Voices of the People: 
The September 24, 2005 D.C. Protest Against the Iraq War

All Aboard the Peace Train

Anti-war organizations billed the protest as the largest since the Iraq War began.  Unless you were on one of their email lists, however, you probably didn’t hear about the event until it was all over.  The U.S. peace movement seemed to be stuck on the political fringe, mentally, even though all the recent polls showed that a solid majority of the American public had finally turned against the war.  The public might have wanted to come, but nobody actually invited them.
Amtrak had offered the kind of deal activists couldn’t resist: if you could get a group of six people together for a round-trip between Boston and D.C., the first two tickets would be full price and the others would get a 90% discount.  Many emails later, I’d secured a ride with a group from the South Shore, and sent a total stranger a postal money order for my share of the cost. 
I meet up with Linda and the rest of her group at South Station, downtown. We’re taking the overnight train, leaving Boston at 10 o’clock Friday evening and arriving in D.C. around 7 o’clock Saturday morning, a few hours before the start of the demonstration.  
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It isn’t hard to identify people going to the demo.  Most people are lugging their own handmade signs, rolled up or attached to cardboard tubes.  Any sign with a wood or metal support might be confiscated by the D.C. police so it can’t be used as a weapon.  Unlike the regular passengers, the activists are charged up, chatty, scanning the crowd for people they know.
As we stand in line to board, the conductor says, in the standard repetitive drone, “Rebellion to the left”.  We more than fill up the left-hand car, the last one.  By the time we get to D.C., most of the train will be full of protesters.  People are already tired after a working week, and still the aisles buzz with excitement.
[image: image2.jpg]


I sit next to Linda, a sweet woman in her 50’s who makes her living as a technical writer.  “I remember during the Vietnam War, when we came out to protest, it swayed public opinion; it made people examine their own beliefs, so more people opposed the war.  I hope to help make that kind of wave for this war,” she tells me.

Howard is another of our group’s middle-aged activists.  “I’m going to D.C. to defend my country,” he says, “because I’m a patriotic American.”  The Bush administration, he feels, threatens the very freedoms the Iraq War is supposed to protect.  In the meantime, Howard is prepared to party.  He heads to the café car to score some beers, which fuel the bull session in our car late into the night.

Howard has a pack of playing cards decorated with photos of Bushies.  Condi Rice is the Queen of Hearts.  Karl Rove is the Ace of Spades.  Howard tells us that when George Jr. was seven and his three-year-old sister had leukemia, nobody told George she was sick until after she died.  George Sr. and Barbara went on a golf vacation the day after her death, and then came home and broke the news to their other children.  (I look this up when I get home; it seems to be true, and might explain a lot about our president.) 
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Some people worry that Hurricane Rita, due to hit the Katrina-smashed Gulf Coast by morning, will push the demo off the news.  Rita has already given Bush an excuse to leave the White House in advance of the protest; he’s in Colorado, supposedly so he can supervise the massive evacuation, rescue and clean-up operations.  After Katrina, he desperately needs to convince people that somebody is running the store.
Eventually people lean the seats back as far as they’ll go and drop off to sleep.  Around 3 a.m. the lights come back on, the soothing rhythms of the train stop; we’re in New York.  People wake up and talk.  Howard fantasizes about racing to the street, hailing a cab, and coming back to the train with a case of Brooklyn Brown.
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It’s a long, restless night after that.  Only the very young seem to sleep well, curled up on their parents’ laps.  When we get to D.C. the energy level jumps again as soon as we leave the train, helped along by people in strange costumes and very odd hats.

Gathering of the Tribes

I stick with my group as they head for the Massachusetts rendezvous spot on 15th and Constitution.  We pass the reflecting pool on the Mall.  I can hardly believe my eyes: a great blue heron is standing in the middle.  This is one of my favorite birds, a tall, shy creature that usually hides in reeds along a river and flies off if it feels itself observed.  Nothing shy about this one though.  I take it as a good omen for the day.
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Now begins the milling about.  It’s a cool, damp, overcast day, great weather for a march.  Yesterday it was 90 degrees here, which would have made for a hellish day in the open.  The plan calls for groups to meet in various locations and then converge on the Ellipse in front of the White House.  Among these groups, in addition to state delegations, are: College Not Combat; the Cuba-Venezuela Contingent; ‘60’s Still Marching Against War; Historians Against the War; Teachers Against the War; Poets; Palestine; and Women in Black.
We walk past huge white tents and long rows of portable toilets for today’s Book Fair, hosted by Laura Bush.  The protest is woefully under-supplied with toilets, so we have at least one thing for which to thank the Bush administration.

I break away to find the gathering spot for Iraq Veterans Against the War, Veterans for Peace, Military Families Speak Out (MFSO), and Gold Star Families – the organization of Cindy Sheehan, who got so famous camping out by Bush’s ranch in August, seeking to find out what exactly was the “noble cause” her soldier son died for in Iraq.  
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This group’s spot is marked by a big tent at 14th Street and Constitution NW.  There’s a bus parked out front labeled “Impeachment Tour”.  Next to the tent is a sham graveyard of nearly 2,000 white crosses, one for each American troop killed in Iraq, and a display of boots, whose numbers do not seem to have kept up with the carnage.  Vets and their supporters mob the tent and sprawl on the grass outside.
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Among the signs: “From New Orleans to Iraq: Stop the War on the Poor!” -- “Impeach for sex, but not for murders? Get religion out of government”  -- “Stop government and corporate racketeering” -- “We can bomb the world to pieces but we can’t bomb it into peace”.
I’m happy to see a large group of young black people.  The peace movement has been too old and too white, until recently, to claim to speak for America.  This group has come from South Carolina in memory of Darius, who was killed in a helicopter meant for equipment, not people.  His mother Elaine says he died for oil. 
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 “We will no longer tolerate Bush’s lies,” she says.  She’s upset about what happens to those soldiers who return alive from Iraq, as well, traumatized in mind and body.  “Bush needs to take care of them when they get back.  When people go over there, they’re productive citizens.  When they come back, some of them can’t even support their families.”
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The media have descended on a young man named Justin, one of the few active-duty soldiers daring to speak out against the war.  Retribution, I hear, can be ugly, even deadly.  Justin admits when asked that if a person in his unit decided he wouldn’t shoot, he wouldn’t want that person next to him in combat.  “It’s really something you have to think about ahead of time.”  Still, he muses, “We were told this would be an easy war…”

I speak to Andre and Tanya, part of the South Carolina group.  Tanya says, “The whole situation just destroys me.  I have teenagers.”  Andre adds, “We have to do something.  I guess this is a first step.  This is gratifying, to see so many people active.  That’s what it will take.”

Tanya goes on, “Half our friends are joining the military, ‘cause there is no other place to go.  But the military isn’t here when we need them.”  Andre: “Bush gives the oil companies [image: image11.jpg]


billions to look for alternative energy.  Are they going to do that?  War is about where does the money go; it’s really about Halliburton making billions.”  Agrees Tanya, “Halliburton already got the contract for the Gulf.  It’s sick.”

I overhear someone remarking, “Where’s Arlo?  Arlo Guthrie has to be in this crowd somewhere.”  
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More signs: “How many lives per gallon?” -- “Honor the warriors not the war” -- “Schools need more teachers NOT more war recruiters” -- “What part of Thou Shalt Not Kill do you NOT understand?”

Near the tent, a couple of middle-aged flower children pose for the cameras.  Joye and Charlene are sisters; their patched and embroidered jeans are also veterans of the ‘60’s protests.  “Vietnam was a senseless, senseless war, “ says Joye, or perhaps it’s Charlene.  Thirty years ago, she hitch-hiked across the U.S., but she wouldn’t do it now.  “Somebody would actually hurt you for your beliefs!  That’s so sad.”  Her sister adds, “It’s awful; people in America these days only care about America.”

“We want the whole world to wake up.  Americans need to wake up.  Our country is going down so fast,” says the sister without sunglasses.  “Bush told us this war would last for two years.  He lied to us.  Our family is Navy, and the first thing Navy men say is, Bush lied.”  The other sister explains: “I was in line voting with military men, and I asked them how they were voting.  ‘Lifestyle change, ma’am,’ they all said.  Who voted for Bush?  It’s scary.”

“Military families are on WIC [the food program for pregnant women, infants and children] and welfare, “ continues the first sister.  “They go over and fight this war, lose their lives, lose their minds.”  The sisters are especially angry about cuts to the veterans’ administration and vets’ health benefits.
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I write down a few more signs: “Very Very Brave with Other People’s Blood” --  “President Bush – Do something truly patriotic: Resign” --  the single word “Revolution” -- “Our troops are dying in another bloody quagmire. Been there!” –  “Peacemonger”.
But there are so many.  I pass: 

“All we are saying is give impeachment a chance”

“Justice for the people of the Gulf coast”

“Hey Mr. President, who do you think Jesus would torture?”

“$ to Feed and Clothe – NOT to War”

 “Bush, Cheney, Rice and Rumsfeld – Deceitful and Disastrous”

“Save America – Spare Iraq – Make Texas – Take Him Back”

“Killing innocent people is the problem, not the solution”
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“End the war! Draft the rich!”

“Send the twins”

“Bush must go! Human need not corporate greed”

T-shirt: “Make levees not war”

“War is failure”

“2,000 Americans killed, 40,000 Americans wounded, no end in sight”

“Come out, Crawford Kid! You’re surrounded!”
      --(over a photo of Bush in a cowboy hat)

“Bush is a war criminal”

“Time for a PERMANENT vacation, George – Give Iraq a rest too!”
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“Vietnam and Iraq: Wars for lies”

“US Farmers say no to war”

“Bush is a giggling murderer…heh…heh…heh…Now watch this drive”

“Intelligence Failure” over a photo of Bush, by Distressed American

(over photos of scowling Bush and Cheney): “Why are these guys so pissed off? We’re the ones getting screwed!”

“Bush Co.: Bodyguards to the oil barons”

“Halliburton: Making a killing”

“War is terrorism with a bigger budget”

“Yee-Ha is not a foreign policy”
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I walk a few blocks over to the area where Code Pink is holding a rally.  The bobbing pink balloons are visible a ways off.  This group is the closest thing today’s peace movement has to the Yippies, merry pranksters with a sense of style as well as of mischief.  They originally named themselves “Code Pink Alert” to mock Homeland Security’s color-coded warning system.  Their costumes suggest that America should give Bush the pink slip.  
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I talk with Brin, who is here with her mother Jane.  She knows a couple of people her age in the military, “not in Iraq, fortunately”.  Brin and her mother went to Camp Casey together, where Cindy Sheehan lay siege to Bush’s ranch in memory of her lost son.  They’re in this for the long haul; “you have to keep at it,” Brin says.  She credits her mother with raising her consciousness on the war.  As a hairdresser, she says, her mother “hears things”.  

Brin’s mother tells me that Code Pink encircled the White House with pink before the start of the war.  I remember the Yippies joining hands around the Pentagon in the ‘60’s, claiming that at one point their combined mental energies managed to levitate the building.
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Someone in the crowd says that Amtrak cancelled all the trains coming into D.C. from the northeast later today.  Later I learn that some trains were indeed delayed; the official reason involved electrical problems, though movement paranoia points to darker explanations.

Up on stage, people are singing folksongs, to which the crowd pays little attention.  We talk amongst ourselves, gawk at the costumes, read the signs.  After a while a speaker tells us “the convergence” is beginning, so we hit the street behind a giant peace sign made of bright pink balloons.

More signs on the way:

“The New World Order is nothing but the same old barbarism”
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(over a young man’s military photograph): “Proud of my soldier – Ashamed of this war”

“We’re making enemies faster than we can kill them”

“Change course”

“Infidel for peace”

T-shirt: “Join the MOB: Mothers Opposing Bush”

“War is a culture of death”

“Money for jobs, not war”

“GWB is a WMD”

“These colors don’t run…the world!”

 “I love America – I don’t like Bush”

“Washington couldn’t tell a lie – Nixon couldn’t tell the truth – Bush can’t tell the difference”

“Go solar, not ballistic”

“Where oh where have the Democrats gone? Gone to corporations every one”

 “Anything war can do Peace can do better”

“Respect the wishes of the Iraqi people. How? Bring the troops home now”

“Rich men’s war, poor men’s blood”

(over a photo of Bush playing air guitar during Katrina) “Our Nero”

The Convergence
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As we press forward, a woman with a bullhorn yells a cheer: “Give me a P! Give me an E! Give me…” – and she ponders the next letter for a moment, which makes the crowd laugh.  After we dutifully repeat all the letters -- “What does that spell?” -- We shout, “PEACE!”  “What’s this march about?” “PEACE!” “What is possible?”  “PEACE!”

I spot two men in black suits on the sidewalk, going the opposite direction.  They have that cop look about them; maybe they’re homeland security.  They notice me noticing them.  I can’t get a clear picture of them until their backs are to me.

The absence of police is quite remarkable.  Pairs of policemen and women are scattered here and there, at ease and friendly.  Later, a friend tells me the police presence was concentrated around the World Bank building, several blocks away.  Cordons there were several cops thick.  Nobody could get near it.  Some kind of anti-corporate globalization protest is scheduled for Sunday or Monday; the peaceniks don’t seem to know much about it.
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I see one lone pro-war demonstrator holding a sign that says “Al Qaida thanks you for your support”.  Everybody ignores him, except the media.  He stands next to a sign reading “Establish a Department of Peace”.
Other signs:

“Our troops deserve the truth”

“Strive to be auto-free”

“Democracy is not a spectator sport”

“Bush is the real threat to our national security”

“Empire sucks”

“Wanted: Democrats with a pulse”

“Love the troops – Hate the war”

(held by green-haired girl): “Mr. President: If we are the future, why are you killing us?”

“Peace is pro-life, moral, and patriotic”
“End the occupation of Iraq, Afghanistan, and Palestine”

“While our kids are fighting and dying for a ‘Noble Cause’, [image: image23.jpg]


the Bush children have other priorities – like public drunkenness”

“Arrest Bush now for crimes against humanity”

“We hate to say ‘I told you so’, but we told you so!”

“You got us into it, now get us out”

“Violent Extremists”

 --(over a photo of Bush and Cheney) 

“Fool America once, shame on Bush. Fool America again and again and again and again, shame on America”
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We reach what appears to be the main body of the march at 15th and Constitution NW.  It’s impossible to see the whole crowd; all the streets are packed with people.  We stay in one spot for at least an hour.  I stand near folks from Maine wearing convict costumes and masks of Bush, Cheney, etc..  One Mainer in a cap with red plush lobster claws and a Guatemalan vest is playing a set of bagpipes.  He tells people, “I’m just another piper for peace.”
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Nearby are members of the Gwich’In Nation, here to protest drilling in the Arctic.  “Protect the Arctic Wildlife Refuge – No blood for oil!”  The piper stops piping as they begin to play their drums and sing; he nods to the rhythm.  A woman with shells sewn to her leggings tells the crowd, “This is a special song that we sing when the caribou first show themselves to our villages.”  They chant, “hey ah hey…”

Someone asks, “Are they starting off the march?”  Someone else answers, “Nah, they’re just doing their own thing.”  
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A bossy woman from the Military Families group asks the Native Americans to move.  “You have a spot in this march.  It isn’t here.  You’re taking away from our message,” she tells them.  They move back from what is supposed to be the front of the march, although it’s smack in the middle of things.  

It’s not clear why we’re all still just standing around.  I think of a line from an old Paul Simon song, Peace Like a River: “Nobody knew from time to time if the plans had changed.”  The peace movement has many voices but no head.  That confuses the media, and complicates attempts at coordination.

I overhear a conversation: “It wasn’t like this during Vietnam.  Then, you could have a discussion.  Now, you can’t discuss it.”  Another woman says, “I want a Democrat to step up.”

A very tall man reports to those of us much lower down, “As far as I can see up 15th Street, there’s people.”  
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A helicopter flies overhead and the crowd waves peace hand signals at it.  A woman next to me remarks that this reminds her of a scene in the movie “Independence Day” where people on a skyscraper roof wave to an alien vessel in celebration of their new friends from outer space, just before the alien vessel blows them up.  The woman’s name is Laurie; her husband is Russell.  Their son has just been deployed to Iraq.

Laurie says that their son has been training for two years, and still believes fighting this war is the right thing to do.  “And this is a kid who was born under a tree!”  She says they took the boy to every peace rally there was.  But recruiters talked to him for a year and a half, making promises to him about bonuses he could use as seed money to start his own business.  After he signed up, he and his girlfriend had to use all the sign-up money to move to Alaska where he was based.
Their son was so undisciplined in high school that they were sure he wouldn’t make it through basic training, Laurie says.  But he has thrived in the military.  They’re proud of his new skills and focus – proud of everything “except for the killing part”.

I don’t remember if it’s Laurie or another woman, Lynn, who tells me the army promises soldiers that if they re-enlist, they’ll get one year in Iraq and $30,000, and if they don’t, they’ll get two years in Iraq and no bonus.  “Lies!,” she says, that are designed to boost their re-enlistment numbers.

A man with a big American flag says that the Democrats are distancing themselves.  He got a mailing from Hillary Clinton that asked him to rank issues facing the country from 1 to 10 in order of importance, and didn’t mention Iraq or even foreign policy.  He wrote in Iraq, and gave it numbers 1, 2, and 3.

I bump into Gilda, a woman I met during the protests in New York last summer before the Republican National Convention.  Her son is in Reconnaissance.  He was injured in Fallujah, a minor [image: image28.jpg]


wound that took him out of action for 11 days.  During that time, his unit suffered horrific losses.  She thinks the injury might have saved his life.  “His girlfriend said he was looking for boots on the internet.  His foot was hurt and they had no new boots for him.”

A teenaged boy says wistfully, “This is such a diverse crowd.  Maybe this is the beginning of Bush’s downfall.   Maybe…little by little…”

A tall young man in a red cape and flag bandanna talks about a friend of his who was severely brain-damaged by shrapnel.  “There’s nothing left of him.  He has three kids and didn’t want to go.  Sometimes I dream I’m him.”
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The MFSO contingent, bearing a long banner, moves up slowly, then has to hang back.  We hear that the original plan was for the Vets to lead the march, but now the idea is to have the military families first because they represent people on active duty.  

People are holding hands along the side, trying to establish some kind of order.  Are we in front or in the middle?  The tall man reports that there are “a whole lot of police” about 100 feet from us.

Nan is one of the military moms and she’s in fighting mode.  She says her son is in the 6th Marines.  They were in Kandahar, and “they were starving to death until my food got to ‘em; Halliburton was an hour away, and I live in Virginia, and my food got through to them first!”
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Nan’s son is now home on inactive duty.  “I’m telling Bush he ain’t getting my boy back.”  She also has a message for Congress: “You want us to re-elect your sorry ass?  Get ‘em out or else it’s your last tour of duty.”
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Nan believes the neo-conservatives are “an evil cult.  We have to stamp them out; they’re against everything the Constitution stands for.  In 1997 they planned this, hoping for a Pearl Harbor.”  She speaks proudly of the source of her information: “The Stars and Stripes is the best newspaper in the world.”
Suddenly the noise level soars.  An excited voice says, “Police on horseback up Constitution.  They’re coming toward us!”  We hear drumming and a conga line starts to dance.  People are shouting into their cell phones.  A line dances past us in a direction perpendicular to where we thought we were going.  A man from Iraq Veterans Against the War tells us, “We’re turning around, marching past the monument up 15th Street.”  MFSO makes a U-turn, trying to keep its long banner in a line.

We’re rolling.
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Dancing in the Streets

I can’t see anything but the people directly around me.  This is not a place for anyone with agoraphobia; the crowd is packed so tightly we shuffle more than we walk.  The drums keep up an enticing beat, so at least we can shuffle to a rhythm.  


Three more counter-demonstrators stand on the sidewalk.  Their signs say “God Bless America – Curse Our Enemies” and “God Bless America – Try Burning This Flag”.  People shout at them in passing.
[image: image33.jpg]



The Vets group starts chanting cadences as they march.  I catch: “1, 2, 3, 4, Time to straighten out the score; 2, 3, 4, 5, Bring our soldiers home alive.” And “Hey, hey, Uncle Sam, We remember Vietnam.” And “Bush and Cheney talk that talk, But we know they’re chicken hawks.  Halliburton and Bechtel – Think this war is pretty swell – Iraq War makes profits high – Soldiers bleed and parents cry.”  And “Bush is always kinda windy – But why won’t he talk to Cindy?”  They carry pages full of these rhymes but I can’t find anyone with extra copies.

[image: image34.jpg]



On one corner, a woman with a bullhorn yells an invitation to join a national strike against racism and the war on December 1st:  “Don’t go to work!  Don’t go to school!  Don’t shop at Walmart!”  To which someone responds, “We never shop at Walmart!”  The crowd laughs.


 Spotted along the way:

“Christians against Bush”

 “News flash: Brat Wrecks America”

 “Breaking News: Bush: One of the worst disasters to hit the U.S.”

 -- (still taken from a tv newscast)

“What Noble Cause?”
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“People’s control to build New Orleans UP – Shut the war DOWN”
“If you’re not outraged, you’re not paying attention”

“Get psyched – get pissed – shake your booty – and raise your fist”

“Better blow jobs than no jobs”
“Just wars don’t end in catastrophes like this”

“Stop bitching and start a revolution”

“Our soldiers are too good for this stupid mess”

“We’re not disturbing the peace, we’re disturbing the war”

“The better way to beat terrorism and oppression is to first target global poverty to gain willing and able allies and the moral high ground” – signed, Motivated Moderates Against Bush
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I ask a Vietnam Vet what happened; they were supposed to be in front and here’s their banner, quite far back.  “I don’t know,” he says, “I’m just following the crowd.  Of course, that’s how I got sent to Vietnam to begin with.”   A woman nearby says to him, “But this is a much better crowd.”


It’s almost 4 p.m. and the march is still swelling.  The concert on the Ellipse was supposed to start at 3, but that seems unlikely.  
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When we pass a side street, we can see another segment of the march on the next parallel street over, going the opposite direction.  The march is forming a great loop, its head chasing its tail.


The crowd on the next street over raises a huge wordless shout.  Nobody around me can tell why.  Anyway it ripples up the street until everyone within blocks seems to be shouting.  The sound is jubilant, celebratory.


I cut across the waist of the loop on a side street, looking for someplace with a bathroom.  A policeman suggests the Starbucks, where I find two long lines waiting, one for coffee and one for the toilets.  Everyone ignores the “men” and “women” signs; the men’s room I eventually enter is surprisingly clean, for all the use it’s getting. 
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A small band on the side street, including a tiny girl with a conga drum and a man in a red, white and blue jacket, plays “We’re not gonna take it.”  When they finish, someone yells, “Play some Whitesnake!”  People grin at this.
The march doesn’t seem over yet, but my feet are done for the day.  I head toward the concert area, where I’m supposed to meet some friends who live in D.C..  Tired peaceniks lie everywhere, on the grass, under the small trees.  I’m in time to hear the last song in Joan Baez’s set, a disappointingly mellow version of “Hard Rain’s Gonna Fall”.  If you can’t give that song some edge you really shouldn’t sing it.

I ask someone if the whole concert is going to be old folkies.  He assures me that salsa, reggae, hip hop, funk and more are in the line-up.

My friends arrive at last.  One tells me that his favorite sign of the day was “Fighting for peace is like fucking for virginity”.  We leave the concert to visit for a while before I have to get on the night train back home.
A man shouts hoarsely into the onstage mike, “We were wrong then.  We are wrong now.”  Yeah, man, the crowd seems to sigh; we know.  
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More photos from the March that I couldn’t fit into the story:
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