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Chapter 1

Dedication1

For Anne

1This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m32541/1.1/>.
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Chapter 2

Epigraph1

2.1

Once the people here did �nd a short cut to riches. From a red-
brick hotel down the street, Swiftwater Bill Gates, the Dawson
plunger, showered nuggets on the Seattleites who gathered in
the streets below.

�Murray Morgan, 1951

1This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m15722/1.2/>.
Available for free at Connexions
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Chapter 3

Apocalypso1

3.1

Utterly disbelieving, I made my way through exuberant rioting throngs
to the corner of Fourth and Union, near the heart of downtown Seattle.2

When I turned north there, to go up Union, I came face-to-facemask with
a wall of policemen in black riot gear, standing behind huge shields and
wielding massive batons, guns and tear-gas launchers. They looked like
mannequins in a wall-to-wall Darth Vader display.

In a city where the public face of its police has always been more or less
avuncular, this was an amazing shock. Seattle, after all, is the birthplace
of the bicycle cop�that singularly benign public servant who tools around
the streets in little bicycle shorts, helping the elderly cross streets and
occasionally chasing a purse-snatcher down a downtown alley. It took
a superhuman leap of imagination to picture the same o�cers in this
futuro-fascist getup.

But as if to hammer home the point that this was real, one of them began
broadcasting a loud, barely decipherable warning through his bullhorn:
�You have two minutes to disperse. . .. We will begin �ring tear gas in two
minutes.. . .�

Hard as it was to take him seriously, I thought it best to scurry up the
hill�and upwind. Friends had been �red upon with rubber bullets earlier

1This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m15723/1.3/>.
2What exactly can be called the �heart� of downtown is left to the reader's imagi-

nation.
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6 CHAPTER 3. APOCALYPSO

that morning, and I had little reason to believe the police were blu�ng
now.

In the days leading up to the November 1999 World Trade Organization
convention, there had been a great deal of debate about the form and scale
of the attendant demonstrations. It is safe to say that no one at City Hall
or in the media expected anything like this. My daughter Caitlin's high-
school AP Government class had been preparing for weeks for the con-
vention and demonstrations as a kind of live-history-as-it-happens class
project, and now I was frantically �ghting my way through the riots look-
ing for Caitlin, who had come downtown to walk in an organized parade.
On the ferry over to Seattle that morning, she and her classmates had
been happily making signs to carry in the orderly march they thought
they'd be attending. Now, for all I knew, she had been arrested, injured,
or killed.

Note to her teacher: �What the Hell were you thinking?!�

Half a block away, I turned and watched the police lob the promised
tear gas canisters into the crowd. The mist scattered and softened the
unusually harsh winter light, blurring the shadows around and distinc-
tions between the rioters and the police. Then I watched the horde of
demonstrators come running out of the cloud toward me, past me. . .to
regroup with the crowd already occupying the next intersection. Watch-
ing the cloud drift past downtown's splendid new storefronts (practically
everything downtown looked new, part of a spectacular, dot-com-boom-
delivered revival), seeing in the mist the ghostly silhouettes of protestors
and gas-masked police, I thought I was looking at a weird experimental
overlay: a 1960s Detroit riot set against a 1990s Seattle background.3

It proved impossible to discern any kind of strategic rationale behind the
police's actions. Thoroughly outnumbered�there were 50,000 protestors
and only 400 Seattle police o�cers, with police from the suburbs and the
King County Sheri�'s o�ce being rushed in to help�a group of police
would seem to decide arbitrarily to form a line in the middle of the melee,
beyond which they would not allow protesters to move. The protesters
then would �ll the intersection directly in front of the police line and
begin performing chants, songs, dances, harangues, and other forms of
deafening noise that often took on a cadenced, musical coherence. When

3I was watching one of the biggest stories in Seattle history unfold around me, and
I couldn't help but note with a certain irony that it was taking place on the day I
was walking away from 18 years in journalism for what I thought would be a far more
exciting life in the Brave New Economy.
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7

bodies and cacophony reached a certain critical mass, the police would
issue their warning, �re their tear gas, and watch the demonstrators move
out of range and regroup. Then the police would start the whole thing
over again, one block away.

What had been envisioned as yet another showcase for Seattle as an
emerging world-class city had turned into an epic disaster. The WTO
convention was all but shut down, and Seattle was being exposed to the
world as an overreaching dunce. From Third Avenue to Eighth Avenue,
from Stewart Street to Cherry Street�the central square mile or so of
downtown Seattle�Apocalypse rocked. The streets were packed with
unkempt hordes and windows everywhere were shattered. Virtually ev-
ery intersection was blocked with a throng of protesters, in the center
of which sat, in a circle facing outward, people linked together by foam
tubing in which they all had inserted their arms, �xing the ends to their
shoulders with duct tape. I would walk up to these groups and note with
astonishment how impassioned they were, and how young, and how much
fun they were having. It was impossible not to remember being their age,
dressed as they were, marching in anti-Vietnam War demonstrations, and
impossible not to root for them now.

The closer I moved to the Washington State Convention Center, at the
upper end of downtown just as it begins turning up into Capitol Hill, the
more crowded the streets became. The Convention Center was the locale
for the WTO meetings, and demonstrators were intent on keeping dele-
gates from getting in.4 The streets there were littered with overturned
dumpsters, many of which were a�ame, and the storefronts�the newest
and glitziest in new, glitzy Seattle�had their glass either shattered or
boarded up, and were covered with gra�ti in either case. The symbol for
Anarchy�an A enclosed in a circle�was painted everywhere. I walked
past a looted Starbucks, its windows shattered, the machinery and crock-
ery and display cases on its counters destroyed, and much of the store's
merchandise, furniture and equipment tossed out onto the street.

I kept seeing the oddest things in the cloud of chaos. Kids would come
running past me with their faces coated in surreal slime�the result of
the body's response to tear gas. I saw a helmetless policeman on one
corner tenderly washing out the eyes of a protestor while the riots raged
around them. He looked like a solicitous dad tending to his fallen son on a
crowded playground. I saw Krist Novoselic, the ex-bassist from Nirvana,

4One frustrated delegate pulled a gun, causing the rioters to scatter almost as fast
as if the visitor had whipped out a cigarette in a Seattle restaurant.

Available for free at Connexions
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8 CHAPTER 3. APOCALYPSO

wading through the melee in gigantic bright yellow boots, aiming his
video camera every which way. In the middle of incredible tumult, I
saw an orderly line of customers at an outdoor espresso stand. And
when I came to the corner of Eighth and Pine, which appeared to be
the headquarters of the protest organizers, I stood in the middle of the
intersection, surrounded by chanting, singing and dancing demonstrators,
and watched protest leaders employing cell phones to direct troops to the
doors of a particular downtown hotel where a delegate was attempting to
get out of the building. Minutes later, I watched them joyfully receive the
report that the delegate had been forced back inside. �We stopped him!�
one leader announced to the crowd. �He couldn't get out!�

Downtown Seattle had spent the 1990s undergoing a depressing renais-
sance. By 1999, it sported arguably the spi�est, newest, most fashion-
forward and prosperous major urban retail core in the country. National
chains moved here in droves, the past few years having seen Barney's New
York, FAO Schwarz, Banana Republic, Nike, Sega Gameworks, Planet
Hollywood, Restoration Hardware, Ti�any's, and other upscale merchants
set up shop, muscling out locally owned businesses. The metastatic trans-
formation of downtown was set in motion by the Seattle Silicon Rush, the
technological revolution�spawned by Microsoft�that had suddenly en-
riched and exposed to the world a city and region that until then had
been a nearly invisible, economically risible backwater.

Now, the newness and grand scale of these stores, set against the hordes
rampaging happily in the streets, added to the apocalyptic eeriness of
the scene: This was not some fading old civilization being trashed by
rebellious hordes. Instead, it was a nascent empire, waxing rather than
waning, stopped suddenly in mid-wax by a furious resistance it hadn't
even known existed.

It is impossible to overstate the obliviousness of Seattle in the days leading
up to the WTO riots. The worst that city fathers and journalists alike had
expected was a large, parade-like series of protests in the streets outside
the WTO meeting halls, with the police having to intervene occasionally
to keep demonstrators from spilling out over prearranged boundaries. The
biggest concern in advance was that of downtown merchants, fearful that
tra�c and crowd problems would keep Christmas shoppers away on the
heaviest shopping days of the year. Seattle Mayor Paul Schell, long de-
rided by citizens for his self-styled �visionary� aspirations for the city, and
for what now looked like a decidedly Panglossian optimism, expected the
convention to be virtually trouble-free, declaring in advance, �This event is

Available for free at Connexions
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9

a momentous, exciting a�air for Seattle. It speaks to the growing stature
of Seattle's place on the world stage, and it shows impressive con�dence
in our ability to serve as gracious and competent hosts for international
dialogues.�

Seattle police, trying to be gracious, had worked out a plan in advance
with protest organizers that allowed demonstrators to brie�y block inter-
sections, then submit to mass arrests. But the event itself proved not
only out of the police's control but also out of the organizers', and now
the police, clearly panicked, were resorting to tear gas and rubber bullets.
It was the essential paradox of the riots: The police's trust and solicitude
had led them inexorably to overreaction and violence.

It later would come out that Seattle had resolutely ignored warnings from
elsewhere that the city was getting in over its head. More than a month
before the conference, Seattle assistant police chief Ed Joiner�who was
charged with preparing for the onslaught�e-mailed desperately to Mayor
Schell, insisting that the city was underprepared. �I hope that someone is
considering what Seattle is going to look like�and what kind of economic
damage it will su�er�if this event gets out of hand,� he wrote.

No one was, save for the unfortunate Joiner. The convention was widely
seen as a chance for Seattle to show the world its laid-back, civil way of set-
tling disputes and debating issues. One of the more comic developments,
in retrospect, was the event that led to Joiner's alarmed e-mail: The Seat-
tle City Council had been preparing a resolution welcoming the protestors
to Seattle and inviting them to camp out in city parks. Alarms from the
FBI and police agencies from around the world�even from agencies that
had dealt with previous WTO riots�were laughed o� by condescending
Seattle politicians and boosters, who were as convinced that the rest of the
world didn't understand enlightened Seattle as the WTO-weary elsewhere
were convinced that Seattle had no idea what was headed its way.

I was just as disdainful of the warnings, but for di�erent reasons. Having
grown up in the Northwest since the mid-1950s, I had long since grown
weary of Seattle's re�exive tendency toward hopeful hype. Everything
anyone ever planned for Seattle was trumpeted in advance as The Thing
That Would Put Seattle on the Map at Last. I had seen it happen again
and again over the years. There was the 1962 Seattle World's Fair and
its �transportation of the future,� the Monorail. After 37 years, that little
mass-transit prototype had grown all of three blocks longer, to .9 miles,
and still ran back and forth between only two stops. In 1969, it was
the awarding to Seattle of a Major League Baseball franchise, the Seat-

Available for free at Connexions
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10 CHAPTER 3. APOCALYPSO

tle Pilots. One year later, they became the Milwaukee Brewers. Then
came the Supersonic Transport that Boeing was going to build in the
early 1970s; when it failed to get o� the ground, Boeing crashed spectac-
ularly, and Seattle went into one of its worst-ever recessions. In 1976, it
was the brand-new Kingdome and its coming new tenants, Major League
Baseball's Seattle Mariners and the NFL's Seattle Seahawks; then there
was the 1979 NBA championship won by the Seattle SuperSonics, the
1984 and 1989 NCAA Final Four men's basketball tournaments, the 1990
Goodwill Games. . .. The pattern was always the same: Local boosters
would proclaim the value of the exposure the Next Big Thing would bring,
the Thing would be launched with tremendous fanfare, and few outside
the Puget Sound Basin would notice. Why, I reasoned, should the WTO
be any di�erent?

This shamefaced Northwest tradition of excitedly spawning duds is al-
most as old as the mid-19th-century establishment of white civilization
here. The �rst full-blown attempt to turn the Northwest into a Model
Civilization for the rest of the world to emulate began in 1885, when Mes-
sianic settlers from the east established a series of utopian communities
in the Puget Sound basin. For some reason, American communitarians
and socialists around the country�including Eugene V. Debs and Emma
Goldman�decided that Washington would be the ideal state for socialists
to �colonize� by setting up utopian communities that would grow both in
number and population to the point where socialist representatives would
eventually constitute the majority in the state legislature. The strategy
held that the state was unpopulated enough, rich enough in natural re-
sources, and had enough cheap land to allow these communities to get a
foothold, sustain themselves, and grow rapidly while generating income
from timber harvesting, farming and �shing. Once the state went social-
ist and showed the rest of the nation how to live the enlightened life, the
entire country would follow suit.

These utopias, eight of which rose to prominence from 1885 to 1915,
ranged from the purely idealistic to the crackpot mix of idealism and land-
rush opportunism. All of them were launched with tremendous fanfare,
attracting hopeful romantics from all over the country, and all of them
enjoyed relatively short life spans before devolving into real-estate ven-
tures. Among the �rst to be launched was the Puget Sound Co-operative
Colony, founded in 1886 by former acting Seattle City Attorney George
Venable Smith and others on the Olympic Peninsula, west of Seattle. �[A]s
mankind grows better, juster, kinder and more con�ding in each other,�
the Daily Call, a cause-friendly newspaper of the time, had it, �that [com-

Available for free at Connexions
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munitarian] idea will spread and grow.� Smith's idea was that the Colony
would acquire land, develop and populate it, and its citizens would work in
exchange for free lodging, meals, education, and other goods and services,
with the enterprise harvesting and selling natural resources�particularly
timber�to support itself. The reality was that �the innate sel�shness
of the human race� (in the words of an early Colony skeptic), combined
with the quiet horror of getting through eight months of incessant North-
west winter and spring rain without adequate shelter, had these colonies
foundering in obscurity almost from the day they were established. It
didn't take long for Debs, et al, to start looking elsewhere for solutions.

Seattle Mayor Schell had made a long career out of spinning George Smith-
like fantasies as a city bureaucrat in the early 1970s, as a failed candidate
for Mayor in 1977, and as a real-estate developer into the 1990s. He had
been one of the authors of Seattle 2000, a document written in 1973 that
spun a vision of Seattle as an emerging center of culture on a more or
less European Renaissance model. He had lobbied hard to bring the 1990
Goodwill Games to Seattle on the theory that once the world saw how
enlightened Northwesterners fostered diversity and consensus, the Cold
War would end and Seattle-style harmony would spread outwards, for-
ever transforming the planet. He often spoke of forging a kind of regional
nation-state, called Cascadia, extending from Vancouver, B.C., to Port-
land, Oregon, that would be an environmental and cultural Utopia�a
place to which the rest of the world would look for leadership in culti-
vating the good, cultured, ethnically diverse and peaceful life. A self-
proclaimed �vision guy,� Schell liked nothing better than philosophizing
endlessly about �ideas.�

So it was a bit of a stunner for the WTO events to unfold on his watch.
Schell spent the three-day riot invoking his credentials as a former Viet-
nam War protester and his utter bewilderment at being mistaken for a
member of the Establishment. By nightfall on the �rst day of the riots
he would take a turn for the vengeful, allowing Washington Governor
Gary Locke to call in the National Guard, then shutting down down-
town and turning loose his reinforced police troops. In their menacing
Vader getup, marching in a kind of goose-step chorus line down forcibly
vacated downtown streets, beating in unison their plexiglass shields with
their nightsticks, the constabulary furnished dramatic evening-televised
evidence to the world that Seattle was an out-of-control police state.

It was a weird spectacle reminiscent of the two faces of George Venable
Smith. As Seattle City Attorney, Smith had helped plan and lead the
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