the river bank. That first summer I worked there the company hired a crew to construct a new building for the foremen, a large, gray box of cinder blocks with metal doors and loud locks and a sign that read, “Foremen Only!”


After the crew finished the building and the foremen moved in, they held a meeting with all the workers in my area and told us we were behind in our work. There would be a lot of overtime until we caught up. The thought of working in that place all of the time made us sick, but we put up with it since we all badly needed the money. At the end of the meeting, Ed, our union steward for the area, and the alternate steward passed around a petition to name the building after Coby and to get a plaque made with his name on it even if we had to pay for it ourselves. When the petition reached the head foreman, the superintendent foreman, he laughed and told us the company would never go for it. He put the petition on a table in the back of the meeting room and it laid there for weeks until someone threw it away.


Whatever is needed to turn a cop and a guard and a pile of razor wire, chain-link fencing, cameras and locks into a prison, I have a suspicion it hides somewhere in the stories of Steve’s and Coby’s deaths.


[image: ]


I started my job at the shipyard in the spring of 1999. I needed a job that had insurance since my wife was pregnant but I bought the paper every day and searched through the Help Wanted ads and all I found were $6-an-hour janitorial jobs or part-time line-cook positions or maybe-you’ll-work-today, low-paying construction jobs. I’d done those kinds of job and managed to get fired from or fuck up each and every one of them. I noticed sales positions and temp jobs but I didn’t even consider them anymore; I’d tried both and they made me homicidal. My sales job consisted of attempting to screw people out of their money in exchange for some overpriced mausoleum crypt or burial plot. We met in a graveyard that had almost been lost to financial ruin by the local owner as he struggled against a graveyard industry monopoly led by a Canadian billionaire. He finally caved in and sold his business and property to that billionaire. I remember the flat winter sky, the mist-dripping trees and the highway growling behind the rusted chain-link fence. I got a migraine every time I drove through the gate of that fence.


A guy from Connecticut named Mr. Moldt ran the sales training. Moldt was short and plump and only wore pastel-pink or yellow shirts and white slacks. He taught us how to lie to people about the amount and length of payments they’d be making.


“Get them on the payment plan,” he laughed, “they never take time to figure out how much they’re really going to be shelling out.”


He gave us a book of heart-wrenching stories of dead or dying mothers, children, papaws and orphans.


“These are sure to close the sale and they’re guaranteed true,” he claimed and grinned.


I wore my only full suit: polyester, dark-blue. My grandfather left it to me. I chain-smoked and tried to get people to think about their death and how close it was, but lying made me sick and several weeks into the job black rings formed around my eyes. I looked like I’d been punched and that ruined my sales presentation.


I ended up calling a temp agency.


Temping is uncertain as far as the money goes. You’re likely to wind up paying for a bus ride to a private dump contracted by the city where you shovel garbage while standing in piles of glass and hypodermic needles. I was lucky and got a warehouse job through the temp agency. The warehouse was on the southern outskirts of town with no bus anywhere in sight. They worked us like dogs for a total of four hours then told us we’d worked so hard we’d completed the job early and they sent us home. For that day I grossed $24.


I fantasized about butchering my bosses, getting them in a headlock and slitting their throats and bleeding them out like hogs, but that anger ate me up and I didn’t want to spend time in a state prison or death row due to one of those no-accounts so I took a new approach. My last set of lousy jobs before the shipyard was at various restaurants as a cook and on those jobs we slowed the work down when we were treated too awfully or sabotaged equipment or, in one case in which the restaurant manager attempted to force the staff to work for three hours for free, we walked out of his restaurant in front of the owner. I learned something vital from these activities.


[image: ]


At ground level the world I lived in was an ugly, gray road warted with Walmarts and check-cashing centers, fast-food franchises and churches, car dealerships, strip bars and gas stations. When I thought of that road stretching out forever, I wanted to evaporate or to simply never have been born, never know there was anything else possible. Below the gray road people were painting and drawing, playing music and dancing, writing, dreaming. They’re practicing another world, my world, hidden many fathoms beneath the cracking asphalt. I drove along the ugly road to get to the shipyard and I wondered who decided things had to be this way.


It wasn’t me.
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The shipyard is one of the oldest in the United States. Workers made steamboats there in the 1800s. A local family owned the shipyard back then and their Victorian-style estate – now a museum – still sits across from the shipyard. It has large windows that face the river and I imagine the family sitting in front of those windows pointing their pale, oval faces at the workers as they built their steamboats. At some point the US government acquired the shipyard but they sold it to private owners in 1938, just in time for the new owners to make a lot of money building ships for the US Navy in World War II. Most of the large equipment we used in the shipyard dated from around that time. Sometime later the railroad company, CSX, owned controlling shares in the shipyard. In the late 1990s, CSX lost their majority position to Citicorp.


There were two buildings for the administrative staff of the shipyard. The larger building was off limits to workers. I had no idea what went on in there. The second building housed the human-resources department, labor relations, safety and first aid. It also contained several large rooms that were used for training. These rooms were lined with aspirin-blue carpet and covered with photos of busy, serious men working – welding, cutting steel, rigging sheets of metal to cranes – and photos of smiling, clean-cut men in white shirts and white hardhats shaking hands with other smiling, clean-cut men in suits and white hardhats. There’s a coffee machine in the corner of the room but there’s no coffee and no filters. There’s not really a damned thing there at all but a dirty coffee pot and a used styrofoam cup with a cigarette butt squashed in it. I was supposed to be in this room at seven o’clock am sharp to meet the trainer but at seven twenty-five a group of men like me sat and waited alone. I got up and wandered past the coffee pot where I saw a poster on the wall featuring a picture of a hand. The hand is blood-red and curled like a frozen crab. The words below it tell me that it’s my responsibility not to do this to myself and the best way to avoid doing this to myself is to watch out for places where my hands could be cut off, but I was applying for a job in exactly that sort of place and in fact most of the jobs available were of that kind so I didn’t know what to make of the sign. Maybe it was a joke.


At seven forty a.m. our instructor showed up. He slammed down a stack of binders so new I could smell the plastic across the room – plastic I was sure was manufactured by some poor assholes in China without any concern for their welfare as they breathed that poison – then he grabbed the attendance sheet.


“Two of you were late,” he said, “is that going to be a problem?”


A black man in a crumpled, tan windbreaker coughed. “No, sir.”


Our instructor nodded then gave us a lecture about work ethics, on-the-job safety, being concerned about the company “as if we owned it,” and how that job had good benefits and there were a lot of other guys out there ready to fill our shoes if we decided we didn’t want to work. There’s a scrap of paper next to me on the table and a couple of number-two pencils. I grabbed one and sketched this guy as he talked. He’s blond, about five feet, nine inches tall, cream-colored hair and a cream-colored mustache, dressed in tight, new blue jeans and a cotton, candy-yellow knit shirt. He must weigh at least two-hundred and fifty pounds; his belly’s avalanching over his belt and he’s got droopy, triangular man-tits. His puffy cheeks pushed his face into a crack: he’d suffocate if he stood in a freezer too long. He wore mirrored glasses and I guessed he’s ex-military, rent-a-cop or a soldier-wannabe, which he soon confirmed.


“Be on time tomorrow. I’m a former Navy man.” He puts his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans, “I’m here to help you but I got no tolerance for fuckups.”
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