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At the Chester County Courthouse, antiwar activist Jessie Fernandez talks with counterprotester Rich Davis.

By Ed Mahon
FOR THE INQUIRER

The first day Rich Davis and
Karen Porter knew there would
be a large turnout for both
their pro- and anti-Iraq war
demonstrations, the two leaders
said a prayer together over the
phone.

Five weeks later, on the fifth
anniversary of the Chester
County Peace Movement’s first
Saturday protest at High and
Market Streets in West Chester,
the two groups stood on
opposite corners. In between,
hundreds of people had turned
out on both sides, the decibel
level increased and relations
soured.

Porter, whose Peace
Movement has been protesting
since before the Iraq war
began, said she felt betrayed by
a speech Davis gave in
September in which he said,
“the terrorists love it when they
see protesters on TV.”

Davis was offended by the
way an e-mail Porter sent out
referred to members of his
group, the Chester County
Victory Movement. It described
them, some of whom brought
their motorcycles and wore
jeans and leather, as “thugs”
and “dressed up in costumes
that only say, ‘I won’t hurt you
because those cops are here —
but I would if I could.’ ”

They’re both passionate
people influenced by the
Vietnam War, who say their
movements would have
eventually started without them.
But they’ve become the face for
their causes, and have given up
on trying to convince, or even
talk to, each other. Here are
their stories.

Karen Porter
When Porter, 60, of West

Goshen, first started her peace
movement, she thought the U.S.
invasion of Afghanistan made
sense.

After five years of organizing
the protests, expanding the
group, and waking up before
five in the morning to read
articles and send e-mails to the
Peace Movement’s mailing list
— it now has about 1,000
subscribers — she’s become
more of a pacifist.

“It’s not only futile,” Porter
said of war, “but it never ends.
It just goes on.”

She’s not a total pacifist,
though. She doesn’t think the
U.S. had to drop two atomic
bombs on Japan, but she’s not
sure if it had a choice in
fighting Germany. And she
doesn’t know whether “if you
attack me, I won't attack back.
You know, I’m not sure I’m
totally there,” Porter said.
“That’s an ideal for me.”

Porter considers Davis’ group a
test for her. She said they were
intentionally dressing and acting

a certain way to intimidate her
group, and the e-mail that
referred to them as “thugs”
wasn’t a mistake, but “naïve on
my part. Because I was
describing things as I saw them.”

At the end of the five-year
anniversary demonstration in
October, Porter said they’d be
at the corner for five more

years if necessary.
“She is strong, passionate,

opinionated, willing to stand up
for a cause, and in this case
peace,” said Stephanie
Markstein, 40, of West Chester,
the assistant zone leader for the
West Chester Democrats who
has been in and out of Porter’s
group for years. “She’s not

going to back down. Ever.”
Porter grew up in a poor part

of West Virginia, where she was
raised as a fundamentalist
Christian, attended antiwar
protests as a college student in
the 1960s and graduated from
Northeastern University Law
School in 1974.

Now Porter, an Episcopalian
for 17 years, has started
attending Quaker meetings,
lobbies Senators and
congressional representatives,
and finds herself drawn into
other causes, such as sleeping
over night in a women’s
homeless shelter. She says she
will fall asleep with C-SPAN on
the television.

Porter said she appreciated
the support her group has
received — more than 100
people turned out for the fifth
anniversary, many saying they
were inspired by Davis’ group
— but she does miss the quiet
Saturdays, which she thinks will
return eventually.

“Some days some of us feel like
we’ll be kind of glad when we get
back to 10 to 20 people doing our
thing, our moment of silence, our
songs, our quiet, our interaction
with people on the street,” Porter
said. “That’s a really wonderful
thing that I miss.”

Rich Davis
When Davis was in the Navy,

spending 90 to 100 days
underwater in cramped
quarters with 125 other men
aboard a submarine, he would
carry a hand weight given to
him when he was 12 by his
older sister’s boyfriend.

“He was like a big brother to
me. Went to Vietnam for a year
tour. And 10 months into it, got
killed. And he was a great guy.
He was not a baby killer,” Davis
said, adding that he didn’t like
the way soldiers were portrayed
during the 1960s and 70s.

“That’s why I was so
confused. Like, how can they
say this terrible stuff about our
military?,” he said.

For Davis and other members
of the Chester County Victory
Movement, the memory of
Vietnam and the belief that
criticism of the war demoralizes
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Opposing viewpoints on the war
Rich Davis backs the “war
on radical Islam,” while
Karen Porter is “strong,
passionate” for peace.

PETER TOBIA / Inquirer Staff Photographer
Karen Porter, a longtime member of the Chester County peace effort.

ON THE COVER
Antiwar protesters and
anti-antiwar protesters in
West Chester. Inquirer photo
by Jonathan Wilson.

www.philly.com Chester County L3THE PHILADELPHIA INQUIRERSunday, November 25, 2007

Customer
Highlight



Cover Story

troops is what motivates them.
“Great guy,” Vietnam vet Joe

Boyce, 64, of Exton said of
Davis. “Very, very enthused
about what he’s trying to do
here.”

Davis, 54, retired from the
Navy in 2001 as a petty officer
1st class after serving 20 years
in communications intelligence.
He moved back to Chester
County in 2006 to be closer to
his daughter and his job at a
medical supply company. Then,
in early September 2007, from
his West Chester home, he
heard the cars honking again,
and started a one-man
counterprotest, holding a sign
that said, “Leftists Trying to
Demoralize Our Troops.”

Davis, who says the U.S.
needs a more aggressive
foreign policy in the “war on
radical Islam,” supported the
invasion from the beginning,

and said those who speak out
against it — whether they
served in Vietnam or Iraq —
aid the enemy.

“If you’re going to actually
use whatever your background
is and say, ‘I’m a ‘veteran for
peace,’ I’m sorry, now you’re a
leftist,” Davis said.

He’s coached wrestling and
softball, and sees organizing
fellow protesters in a similar
light. He held a party this
month honoring a woman who
served in Iraq, the wife of a
soldier deployed there and
others in his group.

On the fifth anniversary of
the Peace Vigils, another
member of his group shouted at
a peace protester who was
standing on what has become
the Chester County Victory
Movement’s corner. But Davis
doesn't see yelling “Cowards”
across the street as threatening.

“Yeah, I was the bigmouth
this time, and the other guy.
But I was civil,” Davis said,
noting that he didn’t curse.
“And I was trying to make a
point.”
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*20% OFF SALE*

DELAWARE’S LARGEST SHOWROOM OF CASUAL FURNISHINGS!
Hockessin Corner • Hockessin • DE 19707 • 302-234-4800

Rt. 9 West • Lewes DE 19958 • 302-684-4500
casualmarketplace.com • OPEN DAILY

Come Shop and Mingle Among the Trees - Make Your Holidays Sparkle!
Exclusions apply. *Cannot be combined with any other offer. * Prior sales excluded. * In-Stock merchandise only.

Pre-Lit Tree Sale
$100 - $400 OFF

Just In Time For The Holidays
Open Daily ‘til Christmas
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All Linens
GKI Spheres & String Lights

Come See Our Most Magnificent Christmas Display Ever!
Pre-Lit Trees, Wreaths & Garland

Custom Designed Floral Arrangements, Swags & Centerpieces
Unique Gifts, Ornaments & Home Décor
Deluxe Ribbon & Bows Made to Order
Specialty Lighting For Indoors & Out

Electric Fireplace Gallery
Christmas Collectables

Santas, Snowmen, Angels & More!

SAVE THE DATES
Back by popular demand!

Free Tree Decorating Seminar
November 27th & 29th

6:00 – 8:00 pm
Our on staff tree designers share their secrets

for decorating your own tree.
Pictures With Santa

December 1st 11:00 – 3:00
Bring your children & pets for a

FREE picture with Santa!
Free In-Home Decorating Seminar

December 6th 6:00 – 8:00 pm
Learn techniques from our talented designers.

Create & display your very own holiday
custom designed arrangements.

*Hockessin store only

Protests
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