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FLOOR PLANS: 
 Kathleen Zellner looks 
over evidence that 
she’s collected while 
attempting to over-
turn the conviction 
of Steve Avery, who 
drew attention as the 
subject of a Netflix 
documentary. 
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K.M. CHAUDARY

Target: 
Christians

Lahore, Pakistan—
Pakistani Christian 

women mourn a 
victim of the suicide 
bombing that killed 

at least 70 people and 
injured more than 

300 others at a park 
in the city on Easter 

Sunday, March 27. 
Dozens of children 

were among the dead. 
The Pakistani Tali-

ban’s Jamaat-ur-Ahrar 
faction, which once 

declared loyalty to the 
Islamic State militant 
group (ISIS), claimed 
responsibility for the 
attack, saying it was 
aimed at Christians, 

though many Muslims 
were also killed. It 

was the deadliest at-
tack in Pakistan since 

a 2014 massacre of 
134 schoolchildren in 
the city of Peshawar.
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BELGIUM

AMAURY MILLER

Chalk  
Therapy

Brussels—A girl adds 
her own message 

to the hundreds of 
others expressing love 
and grief on the walls 

of a public square 
the day after suicide 
bombings that killed 

35 people and injured 
more than 300. 

Twin blasts rocked 
Zaventem airport just 
after 8 a.m. on March 
22, and about an hour 
later, a bomb explod-

ed in the Maelbeek 
metro station, near 

the headquarters of 
the European Union. 
Three bombers died 

in the attacks, and 
authorities released 

footage of a fourth 
suspected attacker 

who fled the airport 
without detonat-

ing his bomb. ISIS 
claimed responsibility 

for the attacks.
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HERZEGOVINA
BOSNIA-

DADO RUVIC

Srebrenica, 
Again

Potocari,  
Bosnia-Herzegovina—

Bida Smajlovic prays 
near a memorial for 

victims of the 1995 
Srebrenica genocide 
on March 24, before 

watching a broadcast 
of the International 

Criminal Tribunal 
trial of Bosnian Serb 

leader Radovan 
Karadzic. Smajlovic 

lost her husband, 
brother and dozens of 
other family members 
in the 1995 Srebrenica 

massacre. Karadzic 
was found guilty of 

killing 8,000 Muslim 
men and boys during 
that event, as well as 
of nine other charges 

of genocide, and he 
was sentenced to 40 

years in prison. 
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Birdie 
Sanders
Portland, Oregon—
Democratic presiden-
tial candidate Bernie 
Sanders faces off with 
a bird during a rally 
at the Moda Center 
on March 25. The Ver-
mont senator dom-
inated caucuses in 
the Pacific Northwest 
over Easter weekend, 
gaining more than 70 
percent of the vote in 
Washington, Alaska 
and Hawaii. “We 
knew things were go-
ing to improve as we 
headed west,” Sand-
ers told supporters in 
Madison, Wisconsin, 
which holds its prima-
ry April 5. That state 
will be a critical test 
for both Democratic 
candidates ahead of 
New York’s primary 
on April 19.

STEVE DYKES
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ANYONE SURPRISED by the recent murderous 
attacks in Brussels has not been paying attention. 
Per capita, Belgium is Europe’s hotbed of young 
Muslims who travel to Syria to fight alongside 
the Islamic State militant group (ISIS) and then 
return home, often ready to kill. But these Euro-
pean residents are a different kind of extrem-
ist. They aren’t your dad’s Al-Qaeda and aren’t 
really even ISIS; pretending they are ignores the 
reality of the threat and provides ISIS with a pro-
paganda coup it does not deserve. 

Many of these new-age killers were small chil-
dren when the World Trade Center fell in 2001 
and have spent much of their lives watching major 
wars in Afghanistan, Iraq and now Syria. Their 
knowledge of Islam is limited; they are more like 
jihadi hipsters than dedicated Islamists, or what 
some experts in the intelligence community call 
“jihadist cool.” They celebrate what the Dutch 
coordinator for security and counterterrorism has 
called “pop-jihad as a lifestyle.”

These are youths who gather socially, in friends’ 

houses or in organizations such as the recently 
dismantled Sharia4Belgium. They chat in invi-
tation-only Facebook groups. They know more 
about Tupac Shakur than they do about Osama 
bin Laden; Belgians who travel to Syria to fight 
often revere the deceased American rapper on 
social media, identifying with his lyrics about life 
in America’s inner cities. But these attackers also 
have their own rap music, hip clothes popular with 
young Muslims that are sold by companies like 
Urban Ummah and slogans akin to what might 
be found on a bumper sticker (“Work hard, pray 
hard”). Their tweets often end with hashtags like 
#BeardLife and #HijabLife. From Syria, they send 
selfies to their friends showing themselves wear-
ing kohl, a traditional Middle Eastern eyeliner.

In other words, these are not studious Muslims 
with long beards and Korans in hand; labeling 
them jihadis or radical Islamists falsely suggests 
they have the knowledge they feign. In another 
time or another circumstance, these young people 
would be called losers or narcissistic punks.

POP GOES THE JIHAD
The bombings in Brussels show that 
most of what you’re being told about 
ISIS and the extremists is wrong

BY  
KURT EICHENWALD

 @kurteichenwald
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BLEAK PROSPECTS: 

Foreign intelli-
gence agents say 
Molenbeek is one 

of several hotbeds 
of terrorism in Bel-
gium that local law 

enforcement had 
basically ignored.
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NO CLUE: Amidst 
memorials for the 
victims in Brussels, 
Belgian officials 
acknowledged 
that they missed 
numerous tips 
and warning signs 
about extremist 
activity in the 
country.
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These shallow Islamists have proved to be a 
challenge for European countries that use a tra-
ditional de-radicalization program for Muslims 
lured into the world of radical fundamental-
ists: It’s hard to re-educate people about Islam 
when they knew almost nothing to begin with, 
such as the two British Muslims, both 22, who 
purchased copies of Islam for Dummies and The 
Koran for Dummies in August 2014, just before 
heading to Syria to join ISIS fighters.

The number of young European Muslims who 
have traveled to Syria to fight alongside ISIS is 
frightening. Recent intelligence estimates peg 
it at more than 5,000, with about 470 coming 
from Belgium. While that is the largest num-
ber per capita of any country in the European 
Union, France is the leader in raw numbers, 
with 1,700 travelers to Syria.

What lures these youths into the brutal culture 
of radical Islam? The answer, according to intel-
ligence officials, would be laughable if it were not 
so often deadly: peer pressure and what might be 
called Rambo-envy. “For foreign fighters, the 
religious component in recruitment and radical-
ization is being replaced by more social elements 
such as peer pressure and role-modelling,’’ 
said a January 18 report by Europol, 
the European Union’s law enforce-
ment agency, which deals with mil-
itant networks. “Additionally, the 
romantic prospect of being part of an 
important and exciting development, 
apart from more private consider-
ations, may play a role.”

Here is where things always get 
politicized. Trying to stop this con-
version of young European Muslims 
into attackers requires understanding 
what underlies that change. Political 
blowhards, unable to tell the differ-
ence between hard-core Islamic rad-
icals and practitioners of pop-jihad, 
rage that trying to figure out ways 
to intercede in that transformation 
amounts to excusing the attackers, 
an argument that plays well for the 
ignorant but leaves intelligence offi-
cials fuming. Proclaiming, “This 
was ISIS!”—when it was just punks 
inspired and trained by the group, 
rather than acting on its instruc-
tions—grafts the perception of world-
wide power onto the organization, 
making it seem stronger than it actu-
ally is. That, in turn, makes it even 
more attractive to young Muslims 
seeking adventure and  attention, 

which is why ISIS takes credit for attacks it might 
not even have known were coming.

Let the blowhards blow. Here is what needs to 
be understood about the murderous practitioners 
of jihadi cool. Based on interviews with European 
Muslims returning from fighting in Syria, intelli-
gence agencies estimate that about 20 percent of 
them were diagnosed with mental illnesses before 
they left for the Middle East. A large percentage of 
them have prior records for both petty and serious 
crimes. And the vast majority comes out of urban 
neighborhoods torn apart by economic hardship.

The attackers in Brussels show traits of pop- 
jihadis. The brothers identified as being two of the 
bombers—Ibrahim el-Bakraoui and his younger 
brother Khalid—were described by neighbors 
as never having been particularly devout Mus-
lims. They ran a café that sold alcohol. Both had 
criminal records and grew up in a tough, urban 
neighborhood near Brussels. A photograph of 
Ibrahim and two other extremists just before they 
set off bombs in Brussels’s Zaventem airport sug-
gest their knowledge of Islam was minimal. The 
three are slovenly; two have bushy hair, while at 
least one has an overgrown mustache. But sui-
cide bombers well-versed in Muslim tradition— 
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including the 9/11 hijackers—always engage in 
a ritual purification in final preparation for their 
attacks, by closely trimming their hair, mustaches 
and beards; shaving their bodies; washing them-
selves thoroughly; and even clipping their nails. 
This is a demonstration of personal purity so that, 
as Islam dictates, they are clean when they get to 
heaven. Jihadis with knowledge of Islam who plan 
to kill themselves fear they will be barred from 
paradise if they fail to show respect to Allah by 
conducting this formal cleansing. 

Rik Coolsaet, a professor of international rela-
tions at Belgium’s Ghent University and a senior 
associate fellow at the Royal Institute of Interna-
tional Relations, recently wrote about the envi-
ronment that has nurtured in his country the 
development of this youth subculture of Muslim 
extremists with little understanding of Islam. 
Young Belgians, faced with a bleak job market, 
have higher suicide rates, and there are more high 
school dropouts, compared with most member 
states of the European Union. “Youth representa-
tives in Belgium recently warned that many young 
people are depressed and feel hopeless,” he wrote.

Intelligence analysts say the European Muslims 
who become ISIS fanboys are taking not a rational 
stand but an emotional one. “Areas where there 
are close-knit groups of suscep-
tible youth, often lacking a sense 
of purpose or belonging outside 
their own circle, have proved to 
generate a momentum of recruit-
ment that spreads through per-
sonal contacts from group to 
group,” says a report by the Sou-
fan Group, a private intelligence 
analysis and security company.

In other words, attraction to 
ISIS among European Muslims is 
like a virus, where proximity to the infected leads 
to getting sick. And locations where the beliefs 
are spreading are as easy to find as the sites where 
a disease emerges; in November 2015, Belgian 
Interior Minister Jan Jambon identified Molen-
beek, a poor immigrant quarter of Brussels, as a 
hotbed for young Muslims traveling to Syria and 
back. So it should come as no surprise that the 
investigation into the Brussels attack immedi-
ately tracked suspects to Molenbeek.

And this is what’s so frustrating about the new 
hipster pop-jihadism. Intelligence officials know 
most everything about it. Belgium publicly iden-
tified where potential terrorists were most likely 
to be living. On January 25, Europol announced 
that the threat of an attack was at its highest level 
in a decade, warning that both France and Bel-
gium were at the highest risk of an attack by those 

attacking soft targets in the heart of a large city. 
Even with all that knowledge, however, disrupt-

ing an attack by this new breed of Islamic fans—
rather than religious devotees—is enormously 
difficult. These are small cells of like-minded 
young people with operational autonomy, not 
some organization with top-down leadership, like 
Al-Qaeda. Many of them travel to Syria to learn 
tactics from ISIS before heading back home. All 
it takes is some guns, some homemade bombs 
and some desire for fame to transform a loser 
into a hero among his friends and allies. And then 
the world eagerly attributes the attack to ISIS, 
which takes a bow for an attack its leaders prob-
ably knew nothing about and thereby earns more 
cred, which it uses to attract even more devotees.

So the answer for solving this problem is quite 
different from the military strategy needed to 

deal with Al-Qaeda. Europe and America can’t 
simply attack ISIS and expect the problem to 
be solved, not unless the Western nations want 
to start bombing neighborhoods in their own 
countries. This time, it is a law enforcement mat-
ter, one requiring sources, informants and sting 
operations, along with economic plans to create 
some hope among Europe’s youths. 

Or the bombastic politicians and talking heads 
can continue perpetuating ignorance, raging 
that the phenomenon of European pop-jihadis is 
about a clash of civilizations; riling up the pub-
lic about a vast, ISIS-controlled network; and 
ignoring the less-dramatic solutions that need 
to be pursued. The West is facing a threat from 
a few of its own residents hoping to be Ram-
bos. Politicians eager to respond like their own 
action hero leave the problem to fester. 

THEY ARE MORE LIKE JIHADI 
HIPSTERS THAN DEDICATED 
ISLAMISTS, WHAT SOME EX-
PERTS CALL “JIHADIST COOL.”
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SERGEI PESTOV was a passionate drummer. In 
the mid-1970s, he was a founding member of the 
Soviet rock group Zhar-Ptitsa (Fire-Bird), thrill-
ing fans of the country’s nascent underground 
music scene with his frantic solos. Although, like 
many Soviet and Russian musicians, he never 
made a living from performing, he continued to 
pound the drums whenever he got the chance. 
On September 4, 2015, Pestov, then 57, had just 
put down his sticks after a jam session in a con-
verted garage in Dubna, a small town near Mos-
cow, when police officers burst in.

The exact details of what happened next are 
the subject of an ongoing legal dispute between 
Russian law enforcement officials and lawyers 
representing Pestov’s family. But what is not dis-
puted is this: The following morning, Pestov’s 
wife, Irina, discovered his bruised and lifeless 
body in a local hospital, a victim of what human 
rights activists allege is the widespread use of 
torture by Russian police.

“Police began hitting him soon after they 
entered the garage,” Yekaterina Shcherbina, 
one of the musicians in the garage that evening, 
tells Newsweek. “One of the officers punched 
him on the back of the head, and blood imme-
diately began to pour from his nose.” The offi-
cers did not present a search warrant, offered 
no explanation for their presence and at least 
one of them “smelled of alcohol,” Shcherbina 
says. Another witness, speaking on condition 
of anonymity to Russian opposition media, says 
Pestov cried out, “What are you doing? I’m not 

resisting arrest. You are killing me!”
Pestov’s hands were bound with his own belt, 

and he was driven to a nearby police station for 
questioning, where police say he admitted to 
dealing drugs for over a decade. (According to 
law enforcement documents seen by Newsweek, 
a search of the garage turned up some 4 ounces 
of marijuana, as well as traces of amphet-
amines.) Under Russia’s no-tolerance drug 
laws, this would have been enough to send him 
to a prison camp for up to 10 years. 

Yet despite the seriousness of the charges, 
officers say they released the musician from the 
police station at around 4 a.m. the next morning, 
after “coming to an agreement” with him that 
he would return in a few hours. If he was indeed 
released, it is unclear where he went: He did not 
go home, and he did not contact friends or fam-
ily. Police say Pestov kept his side of this unlikely 
bargain and returned to the station at around 
10 a.m., then immediately began to complain 
of feeling unwell, slipped into a deep coma and 
died on the way to a hospital.

“For some unknown reason, the police suppos-
edly decided to release in the middle of the night 
a person they had just arrested in possession of a 
large amount of drugs, instead of locking him up,” 
says Dmitry Piskunov, a human rights lawyer with 
the nongovernmental Committee for Prevention 
of Torture who is representing the Pestov family. 

It is a version of events that has been challenged 
by Pestov’s widow, who accuses police officers of 
holding her husband overnight and beating him 

WHEN COPS ATTACK 
Allegations of brutal abuse by Russian  
police are so common they barely register

BY  
MARC BENNETTS

 @marcbennetts1
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to death. Police say they did not strike Pestov at 
any point. Although the official medical report 
states that “blunt objects” were the cause of no 
fewer than 10 bruises and lesions on Pestov’s 
body, it also concludes that his death was the 
result of sudden heart failure. Russia’s Inves-
tigative Committee, an FBI-style law enforce-
ment agency that answers only 
to President Vladimir Putin, calls 
allegations that police killed Pes-
tov “unfounded” and refuses to 
bring criminal charges against 
the arresting officers.

No one knows how many peo-
ple die every year in Russian police 
custody—that is, before reaching 
trial or often before even being 
charged—because the authori-
ties do not publish statistics. Last 
year, after becoming alarmed by 
almost daily reports of detainee deaths, opposi-
tion journalist Maria Berezina created a website to 
document fatalities. “People should understand 
that if they are taken to a police station, there is a 
chance they will not come out alive,” she recently 
told Spektr, an opposition-friendly website. 

Basing her research on Interior Ministry 
reports and news items, Berezina recorded 197 
confirmed deaths in police custody for 2015. 

However, she says police cover-ups mean this is 
only a fraction of the number of deaths. It is an 
opinion shared by Pavel Chikov, a human rights 
lawyer who has been dealing with police torture 
cases since 2002. “Violence is the norm among 
Russian police,” he says. “But we only see the 
tip of the iceberg.” The Interior Ministry did not 

respond to a request for comment by Newsweek.
Of the deaths listed by Berezina, 104 resulted 

from what authorities vaguely call “a sudden 
deterioration in health conditions.” There were 
also 62 reported suicides. “Police can beat a 
person to death and then just hang the body up 
and make it look like he or she committed sui-
cide,” says Sergei Babinets, another lawyer with 
the Committee for Prevention of Torture, in an 

 “PEOPLE SHOULD UNDER-
STAND THAT IF THEY ARE 
TAKEN TO A POLICE STATION, 
THERE IS A CHANCE THEY 
WILL NOT COME OUT ALIVE.”

+ 
CAGED IN:  

Leftist activist 
 Razvozzhayev, 

seen here during 
his appeal, told 

the court he had 
been tortured by  

investigators. 
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Muslim North Caucasus region, where Russian 
security forces have been accused of widespread 
torture of suspected Islamist fighters, there are 
no mass protests against police brutality.

“We are well aware that torture doesn’t only 
take place in Russia,” says Babinets, the human 
rights lawyer. “Unfortunately in Russia torture 
has become an everyday thing. People are no 
longer surprised by news someone was beaten in 
police custody. It’s on the level of online pictures 
of cats and the weather forecast. It takes some-
thing really shocking to arouse interest. People 
think, If the police took you in, this means you are 
guilty of something, and so they can beat you.”

Human rights lawyers have scored some vic-
tories, however. In 2014, in the most high-profile 
case of police torture in modern Russian history, 
three police officers in Kazan, a city in central 
Russia, were jailed for 10 to 15 years after being 
found guilty of murdering Sergei Nazarov by 
sodomizing him with a glass bottle. He had been 
detained on charges of petty hooliganism.

Those convictions, and others like them, were 
the result of selfless work by Russian human 
rights lawyers and activists, but the Kremlin 
is clamping down on them. Earlier this year, 

Agora, a leading Russian human rights group, 
was disbanded after it was judged to have vio-
lated a recently introduced law governing the 
work of nongovernmental organizations by 
engaging in “political activities.” 

The Committee for Prevention of Torture is also 
coming under mounting pressure. In December, 
its offices in Chechnya were torched by unidenti-
fied attackers, and in March, journalists and activ-
ists on a press tour that it organized in the North 
Caucasus region were beaten by masked men. 
The committee has also been targeted under the 
same law used to close down Agora. Yet its law-
yers insist they will continue their work, even if 
the organization is forced to disband.

“If the worst comes to the worst, we will just 
take on cases as individual lawyers,” Babinets 
says. “The torturing isn’t going to stop.” 

interview at the organization’s Moscow office. 
“This will remain the official cause of death, 
unless there are relatives who are prepared to 
challenge the authorities when they are handed 
a battered body.” Babinets blames a lack of spe-
cialized training, low recruitment standards and 
a pressure to meet monthly “arrest quotas” for a 
culture of violence among Russia’s police force.

Opponents of Putin’s long rule have also 
complained of violence in police custody. In 
March 2013, Leonid Razvozzhayev, a leftist 
political activist, told a Moscow court he had 
been tortured by investigators who wanted him 
to incriminate opposition figures in an alleged 
 foreign-funded coup plot. Gaunt and drawn, his 
hair starting to gray, Razvozzhayev compared his 
experiences in the prisons and holding cells of 
eastern Siberia to the infamous 
U.S. detention facilities at Abu 
Ghraib and Guantánamo Bay.

Daniil Konstantinov is another 
Kremlin foe who says he was tor-
tured by Russian law enforce-
ment. A nationalist politician 
with ties to the pro-democracy 
opposition, he alleges that in 
December 2013 he was assaulted 
in a court-holding cell by secu-
rity officers with electroshock 
devices—reportedly known in 
police slang as “a phone call to Putin”—and left 
handcuffed to a bench in an agonizing position 
for around five hours. “These officers are part 
of a so-called rapid reaction squad who seem 
to have been selected for their sadistic tenden-
cies,” he tells Newsweek. Konstantinov fled Rus-
sia in 2014 and now lives in Lithuania.

In both cases, the Investigative Committee 
refused to bring criminal charges against author-
ities. Pestov’s death gained media attention 
because of his past as a member of a Soviet rock 
group, but his case was a rare exception. The vast 
majority of fatalities or allegations of torture in 
police custody in Russia are met with silence or, 
at best, a resigned shrug. Unlike in the United 
States and Europe, reports of the mistreatment 
of detainees by police officers rarely trigger 
public outrage. And outside the volatile, mainly 

 “PEOPLE ARE NO LONGER  
SURPRISED BY NEWS SOME-
ONE WAS BEATEN IN POLICE  
CUSTODY. IT’S ON THE LEVEL 
OF ONLINE PICTURES OF CATS.”
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THE THING ABOUT PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES: AS YOU GET OLDER, THEY GET OLDER TOO

When it comes to historic 
potential, it’s hard to 
beat Hillary Clinton 
and Donald Trump: She 
would be the first female 
president, he the first to 
have defended his penis 
size on national TV.

But Trump, 69, is also 
running to be the oldest 
first-term president 
in U.S. history—and 
Clinton, the Democratic 
front-runner, is only 
about a year behind him. 
(Bernie Sanders, at 74, 
would be older than both 
of them should he beat 
the odds and wind up on 
the ballot in November.)

If the general election 
comes down to Trump 
vs. Clinton, it’ll be the 

oldest such contest in 
U.S. history, their ages 
on November 8 aver-
aging about 69.5 years. 
They currently have nine 
grandchildren between 
them and a 10th on the 
way. By contrast, the 
most youthful pair of 
general election candi-
dates in modern history 
battled for the White 
House in 1960: John F. 
Kennedy, who was 43 on 
Election Day, and Rich-
ard Nixon, 47, averaged a 
spry 45 years.

Never before have both 
parties’ nominees been 
over 65. In fact, the last 
time America’s presi-
dential choices were so 
geriatric was 1848, when 

Whig candidate Zachary 
Taylor, 63, trounced 
former President Martin 
Van Buren, 65, and Dem-
ocratic nominee Lewis 
Cass, 66. Taylor died less 
than two years into his 
term. Not that you should 
be worried. 

“I think 70 is the 
new 55,” says Douglas 
Brinkley, presidential his-
torian and author, most 
recently of Rightful Heri-
tage: Franklin D. Roosevelt 
and the Land of America. 
“It used to be you would 
retire at 65. That rule 
has been thrown out the 
window.” A likely turning 
point: The presidency of 
Ronald Reagan, who left 
office as America’s oldest 

president but still pro-
jected energy and vigor.

In this election, 
advanced age connotes 
staying power and name 
recognition. Clinton and 
Trump have both been 
national figures for 20 to 
30 years; they’ve weath-
ered scandals and even 
uninformed voters know 
who they are.

Youth isn’t always a 
political advantage. Who 
could forget the stinging 
nickname Trump 
attached to 44-year-old 
Marco Rubio? History, 
after all, may remember 
the Florida senator as 
“Little Marco.”

SOURCES: CLINTONHOUSEMUSEUM.ORG, BRITTANICA.ORG

The Grandparent Election
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PAGE ONE/CHINA

FOR FIVE YEARS, the young man has worked the 
rolling mill that churns out slab after slab of high-
strength steel products bound for auto mills and 
large construction sites across the country. His 
paycheck has risen slowly but steadily, and two 
years ago he bought a three-bedroom house in a 
solidly middle-class suburb for himself and his 
family. And though the steel industry now suffers 
from overcapacity and is consolidating, he has lit-
tle fear that his job will be affected. The company 
he works for is huge and profitable, and the mill in 
which he works is state of the art.

Cai Jinrong, in other words, is living the great 
middle-class Chinese dream. The company he 
works for is Baosteel. The house he owns is in 
suburban Shanghai. And to hear U.S. presiden-
tial candidates tell it, his relative success—and 
his company’s and his country’s—has come at the 
expense of his counterparts in the United States: 
lunch-bucket workers in industries like steel and 
auto and machine tools—the metal-bashing busi-
nesses that flourished in America after World War 
II and provided solidly middle-class lifestyles for 
a couple of generations of families.

That is no longer the case. Manufacturing 
employed 17.1 million Americans in 2000; it 
employed 12 million at the end of 2013. Manu-
facturing wages have barely grown for nearly 
two decades. And these realities have brought 
what may be a historic shift in U.S. economic 
policy: a fracturing of the free trade consensus 
that has prevailed since the end of World War 
II. Donald Trump, the Republican presidential 
front-runner, says he’d slap a 45 percent tariff 
on all goods imported from China (a position 

that has horrified executives at the American 
Chamber of Commerce in China). Democratic 
front-runner Hillary Clinton, whose husband 
signed the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment when he was in the White House, has dis-
avowed the Trans-Pacific Partnership—which 
was negotiated by the Obama administration 

HOW CHINA WRECKED FREE TRADE
Trump isn’t totally wrong on this one!

BY  
BILL POWELL
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IRON AND STEEL 
BOOM: The surge in 
Chinese manufac-
turing has allowed 
millions of its 
citizens to enter 
the middle class 
and also hooked 
Americans on 
cheap consumer 
goods.
+

while she was secretary of state, and which she 
once called the “gold standard” of trade agree-
ments. Even among the also-rans in this political 
cycle, no one ever has a good word for free trade.

What’s behind all this skepticism about trade? 
The answer, according to several mainstream 
(and normally pro-trade) economists, is China—
or, to be more precise, China’s 2001 accession to 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), which was 
heartily supported by the George W. Bush admin-
istration, and the subsequent economic ascent of 
what is now the world’s second-largest economy. 
Among the most influential papers reshaping 
the received empirical wisdom about how labor 
markets adjust to trade shocks is one published 
in January by the National Bureau of Economic 
Research. In the study, titled “The China Shock,” 
authors David Dorn, David Autor and Gordon 
Hanson conclude that an “adjustment in local 
labor markets [has been] remarkably slow, with 
wages and labor-force participation rates remain-
ing depressed and unemployment rates remain-
ing elevated for at least a full decade 
after the China trade shock com-
mences [in 2001]. Exposed work-
ers experience greater job churning 
and reduced lifetime income. At 
the national level, employment 
has fallen in U.S. industries more 
exposed to import competition, as 
expected, but offsetting employ-
ment gains in other industries have 
yet to materialize.”

In other words, the only benefit 
to the U.S. from the massive surge 
of Chinese imports—manufactured 
imports from China have risen from 
4.5 percent of the U.S. total in 1991 to nearly 25 per-
cent today—is the low price of goods sold at Wal-
Mart and elsewhere. The costs in manufacturing 
communities throughout the U.S. have been sub-
stantial: “Our direct estimates,” the economists 
write, “imply that had import penetration from 
China not grown after 1999, there would have 
been 560,000 fewer manufacturing jobs lost 
through the year 2011.” They estimate the impact 
of Chinese imports accounts for approximately 10 
percent of the job decline in manufacturing.

At the same time, Trump’s assertion that China 
has gamed the international trading system (while 
the U.S. government has stood by “like chumps,” 
as he once put it) does have some basis in reality. 
China has had 34 complaints against it at the WTO 
over unfair trade practices since 2001, behind only 
the EU and the U.S. in that time frame. And while 
China has grown as a market for U.S. goods and 
services, the bilateral trade deficit between the 

two is massive: a staggering $365 billion last year. 
In the past, economic theory held—and reality 

usually bore out—that over time labor markets 
adjusted to foreign competition. A fair number 
of workers displaced would move to other indus-
tries  in more economically vibrant locations. This 
was especially true in the 1980s and ’90s, when 
America’s Sun Belt states grew their populations 
significantly and Rust Belt cities like Pittsburgh 
and Detroit saw workers flee. Economists call this 
“the reallocation effect,” and it is—“surprisingly,” 
as Autor puts it—not evident when it comes to the 
period of China’s economic rise. “The realloca-
tion of employment appears to be swamped by 
the overall adverse effect of the surge [in China’s 
imports] since WTO accession in 2001.” 

There are other reasons displaced workers 
 haven’t been reabsorbed as quickly as in the 1980s, 
when U.S. trade deficits with Japan were a political 
obsession in Washington. The financial crisis in 
2008-2009 is one reason, and other economists 
believe increased regulation is another cause of 

wage stagnation and long-term  unemployment. 
It’s not clear if Chinese leaders comprehend 

what a profound shift in U.S. trade policy is in 
the wind. They tend to view Trump’s campaign 
as a bit of a joke—and may believe that Clinton 
is just saying what she needs to about trade to 
get elected; once she gets in the White House, 
“they don’t think much will change,” says one 
U.S. diplomat. Perhaps so; perhaps not. President 
Xi Jinping is likely to be more enlightened after his 
visit to Washington for a conference on nuclear 
nonproliferation at the end of March. On the likely 
agenda for his talks with President Barack Obama 
was the possibility of a bilateral investment treaty 
between the two countries, which they have 
worked on for several years now. But the notion 
it will get done under Obama is fanciful. And the 
possibility that the free trade consensus in Wash-
ington is a thing of the past is all too real. If Beijing 
doesn’t get that now, it likely will soon enough. 

THE ONLY BENEFIT  
TO THE U.S. FROM THE  
MASSIVE SURGE OF CHINESE 
IMPORTS IS THE LOW  
PRICE OF GOODS SOLD AT 
WAL-MART AND ELSEWHERE.
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FOR AYLA AGIT, the deal signed in March between 
Europe and Turkey to stem the flow of migrants 
and refugees was a prayer answered. “Finally, 
we have a chance to get a new life in Germany!” 
says Agit, who was driven from her home this past 
October by fighting. The twist: Agit isn’t a Syrian 
refugee; she’s a Turkish citizen. Her hometown 
of Cizre was the scene of street battles between 
Kurdish militants and the Turkish army last year 
that left close to 200 dead. Now she and thou-
sands of other internally displaced Turkish Kurds 
are planning to join the exodus to Europe. 

Under the deal, all Turkish citizens are to be 
granted visa-free travel, yet not the right to work, 
in the 26 nations in Europe’s border-free Schen-
gen area. In exchange, Turkey agreed to take back 
all refugees who cross into Greece using irregular 
means after March 20. For every person accepted 
back by Turkey, the EU promised to take a Syrian 
asylum seeker from camps in southeast Turkey. 
The Europeans will also hand over 6.5 billion 
euros ($7.3 billion) to help Ankara deal with the 
estimated 2.7 million Syrian refugees on its soil. 

The deal means disappointment—or at least 
legal limbo—for the thousands of Syrians, 
Afghans, Iraqis and people of other nationalities 
who have been piling into flimsy boats since last 
summer to reach Greece. But for the hundreds 
of thousands of Turkish citizens displaced by a 
growing civil war between Kurdish separatists and 
security forces in Turkey’s turbulent southeast, it’s 

a green light to a new life in Europe. “Before, we 
had no hope of getting a German visa,” says Agit, 
43, who has been scraping out a living in Istanbul’s 
run-down Bayrampasa neighborhood as a cleaner 
in a sweatshop that makes fake designer shoes. 
“The [German visa office] asks you to prove your 
income with money in a bank account,” she says. 

Now she doesn’t need a visa. All Agit, a widow 
with five children, needs to get is the plane fare 
and a biometric Turkish passport. Once on EU 
soil, she and all Turkish Kurds like her who 
can prove political persecution or a threat to 
their lives if they return home are eligible to 
claim political asylum. Agit is likely to qualify, 
as her brother is in jail for membership in an 
illegal organization and police have raided her 
home multiple times. And thanks to a tourism 
industry depressed by bombings in Ankara and 
Istanbul, Turkish charter airlines are offering 
one-way flights to Europe for as little as $55. 

It’s not quite a done deal. Turkish Prime Min-
ister Ahmet Davutoglu, returning from the mar-
athon Turkey-EU summit, boasted to reporters 
that he’d pulled off a “Kayseri bargain”—a Turk-
ish expression meaning “a cunning deal.” But 
for the visa-free agreement to be implemented 
in full, Turkey still needs to pass 36 laws to bring 
it closer in line with EU legislation, including the 
politically tricky insistence that Ankara recognize 
the government of Cyprus, with which it has been 
locked in dispute since 1974. And there has been 

A NOT-SO-CUNNING PLAN
The EU’s deal with Turkey to 
stem the flow of refugees and 
migrants is deeply flawed

BY  
OWEN MATTHEWS

 @owenmatth
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opposition inside the EU, notably from France, 
Greece and Austria, whose interior minister, 
Johanna Mikl-Leitner, warned that the decision to 
turn back new arrivals to Greece risked “the EU 
throwing its values overboard.” Human Rights 
Watch Director Kenneth Roth denounced the 
deal as “collective expulsions, which are prohib-
ited under the European Convention on Human 
Rights,” and denied that conflict-torn Turkey was 
a safe place for migrants and refugees. “[Turkey] 
is more likely to be a death trap than a place of 
sanctuary,” wrote Roth in a letter to EU leaders. 

Already a major flaw in the new agreement 
has been exposed. Turkish law does not recog-
nize citizens of Afghanistan and Iraq as refu-
gees—and therefore the EU cannot legally send 
citizens of those countries to Turkey. Greek gov-
ernment figures show that Afghans and Iraqis 
accounted for 41 percent of the 125,000 people 
who have arrived on the Greek islands this year. 

While politicians argue, people smugglers 
have quickly adjusted. If visa-free travel for Turks 
comes in June, a Turkish travel document will 
be almost as valuable on the black market as a 
European one—and far easier to obtain. Meh-
met, the proprietor of an Internet café in Istan-
bul’s Aksaray district (who, like others speaking 
about black market trading, declined to be iden-
tified in full), casually clicks through a series of 
classified-ad websites and Facebook pages offer-
ing  passports. One site offers supposedly real  

Bulgarian passports for around $8,950, but Turk-
ish ones are available for just $2,795. “It’s easy for 
Ahmed from Mosul [in Iraq] to become Ahmed 
from Diyarbakir [in Turkey],” Mehmet jokes.  

All around Aksaray, money transfer shops and 
exchange booths offer a service that allows people 
to pay into a third-party account, explains Omar, 
a money-changer’s clerk, and smugglers receive 
the money once their clients have made it safely to 
Greece. The March deal has put a dent in demand 
for sea passages to the Greek islands. Internet 
prices have fallen from around $725 before the 
agreement to around $390 now. Television pic-
tures of Turkish authorities getting tough on 
boats that are smuggling people have also scared 
some off. Footage filmed off Lesbos by pro-refu-
gee activists on March 20 showed a large Turkish 
coast guard cutter spinning circles around a rigid 
inflatable boat packed with people (the inflatable 
eventually made it safely to land). The Turkish 
coast guard also opened fire on people traffickers 
attempting to dump passengers on a tiny Greek 
island hours after the deal was signed. 

“The Turks got what they wanted from Europe. 
So now they are shooting the boats,” says Abu 
Malik, a civil engineer from Kirkuk in Iraq. Malik 
fled with his family in November 2014. “The 
[Greek] route is for fools now. But we will find 
another way.” Some are expected to turn to the sea 
route to Italy from Albania or Libya, though the 
death rate last year on that route was nearly one 
in 20, according to the International Organization 
for Migration, compared with less than one in 
1,000 between Turkey and Greece. And accord-

ing to Abdulrahman, a student from Qamishli, 
Syria, who came to Istanbul from a refugee camp 
near Gaziantep in February (and declined to give 
a last name), a black market has opened for places 
in the “line” for Europe. Refugee camp authori-
ties—including the Red Cross and the EU—main-
tain the list. But there are professional brokers 
who will buy a family’s spot in the queue and sell 
it, along with their IDs, to the highest bidder. 

“People are desperate,” Abdulrahman says 
with a shrug. “They will always find a way.” 

 “[TURKEY] IS MORE  
LIKELY TO BE A DEATH  
TRAP THAN A PLACE  
OF SANCTUARY.”

+ 
DESPERATE 

TIMES: A man set 
himself on fire 

during a protest 
in March at the 

Greek-Macedonian 
village of Idomeni, 
where  thousands 
of asylum seekers 

are stranded.
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on

tailpipe

In Detroit’s  
industrial suburbs, toxic air  

is destroying generations  
of black residents while local 
 and federal officials twiddle  

their thumbs
sucking

a

By Zoë Schlanger
Photographs by Sean Proctor
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to be crawling down the stairs of her own damn 
house at 38 years old. Back in Mississippi, her 
asthma was annoying but manageable—a puff 
from an inhaler now and again. Then, just over 
a year ago, she moved into a little modular home 
on a quiet street in River Rouge, Michigan, a 
tiny city of 7,000 that kisses the southern edge 
of Detroit. Now she’s awakened in the morning, 
three days a week, at least, sometimes seven, by 
an asthma attack. She gasps, desperately sipping 
the air but inhaling little or none. “It’s like being 
a fish out of water,” she says.  

When it hits her, Cason’s lungs fill with mucus 
while her esophagus walls swell nearly shut. 
Her diaphragm responds by contracting faster, 
pressing on her lungs, desperate to catch some 
air, making her gasp rapidly, violently. Her chest 
feels like someone is sitting on it, collapsing her 
sternum toward her spine. Minutes become ene-
mies, and letting two or three pass is too many. 
So when she forgets to leave her rescue inhaler 
by her bed, she gropes and crawls down the stairs 
to find it. It’s the sort of thing that no 
one would consider ordinary—unless 
you’ve been living in the industrial 
suburbs south of downtown Detroit a 
long time. Then it passes for routine.  

Cason’s son is 10, and he doesn’t 
have asthma. “Not yet,” Cason says. 
She’s worried that staying in River 
Rouge too long will change that. In these parts, 
it’s easy to feel like everyone has asthma, since 
so many do. The last time Cason went to the doc-
tor, he told her to move. She’ll try to eventually, 
she says, but the rent is low here, and the neigh-
bors are nice. “It’s a community, like back in the 
day.” During the last snows, she says, the whole 

block was outside, digging one another out. 
If Cason had known about the pollution, she 

might have picked a different city. But she’s here 
now. Her grandmother lives down the block, her 
son is settling into his new school, and her niece 
just moved up to join them. But her niece also has 
asthma, and it got dramatically worse when she 
arrived: She has attacks almost as often as Cason. 
The two of them are in and out of urgent care so 
often that Cason has a standing prescription at 
the pharmacy for the strong type of steroids they 
give you in the emergency room. It isn’t any way 
to live. “I like my neighbors, but I like my health 
much more,” she tells me while sitting on the 
velour sofa in her pristine living room. It has to be 
pristine; letting dust settle is asking for trouble. 

It’s dirty in River Rouge, and everybody here 
knows it. The way the air smells, and the gas 
flares, coal piles and smokestacks around every 
corner don’t let you forget. There are 52 sites of 
heavy industry within a 3-mile radius; 22 of these 
either produce over 25,000 pounds or handle 
more than 10,000 pounds of toxic chemical 
waste, putting them on the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency’s Toxics Release Inventory Pro-
gram. For years, the area has also been “out of 
compliance” for sulfur dioxide, meaning there’s 
more SO2—a known contributor to asthma—in 
the air than federal rules allow. The state says 
it’s working on it. Lynn Fiedler, of the Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ, 
the same department blamed for the disaster in 
Flint, where lead was allowed to remain in the 
drinking water at levels high enough to poison 
children), says they’ve been “working with com-
panies to get them to reduce their emissions,” but 
she stumbles when trying to explain the holdup: 
“It’s been a difficult negotiation,” she says. “It 
involves changes in operation,” meaning pollut-
ers will likely need to install new equipment, a 
prospect costly enough to make them balk. 

Some of the biggest SO2 emitters in the area 
are two postwar-era, coal-fired 
power plants owned by DTE Energy, 
located a few miles apart. One sits in River Rouge; 
in 2011, it was ranked the ninth-worst plant in the 
country for health outcomes in communities of color 
by the NAACP. Combined, the two plants pump 
out 34,000 tons of sulfur dioxide each year, or the 
weight, in pollution, of a modestly sized cruise ship. 

Getting DTE Energy to reduce emissions has been a struggle. 
“They are reluctant,” Fiedler says. “We are continuing discus-
sions with them.” In the meantime, MDEQ granted the plants a 
permit last year to carry on business as usual. 

As I drove east from the Detroit airport into River Rouge, the 
acrid stench of rotten eggs filled my rental car—despite the win-
dows being rolled up against the cold. I kept driving, and the 

expect

“I like my  
neighbors, but 
I like my health 

much more.” 

didn’t

Cason

Jacqueline
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smell acquired notes of burnt plastic and gasoline. 
If I had been anywhere else, I’d have worried that 
my car was about to burst into flames. But I was in 
River Rouge, so I knew better. 

The landscape of heavy industry rose up 
around me, billowing smokestacks and cisterns 
and gas flares. Nearby, on a sliver of land called 
Zug Island, the black, twisting infrastructure 
of U.S. Steel’s blast furnaces gives the island 
the feel of an industrial Mordor. A few times 
a month, I’m told, the whole sky turns a dusty 
orange from the steelmaking. Zug Island is just 

past Detroit’s wastewater treatment plant, which emits volatile 
organic carbons, a class of highly volatile chemicals that include 
carcinogens like benzene and formaldehyde, as well as Car-
meuse Lime, a cement manufacturing plant, which emits sulfur 
dioxide, along with the ultrafine particulate matter called PM2.5, 
nitrogen oxides, hydrochloric acid, mercury and lead. 

I pulled into a gas station. As soon as I opened my car door, I 
could feel the air in the back of my throat like a fine spray of gravel. 
I asked the attendant if it always smells like this. “I’ve been here 
35 years. I don’t smell it anymore,” he said, laughing. “But you 
know we have a lot of industry around here, right?” He gestured 
toward the Marathon Oil refinery a quarter-mile down the road. 

+
MONEY TRAP:  
Cason’s doctor told 
her to move away 
from River Rouge be-
cause of her worsen-
ing asthma, but rents 
are low, and she 
can’t really afford to 
pull up stakes.
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The MDEQ is in the final stages of granting the 
sprawling Marathon refinery a brand-new per-
mit, which will let it emit an additional 22 tons 
of sulfur dioxide a year in an area that already 
exceeds federal standards for that gas. The 22 
tons of SO2, the MDEQ insists, aren’t much. 
That’s true, to an extent; alone, that amount of 
SO2 is not catastrophic. But the permit doesn’t 
take into consideration how these new air tox-
ins will mix with all the other pollutants being 
dumped on the people of River Rouge. That’s 
because the Clean Air Act, the nation’s only 
omnibus air pollution bill, doesn’t have anything 
that considers toxic cocktails—and so puts limits 
on only individual toxins, and never the mix. 

The act became law in 1970, with the primary 
purpose of identifying and limiting major pollut-
ants for a country that had never regulated even 
the most obvious of them, like carbon monoxide. 
Since then, the most recent major revision to 
that fairly rudimentary set of objectives was in 
1990, when a series of changes led to more com-
prehensive permitting procedures and better 

pollution monitoring. That’s more or less what we’re left with 
now, 26 years later. Science has learned a lot about what makes 
people sick in those 26 years—particularly, that there are com-
bined effects from the plumes of gas and particles, visible and 
otherwise, that billow from every factory, power plant, manu-
facturing outfit and tailpipe. We now have proof that, for exam-
ple, breathing in nitrogen oxides and sulfur dioxide do greater 
damage combined than either would alone. But that knowledge 
is not reflected in how the government regulates them.

“At this time, our understanding of the science does not allow 
us to set health-based standards that address potential cumu-
lative or additive impacts of exposure to multiple pollutants,” 
the EPA wrote in an email when I asked why not. Bob Sills, a 
toxicologist for the MDEQ, says he’s been asking the EPA about 
its progress on this issue for “about 20 years.” The agency tried, 
several years ago, to come up with a way to take into account the 
combined contribution of nitrogen dioxide and sulfur dioxide to 
acid rain. “Their scientific advisers told them it was not scientif-
ically valid enough to proceed with it,” Sills says.

One problem, explains Stuart Batterman, a professor of envi-
ronmental health sciences at the University of Michigan, is that 
there are too many data gaps in toxicology to meet the high 
threshold of certainty required by the regulatory agencies. Still, 
Batterman sent a lengthy letter to the state earlier this year, 

+
HEAVY AIR: Ander-

son, who has worked 
for decades to get 

officials to deal 
with the pollution, 
says she fears she 

needs to make signs 
declaring, “Asthma 

is not normal.”
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urging it to deny Marathon Oil the new 
permit to emit more SO2 than the old per-
mit allowed. The permit, he wrote, “does 
not consider cumulative exposures” in an 
area where people are already subjected to 
among the “highest cumulative air pollu-
tion exposures” in the state.

According to the latest state data, more 
than 15 percent of Detroit’s adults have 
asthma, a 29 percent higher rate than the rest 
of Michigan. Detroiters are hospitalized for 
their asthma three times more 
frequently than other Michi-
ganders. Being black ups the 
rate significantly: Black Detroi-
ters are hospitalized for asthma 
at a rate more than 150 percent 
that of their white neighbors—
and Detroit is 83 percent black. 
Most of the mini-cities ringed 
around the heavy industry south 
of Detroit are majority-black too. Poverty 
compounds the problem—it’s not easy man-
aging a chronic illness when you’re mak-
ing $24,000 a year, the average household 
income for black Detroit households.

So many people around River Rouge have 
asthma that there’s a bootleg market for inhal-
ers (street value: $15 to $20 a pop) and the blister 
packs of albuterol, the caffeine-based medicine 
that fuels nebulizers ($10 a dose). Buying on the 
block is easier than going to a doctor, especially 
since the nearest asthma clinic is at least a town 
away or more, depending where you live. The 
closest emergency room, also at least 20 min-
utes away, is always full. The city has notori-
ously shoddy public transportation, and if you 
don’t own a car, a trip to the doctor can take 

most of your day. If you have kids, you’ll also need child care 
and a day off work. Meanwhile, you’re struggling to breathe, 
and that $15 inhaler starts to look pretty good.

Poisoning Your Genes
IN AMERICA, race is the biggest factor in determining whether 
you live near a toxic waste site. In mostly white states, it’ll be the 
black or Latino neighborhoods that get the oil refineries or gar-
bage incinerators. In and around Detroit, that’s true to an almost 
ridiculous degree. In 2011, Paul Mohai, a professor and the 
founder of the environmental justice program at the University of 

Michigan, mapped Detroit’s public schools over air 
pollution data. He found 82 percent of black students 
went to schools in the most polluted parts of the city, 
while 44 percent of white students did. What’s more, 
children in those pollution-exposed schools scored 
lower on standardized tests. Air pollution has already 
been shown to cause cognitive delays in children 
and an array of adverse pregnancy outcomes, such 
as early birth and low birth weight, which can also 
impair a child’s brain development down the road. 

Of course, having severe chronic asthma and the sleep apnea that 
often comes with it probably doesn’t help student scores either. 

Michigan tried to do something about environmental racism 
a few years ago: An expert panel was assembled in 2008, and it 
was disbanded in 2010 after issuing suggestions to the state on 
how to directly address the problem of poor black people being 
poisoned and ignored. The state set up a grievance line, but out-
side of that, “I’m not aware that there was any follow-up action 
with that plan,” says Mohai. He and the two other academics on 
the panel suggested the city’s health department talk to its envi-
ronmental department about environmental justice issues on 
a regular basis. That never happened. The only positions in the 
Michigan Health and Human Services agency that deal at all with 
the intersection of pollution and health were eliminated when 
state budgets were gutted a few years ago. The health department 
has an asthma program, and the environment department has an 
air toxics program, but they don’t talk to each other. And whether 
you’re a person of color living in Detroit, or Flint, or Vernon, Cal-
ifornia, where the Exide battery factory is ruining communities 
made up primarily of Latino families, you won’t get much help 
from the federal government: The EPA denies 95 percent of civil 
rights claims against polluters made by communities of color. 

“How can you ask to increase something like that, when peo-
ple are already living here, as if it isn’t enough? When is some-
body going to say, ‘No, hello, there’s people living right in the 
vicinity?’” Asks Cason, who lives less than a mile from Mara-
thon. The general sentiment is that the state is putting industry 
profits ahead of the people, especially black people.

There’s a comparison I hear over and over again in River 
Rouge: Flint, Michigan, an hour’s drive up the road, is also a 
black city, and Flint was ignored by a negligent government that 
wouldn’t hear its complaints for two years. Now Flint’s children 
are poisoned, and most blame MDEQ.

Flint had lead; southwest Detroit has sulfur dioxide, nitro-
gen dioxide and carbon dioxide—benzene, toluene, cadmium 
and mercury. A litany of carcinogens and respiratory irritant fill 
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the air residents have no choice but to breathe. 
Cancer and asthma. A population sucking on a 
tailpipe. “If you were going to put something in 
a population to keep them down for generations 
to come, it would be lead,” a doctor said about 
Flint to the The New York Times. Or you could give 
them toxic air pollution every day until they die. 

Air pollution, it turns out, can change your 
genes, so the pollution you breathe can dam-
age your children and grandchildren too. In 
2008, Kari Nadeau was finishing her pediatric 
residency at Stanford University in California, 
studying the connection between underactive 
regulatory T cells—a hereditary trait—and child-
hood asthma. One day, she caught a PBS Nova 
episode on the exploding field of epigenetics, 
the ways our specific environment can modify 
our genes, and how those changes can be passed 
to our offspring, their offspring and so on, and 
she was struck with an idea. She went back to 
her research data, and this time organized her 

 subjects by ZIP code. A pattern became exceedingly obvious: All 
the children with underactive regulatory T cells lived in Fresno. 

Fresno, in California’s Central Valley, is the most polluted 
city in the state, due to a deadly combination of diesel exhaust 
and agricultural pesticides. Most residents are immigrant farm 
workers and people of color, many living below the poverty 
line. And lots of them have asthma. “The babies are born with 
it,” says Nadeau, today a physician and professor at Stanford. 
The babies’ lungs never have a chance to develop normally in 
the womb because their mothers live in a high-pollution area. 
When a pregnant woman takes a breath, the tiny molecules of 
air pollution pass through her lungs and into her bloodstream, 
slipping into the blood cells—which flow to her fetus, delaying 
and damaging its lung development. The fetus’s lungs, Nadeau 
explains, may grow fewer alveoli, the grape-like clusters in 
which air is taken and oxygen is separated and diffused to the 
blood. In other words, the babies are born with diminished lung 
capacity. (Plus, she adds, evidence suggests that lungs continue 
to develop until we’re about 25 years old; she suspects air pollu-
tion will be stunting alveoli development the whole time.)

Perhaps more alarming, those same pollution molecules 
slip into the blood that feeds ovaries and testicles. If those are 
altered, so are the offspring created by the eggs and sperm those 
organs produce. In fact, Nadeau was able to infer that the genes 
of her Fresno patients were fundamentally altered so that they 
would be more likely to develop asthma and allergies. And of 
course, those genes could be passed down to their children, and 
their children’s children, even if those later generations have 
moved away and are no longer exposed to the pollution. 

In addition to scarring genetic material for generations to 
come, pollution exposure changes how a baby develops in the 
womb. Some pollution molecules, like the polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons in diesel exhaust, are known to cause cancer, per-
haps especially when a person was exposed as a fetus. Others 
affect the heart; still others are neurotoxins. Air pollution also 
impairs immune development in utero, making it harder for those 
exposed to fight infection. If you can’t fight infection well, you 
won’t respond properly to vaccines, because many vaccines work 
by prompting your body to make antibodies—a task that requires 
a robust immune system. “And if you get more viral infections, 
that also predisposes you to asthma,” says Nadeau. It’s a one-two 
punch that hits a child even before birth. 

Gasping at Birth
SOME OF THE homes in River Rouge have backyards that butt 
up against the edge of the campus of the DTE River Rouge coal 
plant, which is flanked by a mountain of coal; you can see the 
coal monolith in the gaps between houses as you drive by. And 
if you look up, you can see three smokestacks rising above the 

toxi-city
River Rouge looks like an idyllic  
small American town dumped into the 
middle of an industrial hellscape
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homes like church spires. But if you keep your 
gaze directly ahead, down the street lengthwise, 
the street looks like any other in Anytown, USA: 
wood-frame houses with toys in the yard, used 
cars, a few bare trees. It’s a TV-sound-stage-
ready, all-American, working-class 
neighborhood plunked down in the 
middle of an industrial wasteland. 

One of these houses, on Eddon 
Street in the nearby mini-city of Mel-
vindale, is home to 30-year-old Chris-
tina Gilbert and her 7-year-old son, 
Shiloh Otoo. I could see the blinking 
lights of Marathon’s refinery from the 
White Castle parking lot, two doors 
down; the air here smells just as 
much of eggs as it did in River Rouge. 
I wait as Elizabeth Milton rings the 
doorbell of the two-story house and then shouts 
“Grandma!” when 52-year-old Nancy Howard—
Shiloh’s grandmother—answers the door. 

Milton is a warm and gregarious door-to-door 
asthma educator, dispatched to people’s houses 

when their respiratory illness isn’t improving from doctor’s vis-
its alone. That happens a lot. “There’s only so many windows I 
can shut or filters I can change,” she says later. And these peo-
ple aren’t improving as much as they should, no matter what she 
does, because their exposure to air pollution isn’t going away.

Inside the house, Shiloh sprawls on a tan couch 
over the laps of his mother and grandmother while 
they talk about his sickness. He is on nearly the high-
est possible dose of asthma medication, yet is in and 
out of the hospital on a regular basis. He straps on the 
plastic mask of a nebulizer to show me his morning 
and evening routine: He takes long drags of albuterol 
between puffs on an inhaler. Shiloh lives only two 
blocks from school, so it will add him to the bus route 
only if Gilbert registers him as a “special education” 
student, a label that would follow him for the rest 
of his school life. So despite the fact that his mother 
doesn’t want him to walk even that short distance 

because it exacerbates the asthma, Shiloh walks, in all weather. 
Shiloh recently developed brittle bone disease, his ankle bone 

showing up like a sponge on an X-ray this winter. Milton says it’s 
a common side effect of taking too much prednisone—the strong 
emergency oral steroids he gets when he goes to the hospital for 

WAKING TERROR: 
Milton says 
ADHD diagnoses 
are common for 
kids here, prob-
ably because 
they’re hopped 
up on caffeine 
and  prednisone
+

Parents of  
young kids with 

asthma don’t 
sleep, because 
they’re afraid 

their child might 
stop breathing in 

the night.
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an attack, which he does often. Shiloh is already 
obese, because he can’t run around outside with-
out struggling to breathe, and the steroids in his 
inhaler make him ravenous. He has sleep apnea, 
like many asthmatics do, and seems to have an 
especially fragile immune system. He gets colds 
nearly back to back each winter. “He’s my medical 
child,” she says.

Though Shiloh has dodged it so far, Milton says 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder diagnoses 
are common in the children here; she thinks it’s 
because they’re hopped up on caffeine from the 
albuterol and steroids from the prednisone. 

Both Gilbert and Howard have asthma too. 
In 2013, a tank at the Marathon refinery caught 
fire, sending thick, black smoke billowing down 
their street and all the streets around them. Sev-

eral neighbors on other blocks were evacuated, but a police 
officer stepped out of his car in front of their house and told 
them they could stay. “He was wearing a gas mask! If we could 
stay, what was he wearing that for?” Howard remembers think-
ing. “Marathon sent out gift cards to everybody as an apology 
for that happening,” Gilbert says, “$50 or $100.” 

Shiloh was diagnosed with asthma when he was just 9 months 
old, and Gilbert wonders if her son would be healthier if they’d 
lived someplace else. “I think maybe that just by living around 
Marathon it might do more harm than good, but at the same 
time, on my income, that’s all I can afford.”

Later, over coffee and muffins at a Tim Hortons, Milton’s gre-
gariousness fades, and she starts to tear up. She feels desper-
ately sad for the children she sees. “We’re not even giving them 
a chance,” she says. In many cases, she’ll walk into a house and 
immediately know everyone in it is depressed, which is com-
mon among the chronically ill and chronically underemployed. 
They’ll be listless, the house a mess, the fridge empty. The stress 

EARLY WARNING: 
Shiloh, diagnosed 
with asthma when 

he was just 9 
months old, also 

suffers from sleep 
apnea, obesity and 

an especially fragile 
immune system. 
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takes a toll on all parts of their lives: Parents of 
young kids with asthma don’t sleep because 
they’re afraid their child might stop breathing in 
the night. Then, when they turn 12 or 13, the kids 
become terrified of dying, Milton says. “They 
don’t sleep. I had one kid, he thought he’d die in 
his sleep. We got his asthma more under control, 
and I asked him, ‘Are you going to sleep now?’ 
And he said, ‘I’ll work on it, Miss Milton.’”

One pernicious effect of everyone around you 
being sick is that it can start to feel normal.n “It’s 
gotten to the point where I want to start a cam-
paign with signs that say ‘Asthma is not normal,’” 
says Rhonda Anderson, an organizer with the 
Detroit chapter of the Sierra Club. She’s spent two 
decades taking air samples, working with envi-
ronmental scientists and residents, and pushing 
the city and the state to do something about it all. 

Anderson grew up in River Rouge and 
has had asthma since birth. Now she 
lives in Detroit proper, because experi-
ence tells her River Rouge is no place to 
live if you can help it.

Recently, Anderson says, things have 
seemed a bit more hopeful: For the first 
time in as long as she can remember, the 
city has an official willing to make a con-
nection between the plants and the high 
rates of sickness. In a Detroit Free Press 
editorial earlier this year, Dr. Abdul 
El-Sayed, the new director of the Detroit 
Health Department, said what Ander-
son has been waiting to hear for years: 
“Constricted lungs, diseased hearts, 
tumors in the lungs and beyond: These 
are consequences that the MDEQ wants 
Detroiters to accept,” El-Sayed wrote, 
lambasting the agency for 
moving ahead with Mara-
thon’s SO2 permit. “Enough 
is enough.”

Soon after that edito-
rial was published, Mara-
thon began working with 
El-Sayed and the Detroit 
mayor’s office to amend 
their permit so it no longer 
includes those additional 22 
tons of SO2 per year. “We’ve 
heard very clearly from the 
residents and Dr. El-Sayed,” says Jamal 
Kheiry, a Marathon spokesman.

“We’ll see,” Anderson says, “but hope 
isn’t good enough. I need faith, faith 
that something is going to happen.” Her 
aunt died in her grandmother’s arms of 
an asthma attack. Her oldest daughter 

and her son have asthma. Her younger daughter doesn’t have 
asthma, but her 11-month-old baby was recently diagnosed with 
it. Two more of Anderson’s grandchildren have it too.

Southwest Detroit, like Fresno, like Richmond, California, is 
part of a huge public health disaster that began, roughly, with 

the Industrial Revolution; populations, mostly poor, mostly 
people of color, sprinkled with the effluent of industry until 
their bodies changed, their minds changed and their prospects 
died. The disaster merges with everyday life as generation 

after generation learns to live with what hobbles 
it, while the rest of the country and its government 
institutions watch with tacit acceptance, or barely 
watch at all. Like in many places where the things 
the rest of the country uses are made—steel, gaso-
line, electricity, cotton—the people in and around 
Detroit have become collateral damage. 

If you’re the optimistic type, it’s possible the disas-
ter in Flint will spark an inquest into the slow, steady 
poisoning of Americans of color, or at least put the 
spotlight on other toxic hot spots. But the public inter-
est—and media attention fueled by it—is already wan-
ing. Meanwhile, kids being born every day, and their 

parents, don’t have time to wait for their Silent Spring moment. 
They have lives to live, and they need to be able to breathe. Says 
Anderson, “I think every child born in the city of Detroit should 
be sent home with a nebulizer.” 

This reporting was supported in part by the Institute for Journalism 
& Natural Resources.

+
PLANT LIFE: The Detroit salt mine, next door to the Marathon 
Oil refinery, is just one of the many industrial facilities nestled 
up against the small towns that ring Detroit. 
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WHEN KATHLEEN ZELLNER was little, she had a 
friend across the street who kept a pet duck. Tooth-
brush was a peaceful soul who liked to eat wasps and 
paddle around a backyard kiddie pool in small-town 
Bartlesville, Oklahoma, in the late 1950s. Zellner was 
definitely not a peaceful soul—she regularly ordered 
martial arts guides out of comic books, then hid them 
behind the covers off her doll books so she could study 
judo and jujitsu moves without her mother noticing. 
Zellner put those punches and kicks to practical use. 
One day, a mean teenage boy grabbed Toothbrush 
and threw him to hunting dogs penned in a neigh-
bor’s yard. Zellner, about 8 at the time, was furious. 
“Kathleen was so mad she went over and beat him up. 
She was fierce,” says her brother, John Hall Thomas, 
a defense attorney in New Orleans, who remembers 
the boy’s nose bleeding as an adult pulled his sister off 
the boy. “Nobody messed with Kathleen after that, 
I’m telling you.” 

Zellner says that same feeling of righteous 
protection still motivates her: “What drives me is the 
abuse of power—the bullying and the victim. I have 
such a strong reaction when I see people who can’t 
defend themselves.” 

The wiry girl who meted out street justice over a 
dead duck grew up to become a defense attorney 
who has secured the exoneration of 17 men and 
won almost $90 million from wrongful conviction 
and medical malpractice lawsuits. Zellner has also 
dropped a headless lamb into a creek to investigate 
the rape and murder of a child, coaxed 21 confes-
sions from a serial killer and seen it reported that 
Jessica Biel would play her in a movie. An attorney 
said facing her at trial was “worse than my divorce.” 

The bullies Zellner will face next, she says, are the 

Wisconsin police and prosecutors who locked up 
Steve Avery, who became a national phenomenon 
thanks to the Netflix documentary Making a Mur-
derer. The doc, which led a lot of viewers to believe 
Avery was framed, opens with his wrongful convic-
tion and 18 years in prison for a 1985 rape; it then digs 
into his arrest and conviction for the 2005 murder, in 
the same county, of Teresa Halbach, a photographer 
killed after driving to the Avery family’s auto salvage 
yard on Halloween to take a picture of a van for Auto 
Trader. Avery’s low-IQ nephew Brendan Dassey, 16 at 
the time, confessed he helped his uncle rape and kill 
Halbach in what is either the reluctant admission of a 
horrific crime or an example of persistent detectives 
leading and prodding a dimwitted teen. (Dassey was 
found guilty in a separate trial.) Zellner watched the 
series in her 3,000-square-foot home theater, where 
she does jury prep and screens her favorite Coen 

“WOMEN WHO HAVE  
BAD JUDGMENT ABOUT  
MEN ARE MURDERED.”

“““WWWWWWWWOOOMMMMMMEEEEENNNNNN WWWHHHOOO HHHHHAAAAAVVVVEEE
BBBBAAAADDDDD JJUUUDDDDGGGGGMEEEEENNNNNTTTTT AAAAABBBBOOOOOUUUTTT  
MMMMMEEEENNNN AAAARRREEE MUUUUURRRRRDDDDDEEEERRREEEDDDD.”””
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brothers movies. “I felt that the attitude toward him 
by the prosecutors and the state was that he was dis-
posable. It was almost like a class thing. [His family] 
didn’t matter, they had no power,” Zellner says. “The 
longer I watched it, the more angry I got.” 

Asked whether she and her team have identified 
suspects, Zellner says yes. “We have a couple. I’d 
say there’s one, leading the pack by a lot. But I don’t 
want to scare him off, I don’t want him to run,” she 
says, explaining why she won’t say more. In that 
same conversation, Zellner said both law enforce-
ment and defense attorneys failed to investigate 
Halbach’s life, noting that the victim was a very nice 
person just starting her career. When told that some-
times people who are very nice can still be murder 

victims, Zellner agrees, adding, “And women who 
have bad judgment about men are murdered.” 

TATTOOED ON HIS ARM: ‘DIE FREE’

 “DON’T HIRE ME if you’re guilty, because I will find 
out,” Zellner tells an inmate before taking his case. 
Zellner vowed she would only defend innocent peo-
ple as a result of the first case she handled after start-
ing her law firm, which began when a janitor found a 
human leg inside a Hefty garbage bag tossed into a 
Chicago dumpster. Inside the dumpster were another 
seven garbage bags that held the rest of the dismem-
bered body of Danny Bridges, a 15-year-old prosti-
tute. Larry Eyler, a house painter suspected in over 20 
murders across the Midwest, was convicted in 1986 of 
killing the boy and sent to death row. An anti-death-
penalty organization brought the case to Zellner, who 

+
AUTO-PILOT: Zellner with the car she bought because 
it is identical to the one driven by the woman Avery 
was convicted of murdering, an example of both her 
showmanship and meticulous preparation.
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tried and failed to broker a deal that would take Eyler 
off death row in exchange for him admitting to all 
his killings in Illinois and Indiana. After Zellner built 
a relationship with Eyler, trying to get him off death 
row, he told her of his many murders in “excruciating 
detail” but said she had to keep them secret as long 
as he lived. When Eyler died of AIDS in 1994, Zellner 
held a press conference to announce his confessions 
to 21 murders. “It’s been really hard on me knowing 
all this stuff,” Zellner told the Chicago Tribune. “I had 
these victims’ families pleading with me during his 
life to tell them what happened.” That stress, cou-
pled with Eyler’s contempt for the mostly gay men 
and boys he tortured, made Zellner vow she would 
never knowingly represent another guilty man. “After 
looking into the face of evil and being exposed to that 
for those two to three years, I never wanted to be in a 
position where I could be used by someone like that.” 

After Eyler, Zellner wasn’t eager to take another 
wrongful conviction case, but the anti-death- penalty 
group brought her the case of Joseph Burrows and 
said it believed he was innocent of any crime. When 

Zellner reviewed the case—and found a new alibi, 
a recanting witness and a shady prosecutor—she 
agreed. Burrows had been sentenced to death in 
1989 for a murder in rural Illinois. A cocaine dealer 
named Gayle Potter testified she saw Burrows shoot 
a retired farmer in the head because the 88-year-old 
man refused to write her a $3,000 check. Zellner vis-
ited Potter in prison 50 times over more than a year, 
eventually gaining her trust. Zellner described to 
Potter how the crime scene, with the ricocheting bul-
lets and the old man’s broken fingernails, suggested 
a struggle that a big man like Burrows wouldn’t have 
had against a frail old man. “I told her I knew it was 
a woman. I told her that was how I knew she had 
done it,” Zellner says, explaining that Potter smiled 
and later confessed to Zellner that she alone killed 
the old man. Convincing an inmate to reveal infor-
mation that could increase her sentence is a compli-
cated procedure that requires time and trust. “I was 

+
PHOTO SYNTHESIS: Zellner can’t get Avery out with 
legal tactics or courtroom pyrotechnics; she must 
uncover compelling new evidence that wasn’t  
presented at his trial or appeal.
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empathetic. I understood both of them,” Zellner says. 
She knew Eyler had been horribly abused and sexu-
ally assaulted as a boy, and she understood what led 
him to his violent rages. “With Gayle Potter, I under-
stood her desperation. I wasn’t condemning.”

Zellner says Potter didn’t care about Burrows, but 
she did care about his three children being left with-
out a father. Armed with Potter’s sworn deposition 
that she alone killed the farmer, Zellner got Burrows 
released from prison in 1994. He walked out of court 
beside Zellner, “Die Free” tattooed on his arm.

Her next high-profile case involved four men 
arrested as teenagers who’d been imprisoned for 
almost 15 years at that point for the kidnapping, rape 
and murder of Lori Roscetti, a Chicago medical stu-
dent. Zellner wanted their DNA tested against sam-
ples left on the student—an expensive undertaking 
in 2001. She told Cook County prosecutors she’d 
pay half. They could have ignored her—the murder 
had been front-page news, and police said two of the 
teens had confessed. “She goes, I want to work it with 
you,” said Robert Milan, then a Cook County prose-
cutor. “To me, it was a no-brainer. I said, ‘Let’s do it.’” 

A fresh examination of Roscetti’s clothes revealed 
semen stains that had never been tested, so Zellner 
and Milan sent samples to a forensics lab in Canada. 
“They say, ‘It’s two males,’” Milan recalls. “‘None 
of them are the four young men you con-
victed.’” The wrongfully convicted men 
walked out of prison in 2001, smiling and 
holding hands with Zellner. 

“Talk about putting money where your 
mouth is,” says Zellner, who spent almost 
$60,000 on experts in that case. With the 
investigation reopened, police got a tip 
about the two men who killed Roscetti. 
The DNA evidence Zellner and Milan 
ordered from Canada confirmed that 
those were the two men who forced the 
medical student into their car at knifepoint 
in 1986 and then smashed her head with 
a concrete block. And the effects of those 
DNA results rippled out beyond that mur-
der. Milan says the Roscetti exonerations 
had a “huge impact” on the Cook County 
prosecutor’s office, including the creation 

of a DNA review unit, twice yearly training for all 
prosecutors on false confessions and wrongful con-
victions, and an “open-door policy” that encouraged 
prosecutors to flag questionable cases.

Zellner puts up her money and will work tirelessly 
for men she believes were wrongly convicted, but 
when one turned on her, she didn’t hesitate to put 
him back behind bars. Marcellius Bradford, one of the 
four men wrongly convicted for Roscetti’s murder, 
secretly recorded her telling him he would be stupid 
to hire a new lawyer to handle his multimillion-dol-
lar civil case over his wrongful conviction. Bradford 
tried to use the tape to blackmail her for $3,000, but 
Zellner didn’t play. She called prosecutors and then 
wore a hidden microphone to a meeting with Brad-
ford in which she handed over the money, leading to 
his arrest. “It’s appalling to have gotten them out of 
prison and then have [Bradford] try to extort money 
out of me,” Zellner told the Chicago Tribune. “I don’t 
care if they switch attorneys. But I am not going to put 
up with someone trying to blackmail me.”

A SINGULARLY CRUEL INTERROGATION

THE HEADLESS LAMB hit the creek with a splash. 
Zellner watched from the bridge as the dead ani-
mal floated downstream to see where it would come 
ashore—another piece of the puzzle in her drive to 
convince a jury that Kevin Fox had been railroaded 
for the murder of his young daughter.

Riley Fox, a 3-year-old who loved to jump into her 
father’s arms or sit on his shoulders, disappeared 
after Fox put her to bed in the family’s Wilmington, 
Illinois, home in 2004. Searchers found her body the 
next afternoon, floating in a creek in a nearby forest 
preserve. She was wearing a pink flamingo T-shirt 
and had been tied up with duct tape and sexually 
assaulted. Almost five months later, local detectives 

summoned her father to the station and 
began a singularly cruel interrogation.

First, detectives lied to Fox, telling him he 
had failed a polygraph test about his daugh-
ter’s murder. When his wife told Fox she 
believed his claims of innocence, detective 
Edward Hayes screamed in her face, “Your 
husband’s a fucking liar, and he’s a fucking 
murderer. He never loved you or your fuck-
ing daughter, and he killed her, and you 
need to learn to fucking get over it.” Hayes 
and other detectives then got Fox alone 
and told him they knew prison inmates 
and would make sure they raped him once 
he was locked up. They yelled that his dead 
daughter was on her knees begging him 
to admit what he did and give her closure. 
They showed him photos of Riley’s body—
revealing to him for the first time that she 

“THE ATTITUDE  
TOWARD HIM BY THE  
PROSECUTORS AND  

THE STATE WAS THAT  
HE WAS DISPOSABLE.”

“TTTTTHHHHHEEEE AAAAATTTTTITTTTTUUUUUDDDDDEEE 
TTTTTOOOOWWWWWWWAAAAARRRRRDDDDD HHHIMMMMMM BBBBYYY TTTHHHHHEEE 
PPPPRRRRRROOOOOSSSSSEEEEECCCCCUUUUUTOOOOORRRRRSSSSS AAAANNNNNDDDDD 

TTTTTTHHHEEEE SSSSTTTTTTAAAATTTTTEEEE WWWWWAAAAAASSSSS TTTTHHHHHAAAAATTTT 
HHHHHEEEE WWWWWWWWAAAASSSSS DDDDDDIISSPPPPPOOOOOSSSAAAABBBLLLEEEE..”””
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had been bound with duct tape. Traumatized, Fox 
finally gave a short confession that Riley died after he 
accidentally hit her with the bathroom door and she 
then fell and hit her head on the bathtub.

Zellner’s law office was across the hall from that of 
Fox’s brother Chad, who called her after Fox “con-
fessed.” She immediately began her investigation 
and learned Hayes had told the FBI to stop testing 
the DNA evidence. It took Zellner eight months to get 
the DNA found on Riley’s body to a private lab. “The 
results showed with 100 percent certainty that Kevin 
was not the donor of the DNA found on a vaginal 
swab and on the duct tape on Riley’s mouth,” court 
papers state. Fox was released the next day.

With the case reopened, investigators finally 
examined a pair of shoes pulled from the creek 100 
feet from where Riley was found. Written inside was 

“Eby.” Scott Wayne Eby lived about a mile away and 
was out on parole for burglary. Detectives had bagged 
the shoes in evidence but never looked into whether 
the name written inside meant anything. Eby eventu-
ally confessed to Riley Fox’s murder.

Zellner also represented Fox as he filed a lawsuit 
against Will County and the detectives who had 
coerced his confession. Her preparation for that is 
what put her on a bridge with her investigator and 
a dead lamb that weighed about the same as Riley. 
When the bag was put in the water at the base of the 
bridge, where Fox had said he placed it in his coerced 
confession, it got hung up in debris. But when it was 
thrown from the bridge, it floated to the spot where 
Riley’s body was found. Zellner also produced a staged 
re-enactment of Fox’s interrogation for the jury. 

Robert Smith, the defense lawyer facing her in 
that case, recalls the moment he realized the depth 

of  Zellner’s preparation. “I don’t know if she’d ever 
admit she did this, but I had Kevin Fox on the witness 
stand, and I’m confronting him with his statements 
from the transcript. I say to him, ‘Mr. Fox, did you 
make this statement?’ and he says, ‘Y’know, Bob, I’m 
just a painter, not a lawyer.’ I thought to myself, Son 
of a gun, she told him to call me by my first name, 
like he’s a country bumpkin. And I thought to myself, 
This has been rehearsed; they’ve done focus groups 
and mock trials.… When I heard that I thought, Oh 
man, she’s now the director, not just the lawyer.” 

After six weeks listening to Zellner shred the con-
duct of the detectives, the jury awarded Fox and his 
wife $15.5 million.

PERPS & PLANTERS

ZELLNER’S CAREER HAS mirrored progress in law-
enforcement technology and thinking, particularly 
in terms of DNA and false confessions. The first DNA 
exoneration happened in 1989 when the new technol-
ogy cleared Chicago high school dropout Gary Dotson 
of a rape that never happened. Zellner opened her law 
firm a year later. “Pre-DNA was like working with the 
lights off. We didn’t know what we didn’t know. DNA 
was like turning the lights on and finding out all the 
mistakes that were made,” Milan says. He adds that 
when he came up as a young prosecutor, neither he 
nor his colleagues believed in false confessions. “The 
fact that she was on this very early made her a very 
successful lawyer, and a very wealthy one.”

Zellner will need that forensic expertise to free 
Avery. The case has been decided, his appeals 
exhausted. “We have to have new evidence that could 
not have been obtained before that would result in 
no juror believing that Steven Avery committed the 
crime,” Zellner says. “So that’s the standard—it’s 
kind of a high hurdle to jump, but we can jump it with 
the new technology. With someone who’s innocent, 
you can definitely jump that hurdle.”

Zellner is now digging into every aspect of the 
Halbach murder and the investigation that followed,  
talking with experts and planning new forensic tests. 
She has already identified leads she says detectives 
should have pursued instead of focusing solely on  

DETECTIVES YELLED  
THAT HIS DEAD  

DAUGHTER WAS ON HER  
KNEES BEGGING HIM TO  

ADMIT WHAT HE DID.

DDDDEEEETTTTEEEEECCCCCTTTTTIVVVVEESSSSS YYYYEEEELLLLLLLEEEDDD 
TTTTTHHHHHAAAAATTTTT HHHHHISSSSS DDDDDEEEEAAAAADDDD 

DDDDDAAAAUUUUUUGGGGGHHHHHTTTTTEEEEERRRRR WWWWWAAASSS OOOOONNNN HHHHHEEEERRRRR 
KKKKKNNNNEEEEEEEEEESSSS BBBBBEEEEEGGGGGGIIINNNNNGGGGG HHHHIMMMMM TTTTOOOOO

AAAADDDDDMMMMMIITTTTT WWWWWWWWHAAAAATTT HHHHHEEEE DDDDDIDDDD.
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Avery, including two calls Halbach made two days 
before she was killed to a man recently arrested 
for sex crimes. She’ll also argue Avery’s conviction 
should be overturned because of ineffective assis-
tance of counsel, arguing that lawyers Dean Strang 
and Jerry Buting bungled his defense by not arguing 
that Halbach’s cellphone records show she left Avery’s 
property alive. “It’s really hard to figure out how in the 
world did the defense not seize on this,” Zellner says. 
“It would have created reasonable doubt.” 

Avery believes in her. In a note he wrote in prison 
to Newsweek in mid-February, he said, “I first saw Ms. 
Zellner on TV in another case. I told Sandy, my friend, 
to watch it. Sandy said, ‘She will be the one to get you 
out.’…So I started writing [her.] Since she has taken 
my case on January 8th she has figured out more than 
all of my other attorneys together. I totally trust that 
she is going to get me out. [Signed,] Steven Avery.”

The Avery appeal represents higher stakes than any 
case in Zellner’s past. With the release of  Making a 

Murderer, his investigation and conviction were talked 
about across the world as a symbol of crooked cops 
and prosecutors. But it’s not just local law enforce-
ment that believes Avery is a killer. In an editorial 
titled “Avery Absolutely Guilty but Dassey Innocent,” 
ABC News legal analyst Dan Abrams detailed the evi-
dence against Avery, including:

Halbach was at the Avery property to take photos. 
He was the last confirmed person to see her alive. 
Her charred remains were found on his property. 
Her car key was found in his home.
A bullet with her DNA was found in his garage. 
This doesn’t deter Zellner, who believes the evi-

dence against Avery was planted. Asked whether she 
would seek a new trial, she says, “No, don’t want to 
do that. Not my style. I told [Avery], ‘I’m a sprinter. 
I’m not a long-distance runner.’” Her goal always is 
to vacate the conviction and have her client walk.

Zellner’s strategy in the Avery case also involves 
aggressive Twitter posts: She tweets what she sees 
as evidence Avery was framed, posts handwritten 
notes from him and taunts the police and pros-
ecutors who convicted him. “One thing perps & 

+
CARNAGE: Avery, left, was convicted of shooting 
Halbach in his garage and then burning her body in 
his family’s salvage yard. Halbach had come to take 
pictures of a van for Auto Trader magazine.
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 planters have in common is leaving their signatures 
at the crime scene. Science always transcribes. 
#MakingAMurderer,” Zellner tweeted February 1, 
implying that someone planted evidence and left 
behind evidence that “transcribes” their scheme. A 
few days later, she posted a photo of a note Avery 
wrote: “No one in my family including me was 
involved in the murder of Theresa Halbach. It is 
obvious who killed Theresa but the Manitowoc 
cops chose not to investigate him so they could 
frame me. Just like the first time.” 

She even tweeted a grainy photo of her posing 
next to the Toyota Rav4 she purchased because it’s 
the same car Halbach drove. Buying the Rav4 might 
look like showmanship, but Thomas, Zellner’s 
brother, says it’s an example of how meticulously 
she prepares her cases. Thomas says part of her suc-
cess comes from the way she combines methodical 
preparation—common among well-paid civil attor-
neys—with superior skills in the courtroom and 
before a jury—a trademark of busy criminal attor-
neys. “If she’s cross-examining a firearms expert, 
she’ll know more about the gun than he does,” he 

says. “By the time she’s finished, she’ll be able to 
tear the [Rav4] apart and put it back together.”

Police and prosecutors in the case dismiss Zell-
ner’s claim that Avery was framed. “It just didn’t 
happen. I don’t know where she gets that from,” 
says Manitowoc County Sheriff Robert Hermann. “I 
believe this is a very good case. If it wasn’t for the 
1985 case, it wouldn’t even be a big story.” Calumet 
County Lieutenant Mark Wiegert declined to speak 
on specific Zellner allegations but said, “We stand 
by the integrity of the investigation. He was judged 
by a jury of his peers and found guilty.”

Zellner shared the focus of her early work with 
Newsweek, including mysterious calls to Halbach’s cell-
phone in the weeks before her murder, the unusually 
limited DNA testing and the two calls from Halbach’s 
phone to a man arrested in December on sex abuse 
charges. “We’ve got access to documents the pub-
lic doesn’t have. We’ve got all the police reports, we 
can see exactly what they did and did not do,”  Zellner 
says. “And it’s a lot more about what they did not do.”

Zellner says the biggest piece of evidence she’s 
uncovered shows Halbach left Avery’s property alive. 
The state says Avery shot Halbach in his garage and 
then burned her body in the Avery family’s salvage 
yard. “So it’s absolutely shocking to see cellphone 

KEY EVIDENCE: Investigators found Avery’s  
blood in Halbach’s car, near the ignition key  
slot and in five other places. Zellner believes  
that evidence was planted. 
+
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records that were part of the discovery...that docu-
ment her route leaving the property. She goes back 
the same way she came, she’s 12 miles from the prop-
erty on the last ping,” Zellner says. “They screwed it 
up.” Zellner also tells Newsweek that the defense team 
apparently didn’t realize that Daylight Savings Time 
ended on October 30, 2005—and that not all cell-
phones reset automatically—which meant that their 
timeline for the two witnesses who saw Halbach leave 
the Avery property was off by an hour. 

In an email, Strang, Avery’s former defense law-
yer, would only say that Zellner is “a competent, 
aggressive lawyer... That she is criticizing some 
aspects of the work I did at trial means that she is 
doing her job.” His co-counsel, Buting, declined 
to comment except to say, “I continue to hope that 
Steven Avery gets a new trial.” 

Just as Strang and Buting claimed at trial, Zellner 
says there are many glaring examples of investigators 
failing to look past Avery at other suspects. For exam-
ple, two days before her murder, about 15 minutes 
before midnight, Halbach made two calls to a num-
ber that belonged to man recently charged with sex 
crimes in Arizona. “A well-trained investigator, they’d 
be all over that. And they would have gone and talked 
to [that man], and they would have interviewed these 
other people that she’s talking to right before her 
death,” Zellner says. “She’s like prey being stalked, 
and that’s [the most likely type of] person who would 
have been after her.”

According to the Calumet County Sheriff ’s Depart-
ment interview of Thomas Pearce, a photographer 
who shared his studio with Halbach, she was getting 
numerous phone calls she wouldn’t answer. The calls 
began in early summer, there was a break, and then 
the calls started up again about three weeks before 
she was murdered. Zellner’s review of the initial 
investigation shows there was no probe of these mys-
terious phone calls. “You don’t just get information 
like that and file it,” she says. “What investigation was 
done? None. There was no effort to trace those calls.” 

Another example of investigators doing an incom-
plete job, Zellner says, is the small number of DNA 
tests they did—just 12, and only on members of the 
Avery, Dassey and Halbach families. Zellner says that 
in the case of Ryan Ferguson—a Missouri man who 
did 10 years in prison after his conviction for killing 
a newspaper editor, before she cleared his name—the 
police did DNA tests on about 40 people. “Everybody 
they interviewed had to give their DNA. Everyone,” 

Zellner says. “I’ve never seen this before in a case, 
where they kept it so close to Avery, just his family.”

People who believe Avery was framed say police 
took a sample of his blood from the vial held at the 
Manitowoc court clerk’s office from his 1985 case and 
planted it in Halbach’s Rav4. But any blood from that 
vial would have included a blood preservative called 
EDTA, and a FBI agent who testified at Avery’s trial 
said his test showed no EDTA. One of Avery’s trial 
defense attorneys said this year that the FBI test was 
rushed and that an independent test of the blood that 
revealed EDTA could force a retrial. Zellner also says 
she is paying close attention to the hundreds of tips 
sent to her office by everyone from scientists to peo-
ple who took screen shots from Making a Murderer—
effectively “crowdsourcing” the investigation.

 Zellner likens her strategy to what she learned as 
a child reading those martial arts instruction books 
back in Oklahoma. “If you think of the concept of 
using your opponent’s strength against them, it’s 
kind of similar to a lot of the stuff I’ve done.” She says 
that Manitowoc police planted the evidence against 
Avery, and she hopes to detect that misconduct using 
physical clues she thinks they left behind: “They used 
forensic science to convict [Avery], and I’d be using it 
to convict them of planting the evidence.” 

Some lawyers who’ve faced Zellner caution Wis-
consin prosecutors not to underestimate or bluff her, 
and to anticipate that she’ll have a deep knowledge 
of the case. “She’s smart as the dickens and skilled, 
skilled, skilled,” says Robert Smith, the attorney who 
defended Will County when Zellner sued in the Kevin 
Fox case. “She makes use of all 52 cards and both 
jokers if you’re in the courtroom with her.”

On a windy Friday in February, Zellner drove 
almost three hours to Waupun Correctional Insti-
tution. After seeing Avery and climbing back into 
her car, Zellner pulled up Twitter to tap out a new 
message. “Fifth trip to Steven Avery. Collected 
samples for new tests. The inevitable is coming—he 
was smiling so were we.” 

+
TIPPING POINTS: Zellner regularly tweaks police 
and prosecutors with tweets about the case, and  
is now crowdsourcing tips for the investigation  
in her search for new evidence.

“SHE WILL BE THE ONE  
TO GET YOU OUT.”

“““SSSSSHHHHEEEE WWWWWWIILLLLL BEEEEE TTTTTHHHHHEEEE OOOOONNNNEEE 
TTTTOOOOOO GGGGGGEEEEETTTTTT YYYYOOOUUU OOOOOUUUUTTTTT.”””



 +
CANE MUTINY: 
Aipoly Vision is 
like a point-
and-shoot 
camera that 
tells the user 
what it “sees.”
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HEALTH INNOVATION EBOLA INTERNET SPACE CLIMATE CHANGE

THE FIRST TIME Mark Edwards used Aipoly 
Vision, he cried. Edwards, 56 and legally blind 
since birth, had signed up as an early tester 
for the app that helps visually impaired people 
“see” what’s around them. “When it immedi-
ately told me what was surrounding me, I was 
completely overcome with tears of joy,” he says.

Born out of Singularity University, a think tank 
in Moffett Field, California, Aipoly Vision com-
bines recent advances in artificial intelligence 
with the technology found in an iPhone. The 
neural networks and deep learning algorithms 
that power it may be complex, but how it works is 
simple: Users point their phone at any day-to-day 
object, and the app speaks out what it is seeing.

“When we were first coming up with the idea, 
we spoke to 88 blind people and asked what they 
wanted,” says Marita Cheng, one of the app’s cre-
ators. “We found that their biggest frustration 
was having to ask what things are.” Before Aipoly 
Vision, a visually impaired person traveling solo 
had only one option besides asking for help: to 
rely on apps that use volunteers to help identify 

things via video calls. “Current methods require 
an Internet connection and can take anywhere 
up to two minutes,” Cheng says. “Our system can 
recognize three objects per second.”

The version of the app Edwards tested can iden-
tify any color and around 1,000 objects. The next 
update will add another 4,000. Aipoly’s AI isn’t 
perfect; when shown a cartoon of Superman, it 
recognized that the figure is indeed the superhero 
from the planet Krypton but couldn’t say what 
he was doing. And while the app touts its ability 
to differentiate brand logos, when shown a can 
of Coca-Cola in tests, it misidentified it as Coors 
beer, a mistake that could prove awkward in a bar.

The app has already had 35,000 downloads on 
Apple’s App Store, and its creators are working on 
improvements, like ways to give it a more holistic 
view of the world. Meanwhile, for Edwards, even 
the current form of Aipoly Vision has become 
essential. “Walking in town, I use it to tell me 
what’s ahead, be it a traffic light, a sign or a mail-
box,” he says. “That’s life-changing. I know that 
sounds grandiose, but it really is.” 

SEEING-EYE APP
Simple smartphone tech and 
deep AI help the blind “see”

BY  
ANTHONY  

CUTHBERTSON
 @ADCuthbertsonB
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DISRUPTIVE

DONALD TRUMP is our brains on GIFs.
Many people who are thoughtful and analyt-

ical have a hard time understanding the appeal 
of Trump’s empty but crowd-roiling provoca-
tions. But think about the smartphone-driven 
explosion of GIFs in the past six months.  

You’ve probably seen those three-second 
video loops pop up on Instagram or Twitter. If 
you’re under 30, you might traffic in GIFs all 
day long. This year, GIFs are turning into an 
industry and becoming a whole new language, 
one that is entirely about emotion and devoid of 
facts or even a smidgen of context.

See? Just like a Trump rally.
Technology changes the medium, and the 

medium changes us. GIFs certainly seem to 
be having an impact, pushing us closer to a 
post-language society that prefers to communi-
cate by sending a cute clip of a cat playing gui-
tar. Who needs words anymore? 

While GIFs are red-hot now, they’ve been 
around since dial-up modems, or the dino-
saurs, whichever came first. Back in 1987, Steve 
Wilhite, working at CompuServe, created the 
first Graphics Interchange Format image—an 
animated airplane. Online connections were 
so slow, it would’ve been nearly impossible to 
send video across the network. Wilhite’s inven-
tion could generate a moving image using very 
little data. The GIF format has powered moving 
images on the Web ever since.

For decades, GIFs were usually decorations. 
Now, suddenly, they’re becoming communica-
tion. The smartphone is a big reason. Phones 
have small screens that make it hard to read 
anything of length. We check our phones con-
stantly in short bursts. They’re not built for 
thinking—smartphones are built for getting 
stuff done and getting to the point. 

Short-burst communication in the early days 
of smartphones meant text messaging. When 
texting took off, it seemed like a new low in 
discourse. We saw lots of headlines like this 
one from the Cleveland Plain Dealer: “Text- 
Messaging: Scourge of Civilization? LOL.” But 
texting seems epic compared with GIFs.

Most GIFs today are video clips. Wireless net-
works carry them easily. Smartphone screens 
display them nicely. But most people didn’t 
have ways to create GIFs, or search for just the 
right GIFs, or embed GIFs in a message. That’s 
what has changed lately.

Giphy, now the biggest GIF search engine, 
launched in 2013. It works sort of like YouTube. 
Type in angry or hockey, and relevant GIFs fill 
the screen. Click, and you get ways to embed it 
in a message, blog post or whatever. Giphy, with 
a $300 million valuation, just got $55 million in 
funding. The site serves up tens of billions of GIFs 
each month and is quickly rising toward being one 
of the most trafficked sites on the Web. 

In a next phase, one Giphy investor tells me, 

THERE ARE NO WORDS…
As GIFs replace thoughts and even 
words on smartphones, civilization 
hurtles toward collapse

BY  
KEVIN MANEY

 @kmaney
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the service will be meshed with social media, so 
as you type each word you’ll see a relevant GIF. 
The idea is that you could stitch together GIFs 
to convey your message using not actual letters 
in the alphabet at all.

Other startups are jumping into GIF-giving. 
Riffsy last year raised $10 million to make a GIF 
keyboard you can download on your phone. That 
way, you can just type sentences of GIFs. “We 
think of ourselves as building this visual language, 
this lexicon,” Riffsy CEO David McIntosh said 
at the time. Another startup, Daycap, stitches 
together photos you took on your phone through-
out the day and generates a GIF that you can send 
to your friends, if you have any who would actu-
ally like to know what you’ve done all day.

Oddly enough, Hillary Clinton, who gets 
accused of being too wonky and appealing too 
little to gut-level emotions, aggressively uses 
GIFs in her campaign. Trump, who’s kind of a 
human GIF, tends to stick to tweets, which is 
starting to seem so old school.

Two researchers at the MIT Media Lab are 
trying to create a GIF genome so computers can 

readily identify the emotions or meaning behind 
a GIF. The researchers, Travis Rich and Kevin 
Hu, say it’s a step toward making GIFs into a lan-
guage. “We realized that they’re becoming more 
and more serious of a medium,” Hu said. “And we 
realized that we could quantify this usage.”

Put it all together, and it seems apparent that 
we’re all going to wind up sending out strings of 
moving images to get our thoughts across. But it 
seems unlikely that GIFs are going to help anyone 
understand the pros and cons of sending troops to 
fight the Islamic State militant group, or ISIS. GIFs 
are more likely to convey just the emotion of how 
good it would feel to smack down an asshole.

Of course, every generation sees some new 
medium as the end of intelligence. Twitter 
seemed that way last decade. In the 1980s, 
cable-TV news alarmed those reared on The 
New York Times. Socrates, around 400 B.C., 
apparently complained that the written word 
meant people would no longer have to com-
pletely remember everything. Kids weren’t 
going to put in the effort to learn to recite three-
day-long epic poems anymore. Sheesh.

Still, there does seem to be a 
long progression away from com-
plex thought and toward wordless 
grunts—a complete de-evolution, to 
borrow Devo’s term, of language. GIFs 
are entertaining, but the idea that 
more and more people are embracing 
them as an actual language may tell us 

a lot about this moment in time, and 
why a certain candidate can confound 
the people who think they can defeat 
him with substance.

Trump supporters may disagree. 
They might even say, “I guarantee 
you there’s no problem. I guarantee 
it.” But more likely, they’ll just send 
me the GIF. 

I SEE WHAT  
YOU’RE SAYING: 
GIF-generating 

 apps are proving 
that a video is 

worth 1,000 words, 
and has fewer 
misspellings.

+

YOU COULD STITCH 
TOGETHER GIFS 
TO CONVEY YOUR 
MESSAGE WITHOUT 
USING ACTUAL  
LETTERS IN THE  
ALPHABET AT ALL.
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GERTRUDE SIEH, a handsome 60-year-old 
woman with gray braids, was among the first in her 
community to enroll in a trial in January last year 
to test two Ebola vaccines. “There were rumors 
that we will get sick and become like a monster,” 
Sieh told me a year later as she sat outside her zinc 
house in Popo Beach, which lost 40 people in July 
2014, when Ebola was burning through Liberia’s 
capital of Monrovia and its surrounding suburbs. 
Back then, monsters seemed real: Bodies littered 
the streets while denial and conspiratorial hearsay 
ran far and wide, and the international commu-
nity had yet to wake up to the scale of the crisis.

Since Sieh signed up for the study, the World 
Health Organization has declared Liberia 
 “Ebola-free” three times. On January 14 this year, 
it declared all of West Africa Ebola-free. “Detect-
ing and breaking every chain of transmission has 
been a monumental achievement,” said Dr. Mar-
garet Chan, the director-general of the WHO. 
Less than 24 hours later, the Sierra Leonean gov-
ernment announced that the body of recently 
deceased 22-year-old Mariatu Jalloh had tested 
positive for Ebola. Later, a WHO report would 
find that health care workers did not wear pro-
tective equipment when treating Jalloh and had 
sent her body back to her family without testing 
it for the virus. In turn, her family bathed Jalloh’s 
body for burial in traditional Islamic fashion, 
sparking fears of another outbreak. Luckily, only 
Jalloh’s aunt was infected; she was discharged in 
early February. Then the next 42-day countdown 
began—two times what researchers believe is the 

maximum incubation period for the virus.
On March 17, the WHO announced “the end of 

the recent flare-up of Ebola virus” in Sierra Leone 
but urged the nation, along with Guinea and Libe-
ria, to “remain on high alert.” (And indeed, that 
same day, two new Ebola cases were confirmed in 
Guinea; by March 25, five had died in the “flare-up,” 
and Liberia had closed its border with Guinea.) 
While Sierra Leone was not declared Ebola-free 
this time around, the WHO has not explained its 
past decisions to state that these countries are rid 
of the virus when some experts think the disease 
has been in circulation for decades and could 
become endemic. Without a proven vaccine or 
cure, and little knowledge about how long the 
virus stays in the body, some argue these attesta-
tions are pointless. Countries are rarely declared 
free of endemic diseases unless they have been 
eradicated over years through comprehensive 
vaccination. Nigeria, where mass inoculations 
against polio have occurred over the past 30 years, 
has not had a case in over 12 months, yet the WHO 
does not classify Nigeria as “polio-free.” Instead, 
it has simply taken it off the polio-endemic list.

Mosoka Fallah, a Harvard-trained Liberian 
epidemiologist, says Ebola-free declarations 
aren’t accurate or helpful while researchers are 
still learning so many things about the virus. “I 
knew it was just a matter of when rather than if,” 
Fallah says of new cases. Fallah is the chief inves-
tigator on a five-year study of the ongoing effects 
of the virus on survivors. He and his colleagues 
have traced the virus and human transmission 

FREE OF WHAT?
Declaring Sierra Leone “Ebola-free” is 
senseless—and potentially dangerous

BY  
CLAIR MACDOUGALL

 @ClairMacD
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across Monrovia and other parts of Liberia, and 
led investigations into two flare-ups that emerged 
since Liberia was first labeled Ebola-free. Both of 
those were traced back to Ebola survivors.

The Ebola outbreak in West Africa, the larg-
est in history, changed scientific knowledge 
of the nature of the disease, particularly with 
regard to the presence of the virus in the body 
after a patient has recovered. Since Ebola was 
discovered in the 1970s in the north Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (then called Zaire), 
geographical regions have been declared 
 Ebola-free after going through two cycles of 21 
days without registering a case. The classifica-
tion has been used in outbreaks in Uganda, the 
DRC, South Sudan and parts of central Africa. 

But until recently, a lot of the knowledge about 
Ebola’s ongoing presence and effects on the 
body was anecdotal, says Peter Piot, the Belgian 
microbiologist who discovered the virus in 1976 
when called to investigate a mysterious outbreak 
in the small, remote village of Yambuku. The 
size and scale of the 2014 outbreak—along with 
advancements in technology—enabled scien-
tists to conduct research into the virus and sur-
vivors that had previously been impossible, Piot 

says. It also helps that, for the first time, the West 
is deeply involved; the movement of infected 
individuals across international borders led the 
WHO to declare the outbreak an “international 
public health emergency” and the WHO and U.S. 
government health bodies, such as the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH), to invest more than 
they ever have into Ebola research. 

Now we’re learning that reports of survivors 
infecting others through semen or breast milk 
were largely hearsay, but there’s a growing 
body of evidence suggesting the virus remains 
present in semen for as long as 18 months. This 
past December, researchers found evidence of 
the first proven case of sexual transmission of 

BODIES LITTERED 
THE STREETS WHILE 
DENIAL AND CONSPIR-
ATORIAL HEARSAY 
RAN FAR AND WIDE.
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into the origins, development and long-term 
effects of the virus will continue. Dr. Anthony 
Fauci, the director of the NIH’s National Insti-
tute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, says 
the outbreak as we knew it is over, but research 
must continue. “Ebola is here in the world. It 
hasn’t gone away; there are animal reservoirs. 
There will be cases of Ebola likely here and in 
other countries, like Uganda and South Sudan,” 
he says. Research will soon begin into which 
animals are vectors of the virus and what trig-
gers animal-to-human transmission.

Bangalee Yogee is a 23-year-old Ebola survivor 
in Fallah’s study of the long-term impact of the 
virus on those whose bodies it has infiltrated. In 
January, he wandered around his community of 
West Point, a hot spot of Ebola infection during 
the outbreak in Monrovia. He was searching for 
other survivors and their close contacts—intimate 
partners and the people who cared for them when 
they were sick—to enroll in the study.

Yogee told residents the researchers were 
looking for people who had gone to the Ebola 
treatment unit, so they could study the medical 
conditions they face as a result of their  infection. 
Ebola survivors experience problems with their 

ears, eyes and bones, he said. Men experience 
impotence, and women have miscarriages or no 
longer get their periods, he added. Yogee himself 
suffers from back and head pain.

Piot insists the definition of a country as 
 Ebola-free remains necessary. It can help a 
country and its people return to a sense of nor-
mal, he says. At the same time, he admits the 
presence of thousands of male survivors, cou-
pled with reservoirs of bats that could carry 
the virus, makes it difficult to anticipate a final 
end to the epidemic. “It will happen again, that 
is unavoidable—but hopefully not on the same 
scale,” says Piot. “The key lesson is to act early.” 

Back in Popo Beach, Sieh said she has heard 
the announcements of the end of Ebola again and 
again. And for her, the worst of the epidemic has 
passed, and the flare-ups in other communities 
are not cause for alarm. But the memory of the 
sudden deaths of her neighbors remains, she said. 
“We pray that it doesn’t happen again.” 

the Ebola virus when examining the case of a 
woman who had died from Ebola in late March 
2015, after having sexual intercourse with a man 
who had been discharged six months earlier 
from an Ebola treatment. The man’s blood was 
clear of the virus—but his semen wasn’t, accord-
ing to Fallah. This calls into question the tradi-
tional definition of a country being Ebola-free 
after two incubation cycles without a case. If 
human survivors are not completely clear of 
the virus—and there are currently an estimated 
15,000 of them from the last outbreak in West 
Africa—how can a nation or a region be?

While the WHO’s time period for declaring a 
nation Ebola-free has yet to change, the organi-
zation’s policies and advisories have evolved to 
reflect the new knowledge of the virus. At the 
beginning of the outbreak, the WHO instructed 
male survivors to ensure they practice safe sex 
for three months, but when research suggested 
that Ebola could remain in semen for up to nine 
months, it changed the advisory to one year, 
adding that survivors should have two negative 
tests before they consider having unprotected 
sex. In February, the WHO released a manual 
for health workers on how to clinically treat 
survivors, detailing the need to continue strict 
infection prevention and control protocols for 
handling and testing vaginal fluids, semen and 
breast milk that could contain traces of the virus 
and possibly infect medical staff. Health work-
ers will be trained in the new protocols in the 
coming months.

But it does seem that without the immediacy 
of an outbreak—and perhaps with the suggestion 
that West Africa is now Ebola-free—some of the 
urgency has abated. The NIH and the Liberian 
government had worked together to plan trials to 
study the efficacy of experimental vaccines, and 
were expected to enroll 27,000 participants. But 
by the time those were scheduled to begin, the 
Ebola outbreak was burning out, and the study 
was downgraded; instead of looking for proof 
the vaccine protected patients against the virus, 
the study would now examine immune response 
to the vaccines and try to determine whether the 
drugs were safe for human consumption.

In the absence of a cure or vaccine, studies 

 “I KNEW IT WAS JUST 
A MATTER OF WHEN 
RATHER THAN IF.”
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+ 
POWER AND POPPED 
COLLARS: From left, 
Lucy Fry, Jessica 
Rothe, Thomas Mann 
and Sam Page in The 
Preppie Connection, 
based on the arrest 
of Derek Oatis, who 
smuggled drugs into 
Choate in 1984.



D O W N T I M E

MUSIC TRUE CRIME MOVIES ART TELEVISION BOOKS

53NEWSWEEK 0 4 / 0 8 / 2 0 1 6

IT TOOK A couple of weeks for Derek Oatis to 
return my call, and when he finally did, the first 
thing he said was, “Wild guess, is this about The 
Preppie Connection?”

Oatis, 49, lives with his wife, two dogs and 
three cats in Glastonbury, Connecticut, where 
he practices criminal and civil law. He’s the same 
Derek Oatis who, at 17, smuggled $300,000 
worth of pure cocaine from Venezuela into the 
U.S., igniting one of the greatest prep school 
scandals in American history.

He was a scholarship student at Choate 
Rosemary Hall, an elite private school in Wall-
ingford, Connecticut, that counts John F. Ken-
nedy and Edward Albee among its alumni. The 
story made national headlines, sparking an 
in-depth 60 Minutes piece, and saddled Oatis 
with five years of probation and 5,000 commu-
nity service hours—and that was a lucky break, 

 considering he faced up to 15 years in prison. 
More than 30 years later, his colossal teenage 
missteps have inspired a movie, The Preppie 
Connection, opened March 18, in theaters and 
through on demand.

“I thought the movie was already released six 
months ago [at the Hamptons Film Festival]. I 
thought, That’s great—the movie got made and 
nobody knows about it!” Oatis says. 

He doesn’t spend much time reminiscing 
about the biggest mistake of his life, and when 
he does, it’s with clients who can benefit from 
his story. “I have a lot of parents who come 
to me with a kid who got into trouble, usually 
drugs, and my experience makes it a lot easier 
for me to speak to them.”

When he thinks back to who he was at 
Choate, he recalls a lonely, depressed young 
man. He was doing well in some classes and 

PREP PERP
Derek Oatis was busted for  
smuggling coke into one of the  
country’s top prep schools. And  
then his life got interesting
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terribly in others. His grades overall were fal-
tering, and he didn’t have many college pros-
pects. “How do you go from this to smuggling a 
pound of cocaine in from JFK Airport? Maybe it 
was [that] I was never concerned about getting 
into the right school or right job. I didn’t have as 
much to lose.”

LONGEST MINUTE OF HIS LIFE
The story of how Oatis wound up smuggling 
nearly a pound of cocaine out of Venezuela starts 
long before his first day at Choate. Growing up 
in the blue-collar town of Meriden, Connecti-
cut, Oatis excelled academically without trying 
very hard. He went to summer programs for the 
gifted and attended a local science school. Yet 
he was so ambivalent about applying to 
Choate that, when his acceptance let-
ter arrived, he initially told his mother 
that he’d been rejected. “The thought 
of saying no was not a possibility to 
me,” he says.

Arriving on the 458-acre campus 
freshman year, Oatis was awestruck 
by the stunning red-brick Georgian 
buildings, sprawling greens and majes-
tic wooded areas. The students, most 
of whom were boarders from well-off 
families, made him feel like a for-
eigner: “They had a manner, style 
and experience that was alien to me.” 
 Choate was a place where parents 
arrived for annual parents day events 
in private helicopters. Oatis’s mother, 
Sofie Oatis (now Buyniski), was a pub-
lic school teacher, and his stepfather, 
James Oatis, worked as a truck driver 
and vending machine delivery man. 
They drove a beat-up Dodge Dart. 
(Oatis’s biological parents divorced 
before he was born, and his stepfather 
adopted him after marrying his mom.) 

Sophomore year, Oatis started hang-
ing out with Matthew Holmes. “He was 
in the same boat as I was. He was not 
a super popular guy,” Oatis says. That 
changed when Holmes brought mari-
juana to school from Venezuela, where 
his parents lived. Then he began smug-
gling small amounts of cocaine. “He 
was doing things for many of the same 
reasons I did: to bolster self- esteem, 
get a little more attention and fit in.” 
Then again, maybe he also liked get-
ting high and having cash to spend?

In March 1984, Holmes invited Oatis 
to Venezuela for spring break. By that 

point, Holmes had already brought cocaine 
back to school five times, and on this trip he 
scored big: 200 grams. They hid the coke in a 
bottle of baby powder, and at the last minute 
Oatis offered to carry it back into the U.S. “I 
felt I owed him. I hadn’t paid for anything. And 
I did—I brought it back without any incident 
whatsoever.”

About six weeks later, Oatis and his girlfriend, 
Catherine Cowan, returned to Caracas for 
another big score. Holmes made the arrange-
ments. Oatis remembers sitting in a hotel room, 
tense, waiting, scared senseless. Around 10 
p.m., they heard a loud knock on the door. Oatis 
opened it, and three men with guns walked in. 
The one in charge was short, with a thick, black 

DODGING A  
BULLET: A 1990 
photo shows Derek 
Oatis in Connecti-
cut. Oatis was ar-
rested in 1984 for 
trafficking cocaine 
from Venezuela for 
his classmates at 
Choate.
+
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mustache he kept twirling between his fingers. 
The other two flanked him.

“Are you Derek?” he asked.
Oatis said he was.
The man pulled out 350 grams of cocaine 

wrapped in heavy plastic. Oatis handed over 
$5,000 in cash. It was the longest minute of his 
life. “Part of me realized I’d be lucky to get out 
of there alive,” he says.

As he had done before, Oatis hid the coke in 
a bottle of baby powder, covering it with a layer 
of baby powder. When he realized the bottle 
wasn’t big enough, he tossed the remaining 
loose bags of cocaine into his jacket pocket. 
Then he headed back to the U.S. with Cowan.

They made it all the way to New York’s John 
F. Kennedy International Airport before two 
law enforcement officials stopped them. “My 
heart came up into my throat. I knew that the 
whole charade was over,” Oatis told 60 Minutes 
in 1984. At first, Oatis thought it was a random 
search, but he later learned that Choate admin-
istrators had alerted the government that two of 
its students might be smuggling drugs. (It took 
over a year for Choate to admit this publicly.)

The officers took Oatis and Cowan into a 
room, searched their belongings and found the 
bottle of baby powder in Oatis’s suitcase. “They 
sniffed it and dumped it into the garbage—there 
was a little baby powder at the top, so it looked 
like baby powder,” he says. When they searched 
Oatis, they found the packets of cocaine in his 
pocket. “Where’s the rest of it?” they asked. “I 
was stupid enough to say, ‘You just dumped it in 
the garbage.’”

Oatis received his five years of probation and 
5,000 community service hours. Cowan was 
sentenced to three years of probation and 1,000 
community service hours. Both were expelled 
from Choate, along with 12 students who gave 
money for the drug buy.

DOING LINES ON HOMER 
“As perverse as it sounds, it was an adventure,” 
Oatis says. “I’m not making excuses for my 
poor judgment, but Choate was a very isolated 
world.... If I was going to my local high school, 
you get a bunch of friends in a car, drive around, 
someone goes in with a fake ID to buy a case of 
beer and park somewhere and drink, and you 
keep an eye out for police. In a way, what we were 
doing seemed less risky than that.... At Choate, 
there were no police. No consequences. It was 
our little universe.”

The Preppie Connection, which takes its name 
from the 60 Minutes segment, brings this universe 
to life, albeit somewhat limply. Toby, a scholarship 

student at the fictional Sage Hall, starts dealing 
cocaine to classmates and ends up in Colom-
bia buying drugs from a cartel. He does it all for 
power, belonging and, of course, a girl who’s just 
out of his reach. The movie plays on stereotypical 
private school elitism: cool kids watching rugby 
while sprawled across manicured lawns or doing 
lines of coke on a copy of Homer’s Odyssey. 

Director and co-writer Joseph Castelo (The 
War Within) first contacted Oatis nearly a decade 
ago. Oatis had avoided talking publicly about his 
past, but he was impressed by Castelo’s work and 
liked the fact that they both came from work-
ing-class families and had been scholarship kids 

at prep schools. After his first meeting with Cas-
telo—on his 40th birthday—Oatis went into an 
emotional tailspin. “I had a hard time revisiting 
the stuff. It prompted a return to therapy. I had a 
huge amount of guilt for what I did to my family. 
But in a weird way, it helped me process this stuff 
in a way I never had.”

Oatis has started fielding calls from the press, 
and the other day he spotted co-workers search-
ing for local theaters showing the movie. “I want 
Joe [Castelo] to do really well, but I hope nobody 
sees it. It’s hypocritical to be talking to you and 
saying that at the same time. But having a movie 
made about the worst experience in your exis-
tence... It’s been cathartic a bit and helpful for 
me to come to terms with this, but I pray my 
mom never sees it,” he says.

“I don’t know what words would get through 
the thick skull of a teenager, especially one 
using drugs or with emotional issues, but noth-
ing matters but your existence, your health, 
your family,” Oatis says. “I walked right up to 
the edge, and I’m lucky I didn’t get killed or end 
up in prison.” 

 “PART OF ME REALIZED 
I’D BE LUCKY TO GET 
OUT OF THERE ALIVE.”
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LONDON’S SAATCHI Gallery is preparing for 
something big. On April 5, doors will open to its 
latest show, “Exhibitionism: The Rolling Stones.” 
The project has been three years in the making, 
with a budget of $5.7 million, but the contents of 
the band’s first international exhibition have been 
a secret. Tantalizing snippets have been released 
to the media, yet no one knew quite what to expect.

That is, until now. The exhibition’s lead cura-
tor, Ileen Gallagher, has told Newsweek what is 

contained within the show’s nine rooms that 
sprawl across two of the gallery’s vast floors. 
Fans will find themselves in a replica of the 
band’s first flat, then a typical recording studio 
and finally the group’s backstage area. A 3-D film 
will transport visitors onstage with the Stones 
while stage lights dazzle above. And amid all this 
are the hundreds of items the band has collected 
over the decades: instruments, notebooks, jump-
suits, photos and ephemera. 

GET ON OUR CLOUD
 ‘Exhibitionism: The Rolling Stones’ 
proves you can get what you want

BY  
MIRREN GIDDA

 @MirrenGidda

+ 
NO MOSS: The 
massive Stones 
show re-creates 
their first flat, 
has a collection 
of instruments 
they’ve played 
and even shares 
some of Jagger’s 
 notebooks. 
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To call “Exhibitionism” an exhibition does not 
do it justice. It is an extravaganza, already sched-
uled to visit 11 cities over the next four years. 
A host of celebrities have pulled it together, 
among them Martin Scorsese, Anna Sui, Tommy 
Hilfiger, John Varvatos and Buddy Guy. And, in 
keeping with the Stones’ love of excess, it will 
dwarf even the Victoria and Albert Museum’s 
monumental David Bowie retrospective. 

But what, some critics may wonder, can the 
show offer that isn’t already known? Unlike Bowie, 
the Stones have always sought the limelight. The 
“world’s greatest rock ’n’ roll band”—though 
members have come and gone—has courted con-
troversy throughout its career of more than 50 
years. In 2010, guitarist Keith Richards exposed 
all the drama and debauchery with his memoir, 
Life, which discussed the band’s love of sex, drugs 
and rock ’n’ roll in extensive detail. 

But “Exhibitionism” doesn’t bother with the 
salacious stuff. It’s the band stripped bare, studied 
through the members’ things—not their exploits. 
Put simply, it’s the most in-depth look at the Roll-
ing Stones in half a century. “We did 
not take a chronological approach,” 
Gallagher says. “We looked at the 
band’s career thematically and tried 
to create an atmosphere for people 
to immerse themselves in.”

Two rooms, Ladies and Gentle-
men and then Experience, serve 
as the introduction to the show. 
Entering Ladies and Gentlemen, 
one finds a room bathed in red 
displaying two quick animations. 
The first details the entirety of the 
band’s world travels and the people they have 
played to. The second presents the number of 
songs and albums they have produced.

Moving into Experience, attendees are met 
by a semicircular wall of 60 video screens 
that shows a montage of the Stones’ career, a 
chronological look at the totality of their work. 
The screens sometimes have one huge image or 
five to 10 pictures scattered among them.

Introductions made, visitors are led through a 
tunnel to the third room, Meet the Band. While 
walking through the tunnel, they hear an audio 
track of lead singer Mick Jagger and guitarist 
Keith Richards discussing how they met.

The tunnel turns and opens onto a re-creation 
of the band’s first apartment, at Edith Grove 
in Chelsea. “It’s a fun, disgusting recollection 
of the flat,” Gallagher says. “All of it’s there, 
the fungi that grew there and the smell—dirty 
socks, beer and cigarettes.”

Another curator, Patrick Woodroffe, who has 

served for 30 years as creative director for the 
Stones’ live shows, recalls drummer Charlie Watts 
telling him, “It was the most disgusting and filthy 
flat I’ve ever been to in my life.” When Woodroffe 
said the band should reproduce the smell of the 
place, he suggested that they infuse the gallery 
room with patchouli oil. “We were not really a 
patchouli oil band,” Watts told him. Richards 
added, “Patchouli?! We could not even afford it.”

The rest of the room focuses on the band, 
marking the moment they began to tour the 
U.K. The band members are introduced through 
dozens of fan photos, spilling out over the floor. 
Watts’s first drum kit is on display, as is Rich-

ards’s diary from 1963 and former Stones bassist 
Bill Wyman’s amplifier that he used in his ini-
tial audition for the band. Accompanying that 
is a video narrated by Guy, Jagger and Richards 
about the influence blues has had on the band 
and how the group has influenced the form.

The group’s impact on music in general is seis-
mic. The Stones have produced a staggering 29 
studio albums, not to mention their live and com-
pilation albums. From Meet the Band, “Exhibi-
tionism” takes visitors to Recording, to see where 
the music was made. Attendees enter a replica 
of a typical recording studio used by the band. 
Original instruments are on display with a video 
projection of the band in session. Accompanying 
this are interactive iPads that show Richards and 
producer Don Was talking about recording.

The third part of the room has musical instru-
ments the band has played over the decades. 
There’s audio of Richards and Jagger talking 
about songwriting, as well as several of Jagger’s 

THEY BECAME RENOWNED 
NOT JUST FOR THEIR LIVE 
SHOWS BUT FOR WHAT THEY, 
PARTICULARLY JAGGER,  
WORE TO PERFORM THEM.
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outfits Jagger has worn to perform “Sympathy 
for the Devil,” along with a video screen show-
ing the various performances. An associate of 
the band who asked to remain anonymous says 
that when Gallagher went to explore Jagger’s 
wardrobe, crucial pieces were missing. “Mick’s 
daughters had nicked his clothes to wear to the 
fashion houses,” the source says.

Fortunately for Gallagher, the Stones saved 
a lot of their other possessions from their chil-
dren. In Rare, the exhibition’s most irreverent 
room, random items belonging to the band are 
jumbled together in what Gallagher describes 
as “a fun potpourri of stuff.… It’s like going into 
their attic.” It includes the barber chair Jagger 
took on tours to sit in while makeup artists went 
to work. There’s Watts’s bathrobe with patches 
sewn onto it for each tour, Ronnie Woods’s set 
list and a stuffed model of a donkey similar to 
the live one used for the Get Yer Ya-Ya’s Out! 
album cover, which was released in 1970. 

The final room, Performance, re-creates the 
area the band uses immediately behind the stage. 
In the replica, Jagger’s quick change tent is on dis-
play, as well as guitars and wardrobe trunks. “It’s 
the holy of holies that’s never seen,” Woodroffe 
says. “It’s a dark, claustrophobic place, and then 
you walk into the live show,” he adds. This, the 
creation of which Woodroffe also oversaw, 
involves a spectacular lighting display and a 3-D 

video of the band’s 2013 performance in Hyde 
Park, which took the Performance team three to 
four months to create. Woodroffe hopes visitors 
will get a sense of what it’s like to be onstage, to 
live the experience the Rolling Stones do. 

And it’s not an experience they plan to give 
up, Gallagher says. “We avoided chronology, 
because there’s no end point. I think Keith says it 
best with his introductory text: ‘It’s too early for 
me to talk about the Stones’ legacy. We have not 
finished yet. There’s one thing we have not yet 
achieved and that’s to really find out how long 
you can do this. It’s still such a joy to play with 
this band that you cannot really let go of it.” 

original notebooks. Gallagher describes this as 
one of her favorite moments in the exhibition.

Given their iconic status, it’s hardly surprising 
that the influence of the Stones has spread to 
art, literature and film. “Exhibitionism” covers 
the band’s influence on the latter as it leads vis-
itors from Recording to Film and Video, a small 
screening area. There, director Martin Scorsese 
talks visitors through the seminal moments of 
the Stones on film. Visitors can then watch a fast-
paced montage of the band’s 30 music videos.

From Film, the show moves to the band’s 
artistic legacy. This room charts the evolution 
of John Pasche’s famous lips logo through a 
range of artwork and corresponding text. Also 
on display are the band’s album covers as well 
as posters promoting their tours, all accompa-
nied with words from Jagger.

The Stones’ creative leanings can also be 
found in their stage and set designs, where big-
ger is always better. Jagger has strutted his stuff 
on stages shaped like the lips logo, or soared 
above the crowd on platforms that reach the 
stadium’s roof. In homage to this, “Exhibition-
ism” has built small-scale models of three of 
the Stones’ stages for the Voodoo Lounge, Steel 
Wheels and Bridges to Babylon tours.

The group became renowned not just for their 
live shows but for what they, particularly Jagger, 
wore to perform them. For him, rock ’n’ roll meant 
jumpsuits and glitter; later it came to mean high 
fashion. In accordance with this, Style, the room 
dedicated to the band’s costumes, is split into four 
distinct eras. First comes the period when the 
band lived on the King’s Road, Chelsea, during 
the 1960s. “Their stage clothes were the same as 
their street clothes,” Gallagher says.

Then came the band’s glam era, from 1969 to 
1989. On show are costumes from the Stones’ 1968 
Hyde Park concert in London and their appear-
ance at the notorious Altamont Speedway Free 
Festival in 1969, during which four people died. 

After the glam period comes a look at the 
band’s love of high-end fashion. Pieces are on 
display from designers Alexander McQueen, 
Christian Dior, Yves Saint Laurent and L’Wren 
Scott, Jagger’s partner until her death in 2014.

Finally, the room showcases the eight different 

 “MICK’S DAUGHTERS NICKED 
HIS CLOTHES TO WEAR TO 
THE FASHION HOUSES.” 

 “EXHIBITIONISM” is at the Saatchi Gallery in London  
from April 5 to September 4. Tickets are £19.
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A SHAMEFUL confession as preamble: I have 
enjoyed a lifelong addiction to the far end of the 
cable TV spectrum, where silver-tongued huck-
sters both sacred and profane dispense all manner 
of feel-good goods—from juicers to Jesus—from 
dawn until dusk and well into the wee hours.

Credit nature and nurture both for my obses-
sion with media-delivered bunco schemes. My 
late father, Rubin, was one of the TV-radio voice-
over kings of the Midwest, and I was often in the 
control room while he waxed ecstatic over drag 
strips and dill pickles and the like. He was even the 
hard-sell voice of the Veg-o-Matic—ur- pitchman 
Sam Popeil’s slicing-and-dicing eighth wonder of 
the widget world. (“The only tears you’ll cry are 
tears of joy,” he said over a shot of a bloodshot 
housewife chopping onions the old way.)

It was also in my teenage years that I discov-
ered the earthy virtues and hard-boiled humor 
of Detroit’s African-American radio priesthood, 
whose guttural and metric testifying was the 
perfect complement to the Howlin’ Wolf and 
Muddy Waters records I’d fallen for. To me, there 
was little difference between a bluesman and a 
preacher: Both were in the business of inspiring 
their working-class and weary brethren. Listening 
to “Reverend John” drop horse-racing metaphors 
in the middle of his biblical teachings was nearly 
seductive enough to convert a nonpracticing Jew 
from the outer suburbs. Handicapping nags I 
could relate to—moral suasion, not so much.

But what mystifies me to this day is how an only 
nominally charismatic salesman or holy man is 
able to persuade otherwise reasonable people to 
part with their will and their wallets with nary a 
whimper. Does the oft-quoted line from P.T. Bar-
num about the prolific birthrate of fools really 
explain our susceptibility to schemes and scams 
and eschatological hoodoo? Perhaps we are not 
the “political animal” that Aristotle dubbed us, 
but the credulous one. We are built to believe.

And don’t think there aren’t plenty of sharks 
out there profiting by our need to attach our-
selves to something bigger than our own little 
lives. One of the more heartless spiritual hustles 
of the last 75 years is the “prosperity gospel”—
promising miraculous returns to those faithful 
enough to “plant a seed of faith.” 

“You need to give to get” is the implicit and 
incessant message—the Big Guy looks askance 
at those too cheap to Visa-swipe their faith, 
but he does train a beneficent eagle eye on any 
 garden-variety sinner who coughs up a hundred 
a month to an overfed, Bible-clutching multimil-
lionaire like Benny Hinn, Mike Murdock, Creflo 
Dollar or Peter Popoff, my personal “favorite.” 
Popoff is as close as real life can get to a Saturday 
Night Live skit: His bathetic pleading and unctu-
ousness is a hoot—especially if you go in for that 
old “throw away those crutches!” routine. Yes—
just a few drops of his “miracle spring water” will 
cure what ails your body, soul and bankbook alike. 

INGLORIOUS PASTOR
Televangelist Jim Bakker is back,  
warning his flock that end times are nigh, 
so they’d better send him a check, pronto

BY  
DAVID WEISS
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GOSPEL TRUTH: 
Televangelist Jim 

Bakker, left, his son 
Jamie and then-

wife,  Tammy Faye, 
greet supporters 

as they leave court 
in 1989. Bakker 

was imprisoned for 
nearly five years on 
charges of mail and 

wire fraud.
+

But Popoff and his ilk are hardly breaking 
news—magician-healers like Oral Roberts have 
been around since the dawn of religion. But what 
if a particularly gifted grifter could merge tel-
evangelism and retail infomercials into a hybrid 
genre, wedding a for-profit sales platform with 
a cosmic plea for faith-based living? Enter infa-
mous man-of-the-tattered-cloth Jim Bakker, a 
convicted felon who is back on television (via 
DirecTV, Roku, Apple TV) to warn his minions 
that the dreaded end days are fast approaching, 
and that they’d better start stocking up on dehy-
drated survival food ASAP. 

Yes, the good Pastor Jim will trade you a 
 seven-year supply of pasta, oatmeal, whey milk 
and black bean burger mix in exchange for a 
“love gift” to his “ministry” of $3,500. On top of 
that, he’ll swap you a solar-powered, “fuel-less” 
generator ($1,784) to heat the water to cook the 
uni porridge, as well as various mid-tech water 
bottles and hand-cranked ham radios that are 
sure to come in handy when Satan and his sooty 
soldiers light out on their final scavenger hunt 
for unredeemed souls. 

Here’s how the new and improved Jim Bakker 
Show is formatted: Bakker and his second wife, 
Lori Beth (in whose name all of his assets are 
reportedly protected, given his unpaid $6 mil-
lion debt to the IRS), have taken root in a rural 
suburb of Branson, Missouri, co-hosting an 
apocalyptic-themed “talk show” whose guests 
hold forth exclusively on those pesky, fast- 
approaching end times. Tsunamis, earthquakes, 
financial meltdowns, the Zika virus and ISIS—
all are cited with a smattering of Revelation and 
rapture-rap, immediately followed by an ardent 
sales pitch for flashlights, foodstuffs and even 
real estate sales and rentals at Morningside (a 
600-acre parcel in the Ozark foothills), where 
Bakker, 76, has teamed up with local developer 
Jerry Crawford to market a Christian-oriented 
residential enclave. 

Sound familiar? Those of you who recall Bak-
ker from his PTL (Praise the Lord) Club TV show 
may also remember how he fell afoul of the feds 
back in 1978: by overselling time-shares in debt-
plagued Heritage USA—the biblically themed 
amusement park and resort—which landed Bak-
ker behind bars for mail and wire fraud for the 
better part of five years. Fellow traveler Jerry 
Falwell damned him with faint praise, calling 
him “the greatest scab and cancer on the face of 
Christianity in 2,000 years of church history.”

You may also recall the more lurid episodes in 
Bakker’s life—like the $265,000 in hush money 
he paid then–church secretary Jessica Hahn to 

keep mum about their “consensual” sexual liai-
son (or rape, in her version). Bakker and then-
wife Tammy Faye—she of the acres of eyeliner 
and foot-long lashes—were also conspicuous 
consumers of the first rank, wheeling about in 
matching Rolls-Royces and outfitting a $50,000 
doghouse with air conditioning, all with the 
donated dollars of their faithful followers ($158 
million, according to his fraud conviction). 

These days, Bakker speaks openly of his 

A FEW DROPS OF 
POPOFF’S “MIRACLE 
SPRING WATER”  
PROMISE TO CURE 
WHAT AILS YOUR BODY 
AND BANKBOOK ALIKE.
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Then again, if you bought such stuff for less, 
you wouldn’t benefit from the daily parade of 
bug-eyed pessimists whom Bakker features on 
his show. One such hysteric—a Brooklyn rabbi 
named Jonathan Cahn—continually mis-predicts 
the end of the world in books like The Mystery of 
the Shemitah, while hosting guided tours of Israel 
on the side. And of course, DVDs of these boon-
doggle/pilgrimages are for sale on the show! The 
Bakkers are front and center, alongside right-wing 
kook Joseph Farah of World Net Daily (Cahn’s 
publisher). More recently, the couple are shown 
cavorting about St. Kitts and Nevis, where Bakker 
claims he’s in talks with the prime minister about 
erecting a shortwave transmitter. 

“We can’t do it alone, people,” Bakker repeat-
edly says in his plea for more money, citing the 
need for a hilltop chapel, a new grand piano or 
a home for pregnant teens. Thus, there’s always 
a new product on the hustings to breathlessly 
hype, followed by nightmare- inducing tales 
of the coming terrible times. (Bakker loves to 
bring up the dreaded “electromagnetic pulses,” 
which he promises will kill up to 95 percent of 

humanity, while destroying the grid and world 
financial system simultaneously.) Cream of 
potato soup, anyone?

All of the above might be far more amusing 
if the brunt of Bakker’s credulous cohort wasn’t 
composed of people of humble means. Over 60 
percent of the 5 million perennial viewers of tel-
evangelists are elderly women—this according to 
Ole Anthony of the Trinity Foundation, which has 
been tracking such greed-driven televangelists 
for years. “It’s toxic loneliness” that drives such 
people to watch such programming, Anthony 
tells Newsweek. “And then there are those in the 
desperation pool, as we call it. Their son has 
AIDS. They’re dying of cancer, and they’ve tried 
everything else. So they send the money.

“It just amazes me that he could go back on the 
air after a judge said he could never do that kind 
of thing again,” Anthony adds resignedly. “The 
guy definitely has seven lives.” 

inglorious past (while still denying his guilt), 
and how he immersed himself in the word of 
God while ensconced in a minimum-security 
lockup, which he credits for his miraculous 
“restoration” and highly unlikely comeback 
story. His recent benefactor and—by all appear-
ances—business partner, Crawford, is said to 
have invited Bakker and his wife to broadcast 
from his Branson redoubt to thank Bakker for 
saving his once-troubled marriage. 

A savvy marketing move, as it turns out: Now 
a goodly chunk of Bakker’s endlessly looping 
show is devoted to promoting real estate rentals 
and sales at Morningside. Given its eerie similar-
ity to the Heritage USA operation, one prays that 
Bakker’s involvement is closely 
vetted by lawyers and tax accoun-
tants to make sure he doesn’t 
again wind up doing crossword 
puzzles in an orange jumpsuit. 

His newfangled hybrid of 
religion and retail—which one 
might fancifully dub a mutant 
strain of PTL and QVC—may 
call into question what percent-
age of Bakker’s enterprise is 
tax-free (under section 501(c)(3) 
of the IRS code governing char-
itable organizations), and which is subject to 
federal tithing requirements. Although Bakker 
does occasionally tote and quote from the New 
Testament (which he also sells on his website, 
in various versions and color schemes), most of 
the broadcast is dedicated to hustling hard goods 
that can be actually bought for 50 cents on the 
dollar at competing  survival-minded websites. 

And according to a retired IRS investigator, 
customers/parishioners who “donate” funds in 
exchange for Bakker’s giant buckets of “creamy 
potato soup” and the like can write off only the 
amount exceeding the fair market value of the 
goods received. Those hoping to deduct the 
entire $9,660 purchase of, say, the Time of Trou-
ble Italiano Marinara Offer (that’s seven years or 
7,728 servings of pasta) should look again at the 
fine print. As for the taste? Well, you can watch a 
professional chef prepare and (attempt to) eat the 
stuff if you dare search for it on the Web.

FALWELL CALLED  
BAKKER “THE GREATEST SCAB 
AND CANCER ON THE FACE  
OF CHRISTIANITY IN 2,000 
YEARS OF CHURCH HISTORY.”
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BY  
RYAN BORT

 @ryanbort

HISTORY REMEMBERS 
Jackie Robinson mostly 
as a myth, not a man. He 
was the humble ballplayer 
Brooklyn Dodgers owner 
Branch Rickey used to 
break baseball’s color bar-
rier, the secular saint who 
turned the other cheek 
when confronted with 
racism. White America 
has preserved this gleam-
ing image of the icon, but 
the real Jackie Robinson 
was far angrier than his-
tory remembers, and he 
continued fighting fierce-
ly for civil rights long after 
his career ended. 

It’s this Robinson 
 director Ken Burns—
along with daughter 
 Sarah and son-in-law 
 David McMahon—exam-
ines in his latest docu-
mentary, Jackie Robinson, 
which airs April 11 and 12 
on PBS. Some myths need 
to be dispelled, especially 
in the case of Robinson, 
whose work as an activist 
is as important now as it 
was 50 years ago. Inter-
viewing everyone from 
Robinson’s wife, Rachel, 
to President Barack 
Obama and the first lady, 
the Civil War and Baseball 
director explores the 
misunderstood life of one 

your back. I began to 
understand that there’s 
nothing new under the 
sun, that human nature 
never changes. [Howev-
er], we can make prog-
ress. I did get to interview 
an African-American 
president. Jackie would 
have probably thought 
that would be in some far-
off, distant future—not 
within his wife’s lifetime. 
At the same time, the film 
is also about Confeder-
ate flag controversies. 
It’s about integrating 
swimming pools. It’s 
about driving while black. 
It’s about stop-and-frisk. 
It’s about discrimination. 
It’s about black churches 
being burned. It’s about 
Black Lives Matter. That, 
sadly, hasn’t changed. It 
reminds you that, with 
regard to the question of 
race, our job as human 
beings is never done. 

of America’s greatest civil 
rights pioneers. 

Have you always  
felt Jackie Robinson 
was underrated as  
an activist?
Yes. If you look at it, he 
represents the beginning 
of the modern age of the 
civil rights movement. As 
we say in the film’s intro-
duction, quoting Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King, he was 
“a sit-inner before sit-ins, 
a freedom rider before 
freedom riders.” At that 
moment [when Robinson 
made his  major league 
debut], Dr. King is still 
a junior at Morehouse 
College. Harry Truman 
hasn’t integrated the 
military yet. Brown v. 
Board of Education hasn’t 
happened. Rosa Parks is 
a decade away from refus-
ing to give up a seat on a 
Montgomery, Alabama, 

bus—but Jackie did that 
in 1944. That’s what 
makes him so seminal.

Was there anything in 
particular about Rob-
inson’s story that you 
were instantly able 
to connect to what’s 
happening with race in 
America today?
The president and first 
lady did that. It was great 
to interview them. All 
of a sudden, you realize 
you have these two 
couples—four human 
beings—hurtling through 
space. Jackie was the first 
to go through a door back 
then, and he clearly could 
not have done it without 
Rachel. The president 
says that when people 
are giving you shit for 
stuff that has to do with 
the color of your skin, it’s 
good to go home to where 
people love you and have 

TWO QUESTIONS 
WITH KEN BURNS

The iconic documentarian (and avid baseball 
fan) talks Jackie Robinson and his latest film
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 “I read your 
article. I’m in 
third grade 
and am 9 
years old. I 
love script 
and extremely 
dislike your 

article. I have a computer, but  
so what? You said almost nobody 
likes script, but what proof do 
you have? My whole class loves 
script, so there are 19 children 
who disagree with you.”

NINE-YEAR-OLD CHRISTINA HUNKINS 
OBJECTS TO A 1996 NEWSWEEK STORY 
ON THE DEATH OF CURSIVE

APRIL 8, 1996


