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Instructions

This zine contains 25,198 pictures. To see the pictures:

1. Turn off the TV

2. Politely explain to the couch-crashers in your living room that you would like to read and could they please linger elsewhere.

3. Where politeness fails, lie and say your friend has a keg across town. Draw a map.

4. Cozy up on the couch with this zine.

5. Try to ignore the poorly tuned but amply amplified guitar coming from the basement

6. Focus on the words.

7. Where you see a noun or verb, try to visualize it in your head.

You may wish to practice before diving into the story. So here:

Sample Sentence 1:


A pack of city kids try lighting a fire on the beach.

Read the above sentence. You should be seeing tight pants or perhaps cutoff shorts, sand littered with beer bottles, and a smothered pile of logs giving off black smoke but not quite burning.

Reread the sample sentence until you see the scene clearly. Now you are ready. Flip the page and good luck!

The Rock Star and the Revolutionary


I remember being 6 years old and writing stories about Ninja Turtles. They would wander wastelands and pick fights and eat junk food and have a pretty wild time. I never finished any of those stories, but it wasn’t for lack of imagination. It’s easy to start and finish stories, but the bulk of writing falls somewhere between the beginning and the end. That’s the tough part.


Yeah, writing is rough and stressful and just generally a pain in the ass. It horrifies me to think of all the time I’ve spent sitting at the Hard Times Café, staring at a notebook, picking my scalp and marveling at all the dandruff snowing down on my hoody. It’s a drag, it’s disheartening, it totally sucks. So why do I keep coming back to it? Why even bother?


People write for all kinds of reasons. There’s the Rock’n’roll and the Revolution, to name a couple. First the Rock’n’roll.


Americans worship rock stars. We spend our childhoods singing into broom handle microphones, practicing our autographs in the margins on Social Studies worksheets. That $15/hr clerical job might look awesome when you’re 25, but at 6 you see cubicle work for what it is – dull. Everyone dreams of fame and fortune. Everyone wants to be a rock star.


In the word nerd world, the rock star figure is the popular novelist. So here I am at 11 years old, writing a story about a vampire baseball team, thinking that if I work really hard and keep writing I’ll be the next Stephen King. Of course, that’s a load of shit. The world is full of excellent writers, and within that multitude you have your dozen or so household name popular novelists.


I’m not sure how a J.K. Rowling becomes a J.K. Rowling, and I really don’t give a shit. What I do know is that more people become millionaires through Powerball than through writing. If you’re banking on jackpot lottery odds, you’re setting yourself up for severe disappointment.


By high school I think I’d pretty much figured out I wasn’t going to be a Tolkien type. You can play the Kevin Bacon game and sure, everybody’s got the friend’s uncle who was a roadie for Kiss or some shit. But as you grow older and meet more and more smart/sexy artists, eventually you have to accept that none of them are rock stars.


Well, strictly speaking, you don’t have to accept it. You can keep plugging away at that Great American Novel till the day you die, but I say that’s no way to live. And besides, why wallow in your obscurity when salvation is at hand?


I started reading punk zines when I was 16 and they fascinated me. First, the content was exciting. Theft and vomit and protests and power chords and all that. Punk culture is a wild good time and it’s fun to read about.


But also here was a whole world of writers writing with no illusions of stardom. Sure, very few novelists become millionaires off their writing. But NOBODY makes a million bucks off a punk zine. Yet we love making zines anyway. What’s the deal?


After high school I went straight to college. My first year at the University of Minnesota was a strange and dark period in my life. I was freaking out about the collapse of my first serious relationship. I had almost no friends, and I missed my little hometown punk rock community. 

I dealt with the pressure by exploring Mpls at ridiculous hours, scaling YMCAs, and by taking on an insane course load. I wanted to minimize the time I had available to sit around and mope. Terrified by the prospect of an idle summer and slipping deeper into depression, I decided on a whim to do a summer Study Abroad in Greece. 

In Greece I was still pretty crazy. I remember one night in Olympia where we were hanging out at some crappy tourist bar. The sound system was kicking out Eurodance jams, the bartender was bouncing around handing out 6 Euro shots of Jagermeister, and the dancefloor was full of young yuppie European tourists. I wasn’t feeling it, so I left and went on a walk.

I walked for miles and miles, deep into the countryside. I passed through villages where every woman wore a black shawl and veil. I saw shrines to dead family members that folks had set out right next to their mailboxes. 

I remember walking up long inclined streets where I could see the faint glow of lights in the distance and feeling like if I kept walking and followed that glow it would take me all the way to the end of the world. I never did hit the end of the world, but eventually I started seeing signs for an amphitheatre. Naturally I wanted to explore it.

The amphitheatre was closed, but slipping in was only a matter of jumping a gate and ignoring the NO TRESPASSING signs. Ancient amphitheatres are pretty sweet. Massive slabs of crumbling stone reaching up into the sides of huge hills. Fun to climb and jump around on, fun to imagine people performing plays at 2500 years ago.

This amphitheatre, however, was obviously reconstructed. The pillars had fresh sharp edges, which meant they had been shaped by modern machinery.

Even worse, there was a pickup truck parked on a street that ran across the top of the hill above the amphitheatre. Some dude was blasting crappy pop songs from the truck stereo. When he saw me climbing around, he got out of the truck. I saw him silhouetted in the pickup headlights, beckoning me to come party with him. I assume he was looking for a girl to creep on and couldn’t tell my gender in the distance and the darkness.

I spent the walk back thinking about all the ugliness in the world. The commodification of romance, the bastardization of history. How love always fades, how mass struggles always end in tragedy. At some point in my despondency, I was talking out loud to God (who I only believe in when I’m in a really wretched mood), and I was like, “Is this the best you can do?”

Shit, I can think of better worlds than this one. I think everyone has a few improvements they’d like to see happen in the world. Everyone wants love to last forever. Everyone wants relationships based on equality rather than domination. And I think it’s the disconnect between the world we want and the world we have that gives rise to artistic expression.

Revolution is change, and you can’t create change without imagination. Zines and records give us space to exercise our imaginations, and that’s why they’re valuable. Sure, everyone wants to be a rock star. But in a world without rock stars, people would still sing songs. Folks will always have their beefs with the world, and that’s why we’ll always have art.

It’s hard to give up the American Dream – the rock star, the popular novelist, the Hollywood actor, whatever. But if you don’t let it go it will chew you up and turn you into a hopeless dull midlife crisis waiting to happen.

If someone offered me a million dollars for my writing I’d take it in a second. But I don’t expect it, and at this point in my life I can honestly say that fame and fortune don’t figure into my dreams. I want to inspire and be inspired. I want change. I believe in Struggle, I believe in Love, and I write for the Revolution.

Introduction


This zine is about a trip I took around the country this past winter. I was freaking out about a girl, see, so my dog Lucius and I decided it would be best to skip town and just wander around for a while. It was mostly my idea, but Lucius didn’t do anything to discourage me. Really he just gets excited whenever I take out the leash, and he probably had no idea what was coming. Well, neither did I. But before I get the leash out, maybe I ought to back up a sec.


So I was freaking out, like I said, and I figured maybe playing some Mario might help. I hauled out my Super Nintendo, threw on an old pop punk CD, and tried zoning out to some Super Mario World. It didn’t much help.


Then I went outside to smoke a cigarette. While I was smoking, I started thinking. I was like, what if I went to the credit union, took $1000 out of the account where my mom used to deposit our child support checks, wrote a few goodbye notes and left them on my pillow next my cell phone, quit my job, and then drove to Kansas City without telling anybody I was leaving?


A couple hours later I had done all that and was headed south on I-35 with one blanket, one bag of dog food, and one mangy gray dog. In retrospect I realize that when Mario didn’t make me feel better, I probably could have tried some alternate techniques. Donkey Kong, maybe. 

But I was pretty crazy, and hey, if I hadn’t made the jackass decision to run away, I wouldn’t have this wild story and this zine would probably be about the ins and outs of the Minneapolis pizza industry or some such nonsense. Which actually might be a fun zine and maybe I’ll do that sometime. But not here.

Here I’m flying down the freeway on the first day of December, staring out the windshield at an empty road and a dark starless sky, wondering if I’ll ever have the strength to return to Minneapolis, and also like what the hell am I going to do in Kansas City?
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Part 1

Coincidences
I. 
Kansas City, MO

Friday, December 1st, 2006


When I showed up at the Crooked Hat House I was relieved to find it occupied with people I vaguely knew. I had worried about what I would do in the event that Kirk and company no longer lived there. Not only was it occupied, but I had stumbled into a bona fide coincidence.


So Kirk had been in Minneapolis for about a month, screwing around and waiting for a ride back to Kansas City. Turns out that on the very day I left, unbeknownst to me, Allie had shown up, scooped Kirk straight off the Hard Times sidewalk, and off the two of them went hurtling towards the Kansas City coincidence.


Allie was moving to Kansas City to live with some Asheville kids in a house called the Mansion. The Crooked Hat House folks had been expecting these Asheville types for several days. And now check this out: without any of us coordinating it or even contemplating the implications of such a coincidence, five kids from Asheville, Kirk/Allie, and myself all showed up separately and unannounced at the Crooked Hat House within the space of an hour. Okay, so it’s not the craziest coincidence. Not to worry, there are more coming.


Everyone at the house and all their guests were totally welcoming to Lucius and me. They offered us dogs to play with, beer, and a couch in the kitchen next to the wood stove.


You’d expect that if you drive 400 miles south from Minnesota, you’re going to hit warmer weather. In this case, I had driven into a cold blizzard. Sadly, the Crooked Hat House had neither central heating nor insulation. No running water, either. Kirk, Flora, and Ellen had bought it for $800. They’d been working on it for a while, but when I was there it was still missing some key parts.


That first night was a nightmare. I imagine I would have had a hard time sleeping anyway, what with the frigid cold air, my frazzled mental state, and my general skepticism about the future. But to make matters worse, Lucius came down with a mysterious and seemingly serious sickness.


He was shivering and vomiting and compulsively licking his lips. I didn’t know what to do, so I woke up everyone in the house and asked them. Nobody had any ideas. I tried giving him water, but he wouldn’t drink. I sat with him outside and let him eat a bunch of snow, and that didn’t seem to help. At like 4 in the morning I decided to clip his leash to my belt, try to get some sleep, and if he was still sick in the morning I’d find an emergency vet and blow my whole $1000 budget if need be.


I woke up the next morning to find Lucius sleeping soundly next to me, seemingly healthy. Phew. What a relief. Then after a couple moments it dawned on me: Holy shit I just quit my job and fled fugitive-style to Kansas City what the fuck am I going to do!?
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My first idea was that, as long as I was in town, I might as well stop in at some Starbuckses and talk to barristas about union organizing.


Back in Minneapolis I had been active for about a year in the Industrial Workers of the World, which for those of you not in the know is the world’s best-dressed labor union. The IWW (a.k.a. the wobblies) had been organizing at Starbucks for a couple years. I figured that since I was skipping out on a bunch of union obligations back in the cities, maybe I could make up for it by spreading the word in K.C.


When I went into my first Starbucks I didn’t have much of an idea what to say. So I just walked up to the counter and was like, have you ever heard of the Starbucks Workers Union? I think that ever since that first time asking the answer has never varied - “What?”


Then you have to repeat yourself. I said have you ever heard of the Sbux Workers Union? No? Oh, well, this union the IWW has been organizing at Sbux for the last couple years. There are seven stores in Manhattan with a public union presence, one just went public in Chicago. They’ve won wage increases for all Sbux workers, the barristas at the union shops generally get the hours they want, they get more respect from management, etc. Does that sound like something you’d be interested in joining?


And what do you know, the very first barrista I spoke with was totally into it and gave me his phone # and e-mail. Rad! Solid organizing contact just like that! I was hooked. So that was my first idea.


My second idea, which I recognize as lacking the whole empowering-people-to-take-control-of-their-lives appeal of my first idea, was to get really drunk in an effort to block out the memory of all people/places/things related to Minneapolis.  While I didn’t have much luck forgetting Mpls, I did get completely wasted soon after the idea of doing so occurred to me.
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 I had done a fair amount of traveling. My family has always been spread out around the country, so I’d been to Germany, Hawaii, California, and so on just visiting family. Also I’d been on a couple DIY tours, one lasting a month and one a weekend. But I had never taken off and traveled the country on my own before. I knew this was something punks often do, but I didn’t expect I ever would.

First off, there’s the debt factor. I went to college, and boy do my loan bills reflect that fact. I figured I had to keep making timely payments on my loans, and thus could never take say two months off of work. This is a fallacy. Lapsing on your loan payments can cause stress in your life, true. But if you’re already in a stressful and explosive situation, maybe you shouldn’t prioritize those bills too much.

But also, when I was growing up I was quiet and had a hard time making friends. When I used to read zines about traveling, I figured I could never do it because I wouldn’t have the nerve to just approach someone and strike up a conversation. I think a lot of people can relate to this issue, so I’ll impart my formula for overcoming it:

1. Look around. There are a lot of people in this world. First trick is to find one.

2. Once you’ve found a good candidate (couple arms, couple legs, nostril or two), approach them. Most common way to do it is walk up to them but for style points snag a fixed gear and try a one-footed skid.

3. Say “Hey” or “Hi.” Lacking in style but sometimes less is more.

4. Say “How’s it going?” Questions are good, because they invite answers. Sometimes this is enough to get a conversation started. In the event that you get a one-word response here (which is bad), you should move on to:

5. “What are you up to?” or if you know the person, “What have you been up to?”

In 95% of encounters, this approach will yield a conversation you can take home and slap down in a journal. If you follow the steps and can’t get anything out of the fool, that just means you picked a poor candidate. That’s okay, it happens. Walk away and live to fight another day.


So needless to say that as soon as I found myself standing in a splotchy kitchen full of unfamiliar folks and needing a place to sleep, I learned that I am totally capable of talking to people, even strangers. The fear of social awkwardness, with which we’re all born, is not worth hanging onto your whole life. The second you see a chance to ditch it by the side of the road, do it, and don’t look back.
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Life at the Crooked Hat House seemed like a lot of work. Cinque spent the bulk of his daylight hours chopping wood, while Flora concerned herself with thawing out the water pipes. Everyone was preparing for the insulation to arrive, patching up and clearing off the walls. And even at the Mansion, which enjoyed both insulation and central heating, folks had to cope with Kansas City’s overall isolation from the DIY community. 

All these people had moved to Kansas City because it was cheap and they wanted to start something new. Kirk was obsessed with sustainable urban living, and Kansas City, with it’s $800 houses and $1100/month mansions, seemed like a good place to try it.

The Mansionites were more interested in starting an inspiring music scene. They had moved there with a band from Asheville. Jesse was actually just there for band practice, and then they were going to go tour and she was headed back to Asheville afterwards. But Joel, Jason, Sarah, and Allie were planning on sticking it out a while.

We have these centers of DIY culture – Philadelphia, New Orleans, Minneapolis, Portland, etc., and usually when folks get into underground shit they tend to leave their hometowns and flock to the excitement. I have nothing but respect for people who subvert this tendency and leave the large scenes to try and light a spark elsewhere. Hopefully the influx of righteous folks to Kansas City continues and it becomes everyone’s favorite tour stop.

[image: image5.jpg]




I didn’t know where to go from Kansas City, so I asked Rob. He suggested St. Louis.  Problem solved. 


Before I drove out of town I stopped in at two more Sbuxes. The downtown store was a bust (lines out the door and a manager working), but the drivethru store by the university was awesome! I met this barrista who had a cousin in the Bay Area wobblies or something. He asked me to stick around for his break, which I did, and we had a decent discussion about the Sbux Workers Union and Solidarity Unionism more generally! Excellent! Contact #2!


When I left Kansas City I felt pretty pumped. I remember writing in my journal something to the effect of, “Every worker wants a union and there’s a punk house with open doors in every town.”


Of course, my friends and family still had no idea as to my whereabouts. I was still terrified to check my e-mail. Partly I was leaving Kansas City because I figured sooner or later somebody from the Crooked Hat would talk to someone from Mpls over the phone and word would get out as to my location, which I was pretty opposed to at this point.


Still, you take your hope where you can find it. I was obviously still deranged, but I had at least safely taken Lucius and myself into and out of K.C. We had a place to go, and I had an idea of what to do when we arrived. Which was talk to some barristas, make some new friends, drink lots of beer. And that was enough to keep me going.
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Some quick people reviews before Lucius and I get packed up to leave:

Kirk – Short bearded architect fellow who endearingly adds syllables to words. For example “int-er-est-ing,” “see-yuh-ree-yuss-lee,” etc.

Cinque – Well-traveled, well-dressed, caring comedian hidden beneath a cynical smile

Sarah – Great with dogs, cured Lucius of a swollen eye, caretaker of a ferocious pit bull

Flora – Dedicated worker with a Rudimentary Peni tape wedged and forever playing in her station wagon

Allie – Pun person

Jason and Joel – Witty musician types with similar names and body types

Jesse – Rad lady who offered me her shack were I to ever make it out to Asheville

Barnacle – K.C. punk with “P.C. Cunts Fuck Off” back patch. Awfully friendly, poor chess player.

Rob Noxious – Grizzly writer/boat captain with a loud singing voice and a taste for whiskey




II. St. Louis, MO

Monday, December 4th, 2006


It was a long walk up the stone steps to the Bolozone. It’s one thing to show up at midnight to a vague acquaintance’s house, sleep-deprived and bordering on indifference, to ask for a place to sleep. But it’s something else entirely to show up at a perfect stranger’s house, more or less in control of all your faculties, and ask for a place to sleep.


We were greeted at the door by a soft-spoken redheaded man with beard. I immediately launched into the pitch I had figured out in the car. Hi, uh, I’m Mike and um, this is Lucius, and uh, Rob, he’s from Kansas City, uh, and I know him from Minneapolis, he gave me your address and uh-


Thankfully Ralph, the redhead, cut me off and made me come inside and eat the split pea soup he had just made. Inside I met Matt, who recognized me from the Kremlin in Minneapolis. We shot the shit for a bit and ate soup, and then there occurred a string of minor coincidences.


So Ralph and Matt were about to go over to the Meatlocker, their friends’ house, to watch movies. The Meatlocker was also the name of my ex-girlfriend’s
 house. So I was like, ah, weird.


Around that time it occurred to me that I’d been to this house, several months earlier, for the All Punks Convergence in St. Louis. I’d ridden MegaBus with one of my now-estranged friends, and had come over to Bolo to watch my ex-girlfriend’s
 band play in the basement. Yeah, what are the odds of that.


And then these two girls, Alyssa and Meg walked into the house. They were carrying armfuls of framed photographs and railing about how they needed a ride to some coffee shop. I was like, hey, I’m a professional driver
, I’ll give you a ride. And then Ralph said, “Mike just showed up five minutes ago, what a coincidence!” 

That’s no coincidence. I’ll show you coincidence. But not yet.


So we went and hung Alyssa’s photographs, which were good, and then I went over to the Meatlocker
 and watched Heavy Metal Parking Lot, which was sweet, and then I went back to Bolo and got a good night’s sleep in their guest room
, which was about damn time.
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I’d shown up to St. Louis on a Monday night, and there wasn’t a whole lot going on for the next couple days. I spent my mornings at the Black Bear Bakery, a Missouri Ave. dig with anarchist bagels, anarchist coffee, and a cute clientele. During the days I ran around doing Starbucks stuff, and then at night I mostly hung out with the CAMP
 kids.


One night at CAMP Shannon convinced everybody to play the Monster Game. This game is kind of a Charades/Pictionary/Pro-Wrestling hybrid with room for drunken social commentary. The idea is you pass out some paper and everyone spends a few minutes drawing a bunch of monsters. There’s no rigid definition of “monster,” and really people just draw undesirable objects. So like, a flat tire right before the beer store closes is a monster, bad sex is a monster, the roommate who puts passive aggressive notes up all over the kitchen is a monster, etc.


When you feel like you have enough monsters, you put them in a hat. Two people, doesn’t matter who, each draw a monster from the pile. Then they have to fight in character, and everybody as a group decides which monster won. You separate the winning monsters from the losing monsters, and once you’ve gone through them all, the winning monsters fight each other. This game operates on the Highlander principle, so you fight until there’s only one monster left. Then you pick your favorite monster drawings and tack those on the bathroom wall.


The  Monster Game proceeded in a flurry of flailing limbs, sarcastic invectives, and at times awkward but always spirited furniture climbing. These St. Louis folk were seasoned Monster Game vets, and I got the impression that they had all taken drama in high school. 
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My first day in St. Louis I spent a lot of time gathering Starbucks addresses and looking at maps to figure out how to best get around town. I also stopped in at a few Sbuxes, with no luck. At two of them I ran into managers, and at the other store the barrista I talked to was not having any union talk. So I figured I’d come back the next day as part of my marathon St. Louis Starbucks tour.


So my second day in St. Louis I visited 8 different Starbucks locations. A couple downtown, a couple by the university, and several in the immediate outlying suburbs.


I started off at the downtown stores, where I met large lines and omnipresent middle management. So that was a bust.


At the mall Starbucks off Market Street I had a decent talk with barristas, but ultimately failed to make a contact there either. After that I left to roam the suburbs.


For the first time in my life I felt like a real union organizer. I was driving around with my dog, smoking cigarettes, talking to coffee pushers. I recognize now that this feeling was a product of my buying into the stereotypical notion we all have of union organizers as 3rd party radicals who come onto the scene and stir shit up.


I’m not at all opposed to folks rolling into town and causing trouble. I have a blast doing it myself. But when it comes down to it, that’s agitating, not organizing. Agitation can lead to organization, but it’s only the first step. The real challenge of building a union is organizing collective actions
 and building shop committees. But I digress.


So there I was, smoking a cigarette in a strip mall parking lot, waiting for the line to go down in the store. My instinct was to be like, what the hell am I doing in the suburbs, I have to get out of here!  

I grew up in a small town on the border of suburban sprawl, and I have plenty of experience with suburbs. I mean shit, that’s where we went to buy groceries. But like most punks, four years in the city had turned me into a total city rat with an aversion to all things strip mall.

But it’s like, what am I doing here? I’m fighting to build a revolutionary movement! Or on a more down-to-earth level, I’m talking to Starbucks barristas about sub-poverty wages and inconsistent scheduling. But still, it’s gratifying to be taking the fight to the suburbs.

Half the U.S. lives in the burbs. So how are we ever going to build a mass movement if we don’t engage suburbanites? You can shout “bomb the suburbs” all you want, but really I’d rather organize them. When you start seeing radical shit come out of the burbs, that’s when you know we’re about to throw down with the state.

But yeah, no luck at any of those far-flung Sbuxes either. I even ran into a rabidly anti-union 35-year-old barrista in some suburb. He was all worked up and stomping around, filling the espresso machine or whatever. He asked me how much of our dues money goes to the mob. I told him no more than 50%. I mean what kind of douche bag is 35 years old, making $8.00/hr, and pissed off about the idea of organizing to improve his working conditions? Anyway, dude was obviously making an ass of himself to his coworkers, so I just put in a pitch with the other barristas and skedaddled.

All in all, St. Louis kicked my ass. Starbucks corporate management must be doing something special there, because I didn’t get a single contact out of 8 stores (and repeat trips to 3 of them).

I bought a Wednesdays-only $2 large cheese pizza to alleviate my disappointment, and that was the worst fucking pizza I’ve ever had in my life. I don’t know what was on it, but it would have been a stretch to call it cheese. Fuck you St. Louis.
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Back at Bolo, Ralph was helping me develop some sort of an itinerary for my trip. I think it’s kind of fun that I waited until I was in an unfamiliar city with a complete stranger to help me before I thought about where I was going. Well, also a sign of fallout from some catastrophe in my life, but fun nevertheless.


I had told my mom I would visit her in Houston for Christmas (I sent an e-mail telling her to cancel the ticket before I left Mpls), so I figured I should probably swing South at some point. I liked the idea of rolling into a town at night, staying the next two full days, and then leaving on the third day for someplace else. I figured that was enough time to meet some new people, go to a bunch of Sbuxes, catch a couple parties.


But there’s not much in the way of punk scenes between St. Louis and Houston, so I thought I’d follow the cold front East a ways and then swing south through Kentucky and Tennessee.


Alyssa used to live in Bloomington, and she hooked me up with a place to stay there and a sweet sickness to bring with me. I remember sitting at the Black Bear Bakery on my last morning in St. Louis and writing in my journal, “Anybody who’s anybody in St. Louis is catching a cold, and who am I to turn up my nose to peer pressure?”


Shortly thereafter, Lucius and I were headed east on I-70 to bring plague and peril to the lovely folk punk haven of Bloomington, Indiana.

[image: image10.jpg]



St. Louis people reviews:

Ralph - “My general philosophy is to eat well, drink well, sleep well, and let the cards fall where they may.”

Alyssa - Photographer and burlesque performer with a bitter but idealistic disposition

Shannon - Intelligent and dynamic and with a high regard for LOUD jokes

Matteapolis - Dreadlocked boat captain turned shipwrecked straight edger

Sarah - Friendly sympathetic CAMPeite who was first to try to wrangle an explanation out of me as to why Lucius and I had left Mpls

Gillian – Reserved baker

Meg - Oscillating between enraged and withdrawn, but always with a sense of humor

Meister – Crusty with an excellent entertainment system

III. Bloomington, Indiana

Thursday, December 7th, 2006

We were cruising along at a cool 70 mph, our backs to the sunset. Lucius was sleeping on the passenger seat, I was sucking on a cough drop and letting my mind wander.


I was thinking about how my zines are always really massive and I’ll never have the means to mass produce them so long as it’s all a photocopy job. That got me thinking about my friend Jeff, who ran thousands of pages for my last two zines. I listed his name in the thanks section to Pudd’nhead #3 as Jeff Pila the Boss Killa. So I was thinking, man, I bet people read Pila and pronounce it PY-luh, and maybe I should have spelt it Pilla in the zine, even though his real last name only has one ‘l’. This is the kind of mundane shit I think about when driving cross-country.


But also people always read Killa KILL-uh, so maybe they get the hint that it’s supposed to rhyme and they pronounce it correctly in their heads. I’m thinking about this stuff for a good couple minutes, and out of the blue I decide to stop zoning out and look up at a billboard I’m passing. Wouldn’t you know it, right there in 10-foot-tall bold black letters:

PILLA

Real Estate


My old friend James B. used to talk about how he was scared to drive when he had to take a shit. What if he got in an accident and shit his pants, but then turns out he wasn’t really hurt too terribly and he had to get out of the car and exchange insurance information with shit all over his pants?


This was just about the opposite of that scenario, where I very nearly shit my pants and caused an accident. I had to pull over at the next exit to try and get my head straight. I couldn’t decide if this was just some crazy coincidence or if I was actually going insane and seeing nonexistent billboards. Eventually I chalked it up to I was probably just at a vulnerable point in my life and was blowing it out of proportion. I rolled a cigarette and got back on the road and tried not to think.
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In Bloomington I stayed at Alyssa’s old house. It had a sweet bike frame potholder hanging from the ceiling, just like at Bolo, and it had no central heating, just like at Bolo. More wood chopping.


The house was easy to find, because of the tree trunk porch posts (as in four one-foot diameter tree trunks supporting the porch awning). In the driveway we met Joel, a soft-spoken flannel-clad bearded man, who told me where to park and directed me into the living room, where we met Chris, Lizzie, and Lizzie’s dog Jenny. And that was all it took to get settled in Bloomington.


My first night in town, before I got super-sick, I went with everybody to a house show that was a benefit for Green Scare prisoners. This was my first show of the trip. I had been joking about how I was now opposed to music, because of all the problems I’d been having in the Mpls music scene, but it was really refreshing to see live music again.


At the show we met up with this dude Andrew who accompanied us to the Big Red Liquor Store
. Andrew was a young chain smoker and plain-clothes anarchist. We hit it off right away and proceeded to argue politics the rest of the night.


The first band that played was a one-piece acoustic act, which is pretty much what I’d expect from Bloomington. The second band was a hardcore band with a laptop/projector setup who stopped in the middle of their set to do a slideshow presentation on the prison industrial complex. 

The slideshow was pretty incoherent – a bunch of statistics about white privilege that in some way I couldn’t deduce were supposed to translate into support for Peter Young and the other Green Scare prisoners. But I was really impressed with how attentive the crowd was during the presentation. I know from experience how difficult it is to talk politics at Mpls house shows. And if a band were to whip out a laptop and do a Powerpoint presentation, they’d probably get their asses kicked and laptop stolen. So they must be doing something right in Bloomington.

Andrew is from northern Indiana, and he was all about resisting the proposed NAFTA Superhighway, which will displace really a lot of people in Indiana and throughout North America. I said that I think that’s a battle worth fighting, but I don’t think it’s a battle that we will win (even with the support of the far right, who also hate this idea). It would take a ton of resistance to stop a highway, any highway, from being built, and in the absence of any mass movement that could radicalize a continent, I don’t see the state and federal agencies involved here backing down.

This led into a debate about mass movements vs. individual actions. Andrew argued that mass movements only replicate our society’s power hierarchies, so that even in the rare case where a movement of people overthrows the state, folks just have to contend with a new fucked up system.

I say that even in modern American history, you can see that all the major gains regular people (say the bottom 99% on the income chart) have made have come as a result of mass movements. The labor movement of the 1890s and 1930s gave us the 8-hour workday, social security, unemployment, worker’s comp, and of course the weekend. The Civil Rights Movement of the 60s and 70s gave us desegregation, legal abortion, child support, anti-discrimination legislation, and an end to the Vietnam War. How can you deny that history of struggle?

I think that any real revolutionary change is going to require a mass movement, and we’d do better to learn from the mistakes of these past movements then to disavow them entirely. But enough politics for one page. Now back to the flashy nouns.

So after the PARTY, Lizzie, Joel, and I stumbled through a frigid FOREST, past TREES with ICICLES hanging like FANGS, along the rusty TRAIN TRACKS, back to the HOUSE. There I acquainted myself with the TOILET BOWL, where I deposited my VOMIT, and then I proceeded to pass the fuck out.
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The next morning I was disappointed to find myself deathly ill. I did a bit of standing but mostly alternated napping and reading on the comfy chair in the living room.


On this day I began reading The Gunslinger, the first book of Stephen King’s Dark Tower series. It was terrible, but I had expected that. I’d heard that the first book kind of sucked, but after that they improved.  So I stuck it out and read a bunch of awful prose about Roland, a cowboy type, chasing after a man in black, who is more like your archetypical evil wizard. This man in black is supposed to lead Roland to the Dark Tower, for no particular reason.


I also chopped some wood and burned it in the stove. Very sick day.
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My second morning in Bloomington I woke up sick but slightly less so. I had some energy to expend, so I went, you guessed it – Starbucksing!


After getting shot down eleven times in St. Louis I had come up with this idea that maybe I could call ahead and see when the managers were working. It totally works! Here’s how you do it:

1. Find the #’s for all the stores in town. Check the phonebook or starbucks.com

2. Call one up and say, “Hi, I’m Roland of Gilead and I was wondering when’s the next time the general manager or assistant manager is going to be in.”

3. If they say “this is,” or “I can go get her right now,” ask how long they’ll be in and what times they’re working tomorrow in case you can’t make it in today

4. If they ask why you want to talk to a manager, say “I’d like to discuss the service I received at the store.” Totally foolproof.

From here on out, all my visits to Sbux were on shift manager (who is not a boss in the power to hire/fire sense) shifts and went much smoother.

The first store I visited was a drivethru on the West side of town, and those cats were totally into it! I talked union with three different barristas and traded contact with one of them.

The next store I visited was in downtown Bloomington, and I made a good contact there too! Unfortunately, I had left the little red notebook I carry around in my back pocket at the other store. Fuck! I don’t often panic, but here is a case where I did. Like I said earlier, I had left my cell phone back in Mpls, so all of my contacts were scribbled on this little red notebook. I raced back to the other store, where the awesome and attractive barristas working had been holding onto it for me. Phew. So yeah, two contacts in Bloomington.


Speaking of leaving my cell phone in Mpls, in Bloomington I finally sent e-mails to my family and roommates telling them where I was. I also sent the contact information for the barristas I had met back to organizers in Mpls, who I presumed would circulate them to all the Sbux organizers. 

I even read the e-mails that everybody had sent me wondering what the hell was the deal. All those e-mails made me feel really guilty, but I had gained enough self-confidence back by Bloomington that I could handle it.


Buried in the hundreds of e-mails that had collected I found an e-mail from my friend Nate about an upcoming Starbucks Workers Union strategy retreat in New York City in January. I figured I’d never be able to afford gas for down to my mom’s house in Houston and all the way up to Brooklyn, so I sent Nate an e-mail saying I didn’t think I’d be able to make it but would play it by ear.

By the time I returned to the house I was feeling decrepit again, but it was my last night in town, so I went with everybody to some college party and got totally trashed off of three beers. The one perk of sickness – getting drunk for less. 

I know I had a really good time, but the only discussion I remember is this argument I had with some guy about how Aladdin was the downfall of Disney movies because it introduced celebrity sidekicks and radio songs. In the end I had to agree that the Aladdin soundtrack is totally badass:

Gotta keep one jump ahead of the breadline, 

One swing ahead of the sword; 

I steal only what I can't afford,

And that's Everything! 
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The next day I was popping pilfered cold medicine, struggling to focus on the road as I careened off to Cincinnati. Illness notwithstanding, I’d had a blast in Bloomington, and I was going to miss the following people:

Lizzie - One of the funniest girls I’ve ever met. Sadly rather unstable while I was in town

Joel - Lumberjack ladies man type. Great wit, unhealthy obsession with trains

Chris - Very together straight-edger with facial tats and a knowledge of Fourier

Lucy - Collegiate fiddler

Andrew - Backwoods black bloc’er who outsmoked me 2 to 1 at least

Jenny - Majestic black dog. I know no breeds.




IV. Cincinnati, Ohio
Sunday, December 10th, 2006


I’d hung out in Cinci a year and half earlier, when I was on tour with Red Menace. We’d stayed at our friends Doug and Todd’s apartment, so I figured I’d give them a call. Turns out Doug had moved and Todd was on tour. But this dude Adam who answered the phone said it was cool if Lucius and I crashed there anyway.


I showed up at the apartment a sickly wreck. Adam turned out to be an older studded punk, and he was hanging out with this guy Will who I sort of remembered having met. Adam’s roommate Dez was passed out on the couch, and Adam told me that’s how I should get used to seeing him.


I drank a couple beers out of politeness and sat up shooting the breeze for a bit. Will had just been in Minneapolis for the Profane Existence anniversary show
. Adam told me all about Nightrider, starring David Hasselhoff, and then we watched the pilot episode. Turns out the voice of the car is the guy who plays John Adams in the musical 1776
. Nightrider was one of the few highlights of Cincinnati for me on this trip.


I went to sleep on an air mattress and woke up freezing cold. Once again, below freezing and no central heating.
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I really struggled in Cincinnati. Adam and Dez both worked every day, and I was too sick to go exploring the city. I spent the bulk of my time in the apartment with Lucius, drinking tap water and eating peanut butter sandwiches. This is, for your reference, no way to overcome sickness.


One day Adam took me out and showed me around town. Not too impressive. There was a “punk” variety store run by some rich 24-year-old. He sold Sex Pistols shirts and black light posters and a bunch of other shit. Also he was dating some 17-year-old girl and I was just generally grossed out by that place.


We also went to a hole-in-the-wall pizza joint, which was much more enjoyable.


But yeah, no shows, no parties, no places besides bars and couches where punks congregated. Bummer.


Mostly I read The Dark Tower Book II: The Drawing of Three, which is a fucking gnarly book. When I wasn’t reading I dwelled on Minneapolis.

[image: image16.jpg]




For the first time I started thinking what an awful idea this whole trip was. A summary of my beefs with it:

1. I had totally abandoned a bunch of people in Mpls and one in particular

2. I had no cell phone and no backup plan were my car to break down

3. I had no real plans to return to Minneapolis, where my roommates and stuff expected me

4. I was planning on going to all these cities I’d never visited, and eventually my luck was going to run out and Lucius and I were going to get very cold

5. Speaking of which, I didn’t even have a sleeping bag

6. Cincinnati’s kind of lame

But all these negative thoughts didn’t really point to a plan of action. I was 700 miles from Minneapolis and still had no intention of heading back that way. 

I was tempted to call it quits and just go hide out at my mom’s house in Texas. But I couldn’t allow myself to give up so easy.

When I left Minneapolis and decided to roam the country, I was pretty much giving myself up to fate, although I didn’t think of it in those terms. I figured that either I was going to turn my life around or else probably not come back. It seemed like a roll of the dice, which was better than I was looking at in Mpls, so I went for it. To turn away now before the dice had set would be like denying myself the chance.

And besides, so what if I was depressed and sick to the point of exhaustion. I’d been there before, and that’s no reason to surrender. I had a place to go – Gillian from St. Louis had given me an address for Columbus – I was getting good gas mileage, and I still had Lucius. So in the end I decided to bundle up in blankets next to the electric radiator with a bag of cough drops and stick it out. And watch a lot of Nightrider.
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Most of my memories of Cincinnati are pretty hazy. I know that what little backyard they had at the apartment was all concrete, much to Lucius’s dismay. I remember lying sprawled out on the living room carpet playing Mortal Kombat with a bunch of folks. I remember tearing through a bunch of my old band Geargrinder’s songs on a bass that was lying around. At some point I went and shot pool with Adam in a skeezy bar.


My last night there I dragged myself out of the apartment and walked to a nearby Starbucks. Probably my weakest effort at talking union to date. The barrista I spoke with wasn’t having any of it. I imagine my pasty, red-eyed, and hunched appearance didn’t add much appeal to the pitch. So I decided to put the agitating on hold and pick it up again when I could think straight.
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Finally on the day I was going to leave I started feeling better. And not only that, but the cold front was passing! Adam was going with his friend Sarah to a dog park, and they invited Lucius and me along. So we got to spend a beautiful day hanging out in the sun, watching a bunch of dogs go nuts. And after the dog park we went over to Sarah’s house and made fake chicken and mashed potatoes. My first real meal in days!


On our way out of town, Lucius and I stopped over at IWW General Headquarters, which happened to be located in Cincinnati. GHQ was a relatively plain storefront covered in red and black banners and radical union posters. Inside, the General Secretary Treasurer, Mark Damron, and a few paid staff spent all day writing e-mails and answering phone calls and processing delegate reports and online dues payments and doing all kinds of unrewarding administrative work. Man, I’m glad somebody wants that job, cause I sure wouldn’t. I’d much rather spend my time organizing, which is also hard work but much more fulfilling.


I picked up my 5-year continuation Red Card and some free pamphlets, paid my dues, chatted up the GHQ folks a bit, and then Lucius and I were back on the road, headed to good health in Columbus, Ohio, home of the at the time undefeated Ohio State Buckeyes.
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In Cincinnati I met a lot of people and lost most of them to the fog of sickness. The folks I remember and am most grateful to are:

Adam – Delivered Chinese food in a Nightrider-esque talking 80s sports car

Dez – Maintained a ridiculous sleep schedule – bed at 2am, bus to work at 4am? What?

Katie – Malibu Barbie of the Cinci scene

Will – Rad dude, but a total button-masher on Mortal Kombat

Kyle – Most energetic punk on the block

Sarah – Art major in college with house adorned in own rad paintings. Excellent cook w/springy dog.

V. Columbus, Ohio

Wednesday, December 13th, 2006


When I walked in the door I met two tidy-looking college guys. The one who answered the door was wearing an IWW pin. The second guy was making a bigass pot of spaghetti. When I told them I was from Mpls and asked if I could crash there a few days, they told me their roommate was out of town and I could take his room. Not only that, but for the first time all trip, here was a house with central heating! I had crawled out of peanut butter sandwich hell and stumbled into bum heaven!


Dusty (w/pin) told me that he and Mike (w/ladle) had just been talking about getting jobs at Starbucks and joining up with the wobbly campaign. Now that’s a coincidence! Not only that, but after pasta they were headed over to the beer store so they could get totally smashed on a Wednesday night!


Up to this point I had told people that I was on a “road trip.” I’d been living in punk houses for a few years, and in my head I always drew a line between myself, who had worked since I was 15, and “traveler kids,” who spanged
 and scammed for their booze money. 

But here I was, filthy and footloose, drifting with my dog from city to city in search of tallboys and inspiration, and when people asked me where I was going all I could come up with was “well I think I should probably turn south at some point cause I told my mom I’d be there for Christmas.” I mean who was I kidding? So the student activists I stayed with in Columbus were the first folks I introduced myself to as someone “traveling from Minneapolis.”

Now check this - I’m sitting on the sofa with a crowd of college kids, sipping High Life and getting used to this whole “traveler” identity, and wouldn’t you know it, in busts a crew of six traveler kids w/patches and butt flaps
.

I’d never met any of these kids. They were from all over, but mostly from the East Coast. They were traveling around playing folk punk or some shit. I was talking to this girl Nicole, and she told me none of them had ever been to Minneapolis. 

We got to talking about my dog, and I told her his name was Lucius. She’s like, oh weird, my friend Luke on the other couch has a dog tag that says Lucius. I say, huh, I lost Lucius’s dog tag like year ago, does the dude have it on him? She doesn’t know.

So I cross the living room to this guy, Luke, and ask him about the dog tag. Turns out he keeps it on his key chain. He whips it out, I take a peek at it, and then I totally lose it.

THAT’S MY FUCKING PHONE NUMBER! HOLY SHIT WHAT ARE YOU DOING WITH LUCIUS’S DOG TAG!? WHERE DID YOU FIND THIS!? PORTLAND!? WHAT THE FUCK!? NO I’M SERIOUS THAT’S MY FUCKING PHONE NUMBER! LIKE, I LEFT MY PHONE IN MINNEAPOLIS, BUT IF YOU CALL THE NUMBER YOU’LL HEAR MY VOICE ON THE VOICE MESSAGING! FUCK!!!!!!!!!

So maybe all the coincidences leading up to this one were just me going crazy and making something out of nothing. Not this time. This shit was fucking out there. A timeline of this coincidence:

1. Lucius’s collar falls off in the Kremlin backyard, July 2005 (ballpark date)

2. Some fucker snags collar from yard and transports it w/dog tag to Portland (later that month, best guess)

3. This dude Luke sees dog tag on dog not named Lucius and thinks, hey, that’s more like my name than this dog’s (I guess?)

4. Luke acquires dog tag and takes it to some college house in Columbus, OH (over a year later)

5. I get tipped off to dog tag by cute girl on a couch

6. A year and a half after it’s gone missing, Lucius’s dog tag, having traveled thousands of miles on who knows how many collars and key chains, emerges from Luke’s pocket and is finally returned to Lucius. Wow.

I was beyond freaked. I kept talking about it to everyone, and I kept kicking back the High Lifes
 so I wouldn’t have to start scaring myself with the metaphysical implications of this unbelievable improbability.

I mean, I was raised to fear a three-headed Catholic God
, and I had to work really hard to get to a point where I could say the bible is garbage and living in fear of a poorly fictionalized “Lord who sometimes sayeth” shit is totally bogus. 

And man, I was at a really vulnerable point in my life, and why did I have to get hit with this shit right now? I didn’t know what to make of it. I didn’t know what to make of anything. What was I supposed to think, there’s a God out there who doesn’t want to step in the way of mass murder but takes an interest my dog’s tags?

I mean what do you do with a coincidence? Or even a long string of them? All I could think of was to get totally trashed and try to pass out.
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I couldn’t pass out though. Not because of this spiritual shit, but because the walls were really thin and a girl was faking an orgasm two inches of drywall away from my head. So I got up and went out to smoke in the hallway, where I ran into this rad dude Rob.


Back in St. Louis, Gillian had described Rob to me as “the only person you need to know in Columbus, because he knows everybody.” I would describe Rob as a late 20s raver type, very intelligent and bubbly. Striped shirts.


Rob is definitely an easy person to talk to, and that in tandem with my sloppy drunkenness and recently blown mind somehow got me talking about the relationship mess that had driven me from Minneapolis in the first place.


The simplified version is, my old friend and roommate and bandmate was dating this other friend and roommate who was the bandmate of my oldest friend, who was also my roommate and bandmate at the time. Well, my band with the first friend and oldest friend broke up right before the first friend and lady friend broke up and right before we all moved out of our first house. I moved in with first friend and lady friend to a second house. First thing I did there was start a second band with first friend. Second thing was fall in love with the lady friend, which destroyed my relationship with the first friend and oldest friend and also broke up the second band and the second house. So I relocated, had a nice run of a few months, then broke up with the lady, and found myself missing all the pieces of my life I had valued most.


So that’s pretty complicated and hard to follow, but man it felt good to finally start talking about it. And Rob, he countered my soap opera with an even more sinuous saga of friends and love, which I won’t relate, but took place in a New York City squat and from what I could tell centered around a biodiesel bus. Rob didn’t really have any advice for me, but I appreciated his empathy. We made a date to play this card came Illuminati, which sounded excellent, and when I went back to my blankets the bad sex symphony was finished and I finally got some sleep.
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I woke up early the next morning and participated in the cleanup crew. A couple couches and a corner table were stacked in the hallway
, the floor was littered with booze bottles, and all the ashtrays still upright were heaping with cigarette butts. A pretty typical after-party scene.


A note about the furniture – I like rearranging furniture at parties. Especially flipping shit upside down or on its side. Taking furniture outside or on the roof can be fun too. I think the creative couch phenomenon strikes at the core spirit of the “party” – which is the fuck you I can do whatever I want attitude.


It’s not proper to set a couch upright like a totem pole in the middle of the living room. But what do I care about proper? I’m going to do whatever I want, because I’m drunk and I’m at a party. I think it’s good for people to learn how to party, cause you start seeing that a lot of these standards and limitations you take for granted are actually what zoologists call “horse shit.”


But you have to take that attitude and transfer it onto a larger canvas. We have norms to follow in our living rooms, sure. But feelings of fear and futility pervade the world outside of house parties and living rooms too. So now you can strip down in front of a roomful of total strangers? Great. That feels liberating. Now take that confidence and apply it to a more challenging struggle.


For me it took a while to overcome the getting naked in front of folks bit. But I did, and now the struggle I like to focus on is the class struggle.  This comes from my ideas about the sources of this fear and futility we see everywhere. The three imperatives that I think keep people down:

I. THE AXL ROSE IMPERATIVE. As in, you can be a rock star and billionaire if you try hard enough and if you’re not one that’s your own failing. American capitalism’s attack on hope.

II. THE SWEEP THE FLOOR IMPERATIVE . As in, hey you, go sweep the floor, because your job is to follow my commands. American capitalism’s attack on free will.

III. THE MEDICATE WITH VODKA IMPERATIVE. As in, you’re in a lot of pain and can’t afford a doctor, so pour yourself a glass Smirnoff instead. American capitalism’s attack on the material means of survival.

And as a means for struggling against this shit, I like to go to coffee shops and order grandés, which in Starbucks lingo means “small coffee.”


In Columbus, between getting trashed with wild student anarchists and reading Stephen King’s fucking masterpiece The Dark Tower Book Three: The Wastelands, I managed to stop in at some Sbuxes and made a really good contact at one of them. I talked to two barristas at this shop off Lane Ave. They said they’d actually been discussing organizing in the past week! They asked me what other stores I’d been to and gave me recommendations of which stores to visit. I didn’t make any other contacts in Columbus, but I was totally stoked about the recommendations!
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My last night in Columbus I went out drinking with a bunch of folks. First we went to a bar, where we drank bigass $2 rum and cokes, shot pool, and talked to this hilarious wingnut dude who went by Johnny “Simple” Simon. His catch phrase was “another fine mess you got me into this time, you fuckers,” and he did a little dance when he was preparing to speak.

I talked a lot to Matt, the dude whose room I’d been sleeping in, recently returned from somewhere or other. He was not a student, but was an awesome gay punk rocker dude who knew a lot about mid-90s Minneapolis D-Beat.


After the bar we went over to this girl Erin’s house, where we drank beer and argued politics. I got into a big debate with this Ray character about union organizing versus primitivism. He was saying you have to organize society into small groups, say under twenty people each, as the only way to guarantee individual freedom. I was saying that in any vision of the future you have to include computers, a.k.a. the microprocessor, which I can’t see people surrendering. And I can’t see a group of twenty people producing a microprocessor.


This turned into an argument about technology. I was all, technology’s great, people don’t die of the flu anymore, I can send Myspace messages to my friends in Europe, I can fly to my mom’s house for Christmas, etc. More importantly, there are 6 billion people on this planet, and without modern technology we wouldn’t be able to support that much life and a lot of people would die.


Then Ray said, yeah, but we’re at an unsustainable point right now, and the apocalypse is inevitable or whatever, so people are going to die, and then we’ll do this wild rabbit and walnut diet deal.


And I’m like, so how many lives are we giving up on here, 4 billion? 5 billion? I mean come on folks. If your vision for the future requires the deaths of 5,000,000,000+ people, you have to question whether it’s really worth fighting for. Not that primitivism suggests a plan of action, other than I guess camping and studying plants. Oh, and waiting for the apocalypse. Anyway…

So back at the house we got a 2am Illuminati game going. Illuminati is a card game that plays like a board game. The object of the game is to perpetrate conspiracies, grow a secret society, and take over the world. This may be my favorite game of all time.


You grow your secret society by enlisting and taking over smaller groups, and the groups are hilarious. Girlie Magazines, International Cocaine Smugglers, the I.R.S., Punk Rockers, Texas, South American Nazis, Trekkies, and the list goes on and on. The game is well-suited for nerdy activist jokes and heavy drinking. I won the game, but only because Matt wanted it to end and gave me a bunch of money with that in mind. And that was the last blast I had in Columbus.
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I had been thinking I would head down to Kentucky after Columbus, which is in the general direction of my mom’s house in Texas. Some Cincinnati kids were going there for a show on Saturday, but I guess it was a high school band playing at their parents’ house. Which is awesome, but did I really want to put Lucius and my sleeping arrangements in the hands of some punk kids’ parents?


And also I was feeling pretty good and inspired. Columbus had been a great rebound after a miserable time in Cincinnati. So I was like, fuck it, I think I’ll go in the opposite direction of my mom’s house and check out Pittsburgh. I didn’t know anybody in Pittsburgh, but I had an address to a house, and I was deep into the “fuck you I can do whatever I want” party syndrome, so I packed up the dog bowls and off we went to steel town.
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Columbus People:

Mike – Intelligent booty-shaker, active anarchist, proud Jew

Dusty – Big boxer build, also active anarchist, w/car mechanic skills

Rian – Tall baggy clothes hip-hop dude, radical freestyle walker

Gillian – Showed up from St. Louis one night!

Rob – Charismatic socialite, Illuminati aficionado, had some cushy non-profit job

Denkins – Friendly jock stoner on his way out of the cocaine business and into technical college. “Turned in his scale” while I was in town.

Ray – Well-read but just as an intellectual hobby

Johnny “Simple” Simon – Not the centenarian he claimed to be. Dude was like 60.

Matt – Radical punk rocker w/messy room

The Crusties – 2 I-Pods between them and memorized System of a Down lyrics? Huh?




VI. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Saturday, December 16th, 2006

We rolled up at 9pm on a cold Pittsburgh night. The address Rob Noxious had given me was to a row house in Lawrenceville. Nobody answered when I knocked, and when I walked around back I saw kids toys. Ah shit
.


I took Lucius on a walk and got some lo mein. The fortune I received was “Those who are ambitious will find success.” Fantastic. After eating I went back to the house and banged on the door some more. Still no answer.  Looked like our luck had finally run dry.


But I’m not one to give up easily, so I found a gas station and borrowed their phone book. The Mr. Roboto Project was somewhat nearby, and seeing as how it was Saturday I figured maybe there was a show there. Thankfully Roboto was legit and in the phonebook. Problem was, the address was for Wilkinsburg, which is a bit of a hike from Pittsburgh.


So I spent a few minutes studying the maps at the front of the phone book until I felt I had an idea how to drive there. Then I headed downtown, hopped on the freeway, and got off about where I expected Wilkinsburg to be. I found the tiny downtown without too much trouble, and Roboto was easy to find from there.


And just for y’all’s reference, this is the easiest way to get around an unfamiliar town with $0. Find a gas station, tear out the maps in the front, figure out where you are. If it’s during the day you should be able to find a library where you can go online and hit up those resources. Also if you have a couple bucks you can find the phone number for whatever public transportation the town has, which if you’re on foot can really pick up the pace.


The front door of Roboto was leaking emo, and there was a ratty-looking kid in front of it sipping whiskey from a flask. I smoked a cigarette with him and asked if he knew any places for Lucius and I to crash. He didn’t, really. But he did share the whiskey.


Inside the band sounded okay but pretty emo. I asked the folks running the space about friendly punk houses, and they were congenial but not really any help. I could have talked to more people, I suppose, but they were mostly under age and I wasn’t feeling it. So I left and went back to the house in Pittsburgh to try once more.


This time when I knocked, a lady in her 30s with dark curly hair answered. I found out quickly that Rob’s boat friends no longer lived here. Suzy lived here with her daughter Jasmine and boyfriend Matt, along with another couple, their daughter, and two cats. Suzy invited me in and offered to call around and see if she could find a place for us to stay. Phew.


We sat around drinking and talking for a couple hours. Turned out that by happy coincidence we had a mutual friend in Paula Mayberry, who does not appear in this zine. I talked about my trip so far, and Suzy talked about living in England for 10 years and her experiences in European squats. Eventually she said I could just sleep in the living room, and she would leave a note for her roommates explaining I was “Paula’s friend.”


And with that I went to sleep, amazed at how many awesome people there are in the world and how often you find one if you take the time to look.

[image: image25.jpg]




When I woke up there was a young girl of about 6 sharing the living room with me. She didn’t seem too interested in who I was or what I was doing bundled up in blankets on the floor. But she was eager to tell me about her cats and show me her drawings. So I sat around with Jasmine for a half hour or so, playing I Spy mostly, but also learning about the other 6 year-olds in the area and their schoolyard behavior.


Suzy had told me the previous night that Pittsburgh punks love to breed, and that compared to other cities the scene in Pittsburgh included a lot of folks with children. Jasmine was in fact the first person under 17 that I’d met in my travels. 

I’m not accustomed to interacting with small children. I remember this incident a few years ago when I was living in Uptown Mpls. I went to a department store with Reuben, my roommate at the time, and an 8-year-old girl pushed past him in line to reach her parents. Reuben was flustered and offered an awkward apology along the lines of, “Excuse me, maham.” When you only see 18-35 year-olds (plus your occasional wingnut), you forget how to communicate with kids.

But you know, there are some pretty awesome kids out there. Jasmine is a prime example. Tons of energy, big fan of jokes, and excited about learning. I wish I hung out with more people like that. I have no intentions of raising a child any time soon, but turns out I do adore kids.
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Pittsburgh was the first punk scene that really impressed me. Tons of stuff going on, tons of rad people, and everybody seemed to know each other.


Sunday morning I went to this punk rock brunch deal down the street. Apparently every Sunday some folks cooked a $3 vegan meal and sold $1 coffees as a benefit for Book ‘Em, a books to prisoners project. At the brunch I hung out and talked, ate a sweetass tofu scramble, played slinky with Jasmine, and met this cool girl Ashley who invited me to a punk rock movie night.


The movie night was also weekly, and each week a different house would host the movie. The week I was in town we watched the 80s sci-fi classic “Robojocks.” 20-30 people showed up at this other house to watch it on a huge projection.


Robojocks is about how in the future, after the nuclear holocaust, world leaders get together and are like, right dudes, we got to stop fighting all these wars, cause I mean look, we just killed everyone and now we have to wear gas masks everywhere. How about if we build some giant robots, and then when there’s a territorial dispute we’ll set up a sporting event where one country’s robot takes on another robot’s country. Yeah, that’ll work. Only problem – what do we call the people who pilot these machines? I know – Robojocks!


So this movie was all about some evil federation trying to take over Alaska. I won’t give away the ending.


After the movie I ate bagels and played Nintendo WE with some folks. That was a total trip. Welcome to the virtual reality age, kind of. I wonder if they’ll make Grand Theft Auto for Nintendo WE.


Ashley and I had hit it off really well, and she offered me a ride home. But Suzy’s was only a 10 minute walk away, and besides, I was totally hung up on this girl in Minneapolis and getting ready to make a rather jackass move on that front. So Lucius and I walked back in a light rain.
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Pittsburgh is home to a fairly active IWW branch, and on Monday I met up at a coffee shop with one incoming member, Kevin Farkas, and one outgoing member, Evan Wolfson, of the IWW’s General Executive Board. We drank coffee out of fat mugs and reported on our respective branches’ activities.


Evan and Kevin talked about an organizing drive at the East End Food Co-op in Pittsburgh. Apparently they had recently held a union election and lost by one vote, 26 to 25. After the election, everyone got bummed out and quit agitating educating organizing.


So in the United States, typically a UNION DRIVE means you go around talking to everybody in a workplace (actually, in a BARGAINING UNIT, which is all the workers the LABOR BOARD says your union can represent) and asking them to sign UNION CARDS. When 30% of the workplace has signed cards (although no union will even try with less than 75%), then you can file for a UNION ELECTION. If 50% + 1 people vote to let the union represent you, that means you “win,” and your employer is legally obliged to bargain with you IN GOOD FAITH for 1 year. If at the end of that year you don’t have a CONTRACT, the election is annulled. That’s when you scratch your head and say, man, this union election stuff is kind of BULLSHIT.


So what actually happens when you file for an election is that management will fire whomever they see as leading the campaign (you can file an UNFAIR LABOR PRACTICES COMPLAINT and get your job back in 9-12 months), they’ll promote workplace leaders who seem on the ropes, they’ll cry and tell you how much you’re hurting their feelings, they’ll drag you into CAPTIVE AUDIENCE MEETINGS where you sit and listen to a UNION-BUSTING LAWYER tell you how the union will destroy your job, and statistically speaking, 90% of the time (this is when you actually stick it out and go through with the election, which doesn’t always happen), you lose.


So that’s the lesson the Pittsburgh folks learned through the East End campaign. The answers are SOLIDARITY UNIONISM and DIRECT ACTION, but I’ll save that for later.


I talked about the food service organizing going on in the Twin Cities, which I see as the future of our branch and our union more generally in the short term.


When folks think of unions (especially Industrial Unions), they tend to think of blue collar craft stuff, like building houses and setting up stages and whatnot. Also the auto and trucking industries and whatever other jobs were the shittiest jobs in 1906. Yeah, those jobs used to suck hard. But those aren’t the working poor jobs anymore.


Okay, a lot of poor folks still work on construction crews, but a shitload more work low-pay service jobs with no benefits, no sick days, no holidays, and no job security.


I’ve hung out with cooks, clerks, and cashiers all my adult life. Those are the jobs where people get fucked with the most, where people are embarrassed to have their friends see them in uniform.


Also, those jobs aren’t going anywhere. Globalization can send a Ford plant to Indonesia, but Kinko’s and Taco Bell don’t have that option. We aren’t organizing at either of those places in the Twin Cities, but we are organizing similar jobs, and that’s mostly what I talked about.

I didn’t put much effort into the Sbux stuff in Pittsburgh, but I did run into a random wobbly at a bar one night. He was a younger guy and he was all stoked to organize non-profit canvassers. He figured there were a lot of well-meaning leftists who took those jobs, and they had to deal with a lot of shit. Good luck man, I don’t remember your name!
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Monday afternoon found me standing in a post office line that stretched out the door onto the sidewalk and all the way up to where the grass begins. Dozens of steel towners trying to get presents in the mail in time for Christmas. Despite the inconvenience, the mood seemed calm and pleasant. Maybe people just like sending gifts.


So this is the part of the story where I send my 88-page travel journal as a Christmas present to my ex-girlfriend whom I haven’t spoken to for a month. The journal related the same events as this zine, but was a little heavier on the passion and pain aspects of my trip. What gave me the jackass idea to send her my journal? Fuck, I don’t know. Here are my guesses:

1. I missed her and wanted to give her a really epic story to win her back

2. I guessed that she was worried about me and the best gift I good give to her would be something that would let her know I was doing okay

3. Total jackass, didn’t really think it through


They say the road to hell is paved with good intentions. I say even if that’s true, it’s an empty aphorism that doesn’t offer much instruction. If good intentions end in infernal eternity, then where do bad intentions lead you? You may as well say “All Roads Lead to Hell,” and quit tiptoeing around a bleak conception of free will.


As you have probably guessed and will soon see, this whole Christmas present idea did not work out as I had hoped. But in the moment, how was I to know? My life’s been filled with over-the-top gestures (I mean I try to keep my zines short and you can see how well that works). Sometimes they end in awesomeness and sometimes not, but at the very least they keep life interesting. 

I don’t know if self-interest was my primary motivation or if I really wanted her to feel better. It was probably a combination of the two. The best defense I can offer is that I know I didn’t want to hurt anybody and really from start to finish, hate and vengeance do not figure into this story from my side.

But man, that was a really jackass move. Damn. And it took like an hour to get through the line, although I did make friends with a middle-aged black dude. We saved each other’s spots at different times.

And now enough with the jackassery – onward to the beer dumpsters!
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Pittsburgh is renowned in the punk community for its overflowing beer dumpsters. You can go to a beer distributor dumpster and usually snag several cases of shitty beer. I find this totally mind-boggling. I did not make it to the primo booze dumpsters when I was in town. But on my last night I walked down to the train tracks by the river with Matt and Lucius and Matt directed us to this run-of-the-mill beer dumpster, where we scored 6 cans of Beast! I mean really!


Down at the river we ran into two punk girls who were friends of Matt. They were drinking 40s and watching the river freeze. One of the girls was telling all these stories about her family. Apparently her aunt used to go over to her neighbors’ houses and try to buy their shoes
. 

Matt later told me that she’s hilarious at parties when dudes hit on her and she’s not interested. She’s terrifying, apparently. And come to think of it, she did mention something about hypothetically ripping a dude’s beard out and then knocking out his teeth and force-feeding them to him, and she did also have a knife in hand when we first walked up to them. Hm. 

After the river we went back to the house (Matt stopped to dumpster some fake flowers for Suzy) and ate rad portabella-tofu sandwiches that Suzy had prepared.

All in all, I’d say Pittsburgh treated Lucius and I totally excellent(ly). My impression of the punk scene was that it was diverse and active and filled with superb people. Now before I get  up at the crack of dawn and begin a torturous 14-hour drive to Chattanooga, here’s a peak at some of those Pittsburgh folks:

Suzy – Sincere, great sense of humor, 30-some years worth of exciting hitchhiking and squatting stories

Matt – Dumpster guru, member of Cobra Killers, a G.I. Joe-themed noise band. Interested in inciting turf wars within the noise scene

Jasmine – Adorable little girl with an aptitude for sculpture and watercolors

Evan – Dedicated wobbly doing righteous work, even if he did get in an e-mail argument with my friend Kieran

Lilly – Friends with Sheela from Dogs

Kevin – Totally laid back and friendly, also doing solid wobbly work

Ashley – Outgoing activist type with an aptitude for slinky physics, teacher at an after-school program for inner-city kids

Girls at the River – Hilarious

Paula Mayberry – Does not appear in this zine


  

VII.  Chattanooga, Tennessee

Tuesday, December 19th, 2006

Lucius and I did a straight drive of 14 hours to Chattanooga (switching off and on driving, of course) and showed up dazed and decrepit. I didn’t have an address or a phone number or anything, but Cinque had given me cross-the-bridge-and-take-a-left directions, and I knew we were looking for a white house on a hill.


The house was called Anarchtica, and we didn’t have any trouble finding it. The first guy I talked to at the house was this wily character, Tom Foot, who was older, stocky, and had several teeth. He was totally cool with letting us crash and offered me a drink.


Before I had even made it all the way into the house, this girl Ashley showed up with half a 1.75 of vodka and two small bottles of fruity V8 juice. She was all freaked out because she had shown up to work drunk and the kitchen manager sent her home. Tom was like, it’s okay, we’ll drink with you. Really Ashley had come over to listen to Iron Maiden, and before long she had migrated to stereo to do just that.


It took me about a half hour of Chattanooga to get completely trashed. I spent a lot of time arguing with Tom Foot about metal and saying the blasphemous shit I’m prone to say when I’m drinking vodka
. I’m surprised they allowed me to stay, actually.


I also talked with this guy Brutal Ben, who lo and behold was a card-carrying wobbly! Also a total weirdo. Had talk radio blaring in his room 24 hours a day, no joke. Mostly he was into Coast To Coast, the conspiracy theory radio show, but in addition he listened to a lot of political shows. We discussed our dogs and out-of-touch old communists and punk rock and probably beer and cigarettes.


Tom’s dog, Schlitz, and Brutal’s dog, Jesus
, started partying it up with Lucius right away. Anarchtica was very dog-friendly.


The big issue the Chattanooga punks seemed to care about was gentrification. The city and real estate magnates were erecting condos in the neighborhood, and everybody at Anarchtica expected to be squeezed out in the next few years. Apparently the neighborhood grocery store was recently bought out and demolished, so that poor people in North Chattanooga now had to take a bus or walk 2 miles to the nearest food store.


A couple other people were hanging out at the house and getting into the gentrification discussion. This one guy whose name I forgot told me that gentrification is not a new phenomenon, and that historically it comes in waves. It looks different today (chain stores and condos, basically) than it did in the 50s, but it’s the same deal with rich people moving into the inner city and pushing out the poor.


In the 20s we had the flappers and fruits in white suits, and then when the labor movement turned militant in 30s they all fled to the suburbs. Then, according to the Hold Steady, we got shiftless in the 50s, holding hands and going steady, twisting in the dark parts of large Midwestern cities. But when the race riots started in the late 60s and early 70s, all the rich people who had been dripping back into the cities spun on their heels and busted ass back out again.


So seems like the last two waves of gentrification were turned back by radical mass movements. I think the way to fight gentrification is work to build another mass movement that’s going to radicalize the cities and scare the yuppies back out again. This is the conclusion I came to while drinking vodka mixed with V8 fruit juice at Anarchtica, and I still believe it.


Finding a place to pass out was a little more work than I had suspected. The living room had five couches
 and zero floor space, so you’d think it would be easy. But man, Anarchtica was the filthiest house I stayed in all trip. They’d just had a show the day before and hadn’t cleaned up, so the couches were covered in cans and crap. Actually, there really was crap, but it was on the floor. So anyway, I cleaned off a spot and passed out. No big deal.
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Chattanooga is a beautiful city built on vibrant green hills. It’s part of the Appalachian Highway System, so I suppose you could call them mountains. Right, so Anarchtica was on this mountain, and from the front porch you could see three parallel roads going up the side of another mountain in the distance. It was too far away to hear the traffic, and I found the view pretty peaceful.


I took Lucius on a couple long hikes through the mountains while I was in town, and that was calming as well. I grew up a weirdo loner in a small town, living on 10 acres of land my parents owned. I’ve always enjoyed wandering around in the woods. And when you have a shaggy gray dog to keep you company, well it’s just that much better.


I also spent a lot of time on the Anarchtica front porch, reading and eventually finishing The Dark Tower Book Three: The Wastelands. That book was so intense it gave me chills. I think all the Stephen King haters out there must not have read his epic novels. Dude knows how to write. I’d say The Stand, It, and The Dark Tower are all must-reads. 

One note of interest about the Anarchtica porch is that at some point I noticed that all the beer cans heaped onto it had small knife holes cut into them, suggesting shotgunning.  Apparently Tom Foot once went a month where he would only drink beer if he could shotgun it. And Chattanoogan punks have shotgunning etiquette, where if someone hands you a beer sideways, you’re obliged to shotgun it. I got the impression Chattanooga had a drop-your-pants-and-shotgun-a-beer punk ethic.

But life was pretty slow in town the few days when I was there. Christmas was approaching and a lot of folks had left to visit family. There were no shows and no parties. That made it easy for me to get super self-absorbed and think only about my ex-friends and ex-girlfriend.

I was starting to second-guess my decision to send her my journal. I remember writing in my new journal that I was getting tired of making an ass of myself. It sure is draining work. But I still totally expected her to get a hold of me over Christmas, and I spent a lot of hiking time thinking about what I would say to her the next time we spoke.

And actually, even though I was slipping back into depression, I had it in my head that I was ready to talk to Minneapolis again and I no longer needed my space. I was planning on making a bunch of calls (I hadn’t called a single soul from Mpls up to this point) when I reached my mom’s house and telling everyone how I was.

I had started checking my e-mail regularly again. And in Chattanooga I got an e-mail saying my friend Jackie was moving into our house back in Mpls! Sweet!

I was also getting updates on the Starbucks Workers Union strategy retreat planned for mid-January in NYC. I hadn’t really taken the time to consider whether it was possible for me to go (too busy oscillating between sadness and rage), but I was keeping it on my radar. I did stop in at a couple Sbuxes in the Chattanooga area, but I didn’t have any luck and didn’t put too much effort into it. 

It escaped me at the time, but I was totally turning back in on myself and starting to not care about anything but my own feelings. I am 100% confident in telling y’all that that is no way to deal with stress and emotional problems. I knew the dangers of self-absorption then, but I hadn’t developed any strategies for what to do instead. Except party at punk houses thousands of miles away from the people I cared about. Which, though more fun than beating yourself up in your mind, isn’t really a solution either
. 
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Thursday night, Tom Foot’s band Shit Yourself recorded their demo, Still Solid, in the Anarchtica basement. I hung out with them and had a blast. Those folks are a riot. The singer, Megan, was especially cool, and after they finished recording we decided to go over to her house and get loaded.


At Megan’s house we ate veggie burgers and listened to records. This nerdy punk kid she lived with was on an ACDC kick, and we listened to songs from like 15 different ACDC LPs, which was hilarious and fun.


It was pouring rain out when we went to sleep, so I passed out at Megan’s house instead of walking back to my junk at Anarchtica.


The next morning I got up early and started getting ready for the long drive to my mom’s house in Katy. I traded zines with Tom and contributed a goodbye note to Anarchtica’s beer box goodbye note wall and was out the door by noon.


It was drizzling out, so I turned on my windshield wipers, and just as I was about to hop on the freeway I heard a *snap* and my wipers stopped mid-wipe. Fuck!


I only had a $450 left from my original $1100, and I didn’t want to spend it at an auto shop. And if I had to find an auto shop and dick around there, I wouldn’t make it to Katy that day and I would miss my mom’s birthday, which is on the 23rd. But also my mom’s house was 850 miles away and it was, you know, raining. So I was like, shit! What do I do?


I smoked a cigarette in a Walgreens parking lot and thought it over. In the end I decided, fuck it, I’m just going to start driving to Texas and if I have to pull over I’ll pull over.


That first hour was really intense. It was raining but gently, and I could see the road fairly well through the rain runoff on the windshield. After that it quit raining, and though I never saw a clear patch of sky between Chattanooga and Katy, it hardly rained at all. I guess that’s not a coincidence, but it’s definitely some crazy good luck.


Lucius and I showed up at my mom’s house at 1am on December 23rd, just like I had promised my mom we would. All I could think about when we were walking up to the front door was, fuck, I can’t believe we made it!
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Chattanooga Folks:

Tom Foot – Veteran punk, does it all – bands, zines, shows, protests, self-defecation

Ashley – Cook with a strong work ethic, was not actually in danger of losing her job

Brutal Ben – Bouncy drunken class warrior with a heavy southern accent apparently acquired in adulthood

Scott – Friendly fellow w/Snob House Mpls connections

Megan – Rad vocalist w/well-stocked fridge

Jesus – Humped everything




Part Two

The Number 19
VIII. 
   Katy, Texas

Friday, December 22nd, 2006

My mom grew up in Little Falls, Minnesota, the youngest of four children. Her parents had met during World War II in a military hospital. They both wanted to respect nurse-patient boundaries, but they also enjoyed sleeping together, so after the war they got married and had a bunch of kids, my mom being one of them.


My mom was pretty nerdy, and my aunts and uncle picked on her a lot at home. She wasn’t sure what to do after high school. She enjoyed flute, Sinclair Lewis, meteorology, acting, and Jeopardy. So she decided that instead of going to college like her sisters and brother had done, she would join the Army at age 18.


In the Army my mom went through Basic Training, where she learned how to do pushups and clean a gun, and then she went to music school, where she learned how to play flute for the Army.


At music school my mom fell in love with the first chair French horn player. After several awkward duet attempts, the two decided they’d do better to celebrate their love by making babies and getting married. So my mom left the Army and had two kids, my sister and myself.


My sister was born in Chicago, I was born in Berlin, and then we lived in North Carolina for a piece too. I imagine those were the good times. But I don’t remember any of that. So let’s skip ahead to Marquette.


My mom lived in Marquette, Michigan for 4 years, raising two kids, attending college, working at a library, and singing in the choir at St. Peter’s Cathedral. My dad was around some, but not much. 

When he wasn’t around, my sister and I had babysitters and sent him batteries
. When he was around, we lay in bed listening to our parents scream at each other. The ugliest it ever got was when my dad threatened to sell my mom’s flute, because we were broke. My mom hid the flute.


After my dad’s combat tour in Kuwait, the Army sent him back to Germany. He arranged for us to fly out and live with him there, but I guess my mom decided she enjoyed the quiet and didn’t want to go back to the screaming matches. So she finished up her Master’s Degree in English, filed for divorce, and took my sister and I to Minnesota.


We lived in a big apartment complex in Coon Rapids, MN for a year. My mom worked in a warehouse that handled name-changing applications. But the apartment was too expensive, so we moved to a trailer park in St. Francis, MN.


My mom did not enjoy the trailer park. She left the warehouse job for a brief teaching stint at a community college, and then she found a job directing music at St. Patrick’s Church.


At St. Patrick’s she found and fell for a tenor and engineer eleven years her senior. He had three kids of his own from a previous marriage, so when they decided to marry we were all like, I think we’re going to need a bigger house. We moved across town to a big red house with 10 acres of land and half a swamp. And that’s where I lived grades 4-12.


At age 32, my mom had her third and final child, Patrick. She expected having a common sibling would help my sister and I get along with our step-family and vice versa. That didn’t work out too well, but Patrick was and is universally loved.


When I was in 7th grade, Patrick came home from daycare in a coma. We spent a lot of time at the hospital after that. Patrick eventually came out of the coma, albeit with significant brain damage. 

When he was released from the hospital, the county wouldn’t grant my mom custody of him, because she was under suspicion for child abuse. So he stayed with my mom’s friend for a few weeks until the county decided that not only was my mom not responsible for Patrick’s injuries but apparently nobody was, because they never filed charges.

When I was 17, my step-dad got laid off from his job designing missile launcher pads. A year later he found a job in Katy, Texas, and my mom, my step-dad, Patrick, and their two dogs all packed up and moved to the Steakhouse State.

In Katy, my mom got another job as music director at a church. And she finally went on Jeopardy and won! Sweet!

My mom still plays the “what if” game with herself a lot. What if she had found a different daycare center. What if we had moved to Germany. What if she had gone to college straight out of school. This is how you blame yourself for all the tragedies of your life.

Life has both happiness and nastiness, and like Forest Gump says, you never know what you’re going to get. You can aim for happiness, but usually it’s not up to you. Even in the moment, when you’re making choices, you never have complete control. Your options are limited and the forces tugging you in different directions are infinite. 

The best you can do is try, like the Minor Threat song
. And if you catch yourself not trying, the only fix is to start trying. Dwelling on the past, which lies completely out of your control, only feeds the self-destructive impulses that plague us all. When I stayed in Katy I had yet to learn this lesson.
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My mom lives in a cozy suburban development with my step-dad Dave, my brother Patrick, three dogs, one cat, and one very large television bought on Jeopardy winnings.

When I visit my mom my days fall into a pattern like this:

· I play basketball with Patrick until I’m tired

· I go inside and get some string cheese from the fridge

· I sit on the couch with the string cheese, a book, and ESPN on TV

· Sometimes when I finish the string cheese I’ll go play piano

· When I feel rested I go back outside and do it again

The best plug I can give for this lifestyle is that it helps you develop a slick jump shot. Beyond that it’s not really my bag.

I do enjoy spending time with Patrick. Patrick’s in Junior High now. He’s physically and mentally disabled and he has a pretty rough time. But he’s a nice kid and we bond over basketball. 

Patrick is obsessed with planes and if there’s one in the sky he’ll spot it, no matter how far away it is. One time I asked him where he thought the plane was going and he said “away from here.” I think that might be why he likes watching them.
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My sister Clare and her husband Blake were staying at my mom’s over Christmas too, and at night I would sit around drinking Miller Lite with them.

Clare has had a pretty nuts life. Two particularly peculiar points of interest:

1. She once contracted and survived anthrax

2. She used to traffic large quantities of heroin around Europe

Clare fell for Blake when they were invading Baghdad in 2003. Clare later got booted out of the Army for making bondage videos, but Blake stayed in as a medic. When I saw him in Katy he had just returned from Aghanistan.

According to Blake, American soldiers in Afghanistan felt like they were fighting a forgotten war. The U.S. had 40,000 troops in Afghanistan, and they sure shed a lot of blood. But nobody heard much about it.

The basic unit of war in Afghanistan was the Forward Operating Base. A FOB was where a battalion-sized element would head into a “hot” area, which was an area teeming with Taliban, and set up a bunch of cardboard boxes. Big boxes. They’d fill the boxes with sand and there was your portable perimeter wall. They’d sleep in the FOB at night and run around chasing and killing “enemy combatants” during the day. When the area was no longer hot, they’d pack up and move camp. A couple months later, when it was hot again, they’d come back and do it all over.


Blake told me the Americans were trying to set up schools and hospitals but the Afghani nationals wouldn’t cooperate for fear of the Taliban. He thought that the Americans were trying to do the right thing, but they might not be able to “win.” I believe Blake thought that. I doubt the folks running the wars ever have.


Ultimately, I’m not all that concerned with the “why” of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Maybe Exxon executives talked Bush into it. Maybe Cheney wanted some contracts for Halliburton. Maybe the Bush administration wanted a puppet government in the Middle East. Regardless, I see no reason to spend billions of dollars slaughtering people who can do us no harm.


My sister lives at Fort Polk in Louisiana, so I get to hear about all the GIs who come home from the desert crazy. My sister, as a matter of fact, went blind for a couple months after her first stint in Baghdad. Just one of those things.


I remember reading in the New York Times once something about how soldiers are prohibited from drinking alcohol in combat zones. That’s beyond ridiculous. The alcoholism rate in the Army has been hovering at around 95% since we invaded Afghanistan. And before that it wasn’t much better. To me that’s just an example of how disconnected the media portrayal of the war is from the reality on the ground. War fucks people up, period.


Of course I’ve never been to the Middle East, and in my family that makes me the weirdo.
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My mom and step-dad are big into Catholicism
, so we made several trips to church for Christmas. The only one worth relating was midnight mass, which makes for a neat little spectacle.


Catholic churches always have a service at midnight on the cusp of Christmas day. The turnout is huge, as most Catholics only go to church on Christmas and Easter. So since they have an audience, my mom goes all out on the music.


The choir starts singing ½ an hour before mass starts, and they do 7 or 8 extra songs. My mom picks a couple songs where she can play flute, and on the parts where she plays she directs the choir by bobbing her flute up and down in time. My mom also directs the bell choir, and this year they did Carol of the Bells with the choir proper and it was pretty sweet.


Mass itself follows the standard format
. If it seems complicated, that’s because clerical workers have had 2000 years to perfect the form. My favorite part is the Rite of Peace (a.k.a. the Pax), which is a call and response bit that goes like this:

Priest: I leave you peace, my peace I give you. Look not on our sins, but on the faith of your Church, and grant us the peace and unity of your kingdom where you live for ever and ever. The peace of the Lord be with you always.


Congregation: And also with you


Priest: God bless us the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit


(here’s where the organ busts into the Lamb of God)


It should be clear by this point that I don’t have a whole lot in common with my family. The Catholic Church, the U.S. Military – it’s around these institutions that my family bonds. DIY culture and labor unions? Not so much.


So hanging out at my mom’s houses is totally alienating and depressing. I never really talk about what’s going on in my life. This time around it was easy. I just explained that I was freaking out about a girl and felt like going on a road trip. That’s a pretty accessible and understandable 22-year-old dude thing to do. But never mind how I’d traveled 3000+ miles by car over the course of three weeks and spent only $600.


The one bond I really have with both my parents is music
, but we don’t see eye to eye on that much anymore either. Forget about hardcore, my parents can’t even handle the shit I play on piano! And when it comes down to it, I’m not a huge fan of Manheim Steamroller either.


I couldn’t really pinpoint a moment in my life where I veered off from what my parents expected of me and started doing my own thing. Sometimes life is too complicated to draw cause and effect conclusions. And does it even matter how I got where I am? Doesn’t it matter more what I do now that I’m here?
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Christmas passed by pretty chill. We opened gifts and ate candy and hung out for a tad. Then we went over to the house of the Hermans, my mom’s church friends, and ate dinner. I stuffed myself with crackers/cheese, green been casserole, and St. Pauli Girl. I was also the only vegetarian in my family.


 I spent a lot of time reading The Dark Tower Book Four: Wizard and Glass. Totally dark and epic. I highly recommend it.


The Dark Tower books are big on “ka,” which is a made up word for “fate.” In the world of the Dark Tower, ka is the force that shapes destiny, and ka determines the outcome of all events. It’s a vaguely anti-free-will philosophy.


But Roland and his friends are locked in a constant struggle for survival, and following ka does not mean lying down and waiting for life to come to you. Standing and trying are still very much encouraged, but the implication is that you don’t have to lay blame for victory or failure, because that’s just ka and it’s out of your control. I was awfully attracted to this philosophy at the time I was reading it because:

1. I was miserable and blaming myself for ruining all my best relationships

2. Misery loves company, and I was spending my spare time thinking up ways to make other people miserable

3. I had no desire to hate and would’ve really rather just ditched the guilt and dealt with the pain

I had not heard from my ex-girlfriend, and I felt confident that she now hated me and I would never again hold her. Also that this was a result of my being a jackass/dumbass/ass-ass. It would have been easier if I could blame her, but really she hadn’t done anything too terrible. She broke my heart at my zine release show
, which was I believe in kind of bad taste, but that was her prerogative and I couldn’t really complain.

I didn’t have a whole lot of healthy thoughts in Katy. The only advice that really made me feel better was when I talked to my dad on the phone. I told him a bit about my problems and he said, “Welcome to the W------ World.” No it’s going to get better bullshit, just yeah, the world sucks, huh? Straight up empathy – and alliterative too! I told my dad I’d come visit him in a couple weeks.

And since I didn’t have any other ideas and I still had some money, I was like, I bet I could drive to my dad’s house in Savannah and up to New York on $400. Why not? So I RSVPed for the Starbucks Workers Union strategy retreat, meaning I sent a one-sentence e-mail saying I was coming.

And seeing as how New Orleans was on the way to Savannah, I was like, shit, why not spend New Years in New Orleans? So I got in touch with my friend Hannah via the internet and made arrangements to get drunk in Nola.

Lucius was sad to see Katy go. He had enjoyed the three other dogs and the doggy door and the doggy Christmas toys and treats and general pampering by my family. But he’s a tramp, and once we hit the road he was all about it.

My step-dad fixed my windshield wipers for me and before I knew it I was back on the freeway, crazy and cruising, blasting my mixtapes, no idea what the hell I was doing.
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Mom’s House:

Mom – Titanic fanatic and former Jeopardy champion

Clare - I don’t even know where to begin. Once attended accountant school.

Dave - Dedicated woodworker and Discovery Channel type

Blake - Extremely courteous around my family

Patrick - Aviation fan, enjoys large inflatable pool toys and balls with bounce

Winnie, Seven, and Nefertiti – Undeniably canine




IX. New Orleans, Louisiana

Friday, December 29th, 2006

For New Orleans I didn’t even have an address, just Hannah’s phone number. So when I got there I pulled off I-10 and stopped in at a gas station to use the phone. Hannah said she and some friends were on their way to a show and I should meet them there. Sweet! I snagged some maps from the gas station phone book and 10 minutes later Lucius and I were hanging out in front of a warehouse showspace.


A good DIY punk show can feel really refreshing for me. Standing around in the darkness shooting the shit, drinking tall cans and 40s, smoking rollies
. Then you head inside for a 25-minute set of scorching screams, blazing guitars, blistering beats, sweat, insolence, energy, and dancing. Dark lights, high volume, velocity and passion. Those are the shows where I feel at home.


Two L.A. bands played. One was called Rabies, a skate-thrash band that ripped it up. The other name I missed. They had members of Rabies and were more metallic. Also a hardcore band from Baltimore that I skipped for socializing.


The socializing is what makes DIY shows addictive and draws people into the scene. Sure, there’s something to be said for the musical intimacy of basement shows vs. bar shows vs. stadium shows. But it’s the community aspect that makes DIY punk unique.


If you go to a System of a Down show, you go with your 1 to 7 friends, and you spend the whole time with them talking about three things:

1. The rock stars you are paying to see

2. What the 2 to 8 of you can do to pass the time (drugs, merchandise stands)

3. What the 2 to 8 of you can do to other people (fight, fuck)

You don’t feel any bond towards the other 5,000 people at the show. You have your friend or friends, and everybody else is anonymous. And that’s a shame, because believe it or not, you’re paying $20-$50 to meet those 5,000 other people, not to see some rock stars. I mean shit, you could just watch MTV2. And if you get a nice stereo it will sound a lot better than the sound at some shitty rockfest. The whole point of going to shows is to socialize.


At a DIY show you’re stripped of anonymity. Even if it’s your first show, people are looking at you, wondering where you’re from and who you know. Because everybody knows somebody. That’s your common bond, and that’s why punks are generally friendly and welcoming to anybody they meet at a show.


But back to the Rabies show – so yeah, I ran into a bunch of people I knew! Hannah, of course, but also Trent and Ross and Matt and Max. Max actually went to high school with me, and has since grown a beard, donned an oversized sombrero, and moved to New Orleans. How odd.


During the last band, two hummers full of military police came to break up the show. They had BDUs
 and bigass military guns and everything. Apparently when people started returning to New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, most of the cops bailed and never came back. So there was a shortage of cops in the city and the National Guard was carrying out city police duties, like busting up parties.


The military street presence really took me by surprise. It was like being in a war zone. But the Nola punks weren’t fazed at all. Ross laughed in the MPs faces when they came into the space and invited them to stay and watch “heavy metal.” In the end they didn’t even stop the show. 20-year-old MPs are no replacement for fuckhead 50-year-old city cops.


After the show we went over to Ross and Matt’s house. There I played some Super Mario Land and drank some more. After I beat Bowser I went to sleep on the floor in the dining room, wearing one t-shirt and sleeping with one curtain-blanket! Warm weather at last!
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I was drunk the whole time I stayed in New Orleans. I’m not one to take pride in binge drinking, but I cannot deny that I experienced little to no sobriety in this city. So then, the stages of a heavy binge:

First – THE EXCITEMENT AND LOOSE TONGUE. This I have already related.

Second – THE GUT/ASS-WRENCHING HANGOVER. 

So I wake up disoriented, beneath a dinner table, wrapped in a window curtain. I begin my day with the SEARCH FOR LOST NECESSITIES – clothes and glasses. Once I’m more-or-less dressed and seeing in 20/20 tunnel vision, then I move on to the SEARCH FOR SUSTENANCE, i.e. food and drink. 

Typically, the worse the hangover, the less success you will have in your excavations. Here I found both my glasses and clothes, but my shirt had accrued some new holes/stains. I also found drink and food, but it came in the form of Arnie Palmer Arizona Iced Tea, microwavable popcorn, and puffy Cheetos. A qualified success.


After you’ve eaten, you have a couple options. The amateur will find a couch and SLEEP IT OFF. But your serious drinker will stagger out the door and into the world in search of THE HAIR OF THE DOG THAT BIT YOU, i.e. more booze.


By late afternoon, everyone in the house is awake, and we load up my car to max capacity (7).  First stop – Circle K, where we buy junk food and I steal Heinekin
. Second stop – some independent Hot Topicish shop with $8 7”s and $5 used VHSes. Hannah steals patches and I steal movies.


Once you feel you’ve made enough POOR CONSUMER CHOICES, then you’re ready to SIT AROUND AND DO NOTHING. In this scenario we alternated the classic Super Tennis on SNES with movies
.


Around this point you have the optional REFLECTION ON LOST TIME. Here Ross says, “This was such a lazy day, we should just forget it ever happened.”


And finally, if you’ve been diligent about your drinking, you pass out of the hangover and into the FOG OF INTOXICATION. Your mind turns to mush, you lose your sense of sequence, and for the rest of the binge life swims around you without ever really connecting to anything. A more clinical term for this is MENTAL ANESTHESIA, which works as an EMOTIONAL ANESTHESIA, which is really the whole point of getting FUCKED UP in the first place.
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So I have the numbness, which I guess is my goal, and now events become disjointed and everything seems surreal.


I’m hanging out at Hannah’s squat, carrying Lucius across 20 feet of a 2x8 plank. The living room floor is missing, maybe due to the Hurricane. No worries, we just stroll across this flimsy flexing plywood bridge. There’s a basement down there, which Hannah’s squatmate assures me houses rats and roaches and maybe reptiles.


It’s New Year’s Eve and I’m alone in the French quarter, without Lucius. Foreign architecture full of curves and dark crevices. Frequent bangs, impossible to tell the fireworks from the gunshots. Everyone wears a wicked smile and no one knows just where they are.


I’m hanging out at some house with a Woody from the Black Lung Brass Band and an Andy from Impractical Cockpit. A girl named Kristy is squatting on her haunches. She says to do this for 10-15 minutes after eating a large meal, to aid in digestion. This is a demonstration only.


I’m standing outside a bar with Trent, Hannah, Ross, Nicole, Travis, Dito, and two Matts. There’s a shopping cart with half a case of High Life and a few tallboys. Trent is screwing around with a mini-boombox, looking for hot jams. Frat Matt is hitting on every girl with a guy. Hannah plods out of the bar, rail drink in hand, and immediately immerses herself in the quest for hot jams.


I’m reading The Dark Tower Book V: Wolves of the Calla. The number 19 is on every page, and it’s weirding the shit out of me. Being that I wear a big red 19 on my belt buckle. People always ask me why I wear it and I never have a good answer. It came on the key chain for the van I co-bought, but I sold my share of the van and now all that’s left is the 19. In the book it’s the symbolic reoccurring coincidence. I’m the only person I know who reads drunk
.


I’m drinking a Corona on the porch of some gutted out house. Every house in New Orleans has an X spray-painted onto the door, with symbols in each of the 4 spaces between lines. I don’t know what they all mean, but the bottom number signifies how many corpses FEMA found in the house.


I’m in the backyard of the Brass Band house, staring at burning logs. Several bangs nearby and all the inhabitants run inside, for fear of stray celebratory small arms fire. I’m smoking, so I stay put. There’s a full moon, but I could have sworn the moon was full two weeks ago. Curious lunar phenomena.


At a pizza joint with Ross, Nicole, and somebody else. My health is deteriorating and along with it my sense of speech. I’m having a hard time putting a single sentence together, let alone carrying on conversation. Bloody Maries all around.


Driving trashed for the first time in several months. It’s past midnight on New Year’s Eve and there’s a cop or soldier in every alley. The street names are all unique – Esplanade, Decatur, Elysian Fields, Bourbon. No wonder everyone’s lost.


I’m at some bar with a free pool table. Max from St. Francis High School is playing the broken video golf machine. What’s he doing here? Hannah’s sitting at a video poker machine. The rest of us are swarming the pool table. I’m talking but I have no idea what I’m saying.


I’m hanging off the couch with my eyes closed, digging through my bag to find my glasses, and my hand touches on two full beers. Weird, I don’t remember buying any beer yesterday. I’m spending too much money in Nola.


I’m with Lucius at The Slab, a 12 ft. x 12 ft. chunk of concrete next to the train tracks. The Slab and surrounding area are crawling with punks, all here to bring in the New Year with bottles and pipes. Any resolutions? Too late – it’s been 2007 for two hours!


The punks trickle away, across the train tracks and into the night. Now we’re all huddled on The Slab itself, draining our reserves. And then it’s just Lucius, me, and this couple. I’m laying on my back, gazing at a blank sky. The couple offers me weed. They’re in it for the long haul. I’m going to have stand if I want to be alone.


Or do I? Does it even matter what I do? Is there anything but loneliness in this world? Anything but false promises and dark grins? Crossed fingers and bared teeth? Can you laugh without laughing at someone? And what is Home but a place to rot? 

It seems like all I know how to do anymore is run.
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Drinking is like The One Ring
. I suppose all drugs are, but the only inhibitor I’ve ever been intimate with is alcohol.


Drinking gives you strength for a time, but it’s a burden and in the end it will destroy you. Unless you find a giant reservoir of molten lava and toss that bastard into it, which is I imagine what you have to do in the end.


Even in the short term, you can only rely on it for so long before it stops helping and starts eating. People call it “abuse,” but I think that’s a misnomer, as alcohol can hardly be said to have feelings.

I like the One Ring better as an analogy. It’s a power you shouldn’t be fucking with in the first place, but given the opportunity and sufficient peer pressure, most everybody delves into it sooner or later. And if it’s the power you crave – the social lubricant, the fear killer, the anesthesia – then you have two ways out:

1. You can attack the bottle itself. Alcohol is the poison, the physical addiction. This is the COLD TURKEY APPROACH.

2. You can attack the power craving. Why do you need a social lubricant? What are you afraid of? What is it that you need to control, and why?

Conventional wisdom says that your best bet is to go after the bottle and the power issue simultaneously. Not that I spent any time in New Orleans worrying about my consumption. But this is my general take on addiction.

When I left New Orleans I was depressed and sick, again. I had it together just enough to realize that I was headed towards a bad place. If I wanted to get through this shit, I was going to have to try something else.
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I hung out with a lot of cool cats in New Orleans, but was too fucked up to appreciate most of them. The folks I remember are:

Hannah - Adventurous, hates authority, enjoys fighting, big into hot jams

Trent - Also a hot jam junkie, rail guru, refuses to spange in post-Hurricane Nola

Matt Ocha - Carefree skater who still listens to Geargrinder!

Frat Matt - Trent and co. got him drunk and convinced him to go hopping. He never looked back.

Nicole - Prim artist type from Austin

Dito - A Super Tennis pro

Woody, Kristen, Andy, and Lauryn - All friendly and even dogsat Lucius for a piece, but I lost them to the drunken haze. Into cleanses and tinctures and such.

Travis - Young socially awkward thrasher

Max - A big fucking mystery to me. I think he was straight edge? In a bar? Tall fella.

Ross - Speaks with a friendly sarcasm that’s refreshingly non-nihilistic
X. Pensacola, Florida

Tuesday, January 2nd, 2007

Back in Chattanooga, Brutal Ben had given me a couple numbers for this house he used to live at in Pensacola. Turns out two of his old roommates, Lauryn and Scotty Potty, were both in the IWW! Not only that, but Scott was serving on the IWW’s General Executive Board and Lauryn was on the International Solidarity Committee. I had an easy time securing floor space at that house.


So Lucius and I showed up and this Amy lady invited us into the house. Right away I noticed that there was a picture of Crystal, my roommate from Minneapolis, hanging on the wall in the front entryway. Somehow I had ended up at Crystal’s old house! How’s that for a coincidence?


The only other person at the house was a guy named Icabod. Icabod was a gay phone sex operator. He was working when I arrived, meaning he was wearing an earpiece phone and when he got a call he’d run into his room and start smacking tables and whatnot. Quite the line of work.


Amy gave me a rundown of the Pensacola scene and directed me to the End of the Line Café, a vegan dig across the street. End of the Line was dog-friendly, so I took Lucius over and for the second time all trip bought a real meal. A sandwich with grilled eggplant and mozzarella and something secret on tahini bread with a spicy tomato-based sauce. Excellent!


When we returned to the house, Scotty Potty was there and we talked IWW a bunch. Scott’s a solid dude, totally sincere and active about his politics. But I got the impression that the Pensacola GMB
 was pretty stagnant. No active organizing campaigns, just movie nights and solidarity work. Scott said that he and Lauryn were planning on moving to Gainesville soon, and I felt like if they did the branch in Pensacola would dry up and eventually get de-chartered.


I was feeling sick and had a wicked dry hack, so I crashed pretty early. The house had no heat and the temperature was getting back down towards freezing. Definitely not an ideal environment for convalescence. But Amy gave me her spare mattress and extra blankets, and Lucius I slept in relative comfort.
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I spent my time in Pensacola recovering from New Orleans.


I was in rough shape physically, what with the scratchy throat and leaky sinuses. But that’s a simple if frustrating fix – cough drops, tea, and time. I’m kind of a busy-body and it’s difficult for me to make myself rest. But if I put my mind to it, I am capable of napping.


The tougher trick is tweaking your mental health. 

I was thinking back on my travels, and I realized that I’d lost track of the union organizing aspect of my trip
. I worked it backwards in my head, starting with New Orleans. New Orleans had no Sbuxes, so that wasn’t really my fault. In Katy I had checked out one Sbux, but it was too busy and I never went back. In Chattanooga I had run into a manager in the one store I visited and never went back. And why hadn’t I hit up the two stores downtown?


But I think my stray started in Pittsburgh. There I had visited a couple stores with no luck, and was planning on going back. Instead I sent my journal to my ex-girlfriend and descended into a completely self-absorbed state where I wasn’t thinking about anything except my own emotional problems.


I’ve lived with a lot of different roommates
, and I’ve seen several people fall into ruts where they’re laying around the house depressed all day. I used to chalk it up to their being unemployed and inactive, so that they had too much time to brood. 

But now I think it’s more than just an issue of finding busy work to distract yourself. It’s about being able to place yourself in the context of something larger. It’s about realizing that the world does not revolve around you and that your relationship problems, however dramatic they may be, are not the end of the world.

On that initial drive from Minneapolis to Kansas City, the first idea I had was the Sbuxing bit. I think my instincts were right on with that one. Sure I have problems, but so does the IWW, so does America, so does the world. If you have a chance to work on something bigger than you, it forces you to minimize your own personal drama, instead of blowing it out of proportion as we’re all apt to do.

So anyway, I did some Sbuxing in Pensacola. I hit up two stores in Pensacola proper and one on Gulf Breeze, an island just off the coast. I didn’t make any contacts, but I had a couple good conversations. More than that, it felt good to be making an effort again.

Traveling, the geographic cure, is not enough to heal heartbreak. You need to break out of your self-absorbed stasis. You need to learn how to see the bigger picture. You have to accept the fact that, like Jake from the Dark Tower says, “There are other worlds than these.”
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Despite my apocalyptic cough and moderate malaise, I did manage to get out and have a pretty good time in Pensacola.


I swung by Subterranean Books, a radical bookstore, where I read a supremely un-radical essay by Stephen King about why he wrote 5 novels under the pseudonym “Richard Bachman.” His two reasons were:

1. He trusts his instincts and that’s what he felt like doing.

2. He wanted to find out if it was the quality of his writing that created Best Sellers or if it was the Stephen King name brand.

The first point was easy for me to relate to, as I’d been living off pure instinct for over a month.

The second point I have contemplated a fair amount. Is it the art itself that matters or the promotion? I think it’s always a combination of the two. 

With DIY I think the content matters a little more, because you don’t have any corporate entities filling the airwaves with commands for what music to listen to or zines to read, and you have to make up your mind for yourself. I’d like to think that if I made a really spectacular zine it would speak for itself and I wouldn’t have to do much pushing.


Wednesday I went with Amy and her friend Javier to a dollar theatre and watched Little Miss Sunshine. Amazing movie! It was the first time in ages that I’d been to a theatre and seen a movie that blew me away. A light-hearted family film about discovering truth through struggle.


After the movie, Amy took us to Sluggo’s, Pensacola’s premier punk bar and showspace. A dingy dive with dollar Shlitz’s and sweet creative specials every day of the week. On Tuesdays, for instance, you can play two hours of all you can drink drinking games for $5!


While I was smoking outside Sluggo’s I met some girl who was talking about how she’d been in Manhattan over New Year’s and accidentally ended up at a $175/person Christina Aguilera party. Apparently this girl’s friend was staying in the same hotel, so she got in for free. The only points of interest I could glean from the story were:

1. This girl was in Manhattan

2. So was Christina Aguilera

The Pensacola scene in general seemed to suffer from big city envy. Here’s this town with not one but two sweet vegan cafés that double as showspaces, the coolest bar in the world, a rad radical bookstore, This Bike is a Pipebomb, and tons of cool kids. All the cool parts of say the Minneapolis punk scene but without all the junkies and skinheads (or at least with less of them). Yet nobody who lived there seemed to like it and everyone, the folks I was staying with included, wanted to leave.


To me that’s a typical American attitude. Everybody wants to be in Manhattan hanging out with Christina Aguilera. But if they were, they’d realize that pop stars are phony and dull, and that for all that money they lead surprisingly boring lives.


The girl telling this story, to her credit, did say “but fuck those people.” Apparently they were dancing to radio rap and it was impossible to have a meaningful conversation with anyone. Because these folks were so obsessed with maintaining their images that they had become cowards incapable of communicating anything of substance and so their exchanges operated on the principles of superficiality and triteness. Granted, this is mostly speculation on my part.


I think people should take pride in where they come from. So you think there are too many hicks in your town? The crime rate is too high? Get over it! I’d take rednecks and gangsters over kissass “artists” who move to L.A. trying to “make it” any day. At least the former folks have self-respect. And they certainly have more to offer the world than some phony-ass pop star.


I know I’m proud of Minneapolis. Shit, I did a gigantic zine about it! I feel like there’s a ton of righteous art and inspiring political activity going on there, and I like being a part of it. 

Thinking about all this in Pensacola was the first time that I started to feel like I wanted to go home.
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My last night in Pensacola I was feeling a little better and went out drinking with Scotty Potty and Amy. We went to this wild bar called The Elbow Room. Not wild like sailors and college kids dancing on the bar. Wild like this:


It was dark with red lighting. The tables had red tablecloths, and there were Christmas lights everywhere. There were 3 people at the bar when we arrived, and when we left there were none.


The bartender wore a tuxedo vest and was formal with us. He also wore a Federation pin. Like from Star Trek. The bar was filled with Star Trek stuff, but it was all subtle. The picture above the bar of the Manhattan skyline with a tiny Starship Enterprise flying over it. The Star Trek Ave. street sign by the side door. I suppose the life-size cardboard cutout of 7 of 9 was not too subtle.


Also, the bar had all these old school bar games. A bowling game with miniature pins, a baseball game with light-up hand-drawn dudes. And the jukebox played only 70s songs – 11 for $1. Apparently the bartender knew Paula Mayberry, who does not appear in this zine. He sent his regards.


After the Elbow Room, Scott gave us a mini historical tour of Pensacola. We went to the parking lot of Oscars: The Hotcake King, where Ted Bundy was apprehended. Scott showed us where the trolley cars were dynamited in the Trolley Operator Strike of 1908 and then the block where the organizers had lived. Also an old drivethru funeral parlor where they use to display bodies in a glass case on the outside of the building. You could pay your respects without even leaving the comfort of your automobile. How convenient!


After the tour we went back to the house and I hit the sack early. Next stop: my dad’s house in Savannah, Georgia, home of Baroness and Kylesa
.
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Pensacola People Reviews:

Amy - Talked often and with a sharp edge, had small ferocious dog that did not like Lucius

Icabod - Recommended to me Octavia Butler and Phillip Pullman, both of whom I’ve since read and been totally into. Worked insane 60-hour phone sex work weeks. What must that do to your mind?

Javier - Always smiling, lived at a house of Puerto Rican hardcore kids

Lauryn - Apparently into International Solidarity. We didn’t converse much.

Scotty Potty - Writes long opinionated political perzines. A kindred spirit!

Lauryn and Scotty’s Baby - Adorable but a mumbler

Paula Mayberry - Does not appear in this zine



XI. Savannah, Georgia

Friday, January 5th, 2007

It’s a 500 mile drive from Pensacola to Savannah, and I drove through torrents of rain almost the whole way. For long stretches freeway the traffic was moving at 30mph. Everyone had their flashers on, because otherwise you couldn’t see the car in front of you. I’d crack my window to smoke a cigarette and the rain would blow in on my face. Lucius slept peacefully through it all, as he tends to do.


I zone out on long drives. Here I was thinking about coincidences. The one that currently had me on edge was the whole 19 business. A little background on my personal history with the number 19:


So a friend of mine, the one who dated my ex before I did, went in on a van with me for our band. The van keys came with a large red and white #19 cow tag, to signify that it had been #19 in the van pool. I put that key chain on my belt buckle. During this time people would always ask me what 19 meant, and I would say “It’s a key chain.”


So then my band broke up, my house collapsed
, and my friend and I simultaneously realized what horrible humans we both were and made an effort to associate with comparatively better humans. I sold him my share of the van for $100
 and gave him my set of keys, but kept wearing the #19 key chain, for no particular reason. During this period people would ask me what 19 meant, and I would say it’s my favorite prime number.


When I broke up with my girlfriend, I was still sporting the 19. It’s a very visible 19, and so of course people would ask me what 19 meant. Here I started responding, “It’s my ex-girlfriend’s speed dial on my cell phone.” Which it was. I found that coincidence rather disturbing, and I was feeling sardonic enough to announce it.


So then I converted to psychoticism and went driving around the country. I started reading these Dark Tower books. The first four books of the series I read in their Signet editions, which all begin with a Steven King essay entitled “On Being Nineteen (And a Few Other Things).” Actually that didn’t weird me out in the slightest and I didn’t even think of my own 19.


But then starting in Book 5, The Wolves of the Calla, the number 19 begins appearing on every page. Well, not every page, but enough of them that it’s downright annoying. Every name has 19 letters. If there’s a code it’s 19. If they’re in a skyscraper whatever they’re looking for is on the 19th floor. And so on.


In the Dark Tower, 19 is the reoccurring coincidence that proves there are no coincidences. What we view as coincidences are actually manifestations of fate, or ka to those fictional characters seeking the tower. The number 19 comes to represent fate, and the characters in the book start using it in nominative predicates, as in “this lobstrocity is so 19.”


I’d seen my fair share of coincidences this trip. For a book to come along and use 19, the number I wear, to explain coincidences away as destiny, well, that affected me. 

I started thinking in terms of Fate. How did I find Lucius’s dog tag in Columbus? Fate. How had I made through 14 hours of cloudy skies from Chattanooga to Katy with no rain? Fate. Would I ever make it home? Fate.


But the idea of Fate raises uncomfortable questions. So if everything’s Fate, are all our actions meaningless? Is there no free will? Does Fate mean there’s a God? What is at the top of that tower, anyway?


Fifty miles out of Savannah, the rain finally let up, and my windshield wipers promptly broke. If they had broken during the downpour, we would have had a serious accident. As it was, I pulled off the freeway and parked under a gas station canopy. My step-dad had shown me a quick fix
, and I performed said fix in about 10 minutes using my lone tool - the Leatherman my dad had sent me for Christmas.


Luck? Coincidence? Or neither?
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My dad has lived all over the world, and he can ask for beer and cigarettes in some 8 different languages.


He grew up Harry III
 in Battle Creek, Michigan. There he shot squirrels with a .22 and played French horn.


He played in the Army band for a piece, as I’ve related, and during that time he married my mom and had a couple kids, myself being one of them.


But my dad’s always been big into military board games
. At some point he realized there’s more to the Army than just French horn, and decided what he really wanted to do was Military Intelligence. So he left the band, became an MI officer, and went off to Kuwait as a 1st Lieutenant.


When my parents divorced he was living in Germany. After the war he started doing counter-intelligence stuff, and I don’t even know all the places he went. I’ll do my best.

I know he once gave me a suit that he had received in a trade from a Russian spy named Lefty. Also he once gave my sister a coat from Pakistan, though he’s never mentioned traveling there. I know he spent time in Alaska doing spy shit, but what that all entails is a mystery to me. I have heard that he’s spoken with some universally famous/infamous fellas, but this is from my sister and could probably get my dad in trouble.


At some point my dad moved to Fort Huachuca in Arizona. There he went on a horse riding date with a lady named Ludia, a German with a heavy accent and two small children. They all got along pretty well. Due to legal and logistical constraints, it seemed that if they wanted to spend more time together, my dad would have to marry Ludia. So they got married, and then they moved to Hawaii.


My dad lived a couple years in Hawaii, snorkeling and sniffing around for internationally renowned terrorists. After Hawaii he and Ludia moved back to Germany.


While they were staying in Germany, Ludia visited a fortune teller who told her that my dad was about to die and Ludia would meet two hunks, one of whom would get all touchy feely with her. So she convinced my dad to take out a $400,000 life insurance policy, and then she went on a two-week vacation to Arizona to visit old friends.


In Arizona Ludia found a studly ex-Mexican mafia fellow
. Taking into account my dad’s imminent expiration, Ludia figured it would be best to bring her kids gallivanting around America’s Southwest with this fellow and just wait to start rolling in insurance money.


Meanwhile, my dad, still very much alive, was back in Germany discovering that Ludia had been sleeping with all of his superior officers. Needless to say, he cancelled the insurance policy.


While my father survived the omen, this bizarre debacle ruined his marriage and career. He was transferred to Chicago to teach ROTC at De Paul University. Teaching ROTC is a go nowhere job in the Army, but my dad enjoys teaching and made the best of it. Still, he never got another promotion and retired a few years later as a very old Captain.


After he retired, my dad moved in with my aunt in Atlanta and spent a few years being really depressed. At some point during his Army career my dad had found time to get a Bachelor’s Degree in Law Enforcement. How he managed that I have no idea. But anyway, in Atlanta my dad completed an online Master’s Degree program in Business Management.


After a couple years in Atlanta, my dad found a job in Orlando managing some military contractor business. A year later, he found a better job in Savannah. 


In Savannah my dad received an e-mail from our old neighbor Carolyn from Marquette, Michigan. Confounding all odds, Carolyn and my dad hooked up over the internet, and Carolyn moved down south a couple months later.

When I visited my dad he was living a low-key life out of a small apartment just outside of Savannah.
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I spent most of my time in Savannah hanging out at the apartment with my dad, drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes. It worked out well, as I was exhausted and still get over being sick.


I barely remembered Carolyn from Marquette, but she seemed pretty cool. Reminded me of my friend Rachel from Mpls. Same smile. Soon after I arrived, my dad told me that he and Carolyn had decided to get married, and that I was the first in the family to know. I really hope it works out between them.


I’m a big fan of my dad, but we don’t agree on a single issue. Political, cultural, religious, military, you name it. Totally polarized.


On Saturday, for instance, I went with my dad and Carolyn to the historical sector of downtown Savannah. We walked around checking out old buildings and especially gravestones of Civil War era military officers. Not really my bag. But I enjoy the outdoors and spending time with my dad.


We ate dinner that day at One-Eyed Lizzy’s off the shorefront. Over dinner I got into a huge heated argument with my dad about unions, minimum wage, and illegal immigrants. To summarize, my dad is opposed to all three, and I’m for them.


I used to get really bent out of shape arguing with my dad. I think it was because he intimidated me. I’d let him ramble on and instead of speaking my mind I’d just start fuming. But at One-Eyed Lizzy’s I think we cut each other off about equally. When we finished arguing, neither of us having convinced the other in the slightest, we both blew it off and were totally chill.


Sunday afternoon my dad took Carolyn and I to check out his work. My dad works at Fort Stewart in Liberty County, Georgia. He works for some private contractor company, I have no idea which one. The military industrial complex is, as the name suggests, quite complex.


My dad manages a training operation. He has 40 folks working under him, and they’re responsible for training thousands upon thousands of soldiers about military software and Low Intensity Combat
. It’s a huge operation, really. Large ugly warehouses with loads of computers. Acres and acres of swampland with RV trails and mock houses. 

Quite a departure in scenery from union meetings in ratty radical community centers and punk shows in mildewy Midwestern basements. But hey, that’s my dad.
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I upped my internet activity significantly at my dad’s place.

Before I left Mpls I had deleted my Myspace profile and given my Ass Forum Administrator account to GREENMACHINE
, a prolific but unpopular and controversial Ass Forum poster. Naïve primitivists would call this liberation, but really it was me acting out a self-destructive impulse to distance myself from all my friends.


In Savannah I created a new Myspace account and started posting on the Ass Forum again. I also sent e-mails to my roommates and some wobblies. I was trying to find Lucius and myself sleeping accommodations in the event we made it to New York. None of the New York IWWs seemed able to put up a pup.


In response to my Ass Forum posts, my friend Wil sent me a private message asking how I was doing and requesting a post card. That felt great. Not only did no one tell me to fuck off, but I still had friends! I wrote Wil a proper letter and mailed it off right away.


It bugs the shit out of me when punks and radicals rag on the internet. And technology in general. In lieu of ranting, I’m just going to make a few comparisons.

Internet Forum Private Messages vs. Hand-Written Letters


The argument here is that writing messages over the internet is so impersonal compared to talking face to face and it actually creates distance between people rather than bringing them together. Also it’s impassive and you’re just staring at a screen. 

Bogus! Any communication brings people together. The cool aspect of the internet is you can communicate quickly over large distances. It’s just about the same as writing a letter, except faster and you don’t have to try to decipher my sloppy scrawl. And it’s no more impassive than reading a book.



Wikipedia vs. Public Libraries


Wikipedia is an open-source project, meaning anyone in the world can contribute to it and no one person or corporate entity can censor it. It contains more fascinating information than any one person could absorb in a lifetime, and it’s free.


A public library is a state institution, meaning the government has total censorship control. A library also has limited space, so they only stock books they think a lot of people will want to read. I’m not anti-library or anything, but fuck, how can you dog on Wikipedia?

Cell Phones vs. Landlines


I don’t even know what the anti-cell phone argument is, to tell you the truth. Anyone who has ever done any intense organizing knows how indispensable a cell phone can be in the heat of an action.


The anti-technology argument I sympathize with more is that videos are so simple and seductive that people would rather sit in front of a screen all day then write and read zines/books. But I don’t worry about that too much either. As long as there are words, there will be writers. And as long as there are writers, there will be readers.
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By the time I left Savannah I had overcome my sickness and felt pretty alright emotionally. Only problem was I had grown bored. Drinking coffee and watching football will only take you so far. So I said my farewells and took off for Asheville.

Dad and Carolyn reviews:

Dad – Writes in Colin Powell every presidential election. Conservative but coming around on gun control I think.

Carolyn - Substitute teacher working on a graduate degree in English.




XII. Asheville, North Carolina

Monday, January 8th, 2007

Before Cinque gave me the address for the Woodfin Compound, I didn’t even know Asheville was in North Carolina. Turns out Asheville has the largest punks per capita in the U.S.
 and is totally tubular!


Lucius and I stayed at the Woodfin Compound with Heather, Bradley, and Josh (humans), Sheena, Shlitz, and Betz (canines), Dalton and some other cat (cats).


Heather used to shotgun beers at Anarchtica with Tom Foot and Brutal Ben. She also used to do meth and run around naked outside of Crystal’s house in Pensacola. Or maybe she was the one who abstained. I don’t remember. Anyway, she’d lived all over the Southeast punk world. I found Heather friendly and downright hilarious. She was the first person I talked to, and she invited me to stay at the house as long as I wanted.


Bradley was awesome too. My first night in town I accompanied him and a different Josh to a metal show that was going on in some record store. It was Monday night and only two bands were playing, but like 50 kids showed up! Impressive!


According to Bradley, the DIY music scene in Asheville is huge. He said that just out of the bands he was in and his friends’ bands, he knew about 25 to 30 bands. I can think of about 50 from Minneapolis
. But Asheville is a lot denser than the Twin Cities.


Skeleton Witch, the touring metalheads, were amazing. They had lights and a fog machine, which I find lame as hell, but they were tight musicians with excellent songwriting talent. The store had cleared out some record racks to make a space for the bands to play, and the audience was all crammed around them and up and down the aisles. I stood on a PA speaker for the duration of their set.


After the show, I went with Bradley and Josh down the block to a vegan restaurant called Rosetta’s. They had just closed, but Bradley worked there, so we got to sit around after hours smoking cigarettes and eating free buffet food! The gravy was excellent.


From Rosetta’s, we went over to some art studio space where Bradley and Josh’s friends lived. Heather was present along with several others. There we played The Crust Game, a board game some of these folks had made.


We played it on a Monopoly-style board they’d drawn on a piece of cardboard. There was a Jail, Free Parking (except it was the Spange Hole), etc. To win the game, you had to visit all six cities (Portland, Mpls, NYC, Asheville, New Orleans, and the Bay), form a band, procure a van, one dog, facial tattoos, knuckle tattoos, and three dreadlocks. 

You rolled for tattoos off of charts, and then someone drew it on you with a Sharpie. One of the girls who lived at the space had a bunch of old dreads she had cut off, so whenever someone got a dread in the game they clipped on one of hers.

There were two stacks of cards – Ground Score and Kickdown. The cards were all handmade with elaborate illustrations and were probably the most impressive part of the game. A couple approximate examples:

“You wake up with a dog and facial tattoos.”

“You spend two weeks getting loaded on a couch at some random punk house and then get chased out of town. Go back to Portland.”

Mostly it was a drinking and cheating game. You drank whenever you:

· rolled doubles

· visited a city (at New Orleans, everybody drinks)

· landed on the Beer space

· landed on the Bar (roll to see how many drinks)

· landed on Food Not Bombs (drink from someone else’s beer)

So yeah, we got trashed. I won the game, through massive and unrepentant cheating.

After the Crust game, we went and tee-peed the house of this girl who had played the game with us. We stopped at Rosetta’s to snag a few rolls of toilet paper, then completely covered the house. Great fun. On the way back to the car, I emptied my stomach on the sidewalk.

I had returned to the world of snow. Heather was worried she wouldn’t be able to drive home because her windshield had frosted over and her defrost didn’t work. So I went to town with my windshield-scraping know-how and my old student ID (the scraper). In winter driving scenarios it pays to be Minnesotan.

We made it home around 5am or so. There we ate more Rosetta’s leftovers and finally, in the early morning, passed out cold.
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Tuesday I awoke in high spirits but largely immobile. So I spent the day reading, watching movies, and shooting the shit with the Woodfin folks.


I watched The Empire Strikes Back with Bradley and talked a lot about punk bands. Bradley played me the demo his band Electric Damn had just recorded. They sounded like a sped-up ACDC – dirty punk rock with butt rock guitar leads. A popular style in the South, I take it. I played Bradley the Geargrinder song “Red Planet”
, which I had in between Spanish lessons on a tape in my car.


At the house where I was staying, everyone including the girl who was out of town played in at least two bands. Bradley was in four. I got the impression that a majority of the punks who called Asheville home played music. This high volume of bands suggested to me that:

1. People with little or no musical training felt comfortable starting bands

2. New bands had spaces to play where they knew people would support them

3. Everyone in Asheville had enough friends to scrap a band together

4. The music scene in Asheville must have been pretty inspiring

In a perfect world, everyone would play in a band. Asheville came closer to that ideal than any other city I’ve seen.

I read a bunch of The Dark Tower Book VI: Song of Susannah. Roland and his friends were still looking for the tower, and they still hadn’t found it.

I had finished Wolves of the Calla in Savannah. Good book, but not as good as books 2-4. It had great prose, but it moved too slow. I suspect that since he has become a giant literary and pop culture figure, Stephen King intimidates his editors to the point that they don’t feel comfortable telling him to cut, say, 100 pages out of a novel.

Later in the night, I watched Howard the Duck with Heather and Josh. We had to crank the volume all the way up to hear it over one of Bradley’s other bands, Reagan’s Bones, who were practicing in the basement.

Howard the Duck is a ridiculously cool movie. Foul-mouthed working class duck from some duck planet gets accidentally transported to Cleveland, where he seduces Lea Thompson
, saves the planet from the Dark Overlord of the Universe, and becomes a rock star. Gnarly.

I did some Starbucksing but didn’t make any contacts. The store at the Asheville mall was super-busy the whole time I was there, so just to make sure I hadn’t wasted a trip I stole some cheese fries, Parable of the Sower by Octavia Butler, and a very nice edition of the final Dark Tower book, Book VII: The Dark Tower.

I was super-stoked to be on my way to New York for the Starbucks Workers Union strategy session. I did some more e-mailing and still couldn’t find a place to crash in New York. I figured I could stay in Philly with Gary Deathwish, but that’s a 4-hour drive both ways to go to a 6-hour strategy session. 

I mentioned my predicament to Heather, and lo and behold, Heather had friends in New York! Heather made a couple calls and just like that, Lucius and I had secured a couch in Brooklyn!
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You can’t walk anywhere in Asheville without running into punks. The sidewalks are swarming with them, the libraries are littered with them, and the bars of course serve to them as well. Pick any corner of Asheville, even say a high security U.S. Bank vault, and I bet you could waltz in there and find some kids leaning up against stacks of bills, smoking rollies and playing hot dice.


I spent my last night in Asheville partying with said punks at various locales. There was a show at El Nuevo, which was a rad collective showspace. Really it was just a house with a nice open basement, but they had a collective that booked, managed, and cleaned up after the shows. The bands that played the show were a little on the poppy side for me, but I did enjoy Miniature Ponies.


For me the coolest aspect of the show was that each of the four bands had at least one girl, and two of the three bands I watched had female guitar players. It occurred to me that all the house bands at the house where I was staying had at least one lady too.


For all the rhetoric in the punk scene about ladies’ empowerment, it’s really rare to find a music scene that’s not dominated by men. When women are in bands, they’re typically singers or bassists and rarely drummers or guitarists. Asheville seemed to be split right down the middle at every instrument. I didn’t stay in Asheville long enough to reach any conclusions as to why their scene is so lady-laden, but they must have been doing something right.


At the show I ran into Matteapolis whom I had hung out with in St. Louis. Apparently he was on his way to Mexico via Asheville, which really is not the most direct route from Missouri. We got each other caught up on our past month’s worth of adventures and had a pretty good time.


After the show we trekked over to some bar where they had punk rock karaoke on Wednesday nights. The place was packed, and everyone was a punk! Must have been close to a hundred of us. One off-balance mass of black leather and encrusted dread locks. I was so flabbergasted that I took a picture right when I walked in the door. Josh from the Woodfin Compound was DJing the karaoke, and everybody was super into it.


I was supremely impressed with the community feel of the Asheville punk scene. Everybody knew everybody. Everybody played in bands, went on tours, booked shows, drew flyers. And they all shared equipment and vans.


To me that’s pretty much the be-all end-all of punk. A group of misfits building community through collective art projects. Bands, showspaces, art shows, zines, theatre groups – the form doesn’t matter much. Typically a punk scene is centered around music, and that’s fine.


But the point is you’re building healthy relationships that are based off of friendship and equality. In mainstream society people rarely get a chance to experience these kinds of relationships. 

At work we have the hierarchical worker-manager relationship, and then we’re supposed to compete with our coworkers for raises and promotions and such. Outside of work, maybe you hang out with your neighbors, maybe you have church friends, or maybe you just watch TV with your family. Generally your family has its own hierarchy, starting with the alpha male figure.


DIY punk operates outside of these structures. You still get the artist-audience hierarchy, but the more people who start bands and other projects, the less prominent that division becomes. My ideal punk community is a big group of smarmy jerks who don’t take themselves too seriously and will support their friends whenever they need help. Asheville came pretty close to that.


The major drawback of punk is that it is and will always remain a “sub”-culture. Punks revel in their outsider status. You could never build a mass movement out of punk, because it would deprive DIYers of their cultural distinctness, which is half the appeal of the punk program in the first place. 

The challenge, then, is to take those values of self-empowerment and solidarity and transfer them onto a larger canvas. In my life, I found that avenue in the Industrial Workers of the World’s solidarity unionism. And as much as I would have liked to stay and party in Asheville longer, I was more excited to head to New York and take a look what the NYC wobs had been organizing.
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Asheville Folks:

Heather – Engaging storyteller, said she hadn’t had a solid shit in years

Jared – Traveler who had recently stayed with Gary Deathwish, bought me a 40 for taking him to the store. I stole 3 Heinekin tallboys and drank free all night.

Josh M. – Professional DIYer with thousands upon thousands of cassette tapes

Josh 2 – Quiet voice, screaming harmonizing guitar leads

Bradley – Ditto on the guitar harmonizing, stoner with motivation and sense of comedy

Chris – Used to live at Little Florida in Mpls, now kicking it in Asheville. A shack-man.

Matteapolis – Still footloose, still boozeless

Blaine – Dreadlocked staple of the Asheville moshpit, co-creator of the Crust game




XIII.    New York City, New York

Thursday, January 11th, 2007

After 12 hours on the road I finally hit the Holland Tunnel around midnight. Well, I finally hit Holland Tunnel traffic around midnight. Six lanes of one-way traffic at a complete stop in the dead of night. Welcome to New York City.


I rarely get a chance to write while I’m driving, but in the hour it took me to traverse the final mile into Manhattan I managed a pretty decent 3-page journal entry. I also wore out my clutch foot to no end. New York City stick shift drivers must have the strongest left feet in the world.


I was staying at a house in Brooklyn called Fort Whitey. Tucker and Liz were the two who greeted me when I arrived. It was close to 2am, but they had been expecting me and helped me get settled into the second floor living room. Central heating, unspoiled couches, and a balcony for smoking? I could hardly believe it.


I finished up The Dark Tower Book VI: Song of Susannah before I went to bed and prepared myself for what promised to be a very busy stay in Brooklyn.
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Immediately I realized that transportation was going to be an issue. Parking and traffic were a nightmare, and I couldn’t take Lucius on the subway. So Friday morning I struck out on foot to see the sights of New York City.


Lucius and I walked from Fort Whitey all the way to Lower Manhattan and back. We checked out the Brooklyn Bridge, peeked at the Statue of Liberty, and glimpsed Ground Zero, which was something else.


Ground Zero when I saw it was a pit the size of a square block, smack dab in the middle of skyscraper central in downtown Manhattan. It was enclosed in a tall fence, so from the ground you had to peek between slits to see anything. The best view I found was from the second story of a nearby Burger King.


Inside the pit, an army of construction workers were doing demolition work, preparing for the Ground Zero monument. Outside the pit a bunch of photographs and factoids about 9/11 were on display. The most powerful photo in my opinion was of a mass of New Yorkers fleeing across the Brooklyn Bridge. Apparently after the buildings collapsed, the debris in the air was so thick that they evacuated the entire island of Manhattan.

Walking around New York City is like visiting another planet. In Brooklyn, train tracks run above streets so that you can’t see the sky. I felt like I was in Final Fantasy 7, exploring a multilevel city. Every inch of curb is covered in cars, you can barely catch glimpses of the asphalt between all the taxis, and navigating a dog through the dense sidewalk traffic takes some serious dedication. In fact, I saw only two other dogs in the 20 miles we walked, and I didn’t see any wildlife. Just humans and cement and steel and exhaust.

By the time Lucius and I returned to Fort Whitey the sun had set. We were both filthy and exhausted from our urban hike. I sat around with the Fort Whitey cats shooting the shit for a bit and quickly discovered several excellent items of interest:

1. The Fort Whitey residents brewed 50 bottles of beer a week, and it tasted delicious

2. Most of the folks at the house were in the ABC No Rio collective

3. Fighting Dogs and Witch Hunt were playing the next day at No Rio and I could get in for free!

I rambled on for a while about Fighting Dogs, my favorite band at the time. Also probably did a fair bit of moaning and groaning about the deplorable condition of my legs and feet.


But who has time to whine when there are wobblies coming to town? Once I had caught my breath I took a quick shower and headed over to Sarah and Tomer’s apartment, where all the IWW folks were gathering.
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The solidarity within the IWW is like that of no other organization, as far as I’m concerned. Workplace organizing is a mammoth struggle. Once you’ve crossed the threshold and discovered what it’s like to stand up to authority with your job on the line, you tend to gravitate towards other people who have danced in the same fire. 

Or maybe it’s just because the IWW theme song is called “Solidarity Forever” and it infiltrates your mind. In any case…

So about 30 wobblies, mostly Starbucks barristas, were having a cheap wine and cheese party. Half of them worked at the 6 IWW stores in New York, but there were quite a few out-of-towners too. Most of them were from cities whose campaigns have not yet gone public, and sadly I’ll have to omit them from this zine. But I can say there were a couple rad dudes from Maryland, whose store went public with the union shortly after I left town.

Around 11:00 I drove with Tomer to LaGuardia Airport to pick up Liz, a barrista whose store has since become the 2nd public IWW-organized Starbucks in Chicago.

The Starbucks campaign was and still is the most visible IWW organizing campaign. Probably the only campaign we have going that you can read about in the New York Times. But Tomer was more excited to talk about the Brooklyn warehouse workers campaign.

New York wobblies have been organizing at food distribution warehouses in Brooklyn since 2005. Over the course of 2006, workers at five different warehouses went public demanding union representation.

The food distribution industry in Brooklyn employs almost exclusively immigrants, and bosses like to take advantage of these workers’ often precarious legal status by denying overtime pay and setting wages far below New York’s $7.15 minimum wage. It is common for business owners to pay $300 for a 65-hour work week, and not unheard of to pay less than $500 for a 100-hour work week! That’s $2-$5 an hour with no overtime pay in the most expensive city in America.

The IWW, through SOLIDARITY UNIONISM, has been able to force warehouse owners to comply with minimum wage and overtime regulations. Solidarity unionism works like this:

1. AGITATE


You start with an issue. There’s always an issue. Even in that perfect job where you can work in your PJs and throw parties in the owner’s vacation home, all workers want higher pay and fewer hours. Those issues are fundamental to capitalism.

But let’s say it’s your hours that have you all riled. I’m a food service fellow, and that’s a pretty universal issue in the food service industry.

So you’re working different hours every week, which is a pain, and you generally don’t get as many hours as you want. Maybe you have a couple coworkers who are also getting shorted. Meanwhile a few others are working too much. Students are scheduled on days they have school. The common issue here is control of the scheduling.

2. EDUCATE

So you have this scheduling issue, now what do you do about it? Presumably you’ve already talked to your manager about it, and what did that do? What would happen if you took a coworker with you to talk to the manager? What if a group of five of you approached the manager? What if all the workers in the store approached management and submitted their own schedule? What if everyone left their uniforms at home and wore hot pants and bikini tops instead
?

First you have to realize for yourself that collective action is the answer. Then you have to talk to all your coworkers about it. You need to ask questions like these that appeal to people’s imaginations. Fear and futility are your enemy. Imagination is your weapon.

3. ORGANIZE


Once you’ve reached a point where people realize that their power lies in numbers and that bending over for the bosses will never fundamentally change anything, then you need to start meeting in groups and organizing actions. This leads us to the goal of solidarity unionism:

DIRECT ACTION


Whereas a business union aims for legal union recognition and a union contract, solidarity unionism seeks nothing more than direct action. And direct action gets the goods.


In the case of the Brooklyn warehouse workers, direct action means sabotaging trucks by filling their gas tanks with water. It means unannounced and militant nighttime pickets outside of warehouses. More commonly it means going as a group to confront the bosses, on the shop floor. I use the present tense here because as of this writing the warehouse wobs are still throwing down on a regular basis.

Forget about the labor board and union negotiators. Anyone can be a union negotiator if you know your demands. All you need is the power to back them up, and that power lies in collective direct action. Once you have enough solidarity to carry out actions, then you have a UNION.

So anyway, we picked up Liz, and she was cool as shit. We discussed partying, solidarity unionism, and those World’s Fair flying saucer things from Men in Black, which we passed on the freeway. Then we returned to the apartment and celebrated solidarity through cheddar and Chardonnay.
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Saturday was even more frantic than Friday. I woke up early, packed the hundreds of records and zines that make up the No Rio distro into my car (I had volunteered to bring it to the Fighting Dogs show), and drove over to Make The Road By Walking, the radical community center where we were having the strategy session.


Like all good strategy sessions, we began with bagels and coffee and casual bullshitting. Then straight to business.


As this was the first mass meeting of wobbly barristas from around the country, most people lacked a thorough knowledge of the campaign outside their respective cities. So we started off with a history of the Starbucks Workers Union and went around doing reports from various locales.


In 2004, the first Starbucks store went public with the IWW in Manhattan. GOING PUBLIC means declaring to management and the media that you have a union. This brings you legal protection, as you cannot be discriminated against for CONCERTED ACTIVITY. And if you work at a multibillion dollar coffee shop company, you get a WIKIPEDIA ARTICLE and your face on the news. But also after you go public your bosses know you’re organizing and will hit you with an anti-union campaign.


Over the next couple years the campaign grew in New York City, spreading to five more stores. Concerned about their liberal brand image, Starbucks responded by raising wages for all New York barristas by close to $2.00/hr. They all also instituted a company-wide barrista wage increase of 50 cents/hr. And then they started firing union organizers.


To date they have fired 7 wobbly organizers. Two of them have gone through the Labor Board complaint process and been reinstated and reimbursed back wages, and the Labor Board is as of this writing currently hearing the case of two others.


Starbucks coupled the firings with a “good cop” policy of giving workers at the union stores the hours they wanted. The idea being that if people were already getting their preferred hours, why would they want to risk getting fired by joining the union?


Sbux’s anti-union strategy has worked well in New York, as no new stores there have joined the campaign since 2005. But that doesn’t mean folks aren’t signing up elsewhere!


The first IWW-organized Starbucks outside of New York went public in Chicago in 2006. And soon after this strategy session, a second store went public in Chicago, and another store went public in Maryland. Folks assembled at the meeting also represented ongoing organizing drives in several cities I won’t mention.


One of the major goals of the strategy session was to restructure the campaign so that it reflected the changing geographic shape of the organizing, i.e. move it out of New York. Exciting as this topic was for everyone, I feel it would come off very dry and administrative in this zine. So instead I’d like to talk about the Sbux organizers’ good looks.


Before the Starbucks campaign, the New York City GMB was a handful of old white dudes with gray moustaches and tucked-in button-up shirts. Though doubtless well-meaning and well-read
, these guys were not going to win a beauty pageant any time soon.


But the Starbucks campaign has raised the IWW’s profile amongst cute college-aged radicals and coffee peddlers. Not only has the NYC GMB grown into one of the union’s largest branches, but the new members are far sexier than the old. Out with the bowties, in with the tank tops!


I hung out with these fashion fiends for five hours, then ducked out early to go see Fighting Dogs.
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ABC No Rio is a 4-story squat turned legit showspace and community center on the Lower East Side of Manhattan that has been doing shows for over 25 years. The No Rio collective has had to wage a constant struggle with the city to stay open during this time as gentrification has enveloped the neighborhood. 

Condos, ritzy art galleries, $3/hr parking meters, and right next door – a hundred spiky-haired teenagers milling around on the sidewalks drinking vodka out of Gatorade bottles! Now that’s my kind of contradiction!

The show was sold out, but Liz and Tucker were running the door and let me in for free. Inside a few hundred kids were making friends and looking cool. At the ripe old age of 22, I must admit I felt like a senior citizen. I had as peers only the bands and the collective members, but I was acquainted with enough of them to feel comfortable and enjoy myself.

Fighting Dogs
 were incredible. Raging intricate hardcore with dueling vocals and solid musicians on every instrument. Also intense lyrics with footnotes and a bibliography on the lyric sheet
. Further proof that punks, on learning how to play their instruments, need not convert to metal.

Witch Hunt were controversial as per usual. At one point in their set a guy stood up on stage and accused an audience member of ramming his hand down some girl’s pants. Janine from Witch Hunt then took the mic and started calling for blood, but in the end the dude left without incident and Witch Hunt resumed their set.

On the one hand I’m turned off by such blind justice.

But on the whole it’s great to see a band calling out dudes in the pit for creeping on young girls. That shit happens at any show of decent size, and 95% of the time the dude gets away with it. In the rare instance that somebody actually speaks up about it, the bands and whoever’s running the space will generally take the “just don’t fight in here, we can’t have cops around” line. 

Fuck that. I say beat the bastard useless and let everyone in the crowd take notice of what happens to sexual predators at punk shows. No showspace is important enough to warrant turning a blind eye to sexual assault.
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After the No Rio show I dropped off Lucius, who had accompanied me all day, at Fort Whitey, and set out with this girl Sonya to a house show in Brooklyn. The trip took two buses and a small piece of walking. En route I learned a great deal about Sonya. Then when we arrived at the show I drank a bunch of beer and promptly forgot everything.


The show was on the third floor of an apartment building, and there was a connected party on the first floor where several of the No Rio kids were chilling. Overall the partygoers were attractive and smiling, dressed in an assortment of odd bohemian getups. Lots of stripes, frayed hems, funky hats, etc. 

I ran into a Janine I had met several months earlier at IWW General Assembly in Berkeley. We had a great conversation, which I can’t recall. Neither can I recall any of the excellent exchanges I’m confident I had with complete strangers. I do distinctly remember introducing myself to a couple folks in the bathroom line on one occasion, though their names have since escaped me.

The first band that played was a dirty rock band comprised of four fat dudes in skimpy dresses and thongs. The second band wore black jeans and black t-shirts and played decent indy rock. The third band was a piece of shit. Hives-ish. The fourth band was an aggressive pop punk band from Boston called Witches With Dicks, and they were great.

There’s something stirring about trekking across an unfamiliar city in the middle of night, in the cold, by bus and on foot, and arriving at a wild DIY 3rd floor show. I hope I never grow out of that excitement.
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Monday morning I woke up at 8am, hungover as hell. I had crashed at Tomer’s apartment the previous night, and he was waking everybody up to go to the warehouse worker picket line.

I went with Evan and Matt, kindred spirits too terrified of waking up early to make the 5am picket and incapable of making the 9am picket without cheating. By cheating I mean they smoked weed, I pounded beers, and we all took shots before heading out to the EZ Supply Warehouse. That’s my kind of union!

On the way I had a riveting debate with the proprietor of a scrap yard over whether or not I could take some poles for banging on shit. Then when we reached the picket we walked around banging on shit and chanting and such. I kept having to walk down the alley to pee, much to Lucius’s disappointment. This was his first picket line, and he found it far more entertaining than the alleyway.

After the picket I drove this guy “Reinhart” to Penn Station so he could catch the subway to the airport. We had plenty of time to talk, as midday Manhattan traffic is nothing if not stationary, and we spent it discussing our visions for the IWW.

Both of us would like to see the IWW play a role in the next major American mass movement. We talked a lot about the lessons of past movements. 

First of all, how you build them – by agitating around tangible issues that affect the people you want to organize. In the 30s it was wages and hours, in the 60s and 70s it was segregation and racial discrimination. Who knows what the next one will be?

Then there’s the way you structure the movement. If you have organizations with engrained leadership, like the Black Panthers, all the state has to do is kill or imprison the leadership and your organization dies. Or maybe the organization survives, like the Teamsters, but abandons all pretext of democratic procedure and becomes a corrupt shell of its former self.

If you try to build a movement outside of any mass organizations, like the recent anti-globalization movement, you lose the ability to plot strategy and have to rely on spontaneous mass protests, which are in my opinion ineffective. The WTO shutdown in Seattle was awesome, but what came out of it? You could say it radicalized a lot of people, and that’s fair, but did it ever really pose a threat to the WTO? And have any of the anti-globalization convergences since?


Standing up to authority is always empowering, but I’m at a point where if I’m going to put myself in the line of fire, I want to make sure there’s some strategic plan for change behind what I’m doing. And I honestly don’t see how protesting at the G8, RNC, IMF, etc. is supposed to build a Revolution
.


I think the goal should be to build a mass revolutionary organization that’s as democratic as possible. That’s why I believe in the IWW. It emphasizes democratic decision making and direct action, and it shuns isms.


I cannot promise that the IWW will revolutionize the world, and I can’t even promise that it will ever regain the prominence it had at the beginning of the 20th century. But I have seen solidarity unionism succeed, and where it has I’ve seen the union grow in great leaps. That’s enough to make me want to try.


After I dropped Reinhart off I met up with the wobs again, who had shifted location to a different warehouse where they were holding a rally. About 300 people attended the rally, and lo and behold, one of them was Joel whom I had hung out with in Kansas City! He told me his band was playing at the Church in Minneapolis in a couple weeks. I was like, you know what, I think I’m headed in that direction!
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New York City people:

Liz – Walks dogs for a living, plays guitar in a punk band, was very gracious to me

Tucker – Made the speech at the Fighting Dogs show for folks to pitch in on the million dollar No Rio renovations. Yikes!

Nate – Lowercase ‘m’ marxist who actually does good organizing instead of arguing bullshit political theory with his commie friends. A non-barrista.

Tomer – Has this whole complex analogy for how going public is like sex

Sarah – Represented the SWU and the IWW well on Democracy Now

Evan – Funniest of the NY Sbux cats

Nate 2 – Speaking of funny, young traveler who did an inspired impersonation of Sturgeon from Leftover Crack, whom he loathed, with Sturgeon in the room next door

Dan – Camera-friendly and intelligent media man for the SWU

Reinhart – Animated with wavy blonde hair and boyish good looks

Janine – Kind of a fuck everything attitude but seems to do a lot nonetheless

Elizabeth – New to the Sbux campaign but quick to make her voice heard

Andy – A kinda Christian with whom I talked spirituality in the context of Revolution

Diane – I stayed with her at Hilarity House last time I was in the Bay!

Joel – Said he had spread the story of my Sbux adventures in KC!

Duncan – A man of mammoth proportions. His 20 Questions game needs work.

There are too many people in New York City. Sorry everybody else, but you really ought to work on that overpopulation problem.




XIV. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Monday, January 15th, 2007

I hadn’t recognized the address that Gary had given me – 5010 Beaumont - but when I pulled up to the house I remembered it immediately. This was the house where Red Menace had stayed over Pointless Fest during our summer 2005 tour.


Red Menace was a band I played in from age 15 to age 21. The bassist in the band had been my best friend since 6th grade, and the drummer had been my roommate of three years and partner in various nefarious activities.


In 2005, none of us ever having toured with a band, we set out with our friend Gary on a month-long tour to the East Coast and back. The following spring we had a 16-band last show at our house, the Kremlin, and Red Menace played our final set. A few months after that, I fell in love with the drummer’s ex-girlfriend. And a few months after that, my two former bandmates and I stopped talking.


The Beaumont house looked exactly the same as it had two years before, with narrow walking paths winding through the considerably cluttered living room, dining room, and kitchen. The rooms contained a large and rather random assortment of stuff. A fabric cabinet, cookbooks, a garlic mincer, Buffy the Vampire Slayer DVDs, Deluxe Scrabble, and on and on. The spices alone could have filled a refrigerator.


Gary rented the basement and had three roommates. The only person I recognized was Jen, and she seemed her usual on task self. Still going to Philly’s Pissed
 meetings, still cooking up wild concoctions.


It felt great hanging out with Gary. A break from having to introduce and explain myself. It occurred to me that from Kansas City to my mom’s house I hadn’t hung out with a single person I knew. After that I had kicked it with some acquaintances, but sparingly. Gary was my first friend of more than a year that I’d seen all trip. And shit, Gary’s awesome!
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Gary has a knack for inventing fun activities in the face of boredom. He’s always been very anti-couch. 

I have a fond memory from my Kremlin days of driving out to the suburbs with Gary to rob a grocery store. He was all pumped, saying that they’re totally unprepared for punks in the suburbs, we could get away with it easy. So I drove out to some suburb I’d never visited and parked at the curb outside some grocery store. Gary strolled in and 15 minutes later he came sprinting out, carrying a basket overflowing with food. We ate well that night.


In Philly more often than not our nighttime activities involved 40s and wandering from punk house to punk house. My first night in town, Gary took me over to Cedar Squat, where we played dominos and blared Bruce Springsteen records. After talking shit on the Boss for several years, I had to concede that his songs are sort of catchy.


Another dominos hotspot was Tim’s house, where we watched Confessions of a Dangerous Mind, Arrested Development, and gangster porn.


One night we went over to this girl Robin’s house and played cards with her and Colin. Colin I knew from the band Red Devil. I had set Red Devil up with a show in Minneapolis four months earlier, and I remembered it very distinctly. That was the 9/11 show at the Gym, and also the first night my now ex-girlfriend slept in my now vacated room.


I nearly got in a fight at Robin’s house. After we’d been playing cards and drinking wine a while, this dude Will showed up with a couple friends. Will looked about 30, had black makeup around his eyes, and was wearing a black leather jacket. Quite a talker, he kept going on and on about all these commercial punk bands. The Misfits, Rancid, the Sex Pistols.


I thought this Will character was full of shit, and I was wasted, so I started arguing with him. I said something disparaging about Social Distortion, and the guy told me that he could tell from the way I was dressed that I didn’t listen to punk. After that the room turned tense for a minute, but in the end the dude apologized and left.


I can’t remember another occasion where somebody questioned my punkness, and I tell you the experience shocked me. Usually I’m the one enumerating the merits of punk culture and encouraging DIY kids to identify as punks. I guess I need more black eyeliner. Or maybe it was face paint, what the fuck do I know.


At this point in my life I no longer hang out exclusively with punks. And I don’t put much effort into dressing the part, although I think it’s unfair to say I don’t look at least a little punk. But I definitely feel punk, and I imagine I’ll always identify as one to some extent.

I didn’t get to see any shows in Philly. Unfortunately this was the beginning of the workweek in the dead of winter, which is the slowest time of the year for punk scenes in Northern climes. So we had to improvise.


We did make it out to Jackson Park for Food Not Bombs, which in Philly is a food drop and rarely serves hot meals. There we scrounged up several bags of potatoes and produce. Then we went back to the Beaumont house and under Jen’s direction whipped up some delicious veggie soup.


Gary also took Robin and me to this after-hours bar he’d discovered. Though I’m sure the proprietor ran the operation in the spirit of black market money-grubbing more than out of a DIY aversion to bars, the joint was in any event very illegal.


It was run out of an innocuous gray American Legion Hall. We couldn’t see any lights from the outside and there was no way to tell if it was open. We rang the front door buzzer anyway, and sure enough after a minute or so a guy came and let us into the bar.


The bartender was a stocky middle-aged white guy with a crew cut who I assume worked during the daytime as one of Philly’s finest. He served $3 Budweisers and $5 double-shots of whiskey. Three TVs above the bar provided intriguing entertainment – Sportscenter, a black and white security camera view of the street out front, and a subtitled Steven Segal movie.


The patrons were diverse. Eight punks and about forty others, half of them black and half of them white. I shot a lot of pool there and ran my mouth to Gary about my trip and my troubles in Minneapolis.
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While Gary never failed to find us something to do at night, my daylight hours passed uneventfully. I spent most of my time with Lucius at the Satellite Café, plowing through the final Dark Tower Book. After reading thousands of pages detailing the exploits of Roland and his gunslingers, I felt like I just had to find out what was waiting at the top of that tower.


The slow pace of my stay in Philly couldn’t have contrasted more with the time I’d spent in New York. But I guess my whole trip had been replete with drastic scene changes. I can’t imagine Lizzy and Joel from Bloomington would have found much in common with Adam and Dez in Cincinatti. Tom Foot wouldn’t have made a great impression at midnight mass. And I doubt my dad would have fit in at the Woodfin compound.


It was during these idle moments of reflection in Philly that the scope of my travels finally hit me. I had driven 6,000 miles over 6 weeks, stayed in 14 different cities, and met hundreds of new people. 

And I’d been reckless as hell, driving without a cell phone, through snow and freezing cold, without any plan to fall back on if my car broke down or my place to stay fell through. Never mind the extraordinary odds of some of the coincidences I’d witnessed – it seemed more incredible to me that I had made it this far without any disasters.


I also spent a lot of time thinking about Minneapolis, which wasn’t very difficult, considering I ran into reminders of my old friends wherever I went.
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On my last day in Philly, Gary and I walked to over to Paradise City, a mammoth abandoned 8-story apartment complex. We climbed in a second story window and then spent some time wandering around checking out the graffiti.

I hadn’t been in Paradise City since it opened as a squat two years earlier at Pointless Fest 4. Gary told me that after Pointless Fest some people had tried to live there, but scumfucks quickly flocked to the place and made it uninhabitable
. Since then people have squatted the building occasionally, but nobody stays long.

I recognized some of the graffiti, but much of it was new. Being a word man, my favorites were the “Paradise Now!” tags and all the Paradise Lost references.

Eventually we found our way up to the roof and hung out there for a while smoking cigarettes and reminiscing. My now-estranged former bandmate and my old roommate Julia had been two of the seven kids who opened this place in 2004. I remembered hanging out with them on the roof on a hot summer night, drinking beer till dawn and pulsing with excitement at the freedom offered by this new world of punk.

And it was on top of Paradise City, reminiscing with Gary, where I first spoke aloud about suicide. 

I had felt suicidal before I left Minneapolis, and it wasn’t my first time. My freshman year in college, for instance, I had to give up climbing for a while because I kept thinking about jumping. 

I’d be dangling my feet off a rooftop four stories up and find my thoughts wandering to, in the hypothetical event that I did jump, what the damage would be depending on the type of dive I took. Or I’d think about how jumping off a freeway bridge into oncoming traffic seems more 21st century than jumping into a river. And when I snapped out of it I’d be shaking with fright, which really isn’t the best idea in a climbing situation.

I do not scare easily, but I am terrified of suicide. It is my belief that no one chooses to feel suicidal any more than people choose to feel depressed. And though I’ve never wanted to kill myself, I expect I would have had I gone to work that night instead of driving to Kansas City.

That’s why I left. I was scared and I ran. I had an idea of a way out and went after it.

I’ve already mentioned how I lost my two best friends when I started dating my now former girlfriend. But it was more than that. The bulk of my friends came from the Minneapolis music scene, and our relationship was unpopular in Mpls gossip circles, as most people feel it’s wrong to date your friends’ exes. I was so happy in our relationship that instead of fighting to keep the friends I had, I backed off from the music scene altogether and contented myself to writing fiction and playing piano.

If you let people tell you what a terrible person you are and don’t fight back, eventually you start to believe what they’re saying. When my ex-girlfriend became my ex-girlfriend, I felt like I had nothing. I’d lost my band, my friends, my lover. And I started feeling that if everyone thought I was a lying, manipulating, hypocritical asshole, then maybe they were right.

But here’s where the 19 stuff comes into play. If you look close enough, you can find coincidences that seem statistically impossible. I’ve tried to cite examples of them in my tale. Whether or not these coincidences point to predestiny is a moot point. I mean, if global warming destroys the earth, does it really matter if it was fated or not? We’ll still all be dead.

The significance of the number 19, which for me represents all coincidences, is that it taught me to recognize events and objects that are out of my control. And of the three concepts I wrote about in the beginning of this zine – Struggle, Love, and Revolution – the only one an individual can control is Struggle.

You do not choose love, love chooses you. No one person can take responsibility for revolution. The best anyone can ever do is struggle. So as far as my Minneapolis troubles were concerned, had I struggled? Had I tried to do the right thing?

Your goddamn right I had! I tried like I had never tried before. For six months I tried with all my willpower to juggle everything, to be fair to everyone. I tried myself to tears in a cramped, roach-infested house full of slamming doors and broken hearts. And though at times I could feel the hate and envy rising in me like vomit, I fought and held it down. I tried with every ounce of courage I had – all the way up until the point when I ran.

As crazy as this trip turned out, running is easy. And in my experience the easy path is rarely the best one to take. 

Gary suggested to me that maybe I should move out of Minneapolis. But man, I was tired of running. I knew returning to Minneapolis wouldn’t be easy, that all the problems I had left there would be waiting for me when I returned. But it’s better to try than to run, and I had made up my mind that I was going home. I would do my damndest and leave the rest up to 19.

On the roof of Paradise City I took the last picture of my trip. It showed Gary standing in between two large graffiti murals, his back to the Philadelphia skyline, smiling and waving.
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Philly Folks:

Gary Deathwish – The punkest motherfucker on the planet

Jen – Knows far too many species of flowers, slow talker but wise beyond her words

Robin – Considerate and friendly, dedicated member of the nightlife community

Colin – Ex-Great Clearing Off
! And a witty fellow to boot!

Amelia – Ambitious traveler, was going through some crazy shit involving an incident in which her boyfriend’s roommate had recently pulled a gun on the two of them

Pigpen – Satellite Café regular, one of those suspender types

Tim – I’m a big fan of his myspace page. myspace.com/timkozak




XV. Chicago, Illinois

Friday, January 19th, 2007

I had resolved to go home. Couple minor problems:

1. A mountain range, five great lakes, and 1200 miles stood between me and Minneapolis

2. I had $120


At 30 miles per gallon and $2.50 per gallon of gas, the average rate at the time, it costs $100 to drive from Philadelphia to Minneapolis. The most direct route is to take I-76 to I-80 to I-90, all tollways. The Ohio tollway alone would have cost $20, so I needed an alternative route.


Lucius wouldn’t eat anything but milk bones in the car, and I didn’t want him to have to suffer through a 21-hour drive. Luckily Gary got ahold of his friend Julia in Chicago and found us a place to crash.


Friday morning I woke up at 8am and went down to the Satellite Café to Mapquest directions to Chicago. As we were taking back roads through four states, the directions were a nightmare
.


I set off into rush hour Philadelphia traffic, knowing that whatever margin for error I had enjoyed on the rest of my journey had now been spent. Any car problems or accidents would mean me stranded with a very cold dog, hundreds of miles from friends and family. Shit, if I got lost I’d run out of gas money – that’s how close I was cutting it.


Once we made it out of the city and began wending our way through the Appalachians, I started hearing rattling and ticking noises coming from under the hood. My car was accelerating poorly, and on inclines I couldn’t even make it to 5th gear. I’d be creeping along at 45 mph, watching left lane traffic fly be me, listening to what I was sure were the dying gasps of a 4-cylinder engine
.


But if my car was about to break down there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot I could do about it. Couldn’t exactly afford a tune-up. So I cranked the stereo and stuck it out through six hours of winding mountain highways.


And when I finally hit Ohio and the road started to level out, I thought to myself, maybe am I going to make it! I mean shit, I made it this far!


US-30 is actually a pretty slick straight 75 mph shot through Ohio and Indiana, and once I hit that I was cruising. I crossed into Illinois just shy of 11pm, and I pulled up at Julia’s apartment on Chicago Avenue before the central time zone coo coo clocks even had a chance to strike midnight.
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And how fitting for my journey to end with one more massive coincidence.


Julia turned out to be this rad punk activist lady. When I showed up I was exhausted from the 14 hour drive and didn’t feel up to adventure. So Julia graciously made tea and toast and we sat around talking.

It didn’t take long for Julia to tell me that some other folks from Minneapolis had just slept here two nights before. And who do you suppose they were? Members of Hex and Ganglion, one of whom happens to be that ex-girlfriend of mine I keep mentioning.


Apparently they played a show in Chicago and their sleeping arrangements fell through. Julia was at the show and offered to let them sleep at her apartment.


What made it even weirder for me was that I had expected my friend Nate, whom I had just hung out with in New York and who used to live in Chicago, to hook me up with a place to stay. But he uncharacteristically never got back to me and at the last second Gary found Julia’s number and called her. Of all the punk houses in all the cities. What a world.


The anarchist theory discussion was fabulous, much more enjoyable then those discussions tend to be. Usually people who are into political theory are pompous “armchair radicals” who like to spout memorized rhetoric but exercise little imagination or critical thinking skills. That’s a generalization, but come on, I’ve spent thousands of hours of my life at Hard Times, a worker-owned coffee shop. And I can kick all those wannabe academics’ asses at chess.


I had been planning on finishing up the Dark Tower before I hit the hay, but hanging out with Julia was too much fun. And anyway, the Dark Tower is only a book, and it could wait for Minneapolis.
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Saturday morning I cleared out before noon and started the final leg of my journey. Half a dozen rollies later I was walking Lucius up to the front door of my house. 

The seven weeks I had been gone seemed like years. I felt older and wiser for the wear, but I still had no clue what to expect. 

Lucius wasn’t worried - he was whipping his tail and tugging on his leash. When I deleashed him he bounded around the yard for a minute and then dashed into the house. I was like, well, if he’s not worried, I won’t be either. And I stepped in after him, ready to face fate in whatever form I confronted it.

XVI. Minneapolis
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As I said at the start, writing is a struggle, and this story has been so difficult I can hardly believe I wrote it. At times I thought I’d never finish it. Just now I checked, and I created this file on May 30th. Today is July 18th, which makes for a nice round 50 days.

The final Harry Potter book comes out in three days, and I’ve been rereading the first six books since I thought to do it back in footnote 33. I grew up with those books, and rereading them reminds me of the places I was at when I first read them.

I remember lying on my bed at the big red house in St. Francis, flying through the first four books. Catching buses around Athens, trying to find a bookstore that wasn’t sold out of Order of the Phoenix. Sitting in my room at the Kremlin, ignoring the wild party erupting on the other side of the wall, lost in the Half-Blood Prince. I suppose after The Deathly Hollows I’ll have to admit to myself that I’m a grownup now.

Well, maybe not…

So I suppose you’re probably thinking, after all that shit about DIY and revolution, why’s this guy so obsessed with J.K. Rowling and Stephen King? My answer: I believe in revolution, but life’s too short to be a wingnut all the time. Yeah I read Stephen King, and I’m a fervent Minnesota Twins fan as well.

And speaking of Stephen King, I finished The Dark Tower shortly after I returned to Minneapolis. I’ll try not to spoil the ending for anyone, but I do have a few words to say on the matter.

The tower to me is a metaphor for the ‘why’ of life. You could come at it from the coincidence angle, as I’ve done, and ask why are there all these inexplicable coincidences? Who’s pulling the strings?

A more common sense question would be why do we live and die. You know, meaning of life and all.

Well I’ve read what Stephen King has to say on the matter, and I’ll tell you, Stephen King doesn’t know what’s at the top of that tower any more than you or I. Personally I’m not convinced the tower even exists. 

I think that whenever people have problems, whenever they’re scared, their natural tendency is to look up. It’s how we’re raised. If there’s trouble, daddy will take care of it. Go tell a teacher. Call the police. Get a lawyer. Elect a Democrat. Pray.

But every time you look to authority for answers, you’re sacrificing your liberty and reinforcing the fucked up structures that are causing all the problems in the first place. And no matter what the context – family, work, America – the real solution never varies: don’t look up, look to the side. Look to each other.

Before I left Minneapolis I was suicidal. But I survived. And it wasn’t because some bush-burning God brought me my dog tags and handed me a Stephen King book. It was because a bunch of punks and wobblies all across America housed me and fed me and showed me kindness. We find meaning in life through our relationships with other people
.

I believe in fate, but to me fate just means recognizing that the world operates largely outside of my control. Could be there’s a God or gods out there, but I don’t think it much matters. If there is a God, he’s sure never asked me to kill a goat for him. Probably doesn’t even speak English.

I did a fair amount of soul-searching this past winter, and the best idea I had was to try. To struggle. If you find yourself at odds with world, and we all do at times, the best you can do is try to remake that world into something more appealing.

It helps to find faith in an entity larger than yourself. But instead of looking to a Father figure, why not have a little faith in Humanity? That’s where revolution lies, and come on, wouldn’t you like to see some change?

I like this narrative ending with me walking back into my house after 7 weeks on the road, and I’m not going to take it any further than that. But I will say that the last entry I wrote in my travel journal was not concerned with theology or revolution - it was about a girl.

Just a girl? Well, yeah. I say it’s always about a girl, and anyone who tells you otherwise is either a liar or a fool.

That’s all for now. Good luck with your struggles, and don’t forget to take notes!

-Mike Pudd’nhead

July 18th, 2007
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� The one I was freaking out about


� Ibid.





� a.k.a. Pizza Delivery Boy


� Whereas the SE Mpls Meatlocker receives its name from its dude-heaviness, the St. Louis Meatlocker used to be an actual butchery!


� I mean really!


� Community Arshmekon Minshpral Project. Or you know, something like that.


� Get five people to bust into your manager’s office and complain about your hours, get everybody to do the hokey-pokey during the lunch rush, etc.


� Bloomington home to Indiana University’s “Big Red,” and the town’s liquor stores, potato chips, and fanny packs all reflect this fact.


� The one I skipped tabling for so I could flip out and drive to Kansas City


� Imagine Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and John and Abigail Adams doing song and dance routines to the Declaration of Indendence. A multi-Tony Award winner.


� “Spanging” is shorthand for “spare changing.” Spanging is more effective but also more energy-intensive than its cousin, “flying a sign.” Flying a sign is when you write “God Bless You” in Sharpie on the back of a beer box and stand in the grass by a freeway exit.


� An apron for your ass to protect your trainhopping pants and to promote your favorite bands


� High Lives?


� Father, Son, Holy Spirit


� To “make space”


� Actually, I got into a heated debate at the bar with Mike about Israel-Palestine stuff. Mike’s a committed anarchist, and he thinks the nation-state is a bunch of shit. But he’s an Israel apologist because it’s the only Jewish state in the world and everyone in that corner of the world wants to see it erased from the map. Kind of like when we say the U.S. Senate is a bogus institution, but there should be more women Senators. Or how capitalism is oppressive, but there should be more Mexican CEOs. I’m not necessarily opposed to these arguments, but I won’t exert my energy in that direction. To me, we should work to build movements and counter-institutions that are democratic and that protect minorities. Let liberals and grad students worry about the old institutions.


� Toys = kids = probably not a punk house. The punk community has a low fertility rate.


� At discount price


� Iron Maiden vocals sound appropriate for a coffee shop, Black Sabbath records all have a couple “hits” and ton of “shit,” etc.


� Pronounced HAY-zoose


� One donning the upright stance celebrated earlier in this zine


� Stephen King calls it the Geographic Cure and has this to say about it:


	“They never go far,” Roland agreed. His cigarette was done; the dry paper and crumbles of tobacco had disappeared up to his fingernails in two puffs. “Ghosts always haunt the same house.”


	“Of course they do, poor things. And I wanted to leave. Every day the sun would set a little earlier, and every day I’d feel the call of those roads, those highways in hiding, a little more strongly. Some of it might have been the fabled geographic cure, to which I believe I’ve already alluded. It’s a wholly illogical but nonetheless powerful belief that things will change for the better in a new place; that the urge to self-destruct will magically disappear.”


	After that he goes on to discuss vampires and zombies and such, as he’s apt to do.


	Besides the geographic cure, the other obvious option is the Hemingway Solution, where you wrap your lips around the barrel of a loaded shotgun and pull the trigger with your toe. This is, you know, also a bad idea.


� Gameboys were big during the first Gulf War


� Look Back and Laugh – “What can we do? What can we do? Try! Try! Try!”


� That’s the fun one, with the exorcisms and seraphim and stigmata and horny priests


� Introductory Rite – Opening song, Sign of the Cross, stand up, sit down


Liturgy of the Word – Old Testament reading, Psalm, New Testament reading, Alleluia, Gospel reading, Homily, Prayers of the Faithful, sit, stand, sit, stand, sit


Liturgy of the Eucharist – Eucharist prayer, Sanctus Acclamation, Consecration, Epiclesis, Memorial Acclamation, Doxology, sit, kneel


Communion Rite – Lord’s prayer, Doxology, Rite of Peace, Lamb of God, Communion, kneel, stand, wine, kneel, sit


Meeting Adjournment – Announcements,  Good and Welfare, etc.


� Well, that and Harry Potter


� Funny story about that show. I was in a really rotten mood, because we hadn’t been speaking, so I made 200 deviled eggs and a sign that said “Pudd’nhead Egg Release Show.” Delicious deviled eggs all over the pit. Also probably a warning sign that I was losing it.


� Hand-rolled cigarettes. Cheaper, longer-lasting, and a total pain in the ass


� Battle Dress Uniforms. The camouflage body suits.


� This is what scientists call “a very bad idea.” Nothing says “alcoholic” like a liquor thief. Also driving hungover is more dangerous than driving drunk. You still won’t pass a breathalyzer and you’re tired and careless.


� Wet Hot American Summer, Teen Wolf, some horror movie about Cannibal Grandmas – I think it was called Cannibal Grandmas.


� For instance the day I got Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince in the mail at 11am. I still had a bunch of leftover birthday beer, so I sat around all day reading and drinking. When I finished the book 12 hours later, I stood up and fell down. I should probably reread that book before the last one comes out.


� One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them, One Ring to bring them all, and in the darkness bind them


-J.R.R. Tolkien


� General Membership Branch. A mixed local, meaning workers from all industries are organized in the same unit. Not an ideal union structure. Wobblies created the GMB to cope with the collapse of all the IWW’s Industrial Union Branches (IUBs) in the 40s and 50s, after the federal government killed, imprisoned, and terrorized the union into its long decline. Only now are we reaching a point where we can start re-chartering IUBs and moving away from the GMB model.


� This was an easy problem to pinpoint in a house inhabited by two wobblies and one lapsed wobbly (Amy). The IWW posters and flyers all over the walls made it hard to avoid as well.


� 50? 75? Somewhere in there.


� Two powerhouse crossover bands more popular than any punk bands out of Minneapolis. Yet the scene in Mpls is ten times the size of the Savannah scene and more vibrant. Okay, enough plugging Mpls.


� Figuratively


� I am not, you know, a salesman


� The wiper arms were coming unattached, was the problem


� Pronounced “Harry the Third.” Incidentally, my grandpa insisted I be Harry IV, but my dad wasn’t having it.


� And not just the Avalon Hill ones (Axis and Allies, Diplomacy, etc.). I’m talking about serious 1,000+ piece games that take 12+ hours each.


� My dad, being MI, of course had access to penal records


� a.k.a Lick (LIC). This is your infantry sweeping houses, looking for snipers, drunken boxing, infantile name-calling, etc. The stuff you try before you send in the F-18s to trash the place.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.losifer.net/forumass" ��www.losifer.net/forumass�. Also I like GREENMACHINE.


� I have no problem with e-mail, but I am still a snail mail fanatic. I love letters because you can’t reproduce them, so each letter is one of a kind. Speaking of which, why don’t you write to me? Mike Pudd’nhead, P.O. Box 7458, Mpls, MN, 55407.


� 70,000 homo sapiens, 5000 of whom are card-carrying punkers


� Angry Mothers, Question, Faggot, The Agenda, Monsters of Pot, Dirtyard, Kitten Forever, Babyguts, Maledicere, Favela Rising, The Retainers, Off With Their Heads, Merge Left, Thieves, The Murderers, The Menstrual Tramps, Big Fucking Skull, Useless Wooden Toys, Living Hell, Misery, Provoked, Cognitive Dissonance, Dear Stabby, You Can't Win, Jehovah's Shitlist, In Defense, Gay Beast, Fits of Fury, Pandamonium, Redrum, Fixed Gears are for Jerks and Lesbians, Chokecherry, Hex, The Blackthorns, The Scabs, Animals and Beasts, Jose Bové, Bla Bla Blacksheep, Gospel Gossip, Cell Phone, The Sundowners, The Illusive Little Dippers, The Knotwells, Dianoga, Sloven, The Mojo Spleens, Ganglion, The EZ Bleeders, Complete Waste, Condominium, Starving Dog Eats Master, Dizzy Obstetrics, Best Friends Forever, Terracide


� the day the world stood still a woman climbed the crest of a vast cerise hill / before her lay a sea of striking workers spread to the horizons / the ruddy landscape was welcoming, it claimed them, internalized them /  the woman closed her eyes, and in the stillness of the moment she envisioned the image of her speech before she began it /  when she was ready, she raised a fist and roared, "Hear me children of the Red Planet... /  we fled from our homes, we abandoned possessions / we fled seeking freedom and peace for our families / instead we found squalor in gray frontier factories /  we found ourselves peons in the piecemeal production of earthly destruction /  turrets for Shermans and blasters for Thatchers / spuds for our troubles, whole moons for our masters / reprieve from the war back on Earth / what is it worth? / will? / and will we want death? / powerless penniless bow to the merciless / slaves in a wage system gun-running scheme / we wage-craving fiends / dream / dream to be free / free from the bosses from guilt for the mass loss of life in the burgeoning business of war / old world - red Earth - land of the dead, blood red / new world - red Mars - eyes searing red, blood red /  ours is the first case of complete revolution / no states, tribes, or nations, to impede us, confine us / we're children of Mars and no one can divide us / we ready and able / we've occupied factories and seized the machinery / we've wrested the spaceports from the grips of the greedy / now all that remains is to lay waste Earth armies / our conquest is a question of will / time now to kill / fear / and will we fear death? / our whole lives are battles, we're colonist cattle / how can we retreat on the eve of release? / rise / the sky is alive / live our lives as we please / with the stars as our witnesses we'll blast the businesses' armies off Mars and we'll finally be free / FREE MARS / when the chanting reached its apex then the strikers started arming / the crowd turned to a mob turned to a vicious Martian army / one mission, united in vision / they marched on the last bastion of the former ruling faction / they sang, they danced, prepared attacks and braced themselves for action / and as time slowed, a chorus arose / we will not be slaves, we'll no longer obey commands from the masters of Earth / we're free and we'll fight for the death of the colony / for a world free from poverty / we see our oppressors / and we will not rest until their blood runs red


� Marty McFly’s mom. Also a Wolverine in Red Dawn, which is possibly the worst American film ever made.


� Not my preferred outfit, but the point is that any show of organization, even a spontaneous beach party, will force management to listen to you


� Well-red too. A rare footnoted typo.


� RIP July 2007 but with a new EP coming out as minor consolation


� Sound of the alarm / Screaming against the rhythm of the new world / Of locks clicking, bolts sliding into place / pieces falling from a puzzle / where they were never meant to fit / Pasts buried in the white noise / To mask out unwanted sounds / Safety in isolation / Safety in subjugation / Open arms with guns in hand / Trap doors disguised as welcome mats / Tangled in the safety nets / That choke out every breath / There may not be water, but at least there’s wine / There isn’t any room to breathe / And there’s fear to lock us in / A constant eclipse / Where warning lights supplant the sun / The eerie glow that veils the face behind the mask ->  Effect without a cause / Memory without a source / The doubt has been cast / The bait has been taken / The enemy of my enemy is my enemy is my enemy


-Siren’s Song


� Though I have great respect for anyone who sacrifices their time and especially their career options to focus on activism, regardless of their methods


� If you do it alone you’re only pleasing yourself, do it prematurely and no one’s satisfied, if it’s prolonged everyone gets tired, you should decide beforehand if it’s going to be a one night stand or a long-term relationship


� Women’s group formed in response to the rapes at Pointless Fest 4


� Also known as oogles and orcs, scumfuck culture is a now-severed branch off of crust culture. Scumfucks know only liquor drugs and violence, and as such make poor roommates.


� A band


� I-76 to US-202 to US-30 to PA-283 to I-283 to I-83 to I-81 to US-322 to PA-970 to I-80 to I-76 to I-71 to US-30 to I-469 to I-69 to US-30 to I-65 to I-80 to I-94. Whereas the toll route is I-76 to I-80 to I-90.


� ‘96 Nissan, case you’ve been wondering. Little U.S. flag decals on the rear passenger windows that refused to peel.


� I myself also get along well with dogs
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