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«COVER ME! On page 18, reporter Shane Bauer profiles Urban Shield,  
a conference to train law enforcement in the use of military-style tactics and 
equipment. Our cover features a photo of three police officers attending 
one such convention; it was taken by Jonathan Wiggs (the Boston Globe via 
Getty Images).IL
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For this issue, 1  David Corn spent hours watching con-
spiracy theory videos (“Truther Consequences,” page 
5), while 2  Tasneem Raja plowed through whale 
sperm studies (“SeaWorld’s Weird Science,” page 8) 
and cronut sci-fi (“William Gibson’s Peripheral 
Vision,” page 61). 3  Shane Bauer interviewed SWAT 
teams (“The Warrior Cops Suit Up,” page 18) and 
learned about Syrian snipers (“The Hunger Game,” 
page 36). Tom Philpott snacked on straight-from-the-
tree almonds (“California Goes Nuts,” page 28) while 
reporting in California’s Central Valley, the home 
turf of photographer 4  Matt Black, who’s document-
ed local farm life for more than a decade. This was 
Andy Kroll’s fifth reporting trip to Wisconsin (“Is 
Your Judge for Sale?” page 42): He got hooked cover-
ing the 2011 state Capitol occupation. A skateboard-
ing aficionado, 5  AJ Vicens helps ESPN cover the X 
Games, where judges’ picks aren’t for sale (“May It 
Sleaze the Court,” page 46). While in rural Montana 
reporting on nuclear missileers, Josh Harkinson 
(“Down in the Hole,” page 48) spent his downtime at 
a mermaid bar. For her new book about 4-H, Raise, 
6  Kiera Butler (“The Demonstration Plot,” page 54) 
received grants from the Fund for Environmental 
Journalism, the Fund for Investigative Journalism, 
and The Nation Institute’s Investigative Fund. 
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Herbicide and Insecticide Use on GMO Crops Skyrocketing 
While Pro-GMO Media Run Interference

Former EPA Senior Scientist’s New Article Sets Record Straight

By David Bronner, President of Dr. Bronner’s Magic Soaps

Michael Specter’s recent articles bashing Vandana Shiva and the 
labeling of genetically engineered foods (“Seeds of Doubt” and 
“The Problem with G.M.O. Labels,” 8/25/14) in The New Yorker are 
the latest high-profile, pro-GMO articles that fail to engage with the 
fundamental critique of genetically engineered food crops in U.S. 
soil today: rather than reduce pesticide inputs, GMOs are causing 
them to skyrocket in volume and toxicity.  

Setting the record straight, Dr. Ramon J. Seidler, Ph.D., former 
Senior Scientist at the Environmental Protection Agency, has 
recently published a well-researched article documenting the 
devastating facts, “Pesticide Use on Genetically Engineered Crops,” 
in the Environmental Working Group’s online AgMag.  Dr. Seidler’s 
article cites and links to recent scientific literature and media 
reports and should be required reading for all journalists covering 
GMOs, as well as for citizens generally to understand why their 
right to know if food is genetically engineered is so important. The 
short discussion below summarizes the major points of his article. 

Over 99% of GMO acreage is engineered by chemical companies 
to tolerate heavy herbicide (glyphosate) use and/or to produce 
insecticide (Bt) in every cell of every plant over the entire 
growing season. The result is massive selection pressure that has 
rapidly created pest resistance—the opposite of integrated pest 
management where judicious use of chemical controls is applied 
only as necessary.  Predictably, just like the overuse of antibiotics in 
confined factory farms has created resistant “supergerms” leading 
to animals being overdosed with ever more powerful antibiotics, we 
now have huge swaths of the country infested with “superweeds” 
and “superbugs” resistant to glyphosate and Bt, meaning more 
volume of greater quantities of toxic pesticides are being applied. 

For example, the use of systemic insecticides, which coat GMO corn 
and soy seeds and are incorporated and expressed inside the entire 
plant, has skyrocketed in the last ten years. This includes the use of 
neonicotinoids (neonics) which are extremely powerful neurotoxins 
that contaminate our food and water and destroy non-target 
pollinators and wildlife such as bees, butterflies and birds. In fact, 
two neonics in widespread use in the U.S. are currently banned in 
the EU because of their suspected link to Colony Collapse Disorder 
in bees.

Mainstream pro-GMO media also fail to discuss the ever-increasing 
amount of older, much more toxic herbicides like 2,4-D and 
Dicamba being sprayed, along with huge volumes of glyphosate, 
to deal with superweeds. Most importantly and egregiously, this 
biased reporting does not mention the imminent approval of the 
pesticide industry’s next-generation herbicide-tolerant crops that 
are resistant not only to glyphosate but also to high doses of 2,4-
D and Dicamba, which will lead to huge increases of these toxic 
chemicals being sprayed on our food and farming communities.  

The USDA and EPA are in the process of rubber-stamping these into 
our farming communities (and unlabeled onto our dinner plates) 
this fall, yet pro-GMO media consistently fail to discuss their 
imminent approval, even as the lower-toxicity profile of glyphosate 
is touted. Such reporting gives a free pass to the chemical pesticide 
industry that pours millions into lobbying government and media 
elites and defeating voter ballot initiatives to require labeling of 
GMO foods.  

Hopefully Dr. Seidler’s article will be widely read and disseminated, 
so reporters can learn the facts and check their biases against 
industry-fed distortions.  Citizens and consumers need to hear 
the fundamental concern that GMOs are doubling down on, not 
freeing us from, the pesticide treadmill that contaminates our food 
and water while lining the pockets of the chemical companies that 
make both the GMOs and the pesticides used on them.

David Bronner is President of Dr. Bronner’s 
Magic Soaps, the top-selling brand of 
natural soaps in North America. He 
graduated with a degree (B.A.) in Biology 
from Harvard University in 1995. A leader 
in the fight to label GMO foods in the 
U.S., Dr. Bronner’s dedicates resources 
to progressive issues on behalf of the 
company’s mission to use profits to help 

make a better world. 

Read the Seidler article online 
here: http://bit.ly/1tPDHhl or 
scan the QR code
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T his past summer, Rand Paul, the libertarian sena-
tor from Kentucky and a potential 2016 presi-
dential wannabe, was the GOP’s It Girl. The New 

York Times Magazine splashed his mug on the cover and 
asked, “Has the ‘Libertarian Moment’ Finally Arrived?” 
It noted that Paul possessed a “supple mind” and was 
a “preternaturally confi dent speaker.” Washington Post 

political prognosticator Chris Cillizza pronounced 
Paul the “most interesting voice in the GOP right now,” 
and Politico gave him the No. 1 spot on its list of the 
50 “most important people changing American politics 
through the power of ideas.” When Paul, an ophthal-
mologist, trekked to Guatemala as part of a group of 
doctors providing free care to indigent patients, he was 

TRUTHER 
CONSE UENCES

How Sen. Rand Paul is covering up his conspiracy theorist past
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accompanied by a documentary crew, two 
political ad makers, and reporters from 
the Post and NBC News.

As this government-bashing tea partier 
moves toward a White House bid, jour-
nalists scrutinize his every wiggle and 
whisper. But one core component of his 
political personality has largely escaped 
exploration: The senator is close to being 
a full-blown conspiracy theorist.

In 2010, before winning his Senate seat, 
Paul sat for an interview with Luke Rud-
kowski, a libertarian YouTube personality 
who specializes in quizzing political leaders 
about the plot to establish a “one-world so-
cialist government.” Rudkowski asked what 
Paul knew of the Bilderberg Group, a col-
lection of government and business leaders 
whose annual conference is a favorite target 
of conspiracy-mongers. Paul replied, “Only 
what I’ve learned from Alex Jones.” That’s 
right: Alex Jones, the radio host who claims 
that Bilderberg is a key part of a global plot 
to create a “scientific dictatorship” that will 
exterminate the “useless eaters,” a.k.a. 80 
percent of the human population. 

Paul described the group to Rudkowski 
in unequivocally Jonesian terms, as “very 
wealthy people, who I think manipulate 
and use government to their own personal 
advantage…They want to make it out like 
world government will be good for hu-
manity. But guess what? World govern-
ment is good for their pocketbook.” The 
previous year, Paul had appeared on Jones’ 
radio show, noting that he had watched 
his host’s videos and expressing support 
for the effort to “expose people who are 
promoting this globalist agenda.” (In turn, 
Jones urged his listeners to send money to 
Paul’s Senate campaign.)

It wasn’t until after reaching the Senate 
in 2011 that Paul clammed up about the 
Bilderbergers. In 2012, Rudkowski con-
fronted Paul on a Washington street, chal-
lenging his endorsement of Mitt Romney, 
who’d attended Bilderberg sessions. The 
senator walked on as an aide tried to shoo 
Rudkowski away. When, earlier this year, 
the conservative Washington Free Beacon 
asked a top Paul aide if the senator had 
ever bought into the Bilderberg conspiracy 
theory, he jokingly dodged the question, 
saying Paul believes “Build a Burger would 
be a great name for a fast-food chain.”

Jones’ show has also been a hub of the so-
called truther movement, which claims that 

S*@! MY DAD SAYS 
If Sens. Rand Paul (R-Ky.) and Ted Cruz (R-Texas) do battle for the Republican 
presidential nomination in 2016, they’ll have to carefully manage their 
most popular yet embarrassing surrogates: their fathers. Here’s a quick 
guide to the septuagenarian bomb-throwers. —Tim Murphy

RON PAUL RAFAEL CRUZ

AGE 79 75

RESIDENCE Lake Jackson, Texas Carrollton, Texas

LIFE STORY ob-gyn turned cranky 
libertarian congressman

Cuban revolutionary turned 
fiery born-again pastor

LIKES Gold, raw milk God, guns

DISLIKES The Federal Reserve Communists

CHOICE 
 QUOTES

On when abortion may be 
okay: “If it’s an honest rape.”

“The individual suffering 
from aids certainly is a 
victim—frequently a victim 
of his own lifestyle—but this 
same individual victimizes 
innocent citizens by forcing 
them to pay for his care.”

On 9/11: “If we ever get the 
full truth, we’ll find out that 
our government had it in 
the records exactly what the 
plans were.”

On Obama: “I’d like to send 
him back to Kenya, back to 
Indonesia.”

“Evolution is one of the 
strongest tools of Marxism.”

“Sexual orientation is a 
choice, not a civil right.”

“They have to destroy all 
loyalties except loyalty to 
the government. That’s 
what’s behind homosexual 
marriage.”

THAT TIME  
HE…

…published newsletters 
warning about “the coming 
race war” and suggesting 
New York City be renamed 
Welfaria, Zooville, or 
Lazyopolis.

…toured Texas in support 
of Fidel Castro in the late 
1950s. (He later went on an 
anti-Castro apology tour.)

I LOVE YOU, 
DAD!

“Don’t be trashing my dad too 
much.” —Rand Paul

“My father has been my hero 
my whole life.” —Ted Cruz

BUT...
“I’ve pretty much quit 

answering [questions about 
my dad].” —Rand Paul

“Pastor Cruz does not speak 
for the senator.” —Ted Cruz’s 

spokesman
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the 9/11 attacks were mounted or permitted 
by the US government. During Paul’s 2010 
Senate campaign, it was revealed that his 
campaign spokesman was a truther (as well 
as a death-metal musician with racist and sa-
tanic tendencies). When a Kentucky news-
paper asked if Paul agreed with this view, his 
campaign replied that it was a “complicated 
situation” with “truth on both sides.”

Paul had his own conspiracy theory 
about 9/11. In speeches in 2008 and 2009, 
he warned about the influence of military 
contractors and zeroed in on Halliburton, 
the corporation that Dick Cheney headed 
before becoming vice president. Cheney, he 
noted, opposed the advance of American 
troops into Baghdad when he was defense 
secretary during the first Gulf War. Yet as 
veep he changed his mind because, Paul ex-
plained, the war would benefit Halliburton 
with a “billion-dollar no-bid contract.”

Critics have long questioned the Bush 
administration’s motives for invading Iraq. 
But Paul’s claim that a leader of his own 
party sacrificed American lives not for a 
misguided view of national security, but 
for naked greed—practically a charge of trea-
son—was remarkable. After Mother Jones re-
ported on his statements earlier this year, the 
senator backpedaled. When he was asked by 

ABC News if he really believed Cheney had 
been motivated by financial ties to Hallibur-
ton, Paul replied, “I’m not questioning Dick 
Cheney’s motives.”

Paul also has embraced one of the con-
spiracy theories promoted by his father, for-
mer Texas Rep. Ron Paul: that leaders from 
the United States, Canada, and Mexico 

are seeking to merge their countries into 
a socialist megastate that would issue the  
“Amero” currency to replace US and Cana-
dian dollars and the Mexican peso. (Anti-
feminist campaigner Phyllis Schlafly and 
Jerome Corsi, who led the 2004 Swift Boat 
Veterans for Truth campaign, are among 
the key proponents of this idea.)

At an appearance for his father’s 2008 
presidential campaign in Bozeman, Mon-
tana, Rand Paul was asked what steps his 
dad would take to thwart the scheme to 

impose a North American superstate. The 
first thing to do, he said, was “publicizing 
that it’s going on” and pushing Congress to 
“stop it.” He insisted the Amero push was 
“a real thing” but cautioned, “If you talk 
about it like it’s a conspiracy, they’ll paint 
you as a nut. It’s not a conspiracy, they’re 
out in the open about it…I guarantee it’s 
one of their long-term goals—to have one 
sort of borderless mass continent.” He did 
not specify who “they” were.

Asked about these comments after en-
tering the Senate in 2011, Paul hedged: 
“It’s not a matter of what I believe. It’s just 
a matter of whether or not there are view-
points who believe that joining together 
as a North American Union” would be 
a good thing. But, the interviewer shot 
back, who’s actually calling for that? “A 
lot of writers,” Paul answered. “You can 
do an internet search.”

Before he was a senator, Paul freely 
swam in dark conspiratorial waters. Af-
ter being elected, he shut up. So did he 
not believe all that stuff? Or did they get 
to him? Perhaps Rand Paul fears that 
many voters cannot handle the truth—his 
truths—and that the only way he can reach 
the White House is via, yes, a conspiracy 
of silence. —David Corn

E X P O S U R E

Stock Photography Every month, 
around 10 million 
head of cattle pass 
through America’s 
feedlots, fattening 
up before the final 
trip to slaughter. 
This satellite image, 
stitched together by 
photographer Mishka 
Henner, gives a sense 
of the massive scale 
of operations like this 
Texas lot, which can 
hold 25,000 animals. 
That Technicolor green 
splotch? A giant waste 
pond fed by a never-
ending diet of manure. 
“I’m fascinated by 
America,” says Henner, 
who lives in England. 
“Its landscape bears all 
the scars and wounds 
of a young country 
pressing the self-
destruct button.”

O U T F R O N T

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  M I S H K A  H E N N E R

“IF YOU TALK ABOUT IT 
LIKE IT’S A CONSPIRACY, 
THEY’LL PAINT YOU AS 
A NUT,” PAUL TOLD HIS 

DAD’S SUPPORTERS.
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SeaWorld Entertainment has had a 
rough year in the wake of Blackfish, 
the explosive 2013 documentary 

about its killer whales, most notably Tili-
kum, a 12,500-pound male who has fatally 
attacked two trainers. The film sparked 
protests at SeaWorld’s three marine parks 
and attendance has been steadily drop-
ping. Kids have petitioned to cancel field 
trips, musicians like Willie Nelson have 
nixed concerts, and brands like Taco Bell 
and Southwest Airlines have cut ties with 
the company. Lawmakers in California, 
home to the flagship SeaWorld San Diego, 
even proposed banning orca captivity in 
the state. The company’s stock price has 
been sinking; in August, it fell nearly a 
third in one day.

In response, SeaWorld has launched 
a full-on PR counteroffensive. One of 
its main talking points is science: While 
slamming Blackfish as unscientific “pro-
paganda,” the park asserts that its killer 
whales provide a rare opportunity to do 
crucial research. “We create a controlled 
setting for science that is impossible to 
replicate in the wild,” its website states. 
“Whales in SeaWorld’s care help science 
better understand and conserve wild killer 
whales.” It also notes that the park recent-
ly pledged to spend an additional $10 mil-
lion on orca research. 

That’s a drop in the bucket of SeaWorld’s 
total budget: Last year, 24 million people 
visited its 11 parks nationwide, bringing 
in $1.4 billion. Orcas are undeniably the 
main draw. SeaWorld trained the original 
Shamu and owns around half of the rough-
ly 50 orcas living in captivity. Convincing 
the public that a SeaWorld ticket can help 
save wild Baby Shamus may be essential to 
keeping the company afloat.

Yet independent orca researchers say 

these arguments don’t hold water. “If Sea-
World didn’t exist, would our understand-
ing of wild killer whales be significantly 
reduced? I think the answer to that is no, it 
would not,” says a veteran marine-mammal 
researcher who works at the National Oce-
anic and Atmospheric Administration. 
“It’s a bit like having Walt Disney tell us 
about mouse biology,” says Ken Balcomb, 
founder of the Center for Whale Research 
and a pioneering orca researcher.

Despite their 24/7 access to killer whales, 
SeaWorld-affiliated researchers have pub-
lished relatively few orca studies. Of the 
four dozen orca-related papers coauthored 
by SeaWorld-backed researchers over the 

past 40 years, half 
were published be-
fore 1990, and just 
seven since 2010. 
What’s more, at 
least one-third of these papers did not fo-
cus on captive whales, but wild populations 
ranging from Alaska to New Zealand.

Many of the papers cited on SeaWorld’s 
website were coauthored by researchers 
from the Hubbs-SeaWorld Research In-
stitute, a San Diego nonprofit founded in 
1963. SeaWorld provides around 10 percent 
of its roughly $5 million budget. In 2012 
and 2013, Hubbs-SeaWorld published 26 
papers on topics ranging from abalone ge-

netics to polar bears’ hearing; none focused 
on orcas. SeaWorld also touts its SeaWorld 
& Busch Gardens Conservation Fund as evi-
dence of its investment in killer-whale sci-
ence and conservation. However, between 
2004 and 2012 the fund spent no more 
than $550,000 on research focused on killer 
whales, according to an analysis by the non-
profit Whale and Dolphin Conservation.

Asked for examples of the company’s 
contributions to orca science, SeaWorld 
vice president of communications Fred 
Jacobs points to studies on underwater 
hearing and reproduction, research on dead 
orcas, and an article on orcas’ metabolism 
published in the online version of Marine 

Mammal Science last 
year. But Naomi 
Rose, a marine-
mammal scientist at 
the Animal Welfare 

Institute who has studied wild orcas for 
more than two decades, says that paper 
doesn’t break new ground. “The issue isn’t 
that we don’t know how much fish they 
need to eat each day,” she says. “The is-
sue is we’re leaving them with nothing to 
eat.” Her comments are echoed by other 
researchers, who say that SeaWorld hasn’t 
contributed much to our understanding of 
the main threats to wild orcas: overfishing, 
pollution, and climate change.
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IN THE TANK

SEAWORLD’S 
WEIRD 
SCIENCE
The company insists captive 
killer whales are essential to 
understanding and protecting 
wild orcas. That claim may not 
hold water.

“IF SEAWORLD DIDN’T EXIST, 
WOULD OUR UNDERSTANDING 

OF WILD KILLER WHALES BE 
SIGNIFICANTLY REDUCED? 

I  THINK THE ANSWER TO THAT 
IS NO, IT WOULD NOT.”

O U T F R O N T
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SeaWorld has put considerable resources behind 
one profi table area of scientifi c research. At the 
SeaWorld & Busch Gardens Reproductive Research 
Center in San Diego, scientists are developing 
“state-of-the-art reproductive technologies,” such 
as artifi cial insemination using cryopreserved whale 
sperm, to maintain the park’s stock of captive ani-
mals. SeaWorld points out that it hasn’t removed a 
killer whale from the oceans in more than 35 years. 
It has successfully bred 31 orcas in captivity since 
the mid-1980s. Many of these were fathered by the 
33-year-old Tilikum, whose disturbing deteriora-
tion was depicted in Blackfi sh. 

Todd Robeck, the center’s vice president of 
theriogenology—the study of how animals repro-
duce—argues that SeaWorld’s reproductive tech-

nology could help the species survive in case of 
“drastic population declines.” However, other re-
searchers point out, captive orcas must be trained 
to donate or accept sperm; no one’s ever tried to 
impregnate a wild whale. Besides, says Rose, there 
isn’t compelling evidence that wild orcas are hav-
ing trouble reproducing: “They breed fi ne. It’s sur-
viving once they are born, in a degraded habitat, 
that is their problem.” Only the population of kill-
er whales off British Columbia and Washington is 
considered endangered, in part due to the capture 
of its members by SeaWorld and other parks in the 
1960s and 1970s.

In any case, say scientists and conservationists, 
the study of orcas in the wild is becoming less dif-
fi cult and less invasive, making captive research 

TIME
BETWEEN 

MASS 
SHOOTINGS, 

1982-2014
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Newtown
DC Navy Yard

Luby’s 
massacre

Long Island 
Rail Road

Fort Hood

Virginia TechTT

Aurora

GiffoGifGif rds/Tucson

Stockton 
schoolyard

= 1 incident

THE NEW 
NORMAL 
OF MASS 
SHOOTINGS 
Since the 2012 Newtown 
massacre, Mother Jones
has compiled detailed data 
on more than 30 years of 
public mass shootings, 
fi nding that these incidents 
have been on the rise. 
Northeastern University 
criminologist James Alan 
Fox has pushed back, argu-
ing that the media has cre-
ated a false impression. Yet 
a new analysis of Mother 
Jones’ data by researchers 
at the Harvard School of 
Public Health refutes Fox: 
Between 1982 and late 2011, 
they found, mass shoot-
ings occurred, on average, 
every 200 days. Since then, 
we’ve entered a new phase 
in which incidents have 
occurred, on average, every 
64 days. Perhaps President 
Obama was right when he 
noted last summer that 
mass shootings seem to be 
“becoming the norm.” Read 
more about this research at
motherjones.com/more-shootings.
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When Barack Obama took of-
fice in 2008, one of his key 
decisions was to prioritize 

health care over climate change—in 
essence tackling the biggest remain-
ing problem of the 20th century before 
the biggest challenge of the 21st. There 
wouldn’t be any talk of global warming, 
the White House told environmental-
ists—they’d focus instead on green jobs. 
(My organization, 350.org, has been 
challenging the president on this issue.)

Faced with a hostile Congress, 
Obama spent almost no political capi-
tal on the climate. But he was able 
nonetheless to claim a victory of sorts. 
His presidency coincided with the wide-
spread adoption of hydraulic fracking 
to drill for natural gas, to the point that 

gas began to supplant coal as the fuel of 
choice for American power plants. As a 
result (and as a result of the recession), 
the nation’s carbon dioxide emissions 
began to fall modestly.

For a political leader, it was the very 
definition of a lucky break—or so it 
seemed. Enter chemistry. Which is a 
bitch for a politician: Science resists 
spin. The reason President Obama 
likes gas more than coal is because it 
produces half as much carbon dioxide 
when you burn it. But CO2 is not the 
only molecule that contributes to green-
house warming. Methane is rarer, but 
it’s even more effective at trapping heat. 
And natural gas is basically methane. So 
when you frack, some gas leaks into the 
atmosphere. If enough of it leaks before 

less important. Advances in technology, 
from satellite tagging to biopsy darts, 
have made it much easier to get detailed 
data on wild marine mammals. A proj-
ect headed by University of Washington 
biologist Samuel Wasser uses a trained 
dog to detect floating killer-whale feces. 
“Whale poop is a gold mine,” says team 
member Debbie Giles of the University 
of California-Davis. “The best part is 
this allows us to stay really far from the 
whales. We don’t have to go near them at 
all, and we can learn incredible amounts 
of information about them.”

SeaWorld’s Robeck says there’s anoth-
er good reason to keep orcas on display: 
They’re “education ambassadors” that en-
courage “people to think more about the 
environment and what they can do to help 
preserve and protect it.” Yet Giles notes 
that SeaWorld has yet to do the research 
that could undergird this claim. Visitors 
may fall in love with the performers at 
Shamu Stadium, but will they take action 
to protect wild orcas? “The onus is on Sea-
World to prove it.” —Tasneem Raja

S I N S  O F  E M I S S I O N

OBAMA’S FRACKING FOLLY
Gas was supposed to fix our climate dilemma— 

but new research shows it may be making things worse.
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you can get it to a power plant and burn 
it, then it’s no better, in global warming 
terms, than burning coal. In fact, it may be 
making it worse.

A few years ago, Cornell geochemist 
Robert Howarth began looking into just 
how much methane escapes from frack-
ing wells. “It’s a hard physical task to keep 
it from leaking,” he says. “Gas is inher-
ently slippery stuff.” In a paper published 
in the journal Climatic Change in April 
2011, Howarth and colleagues Anthony 
Ingraffea and Renee Santoro concluded 
that somewhere between 3.6 and 7.9 per-
cent of the methane from fracking wells 
was leaking into the atmosphere as it 
made its way from underground to end 
user. That’s a lot.

The attacks began immediately. Indus-
try newspapers proclaimed that the re-
searchers, whose school is situated atop 
the Marcellus Shale region where fracking 
has been most controversial, were “junk 
scientists” and “activists.” As the editor of 
the trade paper Marcellus Drilling News put 
it, “the only fugitive methane of any sig-
nificance is the stuff emanating from these 
[researchers].”

Over time, more study of emissions has 
provided an ever-narrower range of num-
bers. In May, Howarth published a review 
of all the data so far, and it showed that his 
original numbers were pretty likely correct: 
On average, around 5 percent of the meth-
ane in fracked natural gas probably leaks out 
before the gas is burned.

Why exactly it leaks is unclear. New re-
search suggests that drills can open up gas 
pockets before they reach their target in 
the shale, sending large plumes of methane 
into the atmosphere. A Canadian panel 
that evaluated fracking noted the difficulty 
of effectively sealing wells during produc-
tion and once they’re abandoned. “All 
wells leak. Water wells leak,” says Naomi 
Oreskes, a Harvard professor who served 
on the Canadian team. “We’ve drilled mil-
lions of wells in North America, and all 
that time we’ve never figured it out.”

With tight regulation and constant 
monitoring, about 40 percent of the leakage 
could probably be controlled at a reason-
able cost, says Steven Hamburg, chief sci-
entist at the Environmental Defense Fund. 
With “unprecedented investment in natural 
gas infrastructure and regulatory oversight,” 
you might even be able to cut the leakage in 

half. And if so, says Hamburg, using natural 
gas rather than coal to generate electricity 
“might result in a very modest reduction in 
total greenhouse gas emissions.”

Given that the West Antarctic Ice Sheet 
is showing signs of irrevocable melt, very 
modest reductions in emissions sound 
less than comforting. Just one problem: 
If we’re replacing coal with gas, we’re not 
replacing it with something else.

In the official Obama climate narrative, 
natural gas is a “bridge” to a world of so-
lar and wind power, which, the argument 

goes, aren’t quite ready for prime time yet. 
In fact, we’ve recently learned a lot about 
how to scale up wind and sun. And that 
means that far from building a bridge, 
the big investments in natural gas may 
be erecting a breakwater that holds back 
a wave of truly clean energy. Even as the 
price of solar panels has dropped to the 
point where solar costs the same as coal-
fired power in some parts of the country, 
inexpensive fracked gas reduces the incen-
tives to convert to renewables. And the 
more pipelines and gas-fired power plants 
we build, the more those sunk investments 
remove the incentives to switch: Suddenly 
you have a bunch of gas barons who will 
fight as hard as the coal barons.

Here, too, the research is starting to pro-
duce a consensus. In a massive modeling 
exercise at Stanford in 2013, teams from 14 
companies, government agencies, and uni-
versities combined forces to assess the impact 
of fracking on global warming. They con-
cluded that, in the words of ClimateProgress’ 
Joe Romm, “from a climate perspective, 
then, the shale gas revolution is essentially ir-
relevant—and arguably a massive diversion of 
resources and money that could have gone 
into deploying carbon-free sources.”

And that study didn’t even look at the 
impact of methane, an issue that has grown 
more urgent as we’ve learned more about the 
science of greenhouse gases. One disturbing 
new insight is that methane’s heat-trapping 
power is far greater than we thought. Twenty 
years ago, when scientists first started calcu-
lating how much to worry about methane, 
they said that molecule for molecule, it 
captured 25 times as much solar radiation 
as CO2 over 20 years. But now, that ratio is 
reckoned to be about 86 times as much. 

Fortunately, methane disappears rela-
tively quickly from the atmosphere, which 
means that over the long run, it won’t do as 
much damage. But its jolt of heat-trapping 
power couldn’t come at a worse moment. 
Even as the Obama administration boasts 
about cutting carbon, it’s poised to leave 
behind a huge burst of methane as its great-
est climate legacy.

It turns out that there’s no easy bridge to 
a working climate future—no way to avoid 
angering powerful interests, no way to put 
off actually building the clean energy we 
desperately need. It’s time to stop search-
ing for a bridge and simply take the leap. 
—Bill McKibben

Release 
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CHEAP AND CLEAN
How Americans Think  
about Energy in the Age  
of Global Warming

Stephen Ansolabehere  
and David M. Konisky

“. . .the most important book  
yet written on how Americans 
think about energy issues. . .  
a breakthrough in our under-
standing of how people think 
about these issues.”  
—Eric R.A.N. Smith, University 
 of California, Santa Barbara

“. . . original, engaging, and 
highly readable.” 
—Robert Duffy, Colorado  
State University; co-author of 
Integrating Climate, Energy,  
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272 pp., 21 illus., $27.95 cloth

MOOCS
Jonathan Haber

Everything you always wanted 
to know about MOOCs: an 
account of massive open online 
courses and what they might 
mean for the future of higher 
education.

The MIT Press Essential Knowledge series 
208 pp., 1 illus., $13.95 paper

LURCHING TOWARD  
HAPPINESS IN AMERICA
Claude Fischer

Amid confusing and alarmist 
media claims about our chang-
ing culture, Claude Fischer sets 
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trends in America.
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and Thomas Frank 

“A compendium of literary 
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—The New York Times
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—The Guardian

392 pp., $27.95 cloth
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Using Big Data to Engineer  
a Better World

Nathan Eagle  
and Kate Greene

“A smart look at how big data 
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—Kenneth Cukier, co-author  
of Big Data 

PLAY MATTERS
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process; in fact it is the creative 
process. Miguel Sicart shows 
time and time again why play is 
something that must be taken 
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—Brendan Dawes, designer 
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The expo hall was just a warm-up to the main event: 
Starting at 5 a.m. on Saturday, 35 SWAT teams would 
compete in a two-day training exercise around the San 
Francisco Bay Area. The winning team would take 
home a trophy and the glory of having unseated the 
reigning SWAT champion—Berkeley, California.

Organizers of the conference, known as Urban Shield, 
said it was the largest first-responder training in the world; 
now in its eighth year, it has drawn teams from places as 
far-flung as Singapore, South Korea, Israel, and Bahrain. 
Each group would go through 35 tactical scenarios over 
48 hours, with no breaks except the occasional catnap. 
An airplane was lined up for busting a gun smuggler, and 
a cargo ship would be seized by a terrorist after a make-
believe earthquake. A “militant atheist extremist group” 
would take hostages at a church.

The event was paid for mostly by the Department 
of Homeland Security, but more than 100 corpora-
tions threw in money too, up to $25,000 each. In 
many of the scenarios, teams would try out the lat-
est equipment on offer from Urban Shield’s corporate 
sponsors—Verizon, Motorola, SIG Sauer. Many were 
military supply companies—FirstSpear, for example, 
was founded by former soldiers to make body armor 
and bandoliers for “US and allied warfighters.” Here, 
they sold their stuff to cops. Then there were “plati-
num sponsors” like Uber, which gave police discount 
black-car rides for the weekend.  

Urban Shield was started in 2007 by an Alameda 
County assistant sheriff named James Baker. In 2011, 
he told me, Homeland Security asked him to bring 
the event to other parts of the country, so he started a 
company, the Cytel Group, that would put on Urban 
Shield in Boston, Austin, and Dallas. “Urban Shield is 
a program that gets everybody working together” to re-
spond to crises, he said. Baker’s firm has also received 
$500,000 in state funds to write guidelines for SWAT

teams, on things like how much gear each team is re-
quired to have. When I spoke to him, he was in Kenya, 
where he had been contracted by the State Depart-
ment to organize an Urban Shield-like training.

By 7:30 on Thursday morning, the capa-
cious ground-floor convention center of the 
Oakland Marriott was filled with SWAT teams. 
Mostly men, mostly white, dressed in camou-

flage or black fatigues, they stood in groups of eight or 
ten, some eating pastries, others sticking to coffee and a 
dip of tobacco. A few wandered the expo hall, stopping 
by booths to test the feel of armored vests, boot knives, 
and sniper rifles, grab swag like grenade-shaped stress 
balls, or drop tickets into a box for a raffle of iPhone 
covers and pistols. 

“Want to see the new toy?” a vendor asked a police 
officer in camo. He handed him a pamphlet for his 
company, Shield Defense Systems. “This will blind 
anyone for 10 minutes. Imagine, walk into a bar fight, 
blind everyone, then figure out what’s going on. Some 
guys on drugs, you can put three slugs in their chest 
and it won’t stop them. But blind him, and I guarantee 
you he’ll calm down.” The device attached to a gun 
and sent out a frequency that the vendor said tempo-
rarily scrambled its target’s ocular fluid. The vendor 
turned to me—conspicuous for my lack of fatigues—
and insisted the device caused no permanent damage 
(hence the name Z-Ro, as in “zero damage”), though 
he said it would probably make you nauseous. He ex-
pected it to be on the market this coming January.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY SHANE BAUER

SNIPER RIFLES,
DRONES,

ARMORED VEHICLES, 
AND A BILLION-DOLLAR
CREDIT LINE.

72 HOURS
WITH THE NATION’S TOP

SWAT TEAMS.
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enforcement only,” he said. He told me he 
knew who I was. 

The mission of the center is to “detect, 
prevent, investigate and respond to crimi-
nal and terrorist activity.” When another 
reporter, Julia Carrie Wong, visited their 
office during the convention, she found 
them tracking tweets from the few hundred 
protesters gathered outside. 

From inside the hall, cops watched wari-
ly as the demonstrators chanted slogans 
about Ferguson. “If I see someone with an 
upside-down flag, I’m going to punch him 
in the face,” one said to his team. Nearby, a 
vendor sold shirts with slogans of his own. 
One bore the image of a Spartan helmet 
and the phrase “Destruction cometh; and 
they shall seek peace, and there shall be 
none.” His most popular shirt read “This Is 
My Peace Sign”; it showed crosshairs cen-
tered on what I briefly took to be a person 
with his hands up, though it was actually 
an AR-15 sight.

He told me to make sure I remembered 
one thing: We are sheep and police are the 
sheepdogs. They protect us, and they kill 

For $5,100, it sold limited-edition, rotating 
bronze sculptures of a man in a tricorn hat, 
posed as though in battle, a sword on his 
belt, a tattered Colonial flag waving behind 
him, a POF semi-automatic rifle in his hand.

Farther down the hall, Homeland Se-
curity’s Science and Technology Director-
ate was showcasing a drone. It 
not only captured video, but was 
designed to drop objects at speci-
fied GPS coordinates, “like Hunger 
Games, if you will,” a representa-
tive from Robotics Research, DHS’s 
contractor on the project, told me. 
Buzzing around her booth was 
a cylindrical, remote-controlled 
robot that sold for $1,100. If the 
robot was too big to fit into, say, a 
building’s ventilation system, the 
police could make a smaller body 
on-site using a 3-D printer, then 
transfer the electric wiring.

Robots were popular in the con-
vention hall. QinetiQ’s 20-pound 
Dragon Runner looked a bit like 
WALL-E, with treads like a tank 
and an arm that could be maneuvered like 
a miniature crane. Its pamphlet said it was 
meant for “some of the most hazardous con-
ditions and terrains found on earth, from 
desert and mountain combat situations in 
the Middle East and Central Asia, to the 
streets of Europe and the United States.”

One of the most popular booths be-
longed to Tactical Electronics. A man 
extended a pole 20 feet into the air to dem-
onstrate a special camera used for peering 
into windows. They sold cameras that could 
be slipped under doors and others made 
for strapping onto a dog, relaying video to 
a screen on the user’s wrist. They also had 
a device for steering the animal with vibra-
tions to which it was trained to respond.

The event felt surprisingly open at first—
vendors talked to me freely and I could sit 
in on workshops—but by the second day, 
I started noticing cops whispering to each 
other while looking in my direction. Some 
came over to feel me out, asking what 
I thought of the term “militarization.” 
One of them worked for the Northern 
California Regional Intelligence Center, a 
Homeland Security project to coordinate 
intelligence from local cops and federal 
agencies like the FBI. As I flipped through 
the counterterrorism handbook at his 
booth, he snatched it away. “That’s for law 

This summer, images of armored vehicles 
and police pointing semi-automatic rifles 
at demonstrators in Ferguson, Missouri, 
set off a debate over what journalist Radley 
Balko has termed the “rise of the warrior 
cop.” A National Public Radio analysis 
found that since 2006, the Pentagon has 
given local cops some $1.9 billion worth of 
equipment—including 600 mine-resistant, 
ambush-protected vehicles (MRAPs), 80,000 
assault rifles, 200 grenade launchers, and 
12,000 bayonets (yes, bayonets). But those 
totals pale in comparison to the amount 
of gear purchased from private companies. 
The Ferguson Police Department, for ex-
ample, received some computers, utility 
trucks, and blankets from the military—
but all that battle gear you saw on TV was 
bought from corporations like the ones 
pitching their wares at Urban Shield. Out-
fitting America’s warrior cops, it turns out, 
is a major business, and one fueled in large 
part by the federal Department of Home-
land Security. The Department of Defense 
has given $5.1 billion worth of equipment 
to state and local police departments since 
1997, with even rural counties acquiring 
things like grenade launchers and armored 
personnel carriers. But Homeland Secu-
rity has handed out grants worth eight 
times as much—$41 billion since 2002. The 
money is earmarked for counterterrorism, 
but DHS specifies that once acquired, the 
equipment can be used for any other law-
enforcement purpose, from shutting down 
protests to serving warrants and executing 
home searches.

For the vendors at Urban Shield, the task 
at hand was showing that these arsenals 
needed further beefing up. Semi-auto matic 
rifles, for example, were once reserved 
mostly for SWAT teams and the military. 
Now they are standard squad car guns. 
At the Patriot Ordnance Factory booth, a 
vendor showed off the POF 308, a 14.5-inch 
military-style semi-automatic rifle that, he 
emphasized, fish and game officers used to 
shoot bears. An article in a gun magazine 
by a fish and game warden boasts that it’s 
also handy for raiding pot farms and fight-
ing “narcoterrorists.” The vendor showed 
me the slightly smaller .223-caliber semi-
automatics they’d started selling to the Cal-
ifornia Highway Patrol a year ago, for use 
in vehicle takedowns on the freeway. “The 
United States will forever be a nation of 
ready militia,” the company’s website said. 

ALL THAT BATTLE 
GEAR YOU SAW 

IN FERGUSON 
WAS ACQUIRED 
NOT FROM THE 
MILITARY, BUT 
FROM PRIVATE 

COMPANIES LIKE 
THE ONES TOUTING 

THEIR WARES AT  
URBAN SHIELD.

Gear on display 
ranged from 
T-shirts and 
night-vision 
scopes to tactical 
vests and high-
powered rifles.
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or. The racial disparity can be much higher 
in some places: In Burlington, North Caro-
lina, the study notes, African Americans are 
47 times more likely to be affected by SWAT

raids than whites. 
SWAT officers have even come to be used 

to conduct “saturation patrol,” where extra 
police are deployed in a specific neighbor-
hood. One SWAT commander told Kraska, 
“The key to our success is that we’re an 
elite crime fighting team that’s not bogged 
down in the regular bureaucracy. We focus 
on quality of life issues like illegal parking, 
loud music, bums, troubles.”

Standing in the expo hall near a booth 
where a charity was selling raffle tickets 
for an AR-15, I spoke with Sergeant JD 
Nelson, the spokesman for both Urban 
Shield and the Alameda County Sher-
iff ’s Office. He was chatty and amicable. 
I asked him what he thought when people 
said the United States was becoming a po-
lice state. “I think there is some validity 
to that,” he said, explaining that “there’s 
some violent people out there. You turn on 
the news any given night and something 

nal justice at the University of Missouri-St. 
Louis. “If we didn’t think that drugs were 
the most evilest thing in the history of 
God’s green earth,” he says, “and weren’t 
running hither and yon trying to catch peo-
ple with dope in their house, none of this 
would have happened.” 

Today, 85 percent of SWAT operations 
are for “choice-driven raids on people’s pri-
vate residences,” Peter Kraska, an Eastern 
Kentucky University researcher who stud-
ies tactical policing, said in a recent Senate 
hearing. According to a study released by 
the American Civil Liberties Union earlier 
this year, 62 percent of SWAT deployments 
were for drug raids. The study found that in 
these raids, drugs were found only half of 
the time. When weapons were “believed to 
be present,” they were not found in half of 
the cases for which the outcome was known.

The study also found that while white 
people were more likely to be involved in 
the types of scenarios SWAT teams were in-
tended for—like hostage or active-shooter 
situations—71 percent of today’s SWAT raids  
(when race was known) target people of col-

the wolves. I pointed at the shirt and asked, 
“The person in the sight, is that the flock 
or the wolf?”

“If he’s in the crosshairs, it’s gonna be the 
wolf,” he said. “It’s gonna be the bad guy.”

Special Weapons and Tactics teams were 
created in the late 1960s for extreme sce-
narios like saving hostages and taking 
down active shooters. But police depart-
ments soon began deploying them in 
more mundane situations. In 1984, just 40 
percent of SWAT teams were serving war-
rants. By 2012, the number was 79 percent. 
In all, the number of SWAT raids across the 
country has increased 20-fold since the 
1980s, going from 3,000 per year to at least 
60,000. And SWAT teams are no longer lim-
ited to large cities: In the mid-1980s, only 
20 percent of towns with populations be-
tween 25,000 and 50,000 had such teams. 
By 2007, 80 percent did.

Much of the increase has been driven by 
the drug war, says David Klinger, a former 
Los Angeles cop and a professor of crimi-
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seized by police, in many cases without 
any criminal charges. And unlike Home-
land Security dollars, forfeiture funds can 
be used to buy firearms.

Johnson said his vehicles were appropri-
ate to use whenever police faced a “threat of 
violence,” from an active-shooter situation 
to a street protest. A rogue group of demon-
strators might be armed, he said. They may 
“look innocent, which is great,” but they 
might also shoot at police. “No one wants 
to think about it, but it happens. We’ve seen 
it.” He couldn’t name an example, but ad-
vised me to “go back to the news footage.” 

Johnson didn’t think “militarization” 
was an accurate term for what was happen-
ing with police. “They’re not buying a lot 
of things that would be considered mili-
tary, in my opinion. Do they wear fatigues? 
Some of them do. Why is that? Well, a lot 
of that stuff ’s proven by the military that it 
works. [But] it’s totally different training, 
it’s totally different scenarios.”

Or not so different. A 2007 study found 
that 49 percent of police departments sur-
veyed used active-duty military personnel, 
including special-forces troops, to train their 
SWAT teams. One of the teams competing 
in Urban Shield was from the US Marine 
Corps. When the training event kicked off 
Saturday morning, I sat in an Amtrak train 
in Oakland as they came through in com-
bat gear shouting at the pretend civilians to 
“put your fucking hands up! Anyone who 
puts their hands down will get fucking shot! 
Don’t fucking move!” Even though they 

fenses and an intimi-
dating appearance. 
And it’s true that guns 
on the street have got-
ten bigger—but it’s 
also true that being a 
cop today is the safest 
it has been since 1964. 

The most dangerous year in recent decades 
was 1973, when there were 134 felony kill-
ings of police officers in the line of duty. By 
2012, that number had dropped to 47. Some 
of that might be because police are better 
protected, but they are also not being at-
tacked as often: Assaults on cops are down 
45 percent since their peak in 1971. Indeed, 
violent crime overall is down in America—it 
has fallen by nearly half since 1991.

In the end, the driving factor behind the 
police arms race may be not so much greater 
risk, but greater spending. This year, Home-
land Security will give out $1.6 billion to state 
agencies and local police departments for 
counterterrorism and disaster preparedness. 
The Armored Group, Johnson told me, has 
its own grant-writing specialist to help police 
departments get the funds for its $100,000 to 
$300,000 vehicles. Police departments, the 
company’s website points out, also have 
the option of using “funds from assets 
seized in criminal activities”—money, cars, 
and other property—so long as the vehicle 
will be used for “drug enforcement in some 
capacity.” Forfeiture funds are a huge pot 
of money: The Washington Post found that 
in 2012, $4.6 billion in cash and goods was 

terrible has happened…If you got a guy 
that’s wanting to do some harm and you 
have a choice between riding in a Crown 
Victoria or that”—he pointed to a huge 
black truck that looked like an armored 
personnel carrier—“you’re going to choose 
that every time.”

Jeremy Johnson, the tactical vehicle spe-
cialist at the Armored Group, sounded a 
similar note when he showed me the com-
pany’s ballistic armored tactical transport 
vehicle, or BATT. With a blast-resistant floor 
and a Batman-style insignia on its grill, it was 
designed to stop .50-caliber rounds and had  
front-mounted battering rams for busting 
into buildings, a 360-degree rotating turret, 
and sniper rifle mounts on the doors. The 
Armored Group sells the vehicles world-
wide from offices in countries like Libya, 
Nigeria, and the United Arab Emirates.

“Some of these trucks do look intimi-
dating,” Johnson said. “They should. You 
don’t want to pull up a Chevy Chevette 
in front of the house and say, ‘Here, we’re 
gonna get you.’ You’re not gonna get the 
effect you want.”

This was a common theme: Since the bad 
guys are well armed, police need better de-

Several vendors 
showcased drones, like 
this one designed to 
do reconnaissance.

SWAT TEAMS WERE CREATED 
FOR EXTREME SITUATIONS LIKE 
MASS SHOOTINGS OR HOSTAGE 

TAKING. BUT TODAY, THE HIGHLY 
ARMED UNITS MORE COMMONLY 

SERVE WARRANTS. 
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T H E  W A R R I O R  C O P S  S U I T  U P

training exercise. Each team in the com-
petition had been on the move for more 
than 24 hours. Teams had been taking a 
boat out into the bay and climbing up 
into the underbelly of the bridge to dis-
rupt a fake IED. We were planning to film 
the exercise, but when we arrived, the site 
manager told us that wouldn’t be pos-
sible. We could tag along, but no video.

I sighed, frustrated. When we’d applied 
for press passes, the sheriff ’s department 
had welcomed our presence. They even 
encouraged us to film, noting that video 
did a better job than photos to “depict the 
hard work and dedication displayed.” But 
the day before we’d driven two hours to 
observe a raid on a pretend bomb factory 
only to be turned away, and now this. As 
we got ready to leave, we stopped by the 
trailer of HaloDrop, a robotics company 
that was displaying video screens, drones, 
and 3-D printers inside. They had in-
tended to use their drones for recon on 
the bridge, but the sheriff ’s office was still 
waiting for FAA approval to fly drones in 
the county.

After filming an interview with the 
HaloDrop representative, we discussed 
our plans for the rest of the day. Should 
we watch South Korea do an assault on an 
armored truck, then head over to see the 
prison guards evict a right-wing sovereign 
citizens group? As we talked, the Halo-
Drop vendor approached. “I’m not getting 
a good feeling from you guys,” he said. He 
warned us not to use the interview we’d 
just conducted. He had experience with 
the courts, he said. “I’ll just leave it at that.”

A few minutes later, a police officer came 
up to us in the parking lot and asked us to 
hand over our media badges. His captain 
had called, he said, and told him we had 
been filming at an unauthorized location. 
Where was that? I asked. “I don’t know. I 
assume it’s this site.”

Hours later, I got ahold of Sergeant 
Nelson, the Urban Shield spokesman. He 
said we’d been kicked out for “taking pho-
tos of an unauthorized area.”

“What area?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I assume it was the Bay 

Bridge.”
“We were not even near the Bay Bridge.”
“I don’t know what to tell you,” he said.
It seemed pointless to argue that, in the 

United States, photographing a bridge 
does not require police authorization. 

erature at his home proposing jihad against 
Israel. Now he was inside a classroom, hold-
ing a Jewish ex-coworker hostage.

When the SWAT team busted into the 
classroom, the commander shouted, 
“Gentle men, we have a chemical!” A 
five-gallon bucket sat next to the Muslim 
hostage taker, liquid bubbling over toward 
the feet of the captive. The hostage was a 
dummy (or “smarty,” as they preferred to 
call it) with a sign taped to him that read 
“Alive but bleeding!!!!!” The team of eight 
burst in and trained their guns on the assail-
ant, getting him to put his hands up as they 
dragged the hostage out. Then they pulled 
the terrorist out too, leaving the chemical 
to ooze onto the floor. That, they explained 
later, was for hazmat to deal with.

The UC-Berkeley team formed in 1992, 
their commander, Lieutenant Eric Tejada, 
told me, after a mentally disturbed, ma-
chete-wielding woman busted into the 
chancellor’s house on campus at 6 a.m. To-
day, he said, “most of what we do is high-
risk warrants,” mostly going off campus to 
find suspects in muggings of students.

I left the training site feeling unsettled. 
If you were the hostage in a real-life ver-
sion of one of these scenarios, would you 
want someone to come and save you? 
Of course you would. If you were a cop, 
would you want to be protected against 
anything that might come your way? Of 
course. And yet, nearly every SWAT cop I 
talked to at Urban Shield was spending 
most of his time doing drug busts, search-
ing houses, and serving warrants.

“When equipment is requested for SWAT

teams, it’s common to talk about the threat 
of terrorism [and] other rare but highly 
dangerous situations like hostage taking, 
barricaded suspects, and riots,” David Alan 
Sklansky, a Stanford law professor who 
studies criminal law and policing, told me. 
“But the majority of times that SWAT teams 
have been deployed, it’s been for more 
conventional kinds of operations.”

“SWAT teams definitely have legitimate 
uses,” he added. “But like lots of other things, 
when they are sitting around they can wind 
up getting used when they are not required 
and may do more harm than good.” 

The next morning, my colleague 
Prashanth Kamalakanthan and I showed 
up at the Port of Oakland for a Bay Bridge 

were just shooting little plastic bullets, my 
heart was pounding. Afterward, I asked a 
Marine why they trained in exercises de-
signed for police. “To learn different tactics,” 
he said. “You have some of the best guys out 
there, and they give their input and we take 
that back with us and teach our Marines.”

So the most powerful military in the 
world is taking cues from cops? “It’s inter-
esting that we’ve had a lot of conversations 
on the militarization of the police, but you 
could make the same argument for the 
police-ization of the military,” said Nelson, 
the Urban Shield spokesman. The modern 
military is in the business of occupation, he 
said, of getting governments up and run-
ning. When the military fights insurgents, 
it is “almost acting like a police force.”

The Marines weren’t the only nonpolice 
team competing for the trophy at Urban 
Shield. The California Department of Cor-
rections had a SWAT team present—its leader, 
Lieutenant Adam Dennis, told me the cor-
rections department is actually the largest 
SWAT agency in the state, with 495 officers 
across 19 locations. They work as prison 
guards by day and are trained to do hostage 
rescue. Much of their SWAT work, though, 
doesn’t happen inside prisons, but with lo-
cal police in communities where the prisons 
are located, Dennis said. The team this year, 
from Susanville, California, worked with po-
lice in the town of fewer than 16,000 people 
to do “warrants, drug eradication, narcotic 
surveillance—stuff like that.” Their training at 
Urban Shield—where they did mock assaults 
on jetliners—was meant to inform their work 
back home. “The tactics you use to take any-
thing down, whether it’s a building, a plane, 
a train, an automobile—the tactics don’t 
change,” Dennis said. “It’s all the same.”

Other agencies fielding SWAT teams in-
clude NASA, the National Park Service, and 
the University of California-Berkeley, whose 
team I watched in a training exercise in Fos-
ter City. The scenario was this: A Muslim 
man had been fired from his job. He’d come 
back to his workplace, the participants were 
told, “screaming that he wanted to hurt the 
Jews for what they have done to him and 
his people.” He had been known to “visit 
pro-jihadist websites and anti-Semitic web-
sites and many websites that instructed on 
how to build different types of weapons of 
mass destruction.” Detectives had found lit-
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One Wednesday afternoon in mid-August, 
Govs. Sam Brownback of Kansas and 
Chris Christie of New Jersey stopped for 
a photo op—and $54 worth of pork ribs 
and sausages—at Oklahoma Joe’s, a gas 
station barbecue joint on the outer fringe 
of Kansas City. Along with hickory smoke 
and diesel fumes, there was a mild aroma 
of desperation in the air. Brownback’s ap-
proval ratings hovered in the mid-30s, and 
one recent poll had his Democratic oppo-
nent, state House Minority Leader Paul 
Davis, beating him by 10 points. Now 
Christie, the chair of the Republican Gov-
ernors Association, had parachuted in to 
lend some star power as Brownback made 
a fundraising swing through the wealthy 
suburbs outside of Kansas City. A day ear-
lier, the RGA had announced a $600,000 
ad buy in support of Brownback. “We be-
lieve in Sam,” Christie assured the scrum 
of reporters who’d accompanied the gov-
ernors to Oklahoma Joe’s.

That the RGA had been forced to mo-

bilize reinforcements in Kansas spoke to 
just how imperiled Brownback had be-
come. After representing Kansas for nearly 
two decades in Congress, he had won the 
governorship in 2010 by a 30-point mar-
gin. Once in office, Brownback wasted no 
time implementing a radical agenda that 
blended his trademark social conserva-
tism with the libertarian-tinged economic 
agenda favored by one of his most famous 
constituents, Charles Koch, whose fam-
ily company is headquartered in Wichita 
and employs more than 3,500 people in 
the state. Other GOP governors elected in 
the tea party wave, such as Wisconsin’s 
Scott Walker, garnered more ink for their 
brash policy maneuvers, but in many ways 
Brownback had presided over the most 
sweeping transformation.

Early in his tenure, he said he wanted to 
turn Kansas into a “real, live experiment” 
for right-wing policies. In some cases rely-
ing on proposals promoted by the Kansas 
Policy Institute—a conservative think tank 

that belongs to the Koch-backed State 
Policy Network and is chaired by a former 
top aide to Charles Koch—Brownback led 
the charge to privatize Medicaid, curb the 
power of teachers’ unions, and cull thou-
sands from the welfare rolls.

But his boldest move was a massive in-
come tax cut. Brownback flew in Reagan 
tax cut guru Arthur Laffer to help sell the 
plan to lawmakers, with the state pay-
ing the father of supply-side economics 
$75,000 for three days of work. Brownback 
and his legislative allies ultimately wiped 
out the top rate of 6.45 percent, slashed 
the middle rate from 6.25 to 4.9 percent, 
and dropped the bottom tier from 3.5 to 
3 percent. A subsequent bill set in motion 
future cuts, with the top rate declining 
to 3.9 percent by 2018 and falling incre-
mentally from there. Brownback’s tax 
plan also absolved nearly 200,000 small 
business owners of their state income 
tax burdens. Among the “small” busi-
nesses that qualified were more than 20 

WHAT’S  
THE MATTER WITH

SAM BROWNBACK?
 How the Kansas governor’s right-wing policy experiment 

backfired in the Koch brothers’ backyard
BY PATRICK CALDWELL  ILLUSTRATIONS BY ROBERTO PARADA
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1 in 3 Kansas Republicans aren’t keen on 
voting for Brownback a second time. 

It’s not just Brownback. The mood 
of the electorate has soured to the point 
where three-term GOP Sen. Pat Roberts is 
trailing his challenger, independent Greg 
Orman. And Schodorf is running neck 
and neck with her Republican rival, Kris 
Kobach. In the end, Brownback’s red-state 
experiment may wind up turning this GOP  
stronghold purple.

Within 12 minutes of meeting me, Devin 
Wilson whipped out his Android phone to 
proudly show a stopwatch app that keeps 
track of how long it has been since he be-
came politically active: 519 days, 22 min-
utes, 4 seconds. Wilson grew up on a farm 
in Burr Oak and later moved to the suburbs 
of Kansas City when he got married. Typi-
cal of his small-town roots, he was a Repub-
lican by default and voted for Brownback in 
2010. “Growing up in Kansas, you’re born 
a Republican. It’s on your birth certificate,” 
he said. “You go to the polls and it’s as-
sumed you check the box next to the R. I 
think Kansas has got by doing that a long 
time when we had a lot more moderates. It 
was good enough. But it’s turned extreme.”

A soft-spoken environmental scientist, 
Wilson doesn’t seem like your typical 
fired-up political organizer. But 519 days 
prior he decided that he’d had enough of 
Brownback, whose tax cuts had impacted 
all aspects of the state budget but took a 
particular toll on school funding. 

As a result of cutbacks, janitors in 
Wilson’s district were in some cases clean-
ing classrooms once every three days, far 
from ideal in flu season. And administra-
tors ratcheted up the pressure on parents 
at school auctions to plug budget gaps 
and help pay the salaries of teachers’ aides. 
“What had bothered me was seeing class 
sizes increase and increase,” said Wilson, a 
father of two.

Johnson County is hardly the first place 
you’d envision as the epicenter of anti-
Brownback organizing. These well-to-do 
suburbs of Kansas City constitute 20 per-
cent of the state’s population. The entire 
slate of 34 state senators and representatives 
from the county is Republican, save for 
three Democrats. The region actually has a 
longer streak than the entire state in terms of 
voting against national Democrats: the last 
to win a majority in the 

Jean Schodorf, who was present that day. 
“From there on it was chilling.”

When it came to Brownback’s tax plan, 
Schodorf and her fellow moderates rebelled, 
warning that it would send the state bud-
get into a tailspin. Though the cuts passed 
anyway, Brownback didn’t take the betrayal 
lightly. Together with the local chapter 
of Americans for Prosperity—the outfit 
founded and partly funded by the Koch 
brothers—and the state Chamber of Com-
merce (over which Koch Industries is said 
to wield an outsize influence), Brownback 
and his allies mobilized an effort to purge 
the naysayers. They recruited right-wing pri-
mary challengers, and AFP and the Chamber 
dumped hundreds of thousands of dollars 
into cleaning house. Brownback’s chief of 
staff, David Kensinger, reportedly called a 
meeting with the state’s top lobbyists, tell-
ing them to pony up contributions to each 
challenger or they could forget about asking 
the governor’s office to hear them out in the 
future. (In 2012, Kensinger opened his own 
lobbying shop. It has since come under FBI 
scrutiny for possible influence-peddling in 
connection with the privatization of Kan-
sas’ Medicaid program.)

Meanwhile, the moderates were all but 
frozen out of their caucus. “There were 
decisions being made that the moderates 
didn’t know about,” Schodorf says. “The 
tolerance of being a moderate was gone. It 
was rough. People were not polite.”

Schodorf and eight other Republican 
moderates wound up losing their primaries 
in 2012. In January 2013, the day after her 
term expired, Schodorf and her daughter 
went to the county registrar’s office to for-
mally switch their party affiliations. The 
64-year-old is now the Democratic nomi-
nee for secretary of state.

While her ousted colleagues have not 
gone as far as renouncing their party, the 
purge of 2012 has united them in opposi-
tion to Brownback. Former state Sen. Jim 
Yonally formed Traditional Republicans 
for Common Sense, a group of 74 former 
GOP legislators defending the Legislature’s 
remaining moderates from being picked 
off. Another former GOP state senator, Wint 
Winter, organized Republicans for Kansas 
Values, a coalition of about 104 current or 
former elected officials that endorsed Davis 
this summer. Brownback’s divisive style ap-
pears to have alienated many Republican 
voters too. A recent poll showed that about 

Koch Industries LLCs. “Without question 
they’re the biggest beneficiaries of the tax 
cuts,” says University of Kansas political 
scientist Burdett Loomis.

Laffer told me that “what Sam Brown-
back has done is and will be extraordinari-
ly beneficial for the state of Kansas,” but 
many Kansans beg to differ. Brownback 
had said that his tax cut plan would pro-
vide “a shot of adrenaline into the heart 
of the Kansas economy.” Instead, the state 
has gone into cardiac arrest. “The revenue 
projections were just horrendous once the 
tax cuts were put into place,” Loomis says. 
The state’s $700 million budget surplus is 
projected to dwindle into a $238 million 
deficit. Standard & Poor’s and Moody’s 
downgraded the state’s bond rating earlier 
this year as a result. “The state’s on a crisis 
course,” says H. Edward Flentje, a profes-
sor emeritus of political science at Wichita 
State University who served alongside 
Brownback in the cabinet of Kansas Gov. 
Mike Hayden in the 1980s. “He has liter-
ally put us in a ditch.”

Conservatives once celebrated Brown-
back’s grand tax experiment as a proto-
type worthy of replication in other states 
and lauded Brownback himself as a model 
conservative reformer (“phenomenal,” 
Grover Norquist has said). “My focus,” 
Brownback said in one 2013 interview, 
“is to create a red-state model that allows 
the Republican ticket to say, ‘See, we’ve 
got a different way, and it works.’” By this 
fall it was hard to imagine anyone touting 
the Brownback model, especially with the 
Kansas governor at risk of going down in 
defeat—in the Koch brothers’ backyard, no 
less—and dragging the entire state ticket 
down with him. The Wall Street Journal 
recently dubbed Brownback’s approach 
“more of a warning than a beacon.”

Not long after taking office in 2011, 
Brownback called a meeting with mem-
bers of the state Senate’s Republican cau-
cus, whose tone was historically set by a 
core group of moderates. After a friendly 
introduction over tea and cookies on 
the veranda of the Capitol, the governor 
made clear that he would brook no dis-
sent. “He said, ‘I’ll be glad to campaign 
for you coming up, but I want all of 
my guns pointed in the same direction,’ 
meaning there’s no room for difference 
of opinion,” recalls former GOP state Sen. [continued on page 68]
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T
his March, Wisconsin Gov. 
Scott Walker launched what, 
in the post-Citizens United era, 
amounts to a de facto presiden-
tial exploratory campaign. He 
jetted to Las Vegas for a private 
audience with Sheldon Adel-
son, the billionaire casino mo-

gul and Republican Party kingmaker who is 
said to have spent nearly $150 million dur-
ing the 2012 elections and may dump as 
much as $100 million more into this year’s 
midterms. It was a pinch-me moment for 
Walker, who in four short years had as-
cended from county executive to conser-
vative hero. Inspired by his boyhood idol, 
Ronald Reagan, Walker took on Wiscon-
sin’s public-employee unions and refused 
to buckle in the face of massive protests 
and a weeks-long occupation of the state 
Capitol. When the unions subsequently 
tried to oust him via a recall election, he 
barnstormed the state, raised a record $37 
million, and won with 53 percent of the 
vote. Soon the preacher’s son and college 
dropout began appearing alongside Chris 
Christie and Jeb Bush on 2016 short lists.

But these days, Walker’s presidential 
dreams are hanging by a thread as he battles 
for reelection against a political neophyte 
whose only previous electoral campaign 
was a self-financed 2012 run for the local 
school board. Why is he vulnerable? Walker 
devoted his first term to ramming through 
a chunk of the modern conservative agen-

da: He limited collective-bargaining rights, 
slashed taxes on the wealthy, enacted new 
voter ID requirements, boosted funding for 
vouchers at the expense of public schools, 
curtailed abortion access, and weakened 
environmental protections. These policies 
have sharply polarized Wisconsin—splitting 
families, church groups, golf foursomes—
with only a sliver of the electorate not firmly 
pro- or anti-Walker.

Mary Burke, Walker’s opponent, is run-
ning as a McKinsey moderate, the anti-
politician with business savvy who will 
jump-start the state’s economy and heal a 
divided Wisconsin. She believes her pro-
business message can win over those key 
undecided voters. In a nonpresidential 
year when turnout could decide the elec-
tion, Burke’s strategy is a gamble—and it 
just might work.

A fourth-generation Wisconsinite, Burke 
is a former executive at Trek Bicycles, the 
Waterloo-based company founded by her 
father that rose to the top of the business 
by selling made-in-America quality. After 
graduating from Georgetown and Harvard 
Business School, Burke ran Trek’s Euro-
pean division, got talked into serving under 
Democratic Gov. Jim Doyle as secretary of 
the Commerce Department (Walker would 
later scrap the agency), and later devoted 
her time to education and philanthropy, 
including launching a nonprofit that helps 
low-income students attend college.

After Walker’s decisive 2012 recall victo-

ry, few Democrats leapt at the idea of chal-
lenging him. Friends began approaching 
Burke in 2013 and urging her to run against 
Walker. She had little political baggage, an 
impressive record as a businesswoman, and 
enough personal wealth to mount a serious 
campaign, even though many Wisconsin-
ites didn’t know her name.

But Burke got off to a rocky start. The 
state Republican Party snapped up Mary 
Burke.com and built a campaign site allow-
ing visitors to “Meet the Real Mary Burke” 
and labeling her an “outsourcing million-
aire.” (Trek, like every other American bike 
company, has offshored most of its manu-
facturing jobs, but still employs about 
1,000 people in Wisconsin.) Her campaign 
was forced to correct a half-dozen errors 
on her official biography, while answer-
ing uncomfortable questions about why 
she didn’t pay state income taxes for a few 
years during the 1990s. (Losses on a rental 
property offset her tax bill, according to 
the campaign.) And Burke looked wooden 
on TV, rehearsed and uncomfortable in 
front of crowds. The state’s conservative 
blogosphere had a field day when, in an 
interview with Politico, she blanked for 12 
interminable seconds after being asked to 
name one issue on which she disagreed 
with President Obama.

But by the time I touched down in 
Milwaukee in September to spend a week 
covering Burke’s campaign, those same 
conservative outlets 
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executive block Scott 

Walker’s path to the White 
House?
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It takes a gallon of water  
to produce one almond.  
And that’s not the most 

insane fact about the hedge-  
fund-fueled race to plant 

thirsty trees in the middle of 
a catastrophic drought.

B Y  T O M  P H I L P O T T 

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  M A T T  B L A C K

 
 
On a sunbaked   
August morning, off a 
rural road in the heart of 
California’s Central Valley, 
a low-slung tractor rumbles 
between neat rows of iden-
tical, light-green trees. To 
its right, a plume of dust 
billows up, thick enough 
to blot out the sky above 
the treetops. A chute on the 
truck sends a steady stream 
of almonds flying into the 
trailer hitched behind.

Sweating as I skitter 
around to avoid the mov-
ing tractor, I’m witnessing 
what has emerged as one of 
the Central Valley’s most 
lucrative rituals: the almond 
harvest. Here in western 
Fresno County, which 
generates more than a fifth 
of Cali fornia’s almonds, 
production has more 
than doubled since 2005. 
Almonds are now nearly 
as valuable as the state’s 
vaunted grape harvest. 

Another truck has already 
been through the orchard, 
armed with a giant metal 
forceps that grabs each tree 
trunk and shakes it violently 
for a few seconds, sending 
nuts clattering to the ground 
like a slow-moving hail-
storm. Next, sweepers come 
through, mounding the 
almonds into long, narrow 
piles along the center of each 
row. Last comes the harvest-
er to hoover them up.

The pale, sandy soil is 
bone-dry—hence all the dust. 
But that has nothing to do 
with the drought that is grip-
ping California, the region’s 
worst in decades. The San 
Joaquin Valley, which forms 
the southern half of the 
450-mile-long Central Valley, 
is technically a desert: In
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good years, it relies on irrigation water guided in from mountain 
ranges to the north and east through an impressive system of chan-
nels. And in the weeks before a harvest, almond farmers cut way 
back on watering, both to hasten the ripening of the nuts and to 
ensure a dry bed for them when they fall. The harvest is a notori-
ously hot, dusty affair.

As I gape at the efficiency on display—just a few workers and 
machines can harvest thousands of trees in several hours—an angry 
voice cuts through the truck’s roar. “Hey!” It’s a guy 
who looks to be in his 20s, slender, in a dusty base-
ball cap, a plaid shirt, and jeans. He says he’s heard 
from my travel companions—a photographer and an 
almond specialist from the University of California 
Cooperative Extension named Gurreet Brar—that 
I’m a magazine writer looking into California’s al-
mond boom. He demands to know what my angle is. 
Am I going to blame almonds for the state’s mount-
ing water woes, like other articles have?

When I assure him I’m after the whole story, he 
softens. He declines to give his name or be inter-
viewed at length, but says his family farms almonds, 
apricots, and raisin grapes. Now they’re pulling the 
grapes to put in more almonds—raisins, he explains, 
aren’t a very well-marketed crop, so it’s harder to 
make a profit. And with that, he excuses himself to 
go manage the harvest.

His logic is unassailable. Almond products—
snack mixes, butters, milk—are flying off supermar-
ket shelves. The value of the California almond 
market hit $4.8 billion in 2012—that’s triple the 
level of a decade earlier. Only dairy is worth more 
to the state than almonds and grapes. In fact, al-
monds, along with California-grown pistachios 
and walnuts, are becoming so lucrative that big 
investment funds, eager to get in on the boom, are 
snapping up land and dropping in trees.

There’s just one problem: Almond orchards re-
quire about a third more water per acre than grape 
vineyards. In fact, they’re one of California’s thirstiest 
crops. It takes a gallon of water to produce a single almond—more 
than three times the amount required for a grape and two and a 
half times as much for a strawberry. There’s more water embedded 
in just four almonds than there is in a full head of lettuce. But un-
like row crops, which farmers can choose not to plant during dry 
spells, almond trees must be watered no matter what.

In the midst of the worst drought in California’s history, you 
might expect almonds’ extreme thirst to be a deal breaker. But it’s 
not. In fact, the drought has had hardly any impact at all on the 
almond boom. The state’s farmers bought at least 8.33 million 
young almond trees between July 2013 and July 2014, a 25 percent 
increase from the previous year. About a quarter of the saplings 
went to replace old orchards, but most of the rest were new plant-
ings, some 48,000 acres’ worth, an area equal to three Manhattans.

In order to thrive, almond trees need a Mediterranean climate, hot 
summers and mild winters. Those come free in the Central Valley. 
But steady access to water is just as crucial to an almond grove’s suc-
cess. So where is the water for all these new orchards coming from? 

No longer California’s famed irrigation projects, which draw on the 
state’s rivers and have slowed to a trickle during the drought. Instead, 
farmers are tapping into groundwater.

In all of the other water-scarce states in the West, authorities 
restrict how much water a user can pump out of the ground. But 
in California, landowners can drop a well wherever they want, 
unimpeded by the state. Some counties require permits for wells 
(though they’re usually easy to get), and in a few Central Valley wa-

tersheds, things have gotten so contentious that courts 
have stepped in to limit water pumping. But mostly, 
California groundwater is yours for the taking. As the 
State Water Resources Control Board puts it on its 
website, “To get a right to groundwater, you simply 
extract the water and use it for a beneficial purpose.”

As a result, Central Valley farmers have for years 
been drawing down groundwater at an alarming rate. 
Between 2003 and 2010, the valley’s aquifers lost a 
total of 20 cubic kilometers of groundwater—enough 
to meet the household water needs of New York 
City for 11 years. 

And then came the current drought, which started 
in 2011, when suddenly the region’s groundwa-
ter was being pumped up at an estimated rate of 
nearly seven cubic kilometers per year. That’s the 
same amount of water that everyone in Texas uses 
at home annually. Jay Famiglietti, a senior water sci-
entist at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory who tracks 
groundwater depletion, points out that no one 
knows exactly how much water is left in the region’s 
aquifers—mainly because the state’s lax regulation 
means no one keeps track—but the current depletion 
rate has pushed the state “to the edge of a cliff,” he 
recently wrote. Meanwhile, several recent studies 
suggest that the West is actually in the early stages of 
a multi decade “megadrought.”

Experts worry that the combination of overpump-
ing and drought could be catastrophic for the Cen-
tral Valley, whose economy depends on being one of 
the world’s most productive farming areas. Richard 

Howitt, an agricultural economist at the University of California-
Davis Center for Watershed Sciences, told me that he considers 
the situation “a slow-moving train wreck.”

You may think of almonds as the crunchy joy in your candy bar, 
the protein blast in your cereal. But to Wall Street, they have 
emerged as a white-hot global commodity—spawning a mini-gold-
rush for the Central Valley, where more than 80 percent of the 
world’s almonds, as well as increasing percentages of pistachios 
and walnuts (43 percent and 28 percent, respectively), are grown.

Low in carbohydrates and high in monounsaturated fat and pro-
tein, these nuts are buoyed by a rising wave 
of nutritional consensus and diet fads (glu-
ten-free, paleo, low-carb, etc.). In the United 
States, per capita almond consumption has 
jumped 225 percent since 2005—hitting two 
pounds per year and surpassing peanuts as 
America’s favorite nut. (Yes, botany sticklers, 

It takes a gallon  
of water to  

grow an almond.  
How many almonds’ 

worth of water  
does it take to…

Grow a pistachio

0.7
Flush a toilet

1.6
Grow a walnut

4.6
Run a dishwasher

8
Run a garden hose 

for two minutes

20
Take a 10-minute 

shower

25
Do a load of laundry

41
Fill an average Los 

Angeles pool

18,000

In some Central Valley 
towns, residents now 
rely on bottled water 
when their wells run 
dry (above) due to 
demands from nearby 
nut orchards (below).
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than 50 acres. But massive fi nancial interests—banks, pension 
funds, investment arms of insurance companies—are moving 
rapidly into the nut trade. Take TIAA-CREF, a New York-based 
retirement and investment fund with nearly a half-trillion dollars 
in total assets under management. The fi rm, which owns 37,000 
acres of California farmland, claims to be one of the globe’s top 
fi ve almond producers. On its website, TIAA-CREF says its Califor-
nia holdings produce more than 18 million pounds of almonds, 
or “enough to circle the world more than nine times.” In a report 
last year, the fi rm had one word for investors: nuts. It cited the 
rise of the nut-hungry Asian middle class and a global land base 
that’s “vanishing” because of urban sprawl, water scarcity, and 
environmental degradation. Almond orchards, said TIAA-CREF,
were an “attractive long-term investment theme” with the po-
tential to combine the steady income of bonds with the growth 
potential of stocks—a kind of investor’s holy grail.

Then there’s Hancock Agricultural Investment Group, a subsid-
iary of the sprawling Canadian insurance and fi nancial services gi-
ant Manulife Financial. It manages $2.1 billion worth of farmland, 

mainly for large institutional 
investors like pension funds. 
Individuals can buy in—for a 
minimum investment of $5 mil-
lion. HAIG owns at least 24,000 
acres of almonds, pistachios, 
and walnuts, making it Califor-
nia’s second-largest nut grower. 
In a recent report to investors, 
HAIG reported that its nut hold-
ings delivered more than 30 
percent in total return (income 
from crop sales plus land appre-
ciation) in 2013, far outpacing 
gains from its other crops like 
wine grapes, apples, cranberries, 
corn, and soybeans.

But the largest California nut 
grower of all is neither an insur-
ance conglomerate nor (exactly) 
a family operation. Paramount 
Farms, owned by the Beverly 
Hills magnates Stewart and 

neither peanuts nor almonds are technically nuts; the 
former are legumes and the latter the seeds of drupes.) 
WhiteWave Foods (owner of the Silk brand) reports 
that US sales of its almond milk leapt 52 percent in the 
fi rst quarter of 2014 compared to the previous year. Al-
mond milk now makes up about two-thirds of the com-
pany’s total US faux-milk sales, trouncing even soy. 

Our increasing fondness for nuts—along with 
a $28-million-a-year marketing campaign by the 
Almond Board of California—are part of what has 
prompted the almond boom. But the main driver 
comes from abroad. Nearly 70 percent of Califor-
nia’s almond crop is exported, with China the lead-
ing customer: Between 2007 and 2013, US almond 
exports to China and Hong Kong more than quadru-
pled, feeding a growing middle class’ appetite for high-protein, 
healthy food. Almonds now rank as the No. 1 US specialty crop 
export, beating wine by a count of $3.4 billion to $1.3 billion in 
2012. (Walnuts and pistachios hold the third and fourth spots, 
each bringing in more than $1 billion in foreign sales.) As a re-
sult, wholesale almond prices jumped 78 percent between 2008 
and 2012, even as production expanded 16 percent.

According to UC-Davis’ Howitt, the shift to almonds and other 
tree nuts is part of a long-term trend in California, the nation’s top 
agricultural state. Farmers in the Central Valley once grew mostly 
wheat and cattle. But over time, they have gravitated toward more-
lucrative crops that take advantage of the region’s rare climate. 
“It’s a normal, natural process driven by market demand,” Howitt 
says. “We grow the stuff that people buy more of when they have 
more money.” Like nuts, which can replace low-margin products 
such as cotton, corn, or beef.

Family farms are reaping part of the almond windfall: Accord-
ing to the Almond Board of California, 72 percent of the state’s 
6,500 almond farms are owned by families, and half are smaller 

California’s Almond Counties Are Its Driest—and Most Overpumped

Difference in groundwater 
well levels from 2013 to 2014

Percent of total US 
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Note: The drought map represents the intensity of the drought as of September 9, 2014. The groundwater map shows 
data currently available from the California Department of Water Resources. Not all wells in California are part of 
the database. Sources: US Drought Monitor (drought map); California Department of Water Resources (groundwater 
levels); California County Agricultural Commissioners (crop maps).
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Lynda Resnick, has more than 70,000 acres of 
almonds and pistachios, and claims on its web-
site to be the “world’s largest vertically inte-
grated supplier” of those commodities, 
meaning that its operations control (and cap-
ture profits from) all the phases of production, 
from growing to processing and marketing. 
The power couple has also been adept at ensur-
ing their nut and pomegranate plantations get 
plenty of surface water: They store it for dry 
years in the Kern Water Bank, a man-made, 
underground reservoir built by the state of 
California for public water storage. In an infa-
mous deal in 1994, the Resnicks’ holding com-
pany gained a controlling interest in the water 
bank, making their nut groves less directly reli-
ant on groundwater. Meanwhile, they’ve 
ramped up their campaign donations at the 
federal level, where lawmakers have a say in 
how much surface water—which, unlike 
groundwater, is highly regulated by both the 
federal and state governments—makes it into 
the Kern bank.  

Having previously turned island water 
(Fiji) and pomegranate juice (Pom Wonder-
ful) into ubiquitous products—and amassed a 
$3.8 billion fortune—the Resnicks have more 
recently turned their attention to pistachios, 
hiring the Korean rapper Psy and Stephen 
Colbert (“They’re wonderful. I’m wonder-
ful…I think we’re done”) to pitch their 
Wonderful Pistachios brand.

According to Howitt, the flow of big 
money into almonds is a “rational response” 
to two broad economic factors: low inter-
est rates, which make safe investments like 
bonds unattractive, and that ever-rising de-
mand from China.

All summer long, the Central Valley is baking hot (100-plus-degree 
days are common) and dry as dust. Yet the valley ranks as one 
of the globe’s most productive farm landscapes, accounting for a 
third of US-grown fruits and vegetables. Making it bloom requires 
moving titanic amounts of water, mostly from snowmelt flow-
ing down from the eastern mountain ranges and into California’s 
elaborate network of canals and aqueducts. Of this total—what the 
state refers to as “developed” water—agriculture uses about 80 per-
cent, and almond groves suck up nearly 9 percent of that. That’s 
more than enough water, notes Carolee Krieger of the California 
Water Impact Network, to supply the yearly household needs of 
greater Los Angeles, San Diego, and the San Francisco Bay Area 
combined—around two-thirds of California’s population.

Even in good precipitation years, California agriculture has 
gotten so ravenous for surface water that the Sacramento-San 
Joaquin River Delta, a critical engine of coastal biodiversity, 
stands at the edge of biological collapse. The state’s once-prolific 
salmon run, which depends on water making it all the way to the 

ocean, barely persists; more than 90 percent 
of marshes have been drained.

And when droughts hit, there’s not enough 
water to divert to agriculture either: Two ma-
jor canal-and-pipeline systems that move water 
from the mountains to farmland—the federally 
run Central Valley Project and the California-
run State Water Project—cut farmers off entirely 
for several months this year. While farmers can 
forgo annual crops like tomatoes and melons 
during droughts, failing to irrigate trees means 
losing the entire orchard. That leaves many nut 
and fruit farmers with only one option: ground-
water. A recent UC-Davis study estimated 
that in the 2014 growing season, pumped-up 
groundwater will replace as much as 75 percent 
of the surface water that went missing due to 
the drought.

There’s a financial metaphor that helps to 
explain California’s dilemma. To live off sur-
face water is to live off your paycheck. To rely 
on groundwater is to tap into your 401(k). Ev-
ery draft you take is one that you won’t be able 
to replenish, at least not easily.

The water-drilling frenzy is worst in the San 
Joaquin Valley, which contains the great bulk of 
California’s almond and pistachio production. 
In most San Joaquin counties, the number of 
well permits nearly doubled between 2011 and 
2013, an analysis of county records by the San 
Jose Mercury News found. This region is home 
to the epicenter of California’s nut juggernaut—
Kern, Fresno, and Tulare counties, together 
known as the Tulare Basin. Kern and Fresno 
counties are by a wide margin the state’s leading 
almond producers, churning out 43 percent of 
California’s total harvest, or about one of every 
three almonds consumed on Earth.

The Almond Board of California likes to point out that almond 
production has become considerably less water-intensive as farm-
ers have turned to drip irrigation and other methods for squeez-
ing more crop from each drop. Gurreet Brar, the University of 
California Cooperative Extension almond specialist, tells me that 
the amount of water it takes to produce a pound of almonds has 
fallen by a third since 1990. But amped-up production has more 
than offset efficiency gains. As recently as 1995, California or-
chards were cranking out 370 million pounds of almonds a year. 
In 2013, they produced 2 billion pounds—a five-and-a-half-fold 
increase. Today, 80 percent of almonds consumed around the 
world, and about 40 percent of pistachios, come from California.

And land devoted to almonds just keeps growing, expand-
ing by 20 percent between 2007 and 2013 and now reaching 
940,000 acres, an area larger than Rhode Island. Pistachios are 
spreading at an even faster clip. Between 2005 and 2012, pista-
chio acreage jumped 75 percent.

Last summer, as orchards grew, the drought persisted, and the 
water tables dropped, the panicked California Legislature finally 

California’s Nut Boom 
(in billions of dollars) 
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cranking up to full fire, Burchard shows me one of 
the town’s two active wells. For years, Alpaugh got 
its tap water from here. But as the drought dragged 
on, Burchard found the water table dropping a 
stunning 10 feet per week. By May, the well be-
came inoperable. “If we kept using it, we’d soon be 
pumping air,” he says.

So he had to switch to the town’s other well, 
which is 100 feet deeper. It taps a different part of the 
aquifer with higher levels of naturally occurring arse-
nic. Burchard’s first well was barely compliant with 
the EPA’s arsenic limit, 10 parts per billion. The water 
from the deeper well had 30 parts per billion.

Chronic low-level exposure to arsenic has been 
linked to heart disease and cancer; children and fe-
tuses are particularly vulnerable. When the water 
from Burchard’s second well hit Alpaugh’s taps, the 
town warned residents about the arsenic. They now 
rely on bottled water, spending roughly $1,200 an-
nually per household, or $400,000 for all residents 
put together—a huge burden in a town largely made 
up of low-wage farmworkers. “That’s more than our 
total budget,” says Burchard, noting that the entire 
town government has about $300,000 to spend on 
water. With an extra $400,000, Burchard says, he 
could filter out the arsenic—“I could send rose water” 
through the taps.

Across the valley, the pumping frenzy is causing 
severe strains. Jessi Snyder, a community develop-
ment specialist with Central Valley-based Self-Help 
Enterprises, says that several other towns in Tulare 
County struggle with similar arsenic issues. More 
than 300 residents of East Porterville saw their wells 

simply dry up last August, forcing the county to send in emer-
gency bottled-water rations.

Meanwhile, under a recent decree from Gov. Jerry Brown, 
Burchard says he has to impose “severe” water use restrictions on 
Alpaugh’s residents, as part of a statewide effort to combat the 
drought. People who already can’t drink the water will now face 
tough rules on when they can water their lawns and gardens. As 
he explains what he calls this “bitter irony,” I look around at the 
town’s low-slung modest houses with their small yards support-
ing patches of grass and the occasional fruit tree. Peach trees that 

supply fresh fruit to cash-strapped families face water 
restrictions while the vast nut orchards around them 
thrive. Of course, any water savings Burchard man-
ages to wring out of residents will amount to a round-
ing error compared to the water going to agriculture. 
In his irrigation district, just 2 percent of water goes to 
homes. The other 98 percent goes to farms.

When will California’s nut boom end? Might some 
other country—say, China—just step in and put down 
massive plantings? Doubtful, says David Doll, an 
orchard adviser with the University of California 
Cooperative Extension. No other region has Cali-
fornia’s combination of land, climate, infrastructure, 

did something that agriculture interests had success-
fully fought back for a century: It took a baby step in 
the direction of groundwater regulation. Legislation 
passed in September orders the state’s watershed dis-
tricts to create a framework for regulating groundwa-
ter—but the rules don’t go into effect for six years, and 
no one knows yet how effective they will be. They 
could take decades to make a difference, and they are 
still weaker than those of other Western states—for 
example, they don’t require a permitting process for 
new wells. Still, some farm groups—California’s Agri-
cultural Council and Farm Bureau, along with nut 
growers and processors—were outraged by the new 
legislation and lobbied against it.

The day after my trip to Fresno, I’m making my way 
down dirt roads alongside irrigation ditches, into a 
stand of new pistachio trees planted in neat, monoto-
nous rows nearly to the horizon: some nine square 
miles of scrawny saplings, connected by drip irrigation 
tubes. It’s like Iowa’s endless cornfields, but with nuts.

Deep inside the orchard, I come upon a three-man 
crew working on a massive well. A red crane towers 
30 or so feet into the sky next to a stack of 20-foot 
metal pipes. The crew shoos us back, but my guide 
for the day, John Burchard, the soft-spoken, energetic 
octogenarian who manages the local municipal water 
supply, can tell they’re deepening a well.

A lanky man in dark dungarees, a long-sleeved 
blue work shirt, and a brown felt cowboy hat 
turned up sharply at the sides, Burchard has friend-
ly eyes and a neatly trimmed white goatee. It’s his 
job to deliver safe water to the 1,026 residents of 
Alpaugh, a hardscrabble farmworker town in the heart of the 
parched Tulare Basin. Tulare County granted 831 well permits 
in 2013—more than any other county in the San Joaquin Valley, 
and twice as many as in 2011.

Alpaugh was once rich in water—in fact, it was an island, sitting 
in the middle of Tulare Lake, the biggest freshwater lake west of 
the Mississippi River before it was drained in the early 20th cen-
tury to feed irrigation projects. Ever since, the lake-bottom land 
around it has been fertile farm country.

But these days, things are dire. Under a morning sun still 
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and research support to supplant it as the globe’s almond king. 
“India and China have tried, and failed,” he says.

But an ongoing almond boom will bear ecological costs along 
with vast profits. As the water table drops from overpumping, 
the remaining water picks up higher concentrations of minerals 
from deep in the earth. When orchards are irrigated with such 
hard water, the salts build up in the soil, eventually killing the 
trees. In Fresno County, I saw entire groves of almond trees 
looking yellow and wan, signs of salt stress. The land around 
Alpaugh is already too salty to support almonds; that’s why the 
pistachio is the nut of choice there.

The new groundwater legislation won’t solve the problems—at 
least not any time soon. It takes a gradualist approach to an ur-
gent problem—the state’s most water-stressed districts don’t have 
to submit sustainability plans until 2020, and then they have 
additional 20 years to prevent a “significant and unreasonable 
depletion of supply,” which isn’t clearly defined.

And the California Water Impact Net-
work’s Krieger fears that corporate farms will 
hijack the process. She says that the special 
water districts that the legislation calls on 
to regulate water are prone to takeover by 
private interests—like what happened when 

the Resnicks gained a controlling interest in the Kern Water 
Bank. “The last thing California needs is the privatization of our 
groundwater,” she says.

On the other hand, California’s nut industry may need strong 
regulation to save itself from its own thirst. In a September note to 
investors, Brett Hundley, an agribusiness analyst for BB&T Capital 
Markets, wrote that “the long-term viability of the industry de-
pends on [effective regulation], given sustained declines in surface 
water availability.” That is, without regulation, tree farms will use 
up the very water they depend on.

For now, Doll expects that the almond expansion will contin-
ue apace, ending only “when the crop stops making money”—if 
China loses its appetite for nuts, or the wells finally run dry. 
Until then, though, the orchards will surely keep growing. After 
my morning in Alpaugh, I headed about 40 miles south and 
west through Tulare County toward Lost Hills, a company town 
that houses the main almond-processing plant of the Resnicks’ 
Paramount Farms. 

This area was once home to King Cotton, and I still saw the 
occasional soft green field. But mostly, the roads were lined with 
almond and pistachio groves. For mile after mile, I sped past or-
chards, the bushy canopy studded with this year’s bumper crop, 
gleaming and golden in the midday sun. 

A worker drives a 
harvester through an 
orchard (page 32). At 
a processing plant,   
nuts are loaded into 
crates (below). 
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BY  S H A N E  B A U E R

When Waed and 
Hassan fe l l  in 

love,  they were 
students in  a 

neighborhood of 
internet cafés 

and a l l-n ight 
part ies.  Then the 

Assad regime 
turned their  wor ld 

into a medieval 
he l lscape. 

here was a circle of friends who lived 
on the southern edge of Damascus 

in a district called Yarmouk. They were art-
ists, mainly. Actors, filmmakers, photogra-
phers, and musicians. Their neighborhood 
was a maze of alleys and tightly packed, 
four-story cement block buildings, and it 
smelled faintly sweet and dusty. On the 
roofs, the friends would sometimes sit to 
smoke cigarettes and look toward a hori-
zon filled with rusted satellite dishes and 
rooftop water tanks. They could see laun-
dry hung out of windows and rugs draped 
over balconies. In the evenings, they could 
watch men flying pigeons from their roof-
top coops. Off to the west, they could see 
Mount Hermon, and if it was winter, there 
would be snow on it.

There were many sounds: children play-
ing soccer in the alleys, men advertising the 
watermelons they pushed around on wood-
en carts, stereo-projected voices calling the 
devout to prayer. In between the honking of 
horns and vrooming of motorcycles there 
were the coos of pigeons, the dings of bi-
cycle bells, the gossip of neighbors.

The scent of food always beckoned on 
Yarmouk Street: warm, cheese-filled pas-
tries dripping with sugary syrup; the best 
falafel in Damascus; pizzalike things called 
fata’ir that came in 10 different varieties 
and cast tantalizing scents a block away. 
People were poor in Yarmouk, more so 
than in most of Damascus, but there was 
always much food. Many had large bellies. 

Who then could conceive that imams 
would one day announce it was no longer 
religiously taboo to eat cats or donkeys? 
Women and children couldn’t yet dream 

they would soon be sifting through the grass 
for edible weeds. No one could imagine 
that on a street outside some apartments, 
there would be a little pile of cat heads next 
to men and children flaying the mangy ani-
mals and boiling them in a pot.

From the edge of Yarmouk, above the 
distant buildings miles away, the friends 
could see the house of Bashar al-Assad, 
sitting high up on a hill. They did not like 
him. People they knew had gone to prison 
for suggesting an alternative political vision, 
however subtly. They felt so choked by his 
secret police that when someone they didn’t 
know showed up at a party, they regarded 
him with suspicion and measured their 
words. Sharing a cigarette laced with hash-
ish at the edge of Yarmouk, they would joke 
about the eyes of the dictator being upon 
them, and they would laugh cynically.

Among this group of friends were Hassan 
and Waed. (I’m withholding their last names 
to protect their families.) Hassan was a bud-
ding actor and playwright, and Waed had 
been a student of English literature. They 
were a handsome couple, both in their mid-
20s. Waed was reserved compared to most of 
the group, but sharp and self-possessed, with 
gentle eyes and long, wavy hair. Hassan had 
a long face, a head of shiny black curls, and 
dense, dark eyebrows that arched high when 
he became excited. He loved to joke about 
things—ridiculous things, like the schlocky 
keyboard players who perform at weddings, 
and serious things, like how his grandparents’ 
honeymoon in 1948 consisted of being driv-
en out of their homes in Palestine —“life’s a 
bitch”—and coming to Syria.

Their friends were refugees, mostly, as 
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“This is my house,” Waed would 
tell Hassan after the shelling 
began. “I’m not leaving it.”
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a call for Palestinians to have their own Arab 
Spring uprising. It was 2011, and they were 
calling it the “third intifada.” People in the 
West Bank and Gaza would rise against 
Israel, and the diaspora would storm the 
borders, unarmed. It would happen on 
Nakba Day, the day Palestinians commemo-
rate their expulsion. Waed and Hassan were 
excited about it at first, but then pro-Assad 
Palestinian parties in Syria got involved and 
Hassan became suspicious.

Every year, the regime held events in 
the Syrian-controlled section of the Golan 
Heights to commemorate the Nakba, but 
they never let anyone near the border. This 
time, however, they left the road to the bor-
der open. Hundreds of young men rushed 
the barbed wire fence that separated the two 
countries. Young men threw rocks. Israeli 
soldiers fired their rifles. It happened again 
a few weeks later, on the anniversary of Is-
rael’s seizure of the Golan Heights; 23 of 
the protesters were killed by Israeli soldiers, 
around 350 injured.

The dead in their wooden boxes floated 
over the heads of people filling Yarmouk 
Street. Hundreds surrounded the headquar-
ters of the pro-regime Palestinian party. Was 
the regime trying to deflect attention from 
its own atrocities by trotting these young 
men off to get killed by Israeli border po-
lice? Some threw rocks. A 14-year-old boy 
was shot dead from the building. The people 
inside fled, shooting in the air as they left. 
The crowd stormed the headquarters and lit 
it on fire. They chanted, “The people want 
the end of corruption” and “God is great.”

As the months passed, Syria started to 
slip into war. The military had killed pro-
testers in Dara’a, and by November tanks 
were opening fire on Homs. Hassan decid-
ed he needed to become more active. He 
wasn’t going to become a fighter, though 
he sympathized with them. What people 
needed, he decided, was comedy. Along 
with a few friends, he started filming skits 
and posting them to YouTube. Some of 
them were about the ridiculous details of 
daily life—people consumed with their 
smartphones, self-obsessed poets, men who 
bragged about how many phone numbers 
they’d scored from women. Other videos 
brought humor to the experience of war. 
As the fighting started taking its toll on the 
communications infrastructure, Hassan did 
a skit of himself running through the streets 
like a rebel fighter—to find cell coverage.

was nearly a third of the population of 
Yarmouk. They had been born in Syria 
and most of their parents had, too, but 
they were not citizens. The Syrian regime, 
like other Arab governments, held that 
naturalizing them would absolve Israel 
of its responsibility for the Palestinians 
it displaced. Refugees came to Yarmouk 
in waves, first after the mass expulsion in 
1948, then in 1967, when Israel occupied 
the West Bank and Gaza. Yarmouk be-
came the largest Palestinian refugee camp 
in Syria. Poor Syrians eventually moved 
in and outnumbered the Palestinians, but 
it remained known as “the camp.” In less 
than a square mile, Yarmouk contained an 
estimated half-million people, nearly 13 
times the density of Manhattan.

As places to be a refugee went, it was 
a good one. In Syria, unlike neighboring 
Lebanon, Palestinians could do most of 
the things citizens could, including go-
ing to college. Waed and her sister were 
the first women in their family to attend 
university, at the urging of their illiterate 
grandmother. The school was two hours 
north of Damascus, and Waed had to trav-
el there alone every week. She would leave 
on Sunday and come back Friday morn-
ing. Or so her parents thought.

They didn’t know that Waed would actu-
ally come back to the capital on Thursdays, 
as soon as she finished classes. Hassan would 
meet her at the bus station and they would 
go to the city’s main park, one of the only 
green parts of Damascus, where it smelled 
like eucalyptus and there were gushing foun-
tains and winding rows of carnations. They 
would stroll around, snack on nuts, and talk 
for hours on the park benches. Once it was 
dark enough to move around unrecognized, 
they’d return to Yarmouk. There, they had a 
secret place. At the top of Hassan’s four-story 
building there was a little cement-walled 
room with no doors. Hassan and Waed 
would wait in the stairwell, sometimes for 
hours, until Hassan’s mom closed the door 
of her apartment for the night. Then they’d 
sneak up to the little room. The next morn-
ing, Waed would sneak out and go home, 
pretending she’d just come off the bus.

Years later, the two became engaged. 
Waed dropped out of college to get work 
so they could save up for an apartment and 
get married. The after-school trysts were 
over, but Thursday nights remained sacred 
for them. That’s when they would go to 

the weekly salons put on by Mazen Rabia, 
a mentor of sorts for their group. It was at 
these gatherings, while living in Yarmouk in 
2009, that I first met Waed and Hassan.

Mazen had spent five years in a political 
prison for his association with the Commun-
ist Workers Party. There, he was introduced 
to theater. Mazen came to believe that in 
Syria, the most powerful subversion was in 
art, not in politics, because art was difficult 
to suppress. Once, Mazen produced a play 
based on Kafka’s Metamorphosis, but the cen-
sors refused to let him stage it because Kafka 
was Jewish and they accused Mazen of trying 
to spread Zionist propaganda. He changed 
the name of the play to The Cockroach, the 
censors didn’t notice, and he performed it to 
a full house 10 nights in a row.

On Thursday nights at Mazen’s, Hassan 
and Waed would squeeze onto a couch or a 
spot on the floor. Everyone would watch a 
film or listen to people read their poetry or 
see someone’s photo project. They would 
discuss these works, and Mazen would 
bring food out—chicken, fries, eggplant with 
ground beef, hummus, pizza—and people 
would drink beer and anise-flavored brandy 
clouded with water. Someone might play 
flamenco guitar or put Algerian Rai on 
the stereo, or maybe Manu Chao. Hassan 
would drag Waed onto the dance floor, and 
then they would sit out in the courtyard 
where people talked about literature (was 
Faulkner better in Arabic than in English?) 
and politics (if they won the right to return 
to Palestine, would they actually want to 
leave Yarmouk?). Then Mazen would throw 
everyone out and they would walk home. 
Snippets of songs would trickle from radios 
into the streets, and sometimes they would 
see old men shuffling to the mosques for 
the early morning prayer. It was 2010. The 
world was safe.

FALL CAME, then winter. Hassan wrote 
plays and acted. A man lit himself on fire 
in Tunisia and there was a revolution. Then 
there was another in Egypt, and in Yemen, 
and Bahrain. They watched it all on TV, but 
the camp rolled on with its usual cadence. 
They still gathered at Mazen’s. They still 
talked and sang about returning someday 
to Palestine. They thought the fever of these 
revolutions would spread to Syria, and some 
of it did. Friends of theirs were arrested and 
released, but Yarmouk stayed the same.

Then, on the internet, some people made 
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WorldMags.netWorldMags.net

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 4  |  MOTHER JONES  39

rushed to Yarmouk. People were filing out 
of the camp by the thousands, carrying ba-
bies or armfuls of luggage. Waed pushed 
past them. Stay away from Yarmouk Street, 
they told her. There are snipers. But Yar-

mouk Street bisected the camp. 
The only way she could get to 
Hassan was to cross it.

She found the thoroughfare, 
always so jammed with cars and 
smelling of exhaust and pastries, 
empty. The only humans she 
could spot were a few men with 
guns—opposition fighters. She’d 
never seen any of those in the 
camp, but now she took a deep 
breath and ran toward them, 
shouting, “Long live the Free Syri-
an Army!” She heard bullets crack 
up the street and found Hassan 
standing in front of their house. 
“What are you doing here?” he 
exclaimed. His face showed both 
terror and relief.

The next day, thousands more left Yar-
mouk, including Waed’s family. Some 
crammed into relatives’ apartments in 
other parts of the city. Others slept on the 
streets. Hassan and Waed wouldn’t go. As 
the days passed, the shelling got heavier. 
Stray bullets came through their bathroom 
wall. One morning, Hassan woke Waed 
and told her they had to move downstairs 
into his parents’ apartment, where it was 
safer. She got up, closed the door, and went 
back to bed. “If you want to go, go,” she 
said. “This is my house, and I’m not leaving 
it.” She wasn’t trying to be a martyr; she just 
couldn’t let it go. No matter how rational it 
might have been to move, it was more com-
forting to close her own door to the world 
falling apart outside.

THE FRONTS IN Syria were hardening. The 
opposition controlled most of the coun-
try’s north, and nearly every major city 
had rebels battling the regime for control. 
Religious fundamentalist groups were 
starting to gain influence in the opposi-
tion, and suicide bombings against regime 
targets were on the rise.

A pro-regime checkpoint went up at the 
beginning of Yarmouk Street. Waed had to 
go through it to get to the other side of 
Damascus, where she worked for a compa-
ny building a private hospital wing for the 
Assad family. Every morning, she would 

a kitchenette. Then, in December 2011, they 
got married.

But things were no longer the same. Peo-
ple began to disappear. One night, regime 
loyalists showed up at Mazen’s apartment 
and took one of their friends away. Shells 
would land in Yarmouk at random times. 
Mazen and others fled Syria.

On December 16, 2012, Waed was at 
work, on the other side of Damascus, when 
Hassan called and told her not to come 
home. MiG fighter jets had stormed over 
Yarmouk and launched missiles at several 
schools in the camp. Seconds later, they hit a 
hospital. Then the mosque, full of displaced 
people. Some people from Hassan’s film 
crew ran to the mosque. Bodies and parts of 
bodies were everywhere, like a pack of cards 
thrown up and left to lie as they fell. Men 
rushed around the place of worship, streak-
ing the puddles of blood on the floor. Chil-
dren screamed. Some just stared silently.

Waed told Hassan she would stay away, 
but as soon as she hung up the phone she 

HUMOR WAS IN short supply in Yarmouk. 
Mazen’s gatherings continued, but the tone 
had changed. There was no more dancing. 
Pro-regime Palestinian militiamen stood 
on corners around the camp. People from 
other parts of south Damascus, where there 
was fighting between regime and opposition 
forces, were flowing in, bloating Yarmouk’s 
population to as many as 900,000, nearly 
double its prewar density. At Mazen’s, 
the group of friends would discuss how 
to find apartments for these newcomers. 
How would they get them medicine and 
food? How would they register their kids in 
schools? Many of them started smuggling 
food and medical supplies to nearby neigh-
borhoods coming under siege. Hassan head-
ed a group of activists who documented 
events and posted their videos to YouTube.

For Waed and Hassan, there was a silver 
lining to all this chaos. With enforcement 
of building codes vanishing, they began to 
transform their little unfinished room into a 
studio apartment with a tiny bathroom and 

Assad’s use of 
chemical weapons 

against his own 
people made 

headlines, but his 
use of starvation 
has slipped under 
the radar, even 
though it is far 

more pervasive.
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residents lining up 
for United Nations 
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the regime checkpoint and to the Free 
Syrian Army fighters. Rumors were going 
around that the FSA was looting houses and 
stealing the little food aid that was getting 
in. More and more, bearded men were 
shouting at her for not wearing a hijab, for 
not fearing God.

Waed quit her job—the checkpoint was 
closed too often, and she was worried 
about being locked outside. It was time 
to leave, she told Hassan—she had family 
they could stay with. But now he refused. 
All those people in the camp, he said, they 
couldn’t just leave them. He wanted to 
keep going, to make a film, something.

Then, one day in July, the checkpoint 
closed permanently. No one could get into 
Yarmouk, and only the sick, which mostly 
meant the starving, could leave. Anyone 
who showed up at the checkpoint with an 
injury was presumed to be a fighter and 
likely to be arrested or killed. There was 
hardly any electricity, sometimes no water. 
The regime cut off all outside aid. No food 
was getting in, no medicine. Nothing.

THERE WAS A TIME when this sort of thing 
was common. The Goths blocked off the 
main entrances of Rome and cut off its aq-
ueducts in 537, letting disease and famine 
spread throughout the city for more than 
a year. It was good to trap civilians inside, 
because they ate up food that would other-
wise sustain the fighters. When the Romans 
besieged Jerusalem in 70 A.D., they allowed 
pilgrims to enter, but didn’t let them leave. 

In the Middle Ages, sieges were far more 
common than battles. They became increas-
ingly deadly as urban areas grew. World War 
II brought what was probably the deadliest 
siege in history when the Nazis surrounded 
Leningrad for 872 days. A million people in 
the city perished. 

When the war was over, many thought 
no one would ever try something so horrific 
again. Then, in the early 1990s, the Serbian 
army blockaded Sarajevo, cutting off food, 
medicine, and electricity for years.

While the Syrian regime made global 
headlines with its use of chemical weapons, 
its use of starvation has largely slipped under 
the radar, even though it is far more perva-
sive. Assad has been trying to prevent food 
and medicine from entering opposition-
controlled parts of Syria, while also destroy-
ing 60 percent of the country’s hospitals. 
Parts of Homs were cut off from the outside 

window and went straight into Ghassan’s 
back, and then the gas tank was hit and 
erupted in flames. Ghassan’s lifeless foot 
continued to press the gas pedal. The car 
drove a ways down Yarmouk Street and 
crashed into a wall. People rushed to pull 
the screaming kids out of the car. They 
buried Ghassan immediately.

In the days that followed, Siham and the 
children gathered remnants of bread where 
they could find them and warmed them on 
the fire. After eight days, she decided, “If 
we die, we die. It’s better to die by sniper 
fire than by hunger.” They paid someone 
to drive them to the entrance of the camp. 
Snipers shot along the road, and when they 
got out of the car, they saw a man and a 
boy lying dead on the street. They ran to 
the checkpoint and got out. Eventually they 
found their way to Lebanon.

IN PARIS, MAZEN got a call from a neigh-
bor back in Yarmouk. The other day, in the 
little alley in front of his apartment, a dog 
had dragged in and eaten the lower half of 
a human body. The books on the shelves of 
Mazen’s apartment were all gone. Presum-
ably people had burned them to keep warm.

By June 2013, people in other parts of 
Syria were starting to accuse the regime of 
using chemical weapons. The United States 
and the United Kingdom were now officially 
aiding the rebels, and Hezbollah, the Leba-
nese militia historically funded by Iran and 
Syria, was fighting on the side of the regime. 
Only 20,000 people remained in Yarmouk, 
leaving the streets eerily empty.

One day after midnight, Waed and Has-
san heard a man call Hassan’s name. Down-
stairs was a car with some men from an 
Islamic opposition group. They told him to 
get in and drove away.

The men interrogated Hassan. Why had 
he been filming in a cemetery earlier that 
week? He explained that he was filming a 
man whose relative had died. Every single 
day the man went to his grave and put a 
flower on it. Hassan wanted to capture that 
quiet moment. The men asked if he was a 
spy. Was he filming the area to tell the re-
gime where the militants were located? 

Eventually they let him go, but Waed 
was seething. She and Hassan had been 
happy when the opposition fighters first 
showed up—perhaps they would go on to 
depose Assad. But it had been five months, 
and now she had to show her ID both at 

steel herself before making the journey. 
Regime snipers had set up on the rooftops. 
Several of the main streets of Yarmouk 
were now closed off like this, and when 
people had to cross them, they would dash 
across in a zigzag pattern to make them-
selves difficult targets.

She walked along the sidewalk, nervous yet 
determined. She and Hassan needed money 
to eat and the snipers targeted young men, so 
there was no way for him to work. Besides, 
there was almost no food for sale in Yarmouk 
anymore. The checkpoint blocked flour and 
gas from getting in. No one was allowed to 
bring in more than one bag of bread.

Rather than risk the checkpoint and its 
snipers, or wait for the intermittent UN aid 
packages, many started breaking into shut-
tered shops and abandoned houses to find 
something to eat. Within weeks, the camp’s 
complicated social hierarchy was obliter-
ated. One neighbor of Waed’s parents, a 
well-respected historian, was now looting for 
bags of macaroni with his wife to feed their 
five-year-old twins. To cook them, Ghassan 
Shahabi and his family pulled doors and 
windows from abandoned apartments and 
lit a fire outside.

Waed and Hassan were fortunate, rela-
tively speaking. Her government-related 
job allowed her to leave the neighborhood 
every day and bring back food, and their 
neighbors had left behind a supply of heat-
ing oil. It was colder than usual that winter. 
One night, it snowed, and people went out-
side to make snowmen. Ghassan, his wife, 
Siham, and their children were bundled up 
in blankets by a fire in the street, a warmer 
spot than their freezing apartment.

Ghassan and Siham grew hungrier. One 
day, they decided they couldn’t take it any-
more. During the morning window when 
the checkpoint opened, they put the twins 
in their car, drove into the city, and bought 
25 bags of bread. The next day, on their 
way back in, a soldier searched the car and 
found their stash. Only one bag goes in, he 
told them, and the car has to stay out of the 
camp. Siham and the kids got out of the 
car with their one bag, then a soldier called 
from the other side of the checkpoint.

“Ghassan Shahabi,” he shouted. “Never 
mind. It’s okay. Go ahead and come in 
with your car.” Maybe the soldier had seen 
the kids and had a change of heart? Siham 
and the girls got in the backseat. Ghassan 
drove ahead. A sniper bullet pierced the 
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camp too, and he knew they were dancing a 
traditional Palestinian dance. It was Eid. This 
was what people did.

The man grabbed Hassan and put his gun 
to his head and shouted, “I will kill you to-
day! If you want to fuck your woman with 
all of your friends, do it in private. Not in a 
public place.”

That night, Waed told Hassan they had 
to leave. They weren’t going to make any 
difference by staying in Yarmouk—the 
only question was whether they would die 
there, or survive somewhere else. Hassan 
agreed to find a way out. He just needed 
to film a little more. That way, at least, he 
could take something out with him, to 
show people what was going on inside the 
black hole they lived in.

Days passed, then weeks. Hassan and 
Waed were mostly living off ground-up 
macaroni and lentils that she made into 
something like bread. People with babies 
were on the streets, begging for something, 
anything, to eat. Waed barely went outside 
anymore because people kept harassing 
her for not wearing a hijab.

Shelling had turned the upper half of 
Yarmouk Street into an apocalyptic hell-
scape. The buildings on each side of the 
street crumbled and sloped like the walls 
of a craggy ravine. By now, many different 
groups in Yarmouk were fighting the re-
gime. Even Hamas had joined in. The reb-
els had transformed apartment buildings 
into warrens, smashing holes through the 
walls so they could 

would start driving some convoys directly 
into rebel-held territories from neighbor-
ing countries. But for places like Yarmouk, 
with no international borders nearby, it 
remains virtually impossible to get food in 
without the regime’s permission.

WHEN THE SIEGE of Yarmouk began, Has-
san was volunteering at a summer camp, 
teaching theater. The program finished in 
August, at the end of Ramadan. Normal-
ly, the streets would be full of sweets and 
festivities for Eid, but the mortars made it 
hard to go out at night. Hassan got some 
gifts and put on a little party for the theater 
kids in the basement of a building. After 
the children went home, the young men 
and a few women stayed behind, the men 
singing songs and dancing dabka. Hand 
in hand, they kicked their feet into the air 
and stomped on the ground as they snaked 
around the room. As they danced, three 
young men came down the stairs. They had 
beards and long robes and were carrying 
guns. One approached Waed as she smoked 
her cigarette near the entrance.

“Is this the image of a Muslim woman?” 
he asked her in formal Arabic.

“I’m not a Muslim,” she spat back, lying.
The three stormed into the room where 

the men were dancing. “What did I walk 
into here, some kind of brothel?” the man 
shouted.

“Whoa,” Hassan said. “This is my wife 
here. What’s the problem?” Waed recog-
nized the bearded man. He was from the 

world for 
three years, 
and most of 

southern Damascus came under siege by 
last year, as did large parts of Aleppo. As this 
story went to print, some 250,000 people—
the population of Orlando, Florida—were 
living under siege in Syria, completely cut 
off from outside food or aid. Most of the 
time regime forces were responsible for the 
blockades, though opposition forces began 
using the tactic too.

Overall, the United Nations says 10.8 
million people in Syria—half the popula-
tion—are currently in need of humanitarian 
assistance. The World Food Program reports 
it is delivering aid to 3.7 million, but it’s 
not clear how much of that is making it to 
people in need. One UN worker who deals 
with food distribution in Damascus told 
me, “We don’t actually know if it ends up 
in their hands, especially the food that goes 
to the opposition-held areas. We just don’t 
know where it ends up.”

By allowing food distribution only in the 
areas it controls, the regime has become 
the only source of survival for desperate 
Syrians; dissidents often face the choice be-
tween staying in besieged areas and starving, 
or crossing to the regime side to be arrested 
or killed. For most of the conflict, the UN 
has been largely complicit with this strat-
egy, following its usual mandate to deliver 
aid only with the permission of the country 
receiving it. Under international pressure, 
the world body announced in July that it 

The scale of 
displacement 

in Syria dwarfs 
any conflict in 

recent memory. 
Nearly 10 million 
people—half the 
population—have 
fled their homes.  
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[continued on page 71]

Hassan on the set of a 
play he directed while 
in the military
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T he 30-second TV spot is stark and brutal. First it 
shows the bespectacled face of candidate Louis 
Butler, then a grainy mug shot of an ex-con. 

“Louis Butler worked to put criminals on the street,” 
the narrator warns, “like Reuben Lee Mitchell, who 
raped an 11-year-old girl with learning disabilities.” Af-
ter Mitchell’s release from prison, the narrator contin-
ues, he raped again. “Can Wisconsin families feel safe 
with Louis Butler?”

This attack ad wasn’t from a bitterly fought congressio-
nal race. It was from a 2008 campaign for state Supreme 
Court justice—a position that until recently was consid-
ered above the fray of partisan politics. Butler, the first 
African American Supreme Court justice in Wisconsin 
history, was defending his seat against a trial court judge 
whose campaign tactic recalled the GOP’s infamous 
Willie Horton hit job on Michael Dukakis during the 
1988 presidential campaign. Long before ascending to 
his state’s highest court, Butler had been assigned as 
Reuben Lee Mitchell’s public defender—he wasn’t the 
judge in the case, as the nasty ad implied. 

Butler’s opponent, Michael Gableman, had been 
showered with campaign donations from business lead-
ers, who were keenly aware of Butler’s role in two deci-
sions. One was a 4-3 ruling to strike down a $350,000 
limit on so-called pain-and-suffering damages in mal-
practice suits. The other held that if an individual harmed 
by lead paint exposure couldn’t identify the producer, 
then multiple paint companies could be held liable un-
der a legal theory known as “risk contribution.”

While Butler’s and Gableman’s campaigns spent a 
combined total of $1.2 million on the race, outside 
groups aligned with the US Chamber of Commerce 
and the state’s labor unions spent $3.6 million, fund-
ing 89 percent of all the TV ads. Butler was the first 
sitting justice to get booted from the court in 40 years.

By 2011, with Wisconsin reeling from political battles 
over Gov. Scott Walker’s union-busting agenda, the next 
Supreme Court race was equally ugly. This time it was 
conservative Justice David Prosser defending his seat; a 
misleading ad from a partisan group backing his oppo-
nent claimed that Prosser, as a district attorney in 1978, 
had helped cover up sexual abuse of two young boys 
at the hands of a Catholic priest. (The abuse had only 
emerged years later; the victims called the ad “offensive, 
inaccurate, and out of context.”)

Although Prosser successfully defended his seat, he 
says that the election—which saw nearly $5 million in 
total campaign spending—poisoned relationships on 
the court. The tension boiled over weeks later, when 
Prosser and Ann Walsh Bradley, a liberal justice, en-
gaged in an argument that got physical as four of their 
fellow justices looked on. Bradley claimed Prosser 
choked her, while Prosser said he raised his hands in 
self-defense as Bradley charged at him. In police inter-
views, two conservative justices sided with Prosser, and 
two liberal justices with Bradley. Investigations by the 
county sheriff, the local DA, and a special independent 
prosecutor all cleared Prosser of any wrongdoing, but 
the controversy still festers. When I spoke with Prosser 

Thanks to Karl Rove and Citizens United, judicial elections have 
been overtaken by secretive interest groups, nasty ads, and the  

constant hustle for campaign cash.  BY A N DY K R O L L  
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in September, written in chalk on the side-
walk outside the state Capitol was an invi-
tation to visit him for “free chokes.”

Bitter, costly judicial elections are by no 
means unique to Wisconsin. These days, as 
more candidates for the bench face rough 
contests—buffeted increasingly by outside 
money, thanks to the US Supreme Court’s 
2010 decision in Citizens United—state judg-
es around the country often raise six- and 
seven-figure sums, mount statewide cam-
paigns, and fend off attack ads from groups 
that don’t disclose their donors. This trend 
has escalated over the last decade and a half 
as partisan groups realize that donating to 
judges can get them more influence, for less 
money, than bankrolling legislative cam-
paigns. After all, the donors often end up 
with business before the very judges they are 
helping elect. 

These are also the judges that most citi-
zens who interact with the system have to 
face. Can Americans still trust in getting 
their fair day in court?

COURT CASES THAT make big news are 
usually in the federal system, where most 
judges are appointed by the president and 
confirmed by the Senate. Yet the vast ma-
jority of justice is done at the state level, 
where more than 100 million cases are 
filed annually (versus about 400,000 in fed-
eral courts). The nation’s approximately 
30,000 state court judges vastly outnumber 
their federal counterparts, and 85 percent 
of them will stand in at least one election 
during their career.

No two states pick their judges exactly 
the same way. Some hold partisan judicial 
elections, others have nonpartisan elections, 
and still others use merit selection—that’s 
when legal experts select a short list of quali-
fied candidates, the governor appoints one 
to the bench, and that judge later stands in a 
retention election.

The system has its roots in the Panic of 
1837, a mini-depression fueled by rampant 
cronyism and massive overspending by 
corrupt governors and legislatures. Partisan 
elections replaced the tradition of elected of-
ficials appointing their friends to the bench, 
but for decades connections and loyalty still 
mattered most, with party bosses determin-
ing who won. Eventually states embraced 
nonpartisan elections and merit selection, 
and for most of the 20th century, judicial 
elections were a little-noticed corner of 

American politics.
Still, on occasion a contentious race at-

tracted national attention. In 1977, Rose 
Bird became the first woman appointed 
to the California Supreme Court and its 
first female chief justice. An avowed foe 
of capital punishment, she voted to vacate 
all 61 death penalty verdicts that came 
before her, prompting Republican Gov. 
George Deukmejian to label her a “soft-on-
crime liberal.” With Bird up for retention 
in 1986, oil and agribusiness companies, 
which generally saw Bird’s liberal views as a 
threat to their interests, poured more than 
$5.6 million into a campaign that would 
unseat her. It was an early glimpse of a re-
liable strategy for big business: Using the 
soft-on-crime theme to oust judges consid-
ered unfriendly to corporations.

Around that time, a political consultant 
by the name of Karl Rove was plotting his 
own assault on the Texas Supreme Court. 
Rove had helped launch the “tort wars” in 
response to what some Republicans saw as 
a court system too cozy with trial lawyers 
and too eager to slam corporations with 
hefty judgments that Rove had dubbed 
“junk lawsuits.”

Running on the slogan “Clean Slate ’88,” 
conservative candidates backed by Rove’s 
operation won five of the six open seats on 
the Texas Supreme Court. Not long after, 
Rove teamed up with the Business Council 
of Alabama to engineer a similar Republi-
can takeover in that state. 

Two years later, the US Chamber of 
Commerce, under the leadership of an ag-
gressive new president named Tom Dono-
hue, picked up on Rove’s strategy. Pledging 
to “play hardball” against “frivolous” law-
suits, the Chamber spent $10 million on 
judicial races in 2000 alone. It pumped 
$4.4 million into Ohio’s Supreme Court 
election—the largest expenditure from a 
single source on a court race in US history. 

In the following years, the Chamber in-
jected tens of millions into races in Illinois, 
Michigan, Mississippi, and Wisconsin. 
Corporate America had grasped the po-
tential to install friendly judges who could 
crack down on costly class actions and neu-
tralize the efforts of consumer advocates. 
“We’re clearly engaged in hand-to-hand 
combat,” as Donohue put it, “and we’ve 
got to step it up if we’re going to survive.”

Unions spent millions on these races 
as well—particularly across the Upper 
Midwest, as labor leaders recognized they 
could get a great return on investment by 
backing justices sympathetic to workers’ 
rights. As an official with the Ohio AFL-CIO 
once said: “We figured out a long time ago 
that it’s easier to elect seven judges than to 
elect 132 legislators.”

A major showdown came in 2004, in West 
Virginia’s Supreme Court election. Don 
Blankenship, the former CEO of Massey 
Energy, donated $3 million to Republican 
candidate Brent Benjamin. Meanwhile, a 
nonprofit funded primarily by Massey En-
ergy ran TV ads accusing incumbent Justice 
Warren McGraw of getting a child rapist out 
of prison and into a job at a high school. 
After Benjamin won, the investment paid 
off big time: He later cast the deciding vote 
to overturn a lower court’s $50 million ver-
dict against Massey Energy. Two years later, 
the US Supreme Court ruled that Benjamin 
should have recused himself. It overturned 
the decision and sent the case back to West 
Virginia. (Massey Energy ultimately pre-
vailed in state court.)

Corporate interests also reaped a huge 
return on investment in the 2004 Supreme 
Court election in Illinois. Five years earlier, 
a jury had handed down a $1.19 billion 
penalty to the insurance company State 
Farm for requiring millions of claimants to 
accept subpar replacement auto parts. State 
Farm and its employees—working through 

“THEY WANTED TO MAKE SURE 
WE WERE PUNISHED FOR OUR  

DECISION AND THAT OTHER 
JUDGES WITNESSED THAT,” SAYS 
FORMER IOWA SUPREME COURT 

JUSTICE MARSHA TERNUS.
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the US Chamber, the Illinois Repub lican 
Party, and an Illinois-based tort reform 
group—steered $4 million to elect a sym-
pathetic judge named Lloyd Karmeier to 
the Supreme Court, which was considering 
State Farm’s appeal of the auto parts ver-
dict. Karmeier, his opponent, and various 
outside groups spent a record $9.3 million 
on the race. Karmeier, who would later 
acknowledge that the sum was “obscene,” 
won easily. And the millions State Farm 
spent were a pittance compared with what 
it gained: The next year, Karmeier cast the 
deciding vote to overturn the more than 
$1 billion verdict against State Farm.

Up to this point, the big spenders were 
mostly targeting contested judicial elec-
tions—ones in which a candidate chal-
lenged a sitting justice. Then came the 
Iowa Supreme Court’s 2009 decision in 
Varnum v. Brien, in which the seven justices 
unanimously ruled that the state’s ban on 
same-sex marriage violated the state con-
stitution. Social-conservative groups leapt 
into action, targeting three of the seven 
justices who were up for retention elec-
tion—ones where voters only check “yes” 
or “no.” The National Organ ization for 
Marriage and its allies spent nearly $1 mil-
lion and defeated all three. “They wanted 
to make sure we were punished for our 
decision and that other judges witnessed 
that so they wouldn’t do it either,” former 
Justice Marsha Ternus told me.

The strategy of turning sleepy retention 
elections into political showdowns has 
been spreading. In Florida’s 2012 reten-
tion elections, the Koch-backed Americans 
for Prosperity and the Republican Party of 
Florida spent hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars to unseat three sitting justices. A group 
called Defend Justice From Politics spent 
$3.1 million on the justices’ behalf, help-
ing them prevail. In Michigan in 2012, two 
anonymously funded nonprofits, the Judi-
cial Crisis Network and Americans for Job 
Security, poured $2.1 million into attack 
ads against five judges on Michigan’s 6th 
Circuit Court, though the judges won out. 
And earlier this year, Tennessee’s lieutenant 
governor, Ron Ramsey, took it upon him-
self to spearhead an effort to unseat three 
sitting state Supreme Court justices—and, 
along with them, the attorney general, who 
is appointed by the court. Ramsey’s PAC 
pumped $425,000 into a group running 
negative ads that blasted the three justices as 

“liberal on crime” and for “helping advance 
Obamacare.” Funds were also contributed 
by Americans for Prosperity and the GOP’s 
State Government Leadership Foundation, 
which said it planned to spend an addition-
al $5 million in 2014 on judicial races in 
North Carolina, Tennessee, and elsewhere.

Though the three Tennessee justices pre-
vailed in the end, one of them, Connie Clark, 
told me she’s concerned about the precedent 
set by the fight. “As long as there are no limits 
on outside money,” she says, “then this will 
become the new normal.”

THE TRANSFORMATION of judicial cam-
paigns has alarmed another veteran of the 
court system. “Judicial elections pose a se-
rious threat,” former US Supreme Court 
Justice Sandra Day O’Connor told Mother 
Jones. “If judicial decisions are in fact not 
fair and impartial—or even if they are per-
ceived as being biased—the basis of sup-
port for our courts crumbles.”

Initially, the 2011-12 election season—the 
first full cycle since Citizens United—saw a 
modest dip in overall reported spending on 
state judicial races, compared to four years 
earlier. But that is likely because much of the 
new spending does not have to be disclosed 
or tracked. This year, for example, Ameri-
cans for Prosperity-Tennessee announced 
a “major new effort” to educate the public 
about the “liberal records” of the three jus-
tices—and not a penny of that spending was 
reported to the state. The outside spending 
on judicial races that we do know about 
rose to a record-high $24.9 million—a nearly 
sevenfold increase since 2000, and now ac-
counting for 40 percent of the total spend-
ing on these campaigns.

Recent research suggests this flood of 
political money could be influencing judg-
es’ decisions. Emory University analyzed 
2,345 state supreme court decisions from 
all 50 states between 2010 and 2012 and 
concluded that the more campaign money 
justices received from business interests, the 
more likely they were to vote in favor of 
businesses appearing before them. (Interest-
ingly, the study found a stronger tie between 
business donations and Democratic justices’ 
decisions. Republican justices, it speculated, 
were already more favorably inclined toward 
business interests, so the campaign money 
didn’t make as much of a difference.) An-
other analysis, by the left-leaning think tank 
Center for American Progress, suggested 

that as more money was spent on soft-on-
crime attack ads in campaigns, justices were 
increasingly siding with the prosecution. 

The public may be starting to catch on: 
A 2013 poll by Justice at Stake, a nonprofit 
group focused on reforming the system, 
found that 87 percent of Americans believe 
that campaign donations could influence 
court rulings. “You can’t expect judges to act 
like Huey Long on the campaign trail and 
expect them to be Solomon in the court-
room,” says Bert Brandenburg, the group’s 
executive director.

Some researchers dispute the notion that 
rough-and-tumble judicial elections are a 
problem. One recent Michigan State Univer-
sity study of supreme court races concluded 
that attack ads did not hurt incumbents in 
partisan elections. Other studies found that 
nonpartisan elections are less likely to draw 
a challenger, are less competitive even when 
there is a challenger, and attract fewer voters 
than partisan elections do. 

The debate boils down to a fundamen-
tal notion: whether the judicial branch 
of government is unique from the other 
two and should be insulated from politics. 
With court integrity hanging in the balance, 
should judges be chosen the same way we 
pick presidents and members of Congress?

Randy Shepard, who served as the chief 
justice of the Indiana Supreme Court for 25 
years, retired from the court in 2012 as the 
longest-serving state chief justice in Ameri-
can history. A lifelong Republican in a red 
state, Shepard has gone through the merit 
selection process and run in multiple elec-
tions. “What’s at stake in these big-money 
elections is the promise of due process and 
an impartial court,” he told me. “Do I as a 
citizen walk into that courtroom standing 
on a relatively level playing field?”

He offered up a hypothetical from a law 
review article he wrote that, he proudly not-
ed, was cited by Justices Ruth Bader Gins-
burg and Anthony Kennedy in the Massey 
Energy case—the one where the high court 
ruled that a judge who’d received massive 
campaign contributions connected to a 
company had to recuse himself from a case 
involving that company. “Say you’re going 
before a trial judge making a decision about 
the custody of your grandchildren, and your 
evil son-in-law or daughter-in-law had made 
a very large contribution to the judge. How 
would you feel about that? You wouldn’t 
feel very optimistic, would you?” 

I S  Y O U R  J U D G E  F O R  S A L E ?
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Best Little Courthouse in Texas
Most people don’t think about judicial elections until they find 
themselves staring at a group of unfamiliar names on the ballot. 
But judges are selected by voters in 39 states, whether in an initial 
election or a retention election after being appointed. Historically, 

judicial elections involved little 
in the way of campaign spend-
ing, but in Texas in the 1980s, 
Karl Rove recognized the 
potential of backing judges fa-
voring a conservative agenda. 
The strategy soon spread, 
with donations to state su-
preme court candidates na-
tionwide totaling $83 million 
in the 1990s and more than 
$206 million in the 2000s.

The gop’s Sweet Home, Alabama
Rove went on to work with business power brokers in Alabama; dona-
tions to that state’s Supreme Court candidates since 2000 (including 
“Ten Commandments Judge” Roy Moore) have been higher than in any 
other state, totaling more than $48 million.

$10M $20M $30M $40M $50M

Alabama

Texas

Illinois

Ohio

Pennsylvania

Michigan

Mississippi

West Virginia

North Carolina

Louisiana

But direct spending by judicial campaigns was just the 
beginning. Over the last decade, outside spending by 
special-interest and partisan groups has soared. And 
Citizens United is accelerating that trend: In the 2011-12 
cycle, spending from outside groups came in at a record 
$24.9 million—a nearly sevenfold increase since 2000. 

This year, partisan groups have continued to spend 
millions in states like North Carolina and Tennessee, 
aiming to unseat supreme court justices.  

Judges in these scenarios “have had to become 
professional fundraisers,” says Bert Brandenberg, 
executive director of the judicial-reform group Justice 
at Stake, “often soliciting money from parties who 
will appear before them in court.”

The Rising Tide of Special-Interest Money    
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Pass       Fail

State Secrets
No one knows exactly how much money is spent on judicial races, in 
part because state disclosure laws are weak. An analysis by the National 
Institute on Money in State Politics gave 26 states a failing grade on 
monitoring such spending.

The Best Ruling  
Money Can Buy
The total cost of judicial elections ($288 
million since 2000) is still nowhere near 
that of congressional races ($17 billion 
since 2000). Donors potentially buy a lot 
more influence, with less money, when 
they back judges: In West Virginia in 
2004, the ceo of Massey Energy spent $3 
million on his preferred Supreme Court 
candidate; that justice later cast the 
deciding vote to overturn a $50 million 
verdict against the company—a nearly 
1,600 percent return on investment.  

$3M  
FROM  

MASSEY

$50M VERDICT

“Judicial elections pose a serious 
threat to judicial independence,” 
says retired US Supreme Court 
Justice Sandra Day O’Connor. “If 
judicial decisions are in fact not fair 
and impartial—or even if they are 
perceived as being biased—the basis 
of support for our courts crumbles.”  

 
   
 LOWER-COURT  
STATE CONTRIBUTION

Texas  $18,124,729
Illinois   $8,987,496
Florida  $7,874,947
Michigan  $4,531,056
California  $4,436,461
New York  $3,933,427
Pennsylvania  $2,438,094
Washington  $2,430,281
Wisconsin  $ 1,883,062
Oregon  $425,199

See more sources, and stats, at motherjones.com/judicial-elections.

Where Are the Roughest Campaigns?   
Fewer than two dozen big players were behind nearly $72 million in 
campaign spending on supreme court races nationwide between 
2000 and 2012. They included business heavyweights such as the 
US Chamber of Commerce and partisan groups focused on specific 
races in states like Michigan (where an estimated $13-$18 million was 
spent in 2011-12), Florida (at least $4.8 million in 2011-12), and North 
Carolina (at least $4.5 million in 2011-12).

The outside money, which has more than tripled over the last 
decade, primarily funds TV attack ads. In 2012, an ad backing a 
Republican judicial candidate 
in Ohio said his Democratic 
opponent “expressed sympa-
thy for rapists.” In the North 
Carolina Supreme Court pri-
mary this year, an ad blasted 
a candidate who “sides with 
child predators.” The local 
bar association condemned 
that ad, as did six former 
state justices, calling it “dis-
gusting” and “false.” 
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The Hidden Spending  
on Lower Courts 
Campaign funding in races for lower 
courts is even more obscure—despite 
the fact that these races produce the 
vast majority of judges, and those 
most citizens will face. The first ever 
set of data on these races, compiled 
for 10 states, shows that more than 
$55 million was raised during the 2011-
12 election cycle alone.

$5M

$10M

$15M

$20M

$25M

$30M

$35M

’11-’12’01-’02

Spending on TV ads

WorldMags.netWorldMags.net

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


WorldMags.netWorldMags.net

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


long a lonely state highway on 
central Montana’s high plains, I 
approach what looks like a ranch 

entrance, complete with cattle guard. “The 
first ace in the hole,” reads a hand-etched 
cedar plank hanging from tall wooden 
posts. “In continuous operation for over 50 
years.” I drive up the dirt road to a building 
surrounded by video cameras and a 10-foot-
tall, barbed-wire-topped fence stenciled 
with a poker spade. “It is unlawful to enter 
this area,” notes a sign on the fence, whose 
small print cites the Subversive Activities 
Control Act of 1950, a 
law that once required 
communist organizations 
to register with the fed-
eral government. “Use of 
deadly force authorized.”

I’m snapping photos 
when a young airman 
appears. “You’re not tak-
ing pictures, are you?” he 
asks nervously.

“Yeah, I am,” I say. 
“The signs don’t say that 
I can’t.”

“Well, we might have to 
confiscate your phone.”

Maybe he should. 
We’re steps away from the 
10th Missile Squadron Al-
pha Missile Alert Facility, 
an underground bunker 
capable of launching sev-
eral dozen nuclear-tipped 
Minuteman III intercon-
tinental ballistic missiles 
(ICBMs), with a combined 
destructive force 1,000 
times that of the Hiro-
shima bomb.

Another airman comes out of the ranch 
house and asks for my driver’s license. He’s 
followed by an older guy clad in sneakers, 
maroon gym shorts, and an air of author-
ity. “I’m not here to cause trouble,” I say, 
picturing myself in a brig somewhere.

“Just you being here taking photos is 
causing trouble,” he snaps.

An alarm starts blaring from inside the 
building. One airman turns to the other. 
“Hey, there’s something going off in there.”

SIX HOURS EARLIER, I was driving 
through Great Falls with a former cap-
tain in the Air Force’s 341st Missile Wing. 

Aaron, as I’ll call him, had recently com-
pleted a four-year stint at the Alpha facility. 
Had President Obama ordered an attack 
with ICBMs, Aaron could have received a 
coded message, authenticated it, and been 
expected to turn a launch key.

We kept passing unmarked blue pickup 
trucks with large tool chests—missile main-
tenance guys. The Air Force doesn’t like to 
draw attention to the 150 silos dotting the 
surrounding countryside, and neither does 
Great Falls. With about 4,000 residents 
and civilian workers and a $219 million 

annual payroll, Malmstrom Air Force Base 
drives the local economy, but you won’t 
see any missile-themed bars or restaurants. 
“We get some people that have no idea that 
there’s even an Air Force base here,” one 
active-duty missileer told me.

It’s not just Great Falls practicing selec-
tive amnesia. The days of duck-and-cover 
drills, fallout shelters, and No Nukes pro-
tests are fading memories—nowhere more 
so than in the defense establishment. At a 
July 2013 forum in Washington, DC, Lt. 
General James Kowalski, who commands 
all of the Air Force’s nuclear weapons, said 
a Russian nuclear attack on the United 
States was such “a remote possibility” that 

it was “hardly worth discussing.”
But then Kowalski sounded a discon-

certing note that has a growing number of 
nuclear experts worried. The real nuclear 
threat for America today, he said, “is an 
accident. The greatest risk to my force is 
doing something stupid.”

“You can’t screw up once—and that’s the 
unique danger of these machines,” points 
out investigative journalist Eric Schlosser, 
whose recent book, Command and Control, 
details the Air Force’s stunning secret his-
tory of nuclear mishaps, from the acciden-

tal release of a hydrogen 
bomb that came close to 
wiping out North Carolina 
to a Carter-era computer 
glitch that falsely indicated 
a shower of incoming So-
viet nukes. “In this busi-
ness, you need a perfect 
safety record.”

And a perfect record, in 
a homeland arsenal made 
up of hundreds of missiles 
and countless electronic 
and mechanical systems 
that have to operate flaw-
lessly every time—to say 
nothing of the men and 
women at the controls—is a 
very hard thing to achieve. 
Especially when the rest of 
the nation seems to have 
forgotten about the whole 
thing. “The Air Force has 
not kept its ICBMs manned 
or maintained properly,” 
says Bruce Blair, a former 
missileer and cofounder 
of the anti-nuclear group 

Global Zero. Nuclear bases that were once 
the military’s crown jewels are now “little 
orphanages that get scraps for dinner,” he 
says. And morale is abysmal.

Blair’s organization wants to eliminate 
nukes, but he argues that while we still 
have them, it’s imperative that we invest 
in maintenance, training, and personnel to 
avoid catastrophe: An accident resulting 
from human error, he says, may be actually 
more likely today because the weapons are 
so unlikely to be used. Without the urgent 
sense of purpose the Cold War provided, 
the young men (and a handful of women) 
who work with the world’s most danger-
ous weapons are left logging their 24-hour 
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this next 10 hours disappears. Because your 
partner goes to bed and you, the console, 
and the missiles are by yourself for 10 hours. 
My favorite time is when the TV broke! 
You’ve never seen more innovative people 
on Earth. They were taking the back off the 
TV, splitting wires, sticking paper clips in it. I 
came out and go, ‘What happened?’ and he 
goes, ‘The fucking TV broke and I fixed it! I 
spent an hour and a half, but I fixed it.’”

THIS VISIT MARKS the first time Aaron 
has been in Great Falls since leaving the 
Air Force, and he still hasn’t come to terms 
with spending five years of his life on a 
mission he’s not sure he believes in. As we 
walk up to the Malmstrom base museum 
one morning, he starts to sweat. In the 
visitor center, he glues himself to a sofa as 
I hand my ID to a young airman. “Do you 
want to go inside?” I ask him.

“No, not really,” he says, and then, once 
we’re back in the car, explains sheepishly, 
“It’s just weird being on base.”

Aaron took his first flight, on a puddle 

shifts under subpar conditions—with all 
the dangers that follow.

In August 2013, Air Force commanders 
investigated two officers in the ICBM pro-
gram suspected of using ecstasy and am-
phetamines. A search of the officers’ phones 
revealed more trouble: They and other mis-
sileers were sharing answers for the required 
monthly exams that test their knowledge 
of things like security procedures and the 
proper handling of classified launch codes. 
Ultimately, 98 missileers were implicated 
for cheating or failure to report it. Nine of-
ficers were stripped of their commands, and 
Colonel Robert Stanley, the commander of 
Malmstrom’s missile wing, resigned.

The Air Force claimed the cheating only 
went as far back as November 2011, but 
three former missileers told me it was the 
norm at Malmstrom when they arrived 
there back in 2007, and that the practice was 
well established. (Blair told me that cheat-
ing was even common when he served at 
Malmstrom in the mid-1970s.) Missileers 
would check each other’s tests before turn-
ing them in and share codes indicating 
the correct proportion of multiple-choice 
answers on a given exam. If the nuclear 
program’s top brass, who all began their ca-
reers as missileers, weren’t aware of it, the 
men suggested, then they were willfully 
looking the other way. “You know in Casa-
blanca, when that inspector was ‘absolutely 
shocked’ that there was gambling at Rick’s? 
It’s that,” one recently retired missileer told 
me. “Everybody has cheated on those tests.”

Cheating is just one symptom of what Lt. 
Colonel Jay Folds, then the commander of 
the nuclear missile wing at North Dakota’s 
Minot Air Force Base, called “rot” in the 
atomic force. Last November, Associated 
Press reporter Robert Burns obtained a 
RAND study commissioned by the Air Force. 
It concluded that the typical launch officer 
was exhausted, cynical, and distracted on 
the job. ICBM airmen also had high rates 
of sexual assault, suicide, and spousal and 
child abuse, and more than double the rates 
of courts-martial than Air Force personnel 
as a whole.

The morale problems were well known 
to Michael Carey, the two-star general who 
led the program at the time the cheating was 
revealed. Indeed, he pointed them out to 
other Americans during an official military 
cooperation trip to Moscow, before spend-
ing the rest of his three-day visit on a drunk-

en bender, repeatedly insulting his Russian 
military hosts and partying into the wee 
hours with “suspect” foreign women, ac-
cording to the Air Force’s inspector general. 
He later confessed to chatting for most of a 
night with the hotel’s cigar sales lady, who 
was asking questions “about physics and 
optics”—and thinking to himself: “Dude, 
this doesn’t normally happen.” Carey was 
stripped of his command in October 2013.

Stung by bad press, this past March the 
Air Force announced pay raises, changes to 
the tests, and nearly $400 million in addi-
tional spending to increase staffing and up-
date equipment. In the long term, Congress 
and the administration are debating a tril-
lion-dollar suite of upgrades to the nuclear 
program, which could include replacing the 
existing ICBMs and warheads with higher-
tech versions. But outside experts say none 
of the changes will address the core of the 
problem: obsolescence. “There is a morale 
issue,” says Hans Kristensen, who directs 
the Federation of American Scientists’ 
Nuclear Information Project, “that comes 
down to the fundamental question: How 
is the ICBM force essential? It’s hard to find 
that [answer] if you sit in the hole out there. 
Their buddies from the B-52s and B-2s tell 
them all sorts of exciting stories about do-
ing real things in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
They end up feeling superfluous.”

Indeed, on my first night in town, over 
beer and bison burgers, Aaron had intro-
duced me to “Brent,” another recently for-
mer missileer who looks more like a surfer 
now that his military crew cut is all grown 
out. Brent lost faith in his leaders early on, 
he told me, when he saw the way they toler-
ated, if not encouraged, a culture of cheat-
ing. He’d resisted the impulse, he said, and 
his imperfect test scores disqualified him 
for promotions. But the worst part of the 
gig, the guys agreed, might be the stultify-
ing tedium of being stuck in a tiny room 
all day and night waiting for an order you 
knew would never come. “Any TV mara-
thon you can stumble upon is good,” Brent 
said. “Even if it’s something you hate. It’s 
just that ability to zone out and lose time.”

Aaron chimed in: “I would sit on alert 
with CNN up and just hit refresh, hoping to 
God something would happen in the world. 
I’m just like, ‘Please, something change. Oh 
my God! I am so tired and I am so bored.’”

“You get into that funk,” he went on. “You 
just want to sit there and hope to God that 
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A Delta facility blast door on 
exhibit at the Minuteman 
Missile National Historic Site
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takes could seriously harm your prospects 
for promotion. In Aaron’s view, the job was 
like a “Pavlovian experiment,” with some 
kind of buzzer going off, it seemed, every 15 
minutes. Facing the threat of reprisal for the 
smallest mistakes, he never got much sleep.

It turned out that Aaron had joined the 
nuclear program at a particularly bad time. 
In June 2006, the top-secret nose cone fuse 
assemblies of four Minuteman III missiles 
were accidentally shipped from Hill Air 
Force Base in Utah to Taiwan, which had 
requested helicopter batteries; the boxes 
sat for nearly two years before the Air 
Force, prompted by Taiwanese officials, 
finally acknowledged its error. The next 
year, just four months after Aaron started 
at Malmstrom, six hydrogen bombs from 
Minot went missing for a day and a half 
after a crew mistakenly loaded them onto a 
plane and flew them across the country. “It 
was an incredibly serious security lapse,” 
Schlosser says. “The fact that nobody was 
asked to sign for the weapons when they 
were removed from the bunker, the fact 
that nobody in the loading crew or on the 
airplane even knew that the plane was car-
rying nuclear weapons, is just remarkable.” 
A string of investigations concluded that 
the nuclear corps had lost its “zero de-
fect” culture. In response, the Air Force 
launched a program to “sustain, modern-
ize, and recapitalize its nuclear capability.” 
What that meant in practice, Aaron says, 
was punishing the rank and file for past 
mistakes while the colonels swept the big-
ger problems under the rug.

A few months into the modernization 
program, sewer pipes in two Malmstrom 
launch facilities ruptured and a deep stew 
of human waste lingered at the bottom 
of the capsules. Despite the intolerable 
stench, the colonel in charge refused to 
take the units offline for repair. The men 
were instead ordered to defecate in a card-
board box lined with a plastic bag, but since 
nobody wanted to carry the box upstairs 
when it got full, the missileers began reliev-
ing themselves from a gangplank directly 
into the bottom of the capsule. This went 
on for four or five months. “You are sitting 
there being told you are operating the most 
vital system to the defense of the country,” 
says a former missileer who worked in one 
of the affected capsules, “and then you are 
shitting and pissing in a bag. It just caused 
a corrosive lack of faith in our leaders.”

summon Domino’s to such a remote site.
Once he arrived at the launch facility, 

Aaron would begin a 24-hour shift, known 
as an “alert,” by going 60 feet underground 
in an elevator and passing through a four-
and-a-half-foot-thick blast door. The con-
trol center, about the size of an RV trailer, 
hangs inside a concrete capsule from pneu-
matic cylinders designed to help it ride out 
shock waves from a nuclear blast. Each unit 
controls 10 Minuteman III missiles but 
can launch up to 50 should the need arise. 
The temperature is a constant 68 degrees 
and the tiny bathroom contains a “prison 
toilet.” While one missileer monitors the 
control panels, his partner sleeps in a bed 
opposite, hence the unofficial motto: 
“Death wears bunny slippers.”

Any suggestion of restfulness is mis-
leading, however. The missile wing slogan 
“perfection is the standard” extends to the 
smallest of tasks—like the chef ensuring that 
the salad dressing hasn’t expired. Botching 
a checklist would earn you a write-up, and 
could get you pulled from duty. Repeat mis-

jumper, around age 10. An uncle who 
worked as a pilot later bought him a fly-
ing lesson, and Aaron never looked back. 
He applied and was accepted to the Air 
Force Academy. But during his senior year, 
the Air Force ended a waiver program that 
allowed cadets with imperfect vision—in-
cluding Aaron—to earn their wings, so after 
graduation he grudgingly settled for a posi-
tion at Malmstrom. He was hardly alone in 
his lack of enthusiasm: According to one 
study, less than one-third of missileers ever 
wanted that job. When Aaron hit on wom-
en in bars in Great Falls, he would some-
times say he was a wind turbine technician.

On a typical workday, he would arrive at 
Malmstrom by 7 a.m. and go through the 
first of some 50 daily checklists, an inspec-
tion of his Air Force-issued Ford Taurus X. 
For the next few hours, he would get brief-
ings, study checklist changes, or complete 
exams before hitting the road with another 
missileer—each team includes a commander 
and a deputy—and sometimes a facilities 
manager and a chef, since you can’t exactly N
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(Ploughshares has provided funding for 
Mother Jones’ national-security reporting.)

Bob Peurifoy, who introduced new 
nuclear safety features as a director of 
weapon development and VP at Sandia 
National Laboratories from 1973 to 1991, 
told me that built-in missile safeguards 
have improved to the point where the 
risk of an accidental detonation of a Min-
uteman-mounted nuke is “vanishingly 
small.” But, he adds, “I will not say zero. 
I know how to get to zero: Don’t put the 
weapon together” until the moment you 
need to use it. Peurifoy also believes that 
the United States needs to step back fur-
ther from its Cold War-era posture. “In 
my opinion,” he says, the missiles’ pin-
point accuracy “is an example of a tech-
nology driving a reckless policy, a form of 
insanity” that encourages both the Unit-
ed States and Russia to continue targeting 
each other’s silos and launch the missiles 
“on warning” of an incoming barrage. 
False alarms have nearly triggered acci-
dental war on more than one occasion, 
Peurifoy notes, the most recent (that we 
know about) coming during the 1990s. 
“It’s an accident waiting to happen.”

ing, in a roadside ditch. It was the larg-
est weapon ever mounted on an ICBM, a 
nine-megaton hydrogen bomb with more 
explosive potential than all of WWII’s 
bombs—including the nukes—combined.

The Damascus incident, which pro-
vided the central narrative for Schloss-
er’s book, illustrated a problem that has 
plagued America’s nuclear program since 
its inception: Nukes are designed, oper-
ated, and maintained by people—and peo-
ple invariably make mistakes. Between 
2008 and 2014, the Air Force reported 
1,430 “dull sword” incidents: relatively 
minor deficiencies such as an unauthor-
ized entry into a launch capsule or a se-
curity team failing to respond to alarms. 

The Air Force has been less forthcom-
ing, however, about the more serious mis-
haps, known as “broken arrows” or “bent 
spears,” which are often kept classified.  
But “you don’t have to be an industrial 
expert to know that accidents happen 
when people are careless, and people are 
careless when they don’t care about their 
jobs,” says Joseph Cirincione, president 
of the Ploughshares Fund, a founda-
tion focused on nuclear weapon policy. 

SINCE AARON CAN’T bring himself to 
set foot on base, we decide to visit Belt, 
a quaint former mining town nestled in a 
creek valley. We drive through the old brick 
downtown, past dog walkers and kids on 
bikes. “Slow down a little bit,” Aaron says, 
just after we pass the last row of houses. “To 
the left is a nuclear weapon.”

Behind a chain-link fence, I spot the 
110-ton silo door, which would be sent fly-
ing over our heads in a launch scenario. An 
adversary might try to nuke this missile be-
fore it could be used—which is why the Air 
Force has them scattered over five states. 
But the neighbors have more to worry 
about than our enemies abroad.

On September 18, 1980, an airman 
conducting maintenance on a Titan II 
missile in a silo near Damascus, Arkan-
sas, used an unauthorized socket wrench 
to unscrew a cap near the top of the mis-
sile. The nine-pound socket came loose, 
plunged 70 feet, and punched a hole in 
the fuel tank. Nine hours later, the missile 
exploded, killing one person, injuring 21 
others, and scattering debris over a half-
mile radius. The warhead flew 200 yards 
and landed, thankfully without detonat-

1956: A B-47 bomber wipes out a 
storage igloo containing Mark 6 
atomic bombs.

JAN. 1958: A runway fire in 
Morocco melts a US bomber 
and its H-bomb into a heap of 
radioactive slag.

MARCH 1958: A pilot drops a Mark 
6 without a nuclear core into a 
South Carolina backyard. It levels 
the home, injures six people, and 
leaves a crater 55 feet wide.

NOV. 1958: A B-47 laden with 
H-bombs crashes in Texas, but 
none of the warheads detonate.

1958: Mark 28 cores are retired 
after tests determine that they 
could detonate in an accident.

1959: A B-52 breaks up over 
Kentucky. Two nuclear cores are 
found in the rubble, atop a pile of 
high explosives.

1961: A B-52 spinout releases two 
H-bombs over North Carolina, 
and a cockpit switch known to 
be unreliable is the only thing 
preventing one of the nukes 
from detonating. The Air Force 
claims there was never any 
danger of a nuclear blast.

THAT TIME WE 
ALMOST NUKED 
NORTH CAROLINA
AND OTHER TERRIF YING NEAR MISSES AND 
SC ANDALS FROM OUR ATOMIC ADVENTURES
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In January 1961, a B-52 
released two H-bombs 

over North Carolina. 
One fell unarmed into a 
swampy area (top). The 

other was one cockpit 
toggle switch away from  

a full-scale detonation.
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1965: Fire in a Titan II silo kills 53 
people in Arkansas.

1966: A bomber laden with nukes 
breaks apart in midair, showering 
a Spanish town with radioactive 
debris.

1968: The crash of a B-52 in 
Greenland spreads radioactive 
parts over three square miles.

1970: A Sandia National 
Laboratory safety expert 
demonstrates how “failsafe” 
nukes could detonate under 
extreme heat and stress.

1977: One of President Carter’s 
military advisers is stunned by a 
briefing on the nation’s nuclear 
war plan: “The president would be 
left with two or three meaningless 
choices that he might have to 
make within 10 minutes.”

1979: A technician uploads a war 
games simulation to norad’s 
computers, which signal a massive 
Soviet nuclear launch. Officials 
prepare for war. A false alarm is 
declared only after ground radars 
fail to detect any missiles and the 

first strikes never materialize. A 
flawed computer chip creates two 
similar scares the following year.

1980: A maintenance error causes 
the explosion of a Titan II missile in 
Arkansas, killing 1, injuring 21, and 
hurling the warhead 200 yards. 

1984: President Reagan in a 
radio sound check: “I’m pleased 
to tell you today that I’ve signed 
legislation that will outlaw Russia 
forever. We begin bombing in five 
minutes.”

1995: The launch of a Norwegian 
weather rocket convinces the 
Kremlin that Russia is under 
attack by the United States. 
President Boris Yeltsin nearly 
orders a retaliatory strike.

2003: Half of the Air Force’s 
nuclear weapons units fail safety 
inspections, despite a three-day 
notice.

2006: Minuteman III nose cone 
assemblies are shipped to Taiwan, 
where they sit for two years 
before the Air Force acknowledges 
the error.

2007: Six fully armed nukes go 
missing from Minot Air Force 
Base for 36 hours.

MAY 2008: A fire in a Minuteman 
III silo goes unnoticed for five days.

OCT. 2008: The Air Force pledges 
to “sustain, modernize, and 
recapitalize” its nuclear capability.

FEB. 2010: A nuclear munitions 
crew at Kirtland Air Force Base 
in New Mexico is decertified for 
failing safety inspections.

OCT. 2010: A computer glitch 
cuts off communications to 50 
Minuteman III missiles for more 
than an hour.

2011: The reforms the Air Force 
initiated in 2008 are backfiring, 
notes an official report, “creating 
a climate of distrust.”

JULY 2012: An 82-year-old nun 
and two accomplices break into a 
weapon-grade uranium facility in 
Tennessee—she is sentenced to 
35 months in prison for a breach 
that exposed “troubling displays 
of ineptitude.” 

DEC. 2012: A decertified missileer 
is placed on launch duty at 
Malmstrom Air Force Base.

APRIL 2013: At Minot, 17 missileers 
have to surrender their launch 
authority due to performance 
and attitude problems.

AUG. 2013: The missile wing 
at Malmstrom fails its safety 
and security inspections; an 
investigation into drug use finds 
evidence that officers are cheating 
on proficiency tests.

OCT. 2013: The Air Force’s icbm 
commander is removed following 
his “inappropriate behavior” on a 
state trip to Russia. 

NOV. 2013: rand report: US 
missileers are suffering from 
burnout. 

2014: Nine officers at Malmstrom 
are stripped of their commands 
and their CO resigns. The Air Force 
announces changes intended to 
discourage cheating and improve 
morale. —J.H.

TWO DAYS LATER, I return to the base 
museum, where I spot a sign much like the 
one I’d seen back on the highway. JFK, leg-
end has it, referred to the Alpha fleet as his 
“ace in the hole” because it allowed him to 
stare down the Soviets during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. But museum curator Curt 
Shannon, a retired Air Force “ammo puke” 
whose job entailed loading nuclear bombs 
onto planes, assures me the legend is bogus—
he personally unearthed a Boeing marketing 
brochure predating the Missile Crisis that 
read: “Minuteman: Montana and America’s 
Ace in the Hole.” The Kennedy story, Shan-
non suggests, was concocted by the defense 
contractor to sell more missiles.

We watch a Minuteman III promotional 
video that is shown to all museum visitors. 
With a burst of flame, the missile blasts sky-
ward, accompanied by triumphal music. It 
burns through two stages before reaching 
outer space, where, with video-game-style 
sound effects, a spinning warhead pivots 
and falls earthward, ripping through the 
atmosphere at 15,000 mph. In the end, it 
lands harmlessly in the ocean. “Of course, 
if it hits the water, somebody screwed up,” 
Shannon jokes as he resets the DVD player.

What the video leaves out is that if we 
ever do deploy a nuke, it probably won’t 
be an ICBM, because Russia or China might 
interpret the launch as an attack even if we 
were actually aiming for, say, Iran or North 
Korea. Instead, most defense experts believe 
that in almost all foreseeable scenarios we’d 
strike with a bomber or a submarine, de-
ployed from nearby shores or military bases.

Why, then, does America bother with 
land-based missiles? The Air Force argues 
that it’s basically a show of strength, since 
an enemy would have to take out every silo 
to disarm us. But that logic no longer seems 
compelling, even to some high-profile for-
mer military leaders. Retired General James 
Cartwright, a former vice chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, said at a 2012 Senate 
hearing that our nuclear stockpile could 
be safely reduced from 4,800 warheads to 
900 mounted in bombers and submarines, 
with ICBMs eliminated entirely. Ditching the 
ICBMs would save taxpayers $14 billion over 
the next 10 years, but not everyone’s a fan 
of the idea: Senators from states where the 
missiles are based and tested have formed 
an ICBM caucus that isn’t shy to throw its 
weight around. As a condition for confirm-

ing Rose Gottemoeller, Obama’s recent pick 
for undersecretary of state for arms control 
and international security, the caucus in-
sisted that the Pentagon maintain all 454 
ICBM silos, even through it is trimming the 
number of missiles to 400. (Yes, we will man 
and maintain 54 empty silos.)

At the museum, I meet “Frank,” an ac-
tive-duty missileer and museum volunteer 
who says he was assigned to the space pro-
gram before being transferred to missiles 
at the last minute because they needed 
workers. When he started at Malmstrom 
three years ago, his superiors told him not 
to complain until he gained some experi-
ence. Now that he has, he’s dying to get 
out. He nods toward a woman who is mill-
ing through the exhibits. “This lady works 
for Boeing, and she’s actually a recruiter,” 
he confides. “I might talk to her afterwards. 
The lifestyle is not quite what I wanted.”

Is it really such a great idea, I ask him, to 
have a bunch of disillusioned guys babysit-
ting such terrifying weapons?

“You’re hitting a topic that has been 
talked about and bitched about for a looong 
time,” Frank says with a smile. “Do some-
thing for us. Please.” 

WorldMags.netWorldMags.net

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


   4-H used to be about kids and goats at the county fair. 
              So when did it turn into a global powerhouse helping  

THE 
WorldMags.netWorldMags.net

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


T H E  D E M O N S T R A T I O N  P L O T

 US agribusiness make inroads in Africa? B Y  K I E R A  B U T L E R 
P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  P E T E R  D I C A M P O

WorldMags.netWorldMags.net

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


56 MOTHER JONES  |  N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 4

as a success. Some clubs have used money 
from selling their crops to pay for school fees 
and uniforms, and adults have used the new 
techniques for their own farms.

But starting new clubs on another conti-
nent costs money, and that’s where things 
get more complicated: The program’s 
main sponsor is the US-based chemical 
and technology behemoth DuPont, whose 
yearly revenue surpasses $34 billion, thanks 
in no small part to its sales of agricultural 
products. The seed for the DuPont/4-H 
collaboration comes from its subsidiary 
DuPont Pioneer, the world’s second-larg-
est producer of hybrid seeds and a major 
supplier of genetically modified seeds. In 
Africa, where the need to produce more 
food is especially urgent, DuPont Pioneer 
has made major investments—most recent-
ly, in 2013, it bought 80 percent of Pannar, 
Africa’s largest seed company. The com-
pany, spokeswoman Lori Captain told me, 

MOST PEOPLE think of 4-H as a uniquely 
American phenomenon, and in many ways 
it is. Born in the heartland at the beginning 
of the 20th century, when land-grant univer-
sities sent representatives to rural schools, 
it sought to teach the next generation of 
farmers, and through them reach adults 
skeptical of newfangled techniques. The 
club thrived until the middle of the centu-
ry, but as industrial-scale farms gobbled up 
family operations and America became less 
rural, membership began to decline.

However, unlike many bygone rural in-
stitutions—one-room schoolhouses, barn 
raisings, Rural Free Delivery—the club, 
now part of the Department of Agriculture 
and still administered through land-grant 
universities, has managed to reinvent itself. 
It has expanded in both scope (adding sci-
ence and engineering to its old standbys 
of agriculture and animal husbandry) and 
size: Today, 4-H boasts 7 million members 
in more than 50 countries.

In the last two years, 4-H has made a major 
push to ramp up its programs in Africa. The 
reason is simple, says Jill Bramble, National 
4-H Council’s senior vice president and chief 
development officer: “Many African coun-
tries have an agriculture strategy, but very 
few are thinking about young people,” she 
says. They should be: “The farmer that is go-
ing to feed the world in 2050 when we have 
9 billion people is 14 years old today.” So 
far, 4-H efforts to promote American-style 
agriculture across Africa have been hailed 

rancis Baah didn’t always want to be a farmer. As a little kid grow-
ing up in a village outside the small city of Koforidua, Ghana, 
he watched his father toil in the fields all day to grow corn that 
his mother bundled to sell at the market. And even after all that 
hard work, there wasn’t always enough money to send Francis 
and his four siblings to school.

Francis knew what people thought of farming. When an 
adult was a farmer, it was because he had been lazy in school. 
Francis was an excellent student; when his parents were able to 
afford tuition, he was always at the top of his class. He planned 
to go to university to get a job as a businessman or lawyer.

But that changed the year Francis turned 16. A teacher at his 
school was starting a new club called 4-H. It was all about farming, and despite 
his misgivings, Francis decided to join—he made a point of participating in 
school clubs. To his surprise, he loved it. The club members learned new farm-
ing methods and were introduced to a special kind of corn seed called Pioneer, 
which would yield a bigger harvest than the seed that local farmers were using. 
The club leaders even gave them some of the seed for free.

That year there was very little rain, and 
Francis’ father’s crop was disappointing. 
But the 4-H club’s corn not only thrived—
it was delicious, sweeter than what Francis’ 
parents grew. The schoolchildren sold it at 
the local market, and they got to use some 
of the money for snacks and activities. 
Club leaders told Francis and his class-
mates that with these new techniques and 
seeds it was possible to make a good living 
as a farmer.

When Francis later told his parents he’d 
decided to become a farmer, they were not 
happy. They wanted something better for 
their son, who had always shown so much 
promise. “But then I educated them about 
agriculture,” Francis says. “I told them that 
you can use tractors. You can allow people 
to work on your farm for you.”

Francis showed his parents the money he 
had made from 4-H gardens, and that, rath-
er than scattering seeds on the ground, he’d 
learned to plant the reddish-pink Pioneer 
ones a set distance apart from one another, 
with just one or two per hole so that the 
plants’ roots didn’t get too crowded. He also 
showed them the club’s vegetable garden.

“My family thought our land can produce 
only maize,” he says. “But after 4-H, they 
also started cultivating vegetable crops.”

Francis’ dad was especially interested in 
this new Pioneer seed, so Francis asked the 
4-H leader if he could have some. The next 
time a representative came, he brought ex-
tra seed for Francis.

Francis Baah on his 
family’s farm. Previous: 
4-H members weed their 
corn plot in the town of 
Kukurantumi, Ghana.
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The US government has helped make those 
deals happen: Since 2010, the Agency for 
International Development has given $7 
billion in grants to a wide range of corpo-
rations, including Walmart and PepsiCo, 
to partner with farmers in the developing 
world. Many of the funds came through a 
new program called Feed the Future, which 
USAID administrator Rajiv Shah described as 
a push to “increase agricultural business in-
vestments in priority countries.”

In cracking the vast new market in Af-
rica, the 4-H gardens “are essentially dem-
onstration plots,” DuPont’s Captain told 
me. “We are going to work with you, and 
you can show your neighbors in your tribe 
and village what you can do. And then 
they want the seed as well.”

IN MAY 2013, I went to see Francis Baah’s 
club for myself. After a long, bumpy ride 
in a shared van—or trotro—Stephen Koran-
teng, a 4-H program director in the city of 
Koforidua, signals to the driver, who lets us 
off by the side of the highway. We walk a 
few hundred yards past a collection of open-
air cement structures packed with middle 
schoolers. Despite the blazing midmorn-
ing sun and the heavy humidity, the kids 
are goofing around rowdily before class be-
gins. The 4-H club leader, a 26-year-old sci-
ence teacher named Charity, rounds up the 
members of the club and claps her hands.

“Baah! Where is Baah?”
A tall, thin teenager with a serious expres-

sion stands. His school uniform—an orange 
short-sleeved collared shirt tucked into 
long, brown shorts—looks freshly pressed. 
He offers to show me his club’s corn plot. 
I follow him and a few other club mem-
bers down a dusty red-dirt road that cuts 
through a thick palm jungle alive with the 
hum of insects and the squawks of birds.

Francis and I discuss school, which he 
loves. He lights up when he talks about 
his dream of studying agriculture at uni-
versity. He’s 18, but he still has three more 
years of school to go—it’s common for 
kids here to drop out for a few years to 
help at home and come back when there’s 
enough time and money.

We turn off the road onto a dirt path that 
leads to a one-acre plot of rows of corn. The 
plants are about as high as my waist, and 
the club expects another big harvest. But 
even if the club sells all of its corn at mar-
ket, the profit won’t be enough to buy seed 

Yet DuPont has found a very willing 
partner in 4-H. “We want 11- and 12-year-
olds to gain an appreciation for agriculture 
as a possible career and a business opportu-
nity,” says Shingi Nyamwanza, who heads 
4-H’s programs in Africa. “DuPont is mak-
ing that possible.” The program started as 
a small pilot in Tanzania in 2010, and in 
2012, it expanded it to Ghana, where 3,500 
children, ages 6-19, enrolled. In 2014, 4-H 
and DuPont have rolled out school gar-
dens in Ethiopia, Kenya, and South Africa.

So is DuPont Pioneer, as critics charge, 
using 4-H kids as free advertising for a 
product that will put their families’ farms 
out of business? What’s clear is that 4-H’s 
African program is indicative of the conti-
nent’s transition from subsistence farming 
to industrial crop production. As of 2010, 
foreign interests—including American agri-
business giants like Monsanto and Cargill—
owned up to 150 million acres in Africa. 

aims to “engage youth all over the world to 
help address food security.” With its agri-
cultural tradition and vast global network, 
4-H was well suited to help.

But there are drawbacks to DuPont’s 
nutritious, high-yielding, and drought-
tolerant hybrid seed. It costs 10 times as 
much, and while Ghanaians typically save 
their own seeds to plant the next year, 
hybrid seeds get weaker by the generation; 
each planting requires another round of 
purchasing. What’s more, says Devlin 
Kuyek, a researcher with the sustainable-
farming nonprofit Genetic Resources Ac-
tion International, because hybrid seeds are 
bred for intensive agriculture, they typical-
ly need chemicals to thrive. “Hybrid maize 
requires lots of fertilizers and pesticides to 
get the yields they talk about, so that re-
quires dependency,” he says. “Farmers end 
up losing their seed supply and getting 
hooked on expensive foreign seeds.”

T H E  D E M O N S T R A T I O N  P L O T
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“I don’t have enough money,” he says. 
“That is the challenge right now.”

On the van ride back, I ask Steve what’s 
next for farmers like Francis’ dad.

“Pioneer is not giving out any more 
seeds,” he says. “Not to 4-H, and not to 
the farmers. We are really hoping that 
they will figure out a way to make the 
price lower. Otherwise there is no way 
that farmers can afford it.”

Back in Koforidua, we stop at Steve’s of-
fice, three small rooms packed with about 
a dozen employees, above a little stall that 
sells water, soda, and biscuits. Steve finish-
es up some work, and then we head out for 
some dinner at an open-air restaurant with 
plastic tables and chairs.

Steve, 26, has lived in Koforidua his 
whole life. At night he lays his head in the 
modest apartment he rents for about $35 
a month. In addition to 4-H, he runs a 
call-in youth radio program and works on 
his screenplay, a romantic comedy that he 
hopes to sell to some producers in Nigeria. 
His favorite movie is Let It Shine, a 2012 
straight-to-TV Disney film with a Cyrano 
de Bergerac-type plot. He loves hamburg-
ers and banku, a Ghanaian staple made of 
fermented corn dough. We order it, and 
Steve shows me how to dip little balls of 
the pungent, Play-Doh-like mass in a bowl 
of spicy, soupy sauce. He explains that 
banku and a similar dish called kenke are 
one reason that corn is such an important 
crop in Ghana—everyone who can afford 
to eats fermented corn dough a few times 
a week. Steve polishes off two mounds. 
I make it through about half of one—the 
tang makes me pucker.

“I think banku might be an acquired 
taste,” I say. Steve laughs.

THE NEXT DAY we take another van to 
Kwamoso, a small village ringed by rolling, 
green hills, to see an “out-of-school” 4-H 
club for adults. This one maintains a 10-
acre corn plot, and all of the members have 
their own large plots, as well.

A chatty guy in his mid-20s named 
Welbeck brings us down a dirt road to their 
farm. Welbeck’s wife, who’s wearing a 4-H 
shirt, and two young daughters sit in the 
shade of a tree. I wave, and the older girl 
smiles, then hides behind her mom.

During the last growing season, Wel-
beck tried out the Pioneer seeds that the 
4-H office gave him and was impressed 

the local language of Twi, Francis’ dad tells 
me that he liked the Pioneer seed that the 
4-H club gave him much better than the 
local kind—a variety developed by Ghana-
ian crop scientists in the early ’90s called 
obatanpa, or “good nursing mother.” Like 
Pioneer, obatanpa is high in protein and 
the essential amino acids lysine and tryp-
tophan. But Francis’ dad says the new seed 
was more productive and tasted better.

“Now that I have this knowledge about 
the Pioneer corn, it is the only corn that I 
want to plant,” he says.

“So will you buy more?” I ask.

for the next year. Francis worries about this; 
no one has told him whether 4-H will con-
tinue giving out free seed after this season.

“So how is your club going to get more 
seed next year?” I ask.

“It depends on the 4-H office,” he says 
with a grin.

Next we set off to see Francis’ family’s 
farm. We walk past the kitchen—a cloth tarp 
shading pots and a fire ring with embers 
giving off an enticing, smoky scent. Francis 
finds his dad, drenched in sweat from work-
ing in his fields. He greets us warmly.

With Francis and Steve translating from 

INTO AFRICA Forget Iowa: The next farming frontier for US 
agribusiness might be more like Burkina Faso.

Africa has a quarter of the globe’s ar-
able land, but it produces just a tenth 
of the world’s agricultural goods. That 
could soon change: Western companies 
are beginning to see an opportunity in 
African soil. In Burkina Faso, farmers 
have dedicated nearly 400,000 acres to 
genetically modified cotton from Mon-
santo. In Uganda, JPMorgan helped to 
establish a $25 million investment fund 
to finance a quarter-million farmers. In 
Ethiopia, PepsiCo is training small farm-
ers to grow chickpeas for Sabra hummus.

These firms have an important ally: 
the US government. From 2010 to 2013, 
through an initiative called Feed the Fu-
ture, the Obama administration doled 
out $7 billion in aid to poor countries, 
largely to encourage their agricultural 
investment. Since 2000, the Overseas 
Private Investment Corporation, a gov-
ernment agency, has committed more 
than half a billion dollars to US compa-
nies investing in agricultural projects in 
seven sub-Saharan African countries, 
and an additional half billion to private 
equity groups interested in African 
farms. The allure is real. By 2030, the 
World Bank estimates, the continent’s 
food and beverage sales could nearly tri-
ple to $1 trillion annually—and, as Presi-
dent Obama put it in 2012, “A growing 
middle class also means growing mar-
kets, including more customers for 
American exports that support American 
jobs. So we have a self-interest in this.”  
—Alex Park

The same is true for land used to grow 
vegetables.
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American farm equipment.

Source: UN Food and Agriculture Organization

0

$50M

$100M

$150M

$200M

20132007

Value of US farm 
equipment

In Africa, the amount of land devoted to 
cereal grains is skyrocketing. In the United 
States, it’s declining slightly.

10M

15M

20M

100M

150M

200M

250M

300M

1973 2013

2013

Total acres used for 
cereal grains 

Africa
US

WorldMags.netWorldMags.net

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 4  |  MOTHER JONES  59

this expert is too busy to talk but has sent 
some written answers. “The responses we 
are seeing from existing Pioneer customers 
in Ghana is proof that our leading technol-
ogy, superior agronomic performance and 
unmatched customer service is very much 
appreciated by our customers,” he writes. 
“DuPont Pioneer’s pricing strategy is a sus-
tainable, balanced approach.”

But Pedro Sanchez, director of the Ag-
riculture and Food Security Center at Co-
lumbia University’s Earth Institute, told 
me subsidies are probably the only way 
new farming methods can make it in Gha-
na. He worked with the Malawian govern-
ment when it introduced hybrid corn in 
2005, offering farmers a discount of up to 
70 percent on seeds and fertilizer. Within 
a few years, the country had tripled its 
yields. For the first time in recent history, 
farmers actually had a surplus of corn in-
stead of a shortfall. 

But nine years in, Malawian farmers are 
still dependent on government subsidies 
for both seeds and fertilizer—and foreign 
funding is now drying up. And there are 
other drawbacks, too: As farmers scale up 

their operations, it will be hard to regulate 
the amount of fertilizer they use—just as it 
was in the United States, where runoff has 
harmed streams and drinking water and 
created vast oceanic dead zones. 

One hot afternoon toward the end of 
my trip, as I am leaving a club’s maize plot 
at a school in a small village, a young sci-
ence teacher stops me. He tells me that 
his farmer friends have seen how well 
the DuPont seed grows, and they want 
to plant it again—but it’s too expensive. 
He urges me to write an article that will 
convince DuPont that Ghanaian farmers 
need more free seed. Someday, he says, 
his friends hope to increase their yields 
enough that they can afford Pioneer seeds 
year after year. But in order to do that, 
the farmers just need a little boost. “Please 
tell DuPont to give us more seeds,” he 
said. “We don’t have feathers to fly. We 
are praying that DuPont will continue to 
provide for us.” 

ONE DAY DURING my visit, an agricultural 
ministry representative named Francis Nii 
Clottey stops by the 4-H office in Ko-
foridua. He calls the 4-H school gardens 
a success: The kids have learned that farm-
ing can be fun and rewarding, and they’ve 
been able to supplement their diet with 
fresh fruits and vegetables. They’ve taught 
their parents tricks to improve their home 
gardens. He estimates that more than 200 
local farmers have adopted 4-H methods.

But Clottey is not so sure about the 

Pioneer corn. In his district, after a school 
4-H club had a field day and showed off its 
Pioneer corn plot, 50 local farmers signed 
up to buy Pioneer seed. Only six could af-
ford it. He and his colleagues are trying to 
persuade the government to subsidize the 
cost of the corn, but he’s not wild about 
the idea of local farmers having to buy seed 
each year from an American corporation. 
“To some extent it worries me that we will 
have to rely on DuPont over and over”—for 
seeds, fertilizer, herbicide, equipment.

I call DuPont’s Lori Captain, who 
had been so eager to tell me about her 
company’s support of 4-H in Ghana. A 
spokeswoman schedules, and joins, a brief 
interview. I ask Captain why DuPont is 
trying to sell corn that none of the local 
farmers can afford. “That is not a question 
Lori can speak to,” says the spokeswoman. 
She promises to put me in touch with the 
company’s development expert. A few 
days later, she tells me in an email that 

with the results. Like Francis, he noticed 
that the Pioneer corn was tastier than the 
local kind—it had fewer fibers to get stuck 
in your teeth. And at harvest time, the Pio-
neer seeds’ yield was much bigger.

So will the club buy the DuPont corn 
again? I ask.

“It’s very expensive corn,” Welbeck says. 
“We wish that DuPont could reduce the 
price so that we could buy it at an afford-
able rate and all of us could enjoy it.”

Another problem, says Welbeck, is 
weeds. 4-H’s Ghana curriculum for small 
school gardens discourages the use of her-
bicides and instructs students to weed by 
hand, use compost for fertilizer, and de-
ploy garlic and mineral oil to deter bugs. 
But when adult farmers expand their 
plots—a necessity if they ever want to make 
enough money to buy Pioneer seeds—the 
natural techniques don’t work so well. The 
backbreaking job of weeding the 10-acre 
plot entirely by hand overwhelmed Wel-
beck and his club, so they turned to a more 
familiar method. He shows me an empty 
plastic bottle a few yards away from where 
his daughters are playing in the dirt. It’s 
a generic version of Roundup, the best-
selling Monsanto weed-killer. It works 
great, he says, but it’s expensive, and 4-H 
does not subsidize the price. Add that to 
the price of synthetic fertilizer, farming 
equipment, and storage space, he says, and 
the costs become overwhelming.

Welbeck walks us back out to the road to 
wait for a van. He tells us that his dream is 
to farm a bigger plot of land so his girls can 
have a better life. I ask whether he thinks 
he’ll be able to do this.

“We have to get someone to support 
us,” he says. “We are hoping to get access 
to some loan or something.”

“Please tell DuPont to give us more seeds.  
We don’t have feathers to fly. We are praying 
that DuPont will continue to provide for us.” 

Ghanaian corn seeds (left) and 
Pioneer seeds (right)
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Since 1972, Negative Population Growth has used its leadership to focus Americans 
on the critical need to confront and resolve our nation’s most critical problem–
population growth.

The originator of Earth Day, the late Senator Gaylord Nelson, identifi ed forging a 
sustainable society as the fundamental issue of our time.  For over four decades, 
Negative Population Growth, Inc. has remained committed to achieving that goal.

With a skyrocketing debt, a decaying infrastructure, increasing unemployment, shortages 
of clean water and energy, and worsening environmental problems, the evidence is all 
around us:  the U.S. urgently needs a smaller, truly sustainable population.

Today, as America’s premier organization dedicated to addressing population size and 
growth, NPG continues to drive the debate on the critical need for our country to create 
a responsible national population policy.

We are working to educate the American people, elected leaders at all levels of 
government, and especially students who will have to live with the consequences of 
population growth.

The U.S. is on track to add more than 80 million people by mid-century.  It is essential 
that we speak NOW with an even louder and more forceful voice to halt and reverse 
today’s disastrous and destructive population policies!

We invite you to join us as we continue our journey into the next decade and beyond. 
Please visit our website, www.NPG.org, to sign on as our newest member today.
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MIXEDMEDIA

�e dystopian novelist on 
time travel, cronuts, and  
his horror of collecting
by tasneem raja
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FOR EVIDENCE THAT the sci-fi future is en-
croaching on the present, look no further 
than William Gibson’s latest book, The 
Peripheral, which opens a mere decade or so 
from now and includes a cameo for cronuts, 
those croissant-doughnut hybrids invented 
last year by a New York City chef. When 
Gibson’s debut, Neuromancer, exploded 
onto the sci-fi scene way back in 1984, his vi-
sion of “cyberspace” felt dizzyingly distant. 
(Gibson, now 66, had coined the term in a 
short story a couple of years earlier.) Now 
Neuromancer just seems prescient: a corpo-
rate dystopia whose denizens, increasingly 
engrossed with their technological distrac-
tions, live on opposite sides of a cavernous 
divide between the tech haves and have-
nots, their lives circumscribed by conglom-
erates with insatiable appetites for data. The 
new book, meanwhile, stars a bunch of 
downtrodden trailer park residents who get 
caught up in the deadly games of some time-
warping elites from 70 years hence. I reached 
Gibson at home in suburban Vancouver—
he has dual citizenship—to talk about ev-
erything from vintage feminist sci-fi to his 
speed date with Google Glass.
Mother Jones: How did you decide to set The 
Peri pheral in an era so close to our own?
William Gibson: I had written three novels 
in the mid- to late ’80s, and they were all 
set—although the books never say—around 

WILLIAM 
GIBSON’S
PERIPHERAL 
VISION
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what people are doing to the planet and 
the climate. What’s your take on the no-
tion that sci-fi exists to scare us into taking 
action while we still can?
WG: As long as it’s one of the things it does, 
I’m okay with it. But it does other things 
as well. For instance, I’m interested in how 
we came to automatically think of the in-
habitants of the past as having been rubes. 
One of the things I loved about the series 
Deadwood was that sense of just how dead-
ly clever people in the 19th century prob-
ably really were. If those guys got out of 
the time machine now in downtown Los 
Angeles, they’d be very dangerous charac-
ters, simply because they were. The people 
in my 22nd century initially assume that 
anyone they’re dealing with back in 2025 
or whenever is just kind of a hick.
MJ: Speaking of which, I read somewhere 
that you resisted the internet for a long time, 
only to finally embrace it because of eBay.
WG: For years, I had been resisting email, but 
only because, prior to the World Wide Web, 
there was a learning curve involved. I said, 
“When dogs and children can do it, I’ll be 
there.” With the web, dogs and children can 

nications technology.
WG: One of the most difficult things, ini-
tially, was how to depict the level of tele-
phony that people of my 22nd century take 
for granted. I want the reader to be kind of, 
“Oh, wow!” But I don’t want the characters 
to notice it. So they can’t ever overtly de-
scribe how they’re making the call.
MJ: Have you tried Google Glass?
WG: For about 20 seconds [laughs] at an 
event at the New York Public Library last 
year. Which helped a lot, actually, because 
I hadn’t been able to grasp it. And I had 
lunch with one of the beta testers. He told 
me how great it was, and then he described 
a couple of quite alarming episodes of 
public hostility. Total strangers came up to 
him and gave him a really hard time. Al-
though when a technology like that goes to 
market, you can buy a pair of your grand-
father’s horn-rimmed spectacles that will 
do all that and no one will ever know. In 
The Peripheral, there are people who take it 
absolutely for granted that everybody they 
meet has all of that technology embedded 
in their body—and it’s running all the time.
MJ: There’s a lot of talk in the book about 

2035. Then I wrote three books in the ’90s, 
which were set in the just-about-now, so 
they’ve become alternate history: Nothing 
they depict actually happened in 2014, al-
though the real 2014 does feel kind of like 
those books. I decided that for the actual 
21st century, I would write books set basi-
cally in the moment. There’s a near future, 
maybe 10 or 15 years from now that’s 
pretty recognizable, but shabbier and less 
fortunate than ours. And then there’s 
something in the 22nd century. So I’ve got 
a dual narrative.
MJ: I’m curious about how a cronut, of all 
things, made it in there.
WG: I’ve never actually seen one, but last 
year there were lots of stories about people 
in Manhattan standing in lines around the 
block to get one of these fabulous hybrid 
21st-century pastries. So to have it turn up 
in this near future in a very undistinguished 
small town, in the equivalent of Tim Hor-
tons, to me indicates that the trendy hipster 
cronut has found its way into the main-
stream and became this sort of boring, Star-
bucks pastry that everyone takes for granted.
MJ: Likewise some very powerful commu-
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Her pack was too heavy, her boots too tight, and 
she didn’t know how to read a compass. But that 
didn’t stop first-time backpacker Cheryl Strayed, 
then 26, from embarking on a soul-searching 
1,100-mile solo hike on the Pacific Crest Trail. The 
1995 trip was the backdrop for Wild, Strayed’s 
best-selling 2012 memoir exploring her strug-
gles with heroin, divorce, and her mother’s 
death from cancer. Reese Witherspoon portrays 
Strayed in the film version, opening December 5, 
based on a screenplay by novelist Nick Hornby. 
I spoke with Strayed about Oprah haters, back-
packer backlash, and her Hollywood double.
Mother Jones: For a time, you had a gig as 
Sugar, advice columnist for the online maga-
zine The Rumpus. You were very frank and vali-
dating, never snarky. How did you manage it, 
given the internet’s premium on attitude?
Cheryl Strayed: I said, “If I do this, I’m just go-
ing to have to be what I am,” which is direct 
and candid and very loving—not hiding behind 
a mask of cunning witticisms. I was so afraid 
that people wouldn’t like the column because I 

wasn’t snarky, and it turned out that’s the rea-
son they liked it so much! People really were 
hungry for sincerity. Young San Francisco hip-
sters, people you’d think would just roll their 
eyes, were like, “Oh, Sugar, please help me.”
MJ: So, is Reese Witherspoon the first person 
you would’ve thought of to play you on screen?
CS: It never occurred to me, but now it’s like, “It 
couldn’t be anyone else!” Watching the movie 
is uncanny. They have her wearing the clothes 
I wore. They put her hair in a barrette the same 
way I do. She just became me in a way that’s, 
like, shocking.
MJ: Wild was an Oprah’s Book Club pick. What 
was your view of the club prior to that?
CS: I have always been a great fan. I guess I 
got kind of politicized about it when that 
whole Jonathan Franzen thing happened: He 
was picked for the club and then in interviews 
said things that seemed disparaging. I was 
really offended. I hate snobbery, especially 
in literature. People get away with criticizing 
Oprah: “Her book club is lowbrow,” or what-

WANDER WOMAN Author Cheryl Strayed on hiking alone and becoming one with Reese Witherspoon
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do it, and I was instantly there; eBay, in its 
early incarnation, was the first thing I found 
that would get me back on it on a daily basis.
MJ: You collect things?
WG: I try not to, actually. I would go on ex-
ploratory campaigns and accumulate things 
in one category. But I have a horror of keep-
ing them. I just want to see 
a bunch of them, and then 
give them away or sell them.
MJ: Why a horror?
WG: Collections give me the 
willies! There’s something 
about having to complete a 
collection; it just gets to me 
like a fingernail on a black-
board. I don’t want to be the 
person who has to get the 
last two Lincoln head pen-
nies in the folder. There’s 
something terribly sad about it. And then 
when you get them, what do you do?
MJ: In geek culture, there’s been a lot of 
debate recently about how badly women 
are portrayed. Yet your books have always 
had strong female characters.
WG: In the ’70s, I was really disappointed 

with most science fiction compared to 
the science fiction that had wowed me as 
a kid in the ’60s. It felt kind of like Nash-
ville country—like I had grown up on Texas 
swing and now I’m getting this awful syn-
thetic. But the one area that worked for 
me was the feminist science fiction: Ursula 

Le Guin, Joanna Russ, Al-
ice Sheldon, who wrote as 
James Tiptree. Everyone 
should read Octavia But-
ler! You get not only great 
feminist science fiction, but 
great black American sci-
ence fiction. They’re all very 
strong voices, and kind of 
unlikely voices, considering 
the extent to which science 
fiction had traditionally 
been a very male modality. 

Mary Shelley may well have invented sci-
ence fiction. I think she did! [Laughs.] But 
after that it seemed to be a boys’ game, and 
boys were assumed to be the demographic.
MJ: Sci-fi fans swear that without Neuro-
mancer, there would have been no Matrix, 
no Tron, no Ghost in the Shell. Why haven’t 
we ever seen a Neuromancer movie?
WG: Well, I’m open to the possibility. I sup-
pose I’m also open to the possibility that 
Neuromancer will be one of those books 
that turns out to have been filmed piece-
meal by dozens of different filmmakers 
over a period of 30 years. [Laughs.]
MJ: Are there any particular scenes from the 
book that you’d love to see on-screen?
WG: When I think of any scene, I mainly 
feel anxiety: What would it look like? Or 
what if they misunderstood, as seems al-
most invariably the case, one’s intention? 
But there are other things I would be curi-
ous about. Like how, in the early 21st cen-
tury, does one depict something like the 
cyberspace of Neuromancer?
MJ: If you could time-travel, which era 
would you most want to visit?
WG: If I could have any information from 
our future, I would want to know not what 
they’re doing but what they think about us. 
Because what we think about Victorians is 
nothing like what the Victorians thought 
about themselves. It would be a nightmare 
for them. Everything they thought they 
were, we think is a joke. And everything that 
we think was cool about them, they weren’t 
even aware of. I’m sure that the future will 
view us in exactly that way. 

N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 4  |  MOTHER JONES  63

b o o k s

The Chain
By Ted Genoways
harper
With The Chain, Ted 
Genoways expands on 

his agribusiness reporting for Mother 
Jones and others, delivering a worthy 
update to Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle 
and a chilling indicator of how little 
has changed since that 1906 muckrak-
ing classic. With deft prose and deep 
digging, Genoways (see our interview 
at MotherJones.com) tracks the emer-
gence of meatpacking as a middle-class 
career after World War II, the fierce 
anti-union backlash of the ’70s, corpo-
ratization, plunging wages, the speed-
up of the kill line, and the ultimate 
abandonment of slaughterhouse jobs 
by native-born Americans. Unpro-
tected by unions, one phone call away 
from deportation, the new workers are 
easy targets for predatory bosses who 
cut corners—horrifically—to squeeze 
out a few extra bucks. What’s the ethi-
cal omnivore to do? At the very least, 
ask a lot of questions. —Tom Philpott

Beijing Bastard
By Val Wang
gotham books
In her drifter memoir of 
leaving home in order to 

find it, Chinese American author 
Val Wang struggles between head 
and heart as she tries to make a liv-
ing—and a life—in Beijing, burdened 
by the expectations of her forebears 
yet buoyed by the spirit of youth. In 
the process, she shows us a China full 
of contradictions: at once glamorous 
and grungy, ancient and modern, am-
bitious and loafing. —Lei Wang

Faster, Higher, Stronger
By Mark McClusky
hudson street press
Speed-skating super-suits, 
motion-tracking cameras, 

the 10,000-hour rule—it’s all covered 
in Mark McClusky’s engrossing look 
into how athletes use science to avoid 
injury, train smarter, and shatter rec-
ords. McClusky, the editor of Wired 
.com and a former Sports Illustrated 

ever. What they’re saying is, “Well, her 
audience is female. So if women like it, it 
must not be high art.”
MJ: People rescued from the wilderness of-
ten turn out to have been ill-prepared. Do 
you ever worry that someone might read 
Wild and figure they can kind of wing it?
CS: If you want to read anything nasty about 
me, just go to the backpacker websites: “Oh, 
Cheryl Strayed, it’s her fault if somebody 
needs to be rescued.” First of all, things have 
gone awry in the wilderness well before 
Wild was published. But I actually don’t have 
any fear of people going out unprepared, 
because one of the best things that ever 
happened to me was that I went out unpre-
pared. And when you really think about it, 
all I did wrong was take too much stuff. The 
part that I wasn’t prepared for is the part you 
can’t prepare for. You can’t replicate walking 
94 days through the wilderness by yourself 
with a really heavy pack until you do it.
MJ: So when your kids tell you they’re hik-
ing the Appalachian Trail alone...
CS: That would make me so happy! [Laughs.] 
I would take full credit. —Maddie Oatman

“MARY SHELLEY 
MAY WELL 

HAVE INVENTED 
SCIENCE FICTION. 
I  THINK SHE DID! 
BUT AFTER THAT 
IT SEEMED TO BE 
A BOYS’  GAME.”
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reporter, digs into vaguely fa-
miliar terms like VO2max and 
the oxygen deficit to suss out 
what separates champs from 
near-misses while introducing 
a roster of entertaining charac-
ters: a Soviet hammer-throw 
guru, a Wall Street analyst 
turned cycling star, and even a 
British physiologist pursuing 
hyperfitness back in the 1920s. 
The book has useful lessons 
for weekend warriors, but ulti-
mately, McClusky writes, “the 
greatest athletes are born, and 
then made.” —Ian Gordon

The Unspeakable
By Meghan Daum
fsg
In a series of es-
says reminiscent 

of a slightly restrained David 
Sedaris, Los Angeles Times 
columnist Meghan Daum 
comes off as humorously dys-
functional and occasionally 

deranged as she plunges into 
topics best avoided: her true 
feelings as her mother lay dy-
ing, disdain for motherhood, 
bad dating choices, courting 
of lesbians (she’s straight), 
abject failure as a Big Broth-
ers Big Sisters mentor and 
prospective foster parent, and 
even her awkward encounters 
with the singer Joni Mitchell. 
Reading The Unspeakable is a 
bit like watching Zach Galafi-
anakis act: funny and slightly 
unsettling. You’re not sure 
you like Daum, but you can’t 
wait to see what she’ll say 
next. —Michael Mechanic

The Secret History 
of Wonder 
Woman
By Jill Lepore
alfred a. knopf

If Wonder Woman’s status 
as a feminist icon was ever in 
question, Jill Lepore’s deeply 

researched tribute puts that 
to rest. Lepore, a New Yorker 
staffer and Harvard historian, 
delivers a trove of private docu-
ments belonging to the charac-
ter’s creator, William Moulton 
Marston. Her discoveries shed 
light not just on Marston’s 
notable life—Harvard scholar, 
failed lawyer, co-inventor of 
the polygraph—but on the rich 
history of women’s rights and 
how it plays out in his colorful 
panels. —Jenna McLaughlin

f i l m
The Hand That Feeds
jubilee films
At the beginning of The Hand 
That Feeds, Mahoma López, an 
undocumented Mexican im-
migrant, counts out the $290 
he’s just received for a 60-hour 
workweek in a deli on New 
York City’s ritzy Upper East 
Side. The film feels like a fa-

miliar tale of exploitation and 
wage theft, until López and his 
Hot & Crusty coworkers stand 
up and fight back. In this be-
hind-the-scenes look at the en-
suing labor dispute, directors 
Rachel Lears and Robin Blot-
nick lead us through the strug-
gles and eventual triumph of 
López & Co. as they enlist the 
help of activists and, notably, 
a group of Occupy Wall 
Street-influenced twentysome-
things. Despite the film’s nar-
row focus—which leaves out 
some much-needed context 
about the treatment of immi-
grants in the restaurant biz—it’s 
an inspiring tale. —Ian Gordon

We Are the Giant
motto pictures
Bahraini sisters and activists 
Maryam and Zainab al-Khawaja 
are the heart of this devastat-
ing look at the lives behind 
three Arab Spring uprisings. 
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The film’s interviews are in-
terspersed with grainy, often 
violent footage—one heart-
wrenching clip of a little girl 
singing at a peaceful protest is 
cut short by a nearby explosion; 
another expresses the profound 
remorse of a Syrian protest 
leader whose peaceful rallies 
were met by fatal attacks on his 
people. By the end, some of the 
film’s main characters are ques-
tioning their faith in nonviolent 
resistance, but their resilience in 
the face of injustice is this excel-
lent film’s common thread.  
—Katie Rose Quandt

m u s i c
track 7
“Hold On to 
Now”
From Lily and 

Madeleine’s Fumes
asthmatic kitty
Liner notes: The Jurkiewicz sib-
lings deliver the nicest breakup 
song ever, entwining in lustrous 
harmony: “Everything’s chang-
ing soon/I don’t know how/
I’m moving away from you.”
Behind the music: In 2012, Lily 
and Madeleine’s YouTube 
covers of Bob Dylan and First 

Aid Kit caught the attention of 
producer Paul Mahern, who 
contacted the Indianapolis 
teens and encouraged them to 
pursue music careers.
Check it out if you like: Other 
concordant sisters, namely 
Haim or Tegan and Sara.

track 4
“Pouring Rain”
From Dream 
Police’s Hypnotized

sacred bones
Liner notes: Woozy analog 
synths + jittery drum machine 
+ yearning vocals = scruffy, 
poignant psychedelia.
Behind the music: Dream Police 
is Nick Chiericozzi and Mark 
Perro, founders of the mercurial 
Brooklyn band the Men, which 
has ranged from brutal punk to 
rootsy Americana.
Check it out if you like: Velvet 
Underground, Neu!, early Hu-
man League.

track 4
“Spanish 
Mary”
From Lost on 

the River: The New  
Basement Tapes
electromagnetic recordings/
harvest
Liner notes: “Is it a mystery 
to live/Or is it a mystery to 
die?” Rhiannon Giddens asks 
with cool grace, as banjo and 
mellotron add arresting texture 
to this spooky toe-tapper.
Behind the music: Entrusted 
with previously unseen Bob 
Dylan lyrics from 1967, T 
Bone Burnett recruited Elvis 
Costello, Giddens (Carolina 
Chocolate Drops), Taylor 
Goldsmith (Dawes), Jim James 
(My Morning Jacket), and 
Marcus Mumford (Mumford 
& Sons) to collaborate on these 
“new” songs.
Check it out if you like: Dylan’s 
Basement Tapes. —Jon Young

We Are the Giant
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A LIFE FUELED BY ANGER AND LOVE
Remembering the fearless, one-of-a-kind journalist Chuck Bowden
That he died in his sleep, and not at the hands of the cartels, or 
the coyotes, or dirty cops on either side of the border, is something. 
There were times when he’d sit with his back to the door and 
travel with a former member of the Federales for protection. But 
in the end, it wasn’t one of the long line of people he pissed off 
and laid bare that finished him off. A late-August flu likely did, 
probably with the help of the hard living: the chain-smoking and 
the sequential all-nighters and the alternating binges of black cof-
fee and red wine. Chuck Bowden was 69.

Chuck—never Charles—didn’t write for the money, one reason 
he wrote for me so often at both Harper’s and Mother Jones. He 
didn’t write for fame, either, though he’s revered among people 
who cover the border and crime, and among writers who like voice 
and metaphor and can forgive occasional romantic excess. He 
would sometimes take an assignment an editor dreamed up, but 

just as often he’d dump 20,000 words on you out of the blue. Sure, 
you had to cut it in half somehow, and ground passages where the 
jazz got too free. But he was gracious about editing—“Oh hell, do 
what you want, I trust you”—and fact-checking (no small under-
taking). He was a champion of the underdog, which included the 
migrants and dirt farmers, the maquiladora girls and asylum seekers 
he wrote about, but also the writers, poets, filmmakers, photogra-
phers, and artists whose careers he helped. He respected hard work, 
which could be work that was dangerous or epic in scope, but also 
hard in another way: tricky, gutting, soul-baring, a high-wire act.

Chuck was gifted to me by Colin Harrison, deputy editor of Harp-
er’s when I came to the magazine in 1995. “I think a woman would 
be a better editor. It’ll be interesting, anyway,” I recall Colin saying. 
And maybe that’s true—Chuck’s writing was better when a few layers 
of machismo were pared away—but also Colin warned me that no 
conversation with Chuck came in under two hours. Once, I finally 

pulled the old-style receiver from my ear only to find that a vacuum 
seal had formed around it. “Bowden ear,” I warned the fact-checkers.

But oh! Those calls! He’d range from how the rain sweeps down 
an arroyo to the works of Weegee to the proper preparation of veal 
bolognese. Gangsters, classical poets, the Keating Five, Fannie Lou 
Hamer, Gary Webb, things he’d covered or read or heard about, 
all coming together in one glorious baritone rumble punctuated 
by deep drags and sips of coffee or wine, depending on the time of 
day. If you devoted yourself utterly to following along, you might 
get about 80 percent of the allusions—wait…Nikola Tesla? Davis, 
meaning Miles or Angela or…—“Look, you follow? Look, you fol-
low?” It was hard, sometimes, to say, “Uh, not really.”

If I had to describe Chuck to somebody, not physically, neces-
sarily, but the essence of him, it might be something like: part 
Bogart, part Sam Elliott in The Big Lebowski, no small dose of 

Matthew McConaughey in True Detective. He’d cov-
ered dark, dark things and was scarred by them. In 
“Torch Song,” which was included in Best American 
Essays 1999, he wrote of covering sex crimes and mur-
ders of little kids (for which he was a 1984 Pulitzer 
finalist), and how he retreated into a world of sex and 
drinking and suicide hikes through the desert, and dis-
covered that the line between commonplace betray-
als and kinks and those deeper, darker horrors is not 
as brightly demarcated as you’d thought, knowledge 
that you can never recover from, not really.

It is, of course, reporting on a different kind of border-
land for which Chuck is best known. In articles and books 
he told the stories of DEA agents, of cartel hit men, of cru-
sading journalists forced to flee Mexico, of the pollos being 
led north, sometimes to their slaughter. He got all these 
people to open up to him because he liked a good story, 
even if it came from a “bad” person, and besides, there’s 
no good or bad on the border, “there is only this fact: We                                                                                                                                               
either find a way to make their world better or they will 
come to our better world.”

“A literary career should be not a career but a passion. A life. Fu-
eled in equal parts by anger and love.” So wrote Edward Abbey in 
“A Writer’s Credo,” one of Chuck’s touchstones. Despite the toxic 
buildup from the horrors he reported on, despite occasional threats 
to quit it all, he kept going because he loved to write. And because 
he kept hoping his work would lead to change, but it never did, 
not really, not in a big way, not enough. He’d write about how the 
migration, the globalization, the forces of addiction and lucre and 
deviance were as unstoppable as hurricanes. But part of him needed 
to believe that he’d stop at least some of it. If not him, who?

“He wanted me to do it, he wanted other people to do it, be-
cause he didn’t want to be alone out there,” says his friend, the 
writer and radio producer Scott Carrier. “I’d ask: ‘Why do you do 
this?’ And he was like, ‘Why the fuck don’t you?’ He didn’t say 
that out loud. He never did. To me or to anyone. But I think he 
thought that all the time.” —Clara Jeffrey
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week, and on Monday, August 18, he ar-
rived at the headquarters of the Wichita 
Area Builders Association to spell out his 
plan to combat “the intrusive reach of the 
federal government.” 

During the past four years, Brownback 
has taken every opportunity to stand against 
President Obama. He rejected the Medic-
aid expansion in the Affordable Care Act, 
depriving 78,000 residents of insurance, 
and approved a law to make sure his succes-
sor can’t overturn that decision. He signed 
a bill exempting Kansas gun manufacturers 
from federal firearms regulations, a move 
that US Attorney General Eric Holder has 
called unconstitutional. On Brownback’s 
watch, Kansas passed some of the nation’s 
strictest anti-abortion rules—building codes 
that threatened to shut down all but one 
of the state’s abortion clinics and a require-
ment that clinic websites link to scientifi-
cally disputed information on fetal pain. A 
wide-ranging anti-abortion bill signed by 
Brownback in 2013 included a so-called 
personhood clause, stipulating that life be-
gins at fertilization.

But these days the backlash to his policies 
seems to have muted Brownback’s bom-
bast. Speaking to the builders, he ditched 
the lofty goals of constructing a conserva-
tive utopia for a far more modest vision. 
He complained about EPA regulations and 
griped that the feds shouldn’t be regulating 
ponds in Kansas. The most rousing part 
of his speech focused on the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service’s decision to classify the 
lesser prairie chicken as a threatened spe-
cies. “We’re going to...fight that listing of 
the lesser prairie chicken and handle it in a 
Kansas way,” he said in his speech.

Despite trailing in nearly every poll this 
year, Brownback may still hang on. Paul 
Davis has run a campaign whose slogan 
essentially boils down to “I’m Not Sam 
Brownback.” His campaign is scant on 
policy details, and he turned down my re-
peated interview requests. Should he defeat 
Brownback, he’ll face a fiscal crisis starting 
day one. “If he wins, he’s going to have the 
worst two years in history,” Loomis says. Of 
course, the same is true for Brownback.

After his speech in Wichita, I caught 
up with Brownback and tried to talk with 
him about whether he still harbored any 
bold vision for his (potential) second term. 
But he only wanted to talk about the lesser 
prairie chicken. 

county was Franklin 
Roosevelt in 1932. Brownback won here 
with 63 percent of the vote in 2010.

Yet he won’t fare nearly that well this time 
around if Wilson and a crew of local public 
school parents can help it. They have band-
ed together to form Game On for Kansas 
Schools to fight the governor’s tax-slashing 
agenda. Kansas teachers have joined Game 
On’s cause, incensed by the cuts and Brown-
back’s effort to kneecap their union and 
erode their job security. In 2013, he signed 
into law the Paycheck Protection Act, which 
barred public-employee unions—including 
the 23,000 member Kansas National Educa-
tion Association—from letting their mem-
bers contribute money directly from their 
paychecks to political action committees. 
Under the new law, says KNEA chief lobbyist 
Mark Desetti, the war chest of his union’s 
PAC is down by about two-thirds.

This has made it that much harder for 
the teachers’ union to battle measures like 
one that passed in April. During the last 
weekend of the year’s legislative session, 
Republicans rushed through a bill for 
additional education spending that was 
mandated by the state’s Supreme Court—
but not before adding to it a raft of con-
servative pet policies to reshape the state’s 
public education system.

Adopting model language from the 
conservative group known as ALEC, the 
package will allow 20 percent of districts 
across the state to opt out of all curriculum 
rules and union contracts. It also lowered 
standards for teacher licensing and wiped 
away due process for teachers who believed 
they’d been unfairly fired. More than 500 
teachers descended on Topeka to protest 
the bill. But it passed nevertheless.

“It’s not about protecting the institu-
tions or the labor union. It’s about pro-
tecting our kids,” the head of Kansas’ AFP 
chapter declared after the vote.

But Kansas parents don’t seem to think 
their kids are faring too well under Brown-
back. Though he won his 2010 campaign 
on a platform that focused on strengthen-
ing the education system, voters who list 
education as the most important issue 
of the coming election favor Davis over 
Brownback by 67 to 24 percent.

Brownback spent the month of August 
touring the state to unveil his campaign 
platform. He introduced a new plank each 

were singing a dif-
ferent tune. Right Wisconsin, a website 
affiliated with Charlie Sykes, Milwaukee’s 
version of Rush Limbaugh, had run a series 
of posts fretting about polls showing Walk-
er and Burke in a dead heat. Burke had not 
only boosted her name recognition, she 
had also markedly improved as a candidate. 
“She has surprised a lot of people in this 
state, including myself, with her ability to 
grow and become a better politician,” state 
Sen. Dale Schultz, a Republican, told me.

During the time I spent on the campaign 
trail, Burke spoke mostly to women at care-
fully scripted events. Her campaign’s cen-
tral themes are jobs and the economy, but 
for the most part, she talked about Scott 
Walker. In Wausau and LaCrosse and Mil-
waukee, she hammered him for failing to 
meet his 2010 promise to create 250,000 
jobs during his first term. (Wisconsin is on 
track to create 136,000 by the end of this 
year.) She ripped Walker for his unpopu-
lar decision to turn down federal funds to 
expand the state’s Medicaid program: “I’m 
from the business world, and CEOs get fired 
for this type of decision.” She pledged to re-
store an equal-pay law repealed by Walker 
and the Republican-controlled Legislature, 
and she highlighted the fact that a com-
pany granted exclusive access to mine for 
iron ore in northern Wisconsin had secret-
ly donated $700,000 to a nonprofit linked 
to Walker’s 2012 recall campaign. “If that’s 
not illegal,” she said, “it should be.”

Burke is not a muscular progressive—
or at least she’s not campaigning as one. 
She agrees with Walker that public work-
ers needed to contribute more toward 
their pensions and health care costs but 
disagrees with how Walker went about 
making those reforms. A buzzed-about 
September TV ad featured Burke lauding—
of all people—Ronald Reagan.

I stopped by Milwaukee’s Laborfest, 
where thousands of people wore colorful 
T-shirts bearing the name of their local—
IBEW 494, Operating Engineers 420, 
AFSCME 91—while drinking Miller High 
Life and dispatching brats and chili dogs. 
A surprising number of union members I 
met didn’t know much about Burke, but 
Heather Schulz, a Milwaukee teacher, 
summed up the prevailing attitude: “I’d 
vote for Kermit the Frog if it meant get-
ting rid of Scott Walker.”

Burke is not without 
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what’s the matter with sam brownback?
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New! Doctor
Recommended The Reverse Aging Miracle

1-877-849-4777

• Improved sleep & emotional stability
• Increased energy & exercise endurance
• Loss of body fat 
• Increased bone density
• Improved memory & mental alertness
• Increased muscle strength & size
• Reverse baldness & color restored
• Regenerates Immune System

• Strengthened heart muscle
• Controlled cholesterol
• Normalizes blood pressure
• Controlled mood swings
• Wrinkle disappearance
• Reverse many degenerative 
 disease symptoms
• Heightened five senses awareness
• Increased skin thickness & texture

From the landmark book Grow Young with 
HGH comes the most powerful, over-the-
counter health supplement in the history of 
man.  Human growth hormone was first 
discovered in 1920 and has long been thought 
by the medical community to be necessary 
only to stimulate the body to full adult size 
and therefore unnecessary past the age of 20. 
Recent studies, however, have overturned this 
notion completely, discovering instead that the 
natural decline of Human Growth Hormone 
(HGH), from ages 21 to 61 (the average age at 
which there is only a trace left in the body) 
and is the main reason why the the body ages 
and fails to regenerate itself to its 25 year-old 
biological age.

Like a picked flower cut from the source, we 
gradually wilt physically and mentally and 
become vulnerable to a host of degenerative 
diseases, that we simply weren’t susceptible to 
in our early adult years.

Modern medical science now regards aging as 
a disease that is treatable and prevent-
able and that “aging”, the disease, is 
actually acompilation of various 
diseases and pathologies, from 
everything, like a rise in blood glucose 
and pressure to diabetes, skin wrinkling 
and so on. All of these aging symptoms 
can be stopped and rolled back by 
maintaining Growth Hormone levels in 

the blood at the same levels HGH existed in 
the blood when we were 25 years old.

There is a receptor site in almost every cell in 
the human body for HGH, so its regenerative 
and healing effects are very comprehensive.

Growth Hormone first synthesized in 1985 
under the Reagan Orphan drug act, to treat 
dwarfism, was quickly recognized to stop 
aging in its tracks and reverse it to a remark-
able degree.  Since then, only the lucky and 
the rich have had access to it at the cost of 
$10,000 US per year.

The next big breakthrough was to come in 
1997 when a group of doctors and scientists, 
developed an all-natural source product which 
would cause your own natural HGH to be 
released again and do all the remarkable 
things it did for you in your 20’s.  Now 
available to every adult for about the price of 
a coffee and donut a day.

GHR now available in 
America, just in time for 
the aging Baby Boomers 
and everyone else from 
age 30 to 90 who doesn’t 
want to age rapidly but 
would rather stay young, 
beautiful and healthy all 
of the time.

The new HGH releasers are winning converts 
from the synthetic HGH users as well, since 
GHR is just as effective, is oral instead of 
self-injectable and is very affordable.

GHR is a natural releaser, has no known side 
effects, unlike the synthetic version and has no 
known drug interactions. Progressive doctors 
admit that this is the direction medicine is 
seeking to go, to get the body to heal itself 
instead of employing drugs.  GHR is truly a 
revolutionary paradigm shift in medicine and, 
like any modern leap frog advance, many others 
will be left in the dust holding their limited, or 
useless drugs and remedies.

It is now thought that HGH is so comprehen-
sive in its healing and regenerative powers that 
it is today, where the computer industry was 
twenty years ago, that it will displace so many 
prescription and non-prescription drugs and 
health remedies that it is staggering to think of.

The president of BIE Health Products stated in 
a recent interview, I’ve been waiting for these 
products since the 70’s.  We knew they would 
come, if only we could stay healthy and live 
long enough to see them! If you want to stay on 
top of your game, physically and mentally as 
you age, this product is a boon, especially for 
the highly skilled professionals who have made 
large investments in their education, and 
experience. Also with the failure of Congress to 
honor our seniors with pharmaceutical coverage 
policy, it’s more important than ever to take 
pro-active steps to safeguard your health.  
Continued use of GHR will make a radical 
difference in your health, HGH is particularly 
helpful to the elderly who, given a choice, 
would rather stay independent in their own 
home, strong, healthy and alert enough to 
manage their own affairs, exercise and stay 
involved in their communities. Frank, age 85, 
walks two miles a day, plays golf, belongs to a 
dance club for seniors, had a girl friend again 
and doesn’t need Viagara, passed his drivers test 
and is hardly ever home when we call - GHR 
delivers.

HGH is known to relieve symptoms of Asthma, 
Angina, Chronic Fatigue, Constipation, Lower 
back pain and Sciatica, Cataracts and Macular 
Degeneration, Menopause, Fibromyalgia, 
Regular and Diabetic Neuropathy, Hepatitis, 
helps Kidney Dialysis and Heart and Stroke 
recovery.

For more information or to 
order call 877-849-4777 

www.biehealth.us
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appearance and outlook.  In fact we are so confident of the 
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move around with-
out setting foot on the street.

A friend of Waed and Hassan’s put his 
own obituary in a newspaper. He had de-
fected from the military and in retaliation 
his brother had been arrested. The friend 
figured if the regime was convinced of his 
death, they’d let his brother go. He put up 
posters around the camp extolling himself 
as a martyr and had friends post mourn-
ful reminiscences of him on Facebook. He 
erected a gravestone with his name on it.

Waed and Hassan heard of a way out. 
They could go south through Hajr al-As-
wad and Sbeneh, two other districts that 
were also under siege. In Sbeneh, there 
was a checkpoint that was still open, the 
last one in all of besieged south Damascus. 
Waed’s father knew the officer who ran it.

IN OCTOBER 2013, they gathered up what 
they could and got in a car, which drove 
them as far as they could go before en-
tering sniper range. They walked for an-
other hour and a half to the checkpoint 
in Sbeneh. There were around 300 people 
lined up under the desert-hot sun. They 
gave their IDs to an officer, who went off 
into a building. As they waited for him, 
a woman approached. She was dressed 
like a member of Al Shabiha, Assad’s 
anti-dissident militia. She eyed Hassan. “I 
don’t like your look,” she said. “What were 
you doing in the camp?” Waed started to 
respond. “No one told you to speak,” the 
woman snapped. Hassan pinched Waed 
in the side, and she bit her tongue until 
the woman left. They plopped down on 
the ground. “Forget about it,” Hassan 
said, and then he smiled. “I think she’s 
just jealous of you.” She looked up at him 
and they laughed.

Two minutes later, an officer called 
Hassan into a building. An hour and a 
half passed. Waed grew worried. Their 
family, waiting on the other side of the 
checkpoint, kept calling her to ask what 
was going on. It was growing dark. Then 
a soldier called her inside. Hassan wasn’t 
there. She gathered her courage and 
asked, “Where is Hassan?”

“Who is Hassan?” the officer replied.
“My husband. You brought him in here a 

little while ago.”
The officer explained that Hassan was 

wanted. They would run her ID as well and 
if there wasn’t a warrant out for her, she 

would be sent back to Yarmouk. Her head 
spun. Back to the camp? It’s dark outside. 
There are FSA checkpoints. They’ll know I 
was entering from the regime checkpoint. 
They might kill me.

The officer raised his eyebrows and said 
softly, “If you want, why don’t you sleep 
here with us?”

She noticed that the window in his of-
fice looked out over the line of people 
waiting. She imagined this same scenario 
playing out every evening—him gazing out 
the window, finding a woman he liked, 
calling her to his office.

The officer pointed to the laptop she was 
gripping and told her to open it. It was Has-
san’s. There were video files on the desktop, 
and the officer started clicking on them. 
Footage from Hassan’s grandmother’s 
apartment, then a video of a soldier lying 
with his eyes closed. Hassan’s voice came 
in, saying, “God is great. A martyr from 
Dara’a!” He laughed, and Waed grew more 
nervous. She knew the video. It was a prank 
he’d pulled on a sleeping friend back in the 
military, before the revolution, but the of-
ficer looked suspicious.

Then he opened Hassan’s last satire 
video. Unlike his other work, this one dealt 
directly with the siege. Still, Hassan had ap-
parently thought it innocuous enough to 
leave on his laptop. It was comedy. None 
of it called out the regime directly. He had 
plenty of damning footage, but that was on 
an encrypted hard drive. Not even Waed 
knew the password.

The officer played the video. One char-
acter after another painted a little offbeat 
picture of life in the camp. Electricians, 
rebels, worried relatives of people stuck 
inside: All of them were Hassan in vari-
ous costumes. The officer watched Hassan 
dressed as an Islamist threateningly asking 
directions from Hassan dressed as him-
self. The Islamist was shouting in formal 
Arabic, and Hassan asked him, “You really 
came here all by yourself? You don’t have a 
map? Google Earth?” The officer laughed. 
Another skit came on, of Hassan dressed 
as a raggedy man at the checkpoint in Yar-
mouk, telling a soldier it was the regime 
that brought the opposition fighters into 
the camp, so as to destroy it. It was a joke 
about conspiracy theorists in the camp, 
but the officer didn’t find it funny.

Waed convinced the officer to let her call 
her family. Finally, after she arranged a bribe, 

the hunger game
[continued from page 41]vulnerabilities. She 

can still come off uneasy on the stump or 
overly rehearsed in her remarks. When we 
sat down to talk, a handwritten note on the 
table reminded her to “Emanate strength 
and warmth.”

That interview took place on a bright 
Saturday afternoon at her campaign head-
quarters in Madison. Burke has narrow-set 
blue eyes and the trim, fit build of some-
one who’d enjoy rappelling down the side 
of Lambeau Field, as she did in August. 
Her two yellow Labs, Rosie and Gema, lay 
at our feet as we spoke. One-on-one, she 
gave the impression of an efficient, if not 
obsessive, candidate and manager. When 
her communications director, Joe Zepecki, 
joked about being stuck inside a window-
less office on a football Saturday, Burke 
quipped, “Life sucks, doesn’t it? C’mon, 
Joe, put your big-boy pants on.”

She told me that she vets most of her 
campaign’s emails and compiled her own 
research on meaty policy issues, until the 
campaign hired a research director. Even 
so, a few weeks after we met, it came to light 
that sections of her jobs plan were cribbed 
from those of previous Democratic guber-
natorial candidates. An outside consultant, 
who’d worked on the campaigns of the 
other candidates, was fired as a result.

The day after our interview, Burke 
spoke at a campaign fundraiser in a cav-
ernous hall at Milwaukee’s Lakefront 
Brewery. In attendance were hundreds 
of Democrats, including most every no-
table elected official in the area. Burke did 
not thrill the crowd like Maryland Gov. 
Martin O’Malley—his presence alone was 
a sign of how much her stock had climbed 
in the eyes of the national Democratic es-
tablishment—or even Milwaukee Mayor 
Tom Barrett, who lost to Walker in both 
2010 and 2012. She flubbed her applause 
lines, her timing was off, and she looked 
ill at ease in front of a large audience.

Watching Burke onstage, I thought of 
how Ellen Foley, the former editor of the 
Wisconsin State Journal newspaper, had 
once characterized her fellow Wiscon-
sinites. “We are very nice people here,” 
she said. “We return our library books 
on time.” Mary Burke returns her library 
books on time. She is not an ideologue 
or a party icon like Scott Walker. But that 
might be exactly why she’s giving Walker 
the fight of his political career.

[continued from page 68]
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he let her go. He kept the laptop.
Waed’s mother knew a woman who 

worked in the government. The woman 
told her Hassan was charged with “insulting 
the government in the media.” For three 
months their families made phone calls 
and paid bribes. Finally, a man who’d been 
stringing them along for more money grew 
tired of their pestering. He told them about 
an office that kept a database of prisoners.

Hassan’s father called that office. “Your 
son passed away on October 23”—just a few 
days after that night at the checkpoint—he 
was told. “You can come tomorrow to col-
lect his ID and then go to the military hos-
pital and get a death certificate.” Hassan’s 
father went. He asked for the body, and an 
officer raised the butt of his rifle: “You don’t 
have the right to ask such questions. Take his 
ID and get out of here. This will be better 
for you.”

After she heard what happened, Waed felt 
a darkness pressing down on her. “It’s like a 
dream. The whole time I was searching for 
him and in the end they just said, ‘That’s it, 
he’s gone.’ Where is he? ‘You can’t know. 
That’s it. That’s it.’” 

IN JANUARY 2014, Waed left Syria. She 
went to Beirut, a city where people were 
out every night in streets packed with 
clubs, where there were trendy neighbor-
hoods with vegan cupcakes, where wom-
en walked around with bandages on their 
faces from brand new nose jobs and men 
drove their Hummers to private beaches. 
One neighborhood had a banner say-
ing Syrians must be off the streets by 8 
p.m. Bombings in the city were becoming 
more frequent and the news blamed Syr-
ians and Palestinians.

Things were different than in Yarmouk. 
People drank more and the conversations 
were darker. At one gathering, a man talk-
ed about how, before leaving Syria, he was 
picked up at a protest and shoved into the 
trunk of a car with four other men, beaten, 
and released the next day after being made to 
kiss the shoes of a general, but that wasn’t as 
bad as when his mother was arrested and held 
for a week and the intelligence agent would 
call him at night and claim he was raping her 
while she screamed in the background.

A week after Waed arrived in Leba-
non, her visa expired and the Lebanese 
government wasn’t renewing Palestinian 
visas. The United Nations wouldn’t help 

them find anywhere to go either. The in-
ternational organization had a program 
for resettling Syrian refugees, but Syrian 
Palestinians didn’t qualify. The UN, like 
Arab governments, held that resettling 
them in other countries would be absolv-
ing Israel of its responsibility to deal with 
its Palestinian refugees.

Even regular Syrians didn’t have many 
options. The scale of displacement in the 
country dwarfs any conflict in recent mem-
ory. Nine and a half million Syrians—nearly 
half of the population—have had to leave 
their homes, and 3 million of them have fled 
the country. At the height of the Bosnian 
war, 2.6 million fled their homes. In Iraq, 
the highest figure was 4.7 million.

As of December 2013, only 5,600 Syr-
ians had been resettled in third countries 
by the UN refugee agency. This year, 
Germany committed to take in 25,500 ref-
ugees. Sweden has agreed to resettle 1,200. 
The United States has taken a mere 156 
Syrian refugees, and according to a State 
Department spokesman, the majority of 
them applied before the crisis. 

Part of the reason is US anti-terrorism 
laws: The Department of Homeland 
Security considers every armed group in 
Syria to be a terrorist organization, includ-
ing those materially supported by the US 
government. Verbally endorsing any armed 
group in Syria can cause someone to be 
barred from entering the United States—a 
standard that, if applied to most members 
of Congress, would disqualify them. Ear-
lier this year, the law was changed so as 
not to bar anyone who “has not provided 
more than an insignificant amount of ma-
terial support to a terrorist organization.” 
But even so, DHS’s website says it considers 
“providing food, helping to set up tents, 
distributing literature, or making a small 
monetary contribution” to be grounds for 
disqualification. (DHS did not respond to 
my requests for comment, except to email 
general statements about its policy of “con-
stantly reviewing” the criteria.)

Some of the people around Waed, includ-
ing Hassan’s mother, began talking about 
desperate options, like trying to get to Eu-
rope by boat. But the vessels were prone to 
sinking or, if they left from Egypt, getting 
shot at by coast guards. And smugglers’ fees 
could easily reach $10,000.

Waed applied for asylum at the French 
Embassy. She explained that she was secu-

lar, and that her husband was most likely 
tortured to death by the regime.

Months passed as she waited, and she 
started to come out of her shell. She went 
out and visited people. She laughed. In 
June, she learned that she had been granted 
asylum. Her friends got together on her bal-
cony to celebrate. “Maybe I should try to 
go to Turkey,” her friend Samir said. “Does 
anyone know someone who could give me 
an invitation?” He took a drag from his 
cigarette. “Maybe I’ll go to Ecuador. I hear 
Pales tinians don’t need a visa to go there. Or 
maybe Indonesia—”

In the distance, a flash. Sparks emanated 
outward from the ground like a massive fire-
work. Was it related to the World Cup? A 
red, fiery core grew and floated upward. It 
grew into a mushroom, and then they heard 
the BOOM! The flame expanded, then dis-
sipated into the darkness.

Everyone’s faces were ashen. They moved 
inside. Finally, Waed smiled. “I’m used to 
this,” she said. 

She still didn’t know how to feel about 
leaving. She had successfully convinced 
a bureaucrat that her life was more at 
risk than those of millions of others. She 
would be farther from Yarmouk and the 
war and the memory of crossing that 
checkpoint without Hassan. But she 
would also be farther from these nights 
with people who knew and loved her. 
Who, in France, would be heartened by 
the fact that some of her friends still in 
Yarmouk had planted seeds and were now 
reaping their first harvest of vegetables? 
Who would care that UN aid packages 
were occasionally getting in, but that peo-
ple were saying the regime was using them 
as bait to arrest young men desperate for 
food? Or that some shops were open now, 
but at $20 a cigarette and $65 for bread, all 
it meant for regular people was that they 
could watch warlords smoke and eat? She 
would be on streets where people didn’t 
know that a place that was being rubbed 
out of existence ever did exist.

Samir poured himself a second araq. 
Someone else lit a spliff. Some searched 
Twitter and Facebook. The explosion was 
caused by a suicide bomber. After a while, 
everyone moved back out onto the terrace. 
Samir talked more about crazy schemes for 
leaving, and everyone glanced periodically 
at the red glow in the distance. The fire 
burned low, then it disappeared. 
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Have you ever said to yourself “I’d 
love to get a computer, if only I could 
figure out how to use it.” Well, you’re 
not alone. Computers were supposed 
to make our lives simpler, but they’ve 
gotten so complicated that they are 
not worth the trouble. With all of the 
“pointing and clicking” and “dragging 
and dropping” you’re lucky if you  
can figure out where you are. Plus, 
you are constantly worrying about 
viruses and freeze-ups. If this sounds 
familiar, we have great news for you. 
There is finally a computer that’s 
designed for simplicity and ease of 
use. It’s the WOW Computer, and it 
was designed with you in mind. This 
computer is easy-to-use, worry-free 
and literally puts the world at your 

fingertips. From the moment you  
open the box, you’ll realize how  
different the WOW Computer is.  
The components are all connected;  
all you do is plug it into an outlet and 
your high-speed Internet connection. 
Then you’ll see the screen – it’s now 
22 inches. This is a completely new 
touch screen system, without the 
cluttered look of the normal computer 
screen. The “buttons” on the screen 
are easy to see and easy to understand. 
All you do is touch one of them, from 
the Web, Email, Calendar to Games– 
you name it… and a new screen opens 
up. It’s so easy to use you won’t have 
to ask your children or grandchildren 
for help. Until now, the very people 
who could benefit most from E-mail 
and the Internet are the ones that 
have had the hardest time accessing it. 
Now, thanks to the WOW Computer, 
countless older Americans are 
discovering the wonderful world of 
the Internet every day. Isn’t it time you 

took part? Call now, and a patient, 
knowledgeable product expert will  
tell you how you can try it in your 
home for 30 days. If you are not 
totally satisfied, simply return it 
within 30 days for a refund of the 
product purchase price.  Call today.

Call now toll free and find out  
how you can get the new  

WOW! Computer.

Mention promotional code 59051 
for special introductory pricing.

1-877-703-0196

80
99

2

© 2014 by first STREET for Boomers and Beyond, Inc.

TECHNOLOGY SIMPLIFIED – BIGGER AND BETTER

Wow! A Simple to Use Computer 
Designed Especially for Seniors!

Easy to read. Easy to see. Easy to use. Just plug it in! 

 Send & Receive Emails
 Have video chats with family and friends
 Surf the Internet:

 Get current weather and news
 Play games Online:

 Hundreds to choose from!

“I love this computer! It is easy to 
read and to use!  I get photo updates 
from my children and grandchildren  
all the time.”
– Janet F.

FREE
Automatic

Software Updates

NEW
Now comes with...

Larger 22-inch hi-resolution 
screen – easier to see

16% more viewing area
Simple navigation – so you  

never get lost
Intel® processor – lightning fast
Computer is in the monitor – 

No bulky tower
Advanced audio, Better speaker 
configuration – easier to hear
Text to Speech translation –  

it can even read your  
emails to you!

U.S. Based Customer Service

WorldMags.netWorldMags.net

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/


74 MOTHER JONES  |  N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 4

A
LI

SO
N

 S
EI

FF
ER

M y household’s level of 
confidence in dentistry is 
at an all-time low. About 
six months ago, my den-
tist informed me that my 

“bunny teeth” were likely getting in the 
way of my professional success, a problem 
he could correct with a (pricey) cosmetic 
procedure. If I let him fix my teeth, he told 
me, he was sure I would start “dressing 
better.” A few months later, my husband 
scheduled a basic cleaning with a new den-
tist. Once they had him in the chair and 
looked at his teeth, they informed him 
that the regular cleaning wouldn’t do at 
all: He would need to reschedule for an 
$800 deep cleaning. No thanks.

We were convinced we must look like 
suckers—until I came across an op-ed in 
ADA News, the official publication of 
the American Dental Association. The 
article, by longtime pediatric dentist 
Jeffrey Camm, described a disturbing 
trend he called “creative diagnosis”—the 
peddling of unnecessary treatments. 
William van Dyk, a Northern Califor-
nia dentist of 41 years, saw Camm’s op-
ed and wrote in: “I especially love the 
patients that come in for second opin-
ions after the previous dentist found 
multiple thousands of dollars in neces-
sary treatment where nothing had been 
found six months earlier. And, when we 
look, there is nothing to diagnose.”

e c o n u n d r u m s

Bill, Baby, Bill
Is your dentist ripping you off?  by kiera butler

Food  Health+

visit: 
onepercentfortheplanet.org
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crossed the line into fraud. In 2010, Small 
Smiles, a venture-capital-owned chain with 
offices in 20 states, was ordered to refund 
$24 million to the government after an 
investigation found that its dentists had 
been performing unnecessary extractions, 
fillings, and root canals on children cov-
ered by Medicaid. A new lawsuit alleges 
that some toddlers it treated underwent 
as many as 14 procedures—often under re-
straint and without anesthesia. (The group 
was banned from Medicaid this year.) Sev-
eral other pediatric dentistry chains have 
been sued over similar allegations.

So what should you watch out for when 
you go for your next cleaning? First, beware 
of specials: That laser dentistry and whiten-
ing package may be a ploy to get you in the 
door so the practice can upsell you on more-
profitable procedures. Van Dyk also advises 
caution if your dentist insists on replacing all 
your old fillings or always recommends 
crowns instead of fillings. And look out for 
excessive X-rays: The ADA says healthy pa-
tients need a full set (14 to 22) every two years 
at the most. If your dentist recommends a 
special “cone-beam” X-ray, get a second 
opinion, since, along with a 3-D picture of 
your mouth, it delivers a dose of radiation up 
to 18 times that of a traditional dental X-ray. 
While the Food and Drug Administration 
has approved cone-beam scanners, some ra-
diation experts worry that dentists are using 
them when a standard X-ray would do just as 
well. Finally, when it comes to children’s 
dentists, make sure to find a board-certified 
pediatric specialist, since not all dentists that 
cater to children have special training.

The practitioners I spoke to were quick 
to add that even dubious-sounding treat-
ments are in some cases medically neces-
sary. But if your gut says your dentist is 
going overboard on treatment, get a second 
opinion. “Will you have to pay a little more 
for another consult?” Camm asks. “Sure. 
But it could end up saving you a whole lot 
more in the long run.” 

“In recent years, I have been seeing 
more and more creative diagnosis,” Camm 
told me when I called him at his practice 
in Washington state. A dentist, he said, 
might think, “‘Well, the insurance covers 
this crown, so I’m not hurting this patient, 
so why don’t I just do it?’ That’s the abso-
lutely wrong approach.”

Poking around, I found plenty of servic-
es catering to dentists hoping to increase 
their incomes. One lecturer at a privately 
operated seminar called The Profitable 
Dentist ($389) aimed to help “dentists to 
reignite their passion for dentistry while 
increasing their profit and time away from 
the office.” Even the ADA’s 2014 annual 
conference offered tips for maximizing 
revenue: “Taking time to help our patients 
want what we know they need,” notes one 
session description, “can drive the eco-
nomic and reward engine of our practice.”

Upselling in dentistry isn’t a new phe-
nomenon, but it’s having a moment. One 
reason: Dental school tuition—and debt—
has doubled since the ’90s. According to 
the American Dental Education Associa-
tion, students who graduated in 1996 were 
in the hole $112,000 (in 2013 dollars), on 
average, while 2013 grads were a whop-
ping $215,000 in debt—28 percent were on 
the hook for $300,000 or more. By con-
trast, the average med school grad owed 
$170,000. ADEA executive director Richard 
Valachovic explained that one reason den-
tal schools have jacked up tuitions is the 
rising costs of technology for student labs. 

In any case, a generation ago, newly 
hatched dentists would join established 
practices as modestly paid associates, with 
the promise of eventually becoming part-
ners. But these days, with dentists retiring 
later, there’s less turnover in private prac-
tice. Instead, more and more young dentists 
are taking jobs with chains, many of which 
set revenue quotas for practitioners. This 
has created some legal backlash: In 2012, 
for example, 11 patients sued a 450-office 
chain called Aspen Dental, claiming that its 
model turns dentists into salespeople.

Some corporate dentists appear to have 
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acids to deposit fat into your tissue. But 
unlike olive oil or vegetable oil, coconut 
oil is still mostly saturated fat, and eating 
too much of it could raise levels of the 
bad kind of cholesterol, “a major cause of 
heart attacks,” says Frank Sacks, a Harvard 
professor of cardiovascular disease preven-
tion. Even more so if the product has gone 
through harsh processing, says Cornell 
nutrition science professor Tom Brenna.

Here’s what coconut products are good 
for: companies’ bottom lines. American 
brands are “making really high mar-
gins and buy the coconuts for virtually 
nothing,” Mintel’s Forsyth told Beverage 
Daily.com. In the Philippines, the world’s 

second-largest coconut 
producer after Indonesia, 
nearly two-thirds of small-
scale coconut farmers live 
in poverty. Though har-
vesting the fruit requires 
a perilous climb, often up 
trees treated with harsh 
pesticides, they make just 
$3 a day at the height of 
the harvest. Each coconut 
yields around 500 mL of 
liquid; a 12-ounce bottle 
uses about two-thirds of 
a nut. Of the $2 that you 
pay for a bottle of the 

stuff, the farmer makes between 7 and 14 
cents. And don’t forget that all that co-
conut water must be shipped across the 
planet, adding considerably to the prod-
uct’s greenhouse gas footprint. 

So what’s a coconut lover to do? One 
option: Buy an ethically made product. 
Earlier this year, Fair Trade launched a 
coconut certification program that guaran-
tees farmers a 10 percent premium on top 
of their sale price to be used toward causes 
like typhoon relief. Participants in the 
program include Naked, Coco Libre, and 
Nutiva Virgin Coconut Oil. The brand 
Harmless Harvest only works with organic 
farms, and its Fair for Life certification pri-
oritizes fair pay. Another company, Big 
Tree Farms, reduces shipping emissions by 
selling dehydrated coconut powder so you 
can make your own coconut water. Guilt 
remedies? Maybe. Magic health elixirs? 
Probably not. 

W e’ve entered the age of 
the coconut. While the 
lactose intolerant quaff 
Starbucks’ new coconut 
milk lattes, the gluten 

averse are busy baking with coconut flour. 
The number of coconut oil products—for 
both cooking and skin moisturizing—grew 
by 800 percent between 2008 and 2012.

Of course, the craze started with a dif-
ferent part of the hairy tropical fruit: 
its liquid center. Ethnic markets in the 
United States have sold coconut water 
for decades, but it didn’t go mainstream 
until 2004, when, as the New York Times’ 
David Segal reported earlier this year, 
two separate brands, Vita Coco and Zico, 
happened to launch simultaneously. In-
spired by the drink’s popularity in Brazil 
and Central America, the entrepreneurs 
emphasized the beverage’s hydrating 
minerals—an all-natural Gatorade. Food 

trends analyst Harry Balzer of the market 
research firm NPD Group notes that the 
launches co incided with our growing fixa-
tion on natural eating; Whole Foods was 
an early vendor. Between 2008 and 2012, 
the number of coconut water brands quin-
tupled. Today, a 12-ounce serving goes 
for $1.50 to $2.00—adding up to a $500 
million industry, with PepsiCo and Coca-
Cola owning big sellers.

Americans were the perfect market for 
this salty-sweet liquid because we already 
bought into the benefits of post-exercise 
beverages, says Jonny Forsyth of another 
market research group, Mintel. But ads 
touting coconut water’s superior hydra-
tion turned out to be 
overblown. After a 2011 
lawsuit accused Vita Coco 
of exaggerating when it 
claimed that the beverage 
had “15 times the elec-
trolytes found in sports 
drinks,” the company 
agreed to rewrite its labels 
and shell out a $10 million 
settlement (though it did 
not admit any wrongdo-
ing). Lilian Cheung, direc-
tor of health promotion at 
Harvard’s School of Public 
Health, says coconut water 
does contain some electrolytes, especially 
potassium. And it usually packs less sugar 
than sports drinks—around 1.3 grams an 
ounce compared to Gatorade’s 1.7 grams. 
But for those getting seriously sweaty dur-
ing workouts, sports drinks contain more 
sodium than coconut water. And for the 
rest of us, water is still the best choice for 
hydration, says Cheung, especially be-
cause it’s easy to replace lost electrolytes 
with food (oranges, spinach, and kidney 
beans, for example).

Iffy science notwithstanding, the co-
conut water trend spurred industry con-
fidence in the fruit’s oil ($10 to $15 for 
a jar), which came with a whole new set 
of questionable health promises. In 2005, 
the Food and Drug Administration scold-
ed health guru Joseph Mercola for saying 
that Tropical Traditions Virgin Coconut 
Oil could “reduce the risk of heart dis-
ease” and “lower your cholesterol.” Some 
nutritionists have praised the oil’s higher 
proportion of medium-chain fatty acids, 
which are less likely than long-chain fatty 

f o o d  f o r  t h o u g h t

Put the Lie in 
the Coconut

Is the health food du jour  
really all it’s cracked up to be? 

by maddie oatman

For weekly bites, sign up for Food for Thought 
at motherjones.com/newsletters. 
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AFTER A L AWSUIT 
ACCUSED 

VITA COCO OF 
EXAGGERATING 
HEALTH CL AIMS, 

THE BRAND 
REWROTE ITS 

L ABELS AND PAID 
A $10 MILLION 
SETTLEMENT. 
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Th ousands of starfi sh washed ashore. A little girl began throwing 
them in the water so they wouldn’t die.

“Don’t bother, dear,” her mother said,
“it won’t make a diff erence.”

“Th e girl stopped for a moment and looked at
the starfi sh in her hand.

“It will make a diff erence to this one.”

Making Better Decisions...

A company’s social and environmental record can speak volumes 

about its resiliency, its future prospects and its ability to produce 

value for society over the long-term. Investors have an important 

role to play by evaluating the companies they invest in to ensure 

global community.

Rigorous application of our social, environmental and governance standards helps us identify strong 

long-term investments. It also helps build the demand for data on corporate social and environmental 

performance and to communicate our expectations to corporations and other investors.

Our approach, which evaluates how a corporation treats its stakeholders, such as communities, 

employees and the environment, can help identify and manage risks not normally considered by 

traditional analysts. We believe corporations that treat their stakeholders well will be rewarded over 

the long-term, and that our forward-looking practices can also help identify opportunities overlooked 

by others.

Responsible Investor

social and environmental 
factors when making 
investment decisions. 

decisions are guided by two 
fundamental objectives: the 
promotion of universal human 
dignity and the protection of 
our natural environment.

Responsible Owner

corporate policies and 
practices by communicating 
with companies through 
proxy voting, shareholder 
resolutions and direct 
dialogue with management.

role with the companies we 
own, raising a broad range 
of social, environmental 
and corporate governance 
issues with management.

Responsible Neighbor

responsible investors help 
historically underserved regions 
gain access to the capital needed 
for economic development.

where it is needed most 
because we recognize that a 
healthy, vibrant economy must 
be built from the bottom up.
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$
FROM BIG TELECOM

SWITCH
Contract Buyout Credit*

*With two-year CREDO Mobile service agreement. Offer available only to new CREDO Mobile Visit credomobile.com/mojosept

Or Call 888-331-1683

Special Offer 501398

Expires: Dec. 31, 2014

With global warming threatening our very way of life, Big Oil 

needs to feel the heat. Switch to CREDO Mobile and help 

fund the fight against climate change, Keystone XL, fracking, 

and other dire threats to the environment. It won’t cost you an 

extra dime. The climate deniers will continue getting away 

with environmental devastation—unless someone stops them. 

Join CREDO today.

Make the climate deniers sweat.
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