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Bob Hunter, inspirer of Greenpeace, died on May 2nd, aged 63


THERE seemed nothing especially odd about the red pick-up truck that stopped outside Bob Hunter's farmhouse in the summer of 1969. True, the back had been customised as a cedar-shingle hut, complete with a crooked stove-pipe. But this was 1969, outside Vancouver, a place then home (as Mr Hunter described it later) to the heaviest concentration of “tree-huggers...garbage-dump-stoppers... ageing Trotskyites...vegetarians, nudists [and] Buddhists...in the world.” Fairly typical, too, was the man who stepped out of the truck. He had long hair, a long beard, wore moccasins, and was a dulcimer-maker. He handed Mr Hunter a book of Indian lore called “Warriors of the Rainbow”, and drove away again. 
Mr Hunter filed the book on a shelf, beside the “I Ching” and “The Tibetan Book of the Dead”. Like most of his generation, he was into that kind of reading, along with Jack Kerouac, Marx, Marshall McLuhan, Jung, and pretty well anything out of the French left. By his own account, he did not read “Rainbow Warriors” properly until, in 1971, he found himself in a fishing boat in the North Pacific, on his way to stop the United States testing nuclear weapons on Amchitka Island off the coast of Alaska. The Phyllis Cormack—frail, rusting, her rigging grey with mould, with panels reading “Green” and “Peace” dangling from her bridge—hit a gigantic wave, and the dream-book flew into Mr Hunter's hands. 
At intervals on the terrifying voyage he spread the word to his colleagues. They were the Rainbow Warriors of Indian legend, who would come to heal the world when it was sick. That name, and the theme of aboriginal wisdom about nature, thus entered the history of environmental activism. So too did the name of a new body, “Greenpeace”, fashioned from the boat's alias, which Mr Hunter proposed as they limped back to port.
The environmental movement became so huge in the 1970s, and remains so substantial (Greenpeace now has more than 2.5m members, and a presence in 40 countries) that it is sometimes hard to credit the randomness of its beginnings. As in many another do-gooding movement, its founder-members rapidly fell out with each other. But most credited Mr Hunter with the spark and the ideas, some of them outrageous, that took a mixed bag of hippies, whale-savers, Quakers and disarmers out of a Vancouver basement and into the headlines of the world's press. 
Mr Hunter joined the protesters in 1969, when he was a columnist for the Vancouver Sun. He immediately got involved in big-time banner-making against the American tests in the Aleutians, but it was his presence on the Phyllis Cormack, alias the Greenpeace, that turned the tide. As he filed his copy home, the voyage of one frail craft against the world's foremost nuclear power became a media event, cheered on by the Canadians and increasingly embarrassing to the United States. Within a year, the nuclear tests had been abandoned, and President Richard Nixon had turned Amchitka into a nature reserve. 
Finding he preferred the tiller to the typewriter, Mr Hunter abandoned journalism for a while. Instead he led expeditions to the Newfoundland pack-ice, where he daubed baby seals with paint to make their pelts worthless, and to the whaling grounds of the Pacific, where, as he bobbed in a dinghy in front of the Russian fleet, his hair was neatly parted by a Soviet harpoon. Some in Greenpeace thought the organisation ought to focus only on disarmament, as it had begun. But Mr Hunter, as its first president from 1973 to 1977, proposed to keep it mischievous on as many fronts as possible. 
The medicine man
Mischief looked likely early in his life. He could not get on with school in Winnipeg, preferring to scribble novels, and dropped out early. He stayed some months in Paris as a young man, trying to write, only to find later that his best novel, “Erebus”, came from his time spent working in a Winnipeg slaughterhouse. Before taking up journalism, he was briefly jailed for selling encyclopedias without a licence. 
In this rather feckless life, environmentalism became an all-absorbing cause. Mr Hunter read Rachel Carson's “Silent Spring”, about the effect of pesticides on the natural world, in 1962, and was converted. He would tell people that ecology was “the biggest revolution in human history” and believed that, if men continued to commit “crimes against the earth” nature would take its revenge, and wipe man out. After he left Greenpeace, in 1981, he continued keenly campaigning for it.
In the end, the most influential part of his character may have been his Indian blood. He was a mere 1/32 Kwakiutl, but intensely proud of it; proud enough to lead the Indians who sailed, in 1992, from Canada to the Caribbean to confront the recreated Columbus fleet and demand an apology from the Spanish government. Within the environmental movement he happily took the role of a mystic or, as he sometimes said, “a medicine man”. 
Among the founding myths he invented for Greenpeace, none was stranger than that of the long-haired man in the red pick-up truck, leaving words that would catch fire later. Yet, on reflection, that hippy-shaman figure sounded awfully like Bob Hunter himself.
