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Canadian Countercultures and their
Environments, 1960s-1980s

Colin M. Coates

“Happiness,” declared twenty-three-year-old hippie John Douglas to
a Toronto Star reporter in 1967, “is hauling water from the stream.”
For the former Torontonian, then living on a farm in the Madawaska
Highlands in northern Ontario, this communion with nature was a
novelty. It is not inconceivable that Douglas’s parents and, even more
likely, his grandparents spent part of their days fetching water and
carrying it into their houses. Whatever they thought about their liv-
ing circumstances, they were likely more inured to and less ecstatic
about the task. But for the young Douglas, the physical chore involved
a spiritual component, illustrating the links that many people who
chose a counterculture lifestyle consciously made to the environment.
A direct experience of nature represented a moral choice for many
during this period of cultural upheaval associated with the counter-
culture from the 1960s to the 1980s.

Covering a range of case studies from the Yukon to Atlantic
Canada, this book explores the ways in which Canadians who iden-
tified with rural and urban countercultures during the 1960s, 1970s,
and 1980s engaged with environmental issues. This awareness covered



a broad range of areas, from celebrations of the human body to con-
cerns about environmental degradation. Throughout Canada, groups
of young people established alternative communities and consciously
embraced new practices. Their choices led them to connect with envi-
ronmental issues in innovative and committed ways.

The book is divided into two sections. The first section explores
examples of environmental activism and focuses on innovative local
organizing and advocacy. The second section examines countercul-
tural life choices and the environmental perspectives these entailed.
Technological options, relations with the state, and encounters with
hostile and curious local populations all held particular implications
for people espousing alternative lifestyles.

This chapter presents the broad contours of countercultural en-
vironmentalism across Canada and introduces the key themes of
this collection of essays. In exploring the broad connections between
the Canadian counterculture and environmental issues, it makes
the point that this truly was a pan-Canadian phenomenon, includ-
ing Francophones and Anglophones from coast to coast to coast. At
the same time, this was an international movement, and the influx
of American men and women, many of whom were critical of the
Vietnam War, reinforced the oppositional stances of Canadian youth.
Many were inspired by utopian sentiments, and they moved to rural
communes to live out their ideals, in places where they engaged of
necessity with the natural environment in a very direct way. Scholars
who deal with utopian societies tend to focus on the ultimate failures.
In contrast, this book insists on the legacies of the Canadian counter-
culture. Much of the countercultural critique of contemporary atti-
tudes to the environment has become mainstream today.

Of course, not all back-to-the-landers chose to live in communes.
The majority homesteaded. Nonetheless, as this collection illustrates,
commune-dwellers and non-commune-dwellers shared many uto-
pian and environmental perspectives and experiences. This chapter
draws on my research on Canadian utopian settlements, and there-
fore it accentuates the experiences of counterculture communes.

2 COLIN M. COATES



COUNTERCULTURES

Drawing from earlier generations of youthful disaffection, people
across North America and throughout the Western world in the
1960s and 1970s engaged in activities associated with the “counter-
culture.” Three key contexts in which the counterculture developed
were the Vietnam War, the baby boom demographic bulge, and the
connected rise of 1960s youth culture. The Vietnam conflict height-
ened both anxiety about Cold War military confrontations and fear
among many young American men of being drafted to fight in a dis-
tant and unpopular war. American men and women took refuge in
Canada, whether from the military draft or simply from the politics
of their country. The decision could reflect more of a personal deci-
sion to escape the troubles of the period: writer Mark Vonnegut left
the East Coast of the United States in order to acquire land in British
Columbia, positing, “I think the Kennedys, Martin Luther King, and
war and assorted other goodies had so badly blown everybody’s mind
that sending the children naked into the woods to build a new society
seemed worth a try.”? Americans and Canadians moved to relative-
ly remote areas, searching for affordable land. National identity was
not irrelevant, but young Americans and Canadians shared a dislike
of American military policies and both participated fully in a broad
Western international youth culture.’

Often associated with “hippies,” the term “counterculture” flat-
tens many differences. As Peter Braunstein and Michael William
Doyle point out, the concept encompassed a wide variety of attitudes,
practices, beliefs, and styles.* One of the key Canadian activists of the
period, Greenpeace founder Bob Hunter, sums up the variety of peo-
ple in Vancouver, British Columbia, who supported countercultural
environmentalism:

We had the biggest concentration of tree-huggers, radi-
calized students, garbage-dump stoppers, shit-disturb-
ing unionists, freeway fighters, pot smokers and growers,
aging Trotskyites, condo Kkillers, farmland savers, fish
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preservationists, animal rights activists, back-to-the-land-
ers, vegetarians, nudists, Buddhists, and anti-spraying,
anti-pollution marchers and picketers in the country, per
capita, in the world.’

Greenpeace was itself one of the major Canadian contributions to
environmentalism in the late twentieth centurys; its story has been well
covered by Frank Zelko.® But beyond this large, soon-to-be interna-
tional organization, many people organized on the local level to make
innovative choices concerning the environment. Moving “back to the
land” reflected one expression of the counterculture, and the destina-
tion required a deep engagement with ecological realities. However,
as this collection shows, people who remained in urban centres also
contributed to changing perspectives on environmental issues. Many
of the people whose stories are recounted in this collection rejected
an affluent and consumer-oriented urban culture and chose a differ-
ent, usually rural, path. Political scientist Judith I. McKenzie provides
a helpful definition of “counterculture™ a “deliberate attempt to live
according to norms that are different from, and to some extent con-
tradictory to, those institutionally enforced by society, and oppose
traditional institutions on the basis of alternative principles and be-
liefs.”” It is significant that many of the people at the time adopted the
term “counterculture” to describe themselves and their choices. But
historian Stuart Henderson adds an insightful coda to definitions of
counterculture: “In his or her rejection of [the] dominant culture, the
hippie is in fact operating within, not without, the same culture. .. .”
Whether urban or rural, counterculturalists in Canada challenged
societal norms by choosing to live differently, often in communal
arrangements.

The prosperity of the 1950s and 1960s and the demographic bulge
of children born after 1945 had created rising expectations and en-
hanced a youth culture that was rapidly commercialized, but which
nonetheless revelled in oppositional perspectives.” Youth culture
took many forms in the decades that followed. Most youth did not
participate meaningfully in the counterculture, though they may on
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occasion have participated in some of its apparently defining charac-
teristics, such as enjoying the music of the period and smoking mar-
ijjuana or taking other hallucinogenic drugs.”® This book focuses on
those who determinedly attempted to create new social norms.

THE UTOPIAN IMPULSE

John Douglas’s counterculture generation was not the first to lo-
cate their vision of utopia in the embrace of nature and rural labour
and the rejection of the amenities of urban life and consumerism.
Throughout Canadian history, utopian dreamers have located their
perfectible worlds primarily in the countryside, and therefore one key
feature of Canadian utopianism—much like its American counter-
part—is its connection to an agrarian, “natural” world. Inspired in
part by utopian thinkers, such as nineteenth-century writer Henry
David Thoreau, or by twentieth-century nature writers, such as Aldo
Leopold in the United States or Grey Owl in Canada, young people
in the late 1960s and 1970s streamed into marginal areas throughout
North America, away from the cities in which they had been raised.
Their preferences had a practical side, as land prices were much lower
in the countryside than in urban areas, and there were particularly
good deals on lands where agriculture represented a marginal, de-
clining activity. To achieve a utopian society, groups set themselves
outside of larger centres and away from consumption-oriented main-
stream Canadian society.

For some individuals, Canada offered isolated regions far from
the tribulations of urban life. New England professor Feenie Ziner’s
son Ben escaped to a remote forested island off the West Coast. When
she went looking for him in the 1970s, she believed—as he likely had
when he arrived there—that she was “flying over the last and final un-
tamed wilderness in North America.”"! Writer Mark Vonnegut ended
up in a corner of the Sunshine Coast, not far from Ben’s island: “This
was virgin frontier, unspoiled except for ugly scars left by loggers here
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and there. Man was here but not many of 'em and he was certainly not
master.”'? Some chose their lands specifically in order to be at some
distance from state authorities. The participants in a commune near
Powell River, BC, spoke wistfully of the “freedom of the country”
to a CBC reporter in 1969 who promised not to reveal specifically
where they were located.”” They had reason to be circumspect. Not
only could the sudden arrival of enthusiasts overburden a commune’s
resources, government officials sometimes were very dubious about
their efforts. As one of the early scholars of the movement, geogra-
pher Terry Simmons found building inspectors who had the job of
enforcing local housing regulations could make life very difficult for
commune-dwellers."

While isolation was a tremendous draw for a number of political
and practical reasons, Ben Ziner’s case was more extreme than some.
Most back-to-the-landers located in previously settled areas, places
where they could grow at least some of their own food. This reflected a
political choice addressing fears that global annihilation was at hand:
“Time is rapidly running out for Mother Earth. In order to save her
we must get our shit togeather [sic] and begin building agricultural
communes . . . the base [sic] of the revolution,” declared the Marxist-
Leninist Ochiltree Commune, near Williams Lake in the interior of
British Columbia.”” Ochiltree was one of the most intensely political
communes of the period, but many people elsewhere shared a belief
that the political and ecological environment in which they lived was
about to explode. Americans Barry and Sally Lamare relocated to
New Denver, in southeastern BC, in the mid-1970s because of the ap-
parent security it offered in the case of nuclear war: “It was over fifteen
hundred feet in altitude, you see, so it was above radiation levels. You
could grow vegetables and survive.”'¢ Such apocalyptic fears would
ultimately serve to weaken the back-to-the-land movement. Historian
Michael Egan points out that, when the jeremiads failed to translate
into reality with the speed predicted, environmentalist messages lost
much of their impact.”

Nonetheless, in the short run, self-sufficiency seemed to offer the
solution to social instability and ecological fears. In the Bas-St-Laurent
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region of Quebec, three men and one woman established La Commune
de la Plaine in the spring of 1972, based on shared property and a
rigorous egalitarianism. They wished to create “the most wide-rang-
ing self-sufficiency possible.” Like their counterparts in other parts of
the country, their choices involved a spiritual reawakening. As Marc
Corbeil, one of the participants, reflected in an academic study some
years later, “It was a search for a healthy lifestyle, in contact with na-
ture, for us collectively and individually, where work would regener-
ate us, and bodily and spiritual pleasures would have their place.” The
commune survived until 1985, and Corbeil estimated that about one
hundred people passed through it during its time."

Even an apparent exception to the “back-to-the-land” ethos pro-
vides confirmation of the healing propensities of rural life. Therafields
was a large therapeutic commune based in the Annex area of down-
town Toronto. One long-term member proposes that it was “arguably
the largest secular ’60s commune in North America,” with about nine
hundred adherents in its heyday.”” Houses along Walmer Road pro-
vided the urban residences for the people involved, but many of the
key therapeutic sessions took place on the Therafields farm the group
owned in Mono Mills, near Orangeville, and from which the com-
munity took its name. While on the farm, participants engaged in
hard labour, often divided along gendered lines, while spending other
times in encounter sessions. For some members, the farming labour
seemed more significant than the psychological benefits, even if they
resented the hard work. The physicality of the work was conceived as
improving the mental health of the individual. In an article explain-
ing the philosophy of the group, the leaders of Therafields juxtaposed
their belief that “Society as it has evolved is a robot beyond control”*
against organic and biological metaphors that show how the group
helped individuals overcome the issues they faced. Mind and body
were well served by the encounter with nature, even if one had to leave
Toronto temporarily to experience it. In August 1978, the group held a
“Therafields Country Fair” on their rural site, where they sold organic
produce and crafts.” Even the most urban commune needed a rural
retreat.

1| Canadian Countercultures and their Environments, 1960s-1980s 7



Whether the young men and women taking part in the counter-
culture were looking for a refuge or a spiritual nirvana, their engage-
ment with their location and their choice of economic activity forced
them to confront environmental issues. Such concerns had indeed
begun to achieve greater prominence in the 1960s and 1970s, but not
exclusively because of the counterculture. Yet it is interesting that a
number of observers, including key contemporary figures, point to
environmental consciousness as being one of the principal legacies of
the counterculture.?

ENVIRONMENTALISM

Late-twentieth-century environmentalism has many origin stories—
but, normally, it is not closely associated with the organized youth
movements of the 1960s. Historians have argued that environmental-
ism was not a key theme of New Left politics in the United States in
the 1960s. The Port Huron Statement of the Students for a Democratic
Society made only a brief reference to environmental issues, linking
economic growth with ecological problems:

We cannot measure national spirit by the Dow Jones
Average, nor national achievement by the Gross National
Product. For the Gross National Product includes air pollu-
tion. . . . The Gross National Product includes the destruc-
tion of the redwoods and the death of Lake Superior.”

Such concerns were fairly mainstream in the 1960s. Rachel Carson’s
Silent Spring had inspired a great deal of the period’s environmental
consciousness, often focused around pollution and reaching a broad
swath of the North American public. Many middle-class, suburban
mothers played key activist roles in supporting environmental pro-
tection and improvement measures. They worked alongside govern-
ment and social leaders such as Lady Bird Johnson, wife of American
President Lyndon Johnson.**
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Historian Keith M. Woodhouse argues that a sudden shift oc-
curred after 1969, leading to the first Earth Day in 1970. This event,
sponsored by Republican Senator Gaylord Nelson and supported by
President Richard Nixon’s government, demonstrated how environ-
mental concerns could be seen as liberal rather than radical issues.”
Contemporaries advanced cynical interpretations of this embrace
of environmentalism. Speaking before the Men’s Canadian Club of
Toronto in 1970, geographer F. Kenneth Hare evaluated the US gov-
ernment’s sudden focus on pollution issues thus: “it is convenient for
central governments to have an issue that doesn'’t really divide the
electors, that doesn’t antagonize the campuses, and that so often
doesn’t involve any concrete action.”*® In Canada in the 1960s, debates
over environmental issues tended to focus around issues of access to
wilderness park-like areas.”” Refracted through the lens of leisure,
ecological issues became part of the public agenda.

Perhaps because of its broad appeal, environmentalism quickly
entered into popular culture. These are only a few striking examples:
American musician Marvin Gaye may have penned one of the best-
known environmentalist anthems, “Mercy Mercy Me (The Ecology)”
in 1971, but he was preceded by Saskatchewan-born Joni Mitchell’s
“Big Yellow Taxi” in 1970, a critique of excessive urban development.
The 1975 album of the Quebec folk group Les Séguin, “Récolte des
Réves,” provided similar, nostalgic celebrations of agrarian lifestyles.
Many other musicians adopted ecological themes.

Concerns for the environment may of course take many differ-
ent forms of expression, ranging from the designation of new park
areas, to struggles against pollution, to changing the way one grows
food. The archetypal countercultural environmental group of this
period, Greenpeace, had its roots in Vancouver’s Kitsilano neigh-
bourhood, where it had organized to oppose testing of nuclear bombs
on the Aleutian Islands of Alaska. Some of the key figures in the or-
ganization took inspiration from oppositional attitudes, drawing on
Quakerism along with New Left and peace movement perspectives as
well as Marshall McLuhan’s communication theories.?
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In contrast to the worldwide organization that Greenpeace be-
came, the countercultural groups discussed in this book tended to
focus on more grassroots local issues, though many participants may
have agreed with the founders of La Commune de la Plaine that they
were involved in revolution. Certainly the Ochiltree commune in BC
did. In fact, as Ryan O’Connor points out, the recycling efforts begun
on a small-scale basis in Toronto in the 1970s have become very large
worldwide businesses indeed. At the same time, the Ark experiment
in sustainable living on Prince Edward Island, which Henry Trim ex-
amines, failed to have the broad impact its founders had desired.

Commune-dwellers’ beliefs in “voluntary simplicity” and self-suf-
ficiency encouraged and facilitated the adoption of environmental ap-
proaches. Having accepted a less materialist lifestyle, labour was con-
sequently fairly cheap. Many communes adopted organic techniques;
this choice saved money on the costs of chemical fertilizers and her-
bicides, and it provided even more work for the people living on the
farms. Local commune-dwellers read their copies of the Whole Earth
Catalog and other works such as Helen and Scott Nearing’s Living the
Good Life: How to Live Sanely and Simply in a Troubled World (1954).
A Canadian Council on Social Development survey of communes
in Ontario, Quebec, and the Maritimes found that farm communes
“were predominantly interested in agricultural subsistence with their
main objectives being to farm organically, to have the land meet as
many needs as possible, and to make the commune independent and
self-supporting.”® Taking inspiration from the Whole Earth Catalog
and using a sumac branch as a maple syrup tap, back-to-the-lander
Mark Frutkin reminisced about his choice: “I was enamoured of the
old ways because they used what was in the environment. For me it
was a statement about self-sufficiency.”

Choosing self-sufficiency often entailed opting for a fairly mar-
ginal economic existence. While many of the youth had their ad-
vanced education to fall back on—and of course they knew that—for
the time that they lived on the communes, they accepted a different
and unfamiliar lifestyle, and for most, it was not an easy one. For in-
stance, some had to wrestle with practical husbandry issues for which
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they were not prepared. Members of La Commune des plateaux de
I’Anse-Saint-Jean, in Quebec’s Saguenay region, found it necessary to
keep their animals inside on the ground floor of their dwelling during
their first winter, while they lived on the top floor.” Moving back to
the land required direct confrontation with agrarian realities and an
environmental consciousness.

ISSUES

Perhaps one of the key ways in which countercultural environmen-
talism differed from other forms was its emphasis on the body. As
recalled by theologian Gregory Baum, who maintained links to
Therafields in the early years, the commune’s work therapy was in-
spired by Reichian psychiatry: “The body was taken seriously.”*
People who had made the choice to join the counterculture willingly
distinguished themselves from their urban counterparts. They reject-
ed some urban, middle-class niceties, and so chose long hair for both
men and women, refused to shave, and practiced public nudity. One
member of La Commune des plateaux de I’Anse-Saint-Jean remem-
bered how they differentiated themselves visibly from other locals
through their dress and hair.*® Gardening in the nude did not likely
impinge upon neighbours, but bathing without clothes at the beach
tended to annoy other members of the community, as was the case
on Denman Island in the 1970s. Des Kennedy remembered that nude
swimming became a “kind of flash point for a lot of people.”** Public
nudity fed into assumptions of looser sexual norms, which were be-
coming more prevalent far beyond the counterculture.” In fact, mem-
bers of La Commune des plateaux de ’Anse-Saint-Jean, as well as
many others, complained that the perception of wanton sexuality that
was attached to many commune-dwellers did not in fact accurately
reflect their more moderate lifestyle.”® Mark Frutkin recalls the lack of
debauchery on his commune in the Gatineau region of Quebec:

Everyone wanted to partner up as soon as possible, although
there was almost no sharing of partners and no attempts
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at group marriage at the Farm. We must have been the
straightest, dullest commune on the face of the planet if the
articles in Life and Time were to be believed.

Nonetheless, the commune-dwellers also practiced public nudity at
a nearby lake and in the group saunas. But, Frutkin points out, the
prevalence of cold and insects restricted nudity to about two months
of the year.”

Opting for nudity reflected the desire to reduce the distance be-
tween the human body and the environment, an enhancement of au-
thenticity. Following the same logic, many women celebrated the nat-
ural process of birth, attempting to reclaim knowledge that in Canada
the medical profession had monopolized in the twentieth century.
Childbirth had become a medicalized and hospitalized procedure. As
Megan Davies shows in discussing underground midwifery in south-
eastern British Columbia, activists in the 1970s and 1980s fostered the
growth of a cadre of trained, but non-professional, midwives, fully
engaged with local communities.

As other chapters illustrate, countercultural youth often har-
boured a suspicion of local development and its potential effects on
healthy bodies. As Nancy Janovicek shows in this volume, local coun-
terculture settlers opposed large-scale logging in the Kootenays, in
southeastern British Columbia, pointing out how little of the profit
from the industry remained in the area. In a complementary chapter,
Kathleen Rodgers explores American influences on environmental
protest in the Kootenays. With their goals of self-sufficiency, coun-
terculture youth demonstrated an anti-consumerist bias in much of
what they did. Daniel Ross shows how cycling activists in Montreal
decried the overuse of the car, a message that took hold in part be-
cause of the shock of the oil crisis of the early 1970s. In contrast, as
Ryan O’Connor argues, recycling advocates in Toronto achieved their
greatest success not in reducing consumption, but rather in dealing
with the effects of consumerism in a novel way.

In some cases, back-to-the-landers aimed at a highly simplified
lifestyle, rejecting modern conveniences. In Carleton County, New
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Brunswick, a group of Americans revelled in their marginal and iso-
lated farmstead: “In an electronic, thermostatically controlled world it
is all too easy to let insensitivity dull all the sense of feelings. I suppose
what we are mostly trying to do here is give these kids a chance to re-
act to their environment and to become more sensitive to living and to
the land.”*® Marc Corbeil recalled nostalgically how, at La Commune
de la Plaine, “the commune-dwellers had the erroneous impression
that old means of production were less complicated.”

But equally typically, counterculture youth embraced what they
considered appropriate technologies. Little House on the Prairie-type
technologies still required advanced understanding and skill. Many
sought to integrate newer technologies with an aim to self-sufficiency,
sometimes taking inspiration from the Whole Earth Catalog, which
provided scientific models to assist in living off the grid.*® Quebec
readers had their own version of this publication in Le Répertoire
québécois des outils planétaires. As Henry Trim argues, the Ark ex-
periment on Prince Edward Island grew out of concerns in the 1960s
and particularly the early 1970s with spiralling energy costs and ru-
ral decline. In this case, the founders tried to develop a sophisticated
technology to address issues of self-sufficiency and provide a model
that could be replicated elsewhere. For many people drawn to the
counterculture, as Walter Isaacson shows in the case of Californians
associated with the development of the personal computer, “a love of
the earth and a love of technology could coexist.”* The high education
level of many counterculture youth allowed for a deep engagement
with environmental issues. On Denman Island, as Sharon Weaver
points out, protesting pollution involved not merely a “not-in-my-
backyard” opposition to particular types of economic activity, but
also a scientific evaluation of chemical reactions. Emphasizing the
body, self-sufficiency, and appropriate technology, counterculturalists
fostered new approaches to environmental issues.
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EXCHANGES

Stereotypically, the arrival of counterculture youth evoked hos-
tility between them and their neighbours. On Lasqueti Island, BC,
local farmers did not appreciate the way that commune leader Ted
Sideras allegedly convinced his followers that local livestock was fair
game. Sideras was charged with and tried for cattle rustling.*> On
the Sunshine Coast of British Columbia, Wally Peterson, the mayor
of Gibsons, complained about the funding that local “longhairs” re-
ceived from the federal government through the Opportunities for
Youth program, suggesting that the money was being used to grow
pot rather than potatoes.*” As Matt Cavers shows, such hostility was
fairly common, particularly in the Sunshine Coast region.

In some places in British Columbia, however, counterculture
youth encountered people from older generations who had made sim-
ilar choices in the past. American draft resisters on Malcolm Island
met ageing Finnish socialists who knew their Marxist literature
much better than the student radicals did. Groups moving into the
Kootenays encountered Doukhobors and Quakers who shared simi-
lar concerns about the presence of the state, the rejection of war, and
the desire to live simply off the land. One neighbour of Doukhobor
farmers in southeastern BC recalled, “Their own kids weren’t interest-
ed in Doukhoborism but here we were, middle-class ex-professionals
from California, putting the garden in in the nude, looking for alter-
natives to materialism and possessive relationships, and working very
hard.™* Likewise, draft resister Marvin Work, who arrived in 1970 in
the Kootenays, found ready allies in his Doukhobor landlords, who
shared his pacifism.* Hippies moving to Hornby Island met the for-
midable Hilary Brown and her husband Harrison (HB). Hilary had
published pacifist and feminist works in Britain in the 1930s before
moving to the remote island in 1937. Until her death at ninety-eight,
in 2007, she played a key role in founding local co-operative ventures
and providing community leadership. The members of La Commune
de la Plaine found a perhaps unlikely advocate in their local priest,
who preached tolerance and openness to the newcomers.*

14 COLIN M. COATES



Thus, despite their beliefs in their revolutionary praxis, coun-
terculture youth often built upon a variety of antecedents, some
dating back many decades: socialist perspectives that criticized the
inequities of capitalism, pacifist tendencies opposed to militarism,
and even long-standing rural distrust of urban centres. Many new
commune-dwellers co-operated with and learned from those other
groups, and over time they managed to reduce the tensions with other
members of the communities.

Perhaps one of the more surprising themes to emerge from this
collection is that of the complex links between the counterculture
and the state. Many of the individuals displayed tremendous entre-
preneurial skills, and in the context of the 1970s this could involve
applying for government funds for a range of projects. It is true that
funding was relatively accessible at this time—more so than would be
the case by the late 1970s, as the financial retrenchment that typified
the rest of the end of the century took hold. Prime Minister Pierre
Trudeau’s close ally Gérard Pelletier served as the minister of state in
the early 1970s. Pelletier’s department, concerned about the youth-led
ferment of the period, offered small-scale funding in Opportunities
for Youth and Local Initiatives programs to provide more meaningful
work opportunities, he claimed, than a sterile summer job in a gov-
ernment ministry.*” As Matt Cavers shows, these programs could be
fairly lax in standards of application and reporting, and they attract-
ed a lot of local criticism. Indeed, while one arm of the government
could dole out grants, other branches, including immigration and
police officials, kept tabs on various groups. In 1977, N. S. Fontanne,
director of the Intelligence Research and Analysis Division of Canada
Immigration corresponded with the Nashville Metropolitan Police
Department to acquire information on the famous Tennessee com-
mune “The Farm,” because some of its former inhabitants proposed
setting up a similar experiment in Lanark, ON.*®

Government programs involved, to be sure, very small-scale
funds, but given the desire to live fairly simply and in areas of the
country with inexpensive land values, these funds could make the dif-
ference between success and failure. After all, the back-to-the-landers
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faced the same difficulties almost all utopians confront: how to rec-
oncile spiritual or ideological enthusiasms in a context of collective
ownership with a need for the necessities of life. The Ark project on
PEI relied on fairly substantial financial support from the federal and
provincial governments, having managed to combine concerns about
regional development with fears of energy insufficiency, but other
projects were built on much smaller sums. The people behind the re-
cycling efforts in Toronto managed to stack application upon applica-
tion to maximize the subsidy they received, and thus they remained
afloat longer than less astute groups. Likewise, cycling activists in
Montreal, prospective midwives in the Kootenays, and anti-pollution
activists on the West Coast all used small summer funds to bolster
their activities.

A further technique that many counterculture activists used
effectively was theatre. In other words, they attracted attention for
their causes by playing to the media. Oppositional groups have long
attempted to achieve public exposure by such methods, and in this
way their practices were not much different. Bringing a coffin to the
BC Legislature in 1979 to draw attention to pollution on Denman
Island or staging a funeral for the putrid Don River in Toronto were
not in themselves particularly innovative actions, but they did attract
media attention, and they were likely more successful than similar
approaches would be in today’s oversaturated media cycles.” Street
theatre could create focal points and moments in which to convey
environmental messages, and the theatre of La Commune de la Plaine
drew upon situationniste models, just as Greenpeace found inspira-
tion in yippie guerilla theatre and the cycling activists in Montreal
drew on a range of European and American influences.

Some of the most effective practices involved collaborations with
other locals who shared the same appreciation of landscape aesthetics.
The most successful attempts to control pollution involved countercul-
ture activists teaming up with local loggers and farmers. In all rural
locations, if the young back-to-the-landers had children, they offered
the opportunity to keep small schools alive. As Alan MacEachern
shows, the counterculture children provided a bridge between the
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newly arrived and the long-standing inhabitants. Increasing familiar-
ity, and labour and other economic exchanges, eventually broke down
many barriers. Of course, many back-to-the-landers experienced only
a short stay in the countryside, soon returning to the city. Some, like
the people involved in Therafields, never really left the city. The farm
may have been central to their therapy, but they lived in downtown
Toronto. In other locations, the back-to-the-landers raised their chil-
dren alongside locals, and public schools provided a ground where
all groups met—and often worked out their differences. Influences
spread both ways, as back-to-the-land children desired bologna while
their classmates enjoyed the freedoms the hippie children experienced
on their own property. Despite the desire for isolation, the countercul-
ture period also necessarily involved cultural exchange.

CHALLENGES AND LEGACIES

While they may have seen themselves as revolutionaries, in some
ways counterculture groups did not challenge the social and racial
status quo. Kathleen Rodgers’s study of the Vietnam War-resist-
er community in the Kootenays underlines its primarily white and
largely middle-class nature.”® As a number of the chapters discuss,
back-to-the-landers encountered neighbours who had never left the
land, whether these were farmers in Prince Edward Island or First
Nations in the Yukon. David Neufeld explores the complexity of
the relations between counterculture youth and Indigenous peoples
near Dawson City. In the Yukon, both groups recognized their own
countercultural challenges to prevailing opinion and were able to find
common ground on some issues, while in many places in the south,
counterculture youth embraced ersatz images of Indigenous peoples.
One Quebec commune produced its own “native” handicrafts.” A
meeting of intentional community representatives on Cortez Island,
BC, in 1979 began with “Sunrise fires—Indian tobacco ceremony—
Sauna and sweats.”* Indigenous imagery often inspired and informed
countercultural worldviews. As Philip Deloria comments in the case
of the United States, communalists “promoted community, and at
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least some of them thought it might be found in an Indianness imag-
ined around notions of social harmony.” Many groups were unlike-
ly to connect with First Nations communities close at hand. Feenie
Ziner noted the irony of her son’s and his friend Buddhi’s belief that
they had a right to the island where they were squatting:

How profoundly American both of them were, how mid-
dle-class, taking the extravagant promise of their country
at face value, converting “I want” into “I have a right to,” just
like the most avaricious of our fellow countrymen! Neither
of them took the exiled Indian population into account in
their debate over the right to the land.**

One counter-example is noteworthy: Ochiltree, in BC’s interior, reso-
lutely engaged not only with the local Aboriginal population, but even
more with the poorest Aboriginal street people, creating a joint gar-
den that proved very effective.” But partially for this reason, Ochiltree
attracted a good deal of local animosity. Locals and the police joined
in their dislike of the Marxist commune. Rejecting the idea of private
property, Ochiltree members squatted on public lands, and the police
attempted to evict them in the 1980s.>° But Ochiltree was perhaps ex-
ceptional among communes in its level of direct engagement and its
open defiance of authority.

Communes often remained as strongly gendered as the rest of
North American society. Journalist Myrna Kostash points out how
communal living experiments failed to challenge gender roles. At La
Commune de la Plaine, women went on strike in 1973, withdrawing
from the property for a month and leaving the men to care for the
children and the household.”” Commune member Corbeil believes
that the male members learned their lesson.

Despite the individualistic, sometimes anarchistic, natures of
the communes, they also achieved a degree of institutional fixity. In
British Columbia there was even an association of such groups, the
Coalition of Intentional Cooperative Communities (CICC). These
groups met on a regular basis, every three months, on the site of one
of the communes. According to Jim Bowman, the coalition came into
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existence in response to the then New Democratic Party government
of British Columbia. The government was attempting to address is-
sues of communitarian land ownership, but it called an early election
in 1975 that it lost, thus ending the chance of passing legislation to
allow communes to acquire cheap access to Crown lands.”®

The CICC newsletters gave space for different communes to dis-
cuss their philosophy. Linnea farm on Cortez Island was one of the
most ecologically focused communes in British Columbia during this
period:

It is a pilot project focused on developing a harmonious re-
lationship between man and nature in the areas of forest,
watershed and eco-farm management. . . . The community
members will live close to the land through voluntary sim-
plicity, appropriate technologies, alternate energy and ener-
gy conservation. On-going activities are chickens, bees, raw
milk dairy, vegetable and fruit production.”

For many BC communes, moving back to the land reflected a desire
to achieve a simpler existence, although small-scale farming is by no
means a straightforward endeavour. As in the United States, the wish
for self-sufficiency built on the concerns of many about the military
involvements of the American government, fear of environmental
degradation, and a general concern that inflation and rapidly rising
oil prices would lead to the full-scale collapse of the capitalist sys-
tem.”” Communes experimented with alternative forms of energy,
sometimes because of a desire to live completely “off the grid” and
sometimes only because their choice of an isolated region necessi-
tated it. They also confronted problems of waste disposal, building
composting toilets, recycling centres, and “free stores.” Hornby Island
boasts a particularly famous example, which combines all three in
one location, the community having been forced to take action once
the local dump was condemned in the 1970s.'

Stuart Henderson argues that for some hippies, moving back
to the land allowed them to pursue contemporary counterculture
lifestyles more fully than did living in Toronto’s famous Yorkville
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neighbourhood, one of the epicentres of the youth rebellion.** In gen-
eral, despite an initial attraction to settling the countryside as a way
of escaping mainstream realities, commune-dwellers came face-to-
face with the same issues of ecological stewardship that their rural
forebears had done. While wishing to establish self-sufficiency, com-
munes also experienced the vagaries of economic life. For instance, in
the 1980s the rapid rise in interest rates contributed to the financial
difficulties, and ultimately the demise, of La Commune de la Plaine.*®
But the financial failures of some communes should not detract from
the long-term impact of their ecological vision.

CONCLUSION

Much of the environmental consciousness that was proposed as
counterculture alternatives no longer occupies such a fringe status.
The counterculture by no means invented bicycling and recycling, to
take two of the issues covered in this collection, but they did popu-
larize both, and they invested strong ecological ethics in the practic-
es. Many current issues can be traced back to their efforts: counter-
cultural support helped to popularize organic farming, controls on
harmful chemicals, new attitudes to the human body (particularly in
relation to childbirth), concerns about pollution and environmental
sustainability, and critiques of technology. All of these have become
much more mainstream today than they were in the 1960s. While the
counterculture may not have exclusive claim to the parameters of cur-
rent environmentalist debate, their perspectives created new ethical
positions concerning these issues.

The Canadian counterculture was rooted in worldwide youth cul-
ture and oppositional stances. While the counterculture emphasized
individualities, a larger picture of shared environmentalism devel-
oped. Participants engaged with the state—meaning local, provincial,
and federal levels in the Canadian context—in an attempt to achieve
their aims. Some embraced new technologies, while others eschewed
them. They revitalized concepts of land stewardship that remain fixed
in agrarian practices.
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Like many social movements, the counterculture looked both
backward and forward, and its views of the environment reflected both
tendencies. Moving back to the land implied returning to a voluntary
simplicity, like that proposed by Thoreau in the nineteenth century.
John Douglas’s rural idyll in northern Ontario in 1967 looked back
to a time before electrical water pumps and forward to a spiritual and
economic self-sufficiency that entailed a new ecological appreciation.
Other members of the counterculture tried to fashion appropriate
technologies that would permit sustainable living. As the countercul-
ture foresaw, finding a balance between technology and environment
remains one of the most pressing issues facing the world today.
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Back-to-the-Land Environmentalism
and Small Island Ecology:
Denman Island, BC, 1974-1979

Sharon Weaver

On August 14, 1979, Leslie Dunsmore of Denman Island testified be-
fore the Herbicide Appeal Board, arguing against the use of Tordon
22K by Weldwood of Canada. In the Denman Rag and Bone, a local
newsletter, editor Des Kennedy reported on Dunsmore’s impressive
performance:

I can’t see anyone in the room who isn’t listening intently.
Her presentation moves like a just-honed scythe through
dry grass. She discusses her own livelihood as a beekeep-
er, the potential for contamination of domestic water sup-
plies, the soil classifications and topography of the area, the
properties and hazards of Picloram, forest management
alternatives and the limitations of the licensing and appeal
processes. Her text is laced with references to experts, com-
missions of inquiry and scientific studies.'

Following her brilliant testimony, Weldwood’s cross-examination fal-
tered and sputtered out, reported Kennedy. Dunsmore, like Kennedy,
was a back-to-the-lander who had settled on Denman Island within
the previous five years. Both came from large urban centres where
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they had obtained university degrees, and while their degrees were
not in science, their education gave both the confidence to question
authority and to do their own research. Kennedy reported that “being
at the Hearing made one feel proud and happy to be from Denman, to
have neighbours of such skill and dedication.” This fight against the
spraying of herbicides was one of a series of environmental struggles
in which Denman Islanders had engaged over the previous six years.
Through local media and debates, back-to-the-landers on Denman
Island confronted very local environmental pressures, and in a num-
ber of cases—and despite the odds against them—they succeeded in
changing decisions and regulations. Their successes were frequently
predicated on their ability to engage the concerns and energy of other
islanders.

SMALL ISLAND ECOLOGY

Small island ecological systems have been at the cutting edge of envi-
ronmental concerns and science since at least the seventeenth centu-
ry. Resource depletion on small islands becomes evident long before it
can be detected on the mainland and thus serves as a warning, much
like the proverbial canary in the coal mine, to unsustainable draws
on natural resources. Their small, bounded geography allows no easy
solution to the unexpected collapse of a resource. Historian Richard
Grove noted that island contexts led to very early efforts to mitigate en-
vironmental change. Both French scientists on Mauritius and English
scientists on St. Helena alerted their metropolitan governments in the
eighteenth century to the threats posed to the islands’ viability by the
unrestricted use of resources such as timber, fruit, and water.? Even in
less isolated locations, ecological impacts are often much more visible
on islands than on continents.

Ironically, Denman and other small Gulf Islands located on one
of the world’s wettest coasts face serious water problems.’ Sitting in
the rain shadow of Vancouver Island’s mountains, they are arid, with
just half the rainfall of the Vancouver region.* In years of light win-
ter rainfall, groundwater is not replenished, and summer shortages
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are more likely. Because groundwater from wells on Denman is the
principal source of domestic and agricultural water, in addition to the
two small lakes, the summer rise in population due to cottagers and
tourists exacerbates water problems. Overuse of aquifers can lead to
saltwater intrusion;® by the 1970s, this potential threat to the water
table had become a source of concern for most islanders, old and new
settlers alike. As well, the cutting and hauling of timber contributed
to water degradation, and with increased settlement, the impact of
logging on water resources grew more alarming.

In the 1970s, environmental unease among North Americans
intensified, moving from the margins to the mainstream. The emer-
gence of the environmental movement provided ordinary people with
the sense that they could have a say. Ecological disquiet often motivat-
ed back-to-the-landers, with many arguing that their way of life tes-
tified to their environmental concerns: gardening without pesticides,
herbicides or artificial chemicals; heating with wood; building with
local materials; and opting out of consumer culture all demonstrat-
ed their environmental credentials.® By moving to relatively remote
areas such as the Gulf Islands and Cape Breton, back-to-the-landers
were trying to escape the long reach of capitalist, industrial society.
However, they quickly discovered that they could not entirely break
free from it. Even those for whom the environment was not a primary
motivation were quick to defend a right to clean water and clean air.

Known for their extraordinary beauty, unique ecosystems, and
biological diversity, the Gulf Islands had come under increased de-
velopmental pressure during the 1960s.” Growing public alarm over
uncontrolled development, possibly beyond their carrying capacity,
led W. A. C. Bennett’s Social Credit government to impose restric-
tions in 1969, limiting island subdivisions to lots no smaller than ten
acres. Previously, a lack of planning for the islands had arisen out of
the fact that British Columbia provided only a reduced framework for
local governance outside of municipalities. With the creation in 1965
of twenty-nine regional boards spanning the entire province, citizens
living in rural districts obtained a limited form of governance—
which was clearly inadequate, as district boundaries combined
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municipalities with surrounding unincorporated areas.® Because
population determined the voting weight of each elected member to
a regional board, this usually resulted in the islands having little to
no individual representation on these boards. As an example of scale,
in 1981, the Regional District of Comox-Strathcona had a total popu-
lation of 68,621; within it, Denman Island’s population was 589, and
Hornby Island’s, 686. With next to no input from island residents on
any of the boards, little time or effort was devoted to island issues."
As a result, many islanders viewed the imposition of policies by the
larger region as “illegitimate uses of political power,” and the problem
“resulted in considerable dislike for regional district government in
some rural areas.” Acknowledging “the special planning needs of
island environments,” the New Democratic Party government held
meetings in 1973 on the thirteen most populated islands, seeking in-
put on how best to create a governing structure for those islands. As a
result of these consultations, the Islands Trust Act was proposed and
enacted in 1974."* The Islands Trust staff act as a regional board for the
thirteen islands that fell under the new legislation, with two elected
trustees from each island, who, as of 1979, then elected a chair and
vice-chair."”® The freeze from further subdivision into parcels smaller
than ten acres continued until a community plan could be developed
on each island. It was hoped that the new legislation would put in
place controls to preserve and protect the rural qualities of the islands,
“given the uniqueness of island environments, the insignificance of
island concerns in regional districts and the sense of community that
exists among island residents.”*

Like other islands in the Strait of Georgia, Denman experienced a
rapid increase in population beginning in the late 1960s and continu-
ing throughout the 1970s.”® Many of these newcomers were young,
often well educated, and in search of a retreat from uncontrolled
growth, industrialization, and pollution. A large proportion came
from the United States, where debates about the environment were
gaining public attention. The population on the island at this time
consisted of, in addition to the newcomers, descendants of the origi-
nal European families who had settled on the island in the latter part
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of the nineteenth century along with recent retirees, many of whom
had summered on the island and then chosen to make it their year-
round home.

THE DENMAN RAG AND BONE

On Denman, the vulnerabilities of small island ecologies soon brought
the back-to-the-landers into the open, as the best hope for mitigation
depended on both disseminating information and generating activ-
ism. In 1974, Des Kennedy and Manfred Rupp began the Denman
Rag and Bone, a newsletter of local environmental concerns. Kennedy
later stated in an interview that

myself and a number of others, sort of more politically
oriented people, very quickly realized . . . the islands were
totally ripe for plucking by land speculators and developers
and stuck our noses in and said that’s not what we want to
have happen here . . . and that’s where the Denman Rag and
Bone sprang out of, that desire to mobilize the community
around the need for, at least from my perspective, for that
kind of vigilance, because you could see it start to happen,
whether gyppo loggers coming in and just butchering the
place, . .. [or] land speculation and development.'s

Conceived of and launched as a community newspaper, the Denman
Rag and Bone encouraged islanders to communicate with one an-
other. In the span of five and a half years, it reported on numerous
issues that constituted a threat to the island’s ecosystem and that local
people tackled. Concerns included inappropriate recreational use of
Chickadee Lake, road maintenance, and the impact of summer tour-
ism on island capacity, all of which required wider discussion. The
threat of contamination posed to the water table by excessive sub-
division development and the proposed herbicide spraying by both
BC Hydro and Weldwood were particularly alarming to Denman
Islanders. With each of these environmental concerns we see how the
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repeated stresses on Denman Island’s small ecosystem became ines-
capable and how residents were forced to address them and, in the
process, reconfigure social alignments.

Fundamentally a back-to-the-land source, the newsletter—which
was published from May 1974 until August 1979—included the voices
of others as responders or guest contributors. It featured local, region-
al, and provincial developments that might affect the island, thereby
fostering a greater sense of community. Small as Denman Island was
(the size of Manhattan Island, with 379 permanent residents in 1976"),
gossip and informal networks were inadequate for the dissemination
of complex information, especially that needed for informed voting.
My research, both in reading the newsletter and through conduct-
ing personal interviews, made it clear that islanders felt that bylaw
decisions and development policy were controlled by a few key indi-
viduals, who were unaccustomed to sharing information with fellow
residents. A newsletter delivered to each mailbox about six times a
year seemed the best way to share information, create informed dis-
cussion, and perhaps circumvent the established powerbrokers. The
Denman Rag and Bone was delivered free of charge up to and includ-
ing issue number 25, after which the cost was twenty-five cents per
issue in the general store, or ten issues delivered on the island for four
dollars (five dollars off the island).'®

While environmental matters were an important part of the
content, a typical issue included artwork, poetry, short fiction, rec-
ipes, gardening advice, children’s or school pages, editorials, letters
to the editor, and occasionally pieces originating on other islands or
elsewhere in the province. A page or two under the heading of ei-
ther “Rumours Galore” or “Bits & Pieces™ included short paragraphs
about individuals on the island, upcoming meetings, ongoing issues,
and almost always a paragraph on local road conditions. Notices
appeared about the food co-op and forthcoming meetings of the
Ratepayers’ Association, the Fire and First Aid Committee, and the
Recreation Committee. The newsletter also contributed to island his-
tory, frequently in the form of an interview with a long-time resident.
Women contributed to the newsletter as both writers and workers.
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Their contributions covered topics that were typically associated with
women’s concerns, such as children, food, and gardening, but they, as
well as a few brave men, also wrote about women’s changing role in
society, motivated by the growing awareness created by the feminist
movement. Fifteen to twenty people contributed content, while about
ten volunteers typed and laid out the text and ran the Gestetner to
produce each issue. Then, to ensure a wide readership, volunteers de-
livered the newsletter to (in the beginning) every island mailbox.

For the first two years, the strongest voices in the newsletter be-
longed to its two founders, Des Kennedy and Manfred Rupp. Kennedy
was born in Liverpool, England, in 1945 and moved to Toronto with
his family at age ten. He “then spent eight years in a series of monastic
seminaries in the Eastern United States, studying for the priesthood,”
which he left in 1968 to move to Vancouver; there he met his wife,
Sandy, while they were both employed as social workers.? Asa former
monk, Kennedy was drawn to the quiet and seclusion of the woods,
as was Sandy, and so together they spent their weekends, “weather
permitting, out in the woods somewhere . . . camping.” Rather than
have to “drag” themselves “back to the city” every Sunday evening,
the couple bought land on Denman Island in 1971 and took up per-
manent residency in 1972. According to Kennedy, “I had an ambition
to be a writer and so we were looking for simplicity, frugality and qui-
et.”?! He planned to support himself as a professional writer and, with
his exceptional gardening skills, wrought a wondrous transformation
of his eleven acres on Denman Island and then wrote popular books
on gardening, among other genres.

Manfred Rupp and his wife, Marjo Van Tooren, bought land on
Denman Island in 1969 and were some of the earliest to arrive of the
back-to-the-lander group. Born in Germany in 1931, Rupp recalled
one of the more formative experiences of his early years:

Growing up in Germany as a teenager I spent my holidays
hitchhiking to what was then [a] very popular international
work camp where some organizations, in my case it was a
branch of the Quakers, . . . set up camps in places where
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there was need. . . . In one case we went into Holland after
a flood and did cleanup, same in Austria, or in Norway we
blasted a road, . . . this kind of stuff. That was really high
times . . . that made me begin to see how nice it is when
people get together and manage to organize for a common
purpose.*

Rupp became a teacher, and to his surprise his immigration applica-
tion to Canada was accepted. Arriving by boat in 1958, he picked fruit
in southern Ontario to repay his fare and then found administrative
work at the University of Alberta in Edmonton. He saved enough to
buy a tea house in Horseshoe Bay, BC, hoping also to make pottery,
but, in his words, the business “flopped” because “Horseshoe Bay is
hamburger country.” After owning an art gallery in Vancouver for
a few years, the couple had recouped enough money to buy a small
property on Denman Island, where Rupp thought he might finally at-
tempt to live in a way that reflected the inspiration he had felt working
cooperatively with the Quakers as a teenager in Germany:

We didn’t necessarily, primarily, go back to the land; for us
we were four couples living in Vancouver . . . looking for
land. ... It was a real attempt, failed attempt I might add, to
invent a co-operative lifestyle.”

When his son was about to enter school, Rupp decided to move his
family to Germany, where his son would learn German and become
acquainted with his relatives. With Rupp’s departure, Kennedy be-
came chief editorialist and frequent “Bits & Pieces” columnist.
Although his voice and politics tended to dominate the Denman Rag
and Bone, the viewpoints of others also appeared regularly—and they
were not always in agreement with Kennedy. The newsletter conveyed
countercultural approaches to island living, but it also attempted to
address the concerns of the entire population, which were frequently
discussed at local community meetings.

Ratepayers associations and community clubs were important fo-
rums for debate on all of the islands. Because of the small populations
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of the areas involved, many of the meetings of these groups resembled
old-fashioned town meetings where issues were discussed by a large
proportion of the community, in contrast to the professionalized, su-
perficial, mass media presentations so often found in the larger urban
municipalities.*

The Denman Rag and Bone regularly recorded concerns and de-
bates raised in the ratepayers meetings on Denman. Not surprising-
ly, the back-to-the-landers and some of the long-time residents often
represented different perspectives. With regard to the Islands Trust
legislation, the back-to-the-landers, alarmed over resource depletion
and uncontrolled development, welcomed the possibility of greater
control that the new legislation represented. Back-to-the-land settler
values often clashed with those of the other stakeholders on the island.
Forming the bulk of the back-to-the-land settlers, the baby boom gen-
eration, unlike preceding generations, had the luxury of a relative-
ly peaceful existence coupled with financial security, which allowed
them to focus on issues of equality and environmental protection.”
The larger landowners, in contrast, worried over what the new act
might mean for their ability to manage their property, including their
right to subdivide should they wish. Inhabiting the middle ground in
the debates were the recent retirees and perhaps a substantial number
of island residents.

How representative of the back-to-the-land opinion was the
Denman Rag and Bone? Given the large number of contributors to
both its production and its content over the years of its existence, the
substance of the letters in response to its editorials, and the thirty in-
terviews I conducted between 2005 and 2008, it seems safe to conclude
that the newsletter reflected back-to-the-land opinion accurately. As
for land development issues, certainly some back-to-the-landers held
land cooperatively, which meant their interests in subdividing that
land might have differed somewhat, but not substantially. The key is-
sues with development, according to the Denman Rag and Bone were
scale and resource use, including, in particular, depletion of the wa-
ter table and potential bottlenecks at the ferry terminal. As Kennedy
phrased it in the first issue, “logging and road widening . . . along with
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rip-oft subdivisions do far more to destroy the ‘unique amenities and
environment’ than does some poor citizen erecting a supplementary
outhouse.”*

When the Denman Rag and Bone was founded, back-to-the-land-
ers had been on the island for no more than five years. With the im-
minent passage of the Islands Trust Act in June 1974, the newsletter
provided timely information to islanders about the many issues sur-
rounding this piece of legislation.”” At this point the actual control
each island would have in developing its own bylaws and policies was
yet to be determined, as were the duties of the elected trustees. An
editorial in the Denman Rag and Bone read, “we believe that this is-
land is at a critical point in its current stage of development. How we
approach that point will in large measure determine the kind of place
it will become.”” Writers for the Denman Rag and Bone felt that every
citizen living on the island should have a clear understanding and full
awareness of the many issues facing their surroundings.

Despite initial enthusiasm for the new legislation and the possibil-
ity of thereby gaining increased control over the pace of development
on the island, the Denman Rag and Bone did not offer an unmitigated
endorsement:

Lest our apparent editorial bias in favour of the Trust Act
be misconstrued to mean uncritical acceptance, we repeat
certain questions asked in our first issue. An obvious one:
while the act clearly intends to muscle into Regional Board
territory . . . it seems to avoid very adroitly stepping on the
toes of fellow ministers such as Highways and Forestry.
What influence will the Island Committee have on the pol-
icies of those departments, as they affect the islands?*

Whether these issues concerned the two lakes on the island, road
widening, herbicides, tourism, the hydro company, or development,
any one of them had the ability to negatively impact the environment
of Denman Island and the quality of life there. Fundamentally, water
quantity or quality underlay all of the issues.
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By the end of 1979, when the Denman Rag and Bone ceased pub-
lication, much had been accomplished in averting some of the more
flagrant disregard of bylaws by developers. Logging companies and
even government departments had learned to consult islanders before
unilaterally initiating action on the island. Ratepayers meetings were
much better attended, a new environmental group had been created—
Alternatives for Community and Environment (ACE)—and a bylaw
support group had been formed to research and support the island’s
zoning bylaws.

CONTESTED VISIONS

CHICKADEE LAKE

One of two lakes on the island, Chickadee Lake was a source of con-
tention between new and longer-term residents, and it was discussed
frequently in the Denman Rag and Bone during its early years of pub-
lication. Tension built over the fact that many of the newer residents
(by no means all) enjoyed nude swimming in the lake, which, not
surprisingly, offended some of the original islanders. The most vocal
of those who took offence was Wes Piercy, president of the Recreation
Committee at the time. Piercy, like many local islanders, had fond
memories of swimming at Chickadee Lake as a child and wanted his
grandchildren to be able to enjoy the lake as he had, and nude swim-
ming by a bunch of “hippies” did not fit with his vision. Weldwood of
Canada, a subsidiary of United States Plywood, had acquired a por-
tion of the land adjacent to the lake, which it managed as a tree farm,
and ostensibly out of civic duty—but more likely for strategic rea-
sons—had proposed a picnic-site development at the lake. This project
involved “opening it up.” The company proposed clearing away trees
and brush, hauling in loads of sand, creating a parking lot, and add-
ing garbage cans and picnic tables. This proposal seemed the perfect
solution to Piercy; it would open the site to greater public scrutiny and
effectively reduce the likelihood that nude swimmers would find the
lake an attractive location.
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At a July ratepayers meeting, Weldwood representative W. A.
Hopwood informed the community that the company planned to
construct a logging road nearby, asserting that “no permit is need-
ed [for the road], we just build it.” Furthermore, while a tree farm is
normally defined as an area of land managed to ensure a continuous
supply of wood for commercial production, Hopwood informed those
present that a “tree farm relates to tax status, not forestry status.”
Close proximity of a logging road would hardly enhance enjoyment
of the new picnic site, to say nothing of the obvious environmental
impacts to the lake and its water quality. Rupp, in a Denman Rag
and Bone editorial, questioned whether the increasing demand for
recreational access to the lake was incompatible with the necessity to
preserve a potable freshwater supply.® Beyond the back-to-the-land
crowd, according to a later editorial, the Denman Island Planning
Study of 1971 had recommended the lake be preserved in its “natural”
state, as did the regional district’s Evaluation of Proposed Greenbelt
Sites, which went a step further and suggested acquisition of the lake
and its surrounding land to “prevent developments harmful to wild-
life.” Finally, the proposed community plan recommended that the
lake be “preserved in its natural state and not opened up for tourist
use.”

Peter McGuigan, Harold Walton (president of the Ratepayers’
Association®), and others visited the lake to provide recommenda-
tions for Weldwood. They discovered that the company had already
begun to dump sand in a “tasteless nature” but had been forced to
desist by adjacent property owners. When McGuigan reported their
findings at the next ratepayers meeting, “instead of discussion,” he
encountered “loud shouts of comic book treason . . . from the back
bench,” ending “with a suggestion that those who didn’t agree [with
the company’s actions] should leave the island.” In fact, McGuigan
reported, he had wanted to suggest that a small picnic site be devel-
oped on Chickadee Lake, providing attention was paid to the ecology
of the lake and its long-term value to islanders and the people of the
province.** Finally, the Ratepayers’ Association concluded that none
of the sites suggested by Weldwood was acceptable to the community.
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Thinking the matter settled, those attending a subsequent ratepay-
ers meeting were surprised to discover that Piercy, of the Recreation
Committee, had made a behind-the-scenes agreement with Weldwood
approving the site that had been rejected by the ratepayers. Asked by
Piercy to support his action, Walton insisted on a meeting between
Weldwood, ratepayers, and the Recreation Committee.”> Apparently
no resolution was achieved, because a year later, Walton, in his role
as one of the newly elected island trustees, asked the Islands Trust to
intervene to help save the lake, as Weldwood had made the arbitrary
decision to go ahead with building a logging road a mere 110 feet from
the lakeshore. This meeting was chaired by the Islands Trust manag-
er, Judy Parr, and although it was reported that Weldwood managed
to sidestep the entire matter, the final result was that a small picnic
site was established at the lake, while the proposed logging road was
averted due to the near consensus against it among islanders. Concern
over roads and their impact on the watershed was not limited to log-
ging roads; however, the impact of road widening at the expense of
waterways or aesthetics was not as readily evident and required more
time and discussion.

ROAD MAINTENANCE

Roads and the decision-making process within the department of
highways endlessly frustrated many islanders, who found themselves
pondering whose authority determined what seemed a continuous
round of widening and grading, and what logic was behind these
decisions. Furthermore, the heavy equipment used had to be ferried
over for each job, occupying valuable ferry space. Manfred Rupp ed-
itorialized on why the roads kept changing and who made the deci-
sions that led to the “dreadful mess we see spreading along our roads.”
He argued,

if we didn’t know any better we would have to conclude
that what we see is one bunch of machines preparing the
way for another bunch of machines, with no observable in-
terference from human intelligence. You talk to any of the

2 | Back-to-the-Land Environmentalism and Small Island Ecology 41



higher-ups in the Highways establishment and they will in-
variably justify their heavy-handedness by referring to the
needs of machines.’®

Rupp’s frustration lay in the fact that decisions about roads in unincor-
porated areas were made by the provincial Ministry of Transportation
and Highways, while actual road maintenance work involved little
interaction between the local population and the decision makers.”
The Denman Island road foreman, Cliff Grieve, stated that road
maintenance and budgetary decisions were made in Courtenay, on
Vancouver Island.”® Taking matters into their own hands, islanders
formed a roads committee charged with investigating problems. This
committee reported its findings to the Ratepayers” Association: in ad-
dition to excessive widening, roadside vegetation had been destroyed,
topsoil removed, cliff-top vegetation uprooted, potentially leading to
erosion, and the old cedar fences for which Denman was known were
often carelessly battered down. Kennedy noted in an editorial that
“road ‘improvement’ is a touchy subject hereabouts, especially with
certain local statesmen who tend to go into an irrational froth when
the subject is raised.” The reference to “local statesmen” was no doubt
directed at the two elected trustees, Harold Walton, former president
of the Ratepayers’ Association, and Marcus Isbister, whose family had
lived on the island for generations. From the back-to-the-land perspec-
tive, winding, tree-lined roads, seldom found in the city or suburbs,
formed a fundamental part of the island’s unique attractiveness, and
the highways department’s uniform approach of standardizing roads
across the province was ruinous to the Gulf Islands. In Kennedy’s
opinion, the Islands Trust had not “demonstrated much leadership”
on the issue, and he “hoped that Ratepayers could fill the breach”;
in fact, Kennedy suggested that, “if youre interested, Ratepayers is
where it’s happening.”* This last quip marked a significant change in
the makeup of the association, in fact, as it had only been two years
since the Ratepayers’ Association had seemed to exclude the back-to-
the-landers. Now, Kennedy was proud of the fact that discussion was
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already “under way concerning the construction of pathways for pe-
destrians, cyclists and horse riders along main roadways.™°

On a more humorous note, beaver ponds were found to be anoth-
er casualty of the highways department, which found the ponds and
their inhabitants a nuisance to road maintenance. The government’s
solution was often to fill in the pond or at least the portion deemed
necessary to the road, culvert, or bridge. Not surprisingly, this caused
yet more friction between the department and islanders, or at least
those islanders with strong notions about watershed preservation and
equally strong beliefs that roads and bridges tended to be overbuilt.
Following a recent bridge-building project along his road, Kennedy
reported that the department of highways had sent

a stiff reprimand to the residents of Pickle’s road who were
accused of feeding fertility pills to the beavers in a baldfaced
attempt to undermine the Highways Dept bridge-building
endeavour. The Catholic members of the accused were
particularly shaken because pills (to stop or multiply) are
a no-no in Papist circles. A Papal Bull threatening excom-
munication to anyone counselling fertility manipulation
of any kind (other than the Rhythm Method—never very
popular with beavers) has been posted on the new bridge
which, despite a certain appearance of overkill, has been
well constructed and will, we hope, serve Island needs for
years to come.*!

Road debates highlighted both aesthetics and watershed worries and
fed into discussions of island tourism.

TOURISM

Although tourism was the third largest industry in BC, it remained
an industry islanders loved to hate—and on this point, both newcom-
ers and old-timers could agree. As Kennedy argued, “they’re just folks
away from home,” but “too often they’re a pain in the ass.™* He also
quoted a 1971 article by Doras Kirk, who was born and raised on the
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island, to demonstrate, presumably, that it was not just island new-
comers who harboured antipathy to tourists. Drawing from a sur-
vey, Kirk had stated that “Denman Island Ratepayers want Denman
Island for Denman residents, not tourists.” The survey had shown
that residents believed a significant influx of tourists would create se-
rious problems, including inadequate supervision of parks, increased
fire hazards, and garbage disposal issues. Both of Denman’s lakes, li-
censed for water supply, would be unsuitable for tourists, as the lakes
were small and vulnerable to overuse. As well, city folks, accustomed
to an endless supply, would likely use excessive amounts of water, af-
fecting Denman’s water table. Finally the report also noted that an in-
crease in tourist traffic would stir up more dust from unpaved roads.
Five years later not much had changed; a great number of tourists
still posed problems due to inadequate facilities, Kennedy argued.
Summer homes were “popping up on East road . . . like chickweed
amongst the cabbages.” They seemed to go hand in hand with “the
grating whine of trail-bikes” that was “becoming as familiar as long
ferry line-ups.” Kennedy’s description continued: “Sahara-size dust-
storms chase speeding cars down gravel roads. And it leaves a trail of
debris behind it. Beer bottles, candy wrappers and other crap begin
to litter the shoreline of our beloved Chickadee Lake.”* Much as tran-
sient hippies were initially lumped in with back-to-the-landers due to
their appearance, it is possible that summer residents, who returned
year after year and often owned property on the island, were being
unfairly lumped in with the casual tourists.

Nevertheless, although some summer residents probably made an
effort to partake in community events, for the most part there was a
sense that their presence on the island was only fleeting. Some stayed
for as little as a week or two, thus contributing little to the community
other than increases in traffic congestion and property taxes.” The
community and the trustees, argued Kennedy, had to come up with
innovative ways to accommodate tourists and, especially, consider
what kind of tourist they wanted to attract. In this case, the Islands
Trust was mandated with a dual and somewhat conflicting mandate.
On the one hand, it was to preserve the rural flavour of the islands, but
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on the other, it had to balance that with its mandate to preserve the
islands for all residents of the province. Tourism that involved hik-
ing, bicycling, horseback riding, sailing, and kayaking were activities
that best fit the bill, suggested Kennedy. A certain degree of consensus
seemed to exist among islanders on this matter. The survey reported
by Kirk demonstrated that antipathy toward tourists was not exclu-
sive to back-to-the-landers. Kennedy broadened the issue to include
cottagers. Islanders were particularly sensitive to development and
created strict bylaws to protect island resources. Any flouting of these
bylaws by an outsider brought all islanders together in opposition.

OVERUSE AND ABUSE OF ISLAND WATER

The Denman Rag and Bone was highly effective at galvanizing sup-
port and organizing protests concerning water resources, framing
such issues as outsider interference with island bylaws or as serious
threats to health.

GRAHAM LAKE SUBDIVISION

Frank Rainsford, an off-island developer, was at the heart of a
long-running and contentious issue on the island. His proposed sub-
division on Graham Lake, known as Seaview Estates, was to consist
of twenty-two lots, but Rainsford later sought approval for fifty-three
lots. Though it is unclear whether the original twenty-two lots had al-
ready been formally approved, many islanders considered fifty-three
lots an overly dense subdivision. “In 1976, Trustees Walton and
Isbister received Island support to avert [this] flagrant disregard of
Denman’s Community Plan, Trust objectives, and local land develop-
ment restrictions,” reported Paul Bailey.*® Disallowed by the province
in 1976, the proposal reappeared in 1979; this time the senior approv-
ing officer for the provincial government, Don South, stated that he
saw no reason to prevent the development.”” “Two years ago,” accord-
ing to Bailey, “the same man had told Denman representatives that he
would take Rainsford to court rather than offer final approval status.”
As early as 1974, Harold Walton, then president of the Ratepayers’
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Association, had reassured fellow islanders, with regard to the im-
pending Trust legislation, that “Denman Island is one of a few islands
fortunate enough to have subdivision and zoning by-laws already in
effect.” He also noted at the time, “as Municipal Affairs Minister [Jim]
Lorimer has stated unequivocally, the new legislation will not be used
to either change or circumvent these existing by-laws.” Additionally,
the minister had in the past vetoed the wishes of islanders, whereas
the new legislation offered recourse to the courts. In a letter dated May
30, 1974, Lorimer also stated that “it is the intent that the formation
of the Trust will actually give the people of the Islands more say in
their own affairs.™® But a change in government with the election of
Bill Bennett’s Social Credit Party had apparently negated these gains.

Rainsford’s proposal and the province’s response left islanders
justifiably furious at this clear contempt for their bylaws. “To combat
this recent insult to public and Island political and legal sensibilities,”
Bailey wrote, “Denman Trustees Glen Snook and Harlene Holm have
contacted the news media to spread the word.™ The local television
station, CHEK-T'V, “featured a short but to-the-point interview with
Harlene [Holm] and C.B.C. aired the story twice on their ‘Good
Morning Show.”*” Both trustees later received phone calls and letters
pledging moral and even financial support should the issue become
a class action suit. At the same time they learned that other islands
had had similar problems with the same developer. The only people
they did not hear from were Don South or Highways Minister Alex
Fraser.”

This issue was finally resolved, but only after islanders took their
collective protest to Victoria. On July 9, 1979, eighty islanders held
a bylaw funeral in front of the Parliament Buildings. The islanders,
young and old, marched in two-by-two formation; a protester at the
front held an RIP sign representing the death of their bylaws, while
the rest followed quietly. Next came a drummer beating a dirge, and
those bringing up the rear carried a coffin that contained a copy of the
island’s bylaws. As they stood solemnly tossing bylaws into a bonfire,
“word came . . . that the Minister of Highways had consented to meet
with a smaller group in the near future.” The public demonstration
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by so many islanders, coupled with the resulting media attention, had
the desired impact: the province rescinded approval for the Seaview
Estates development.” Well-organized street theatre had persuaded
the provincial authorities to respect local attitudes toward develop-
ment proposals. The issue of respect for island bylaws by both outside
developers and government had drawn islanders of all ages to pro-
test, but the underlying issue remained the overconsumption of water
from Graham Lake.

BC HYDRO’S PROPOSAL

Similarly, the Denman Rag and Bone helped inform and rally sup-
porters to protest a proposed underwater 500-kilovolt transmission
line from Cheekye, on the BC mainland, to Dunsmuir, Vancouver
Island. Because the “underwater cable is encased in a pressurized oil
bath”, according to Kel Kelly of the Ad Hoc Committee, the route
was designed to intersect with a number of islands in order “to mini-
mize the number of underwater splices (which pose a threat of break-
age and leaking into the water).”* The mainland section of the line
would run overland from Cheekye to Nelson Island. From there one
proposal was to continue the line westward to Texada, Jedediah and
then Lasqueti Island or possibly Hornby or Denman.* At that point
it would go underwater to Dunsmuir. It would take months of study
before BC Hydro and the government were able to determine the
best route. In the meantime, residents from all three islands did not
waste time; they provided pages and pages of evidence that among
the biggest threats posed by these kinds of power lines in any location
were the herbicides used to keep brush under control. The herbicide of
choice, the islanders discovered to their dismay, was 2,4-D. Allegedly,
the use of this herbicide on Galiano Island in 1972 had contaminated
the water source, leading to two children being born with deformi-
ties.”* On March 25, 1978, a special meeting was scheduled at Denman
Island’s community hall that would include speakers from Lasqueti
Island and a proposal to form “a coalition of B.C. communities being
adversely affected by Hydro policies.””” Moreover, the proposed power
line brought BC Hydro’s entire operation, from their stated need for
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this power to their finances, under scrutiny.*® Opponents confront-
ed BC Hydro officials at public meetings.” People from Denman,
Hornby, Lasqueti, and various districts on Vancouver Island attended
these meetings to present damaging findings that questioned the very
competence of the utility and the government in making these deci-
sions. A protest action was scheduled for Parksville for April 18, 1978,
and a public meeting at Courtenay for April 20.° Another Denman
Rag and Bone article informed readers that “Don Lockstead, MLA
for Mackenzie, . . . called for a full public enquiry, as have the Islands
Trust and the Lasqueti Defence Committee.”" Kennedy attended a
BC Energy Coalition conference on Lasqueti Island, alongside fifty
delegates from across the province, at which it was agreed that the
local “Ad Hoc Hydro committee . . . will continue to focus on the
proposed Cheekeye-Dunsmuir transmission line.”

Finally, in the fall of 1978, the islands learned their fate. BC Hydro
had made the decision to “cross the strait directly from Texada Island
to Vancouver Island thus eliminating further island hopping over
Lasqueti or other islands.” Denman Rag and Bone contributor Dave
Fraser noted that

after a year of claiming an island crossing was necessary
to avoid an underwater splice, BC Hydro has reversed its
position and will use an underwater splice! This was a vic-
tory of sorts for the Lasqueti Islanders and a relief to us on
Denman Island.®

Despite their success in avoiding the use of herbicides in this case,
islanders had to remain vigilant when it came to other threats to their
ecosystem.

WELDWOOD ON HERBICIDES

On June 28, 1979, the Denman Island Trustees received a copy of a
permit from the Pesticide Control Board granting Weldwood permis-
sion to manually spray Tordon 22K (or Picloram) on a section of its
woodlot to control the growth of maple trees, which the company did
not want on its land. Maples were to be felled and the stumps treated
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to prevent sprouting.® Islanders had been warned of the proposal;
however, the notice was so obscure that only one islander happened
to find the sign. Leslie Dunsmore had been walking her dog some
distance behind her house in an area without roads or obvious paths,
much of which was marshland. Weldwood had already logged this
quarter section, so it was not easy walking, but Dunsmore explained
that she “liked bush-whacking.” Despite the relative inaccessibility of
the spot, she “saw a sign that was posted where nobody would ever see
it, which really made me mad!” The sign informed the unlikely reader
that Weldwood was soon going to “hack and squirt spray” Tordon
22K on the quarter section block of woodland to control weed species.
The public were asked to report any concerns to an address provided
on the sign. Dunsmore immediately wrote a letter of complaint and
asked if the company knew there were about five wells oft the marsh-
land, adding that she was “concerned that the actual chemical could
poison my bees and I made my living as a beekeeper.” In response,
Dunsmore received

a double registered letter saying I was scheduled to be heard
before this panel. I later found out that I was to appear in
an actual court of law. So we started looking into it and
found out that Tordon 22K is the main ingredient in Agent
Orange. It was me who had to present because it was an ac-
tual court of law, but there were eight of us [i.e., three mem-
bers of the Community Planning Action Committee and
those who prepared the case: Harlene Holm, Tom Lang,
Jim Bohlen, Paul Beauchemin, and Dunsmore]. ®

Dunsmore wrote an article for the Denman Rag and Bone, out-
lining the research she and the others had conducted into the toxicity
and impact on humans of Tordon 22K, the herbicide Weldwood was
proposing to spray on maple stumps on Section 7 close to the Hornby
Island ferry dock. Dunsmore made the obvious point that maple
seeds seldom sprout in a conifer forest, as the firs shade them from
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the light at a crucial time in summer. Furthermore, maple seeds are
wind-borne: “Thus the maple trees surrounding Section 7 will easily
spread their seeds right back into the forest patch being eradicated
this year.”” The Herbicide Appeal Board heard the appeal to rescind
the permit on August 14, 1979; the appellants included a Regional
Board representative, three members of the Community Planning
Action Committee, and Dunsmore.

“I literally stayed up and crammed the night before,” Dunsmore
recalled.®® Kennedy attended the public hearing and reported on
Dunsmore’s presentation of her twenty-eight-page brief: “After some-
thing more than an hour, she stops. There is a split second of rapt,
attentive silence and then the room explodes into prolonged applause.
One senses palpable delight at having witnessed an extraordinary
tour de force by a superb mind.” Kennedy concluded his article by
noting that “widespread involvement on the herbicide issue forced
Weldwood to cancel its controversial spray program.” The Weldwood
manager admitted that the company “had not anticipated this level
of public reaction.”” Dunsmore’s presentation, Kennedy’s presence
at the hearing, and the applause indicate the high and effective lev-
el of community engagement with the prospect of pollution of water
sources on the island. Despite differences within the community, is-
sues related to water could elicit a great degree of agreement.

CONCLUSION

By the 1960s, the provincial government of British Columbia had rec-
ognized the vulnerability of the Gulf Islands to overdevelopment, a
recognition that coincided with the arrival of the back-to-the-landers.
Residents on each island covered by the Islands Trust legislation had
legitimate concerns about threats to the preservation of their quality
and quantity of water, whether from overlogging, improper road con-
struction, increased tourism, small lot development, or contamina-
tion by poisonous chemicals. Indeed, the general public had become
increasingly aware of the latter threat with the publication of Rachel
Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962. By a convergence of circumstances and
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personalities, the Denman Rag and Bone newsletter provided a venue
for such discussions at the time, linking old-time island residents and
new arrivals in a grassroots exercise over a series of environmental
issues. The Denman Rag and Bone fought the battles and recorded
the victories in the struggle for local control over development plans
and the quality of water resources. Like the Denman Rag and Bone
itself, these victories were largely those of the counterculture. Many
back-to-the-landers on Denman Island, as elsewhere in Canada, were
recent arrivals attempting to flee the impacts of industrial capital-
ism—only to discover that, instead of flight, their only choice was to

stand and fight.
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“Good Ecology Is Good Economics”:
The Slocan Valley Community
Forest Management Project,
1973-1979

Nancy Janovicek

Scholarship on the contemporary environmental movement empha-
sizes conflict. The “War in the Woods” in British Columbia in the
1990s evokes images of confrontations between grandmothers and
police, young hippies and loggers, and First Nations peoples and gov-
ernment officials. Disillusioned by the unwillingness of governments
to implement policy that recognizes the urgency of the rapid depletion
of the earth’s natural resources and the interconnectedness of ecolog-
ical issues and social inequalities, many environmental activists and
scholars have rejected the politics of compromise and coalition. Some
believe that green democracy can only be achieved through autono-
my from the state and in conflict with local stakeholders who make
their living in the woods. As political scientist Laurie Adkin argues,
“It is time to set aside the master’s tools of ‘sustainable development’
and turn our efforts toward the realization of ecological democracy.”
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Ecological justice, in this framework, is not compatible with econom-
ic development.

In contrast to this depiction of the divisiveness of environmental
politics, this chapter examines a community-based research project
conducted in the West Kootenays region of British Columbia in the
1970s that sought to bridge the divisions within the community. This
project aimed to develop an ecologically sound land-use plan that ac-
commodated the economic and political interests of environmental-
ists, loggers, recreationists, trappers, and farmers. The Slocan Valley
Community Forest Management Project (SVCFMP), a project funded
by the federal Local Employment Assistance Program (LEAP), began
as a feasibility study to create new employment opportunities in the
forest that did not harm the environment. Researching and writing
the report was a deeply democratic process. The “new homesteaders,”
who started to migrate to the Slocan Valley in the mid-1960s as part
of the back-to-the-land movement, initiated the study, but its appeal
to the residents of the valley rested on the coalitions that they built
with people who had lived there for generations. As Kathleen Rodgers
has shown, back-to-the-landers introduced new political theories and
practices to the area.> I argue that they also built on the local political
culture established by the Doukhobors, unions, and old left politics.
Economic vulnerability, common in resource-based economies, and
a sense of rural alienation from senior levels of government, which
was ingrained in the West Kootenays, informed these politics. New
homesteaders lived according to ideas associated with the counter-
culture, such as local control over resources and government and a
“DIY” approach to daily life.’ These values resonated with the western
Canadian co-operative tradition and the pacifist and communal be-
liefs of the Doukhobors. Most important, all people who wanted to
build a life in the Slocan Valley agreed that government policy should
ensure that valley residents be the primary beneficiaries of economic
development and that their children enjoy the benefits of local re-
sources. This applied to both the timber and the beauty of the woods.

The SVCEMP’s 1975 report to government officials and univer-
sities combined environmental stewardship and the protection of
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forestry jobs as the foundation for economic development. The au-
thors of the report argued that responsible forest management should
be based on the “sustained yield of all resources, from fish to water
to trees.” Their proposal insisted that local economic independence
could be achieved only with the complete integration of all of the
valley’s resources: timber, agriculture, fish, furs, and water. Only by
decreasing dependence on logging could the community ensure eco-
nomic stability. A second edition of the report, published for com-
munity stakeholders the following year, added a proposal to conserve
the Valhalla Range as a provincial park. The premise of the research
was that “good ecology is good economics.” This aspect of the forest-
ry project supports recent research demonstrating that the tendency
to pit environmentalists against workers does not capture the com-
plexities of the history of the environmental movement.® This chap-
ter also examines the relationship between local organizing and the
state in countercultural and environmental politics. The federal and
provincial initiatives in the early 1970s that promoted local civic en-
gagement as a means of solving social and economic problems gave
this community-based project political credibility. Those who were
involved in the local consultations to produce the report did not reject
government involvement in the development and implementation of
economic policy; rather, they insisted that the government follow the
direction of local people because they were the most knowledgeable
resource managers.

The radical environmental politics of the final report of the
SVCEMP, which scholars attribute to the new ideas that came from
the back-to-the-land movement, has received cursory attention in
studies about British Columbia wilderness politics that focus on con-
flict.” My analysis takes a different approach. I argue that the radical
environmental politics that the report proposed drew from existing
economic development plans that emphasized local control over re-
source management. The new homesteaders respected the knowledge
and experience of people who had worked in the woods for gener-
ations and collaborated with them to develop a forest management
proposal intended to address the economic and cultural goals of all
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constituencies in the valley. Like the activists who led the campaign
to stop herbicide spraying on Denman Island that Sharon Weaver dis-
cusses in this volume, the SVCFMP sought to mobilize all valley resi-
dents. The Valley Resource Society became a coalition among groups
with disparate political goals, but it emerged from conflict. I begin by
examining the development of the coalition between the back-to-the-
land community and long-term residents who were upset by forestry
practices that threatened the future economic viability of the valley. A
central argument of the SVCFMP report was that single-use resource
management, focused on “timber mining” for foreign profit, had de-
stroyed local businesses that had managed the woods in an ecological-
ly sound manner. Rapid exploitation of a single resource had created
a precarious economy. Economic planning, the report argued, had to
follow “enforce[d] guidelines based on Nature’s ability to regenerate”
in order to prevent the destruction of “both our forests and the Slocan
Valley community it supports.” The SVCFMP recommended an al-
ternative model to wasteful logging practices that accommodated the
different needs of loggers, farmers, recreationalists, and trappers.

Moreover, the proposed integrated resource model insisted on
protecting the Valhalla Range, an area of the Selkirk Mountains that
was treasured for its old-growth forests and spectacular summits.
Pre-contact artifacts of the Salish-speaking Sinixt First Nation and
the remnants of early twentieth-century logging equipment make this
area an important cultural heritage site. This wilderness was also the
habitat of endangered species. Thus, conservation became a core prin-
ciple of economic development in the Slocan Valley.

BUILDING A COALITION

Between 1966 and 1971, the population of the Slocan Valley in-
creased by 420 persons, a trend that reversed years of outmigration.
According to the SVCFMP final report published in 1976, 225 young
families had arrived in the valley since 1970, comprising about 15
per cent of the population.” Drawn to the Kootenays by cheap land,
these families moved to the country to get away from the rising cost
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of living and pollution in the cities. They hoped that by growing their
own food and living a simpler life they would be self-sufficient and
that they would be able to develop local alternative economic mod-
els based on mutual aid. There were angry, and sometimes violent,
clashes between the newcomers and long-time valley residents who
opposed their values. The final report acknowledged these hostilities,
but observed that “deeper than these feelings, however, is a unify-
ing and commonly shared feeling of love for the Valley landscape, its
hills, waters, wildlife.”’° Back-to-the-landers and people who had lived
in the valley for generations learned that they shared a commitment
to locally controlled economic development that was attentive to the
environmental impact of a resource-based economy.

At the individual level, mutually co-operative relationships de-
veloped between new homesteaders and their neighbours, especially
with Doukhobors." These friendships did not lead to the general ac-
ceptance of the back-to-the-landers, though. The people who moved
to the Slocan Valley from cities in the United States and Canada intro-
duced political ideas, family forms, and lifestyles to the Slocan Valley
that challenged the area’s predominantly conservative social values.
Despite the hippies’ efforts to co-operate with the community, a small
and vocal group insisted that these newcomers were an immoral in-
fluence on the area. They were angry at the influx of young people
who lived alternative lifestyles, used illegal drugs, and practiced pub-
lic nudity. Further, many back-to-the-landers worked part-time or
seasonal jobs and therefore relied on unemployment insurance. This
angered some long-time residents, who believed that they were abus-
ing social welfare programs to avoid work. Back-to-the-landers often
referred to these unhappy neighbours as “the Anglos”—or, more pe-
joratively, “the rednecks”—to distinguish them from the supportive
Doukhobors who taught them rural and farming skills.

Federal and provincial initiatives that encouraged civic engage-
ment helped the back-to-the-landers establish programs and in-
stitutions based on their values.” Those who resented the influx of
Americans and hippies in the valley viewed their use of such programs
as another abuse of the system. In 1973, a long letter to the editor
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of the Nelson Daily News, signed by thirty residents, described the
newcomers as “freeloaders” who had “no intent in proving that they
were willing to live in harmony with us ‘native people’ of this valley”
and, further upsetting the residents, had begun “receiving grants in
astonishing amounts for some of the most ridiculous projects imagin-
able.” Local lumberman Don Sutherland organized valley residents
to “stop the grants, unemployment, nudism, drugs and unfair law en-
forcement.”** This group opposed the newcomers’ bid to join the Civic
Action Committee, a provincial initiative intended to encourage local
governance, and changed the mandate of the committee to focus on
removing the “hippie element” from the valley.

Sutherland, a member of the International Woodworkers of
America, had initially supported the application for research into
alternative economic models for the valley’s forestry industry. He
withdrew his support because he was outraged that the newcomers
were receiving government funding for projects that he deemed to
be of little value. When Michael Pratt, a member of the SVCFMP,
went to collect literature about the community forestry project that
Sutherland had agreed to distribute, Sutherland punched Pratt and
threatened him with a club because he refused to leave without the
documents. Pratt was not a “typical hippie.” A Canadian who had
emigrated from England as a child, he was forty-one at the time of the
altercation with Sutherland. Pratt was a father of four, held a PhD in
natural biology, and had left a government job in Vancouver to move
with his family to the valley for health reasons. His children went to
the Free School, and this association with the local counterculture
may have compelled Sutherland to call Pratt a “filthy stinking hippy”
and to push him when he refused to leave.”” Because of the increas-
ing tensions concerning federal funding for projects sponsored by the
newcomers, the SVCFMP decided to delay applying for LEAP fund-
ing to support its research until the next year.

Conflicts between the “hippie sect” and “the Valley natives” cre-
ated deep divisions in the community, but the SVCEMP persisted and
managed to attract people from the Doukhobor and “Anglo” com-
munities who supported the idea of local management of the forestry
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Back Row, Left to Right

William Ash, Frans Braal, Sam Verigin, Frank Nixon, Tell Schreiber, Victoria Manchester, M. L. Thomson,
Gladys McLeod

Front Row, Left to Right:

John Braun, Bob Ploss, Rick Bockner, Dan Armstrong, Conrad Evans, Peter Bloodoff, Jr.

3.1 Slocan Valley Community Forest Management Project Steering Committee. Source:
SVCFMP Final Report, 2nd ed., back cover.

industry. In 1974, the group received a fifty-thousand-dollar LEAP
grant to raise community awareness about how government policy on
economic development affected the lives of area residents and to pro-
mote economically and ecologically sustainable forest management.
The original SVCEMP committee had included twelve people, but it
grew as people learned about the project. As a photo of the steering
committee (figure 3.1) subtly underlines, the committee included
representatives from the three key communities in the valley: Sam
Verigin and Peter Bloodoft Jr. were Doukhobor; John Braun was a lo-
cal woodsman, hunter, and trapper who joined the group along with
his friend Jim Warner (not shown), a millworker; Frank Nixon was a
farmer and sawmill worker; Tell Schrieber, M. L. Thomson, Bob Ploss,
and Conrad (Corky) Evans were new to the valley. The committee
hired Evans to be the administrator for the project. Evans recalled
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that he was selected over applicants with PhDs because of “people like
Jim Warner and Johnnie [Braun]. . . . I was logging, and they could
relate to that. So I had an urban life . . . [and] I had work experience
that they could relate to. So I was kind of a compromise.” All of the
employees of the project were young adults as stipulated by the LEAP
program, but Evans also observed that the wages allowed by the feder-
al job-creation program were too low to attract professional people.”
The project collected questionnaires from people in the valley as
well as letters from people interested in the project. This enthusiasm
for an alternative to the New York-based Triangle-Pacific (Tri-Pac),
which controlled 90 percent of the logging tenure in the area, cer-
tainly reflected concerns about high unemployment in the region."
Federal and provincial promotion of local citizen engagement—albeit
for political reasons that may not have accorded with the goals of val-
ley residents—also shaped the debates about who should control the
local industry. Provincially, the New Democratic Party (NDP) gov-
ernment that came into power in September 1972, under the leader-
ship of Dave Barrett, supported local involvement in policy decisions.
The goal of the Community Resource Boards Act, passed in 1974, was
to empower citizens to identify social problems and use their knowl-
edge of local needs to develop solutions and services."” The provincial
government’s encouragement of local political engagement extended
to land policy. The Agricultural Land Commission established in
1973, held public forums to determine which land should be protected
from development to sustain the agricultural sector. Although these
hearings were controversial and caused divisions at the local level,
they demonstrated a commitment to decentralized decision mak-
ing.* In his analysis of forestry policy and the environmental move-
ment in British Columbia, Jeremy Wilson explains that the Barrett
government introduced policies that challenged the government-in-
dustry pact and insisted that British Columbians deserved a larger
share of their resources. For instance, Bob Williams, the minister of
lands, forests, and water resources, did not support the sustained yield
policy of previous governments. This central tenet of forestry policy,
which dated back to the Sloan Royal Commission in 1945, held that
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old-growth forests were a rotting resource that needed to be harvested
and replaced with scientifically managed tree farms. Ultimately, the
NDP government did not introduce radical environmental policy. But
Williams’s support for diversified control of the industry, as well as
his belief that talented laypeople were best equipped to manage their
resources, created political spaces where citizens could present alter-
natives to government policy that was not attentive to local needs.*

Those who joined the SVCFMP brought a range of experience and
educational expertise to the research, but most of them had no formal
training in silviculture. Their vision for ecological forest management
rested on their experience in the logging industry and their anxiety
about the negative impact of increased mechanization, introduced in
the 1960s, not only on the logging industry but also on other busi-
nesses, especially agriculture, trapping, mining, and recreation. Both
long-term and new residents witnessed waste, human-caused flood-
ing, and the destruction of wildlife habitat caused by clear-cutting
and poorly planned access routes.

They also brought different views about environmentally sensitive
economic development, ranging from deep ecology to pragmatic con-
servation. Evans recalled that he built bridges among people by ask-
ing them to role-play the different constituencies in the community.
Drawing on his background in community theatre, Evans challenged
them to defend interests of a group to which they did not belong so
that they would learn to understand other people’s positions. He ex-
plained why this was a productive method:

If youre in a room with a bunch of people, it’s better if
they’re kind of actors than if real loggers—because if they’re
real loggers and miners they're terrified, right, that “you’re
going to hurt me.” . . . But if you're acting for the miners,
then you go, “there’s a bunch of silver here. What do you
mean you want to make this into a park?” ... And there’s
no fistfights because youre articulating a position, which
everybody can see is real. . . . The fact that Peter Bloodoft
Sr. and Johnnie and Jim and I don’t remember who else
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was in the room—it had a big moderating influence on
our impetuousness, or youth or whatever you were trying
to make happen. You knew that on Saturday it was going
to have to be saleable to everyone who had been trying to
do it all their life. [If] you said trapping was evil, as some
urban people are likely to do, you're going to have to say it
to Johnnie, you know.*

The final report, written by Dan Armstrong and Bonnie Evans, ex-
plained why this process was effective. In the group’s first meetings,
members had been assigned responsibilities based on their person-
al expertise and interests. However, they realized that this process
prevented people from compromising with those who held different
views: “Placing labels on people, such as ‘the economist’ or ‘the conser-
vationist’ defines and therefore limits their involvement in the prob-
lem.” Corky Evans’s method compelled people to defend disparate
positions, helping them to understand the interrelationships between
different economic sectors and the natural environment.

Working in the same room also meant those who had recently
moved to the valley learned to appreciate the experience and views of
their elders. They had to compromise. Using data from the Canadian
Land Inventory, a project that produced aerial photographs of the
country, members of the community gathered around a large table
with a sheet of vellum placed over a base map of land forms and traced
the different types of land use onto the map. Evans explained that this
allowed the group to “figure out where things could happen with less
conflict or what things shouldn’t happen.” Most important, all of
the people working on the project lived in the valley. Their investment
in creating a viable alternative to single resource management that
prioritized logging over other industries helped to overcome some,
though not all, of the disputes over land use in the valley. The final re-
port endorsed economic diversification and defended the protection
of less profitable businesses, such as agriculture and trapping, by ex-
plaining how different industries and cultural groups had historically
worked together in the Slocan Valley.
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PROPOSING AN ECOLOGICAL ALTERNATIVE

The fundamental argument of the report was that decentralized con-
trol over the logging industry was the only responsible way to man-
age the valley’s timber resources. Unlike multinational companies,
which were primarily concerned with increasing their profit margins,
the community had an investment in the continued viability of all
resources. The report recommended an economic model based on
integrated resource management that recognized the changing in-
terrelationships among different resources. The proposed economic
plan made space for local businesses and independent loggers who
had been pushed aside by Tri-Pac’s virtual monopoly. It also defended
“non-tangible” resources—in particular, the bucolic scenery in the
Kootenays—which were becoming increasingly valuable as more peo-
ple developed an environmental consciousness.

The argument for integrated resource management was grounded
in history. Evans recalled that when the committee began to discuss
community-based land-use policy, they followed industry models
that focused on economic use. Peter Bloodoft Jr. intervened to sug-
gest that they begin by examining the nature of the landscape and the
history of the community. Ultimately, the report reflected Bloodoft’s
suggestion: it opens with a discussion of the natural history of the val-
ley and explains the development of both climax forest, characterized
by the achievement of a stable ecosystem of self-sustaining forests,
and successional forests, which establish themselves when floods or
fires disrupt the closed system of the former. The arrival of humans
caused the “seemingly backward evolution” that had resulted in the
predominance of successional forests over climax forests, especially
in the previous one hundred years.”” The authors then discussed the
different groups of people who had lived in the valley, including the
Sinixt, Anglo-Saxon homesteaders and miners, Doukhobors, interned
Japanese Canadians during World War II, and back-to-the-landers.
The histories of these groups demonstrated how subsistence and local
market farming, logging, and mining were historically interconnect-
ed. A key criticism levelled in the report was that the emphasis on
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THIS IS SINGLE RESOURCE MANAGEMENT--

Forest management is geared for timber extraction at the expense of our
other resources.  Short-sighted policy drains the community of its natural
bounty. We see waste, environmental damage, and a limited return of manage-
ment funds for resource agencies in Nelson and New Denver.

3.2 George Metzger, “Single Resource Management.” Source: SVCFMP Final Report, 2nd
ed., pp. 3-98.
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THIS IS INTEGRATED RESOURCE MANAGEMENT-

Recommendations based on long-term considerations of all our resources
have been implemented. Forest management proceeds on a true "sustained
yield" basis, while the needs of the local community and its surrounding en-
vironment are met in an ecologically sound way.

3.3 George Metzger, “Integrated Resource Management.” Source: SVCEMP Final Report,
2nd ed., p. G-4.
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logging as the region’s economic stimulus destroyed good agricul-
tural land. Protecting farms was important because arable land was
restricted to the valleys along the rivers and lakes. Even though agri-
culture did not drive the local economy, it was vital to many family
economies.*®

This historical overview laid the foundation for the analysis of
the inadequacy of single resource management and defended the pro-
posal for integrated resource management. The differences between
“the existing situation” and the “proposed situation” are captured in
George Metzger’s illustrations (figures 3.2 and 3.3).”” Damaging log-
ging practices, such as clear-cutting and slash-burning, destroyed
watersheds. Wasteful logging also threatened the continued viability
of logging because it destroyed the conditions that would make forest
rejuvenation possible. Moreover, government management plans did
not consider the importance of resources besides wood fibre, and they
ignored the negative impact of irresponsible logging on agriculture,
recreational land use, trapping, and fishing.

The report was equally critical of the consolidation of small, local-
ly owned logging mills in the hands of foreign-owned multinationals.
Increased harvests under these larger companies improved econom-
ic stability for most people in the valley, but “the virtual exclusion
of the independent small operator from any forest activity has had
ecological and sociological effects that have been unnecessary and
damaging.”*® Logging happened on publicly owned Crown land,
which should have instilled a sense of community responsibility for
the resource. Instead, people considered “the forest as an economic
extension of ‘the company, and not as their own environment, and
therefore see little reason why they should worry about ‘the compa-
ny’s trees.”” Foreign ownership and government policy also meant
that all of the profits from the region’s key resource left the valley.
In comparison to other North American jurisdictions, stumpage fees
in British Columbia were very low. Most of this money went to the
provincial cofters, while the funds that returned to the Slocan Valley
went to the logging company’s managers, who did not have a stake
in the future vitality of the region. The SVCEMP criticized modern
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“efficient” logging practices that wasted most of the wood as well as
the failure to produce diversified secondary industries. The report
emphasized the urgent need for change: “We are sitting on one of the
largest and most varied, as well as the last great North American, for-
ests. We are cutting it as fast as we can, with little thought to the fu-
ture, selling it too cheaply, in semi-furnished form, or wasting it, and
then paying exorbitant prices (plus duty) for the manufactured items
other nations make out of our wood.”* The timber resources from the
West Kootenays were producing secure employment in other nations,
and this increased dependence on external markets created job inse-
curity at home.

Only local control over the forest could reverse these destructive
practices. The SVCFMP argued that the valley’s lumber resources
were overcommitted ecologically and demanded a reduction of the
allowable annual cut. Referring to a 1955 report by Ray Gill on log-
ging in the Slocan Valley, the group argued that the government had
long been aware of the negative impact of logging on the region. They
recommended the implementation of Gill’s recommendations, which
had pointed to the need for selective logging in sensitive areas.”
Integrated resource management was the only ecological alternative.
The community was an important resource, too, because it “possesses
an attribute that is often overlooked in forest management, that of
permanence.” In contrast to the bureaucrats in the provincial cap-
ital, Victoria, and the owners of the logging companies, residents of
the community would have to live with the consequences of good and
bad policy. The report recommended the establishment of a resource
management committee made up of local residents. In public hearings
to promote the findings, Evans insisted that local residents would be
less likely to exploit and destroy land than international companies,
who were not invested in the community.*®

The committee rejected forestry management that viewed the
woods as a “boundless source of timber” and called for policy that
“allow[ed] the nature of our resources themselves to dictate their
utilization.”* To diversify and decentralize the forestry industry,
the report suggested a system of rural woodlots, ranging from 10 to
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1,500 acres, to help supplement the incomes of people who farmed.
Farming—a “common denominator” for most of the people living in
the valley—needed to be preserved “in these days of escalating food
prices and debate on the nutritional value of many retail foods.””
The rural woodlot system would also protect ecologically sensitive
areas by adopting older technologies such as horse logging. The de-
velopment of mills to produce other materials, such as wood chips
and cedar shingles, would ensure that the entire tree was used, thus
reducing waste.

An interesting aspect of this report was its insistence on the main-
tenance of the diversity of wildlife as a key component of the integrat-
ed management of resources. The protection of this habitat was not
restricted to conservation areas, but also included places where re-
sponsible logging could occur. The report identified “critical wildlife
areas,” which had been “compiled by local knowledge and observation
over many years, that needed special protection.’® Local woodsmen
and naturalists were concerned that logging activity had depleted the
population of mule deer, white-tailed deer, mountain goats, and car-
ibou, as well as fish stocks. Even though the local grizzly bear popu-
lation was healthy, logging was posing a serious threat to its habitat.
Protecting grizzly habitat was necessary because those bears were less
adaptable than black bears; this was a key reason for the proposal to
preserve the Valhalla Range as a conservancy area. Local recognition
of the need to preserve wildlife habitat reflected a shift in government
conservation policy after 1970, which asserted that saving endangered
species depended on the conservation of the places where they lived.”

Conservation of the Valhalla Range did not comfortably comply
with the key goal of ensuring that people could make their livelihood
in the woods. The committee explained that “parks, in general, are
certainly inconsistent with our vision of land use, but so is Victoria, so
we decided to play it safe and protect this very special place.”*® Adding
the proposal for a conservancy area demonstrated that a significant
number of valley residents believed old-growth forest should be re-
garded as “a sanctuary, a museum of and a monument to the natural
history and scenic beauty of the region.” Unlike earlier proposals for
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a park, which had come from people who did not live in the valley,
this report accommodated the traplines that currently existed in the
proposed conservation area because furs were a renewable resource.
It also supported properly managed sport hunting.** However, this
accommodation of older valley lifestyles was unacceptable to activists
who had joined the SVCEMP to conserve the Valhalla Range.** Many
of them left the Valley Resource Society in 1975 to form the Valhalla
Wilderness Society, to focus on banning logging in the range and to
lobby for the creation of a park (which they achieved eight years later).

One of the most important recommendations for the commit-
tee—and most likely the reason why politicians did not endorse the
report—was that a local resource committee should have control over
the annual $545,000 in stumpage fees. In an interview with Jeremy
Wilson, Bob Williams praised the work of the SVCEMP: “I still think
it is probably the finest social economic analysis in modern history
in British Columbia. . . . So I was impressed with it. But I was still a
pragmatic politician, saying ‘How far can we go?” We were talking
about the Crown jewels and all those ragamuffins up in this nowhere,
beatnik valley want the jewels.™* Evans recalled that when they pre-
sented the report to Williams and asked to manage the timber he
responded, “Not on your life!” The SVCFMP rejected a counteroffer
for a locally owned sawmill that would have created twenty jobs. The
delegates insisted that until the annual allowable cut was reduced, the
future of the industry would not be protected. When the NDP lost
power, Williams invited Evans to present the SVCFMP report to a
class that Williams was teaching at Simon Fraser University. Evans
agreed to speak to the class—on the condition that Williams come to
the Appledale Community Hall and apologize to the community for
rejecting the report. He did.*?

After their unsuccessful lobbying of the provincial government,
which advised them that they were “pretty naive’ if [they] thought
that [they] could control [their] own destiny,” the committee formed
the Valley Resource Society to continue the discussions about land-
use policy and resource management.** Members of the community
debated the recommendations of the report at public meetings held
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throughout the valley that involved government officials and repre-
sentatives from Tri-Pac. These meetings were well attended; accord-
ing to media reports, 40 to 150 people showed up to discuss the plan.*®
Activists advised people to take control over public land, which was
owned by the residents of the Slocan Valley, not the government or
the logging multinationals. An article in the Arrow, an alternative
newspaper published in Castlegar by back-to-the-landers, insisted
that all valley residents needed to work together to implement the
recommendations of the report: “And know your allies. Most of the
people involved in the Forest Industry, from fallers to Foresters to
Government workers to Educators are good people. Looking for bad
guys is dissipation of energy.™® The Slocan Valley elected members to
serve on the resource management committee, but they were not suc-
cessful in gaining control over forestry. And they could not prevent
the massive layofts in the industry in the 1980s when the Kootenay
Forest Products sawmill closed.

CONCLUSION

Scholarship on countercultural communities of the 1960s and 1970s
tends to focus on their rejection of social conventions and advoca-
cy of lifestyles outside of the mainstream.*” Similarly, the history of
the environmental movement makes a clear distinction between the
conservation movements in the early and mid-twentieth centuries
and the contemporary environmental movement. The social move-
ments of the 1960s certainly changed political engagement, but there
is much to learn from the continuities between the new radicalism
and older forms of political protest. In the West Kootenays, many of
the back-to-the-landers came to respect the knowledge of the elders in
the community. This story reminds us that in terms of environmental
politics, it is important to examine the contributions of people who
work in the woods. The SVCEMP represents a moment when peo-
ple with diverse political positions worked together to try to protect
the valley for future generations. This process of political engagement
also taught them to find allies in their neighbours and to recognize
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that these people were their best teachers. This is perhaps best illus-
trated in the report’s dedication, which reads, “to John Braun and Jim
Warner and others like them. If we did a good job, it’s because of your
vision. If we didn’t, it isn’t as if you didn’t try.™®

The democratic processes that the Valley Resource Management
Society demanded did not lead to the implementation of co-operative
policy development in the 1970s. But it was a precursor of subsequent
provincial government policy. In an effort to bring peace to the War
in the Woods that defined BC environmental politics in the 1990s,
Mike Harcourt’s NDP government established the Commission on
Resources and Environment (CORE) in 1992. CORE’s mandate was
to facilitate community involvement in regional planning in order
to advise the government on land-use policy and environmental
regulation. The commission instigated planning groups in four re-
gions, including West Kootenay-Boundary Table.* Basing govern-
ment policy on collaboration with community stakeholders was a
strategy designed to build consensus among government, industry,
labour, First Nations peoples, and environmentalists. In his analysis
of CORE’s deliberations in the Slocan Valley, Darren Bardati argues
that despite the government’s commitment to engaging local resi-
dents in policy making, community and government were not on a
level playing field. As a result, local residents felt betrayed by a process
that was not able to break the industry’s control over forest manage-
ment plans.® In part due to criticisms of the CORE process, the NDP
government later implemented smaller-scale Land and Resource
Management Planning (LRMP) consultations with regional groups
to make recommendations on land-use policy, a process that Wilson
calls “hyperconsultative.”" The LRMP process was more successful.
The Kootenay-Boundary Resource Management Plan, tabled in 1995,
recognized agriculture and ranching as important industries and laid
out a strategy to integrate forest management and agricultural land-
use policy.”

These provincial consultations have carved out spaces for commu-
nity forests. Today, logging co-ops coexist with multinational com-
panies in the West Kootenays. One example is the Harrop-Procter
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Community Co-op, which runs a community forest located on the
south shore of the west arm of Kootenay Lake, twenty-five kilometres
east of Nelson. Founded in 1999, the co-op has developed ecological-
ly sustainable logging methods and is committed to providing local
people with “socially and economically equitable” jobs.® Their land-
use strategy draws on ecosystem-based plans to develop a diversified
economic foundation that also incorporates agricultural development
and ecotourism, a land-use strategy that echoes the goals of the Valley
Resource Society. Clear-cutting continues, and neighbours are still di-
vided on how to manage the region’s resources, but these co-operative
models prove that sustainable forestry is viable and that good ecology is

indeed good economics.
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4

American Immigration, the
Canadian Counterculture, and the
Prefigurative Environmental Politics
of the West Kootenay Region,
1969-1989

Kathleen Rodgers

The “Genelle Three” were arrested and charged with obstructing a
highway in late summer of 1978, after about forty people blocked a
roadway leading to the site of uranium exploration in the hills be-
hind the tiny working-class community of Genelle, just outside of
Castlegar, British Columbia. In 1978, in light of rising uranium pric-
es, industry advocates hailed the West Kootenay region, with its rich
deposits, as the new uranium mining centre of BC. At the same time,
the worldwide movement against nuclear armament also plagued the
sector, inciting debate over a provincial moratorium on exploration.
Thus, despite the small number of arrests and the remote location
of the protests, the events garnered extensive media attention and
crystallized the widely held view that uranium mining had no place
in BC. In the spring of 1980, following the conviction of the protest-
ers, the provincial government placed a seven-year moratorium on
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exploration and committed to ensuring that all uranium deposits in
the province would remain undeveloped.

The widespread public support for the protesters and their po-
litical victory can be partially explained by the fact that the Genelle
protests were seen by the local community and law enforcement alike
as a truly grassroots resistance to mining. The legitimacy of the an-
ti-uranium claims came in part from the respectability that the iden-
tities of the protesters demanded. As the provincial judge stated in his
decision to convict the “Three”—but at the same time give them an
absolute discharge—“I was particularly impressed with the credibility
and integrity of all three accused. All three are working family men
and upstanding members of the community. . . . They were motivated
by the honestly-held belief that the exploration activities could endan-
ger the health of their families and the community at large.”* There
was no question in these statements about whether the protests were
the work of outside “agitators”; these were simply working-class peo-
ple who cared about their families, their water, and their community.

That working-class residents in this small, remote community
fought and won against industry appears to be an early victory for
“environmental justice” advocates.” But the depiction of the events
as a success of the marginalized working class fails to account for
the circumstances that led to the mobilization of local residents. In
reality, like so many of the environmental initiatives discussed in
this volume, the Genelle protests took place against the backdrop of
a burgeoning local counterculture. In the thirty years that followed
the events in Genelle, West Kootenay life was punctuated by episodes
of environmental contention—most notably by protests against log-
ging—but also against mining and pesticides and in favour of wilder-
ness preservation.

While a “vibrant counterculture” in the 1960s hinterlands of
British Columbia might have seemed unlikely, its existence in a rel-
atively isolated location arose from the migration of thousands of
Vietnam War-era Americans to the West Kootenays and the polit-
ical traditions they represented. Owing to these politics, the West
Kootenays became home to a counterculture that embodied an
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overlapping set of values with respect to communalism, feminism,
artistic expression, pacifism, democracy, a rejection of modern urban
life, and a desire to go back to the land. Importantly for this chapter,
members of the counterculture espoused an environmental critique
of industry, represented in their politics and their own personalized
quests for sustainable lifestyles.

The idea that environmentalism in Canada may have American
roots is an unpopular sentiment in many academic circles*—and
for good reason, as by the early 1970s grassroots environmentalism
was not only a global movement but also well established in Canada.
However, an embrace of environmentalism in rural regions re-
mained exceptional even in 1978.° Understanding the nature of West
Kootenay environmentalism, then, requires an understanding of the
importance of this local counterculture, how it took shape, and how
its environmental critique sharpened, becoming tailored to local is-
sues and developing into organized environmentalism.

This chapter discusses the American origins of these local ef-
forts but also demonstrates how the most successful campaigns of
the West Kootenay counterculture were those that transcended these
origins and fostered a broader community response. The politiciza-
tion of collective goods such as water and old-growth forests provid-
ed a common focal point for community members and mobilized a
broader public.® Still, the countercultural community—specifically,
its leadership, expertise, ideas, and strategies—remained the epicen-
tre of the resistance. For sociologist Wini Breines, the different ways
of thinking and organizing within the New Left movements of the
1960s represented a form of “prefigurative politics,” a rejection of con-
ventional forms of political action. This case study of two episodes of
environmental contention traces the ways in which the prefigurative
politics of the American migrants were central to this counterculture
and transformed social life in the West Kootenays.”
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THE PREFIGURATIVE ENVIRONMENTAL
POLITICS OF THE AMERICAN
COUNTERCULTURE

American military conscription for the Vietnam War, combined
with Canada’s 1969 legislation allowing eligible immigrants legal
admission to Canada regardless of their military status, drew more
than 100,000 American men and women of draft age from the United
States to Canada. For those who opposed the military draft, Canada
was an obvious destination. But the war resisters were only one part
of a much broader exodus of young people looking for alternative
lifestyles; this retreat from militarism coincided with the hundreds
of thousands of youth who joined communes or made the decision
to go back to the land. With its vast stretches of inexpensive and
virtually uninhabited terrain, British Columbia in particular pro-
vided a perfect context for Americans inspired by these ideals. That
the young migrants would have a lasting impact in Canada is not
surprising. Between 1967 and 1975, at least 19,000 Americans immi-
grated north to Canada each year, representing the largest number
of American migrants to Canada since the United Empire Loyalists,
and this rate has not since been exceeded.®

A distinct counterculture existed in Canada by the time the
American migrants began to arrive. A counterpoint to the bet-
ter-known American experiments, Canadian youth politics represent-
ed a similar emancipatory impulse. At the same time, the migration
to Canada meant that the radical voices of New Left politics in the
United States became loud and influential in Canada, contributing
new political content to Canada’s own prefigurative traditions. Frank
Zelko makes this clear in Make it a Green Peace!, noting that even
Greenpeace, Canada’s greatest offering to environmentalism, was
linked closely with American activism: “the organization may have
started life in Canada but, to a large extent, its activist roots lie south
of the 49th parallel.” Therefore, the American background of the mi-
grants was important, and not merely because these Americans add-
ed critical mass to existing activism in Canada. As Jeff Lustig notes,
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“Discontented youth . . . agreed with Henry Miller that the American
Dream had become an air-conditioned nightmare [and] were regular-
ly told there were no alternatives.”"

The implosion of New Left politics in the US in the late 1960s
led to a greater quest for such alternatives and therefore to the rise of
the personalized forms of politics of the 1970s, such as back-to-the-
land and communal living. These were not simply extensions of the
1960s political movements, but rather, new expressions that “served
as a transition to a new environmental politics in which the question
of Nature could no longer be separated from the question of society
itself.”"!

When these personalized politics combined with the circum-
stances of the migrants’ lives in the context of the late 1960s, pockets
of American counterculturalists took root in some of the most inhab-
itable but least populated rural areas around British Columbia, includ-
ing the Gulf Islands, Bella Coola, Smithers, and the West Kootenays.
Events such as those in Genelle demonstrate that in the ensuing years,
at least in the West Kootenays, many of the young Americans took
part in organizing local environmental campaigns and became active
leaders, infusing local issues with environmental politics.

CONTEXTS OF COUNTERCULTURAL
IMMIGRATION INTO THE WEST KOOTENAYS

The arrival and subsequent settlement of the counterculture in the
region resulted from a particular constellation of economic and social
factors. When the first few Americans began to trickle quietly into
the West Kootenays in the late 1960s, the region was ripe for any form
of development. This is not to say that the region was uninhabited.
Indeed, the history of settlement in the region is rich and complex,
consisting of multiple waves of immigration and economic develop-
ment, as well as an Indigenous population that straddled the border
with the United States. The largest wave of immigration accompanied
mineral exploration in the late nineteenth century. European immi-
grants, many of them British, settled under the provisions of Canada’s
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Dominion Lands Act, establishing fruit orchards and farming the re-
gion since the early twentieth century. Perhaps most notably, there
was a significant population of Russian-speaking religious and politi-
cal refugees, the Doukhobors.

As was the case in many BC communities, settlement slowed fol-
lowing World War II as agriculture and mining declined; as a result,
limited industrial development occurred and the population stagnat-
ed. When the federal and provincial governments promoted region-
al resource expansion following the war, hinterland regions like the
West Kootenays embraced forest-based activities such as logging and
pulp production, and some population growth occurred. But in 1965
just before Americans began arriving in great numbers, the popula-
tion of the entire region, encompassing all municipalities and rural
areas (known as the Regional District of Central Kootenay), was just
forty-five thousand.'

The limited local economy had kept land prices low, creating
opportunities for young people with few financial resources to set-
tle and build lives on moderately arable land in a spectacular natural
landscape. These same conditions had, in previous decades, attract-
ed other migrants looking to establish intentional communities. The
Argenta Quakers and the Doukhobors had both settled in the West
Kootenays owing to the availability of land and the geographic isola-
tion. These two groups were very distinct from each other—and from
the American exiles—but shared important ideological and polit-
ical beliefs. In both cases, the immigrants had fled their homeland
because of their political and religious convictions.”” Both commu-
nities shared values with respect to pacifism and agriculture. Based
on these common worldviews and their own experience of exile, the
Argenta Quakers and some members of the Doukhobor community
provided practical and community support to the earliest American
draft resisters. As ideological allies and back-to-the-land pioneers, the
Doukhobors and the Argenta Quakers helped to create a hospitable
environment for the establishment of the counterculture." As the flow
of American immigrants and Canadian adherents to the countercul-
ture expanded and pockets of countercultural communities began to
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establish themselves, the region became a haven in which their prefig-
urative politics flourished. In this context, interactions between new
arrivals and the established dissident groups began to decline, but
they were frequently reactivated in the years following, during local
political and environmental challenges.

STRATEGY AND RESISTANCE IN WEST
KOOTENAY ENVIRONMENTALISM

Asboth an early and a successful campaign, the Genelle protests illus-
trate how the influence of the counterculture allowed the community
of Genelle to leverage its very minimal economic and political power.
Clearly, the provincial, national, and global anti-nuclear discourses
assisted in the success of the Genelle protests."” The deaths of uranium
miners in Elliot Lake, Ontario, in 1977, for instance, had provoked in-
ternational condemnation of the industry, and in Vancouver, growing
concern about nuclear contamination had inspired the mayor to de-
clare a “Trident concern week” as environmental groups in both the
US and Canada actively protested the Trident nuclear submarine base
in Washington state.'® For some in the Kootenays, a prospective ura-
nium mine meant economic development in a perpetually depressed
region, and as such, local officials supported the project. In a speech at
the local college, for example, the regional representative of the feder-
al department of mines stated that uranium mining was much more
difficult in other geographic locations. “We are lucky,” he commented,
“we live in a uranium province.”"” Thus, while the broader political
context appeared to favour anti-nuclear protest, the local economic
and political context was less propitious.

Local interest in the issue was sparked when Vancouver consul-
tants for a Toronto-based mining company began taking samples
from the hills behind Genelle, in the China Creek watershed, in the
fall of 1977. Shortly after blasting began, and months before protest
barricades were erected to prevent the engineers from exploring the
territory, the Kootenay Nuclear Study Group (KNSG) formed in
response to the exploration. Members of the KNSG were not from
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Genelle. Most were former Americans who lived in the countercultur-
al stronghold thirty-five kilometres away in the Slocan Valley. Several
also had previous experience in the political movements of the 1960s
US protest wave. Members of the group had heard rumours about
the exploration in Genelle and had concerns about mining explora-
tion in their own watersheds. In the subsequent months, members of
the KNSG informed themselves of the evidence and arguments put
forward by anti-nuclear advocates. The group launched a campaign
to question the activities of government and corporate mining inter-
ests in the region—meeting with Jim Chabot, the provincial minister
of mines, and the regional mines inspector—and to amass evidence
in support of their belief that uranium mining was hazardous to the
water supply and the health of the local population. The group wrote
letters of protest, documented the exploration with photographs, in-
vited experts to speak on the topic, and in the spring of 1978 began to
liaise with members of the community in Genelle."

The coordinator of the KNSG, a young American named Jim
Terrall, spoke at a Genelle town meeting in order to explain “the dan-
gers of radiation pollution in the drinking water and from a possible
future mining operation.” Indicating the extent to which mobiliza-
tion around environmental issues was not a common feature of local
life, one account of the meeting noted that “up till then the people
had been more concerned about dirt in their drinking water; radi-
ation was a new concept to them.” Aside from their involvement
in local union politics, the people of Genelle had little experience in
civic action. However, the fact that explorations were sponsored by a
Toronto-based consortium and a Vancouver-based engineering com-
pany was not lost on the assembly, and those in attendance resolved to
form the Genelle Concerned Citizens Action Committee (GCCAC).
The spokesperson and de facto leader of the group, Tom Mackenzie,
an active union organizer, lent the group credibility among the local
population.

In subsequent months, the GCCAC and the KNSG worked togeth-
er closely, meeting with officials and planning a barricade to prevent
mining equipment from passing and drilling inside the watershed.
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When it became clear that the mining consultants would proceed
with drilling, the KNSG and local residents began to talk of protest.
Members of the KNSG were committed to the idea that social change
should be achieved through nonviolent means. M. L. Burke, a mem-
ber of the KNSG, recalls that within the group “there was a definite
consensus that we should be doing this through nonviolent means.”*
As summer arrived and a barricade was constructed, the group in-
vited members of the Pacific Life Community (PLC) of Vancouver, a
California-based peace organization dedicated to the use of nonvio-
lence in the pursuit of nuclear disarmament.”’ The PLC had become
well known in Vancouver and Washington State for its anti-nuclear
stance on the Trident nuclear-missile base in Bangor, WA. Most no-
tably, PLC had organized acts of mass civil disobedience against the
Trident base, orchestrating the arrest of thousands of protesters who
scaled the facility’s fence.”> Well versed in the philosophy of nonvio-
lence, the PLC presented the first of a number of workshops on the
principles and practice of nonviolent resistance and civil disobedience
to the residents of Genelle. The workshop advocated classic principles
of nonviolent resistance:

exercises were given on “listening” and on defining and
communicating one’s concerns and objectives. There was
role-playing practice for a number of confrontation sit-
uations with people acting the parts of “protestors,” [sic]
“police” and “drill-crew members.” . . . Exercises in quick
consensus decision-making were given and the instructors
cautioned that “violence” and “non-violence” can never be
mixed with any hope of success—use violence at any time,
they said, and you destroy all your credibility and lose any
sympathy you may have gained.”

About thirty people attended the workshop: members of the KNSG
and residents from other locations in the Slocan Valley. Despite the
fact that no Genelle residents were involved at this stage, members of
the KNSG went to the barricade and conducted their own workshop
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on techniques of nonviolent resistance. Later, when a confrontation
between protesters and mining representatives appeared imminent,
the demonstrators employed these principles: representatives of the
group informed police that they did not intend to engage in any vio-
lence or to obstruct the duties of the police. However, they also con-
veyed that “if improving the law might have to involve breaking it,
well, there was a long and honourable tradition for this . . . and the
people of Genelle were individually examining their hearts and their
consciences.”**

In the early summer, techniques of nonviolent resistance played a
central role in the eventual outcome. On the morning of the arrests of
the Genelle Three, the assembled protesters selected those who would
be arrested. Strategically, they decided that only residents of Genelle
should be detained. Having identified a narrow spot in the access
road, the protesters commenced with their sit-in, forming a human
chain to prevent mining equipment from passing into the hills where
drilling was set to occur. Thirty-five kilometres away at the regional
headquarters of the department of mines a delegation, including the
coordinator of the KNSG, threatened their own sit-in when the water
rights inspector refused to see them. When the meeting eventually
took place, the official lectured them, pointing out that the uranium
engineers had the right to conduct their explorations and that any
further action would lead to arrests. When the group reconvened at
the barricade and the bulldozer attempted to proceed, the group again
formed a human chain. The police moved in and reluctantly arrest-
ed Herb McGregor, Eric Taylor, and Brent Lee, the three nominated
Genelle residents, for obstruction of a public roadway.

The strategy employed by the organizers was a clear success. The
fact that the people of Genelle were willing to pay the price of jail
time to protect their water drew support throughout the province. In
Vancouver, on the day following the arrests, the Society Promoting
Environmental Conservation (SPEC) and the Canadian Coalition
for Nuclear Responsibility held a joint demonstration in front of
the department of mines office to show support for the people of
Genelle. Because of the arrests, the barricades swelled with protesters
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throughout the summer as the trial of the Genelle Three proceeded. In
late January 1979, on the day following the summary legal arguments
for the Three, the province bowed to both public pressure and the mo-
mentum of the Genelle protests and announced its intention to hold
a Royal Commission of Inquiry into Uranium Mining (RCIUM).”
In his decision to convict the Three while handing down an absolute
discharge, presiding Judge Bruce Josephson reflected on his respect
for the individuals involved and on their legitimate use of civil dis-
obedience. Drawing on comments from the then chief justice of the
Manitoba Court of Appeal, Josephson noted, “a society places a high
value on dissent and other peaceful challenges to the rule of law.”
Shortly after the conviction of the Three, members of the RCIUM vis-
ited the site of exploration in Genelle. In light of the official scrutiny,
the growing hostility toward uranium exploration in the province,
and the “favourable” discharge of the Three, the consultants called
off their exploration and commented, “We’re not in the business of
fighting people.”

Genelle, with its population of just five hundred people in 1978,
had successfully used the traditions of nonviolent civil disobedience
to defend the community’s water from a powerful representative of in-
dustry. But while the strategic deployment of civil disobedience points
to the influence of standard countercultural strategies, the use of such
tactics also highlights the cultural ferment taking place. The events in
Genelle represented the coming together of members of the counter-
culture with the region’s longer-term residents, a merger that was not
always comfortable. Given the large influx of young countercultur-
alists—and the fact that they were American, in particular—conflict
over values in the region was long-standing and in fact had increased
cohesion within the counterculture. For the counterculturalists, the
use of civil disobedience was a valiant, time-honoured tradition and
a legitimate expression of discontent. From the perspective of those
without roots in this tradition, civil disobedience still amounted to
breaking the law. As evidence of this, one of the Genelle Three wrote
a letter to the editor of the local paper following his conviction. While
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apologizing to the RCMP, the letter writer conveys his personal strug-
gle with the use of civil disobedience:

To my good friends the RCMP, sorry for any inconvenience.
You did your job and you did it well, but try to realize when
there’s 50 of you and a little pregnant mother stands up to
your chief to tell him she will lie down anytime in front of
a car, there just has to be a reason. Laws were made by man
to serve the majority. When they get old and no longer do
this, but rather licence a few to jeopardize a whole village, it
is time they were changed.”®

The Genelle protests were not the first episode of civil disobedience
initiated by the counterculturalists, but they were the first in which
members of the countercultural community and established residents
came together. Despite never taking centre stage in the Genelle con-
flict, the counterculture brought forward ideology, tactics, leadership,
and a cohesive community of people motivated and willing to promote
local environmental concerns. The counterculturalists also supported
the campaign financially. For instance, community organizers held
a fundraising event to help pay the legal fees of the Three. The event
included auctioning a homemade cake—a replica of the Three Mile
Island nuclear power plant.?’ The cake was donated by Sally Lamare,
just one of the American expatriates who had gone back to the land
in the region. Unlike residents in other communities, where locals
did not possess a tactical repertoire allowing them to successfully
leverage their minimal power, those in Genelle employed the toolkit
and resources of the resident counterculture. For this reason, the tra-
jectory of conflicts over environmental rights in the West Kootenays
is different than that of many other resource-based communities in
British Columbia.*
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ORGANIZING FOR A HERBICIDE/PESTICIDE-
FREE COMMUNITY

West Kootenay environmentalism is most renowned for its conten-
tious anti-logging protests of the 1990s. However, some of the ear-
liest and most successful environmentalist protest efforts involved
campaigns to end herbicide and pesticide use. As with the Genelle
protest, the leadership, organizations, and tactical repertoire of the
anti-herbicide/pesticide campaigns were firmly rooted in the local
counterculture. The broader success of the West Kootenay anti-her-
bicide/pesticide activism arose from the fact that the issue involved a
broader public good. By framing herbicide and pesticide use as an as-
sault by industry on local watersheds and local decision making, the
protests spread to a much larger segment of the population. The tra-
jectory of the anti-herbicide/pesticide activism of the 1980s had first
taken shape much earlier, as a fervent environmental consciousness
infused the small back-to-the-land communities. The prominence of
the forest industry in the region had drawn attention to the impact
of forestry practices and other industrial behaviours on the quality
of local water. In turn, growing awareness of these trends facilitated
the growth of organizations that later served as the launching pad for
subsequent environmental activism.

By the time the first counterculturalists arrived in the West
Kootenays, it was a well-established centre for highly industrialized
logging activity, with a small number of companies controlling rights
to timber extraction and production. Logging loomed large in the
economy and politics of the region. Whether it was through their em-
ployment in the new tree-planting industry or as loggers, members
of the local counterculture quickly recognized the impact of forest
practices on the aesthetics of the local landscape and the quality of
their water.*® With a fifty-thousand-dollar federal Local Employment
Assistance Program (LEAP) grant, a local committee spent two years
developing the Slocan Valley Forest Management Project (SVFMP);
in 1975, it released a report evaluating standard forest practices and
outlining a sustainable approach to local forestry. The committee’s
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final report garnered extensive local support from a wide range of
stakeholders, but efforts to implement the plan ultimately failed.** The
process had nonetheless identified and articulated the community’s
collective environmental interests while also leading to new divisions
within the community about how best to achieve their goals. While
some favoured a continued institutional approach, a desire for direct
action also began to take shape.

Out of the ashes of the failed forestry reconfiguration process
emerged a number of activist-oriented groups with specific mandates
to protect water and wilderness. First, in response to ongoing concerns
about water quality, watershed protection groups formed throughout
the West Kootenays. The first of these, the Perry Ridge Water Users
Association (PRWUA), arose in 1981 in the Slocan Valley, where the
densest and most active countercultural population resided. The
PRWUA was among the first watershed associations in the province.
Shortly after, the Slocan Valley Watershed Alliance (SVWA) formed,
quickly becoming a powerful environmental and political advocate
in the region and beyond. The SVEMP gave new life to the idea of
creating a land conservancy in the Slocan Valley; the Valhalla Land
Conservancy, later the Valhalla Wilderness Society (VWS), the brain-
child of three young Americans (Ave Eweson, Grant Copeland, and
Richard Caniell), came together for this task in 1975. After extensive
lobbying of the provincial government, the VWS ensured the creation
of Valhalla Provincial Park, and it continued to build a strong mem-
bership base and provide leadership in the BC wilderness protection
movement. Thus, while environmental consciousness had been grow-
ing in the region well before the founding of the watershed societies
and the VWS, these groups became the organizational basis for envi-
ronmental consciousness and protest mobilization.**

The groups monitored local forestry practice and engaged with
industry officials on their use of pesticides/herbicides in the region.
In the early 1980s, the residents of the Slocan Valley and nearby
Argenta became aware of the intention of the BC Ministry of Forests
to use products such as Roundup (glyphosate) to reduce excess brush
and of BC Hydro’s routine use of the herbicide to clear areas below
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power lines. In Argenta, residents formed the Nonviolent Action
Group (NAG) to engage in direct action campaigns against pesti-
cide/herbicide use in the region. In this context, beginning in 1985,
the VWS, the SVWA, and the NAG launched appeals of Ministry
of Environment pesticide/herbicide permits with the BC Provincial
Appeal Board.” Without exception, board members ruled that the
Ministry of Forests, BC Hydro, and CP Rail had demonstrated that
their use of herbicides posed no threat to “man or the environment,”
and the appeals were unsuccessful. In the earliest appeal, the panel
concluded that, “notwithstanding the views to the contrary expressed
by a number of sincere, dedicated local environmentalists, the treat-
ments authorized under the Permits are justified and will not cause
any unreasonable adverse effects.” The organizations, buoyed by
the belief that the local communities remained concerned about the
possibility of adverse effects, lobbied the local representatives of the
Regional District of Central Kootenay (RDCK) to establish the West
Kootenay region as an herbicide/pesticide-free zone.” The RDCK, a
strong supporter of local decision making, decreed that

the use of all pesticides/herbicides by the Ministry of
Forests, the Ministry of Highways, BC Hydro and Power
Authority and West Kootenay Power and Light Company
be immediately discontinued and the boundaries of elec-
toral areas A, B, D, G, H, I and ] be recognized as pesticide/
herbicide-free zones.*®

The RDCK’s proclamation did not prevent the environment ministry
from permitting industrial spraying in the region, but it did serve as a
platform for mobilization, setting the stage for three subsequent years
of direct action against pesticide/herbicide use in the region. To better
coordinate the direct action elements of these campaigns, an offshoot
of the SVWA formed: Kootenay Citizens for Alternatives to Pesticides
(KCAP). With continuing failures at the provincial appeals board, dis-
sent grew within the countercultural communities, and in the sum-
mer of 1986, members of NAG, frustrated by the continued awarding
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of permits, declared, “people are opposed to the use of pesticides by
public agencies on public land. . . . The Regional District of Central
Kootenay has declared this area a pesticide free zone. . . . Public ser-
vants must respect the will of the public.”* Waving banners reading
“pesticide-free zone,” protesters in the Slocan Valley placed their ve-
hicles across roadways to prevent CP Rail from spraying Tordon 101,
and the NAG blocked the road by which Ministry of Forests vehicles
could access their herbicide warehouse and surrounded helicopters
loaded with Roundup to prevent them from taking flight.

In 1987, following the news that CP Rail’s permit to spray Spike
80W (tebuthiuron) on the railways of the region would stand, activists
mobilized a much broader campaign. The now established network
of anti-pesticide, watershed, and environmental organizations in the
region coordinated a multifaceted campaign to involve the largest
possible subsection of the Slocan Valley population. At this time there
had been no successful challenge to the use of pesticides by Canada’s
railway corporations, but the campaign drew momentum from rev-
elations in Sault St. Marie, Ontario, that CP Rail would pay millions
of dollars in cleanup and restitution after Spike had seeped from the
rail bed into private yards, killing lawns and trees and seeping into
basements.*” The opposition in the Slocan Valley was fierce and eftec-
tive, launched by SVWA and KCAP but drawing on the support of the
RDCK, local schools, unions, and countercultural institutions. The
groups encouraged citizens to join the campaign by signing petitions
and writing letters to the minister of the environment and to the re-
gional pesticide control manager (and hundreds of letters were indeed
written). But members of the SVWA maintained their commitment to
the idea that if these legal channels did not work, “illegal and possibly
violent actions would be likely,” commenting that “they’ll have to put
us in jail to get us out of the way.™ As in earlier campaigns, leadership
and ideas from within the counterculture were central. In one letter,
written by Vietnam War veteran Philip Pedini and addressed to the
local pesticide control manager, Stuart Craig, Pedini used his experi-
ence to frame his opposition to CP Rail’s use of Spike:
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Around the base at Bien, Hoa Vietnam, from horizon to
horizon, the land was “defoliated” from herbicide sprays.
... Vietnamese women had so many stillborn babies, so
many babies born with severe birth defects. . . . I cry for
the Vietnamese people. I cry for my friend whose stillborn
baby had no brain. ... Who do you cry for Mr. Craig? Think
of your friends and relatives. Your loved ones. . . . I'm ask-
ing you to explore the doubts you must have about pesti-
cides. . . . The people of the central Kootenay live in fear of
the spray truck contaminating our gardens, our favourite
fishing and swimming holes, our livestock and our waters.
We are afraid of what Spike might do to our children and
ourselves.**

Pedini also instructed Craig to consult Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring,
the book widely viewed as the intellectual impetus for the modern
environmental movement.

With CP Rail’s permits to spray sections of the region’s rail-
way still in effect, the persuasiveness of such arguments began to take
hold. In early July 1987, the pesticide control manager toured the con-
tested spray area, where he was met by seven hundred protesters. In
the days following, he recommended the cancellation of the pesticide
permit, on the grounds that the spraying was too close to the water.”?
This was the first victory for anti-herbicide activists in the region and
one of only a handful in the province. Commenting that the per-
mit process was “screwed up,” a member of the local Environmental
Appeal Board reflected on the victory of the protesters: “one of the
things that makes me particularly pleased about working in this area
is that people do question authority. They don’t automatically accept
the fact that just because the government made a decision that it was
necessarily the right decision.”* But the victory was incomplete. In
neighbouring communities where much less resistance to the spray-
ing had been demonstrated, the permits remained in effect and the
spraying proceeded. In the following days, the editor of a local paper
wrote, “the only conclusion that can be drawn from all this is that
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the protests worked. Castlegar residents didn’t get out and make their
concerns heard. Slocan Valley residents did. It’s as simple as that.™’
Encouraged by their own success, the activists of the KCAP, NAG,
and SVWA mobilized the communities where the permits still stood.
In the following twelve months, blockades were constructed in more
communities around the region. In 1988, in Nelson where CP Rail in-
tended to spray the tracks, the city council joined the regional district
in applying for a court injunction to stop the railway from spraying
Spike in and around the city.*® When the efforts of officials appeared
to be failing, local residents came forward and blocked the tracks.*”
Rather than risk the publicity of arrests, the CP Rail spray truck
turned and left, and the company announced later in the day that it
would abandon all efforts to spray the Nelson-Creston line. Following
this victory, the director of the RDCK commented publicly, and iron-
ically, on the failure of formal political channels to respond to the
desire of people to keep pesticides out of their community and on the
central role that the activism played in the successful outcome:

I would like to apologize for the futile efforts that we made
to help you. I apologize for the lack of support from our
learned judges, who may know the law, but know less about
environmental matters than the least informed of you here
tonight. I apologize for the area MLA’s [members of the
provincial legislative assembly], our representatives, who
helped us not at all. I apologize for the . . . civil servants
whose great salary we pay and who forever side with the
companies and manufacturers who would drench us with
their poisons. . . . Yours is a very great victory. Your ago-
nizing moments, sleepless nights, lost time, and above all,
your concerned dedication to a good cause, has brought us
all a victory. The spark that you have blown into a great
fire, burns now across the province as others become aware
of what people can do and what politicians and the law
cannot.*
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After a three-year battle, by the spring of 1989, CP Rail had no active
permits to spray its tracks in the West Kootenays. That fall, railway
officials even took participants in the anti-Spike campaigns on a tour
of the tracks in their newly developed steam machine designed to
eliminate weeds using non-chemical technology.*’

By the time the communities of the West Kootenays had come to-
gether to resist herbicide/pesticide use, this wing of the environmen-
tal movement was in full force throughout North America. SPEC had
been raising awareness of the dangers of herbicide and pesticide use by
BC industry since the early 1970s, and the Union of BC Indian Chiefs
had sounded alarm bells about chemical use in Aboriginal commu-
nities since the 1980s. Spurred by the success of the West Kootenays
campaign, other rural communities launched appeals and engaged in
direct action against the use of herbicides in their communities. Yet as
recently as 2003, SPEC was fighting unsuccessfully against CP Rail’s
use of herbicides in the Vancouver region.

WEST KOOTENAY ENVIRONMENTALISM BE-
YOND THE COUNTERCULTURE AND BEYOND
AMERICAN IMMIGRATION

Beginning in the 1980s, community-level logging conflicts became
a regular feature of life in rural British Columbian communities; it
was a period that earned the moniker of the “War in the Woods.”
Political scientist Jeremy Wilson comments that these forest con-
flicts transformed politics in a province that remains an otherwise
“frustratingly inert democracy.” These dynamics were no less pro-
nounced in the West Kootenays, where organized environmentalists
engaged in a decade of logging protest. However, by the 1990s, pro-
vincial environmental politics were shaping the dynamics of local en-
vironmental struggles with public relations teams hired to crush the
public image of environmentalists, successfully pitting labour against
environmentalism. The population of the West Kootenay region had
also diversified, and many of the activists on the frontlines of the
barricades and behind the scenes of environmental advocacy were
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not the countercultural pioneers of the sixties and seventies. Still, the
influence of this generation endures, through the established organi-
zations, the shared history and traditions of dissent in the region, and
local commitments to sustainable environmental lifestyles.

A criticism regularly levelled at the Americans who came to
Canada in the 1960s and 1970s is that they were merely looking to
“drop out.” The story of the counterculture in the West Kootenays
exemplifies the oversimplification of such narratives. Owing to the
particular economic and social conditions presented by the West
Kootenay region, the seemingly fanciful ambition of creating a non-
violent, sustainable, democratic community seemed possible to the
migrants as the population of like-minded newcomers reached a
critical mass. The prefigurative impetus of the migrants to produce
social change through personal and collective endeavours meant that
community members formed enduring institutions and voluntary
organizations, and launched repeated and successful environmental
campaigns. Local environmental conflict reveals the importance of
these origins; today, many leaders in the countercultural community
remain active in local politics and at the helm of organizations, and
they act out their commitment to a range of countercultural values
through the politicization of their daily lives.
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Countercultural Recycling in
Toronto: The “Is Five Foundation”
and the Origins of the Blue Box

Ryan O’Connor

Blue box recycling is big business in Ontario. In 2010 the program
serviced 95 percent of the province’s homes; in the process, over
900,000 tonnes of materials—or 68 percent of the province’s total
waste—was diverted from landfill. Managed by Waste Diversion
Ontario, which was created by an act of the provincial Parliament,
the program’s costs are evenly distributed among the municipalities
and Stewardship Ontario, a not-for-profit organization funded by the
companies whose products are collected.! Long renowned as one of
the world’s most comprehensive and effective recycling programs,
Ontario’s blue box initiative was recognized in 1989 with an environ-
mental award of merit by the United Nations.” Use of the blue box has
not been confined to Ontario; it has been adopted in hundreds of mu-
nicipalities throughout Canada as well as the United States, Europe,
and Australia. The successful, and widespread, adoption of the blue
box belies that object’s rather humble origins. This chapter examines
the story of the Is Five Foundation (IFF). Founded in 1974 according
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to countercultural principles, the IFF was a beehive of activity that
undertook a plethora of initiatives. The group found its greatest suc-
cess in the field of recycling.

During the 1960s and 1970s, Toronto was home to a rich coun-
tercultural community. Stuart Henderson’s Making the Scene docu-
ments how the Yorkville neighbourhood was the premier Canadian
hippie destination in the 1960s.> Grant Goodbrand has documented
the sometimes strange story of the Therafields psychoanalytic exper-
iment that developed in the Annex and grew to be the country’s larg-
est commune.* Yorkville would eventually be gentrified, replacing its
hippie-oriented cafés and coffee houses with upscale shopping, while
Therafields has long since sold off its once extensive properties. The
IFF, then, provides something unique. On any given day throughout
Toronto—or elsewhere in Ontario and around the world—people
view a curbside reminder of this countercultural organization’s legacy.

Exploring the experience of the IFF furthers our growing under-
standing of Toronto’s countercultural past as well as its contributions
to Canada’s environmental history. This chapter will also shed light
on the relationship between the counterculture and business. In one
respect, the IFF operated a number of business ventures, aimed at gen-
erating the income necessary to continue operations and sufficient for
the members to earn a living. In creating the blue box, the IFF and its
spinoff organizations worked closely with a variety of corporations,
most notably Laidlaw Waste Systems Ltd. While we tend to think of
the counterculture as being, by nature, averse to “big business”—how
many times have we heard critiques of former hippies who “sold out”
and began working for “the man”?—the story of the IFF reveals this
notion to be rather simplistic. Just as some of the key innovators in the
personal computer industry had countercultural backgrounds, the
IFF had similar entrepreneurial success.® The IFF demonstrates how a
countercultural organization can, through natural developments and
happenstance, develop into a mainstream corporate entity.
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JACK MCGINNIS AND THE FOUNDING OF THE
IS FIVE FOUNDATION

Born on January 3, 1947, and raised in the prosperous Cleveland
suburb of Solon, Ohio, Jack McGinnis was the third of four children.
From an early age, McGinnis showed the signs of a sharp intellect,
which was verified when tests conducted in high school revealed he
had a genius-level IQ. A mischievous youth—a characteristic his sister
attributes to the boredom of life in a small town—he developed an
interest in writing while in high school. Having worked at the school
newspaper, during which time he won awards in various national
writing competitions, he decided to study journalism at the University
of South Florida in Tampa.®

In sharp contrast to his life in staid Solon, McGinnis found Tampa
to be an intellectually nourishing environment. McGinnis enjoyed
the cultural and ideological diversity found on campus and in the
surrounding city. While he continued writing, he engaged in other
activities such as experimental theatre. Described as a “free spirit” by
some and a “hippie” by others, he, like so many of his contemporar-
ies, underwent a dramatic physical transformation in the late 1960s.
Whereas his hair had previously been cropped short and he had been
inclined to wear khakis—the traditional preppy look—he began to
grow his hair and beard long and to wear blue jeans.”

The cynical political climate of the late 1960s, marked by the es-
calating war in Vietnam and Richard Nixon’s election as president,
began to take its toll on McGinnis. A teenage bout with spinal menin-
gitis left him draft exempt. His friends were not as fortunate, leading
some to move to Canada as war resisters. Shortly after graduating in
1969, McGinnis and his first wife, Michelle, made the decision to fol-
low his friends north, believing that it would be unconscionable to
continue living in the United States. They initially lived in the Niagara
region, where he worked as a photojournalist. In 1971, McGinnis
moved to Toronto and began working a variety of odd jobs, which
included driving a bookmobile and a taxicab. These work experiences
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proved to be less than fulfilling and were the impetus for some in-
spired thinking. As he recalls,

I had realized years before that I wasn'’t really cut out to
work for anybody else. That wasn’t my lot in life, not what
I enjoyed. And so I started something in the early seven-
ties, just a small business, and was really successful, in
those terms anyway, but then had a huge shock which was
the realization [that] as much as I didn’t like working for
somebody, I also didn’t like the idea of somebody work-
ing for me, which was more of a surprise than the first one
was. So what came out of that was a strong desire to find a
way to work with people, and I didn’t really know what it
exactly was at that point, I just knew it was looking for a
way to take on something with other people in a teamwork
relationship, not in a traditional business way. That was the
stronger thing for me: I hadn’t really set out to be an envi-
ronmentalist or to be a recycler or anything else. I set out to
be a “worker co-operative” person.®

The desire to create a worker co-operative resulted in the creation of
the “Is Five Foundation.” The choice of a rather unusual name was
deliberate, as McGinnis felt it would create a natural opportunity
to explain the organization’s purpose. The name was derived from
two sources: Buckminster Fuller’s concept of synergy, and a book of
poetry, is 5, by E. E. Cummings. According to McGinnis, “The idea
was to find a way for people to work together so that it was exciting
and inspiring, and so ultimately the whole would be greater than the
sum of the parts, and what we did together would be more than if
we worked on our own.” In essence, the aim was to empower people
through co-operation. “We wanted to tell people there was a prob-
lem,” explains McGinnis, “but the solution was them in their own
home and their own lifestyle. So it was very much people working
together within the group, and trying to find practical ways to ask
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people in their own home and eventually in their workplace to do
things differently.”"

The IFF established itself as a non-profit, registered charity
and began operation as a collective, with its seven initial members
all participating in decision making. Its first effort was a roadside,
multi-material pickup that operated weekly in Toronto’s east-end
Beaches district. Launched in January 1975, Project One Recycling
filled a sizable void. Despite a growing awareness of the benefits of
recycling, a by-product of the emerging environmental consciousness
of the period, few options existed for those wishing to participate in
this activity. Due to the high value of newsprint, the city of Toronto
began experimenting with paper pickups in 1971." Those wanting to
recycle items such as metal, plastic, or non-newsprint forms of pa-
per were forced to seek out depots where they could drop off their
materials. The depots, which tended to be staffed by volunteers, were
often short-lived operations, fluctuating with market prices for re-
claimed materials and the ability to procure government grants to
cover operating costs.'” Prior to beginning operations, IFF members
travelled door to door publicizing the program while McGinnis drove
the organization’s lone vehicle, a pickup truck. Project One Recycling
focused on practical research. According to the IFF, “It is designed to
evaluate the feasibility of source-separated collection for recycling. . . .
This project has provided assistance to the advancement of environ-
mentally sound recycling methods. This project continues as a service
to the community and for its research potential.”** While the numbers
were not particularly impressive—by 1977 an estimated four thou-
sand residents were participating—McGinnis was generally pleased
with the results. As he notes, “We didn’t have professional equipment.
We didn’t have blue boxes. Everybody had to use cardboard boxes
or whatever. So there were definitely limits. What went well was the
community involvement and the fact that people would listen to rea-
son. People were proving what we believed in: people were naturally
good, you just needed to give them the tools.”™* The IFF would later
find out that theirs was the first roadside, multi-material pickup to
operate in Canada.”
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EXPANSION OF THE IS FIVE FOUNDATION

McGinnis’s astute business sense enabled the IFF to expand dramat-
ically in its second year. Seeking support from the Local Initiatives
Program (LIP), a federal employment scheme, he recognized that
there would be major competition for funding, which was capped at
$100,000.

We knew we were up against a lot of competition after our
first year because other people had heard about the program
and even though we’d done fairly well and they seemed to
like what we’d done in year one we knew we’d have to be
clever. And we wanted to get bigger and figured out they
gave out the money riding by riding. So there was competi-
tion ... [within] a federal riding, but often there was a bit of
money left over once they got done deciding who was going
to get the priority. So we figured out how to come up with
the smallest grant we could apply for—the least amount of
people for the shortest amount of time. I did twenty-one
applications, photocopied exactly the same with every fed-
eral riding in Toronto, except the one in the Beaches where
we had our original grant. So with the Beaches we got an-
other round of seven people as the head office, and out of
the twenty-one [applications] we submitted they approved
eleven of them, without knowing it. When they had their
first get-togethers for the project officers to meet their new
grantees, it was only then that they figured out how much
money they’d give [laughs], which was well over $100,000.¢

McGinnis’ canny manoeuvring led to a revamped application process
the following year, as LIP applicants were required to identify whether
they were simultaneously applying for funding in any other federal
ridings. Nonetheless, the LIP funds enabled the IFF to undertake a
variety of projects, employing twenty-nine people full-time at its peak.

The bulk of the IFF’s income, not to mention its public renown,
came from its work in recycling; however, this was far from its only
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focus. From the outset, the aim was to create an environment in which
individuals would work together to pursue their collective interests.
A review of the group’s periodical, the humorously named Another
Newsletter, reveals a great diversity of projects that reflected the IFF’s
countercultural basis. These projects generally fell into one of three
categories. The promotion of a healthy lifestyle was a major focus. The
newsletter featured numerous easy-to-make yet healthy recipes. IFF
members conducted a survey of the nutritional value of food options
available to office workers taking their lunch break in downtown
Toronto. They created an exercise booklet summarizing the advice of
experts, noting that a fit body was essential to achieving physical and
mental health. Likewise, in a September 1977 column, member Tim
Michael provided a first-hand account of how he had managed to quit
smoking, complete with practical tips.”

Energy issues were also prominent. While some attention was de-
voted to alternative energy sources, such as solar power, the subject
of energy conservation was of particular interest. This can be seen in
the inclusion of workshops and practical tips to help save on heating
along with a demonstration of how old newspapers could be used as
insulation.”® The newsletter also revealed the organization’s abiding
interest in waste reduction. In the September 1977 issue, Michael
Johnson explained how he recovered useful items such as furniture,
an eight-track player, and Pirelli radial tires from the garbage. The
group hosted a wee