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“markets, generally, are meeting places, where people 
can get together at a casual pace,” explains sweet potato farmer 
Bob Proracki, leaning against the side of his improvised delivery 
van-cum-vendor’s booth. “That doesn’t happen here in this 
market, I can tell you, because it’s hectic.”

Even if you’ve never been to Nathan Phillips Square’s weekly 
farmers’ market, it’s easy to imagine what Proracki means. 
Come lunch hour, an unlikely assortment of shoppers rush 
from booth to booth, many sweating through their business 
best in hopes of returning to their cubicles with a stash of fresh 
foodstuff, some just looking for a lunch not ensconced in Styro-
foam. A summertime fixture since 1990, the market has simply 
become par for the postal code — just one cog in the lunchtime 
shopping blitz.

Proracki’s Round Plains Plantations is one of about 15 local 
vendors who dodge the morning traffic to set up a loosely 
linked food bazaar on City Hall’s concrete common. And of the  
 
Toronto journalist Eric Rumble has been a waiter, a world traveller 
and a poet in his own mind.  

10 farmers’ markets that take place downtown each week, Pro-
racki is probably quite right: the Nathan Phillips Square ver-
sion likely won’t enthrall you with its casual, communal vibe. 

But there are definitely those that will. 
No matter what part of the city you haunt, there’s a good 

chance that meeting a handful of local farmers and food pro-

ducers (and maybe the odd wellness artisan, if you’re into bees 
or ginseng) is at least as easy as hauling ass from the office to 
the supermarket. Toronto’s weekly food markets range from the 
crammed warehouse emporium of St. Lawrence Market to the 
idyllic, loaf-and-laugh tempo of smaller exchanges in Riverdale 
Farm and Dufferin Grove parks. 

The constant feature — and the undisputed draw for shoppers 

Farmer Knows Best
Long slaves to the supermarket supply chain, Torontonians — and enlightened suburbanites — are increasingly
trolling the city’s numerous farmers’ markets for food they can get up close and personal with

By Eric Rumble

— is direct access. “Any one of these vendors here knows the 
product that they’re selling, they know it well. And so, they can 
discuss it with you,” says Proracki. “Not everybody is that way 
when you get in to a… big box store, shall we say?”   

Anne Freeman, founder and manager of the cozy Dufferin 
Grove market, agrees. “The people who really like coming put a 
high value on what they eat, and they really enjoy that connec-
tion with the people who make it.” 

That farmers’ markets aim to promote a healthy, holistic, in-
clusive approach to eating is a given. But there is a trend afoot 
here, a trickle-down from the slow food movement, a gradual 
uprooting of the blind approach to buying packaged and pre-
served food. (Brian Halweil, a “pro-slow” American research 
scientist and author sums up the issue nicely: “Although the 
seeming cornucopia of products you see at the typical super-
market give the appearance of abundant choice, much of the 
variety is more a matter of branding than of true agricultural 
diversity.”) 

The trend — the fact that half of the city’s markets are less 
than five years old attests to this — is especially visible in a 
place like Dufferin Grove, where a huge emphasis has been put 
on encouraging the sort of unhurried, humble interaction that 
you might find at a Sunday afternoon family BBQ. A small clus-
ter of about twenty tables trace a portion of the park’s north-
west corner, where burlap sacks, wicker baskets and cardboard 
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Stalk Market
Tuesdays
East York  9 a.m. to 2 p.m., May 24 
to Oct. 25. East York Civic Centre, 850 
Coxwell Ave. 416-392-2664
Dozens of vendors including herbs, 
baked goods, smoked meats, bee 
products, flowers, sweet potatoes 
(Round Plains) and Mennonite pre-
serves and quilts. 

Riverdale Farm 3 p.m. to 7 p.m., May 
10 to Oct. 25. Riverdale Park West  
www.friendsofriverdalefarm.com
A relaxed, informative event ob-
served by caged cows and free-
running dogs. Impressive vendors, 
including Forbes Wild Foods, Plan 
B Organics, Merchants of Green 
Coffee, Sosnicki’s and Beekeeping. 
Don’t miss whitefish from Turtles 
Fish, trout and salmon from Georgian 
Bay; Best Baa’s sheep’s milk cheese, 
yogurt and lamb cuts. 

Wednesdays
Nathan Phillips Square 8 a.m. to 2 
p.m., June 1 to Oct. 26. Bay St. and 
Queen St. W. 905-841-9278
Well-stocked, producer-based and 
packed from noon on. Highlights 
include Round Plains’ sweet pota-
toes and gluten/fructose-free tarts 
and muffins; Brantview’s ciders, 
mustards and energy bars; Thiessen 
Farm’s specialty herbs and cherry 
tomatoes in August and September.

Liberty Village 11:30 a.m. to 1:30 
p.m., June 15 to Oct. 26. Liberty St. 
416-516-8301
An exotic lunch destination with pre-
pared food and local chefs cooking 
vendor produce in late summer. Has a 
huge health and wellness bent, with 
plenty of demos and services by local 
businesses. The ‘yum’ list: jams, pre-
serves and sauces by Mine’s Better; 
breads, muffins and organic cakes 
and cookies from Made On Mars.

Parkdale 3 p.m. to 7 p.m., June 15 to 
Oct. 26 Cowan Ave. 416-516-8301
A similarly up-beat vibe, but with 

more pre-arranged entertainment 
— from local musicians to community 
groups to a Chilean master beekeep-
er holding court. Hosts both organic 
and conventional produce, as well as 
plenty of local craft entrepreneurs .

Thursdays
North York 9 a.m. to 2 p.m., June 17 
to Oct. 20. Mel Lastman Square, 5100 
Yonge St. 905-562-4372
10 to 12 vendors, including Mama’s 
Ginseng and Thiessen Farm. Pre-
pared food, honey, baked bread and 
fruits and vegetables. 

Dufferin Grove  3:30 p.m. to 7 p.m., 
year round Dufferin Grove Park, NW 
corner www.dufferinpark.ca/market 
/market.html
Organic market with a countryside 
feel. Wood-fired oven breads are 
cooked on site. Don’t miss this meaty 
trio: Stonehenge’s wild boar, guinea 
fowl , chicken and Saugeen First Na-
tions fish; Beretta’s range of steak, 
sausages, ground beef and pork; 
Deer Valley Farm’s emu oil and veni-
son steaks and stews.

Saturdays
St. Lawrence Market (north hall)
From 5 a.m.  NW corner of Front and 
Jarvis www.stlawrencemarket.com
A supplement to the permanent 
market, bouncing between here and 
the south hall in search of your wares 
is advised; north hall highlights in-
clude the taste bud-jolting Viva Tast-
ings, El Gaucho Chorizos, Earthdance 
Organics, Monforte Dairy and Second 
Wind Elk. 

Sundays
Distillery District  10 a.m. to 5 p.m., 
June 26 to Sept. 25, 55 Mill St. 
www.distilleryfarmersmarket.com
905-415-1540
Sophomore market has pared down 
its scope and let the buskers, art 
galleries and bar bands do the en-
tertaining. Now it’s all about the 
food: heirloom vegetables, George-
town corn and strawberries, jams, 
hot sauces and chutneys, sweet and 
savory baked treats, salad greens and 
fresh cut flowers from Holland Marsh. 
Don’t miss the all-day breakfast.

Jovanka Wong waits her turn to fill her bag full of greens during the Dufferin Grove 
Farmers’ Market in preparation for one of her raw food workshops.

“Any one of these vendors here knows the 
product that they’re selling, they know it 
well. And they can discuss it with you.”

See Market Fresh, page 16
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boxes are unloaded from weathered 
pick-ups and vans. Lean-bodied men in 
t-shirts and stroller-clad mothers crook 
their necks at farmers, asking questions 
and chatting. The mellow guitar licks of a 
dread-locked Jerry Garcia doppelgänger 
hang in the air. A few tables brim with 
green boughs of lettuce, spinach, chard, 
chives, kale, parsley, Bok Choy, celery 
and asparagus — draping across on 
another like a thick stretch of Algonquin 
Park foliage. 

“When you go to a supermarket, it’s just 
green stuff on the shelf, and for 52 weeks 
a year it’s pretty much the same,” says 
Freeman. “But for me, as somebody who’s 
at the market every week, there’s just this 
huge excitement when you see some-
thing so fresh out of the field, still wet.

“When you understand [that] this is the 
day it got harvested, this is the week that 
it’s available for the first time… to see the 
guy standing behind the table who picked 
the lettuce that morning, and to see how 
beautiful it is! I find it just so different to 
go home and make salad out of that than 
something that was just brought home 

from the supermarket.”
Based on the steady human traffic 

at each of the city’s markets, there 
are quite a few people that relish the 
difference. (And not just custom-
ers; Freeman admits to having to turn 
away more vendors than ever this year.) 
Once convinced of the benefits of buying 
directly from farmers instead of off the 
shelf, hitting the markets easily becomes 
a household habit. 

“As you can see, there’s a lot of strollers 

and there’s a lot of bikes,” says Mary Lou 
Dolan of Beretta Organic Farms, a vendor 
at Dufferin Grove since its inception in 
2002. “That doesn’t mean that they’re 
just coming from two blocks away. 
I’ve got people here from Mississauga. 
I’ve got people here from north of the 
401 that come every week. I’ve got people 
that are biking from Yonge and St. Clair... 
They found out about the park and the 
market, they enjoy it and it becomes part 
of their circuit.” Better Late than Imported

The weather’s put us about three weeks behind, but harvest in Ontario will
still mean fresher and tastier fare than the trucked-in pulp. Farmers, chefs and
discerning eaters are raring to go
By K.M. Gordon and Liz Hunt
Harvest season is here, that fragrant time when fresh produce moves directly from 
field to table. So what can we expect this year? And what, exactly, is the taste of 
Ontario summer?

On the farm, they predict a good, but later season. “We had a late spring,” says Linda 
Danner of New Hamburg’s Little Lake Farms, “so we’re about three weeks behind.” 
June rains and warm weather brought lush grass for her free-range organic lamb, 
goats and fowl — she’s now as optimistic as any farmer can be.

James Herrle at Herrle’s Country Market in St. Agatha is eagerly anticipating the 
arrivals. “Into July, we’ll be looking at snap peas, green and yellow beans… and sweet 
corn just getting going by mid-July. Field tomatoes will be coming on, just about ev-
erything that’s good about Ontario... cantaloupes, raspberries, blueberries, peaches 
as well.”

Herrle believes in buying locally. “It supports the local economy. It’s good for the 
environment.” (Little Lakes’ Danner says it well: “A head of lettuce from California 
— there’s less energy in that head than was consumed in transporting it.”)

For Herrle, local produce means “freshness and flavour... all the varieties 
growing are meant for Ontario’s climate. They’re more tender, and have a shorter 
harvest window because they’re designed for taste, while the imported stuff is 
designed for travel.”

For the chefs, seasonal bounty gets the juices flowing. At Thuet Cuisine on King St. 
W., summer for chef Marc Thuet means “freshness, taste and quality.”

“I work a lot with a farm called Cookstown Greens, a man named David Cohlmeyer. 
What I have in the kitchen, he has the same: the love of food. He puts all his heart in 
it, all his soul.

“I’m fortunate to be in Ontario. In Niagara, they have peaches better than anywhere 
else... the same with cherries. Not just for dessert... for example, I use peaches with 
foie gras. The wild blueberries from Muskoka are a super, super thing. Lots of these 
products are just the best.”

Chef David Lee at Splendido Bar & Grill on Harbord has great respect for small 
farmers. “Everyone should be eating all our local produce... supporting these guys 
and what they do.”

Summer for him is about a series of opportunities for perfect ripeness. “I look at the 
changes of the seasons... peas, they’re so sweet; then strawberries; and then heritage 
tomatoes. I can eat tomatoes every single day, they’re just incredible. From my per-
sonal experience, I can be the second person to handle those tomatoes before they get 
to the plate... the farmer, me, then the plate. Go fresh, get it while you can, and eat it at 
the same time, because you’ll have to wait another year.”

Words to dine by.

Peak Eats
Here’s a selection of Ontario produce at a 
glance, coming soon to a market near you. 
For more information, check out Food-
land Ontario at www.foodland.gov.on.ca. 
And remember, the farmers say everything’s 
two to three weeks behind.

Vegetables

Beans  July-Sept.
Cucumbers  Late July to mid-September
Hot peppers  Mid-August to September
Leeks  Mid-August through fall
Peas  Peak June-July. Some snow peas in 
August
Sweet corn  Mid-July. Peak early August-
September
Sweet peppers  Second week of July, peak 
August-September
Summer Squash  Early July-August
Tomatoes  Late July. Peak August-September
Zucchini  Mid-July through early September

Fruits and Berries 

Apples  Early varieties start in mid-August
Apricots  Peak July to early August
Blueberries  Start late July. Peak August to 
September
Cherries  Peak July
Gooseberries  July to early August
Melons  August
Peaches  July-August
Pears  August-September
Plums  July (yellow). August (yellow, blue, 
and prune)
Raspberries  July. Some in August
Strawberries  July (and where were you 
in June?!)

Market Fresh
Continued from page 15
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what happens
when city boys
head west to ride
the Pacific? 
they get schooled,
soaked and end 
up all mushy 

A thin layer of frost glazes the sand and stumps that surround Surf

Sister’s headquarters—a 12-by-15-foot wood-panelled matchbox on the

edge of a corkscrewed highway just outside Tofino, B.C. The shop is

adorned with patio lanterns, dead potted plants and a mock yellow road

sign in the window that reads Surfer Girl Crossing. The ocean crackles

and heaves from behind 100-foot-tall western red cedars.

360 art czar Craig Sinclair, photographer Jared Sych and I have come

here because we crave waves. In the past I’ve eluded the single plank—

I fruit-boot instead of skate and ski rather than snowboard. But surfing

is a totally different beast. Roaming beaches makes me take long,

thoughtful breaths and mutter profanity. The thought of shredding

waves is like the prospect of bedding a long-coveted muse.

Tofino is the big toe on a foot-shaped slice of stunning shore on

Vancouver Island’s west coast, and is easily the apex of Canadian

surfing. It’s early November, the kickoff of four months of beaming

locals reaping the benefits of Pacific storms and shrunken tourist

numbers. Contrary to popular prediction, nobody’s ass will be frozen

off while we’re here—the morning chill is easily bearable. 

We meet Louise Rodgers, Surf Sister’s passionate, pleasant manager, at 10 a.m. outside the shop.

She wears taupe chords, a navy hoodie and beanie and a broad, infectious smile. Lou has surfed these

beaches for seven years, having given up mountain biking and full-time computer programming in

Vancouver because “when you’re out there, nothing else matters.”

She leads us to South Chesterman Beach to expound some theory—the nature of swell, basic

surfing technique, etiquette, the importance of balance—by drawing in the sand and sculpting little

waves that look like piles of brown sugar. 

On sand, surfing is easy. Lou and I trace out board shapes and practise popping up (I’m goofy-

footed by nature) while Craig sits on a tree stump, giggling behind his video camera. For good reason

too: I’m suctioned into a 6/5/4-mm wetsuit—not quite a toddler in a snowsuit, but close—with boots,

gloves and what looks like a rubber balaclava. The suit puckers up at my stomach, emphasizing my

one-pack. The bonnet is tight and compresses my melon. 

Because it takes years of swallowing salt water to reach the tube-and-cutback surfing echelon on

a six-foot board, our first gurgles come on 21/2-foot whitewash with 9-1 longboards (“The Cadillac of

surfboards,” Lou says). After a handful of waves, my overexcited paddling has readied me for a nap.

The technique is pretty straightforward—arm over arm, watch the wave approach until it pushes your

toes, take three more strokes and pop up—but the execution falls apart if you’re trying to catch every-

thing that moves. Revelation number one: choose your waves wisely. 

This isn’t my only obstacle. I quickly realize that the ability to balance a tilted office chair doesn’t

translate into stability on your board. I paddle like stink and consistently pop up too early or too late,

usually on one corner of my surfboard. I’ve got splashing and spitting down cold. 

During a lull between sets, I sprawl out on my board, burping salt and watching Lou chase waves.

Her paddling is smooth and her pop-up is textbook—a fluid motion that ends with knees bent and

weight balanced. She cruises past, cutting back and forth and pumping her legs to stretch out her ride.

Composed and emboldened, I waddle my board until poised and flail my arms when a wave

approaches. I tuck my knees, plant my feet, crouch and stick it. The board glides like a shuffleboard

disc toward the beach and a toothy grin wraps my cheeks. Riding a wave, even fortuitously, inflates

you with confidence and makes you want to give up everything to become a sopping, sand-covered

recluse. Rolling into shore is like a jailbird’s first free steps.

I spend another hour frolicking in the swell before giving up, relishing fatigue and happy with my

progress. I have, at the very least, mastered Lou’s instructions for bailing: “Relax, put yourself in Zen

mode and cover your hands with your face.” 

We drop our jaws at sunset and quickly become narcoleptic. 

Lou’s goal for us on day two is to surf the outside, past the beach break. I spend a good part of the

lesson trying to sit on my board without wobbling. 

Jared, Craig and I perch in the deeper surf, marvelling as Lou drops

in and carves, consistently elegant and sure. She’s a damn good

teacher—patient, enthusiastic, knowledgeable and just tormenting

enough to keep you from slacking.

I snag a few waves and ride in to shore. Each catch is singularly

brilliant—though undoubtedly ugly—and represents a small, private

victory. For every failed ride, I glean a little more from the ocean. I kill

time between rides thinking about the fact that I’ll leave this glorious

place with much more than salt residue and sore muscles.

Surfing is a tedious, incremental process that makes you realize

both how small your life is and how large you can live it. Even if you

don’t groove to the spiritual resonance, it’s tough to poke holes in

the thrill of a steady ride to shore with tuque-wearing beach bums

looking on and a sunset trawling the horizon. 

by ERIC RUMBLE, MANAGING EDITOR     photography by JARED SYCH 

wave craving
JUST DID IT
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locals reaping the benefits of Pacific storms and shrunken tourist

numbers. Contrary to popular prediction, nobody’s ass will be frozen

off while we’re here—the morning chill is easily bearable. 

We meet Louise Rodgers, Surf Sister’s passionate, pleasant manager, at 10 a.m. outside the shop.

She wears taupe chords, a navy hoodie and beanie and a broad, infectious smile. Lou has surfed these

beaches for seven years, having given up mountain biking and full-time computer programming in

Vancouver because “when you’re out there, nothing else matters.”

She leads us to South Chesterman Beach to expound some theory—the nature of swell, basic

surfing technique, etiquette, the importance of balance—by drawing in the sand and sculpting little

waves that look like piles of brown sugar. 

On sand, surfing is easy. Lou and I trace out board shapes and practise popping up (I’m goofy-

footed by nature) while Craig sits on a tree stump, giggling behind his video camera. For good reason

too: I’m suctioned into a 6/5/4-mm wetsuit—not quite a toddler in a snowsuit, but close—with boots,

gloves and what looks like a rubber balaclava. The suit puckers up at my stomach, emphasizing my

one-pack. The bonnet is tight and compresses my melon. 

Because it takes years of swallowing salt water to reach the tube-and-cutback surfing echelon on

a six-foot board, our first gurgles come on 21/2-foot whitewash with 9-1 longboards (“The Cadillac of

surfboards,” Lou says). After a handful of waves, my overexcited paddling has readied me for a nap.

The technique is pretty straightforward—arm over arm, watch the wave approach until it pushes your

toes, take three more strokes and pop up—but the execution falls apart if you’re trying to catch every-

thing that moves. Revelation number one: choose your waves wisely. 

This isn’t my only obstacle. I quickly realize that the ability to balance a tilted office chair doesn’t

translate into stability on your board. I paddle like stink and consistently pop up too early or too late,

usually on one corner of my surfboard. I’ve got splashing and spitting down cold. 

During a lull between sets, I sprawl out on my board, burping salt and watching Lou chase waves.

Her paddling is smooth and her pop-up is textbook—a fluid motion that ends with knees bent and

weight balanced. She cruises past, cutting back and forth and pumping her legs to stretch out her ride.

Composed and emboldened, I waddle my board until poised and flail my arms when a wave

approaches. I tuck my knees, plant my feet, crouch and stick it. The board glides like a shuffleboard

disc toward the beach and a toothy grin wraps my cheeks. Riding a wave, even fortuitously, inflates

you with confidence and makes you want to give up everything to become a sopping, sand-covered

recluse. Rolling into shore is like a jailbird’s first free steps.

I spend another hour frolicking in the swell before giving up, relishing fatigue and happy with my

progress. I have, at the very least, mastered Lou’s instructions for bailing: “Relax, put yourself in Zen

mode and cover your hands with your face.” 

We drop our jaws at sunset and quickly become narcoleptic. 

Lou’s goal for us on day two is to surf the outside, past the beach break. I spend a good part of the

lesson trying to sit on my board without wobbling. 

Jared, Craig and I perch in the deeper surf, marvelling as Lou drops

in and carves, consistently elegant and sure. She’s a damn good

teacher—patient, enthusiastic, knowledgeable and just tormenting

enough to keep you from slacking.

I snag a few waves and ride in to shore. Each catch is singularly

brilliant—though undoubtedly ugly—and represents a small, private

victory. For every failed ride, I glean a little more from the ocean. I kill

time between rides thinking about the fact that I’ll leave this glorious

place with much more than salt residue and sore muscles.

Surfing is a tedious, incremental process that makes you realize

both how small your life is and how large you can live it. Even if you

don’t groove to the spiritual resonance, it’s tough to poke holes in

the thrill of a steady ride to shore with tuque-wearing beach bums

looking on and a sunset trawling the horizon. 

by ERIC RUMBLE, MANAGING EDITOR     photography by JARED SYCH 
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Review  
In Australia  
Killing you softly: Euthanasia advocates in
Australia have taken a Canadian invention -- the
exit bag -- and refined it to make suicide more
comfortable  
Eric Rumble  
08/03/2002  National Post  

AUSTRALIA - In contrast to their slightly sinister
moniker, exit bags aren't much different in appearance
from the plastic bags you can get at local shops: clear,
hood-shaped bubbles with an elasticized or drawstring
opening. But in the past decade or so, since their intro-
duction in response to near-universal laws against
physician-assisted suicide and mercy killing, they have
become not only a controversial tool for achieving a
peaceful, intentional death, but also a symbol of the 
personal autonomy for which the euthanasia movement
is striving. 

Exit bags have been available to the public since the late
1990s through an Internet site operated by the B.C.-
based Right to Die Society. Though media watchdogs
and right-to-life campaigners have been striving to stop
distribution, their efforts haven't achieved much aside
from attracting some unflattering press for the society.
Now, a new version of the bag is about to be launched
in Australia in an attempt to force a reform of the laws
on euthanasia. Under the direction of Dr. Philip
Nitschke, Australia's Kevorkianesque founder of the
euthanasia advocacy group Exit Australia, a new bag
will be reintroduced and distributed for free to members
of his group, beginning this month. 

Dr. Nitschke insists he is only responding to demand
from his 2,300 members. "For the longest time, the
Canadian bags were coming in here and nobody was
complaining," Nitschke says. Then a year ago, after a
much-publicized speaking tour in Australia by Wesley
Smith, a California attorney for the International Anti-
Euthanasia Task Force and author of The Culture of
Death: The Assault on Medical Ethics in America, Chris
Ellison, Australia's Justice and Customs officer, called for
a report to determine whether there were grounds to
prevent the bags from being imported. Although no
report surfaced, Ellison's reaction made the climate
inhospitable enough to stop Right to Die Canada from
sending the bags to Australia. When the supply was cut
off, Nitschke claims he was inundated with member
complaints demanding a domestic replacement. 

Nitschke's new and improved version is based on the
same original design, although it attempts to improve
on a few of the faults in the Canadian version. The bag
is intended to be put on before the wearer goes to sleep.
The users then place themselves in a specific position
and remain still. Death arrives when all the oxygen
sealed inside the bag is used up, usually within about 
30 minutes, thereby bringing about hypoxia -- a lethal
deficiency of oxygen in the blood. 

Canadian bags have been criticized for causing users to
suffer from carbon-dioxide poisoning -- which cannot be
called a peaceful death -- so that users would often have
to ingest barbituates in order to avoid discomfort and
struggle. 

When the bag was initially introduced in the early '90s,
Right To Die Canada claimed it wasn't breaking the law
because the bag wasn't capable of causing death on its
own and was virtually useless without medication.
Instructions distributed with the bags detailed proper
operation and suggested the use of a sedative such as
Nembutal to reduce anxiety and tension by slowing down
the nervous system. Nevertheless, legal impediments,
and public outrage from right-to-life groups have 
heavily restricted distribution of the bags, on the
grounds that the instruction manuals contravened laws
that make it illegal to aid or counsel a person to commit
suicide in many of the countries where the bags were
ending up -- including Canada and Australia. 

From the time of their invention, exit bags have been
used in many intentional deaths around the world. The
popularization of the bag is credited to U.S. euthanasia
advocate Derek Humphrey, who described its use in his
1991 best-seller, Final Exit, and in an illustrated flyer
published in 1994 that was based on workshops he had
been giving in the San Francisco area. Humphrey's
Denver-based Hemlock society has claimed that exit
bags have been used in almost all of the 100 deaths 
facilitated by his pro-euthanasia group. 

The role of John Hofsess, founder of Right To Die
Canada, has also been integral. In addition to the society's
selling of the bags (allegedly made available only to
society members -- though Wesley Smith published an
account of having telephoned the society and ordering a
bag with little difficulty), Hofsess has been tied to the
introduction of other do-it-yourself suicide kits exhibited
at exclusive pro-euthanasia conferences, including the
"DeBreather," a gas-ingesting system that can be made
with a camping-store water bag, a hose and a painter's
mask. 

Inevitably, the debate over euthanasia will continue to
intensify as the population ages, as the means of pro-
longing life become more effective and as the burdens of
old age become increasingly difficult to bear. Five years
ago, the largest clinical study of the sick and dying ever
conducted in the United States -- involving 10,000
patients and five hospitals over eight years -- reported
more than a third of terminally ill hospital patients died
in pain. In most countries, the euthanasia debate remains
deadlocked, with right-to-life advocates working hard 
to thwart the appeals and illegal actions of right-to-die
advocates. 

Assisted euthanasia is legal in only a handful of 
countries. Switzerland, Belgium, Netherlands and the
U.S. state of Oregon all have laws that authorize 
physician-assisted suicide (100 terminally ill people 
have taken advantage of Oregon's Death With Dignity
Act since it was implemented five years ago), and the



approval of voluntary medical euthanasia by the
Constitutional Court in Colombia in 1997 is still await-
ing ratification. The Northern Territory of Australia had
legalized voluntary euthanasia and assisted suicide for
nine months in 1996, but the law was repealed by feder-
al Parliament after four legal deaths. 

In Canada, Section 241 of the Criminal Code states that
anyone "who counsels a person to commit suicide or
aids and abets a person to commit suicide, whether 
suicide ensues or not, is guilty of an offence and liable to
imprisonment for a term not exceeding 14 years." 

Nitschke maintains organizations such as Exit Australia
have no choice but to find ways of side-stepping the law
to help the ailing population. "There was the realization
[at international right-to-die conferences] that since 
legislation isn't about to be changed in a hurry, Australia
likely won't even look at overturning things for at least a
decade," Nitschke says. "In that time, there are people
who are going to turn to us for help, and we're trying to
work out ways that they can get access to information or
drugs or whatever the hell help they need." 

For activists such as Nitschke, Humphrey and Hofsess,
the hurdle is to avoid being accused of active intervention
in voluntary death. Turning off a life-support system to
relieve a suffering patient is considered a passive action
by most governments, since without it the patient would
die anyway. Pretty much anything beyond that that
results in death is illegal in most counties. 

When the Canadian bags became unavailable in
Australia, Nitschke decided to design what he calls an
"advanced version," making it possible for users to
achieve the desired effect without any assistance or aid
(thus in theory skirting the law) and with as little dis-
comfort as possible. 

"The original manufacturing template was a compromise
between being large enough to lessen claustrophobia
and small enough so that the time for death to occur is
not too large," Nitschke explained in a recent interview.
The new version is made from a thicker plastic -- "thick
enough so that it can't be sucked up against the mouth" 
-- and is designed to reduce the need for the type of
sedatives that were recommended for use with the
Canadian version. 

"One of the problems with the old bags," Nitschke said,
"was that there was a build-up in carbon dioxide which,
when in a confined area such as the bag, sends an alert
to the brain." The alert causes the wearer to panic and
struggle -- as though they were being choked or strangled
-- and quickly induces severe nausea and often convul-
sions, which result in an "aesthetically distasteful death,"
according to Nitschke. 

The new version of the exit bag will be contained in 
vacuum-sealed packaging, and the interior will be coated
with a layer of sodalime, which absorbs carbon dioxide
to create a low-oxygen environment rather than a high-
carbon dioxide one, thus bringing on death by oxygen

deprivation rather than by asphyxiation. There is a
drawstring adjustment around the neck that is tightened
to seal off the air supply once the wearer has become
relaxed. 

"It's only when your arms relax after you fall asleep that
the bag becomes tight enough to seal around your neck
so there is no exchange of air from inside to outside of
the bag, and you're drawing from what you breathe and
the oxygen is used up," Nitschke says. 

"The grimness that people associate with a plastic bag 
is mistaking [the effect is has with] suffocation and
strangulation, which is a very difficult and unpleasant
death," Nitschke says. "The image people have in their
minds is confused with pushing a pillow into someone's
face, which is an obstruction of a person's ability to
breathe and usually results in a very strong last few
minutes of struggle. A death from low oxygen is not
exactly pleasant, but certainly would be in a category
that would include a peaceful death." 

In addition to improvements in the design, greater care
has been taken to ensure the bags pass the test of legality.
They will be made available only to members of Exit
Australia from an initial production run of 500 proto-
types, and though the cost of production (in Brisbane,
Queensland) is approximately $17, they will not be 
sold, but given away in exchange for a recommended
"donation" and then only after the member has attended
a workshop on the issues surrounding euthanasia and
the preparation for self-deliverance (the term preferred
by euthanasia advocates). Instructions for proper use
will be available not with the bag itself, but at a Web site
operated from an overseas server in a country that has
yet to be determined. 

"Our advice is that it'd be very difficult to establish a
legal prohibition of these bags," Nitschke says. "In no
way will we be admitting that this bag is being made for
a certain purpose, and we effectively find ourselves 
having to go down that path to try and second-guess
things because we'll always have people looking very
closely at this from a perspective of legality. We are 
producing a bag that can be used for all manner of
things, that have a warning on them, and [that will] be
given away to people who are part of an organization.
It'll be interesting to see how the authorities and 
opposition can move against it," he says. 

"No matter what, the law is never going to address the
problem when people say, 'It's my life, I'm going to
decide when it's not worth living and I want to know
how to end it,' " Nitschke says. "Why bother with 
recalcitrant politicians? That's where the so-called other
strategies come in, such as the pill they have in Holland,
the idea of new drugs which will ultimately allow
everybody to end their life at any time provided they're
psychiatrically sound and over a certain age." 
























