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The Woodward’s Project: Bright sun
Brian Hutchinson  June 9, 2010 – 6:30 am

This is Bill Cooper, who I met at a frenetic, illegal hawkers market on Hastings Street. He was hunched over the sidewalk, applying
finishing touches to a painting he’d made. It caught my eye. “Five bucks,” he said.  Sold.

I caught up with Bill later, at his tiny apartment up the street, east of the new Woodward’s district. It’s in a refurbished six-storey
hotel, owned by the province and run by B.C. Housing. Bill has lived there for six years, minus 12 months spent at a different hotel
while his building was under renovation. He’s not got much there. There isn’t room for much. But the room is clean, solid, secure.
His front door is good quality steel, and can’t be booted in. He’s also got a nice view, facing north. “I can see the ships come in,” he
grins. He pays $375 a month. That leaves him with $200 for the rest of the month. Making and selling art supplements his welfare
assistance, but just a bit.

Bill is 50, from Smithers in northern B.C. No surprise, he landed on skid row because of a drug habit. “I fell into the loophole,” he
told me. “I fell into the crap.” He sought treatment and was on methadone. He’s soft-spoken, tidy, a pleasant gentleman. He’d like
to got back to work, but not in construction; his right foot is messed up and he has a painful limp.

Bill’s work is West Coast aboriginal, pretty common in the Downtown Eastside. But he’s not First Nations; he copies pictures from
a book, drawing freehand, and then applies paints and inks. “These are someone else’s ideas,” he says, showing me more pieces. In
another neighbourhood, and in different circumstances, he’d be shot down, accused of “cultural appropriation” and frowned upon.
Down here, he’s alright.

“I grew up with natives in Smithers,” he says. “Most of my friends are native, and cool people. Well, some are drunkards and so on
but when they open up, they are fantastic. That’s when they open up. They do not trust white people.”

Some don’t, some do. Depends. I walked down Hastings with the painting I’d bought, and an aboriginal man stopped me. His
name is Robert; he was sitting on a bench in Pigeon Park, which has also been refurbished recently. ”Hey,” Robert said, taking the
painting in his hand, “that’s the sun.” There was a totem back home in Alert Bay, he told me. It had at its top a sun carving, similar
in shape and design as my painting. As a boy in Alert Bay, he’d lie on his back and stare at it, he said.

He held the painting aloft, over his head, and said some words in his language. “There,” Robert smiled. “I just blessed it.”
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