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IT'S TIME FOR YOUR

NEW FAMILY
TRADITION

THIS YEAR, START A TRADITION YOUR CHILDREN
WILL BE PROUD TO CONTINUE.

When your family chooses a gift from Heifer International, you create
lasting memories while teaching your children the importance
of giving back. Your family’s gift of a cow, a goat or garden seeds
provides a family in need the tools, education and opportunity to lift
themselves out of poverty. And when your children see that impact,
they discover the power of intentional generosity.

START A TRADITION TODAY AT
HEIFER.ORG/ATLANTIC
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The Purged

Donald Trump’ destruction

of the civil service is a tragedy not
Just for the roughly 300,000
workers who have been discarded,
but for an entire nation.

By Franklin Foer
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Is This What Patriotism
Looks Like?

Why an ex—police

officer assaulted a fellow
cop on_January 6
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I’'m Not From

the Government but
I’'m Here to Help

The Trump administration
is trying to eliminate
federal services? Fine. I'll
do everything myself.

By Alexandra Petri

The control-panel wiring of a space
simulator, built in the 1960s
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GROUNDED
By Ross Andersen

The space program ennobled American culture
and advanced American science. Donald Trump
has chosen to end that era of ambition.
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BRINGING ROBOTICS INTO EVERYDAY LIFE.

An engineering revolution is underway in soft machines
and robots to assist people in new ways through next-
generation systems.

In Softbotics, our vision is to create a step change in moving
robotics from large industrial scale to smaller human scale
and thereby entering households, workplaces, hospitals and
aspects of the environment to provide new solutions.

One day people around the globe will be touched by the
enhanced performance these technologies will offer. Carnegie Mellon University

Learn more about partnering with us: softbotics.org. CO”ege Of Eﬂgl ﬂeeri ﬂg



Behind the Cover: In this month’s cover story, “Is This
What Patriotism Looks Like?” (p. 40), Jamie Thompson
tells the stories of Thomas Webster, a retired New York
City policeman who attacked the Capitol on January 6,
2021, and Noah Rathbun, a police officer whom Webster
assaulted. (Webster has since been pardoned by Donald

Trump.) Thompson also profiles Daniel Hodges, a police
officer who was pinned against a doorway and beaten while
attempting to prevent the mob from breaching the build-
ing. For our cover image, we selected a photograph of a
group of officers attempting to hold back a crowd of rioters
outside the Capitol.

— Paul Spella, Senior Art Director

How
Originalism

Killed the
Constitution

In the October issue,
Jill Lepore explained
how a radical
legal philosophy has
undermined the
process of constitutional
evolution.

AN

Letters

Jill Lepore’s stellar cover story

rightly described the Constitu-

tion’s amendment provision as
« . . »

a “sleeping giant.” The process

is indeed in sound slumber
today, but history suggests that
it will wake up. Amendments,
history shows, come in cycles.
The political factors that trig-
ger those cycles always differ.
But what precedes each wave
of amendments is consistent:
worsening polarization that
escalates to violence, butting up
against conventional wisdom
that insists that amendments
are not a viable solution. We
are sadly at such a point, much
as we were a decade or more
before the first amendments of
the Progressive era were ratified
in 1913. Just prios, at the turn of
the century, then-scholar Wood-
row Wilson, the editorial board
of The Washington Post, and the
award-winning historian Her-
man Ames all claimed that the

Constitution was unamendable.
They were wrong,

We should hope that the
violence that finally stirs the
giant will be less destructive
than in cycles past. But I think
we haven't yet hit the low point
in our current spiral. We're
getting closer: The civic pres-
sures causing our descent are
foundational, which means we
must confront the Constitu-
tion as we reach the bottom.
Our return ascent will include
repair, correction, and hope-
fully some amendments.

Rick LaRue
Silver Spring, Md.

I appreciated Jill Lepore’s call
for overdue amendments in
“How Originalism Killed the
Constitution.” It is clear from

our imperial presidency, grid-
locked Congtess, and captured
courts that America suffers
from a deep constitutional rot.
Potential amendments could
include establishing equal rights
for women, abolishing the
Electoral College, overturning
Citizens United, and banning
gerrymandering. The United
States could even attempt
more dramatic revisions, such
as establishing an elected attor-
ney general, like many states,
or imposing a wealth cap, as
theorized by Thomas Paine
and Plato.

The article describes the
Constitution’s amendment
provision as a “sleeping giant.”
But how do we wake it? Voters
in Missouri, a state referenced
in the article for its long history
of constitutional amendment,
have utilized referenda and ini-
tiatives to drive constitutional
change for more than a cen-
tury. Most recently, in Novem-
ber 2024, Missouri voters chose
to enshrine women’s fundamen-
tal right to reproductive freedom
in our state constitution. About
25 states have one or both of
these processes, which have been
found to promote accountable
and responsive government.

In this context, one idea
suggested in the 1980s by then-
Representative Dick Gephardt
of Missouri should be revisited:
the national advisory referen-
dum. A proposed amendment,
placed on a midterm or presi-
dential ballot by an act of Con-
gress, would not be binding, but
the result would gauge whether
the amendment has sufficient
nationwide support to meet the
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https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/10/constitutional-originalism-amendment/683961/
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Constitution’s Article V state-
ratification requirement.

Unlike most other modern
democracies, America has never
held a national vote on a ques-
tion other than who should
occupy the presidency and
vice presidency. Perhaps this is
one of the sources of the chief
executive’s extraordinary power.
But what if the solution to our
nation’s democratic dysfunction
is more democracy, not less?

Nahuel Sebastian Fefer
St. Louis, Mo.

As I read Jill Lepore’s article,
I kept looking for a mention
of the one word consistently
missed in the Constitution. For
years, I have been hoping that
the “originalists” would stop
and read the first sentence—
“We the People of the United
States, in Order to form a more
perfect Union ..."—and realize
they have been overlooking the
word more.

‘The Framers did not believe
that America was perfect and
that its Constitution ought to be
cast in stone, only that America
was more perfect than what had
come before. They could easily
have written “in Order to form a
petfect Union,” but they didn.
Instead, they understood that
what they wrote was never going
to be perfect and would need to
adapt to endure. Thus, Article V.

Only by ignoring that word
can originalists conclude that
the Constitution is, as Justice

Antonin Scalia put it, “dead,
dead, dead.”

Cyndy Carrington Miller
Easton, Md.

This summer, while visiting
Washington, D.C., with my
son, we went inside the Jefferson
Memorial and read the inscrip-
tions on the walls out loud. One
quote struck me deeply: “I am
not an advocate for frequent
changes in laws and constitu-
tions, but laws and institutions
must go hand in hand with the
progress of the human mind.
As that becomes more devel-
oped, more enlightened, as
new discoveries are made, new
truths discovered and manners
and opinions change, with the
change of circumstances, institu-
tions must advance also to keep
pace with the times. We might
as well require a man to wear
still the coat which fitted him
when a boy as civilized society to
remain ever under the regimen
of their barbarous ancestors.”
This excerpt from a letter by
Thomas Jefferson resonated with
me immediately. Jefferson—the
original originalist—would have
been appalled at some of our
recent Supreme Court decisions.

Brad Erickson
lowa City, lowa

Jill Lepore states that the
more than 400 federal judges
appointed by Ronald Reagan
were “screened for their views
on abortion.” I was Reagan’s

last appointment to the United
States Court of Appeals, but I
was not asked for mine. I was
warned that I would be, but the
closest his staff got was the fol-
lowing exchange:

“Judge Nygaard, do you
have a judicial philosophy?”

“Yes.”

“Would you tell us what
it is?”

“I will. In criminal matters,
I am basically Cartesian. And
in civil and other matters, I am
definitely Aristotelian.”

They asked no follow-up
questions. I doubt they knew
what I was talking about. In
full disclosure, I am not sure
even | knew!

Richard L. Nygaard

United States Circuit Judge
North East, Pa.

JILL LEPORE REPLIES:

In high school I had a won-
derfully pudgy and eccentric
tenth-grade history teacher. He
taught in a second-story room
with a wide plate-glass window
that looked out at a mountain

in the distance, whose silhouette
resembled a sleeping giant. In the
middle of an especially boring
lesson—the accidental presidency

of John Tyler, say—hed lumber
across the room and haul himself
up onto the radiator beneath
the window and lie down on it
exactly lining up his belly with
the mountain’s summit, his head
and feet with its smaller peaks:
he, the giant. Hed .vz'gh, settling
in, and then hed appear to nod
off- Wed wait, a little nervously.
And then suddenly and in a
whirl of motion you could not
imagine as within the capacity
of so large and old and ungainly
a man, hed roll off the radiator,
leap to his feet, and cry, “The
giant wakes!” And it would be
very thrilling, and wed all snap
to attention, and hed move on
and—somehow, somehow—nhed
make the fall of the Whig Party
gripping. In short, I heartily
agree with these readers, and 1
hereby offer my assurance that
the whole point of my sleeping-
giant analogy with reference to
Article V of the Constitution,
aside from being a nod ro a
beloved teacher, is that somehow,
somehow, and [ suspect one day
soon, ‘the giant will wake”!

To respond to Arlantic articles or

submit author questions to The Commons,
please email letters@theatlantic.com.
Include your full name, city, and state.

Corrections: “Just How Real Should Colonial Williamsburg Be?” (November)
originally stated that Thomas Jefferson and Patrick Henry once lived in the
Governor’s Palace in Colonial Williamsburg. In fact, the residence at Colonial
Williamsburg is a reconstruction of the original building. “The New German
War Machine” (January) originally stated that the Bendlerblock once served
as the headquarters of the Wehrmacht. In fac, it served as the headquarters
of several divisions of the German military.
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DISPATCHES

OPENING ARGUMENT

THE
TRIUMPH OF
INDECENCY

Or, the importance of
being appalled

BY JEFFREY GOLDBERG

At 1:42 a.m. on December 19, 2020,
Donald Trump—disturbed, humiliated,
livid—posted the following message on
Twitter: “Statistically impossible to have
lost the 2020 Election. Big protest in D.C.
on January 6th. Be there, will be wild!”
In California, David Nicholas Dempsey,
a 33-year-old man-child with multiple fel-
ony convictions and a profound affection
for the president, answered the call. On
January 6, wearing a tactical vest and an
American-flag gaiter, Dempsey came to the
Capitol. Shortly before he assaulted several

police officers, he shared his perspectives

in an interview given while standing near
a gallows. The gallows had been erected as
a reminder to Vice President Mike Pence
to do, in Trump’s words, “the right thing.”

The Atlantic




Dispatches

“Them worthless fucking
shitholes like fucking Jerry
Nadler, fucking Pelosi, Clapper,
Comey, fucking all those pieces
of garbage, you know, Obama,
all these dudes, Clinton, fuck all
these pieces of shit,” Dempsey
said. “They dont need a jail cell.
They need to hang from these
motherfuckers while every-
body videotapes it and fucking
spreads it on YouTube.”

Dempsey was not an orga-
nizer of the siege, but he was
one of its most energetic par-
ticipants. He assaulted Metro-
politan Police Detective Phu-
son Nguyen with pepper spray.
Nguyen was certain in that
moment that he was “going to
die,” he later testified. Dempsey
assaulted another police officer
with a metal crutch, cracking
his protective shield and cut-
ting his head. Dempsey, who
was heard yelling “Fuck you,
bitch-ass cops!,” assaulted other
officers with broken pieces of
furniture, crutches, and a flag-
pole. Prosecutors would later
argue that “Dempsey’s violence
reached such extremes that, at
one point, he attacked a fellow
rioter who was trying to disarm
him.” All told, more than 140
police officers were injured in
the riot, many seriously.

I attended the January 6
rally on the Ellipse, at which
Trump told his supporters, “If
you don't fight like hell, youre
not going to have a country
anymore.” Then I walked with
the crowd to the Capitol. One
woman, a QAnon adherent
dressed in a cat costume, told
me, “We're going to stop the
steal. If Pence isn't going to stop
it, we have to.”

What I remember very
well about that day was my
own failure of imagination. I
did not, to my knowledge, see
Dempsey—he had positioned
himself at the vanguard of the

assault, and I had stayed near
the White House to listen
to Trump—but I did come
across at least a dozen or more
protesters dressed in similar
tactical gear or wearing body
armor, many of them carry-
ing flex-cuffs. I particularly
remember those plastic cuffs,
but I understood them only
as a performance of zealous
commitment. Later we would
learn that these men—some
of whom were Proud Boys—
believed that they would actu-
ally be arresting members of
Congress in defense of the
Constitution. I interviewed one
of them. “It’s all in the Bible,”
he said. “Everything is pre-
dicted. Donald Trump is in the
Bible.” Grifters could not exist,
of course, without a population
primed to be grifted.

After the riot, Dempsey
returned to California, where
he was eventually arrested. In
early 2024, he pleaded guilty
to two felony counts of assault-
ing an officer with a dangerous
weapon. He was sentenced to
20 years in prison.

Six months later, in the
summer of 2024, Trump,
who would come to describe
the January 6 insurrection as
a “day of love,” said that, if
reclected, he would pardon
rioters, but only “if they’re
innocent.” Dempsey was not
innocent, but on January 20,
2025, shortly after being inau-
gurated, Trump pardoned
him and roughly 1,500 others
charged with or convicted of
offenses related to the Capitol
insurrection. (Fourteen peo-
ple, mainly senior figures in
the Oath Keepers and Proud
Boys movements, saw their
sentences commuted but did
not receive pardons.)

Of the 1,500 or so offend-
ers who received pardons,

roughly 600 had been charged

with assaulting or obstructing
police officers, and 170 had
been accused of using deadly
weapons in the siege. Among
those pardoned were Peter
Schwartz, who had received a
14-year sentence for throwing
a chair at police officers and
repeatedly attacking them with
pepper spray; Daniel Joseph
Rodriguez, who was sentenced
to 12.5 years for conspiracy
and assaulting an officer with
astun gun (he sent a text mes-
sage to a friend, “Tazzzzed the
fuck out of the blue”); and
Andrew Taake, who received
a six-year sentence for attack-
ing officers with bear spray and
a metal whip.

A day after the pardons
were announced, Trump said
in a press conference, “I am
a friend of police, more than
any president who's been in
office.” He went on to describe
the rioters. “These were people
that actually love our country,
so we thought a pardon would
be appropriate.”

TRUMP HAD SOMETHING
else to say during that first press
conference of his new term: “I
think were going to do things
that people will be shocked at.”
"This would turn out to be true,
but unfortunately, shock does
not last. Here is the emblem-
atic inner struggle of our age:
to preserve the ability to be
shocked. “Man grows used
to everything, the scoundrel!”
Dostoyevsky wrote. A blessing
that is also a curse.

I understand that a
review—even a short and par-
tial review—of the past year
might seem dismally repetitive.
But repetition ensures that we
remember, and perhaps even
experience shock anew.

So, in brief: Trump has
dismantled America’s foreign-
aid infrastructure and gutted

a program, built by an earlier
Republican president, that
saved the lives of Africans
infected with HIV; he has
encouraged the United States
military to commit war crimes;
he has instituted radical cuts
to U.S. science and medical
funding and abetted a cru-
sade against vaccines; he has
appointed conspiracists, alco-
holics, and idiots to key posi-
tions in his administration;
he has destroyed the indepen-
dence of the Justice Depart-
ment; he has waged pitiless
war on prosecutors, FBI agents,
and others who previously
investigated him, his family,
and his friends; he has cast
near-fatal doubt on America’s
willingness to fulfill its treaty
obligations to its democratic
allies; he has applauded Vladi-
mir Putin for his barbarism
and castigated Ukraine for its
unwillingness to commit sui-
cide; he has led racist attacks on
various groups of immigrants;
he has employed unusually
cruel tactics in pursuit of
undocumented immigrants,
most of whom have commit-
ted only one crime—illegally
seeking refuge in a country that
they believed represented the
dream of a better life. Those
are some of the actions Trump
has taken. Here are a few of the
things he has said since return-
ing to office: He has referred
to immigrants as “garbage”;
he has called a female reporter
“piggy” and other reporters
“ugly,” “stupid,” “terrible,” and
“nasty”; he has suggested that
the murder of a Saudi journal-
ist by his country’s government
was justified; he has labeled a
sitting governor “seriously
retarded”; he has blamed the
murder of Rob Reiner on the
director’s anti-Trump politics;
he has called the Democrats
the party of “evil.”

I0
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Yet, even when weighed
against this stunning record of
degeneracy, the pardoning by
Trump of his cop-beating foot
soldiers represents the lowest
moment of this presidency so
far, because it was an act not
only of naked despotism but
also of outlandish hypocrisy.
By pardoning these criminals,
he exposed a foundational lie
of MAGA ideology: that it
stands with the police and as
a guarantor of law and order.
The truth is the opposite.

The power to pardon is
a vestige of America’s pre-
independence past. It is an
unchecked monarchical power,
an awesome powet, and there-
fore it should be bestowed only
on leaders blessed with self-
restraint, civic-mindedness, and,
most important, basic decency.

We have been watching
indecency triumph in the pub-
lic sphere on and off for more
than 10 years now, since the
moment Trump insulted John
McCain’s war record. For rea-
sons that are quite possibly too
unbearable to contemplate, a
large group of American vot-
ers was not repulsed by such
slander—they were actually
aroused by it—and our poli-
tics have not been the same.
Much has been said, including
by me, about Trump’s narcis-
sism, his autocratic inclina-
tions, his disconnection from
reality, but not nearly enough
has been said about his funda-
mental indecency, the charac-
teristic that undergirds every-
thing he says and does.

In an important essay,
Andrew Sullivan noted this
past fall that Trump’s indecency
is comprehensive in style and
substance. “It is one thing to
be a realist in foreign policy, to
accept the morally ambiguous
in an immoral world; it is sim-
ply indecent to treat a country,

Ukraine, invaded by another,
Russia, as the actual aggressor
and force it to accept a settle-
ment on the invader’s terms,”
Sullivan wrote. “It is one thing
to find and arrest illegal immi-
grants; it is indecent to mock
and ridicule them, and send
them with no due process to
a foreign gulag where torture
is routine. It is one thing to
enforce immigration laws;
it is another to use masked,

the most norm-defying act of
his successor to date. Some-
what to my surprise, Obama
mentioned Trump’s speech at
the Boy Scouts’ National Jam-
boree earlier that year. This
appearance has been largely
forgotten, but it was a festival
of indecency. At one point,
Trump told the scouts about
awealthy friend of his who, he
suggested, did unmentionable
things on his yacht.

Obama said, “or you can go
Lord of the Flies. He went
Lord of the Flies.”

We are in a long Lord of the
Flies moment, led by a man
who, to borrow from Psalm 10,
possesses a mouth “full of curs-
ing and deceit and fraud.” For
many people—government
scientists seeking cures for dis-
cases; FBI agents investigating
corruption and terrorism; mili-
tary leaders trying to preserve

David Nicholas Dempsey, January 6, 2021

anonymous men to do it. It is
one thing to cut foreign aid;
it is simply indecent to do so
abruptly and irrationally so that
tens of thousands of children
will needlessly die. We have
slowly adjusted to this entirely
new culture from the top, per-
haps in the hope that it will
somehow be sated soon—but
then new indecencies happen.”

The subject of Trump’s
indecency came up in a conver-
sation I had with Barack Obama
in 2017. I asked him to name

Obama, a model of dig-
nified presidential behavior
(just like nearly all of his pre-
decessors, Democratic and
Republican), understood
viscerally the importance of
self-restraint and adherence
to long-established norms.
Which is why he was so trou-
bled by Trump’s decadent per-
formance. “You can stand in
front of tens of thousands of
teenage boys and encourage
them to be good citizens and
be helpful to their mothers,”

respect for the rules of war-
fare; and, in particular, police
officers who were brutalized
by Trump’s army of deluded
followers—these days can seem
infernal. Trump’s term is one-
quarter over; a piece of advice
often attributed to Churchill
has it best: When you're going
through hell, keep going. . 4

Jeffrey Goldberg is the editor
in chief of The Atlantic.
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FOOLERY, FOPPERY, AND FINERY

America went to extraordinary lengths to throw off the rituals
of monarchy. Why would we fall for royal trappings now?

BY JAKE LUNDBERG

s president, George

Washington received

visitors once a week,

for exactly half an

hour. These “levees,”

as they were called,
were not loose occasions.
Washington stood by the fire-
place in a dining room cleared
of its chairs. Dressed in a black
velvet suit, hair powdered, hat
in hand, he greeted guests with
a formal bow. Handshakes,
familiar and egalitarian, were
prohibited. Conversation was
sparse. The president, per
Alexander Hamilton’s instruc-
tions, might talk “cursorily on
indifferent subjects,” but noth-
ing more. Then, after having
been seen by the guests, he was
to promptly “disappear.”

If little was said at Wash-
ington’s levees, much was said
about them, beginning with
the fact that the entire prac-
tice was imported from the
royal courts of Europe. For
Hamilton and others close
to Washington, this was pre-
cisely the point. The public
needed to appreciate the full
“dignity of the office,” a goal
best accomplished by setting a
“high tone in the demeanour
of the Executive.”

For those opposed to Wash-
ington’s administration, the
tone was entirely too high.

‘The president’s bows were aloof
and stiff. The guests were syco-
phantic, exhibiting the “cring-
ing servility” of courtiers. All
of it reeked of royalty. After
attending a levee in Decem-
ber 1790, Senator William
Maclay of Pennsylvania con-
fessed to his diary the hope that
Washington might just die. “If
there is treason in the wish, I
retract it,” he wrote. But if the
president “were in Heaven,”
he continued, “we would not
then have him brought for-
ward as the constant cover to
every unconstitutional and
irrepublican act.”

A senator in 1790 would
seem to have had larger worries
than the choreography of presi-
dential receptions. The United
States was deeply in debt, vul-
nerable on the international
stage, and operating under a
new, controversial Constitu-
tion. But to Maclay and his
opponents alike, great prob-
lems of policy were inseparable
from small matters of ritual.
Some, like Hamilton, strained
for legitimacy in the rites and
practices of monarchy. Others
feared the dire effects of what
Maclay derided as “all the fool-
eries, fopperies, fineries, and
pomp of royal etiquette.”

Washington, of course,
would come to be remembered

for his restraint—his reluctance
to take power, his keen aware-
ness of his own stature, and his
willingness to step away after
two terms. Yet in the moment,
none of that felt assured, and
his presidency was marked by
a fierce struggle over symbols
and ceremonies—over how
nearly a republic should allow
its first president to resem-
ble the monarch it had only
recently cast off.

IT WAS NOT HARD to imag-
ine Washington as a king.
Many Americans already did,
if not exactly in title. Going
back to the early years of the
Revolution, Washington occu-
pied the position left vacant
by the English monarch, one
George succeeding another. In
October 1775, the poet Phillis
Wheatley concluded an ode
she sent him, “A crown, a man-
sion, and a throne that shine, /
With gold unfading, WASH-
INGTON! Be thine.” Wheat-
ley made her offer before hed
even succeeded in expelling the
British from Boston. The tri-
umph of the War of Indepen-
dence would only affirm his
elevation; Americans adapted
monarchical practices such as
celebrating the leader’s birth-
day and singing “God Save
Great Washington.”

Still, some worried that the
indispensable man was too
indispensable. The people,
John Adams noted during the
war, had come to “idolize an
image which their own hands
have molten.” When Wash-
ington famously refused the
power that could have come
with such popular esteem,
the move only elevated that
esteem. In the 1780s, one
Mary Meanwell told a Phila-
delphia newspaper, “I respect
our great general, but let us not
make a GOD of him.”

‘The ambiguities surround-
ing Washington haunted the
Constitution’s definition of the
presidency. At the Convention
in 1787, during which Benja-
min Franklin noted “a natu-
ral inclination in mankind to
kingly government,” the very
suggestion of an executive
seemed a provocation in light
of the Revolution. Washing-
ton’s presence there, however,
gave the delegates confidence
to endow the presidency with
vague and expansive powers.
As one wrote, the Constitu-
tion would not have bestowed
such great authority on the
executive “had not many of
the members cast their eyes
toward General Washington,
and shaped their ideas of the
powers to be given a President
by their opinions of his virtue.”

"The ratification of the Con-
stitution in 1788 and Washing-
ton’s unanimous election the fol-
lowing year did little to resolve
the tensions around the man
and the office. As he prepared
to leave for New York City,
then the capital, following his
election, his former aide James
McHenry told him, “You are
now a king, under a different
name.” Washington’s journey
to New York affirmed the sen-
timent. He was greeted every-

where with the peals of church
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bells, the firing of cannons, and
cheers of “Long live George
Washington,” a royalist acclama-
tion repeated by the official who
administered the oath of office
to him. Washington was sensi-
tive enough to the implications
of such fanfare that he included
(and later cut, at James Madi-
son’s suggestion) an assurance
in his inaugural address that,
because he was childless, he
could have no heirs to his power.
If the public seemed ready
to crown him, Congress was
forced to confront
what that might mean
in practice. After the
inauguration, the Sen-
ate was snarled for
nearly a month on the
mere question of what
to call the president.
Whatever misgivings
Adams may have pre-
viously entertained
about Washington’s
lofty status, he told his
colleagues that “a royal
or at least princely title
will be found indis-
pensably necessary to
maintain the reputa-
tion, authority, and dig-
nity of the President.”
Human minds, Adams
said, simply could not
recognize authority “without a
Splendor and Majesty, in some
degree.” Adams argued for “His
Highness” or “His Most Benign
Highness” at the minimum;
others suggested possibilities
including “His Majesty” and
“His Elective Highness.”
Similar anxieties surfaced in
1792, as the House considered
what symbols should represent
the new government on its
coins. When Hamilton moved
to create the United States
Mint, he argued that coins
were “vehicles of useful impres-
sions” and that they ought to be
“emblematical” in their use of

symbols. The implication was
hardly in doubt. Washington,
the most powerful national
emblem, had already appeared
on privately issued coins and
would of course grace the first
national coins under the new
Constitution. When the matter
came before the House of Rep-
resentatives, a fierce opposition
noted that putting living people
on coins was the stuff of flattery
and the “idolatrous practice of
monarchies,” or, perhaps worse,
the tyrants of ancient Rome.

One congressman suggested
that Washington should sooner
cut off his own hand than sign
a bill that would see his likeness
on a coin, a move that would
put him in the company of
Nero and Caligula.

As it happened, Wash-
ington didn’t have to choose
between signing the bill and
cutting off his hand. The
House defeated the measure,
and the now-familiar female
figure of liberty found her way
onto American coins. Nor was
Washington ever addressed
as “His Highness” or, as he
reportedly preferred, “His

High Mightiness, the Presi-
dent of the United States and
Protector of Their Liberties.”
Despite the wishes of Adams
(whom opponents came to call
“His Rotundity” during the
debate), the Senate ultimately
settled on the spare and repub-
lican address that we still use:
“Mr. President.”

The fights over who and

what Washington was contin-

ued to define his presidency,
and many in the public still
celebrated him as something

like a king. But determined
opposition, combined with
Washington’s own restraint,
tamed the presidency’s regal
inheritance. Adams, Wash-
ington’s successor, possessed
monarchical impulses, but
not a monarchical aura. His
pretensions—riding around in
a grand coach and continuing
the weekly levees—as well as
his administration’s notorious
effort to enforce deference in
the 1798 Sedition Act, fell flat.
His failure cleared the way for
Thomas Jefferson, who rejected
royal trappings altogether. He
walked to his inauguration,

abandoned formal receptions,
and favored plain dress.

Jefferson’s triumph was so
complete that the conflict over
Washington's image and author-
ity is largely forgotten. Although
Americans continue to debate
the extent of presidential
authority, they take for granted
the unassuming republican ritu-
als of power. Now, though levees
may not exactly be back, royal
affectations and the disputes
that go with them are. The Oval
Office has been got up in Louis
Quatorze decor. Meet-
ings there unfold with
throne-room theater—
Donald Trump seated
at his desk, with visitors
made to stand beside
him in supplication.
At Trump’s orders, the
East Wing is giving
way to a massive ball-
room, funded through
courtly patronage,
while the mint con-
templates a $1 coin
with his likeness.

When the House
debated putting Wash-
ington’s visage on a coin
in 1792, Representative
John Page of Virginia
called for “republican
cautions” against such
kingly notions. Members of
Congress had a duty, he said, to
“keep the eyes of their constitu-
ents open, and to watch over
their liberties” before they were
lost. Such vigilance has mostly
been absent from the current
Congress. The deference with
which that body has bowed to
presidential fiat would make
Page and William Maclay shud-
der. We unlearned the habits of
monarchy once; we may need
to do it again. .4

Jake Lundberg is a staff writer
at The Atlantic.
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CLOSE READING

WHAT JEFFREY EPSTEIN
DIDN’T UNDERSTAND
ABOUT LOLITA

ne of the minor
annoyances of
being an incor-
rigible pervert
is that you risk
having your own
bookshelf testify against you.
Some spines are better turned
inward. A pederast might hide
away Thomas Mann’s Death in
Venice, in which a middle-aged
German author ogles a lithe
young Polish boy. A hyper-
literate rapist should camou-
flage his copy of A Clockwork
Orange with a more consensual
dust jacket. It is therefore curi-
ous that the late financier and
convicted sex offender Jeffrey
Epstein—who died in jail in
2019 while awaiting trial on
charges of trafficking minors—
flaunted his supposed love of
Vladimir Nabokov’s Lo/ita. The
book, first published in France
in 1955, is so closely identified
with pedophilia that it spawned
not one but two words, Lolita
and nymphet, for girls whom
grown men find sexually
tempting. Rather than take
the obvious advice— Under
no circumstances advertise your
obsession with Lolita—Epstein
apparently did the opposite.
Lolita crops up here and
there in the Epstein documents

Everything.

BY GRAEME WOOD

released by Congress in Novem-
ber. The journalist Michael
Wolff, who was working on a
profile of Epstein, wrote that
he kept a copy of Lolita, and
no other book, on his bed-
side table. Wolff added that
Epstein “is, beyond the joke,
a great Nobokov [sic] fan.”
When a fact-checker wrote
to Epstein to confirm these
details, Epstein forwarded the
message to Wolff, with a note
suggesting that he would not
cooperate with the checking
process: “nfw,” as in 7o fucking
way. In the end, the profile was
never published.

Whether or not he kept a
copy by his bed, we know that
Epstein owned a first edition
and ordered 7he Annotated Lol-
ita for his Kindle in 2019, 43
days before he was arrested. As
to the claim that Epstein was
a “great Nobokov fan,” the
only possible response is: nfw.
He may have wanted others to
believe he was, and he may also
have tried to impress certain
people with polite conversa-
tion about the book—maybe
the kind of people who do not
know how to spell Nabokov,
or who wanted his money too
much to call out his superficial-

ity. The novel makes a cameo in

his 2018 correspondence with
the Harvard English professor
Elisa New, wife of the hapless
Larry Summers, whose poetry
project he funded. “I'm going
upstairs to hunt for my copy of
Lolita” New says in an email,
seemingly at Epstein’s urging.
She then suggests that Epstein
read Willa Cather’s My Anto-
nia, writing that Cather’s novel
has “similar themes to Lolita
in that it’s about a man whose
whole life is stamped forever by
his impression of a young girl.”
The titular girl in Lolita is a
12-year-old who is kidnapped
and serially raped by a much
older man. To compare Lolita
to My Antonia in this way is a
bit like saying Moby-Dick and
Deliverance are both about
fishing trips.

Still, I doubt that Epstein
ever read Lolita, or that he
understood it if he did. The
book’s pleasures are intense but
not erotic, and not congruent
with Epstein’s essentially philis-
tine taste. Like Nabokov’s great
novel Pale Fire, Lolita is about
an intelligent writerly type who
is not intelligent enough to
realize that he is also completely
nuts. It accesses levels of pathos
that a psycho like Epstein would

struggle to appreciate.

We know from his emails
that Epstein purchased an
eclectic array of nonfiction,
including books on finance,
power, and sex, plus random
books that might endear him
to the powerful men in his
orbit. These orders were not
all lowbrow. He bought Nor-
man Mailer’s fiery but cere-
bral anti-feminist polemic
The Prisoner of Sex and a Don
DeLillo novel, Zero K. Among
the down-market acquisi-
tions were installments of the
Flashman series—think James
Bond, but more bumbling and
Victorian—and of The Man
From O.R.G.Y,, a pulpy 1960s
spy-sex romp for readers who
considered Pussy Galore too
subtle. I found excerpts online:
They were so lame and dated
that, may God forgive me, I
actually felt bad for Epstein.
A mega-millionaire is spoiled
for company, with outstanding
people and experiences avail-
able for purchase or rent. To
prefer the solitary consump-
tion of a novel with lines like “I
was strumming her little pas-
sion switch like a banjo player
mad with palsy” is beyond
pitiful. It shows a simultane-
ous unfamiliarity with both
human sexual response and
bluegrass music.

Reading escapist crap now
and then does not preclude
reading great prose at more
serious moments. But if your
literary tastes favor the dashing
heroism of a spy, a lover, a man
of mystery and intrigue—and I
suspect that Epstein could read
fiction only in this vicarious
way—then Lolita is a comically
bad choice. Humbert Hum-
bert, the narrator, is unhinged
and obtuse. The novel is a joke
on him. The actors cast by
Hollywood to play Humbert
in the two movie adaptations
of the novel, James Mason and

14
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Jeremy Irons, give a sense of the
type: Both are known for play-
ing reptilian creeps, even more
grotesquely mismatched for an
American tween than the aver-
age adult man would be.
Humbert is one of the most
odious and self-absorbed cre-
ations in all of literature. He is
a rapist, a murderer, a world-
class deflector of blame (“It
was she who seduced me”),
and a pompous piece of child-
molesting Eurotrash. It is a
scandal that he can express
himself so well—with the
linguistic ingenuity, come to
think of it, of Vladimir Nabo-
kov. Much of the plot follows

this continental sophisticate

and Lolita as they drive across
America in a “jalopy,” shacking
up in motels and passing vulgar
roadside attractions. (Epstein,

by contrast, was too much of a
snob to debase himself with ter-
restrial travel. He flew private,
in a 727 known unofficially as
the “Lolita Express.”)

The end of the novel, how-
ever, is even more hateful to
someone with Epstein’s predi-
lections. Humbert meets his
ex-nymphet again when she’s
17. Lolita has grown distant—
which is to say, she has grown
up—and has sexually eman-
cipated herself from Hum-
bert, though she still wants
his money. Now married and
pregnant, Lolita has become
unattractive to Humbert, and
to some extent Humbert has
become unattractive to him-
self, even remorseful about his
crimes against her.

To these indignities (the
aging of his lover, the seedy

motels, the discovery that he
is a worm), Humbert adds one
more, perhaps the only one
with which Epstein could sym-
pathize. At the novel’s end, he
refers back to the reason for his
writing all of this down in the
first place: He is in jail awaiting
trial, and these are his notes.
Before he can face justice, he
will be dead of a heart attack,
and Lolita herself will die in
childbirth. Note the irony in
the plot (a childhood stolen
by an adult, and an adult-
hood lost to a child) and also
in the parallel to Epstein, who,
like Humbert, cheated justice
through an early demise.
Epstein could, I suppose,
have seen himself in Humbert,
understood Humbert all too
well, and simply not regarded
him as loathsome. Epstein was,

after all, Epstein, and did not
inhabit the same moral uni-
verse as you and I do. It is a
dark thought: Epstein curled
up alone under the covers,
studying his nightly install-
ment of the novel because he
recognized the lust and moral
frailty and could not get
enough of it. This Humbert
fellow—so relatable. A pomp-
ous lecher just like me! For that
to be the case, Epstein would
have needed a capacity for
self-deprecation and insight
into his own perversity. No
evidence for these traits exists.

More likely, Epstein con-
fused Lolita for some kind
of Booker Prize—level version
of Penthouse Forum. Read-
ing Lolita as erotica would
be a further irony, because in
making that category error,
he would have been aligning
himself with the book’s early
moralist critics. “Highbrow
pornography,” 7he New York
Times Orville Prescott wrote
when the book came out in
America, noting that even the
French had banned it. I sup-
pose it would be unfair to ding
a reviewer in 1958, when smut
was scarcer, for seeing pornog-
raphy in all the wrong places,
and mistaking this very unsexy
book for titillation.

But just as the notion
that Epstein read and under-
stood Lolita is implausible,
the alternative—that he read
the novel and got off on it—is
almost too gross to contem-
plate. To find Lo/ita sexy would
not only mean finding child-
rape sexy. It would also mean
finding Humbert Humbert
sexy. And that is a level of per-
version probably beyond even
Jeffrey Epstein. <4

Graeme Wood is a staff writer
at 'The Atlantic.
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The purge began late Friday night, four
days after Donald Trump returned to
the White House. Seventeen inspectors
general—internal watchdogs embedded
throughout the federal government—
received emails notifying them of their
termination. Three weeks later came the
Valentine’s Day Massacre: the ousting
of tens of thousands of federal employ-
ees with little discernible pattern, across
agencies and across the country. By April,
entire departments—the U.S. Agency for
International Development, the Con-
sumer Financial Protection Bureau—had
been gutted.

Workers the administration couldn’t
fire were coerced into leaving on their
own. Toxicity became HR policy.
Employees received an email with
the subject line “Fork in the Road.” It
offered eight months’ pay to anyone who
resigned, and no assurances of job security
to those who stayed. A follow-up email
encouraged them “to move from lower
productivity jobs in the public sector to
higher productivity jobs in the private
sector.” At the end of Trump’s first year
back in office, roughly 300,000 fewer
Americans worked for the government.

That number understates the destruc-
tion. When Trump anointed Elon Musk
to lead the newly created Department of
Government Efficiency, he did so in the
name of clearing out mediocrities and
laggards. The bureaucracy does harbor
pockets of waste and paper-pushing
positions that could easily be culled. But
the administration showed little inter-
est in understanding the organizations
it was eviscerating. Any sincere attempt
to reform the government would have
protected its top experts and most
skilled practitioners. In fact, such work-
ers account for a disproportionate share
of the Trump-era exodus. Many of them
accepted the resignation package because
they possessed marketable skills that



allowed them to confidently walk away.
The civil service thus lost the cohort that
understands government best: the keep-
ers of its unwritten manual, the custodi-
ans of institutional integrity.

Grover Norquist, one of the chief ide-
ologists of modern conservatism, used to
fantasize about drowning the government
in the bathtub. The Trump administra-
tion has realized that macabre dream—
not merely by shrinking the state, but
by poisoning its culture. It has undone
the bargain that once made government
careers attractive: lower pay offset by
uncommon job security and a sense of
professional mission.

The American government grew in
bursts of reform, crisis, and optimism—
not from the sketching table of an engi-
neer but from the rough contingencies of
history. The outraged response to a 1969
oil fire on the Cuyahoga River catalyzed
the creation of the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency. The failure to prevent
the September 11 attacks gave rise to
the Department of Homeland Security.
This accidental architecture was part of
the federal government’s genius. It nur-
tured corners of national life—declining
industries, obscure sciences—that a
management consultant obsessed with
optimization could never properly value.
It embodied the wisdom, as well as some
of the imperfections, of American history.
For all its flaws, the American state was a
source of national greatness and power: It
ushered in an age of prosperity and dis-
covery; it made everyday existence safer
and fairer. It deserves, at the very least,

the dignity of a proper burial.

IN THE LATE 19th century, as the
American government took on its mod-
ern form, a single word captured the
spirit of the enterprise: disinterested-
ness. The duties of civil servants, who
remained in their chairs as presidents
came and went, were supposed to tran-
scend patronage and partisanship. Their
professional obligation was to present
facts and judgments that reflected an
objective reality—not to flatter the pref-
erences of the administration in power.

18

The nascent American state aspired to
become a branch of science. It measured,;
it mapped; it studied. After its found-
ing, in 1879, the United States Geologi-
cal Survey recruited scientists and experts
from Johns Hopkins, Yale, and Harvard.
Using the most advanced techniques, it
tracked river flow to forecast floods and
to irrigate the arid West. It charted min-
eral belts in the Appalachians and the
Rockies, which supplied the raw materi-
als for industrial growth.

In the earliest decades of the 20th cen-
tury, the National Bureau of Standards
established common definitions for such
basic measurements as the volt and the
ohm, making it possible to build and
trade at scale. The Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics compiled data on wages, prices, and
productivity that became the basis for
economic prediction. The U.S. Weather
Bureau allowed farmers to foresee storms.

The spirit of disinterestedness became
the foundation for a regulatory state.
Armed with scientific studies, the gov-
ernment could intervene to prevent
disasters, protect consumers, and guard
against recessions. Out of that faith in
expertise arose the Federal Reserve and
the Food and Drug Administration.
Granite and marble buildings prolifer-
ated across Washington, D.C., housing
a growing constellation of university-
trained specialists. In their research and
reports, they described what became the
shared American reality.

The flaws in this system were obvi-
ous enough, at least in retrospect. Data
points might be objective, but the deci-
sions drawn from them were not. Hand-
ing power to experts—on the assumption
that they alone were qualified to exercise
it—sometimes bred insular arrogance.
When the Army Corps of Engineers
built levees on the lower Mississippi, it
inadvertently magnified the devastation
of the floods it had intended to prevent.
Federal policies encouraging farmers to
plow the prairie led to the ecological catas-
trophe known as the Dust Bowl. Those
tendencies, many decades later, fueled the
rise of Ronald Reagan, who famously said,
“The nine most terrifying words in the
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English language are: Tm from the gov-
ernment, and I'm here to help.”

Yet regulators also prevented immense
human suffering. Before the advent of the
modern state, the economy convulsed with
financial panics roughly every 20 years.
After the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission and the Federal Deposit Insurance
Corporation were created in the 1930s,
confidence replaced chaos. Generations
passed without bank runs. American mar-
kets became the safest bet on the planet.

At the dawn of the 20th century,
American medicines were often laced with
alcohol, opiates, or narcotics. Thanks to
the FDA, those potions were gradually
replaced by pharmaceuticals tested for
safety—snake oil gave way to science.

The postwar era brought more tri-
umphs. Following the arrival of the
National Highway Traffic Safety Admin-
istration in 1970, which mandated crash
tests and new safety features, fatality rates
from car accidents were cut by more
than 70 percent. After the creation of
the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration in 1971, workplace fatali-
ties fell by nearly 70 percent. The state
smoothed the roughest edges of the mar-
ket; it tamed intractable dangers; it made
American life more livable.

IN THE VERNACULAR, the federal gov-
ernment is synonymous with Washing-
ton. That conflation obscures the fact that
roughly 80 percent of its workforce is sta-
tioned outside the District of Columbia.
Still, there’s no denying that Washing-
ton contains the densest concentration
of civil servants—and the story of that
caste is a morality tale.

In the 1970s, Washington was a city
distinctly devoid of flash. Even its most
powerful denizens drove beat-up Volvos;
its dandies shopped at Brooks Broth-
ers. The elegant houses of Georgetown
were ostentatiously weather-beaten. The
children of wealthy law-firm partners
and humble bureaucrats attended the
same schools.

But beginning in the late 20th cen-
tury, lobbying became a boom indus-
try. Those law partners, who sold their
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ability to influence policy, began raking
in seven-figure salaries. A gap in wealth—
and lifestyle—started to separate the
lawyers in private practice from the civil
servants. They lived in different neighbor-
hoods, shopped at different stores, sent
their kids to different schools.

That high-end lifestyle was seductive,
and it attracted many government workers
who wanted a beach house of their own.
But the surprising thing, really, was how
many preeminent experts—scientists,
intelligence analysts, economists, even
lawyers—stayed in their government job
for the entire arc of their career.

They stayed because the work allowed
them to accumulate new skills, to test
themselves in crises, to solve novel prob-
lems. At its best, government work sup-
plied the rush of being in the arena, a
sense of professional purpose—a higher
meaning than most jobs can muster.

Until the purges of the past year, the
U.S. government housed an unmatched
collection of experts, capable of some of
the greatest feats in human existence.
The achievements of this corps bear leg-
endary names: the Manhattan Project,
Apollo, the Human Genome Project.
These aren't just gauzy tales from the past.
After the National Institutes of Health
helped sequence the genome, it funded
research that turned that knowledge into
pioneering medicines with the potential
to treat hundreds of rare diseases. It kept
refining technology to make those treat-
ments more affordable—and those thera-
peutics have dramatically improved sur-
vival rates for illnesses, such as pediatric
leukemia and spinal muscular atrophy.

Under Trump, the expertise capable
of such achievements has begun to van-
ish. His administration isnt simply com-
mitted to shrinking government; it sees
career officials as the enemy within, an
entrenched elite exploiting its power and
imposing its ideology on the nation. Its
demise is not collateral damage but the
imperative. What took generations to
build is being dismantled in months,
and with it goes not just expertise but
what remains of the shared American
faith in expertise itself.

The Atlantic

BUREAUCRATS EXTOL THEIR ethos
of service. They describe government
work as a calling. Thirty percent of fed-
eral workers are military veterans who
sought to extend their patriotic devo-
tion into civilian life. Even those who
never passed through the armed forces
cast their career choices in similar terms.
A generation of bureaucrats, now in the
prime of their career, entered government
after September 11. They were moved
to emulate the commitment of the first
responders they saw on television. They
felt an obligation to serve.

Donald Trump has betrayed those
workers. By describing them as a hostile
force, he’s questioned their patriotism—
and robbed the sense of mission from
their work. Employees who signed up
to serve a transcendent national interest,
who understood their duty as being to
the American people, now find them-
selves instructed to follow the whims of
a corrupt, narcissistic leader.

What's been lost isn't just a sense of
purpose, but a body of knowledge—a
way of making the machinery of the state
function. Early-20th-century bureaucrats
may have aspired to govern as if they were
practicing science, but the reality is some-
thing more like craft. The American state,
a product of compromises, is tricky ter-
rain to master. Organizations duplicate
one another; agencies are overseen by
political leaders who arrive with minimal
understanding of the workplace they will
manage. Succeeding in such an environ-
ment requires savvy veterans who have
learned how to operate such an unruly
machine and can model how to do so
for fresh-faced co-workers. By wiping out
many of the bureaucracy’s most experi-
enced practitioners, Trump has severed
the chain that allowed one generation
of civil servants to pass on the habits of
effective government to the next.

Some of Trump’s firings have drawn
attention, such as the peremptory dis-
missal of C. Q. Brown, the chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, one of hun-
dreds of military officers who have been
removed alongside civil servants. But
for the most part, the crumbling of the

American state has unfolded as a quiet
catastrophe. Bureaucrats are the defini-
tion of anonymous. Their prestige suf-
fers because it is conflated in the public’s
mind with long lines at the DMV, fastidi-
ous building inspectors, parking tickets—
the stuff of local functionaries. So much
of the civil service is devoted to long-term
national flourishing—preventing disease,
safeguarding financial markets—that its
achievements go unappreciated.

The toll of the purge will become clear
only gradually. When the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service loses the biologists who
track bat populations, vulnerable species
can no longer be rigorously protected.
When bat populations dwindle, insects
proliferate. Farmers will likely compensate
by deploying insecticides, which govern-
ment studies suggest can do significant
prenatal harm. Government, too, is part
of a delicate American ecosystem—as it
erodes, crises that lay bare its indispens-
ability will multiply.

Capturing the magnitude of the
destruction is an almost impossible task.
Statistics can convey the scale, but only
individual stories reveal what has actually
vanished, the knowledge and skill that have
been recklessly discarded. The damage will
ripple through every national park, every
veterans hospital, every city and town.

Over the course of four months, I
interviewed 50 federal workers, both civil-
ian and military, who were either fired or
forced out—who took early retirement
or resigned rather than accept what their
job had become. I wanted to understand
how their time in government came to
such an abrupt end and, more than that,
to understand the career that preceded
their departure. When 7he Atlantic asked
their former agencies to comment, many
declined, citing the privacy of personnel
matters. In the name of protecting these
workers, the government refused to defend
the decisions that had upended their lives.
What follows is their story—a portrait of
the void that will haunt American life, a
memorial to what the nation has lost. . 4

Franklin Foer is a staff writer at The Adantic.
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MICAELA WHITE

By the beginning of 2025, there was a
famine in Sudan, which meant that it was
only a matter of time before the U.S. gov-
ernment dispatched Micaela White to the
scene. She was America’s fixer of choice.
Over her 16 years working for USAID,
she was sent to manage the humanitarian
response to catastrophes in Libya, Syria,
Ukraine, and Gaza. Through street savvy
and force of will, she could make the
awful a little less so.

When White was brought into a
crisis, she was usually granted official
power to lead what is called a DART:
a Disaster Assistance Response Team.
Her improvisational skills were legend-
ary. As a 29-year-old, she arrived in
Haiti after the devastating earthquake
of 2010 and took over an airfield in
Port-au-Prince. Using a card table, she
ran air-traffic control, prioritizing the
arrival of search-and-rescue teams and
turning away cargo planes carrying aid,
which the broken nation wasn’t ready to
accommodate. She said she worked until
her feet were so swollen and bloody that
she couldn’t remove her boots; she slept
in a baggage cart; she lost 15 pounds.

SENIOR HUMANITARIAN ADVISER
UNITED STATES AGENCY FOR
INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

2009-2025

She imposed order on a chaotic situa-
tion so that humans could be quickly
extracted from the rubble.

In 2011, White traveled to Benghazi
with the envoy J. Christopher Stevens,
who was later murdered in a terrorist
attack. On that mission, she survived a car
bombing of her hotel. She also managed to
hire boat captains willing to transport food
into the starving eastern half of Libya. Her
persistence occasionally irked her superiors
back home, like the time she assumed con-
trol of the Syrian DART without telling
them that she was pregnant.

Averting mass starvation in Sudan
didn’t require White to secure scarce
resources. She said that when she arrived
in Nairobi, Kenya, to oversee the effort,
the United States had already purchased
more than 100,000 tons of wheat and food
products. But American officials struggled
to deliver that aid to Sudan. Whites job
was to find a pathway to get the supplies
into the country. It soon became clear,
however, that her most pressing chal-
lenge wasn’t the regime in Khartoum,
but the administration in Washington.
Trump had signed an executive order

freezing USAID’s programs, a prelude to
the agency’s dismantlement.

Over the next months, White watched
as efforts to combat famine stalled. The
administration barred her from commu-
nicating with the aid workers the U.S. had
contracted with to operate inside Sudan.
White was left with a handful of local staff,
but then the administration stopped pay-
ing for their housing. White let some
of them sleep in her hotel room—she
amassed a $15,000 bill, which she paid
with her personal credit card. (The govern-
ment eventually reimbursed her.) DOGE
cut off access to her email and her com-
puter, but for some reason she could keep
working on her iPhone.

American officials had managed
to transport a stockpile of seeds to the
country. But because the Trump admin-
istration had halted USAID programs,
the agency could no longer fund the dis-
tribution of the seeds. White frantically
tried to persuade European donors to
take them before the stockpile spoiled.
Eventually, Washington ordered her to
return home. Thirty hours after landing

in the U.S., she was fired.
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ERIC GREEN

DIRECTOR, NATIONAL HUMAN
GENOME RESEARCH INSTITUTE
NATIONAL INSTITUTES OF HEALTH
1996-2025

In the years since landing a man on the moon, the greatest
technological achievement of the American state has been the
Human Genome Project—the mapping of the 3 billion building
blocks of DNA. The project was international, but its central
node was at the NIH. Eric Green, a physician and a scientist,
was involved in the project from the start, and after it concluded,
he became the head of the American genomics effort. Green’s
accomplishment was to help make sequencing technology—
once an enterprise that cost hundreds of millions of dollars—
cheap enough for the average patient, enabling diagnoses of rare
diseases. Under his leadership, the National Human Genome
Research Institute advanced a revolution in medicine and a new
understanding of cancer, because genomics could be used to
analyze a tumor and suggest a treatment that might curtail its
growth. On March 17, the Trump administration forced Green
from his job, the first of five NIH-institute directors it removed.
A Health and Human Services official told 7he Adlantic that
“under a new administration, we have the right to remove indi-
viduals who do not align with the agency’s priorities.”

CORINA ALLEN

TSUNAMI-PROGRAM
MANAGER

NATIONAL OCEANIC AND
ATMOSPHERIC ADMINISTRATION
2024-2025

The nation’s tsunami-
warning-system technol-
ogy, much of which was
created in the 1960s, was
overdue for modernization.
Corina Allen was overseeing
its upgrade, which would
have expanded its reach to
newly discovered fault lines
and improved its ability to
anticipate flooding. She was
fired on February 27, 2025.

DEMETRE
DASKALAKIS

DIRECTOR,

NATIONAL CENTER FOR
IMMUNIZATION AND
RESPIRATORY DISEASES
CENTERS FOR DISEASE
CONTROL AND PREVENTION
2020-2025

A New York City physician
and health official who got
his start during the AIDS
epidemic, Demetre Daskala-
kis communicated risk and
allocated scarce resources—
experience that enabled him
to coordinate the national
response to mpox. He
resigned in August.

WREN ELHAI

FOREIGN SERVICE OFFICER
DEPARTMENT OF STATE
2011-2025

To connect with citizens

in his diplomatic posts,
Weren Elhai joined a Rus-
sian bluegrass band, played
fiddle in a Pakistani rock
group, and entered a
Central Asian—folk-music
competition. After taking
leave to study tech policy at
Stanford, he helped build
the State Department’s new
cyberspace and digital-
policy bureau. He was pre-
paring to deploy to Senegal
when he was fired, along
with more than 200 other
Foreign Service officers

on domestic assignment.
Because of ongoing litiga-
tion, these firings have been
temporarily blocked, and
Flhai and the other officers

are on administrative leave.
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BRIAN
HIMMELSTEIB

SENIOR FOREIGN
SERVICE OFFICER
DEPARTMENT OF STATE
2004-2025

On track to become an
ambassador, Brian Himmel-
steib served in Singapore
and Laos while raising a son
who uses a wheelchair. He
returned to Washington in
May so that his son could
undergo kidney surgery.
Like Wren Elhai and other
Foreign Service officers on
domestic assignment, he
was fired. He, too, remains
on administrative leave.

JASON ROBERTSON

REGIONAL DIRECTOR OF
RECREATION, LANDS, MIN-
ERALS, AND VOLUNTEERS
U.S. FOREST SERVICE,
DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
2013-2025

Jason Robertson oversaw
ski resorts and oil-and-gas
operations across the Rock-
ies, ensuring that private
interests used public lands
responsibly. He took a
voluntary-resignation pack-

age in April, part of an exo-
dus of roughly 4,000 Forest

Service employees.

b
e

MELISSA RIVERA
PABON

SOCIAL-MEDIA SPECIALIST
CONSUMER PRODUCT

SAFETY COMMISSION
2023-2025

When the Consumer Product
Safety Commission recalled
an unsafe product—a poten-
tially dangerous crib, batteries
that could catch fire—Melissa
Rivera Pabén posted the alert
in English and Spanish. After
she was fired, the office was
down to one social-media
specialist, who didnt speak
Spanish. A single mother of
three, Rivera Pabén has strug-
gled to find a full-time job.

NADIA FORD

PRESIDENTIAL
MANAGEMENT FELLOW
2023-2025

Nadia Ford’s mother is a teacher, and her father works for
Customs and Border Protection. She wanted her own career
in service and applied twice to join the two-year Presiden-
tial Management Fellows program, which recruited recent
graduates with advanced degrees and cultivated them for
leadership. The fellowship placed her in a small office in
Health and Human Services devoted to promoting “healthy
marriage and responsible fatherhood.” She had never heard
of the office before, but began to think of its work as her
calling. The programs it funded seemed to address some

of the core causes of social misery: One of them counseled
fathers just released from prison; another taught anger
management to young couples. Trump signed an executive
order killing the Presidential Management Fellows program
on February 19, 2025. Ford was fired several months later,
along with hundreds of other aspiring civil servants.

The Atlantic
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LIZ OYER

PARDON ATTORNEY
DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE
2022-2025

The presidential pardon is the Con-
stitution’s ultimate extension of grace.
Liz Oyer believed it should not be
reserved for cronies and donors. She
visited prisons to explain how inmates
could apply for clemency; at the Justice
Department, her office then vetted the
petitions. But the Trump administra-
tion had other designs. It asked her

to assemble a list of convicts whose
criminal history prevented them from
owning firearms, so that the attorney
general could restore that right. An asso-
ciate deputy attorney general instructed
her to add the actor Mel Gibson, who
had a domestic-violence conviction, to
the list. Because he hadnt undergone a
background check, as everyone else shed
recommended had, Oyer balked. Her
hesitance marked her as disloyal, and she
was fired on March 7. (When asked for
comment by 7he Atlantic, a DO]J official
pointed to Deputy Attorney General
Todd Blanche’s comments from several
months earlier, in which he disputed
Opyer’s version of events and called her
allegations “a shameful distraction from
our critical mission to prosecute violent
crime, enforce our nation’s immigration

laws, and make America safe again.”)

JEFF
COHEN

MISSION DIRECTOR, INDONESIA
UNITED STATES AGENCY FOR
INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

2005-2025

There is no manual for soft-power
diplomacy. Jeff Cohen’s education
began when he was a Peace Corps
volunteer in Bolivia. With USAID,

he served in the Dominican Republic,
Peru, and Afghanistan. He became
adept at improvising programs that
burnished America’s prestige. During
Cohen’s last assignment, in Indonesia,
where he oversaw a staff of 150, he
persuaded a mining company and a
church charity to help launch an initia-
tive to fight childhood malnutrition.
He ran projects to save forests and

to stop tuberculosis. This wasn't just

a display of American beneficence:
Cohen was acutely aware that he was
competing with Chinese diplomats in a
global battle for hearts and minds. On
March 28, the Trump administration
dismantled USAID, erasing more than

60 years of development expertise.

BREE FRAM

COLONEL
SPACE FORCE
2021-2025

As a kid, Bree Fram dreamed of
becoming an astronaut. After 9/11, she
joined the Air Force and deployed to
the Persian Gulf, where she tested new
technologies to protect convoys from
improvised explosive devices. That
assignment led to her specialty: man-
aging teams that built novel systems.
(One came up with tools that could be
used to take over an attacking drone,
forcing it to fall from the sky.) The
military kept sending Fram back to
school, and her advanced degrees piled
up. When the Space Force was created,
she drafted its blueprint for acquir-
ing the technologies of the future and
ensured that new initiatives didn’t

get smothered by bureaucracy. Her
mission was cut short by a biographi-
cal fact: Fram is transgender. Upon
arriving in office, Trump barred from
service anyone who did not identify
with their birth gender.
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PAULA
SOLDNER

FOOD INSPECTOR

FOOD SAFETY AND INSPECTION SERVICE,
DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE

1987-2025

Just before Paula Soldner graduated
from the University of Iowa, her mother
handed her an application for federal
employment. Two weeks later, she was
inspecting a plant where eggs were pro-
cessed for industrial bakeries and mili-
tary bases. Eventually, she began work-
ing in slaughterhouses and factories that
turned out sausage, bratwurst, and pork
hocks, scanning for unhygienic practices
that might spread disease to the nation’s
kitchens. Soldner grew accustomed to
the sight of blood—and to retreating to
the locker room to wash animal innards
off her uniform. A fierce advocate for
her union, she was elected chair of the
National Joint Council of Food Inspec-
tion Locals. In April, she accepted the
Trump administration’s offer of early
retirement—as did many of her col-
leagues. According to the government’s
own data, as of March, the Food Safety
and Inspection Service had lost about

8 percent of its workforce.

PETER
MARKS

DIRECTOR, CENTER FOR BIOLOGICS
EVALUATION AND RESEARCH

FOOD AND DRUG ADMINISTRATION
2012-2025

DPeter Marks was a driving force

behind Operation Warp Speed—a
name he coined—Ileading the FDA’s
review of COVID-19 vaccines at an
unprecedented pace. Before entering
government, he had been a clinical
director at Yale’s Smilow Cancer Hospi-
tal. At the FDA, he surmounted regula-
tory roadblocks to advance gene and cell
therapies, and helped create the Rare
Disease Innovation Hub to spur treat-
ments for often-overlooked conditions.
When Robert E Kennedy Jr. took over
Health and Human Services, his office
asked Marks for access to a database
tracking vaccine safety; he agreed. But
Marks refused to give Kennedy’s team
the ability to edit the data, which made
his ouster inevitable. An HHS official
told 7he Atlantic that Marks “did not
want to get behind restoring science to
its golden standard” and that he there-
fore “had no place at FDA.”

ELIJAH
JACKSON

INFORMATION-TECHNOLOGY
SPECIALIST

FOOD AND DRUG ADMINISTRATION
2012-2025

In the Navy, while serving in the
Persian Gulf, Elijah Jackson lost one
hand and part of a finger on the other.
Doctors diagnosed him with PTSD.
But he came from a military family

in southern Georgia, and he still felt
the tug of duty. Eventually, Jackson
landed at the FDA, where he worked
in an office managing IT contracts,
procuring the data tools that scientists
used to evaluate drug safety. By closely
monitoring contractors’ sloppy billing
habits, he said, his office saved nearly
$18 million in a year and a half. On
April 1, that office was eliminated.
According to Jackson, more than 50
employees, who managed $5 billion in
contracts, were reduced to two part-
timers. A Health and Human Services
official said in a statement to 7he
Atlantic that “under Secretary Ken-
nedy’s leadership, the Department has
taken significant steps to streamline
operations” at the agency.

The Atlantic
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CRYSTAL
HUFF

PROSTHETIC CLERK
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
2024-2025

When Crystal Huff, a Navy vet, went
to pick up a back brace ata VA clinic in
Fort Worth, Texas, in 2023, a woman
at the front desk treated her with rude
indifference. Offended, Huff lodged a
complaint with the patient advocate’s
office. A few weeks later, a supervisor at
the clinic called to discuss the incident.
Despite the circumstances of the call,
he found Huff to be warm and loqua-
cious. “I need someone like you, with
your personality,” he told her, urging her
to apply to fill a vacancy.

A year after that, Huff began as a clerk
in the clinic’s prosthetics department,
a misleading name: The department

supplied wheelchair ramps, nebulizers,
and ice packs as well as artificial limbs.
She issued the equipment and arranged
for it to be installed.

Huff, a Christian, aspired to a life of
service. When she arrived at work, a gag-
gle of vets usually awaited her. During her
time in the prosthetics department, she
never met an ill-tempered one. In fact,
she sometimes found candy and other
small tokens of gratitude on her chair.

None of that goodwill, however,
insulated her from DOGE. Because
she had been on the job less than two
years, she was fired last February, along
with other federal employees classified

as “probationary.” According to Huff,
when she received her next paycheck, it
was for $1.68, an apparent accounting
error. Not long after, a judge stepped in
to rescue her job, quickly ruling that the
administration didn’t have the authority
to fire probationary workers en masse.
In March, Huff returned to the clinic.

On April 4, the VA offered employees
the chance to voluntarily resign, which
would allow them to be paid their full
wages until September 30. Because she
no longer considered the government
a reliable employer, Huff accepted. In
June, she left the VA, as did three other
workers in her 12-person department.

But she said that when she checked
her bank account, she found that the
government had severely underpaid her
again. After a week of frantic phone
calls, Huff heard from a woman in HR,
who informed her that her file indicated
that she had been “terminated.” What
does that mean? Huff asked. Despite hav-
ing accepted the voluntary-resignation
offer, Huff had been fired, and nobody
had bothered to tell her or explain why.
The severance she'd been promised
would never arrive, and Huff was barred
from federal employment for the next
three years.

To pay the bills, she began delivering
groceries, but the work was not enough
to prevent her from falling three months
behind on her mortgage.

MERICI
VINTON

2023-2025

SENIOR ADVISER
INTERNAL REVENUE SERVICE

No agency embodies government dysfunction like the IRS, where employees still type
in data from paper tax returns. Merici Vinton, orphaned at 11, grew up on a remote
ranch in Nebraska. After working on Barack Obamass first presidential campaign,

she met reformers passionate about using technology to improve government. She was
a lead architect of Direct File, a free website that allowed Americans to file taxes—or
claim refunds—without hiring an accountant or buying software. She was initially
hopeful about the arrival of DOGE, thinking it might hasten the pace of IRS reforms.
But when it became clear that Direct File was going to be scrapped and her colleagues
working on modernization were dismissed, she resigned on March 11.

The Atlantic
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MAMTA PATEL
NAGARAJA

ASSOCIATE CHIEF SCIENTIST FOR
EXPLORATION AND APPLIED RESEARCH
NASA

2001-2025

Mamta Patel Nagaraja’s parents, immigrants from Gujarat,
India, owned a motel on the edge of a small Texas town. As a
girl, she would help her father with repairs, foreshadowing a
career in engineering. An internship set Nagaraja on a dream
path at Johnson Space Center. She trained astronauts. She
wore a headset in Mission Control. She helped design a rescue
vehicle for the International Space Station. After returning

to school for a Ph.D. in bioengineering, Nagaraja eventually
moved to NASA headquarters. As an associate chief scientist,
she helped guide experiments that exploited the manufactur-
ing possibilities of space, where weightlessness allows for the
precise fabrication of pure metals and silicon. She worked
with a team that was building an artificial retina, on the cusp
of entering clinical trials, and another that was creating carbon
fiber in its strongest form. The Trump administration elimi-

nated the Office of the Chief Scientist on April 10.

MARK GROSS

CHIEF, INTERNATIONAL
MIGRATION BRANCH
CENSUS BUREAU

2019-2025

A demographer by training,
Mark Gross was charged
with estimating the number
of people leaving and enter-
ing the country each year—
the data he and his team
produced tracked inter-
national migration down

to the county level. Their
numbers partly determined
how federal funds were

distributed. He resigned in
the fall.

RYAN HIPPENSTIEL

FIELD OPERATIONS
BRANCH CHIEF

NATIONAL GEODETIC SURVEY
2016-2025

'The Earth is never still—its
axis wobbles; storms redraw
shorelines—which throws
maps and GPS data out

of sync. Ryan Hippenstiel
sent surveyors into the field
to measure those subtle
changes, preventing ships
from running aground and
keeping navigation systems
accurate. He accepted a
voluntary-resignation pack-
age in April.

DAVID PEKOSKE

ADMINISTRATOR, TRANS-
PORTATION SECURITY
ADMINISTRATION
DEPARTMENT OF

HOMELAND SECURITY
2017-2025

A three-star Coast

Guard admiral, David
Pekoske brought stability
to an agency plagued

by leadership turnover
and boosted pay for TSA
employees, which lifted
the agency’s sagging
morale and stemmed the
attrition of airport screen-
ing officers. The Trump
administration fired him
on Inauguration Day.
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TOM DI LIBERTO

PUBLIC-AFFAIRS SPECIALIST/
CLIMATE SCIENTIST
NATIONAL OCEANIC

AND ATMOSPHERIC
ADMINISTRATION

2023-2025

When models predicted

El Nifio or La Nifa climate
events, Tom Di Liberto
sounded the alarm. He
briefed city planners,
private utilities, and offi-
cials from the National
Security Council so they
could prepare for the
coming deluge or drought.
When the Trump admin-
istration fired him, he was
two weeks short of the
seniority that would have

saved his job.

REBECCA
SLAUGHTER

COMMISSIONER
FEDERAL TRADE COMMISSION
2018-2025

Rebecca Slaughter pushed
the FTC to crack down on
companies that exploited
personal data without
meaningful consent. In his
bid to rob agencies of their
independence, Trump took
the unprecedented step of
firing Slaughter in March,
along with the other Senate-
confirmed Democratic
member of the bipartisan
FTC. (Slaughter has sued,
and her case is pending

before the Supreme Court.)

ASHLEY SHERIFF

CHIEF STRATEGY
OFFICER, OFFICE OF
PUBLIC AND INDIAN
HOUSING

DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING
AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT
2020-2025

Ashley Sheriff led a team
that rewrote the decades-old
safety code for public hous-
ing so that it limited toxic
mold and reduced the risk
of catastrophic fires. She
resigned in March.

PAUL OSADEBE

ATTORNEY

OFFICE OF FAIR HOUSING, DEPARTMENT
OF HOUSING AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT

2021-2025

Paul Osadebe immigrated to Texas from Nigeria at the age

of 4. His life’s goal was to become a civil-rights attorney.

At HUD, he wrote regulations that made it easier to bring
housing-discrimination suits; he prosecuted cases using new
authority granted by Congress to protect victims of domestic
abuse living in federally funded housing. When the Trump
administration froze hundreds of fair-housing cases and
reassigned lawyers in his office to other divisions, Osadebe
and three of his colleagues submitted a whistleblower’s com-
plaint to Senator Elizabeth Warren. He also gave an interview
to The New York Times describing how the department was
shirking its legal obligation to protect civil rights and filed

a lawsuit demanding that the department reinstate him to

his old job. On September 29, he was told that he was being
placed on administrative leave because he had disclosed “non-
public information for private gain.” The outcome of his case
is unresolved. Osadebe spoke with 7he Atlantic in his personal

capacity, not as a representative of the government.

The Atlantic
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KAREN
MATRAGRANO

DEPUTY CHIEF
INFORMATION OFFICER
DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
2005-2025

Karen Matragrano oversaw the Inte-
rior Department’s $2 billion portfolio
of information technology, including
systems tracking oil-and-gas revenue
that Interior collects. When DOGE
began operating in her department, it
wanted unfettered access to the payroll
system—which would have allowed it
to circumvent HR procedures and pri-
vacy protections. Rather than comply
with DOGE’s demand, Matragrano
resigned. Her dissent proved futile:
After her departure, DOGE gained

access to the system.

RUSLAN
PETRYCHKA

CHIEF OF THE
UKRAINIAN SERVICE
VOICE OF AMERICA
2007-2025

Ukrainian broadcast news has never
had a reputation for ethical rigor.
Oligarch-owned networks tailored
their reporting to serve their benefac-
tors’ interests. Ruslan Petrychka, a vet-
eran of Kyiv media who immigrated
to Washington, D.C., made it his mis-
sion to model objectivity in the reports
he produced in his native language

for Voice of America. After Russia’s
invasion in 2022, Petrychka’s service
became indispensable. On highly
watched Ukrainian-TV programs, his
reporters would explain the American
political system—without conspiracy,
without exaggeration. On March 14,
Trump ordered the dismantling of
Voice of America’s parent agency.

MICHAEL
LAUER

DEPUTY DIRECTOR FOR
EXTRAMURAL RESEARCH
NATIONAL INSTITUTES OF HEALTH
2007-2025

In 2024, the NIH spent $38 billion
sustaining research across universities
and hospitals. Michael Lauer oversaw
that money with a relentless commit-
ment to transparency: Grantees who
once buried results had to post them
within a year of completion. Lauer
also set up systems to probe sexual-
harassment complaints in research labs,
and to flag undisclosed foreign ties.

He retired after Health and Human
Services officials attempted to demote
his boss and the Trump administration
tried to freeze grants he oversaw.
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MICHAEL
FEINBERG

ASSISTANT SPECIAL

AGENT IN CHARGE

FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION
2009-2025

Michael Feinberg was on a path to
becoming the FBI’s top Chinese-
counterintelligence investigator, the
culmination of a career studying
Beijing’s spy network in the U.S. Early
in his career, the government had paid
for him to study Mandarin for four
summers at Middlebury College. Fein-
berg had begun to decipher the Chi-
nese playbook. He'd helped build cases
against espionage schemes, including
a racketeering and trade-secret case
against the tech giant Huawei (which
is still awaiting trial). But on May 31,
his supervisor told him that he faced
demotion because of his friendship
with the agent who helped lead the
2016 Russia-interference probe. (They
went to rock concerts together and
argued over the relative merits of New
Order and Joy Division.) Rather than
accept the demotion, he resigned.

ADAM
COHEN

DIRECTOR, ORGANIZED CRIME
DRUG ENFORCEMENT TASK FORCES
DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE

2018-2023; JANUARY-MARCH 2025

Adam Cohen earned his stripes as a
prosecutor at the end of the cocaine
boom in Miami, where he began
learning the structure of transnational
criminal organizations—and how to dis-
mantle them. For more than five years,
he led a team of more than 500-plus
prosecutors and 1,200 agents at the
DOJ. Deputy Attorney General Todd
Blanche abruptly fired him in March.

SHERNICE
MUNDELL

HEALTH-INSURANCE SPECIALIST
OFFICE OF PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT
2024-2025

Nearly 2 million current and former
postal workers, along with their family
members, rely on the federal govern-
ment for health insurance. Shernice
Mundell, an Air Force veteran, was the
person they called when they felt that
their claims had been unfairly denied,
or when they were simply lost in the
thicket of fine print. But because she
was a relatively new hire, Mundell was
considered a probationary employee.
That technicality sealed her fate: On
February 13, 2025, she was swept out
as part of a mass termination.

The Atlantic
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DAVID BOUCHER

DIRECTOR, INFECTIOUS-DISEASE PREPAREDNESS AND RESPONSE

ADMINISTRATION FOR STRATEGIC PREPAREDNESS

AND RESPONSE, DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES

On the other side of the world, a terrify-
ing unknown illness begins to spread. A
functionary in an African health ministry
has a premonition of a pandemic. There
used to be a default protocol for such
moments of crisis: call David Boucher.
Boucher is a scientist, but he acquired
the skills of an operator, someone who
could rouse turf-conscious bureaucracies
and nudge them to act as one. Within
hours of that first call, he would mobilize
the government to rummage through
what he calls “the nation’s medicine
cabinet”—all the stockpiled vaccines,
drugs, and diagnostic equipment; all
the treatments in clinical trials. If there
was a plausible match, Boucher would

2015-2025

arrange to ship it as soon as possible—
getting on the phone with commercial
couriers, alerting the ministry of health
to what was coming and how to use
it. The goal was containment: stop the
spread of a disease before an outbreak
became unmanageable, and before it
could reach our shores.

To avoid the fumbling that tended to
slow the government’s response to crises,
Boucher built systems. During the Ebola
outbreak in 2018, he chaired a working
group that allowed scientists and health
officials to update one another regu-
larly. And after that emergency receded,
he was the lead author of a pandemic-
preparedness plan that would have

developed vaccines, tests, and medicines
for every known viral family. (Congress
opted not to fund it.)

Mostly, Boucher careened from cri-
sis to crisis. After Ebola came COVID,
mpox, H5N1, and a string of more anon-
ymous flare-ups. During COVID, as part
of Operation Warp Speed, he led HHS’s
negotiation of contracts with the pharma-
ceutical companies that the government
had commissioned to develop vaccines.

The administration never pushed
Boucher out; several officials even pleaded
with him to stay. But after 10 years, he
concluded that his job was no longer ten-
able, given the ethos and orientation of the
administration. In late March, he resigned.

MARYANN
TIERNEY

REGIONAL ADMINISTRATOR
FEDERAL EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY
2010-2025

Soon after MaryAnn Tierney graduated college, catastrophe became her calling,
She went to work for New York City’s Office of Emergency Management.

On 9/11, she arrived at the World Trade Center just after the first plane struck
and was in the lobby of an adjacent building when the first tower started to
collapse. In the months that followed, she helped coordinate the removal of
rubble from the site. Over 15 years at FEMA, Tierney directed responses to
hurricanes and floods and oversaw the rebuilding of homes and communities.
From her office in Philadelphia, she also managed planning for presidential inau-
gurations and other major events in Washington, D.C. Tierney was serving as
FEMA’s acting deputy administrator when she resigned on May 9 to protest what
she described as the White House’s reckless scaling-back of the agency.
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[LA DEISS

IMMIGRATION JUDGE

EXECUTIVE OFFICE FOR IMMIGRATION REVIEW,
DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE

2017-2025

While Ila Deiss was a prosecutor in San Francisco, colleagues
praised her judicial temperament. When she saw the Justice
Department advertising an opening for immigration judges,
she applied and soon had a gavel of her own. The work was
draining, often requiring her to set aside heartbreaking stories
of good people fleeing bad situations in order to apply the
law, which meant that they would be deported. Yet Deiss
also reprimanded Immigration and Customs Enforcement
lawyers for disrespectful treatment of immigrants, and the
agency lodged a formal complaint against her. On July 17,
she was fired without explanation.

PETER GARRETT

DIRECTOR, CENTER

FOR EXTERNAL AFFAIRS
NATIONAL CANCER INSTITUTE
2013-2025

Peter Garrett oversaw the
hotline that helped patients
find clinical trials, and he
ran cancer.gov, which drew
up to 100 million visitors

a year. His office counter-
acted pharmaceutical spin
and translated government
data into clear language that
reflected scientific consen-
sus. Garrett retired in May.
By then, the administration
had fired most of his office.
He once led about 90 staff-
ers; he said two remain.

JEFFREY HALL

DEPUTY DIRECTOR FOR THE
OFFICE OF HEALTH EQUITY
CENTERS FOR DISEASE
CONTROL AND PREVENTION
2005-2025

Jeffrey Hall’s job was

to determine whether
public-health initiatives
were reaching historically
underserved groups—

not just Black and Latino
Americans, but rural white
populations, too. His office
was eliminated.

MELODY JOY
FIELDS

TRIAL ATTORNEY, CIVIL
RIGHTS DIVISION
DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE
2023-2025

Melody Joy Fields investi-
gated police departments
whose officers had abused
the mentally ill. She co-
wrote a report on a Mis-
sissippi town where police
systematically arrested poor
Black residents for minor
offenses and then fined
them to fund the depart-
ment. When the Trump
administration began
assigning her colleagues to
cases that had no connec-
tion to the office’s historic
mission, Fields resigned.
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GREG REINER

DIRECTOR OF THEATER
AND MUSICAL THEATER
NATIONAL ENDOWMENT

FOR THE ARTS

2015-2025

With a pool of grants

that topped out at just
$6.5 million, Greg Reiner
nourished American
theater in venues far from
Broadway. He funded play-
writing classes for inmates
in a Kentucky prison,
backed productions for
disabled actors in Denver,
and supported early devel-
opment of a then-fledgling
idea: a hip-hop musical
about the nation’s first
Treasury secretary. After
the Trump administration
announced plans to shut
down the NEA in May,
Reiner took a voluntary-
resignation package.

ELIZABETH POOLE

CHILDREN’S
ENVIRONMENTAL-
HEALTH COORDINATOR,
REGION §

ENVIRONMENTAL
PROTECTION AGENCY
2010-2025

In early 2025, Milwau-
kee discovered that lead
paint had poisoned at least
four students in its public
schools. Elizabeth Poole
said that she was ready

to descend with tests and
guidance, but the Trump
administration forbade her
team from working on the
crisis, an allegation that the
EPA disputes. In March,
she resigned.

NICK HAND

PROGRAM TECHNOLOGIST,
ENFORCEMENT DIVISION
CONSUMER FINANCIAL
PROTECTION BUREAU
2023-2025

Trained as an astrophysicist,
Nick Hand used his exper-
tise in data science to inves-
tigate the payment service
Zelle for allegedly failing to
protect consumers against
fraud—an investigation
that the Trump administra-
tion dropped. He resigned
in the spring.

DAVID MALTINSKY

NEW-AGENT TRAINEE
FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION
2009-2025

After 10 years assisting investigators working on cybercrime
cases, David Maltinsky earned an appointment as a special
agent in April—a promotion that required 19 weeks at the
FBI Academy, in Quantico, Virginia. In week 16, the bureau
fired him for an “inappropriate display of political signage”
in his previous Los Angeles office. The signage was a rainbow
flag—Maltinsky is gay—the same flag the government flew
outside L.A.’s Wilshire Federal Building during Pride Month
in 2021. When the Trump administration came to power, a
colleague had complained about the flag. Maltinsky says that
his supervisor and the L.A. office’s legal counsel had assured
him that there was no issue, and that his supervisor had told
him to keep it in plain view. When he explained this to the
officials assigned to fire him, they sat in silence. Maltinsky has
sued the bureau, claiming that his termination was illegal.
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EJAZ BALUCH JR.

SENIOR TRIAL ATTORNEY
CIVIL RIGHTS DIVISION, DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE
2019-2025

When Ejaz Baluch Jr. graduated college, he taught middle
school in one of the poorest pockets of West Baltimore. The
job was exhausting, and it provoked a question: How could
such inequality persist? Baluch began studying to become

a civil-rights lawyer. After a clerkship, he joined the Justice
Department’s Honors Program; several hundred idealistic law-
yers had applied, and Baluch was one of five accepted to the
Civil Rights Division. He was assigned to investigate systemic
discrimination in the Baltimore County Police Department’s
recruitment practices. In 2021, Baluch helped negotiate a
settlement that reshaped how the city hires new officers.

Soon after Trump’s inauguration, the acting associate attorney
general announced that the Civil Rights Division would freeze its
litigation. In April, Baluch was reassigned to the Complaint Adju-
dication Office, which he had never heard of before. It looked like
Siberia, compared with his old office. He temporarily avoided
that move because he had volunteered to join the administration’s
investigation of campus anti-Semitism in the University of Cali-
fornia system. But he knew that he couldn in good conscience
work on that project after Trump appointees implied to him and
his colleagues that the findings should be treated as a foregone
conclusion. Rather than sacrifice his integrity, Baluch accepted a
job at a nonprofit in Baltimore at half his government salary.

GREGG BAFUNDO

LEAD WILDERNESS RANGER,
NACHES RANGER DISTRICT
U.S. FOREST SERVICE,
DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
2017-2025

A Marine Corps veteran,
Gregg Bafundo rescued
climbers from cliffs in
northern Washington

State and evacuated a heart-
attack victim stranded

on a trail. When wildfires
would sweep Okanogan-
Wenatchee National Forest,
his job was to scout for
at-risk wildlife, then join
the fire line. Bafundo was
terminated; of the five
members of his crew, none

remains in their job.

KATERINA
HERODOTOU

SENIOR POLICY ADVISER,
OFFICE FOR CIVIL RIGHTS
AND CIVIL LIBERTIES
DEPARTMENT OF

HOMELAND SECURITY
2017-2025

Officials often failed to
identify human-trafficking
survivors with potential
eligibility for asylum,
until Katerina Herodotou
rewrote questions used to
screen for them. She was

fired on May 23.

ANA VAZ

FISH BIOLOGIST,
SOUTHEAST FISHERIES
SCIENCE CENTER
NATIONAL OCEANIC

AND ATMOSPHERIC
ADMINISTRATION
2024-2025

Using government models
that forecast ocean condi-
tions, Ana Vaz worked

to protect the viabil-

ity of grouper, snapper,
and other species in the
South Atlantic and Gulf
of Mexico. Fishing com-
munities trusted Vaz; her
science helped sustain the
marine life they depended
on. After she was fired in
April, she moved to Brazil
to work for a nonprofit
funded by that country’s
ministry of science.
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SUSAN
MILLER

CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY
1985-2025

At 25, Susan Miller went undercover
in Moscow in the thick of the Cold
War, mastering the art of giving KGB
agents the slip. Before she turned 30,
she was tapped to be station chief in
Vilnius, Lithuania, followed by posts
in Israel, the Czech Republic, and
Malaysia. Eventually she led the CIAs
counterintelligence unit—making

her its chief spy catcher—a job that
required her to investigate Russia’s
efforts to meddle in the 2016 presi-
dential election. After retiring in 2024,
Miller continued training agents as a
contractor. But she said that her inves-
tigation into the election earned her
the enmity of the Trump administra-
tion, which stripped her of her security
clearances in August and terminated
her relationship with the agency.

MIKE
GORDON

ASSISTANT U.S. ATTORNEY

DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE
2017-2025

Mike Gordon was folding laundry in
his home office on January 6, 2021,
when the television filled with images
of rioters besieging the Capitol.
Months later, he earned a coveted spot
on the DOJ task force charged with
bringing the insurrectionists to justice.
A former high-school teacher, Gordon
had a knack for commanding the
attention of easily distracted audiences.
He became the department’s closer

in the highest-profile January 6 trials,
notching a perfect conviction record.
Eventually his bosses in Tampa, where
he was based, recalled him to handle
white-collar prosecutions. But even his
winning record for the United States,
and the high esteem of his superiors,
couldn’t protect him. Attorney Gen-
eral Pam Bondi dismissed him without
warning in June, apparently for the sin
of prosecuting those whod attempted
to overturn the 2020 election; he sued
the administration in July, alleging
that he was the target of politically
motivated retaliation.

MICHAEL
MISSAL

INSPECTOR GENERAL
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
2016-2025

During a long legal career in private
practice, Michael Missal developed a
specialty in internal investigations.
CBS hired him to probe the anchor
Dan Rather’s specious reporting alleg-
ing that George W. Bush had received
preferential treatment during the Viet-
nam War. Bankruptcy courts deployed
him to dissect the collapses of World-
Com and New Century Financial
Corporation. In Missal’s nearly nine
years as the VA’s in-house investiga-
tor, his office issued 2,500 reports and
10,000 recommendations, saving bil-
lions of dollars. He led the inquiry that
uncovered a nursing assistant whod
murdered seven veterans with insulin
injections. At one point, his office was
pursuing more than 1,000 criminal
investigations. Missal was one of the
17 inspectors general Trump fired four
days into his second term. A federal
judge later found that Missal and seven
others had been unlawfully fired, but
did not reinstate them.
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BRENDAN
DEMICH

ENGINEER, PITTSBURGH
MINING RESEARCH DIVISION

NATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR
OCCUPATIONAL SAFETY AND HEALTH

2012-2025

Brendan Demich’s ancestors descended
into the coal mines of western Pennsyl-
vania and rarely emerged whole. A great-
grandfather lost a leg; a grandfather con-
tracted black lung; an uncle survived a
cave-in, his pelvis crushed.

At an early age, Demich resolved to
spare others that fate. For a high-school
project, he shadowed a researcher at the
Pittsburgh Mining Research Division, a
government lab devoted to developing
new techniques for preventing explo-
sions, collapses, and lung disease. That
division offered him a summer intern-
ship, and then, after he studied engi-

neering in college, a job.

Mining is far safer now than it was in
1910, when the government first began
studying how to keep miners alive. But
it remains lethal work, and the division
employed many of the world’s foremost
experts in mine-safety research. It housed
an acoustic chamber, which allowed for
research into hazardous noises; it kept a
test mine, where scientists could ignite
controlled explosions.

Demich belonged to a unit that sought
to improve the training of the rescuers who
respond to mine disasters. By law, com-
panies must field their own rescue teams,
almost always composed of miners them-
selves, who know the tunnels’ moods and

weaknesses. Training sessions unfolded
in high-school gyms or on football fields,
where scraps of paper on the ground sym-
bolized likely hazards. But Demich and his
fellow researchers theorized that technol-
ogy could offer a better way.

His unit developed a virtual-reality
simulation that let miners practice the
careful steps of rescue—deploying gas
readers to track methane, probing roofs
to test their strength. In the headset’s
glow, they could rehearse, so they would
be ready to act in a real emergency.

By early last year, the software was
ready, and Demich was in the final
stages of collecting data that confirmed
its effectiveness. But it might not ever be
deployed, because the research division
is part of Health and Human Services,
and the department’s secretary, Robert
E Kennedy Jr., effectively closed the office
in April. He fired Demich, along with
many of the nation’s other mine-safety-
research experts; they are now on admin-
istrative leave, thanks to a judge’s order,
while a lawsuit challenging the legality of
their firings wends its way through court.
Because Demich’s employment status is
unresolved, an unauthorized conversation
with a reporter could become grounds for
retaliation. He spoke with 7he Atlantic in
his capacity as vice president of his union,
not as a representative of the government.

YAEL LEMPERT

AMBASSADOR
DEPARTMENT OF STATE
1998-2025

Fluent in Arabic, Yael Lempert served as one of the Iraq desk officers before the war
began there in 2003 and co-wrote the prophetic memo “The Perfect Storm,” which
detailed the risks of an invasion. Despite her misgivings, she deployed to Baghdad
to work for the Coalition Provisional Authority, and over the next two decades rose
to the rank of career minister—the second-highest tier of the Foreign Service. As
U.S. ambassador to Jordan, home to 2 million Palestinian refugees, she soothed the
government’s anxious response to the Gaza War and facilitated the transport of
humanitarian aid from Jordan to Gaza. At the turn of every administration, ambas-
sadors ritualistically resign from their posts. Those resignations are ritualistically
rejected. To Lempert’s surprise, her resignation was accepted on January 20, 2025,
with no explanation. Without a diplomatic post, she remained a Foreign Service
officer, albeit one whose employer didn't seem to especially want her. Despite having
successfully served in the first Trump administration, she concluded that her career
had reached a dead end. In August, she resigned from the government.
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[5 THIS WHAT
PATRIOTISM
LOOKS LIKE?



Why an ex—police officer assaulted

a fellow cop on January 6

By Jamie Thompson



n the early-morning hours of January 5, 2021, Thomas
Webster, a former U.S. Marine and retired police offi-
cer, drove south on Interstate 95 toward Washington,
D.C. Webster, who was then 54, had been conflicted
about whether to attend the “Save America” rally, but
Donald Trump had used the word pazrior. Webster
had joined the military at 19, taken his first plane ride
to boot camp in South Carolina, gotten his first taste
of lobster tail on a ship in the Mediterranean. He loved the sense
of purpose he'd drawn from the oath he'dd sworn when he joined
the Marines: [ will support and defend the Constitution of the United
States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.

Webster, whod retired from the New York City Police Depart-
ment, where held been a street cop, a firearms instructor, and part
of the Gracie Mansion security detail, lived in Goshen, New York,
with his wife, Michelle, an Ivy League graduate who worked in
biotech sales, and their three teenagers, one of whom had recently
joined the Marines. He ran a small business, Semper Fi Land-
scaping, cutting grass and clearing snow during winter.

In the early days of the pandemic, Webster had masked in
public, disinfected his groceries, and slept in the basement if
he had the slightest sniffle. At first he thought keeping his kids
home from school made sense. But as the months stretched on,
he worried about his two younger teenagers, who didn’t seem to
be socializing or learning much over Zoom. One morning that
spring, when Webster went outside to mow a neighbor’s lawn,
he found himself troubled by the surreal silence on his block, like
he was standing on a vacant movie set.

When Webster turned on the news, the world seemed upside
down. He saw millions of people flouting COVID restrictions
to protest the killing of George Floyd. He became suspicious
about what the government and the mainstream media were
telling him. In the summer of 2020, he puzzled over how CNN
and other news outlets could describe the Black Lives Matter
protests as “mostly peaceful” while broadcasting discordant
images—for instance, the flames from buildings burning orange
against the night sky.

During that first year of COVID isolation, Webster consumed
more news than he ever had and grew irritated by what he viewed

as proliferating government intrusions into people’s lives. New
York’s Democratic governor, Andrew Cuomo, issued early stay-at-
home orders, imposed one of the first statewide mask mandates,
and discouraged in-person church services. As time passed, Web-
ster found his views diverging from some of his neighbors’ in the
Hudson Valley. When students were eventually allowed to return
to school, his children were among the few who climbed back onto
the school bus. This was when he thought he noticed neighbors
looking at him differently, as though they disapproved. Back in
2015, when Trump had begun his presidential campaign, Webster
hadn’t taken him seriously, because he “said some crazy-ass stuff.”
Webster thought of himself as a traditional, small-government,
libertarian-leaning Reagan Republican; hed supported Ted Cruz
in the 2016 Republican primary. Now, though, he began to find
Trump’s bombast refreshing. In the president’s words, Webster
heard echoes of his own thoughts about the strangulating overreach
of an authoritarian government. Some of what Trump said about
foreign policy also began to resonate with Webster, particularly
his statements about wanting America to quit its “forever wars,”
because he worried about his daughter in the Marines.

Opver the course of 2020, Webster found himself pulled more
and more deeply into the MAGA camp. The concept of “Make
America Great Again” seemed pretty brilliant to him. Who
could argue with it? Webster had been disappointed to see the
Obama administration go on what he thought was an endless
apology tour around the world. Trump, in contrast, embraced
the country and was unabashed in putting America first. “I
really appreciated that,” Webster told me recently. “T didn’t view
MAGA as ‘extremism.” I viewed it as a sense of patriotism, a
love of God and family and country.”

As the pandemic and the 2020 election campaign wore
on, Webster drifted further and further to the right. When
he became disenchanted with even Fox News for being too
moderate, and especially for its decision to call Arizona for Joe
Biden so early on Election Night, he began turning instead to
Newsmax and One America News Network. He migrated from
far-right sites such as Breitbart News, The Federalist, and Gateway
Pundit to smaller, even-further-right forums that pulsed with
conspiratorial outrage.
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When Trump claimed that the election had been stolen, Web-
ster was inclined to believe him. He read about a Postal Service
subcontractor who said that he'd driven 24 boxes of completed
mail-in ballots from New York to Pennsylvania in a tractor trailer
early one morning about two weeks before Election Day, sug-
gesting that they'd been improperly moved across state lines. He
saw images of poll workers in Detroit covering windows, which
implied to him that they were concealing electoral skulduggery.
He watched a video of poll workers in Georgia pulling what
Trump called “suitcases” of ballots from beneath a table after
election observers had gone home. Based on everything he was
seeing, Webster didn’t find it so far-fetched that a cornerstone of
democracy—a free and fair
election—had been compro-
mised. He believed Trump
when he said that Democrats
were using the pandemic to
push the use of mail-in bal-
lots in order to perpetrate
widespread voter fraud. After
the election results were in,
when Trump asked how
Biden—who, according to
the president, had been “hid-
ing” in his basement and
couldn’t put two sentences
together—had somehow
won 81 million votes, Web-
ster had to agree that was
awfully suspicious.

Trump had been sowing
doubts about the integrity
of the election since before
the voting even started.
“The only way they”’—the
Democrats—“are going
to win is by a rigged elec-
tion,” he said at a rally in
August, and he repeated this
sentiment over and over in
the weeks leading up to
November 3. After mid-
night on Election Night,
while the votes were still
being counted, Trump said,

President Donald Trump speaks to thousands of supporters on January 6, 2021,

repeating his spurious claims of election fraud and encouraging a march on the Capitol.

his supporters to attend a rally in Washington on January 6,
the day the Electoral College vote was to be certified. “Will be
wild!” he tweeted. MAGA supporters embraced the invitation.
Social media and pro-Trump discussion forums teemed with
people saying they were planning to “storm the Capitol” on
January 6. Many of them declared that they would be armed.

Before 2021, the January 6 electoral certification had gener-
ally been a pro forma affair. By the time certification happens, the
popular vote has long been counted, the Electoral College totals
officially called. But Trump and some of his aides were plotting
with a few far-right Republicans in the House of Representatives to
stymie the proceedings. During the certification process, members
of Congress have the opportu-
nity to object to a state’s results,
which triggers debate and then
avote about whether the objec-
tion is to be upheld. But in the
133 years that this certification
process had been the law, no

objection had ever been sus-
tained. Trump and his coterie
intended to change that by pres-
suring legislators, and Vice Pres-
ident Mike Pence, to uphold
objections to certain states’
votes. “The Vice President has
the power to reject fraudulently
chosen electors,” the president
tweeted on January 5. Trump
supporters got the message:
Outside pressure would help.
If “a million patriots” show up
“bristling with AR’s”—assault
rifles—“just how brave do you
think” legislators will be “when
it comes to enforcing their
unconstitutional laws?” some-
one posted on thedonald.win,
a popular pro-Trump website.
“Don’t cuck out. This is do or
die. Bring your guns.” Other
posts echoed this.

As Trump amplified calls
for his supporters to assemble
in Washington to “stop the

“Frankly, we did win this

election.” As soon as the votes were finally all tabulated and
the race was declared for Biden, Trump began casting doubt
and scheming to overturn the result.

On December 14, the leader of the Oath Keepers, the right-
wing paramilitary group, published an open letter on their web-
site urging Trump to invoke the Insurrection Act in order to
block the transfer of power to Biden using military force. “If
you fail to act,” the letter said, “we the people will have to fight
a bloody civil war and revolution.” Five days later, Trump urged

steal,” Webster told his wife
that he needed to go. Worried about antifa counterprotesters,
he packed his NYPD-issued bulletproof vest, with his blood
type, A+, written on the inside; he filled his military-issued ruck-
sack with water, Gatorade, and Meals Ready-to-Eat (MREs).
He took a Smith & Wesson revolver, small enough to fit in his
pocket, and warm clothes, including a snow jacket with dis-
tinctive red, black, and white stripes. As he traveled south in
his Honda CR-V, he was a man infused with purpose, a patriot
answering a president’s plea for help.
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he next afternoon, January 6, Noah Rathbun, an
officer with the Metropolitan Police Department
of Washington, D.C., stood behind a bike-rack
barricade on the west side of the U.S. Capitol as
a hostile and growing crowd closed in.
Though Rathbun, a U.S. Navy veteran, had
been with MPD for five years, he'd never been
to the Capitol. After joining the department,
hed been assigned to the Seventh District, which includes high-
crime neighborhoods in Southeast D.C. But he was also a mem-
ber of one of the department’s civil-disturbance units, and that
morning his unit had been deployed near the White House.
Around 1 p.m., when officers at the Capitol began radioing for
help, his unit drove patrol cars toward the complex’s western
end. Surveying the scene that confronted him there, Rathbun
had never faced so many angry people, a mass of humanity
that rippled out as far as he could see. He wore a helmet, a
gas mask, a fluorescent-yellow jacket, and a body camera that
recorded the crowd.

Eatlier that day, Trump had begun his morning by once again
exhorting Pence, who would oversee the election-certification
process, to overturn Biden’s victory. “Do it Mike, this is a time
for extreme courage!” he tweeted. Just before noon, the president
began speaking to the thousands of supporters he had summoned
to the Ellipse. “We won this election, and we won it by a land-
slide,” he said. After telling them to “peacefully and patriotically”
make their voices heard, in order to give Republicans the cour-
age to reject the certification, he shifted to inflaming them: “We
fight. We fight like hell. And if you don’t fight like hell, you're
not going to have a country anymore.” He told them to walk
down Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol, where Congress was
beginning the certification proceedings, and said that he would
go with them. (He did not go with them.) At 2:11, the rioters
breached the Capitol building. Two minutes later, the Secret Ser-
vice whisked Pence off the Senate floor.

At 2:18, a woman wearing a Trump face mask and holding
a Trump flag on a pole tried to push through the barricade that
Rathbun was manning. He put his hand on the woman’s shoulder
and shoved her back as they tussled over the flagpole. The woman
fell to the ground, upsetting the crowd. On body-cam footage,
you can see one protester square his shoulders in a confrontational
posture, and another raise what looks like a cane into the air as a
police officer tries to douse them with chemical spray.

Someone lobbed what looked like a cylindrical Bluetooth
speaker into the air. It hit Rathbun in the chest. As he tried
to reattach the barricade, which the crowd had dislodged, the
woman reappeared. Rathbun put both hands on her chest and
pushed her back, and she again fell down. Shortly after that, a
bearded man, reading the officer’s name on his uniform, raised
his hands in the air and said, “Rathbun, calm down. Nobody’s
going to hurt you.”

Another man, wearing what looked to be tactical goggles,
pointed his finger at Rathbun and said to the bearded man: “He
hit the woman.”

Bearded man: “I know.”

“He’s ready to punch a woman in the face,” the man with
goggles said, making an uppercut motion. “I treated Afghan
women with way more respect than that.”

Rathbun responded by opening and closing his fingers and
thumb like Pac-Man’s mouth, appearing to convey the universal
symbol for blah blah blah.

As the crowd blew air horns and chanted “U.S.A.!,” the
bearded man asked Rathbun, “Do you love America, Rathbun?
Do you love your country, son?”

Rathbun stared forward, his hand resting on the barricade,
the final barrier between the crowd and the Capitol’s western
entrance. The nation’s legislators were gathered inside, certifying
Biden’s election. Rathbun understood that his job was to protect
those legislators. The barricades were flimsy and unanchored.
He put his foot on the bottom of one, trying to stabilize it.
Before long, another man appeared before Rathbun. “Y’all know
what’s right and what’s wrong. I know you're just doing what’s
right, doing your job, and we hope that Pence does his job,” the
man said. “My vote got disenfranchised by thousands of votes.
Thousands of dead people voted. Those dead people are not
here. 'm here.”

It was around this moment that Trump tweeted that Pence—
then being evacuated to a secure location as some people in the
mob chanted “Hang Mike Pence!”—lacked the “courage” to
reject Biden’s certification.

At 2:28, aman in a red, black, and white snow jacket—Tom
Webster—pushed his way to the front of the crowd. He carried
a large metal pole with a red Marine Corps flag on it. He pointed
his index finger at Rathbun and yelled: “You fucking piece of shit!
You fucking commie motherfuckers, man. You're gonna attack
Americans? No, fuck that!” As Webster repeatedly jabbed his
finger, Rathbun met it with his left hand, as if trying to swat him
away. As Webster continued aggressively yelling, Rathbun reached
over the barricade and shoved him back. Webster said, “You
fucking commie fuck. Come on, take your shit off’—something
people say to a cop when they want to fight.

Webster reached down and shoved the barricade toward Rath-
bun. It slid easily across the concrete, creating a gap between it
and the next barricade. Rathbun reached out to shove Webster
back and struck him in the head with an open palm. The blow
further inflamed Webster, who raised his flagpole into the air
and swung it down repeatedly in a chopping motion, hitting the
barricade with a loud clang.

Rathbun and the other officers tried to reconnect the barri-
cades but couldn’, and the crowd surged forward. As Rathbun
and other officers retreated, Webster clenched both fists, crouched
into a linebacker’s stance, and charged into Rathbun, knocking
him to the ground. As the two men wrestled, Webster tugged
on Rathbun’s helmet, pulling the chin strap tighter around his
neck, to the point where, Rathbun later testified, he struggled
to breathe. Webster pulled the officer’s gas mask partway off and
pressed his fingers close to his eyes. Rathbun tried to get up but
couldn’, feeling as if someone in the crowd was kicking him.
After about 10 seconds, Webster stood and disappeared into the
crowd flooding through the breach he'd helped create.
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Left: Retired NYPD Officer Tom Webster on January 6, 2021, wielding the flagpole he used to assault MPD Officer Noah Rathbun.
Right: Webster today, ar home in Mississippi. He served two years in prison in Texas before Trump’s blanket pardon led to his release.

Shortly afterward, someone filmed Webster standing against
a wall at the Capitol, his eyes red from tear gas. Stepping away
from the wall and looking into the camera, he said: “Send more
patriots. We need some help.”

s Webster drove home to New York that night,

he wasn’t exactly pumping his fist over what

had happened, but he wasn’t full of regret,

cither. He felt justified in what he'd done. He

believed that Officer Rathbun had provoked

him, gesturing him to come closer and fight.

(Rathbun denied this in court testimony, say-

ing he had “absolutely not” made such a ges-

ture. He did not respond to requests for comment.) Webster

thought back to how when hed arrived on the Capitol grounds,

he'd seen an elderly couple leaving, the woman’s face covered

in blood. The image had troubled him. American citizens had

gone to the Capitol to express their First Amendment rights,

only to find themselves assaulted by the police? Webster says he

thinks of himself as a “protector,” so seeing that woman put him

into a rage, which was the state he was in when he approached
Rathbun at the police barrier.

As he absorbed news coverage over the rest of that week, how-

ever, he was surprised by its tenor. He'd thought the January 6

crowd would be viewed the way the Black Lives Matter pro-
testers had been—as a mostly peaceful group with a righteous
cause. A few bad actors, to be sure, but he wasn’t among them.

But he quickly realized that many Americans viewed Janu-
ary 6 protesters like him not as patriots but as domestic terror-
ists. Much of the commentary Webster now saw online focused
on white supremacy and featured images of protesters holding
Confederate flags. Even Trump seemed to briefly forsake them,
calling their intrusion on the Capitol a “heinous attack” that
had “defiled the seat of American democracy.” As politicians in
both parties warned that lawbreakers in the crowd would pay,
Webster suppressed a pang of fear.

He seesawed back and forth as he surveyed the evidence.
He watched footage of a man hurling a fire extinguisher at a
group of police officers. Okay, that clearly crossed the line, Web-
ster thought. Then he watched clips of the Air Force veteran
and MAGA devotee Ashli Babbitt getting shot as she climbed
through a window into the Speaker’s Lobby leading to the
House Chamber, and he felt outraged by what he viewed as
her murder.

Webster learned that the FBI, media organizations, and ama-
teur internet sleuths were using facial-recognition software to
identify those whod stormed the Capitol. His anxiety increased
when he heard that federal agents had begun kicking down the
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doors of identified January 6 protesters. A friend told Webster
that his picture was circulating online. One evening as he lay in
bed, his wife’s phone rang. His brother-in-law spoke so loudly
that Webster could hear what he said: “Tom is going viral on
Twitter.” His wife looked at Webster, concerned. “What do you
mean?” she asked.

Her brother texted a photograph that he'd found trending
online under the hashtag #eyegouger, showing Webster appear-
ing to thrust his fingers in a police officer’s face. Webster had
already told his wife about his fight, explaining that the cop had
struck him first. Now he again insisted that he'd been provoked,
but his brother-in-law sounded doubtful. Whatever you say, dude.

Panicked, Webster went to see the priest at his Catholic
church. The clergyman connected Webster with another church
member who was a criminal-defense lawyer. He and Webster
arranged to meet with the FBL

“EVEN IF HE DIDN’T
KNOW BETTER THAN

TO BELIEVE TRUMP’S
LIES, HE KNEW BETTER
THAN TO ASSAULT A
FELLOW COP, NO MATTER
THE CIRCUMSTANCES.”

n the spring of 2022, Webster sat at the defense table
in a federal courtroom in Washington, D.C. Legal
wrangling ahead of the trial had stretched out over
14 months, while lawyers and law-enforcement agents
pored over hundreds of pages of filings, reports, and
statements, and watched scores of video clips. Five
attorneys argued the case—three for the government,
two for Webster. Jurors heard from 12 witnesses: three
U.S. Capitol Police officers, one MPD officer, one Secret Service
agent, three FBI agents, a Safeway grocery-store district manager
(who testified about how much the violence on January 6 had
suppressed business), two longtime friends of Webster’s, and
a former NYPD officer with whom he'd attended the police
academy. Jurors also heard directly from Webster and Rath-
bun, both of whom testified for several hours, and repeatedly
watched footage of their altercation from multiple angles. The
court reporters’ transcription of the proceedings consumed more

than 1,000 typed pages.

During closing arguments, a prosecutor urged the jurors to
rely on what they'd seen with their own eyes. He repeated this six
times, the last time as a question: “What did your eyes tell you?”

After a trial lasting five days, jurors deliberated for less than
three hours before finding Webster guilty on all six counts hed
been charged with, including the most serious felony: assaulting
a police officer with a dangerous weapon, for violently swinging
his flagpole multiple times at Rathbun. At the sentencing, in Sep-
tember, a prosecutor acknowledged that people like Webster might
have been pawns in a political game, but added: “Even if he didn’t
know better than to believe Trumpss lies, he knew better than to
assault a fellow cop, no matter the circumstances.”

Webster’s defense attorney had argued in a presentencing fil-
ing that judging his client’s character based solely on January 6
was like “judging the sea by a jugful of its water.”

“The court doesn’t see a lot of Tom Websters,” the attorney,
James E. Monroe, told the judge. “In my career, I don’t get a
chance to represent many Tom Websters, someone who’s had
such a sparkling career and makes such a perfect disaster of his
personal and professional life by seconds of stupidity.” He said
that Webster came to D.C. at the invitation “of a president that
was desperate to retain power. And like many other Americans,
he accepted that invitation. And as we've laid out in our own
papers, the lies and disinformation were sufficient to fool many
Americans, especially those who showed up here at the Capitol
on January 6.” He also scolded the government for seeking a long
prison term for Webster, whod never before had any legal trouble
and who had served his country and New York honorably as a
Marine and a police officer; he called the proposed sentence “an
act of vengeance as opposed to a prayer for justice.”

Webster rose to speak. He told the judge that hed become
swept up in politics and Trump’s rhetoric. He said he wished
he'd never gone to D.C. that day. He turned and addressed the
police officer he'd assaulted, who was sitting in the courtroom
gallery: “Officer Rathbun, I'm sorry.”

U.S. District Judge Amit P. Mehta, an Obama appointee,
agreed that for 25 years, Webster had been “a public servant in the
truest sense of the word,” an everyday American who now found
himself looking at substantial jail time. But although he'd watched
the video of Webster attacking the cop many times, Mehta said,
“I still remain shocked every single time I see it.” Webster, he said,
had contributed to one of America’s darkest days: “We cannot
function as a country if people think they can behave violently
when they lose an election.” Mehta believed that Webster had
constructed an alternative truth about what happened that day,
one that was “utterly fanciful and incredible.”

Before sentencing Webster to 10 years in prison, Mehta sug-
gested that understanding his actions on January 6 required a
wider lens. The judge posited that a man like Webster doesn’t
do what he did unless he is “brought to a place where his mind
and his otherwise sense of equilibrium, his patriotism, his sense
of self are lost.”

“People need to ask themselves what conditions could have
created that to happen,” Mehta said, “and be honest with yourself
when you're asking the question and answering it.”
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frer Webster turned himself in at a low-security
prison in Texas on October 13, 2022, inmates
quickly discovered that he was a former cop.
When he sat down for his first meal in the
chow hall, another inmate ordered him to go
and sit with the “SOs”—the sex offenders.
But what was even harder for Webster to
deal with was the knowledge that people didnt
see him the way held seen himself on January 6—as a patriot. Even
his kids, who'd always looked up to him as the father who fixed
their bikes and planned family camping trips, seemed sad and
puzzled, as if no longer certain about who he was.

In the days immediately following the insurrection, the coun-
try seemed almost unified in agreement that what had happened
at the Capitol was violent and dark. “The violence, destruc-
tion, and chaos we saw earlier was unacceptable, undemocratic,
and un-American,” Republican House Minority Leader Kevin
McCarthy said from the House floor just hours after the attack
had subsided, adding that January 6 was “the saddest day I've
ever had serving as a member of this institution.” The next week,
the House voted to impeach Trump, and in February the Senate
voted 57—43 to convict him, with seven Republicans joining all
50 Democrats in finding him guilty of “incitement of insurrec-
tion.” Although this fell 10 votes short of the two-thirds majority
necessary for conviction, polls showed that a clear majority of
Americans believed Trump bore responsibility for the insurrec-
tion. He was effectively banned from all the major social-media
platforms, and large corporations declared that they would no
longer make financial contributions to politicians who had sup-
ported Trump’s election lies. Even the longtime Republican
kingmaker Rupert Murdoch, who was then the chair of Fox
Corporation, declared, in an email to one of his former execu-
tives, “We want to make Trump a non person.” The president
seemed to be heading toward political exile, his election claims
destined to be inscribed in history as treasonous lies.

But within hours of the attack on the Capitol, an alternative nar-
rative was already forming. On her show the evening of January 6,
the Fox News host Laura Ingraham wondered aloud whether antifa
sympathizers had infiltrated the crowd. Before long, a chorus of
conservative-media personalities, far-right lawmakers, and family
members of rioters was suggesting that the reports of savagery had
been overblown; that the events of that day had been more peace-
ful protest than violent insurrection; that the real insurrection had
been on November 3, when the election was stolen.

By March, Trump was telling Ingraham live on Fox News
that the crowd had posed “zero threat right from the start”
and that protesters had been “hugging and kissing” the police.
By the fall, Trump and other prominent MAGA figures were
regularly referring to the rioters turned defendants as “patriots”
and “political hostages.” January 6, Trump would later say, was
“a day of love.” News clips featured residents of the “Patriot
Pod,” a unit at the D.C. jail that housed January 6 defendants,
singing “The Star-Spangled Banner” every night—and before
long, Trump was playing a recording of their rendition at the
start of his political rallies. On his Fox News show a year after

the insurrection, Tucker Carlson said, “January 6 barely rates
as a footnote. Really not a lot happened that day, if you think
about it.” Representative Clay Higgins, a Republican from Loui-
siana, has said, “The whole thing was a nefarious agenda to
entrap MAGA Americans.” Shortly after the first anniversary
of January 6, Trump mentioned the possibility of pardoning
the defendants if he were reelected. By March 2024, during the
presidential campaign, he was saying that one of his first acts in
office would be to “free the January 6 Hostages”; in December
of that year, after he won the election, he said he would issue
the pardons on his “first day.”

From his cell in Texas, Webster tried to tune out news about
the election, the potential pardons, and the J6ers generally,
not wanting to get his hopes up. Had the country remained
coalesced around the accurate original understanding of Janu-
ary 6—that American citizens had been lied to about the 2020
election by the president and had attempted to sack the Capi-
tol partly at his instigation—Webster might have been forced
into a reckoning. Instead, he'd been presented with a more
appealing framing that squared better with his view of himself
as a patriot and a good person: He and other Americans had
gone to Washington simply to petition their government about
questionable election results and, while there, had been baited
by antifa or undercover federal agents into storming the Capi-
tol. This, in turn, reinforced Webster’s own initial claim about
his fight with the MPD cop—that Rathbun had provoked the
encounter by striking him in the head, then lied about it to
counter Webster’s righteous assertion of self-defense, resulting
in his wrongful conviction.

When Trump officially announced another run for president,
in November 2022, it solidified everything Webster believed
about Trump—that he was a fighter, that he loved America,
that he would not be cowed. Despite all that the government
had done to Trump, including impeaching him twice, the ex-
president remained unyielding.

On Election Night in November 2024, Webster sat in the
prison television room, watching the results. By the time he
returned to his cell for the inmate head count at 9 p.m., Florida
had been called for Trump. Webster spent the next few hours
lying on his bunk in the dark, listening to the radio as news-
casters called North Carolina for Trump, then Georgia, then
Pennsylvania, then the election. Webster drifted off to sleep,
full of hope.

For the next few weeks, he wondered whether Trump would
keep his word about pardoning the J6ers on his first day back in
office. He worried that Trump might pardon only some of the
1,600 defendants, and not the supposedly violent ones like him.
Or maybe Trump would wait until the end of his term, to avoid
any political heat. For Webster, that would mean continuing to
languish in prison for years.

On Inauguration Day, Webster was anxious. He watched the
ceremonies for a few hours, then went back to his cell to rest.
Later that evening, a prison guard called out: “Webster! Get
down to the lieutenant’s office right now.” Just before midnight,
he stepped into the cold Texas night, a free man.

48 FEBRUARY 2026 A



fo——
PROMOTION

R o aaeed mr

- -

A new weekly video podcast hosted by our staff writer Charlie Warzel, who is paying attention to
where we pay attention. Galaxy Brain invites you into conversations to make sense of the online fire
hose of our information ecosystem. Watch on YouTube or listen on your favorite podcast player.

SUBSCRIBE Apple Podcasts '!ii' Google Podcasts Spotify YouTube ,
: e antic
&= o)

L R e




he Metropolitan Police Department in Washing-

ton, D.C,, requires nearly all of its 3,200 officers

to work inaugurations, typically one of the lon-

gest and most boring days of their career; many

calculate how close they are to retirement by how

many more inaugurations they still have to work.

In January of last year, hundreds of MPD ofh-

cers who had been at the Capitol on January 6,

2021, were working to safeguard Donald Trump’s second inau-

guration. To Officer Daniel Hodges, the experience was surreal:

The last time he'd seen so many people wearing MAGA hats,
theyd been trying to kill him.

On that day five years ago, Hodges had reported for duty at
sunrise as part of a civil-disturbance unit, CDU 42. The group
(25 officers, four sergeants, and one lieutenant) was specially
trained in riot tactics: how to deploy large canisters of chemical
spray; how to shoot rubber bullets from 40-millimeter launch-
ers; how to perform extractions—fast, targeted operations to

THE LAST TIME

HE’'D SEEN SO MANY
PEOPLE WEARING MAGA
HATS, THEY’'D BEEN
TRYING TO KILL HIM.

remove people from danger. But on that day, January 6, platoon
members looked like typical patrol officers, standing in navy-blue
uniforms along the blocks of Constitution Avenue leading to the
Ellipse, where Trump was holding his rally. Supervisors had not
authorized them to wear riot gear, which was stashed in nearby
vans, or carry munitions. They'd been told that their assignment
was simply to be visible.

Hodges watched the crowd flow by, noting that a significant
number wore tactical gear such as helmets, goggles, and ballis-
tic vests—not the sort of accoutrements people typically wear
to peaceably listen to speeches. Around 11 a.m., a large crowd
began streaming back toward the Capitol. Around 1 p.m., the
U.S. Capitol Police summoned MPD for help; protesters were
attacking officers, crashing through barricades, and climbing scaf-
folding that had been erected in advance of the inauguration. An
MPD commander ordered CDU 42 to the Capitol for backup.

A litde after 1:30 p.m., Hodges and other officers stood out-
side their vans putting on hard-shell protective pads that covered
their shoulders, shins, and other bones. They listened as a veteran
MPD commander at the Capitol began to sound more desperate
over the police radio. Officers, some not yet in full gear, rushed

into two scout cars and four vans, and sped toward the Capitol.
Only two officers had managed to pull on their protective cover-
alls, stretchy black suits that look like onesies and shield them
from flames and chemical spray.

On the northwest side of the Capitol, Hodges and other offi-
cers arranged themselves in a two-column formation as a sergeant
called out orders: “Shields down! Cameras on!” As they marched
toward the Capitol, Hodges noted that his platoon mates, who
had worked many protests together, were grim and silent, as if
nervous about what they were about to encounter. Many had
never worked at the Capitol and had no idea where to go. An
officer on the scene led them toward the West Terrace. As they
drew closer, a loud roar filled the air. Taking in the crowd, Hodges
saw that police officers were preposterously outnumbered. Each
put a hand on the shoulder of the officer in front of them, and
they marched into the dense, roiling horde, so thick that the
two columns were forced to collapse into a single line. Soon the
scene devolved into individual battles between officers and rioters.

One rioter tried to rip the baton from Hodges’s hand as he
took blows from all sides. Another man, who wore a ballistic
vest that bulged with thick protective plates, as if prepared
for heavy gunfire, asked, “Are you my brother?” Another said,
“You will die on your knees.” A rioter whod climbed up scaf-
folding tossed down something heavy, hitting Hodges in the
head. Another man tried to take Hodges’s baton and they fell
to the ground, the man kicking Hodges in the chest as they
wrestled. Hodges managed to hang on to his baton but then
found himself on all fours, surrounded by the mob, terrified
that he would soon be torn apart.

With the help of colleagues who materialized around him,
Hodges managed to stand back up, and he and other platoon
members fought their way through the crowd, arriving at the police
line in various states of dishevelment. They joined other officers on
the West Terrace and tried to keep the crowd at bay. Standing there,
Hodges struggled to take in a scene of jarring dissonance: someone
waving a flag with Trump’s head atop Rambo’s body; the steady,
warlike pounding of a single drum; one angry protester demand-
ing, “I want to speak to a supervisor!” The absolute entitlement of
these peaple, Hodges thought. As minutes passed, Hodges felt as
if he could feel the shift and flow of the crowd’s energy, a push of
aggression followed by an unsteady lull. A man appeared before
Hodges and shouted, “Do you think your little peashooter guns
are going to stop this crowd?” Hodges scanned people’s hands for
guns and knives, trying to calculate when and whether to use force,
how to use just enough to stop the crowd but not inflame it, how
any action he took might look later on video.

Horrified, he watched the crowd burst through the police
line. An MPD commander shouted over the radio: “We've
lost the line! All MPD, pull back!” Two men pushed Hodges
against a wall; one man reached beneath his protective visor
and dug into his right eye with his thumb. Hodges cried out
in pain, and managed to shake the man off before his eye was
permanently damaged.

Standing near the steps of the Capitol, trying to hold back the
marauders, Hodges felt that the job was futile: He would fight
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Police try to defend the Capitol against Trump supporters

attempting to disrupt the election-certification process.

off one man, and another 20 would appear. Hodges retreated
with other officers inside the building. A high-ranking MPD
commander, Ramey Kyle, called out, “It’s gonna be old-school
CDU”—civil-disturbance unit—"“if they come in those doors,
do you hear me?” Officers took that to mean that this was no
time for the reform-minded policing of recent years; this fight
would be hard and violent. “We are not losing the U.S. Capitol
today!” Kyle shouted.

Another officer called out for Hodges’s platoon: “42, come
on!” Bracing himself to rejoin the battle, Hodges headed toward
the Lower West Terrace tunnel, arriving at a dark concrete hall-
way about 10 feet wide. There, Hodges saw a few dozen offi-
cers in a haze of smoke—rows of four or five stacked shoulder
to shoulder—struggling to hold off the hundreds of protesters
whod already breached two sets of doors. Behind those hundreds,
thousands more swarmed. The officers believed theirs to be the
last line of defense protecting the Capitol. They didn’t know that
rioters had already entered the building on the northwest side.

Police and the mass of protesters battled for inches. The attack-
ers swayed back and forth, their bodies working as battering rams.
The crowd, Hodges realized, had itself become a weapon. When
officers got injured or succumbed to exhaustion or pepper spray,
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they would fall back, other officers stepping forward to take their
place in the fray. As officers around him fell, Hodges pressed to
the front of the line. The other side was doing the same, calling
out, “We need fresh patriots up here.” Unlike the police, though,
the protesters seemed to have an infinite number of replacements.

Hodges had worked many protests, particularly during the
long summer of 2020, after the killing of George Floyd. In his
experience, when demonstrations turned violent, the violence
itself was the point, serving as catharsis and release. But this crowd
had a singular goal-—to get inside the Capitol. Only a handful
of exhausted cops, Hodges among them, stood in the breach.

Hodges braced himself against a metal door frame to his right.
But as soon as he got situated, the momentum shifted. The crowd
shouted “Heave, ho!” and pushed toward the officers, pinning
Hodges against the door frame. He felt the hard plastic of a police
shield that rioters had stolen pressing into his other side.

A video—which would soon be viewed by millions of people
around the world—captured what happened next. Hodges was
trapped, his whole body getting crushed. His arms hung uselessly
at his sides. He effectively could not move his legs. A man wrapped
his hand around Hodges’s gas mask, violently shoving it back and
forth and then ripping it off, shouting what sounded like “How
do you like me now, fucker?” As Hodges stood there, scared and
vulnerable, the man grabbed his baton and bashed him on the head
with it, rupturing his lip and smashing his skull. The video focused
on Hodges’s face, his mouth bloody as he struggled to breathe.
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Fearing that he would soon collapse and be dragged into the crowd,
Hodges did the only thing he could—he screamed for help.
Most cops have hero dreams, protector fantasies that sus-
tain them through days that are mostly mundane. The video
of Hodges crying out plaintively is the antithesis of how a cop
wants to be seen. In the ensuing days and years, Hodges has had
to come to terms with that helplessness. He'd bravely advanced to
the front of the police line, but in the end, he'd needed rescuing.
Like so many people whose lives have been defined by seconds
of video from that day, Hodges doesn’t like the story his tells. But
he has accepted it, because it’s what happened. Over time, he has
learned to laugh when friends joke about how he got his ass kicked
on January 6. But the seriousness of his predicament, how close
he came to blindness or maybe death, remains ever near; he can
still feel the man’s fingers crawling up his cheek toward his eye.

lictle after 4 p.m., Trump finally submitted
to the multiple entreaties from members of
Congress, the vice president, and many oth-
ers and recorded a video telling the protesters
to go home. “We had an election that was
stolen from us. It was a landslide election and
everyone knows it, especially the other side,”
he said. “But you have to go home now. We
have to have peace.” He continued: “There’s never been a time
like this where such a thing happened, where they could take
it away from all of us—from me, from you, from our country.
This was a fraudulent election, but we can't play into the hands
of these people. We have to have peace. So go home.” National
Guardsmen and other reinforcements finally began to arrive. At
6:01 p.m., Trump tweeted: “These are the things and events that
happen when a sacred landslide election victory is so unceremo-
niously & viciously stripped away from great patriots who have
been badly & unfairly treated for so long. Go home with love &
in peace. Remember this day forever!”

Though the Capitol had been breached and defiled, and the cer-
tification proceedings interrupted, police officers like Hodges—and
Noah Rathbun; and Capitol Police Officer Eugene Goodman, who
saved lawmakers by redirecting a group of marauders away from
the Senate chamber; and Capitol Police Lieutenant Michael Byrd,
who in shooting Ashli Babbitt potentially stopped what would have
been a surge of rioters toward the House chamber, where members
of Congress were hiding—had held off enough of the mob for
long enough that no legislators were killed or badly injured. The
proceedings could resume, allowing the transfer of power to Joe
Biden two weeks later.

Hodges and his fellow CDU 42 officers stayed in the Capi-
tol Crypt until late that night, sitting cross-legged and leaning
against columns, nursing their wounds. They were battered and
exhausted, but would have fought again if they had to, he told me.

In the years that followed, Hodges testified in court at his attack-
ers’ criminal trials and sentencing hearings. He believed it was
important that they face consequences. He told one judge that
he wasn’t a vengeful person; he just wanted what was fair. Two of
his attackers from the tunnel, Patrick McCaughey III and Steven

Cappuccio, were convicted of multiple felony counts and sentenced
to roughly seven years each in prison. The man who dug into his
eye, Clifford Mackrell, pleaded guilty to assaulting officers and was
sentenced to 27 months.

In November 2024, when Americans reelected Trump, Hodges
felt a deep sense of grief. During 11 years of policing, he'd seen
people do terrible things to one another—shootings, stabbings,
maimings. But the election results strained his faith in humanity
more than any of that. Affer all Trump has done? Hodges thought.
After all we know abour him? His friend Harry Dunn, a former
Capitol Police officer whod been called “nigger” for the first time
while in uniform on January 6, later said that seeing the 2024 elec-
tion unfold was like watching the end of Z7tanic: You knew what
was coming, but it still hurt to watch. Both Dunn and Hodges long
ago grew tired of talk about the “shifting narrative” of January 6.
“Ain't no narrative,” Dunn likes to say. “Play the tape.”

As Hodges worked the inauguration in January 2025, he
surveyed the legions of happy people in MAGA hats. The scene
befuddled him. “It was just very baffling to me, how wed gotten
to this point, after everything we'd been through, that people saw
fit to vote for him again,” he said. The assembled Trump support-
ers, none of whom seemed to recognize Hodges, may not have
been thinking about the chaos of January 6, 2021, but he was. He
thinks about it every day. His physical injuries have healed, but
his psychic ones have not; he has PTSD symptoms and has been
diagnosed with depression. When Hodges returned home from
the inauguration that night and read about the pardons, he wasn't
surprised. He tried to wrap his mind around the idea of another
four years of Trump, and around the incongruity of a so-called
law-and-order president, hours into his second term, pardoning
people who had attacked cops with weapons that included knives,
Tasers, bear spray, pepper spray, lumber, bicycle racks, a cattle prod,
a sledgechammer, a ladder, a flagpole, a baseball bat, a hockey stick,
and a fire extinguisher.

How could this happen in a democracy, propelled by the leaders
of a political party that professed to “back the blue”? It was even
harder to understand how so many police officers still supported
Trump. The Fraternal Order of Police, the profession’ largest union,
had endorsed him for a third time in 2024. Certainly there was
blame to go around, Hodges believed. He put some of that on
Democrats, whod all but abandoned police after Floyd’s killing.

Still, Hodges hoped that there would be some nuance in who
received pardons. There was not. Trump did not weigh each case
like Solomon: He issued full pardons to almost all of the 1,600
people charged in connection with the insurrection. Of those, about
600 had been charged with resisting arrest or assaulting officers, 175
of them with dangerous or deadly weapons. No matter how big
their sin, no matter what all of those judges and juries had decided,
almost everyone was just—pogf—forgiven. The only (partial) excep-
tions were the 14 members of the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys
whose sentences Trump commuted, meaning they were released
from prison but their convictions were not erased.

After the government spent tens of millions of dollars on what
the Department of Justice said was one of the largest and most
complex investigations in the country’s history, Trump erased it
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all at a stroke. Roughly 1,000 people had accepted culpability
and pleaded guilty. “No,” Trump’s pardons declared, “you’re not
guilty” Another 250 people had taken their cases to trial. Only
four were acquitted of all charges, according to NPR; the rest were
found guilty by judge or jury on at least some counts. Nearly 500
defendants awaited trials or sentencing in 2025. “Anyone who
spent any time working on Jan. 6 cases saw how violent a day
that was,” Mike Romano, a former U.S. attorney who prosecuted
some of those cases, told 7he New York Times recently. “It’s incred-
ibly demoralizing to
see something you
worked on for four
years wiped away by a
lie—I mean the idea
that prosecution of
the rioters was a grave
national injustice. We
had strong evidence
against every person
we prosecuted.”
Hodges has
watched as the Janu-
ary 6 defendants have
been not merely for-
given but extolled,
telling their persecu-
tion stories at Repub-
lican fundraisers as
donors snack on
meatball platters and
charcuterie boards.
Sometimes he can’t
believe the lengths to
which Trump will go
to rewrite the history
of that day: It was nor
an insurrection, but a
“day of love.” The JGers
were not insurrec-
tionists, traitors, and
miscreants but patri-
ots, heroes, and inno-
cents. Hodges worries
about the fact that
Trump has ordered
the Smithsonian to
review all of its exhib-

Top: MPD Officer Daniel Hodges is pinned against a door frame by a riot shield
wielded by Trump supporters. Bottom: Hodges outside the Capitol, November 2025.

because they believe it's important to prevent history from being
rewritten. “If people would just admit what happened that day,
we wouldn’t have to keep telling our stories,” Hodges said. But
the efforts of Trump and others to falsify the story, he added, have
kept him “tragically relevant.” (Outside of court, many cops have
not spoken publicly about their experiences on January 6, includ-
ing Rathbun.) Hodges says this should not be a partisan issue.
He would have defended Trump if he had been attacked at his
second inauguration—just as, he says, he would defend the Capi-
tol against an attack
by a Democratic mob.
“The second a Demo-
cratic president tries
to hold on to power
illegally, I will go after
them hard,” he told
me. “Until such a time,
there’s only one person
who’s done that.”

Recently, I told
Hodges that I'd been
interviewing Tom
Webster about Janu-
ary 6. Hodges vaguely
remembered the story
about the former
NYPD cop who'd
assaulted one of his
colleagues. When I
told him that Webster
still believed that the
2020 election may have
been stolen, Hodges
was not surprised. He
doesn’t think people
like Webster will stop
lying to themselves any-
time soon. “They can't,”
Hodges said; the cog-
nitive dissonance and
moral pain would be
too great.

Accepting reality
would mean reevalu-
ating everything they
thought they knew—
that their actions were

its in order to “restore
truth and sanity.” (One former Capitol Police officer told me that
he'd donated the boots hed worn on January 6 to the Smithson-
ian, hoping theyd be included in a future exhibit—now he fears
they’ll be tossed.)

‘Though other cops sometimes accuse them of grandstanding, of
seeking money or fame, Hodges and Dunn and a few others have
continued to speak about what happened to them on January 6,

ethical and justified,
that they are great patriots. Accepting the truth of January 6
would require coming to grips with the fact that they supported
a con man and participated in a violent plot to subvert democ-
racy. The immediate reward for undertaking this kind of hard
self-examination would mainly be shame and regret.
“To grapple with these truths would, in a very real way,
unmake them,” Hodges said.

The Atlantic
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Webster in his garage in Mississippi, November 2025. He says he barely
recognizes the version of himself who drove to Washington five years ago.
But he still believes that the 2020 election may have been stolen.

fter Thomas Webster was released from prison
on January 20, 2025, having served a little
more than two years of his 10-year sentence,
he went home to a house he'd never seen and
a group of people he'd never met. His wife,
Michelle, had moved to Mississippi, where
members of a church and a J6 support group
had adopted her. They brought dinner and a
cake to celebrate Webster’s return.

He worried that he'd struggle to readjust, but he quickly
felt at home. He and Michelle, married for 25 years, had some
bumps as they dealt with the damage from that day—social,
financial, logistical—but he told me they've gotten past those.
Webster mourns all that he missed—teaching his youngest son
how to drive, moving his middle child into her college dorm,
watching his oldest daughter graduate from boot camp. Interac-
tions with his wife’s family remain strained; to this day, no one
has told 99-year-old Nana that Webster was in prison.

Webster and his wife bought a one-story ranch house, 20
acres in the middle of nowhere. He likes living in Mississippi,
where he feels farther from the reach of government and politics.
Not long ago, when his daughter called him for help with a flat
tire and he was able to drive out to her with a patch kit, he felt
grateful to Trump for the pardon that allowed him to do that.

Opver time, Webster has opened up, telling the people he’s
gotten to know at the Toccopola Grocery, an old country store
with checkered red-and-white tablecloths and vintage Coca-
Cola signs, what he’s been through. He sent them a video about
his case, one of the few that he thought rendered his story
accurately—that he'd gone to petition his government peace-
fully and had been assaulted by an aggressive cop. Webster can't
determine if they believe him or not but, unlike some folks
back in New York, they seem open-minded. “Ain’t our place to
judge,” they say to him.

Webster remains frustrated that the full story of January 6,
in his view, has yet to be told. Trump freed him and his fellow
patriots from physical prison, Webster told me, “but we're not
truly free until people know the truth.”

When I asked Webster what the truth is, he said he believes
that the 2020 election was probably stolen. (About a third of
Americans share this belief, even though no credible evidence
has ever emerged to support the claim, and dozens of courts
have rejected it.) He believes that the federal government made
an organized effort to entrap Trump’s biggest supporters on
January 6. And he believes that, in pursuing the J6 defendants
so mercilessly, the government attempted to silence them, by
terrifying them and other conservatives across the country.

Webster has filed a petition to the court asking that it vacate
his conviction, arguing that crucial facts were not known dur-
ing his trial that could have led to him being found not guilty.

Even though he’s now been pardoned, Webster told me he felt
it was important to document his entire story for the record,
preserving it for future generations to consider during “more
stable times.”

I pointed out to Webster that he had apologized to Offi-
cer Rathbun in court. Wasn't that a concession that he'd acted
wrongly on January 6? In response, Webster said that, although
he feels “bad about how the whole day went down,” his apology
should not be taken as an admission of guilt: “I was pressured
by my lawyer to apologize. He said it would help me reduce
my sentence.”

Webster is disappointed by where things stand now: With
Trump in office and MAGA conservatives in power, they finally
have the ability to prove what happened that day—so why
aren’t they? When Dan Bongino was a podcaster, he repeat-
edly asserted that undercover agents embedded in the crowd
had helped orchestrate January 6; now that Trump has made
him deputy director of the FBI, why isn’t Bongino releasing the
evidence? Webster feels similarly disappointed in FBI Director
Kash Patel and Attorney General Pam Bondi. “Why are you
guys always bragging about arresting illegal Mexicans doing roof
work?” he asked. He wonders why they’re not instead exposing
the plots of the deep state, as Trump has demanded. Webster
believes that Bongino and Patel have become polluted by the
same swamp that Trump has again and again vowed to clean up.

Webster says he barely recognizes the version of himself who
drove to D.C. five years ago. Who was that man filled with so
much bravado that he thought he could save the country? His
days of charging into the fray are over, he said. Sometimes he
feels guilty about the life he has now. So many of the J6 defen-
dants have been divorced by their wives, disowned by their
kids, fired from their jobs. By Webster’s count, at least five have
died by suicide. Yet he still views Trump as the best hope for
cleaning out the deep state. “He’s the one person I still kind of
believe in,” Webster said.

Recently, he was asked to speak at an event with other J6
defendants. He'd felt fine as he'd approached the podium, full
of thoughts to share. But as he stood onstage, he was overcome
with emotion. Scenes from that day flashed through his mind:
the cop with the gas mask. The feel of the flagpole in his hand.
Their tug-of-war. His own rage.

As Webster looked out at the members of the crowd, he
thought they'd probably Google him when they got home.
Which video clip would they find? he wondered—would it
tell the right story or the wrong one? Would they see him as a
felon or a patriot? Which truth would they believe?

On his way home, Webster told his wife that he wouldn’t
speak at any more events. Reliving what they'd been through was
too painful. And he didnt see much point until the whole story
was revealed. So he waits for the truth to solidify into something
firm enough to stand on, a day he fears may never come. .4

Jamie Thompson is a staff writer at The Atantic.
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A test model of the Perseverance rover, designed
to explore the surface of Mars, sits in a gar
at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory, near Pasadena,

California, in October.
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n Mars, in the belly of a rover named Per-
severance, a titanium tube holds a stone
more precious than any diamond or ruby
on Earth. The robot spotted it in 2024
along the banks of a Martian riverbed
and zapped it with an ultraviolet laser. It
contained ancient layers of mud, com-
pressed into shale in the 3.5 billion years
since the river last coursed across the red
planet. Inside those layers, the rover found
organic compounds. Its camera zoomed in
and noticed leopard-like spots. Scientists
had previously observed similar spotting
patterns, but not on Mars. Theyd seen
them on Earth, in muds that once teemed
with microbes.

The rover tucked a core sample about
the size of a piece of chalk into a treasure
chest in its chassis. There the rock will
remain until a future robot parachutes
down onto the Martian surface, grabs the
chest, and launches it back to Earth. If
scientists are able to inspect it in person,
and they find that Mars was indeed once
alive with microbes, we would know that
life on our planet is no cosmic one-off.
We would have reason to believe that it
has emerged on many of the hundreds of
billions of planets that exist in our galaxy
alone. The cosmos that we look up into at
night would no longer seem a cold void. It
would shimmer with a new vitality.

Perseverance is among the latest in a
lineage of interplanetary robotic explorers
that NASA has built across almost 60 years,
for about $60 billion. That’s less than what
Mark Zuckerberg spent on his struggling
metaverse. At NASA, it paid for hundreds
of spacecraft that have flown past all of the
solar system’s planets, dropped into orbit
around most of them, and decelerated from
flight speed to reach the surface of a few.
These missions have disclosed the scientific
qualities of other worlds, as well as the look

and feel of them, to all humanity, and for
posterity too.

Most of these missions, including nine
of the 11 that have landed on Mars, were
run out of NASA’ Jet Propulsion Labora-
tory, near Pasadena, California. The mission
to retrieve the chest inside Perseverance was,
until recently, the largest, most important
project at JPL. About 1,000 people there
were working on it. But it’s no longer mov-
ing forward, and may never happen.

Last spring, President Donald Trump
bluntly expressed his vision for science at
NASA in his first budget request. Along
with extensive layoffs, he called for 40 of
the agency’s 124 science missions, includ-
ing Mars Sample Return, to be defunded,
and for the surviving missions to make
do with less. Among NASA scientists, the
request was demoralizing; within months,
its major science centers lost thousands of
staffers to buyouts and cutbacks.

On a hot day in late October, I vis-
ited JPL’s Mars Yard, an outdoor sand-
box where rovers practice their off-world
skills. The lab had just let 550 staffers go,
its fourth force reduction in two years.
One of Perseverance’s test models sat
back in the garage, resting in the shade,
while its more nimble successor—a rover
prototype with a llama-like neck—army-
crawled over some boulders in the morn-
ing glare. A senior scientist at JPL had told
me that he'd never seen the place so empty
and lifeless, so drained of enthusiasm. But
I was a guest in the Mars Yard, and my
hosts were dutifully chipper, even when
the little autonomous rover got stuck on
a sand dune, even when they explained
that it isn’t currently slated to visit any
other worlds.

Only the governments of rich coun-
tries send robotic explorers to other plan-
ets. And only the United States has sent

them past the asteroid belt to Jupiter and
beyond. For decades, this has been a part
of America’s global cultural role: to fling
the most distant probes into the solar
system, and to build the space telescopes
that see the farthest into the cosmos. The
U.S. has led an unprecedented age of
cosmic discovery. Now Trump is trying
to bring that age to an end, and right at
the moment when answers to our most
profound existential questions finally seem
to be within reach.
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THE WAY David Grinspoon remembers
it, the attack on NASA headquarters
began with the plants. In February, a
few weeks after Trump took office, Grin-
spoon, who was then a senior scientist at
the agency, walked into a newly barren
common area at headquarters in Wash-
ington, D.C. On the windowsill, the pot-
ted plants that had previously sat between
models of NASA’s signature spacecraft
had been removed; he was told that the
order to remove them had come down

The interior of a chest designed to hold rock-core

samples,

from the new administration. (A spokes-
person from NASA said the plants were
removed after the agency terminated a
plant-watering contract “to save Ameri-
can taxpayers money.”)

Grinspoon could live without the office
greenery. Its confiscation was trivial, comic
even. He'd been hired by NASA to lead
strategy for the agency’s astrobiology mis-
sions. He tried to stay focused on that,
but he grew more alarmed a few weeks
later, when the administration disbanded

as it searches for signs of ancient life on Mars

similar to the one carried by Perseverance

NASA’s Office of the Chief Scientist, a
team of six that advises agency leaders on
scientific matters. DOGE officials started
walking the halls. They snapped pictures
of empty offices, as evidence that people
weren't working. “That was infantilizing,”
Grinspoon told me. His colleagues put
Post-it notes on their doors to let their
new minders know when they went to a
meeting, or to get coffee.

Many NASA staffers rank among the
most talented people in their fields. At

The Atlantic
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JPL, I met Havard Fjer Grip, an engineer
who helped develop a small helicopter that
stowed away on the Perseverance rover.
After the hawk-size chopper plopped out
onto the Martian surface in 2021, Grip,
who was also its chief pilot, got it airborne.
It was built for only five flights but man-
aged 72, and it flew all of them with a tiny
swatch of fabric from the Wright brothers
Flyer 1 tucked under its solar panel. Grip
led me to an 85-foot-tall steel cylinder,
a simulator capable of generating harsh
Martian conditions. Through its port-
hole window, I saw where hed placed a
new carbon-fiber rotor. He wanted to get it
spinning at nearly the speed of sound. He
hoped that it could power a larger chopper
up and down the cliff faces of Mars.

Work like this requires world-class sci-
entific infrastructure and skill. By April,
Trump appeared to be trying to rid NASA
of both. The White House had already
offered government workers a blanket
buyout. Janet Petro, whom Trump had
appointed acting administrator of NASA,
was openly encouraging staffers to take
it. She began sending emails warning of
impending layoffs.

Trump’s budget request, released in
May, called for a 47 percent cut in fund-
ing for the agency’s science missions and
deep reductions in staff at its major sci-
ence centers, JPL and Goddard Space
Flight Center. Congress hasn’t passed this
request; as of this writing, it hasn’t passed
any budget at all. But during the crucial
window when NASA's staff was considering
buyouts, Petro indicated that the request
would guide policy.

Every NASA science unit was told to
draw up a new budget, Grinspoon said. It
was like planning a strike on the fleet of
spacecraft that the agency has spread across
the solar system. If the cuts in the request
were implemented, satellites that monitor
the advance and retreat of Earth’s glaciers,
clouds, and forests would splash down into
an undersea graveyard for spacecraft in the
remote Pacific Ocean. A robot that is on
its way to study a gigantic Earth-menacing
asteroid would be abandoned mid-flight,
as would other probes that have already
arrived at the sun, Mars, and Jupiter. The
first spacecraft to fly by Pluto is still sending
data back from the Kuiper Belts unexplored

WORK LIKE THIS REQUIRES

WORLD-CLASS INFRASTRUCTURE

AND SKILL.

BY APRIL,

DONALD TRUMP APPEARED TO BE

TRYING TO RID NASA OF BOTH.

ice fields. It took almost 20 years to get out
there, and the small team that runs it costs
NASA almost nothing. It would be dis-
banded nonetheless, and contact with the
probe would be forever lost. Future mis-
sions to Venus, Mars, and Uranus would
also be scrapped.

A whole national endowment, funded
by American taxpayers and built over
decades, was at risk of being vaporized,
with consequences that could linger for
a generation or more. Among the “many
levels of pain” that Grinspoon experi-
enced, he found it hardest to cut back the
programs that train young scientists to do
the hyper-technical work of searching for
life among the stars. “It’s like eating your
seed corn,” he said.

Trump seems to see NASA primarily
as a means of ferrying astronauts to and
from space. He made this view explicit in
July when he asked Sean Dufly, his secre-
tary of transportation, to succeed Petro as
the agency’s acting administrator. Human-
spaceflight missions are useful to the presi-
dent as nationalistic spectacles; he worries
that the Chinese will land on the moon
before Americans return there. The One
Big Beautiful Bill Act increased funding for
NASA’s human-spaceflight centers (which,
unlike the major science centers, are all in
red states). But although crewed missions
can inspire awe and are worth supporting,
they provide far less scientific return than
robotic probes or space telescopes, which
are purpose-built to disclose new laws of
the cosmos.

By early summer, the people who work
on NASA’s science missions were decamp-
ing to private-sector jobs that pay more,
but are perhaps less inspiring. Email send-
offs for longtime employees dominated
Grinspoon’s inbox. He didn’t blame his
departing colleagues for taking the buy-
outs. The missions that they'd looked
forward to working on were likely to be
scratched. And they knew that they might
not get the same severance if layoffs came.
Grinspoon himself stayed until September,
when his position was eliminated.

THE EIGHT-STORY clean room at God-
dard Space Flight Center, in Greenbelt,
Maryland, is a hallowed space. It was the
main attraction on the tour that the cen-
ter’s most recent director, Makenzie Lys-
trup, used to give to visiting members
of Congress, foreign heads of state, and
other VIPs, before she abruptly resigned
in July. In this enormous bay, NASA built
the Hubble Space Telescope and the other
orbital observatories that have brought the
deep universe into the everyman’s ken,
revealing its endless fields of galaxies, its
exploding stars, its black holes. No other
kind of science mission can match the
power of these space telescopes to unveil
the universe.

The clean room’s current resident, the
Nancy Grace Roman Space Telescope,
is currently scheduled to launch in late
2026. At regular intervals until then,
vents will pump in blasts of pure nitro-
gen and compressed air, purging the bay
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of dust that might otherwise trickle into
the telescope’s exquisite cosmic eye. Sci-
entists and engineers will file in, wearing
white bunny suits and booties, to tend to
America’s next great observatory up close.
Like Lystrup, some of them worry that it
will be the country’s last.

Americans have spent the past century
and change building a series of colossal
telescopes, each peering more deeply into
the universe than the one before. Astrono-
mers in London, Paris, and Berlin had sur-
veyed large portions of the Milky Way dur-
ing the 19th century, but they couldn’t be
sure that anything existed outside it until
an American astronomer named Edwin
Hubble came along. In 1919, Hubble,
then 29 years old, began using a new tele-
scope, financed by a robber baron and
constructed on Mount Wilson, a pine-
studded peak just east of Los Angeles. Its
9,000-pound mirror was larger than any in
Europe, and Hubble used it to look closer
at the blurry blobs of light that his peers
were then seeing all across the sky. Many
believed that these mysterious “nebulae”
were small clouds of stars nested inside our
galaxy. Hubble pointed the telescope at the
largest of them, and for 45 minutes, he let
its light pile up on a glass plate coated in a
photosensitive emulsion.

Today, it is the most cherished plate in
a collection of more than 250,000 kept
in a vault guarded by thick steel doors at
the Carnegie Observatories, in Pasadena.

The control room at
NASA’s Jet Propulsion
Laboratory, where
staffers exchange
messages with every
American spacecraft

beyond the moon

I recently watched a latex-gloved Carnegie
staffer tremble as he removed it from an
envelope. In the image of the nebula on
its surface, Hubble had marked a star that
he had never seen before. He would later
notice it flashing repeatedly, like a firefly,
in super-slow motion.

This rhythmic flashing allowed Hubble
to calculate the star’s distance from Earth,
and he was jolted to find that it was not
in our galaxy at all. The nebula hung in
space an awesome distance beyond the
Milky Way’s far edge, a galaxy unto itself.
We now call it Andromeda, and we know
that it contains more than a trillion stars.
In the years to come, Hubble would find
evidence of a dozen other galaxies that
surround us. He discovered the universe
beyond the Milky Way.

But only its local regions. In 1998,
more than 25 years before Lystrup became
the director of Goddard, she visited its
campus as an undergrad. She remembers
touring the control room for the first major
telescope that NASA had placed outside
the distortion of Earth’s atmosphere. By
that time, the Hubble Space Telescope had
been in orbit for less than a decade, yet it
had already profoundly enlarged human
vision. Like its namesake, the Hubble
had run some long exposures in order to
look deeper into our universe. During one
10-day stretch, it had stared directly at a
single tiny pinhole of black sky and revealed
it to be packed with thousands of galaxies.

The Atlantic

This image soon imprinted itself on the
global collective consciousness. Ordinary
people from nearly every country on Earth
saw it, and came to understand some-
thing about the nature of existence at the
largest scale.

In 2021, the James Webb Space Tele-
scope launched, and once in space, it
unfolded a gold-coated primary mirror
nearly three times as large as the Hubble’s.
Astronomers have since used the Webb to
see clear back to the beginning of time.
They have watched the first galaxies form-
ing. The Webb cost nearly $10 billion and
took more than a decade to build. But once
in orbit, telescopes are relatively cheap to
maintain. After 36 years, the Hubble is still
doing science. And if the Webb is allowed
to continue operating, it, too, will be able
to keep straining to see the first stars that
flared into being after the Big Bang, until
its fuel runs out around 2045.

When Lystrup received the first leaked
version of Trump’s budget request in April,
she was shocked to see that he had zeroed
out funding for the Roman. It was almost
fully assembled in Goddard’s clean room,
nearly ready to launch. In Trump’s final
budget request, in June, the Roman was
spared, but funding for the Webb was cut
back severely, even though the telescope
has a different function; the Roman’s shal-
low widescreen vistas are meant to com-
plement the Webb’s deeper, narrow stares

into the universe. According to a senior
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The Mount Wilson
Observatory, in Southern
California, where Edwin
Hubble first discovered
galaxies beyond our own
early in the 20th century.
It is still in use by

academic astronomers today.

scientist who was closely involved with
the Webb, the cut would put it on “life
support.” Without enough staff to help
keep it stable and to calibrate its data, the
vision of the world’s most powerful tele-
scope would be effectively blurred. And
its lifespan would be shortened, perhaps
by as much as a decade.

Trump took aim at another telescope
too, perhaps the most ambitious in his-
tory. For decades, NASA has been working
toward a giant instrument custom-made to
look for life around the 100 nearest sunlike
stars, including many that we could one day
reach with a probe. The Habitable Worlds
Observatory (HWO) would zoom in on
the most Earthlike planets that orbit them.
In their atmospheres, the telescope would
look for the gas combinations that appear
only when life has taken hold, be it micro-
bial slime or coral reefs and rainforests, or
something far stranger. To do all of this, in
orbit, the HWO will need to achieve an
unprecedented state of Zen stillness. NASA
had hoped to get it into space in the late
2030s, but Trump’s budget request called
for an 81 percent reduction in its funding.
That cut could push its launch, and any
discoveries it makes, beyond the lifetimes
of many people alive today.

As Lystrup looked over these and other
budget details, she got a sense of what
the administration wanted for Goddard.
Among other things, its workforce was to
be halved. After the request leaked, people
there were openly crying in the halls. Lys-
trup was asked whether NASA was even
going to do science anymore.

On June 16, Lystrup held an emotional
town hall. She explained that the budget
request had called for Goddard to become
much smaller, almost immediately, with
deeper cuts in the years to follow. “I think
it is very clear that this administration is
looking to significantly shrink the science
organization at NASA,” she said. The
next day, she heard that leaders at NASA
headquarters believed that she hadn’t been
sufficiently supportive of the president’s
budget. She heard that there was talk of
retribution, and worried that she might
be fired. An official in NASA leadership
called and asked her to reflect on whether
she'd spoken too frankly, in a way that
might be interpreted as unaligned with
the administration’s goals. Lystrup did
that, and concluded that Goddard’s staff
had deserved a frank account of what was
happening. She decided to resign.

At the start of Lystrup’s tenure, God-
dard’s workforce had been approximately
10,000. When she left, it was just 6,500.
Most of the losses had come in the first
seven months of Trump’s second term. The
teams of scientists and engineers that built
America’s great space telescopes were being
scattered. Staffers were told not to hold
farewell gatherings during work hours,
because they had become too numerous.

A FULL ACCOUNTING of Trump’s
assault on American science will have
to wait for historians, and we cannot
yet say what the worst of it will be. His

appointment of a charlatan to lead the
country’s largest public-health agency may
well prove more detrimental to Americans’
daily lives than anything he does to NASA.
But his attempt to ground the agency’s
science missions suggests a fundamental
change in the country’s character, a turn-
ing inward. America’s space telescopes
and probe missions have not only torn
the veil from nature. They’ve had an
ennobling effect on American culture; to
the world, they've projected an elevated
idea of Americans as competent, forward-
looking adventurers, forever in search of
new wonders.

NASA is as prone to bloat as any other
government agency, and previous presi-
dents from both parties have tried to trim
its science budget. But never so severely.
They understood that although private
companies can do some of the things
that NASA does, they don’t fund ambi-
tious missions that have no purpose apart
from answering our most profound cos-
mic questions. Neither SpaceX nor Blue
Origin has done so once.

Trump still has another three years to
shape NASA in his unscientific image.
Rank-and-file scientists at the agency
aren’t sure what to make of his Novem-
ber renomination of Jared Isaacman as
administrator. When the president first
tapped the billionaire astronaut during
his transition period, they felt cautiously
hopeful. Isaacman has claimed to support
science missions, and once even offered

TRUMP’S ATTEMPT TO GROUND NASA’S

SCIENCE MISSIONS SUGGESTS A

FUNDAMENTAL CHANGE TO THE COUNTRY’S

CHARACTER, A TURNING INWARD.
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The clean room at Goddard Space
Flight Center, in Greenbelt, Maryland,

where America’s space telescopes
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are constructed and readied for launch

to personally fund and fly a mission to try
to extend the Hubble Space Telescope’s
lifespan. But after Trump withdrew his
initial nomination, it’s unclear how much
groveling Isaacman had to do to regain it.
When Isaacman was asked about NASA’s
funding of science at his second confir-
mation hearing, in December, he did not
distance himself from Trump’s priorities.
He said that he supported the president’s
efforts to reduce the deficit.

Congress will have the last word on
NASA’s budget, if its members are ever
able to pass one. A proposed budget from
the House of Representatives also calls for a
devastating cut to NASA’s science missions,
albeit, at 18 percent, a less violent one than
Trump’s request. In the meantime, NASA
staffers are still in a terrorized state. Existing
missions have been destabilized by the mass
departures. Planning remains difficult, if
not impossible. Whatever Congress passes,
Trump could repeat his budget-request she-
nanigans in February, and every year of his
term thereafter. He could keep the agency in
a state of dysfunction until he leaves office.

NASA’s most ambitious science mis-
sions are particularly vulnerable to this
kind of sabotage. They have to be planned
on time horizons that transcend a single
presidential term. They require inter-
generational vision.

BEFORE I LEFT JPL, | visited its
Mission Control center, the darkened,
glass-walled room where NASA staffers
exchange messages with every American
spacecraft that has flown past the moon.
Inside, rows of workstations were lit up
by blue neon. They faced two large mon-
itors displaying the status of telescopes
and robotic probes all across the solar sys-
tem. Near the back, Nshan Kazaryan, a
24-year-old engineer, sat in a swivel chair
under a sign that said VOYAGER ACE.

‘The Voyagers, 1 and 2, were launched
in 1977, before either of Kazaryan’s

parents were born. By 2018, both probes
had left the solar system. If you picture
the sun traveling around the Milky Way’s
center, in its stately 230-million-year
orbit, Voyager 1 and 2 are out ahead of
it, the most distant human-made objects
from Earth. On his screen, Kazaryan
pointed to data that he had just begun
receiving from Voyager 1, the farther of
the two. To reach us, the data had trav-
eled at light speed across a 16-billion-mile
abyss for nearly a day.

A 64-year-old woman named Suzy
Dodd quietly appeared behind me, wear-
ing a button-down shirt patterned with
spacecraft. In 1984, Dodd landed her first
job out of college at JPL, helping the Voy-
ager team prepare for an encounter with
Uranus. Now, more than four decades
later, she’s spending the final years of her
career leading the mission as its project
manager. Dodd thinks of the Voyagers as
twins that are slowly dying as they press
on into the unknown. “They were identi-
cal at launch; they are not identical now,”
she told me. Each has seven of its 10 sci-
entific instruments turned off, but not the
same seven. Its as though one has lost its
hearing and the other, its eyesight.

The nuclear-powered hearts that sit
inside the Voyagers are decaying. They
spend most of their energy on their
transmitters, which must keep an invis-
ible thread of connection with Earth
intact across an ever-widening expanse.
The remaining juice on Voyager 1 is only
enough to charge up a tablet, but it has to
suffice for a 12-foot-long spacecraft that
needs heat to function in the interstellar
chill. Dodd and her team will sometimes
turn off its main heater so that the gyros
can barrel-roll the spacecraft, to calibrate
an instrument. They have to turn it right
back on, or its propellant lines will freeze.

The Voyagers’” onboard computers
have been continuously operating lon-
ger than any others in existence. There
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is always a little suspense when the Mis-
sion Control crew is expecting data, a fear
that the long-dreaded day has come when
none will come in. Kazaryan pointed at
rows of values on his blue screen that
were constantly updating. All of them
were in white, he noted. “That’s what
wed like to see.”

One day in 2023, the values flashed yel-
low and red. There was a problem aboard
Voyager 1, and no obvious fix. Only four
full-timers are staffed on the Voyager mis-
sion now, but thousands of people have
worked on it previously. “Many of them
are no longer with us,” Dodd said. But the
living alumni are a rich repository of mis-
sion lore: They went into their garages or
storage units and rummaged through old
boxes of Voyager paperwork. The archi-
val memos that they dug up helped the
team fix the anomaly. Voyager 1 was able
to keep describing the alien properties of
the interstellar realm. It can keep count-
ing the charged particles that fly in from
exploding stars on the other side of the
galaxy. It can continue to give us a sense
of the magnetic fields out there.

JPL,

scientists, engineers,

members in the past two years

which has lost more than 1,000
and other staff

Even before the Voyagers left the solar
system, they had blessed us with a fresh
vision of our immediate cosmic environ-
ment. They discovered Jupiters rings and
hundreds of erupting volcanoes on its
moon Jo. They revealed the cracking pat-
terns that cover icy Europa, another moon,
hinting at its ocean. They caught Saturn’s
moons creating braiding patterns in its
rings. Their close-ups of Uranus and Nep-
tune were beamed to screens all around
the world. Before crossing the barrier that
divides the sun’s sphere of influence and
the rest of the galaxy, Voyager 1 turned
its camera back toward us and snapped a
picture of Earth suspended in a sunbeam.

Then it went rushing away. An astro-
physicist recently used a computer simu-
lation to calculate its future trajectory,
and determined that it has some chance
of being ejected into intergalactic space
when the Milky Way and Andromeda
merge, billions of years from now. It could
be the final surviving artifact of human
existence. Even if the Voyagers go dark
tomorrow, they will long testify to the
reach of America’s scientific imagination,

and the daring of its engineers. NASA’s
exploration of the solar system may be
what most recommends our civilization
to the future.

Dodd told me about a letter she’d
received from a 4-year-old girl. Inside the
envelope, the girl had tucked a drawing
of a new mission, Voyager 3, with sev-
eral instruments bolted onto the probe,
including a vacuum for retrieving inter-
stellar dust. I asked Dodd why there hasn't
yet been a Voyager 3. She disputed the
premise. The more recent probes that
NASA has sent to Jupiter and Saturn are
the Voyager mission’s children, she said.
The spacecraft that is now on its way to
look closer at Europa’s ocean is its grand-
child. That lineage is now endangered.
But Dodd hopes that it will continue.
She hopes that the Voyagers’ great-
grandchildren will fly faster, and one day
streak by their ancestors out in interstellar
space, on their way to other stars. .4

Ross Andersen is a staff writer at
The Atlantic.
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'm Not From

the Government
but I'm Here

to Help

The Trump administration is trying
to eliminate federal services? Fine.
['ll do everything myself.

68



By Alexandra Petri
Acting Deputy Assistant Secretary of Many Things

Photographs by Jason Andrew




eople look at you differently when you
carry a Geiger counter. O, at least, when
you carry a Geiger counter and exclaim
things like “Much less radiation here than
you might expect!” But how else are you to
know that the radiation in your food is at
acceptable levels?

They have government inspectors for this,
you might say. It is their job.

That was before Elon Musk’s Department of Government Effi-
ciency started hacking away at our bureaucracy. Before the federal
government was shut down for much of the fall. And before I
bought a Geiger counter to do my own food inspections.

For a while—maybe since 1883, when the Pendleton Act cre-
ated a merit-based civil service of experts—we, as a nation, thought
to ourselves: Life is too short for everyone to inspect their own food.
Let the government handle this. But then along came the Trump
administration to wonder: What if we didn’s?

FDA inspections at foreign food manufacturers are at historic
lows because of staffing cuts, according to ProPublica. My Geiger
counter cost $22.79. I thought it would give me a sense of agency
and reassurance in this era of dismantlement. Instead, buying the
Geiger counter was the first step toward losing my mind.

While the Trump administration conducted a sweeping experi-
ment in government erosion, I started an experiment of my own.
As each government function was targeted for cuts—or an official
suggested that it was standing between me and my freedom—I
put it on my to-do list, as a way to feel like I was doing something
other than fretting about what was not being done.

About 300,000 civil servants—roughly 10 percent of the federal
workforce—Tleft their job between January and late November last
year, according to the Office of Personnel Management. In Feb-
ruary 2025, hundreds of weather forecasters and other employees
of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration were
canned. In June, the National Science Foundation was told it had
to leave its headquarters. In the fall, during the shutdown, about
1,400 nuclear-security employees were furloughed, and the ranks
of air-traffic controllers continued to dwindle.

There is a concept called “mental load”—the weight of know-
ing all the Things That Need to Get Done Around the House.
Someone has to know when to do laundry, take out the
trash, buy groceries, locate the winter clothes, cook dinner,
set a budget, vacuum, etc. This is the kind of labor that, if
not propetly divided, ruins marriages and drives people to
the brink.

Now multiply that mental load by 343 million. That’s the
number of people in the house of America. You can't worry
only about buying the groceries; you must also worry about
whether those groceries are radioactive. You don't just have to
make sure the kids are dressed for the weather; you must also
forecast the weather. It’s not enough to merely buy eggs; you
must also know how much eggs should cost, and what they
cost last week, because the economy sort of depends on it.

What became a five-month quest to assume govern-
ment responsibilities took me from the overgrown fields

of Antietam to the cramped basket of a hot-air balloon about
1,400 feet over Ohio; from a biology lab at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity, where I beheaded flies, to a farmstead in Maryland, where
I inspected the fly-bothered udder of a cow named Melissa.

And the potential duties kept piling up as I learned about each
round of cuts. Since [ started typing this paragraph, Donald Trump
has fired many of the people who surveil infectious diseases; before
[ finish typing this paragraph, he may have hired them back. I
hope so! I would do almost anything for a good story, but perhaps
I should draw the line at “monitor Ebola.”

John E Kennedy famously implored us: “Ask not what your
country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.”
Well, T asked! And the answer is: lots of things. If you dont mind
doing them wrong.

1. I FORECAST THE WEATHER

I HAVE JUST DRIVEN sixand a half hours to Ohio in order to
forecast my own weather. From a hot-air balloon.

“Anyone that tells you they’re not afraid of heights is either
lying or insane,” Tim the balloon pilot is telling me. It is 5 p.m.
on a clear Tuesday in September, and we are getting ready, in a
field outside Columbus, to go up and find weather. Tim has a
trim white beard and a confident demeanor that I find reassuring.
There are two kinds of balloonists, Tim tells me: old ones and bold
ones. He is the former.

Weather forecasting is among the legion of chores that the gov-
ernment does, or used to do more thoroughly, through NOAA,
whose budget the Trump administration attempted to slash—a
scenario that would “stop all progress” in U.S. forecasting, as James
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Franklin, a former branch chief at the National Hurricane Center,
told USA Today.

In the founding days of the country, individuals collected
weather data alone, without the aid of computers, weather balloons,
or modeling. George Washington kept a fairly detailed weather
diary. Behold his entry for April 14, 1787: “Mercury at 62 in the
Morning—74 at Noon and 68 at Night. Cloudy in the Morning
with a few drops of rain.” But while journaling is fine if you want
to know what the weather was, most people want to know what
the weather will be. For that, you need other people.

'The advent of the telegraph allowed weather watchers to share
observations and data across great distances, in almost real time.
'This launched the era of forecasts—or; as the pioneering meteorolo-
gist Cleveland Abbe called them, “probabilities.” Cleveland left his
home base of Cincinnati (just to confuse you!) to work for an arm
of the federal government that would later become the National
Weather Service.

“The nation has had few more useful servants than Cleveland
Abbe,” the meteorologist Thomas Corwin Mendenhall wrote
around 1919, praising his storm warnings, which saved millions
of dollars’ worth of property every year.

Human observation and telegraph chitchat were eventually
supplanted by radiosondes, which are sensor packages launched
by balloon twice a day, all across the country, to determine wind
direction, temperature, pressure, and so on. After DOGE cuts in
February, several sites pared back to one launch a day; the Alaskan
cities of Kotzebue (along the western coast) and St. Paul (out in
the Bering Sea) stopped launches altogether.

I had asked Keith Seitter, a senior policy fellow at the American
Meteorological Society, how I could forecast weather myself; with-
out using government models. He made the mistake of suggesting

that weather generally travels west to east at a rate of 20 to 30 miles

The author goes to Ohio to look for

tomorrow’s weather today.
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an hour. I latched on to this. Could I simply find a city that is about
500 miles west and drive there to get tomorrow’s weather today?

Well, sure, Keith said, but that seems like a big waste of time.

Please! I have two children under the age of 4. I have nothing
but time.

I Googled my way to Tim and his hot-air-balloon company
in Columbus. It had a single review on Yelp, from 2012, but that
review was five stars: “Tim is a great pilot.” Good enough for me!

I meet Tim and his crew in a parking lot near a golf course.
We pile into his balloon van, with the balloon basket attached
to the back, and drive to our takeoff point. The basket is stun-
ningly small-—more like a double-wide grocery cart. We arrive at
5:37 p.m., just as the sun s starting to slide toward the horizon.

The Geiger count in Ohio is a tiny bit lower than in Washing-
ton, D.C,, if you were wondering. But my instrument now is a
combination thermometer-barometer-anemometer that I bought
for $22.89.

Tim reassures me that “the vast majority of people in a balloon
don’t realize any sensation of height issues,” because “balloons use
natural forces.” I thought gravity was a natural force? I am becom-
ing agitated. Tim, in our initial call, described some balloon land-
ings as “sporty,” an adjective I do not like having applied to my
physical safety.

Listen. I am actually very afraid of heights. I always forget this
until I am irretrievably committed to a course of action that will
take me to the top of a height, and then, as I am borne ineluctably
to the top of that height, I think, Ob, right. I am terrified of these.

I hoist myself over the edge of the basket. My palms are sweat-
ing. Suddenly everything around us becomes very small. There is
a miniature tractor doing neat laps around a miniature field. A
hawk is ... below us?

“Very high was a mistake” is what my notes say at this point.

My phone has acquired a thin film of sweat,
maybe from condensation? 29.06 on the barome-
ter. 85.3 degrees Fahrenbeit. It is eerily quiet except
for the periodic firing of the propane tank, which
sounds like someone is grilling very urgently
right in my ear. 28.26, 87.3 F The temperature
is suddenly much cooler: 47.3 degrees, although
it doesn't feel like that at all.

Then I realize that I have been reading the
dew point instead of the temperature.

When I switch to the actual temperature, I
realize a second problem: Whenever Tim fires the
burner, the basket of the balloon becomes hot.
It is like being aloft with a small campfire. Now,
instead of telling me that it is 52.9 degrees, my
thermometer informs me that it is 91.2 degrees!
It is a beautiful, still, cloudless evening. If only
Cleveland Abbe could see me now! He would
probably say something like “What a senseless
waste of astonishingly futuristic equipment.”

We drift over more fields and hummers, which is what some
balloonists call power lines. Below us: trees, fields, houses, old
junked cars, the occasional dog.
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Our descent is not at all sporty, although I hold my breath
as we approach the hummers. Tim has done this 1,600 times,
and thus we do not fly into a power line, or you would not be
reading this. It turns out that in this business, you just sort of ...
land in people’s yards? Members of the balloon crew have had
guns pulled on them before, and dogs unleashed.

Improbably, the yard we land in belongs to a proud Atlantic
subscriber named Deborah, who is apparently a competitive
pinball player. I try to explain why we landed in her yard, mak-
ing Deborah the first of many strangers to be confused by my
project. Deborah is nonetheless so excited by my affiliation with
The Atlantic that she asks for a hug. For a subscriber, anything!

On the ground it is 7:18 p.m., somewhere between 78.3 and
80.8 degrees. I cannot stress enough how lovely this weather
is. Clear and crisp and the perfect temperature, the kind of fall
day you order from an L.L. Bean catalog.

The next day, I begin my easy, convenient, six-plus-hour
drive home to see my weather.

I close in on D.C. and notice it is raining. The sky is gray.
Gray gray gray.

This is not my weather! I did not drive all the way from Ohio
to bring this! I DONT KNOW THIS WEATHER!

A friend whose hobby is meteorology informs me that cur-
rent pressure systems are making the weather travel from east

to west today. Whoops.

The author acquaints
herself with farm life
in Maryland.

—‘_—- o ——

There is a certain indignity in having done this astoundingly
inefficient thing and not even gotten the weather right at the end
of it. So for my next government function, I will try something
that involves no data collection. The only thing at stake? The
safety of myself and my family.

2. IINSPECT MY OWN MILK

WE CURRENTLY do not have a Senate-confirmed surgeon gen-
eral, who is supposed to be the “nation’s doctor.” But the president’s
nominee for the role, Casey Means, has offered food-related advice
for cutting the government out of your life. She is more of a doc-
tor than I am (in that she finished medical school) but less of a
doctor than you might want the nation’s doctor to be (in that she
didnt complete her residency and decided to get really into “good
energy”). The week after the 2024 election, Means said something
interesting about raw milk, in the context of burdensome govern-
ment regulation, on Real Time With Bill Maber.

“I want to be able to form a relationship with a local farmer,”
Means said, “understand his integrity, look him in the eyes, pet
his cow, and then understand if I can drink his milk.”

Thus, I am at a farm in southern Maryland to do just that.
The difficulty with raw milk is that it isn’t always legal to sell
for human consumption. Fortunately, this farm sells allegedly
delicious “pet milk” (wink, wink). It also gives its cows operatic
names, such as Tosca, Traviata, and Renee Fleming. I have asked
for permission to put Casey Means’s vision into practice here.

A farmer named Brian takes me to the cows, past the egg
layers and the meat chickens, bivouacked in what he tells me
are excellent conditions in a nearby field. (“Raise me this way
and you can slaughter me too!” Farmer Brian says.)

In preparation for this visit, I spoke with a veterinarian, who
told me how to assess the health of a cow. The vet said that I should
be able to see some of the cow’s 13 sets of ribs, but not too many.
‘The cow should not be oddly hunched. Its udder should be long
and pendulous.

Brian introduces me to Melissa, who is named for a singer.

“Etheridge?” I ask.

Brian laughs. No further information on
Melissa’s surname is forthcoming.

Melissa just stands there, covered in flies.

“Flies help clean them up,” Farmer
Brian tells me. Is this true? I add it to
a growing list of Things I Am Not Sure
Are Facts.

It used to be that milk only came raw,
and everyone had to decide for themselves
whether to drink it. The penalty for drink-
ing subpar milk was that you died. In the
19th century, this happened fairly often,
especially to American children. Then we
discovered that diseases were caused by
microorganisms. Tuberculosis, scarlet and
typhoid fevers, diphtheria, brucellosis—
all of these could be transmitted by milk.
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At the urging of President Theodore Roosevelt, fresh off the
Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, a commission of public-health
officers put out a 751-page report tracing recent outbreaks to con-
taminated milk. Milk was a wonderful environment for germs to
grow in. Some of them could join your gut microbiome as helpful
allies; others could give you deadly diarrhea. Instead of rolling
the dice, the report made the case for pasteurizing milk—that is,
heating it—to kill harmful microorganisms.

Making milk safe to drink was one of the greatest public-
health breakthroughs in history. “For every 2 billion servings of
pasteurized milk or milk products consumed in the U.S., only
about one person gets sick,” the FDA reports.

I've been especially leery of diseases lately. FoodNet—the
CDC’s Foodborne Diseases Active Surveillance Network—is
scaling back the germs it tracks, from eight to two (salmonella
and one type of E. coli). I guess we want listeria to come as more
of a surprise. And now followers of the “Make America Healthy
Again” movement are encouraging us to drink the kind of milk
that we stopped drinking around 1924 because it was too risky.

Anyway, back to Melissa. She has horns. This is good, Farmer
Brian says, because “horns are the antennae, and all the cosmic
energy comes down in through the horns.” T add this to my list
of Things I Am Not Sure Are Facts.

How long does this milk keep? “It doesn’t go bad,” Farmer Brian
says. This feels famously untrue of milk. “If you're on the standard
American diet, it will give you the runs,” Farmer Brian admits.

I tentatively ask why this milk seems so much more shelf-
stable than the milk I myself have been producing for my infant,
which can last in the refrigerator for only four days. Brian seems
puzzled by this, and hands me 13 pamphlets, including “Cod
Liver Oil: Our Number One Superfood” and “After Raw Breast
Milk, What's Best?” They do not answer my question.

I pause in the farm’s gift shop, which has folk-music CDs, hats
made out of alpaca wool, and books explaining why COVID was
not caused by a virus (“are electro-smog, toxic living conditions,
and 5G actually to blame?”). T had better buy some milk, I guess.

I bring the milk home and stare at it. It is in a plastic jug,
with a label that says NOT FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION. | am
starting to miss the government. It used to be that when I
brought milk home, I could drink it. Now I have to do all of
this research.

I leave the milk on the counter overnight. My husband wants
to throw it out, on the grounds that it is confusing and growing
stinky, but I explain that I am writing about it, and that we do
not throw out the U.S. economy and politics (what he writes
about) because they are confusing and growing stinky.

To make myself more comfortable with the milk on my
counter, I read studies. The more I read, the more I am dis-
couraged. A study from 2017 says that 96 percent of illnesses
caused by contaminated dairy came from raw milk and cheese.
I don’t like those odds.

I enjoyed petting Melissa and looking Farmer Brian in the
eyes. But I don’t think that gave me the information I needed
to understand whether I could drink the milk. What I should

have done was scan the milk for microorganisms or simply boil
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it. In the time it has taken to figure this out, the milk has turned
a cloudy yellow and formed three distinct strata.

Months later, I still have not thrown it away, or opened it.
I am hoping that if I procrastinate long enough, it will simply
become cheese.

3.1 COLLECT CONSUMER PRICES

I’'M DARTING THROUGH grocery stores across D.C., trying
to get someone to help me nail down the price of eggs over time.
I have to get better at economic-data collection quickly, because
the Trump administration is targeting the Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics. You might wail something like: Who cares about the most
bureaucratic-sounding bureau, at a time like this?

I do. I am becoming more of the government, every day, and
it is going great.

The BLS is an attempt, through relentless data collection, to
get everyone a nice set of shared facts about the economy and the
workforce. Are there enough jobs to go around? The BLS puts out
a monthly jobs report (though it missed October because of the
shutdown). How far does your paycheck go? The BLS tabulates the
Consumer Price Index, which identifies All the Things That People
Buy and then figures out if they cost more or less than they used
to. In essence—since 1884, when it was the Bureau of Labor—the
BLS takes pictures of the economy for us.

But the pictures have not been very flattering lately, and so
the Trump administration has responded by trying to smash
the camera. After the July jobs report did not have enough jobs,
the president fired the BLS commissioner. Trump’s 2026 budget
proposes an 8 percent cut to the BLS budget. And DOGE’s
hacking at the BLS may have contributed to a suspension of
data collection in three cities: Buffalo, New York; Provo, Utah;
and Lincoln, Nebraska.

To collect my own economic data, I need to become a “first-
rate noticer,” says Jay Mousa, a former associate commissioner
for the BLS office of field operations. That is part of what BLS
field economists do. They are an army of perceptive extroverts
who go from place to place, look around, talk with people, and
find out what they are paying or charging for goods and services.

Mousa suggests that I go from store to store and find out the
price of an item, now and in the past. Finding out the current price
seems doable. But the past price? I could ask employees, he sug-
gests. Perfect! I will use my thing-noticing, people-coaxing skills,
just like a real BLS field economist.

Glancing at the dozens of items priced by the BLS in its list
of average retail prices, I select eggs (one dozen, large, grade A).
Eggs feel very present. They were the thing, during the 2024
election cycle, that people said cost too much, and now look
where the country is.

I begin at a Safeway, asking a cashier what eggs cost now and
what they cost earlier in the month. The clerk reports that eggs
cost $4.99 a dozen, and remembers that they used to be a lot more
expensive, like nine-something dollars. I feel awkward enough
about this exchange that I buy the eggs. Did I collect data, or did
I just go grocery shopping?
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At Trader Joc’s, I stare at a sample cup of butternut-squash
mac and cheese before knocking it back like a shot. Then I notice
that I am being offered a fork. First-rate noticing! A cardboard
gargoyle peers down at me from the corner of the store. “That
is a gargoyle,” I say, trying to ease myself into conversation with
the employee who offered me the mac and cheese.

“It’s cardboard,” the employee says. “It has been there five years.”

I ask him about the historic price of eggs and he says that
the cost has gone down—eggs that are $2.99 were $3.99 a
mere two days ago! A secret weekend egg deal? Like a real field
economist might find? He doesn’t know. I leave the store with
two specific numbers and without buying anything, which I
consider a double win. Plus, I have data on the longevity of the
cardboard gargoyle, just in case.

“I can’t help but notice we are in a Whole Foods,” I tell a
Whole Foods employee who—perhaps having noticed me walk-
ing around with no shopping cart and a Geiger counter—has
asked if I need help. “Is there any way of finding out what eggs
used to cost in the past?”

He tells me

type 2 diabetes that, in the past few years, has spawned a
weight-loss revolution?

And so I drive to Johns Hopkins University, where I hear
they do a lot of science.

4. IDO MY OWN RESEARCH

I HAVE JUST DESTROYED ecight human retinal organoids
with my subpar pipetting.

Allie—a grad student in Professor Bob’s biology lab here at
Johns Hopkins—is being very nice about it, but I feel terrible.
She needs these retinas so she can study how different photo-
receptors are made.

Johns Hopkins, “America’s first research university,” receives a
lot of government funding. Or, at least, it used to. Something like
$3 billion in grants were cut last year across the National Science
Foundation and the NIH. When USAID was dismantled, Johns
Hopkins lost $800 million in grants, leading to the elimination
of more than 2,200 jobs around the world.

In Professor

that they have

Bob’s lab, grad
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roughly doubled students are try-
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what eggs used to live in jars full of

cost, all I get is the

assurance that eggs are expensive everywhere. At Target, an
employee responds to my inquiry about the historic price of
eggs by asking if I want to go to the egg aisle and see for myself.
“No,” I say, “I meant in the past.” I complete the rest of my
self-checkout in silence.

I need something to show for this effort. So I make a table
using the data that I collected for a dozen large eggs, grade A.

This takes me only three hours. Should I be averaging the
variables? That feels like a thing I can do. Can you average a
number ending in ish?

Maybe it’s better not to collect too much economic
data. Maybe doing so would frighten the economy. Maybe
I'd better do something that can only help the economy:
basic scientific research, which can ripple into world-
changing breakthroughs. Did you know that study-
ing the venom of gila monsters—decades ago, at a Vet-
erans Affairs medical center—yielded a treatment for

a special sugary
food, which they consume contentedly for their entire life
(about 45 days).

They (the researchers, not the flies) suggest that I start small.
My task will be to help flip the flies—move them from one
jar full of a dense sugary substance to another jar—without
releasing too many. Then I get to sex the flies, and then, with a
microscope and forceps, I get to behead them. This is the clos-
est I will ever get to being a praying mantis. The grad stcudents
report that informing people of the sex of nearby flies is a fun
trick they perform at parties. (Gen Z needs to drink more.)

The percentage of the federal budget that goes to general
science and basic research is not huge—about 0.2 percent—
unless you consider the F-35 fighter jet a form of science. But
the return is astounding. Google’s beginnings can be traced to
a federal grant for digital libraries. Now look at the company,
helping to keep the entire economy afloat—and leading me
to Tim the balloon pilot!
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“Without scientific progress,” the eminent engineer Vannevar
Bush (also an eminent Atlantic writer) once wrote, “no amount
of achievement in other directions can
insure our health, prosperity, and security
as a nation in the modern world.” He sub-
mitted a report to Harry Truman in 1945
to argue for creating an agency that could
support and fund basic research around the
country. His brainchild, the National Sci-
ence Foundation, was born in 1950. Ded-
icated support for scientific research has
given us GPS (where would we be without
it?), cancer-research funding that’s helped
save millions of lives (something we used

to agree was an obvious good), and the
atomic bomb (a parenthetical aside is the
wrong venue to sum up my feelings about
the atomic bomb).

So those are the stakes. Just millions of
lives, the entire economy, and, of course,
our health, prosperity, and security as a
nation in the modern world.

I have to focus! My next task is to help
grow human retinal organoids, for study.
Grad Student Allie does this by starting out with a set of stem
cells and then using chemicals to insist that those cells become
retinas. She shows me the ones she has been working on, all in
various stages of development. The newest ones resemble leaves
with lictle nibbles around the edges; the more mature ones have
become blobs with little meatballs attached; later, she removes
the meatballs and, presto, a retina. To me, this is func-
tionally witchcraft.

I do my best to help her in the earlier stages of retina
development, by extracting waste from vials with grow-
ing retinas and then pipetting in pink liquid (food? Do
baby retinas eat?).

I extract something that I hope is waste and gently
squirt it into a waste container. Whatever it is, I guess it’s
waste now. Then I use the pipette to draw up a quantity
of pink liquid and squirt it into the tube. I do this slowly
and carefully, in the same way that I drive slowly and
carefully: in little, jagged bursts of speed, interrupted by
long pauses. This is not ideal pipetting. Bubbles form.
Retinas are destroyed.

Allie is very kind, despite the devastation I have
wrought. I won't be able to replicate this at home, any-
way. I don’t have any stem cells—unless some are growing
between the yellow strata in my jug of raw milk that might
soon become cheese?

5.1 BEGIN TO LOSE MY MIND

I AM STARTING to unravel a little bit. Becoming aware of all
of these things I did not formerly think about has only made
me aware of even more things.

The Atlantic

At Johns Hopkins,
the author does not
really know what
shes looking at.
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The author, at Antietam National Battlefield, thinks big thoughts while doing small things.

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting took a hit—
perhaps I should make children’s programming?

Cuts to the IRS? I've got to audit things! Does anyone know
a billionaire willing to share his tax records with me?

The U.S. Geological Survey’s budget might be cut by almost
40 percent. WHERE IS THE OCEAN? GET ME A MEA-
SURING TAPE!

Did I mention that the first hot-air-balloon ride I booked—
before I found Tim in Columbus—charged my credit card twice
and sent me to a Cincinnati rendezvous point where no one
showed up? No balloon, no balloon pilot, nothing! Does the
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau investigate balloon
fraud? If it does, it probably won’t for much longer. Trump is
trying to shut down the bureau.

Bridge inspectors at the Department of Transportation are
still on the job, but maybe I should familiarize myself with the
varieties of truss.

Who’s watching all of the airplanes? I play the simple games
for aspiring air-traffic controllers that NASA (not the FAA,

curiously) hosts on its website. These games offer all the fun
of basic trigonometry, plus an ominous announcement, if you
get the math wrong, reading, “SEPARATION LOST”—an
aviation reference for occasioning a mid-air collision.

All the while, I have my Geiger counter, which is now a
dear old friend, having stuck with me through it all. But what
happens if I find actual radioactive material? My knowledge-
able friends suggest vitrification, which can turn liquid waste
into solid waste, because solid waste is much easier to deal
with than liquid waste (as a parent of two young children,
I can confirm). Unfortunately I do not have good vitrifying
equipment in my kitchen.

I catch my husband Googling what price divorce, but he
assures me it is just to help with my BLS research. Also, I made
the mistake of telling my 3-year-old that I stepped in cow dung
at the farm, and now every time she gets into the car, she claims
that it “smells poopy.”

I'm tired of asking what I can do for my country! I'll just go
for a soothing walk.
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But taking a soothing walk reminds me that the National
Park Service, too, is suffering cuts; 24 percent of its permanent
workforce is gone. But I don’t know how to help. I thought that
maybe I could clean toilets on the National Mall; an internal
NPS spreadsheet listed Areas Where It Was Stretched Thin,
including bathroom maintenance. But when I poke my head
in the stalls, the bathrooms around the Washington Monument
seem just fine. Maybe everything’s just fine!

I think about offering my interpretive services at the
World War I Memorial, but the plaques there imply that every
day at 5 p.m., the actor Gary Sinise sends a bugler to play taps,
and I dont want to compete with Gary Sinise’s bugler.

I read in the same NPS spreadsheet that the Antietam battle-
field has curbed its mowing and is “less-than-manicured,”
which “may be viewed negatively by visitors.” Perhaps this is
how I can help. I will go to the place that saw the bloodiest
day of the Civil War and see what needs doing. Maybe I can
tidy up? And maybe I can finally feel like ’'m doing something
for my country.

6. IDO YARD WORK AT ANTIETAM

I AM SCRABBLING in the dirt with my bare hands in Antie-
tam National Battlefield, trying to clear a walking path around
a felled tree. “I don’t think I'm helping!” I say, for the fifth or
sixth time, to the photographer who is documenting my civic-
minded humiliation. I am sweating. There is dirt under my
nails and dirt in my boots. I have moved what feels like a lot
of dirt around, but also I have not moved enough dirt around.
The path is still blocked.

It is October. It is lovely in the autumn way of clear water
moving over rocks as leaves fall. Antietam is the name of a
creek, and something about the creek’s scale feels wrong, given
what happened here 164 years ago. Too small, somehow. Sus-
piciously still.

I don’t know what else to do, in this current chapter of
American turmoil, so I am doing this: clearing a path, because
there ought to be a path here.

This task would be easy for a person with the right equip-
ment. It would take an hour for someone with a chainsaw. But
I am trying my best, and my best is no good at all.

“You have perhaps believed Government jobs to be ‘soft” and
‘easy,” Horace M. Albright, the superintendent of Yellowstone,
wrote to park-ranger applicants in the summer of 1926. “Most
of them are not, and certainly there are no such jobs in the
National Park Service.”

The hard work of the park rangers at Antietam is to protect
this place of history for visitors in the future. Antietam was
brutal, with thousands of casualties—among them, arguably,
slavery. After the battle, Abraham Lincoln issued the Emanci-
pation Proclamation, declaring the end of slavery in the Con-
federate states. The bloodshed at Antietam helped extend the
promises of the Declaration of Independence to more people.

The site needs to be preserved. It needs to be kept sightly. It

needs ... to be mowed.

The Atlantic

I see some unkempt grass near a few cannons and get my
friend Dave’s hand mower out of my trunk. The moment when
you push a hand mower around Antietam is a moment when
you must ask yourself questions, such as: How did I get here?
How did we get here?

How I got here: a five-month experiment in self-government
as an individual.

How we got here: a 250-year experiment in self-government
as a group.

I push the mower forward, and think about truths that are
self-evident. The world is full of threats to life and liberty, before
you even start thinking about the pursuit of happiness. If you
want to have life, that means you want to be able to buy a sand-
wich, take a bite out of it, and not die. You want your children
to drink milk and not die. If a big storm is coming, you want to
know about it so you can evacuate if you need to. Where there
is nuclear waste, you want it put away properly. You want to
increase your sum total of knowledge about the human body
and the world, so that you can prevent disease, or cure it. And,
ideally, you want passionate citizens to handle the specialized
stuff—people who love flies, or dew points, or the price of eggs,
or making sure airplanes don't hit each other.

If there were a big button that said, “Hey, push this button
and somebody else will handle all the hard, technical stuff, and
in exchange you will pay a percentage of your annual income,
but don’t worry: We will have a team of people to make sure
that you pay the right amount; also, there will be large, beautiful
places where you can go for walks and learn about nature and
history. And all the time you save will be your own!,” I would
absolutely push that button.

But for now, I push the mower.

People have tried to walk away from the federal government
before. To break it up. And on this hill that I am mowing, some
men died saying, “No. You don’t get to do that. You're in this
with us.”

When I think of civil servants in this current uncivil
moment—the air-traffic controllers who worked during the
shutdown; the NOAA weather chasers flying into a hurricane
to measure it, paycheck or no paycheck; the Park Service employ-
ees scrambling to keep bathrooms clean despite the cuts to their
ranks—I will now think of Antietam.

I asked what I could do for my country and the answer was:
alone, not much. Indeed, many things are weird at best, or
destructive at worst, when you try to do them yourself. But if
enough people get together and commit to doing them, you've
got yourself a government.

Together, it’s doable.

Alone, I give up!

Time to drive home from Antietam. Having mowed slightly,
and been humbled greatly, I declare my experiment in self-
government to be over. Save for one final task.

I've got a glass of cheese to drink. <4

Alexandra Petri is a staff writer at The Atlantic.
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How Bad
Bunny Did It

The Super Bow!
headliner doesnt care if
you understand bis lyrics.

By Spencer Kornhaber

A few years ago, I visited my
childhood home and heard a
surprising sound: the bright
and bouncy music of the
Puerto Rican rapper Bad
Bunny. My parents are white
Baby Boomers who speak no
Spanish and have never shown
a taste for hip-hop, but theyd
somehow gotten into Benito
Antonio Martinez Ocasio,
whose sex-and-rum-drenched
lyrics they couldn’t begin to
decipher. The vector of trans-
mission appeared to be the
streaming service hooked to
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their smart speakers. When in need of a pick-me-up,
Mom would shout, “Alexa, play Bad Bunny,” and
make her Southern California kitchen sound like a
San Juan nightclub.

Stories like this help explain how Bad Bunny
has reached across language barriers to dominate
pop domestically and abroad. Since uploading his
first single in 2016, he’s broken U.S. sales records
and claimed the title of the most streamed artist on
Spotify in four separate years. His popularity, high
standing with critics, and duration of success make
him a peer—and sometimes a better-selling one—of
such contemporary titans as Taylor Swift, Beyoncé,
and Kendrick Lamar. Like them, he’s figured out
that 21st-century-pop success is achieved by assem-
bling excitingly hybrid sounds around an iron core
of identity. In his case, that means performing almost
exclusively in Spanish.

Many Latin American singers have enjoyed cross-
over fame before, but none has done it in the way
Bad Bunny has, or at the same scale. Before stream-
ing, they couldn’t: Major-market radio D]Js, record-
label execs, and the media still decided what consti-
tuted the American mainstream, and conventional
wisdom said that audiences preferred music whose
lyrics they could understand. Ricky Martin, Enrique
Iglesias, and Shakira cracked U.S. markets only after
they started singing in English. Rare exceptions, such
as “Macarena,” by Los del Rio, didn’t even confer
name recognition upon their creators.

But the internet has revealed popular desires that
last century’s gatekeepers didn't know how to exploit.
Bad Bunny arose from a transnational scene—widely
called musica urbana—whose primary audience is
Spanish speakers, including the 44 million who
live in the United States. Streaming has also helped
English-only audiences connect with his music, just
as it has for K-pop and Afrobeat. This month, Bad
Bunny will occupy a cultural stage once reserved for
America’s classic-rock gods and pop goddesses: the
Super Bowl halftime show.

Bad Bunny has touted his game-day gig as a
triumph for Latino—particularly Puerto Rican—
representation. And in plain ways, his ascendance
contradicts Donald Trump’s decree, made last
March, that English is the sole national language.
MAGA voices attacked the “crazy” decision by the
“woke” NFL to book someone who’s not “a unify-
ing entertainer.” They cited Bad Bunny’s political
stances (he doesn’t want ICE outside his concerts)
and gender-bending fashion (his biceps look great in
a minidress). But they also tend to express the view
that he, though an American citizen, is somehow un-
American. The conservative activist group Turning
Point USA is planning an alternative halftime show;

He sounds like
a ringmaster
in a futuristic
circus, and
you don’t
need to know
Spanish to
feel that a

thrilling story
is unfolding.

in a poll sent to its supporters about what they'd like
to see, the first option was “anything in English.”

The truth is that Bad Bunny’s rise is plenty Ameri-
can, and not simply because it reinforces the pluralis-
tic ideals that Trump’s movement seeks to diminish.
Bad Bunny’s music has reached all corners of the
planet because it is a state-of-the-art product; he is
a victor in the ever more crowded race for the fresh-
est and most broadly appealing sound. Language
barriers have turned out to be yet another bit of old
friction that the internet has sanded down to create a
cosmopolitan, commercialized middle ground. Does
what’s lost in translation matter?

AT THE CENTER of Bad Bunny’s sound is the
rhythm that has ruled Latin American pop for
decades: reggaeton, which marries dancehall and
rap in crisp, minimalist fashion. Inspiring partying
often with just a drum machine and a vocalist, reg-
gacton first flourished as the sound of working-class
urban life in Puerto Rico. “This is where I was born,
and so was reggaeton, just so you know,” Bad Bunny
boasts in Spanish in one song.

He also grew up as a highly online Millennial
at a time when American pop culture was ruled by
Fall Out Boy’s pop punk, Lady Gaga’s synth pop,
and Drake’s rap blues. All of those touchstones now
inform his maximalist take on reggaeton. In any
given Bad Bunny song, the melodies roll and sway
between emo dejection and childlike glee, the elec-
tronic beats call to mind Nintendo games, and the
low end churns as ominously as a lava pit. Bad Bun-
ny’s vocal tone is unique: husky and flat, peppered
with gasps and grunts, and shimmering with digital
effects. He sounds like a ringmaster in a futuristic
circus, and you don’t need to know Spanish to feel
that a thrilling story is unfolding.

Indeed, Bad Bunny’s success with English-
speaking audiences might seem to answer the peren-
nial music-fan debate about how important lyrics
really are. Any Rolling Stones listener oblivious to
what Mick Jagger is yowling about knows that the
art form’s pleasures don’t require intelligibility. And
the ideals of enlightened music appreciation dictate
that listening to music you don’t understand can be a
mind-expanding exercise. As David Byrne once put
it, “To restrict your listening to English-language
pop is like deciding to eat the same meal for the
rest of your life.”

Music, however, is also a form of communi-
cation. That’s especially the case in the tradition
Bad Bunny builds on: hip-hop, in which narrative,
persona, and wordplay are crucial. He raps with
intoxicating fluidity, stringing syllables together in
a steady murmur that encourages close listening.

The Atlantic
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Translations get you only part of the way to com-
prehending this aspect of his appeal. His themes
are largely the same as those of English-language
pop rappers—success, partying, and girls. (Lots of
girls: “Me gustan mucho las Gabriela, las Patricia,
las Nicole, las Sofia,” goes his smash “Titi Me Pre-
guntd,” a little black book in song form.) But as I
read along, I can sense all the things I'm missing:
puns, connotations, references.

Even some fluent Spanish speakers may feel simi-
larly. He raps in a Caribbean dialect that is “full
of so many skipped consonants, Spanglish, neol-
ogisms, and argot that it borders on Creole,” the
Puerto Rican anthropology professor Yarimar Bonilla
wrote in 7he New York Times. Bad Bunny’s success
proves the cliché that music is a universal language,
but it also highlights how universality can shear art
from its social context—of which, in this artist’s case,
there is a lot.

BAD BUNNY has taken care to make his most impor-
tant messages clear through not only lyrics but also
videos, album art, and interviews. He’s more than
a Puerto Rican Casanova with an ear for appealing
musical pastiche. He’s also a protest artist, and part
of what he’s protesting is the very process by which
he has become so famous.

The title of his latest album, DeBI TiRAR M4S
FOToS (or “I Should Have Taken More Photos”),
expresses a sense of loss about the culture he grew up
in. The cover image is of two empty chairs against a
backdrop of banana trees. The songs long for friends
and neighbors who have emigrated. A short film
released with the album portrays an old man visiting
a San Juan coffee shop only to find that it has been
gentrified beyond recognition—filled with tourists
and digital nomads scarfing overpriced vegan quesi-
tos. (The video also features a talking toad belonging
to an endangered local species.)

Bad Bunny is articulating the surreal and sad feel-
ing of seeing his homeland transformed by internet-
supercharged globalization. The U.S. territory’s
economy has long relied on tourism, but in recent
years, a wave of laptop-toting mainlanders lured by
the balmy climate and notoriously loose tax laws has
driven rent increases and threatened to wash out the
local identity. Bad Bunny’s new album, Bonilla wrote,
is a “lament for a Puerto Rico slipping through our
fingers: betrayed by its leaders; its neighborhoods
displaced for luxury developments; its land sold to
outsiders, subdivided by Airbnb and crypto schemes
and repackaged as paradise for others.”

Bad Bunny seeks not just to point out the prob-
lem of displacement, but also to do something about
it. He’s portrayed his refusal to sing in English as a

Bad Bunny is
more than a
Puerto Rican
Casanova.
He’s also a
protest artist
who's decrying
the very
process by
which he’s
gotten so
Jfamous.

proactive maneuver against the pressures of Anglo-
assimilation. On his latest tour, he skipped the con-
tinental U.S. entirely, citing fears that ICE agents
would target his concerts. Instead, he hosted a
31-show residency in San Juan, the title of which,
No me quiero ir de aqui, means “I Don’t Want to
Leave Here.” He has campaigned for the island’s
independence and against its potential statehood.
One song on the new album spotlights Hawaii—a
tourist playground whose natives have been utterly
marginalized—as an example of the fate that could
befall Puerto Rico if its residents do not resist the
influence from their north.

Yet, inevitably, Bad Bunny’s worldwide fame is
bound up in the same cycle he bemoans. Though
many tickets for his concert residency were set aside
for locals, the gambit of course attracted outsiders to
the island. Some made a pilgrimage to the supermarket
where he once worked in his hometown of Vega Baja.
One was shot and killed in La Perla, a poor San Juan
neighborhood that began to attract tourists only after
being featured in the video for Luis Fonsi and Daddy
Yankee’s 2017 reggacton smash, “Despacito.”

In this context, Bad Bunny’s Super Bowl book-
ing represents an uneasy trade. He gets to perform
on America’s most watched stage—expressing his
vision on a grand scale in ways that could energize
his fans and expand his audience. The NFL not only
gets a popular performer to juice ratings; it gets to
advertise itself to the Spanish-speaking world at a
time when professional football is eyeing the global
market share of soccer and other sports, eager to
carve out a niche. Some might say that the NFL is a
mainland-American institution with colonial ambi-
tions, and that Bad Bunny is now part of that effort.

Exports, imports, migration, melding—the costs
of these historical engines of change and progress
are now the preoccupation of popular art and poli-
tics. In a strange way, MAGA and Bad Bunny are
each responding to versions of the same 21st-century
phenomenon: the decoupling of culture and geogra-
phy, which has left so many people—wherever they
were born—feeling strangely placeless and adrift. But
the cruel absurdities and dark historical parallels of
Trump’s nationalist agenda reflect how perverse, and
ultimately futile, strident identity protectionism is
in 2026. American country music has been catch-
ing on abroad; American listeners have KPop Demon
Hunters fever. And the Super Bowl will be headlined
by an artist who seems sure he can create something
meaningful out of interconnectivity—something
that’s his own, no matter how much it’s shared. .4

Spencer Kornhaber is a staff writer at The Adlantic.
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Sense of an Ending
Julian Barnes says goodbye to the novel.

By Adam Begley

“Yes—oh, dear, yes—the novel tells a story,” E. M. For-
ster wrote. “I wish that it was not so.” Julian Barnes has
confessed that as a young man reading Aspects of the
Novel, he found this sentiment “feeble” and responded
impatiently, “If you aren’t up to telling a story, why
write a novel?” Barnes, who turned 80 in January, now
sings a different tune, and anyway, Forster’s wish was
long ago granted. The literary novel of today is quite
free from conventional storytelling, and ironically
(irony is one of his specialties), Barnes got busy loosen-
ing the bonds early in his carcer. He’s still at it: His brief
new novel, Departure(s), offers only a sketchy story-
line, mixed with memoir and thoughts on memory. An
extended farewell, an author’s valedictory flourish, the
whole package is a culmination of sorts, shimmering
with his silky, erudite prose; beneath the suave surface
is an earnest investigation into the mysterious ways of
the human heart.

The scant plot in Departure(s)—a “true story” the
narrator swore he wouldnt tell—tracks the two-part
romance of Stephen and Jean, friends of his at univer-
sity who fell in love, broke up when they graduated,
then connected again in late middle age after Stephen
asked Julian to reach out to Jean. Like many of Barnes’s
14 previous novels—including his most famous, Flau-
bert’s Parrot (1984), and the Man Booker Prize winner,
The Sense of an Ending (2011)—Departure(s) tells a love
story filtered through the consciousness of a ruminative,
standoflish man preoccupied with something other
than the love at stake.

In the earlier novels, Barnes is given a fictional iden-
tity; in the new one, the author speaks to us directly,
blithely confident that a skeptical realist with a restless
mind probing familiar yet essential experiences—how
the brain works, what happens as we age—is all the
entertainment we require. He shrugs off the romance:
“Couple fail to make one another happy, well, turn
the page.” But one should never disregard the way love

works (or doesn’t) in his books. In the words of Philip

When love

is absent,
bottled up,
interrupted,
or misdirected,
Barnes is at
his best.

Larkin (a Barnes favorite), love is the “element / That
spreads through other lives like a tree / And sways them
on in a sort of sense.”

When love is absent, bottled up, interrupted, or mis-
directed, Barnes is at his best. One-tenth of Flauberts
Parrot is heartache, but it’s buried under the other nine-
tenths, a rambling miscellany of Flaubert factoids. The
novel reads at times like an eccentric biographical essay,
at times like a cranky compendium of pet peeves. Yet
the reader is peripherally aware that the narrator, Geof-
frey Braithwaite, indulges his literary obsession so as to
distract himself (and us) from the tragedy of his wifes
death. After dragging his feet for most of the book, he
at last addresses his loss, his despair, in a short chapter
called “Pure Story.” A melancholy emotional logic holds
Flauberts Parror together, not least the parallels between
the unfaithful Ellen Braithwaite and Emma Bovary,
whose name is synonymous with adulterous passion.

GeofIrey warns against the smug certainty of those
who think that by trawling for facts they can catch
the essence of a life, whether Flaubert’s or Ellen’s.
(“My wife: someone I feel I understand less well than
a foreign writer dead for a hundred years.”) In an
oft-quoted passage, he considers a fishing net with
Olympian detachment:

You can define a net in one of two ways, depending on
your point of view. Normally, you would say that it is
a meshed instrument designed to catch fish. But you
could, with no great injury to logic, reverse the image
and define a net as a jocular lexicographer once did: he
called it a collection of holes tied together with string.

He adds, “You can do the same with a biography.”
You can do the same with a novel.

oNCE You start looking for holes in Barnes’s books,
they open up everywhere: what's unknown, withheld,
or willfully ignored. Absence itself—absence of love,
absence of the beloved—becomes a crucial locus of
meaning. In Flauberts Parrot, for instance, the longer
Geoffrey delays telling us about Ellen, the more we
sense how much she meant to him. In Departure(s),
there’s a 40-year gap between the first time Stephen
and Jean try to love each other (which a young, love-
starved Barnes experienced as “romanticism-by-
proxy”) and the second, “rekindled” attempt, reluc-
tantly facilitated by Barnes. Both Stephen and Jean
tell him, “This will be my last chance of happiness.”
They marry—a church wedding!—and then break
up for good. A decade or so later, they’re both dead.
Breaking his vow, Barnes writes about them, exposing
Stephen as a spurned romantic and Jean as incapable
of accepting or returning his love. Barnes says it’s what
he’s been after “all my writing life: the whole story.”
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The whole!hole pun is surely intended. The brief,

truncated narrative leaves Barnes space to ruminate

on the blanks in our memory. He glides past a truism
(“As we age, forgotten memories of childhood often
return to us”) and delivers a startling prognosis: “At
the same time, our grasp of the middle years decays.
This hasn’t happened to me yet, but I can imagine
how it might develop as senescence takes hold.” In
other words, he adds, if we live long enough, our
lives—his, mine, yours—may be reduced (like Ste-
phen’s and Jean’s) “to a story with a large hole in the
middle.” Meanwhile, scattered references point to
the defining event of those four missing decades, at
least in Barnes’s own life: In 1979, he married Pat
Kavanagh, a literary agent six years his senior; three
decades later she died, just weeks after being diag-
nosed with a malignant brain tumor.

In 2013, he published Levels of Life, a celebration
of his love for her and an anatomy of his mourning.
“I was thirty-two when we met, sixty-two when she
died. The heart of my life; the life of my heart.” An
essay, a short story, and a memoir squeezed together
in one slim volume, the book defies formal catego-
rization, but the sum of those disparate parts is an
achingly honest dirge:

Julian Barnes in 2004

It’s true that some of my grief
is self-directed—look what
I have lost, look how my life
has been diminished—but
it is more, much more, and
has been from the beginning,
about her: look what she has
lost, now that she has lost life.

Her absence imposes a very
specific form of loneliness—
“not so much loneliness as
her-lessness.”

He broods about memory
and aging in Departure(s), of
course he does: He has a new
partner, Rachel, who’s 18
years his junior. He reveals as
well that he was diagnosed in
2020 with a rare blood can-
cer that can be managed with
a daily dose of chemo, but
not cured. Before he knew his
cancer wouldn’t kill him, he
began making notes for what
he thought would be his final
book, to which he gave a pro-
visional, “archly self-pitying”
title: Jules Was. He is “heavily
afraid,” according to one note,
of the grief his demise will “impose on R”—a replay,
perhaps, of what he himself experienced.

Setting aside the pain of Kavanagh’s death, almost
20 years ago now, Barnes acknowledges the luck of
his life, particularly his professional success. The
oldest in the all-male scrum of his generation’s cel-
ebrated British novelists (Martin Amis, Kazuo Ishi-
guro, lan McEwan, Salman Rushdie), he has enjoyed
a prize-strewn career. And he has had happy second
chances, unlike the unfortunate Stephen and Jean,
and unlike Tony Webster, the narrator of 7he Sense
of an Ending, the first book Barnes published after
Kavanagh died.

Tony, too, is offered the opportunity to rekindle
an old flame. Again, there’s a 40-year gap. A solitary
divorced retiree who puzzles over familiar Barnesian
preoccupations (time, memory, aging), Tony comes
into contact with an ex-girlfriend, Veronica. He can't
let go of their backstory. Soon after they split, she took
up with one of his close friends—who shortly there-
after killed himself. Now Tony tries to make sense of
two endings: the breakup and the friend’s suicide. But
instead of a rekindling, or even a moment of clarity,
he’s left with a muddle. “You just don’t get it,” Veronica
tells him. “But then you never did.”
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“Our life is not our life,” Tony tells himself, “merely
the story we have told about our life.” He acknowledges
that his own is utterly bland: his career, unspecified;
his marriage, tepid; his daughter, emotionally distant.
“What did I know of life,” he asks, “I who had lived
so carefully? Who had neither won nor lost, but just
let life happen to him?” The romance, the life-and-
death passion in this sad, sad novel, takes place out of
sight, its contours unknown—except that, of course,
none of it involves poor Tony, who gradually then sud-
denly becomes aware of what's missing. Barnes wrings
emotion—sharp, sustained anguish—from remorse at
love’s absence.

EVEN IN his nonfiction, Barnes points to the holes
all around us. In Nothing to Be Frightened Of (2008),
a sophisticated, meandering meditation on mortality
and his own timor mortis (published, coincidentally,
a few months before Kavanagh’s death), he keeps the
“nothing” of death front and center. And in 7he Man
in the Red Coat (2019), a boldly unconventional biogra-
phy of Samuel Pozzi, a pioneering French gynecologist
who was a lifelong friend and sometime lover of the
immortal Sarah Bernhardt, Barnes repeatedly taunts us
with the limits of our knowledge: “We cannot know.”

What is the string that binds the holes in a biog-
raphy or a novel? Memory, yes: “We all know that
memory is identity,” Barnes writes in Departure(s);
“take away memory and what do we have?” Yet he also
reminds us that memory is the “place where degrada-
tion and embellishment overlap.” To compensate for
degradation and to make embellishment pleasing, we
call upon imagination and style (that erudite prose),
and the comforting continuities of narrative. Add to
all of that a kind of attentive engagement—Barnes
prefers a more active word, “attending,” a knack for
noticing details that beg to be preserved—and you
might manage to knit together a coherent pattern
of events and images, a history. You might even give
shape to a love story. “Writers believe in the patterns
their words make,” he tells us in Levels of Life. “We
cannot, I think, survive without such belief.”

The big-picture pattern that emerges from Barnes’s
shelf of books is the mystery of love, which he addresses
directly in 20-odd pages of A History of the World in
1045 Chaprers (1989), an early book of linked sto-
ries. The half chapter, aptly named “Parenthesis,” has
achieved a modest cult following, undoubtedly because
of passages as clever and un-saccharine as this one:

“I love you.” Subject, verb, object: the unadorned,
impregnable sentence. The subject is a short word,
implying the self-effacement of the lover. The verb is
longer but unambiguous, a demonstrative moment

as the tongue flicks anxiously away from the palate

DEPARTURE(S)

Julian
Barnes

KNOPF

to release the vowel. The object, like the subject, has
no consonants, and is attained by pushing the lips

forward as if for a kiss.

In the same unsentimental vein, he insists that
we must be “precise” about love, by which he means,
“attending to the heart, its pulses, its certainties, its
truth, its power—and its imperfections.” That’s a good
description of the task that Barnes has taken on as a
writer. A final admonition: “We must believe in love,
just as we must believe in free will and objective truth.”

At the beginning of Departure(s), Barnes tries out a
new perspective. He’s fascinated by an extreme form of
what’s known as involuntary autobiographical memory
(IAM), in which a particular action triggers a cascade
of memories of all the times that action has been per-
formed in the past. Here’s an example: What if saying
“I love you,” whether you meant it or not, triggered
an IAM? He asks, “How would you face the record—
the chronological record—of all your lies, hypocrisies,
cruelties?” What if one sexual fantasy triggered an IAM
onslaught, including all the “inadmissible, sluttish adul-
teries of the heart which we have chosen to suppress™

‘There are memories we suppress and then there’s the
echoing emptiness of everything we've simply forgotten,
a vanished immensity, the selves we've left behind, the
many millions of skin cells our body sloughs off every
day. Faced with the choice of string or hole—a relentless
deluge of recovered memory or the pathos of forget-
ting, of shedding thoughts that seemed momentous a
moment ago—which would you choose?

At the end of Departure(s), Barnes announces,
“This will definitely be my last book—my official
departure,” and he imagines a “final conversation,”
conjuring the image of

writer and reader on a cafe pavement in some unidenti-
fied town in some unidentified country. Warm weather
and a cool drink in front of us. Side by side, we look
out at the many and varied expressions of life that pass

in front of us. We watch and muse.

“What do you make of that couple,” he asks us: “mar-
ried, or having an affair?” Spotting an old couple hold-
ing hands, he says, “that always gets to me.” He offers
other observations, “ordinary, conversational mutter-
ings.” He sees, out of the corner of his eye, that we
share his “attendingness.” He rests his hand on our
forearm—a brief touch—and slips away. His parting
injunction: “No, don’t stop looking.” . 4

Adam Begley is the author of several biographies,
including Updike. His book abour Harvard College
will be published in the spring of 2027.
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The New History of Fighting Slavery

What we learn by tracing rebellions from Africa to the Americas

By Laurent Dubois
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In 1812, Spanish officials in Havana, searching the
house of a man named José Antonio Aponte, dis-
covered a wooden box hidden in a clothing trunk,
opened it, and were stunned by what they found
inside. “It was unlike any book they had ever seen,”
Carrie Gibson writes in 7he Great Resistance: The
400-Year Fight to End Slavery in the Americas,
“filled with Biblical and historical images, with
many black faces, as well as cut-out bits of paper
and handwritten words.” Aponte, a freeman who
had once served in the local militia, was part of a
group that had sought to launch an uprising among
the enslaved. The goal was to overthrow slavery and
make Cuba independent, but the rebellion had been
quickly suppressed.

Put on trial, Aponte was questioned for three
days about what his interrogators called his “book
of paintings.” In Daring to Be Free: Rebellion and
Resistance of the Enslaved in the Atlantic World, Sudhir
Hazareesingh emphasizes the global sweep of Apon-
te’s portraits, among them versions of Abyssinian
royalty and, as Gibson notes, the Greek philosopher
Diogenes the Cynic, believed to have once been a
slave himself. One element particularly alarmed the
Spanish: scenes of Black soldiers vanquishing white
troops, evoking the victories of Haitian revolutionar-
ies against the French a decade earlier. During meet-
ings at his house, Aponte had shown them to fellow
insurrectionists as proof that they, too, could win a
war against slavery.

When he was asked to explain why he had chosen
to include what he did, his answer was simple: “For
reasons of history.” Aponte was executed after his
trial, and his book disappeared. All that is left are
Aponte’s descriptions of the work, page by page, at
his trial. But that testimony has allowed contempo-
rary historians and artists to reconstruct his vision-
ary awareness that, in seeking to change his world,
he first had to compile his own history of what had
come before.

In their ambitious histories of slave resistance,
Gibson and Hazareesingh are working in the tra-
dition of Aponte, offering a new intellectual and
political perspective on the emergence of freedom
in the modern world. A generation ago, founda-
tional works on the history of antislavery move-
ments tended to focus on political thinkers and
prominent abolitionists, figures who left ample
written records behind. But over the past several
decades, scholars have made headway in piecing
together the ideas and actions of resistance leaders
such as Aponte, as well as of the enslaved themselves.
This is challenging work: The system of slavery fre-
quently barred access to literacy, and most accounts
of enslaved resistance come from people who were

One study
suggests that
open resistance
may have
occurred in as
many as

10 percent of
slave voyages.

not just hostile to the venture but actively secking
to suppress it. By gathering second- and thirdhand
traces and elusive sources and data, historians have
illuminated communities in the forests of the Kongo
region, the deltas of West Africa, the mangroves of
Cuba, and the swamps of the Carolinas.

The Great Resistance and Daring to Be Free synthe-
size this growing body of scholarship to offer detailed
accounts that stretch from the 15th century, when
enslaved people from West Africa were first imported
to Iberia, through the abolition of slavery in the
United States, Cuba, and Brazil in the late 19th cen-
tury. Gibson builds on her own earlier wide-ranging
history of the Caribbean, Empires Crossroads (2014),
and Hazareesingh branches out from Black Sparta-
cus (2020), his biography of Toussaint Louverture,
a leader of the Haitian Revolution.

THE STORY OF RESISTANCE begins in Africa,
where the slave trade itself originates. There, Haza-
reesingh argues, lie the foundations of a long and
influential tradition of antislavery activity that
continued into resistance efforts throughout the
Americas. He assembles evidence of what he calls an
“African fugitive politics™: people on the continent
threatened by enslavement taking concerted action
in collective ways, intent on self-determination. In
many different regions, groups seeking sanctuary
from raids by slavers created new settlements dur-
ing the 17th and 18th centuries. Many of them exist
to this day, their founding histories preserved and
celebrated in oral traditions.

The Tofinu took refuge in the lagoons along the
Bight of Benin, a core area of the slave trade, ven-
turing forth in canoes with harpoons, javelins, and
swords to fight off raiders from powerful nearby
kingdoms. In present-day central Nigeria, the Eggon
created fortified positions in the hills from which
they launched stones, spears, and even bechives
against would-be enslavers. The focus on living in
freedom nurtured a nonhierarchical approach to
politics, Hazareesingh writes, and he describes an
ethos rooted in honor and consensus. Settlements
were named to convey their fugitive origins. “Here
where no one can reach them anymore,” one was
called; another was “the village of free people.”

Millions couldn’t escape the raiders on the conti-
nent. But the remarkable SlaveVoyages database—
which both Gibson and Hazareesingh draw on—
has transformed our knowledge of resistance at sea.
An open-access digital project, it has documented
the scale of the slave trade originating on the con-
tinent, compiling data on roughly 35,000 voyages
that carried at least 10 million people across the
Atlantic from Africa. It has also found references to
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465 shipboard revolts. Using the database, one study
suggests that open resistance may have occurred in as
many as 10 percent of slave voyages. The majority of
the revolts date back to well before Joseph Cinqué’s
carefully plotted rebellion on the Amistad in 1839,
the most famous of them and one of a small number
that succeeded in securing freedom for those aboard.

Historians are also indebted to written docu-
ments left behind by Islamic and Catholic thinkers
in Africa who developed religious critiques of slavery.
Both Gibson and Hazareesingh single out a Kon-
golese man named Lourenco da Silva Mendonga,
who in the 17th century articulated a particularly
powerful attack. He was born into the Ndongo royal
lineage in the Kingdom of Kongo, where many had
adopted Catholicism. In 1671, he and his family
were forced out of the kingdom by the Portuguese
and sent to the colony of Brazil. Having seen the
ravages of slave-raiding in his homeland, he now
witnessed the system of slavery into which many of
his people had been sold. He then traveled to Por-
tugal and took up residence in a monastery where
several others from the Kongo, as well as Indigenous
Brazilians, lived and studied.

Convinced that slavery went against the teach-
ings of Catholicism, he wrote a brief denouncing
the institution, which he brought to the Vatican in
1684. “Humanity is infused with the spirit of God,”
he argued, and racial differences, an “accident of
nature,” are in no way grounds for enslavement. As
he pressed his case at the Vatican, Mendonca gath-
ered a dossier that included firsthand accounts from
Africans in Portugal.

Along with his own experiences, that evidence
fueled his eloquent denunciation of “the unjustified
methods used to enslave” people in Africa, “from
which results the loss of countless Souls,” as well as
the “cruelties” practiced against the enslaved in the
Americas. Torture with hot wax and tree sap appalled
Mendoncga; some of the torments, he observed, were
worse than those visited on the early Christian mar-
tyrs, and all the more shocking because they were
meted out by Christians against other Christians.
Mendonga also advocated on behalf of the “New
Christians,” among them Jews who had converted
to Catholicism but were often still pursued by
the Inquisition.

Pope Innocent XI responded by calling on Spain
and Portugal to at least curtail the cruelty of slavery.
But the profitable slave trade continued, crucial to
the colonial order that the leaders of these and other
European kingdoms had decided to build. Men-
donga’s singular legal case lay buried in the Vatican
archives for centuries. Now recovered, his story is an
example of the constant cross-Atlantic transmission
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of information and ideas that Gibson and Haza-
reesingh highlight as integral to the far-reaching
struggle for abolition.

DURING HIS TIME in Brazil, Mendonca had con-
tact with the residents of Palmares, a network of nine
jointly governed maroon communities, many of
whose members were formerly enslaved refugees from
the Kongo. (In the 16th century, the Spanish used
the term cimarrénes—originally applied to untamed
animals—to describe people who escaped from plan-
tations; other colonial powers adopted versions of it,
including the English term maroon.) Probably the
largest of all such settlements in the Americas, Pal-
mares thrived through much of the 17th century, its
population numbering as many as 10,000 or perhaps
even 20,000 residents at one point, and it wielded
clout on a different scale than smaller fugitive com-
munities in Africa did.

Under a leader named Gana Zumba, Palmares
signed a peace treaty with the Portuguese guaranteeing
its freedom. It established alliances with Indigenous
Brazilians in the area, and its inclusivity extended to
people who weren’t enslaved but were flecing colo-
nial society, including Jews persecuted for their reli-
gious beliefs. African culture, language, and religious
practices undergirded community life, but a Catholic
priest performed baptisms in a church in Palmares
adorned with statues of Jesus, the Virgin Mary, and
Saint Blaise, an Armenian martyr whose story of
taking refuge from persecution in the Cappadocian
mountains resonated with the maroons.

Gibson recounts the trajectory of Palmares as just
one part of a much longer history of people seeking
freedom and sanctuary in the midst of colonial socie-
ties. In Spanish Santo Domingo, the first slave society
in the Americas, Africans on a sugar plantation owned
by Christopher Columbus’s son rebelled on Christmas
Day 1521. They escaped into the hills and allied with
an Indigenous group flecing Spanish control, led by a
man named Enriquillo. After 15 years, Spanish troops
dispersed the settlement—which had grown to 4,000,
and had its own cavalry—but subsequent maroon
groups forced colonizers to sign treaties with them.

As the plantation colonies of the British and
French Caribbean grew in the late 17th and 18th
centuries, escapees formed maroon enclaves there
as well. The region also saw a series of mass revolts
against slavery. In the 1760s, enslaved organizers in
Jamaica launched an uprising that was later known
as Tacky’s Revolt. It was, as Gibson writes, “not a
small, local eruption, easily snuffed out. Rather, this
resistance was akin to a multisite, decentralized guer-
rilla war, not against a particular king or ruler, but
against a social and economic system.”
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And then in 1791, the largest such uprising in
history took shape in the nearby French colony of
Saint-Domingue. It led to the abolition of slavery
by France in 1794 and, when Napoleon Bonaparte
sought to reenslave the population, to Haiti’s inde-
pendence from France on January 1, 1804, when the
island was rechristened with the original Indigenous
name for the territory. Hazareesingh and Gibson
emphasize the revolution’s role in articulating a radi-
cal idea of universal rights and cultivating new forms
of democratic participation. (As the notes in 7he Great
Resistance and Daring to Be Free indicate, the close-
knit field relies on scholarly interchange; both authors
draw on my work on Haiti, and I gave Hazareesingh
feedback, reading suggestions, and a blurb.)

The Haitian Revolution’s success in overthrowing
slavery and then establishing a new nation gave rise toa
very different archive, including writings by and about
its most recognized leader, Louverture, and Haiti’s
founder, Jean-Jacques Dessalines. These offer us a per-
sonal understanding of the influences that shaped their
lives and ideas. Dessalines, for instance, acknowledged
his deep debt to the woman he considered his “second
mother,” Toya Montou, one of a number of women
who participated directly in combat. She taught him
about his African roots and during the revolution led
her own unit of insurgents.

The dramatic victory in Haiti nourished the
imaginations of enslaved people across the hemi-
sphere, helping create what Hazareesingh describes
as a “popular encyclopaedia” that was “embedded in
songs, music, images, and artefacts, and stories, tales,
and myths about the revolution’s heroic leaders and
the achievements of the Haitian people.” Brazilian
authorities were alarmed in 1805 when they found
Black officers in the local militia wearing “miniature
portraits of Dessalines around their necks.” Parish-
ioners in Black churches in Philadelphia celebrated
the anniversary of Haitian independence, if quietly.
In Louisiana, a man named Charles Deslondes led a
two-day revolt in 1811, the largest in U.S. history, and
almost certainly inspired by the Haitian Revolution.
Two decades later, Nat Turner planned his (ultimately
thwarted) 1831 rebellion in Southampton County,
Virginia, to begin on the 40th anniversary of the Hai-

tian Revolution’s start.

THE EVENTSs of the Haitian Revolution reshaped
the history of North America: Napoleon’s defeat
there prompted him to sell Louisiana—which he had
reacquired from Spain as part of his plan to build a
French empire in the Americas—to the United States
in 1803. The purchase doubled the country’s size,
enabling the U.S. to become a bleak outlier: During
the next decades, while slavery was being abolished

A two-day
revolt in 1811
in Louisiana
was the largest
in U.S. history,
and was almost
certainly
inspired by

the Haitian
Revolution.

in newly independent Latin American republics and
in the British Caribbean, the U.S. expanded slavery
into the recently acquired territory.

With the Louisiana Purchase, a huge domestic slave
trade got under way, supplying labor to cotton and
sugar plantations. Though only roughly 5 percent of
the total number of enslaved Africans brought to the
New World from the 16th century through the start
of the 19th ended up in North America, by the time
of the Civil War, the enslaved population had grown to
approximately 4 million, mostly native-born. All of their
efforts at rebellion in the 19th century were swiftly and
brutally suppressed.

Still, other powerful forms of resistance surfaced.
Escapes to the North were organized by figures such
as Harriet Tubman. Some who had won their free-
dom, among them Frederick Douglass, wrote power-
ful autobiographies that were also devastating critiques
of slavery. And abolitionist materials produced in the
North traveled south. A Mississippi plantation man-
ager complained in 1847 about an enslaved woman
named California who had “an idea that she is free”
and was passing that idea on to her children. In an
echo of Aponte, she had decorated the walls of her
cabin with antislavery prints, which were often cir-
culated along with pamphlets.

When the Civil War began, as many as 500,000
enslaved men and women escaped toward Union lines.
After the Emancipation Proclamation, the involve-
ment of 200,000 Black soldiers in the war proved
crucial in the Union victory. Some African American
recruiters invoked the earlier history of the Haitian
Revolution in their pitch, recalling how Black troops
in Haiti had secured and protected abolition: Like
those forebears, new “black Toussaints” could strike
“blow after blow for freedom,” and bring liberation
to all of those still enslaved in the South.

As Aponte knew, the way you look at the past
shapes your hopes about the present and future.
In the U.S., debates about how to understand our
experience of slavery and its ultimate demise are
as intense as ever, and will continue to be at the
core of broader questions about how to narrate our
national story. But Hazareesingh and Gibson invite
us to see ourselves as inheritors of something much
broader too: a powerful history of political thought
and on-the-ground resistance—in many forms,
always against seemingly insurmountable odds—
that stretched across continents and centuries. <4

Laurent Dubois teaches history at the University of
Virginia and is the author of, among other books,
Avengers of the New World: The Story of the
Haitian Revolution.
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What Dante Is
Trying to Tell Us

A colloquial translation of Paradiso
might make people actually read it.

By Eric Bulson

The Divine Comedy is more
than 14,000 lines long and is
divided into three parts, but
it’s the first part, the Inferno,
that gets all the attention.
For centuries, readers have
preferred the horrors of hell
to the perfection of heaven.
Gustave Doré, the celebrated
French illustrator, did elabo-
rate engravings for the three
canticles in the mid-19¢h
century and devoted 99 out
of 135 of them to Dante Ali-
ghieri’s darkest scenes.

Who can blame Dante’s
admirers when hell is filled
with so many beautifully
flawed characters: Francesca
da Rimini, the eloquent adul-
teress; Farinata, the proud her-
etic; Ulysses, the defiant king;
Ugolino, the father turned
cannibal who ate his own
sons? And then there are the
infernal workers who make
sure that Lucifer’s realm runs
smoothly, among them farting
devils, giants in chains, and a
flying monster with the body
of a serpent and the face of an
honest man. Most readers see
lictle reason to continue with
the poem once Dante, guided
by Virgil, has safely exited
“to once again catch sight of
the stars.”

But Dante’s journey has
just begun. In Purgatorio, he
must summit a massive moun-
tain. Success in that struggle
leaves him facing, along with
other sinners, a wall of flames
that inflict purifying pain but
not death. Only then does
Paradise await—and it’s not
just around the corner. He
must travel past the planets
and fixed stars to a rose-shaped
empyrean. Tackling this cul-
minating challenge in the
company of his beloved Bea-
trice, who inspired the poem,
Dante must trasumanar, a
magnificent word that he
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invents to describe the experience of passing beyond
what’s human.

Dante volunteers to guide us on this last leg,
warning in Paradiso’s Canto II that “if you lose sight
of me, you'll be totally lost. // The waters I'm sailing
have never been crossed.” Many readers certainly do
struggle with the epic’s final part, which has its share
of dense theological disquisitions. It is filled with
vivid scenes, too, which stretch the human imagina-
tion about as far as it can go. At one point, Dante’s
ears are unable to make out divine music, because
of his “mortal hearing.” But later, when his ears are
opened, he comes upon a legion of angels resem-
bling a “swarm of bees,” moving back and forth from
flower to hive, singing “the glory” of God. Beatrice’s
beauty only increases as they ascend, her “holy” smile
indescribable even if he had “all that eloquence” of
the ancient Greek muse of poetry to assist him.

Upon witnessing the Ascension of Jesus Christ
surrounded by all of the souls he has redeemed,
Dante marvels at how his mind “was released from
itself.” Put another way, his mind was blown. After
that, in a reversal of chronology signaling that we are
in a place where sequential time doesn’t matter, he
watches the Annunciation unfold as “a crown-shaped
circular form” haloed the Virgin Mary, “then whirled
around her.” As if that weren't enough, Dante envi-
sions an eagle in the sky made up of souls that change
shape in mid-air, and he identifies a point in the
universe that is both center and circumference; that’s
where God resides. “Nowhere in poetry,” T. S. Eliot
wrote about this last scene, “has experience so
remote from ordinary experience been expressed
so concretely.”

THE EARTHLY EXPERIENCE of personal grief
and privation that inspired such transcendent beauty
is mind-bending in its own way. During the years
that Dante worked on the Divine Comedy—1307 to
1321, the last decade and a half of his life—he was
exiled from his faction-ridden hometown of Flor-
ence. Dante, who vehemently opposed the papacy’s
desire for secular power, had been charged with
financial corruption, a politically motivated accu-
sation, and the threat of being burned at the stake
if he returned hung over him. A party of one, as he
later called himself, he wandered from court to court,
living off the generosity of a few patrons. He never
set foot in Florence again.

Roughly half a millennium after Dante’s death,
his poem received an ecstatic welcome in the
United States, where Henry Wadsworth Longfel-
low embarked on the first American translation of all
three parts in the early 1860s, as the Civil War raged.
A poet and a retired professor of modern languages

“Nowbhere in
poetry,” 1. S.
Eliot wrote,
“has experience
so remote from
ordinary
experience
been expressed
so concretely.”

at Harvard, he made his way through Paradiso, pub-
lishing three of its cantos in 7he Atlantic, and then
turned to the /nferno, finishing up with a revision
of Purgatorio.

Italian nationalists had recently laid claim to
Dante’s epic as an expression of shared cultural iden-
tity for the country’s warring city-states. Longfellow
was a supporter of the so-called Risorgimento and
of Dante, whose optimistic message he was keen to
mobilize against the tragic events in his own country.
Dante’s “medieval miracle of song,” as Longfellow
called it, could be reimagined as an allegory for the
cleansing of the original sin of slavery and the res-
toration of a broken democratic union.

Thankfully, Longfellow avoided trying to repro-
duce Dante’s original terza-rima scheme (in which
the last word in the second line of a tercet provides
the first and third rhyme of the next tercet). Instead
he chose the more forgiving blank verse, which works
much better in English, a rhyme-poor language with-
out Italian’s abundance of vowel sounds at the end
of words. His translation, published in 1867, was
wildly popular.

Since then, about 50 other American renditions
of the entire poem have appeared. None is as pro-
vocative as the one that Mary Jo Bang, a poet, has
been working on for the better part of two decades.
And none is as attuned to Longfellow’s democratic
urge to spread Dante’s message of unity either. Fol-
lowing on her Inferno (2012) and Purgatorio (2021),
Bang’s Paradiso has arrived at a moment of national
turmoil, and sets out to make a vision of hope and
humility accessible to all in an unusual way.

Bang’s unconventional approach was inspired by
an encounter with a medley of 47 different Eng-
lish translations of the /nferno’s famous first three
lines assembled by the poet Caroline Bergvall. Never
having studied Italian, Bang saw a chance to try
her hand by relying on those variations, along with
Charles S. Singleton’s translation (already on her
shelf). The 47 variations mostly struck her as formal
and “elevated,” and she was curious to discover how
contemporary English would sound. In the process,
she arrived at something fresh. “Stopped mid-motion
in the middle / Of what we call our life,” her tercet
began, conveying an abrupt jolt, as if a roller coaster
was kicking into gear, and then went on: “T looked
up and saw no sky— / Only a dense cage of leaf,
tree, and twig. [ was lost.”

Her experience with these three lines was enough
to convince Bang that she wanted to carry on at
least with the /nféerno. She now gathered an array of
esteemed English translators to keep her company.
(To Singleton and Longfellow, she added William
Warren Vernon, John D. Sinclair, and Robert and
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Jean Hollander, among others.) Whether she would
make it through Paradiso, which she had until now
found “unreadable,” was still up in the air.

Her perspective shifted mid-motion, as it were,
when the pandemic hit. Colloquially rich transla-
tions of the other two canticles behind her, and with
the world in lockdown, the time was right to con-
template the afterlife—and undertake the extra chal-
lenge of rescuing this last part from unreadability by
making it, as she'd done with the preceding canticles,
more readily intelligible to 21st-century American
readers. “While translating the poem,” she said in an
interview, “I would ask myself how Dante might say
something if he were speaking American English at
this moment in time. And, additionally, how would
he say it if he knew everything that I know.”

By deciding to use a living language, the kind
that real people use, she was following Dante’s lead.
He had chosen his native Tuscan dialect over liter-
ary Latin because it was sensory, ever-evolving, and
intimate in the way that it could speak to readers.
Phrases such as “I was a sad sack” and “love-struck”
are plentiful in Bang’s /nferno, and when Dante
meets his great-great-grandfather in Paradiso, they
use words such as shout-out and lowlife. Dante incor-
porated cultural allusions familiar to his audience.
So does Bang;, in both her text and her notes. In the
Inferno, you'll even find the obese Eric Cartman,
from South Park, substituted for Ciacco, the glut-
tonous Florentine whose name means “little piggy.”

In Paradiso, she takes fewer liberties with the text.
But in her notes, instead of limiting herself to the
dense scholarly glosses on obscure words and the
thousands of literary and historical references that
are the standard apparatus of translated editions of
the Divine Comedy, Bang mixes in nods to the more
contemporaneous references she’s used. An image
of reflecting light that “bounces up, / Like a rocket
man who longs to come back” is accompanied, for
example, by a citation to both a 1951 Ray Bradbury
short story and the Elton John song “Rocket Man.”
Commenting on the line “Don't be like a feather in
each wind” as a metaphor for inconstancy, she refers to
an echo not just in Shakespeare’s 7he Winters Tale but
also in Led Zeppelin’s “All My Love.” This poem, she
conveys, isn't frozen in time; even updated references
will lose their cultural currency and need identifying.

To purists who fantasize about the fullest possible
immersion in the original text, creative adaptation of
this sort sounds like heresy. These same purists would
likely be even more horrified to discover something
else: By the time Bang was working on Purgatorio,
she had begun using Google Translate to render
lines in the original, getting “a basic scaffold” as she
made her way along. She also sometimes consulted

PARADISO

Dante Alighieri,
translated by
Mary Jo Bang

GRAYWOLF PRESS

Wiktionary, the collaboratively edited multi-lan-
guage dictionary. With her English editions of Dante
still by her side, Bang was at work on an artistic
venture very much of the digital age. But for her,
translation remained an act of working through and
against multiple interpretations and responding by
reordering, amending, and substituting, all guided
by poetic decisions—weighing what struck her ear,
eye, and mind as most suitable.

A GREAT DEAL of Dante’s remarkable repertoire
of technical tricks will get lost in translation, what-
ever the language and whoever the translator: the
chiasmuses, the neologisms, the numerical corre-
spondences, the wordplay, all of the dazzling rhymes
necessary to keep the engine of terza rima going. To
appreciate just one example of Dante’s feats, here is
Bang’s rendition of the tercet from Paradiso’s final
canto, in which he is now face-to-face with God: “O
Eternal Light, You who alone exist within / Yourself,
who alone know Yourself, and self-known / And
knowing, love and smile on Yourselfl” It flows, but
what Dante does can’t be matched. The pileup of you
and yourselfand alone is meant to approximate some-
thing extraordinary that is happening in the Italian
words: Etterna, intend;, intelletta, and intendente are
infused with the pronoun ze, “you,” which is directed
toward God. He is everywhere, present in the very lan-
guage being employed to address him at this moment.

Still, readers needn’t be aware of Dante’s acro-
batics to discover that the poem in English pro-
vides imaginative explosions that can stun in mid-
sentence. Take the moment in Paradiso when Dante
sees the unity of the universe in an instant. It is an
experience that he can never fully transcribe. Yet he
tries to convey the miraculous insight by emphasiz-
ing its awesome fleetingness. “That single instant
is more a blank to me,” is how Bang phrases it,
“than / The twenty-five centuries since the feat that
made / Neptune marvel at the shadow of the Argo.”

‘The contemporary ring of “a blank to me” collides
with the ancient allusion that immediately follows.
And then in the concrete image itself, time and space
dilate and compress simultaneously: A god deep in
the sea stares upward at an extraordinary event, the
mythic first sea-crossing in a boat—an event that
seems so small compared with what Dante has just
witnessed in heaven.

Throughout the decades when he was barred
from going home, and surrounded by chaotic politi-
cal infighting, Dante kept his eye fixed on the sky
above. He stared upward long enough, in fact, to
imagine the reverse, looking downward. In Paradiso,
his last glimpse of Earth pays tribute to all of the
wonder he sees below:
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Since the time I'd looked before,
I saw that I'd moved through the entire arc
‘That the first zone makes from its middle to its end,

So that I could now see the mad path of Ulysses
On the far side of Cadiz, and on the near,

The shore where sweet Europa was carried off.

I would have recognized more of that
Little patch of land, except that beneath my feet

The sun was setting a sign or more away.

That last tercet, though, also conveys a different
perspective: For all its marvels, Earth doesn’t look
like much from such an immense distance. Bang
calls it “that little patch of land.” Other translators
have opted for the phrase “threshing floor,” which
has archaic biblical overtones, but Bang’s choice
is, I think, the best. It both captures the earthiness
and emphasizes the disorienting scale of Dante’s
perception. Long before there was an image from
outer space of our pale blue dot, he produced one
of his own. Earth seems small, fragile, lonely, way
out on the edge of the universe, a place populated
by a species convinced that it is at the center of
everything. Dante had suffered and seen enough
to know that it was not.

Now is a good time to pick up Paradiso. Some
readers might be looking for salvation along the
way, but the message is even more universal than
that. When the world feels out of control, you can
still use your imagination to ascend above the noise,
the havoc. Doing so, you might realize just how
small you are: small, but far from alone. There are
billions and billions of others just like you, trying
to navigate “the middle of what we call our life.”

Dante’s Divine Comedy almost joined the ranks
of the great unfinished poems in literary history.
After his death, in 1321, from malaria contracted
on the way back from a diplomatic mission to Ven-
ice, the last 13 cantos from Paradiso went missing.
His sons Jacopo and Pietro looked everywhere but
came up empty-handed. And then, so the story
goes, Dante appeared to Jacopo in a dream, and led
him to his room in Ravenna. Dante pointed to a
hidden recess in the wall: Paradiso lost was found,
moldy but intact. Seven centuries later, it has been
found again. .4

Eric Bulson is the Andrew W, Mellon All-Claremont
Chair in the Humanities at Claremont Graduate
University and the author, most recently, of Ulysses
by Numbers.

First Memory
By Mary Jo Salter

She can hold up four fingers: she understands
that next month she’ll be 4.

Already she remembers scenes, so many—
her mother walking in through the front door
with her wrapped-up baby brother;

that time the big dog gobbled up her toast
before she could take a single bite; that day

a bad man pushed her so hard on the swing
she spun out, landing face down in the dust.
Also, sometimes, some first happy thing

she barely senses anymore—

a soapy bath toy, warm in her baby hands?

All of that has made her who she is

right now, a girl with pictures in her head

from a place he called the South,

her grandfacher whose house she plays outside
where there’s a falling whiteness that her mouth
takes in as ice cream: of all her memories,

this is the first one she will claim

even into old age. How could she know

that everything that’s happened until now
would melt away in time,

except the snow?

Mary Jo Salter’s tenth collection of poems, Cameo
Appearance, will be published this fall.
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ESSAY

Who Gets to Be Indian—
And Who Decides?

The very American story of
Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance

By David Treuer

Opposite page: A studio portrait of Chief Buffalo Child Long

Lance, circa 1908. In the background are a Blackfeet family

traveling on horseback, Native American students at the Car-

lisle Indian Industrial School, and a Blackfeet tribesman on
Glacier National Park reservation in Montana

the

In 1928, Chief Buffalo
Child Long Lance pub-
lished a memoir that
caused a sensation in the
literary world. It opened
with his earliest memory:
Barely a year old, he was
riding in a moss baby car-
rier on his mother’s back,
surrounded by women
and horses. His moth-
er's hand was bleeding,
and she was crying. Long
Lance wrote that when
hed recounted this mem-

ory to his aunt years later,

hed been told that he
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was remembering the “exciting aftermath
of an Indian fight” in which his uncle
Iron Blanket had just been killed by the
Blackfeet Tribe’s traditional enemies, the
Crow. His mother’s hand was bleeding
because she had amputated her own fin-
ger in mourning.

His next memory was of falling off a
horse at age 4. “From this incident on,”
he wrote, “I remember things distinctly. I
remember moving about over the prairies
from camp to camp.” Born to a Blackfeet
warrior in the late 19th century, during the
final days of the “free” Blackfeet in north-
ern Montana and southern Alberta, Long
Lance wrote that his father’s generation
was facing “the mystery of the future in
relation to the coming of the White Man.”

Long Lance attended the infamous Car-
lisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsyl-
vania, and received a presidential appoint-
ment to West Point. Eager to fight in the
Great War even before America entered the
conflict, he traveled to Montreal in 1916
to enlist in the Canadian Expeditionary
Force, fought at Vimy Ridge, and was twice
wounded. The second wound knocked him
out of combat, but not—he would later
boast—before hed risen to the rank of cap-
tain and was awarded the Croix de Guerre.

By the time his memoir came out,
Long Lance had traveled a great distance—
from the High Plains to New York high
society. One night in the winter of 1928,
he spotted Natacha Rambova, the ex-wife
of the silent-film star Rudolph Valentino,
in the Crystal Room of the Ritz-Carlton.
According to his biographer, Donald
B. Smith, Long Lance approached Ram-
bova and asked her to dance. They began
an affair, but she wasn’t the only woman in
his life: Long Lance was also linked to the
actor Mildred McCoy, the singer Vivian
Hart, and Princess Alexandra Victoria of
the House of Gliicksburg.

Long Lance was shockingly handsome,
broad-shouldered and wasp-waisted, with
smooth, coppery skin and thick black hair.
He did calisthenics and gymnastics every
morning and wrestling when he could find
partners. He had boxed with the world
heavyweight champion Jack Dempsey and
been a training partner for the legendary
Olympian Jim Thorpe, a member of the
Sac and Fox and Potawatomi Nations.

When Long Lance’s memoir was pub-
lished, the planned initial run of 3,000 cop-
ies was bumped to 10,000 on the strength
of early reads and the endorsement of 7he
Saturday Evening Post’s Irvin S. Cobb, then
one of the most influential journalists in the
world. (Cobb also wrote the book’s fore-
word.) Reviews of the memoir were ful-
some. The New Orleans Zimes-Picayune
declared it “the most important Americana
offered this year.” The Philadelphia Public
Ledger averred that Long Lance had written
“a gorgeous saga of the Indian Race.” In the
New York Herald Tribune, an anthropolo-
gist called the book an “unusually faithful
account” of a Native American’s childhood
and early manhood. Across the Atlantic,
The New Statesman declared that the mem-
oir “rings true; no outsider could explain so
clearly how the Indians felt.”

By 1930, Long Lance’s celebrity
extended far beyond New York ballrooms
and newspaper book reviews: He starred
in a feature film, 7he Silent Enemy, about
a famine that strikes a fictionalized version
of the Ojibwe Tribe. The B. F. Goodrich
Company planned to produce an experi-
mental canvas running shoe modeled after
a Plains Indian moccasin like those Long
Lance had worn.

But just two years later, he would be
found dead on a rich white woman’s estate
in California, killed by a self-inflicted gun-
shot wound to the head. By this point he
was nearly penniless, exiled from high soci-
ety, and besieged by accusations that he
wasn't who he said he was—that he'd lever-
aged a bogus identity to rise in the world.

BEFORE I LEFT the Leech Lake Ojibwe
reservation in northern Minnesota, I
didn’t really think or talk much about
being Native. My “Indianness” wasn’t
important to me. When I was growing
up, my Ojibwe mother—and also my
Austrian Jewish father—made sure that
I harvested wild rice in the fall, hunted in
the winter, tapped maple trees for sugar
in the spring, and fished and picked ber-
ries in the summer. I hated all that stuff,
which I experienced as opportunities for
my parents to comment incessantly on my
laziness, my poor work ethic, my dearth
of skill when jigging rice or boiling down
maple sap or sitting stand for deer.

Only after I moved away did questions
about being Indian begin to preoccupy me.
When I started at Princeton in 1988, I was
surprised by how few people had heard of
my tribe, let alone my reservation. And as a
light-skinned nerd who loved Dungeons &
Dragons, grew up middle-class, and didn’t
“look” Indian, I failed to scan as Native to
most people. I began to feel that a battle was
being waged between how I was seen from
the outside and what I felt myself to be on
the inside—even as I wasn't yet sure who I
felt myself to be on the inside. It became
clear to me that, as long as you look icono-
graphically Native—copper skin, black hair,
a thousand-yard stare aimed at the past—
white people will invariably believe any
damn thing you have to say.

So I tried to build a Native identity
from the outside in. I got the belt buckle,
wore the bolo tie, grew my hair long, lis-
tened to R. Carlos Nakai’s flute record-
ings and John Trudell’s spoken-word
CD:s. I began to cultivate “life on the rez”
stories that I shared with anyone who
would listen. I found myself becoming
outspoken—and vicious—about what was
Indian and what was not; who was “legit”
and who was “fake”; what was “Ojibwe”
and what was “not Ojibwe.” I realize now
that all of this frenzy around identity was
less a politics than a pathology.

But for Native Americans, race is not
merely a social construct. It is a legal cat-
egory from which rights and monetary
benefits flow. Whether or not you are
enrolled in a federally recognized tribe
determines where and how you can hunt,
whether you qualify for certain scholar-
ships, where you can live (and whether
you get housing subsidies), whether you
get a share of tribal profits, and in some
cases which academic or government jobs
youre given special consideration for.
But to be an enrolled member of a tribe
is almost entirely contingent on “blood
quantum’—the percentage of one’s lin-
eage that can be traced to tribal ancestors.

I don’t qualify for enrollment in my
tribe. To be enrolled in the Minnesota
Chippewa Tribe, you need a quantum of
one-quarter Minnesota Chippewa Tribe
blood, as well as one parent who is an
enrolled member. (Chippewa is a French
corruption of the original Ojibwe.) Even
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though my mother grew up on Leech Lake
and devoted her life to the tribe, first as
a nurse and then as a lawyer and tribal-
court judge, her official blood quantum is
only one-quarter. Her grandmother was
recorded as half Ojibwe, even though she
was full, and her father was on the rolls as a
quarter when he was really half. I should be
enrolled. The fact that I should be but am
not turned the idea of Native blood into
an obsession for me, at least for a while,
because it was a measure of my Indianness
that I couldn’t change.

Within my lifetime, the question
of what constitutes Native identity and
qualifies one for enrollment has only
grown more fraught. For much of U.S.
history, being Indian was not a helpful
thing; the opposite, in fact, was true. But
in the 1970s, new federal laws changed
the experience of Indianness for many
Native people. So much so that by the
time I was a teenager, having Indian iden-
tity was no longer necessarily something
that would hold you back, but a material
benefit. It might help you find a job, win
an arts grant, or entitle you to substantial
income from casino profits.

Inevitably, this led to outsiders—
verifiably non-Indian folks—trying to
claim Indian identity. Jobs, especially in
academia, have gone to people feigning
Native identity, such as Andrea Smith (who
claims to be Cherokee despite no credible
evidence that she is) at UC Riverside and
Elizabeth Hoover (who claimed to be
Mohawk and Mi'kmagq, and later apolo-
gized when she discovered she was not) at
UC Berkeley. The same is true in publish-
ing: Margaret Seltzer sold her memoir, Love
and Consequences, on the basis of its details
about her grisly childhood as a Native kid in
foster care in Los Angeles—but Seltzer was
not Native and grew up with a loving fam-
ily in Sherman Oaks. Nativeness presented
as trauma porn (but with the potential for a
hopeful outcome!) can be lucrative.

For Natives, it is enraging that, now
that being Indian finally has significant,
remunerative opportunities attached
to it, imposters have swooped in to
take what is—by blood, history, and
suffering—rightfully ours. By about
2010, these imposters had come to be
known as Pretendians, and they sparked a

countermovement of Pretendian-hunting.
A coterie of self-styled guardians of Indian
identity arose, largely on social media,
to call out interlopers. I understood the
impulse. I'd done my share of such polic-
ing as a young man before I realized that
it was the product of insecurity about my
own Indian identity, and grew out of it.
‘The Pretendian hunters were not always
interested in a full accounting of the facts
before pronouncing a person legitimately
Native or a fraud. Many quite authentic
Natives were targeted for banishment, and
the ugly infighting their work inspired
was covered widely—Dby the standards of
Indian affairs—in the American media,
which saw the battles as part of the larger

For Natives, it
is enraging that, now
that being Indian
[finally has significant,
remunerative
opportunities attached
to it, imposters
have swooped in.

identity wars raging across the nation in
the new millennium.

For now, the Pretendian hunts have qui-
eted a little, the hunters having lost cred-
ibility because of their overzealousness,
and the country having grown weary of
identity politics. But it’s not just the Pre-
tendian hunters who have culled the rolls.
Some small tribes, finding themselves
suddenly rich from casino revenue, have
been disenrolling members, so as to ensure
more money for those who remain. Other
tribes—typically large ones with substantial
diasporas—have also been cleaning their
enrollment records, less to hoard money
than to mitigate tribal anxieties about accul-
turation. One way to feel more “Indian”
is by performing a racial alchemy that

effectively turns liminal folks into white
people. All of this has given new urgency
to old and confounding questions: Who
gets to be Indian, and who decides?

FOR A LONG TIME, the federal gov-
ernment wasn't much interested in defin-
ing who was and wasn’t Indian. From the
country’s birth, Native people were largely
outside its embrace. In 1787, the Found-
ers explicitly excluded Native people from
the U.S. Constitution. “Congress shall
have Power,” Article I declares, to “reg-
ulate Commerce with foreign Nations,
and among the several States, and with
the Indian Tribes.” We were understood to
belong to our own sovereign tribal nations
(then numbering well over 750), many of
which were geographically inside yet civi-
cally separate from the growing American
republic. We had our own laws, systems of
government, and criteria for citizenship.

The government began bearing down
harder on who was or wasn’t Native after
the passage of the Indian Removal Act of
1830, which resulted in the Trail of Tears
and the forced displacement of about
100,000 Indians from east of the Missis-
sippi to the Indian territories from 1830
to 1850. By 1887, the U.S. government
cared a great deal about who belonged to
those tribal nations. That year, Congress
passed the Dawes Act, otherwise known as
the General Allotment Act. It was, even for
that time, a remarkably cynical piece of leg-
islation. To solve what the government per-
sisted in calling “the Indian problem,” the
president was given permission to break up
communally held tribal land into smaller
parcels that would be “allotted” to individ-
ual Indians and heads of households. The
stated reason for the law was that private
ownership and farming would induce Indi-
ans to give up the tribal cultures and prac-
tices that—in the legislators’ thinking—
were holding back Native people and the
country as a whole, keeping both Indian
and white Americans from their full eco-
nomic potential. In other words, the official
rationale for the Dawes Act was economic
salvation through assimilation.

But the true intent of the legislation
was to allow the state to steal Indian land
and escape treaty obligations. At the time,
Native nations held roughly 150 million
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acres in aggregate, but the number of indi-
viduals who would receive allotments (gen-
erally setat 160 acres each) was so small that
millions of acres of “surplus” land would be
left open to white settlement. And once all
of the Indians became farmers and stopped
being Indian, the lawmakers’ thinking
went, the tribes would disintegrate. The
government would at last be free of its treaty
obligations to sovereign Indian nations—
because there would be no nations left.

To figure out who got an allotment,
the government had to determine who
was actually Indian. So the government
began enrolling Indians in tribes, using
blood (gleaned via census data) as a metric.

In 1924, Congress passed the Indian
Citizenship Act, also known as the Snyder
Act, which turned all noncitizen Indians
born within the territorial limits of the
United States into “citizens of the United
States,” but without affecting “the right
of any Indian to tribal or other property.”

‘That final clause of the act was crucial
and hard-won. It meant that even after

having the mantle of American citizenship
thrown over us, whether we wanted it or
not, we didn’t have to fully give up being
legally Indian. We effectively had dual citi-
zenship: Indians were, finally, American en
masse, and yet we remained members of
our sovereign Indian nations.

The legislation was controversial among
some Native nations. The Onondaga, mem-
bers of the Iroquois Confederacy, wrote a
letter to President Calvin Coolidge declaring
that the Snyder Act was treasonous because
it compelled their citizens to become Ameri-
can without their consent. For nearly 150
years, Indians had been barred from being
part of the American franchise; now we were
forced to be American.

In the early 1970s, President Richard
Nixon announced a new shift toward tribal
self-determination. In theory, this policy
meant that tribes could decide for them-
selves whom to enroll. In practice, this
has only complicated matters: Although
tribes now have more autonomy to tend to
their own collective futures, they must do

l'll‘ll llﬂﬂlll) Alw I.Illl I'llll‘ll

Far left: A movie poster for The Silent Enemy.

Center left: Long Lance’s co-star Chauncey Yellow
Robe, whose great-uncle was Sitting Bull. Center
right: The author photo accompanying an article
Long Lance wrote for Maclean’s in 1929. Far right:
Anita Baldwin, the eccentric heiress who hired him

before his death.

so in ways that don’t threaten federal rec-
ognition. Navigating between autonomy
and nonexistence is not straightforward.
In 1994, when the Blackfeet Nation in
Montana toyed with ending blood quan-
tum as a metric for enrollment, an official
from the Bureau of Indian Affairs warned
that if the tribe “diluted” its member-
ship, it might discover that it had “self-

determined’ its sovereignty away.”

IN NOVEMBER 1928, Long Lance
arrived in Ontario to begin shooting
The Silent Enemy, a part-talkie film that
follows a band of Indians in Canada as
they struggle against starvation. During
filming, according to Donald Smith’s
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biography, Long Lance entertained the
Ojibwe actors and crew with war dances
and traditional storytelling, often accom-
panied by an assistant director—Ilya Tol-
stoy, the Russian novelist’s grandson.

One of his co-stars was Chauncey Yel-
low Robe. Yellow Robe had been born into
the Si¢hdngu Oydte in 1867, and had been
9 years old at the time of the Battle of the
Little Bighorn. His maternal great-uncle
was none other than Sitting Bull. In 1883,
atage 15 or 16, he, too, had been taken to
the Carlisle Indian boarding school. That’s
where he was when roughly 300 of his rel-
atives, mostly women and children, were
gunned down at Wounded Knee Creek in
1890. Now, as Yellow Robe watched Long
Lance, he was disturbed: Something about
the Blackfeet chief seemed off. Long Lance’s
dancing didn’t look at all to him like the
dancing of Plains tribes.

When Yellow Robe returned to New
York, he contacted the Bureau of Indian
Affairs and told them of his suspicions.
It turned out that the office was already
investigating questions about Long
Lance’s origins.

When Long Lance’s memoir was pub-
lished, the Cosmopolitan Book Corpo-
ration sent a copy to Charles Burke, the
U.S. commissioner of Indian affairs. “The
emotional reaction of those who have read
it is enthusiastically favorable,” the cover
letter read. “It would interest us very much
to know what you think of ‘Long Lance.”

Intrigued by the book but skeptical
about its author, Burke started writing let-
ters. First, he contacted the U.S. Depart-
ment of War, asking about Long Lance’s
career at West Point. Two days later, he
heard back that Long Lance had failed
the West Point entrance exams, and never
attended. Burke wrote more letters. From
an Indigenous commissioner in Canada,
Burke learned that Long Lance was a Black-
feet chief only in an “honorary capacity.”

Wias he Blackfeet at all? Burke received
a letter from Percy Little Dog, the inter-
preter for one of the tribes that make up
the Blackfoot Confederacy. “We never
saw or heard a thing about ‘Buffalo Child
Long Lance’ until the winter of 1922,” Lit-
tle Dog wrote. “He is not a Blood Indian,
and has no tribal rights on the Reserve. We
have heard he was a Cherokee Indian, but

do not know definitely who he is or where
he came from.” The former superinten-
dent of the Carlisle Indian boarding school
wrote as well, providing Long Lance’s real
name, Sylvester Long, and saying that he
had attended the school—but as a Chero-
kee, not a Blackfeet.

In November 1929, Long Lance gave
a talk at the American Museum of Natu-
ral History titled “An Indian’s Story of His
People.” Two months later, on January 28,
1930, he attended a banquet for the Poetry
Society of America at the Biltmore Hotel.
After dinner, he regaled Americas literary
elite with a performance of Plains Indian
sign language, and in front of hundreds,
he recited his own Blackfeet death song,
which went, in part: “The Outward Trail
is no longer dark, / I see—I understand: /
There is no life, there is no death; / I shall
walk on a trail of stars.”

A week after that, he was at the Mutual
Life Building at the corner of Broadway
and Liberty, where he had been summoned
to meet with William Chanler, a producer
and the legal counsel for 7he Silent Enemy.
When Long Lance opened the door to
the office, Chanler greeted him by saying
“Hello, Sylvester.” Long Lance looked at
Chanler steadily. “Sylvester? Who’s Syl-
vester?” Chanler was enraged: “You're
Sylvester—Sylvester Long. You come
from North Carolina, and you're not a
blood Indian.”

The charade was exposed. Long Lance
was not Blackfeet. He was not even a full-
blooded Indian. He had not grown up on
the Plains. He had not hunted bison with
his people. He had not been a captain in
the Canadian army. He had not won the
Croix de Guerre.

As Donald Smith recounts in Long
Lance: The True Story of an Imposter, Sylves-
ter Long was born on December 1, 1890,
in Winston (today Winston-Salem), North
Carolina. In the city registry, his family
was listed as Black. His father, Joe Long, a
janitor at the West End School, had been
born into slavery in 1853. His mother,
Sallie Long, had been born into slavery as
well. His brother Abe Long was the man-
ager of the all-Black balcony at the local
theater. Beginning at age 6, Sylvester had
walked two miles each way to the Depot
Street School for Negroes. And although it

was true that he had attended the Carlisle
Indian boarding school, his application said
that he was half Cherokee, not Blackfeet.

After that February day in 1930, Long
Lance’s life fell apart, at first gradually and
then suddenly. He was invited to fewer
and fewer society functions and received a
lot less attention from princesses and star-
lets; there would be no more lectures, no
more movies, and no more books. Public
reaction to his fraudulence was ferocious.
When Irvin Cobb, the Sazurday Evening
Post writer whod touted his book, got the
news, he was incensed. “To think that we
had him here in the house,” he said, ever
the son of Paducah, Kentucky. “We're so
ashamed! We entertained a nigger.”

As he retreated from public life, Long
Lance cked out a quiet existence in New
York until the early spring of 1931, when
Anita Baldwin, an eccentric millionaire
heiress, offered him a job as her secretary
and bodyguard on an extended trip to
Europe in the fall. Baldwin would later say
publicly that while in Europe, Long Lance
showed himself to be “a man of estimable
character and gentlemanly in all respects.”

But in her private journals and cor-
respondence, she recorded that he drank
heavily and made several suicide attempts.
When the trip ended, Baldwin left him in
New York and continued on to California,
where she lived. He wrote pleading letters
asking to be rehired. She promised that if
he stopped drinking and chasing women,
she would pay for flying lessons and give
him a plane. He traveled to California,
where he rented a hotel room in Glen-
dale and visited Baldwin’s estate often, but
he sensed that she was wary of him. He
wasn't wrong: According to Smith, she was
having Long Lance followed by a private
detective, because he was drinking and
womanizing again, and spending time
with an unsavory crowd.

On March 19, 1932, after going to a
movie, Long Lance told a taxi driver to
take him to Baldwin’s estate. He sat with
Baldwin in the library. According to her,
he seemed “abrupt, very depressed and
non-communicative.” Not long after she
retired to bed, she heard a gunshot. Bald-
win’s watchman ran to the library, where
according to Smith’s biography he found
Long Lance “slumped on a leather settee,”
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his legs straight out in front of him, his
head flung back, and a Colt .45 revolver
in his right hand.

IN MAY 2024, [ traveled to East Gla-
cier, Montana, on the western edge of
the Blackfeet Nation, for lunch at the
Two Medicine Grill. I was there to meet
a Blackfeet named Robert Hall. When
he arrived, it took him a few minutes to
get from the door to where I was sitting
because so many people in the restaurant
seemed to be a friend or a relative—the
server, the cook, a couple of diners.

I wanted to talk with Hall about the
scourge of Pretendians. In 2020, Hall had
waded into an online trolling battle with
anti-Pretendians, concerned that in their
zealotry for rooting out fake Indians, these
crusaders had become “toxic.” Pretendian-
hunting, in his view, “had become this thing
where if you don't agree with the hunters,
you're not Indian anymore.” All of which,
in Hall’s view, just deepens Indian wounds
regarding identity and tribal belonging,.

When Hall got to my table and we
started talking, I noted that he spoke
in that clipped, laconic way I'd come to
recognize as very Blackfeet. He has spent
almost his whole life on the reservation.
“I'll die here, I hope,” he said. “My whole
paradigm is ‘Blackfeet rez.””

But he dislikes the anti-Pretendian
crusading because it deepens the focus
on blood quantum. And he has a num-
ber of objections to the blood quantum:
It’s a colonial system whose purpose was
to disappear us, it’s divisive and destruc-
tive for the Indian community, and its
use erodes tribal sovereignty. Reliance
on blood quantum forces us to fight one
another, and count our fractions, when we
should be fighting together for a healthier
future. The issue is also deeply personal for
Hall—his tribal council has granted and
rescinded his own enrollment, all based
on evolving interpretations of old docu-
ments about an ancestor. That ancestor, his
great-great-grandmother Mary Ground,
was originally put down in the rolls as full-
blooded Blackfeet. But, according to Hall,
the rolls burned in a fire, and when the
tribe composed them again, Mary Ground
was put down as quarter-blooded. So Hall
was deemed unqualified. Not long after

that, though, his family found additional
documents, and he was finally enrolled.
And then, in January 2024—as it hap-
pened, the day after Lily Gladstone, the
actor of mixed Blackfeet descent who won
a Golden Globe for her role in Killers of the
Flower Moon, publicly thanked Hall for the
Blackfoot-language instruction hedd given
her—the council rescinded his enrollment.
After that, Hall obtained still more infor-
mation and documentation, including an
affidavit from his paternal grandfather,
whose blood had never been accounted
for. “We take that back to the council,” he
recalled, “and it passed. And we're back on.”
“I spent 37 years not enrolled,” Hall
told me. “Man, being enrolled was like

It’s possible to
grow up Indian—
steeped in your
tribal ways, a speaker
of your language,

a keeper of cultural
knowledge—and yet
still be, in the eyes of the

government, white.

finally regaining a limb you'd never had.
And then the council comes along and
chops it off. And they say, ‘Oh, it’s nothing
personal.” But it’s all personal.”

‘The vagaries of blood quantum mean
that it’s possible to be a “card carrying”
Indian without ever having lived on a res-
ervation or knowing any other Indians. It’s
possible to be an enrolled Indian and have
absolutely no knowledge of your culture.
It’s possible to be 100 percent Native by
blood and not be enrolled. And it’s possible
to grow up Indian—steeped in your tribal
ways, a speaker of your language, a keeper
of cultural knowledge—and yet still be, in
the eyes of the government, white.

Hall understands that Pretendian-
ism isn’t some imaginary problem; it’s a

real issue. “It’s like, to be in our special-
hat club, you need this special hat. And
then someone from fucking Pennsylvania
finds a hat in their basement and puts it
on and is like, ‘Oh, hey, look at me—
I’'m you!” and you're like, ‘Ummmm, are
you?”” This is the trap we find ourselves
in: “Blood matters, even as a spiritual
connection to our ancestors.”

As we talked, I felt an old sadness well
up in me. By 1900, only a precious few
Blackfeet had made it through the gantlet
of smallpox, warfare, starvation, and Chris-
tianization. Closer to home, my mother’s
family survived the effects of Indian board-
ing schools, abuse, neglect, violence, and
crushing poverty. We Natives, collectively,
have survived a tremendous amount.
Across the nation, many of us won the
survival lottery, in some cases with our tra-
ditions and our kin in place, and here we
are in the 2020s, wasting those winnings
measuring one another’s blood quantum
and fighting with one another in pointless
internecine cultural battles.

After college, I moved back home to
Leech Lake. I realized that I had missed
harvesting wild rice, and fishing, and tap-
ping maple trees. I learned how to trap
beaver and pine marten. I had missed my
family, my tribe, the land, all of which
meant more to me than the thin regard
of white people. My older brother, Anton,
who had been a history professor in Wis-
consin, moved home as well. He fell in
love with, and was quickly dedicated to,
our Ojibwe cultural practices, attend-
ing Big Drum ceremonies and medicine
dances. Both of us started studying the
Ojibwe language. Both of us realized, for
different reasons and in different ways,
that we liked our people, and that we liked
being Indian as much as or more than we
liked being anything else. And I discovered
that the more immersed I felt in Indian-
ness, as a way of life lived in community
rather than an imagined construct, the less
I worried about what other people thought
of how I looked, or whether I was enrolled.

For some—Tlike Robert Hall and my
brother and me—the question of whether
we are properly Indian or not, tribally
enrolled or not, is principally a matter of
identity and belonging, of being allowed

to be who we really are by dint of our
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histories and our attachment to the com-
munity and our aflinity for tribal folkways
and culture, as well as our blood. Enroll-
ment status doesn’t directly affect our abil-
ity to feed our families, or get medical care,
or have a roof over our head in our own
community. For others, however, being
disenrolled has consequences more tan-
gible than the loss of belonging.
Consider Sally Brownfield, who lived
for years as a member of the Squaxin
Island Tribe west of Tacoma, Washington,
working as a teacher who specialized in
Indigenous education. Her mother, Sally
Selvidge, spent decades working to ensure
access to good health care for the tribe; the
tribe’s health clinic is named for Selvidge,
who died in 1994. But Brownfield her-
self, who served on the tribe’s enrollment
committee until last year, can no longer
get subsidized care at her mother’s clinic,
as The Seattle Times reported last spring,
because she and dozens of other tribe
members were recently disenrolled. In her
case, the tribe says that, although she pos-
sesses Indigenous blood via her mother,
they don’t descend from a select list of
Squaxin ancestors, and so never should
have been enrolled in the first place. Nor
can Brownfield vote in Squaxin elections,
or harvest clams on the Salish Sea beaches
where her ancestors did so for generations.
Others who were disenrolled alongside
her lost their subsidized tribal housing,.
Something similar unfolded not far
away about a decade ago, in Washington’s
Cascade Mountains, near the Canadian
border, where the Nooksack Tribe dis-
enrolled 306 members. Tribal officials say
“the 306” (as they came to be called) were
mostly descended from a different tribe,
and didn’t meet the one-quarter blood
quantum required for enrollment. All
306 lost their official Nooksack enroll-
ment for want of sufficient documen-
tation, even though many had lived in
the community for decades, if not their
whole life. At least 20 were evicted from
their family homes on tribal property.

The irony is that we Natives—who can
lay authentic claim to being the first Ameri-
cans, and who were then deemed officially
not American by the Constitution before
being forced to be American by American
law—are now at the mercy of our own
tribal nations when it comes to whether
we can be considered truly Indian, with
all the psychological and practical benefits
that identity confers. We've suffered enough
over the centuries, at the hands of European
powers and then the federal government of
the United States. To now endure censure
by overzealous anti-Pretendian crusaders,
and banishment by bureaucratic tribal
decrees and reactionary blood-quantum
rules, feels particularly bitter.

1 FIRST wrote about Long Lance nearly
20 years ago. I ended that story by reveal-
ing his fraudulent Blackfeet identity. In
my account, he was Black, not Native.
Case closed.

But the case turned out not to be
closed. He was Indian after all. The evi-
dence was there, but I'd blinded myself to
it because I still saw identity in black and
white—or Black and Red.

As Smith detailed in Long Lance: The
True Story of an Imposter, Long Lance’s
mother, Sallie, had been born into slav-
ery. Her grandfather Robert Carson was “a
small-time slave owner.” Carson had been
wild in his youth, but evidently “settled
down after he bought a handsome Indian
woman” at an auction.

Among the 20 children that Indian
woman gave birth to was Long Lance’s
grandmother Adeline, born in 1848.
Long Lance’s maternal grandfather was a
North Carolina state senator who visited
Carson’s plantation often and fathered
Sallie and another child with Adeline.

It turns out that Long Lance’s father,
too, had Indian blood. He was born into
slavery in 1853 and early on in life was
separated from his mother. When Joe
Long finally found his mother in Ala-
bama, some 40 years later, she told him

that his father was white—and that she
herself was Cherokee. When Joe died, his
obituary stated that he was “a member of
the Catawba tribe of Indians.” In 1887,
Joe and Sallie Long moved to Winston,
North Carolina, where the racial codes
were much more rigid: The only two cat-
egories for human beings were “white”
and “colored.” The Longs fell squarely
into the “colored” category. Were they
Native? Yes. Were they Black? Also yes.
Were they white? Yes again.

Long Lance elided the Black in favor
of the Native. When he entered Carlisle,
he was listed as half Cherokee and half
Croatan. Over time, he slid away from
his “mixed” identity; when he received a
West Point appointment from President
Woodrow Wilson, he claimed to be full-
blooded Cherokee. After settling in Can-
ada following World War I—he genuinely
was wounded in battle—he began sliding
away from his Cherokee-ness, too, eventu-
ally giving it up in favor of being Blackfeet.

I think I can understand the slide, and
the lies it entailed. One identity, perhaps
the most “authentic” one, is a story of
enslavement and rape and subjugation,
the details of which would relegate Long
Lance to life as a second-class citizen.
Another, almost entirely fictive identity
would afford him freedom and adulation.

It’s no wonder that Long Lance wanted
to be a kind of Indian that didn’t exist—
except in dime-store novels and, later,
movies—and probably never had; that he
mined the mineral of racial nostalgia for
a past that never was. He mined it until it
was played out for him, and he died alone,
unemployed, bereft, and heartbroken. Not
as Cherokee or Blackfeet or Black or even
white—but as perhaps one of the most
American identities of all: self-made. . 4

David Treuer is a contributing writer
at The Adantic and the author of The
Heartbeat of Wounded Knee: Native
America From 1890 to the Present.
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hard as you descend into its depths. See which circle you can reach
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ACROSS

1 Tear up

4 Spread that tends to be
chunkier than jelly

7 Sticky stuff

8 Card one might have up
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their sleeve

Fountain-pen filler

401(k) alternative

Gave a #)»), maybe

Jimmy ___ (shoe brand name-
dropped in many rap songs)
First-aid-kit item

Had a Pavlovian reaction, maybe
Building addition

Issue

Dress style that might

touch the floor

Some union agreements,

for short?

Protein choice many

consider bland

Word repeated in the closing
soliloquy of Ulysses
Counterpart of a column
Interdict

Caption on a flashback, maybe
Lubricates

People who might think skibidi
is sooo 2024, for short

Fill to capacity

Provide for free

Certain card draw?

Tramp, of Lady and the

Tramp, e.g.
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49

Mimic

Glanced

Gazed intently
Lutefisk ingredient

DOWN
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26
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32
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41
4
43
44
45

Big production expense for
many Marvel movies
Director Howard

Artist who posed with John
Lennon for a famous Rolling
Stone cover

“Letter From Birmingham
___ 7 (Martin Luther

King Jr. essay)

Farmland measurement
Renaissance-faire fare
With 32-Down, conclude
with great fanfare
Compound at a dispensary
Snippet of sarcastic laughter
Search Party actor Shawkat
Fellow

Striking quality

Hollow, maybe

___ Anroinette (2006 biopic)
Skating jumps

Hoist

Early adopter, maybe
Cutting-edge technology?
See 12-Down

They come through in

the clutch?

Neighborhood

Tenet of Zohran
Mamdani’s platform

Feed format: abbr.

Carmen author Prosper
Got a sneak preview

“Im telling the truth”

Go downbhill fast?

Jobs innovation, for short
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