(Greenpeace: The Inside Story / © Weyler, Raincoast / Draft V, Chapter 10 … page 296)

Ambush at Douglas Channel
By Rex Weyler

From Greenpeace: The Inside Story
In the spring of 1977 the fledgling Greenpeace Foundation in Vancouver, BC, announced announced that it would challenge a proposed supertanker route along the coast of BC. We had forged a strong alliance with fishermen, native groups, the United Church, and rural environmentalists, dedicated to stopping the supertanker route up the twisting, 100-mile inlet of Douglas Channel into the coastal town of Kitimat.

Our old nemesis Jack Davis had promoted the treacherous route. As Canadian Fisheries Minister in 1971, Davis had tried to cancel the insurance on the Phyllis Cormack. In Stockholm in 1972, he had refused to help Greenpeace put nuclear weapons testing on the UN agenda and had mocked Greenpeace for being “sensationalists.” Now, in the spring of 1977 he told a meeting with the State of Washington, “If I was an oil company I would much prefer Kitimat because the damages in the Puget Sound area have some dollar signs on them. People with property, waterfronts and so on. In Kitimat there’s practically nobody.”

Davis’s comment did not play well in Kitimat, and infuriated the Gitga’at Tsimshian native band in Hartley Bay. Chief Clifton and his son Oliver offered to host the blockade. The Gitga’at fishermen knew John Cormack, and in 1975, during the first whale campaign, we had stopped there on the Phyllis Cormack. The pristine channel provided their food and livelihood: salmon, cod, herring, clams, and abalone. Northerly winter storms raged down narrow Douglas Channel – where tides ran swiftly around the rocky points – and the idea of bringing oil tanker traffic through here was dubious, if not completely insane.

We knew from our research that over the previous five-year period, some 3 billion gallons of oil were known to have been spilled into the world’s waterways. Estimates of chronic leaks and undocumented spills doubled that horrific figure. In December 1976, the Liberian tanker Argo Merchant broke up and dumped nine million gallons off Nantucket Island, and a Standard Oil of Ohio tanker spilled 134,000 gallons into the Delaware River. Samuel Baker, a spokesman for Standard Oil had commented, “It’s just one of those things that happens.” 

“Not here,” declared Greenpeace stalwart David Garrick in the Greenpeace office. In May, we found out that the Kitimat Pipeline Company, a consortium of fifteen oil companies, would host the annual conference of the North Central Municipal Association of mayors, their partners, friends, and aides – 250 people – on a Canadian Pacific cruise ship, the MV Princess Patricia. The civil servants gleefully extended their junket for two days, so the pipeline consortium could show them how safe it would be to take a boat up Douglas Channel to the proposed pipeline head at Kitimat. Drinks flowed and a band played. The oil consortium’s public relations firm brought the media along to ply them with single malt scotch and show them what a good idea it was to bring supertankers into the channel. 

Greenpeace president Bob Hunter flew to Prince Rupert and joined a United Church vessel, the 90-foot Thomas Crosby. The United Fishermen and Allied Workers sent their own boat. Fishermen along the coast, communicating over marine radios, headed for Douglas Channel. Oliver Clifton organized the Gitga’at band members in Hartley Bay, who brought trollers, seiners, and herring skiffs. Rural, homesteading families arrived in sailboats, prams, and dinghies. From Vancouver, a Greenpeace crew steamed north in the sixty-seven-foot Meander, a cruise ship with teak finishing, stained glass windows and a comfortable lounge. Skipper Dennis Feroce, the man who had rescued Greenpeace from the beach at the launch of the first whale voyage, donated the use of the Meander. Rod Marining, David Garrick, Mel Gregory, Bill Gannon, and Linda Spong formed the crew.  

On May 10, 1977, the flotilla converged near Promise Island at the mouth of Douglas Channel. Fishing boats along the coast relayed reports of the Princess Patricia’s position. Marining and Mel Gregory climbed into a Zodiac and prepared to move quickly to blockade the ship’s passage. When the oil consortium’s cruise ship rounded Promise Island, thirty boats awaited them across the mouth of the inlet. The United Church skipper radioed the Princess Patricia with a request from Chief Clifton for the vessel to stop so the Gitga'at leaders could speak to the visitors about the proposed supertanker route. The captain on the bridge of the 6,000-ton cruise ship refused to stop or even slow down. He throttled forward at fifteen knots. 

Feroce moved the Meander into the path of the oncoming ship and the smaller, faster boats darted to fill the gap in the line. Feroce then radioed the Princess Patricia that he was “dead in the water,” which legally placed responsibility on the harried cruise ship captain to avoid a collision. Marining and Mel gave chase and positioned themselves directly under the bow of the cruise ship. Twenty feet above, startled cocktail party guests leaned over the railing to watch. The television teams on board, jaded by the consortium’s promotional show, now rushed into position to film the protest. A CBC helicopter swept in through the fog, cameras rolling. Somewhere on the Princess Patricia, the public relations team realized that their carefully crafted cabaret had been ambushed and that they had unwittingly supplied the media that would document their downfall. 

At the last minute, Feroce thought better of sacrificing his vessel to the towering cruise ship and backed out of the mad captain’s way. Mel, however, maintained his Zodiac’s position at the bow, while Marining screamed up to the mayors and media. Oliver Clifton and his friends zipped back and forth in front of the bow of the steaming cruise ship. Waves pounded the Greenpeace Zodiac until the wooden floorboards cavitated, the bow of the cruise ship slashed down over the top of Marining and Gregory, and the two protestors disappeared under the steaming ship. 

Marining told me later that his first thought, once under water, was how to avoid the propellers, but as he looked around, he could see only the massive hull above and a galaxy of bubbles and foam. He dove straight down as hard as he could until he felt clear of the boat, then stroked for the surface to breathe. He saw horrified onlookers at the stern of the cruise ship, and off to the side he saw the empty Zodiac, engine still running, turning circles in the water. He could not see Mel Gregory. Oliver Clifton, however, had located the panicked, choking musician and dragged him from the water into his skiff. He now found Marining and pulled him in. Mel vomited profusely over the side. Clifton delivered the two sodden Rainbow Warriors to the Meander, where Walrus and Linda Spong tended to them. Mel choked up salt water and Marining had a bruised hand. Otherwise, they survived unscathed. 

Journalists lined up at the cruise ship’s radio to file their stories, but an irate captain refused them. Film from the CBC helicopter, however, appeared on the news within three hours. By the time the Princess Patricia arrived in Kitimat, the entire town had seen or heard the news. An angry multitude met the oil consortium and mayors, waving picket signs and shouting, “No supertankers!” Journalists bolted from the boat to pay phones. As the mayors trundled from the boat to a waiting bus, the crowd closed in. “No supertankers! No supertankers!” The politicians and their entourage slouched in their seats as the bus pulled away with demonstrators pounding the windows with placards. The oil consortium cruise may have been the least successful public relations event in the history of Canada.

The pipeline at Kitimat was doomed. No supertanker thereafter plied the waters of Douglas Channel. A year later, the plan was permanently scrapped. 

Until thirty years later, that is. In 2007, a Liberal BC government, headed by Gordon Campbell, has reversed the ban on supertankers, and oil companies in Kitimat are now reviving the goal of having a supertanker port at the head of Douglas Channel. A new group of environmentalists, fisherman, and native leaders have a very different idea. 
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