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			“Justice?—you get justice in the next world,
in this world, you have the law.”

			—WILLIAM GADDIS, A Frolic of His Own

		

	
		
			A  U  T  H  O  R  ’  S     N  O  T  E

			[image: image]DAVID CHAIN’S DEATH AT THE HANDS of an angry logger in September of 1998 was shocking and darkly ironic, and the story was, briefly, international news. Members of the media from all over descended on Humboldt County, California. I was one of them. Because Chain was a Texan—and most recently an Austinite—his death was a local story for my newspaper, the Austin American-Statesman. I expected the familiar journalist’s routine: spend a few days reporting in the area, file the best story I could for the Sunday paper, move on to the next assignment. Like David Chain, I had no idea that I was wandering into a war zone.

			It was a story that could and had been cartoonishly rendered. In this corner: the radical environmental movement-not-a-group Earth First!, composed of a bunch of unwashed, apocalyptic, animist forest dwellers and self-appointed saviors of the Earth. And in this corner: Charles Hurwitz, the Machiavellian, planet-raping takeover artist from Houston, a scorched-earth businessman who had turned the bucolic Whoville of Scotia, California, into a place where both the local economy and the environment were being destroyed at blinding speed. Then there were certain law enforcement agencies that seemed itching to play the heavy in this long-running serial drama.

			There’s a grain of truth to many a stereotype. I did meet Earth First!ers who said the trees talked to them, young kids who had meandered into the movement because it was the best way they could most deeply annoy their parents. I also met people who’d put their professional obligations on hold and come from hundreds of miles away when they heard that one of their own had been killed. Like David Chain, they had thought long and hard about the imprint their actions left on the world, and they put their philosophy into daily practice. Their idealism resonated with me even if some of their ideals didn’t. On the other side, there was a credible case to be made that Charles Hurwitz was cheerfully logging his company out of existence, and to hell with Humboldt County and the region after that. I also met with residents whose families had produced generations of proud loggers, people who spoke about the respect they felt for the land and the pride they took in doing what is, according to 2000 data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the most deadly job in America. A good number of them told me Humboldt County would have been better off if its residents had never heard of Earth First! or Charles Hurwitz.

			It seemed an untenable situation, and yet the standoff at the time of Chain’s death was in its thirteenth year. Both sides donned the cloak of righteousness, and both had an abundant capacity for and history of behaving badly at times. While the jagged edge of the environmental movement liked to paint its cause as the moral equivalent of the civil rights struggle of the 1950s and 1960s—a comparison that African Americans who fought and died in that movement would hotly dispute—the truth was plainly more nuanced.

			I couldn’t quite shake off the story and the larger questions it posed. Chain had wanted to live every bit as much as you or I. And yet at the hour of his death he had been doing something he believed in—perhaps too much. The way he died seemed a passion play of sorts: the passion of David Nathan Chain. And the struggle for which he died, taken to its extreme (this is, after all, a debate that rarely accommodates moderation in deeds or rhetoric), couldn’t be higher: it was nothing less than the American way of life versus life itself.

			In the spring of 2001, as she waited for her wrongful-death lawsuit to go to trial in federal court, Chain’s mother, Cindy Allsbrooks, was keeping tabs on what was happening with the North Coast activists, a number of whom had been her son’s friends and had been with him when he died. At the time, there were reports—not exactly unbiased ones—of loggers and law enforcement once again roughing up Earth First!ers in the woods, and Allsbrooks feared it was just a matter of time before somebody else’s child got killed. She called me to see if I had any ideas about whom to call in the California press, hoping to get some media exposure on the continuing controversy that might cool things down. I told Allsbrooks that she was the only person I’d had even sporadic contact with in the interim—we’d spoken maybe once or twice a year—but that perhaps the subject demanded something larger than another article in the newspaper. The book that began with that conversation is the one you’re reading now.

			Research for this project commenced before the events of September 11, 2001, after which the story I had to tell seemed to pale in significance. I now believe, however, that both stories represent possible paths to destruction. And it’s quite possible that long after we have stopped talking about the threat of terrorist cells, shoe bombs, and death delivered via the U.S. Postal Service that what we do or don’t do with respect to the environment will be the paramount issue. And, being a fan of both clean air and the right of working people to earn a living wage, I continue to struggle with questions that defy easy answers. Over the course of my research, I confessed to one source that I had no idea who was right in this struggle. Her response was striking: “Why does anybody have to be right?”


			A Good Forest for Dying is the product of more than one hundred interviews, examinations of previously published material, court documents, evidence collected by the Humboldt County sheriff’s and district attorney’s offices, videotapes, audiotapes, and depositions. Exact quotes in quotation marks come from at least one of those sources and, when possible, were verified with a second or third source. As is commonplace among witnesses to a traumatic event, many of those with David Chain when he died offer sometimes conflicting statements about what happened on September 17, 1998. In instances where the record is less than clear, I have weighed the disputed details and endeavored to produce the most credible account of the events described. Truth is subjective, especially in the woods where much of this story unfolds.
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			[image: image]ONCE, THE TREES WERE NUMBERLESS. In the Jurassic Era, the sheer surreal scale of the forest might have been appropriate—redwoods rocketing well over 350 feet; ferns more than half again as tall as a grown man today; the morning fog a force of nature in its own right, obliterating the canopy overhead, draping down practically to the huckleberry. And in the archipelago of ancient forests that remain today, when the fog yields to the sun, the trees appear not to be reaching for the sky so much as holding it up.

			The coastal redwoods, or their forebears, have been there for some 160 million years. As recently as a million years ago, they grew in Europe, Asia, and North America. Now they’re found only in a narrow band hugging the coast of the Pacific Northwest. They are the tallest living things on Earth, and through the ages humans have attached a spiritual resonance to this forest, this basilica of redwoods. In thick stands, when there is sun, the light refracts through tentatively, and the forest floor is dim and damp. It can make visitors unexpectedly solemn, strike them suddenly silent and contemplative. As John Steinbeck wrote: “The most irreverent of men, in the presence of redwoods, goes under a spell of wonder and respect.”


			As any surviving species must be, they are resilient and adaptable. Growing in one of the most geologically unstable regions in the country—though not one prone to frequent catastrophic earthquakes such as those that afflict the Bay Area and southern California—redwoods developed shallow but multitiered root systems. For strength, the roots of neighboring trees intertwine like fingers. Each tree circulates thousands of gallons of water daily, and even today—when only between 3 and 4 percent of what was there just a century ago remains—stands of redwood can be thick enough to make their own weather. The area in which they grow in Humboldt County, along the coast in extreme northern California, is a temperate rain forest, with annual precipitation of about forty-five inches. Strongly resistant to fire, flood, and insects, the trees also endured all manner of prehistoric chaos—shifting tectonic plates that heaved mountain ranges into existence, ice ages. If lightning detonated the trunk, it wasn’t uncommon for saplings to rise out of the truncated monster or for a bird to begin work on a nest there. And when trees blew down or simply rotted and died, they became habitat and food. The only things the primordial skyscrapers never developed an effective resistance to were saws and the demands of a ravenous nation gorging itself on its natural bounty, pushing westward and thumping its chest along the way.


			Until the 1980s, the tallest living tree on record was a tree named, with a spectacular lack of imagination, Tall Tree, in what is now Redwood National Park in northern Humboldt County. Tall Tree grew to 367.8 feet. Logging in the Redwood Creek basin subjected the grove in which Tall Tree lives to more wind and hotter and drier conditions, and the tree’s crown snapped off. (A tree named General Sherman, a giant sequoia in Sequoia National Park in the Sierra Nevada, is the world’s largest tree by volume but, at 272 feet, not close to the height of some coastal old-growth redwoods.) Around the fourth century A.D., along a river that would come to be named the Eel in Humboldt County, a sapling grew to more than 350 feet—almost 50 feet taller than the Statue of Liberty from the ground to the tip of its torch—and a yard shy of 20 feet in diameter. The Dyerville Giant, as it came to be known, fell in 1991.

			By then, Humboldt County had become a battleground. Everybody there loved trees, the saying went, just some folks preferred them horizontal. The joke attempted to take the edge off an intractable truth: the timber industry believed that its forest land was to be maintained, harvested, and capitalized upon. Those stands might be pretty, but they were also private property and, when the trees were marked for harvest, that property became an industrial workplace. Radical environmental activists said the loggers were ripping out the lungs of the planet, that the eco-apocalypse was nigh. The lines were well drawn, the opponents hardened by years of skirmishes and acrimony. Felling timber had been the lifeblood of Humboldt County’s economy since before the Civil War, when the redwood belt filled half a million acres in the county alone, and now that way of life—hard, proud, and the very marrow of the area’s history—was under attack by a bunch of self-appointed forest defenders. If you weren’t against them, you were with them. Stenciled signs appeared on half of the houses in the county, bearing a message of pride, defiance, and pragmatism: THIS FAMILY SUPPORTED BY TIMBER DOLLARS. The protesters kept at it. Warning of an imminent and wholly man-made environmental collapse, they put their bodies between the chain saws and the trees they held sacred. To logging families, these were people whose organizing principle in life was opposition—opposition to the way ordinary guys made their wages. Thousands of protesters had been drawn to the conflict over the years. Some of them had been threatened, beaten, cut out of trees they were occupying to save from the saws, doused with pepper spray, or thrown in jail.

			One of the lucky ones was David Chain, who’d come from a working-class suburb of Houston to save the forest. True, the previous year, 1997, he’d gotten arrested at a protest in San Francisco. And once he’d had to run to stay ahead of the Pacific Lumber thugs in the woods. As his second protest season began, however, he hadn’t been on the receiving end of any serious heaviness. Although he’d shaved off his brown dreadlocks from the year before, many of the veterans at the Earth First! action camp recognized his crescent eyes alight with mischief and purpose. The one they knew as Gypsy was back. Gypsy, who had helped out at the Bell Creek tree sit the year before, who had taken his nonviolence training and later learned to climb trees. Gypsy was always ready to pitch in—haul supplies or somebody’s crummy rain gear, fix vegetarian meals, whatever the moment called for. He was twenty-four years old and had long searched for something to give his life definition and a tangible sense of purpose. With Earth First! and its brand of full-contact environmental protest he had found it, and the discovery was a gift and a transformation. He’d gone back to Texas the previous winter, when the rains came to the North Coast and the protesters’ ranks typically thinned, and he’d worked two jobs in Austin to save for the return trip. This time he was here for good. This was where he was going to stay. This was where he was going to make his stand.


			His mother and stepfather, Cindy and Ron Allsbrooks, could hardly have missed the pronounced change in him when he went home to the East Texas town of Pasadena the previous Thanksgiving. At his aunt Pam’s house, he’d showed up in ratty clothes, smelling a little funky—but fairly glowing. He sat on a swing in the backyard with his sisters, Bridgett and Sarah, rolling a cigarette as he rolled out his story.


			“My forest name is Gypsy,” he began.


			He’d told them he had been working to save the forest from wanton, wholesale destruction. That there was a logging company running roughshod over the environment in the name of almighty profit. That the last of the paternalistic capitalist timber companies had been swallowed whole by a rapacious, junk-bond-wielding robber baron from Houston. He showed them pictures of himself in trees he had occupied to save from the saws. Even his appearance had changed. He looked a good bit like Keanu Reeves gone native. His body had filled out from climbing. Most striking, the black moods that sometimes had beset him seemed to have fled. He practically vibrated with a sense of mission. The young man they knew as Nathan—his middle name, used to distinguish him from his father, David Allen Chain—had been transformed. Cindy had understandable maternal worries about her boy climbing 200-foot trees, and she knew nothing of the fight to save the redwoods, but Nathan was now focused on saving the world, one tall tree at a time. He was an adult, and she saw that, for him, not standing up to the enemy was tantamount to hastening the extinction of life on Earth.


			His uncle Mike thought the young man was sinewy, as if taking a leave after finishing basic training. He told him he was proud of him. He never saw his nephew again.


			 

			THE BUZZING OF THE SAW shredded the morning. Gypsy and the rest of the Earth First!ers could hear it up on the mountain from where they were gathered at Grizzly Creek Redwoods State Park, a de facto DMZ bordering a piece of Pacific Lumber’s timber empire. To the people stirring in their sleeping bags, the noise meant that another day of planet-raping had commenced. It meant the loggers were back on the scene, felling trees, wreaking havoc, destroying habitat for endangered species, cutting away so that soon the holy redwood forest would be as lifeless as a moonscape.

			It meant that Gypsy and the other activists were late for work. But if the Earth survived this incomprehensible assault, some of Gypsy’s fellow activists believed, its spirit would thank them for saving it.


			Mike Avcollie, Gypsy’s best friend among the Earth First!ers, shook the tent in which Gypsy and his friend Jennifer Walts slept. Gypsy crawled over Walts and out of the tent. They’d both been exhausted when they moved from the action camp at Williams Grove to Grizzly the night before. He was going to let Jennifer sleep. But the rest of them should have gotten up earlier, should have hatched a firm plan before they’d crashed out at the campground the night before. As the other Earth First!ers pulled on extra layers, unzipped their tents, yawned, and shook off a mid-September daybreak chill around the fire, they knew they had to stop the killing until the California Department of Forestry crew could get up to the site and properly investigate. CDF had promised as much a day earlier when the First!ers laid siege—again—to the CDF office in Fortuna. CDF had said it would check out the claim that Pacific Lumber was illegally logging up at Grizzly. And yet the company sent the crews out anyway, knowing they could get the jump on the bureaucrats, knowing that once those great old redwoods and Douglas firs were on the ground and loaded onto trucks and sent down to the mill, CDF could tsk-tsk all it wanted, add another citation to the company’s growing collection, maybe, but those trees—some stretched 150 feet into the Pacific sky—were not going back up. And the cash from the sale of that timber was headed to the Pacific Lumber Company, in Scotia—one of the last honest-to-God company towns in America.


			Carey Jordan wasn’t crazy about humping up the hill again, but she told the group around the fire she’d do it. While the bulk of the Earth First! troops had been concentrating on the scene in Fortuna the day before, she and a small group had walked up the mountain toward the sound of the saw, being careful to stay out of sight of the Pacific Lumber workers until they got to where the active logging was. If they were caught before they made it there, they would have accomplished nothing, but if they sat down in front of the yarder—the gurgling, diesel-fired crane that dragged the felled trees up the steep, unstable slope to the flat landing—they knew the workers would cuss them out and shut down the heavy equipment. And then the cutting would stop, at least for as long as it took for the crew to radio base camp that it was time to call the sheriff’s department again, tell them that there were protesters in the area, that they couldn’t safely log with those goddam hippies running around.


			Which is what most of Jordan’s companions did that day. She thought she might try a little worker outreach, as it was euphemistically called. Jordan, a dark-haired registered nurse from Maine with more surety and composure than most twenty-six-year-olds, walked toward the sound of an idling Stihl chain saw and met a short, stout timber faller. He had a face cut with smile lines and eyes the color of blue ice. It was getting on toward the middle of the afternoon, hot, close to quitting time, and the faller, a mustachioed man in his middle years named A. E. Ammons, didn’t consider it a grave imposition to while away the rest of the waning day casually flirting with a hippie chick. Any chance he had to educate one of these ying-yangs was an opportunity, he figured. Jordan told him that what the loggers were doing was illegal; he told her that was crap, that she didn’t know what she was talking about. Then, although he creeped her out, she turned up the charm: “What do you do? What kind of beer do you like?”


			Ammons said his nickname was “Big A,” now an accidentally ironic handle from his school days when so many people had trouble with his name: “Big A, big E . . .” He told her that his dad—stepdad, actually—had committed suicide: the old man was sticking a shotgun into his mouth when the four-year-old boy happened to pad into the room. Big A told her he’d been in Vietnam, which he hadn’t. He told her he liked to drink beer after work, had child support to pay, was convinced the protesters were wrong and he was right. And he told her that if she were sitting in a tree trying to save it, he’d go ahead and fell that tree and kill her.


			“Come on, Big A,” Jordan said. “If I was up there, you’d kill me?”


			“Yes, I would.”


			The fact that a logger was taking so much time to talk with a protester was not lost on Jordan, but she kept him jawing for an hour or more. Before it was over, she’d given him a hug and posed for a picture, Big A with his saw slung over his shoulder, his arm around Jordan, who all the while couldn’t figure out why Big A and his spotter were still visiting with her.


			“Don’t you know?” Big A asked. “Your friends are all up there blocking the road. The cops are coming any minute. You better run now if you don’t want to get arrested.”


			Just then the sheriff’s car came to the bottom of the mountain, and Jordan dutifully went to join her seven comrades sitting on the ground, waiting to get hauled down the logging road. On the way, the driver asked which one was Jordan and then handed her a scrap of paper. Big A had passed along his phone number, just in case she wanted to go to dinner after she got booked for trespassing and processed out of the jail in Eureka.


			 

			CONFRONTING PISSED-OFF LOGGERS, of course, wasn’t the only hazard one might encounter in the woods. The night before Jordan’s encounter, Gypsy and Jennifer Walts were helping to bring in ropes and food to protesters squatting in trees on Pacific Lumber land above Grizzly Creek. It was crucial if unsexy labor. As dark was coming on, they heard a frightful crack. Gypsy threw himself over Walts on the ground. When the dust settled, Walts switched on her flashlight and saw a branch about ten feet long and nine inches in diameter that had just fallen a few feet away from them.

			“Oh my God, Gypsy, that almost killed us,” Walts said as she tried to catch her breath.


			Gypsy took a look around and said, “This looks like a good place to die.”


			They spent the next day at the tree sit—a tactic in which protesters perch on platforms high in trees as a last line of defense to keep them from being cut—after enduring a restless night, one of those when you can’t wish the sun up but never stop trying. Gypsy had forgotten his sleeping bag. Again. The two of them had to wedge themselves into Walts’s. They were both exhausted all the following day, the day the bulk of the activists were in Fortuna trying to get the CDF to commit to investigating the allegedly illegal logging.


			It was a typically colorful piece of Earth First! street theater. They’d made papier-mâché masks and carried banners: CDF: DO YOUR JOB! TREES HAVE LIFE TOO—ALL LIVING THINGS ARE EQUAL. WHO CLEAR-CUT CDF’S BACKBONE? The CDF man who came outside and spoke to them, John Marshall, had been drafted in so many of these dramas that they ran together in his memory, but he listened with resigned patience. The protesters registered their concerns: Timber Harvest Plan 172 was on a steep grade. It was possibly an unfinished survey area for the marbled murrelet, an endangered seabird. There’d been activity in the area before the allowable time.

			Marshall said, “We’re looking into that.”


			The protesters wanted to know a time frame for looking into that. Marshall told them he had a call in to the inspector in Bridgeville. It’d probably be today or tomorrow, he said.


			The Earth First!ers asked variations of the same question over and over: Why can’t you just stop them? Marshall told them that Pacific Lumber’s record of compliance for the year so far was much better than in years past. He told them that, in an agreement almost without precedent, the CDF had keys to all of Pacific Lumber’s gates and could enter the property at any time without notifying the company ahead of time. The Earth First!ers asked if they might accompany the inspector on such occasions. Marshall said no, it wouldn’t be possible.


			A carful of hippie-haters drove by, throwing eggs and screaming, “Cocksucking motherfuckers, get outta here!”


			“Probably in the interest of all of us, we ought to call this good, huh?” Marshall suggested. “I mean, in view of people driving by and throwing eggs and yelling stuff out.”


			They kept at him: “How many watersheds do you need? How many mudslides do you need? How many fish going extinct do you need?”


			When Marshall finally retreated to his office, the Earth First!ers danced. Somebody banged on a drum and a guy with a clumpy beard picked a mandolin.


			Back at the park where Earth First! was having its action camp, where volunteers took training and strategized on how best to screw with PL’s plans, there was talk about going back up the mountain the following morning. The activists knew that, historically, what little goodwill the loggers had for Earth First! tended to be pretty much burned up after the first standoff. Gypsy was wary of a showdown, but he and the others were also convinced that they had no choice: PL was logging too close to an off-limits nesting area for the marbled murrelet—a latter-day spotted owl in terms of environmental symbolism. The company was also putting roads where it shouldn’t and building them prohibitively early. And the company most decidedly was going to go to town on that timber before CDF got around to investigating the protesters’ claims.

			“Well,” Jordan said, “if you guys are all going to go up, I’ll go again.”


			Jake Wilson, who drove a beat-up white van held together with hope and a Phish bumper sticker, had hauled part of the crew back over to Grizzly to be closer to the logging site in case the Earth First!ers did, indeed, decide to go back in the morning. Jordan’s boyfriend, Erik “Ayr” Eisenberg, who’d been at the CDF protest the day before, was up for it. So was Mike McCurdy. Gypsy was a maybe when he crawled into the tent with Walts, weary beyond description.


			As people from disparate backgrounds who are flung into intense and hazardous experiences frequently do, Avcollie and Gypsy had bonded fast the year before at the Bell Creek tree sit. Avcollie was a product of the southern California middle class, an educated, charismatic radical who spoke in torrents, with eloquence and clear-eyed passion, about establishment lies, corporate greed, and the lopsided distribution of wealth. Short-haired, with a neatly trimmed beard, he was in many respects an exception to the convenient stereotype of an Earth First!er as a shoeless transient in desperate need of a clue, a haircut, and a hot bath. His friend with the forest name that suggested a nomadic life was less seasoned but just as sharp. Gypsy had seized on activism as a means to shape his existence into something more than hanging out with his friends at the mall, listening to the Fugees, and smoking dope. Both had helped the new recruits this year. Gypsy handled the tree-climbing workshop, while Avcollie taught nonviolence. This morning, September 17, 1998, Avcollie’s hope had been to blockade the logging road to keep the workers from getting anywhere close to the cutting site, but by the time the Earth First!ers were up and ready to move out, it was too late. Gypsy and Avcollie also had little hope that CDF staffers would get around to actually doing their job. The protesters would have to do it for them.


			The day was coming on, and the saw was merciless. In the end, nine activists decided to go. Acting on chivalry, Gypsy told the others Walts wasn’t feeling well. In fact, she was so deeply asleep that she didn’t even feel Gypsy crawl over her, unzip the tent, and get ready to roll. By the time she woke up, he and the rest were long gone up the mountain.


			They packed a little food and water, just enough for a day trip. The camcorder was vital, too, an essential in documenting the company’s destruction and the workers’ history of getting heavy with the activists, especially if events were disputed after the fact. Jordan stuck a few cloves of garlic in her pocket. Wilson toted water. Somebody had a crust of bread; someone else had a radish or two. The activists made a circle and spoke of remaining strong and calm no matter what happened. Then they started the climb, made longer and more circuitous because they needed to avoid being spotted before they got to the site. Zoe Zalia’s asthma came on and slowed her down. Gypsy went back to check on her. Mike McCurdy stayed with her, and Gypsy moved back up to rejoin the others.


			The hike was stealthy but urgent. The Earth First!ers heard trees crashing all the way up the mountain, into the conifer air.


			The war between Earth First! and Pacific Lumber had developed rules of engagement since the troubles started back in 1985, and Gypsy knew today’s exercise in potent protest was supposed to go something like this: if approaching a faller, wait until his saw is off or at least idling to be sure he can hear you. Yell out that you’re there. An active timber-felling site is one of the most dangerous workplaces in America, and fallers know they can’t safely fell trees when people, even hippies, are nearby. Then the worker outreach begins: Hi. What’s your name? Do you know that what you’re doing is possibly illegal? Do you know you’re an unwitting participant in a ruinous plot? Do you know the company doesn’t care about you since it was taken over by a corporate raider from Houston who’s going to cut every one of these trees down, bankrupt the company, and wreck the entire economy of Humboldt County? What will you do for a job then? Turn burgers? Keep them talking, force them to see you as something more than a Birkenstock-wearing freak with nothing better to do with your life since Jerry Garcia died.


			 

			THAT HAD BEEN JORDAN’S TACTIC the day before. Use calm, measured tones and nonconfrontational speech and body language. Defuse, de-escalate. If the guys are pissed off, let them be pissed off. The crews are supposed to radio security. If they beat you up while waiting for the sheriff to arrive, don’t fight back. In a part of the world where the passions are as oversized as the redwoods, this conflict, especially during the protest season that traditionally began in mid-September, had precedent in abundance. In a sense, it was almost business as usual.

			Today would not be business as usual.


			The Earth First!ers stepped into the logger’s sight. Big A again. Big A working the Stihl with the thirty-inch bar. Big A saw them. Big A tweaked. Big A thundered like an Old Testament prophet.


			“Get the fuck out of here!” he bellowed. “You’ve got me hot enough now to fuck!”


			Some of the activists scattered back into the dense brush. Ayr Eisenberg held his ground, said they didn’t want to cause him any problems.


			“You already have! So get out of here! You cocksuckers! I mean it!”


			Eisenberg said when the CDF came out they’d tell him to stop.


			“When the motherfucker shows up and tells me to stop, I’ll stop!”


			Eisenberg said, “Well, we should give them a chance to show up.”


			“Why weren’t they here early this morning?”


			“Because they’re in the company’s pocket . . .”


			“They’re in the company’s pocket? That’s why they’re fuckin’ with us every day, yeah?”


			“They’re not fuckin’ with you every day. Otherwise they’d be out here this morning.”


			“Get outta here! Otherwise I’ll fuckin’, I’ll make sure I got a tree comin’ this way.”


			“All right, well, let’s not talk about that. You know we’re not gonna—”


			“Cocksucker!”


			Big A’s spotter, a twenty-one-year-old guy named Rhett Reback, suggested in language almost as searing as Big A’s that the hippies go harass another crew away from the active logging. But Big A wasn’t done yet.


			“Oh, fuck! I wish I had my fuckin’ pistol. I guess I’m gonna just start packin’ that motherfucker in here. ’Cause I can only be nice so fuckin’ long. Go get my saw, I’m gonna start fellin’ into this fuckin’ draw!”


			Big A dropped his saw and gave chase, throwing rocks and whatever else he could grab off the ground. Eisenberg, hearing a rock zing past his ear, knew he wasn’t interested in letting Big A get hold of him.


			Panting hard after running up the slope, the Earth First!ers hooted in the dense brush to locate each other. No way was one of them, Patrick Seelie, sticking around—he’d endured some scary threats and mind games when trying to intervene on an action the year before. “This is just how those guys sounded,” he said. “This guy is dangerous.” And then he was gone. McCurdy and Zalia were hiding with the video camera farther away.


			Jordan decided to give it a go. The six approached again. Gypsy saw Jordan get as close as fifty feet from Ammons, and when Big A recognized Jordan he cooled off, or at least didn’t seem quite as enraged. “Oh. What are you doing back out here?” Big A asked. “I told you not to come back out here.” Then his voice changed and he unleashed a hailstorm of rage: “Get the fuck out of here, you stupid cocksuckers. I’m going to knock your fucking head off with the next one if you’re around here. This one’s coming your way. You better get the fuck out of here or somebody’s going to get hurt.”


			“You don’t mean that, A.E.,” Jordan said. “You wouldn’t want to kill anybody. We live here. This is our home.”


			“This is my job,” Big A spat back. “You know, I can’t talk to you all day. You better get the fuck out of here. You better have your hard hat on, because this one’s coming your way. This one will reach you for sure.”

			They scrambled again and, as threatened, Big A started felling trees in their direction. On that nearly vertical mountainside, if a tree happened to get away from a saw jock and shoot downhill, it’d be an unguided missile straight to Highway 36. Anybody in the path of the tree wouldn’t have a chance to get out of the way. So the Earth First!ers regrouped uphill and slightly sidehill—unwittingly right in Big A’s line of fire, close enough to be good and scared. Jake Wilson felt shaking when Big A felled the trees, but Jake couldn’t tell if it was the ground or his legs. Another protester, a sixteen-year-old with the forest name Farmer, could hear his companions stomping around in the woods, trying to gain footholds on the slope. The forest floor was so loose it was like trying to climb a mountain of marbles.


			Gypsy joined his companions as they regrouped, six of them now crouching uphill from Big A and Reback. They shared a meager lunch of the crust of bread, the garlic, and the radishes. They needed to figure out what to do next, and it wasn’t safe to approach with trees falling. This was beyond belief—that maniac kept felling in their direction. If anything, he seemed to be ripping through the trees faster, as if the interruption to his work had made him want to teach the Earth First!ers a lesson.


			Whenever a tree would fall, the protesters would yell out, either in fear or to vocalize the tree’s death wail—another bit of Earth First! theatricality. Big A was hollering, too, giving a “Yee-ha!” or “Up the hill! Up the hill!” when a tree was about to come down. That’s what he was supposed to do. But he wasn’t supposed to be cutting if he knew people were around. And Jordan was sure that Big A and Reback were deliberately talking loudly enough for the protesters to hear them.


			Another hoot went up—McCurdy somewhere, maybe? Zoe? Big A said, “Who the hell’s that?”


			“Oh, hippies,” Reback said. “They’re everywhere. They’re all over the place.”


			The hippies squatted in their snack spot for fifteen minutes or more, talking about what to do, hoping the break would calm this guy down. Gypsy wasn’t interested in sticking around, but he knew to wait until the saw was shut down to make a move. “Big A was really mad,” he said. “Maybe we should leave.” Avcollie agreed—cede the day to the enemy, hang out at camp, try for a good blockade the following morning. Jordan and Eisenberg said no, that letting Big A win with the explicit threat of physical harm would send the wrong message to the company—maybe even ratchet up the violence.


			Downhill, Big A had just about had it. On top of working this steep, shaley piece of PL real estate, on top of the fact that it was by now hotter than a sonofabitch, on top of the fact that the wind was picking up from above them and the brush was so thick he had to cut a trail wherever he and Reback went . . . now he’s dealing with all that and hippies? “You know what? Fuck it,” he told Reback. “I’m gonna fell this last redwood tree and I’m packing up all my tools and I’m out of here. I’m gonna go in and talk to McLaughlin tonight, tell him either he’s got to do something or get a new timber faller out here ’cause I’m not dealing with this anymore.”

			Big A went to work on the twentieth tree of the day by putting in a back cut. At about 130 feet, the tree had maybe 3,000 board feet in it, worth $7,000 to the company if it landed in one piece. With the wind blowing down the hill, he wanted the thing to lean uphill a little more. Then he had Reback take his ax and beat a wedge into the cut. He was damn near through the face cut—that baby just hanging by a thread—when the wind died and the tree leaned back down and sat on his bar and chain. “Aw, shit,” he said. He’d gotten an $800 saw hung up in a tree that was about to go in whatever direction it wanted. He sent Reback down to where their backpack was to get the extra bar and chain, by which time, of course, Big A had the bar and chain out and was putting the saw back together. He finished the face cut, told Reback to knock in another wedge and beat the thing over.


			One final time, the Earth First!ers had decided as a group, they would try to approach. If Big A went off on them again, they’d clear out.


			They figured they’d be safer in two groups of three, one going high and one low. Gypsy and Jordan were among the first out of the circle, ducking under a previously fallen log on their way out. They went high. No way did they want to be low.


			They yelled and stepped out. Then Avcollie heard the loud thwack of metal hitting plastic—the sound of a wedge being hammered into a thirteen-story tree about to topple. Then he heard the tree’s stem crack, like a string of firecrackers popping on the Fourth of July.


			Jordan looked up and saw a quivering tree, a faltering giant.


			“Holy shit, that’s coming toward us,” she said to Gypsy. “We better run.”


			She clawed her way up. Gypsy didn’t. She turned around and Gypsy wasn’t with her. She ran down, said, “Gypsy, you’ve got to run. That tree’s falling. Go high. Go up the hill.” She went back up.


			Maybe Gypsy froze. Maybe he tried to get away and slipped.


			It was hard to tell which way the thing was going, much less which direction to run. Farmer jumped back the way he’d come, hiding beneath the tree they’d just walked under. He rolled over on his back and saw the redwood coming down.


			The crash was as loud and sharp as a thunderclap. The impact stole the breath from their lungs and the ground shuddered for hundreds of feet around them. The hail of dust and debris from the forest floor made it seem like one of Humboldt County’s famously impenetrable fogs had descended in the blink of an eye. Jake Wilson thought the white light and the debris hitting his head meant he was dead.


			Avcollie had been able to scramble only ten feet from where he’d been standing a second before, but he was alive. Then they were all on their feet and screaming. “What the fuck are you doing?” Avcollie shrieked. “You’re going to fucking kill somebody.”


			Big A ran up the trunk of the tree he’d just felled, bellowing back at the activists who were screaming at him.


			Jordan cut the cacophony with a panicked question. “Shut up! Shut up!” she said. “Where’s Gypsy?”


			Big A: “Who’s Gypsy, your fuckin’ dog?”


			Then Big A found him. He dropped to his knees, which some of the protesters took as a gesture of horror or grief or prayer.


			“Holy fuck,” Big A said. “He’s right there. His brains are falling out.”


			Jordan’s first impulse was to try to put Gypsy’s head back together. Eisenberg thought to check for a pulse, but when he saw Gypsy’s skull gaping in a silent howl, he simply put his hand on the dead man’s back. In mourning, Wilson threw dirt on his back. Avcollie—the best friend Gypsy had on that mountain—cried, screamed, and threw up.


			Back at the campsite, Jennifer Walts was showing an activist how to play Johnny Cash’s “Big River” on the guitar: “Now I taught the weeping willow how to cry / And I showed the clouds how to cover up a clear blue sky.” Farmer ran down and told the Earth First!ers something had happened. “His brains fell out,” Farmer kept saying. “I saw his brains.” Walts ran up the mountain. By the time she got to the landing, she was hysterical.


			“Murderers!” she shrieked at the loggers. “You killed my boyfriend! You killed my boyfriend!” She tried to make it down to Gypsy’s body. A worker grabbed her ankle and brought her to the ground. An older man rubbed the back of her neck and said, “Calm down, honey. You don’t want to see that.” That infuriated Walts all the more. She fought them, flailing on the ground.


			Thirteen years into the battle between the hippies and the planet-rapers, Earth First! finally had a martyr. Above a creek named for a bear not seen in those parts for generations, this piece of forest would become hallowed ground for its defenders, consecrated in the blood of one of their brothers. And Pacific Lumber—which some believed had shrewdly manipulated the protesters’ presence to its own advantage—had, at minimum, an unprecedented public-relations disaster.


			 

			IN A RURAL SUBDIVISION OUTSIDE Coldspring, Texas, Cindy Allsbrooks parked her pickup and went inside her modest, well-kept, three-bedroom house. She’d been to her first weight-loss meeting that day and was feeling a little buoyant. All the other women in the group were a lot bigger than she was. Work was going just fine. She sold incentive packages to companies looking to beef up their safety programs. The East Texas timber industry was her biggest client. Aside from wanting to lose a few pounds, she was as content and comfortable as she’d ever been in her adult life. It was mid-September, time to start thinking about Christmas. Her Nathan had said he wouldn’t be coming home for the holidays. He was going to stay in California and continue his work to save the redwoods. His mother was going to have to get him something he could use in the forest.

			Allsbrooks got out of her work clothes and settled into her recliner. Ron was at work. It would be just she and the Thursday night sitcoms.


			She heard the dog barking outside. Her oldest daughter, Bridgett, was walking across her front lawn. This wasn’t right. Bridgett lived more than an hour away and had a family of her own to mind. Showing up unannounced at her mother’s on a weeknight telegraphed that something was wrong, news too grave to be delivered in a telephone call. Their eyes locked.


			“Who was it and what happened?”


			“Mom, it’s Nathan.”


			“Is he dead?”


			“Yes.”
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			[image: image]DAVID CHAIN’S PARENTS MET AT A roller rink. That boy’s looking at me, Cindy Trimm thought, and he’s so fine. It was a Friday night in 1967 at the rink next to the bowling alley in Pasadena, Texas, hormones hanging in the air. Cindy was twelve going on thirteen and a regular heartbreaker in her fringed outfits. But this boy exuded cool. He was two classes ahead of her in school. He wasn’t there to skate, he was there to check out girls. When that same boy turned up at Cindy’s surprise birthday party a short time later at the park pavilion behind Pasadena High, Cindy didn’t pay him much attention until he got in a fistfight with another boy, nearly knocking him out. Then it was love. Cindy spent the rest of her own party swooning, ministering to a cut on the bad boy’s face, basking in the certainty that David Allen Chain was the one.

			At fourteen, Cindy was engaged. Her mother laughed, but her mother was also distracted working full-time and raising six children in a one-story tract home. Her father was a beloved man who had fought and been wounded in the invasion of Normandy in World War II. Cindy had had a boyfriend or two already, and she’d sneak out at night to meet them or to walk to the Dairy Queen. But David Chain was something else. In May of 1969, she wrote in her schoolgirl’s hand, “I love David Allen Chain more than anything in the world and I always will.”


			On April 4, 1970, a justice of the peace in Pasadena put the matter to rest, and sixteen-year-old Cindy Trimm became Mrs. David Chain. She wore a miniskirt and was three months pregnant. After the wedding, the newlyweds went shopping at Kmart to furnish their apartment, and that night they went to a German restaurant with David’s sister and her husband. The three of them drank beer while Cindy threw up in the bathroom.


			Greater Houston was humming: the Astrodome, “the eighth wonder of the world,” opened in 1965. Before that decade’s end, NASA—the embodiment of America’s fervor for adventure, technology, and grasping for the next great something—was depositing men on the moon. Office towers gleamed, their occupants sealed off from the heat and the reek of oil, the smell of their money being made for them. Houston boomed. Traffic snarled. Petro-alchemy in action. At the butt end of the economic spectrum, in adjacent suburbs such as Pasadena, education wasn’t much of a priority, but who needed school when you could walk across the road and get two jobs before lunchtime? You woke up in your tract house; breathed air the color of sweet East Texas tea; pulled on your work boots; clocked in at the tank farm or the chemical plant or one of the spewing, sprawling oil refineries; cashed your paycheck at the end of the
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