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Van Wersch Writes Goes USA
I spent the Spring of 2017 blogging my way through eleven U.S. states to
learn more about life in a Trump America. These are the stories I collected
on the road.

Life in a Trump America
In March, April and May of 2017 I set out on a road trip that would take me to eleven
U.S. states in the Deep South and all along the Paciﬁc Coast. My objective was to get
people's perspective on if and how they feel their lives are different in a Trump
America.
The Americans I spoke to came from all walks of life and backgrounds. They told me
about their life, dreams and aspirations. Some weighed in with their views on the
heated political climate, others shared their personal stories of love and loss.
I also interviewed several Americans living in the Netherlands and Dutch folks living in
the U.S. These interviews are part of this collection of articles as well.

About me
Van Wersch Writes = Patrick van Wersch. I am a Dutch thirty something writer and
journalist. Learn more about me and my work at www.vanwerschwrites.com.
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Is Donald Trump Good For
Science?
February 12, 2017

“My wife Ilona and I moved from Amsterdam to Boston, Massachusetts last year.
When we arrived, the Democratic and Republican campaigns for the presidential
election were in full swing. It was interesting to follow the race, but also disconcerting.
After Trump’s surprise victory, I read several articles that took a scientiﬁc approach to
explaining voter behavior. One article discussed how psychometric technologies were
used to predict and maybe even inﬂuence that behavior.

Pollsters and journalists, on the other hand, drew their data mostly from geographical
characteristics. This could explain in part the inaccuracy of their predictions. Generally, I
think that media focus on the here and now, the short term. They often don’t report
on underlying patterns or fail to connect the dots.

Chris Tijs (31), Postdoctoral Researcher at Harvard University, lives in the Boston area with his wife Ilona.

I think news media should cooperate more. This could help to prevent ‘news fatigue’
as well as tackle the barrage of fake news. When Trump shouts that the media are
liars it causes confusion. It becomes more difﬁcult to decide who you can trust, so you
might trust him. I’m guessing that’s what he wants. Meanwhile, the #resist
movement has gained a lot of traction. I wonder how long they can keep the
momentum. A March for Science is planned for April 22 in different U.S. cities. I might
attend the one in Boston.

Too early to speculate
Harvard, where I work as a postdoctoral researcher, is pretty much a Democratic
stronghold. It’s also a bit of a bubble. The dominant mood here is that people are
shocked and amazed at Trump’s victory. However, the Harvard campus grounds are by
no means a representation of the country. I’ve began to follow several conservative
media on Facebook, including Fox News, to get both sides of the story.

"I wonder how long the #resist movement can keep the momentum"

Soon after Trump announced his travel ban, we received emails from Harvard offering
resources and support to anyone affected by the ban. Other than that, I can’t say I’ve
noticed any real changes. I don’t know yet whether a Trump presidency will be good
or bad for science in general. But it’s clear he doesn’t believe in climate change, and he
already seems to enforce regulations for prescreening scientiﬁc publications. Next to
that, he could potentially reduce public funding for new research, which would be a
bad scenario. This is farfetched, but we’ll see what happens. It’s probably too early to
speculate.

Tuned in
Like in the United States a surprise election could also occur in my home country the
Netherlands, where national elections are being held on March 15. Geert Wilders’
Freedom Party, the PVV, is the frontrunner in the polls. Unless Wilders gets more than
ﬁfty percent of the vote, a very unlikely scenario because we have 28 political parties
registered, he will not enjoy majority power. The PVV is not expected to even be part
of any coalition government as every single other major political party has already
ruled out governing with Wilders. I hope that Trump’s victory and other events, such
as last year’s referendum in the Netherlands on the EU’s Association Agreement with
Ukraine, will mobilize as many Dutch voters as possible on March 15. I hope it will
inspire the politically turned off, from all views and walks of life, to go to the voting
booth. A democracy needs citizens who are tuned in.

"A democracy needs citizens who are tuned in"

My wife and I don’t plan on staying in the United States for more than three years. But
to be honest, several people I’ve met claimed that as well and ended up staying much
longer. The biggest practical reason for now is that my J-1 visa is valid until the
beginning of 2019. Second, life here is extremely expensive. Especially if you take into
account that Ilona had no job initially and we had to buy a lot of stuff. Postdocs don’t
make that much relative to the cost of living. In the Boston area, costs are roughly
twenty ﬁve percent higher than in the rest of the country. That doesn’t give you much
ﬁnancial breathing space. It’s something to consider when you think about starting a
family here.

Academia vs. industry
People often ask me how I got into Harvard. The short answer is that the application
process was remarkably straightforward. I spotted the vacancy online, emailed the
professor, had a few Skype interviews and not before long I received an offer. There
was an opening for me in Chicago as well, but my wife and I decided on Harvard.
There is so much research going on here and the opportunities are vast. I feel like I’m
in the right place.

"There is so much research going on here and the opportunities are vast"

Unfortunately, not all resources that are available to undergraduates and graduates are
available for postdocs. So, together with other postdocs at my faculty within Harvard,
we have recently founded our own association to enhance the lives of postdocs. Most
of my social life during the week takes place within that group. We recently did a
survey among our members. The majority, sixty six percent, is not from the U.S. and
most of us pursue academic careers. Only about twenty percent foresee moving to an
industry job. I really enjoy my current work as a researcher in academia. But applying a
scientiﬁc perspective to the nonacademic world also sounds like an interesting
opportunity. I’m inclined to follow that path at some point as well.”

Divide In The U.S.: Two
Countries In One
February 16, 2017

“The divide in the United States has always been there, but is has become increasingly
ﬁerce. I think that social media is a big part of that. Social media platforms like Twitter
and Facebook give more and more people direct channels to voice their opinions. At
the same time, social media has helped to create information bubbles which most
people fail to break out of.
Most of my friends in the U.S. tell me they don’t know a single person who voted for
Trump. Similarly, I have high school friends from a rural part of California where I grew
up who don’t know anyone who voted for Clinton. News media more often than not

reinforces this singular understanding of the world. Polarization in a time of fake news
and alternative facts is a pretty dangerous thing.

"Polarization in a time of fake news and alternative facts is a pretty
dangerous thing"

I have to admit that I generally stick to sources in my own bubble as well. I ﬂip
channels whenever Trump is on, I don’t watch Fox News and my Facebook contacts’
views aren’t radically different from mine. It’s natural to spend the limited free time
you have absorbing information that ﬁts your interests and opinions. In the past, I
didn’t spend as much time on political news. That changed after Trump’s election. I’ve
even started reading up on the voting records of some of his nominees for cabinet
positions.

Kristin Anderson (48), Manager and Events Coordinator, U.S. citizen, lives in The Hague with her husband
Arie van der Bom and their son.

Repeal under investigation
What triggered me was the recent repeal of the ‘Streams Protection Rule’ that
restricts coal companies from dumping mining waste into streams and waterways.
The repeal is part of a campaign by Republicans to roll back pieces of Obama’s
environmental agenda. The environment is a subject that’s close to my heart and I
decided to investigate whether the repeal eliminates previous versions of the rule or

just the recent version that Obama enacted into law.
I discovered that Obama’s Stream Protection Rule was a much-needed update of 33
year-old regulations. Even though the Ofﬁce of Surface Mining Reclamation and
Enforcement had been working on this update since 2009, it was only approved in
December, of 2016 at the end of Obama’s administration. Unfortunately, The
Congressional Review Act allows Congress to undo rules ﬁnalized at the end of a
previous administration. Clearly, the Obama administration is aware of the
Congressional Review Act. Why, then, did they wait so long to pass the Stream
Protection Rule, knowing it could be overturned?

“Fear of the other”
Human rights and environmental rights are closely connected. People who are most
vulnerable — the poor, the uneducated — suffer most from negative effects of, for
instance, pollution and climate change. It deeply frustrates me when I see how
callously this administration treats environmental protection rules and regulations,
even though the health-related risks and negative impact to our natural resources
affect all Americans, regardless of political afﬁliation.

"It deeply frustrates me when I see how callously this administration treats
environmental protection rules and regulations"

I am also worried about the “fear of the other” that results in increased racism and
intolerance, and worry about how freedom of speech, women’s rights and so many
other things I used to take for granted may be stripped away if things continue as they
have in the ﬁrst few weeks of Trump America.
This really goes to the heart of our cultural identity as Americans. I feel threatened and
I think that’s also true for the thousands of protesters, including friends of mine, who
have taken to the streets in recent weeks. It’s sad to see that the U.S. is increasingly
turning into two countries in one. It is unclear to me how we can cross this divide.”

American Dream Denied: The
American Reality Check
February 23, 2017

“The American Dream will be increasingly difﬁcult to obtain for future generations. My
American parents-in-law beneﬁted from soaring property prices to build up their
savings. For most people, that is not an option anymore. My wife and I can only
recently expect to make a modest proﬁt on the house we bought twelve years ago.
When someone asks at work, “How are you today?”, we sometimes answer jokingly:
“You know, just living the dream!” I’ve never viewed my life in the U.S. as being about
pursuing a dream. I have a beautiful family and friends I care about. Overall, we have a
good life. It’s innately American to strive for bigger, better and more expensive. It’s

about possessions and people happily take out loans to ﬁnance their perceived needs.
We are lucky and don’t have any car or credit card loans. This gives us the opportunity
to go out and have fun as a family on a regular basis.

Finding friendship
I met Alicia in 1997 in Minneapolis where I was working at the front desk of the Hilton
hotel as part of my hotel management studies in Leeuwarden, the Netherlands.
During my year-long employment at the Hilton we fell in love and discussed that I’d
soon come back to Minneapolis. Job prospects weren’t great though. Alicia then spent
some vacation time in the Netherlands and liked it there. In August of 1998 she moved
to Zwolle where we lived together for six years. Our adventurous streak ﬁnally got the
better of us and we decided to start a new life in Minneapolis where we still live today.
All three of our daughters – ages 7, 9 and 11 – were born there.
We try to visit my family and friends every other year and it’s always great to be back.
I miss the Dutch social custom of dropping by unannounced. I miss visiting friends
who live just a ﬁve-minute bike-ride away. It was pretty hard in the beginning. My
wife had old friends nearby, although some moved away from Minneapolis over the
years. Once the kids started going to school we became acquainted with the other
parents and we befriended some of them. Hadn’t it been for the kids, ﬁnding great
friendships would’ve been a lot harder.

Sense of space
What I enjoy most about where we live is the sense of space. Our house isn’t big, but
it’s detached, in a safe neighborhood, and we have a nice garden. Unlike the
Netherlands, there’s no inescapable feeling of being overcrowded. Parking spots are
bigger, so are stores – and they’re usually open 24/7.

"Unlike the Netherlands, there’s no inescapable feeling of being
overcrowded"

Yes, the working culture is tough. Sixty to seventy hour work weeks are no exception.
Friends of mine stopped receiving vacation hours because they’d already reached the
ceiling of two hundred. Yet, a strong work ethic is what propelled this country to the
top for so many years. Things are changing, though, as the younger generation is

demanding a more equal work-life balance.

The growing divide
Another social trend that’s been occurring over the past twenty to thirty years is the
shrinking of the middle class. Most American families can no longer get by on one
paycheck. Often, both parents need to work – one full-time and the other at least
part-time. When Alicia and I ﬁrst got back to Minneapolis, we both earned minimum
income. Once we started earning a little more, we were fortunate enough that Alicia
could stay home with the kids. We are now, I suppose, part of the diminishing middle
class.
The divide will keep growing. It has become especially hard for young families with
large student debts, a mortgage and modest incomes. I can’t help thinking, however,
that people themselves are sometimes part of the problem. Now that the worst of the
ﬁnancial crisis is behind us, I hear colleagues and friends talking about spending more
again, often on credit. That’s something I ﬁnd difﬁcult to understand.

Politics you can’t ignore
Someone who’s successfully tapped into the divisiveness in the United States is our
45th president, Donald Trump. His success derives from opposing everything and
everyone. He convinced a large part of the population that politicians in Washington,
DC only work for the wealthy – and themselves. That resonates greatly, especially in
rural communities, where the mainstream media doesn’t penetrate as much as in
cities.

"The ban completely ignores America’s history as a country of immigrants"

It’s impossible to completely ignore politics nowadays. Especially because this
administration’s views on global trade directly impact the food industry I work in. Our
company is looking at whether products we currently outsource are also available in
the U.S. Another factor is the rumored twenty percent import tax on Chinese products.
We also consider the trade pacts with Canada and Mexico. Like all companies
operating internationally, we have to make sure we’re prepared for anything.

American Dream denied
There seem to be three ways to respond to Trump. Either you oppose or defend him,
loudly, or you are fed up with the constant reporting on his every move and the entire
media hype in general. I have the feeling that latter group is getting bigger. It’s not
that these people don’t care what’s happening. They just assume that the limitations
on the White House’s power will make sure nothing too serious goes wrong.
I can follow their reasoning to an extent, but I ﬁnd some of Trump’s actions truly
dangerous. Take the travel ban for instance. I play soccer with Iranians who run their
own successful small businesses. My wife’s best friend is married to a man from Iran.
With the ban, they can no longer be visited by their families back home. These people
are not a threat, they are part of what makes Minnesota a great state to live in. The
ban completely ignores America’s history as a country of immigrants. What is more, it
denies them a shot at their personal American Dream, based on economic
opportunity, the bedrock of this country.”

Niek Oldenhof (41), Supervisor Finance, Dutch, lives in Greater Minneapolis-St. Paul
Area with his wife Alicia and their three daughters.

Hey there, Houston!
March 2, 2017

The middle seat assigned to me on the Boeing 747 KLM non-stop ﬂight from
Amsterdam to Houston is unfortunate, but the company of my window seat-neighbor
more than makes up for any inconvenience caused by the limited leg room. Tony, a 56
year-old Irishman from Cork, is on his way to the wedding of his friend’s niece. This
friend is also his brother’s ex-wife and she and Tony have continued their close
relationship.
Tony wins me over straight away with his very Irish way of pronouncing his favorite
adjective: “FAAN-TAAAAS-TIC”. We quickly bond over travel stories and agree that we
are both lucky for getting to see the world. Tony recently left his manager job at a big

insurance ﬁrm and now works twenty hours a week at a local private medical services
company doing ofﬁce work – and loving it. Hearing him talk about his career switch
reassures me that pursuing freelance writing is the right thing for me to do.

Flying solo
After smoothly clearing U.S. Customs, I am picked up by José, my ﬁrst ever
Couchsurﬁng host. We drive his silver SUV over many of Houston’s concrete freeways
to Empire Café, a laid-back coffee bar inside a renovated gas station. The barista
showcases his skills on my latte and I treat my host to a humongous piece of cake.
José, forty-three, explains to me that Houston leads the U.S. in population growth. The
Houston metro area counts more than six million inhabitants, making it the ﬁfth
biggest in the U.S. My host points out that the increase is not only due to immigrants
coming from Central and Latin America. After hurricane Katrina, Houston welcomed
thousands from neighboring Louisiana as well.
José’s parents moved from Mexico to America in the early 1970s. His father has passed
away since, but José, who was born in the U.S., is tight with his mum and sister who
live only a few blocks away. In response to my question about identity, José asserts he
identiﬁes as Texan ﬁrst, American second and after that, Mexican. He’s adamant that
Texans are unlike any other Americans I will encounter and that Texas would happily
secede from the Union if given the chance. The Lone Star State might be special, but I
doubt whether it would cut it ﬂying solo.

Microbrewery heaven
I decide to spend the only full day I’ve got in Houston exploring downtown. After a bus
and rail commute lasting an hour and a half, I reach the Museum District. Before
hitting the Museum of Fine Arts, I stop by at The Breakfast Klub – a Beyoncé and Jay-Z
Houston favorite, according to my Lonely Planet – for a quick lunch.
The museum highlights Islamic, Asian and pre-Columbian art. There’s also a section
that features items up for sale at auction. For most objects bidding starts at a
thousand dollars. The exhibits are excellent and I’m amazed that admittance to the
museum is free. Next up is Houston’s Montrose neighborhood.
After a ﬁfteen minute walk I happen upon the campus grounds of Thomas University.
Soon, I’m surrounded by a handful of students who, like me, have decided to enjoy the

sunshine and the free WiFi, both abundantly present at the patio opposite the campus
store. I start writing my ﬁrst road trip blog, recounting my day and a half in Houston,
adding ﬁnishing touches to it at my last stop of the day, the microbrewery heaven The
Hay Merchant Bar.
A little jet-lagged, but excited my U.S. road trip has ﬁnally begun, I realize there’s
inﬁnite room to move ahead of me. Super host José texts me he’s ready to pick me up.
Tomorrow, Amtrak will take me to New Orleans. I can’t wait.

All Aboard The Sunset Limited
March 6, 2017

I decide not to test my luck with Houston’s METRO buses, but to Uber over to the
Amtrak train station. My twenty-something Mexican American cabbie Osiel tells me
he moved from Chicago to Houston a couple of years ago because of the Texan
temperatures. He was fed up with the Windy City’s chilly climate. The Uber gig is for
during free time only. Osiel’s working as a cook in an Italian restaurant to save up
money to go to university.
We soon arrive at an inconspicuous station building on the edge of downtown. This
little Amtrak station replaced the former Grand Central Station – located just east of
the current building – in 1959. Behind it is a double-track railway and not much else.
Drawings and pictures depicting the Houston railway’s heyday in the forties and ﬁfties

decorate the walls of the waiting room. It seems ﬁtting that the only functioning
vending machine refuses to take my dollar coins.

Early bird special
The eastbound Sunset Limited pulls in around 11 am, having left Los Angeles the night
before. It’s a pretty impressive sight. As I’m lining up to board, a fellow passenger by
the name of Jack Atkins lets me in on the fact that this will be his ﬁrst solo travel in
almost three years. Telling me this, I sense a childlike anxiety, like he’s excited to go on
a ﬁeld trip, but he’s afraid he forgot to pack lunch.
Jack, who’s 61, and I are seated next to each other. He tells me right off the bat he had
major brain surgery in 2014. I ﬁnd out why only right before he leaves me about three
and a half hours later at Lake Charles. Jack’s going to stay there at a hotel with golf
courses. He’s on an expedition to try out the facilities before he returns there with his
son later in the year.

Me at Beaumont, Texas, Amtrak station (photo credits: Jack Atkins)

It’s been rough since the operation, Jack explains, especially the ﬁrst few months. He
couldn’t speak coherently, often had, and sometimes still has, excruciating headaches
and – somehow, this sounds to me the worst afﬂiction of all – he’s completely lost his
sense of smell and taste. Nevertheless, we both jump at the on-board early bird lunch
special – a man’s got to eat. I get Jack’s jumbo cookie, while the “taste” of chocolate is
worst of all. The beers, though, go down nicely, for both of us.

Bad thing could be worse
As we’re cruising toward the Louisiana Bayou, the former telecommunications expert
and Navy vet – Jack was stationed in Iceland in the early 1970s to monitor Russian
submarine activity and deployed in Vietnam for two years after that – shares one
story after another, making minutes and miles ﬂy by. One such story, and he returns to
it several times during the trip, is about how he spent the ﬁrst ten years of his life in
Germany, where his father worked for the U.S. military. The family situation was
tense, even violent at times, Jack recalls, but there are fond memories as well,
especially involving his best friend at the time, now living in Hamburg. He plans to visit
him in the near future and maybe go see the towns where he and his family once
lived.
Regularly, text messages come in from his son and ex-wife, both inquiring how he’s
doing. His son had insisted on the smartphone, even though Jack preferred an oldfashioned ﬂip model. Jack tells me the three of them live in the same house just out of
Houston. His son, who owns a small concrete pumping business, sends him a video of
the construction site he’s working on. In one of his replies, Jack sends them a picture
of me at the platform in Beaumont, Texas, stretching my legs.

Paths may cross
Shortly before we pull into Lake Charles, Jack explains what prompted the brain
surgery. While working on a housing renovation project, he fell from a ladder, face
down. During the surgery, the doctors discovered that Jack had an existing brain
condition, something to do with the narrowing of arteries inside the brain. This may
have caused him to fall in the ﬁrst place. Had it gone unnoticed, the condition might
have killed him. He’s aware and appreciative of the fact that the bad thing he’s dealing
with could have been far worse.

Jack hands me his little printed business card right before he disembarks and I return
the favor. For both of us, the journey continues, along paths that, I hope, may one day
cross again.

Misunderstanding Middle Class
Privilege In The U.S.
March 10, 2017

Hannah Tutak (28) and I met for the interview at Treme Coffeehouse in New Orleans.
We spoke for an hour and a half about her work as a registered nurse, the importance
of volunteering, and dealing with family members with widely differing political
views.
So Hannah, where did you grow up?
My family is from Long Island, New York, but I grew up in Florida, in a typical American
middle class environment. My dad’s a teacher, my mom has worked a series of odd
jobs. Growing up, I only understood conceptually how blessed I was. It was not until I

started working as an AmeriCorps volunteer for a year with kids in New York City, that
I realized the privilege I enjoyed was for many a distant reality. This experience also
taught me that education and public health are two sides of the same coin. It was
then, that I decided to go to nursing school.

Hannah (middle) with friends during a rally against Trump’s ﬁrst immigration ban at Duncan Plaza in New
Orleans.

The United States is coping with a severe nursing shortage. Why do you think that is?
After ﬁnishing nursing school at Louisiana Nicholls State University in 2012, I spent my
ﬁrst three years working in critical care. That’s a high stress job with a high burnout
rate; most nurses only last for two years and a growing number experience symptoms
of PTSD. The work is fulﬁlling, but it can clearly come at a price. I moved on to surgical
care, because I wanted more ﬂexibility to combine work with volunteering. I now
volunteer at least ten hours a week in my community.

What are some of the projects you have been involved in?
As part of the Medical Reserve in New Orleans – made up of doctors, medical
students, social workers and others – I help register residents who need assistance in
the event of a mandatory evacuation that might occur in a major hurricane. We
sometimes open up temporary shelters as well and we provide medical services
during events big and small in the city.
People in the U.S. are among the most likely in the world to volunteer their time. At
face value, that’s a good thing. However, some argue it’s symptomatic of a
dysfunctional society. What’s your view?
By and large, Americans live by JFK’s 1961 inaugural address statement: “Ask not what
your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country”. That’s true across
all political spectrums. We are a country built on the philosophy that democratic
society requires the people’s participation and hard work. Volunteering is the purest
form of democracy, because you literally use your hands to bring about change and
make a difference in the lives of others, especially those who are disenfranchised. I
ﬁrmly believe that those who are privileged, like me, have a responsibility to ﬁght for
equality. Unfortunately, many Americans take offense when called out on their
fortunate circumstances. I hope that’s a generational thing.
Equality and compassion are not at the top of every politician’s list. What can ordinary
citizens do to address this vacuum?
The three most important things are education, voting and running for ofﬁce. If you’re
educated, you are better able to separate facts from folly, an important skill to possess
in a Trump America full of fake news. You are also more likely to make informed
decisions on who to vote for. The vote is an amazing power to have. It is the great
equalizer. In Louisiana, for instance, we elect our circuit judges. You have a say in the
judge that may end up hearing your case if you ﬁnd yourself in court. Lastly, you could
pursue elected ofﬁce yourself. I think more people in their late twenties, early thirties
should do so.
You’ve talked about how your worldview is at odds with that of your family’s. Most of
your extended family members voted for Trump. Has that affected your relationship
with them?
Yes, I do think it has had an impact, but not just their voting for Trump. My dad’s a

history major and a teacher. He taught me a lot about the world growing up. As I got
older, I did my own research and formed opinions of my own. I felt betrayed by the
history I had been taught as a kid. I remember, after 9/11, my primary emotion was
anger at not being able to help the victims. My family also felt anger, but theirs was
directed at Islam. From their point of view, 9/11 was about Muslims getting their
revenge for defeats they suffered during the crusades. I love my dad and I know he’s
genuinely proud of me, but I was sold fake history.
What are the main reasons you think many of your relatives voted for Trump?
Their reasons for voting for Trump can all be traced back to worries about security and
the economy. My uncle, for instance feels that heroin users should be severely
punished. The problem is that, in his profession, his only interaction with users is
through crime. Being part of the privileged middle class, it’s difﬁcult for him to
separate drugs from crime, and to appreciate the deeper layer of inequality and
injustice that has often led to them becoming addicted.
My aunt runs an employment agency for temps. As a result of regulations
implemented during the Obama administration, she’s had to take on health care costs
for the temps that she places at her clients’ companies. This cuts into her proﬁts and
therefore feeds into her belief that she’s been living under oppressive rule for the last
eight years, despite the fact that nothing about her lifestyle has changed.
Which misconception do you think poses the greatest threat to healing the divide in
your country?
Like my family, lots of people in the U.S. are afraid that something will be taken away
from them. That there is not enough to go around. It’s sad to see how that fear creates
second-class citizens. It’s disheartening to witness how incomprehension and blinding
privilege perpetuates and compounds the problems of the disenfranchised. The truth
is that there is enough wealth to go around. That’s the promise of America, the
promise of hope. But it’s something we can never stop working at.

When God Winks: Seizing
Opportunities To Help Others
March 16, 2017

I left Macon, Georgia early to meet Connie (60) and Mark (61) Fleetwood for breakfast
at a Huddle House restaurant in the small town of Hazlehurst. The couple had been
there for several days, selling glass vases and tableware at a local antique fair. Since
Mark’s early retirement a decade ago, they both have dedicated their lives to doing
emergency relief work in disaster-stricken areas. I wanted to ﬁnd out what drives this
power couple and how experiencing grief ﬁrst-hand had changed them.

Most people take it easier after retirement, but not you two. What made you decide to
help others full time?
C: Well, Mark had major bypass surgery at age ﬁfty and I was struggling with
melanoma. Thankfully, we both made it through. Mark’s company offered him a
beneﬁcial early retirement package. Our four kids were all grown up and didn’t need
me as a stay-at-home mom anymore. Financially, it was no longer necessary to
stretch every dollar. We suddenly had all this time on our hands and we knew we had
to spend it usefully. Being so blessed, we didn’t want to waste time. Also, I knew that
my special relationship with God would help me have relationships with others as
well.
M: As I retired, my instincts told me that living a laid-back and carefree life would not
fulﬁll me. Connie and I ﬁrst became active in our community of Moultrie, Georgia,
connecting people in need to credit programs and the Foodbank. We have been
service associates for the Red Cross since 2011, a year before hurricane Sandy hit.
What’s your main job as Red Cross service associates?
M: We are Emergency Response Vehicle (ERV) drivers and we go into communities
that suffered ﬂoods, hurricanes or wildﬁres to provide food. Our favorite method is
mass feeding. We load up the truck, drive around honking our horn and in one day
we’ll feed over four hundred people. After the Louisiana ﬂoods, in August 2016, more
than twenty ERVs delivered 20,000 meals a day in the Baton Rouge area.
C: The Red Cross provides the food products to the Southern Baptist Church. They
prepare it and the Red Cross delivers the meals. Both organizations work closely
together to provide relief after a disaster. The kitchen in Baton Rouge was staffed by
Baptists from Oklahoma. When we arrive in an affected community, we work with
local churches as well. It’s the service associates who can act as the eyes and ears on
the ground as we are often one of the ﬁrsts – after, of course, the ﬁrst responders – to
arrive.
It seems that NGOs, churches and volunteers assume primary responsibility for
providing aid and relief. What do local governments contribute to these efforts?
M: Local governments have emergency management divisions that exchange
information with the organizations involved. Then they usually turn it over to the Red
Cross to coordinate further efforts. Local government does not have personnel to do
that.
C: In our ERV we have a list with phone numbers of organizations that people may

want to contact, such as the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Also,
we can connect them with youth organizations that “muck out” houses that have
been severely damaged so that they can be rebuilt.

Connie and Mark regularly drive their SUV to the Appalachian Trail to prepare food for hikers. I took this
picture after the interview outside the Huddle House restaurant in Hazlehurst, Georgia.

Being at the front line of post-disaster situations, you must have witnessed a lot of
hardship and despair. How do you cope with that while doing your job at the same
time?
M: We always get to work as quickly as possible. After Sandy, we worked twelve hours
a day for thirty days straight. It is true, though, that working in crisis situations can get
tough. Those that were affected commonly require some form of psychological
support as well. In March 2016, we were stationed in Lake Charles after severe
ﬂooding in parts of Louisiana. The ﬂood water caused caskets to ﬂoat to the surface,
opening up some of them. Relatives were called up to identify the bodies. That’s
horrible. Connie and I manage to cope with it all, because we bounce off each other.
That’s how we stay focused and determined.
C: The hardest part is having to leave. We were just in Albany, Georgia handing out
food in a community struck by a series of hurricanes. We left after ten days, knowing
that these people will not be back on their feet for a long time. What I always ﬁnd
most devastating, is talking to the widows who think they are situated for life.
Imagine, on top of that, not having ﬂood insurance, and it becomes obvious these
women don’t know what to do next. At the same time, many of the people we meet
lift our spirits. Somehow, amidst the greatest misery, there can be hope.
In addition to your work for the Red Cross and in your local community, you are both
“Trail Angels” as well. Not everyone will be familiar with that concept. What is it and
why do you love it?
M: Connie and I already liked “boondocking”, better known as dispersed camping.
We’ve been Trail Angels since 2014. Every so often, we’ll drive to a good spot on the
Appalachian Trail, make camp and cook and hand out food to hikers. Every year, we
feed an estimated four hundred hikers from all over the world. Sometimes, we drive
injured trail walkers to the nearest village to receive medical assistance.
C: People who walk the Appalachian Trail become a community out there. Everyone
has a trail name, too. Mine is Granny, Mark’s name is Old Goat. My daughter recently
met a hiker who calls himself Astroguy. Turns out, he actually was an astronaut, years
ago. As Trail Angels, we time and time again get opportunities to help others. I believe
that’s no coincidence. It’s when God winks, that we get a chance to help others.

Bittersweet Savannah: A
Second Night To Remember
March 19, 2017

It’s my second night in the picturesque coastal town of Savannah, Georgia and I want
to go out. My Airbnb hosts – a young couple – have snuggled up on the couch to
watch a movie. They suggest “The Wormhole”, a local bar in Savannah’s Metropolitan
neighborhood, a twenty-minute walk from the house. I do a quick search online and
ﬁnd out it is open mic night. For a Monday, that’s probably as good as it gets. And who
knows, I might discover the next big thing in Georgia.
After a refreshing evening stroll through a predominantly residential area, I arrive at
The Wormhole, pretty much the only bar on the street. There are no musicians playing

yet. The space is very big and rectangular with pool tables and pinball machines in the
front, a stage in the middle and some chairs and tables scattered all over. I head to the
bar, ﬁnd a stool and gesture the bald, tattooed middle-aged man to take my order.
Seated to my left is a woman talking loudly who, after I tell the bartender I want
something to eat, suggests I order the panini.

Men misunderstand
My neighbor, Anna Dickey, 39, lives only a few blocks away from the bar. She comes
every week on her day off. I can tell she’s not on her ﬁrst double Jack with ginger, but I
encourage the conversation, reminding myself I’m traveling to hear real people’s
stories and experience the unexpected. She buys me a beer to go with my sandwich
and I give her my usual pitch about how I quit my job and am now pursuing my
personal “American Dream”. For the ﬁrst time, I feel embarrassed about how mattera-factly I describe my “sabbatical”. She dismisses my uneasiness and I encourage her
to tell me her story.
Anna works two jobs. Her main employment is to drill holes in metal beams using
heavy machinery. She shows me a short video of her in action at the factory that she
secretly shot with her mobile phone. Anna often works twelve-hour days to earn as
much overtime money as possible. All of her colleagues in the factory are men. She
feels misunderstood and, sometimes, mistreated by them. That feeling has
perpetuated throughout her life, with her own father and the fathers of her three
children – two daughters and one son – all of whom are around the age of twenty.

Blame SCAD
As Anna and I are talking, The Wormhole slowly ﬁlls up. The clientele consists
overwhelmingly of students from the Savannah College of Art and Design, a nationally
renowned university, better known as SCAD. It’s an eclectic crowd. One girl brought
her hula hoop – with lights (!) – and shows off her ﬂexibility and her hoop-supported
dance moves. A guy with bleached hair and an impressive amount of ink wanders
around the bar asking people to buy him a beer and exclaiming to anyone who will
listen that he’s “gay as f*ck”. Several bands have already performed, but no one is
paying attention. Clearly, the open mic night has not produced the musical revelation I
was hoping for.

The conversation turns to how Anna goes to The Wormhole every week, but hardly
ever has meaningful exchanges with someone. I suggest that the SCAD crowd is part
of the reason, but Anna offers up that this is how life is for her in general. I’m
saddened by this image and can’t understand how someone so warm and openminded would have such problems blending in. We agree that the only solution must
be to keep putting ourselves out there and to not stop dreaming that change is
possible.
I decline another round of beers, give Anna a hug and walk the same way back as I
came. I feel lighter and heavier at the same time. My second night in Savannah was
one to remember.

Platform Trumps Party:
Breaking The Establishment
March 25, 2017

Whether it’s canvassing in swing state Iowa for Bernie Sanders, spending lunch breaks
picketing on the steps of major corporations on behalf of the Standing Rock Indians, or
crashing a GOP social club as a member of “Millionaires for Wealthcare” to present the
“Silver Spoon Award”, Patricia Bazemore (37), mother of two teenagers, is the epitome
of a grassroots organizer. We met at Cadence Coffee Company in downtown
Chattanooga, Tennessee to discuss the bold steps required to break away from
establishment politics and focus on the platform instead.

In retrospect, do you think the Democratic Party should have thrown its full weight
behind Bernie Sanders when polls starting indicating he was more likely than Clinton
to beat Trump in the general election?
Yes, certainly, and I think he would have won. I talked with many Republicans when I
was working as a fellow for the Sanders Tennessee primary campaign and a lot of
them really liked Bernie. Nationwide, he would have turned out the vote better than
Clinton, especially among students. Unfortunately, the mainstream media painted the
picture of Bernie as the weaker candidate. The Democratic Party even aided in this
narrative. The Republican Party wasn’t strong enough to keep out an outsider; the
Democrats, unfortunately, were. Now, establishment power has cost us as a nation.
The GOP is often described as the party having the most ties to corporate America and
being the most involved in big money politics. Is that a fair assessment?
The Democratic Party likes to pretend it’s working for the people. The reality is that
both establishment parties are heavily inﬂuenced by the donors that fund them. The
Democratic Party, for instance, receives a lot of money from insurance companies.
That’s part of the reason Obama didn’t push for universal single-payer health care and
why Hillary Clinton campaigned on it being a pie in the sky idea, saying it wasn’t going
to happen. The Bernie campaign raised a lot of money through small donations, about
$132 million from people who gave less than $200. That creates a level of
independence you need to truly be inclusive of the demands of marginalized
Americans.
Have Democrats given up on winning elections in certain states and counties in the
South?
Yes, I believe they have. Many of the seats around here only get around thirty percent
of the vote and the party focuses mostly on fundraising, not running effective issuebased campaigns that build power. I see very little effort from the Democratic Party to
register voters or get them to the polls. Locally, the right is organized pretty well; the
left, however, has a lot of inﬁghting. Democrats are out of touch with the grassroots.
They fail to understand that the power should be around a platform, not a person or a
party. They need to ﬁght to get the support of everyday working-class people, not big
donors. That’s the battle I, and local organizers like me, are waging.
What’s your weapon of choice?
It’s essential that we do more than resist. We must resist and rise up at the same time
with a vision of the future we want to see. We need initiatives that are

platform-based and centered on the demands of the most marginalized. One key
initiative in this effort is “Brand New Congress”, originally started by a group of
volunteers and staffers from the Bernie Sanders campaign. I was their national social
media team leader during their ﬁrst few months on inception, mid 2016.

After canvassing one day in Iowa, Patricia and her friend drove over to a campaign rally to hear Bernie speak.
That’s where this picture was taken. He ended up coming to their ﬁeld ofﬁce and Patricia got to meet him
again.

Brand New Congress (BNC) is essentially a campaign to run 400+ non-politician
candidates for Congress in 2018 in one uniﬁed campaign behind one plan. They’ll run

as Republicans in red states and Democrats in blue states. So, it’ll build power around
the platform instead of a particular party or candidate. It’s become obvious over the
years that solutions to our country’s biggest problems will not come from the bipartisan establishment. It will be a combination of the grassroots groups and
organizers that have been doing this work for years and groups like BNC that are
coming up with new ways to shake up the existing power of the establishment that
will pave the path forward.
Wouldn’t it be better for the future success of liberal politics in general, when
movements like the ones you’re involved in would partner with the Democratic Party?
The Democratic Party has been saying repeatedly that we all need to unify under the
leadership of their establishment leaders. Unity, however, should come from
uncompromisingly standing behind the marginalized. That’s the only path towards
uniﬁcation. The platform Bernie ran on in 2016 is what garnered the most attention.
It’s where the energy was – and still is. No party, no establishment politician running
on old ideas, will be able to bring about real change in the United States and inspire
millions of Americans to regain faith in American democracy.

From Surplus Store To Tootsie’s
Town: Glisson's Going Places
April 5, 2017

After detouring via the Jack Daniel’s distillery in Lynchburg, I arrive in Nashville around
4 p.m. It had crossed my mind to skip the Tennessee capital and drive straight from
Chattanooga to Memphis, but I couldn’t resist the name and fame of the selfproclaimed “City of Music”. I park for free up the hill south of the city at Lea Avenue
and make my way downtown, awkwardly carrying both my big and slightly less big
backpack.

My hostel couldn’t be more downtown: around the corner from a “Coyote Ugly” bar
and a ﬁve-minute walk from all the neon-lit action on Broadway. Before arriving at my
accommodation for the next two nights, the very ﬁrst live music venue I pass, treats
me to an incredible vocal performance by a young blond girl and a middle-aged man,
both playing the guitar. The small bar is half-empty. I stand in the doorway until the
song is ﬁnished, transﬁxed on this talented duo, feeling the warm caress of the
Tennessee sun on my head and neck. Any skepticism I felt towards this town
evaporates immediately. I can’t wait to ﬁnd out what the dozens of other “honky
tonks” and “juke joints” have to offer.

Trent Glisson (23) and I met at the CREMA coffee shop to talk about his dream of making it big in Nashville –
and beyond. Look for his EP “Lose Our Sober” on Spotify.

Head bobbing
The eight-bed male dorm room is clean but the only bunk available is a top one; not
my favorite. A couple of guys – I’m guessing barely of legal drinking age – are
catnapping, probably to reboot for another night on the town. I have an hour to
shower and put on fresh clothes before Romy – whom I got in touch with through a
mutual friend – her husband and two year-old daughter pick me up to go out for

dinner. First, the young family of three takes me on a tour of East Nashville: the Gulch,
Vanderbilt University, and some other sights of interest. I notice that Nashville is under
constant construction to accommodate the increasingly bigger incoming groups of
business owners, students and musicians. Like many other U.S. cities I’ve visited,
Nashville really consists of several smaller towns, each with a unique identity and
purpose.
Back at the hostel around 8 p.m., I check my Hangout app to see if there are any
Couchsurfers wanting to grab a beer. Two guys have already connected and I join their
conversation. We meet on Broadway and spend the evening barhopping. There are
bands playing everywhere. I’m surprised to ﬁnd out it’s not all country music. We close
out the night head bobbing to beats and song produced by a R&B band I’d compare to
The Kyteman Orchestra or Typhoon back home. Great night.

Two weeks’ notice
The next day, I meet twenty-three year-old musician Trent Glisson for coffee at
CREMA, around the corner from where I’m parked. He is playing the 2 to 6 p.m. slot at
the legendary Tootsie’s bar later that day. Trent grew up in Gastonia, North Carolina, a
six-hour drive from Nashville. He sang and played guitar in a youth group for years and
counts the Black Crowes and George Strait as his early musical inﬂuences. After high
school, Trent worked in a surplus store, selling used army and navy attire and
equipment. His next job was working at a warehouse, building classic freight liners. All
the while, he was playing every bar and coffee house in town, sometimes covers,
sometimes original songs.
But Nashville beckoned and one Saturday in the spring of 2016, Trent successfully
auditioned at Tootsies World Famous Orchid Lounge on Broadway. The Monday after,
he handed in his two weeks’ notice at the warehouse and moved in with friends in
Nashville in June. He’s since got his own apartment and now gigs every day in one of
three bars on Broadway, including Tootsie’s where legends such as Kris Kristofferson,
Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings once graced the stage.

Love and heartbreak
Trent tells me he calls each morning at six a.m. to hear where and when he’ll get to
play that day. He feels blessed living in Nashville and supporting himself doing what
he loves. His dream is to travel and play concerts all over the U.S. and in other

countries. He doesn’t believe there’s only one path to success, but that connections are
key no matter which road you travel. You need to be visible and interact with as many
people as you can.
Trent describes his musical style as a mix of country and R&B. In general, he thinks
country is getting more of a pop inﬂuence. A good thing, as it draws more people to
the genre and afﬁliated styles of music. His recently released EP “Lose Our Sober”
features three songs that were recorded in different houses across Nashville and then
cut and mixed in the studio. Trent wrote all of the songs himself. His go-to topic is love
and heartbreak. He listens to good songwriters, such as Lewis Watson and Ed Sheeran,
for inspiration. He writes frequently and with as many different people as possible.
The only way to improve is to work hard on your craft.
Later that day, I go to Tootsie’s to watch Trent perform with two other young
musicians. They are taking turns singing in what is called a “Riders’ Round”. When
asked whether there are requests from the audience, I, for whatever reason – perhaps
my utter and total lack of knowledge of country music –suggest Oasis' "Wonderwall".
Not one to shy away from a musical challenge, Trent performs the song from start to
ﬁnish in his own, unique country meets R&B style. Glisson is going places. Watch out,
Nashville.

How Trump Cut Off Minority
Rule: A Conservative Position
April 9, 2017

The city of Asheville is a cultural hotspot in Western North Carolina. There are buskers
on every street corner, a vibrant art scene and multiple live music venues. Asheville is
also the seat of one of only a handful of counties in North Carolina that voted in
majority – ﬁfty-ﬁve percent – for Hillary Clinton during the 2016 presidential election.
Local entrepreneur and Marketing/PR strategist Pepper Parris (58), married with two
children, wasn’t one of them. I met Pepper at the World Coffee Cafe to discuss
conservatism, common sense and spiritual sightings.
Before you went to the University of Texas at Austin, you studied at Trinity College in
Dublin. You also volunteered at the Corrymeela Community Centers in Belfast and
Ballycastle. What lessons from the resolution of “The Troubles” could be applied to the
present-day United States?
Primarily, I came to understand how ﬁnding “common threads” among those

politically divided is the key to peace and progress. I was able to go to Ireland – where
my dad was born – immediately after graduating high school in 1976. And thanks to a
scholarship I received from my Presbyterian church, I volunteered in Belfast, Northern
Ireland for the peace organization, Corrymeela. They created refuge and retreat for
those exposed to IRA violence in their communities. But also, they created programs,
then built and operated twenty-three community centers, located on the borders of
Catholic and Protestant neighborhoods. I worked teaching their youth to work and
play together. This ultimately helped to ease tensions, melt divisions and encourage
peaceful resolution of differences. A united Ireland would be a great example to the
rest of world. It just makes sense to come together under one government. That’s
what we in the U.S. should realize, too. Too many people on the left engage in hateful
protest. Common sense should govern our actions, not hate, or worse, stupidity.

Pepper Parris (58) is a Marketing/PR strategist and ghost tour guide from Asheville. In this interview she
speaks out in a plea for conservatism and common sense in the U.S.

Before and after President Donald Trump’s inauguration, there were numerous
protests all over the country under the banner of the anti-Trump resistance
movement. What’s your opinion on these demonstrations?
A good deal of it was based upon a belief, instigated and empowered by the media,
that Trump was sexist due to remarks he made about grabbing a woman
inappropriately in the ‘80s. I don’t condone his comment back then, but it was

unknowingly recorded during a time when Trump worked in the entertainment
industry, and men spoke more callously than is acceptable today, thank goodness.
Women’s marches in particular are a mystery to me. Some of these women think it
makes a statement to parade around in vagina costumes, while sporting their young
children next to them. So what was the message there? How can the marches be
representing for all women, while uninviting some, such as pro-life groups? What do
they want that they don’t have already? It is unclear to me and I think even to them. I
believe these women are being used as pawns to create a big, negative media picture
against Trump. People like Soros create untruth and buy behavior to further their own
interests. That constitutes an evil our country can ill afford.
Overall, ﬁfty-four percent of women voted for Hillary Clinton, much higher than the
forty-two percent of women who voted for Donald Trump. Wouldn’t you have liked to
see the ﬁrst woman president in charge of the country?
The thing that disturbed me the most about this election was seeing women voting
for Hillary merely because she was a woman, blindly disregarding the laws she broke.
There is no common sense in this thinking and it disturbs me. I totally want to have a
woman president. Just like I always believed it important to also have a black
president. But it must be because they best represent my views on critical world
issues. We should never vote for a president based upon their sex or skin color. I would
ask of those blacks who voted for Obama, what has he done to improve race
relations? They are worse, in some ways, than when civil rights were originally fought
for. Our vote must always go to the person who best answered the question: “What
can you do best to protect and improve my life while representing my values?” I think
Trump got more of those answers right than anyone running.
Asheville is a relatively liberal city. Have you ever personally felt threatened by
demonstrators from the left?
There was a big pre-election Trump rally at the Asheville Civic Center in October of last
year with over 6,000 people attending. Many of them in attendance – and the media
doesn’t like to report this – were the doctors, lawyers, teachers and clean-cut kids.
There were two very small disturbances inside by protesters. Afterwards, we all had to
leave the center in a single ﬁle line, as protesters were allowed to block the exits. We
had to walk through them.

Some spit on us and one woman approached a man shoving a sign into his back,
yelling at him. She touched him and he did turn and shove her away from him, in true
defense. She obviously made herself fall. The local news reported an arrest warrant
was issued for the man. It was reported nationally as a big negative scufﬂe, which it
was not. Later, all charges were dropped by police and it was uncovered that the
woman was indeed paid by the Soros organization. But that was never reported
nationally, or even locally. The rally was a success, but that narrative didn’t get the
attention it deserved. I love that we have a president now who calls out “BS” when he
sees it. He is not in anyone’s pocket and I honestly believe he has a heart to serve our
country. I can’t imagine why he would give up his life at the age of seventy to take on
this country’s big problems that everyone admits we have, and no one seems to deny.
Critics of this administration accuse Trump of taking the country back in time. Are their
concerns valid?
Instead of backward, I’m conﬁdent he will take us forward on speciﬁc issues. Look, I’m
not saying I was a huge Trump supporter from the start. He is awkward and in no way
politically correct. Actually, that is probably one of the main reasons most did vote for
him. But I believe his intentions to run for president were genuine – he showed heart
to serve this country. And he’s smart. I ﬁnd it funny how the entertainment industry
has turned on him, he was a beloved member for decades. And there was no negative
media about him back then. He ran the Miss America pageant for twenty years, with
no claims of inappropriate behavior. And this was during a time when many sexist
men were being exposed, including President Clinton. I also think the way Trump uses
social media to circumvent mainstream media and speak directly to voters is brilliant.
Maybe he stumbles a bit, jumps the gun to tweet. But it’s honest and it’s human and I
love that it drives the media a little crazy trying to catch up. They can’t change or
misinterpret what he says. He has outsmarted them.
An average of forty-two percent of Americans approve of the job Trump is doing. What
is it that the rest of the country is not seeing?
The rest do not want to see what he is doing, or intends to do. They make erroneous
assumptions based on often “fake news”, as Trump calls it. I see it that way too. Social
media spreads lies, from both sides, and you can’t even trust the fact-checking

websites, as they are obviously biased too. Trump is not a politician; he is a
businessman – and an extremely successful one at that. The country needs someone
like that right now. Bill Clinton’s ego is or was at least as big as Trump’s, but Clinton
gave birth to a world of out of touch, maﬁa-style politics.
People are sick of politicians. They just always sound like they are double-talking,
never really answering questions, and running to the polls to pose their opinions.
Those polls are bull too, I think, for and against Trump. What’s more, years of liberal
government has made people lazy and raised their sense of entitlement. Liberals are
pandering to a small part of the population, giving way to minority rule. These people
expect the government to give them free stuff. And they want to protest everything,
burn ﬂags, and show no respect for our laws. Trump is cutting them off, ﬁnally.
You’re particularly vocal about the issue of abortion and the role played by Planned
Parenthood in offering abortion services. What is it that worries you most?
As a Christian, I don’t believe in abortion because I believe all life comes from God.
Without life, how can anything else matter? My ﬁght with Planned Parenthood is
three-fold. First of all, it is the utter hypocrisy of its existence. They claim to perform
services that they do not. Their function is literature, birth control pills and abortion.
They do not provide any services for those who need prenatal care. For those who do
not choose abortion.
The irony is that free birth control is already provided by all county health
departments. My biggest problem is that they perform partial-birth abortions, which
are legally performed up until nine months of pregnancy in twenty-nine states. The
government, via Roe vs Wade, only states that a fetus can feel pain at twenty weeks.
Then the states get to decide if and how to enforce restrictions about how far along a
mother can be allowed to abort. There are accounts by nurses and by doctors who
have had to kill babies at nine months in utero, and in afterbirth. There are welldocumented cases of Planned Parenthood selling body parts of aborted fetuses for
money. There is video evidence of this, yet liberals say it was misrepresented. What
was said, was clearly said, there is no denying this occurred.
Why don’t we use Planned Parenthood’s funding to promote adoption and improve
fostering programs instead? God never said that mothers have to raise their children.
He just asked that we honor life and the Bible commandment “thou shalt not kill.” We
live in a country where dogs are more likely to be adopted than babies. And they sure

do a better marketing job of getting them homes. Where’s the sense in that?
In addition to being a “Blue Ridge Mountain Host” you are a tour guide for “Ghost
Hunters of Asheville”. How did you get into the business?
When my kids were little, I did architecture tours in downtown Asheville. In 2009, I
started doing the ghost tours for a friend who had started a business. I have always
been fascinated with the spiritual, though I am merely a story teller, not a ghost
hunter. Asheville has a lot of stories to tell. My father, on the other hand, ﬁrmly
believed in ghosts. In the ’50s, he owned a building on Haywood street in Asheville. He
often saw spirits there of soldiers from all wars and branches of service. As it turns
out, many veterans, housed there, died in the top ﬂoors of buildings on Haywood St
during the 1930s. I had my ﬁrst and only, so far, ghost sighting when I was in my
twenties. But I keep my eyes open and have seen unusual things happen on my tours.
The most haunted building in downtown Asheville is probably the old S&W Cafeteria,
several suicides occurred there. After the stock market crashed in 1929, approximately
one hundred ﬁfty previously wealthy people took their own lives in downtown
Asheville, eighty of them jumping suicides. You don’t have to walk far to have a good
spooky ghost to talk about.

"Memphis Creeps Into Your
Soul"

April 16, 2017

Memphis breathes space, music and relaxation. Throw in great food, friendly folks and
heaps of history and you’ve got a place worth lingering for. And that’s what I did, for
about ten days. It felt good not having to pack up again after two or three nights. I
guess I just needed to stay put somewhere for a while.

It was also in Memphis that I ﬁrst prioritized writing over road tripping. A response on
Reddit had pointed me in the direction of ‘Things to do in Memphis’-blogger Stacey
Greenberg. I met Stacey the very ﬁrst day for drinks at The Cove in Midtown. She
proved to be an invaluable source of information, suggesting numerous locals I could
approach for interviews. First among them was Eric Vernon, co-owner of one of the
most popular barbecue restaurants in town: The Bar-B-Q Shop on Madison Avenue.

Eric and I met in the front bar of Loﬂin Yard on Carolina Street. We talked about his restaurant The Bar-B-Q
Shop and why it’s hard to walk away from Memphis.

I quickly found out that simply calling the restaurant and leaving messages wasn’t the
way to convey my request to Eric. I had to go there and eat. The ﬁrst night, he wasn’t
there. The second night, he was almost on his way out. Luckily, he recognized me –
I’m assuming from my website – came to my table and gave me his personal cell
phone number. We met the following Sunday at Loﬂin Yard on Carolina Street.

Barbecue fellowship
The boyishly handsome restaurateur – he’s older than he looks, you would never
guess his age – is all smiles when he walks into Loﬂin’s front bar, originally the safe
house ofﬁce. He’s obviously well-known – and liked – among bar staff and clientele,
shaking hands and reciprocating hugs as the evening progresses. Eric orders us a
couple of Old Fashioned cocktails. I can’t remember the last time I had drinks during an
interview (never), but hey, I’m on vacation, right?
Eric tells me The Bar-B-Q Shop – which has received numerous accolades from the
inﬂuential Food Network – is not just a restaurant. “For a lot of the families that visit
us, the Shop is a second home. Barbecue is all about gathering and forming a
fellowship. We want our customers to feel invited and welcome.”

Dancing Pigs
Frank Vernon, Eric’s dad, opened the restaurant in 1983 as Brady & Lil’s BBQ which had
already been around for forty to ﬁfty years. “The previous owners, a husband and wife
team, made everything in the diner from scratch,” explains Eric. “The two pigs in our
Dancing Pigs barbecue sauce logo, Brady & Lil, represent that craftsmanship. In the
late ‘60s, dad and Brady had become friends and when Brady retired, dad took over.
We changed the name to The Bar-B-Q Shop in 1987 and moved to our current location
at 1782 Madison Ave in November of that year. The early years were a struggle. We had
no money. It took almost twenty years to make it work. My parents came from
nothing without a dime to their name. The Bar-B-Q Shop is the fulﬁllment of their
American Dream.”
Frank recently retired from the restaurant, but still checks in every two weeks. Eric’s
mom, Hazel, organizes the payroll and handles the Dancing Pigs barbecue sauce line
that is now selling in four states. Growing up, Eric worked as much as he could in the
restaurant. He somehow managed to combine that with earning undergraduate and
graduate degrees. Church, however, was put on the back burner. “The family business
was so all-consuming for so long, that we seldom attended service. When the
restaurant became stable, my dad felt we had to go back. One of the most special
experiences of my life was when dad and I got baptized together on December 26,
1999 at Temple of Deliverance. Now I go for communion every ﬁrst Sunday of the

month. Church gives me strength and inspiration. My faith keeps me grounded.”

Grit ‘n Grind
For Eric, getting to talk about Memphis is the highest accolade there is. “Memphis is
an amazing place. The city comes from a lot of strive and that’s expressed in the music
and food you ﬁnd here. The same goes for sports. The Grizzlies are known for its “Grit
‘n Grind”-style of basketball: disruptive defense and inside-out offense. That grit
distinguishes us from a city like Nashville. Also, unlike Nashville, we are growing the
right way; we don’t get less southern. In downtown Memphis, you’ll only ﬁnd four
franchise restaurants. Memphians love their independence.”
Continuing on about Memphis, Eric explains he knows a lot of expats who moved to
the city and ended up staying. “They thought they could walk away, but Memphis
creeps into your soul. It’s an intangible quality, but to my mind it’s the closeness of the
people that live here. We don’t have New York City’s hustle and bustle to distract us. In
Memphis we meet each other and talk. We have the best conversations. That’s the
backbone of real life.”

Generous Orthodoxy: A
Reverend In The Public Eye

April 23, 2017

He has 30k followers on Twitter, his own video and podcast series, and he writes
about religion, race and sexuality for The Washington Post and The Guardian.
Broderick L. Greer is one Reverend that doesn’t shy away from the public debate. I
went to hear him preach twice at two different churches before we sat down for an
interview at City and State in Memphis’ Midtown the day after Martin Luther King Jr.
Day. I wanted to ﬁnd out what had motivated this young Reverend to follow a career
path in religion and what he thinks the core tasks are for the church in the 21st century.

I heard you speak about the “moral authority of those with frail bodies” during your
Lenten Preaching sermon at Calvary Episcopal Church in downtown Memphis. You
referred to civil rights activist John Lewis, among others, as an example of how one
can ultimately prevail over those in positions of power. Why did you choose to talk
about this topic?
The Bible is full of stories about unlikely heroes. Just think about David defeating
Goliath or the Hebrew midwives refusing the Pharaoh’s order to kill all male babies.
Essentially, the threat – and therefore strength – of moral authority is that the frail,
yet risen body of Jesus is a living antagonization of the powers that be. And we all are,
if we take our baptism seriously. This is an important theme in Christianity and it
reminds us that it is our duty as people of faith to care for the weak and poor.

The Rev. Broderick L. Greer (26) is a curate at Grace-St. Luke’s Episcopal Church and School in Memphis,
Tennessee where he oversees school chapel and coordinates ministry to young adults. He grew up in Fort
Worth, Texas with his parents and brother. Rev. Greer is a 2015 graduate of Virginia Theological Seminary, the
largest Episcopal school in the United States.

You regularly voice your opinion on U.S. politics through online channels. Do you
believe there’s moral authority in the “America First”-strategy of the Trump
administration?
There are many, among them most Evangelical Christians, who have no issue with
Donald Trump. Who ﬁnd his policies consistent with their beliefs. Their ideas of God
are generally deﬁned by their social status. They are of the opinion that the rich and

poor deserve what they have and they ﬁnd scriptures to back that up. That’s where
they part ways with more progressive Christians who believe the church should have
preference for people who are ignored and disenfranchised. We should be faithful to
people in the same social situation as Jesus who was illiterate and living in occupied
territory.
The black church in Fort Worth, Texas, where you grew up, must have been very
different from your world now at the Grace-St. Luke’s Episcopal Church and School in
Memphis. Why did you make this transition?
The black church in Fort Worth introduced me to the importance of performance, of
celebrating faith through song, music and dance. These services were very mindfocused. When I was sixteen, I started preaching at the Church of God in Christ. In my
senior year in high school I even ﬁlled in for the acting pastor of a small church in
Hurst, Texas for a few weeks. I moved to Henderson, Tennessee to attend college and
soon realized that I wanted to practice my faith in a more tangible way. I longed for a
physical experience of God. Of something that went beyond my brain. The Episcopal
Church provided that. I was conﬁrmed in 2010 and started teaching at Saint Luke’s in
Jackson, Tennessee. In 2015 I graduated from the Virginia Theological Seminary, the
largest Episcopal school in the United States.
So you were leading services at a very young age. When did it click that this is what
you wanted to do for the rest of your life?
During my ﬁrst year of college I interned at a church in West Texas. I lead my ﬁrst
funeral there and visited newborns and seriously ill people in hospital. It was through
these intimate interactions that I realized my vocation was true. As a kid I liked the
attention of people listening to my stories. In West Texas I understood that was an
egocentric-type impulse. True ministry is both preaching for hundreds at Sunday
service and having a quiet pastoral conversation with a congregation member. The big
and small inform each other.
Your oratory technique is sometimes described as preaching without sounding
“preachy”. Is this a consciously crafted style or does it simply come natural to you?
From a young age I’ve had a rich biblical and cultural imagination. I always strive to
incorporate both in my preaching without being too opinionated. Rather, I build on the
text. Being part of the worldwide Anglican Communion, the liturgy is always the focal
point of the service. However, that doesn’t mean your words can’t be poetic or your
execution rhetorically ﬂourishing. By the way, I’m always critical of what I’ve put on

paper. Sometimes I worry I’m too wordy. I never feel “great” after a sermon.
Nonetheless, it’s something I enjoy doing and I enjoy improving myself further.
The Episcopal Church is among the most progressive Christian denominations. Would
you describe yourself as a religiously liberal Reverend?
I’m hesitant to say I am. I believe in the Trinity, the importance of bishops and the
reconciliation of Anglicans with Roman Catholics. So I’m very traditional when it comes
to language and traditions. One scholar coined the term “generous orthodoxy” and I
think that describes my position best. I’m orthodox when it comes to matters that are
central to the faith, but more ﬂexible about “peripheral” things, such as sexuality,
gender and race. There is room to be generous because our core is so strong. God
loves the whole world. That’s what matters. Anything beyond that is up for debate.
And I participate in that debate with conviction.

Love Lost, Life Won: Story Of A
Hopeful Romantic
May 5, 2017

Huguette Pretty – friends call her “Pretty”– is an aesthetician and special effects
makeup artist from San Diego. Her Italian dad and Mexican mom instilled in her a
sense of spirituality and appreciation of life. Also, her parents’ epic love story turned
her into a hopeless romantic. But where their mutual adoration sustained a loving
relationship spanning decades, Pretty’s ﬁrst encounter with love was a roller coaster

ride – at times a beautiful high, but towards the end a near fatal attraction and an
addiction that took eight years to kick. I listened to Pretty’s brutally honest account of
her life from age fourteen until twenty-two over coffee at Krakatoa Cafe just south of
San Diego’s Balboa Park.
Pretty: “My dad and his brother came to the U.S. for Woodstock in 1969 and never left.
They settled in Hollywood, started their own business as dental distributors and
eventually opened a store in San Diego. One of their customers was a dentist based in
Mexico City. His assistant placed monthly orders. That assistant was my mom. She and
dad ﬂirted over the phone for a year after which she dared him to stop by for coffee –
and he did. They got married in San Diego on New Year’s Eve, 1988.
My parents are still very much in love. Theirs is truly an epic love story. My own love
story started in a similar way, when I was fourteen. I got in touch with a guy, Alex,
sixteen, who at the time was living in Las Vegas. We met online through Myspace. We
talked all the time and wrote each other love letters. In a time when romantic gestures
are starting to die, we developed a deep emotional connection without actually seeing
each other. Not long after I turned ﬁfteen, Alex took three Greyhound buses to San
Diego all the way from his mom’s house in Butte, Montana.

Huguette Pretty (27) grew up in San Diego with her parents and younger brother (23). In this selﬁe she’s
holding a picture of herself and her brother drinking micheladas in Mexico City.

He was so nervous to meet me he anxiously got off one bus station too early. I picked
him up in Escondido, California where we saw each other for the ﬁrst time. My heart
was beating walking up to this guy who had gotten to know me so well and who I felt
was the only person in the world who understood me at such a confusing time in my
life. Alex was sitting on his skateboard when I turned the corner and saw him. He
stood up, we laughed nervously and then he leaned in and kissed me for the ﬁrst time.
I will never forget our ﬁrst kiss for we had waited a full year to ﬁnally have it.

“Romantic gestures are starting to die”

Alex lived in my bedroom for a month without my parents knowing, hiding in the
closet every time I left for school in the morning. I would always come back soon,
though, skipping classes to be with him. I made sure to erase all voicemail messages
from school before my parents got a chance to hear them. One day mom stayed home
sick and my dad drove me to school. For some reason, he waited in the car until I
actually went inside. In class I got a message from Alex: “Your mom found me!”
I stormed out of the classroom and was chased by security. I freaked out and started
screaming that they should call the cops because my parents were going to kill me.
The cops did come and so did my parents. I was sent to my aunt’s house and
forbidden from seeing Alex. I pleaded with my dad – “Dad, I love him” – and was able
to convince him to let him stay for the summer. Alex came and went throughout all
high school years. Whenever he had to go back to Las Vegas I would tell my parents I
was going to Disneyland with friends and their families while in fact I was taking the
overnight bus to Las Vegas to be with Alex for the weekend. After I ﬁnished high
school I moved to Las Vegas to live with Alex. That’s when things got crazy.
Although I didn’t stay in Vegas all the time – I regularly went back to San Diego – I did
go to school there and had part-time jobs. My parents hated it. They helped and
stayed in touch, not wanting to push me away, but it was hard on them. I especially
fought a lot with my mom, hoping she and dad would get divorced so I could live with
my father.

Pretty at age 16, Alex age 18. Her name was his ﬁrst tattoo. This picture was taken the night they ﬁrst saw
Modest Mouse together in 2007 at the Hard Rock Hotel in Las Vegas. This band would mean a lot to their
relationship in the years that followed.

Looking back, I realize that in the beginning Alex saw I was weak and innocent. He was
manipulative and always insisting I push the limits. I stayed because it was
comfortable – and because I was madly in love with someone who got me out of my
comfort zone and made me feel rebelliously alive. When the physical abuse started I
knew I had to say goodbye, but I stayed. I think regret is pointless, because every
experience teaches us a valuable lesson, but I do regret one night in particular. We
were at home with a bunch of friends drinking and doing drugs and Alex invited them
to watch him and I have sex.
Alex had cheated on me a few times. Las Vegas is an overly-sexualized city where sex
is put on a podium 24/7 and it deﬁnitely affects what is considered ‘normal’ sexual
activity among youth that has become desensitized to sex. I was afraid not giving in to
his requests would set me up for another break in his loyalty towards me so I gave in
to an action that still haunts me. I was in no way ready to handle such an experience at
such a young age. I think this traumatic experience was a turning point for me. I
realized I had to learn how to detach myself from him if I was to save myself.
Alex’ past is difﬁcult. His mom had him at the age of fourteen and he is the ﬁrst of nine
siblings. The family struggled through family separation, homelessness, mental and
physical abuse, living in homeless shelters, living in a car, charity Christmas gifts
etcetera. He always felt abandoned and neglected by his mother, father and
stepfather. Music, art and skateboarding were the only things he cared about. He
began using crystal meth around the same time he dropped out of high school after

losing his best friend to a drug-related incident. He began living with friends and that
is when life decided our paths should cross.
He would tell me I was the only person in his life who made him feel cared about. That
our handwritten letters and talking on the phone until the sun came up were the only
things that made him feel like he wasn’t alone. Alex was a broken person and made
many mistakes. He hurt me in many ways, but I know he loved me the best and only
way he ever knew how to. I became obsessed with wanting to help him quit his meth
addiction and help him become a better person. I wanted to save him, but I ended up
needing to save myself.

After realizing you can never help a person that doesn’t want help, I ﬁnally left him at
age twenty-two after eight years of on and off and ups and downs. I came clean about
the dark days in Vegas. About the drugs, the violent situations and abuse, even about
the miscarriage I’d had. My relationship with my mom in particular improved
immensely. Now that I don’t shut her out of my life she is my best friend. After I

moved back to San Diego I buried myself in school, work and hobbies. The ﬁrst tattoo I
got read “This too shall pass.” It helped to remind me that the pain and loneliness
would eventually pass and I should keep moving forward. I studied aesthetics,
focusing on facials and the science of skin. My dad continued to teach me more about
special effects makeup and I got back into dancing after quitting once I moved to Las
Vegas.
I’ve been an aesthetician for a few years now, waxing full-time and doing makeup on
the side. I think having lived in Las Vegas, where I’ve waxed exotic dancers and women
in the sex industry, oversexualized things don’t faze me anymore. I’m very comfortable
with the human anatomy and very little shocks me. I’ve always been a very nurturing
person and I love helping people feel better about themselves. I appreciate that ‘my
ladies’ open up to me when they’re at their most vulnerable. One of them, a military
wife, recently told me her husband is cheating on her, living a double life with another
wife in Japan. Another soldier’s spouse said her husband had left her over the phone
after being gone for months on deployment. I know what it’s like to feel alone and in a
difﬁcult situation. Because I can relate I can offer genuine advice and a nonjudgmental ear to listen. That has brought me a lot of success in my career and
amazing bonds with women.

“I’m very comfortable with the human anatomy”

Soon after I had moved back to San Diego Alex’s mom called me: “Alex is dying.” The
combination of drugs and alcohol had taken a toll on his body. His liver was shutting
down and his heart was failing. And he had been calling out my name while under
morphine. I rushed to the hospital in Las Vegas. He looked like a stranger with familiar
eyes. When he came to we hugged. I stayed at the hospital for two weeks, sleeping in
a cot in his room.
Alex came close to dying but he recovered. He had to get open heart surgery to have a
deﬁbrillator machine attached to his heart. A heart transplant is still needed, however,
but as a former drug addict he’s at the bottom of the waiting list.
We still keep in touch sometimes. We grew up together and I still love him. But I
would never get back with him. There is only room for friendship in our future. You
could say he’s the best friend but the worst boyfriend I’ve ever had. He came back into

my life, but I had become a new person. His mind games didn’t work anymore. I’ve
become a stronger person. I went the other way, taking zero shit from anyone. I will
always have love for him but I’ve learned how to love myself ﬁrst, something I never
knew how to do. It wasn’t easy to ﬁnd the mental and emotional strength to cope and
move forward. Once I did, I began to truly live. I like who I am now. I love myself now.”

Not So Different From Dad
May 12, 2017

After having said goodbye to my Dutch friend Jon at SFO airport I left San Francisco to
head north. For two weeks we had explored the Californian coast, gotten neck cramps
from staring at giants in Sequioa National Park and deﬁed the mist of Yosemite’s
mega waterfalls. Now it was solo travel time again.

Steven Masanz (32) lives in Portland, Oregon where he works at a doggy daycare. He grew up in rural
Virginia to a military family. His father died of brain cancer in 2013 and was buried in Arlington Cemetery
with honors.

For the ﬁrst stretch I took the not so scenic I-5 for an overnight stay in Redding. The
next day I cut through beautiful Shasta-Trinity National Forest to connect to the US-101
North to admire the Redwood National Park. I stayed in the coastal town of Crescent
City for two nights, spending one day hiking in neighboring Jedediah Smith Redwood
State Park. Then onwards along the coast across the state border to Florence, Oregon.
Via Eugene I ﬁnally reached Portland, a.k.a. PDX.

Old bullets
With a population of over 600,000 Portland is by far the biggest city in The Beaver
State. Among them is Steven Masanz, a thirty-two year old, red bearded staff member
of a doggy daycare. Over coffee at Bipartisan Cafe on Stark Street Steven told me his
story. About how he grew up in rural Virginia to a military family and how his father
died of brain cancer four years ago and was buried in Arlington Cemetery with honors.
Steven was born in Heidelberg, Germany to parents serving in the U.S. military. After
two years the family moved to Williamsburg and later Fredericksburg, Virginia – the
site of one of the most famous battles of the Civil War. Steven recalls as a kid roaming
the grounds and ﬁnding old bullets, shrapnel and other remnants.
At age twenty-two, Steven worked in the operating room at Virginia Tech in
Blacksburg at the time of the shootings in April 2007. He remembers the confusion
and the calls coming in from worried parents. It was long unclear whether there were
multiple shooters. It turned out to be just one, a deluded psychopath, who killed
thirty-two people before taking his life.

Do right
When Steven’s mother moved to Guam – a United States territory – in 2008, Steven
joined her for what would turn out to be a one and a half year period. During that time
he worked at a car rental company and made friends with some of the natives, called
“chamorro”. After a short stint living in Manhattan, Steven moved to New Hampshire
for four years working at a sports bar. In 2011, his father, at age ﬁfty-one, living in
England with Steven’s stepmom, was diagnosed with a rare form of brain cancer,
glioblastoma multiforme, or GBM. Doctors estimated his life expectancy to be no more
than eighteen months.
After being diagnosed, his father and stepmother moved back to Fredericksburg
where Steven would visit them more often. He had always known his father to be a
hard worker, stiff, but very intelligent and always professional about every aspect of
his life. He lived by the belief that if you do right, good things will happen. The cancer
ruined that.

Steven remembers him being frustrated and angry. The medication made him wither
away. He didn’t talk, didn’t show emotion. GMB is an ugly form of cancer. It messes
with the brain and made Steven’s dad partly blind. It affected his balance requiring
him to use a walker to move around. Steven tried to be strong for him during visits,
just like his dad had always been strong for everyone else. He nevertheless declined
quickly and passed away in April 2013.

Alike
Steven’s dad was decorated with a Bronze Star for displaying heroism during the First
Gulf War. He was doing satellite surveillance when the hotel he was in got hit by a
scud missile. He stayed and continued transferring his ﬁndings. Top military brass
attended the funeral at Arlington Cemetery on July 6th, 2013. It was a difﬁcult day but
it made Steven realize his dad was a rare sort. He got things done. After his military
career, Steven’s father worked in the private sector and did construction work when
he was in between jobs. He never cut corners.
As a kid, Steven noticed his father didn’t really want the paternal role. His
temperament would sometimes get in the way. After the divorce he became a
different person. He softened up and he and Steven became friends.
They were very much alike. Steven appreciated that even more when a year after the
funeral he went back to Arlington, using the back entrance reserved for relatives. He
felt a deep sense of pride of his father as a person. Steven himself had tried out for the
army but was not accepted on account of his ADD. Admission criteria for the military
were relaxed after 9/11.
In 2013 Steven left New Hampshire for Portland, Oregon. He wanted to get as far away
as possible and a book he had read about PDX had peaked his interest about the city.
He made a new start there. At the end of our talk Steven tells me he has plans to move
again. If he had the money he’d move to Manhattan. To Steven, New York City is more
than a place; it’s a heart that never stops beating.

The Dam That Divides: Indian
Culture In The Dalles
May 20, 2017

The American consciousness is not at peace with its Native American history. To learn
more about this sobering situation, I traveled east from Portland on the I-84 to The
Dalles, a rural community of cherry growers and wheat farmers, situated on the
mighty Columbia River in Oregon. There I met with two young members of the Celilo
Wyam tribe. Before I did, I went around town to ask locals how they perceive their
relationship with their region’s indigenous people.

My ﬁrst stop in The Dalles was the Columbia Gorge Discovery Center & Museum, just
off the Historic Columbia River Highway. The girl at the front desk was quick to refer
me to two ladies in their sixties volunteering in the Center’s research library. I
unfortunately lost their contact information, so I have to omit their names, but both
took a considerable amount of time to school me in the history of the Columbia River
Gorge. They described how this area had been a major trading hub for tribes wide and
far for over a thousand years. Remnants of those times are still around. You would be
hard pressed to ﬁnd a greater density of Native American petroglyphs anywhere else.
The construction of several dams in the 1950s for ﬂood control and hydroelectricity,
most notably The Dalles Dam, effectively put an end to traditional salmon ﬁshing in
the Gorge. Both volunteer researchers admit that the shame and guilt surrounding the
devastating effects on tribal life lives on to this day. At the same time, they accept that
some things can’t be undone and that it’s about ﬁnding the right balance going
forward. The Discovery Center recently started involving tribe members in some of its
programs. The Saturday following my visit several Celilo Wyam members would host
a traditional basket weaving workshop. Small steps like these, both women feel, will
help build bridges between Native Americans and the wider community.

Chocolate covered cherries
The next day I stop by at the little Chamber of Commerce on 2nd Street. The jovial,
ﬂower-patterned dress wearing Trella Boone Coy runs this operation. She suggests I
pay a visit to the Fort Dalles Museum and talk to the director, Cal McDermid. Before I
leave, I’m presented with a couple of chocolate covered cherries, a local delicacy.
Before I visit the museum, I meet thirtysomething Hood River native Jay Crisman for
lunch at Hawaii-themed Lilo’s restaurant. He and his wife recently moved to The
Dalles because the cost of living in Hood River was going through the roof. He recalls a
major oil train derailment last year in the Columbia River Gorge near the town of
Mosier. Four of the rail cars, all carrying volatile Bakken crude oil, went up in ﬂames.
Native Americans have long protested these train transports because of the damage
they can do to the environment.

Steven (right) and his cousin Lane in front of their ﬁshing boat in Celilo Village. They consider themselves
brothers.

Sub chief
As I’m guided through the Fort Dalles Museum on a private tour the following day, it’s
hard to miss how proud mister McDermid is of the diverse collection he manages. One
room of the museum located on 15th Street is dedicated entirely to Indian life in the
Columbia River Gorge. He was so adamant to “get it right”, he invited several tribe
members to view the exhibition before he opened it to the public. Their approval
meant a lot. He too admits there’s shame about what was done to Native American
tribes. McDermid is aware of the lingering divide in the community. His hope is that
with the museum he can contribute a little to fostering mutual understanding.

Wednesday at noon I drive to Celilo Village, a town of eighty people, to meet Steven
Begay and his cousin Lane – their grandmothers are sisters. Steven, whose tribal
enrollment includes both the Yakama and Navajo Nation, lets his cousin do most of
the talking. Lane was recently named sub chief to the acting chief, his father.
Lane’s earliest memories as a child are playing in the old town which at that time was
situated much closer to the waterfront. He lived with his parents, ﬁve brothers and
three sisters. There was no running water and no electricity. His grandmother moved
to the Yakama Nation reservation and Lane lived there too from ﬁrst to ﬁfth grade of
school. Asked about the biggest difference between living in Celilo and living on the
reservation, Lane replies: “We do it the old way.” He adds: “Friends from there tell you
they respect you, but they let ﬁsh rot. They don’t respect the river as we do. It’s like a
game to them.”

Core belief
His parents and grandparents told Lane about how their lives changed after The Dalles
Dam was built. “They would still hear the roar of the river in their hearts. A lot of
people were against it. I mean, there were already two dams. It took away something
that’s pretty important to us. Now the salmon are fewer and much weaker. My
grandparents told me white men were trying to exterminate us. There’s a lot of anger
among older natives. Some say that’s old news. That they are just worried about
money.”
A 26-year old father of ﬁve young children, Lane makes a living ﬁshing, logging or
doing other odd jobs. “This year the focus is on ﬁshing. First we do ceremonial ﬁshing
for churches and ceremonies in long houses. Then we move on to commercial.
Sometimes my dad and I show people how to ﬁsh with dip nets. That’s a way to get to
know people, give them a chance.”
Recently, Lane has become interested in joining the environmental movement that’s
been getting a lot of support from natives. He’s protesting the coal train transports
through the Gorge. “It’s toxic, it gets in the water. Protecting the earth is a core belief
for Native Americans. I hope to be an environmental activist. I want to ﬁght for
something big.”

Say No To Sidewalks: Tracy
Metz Talks Urban Issues
August 10, 2017

Last year November my friend Pedro and I attended a U.S. election watching event in
De Melkweg, a cultural center in Amsterdam. We were interviewed by city newspaper
Het Parool about our expectations of the outcome. The reporter quoted me saying
that “of course” I expected Clinton to win, “given the options.” How wrong I was, as
were the panelists on stage, as was pretty much everyone else. The result and the
political soap opera that ensued made me wonder how well we know our big
transatlantic brother. This question inspired most of the writing I did road tripping
across the U.S.

The election night event in De Melkweg was organized by the John Adams Institute,
an independent foundation that “provides an independent podium for American
culture in the Netherlands.” It is headed by California-native Tracy Metz who’s spent
the better part of her life – thirty-seven years – living and working in Amsterdam.
After returning from my U.S. road trip I decided to ﬁnd out whether the political
turmoil in her country of birth has had an impact on the John Adams and her work as a
journalist and writer.

Long-lasting connection
At the John Adams Institute ofﬁce in the historical West-Indisch Huis in Amsterdam,
Metz tells me that the election of Donald Trump as U.S. president has not diminished
interest in the Netherlands for the work of the foundation she leads – quite the
contrary. “The Dutch are fascinated with the U.S. That won’t change. The U.S. is still a
trendsetter. It’s exuberant and extreme; it’s everything the Netherlands is not.”
Another important factor in the Institute’s success is its independence, Metz asserts.
“We are not selling anything. We simply present inspiring thoughts of inspiring
Americans to our audience in the Netherlands. That remains worthwhile. The longlasting connection between both countries is still strong.”
Metz is a seasoned journalist with thirty-plus years under her belt writing for NRC, De
Groene Amsterdammer and Architectural Record, amongst other publications. She
focuses on urban issues. Her fascination with this theme can be traced back to 1985,
her last year with Het Parool. Together with Geert Bekaert, renowned Belgian
architectural critic, Metz was involved in a project about social housing in Amsterdam.
The whole experience was an eye-opener. “Bekaert and I shared stories about how
cities come into being. It inspired me to write about architecture, housing and the
construction of urban areas myself.”

Urban issues
In her writing Metz sometimes draws comparisons between the Netherlands and the
U.S. She describes growing up in Los Angeles as “terrible”, at least from an urban life
perspective. “In L.A. everybody drives everywhere. Some neighborhoods don’t even
have sidewalks. When you do walk people will look at you suspiciously. In a way, L.A.
feels like a city after a nuclear bomb was dropped. The streets are void of people.”

That a city’s layout and spatial structure can have a massive effect on its social fabric
became especially clear to Metz when she settled in Amsterdam. “Because people
walk and bike throughout the city you constantly interact with each other. The streets
are ﬁlled with life, not just with cars like in most U.S. cities.”

Tracy Metz (63) is a journalist, author and talk show host about urban issues. She lives in Amsterdam with
her husband. Metz is currently director of the John Adams Institute and lectures on water management all
over the world.

When Metz left NRC in 2012 she had time to develop her own monthly live talk show
and web magazine, “Stadsleven”, dedicated to urban issues and city life – Amsterdam
life in particular. “We started small in De Rode Hoed, but then we moved to a bigger
venue at De Balie. There I discuss urban issue with a broad selection of speakers from
politics, urban planning, design, arts and research. These evenings are energetic and
fast-paced without losing depth.”

Talk to strangers
Recently, Metz also starting doing weekly vlogs. As someone who’s “always looking
for new ways to do storytelling”, this was a medium she wanted to try her hand at as
well. Her husband edits all of her videos. “At ﬁrst he wasn’t really into the idea, but he
loves the whole cutting and tinkering process now.”

As we wrap up the interview I ask Metz whether she prefers American “fake niceness”
to Dutch “grumpiness”. Even though she appreciates the Dutch “down-to-earthness”
she does favor the former. “In the U.S. strangers strike up conversation a lot more
casually than in the Netherlands. The default response here when someone you don’t
know starts talking to you on the street is typically “What do you want from me?”
On my way back to The Hague I regret not asking Metz how that willingness to talk to
strangers in the U.S. relates to not running into each other on the street. Maybe
Americans are so happy when they ﬁnally meet face-to-face that they just start
talking – and don’t stop. Americans are storytellers and I like them for it. Perhaps we
should get rid of sidewalks in the Netherlands too.
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