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KID ROCK: Jim 
 Mattern makes his 
way across boulders 
near the road to 
Squaw Tank, which 
was once a Serrano 
village, in Joshua 
Tree  National Park in 
Southern California.
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Hot Air
São Paulo— 

Protesters calling for 
the impeachment of 

Brazilian President 
Dilma Rousseff 

surround an inflatable 
doll of her predeces-
sor, Luiz Inácio Lula 
da Silva, during one 

of several protests 
across the nation on 

March 13. Crowds 
reached 1.4 million 

at the peak of the 
demonstration, ac-

cording to São Paulo’s 
state security office. 

Opponents blame 
Rousseff for the 

worsening economic 
crisis and accuse her 

of involvement in a 
sweeping corruption 

scandal. Brazilian 
prosecutors are seek-
ing Lula’s arrest after 
filing charges against 

him that include 
money laundering.
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Get ’Em 
Out!
Dayton, Ohio— 
U.S. Secret Ser-
vice agents detain 
Thomas diMassimo, 
22, who jumped a 
barricade trying to 
rush the stage at a 
rally for Republican 
front-runner Donald 
Trump at Dayton 
International Airport 
on March 12. Earlier 
that week, clashes 
between protest-
ers and supporters 
forced Trump’s 
campaign to cancel 
an event in  Chicago, 
and a supporter 
sucker-punched a 
protester in the face 
at a rally in North 
Carolina. Address-
ing the increasing 
violence at his events 
during a GOP debate 
on March 10, Trump 
said his supporters 
come with “tremen-
dous passion and love 
for the country” and 
that some protesters 
are “bad dudes.”

WILLIAM PHILPOTT
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Kurd Wave
Ankara, Turkey—

Emergency workers 
examine the site of an 

explosion on March 
13. At least 37 people 

were killed and 125 
wounded in a car 

bombing in the Turk-
ish capital, the second 

such attack in under 
a month. Though no 

group immediately 
claimed responsibil-

ity, Turkey quickly 
launched airstrikes 

against Kurdish mili-
tants in northern Iraq, 
blaming the Kurdistan 

Workers’ Party, or 
PKK, for the attack. 

Security officials told 
Reuters one of two 

suspected attackers 
was a woman from 

the group, which 
has been fighting for 

Kurdish autonomy for 
three decades.
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MIKE BLAKE

Final  
Farewell

Simi Valley,  
California— 

The Reverend Stuart 
Kenworthy, vicar 

at the Washington 
 National Cathedral, 

leads a procession 
during the funeral for 
former first lady Nan-
cy Reagan at the Ron-
ald Reagan Presiden-
tial Library on March 

11. One of the most 
politically active first 
ladies in U.S. history, 

she became known 
for her “just say no” 

anti-drug campaign, 
as she pushed for 

stronger law enforce-
ment and expanded 

education during the 
nation’s crack-cocaine 

epidemic. In her later 
years, she became an 

advocate for finding a 
cure for Alzheimer’s, 

a disease her husband 
battled for years be-

fore his death in 2004.





TECHNOLOGY IRAN POLITICS ISIS INTELLIGENCE RUSSIA

P A G E  O N E

12NEWSWEEK 0 4 / 0 1 / 2 0 1 6

a catchall phrase for the most serious crimes 
against the state. Executions are usually con-
ducted by hanging in Iran.

After his arrest in late 2013, I spent months 
tracing Zanjani’s dealings, using Iranian media 
reports backed up by interviews with business 
sources, analysts and diplomats in several coun-
tries, including Iran and Malaysia. He also oper-
ated in Tajikistan, the United Arab Emirates 
and Turkey. In 2013, at 39, prior to his arrest, he 
bragged to an Iranian magazine, Aseman, that he 
was worth $13.5 billion and controlled a business 
empire of over 60 companies, including banks, 
airlines and cosmetic companies. Zanjani was 
not the only Iranian sanctions buster. But he was 
probably the best.

“In a way, this guy defeated the sanctions and 
helped keep Iran afloat in a very difficult set of eco-
nomic circumstances. What he did was brilliant. 
He did it better than anyone else, he did it faster 

FOR THE PAST two years, while he was languish-
ing in Tehran’s Evin Prison, the world seemed to 
forget Iranian billionaire Babak Zanjani. But he 
returned to the headlines on March 6, when an 
Iranian court sentenced him to death.

Zanjani’s story is that of a man who came from 
nowhere and amassed mind-boggling wealth 
providing illicit services to Iran’s government, 
in the biggest publicly known money-laundering 
scheme in the country’s memory. His demise 
was quick and brutal.

Zanjani had a solution to one of Iran’s biggest 
problems. For years, he helped the government 
evade international sanctions against its nuclear 
program and sell oil on the global market. When 
the West imposed sanctions on him, his venture 
ended abruptly. After a change in government, 
he was arrested and accused of withholding $2.7 
billion in state money. In early March, he got 
the death sentence for “corruption on earth,” 

DEAD BILLIONAIRE WALKING
From black market trading in the  
bazaar, Babak Zanjani became  
Iran’s top sanctions buster. Now  
he faces execution for corruption
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SUNE ENGEL  
RASMUSSEN

 @SuneEngel
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+
INSIDE MAN:  

Zanjani, seen here 
in court during his 

trial last Novem-
ber, was convicted 

of “corruption on 
earth,” a catchall 

phrase for the most 
serious crimes 

against the state.
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than anyone else,” says Emanuele Ottolenghi, a 
senior fellow with the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies, who has studied Zanjani for years.

To some Iranians, Zanjani symbolized the 
cronyism and corruption permeating Iran’s 
higher echelons. He paraded egregious wealth 
in a country where modesty is a virtue. While 
his countrymen choked under international 
sanctions—one week the currency dropped 40 
percent; in another, the price of milk doubled—
Zanjani flaunted Rolex watches and luxury cars 
and posed for photos inside a private jet.

Too young to have proved himself in the 1979 
revolution or the 1980s war with Iraq, Zanjani 
took the only other available way to prominence 
and riches: cultivating close ties to Iran’s Rev-
olutionary Guard, whose grip on the economy 
tightened during Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s 
presidency. Weedy-looking and, by all accounts, 
affable, he mingled with a shady squad of char-
acters that included Hassan Mirkazemi, a brutish 
regime insider known for beating Green Move-
ment protesters in 2009, and Saeed Mortazavi, a 
former prosecutor accused of torture and murder.

Some saw Zanjani as a hero. He softened his 
braggadocio by sharing some of his wealth, pro-
viding million-dollar loans to struggling film 
directors and investing in a soccer club. Branding 
himself an economic basij—the name of Iran’s 
paramilitary militia—Zanjani said he was doing 
God’s work. In 2013, readers of two Iranian news-
papers voted him third in Person of the Year polls, 
trailing only the new president, Hassan Rouhani, 
and the foreign minister. “Everything I did was 
with the help of God,” Zanjani 
told Aseman magazine. “Miracles 
were happening in my life.”

He was raised working class in 
the southern, traffic-choked part 
of Tehran, where motorcycles 
and taxis vie for space with street 
hawks and carts peddling vegeta-
bles and dried fruits. He became 
a jewelry seller in the bazaar, 
then a driver for the central bank 
governor who entrusted Zan-
jani with dealing currency in the 
bazaar. In the 1990s, with huge discrepancies 
between the market and official rates for foreign 
currency, this trade provided many young men 
with small fortunes. 

Zanjani used these earnings to open an import 
business. But once established, he decided he 
would do greater things than trading in instant 
coffee and toothpaste. He has said his break-
through came when he used his international 
connections to help Khatam al-Anbiya, an engi-

neering company run by the Revolutionary 
Guard, receive orders of up to $90 million in oil 
sales. That got the attention of, among others, 
Iran’s then oil minister, Rostam Ghasemi. With 
sanctions against Iran intensifying, the minister 
needed people who were able to move money 
and willing to tie themselves to the government 
of the increasingly controversial Ahmadinejad. 
“This is especially a thorny issue since at least 
four major authorities during the Ahmadine-
jad administration, including the oil minister, 
central bank chief and economy minister, gave 
permission to Zanjani to sell oil, and they have 
remained mum about the issue,” says Farideh 
Farhi, an Iran scholar at the University of Hawaii.

Zanjani operated through Sorinet Group, a con-
glomerate of some 60 businesses. When I inves-
tigated his companies in Tehran, I found some 
that were legit; others were plainly fronts. Few, 
though, seemed to be of a scale befitting a bil-
lionaire claiming to employ 17,000 people. One 
of Zanjani’s sisters runs VIP Sorinet, an upscale 
restaurant serving Western indulgences like coq 
au vin—without the vin. She ignored my requests 
for an interview. When I drove to the outskirts of 
town, to an address listed for the Sorinet-affiliated 
Zanis Group, I found a three-story residential 
home with a simple metal gate and rusty water 
tank. From the balcony, a man in a singlet shouted 
that he had never heard of the company. Other 
companies were little more than websites with 
crude illustrations and postings in broken English.

Sanctions-evasion networks are complex 
and opaque to obfuscate the identity of those 

in charge, says Ottolenghi. But perhaps Zanja-
ni’s smokescreens were always intended to also 
embezzle government money. “Zanjani may 
have used the same shell game designed to cover 
Iran’s tracks from the prying eyes of the interna-
tional community in order to blindside his Ira-
nian paymasters,” Ottolenghi says.

In early 2014, I traveled to the axis of Zan-
jani’s empire: Labuan, a Malaysian island lit-
tle known to outsiders. Its clientele probably 

 “THIS GUY DEFEATED THE  
SANCTIONS AND HELPED KEEP  
IRAN AFLOAT IN A VERY DIFFICULT  
SET OF ECONOMIC CIRCUMSTANCES.  
WHAT HE DID WAS BRILLIANT.”



PAGE ONE/IRAN

15NEWSWEEK 0 4 / 0 1 / 2 0 1 6

 prefers it that way, judging from the many lone 
businessmen and the solemnity of the streets, 
which look out over oil tankers sloshing in the 
waves offshore. It is the kind of tax haven where 
people don’t ask too many questions. At the 
mention of Zanjani, many industry people nod-
ded knowingly, but few divulged information. 
One industry source described Zanjani and his 
cohort like this: “It is a damn mafia.”

According to a Reuters investigation, Iranian 
ships in Labuan would transfer millions of barrels 
of oil in the dead of night to tankers sailing under 
other countries’ flags. For the money part, Zan-
jani acquired stakes in the Malaysia-based First 
Islamic Investment Bank (FIIB). Iran was banned 
from using the Society for Worldwide Interbank 
Financial Telecommunication (SWIFT), the pre-
vailing international banking system. 

But Zanjani and Iranian officials could use 
FIIB’s SWIFT codes to circulate money from 
Asia through Malaysia and onward to, for exam-
ple, Tajikistan, where Zanjani had used a Turkish 
company to buy a bank. Onward to Turkey, where 
the money was converted into gold and smuggled 
into Iran, often via Dubai. There might have been 
other, similar schemes. In total, Zanjani has said 
he facilitated sales of 24 million barrels of oil.

Investigating the Iranian-linked businesses 
on Labuan constantly results in dead ends. 
In some cases, oil tankers were leased by a 
company called Glammarine, which accord-
ing to Reuters was linked, by way of another 
shell company, to the National Iranian Oil 

Co. I tracked down a trust officer from the law 
firm ZICO, which represents Glammarine. He 
spoke on condition of anonymity. When I asked 
whether Glammarine had any physical offices, 
he said, “Not that I’m aware of.” Asked if the 
company had any employees, the officer said, 
“Not that I’m aware of.”

Things began to unravel for Zanjani in late 
2012 when the EU placed sanctions on him, FIIB 
and Sorinet. In April 2013, the United States fol-
lowed suit. Constricted from moving money, 
Zanjani couldn’t pay the government for oil he 
was  handling. When the political winds in Iran 
changed, his luck finally dried up. In August 
2013, Hassan Rouhani was inaugurated as the 
new president, after sweeping the reformist vote 
with promises that included battling corruption. 
Three months later, Zanjani was arrested and 
later charged with stealing over 2 billion euros.

He insists he has tried to pay the money back. 
His lawyer, Zohreh Rezaee, says the government 
gave Zanjani a year to settle his debts but arrested 
him four months before the due date. “It looks 
like a minister’s promise is not valid in Iran. They 
may change their minds overnight,” she tells me, 
calling the indictment “politically motivated.”

“The fact here is that Mr. Zanjani was just a 
banker and businessman providing services to 
all Iran governments since the last 20 years,” 
Rezaee says.

Zanjani’s indictment is also part of a perpetual 
political power struggle in Iran. Zanjani serves as 
a fall guy for the current government’s attempt, at 
least in public, to break with the cronyism of the 
Ahmadinejad era. However, Rouhani might not 
have intended the death sentence for Zanjani. 
The judiciary doesn’t do the president’s bidding. 
Zanjani’s inability to pay his debts seems genu-
ine. Zanjani himself may have been “sacrificed 
by the people who ended up with the money that 
cannot be traced, and used that money for other 
purposes,” says the University of Hawaii’s Farhi. 

Executing Zanjani won’t get the Iranian govern-
ment its money back. But it might put a symbolic 
end to an era. The sanctions that made Zanjani 
rich have now been lifted. On the same day Zan-
jani received his sentence, the first shipment of 
post-embargo Iranian oil reached Europe. 

+
GREASING THE 

WHEELS: Zanjani 
made a fortune by 

evading interna-
tional sanctions to 

trade Iranian oil, 
using a network of 

shell companies 
and  businesses 
stretching from 

Malaysia to 
 Tajikistan.
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MARIAN KOTLEBA used to wear a uniform 
modeled on the militia of Slovakia’s wartime 
Nazi puppet state. He opposes Western democ-
racy, the European Union and NATO. He rails 
against the Roma people and openly admires 
Jozef Tiso, the Catholic priest and wartime 
leader who permitted tens of thousands of Jews 
to be deported to Nazi death camps.

In the post–World War II era, European poli-
tics have seen a long series of extremists, gen-
erally raging on the sidelines and creating a lot 
of noise while wielding limited power. But Kot-
leba, the leader of the extreme-right People’s 
Party-Our Slovakia, is no longer confined to the 
fringes. More than 200,000 people voted for 
his party in elections on March 5, including 23 
percent of first-time voters, giving it 14 seats in 
the 150-member parliament. 

Kotleba’s triumph—the party was previously 
unrepresented in parliament—shocked many 
people in Europe. Slovakia was supposed to be 
one of the European Union’s success stories. 
The country split off from Czechoslovakia and 
became independent in 1993. In recent years, it 
has joined the eurozone, enjoyed healthy eco-
nomic growth—3.7 percent in 2015—and has 
increased consumption and foreign investment.

Many blamed the anti-immigrant rhetoric of 
Prime Minister Robert Fico for the rise of the 

extreme right. Fico, a left-wing populist, had 
repeatedly vowed to protect Slovakia from an 
influx of Muslims, even though Slovakia is not 
on the main routes that refugees and migrants 
take to get from the Balkans to Germany—and 
few, if any of them, want to live there. Fico said 
Slovakia would take in 200 Syrian refugees—as 
long as they were Christian. 

In an echo of billionaire real estate magnate 
Donald Trump’s campaign for the U.S. presi-
dency, Kotleba has harnessed growing anger in 
Slovakia at the political establishment. “Our Slo-
vakia is the only party that is against the system,” 
says Milan Nic, director of the Central European 
Policy Institute, a Bratislava think tank. “There 
is very little trust, and people believe that the 
whole political class is corrupted.”

Something deeper and more disturbing is stir-
ring across Central and Eastern Europe, say ana-
lysts. Back in what now feel like the halcyon days 
of the 1990s, millions of people in countries that 
had until recently been under the control of the 
Soviet Union were suddenly full of optimism. 
European Union membership, it was hoped, 
would put a chicken in every pot and replace the 
Trabants in the garage with at least a Volkswagen, 
and possibly even a BMW or Mercedes.

While EU membership has stabilized the for-
mer Soviet bloc, it has also opened the door to 

ANTI-SOCIAL DEMOCRATS
Right-wing parties in Central and  
Eastern Europe are winning elections— 
and using their new power to  
undermine national institutions

BY  
ADAM LEBOR

 @adamlebor



17NEWSWEEK 0 4 / 0 1 / 2 0 1 6

R
A

D
O

V
A

N
 S

TO
K

LA
S

A
/R

E
U

T
E

R
S

a new kind of crony capitalism, as politicians 
quickly learned that they could divert funds to 
friends and allies with few, if any, sanctions from 
Brussels. Corruption is widespread. Hungary and 
Slovakia rank lower than Namibia, Rwanda and 
Saudi Arabia on Transparency International’s 
2015 Corruption Perceptions Index. At the same 
time, national leaders are developing a new kind 
of what critics call “managed democracy,” where 
voting remains free and fair, but the independent 
institutions that guarantee citizens’ rights are 
increasingly brought under political control.

In late February, for example, Jozsef Nyako, 
a Hungarian Socialist member of parliament, 
arrived at the National Election Office in Buda-
pest to submit a referendum question about Sun-
day shop closures. He was blocked by a dozen 
burly skinheads and prevented from handing in 
his request. Instead, officials accepted a similar 
request from the wife of a former mayor in the 
governing Fidesz party. “I felt terrorized, intim-
idated and threatened,” Nyako told the Associ-
ated Press. “When I tried to file my questions, I 
was blocked and pushed aside.” The referendum 
request by the wife that officials accepted was 
complicated in its phrasing, obscured the ques-
tion and is unlikely to rally those who want to 
see shops open on Sunday. The closure of shops 
on Sunday is deeply unpopular, and the govern-

ment would almost certainly lose a 
referendum on this issue.

Hungarian media reported that 
the security guards were connected 
to Ferencvárosi, a football club 
whose president, Gábor Kubatov, 
is also a vice president of Fidesz. 
Fidesz denied any connection to the 

events, as did Ferencvárosi. Kubatov 
also condemned the incident.

Gellért Rajcsányi, a journalist at 
Mandiner.hu, a conservative  website, 
called Nyako’s experience a “revolting 
mockery of Hungarian democracy.” 
Eva Balogh, at Hungarian Spectrum, 
a left-wing blog, called it a “day of 

infamy.” Others were less surprised. “I expected 
something like this to happen sooner or later,” says 
Tamás Boros, co-director and head of strategy of 
Policy Solutions, a Budapest think tank. “Such tac-
tics are commonplace in the Balkans. This shows 
the Hungarian political system should not be com-
pared to Western ones, but to the Balkans.”

Government officials reject such claims. Hun-
gary remains a genuinely lively democracy, with a 
free media and independent safeguards, say offi-
cials. But a 2014 speech by Viktor Orbán, the right-
wing prime minister, made many Hungarians 
wonder how much longer the fully open form of 
government would last. In July of that year, Orbán 
proclaimed that while Hungary would remain a 
democracy it would be an “illiberal state.” In the 
same speech, he praised Russia, China and Tur-
key as examples of successful nations.

Orbán’s speech was misunderstood, says 
György Schöpflin, a Fidesz member of the 
European Parliament. It was not a rejection 
of democracy, but of liberal democracy. “The 
combination of liberalism and democracy is 
exhausted,” says Schöpflin. “There are other 
kinds of democracy than liberal democracy: 
social democracy, Christian democracy. These 
are part of the democratic family.”

Either way, Orbán’s speech certainly res-
onated in Warsaw. After Poland’s socially 

 “THE COMBINATION  
OF LIBERALISM  
AND DEMOCRACY  
IS EXHAUSTED.”

+ 
NATIONALIST 

PRIDE: Kotleba, 
seen here at a 

commemorative 
event for a World 
War I general, is 

no longer a fringe 
politician since his 
party won 14 seats 

in parliament.  
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and has never been used. Nor does anyone seri-
ously expect that step to be taken. The Polish 
government says it has a clear mandate for rad-
ical change. (Law and Justice is the first party 
in Poland to win an outright majority since the 
change of the political system in 1991.) 

Poland’s swing to the right is watched with 
growing concern in Berlin, says Julian Rappold, a 
program officer at the German Council on Foreign 
Relations. “Poland was seen as a vital partner. 
But now, with the change of government and the 
anti-German rhetoric, it’s a much more difficult 
relationship. German policy-makers have to find 
a balance in criticizing constitutional changes and 
restrictions on press freedom, but also acknowl-
edge that this is a freely elected government.”

Conservative politicians deny that the region 
is regressing. “The incident involving Jozsef 
Nyako was unacceptable but was a one-off,” 
says Schöpflin. “The real issue is the Western 

countries’ need continually to point the finger 
at another country and make a fuss about sup-
posed extremism there, in order to divert atten-
tion from their own political problems.”

Continually highlighting the supposed short-
comings of Central and Eastern Europe is a 
kind of cultural imperialism, says Schöpflin. “It 
must always be a country to the east, so they 
can say, yes, things here are imperfect, but look 
how much worse they are in Hungary, or wher-
ever, so be grateful that you live here and not 
there. But this is not a real place they are talking 
about—it’s an imagined construct.”

Others disagree. More than 2,000 letters have 
been sent to Andrzej Duda, the Polish president, 
demanding that he strip Jan Gross, a leading Pol-
ish-American Holocaust historian, of the coun-
try’s Order of Merit. Gross’s sin? Highlighting 
Polish complicity with the Nazis during the Holo-
caust and arguing that Poles killed more Jews than 
they did Germans during the war. We should be 
worried, says Boros. A fever is spreading across 
the region. “If more and more people do not 
believe that the political elite represents them,” 
he says, “they will turn to extremist forces.” 

 conservative Law and Justice party won parlia-
mentary elections in October 2015, it immedi-
ately began to consolidate power by taking over 
formerly independent institutions. Jaroslaw 
Kaczynski, the party leader and arguably the 
most powerful person in Poland, had had plenty 
of time to plan. After losing an election in 2011, 
Kaczynski declared: “There will be a day when 
we will have a Budapest in Warsaw.”

Like Orbán, Kaczynski believes his mission is 
to finish the job that began with the fall of Com-
munism by re-engineering the political system. 
That means clearing out old Communist-era 
networks the party believes still hold sway in 
national institutions. Kaczynski’s allies quickly 
brought the constitutional court, the civil service 
and state broadcasting to heel. The heads of the 
intelligence service, the Warsaw Stock Exchange 
and several state companies were replaced.

Kaczynski and Orbán have another thing in 
common: Both are vocal opponents of admit-
ting Muslim migrants and refugees. In October, 
Kaczynski publicly said they carry “parasites 
and protozoa.” Orbán visited his Polish coun-
terpart in January 2016, and the two men spent 
six hours in a guesthouse on the Polish-  
Slovak border.

“You can see the influence of what happened in 
Hungary,” says Filip Pazderski, project manager at 
the Institute of Public Affairs, a Warsaw think tank. 
“It’s not a direct implementation, but it’s there in 
the core. Poland has changed its direction.”

The EU is doing what it can to stop the dem-
ocratically elected governments of some of its 
member states eroding the independence of their 
national institutions. But this is uncharted terri-
tory, and it can’t do much. A stinging report from 
the Venice Commission of the Council of Europe 
(a regional intergovernmental organization) said 
Law and Justice’s reforms to the Polish Consiti-
tutional Court posed a danger to the rule of law 
and “the functions of the democratic system.” 
The European Commission has launched an 
unprecedented investigation to see if the Polish 
government has engaged in “systemic” breaches 
of the rule of law and EU principles. Article 7 of 
the EU treaty, which allows for the suspension of 
member states, is known as the “nuclear option” 

 “THERE IS VERY LITTLE  
TRUST, AND PEOPLE BELIEVE 
THAT THE WHOLE POLITICAL 
CLASS IS CORRUPTED.”
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AMERICANS USE THE WEB MOSTLY FOR MOVIES AND PORN, AND SOME ILLEGAL MEDS

In 1995, Newsweek 
published what would 
become a widely ridiculed 
piece of writing. It was a 
column by an American 
astronomer and counter-
hacker named Clifford 
Stoll that predicted, 
among other things, no 
“online database” would 
ever replace your daily 
newspaper, e-books were 
too “clunky” to catch on 
and e-commerce sites 
would never replace 
malls because they 
lacked salespeople.

But Stoll’s column 
gets a bad rap. Yes, he 
was wrong about almost 
 everything, but his    
implied thesis—that 
the Web wasn’t going 

to live up to the hype—
was correct. What was 
supposed to be a platform 
for civilized discussion 
instead became a way for 
us to spend hours watch-
ing porn and bingeing on 
House of Cards.

Last year in North 
America, 65.35 percent 
of all traffic—the raw 
number of bytes sent 
back and forth across the 
Internet—was stream-
ing audio and video, 
according to Sandvine, a 
networking equipment 
and software company 
based in Canada. Of that, 
Netflix accounted for 34.7 
percent. YouTube came in 
second at 16.88 percent. 
Part of the reason these 

numbers are so big is 
because streaming media 
takes up a lot of band-
width, but part of it is that 
Americans watch a stag-
gering amount of Netflix: 
42.5 billion hours in 2015, 
according to their most 
recent quarterly earnings 
report. A little perspec-
tive: 42.5 billion hours is 
equivalent to about 4.9 
million years. Modern hu-
mans have been around 
for only 200,000 years.

The second-highest 
share of traffic overall last 
year went to Web brows-
ing, with 7.09 percent. 
Marketplaces—Amazon, 
eBay, etc.—gobbled up 
6.39 percent of all traffic. 
Sandvine doesn’t track 

traffic on the so-called 
“dark Web”—the Inter-
net’s black market—but 
a significant chunk of it 
is devoted to the trade of 
illegal drugs, including 
prescription medication. 
But what of communica-
tion? According to Sand-
vine, things like Skype, 
WhatsApp, iMessage and 
FaceTime accounted for 
just 2.23 percent of all 2015 
traffic in North America.

The Internet may still 
reshape humanity, but if 
these data are any indica-
tion, we’re just going to 
watch videos on YouTube 
and buy stuff on Amazon 
till the sun goes out.

SOURCE: SANDVINE

Netflix and Pills
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SPY TALK

in activities that have harmed China’s national 
security,” the Foreign Ministry announced. She 
was “assured of all her rights…is in a good state 
of health and is cooperating with the investiga-
tion,” it added in a statement.

But an investigation of what? The ministry 
gave no further details. “They told us that she is 
accused of stealing state secrets,” Phan- Gillis’s 
daughter, Katherine, said after the Foreign Min-
istry’s September 22 statement, breaking the 
family’s six-month silence on the affair. But in 
the year since she was detained at the border, 
Chinese officials have not produced evidence 
of any illegal activity by her. And a year after 
her arrest, she remains a prisoner in the ancient 
city of Nanning, 365 miles west of Hong Kong, 
undergoing constant interrogation. There are 
no charges, much less a public arraignment and 
trial, in sight.

“I just thought this had to be a huge mistake,” 
her husband said following the Foreign Minis-
try statement. “My wife is not a spy; she is not a 
thief. She is a hardworking businesswoman who 
spends huge amounts of time on nonprofit activ-
ities that benefit Houston-China relations.” 

Since last September, the family has remained 
silent. Fearing Chinese reprisals, Gillis said he 
could not discuss his wife’s situation with News-
week. “Families of loved ones in detention cen-
ters in China face a dilemma,” says John Kamm, 
a San Francisco businessman who runs a founda-
tion that promotes human rights there. “Should 
they go public or stay silent? Many fear that by 

SHE HAD BEEN in and out of China dozens 
of times over the years. She had led powerful 
business delegations from her hometown of 
Houston to Shenzhen, China’s Silicon Valley. So 
nothing seemed out of the ordinary on March 
19, 2015, when Sandy Phan-Gillis wrapped up 
another successful business trip to China with a 
large group that included Houston’s mayor pro 
tem, Ed Gonzalez.

Over dinner that night, the 55-year-old busi-
nesswoman excused herself to meet a friend. 
The next day, as she stood in line with her group 
waiting to cross the border into Macau, they 
suddenly noticed she was gone. They moved on 
without her. Hours later, she telephoned one of 
them in Macau. She also called her husband, Jeff 
Gillis, an oil and gas services manager in Hous-
ton. She said she would be staying in China a 
few more days. Two more days passed before 
Gillis got another call from his wife. Once again, 
she said she would be staying in China to wrap 
up some business. But this time, he later told 
reporters, her voice sounded strained.

And then another week passed with no word. 
Frantic, Gillis called the U.S. Consulate in 
Guangzhou and filled out a missing person’s 
report. Twenty minutes later, an official there 
called back. Only then, on April 1, did Gillis 
learn that his wife, a naturalized American 
originally from Vietnam, was in the custody of 
Chinese state security. But another six months 
would pass before Beijing finally explained 
why: Phan-Gillis was “suspected of engaging 

CHINESE CHECKERS
A year after jailing an American on spying 
charges, Beijing may be angling for a swap

BY  
JEFF STEIN

 @SpyTalker
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going public the loved one will suffer.” But “on 
balance,” Kamm says, speaking out “has proven 
to be the right decision, but it remains the most 
difficult, most agonizing decision to make.”

Phan-Gillis’s family has wrestled with that 
quandary. After China aired its accusations 
this past September, the family spoke out and 
opened a website publicizing their plight. But 
within a few days, they closed it and stopped 
giving interviews, with the family’s lawyer say-
ing they had “reached a time when it is best 
to let the State Department and White House 
negotiate for Sandy, and I am winding down the 
media campaign.”

The State Department says it’s following her 
case closely. Senior U.S. officials, including 
Deputy Secretary Tony Blinken, “have raised 
Ms. Phan-Gillis’s case with Chinese govern-
ment officials on multiple occasions,” a depart-
ment spokeswoman, Anna Richey-Allen, tells 
Newsweek. Asked whether Secretary of State 
John Kerry raised Phan-Gillis’s case during his 

visit to Beijing in January, another department 
official would say only, on terms of anonym-
ity, “I can assure you that the topic of human 
rights in China certainly came up.” Meanwhile, 
according to Richey-Allen, U.S. consular offi-
cials in Guangzhou, three and a half hours from 
Nanning by bullet train, have visited Phan- 
Gillis regularly over the past year, 11 times in all.

“My sense is that State is handling this 
discreetly and with diligence,” says Joseph 
DeTrani, a top former CIA and State Depart-
ment expert on China. Making a public ruckus 
over her case could backfire, he adds by email, 
“given Beijing’s preference for discreet discus-
sions/negotiations.”

But Michael Pillsbury, a longtime senior 
China hand at the Pentagon and on Capitol Hill, 
argues that “the only way for the American side 
to succeed” is to get in Beijing’s face, “to specif-
ically deny the allegations and to present proof 
that the charges are false.” As for the risk that 
doing so might prompt Beijing officials to think 

Phan-Gillis is unusually important 
to Washington, Pillsbury is dismis-
sive. “Sure, it does raise her value in 
Chinese eyes,” he says, “but what if 
it were you?”

Theories abound on why China 
arrested Phan-Gillis. One is that she 
got wrapped around an axle of Chi-
nese Premier Xi Jinping’s so-called 
“anti-corruption campaign,” which 
has rolled up scores of high officials 

associated with his predecessors on 
charges of participating in massive 
bribery schemes. Last year, the Hous-
ton Chronicle noted that Phan-Gillis 
was wired into powerful circles in 
China: “As president of the Houston 
Shenzhen Sister City Association 
and a longtime consultant connect-
ing businesses in southern China 
with their counterparts in Houston, 
she knew all kinds of power brokers 
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 “MY WIFE IS NOT 
A SPY; SHE IS NOT 
A THIEF. SHE IS A 
HARDWORKING  
BUSINESSWOMAN.”

WAITING IN LINE? 
Phan-Gillis in 

Xi’an, China, in 
2013. A year after 

her arrest, she 
remains a prisoner 
in the ancient city 

of Nanning.
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here and counted many as friends,” the paper 
said. Thus, it’s possible Beijing’s real interest 
in Phan-Gillis last year was what she could tell 
anti-corruption investigators about the business 
dealings of her Chinese connections, with the 
spy charges used as a ruse to justify holding her.

Her jailing came as Xi’s campaign to revital-
ize the Chinese Communist Party was cresting 
on a wave of “enhanced patriotic education,” as 
Robert Daly, director of the Kissinger Institute 
on China and the United States, recently put it. 
Chinese state television, with its round-the-clock 
programming of documentaries and dramas recy-
cling Japanese war crimes, its invective against 
U.S. and Japanese opposition to Beijing’s claims in 
the South and East China seas and denunciations 
of the Obama administration’s attacks on Chinese 
cyberthefts of U.S. government and industrial 
secrets, made a spy war almost inevitable.

In 2013, the U.S. charged six Chinese nation-
als with conspiracy to steal specially engineered 
rice and other seeds allegedly taken from a com-
pany in Arkansas. The next year, it indicted five 
Chinese military officers with the cybertheft of 
U.S. energy, steel and aluminum companies’ 
secrets, as well as hacking into trade unions. 
In May 2015, a Chinese professor was arrested 
and charged with stealing U.S. cellphone tech-
nology when he landed at Los Angeles Interna-
tional Airport.

Beijing has responded with several arrests of 
foreigners on charges of stealing state secrets, 
including four Japanese, as well as a Canadian 
missionary couple, Kevin and Julia Garratt, who 
had lived in China for decades and operated 
a coffee shop near the North Korean border. 
In January, a Swedish human rights activist, 
Peter Dahlin, was held for three weeks on sus-
picion of endangering national security until he 
agreed to a staged TV confession that he had 
broken the law, “caused harm to the Chinese  
government and hurt the Chinese public,” 
according to the BBC.

In China, there is no “due process” as it’s 
understood in the West. Human rights activ-
ists and lawyers are routinely jailed. Recently, 
anti-regime publishers have been hunted down 
abroad and rendered to China. Authorities put 

 “YOU DON’T KNOW THIS  
COUNTRY AND HOW  
DANGEROUS IT IS.”

away suspects and release them when it suits 
them, and not always on the merits of the case. 
Kevin Garratt, for example, has been held on 
charges of spying and stealing state secrets 
since late January. But his wife’s situation is 
unknown. She spent six months under “resi-
dential surveillance” before being released on 
bail in February 2015, but there has been no 
news of her status or whereabouts since.

Last September, a weak and frightened 
Phan-Gillis dictated a letter to her husband 
through a visiting U.S. consular official. “You 
don’t know this country and how dangerous it is 
for you,” she said. “Please try harder for lobbying 
and negotiation for my release through Congress 
and the president.” The family’s local congress-
man, U.S. Representative Al Green, a Democrat, 
did write to Barack Obama. When Newsweek 
inquired, his office declined to say what Green 
asked or how the White House responded.

A swap is not likely, some experts say, until 
China formally charges Phan-Gillis with espi-
onage—followed by an offer from the U.S. to 

return one of China’s accused spies held here. 
But if Phan-Gillis is truly innocent, others say, 
the U.S. would be loath to make such a deal. Yet 
another, albeit slim, possibility in the minds of 
some experts would be a deal to get Phan-Gillis 
back in exchange for a Chinese fugitive in the 
U.S., such as Yang Xiuzhu, a former senior official 
now being held in a New Jersey deportation facil-
ity, whom Beijing badly wants extradited to stand 
trial on corruption charges. Since she has applied 
for political asylum, however, that’s not likely. 

Asked for comment on the Phan-Gillis case, 
a spokesperson for the Chinese Embassy in 
Washington, D.C., says there is no “further 
information to provide.”

Meanwhile, March 19 marks a year since 
Phan-Gillis was arrested, with no visible move-
ment on her case. And without some sort of 
deal, she’ll probably stay in jail, says influen-
tial China-watcher Bill Bishop, publisher of the 
Sinocism newsletter.

“If the U.S. isn’t offering up something the Chi-
nese want,” he tells Newsweek, “why would they 
release her just because a U.S. official asked?” 
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IF HE
WINS

J A N U A R Y  2 0 ,  2 0 1 7

As president, would Donald Trump be  
a fascist? A reformer? A buffoon? A savior? 

Probably a bit of all that, but much  
closer to Jimmy Carter than Adolf Hitler

WASHINGTON, D.C.—Speaking to more than a million specta-
tors, vowing to “make America great again” and declaring he’s a 
leader who is “a fantastic success, just like my amazing, amazing 
companies,” Donald J. Trump was sworn in Friday as the 45th 
president of the United States amid demonstrations against what 
protesters call his racist and anti-immigrant policies. 

“When was the last time we won at anything?” President 
Trump asked the cheering crowd, which was cordoned off from 
thousands of loud and angry demonstrators. “I’ve built a fan-
tastic business, employed thousands of people, ran the best cam-
paign, when you look at it, like, ever. Like, better than Lincoln. 
So the winning starts today.” As the new president spoke, former 
President Barack Obama, whose citizenship Trump questioned 
as recently as Friday morning at the traditional meeting at the 

White House of the new and former presidents, looked away. 
House Speaker Paul Ryan, still smarting from Trump’s remark 
at a congressional Christmas party that the Wisconsinite “was 
only elected by a few farmers,” clapped politely. 

On day one, Trump has already put his mark on the capi-
tal. He became the first president to tweet during an inaugural. 
“These protestors are bad guys. Really bad. Election’s over. Get a 
life. SAD!” After the ceremony, instead of watching the inaugural 
parade from a reviewing stand at the White House, Trump led the 
procession as grand marshal and then watched the festivities from 
in front of the Trump International Hotel at the Old Post Office, 
the luxury property he opened in September. Secret Service agents 
flanked the new president as he was both cheered and jeered on 
his walk down Pennsylvania Avenue. The President and first lady 
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Melania Trump will live in one of the presidential suites at the hotel until their 
renovations at the White House, estimated to cost $6 million and paid for out 
of their own pocket (including extensive gold leafing in the Oval Office), are 
finished this spring. “Frankly, this hotel is so, so fantastic, really terrific, that I 
might stay. I could. I should. I won’t, but I could. It’s that good.”

After the inauguration, the president signed an executive order repeal-
ing Obama’s executive order that allowed as many as 5 million immi-
grants without documentation to stay in the U.S. and directed Attorney 
General Chris Christie to report in 30 days on how to begin deportations. 
Afterward, the president prepared for the evening balls, which will include 
a performance by the Christian metal band Stryper. “The evangelicals, 
they love me!” said the new commander in chief.

 
SIXTEEN YEARS AGO, The Simpsons broadcast an episode called “Bart 
to the Future,” a Back to the Future parody in which Lisa Simpson 
becomes “the first straight woman president.” Her predecessor? Don-
ald Trump. “He left the country broke,” she sighs. 

The business of imagining a President Trump goes back even further, 
to at least 1988, when the slender, blond real estate heir attended the 
Republican National Convention and was asked if he wanted to run for presi-
dent one day. “If I did decide to do it...I would have a hell of a chance of win-
ning,” Trump said then. His long flirtation, of course, finally ended last year. 
The man The New York Times described in 1973, when he was 27, as looking 
like Robert Redford had evolved into a still-fit, less hirsute, 69-year-old can-
didate for president with a model third wife, national celebrity and theatrical 
flair—see his announcement escalator ride that shook the world. 

At the time, a few pundits saw his potential, but no one, not even Trump, 
saw all this coming. Most thought his campaign was a joke, but over the 
past two months, some of that early chuckling has turned into dread. Fel-
low Republican candidate John Kasich recently said Trump creates a “toxic 
atmosphere,” and Democratic candidate Bernie Sanders, whose supporters 
have formed a majority of anti-Trump protesters, said the billionaire has 
“promoted hatred and division.” They have a point. In March, after weeks 

of egging on his supporters to take physical action to eject hecklers, Trump’s 
rallies turned violent. A supporter in North Carolina was arrested for punch-
ing an African-American protester being led out of an event by security. “The 
next time we see him, we might have to kill him,” said the defiant man. Days 
later, Trump had to cancel a rally in Chicago as hundreds of shouting pro-
testers converged on the venue and clashed with his supporters in a chaotic 
scene that reminded many of the protests that turned the 1968 Democratic 
National Convention in that city into a historic conflagration.

While Trump blames “wise guys” and “bad dudes” sent to shut down his 
events and “take away our First Amendment rights,” Republicans and Dem-
ocrats speculating about a President Trump have become increasingly pan-
icked. Holocaust survivors have said Trump reminds them of Adolf Hitler. 
(For what it’s worth, Trump’s daughter Ivanka converted to Judaism when 
she married.) The president of Mexico has likened him to Hitler and Benito 
Mussolini, while Germany’s vice chancellor sees parallels between Trump’s 

crusade and the xenophobic far-right 
parties in Europe, including France’s 
National Front. The comedian Louis 
C.K. wrote to his fans that “Trump is 
Hitler,” another “funny and refreshing 
dude with a weird comb-over.” On the 
left, The Washington Post and Slate col-
umnists have likened Trump to a fascist. 
In a case of rare agreement across party 
lines, conservatives have used a similar 
description. Conservative author Matt 
Lewis has called Trump an avatar of 
white-identity politics. And the haters 
have a lot of fodder. The mogul began 
his campaign saying Mexico was sending 
the U.S. “rapists,” then proposed a loopy 
and bigoted ban on Muslim immigra-
tion “until we figure out what the hell is 
going on” (whatever that means). Trump 
continues to lambaste the media at his 
rallies, referring to them as “the worst.” 
At least two journalists say they’ve been 
roughed up at Trump events without 
provocation—one of them is a woman 
who writes for a conservative publica-
tion and claims it was Trump’s campaign 
manager who left her bruised, a charge 
Trump’s people vigorously deny. This 
isn’t the Beer Hall Putsch, but it is ugly.

Meanwhile, there are millions of 
Trump voters who believe he really 
can “make America great again.” His 
I-can’t-be-bought wealth, his tough-
on-trade tariffs, his wall to keep Mex-
icans out of the U.S. (thanks, Mexico!) 
and his art-of-the-deal skills as a nego-
tiator have them convinced he’s the 
right man for troubled times. 

Trump’s problem with  
governance: He phrases everything  

as “I,” but this is a “we” country.
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All of which is nuts. Trump isn’t Hitler. He isn’t a fascist either—although 
he has, despite a career of deal-making, the my-way-or-the-highway pro-
clivities of a Latin American strongman, which would be worrisome if 
America were Bolivia and not an enduring democracy. (Trump was the 
inspiration, by the way, for the Back to the Future bully, Biff Tannen.) He’s 
also not a savior. Due to his solipsistic personality and vague, unwork-
able policies, he could never be what he promises to be if elected. But that 
doesn’t make him the sum of all fears.

The unspectacular truth is that a Trump presidency would probably be 
marked by the quotidian work of so many other presidents—trying to sell 
Congress and the public on proposals while fighting off not only a culture 
of protest but also the usual swarm of lobbyists who kill any interesting 
idea with ads and donations. Trump has a rarefied confidence in his abili-
ties and, as we recently learned, in his, um, manhood. But what he doesn’t 
have is a magic wand (insert wand-penis joke here). Remember Schoolhouse 
Rock? Trump is no match for the American political system, with its three 
branches of government. The president, as famed political scientist Rich-
ard Neustadt once said, has to take an inherently weak position and use the 
powers of persuasion to get others to do what he wants. 

Could Trump blow through those legendary checks and balances and 
make America a fascist state? Oh, please. The fear of fascism in the U.S. 
goes back to the ’30s and echoes debates that have gone on since Thomas 

Jefferson charged Alexander Hamilton 
with being a monarchist. Sinclair Lew-
is’s 1935 novel, It Can’t Happen Here, was 
a heavy-handed warning about a folksy 
fascist seizing the presidency. In Philip 
Roth’s much better work from 2004, The 
Plot Against America, a Nazi-appeasing 
Charles Lindbergh wrestles the presi-
dency from Franklin Roosevelt in 1940 
and keeps the U.S. from aiding Britain, 
which foments a Nazi victory in Europe 
and less-than-pleasant times for Amer-
ican Jewry. But that’s fiction. Trump’s 
more likely to end up like Jimmy Car-
ter—a poor craftsman of legislation and 
a crushing disappointment to his sup-
porters. Since World War II, only Dwight 
Eisenhower, Ronald Reagan, George 
H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton have left 
office with high approval numbers. Presi-
dents generally end their tenure not with 
a bullet in a bunker but with a whimper. 

FINGER IN THE WIN: Trump would be  
the first president since Eisenhower  
to enter the Oval Office without any 
prior experience in government.
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BORDER DRILL: The wall Trump has 
vowed to build since day one of his 
campaign is almost certainly a few 
bricks shy of being a feasible plan.

WEIMAR-A-LAGO?

STYLE IS ONE thing a president can bring to the office, and Trump’s would 
have plenty of bling to go along with his braggadocio press conferences and 
endless tweets. Could he paint the White House gold? He’d have to pay for 
it himself, but it seems possible. Hell, if he wanted to live at his Old Post 
Office hotel, there’s nothing to stop him. Trump could even have the colors 
of Air Force One redone. Jackie Kennedy did that, using a light blue rem-
iniscent of the sky and even the robin’s egg shade of Tiffany & Co. boxes. 
Nancy Reagan purchased expensive china while embarking on an anti-drug 
crusade. No word yet on what Melania Trump’s cause will be.

But to accomplish even modest legislative goals, let alone become a 
21st-century führer, is beyond the mogul’s ken. Philosopher Leo Strauss 
coined the term reductio ad Hitlerum, the tendency to reduce all arguments 
to Hitler, or to always see an action leading to Nazism. In its more extreme 
forms, you get statements like “You-know-who was also a vegetarian.” 
Trump’s displays of bigotry during the primary, most notably his call for a 
“total and complete shutdown” on Muslims entering the U.S., are abhorrent, 
but they don’t put the America on a fast track toward the Third Reich—not 
unless you believe Congress, business, the armed forces, the judiciary and 
so on are all willing to start setting up internment camps. The U.S., with its 
unemployment rate of less than 5 percent and minuscule inflation, is a country 
where retirees try to get better yield, not the hyperinflation Weimar  Republic 

that gave birth to Hitler. Fascism, with 
its totalitarian control of society and the 
economy—“Nazi” was short for National 
Socialists—doesn’t describe Trump’s 
views, even if former Maryland Gover-
nor Martin O’Malley and Michael Ger-
son, a former speechwriter for George 
W. Bush, throw around the term fascist 
when bad-mouthing the billionaire. 

IT’S GOING TO BE YUGE!

SO IF HE’S not going to be Hitler, what 
would a Trump presidency be like? 
Judge him by his words. 

“I will build a great, great wall. And I 
will have Mexico pay for that wall.”

Leave aside the question of whether 
anyone could build a wall of that magni-
tude, which is a big if. (Trump says natu-
ral barriers between the U.S. and Mexico 
mean that we’re talking about only 1,000 
miles of wall.) Also leave aside that there FR
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JUST SAY WHAT? It’s traditional for the 
first lady to have a pet cause; no word 
yet on what Melania Trump might trum-
pet if her husband wins in November. 

is no net in-migration from Mexico at the moment. The remaining questions 
are myriad: Would the wall do as intended? And could Trump really secure 
the money to pay for it? The answer to both is probably no. 

What about Mexico footing the bill? So far, the country has been a tad 
reluctant. “I’m not going to pay for that fucking wall,” said former Mexican 
President Vicente Fox. Trump argues that Mexico, threatened with tariffs, 
would gladly cough up the money lest its access to lucrative American mar-
kets dried up. But this is fantasy. No Mexican leader could survive appear-
ing to be such a supplicant to the U.S., even if he or she were so inclined. 

Then would Congress pay for the wall? No, and this gets to the heart of 
Trump’s problem not just with walls but with governance: He phrases solu-
tions in terms of “I,” but this is a “we” country. It’s hard to see Congress 
being cajoled into funding that very expensive barricade, especially when 
Democrats would likely be able to stymie any funding measure with a fili-

buster in the Senate. Trump could try to 
galvanize public opinion, but good luck 
with that. If he just ends up with more 
drones and Border Patrol agents, he will 
have accomplished as much on that front 
as George W. Bush or Barack Obama and 
left his supporters crestfallen. 

“If you build that plant in Mexico, I’m 
going to charge you 35 percent on every 
car, truck part that you send into our 
country. Every single one.”

Here’s another “I” problem. Trump 
loves to tell the hypothetical about how 
he’ll get Ford Motor Co. to stop building a 
plant in Mexico. In his telling, he calls the 
head of Ford, threatens a tariff and after 
a day or so the CEO relents and opens a 
factory in the United States. Trump has 
been telling this fairy tale for almost a 
year, and yet Ford has gone ahead with 
its Mexican expansion. Would it be any 
different if Trump got elected?

Very doubtful. Raising tariffs is hard. 

Accomplishing even modest  
legislative goals, let alone  

becoming a 21st-century Hitler,  
is beyond the mogul’s ken.
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You need to run the gantlet of lobbyists and get through the famously tough 
Senate Finance Committee, where chairmen of past and present have 
wielded the power to tie up tariffs forever. And since a tariff is a tax by another 
name, there’s zippo chance of getting something like that through a tax-pho-
bic Republican Congress, even if Trump is a Republican president. And even 
if he could, a unilateral tariff would run afoul of the North American Free 
Trade Agreement. Mexico could seek redress under that accord. By that time, 
Ford Mustangs and Fiestas would already be coming off the line in Mexico. 

“We are going to replace Obamacare with something so much better.”
Trump has recited the standard denunciations of the Affordable Care Act 

that all Republicans seem to have laminated on a card, but beyond saying he’ll 
loosen regulations on the sale of insurance over state lines—something he 
says will bring more competition and lower costs—he has been pretty vague 
about how he’s going to improve matters. Plus, he has said he wants to keep 
some elements of the health care plan, including its prohibition against deny-
ing coverage for pre-existing conditions. Insurance companies will balk at 
that. They signed on to cover pre-existing conditions only because of a grand 
bargain with the White House that promised they’d see a flood of healthy 

new customers under the mandate that 
everyone must buy insurance. In Febru-
ary, Trump seemed to reverse his stance 
on the individual mandate (one of the 
most loathed parts of the plan) and came 
out in favor of it—but then he flipped 
again, saying he opposed it. So what he 
really wants to do (as well as what part of 
that would be better) remains a mystery. 

“I would hit them so hard your would 
head spin.”

When it comes to a president’s powers 
as commander in chief, Trump would 
have a lot of discretion. While only Con-
gress can declare war, presidents have 
been getting into foreign conflicts all 
by themselves for centuries. If Trump 
wants to ramp up the bombing of the 
Islamic State militant group (ISIS), as 
he’s promised, it’s unlikely Congress 
can stop him. He has talked tough on 
terrorism—repeatedly vowing to restore 
waterboarding and then some—but 
he recently backed down, saying he 
wouldn’t break the law on torture but 
would try to change it. That’s something 

HIGH STEAKS: Trump hasn’t been shy 
about shilling merch on the campaign 

trail, and living in the White House 
would be a master brander’s dream. 

“He’ll sit there all day  
saying, ‘Do this, do that,’ and  

nothing will happen.”
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he’d have to get past Senator John McCain, chair of the Armed Services 
Committee, who has some thoughts on the subject, having been beaten and 
imprisoned in a North Vietnamese prison. (Trump once mocked McCain as 
a “loser” for being taken prisoner so long ago.)

“You know, the great thing about executive orders is that I don’t have to go 
back to Congress.”

Ironically, if Trump bigfoots his authority in a way liberals find repugnant, 
they may have Obama to blame. Ever since the Democrats lost the House in 
2010, the president has pushed the limits on executive orders. The Supreme 
Court is considering Obama’s executive order that could allow millions of 
aspiring Americans to stay in this country. In areas like immigration, climate 
change, recess appointments and so on, Obama has been very aggressive, 
arguing for the powers of a vigorous chief executive. Trump has said he’d use 
executive powers sparingly, preferring instead to work with Congress. But 
if the temptation to use executive orders proved irresistible to a hope-and-
change pol like Obama, bet on Trump 
to direct the Christie Justice Depart-
ment—just let those words sink in—to 
echo Obama-esque arguments in a 
fight for a conservative view of envi-
ronmental or immigration laws. 

OUIJA BORED

THE HISTORY OF predicting how 
presidencies will play out isn’t pretty. 
Many worried Ronald Reagan would 
be a warmonger. Instead, he signed 
the biggest arms reduction deals with 
the Soviets ever and responded to 
the slaughter of U.S. Marines in Bei-
rut in 1983 by pulling out instead of 
digging in. In Texas, George W. Bush 
was a popular governor known for 
bipartisanship. In Washington, much 
less so. Forecasting the Trump years 
seems equally perilous. He could be 
like Governor Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger—a political novice and ideologi-
cally flexible Republican whom some 
California voters feared, yet who turned out to be more tepid than the Ter-
minator. But one thing we know is that Trump is used to having his way. 
Eisenhower, the last president who had never held elective office before 
entering the White House, might be the closest thing we have to a useful 
comparison. Many worried that the supreme commander of Allied forces in 
Europe would flounder in a system where his commands were not instantly 
met with a salute. “He’ll sit there all day saying, ‘Do this, do that,’ and noth-
ing will happen,” lamented Harry Truman as he readied to turn over the 
presidency to the five-star general. “Poor Ike—it won’t be a bit like the mili-
tary. He’ll find it very frustrating.” 

It’s extremely unlikely anyone will ever say “poor Donald.” And we should 
allow for the possibility that, like Eisenhower, he would be a successful pres-
ident. His business has its eye-rolling qualities (mmm, Trump Steaks), but 
he does cut deals and has other positive qualities that detractors should rec-
ognize: ideological flexibility, an ability to negotiate, great communication 
skills. However, they seem easily overwhelmed by his obvious flaws: bigoted 
policies that target religions and utterances that slander Mexicans, a brash 

and imperious style, a tendency to hold 
grudges long beyond their sell-by date. 
Ultimately, Eisenhower’s weak grip on 
Washington was a contributing factor 
to the rise of anti-Communist crusader 
Senator Joseph McCarthy. (To his harsh-
est critics, Trump’s own words have a 
McCarthyite resonance. He gleefully 
calls Sanders “a Communist.”) 

That’s not to take anything from Ike. 
To his eternal credit, he did send federal 
troops to Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957 
to enforce a school integration order 
after the state’s segregationist governor 
refused to do so. Would Trump show 

equivalent courage? The chronic woes 
of American life—a public education sys-
tem that often fails, infrastructure that’s 
always “crumbling,” exorbitant health 
care costs—are problems no more likely 
to be fixed by Trump’s bromides than by 
Sanders’s broadsides, which are similarly 
unrealistic and financially dubious. 

It’s more than likely Trump would 
wind up being just another president 
on the alphabetical roll call, nestled 
between the memorable Truman and 
the utterly forgettable John Tyler, dis-
tinguished more by his hue, his bullying 
and his encouragement of other bullies 
than by any lasting damage done to a 
republic that has endured far worse. 
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SPLENDID
DESOLATION

                             YOU SEE SCORCHING HEAT AND VAST, 
FLAT EXPANSES OF SAND. DEATH VALLEY JIM 
                         SEES BEAUTY, MYSTERY AND AN ARID PARADISE 
                 THAT MUST BE PRESERVED, REGARDLESS 
                                   OF WHAT GREEN ACTIVISTS CLAIM

BY 
ALEXANDER  
NAZARYAN
PHOTOGRAPHS BY  
IVAN KASHINSKY
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YOU MAY
THINK YOU

KNOW THE
       DESERT.

 “I wonder what society would think if a 
group of Natives went to a cemetery 

and starting digging up Civil War vets.”

Sand and cacti, spread over an expanse of infinite 
flatness, baked by relentless sunlight. Road-
runners chased by wily coyotes. Rattlesnakes 
lurking under rocks. And meth labs, just as in 
Breaking Bad. Meth labs guarded by rattlesnakes.

If this is your conception of the desert, you 
are clearly not familiar with the oeuvre of Death 
Valley Jim, an explorer, writer and activist who 
knows the California desert as well as anyone 
alive. His is a particular kind of knowledge: 
ghost towns, abandoned mines, the vestiges of 
Native American villages, the humble graves of 
unlucky prospectors. He knows about the desert 
tortoise, sure enough, but also about the legend 
of Yucca Man; about the effects of prolonged 
drought on desert succulents but also about the 
Spanish galleon that sank near what is today the 
malodorous Salton Sea. 

Don’t get too excited. Like so much else in the 
desert, that colonial treasure could be a mirage. 
But if it does exist, Death Valley Jim knows who 
might know where it is: He interviewed said guy 
on his radio show (did I forget to mention that, 
until recently, he was a radio host?). His is the 
desert visited by hundreds of thousands of tour-
ists each year, and the desert of hardy despera-
does like Seldom Seen Slim, a place precious and 
rough, with wildflowers and mine shafts.

In an age of “glamping” and virtual vacations, 
Death Valley Jim—his real name is Jim Mattern, 

but he never uses it—makes the case for 
the desert as a place of sacred mystery, 
a place that might kill you or, if you’re 
willing to give yourself over to the blaz-
ing expanses, might turn you into a more 
reflective, thoughtful human being, one 
who is aware of a world beyond the 
glowing confines of an iPhone screen. 

And then maybe kill you.

 THEY PAID FOR THEIR MISTAKE
AUGUSTINUS VAN HOVE and Helena 
Nuellett had a mission: find the famous 
Joshua tree on the cover of U2’s Joshua 
Tree album. The two had recently arrived 
in Los Angeles from Europe, and after a 
short stay there and in San Diego, they 
drove east into the desert. On August 
22, 2011, they set out into Joshua Tree 
National Park, famous for spiky, spindly 
trees that look like they were cultivated 
on another planet before a seedling 
floated to Earth. The Joshua tree shot 
by Anton Corbijn for U2 was not in the 
national park that bears its name, but the 
two tourists did not appear to know that.

Van Hove and Nuellett drove their 
rental off a main park thoroughfare and 
onto Black Eagle Mine Road, according 
to a reconstruction of events in The Des-
ert Sun newspaper. Their car, said the 
Sun, became stuck in a wash, “and they 
couldn’t get it out. There was nowhere 
to rest in the shade,” so they set out for 
the main road, which was about 8 miles 
away. In ordinary circumstances, this 
might pass for a decent day hike. In 
108-degree heat, it meant death. Another tourist 
later that day discovered their bodies. 

“The desert will kill you,” Death Valley Jim says 
bluntly. It is not likely to kill him, though, and that 
has as much to do with his truck as with his sur-
vival skills. Jacked up on tires that look like they 
were stolen from a Boeing 747, his beloved Jeep 
Wrangler is what the steed Rocinante was to Don 
Quixote, a trusty conveyor through surreal realms. 

“I might be able to pull it off,” Jim said to me 
on a recent winter afternoon as he tried to turn 
his Jeep around on an especially narrow section 
of Black Eagle Mine Road, just a mile or two 
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+
DRY, HE SAID: 
Death Valley 

Jim, opposite, 
knows that the 
stark beauty of 
the desert, as 
exemplified by 
Joshua trees, 

is alluring. 
And can be a 
deadly trap. 

from where Van Hove and Nuellett died. We had 
just stood looking at the remnants of the Eagle 
Mountain mine, which some wanted to turn 
into a garbage dump (horrible idea, according 
to Death Valley Jim) or, when that push failed, a 
hydroelectric plant (less horrible, but still pretty 
terrible). Below us was a dry gulch, and while the 
drop was only a dozen feet or so, the boulders 
down there looked like the misshapen teeth of 
a monstrous jaw. As ever, the desert was going 
to allow little room for error. Which, frankly, is 
thrilling in a world where so many of our thrills 
involve clicking and swiping. Death Valley 
Jim drove his Jeep to the precipice, then up the 
opposing slope. It lurched, huffed, tilted but, like 
a mountain goat, never lost its footing. Soon we 
were cruising down the park’s main road again.

Danger is one of the desert’s allures, the price 
it extracts for all that unperturbed open space. 
It’s a meditation retreat without the sanctimony, 

a mindfulness exercise where your guide to the 
sublime is a salamander skittering between 
sun-blasted rocks, a place whose utter lack of 
wireless service is one of its best features. “The 
desert reduces one to a rawboned simplicity,” 
wrote the theologian Belden Lane in The Solace 
of Fierce Landscapes. “Life out there is lawless. 
The structured patterns of civilization do not 
extend that far. Law and order break down.” 

 BERNIE SANDERS AND WHISKEY
DEATH VALLEY JIM does not look like the desert 
guide you’ve probably pictured. You are more 
likely to find him wearing a hoodie than a Pata-
gonia hardshell. Nor is he an advertisement for 
Whole Foods, with his predilection for menthol 
cigarettes and fast-food burgers. His stringy 
blond goatee makes him look Amish, except that 
Death Valley Jim is not especially pious. On one 
side of his neck is a tattoo that says, “Live fast,” 
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 “I hate man’s footprint.”

and on the other is a tattoo that says, “Die young.” 
He has a 9/11 tattoo, though he has no personal 
connection to the attacks. There are other tattoos 
too, all of which he says he regrets. He also has a 
septum ring, which he does not regret. 

“My dad hated children,” he tells me. Mat-
tern père was in the Air Force, a technician who 
worked on the Titan II missile. He moved his 
wife and child to California, Arizona and Arkan-
sas. Death Valley Jim’s parents split when he was 
13, and he returned to central Pennsylvania with 
his mother. They lived near Matternville, which 
he says was founded by his ancestors.

Death Valley Jim says he was “a punk-rock 
kid.” He dropped out of school in the ninth 
grade, wanting to escape the booze and weed 
that were consuming him more rapidly than he 
was consuming them. He moved out of his moth-
er’s house and began to work as a promoter and 
manager in the local punk scene.

He met his wife in 1998. Together, they started 
a record label, Open Grave, that represented 
bands with names like Atrocity and Demon Dog 
Sperm. They stayed in Pennsylvania for a while, 
but Death Valley Jim’s father, having retired from 
the Air Force, moved to California City, Califor-
nia. In the late aughts, they moved in with him.

Despite its ecumenical name, California City 
is a sparsely populated town about two hours 
northeast of Los Angeles, in the high desert of 
the Antelope Valley. Incorporated in 1965, it 
was supposed to be the next great metropolis 
wrested from the arid land. Today, it is home 
to 13,000 people, known to the outside world 
mostly through avid explorations by the lovers 
of emptiness and ruin, both of which California 
City offers in ample quantities. But it is also a 
perfect place from which to venture into the des-
ert, for the barriers between human and natural 
life have largely collapsed in California City. The 
desert eternally beckons and intrudes.

The Matterns, who eventually tired of running 
a record label, were taking frequent trips to the 
desert. To keep his family back East abreast of 
their travels, Jim started posting photos online. 
He soon noticed, though, that his blog was 
attracting the interest of other desert lovers. So 
he kept exploring and putting the record of his 
explorations online, while also following new 
“leads” sent to him by fellow desert denizens.

It has been five years since Death Valley Jim 
published his first guidebook; 10 more have fol-
lowed, covering Death Valley and Joshua Tree 
national parks, as well as other parts of the Cali-
fornia desert. When not exploring or writing about 
his explorations, he leads tours for clients—for-
eigners, photographers, city-slicker  journalists—

who want to ditch the paths delineated by Lonely 
Planet and see the desert as he knows it.

If Death Valley Jim has interests outside the 
desert, I am unaware of them. He does not regu-
larly watch television. His reading is primarily of 
archaeological papers from obscure magazines 
that do not exist outside of college libraries. He 
also likes Bernie Sanders and whiskey. “I get bored 
too easily,” Death Valley Jim says. I point out the 
irony of that declaration, since for most people, 
boredom is the desert’s prevailing quality. Death 
Valley Jim does not appear to agree. The desert is 
the thing that entrances him, that keeps him sane.

 MALEVOLENT BOUNCING
WILLIAM “BURRO” SCHMIDT was a man of excep-
tional purpose, but a purpose utterly without a 
point. He spent 36 years, from 1902 until 1938, 
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ROCK STAR: 
Death Valley 

Jim leads tours  
of some of the 
many obscure 
gems he has 
discovered 
during his 

explorations.
 

boring a tunnel through a remote section of the 
already remote El Paso Mountains, his only 
companions a pair of donkeys. The aim was pre-
sumably to facilitate the transportation of ore. In 
1920, a new road rendered the shortcut unneces-
sary, but Schmidt kept blasting through granite. 
“Driven to complete his monumental one-man 
project, Schmidt simply disdained precious met-
als,” wrote Scott Schwartz of DesertUSA, even 
though plenty of precious metal may have been 
within his reach, if he’d only bothered to look for 
it. He didn’t. He did finish the tunnel, a half-mile 
passage through darkness into nothingness. He 
died in 1954, no wealthier than when he first came 
to the desert in search of wealth.

Donald Trump might disapprove of Schmidt’s 
money-making instincts, yet there seems to me 
something fundamentally American about his 
will, at once admirable and disturbing. Can any-
one point to a finer example of pure grit?

It was inevitable that, in my research into 
Schmidt, I came across Death Valley Jim. He 

had written about Schmidt’s tunnel, of course. 
And about the Pleasant Valley petroglyphs of 
Joshua Tree (“created during a state of altered 
consciousness”). And about the Queen of Sheba 
mine in Death Valley (“a picturesque ore chute 
extends from the cut in the mountain”). 

I first went trekking with Death Valley Jim and 
another explorer, Dusty House—Angeline Duran 
Piotrowski, a hiking guide from L.A.—through 
the El Paso range this past fall, a few months after 
learning about his work. We had met in Ridge-
crest, a town at the edge of Naval Air Weapons 
Station China Lake and, from there, drove into 
progressively more rugged land. The roads were 
unpaved, yet Death Valley Jim plowed forth with 
relish. At one point, Dusty House shouted that she 
was afraid she would die from the truck’s malevo-
lent bouncing. Jim slowed down slightly.

El Niño had not yet arrived in Southern Califor-
nia, and the foothills were ochre swells: feature-
less, endless. But to the expert, they are neither. 
Death Valley Jim parked, and we climbed a hill 
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VANDAL 
SCANDAL: The 
National Park 
Service is on 

constant alert 
for mindless 

desert tourists 
who loot or 

deface ancient 
treasures such 
as petroglyphs, 

opposite.
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thick with twisting creosote bushes. About half-
way up the slope, Death Valley Jim stopped and 
pointed at some rocks. We were standing in what 
remained of the Coso village of Terese.

Nothing marks off Terese from the rest of 
the desert: no signage, no fencing, no kitschy 
explanatory panels from the 1970s. Nothing sig-
nificant marks it in literature either, according to 
Jim, except for a few references in obscure schol-
arly studies. Perhaps only a few dozen people 
have ever seen the village since the Coso—or the 
Kawaiisu, who also lived in this area—departed 
from here, which may have been more than a 
thousand years ago.

The site is a wonderland of petroglyphs, white 
etchings on black rock: bighorn sheep, human 
figures, spindly rays of sunlight. “These are 
the tweets of the past,” Death Valley Jim says 
as we walk through the village, warning me not 

to touch any of the petroglyphs. We stand in a 
circular arrangement of rocks that once served 
as the foundation for a wickiup, a sort of domed 
hut made out of branches. He also shows me 
what looks like an ancient pestle. We are careful 
to leave the site undisturbed. 

Warnings about respecting cultural sites (and 
natural ones) appear frequently in his books, but 
they won’t pacify detractors who say Death Valley 
Jim is inviting looters and vandals into those parts 
of the desert where their transgressions are least 
likely to be found. The superintendents of both 
Death Valley and Joshua Tree have voiced disap-
proval of Jim’s work. It’s easy to dismiss them as 
joyless federal bureaucrats, but looting of aban-
doned mines has become so frequent in Joshua 
Tree that two sites were recently closed.

Native leaders worry about burial sites, about 
tribal artifacts ending up in some boho Santa 
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 “These are the tweets of the past.”

Fe antique shop. “I wonder what society would 
think if a group of Natives went to a cemetery and 
starting digging up Civil War vets,” says George 
Gholson, chairman of the Timbisha Shoshone 
Tribe in Death Valley, adding that Death Valley 
Jim “should consult tribes in the area.” Jim says 
he has tried, to no avail. He also claims that the 
National Park Service has discouraged the sale of 
his books and that its rangers have tried to intim-
idate him (David Smith, the superintendent of 
Joshua Tree, says his agency is “relatively care-
ful about not interfering with the marketplace”). 
“They see me as an outlaw,” he says proudly. 
There is little repentance: He thinks public lands 
should have few restrictions. “That land is set 
aside for the people of this country.”

Though Death Valley Jim fervently defends 
his use of the desert, he just as fervently derides 
off-roaders, renewable energy evangelists and 

others who fail to appreciate the des-
ert as deeply as he does. “I hate man’s 
footprint,” he says. It is a hot desert 
afternoon. Nothing moves. The desert 
seems immutable, the thing that it has 
always been and always will be. The 
rattlesnake sleeps. The tortoise hides. 
Life awaits evening. 

“Yet here you are,” Dusty says.

 THOUSANDS OF BIRDS COOKED
LAST SPRING, Death Valley Jim posted 
an item on his blog titled “Earth Day 

Is Stupid.” This was not an expression of current 
beliefs but, rather, an acknowledgement that he 
arrived at activism on the long road. “I didn’t 
honestly give much of a shit about the environ-
ment,” he wrote of his salad days in that post. “I 
littered, used a ton of aerosol hairspray to hold 
up my mohawk, and I despised the Grateful 
Dead and drum circles (I still feel the same way 
about the Grateful Dead and drum circles).”

Jim was inspired to be more of an activist by 
Chris Clarke, a shaggy fellow resident of Joshua 
Tree who is the environmental editor at KCET, 
a public television station in Southern Califor-
nia. Clarke taught Death Valley Jim that to love 
the desert is to fight for it, especially since, in 
recent years, the California desert has attracted 
newfound, unwelcome interest.

The desert, always hot, is getting hotter, as 
vulnerable to climate change as any other eco-
system on the planet. Rising temperatures in 
deserts like the Mojave threaten the plants and 
animals that have learned to live there. The 
recent California drought has only further des-
iccated an already desiccated place. 

One way to stop climate change is to reduce 
carbon emissions. Pretty much everyone—well, 
everyone who isn’t hoping to be the Republican 
nominee for president—agrees that fossil fuels 
are the main culprit in this ecological crime. To 
sever our reliance on oil, coal and gas, we need to 
find alternative sources of energy. One especially 
promising renewable source of energy is the sun.

You probably see where I am going with this. 
One estimate holds that the Earth’s deserts 
receive enough sun in just six hours to easily 
power the entire world for an entire year. Put-
ting solar panels in deserts like the Mojave 
would seemingly solve our energy needs. By 
killing the desert, we save those parts of the 
world that are not desert.
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 “This electric vehicle is powered 
by coal and dead birds.”

The battle over solar energy is really a battle of 
competing visions of what it means to be green. 
Are we fighting to preserve the cottontop cactus, 
or are we fighting to keep the polar ice caps from 
melting? Is there a way to fight for both? The ques-
tion may be moot, for both the federal government 
and the state of California have been aggressively 
promoting utility-scale solar and wind projects in 
the desert with, among other incentives, an esti-
mated $51 billion allotment in President Barack 
Obama’s 2009 stimulus package.

What is wrong with utility-scale solar proj-
ects? Detractors inevitably reply with a single 
word: Ivanpah. At 5 square miles, the Ivanpah 
Solar Power Facility outside of Las Vegas is the 
largest solar array in the world. It is composed 
of three fields of mirrors, each a vast and crys-
talline lake. The mirrors, or heliostats, focus 
the sun’s rays and boil water, which rotates tur-
bines as any other electrical plant does. But the 
plant is inefficient and must burn natural gas 
to function. That released 46,000 metric tons 
of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere during 
Ivanpah’s first year of operation. 

As far as desert life is concerned, Ivanpah is 
a real disruptor, and not the kind Silicon Valley 
likes to crow about. While the plant was being 
built, its developers had to relocate some 200 
desert tortoises, at a cost of $55,000 per reptile. 
Once the plan went into operation, its heat rays 
cooked thousands of birds per year, leading one 
wit to condense Ivanpah’s travails into a bumper 
sticker: “This electric vehicle is powered by coal 
and dead birds.” 

Proponents of solar energy argue that arrays 
are becoming more efficient, that the industry 
has absorbed the tough lessons of Ivanpah. But 
no innovation is going to make it possible for solar 
arrays to be anything but glassy invaders of open 
country. Moreover, research by Michael Allen, G. 
Darrel Jenerette and Louis Santiago of the Uni-
versity of California, Riverside, strongly suggests 
that clearing the desert floor exposes a type of 
sediment called caliche, which in turn releases 
carbon dioxide into the air. That would make 
solar arrays emitters of the very pollutant green 
energy is supposed to keep out of the atmosphere. 
There’s surely a droll bumper sticker in that too.

According to the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment, which administers public lands across the 
nation, there are eight solar projects “in vari-
ous stages of development” and five additional 
“pending solar applications” in California. Cali-
fornia’s governor, Jerry Brown, wants the state to 
get half of its energy from renewables by 2030. 
Unless someone finds a way to harness electric-
ity from Kanye West’s frequent Twitter rants, 

solar is going to be a major factor in that push. 
Desert rats with an activist bent, like Death 

Valley Jim, see the Bay Area about as favorably 
as do the Jerry Falwells of this world, though for 
different reasons. Many solar and wind energy 
companies are based in San Francisco, Oakland 
and Berkeley, places that can come across as 
self-satisfied enclaves of green living: the elec-
tric car, the locavore restaurant, the gray-water 
garden. But while San Francisco’s enlightened 
classes badly want to keep Lake Tahoe blue and 
the redwood forests green, they care little about 
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MEAN GREEN: 
Wind turbines 

mar the beauty 
of the desert, 
and disrupt 

both flora and 
fauna. 

the desert, charge some. If the desert suffers for 
their vision of sustainable living, so be it. Nobody 
lives there, anyway. Nobody cares.

So who is keeping the desert from becoming 
one giant solar panel? Who is fighting the good 
fight on behalf of the desert tortoise, which 
knows nothing about rising ocean levels and 
depleted ozone layers? An octogenarian liberal 
Jew from San Francisco.

Dianne Feinstein is very much of San Fran-
cisco. She served as its mayor before becoming a 
United States senator, a position she holds today. 
But despite her Northern California origins, she 
is a lover and defender of the desert. Talking on 
the phone from Washington, Feinstein tells me 
she first ventured to the California desert in the 
1960s, at the behest of Governor Pat Brown (Jer-
ry’s father), who wanted her to investigate the 

terms of parole at a women’s prison east of Los 
Angeles. After work, she would spend the week-
ends in the desert with her husband Bert. The 
surreal landscape of the Mojave enchanted her. 
“Color in the desert is amazing,” she says. “How 
the sky looks, how the shadows fall.”

Feinstein’s love affair with the desert resulted 
in the California Desert Protection Act of 1994, 
which sanctified Joshua Tree and Death Valley 
as national parks while also creating the Mojave 
National Preserve. But by the late aughts, Fein-
stein saw large stretches of the Mojave fall to 
energy speculators, turning the desert into what 
she calls a “checkerboarded” landscape.

In 2010, she introduced a new California Des-
ert Protection Act, but in a Congress that can 
barely agree on the days of the week, the leg-
islation languished. So she turned to President 
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VALLEY WHIRL: 
Gentrification 
is slowly, but 

inevitably  
encroaching on 

the desert. 

Obama, asking him to use the 1906 Antiquities 
Act to create three national monuments—Sand 
to Snow, Castle Mountains and Mojave Trails—
that would keep 1.4 million acres of desert as 
pristine natural space. 

In February, Obama did Feinstein one better, 
setting aside 1.8 million acres as part of the three 
national monuments she requested. The San 
Francisco Chronicle noted that this amounted to 
one of “the largest continental monument des-
ignations in recent times” while elevating its 
hometown senator to the rank of one of “Cal-
ifornia’s great conservationists.” Death Valley 
Jim was just as effusive: “Senator Feinstein 
has singlehandedly done more to protect the 
California desert than anybody else in the past 
quarter of a century,” he says in an email.

Feinstein is no idealist, and she understands 
that stunting solar’s growth would be a Pyrrhic 
victory. But, she argues, “there’s no problem find-
ing places” for large renewable energy projects. 
Like those in Death Valley Jim’s dusty band of 
rogues, she believes solar arrays belong on “dis-
tressed” lands like brownfields and unused farms. 
Solar shades on parking lots, solar roofs on ware-
houses. Anywhere but the desert, which cannot 
be reclaimed once surrendered. “You have the 
privacy,” she says. “You have the beauty of unfil-
tered light. You have just beautiful country.”

 PARCHED GENTRIFICATION
DEATH VALLEY JIM lives in Joshua Tree, a small 
town near the entrance to the park. It has a cheer-
ful, bohemian vibe, whereas some other nearby 
hamlets either cater to the military or not to any-
one at all. I had dinner one night at the Joshua 
Tree Saloon with Jim, Chris Clarke of KCET 
and another activist, Seth Shteir of the National 
Parks Conservation Association. The bar was 
filled with young people who could have been 
airlifted from the hippest precincts of America: 
Silver Lake, the Mission District, Bushwick.

“The Mojave is being slowly gentrified,” says 
Clarke. This is true in ways both large and small. 
Joshua Tree has been fighting the arrival of a Dol-
lar General store, and though this might seem like 
a minor squabble, it is no different from New York 
City’s long-standing efforts to keep out Wal-Mart, 
a fight less about retail than cultural values.

Gentrification in the Mojave may look different 
than it does in East Los Angeles, but it is just as 
inevitable. Palm Springs, that faded mid-century 
oasis, is resplendent once again, with an Ace Hotel 
to sate the crowds from L.A. and bestow the kind 
of cachet most American cities would sacrifice a 
deputy mayor to acquire. It’s only a matter of time 
before Palm Springs is declared “over” and the 
cool kids migrate elsewhere: Indio, Indian Wells, 
maybe even Barstow. Well, probably not Barstow. 
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The Salton Sea may be the most 
unnatural place in the world.

“Every asshole here has a swimming pool,” 
Death Valley Jim said on an afternoon last Jan-
uary as we drove south and east from Joshua 
Tree, into freakishly green valleys whose hos-
tility to human life we had conquered, and 
lavishly so. The outposts here have uniformly 
blissful names: Palm Springs, of course, but also 
Rancho Mirage and Palm Desert. Thousand 
Palms, Bermuda Dunes. A proposed 8,500-unit 
development has been branded Paradise Valley. 

The golf courses are so numerous that some 
say Obama may move to Rancho Mirage. He 
was there recently, to host Asian leaders at Sun-
nylands, the sumptuous modernist estate known 
as “the Camp David of the West.” Sunnylands 
was a favorite of Republicans, including Richard 
Nixon, who created the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, and his successor Gerald Ford, the 
only president to have ever served as a park ranger 
(Yellowstone, the summer of ’36). Built by pub-
lishing magnate Walter Annenberg, Sunnylands 
evokes a cool mid-century confidence about the 
American project. It is one thing to discover an 
oasis, but another thing altogether to build one 
out of nothing, to fashion a Xanadu from the most 
inhospitable terrain imaginable.

In the end, a golf course in the desert may be 
the pinnacle of human achievement.

 ASSAULTED SEA
ON ONE END of the spectrum of ways to treat the 
desert is Joshua Tree National Park. Fence it off 
and don’t use it at all, ever: the desert as museum. 
On the other end, we have utter ruin, horrific 
abuse, the desert as palimpsest for humanity’s 
grossest impulses. We have the Salton Sea.

If parks like Death Valley and Joshua Tree are 
the desert untouched, if solar farms like Ivanpah 
are the desert harvested, and towns like Palm 
Springs the desert tamed, then the Salton Sea is 
the desert molested. “This place is spooky,” Death 
Valley Jim said as we pushed past Palm Springs, 
through heat and haze of a desert afternoon, 
toward the pungent body of water that is Cali-
fornia’s biggest lake, created when the Colorado 
River overflowed in 1905, settling in a depression 
more than 200 feet below sea level. Thus was 
born the 380-square-mile body of water known 
as the Salton Sea, nurtured by agricultural runoff 
from the farms of the Imperial Valley. It may be 
the most unnatural place in the world. 

It wasn’t always this way. 
The Salton Sea was once a famous resort, a 

waterfront paradise, but the same forces that cre-
ated the Salton Sea doomed it, the water becoming 
saline and fetid. The stars left; the motels closed; 
the fish died. They continue to die routinely, their 
corpses littering the shore, creating a stench that 
is hard to describe and harder to stomach.

“How do you save a place that’s so far gone?” 
Death Valley Jim wondered as we walked 
through some of the blasted communities that 
front the lake. Though people still live here, the 
living seem to be a distinct minority in the Salton 
Sea. Everything is abandoned, covered in graffiti, 
caked in salt. I will never eat tilapia again.

The Dutch masters painted still lifes of sump-
tuous spreads to remind the viewer of mortality: 
Just as this bunch of grapes will wither, so will you 
die. Walking the shores of the Salton Sea put me 
in the same morbid frame of mind. Here were 
the “things rank and gross in nature” that Ham-
let bemoaned. There are now efforts to save the 
Salton Sea—Jerry Brown has allocated $80 mil-
lion for that effort—because its drying-out could 
spread toxic dust, and because its southern shore 
is an important bird sanctuary (and the only sec-
tion that doesn’t look like an utter hellscape). But 
there is a despair blowing off the sea that nothing 
will diminish, a ruin irrevocable. And everyone 
knows it, Death Valley Jim most of all. Every new 
development could turn the California desert into 

some nightmarish simulacrum of the Salton Sea.
Somewhere between the Salton Sea and Joshua 

Tree is a large wind farm, turbines rising like 
blanched tree stumps. Do projects like this help 
preserve the natural environment, or do they 
bring the natural environment ever closer to ruin 
and, what’s more, do it under a beneficent guise of 
green? I wasn’t sure. Death Valley Jim was. 

“Fucking hideous,” he said. 
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N E W  W O R L D

CLIMATE CHANGE WILDLIFE WATER INNOVATION SPACE MARIJUANA

SOMETIMES AN ANCESTOR’S primitive trick can 
solve a complex problem. University of South Flor-
ida researcher Norma Alcantar’s grandmother 
used cactus to remove sediment from river water 
when growing up in rural Mexico. Now a team of 
chemical engineers led by Alcantar is testing this 
tactic on cleansing everything from oily seawater 
to water for farmed fish. Typically, when you want 
to purify water you need a dispersant, a chemi-
cal mixture that can break down unwanted sub-
stances so they can be washed away. Alcantar’s 
team has found that sugars within mucilage—the 
gooey part of the cactus responsible for keeping it 
hydrated—are just as good as chemical dispersant 
and more environmentally friendly. 

When Alcantar’s grandmother mixed the 
water left over from boiled nopal (or prickly pear) 
with contaminated river water, sediment would 
separate and rise to the top. In the lab, the team 
observed that mucilage captures only sediment, 
arsenic and bacteria. The researchers first used 

cactus to clean contaminated drinking water fol-
lowing the 2006 Haiti earthquake. Four years 
later came the Deepwater Horizon oil rig disaster, 
which prompted Alcantar’s team to apply muci-
lage to a simulated oil slick. They found it was as 
effective as a chemical dispersant. 

The Mote Marine Laboratory and Aquarium in 
Sarasota, Florida, asked Alcantar to help improve 
efficiency in fish farming. In a fishing farm, every 
time water is recirculated, bacteria grow and 
 create smelly compounds that are absorbed by fish 
skin, tissue and eggs. Current practice is to purge 
the fish at harvest with fresh water treated with 
ozone, which takes months, uses large amounts 
of water and stresses the fish. Alcantar’s research 
has already shown that adding cactus mucilage to 
recirculating aquarium water in the lab reduces 
odor and bad taste. The next step is to test the 
beads and powders inside Mote’s sturgeon tanks. 
If successful, Alcantar says, it could cut purging 
time from three months down to a week.   

CACTUS MAKES PERFECT
The same properties that help  
desert plants survive droughts can 
clear water sources of pollutants

BY  
CHRISTINA  
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WET WORK: 
The guts of the 
prickly pear 
have an agent 
that works as a 
natural disper-
sant, much like 
dishwashing 
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DISRUPTIVE

A TECHNOLOGICAL revolution killed the Whig 
Party in 1850. A new one is blasting the GOP 
into splinters in 2016. None of the presidential 
candidates talk much about technology, yet our 
software-eats-the-world whirlwind drives every-
thing that’s cleaving the country and throwing its 
politics into chaos. The parallels to the dynamics 
of the 1850s are a little scary. After all, the Whigs’ 
self-destruction was a prelude to the Civil War.

Like today, the tech revolution in the mid-
1800s ushered in a disruptive era of connectivity, 
and transportation was key. Before the 1800s, get-
ting anywhere—or exchanging information over 
distance—involved horses, mud roads or boats. 
Movement was so hard that almost all business 
was local and small, much of it agricultural.

Then, starting around 1810, the country paved 
roads and built canals. Robert Fulton invented the 
steamboat in 1807, and within a couple of decades 
mountains of goods were flowing upstream. The 
country built rail lines with the same alacrity that 
would go into building the Web during the dot-
com boom. By 1860, the U.S. boasted more miles 
of rail than the rest of the world combined.

Oh, and in the 1830s Samuel Morse invented 
the telegraph. By 1860, telegraph lines spanned 
the continent. You couldn’t quite sit in Boston 
and Skype your dad at the California Gold Rush, 
but prices and business data could cross states in 
a flash. It was an information transformation.

All of this changed life and economics in ways 
we can relate to today. News and people traveled 
faster. The cost of moving products and services 

plummeted in the same way Amazon or cloud-
based apps have driven down distribution costs. 
Such forces made it easier for big companies to 
serve customers everywhere. The technology 
“made possible a division of labor and specializa-
tion of production for ever larger and more distant 
markets,” wrote James McPherson in Battle Cry of 
Freedom, his epic Civil War history. So by 1850, 
factories were making certain types of craftsmen 
obsolete, department stores were driving local 
shops to close, and people found themselves los-
ing jobs to someone far away.   

Much like today, money in the 1800s flowed 
to the new economy and away from the old one. 
Capitalists who owned production got richer, 
and laborers lost power. The gap between rich 
and poor widened. Cue the kind of anger Don-
ald Trump is tapping into now.

In 1850, New England was essentially Silicon 
Valley, while the Southern states held tight to agri-
culture and a way of life that included the moral 
outrage of slavery. A telling statistic from McPher-
son: Of the 143 important inventions patented in 
the U.S. from 1790 to 1860, 93 percent were from 
Northern “free” states. He wrote, “The North 
appeared to be racing ahead of the South in cru-
cial indices of economic development.”

Slavery turned into a flashpoint, but the real 
unrest boiled up from this giant economic rift. The 
North saw the advantage in embracing technol-
ogy and progressive ideas (including that slavery 
was bad). The South’s way of life (and economy) 
rested on keeping things as they’d been. That’s 

TRUMP’S REBEL YELL
A tech revolution is setting up a civil war  
in the U.S., just as it did 150 years ago

BY  
KEVIN MANEY

 @kmaney
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why the South viewed the North as a threat.
Look today at red states vs. blue, or Trump sup-

porters vs. “establishment” Republicans. Those 
divisions broadly define where digital-cloud-mo-
bile technology and the modern economy work 
in favor of the population vs. where they work 
against it. Trump says “make America great 
again,” which, to his supporters, means 
“make America what it used to be.” To 
people who have suffered because of 
economic shifts driven by technology, 
moving backward looks better than 
moving forward—not just in economic 
issues but in social mores as well.

The jarring shift then was from 
agriculture to industry; today, it’s 
from industry to software. The more 
software leverages the work of fewer 
humans, the fewer humans are 
needed, and the more profits flow to 
owners of the software. Productivity created by 
technology tends to put more earnings into fewer 
hands. Software is eating the world, as investor 
Marc Andreessen famously put it, and the mak-
ers of software are eating the money. The lives of 
many people in tech hubs such as Silicon Valley, 
Seattle, Boston, New York and Washington, D.C., 
are going one way. The lives of many in industrial 

or rural areas are going another. It may not be a 
North-South divide, but you can see a break wid-
ening between the coasts and the nation’s interior.

Trump is the voice of those hurt by technology. 
He’s not just a protest vote; he’s a rebel vote. It’s 
a rebellion against Republican leaders who failed 
to conserve industrial jobs and traditional  society. 

It’s not that different from the Whigs in 1850, when 
the party split between “Conscience” Whigs, who 
were pro-industry and anti-slavery (and thus 
threatened the whole Southern  economic house 
of cards), and “Cotton” Whigs, who would fight 
to preserve an increasingly outmoded way of life. 

The party cracked in two; Northern Whigs, 
joined the new Republican Party, which put Abra-
ham Lincoln in the White House in 1861. The Civil 
War started soon after.

The current rift in America isn’t going to mend 
if Trump wins, or loses. Look at what’s coming. 
Autonomous vehicles will eat driving jobs of every 
kind. Artificial intelligence will eat rules-based 
white-collar jobs like accounting. Block-chain 
technology will result in software-based contracts 
that eliminate the need for mortgage brokers and 
lots of lawyers. Factory work will be diminished 
by 3-D printing. The total disruption of the 20th- 
century way of life is inevitable and far from over.

Of course, like that 1850 tech revolution, ours 
will create enormous opportunities we never 
dreamed possible. It is the path to wealth and 
comfort for every part of the country and every 
level of society. The best news is that, as in 1850, 
the U.S. leads the world in all the important tech-
nologies. If we can get through this, we won’t 
make America great “again”—we’ll make it into 
something cooler and better than it’s ever been. 

Somebody has to step up and lead us through 
this transition—help us all benefit from the great 
inventions of our time. Imagine if some farsighted 
leader in 1860 had told Southerners that they were 
a generation away from cars, airplanes, electricity 
and the National League of Professional Baseball 
Clubs. They might have worked out a way to end 
slavery and skip a devastating war. 

OF THE 143 IMPORTANT  
INVENTIONS PATENTED  
IN THE U.S. BY 1860, 93  
PERCENT WERE FROM  
NORTHERN “FREE” STATES.

STEAM-POWERED 
WEB: The vast and 

rapid expansion 
of rail knitted the 
country together 

and radically trans-
formed industry 

and society.
+
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BECAUSE HE’S a scientist, not a back-slapping 
venture capitalist, Mowgli Holmes loathes using 
the term networking to describe even the portion 
of his job that entails shaking hands in the canna-
bis industry. But it was networking that brought 
the chief scientific officer of Phylos Bioscience 
in Portland, Oregon, to Las Vegas in November 
2014 to attend the Marijuana Business Confer-
ence and Expo—and to smoke a massive joint 
with one of the cannabis movement’s legends, 
Ohio lawyer Don Wirtshafter. 

Holmes had it on good information that 
Wirtshafter was sitting on a collection of hun-
dreds of very old apothecary bottles filled with 
antique cannabis tinctures—relics from before 
marijuana prohibition came along in 1937, 
courtesy of the weed-criminalizing Marihuana 
Tax Act. Holmes, a 43-year-old geneticist with 
a doctorate in microbiology and immunology 
from Columbia University, desperately wanted 
those bottles—at least what viable strands of 
DNA might lie inside of them—for a project that 
has become his life’s work: an ambitious effort 
to sequence the DNA of every different kind of 
cannabis in the world. 

It’s a quest that could change almost every-
thing we know about marijuana. At this point, 
most cannabis is produced in the dark, then sold 
to recreational consumers and medical patients 
with catchy labels that are nearly always mis-
leading. When Holmes completes his mission, 

he’ll be able to take any sample of pot DNA 
and compare it with the most robust database 
of cannabis strains ever assembled, bringing 
unprecedented clarity to the marijuana market, 
from the grow to the dispensary. 

First, though, Holmes needed to do a little 
more networking. And in the cannabis industry, 
that can sometimes mean getting very high. 

Wirtshafter wanted to know the scientist 
wasn’t a Monsanto in sheep’s clothing. When 
the two met in the lobby of the Rio Casino, Wirt-
shafter had already heard of Holmes and his 
project. Still, the best way to prove yourself in the 
marijuana world is age-old and simple—you burn 
one. So on the last day of the conference, Holmes 
found himself and his business partner, Nishan 
Karassik, in Wirtshafter’s hotel room, burnish-
ing their street cred with childhood tales from 
the hippie mecca that is the Oregon Country Fair 
and puffing on an enormous joint. Seven weeks 
later, Holmes packed his lab coat and tweezers, 
then caught a flight to Columbus, Ohio. 

POLITICAL EXTERMINATION
Holmes grew up in Eugene, a small city in Ore-
gon’s Willamette Valley, home to conservative 
types descended from logging families and 
ultra-liberals who drape “Free Tibet” rainbow 
flags on their porches and wear tie-dyed T-shirts 
to the Saturday market. Holmes went to Vassar 
College, majored in philosophy and then moved 

MARIJUANA’S MAD SCIENTIST
Once Mowgli Holmes finishes  
mapping the cannabis genome,  
everything will change for weed

BY  
WINSTON ROSS

 @winston_ross
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back to Oregon to play the drums in 
several rock bands in Portland. After 
five years of that, he headed to New 
York once more to study microbiol-
ogy at Columbia University. 

In graduate school, his focus 
was on viruses, specifically HIV 
research. But when he returned 
again to Oregon, which in 2013 was 
a year away from becoming the 
nation’s fourth state to legalize mar-
ijuana for recreational use, he found a new career 
path staring straight at him: cannabis genom-
ics. “There’s a whole new industry exploding 
all around it,” he says. Plus, “in every other aca-
demic field, you have to find the tiniest little cor-
ner of the world to study. It’s almost impossible to 
find something nobody else has done, and imme-
diately someone is competing with you. Here, we 
have an entire organism that there’s basically no 
body of knowledge on…. This doesn’t happen in 

science, where you have a plant like this that’s 
been cordoned off from research.” 

It was a risk to link his career to the study of 
marijuana, even with weed legal in Colorado and 
Washington. Would he still be taken seriously 
as a scientist, or would he be forever pigeon-
holed in pot? Plus, there were major roadblocks: 
Because cannabis is illegal at the federal level, the 
only way to legally research it is to use cannabis 
grown by the National Institute on Drug Abuse 

HOLMES NEEDED TO DO 
MORE NETWORKING. IN  
THE CANNABIS INDUSTRY, 
THAT CAN SOMETIMES  
MEAN GETTING VERY HIGH.

+ 
STRAINED RELA-

TIONSHIP: Because 
its genetic map is 
so fuzzy, cannabis 

is often sorted into 
two types, either 

an Indica strain 
or, like this bud of 

Blueberry Cheese-
cake, a sativa. 
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in  Mississippi. That pot is “notoriously crappy,” 
Holmes says, and useless to his project. Research-
ers are also required to get approval from the U.S. 
Drug Enforcement Administration and the Food 
and Drug Administration. Federally funded uni-
versities are reticent to allow laboratories they 
host to have anything to do with cannabis. 

Holmes’s lab and its 10 full-time employees are 
housed by Oregon Health and Science University, 
which does rely on federal funding. But he and 
Karassik, who have been friends since they were 
4 years old, have found a clever way to avoid legal 
trouble: They don’t handle marijuana itself, just 
its DNA. As for his reputation, Holmes says, “peo-
ple don’t even giggle anymore,” he says. “They 
just go, ‘Tell me about the financials.’”

The samples come from all over the world, 
via often fascinating treasure hunts conducted 
largely by word-of-mouth research. There are 
two or three other labs working on cannabis 
genome projects, but none have collected nearly 
as many specimens as Phylos, and most of their 
samples come from marijuana dispensaries, not 
from original landraces, Holmes says. He has 
collected nearly 2,000 specimens so far and 
entered 1,500 of them into a software program 
that organizes the DNA into clusters, outputting 
a visual representation that looks like a constel-
lation of stars. Each dot represents a strain, and 
the distances and lines between the dots show 
how they’re related to one another. 

The rarest and most valuable samples are old 
and original—landraces compiled from her-
bariums, museums and collectors in countries 
like Colombia, Thailand, Mexico, Afghanistan, 
India, Uruguay, Namibia and South Africa. 
After months of coaxing, Holmes convinced 
legendary breeders David Watson and Robert 
Clarke to let him take samples from their collec-
tion in Amsterdam. Now he is trying to acquire a 
2,700-year-old strain from northern China. 

Holmes arrived at Wirtshafter’s white Victo-
rian in rural Athens County, Ohio, on a sunny, 
ice-cold January day, wearing a lab coat and car-
rying a box filled with tweezers, a scalpel, a dig-
ital scale, sample tubes and blue rubber gloves. 
He had a flight to catch, which left him only a 
few hours to collect all the samples. “You’ll never 
have enough time,” Wirtshafter told him. 

Wirtshafter acquired his collection from the 
wife of a former federal employee. These jars 
were supposed to be destroyed after prohibition, 
but the rogue government worker decided to 
keep a huge collection of the tinctures. He made 
his wife promise not to sell them until 10 years 
after his death. Whatever the motive for that 
decision, the man’s collection was extremely 

valuable. Back in the 1880s, breeders recognized 
the distinct medicinal value of cannabis, but 
they didn’t have the sophisticated tools to tease 
apart the active compounds. Still, by the 1920s, 
growers had by virtue of significant trial and 
error begun to breed plants that might balance 
paranoia-inducing effects with sedating ones, 
and marijuana was widely sold on pharmacy 
shelves by major pharmaceutical companies, as 
medicine. “People don’t know how respected 
this was, how many mainstream companies 
were involved with it, how sophisticated they 
were,” Wirtshafter says. Then came prohibition, 
and “the work of millions of our ancestors was 
lost in a sheet of political extermination. Not 
only did we try to wipe out the plant, we tried to 
wipe out all knowledge of the plant.” 

When Holmes saw Wirtshafter’s collection, 
he was ecstatic. There were bottles with pills, 
powder or gooey black viscous residue mixed LY
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RESIN D’ÊTRE: 
Marijuana dispen-
saries offer various 
strains, but with a 
detailed genome, 
growers could fine-
tune their product 
for the needs and 
desires of users.
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with opium. Some were labeled as “aphrodisi-
acs.” Others claimed to treat anxiety, insomnia, 
glaucoma. It was one of the best single collec-
tions of ancient cannabis DNA he’d ever seen. 
“Jackpot,” Holmes said. 

A POT STUD BOOK 
Holmes’s lab, Phylos Bioscience, opened in 2014. 
The lab’s director of research, Jessica Kristof, 
a horticulturist and biochemist, is tasked with 
what’s perhaps the most difficult part of Holmes’s 
endeavor: designing a method to extract DNA 
from each sample collected. It’s an excruciatingly 
time-consuming process because each substance 
requires a different protocol for DNA extraction 
and purification. Each of Wirtshafter’s samples 
needed to be handled differently to dissolve what-
ever substance was in the way of getting the DNA 
out. “Ancient DNA is very fragmented,” she says. 
“There’s may be 1 percent of cannabis material 
in these samples, and they’re already diluted by 
whatever buffers that have been added to make it 
medicinal. Then, on top of that, there’s yeast and 
E.coli and stuff growing on it for years.” With 1,500 
strains sequenced, the constellation is slowly tak-
ing shape. “What 23andMe does for humans,” 
says Karassik, “we’re doing for cannabis.” 

Once complete, Phylos will hand over its data 
set to the Open Cannabis Project, a nonprofit 
effort to build an archival record of 
all cannabis strains, to ensure they 
stay in the public domain. Then, 
Holmes says, they will create a test-
ing program that will allow growers 
and dispensaries to stamp “certi-
fied” on the products they sell to 
consumers, who can then have a 
better idea of what they’re using 
and can fine-tune their relation-
ship with different strains. Robert 
DeSalle, who studies genomics at 
the American Museum of Natural History, imag-
ines a “stud book” of different strains. “This is 
going to lend a lot of legitimacy to the industry,” 
he says. “It’s kind of a black book now.” 

Pot is often categorized in two overly simplis-
tic ways, as either an indica or a sativa strain. 
The indica makes you sleepy, the sativa, hyper. 
But that nomenclature is based on old informa-
tion. Back in the ’70s, narrow-leaf sativa strains 
tended to produce a more euphoric plant, and 
broad-leaf indica a more sedating one. We still 
use those terms to describe characteristics of 
pot, regardless of whether a given strain actu-
ally has any indica or sativa lineage. “People 
talk about strains that are good for sex, or eat-
ing food, or playing with your kids,” Holmes 

says. “Some are good for arthritis.” But because 
strains are so frequently mislabeled today, it’s 
nearly impossible to know whether the Sour 
Diesel that once relieved your migraines is 
going to be the same Sour Diesel next time you 
go looking for it. “Very rarely do even the grow-
ers know what they’re growing,” Holmes says. 
Once his DNA map is complete, he believes it 
will give growers a better way to understand 
their horticulture and consumers a better way 
to understand their product.

The scientist is also hoping to solve some 
intriguing mysteries. We know that much of 
the pot consumed today in the U.S. has roots in 
strains smuggled here from Afghanistan and 
Thailand in the 1960s, but there was cannabis in 
America before that, before prohibition. Where 
did that originate, and what can it tell us about 
ancient migratory patterns of the human race? 
Cannabis is one of the few plants carried all over 

the world, over the past 10,000 years. Tracing its 
genetics could tell us something we didn’t know 
before about where humans traveled and when.

Heady stuff. And even answering those ques-
tions seems like first steps. When he has a more 
complete picture of cannabis’s genetic makeup, 
Holmes intends to work with growers to create 
hundreds of new strains with specific genomic 
traits. The popular pot strain Blue Dream might 
have a particular array of terpenes—the com-
pounds that impart flavor and aroma to the 
plant—directly connected to boosting energy in 
the user, for example. What if a new strain could 
be grown that enhances that particular effect? 
Cannabis is already the most hybridized plant on 
Earth. But its evolution has only just begun. 

 “NOT ONLY DID WE TRY TO 
WIPE OUT THE PLANT, WE 
TRIED TO WIPE OUT ALL 
KNOWLEDGE OF THE PLANT.” 
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THE BRISK morning air comes as a shock after 
the tourists have recently, regretfully unpacked 
themselves from their cozy alpaca wool blankets 
and climate-controlled buses. Watching them is 
Natividad Sonjo, who has been selling blankets, 
painted stones and carved bamboo instruments 
for 15 years on the eastern edge of Sacsayhua-
mán, an archaeological complex of enormous 
stone walls and wide lawns just north of Cusco, 
Peru, the seat of the great Inca empire. The dif-
fuse sunlight of a cloudy morning in March high 
in the Andes softly illuminates the city. And then, 
all at once, the sun breaks through, bringing with 
it a wallop of heat. Soon, any memory of the cool 
air has evaporated along with the clouds, but 
Sonjo doesn’t remove the elaborately embroi-
dered wool jacket she put on first thing that day. 
“The sun used to warm us,” she says, repeating a 
common refrain among inhabitants of the Peru-
vian altiplano. “Now it burns us.”

The sun has always been strong in Cusco. The 
city’s proximity to the equator and its altitude—
some 11,150 feet above sea level—mean that 
come summer in the Southern Hemisphere, sun-
light doesn’t have to travel far to reach Cusco. It 
also doesn’t encounter much interference along 
the way—not a good state of affairs for those who 
live here. The amount of ultraviolet radiation 
that makes it to Earth is limited by atmospheric 
ozone, a molecule made up of three oxygen 
atoms bound together. At higher altitudes, there 
are fewer ozone molecules between the Earth 
and the sun, making UV readings normally 

 elevated in mountainous regions near the equa-
tor. In 2006, climate researchers found Cusco 
and the surrounding area to have the highest UV 
readings in the world. But now, as climate scien-
tists say the planet is reaching critical tempera-
tures worldwide, Peruvian meteorologists are 
reporting record levels of UV radiation through-
out the country, while meteorologists in Chile, 
Argentina and Bolivia are showing similarly 
increased levels in regions close to Peru. 

The effects of prolonged exposure to ultra-
violet radiation can be calamitous. The risk of 
developing skin cancer doubles after only a few 
acute exposures, say dermatological research-
ers, while repeated exposure can cause cata-
racts and permanent eye damage. The planet 
is affected too: Increased UV can limit photo-
synthesis in crops and raise the temperature of 
the uppermost layer of the ocean, killing off the 
phytoplankton that are a key source of nutrition 
in the ocean’s food chain.

As the Peruvian meteorological agency’s chief 
UV researcher, Orlando Ccora is responsible for 
collecting the data from a network of nine spec-
trophotometers dotted throughout the country’s 
varied landscape. The data show that cities up 
and down Peru’s Pacific coast, including Lima, 
the capital, have regularly recorded daily UV 
index readings of over 14 during the past two 
months, while in the southern Andes region, 
one in every four days has had a reading of 16. 
For comparison, the highest UV index reading in 
Miami last year was roughly 12.5, and the World 

EVERYTHING BAD UNDER THE SUN
Dangerous levels of UV radiation brought 
on by climate change are frying Peru

BY  
LUCAS IBERICO  
LOZADA

 @_lucas_il
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INTO THIN AIR: 
Their high altitude, 

proximity to the 
equator and de-

pleted ozone layer 
expose Peruvians 

to dangerous  
levels of sunlight.
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SCREEN TIME: 
Many Cusco 
residents carry 
umbrellas on  
sunny days, wear 
long-sleeve shirts 
and apply sun-
screen several 
times a day. 
+

Health Organization regards any reading over 11 
as “extreme.” In January, Ccora’s team recorded 
an average UV index reading of 13.6 for Cusco—
the highest average monthly reading since they 
began collecting data in 2009. 

Scientists have been concerned about serious 
reductions in ozone since at least the 1970s, says 
Paul Newman, chief scientist for atmospheric 
sciences at NASA. He explains that man-made 
chemicals like chlorofluorocarbons—which 
were used in refrigerants, propellants and 
aerosols from the 1970s into the early 2000s—
collect over Antarctica during the Northern 
Hemisphere’s summer months. Then, when the 
Southern Hemisphere begins to warm in August, 
the CFCs get activated by sunlight and start 
to destroy the ozone molecules that trap and 
deflect enough UV radiation to allow life to grow 
on Earth. By November, that depleted-ozone air 
spreads out through the Southern Hemisphere. 

“Think about looking down on a bucket of 

white paint,” says Newman. “If you put a dollop 
of red paint right at the center of that bucket and 
start stirring the whole paint bucket, the whole 
bucket turns pink. That is, the depleted region, 
as you mix it into the mid-latitudes, lowers 
ozone everywhere. And this last year, there was 
a pretty big ozone hole. It persisted for a long 
time.” NASA data show that the greatest ozone- 
depleted area in the world besides the one over 
Antarctica runs along the Peruvian Andes from 
Ecuador and into Chile and Bolivia.

The United Nations worked to phase out the 
production of CFCs under the Montreal Protocol 
of 1987, but many CFCs already in the atmosphere 
have long life spans—sometimes up to 100 years. 
“So right now, we’re at a time of peak vulnerabil-
ity,” says Newman. “All of these gases come out of 
the atmosphere very slowly. There are hints that 
it’s getting better, but we’re not 100 percent confi-
dent that we’re really seeing a decline.” 

A further contribution to increased UV levels 
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this year, say Ccora and others, is the heavy El 
Niño phenomenon currently being felt along 
the tropical Pacific coast. In an El Niño year, 
strong, warm winds blow in from the west, dis-
rupting normal weather patterns. Late last year, 
El Niño–linked rains caused massive flooding 
in Argentina, Paraguay, Uruguay and Brazil. 
According to Ccora, at least some of those rain 
clouds had been pushed across the continent 
from the southern Andes, where it normally 
rains steadily from November through April. 
That lack of cloud cover over southern Peru 
means that even more UV is reaching the Earth’s 
surface there than normal. “We’re experiencing 
a drought in the southern Sierra and heavy rains 
in the central and northern regions of the coun-
try,” Ccora says. “This season, no region is safe.” 
In early March, flooding displaced thousands 
and killed at least five people in central Peru.

Back at the Sacsayhuamán ruins, Sonjo’s 
friend and fellow vendor Lucinda Fuentes was 
worried about the drought—among the worst 
she’d seen. “It’s terrible, because in May and 
June there won’t even be any clouds in the 
morning,” she says. “Year by year, the drought 
and the sun are getting worse.” Fuentes, Sonjo 
and the 12 other vendors at the archaeologi-
cal site complained of a long list of ailments 
brought on by the sun. Freckles that got bigger 
until they had to be removed, rashes that burned 
and itched at night, conjunctivitis and even cat-
aracts. Jessica Almanza, a tour guide with the 
Peruvian Ministry of Culture, says she burns 
even when it does rain. Thick stone walls, tile 
roofs and narrow streets make dodging the sun 
within Cusco’s city limits quite a bit easier, but 
as so much of the local economy relies on agri-
culture, mining and tourism, an overwhelm-
ing proportion of the population will spend, by 
necessity, a potentially harmful amount of time 
in direct sunlight. 

One of the few Peruvian cities trying to 
comprehensively grapple with UV exposure 
is Arequipa, almost 300 miles south of Cusco. 
Arequipa recorded an average UV index reading 
of 12.5 in 2015. There, public health campaigns 
encourage the use of wide-brimmed hats, while 
schools and businesses are required to stretch 
green webbing over exposed courtyards and 
lawns. But the lack of a single nationwide public 
health campaign means Peruvians elsewhere 
are forced to adapt creatively. In Lima, for 
example, bus fare collectors stand under enor-
mous umbrellas, and the ghostly white tinge of 
a sunscreen-lathered face on the morning com-
mute is becoming more and more common.

Jhon Valencia, a private tour operator in 

Cusco, sighed when asked how he has adapted to 
the stronger sun. “There comes a time in a man’s 
life when he must put on long-sleeved shirts and 
wide-brimmed hats, even if he doesn’t want to,” 
he says. Diana Morocco, a Cusco resident eating 
lunch near Quri Kancha, the famed Inca temple 
built in homage to Inti, the all-powerful sun god, 
says she puts on SPF 100 sunscreen twice daily. 
“We spend all day in this terrible heat,” she says.

In late January, the World Meteorological 
Organization said El Niño and man-made cli-
mate change had combined in 2015 to raise 

global temperatures an additional 1 degree 
Celsius over the Earth’s pre-industrial tempera-
ture—enough of a shift, the majority of clima-
tologists believe, to have catastrophic effects in 
the future. “The power of El Niño will fade in 
the coming months,” said the secretary-general 
of WMO, Petteri Taalas, in a statement. “But 
the impacts of human-induced climate change 
will be with us for many decades.” 

But while Ccora’s work with the meteoro-
logical service means he spends much of his 
day looking at numbers and projecting into the 
future, ultimately he is concerned with educat-
ing the public so people can take steps to protect 
themselves in a world that has already become 
more hostile. “Ten years ago, people here in Peru 
didn’t know much about UV radiation,” says 
Ccora. “Now many more do, but there is still that 
proportion of the public that doesn’t know how 
dangerous it can be. We’ve got a lot left to do.” 

THE GREATEST  
OZONE-DEPLETED  
AREA IN THE WORLD  
BESIDES THE ONE  
OVER ANTARCTICA  
RUNS ALONG THE  
PERUVIAN ANDES.
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“Hearing [Swift] introduce me and the song 
brought tears to my eyes,” says Platten, whose 
major-label debut album, Wildfire, hit No. 5 on 
the Billboard 200 in January, four spots behind 
Adele’s 25. “During all of the difficult years of 
writing my album, I’d do an exercise where I’d 
envision different goals and things happening—
me being presented with a triple-platinum plaque 
from a label, me sitting on my own tour bus, an 
arena throwing their fists in the air and screaming 
‘Fight Song!’—and it’s crazy that every single one 
of those seemingly impossible things came true.”

At 34, Platten is nearly twice the age of many 
of her pop star peers in an industry bewitched 
by youth. Swift, Lorde, Selena Gomez, Demi 
Lovato, Avril Lavigne, Christina Aguilera, 
Rihanna—they were all under 20 when they 
first made it. When I ask Platten to name other 
female singers who’ve gotten their big breaks in 
their 30s, she stops to think for a moment, then 
says, “I think Sheryl Crow? Tori Amos, maybe 
Sia. I don’t know—that’s interesting!”

She wasn’t far off. Crow was 31 when her debut 

 “IN MUSIC...there’s such a thing as a breakout 
moment for a brand-new artist, where they 
come out of nowhere and all of a sudden every-
body is singing this song,” Taylor Swift said to 
a roaring crowd of 50,000 in Philadelphia last 
June. It was her 1989 tour, and she was about to 
introduce a surprise guest. “The song I’m refer-
encing is a song called ‘Fight Song!’” The crowd 
erupted as if Swift had just promised to perform 
at every American girl’s sweet 16.

Moments later, Swift sat down next to a 
singer-songwriter who, up until recently, most 
people had never heard of. With a clear, airy 
voice, Rachel Platten sang the first verse of “Fight 
Song,” the spirited indie-pop anthem she wrote 
to convince herself not to quit an industry that 
had been rejecting her for over a decade. In the 
hazy video footage available online, you can see 
Platten gape at Swift as the Grammy-Hoovering 
pop star belts out the second verse of her song. 
Platten’s cover girl smile flashes across her face, 
and she slowly, gently shakes her head. This was 
clearly the biggest holy shit moment in her life.

THIS IS MY FLIGHT SONG
Rachel Platten jumped from nowhere 
to everywhere with her ‘Fight Song’

+ 
THE NEW GIRL: 
At 34, Platten 
is  nearly twice 
the age of many 
of her pop star 
peers in an in-
dustry obsessed 
with youth. 
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album, Tuesday Night Music Club, was released, 
and it wasn’t until a year later that her hit sin-
gle “All I Wanna Do” launched her career—and 
helped her win three Grammy Awards in 1995: 
record of the year, best new artist and best 
female vocal performance. Tori Amos was 29 
when Little Earthquakes came out, and Sia was 
29 when “Breathe Me” played on the finale of 
HBO’s Six Feet Under, a moment she’s described 
as “resuscitat[ing] my truly dying career.”

Earlier in Platten’s career, a manager asked 
if she wanted to lie about her age. She fiercely 
declined. “My age is not something I really 
focus on. I never saw it as a barrier, and I guess 
I still don’t see it as much of a problem,” Platten 
says. “I’ve shown that there are no barriers or 
age limits to being a ‘pop star.’

“I’m so proud of the struggle. It’s so easy to 
look back now and connect the dots—this is 
exactly how it was supposed to be. If you’d told 
me when I was 20 that I had 14 more years to go, 
I would have been like, What?!”

 ‘WHAT THE HELL AM I DOING?’
Platten grew up in Newton, Massachusetts, and 
attended Buckingham, Browne & Nichols, a pri-
vate school in nearby Cambridge. Some of her 
earliest memories are of her mother, a therapist, 
playing classical music on the piano. Platten 
started taking lessons as a child and later sang  
a cappella in high school. After graduating from 
Trinity College in 2003, she moved to New York 
City and started paying her dues, gigging at small 
clubs and bars, playing the 1 a.m. to 4 a.m. shift 
and getting fired from temp jobs. She joined a 
cover band and lived in a fifth-floor walkup in 
Greenwich Village, in the same building on Mac-
Dougal Street where Bob Dylan once lived. 

When Platten describes her 20s, they sound like 
the trailer for Girls: The Movie—“lonely” walks in 
Washington Square Park, tear-stained journals, 
late-night pizza at Joe’s and “beautiful nights of 
cramming all of my musician friends into a tiny 
bar in the village and singing at the top of our lungs 
and playing any and every weird cover song and 
instrument we could find and getting screamed at 
by the poor old lady who lived above the bar.” 

Platten scheduled her first tour by pretending to 

be her own agent, contacting small coffee shops 
around the country and booking gigs. She and 
her drummer, Craig Meyer, traveled from show 
to show in Platten’s van. She put out two albums 
early on—Trust in Me in 2003 and Be Here in 2011—
but they had only fleeting success. Her 2011 sin-
gle, “1,000 Ships,” reached No. 24 on the U.S. 
Billboard Adult Top 40 chart, and despite piquing 
the interest of major record labels, the minor hit 
wasn’t enough for her to secure a contract. 

“What the hell am I doing?” she remembers 
thinking at the time. “I’m broke. I’m about to be 
30 years old. This is crazy to believe in myself.”

That’s when “Fight Song” came pouring out of 
her. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she wrote the 
chorus: “This time this is my fight song/Take back 
my life song/Prove I’m all right song.” Steeped in 
fist-pounding determination, the song is a love 
letter to everyone who’s about to give up on any-
thing—a dream, a friend, a workout.

Over the past year, “Fight Song” reached  
No. 6 on the Billboard Hot 100 chart and spent 
nine weeks at the top of the magazine’s Adult 
Contemporary songs chart. It’s made cameos on 
Pretty Little Liars, The Biggest Loser, The Voice and 
the Supergirl trailer, and has been used in a Ford 
commercial and a Good Morning America inspi-
rational campaign called #MyFightSongGMA. 
The song is so versatile you can imagine it blar-
ing in fraternity basements, elementary school 
car pools, hip clubs and your local CVS. With 2.48 
million downloads, “Fight Song” was the ninth 
biggest-selling pop digital download song in 
2015. Hillary Clinton chose it as her victory song 
in the Iowa Democratic caucuses. And then there 
was the day Swift walked around in a “This Is 
My Fight Song” T-shirt. Platten’s latest single off 
Wildfire, “Stand by You,” is her second No. 1 song 
on  Billboard’s Adult Pop Songs radio airplay chart.

“Once in a while, I look through old journals 
that I kept during the writing of ‘Fight Song’ and 
Wildfire, and I’m so surprised by how determined 
I seemed to be that ‘Fight Song’ would reach the 
world. I don’t remember feeling that confidence,” 
Platten says. “I do remember feeling broken-
hearted and hopeless and working even harder, 
maybe to make up for my lack of confidence.”

Platten meditates, practices yoga and reads so 
many self-help books that she says her bedside 
table looks like it belongs to “a crazy person.” She 
talks a lot about recognizing her heart’s needs, 
quieting her ego and fighting her demons (“I still 
have them. I’m still insecure”). Platten, who’s 
married, says one of the hardest parts about her 
newfound fame is balancing her career with her 
personal life. She’s in the midst of touring around 
the country—in the last two weeks of March alone, 
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she’ll be in Chicago; St. Louis; Salt Lake City; Van-
couver, British Columbia; Portland, Oregon; and 
Seattle—and she misses her family and friends. 

“It’s honestly one of the most difficult parts 
about having all my career dreams come true 
so suddenly. My life has changed so drastically 
so quickly, and I’ve felt a little strange lately,” 
she says. But she grounds herself. In the midst 
of an “outrageously amazing” year, the most 
rewarding moments have been getting to know 
her fans. “It’s overwhelming to get to hear and 
witness so much vulnerability,” she says.

Vulnerability isn’t the word we typically expect 
a pop star to use when talking about a hit song, 
but “Fight Song” has morphed into an anthem 
of strength for people fighting life-threatening 
illnesses. With the hashtag #MyFightSong, fans 
post photos, videos and messages about their 
struggles, and Platten curates them online. Over 
50 million people have watched a video by met-
astatic breast cancer patient Holley Kitchen, 
who, before her death, shared her story as “Fight 
Song” played in the background. 

The song also inspired the family of 5-year-old 
Kycie Terry, who suffered seizures and slipped 
into a coma after being diagnosed with Type 1 
diabetes. When Terry woke up, her family made a 
video about her recovery, calling it “Kycie’s Rehab 

Fight Song.” (Soon after, she died of complica-
tions from pneumonia.)

For over a decade, Platten has worked with 
Musicians on Call, an organization that connects 
musicians with people facing difficult diseases. 
Of the tens of thousands of stories she’s heard, 
one stands out. Christine Luckenbaugh was diag-
nosed with fatal brain tumors after 13 years of 
remission. “Her niece reached out to me to share 
an email that Christine had sent to 150 of her 
friends and family, where she had not only noti-
fied her family about her tumors’ return but also 
included a link to ‘Fight Song’ and expressed how 
positive and strong she felt, and how the lyrics 
truly represented how she felt.” 

Platten wrote back—and then flew to Lucken-
baugh’s hometown of Montclair, Virginia, and 
performed the song in her church with all 150 of 
those friends and family. “It’s something in my 
life I’m most proud of,” she says. 

HER BEDSIDE TABLE  
LOOKS LIKE IT BELONGS  
TO “A CRAZY PERSON.”

+ 
TOP OF THE 

WORLD: Platten, 
visiting the Empire 

State Building on 
January 7, is mar-
ried and says one  

of the hardest parts 
of her newfound 
fame is juggling 

her career and her 
personal life.
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NOVAK DJOKOVIC just lost a tennis match. And 
he has an eye infection. 

If you were Andy Murray or Roger Federer, 
the Serb’s main rivals in professional tennis, 
those two seemingly mundane facts might be 
reasons for optimism. After all, the last time 
either of them beat Djokovic in a Grand Slam 
tournament was when Murray did it over two 
years ago, in the 2013 Wimbledon final. 

But the father of the man dominating men’s 
tennis sees no cause for concern. Sitting in 
the Belgrade, Serbia, restaurant he owns and 
has named after his oldest son, he shrugs off 
this aberrant bit of bad news for his boy and 
throws Novak’s  doubles partner under the 
 double-decker. “Zimonjic was not on form,” says 
Srdjan Djokovic, referring to Nenad Zimonjic, 
who was paired with Novak in a Davis Cup dou-
bles match for Serbia against Kazakhstan.

Srdjan also knows the oldest of his three sons 
doesn’t lose very often. Novak won the Aus-
tralian Open at the start of the year, his fourth 
Grand Slam out of the past five. The French Open 
in May is the only major he has yet to win. He 
has 11 Grand Slam titles, six fewer than Federer, 
who holds the record. In other words, Novak lost 
through no fault or ailment of his own, so Murray 
and Federer had best look elsewhere for succor.

Novak’s dominance in the most competitive 
era in men’s tennis is astounding, given the 
rivals he has bested. Spain’s Rafael Nadal is one 
of the all-time greats—he’s won 14 Grand Slams 
and is now ranked fifth in the world—but he 

has been slowed by injury. Switzerland’s Fed-
erer has an almost unassailable claim to be the 
greatest player of all time, but he hasn’t won a 
slam since 2012 and is ranked third. Britain’s 
Murray is ranked second, but the gap between 
him and the Serb often seems very wide; Novak 
has won 22 of their 31 matches. 

Novak’s natural talent is key to his success, of 
course, but he has built his climb to the top on a 
foundation of support provided by his devoted 
and loyal family. At the center of the Djokovic 
family support network is Srdjan, who makes 
no apologies for the way he favored the oldest 
of his three sons. Once he realized Novak had 
a special talent, he says, everyone else had to 
come second. “Only Novak mattered,”  Srdjan 
says. “All of us—even his own family and his 
coaches—were unimportant. Everything was 
done to make Novak achieve what he has 
achieved today. As soon as I saw a small thing 
not going as planned, I would go somewhere 
else, for another coach.”

The pushy tennis parent has long been a 
blight on the modern game, but Srdjan insists 
he wasn’t driving his toddler to be a great ath-
lete; he explains that he felt an obligation to 
nurture his son’s very evident and abundant tal-
ent. “Parents are unrealistic with their careers 
and dreams. They decide that their child is great 
and put so much pressure on the child that it 
cannot handle it. When it grows up and learns 
how to live, chaos comes. The whole family is 
destroyed. I didn’t decide that Novak was a 

SINGLES-MINDED DETERMINATION
Behind Novak Djokovic’s ascent to the 
top of men’s tennis is a dogged dad

BY  
TEDDY CUTLER

 @TeddyCutler
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 talent, because I am not a tennis player. I lis-
tened to the advice of others.”

As a young man, Srdjan worked as a profes-
sional skier and ski instructor. He later opened a 
restaurant and sports equipment business in the 
Serbian mountains. In May 1987, Srdjan’s wife, 
Dijana, gave birth to Novak, their first child. 
Early on, they gave him a mini-
racket and a soft foam ball, which 
became, his father says, “the most 
beloved toy in his life.”

“We took table tennis bats, put 
obstacles in the middle of the car-
pet and played on our knees,” says 
Novak’s youngest brother, Djordje, 
20, whose tennis career has been 
put on hold because of an injury. 
(He is studying business as a 
backup plan.) “We were breaking 
stuff all around the house and Mum complained, 
but Dad said, ‘Don’t stop them, this is what they 
love to do.’” (The middle brother, Marko, 24, was 
also a professional tennis player and now works 
as a tennis coach for children.) 

At the age of 4, Novak attended a tennis camp 
in Novi Sad, an hour from Belgrade. Srdjan 

recalls him “hitting the same backhand at four 
years old as he is hitting today.”

Jelena Gencic, Novak’s first coach, told Srd-
jan that the only player she had seen with as 
much talent at that age—Novak was then 7—was 
Monica Seles, who won nine Grand Slam titles 
on the women’s tour. Srdjan acted on Gencic’s 

 assessment and took his son to train at acade-
mies in the United States, Italy and Germany. “In 
10 years, I was never apart from him,” he says. 
“We were always together. Everywhere we went, 
everybody else had a team—physios and coaches. 
Everybody else was taken care of, except us.”

The travel and training was a financial drain 

 “ONLY NOVAK MATTERED.  
ALL OF US—EVEN HIS OWN 
FAMILY AND HIS COACHES—
WERE UNIMPORTANT.”

+ 
SUPER FAN: Novak 

Djokovic’s father 
Srdjan, seen here 

watching the 2010 
U.S. Open semi-

final against Roger 
Federer, says he 

no longer goes to 
every tournament. 

“I get so nervous 
watching him play 

now,” he says.
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country, a bombed country, with many wars, and 
that he will have a rough path throughout his life,” 
Srdjan says. “Novak never did anything to hurt 
anybody. But the boos make him stronger.” 

When Novak defeated Federer in the U.S. 
Open semifinal of 2011, “out of 24,000 people, 
23,000 were cheering for Federer. [Novak] won 
the match, took the microphone and said, ‘You 
are the best crowd in the world,’” Srdjan says 
and points to his temple. “This is his mental 
strength—like granite.”

That’s a quality Srdjan believes Murray, his 
son’s close friend and now his fiercest rival, 
lacks. “Murray is a great, great talent, one of 
the biggest ever, and a big part of it is not being 
used, because his mindset is not calm,” Srdjan 
says. “He gets frustrated very easily. When he’s 
winning he has booming confidence, but once 
he starts losing, his mind turns around and he 
looks lost. He starts talking to his box, and this 
distracts his mind. If he learns to calm down, he 
will have a far bigger career than he has by now. I 
would love for Murray to achieve his potential.”

Over the years, Srdjan, a strong advocate of 
self-control, has had to relinquish nearly all 
control over his son’s career. He no longer goes 
to every tournament and does not choose his 
son’s coaching team. “I get so nervous watching 

him play now,” he says. “It’s very hard for me to 
hold my emotions in, so I only go every couple 
of months.” 

One person Srdjan praises without qualifi-
cation is former world No. 1 Boris Becker, who 
became Novak’s coach in December 2013. 
“Everything that Novak is going through, 
Becker has already been through,” he says. 
“Becker has brought Novak extra strength.”

Even if Srdjan’s influence over Novak’s life is 
waning, as every parent’s must, his early high-
stakes gamble and faith in his son has paid off. 
The day after our meeting, Novak ground down 
Kazakhstan’s Mikhail Kukushkin over five sets 
and put Serbia on the path to a Davis Cup vic-
tory. Normal service had been resumed. 

on the family, and Srdjan took out high-interest 
loans to help pay for his son’s tennis education.

Slowly, Srdjan increasingly entrusted the care 
and training of his son to others. Just before 
Novak turned 13, he left Serbia for the Niki Pilic 
Tennis Academy, near Munich. Srdjan could not 
afford to join his son there. Pilic, a Croatian who 
was once ranked sixth in the world, was now the 
coach of an unusually disciplined 12-year-old. 
“One day, Novak was 20 minutes early for prac-
tice,” Srdjan says. “Pilic asked Novak, ‘Where 
are you going?’ And Novak said, ‘I need at least 
20 minutes to warm up.’” For practice.

It was a discipline Srdjan had engrained in 
the boy. “It is most important to keep your body 
healthy,” he says. “And it’s why he almost never 
gets injured.”

Novak improved rapidly throughout his teens, 
and soon he was among the world’s top players. 
But he was unable to break the lock Nadal and 
Federer had on the top two places until 2011, 
when he won the Australian Open, Wimbledon 
and the U.S. Open, going undefeated until the 
French Open semifinals in June. The winning 
streak ran to 43 matches and lifted Novak to No. 
1 for the first time. 

When Srdjan talks about his son’s rivals, he 
can’t stop himself from speaking yet again of an 
incident during the 2006 Davis Cup involving 
Federer. “Novak was just 19 at the time. He had 
a deviation of his sinuses and couldn’t breathe,” 
Srdjan says. “And Federer tried in every possible 
way to disrespect him because of his breathing 
problem.” Novak defeated Stanislas Wawrinka 
over five sets but frequently had to call the 
trainer onto the court. Afterward, Federer said 
Novak’s problems were a “joke.”

“He showed himself to be the best player 
in the world but not as a good person at that 
time,” Srdjan says of Federer. “Nobody has ever 
treated Novak like this. I don’t understand why 
Federer is still playing tennis. I don’t know why 
he’s still playing—he’s already 34.”

Novak has always had a way with physical com-
edy on court—his nickname is the Joker—but leap-
frogging Federer, the fans’ favorite, left the Serb 
sometimes unloved by the public. “I have always 
explained to Novak that he comes from a small 

 “WE WERE BREAKING  
STUFF ALL AROUND THE 
HOUSE, BUT DAD SAID,  
 'DON’T STOP THEM, THIS IS 
WHAT THEY LOVE TO DO.'” 
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IN FEBRUARY, inside the midtown New York 
City event space Skylight at Moynihan Station, 
Hiromi Asai’s New York Fashion Week show 
looked much like others happening across the 
city: the throb of “Uptown Funk” filled the 
room as lithe models strutted down the runway;  
camera shutters clicked; the chic front row 
appeared unmoved while the crowds behind 
craned their necks to watch the spectacle. 

But rather than wearing haute couture gowns 
or the latest in prêt-à-porter, the models were 
decked out in gorgeous, formal silk kimonos. 

Asai, a designer and stylist born in Tokyo and 
now living in the U.S., is on a mission to bring 
handmade kimonos to the world of high fashion. 
While various big-name designers have adopted 
different takes on the style over the years, Asai’s 
goals are loftier: She wants the kimono to be seen 
as a universal style of dress, one that would work 
for Jennifer Lawrence on the Golden Globes red 
carpet as well as any designer gown. 

“It’s easier to just show the kimono as culture, 
but I want to show the kimono as fashion,” Asai 
tells Newsweek through a translator. “We don’t use 
Japanese music or Japanese motifs in the show. 
We display the kimono in a Western setting.”

For Asai, bringing the kimono back isn’t just 
a lark. The entire kimono-making industry is in 
crisis, and the designer sees acceptance outside 
of Japan as its path to salvation. Her first step was 
to present an official show at New York Fashion 
Week. In June 2015, Asai launched a successful 
Kickstarter campaign to raise money to “show 

KIMONO A-GO-GO
Can the modern fashion industry 
save an ancient Japanese garment?

BY  
ALLISON  
MCNEARNEY

 @allisonmcn
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THAT’S A WRAP: 
Models wear 

kimonos created by 
Hiromi Asai during 

New York Fash-
ion Week. While 
many designers 

have adapted the 
 kimono over the 

years, Asai wants 
the style to be con-

sidered universal.
+

the real kimono to the world.” Backstage after 
the show in February, Asai said she was “very 
excited and very confident” in her mission, 
although she confirmed that no stylists had 
shown interest in borrowing her looks for the red 
carpet just yet. She also hopes to eventually open 
her own kimono shops globally. 

The kimono has existed for more than a 
thousand years, but at the turn of the 20th  
century Western-style clothing entered Japan 
and started changing the fashion landscape. 
Over the ensuing decades, the kimono trans-
formed from an everyday garment into one 
worn mainly on special occasions. 

While the kimono is still revered as Japan’s 
national costume, the industry faces trouble from 
multiple sides. For one, the market has seen a 
sharp decline in sales. In 1980, kimonos were an 
almost $20 billion industry, says Osamu Nasu, a 
representative from Kimono Artisan Kyoto, an 
association of textile designers who collaborated 
with Asai, through a translator. But in 2015, it had 
shrunk to about $3 billion. Then there are the 
artisans who painstakingly craft the 
colorful, intricate textiles from which 
kimonos are made. This class of crafts-
men is aging, and for the first time in 
centuries few up-and-comers are avail-
able to replace the declining workforce. 
Despite the history and meticulous 
artistry of their craft, kimono artists 
are not paid well, and some of the work 
is not appealing to novices. That’s not 
wholly surprising: In the Kyo-yuzen 
dyeing technique—a specialty of the 
Kimono Artisan Kyoto crew—more than 20 arti-
sans specializing in different parts of the process 
are needed to make one kimono.

“There are still many people interested in 
making kimonos, even younger people, but 
kimono-making is like a hobby, not a business,” 
Nasu says. “All of the income is very low, so even 
in the very professional, senior artisans, they 
need another job to maintain their life.” The 
kimono’s future looks especially bleak when the 
artists who have the most reverence for the gar-
ments can’t afford to actually buy them. 

There is hope for the kimono in modern Japan, 
however. Manami Okazaki, author of the book 
Kimono Now, says young people in the country 
still care deeply about preserving this element 
of their history. Many are “getting into kimono 
culture in different ways,” she says, like in the 
Harajuku neighborhood of Tokyo, known for 
being the place where groups of young people 
show off their wild street style, including those 
who belong to the kawaii (or “cute”) and gothic 

Lolita style subcultures. Okazaki says people 
have found new ways to wear the garment, like 
backward or with sneakers, and more accessi-
ble options in lower-cost, laser-printed cotton 
versions. “These young, contemporary people 
who are playing around with the kimono are not 
seeing it as a form of ethnic dress or a national 
costume,” says Okazaki. “They’re not seeing it 
as some kind of weird nationalistic relic from the 
past, and they’re not doing it to be nostalgic.” 

One of the biggest new trends is the denim 
kimono, which has the added bonus of being 
easy to wear. According to Okazaki, the denim 
fabric is simpler to maintain—you can just throw 
it in the washing machine—and it folds much 
more easily around the waist than traditional silk 
versions. This is no small factor given the intri-
cacy of the formal kimono and the industry that 
has risen around teaching people how to wear 
it. While you can now find instruction videos 
on YouTube, kimono wearers have traditionally 
attended formal schools or hired stylists to learn 
the technique, incurring additional costs. For her 

runway presentation, Asai hired four dressers 
to help backstage. One, Akiko Yoshizawa, says 
it normally takes around 30 minutes to dress 
someone in a kimono (although the team had to 
execute a frantic, three-and-a-half-minute ward-
robe change during the show). 

Rather than campaigning for more approach-
able, lower-cost versions, Asai thinks the focus 
should be on raising awareness of the “authentic 
kimono” on a global scale. Not everybody can 
afford the handmade silk version (or handle the 
production that goes along with putting it on), so 
Asai wants the fashion world to see it as a univer-
sal form of haute couture. By expanding the mar-
ket to affluent buyers in countries beyond Japan 
and, most important, saving the artisans and 
their craft, she thinks the entire industry can get 
a much-needed influx of cash and interest. “We 
need to show the brilliance of the kimono to the 
world using the handmade market,” Asai says, 
“and then maybe the kimono lovers will increase 
all over the world. This is the first step.” 

YOUNG JAPANESE HAVE  
FOUND NEW WAYS TO WEAR  
THE GARMENT, LIKE BACK-
WARD OR WITH SNEAKERS.



66NEWSWEEK 0 4 / 0 1 / 2 0 1 6

DOWNTIME/STYLE

THE CURATED LIFE

THE SUCCESSION of forest-clad crags disap-
pearing into the distance marks the beginning of 
the Jura Mountains, the rocky spine that divides 
France and Switzerland. It is the sort of land-
scape that inspired the artists and poets of the 
Romantic era, and it is all too easy to see oneself 
as the small figure in the foreground of a Caspar 
David Friedrich painting gazing in wonder at 
these forbidding peaks.

As well as foreboding, the Jura Mountains are 
cold. As you’re driving up the snaking succes-
sion of bends carved into the mountainside, it 
becomes colder with every hairpin turn of the 
road; the precipitation no longer falls as drops of 
water but in big fat flakes of snow. More than half 
a mile above sea level, we enter a village, a small 
cluster of steeply pitched, red-tiled roofs cling-
ing to a sheltering shoulder of rock. The streets 
of the village are empty, unsurprising given the 
temperature and the now thickly falling snow.

I have come to the remote Swiss mountain vil-
lage of Ste.-Croix to meet the man who brought 
the Russian poet Alexander Pushkin back to life. 
The snowy setting is appropriate: On January 27, 
1837, Pushkin climbed out of his sleigh in a field 
outside St. Petersburg into knee-deep snow that 
had to be trampled down so the famous poet 
could fight a duel with the man who had tried to 
seduce his wife. Pushkin lost. Two days later, the 
great poet was dead, gone to an early grave at 37 
and mourned by an empire. 

François Junod, a man in his mid-50s with 
kind eyes, a beard, a thatch of curling gray hair 
and a pullover of the same hue, is the genius 
who has resurrected Pushkin. The atelier into 
which he welcomes me has something of the 
laboratory, the machine shop, the alchemist’s 
lair and the anatomy class about it; I notice 
the alarmingly lifelike human limbs, crescent 
moons and animal heads that dangle from the 
ceiling. There is a wall whose shelves support 
what appear to be dozens of human heads—
some doll-like and others life-sized; one wear-
ing what looks like a lampshade trying to be an 
Ottoman headdress. 

Junod is a maker of automata—mechanical 
devices that move and look like human beings. 
Since childhood, he has been fascinated by 
mechanical objects of all sorts. That fascination 
has remained with him to this day, driving him 
to create ever more elaborate moving figures—
robots almost, who (and it is hard not ascribe 
human characteristics to these clockwork cre-
ations) perform tasks that one watches in rapt 
wonder. My favorite is dressed like a character 
Sinbad might encounter and sits on a rippling 
magic carpet pouring himself coffee, drinking it 
and then pouring himself another cup. 

The large house in which Junod’s workshops are 
located is piled high not just with tools and body 
parts but also with machinery from all eras and 
for all functions. In the space of a few minutes, he 

BODY SHOP
In his atelier in the Swiss mountains, 
automata-maker François Junod 
makes metal come alive

BY  
NICHOLAS FOULKES
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ALARMINGLY LIFELIKE 
HUMAN LIMBS, CRESCENT 
MOONS AND ANIMAL HEADS 
DANGLE FROM THE CEILING.

may truffle out a 19th-century mechanism devel-
oped for a singing bird, explain the attraction of 
an immense 17th-century tower clock  movement 
that dominates one side of the building’s barn-
sized attic, and eulogize about such humble 
devices as a mid-20th-century sewing machine. 
Junod’s mind, inspired by the machinery that sur-
rounds him, darts across the centuries, like some 
time-traveling magpie seizing upon bright ideas, 
whether they are to be found in the mechanism 
of a pinball machine or a glazed 
and mirrored mechanical piano  
of the sort that were part of the fur-
niture of the maisons closes of Belle 
Époque Paris.  

His is a calling that requires 
a unique blend of abilities: the 
skills of a watchmaker, an engi-
neer and an artist. As well as being 
immersed in the mechanical minu-
tiae of connecting rods, gearing 
systems, cogs and strange, asym-
metrical cams, he is equally preoccupied with 
artistic effect. He trained as a sculptor at the 
École des Beaux  Arts in Lausanne, Switzerland, 
an education that helped him to better replicate 
the human features he brings to mechanical life. 

His is the sort of mind that spends much of 
its time in the 18th and 19th centuries, when the 
mechanical figures that could mimic human or 
animal actions were viewed as objects of wonder. 

One of the greatest makers during this golden age 
of the automaton was also Swiss, Pierre Jaquet-
Droz, a man whose name still lives on today as a 
watch company. Droz was famed for his doll-like 
mechanical creations, the most complex of which 
was the writer—a child seated at a desk who could 
write a sentence of three or four dozen charac-
ters. It was deemed at the time to be a marvel and 
rightly so, because it was a fiendishly complicated 
mechanism that moved the writer’s pen across 
the page. That movement was accompanied by 
various other actions, including the automated 
writer filling his pen with ink.

Today, of course, we live in a world that has a 
tendency to be blasé, so in 2003 Junod embarked 
upon creating not merely a writing boy but a writ-
ing poet. (The choice of subject was also influ-
enced by the wife of a Russian client of Junod’s, 
who was passionate about Pushkin.) The result, 
which Junod completed in 2010, is a machine 
made up of 3,548 components that combine to 
create his Pushkin, which can write 1,400 ran-
domized snatches of the Russian poet’s verse. 
It is an immense achievement; the spine of the 
Pushkin figure consists of a stack of 88 differently 
shaped cams that interact to create the words. 

“It should be in a museum,” says Junod of his 
creation, and he is right. However, it currently 
resides in a private collection in Palo Alto, Cal-
ifornia, and there is a pleasing irony in the fact 
that in a house somewhere in Silicon Valley is an 
item of “artificial” intelligence that would have 
been familiar a quarter of a millennium ago. 

Junod respects the privacy of his clients, both 
private and commercial (sometimes watch 
companies come to him to realize complicated 

mechanical projects), so he is discreet about 
what he is working on next. But there is a clue 
in the features of one of his automata currently 
under construction. The flowing, snowy hair and 
beard, the fissured features and beaklike nose 
are unmistakably those of Leonardo da Vinci. 
Having tackled poetry, Junod is aiming to cap-
ture the essence of the Renaissance’s greatest 
mind in wheels, springs, levers, rods and cams. 

+ 
MAD SCIENTIST: 

François Junod’s 
automata—

gear-driven figures 
of astonishing 

complexity—are 
responsible for 

many miracles, like 
bringing famed 

Russian poet 
Alexander Pushkin 
back to life (albeit 

as a toy).
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 “The spin rate 
reached one 
revolution per 
second. Each 
knew what 
to do under  
such stress: 
hold the head 
motionless.  
Any head 
movement, 

combined with the effect of the spacecraft 
motion on the inner ear, could have resulted 
in complete disorientation with no hope of 
regaining control. Pressed to classify his 
state of mind, Armstrong said: 'I suspect 
you could categorize it as anxiety.'”

QUOTING ASTRONAUT AND 
GEMINI 8 COMMAND PILOT NEIL 
ARMSTRONG IN “CALM IN THE 
VOID,” ABOUT THE GEMINI 8 FLIGHT

APRIL 04, 1966


