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ON NOVEMBER 9, 1965, shortly after 5 p.m., at the Sir Adam Beck
No. 2 Distribution Plant at Queenston, Ontario, a little four-inch-square
electric relay took it upon itself to illuminate a number of anarchist
principles. In doing so it selected a method which in and of itself
is anarchistic: direct action. Certainly it was far and away the all-time
worldôs champion blown fuse, in that it blacked out 80,000 square miles
of the US and Canada, leaving about 30 million people in total darkness.
This was an electronic attentat--and on a scale one is hard put to
overlook. Yet through the darkness, like a beacon, shone such
anarchist truisms as decentralism, mutual aid, direct action, and the like.

On the individual level we found people acting so beautifully that
even Kropotkin might have been impressed. Naturally there were
instances of people acting like capitalistsð-selling candles at $1.50
(ll/-) each, charging up to $50 (Ã18) for a taxicab ride, gouging
pounds of þesh for flashlights, etc. However, as Newsweek (ll.l1.65)
pointed out, the ñreal keynote" was struck by a Negro cleaning woman
who led a Manhattan career girl up l0 þights of stairs to her apart-
ment. gave her two candles, and then waved away a $5 tip. ñItôs O.I(.,
honey, tonight everyone helps everyone.ò

Somehow it seemed as if the whole crazy city had read Mural Aid
the night before. Remember, New York is notorious for being this
planetôs biggest cut-throat rat-race. Furthermore it was not only the
town longest hit by the blackout, it was also by far the most vulnerable
area. The blackout struck in the middle of the rush hour, hence
there were probably 800,000 people stranded in subways and/or
subway trains when the power failed. Another 100,000 were stranded

waiting for commuter trains. Thousands more were trapped on the
upper þoors of skyscrapers. Undoubtedly the worst off were the
hundreds upon hundreds who were trapped in elevators.ó Yet there was
no panic! Everyone was calm and patient. Neither wasô there any
crime wave or looting-of course for this we have to týnk the fact
that the police were kept too busy with rescue work and other
emergency activities. It was estimated that $100 million (Ã36 million)
was lost in revenue. Certainly one of the hardest hit business interests
was the New York Police Force. Therefore I have to give them
credit for coming through in the pinch, although several cops of the
24th Precinct failed to appreciate my concern when I walked by in
the darkness explaining to my companions in stentorian tones of
commiseration that the poor guys were beating their brains out and
ñall on straight salary for a changeò. (The 24th Precinct specializes
in shooting 14-year-old Puerto Ricans.) All in all some 5,000 off-duty
policemen were called up to join the 7,000 alr  dy on duty. The Fire
Department brought in their off-duty personrigl also.

Yet although these men all perfonned beautifully at tasks of
supererogation, the real stars of the show were the people. Piecing
together various contemporary reports (cf. Life, Time, Newsweek, US
News and World Report, New York Times, and New York Post)
many people actually enjoyed the situation. There was drinking,
singing, and necking in the streets. Parties of Frenchmen and US
Southerners stuck on the 86th-þoor observation roof of the Empire
State Building chorused each other alternately with ñLa Marseillaiseò
and ñDixieò, though how many hours they kept this up was not
reported. A church sexton handed out ~free votive candlesðeven God
lost moneyðwhi1e a blind woman led passengers out of a subway
station. One 19-year-old girl said: ñThey should do this more often;
everyone is much more friendly. Itôs a big community again-people
have time to stop and talk.ò

volunteers directed traýic with þashlights and handkerchiefs.
Home transistor radio listeners pitched in to report on developments
and incidents so that helpful information could be shared with everyone
else. Drivers shared cars with pedestrians. People quietly queued
up at pay telephones, restaurants and saloons. They gathered on
street corners to listen together to portable radios. One shoeshine boy
"completed his task by his oustomerôs matches.

There was incident upon incident: the whole situation was
fantastic. Time later mentioned a ñcrisis-born spirit of camaraderie
and exhilarationò and a very prevalent view was that ñit brought out
the best in peopleò. Of course the fact is that our authoritarian social
system cannot help but bring out the worst in people, hence its
removal--and bear in mind that the state had well-nigh disappeared-ð
merely allowed them to act as free human beings. After the blackout
various politicians, ofýcials, and kindred parasites delivered encomia
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to the s lendid behaviour of their ñfellow citize " n r realô "n. ,pi . s Y ns ,- eve izi g
how completely superþuous this splendid behaviour proved their own
functions to be. Somehow or other the ruling class is incredibly
fortunate: people ,ofte_n see through individual leaders, but rarely
through" leadership per se. One woman said that she had received
ñso many singular courtesiesò during the power failure that her ñfaith
in mankind had been restoredò. Tragically she didnôt say she had
received so many that her faith in authority based on force had been
lost. Yet that power failure was nearly a power vacuum: we were
closer to a true anarchy for those few hours than anything most of
us will ever be lucky enough to see again. Incidentally, the Statue of
Liberty, because it draws its current from New Jersey, remained lighted
throughout the blackout. For the ýrst time in her life ñthat old bitchò
as one of her would-be bombers described her, was almost telling the
truth. ~

To some extent there was a Dionysian quality reminding one
observer of VE or VJ Day ñwhen everybody loved everybody". An-
other commented on ñthe same air of revelry that often accompanies
a heavy snowstormò. A lawyer in his 32nd-þoor ofýce said, ñýrst
we just sat around having drinks. Now weôre having a seance to
communicate with the spirit that caused this bliss. We could have
walked down, but itôs about 600 steps, so weôre staying, and we're
all getting to know each other.ò Someone else confessed: ñItôs a
big pain and all, but I sort of hate to see it over. Tomorrow will be
just another working day.ò But the following day, and several there-
after, there was a continued ®lan as people exchanged anecdotes of
courage, kindness and adventure. There was something to talk about
and we were impressed by one another. Cab drivers, waitresses,
secretaries, truck drivers, grandmothers, teenagers, lawyers and bell-
hops interviewed by the New York Post all remarked on the ñcalm,
cheerful, considerate attitude the majority of people maintainedñ. Yet,
by way of contrast, there were the inevitable exceptions: an elderly
woman paused diýidently trying to cross Fifth Avenue and instantly
acquired a four-man escort; meanwhile a panhandler continued to
intercept passers-by, concentrating on his own version of mutual aid.

Naturally, the transportation hang-up, vertical as well as horizontal,
posed the biggest problem. There were 600 stalled subway trains
containing some 800,000 commuters, hundreds of whom were trapped
for as long as eight hours, and 60 of whom stayed on for over 14 hours.
Furthermore in New York City there were hundreds of elevators
stalled between þoors in apartment and office buildings, which meant
several thousand additional victims requiring rescue.

Nonetheless even in these untoward circumstances the leitmotif
was solidarity. As one housewife put it after a six-hour stay in a
subway car, ñI never tggught New Yorkers could be that way. I
mean everybody seemed ñto lose his anger.ò In one car a passenger

was leading people in Calypso songs and handclapping. Couples were
dancing when the conductor arrived to lead them out of an emergency
stairwell to the surface. The universal report was that _there was no
panic. As one woman said, ñOur conductor would pop in every once
in a while and ask óHow's everybody?ô, and everybody would_ say
óFineô. We really werenôt worried at all.ò Some good aamantans
left one train and walked along catwalks to ýnd emergency exits.
But then, instead of going safely home, they returned to lead their
fellow passengers out. On other trains, talented victims entertained
their fellows: in one car there was a tenor; in another, an harmomca
player; but the piece de r®sistance was a bagpiper. Many cars featured
communal singing. The most corrimon thing, however, was light
conversation interspersed with sardonic humour. Men gave up their
seats to ladies who frequently offered them back. In one car a woman
fainted but word was transmitted from person to person until someone
was located with smelling salts. Thereupon these were passed back
up hand to hand.

Those who had long waits on their hands exchanged _whatever
comestibles they had in pockets or pocket books: peanuts, wild cherry
drops, assorted goodies, or even antacid tablets. One group shared
a combination of doughnuts and salami which had been shced with a
nail-ýle. At midnight the Transit Authority sent in food to those
who hadnôt yet been extricated. The -bearerswere greeted with
a tableau of people sleeping with their arms draped about other people
who had been complete strangers ýve hours previously, and nary a
cop in sight!!!

Meanwhile those unfortunates trapped in elevators--96 in the
Empire State Building alone-ðwere enduring their plight with the
same sort of equanimity exhibited in the subways. Here too the people
entertained one another with improvised games, such as the unlikeliest
partners for stalled elevators. This was readily won with the combina-
tion of Defence Secretary Macnamara and a draft card burner. In an
elevator in the RCA Building one gentleman gave a course in Yoga
positions. When ýremen chopped their way into one immobilised
car, they asked: ñAre there any pregnant women in here?ò They
were answered: ñWeôve hardly met! " . .

Surface transportation reþected the same sort of co-operation and
solidarity. Even though the Transit Authority was running 3,500 of
its 4,000 buses it could barely make a dent. Therefore countless
thousands hiked home across the bridges or up the avenues. Others
waited calmly in line at the bus stops, with no pushing or shoving.
Nobody seemed to take advantage of the confusion to avoid paying
fares, although some passengers couldnôt have paid if they'd tried-ð
they were riding on the rear bumpers. Bus drivers themselves were
inordinately accommodating, calling out each stop as they approached.
In New York this comes under the heading of mirabile dictu. At the
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same time, dozens of private automobiles were loading "P at Á"Á1'Y
intersections with absolute strangers.

On other hand all was not sweetness and dllfing 'ÂhÁ
darkness. = Some people capitalized on others Fllnþfþblhty
100 windows were mashed in, and about 41 ooters were al tad
(lune in blue uniform). I0_ld PÂ1'PaP$ 3 dÁ@Án_StÁ'ÁS,ló;',ÁrÁ og 1;
which is absolutely negligible in a 6!!!! 05 Á"Á1' "Sm m1_ 1Áñ-and ó:1
Police Commissioner Broderick ÁÁ.lÁÁdÁd maó bÁth thÁ ÁnmÁh ñdz
casualty rates for the night were far below normal._ (So w o n
him?) One enterprising gunman held up a rare-com d_ealÂ1ó by ill:
þickering light of the shopôs only candlcð8 l011Âh1I18 ñEnÁñÁ lÁ
sure. There were a total of 65 persons arrested f0!ó b\1l'!la1'Y- 1"ÁÁ"Y-
or felonious assault--as opposed to a. typical 380 for a c0mPþf3b1Á
16-hour stretch. The sum total of arrests for all crimes was only
25 per cent of what it would have been during _an ordinary night-
There were very few shoplifters reported, winch is nothing short of
miraculous considermg the open-house policy lhf-= dQPa1ôtmÁ_m 5tÁ_TÁ5
(cf. infra). Moreover there were only 33 vehicle accidents involving
injuries, and 44 involving property damage--and this in the world s
largest city, completely devoid of hghts! There was one bus
that ploughed into a crowd of people _in Queens knoc_k1118 dÁ_W" 33
persons, some of whom were seriously injured. The driverð_evidently
In complete consternation--jumped out and þed. Yet his actions
must be viewed in context with the fact_ that was only one out
of 3,500 buses operating under these weird conditions.

Somewhere along the line a subway motorman found himself
facing elnrges of rape for sum: a bsdsc wl_1=-sdws 1 some My
to the olemible safety of room. _Yet later in court he contended
that on any number of previous occasions he had led the same young
ladytoasiniilarlairtosimilarlylayher.e0Wb0kl10'I$- - - - PYÁSl'Á*5"
iag lbw debatably to unquestionably false we End that the
Fin Deputmgnt g hsgher _inc1dence than_ usual. 2_27
rather than the typical 50. This IS totally meeoneilable with anarchlst
theory, so Pve decided not to mention it at all. i

Easily oýsetting those relatively few human beings who 89106
like capitalists were the many capiuhsts who acted like human beings-
Fer s example many department stores with free M10658 f01' ll"
evening. Macy's played host to an estimated 5,000 customers , and
erqleyees for the night--inviting one and all to make themselves
comfortable, and serving them all coýce. $8l1<1W1ÂhÂ$- ÁÁÁ_k1Á$- am
candy. Neeþess to say, the furmture department on the ninth þoor
was the best spot for comfort. Meanwhile. across the street. G1mb=_\$
Wu gagging a guitar-playing salesman-~ for the entertainment its
customer/guests. Oaeofthesongsthe 1'cP0l1þllYlÁmÁdmÁ""òtb=oH wartime favourite, "when the {ighw Go on Assin A110ñ
the Worldò. Evidently no one was familiar with ñWe Shall Over-

_?_

comeò. Lord and Taylorôs turned over its entire second þoor to
customers for the duration of the blackout, while B. Altmanôs turned
over its ýrst. Altmanôs, incidentally, has its own power generator,
so there was some light by which to enjoy the caviare and (óspecially
blended coffee which were among the imported delicacies provided
by the gourmet department and served to shoppers and employees.
Five hundred stayed there overnight, evidently being unable to tear
themselves away from all that caviare. Bloomingdales tinned over
its home furnishings department to strandeesðone woman slept on
an $800 (Ã287) sofa-and then capped it off by having its staff serve
breakfast to everyone the next .morning. Fina Company had a
combination sales meeting and dinner scheduled for that evening, but
they catered it to customers instead. Bonwit Teller chartered two
buses to get its employees home, and suggested that they hold hands
leaving the store so that none would get lost. Indicative of the
prevailing mood was the fact that the employees danced out of the
store together because ñsomeone thought it would be funò. Mean-
while 40 people were bedded down for the night in the showroom of
the Simmons Mattress Co.

The cityôs hotels came through in grand style. The Commodore
set up 150 cots in a banquet room. Both the Roosevelt and the
Algonquin switched elderly guests and óthose with heart conditions to
the lower þoors. At the Stanhope the manager gave up his own
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