Emails from an Occupied Wal-Mart

Jeremy Louzao

06/18/05
February 9,  2036

Dearest Soli,

Happy Birthday!  I was looking through my old stuff, searching for one of my old wooden yo-yos to give to you as a gift, and then I stumbled upon these.  I had forgotten them, but as soon as I re-read them, I knew that this was the gift that I truly wanted to pass on. I hope you will enjoy them, draw inspiration from them, resonate with them...so much has shifted between then and now...

I am so proud of you, Solidarity, and the beautiful things you have been doing with your life.  Your spirit when you come over to visit, as you tell us all about your struggles and victories in Portland, reminds me so much of how I felt when I was writing these...just a year before you were born.

My deepest love and most heartfelt respect to you on this special day,

Dad

· Message sent 05/04/2010; 10:43 am

· Mom,

·     I’m just writing to say that I love you and that I’m okay.  We’re still in here, and we’ve just got the power and the water turned back on, so for now you and I should be able to email back and forth to each other. 
·     Please, tell Dad I love him too, and that I’m thinking about him (actually, does he have an email address so I can write you both directly?).
·     I know that you’re scared for me, and probably more than a little confused about what this whole thing is, but it’s okay to be scared…I’m scared too, but at the same time, this is also one of the most profound and inspiring experiences I have yet had in my life.  I hope that we’ll be able to keep communicating so that I can better share why…but no matter what, I hope you know:

· I’ll love you forever, 

· I’ll like you for always, 

· As long as I’m living, 

· Your baby I’ll be.

· Your son, your baby,
· Jeremy
· Oh, and PS:  I know that this is gonna weird you out, Mom, but we’re concerned that the FBI or the police might try tampering with our email, sending false messages and the like (they have a record of such things, you know…), so please, load the file I’ve attached to this email and use it every time you send me a message…and also, in every email try to include some story or detail about you or me or Chris or Dad or Cocoa that only we would know…it’s not a cause for worry, it’s just to be extra safe!  Love you!
· Message sent 05/04/2010; 11:26am

· Briana!!!

·      We just got the computers set up in here, with wireless and encryption and all that good stuff, so I’m sending you this little (well, okay, it’s probably not going to be so little…) shoutout to let you know that we’re safe and happy in here and to share maybe a few choice stories.  Now, to be honest, I’d much rather be writing an actual letter to you…you know, pick up a newly liberated pen from the newly liberated office supplies section, write something beautiful down on some of the Wal-Mart letterhead we’ve found (wouldn’t that be great?!), and then try to smuggle it out to you through our runners or some other means…that’s really the kind of medium these stories deserve.  Not email.  Too instant.  Too clean.  But for now this’ll have to do…

·      We did it, Bri!  Can you believe it?!  For now, at least, this place is ours.  At the moment, I’m writing to you (on one of our little wi-fi laptops) from what used to be the boys section, but which we now are calling “the linen pit.”  Aside from the roof (which I’ll tell you about later…) it’s probably the coolest and most comfortable place we’ve set up in here so far. We took out all the clothes racks in this part of the store, with all their spiderman pajamas and their Homer Simpson novelty shirts, we stripped the area down to just a bare, carpeted floor, and then we brought over tons of comforters and

· sheets, pillows and cushions from the linens department, sleeping bags from the camping area, bean bags...basically anything soft we could find...and we've created this massive pile of softness that we call, "the linen pit." 30-40 people sleep over here on any given night (and, after some heated debate, and to avoid an orgiastic disaster, we've agreed to a rule of no sex in this area...we've constructed a number of smaller, comfortable, more private places for people to go instead), but it's actually more of a play and relaxation area than anything else.  People jump into the pit, we've set up a tire swing and people swing into the pit, people wrestle and cuddle and read in the pit, and...most fun of all...when we took over we found 7 trampolines in stock, big ones like the one at the Sunset House, and while we managed to smuggle two of them out, we decided to set up the rest in here, so we've got two on the roof, one in our evolving gym area, and we've set up two in this area, and some of the younger folks have created a little sport of jumping from one, to the next one, then doing tricks as they jump into the pit! Also, we've got these little grouplets of chairs set up around the whole pit with a few little tables and writing desks set up as well.  It's like this fun little lounge.

·      That's where I'm at right now, sitting at a desk.  It's about 11am, and it's really quiet over here.  There are a few people still sleeping, there are a few people reading, a number of people are writing like me, Cross is working on a mural, Mark and Kaela are arguing (again) about how best to respond to the cops' inevitable psy-ops activities (we are taking informal bets on whether they’re going to start playing “Wind Beneath My Wings” or something over loudspeakers, a la Panama and Waco), and there's a woman, Barb, sitting in the chair next to me, knitting.  

·  
So far in these first two days, (at least after the first 12 hours or so of security, communications, and infrastructure work that we had to do right away) almost all of our work has been related to fun and creative projects like the linen pit.  I don't know if this was true for y'all inside McDonald's, but we've found that we came in already so prepared on the self-defense and security front that now that we're in here, holding this space, we have a lot of free time for visionary activities (the linen pit, the murals, the gym, the

· roof garden, the media center, the clothes rack sculpture, the kitchen, the makeshift showers, bedrooms, humanure toilets...), for just playing around, and for a whole lot of just talking to each other.  I think most of us have been surprised by how much less stressful this is (again, so far) than we had expected.  I think we're all still so high on our successes so far that the real differences between us, the things we don't know or trust about each other, the fears of pain, and jail, and death that we all seem to be trying to submerge...these things haven't taken their toll yet.  But I'm sure they will.  Psy-ops or no psy-ops, we’re sure to start getting irked at each other eventually.  Good thing this place is so fucking huge, there are plenty of spaces for alone time.

·      We have all been talking with each other alot! Meetings after meetings, caucuses after caucuses...”what do we do with the guns in the sporting goods section?”  “how long before Mike and Scott get sick of experimenting with putting different things in the McDonald’s deep fryer?” “what are all the possible ways we can maintain and expand our supply lines with the other squats, occupations, and movement safe zones?”  “what do we do with all of these fucking copies of the Left Behind novels (maybe deep fry them…)?!” we're very quickly forming a dynamic and intellectual (not to mention really fun-loving) culture in here.  

·      I think this all owes a lot to the ex Wal-Mart workers who are in here with us.  The final count is that there are 59 of them out of a total of 266, and their energy and enthusiasm for this whole thing is contagious.  It's really exciting to watch them look at this store, this place that represented day after day of shitty work, shitty pay, and shitty treatment, and to watch them as they discuss and think about the ways in which this place can be transformed.  They have, by far, provided both the most creative and practical ideas of all of us…things we full-time movement folks hadn’t even thought to think about…such as converting the sporting goods section into a gym for self-defense training (complete with treadmills, trampoline, punching bags, exercise mats, ping pong tables, barbells, bicycles...Wal-Mart sells a lot of shit!), creating a sewing center to create our own unique costumes and outfits for theatre, song, dance, and self-defense in here (as well as for Nasra and Muna to sew some new skirts and veils, as theirs were completely saturated with tear gas and pepper spray), relocating and rewiring the internal security cameras to film the cops outside, crafting a giant sculpture on the roof out of reshaped clothes racks,  or using the existing inventory and pricing equipment to create a catalog of all the resources at our disposal…these are brilliant women and men, Bri, and they’ve been the fuel for this thing from the beginning.

·      Okay…Nguyet is signing that she needs to email her family, so I’ll wrap this little dispatch up.  More, more, more to come.

·      I love you, and I love what these years of persistence and fighting and strategizing and struggling are finally producing…some tangible markers that we are, in fact, winning…that this world will someday truly belong to all of us…all of these Wal-Marts, these McDonalds, Starbucks, and malls…all of the lifeless consumer spaces and parking lots…such immense canvases for us to work our collective magic…I love that we’re both alive in these times.

·     I’ll see you on Sunday…how about you bring one of those big foam fingers so I can recognize you on the other side of the barricades, huh?  We’ve got plenty of binoculars here, so I’ll be able to see you from the roof.  

·     For the day when there will be no more need for barricades at all…

Jeremy

· By the way, don’t forget the protocol for emails!

Message sent 05/06/2010; 8:40pm

Briana,


You won't believe what I just did today for 4 1/2 hours...I hung out with the cops!  And it was actually pretty fun!


As you can imagine, this is something I'd been really trying to avoid.  Who wants to socialize with fuckers who just days earlier were willing to make us puke and gag from chemicals and low-level soundwaves?  So, whenever I've been on a perimeter shift (which isn't that often, with so many of us rotating), I've just sort of paced by them, avoiding eye contact while they do the same.  


 But at last night's meeting, Nasra and Carlos stood up and made this big pleading, request: that all of us, both on and off our shifts, make real efforts to develop relationships and rapports with as many officers as possible.  There was a lot of reaction to this, with a whole lot of venting about the particular behaviors of particular cops on the first day, and all of this was really cathartic...but obviously we knew that what Nasra and Carlos were saying made sense.  The more the cops know us and like us, and the less they are able to distance us from themselves, the more likely they are to disobey or slack on their orders...when those orders eventually do come.  So, feeling guilty as I so often do, I arranged to go out with Nasra today and give it a try.


It was definitely weird, especially for the first few hours, because we'd just be standing there, facing a line of them (most of them white guys, a few white women, and a few men of color), and we'd be talking while they just stared straight ahead, ignoring us.  We would introduce ourselves, tell them stories, tell them jokes, talk just generally about what we are doing in here...assuring them constantly that we have no intention of hurting them in any way and urging them to disbelieve any briefings to the contrary...but they were just staring ahead...


But then some superior came over, a sergeant or a captain or something...I don't know...and he started lecturing a couple of them about some report that they filled out improperly, and then when he left, we rolled our eyes in sympathy, some of them rolled their eyes back...a shared annoyance with authority (coming from cops!)...and the whole mood changed.  They'd start giving one word answers to our questions, smiling slightly at our jokes.  Some of them told us their names, Tanya, Jim, Bryce, and eventually we were actually talking.  It was like creating a new language, all together, an awkward pidgin for us to communicate as human beings across the lines of power.  


Pretty quickly, we could tell that they were scared of us.  That they were being told things about us that obviously weren't true.  They kept talking about Wanda as if she is our leader, in that typical cop way of always needing to know who's in charge...but this was actually to our benefit, because I think it allowed them to kind of see Nasra and I as fellow grunts...just walking our beat, just following our orders (from Wanda!).  It's kind of cute, don't you agree, how confused they are by egalitarian social arrangements?


But just as we were really starting to talk, there was a shift change...which bummed us out, but all of them actually said things like, "Bye" and "See you later," which we took as a good sign.


Overall, the experience felt pretty positive and hopeful.  Now, obviously, cops are cops, and I don't think even Nasra or Carlos think that we're going to get to a point where the cops are disarming and joining us or anything...but that's not even what we're going for.  We're setting our sights on the little things: looking the other way as we smuggle in the day's newspapers and magazines, badly aiming their pepper spray if it comes to that again...hopefully even sharing some inside information every once in awhile.  I think achieving these little things is very, very possible.  I mean, think about the Latin American movements, where cops and armed forces have taken sides with the people, they have refused to open fire, and the left has been so successful at sweeping across the whole continent.  Is that kind of thing possible here in the US?  Well, I tend to think of US police and military culture as uniquely, particularly conformist, obedient, and patriotic, but Nasra genuinely believes that in the long run, with a long-term strategy of relationship building whenever cops are at our events, we can eventually get to that point.  What do you think?


Personally, I'd just settle for them choosing to beat me a little more softly with their batons next time.

Love you, miss you,

Jere-Bear

PS Another cool story: a bunch of kids have been coming over after school and throwing paper airplane messages to us.  Poems and pictures and words of encouragement.  When they first started doing it, I just started crying...

Message sent 05/07/2010; 12:18pm

To the fine folks at inrevolt.org,

Revolutionary greetings from South City Wal-Mart, Seattle, Washington.

First off, I want to send out a great, warm thank you to all of you who are associated with this site, for all of your coverage and your support of our occupation.  Every afternoon, after all the day's papers and articles have found their way through our various distribution channels, and after we've had to time to survey and explore the web, tv, and radio coverage, our media council gathers together to discuss how our story is being told, how our actions are being perceived, and how we want to respond using the resources we have in here.  Overall, we have been surprised and overwhelmed by the loads of positive and sympathetic coverage across the globe, and we have been consistently flattered, energized, and held accountable by radical news sources such as yourselves.  Your coverage regularly ends up being filed in our "solidarity" pile (with a trademark Wal-Mart smiley face sticker to set it apart), and for that, once again, I want to say thank you.

Unfortunately, however, things are not all nice and good.  On a number of wonderful sites, including your own, our media council has noticed a growing number of guest editorials, forum posts, and blog entries which are communicating some serious and disturbing errors about who we are, about what we are doing, and about the Seattle social movements which sustain us.  We have been heartened to see how many of your writers have been aggressively countering these warped portrayals, but the number of these mischaracterizations is growing not shrinking, and so we're starting to wonder whether there is maybe something more sinister and systemic going on than just a spatter of isolated errors.  Bear with us, as being in a gigantic occupied retail store surrounded by cops and humvees and barricades has been known to generate paranoia, but we think maybe something is afoot.  Whether from the vicious right or from the sectarian left, we believe that there are people using popular and credible resources like your site to spread falsehoods about this occupation, and rather than calling on you to censor these critical voices, we have decided to actively resist these falsehoods by personally contributing to your sites and sharing our own thoughts about what is happening and why.  Because I personally know many of you at this site, I have been asked to be the inrevolt.org contact person.  I hope I'm up to the task.

Now, I want to go point by point through a number of the most serious errors that we have noticed, and as I do so, I want to strongly encourage all of your readers to be attentive to one glaring fact: that almost none of the people who are putting out this growing number of attacks and over-the-top critiques (as opposed to the more solid and powerful critiques that that we have acknowledged and do appreciate) actually claims to be a member of the Seattle area social movements, nor do any of them demonstrate even a minimum understanding of what our movements are like or how they work.  In fact, they mostly seem to talk as if we are acting alone.  This is crucially important, because I believe it is impossible to understand this occupation without an understanding of the rich movement context that it has unfolded from.  There are tens and tens of thousands of people in the Seattle area who are active participants in movement meetings, who are members of councils and social assemblies, who come out to the marches, rallies and picnics on Sundays, and who daily support direct action projects like this occupation, and yet their voices and their experiences are being completely silenced by those who wish to portray us as some bratty, fringe minority (more about this in a second).  Contrary to the opinions of some, this has not been "a relatively spontaneous radical adventure," (Silex's forum post, 3 days ago), but rather a strategically chosen and carefully prepared-for expansion of the movement work that thousands of us have been doing for years.  Readers, I urge you to take with a grain of salt any views that do not acknowledge the links between this one action and the rest of our region's movements, because this is a telltale sign that such views are springing from a foundation of ignorance.  It is precisely this ignorance that is allowing folks to get away with fundamental errors like the following:

Error #1: That we are armed, that we intend to hold this place with lethal force, and that our original plans included holding customers and/or managers hostage.  I'm going to be blunt.  This is complete propaganda, 100 percent right-wing and police fear-mongering, being spread across radio, news channels, and now even across lefty websites (see inrevolt's own thread, "People are gonna die in this" for a plethora of examples).  We took this place over non-violently, we will hold it non-violently, and we will eventually leave it non-violently.  We have made this abundantly clear, and no one has heard this more consistently from us than the police themselves, who we talk with every single day along the barricades.  It is public knowledge that on Day 4, we turned over all of the firearms in Wal-Mart's sporting goods section—along with ammunition, large knives, a number of explosive and flammable chemicals, and a full inventory checklist—to the police, as a gesture of our non-violent intentions.  We are not armed.  Hostages were never part of the plan, and everyone who wanted to leave the building when the occupation occurred, including some of our own who were feeling uncomfortable, was able to leave.  


At the same time, we have always maintained our intentions to defend ourselves, militantly if necessary, and so we do have helmets and shields.  We do have armor.  We have thrown back tear-gas canisters, and we will continue to do so.  We have pushed back police lines and restrained aggressive officers and counter-protestors, and we will continue to do so.  We have disabled police vehicles, electronics, sonic and microwave weapons, and even port-a-potties, and we will continue to do so.  We have, unhappily, engaged in tactics to confuse and deter animals that are being exploited by the police, and we will continue to do so.  We have been explicitly clear that we will do everything possible to defend ourselves and to hold this space short of hurting people and animals.  Some people call some of this violence, and we respectfully disagree.

Error #2: That this has been an action "taken by a radical fringe within the Seattle activist scene, mostly young, white, middle-class men," who are "claiming to represent the desires of the surrounding community, including Wal-Mart's recently fired workers, when in reality they are only representing their own desires for revolutionary spectacles, regardless of the real costs."  Ouch.  This is from M. Day's article, posted on this site two days ago, yet it bares a curiously strong resemblance to articles posted, under other names, on a number of other sites (Global Resistance, New World Rising) that same day.  Now, while I would actually agree with this analysis if it were applied to the majority of other militant direct actions across the country, it really doesn't much apply to us.


Here's some background: when Wal-Mart decided to respond to the South City workers' unionization efforts by announcing the impending closure of the South City store, 22 of those workers came to their next neighborhood social assembly meetings (the South City, Renton, and Rainier Beach assemblies, to be exact), where they proposed that the movement take a look at Wal-Mart.  This occupation was initiated and led by the fired Wal-Mart workers, the vast majority of whom happen to be women of color, and this occupation has discovered the greatest support from within these workers' base communities.  If this action was all about fringe white dudes, I'd be right there with the critiques, but nearly two thirds of the occupiers are working class women, more than two thirds are folks of color (African American, Chicana/o, Filipino, Somali, Vietnamese, South Asian, Native American, Cambodian), and white guy radicals like myself are actually few and far between in here.  Clearly, this portrayal of us is a knee-jerk response coming from people who do not genuinely want to understand what is going on in here, and so they have taken a standard movement critique and applied it where it doesn't fit.  I think it is extremely disrespectful and silencing to the people who are taking risks in here and out there for folks to be making uninformed statements like this.  In many ways, it makes invisible the leadership and mass participation of marginalized peoples, and only serves to reinforce the traditional stereotypes of US direct-action movements.  That's not cool with us.


Further, this error once again suggests a lack of familiarity with our movements, because for a good number of years we have been prioritizing (and we have been largely effective, too) the building of multiracial, multigender, intergenerational, cross-class, and multi-issue alliances, all working from a common strategy for democratizing and transforming our communities.  We have been spending years, as a mass of movements and individuals, discussing privilege, marginalization, power, tokenism, inclusion, accessibility, accountability, safer space, diversity and many other 5 dollar movement words, using these intense discussions to build authentic relationships across our differences. This action has been a direct outgrowth of this alliance-building work, it wouldn't exist without that work and it is vitally important that this be acknowledged.

Error #3: That we are "taking over corporate property rather than abandoned or public sites in a misguided attempt to foment an insurrection against corporate capitalism, an insurrection that has not and will not come," (Clara Knight, three days ago) and, similarly, that we have "avoided taking over productive properties like factories and farms, focusing instead on transforming retail and service-sector spaces, and thus are merely creating countercultural attractions rather than productive anti-capitalist alternatives," (Bill Claymont, yesterday).  These are fundamentally mistaken assertions about our strategies and tactics, assertions that, once again, would not be out there if more attention, any attention, was being paid to how our movements think and operate.  


This occupation, and the McOccupations four months ago, are not at all about fomenting insurrection.  That's not our game.  We know our history, and we know that spontaneous revolutions do not lead to the liberated societies that we (and we hope our critics, as well) seek.  We are in this for the long haul, and so these occupations have been very specific strategic/tactical choices to push forward our long-term vision, a vision of a world in which corporations don't exist, and where we live and work in a cooperative, democratic, and free society.  A little known fact about our actions is that while we have been targeting specific corporate retail properties (more about why in a moment), we have also simultaneously been targeting abandoned sites.  During the McOccupations, for example, six abandoned lots and three abandoned buildings were seized, and our movements are still holding all of them...they just haven't been getting the same police and media attention!  Simultaneous with this current occupation, our movements have been struggling daily to hold 8 blocks of street space in order to keep supply lines between this store and our other movement spaces open.  


It is true that our local movements have not occupied any "productive facilities" like factories or farms yet, and there are a number of important reasons for this.  First, our movements operate with a principle of we are who shows up, and so far the bulk of who shows up are city people.  They work in retail, in offices, in services.  They drive trucks and buses.  They clean up after schoolchildren.  The economic reality of our nation has long been that most of the factories have moved to other countries, and our constituencies reflect that.  Many productive facilities have been drained through a process of more than 40 years of capitalist globalization and so retail, service, clerical, and tech are the most dynamic industries in our region.  So that is our base.  Because we don't have a lot of factories, we simply don't have a lot of people who are in a strategic position to take over any factories, yet.  As for the farm-workers, they are still plotting out what kind of strategies they are going for, and Seattle folks are poised to support them in whatever they collectively decide.  You better believe that if any group of people collectively decides that they want to take over their workplaces, our movements will do our best to have their backs.  It's just not yet that time.


So, then, why corporate retail?  Because we believe it makes strategic sense, in terms of capturing the national and global imagination, to engage in struggles that are easily understood and sympathized with, and which are potentially reproducible across the globe.  A McOccupation has the power to inspire similar occupations in all almost every city and town in the US, and in many cities across the world.  The same goes for Wal-Mart.  Ours is an action that can speak to the lived realities of millions of people, because millions of people know this brand, they have been in a building that looks and feels exactly like this, and so what we are doing connects directly to their own experiences.  They can walk through their own local electronics section and imagine the media center that we have created with ours.  They can see all of the tires in Automotive and they can picture forging armor, building barricades, and making tire swings with them.  This is the other side of the corporate domination coin: that the globalization of a brand allows for the globalization of slogans, images, and actions of resistance that counter that brand.  

Plus, on a more basic level, when Wal-Mart tried to break the union by planning to close up, they were just asking for it.


This brings me to another key point, that we do fully understand these to be spectacular actions.  In many ways, we are creating "countercultural attractions," and we are all in agreement about that.  That's actually kind of the point.  While we are trying to construct these occupied spaces into sustainable institutional alternatives (cultural/educational/community centers in the cases of Starbucks and McDonalds, and a mixture of housing, a conference center, a school, and a supply depot in the case of Wal-Mart), we are under no illusions that we are actually going to be able to hold these properties indefinitely.  That's not the point.  The point is much more that by doing this, we are producing something that is very hard to come by: hope.  Through our risks and our daring we have put out a global advertisement for creative, militant direct action; for revolutionary consciousness; and for the idea that corporations are actually illegitimate, and they are hogging our stuff and our work lives.  This is revolutionary marketing in a very real sense...we are selling the idea that people all over the world can take back their lives.  So, in this way, those critics who call this whole thing a show are right.


But all of these points tie into something larger, and that is the overall strategy that our local movements work from.  We are revolutionaries, as most of you folks at inrevolt.org are as well.  We are interested in the entire struggle.  As such, we understand what we are doing right now as a very specific stage in our struggle...the stage in which we gather up this collective power that we have been building for years and years, and we begin to focus it and flex it in small, bold and creative ways...ways that can help us build and spread a revolutionary culture.  Eventually, when this culture is strong enough, when we have built enough infrastructure and living alternatives, then we will be capable of challenging and replacing the entire system altogether.  

This whole thing is about slowly building a new kind of power, a power that does not exist in states and armed forces, but in each and all of us, together.  A power that is shared, not wielded over people.

I have written a lot and it is getting late.  In this message, I have tried to speak to what I see as some of the biggest errors in this growing pattern of attacks on your sites, and I hope I've helped to clear some things up for many of your readers.  I trust all earnest readers to take in and reflect on each of these points, to compare them to the language, the tone, and the ideas of those who are making these attacks, and I trust all of you to make up your own minds.  We have made our mistakes in here, for sure, and we will be accountable for them.  But at the same time, we are proud of what we are doing.  It makes sense to us, it feels right to us, and we believe it will end up serving radical movements world-wide. We are showcasing just some of the possibilities that open up when people are willing to collectively challenge illegitimate power and are then able to position something beautiful and constructive in its place.  

Say what you will, think what you will, but please at least try to work from a place of knowledge, not of ignorance.  Ignorance only ever serves the powerful.

Solidarity,

Jeremy Louzao

Oh, and one last thing: Wanda is not our leader!
Message sent 05/08/2010; 9:11am

What the fuck do you all think you're doing, John?  Did you think we wouldn't notice or care?  Did you think the rank and file wouldn't be outraged?  Just this morning, we've received 36 messages from locals across the country, and they're pissed, ready to overturn you and the rest of the leadership, ready to take over some Wal-Marts of their own if it turns out that y'all brokered a deal (and why else would you be doing this?).  Seriously, John, this is surreal.  Praise us in secret, envy our courage in secret, donate to us in secret...and then condemn us in public?! Expelling your own fucking members, John?  So, what did Wal-Mart offer?  Recognition in Tulsa, a contract in Anchorage?  

We've talked about this for so many years, haven't we?  How we had learned from history, and how we wouldn't repeat its travesties...how the cycles of selling out and back talking would end with this generation.  Is this how all those mutual promises get muted, with such a swift and sleazy change of allegiances?  And don't respond with "I fought this all the way," because you obviously didn't fight it far enough.  You still have your job, don't you.  You were standing up there at the press conference with the rest of them, with Russ, and Bob, and Marie, weren't you?  Just your presence there was collaboration.  You know this.  

Same old story, really.  Nothing original about it.  Dump the militants to spare the union.  The exact opposite of solidarity...right up there with the worst of trade union history.

You wrote it yourself in your fucking book, John: "if the US labor movement does not re-embrace its militant roots, if it refuses to learn lessons from our brothers and sisters to the south by remaining disconnected with the social movements in the streets, then it is destined to wither into that hopeless and obsolete bureaucracy which its enemies already claim that it is."

Well, it looks you've made your choice.  Enjoy your obsolescence.

Thankfully, the rank and file is making a different choice entirely.

Message sent 05/11/2010; 9:45am

Hey Bro,


Sorry for the late reply.  Under the circumstances, I'm sure you understand!


I'm still here.  Still safe.  Still sane.  Still enjoying myself.  I've been on observation duty this week, up on the roof with the binoculars, or in the media center with the camera feeds...looking for telling behavior in the cops, taking notes about their shift rotations.  It's some of the most boring work in here.


But right now I've got a few hours free to play some go with Vith and to catch up on my emails, starting with you!


Let's see...last week you wrote:

>Congratulations, Jeremy!  I just saw the news that Wal-Mart donated the building and >all of its contents to the city!  You must all be very excited and proud for that kind of >victory after just a few days!"


Yeah, this situation is really interesting.  Although we had discussed and even expected this, we were all surprised by how soon it happened.  McDonalds did the same thing, but it took them more than a week.  Seems like these giants are learning from each other's experiences, quickening their reaction times...But, yeah, it's a really tricky thing, and I'm not sure if it's really any kind of victory at all.  Yes, we are fighting for community control of this space, and so transfer from private to public hands can be seen as a positive development...but there is so much shit going on beneath all of it, it gets really murky.


First, as you know, there's a huge difference between community control and city government ownership.  I mean, that's why we're still in here, nearly a week after Wal-Mart made the announcement.  If we just took this as a victory and ended the occupation, the city would just stall us out, leave the building abandoned, and then a few years later, when the movement has shifted its focus, pass it on to some other big-chain retailer to open a new store.  So far, from what I'm hearing in our evening meetings, the city's negotiators are giving us nothing to be excited about.


Second, on Wal-Mart's side, its 100% sketchy.  By "donating" this space with a big press event, they pass off this whole situation and all responsibilities onto the city; they extricate themselves from any further association with it, thus dimming all of their bad press and making the whole thing less headline-worthy (because it's now just a local dispute, not a battle with a big bad international corporation); and then, to top it off, this donation makes them look actually sympathetic and caring to the community!  It's a really smart move on their part...and you better believe that a few years from now, when things have calmed down, they are going to sue the city and anyone else they can for lost assets!


Finally, the sketchiest thing is the wedge this creates regarding community support.  By donating to the city, and then saying that one line about how they "hope the few won't spoil the potential of this new community resource for the many," they have created a wedge, where our ideas about community control will be seen as extremist, and the city's positions will be wholly reasonable and generous.  And this week, that is exactly how the discourse has been playing out.  "It's time for them to end the occupation."  "They've got their demands, now go home."  Hmmm...I don't see any neighborhood councils being consulted about the future of this building.  I don't see any public forums about what to do with all of the clothes, toys, bikes, food in here.  All I see are politicians talking amongst themselves about how to end this mess and get this store back on the real estate market as soon as possible.  


Okay, that was a bit of a rant, there...sorry.  Let's move on.


You also said,

>and I still haven't heard the story of how you all actually took it over.  I bet you're sick >of telling it, but someday I'd love to hear it.  Maybe when you get out.


You know what, Chris?  I actually haven't told anyone the story yet.  I'm always talking with people who have been here, who already know the story, so actually I don't think I'd mind telling you at least a condensed version...writing it down will help me keep the memory alive.  And what a beautiful memory it is!


Forgive me if you already know this stuff, but if I'm gonna tell you the story, I've gotta start by talking about Sundays, and the importance of Sundays to our local movements.  Believe it or not Sundays are key to the success of this thing!

A few years ago, the Federation of Seattle Social Assemblies (which, if you don't know, is sort of our alternative, directly democratic movement "government") made a decision to start "politicizing Sundays."  They put out a request that the majority of movement events, speakers, dances, picnics start taking place on Sundays, and they requested that all social assembly meetings take place one or two Sundays a month.  This probably sounds strange, even counterproductive, but the idea behind it was really interesting...if you've ever been to a political conference, or even to like a music festival with booths and things, that's the best way to understand it.  When you're at that kind of event, where there are all sorts of things going on at once, and people are all around you talking about different things, there is a certain energy in the atmosphere that is really unique.  Even though there is all of this stuff competing with each other, and you can't possibly go and experience all of it, the overall atmosphere is electric.  That kind of energy doesn't exist when people just go to one meeting a week here, or one event on a weeknight there.  So, the idea was to experiment with creating that kind of full, buzzing atmosphere during Sundays, to create a radical "Sunday culture," where people couldn't possibly attend all of the events that they wanted to, but where that was actually a sign of strength more than anything else.  Regardless of your issues, or your activities, by simply being out in the movement on Sunday makes the whole movement feel more alive.  It has become common now that asking someone what they're doing on Sunday is a political question, which is really, really cool.  Plus, it allowed churches to much more fluidly integrate with the broader movements, and those churches have actually been the backbone of organizing neighborhood based Sunday political and cultural activities...rather than everyone just piling into Seattle Center every couple of weeks...which is how it was at first.


Anyhow, Sundays are a really important and neat thing up here, and they have been for quite a while...and ever since the McOccupations, Sundays have become more militant, because people would come out en masse on Sundays to support the occupiers.  Taking over streets, making life difficult for the cops.  Ever since then, in some neighborhoods, every Sunday is a day of marching in the streets.  In others, it's just a once a month thing.  So, when it was decided that we would occupy South City Wal-Mart three months ago, everyone knew that it was going to take place on a Sunday, and we knew that we wanted to do it before the store was completely shut down for good.  


For two months before the occupation, the South City and Rainier Beach social assemblies had it set up so that every other Sunday was a march along Benjamin St., the street that passes the Wal-Mart.  This was to get the authorities used to the route, so that when the day of action came, they wouldn't be too alarmed by a march approaching Wal-Mart.  Just another Sunday in South City...


At the same time, trustworthy people, willing and able to take the risks, were being sought out.  Ex-workers and workers filled up some slots, and other South City community members filled up the rest, and Briana and I were some of the first non South City people to be asked.  I said yes, of course, but since Briana had just been heavily involved in the McOccupations, she declined.  So, during those months, while we all were preparing, it was like 300 of us spending A LOT of time together.  Playing games together, eating meals together, discussing politics and pop culture together, all in rotating small groups.  We were learning each other's names and stories, building trust in each other, and bridging our numerous differences.  Something to understand is that this has become really common in our movements in general, this attachment to relationship building and socializing...but in this instance it was extra intense and compressed, for sure!


A month before the action, the other social assemblies across the region were sent invitations to participate in a "special march" in South City, to support the fired workers, scheduled for the day of the action.  This extra large march worried the cops a bit, for sure, and Wal-Mart surely expected something, but certainly not what happened.


So, with all of that background, here is how it actually went down, in condensed form:


Beginning with the moment the store first opened, and continuing throughout the day, the occupiers would enter the store at random intervals, as regular shoppers.  All of us were carrying purses, backpacks, or shopping bags with food and other supplies.  


As we were entering the store like this, the march was gearing up down the street at a park...and it was a big one.  Something like 4-5,000 people!  There were a lot of cops, some in riot gear, but they were just traveling alongside the march...unsuspecting (our internal movement security has thankfully turned out to be pretty good).  


By 2pm, the march was 20 minutes away, and more than 250 of us were in our various strategic positions throughout the store.  At around that time, all of us pulled on a blue Wal-Mart vest, pretended to be store employees, and escorted all of the customers out of the store in a hurry, saying that a gas leak was being investigated.  Simultaneously, the worker's involved shut down power and communications, and told the non-involved workers, including the managers, what was happening.  The few non-supporters were asked to leave along with the customers.  Some of the managers refused to leave.  That is, until they saw the march approaching!

With the store emptying, and customers trying to get out of the parking lot, the march approached (it was such beautiful sight!), it broke its route, walked right past the police, and descended on the Wal-Mart parking lot.  The whole lot was surrounded by a line of marchers within minutes, and nearly a thousand people were moving inside and outside of the store, calmly loading various goods into shopping carts for transport to other movement affiliated neighborhoods (that was one of the points of the action, to create a distribution network of Wal-Mart goods across the city as efficiently and in as socially responsible a manner as possible).  

We were in control.  


It was nearly an hour before the cops had regrouped, and when they finally had, they formed a strong perimeter around the entire parking lot, and then they ordered us to disperse.  At that point, there were probably 1,000 people inside of the perimeter, and a couple of thousand beyond it, looking on and supporting us.  Those of us inside the perimeter refused to leave, many people put on their helmets and armor, and we prepared to defend the space.


It was not until about 5:30pm that the police moved.  They marched in a line, shooting teargas and dousing people with pepper spray.  It was ugly, but we pushed back, and even broke through their lines in a number of places.  Wherever this happened, masses of people would flood in, and would try to link up with the 8 blocks of street that we were occupying alongside the parking lot...this way people could move freely into and out of the parking lot, we could distribute and receive supplies...and even now we are still keeping one of these "gateways" to the streets open (at least for some supplies...but not for people)!


At one point, they tried to use their sonic weapon, this dish that shoots out this fucking painful soundwave that makes you want to vomit and piss and cry and drill your head open all at the same time...but a group of women and men with ear protection and shields quickly charged in and dismantled it within minutes.  


By 9pm, after much pushing and scrambling and swings of initiative, a deal was made with the police.  If the Federation of Seattle Social Assemblies agreed to support no further occupations during this period, then the police would halt their offensive and would allow us to maintain the occupation. The Federation held an emergency meeting at midnight...and it has been a "ceasefire" ever since, with 266 of us left inside the perimeter.  


Right now, the police control roughly half of the parking lot, with a line of barricades that surrounds the building.  They've basically set up a whole precinct out there, with all sorts of dishes and towers and wires going from here to there.   We control the building, and the rest of the parking lot, 8 blocks of street, and one gateway between the parking lot and those 8 blocks.  Overall, it's a very workable, and even comfortable situation for us.  


Inside the building, from the very beginning we've been trying to de-Wal-Mart the place, converting as much of it into creative, playful, practical spaces that satisfy us as occupiers, but which also showcase what is possible: the rooftop garden, the movement history murals, the linen pit, the prayer areas, the meeting and sleeping areas, you know the list...


And, basically, that's that.  I know this short version doesn't do it justice, but I'm sure you can tell it was an incredible day...it really couldn't have gone much better.


So now, we're just trying to hold this thing, keep it in the public consciousness, and stretch it as far as we can in its ability to generate energy, inspiration, and reflection about our politics.  So far, so good.  We just had our second Sunday in the space, and it was a wonderfully festive environment, with nearly ten thousand supporters showing up, apparently from all over the country.  It really is all very exciting, and it is this kind of stuff that really feels like a victory, far, far more than anything Wal-Mart might say or do.  From where we're coming from, the only truly constructive thing that Wal-Mart can do is die...but that's just us.

   
Okay, Chris, this was a long one, longer than I had planned, so I'm going to get going.  All my love to you, I'm thinking about you and the rest of the family all of the time, and give my love to Cynthia.  Tell her not to be too scared for her uncle.

 
Love you!

Jeremy

Message sent 05/12/2010; 2:57pm

Hi Syreeta,

My name's Jeremy, I'm on supply rotation at the Wal-Mart this week, and I just wanted to check-in with y'all at The Farm about our mutual requests.  

Please let me know if this is all still correct:

You are requesting: 

-5 bags of organic soil

-3 shovels

-3 rakes

-A roto-tiller

-2 push mowers

And you all are able to supply us with:

-lettuce

-kale

-broccoli

-carrots

-apples

If this looks good, you should have someone drive a truck by between 4 and 8pm this Thursday.  Approach the parking lot directly from the south, where the gateway is.  The officer on shift at that time is cool with us, so she should be able to help you get the truck as close as possible, and if she's able, she might even help you with lifting the roto-tiller.  It'll be pretty heavy.  

I actually got to visit The Farm last winter, and I think I met you.  Do you remember?  What y'all are doing out there is awesome, and we are glad that we have some stuff to contribute.  And, of course, we look forward to feasting on your delicious produce!

Solidarity in struggle,

Jeremy

Message sent 05/13/2010; 6:36am

so it's happened, bri.  that one fucking thing that you can always count on happening...always.  There was a sexual assault in here on tuesday night.  the survivor just summoned up the courage to tell us at last night's meeting.

i don't think any of us have slept at all.  at the meeting, the guy, the perpetrator, the aggressor...whatever...he just walked out and went and sat in the kitchen.  many of us immediately jumped into our community support plan, stopping our meeting, and having her closest people talk with her while his closest people went into the kitchen to talk with him.  i'm on the committee planning a special general meeting to discuss this, which will take place as soon as we all feel the time is right. 

everything has changed.  the bottom just dropped out of our reality in here.  how can we continue, now that such a fundamental trust has been broken?  even with all of the energy our movements have spent preparing for this, with all of the trainings, and feminist discussion groups, and community support plans, and values statements about community accountability and such, i just don't see how we will continue.  perhaps, as a survivor, you'd see things differently, having learned how to continue even when it seems like you can't...I don't know, right now I'm tired and confused and angry and all of that.  what's wrong with him, bri?  how could he do this to her?

from what i'm hearing, he's being somewhat responsive.  he's not denying anything, he's just mostly being quiet and listening, which is always a little worrisome, isn't  it?  

obviously, we're still a long way from knowing what we're going to do beyond what we're doing already,  but i don't see any of us being able to do anything else while this is "unresolved," whatever that means.

this building is just silent.  this is the first time we've ever had this kind of silence.  like you've always said, no better way to destroy a social movement than sexual violence.  there is a tension brewing here, and the silences on all sides are freaking me out.  

oh, and he's white and she's a woman of color...this occupation may have just completely fallen apart.

i'll keep you posted.  i'm sorry for this kind of news.  

i love you, i miss you, and i wish i was there with you right now so we could talk about this in person.

love you,

Jeremy

Message sent 05/13/2010; 10:11pm

Dad,


I just got off the phone with you, and the disappointment in your voice stung so deeply...I don't even know...I just needed to write.


I'm old enough now to know the ways in which we're never going to come to an understanding.  I've come to peace with the ways that I'm never going to change you, as well as the ways that I'm never going to live up to your wishes for me.  I've come to know that my love for you runs far deeper than any of our differences, and so, as you've probably noticed, it's been a long time since I've crossed you or pushed you about any of our sore spots.  I've chosen being closer with you over being right.


But hearing you tonight, hearing you tell me that you don't know me, that I'm no longer the innocent boy who made you smile every day you came home from work...these are not things that I can take in and just be silent about.  I can't just pretend you didn't say them.  It hurts too much, and I need to respond.  This is one time that I do need you to understand me, Dad.


You say that I'm no longer the innocent boy you knew, and you're right, I'm not.  I've grown, kicking and screaming, into a man.  I've changed in profound ways, many of which you were never witness to and we've never talked about.  But more important than how I've changed, Dad, is how I've stayed the same.  I was never the innocent boy you're talking about, because I was never innocent.  And perhaps that's where our problem lies.


Who I am now, this man—who you say you don't know—who's sitting in this building, breaking the law, embarrassing you, and worrying you, is a direct outgrowth of who I was at 5, at 9, at 12.  There is no line where the old me ended and the new one began.  I know you and mom think it was high school, coming home with anarchism and philosophy and punk rock, but that's just an illusion.  After all, there was a reason that stuff spoke to me in high school, and the reason was all that I had experienced and witnessed in the years before.  Being born into this world, Dad, into this world, there is no such thing as innocence.  The world puts pain and hate and horror into our heads at such a young age, and there is no way around it, short of changing the whole setup.  There is poison in me, Dad.  There always has been.  And yes, some of that poison came from you.


A couple of nights ago, one of the women who is in here with us was sexually assaulted by one of the men who is in here with us.  Both of these people are people that we know well and have valued strongly.  What he did has torn us all apart.  I've been spending a lot of time thinking about them, and I've been paying special attention to the emotions that I've been feeling about each of them.  Regarding her, it's pretty straightforward, I feel broken when I think about her, I feel so racked with grief and anger that the world loses all sense for hours at a time.  With him, though, it's so different, I don't know what to feel, and I don't know how to hold any of the fragments of feelings in place for more than just a few minutes.  Hate and rage come easily, but I can tell that I don't feel them about him, but about what he did...as if it's just some bad, disconnected mistake that I want to shake off of my view of him.  I feel sadness, too, for how twisted he is inside to have done this, with all of his supposed values and politics and consciousness.  But the feelings that stick longest, and they're scaring the hell out of me, are empathy and understanding...this feeling, far below my conscious thoughts, that I know, too, what's it's like to be a man, and that I could very well have done what he has done.


I've been so alarmed by these reactions, these feelings of empathy with rape, that I've been really trying to think about where they may have come from...I've been chasing memories, trying to hold them long enough to learn from them...and this is why I'm telling you this story.  Because, Dad, my memories go all the way back to the beginning.  I was never innocent.


If you are ever going to truly know me, I need you to know these stories.

I was 3, maybe 4.  My very first memory of the concept of girls and boys is a memory of me deciding that I hated girls.  I remember strongly that this was related to a smell, a bodily, sweaty smell that I associated with girls.  I remember seeing a picture of a young girl on our refrigerator, and just feeling my hatred for her.

I was 5 years old and I was playing with a girl in the street.  Mom picked me up, and on the ride home she made fun of me for having a girlfriend.  I never talked to that girl again, and I never had another friend who was a girl (and not a girlfriend or family member) until I was 18 and in college.

I was 6 and on the playground there was a war between the boys and the girls.  There was one boy who was fighting on the girls' side and he asked me to join him.  He was being horribly made fun of, and none of the boys liked him, so I refused.

I was 7 when my friend Tim and I started a sex club.  I didn't know what sex was, and I wasn't to learn for three more years, but I knew it involved naked men and women and beds.  In our sex club, we would harass girls by saying that we were going to have sex with them.  Tim brought a ripped out page of a Playboy to school, and I remember thinking that the woman was ugly and gross with that hair on her "privates."  After that, Tim and I started making our own issues of Playboy, which were stapled pieces of paper with big round W's drawn on them...our attempts at breasts...that's what Playboy meant to us.  Breasts, disconnected from bodies, disconnected from anything breathing, feeling, human.

I was 9 when my friend John called me a fag, and I started calling people fags all the time.  Mom heard me say it and she asked if I knew what it meant, and I said no...but then I knew it was bad so I stopped saying it.  I didn't learn what it meant until I was in high school.

I was 9 when you and Chris made fun of me for "throwing like a girl."  Since then, I have always tried to avoid throwing anything overhand.

I was 9 when you and Chris made fun of me for "running like a girl."

I was 9 when Chris made fun of me for "crying like a girl."

I was 9 when my friend Jared told me I had to take a "straight test."  The test was that I had to sit next to a girl and slowly put my hand under her shirt and on her chest, and then down her pants to her crotch.  That was how to know if I was straight or not.  I did not take the test.

I was 10 and it was summer when I started hanging out with Chris' older friends, both boys and girls.  We would all play tag together.  When the girls were hiding, the boys would talk about sneaking up on the girls and raping them, and about how fun it would be to rape the really pretty girls in the bushes.  That's when I learned that pretty meant skinny and with shaved legs.  That same summer, Eric, one of Chris' friends, told me how much he wished we still lived in the caveman days, because then if a girl bent over, he could just go up to her and rape her.  I remember being disgusted with his dirty language and thoughts, but still intrigued and curious.

I was 11 when Chris and Eric locked me in the garage with one of their women friends and forced me to kiss her, to prove that I was not gay.  After half an hour, I kissed her, and they still called me gay.

I was 12 when Chris told me that if a man ever came on to him, that he would kill him.  I don't remember being surprised or shocked at all by him saying this, but at the time I was worried that I might become gay (since all Chris' friends were saying I was, because I still wore snoopy underwear and walked to school with mom), so I wondered if Chris would be willing to kill me.

I was 12 when I asked Heather, a developmentally disabled girl, to the school dance.  I knew that she had a crush on me, and when I asked her, she blushed and smiled and hid her face.  Then, gathering my friends to watch me, I pointed at her, laughed in her face, and walked away.

I was 14 when I started watching pornography in my room, on HBO and Cinemax.  I remember that my favorite movie of all of them, one which I always hoped would be repeated, was one where a man kidnaps this feminist supermodel, to teach her her place, and he keeps her in cell where he spies on her and eventually forces her to have sex with him.  I was 15 when I masturbated for the first time, while watching this pornography.  What is the significance of this, considering that I had never had even a single female friend up to this point?  How did this affect my view of women?

I was 16 when I regularly started getting pornography off the internet, printing out pictures and hiding them in my room.  I didn't stop doing this until I was 18, when I became a feminist and started to see it has degrading and objectifying.

I was 16 years old, and I used to walk home with Brittany, a young black woman, every day.  I thought she was beautiful and I had a big crush on her.  One day, she asked me to go to prom with her.  I told her no, that I wanted to go alone, but I never told her the real reason.  I was scared of you and mom seeing me going out with a black girl.  We've never once had a person of color over at our house, never once, and I did not believe you could handle me being with her.  We never talked again after I turned her down.

I was 17, just learning about feminism, when I discovered that the word rape turned me on more than it disgusted or angered me.  It took years of being around survivors of sexual violence and hearing their stories before that changed for me.  


These are just two nights worth of memories, written down.  I am so scared of what else lies in me, buried deeper.  


I wonder, did you know that these were the kinds of things that your boy was experiencing, learning, and coming to embody?  Is this stuff included in your understanding of innocence?  This thick skin of "manhood" and aggressive heterosexuality that I was pushed and shamed and teased and cajoled into for so many years?  Somehow I doubt it.


I am doing what I'm doing here, Dad, I am who I am, precisely because of all of these kinds of things that I have grown up with all around me, because of nearly three decades  of being surrounded by sexism, racism, homophobia, ablism, war, classism...all from this sheltered, cold, privileged side of the fence that I was raised on.   I am who I am precisely because I realized that I wasn't an innocent, that none of us are, especially those of us with privilege, and I decided that I couldn't just live in a world like this without fighting to change it...not out of guilt, but because this isn't working for any of us.  None of us is truly being served by this system.  Not really.  Silence in the face of people dying, suffering, toiling, being traumatized wears a person down.  It has no other possible outcome but to dehumanize us.  It's like Frodo and the ring, you understand?  I got tired of that silence, yeah, somewhere around high school, and dropping that silence (or at least starting to, it has taken me many, many years to see the scope of sexism, racism, and many other things...) saved my life.  I so, so wish you could understand this about me.


But I can't make you understand me, and I can't make you understand the significance of what I just shared with you.  But I do need you to just at least hear it, and to take it in as much as you are able.  And I need you to know, Dad, that it's not going to work much longer for you to see what I'm doing as just troublemaking, and not as a struggle for justice...as just naivete, and not something deeper. 


Dad, I can't make you understand me, and I know that I will always love you regardless of what you do.  

But you should know that I will never be able to respect you until you do.

Your son, still safe, but hurting nonetheless,

Jeremy

Message sent 05/14/2010; 11:16pm

Bri,

I love this group of people!  I love what we have been capable of doing together...

We just had our special general meeting, and it was really good...or as good as such meetings can go. 

The survivor has decided that she wants to leave the building and go home, and she has requested that two of her friends in here go with her and stay at her home with her for awhile.  Everyone supported her in this, obviously, and we're just waiting for a shift with some good cops so we can smuggle them out.  At the same time, the aggressor has admitted what he has done and apologized, and he has volunteered to leave the occupation to pursue counseling and other accountability related activities.  While she was not present at the meeting, and he was present only briefly, he did say a few words beyond the apology, about how he's got way more problems in him than he's ever been willing to admit to himself, and how he desperately needs help.  We will be smuggling him out an hour after the other three have left, so she doesn't have to see him again.

As for the rest of us, we have unanimously agreed to form mixed gender, mixed race processing groups of 3-5 people each, as well as focusing all of our caucus time on issues related to sexual assault.  Everyone is taking this so seriously, recognizing the importance of truly working through this...it's quite beautiful.  I have never seen a group of people, at least a group that includes men and trans folks in addition to women, that has been more intentional and thoughtful about what it means to have a community response to sexual violence.  

Just this part, this meeting, I wish you were here to see it.  It's exactly what we have been working for in our anti-violence work all of these years, an approach that genuinely supports the survivor, while acknowledging the humanity of the aggressor, and preserving the integrity of the community throughout the process.

After a long bout of sadness and fear, the hope and excitement are back...although forever altered from what they were before.

More when I can find time.  Love you,

Jer

Message 05/18/2010; 2:28pm

Good morning, Luis,

I was just lying here on the roof, under this crisp, beautiful spring sky, and I was eavesdropping on an argument happening next to me...and I suddenly thought that I wanted to write to you.  I was just thinking about all our conversations about the occupation movements in Argentina, and about how you had argued so forcefully with me that I needed to be careful of my romance...how you said that after the thousandth chant of "Occupy, Resist, Produce," when the words start to feel like just mere words, it can become just another day at work, with the same workplace cliques and dramas, resentments between lazy workers and ambitious workers, etc...oh, how right you are.

I'm getting so tired.  I just see this beautiful sun, and where I first felt that being in this building felt more free, it allowed me to enjoy the sun in this temporarily liberated way, now I feel so confined.  I feel like I'll never get to be in a forest or a park again.  The weather is getting so nice and I want to swim!  But I am in here instead.

And despite all of our care, our elaborate attention to process, we're all hella snippy.  There are always too many people using the bathrooms, there are always too many people using the gym area, the meetings feel like they are endless... so and so keeps telling the same old stories...and another so and so seems to say the words revolution and radical every other word, driving people nuts.  People who've fooled around and then broken up aren't speaking with each other, and sometimes are picking unnecessary political arguments in meetings, and we all feel too awkward to say anything...I think we all need a break from each other.

And there are deeper divisions surfacing too.  There are the ones who really want to give up and go home, there are the ones who insist that we have infiltrators in our midst, and who are making subtle gestures at the ones who want to go home.  There are the ones who think we are spending too much time talking about sexism and sexual assault, and there are the ones who think we are spending too little, just circulating around the surface.  Ethnic divisions are still pretty low...but there has definitely been a heightened level of clustering at meals lately...none of this feels good at all...but we knew it was coming.

I mean, how much can 266 people do with a Wal-Mart?  There is a definitely a law of diminishing returns at work.  Every hour in here produces less and less satisfaction and purpose...

And underneath all of this, perhaps at the core, is our fear.  The negotiators have had nothing new to say for a week.  All of us are antsy.  Every time the cops change shifts, we are gripping our gas masks, wondering if this will be it.  Paranoia does strike deep.

I am tired.  I want to go home.

This obligatory digital venting session has been brought to you by:

Jeremy Louzao, your friend on the roof of hell.
Message sent 05/20/2010; 6:54pm

Bri.

Well, Carlos and Nasra's strategy has paid off, we were just given a frightening tip.  The cops are planning an offensive.  A big one.  Not just here, but all over the city, against a whole host of movement targets.  The national guard is being bused in, and it sounds like it could be as soon as Monday or Tuesday.  

We have to get ready, all of us, every social assembly...everyone who has ever read a single article in a movement newspaper or who has ever just nodded along with one of our radio programs...we need them.  We need everyone.

Our friends in blue believe that it will happen in the middle of the night, and they have told us to expect something that is massive, sudden, and brutal.  Chemicals, gas, sonics, and baton charges, all in the first 15 minutes, to establish a strong position, and then slow, systematic arrests.  In the briefings so far, deadly force has been explicitly left on the table as an option...in the event that we fire first...with our imaginary weapons.

Obviously, we're preparing ourselves in here, making more masks and eyewash, doubling our numbers in the parking lot and on the roof...but that is all last-resort tactics.  What we need is mass communication and we need it immediately.  This is public information, please spread it far and wide...Punar is drafting a press release right now.  If we can shame them internationally before the N.G. buses even arrive, I can't imagine them going through with it.  The Federation needs to meet immediately to get on top of all this.

I have many more emails to write, and now so do you...so know that for now we are all okay...we're trying to keep calm and civil as our fears are building internally, and more than anything we need you out there helping to communicate this bullshit far and wide.  

More as soon as we get it, and if we decide that to turn on our cell's again, I'll give you a call so I can here your voice.

I love you so damn much,

Jer

Message sent 05/21/2010; 3:12am

shit!  shit!  they are here right now, tonight!  they must have rushed their plans. cell phones and radios are jammed...please, please be reading this!!...we could lose power and internet at anytime.  they are here, they are amassing, trucks and buses pulling up, copters and cycles and damned horses.  there are riot cops and national guard...it looks like fucking thousands.  probably less than half an hour before they'll be ready to move on us.

we need everyone here, now.  are we the only place being attacked, or was it true, are they all over the city?  

we are gearing up, but we are freaking out.  we are no match for this.  we need masses and we need them now.

please be reading this...

Message sent 05/21/05; 3:20am

Mom, Dad, and Chris, my lovely family,

     These are the last kb's of stolen bandwidth, these are the last few minutes of liberated time, and before they expire I need you each to hear that I love you.  I need you to hear it from this space, at this exact moment, with all of texture and weight that it carries.  I need you to know that it comes with tears pouring all over this keyboard, with memories crowding and flailing inside of me (I am still your little boy, Dad, I love you, I love you!!)...you three are my heart, you three are my core}&^%$$$<>?########

###$%###

)#####.............................................

Message sent 06/09/2010; 11:34am

And this is how it ended, Chris.

They came marching quickly, with their steady and oppressive rhythm, that nightmare drumbeat of boots against asphalt, of batons against shields.  Once they began, they did not stop, and they did not slow down.

We stood there, arm in arm, squeezing each other's hands, and then we picked up our shields.  We stood there as the canisters arced through the sky, bounced across the ground, and hissed their poison.  We stood there as the torrent of rubber and cork projectiles ricocheted mere feet before our faces.  We stood there as they marched, because we could think of nothing else to do.

With three swift charges, one after the other, they broke through us, grabbing us as we lost our balance and throttling us to the ground.  As they stared down at us, we saw their faces; we recognized none of them.  These were people from some other place, people unspoiled by any connections with who we are or with what we had been building, people filled with fear.  These were ringers, brought here just for this, just to break us.

With their knees driving like railroad spikes into our backs, they bound our hands  and our feet with white plastic ties, as their co-workers moved on into the building, tearing down posters and banners...tipping over and smashing our pots of flowers and papier mache sculptures just because they could.

It had only been a few moments, and yet it was all almost over...

And then they came.

They came from their apartments and houses, in their slippers and pajamas and raincoats.  Some were wearing dusty bicycle and football helmets and carrying garbage can lids awkwardly in front of them.  They came from their cars, still idling in the middle of the streets two blocks over, as they decided that being here was more important than being anywhere else.  They came on their bicycles, reacting to the news that they had just heard traveling door to door through their neighborhoods.  They came, and they were singing, hundreds and then thousands.  Hunched and contorted on the ground, our limbs painfully restrained, we could not see them, but we could hear them, and time seemed to freeze over.  The people of South City had come to defend their own.

It was then as if the will and the weapons of the attackers had been dosed with some drug of futility.  Their gas seemed to sputter and choke on itself.  Their clubs seemed to have somehow turned to foam.  They paused their assault, they stood and listened to the crowd and their songs, and their arrogant postures were deflated.  They all ran and rallied together, hearing the barking of orders on their radios, but feeling powerless to obey.  They had lost and they knew it...

The crowd marched and danced across the parking lot and into the building.  They cut us free with pocket knives, washed our faces and eyes with homemade solutions, and kissed us on the cheeks.  They shoved cups of tea into our hands, and urged us to eat their samosas and lumpia.  They smiled at us and thanked us and asked us for tours.  Their solidarity was thick and sweet, like syrup, and all of us were shocked by how suddenly the entire scene had changed.

And after hours there together that night, dancing on the roof and telling stories among the abandoned barricades...they escorted us home.  Driving us each personally, one by one.  

After that, I don't know what each of us did, but I imagine it all looked pretty much the same.  Walking through our front doors and falling to our knees as the people of our lives came clamoring around us, embracing us, coddling us; abandoning our spoiled clothes, and then laying, with our eyes closed, under the forgotten comfort of a hot shower; crawling across our bedrooms into the cradling softness of our own beds...and then falling asleep. 

Sleeping.  Sleeping.  Resting for days.

And then, come Sunday, waking up and joining our people in the streets once again.
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