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Dedication

			This book is dedicated to the love of my life, WJD. 

			Rest In Peace Wendy. 
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Foreword

			An account of growing up in the GTA (Greater Toronto Area) in the sixties and seventies.

			I have been urged to draft my story many times over the years by friends and associates, who thought the details of my life in the Canadian drug underworld would be of interest to some. 

			My reaction to their entreaties was usually to politely thank them for thinking my story was interesting enough to tell. I always protested that there were many other “coming of age stories” already out there … and there was nothing that made my own story particularly outstanding. 

			The details of this story track a period in Canadian history from the late 1960s through to the 1970s when there was a big uptick in the sale of illicit drugs. This occurred amidst a backdrop of social upheaval and some great rock and roll music—like “White Rabbit” by Jefferson Airplane—that sometimes extolled the “benefits” of psychedelic drug use.

			Drugs like LSD, mescaline, methamphetamine, MDA, hashish, and weed were making their first appearance on the local scene, and many of us were unprepared for the wave that was about to hit us. 

			Police in Toronto and the neighboring cities that today comprise the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) were unprepared for the onslaught of drugs that hit the region. In comparison to the advanced methods used by police forces today, those earlier police had fewer tools at their disposal to aid in the detection and arrest of drug dealers. 

			Rochdale College, North America’s drug epicenter in the early 1970s, fueled the GTA streets with a sea of drugs of magnitude not previously witnessed. This provided opportunity for drug dealers, and a lot of new targets for police. 

			This subject has been expounded upon in various books, including Rochdale: The Runaway College, by David Sharpe, and films such as the 1994 documentary Dream Tower, by Ron Mann. 

			(See References and Links for Rochdale College at end of this book, on pages 191-193)

			To render my account of what happened during this time, I have had to omit many stories that would identify people or might be recognized immediately because of the specificity of the circumstances involved. For the stories that do appear here, names have been changed for all persons. 

			These stories mirror many of the events I witnessed while growing up in this era, but the details of the stories (including names, dates, and locations of actual events) have been changed for the entirety of the book. 

			The roles and actions attributed to the fictional narrator of this story are an accurate representation of my experiences over this time period. The drug usage described herein is a true depiction of the drug usage and addiction I both experienced and witnessed. 

			



	

Chapter 1: The Mintz Family

			I was born in 1956, in Toronto, Canada. Back in the day, the GTA was home to many booming industries and jobs were widely available. 

			My generation (1946–1963) was referred to as the “baby boomers,” attributable to the sizeable influx of babies born in post-WWII Canada. I was Greg, the first of three male children born to Arthur Andrew Mintz and Joanne Catherine Mintz in April of 1956; my brothers Bill and Scott were born in 1958 and 1963, respectively. 

			Dad was an architect who worked at a company in the GTA; Mom worked as a secretary at the same company, which is where they met. Arthur had moved to the GTA from rural New Brunswick, where he’d grown up on a farm with five brothers and no sisters. 

			Arthur (a.k.a. Arty) was no stranger to demanding work as the family food supply came solely from the spoils of hunting, as well as farming cattle, chickens, and various plant crops. Dad was determined to get off the farm as quickly as possible; at age fifteen, he lived in town and taught at the local school while saving money to enter university. 

			Upon graduating from university in New Brunswick, Arthur moved to Ontario where he enrolled in the ROTC (Reserve Officers Training Corps) in Kingston, graduating as an army captain. He subsequently enrolled in the militia in the GTA and was involved with the military for decades. 

			My mom came from a broken home. Her dad, Tommy Calzone, left the family when she was about ten years old, and Mom never forgave him for leaving. Joanne and her sister Carly took on my grandmother’s last name, which was Constantini. Joanne grew up in a part of the GTA which was considered to be a rough neighborhood. Tommy was a smart guy who was a bookie, gambler, and bootlegger; he hung out in the GTA with some shady guys and rarely worked a conventional job.

			Both of Mom’s parents were second-generation Italians, which is to say that all four of her grandparents had been born in Italy and emigrated to Canada. Her mom Faye ran a speakeasy/booze can out of the family home to help make ends meet after splitting with her husband Tommy and losing the financial support he had provided. Faye supplied the alcohol, and the drinking/socializing sessions at their house were attended by local politicians, friends, relatives, and other residents of the city. These sessions went on late into the night, seven days a week. 

			Mom’s exposure to this lifestyle as she was growing up bothered her, and she refused to ever discuss any aspect of her life in the old family home—even into her ninth decade on the planet. I tried many times, to no avail, to get her to talk about those days. 

			Any information I gleaned about her early history came from discussions I had with her mom Faye, Uncle Brian, her sister Carly, or other friends/relatives who had been privy to the details of her upbringing. 

			As children, our inquiries about our missing grandfather, Tommy, were always met with stories about how bad a guy he was. We were warned never to make any contact with our grandfather. I had an immense curiosity to meet Grandfather Tommy when I was a child. Many years later, when I heard the news of his death, I felt a huge sense of guilt that I had gone along with these early admonishments to not seek him out or meet him.

			Years after Tommy had died, I met the grandfather of a girl named Dina Robison, who I was dating. Her grandfather had been friends with Tommy. When he discovered in conversation that Tommy was my grandfather, he outright refused to talk to me. This was my first indication that my grandfather wasn’t happy about being separated from his grandkids. 

			Our grandmother’s boyfriend, Brian Bowes (Uncle Brian), was a streetwise guy from Toronto who befriended us as children. He met Faye at the speakeasy she ran out of the family home. Brian worked on the trucks at Brewers Retail and delivered beer to all the bars in the city of Toronto 

			The first place I recall living in was a three-story walkup apartment in East Toronto; this was the residence Arty and Joanne lived at when I was born in 1956. Our neighbors Jeff and Marnee were an elderly couple living across the hall from our apartment. Our family maintained this friendship with Jeff and Marnee long after we left the three-story walkup. We stayed there until January 1958, after which we moved to a rented townhouse in a different part of the GTA.

			Dad had a ritual of enjoying a few beers in the evenings when he got home from work. Back in the early 1960s, his beer of choice was Carrington Toby. Arthur would buy a twelve-pack of beer and store it below the stairs in the basement of our townhouse complex. 

			My tendency to rebel against any instruction delivered to me by an adult took an unusual twist. One day in 1960, I came home after kindergarten to find an empty house. Mom was visiting a neighbor, and Dad was not due to be home from work for hours. My parents had told me to never touch Dad’s beer, so naturally I opened a bottle of Carrington Toby and drank it. 

			I remember opening and guzzling the beer … and then sliding slowly down to the floor with my back against the wall. I stayed there, in a foggy state, for a prolonged period afterward. I am fairly sure I didn’t get caught for this indiscretion. This was the last alcohol I consumed until Grade 7, so it must not have made a great impression on me. 

			In the early 1960s, as children we attended army functions with Dad, including parades through the city and various holiday gatherings at the local militia building. In later years, my brother Bill and I would join army cadets. 

			One night in 1961, I was playing with lead weights that were inserted inside a cloth tube which was intended to be placed inside the cuff of a pair of military pants. This weighted tube would ensure that the pants draped properly over the army boots. The lead used in these weighted tubes was from lead bullets that had been liberated from their rifle shells. 

			Some live rounds had ended up inside this particular cloth tube, and as I swung it around and hit the wall with it, I somehow triggered a round to fire. The loud sound brought both Joanne and Arty running into the living room to investigate the source of the “gunfire” in the next room. Dad later speculated that the shell that had exploded was not a live round but was just a shell casing with gunpowder. This incident was a harbinger of the chaos I would rain down on our family in the years to come.

			Sometime around the summer of 1961, I had been playing in the field beside our townhouse complex and ended up looting drawers in the kitchen of one of our neighbors. I noticed they were not home and ended up “liberating” two or three items and was playing with them in the field an hour or so later, when the resident lady approached me and took back her goods. I cannot even remember what I stole that day, but this incident occurred before I entered Grade 1. This must have given my parents pause to reflect upon what might be coming down the road with their rebellious son. 

			One of my earliest memories of being alive was a ritual that Dad and I had begun together, shortly after moving into our three-bedroom townhouse. In 1959, I was three years old when Arty would carry me in his arms to the foot of the stairs leading to the second floor of our townhouse; from here we would peer up the stairs together into the darkness that engulfed the upper floor of the townhouse. 

			As we peered up the stairs, Arty would whisper the expression “darkaa” in a sort of ominous way that completely captured my attention. I was both fascinated by—and afraid of—the darkness at the top of the stairs. This fascination I had with the darkness would later extend into a fascination with the darker aspects of the world as I came to know it.

			There was a crew of local kids that I would go on hikes with in the early 1960s, including my brother Bill, Mark Bruce, Will Donaldson, Tom Wilson, and Brendon Gary. (My brother Scott was born in 1962 and missed our hikes because he was still a baby during the early 1960s.) Between 1962 and 1966, we spent huge tracts of time during summer, walking three miles each way to a forest area. Here, we would spend entire days capturing bugs, salamanders, butterflies, and snakes as we explored the forest and climbed the face of a ravine located within the park. We would leave home in the early morning for these hikes, many times not returning home until late afternoon, just before dinner. 

			These forest hikes occurred less frequently in winter due to school, but we still went hiking in the cold of winter. On many winter hikes, the final leg of the walk home was a torture test in pain endurance, as our soaked and near-frozen feet slowed our walking to a snail’s pace. 

			On one of these winter hikes circa 1963, Mark Bruce and I had been walking around the forest all day and had decided to head home. Before we made it out of the forest, Bruce somehow tumbled down the side of the ice-covered ravine. He slid some fifty yards down—across rock, dirt, and ice—before he came to a stop. He could not make it back up due to the sheer slope and icy conditions that day. 

			My efforts to help extricate Mark sent me into a similar downward slide across the same rocky slope as him. Both of us were now trapped on the side of the slope as the temperatures plunged and darkness closed in.

			We had climbed most of the way back up the ravine, but the last thirty feet were sheer rock and ice, which proved insurmountable to us. A man walking past the top of the ravine heard our cries for help and attempted to assist us. He abandoned his efforts when he almost slid down the icy escarpment himself. He departed without a word about sending help, so our prospects for rescue seemed bleak. In retrospect, this guy left us to freeze overnight, as darkness approached. 

			Dad figured something was wrong, as we had not returned home from our hike by the time darkness fell. He came walking through the forest looking for us while calling our names. I had resigned myself to an overnight stay on the side of the escarpment, and I was relieved when I heard him calling out our names! 

			He was able to extricate us by maneuvering down the ravine about ten feet and holding onto a tree branch with one arm, as he dangled his belt over the side of the slope for us to grab onto, one at a time. He saved both our lives that day, and I have little doubt we would have frozen to death that evening; we were both soaked from a day of hiking in the deep snow, with temperatures that night set to plunge well below zero Fahrenheit. 

			On another of our hikes circa 1963, Mark Bruce and I were abducted by a pair of sexual predators. We were down in the lower forest when we encountered this pair of guys, who immediately cornered us. They started asking us questions about ourselves. Their leader was a guy in his early twenties, while his accomplice was in his late teens. This encounter quickly became scary for us. The older guy made us drop our drawers and urinate while they watched and then made us drop our underwear while we stood in the forest. We were allowed to put our pants back on a little while later. 

			When we tried to leave, they threatened us with violence. A group of adults walked by, and I remember them looking over at us, but we were too scared to ask for their help. I thought this was not going to end well, but the predators finally permitted Mark and me to leave, after about an hour. I never forgot that day; my age was six or seven years old at that time, and I felt lucky to get out of there in one piece. I hate to imagine the number of people these guys victimized as time went forward.

			Arty had boxed intercollegiate at university. He and my uncles Salvador and Brian would instruct me in the art of pugilism whenever I could corner them to show me fighting techniques at family gatherings. Every Sunday night we had a ritual of going to Grandma Faye’s house for dinner, and I would always ask the men to show me fight techniques. Each of these guys had their own approach to fighting, and I managed to glean little bits and pieces from each of them. These lessons came in handy quite often in our neighborhood, which seemed at times to alternate between a gladiatorial arena and a playground. 

			I got a chance to try out my latest “fight lesson” one day, when I was about six or seven years old and playing basketball at the local recreation center. I was bouncing a ball around the floor and shooting hoops by myself when a local lad, about two years older and six inches taller than me, came over and tried to take the ball from me to play with his friends. 

			I refused to give up the ball, and he decided to force the issue with me on a physical level. I dropped the ball as he assumed a fighting stance. I popped him in the nose with a straight jab, knocking his glasses off his face and sending them skidding across the gym floor. This got his attention, and we began to move around in a rudimentary boxing match that I began to dominate quickly. His friends were yelling at him: 

			“The little kid’s kicking your ass, John!” 

			My fight with John was interrupted when recreational staff came over and brought us both to the office. Once I was seated at a desk with John, I promptly cried and then got up and fled with nobody in pursuit. The staff undoubtedly laughed about this incident later. 

			Between Grades 1–3, our walks home from school occasionally resulted in ambushes by groups of older kids, who alternated between punching us out or forcing us to fight someone of their choice. These set up fights would take place in the middle of a circle of kids screaming and cheering at the action. 

			These ambushes forced us to become creative in picking routes home that didn’t enable easy ambushes. Thankfully, these ambushes all but disappeared by the end of Grade 3. 

			One day when I was about eight years old, I had evaded any ambushes, and I was feeling good as I walked home by myself. My bubble quickly burst as I cut through a backyard near my house and encountered a guy we referred to as “Goggs,” who was an older boy with thick glasses. Goggs proceeded to punch me to the ground, and he “put the boots to me” for what seemed like an eternity; I attempted to cover up my head and groin, whilst adopting a fetal position. After a couple of minutes of this, he just walked away. 

			This beating was completely unsolicited in that no words were spoken by Goggs or me either before, or after, the beating commenced. No provocation had occurred previously that might have invited this beat down. On these types of occasions, I would never tell my parents of the beatings I received, as I was somehow ashamed that I had lost the encounter. 

			For amusement on boring days, we sometimes organized fight matches that we set up among the members of our “gang.” A referee from our group would commence the fight between two combatants, a fight that would involve all manners of attack except: weapons, groin attacks, bites, eye gouges, and hair pulling. When one combatant was the clear winner, the referee stepped in and terminated the match. 

			We would sometimes handicap larger combatants that were fighting smaller members within our group. We would do this by using a belt to tie down one of the arms of the larger combatant. The “handicapped” opponent would often lose in these matches. 

			One of our sources of amusement in the neighborhood involved holding “war games” with other gangs of kids from our neighborhood. Membership in a particular gang was determined by proximity: kids that lived on a particular block normally hung out together. 

			There were still many open fields on our block for us to play in back in the early 1960s. Starting about 1963 through to 1966, construction projects sprung up on our street, decimating the areas we had used as playgrounds. These construction projects provided fertile ground for our version of war games. These games often consisted of us hurling large rocks or bricks at another group of kids, as they retaliated in the same manner. 

			Will was in charge of our weapons cache, which consisted of sticks, rocks, bricks, and various rudimentary clubs. These were hidden below some concrete steps between two townhouses, which served as a back entrance to one of the apartments in our building. 

			Large piles of dirt that had been excavated by bulldozers served as strategic barriers to hide behind as we hurled our projectiles, and often you could not see the targets you were throwing at—like a high-flying bomber dropping his cache on victims below that are invisible from the air. We were able to imagine that our maneuvers were brilliant executions of military strategy as we moved around behind the hills of dirt, attempting to spy on where the other group was. 

			During one of these skirmishes, I hurled a brick over a distant hill of dirt and instantly heard a scream from the other side of the hill. Seconds later, a kid came running out from behind the hill with his face covered in blood and screaming at the top of his lungs. We did not get in trouble for that one, but the frequency of “war games” decreased in the aftermath of that injury.

			I learned the power of the sucker shot one afternoon, in the summer following second grade, during an encounter with a rival group from up the street. The leader of their group was a tough kid named Von, who was going into Grade 4. 

			Von decided to hang our friend Will up by the scruff of his neck on one of the metal posts that protruded from the sides of the wooden telephone poles. (These metal posts served to assist hydro or telephone workers in climbing the poles.) 

			As Don gagged for breath with his feet dangling off the ground, I saw red and started punching Von in the face as fast and frequently as I could. I didn’t think about this attack; I just did it automatically. I caught him off guard, and Von hit the ground with me on top of him, still pummeling his face. 

			Suddenly, I felt a pair of arms lifting me into the air and pulling me away. It was my mom, who had somehow witnessed the fight taking place near our townhouse and had come over to extricate me from the encounter. As she pulled me away by the hand, she looked down at me and said: 

			“He would have made mincemeat out of you!” 

			I never forgot her statement to me that day. She may have been right, as Von was older and larger than me and had a reputation as a neighborhood toughie. I got lucky with the element of surprise that day—and with Mom saving my butt. 

			One day, while still in second grade, I found out the hard way that you cannot judge an opponent based on size alone. Paul Patrick was a classmate of mine from Grades 1–5, and he lived in the neighborhood. 

			On this day, Paul and I were both standing outside the local grocery store and somehow we became involved in a confrontation with a kid from another neighborhood. This kid was a year or two older and a bit huskier than us, but the three of us were all about the same height. 

			We anticipated he would realize that he was outnumbered and just move on. Instead, he punched me hard in the mouth—twice—and then did the same to Paul. All of this happened very quickly. 

			Our perception at that point was that we didn’t have a chance of beating this older kid, so we just took our lumps and watched him walk away. As he strolled off, he periodically turned to smile at us and wave as he gloated over his victory. 

			The elementary school I attended between 1962 and 1967 was a Catholic school that was close to a Catholic church, where I was an altar boy from first grade onwards. The principal of the school was a no-nonsense nun, who did not require much convincing to administer the strap to students for a variety of minor infractions. 

			I found myself on the wrong side of her wrath on many occasions. I began to resent authority figures intensely following these encounters. The first occasion I can recall that qualified for the strap involved me playing hooky from Grade 1 class and forging a note to explain my absence. The day I chose to skip was a sunny September afternoon in 1962, following lunch hour. 

			The fact that there was a nearby orchard with so many butterflies and frogs I could investigate, proved irresistible to me. I sat in the orchard all afternoon following lunch and sauntered home as though everything was normal.

			I still recall with clarity the look on my teacher’s face the following day, as I handed her a hand-printed note explaining my absence. It was a blend of surprise and amusement, as I recall. The text of the note I had composed explained: 

			“He fell down and cut his knee and came home.” 

			The body of the note was printed in pencil, and I had printed my mother’s name instead of a signature at the end of the note. I can only imagine the surprise my mom experienced in realizing that her six-year-old son was skipping school and forging notes.

			I received three straps on the palm of each hand for this infraction, from our school principal. I fought the urge to cry, but as I received the third lash on my right hand, tears broke out. I saw the nun’s face break into a faint smile as she realized she had achieved her goal of subjugating me. This was not the last strapping I would receive, but it was the last time I gave our nun-principal the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

			Despite my run-ins with the head nun at school, I was to become an altar boy at the church which was close to the school. To qualify as altar boys, Brother Bill and I undertook the task of memorizing two sheets of prayers and responses in Latin. Sunday mornings, we would suit up in the altar boy garb and assist the priest in his delivery of the mass. We were “expert” altar boys after about six months on the job. 

			One of the duties we were tasked with was teaching new altar boys when to ring the church bells at specified times during the mass. A major source of amusement for us was to signal these new lads to ring the bells at incorrect times during the mass, which always elicited a stern glance from the presiding priest. 

			By the time second grade rolled around I was a “seasoned” schoolyard fighter with over thirty “street fights” under my belt. Many of these fights had been beat downs where I had been punched out by a variety of opponents ranging from older kids to groups of kids, but I had also won a fair share of these encounters. 

			Ricky was a tough kid from a poor family, who was constantly fighting in the schoolyard, and he had conquered many kids in our grade. I had a few recess fights with Rick in which I had prevailed, but on this day, things would be different. 

			As Rick and I started to fight in the schoolyard, I was mobbed by about eight kids at once, who promptly knocked me to the ground and kicked the crap out of me. As I lay on the ground trying to cover up while getting kicked from head to toe, Rick stood above me and shouted: 

			“It doesn’t matter how tough you are Mintz; a gang is always tougher!” 

			I never forgot the words Rick used that day, as he oversaw my beat down. I ran into Rick many years later when we were both adults, but that is a story for later. 

			My mom and dad were perplexed by my rebellious behavior and overt
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