






Seek


Reports from the Edges of America & Beyond


Denis Johnson

[image: image]






While editing these pieces, its been brought home to me how enormously indebted I am to Will Blythe, begetter and editor of several of them; and to my wife, Cindy Lee Johnson.



This volume I dedicate, with thanks, to Cindy and Will.






Contents


The Civil War in Hell



Hippies



Down Hard Six Times



Bikers for Jesus



Three Deserts



Hospitality and Revenge



Distance, Light, and Dreams



Dispatch from World War III



The Militia in Me



Run, Rudolph, Run



The Lowest Bar in Montana



An Anarchists Guide to Somalia



Jungle Bells, Jungle Bells



The Small Boys Unit



About the Author



Other Books by Denis Johnson




Copyright



About the Publisher










THE CIVIL WAR IN HELL














Its late September and the Liberian civil war has been stalled, at its very climax, for nearly three weeks. The various factions simmer under heavy West African clouds. Charles Taylor and his rebels are over here; they control most of the country and the northern part of the capital, Monroviathe part where the radio station is, and many nights Taylor harangues his corner of the universe with speeches about who hes killed and who hes going to kill, expectorating figures with a casual generosity that gets him known as a liar, referring to himself as the President of this nation and to his archrival as the late Prince Johnson. Meanwhile Prince Johnson, very much alive, holds most of the capital. Johnsons titles are Field Marshal, Brigadier General, and Acting President of Liberia; Prince is just his name. Johnsons men eliminated the president two weeks ago, and theyve been roaming the city ever since, exterminating the dead presidents soldiers, piling their bodies on the streetsas many as two hundred one nightor scattering them along the beaches. They, the presidents decimated Armed Forces of Liberia, occupy a no-mans-land between Taylors and Johnsons checkpoints, more or less in the middle of the city, a gutted landscape of unrelieved starvation where the dwindling group robs and loots and burns and the skeletal citizens wander, dying of cholera and hunger. In Johnsons sector are stationed about a thousand troops from the ECOWASEconomic Community of West African Statesa sixteen-nation group that has sent this peacekeeping force to Monrovia with instructions, basically, not to do anything. The ECOWAS forces enjoy a strange alliance with Prince Johnson. Everybody thought theyd arrest him; instead the ECOWAS troops stood by while Johnsons men shot and kidnapped the president, Samuel K. Doe, the first time he set foot outside the executive mansion after several weeks of lying low, and they ducked for cover while Johnsons rebels searched out and killed sixty-four of Does bodyguards, hunting from room to room of the ECOWAS headquarters. Meanwhile, two U.S. ships wait offshore with a force of Marines, exasperating everyone by merely floating and floating while the corpses mountbecause nobody wants either of the rebels to rule the land, and the only people capable of installing an interim government of reasonable types are the American Marines, for two reasons absurdly obvious to all Liberians: first, because theyre Americans, and second, because theyre Marines. Liberians dont want another coup like the one in 1980, when Samuel K. Doe, then an army officer, took over and executed the cabinet before TV cameras on the beach. The firing squad was drunk and was obliged, in some cases, to reload and shoot again from closer range.

Doe was of the Krahn, the most rural and deprived of Liberias tribes, looked down on as uncivilized and often accused of savagery and cannibalism. Suddenly the Krahn were running the place. Doe ruled in a way generally agreed to have been both stupid and cruel. He lasted ten years. Halfway along, Doe weathered a coup attempt. General Quiwonkpa, its leader, was divided into pieces and the pieces were paraded around town, and then, in order to assume the strength of this bold pretender and in front of reliable witnesses, Does men ate him. Now, five years later, Doe has fallen at the hands of Prince Johnson. According to Johnson, Doe died of his wounds.

The first American settlers arrived in Liberia in the 1820s, sponsored by the American Colonization Society, which was founded by President Washingtons nephew Bushrod Washington. They were freed American slaves returning to the continent of their origins. In 1847 they founded an independent nation and began more or less legitimately governing the Gio and the Mano and the Krahn. The Americo-Liberians, as the colonists descendants were called, held sway until 1980 and Doe. As most Liberians see it, their history is wedded to Americas. The U.S. enjoys an almost mystical veneration in the region. Liberians dont know that most Americans couldnt guess on which of the seven continents they actually reside, that images of their war have rarely been shown on U.S. television, that their troubles have scarcely been mentioned on U.S. radio. They cant understand why the Americans wont send in troops, or call for an interim government, or offer to host peace talks. They dont understand that among Americans they have no constituency, that even among black congressmen they have few advocates. They dont know why the Americans are making them wait.

West Africa is the land where God came to learn to wait. And then wait a little longer. The Nigerian freighter River Oli has waited eight days now to leave the port of Freetown in Sierra Leone, waited to bring five hundred ECOWAS troops and two hundred tons of rice and canned food to Monrovia. Waited for the rice to come. For the fuel to be found for the ship. For the decision to be made as to who would pay for the fuel. For the slings to be located with which to load the rice. For the man to be found, the man who had the key to the room where the slings were kept. For the decision to be made whether or not to break down the door because the man who had the key couldnt seem to find it. For the door to be forced. For the rice to be loaded. For the soldiers to get on board. For the judgment to be reached that everything was at last in order. For the several prostitutes and two Freetown policewomen to disembark with fond reluctance in the early hours, straightening their wide black belts. The River Oli leaves twelve days after its scheduled day of departure, eight and a half days after its sworn and emphatically ordered day of departure, four days after theres anybody left in West Africa who actually believes in its departure. The Ghanaian troops aboard sing Abool-ya, abool-yaloaf of breadas night falls and the moon rises and the schools of flying fish scatter like buckshot before the bow.

The freighter takes two days to land at Freeport, Monrovias waterfront. For his own reasons and against the advice of his mates, the captain chooses to dismiss the ports pilot. Hes going to dock the vessel himself. He plows it into the pier, gouging a wedge many yards deep and causing a forty-foot concrete span to buckle as if it were a drawbridge.

Smoke rises out of the towns scorched buildings. From somewhere among them sporadic gunfire reaches the ears of the Ghanaian soldiers on deck, and with a single sound, like that of an anvil falling, five hundred Israeli G-3 rifles lock and load. The men descend the gangplank to their peace-keeping duties as the afternoon rain begins. The ECOWAS forces start unloading the two hundred tons of relief food.

It isnt nearly enough. Nobody knows how many are left in the city, but certainly its upward of forty thousand people. For ten weeks Monrovia has been cut off from any source of supply. Gasoline runs between twelve and twenty dollars a gallon, U.S., but you can buy two gallons for eight cups of rice. In the detention centers the imprisoned Krahntribesmen of the dead presidenthave had nothing to eat for a month, and sometimes if one manages to cook up a bowl of broth another will knock it out of his hands in terrified spite. Women move up and down the streets holding comatose infants to their empty breasts. It makes you weep, a Ghanaian military doctor confides. Sometimes I cry, the ECOWAS press officer agrees. Their cheeks scored with ritual scars, they dont look like men given easily to soft sentiment. A Monrovian whos just seen Prince Johnson drive by says, I was the closest to him. He pointed. We couldnt hear what he says. But we know he has love and compassion for us. The man hasnt eaten for eight days himself. If I try to walk my eyes will turn around and Ill fall. People will eat anything, and here and there a figure pauses by the street, vomiting out something that didnt work as food. Cans of Pestall bug poison lie scattered in the gutter, hacked open, the contents swallowed down by ravenous Monrovians who couldnt read the labels.

The rebels began their campaign last December, coming in from exile through the Ivory Coast to the north and east. Johnson broke away from Taylor not long afterward, either as a result of disputes over strategyaccording to Johnsonor because Taylorso Taylor claimssentenced Johnson to death for murdering his own men. In any event the guerrilla war meandered and muddled along southward through the rain toward the capital and was never really expected to arrive. But suddenly, at the end of June, they were here. Taylors bunch shut down the airport. Johnson closed in from the other edge of town, seized the capital, and isolated the president in his mansion and most of the presidents army in the space of a few blocks downtown. The ECOWAS troops arrived. The citizens began to leave. Most of the British diplomats went home. All of the French departed. A half dozen of the U.S. foreign service remained, and the Marines set up machine-gun positions around the embassy. The electricity went off in Monrovia. The water stopped running. The food ran out. The civil war turned nauseatingly murderous. An atmosphere of happy horror dominated the hours as Taylors men, dressed in looted wedding gowns and shower caps, battled with the army for the mansion. The shower caps were for the rain. The wedding dresses were without explanation. Meanwhile, Johnsons troops, wearing red berets and womens hairpieces liberated from the wigmakers, raced through the streets in hot-wired Mercedes Benzes, spraying bullets. The people living around the British embassy grew bold enough to ask Johnsons rebels not to dump the corpses of their victims on the beach there because of the stink. The rebels said sure, okay. There are miles of beaches in Liberia.

Even the Lebanese were getting out, hoping to get back to Beirut. Most of the refugees left on foot, moving out of the capital into Taylors territory and marching west along Liberias finest highway toward Sierra Leone, streaming along like a crowd after a football match. In general this is a five-day hike over fairly level terrain, but it was fraught with difficulty because Taylors rebelsboys from the Gio and Mano tribes, most of them between the ages of eleven and fifteen, armed with AK-47s and M-16shad dedicated themselves to separating out and killing anyone from the Krahn or Mandingo tribes, also those from the presidents army or the former government. Thirty-eight miles out, in the town of Klay, refugees encountered the first checkpoint. Do you smell that smell? the rebels asked, speaking of the stench of putrefaction on the breeze. Youd better know who you are, they said, or youre going where that smell is coming from. Anybody who didnt speak the right dialect, anybody who looked too prosperous or well fed was shot, beheaded, or set on fire with fuel oil. Some of them were drowned in the Mano River. Refugees arrived in Sierra Leone telling of checkpoints fenced around with posts and the posts topped with severed heads. The voodoo rumors began: Taylors men were invulnerable to bullets, they shot each other just to scratch each others backs; before each battle Taylors men slaughtered a young woman and drank her blood and ate her heart; Taylors men could turn into snakes and elephants, could stretch or shrink their arms and legs at will, could make themselves invisible. The raping and slaughter of this conflict were no more awful than those of other civil wars, but a certain sickly inference seemed to draw itself out of them: Insofar as they were attached by the threads of superstition to the exercise of certain dark powers, these atrocities became inscrutable.

And now, on September 28, the rice and the canned goods, the reinforcements and the ammunition, also a few tons of cooking oil and a handful of European journalists, have arrived on the River Oli. The new folks can scarcely take in what theyre seeing of Monrovia. Nothing works, nothing is for sale, everythings falling down, its over for this place. The main street, U.N. Drive, lies ankle-deep in water and trash. Throngs mill up and down it destroying walls and fences and searching through buildings voraciously, but theres nothing left to loot. The ECOWAS soldiers fire continually in the air above the crowds, driving them back from the waterfront. DOEMOTHER PUSSY, the graffiti reads, ESCAPE/WE WANT RICE and GOD SAVE LIBERIA and PEACE NO WAR. No surface is without its share of bullet holes. The drive is lined with burned structures and littered with twisted wrecks. A jackknifed semitruck blocks two of the four lanes crosswise, a streetlamp from the median crushed under it like a frond. The car dealerships huge windows open jaggedly onto empty showrooms where families camp now, keeping out of the rain. Surprisingly, the dogs look healthy. Nobody eats the dogs, the journalists learn, because they feed on human corpses. The people are starving, but the dogs have put on weight.

The safest area to sleep in is Mamba Point, the district with the embassies. Johnsons men prowl the streets there, and the sound of gunfire is more or less constant, but a jujuesque sort of diplomatic immunity seems to pervade for a couple of square blocks, and people like to believe theyre protected here. Nevertheless, the rattling of weaponry sounds too close too oftenand yet its impossible to say from where this gunfire is coming. Noncombatants ply between the buildings cautiously: Am I walking in a fatal direction? Whats the weather like ahead? The beach down the hill still stinks of death, though most of the corpses have been covered with sand and marked with driftwood. Theres a little bit of commerce, perhaps, with the British and American embassies, which get supplies by helicopter. Everybodys hungry in Mamba Point, but nobodys dead yet from starvation. The wet season is passing; still it rains enough to keep the barrels half full.

Field Marshal Prince JohnsonBrigadier General, Acting President of Liberia, and Commander in Chief of the Independent National Patriotic Front of Liberia (INPFL)wages, as part of his revolutionary struggle, a haphazard, sometimes enigmatic public relations campaign. In late August he entertained ten Nigerian newsmen brought in by ECOWAS, taking them around his sector of Monrovia on a forty-five-minute tour during which he shot into a car containing a European couple, killing the man and wounding the wife, who was dragged off by Johnsons soldiers and has not been heard from since; he also executed a looter by firing his side arm point-blank into the persons face. Today, September 29, Prince Johnson takes the step of actually bringing reporters to his headquarters, inviting a couple of American journalists and a French TV crew, recent passengers on the River Oli.

The Field Marshals base lies on the capitals outskirts in the residential compound of the Bong Iron Ore Mining Company: down U.N. Drive past Freeport; past the BMW dealership, now housing an ECOWAS platoon; past the Liberian Nail Factory and the Faith Healing Temple of Jesus Christ and Liberian Marble and Terrazzo Tile, Incorporatedall smashed, burned, looted, with some of Johnsons rebels on a second-story balcony tossing bottles of Star Beer down on the pavement below; past alternating ECOWAS and INPFL checkpoints, where Ghanaian troops inspect the vehicles, or Johnsons boys, brunette or blond or redheaded, peer out from behind their artificial bangs and stick the barrels of their rifles inside the cars; down a dirt lane and through the Caldwell Coffee Farm and past the one-room New Life Mission Church and School. Then the dozen or so buildings of the Bong Mining compound begin. The hub of Johnsons operation is a concrete hospitality building surrounded by gunnery teams, aimless troops, tents, and cars. The structure, no larger than the average American home, seems to float on a sea of vehicles, mostly Mercedes sedans with their hoods raised. From out over the fields comes the crack of gunfireits said that the INPFL executes several Liberians every dayand, from the building, the muffled whomp of amplified music.

Inside, Field Marshal Johnson holds one of his morning concerts. The large main room is full of troops wearing red berets, and in the center of the throng stands Prince Johnson, gripping an acoustic guitar and singing Rivers of Babylon a Creole-reggae version of Psalm 137. Hes backed by other guerrillas on conga, two electric guitars, and a rinky-dink electric organ. Theyre good. They could easily make a living in some Los Angeles nightclub. And there we wept, Johnson sings, when we remembered Zion. The crowd encircling him sways and claps the rhythm, chorusing in five-part harmony, their AKs swinging and the gas masks bouncing on their thighs and their bandoliers winking under the strong lights of Johnsons own video crew, which is filming this occasion. Johnson doesnt stop when the visitors enter, but he smiles and nods vigorously and shuffles like Michael Jackson and goes down on one knee like Elvis Presley; the troops roar. Hes a fair-sized man, about six feet tall, well built, with an incongruously high tenor voice and a shouting-blues singing style. His cap isnt red; its camouflage, like his fatigues. On his breast he bears a Distinguished Service Cross, a scorpion cast in silver, and a green-and-gold sheriffs badge. He tickles the troops with another quick step. He wears yellow, high-topped, lizard-skin shoes.

The camp runs on generators and the room is air-conditioned, but its hot with bodies and muggy with the sweat of partying teenage warriors. The field marshal mops his face as he moves behind his massive wooden desk. The musical instruments are pushed back to make room for folding chairs. The two American journalists sit together across the desk from Johnson. Hes got a large gavel, but he doesnt use it; instead, a young press officer invites them to proceed, and there begins an interview, or press conference, that really, at first, differs in no way from the usual kind. Johnson seems to have the answers prepared to a number of questions regarding his views, goals, and conduct. Replying to those for which hes not prepared, he affects coyness: That story remains to be told, or There we cannot comment. When he answers at length, he tends to lapse into Creole. When pressed on a point, he seems to feel hes not being understood; he provides more and more elaborate and elementary explanationshe explains the difference between war and cease-fire, between soldiers and politicians, between an acting president and an elected one. Uniformed women circulate with white wire baskets full of twelve-ounce cans of Budweiser; Prince Johnson dips his cigar in one of the numerous ashtrays advertising Kool cigarettes. Behind him on the wall hang two portraits of Jesus and one small pen-and-ink drawing of Yasir Arafat. In the middle of the room stands a two-foot-tall wooden lion on which people have parked a couple of wads of pink chewing gum. Hes offended when his guests ask where the beer comes from. You think we looted this? Would you ask George Bush where he got the things in his office? He gives each of the American journalists a T-shirt printed with the slogans WE WANT PRINCE FOR PEACE and GLORY BE TO GOD ON HIGH PEACE UNTO LIBERIA and BRAVO INPFL. Charles Taylor kill my mother and my father. He kill my uncle, my sister, and my daughter, he says, but thats not the point. The point of our difference is a difference in strategy. Taylor wants to wage a war of nerves. I want to fight with bullets. He calls Charles Taylor immature. He says nobodys out for revenge, but the Krahn, the presidents tribe, have to be pursued. He talks about the late president. His body was lying in the Island Clinic for almost a month. Just yesterday we had to bury him because he was smelling. The body, he says, is buried somewhere. He insists that Doe died of the wounds he received during his capture. Doe was not executed. He was merely interrogated. What did he ask Doe? Johnsons eyes show a little confusion. I asked him about the Liberian peoples money. I asked him so many things. Yes, he says, I cut off his ears and made him eat them.

The journalists believe they havent heard him right. Made him eat what?

I have a videotape of this interrogation, Johnson says suddenly. Would you like to see it?

The folding chairs are repositioned just outside, on the patio, where the TV is. Johnsons troops crowd in front of the set. The Budweiser goes around again. For a few minutes Johnson stands nearby, watching the videotape, beaming broadly, but then hes called away to confer with Varney, his lifelong deputy.

On the screen, Samuel K. Doe, president of Liberia, sits on a floor in his underpants, his shirt open, his hands tied behind his back, his bleeding legs stretched out before him, bound tightly at the ankles. Hes been shot in the right knee, and his left thigh is badly gashed, apparently by a second bullet. A flabby balding man, he blinks frantically at the lights and the camera and the sweat running into his eyes, and tries desperately and above all to smile: Yes, theres a war on, a terrible misunderstanding, yes, weve been killing one another, but lets try to find grounds now for pleasantness. He moves his head this way and that as his captors poke at him with rifles. I have something to say, he keeps repeating. Say it! Say it! the crowd around him cries, but they dont let him say it, whatever it is.

What have you done with the Liberian peoples money? Its Prince Johnson talking, and the camera pulls back to show him seated behind a table. Instead of medals, he now wears two grenades on his chest. Hes got a Budweiser before him. Where is it? Wheres the money? his followers cry.

If you loosen my bonds, the president insists, blinking and smiling, I can talk to you. Im in pain, Im in a lot of pain, he says.

They pour beer on his head and tear his shirt off. What? he keeps saying, trying to understand the questions, searching the faces around him, looking up, down, from side to side, What? Excuse me. What?

I will kill you, Johnson tells him loudly. The boys yank the president around to face his captor. I want to say something, Doe repeats. If two men fight, and one wins Hes shouted down by the crowd. I pleadyou see me, he says. Please loosen me. You can tie my feet, but my hands swell up. He leans over and blows on his legs. He seems to be trying to cool his wounds.

I might spare you, but dont fuck with me, Johnson tells him. Johnson wears a gold watch on his wrist. He fools with it while he glares at the president on the floor. A woman wipes Johnsons face with a cloth. Behind him, the pictures of Jesus, and the one of Arafat. This interrogation takes place, in fact, in the room where hes just conducted his press conference and his concert of reggae hymns. The president is stretched out on the floor where guitars and amplifiers now stand. On the screen, the field marshal pops another Bud.

We are all one, Doe pleads. A boy puts a pistol against his head. Swirling voices accuse him of murder and corruption. Let me tell you something, he gasps, whatever happened was ordained by God. Cut the mans ears off, Johnson orders, and two boys hold the screaming president while another saws his left ear off with a field knife and tosses it into his lap. I say cut the mans ear! Johnson says. Doe struggles wildly, howling, as they take off the second ear. The boy with the pistol rests his foot on the presidents bowed neck.

Suddenly the power dies. The generators cease, the TV screen goes blank. The insects whir all over the compound, and then the throb of the generators masks the jungle sounds as they come on again. But the TV isnt working.

A man comes forward and fiddles with the wall socket and then with the extension cord. He calls another man, who repeats the process, and together they go off and come back with yet another cord. But nothing seems to help. The television is not working. It must be the wall socket. The journalists driver is anxious to leave. You cant stay here past one oclock, he tells the journalists, because then everybodys drunk and anything can happen. But the journalists want to stay.

A longer electric cord is found. Then various lamps and equipment have to be rearranged before a socket can be freed. After twenty minutes, the TV screen lights up.

At that very moment an adjutant appears and yanks the cassette from the video player. Come out front, he orders.

Out front Field Marshal Johnson is addressing fifty or sixty of his troops. You go rape, he cries, I go kill you! Yes sir! You go loot, I go kill you! Yes sir! You go steal, I go kill you! You fuck, I go fuck you! Yes sir! Yes sir! Yes sir! He grows unexpectedly eloquent, exhorting them to endure, to accept the task, to be willing to risk life so that your name will be written in history.

Bye-bye, he says, and walks off abruptly, smiling. The concert resumes inside. Oh, how I love Jesus, the rebels sing, because he first loved me

What, the journalists ask Johnsonleaning close to his ear as he strums and singswhat about the tape? Are we going to see the rest of the tape?

Now another press conference begins. Johnson sits at the same desk from behind which he interrogated President Doe. We think its not the time to show the remainder of the tape, he declares.

His press officer wants to know, What are you going to say in your articles about the field marshal? Delicately the journalists try to indicate that whatever they may say, its going to look bad that the rest of the tape wasnt shown. Thereve been rumors that more of the president was missing than just his ears. We didnt cut off his genitals, Johnson insists. We didnt shoot him. I kept him in the bathroom tied up. He cried the whole night, calling my attention to loosen him. But he is a trained military man. Those tactics dont work with him. At three-thirty in the morning he died. And in fact its already been confirmed by Max Hill, a doctor at the Island Clinic where the corpse was brought, that Doe died either of his leg wounds or of fright. He wasnt executed. Theres nothing more on the tape, the press officer insists. Just a few more questions we asked him.

Still, the journalists saystill. We should see the whole thing.

Johnson rises, leaves the room. Well see the rest, the press officer announces.

The tape cuts quickly to a point several hours later in the interrogation. Doe is naked now except for a codpiece of wet rag, earless, still bound as before, sitting out by a river. He keeps losing consciousness, his head drooping forward onto his bloody chest. If you loosen my bonds, he keeps saying, if you loosen my bonds. We can untie your elbows, an adjutant tells him, but we wont untie your hands. At this point in the interrogation, Prince Johnson does not appear to be present.

What did you do with the Liberian peoples money? they keep asking him. Im in pain, Im in pain, the president replies. What did you do to the economy? they repeat.

Please, wipe my face, he says, and a young rebel swipes at his face and neck with a cloth. The adjutant is outraged. Why did you wipe him? he asks. I dont know, the boy says. Why did you do it? the adjutant says. Im sorry, the boy says. He seems helpless to call to mind the murders and depravity that have brought the president to such ruin. What you wipe the man face for? the adjutant demands. But the adjutant, too, seems to sense that this person, stripped of his heirs and his office and his clothes, relieved of his pride, and even of parts of his body, has been reduced to a nameless and innocent essence, and is no longer the criminal Samuel K. Doe. The president loses consciousness and they pour water over his head from a bucket and he wakes to plead again: If you spare me, Ill tell you everything

By now it is well into the afternoon. Lunch is served in plastic bowls, which the journalists hold in their hands with a certain wariness.

That night there isnt any rain. The dry season is near. Soon the water will be gone and the situation will be truly desperate. It can only be a matter of days before ECOWAS moves against Charles Taylor. Its hard to predict Prince Johnsons fate, but if sanity returns to Liberia he can hardly be expected to survive unless he flees.

Its dark now, and theres no break in the racket of weaponry. A small cease-fire is over. In Mamba Point, the journalists stay out of the way of bullets in a flat without power or water, like every other flat, but well appointed, a luxury apartment abandoned by U.S. embassy staff. On their portable shortwaves the journalists listen to the world news services: Everywhere on earth the people are at war, or preparing for war, or trying to extricate themselves from warcivil war, tribal war, even, in the Middle East, at long last, World War III; border disputes, factional clashes, punitive strikes, holy campaigns; and these must be photographed, catalogued, monitored, brought to light, but there isnt space in the papers to tell about them all, not even half of them. Liberia doesnt get much radio time. Just the same, the journalists huddle at their small sets, hoping for news of this African war as if it came from some distant region and had some source other than themselves. The question is: Where is Liberia? Does anyone out there care?








HIPPIES














It felt like the International had one last trip left in it. Two shocks had blown and the frame was cracked and quite a bit of the electrical system had gone dark. This things from 1970 and its been a while since it went on a ride. But you could feel that last trip coming. And Joey said these people he knew from Austin intended to pick him up in Long Beach on their way to the Rainbow Gathering in the national forest over in north-central Oregon. The Gathering of the Tribes it used to be called, tens of thousands of hippies in the woods, seven days of Peace and Love. Four hundred miles to over there where it isa distance the International could surely make and even possibly manage to retrace back home. You could feel that one last trip coming.

Peace and Love! This tall skinny mean guy in Iowa City in the seventies had a poster on his wall of a peace sign, the upside-down Y symbolizing peace, which hed altered with a Magic Marker into a lopsided swastika, and hed added words so that the Peace-and-Love slogan beneath it read PEACE OF THE ACTION/LOVE OF MONEY. I never forgot it. I who have had so much of peace and so much of love, I have never really believed in either one.



The Magical Mystery Message to see the Rainbow was coming from a couple of directions, wasnt just coming from Joey and the teenage past. All spring Mike O, a friend of mine from North Idaho, had been bothering me I should go. Mike O, a regular Mr. Natural: Barefoot Mike, Underground Mike, one of the originals, close to sixty years old now; his white hair hasnt been cut or combed since youth and his white beard looks inhabited. How did we all get so old? Sitting around laughing at old people probably caused it.


How long since Id seen Joey? Wed taken our first acid trip together, Carter B and him and me and Bobby Z. Hadnt seen Carter in nearly thirty years. Joey sincewow, since 74. That summer I was with Miss X. Bobby Z and Joey came to see us on the second floor where we lived in this place like a box of heat. They owed me a disruptionJoey did anyway, because Bobby and I had invaded him two years before, when hed been living on the side of this mountain in Hollywood and studying to be, or actually working as, some kind of hairdresser. What do you want? I said when I answered the door. Youre not gonna stay here. The place had only one room to sleep in, and a kitchen the size of a bathroom, a bathroom the size of a closet. There werent any closets.

Miss X and I were always fighting. Every time a knock came on the door we had to stop screaming and collect our wits.

Were economizing on space, I said when I saw who it was this time.

Obviously, Bobby said.

Joey had his guitar case leaning up against him and his arm draped around it like a little sibling. Miss X stood behind me breathing hard with the mascara streaking her cheeks, radiant with tears and anger and her wet eyelashes like starbursts.

In short, three weeks or two weeks or one week later I made loud vague accusations in a scene, basically the result of the August heat, that ended with Bobby Z and Joey heading north for Minnesota, taking Miss X.

I was stabbing through the window screen with a pair of scissors as they headed down the back stairs, and I didnt see Bobby again until he was sick on his deathbed five years ago in Virginia, and Joey never since.

Its funny, but Joey called me from Huntington Beach just last nighttwo years after this trip to the hippies Im describingjust to say hello, partly, and partly because his band broke up and hes just started AA and begun a program of meds for his depression and needs a place to lay back, because hes homeless. He mentioned hed heard from Carter B. Carter said hes got hepatitis C and thinks I probably have it, too, because he must have picked it up way back during the era we were sharing needles when we were kids. I feel all right. I dont feel sick. But its funny. Thirty years go by, and the moves we made just keep bringing this old stuff rolling over us.


The International throws a tire down in the Tri-City area of Hanford, Washington. Its so hot on the tarmac I get confused in my head and forget to put the nuts back on when I change the flat, and the loose rim tears up the wheel a good bit before I figure out whats happening and pull over, and I have to roll the thing in front of me a half mile to a garage and get the whole business straightened out. But the truck still works when all is said and done. After Im in the mountains I start getting glad I agreed to go. Our vehicles, our hamlets and commerce miniaturized in the shadow of these mountainsRU FREEMinnesota plates on a VW bus in the one-street town of Mitchell not far from the beginning of the Ochoco National Forest. Five youngsters all around twenty years old and a dog, gassing up.

The eastern end of the Ochoco Forest seems quiet enough, a showcase for the public administration of nature, having narrow roads of unblemished blacktop with level campsites scattered sparsely alongside them. The Rainbow Gatherings website has provided a map leading out toward the wilder part of the mountain and down a dirt road toward a cloud of dust where hundreds of pickups and vans and tiny beat-up cars have parked at the direction of a bunch of wild-looking toothless young pirates with a hand-held radio under a plastic awning and a dirty illegible flag. Even down here, where people wait for the shuttle-vans that take them up the mountain to the gathering or where they shoulder their frame backpacks and start up the hill on foot, all dressed up in the ashes of their most beautiful clothes, in their long skirts and tie-dyed T-shirts, just like the hippies of thirty years ago, even down here theres a feeling of anarchy Third-World style, the pole and tarp lean-to, the people with shiny eyes, the lying around, the walking around, the sudden flaring madness, only this is celebratory and happy madness rather than angry or violent. The shuttle-van climbs up past further checkpoints where serious authoritative hippies make sure nobodys just driving up out of laziness to park all over the mountain and get in each others way. Past the first campthe A-Camp, the only place where alcohol is permitted, although this segregation has been accomplished voluntarily and nobody would think of enforcing it. Past other camps of teepees, dome tents, shacks of twigs and plastic tarp to where the WELCOME HOME sign stands at the head of the footpath. The path heads into the series of clearings and copses where a whole lot of hippies, nobody can accurately count how many, have come to celebrate themselves, mostly, right now, by walking around and around, up and down the trails, past the kitchens set up under homemade awnings and canvas roofs, food centers staffed by those who want to give to those who need to take. Mike O has instructed me to equip myself with a big enamelware cup, a spoon, and a sleeping bagto come as a taker, and be confident I wont need more. No money changes hands here, at least thats the idea, everything is done by bartering. But Ive brought a couple hundred dollars in my pocket because Joey and I might look for mushrooms and seek some sort of spiritual union together through exotic chemicals like in the old days, and I dont care what they say, Ive never seen anybody trade dope for anything except sex or cash.

You hear wildly varying figures, eleven different guesses for everything4,000 feet elevation, 6,700 elevation, 8,000 elevation. Claims of anywhere from 10,000 to 50,000, as far as attendance. But lets say ten thousand or more hippies touring along the paths here in the American wilderness just as we did up and down Telegraph Ave. in Berzerkely almost thirty years ago. Yes! Theyre still at it!still moving and searching, still probing along the thoroughfares for quick friends and high times, weather-burned and dusty and gaunt, the older ones now in their fifties and a whole new batch in their teens and twenties, still with their backpacks, bare feet, tangled hair, their sophomoric philosophizing, their glittery eyes, their dogs named Bummer and Bandit and Roach and Kilo and Dark Star. And as they pass each other they say, Loving you!Loving you! It serves for anything, greeting and parting and passing, like aloha, and might burst from a person at any time as if driven by a case of Tourettes, apropos of absolutely jack. Everybody keeps saying it.

Scattered over about one square mile of Indian Prairie in the Ochoco National Forest we have the pole-and-awning kitchens and camps of various tribes and families and impromptu more or less hobo clans: Elvis Kitchen, 12-step Kitchen, Funky Granola, Avalon, Greenwich Village. The billboard map near the WELCOME entrance lists and vaguely locates the groups who wish to be located and who have notified someone among the oozing anarchic strata from the Elders down to the children as to where theyd be:


Aloha

Bear Fish

Bliss Rehydration Station

Brew Ha-ha

Cannabis confusion cafe

Carnivores cafe

Cybercamp

Faerie Camp

Eternal Book Assembly

Madam Frogs Dinkytown Teahouse

Northwest Tribe

Ohana Tribe

Ohmklahoma

Shama Lama Ding Dong

Rainbow Solar Bubble


Deaf Tribe

Jesus Kitchen

Ida No & Eye Don Kare

Free Family

Sacred Head Church

BC Tribe

Twelve Tribes [w/Star of David]

Thank You Camp

Camp Discordia



and the infamous A-Camp, the only region whose temporary residents have agreed that among them alcohol shall be one of the chemicals of happiness.


Alcohol: Near the parking area there is a place called A-Camp. Rainbow says We love the alcoholic, but not the alcohol. Personalities change on alcohol (and hard drugs). Sometimes people cant control themselves as well. Therefore you are respectfully asked to leave the alcohol in A-Camp when you hike in to the main gathering space.



so says the Unoffical












	Be self-reliant

	Be respectful

	Keep the Peace

	Clean up after yourself
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