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Black Like Me

Zadie Smith writes that Ameri-
cans “live in a mixed society” and 
that “there is no getting out of our 
intertwined history” [“Getting In 
and Out,” Review, July]. In her essay, 
the words “mixed” and “inter-
twined” function as euphemisms, 
since the pertinent question regard-
ing race in any society is not one of 
boundary but one of hierarchy. Ra-
cial democracy is not radical democ-
racy. That’s why inequality has per-
sisted even as America has become 
more mixed. 

Strangely, Smith’s essay does not 
criticize white readers for their un-
witting commitment to the vio-
lence that underwrites their past, 
present, and foreseeable future. 
While she notes that fictional white 
characters do very bad things on 
the big screen, the real white peo-
ple in her account—her father and 
her husband; Jordan Peele’s mother 
and his wife; the artists Eric Fischl 
and Dana Schutz—are all beloved, 
or at least benign. However, the es-

say does aim, gratuitously, to dis-
abuse black readers of a supposed 
racial essentialism. It offers lessons 
on the perils of black insiderism 
and assurances about the possibili-
ties of white engagement. 

Fortunately, Hannah Black is no 
arch-segregationist, much less a Nazi 
sympathizer. Nor are any of the 
nearly three dozen black artists and 
scholars who signed the open letter 
objecting to Schutz’s painting of 
Emmett Till at the 2017 Whitney 
Biennial. They are versed in the rel-
evant critical theory. A careful read-
er of Black’s letter will notice that 
she does not make an essentialist ar-
gument. In fact, the only person 
who, to my knowledge, has made re-
course to the language of biological 
race (“biracial,” “quadroon,” “ace of 
spades,” “café au lait”) in this ex-
change is Smith herself, albeit sar-
castically. Anti-essentialism has its 
limits, too; in the name of progress, 
it often fails to see its own essential-
ism at work. 

Smith concludes, “Whether they 
like it or not, Americans are one 
people.” If this were the case—
despite slavery and segregation, colo-
nialism and imperialism, patriarchy 
and exploitation—then it’s not clear 
why nationality or any other marker 
of identity would matter, either. All 
people, by this logic, are one people, 
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whether they like it or not. The 
claim sounds, at best, like “water is 
wet,” and, at worst, like “all lives 
matter.” Needless to say, this is not 
the right message for the moment.

Jared Sexton
Associate Professor of African-

American Studies, University of 
California, Irvine

Irvine, Calif.

Truth Bombs

I  have  no doubt  that  Bi l l 
O’Reilly distorts history in his 
book on the Second World War, 
but I found Matthew Stevenson’s 
account questionable as well [“Kill-
ing Bill O’Reilly,” Criticism, July]. 
Stevenson says he agrees with Mur-
ray Sayle, an Australian foreign 
correspondent, that the atomic 
bombs dropped on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki didn’t end the war. That’s 
utter nonsense. Why should we 
take the opinion of a journalist as 
the gospel truth when the emperor 
of Japan himself said the bombs 
were determinative?

On August 15, 1945, just a week 
after Little Boy and Fat Man explod-
ed over Japan, Emperor Hirohito an-
nounced his unconditional surrender 
with a four-minute radio address to 
the nation. Promising to protect the 
“security and well-being” of his sub-
jects, he continued:

“The enemy now possesses a new 
and terrible weapon with the power 
to destroy many innocent lives and 
do incalculable damage. Should we 
continue to fi ght, not only would it 
result in an ultimate collapse and 
obliteration of the Japanese nation, 
but also it would lead to the total 
extinction of human civilization. 
Such being the case, how are we to 
save the millions of our subjects, or 
to atone ourselves before the hal-
lowed spirits of our imperial ances-
tors? This is the reason why we 
have ordered the acceptance of the 
provisions of the Joint Declaration 
of the Powers.”

The emperor could not have been 
any clearer about his reasons for sur-
rendering. With all due respect to 
the author and Mr. Sayle, I’ll take 

the word of the man who actually 
signed the Potsdam Declaration.

Michael Carmona
Los Angeles

Off Message

As a disgruntled former member of 
the Democratic Party, who neverthe-
less often votes for its candidates, I 
read Andrew Cockburn’s article with 
interest [“It’s My Party,” Letter from 
Washington, July]. It’s incredible that 
the establishment types, who have so 
spectacularly failed to win elections 
for the past many years, remain con-
fident that more of the same will 
yield a different result in the future.

Plucky insurgents within the party, 
such as Steve Phillips and Jane 
Kleeb, believe that a progressive mes-
sage is the key to turning out new 
voters. It’s disheartening to see tech-
nocratic party leaders try to silence 
these voices, especially when there is 
so much at stake in stopping the 
Trump Administration.

One particularly bankrupt strategy 
that the Democratic leadership keeps 
reviving, despite the overwhelming 
evidence against it, is to attempt to 
“convert” white swing voters to their 
cause. In his book Brown Is the New 
White, Phillips demonstrates that 
many politicians are “blinded by the 
white”—that is, they value white vot-
ers over voters of color. I hope that 
the white people who voted for Trump 
will one day see the error of their 
ways. But in the meantime, it makes 
much more sense for the Democratic 
Party to embrace a progressive pro-
gram and reach out to people of color 
who are not yet engaged in politics.

Joe Wainio
San Diego

Correction

Because of an editing error, “Occu-
pied Territory” [Easy Chair, July], by 
Rebecca Solnit, stated incorrectly that 
women do not hold a majority in any 
national legislature. Women hold ma-
jorities in the lower houses of Rwanda 
and Bolivia. We regret the error.
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The present is by common defi-
nition the instant between the 
not yet and the already, a mo-

ment as narrow and treacherous as a 
tightrope. But you might instead define 
it as all that is remembered by those 
who are currently alive. A version of 
the now ends when living memory 
gives way to secondhand memory or 
recorded history—when the last veter-
an of a war dies, or a language loses its 
last fluent speakers. As long as such wit-
nesses are on hand, the now is some-
thing bigger than it seems.

Which brings me to Mary Elizabeth 
Philips, whom I met in 2014, on her 
ninety-eighth birthday. A lively, gre-
garious woman, she was born in the 
South, moved to San Francisco in 
1937, lost her first husband when he 
was killed in the South Pacific during 
World War II, was happily married 
twice more and widowed twice more. 
She had work ed throughout her life—
by turns as an accountant, an antiques 
dealer, and a real estate agent. Now 
she was being threatened with evic-
tion; an investment corporation had 
bought her building and was trying to 
empty it out, one tenant at a time.

On the day of Philips’s birthday par-
ty, friends and people involved in the 
housing rights campaign crowded her 
modest apartment, which was filled 
with Asian antiques, photographs, and 
little notes about where household 
items were located and how they 
worked. Her neighbor, who worked at 
a public school and was also facing 
eviction, had told me that Philips liked 
strawberries, so I brought a strawberry 
meringue cake and not nearly enough 
candles. Phi lips, her hair an ethereal 
cloud above her animated face, sat in a 

bamboo chair in the middle of the 
clutter, reminiscing about the city she 
had known before the war, a city that I 
will never visit, though it is the same 
one I’ve lived in most of my life.

Each era has its own tempera ment, 
and one of the joys of listening to Phil-
ips was the gaiety and dash with which 
she spoke. The mood she communi-
cated as she talked about her past—
the impression of having met what 
arose with pluck and hu mor—was 
partly hers but partly her whole gener-
ation’s. Philips laughed when she de-
scribed telling doctors that she was in 
such good health because she’d sur-
vived smallpox as a child. She blithely 
claimed to have met Bonnie and 
Clyde on a Texas highway during the 
Depression, recognizing them only lat-
er, via a picture in the paper. Wartime 
blackout cur tains, she noted with plea-
sure, were green on the inside. She 
met her third husband when his chair 
collapsed at a party; as he lay flat on 
his back, she leaned over him and 
asked, “Do you play bridge?” He did. 

Often her anecdotes drifted, as 
though she were browsing the pages of 
a disorderly album. On one of my sub-
sequent visits, she was telling me about 
her habit of lingering with friends in 
bookstores, when suddenly she remem-
bered a par ticular book she’d lent 
someone de cades ago and never gotten 
back. Unprompted, she began to expa-
tiate on its subject: Mary Ellen Pleas-
ant, a black entrepreneur and aboli-
tionist of the nineteenth century.

Pleasant was an extraordinary figure. 
She reportedly funded John Brown’s 
raid on Harpers Ferry and, after the 
Civil War, fought in court to integrate 
San Francisco streetcars. She was a 

successful businesswoman at a time 
when both her race and her gender 
might have been expected to bar her 
from such a role, and late in life she was 
embroiled in scandals with members of 
the elite white society for whom she 
acted as a power broker and confidante.

Unsurprisingly, Pleasant was sad-
dled with stereotypes. When she was 
seen as a deferential servant of whites, 
she was called a mammy; when seen as 
a dangerous player in white love affairs 
and financial dealings, she was a sinis-
ter voodoo priestess. Though Philips 
remembered her as a liberator, the 
book she had read was a 1953 biogra-
phy called Mammy Pleasant, which in-
dulged both clichés. Because Pleasant 
was not, as Lynn M. Hudson’s more re-
cent biography puts it, a “clubwoman, 
heroic slave, self-sacrificing mother, de-
voted wife, or church deaconess,” she 
was excluded from “the canon of ac-
ceptable black heroines.” Her irreduc-
ible complexity, her unfitness for the 
usual categories of good and evil, 
meant that she was largely forgotten.

Listening in 2015 to a woman 
born in 1916 praise a woman born in 
1814, I felt acutely the long reach of 
the present. It seemed, sitting there, 
that the city we both inhabited was 
a place full of overlapping gestures, 
of people looking backward and 
passing something forward, of the 
coherence of a storied landscape. It 
was easy to believe that something of 
the present would survive and be 
loved when it, too, became history.

In the 1990s, the fisheries biologist 
Daniel Pauly popularized the term 
“shifting baselines” to describe the 

impossibility of accurately appraising 



the present without a clear sense of 
the past. A baseline is the stable 
point from which you measure 
change in a system before it was 
damaged or dramatically altered—
the usual date on which the spring 
thaw used to arrive before climate 
change began, for example, or the 
total population of a given species 
before it became endangered. The 
scientist and fi lmmaker Randy Ol-
son put it this way: 

If we know the baseline for a degrad-
ed ecosystem, we can work to restore 
it. But if the baseline shifted before 
we really had a chance to chart it, 
then we can end up accepting a de-
graded state as normal—or even as 
an improvement. 

This principle goes far beyond 
ecology. If history and intergenera-
tional memory give us social and po-
litical baselines, amnesia renders us 
vulnerable to experiencing the pres-
ent as inevitable, unchangeable, or 
just inexplicable.

There is power and possibility in 
remembering that booms don’t last, 

that campaigns like those Pleasant 
supported can alter a people’s fate 
or even a nation, that the ways in 
which we think about race and 
gender, childhood and age, are mu-
table, that anyone who has lived for 
more than a few years has lived 
through violent transformations. 
Even what we consider the past is 
not so past. I know people who as 
children knew people born in slav-
ery; they remind me that this 
atrocity is not so distant that we 
are beyond it. 

The tragedy of Philips’s eviction 
was the persecution of an old and 
frail and exceptionally charming 
woman, but she was far from the only
near-centenarian being forced out; 
there were also poets, historians, hal-
lowed institutions—a Latino drag bar, 
a downtown watering hole that had 
survived Prohibition. What replaces 
these businesses often seems willful-
ly rootless, enterprises that promote 
visions of a future so sunny the past
is lost in shadow.  Airbnb, which is 
headquartered about a mile and a half
from Philips’s home, has offered land-

lords and speculators incentives to re-
place residents of cities around the 
world with transients, to turn larger 
and larger portions of cities into play-
grounds where no one has a baseline 
on what the place once was.

Measured over too short a span, 
change becomes imperceptible; peo-
ple mistake today’s peculiarities for 
eternal verities. The image that 
comes to mind is a map on a phone. 
When trying to navigate, you see ei-
ther a picture too small to provide 
detail or details too close up for 
con text—or you blindly obey orders 
dic tated by an algorithm that has 
made all your decisions for you, and 
never fully grasp where you are.

There have been many versions of 
the past as a golden age, attainable 
only through the brutalization of some 
minority population, the reas sertion of 
old hierarchies. Donald Trump’s ex-
hortation to “Make America Great 
Again” is only the most fl agrant of the 
recent examples. Such ugly sentimen-
tality might seem a case against reach-
ing backward for perspective—but re-
ally it is an argument for a present in 
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which people are not so bereft of re-
cent history that they will accept fi c-
tions and oversimplifi cations. It’s an ar-
gument for more history, not less.

Several centuries ago, an ances-
tor of Chi-hui Yang’s wrote a 
generation poem—a traditional 

poem offering a series of names to be 
given to successive generations, a set 
of instructions to posterity. “Before 
my fi rst child was born, I wrote a let-
ter to ask my father  . . . to select a 
name for my child,” it begins, before 
giving the names, in sequence. David 
Spalding and his husband, Li Jianhui, 
who translated the poem for me, ex-
plained that its meaning is for the 
most part straightforward, establish-
ing the family system. The names 
themselves, however, are less so: 
“Each one is like a small poem, writ-
ten in old traditional characters, 
making translation very diffi cult.”

Yang’s family cycled through the 
lines at the rate of one character per 
generation. Yang, a film scholar and 
curator who belongs to the twenty-
eighth gen eration, shares his genera-
tional name, Chi, with his siblings and 
numerous cousins.

But the poem is a living document, 
and along the way, variations were in-
troduced: Yang’s grandfather added a 
few words, and, after many genera-
tions of patrilineage, Yang’s parents 
gave the name to a daughter. Still, the 
tradition remained intact. It commu-
nicated a powerful idea of history, of 
one’s place in time, and suggested a 
sense of belonging and location I 
could hardly imagine. Yang’s family 
had the confidence to be lieve they 
could embark on a project across 
eighty genera tions, that they could 
collaborate with people not yet born, 
that conti nuity through unimagina-
ble change was possible.

I am old enough now to be a re-
pository of the way things were be-
fore: I know what it was like before 
cell phones, before home computers 
(not to mention the internet), before 
 AIDS, before the dissolution of the 
So viet Union, before a series of 
victo ries for feminism changed wom-
en’s lives, including mine. The sheer 
dif ferentness of the past, the remind-
er that everything changes, has al-
ways felt liberatory to me; to know 

that this moment will pass is freeing. 
There have been, there will be, other 
ways to be human.

Philips’s eventual victory over her 
landlords was bittersweet. The own-
ers gambled on her life expectancy 
and let her stay; everyone else was 
forced to go. She died last year, se-
cure in her home but without any 
immediate neighbors, not long after 
her hundredth birthday. When we 
last corresponded, Yang and his part-
ner were fi guring out how to incor-
porate the next charac ter of the 
poem into the name of their child, 
who was born this summer.

Recently, I went to visit a row of eu-
calyptus trees that Philips had men-
tioned to me. They were planted by 
Pleasant before her death in 1904, in 
front of what had been the mansard-
roofed mansion she shared with a 
white family with whom her person-
al and fi nancial relations were am-
biguous before they were adversari-
al. The saplings had put down roots 
be fore Japanese immigrants moved 
to the area, before the mansion was 
re placed by a medical building, be-
fore the Japanese Americans were 
sent away to in ternment camps and 
African Ameri cans f leeing the 
South took their place, before urban 
renewal broke up that vibrant black 
neighborhood and replaced it with 
an expressway and boxy housing de-
velopments, before so many things.

Mute and enduring, the eucalypti 
reached across from Pleasant’s time 
to mine. Their longevity seemed to 
broaden the present, to offer other 
ideas of what a life span can mean, 
here in this state where some trees 
live for millennia and museums hold 
slices of redwoods labeled with dates 
going back as far as the European 
Middle Ages. You can see Pleasant’s 
trees in a photograph from the 1920s, 
when they were smaller, shaped like 
candle fl ames, dwarfed by the man-
sion behind them. Nine decades later, 
the five surviving trees have enor-
mous knobbed bases several feet 
across that push the sidewalk up into 
ledges—I tripped over one and nearly 
fell. Their trunks are wrapped in diag-
onally peeling shards of cream and 
gray bark. Far above me, the passing 
breeze made the sickle-shaped leaves 
rustle like silk. Q
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Rank of Georgia among U.S. states and Washington, D.C., in the likelihood that a young person will enlist in the military : 1
Of Washington, D.C. : 51

Rank of first aid among the most popular Boy Scout merit badges : 1
Of bugling among the least popular : 1

Figures cited are the latest available as of July 2017. Sources are listed on page 42.
“Harper’s Index” is a registered trademark.
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[Essay]

W.W.E. THE PEOPLE

By Naomi Klein, from No Is Not Enough, which was 
published in June by Haymarket Books. Klein is the 
author of The Shock Doctrine, among other books.

The colonization of network television by real-
ity TV at the turn of the millennium happened at 
a speed that few could have predicted. In very short 
order, North Americans went from deriving enter-
tainment from scripted shows with the same char-
acters and dramas week after week, season after 
season, to watching seemingly unscripted shows on 
which the drama came from people’s willingness to 
eject one another from whatever simulation of real-
ity happened to be on display. Tens of millions were 
glued to their TVs as participants were voted off the 
island on Survivor, removed from the mansion on 
The Bachelor—and, eventually, fired by Donald 
Trump on The Apprentice. 

The timing made sense. The first season of 
Survivor—so wildly successful that it spawned an 
army of imitators—was in 2000. That was two 
decades after Ronald Reagan and Margaret 
Thatcher kicked the “free-market revolution,” 
with its veneration of greed, individualism, and 
competition as the governing principles of society, 
into high gear. It became possible to peddle as 
mass entertainment the spectacle of people turn-
ing on one another for a pot of gold. 

The whole genre—the alliances, the backstab-
bing, the one person left standing—was always a 
kind of capitalist burlesque. Before The Appren-
tice, however, there was at least the pretext that it 
was about something else: how to live in the wil-
derness, how to catch a husband, how to be a 

housemate. With Donald Trump’s arrival, the ve-
neer was gone. The Apprentice was explicitly 
about the race to survive in the cutthroat jungle 
of late capitalism. 

The first episode began with a shot of a home-
less person sleeping on the street. Soon the cam-
era cut to Trump in his limo, living the dream. 
The message was unmistakable: You can be the 
homeless guy, or you can be Trump. That was the 
sadistic drama of the show: Play your cards right 
and be the one lucky winner, or suffer the abject 
humiliation of being berated and then fired by 
the boss. It was quite a cultural feat. After decades 
of mass layoffs, declining living standards, and 
the normalization of extremely precarious em-
ployment, Trump and Mark Burnett, the produc-
er, delivered the coup de grâce: They turned the 
act of firing people into mass entertainment. 

Every week, to an audience of millions, The 
Apprentice delivered the central sales pitch of 
free-market theory, telling viewers that by un-
leashing their most selfish and ruthless side, 
they were actually being heroic, creating jobs 
and fueling growth. Don’t be nice, be a killer. 
That’s how you help the economy and, more 
importantly, yourself. 

In later seasons, the underlying cruelty of the 
show grew even more perverse. The winning 
team lived in a luxurious mansion. They drank 
champagne in inflatable pool loungers, zipped off 
in limos to meet celebrities. The losing team was 
deported to tents in the back yard, nicknamed 
Trump Trailer Park. 

The tent-dwellers, whom Trump gleefully 
deemed the have-nots, didn’t have electricity, ate 
off paper plates, and slept to the sounds of howling 
dogs. They could peek through a gap in the hedge 
to see what decadent wonders the haves were enjoy-
ing. Trump and Burnett, in other words, deliber-
ately created a microcosm of the very real and 
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a veteran of the form, he understood that if elec-
tions had become a form of reality TV, then the 
best contestant (not the same thing as the best 
candidate) would win. Maybe they wouldn’t win 
the final vote, but they would at least win wall-to-
wall coverage, which from a branding perspective 
is still winning. As Trump said when he was 
contemplating a presidential run in 2000 (he de-
cided against it): “It’s very possible that I could be 
the first presidential candidate to run and make 
money on it.” 

Since the election, we’ve heard a few mea culpas 
from media executives acknowledging that they 
abetted Trump’s victory by giving him such an 
outsized portion of their coverage. Yet the biggest 
gift to Trump was not just airtime but the entire 
infotainment model of election coverage, which 
plays up interpersonal dramas between the candi-
dates while largely abandoning the traditional 
journalistic task of explaining how different candi-
dates’ positions on issues such as health care and 
regulatory reform will play out in voters’ lives. 

Trump didn’t create the problem—he exploit-
ed it. And because he understood the conven-
tions of fake reality better than anyone, he took 
the game to a new level. He didn’t just bring the 
conventions of reality TV to electoral politics—
he mashed them up with another blockbuster 
entertainment genre also based on cartoonishly 
 fake performances of reality: profes- 
 sional wrestling. It’s hard to overstate Trump’s fascination with 
wrestling. He has performed as himself (the ul-
trarich boss) in World Wrestling Entertain-
ment appearances at least eight times, enough 
to earn him a place in the W.W.E. Hall of 
Fame. In a Battle of the Billionaires, he pre-
tended to pound wrestling kingpin Vince 
McMahon, and then celebrated his victory by 
publicly shaving McMahon’s head in front of 
the cheering throng. He also dropped thou-
sands of dollars in cash into the audience of 
screaming fans. Now he has appointed the for-
mer CEO of W.W.E., Linda McMahon (Vince’s 
wife), to his Cabinet as the head of the Small 
Business Administration (a detail that has 
largely been lost amid the daily scandals). 

Like The Apprentice, Trump’s side career in 
pro wrestling exposed and endeared him to a 
massive audience—in stadiums, on TV, and on-
line. Pro wrestling might be invisible as a cultur-
al force to most liberal voters, but W.W.E. gener-
ated $729  million in revenue last year. And 
Trump did more than pick up votes from this 
experience—he also picked up tips. 

As Matt Taibbi pointed out in Rolling Stone, 
Trump’s entire campaign had a distinctly W.W.E. 
quality. He carefully nurtured feuds with other 
candidates, and handed out insulting nicknames 

ever-widening inequalities outside the show, the 
same injustices that have enraged many Trump 
voters—but they played those inequalities for kicks. 
On one show, Trump told the tent team that “life’s 
a bitch,” so they’d better do everything possible to 
step over the losers and become a winner like him. 

In this particular piece of televised class war-
fare, which aired in 2007, the pretense sold to a 
previous generation—that capitalism was going 
to create the best of all possible worlds—was 
completely absent. No: This was a system that 
generated a few big winners and hordes of losers,  
 so you’d better make damn sure you’re 
 on the winning team. It’s worth remembering that Trump’s break-
through to national celebrity came not from a 
real estate sale but from a book about making real 
estate sales. The Art of the Deal, marketed as hold-
ing the secrets to fabulous wealth, was published 
in 1987, at the peak of the Reagan era. It was fol-
lowed up over the years with crasser variations on 
the same theme: Think Big and Kick Ass, Trump 
101, and How to Get Rich. 

Trump first started selling the notion that he held 
the key to joining the One Percent at the precise 
moment when many of the ladders that provided 
social mobility—such as free, high-quality public 
education—were being kicked away, and just as the 
social safety net was being shredded. All this meant 
that the drive to magically strike it rich, to win big, 
to make it to that safe economic stratum, became 
increasingly frantic. 

Trump, who was born wealthy, expertly prof-
ited off that desperation across many platforms, 
most infamously through Trump University. And 
then there were the casinos, a large chunk of 
Trump’s domestic real estate portfolio. The dream 
at the center of the casino economy is not so 
different from the dream for sale at Trump Uni-
versity or in How to Get Rich: You may be on the 
verge of personal bankruptcy today, but if you 
(literally) play your cards right, you could be liv-
ing large by morning. 

Trump built his brand by selling the promise that 
“you, too, could be Donald Trump”—at a time 
when life was becoming more precarious if you 
weren’t in the richest One Percent. He then turned 
around and used that very same pitch—that he 
would make America a country of winners again—
on voters, exploiting their deep economic anxieties 
with the reality-simulation skills that he had picked 
up on TV. After decades of hawking how-to-get-rich 
manuals, Trump understood exactly how little 
substance needed to be behind the promise if the 
desperation was great enough. 

Well before Trump’s rise, elections had already 
crossed over into ratings-driven infotainment. 
What Trump did was exponentially increase the 
entertainment factor, and therefore the ratings. As 
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(Little Marco, Lyin’ Ted). He played ringmaster at 
his own rallies, complete with over-the-top insult-
chants (“Killary,” “Lock her up!”), and directed the 
crowd’s rage at the designated villains: journalists 
and demonstrators. Outsiders would emerge from 
these events shaken, not sure what had just hap-
pened. What had happened was a cross between a 
pro-wrestling match and a white-supremacist rally. 

Reality television and professional wrestling 
are relatively new forms of mass entertainment, 
and they establish a relationship with reality 
that is at once fake and genuine. With W.W.E., 
every fight is fixed and rehearsed. But that 
doesn’t lessen the enjoyment. The fact that ev-
eryone is in on the joke, that the cheers and 
boos are part of the show, increases the fun. The 
artifice is not a drawback—it’s the point. 

So Trump sees himself less as a president 
than as the executive producer of his country, 
with an eye always on the ratings. Responding 
to the suggestion that he fire his press secretary, 
he reportedly said, “I’m not firing Sean Spicer. 
That guy gets great ratings. Everyone tunes in.” 

It’s with the same brash showmanship that 
Trump is now navigating—or failing to 
navigate—the promises that he would impose a 
“Buy American, hire American” policy, and 
thereby bring back the bygone days of booming 
factories and blue-collar jobs that paid middle-
class wages. (Never mind that his own empire is 
built on exploiting outsourced labor.) 

This posture is as authentic as the violence he 
enacted when he appeared to take on a W.W.E. 
wrestler in the ring, or when he was choosing 

Myth Makers, a painting by Jules de Balincourt, whose work was on view in July at Galerie Thaddaeus Ropac, in Salzburg, Austria. 
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among contestants on The Celebrity Apprentice. 
Trump knows as well as anyone that the idea of 
American corporations returning to 1970s-style 
manufacturing is a cruel joke. He knows this be-
cause, as his own business practices attest, a great 
many U.S. companies are no longer manufacturers 
at all but hollow shells, buying their own products 
from a web of cheap contractors. He may be able 

to bring back a few factories, or claim that he did, 
but the numbers will be minuscule compared with 
the need. 

Trump’s plan, which is already under way, is to 
approach the unemployment and underemploy-
ment crisis in the same way he approaches 
everything—as a spectacle. He will claim credit for 
a relatively small number of jobs—most of which 
would have been created anyway—and then market 
the hell out of those supposed success stories. It 
won’t matter one bit whether the numbers support 
his claims. He’ll edit reality to fit his narrative, as 
he learned to do on The Apprentice, and just as he 
did on his very first day as president, insisting con-
trary to all objective evidence that his inauguration 
crowds had been historic. 

So far it seems to be working, at least with his 
base. Some liberals have seized on this apparent 
tolerance for “alternative facts” to dismiss his 
working-class voters as “suckers.” But it’s worth re-
membering that a large portion of Barack Obama’s 
base was quite happy to embrace the carefully 
crafted symbols his administration created—the 
White House lit up like a rainbow to celebrate gay 
marriage; the shift to a civil, erudite tone; the 
spectacle of an incredibly appealing First Family 
free of major scandals for eight years. These were 
all good things, but too often these same supporters 
looked the other way when it came to the drone 
warfare that killed countless civilians; the deporta-
tion of roughly 2.5 million people; broken promises 
to close Guantánamo or dismantle George W. 
Bush’s mass-surveillance architecture. Obama po-
sitioned himself as a climate hero, but at one point 
bragged that his administration had “added enough 
new oil and gas pipelines to encircle the earth and 
then some.” 

Of course, Trump’s successful attempt to sell his 
white working-class voters on the dream of a man-
ufacturing comeback will eventually come crashing 
to earth. But what is most worrying is what Trump 
will do then. In all likelihood, he will double down 
on the only other tools he has left: bashing and 
blaming immigrants, riling up fears about black 
crime, launching fiercer attacks on reproductive 
rights and on the press. And then, of course, there’s 
always war. 

Blood-sport reality TV is, after all, a science-
fiction cliché. Think of The Hunger Games, with its 
reality-TV spectacle in which all but one of the 
players die. Or The Running Man, another film 
about a televised event where the stakes are life or 
death. Wilbur Ross, Trump’s commerce secretary, 
reportedly described the April bombing of Syria as 
Mar-a-Lago’s “after-dinner entertainment.”

Trump has only just started playing his version 
of the Mar-a-Lago Hunger Games, with the full 
arsenal of U.S. military power—and he is getting 
plenty of encouragement to keep upping the ante. 
When he launched Tomahawk missiles against 

[Surveillance]

FACE THE NATION

From news reports in the past year of facial-recognition 
technologies that have been implemented in China.

Facial-recognition A.T.M.’s match faces to account 
details before allowing clients to withdraw cash.

Facial recognition at municipal intersections 
identifies jaywalkers, scans the image captured 
to police databases, and posts the offender’s 
photo, I.D. number, and home address on a 
public screen.

A lecturer at Sichuan University developed a 
face reader to take attendance and identify 
whether students were bored or stimulated.

Jiayuan, China’s most popular dating website, 
uses face-searching technology to help users find 
partners who match their physical preferences.

Residents of a women’s dormitory at Beijing 
Normal University say their names, swipe their 
identity cards, and have their faces scanned at 
the entrance. As students enter the building, 
the machine says, “Welcome home.” When stu-
dents exit, the machine says, “Be pretty.”

A face reader in a Beijing K.F.C. estimates cus-
tomers’ ages and moods to recommend menu 
items. A male customer in his early twenties is 
offered “a set meal of crispy chicken hamburger, 
roasted chicken wings, and Coke.” A female 
customer in her fifties is offered “porridge and 
soybean milk.”

The public bathroom in Beijing’s Tiantan Park 
scans faces before dispensing sixty centimeters 
of toilet paper. Additional paper will not be 
dispensed to the same person within a nine-
minute period.
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Syria, the MSNBC host Brian Williams declared 
the images “beautiful.” One week later, Trump went 
for more spectacle, dropping the U.S. military's 
largest non-nuclear weapon on a cave complex in 
Afghanistan, an act of violence so indiscriminate 
and disproportionate that analysts struggled to find 
any rationale that could resemble a coherent mili-
tary strategy. There was no strategy—the megaton-
nage was the message. 

Given that Trump ordered the use of a weapon 
that had never been deployed in combat before, and 
given that he did this just twelve weeks into his 
presidency and with no obvious provocation, there 
is little reason to hope he will be able to resist put-
ting on the show of shows—the apocalyptic vio-
lence of a full-blown war, made for TV, with guar-
anteed blockbuster ratings. Well before Trump, we 
had wars that were fought as televised entertain-
ment. The 1990 Gulf War was dubbed the first 
video-game war, complete with its own logo and 
theme music on CNN. And that was nothing 
compared with the show put on during the 2003 
Iraq invasion, based on a military strategy called 
Shock and Awe. The attacks were designed as a 
spectacle for cable news consumers, but also for 
Iraqis, to maximize their sense of helplessness, to 
“teach them a lesson.” 

That fearsome technology is now in the hands 
of the first reality-TV star president.

[Peer Review]

PUBLIC ENEMY

From the jury selection process that took place over 
three days in June for the trial of Martin Shkreli, an 
investor and hedge fund founder who is facing eight 
counts of securities and wire fraud. In 2015, when 
Shkreli was CEO of Turing Pharmaceuticals, the 
company raised the price of its drug Daraprim by 
5,000 percent. In 2016, Shkreli was widely criticized 
for defending the 400 percent increase in the price of 
EpiPen, an emergency allergy injection sold by Mylan. 
More than two hundred potential jurors were excused 
from the trial. Judge Kiyo Matsumoto presided. 
Benjamin Brafman is a lawyer representing Shkreli.

the court: The purpose of jury selection is to 
ensure fairness and impartiality in this case. 
If you think that you could not be fair and 
impartial, it is your duty to tell me. All right. 
Juror Number 1.

juror no. 1: I’m aware of the defendant and I 
hate him.

benjamin brafman: I’m sorry.
juror no. 1: I think he’s a greedy little man.

the court: Jurors are obligated to decide the case 
based only on the evidence. Do you agree?

juror no. 1: I don’t know if I could. I wouldn’t 
want me on this jury.

the court: Juror Number 1 is excused. Juror 
Number 18.

juror no. 18: Both of my parents are on pre-
scriptions that have gone up over the past few 
months, so much that they can’t afford their 
drugs. I have several friends who have H.I.V. 
or AIDS who, again, can’t afford the prescrip-
tion drugs that they were able to afford. 

the court: These charges don’t concern drug 
pricing. Could you decide this case based 
only on the evidence—

juror no. 18: No. No. 
the court: —presented at this trial and put aside 

anything you might have heard in the media? 
juror no. 18: No. No. 
the court: Sir, we are going to excuse you 

from this panel. Juror Number 25, come for-
ward, please.

juror no. 25: This is the price-gouging, right, 
of drugs? 

the court: This case has nothing to do with 
drugs. 

juror no. 25: My kids use those drugs. 
the court: As I said, the case does not concern 

anything that you might have read or heard 
about the pricing of certain pharmaceuticals. 

juror no. 25: It affects my opinion of him. 
the court: I am going to excuse you. Juror 

Number 40. Come on up, sir. 
juror no. 40: I’m taking prescription medication. 

I would be upset if it went up by a thousand 
percent. I saw the testimony on TV to Con-
gress and I saw his face on the news last night. 
By the time I came in and sat down and he 
turned around, I felt immediately I was biased.

the court: Sir, we are going to excuse you. Ju-
ror Number 47, please come up. 

juror no. 47: He’s the most hated man in 
America. In my opinion, he equates with 
Bernie Madoff with the drugs for pregnant 
women going from $15 to $750. My parents 
are in their eighties. They’re struggling to 
pay for their medication. My mother was tell-
ing me yesterday how my father’s cancer drug 
is $9,000 a month.

the court: The case is going to come before 
you on evidence that you must consider fair-
ly and with an open mind. 

juror no. 47: I would find that difficult. 
the court: And that’s based on your parents’ 

experience with medication? 
juror no. 47: It’s based on people working very 

hard for their money. He defrauded his com-
pany and his investors, and that’s not right.

the court: Ma’am, we’re going to excuse you. 
Juror Number 52, how are you?
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the court: You are Juror Number 144 and 
we will excuse you. Come forward, Juror 
Number 155. 

juror no. 155: I have read a lot of articles about 
the case. I think he is as guilty as they come. 

the court: Then I will excuse you from this 
case. Juror Number 10, please come forward. 

juror no. 10: The only thing I’d be impartial 
about is what prison this guy goes to. 

the court: Okay. We will excuse you. Juror 28, 
do you need to be heard? 

juror no. 28: I don’t like this person at all. I just 
can’t understand why he would be so stupid as 
to take an antibiotic which H.I.V. people need 
and jack it up five thousand percent. I would 
honestly, like, seriously like to go over there—

the court: Sir, thank you. 
juror no. 28: Is he stupid or greedy? I can’t 

understand. 
the court: We will excuse you. Juror 41, are 

you coming up? 
juror no. 41: I was looking yesterday in the 

newspaper and I saw the defendant. There 
was something about him. I can’t be fair. 
There was something that didn’t look right. 

the court: All right. I’m going to excuse you. 
Juror Number 59, come on up. 

juror no. 59: Your Honor, totally he is guilty 
and in no way can I let him slide out of any-
thing because—

the court: Okay. Is that your attitude toward 
anyone charged with a crime who has not 
been proven guilty? 

juror no. 59: It’s my attitude toward his entire 
demeanor, what he has done to people. 

the court: All right. We are going to excuse 
you, sir.

juror no. 59: And he disrespected the Wu-
Tang Clan.

[Diagnosis]

THE SEVEN-YEAR ITCH

From a letter written by Patrick Leigh Fermor to En-
rica Soma in 1961. Soma was a model and ballerina, 
and the wife of the director John Huston. Fermor was 
the author of numerous travel books and memoirs. The 
letter is included in Patrick Leigh Fermor: A Life in 
Letters, which was edited by Adam Sisman. It will be 
published in November by New York Review Books. 

My darling Ricki,
1,000 thanks for your Paris letter, and apologies 

for delay. I’ve committed myself, only yesterday too, 

juror no. 52: When I walked in here today I 
looked at him, and in my head, that’s a 
snake—not knowing who he was. I just 
walked in and looked right at him and that’s 
a snake. 

brafman: So much for the presumption of 
innocence. 

the court: We will excuse Juror Number 52. 
Juror Number 67? 

juror no. 67: The fact that he raised the price 
of that AIDS medication, like, such an 
amount of money disgusts me. I don’t think 
I’ll ever be able to forget that. Who does that, 
puts profit and self-interest ahead of anything 
else? So it’s not a far stretch that he could do 
what he’s accused of. 

the court: Please go to the jury room and tell 
them you have been excused. Juror Number 70. 

juror no. 70: I have total disdain for the man. 
When you go back to how he was able to put 
so many children—

the court: You have negative feelings? 
juror no. 70: Very. 
the court: Would those feelings prevent you 

from being fair to both sides in this case? 
juror no. 70: I can be fair to one side but 

not the other. 
the court: We will excuse you from this jury. 

Juror Number 77. 
juror no. 77: From everything I’ve seen on the 

news, everything I’ve read, I believe the defen-
dant is the face of corporate greed in America. 

brafman: We would object. 
juror no. 77: You’d have to convince me he 

was innocent rather than guilty. 
the court: I will excuse this juror. Hello, Juror 

Number 125. 
juror no. 125: I’ve read extensively about 

Martin’s shameful past and his ripping off 
sick people and it hits close to me. I have a 
mother with epilepsy, a grandmother with 
Alzheimer’s, and a brother with multiple 
sclerosis. I think somebody that’s dealt in 
those things deserves to go to jail. 

the court: Just to be clear, he’s not being 
charged with anything relating to the pric-
ing of pharmaceuticals. 

juror no. 125: I understand that, but I already 
sense the man is guilty. 

the court: Well, I’m going to excuse you. Juror 
Number 144, tell us what you have heard. 

juror no. 144: I heard through the news of how 
the defendant changed the price of a pill by 
up-selling it. I heard he bought an album from 
the Wu-Tang Clan for a million dollars. 

the court: The question is, have you heard any-
thing that would affect your ability to decide 
this case with an open mind. Can you do that? 

juror no. 144: I don’t think I can because he 
kind of looks like a dick. 
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to devoting myself to my mama in the country this 
weekend, and I’m such a neglectful and intermittent 
son that I can’t put it off now. I am longing to see 
you and hate the thought of your vanishing out of 
reach for what seems such an age, all unembraced!

I say, what gloomy tidings about the CRABS! 
Could it be me? I’ll tell you why this odd doubt ex-
ists: Just after arriving back in London from Athens, 
I was suddenly alerted by what felt like the begin-
nings of troop movements in the fork, but on 
scrutiny, expecting an aerial view of general mobi-
lization, there was nothing to be seen, not even a 
scout, a spy, or a dispatch rider. Puzzled, I watched 
and waited and soon even the preliminary tram-
plings died away, so I assumed, as the happy summer 
days of peace followed one another, that the inci-
dent, or the delusive shudder through the chancel-
leries, was over. While this faint scare was on, 
knowing that, thanks to lunar tyranny, it couldn’t 

be from you, I assumed (and please spare my blush-
es here!) that the handover bid must have occurred 
by dint of a meeting with an old pal in Paris, which, 
I’m sorry to announce, ended in brief carnal knowl-
edge, more for auld lang syne than any more pressing 
reason. On getting your letter, I made a dash for 
privacy and thrashed through the undergrowth, but 
found everything almost eerily calm: fragrant and 
silent glades that might never have known the in-
vader’s tread. The whole thing makes me scratch 
my head, if I may so put it. But I bet your trouble 
does come from me, because the crabs of the world 
seem to fly to me, like the children of Israel to 
Abraham’s bosom, a sort of ambulant Canaan. I’ve 
been a real martyr to them. What must have hap-
pened is this. A tiny, picked, cunning, and well-
camouflaged commando must have landed while I 
was in Paris and then lain up, seeing me merely as 
a stepping-stone or a springboard to better things, 
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“13: Port Alfred,” a photograph by Jo Ractliffe, whose work was on view in June at Stevenson, in Johannesburg, South Africa.
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and, when you came within striking distance, 
knowing the highest when they saw it, they struck 
(as who wouldn’t?) and then deployed in force, 
leaving their first beachhead empty. Or so I 
think! (Security will be tightened up. They may 
have left an agent with a radio who is playing a 
waiting game . . . )

I wonder whether I have reconstructed the facts 
all right. I do hope so; I couldn’t bear it to be anyone 
but me. But at the same time, if it is me, v. v. many 

apologies. There’s some wonderful Italian powder 
you can get in France called Mom—another indica-
tion of a matriarchal society—which is worth its 
weight in gold dust. It is rather sad to think that 
their revels now are ended, that the happy woods 
(where I would fain be, wandering in pensive mood) 
where they held high holiday will soon be a silent 
grove. Where are all their quips and quiddities? The 
pattering of tiny feet will be stilled. Bare, ruin’d 
choirs . . . Don’t tell anyone about this private fauna. 
Mom’s the word, gentle reader. 

[Fiction]

AN EDUCATION

By Magda Szabó (1917–2007), from Katalin Street, 
a novel that was published this month by New York 
Review Books. Szabó was the author of The Door 
and the recipient of numerous literary awards. 
Translated from the Hungarian by Len Rix. 

Even as a child it never ceased to astonish me 
how little either of my parents understood me. My 
hard work, my desire to get on, my strict sense of 
duty, and my self-discipline meant to them merely 
that I was a success, that I was perfect, the one child 
whom they could hold up as their achievement, 
both to the world and to themselves: “See, every-
one, this is Irén, who combines the very best of her 
parents—hardworking and punctilious like her 
father, promising to become every bit as attractive 
as her mother, without the social awkwardness of 
the one or the fecklessness of the other!” My 
achievements, my praiseworthy efforts, my unremit-
ting application, were taken simply as evidence that 
I wanted to please them, to make their difficult lives 
a little easier. Sitting at the supper table, I would 
look on in constant amazement: at the tear-strewn 
face of my younger sister, Blanka (the evening was 
the only time my father had for administering the 
daily discipline); at my mother, in a grubby house-
dress just a shade too frivolous for the wife of a 
headmaster; at my father, in his meticulously correct 
suit, fixing everyone with his eye from behind his 
plate as if from behind his desk. Did it never occur 
to them that it was for myself that I wanted to suc-
ceed, without the least consideration for whether it 
made them happy or not? 

I had no difficulty noticing that my mother 
preferred Blanka. But when she lost her tem-
per with her, there was something frenzied 
and indiscriminate about the way she pum-
meled her. It wasn’t the way you would smack 

[Hypotheticals]

MR. JONES AND ME

From a survey in which participants were asked to 
rank their agreement with statements about Alex 
Jones, the host of the right-wing talk show Infowars, 
from “never” to “all the time.” The questionnaire, 
which was part of a study exploring the effects of 
one-sided relationships with strangers, was made 
available to participants in March by T. Phillip 
Madison, an assistant professor of communication 
at the University of Louisiana at Lafayette.

I imagine myself interacting with Alex Jones 
many times throughout the week.

I imagine myself interacting with Alex Jones 
many times throughout a typical day.

I often imagine interacting with Alex Jones 
even when I haven’t been watching Infowars.

I imagine fun or happy conversations with 
Alex Jones.

I imagine interacting with Alex Jones in my 
home or place of work.

Alex Jones dominates the conversation when I 
imagine interacting with him.

I imagine interacting with Alex Jones to reduce 
uncertainty in my life.

I imagine interacting with Alex Jones to feel 
confident about my beliefs.

Imagining interacting with Alex Jones is a suffi-
cient substitute for face-to-face interaction 
with him.
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in the kitchen, in the bowl on top of the kitchen 
scales.” He put down the shirt he had been hold-
ing, looked at me, nodded once or twice, but said 
nothing, obviously not wanting to wake the oth-
ers. There was no praise for the help I had given 
him. Instead he put his hands together and placed 

a child to discipline her; it was more like an 
attack on another adult, a sister rather than a 
daughter. But I was never jealous of Blanka. I 
had adored her from the moment she was 
first held up for me to see. She was an ideal 
companion. My father went through tor-
ments to make her learn her lessons and 
reach the minimum grades to pass in all her 
subjects, and the contrast made me stand out 
all the more for my application and industry. I 
was the role model held up to her time after 
time. And yet, when she looked at me, her 
eyes shone with that inexplicable expression 
of fidelity and joy that only dogs are capable 
of. My father was immensely proud of me, and 
so, too, was my mother—though in her case 
the feeling was qualified by the fear that the 
girl who was being so strictly brought up 
might one day apply some of the same disci- 
 pline to her. But no one was ever as 
 proud of me as Blanka. At this stage Blanka and I still slept in our 
parents’ bedroom. One night I woke with a start 
and watched my father, in the glow cast by the little 
lamp on the bedside chest, as he made his way 
around the room, pulling out drawers. The chaos 
in my mother’s drawers had to be seen to be be-
lieved. Knowing that my father hated it when she 
left things lying around, the moment she heard his 
footsteps approaching she simply threw whatever 
was on the floor into the first drawer or onto the 
first shelf that came to hand—never back in its 
proper place.

On that particular evening my father was 
hunting for a button to go on his shirt. He 
had searched in every place he could think of, 
walking back and forth by the light of the 
bedside lamp. I sat up in bed and watched 
him, but he didn’t notice me and carried on 
moving around the room. I couldn’t see my 
mother’s face, just her bare shoulders and her 
back: Even in sleep she was a figure of beauty 
and repose. I knew very little about sexual 
matters at that age, but I sensed that 
my parents were able to give each other some 
deep happiness during the night that was far 
more intense and fundamental than the bitter 
squabbles of the day. Blanka was sound asleep, 
and I could see very little of her face. 

I have no idea why, but at that moment I felt a 
love and pity for my father that I had never felt 
before, or have indeed since. Perhaps it was the 
night, and the silence, that helped me understand 
how deeply lonely he was, how heavy the 
thoughts that weighed on his drooping head. 

When he started rummaging again in drawers 
that he had already been through, it broke my 
heart. I knew how hard he worked, how exhaust-
ed he must have been. So at last I whispered: “It’s 

[Poem]

FROM “WHERE ELSES”

By Keith Waldrop, from a manuscript in progress. 
Waldrop has published more than a dozen volumes 
of poetry. His Selected Poems (Omnidawn) ap-
peared last year. 

what do we
know of what animals know
or how animals

know what they know

we may have
overestimated, my Soul, the

world of evil

even as I
write, what is written

leaves words behind

how refuse
to engage in, comply with, to

bend or bow down

all sites abandoned all
conclusions con-
tradicted

next question: what
name to sign

names give way
eventually even

(perhaps last to

go) names
of rivers
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his head against them, telling me to go back to 
sleep. I didn’t. I waited for him to come back. 

When he did, he was holding the little display 
card the buttons were fixed on. He found a needle 
and thread and started to sew. Without saying a 
word I got out of bed, went over to him, and took 
the shirt and the needle out of his hand. He stood 
beside me and watched as I worked. I was still 
very small then, but very skillful, and every bit as 
orderly, precise, and methodical as he was. The 
light from the bedside lamp cast shadows on the 
wall and they followed the tiny movements of my 
hand. All was silence, apart from the barely audi-
ble breathing of my mother and Blanka. He stood 
there as I worked.

When I had finished he whispered his thanks 
and left the room. I went back to my bed and 
snuggled down, feeling suddenly very tired. It 
didn’t surprise me that he had gone back to his 
study. He often stayed up late, writing articles for 
professional journals or poems for special occa-
sions, and sometimes letters. What did surprise 
me was finding him standing beside my bed 
again. I looked up at him anxiously, a sick feeling 

in my stomach: Perhaps my work hadn’t been up 
to standard? Every failure distressed me: I couldn’t 
bear imperfection in the most trivial things. All 
thought of sleep vanished. 

There was a slip of paper in his hand. I had no 
idea what he wanted. Perhaps he wanted to give 
me a kiss and go to bed at last. But he made no 
move; he just stood there holding the paper. In 
the light of the bedside lamp it took on the same 
surreal gleam as the shirt. It occurred to me that 
perhaps, for some strange reason, he wanted me 
to see what he had written on it, to read the let-
ter, or whatever it was on the slip of paper. I 
reached out and his fingers let it fall to the bed-
cover. When I saw what it was, the blood rushed 
to my face. 

As the headmaster of the school we attended it 
was he who had introduced the practice of giving 
out gold and black cards of commendation or 
blame. We collected these cards and handed them 
in at the end of the year. Our teachers then count-
ed them up, and those who had the most golds were 
given a special prize. At speech day the winners 
were brought up onto the podium in the middle of 

Backyard at Night, a painting by Jordan Kasey, whose work was on view in March at Nicelle Beauchene Gallery, in New York City.
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the school courtyard to stand beside my father and 
be rewarded with a book. Parents could also ask for 
a gold or black card for a pupil whose behavior at 
home had been exceptionally good or the reverse, 
and they regularly made requests for the former, to 
acknowledge the domestic accomplishments of 
their daughters. In our house there was certainly no 
shortage of opportunities to do this. Even as a young 
child I regularly did more than enough, taking full 
adult responsibility for my mother or for Blanka. 
But my father was anxious to preserve his impartial-
ity. He had often asked for black cards for Blanka, 
but never for a gold one for me. 

And now there was this letter in my hand, ad-
dressed to my teacher: “Dear Sir, My daughter 
Irén has sacrificed her sleep to perform a task with 
special diligence and care. Please consider her for 
a gold commendation. Respectfully yours, Abel 
Elekes, Parent.” 

We looked at each other—he with that little 
half-smile, the one I so seldom saw, softening his 
craggy features, and I, completely unsmiling, sud-
denly very upset and close to tears. Every year 
since I had been at the school I had stood beside 
him on the podium and he had shaken my hand. 
At the end of every year I had listened to the ap-
plause and savored the sweet taste of success as he 
presented me with a book. But that year my hopes 
had been dashed. I had missed a whole quarter 
because of scarlet fever and had struggled to make 
up what I had missed. My marks were all out-
standing, but for three months I had been out of 
school and had no opportunity to gather cards. 
The letter brought with it all the pain of an old 
wound opening: that he should only now, for the 
very first time, be prepared to help me in this way, 
despite the fact that I had always been so atten-
tive and good, forever tidying up after my mother 
and Blanka. He should have been asking for gold 
cards for me every day. 

“Are you happy?” he whispered, and once again 
that little half-smile lit up his face. “You’ve been 
such a good girl tonight.” I made no reply. He 
took that as a Yes, and switched off the light so 
that I wouldn’t see him getting undressed. I was 
still awake when I heard his breathing become 
regular and I knew he had fallen asleep.

I was unhappy as only a child can be. The 
letter was still on the chair beside my bed, 
where I had laid out my carefully brushed 
clothes and fresh underwear for the morning. I  
 fumbled around for the piece of  
 paper and brushed it onto the floor. The next day I handed it in to my teacher. I 
was given a gold card in exchange and dropped it 
in the bag where I kept the others. Every student 
had an identical bag, made by their mothers accord-
ing to a prescribed pattern. Mine had been made 
by my father when I was still in a junior class. 

Blanka, who, very occasionally, when she was 
bored, liked to imitate me, saw the bag in my hand 
and took out her own. She had five gold cards. Lord 
knows how she had come by them—she never col-
lected that many in a whole year. Now I thought a 
bit more kindly toward my father than I had the 
night before: What torments he must have put 
himself through to get her—on five separate 
occasions—to the level where she could perform so 
well! Or perhaps he had finally gotten through to 
her that she should pull herself together and they 
were for exemplary conduct. 

She took out her cards and arranged them in a 
pattern. She was thrilled with them and counted 
them over and over again, unable to believe that 
there should be so many. Anger and bitterness 
swept over me, and something happened that very 
rarely did between us—I shouted at her: Why was 
she trying to annoy me, showing off with her 
crummy little cards? She knew absolutely nothing, 
her work was useless, and I wasn’t going to come 
first this year despite all my hard work just because 
I hadn’t been able to collect all the cards I needed. 

She made no reply—she was used to being scold-
ed. She just picked up her things and took herself 
off. I saw little of her for the rest of the day. Then, 
without any warning, she was bright and happy 
again. She became her usual silly and boisterous self, 
and surprised me by sidling up to me and giving me 
a kiss. I pushed her arm away—I couldn’t bear to 
be near her that evening, however hard she tried to 
placate me. Deep inside I knew she was not to 
blame for my anger toward her. We had another 
squabble shortly afterward. It was as if the devil had 
gotten into her. She kept trying to grab my school 
satchel, and that made me nervous. Like my father, 
I always kept my belongings spotlessly clean and 
tidy, and I couldn’t bear anyone fiddling about with 
them. I pulled her away from my bag, she took fright 
and screamed yet again, and our father demanded 
to know what was the matter with us and what was 
the explanation for this noise. 

Finally, all was quiet. My mother was 
standing in front of the mirror trying on a 
shawl. Her hair was piled up on top of her 
head and fixed with a large comb, and she was 
wondering how she would look as a flamenco 
dancer. Blanka gazed at her in rapture. I sus- 
 pect that my father and I were both  
 somewhat embarrassed. The next day we handed in our commendation 
cards. I had no expectation of the outcome: I knew 
I wouldn’t come first. When, during the final lesson 
of the day, my name was finally called out, I was 
filled with delirious joy, rather like the drunkenness 
that adults experience. For a moment I thought they 
had taken pity on me. They must have said in the 
staff common room that it didn’t matter how many 
gold cards Irén Elekes had collected, she had always 
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come first of the list, so let her do it again; she 
should be there without the cards. I went up to the 
teacher’s chair, my ears ringing. “What a way to 
keep your things!” the teacher smiled. “Dear, oh 
dear, Irén.” 

I stared at him, dumbfounded. He could see 
that I had no idea what he meant, and shook his 
head. He emptied the contents of the bag out in 
front of me and they immediately fell into two 
piles, as if arranged by invisible hands. One lot lay 
smooth and shining on the table, the other was 
greased, stained, smeared with chocolate and ink, 
and torn. Five moldy gold cards were jumbled up 
with my immaculate commendations. “You seem 
to have made a mistake and brought your sister’s 
as well,” the teacher added. “You must never mess 
about with these cards.” And he swept them up 
together and returned them to me. 

That year Klári Kálmán came first in the class. 
The lesson dragged on: Never in my life had one 
lasted so long. At break I was the first to leave. I 
went straight to Blanka’s room. My little sister was 

standing in the corner, her back to the door. She 
was being kept in, I was told by her classmates, as 
a punishment for misbehaving yet again: She had 
forgotten to bring her commendation cards. 

I went up to her. She must have sensed that 
someone was close behind her because she 
turned around. When she saw who it was, she 
blushed and smiled. Nobody could smile the way 
Blanka did. 

My father had brought me up to be self-
disciplined, and even as a child it rarely happened 
that I lost my self-control. Some inner principle 
always told me what I could or couldn’t do. But 
now, for the very first time, my rage completely 
overwhelmed me. I grabbed the cards, ripped 
them to shreds and hurled them in her face, at 
her body, at her feet. 

“Idiot!” I yelled. “What do you think my bag is? 
A dump for your toys? For you to hide your dirty 
rubbish in? Don’t you think I have enough to 
cope with right now?” 

She made no reply. She didn’t lower her 
gaze. She looked straight at me, the tears well-
ing up in her eyes: a look of sorrow and re-
proach. I had to knot my fingers together to 
stop my hands from shaking. I had suddenly 
realized what she had been hoping to achieve 
when she stuffed her own cards into my bag. 
Unobservant as ever, she hadn’t noticed that 
the pupil’s name and grade were all printed on 
the bag, and that there was simply no way 
that I could have won first prize with the help 
of her wretched little commendations. 

We stood face-to-face. I had no idea what to 
say next. Her classmates were making a terrific 
din, and one of them ran out to find their 
teacher. I heard her shouting down the corridor 
that the older Elekes girl was yelling and using 
bad language. 

Now I was the one who sensed that there was 
someone standing behind me. Blanka’s eyes told 
me who it was. I didn’t have to turn around. I al-
ready knew: but not what would come next. 

“What happened?” my father asked. “What’s 
going on here?” 

“I cheated,” Blanka replied. And without a 
second thought she turned her back to us and 
knelt down facing the corner, the way she did 
in church during mass. In our school, being 
made to kneel was the worst punishment of all. 
Father did not ask her to explain, nor did he 
ask me. He took me by the shoulder, forced me 
down to the floor among the torn-up commen-
dation cards, and stood behind us for a few 
minutes. Then I heard him shut the door be-
hind him. Never before, in all my life, had I 
had to be punished. I wept so hard in my 
shame that I could no longer see either the wall 
or Blanka. But I felt her there, because after a 
while she leaned over and kissed me.

[Pedagogy]

POTTY TRAINING

From sentences in Unko Kanji Doriru (“Poo Kan-
ji Drills”), a series of writing-exercise books for 
elementary school students in Japan. The books 
were written by Yusaku Furuya and published in 
March by Bunkyosha. Translated from the Japanese 
by Robert Chapeskie.

I picked up some poo in the middle of the 
rice paddy.

There was poo on the sweet-pea flower petals. 
This is a hieroglyph that represents poo.
Please take a look at the poo of an Indian ele-

phant. 
A long time ago there was a continent made 

of poo.
My body is weak, so I cannot carry heavy poo.
The gym teacher is using all of his muscles to poo. 
The lawyer appeared in court covered in poo.
The weatherman was leaking poo during the 

live broadcast.
I warmed some poo over a low flame. 
Thinking it was beef, I fried some poo by mistake.
A poo-shaped lunch box doesn’t whet one’s 

appetite. 
What you are picking up with your chopsticks 

isn’t a soybean, it’s my poo. 
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Photographs by Lise Sarfati from the series Oh Man. Her monograph of the same name will be published this year by Steidl.

© The artist. Courtesy Yossi Milo Gallery, New York City
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R E P O R T

THE RISE OF 
THE VALKYRIES

In the alt-right, women are the future, and the problem
By Seyward Darby

A month after 
Donald Trump 
took office, an 

activist named Lana 
Lokteff delivered a 
speech calling on wom-
en to join the political 
resistance. “Be loud,” 
Lokteff said in a crisp, 
assertive voice. “Our 
enemies have become 
so arrogant that they 
count on our silence.”

Lokteff, who is in her 
late thirties, addressed 
an audience of a few 
hundred people seated 
in a room with beige 
walls, drab lighting, 
and dark-red curtains. 
The location, a build-
ing in the historic Sö-
dermalm neighborhood 
of Stockholm, Sweden, 
had been secured only 
the previous night, af-
ter several other venues 
had refused to host the 
event, billed as an 
“ideas” conference. Lokteff wore a 
white blouse and a crocheted black 
shawl over her trim figure, with a mi-
crophone headset fitted over her long 
blond hair. In addition to the attend-

ees seated before her, she spoke to 
viewers watching a livestream. “When 
women get involved,” she declared, “a 
movement becomes a serious threat.”

Since Trump’s election in November, 
that same idea had inspired more than 
4,000 women to contact EMILY’s List, 
an organization that backs female pro-

choice candidates across 
the United States, 
about running for office. 
It had compelled wom-
en to organize a series of 
marches that brought 
millions of anti-Trump 
protesters into streets 
around the world.

To Lokteff, however, 
those women were the 
enemy. She is a member 
of the “alt-right,” the in-
surgent white-nationalist 
faction that backed 
Trump’s campaign. A 
motley coalition of on-
line provocateurs, the 
alt-right opposes politi-
cal correctness and mul-
ticulturalism. Many of 
its supporters rhapsodize 
about the eventual cre-
ation of white eth-
nostates in Europe and 
North America. The 
group is the offspring 
of various extremist 
ideologies—the Euro-

pean New Right, identitarianism, pa-
leoconservatism, and Nazism, to name 
a few.

The alt-right is widely considered 
a movement of young white men, 
and Lokteff was trying to rally wom-
en to the cause. “It was women that 
got Trump elected,” she said. “And, I 

Seyward Darby is the executive editor of 
The Atavist Magazine.

Illustrations by Tavis  Coburn
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guess, to be really edgy, it was wom-
en that got Hitler elected.”1 The 
crowd applauded and cheered.

Lokteff said that “lionesses and 
shield maidens and Valkyries” would 
inspire men to fight political battles 
for the future of white civilization. 
“What really drives men is women,” 
she explained, “and, let’s be honest, 
sex with women.” Lokteff, who has a 
penchant for diffuse histor-
ical references, asked her 
audience to imagine the 
vesica piscis, the shape cre-
ated when two circles inter-
sect, as in a Venn diagram. 
She pointed out that it 
adorns the doorways and 
windows of many old Euro-
pean churches. “It lured 
people in, making them 
feel warm,” she said. “To 
get graphic, the vesica is 
reminiscent of the vagina.”

Lokteff was the confer-
ence’s only female speaker—
perhaps because the alt-
right has certain ideas about 
how women should behave. 
Another presenter, Matt 
Forney, a fleshy, goateed 
blogger in his twenties, once 
wrote a screed called “The 
Case Against Female Self-
esteem.” In his Stockholm 
speech, Forney bemoaned 
social norms telling white 
men that “your natural mas-
culine instincts, your natural 
desires to bed and wed wom-
en, make you an oppressive 
misogynist.” Paul Ramsey, 
who appeared at the event to decry a 
purported scourge of left-wing violence 
in America, is better known to his 
more than 38,000 Twitter followers as 
RAMZPAUL. Middle-aged with black, 
thick-rimmed glasses, he doesn’t em-
brace the alt-right label, but his views 
align with those of many in the move-
ment: He thinks women shouldn’t vote, 
and has called gender equality “the 
mother of all delusions.”

Other soldiers in the alt-right’s 
fractious army regularly insult wom-

1 Adolf Hitler lost a presidential race, but the 
Nazis earned enough votes in a parliamenta-
ry election in 1932 to become the dominant 
party in the Reichstag. Hitler was appointed 
Germany’s chancellor the following year.

en on digital platforms such as Twit-
ter, 4chan, and Reddit. The man 
who claims to have coined the term 
“alt-right,” Richard Spencer, has said 
that women shouldn’t make foreign 
policy because their “vindictiveness 
knows no bounds.” Andrew Anglin, 
who runs a neo-Nazi website called 
the Daily Stormer, once criticized as 
a traitor any white woman who has 

mixed-race children. “It’s OUR 
WOMB,” he wrote. “It belongs to the 
males in her society.”

Soon after the Stockholm confer-
ence, Lokteff’s speech was posted on 
YouTube and several alt-right web-
sites. One commenter called her an 
“Aryan goddess”; another joked, 
“I’m with her.” Some, though, were 
less kind. “Those claims of  . . . 
‘women being the force behind the 
men’ etc., are just feminism infect-
ing the so-called ‘movement,’ ” a 
reader wrote on AltRight .com. “If 
women are busy giving speeches 
and making YouTube broadcasts, 
they are not going to have time to 
give birth.”

Despite the vitriol she faces from 
ostensible ideological allies, Lokteff is 
a passionate warrior for the alt-right, 
the closest thing the movement has 
to a queen bee. And she isn’t without 
her high-profile supporters. David 
Duke, the éminence grise of Ameri-
can white supremacy, has praised her 
as a “harder-hitting” Ann Coulter, 
with a “movie-star quality.” Lokteff 

earned the endorsement 
with her prolific online 
broadcast work: She and 
her  hu sba nd,  Henr ik 
Palmgren, run a media 
company called Red Ice. 
With studios full of high-
end recording gear, blue 
lighting, and plush furni-
ture, Red Ice is a slick 
propaganda platform for 
white nationalists.

Lately, Lokteff has been 
using Red Ice to amplify 
the voices of self-made fe-
male pundits. All of them 
are bitterly disappointed in 
the feminist agenda and be-
lieve that nationalism has 
their true interests at heart. 
They also embody a glaring 
contradiction: By support-
ing the alt-right, they stand 
shoulder to shoulder with 
men who think that female 
independence has under-
mined Western civilization. 
As the alt-right creeps out 
of the digital shadows and 
strives for civic legitimacy, 
however, these female com-
mentators are trying to 

temper the movement’s misogynist 
reputation. They describe the alt-right 
as a refuge where white women can 
embrace their femininity and their ra-
cial heritage without shame.

The question of why they’ve em-
barked on this crusade has a practi-
cal answer: No movement can sur-
vive on men alone. As one female 
pundit recently wrote, the prospect 
of the alt-right attracting women 
“terrifies the left, and it should, be-
cause they know that once a thresh-
old of  female involvement i s 
reached, there’s no going back.” The 
philosophical  answer i s  more 
complex—as are the intellectual 
contortions women must perform to 
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justify participating in a movement 
so hostile to their freedom.

A thunderstorm hovered over 
Charleston, South Carolina, 
turning the sky the colors of 

a fresh bruise, on the April evening 
when I met Lokteff. She and Palmgren 
divide their time between America 
and Sweden—he was born and raised 
there—and they were spending the 
spring in the Lowcountry. Lokteff had 
suggested that we convene at a posh 
rooftop bar, where we sat on faux-
wicker benches as European pop music 
pounded from nearby speakers and 
wind pummeled the white tarp over 
our heads.

In an email exchange, Lokteff had 
extolled the alt-right as “incredibly 
diverse, just not racially,” with “pa-
gans, Christians, atheists, agnostics 
and even a few Satanists.” At the bar, 
she spoke of ideological diversity: 
free-market capitalists and national 
socialists—Hitler references not-
withstanding, she prefers not to use 
the term “Nazis”—who find com-
mon ground on matters of race. Alt-
right men, she added, tend toward a 
certain comportment. “They’re 
more alpha-male types,” Lokteff told 
me. “Girls are kind of sick of the 
neutered-down, feminist, limp-
wristed guy,” she added, flopping one 
of her hands to demonstrate.

According to Keegan Hankes, a re-
searcher at the Southern Poverty Law 
Center (S.P.L.C.), the alt-right is only 
superficially heterogeneous. “They have 
all these conflicting and complemen-
tary ideas entangled,” he told me, “so 
that they can pivot” in arguments and 
interviews. However, Hankes noted, 
“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”

The alt-right derives from the same 
impulses that have launched other 
white extremist groups, including a 
belief that “white civilization, the 
white race in particular, is imperiled,” 
said George Michael, a professor of 
criminal justice at Westfield State 
University, who studies right-wing 
extremism. This fear often emerges 
on the coattails of momentous 
change: the post−Civil War era of 
black emancipation, the transatlantic 
immigration waves of the early twen-
tieth century, the Great Depression, 
the civil rights movement. Alt-right 

supporters point out that America 
was 80 percent white in 1980, but is 
barely 60 percent white today. They 
denounce rising rates of interracial 
marriage, liberal immigration poli-
cies, the Black Lives Matter move-
ment, and the targeting of “white 
privilege” by academics and the me-
dia. The European contingent, mean-
while, bemoans the flow of refugees 
from Africa and the Middle East.

At the same time, social-science 
research sheds some light on the 
movement’s appeal to individuals 
who profess to be seeking truth or 
purpose. The work of the political 
scientists Joseph E. Uscinski and Jo-
seph M.  Parent suggests that people 
who experience anxiety and loss of 
control over their personal circum-
stances are more likely to adopt 
fringe beliefs. This March, psycholo-
gists at Princeton published a study 
showing that ostracism also enhanc-
es belief in conspiracy theories.

The alt-right, Michael explained, 
benefits from the bullhorn the internet 
provides and from savvy branding engi-
neered by its leaders. “They tend to 
frame their arguments less in the ver-
biage of supremacy and more in the 
verbiage of self-defense,” he said. “It’s 
more palatable.” Nonetheless, the 
S.P.L.C. designates various entities in 
the alt-right as hate groups, including 
the Daily Stormer and Richard Spen-
cer’s “think tank,” the National Policy 
Institute (N.P.I.). 

The din the alt-right has managed to 
create belies its undoubtedly marginal 
position relative to other political move-
ments: Less than half of Americans 
polled in December 2016 had even 
heard of it, and the size of its ranks is 
unknown. “What sets it apart,” accord-
ing to George Hawley, the author of the 
forthcoming Making Sense of the Alt-
Right, “is the ability to troll itself into the 
conversation.” Supporters draw atten-
tion to themselves online, he told me, 
“by acting as parasites, starting fights 
with people who have hundreds of thou-
sands of followers.” In amateur videos, 
anonymous comments, and pithy tweets, 
they mercilessly mock people they dis-
agree with, hoping to fluster or offend. 
Many supporters harbor anti-Semitic 
views yet like to cite Rules for Radicals, 
a 1971 manual for social change by the 
Jewish community organizer Saul Alin-

sky, as required reading.2 “Ridicule is 
man’s most potent weapon,” Alinsky 
wrote. “It infuriates the opposition, 
which then reacts to your advantage.”

On the internet, alt-right pundits can 
control their narratives and, if they 
want, hide behind handles and avatars. 
Acolytes say anonymity is necessary 
because they’re part of a misunderstood 
counterculture; exposure could cost 
them jobs and friends, even invite vio-
lence. The digital netherworld, however, 
is also a haven for hate speech. Users 
kicked off Twitter for abusive language 
can easily start new accounts. Or they 
can move over to Gab, an alt-right-
friendly messaging platform whose 
guidelines proclaim, “The only valid 
form of censorship is an individual’s own 
choice to opt-out.” 

In Charleston, Lokteff explained how 
Red Ice entered this arena. Palmgren 
launched the company in 2002 in Go-
thenburg, Sweden. Its name refers to a 
Norse myth in which the world was 
created in a cosmic void between two 
realms—one frozen, one red-hot. Red 
Ice disseminated conspiracy theories 
about U.F.O.’s, Freemasons, the Illumi-
nati, and 9/11. Then, around 2012, the 
outlet shifted its attention to conspira-
cies about race—the idea that liberals 
were perpetrating a white genocide, for 
instance. It also began to question the 
Holocaust. The company’s tagline was 
“Dispelling the Mythmakers.” 3

Red Ice found a new audience in the 
nascent alt-right and now serves as a 
digital hub for the movement. It pro-
duces newscasts of events like the Stock-
holm conference and Spencer’s protest 
in May against the removal of a Confed-
erate monument in Virginia. Its bread 
and butter, though, is weekly talk-radio-
style programs. The segments are avail-
able in audio and video formats, much 
like Rush Limbaugh’s in-studio streams, 
and reach more than 120,000 subscrib-
ers on YouTube. Red Ice also has paying 
members, who can access additional 
content. Lokteff declined to reveal the 
number of members, but each one shells 
out seven dollars a month—“the cost of 
a hipster coffee,” as she put it.
2 This winter, an ideological rift created a 
new label, “alt-lite,” which applies to a co-
hort that takes a softer line on the issue, 
largely avoiding criticism of Jewish influ-
ence on government and culture.
3 They changed it to “The Future Is the 
Past” earlier this year.
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Red Ice is ambitious. Earlier 
this year, it entered into a 
partnership with the N.P.I. to 

launch a media company modeled on 
Breitbart but situated further to the 
right. Red Ice also helps run AltRight  
.com, which debuted in January and 
kicked off a $50,000 crowdfunding 
campaign this summer. Lokteff, 
meanwhile, is an aggressive talent 
scout. She scours the internet in 
search of budding voices and tracks 
down bloggers and other online per-
sonalities whom Red Ice viewers rec-
ommend as potential guests. When 
she finds one, she sets up interviews 
via Skype—video if the person is 
comfortable revealing his or her iden-
tity, audio if not. The interviews, 
which often run an hour or more, 
rarely turn confrontational. They are 
intended to create a sense of ideo-
logical momentum.

Lokteff hosts a program called Radio 
3Fourteen—her birthday is March 14—
which frequently showcases women’s 
perspectives on white nationalism. Her 
guests toe the alt-right’s party line on 
gender, which mimics that of fascist and 
white-power movements of the 
twentieth century: By design, the sexes 
are not equal, physically or otherwise, 
but they are complementary and equal-
ly important. Men are strong and ratio-
nal, women yielding and emotional; 
men are good at navigating politics, 
women at nurturing family units; men 
make decisions, women provide counsel. 
The survival of the white race depends 
on both sexes embracing their roles.

In April, not long after we met, Lok-
teff invited three female bloggers to ap-
pear in a video chat about “femininity 
in the modern world.” One of her guests 
was a brunette with a soft, raspy voice 
who went by the pen name Bre Fau-
cheux. Faucheux, who was born in New 
Orleans, wasn’t always a white national-
ist. A few years ago, she was a young 
aspiring novelist who posted videos of 
herself on YouTube, mostly focused on 
reviewing books; she knocked All the 
Light We Cannot See, which won the 
Pulitzer Prize, for having young “pro-
tagonists who don’t protag,” or make 
decisions. She also talked about the 
creative process behind her self-
published fantasy fiction. (On Amazon, 
Faucheux described her first novel, The 
Elder Origins, as “a historical fantasy 

with sinister blends of medieval warfare, 
young love, Native American legend, 
and vampire lore.”)

Last summer, her social-media 
tone changed radically. In July, she 
posted “Unpopular Opinions,” a 
video in which she said that higher 
e d u c a t i o n  h a d  t a u g h t  h e r 
nothing—“they’ll let anybody into 
college”—and described giving up 
on feminism because it had been 
“hijacked by a bunch of freaking 
nutbags.” Several weeks later, she 
posted a rant about publishing’s fixa-
tion on racial diversity. “Every single 
culture in existence has resisted di-
versity by means of killing each oth-
er, segregating against one another, 
and saying it was even immoral to 
even be around one another,” Fau-
cheux said in defense of books with 
only white characters. “Taking com-
fort in one’s own ethnic group or 
race is not racist.”

The video piqued Lokteff’s interest. 
She invited Faucheux to appear on Ra-
dio 3Fourteen. Faucheux, who said “pure 
anger” had inspired her to record the 
tirade, complained that in college, when 
she suggested that the curriculum judged 
“white civilization” more harshly than 
others, she was called ethnocentric. 
Lokteff chuckled knowingly. “It’s only 
wrong when whites do it, right?” she 
replied. “How dare you? Check your 
white privilege,” Faucheux shot back in 
mock horror.

After her first appearance on Red Ice, 
Faucheux made a video expressing her 
newfound devotion to the alt-right. She 
explained that she had been reading 
blogs and watching videos that excori-
ated feminism, liberalism, and diversity. 
Recognizing the evils wrought by the 
left—“the collapse in national identity, 
the destruction of the nuclear family . . . 
and the very real threat of white 
genocide”—left her despondent. “I 
couldn’t even go to the mall to buy 
myself a pair of jeans,” she said, “without 
noticing the trends that I had been read-
ing about taking place all around me.” 
The alt-right calls this type of conver-
sion “red-pilling,” an idea borrowed from 
a scene in The Matrix, in which Neo, 
the movie’s protagonist, swallows a red 
pill and realizes that his reality is noth-
ing but a computer-generated facade. 

Until she went on Red Ice, Faucheux 
had felt alone, and as though she had to 

¸

censor herself. “Talking to Lana felt like 
taking in an entire glass of water after 
months and months of chronic thirst,” 
she said in her video. She’d lost friends 
as a result of her political coming-out, 
but no matter: “My days of engaging in 
white guilt are over.” Her YouTube bio 
now reads, “Conservative. Traditional-
ist. #AltRight Enthusiast. American 
Nationalist. Pro Gun. Anti-Left. Right 
Wing Blogger. Author. YouTuber. Com-
pletely Deplorable.” (Faucheux declined 
an interview request.)

The April group chat on Radio 
3Fourteen seemed to speak to women 
who, like Faucheux, felt that an ever-
liberalizing society was telling them how 
to be and what to believe, spurning 
them at any sign of parochial behavior. 
The bloggers noted how unhappy mod-
ern women are. To an extent, research 
bears out this idea: In 2009, the econo-
mists Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolf-
ers published a seminal study which 
found that as women’s rights expanded, 
their happiness declined. They posited 
that “greater equality may have led more 
women to compare their outcomes to 
those of the men around them,” result-
ing in disappointment when they found 
their relative positions lacking. But Lok-
teff and her klatch of commentators 
took a reductive view: If women are 
miserable, feminism must be to blame.

The group also chastised feminists for 
being conformists. “A lot of these lib-
eral women, they’re not risk-takers, even 
though they have piercings or blue hair,” 
Lokteff said. “What we do, the things 
we talk about, I don’t think it can get 
any more high-risk.” While hyperbolic 
on its face, her statement underscored 
the alt-right’s quest to be seen as a group 
of righteous rebels. Lokteff presented its 
mission to reverse decades of progressive 
change as radical, even thrilling.

The more subtle effect of her con-
spiratorial orchestration was to assure 
female viewers that ideas society deems 
offensive—for example, a preference for 
white beauty—feel normal when you’re 
in the right crowd. “It’s okay to think 
like us,” Lokteff said. “If you do, there’s 
a whole tribe here that you can join of 
girls that actually have your back.”

Two years ago, Lokteff, who 
identifies as pagan, discovered 
a YouTube personality who 

could speak to pro-white Christians: 
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Ayla Stewart, a Utah woman whose 
handle is “Wife with a Purpose.” She’s 
in her thirties, with a round, dimpled 
face, wide blue eyes, and a warm voice. 
Stewart’s homemade videos were often 
about her dramatic political transfor-
mation. She used to be a feminist, a 
supporter of gay rights, and an avowed 
pagan. She married at nineteen, stud-
ied women’s spirituality in graduate 
school, and had a child. She wanted 
to be a stay-at-home mom. 
“I was really into home 
birth and extended breast-
feeding,” Stewart told me. 
Then her husband left, and 
she became a young single 
mother. She felt pressure to 
get a job and not worry 
about needing a man—or 
children, for that matter. 
But that wasn’t what she 
wanted. “Children are so 
precious, we should do ev-
erything we can do to bring 
them into the best environ-
ment,” she told me. “And a 
two-parent household with 
a mother and a father is 
that best environment.” 
Stewart felt “shunned and 
ostracized and called down” 
for her beliefs by acquain-
tances and online critics. 

After meeting her sec-
ond husband, Stewart had 
more kids, joined the Mor-
mon Church, and drifted 
even further from femi-
nism. A friend recom-
mended that she read Fas-
cinat ing Womanhood, a 
conservative answer to 
The Feminine Mystique. Written in 
1963 by Helen Andelin, a Mormon 
mother of eight, the book spawned a 
movement promoting traditional 
marriage. The text promises to teach 
women “how to cause a man to pro-
tect you,” “how to bring out the best 
in your husband without pushing or 
persuasion,” and “how to be attrac-
tive, even adorable, when you are an-
gry.” Stewart found comfort in An-
delin’s assertions that the sexes have 
different needs. “Men like to go out 
and earn a paycheck and feel re-
spected and loved,” she told me. 
“Women want to be cherished.” The 
book helped her see her first mar-

riage in a new light: One reason it 
had failed, she decided, was that she 
hadn’t provided her husband with 
the respect he required. Fascinating 
Womanhood also bolstered her belief 
that feminism demonized white men. 
“Being in liberal circles, the white 
man was the enemy—the guy who 
always had power and control, whom 
we had to get rid of and get women 
and people of color into power,” 

Stewart said. “It dawned on me that 
I’d been incredibly sexist and racist.”

In venting against feminism for be-
traying her, she began to draw connec-
tions with current events. In Septem-
ber 2015, she posted a tirade blaming 
feminism for the European refugee cri-
sis. “Why, logically, would anyone al-
low hundreds of thousands of refugees 
to come over into your country, to live 
off of your social welfare programs, to 
increase horrible crimes like rape, and 
to, honestly, quite frankly, take over 
your culture?” she asked. Her answer 
was white guilt, which had seeped into 
politics because “women waste our 
votes” on liberal politicians. “Women 

see downtrodden people as their chil-
dren,” Stewart told me, “and want to 
be very motherly toward them and 
throw open their borders.”

The video went viral—more than 
122,000 views to date—and when 
Lokteff saw it, she invited Stewart onto 
Radio 3Fourteen. They quickly got 
onto the topic of Stewart’s break from 
her political past. “Liberals think 
they’re so enlightened, so much better 

than everyone else, but real-
ly they are just completely 
brainwashed, don’t you 
think?” Lokteff asked. “Ex-
actly,” Stewart replied. Her 
relief was almost palpable.

When I reached Stewart 
this spring via Skype, she 
described Lokteff as a men-
tor and a bridge to the 
broader alt-right universe. 
“It was after I spoke to Lana 
for the first time that I 
found out there was this 
group of people who call 
themselves the alt-right and 
they believe everything that 
I believe,” she said.

Stewart has now been a 
Red Ice guest several times. 
This March, she appeared in 
a segment supporting Steve 
King, a Republican con-
gressman who had tweeted, 
to much backlash, “We can’t 
restore our civilization with 
somebody else’s babies.” 
Stewart told Lokteff, “You 
couldn’t restore Japan with 
people from Somalia.” King, 
in other words, was just us-
ing “common sense.”

The same month, Lokteff hosted 
Mary Grey (not her real name), anoth-
er Christian white nationalist. Lokteff 
reached out after hearing “Good 
Morning White America,” a weekly 
podcast that Grey hosts with her hus-
band, who goes by Adam. Their ap-
pearance on Radio 3Fourteen was 
audio-only, and the discussion focused 
on the Greys’ journey to the alt-right. 
Mary said she was skeptical when 
Adam began reading pro-white web-
sites a few years ago and asked, “What 
would you do with all of the people 
that are non-white but are Christian?” 
His vague reply was, “They can have 
their own society, their own place to 
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live—just over there.” Mary laughed at 
her past skepticism. “After I heard that 
I was like, oh, okay, you’re not one of 
those evil racists that kill everyone,” 
she said. (White nationalists almost 
never explain how they would create 
pure ethnostates.)

With its cheerful voices and jovial 
banter, the Greys’ podcast has a bub-
blegum quality. This is calculated. 
“An important part of our movement 
is to put out the truth about crimes 
committed against fellow whites. But 
I know that there is more,” Mary 
wrote to me in an email. “There is a 
place to be upset and a place to be 
happy, grateful, and proud of where 
we come from as whites.” Their lan-
guage apes the left by embracing 
identity politics but adds an exclu-
sionary twist. Whites, generally 
speaking, are the richest and safest 
population in America, with twelve 
times the wealth of African Ameri-
cans and a lower crime rate than 
most racial groups. White national-
ists nevertheless feel vulnerable, and 
they are willing to put up barricades 
to protect their privileged status.

In January, Mary Grey self-
published an illustrated children’s book 
called Walls and Fences. “Why do we 
build walls? We have walls for protec-
tion,” the text begins, set against a col-
orful image of the biblical city of Jeri-
cho as its walls tumble down at God’s 
behest. Grey said she wrote the book 
“to help explain to my children why 
having a wall around our country”—
like the one Trump has pledged to 
build along the U.S.−Mexico 
border—“is justified and a good and 
normal thing.”

There is a long legacy of pro-white 
extremists trying to create illusions of 
normalcy. Kathleen Blee, a sociology 
professor at the University of Pitts-
burgh, wrote in her book Inside Orga-
nized Racism that “much about racist 
groups appears disturbingly ordinary, 
especially their evocation of communi-
ty, family, and social ties.” In a two-
year study of thirty-four women across 
the United States, Blee found that her 
subjects, many of whom were educated 
and held good jobs, were “responsible 
for socializing their children into racial 
and religious bigotry.”

Stewart told me she has read Walls 
and Fences to her children. Her young-

er ones—she has six in all—regularly 
crawl into view in her videos. She 
homeschools them to ensure that their 
education is Christian and pro-white; 
she discourages interracial relation-
ships and no longer supports gay rights. 
In one YouTube post, she included an 
image of her smiling, toddler-age 
daughter wearing a frog outfit. This 
was a homage to Pepe the Frog, one of 
the alt-right’s signature memes, with 
bulging eyes, red lips, and an oversize 
green head. Poking fun at Hillary 
Clinton’s infamous “deplorables” line, 
Stewart captioned the picture, basket 
full of adorables.

Women have always been part 
of white extremist groups. 
Some have even risen to 

prominent roles. During the heyday of 
the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s, an 
Atlanta woman named Elizabeth Tyler 
spearheaded the creation of the group’s 
national Propagation Department. 
She published a weekly newsletter 
advising “kleagles,” or paid campaign-
ers, on developing new chapters. Tyler 
told them to recruit friends, to use 
churches as staging grounds, and to 
cast local minorities—blacks, Jews, 
Catholics, immigrants—as enemies. 
Kleagles were “encouraged to study 
their territories, identify the sources of 
concern among native-born Protes-
tant whites, and offer the Klan as a 
solution,” Blee explains in another 
book, Women of the Klan. In the first 
six months of Tyler’s association with 
the K.K.K., its membership expanded 
by 85,000. When she formed a dedi-
cated women’s wing in 1921, Tyler told 
the New York Times, “The Klan stands 
for the things women hold most dear.” 
The wing attracted some 500,000 
members over the next decade.

In Germany, Hitler called Gertrud 
Scholtz-Klink, the longtime leader of his 
party’s women’s league, “the perfect Nazi 
woman.” Scholtz-Klink, who rarely 
smiled in photos and always wore her 
long hair wrapped in a tight braid 
around her head, ran an organization 
that taught millions of women across the 
Reich how to be good Nazi wives and, 
eventually, how to contribute to the war 
effort. “The National Socialist move-
ment sees the man and the woman as 
equal bearers of Germany’s future,” she 
said in a 1936 speech, using language 

that alt-right women echo today. “It asks, 
however, for more than in the past: that 
each should first completely accomplish 
the tasks that are appropriate to his or 
her nature.” She bore seven children and 
proclaimed it necessary “to make the 
calling to motherhood the way through 
which the German woman will see her 
calling to be mother of the nation.”

However, the role of women in such 
movements has always been controver-
sial. Men in the K.K.K. grew so threat-
ened by Tyler that she was pushed out 
in 1923. In 1937, Scholtz-Klink proposed 
titles that women could hold in the Nazi 
Party, but male superiors objected be-
cause the honorifics were too similar to 
men’s. “They perceived any autonomy 
on the part of the women as a threat,” 
the historian Geraldine Horan writes in 
Mothers, Warriors, Guardians of the Soul. 

There are intimate challenges as well. 
In her interviews, Blee found that al-
most all of the women she spoke with 
had “difficulties in their personal lives 
caused by their activism.” In 1997, a neo-
Nazi recruitment document blamed 
male members’ treatment of wives and 
girlfriends, including a tendency to “dis-
card them like garbage,” for women’s 
reluctance to join.

The alt-right currently lacks the 
organization and sophistication of 
the Klan and the Third Reich. 
Some female pundits are quick to 
say that they don’t face male opposi-
tion. “Ninety-nine-point-nine per-
cent of men I’ve met,” Stewart told 
me, “have absolutely no problem 
with me speaking about politics or 
having a YouTube channel.” Not all 
women, however, gloss over the gen-
der divide. In June, Tara  McCarthy, 
a blogger who hosts a popular pod-
cast called “Virtue of the West,” re-
corded a video addressing male pun-
dit s  who resent thei r  female 
counterparts’ garnering followers. “If 
you want to criticize women in the 
alt-right because maybe they said 
something you don’t agree with, 
take the thing you don’t agree with 
them about and make a video about 
that,”  McCarthy said in her delicate 
British accent. “Don’t criticize them 
just because they happen to get a lot 
of views.” On Stormfront, the oldest 
white-nationalist website, a thread 
about recruiting women contains 
dozens of comments reproaching 
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men. One urges the movement to 
shed “internet tough guys and key-
board warriors,” as well as “nerdy 
woman-haters.” Another reads, 
“There are quite a few of my fellow 
women that I would love to bring 
here, but I dare not due to some of the 
chauvinistic attitude of some posters.”

The alt-right is an unwieldy dig-
ital coalition with no formal 
requirements for membership. 

An anonymous Twitter troll and Rich-
ard Spencer can both claim the move-
ment’s mantle. While this big tent 
offers advantages, it also threatens to 
collapse as factions tussle for power. 
One of the communities snubbed by 
the movement’s fi gureheads are men’s 
rights activists, particularly the most 
extreme among them: “men going 
their own way” (MGTOW), who shun 
relationships with women, especially 
marriage, in favor of male sovereignty. 
Critics disavow this cohort because 
contempt for women distracts from 
the higher, racial goals of white na-
tionalism. The rejection, however, is 
feeble. It comes from the mouths of 
misogynists—if less zealous ones—and 
means little in the digital morass.

In December 2015, Colin Robert-
son, a young Scottish alt-right blogger 
who calls himself Millennial Woes, in-
vited Lokteff, her husband, and Stew-
art to participate in a livestreamed vid-
eo chat. The conversation’s topics 
ranged from Robertson’s gallstone 
problem to American suffragettes, 
whom Lokteff criticized as “spinsters, 
women who couldn’t get married, gay 
females who were teaming up with 
Marxists.” Forty minutes in, the com-
ments from viewers watching online 
started to turn ugly. “These women are 
the same old tainted, fucked-up strong 
womyn,” one Chad Thundercock 
wrote. A viewer with the handle Don 
Trump commented, “This Lana cunt 
needs to wash her mouth before speak-
ing badly about MGTOW.”

Palmgren noticed and went on the 
offensive. “These guys are, like, fuck-
ing losers,” he said. “Get a fucking 
life, you idiots.” Lokteff jumped in, 
her tone shifting from chatty to 
scathing. “You cowards are hiding 
behind your avatar trying to talk 
trash about us,” she said. “You’re a 
disgrace, and you will be wiped out 

of this society once men fi nally step 
up and get their act together.”

When I asked Lokteff about the in-
cident, she told me she has a female 
stalker who was responsible for the 
nasty replies. Online commenters are 
mere “agitators,” she added—an ironic 
stance for someone in a movement 
built on the backs of trolls. She mused 
about infi ltration, suggesting that com-
menters might be part of the Jewish 
Internet Defense Force or even FBI 
agents.4 Lokteff’s answer skillfully de-
fl ected the matter at hand—the divi-
sive potential of alt-right women.

Lokteff faces competing audienc-
es: alt-right men who are skepti-
cal or even disdainful of female 

strength, and confi dent women wary of 
a cause that might sideline them. Lokteff 
tries to reassure both groups, which re-
quires twisting logic and concocting 
rationalizations as needed. She claims 
that many of the highest-rated Radio 
3Fourteen episodes have female guests—
to her eyes, a sure sign that male viewers 
like them. She doesn’t argue that wom-
en shouldn’t have the right to vote. In-
stead, she says that in an ethnostate, 
white households would vote as units. 
She doesn’t apologize for being voluble 
but confesses to having overactive “guy 
brain”—the assertive and argumentative 
part of her. Stewart said something 
similar in our interview: “Intellectually, 
I tend to like to hang out with the boys.”

In her Stockholm speech, Lokteff 
said she didn’t think women were cut 
out for national politics. But they 
could still help shape the public con-
versation. “Since we aren’t physically 
intimidating,” she said, “we can get 
away with saying big things.”

“Big,” in the context of the alt-
right, can mean controversial, pro-
fane, or outright hateful. Eschewing 
political correctness is a virtue, a way 
to scandalize liberals. The move-
ment’s lingo is fl ippant, packed with 
vicious irony and inside jokes. It tends 
toward the extreme, even in the most 
mundane of formats.

In late 2016, two pundits started an 
online advice column that combined 
all these rhetorical techniques. “Ask 
your mom for cooking advice. Ask us 
4 The J.I.D.F. is an independent group that 
wages disruptive online campaigns against 
anti-Semitic websites.
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about ovens,” read the call for submis-
sions, posted on the Right Stuff, a pro-
white website.5 The line between 
genocidal intent and depraved humor 
was left deliberately blurry. The two 
columnists were Wolfie James and Ce-
cilia Davenport, who both used pseud-
onyms. James claims to be a married 
woman in her thirties with children; 
her Twitter picture depicts a pert white 
woman in a Swiss Miss outfit holding a 
stein of beer in each hand. Davenport 
says she is a single Christian woman in 
her twenties; for a while, her digital av-
atar was a vintage cartoon of a pretty 
brunette with a thought bubble that 
read, “I am filled with hate . . . but in a 
cute way.”

The first installment of their col-
umn offered advice to a purported 
reader hoping to rescue his niece from 
an interracial relationship. “My in-
stinct is to scream ‘You’re taking part 
in the genocide of your own people!’ ” 
Horrified Uncle wrote, “but I suspect 
that won’t gain much traction.” The 
tone of the response was casual, its 
substance sexist and anti-Semitic. 
“What’s in order,” James replied, “is to 
step into a Jew’s shoes and play a long 
game of emotional manipulation. . . . 
Prey on your niece’s natural insecurities 
and vanity. Doesn’t she notice the 
looks she gets when out with him?” 
The following week, Davenport an-
swered a question about the challenge 
of finding a “trad waifu” (traditional 
wife). “The best target for the typical 
guy on the Alt-Right is a sweet girl, 
raised in an implicitly white back-
ground, who doesn’t have particularly 
strong political beliefs,” Davenport 
said. Put another way: Find someone 
malleable. Later, a female reader look-
ing for an alt-right spouse got different 
advice. “Become as attractive as you 
are capable of. Commit to having 
many white babies! . . . Learn to cook.”

In March, James wrote an article for 
AltRight .com aimed at female readers, 
“7 Reasons Why Alt-Right Men Are 
the Hottest.” It extolled “positively in-
toxicating” masculinity and a commit-
ment to going rogue. “Rebels have al-
ways held irresistible allure,” James 
wrote. Embedded in the text was a 
photo of buff white men standing 
5 Ovens are a reference to Holocaust cre-
matoria; if something is “oven-worthy,” it 
would be better off destroyed.

shirtless on a beach, hoisting a Trump 
sign and a Confederate flag.

Alt-right men “celebrate women for 
the most vital biological gift of all: the 
ability to birth and raise white chil-
dren,” James noted. She derided mod-
ern women who kowtow to the “slav-
ery” of a career, imposed by feminists 
“in order to liberate them from moth-
erhood as they fund their own dispos-
session by the Third World. What a 
deal!” The article quickly clarified, 
however, “It doesn’t mean that women 
are simply breeders.” 

This slippery ode to gender harmo-
ny stood in contrast to an article James 
had written just a few weeks prior on 
the website Counter Currents. Less ad-
vice column, more critical commen-
tary, it acknowledged men’s “wide-
spread opposition to an open-armed 
welcome” of “woke women” in the 
movement. “While many in the Alt 
Right want to keep it a goy’s club,” 
James wrote, “the women around them 
will suffer if they’re not given some 
meaningful way to interact with or 
participate in the movement.”

Like Lokteff, James performs a bal-
ancing act. Even as her language re-
mains steadfastly glib, she adjusts her 
footing depending on which audience 
she’s facing.

With the exception of a few 
high-profile figures, all of 
them men, the alt-right is 

notoriously cagey with the mainstream 
media. Female pundits rarely grant in-
terviews. When I contacted James, she 
tweeted at me in quintessential trolling 
fashion: “Share how an interview with 
you would benefit my people. How about 
meeting me in Chicago’s south side? 
Let’s do Taco Bell.” Soon after, Daven-
port wrote a blog post claiming that 
“female shitlib reporters are now rushing 
to write articles discrediting the women 
of the Alt-Right.”

When we met in Charleston, my first 
question to Lokteff was, why had she 
agreed to talk to me? “I wanted to give 
you a chance,” she said. “You wrote me 
in a different way. You said you actually 
wanted to . . . hear what we’re talking 
about.” She added hastily, “It’s not be-
cause you’re a woman.”

A few feet away, Palmgren paced the 
roof’s wood-planked deck on a phone 
call. He is tall and beefy, with a thick 

beard and a “fashy,” a haircut favored by 
alt-right men—the sides are shaved 
down but the top is longer and slicked 
back, a style associated with the Hitler 
Youth. Lokteff had brought him to the 
meeting unannounced, as technical 
support. He’d set up a recorder on a 
cocktail table near my knees because the 
couple wanted to produce a Red Ice seg-
ment about our conversation.

Lokteff, who is of Russian descent, 
said her great-grandparents fled the 
Bolsheviks by walking to China. Her 
family eventually made its way to 
America as “true refugees.” She clari-
fied that today, “there’s a lot of refugees 
that aren’t actually refugees. They’re 
fleeing from poverty. . . . At what point 
does it stop? Because the majority of 
the world is poor.”

She was born in Oregon. Her parents 
were libertarians, but she developed 
more anarchist leanings as she came of 
age. Lokteff attended Portland State 
University; afterward, she worked in 
music production, first in Los Angeles, 
then back in Oregon. She considered 
herself the sort of woman who thought, 
“I’m going to take care of myself, no guy 
is going to take care of me, I’m not going 
to have kids, I’m going to travel the 
world.” In 2007, she happened to hear 
Palmgren’s Red Ice shows online. A year 
later, she contacted him about collabo-
rating on a music project, he invited her 
to Sweden, and they fell in love; they’ve 
been married since 2011. They have 
studios in Sweden and the United 
States. They say they have children but 
won’t reveal anything about them. Lok-
teff claims to have received death and 
rape threats.

Early in our conversation, Lokteff told 
me how similar we were. “You and I are 
a different kind of woman,” she said, 
gesturing toward me with a freckled 
arm. In her left nostril, I spotted a pierc-
ing that I hadn’t noticed online; I have 
one in the same spot. “We’re more po-
litical, we ask questions, we’re analyti-
cal,” Lokteff continued. “Most women 
want to be beautiful, attract a guy, be 
taken care of, have their home, have 
their children.”

If we were so alike, in her view, how 
would Lokteff pitch the alt-right to 
someone like me, who identifies as a 
feminist? She turned the question 
around. “What is feminism to you?” 
she asked.
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My answer—that women should 
have equal opportunities and be able to 
choose, say, to stay at home or be the 
CEO of a company—left her exasper-
ated. “In the West we already had that,” 
she replied in a rush. “Our men have 
already propelled us like crazy.” She 
ticked off examples: White women were 
the first women to fly a plane (France, 
1908) and to go into space (Soviet 
Union, 1963). Societies like the Vikings 
(eighth century to eleventh) worshipped 
gods of both genders. Feminism, the 
genesis of which she pins roughly to the 
early twentieth century, did not make 
things better for women, Lokteff con-
cluded. But it did make them worse for 
men. “It’s easier for women to get a job 
because of affirmative action,” she said. 
“The white male is on the shit list.”

I asked how she would convince fe-
male Trump voters who, while conser-
vative and maybe anti-feminist, didn’t 
share her pro-white views. Inspire fear, 
was the essence of her response. 
“There’s a joke in the alt-right: How do 
you red-pill someone? Have them live 
in a diverse neighborhood for a while,” 
she said. “Another thing that’s attract-
ing normies”—people not in the 
movement—“is rape. Women are scared 
of rape.”

A few minutes later, Lokteff mocked 
liberals for being angry about Trump’s 
“grab ’em by the pussy” statement. “All 
of a sudden, all these lefties are puritans 
when it comes to sex and vaginas,” she 
scoffed. I suggested that the “grab ’em” 
part sounded like sexual assault. She 
shrugged it off, chalking up Trump’s 
behavior to a Hollywood culture in 
which women throw themselves at rich 
and powerful men. “I think that he loves 
women,” she said.

It was the same circular logic I’d heard 
her deploy when defending alt-right men 
from charges of sexism: How can they 
hate women if they love them?

Lokteff and Palmgren were formal but 
cordial, to me and to each other. Before 
I flew to Charleston, Lokteff had offered 
to pick me up from the airport; I’d de-
clined. Palmgren apologized for inter-
rupting us when he brought Lokteff a 
glass of water. Their ordinary behavior 
was hard to square with their rhetoric. 
That morning, I had listened to Lokteff’s 
June 2016 appearance on David Duke’s 
radio show, in which she’d agreed that 
Jews were “parasites” against whom  

white people “need to inoculate our-
selves.” When I quoted her, Lokteff 
asked, “Did I say that?” (In an un-
prompted follow-up email, she clarified 
that she had been talking about all the 
parasites taking advantage of white 
America, including Israel.)

By the end of our conversation, it had 
started to rain, so Lokteff and I moved 
inside. I asked her about the alt-right’s 
next steps. It was going to become a real 
political party, she replied, with plat-
forms and candidates supporting white-
nationalist policies, such as a ban on 
non-white immigration to the United 
States. She alluded to “a lot of people 
moving to D.C. right now”; Spencer 
recently set up an N.P.I. office in Alex-
andria, Virginia. “It’s quite amazing 
when you look at just trolling and 
memes and people on the internet with-
out any kind of organization  . . . how 
much press and attention [we’ve got-
ten],” she said. “That’s us not even orga-
nizing, not even pulling resources and 
funds and minds and skills together yet.”

When I asked if she identified as a 
leader, she demurred. “Maybe on some 
level. I’m not sure I would take credit or 
put myself in that position,” she said. 
Maybe not in the broad, hypermasculine 
constellation of the alt-right, but her 
position among the movement’s women 
is a different matter. “There’s always 
been the girl in the pack that’s been 
more of the outspoken one,” she contin-
ued. “I’ve never been the follower.”

Her responses were as mystifying as 
the phenomenon of the alt-right itself. 
For months, America has tried to un-
derstand what the movement wants. 
Perhaps the better question is, who gets 
to decide? In grappling with how to set 
priorities, the alt-right is bumping up 
against ideological contradictions, di-
vergent opinions, and other schisms in 
its ardent, loosely formed ranks. Asser-
tive women are exposing some of these 
fissures, which seem likely to grow as 
the movement vies for a modicum of 
political acceptance.

Lokteff, though, is sanguine. “Ten 
years from now, a lot of these alt-right 
concepts are going to be very main-
stream in white people’s minds,” she told 
me. Then, as though a light bulb had 
clicked on in her brain, she continued: 
“Look at feminism. It started as a fringe 
movement. Now it’s mainstream, left 
and right.”     Q
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L E T T E R  F R O M  A R I Z O N A

CLASS DISMISSED
When a state divests from public education

By Alexandria Neason

Early this May, the 
temperature in 
Phoenix reached 

106 degrees Fahrenheit—
the sort of dry, searing 
heat that locals don’t ex-
pect until deep summer. 
On May 8, when it had 
cooled to a comfortable 
83, the students walking 
between classes at 
Mountain Sky Junior 
High School seemed re-
lieved. Mountain Sky is 
at the north end of Phoe-
nix, just off West Green-
way Parkway, a road that 
draws a dividing line: On 
one side, there are dozens 
of modest single-family-
housing complexes 
spreading into the dis-
tance, their roofs terra-
cotta and stucco, their 
back yards appointed 
with turquoise pools. On 
the other, there is a 
mobile-home park where stained furni-
ture has been strewn about, discarded. 

Katie Piehl, who attended Mountain 
Sky as a child, has been teaching En-
glish language arts to special-education 

students there for five years. During a 
break, she led me across a courtyard 
that was flooded with light. Her class-
room is not in the school’s main build-
ing but in one of several detached trail-
ers near the back of the campus, a result 
of overcrowding. There would be no 
sunshine when we got inside, she 
warned—the room didn’t have win-

dows, just a couple of slits 
in the wall, and one of 
them was covered up. That 
was an intentional design 
feature, she said, to keep 
the cost of air-conditioning 
at a minimum.

Piehl is thirty-three, 
with shiny shoulder-
length hair recently dyed 
red and dimples in her 
smile. She wore silver 
earrings that swung like 
wind chimes. When we 
entered her classroom, it 
was dim; she opted to 
keep the harsh fluores-
cent overhead lights off, 
relying instead on a mis-
matched set of lamps 
that she had collected 
over the years from ga-
rage sales and dumpsters. 
The lamps also served as 
grow lights for the leafy 
plants that covered near-
ly every table and shelf, 

to give the place charm. In a corner 
near the front were beanbag chairs, 
also bought by Piehl, on which stu-
dents could sit and relax during inde-
pendent reading time. At the back, she 
had assembled a library, largely from a 
local secondhand store.

The bell rang and her students filed 
in. They were a playful bunch of 

Alexandria Neason’s article “Held Back” 
appeared in the October 2016 issue of 
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eighth graders; all had disabilities, 
and most were Latino, though Moun-
tain Sky’s overall population is more 
diverse. The kids who had filled out 
their planners with that week’s as-
signments received stickers, which 
Piehl had acquired for free. “They will 
work for stickers,” she told me.

Then she led the class in a debate. 
The students were encouraged to 
submit questions about topics impor-
tant to them; each day, she selected 
one to pose to the group, and they 
expressed their support or dissent by 
gathering at opposite walls. On one 
side of the room was a laminated 
poster that read yes; on the other, 
no. Today, Piehl had selected a diffi-
cult question from the only black 
student: “Is racism a problem in our 
school?” All but one of the kids 
walked over to stand on his side. “I 
don’t want to come across as a person 
really angry about this,” he said. “But 
I have had experiences where I’m 
walking up and people just say the N-
word out of nowhere, or say, ‘Go 
back to the cotton fields.’ ”

The conversation continued, 
with more testimonies about ste-
reotypes and discrimination. The 
lone dissenter, a girl with wavy 
brown hair, admitted to feeling 
conflicted as her peers spoke about 
unfair treatment they’d known. On 
another wall, I noticed, Piehl had 
pinned up covers that her students 
had designed for William Golding’s 
Lord of the Flies, a story about chil-
dren who must fight for scarce re-
sources. Many of them showed the 
bloody head of a pig.

This spring, while public school 
districts serving minority families 
and disabled children couldn’t af-
ford basic supplies or comforts, Ari-
zona’s legislature approved the 
broadest, most flexible interpreta-
tion of what Betsy   DeVos, the sec-
retary of education, and her allies 
tout as “school choice.” Governor 
Douglas Anthony Ducey, buoyed by 
fellow Republicans on both sides of 
the statehouse, signed a law ex-
panding Empowerment Scholarship 
Accounts, Arizona’s take on school 
vouchers. Typically, vouchers use 
tax dollars to pay private institu-
tions; through E.S.A.’s, money that 
could otherwise fund public educa-

tion is loaded directly onto debit 
cards that select parents can use to 
subsidize private tuition and related 
expenses. Similar programs exist 
elsewhere—in Florida, Mississippi, 
and Tennessee—though those limit 
eligibility to families with children 
who are disabled; Nevada devel-
oped an unrestricted program, but 
courts have blocked its funding. 
More than any other state, Arizona 
has managed to bolster E.S.A.’s as a 
way to advance alternatives to tra-
ditional schooling. That makes it a 
model for conservatives across the 
country, yet Piehl and her col-
leagues view the legislature’s deci-
sion as the latest example of a dis-
turbing trend: divestment from 
public education.

In 1871, Anson P. K. Safford, the 
governor known as the father of 
Arizona’s public schools, pro-

posed a bill that would organize 
counties into school districts and levy 
property taxes to cover the cost. Pub-
lic education was necessary for all 
(white) American children, he be-
lieved, in order to distinguish them 
from the Apache. Legislators resisted 
the tax increase but eventually passed 
a version of the bill that taxed ten 
cents on every hundred dollars of 
property, to be set aside for a school 
fund. Later, when an attempt was 
made to split the fund between public 
and sectarian schools, Safford con-
demned the idea. Doing so, he said, 
“could only result in the destruction 
of the general plan for the education 
of the masses, and would lead, as it 
always has wherever tried, to the edu-
cation of the few and the ignorance 
of the many.”

The school choice movement—a 
clever term for which, like “pro-life,” 
there is no reasonable opposite—
arrived in Arizona a century later, 
reigniting the old debate about the 
role of public money in private ed-
ucation. Its breakthrough, charters, 
was the brainchild not of Republi-
cans or so-called school reformers 
but of Albert Shanker, the presi-
dent of the American Federation of 
Teachers. In 1987, he visited a pub-
lic school in Cologne, Germany, 
which had abandoned its country’s 
rigid academic tracking system and 

given teachers direct control over 
their curricula. As students ad-
vanced, their teachers followed 
them. Classrooms were more di-
verse than those in traditional 
schools,  and students were of 
mixed ability. The school was a 
success, and it inspired Shanker to 
propose teacher-driven laboratory 
classrooms in the United States. 
Naturally, he imagined charter 
schools as places where teachers 
could enjoy great autonomy and 
would be firmly unionized. The re-
sponse from Republicans of the era 
was lukewarm, to say the least. 
William Kristol, founder of The 
Weekly Standard, who was then em-
ployed by the federal Department 
of Education, assured Shanker that 
“traditional methods are working.”

Over time, however, conserva-
tives found that charter schools 
could be useful as a means to pro-
mote open-market principles in ed-
ucation. In 1991, Minnesota passed 
America’s first charter school law, 
striking a deal with reformers in 
which taxpayers would fund “inno-
vative” schools not bound by state 
curricular requirements or account-
ability standards. The f loodgates 
opened, and the charter system ul-
timately deviated sharply f rom 
Shanker’s vision. Arizona passed 
its charter law in 1994, and during 
the first year, the Department of 
Education received as many as 400 
applications from individuals and 
groups seeking to open schools. To-
day, more than 500 charters—both 
not-for-prof it  and for-prof it—
operate throughout the state.

In 1997, Arizona further expand-
ed its school choice offerings by 
passing the nation’s first tax-credit 
program for education. Through 
this program, people could donate 
money to nonprofit organizations 
that had established scholarships 
for kids to attend private schools; 
the donor would receive a dollar-
for-dollar tax break, a benefit ini-
tially expected to cost the state 
$4.5 million per year.

Private schools receiving funds 
this way, many of them religious, be-
gan to increase their tuition and 
publish step-by-step guides instruct-
ing parents in how to apply for the 
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scholarships. (Among these schools 
was Northwest Christian, in Phoe-
nix, whose elementary science and 
social studies curricula were devel-
oped by BJU Press, a creationist pub-
lishing house.) Over the years, the 
legislature passed bills to expand the 
program—including one that enabled 
companies to participate—and the 
tax breaks eventually topped $140 mil-
lion. Between 2010 and 2014, one 
group, the Arizona Christian School 
Tuition Organization, received 
$72.9 million in donations, triggering 
the same amount in tax breaks. By 
law, such organizations are allowed to 
keep 10 percent of donations to pay 
for operational costs, and in 2013, ac-
cording to IRS filings, the executive 
director of Arizona Christian re-
ceived $145,705. The executive direc-
tor, as it happens, was Steve Yar-
brough, a Republican who is now the 
president of the state senate. His 
earnings were reported to the public; 
the tax-credit program nevertheless 
continues to thrive.

Arizona’s foray into vouchers had a 
more troubled start. The first at-
tempt, in 2006, was ruled unconstitu-
tional by the state Supreme Court 
because it deposited public money di-
rectly into the coffers of private 
schools. But in dismissing the pro-
gram, the court did not reject its 
creed: Justice Michael D. Ryan wrote 
that choice advocates had been “well 
intentioned,” and suggested that 
there might be a way for tax dollars 
to send special-needs students to pri-
vate or religious institutions. At the 
time, an organization called Alliance 
for School Choice was operating in 
Phoenix; it would later move to 
Washington under the name Ameri-
can Federation for Children, with 
Betsy DeVos as its chair. Sydney Hay, 
a lobbyist for the firm, told me that 
Ryan’s response provided a “road 
map.” She and her colleagues formed 
a working group to analyze the deci-
sion, and soon had their “eureka mo-
ment.” Justice Ryan had pointed the 
way to what would become Empow-
erment Scholarship Accounts.

The E.S.A. program became law 
in 2011. Although the system was 
pitched to serve disabled children, 
in the years that followed, legisla-
tors, goaded by a rising number of 

school choice lobbyists circling 
Phoenix, gradually expanded eligi-
bility. Accounts were made available 
to those enrolled in or living within 
the zones of schools that earned D 
or F letter grades on their state re-
port card; children of active-duty 
military personnel or of the legally 
blind, deaf, or hard of hearing; stu-
dents living on Native American 
reservations; children in foster care; 
and siblings of qualified applicants. 
Arizona is now home to about 480 
private schools—nearly 60  percent 
of which have religious affiliations 
(predominantly Christian)—serving 
some 64,000 students.

When Hay started working on 
school choice reform, “It was a free-
market argument, which of course 
pits Republicans versus Democrats,” 
she told me. She and her cohort 
have since found success by ap-
proaching vouchers as a social jus-
tice concern, she said. “In the be-
ginning, it was, ‘Oh no, these are 
going to be the death of public 
school education.’ That opposition 
is pretty much over.”

As Arizona has become a hub 
for school choice, funding 
for traditional public edu-

cation has been depleted. More 
than a million school-age children 
live in the state, and 85 percent of 
them are enrolled in public schools. 
Unlike most states, Arizona has bor-
derless districts—students may attend 
whatever school they like, regardless 
of where they live. Mountain Sky is in 
one of the largest districts and re-
ceives federal Title I funding, which 
offers aid to schools with a predomi-
nance of students from low-income or 
impoverished families.

When Piehl took me through the 
lobby, she pointed out a large fish 
tank.  Mounta in Sky’s  STEM 
program—a draw, she told me—has 
fun with it. But the tank, like so 
many other learning tools—there, 
a nd  i n  s cho ol s  a ro u nd  t he 
country—has depended largely on 
teachers who use their free time 
looking for ways to collect money 
and on parents who have the means 
and the inclination to donate. The 
STEM teacher who brought in the 
tank had to apply for a grant to pay F R A N K L I N
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for it. Piehl did the same when she 
wanted to set up a garden for her 
students. Using sites like Donors 
Choose, other teachers have raised 
money to provide an early-morning 
aerospace class, 3-D printers, and 
laptops. Many expenses remain be-
yond reach. Trailers aside, the so-
cial studies textbooks are outdated 
and missing pages; last year, Moun-
tain Sky was unable to offer foreign 
language courses.

Piehl and her colleagues 
are accustomed to public 
education’s commonplace, 
workable hardships; ac-
cording to the most recent 
state report card, Moun-
tain Sky earned a B. But in 
less fortunate areas, the 
circumstances are dire. 
Last year, in the nearby 
Glendale Elementary 
School District, two 
schools shut down for 
weeks after workers discov-
ered that the buildings 
were not structurally 
sound; hundreds of stu-
dents were forced into 
temporary classrooms. 
Glendale has since be-
come one of several lead 
plaintiffs in a lawsuit 
against the state. The 
complaint, filed in May to 
Maricopa County Superi-
or Court, cites the loss of 
about $18.9  million in 
promised funds between 
2009 and 2015.

The battle over capital funding in 
Arizona is part of a larger struggle in 
public education, in which teachers 
must vie for support through litiga-
tion. In 1994, the same year that 
charter schools were introduced, 
Tim Hogan, an attorney with the 
Arizona Center for Law in the Public 
Interest, won a lawsuit against the 
state that challenged its practice of 
relying on districts to pay for public 
school maintenance through tax hikes 
and bonds. Such measures require vot-
er approval, and in some communities 
teachers had been going door-to-door 
asking neighbors to increase their tax-
es. Low-income and rural areas had lit-
tle or no capacity to pass bonds and 
overrides, Hogan argued, putting them 

at a disadvantage relative to their 
wealthier suburban peers.

For years, the state failed to other-
wise deliver the necessary cash. In 
1998, the legislature passed the Stu-
dents FIRST (Fair and Immediate 
Resources for Students Today) Act, 
which provided $1.3  billion to up-
grade deficient buildings and set a 
formula to provide at least $100 mil-
lion annually for maintenance. But 
much of that money never appeared. 

Within ten years, promised payments 
were suspended, and when the coun-
try was plunged into a recession, Jan 
Brewer, the Republican former gov-
ernor, began to slash the budget for 
“soft” capital (technology, furniture). 
Eventually, the statehouse voted to 
bail on its annual maintenance 
pledge altogether, and instead estab-
lished a grant for which desperate 
schools could apply.

As a result, teachers have been 
forced to continue canvassing. Piehl 
told me that she has done so on at 
least fifteen occasions. Most recently, 
her district had a request on the ballot 
last November for a bond that would 
improve technology and transporta-
tion, plus pay for structural upgrades to 
school buildings. She hoped that the 

construction could move her students 
into a real classroom. “It’s like we’re 
begging every time,” she told me. “And 
I hate being that person. A lot of vot-
ers are like, we get it, we’re voting yes. 
But then when you get those people 
that just don’t understand, it’s so de-
feating. It feels like berating to have to 
constantly go out and ask for more, 
more, more.” The bond was approved, 
though Piehl is still not sure whether 
she’ll get out of the trailer.

While the statehouse 
was starving the budget for 
infrastructure, Hogan filed 
another lawsuit, this time 
alleging that officials had 
cut inflation adjustments 
for its per-pupil funding 
formula. According to the 
Census Bureau’s latest 
available count, Arizona 
ranks forty-ninth in state-
provided per-pupil spend-
ing, offering just $7,489. 
(New York, the biggest 
spender, provides $21,206.) 
Arizona barely outranks 
Idaho, which has, as a cost-
cutting measure, reduced 
the school week in some 
districts to four days.

The inflation lawsuit 
took years, and public ed-
ucation continued to 
languish. In 2015, Arizo-
na officials devised a solu-
tion: Proposition 123, 
which would, in the next 
decade, pay schools 

$3.5 billion. That amount would cover 
about half of what the state had previ-
ously withheld (by Hogan’s count), 
plus what it would owe over time with 
the proper inflation adjustment. The 
measure was added to a special ballot, 
in May 2016, and without a better al-
ternative, voters narrowly approved it.

The passage of Prop 123 was an un-
satisfying victory for people working in 
public education. The average starting 
salary for a teacher in Arizona is 
$31,874, and the compensation for ele-
mentary school teachers there, when 
considering the cost of living, is the 
lowest in the country. According to 
the Arizona Republic, teachers in the 
Peoria Unified School District, for ex-
ample, were looking at a raise of $53 
every two weeks. Some cross the bor-
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der to California or Nevada in search 
of better wages; nearly 90 percent of 
teachers recruited to Arizona leave 
within five years. With 24 percent of 
the education workforce eligible for re-
tirement, the state is facing a severe 
teacher shortage. Most districts 
pledged to use their Prop 123 money to 
increase teachers’ salaries in an at-
tempt to keep them in the classroom.

In January, Governor Ducey vowed 
that in his budget for the 2018 fiscal 
year teachers would see their compen-
sation go up. His plan factored in 
already-scheduled payments to 
schools (a result of Prop 123), along 
with $114 million in new spending. “If 
you take all of this money combined,” 
he told the local NBC affiliate, “there 
is the potential for a ten-thousand-
dollar raise for each of our teachers. 
Now, our schools have needs in addi-
tion to that, but there are dollars 
there to see our teachers get raises. 
That’s left to our principals and su-
perintendents to do it.”

Ducey’s estimation was rather opti-
mistic. The final state budget, passed 
in May, included a meager 2 percent 
raise for teachers, spread over two 
years. Not a single Democrat voted in 
favor. That same month, Hogan filed 
yet another lawsuit against Arizona’s 
government, arguing that its school fi-
nance system is unconstitutional.

One morning, I met Steve Farley, a 
Democratic state senator, in his office. 
Farley, at fifty-four, is tall and wears 
black-framed rectangular glasses. His 
office was filled with photographs he 
had taken of the Arizona desert; when 
he’s not at the capitol, he runs a graph-
ic design company from his district, in 
Tucson. His two daughters attended 
public schools there. At Tucson High 
School, he said, 10  percent of class-
rooms are uninhabitable because 
building-renewal funds have been 
slashed. Not long ago, when one of his 
daughters’ En glish teachers lamented 
her inability to teach The Kite Runner 
(the district’s sole set was unavailable), 
he went out and bought forty copies. 
“But parents shouldn’t be the ones 
buying books for classrooms,” he said. 
“That’s our duty, and we have been 
derelict of that duty.”

Farley, who announced in June that 
he would challenge Ducey for the gov-
ernor’s office next year, was the child 

of public-school teachers. “Teachers are 
dedicated to their career,” he told me. 
“They’re dedicated to their kids. They 
want to help. It’s a crusade for them. 
And they’re willing to do it, no matter 
how badly they’re treated. But we’re 
reaching the end of their ropes.”

The Phoenix Mountains Pre-
serve is a sprawl of desert peaks 
and rocky, arid valleys criss-

crossed by trails. At its base is Gateway 
Academy, a private school for “twice 
exceptional” children—students with 
Asperger’s syndrome (high-functioning 
autism) who are also academically gift-
ed. When I visited, all seventy-five pu-
pils were gathered in the gym for their 
morning meeting. A small boy was 
leading everyone in silent meditation. 
Gateway’s executive director, Robin 
Sweet, led me around the campus: a 
two-story building flanked by a desert 
tortoise habitat, a vegetable garden, 
and a pavilion with a misting system for 
especially hot days. A large sports field 
was filled in with either Bermuda grass 
or ryegrass, depending on the season.

Sweet told me that her son Nikolai 
has Asperger’s. He showed early signs 
of curiosity and intelligence, but once 
he entered kindergarten he had a 
hard time with structure. He changed 
schools frequently; a psychologist said 
that he had ADHD; teachers would 
hand Sweet pink slips for his bad be-
havior. “You start slinking down,” she 
recalled. Nikolai was diagnosed with 
Asperger’s when he was ten, and by 
that time he was enrolled at a private 
school. When the director announced 
plans to sell, Sweet and her husband 
decided to take it over. Under their 
leadership, the focus was narrowed to 
serve only children with the same 
needs as their son. “How do you edu-
cate all those different learners under 
one roof? Well, you don’t.” Sweet went 
on, “A lot of the parents were spending 
all of their free time taking these kids 
to occupational therapy and speech 
and language and equine therapy. This 
is exhausting.” The Sweets would take 
care of everything; at Gateway there is 
a “sensory room” where therapy ses-
sions are held in private tents.

In the gym, she introduced me to 
Antonio Gipson, who was about to 
graduate. Antonio, tall and athletic, 
wore a Gateway T-shirt. He had en-

rolled in 2015, after years of languish-
ing in public and charter schools 
around his hometown of Tempe. “The 
mind-set was, ‘We’re not here to teach 
you,’ in a sense, ‘We’re here to prepare 
you for college,’ ” he told me. “You ei-
ther sink or you swim. I struggled and 
gave up on it.”

When Antonio’s grandmother 
learned about Empowerment Scholar-
ship Accounts from a colleague, she 
pounced. Families seeking an E.S.A. 
simply submit a two-page form to the 
Department of Education. Last year, 
about two thirds were accepted—
though that rate is likely to change 
now that the remaining restrictions 
have been lifted, and any family with 
savvy and prep school ambitions may 
apply. Once a request has been suc-
cessfully processed, the state issues a 
debit card loaded with money that par-
ents can use for tuition and fees (in-
cluding uniforms, labs, and books), 
homeschooling expenses, online 
classes, therapy if the student has a 
disability, tutoring, and standardized 
tests. The card cannot be used for 
everything—bus fare and lunch 
money are excluded. In the most re-
cent school year, 3,500 students par-
ticipated in the E.S.A. program, a 
majority of whom had special needs. 
On average, students who had no di-
agnosed disabilities received $5,700, 
and those who did got $19,000. Ac-
cording to a report by  EdChoice, a 
pro-voucher group, most of that 
money was used to pay for private 
schools. The Gipsons were provided 
with $25,500, which covered Anto-
nio’s full tuition at Gateway.

Gateway offers twenty-two world 
languages (taught under the guidance 
of an instructor using the Rosetta 
Stone program), and Antonio cheer-
fully demonstrated how he introduced 
himself in Japanese. Then he said, 
“When I came here, with the smaller 
class sizes, you get way more help than 
you would in a district or even a char-
ter school. When I realized the level at 
which I was able to succeed, I became 
more confident. Then, you know how 
you get that mind-set where you speak 
something into existence? That’s what 
it turned into. Since then it’s not nec-
essarily a cakewalk, but it’s been easi-
er.” He made friends, started playing 
basketball, and joined the National 



40   HARPER’S MAGAZINE / SEPTEMBER 2017

Honor Society. A few weeks after we 
met, he was named valedictorian, 
while Sweet looked on, beaming.

Antonio, I learned later, had be-
come a poster boy for Arizona’s 
school choice advocates. In January, 
he gave a speech before the legisla-
ture, telling members that his E.S.A. 
had turned his life around; other 
Gateway kids were brought along to 
fill the chambers. His story is moving, 
if not entirely representative. Al-
though E.S.A.’s are still advertised as 
a solution for disabled children of col-
or trapped in “failing” schools, the 
Arizona Republic found that more 
than 75 percent of last year’s funding 
diverted from public schools to these 
accounts came at the expense of dis-
tricts with an A or a B on their state 
report card. More students from 
wealthy communities have taken ad-
vantage of the program than students 
from poor ones—possibly because 
when the awarded amount does not 
entirely cover private tuition, parents 
must make up the difference. Trans-
portation costs can also thwart stu-
dents from low-income backgrounds. 
Last year, a meager 4  percent of 
E.S.A. kids came from districts with a 
grade of D or below, and the amounts 
they received tended to be lower than 
those of their peers.

For years, critics have expressed 
concerns about the system’s lack of 
oversight. A woman in Chandler, a 
suburb of Phoenix, was indicted on 
charges that she had used her sons’ 
E.S.A.’s to buy a high-definition 
television, a smartphone, and two 
tablet devices, and allegedly to pay 
for an abortion. A couple with chil-
dren enrolled in the program 
bought approved educational items 
that they later returned for store 
credit; in exchange, they took home 
a stuffed animal, a snow globe, a 
World of Warcraft calendar, and a 
Walking Dead board game. Others 
have used E.S.A. money on dating 
websites, hotel rooms, and fast food. 
Since the program’s debut, regula-
tions have been introduced to rein 
in abuse. But in June 2016, a state 
audit found that, over a recent six-
month period, parents had misspent 
more than $102,000 in E.S.A. mon-
ey, and less than a quarter of it had 
been recovered.

The audit couldn’t stop the E.S.A. 
program from growing. The latest ex-
pansion bill was introduced by Debbie 
Lesko, a Republican state senator, who 
invited me to her office. She has blue 
eyes and long, straight blond hair. 
That day, she was wearing a beige 
skirt. “My question to the opponents,” 
she said, “is, why would you not want 
to give parents a choice to find the 
best education for their child?” She 
dismissed claims that E.S.A. money 
has been siphoned from public schools, 
and drew me a diagram on scrap paper 
to help explain the state’s complicated 
education-funding system. By her 
math—which she repeated over the 
months of legislative wrangling—the 
program would save taxpayers as much 
as $4,300 per student.

But the state’s nonpartisan Joint Leg-
islative Budget Committee released a 
report refuting her accounting. Their 
estimate had the E.S.A. program cost-
ing Arizona an extra $24 million by 
2021. Lesko made adjustments to her 
bill, and upon seeing the new numbers, 
the J.L.B.C. determined that the pro-
gram could save money if it had a cap. 
The legislation that passed in April set 
a cap on enrollment, but after the vote, 
the Goldwater Institute, a leading 
school choice group, sent an email to 
its supporters pledging that the cap 
would be lifted. Parents began collect-
ing signatures to undo the law with a 
referendum; the Peoria Unified School 
District, which Lesko represents, voted 
to formally denounce the program, and 
a few protesters picketed outside her 
house. When I asked her about the 
response, she said, “It’s not fun to have 
people calling me names and saying I’m 
a devil for what I believe in, but I just 
keep fighting.” She recently called on 
unions to drop the “over-the-top” reac-
tion to vouchers and embrace “educa-
tional options.” She told me, “Other-
wise, it’s just a monopoly.”

The E.S.A. program has become 
part of a national debate over 
the relevance of facts in policy-

making. “The expansion is really not 
about choice, because Arizona already 
has unlimited choice—families can go 
wherever they want right now,” Tim 
Ogle, the executive director of the Ari-
zona School Boards Association, told 
me, referring to the borderless districts. 

“It’s about privatization, which is very 
different conceptually.” He went on, 
“The expansion has to do with pub-
lic money in private schools, where 
there’s no accountability, financially 
or educationally.”

Ogle conceded that the needs of 
some disabled students can’t be met in 
public schools. But such a significant 
investment in a private system won’t 
help most of them. “We have great evi-
dence that these voucher programs 
have really harmed children,” he said.

When Governor Ducey signed the 
new E.S.A. bill into law, he did so in 
the absence of any studies evaluating 
its effectiveness. Across the country, 
there has been relatively little long-
term research examining voucher pro-
grams, and the findings that do exist 
are at best mixed. In Milwaukee, a re-
port found that while some voucher 
kids are more likely to graduate on to a 
four-year college, there is little to sup-
port the notion that, on the basis of 
test scores, they are better prepared. A 
recent study of Indiana’s program, 
which was expanded while Mike 
Pence was the governor, discovered 
that students saw drops in math scores, 
and did not improve in reading until 
they spent at least four years in private 
school. In April, the U.S. Department 
of Education released an analysis of 
the program in Washington, D.C., the 
nation’s only federally funded voucher 
system. The results were grim: Stu-
dents who used vouchers earned mark-
edly lower scores on math tests in their 
first year compared with those who ap-
plied but did not receive a voucher. 
Children in kindergarten through fifth 
grade also had lower reading scores. 
Secretary  DeVos defended the program 
anyway, insisting that parents over-
whelmingly support it.

The election of Trump, and  DeVos’s 
confirmation, has effectively made 
school choice into national policy. 
The vouchers, education savings ac-
counts, and tax-credit programs that 
already exist are poised to grow. This 
year, thirty-five states have introduced 
bills that would either create or ex-
pand school choice programs. On the 
federal level,  DeVos’s education budget 
proposal includes $9.2 billion in cuts. 
(If implemented, it will gut teacher 
preparation and professional develop-
ment, after-school programs, Special 
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Olympics activities, American history, 
and the arts, among other things.) She 
will instead finance her school choice 
priorities, namely a $250 million in-
crease in scholarships that send kids to 
private (including religious) schools 
and a $1 billion infusion to the Fur-
thering Options for Children to Un-
lock Success (FOCUS) program, 
which sends money to districts that do 
away with zoning and adopt open 
enrollment—as Arizona does.

In June, DeVos’s camp received judi-
cial validation. The U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled in favor of the Trinity Lu-
theran Church Child Learning Cen-
ter, in Missouri, which sought public 
funds to build a playground. “We 
should all celebrate the fact that pro-
grams designed to help students will 
no longer be discriminated against by 
the government based solely on reli-
gious affiliation,” DeVos cheered. In 
the dissent, Justice Sotomayor, joined 
by Justice Ginsburg, wrote that the de-
cision “slights both our precedents and 
our history, and its reasoning weakens 
this country’s longstanding commit-
ment to a separation of church and 
state beneficial to both.”

When DeVos is called on to provide 
specifics or address concerns about her 
platform, she tends to fumble. During 
a Senate hearing on her department’s 
budget, when asked whether schools 
participating in a national voucher 
program would be punished for unfair 
treatment of L.G.B.T.Q. or disabled 
students, her first answer was not that 
she opposed all forms of discrimina-
tion. She could muster only one reply, 
repeated fourteen times: “Schools that 
receive federal funds must follow feder-
al law.” Her response was especially 
distressing given that Trump has re-
scinded an Obama-era guidance in-
structing schools to interpret Title IX, 
a federal law against discrimination, as 
extending to trans students. She also 
failed to answer questions about legal 
requirements for special-needs chil-
dren. Millions of parents took note.

One of them was Michelle, a moth-
er in central Arizona who several years 
ago signed up for an E.S.A. Her son 
has autism.* When she brought him to 
private school for second grade, she 
was surprised to find that his teacher 
* To protect his privacy, she requested that I 
not use their last name.

held no state-certified credentials to 
teach special education—training that 
is mandatory in public schools but un-
regulated at private institutions. As 
the semester went on, parents received 
little information about their children’s 
academic progress. The school gave 
few assessments and, at the time, was 
not required to administer state tests. 
“It was hard to get a real gauge on 
where he was academically,” Michelle 
said of her son. “In the private school 
it was kind of like, ‘Everything’s great!’ 
Well, everything can’t be that great. I 
know what kinds of questions to ask, 
and I didn’t always feel like I was get-
ting the most accurate reflection of my 
child.” (Under the latest version of the 
law, private schools receiving E.S.A. 
funds will now have to give state tests, 
but many won’t be required to make 
scores public.)

When Michelle voluntarily en-
rolled her son in a private school, she 
had waived his right to a personalized 
plan for education and support, guar-
anteed under federal law by the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education 
Act. She worried that keeping her 
son in a private environment might 
prove detrimental to his ability to 
learn how to function in the real 
world. After three years, with some 
hesitation, she returned him to public 
school. Since then, he has enjoyed 
greater stability, and Michelle receives 
quarterly reports that help her keep 
tabs on his reading and writing skills. 
It turned out that a system for the 
masses was what worked for her son.

Katie Piehl’s mother, Nancy, 
worked in public schools her 
entire career. Her life was 

shaped by a transfer she made as a 
schoolgirl in Saginaw, Michigan. She 
grew up on the outskirts of town, 
with the “farm folk,” and attended a 
private parochial school until she was 
fourteen. But when it was time for 
high school, she attended a racially 
diverse public school in the city.

At the time, not many kids she 
knew went to college. Nancy be-
came the first person in her family 
to pursue higher education, and she 
studied speech pathology at Western 
Michigan University, which is pub-
lic. She met her husband there. It 
was the early Seventies; he enlisted 
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in the Air Force and managed to 
avoid Vietnam by getting stationed 
in Omaha, Nebraska. After three 
years, the couple had a chance to 
move. “We picked Phoenix sight 
unseen, and we went,” Nancy told 
me. When they arrived, the olean-
ders were blooming. She plotted out 
all the city’s school districts on a 
map so that her husband could take 
her to drop off job applications at 
each one. She moved through 
schools in south Phoenix before 
landing in the Washington Elemen-
tary district, home of Mountain 
Sky, where she later enrolled Katie 
and her sister. Nancy’s colleagues 
elsewhere in Phoenix envied her 
district’s model for speech therapy: 
she was supported by a special-
education teacher, another full-time 
speech therapist, and an assistant.

At times, she’d fi nd that her job was 
misunderstood. “People would always 
write letters to the editor and say 
teachers shouldn’t get paid much be-
cause they have three months off ev-
ery summer and spring break and fall 
break,” she said. She retired in 2007, 
and by then her school’s speech model 
had been reduced to just one therapist 
and two aides—the result, Nancy said, 
of cost-cutting. “I think people should 
understand how much of their life a 
good teacher invests in their school, 
their kids, and their job. That takes a 
lot of time, and Katie throws herself 
into it.” She added, “If I were a teacher, 
I’d be real disillusioned.”

Before I left Arizona, Katie invited 
me to her home—a modest fi rst-fl oor 
apartment in central Phoenix, sur-
rounded by vine-covered boutiques 
and trendy coffee shops. She described 
it as “snooty, kind of,” and explained 
that the rent was a bit of a stretch. 
When she began teaching eleven years 
ago, her salary was $29,000; last year 
she earned $40,000. With help from 
her mom, she has become impressively 
thrifty, and manages to save enough to 
invest hundreds of dollars every year in 
her classroom.

We sat at her wooden dining table, 
which was decorated with a vase of 
white flowers. Her cats, Henry and 
James, jumped in and out of our laps. 
“You have such incredible teachers out 
there who’re doing so much for their 
students, and it’s getting harder and 

harder every year,” she said. I asked her 
about the latest E.S.A. expansion. 
“Don’t do more to make it harder on us,” 
she replied. “Our job is tough enough as 
it is. It feels like every year we have to do 
more with less. And this just adds to it.”

She took a sip of water. For her 
mother, teaching was a way of opting 
into her community; for Katie, it has 
become difficult to grasp what her 
efforts are worth to those she works 
for. “I don’t think education should 
always necessarily be a high-paying 
job, because then you’re going to get 
the wrong kind of people,” she went 
on. “But pay should be something 
that’s not a joke. It feels like a joke 
when I talk about my salary. Why 
am I not valued as a professional? I’m 
good at what I do, and I work hard. I 
just don’t feel valued much as a 
member of society.”

Nancy had told me that she 
couldn’t imagine her daughter doing 
anything besides teaching. As Katie 
and I talked, I asked what she thought 
about leaving her career, or perhaps 
Arizona. “I feel like I’ve found enough 
ways to make it doable, but as things 
continue the way they do over time—” 
She paused. “I’d like to say no, but at 
the same time, who knows? I might 
just get fed up.”   Q
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SCHOOL SURVIVAL GUIDE
By Russell Lynes

From “Can the Private Schools Survive?,” which appeared in the January 1948 issue of Harper’s Magazine. The complete essay—along with 
the magazine’s entire 167-year archive—is available online at harpers.org/fromthearchive.

D
uring the depressed years of the 
Thirties a good many private 

schools went out of business. Others cut 
their faculty salaries back to levels 
which confirmed teachers in their sus-
picion that of all professions they were 
the most vulnerable. Almost without 
exception the schools saw 
their backlog of applications 
and their ability to pick and 
choose submerged in a 
scramble to find enough stu-
dents to meet the overhead. 

These temporal matters 
are, however, less of a worry 
than the spiritual ones. The 
schools are soul-searching, 
and the headmasters and 
headmistresses are acutely 
aware that the only way to 
avert something close to a di-
saster is to convince the pub-
lic that their schools are indispensable. 

Public relations are a new concern 
to the private schools. The attacks 
from many quarters against anything 
that smacks of “special privilege,” the 
new emphasis on “democracy” and the 
rights of common men, the concern 
with race and religious prejudice—
these constitute a threat to a kind of 
education which for the most part has 
been the special privilege of well-to-
do, white, Protestant families. The 
private schools have been attacked in 
the press (as they were not long ago 
when a proposed bill for federal sup-
port of education included private as 
well as public schools); public school 
educators for the most part resent 
them or at least do not take them seri-
ously; most newspapers seem to think 
they belong on the society page only. 
They realize they have a reputation—

partly deserved, partly exaggerated—
to live down. They were not prepared 
to face so articulate a change of senti-
ment as that which started during the 
Depression and grew in the war years. 
They are on the defensive, and their 
weapons are rather more theoretical 

than practical, or at least so they 
must seem to those who regard equal-
ity of educational opportunity as ba-
sic to the privileges of children in a 
democratic society. 

A
nyone who has discussed private 
schools with public school educa-

tors has been challenged to answer a 
question which goes beyond matters 
of independence and gets to the root 
of the system of private education. If 
there were no private schools, they 
ask, and the parents who now expend 
their interest, influence, and money on 
them were forced to patronize the 
public schools, wouldn’t all public 
education benefit? Wouldn’t these 
mothers and fathers be more inter-
ested in the quality of public educa-
tion? Wouldn’t they bring pressure to 
bear to make public education more 

effective, and wouldn’t this improve 
the educational opportunities of all 
American children? 

These are reasonable and important 
questions. It seems to me that the 
level of public education would be 
raised in those communities where 

any appreciable number of 
children now go to local pri-
vate schools or are sent away 
to school. There is almost 
nothing, educationally, that 
the public schools in such 
places could not do if they 
had the financial support and 
intelligent backing of the 
whole community. But few 
communities could afford to 
have special schools, or even 
special classes, for the ablest 
boys and girls. It would be the 
wealthy suburbs that would 

benefit first if there were no private 
schools. This raises a counterquestion: 
Would not better schools in a limited 
number of wealthy communities consti-
tute a social problem just such as that 
which the private schools now create—
one of special educational privilege 
based on wealth? 

There is nothing the matter with 
the basic aims and ideals, with the 
variety of kinds of education private 
schools offer. But there is a great deal 
that many Americans dislike in the 
concept of special education for the 
well-to-do, especially at a time when 
public education needs all the support 
it can muster. If they are to justify 
themselves, the private schools must 
use their independence not merely as 
a barricade against the pressures they 
mistrust but as a weapon in the service 
of the entire community.  Q

F R O M  T H E  A R C H I V E

1 9 4 8
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afford the dowry. After 
more banter, the sol-
diers agreed to let us 
stay the night and go 
with them to the front 
in the morning. 

A few minutes later, 
an Iraqi Army Humvee 
screeched up to the 
building, and an officer 
ordered us to accom-
pany him to a forward 
command post. The 

brass had discovered that we were in town without 
permission. Just a month earlier, the Iraqi Army 
had been welcoming journalists, boasting of vic-
tories against the militants, but there was no 
boasting now. It was the wrong time to be covering 
the Battle of Mosul.

The Humvee tore over fields and potholed 
roads littered with stonework from demolished 
houses, and brought us to a street lined with 
lavish villas. A massive, armored military truck 
blocking the street’s entrance reversed to let us 
through and then resumed its position—it was 
there to keep out suicide bombers. Inside a 
clean single-story house, Major Salam, a media 
officer for the Special Operations Forces, de-
manded to know how we had entered Hay 

T here were 
no civilian 
cars on the 

streets of Mosul, 
Iraq, last December, 
when the veteran 
war photographer 
Don  McCullin and I 
hitched a ride in an 
Iraqi Army pickup. 
A few children 
smiled and flashed V 
signs at us, but the 
adults’ stares betrayed hostility or, at best, caution. 
If Islamic State fighters returned, anyone seen con-
sorting with the army would be punished.

The soldiers took us to an abandoned house in 
Hay Tahrir (“Liberation Quarter”), a working-class 
neighborhood in the northeast. Islamic State 
fighters had only recently been expelled from the 
area. A blanket was tacked up over the doorway, 
and daylight came in through the mortar holes in 
the walls. We dropped onto the dirty floor, folding 
our legs bedouin-style. The soldiers offered us tea, 
which had been brewing on a gas burner.

The Iraqis asked  McCullin how old he was. 
Eighty-one, he said. Did he have children? Four 
boys and a girl. One soldier asked permission to 
marry his daughter.  McCullin told him he couldn’t 

ALL THE LAST WARS
Around the world with the Goya of conflict photography

By Charles Glass
Photographs by Don McCullin

Charles Glass was the chief Middle East correspondent for ABC News from 1983 to 1993. His latest book, Syria Burn-
ing, was reissued in 2016 by Verso. Don McCullin is a photographer based in Somerset, En gland. His three-volume 

monograph Irreconcilable Truths was published last year by Provocateur Press.

A mother and daughter near Checkpoint Charlie, West Berlin, August 1961
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Top: A man with his two sons, one of whom lost a leg in a scrapyard accident, Bradford, 

England, 1978. Bottom: A food-distribution center, Biafra, Nigeria, April 1968
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 Tahrir. We admitted that his men had brought 
us, and attempted to convince him of the pub-
lic’s right to know what was going on. The major 
was unimpressed and ordered us out of the city.

We were climbing into the Humvee when a 
soldier rushed out and hustled us back into the 
villa—a suicide bomber was heading our way. 
There was an eerie silence as we awaited the all 
clear, and then a massive explosion. Blast 
waves ripped through the air, rattling the win-
dows.  McCullin, who had photographed Viet-
nam, Biafra, and twenty other wars, told me he 
had never heard a detonation like it. A soldier 
explained that it was a double blast—rocket 
and car bomb.  McCullin wanted to photograph 

the burning car, but the soldiers would not let 
him near.

I looked at  McCullin. He was furious. Until 
that moment, he had been as thrilled as a teenag-
er on his first date. That was his usual mood in 
this kind of situation. I had seen it before: with 
Eritrean guerrillas in 1975, Palestinian comman-
dos in 1976, Kurdish peshmerga fighters in 1991 
and 2003, and Shiite Hashd al-Shaabi militiamen 
in 2015.  A makeshift barracks was his milieu.

McCullin was already known as the Goya 
of modern conflict photography when I 
first met him, in 1975. We were in Khar-

toum, Sudan. He had just arrived from Beirut, 

Palestinians fleeing gunmen from the Lebanese Front, Beirut, January 1976
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pounds and began taking pictures of the Guv’nors, 
his hooligan friends in Finsbury Park. The group 
was suspected in the murder of a policeman, and he 
sold one of the photos to the Observer for fifty 
pounds. In 1961, he traveled to Germany to photo-
graph the building of the Berlin Wall and got a taste 
for working abroad. In 1964, the newspaper assigned 
him to cover his first war—Britain’s suppression of 
the Greek insurgency. Eventually, he moved to the 
Observer’s rival, the Sunday Times, at a time when 
its editor, Harold Evans, was producing the best 
journalism in Britain.

His career often took him away from home. 
He had three children with his wife, Christine; 
when she died of cancer in 1988, they were 
separated, but McCullin was still at her side. 
Then, a few months later, his girlfriend left him 
when their son was just two. Don, who never 
hid his good or bad moods, reached an all-time 
low—there were long days in the darkroom, 
longer nights drinking beer. In Unreasonable 
Behaviour, the autobiography he published in 
1990, he bade farewell to the war coverage that 
had made his career. In a subsequent edition of 
the book, he wrote,

Work on the autobiography also constituted a kind 
of healing. It gave some much-needed coherence to 
my life at war and also, as I then thought, sealed its 
closure. Readers were informed that those days were 
well behind me.

They were not behind him for long. “Soon 
after finishing the original version of this book,” 
he wrote in the memoir’s updated edition, “I was 
sitting at home in Batcombe vaguely wondering 
what to do next when the phone rang.” I remem-
ber that call, because I made it. It was March 
1991. The United States was expelling the Iraqi 
Army from Kuwait, and the Kurds were about to 
rebel against Saddam Hussein’s forces in north-
ern Iraq. It didn’t take long to persuade McCullin 
to join me, and a few days later we were paddling 
across the Euphrates.

The Kurds took us from town to village to 
town on their southward advance toward the oil-
fields of Kirkuk. Their plan was to go on to Bagh-
dad, where they would join up with rebellious 
Shiites from the south to overthrow Saddam. 
Kirkuk, though, was the farthest they got. Three 
years into the revolt, the United States granted 
Saddam permission to deploy helicopter gun-
ships. Don wrote,

That evening, Charlie and I stood high up on a 
hotel balcony taking in the miracle of a Kurdish-
held Kirkuk. Then the gunfire started. Thou-
sands of tracer bullets came streaming in. These 
great armadas of deadly incoming lighted steel 
were the clearest possible announcement that 
the Iraqi Army had not gone very far. Charlie 
turned to me and said, “Time to go.”

disgruntled at his failure to organize a trip to shoot 
an insurgency in Yemen. At thirty-nine, he was 
lean and tough, ready to fight at any suspected in-
sult. In a wistful voice, he confessed that he missed 
being the youngest journalist on a story. His way to 
keep going was to better himself, not to compete 
with anyone or settle.

McCullin was a son of the Blitz, evacuated as a 
five-year-old from the German bombing of London 
to a series of wretched farms. His father died young 
of respiratory illness, and his mother was a tough 
fighter for her three children. After compulsory 
military service in Kenya, Cyprus, Yemen, and 
Egypt, where he failed the Royal Air Force’s pho-
tography test, he bought a Rolleicord for thirty 
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That was the best of the many trips we made 
together. “I was able to photograph an amazing 
battle at the railway station, and there were imag-
es to be taken of the debris left behind by the 
fleeing Iraqi soldiers,” Don wrote, “broken vehi-
cles, crumpled weapons and equipment, and 
even, bizarrely, discarded uniforms.” 

Last year,  McCullin spoke to the Financial 
Times about his guilt at exploiting the suffering of 
others. “I used to combat that morally indefensi-
ble position by risking my life,” he said. “I’d go fur-
ther than anybody else. When you see your own 
blood, you feel that you’ve been exonerated   . . . 
you’re not a creep, you’re not leeching.”

Back home, he retired from war again, this 
time, he said, for good. Then, in December 2002, 
he received “another of those Lucifer-like tele-
phone calls from Charlie Glass.” The United 
States had launched a new war against Saddam 
Hussein. I was already in Iraq.  McCullin assured 
his new wife, Catherine, that he would be home 
with her and their newborn son in two weeks. He 
returned two months later.

Over the next decade,  McCullin did some 
work at home, but war remained his pas-
sion. So in December 2016, he was eager 

to go to Mosul to document the city’s “liberation” 
from the Islamic State. But our trip didn’t go as 

hoped. The Iraqi military had banned reporting 
from inside the city, and our best attempts to cir-
cumvent it—pulling strings, calling in favors, lying 
at checkpoints, flattering a heavy-drinking 
general—got us nowhere.

How long could we wait? How many futile 
attempts would we have to make to enter Mo-
sul? In Erbil, Fuad Hussein, the chief of staff to 
the president of Kurdistan, told us, “Mosul will 
be liberated, but don’t ask me when.” The co-
alition’s American spokesman, Colonel John 
L.  Dorrian, pointed out that “Mosul is five 
times the size of Ramadi, and Ramadi took six 
months.”  McCullin had had enough. We went 
home to spend Christmas with our families.

The press ban remained in force until late 
January, when Hussein sent me an email: 
“The eastern side [of Mosul] today has been 
completely liberated.” The war was not 
over—on the west bank of the Tigris, the Is-
lamic State was dug deep into the midst of 
750,000 civilians—but the media could re-
turn. In July, the Iraqi Army declared victory 
over the Islamic State in the city.  McCullin 
could have gone back to Iraq to document 
the new part of the assault, but after the frus-
trations of the previous trip, he said he would 
never go back.

Of course, he’d said that before.  Q

Refugees, Mosul, Iraq, November 2016
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ordinates into a touchscreen computer with the 
other. The reel of the harvester head spun 
steadily below us like the paddle wheel of a river 
steamer, standing up stalks so that the toothed 
blades could cut a dozen rows at a go. The feed 
auger corkscrewed the cut plants into the mouth 
of the combine, where a throbbing set of thresh-
ers splintered the dry pods, collecting the oily 

BRINGING IN  
THE BEANS

Harvest on an American family farm

By Ted Genoways

Ted Genoways is the author of The Chain: Farm, Factory, and the Fate of Our Food. A form of this article 
will appear in This Blessed Earth: A Year in the Life of an American Family Farm, out this month from 
W. W. Norton. Genoways lives outside Lincoln, Nebraska. This article was produced in collaboration with 

the Food and Environment Reporting Network, a nonprofit investigative news organization. 

The bright-green hulk of our John Deere 
combine harvester crept across the field of soy-
beans. It was late in the day, early October, the 
sun low. A cloud of hulls and chaff spewed 
from the back of the combine, then swirled up 
around us and blazed in the glow. Sealed in the 
dustless quiet of the cab, Rick Hammond stead-
ied the wheel with one hand and punched co-

The auger arm of the combine harvester off-loads soybeans into the grain cart. All 
photographs by Mary Anne Andrei, from Nebraska, unless otherwise noted
Page border: Sunset in Hamilton County (detail)
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seeds inside and sending them spiraling up to 
the grain tank behind Rick’s chair. Harvested 
beans ticked against the back window like a 
light summer hail. The only other sounds were 
the Pong-like beeps from the computer.

“Okay,” Rick said at last, marking the final 
coordinates, “we’re on autosteer now.” And to 
show me, he took his hands off the wheel. “I 
thought I’d be able to retire before I had to get 
autosteer,” he sighed. Rick is in his sixties, tan 
and weatherworn, but still plenty fit. Most days, 
he works sunup to sun-
down, especially during 
harvest. It wasn’t the long 
hours that were getting to 
be too much, he said, but 
trying to keep up with 
the technology. “The rea-
son for all this is inputs,” 
he explained. “Inputs” is 
a kind of catchall term on 
the farm, a word used to 
cover any overhead or re-
volving costs—seed, fer-
tilizer, herbicides, pesti-
cides, as well as payments 
on past investments and 
big costs for the year, 
such as a new tractor or 
additional land. Every-
thing hinges on keeping 
your inputs as low as possible without jeopar-
dizing your yield.

The combine continued along, following the 
contours of the planting lines automatically re-
corded months earlier by G.P.S. As we moved, 
our progress was charted on the touchscreen in 
varying colors to show where each row or part 
of a row was above or below the target for 
bushels-per-acre for this field. All of that data is 
recorded and stored to plan for next year, help-
ing farmers decide how to adjust the density of 
their seed populations, where to apply fertilizer, 
how much to water, where to add inputs, and 
where to save money. The sun was setting now, 
just south of the Platte River in eastern Nebras-
ka, turning the browned plants a radiant gold, 
but onscreen the colors of our current swath 
shifted back and forth from green to yellow, 
from profit to loss.

The thin difference became especially appar-
ent in 2014. At the end of June of that year, crop 
counters at the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
released new estimates projecting that the sum-
mer’s mild weather and above-average rainfall 
would result in a higher-than-expected yield. It’s 
the kind of prediction that sounds like good 
news, but for farmers it meant an upcoming glut 
of grain. One report calculated that the national 
soybean yield would be 3.3 million acres higher 

than expected at planting—not just cutting into 
profits but actually outstripping domestic de-
mand. On news of such unprecedented surplus-
es, soybean futures, which had topped $17 per 
bushel, dropped below $10.

Then, in August, in the weeks just before 
harvest, a series of downpours moved across the 
middle of Nebraska, dumping two to three 
inches of rain at a time, pushing back the start 
date for bringing in the beans. While he waited 
anxiously for the fields to dry enough that a 

harvester wouldn’t mire in the mud, Rick 
watched projections for the national yield go up 
and up. Every day that the crops stayed out, un-
harvested and undelivered to the co-op, the 
per-bushel prices went lower. For weeks in near-
by towns, at the firehouse in Hordville and the 
bar in Polk, even at the Iron Skillet at the 
truck stop south of York, the talk had turned to 
the traders in Chicago making bank on the 
backs of farmers. Rick didn’t have time for idle 
chatter. He moved an old grain bin in from a 
distant part of the farm to store as much of the 
harvest as possible and wait out the down mar-
ket, and he tested the moisture at the edges of 
the fields every morning.

When he finally caught a day of clear sky 
and enough of a breeze to get going, the 
ground, after weeks of rain, was still so wet that 
bringing in all the equipment they’d need to 
work the field—the harvester, the tractor and 
grain cart, and the semi to haul the beans 
away—was going to compact the soggy soil and 
make it too dense to plant next year. After 
some thought, Rick decided to make the sacri-
fice. The decision might seem impulsive—why 
not wait just a few more days?—but “beans are 
weird,” Rick told me. Unlike most crops, which 
are planted in the spring, grow all summer, and 
begin to mature only when the weather turns 

Kyle Galloway turns the harvester as the sun sets 
Page borders: Hammond family land (details) 
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cold and the air dries, soybeans are short-day 
plants—meaning, simply, that their final stages 
of maturity are triggered by waning hours of 
sun. With every day of earlier nightfall, the 
beans grow riper.

This poses two major problems when you 
run into an unusually wet September. First, the 
days get shorter no matter what. Weather-
dependent crops like corn slow their matura-
tion on rainy days. You can get lucky—catch a 
warm spell or even a single sunny day—and get 
out in the field and back on track. Not so with 
soybeans. While you’re waiting for the clouds 
to clear, the beans are going past maturity. Sec-
ond, soybeans have to be delivered to the grain 
elevator at a precisely defined moisture rate: 
13  percent. “We’re at twelve-point-nine right 
now.” Rick showed me on the touchscreen. 
“But when we get down there where the 
ground is a little wetter, it’ll go back up.” Above 
14 percent, he said, the grain elevator not only 
charges you for drying but also docks you for 
the estimated shrinkage. “And you would 
think, ‘Well, one percent of moisture would be 
one percent of shrink,’ ” Rick told me, “but no. 
They dock you one and a half percent.” At 
15  percent moisture, they’re apt to reject the 
whole load.

So to make your best profit on soybeans, you 
need a sunny day (but not too sunny) with a 
dry breeze (but not too dry), and you need that 
day to fall exactly when the plant has received 
the precise number of hours—yes, hours—of 
sunlight from the moment you planted it 
months earlier. To make hitting such a tight 
window even remotely possible, seed compa-
nies, like Rick’s supplier,  DuPont Pioneer, have 
hybridized soybeans for nearly a century—and 
genetically modified them in recent decades—
according to bands of latitude called maturity 
groups. They number these photoregions from 
0 in the northern growing zones of Canada to 
7 in the light-drenched flatlands of Florida. But 
Nebraska is almost exactly divided between 
groups 2 and 3, the line bisecting the state into 
north and south. Most farmers here, especially 
in central regions like York County, plant both 
varieties to spread out their risk, but some dar-
ing farmers like Rick will formulate a guess as 
to what the weather holds for the growing sea-
son and plant more of one group, hoping for 
higher yields and higher returns. 

In 2014, after several years of drought, Rick 
bet on another dry year—and planted incredi-
bly short-season beans. While most of his 
neighbors were planting 3.5s, Rick planted 2.4s. 
And he was dead-on, right up until the rains 
started. If he could have harvested early, ahead 
of farmers in other parts of the country, and 
caught the market at its peak, he was posi-

tioned to make up for all the other setbacks go-
ing into the harvest. But if a farmer guesses 
correctly on the growing season, as Rick did, 
and then gets an extremely wet fall, he can end 
up with hundreds of acres of mature soybeans 
and fields too wet to run the combine. With 
each storm that rolls up on the horizon, he 
could move from making a hefty profit to in-
curring a crippling debt.

Rick knew prices would hold for a time, on 
the chance of an unforeseen late-season catas-
trophe, a hedge against an ice storm freezing 
crops or a line of thunderheads dropping hail 
that could send prices soaring. But once grain 
started pouring into the elevators, prices on fu-
tures were sure to slump. With the market al-
ready in free fall, some farmers decided not to 
wait: They went out as soon as the mucky fur-
rows would allow and used propane or electric 
dryers to deal with the high-moisture grain. 
This was yet another expense, and if the mois-
ture levels were too high, the cost of drying 
could cancel any profit. Other farmers, like 
Rick, held out as long as possible, but eventual-
ly everyone had to make hard choices.

“Every day that the beans sit out there,” Rick 
said, “you’re under risk of a big storm. And 
beans get harder and harder to get out, because 
they just soak up moisture like crazy. And then, 
the more that happens—when they’re dry, wet, 
dry, wet, after they’re mature—they’re prone to 
shatter. They’ll split wide open in a big wind.” 
So when the rains finally let up, he decided it 
was time to go, soggy fields or no. It wasn’t 
worth risking the return on this field this year 
just for the promise of next year. He set up the 
harvester and started across the field to judge 
for himself whether the beans were ready.

Now halfway through another swath, Rick 
checked the level of the grain tank. He needed 
to empty it. He radioed over to his soon-to-be 
son-in-law, Kyle Galloway. “Can I dump on 
you?” Kyle pulled up alongside the combine with 
the tractor and grain cart, moving in perfect 
parallel. While the harvesting reel kept spin-
ning and the combine inched across the field, 
the unloading auger arm started pouring out 
soybeans until the tank was empty. Kyle peeled 
off to unload into the trailer of the big rig, but 
Rick’s mind was already back on the moisture 
levels. At the end of the swath, he took a sweep-
ing turn and set the harvester back on autosteer.

“This here is instant yield, instant moisture,” 
Rick said, pointing to the screen, “and this is 
average yield, average moisture.” As we moved, 
he could see in real time if he was on track to 
hit his production targets or falling short, and 
whether the moisture of the entire load was 
within the acceptable range or inching high 
enough that he’d have to pay a penalty for 
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drying. He watched the data rolling across 
the screen, giving the minute-to-minute con-
dition of the crop. All the perils of modern 
farming seemed to crawl across the four-inch 
screen. But harvest, at last, was officially un-
der way. Now Rick just had to get his crops  
 in as soon as possible. It was going  
 to be a race.

The overproduction of corn by the American 
agricultural industry has generated a lot of atten-
tion in recent years, as food activists and environ-
mentalists have grown worried about the middle 
of the country turning into a vast monoculture. 
But that’s only half the picture. The corn boom, 
to a remarkable 
extent, has been 
made possible by a 
coequal boom in 
a lter nate-yea r 
planting of mil-
lions of acres of 
s oy b e a n s .  I n 
many ways, corn 
a nd soybea n s 
seem made for 
each other. Soy-
beans are a natu-
ral nitrogen-fixer, 
replenishing the 
soil for nitrogen-
hungry corn hy-
brids, and the 
plants share al-
most none of the 
same pests or dis-
eases, preventing insects, molds, and bacteria from 
overtaking fields. But the soybean is more than an 
enabler of King Corn. It is, in fact, far and away 
the most successful crop introduced to the Amer-
ican farm in the past century.

In 1920, there were fewer than a million acres 
of soybeans planted in the entire United States. 
But soybean production boomed beginning in 
the 1930s—surpassing barley production by 
1940, cotton in the 1950s, oats in the 1960s, and 
wheat and hay in the 1970s. This year, the num-
ber of acres planted to soybeans is expected to 
reach 90 million—virtually equal to the acreage 
of cornfields—and almost all of those acres are 
concentrated in the Midwest and on the Great 
Plains. How did the soybean, a legume native to 
East Asia and traditionally used primarily in 
foods from China, come to have such a place of 
prominence here? The rise of the soybean in the 
United States is attributable to, more than to 
any other person, Henry Ford.

In the early twentieth century, the Ameri-
can farm underwent a period of unmatched in-
novation. The arrival of the gas-powered trac-

tor for plowing, the combine for harvesting, 
and affordable trucks for hauling grain to mar-
ket made it possible for farmers to plant more 
and more acres and to manage those acres with 
fewer farmhands. But by the mid-Twenties, the 
market was flooded with grain, depressing pric-
es and endangering the very family farms that 
the technological revolution had promised to 
empower. Farmers began calling for research to 
develop new uses for existing agricultural sup-
ply rather than continuing to search for ways to 
increase yields.

In January 1927, Wheeler  McMillen, an associate 
editor of the popular magazine Farm and Fireside, 
published a watershed article entitled “Wanted: 

Machines to Eat 
Up Our Crop 
Surplus.” He 
wrote that he 
had been receiv-
ing panicked let-
ters from farmers 
lamenting that 
more grain was 
being produced 
than people 
could possibly 
eat.  McMillen 
suggested that 
chemical com-
pounds in plants 
might be con-
verted into in-
dustrial prod-
ucts, and even 
advocated for 

government backing for such research. “There is no 
wrong in channeling some federal funds into farm-
ers’ pockets,” he wrote, considering that the Amer-
ican farmer “by cheap food has subsidized the 
growth of cities.”

Among  McMillen’s most interested readers 
was the owner of the Ford Motor Company. 
Ford, after all, manufactured much of the 
equipment that had contributed to booming 
yields—and if the company was to maintain 
that market share, it had to find a way to sus-
tain its customers. To Henry Ford’s mind, it 
also made perfect sense to subsidize research 
into the uses of farm products, because he was 
already growing concerned about dwindling pe-
troleum supplies. Numerous auto parts were 
made from petroleum-based plastics, and, of 
course, all of Ford’s engines ran on diesel and 
gasoline refined from petroleum crude. “If we 
want the farmer to be our customer,” he said, 
“we must find a way to be his customer.” In ear-
ly 1928, he met with  McMillen to discuss this 
new field of research—what was eventually 
dubbed “chemurgy”—and came away even 

Soybean laboratory in Dearborn, Michigan, 1930. Courtesy the collections of 
The Henry Ford. Page border: Soybean display, Ford Exposition, New York 

World’s Fair, 1940 (detail). Courtesy the collections of The Henry Ford
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more convinced that the key driver should be 
private industry, not the government.

Ford authorized dramatically expanding the 
agricultural laboratory at his headquarters in 
Dearborn, Michigan. Under his direct supervi-
sion, technicians experimented with a stagger-
ing range of vegetables, fruits, grasses, legumes, 
tubers, and roots to determine which plants 
might contain high levels of cellulose for plas-
tics and which might contain sugars that could 
be converted to ethanol. All efforts were aimed 
at finding replacements for petroleum while 
propping up American agriculture.

The stock market crash in October 1929 ex-
acerbated the financial crisis for farmers. Ford 
publicly advocated continuing full production 
of all crops and again urged the government 
to resist stepping in. “The farmer and the 
chemist will solve farm relief, not the politi-
cian,” he told the New York Times. Neverthe-
less, the  USDA sent emissaries around the 
world in search of new crops that could be 
planted on American farms—crops intended 
for industrial use, not food. On one such trip 
to China, more than ten thousand soybean 
varieties were gathered. Learning of this, Ford 
urged his staff to look at the soybean. They 
found that the plant had unexpected levels of 
usable oils and yielded high-protein soy meal 
after the oil was extracted. In short, it ap-
peared that the soybean could be used to pro-
duce industrial lubricants and that the by-
product could be turned into plastics.

The results were so encouraging that, in 
1932, Ford approved $1 million in new research 
funding, and that spring had 300 varieties of 
soybeans planted on 8,000 acres of his own 
farmland in rural Michigan. The next year, he 
expanded it to 12,000 acres—making him the 
single largest soybean grower in the United 
States. That same year he announced that he 
would buy any soybeans delivered to the Dear-
born plant. To encourage production, he made 
400 Fordson tractors available for free use to 
Michigan farmers and offered gas and diesel at 
a penny per gallon—less than a quarter of what 
it cost at the pump. Farmers put more than 
35,000 acres of land into growing soybeans, and 
Ford bought their entire output as promised. It 
was a daring move but good business.

Ford also put the full muscle of his publicity 
machine behind promoting soybeans. He host-
ed the national convention of the American 
Soybean Association, promoted blending etha-
nol into gasoline, and gave a series of inter-
views, telling one reporter that he envisioned a 
time when much of an automobile “could be 
made from by-products of agriculture.” He even 
announced a plan to decentralize Ford pro-
duction by opening a constellation of facto-

ries in rural areas to manufacture plastic 
parts made from local soybeans. Ford bragged 
that he used soybean oil in his paint and as a 
lubricant in his casting molds. When soy-
bean meal was combined with formaldehyde, 
it could produce a thermoplastic resin, which 
was used to make distributor caps, gearshift 
knobs, and horn buttons. “There is a bushel 
of soya beans in every Ford car,” Fortune de-
clared. “He is as much interested in the soya 
bean as he is in the V-8.”

In 1934, Ford’s promotions got an unex-
pected boost. The first of several years of se-
vere drought—what proved to be the worst 
in American history—engulfed 75 percent of 
the country. Corn and wheat withered in the 
fields. Amid rampant crop failures, farmers 
harvested 23  million bushels of soybeans, a 
better yield than most crops and far better 
than its oil-producing competitors, such as 
linseed and canola. The following spring, 
farmers planted roughly 45 million bushels of 
soybeans. Selling for fifty cents a bushel dur-
ing the worst years of the Great Depression, 
soybeans were hailed as a godsend. Soybean 
trading was so active and central to industry 
that the Chicago Board of Trade started of-
fering soybean futures for the first time. By 
the end of the 1930s, the soybean harvest 
was exceeding 75  million bushels per year. 
Time magazine declared Henry Ford “a bean’s 
best friend.”

But no sooner had industry begun to move 
away from petroleum than the world’s largest 
oil reserves were discovered in Saudi Arabia in 
1938. The barrel price of crude oil fell precipi-
tously, and the demand for petroleum substi-
tutes waned. Ford continued to extol the vir-
tues of soybean products, but industrial 
applications for soybeans were now seen as im-
practical. During the years when grain crops 
were failing, however, animal feeders had dis-
covered that livestock fed an oil-rich soybean 
diet bulked up quickly. With demand from Ford 
and other automakers no longer elevating pric-
es, milling companies, hoping to capitalize on 
their existing supply, were eager to get into the 
soybean trade.

In 1939, Archer Daniels Midland announced 
the construction of a modern soybean plant 
and elevator in Decatur, Illinois. Soon after, 
Cargill launched an aggressive bid of its own 
into soybean processing. By the harvest of that 
year, soybean mills dotted the Mississippi River, 
and the American Farm Bureau Federation 
sponsored hundreds of events to encourage 
farmers to plant soybeans and instruct them on 
how to achieve top yields. For the first time, the 
middle of the country was also the center of soy-
bean production in America, and those farmers 

Page border: Henry Ford in a soybean field, 1936 (detail) 
Courtesy the collections of The Henry Ford
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“We had a couple of hailstorms come 
through here this summer,” Rick said, kneeling 
in a furrow next to one of the flattened plants, 
“but our insurance adjuster didn’t expect the 
loss to be near this bad.” He plucked one of the 
plants, roots and all, out of the ground and 
flipped open his buck knife. Slicing longways, 
he split the stalk in half. “Aw, man, look at 
that,” he said, showing the hollowed-out insides 
to Kyle and Meghan, Rick’s daughter, who had 
come out to check on the field.

With one glimpse of the stem, they each set 
to pulling up their own plants and cutting 
them open. After a few tries, Rick called out. 
“Here we go,” he said, holding up the sliced-
open stem for everyone to see: a tiny larva, a 
narrow white caterpillar, nestled right where 
the stalk met the roots. “Stem borer,” Rick said. 
“They warned us to be on the lookout for them 
this year, but we’ve never seen them here be-
fore.” He turned and cursed, then flipped open 
his cell phone, and in a minute had the insur-
ance adjuster on the line. “Yeah, we need you 
to come out and have a look,” he said as he 
wandered back toward the road.

Meghan shook her head. “You spend all 
fucking year trying to get these crops the best 
yield,” she said. “It’s ready to be harvested. 
They’re done, and when they’re done, you got 
to get them out.” Meghan is the sixth genera-
tion of her family to live and farm in this 
area—and she and Kyle were starting to talk 
about a wedding within the year. Once that 
happened, Rick figured it would be time to give 
them a bigger role in the operation.

But handing over control of the operation—
succession, as it’s known—is one of the hardest 
times in the life of any family farm. The older 
generation struggles to let go of the reins, to 
trust their kids to carry on a long and fragile tra-
dition. The younger generation bridles against 
meddling and second-guessing and feels the dou-
ble weight of scrutiny and doubt at every mis-
step. Many farms don’t officially change hands 
until the older generation dies, leaving the rising 
generation beholden to their parents until 
they’re well into adulthood and often into their 
fifties or sixties. The peculiarities of farm succes-
sion breed resentment and too often divide gen-
erations or turn brothers and sisters against one 
another. The process can be so stressful and le-
gally complex that there are psychiatrists and at-
torneys who build whole practices around help-
ing families navigate it. But on the Hammond 
farm, it was even more complicated than that.

Years ago, Rick had tried raising organic 
corn and direct-marketing his grass-fed black 
Angus cattle, but those efforts had largely 
failed. Now he had fully committed to planting 
a range of genetically modified corn and soy-

were now well positioned to take advantage 
when the United States was pulled into World 
War II.

When Hitler began his march across Eu-
rope, there were sudden scarcities of edible 
oils and fats—much of which had previously 
been imported from Mediterranean countries. 
After Pearl Harbor, the U.S. government 
pushed agricultural producers to achieve re-
cord output, and soybeans increased from 
78  million bushels in 1943 to 193  million in 
1945. Yet Cargill and ADM struggled to make 
a profit because President Roosevelt and Con-
gress had worked together to pass price-
control legislation, creating the Office of Price 
Administration and thus establishing fixed 
prices on animal feed.

After the war, however, when the govern-
ment slowly started to roll back its strictures, 
feed prices rose sharply. As Ford had always 
feared, government involvement, instituting 
price controls and later subsidies, made farmers 
subject to the whims of federal farm policy—
and the agribusiness interests that controlled 
that policy. But by then, Ford was too sick and 
old to keep up the fight. He turned the compa-
ny over to his grandson, and, just two years lat-
er, died of a cerebral hemorrhage. Without his 
guiding vision, soybean production for industri-
al purposes waned sharply for several decades, 
but the market for feeding livestock boomed 
like never before.

When wartime rationing officially ended in 
1947, the American public wanted French wine 
and a good steak. Nationwide, consumption of 
meat rose by more than 20 percent, and the fed-
eral government heavily subsidized corn and soy-
bean production to keep up with the demand. 
Ever since, the prices of commodity grains have  
 risen and fallen according to the de- 
 mand of livestock feeders.

Rick wasn’t pleased. “Not good,” he said, 
“not good.”

It was past eleven in the morning, and the sky 
was still overcast and threatening. With the re-
maining fields near the house too wet for work, 
Rick loaded the combine onto a flatbed and 
brought it to a section of dry land south of Inter-
state 80 where he had planted more very-short-
season soybeans. The wind seemed to be picking 
up enough to bring the moisture down to where 
he could harvest. He had run a test patch just to 
be sure, only to find that an unusual number of 
the bean plants were “laid down”—that is, their 
stems were so flat to the ground that the spinning 
reel of the John Deere couldn’t prop up the stalks 
for the cutting blades. So many beans laid flat 
meant a measurable loss of yield, but it also sug-
gested the possibility of something even worse.

Page borders: Harvest-ready soybean fields (detail)
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bean varieties—and to get certified organic 
would mean years of letting fields lie fallow. 
There was no going back; for better or for 
worse, Rick was now tied to the commodities 
markets. “During the era of high prices, yahoos 
that should have been broke were thinking, 
‘There’s nothing to this,’ ” he told me. “Now 
we’re back down to cost of production—or less. 
So everything matters.”

For the next year, Rick needed to catch a 
few breaks. He couldn’t afford to buy new ma-
chinery, couldn’t afford to replace his center-
pivot irrigation system. To get the handoff to 
Meghan and Kyle started on the right foot, he 
needed to have a full year of paying down 
loans, not incurring new debts. He needed a 
year in which crops came in early and healthy, 
prices rebounded, equipment held out. And if 
he was forced to take out more loans, he need-
ed interest rates to stay low. He needed a 
whole year of everything going right—and 
having this field infested with stem borers was 
a far cry from right. Now Rick would have to 
wait to harvest this field until the adjuster 
could come and assess it, which could be days 
or even a week, depending on how many 
claims were already waiting. And while Rick 
waited, there was the chance of suffering more 
losses to the field.

“Hail,  wind damage, 
snow,” Kyle explained. 
“Right now those crops are 
really vulnerable.”

“Eight inches of rain,” 
Meghan said.

“Yeah, they just got big 
rains in southeast Nebras-
ka,” Kyle said. “It wiped out 
a lot of fields. They say a 
two-hundred-year event.”

“It’s also driving the 
price,” Meghan said.

“That ’s  r ight ,”  Kyle 
agreed. “In the week since 
those rains, beans went up 
a dollar. That’s probably 
how much yield has been 
lost. Because the beans are 
really sensitive. High wind 
will just knock the beans right out of the pod.”

Rick snapped his phone closed and started 
back toward the field, moving quickly. “We’re 
not going to get it out, so bring the combine 
in,” he said. “Let’s get the head back on the 
trailer.” He told Kyle that they would move ev-
erything over to a neighbor’s property. The 
neighbor, Seth (we have not used his real name 
to protect his privacy), had gone in with them 
on the rental for the combine. Rick had 
thought that his short-season beans would be 

ready first, but that wasn’t going to happen 
now. They could make the most of what re-
mained of the day and then hope to find an-
other field that was ready tomorrow. For now, 
Seth’s half section was dry, so they might as 
well get everything over there.

Kyle went to work unhooking the head of 
the harvester.

“We’re at least two weeks behind,” Rick said  
 in my direction but almost to him- 
 self. “And it’s just killing us.”

Failure is everywhere on the farm. It hides in 
the long shadows cast by the barn at last light. It 
waits amid the dark stalks shifting in the fields 
before dawn. It’s all around, always lurking, al-
ways palpable, but just out of view.

These failures can be dramatic and sudden: 
the death of a patriarch, his chest rolled over 
while repairing a tractor or his overalls twisted 
into a choking knot by the auger in the grain 
bin. If there is no will or no clear plan for succes-
sion, the farm can go under. Just as shattering 
can be a divorce. Legal bills and the stress of un-
settled assets can turn a farmer’s attention from 
keeping the books or watching the markets, and 
somehow the business slips away. And, of course, 
failure can come from the fields—cobs stunted 
by drought, beans infested by cutworms.

More frequently, though, it creeps up, not 
one major disaster but a series of small missteps. 
Too little insurance in a drought year. Borrow-
ing to build a hog barn just before the bottom 
drops out of the market. Buying more ground 
and more seed only to see commodity prices 
plummet. As often as not, failure comes from 
nothing more than a farmer overestimating his 
ability to service a loan.

Some would say that this is no accident. In 
the early 1970s, Earl Butz, the secretary of 

Rick Hammond showing the larva of a stem borer found inside a soybean stalk
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agriculture during the Nixon Administration, 
told farmers that a new day was dawning. They 
had to “get big or get out.” He urged those who 
heeded his call to acquire as much land as they 
could afford and plant “fencerow to fencerow.” 
Butz wanted American farmers to produce a 
steady oversupply of key grains in order to ma-
nipulate commodities markets to the disadvan-
tage of our Cold War enemies. The only way to 
outproduce them was to invest in every possible 
method of intensifying production—using 
chemical fertilizers and pesticides, ending crop 
rotation in favor of monocultures, consolidat-
ing farmland and agricultural companies, and 
tinkering with the genetics of row crops to 
make them both resistant to various herbicides 
and tolerant of denser planting.

Butz promised to use the emerging global 
economy to bolster prices. If the United States 
faced harvests in which supply outstripped de-
mand, we would simply negotiate trade deals, 
using economic might to artificially create a 
market. If we could flood the global market 
with massive quantities of grains, pushing pric-
es below the cost of production, then, Butz be-
lieved, the world would have no choice but to 
buy from us. Soon, the entire Nixon Adminis-
tration was sold on the idea that we could 
make our enemies—and even our friends—
dependent on us to feed themselves.

In 1972, Butz sold what amounted to our en-
tire grain reserve to the Soviet Union. That 
same year, Nixon went to China and brokered 
a deal with Chairman Mao to ease trade re-
strictions. The Soviets and the Chinese, who 
still remembered the horrible privations of 
Stalingrad and Nanjing, viewed these moves as 
a pledge not to wage war through food. But 
Butz saw the same deals in terms of “agri-
power,” stating: “Food is a weapon.”

The trouble, as many critics saw it, was that 
producing at that volume meant relying on 
agribusiness, making the country beholden to a 
handful of companies. Where family-owned 
farms had been numerous and diverse, the kind 
of small operations that had to produce a vari-
ety of high-quality products to insulate them-
selves against market fluctuations, multination-
al grain companies were centralized and large 
enough to capture extensive portions of critical 
commodities and turn a profit by doing nothing 
more than capitalizing on market uncertainties 
at strategic moments.

The most famous example came in 1973, 
when Cargill placed huge orders for U.S. soy-
beans via a Geneva-based affiliate, Tradax, 
making it appear that there was a pending 
shortage. Prices skyrocketed, eventually rising 
so high that Nixon ordered a halt to all soy-
bean exports to prevent domestic scarcity. 

With foreign countries desperate to find new 
sources of soybeans, Cargill filled the canceled 
orders of other American companies with sup-
ply from its South American subsidiaries, com-
manding artificially inflated prices. When the 
U.S. embargo was lifted, Cargill canceled its 
Tradax purchases and by year’s end saw its an-
nual profits jump from less than $20 million to 
more than $150 million, despite an overall de-
crease in its production that year—and regard-
less of the impact on American farmers.

A few years later, farmers once again saw the 
risks they faced. In January 1980, after Leonid 
Brezhnev ordered the invasion of Afghanistan, 
President Jimmy Carter declared a grain embar-
go against the Soviet Union. Ever since buying 
our national granary, the Soviets had been ac-
quiring huge quantities of American grain—
including 25 million metric tons of wheat and 
corn contracted that October for the coming 
year. Carter bristled at the idea that the Soviets 
thought they could stage an invasion when we 
controlled their food supply. He announced the 
embargo and canceled the outstanding grain 
orders for some 17 million metric tons of corn 
and wheat. He issued a temporary freeze on 
trading in grain futures to allow the market to 
stabilize, but when it reopened, prices plum-
meted anyway, causing grain prices to lose 
20  percent of their value. Angry farmers 
marched on the  USDA. One protest leader 
said, “We planted fencepost to fencepost, and 
now this happens.”

As commodities prices fell, it became appar-
ent that instead of making the world depen-
dent on our grain supplies, we had grown reli-
ant on their demand. Even after the embargo 
was lifted, American agricultural exports de-
clined by more than 20 percent between 1981 
and 1983, which, combined with decreased 
market prices, resulted in a nearly 40  percent 
reduction in farm income in just two years.

Some would regard this as the ultimate fail-
ure of agriculture policy, but the emergent in-
dustry of consolidated agribusiness continued 
to flourish. Cargill sales grew from $2.2 billion 
in 1971 to $28.5 billion in 1981 by turning the 
profits from grain shortages into a diversified 
portfolio. They moved into value-added 
operations—milling grain for animal feed, 
making high-fructose corn syrup for Coke and 
Pepsi—then expanded and vertically integrat-
ed, acquiring feed elevators and meatpacking 
plants. By the mid-1980s, Cargill was not only 
the nation’s top grain exporter but also the 
number one egg producer, the number two 
beef packer, and the number three miller of 
corn and wheat. Seeing the success of the old 
grain cartels, former defense contractors who 
had moved into agrichemicals, including 

Page borders: A photograph of Heidi Hammond’s 
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Monsanto and  DuPont, aggressively entered 
the food industry.

Meanwhile, the market free fall touched off 
by the failed grain embargo created a cata-
strophic decline in consumer confidence that 
led to a national recession and, as inflation be-
gan to rise, set the stage for the Farm Crisis of 
the 1980s. Prices on key grains stayed low, and 
overproduction soon drove them even lower. 
At the same time, the purchase of modern trac-
tors, irrigation systems, and grain-storage bins 
left thousands of farmers hopelessly in debt. 
And this, of all the ways that failure lurks on 
the American farm, may be the most lethal: 
Raised on the Protestant work ethic and a faith 
in the basic fairness of the system, most farmers 
firmly believe that the greatest success belongs 
to the family that works the hardest. The way 
out of debt is putting in longer days in the field 
and longer nights at the books.

But it isn’t really so. In fact, at the end of the 
Farm Crisis, Danny Klinefelter, a professor and 
ag-extension economist at Texas A&M who 
studied and categorized farm failures during 
that era, found that the most common causes 
of bankruptcy were too much ambition, too 
much accrued debt, and, in Klinefelter’s words, 
“too much wishful thinking.” Farmers, he said, 
didn’t consider the cyclical nature of farming. 
They took on loans for land and equipment 
during periods of good weather and high prices. 
And in hard times, they expected to make up 
the difference with more work and more yield. 
It’s rarely so simple.

“Many of the producers who have failed or 
are in trouble have been considered by the 
farming community to be top farmers,” Kline-
felter wrote, “but attaining the highest yields 
does not necessarily result in the highest prof- 
 its.” That was a lesson few farmers  
 could accept.

In the decades since the Farm Crisis, grain 
production has kicked into overdrive. Big pro-
ducers just got bigger. And small farmers, in an 
effort to keep pace with the expansion and ver-
tically integrated models of agribusiness, began 
to take Butz’s motto to heart. With the help of 
emerging technologies, everything from the 
G.P.S.-mapped furrows to computer-controlled 
irrigation systems, they began to plant crops in 
places no one would have dared waste seed, 
much less water, a generation earlier. The more 
they planted, the more they stood to profit. But 
then all those acres and all that overhead start-
ed to become a curse.

In this case, the risk of failure was really a 
side effect of the good intentions of the 
U.S.  Environmental Protection Agency. In an 
effort to reduce carbon emissions and improve 

air quality, the EPA imposed the first renewable 
fuel standard in 2005, requiring the production 
of at least 7.5 billion gallons of renewable fuels 
within seven years. The goal was to kick-start 
the biofuel industry, but the incentive, when 
combined with a steep increase in gas prices 
due to the Iraq War, instead triggered runaway 
demand for ethanol. The number of ethanol 
plants nearly doubled overnight. At first, that 
seemed like a good thing. It created a domestic 
fuel source, and the higher prices profited 
American farmers and the American compa-
nies that supported them.

Soon, however, so much corn was being di-
verted to ethanol production that it created a 
scare on the global commodities markets. For-
eign countries dependent on American grain 
worried that their own meat producers wouldn’t 
be able to afford to feed their livestock, spark-
ing a commodities run. As the price of corn 
reached unimaginable heights—$6 and $7 per 
bushel—demand increased for soybeans as a 
feed alternative. Soon those prices had dou-
bled, too. Then the shortage brought on by the 
drought of 2012 sent the price of commodities 
to record levels, with corn reaching as much as 
$8 per bushel and soybeans topping $17.

One afternoon, as we sat at a workbench in 
Rick’s barn, he told me that the biggest pitfall a 
farmer faces is his own optimism. Everything 
starts to seem easy, and you think the good 
times are going to last forever. And the govern-
ment, in the name of spreading the wealth and 
stimulating the broader economy, always pro-
vides an excuse to take on more debt. In 2010, 
Congress announced that it would raise short-
term rapid-depreciation write-offs for farmers 
from 50  percent to 100  percent. So if you 
bought a new tractor or grain bin for $100,000, 
you could put that full amount against your an-
nual farm income, instead of only half.

In 2011, across the country, farms suddenly 
had new trucks and tractors, new barns and 
outbuildings, even new houses and new 
equipment, that could cost as much or more 
than a farmhouse.

“And here’s the trap that farmers fall into 
and we’re still dealing with. Like that big spray-
er,” Rick said, pointing to the vehicle in the 
corner of the barn, its wheels taller than me. 
“That was a quarter-million-dollar purchase.” 
He paused a moment, looking at the machine.

“As my banker says, people forget they have 
to pay the principal,” he continued. “Now, dur-
ing these really shitty times, everybody still has 
the payments. Yeah, I did benefit from all that 
tax write-off, and it was a hell of a deal on the 
interest too—but it’s still an expense.”

In no time, the factors that had quadrupled 
grain prices self-corrected. Gas prices stabilized 
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and then began to fall, lowering the market 
price for ethanol. Ethanol producers began 
idling their new plants, because they simply 
couldn’t produce fuel cheaply enough given the 
high input price of grain. When the EPA tax 
credits expired, the agency adjusted the 
renewable-fuel standard downward, but the 
drought also broke, bringing an upsurge of pro-
duction in the 2013 harvest—just as demand 
was leveling off. Corn and soybeans crashed, 
losing half their market value between the 
planting season and the end of that harvest 
year. Coming into the 2014 season, every farm-
er had to make his own market projection.

Rick gambled on another dry year and that 
the markets would remain down, so he planted 
mostly very-short-season hybrids, hoping to get 
his harvest in early, before the markets fell 
even further. With his crops still sitting in the 
fields and markets continuing to fall, I asked 
Rick if he was worried. He shook his head. 
They were more than equipped, he insisted, to 
weather a bad year.

“Now, if we see sub-four-dollar corn for two 
more years,” he continued, “yeah, you’ll see some 
people going broke, especially the young guys 
who started about five years ago when it was 
eight-dollar corn. And they thought, ‘Oh, man. 
There’s nothing to this farming game.’ They 
bought the twelve-thousand-dollar-an-acre 
ground and took out loans for the bins and the 
pivots and equipment. . . . The Meghans and  
 Kyles of the world,” he said, “they  
 could be in real trouble.”

Kyle pulled the grain cart alongside the 
semi and switched on the unloading auger arm, 
sending soybeans cascading out of its mouth 
and into the cargo hold of the trailer, then 
moved the semi forward to fill the second cargo 
hold, unloading more beans until the trailer 
was piled with more than a thousand bushels. 
Finally, he drove to the grain elevator in Hord-
ville, easing across the scale and then forward 
to the pit area, where he stooped to crank the 
gate at the bottom of the trailer until the beans 
rushed out, bouncing off the grating and pour-
ing into an underground tank. For days, Kyle 
shuttled back and forth between the field and 
the elevator, until all the forward contracts 
that Rick had negotiated months earlier had 
been fulfilled.

Only then, on a bright, cloudless day in ear-
ly November, did Kyle and Rick shift to stock-
ing the grain bins lining the farm’s gravel 
driveway. Kyle hooked the tractor to the grain 
auger while Rick climbed the ladder up the 
corrugated side of the bin and then shimmied 
onto the slanted roof, lining up the chute di-
rectly over the opening at the top of the bin. 

Kyle brought a semi filled with beans and at-
tached the hopper of the auger. Once he 
turned everything on, the beans dropped from 
the trailer into the hopper and then cork-
screwed inside the auger to the opening at 
the top of the bin. At that open mouth, Rick 
turned on the electric spreader, a simple 
spinning plate that scattered the augered soy-
beans to the edge of the bin to ensure that 
the structure filled evenly. You can reduce the 
risk of rot in the bins, Rick had explained to 
me, by making sure that the beans are spread 
out, and that the roof is tight and well venti-
lated, that the floor is raised and perforated so 

an industrial blower can force through enough 
air to keep them dry.

This remaining stockpile would determine 
the income for the year. Indeed, a bin can be a 
farmer’s best friend, making it possible to wait 
out a down market, but if the farmer isn’t care-
ful, it can turn into his worst enemy. The struc-
tures are expensive, forcing the farm to take on 
$50,000 or even $100,000 of debt. And the bins 
themselves can be extremely dangerous. With-
out a spreader, farmers have to wade into the 
grain at the top of the bin and shovel it to the 
edges. If they’re not properly harnessed in, 
there’s a chance of sliding to the center and 
sinking into the soybeans or corn, like quick-

Rick on the roof of a grain bin, guiding the auger arm at 
Centennial Hill Farm. Page borders: Chemical-coated 

soybean seed ready for spring planting (detail)
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sand.  OSHA data indicates that every year an 
average of thirty people die that way. Even the 
augers can be a hazard. Little more than an Ar-
chimedes’ screw inside a steel tube, the spin-
ning threads are exposed at either end, and ev-
ery year there are dozens of amputations and 
deaths from farmers catching a hand or a piece 
of clothing in the turning works.

But maybe the greatest danger is the false 
sense of security that a row of grain bins can 
create. When the auger was first imagined in the 
early Forties by Peter Pakosh, a young engineer 
at what is now Massey Ferguson, the idea was 
discounted as too treacherous. Senior engineers 

worried that the outer tube would warp with 
time and come into friction with the cork-
screw, sparking fires. With all the grain dust in 
the air, there was even the chance of an explo-
sion. Massey bosses advised Pakosh to give up 
the idea. Instead, he worked on the design in 
his home basement until he had the kinks 
ironed out—and then formed his own compa-
ny, Versatile, with his brother-in-law in 1947. 
The auger revolutionized farming, finally allow-
ing farmers to store their crops and wait for a 
better price. But when grain augers were first 
mass-produced by Versatile in the 1950s, they 
were just sixteen feet long and offloaded only 
about 1,000 bushels an hour. Today’s augers, 

like all things in modern farming, are bigger 
and faster—reaching more than 100 feet high 
and off-loading 1,000 bushels in as little as five 
minutes. All that height and speed has pushed 
grain bins to capacities of more than 100,000 
bushels, making it possible to put up thousands 
of acres of yield in a single bin.

Now what was once a safeguard against tem-
porary downturns has turned into a vast over-
supply, with stubborn farmers hoping to stick it 
out until markets improve, a collective waiting 
game. In 2014, crop estimators expected that 
more than 12 percent of the soybeans harvest-
ed that season, over 475 million of the 3.91 bil-
lion bushels brought in, would still be in bins a 
year later. “You have some hardheaded old-
timers that say, ‘By God, beans were at seven-
teen dollars two years ago, and I’m going to 
leave my beans in the bin until it’s seventeen 
dollars again,’ ” Rick told me. “You want to say: 
‘At your age? Good luck with that.’ ” Those 
prices were never coming back, he said.

In times like these, you have to be realistic, 
he said. You control what you can control. 
Make sure the bin is secure and tight, that the 
blowers are running, and that the grain is 
spread evenly. Make sure you don’t lose in the 
bin what you’re hoping to make up in the mar-
kets. But no sooner had Rick stepped back to 
watch the whole system working than he could 
hear the spreader start to wobble and scatter 
beans against the bin walls. Sometimes this 
kind of variable power to the spreader’s electric 
motor will trip the breaker, but in this case, the 
spinning pan continued to run, even as the 
noise grew louder. “You can hear the grain 
throwing against the wall,” Kyle said, “like 
sheets of rain.” At this point, there was no 
choice: Rick switched off the broken spreader, 
and Kyle restarted the auger, letting the soy-
beans pile up in the center of the bin.

“We’re going to have to go in there with 
shovels,” Kyle said ruefully. Rick was on edge 
now, and Kyle was, too, but they kept quiet,  
 each doing his work. They still had a  
 long day ahead.

A fter another day of chipping away, har-
vesting, filling the semi, and unloading into the 
grain bins, Rick decided it was time to call it 
an evening. But he wasn’t quite ready for the 
drive back or giving himself over to sleep. So 
he ducked into the empty house on the south-
eastern corner of Centennial Hill Farm, the 
house where his wife, Heidi, grew up. It’s aban-
doned now, except as a guesthouse and a place 
to host occasional potlucks. The refrigerator of-
ten holds a random collection of unopened 
cans and jars—not much, but enough to scav-
enge for a snack or a stray drink. Rick scoured 
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the remnants of the last get-together in search 
of something to take the edge off before bed.

With no other options available, he settled 
on the last two cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon, but 
not without a few grumbles. He cracked one 
and took a long sip, then smirked. “I’ve raised 
hell about these in the past,” he said, “but, you 
know, it’s funny how you get certain things the 
right amount of cold, and they all taste pretty 
good.” He slid into the booth of the breakfast 
nook and motioned for me to slide in across 
from him. He wanted to assure me that, despite 
everything that had been going wrong, he 
wasn’t worried about the current crisis.

“I don’t feel like it’s going to be anything like 
the Eighties, when everybody was going broke,” 
Rick said, taking another deep draw of his beer. 
“That was caused by Reagan and Volcker, the Fed 
chairman. They thought they came in with a 
mandate to crush inflation—and inflation was 
out of control—but bankers had been pushing 
farmers to buy ground every year. It inflated up to 
about twenty-five hundred dollars an acre for 
good ground. The interest had been less than the 
rate of inflation. So when they raised rates, to all 
of a sudden have interest triple, that’s what caused 
it. Bankers and farmers couldn’t react fast enough. 
They went broke, had this huge debt. Bankers 
were foreclosing on farmers because your collater-
al was worth a third of what it was when you took 
out this loan.”

Everything had been different back when he 
met Heidi. She was a student at the Nebraska 
College of Technical Agriculture, in Rick’s 
hometown of Curtis, in the southwest corner of 
the state. He had been a hotshot horseman in 
his small town—a skilled rider with a row of 
purple and blue ribbons in barrel racing and 
pole bending at the state fair to prove it. He 
seemed to have the world by the tail. But col-
lege in Lincoln had been different, harder. He 
ended up taking a semester off and going home, 
but life on the farm was getting harder, espe-
cially for a family like his that didn’t own the 
ground they farmed.

Rick found himself at loose ends as he took 
off another semester and then another. He 
was still technically enrolled at the University 
of Nebraska but a few credits shy of a degree 
in Latin American studies and in no hurry to 
finish up. The degree wasn’t going to do him 
any good. He knew he wanted to be back 
farming and ranching, but he could see that 
the opportunities were drying up in Curtis. So 
he took odd jobs while he figured out his next 
move. “I’d worked on the railroad for three 
years, steel gangs and tie gangs,” Rick told me. 
“They’d made me assistant foreman and want-
ed me to be foreman. I could see then, if I 
didn’t quit, I never would.” So he left the rail-

road, but he still couldn’t figure out what he 
wanted to do. “I just wasn’t finding it,” he said.

That’s when he met Heidi. “Oh, everybody 
loved her,” he said. “She could drive a tractor, fix 
engines.” She had grown up in a farming family 
in eastern Nebraska with a hard-driving father 
and three headstrong sisters. Rick’s bigheaded 
swagger didn’t fluster her a bit. “We had a few 
dates. I even took her to church—very honor-
able,” Rick deadpanned, then grinned. “But I was 
still convinced that I could change the world.” He 
broke off the relationship and signed up for a two-
year stint in the Peace Corps. He went off to Ec-
uador to teach agriculture in a small village, but 
he soon became disillusioned with trying to apply 
American know-how to places with no resources 
or infrastructure. He came home disheartened 
and more lost than ever, only to find that every-
thing that had been starting to slip away in Cur-
tis was utterly gone. Agribusiness had swallowed 
up small farms. Families had moved away. “Dad 
had quit farming, and my sister and brother-in-law 
were farming that little rented place,” Rick said. “I 
had grown up on a small rented farm. I knew 
there was no future there.” A friend of his named 
Kevin had sold his farm and equipment and gone 
to Colorado to open a ski shop. Rick followed him 
out there and for a while worked a few hours a 
week and ski-bummed the rest of the time. At 
some point, he’d had enough. “I said I gotta get 
back to school and finish my degree.”

And he’d been thinking about Heidi. He 
called her up to see if she wanted to have 
Thanksgiving with his family in Curtis. After 
that, they could drive back to eastern Nebraska 
together—Rick to get himself reenrolled in 
school, Heidi to visit her own family. Heidi 
agreed and drove out to Colorado to pick him 
up, but by the time she arrived it was after 
dark, and snow was swirling.

“That night we had a hell of a storm, about 
two feet of snow,” Rick remembered. “She was 
driving a little Fiat.” While he packed up the last 
of his things, Kevin went outside to check on 
Heidi. She had put her farmer coveralls on and 
was under the Fiat putting chains on the tires. 
“Kevin came in and said, ‘I think this one’s a 
keeper. You better marry this gal.’ ” They drove 
across the state, all the way back to Lincoln 
through the storm, together. Rick went back to 
school, and on weekends he drove out to York 
County and tried to impress Heidi by pitching in 
on the farm. Eventually, he won her over, just as 
her father, Tom, was getting ready to retire. Soon, 
Rick dropped out for good and started talking  
 about leaving Lincoln, moving in with  
 Heidi, and getting married.

A udacious and brazen, Rick had a head full 
of ideas for ways to expand the operation and 
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make way for the future. “In the Eighties,” he 
told me, “inflation was so high that everyone 
took out loans against their farms. Then 
ground went from twenty-five hundred an acre 
to eight hundred in two years, so farmers’ equi-
ty and the value of what their loans were bor-
rowed against went to nothing.” It was a terri-
ble time for family farms, but Rick saw the 
once-in-a-lifetime chance to leverage Heidi’s 
share of the family land in order to pick up 
more ground at a fraction of its real value.

Tom himself had been a risk-taker in his 
own right, but these times had him spooked. 
His father had been put off the land when 
Tom was young, his grandfather forced to sell 
it off after bad decisions in the Teens. His fa-
ther had worked his whole life to save up 
enough to buy the farm back, and when he 
died, young and unexpectedly, Tom had had 
to give up his own dreams. After just one se-
mester at the university, he dropped out and 
came home to save the farm from being lost 
again. Whatever the ambitions of the young 
man who wanted to marry his daughter, Tom 
was reluctant to make unnecessary and un-
tested changes, and even more cautious about 
taking on debt in the midst of a credit crisis.

“But when Heidi and I got married, and she 
inherited her share of the land,” Rick said, “I 
was fifty percent of the decision-making process 
on how to go forward.” And he couldn’t bring 
himself to pass up the opportunity he saw be-
fore him. Heidi had fifty cows, fifty sows, and 
three hundred acres of land under her control. 
“When I first came back from the Peace Corps, 
I was going to make it on forty acres, and be all 
holistic and symbiotic, and everything working 
together,” Rick said, but something about hav-
ing more land and livestock than he’d ever 
imagined possible, along with a desire to prove 
himself to his father-in-law, brought out his 
competitive side. Rick and Heidi worked it all 
out on paper and decided to take the risk. They 
upped the operation to 150 sows and 100 cows. 
Heidi’s father thought they were being reckless. 
“We had a hell of a good year, that first year. 
We worked our backsides off, but we made a 
hundred thousand dollars on hogs.” To free 
themselves from Tom’s second-guessing, Rick 
and Heidi used their profits to buy out the re-
maining debt on the equipment. It took every 
penny, but their piece of the farm now be-
longed to them outright.

It didn’t stop there. “After two years, I got 
Heidi talked into taking on three more quar-
ters.” As the peak of the Farm Crisis ap-
proached, land prices were at an all-time low. 
Rick was eager to take on as much as possi-
ble, rolling each year’s profits into renting 
still more land, on the assumption that an 

eventual recovery would set them up for life. 
Then, just three years after taking over their 
share of the farm, Rick and Heidi decided to 
use their equipment as collateral for a loan to 
make a land purchase. “I could see what a 
land base did,” Rick told me. “Without land 
you cannot operate.” He said he had every-
thing nailed down for a loan from First Na-
tional in York, but the day before he was sup-
posed to sign the paperwork, he received a 
call from the loan officer.

“We’ve got a problem with our board of di-
rectors,” the banker told him. “Because every-
one’s going broke, we want Tom to cosign.”

“By then Tom and I were just fighting like 
hell,” Rick said, “so I told him, ‘Evaluate the 
loan on its own merits, and if we don’t qualify, 
we will seek assistance elsewhere.’ ”

Rick tipped his head back, draining the last 
of his beer. Then he lined up the two empty 
cans in front of him and shook his head. “So 
arrogant. Farming just three years, and I was 
that brash.” The bank agreed to make the 
loan, and the pattern was set for the rest of 
Rick’s farming life. “Because of my aggressive 
ways, we have continued to stay in debt for 
thirty-two years, and always pushing, doing a 
lot more than we should. My idea was to try 
and build an operation that I could hand 
down to my children with as much land as 
what we were benefited when Heidi’s share 
was handed down to her. So I did everything I 
could to get ahead and to turn that success 
into more and more contiguous land. If you 
can swing it, you buy it. When you’re a farmer, 
that land means everything.”

It was late now, pitch-black outside the win-
dow. Even the moon had waned to nothing but 
a sliver of light. The only sense of a world out-
side came from the distant barn light, its dim 
bulb always left burning and just bright enough 
to give shape to the shadows.

“I’m probably close to bipolar,” Rick said at 
last. “When I’m on, everything is possible. I just 
go for it. But then I’ll get really down, thinking, 
‘God, how are we going to get out of this?’ And I 
put it on my kids—that I was doing it for them. 
That was my excuse in my head.”

He sighed deeply. Months before, Meghan 
had warned me that one of Rick’s defining 
characteristics is self-doubt. “He worries ev-
ery decision to death,” she said, “and then, 
no matter what he decides, he always thinks 
there could have been a better way.” It’s a 
common trait among farmers. The neighbors’ 
corn always looks taller, their cattle fatter. 
Every farmer kicks himself for not doing 
enough to capitalize when the markets are up 
and for being too exposed when the markets 
are down.

Page borders: Meghan Hammond roguing volunteer 
corn out of the soybean fields (detail)
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“I just get comfortable, to where the wolf’s 
away from the door,” Rick said, “and what do I 
do? I go and remortgage everything and do 
dumb things—buy more land, more equipment, 
build a barn or a new house.”

He tapped the empty cans on the table in 
front of him.

“And it’s caused a hell of a lot of stress on 
my family,” Rick said. “Was that worth it? I  
 don’t know. That will be for them  
 to decide.”

Kyle drove the pickup south across the in-
terstate and then east toward what all the maps 
label as Lushton, Nebraska, though it’s barely 
more than a wide spot 
in the road anymore. 
We were still several 
miles outside of town, 
making our way toward 
Seth’s farm. Kyle told 
me that he didn’t know 
how exactly to explain 
why Rick and Seth had 
started harvesting to-
gether, but it had some-
thing to do with a kind 
of shared stubbornness.

A few years back, for 
example, Seth had taken 
a load of high-moisture 
corn to the grain eleva-
tor and been charged a 
drying fee. But the ele-
vator simply blended his 
corn with a load of over-
ly dry corn, so the dryer didn’t actually have to 
be turned on. “I was there,” Seth told the opera-
tor. “The dryer was not running. I am not going 
to pay a drying fee.” Rick had told me earlier 
that he’d admired Seth for telling the co-op that 
it wasn’t right.

As we hit the rise and the acreage ap-
peared, we could see a field of ready soybeans 
and then a shelterbelt of tall trees, a farm-
house and a cluster of outbuildings tucked 
behind. The beans, brown and mature, 
seemed almost to glow in the autumn light. 
“Wow,” Kyle said, surveying the field. “It’s 
ready to go.” But then he turned along the 
south edge of the property and drove slowly, 
so he could count rows and divide them to 
figure out the number of rounds to complete 
the field. As he went, I could see the shimmy 
and drift of Seth’s rows.

“He just hasn’t invested in autosteer yet,” 
Kyle said, and laughed. “He just put this pivot 
up last year. Before that it was flood-irrigated 
with the pipes and all.” It was a system that 
most farmers, especially in eastern Nebraska 

where center-pivot irrigation was invented in 
the 1950s, had abandoned long ago. 

But Rick and Kyle were going to have to har-
vest the old-fashioned way—keeping an eye on 
the outside furrow, following the wobble and 
drift of rows planted by the human eye rather 
than computer-drawn straight lines. Every turn 
of the combine required lining up with where 
Seth had tried to match row spacing between 
each pass at planting. Farmers call these “guess 
rows.” The sixteen rows laid out by the planter 
are perfectly spaced, but the furrow between 
passes can be slightly narrower or slightly wider 
than the machine-spaced rows. Because the 
harvester is twelve rows wide, it’s impossible to 

split each planting swath. Instead, you have 
some passes within the planted pattern and 
some where the harvester is straddling the 
places where two planting rows come together. 
But as the light failed and the shadows grew 
longer, it was getting harder and harder for 
Kyle to keep track of the guess rows. He 
leaned forward, peering down over the steer-
ing wheel, to be sure that the spinning reel of 
the harvester was standing up the rows and 
cutting everything cleanly.

To make things even more challenging, 
Seth, back in the spring, had planted around 
the concrete platform of his new center pivot 
for the first time. And rather than setting his 
row-spacing starting from that platform, he’d 
started from the edge of the field and worked 
in. Ordinarily, farmers won’t plant closer than 
thirty inches from their pivot, but Seth, hop-
ing to get a little extra from the field, had al-
lowed just five inches. So as they neared the 
platform, Kyle had to figure out where to set 
the floating bar on the outside of the harvest-
er head, what they call the snout, in order to 

Rick and Kyle discuss the risks of continuing to harvest as 
the sun goes down. Page borders: The Platte River, just 

north of the Hammonds’ land (detail)
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stay aligned but without having to take multi-
ple passes to get around the pivot.

“We try to put the outside of that head on 
the guess row,” Kyle explained. “But the eye-
planted rows can sometimes run together. 
And if you don’t guess right, you’re taking half 
a swath trying to fix it—which takes fuel and 
time.” And if you get off by too much—you 
miss a guess row and don’t notice or just try to 
keep going—you can start to run over rows, 
breaking the pods or treading the plants into 
the muddy soil and making them impossible 
to harvest. Seeing the trouble it was causing, 
Seth told them not to worry about the rows 
right around the pivot, but even in a neigh-
bor’s field, Rick and Kyle wanted to capture 
every bit of the yield. So between passes, Kyle 
would come down from the cab, study the 
rows with Rick, and then hustle back behind 
the wheel.

At dinnertime, Meghan drove to pick up 
food Heidi had waiting for them at the house 
and returned with tacos wrapped in aluminum 
foil and a cooler full of Coke. Everyone sat on 
the tailgate of the pickup or leaned against the 
bed, eating quickly. Rick kept eyeing the sun, 
now sinking into the line of trees that stood 
between the edge of the field and Seth’s house.

“I think we should call it a night,” Rick 
said finally.

“It’s all right,” Kyle said. “There’s just a few 
more swaths.”

Kyle was hoping to finish this field before it 
was fully dark, so that they could load up the 
head and the combine for another field for 
tomorrow. If they could get done in the next 
hour, they would have a jump in the morn-
ing. Together, Rick and Kyle walked over to 
the remaining rows, getting a read on how 
many rounds were left to complete the field, 
but also going back and forth about whether 
to continue or stop. Finally, Kyle won out. He 
took the combine down to the north edge of 
the field, then turned back toward the pivot, 
watching the spinning reel below him and 
steadying the wheel.

As he neared the southern edge of the field, 
Meghan, waiting in the grain cart, came on the 
radio. “You’re driving crooked,” she said. “You’re 
knocking over rows.” Kyle looked down at the 
reel. Everything seemed in line. So he stopped 
the harvester and climbed down to see what 
was going on. Right away he could see: The 
snout was bent in and the plastic body of the 
soybean head was broken. He’d hit the pad of 
the pivot and never even felt it.

“Goddamn it,” Kyle rasped under his 
breath. This could be thousands of dollars of 
damage. Worse still, if it was more than he 
could fix himself, it could be days of waiting 

for a Deere-certified mechanic. He pulled 
back the plastic body and stuck his head in-
side. He could see that the snout had been 
pushed in and bent up the hydraulic arm on 
which it floats. That arm was rubbing on a 
pulley belt that runs the cutting sickles, put-
ting slack in the system and creating friction. 
“It was still cutting,” he said, “but it was al-
ready getting really, really hot.” He reached 
in to see if he could straighten the bent arm 
by hand. No dice.

“I should have just left that row,” Kyle said, 
still tugging hard on that arm. “It was planted 
right up against the pad.”

“That’s what Seth said,” Rick snapped. 
“You cannot harvest something that’s planted 
that close.”

“Yeah, I probably should have just left that 
little bit.”

“If Meghan hadn’t seen it, it could have 
started a fire,” Rick said. He couldn’t hide his 
anger, but Kyle was already thinking about 
what they needed to do. He said he could 
straighten the arm if he could just heat it up, 
but he couldn’t afford to wait until morning to 
fix it. If they were going to finish this field in 
the morning and still stand a chance of loading 
up and getting some beans out of their own 
fields, he was going to have to make the repairs 
right then, in the dark. He asked Seth if he had 
a cutting torch and a wrench he could borrow. 
Seth told them to pull around to his shop, and 
he set off across the field.

By the time Kyle and Rick drove over in the 
pickup, Seth had already rolled out a portable 
light and the tank and hose and a rosebud 
heating tip for the torch. He grabbed a couple 
of wrenches. Kyle asked if he had any fender 
washers. Seth pulled out a box and shook sev-
eral into Kyle’s hand.

Hoping to get out of the way, I went with 
Meghan back to the house, where we waited, 
saying little. It was close to an hour before Rick 
and Kyle came rolling into the driveway. They 
stomped into the mudroom laughing and kick-
ing off their boots. “You asked for that fender 
washer, and Seth just said, ‘How many you 
need?’ ” Rick said, slapping Kyle on the back. 
“Why can’t I have a shop like that?”

“I assume everything’s working,” Meghan 
called from across the kitchen.

“Yeah,” Kyle said with a long sigh. “We had 
to drill out some rivets and get the plastic 
bent so we could get the torch in without 
burning everything up. And then we had to 
heat that arm to get it straightened out so it 
quit rubbing. It was really hard steel and we 
couldn’t get it bent by hand. And then a little 
piece on the back side broke. So we had to 
weld that back together.”
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Rick interrupted. “I want you guys to know: 
The combine is better than it’s ever been.”

“Better than before?” 
Meghan asked skeptically.

“At least,” Rick said. 
“We should hit every 
center-pivot pad.”

Before long, they were 
seated together around the 
dinner table, recounting 
stories of all the near-
disasters of past years. The 
time they’d taken out a 
power line with the un-
loading auger. The time 
Meghan had swung wide 
to make a turn on a coun-
try road with the bean 
head strapped onto the 
flatbed trailer and clipped a 
stop sign. They laughed 
until the tension and worry 
of the accident, the adren- 
 aline from what could have happened, 
 had been shaken off and disappeared.

In 2014, American farmers harvested more 
than 14  billion bushels of corn and nearly 
4 billion bushels of soybeans—setting new re-
cords, as they had the year before and would 
in the year to come. With so much produc-
tion, roughly three quarters of the harvest na-
tionwide went directly into bins, as every 
farmer waited and prayed for rebounding pric-
es. They never came. Instead, prices contin-
ued to slump as yields continued to grow, and 
whispers spread about the possibility of anoth-
er Farm Crisis.

That fall, Rick had warned that the Amer-
ican farm might be in trouble if we saw two 
more years of record harvests. That’s exactly 
what has happened. The harvest of 2016, an-
other record-setting year of production of 
core commodity grains like corn and soy-
beans, pushed prices down again. Corn, in 
particular, has plummeted to less than half 
its market value of five years ago. Livestock 
prices have fallen simultaneously and at a 
rate that made it impossible to capture profits 
on that end. This downward spiral is already 
having broader effects. Cash-poor farmers 
aren’t updating equipment or buying new 
trucks or even going to town to spend money 
on food and entertainment. The rural econo-
my is stalling.

Worse still, farmers who took out loans for 
land or equipment at the peak of prices are 
starting to worry about their ability to service 
their debts—and banks are growing nervous, 
too. Lending institutions are starting to call on 

big farmers to liquidate landholdings used as 
collateral, in order to reduce their risk. But this 

trend is already dragging down property prices, 
forcing still more liquidation—the exact cycle 
that led to rapid devaluation in the 1980s. Today 
the potential dangers of a rural bank panic to 
the broader economy are even greater. Half of 
all farmers have quit the business in the past 
thirty years, so now every failure carries twice 
the weight.

To break this downtrend, the American 
Farm Bureau Federation had been counting 
on President Obama’s Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship, which promised to expand markets for 
beef, pork, and soybeans. But the rural areas 
that were depending on this new deal, as well 
as standing agreements such as  NAFTA, vot-
ed overwhelmingly for Donald Trump and his 
protectionist, antiglobalist policies. Trump is 
threatening to cancel manufacturing trade 
deals with China, and China is responding 
by threatening to cancel its purchases of 
American grains. At the same time, Mexico 
is threatening to suspend its imports of 
American corn. If such a thing were to hap-
pen, it would make the Farm Crisis seem like 
a ripple.

For now the Hammonds are waiting and hop-
ing for the best. In November 2015, Meghan and 
Kyle were married, and less than a year later, 
Meghan found out she was pregnant. “The hard-
est part of my job is working with family,” she 
told me. “But that’s also the best part of my job, 
because family can be pretty hard on each other, 
but at the end of the day, they’re the ones that 
will be there for you in the hardest times. We’ve 
been through some hard times on the farm, and 
we’re still here, still going—and hopefully on to 
the next generation.”  Q

One of the Hammonds’ grain bins. Page border: Rick Hammond (detail)



 REVISION   69

R E V I S I O N

A MATTER OF DEGREES
America’s long struggle with affirmative action

By Michael S. Collins

According to the prophecy, we 
are in the last days when race 
will matter in the molding of 

American citizens. This particular 
prophecy was made in 2003 by Sandra 
Day O’Connor in the majority opin-
ion for Grutter v. Bollinger. Upholding 
the University of Michigan Law 
School’s right to use a race-conscious 
admissions process, she nonetheless 
declared that such measures would 
soon be obsolete: “We expect that 25 
years from now, the use of racial pref-
erences will no longer be necessary.” 
By biblical standards, it is a mild, care-
fully hedged prophecy. But it has had 
biblical effects, influencing college 
and graduate-school admissions poli-
cies across the nation, touching the 
destinies of millions, and altering the 
American map of hope and bitterness. 

For some on that map, O’Connor’s 
decision was itself a source of pain 
and a spur to action. To see why, we 
need to remember that on the same 
day her opinion was handed down—
June 23—the Supreme Court deliv-
ered a very different ruling in a simi-
lar case, Gratz v. Bollinger. Jennifer 
Gratz had targeted the University of 
Michigan’s undergraduate admissions 
plan. Writing for the majority, Wil-
liam Rehnquist argued that in her 
case, the university had indeed violat-
ed the Equal Protection Clause. 

Gratz had applied to Michigan in 
1995. By the time the Court issued its 

ruling, she had long since earned a 
mathematics degree from another 
school, and was working in computer 
software. But the gut punch of the 
Grutter decision affected her so deeply 
that she left all that behind for a new 
career as an anti–affirmative action 
warrior. In time, Gratz founded and 
led the cannily named Michigan Civ-
il Rights Initiative—a missile aimed 
directly at O’Connor’s prophecy. 

In 2006, M.C.R.I. collected enough 
signatures to put a constitutional 
amendment to kill affirmative action 
on the state ballot. Despite accusa-
tions of fraud—black voters were al-
legedly told that the petition support-
ed affirmative action—the initiative 
went forward, and passed with 58 per-
cent of the vote. Fraud or no fraud, 
American politics runs on spin, and 
the pro–affirmative action forces were 
out-spun in this instance. 

They did their best to overturn the 
vote, taking the case all the way to 
the Supreme Court. There too they 
were rebuffed. In his opinion, Antho-
ny Kennedy performed the delicate 
dance that Supreme Court majorities 
have been doing around the Ameri-
can psyche for the past six decades. 
Of course, he conceded, there might 
be ugly voices in the public debate 
that would “use racial division and 
discord to their own political advan-
tage.” But the voters had spoken, and 
they had 

deemed a preference system to be un-
wise, on account of what voters may 
deem its latent potential to become it-
self a source of the very resentments 

and hostilities based on race that this 
Nation seeks to put behind it.

This would be all well and good if 
the affirmative action debate had 
ever been carried on at the level of 
rational thought—preserved, as it 
were, in a jelly of emotional repose. 
Put another way, it would all be well 
and good if the debate were occur-
ring in the imaginary zone that the 
philosopher John Rawls called the 
“original position,” where a sort of 
blissful amnesia would relieve people 
of their political identities, envies, 
antagonisms, and all the other social 
tensions that keep them at odds. 
Alas, in a world where the high-
achieving Jennifer Gratz’s humilia-
tion is an impetus to constitutional 
change, and where the deliberate 
short-circuiting of rationality is the 
job of campaign strategists, political 
positions are the reality and the 
original position is a dream, albeit a 
necessary one. 

The big question is, what is the 
best way to get that dream into 
more heads? The diversifica-

tion of college campuses is, for such 
supporters of affirmative action as 
O’Connor, one of the important ways. 
But this is a solution only at the end of 
one thread of history—which, like ev-
erything else in America these days, is 
bifurcated at the very least, if not mad-
ly braided. So alongside the earlier two 
plaintiffs, we must consider a third, 
who no doubt shared Gratz’s sense of 
mortification: Abigail Fisher.

Michael S. Collins is the author of Under-
standing Etheridge Knight and The Trav-
eling Queen, a collection of poems. 
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Just as the young Gratz dreamed of 
going to the University of Michigan 
in Ann Arbor, Fisher had dreamed 
since childhood of going to the Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin. She was re-
jected by that school in 2008. Soon 
after, she was contacted by a friend of 
her father’s named Edward Blum, who 
ran a one-man legal foundation, the 
Project on Fair Representation. His 
latest project was a lawsuit to chal-
lenge the affirmative action policy at 
U.T.—and he just happened to be 
casting around for a lead plaintiff. 

Idealistic, straightforward, relentless, 
Blum is a hard man to pin down ideo-
logically. He took up do-it-yourself 
advocacy after retiring from an 
investment-banking career, and had 
initially crusaded against gerryman-
dering in various Texas congressional 
districts. He views himself as a sort of 
apostle of fair play. Ironically, then, 
one effect of his expanding battle to 
purify American political life was the 
invalidation of a provision of the 
1965 Voting Rights Act designed to 
protect minority voters from discrimina-
tion in former Jim Crow states.

Blum’s logic inevitably led him to 
add affirmative action to his target list. 
After Fisher fell into his lap as plain-
tiff, he put her together with a legal 
team and pointed her case at the Su-
preme Court: an opening salvo in 
what he viewed as a battle to restore 
the legacy, and even the honor, of the 
civil rights movement.

“People of goodwill can disagree on 
what the goals of the civil rights move-
ment are today,” Blum told me in Au-
gust 2016. “But not on the founding 
principles.” Many, of course, might 
view his campaign as an effort to roll 
back the victories of that very move-
ment. But Blum insists that he is com-
pleting the mission. So along with in-
voking Brown v. Board of Education, he 
cites one of its less celebrated precur-
sors, Sweatt v. Painter. In that 1950 
case, the Supreme Court ruled that 
U.T. Austin’s segregated law school was 
obliged to admit the plaintiff, Heman 
Sweatt—whose application, the Court 
recognized, had been “rejected solely 
because he is a Negro.”

Sixty-six years later, Blum, who is 
white, regards Sweatt as a brother-in-
arms. “Read the briefs,” he told me. “It 
is irrefutable that the original civil 

rights movement was based upon the 
principles of color blindness.” In his 
view, today’s racial advocacy groups 
have drifted away from those color-
blind principles—or, worse, advocate 
for them in some areas (police profil-
ing, jury selection) while declining to 
apply them to college admissions. In-
deed, Blum sees Sweatt and Fisher as 
mirror images: two victims demanding 
equal treatment before the law.

Not everybody agrees. Gregory 
J. Vincent, a tall, burly man who served 
as U.T.’s vice president for diversity and 
community engagement, gently de-
murred. “Blum is a smart man,” he told 

me, “but he’s dead wrong in this par-
ticular instance. What Heman Sweatt 
was fighting was state-sponsored segre-
gation. That is vastly different than 
what Abigail Fisher or any other stu-
dent faced when she applied to the 
University of Texas.” Fisher would not, 
he noted, have been guaranteed admit-
tance if she had been black. 

Blum, however, insisted that Fisher’s 
record (including a 3.59 G.P.A., cello 
playing, and 1180 on the SATs) made 
her the “ideal plaintiff.” He is no less 
enamored of Texas A&M University, 
in College Station, where I teach En-
glish. In a 2013 op-ed for the Houston 
Chronicle, he discussed the impending 
Fisher decision, noted that a hundred 
colleges had filed amicus briefs in sup-
port of U.T., and praised A&M for its 
refusal to climb on the affirmative ac-
tion bandwagon. He also saluted Rob-
ert Gates, the former secretary of de-
fense who was installed as A&M’s 
president shortly before I arrived as an 
assistant professor in 2002, and who 
established the school’s current ap-
proach to diversity. 

I should confess that when it comes 
to affirmative action, I spent much 
of my early life in a fog of igno-

rance and embarrassment. My first en-
counter with race-conscious admissions 

took place not long after I arrived in 
the United States from Jamaica at the 
age of eight. The year was 1968, and my 
mother took me to an elementary 
school in Gallup, New Mexico, to get 
me enrolled. Without being tested or 
spoken to, I was promptly assigned to 
the first grade rather than the third. 
This action on the school’s part—
presumably a comment on my academ-
ic potential—was affirmative as hell, 
but it wasn’t what the Kennedy and 
Johnson Administrations had in mind 
when they committed themselves to 
sandblasting away the effects of slavery 
and discrimination on American life. 

Only years later, when my family 
moved into a big rental house that 
came with my father’s job in an oth-
erwise unaffordable Chicago suburb, 
did I encounter the Kennedy–
Johnson version of affirmative action. 
By then, I had skipped ahead to the 
proper grade. One day I arrived at 
school and discovered that we were 
taking something called the PSAT. I 

did well enough, it turned out, to earn a 
flurry of come-hither letters from big-
time schools. Convinced that this warm 
welcome was entirely due to my test 
scores, I was puzzled a year or so later by 
news of the 1978 Bakke case. The Su-
preme Court had affirmed Allan Bakke’s 
claim that he had suffered “reverse dis-
crimination.” But it simultaneously de-
clared that colleges could use certain 
race-conscious admissions procedures, 
and my response was: Why would any-
one need that?

Since then, it’s safe to say that I’ve 
been schooled—considerably. Not only 
have I earned a doctorate and made my 
way through the Darwinian terrain of 
the academic job market, I have also 
come to understand Thurgood Mar-
shall’s dissent to the Bakke decision:

It is more than a little ironic that, af-
ter several hundred years of class-
based discrimination against Negroes, 
the Court is unwilling to hold that a 
class-based remedy for that discrimi-
nation is permissible.

In other words, I have come around 
to the idea that regardless of class, 
black Americans are swimming with 
weights on. But how heavy and con-
sequential are the weights? And to 
what extent does their downward 
pull cloud one’s thinking? 

I HAVE COME AROUND TO  

THE IDEA THAT REGARDLESS OF 

CLASS, BLACK AMERICANS ARE  

SWIMMING WITH WEIGHTS ON 
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These are not questions that troubled 
me the moment I set foot on A&M’s 
football-mad, tradition-hungry campus. 
Indeed, to this day, in the classrooms 
where I encounter undergraduates—or 
graduate students who have yet to im-
bibe the dark arts of academic politics—
the atmosphere is reliably welcoming.

Yet every few years, some peculiar 
expression of racial contempt goes off 
like a stink bomb. In 2003, for exam-
ple, the local chapter of the Young 
Conservatives of Texas—an organiza-
tion that counts Rand Paul and Jeb 
Hensarling among its alumni—held a 
bake sale to protest the hiring of a vice 
president to oversee institutional as-
sessment and diversity. Goodies were 
offered to whites for 75 cents, to Lati-
nos for 25 cents, and to blacks for 10 
cents. The moral of the story seemed 
to be that African Americans needed 
to be only 13 percent as qualified as 
white males to earn admission to a 
university or get a job. Since I had 
surely been hired in part to help diver-
sify the A&M faculty, this bake-sale 
business touched my honor, and I be-
came a fellow traveler of an impromp-
tu faculty group formed to affirm the 
value of difference.

The next stink bomb went off in 
2006, when a video showing a white 
student in blackface pretending to be 
beaten and sexually abused by another 
white student appeared on the internet. 
Ten years later, when a number of fresh-
faced high-school kids were brought to 
campus as part of A&M’s minority-
recruitment program, they encountered 
more than one Aggie who told them to 
go back where they came from, adding 
racial slurs for emphasis. Another Ag-
gie asked the visitors what they thought 
of her Confederate-flag earrings.

A stink now obscurely scenting all 
of America came to A&M last win-
ter in the person of Richard Spencer. 
The white-nationalist firebrand 
spoke on campus on December 6, 
having been invited to address the 
university by a local right-wing crank 
and alumnus who rented a hall. The 
university rushed to say that it had 
nothing to do with the invitation. 
What’s more, the administration or-
ganized a series of counter-events, in-
cluding an oversize Aggies United 
event in that holy of holies, the foot-
ball stadium.

The day and hour of Spencer’s 
speech was greeted by hundreds of im-
passioned protesters, the rally in the 
stadium, and a counter-lecture on cam-
pus racism, whiteness, and the First 
Amendment by the sociology professor 
Wendy Moore. Spencer was unfazed. 
He told his audience (ironically, the 
most diverse I have ever seen at Texas 
A&M) that he’d heard the Aggies 
United event was a sparsely attended 
failure: It could not drown him out.

For the next two hours, he turned on 
his version of charm, telling the mostly 
hostile crowd that their hisses meant “I 
love you.” Still, the rage festering just 
beneath the surface oozed out at odd 
moments. At one point, Spencer went 
after a geneticist wearing a beat the 
hell out of racism T-shirt. Having 
already declared “racism” a “false word,” 
Spencer all but challenged him to a 
fight, calling him a “white coward” who 
couldn’t beat the hell out of anything: 
“Look at how fat you are.”

Spencer stumped for his vision of a 
nation created and defined by whites—
an America now threatened by its mad 
fixation on diversity, which blesses 
things like affirmative action and im-
migration by non-Europeans. “This is 
what George Soros and Mark Zucker-
berg want,” he said. “They want an un-
differentiated global population—a 
raceless, genderless, identityless, mean-
ingless population . . . consuming drugs 
while watching porn on V.R. goggles.” 

The remedy to this “passive nihil-
ism,” he insisted, was Donald Trump. 
The incoming president had a sense of 
what made “the white race truly 
unique and truly wonderful—that 
striving toward infinity. However vul-
gar he may seem, he had a sense of 
it. . . . That’s what made Donald Trump 
an alt-right hero.”

This exalted notion of whiteness is 
also what inspired the crowd that came 
out to listen to Spencer, to heckle him, 
to ridicule him, and to offer questions 
hot as coals that, in a few instances, he 
didn’t dare set foot on. The gathering, 
which included a vocal sprinkling of 
Spencer fans, was itself an argument for 
the idea that diversity is an educa-
tional tool. I can’t help hoping that 
some of his supporters might have had 
their axioms shaken simply by this 
exposure to life outside the overwhelm-
ingly white hothouses of the “alt-right.” 
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When Sandra Day O’Connor 
made her prophecy in 2003 
and reopened the door to 

affirmative action in Texas, which 
had been closed for the past seven 
years, Robert Gates tried to pursue a 
middle path. He announced that 
A&M admissions would remain race-
blind but would be accompanied by 
extra efforts to recruit and fund qual-
ified minority students. Even this he 
did with caution: “Some will criticize 
our special efforts to reach out to stu-
dents in Texas who are Hispanic, 
African-American, Asian-American, 
or economically disadvantaged.” 

Yet Gates had now stumbled into a 
whole new briar patch. The fiercest 
backlash he faced was from black state 
lawmakers who condemned him for 
dismissing affirmative action while 
leaving legacy admissions untouched. 
In the view of its critics, legacy was 
stealth discrimination. Gates at first 
claimed to have little knowledge and 
no gut feeling about the program, 
which in 2003 had tipped the scales in 
favor of 321 whites and just thirty-
three minority candidates. Still, he 
ended legacy admissions in January 
2004, saying that such a leg up 
amounted to an “obvious inconsisten-
cy in an admissions strategy based on 
individual merit.”

So ended that chapter in a cultural 
duel, quite literally an affair of honor, 
that has been fought over and over 
again, in every sort of venue, ever since 
Brown v. Board of Education made de-
segregation the law of the land. A&M’s 
own battles in this regard have been 
amazingly convoluted. In 1993, six years 
after an office of multicultural services 
was established, one campus publication 
boasted about “the diverse group of 
students who attend A&M.” But that 
great leap forward was owed in part to 
none other than Clarence Thomas, the 
tortured Supreme Court justice who 
now sees affirmative action as a sort of 
malignant tumor. In 1982, when he 
worked in the Department of Educa-
tion’s Office for Civil Rights, Thomas 
demanded that Bill Clements, the gov-
ernor of Texas, adopt more ambitious 
goals for increased minority representa-
tion on campuses in his state. 

Thomas’s earlier role in pushing 
affirmative action in Texas, and then 
his subsequent role in the quest to 

annihilate it, underscore the extent to 
which the policy entails a duel within 
and between souls. Indeed, in his au-
tobiography, Thomas rages over hav-
ing been admitted to Yale Law School 
with the aid of affirmative action. “I 
sought to vanquish the perception 
that I was somehow inferior to my 
white classmates,” he writes, “by ob-
taining special permission to carry 
more than the maximum number of 
credit hours.” Yet none of these labors 
allowed him to “escape the stigmatiz-
ing effects of racial preference.” 

Stigma and dishonor touch Thomas 
like drops of acid. The Supreme Court 
confirmation hearings during which 
Anita Hill accused him of sexual ha-
rassment reportedly left him scarred 
with humiliation and bitterness—a 
humiliation into which, determined to 
restore his own honor and that of 
those he sees as like himself, he dips 
his pen when he writes on race in cas-
es like Fisher. Affirmative action pro-
grams, he insisted in one 1995 opin-
ion, teach white Americans that 
“because of chronic and apparently 
immutable handicaps, minorities can-
not compete with them without their 
patronizing indulgence.” Such pro-
grams, he insisted, “stamp minorities 
with a badge of inferiority.”

The affair is bigger than race. After 
all, the great motivator for colleges in 
their drive to make admissions com-
petitive is what the economist An-
thony Carnevale calls “prestige among 
their own ranks”: honor. But the pur-
suit of honor leads inexorably back to 
race. Prestige hunger among colleges 
means ever-higher admissions stan-
dards, and higher standards favor the 
children of college-educated, economi-
cally comfortable parents—in short, 
white kids.

Carnevale, who now heads George-
town’s Center on Education and the 
Workforce, tried to address this racial 
disparity back in the late 1990s, when 
he was a vice president at the Educa-
tional Testing Service. Then as now, 
many accused the SAT of functioning 
as a quasi-scientific racial sorting 
machine—a charge that he reluctantly 
accepted. To level the playing field, 
Carnevale headed up the creation of a 
so-called Striver’s Index, which would 
factor into the student’s SAT score up 
to fourteen nonacademic data points, 

including race, family income, and 
school district. 

“When you look at a striver who 
gets a thousand,” he told the Wall 
Street Journal in 1999, “you’re looking 
at someone who really performs at a 
twelve hundred.” Crucially, Carnevale 
told me, strivers are people all Ameri-
cans want to celebrate. A Striver’s In-
dex is not a racial corrective—it is an 
Index of Americanness.

These days, however, Carnevale is 
more concerned by attempts to expel 
race from the conversation—to con-
clude that in a postracial America, the 
playing field is already level. He under-
stands the temptation: We are ad-
dicted to denial and to the damaging 
shorthand of racial stereotypes. But 
our knowledge, however carefully sup-
pressed, will come back to haunt us. 
“There is the old joke,” he told me, 
“that a human being is sort of a smart 
monkey riding on an elephant—the 
elephant being all the subconscious 
stuff we don’t know about.” Affirma-
tive action is one of the mice that 
frightens the elephant. As for the va-
garies of race, even the monkey seems 
to know little about them.

With foes like Thomas, Gratz, 
and Blum (who has launched 
new attacks on affirmative 

action at U.T., Harvard, and the Uni-
versity of North Carolina), and with 
Trump having already appointed a Su-
preme Court justice, proponents of the 
policy have their work cut out for them. 
They have had some cause for hope, 
though. In June 2016, the Supreme 
Court ruled on Fisher v. University of 
Texas, affirming the school’s race-based 
admissions policy in a manner that 
caused Justice Samuel Alito to exclaim 
in his dissent, “This is affirmative ac-
tion gone wild.” *

When the ruling came down, affir-
mative action advocates took steps to 
reinforce the majority opinion. In an 
op-ed that appeared in the Austin 
American-Statesman, Gregory Vin-
cent wrote that Fisher was not only 
academically unqualified for admis-
sion to U.T. but displayed a sense of 

* Undeterred by the Fisher decision, Blum 
is now attacking U.T. from a different an-
gle, arguing that the school’s affirmative ac-
tion program is forbidden by certain clauses 
in the Texas Constitution. 
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entitlement that, writ large, was dam-
aging to society. 

Ironically, the state’s earlier at-
tempts to grapple with the elephant 
of race by meritocratic means had 
made the competition tougher for 
Fisher. This is because in 1997, Irma 
Rangel, the first Mexican-American 
woman in the Texas legislature, 
pushed through a bill that made the 
top ten percent of every Texas high 
school class eligible for admission to 
any state college. The flood of top-
ten-percenters of all races was such 
that U.T. Austin was soon pleading 
for more discretion to pick a budding 
Beethoven or Balanchine or Steve 
Jobs who might not have the highest 
G.P.A. Fisher, whose record was 
nothing to sneeze at, had neverthe-
less failed to make the top ten per-
cent at her high school. When U.T. 
rejected her, she sued, confident that 
minority students with lesser records 
had been admitted.

Vincent, who is now the president of 
Hobart and William Smith Colleges, 
questioned this assumption. The sense 
of entitlement that he condemned in 
his op-ed, he said, had to do with Fish-
er’s conviction that “her spot was taken 
by a minority student, despite the fact 
that there were white students admitted 
with lower grades, and there were black 
and Latino students with higher grades 
who were denied admission.” Race, he 
insisted, “was not the single factor, and 
we did it in a constitutional way.”

Still, Fisher’s focus on minority kids 
at her high school underscores an af-
firmative action paradox. Part of the 
reason why the policy is so much more 
violently opposed than legacy admis-
sions (which Clarence Thomas finds 
unworthy but nonetheless constitu-
tional) is that some whites seem to feel, 
deep down in the elephant part of 
themselves, dishonored when blacks 
are admitted in their stead. But they 
appear not to feel dishonored when 
whites with similar or lesser records are 
admitted. This is part of the historical 
river on which our psyches float, and in 
which they are sometimes submerged.

As the scholar Orlando Patterson 
has shown, one of the distinguishing 
features of being a slave is the fact of 
living in a state of dishonor and “so-
cial death.” The persistence of this 
dishonor—summed up in Supreme 

Court Chief Justice Roger Taney’s 
finding in 1857 that a black man 
“had no rights which the white man 
was bound to respect”—is epito-
mized in our time by mass incarcera-
tion and by the daily abuse that reg-
ularly climaxes in police killing 
blacks with impunity in Cleveland, 
St. Paul, New York City, and beyond.

Despite its consequences for people 
like Fisher, Irma Rangel’s top-ten plan 
may be the political equivalent of the 
golden mean in these rancorous times. 
“What’s interesting to me is that the 
politicians figured this out before the 
economists and the lawyers,” Car-
nevale said. They also seemed to grasp 
that “the public is much more sympa-
thetic to class than race.” The solu-
tion, Carnevale told me, is “so perfect-
ly American,” and also a form of 
evasion. “Race,” he asserted, “is a se-
cret we keep from ourselves.”

Indeed, race in America has been 
more than anything else a religious no-
tion, a sort of Holy Ghost, terror tangled 
with desire wrapped in myth. Richard 
Spencer himself spoke of race as Amer-
ica’s primordial white root, something 
beyond mere genetics. Having been 
raised in a household that taught me 
that skin color had little or no meaning, 
I had to go back to racial first grade to 
grasp the full importance of the phe-
nomenon in American life. I had help, 
of course. Back in Gallup, a Native 
American kid asked me whether it 
wasn’t a bummer to be black. Later on, 
in more rarefied intellectual circles, I 
often banged into assumptions about 
what I should or could think, and of 
course I have had the standard encoun-
ter with the white woman gone rigid 
with fear as I walked past her.

But what has affected me most is 
the double legacy of the Bakke case. 
On the one hand, most states still 
permit or even mandate the consid-
eration of race in school admissions, 
and of race and gender in hiring. 
On the other, there is the lingering 
specter of reverse discrimination—a 
charge leveled, as we all recall, at 
Barack Obama, who had his Har-
vard transcripts demanded by none 
other than Donald Trump. Though 
no one has demanded my tran-
scripts yet, and though I have never 
felt poisoned by an admissions letter 
in the manner of Clarence Thomas, 

I’ve struggled to refute stereotypes 
by avoiding even the tiniest misstep 
in my writing and teaching. The se-
cret that America keeps from itself 
whispers in my psyche too. The 
question is, how do we stop that se-
cret from metastasizing so profound-
ly in our collective unconscious that 
the self-knowledge we need to make 
changes becomes impossible?

Vincent takes O’Connor’s twenty-
five years seriously, and sees the need 
for reforms beyond affirmative action, 
reaching down into the K–12 
system—and beyond, into the history 
of de facto segregation by things as 
subtle as the construction of a high-
way bypass. Blum points to polls as 
proof that the country supports mis-
sions like his. Carnevale (who cites 
the same polls, but for opposite rea-
sons) is unimpressed by affirmative 
action as a racial cure-all. 

Whether under Donald Trump we 
can inch closer to Rawls’s original po-
sition is an open question. Blum, with 
his scorched-earth tactics, will surely 
have a major impact in shaping the 
answer. He is already advising U.N.C. 
to fold or face “years of expensive and 
polarizing litigation.” It knocks me off 
my chair that Blum knows his law-
suits might exacerbate racial polariza-
tion and is proceeding nonetheless. 
Additional ironies arise from a strate-
gic shift: Instead of using whites as 
plaintiffs in his assaults on U.N.C. 
and Harvard, Blum has selected 
Asian Americans. I hardly need point 
out that this portmanteau identity in-
cludes subgroups with little need for 
affirmative action at this point, as 
well as subgroups who need it as 
much as ever.

“Were you denied admission to col-
lege?” is the question posed on Blum’s 
new website. “It may be because you’re 
the wrong race.” This language, I would 
argue, is pernicious: It allows a single 
factor to eclipse the entire admissions 
process. Harvard (where legacy is still 
alive and kicking) and many other 
schools claim to use a more complex 
method, one built overwhelmingly on 
nuance. But if a Jamaican kid helped 
by affirmative action has learned any-
thing, it is that America abhors a 
nuance—and that complexity is often 
seen here as a plot against Mom, apple 
pie, and perfect plaintiffs. Q
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S T O R Y

SYNCHRONICITY
By John Keeble

When I came into the kitch-
en, Ward was using a knife 
to help his wife, Irene, peel 

the skin from two buffalo tongues. 
The skin was discarded in a small 
heap along with the glutinous veins 

cut from the undersides, then Ward 
left it to Irene to cut the meat into 
cubes. He pulled out a chair opposite 
me at the table in the dining area and 
opened up a John Deere repair manu-
al, which was my reason for being 
there, and began thumbing through it. 
Meanwhile, Irene put the cubes into a 
cast-iron Dutch oven and seared them. 
She added butter, garlic, onion, white 

wine, and spices, causing me to grow 
alert to aromas. Besides garlic and on-
ion, I picked out the scents of rose-
mary, oregano, and something else I 
couldn’t identify. A pressure cooker 
slowly heated up on a back burner, and 
on the counter beside Irene stood 
ranks of quart mason jars.

Irene turned down the heat under 
the Dutch oven, placed a lid on it, 

John Keeble is the author of seven books, 
including Yellowfish and The Shadows of 
Owls. He lives in Washington State.
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moved out of the cooking area to a 
niche in the wall, and sat on a stool. 
She wiped her hands on her apron 
and reached up to the back of her 
head, adjusting the clip on her bun.

“Buffalo,” she said. “So this is 
what it comes to. All for my sister.”

“I’m sorry,” Ward said. His voice 
sounded dismayed, which was not 
typical of him, though he’d been 
showing more of it lately: dismay, 
even distress, with the world.

I surmised that it wasn’t canning 
buffalo tongues that made him sor-
ry. Under the circumstances, he 
was probably glad Irene was doing 
that. Rather, he was sorry that the 
meat had come to be available at 
all, that these tongues had been se-
lected from the two formerly angry 
buf falo that now lay in neatly 
stacked white packages in the cold 
of their freezers. He was also sorry 
that the three-month saga with 
Irene’s sister and brother-in-law, 
Jenna and Leland, had come to a 
head the way it had.

And that wasn’t all. Ward, like most 
everybody else in these parts, was on 
edge over the drought and the wildfires 
that had been ravaging our state that 
summer. Though we had so far been 
spared the burning, the winds carried 
the smoke into our valley. The ridge-
line of the canyon below our house 
was barely visible, and Irene and 
Ward’s place, set under a hill just to 
the north, often vanished in a sullen 
pool of smoke and dust.

“I guess you’ll have to show more 
discretion about helping Leland out, 
generous and competent as you are. 
Or stay out of trouble by keeping 
completely clear of misanthropes like 
him,” Irene said. The dimples in her 
cheeks deepened when she glanced 
at me and smiled. “I don’t mean you. 
You’re no trouble.”

“Leland exaggerates,” Ward said. 
“That’s all I can say.”

“He’s got a screw loose.”
“Hmm,” Ward murmured.
“It’s my sister,” Irene went on. “It’s 

her I’m worried about. She’s the only 
one I care about in this thing. But 
what does she mean that God is in 
the trees and rocks of the world, in 
every animal and plant? Or when 
she says he’s not called God any-
more, but Goddess? She’s certainly 

taken on some wild ideas since she 
and Leland moved to Montana.”

Ward sighed. “Honey, she had to 
be working on those ideas before 
they moved.”

There was an edginess to this ex-
change, and despite Irene’s exempting 
me from the misanthropes of the 
world, I began to wonder if I should 
leave. I had come up to ask Ward 
about a mundane thing, the steering-
fluid leak in my tractor, a late-Fifties 
John Deere 720. That was all. Ward 
had a tractor like it. Irene might have 
doubted his competence when it came 
to assessing certain types of people, 
but when it came to animals, machin-
ery, the farm implements that I regu-
larly borrowed, nobody questioned 
Ward’s judgment. Earlier in his life, he 
had been a mechanic for Union Pacif-
ic, then for the Air National Guard. I’d 
never come across anyone who could 
diagnose a machine’s problems as he 
did, often by listening to it run, some-
times by clambering up on the engine 
with a stethoscope and listening to the 
innards turn on themselves.

Most of his equipment was thirty 
years old. In other ways too, Ward and 
Irene seemed content to inhabit a time 
warp. They didn’t have an answering 
machine on their landline and had no 
cell phone. They avoided computers. 
They lived close to the way they’d 
been raised, both of them having 
emerged from hardscrabble farm fami-
lies whose grandparents had journeyed 
west during the Dust Bowl. Every Sat-
urday, Irene did her shopping at the 
Air Force commissary, and every Sun-
day she went off to the Methodist 
church in a town nearby. She had her 
routines of baking, cooking, washing, 
and cleaning, and her life and Ward’s, 
too, had a deep-seated sobriety and in-
tactness. No wonder she felt that her 
sister, who was now living in an under-
ground compound among celestially 
oriented Blackfoot rock piles, had 
slipped off the deep end.

Ward looked down at the service 
manual. “My guess is you’ll have to 
pull the pump,” he said. “Replace the 
hoses. As long as you’ve got the 
pump out, you might as well replace 
the bearings too. And there are the 
O-rings on the water lines.”

“To get at the pump, I’ll have to 
take the grille off too, right?” I said. 

“And the cowling? Do I have to take 
the radiator out?”

“You’ll have to drain it and slide it 
out of the way.” He pushed the man-
ual across the table and pointed to a 
picture that showed the pump and 
the radiator levered all the way to 
the front of the tractor. He put his 
finger on another picture. “You’ll 
have to pull the steering wheel and 
steering shaft too, and take down 
the worm-gear housing.”

Ten miles to the south is the air 
base where Ward plied his me-
chanical skills for more than 

two decades. Twenty miles east is the 
city of Spokane, Washington, and just 
beyond it, the Idaho Panhandle, and 
then Montana. Fifty miles to the north 
are the Kettle Mountains, and nestled 
against them is the town of Cusick, 
which had freshly emerged in our con-
sciousness because of the broken-loose 
Kalispel buffalo—not the frozen bodies 
formerly linked by integument to 
Irene’s tongues but nine or ten others. 
To the west, the land sinks slowly 
through a desolate high desert that 
ends at the Columbia River. There we 
find Russian thistle, skeletonweed, leafy 
spurge, and Dalmatian toadflax, among 
other noxious European transplants, 
and also the ubiquitous native sage-
brush, and fescue, or bunchgrass, and 
in late June the exquisite yellow flowers 
of the northernmost cactus on the con-
tinent, Opuntia fragilis. It’s true that 
much of that land is now irrigated from 
the Columbia River Project and grows 
fodder mainly for livestock—lentils, 
alfalfa, timothy, field corn—but north 
of it, then arcing back eastward in our 
direction, is the coulee country where 
the fires yet burned.

Ward and Irene are dryland farmers. 
So are my wife and I—after a fashion, 
since we own what some disdainfully 
call a “hobby farm.” We usually get be-
tween eighteen and twenty-one inches 
of annual precipitation, just enough to 
sustain our alfalfa fields and the pon-
derosa pine that grow on slopes lead-
ing down to the canyon.

But now we’re in the second year of 
high temperatures and drought. The 
pine engraver beetle has moved up 
from its native habitat in California 
and Oregon. Pine trees are dying, and 
in places our woods are a quilt-work of 
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green and brown: more tinder. At run-
offs we have Douglas fir, willow, haw-
thorn, aspen, and some alder, and then 
the elderberry, serviceberry, red cur-
rant, and plum. A few of these wild 
fruit bearers grow near the house, 
where my wife has nurtured them, 
making sure there’s space between the 
plants to give them room to grow. This 
year, the fruit came early and was des-
iccated. The bushes changed color pre-
maturely. Birds that feed on the fruit 
moved on early.

Of necessity, we abide by what is 
called “farmer’s time,” which some also 
call “Indian time,” depending on who’s 
using the term and what their intent 
is. What it means is that one performs 
a certain duty or arrives at an agreed-
on place when obligations permit. 
Though some city dwellers extol the 
“simplicity” of life here, tasks can grow 
complicated even for hobby farmers 
when something, such as my tractor, 
needs repair. Or when our cows, rest-
less for green pasture, break out of 
their fence in the springtime. Or when 
one of them has a countermanded 
birth, like the heifer we discovered ear-
lier this spring walking in circles in our 
corral, one of its calf’s legs poking out 
of its hindquarters.

Ward came to help us, bringing 
down chains, a calf jack, and a ratch-
et. Once we had the heifer in the 
squeeze chute and Ward had stuffed 
the calf’s leg back in, repositioning it, 
he hooked the chains around the legs 
and ratcheted the calf slowly out, tim-
ing it according to the heifer’s con-
tractions. The calf discharged and 
fell, thudding against the ground, and 
Ward bent over it and cleared the af-
terbirth from around its nostrils.

The calf didn’t make it. Turned 
loose, the bereaved heifer went for 
Ward, but he leaped away, ending up 
next to my wife and me behind a 
panel. For a moment, the heifer 
glared at Ward, then resumed licking 
her dead calf. Such was the inauspi-
cious beginning to the growing 
season—the first thing that hap-
pened. I came to believe the calf had 
the power of omens and that its 
mother, the heifer, put a curse on the 
summer that was to follow. My wife 
and I began calling the heifer Lady 
Macbeth. “Out, damned spot!” we 
would exclaim at her. “Out, I say!”
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Back in May, before the weather 
changed, before the drought, 
before the fires, and just a cou-

ple of weeks after we lost the calf, 
Ward acquired two buffalo. I hap-
pened to be up at his place returning 
a harrow I’d borrowed to knock down 
the gopher mounds in my fields. He 
was pulling out with the heaviest of 
his stock trailers and he asked if I 
could come along. He was taking the 
trailer, he said, to help out Irene’s 
brother-in-law, Leland, with a pair of 
buffalo bulls he’d bought. “I’m glad you 
turned up. I could use another hand.”

“Certainly,” I said. I called my wife 
to tell her what I was doing and 
climbed into Ward’s truck. This was 
before Leland and Jenna moved. I’d 
met them only a few times. Jenna 
bore a resemblance to Irene, though 
she was younger. Leland seemed a 
nice enough fellow, if a little lost, his 
shining eyes peering out of his face as 
if out of a jail cell.

“I think he’s got himself into a 
pickle.” Ward turned out of his drive-
way onto a gravel road. “He says he 
had the buffalo delivered and re-
leased into a circle of panels he’d set 
up in his front yard. But then he dis-
covered the two buffalo crossing the 
road. They put their heads down and 
just walked off, panels and all.” Ward 
chuckled. “Seems he didn’t think 
about securing the panels to the 
ground. Then later he called again 
and said that a bunch from the Ka-
lispel herd happened by and got his 
two excited. Have you heard about 
the loose bunch of Kalispel buffalo?”

Indeed I had. They’d been in the 
news. “I haven’t heard anything 
about their coming down this way, 
though I guess they could have.”

“Right,” Ward said. “He says the Ka-
lispel buffalo made off and his two fol-
lowed them as far as a neighbor’s field.”

The Kalispel are an entrepreneurial 
tribe, and among their projects is a 
buffalo herd. I had admired their 
fences, which I remembered as im-
pressive five-wire affairs pulled tight 
with wooden posts set every eight 
feet. The buffalo must have broken 
out, or a gate had been left open. 
Soon after, it was reported that the 
buffalo wreaked havoc everywhere 
they went. Ordinary fences meant 
nothing to them. The sight of riders 

on horseback or on A.T.V.’s enraged 
them, and they lowered their heads to 
charge fence after fence, barbed wire, 
split rail, treated posts, even steel posts 
buried in concrete. It didn’t matter. 
They’d gotten inside a barn and, when 
come upon by the farmer, crashed 
right through a wall.

Though we didn’t know it yet, the 
loose Kalispel herd was the second 
thing that happened that season. The 
third thing was their running wild.

We drove north to Leland’s place 
and found him standing out front, 
looking down the road at the two 
young bulls that had stopped in the 
alfalfa field. They were buffalo all 
right, and by now had dragged the 
twelve-by-five panels, which were still 
connected by chains, into a long rect-
angle with themselves at its head. 
They seemed content, pulling up the 
plants. Leland wore a bright-yellow 
shirt, Wrangler jeans, and a pair of 
new Western-style boots. Behind him 
was the doorway to his house, where 
Jenna stood in a long, frilly white 
dress, her eyes like distant smudges, 
staring out at nothing I could discern.

“Is she all right?” I said.
Ward looked at her and muttered, 

“Jenna? Don’t know if she’s all right. 
We never know.”

He pulled up and Leland came 
over to the truck, picking up his con-
versation where it had been left off. 
“I wondered if maybe they’re from 
the same herd. It’s like the Kalispel 
buffalo were lost and came to find 
two more of their own. But I’ve got a 
bill of sale that says otherwise.”

I slid over to make room for Leland, 
and Ward headed for the bulls, driving 
into the field. Leland and I got out 
when he stopped. I walked toward the 
panels and gave hand signals for Ward 
to back in, all the time warily eyeing 
the buffalo, which were the color of 
smoke. Ward stopped when the trailer 
came near the panels. He set the 
brake, walked to the rear of the trailer, 
and opened the door. The buffalo 
backed up. Ward undid the chains that 
held two panels together and slid one 
panel toward me, keeping both of 
them close against the trailer, making 
a rudimentary chute.

“Hold it,” he told me. “Don’t let 
them out. Don’t give them time to 
think about it. But if they come 

through, get out of the way.” He 
grinned, propped his panel in place, 
and circled around behind the bulls.

The two buffalo surprised us by 
looking around almost mischievously, 
first back at Ward, then up at Leland, 
who had moved to the side of the 
truck cab, and finally at me. Then, 
without any warning, they stormed 
into the trailer, crashing against the 
walls as they went. Ward shoved a 
panel aside, jumped in after them, 
and slammed the middle gate shut, so 
that the buffalo were secure in the 
front of the trailer, then he piled out. 
I closed the rear door, and he jerked 
down the latch and secured it. One 
buffalo grew furious, having discov-
ered, I figured, that the trailer was not 
the tunnel to freedom that it was ex-
pecting. It turned and began fero-
ciously kicking the side of the trailer. 
Up front I glimpsed Leland edging 
closer to the truck door while Ward 
scrutinized the buffalo through a slat. 
The buffalo kicked the side again.

Wham!
Ward pulled away. “Spike bulls,” 

he said. “Maybe a little over a year 
old. They’re full of vinegar, but I’d 
have to say that was a lot easier than 
I was afraid it might be.”

Leland stayed where he was. “I 
guess they’re safe in there.”

“Safe?” Ward said.
“I guess I mean us. We’re safe.” 

Leland lifted a hand. “I just wanted 
the two. Then I heard about those 
others out of the Kalispel herd. 
They’ve gone over the state line. 
They’re making their way up the Ida-
ho Panhandle, clean over the line 
toward Priest Lake. It’s like . . . ” As if 
he found himself suddenly exhaust-
ed, his voice trailed off and his hand 
floated down to his side.

“Synchronicity,” I interjected.
“That’s it,” Leland said, his voice 

rising. “Way too much of it.”
Ward squinted at me as if to say, I 

doubt Leland knows what that word 
means. When I considered it, I 
wasn’t entirely sure what it meant, 
either: something to do with the 
paranormal. And thinking that, I re-
alized I’d had a rush of adrenaline 
when the buffalo went into the trail-
er. Now I felt short of breath and my 
hands were trembling. I thought fur-
ther that synchronicity brought the 
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paranormal within the bounds of in-
telligibility. It was a question of 
things falling together in time, a 
kind of simultaneity, like Leland’s 
two buffalo and the Kalispel herd. 
That was it. Two things connected 
by meaning, not by cause and effect.

Ward spoke to Leland. “I thought 
you were planning to move.”

“We are,” Leland said. “We were 
planning to rent a trailer and take 
the two buffalo with us.” Then, af-
fecting savoir faire, he said, “Maybe 
breed them.”

When Ward squinted again, more 
fi ercely than before and turning his 
gaze on Leland now, Leland’s eyes 
began to shine and dance about fur-
tively. “They’re more unruly than I 
thought,” he said. “Maybe it’d be best 
if you took them for now.” He bent 
over to dust off his boots with a red 
handkerchief, but stood bolt upright 
in alarm when a buffalo kicked the 
side of the trailer again.

Wham!
Leland gripped the door handle. 

“You’ll have to watch out for that 
other bunch in case they come look-
ing again.”

“Hmm,” Ward murmured. “They 
came from where?”

“From up there.” Leland gestured 
to the north.

“Nine or ten of them, you say? 
There’s no sign.”

Leland’s look grew ghostly. “They 
were here all right, believe me, jum-
bling up on each other.”

Wham!
Ward and I drove Leland back to 

the house. Jenna was absent from the 
doorway, though it was still open. To 
one side, the corner of a curtain 
dropped over a window. I had to slide 
out to let Leland climb down from the 
cab, and I spied something I hadn’t no-
ticed before. He wore a silver belt 
buckle in the shape of a buffalo’s head, 
with two bits of glass for eyes. It was 
like a token, an amulet.

On the drive back to his place, 
Ward said he didn’t believe Leland 
for a minute about the Kalispel 
herd. “And he’s scared to death of 
the two.”

“Well, yes.” I said nothing about see-
ing Leland stand aside during the load-
ing, not lending a hand, or about the 
rush of adrenaline he must have 

shared with me, or about his fancy 
boots and silver belt buckle. I left those 
things where they were. I let Ward’s 
comment about not believing Leland 
alone too, though I was inclined to 
agree with him while also wondering 
why he indulged Leland so. It seemed a 
tangle, a family thing well beyond my 
ken. I did say I was glad that Ward 
hadn’t given me any more chance to 
think than he gave the two bulls.

Ward chuckled. “Yeah, we were lucky.”
We unloaded the buffalo into the 

corral where Ward kept his Charolais 
bull during the winter. It had just been 
moved to summer pasture along with 
the cows. Built from extra-heavy 
planks, the corral opened up to a feed-
er, also built from heavy planks and re-
inforced with steel diagonals. Ward’s 
bull, and now the buffalo bulls, had to 
turn their heads to get at the feed, a 
stratagem designed to minimize the 
amount of hay that fell to the ground. 
So began the three and a half months 
of Ward’s possession of the two young 
buffalo, which became the fourth dire 
thing that happened that summer. It 
was followed by a fifth, the drought 
that brought us failed crops, and then 
we had the sixth thing, the fi res that 
began as singular conflagrations but 
soon mushroomed into hundred-
square-mile complexes, fires joining 
fi res, tearing through the central and 
northern parts of the state. They were 
of their own energy and created their 
own weather—windstorms, fireballs 
bursting like bombs in midair, fl ames 
ripping up slopes—all of it seeming 
like some massive preparation for the 
death of oxygen-breathing creatures 
and the next great age of plants.

The corral’s feeder faced a pas-
sageway along the edge of 
Ward’s equipment barn. I 

checked on the buffalo every now and 
again when I came by to pick up or 
return an implement. It goes without 
saying that I kept my distance. The 
increasingly menacing demeanor of 
the pair discouraged me from getting 
too close, even while outside the cor-
ral, and from standing directly in front 
of them. Every time, they would move 
to the back of the corral, as if they 
knew I was going to watch them. 
Sometimes, if he was there, Ward 
came out and we would stand off to 
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the side and discuss how much they 
had grown: their knee joints were now 
more proportionate to the rest of their 
bodies. Their hair was luxurious and 
had begun to change to the straw 
color I remembered seeing on adults.

After three months had passed, I 
was returning a disc I’d borrowed. I 
parked and unhooked it from my 
tractor, then walked over to the 
corral. Ward joined me. He was just 
back from Montana, as I would 
learn. We came up the alleyway 
that fronted the corral and sur-
prised the buffalo as they ate out of 
the feeder. They turned their heads 
and pulled free, banging against the 
steel diagonals. The bigger one 
backed clear up to the rear of the 
corral, not taking its eyes off us. 
The other looped around and ended 
up standing next to the first one, 
facing us in the same posture and 
attitude. In this manner they may 
have granted us our position of 
dominance, but suddenly the bigger 
one whipped its head back and 
forth, giving notice that it could 
break away in a f lash, trampling 
whatever stood in its way. The other 
was sure to follow. Instinctively, 
Ward and I moved to the side, in-
creasing the angulation between us 
and them.

A few weeks before, Ward had put 
a medicine ball in the corral. “To give 
them something to do,” he had said. 
At first, still mischievous on occasion, 
they would lapse into a playful mode, 
kicking or butting the ball, but soon 
they stopped doing that. Now the ball 
lay flattened in a corner.

Irene, meanwhile, had come to 
fear the very sight of the buffalo. I 
heard her telling Ward that they 
darkened the whole yard, that their 
ominous presence overshadowed ev-
erything: the arena, the birthing 
corral, the haystacks, the fenced-off 
portion where the cows were to be 
kept when they returned, the repair 
shed, even where she parked the car 
at the back of the house.

“The truth is,” Ward told me, “I’ve 
grown kind of fond of those buffalo. 
I wish I could keep them, but I’d 
have to build a fence that would hold 
them. If they broke loose, they’d 
probably run into a car, or vanish 
into the fires. Somebody could get 

hurt. And I’d be liable for any dam-
age they caused. Like the Kalispels. I 
figure they ended up paying for all 
the destroyed fences and that barn.”

I didn’t say anything, wondering 
whether Ward might be edging to-
ward the same thrall that had sucked 
Leland in.

The fires were rapaciously feed-
ing on one another: the Okanagan 
Complex, the Chelan Complex, the 
Stevens County Complex, the 
Clark Fork Complex. There were 
more fires in Oregon, and it ap-
peared that California was in the 
throes of suffocation, about to be 
wiped out. The Kalispel buffalo had 
run free for a month or so, but just 
as the media began to pay less at-
tention to them, somebody reported 
that they’d been sighted way up 
north, vanishing into the smoke of 
the Okanagan Complex. Ten days 
later, four buffalo carcasses were 
found. Their feet had been burned 
clean off to the ankles and the bod-
ies charred. The rest of the herd 
were never found, but it was hoped 
that they had made it to the border 
and tricked their way through the 
fancy gates and underpasses for elk, 
moose, sheep, and deer that the 
Canadians had constructed along 
their highways.

Ward took out a pocketknife and 
began whittling a stick. He leaned 
forward and contemplated the buffa-
lo. The bigger one lifted its head, 
though otherwise they both stood 
frozen in their spots, eyes filled with 
abject distrust.

“Just look at the black pelage on 
their underbellies and the insides of 
their thighs. And the tail tufts,” 
Ward mused. “And the thighs them-
selves, how big they’ve become. The 
humps beginning to fill out, the 
spikes starting to curve inward.”

He said he had traveled to Mon-
tana for Irene’s sake, to check 
on Jenna for her, to see wheth-

er Jenna and Leland needed bailing out 
yet. He said he guessed they didn’t. 
Leland still wanted the buffalo, but 
hadn’t done anything about getting a 
place ready to keep them. “I don’t un-
derstand it,” Ward said. “Does he really 
want them? He’ll have to feed them 
too, you know, and watch after them.”

There were other people living 
there, what Ward said Leland called 
a coven. They all inhabited a large 
underground complex dug into a hill. 
“It seems to me that they are plain 
old survivalists,” he said, “but Jenna 
insists they have a new faith. She 
calls it Natural New Paganism. She 
showed me an altar with candles, a 
statue, and a set of buffalo horns.” 
Ward shrugged. “I don’t know.”

He described the underground 
complex that was meant to protect 
them from fallout, from anything but 
a direct nuclear hit. The entryways 
were built around ninety-degree cor-
ners with two scallop-shaped con-
structions engineered to deflect blast 
concussions. “I have to admit it’s im-
pressive,” he said. “They’re pretty 
carefully installed.”

He hunkered down and used his 
stick to draw a picture in the dust. 
“First you have a passage coming face-
to-face with a large scallop, like an ab-
alone shell placed on a smaller abalone 
shell. Then that one is placed on a 
smaller one yet, and on and on.” Ward 
drew it in the dust. “They’re beautiful 
in a way, made from cast steel coated 
with ceramic.” He stood up beside me 
and gazed down at his drawing.

I saw that Ward was confused. 
He wasn’t sure how to pit his old-
school perceptions against a metic-
ulous installation that was to serve 
as a last line of defense against the 
end of the world.

Ward gave a detailed account of 
how the group fed themselves. They 
hunted deer, antelope, elk, and chu-
kar. But they had underground nurs-
eries too, and grow lights powered by 
generators, which in turn were pow-
ered by a methane well, the whole 
business run by a computer system. 
Leland told him they were developing 
retractable antiaircraft guns, modify-
ing them to shoot down the drones 
they believed were sure to come.

“It’s their new thing,” Ward said. 
“The hill they built the compound on 
had piles of stones—they call them 
petroforms. Jenna says they align with 
celestial plotting. She was talkative for 
once, walking me around, showing me 
how the petroforms line up with con-
stellations and stars: Beta Orionis, Al-
pha Orionis, the North Star, Ursa Mi-
nor. There are also circles of stones 
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roiled in the sky and blotted out the 
sun beyond the trees. Dark, sudden-
ly it was dark as twilight, although 
it was only three o’clock in the af-
ternoon. Ward’s breath shuddered 
and I could have sworn that his eyes 
filled with tears. “I hated to do it. 
What other alternative did I have? I 
called Leland and Jenna to let them 
know.” He paused, then looked up 
at the smoke and laughed grimly. 
“Leland said he wishes I’d of 
checked with him first.”

That was nearly a month ago, 
and here I sat at Ward and Irene’s 
kitchen table. Irene had got up to 
spoon the chunks and sauce from 
the buffalo tongues into jars, care-
fully place the jars inside the pres-
sure cooker, and put the lid and the 
weight on. The cooker began to 
hiss. I imagined the pieces of buffa-
lo tongue talking inside there, as if 
the chunks had recomposed to tell 
their version of the story.

Irene spooned the last of the meat 
into the remaining jars. She would 
have to do two processes to finish. I 
finally came to recognize the ingre-
dient I hadn’t been able to place: an-
ise. It gave the meat an almost me-
tallic scent. “Anise,” I said. “You put 
that in too.”

Ward had pulled the manual back 
to him and was studying it. He said, 
“You’ll probably have to check the 
play in the spindle. Like most every-
thing else, they didn’t think too hard 
about taking things apart when they 
first put them together. It seems to be 
the way of the world, organized just 
fine so long as it keeps on running.” 
He evinced a faint smile, as if he 
were being preyed on. “When some-
thing breaks and you have to stop 
and fix it, I guess you’re in all kinds 
of trouble anymore.”

“Sure,” I said, “but fixing things is 
what you’re best at. I can tell it gives 
you pleasure.”

Irene turned to me, running one 
hand across her apron.

“Yes,” she said. “Anise. We’ll 
keep a few jars and give the rest to 
Jenna if she wants to come visit. 
Leland be damned, he can take 
what’s frozen if he wants. But buf-
falo tongues are a great delicacy, 
you know. Maybe that will make 
Jenna happy.”   Q

that the Blackfeet used in the old days 
to weigh down the skirts of their te-
pees. The Blackfoot people were cho-
sen. They knew. That’s what Jenna 
says. She believes in what she calls the 
Rule of Three, or some such nonsense. 
The energy one puts into the world 
will be returned threefold. Whatever.”

Ward gave me his characteristic 
squint. “I don’t know what it means. 
Then she says, ‘One can only hope.’ 
Hope! Can you believe it?”

This is the seventh thing. I did 
not witness it, but was in-
formed of it by Ward when I 

met him in his farmyard.
A couple of weeks after his return 

from Montana, he got up one morn-
ing and went out to discover the two 
buffalo outside the pen, right there in 
the turnaround in his driveway. He 
saw the gate to the corral open be-
hind them: not broken, he said, just 
jimmied open. He made an effort to 
shy them that way, shifting his weight 
and lifting his arms, but the two kept 
advancing toward him, and the one 
lowered its head again.

He backed away and headed cau-
tiously for the open bay door of his re-
pair shed, where he kept his .30-06 ri-
fle. The buffalo held their ground and 
turned with Ward as if he were a gud-
geon and they the pins, or like a large 
fan, they the blades and he the nub-
bin. He remembered marveling at 
how smoothly they moved, supplely, 
as if they were lubricated. He slipped 
through the doorway, took up his 
gun, and saw the two had followed 
him to the doorway and stood in the 
opening. They were silent.

Again, he made a last attempt to 
shy them in the direction of the corral, 
but they wouldn’t budge. “I saw I had 
no choice,” he said. “First I shot the 
biggest one, the more aggressive. It 
went down, and the second turned tail 
up the driveway and toward the road. 
It reached the turnaround, right up 
there,” he said, gesturing. “It stopped 
to look back, and I shot it. It went 
down, too. I got my tractor with 
the loader, moved them next to 
each other, field-dressed them, 
then loaded them in my truck and 
took them to the butcher.”

I looked up the driveway. A 
monolithic cloud of black smoke 
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We are ushered into a feminine 
world on page 1 of David 
Plante’s DIFFICULT WOM-

EN (New York Review Books, $16.95), 
when the author meets Jean Rhys in a 
South Kensington hotel lounge deco-
rated all in pink—pink paper on the 
walls, pink roses on the carpet. Rhys, 
who became a literary grande dame 
after the late-in-life success of her 
novel Wide Sargasso Sea, sits decom-
posing in a pink hat on a red sofa 
under a pink lampshade. “I’m dying,” 
she says, and asks Plante to run out 
for a bottle of sweet vermouth. By 
the end of the afternoon, they are 
both beyond blotto, and Plante has 
rescued Rhys out of the toilet into 
which she fell after he neglected to 
put the seat down.

The second subject of this “memoir 
of three” is Sonia Orwell, widow of 
George, who, according to Plante, would 
arrive at a dinner for four, count five 
bottles of wine, and send him out for two 

more. It never 
hurts to arm one-
self against the vi-
cissitudes of life. 
“There was with 
Sonia the sense 
that she knew be-
forehand every-
thing that was go-
ing to happen, and 
there would be no 
great surprises; ev-
erything would be 
awful.” Orwell, surrounded by writers 
and artists, is a manipulative snob, and 
always lonely. Plante invites her to stay 
with him in Cortona, Italy; she huffs, 
puffs, and redecorates the house. The 
third subject, Germaine Greer, has her 
own house nearby, and drives Plante 
across Europe while nipping on a bottle 
of brandy. Later, she drives him from 
Tulsa to Santa Fe as he feeds her licorice. 
When they cross the Panhandle, she 
orders him to pop the champagne.

An American novelist in liter-
ary London, Plante was an eager-
to-please young parvenu. Then 
he wrote this book. It was first 
published in 1983, when Rhys 
and Orwell were already dead. 
Greer refused to read it and 
seems not to have forgiven him. 
As recently as 2006 she wrote in 
the Guardian that “a writer who 
hangs the carcass of her inven-
tion around the necks of real 
people cannot expect them to 

rejoice in a burden that they can now 
never relinquish.” It is true that after 
you read Difficult Women you are likely 
to think of Germaine Greer as the per-
son who once fed her cats a testicle (we 
aren’t told what kind) and stole Plante’s 
office chair. But you are equally likely to 
remember her as an excellent cook who 
mastered local dialects and could con-
verse as knowledgeably about shock 
absorbers and roof tiles as about 
eighteenth-century women writers 
and female eunuchs.

Plante’s novels are anguished, cere-
bral affairs about the spiritual lives of 
working-class Catholics; Difficult 
Women will outlast them. It shows a 
remarkable gift for portraying talk, 
dress, and self-presentation, and for 
pacing a scene. The women never 
stop talking, perhaps because they 
never feel heard; occasionally they 
are reduced to shouting. In a coda, 
Plante categorizes their disparate at-
titudes about a range of matters—

R E V I E W S

Top: Photograph of Germaine Greer © Frank Herrmann/Camera Press/Redux 
Bottom: Still Life with Red Wine Bottles, by Bernhard Vogel. Courtesy the artist and Catto Gallery, London
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paintings the artist made from 2009 to 
2014. The introduction is by Kirsty Bell, 
a critic and the former director of Gavin 
Brown’s enterprise in New York, which 
represented Peyton until a few years 
ago. The book contains a number of 
still lifes with titles such as Flowers and 
Book, Paris and Flowers and Bird, Berlin, 
which Bell attributes to the artist’s “de-
sire for introspection after a period in 
the public eye” and a “turning to look 
at the things closest at hand.” Many of 
the paintings in Dark Incandescence 
were made in Peyton’s home or the 
homes of friends. There are portraits of 
artists and performers as well as com-
positions in which the subjects appear 
at one remove, in copied photographs 
or book covers, alongside flowers or 
plants. There are series based on scenes 
from Bizet, which feature opera singers 

children, social justice, domestic-
ity, and business sense: 

Sonia’s lawyer asks if she hasn’t 
some friends in business who 
might have advised her in her 
dealings with the George Orwell 
Estate. She angrily replies, “Of 
course I don’t have business 
friends! Of course not!”

If the reportage isn’t exactly 
what we would call fair and bal-
anced, it does contain moments 
of mad beauty, as when Rhys 
describes literature as a lake fed 
by “rivers” (Tolstoy, Dostoevsky) 
and “trickles” (herself). “All that 
matters is feeding the lake. I 
don’t matter. The lake matters. 
You must keep feeding the lake. 
It is very important. Nothing 
else is important.”

The first reviews of Difficult 
Women concentrated on questions 
of accuracy and ethics. “Telling 
funny stories about your friends 
is a tricky business if you intend 
to go on having friends,” Mary-
Kay Wilmers observed in the 
London Review of Books. Thirty 
years on, all that remains is a 
delicious sequence of character 
sketches, interrupted by the oc-
casional self-interrogatory aside. 
(“I knew I felt guilt towards, not 
all women, but difficult wom-
en. . . . I had made them diffi-
cult.”) It is obvious enough that 
the book is a self-portrait of the 
artist as a young gay man drawn to 
outrageous female companionship. 
But all works of art are self-portraits of 
one kind or another. I suspect that 
Plante loved these women in his own 
way, and that his act of betrayal felt to 
him like tribute. He has the cold, kill-
ing passion of a lepidopterist, but in 
the end the book succeeds because the 
women are so horribly alive.

The painter Elizabeth Peyton has 
a love for her subjects that is 
more like worship. Do not say 

that she has crushes, however. “I don’t 
like that word ‘crush,’ ” she told Calvin 
Tomkins, a New Yorker writer, in 2008, 
the year her retrospective opened at the 
New Museum, in New York. “It sounds 
light—you know, l-i-t-e. I really love the 
people I paint. I believe in them, I’m 

happy they’re in the world.” In the 1990s 
and 2000s, while her contemporaries 
were soaking sharks in formaldehyde 
and arranging piles of candy, Peyton 
became known for her small, rapturous, 
sincere portraits. She painted musicians 
such as Kurt Cobain, Jarvis Cocker, Pete 
Doherty, and the brothers Noel and 
Liam Gallagher, as well as friends, celeb-
rities, and historical personages—Mad 
King Ludwig, a dreamy Napoleon. Her 
subjects were white, languid, youthful, 
thin, red-lipped, male, and girlish, and 
stared heartthrobbingly out of the can-
vas. Her brushstrokes were large and 
visible. Tomkins called her paintings 
“vivid and immediate, and almost em-
barrassingly personal.” They beautifully 
mixed tenderness and melancholy.

ELIZABETH PEYTON: DARK IN-
CANDESCENCE (Rizzoli, $75) collects 

Flowers, Berlin, by Elizabeth Peyton 
Courtesy the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York City and Brussels
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clutching one another, all of them done 
in fiery expressionist hues.

Peyton’s evolution as a stylist can be 
seen by comparing two paintings of the 
actor Leonardo  DiCaprio. The first, lush 
and romantic, was made in 1998. Leo is 
wearing a black turtleneck and clutch-
ing a swan. His skin is smooth and rosy, 
and his eyes look like frozen tanzanite. 
The second is from 2013. Leo’s face is 
heavily modeled with blue and pink, 
and he has the nose of an alcoholic. His 
suit jacket is ghost-white and thickly 
outlined. This is a mature Leo—less 
Romeo than Oscar also-ran. Peyton, 
too, has matured, a tricky business for 
someone whose appeal was the fetish-
istic intermingling of innocence and 
decadence. She still paints her friends, 
often from life, but now adds more 
streaks of color. Background and fore-
ground are more tangled together. 
Faces emerge out of plants and flowers. 
The mood remains sensual and con-
templative, but it has become a little 
depressed, and in some of the faces the 
opioid gaze has been replaced with a 
hard, clenched jaw.

In 1758, Deborah Franklin commis-
sioned a portrait of Benjamin Lay 
as a birthday present for her hus-

band. Painted in oil by a local artist, it 
showed a spry, red-faced Lay outside his 
cave eight miles north of Philadelphia, 
holding a walking stick and his favorite 
Thomas Tryon book, a basket of vege-
tables and two melons at his feet. As 
Marcus Rediker notes in THE FEAR-
LESS BENJAMIN LAY: THE QUAKER 
DWARF WHO BECAME THE FIRST 
REVOLUTIONARY ABOLITIONST 
(Beacon Press, $26.95), the portrait 
gives no indication of “the cause for 
which Benjamin was best known, his 
unbending opposition to slavery.” Lay, 
who was thrown out of so many Quak-
er meetings that I lost count, was a wild 
and vehement person, and the author 
of the wild and vehement antislavery 
tract All Slave-Keepers That Keep the 
Innocent in Bondage, Apostates. Benja-
min Franklin published it in 1737, 
though he kept his name off it.

The first Quakers arose alongside 
Diggers, Levelers, and other radical ele-
ments unloosed by the En glish Revolu-
tion, and were vocal critics of impress-
ment, servitude, and the impoverishment 
that followed the loss of the commons. 

A hundred years later, in America, 
Quakers held slaves and profited from 
slavery, and those who didn’t were too 
polite to talk about it. Rediker doesn’t 
lean too hard on the idea that it was 
Lay’s own difference that made him 
sensitive to the plight of suffering bodies, 
but he does suggest that the “Quaker 
comet” was uniquely empathetic for his 
time. His activism was rooted in a belief 
in the spiritual equality of mankind—a 
notion not embraced by other white 
abolitionists, whose politics were, at 
best, tinged with paternalism.

Why was Lay able to see the evil of 
slavery at a time when so few whites 
could? As a teenager, he was a shep-
herd for his brother’s flock. Then he 
trained as a glover, an urban trade 
he despised. At the age of twenty-
one he became a sailor. On his cross-
ings he acquired “a hard-edged, hard-
earned cosmopolitanism” and heard 
stories about the Middle Passage. He 
and his wife, Sarah, another little per-
son, lived for eighteen months in Bar-
bados, where they befriended slaves 
and witnessed the daily reality of the 
practice: humans “murthered by work-
ing hard, and starving, whipping, 
racking, hanging, burning, scalding, 
roasting, and other hellish torments.” 
Lay was also influenced by his reading 
of William Dell, an antinomian and 
chaplain of the New Model Army; 
Diogenes and other 
Cynics; and Tryon, 
who believed that 
human violence had 
its roots in the abuse 
of animals. Accord-
ingly, Lay consumed 
only fruits, vegeta-
bles, milk, and water. 
(His favorite dish was 
“turnips boiled, and 
afterwards roasted.”) 
He went so far as to 
refuse to purchase or 
use anything made 
with slave labor. “In 
his time,” Rediker 
writes, “Benjamin may 
have been the most 
radical person on the 
planet.”

E a r ly  Q u a ker s 
were anarchic and 
theatrical in their 
protests. They re-

fused to doff their hats to social superi-
ors and burned Bibles to insist on the 
importance of the “inward light.” 
They heckled so many ministers that 
Oliver Cromwell had to pass a proc-
lamation against it. Lay also em-
ployed guerrilla tactics. He stood 
outside a Quaker meetinghouse with 
his bare foot in a snowbank; when 
friends advised him to get inside, he 
replied that though they cared for his 
discomfort, they lacked compassion 
for the slaves in the fields. If a slave-
holder rose to speak, he would jump 
up and interrupt, “There’s another 
Negro-master!” Once, when he was 
ejected from a meeting, he lay down 
in the mud outside so that everyone 
would have to walk over him after-
ward. He sat in an open-air market 
smashing teacups to protest the bond-
age of those who harvested the tea and 
produced the sugar. At a yearly meet-
ing of Philadelphia Quakers, he hid an 
animal bladder filled with pokeberry 
juice inside a Bible and, when the mo-
ment was ripe, ran a sword through 
the cover. “Thus shall God shed the 
blood of those persons who enslave 
their fellow creatures,” he announced. 
Rediker calls him “a deeply princi-
pled and often impossible man.” We 
might call him difficult—not as dif-
ficult as Sonia Orwell, perhaps, but 
a handful nonetheless. Q

Portrait of Benjamin Lay, by Thomas Pole © Bristol Museum and Art Gallery, England/Bridgeman Images
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T he so-called social novel—set 
in the present and meant to 
dramatize, with an edge of ad-

vocacy, a real-life economic or racial 
or political crisis—may be ripe for a 
comeback; but if so, it will have to be 
on changed terms. For most of two 

centuries the novelist was able to be-
lieve in himself as a special surrogate, 
empathically capable of crossing the 
border to any experience and returning 
with its re-creation, thereby forcing his 
audience to acknowledge a contempo-
rary injustice: Zola and the coal miners, 
Hugo and the urban poor, Sinclair and 
the industrial working class, Steinbeck 
and the dispossessed rural migrant. But 
lately the whole nil a me alienum puto 
thing has been pretty contentiously 

questioned. The search for the “univer-
sal” in narrative art is now suspected to 
be a kind of colonizing impulse, aggres-
sive and presumptuous and outdated, as 
more and more voices historically mut-
ed by the institutions of Western litera-
ture make themselves heard.

I am trying to avoid the beaten-to-
death word “appropriation,” because 
critiques of the a-word, and the back-
lash to those critiques, are already at a 
saturation point; and in any case, 
something more radical seems afoot. 
The issue isn’t simply that the art of 
the novel is too dominated by white 
writers: The real issue, it is increasingly 

suggested, is that the art of the novel 
is itself too white. The supposedly ob-
jective principles and values of prose 
storytelling (as historically under-
stood, and as currently taught), pre-
sumed to be apolitical in nature, are 
anything but. Even an old saw like 
“show, don’t tell” is not an old saw at 
all, Viet Thanh Nguyen writes, but 
“the expression of a particular popula-
tion, the white majority.” Claudia 
Rankine warns of “the sometimes 
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concealing terms of craft,” which pro-
duce “the particular plots, the partic-
ular characters, the particular scenari-
os and personae . . . favored by literary 
institutions.” In other words, this ar-
gument goes, it’s not just that the in-
stitutions in question—M.F.A. pro-
grams, publishing houses, or literary 
magazines like this one—are exclud-
ing nontraditional voices; it’s that the 
novel per se contains, and expresses, 
implicit biases masquerading as postu-
lates of craft.

Critics have been trying to push the 
novel into its grave since the nine-
teenth century: Arguably, that is their 
job. To pronounce the novel obsolete 
or dead is such a common upping of 
the critical ante as to constitute a 
hidebound tradition of its own. So I 
don’t think I ever quite saw what 
these commentators were trying to 
get me to see until I read Go, Went, 
Gone, the new novel by Jenny Erpen-
beck, the German writer best known 
in the United States for the cultishly 
admired End of Days. A timely social 
novel about the refugee crisis in West-
ern Europe, it is well written in every 
way, and seems, at least as far as its 
presumed audience is concerned, firm-
ly on the right side of every issue. Yet 
there’s something about the book that 
left me with a sense of unease. Bad 
books are a dime a dozen, but for the 
first time that I can remember, I am 
politically troubled by a good novel do-
ing exactly what it is that good, social-
ly conscious novels traditionally do.

Go, Went, Gone is the story of 
a recently retired classics pro-
fessor named Richard, a wid-

ower for whom a great void of time 
opens up once he has “turned in his 
key to the Institute” and withdrawn to 
his home in Berlin. He shops, cooks 
simple meals, takes walks, looks at the 
boxed-up and labeled totems of profes-
sional and domestic life that will 
never be unpacked again; in short, as 
he tells himself, he really will “have to 
be careful not to lose his marbles.” 

Even with the stage of his attention 
cleared, however, he fails to notice that 
a group of African refugees has estab-
lished a tent city a few blocks from his 
building. The men there refuse to 
give the authorities their names, 
knowing that doing so would begin 

the process of their expulsion. In-
stead, they lie beneath a handwritten 
placard: we become visible.

The camp is rousted, a number of 
the Africans are relocated to a vacant 
nursing home nearby, and all of this 
first enters Richard’s consciousness via 
the TV news, which makes him realize 
that in the course of his errands he has 
walked right past these men without 
seeing them. He admires their strategy 
of anonymity, for it reminds him of 
Odysseus calling himself “Nobody” in 
order to escape from the Cyclops’ cave. 
But something more contemporary, 
less academic, is touched in him by the 
plight of these men—which is to say, 
by the specter of a German govern-
ment deciding who gets to be German 
and who doesn’t. Richard himself, after 
all, had lived and worked in East Ber-
lin until the wall came down and that 
supposedly inviolable national border 
was simply erased. And other, more 
volatile German history lies just be-
yond his memory’s reach—“the may-
hem of war,” his mother called it:

His father had no doubt engendered 
mayhem of his own as a soldier on the 
front lines in Norway and Russia. How 
many children did his father—himself 
little more than a child in those 
days—separate from their parents? Or 
hand to their parents at the last possi-
ble moment? . . . The boy could never 
ask his father about the war. 

Intrigued, Richard goes to a town 
hall to discuss the refugee issue. After 
the meeting, something extraordinary 
happens, though it is not presented in 
extraordinary fashion: Richard, acting 
on his fascination with these young 
men and their plight—and with, like 
them, nowhere to go and nothing 
much to do—begins showing up at 
the nursing home. He meets the men 
and asks them to tell him their sto-
ries, which they do, in detail. People 
accept that, because he was a profes-
sor, this interrogation is some sort of 
academic project, but it is not: He’s 
just curious. He asks them a catalogue 
of questions about their former lives:

Where did you grow up? What’s your 
native language? What’s your religious 
affiliation? How many people are in 
your family? What did the apartment 
or house you grew up in look like? How 

did your parents meet? Was there a 
TV? Where did you sleep? What did 
you eat? What was your favorite hiding 
place when you were a child? . . . What 
did you think Europe would be like? 
What’s different? How do you spend 
your days? What do you miss most? 
What do you wish for? If you had chil-
dren who were growing up here, what 
would you tell them about your home-
land? Can you imagine growing old 
here? Where do you want to be buried?

No one ever asks him what he’s do-
ing there, or tells him to go away. His 
movements through this most bureau-
cratic of settings are like those of a 
ghost. Even as Richard’s conscious-
ness expands, his physical presence, 
or at least other characters’ capacity 
to notice it, seems to diminish: He 
becomes invisible. 

This is a departure from the strict 
realism of the rest of the novel, and 
one wonders how conscious of that 
departure Erpenbeck is. The language 
employed to explain Richard’s motive 
for seeking out the men is vague and 
mystifying (he does it “for reasons un-
clear even to himself,” “automatical-
ly,” he does not “have to think for 
long”). He never understands—nor 
does the novel itself seem to 
understand—that his insistent, point-
less, off-the-books interrogation of 
these desperate men constitutes a 
kind of humiliation of them:

Richard suddenly realizes that he now 
needs to know everything in great de-
tail: He wants Rashid to describe for 
him every dish on the table set for 
Eid. . . . Eggplant? Tomatoes? Peppers in 
oil? Fish? Rice? Yams? Plantains? Veal, 
chicken, lamb? Did all the women sit 
together, or did each sit with her chil-
dren at a special part of the table?

Ten pages later, he enters another 
room at the nursing home and comes 
across another refugee: “Richard ex-
plains once more who he is and what 
he wants, and the young man says: 
Okay.” But why is it okay?

Another way of asking the ques-
tion: Why does the novel need   
Richard at all? There are three 

answers, I think, each disquieting in its 
own way. First, much is made of Rich-
ard’s ignorance of the whole refugee 
question; despite being an erudite and 
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cosmopolitan man, he apparently knows 
nothing about it until the moment the 
novel opens. (“The professor emeritus, 
who’s hearing so many things for the 
first time that it’s as if he’s become a 
child again.”) This type of “ignorance” 
connotes blamelessness and non-
complicity—especially (and unfortu-
nately) in a German context—but I 
don’t think it’s part of Richard’s charac-
ter for that reason: It’s part of Richard’s 
character because the novel needs him 
to be ignorant in order to justify putting 
on the page a lot of the information that 
he “learns.” (If he already knew, say, 
what the Dublin II regulation was, then 
describing it would constitute what is 
known in workshop parlance as an in-
formation dump.) His character is con-
torted to fit his function as a kind of 
docent for the reader. And his only now 
realizing what has been going on around 
him is also necessary so that more point-
ed connections might be made without 
seeming authorial or didactic:

Richard asks himself whether forty 
heavily armed men are really necessary 
to remove twelve African refugees from 
a residential facility, not to mention the 
other 150 or so police officers waiting in 
the squad cars for their signal. 
Tomorrow—this is already clear to 
him—the newspaper will report on the 
high cost of this deployment, and this 
country of bookkeepers will be aghast 
and blame the objects of the transport 
for the expense, as used to happen in 
other periods of German history, with 
regard to other transports.

The second reason why the novel 
needs Richard is that the African men 
require a translator. Not for their dia-
logue, since they speak a variety of Eu-
ropean languages. But Richard’s first 
move, upon meeting each new man 
(with their difficult “foreign names”), is 
to mentally nickname him after a fig-
ure from Greek mythology: Apollo, 
Hermes, etc. It’s as if the men and 
their nobility can be understood only 
analogically, via references to nobility 
closer to home (both Richard’s and the 
audience’s). All this is perfectly com-
prehensible and justified with regard to 
Richard’s character as a retired classi-
cist, but, again, it makes one wonder 
how this (or any such novel) would get 
by without a Richard-figure in it, what 
tools it has for representing suffering 
without translating it into the lan-

guage of the culture that furthers it. 
(“What would it be like,” Richard 
wonders, “for this young man from Ni-
ger to hear Bach’s timpani and trum-
pets for the first time in his life?”)

The third reason is perhaps the 
most vexing for social novels per se 
and how they do what they do. The 
bulk of Go, Went, Gone consists of the 
displaced African men telling their 
stories. They do this in lengthy 
monologues, and the stories—always 
thoroughly depoliticized (soldiers are 
always just “the soldiers,” for exam-
ple)—are of separation from family 
members, death at sea, tragic victim-
ization. The striking artificiality of this 
parade of autobiographers—not a sin-
gle one asks Richard why he wants to 
know what he wants to know, or tells 
him to fuck off and mind his own 
business, or asks him for fifty euros in 
exchange for this personal narrative 
that interests him so much—is what 
calls the reader’s attention to the en-
terprise of the social novel itself. 

In order to enter the novel, as in or-
der to enter the country, these men 
must become characters, which is to 
say, they must make themselves real 
via the accretion of details. They must 
tell their story, and that story must be 
idiosyncratic enough to belong to 
them only. The crisis of African refu-
gees in Western Europe is one of num-
bers, of crowds, of mass migration, yet 
the novel itself is, as Milan Kundera 
once wrote, “the imaginary paradise of 
individuals,” and can deal with crowds 
only by breaking them down into indi-
vidual components, individual stories. 
But to break a movement of millions 
down into a representative six or eight 
detailed and tragic personal narratives 
is not to “explain” or to “humanize” 
that movement but to fragment and 
thus diminish it. “The future belongs 
to crowds,” Don DeLillo wrote in 
1991—and the novel form is still striv-
ing to adapt to that development.

And who are these representative 
men? They are all young, sensitive, 
dignified. They speak simply:

Until night came, I waited on the 
street. Where was I supposed to go? It 
was the same street I walked to go to 
school and later to work. Then a mili-
tary patrol came. They forced me to 
get in the back of a truck and brought 
me to a barracks camp. I saw dead peo-

ple lying on the street, some of them 
shot, others stabbed. On this day, I saw 
the war. On this day, I saw the war.

They are mainly from “the desert,” 
from a way of life that seems exotic 
and backward to Richard, and which 
he is quick to romanticize. Much is 
made, for instance, of the customs sur-
rounding a land purchase in Ghana, 
which involves dropping cash through 
a hole in the floor. Compare this with 
the refugees in Mohsin Hamid’s recent 
novel Exit West, who live in a modern 
city that happens not to be located in 
Europe, who have apartments and cell 
phones and tech jobs. Their lives are 
easily recognizable—they don’t have to 
be made recognizable through cultural 
translation, through the enlightening 
effort of a European liberal imagina-
tion. (A review of the novel, by Fran-
cine Prose, appeared in the April issue 
of this magazine.)

More crucially, though, the refugees 
in Exit West aren’t ennobled by their 
suffering. In fact, most of them are, to 
a greater or lesser extent, spiritually 
damaged by it. They lie to one anoth-
er, they steal from one another, their 
fear and hunger and paranoia put 
them in ungenerous moods; that is, 
they are human beings. But here we 
must show Erpenbeck a little sympa-
thy, for this dilemma is not really of 
her making. Since the social novel 
must translate mass movements into 
the language of characters—since one 
must show, not tell—the question of a 
principle of selection must naturally be 
raised, particularly for the social novel-
ist who is writing, as the expression 
goes, “across difference.” For Erpen-
beck, a privileged German woman, to 
invent a handful of representative refu-
gee characters and then “complicate” 
them by rendering some as less than 
saintly is an authorial choice that 
seems much less morally viable than it 
used to. (See Steinbeck.) Yet to make 
them all saintly is to take away, howev-
er benevolently, some of the license of 
their humanity.

So how, then, does one make good 
art about a contemporary social 
issue about which one feels pas-

sionately even while residing among the 
oppressors? Surely the best answer is not 
to imagine oneself a refugee and write 
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from that perspective. (Erpenbeck does 
try this, sporadically and as if tenta-
tively, for a total of maybe half a dozen 
paragraphs.) Nor does it seem productive 
to claim that this isn’t really a German 
story at all, that there are already excel-
lent writers, like Hamid or Deepak Un-
nikrishnan in Temporary People, trying 
to imagine this story from the point of 
view of those who must ask for asylum, 
rather than those in a position to grant 
it. The refugee crisis is a German story 
too, profoundly so, the story of a nation 
and a culture failing the equivalent of 
an open-book exam on mercy and mor-
als and the lessons of its own horrifying 
recent history.

Quite apart from questions of per-
spective and authenticity attached to 
the writer’s nationality, Hamid and 
Unnikrishnan’s novels suggest an-
other possible answer to that ques-
tion. In writing about the most “real” 
of contemporary subjects, both writ-
ers choose to abandon realism. Ha-
mid’s refugees move across the world 
via a series of enchanted doors; Un-
nikrishnan’s guest workers transform 
into their passports or routinely fall 
off under-construction high-rises and 
climb up again. It’s as if these writers 
have concluded that the realist tem-
plate obscures reality, or at least our 
ability to see it. Realism is, or has be-
come, a culturally specific way of see-
ing; sometimes (as when Erpenbeck 
describes Richard’s desire to interro-
gate the refugees as “automatic,” 
etc.), its conventions are observed at 
a cost to reality itself.

Or one could leave fiction behind 
entirely. The Mexican novelist Valeria 
Luiselli recently published a non-
fiction account of her time as a volun-
teer translator in the immigration 
courts set up during the Obama years 
to deport unaccompanied children 
from Mexico and Central America as 
quickly as possible. At scarcely a hun-
dred pages, Tell Me How It Ends is a 
book of staggering emotional power 
and an incitement to deep shame. The 
children Luiselli encountered are just 
that, the children she encountered; 
they are not compelled to be demo-
graphically representative of an entire 
group, nor does their behavior redound 
to their author for having chosen to 
make them behave that way. Their 
words are their words: The only trans-

lation necessary is Luiselli’s literal one. 
It’s not that characters who are “made 
up” are by definition frivolous or arbi-
trary or self-indulgent, as some of the 
recent novel-is-dead rhetoric would 
have it. It’s that non-fiction must do 
without the novel’s great aesthetic 
advantage—the ability to inhabit the 
interior lives of other people—and 
thus cannot move the encounter be-
tween rich and poor, American and 
“alien,” child and adult, or white and 
brown past its uneasy reality. In non-
fiction, the border cannot be crossed, 
so it is always there.

There are forms of storytelling that 
don’t involve prose at all: As a work of 
art intended to help us understand the 
plight of the displaced person of color 
in Germany, and to indict German re-
sistance to softening that plight, noth-
ing about Go, Went, Gone improves on 
Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s Ali: Fear 
Eats the Soul, a film made more than 
forty years ago. There are small, telling 
differences in the two scenarios (in 
Fassbinder’s film, the doomed Emmi’s 
friends, co-workers, and even children 
are merciless toward her for consorting 
with a brown man, while Richard’s 
friends are a pretty socially conscious 
bunch), but the main difference seems 
formal. There’s no Richard-figure, no 
audience surrogate, in the film. Fass-
binder’s camera is democratic: It re-
cords the affair, as it must, from with-
out. Our view of one lover is not 
filtered through the dominant con-
sciousness of the other.

What has for centuries been the 
novel’s unique source of strength—its 
ability to represent diverse experienc-
es, as if from the inside out—isn’t a 
weakness now, exactly, but maybe it’s 
no longer that useful for opening up 
the reader’s heart to real events, be-
cause the magical faith we were ac-
customed to placing in the writer is 
gone. The history of the novel, para-
doxically, has been a history of the 
erosion of the presumed powers and 
abilities of novelists—from panoramic 
godlike omniscience to the radical sub-
jectivity of modernism to the nouveau 
roman to autofiction, and now from 
the idea that the artistic imagination 
transcends forces like race and gender 
and culture to the idea that the imagi-
nation is actually, inescapably, a func-
tion of those forces.  Q
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In 1939, fifteen years after his 
death, Franz Kafka finally found 
his way to Palestine. An ambiva-

lent Zionist for much of his life, he 
had been thinking about making ali-
yah since at least 1912, when he dis-
cussed it with Felice Bauer at their 
first meeting. (Bauer would become 
his fiancée but not his wife; Kafka 
was even more ambivalent about 
marriage than he was about Zionism.) 

On the evening of that encounter, 
which took place at the home of 
their mutual friend Max Brod, he 
was carrying the latest issue of Paläs-
tina, a German-language Zionist 
monthly. Writing to Bauer in Berlin 
afterward, he reminded her that she 
had promised to one day accompany 
him to the Jewish homeland.

They never made the journey; 
her bourgeois family didn’t ap-
prove, and after a five-year involve-
ment, during which they were rare-
ly in the same country,  they 
separated. But Kaf ka could not 
stop thinking about it .  From 
Prague, he followed the Zionist 
press and attended meetings of the 
World Zionist Congress. In 1918, 
he wrote “Workers Without Posses-
sions,” a sketch for a “socialist plan” 
that envisions life in a kibbutz as 
“the most frugal existence” possible, 
with subsistence wages and a diet of 
bread, water, and dates. (Being Kaf-
ka, a man known for his eccentric 
and self-flagellating tendencies, he 
probably did not see this as a draw-
back.) A few years later, already se-
riously ill with tuberculosis, he be-
gan taking Hebrew lessons twice a 
week f rom a Jerusalem native 
studying in Prague.  “He st i l l 
dreamed of Palestine,” she told an 
interviewer many years later. Hugo 
Bergmann, a friend who made the 
journey in 1918, suggested that 
Kafka join him in Jerusalem, but 
the writer worried he was not 
strong enough for the trip. Never-
theless, in 1923, he and Dora Dia-
mant, the new lover with whom he 
spent the last months of his life, 
spoke to friends about emigration. 
Perhaps they would open a little 
restaurant in Tel Aviv—Diamant 
would do the cooking, Kafka would 
wait tables.

It didn’t happen. Kafka died in 
Prague in 1924, at the age of forty, 
having published only a small por-
tion of his writing, fiction so stark 
and disorienting it would ultimate-
ly require its own adjective. Most 
of the great works that would es-
tablish him as “the Dante of the 
twentieth century” (W. H. Auden) 
were discovered largely unfinished 
among the many manuscripts, let-
ters, diaries, and other papers he 
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bequeathed to Brod with the in-
st r uct ion that  ever y thing be 
burned. To his eternal credit, Brod 
disregarded his friend’s wishes, ed-
iting and, in some cases, complet-
ing the works and publishing 
much, but not all, of what was in 
his possession. As Hitler’s armies 
approached Prague, Brod f led to 
Palestine, carrying Kafka’s papers 
in a suitcase. The journey that the 
founding father of contemporary 
Jewish literature dreamed of mak-
ing in his life could be completed 
only in his afterlife.

Though Kafka died “too soon for 
the Holocaust,” as Philip Roth once 
wrote, generations of readers have 
seen him nonetheless as a kind of 
Ur-victim. This may be because the 
major theme of his fiction is entrap-
ment: within an authoritarian state, 
within the body, within one’s own 
mind. But it may also be because his 
life presents an excruciating para-
dox. We feel instinctively that he 
ought to have lived longer—to have 
had more time to complete his 
works, to see them published, to en-
joy the recognition that was right-
fully his, rather than to suffer his 
cruel fate: dying virtually unknown 
after toiling away at an insurance 
agency for most of his life. Yet we 
know too that had he lived much 
longer, he likely would have been 
swept up, along with many of his 
Jewish friends and neighbors, in the 
tsunami that engulfed Europe.

But what if Kafka’s story had 
ended differently? What if he 
had, after all, turned his 

dream of settling in Palestine into 
reality—what if he had escaped from 
his cage? This is the premise of For-
est Dark, Nicole Krauss’s strange and 
beguiling new novel, a mystery that 
operates on grounds simultaneously 
literary and existential.

The book opens in present-day 
New York City, with the sudden 
disappearance of Jules Epstein, a 
wealthy businessman who has be-
gun behaving oddly. In his late six-
ties, he has decided to slough off 
his earthly trappings: his art col-
lection, his jewelry, his long mar-
riage. He mortgages his Fifth Ave-
nue apartment and plans a trip to 

Israel. The day before leaving, he 
attends a dinner with the Palestin-
ian president, Mahmoud Abbas, at 
the Plaza Hotel. He is seated next 
to a charismatic rabbi who insists 
that his name proves he is a de-
scendant of King David. Epstein 
tries to brush him off and makes 
for the exit, but at the coat check, 
he is disconcerted to learn that his 
coat is gone—taken, perhaps acci-
dentally, by a member of the Pales-
tinian entourage. Walking home 
across Central Park wearing the 
Palestinian’s coat, he is attacked. 
The mugger draws a knife across 
his chest. “What’s in there?” he 
asks. “Where?” Epstein gasps. “On 
the inside!” the mugger says. 
“Nothing,” Epstein replies quietly.

Soon the perspective switches 
abruptly. This is a signature move 
for Krauss, whose two most recent 
novels are also narrated by alter-
nating, interweaving voices that 
tell stories whose connections are 
withheld till the last possible mo-
ment. Appropriately (or inevitably) 
for a novel inspired by Kafka, the 
next strand here is voiced by a nar-
rator who mirrors the author. Her 
name is Nicole, she is a writer and 
the mother of two sons, and her 
marriage is disintegrating. (Krauss’s 
divorce from the writer Jonathan 
Safran Foer made tabloid headlines 
in 2014 and was recently in the 
media spotlight again with the 
publication of Foer’s latest novel, 
Here I Am, which also chronicles a 
divorce.) As the title’s allusion to 
Dante suggests, Nicole is going 
through a midlife crisis, stuck in 
her own personal hell: 

The things I’d allowed myself to be-
lieve in—the unassailability of love, 
the power of narrative, which could 
carry people through their lives to-
gether without divergence, the essen-
tial health of domestic life—I no lon-
ger believed in. I had lost my way. 

She and her husband are alienated 
from each other, connected only by 
their love of their children.

We have heard this story before, 
but here it takes a different turn. 
So estranged does Nicole feel from 
her life that upon coming home 
one day she has the uncanny sense 

that she—or at least, her physical 
body—is somehow already there. 
After hearing a radio program 
about the concept of the multi-
verse, she takes it a step further, 
wondering if there could be other 
universes that exist alongside ours, 
which she imagines as something 
like infinite branches extending 
from a single stem:

What if life, which appears to take 
place down countless long hallways, 
in waiting rooms and foreign cities, 
on terraces, in hospitals and gardens, 
rented rooms and crowded trains, in 
truth occurs in only one place, a sin-
gle location from which one dreams 
of those other places? . . . What if it 
isn’t we who move through space, but 
space that moves through us, spun 
on the loom of our minds?

It is a question worthy of Kafka, 
but the answer is uniquely Krauss’s. 
If she is dreaming her life from 
somewhere, Nicole decides, it must 
be from the Tel Aviv Hilton, a sin-
gularly ugly but otherwise ordinary 
hotel that was a touchstone of her 
childhood vacations and to which 
she now feels compelled to return. 
There she meets an elderly man 
named Eliezer Friedman, who has 
designs on her she can’t initially 
fathom. As they stroll through the 
city, he points to the barred win-
dow of a shabby apartment build-
ing and asks whether she remem-
bers the story of how Brod f led 
Prague with Kafka’s papers. She 
tries to dismiss him: “I’ve read my 
fill of Kafka porn.” But he knows 
how to seduce her. The contents of 
Brod’s suitcase—hundreds of pages 
written by Kafka—are “moldering 
in the most heinous conditions less 
than three meters f rom where 
you’re standing now,” he tells her. 
Among them is the fragment of a 
play that he is adapting for the 
screen. Would she like to be the one 
to complete it?

In fact, Friedman has been seeking 
not only a writer worthy of Kafka’s leg-
acy but also a confidant for a secret. 
Everything Nicole thinks she knows 
about the end of Kafka’s life, he says, is 
wrong. “All his life, he’d dreamed of es-
cape, yet he remained unable to bring 
himself to so much as move out of his 
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parents’ apartment.” The only way he 
could do so was to stage his own death. 
Brod smuggled him onto a ship bound 
for Haifa. The tuberculosis that had 
made him an invalid in Europe reced-
ed in the Mediterranean air. Mean-
while, back in Prague, Brod became 
the creator and guardian of his legend, 
controlling (with Kafka’s help) the dis-
semination of his material and writing 
his biography. The writer lived out his 
remaining years as a gardener on a kib-
butz, revising and sometimes adding to 
the works that Brod published.

Krauss marshals facts from Kafka’s 
biography—his long-standing interest 
in Zionism, his Hebrew lessons, a 
failed plan to immigrate in 1923—to 
brilliantly unspool this alternate his-
tory. It helps that Kafka’s life story 
is full of holes: As Friedman notes 
with only some hyperbole, “Nearly 
everything—everything—known 
about Kafka can be traced back to 
Brod!” But what’s so fascinating about 
Krauss’s vision is not its plausibility but 
the fantasy it spins. “Oh, plenty of 
hope, an infinite amount of hope—
but not for us,” Kafka once told Brod. 
Perhaps there was hope for that great 
nihilist after all.

The themes of doubling and en-
trapment in this novel may be 
reminiscent of Kafka, but the 

scenario itself calls to mind the work of 
a more recent forefather: Philip Roth. 
His entire body of work, but especially 
the Nathan Zuckerman novels, plays 
with similar questions of Jewish history, 
identity, and obligation. In The Ghost 
Writer, Zuckerman is a promising young 
writer who has become the target of 
opprobrium—including comparisons to 
Goebbels—after publishing a story that 
contains negative depictions of Jewish 
characters. (The obvious analogue is 
Roth’s own debut, Goodbye, Columbus, 
with its hilariously acerbic portrayal of 
the nouveau riche Patimkin family.) 
Zuckerman makes a pilgrimage to the 
home of E. I. Lonoff, his literary idol, 
where he meets a beautiful young wom-
an with a charmingly unplaceable 
accent. What if she is Anne Frank, he 
imagines, miraculously saved from the 
gas chamber and living in secret in the 
United States? Carrying the fantasy to 
its inevitable conclusion, he pictures 
bringing her home as his bride. “Oh, 

how I have misunderstood my son,” his 
father would say. “How mistaken I 
have been!”

Krauss published her first novel in 
2002, more than forty years after Good-
bye, Columbus appeared. But—like 
most Jewish writers of her generation, 
many of whom also had relatives who 
perished in the Holocaust—she has 
nonetheless been preoccupied with the 
question of her responsibility to the 
larger community of Jews, as well as to 
Jewish history, particularly as it relates 
to the Holocaust. One of the main 
characters in The History of Love 
(2005), her second novel, is a survivor 
named Leo Gursky, an eccentric old 
man who is the anonymous author of a 
book memorializing his own great love. 
The book—which, naturally, shares its 
title with Krauss’s—plays a crucial role 
in the life of Alma, a teenage girl whose 
father gave her mother the book as a 
courtship present; her very name comes 
from the book’s heroine. After her fa-
ther’s death, Alma seeks out the author, 
said to be a refugee from Kraków who 
settled in Chile after the war.

Though much of The History of 
Love is charmingly written, its senti-
mental ending falls flat. (Writing in 
The New York Times Book Review, 
Laura Miller called the novel “equal 
parts Italo Calvino and corn syrup.”) 
This quality, however, likely endeared 
it to book groups around the world: a 
bestseller, it was translated into 
thirty-five languages. In Forest Dark, 
Nicole encounters a woman who 
thrusts at her a baby named after one 
of her characters; the name isn’t men-
tioned, but we are surely meant to 
think it is Alma.

With her third novel, Great House 
(2010), Krauss managed to magnify her 
gifts while largely excising the flaws 
that marred her previous work. Here 
she offered another multigenerational 
saga of family secrets, but one told with 
greater complexity and genuine pa-
thos. The novel revolves around a 
desk, “an enormous, foreboding thing” 
that we first encounter in the apart-
ment of Nadia, a middle-aged novelist. 
(This section was first published as a 
short story in the June 2007 issue of 
this magazine.) In her twenties, after a 
breakup, she found herself without fur-
niture; a friend connected her with 
Daniel Varsky, a young poet who 

wanted to store his, including the desk, 
during a trip to his native Chile. They 
shared a long night of conversation 
and a kiss before his departure. But 
Daniel’s postcards stop coming, and 
she eventually learns that he was 
killed. In segments that flash both for-
ward and back, the desk’s other owners 
appear: a German refugee, another 
novelist with a secret, a pair of siblings 
whose father is an antiques dealer spe-
cializing in locating furniture stolen by 
the Nazis. Where The History of Love 
is whimsical to the point of silliness, 
Great House is weighty without being 
ponderous; each of its narrators speaks 
with a distinct but utterly believable 
voice, and their stories are strange and 
poignant enough to feel real.

Yet Krauss’s previous work always 
seemed not quite of this world. This 
changes with Forest Dark, which man-
ages to be both metaphysical and em-
phatically realistic, especially the sec-
tions narrated by Nicole. In addition 
to sprinkling in an assortment of veri-
fiable figures, such as the journalist 
Matti Friedman and the choreogra-
pher Ohad Naharin—both of whom, 
according to Google, seem to be 
friends of Krauss’s—they tell the sto-
ry of her estranged marriage and her 
life as a mother. (In comparison, Ep-
stein’s more picaresque plot, in 
which he attends a mystical Shabbat 
retreat, plants a forest of trees as a 
memorial to his parents, and be-
comes an extra in a film about King 
David, feels a bit flighty.) Speaking 
to her family over Skype, Nicole un-
thinkingly tells her children a sad 
story and sees their faces darken.

Ho-ho! I exclaimed, not yet sure quite 
how I would rescue them from this lit-
tle snafu, this puddle of sadness that 
God forbid they should drown in be-
cause they’d never been given the 
chance to learn to swim. We had made 
such a huge production out of their 
happiness, my husband and I, had gone 
to such lengths to fortify their lives 
against sadness, that they had learned 
to fear it the way their grandparents 
had feared the Nazis. . . . Often I found 
myself contemplating how much per-
sonal growth they could achieve in a 
few weeks of running for their lives 
through a Polish forest.

This style of parenting is pervasive in 
liberal circles, observable everywhere 
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from suburban playgrounds to the op-
ed pages of the New York Times. The 
cliché of the helicopter parent can be 
tiresome, but Krauss treats it here with 
humor and intelligence.

Something different happens, 
though, when Nicole recalls an ex-
treme case of separation anxiety suf-
fered by her older son. At three, he 
had such a difficult time adjusting to 
preschool that she and her husband 
were called in to meet with the school 
psychologist. “When he cries, the psy-
chologist informed us, it’s not the nor-
mal crying of a child. . . . It seems exis-
tential.” Nicole argues in her own 
defense: “You should see him at home, 
I told her. A child brimming with joy!” 
But afterward, even though her son’s 
behavior eventually improves, the 
comment continues to trouble her.

This story sounded both so true 
and so familiar that I immediately be-
gan scouring the internet again, cer-
tain I had read it in a profile of either 
Krauss or Foer. I did find it, but not 
where I expected. A nearly identical 
story appears in Great House, where it 
is told by a troubled father who has 
never understood his son. Here, too, a 
kindergarten teacher tells the boy’s 
parents that his crying is “something 
existential.” The psychologist comes 
to visit them at home and grills them 
about their marriage. The father re-
calls the scene in a monologue ad-
dressed to his son:

It was all I could take. I grabbed the 
wooden Pinocchio marionette down off 
the shelf and shouted for you. You came 
inside, lumbering up the steps with dirt 
on your knees, and stood watching 
while I made the Pinocchio dance and 
sing then trip and fall on his face. Every 
time I made him collapse, you howled 
with laughter. Enough, your mother 
said. . . . But I kept going, making you 
laugh so hard that you wet your pants.

What are we to make of the repeti-
tion of this story? My instinct was that 
the version in Forest Dark is the “true” 
one, or at least that it is closer to some-
thing that actually happened. The 
“proof” is its metamorphosis into fic-
tion in Great House, in which it trans-
forms from a dark yet poignant tale of 
contemporary parenthood into a 
warning sign of an unstable parent 
who cannot distinguish his child’s 

needs from his own. But the story’s 
repetition is no guarantee of its reality. 
Krauss must have dropped it into the 
new novel intentionally—it seems im-
possible she would not notice that she 
had repeated herself—to create pre-
cisely the impression that one version 
is chronicle, the other fiction.

It has become conventional for 
writers to suggest identification with 
their narrators while at the same 
time coyly denying it. Sheila Heti, 
Ben Lerner, and Rachel Cusk have all 
recently used this trope. The effect is 
like looking into a warped mirror: The 
reflection is easily perceived, the dis-
tortion less so. The technique can veer 
dangerously close to solipsism. Look at 
me, these writers seem to be saying, 
this is my life, or at least I want you to 
perceive it as such. Krauss, however, 
uses it self-consciously as an echo of 
Kafka, emphasizing her doppelgänger’s 
own entrapment in an existentially be-
wildering predicament. Look at me, 
she says: I could be you.

Midway through the novel, Ni-
cole recalls a friend’s story of 
visiting the cemetery where 

Kafka is buried to say kaddish at his 
grave. No sooner had he done so than 
he discovered behind it an identical 
tombstone. He stood, bewildered, until 
a film crew arrived: They had made a 
replica of Kafka’s grave to use for a mov-
ie. “I’d said kaddish to the replica,” the 
friend realized.

The revisionist history Krauss 
provides for Kafka in Forest Dark 
works as both a homage and anoth-
er doubling: a replica of the replica, 
as it were, a reflection with distor-
tions. And the insertion of herself 
into his story—if only to rewrite 
it—is an assertion of lineage as sig-
nificant as the rabbi’s claim of Ep-
stein’s Davidic ancestry. One is bib-
lical, the other literary, but to a 
writer like Krauss, the second is 
surely more significant. It is a bold 
move, and one that does not always 
feel earned. But as a contemporary 
Jewish writer, she is right to assert 
her claim to his legacy.

Modern secular Jewish life in 
America can feel something like say-
ing kaddish to a replica gravestone. 
What we think of as authenticity was 
left behind in the Old World. Here 
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our synagogues are sanitized and sub-
urban, our ceremonies and rituals per-
formed by rote. We repeat the lines of 
prayers we learned in childhood with-
out inhabiting the words, emotionally 
or intellectually. Consciously or sub-
consciously, we feel the lack of what is 
missing, but we’re not sure where to 
look for it.

A blessing that is a staple of Jew-
ish liturgy praises “God, who restores 
life to the dead.” It’s not meant to be 
taken literally: We are supposed to 
say it, for instance, when meeting a 
friend we haven’t seen in a long 
time. But in the search for meta-
phorical reanimation, we turn more 
often to literature than to prayer. 
The night that Epstein loses his 
coat, he has in his pocket a book 
his daughter gave him for his birth-
day. It is a collection of spiritual 
musings—“the testament of a man 
alone facing God”—written by a 
twenty-seven-year-old Israeli poet 
born in Poland. (There is no such 
book, at least not so far as I know.) 
What, Epstein wonders, might his 
own life have been if he had sought 
the spiritual realm with the same in-
tensity with which he pursued his 
worldly ambitions?

The imaginary book—a staple of 
Borges, Nabokov, Umberto Eco, 
A. S. Byatt—tends to play the pawn 
in a postmodern literary game, act-
ing as a wrinkle in the fictional uni-
verse in which metafictional compli-
cations can be sneakily hidden. But 
Jewish writers seem especially drawn 
to the device, and not necessarily for 
the same reasons. The Ghost Writer 

gives us fictional books not only by 
Nathan Zuckerman but also by Lo-
noff. Saul Bellow’s Charlie Citrine is 
the author of a fictional screenplay. 
In The Messiah of Stockholm, Cyn-
thia Ozick imagines the discovery of 
a lost masterpiece by Bruno Schulz, 
the Polish-Jewish short-story writer 
from Drohobycz who was murdered 
by the Nazis. And it is clearly impor-
tant to Krauss, who has now used it 
at least twice.

Part of the reason for this enduring 
fascination must be, simply, that so 
much has been lost. For every wartime 
testimony unearthed in a milk can, 
thousands of others were destroyed. 
The Nazis’ looting of art is well 
known, but they also looted literature. 
And in doing so they effectively creat-
ed holes in Jewish literary history. 
Even the suitcase Brod brought to Pal-
estine in the fateful year of 1939, 
stuffed full of Kafka’s papers, bears 
Nazi fingerprints.

The imaginary manuscript is, of 
course, always a masterpiece. It has 
to be, because it is a symbol of that 
other life—the one we left behind, 
which we simultaneously fear and 
hope might be more authentic than 
the one we are living now. What 
Forest Dark shows—with its bold re-
imagining of Kafka’s life, as well as 
its intimations that Nicole’s life 
might be something other than what 
she thinks it is—is that the distinc-
tion between authentic and inau-
thentic might not be as important as 
we believe. It’s a perfectly Kaf-
kaesque vision, almost uncanny 
enough to be sublime.  Q
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THE SECOND  
COMING
By Richard E. Maltby Jr.

Ten answers, to be discovered by 
the solver, will not fit in their spaces, and 
must be altered in order to be entered. 
The entries are all real words. The quo-
tation at 1A and 24A, written by 43A, 
hints at the alteration. Numbers in pa-
rentheses refer to the diagram spaces, not 
the answer lengths.

Answers include six proper nouns and 
two foreign words. 30D is uncommon, 
and 34A is an alternate spelling of an 
uncommon form. As always, mental re-
punctuation of a clue is the key to its so-
lution. The solution to last month’s puz-
zle appears on page 77.

across
 1. (See instructions)
 8. U.S. cargo that makes for loving older women (7)
 10. Drunk worked hard to get time off (5)
 13. It contributes to bringing you tragedy! (6)
 14. The Poles yield translation insinuating something (7)
 16. Marvel villain seen in church entered after the 

Second Coming (8)
 19. Strike, never balls (5)
 20. For example, chisel details in addition! (3)
 21. Conditionally hires tarts when Dad’s not there (5)
 22.  Annul offensive comic strip (5)
 24. (See instructions)
 26. Lead not needed for fishing on the move (7)
 28.  Breaks down and redoes designs (6)
 31.  Decimated, strung out on drugs (8)
 34.  ISIS, if cut out, is like a kind of mysticism (9)
 35.  Relative action, i.e., centers around this (4)
 36.  One must get into internal maneuvering during an 

anniversary (9)
 37.  Looked the other way, seeing drink (4)
 39. Porter laced with Chianti, almost the making of 

spicy cuisine (6)
 41.  Smoker’s brand-new meals (5)
 42.  Character those found moving (5)
 43.  (See instructions)

down
 1.  Class action in court holds out for reassessment (8)
 2.  Dogs heading off to find birds (6)
 3.  Fiction produces jerky reaction (8)
 4.  Rank deception on completing application (6)
 5.  Nice people say it, for you get to one with it (3)
 6.  Amend discussion rule? Nonsense (14)
 7.  Foreign student too short to make the football team (5)
 8.  Diner worker, getting low marks, cancels an order (12)
 9.  Environmental route becomes tortuous (5)
 11.  Aspect of Bela Lugosi that lets him fly? (2,2)
 12.  Bob Thomas and others—Sandy, Buster left inside (6)
 15.  Almost a kiln, with revolution in the kiln evolving (8)
 17. Hold up backing to making The Terminator, e.g. (4)
 18.  Hey, not Hi!—sounds ring in the air (4)
 23.  Desperate need for spot to lead to delivery of speech (8)
 24.  Led in a shell company that gets crossed out (4)
 25.  Seminal works from the staff (7)
 27.  Stuffed from Yiddish, get life back together (7)
 29.  Siren blasts—it’s coming out of the woods (4)
 30.  Engineer closes bases in the art world (6)
 32.  Sticker—like high-top boots? (5)
 33.  Go before cardinal—he’ll give you your cell (6)
 36.  Where Tom Brady starts and possibly ends? (4)
 38.  Not many hear a sigh of relief (3)
 40.  Uprising—the height of nonsense! (3)
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Contest Rules: Send completed diagram with name and address to “The Second Coming,” Harper’s Magazine, 666 Broadway, New York, N.Y. 
10012. If you already subscribe to Harper’s, please include a copy of your latest mailing label. Entries must be received by September 8. The sender 
of the first correct solution opened at random will receive a one-year subscription to Harper’s Magazine (limit one winner per household per year). 
The winner’s name will be printed in the November issue. The winner of the July puzzle, “Identity Crisis,” is Richard Stevens, Oxnard, Calif.



Outbreaks of Legionnaires’ disease were linked to 
gyms in Florida and Australia; strep infection was 
noted in a newborn whose mother ate dried placenta 
while breastfeeding; an absence of grandparents was 
making Chinese migrant children less obese; Israeli 
sows were suffering from diarrhea, lethargy, cough-
ing, fetus mummification, miscarriage, and neonatal 
death; and Manitoban piglets were succumbing to 
epidemic diarrhea. Canadian lab macaques contract-
ed chronic wasting disease after being fed infected 
deer. A white-tailed deer was caught chewing on a 
human corpse. A Swedish woman who was pre-
sumed to have been murdered with a riding lawn 
mower was found to have been mauled by moose. A 
snake was seen regurgitating another snake, a great 
horned owl was seen swimming in a lake, a mole was 
found inside a bass, and it remained unclear why  
 bonnethead sharks eat grass.

Trustworthy, addictive, unkind, educated middle-
aged women are especially susceptible to romance 
scams. People who are snubbed by people checking 
their phones often turn to their own phones for af-
firmation. Canadian pediatricians reported a case of 
selfie epilepsy. In India, where plastic surgeons rec-
ommended the use of selfie sticks in the operating 
room, selfie deaths were found to be more numerous 
than anywhere else on earth. Polish doctors report-
ed that the victim of a fatal caffeine overdose had a 
blood caffeine concentration equivalent to brewed 
coffee. California poison control centers reported a 
median age of eleven years among superglue vic-
tims, to whom they occasionally prescribe topical 
peanut butter. Pathologists discussed the difficulty 
of evaluating self-inflicted mercurialism. Among 

adult Israelis, womanhood, PTSD, and poverty were 
found to predict Islamic State anxiety. The lies of 
black Africans exhibit an increase in first-person 
and perceptual statements, whereas the lies of white 
Europeans exhibit a reduction. Japanese subjects 
can be trained to unconsciously improve their abili-
ty to differentiate English r and l sounds. Schizo-
phrenics exhibit attenuated activation in the right 
posterior superior temporal gyrus during irresolvable 
incongruity processing of nonsensical puns. Ger-
man scientists found in common a sensation of vi-
sual overload among five subjects who reported a 
powerful desire to be blind. In evaluating a new 
Body Odor Disgust Scale, researchers found that si-
lent smelly farts are the body odor for which disgust 
differs most widely depending on whether the odor  
 is one’s own or a stranger’s.

Gut instinct is trusted more and self-reflection oc-
curs less in men with high testosterone levels. Men 
with low resting heart rates are much likelier to be 
stalkers. The B.M.I. of American men rises following 
marriage and falls following divorce. Advanced pa-
ternal age contributes to geekiness in male children. 
Terminally ill men with heart failure relax their 
standards for facial beauty. Fetuses prefer facelike 
dot patterns. People’s vocal pitch rises when speak-
ing to interlocutors of high status. Clinicians were 
found to benefit from role-playing with a transgen-
der actress who expressed a desire to remove her 
testicles. Cuttlefish sometimes pretend to be crabs. 
Unborn fiddler rays are traumatized by their moth-
ers’ capture. It is possible, if a snail has a good 
memory and a bad memory stored on a single neu-
ron, to erase just the bad one. Q
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Photographs from Los Angeles by Anthony Hernandez, whose monograph Forever was published in April by MACK. 
Courtesy the artist and MACK
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