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MONSANTO 
ENDANGERS 

HEALTH 
J E F F R E Y  M .  S M I T H 

While visiting a seed corn dealer’s demonstra-
tion plots in Iowa last fall, Dr. Don Huber 
walked past a soybean fi eld and noticed a 
distinct line separating severely diseased 

yellowing soybeans on the right from healthy green plants 
on the left. The yellow section was suffering from Sud-
den Death Syndrome (SDS), 
a serious plant disease that 
ravaged the Midwest in 2009 
and 2010, driving down 
yields and profi ts. Something 
had caused that area to be 
highly vulnerable, and Don 
had a good idea what it was.

He spent 35 years as 
a plant pathologist at Purdue 
and knows a lot about what 
causes green plants to turn 
yellow and die prematurely. 
He’s one of the world’s ex-
perts. He asked the seed 
dealer why the SDS was 
so severe in one area of the 
fi eld and not the other. “Did 
you plant something there 
last year that wasn’t planted 
in the rest of the fi eld?” he 
asked. Sure enough, precise-
ly where the severe SDS was, 
the dealer had grown alfalfa, 
which he killed off at the end 
of the season by spraying a 
glyphosate-based herbicide. 
The healthy part of the fi eld, 
on the other hand, had been 
planted to sweet corn and 
hadn’t received glyphosate. 
This was yet another confi r-
mation that Roundup was triggering SDS. 
Perfect storm 

More than 30% of all herbicides sprayed anywhere 
contain glyphosate--the world’s bestselling weed killer. 
It was patented by Monsanto for use in their Roundup 
brand, which became more popular when they introduced 
“Roundup Ready” crops starting in 1996. These geneti-
cally modifi ed (GM) plants, which now include soy, corn, 
cotton, canola, and sugar beets, contain inserted genetic 

F O O D

When Roundup Ready 
crops were introduced in 
1996, Monsanto boldly 
claimed that herbicide 

use would drop as a 
result. It did, slightly, for 
three years. But over the 

next 10 years, it grew 
considerably.

-- Jeffrey M. Smith 

material from viruses and bacteria that allows the crops to 
withstand applications of normally deadly Roundup. 

Monsanto encourages farmers who buy Roundup 
Ready seeds to also use the company’s Roundup brand 
of glyphosate. They only provide warranties on the ap-
proved herbicide brands and offer discounts through their 
“Roundup Rewards” program. This has extended the com-
pany’s grip on the glyphosate market, even after its patent 
expired in 2000.

The herbicide doesn’t destroy plants directly. It 
cooks up a perfect storm of conditions that revs up disease-
causing organisms in the soil, and at the same time wipes 
out plant defenses against those diseases. The mechanisms 
are well-documented but rarely cited.

The glyphosate molecule deprives crops of the 
vital minerals necessary for healthy functioning, and es-
pecially the ability to resist soilborne diseases. It annihi-

lates soil organisms that live 
around the roots and help 
suppress disease. And it is 
highly toxic to plants. But the 
clincher is that it dramatically 
promotes disease-causing or-
ganisms, present in almost 
all soils, which overrun the 
weakened crops with deadly 
infections. 

By weakening plants 
and promoting disease, 
glyphosate opens the door for 
lots of problems in the fi eld. 
According to Don, “There 
are more than 40 diseases of 
crop plants that are reported 
to increase with the use of 
glyphosate, and that num-
ber keeps growing as people 
recognize the association 
between glyphosate and dis-
ease.”
Human and animal 
toxins

Some of the fungi 
promoted by glyphosate pro-
duce dangerous toxins that 
can end up in food and feed. 
Sudden Death Syndrome, for 
example, is caused by the 

Fusarium fungus. USDA scientist Robert Kremer found 
a 500% increase in Fusarium root infection of Roundup 
Ready soybeans when glyphosate is applied. Corn, wheat, 
and many other plants can also suffer from serious Fusar-
ium-based diseases.

But Fusarium’s wrath is not limited to plants. 
According to a report by the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization, toxins from Fusarium on various types of 
food crops have been associated with disease outbreaks 
throughout history. They’ve “been linked to the plague 
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epidemics” of medieval Europe, “large-scale human toxi-
cosis in Eastern Europe,” oesophageal cancer in southern 
Africa and parts of China, and a blood disorder in Russia. 
Fusarium toxins have also been shown to cause animal 
diseases and induce infertility.
Plant diseases 

When Roundup Ready crops were introduced in 
1996, Monsanto boldly claimed that herbicide use would 
drop as a result. It did, slightly, for three years. But over 
the next 10 years, it grew considerably. Total herbicide use 
in the US jumped by a whopping 383 million pounds in 
the 13 years after GMOs came on the scene. The greatest 
contributor is Roundup.

Over time, many types of weeds that would once 
keel over with just a tiny dose of Roundup now require 
heavier and heavier applications. Some are nearly invin-
cible. In reality, these super-weeds are resistant not to the 
glyphosate itself, but to the soilborne pathogens that nor-
mally do the killing in Roundup sprayed fi elds.

Having hundreds of thousands of acres infested 
with weeds that resist plant disease and weed killer has 
been devastating to many US farmers, whose fi rst re-
sponse is to pour on more and more Roundup. Its use is 
now accelerating. Nearly half of the huge 13-year increase 
in herbicide use took place in just the last 2 years. This has 
serious implications.

As US farmers drench more than 135 million 
acres of Roundup Ready crops with Roundup, plant dis-
eases are enjoying an unprecedented explosion across 
America’s most productive crop lands. Don rattles off 
a lengthy list of diseases that were once under effective 
management and control, but are now creating severe 
hardship. It includes SDS and Corynespora root rot of soy-
beans, citrus variegated chlorosis (CVC), Fusarium wilt 
of cotton, Verticillium wilt of potato, take-all root, crown, 
and stem blight of cereals, Fusarium root and crown rot, 
Fusarium head blight, Pythium root rot, Goss’ wilt of corn, 
and many more.

In Brazil, the new “Mad Soy Disease” is ravaging 
huge tracts of soybean acreage. Although scientists have 
not yet determined its cause, Don points out that vari-
ous symptoms resemble a rice disease (bakanae) which is 
caused by Fusarium.

In recent years, corn plants and entire fi elds in the 
Midwest have been dying earlier and earlier due to vari-
ous diseases. Seasoned and observant farmers say they’ve 
never seen anything like it.

“A decade ago, corn plants remained green and 
healthy well into September,” says Bob Streit, an agrono-
mist in Iowa. “But over the last three years, diseases have 
turned the plants yellow, then brown, about 8 to 10 days 
earlier each season. In 2010, yellowing started around July 
7th and yield losses were devastating for many growers.”

Bob and other crop experts believe that the in-
creased use of glyphosate is the primary contributor to this 
disease trend. It has already reduced corn yields signifi -
cantly. “If the corn dies much earlier,” says Bob, “it might 
collapse the corn harvest in the US, and threaten the food 

F O O D
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chain that it supports.”
Roundup persists 

Monsanto used to boast that Roundup is biode-
gradable, claiming that it breaks down quickly in the soil. 
But courts in the US and Europe disagreed and found them 
guilty of false advertising. In fact, Monsanto’s own test 
data revealed that only 2% of the product broke down after 
28 days.

Whether glyphosate degrades in weeks, months, 
or years varies widely due to factors in the soil, including 
pH, clay, types of minerals, residues from Roundup Ready 
crops, and the presence of the specialized enzymes needed 
to break down the herbicide molecule. In some conditions, 
glyphosate can grab hold of soil nutrients and remain sta-
ble for long periods. One study showed that it took up to 
22 years for glyphosate to degrade only half its volume. 
So much for trusting Monsanto’s product claims!

Glyphosate can attack from above and below. It 
can drift over from a neighbor’s farm and wreak havoc. 
And it can even be released from dying weeds, travel 
through the soil, and then be taken up by healthy crops.

The amount of glyphosate that can cause damage 
is small. European scientists demonstrated that less than 
half an ounce per acre inhibits the ability of plants to take 
up and transport essential micronutrients.

As a result, more and more farmers are fi nding 
that crops planted in years after Roundup is applied suffer 

from weakened defenses and increased soilborne diseases. 
The situation is getting worse because the glyphosate con-
centration builds up with each seasonal application (it can 
accumulate for 6-8 years inside plants which get continu-
ally sprayed, like alfalfa). And immobilized residues in the 
soil can be reactivated by phosphate fertilizers or other 
methods. Glyphosate can also fi nd its way onto farmland 
accidentally, through drifting spray, in contaminated wa-
ter, and even through chicken manure!

Manure from other animals may also be spreading 
the herbicide since livestock consume copious amounts of 
glyphosate, which accumulates in corn kernels and soy-
beans. If it isn’t found in livestock manure (or urine), that 
may be even worse. If glyphosate is not exiting the animal, 
it must be accumulating with every meal, ending up in our 
meat and possibly milk.

Add this threat to the already high glyphosate 
residues inside our own diets due to corn and soybeans, 
and we have yet another serious problem threatening our 
health. Glyphosate has been linked to sterility, hormone 
disruption, abnormal and lower sperm counts, miscarriag-
es, placental cell death, birth defects, and cancer, to name 
a few.
Nutrient loss 

The same nutrients that glyphosate deprives in 
plants are also vital for human and animal health. These 
include iron, zinc, copper, manganese, magnesium, cal-

F O O D



Issue 40 11

cium, boron and others. Defi ciencies of these elements in 
our diets, alone or in combination, are known to interfere 
with vital enzyme systems and cause a long list of disor-
ders and diseases.

Alzheimer’s, for example, is linked with reduced 
copper and magnesium. Don Huber points out that this 
disease has jumped 9000% since 1990.

Manganese, zinc, and copper are also vital for 
proper functioning of the SOD (superoxide dismustase) 
cycle. This is key for stemming infl ammation and is an 
important component in detoxifying unwanted chemical 
compounds in humans and animals.

Glyphosate-induced mineral defi ciencies can eas-
ily go unidentifi ed and untreated. Even when laboratory 
tests are done, they can sometimes detect adequate min-
eral levels, but miss the fact that glyphosate has already 
rendered them unusable.

Glyphosate can tie up minerals for years and 
years, essentially removing them from the pool of nu-
trients available for plants, animals, and humans. If we 
combine the more than 135 million pounds of glyphosate-
based herbicides applied in the US in 2010 with total ap-
plications over the past 30 years, we may have already
eliminated millions of pounds of nutrients from our food 
supply.

This loss is something we simply can’t afford. 
We’re already suffering from progressive nutrient depri-
vation even without Roundup. In a UK study, for example, 
they found between 16-76% less nutrients in 1991, com-
pared to levels in the same foods in 1940.
Mineral defi ciency 

Roundup Ready crops dominate US livestock 
feed. Soy and corn are most prevalent--93% of US soy and 
nearly 70% of corn are Roundup Ready. Animals are also 
fed derivatives of the other three Roundup Ready crops: 
canola, sugar beets, and cottonseed. Nutrient loss from 
glyphosate can therefore be severe.

This is especially true for manganese (Mn), which 
is not only deprived by glyphosate, but also reduced in 
Roundup Ready plants. One veterinarian fi nds low man-

F O O D

ganese in every livestock liver he measures. Another vet 
sent the liver of a stillborn calf out for testing. The lab 
report stated: No Detectible Levels of Manganese--in spite 
of the fact that the mineral was in adequate concentrations 
in his region. When that vet started adding manganese to 
the feed of a herd, disease rates dropped from a staggering 
20% to less than ½%.

Veterinarians who started their practice after 
GMOs were introduced in 1996 might assume that many 
chronic or acute animal disorders are common and to be 
expected. But several older vets have stated fl at out that 
animals have gotten much sicker since GMOs came on 
the scene. And when they switch livestock from GMO to 
non-GMO feed, the improvement in health is dramatic. 
Unfortunately, no one is tracking this, nor is anyone dis-
cussing the effects of consuming milk and meat from GM-
fed animals.
Alfalfa madness 

As we continue to drench our fi elds with Round-
up, the perfect storm gets bigger and bigger. Don asks the 
sobering question: “How much of the hundreds of mil-
lions of pounds of glyphosate that have been applied to 
our most productive farm soils over the past 30 years is 
still available to damage subsequent crops through its ef-
fects on nutrient availability, increased disease, or reduced 
nutrients of our food and feed?”

Instead of taking urgent steps to protect our land 
and food, the USDA is making things worse. In December 
they released their Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) 
on Roundup Ready alfalfa, which Monsanto is reintroduc-
ing to the market with the USDA’s approval. 

Alfalfa is the fourth largest crop in the US, grown 
on 22 million acres. It is used primarily as a high protein 
source to feed dairy cattle and other ruminant animals. At 
present, weeds are not a big deal for alfalfa. Only 7% of 
alfalfa acreage is ever sprayed with any kind of herbicide. 
With Roundup Ready alfalfa approved, however, herbi-
cide use will jump to unprecedented levels, and the weed 
killer of choice would of course be Roundup.

Even without the application of glyphosate, the 
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nutritional quality of Roundup Ready alfalfa will be less, 
since Roundup Ready crops, by their nature, have reduced 
minerals. When glyphosate is applied, nutrient quality suf-
fers even more.

The chance that Roundup will increase soilborne 
diseases in alfalfa fi elds is a near certainty. In fact, Alfalfa 
may suffer more than other Roundup Ready crops since 
it is planted yearly and the Roundup accumulates. It is a 
deep-rooted plant, and glyphosate leaches into sub soils. 
And “Fusarium is a very serious pathogen of alfalfa,” 
says Don. “So too are Phytophthora and Pythium,” both of 
which are promoted by glyphosate. “Why would you even 
consider jeopardizing the productivity and nutrient quality 
of the third most valuable crop in the US?” he asks in frus-
tration, “especially since we have no way of removing the 
gene once it is spread throughout the alfalfa gene pool.”

It’s already spreading. Monsanto had marketed 
Roundup Ready alfalfa for a year, until a federal court de-
clared its approval to be illegal in 2007. They demanded 
that the USDA produce an EIS in order to account for 
possible environmental damage. But even with the seeds 
taken off the market, the Roundup Ready alfalfa that had 
already been planted has been contaminating non-GMO 
varieties. Cal/West Seeds, for example, discovered that 
more than 12% of their seed lots tested positive for con-
tamination in 2009, up from 3% in 2008.

In their EIS, the USDA does acknowledge that 
genetically modifi ed alfalfa can contaminate organic and 
non-GMO alfalfa, and that this could create economic 
hardship. But studies confi rm that genes do transfer from 
GM crops into soil and soil organisms, and can jump into 
fungus through cuts on the surface of GM plants. The EIS 
does not adequately address these threats and their impli-
cations.

The USDA largely marches lock-step with the bio-
tech industry and turns a blind eye to the widespread harm 
that Roundup is already infl icting. With the approval of 
Monsanto’s alfalfa, the USDA may ultimately be blamed 
for a catastrophe of epic proportions.

Jeffrey M. Smith is the executive director of the Institute for 
Responsible Technology. His last book is Genetic Roulette. Re-
sponsibletechnology.org.
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E N E R G Y

FIVE LESSONS 
FROM A MONTH IN 

HELL
A S H E R  M I L L E R

Leave it to the bombing campaign in Libya to re-
mind us that the ongoing horror in Japan isn’t 
the only thing to lose sleep over. Japan and the 
North Africa/Middle East region are each about 

fi ve thousand miles away from us here in the US, in oppo-
site directions, but we’ve got one eye glued on each these 
days. And with good reason.

On the surface, the nuclear crisis in Japan and 
the political crisis in Libya (along with at least fi ve other 
countries in the region) 
might seem unrelated. But 
when it comes to our self 
interest here in the United 
States, there’s one thing 
that binds them together: 
our unquenchable need for 
energy and the price we 
pay for that addiction. And 
there are a few lessons I 
think would behoove us to 
learn from this month in 
hell:

1. Mother Nature 
and human nature can’t 
be contained. We’ve done 
such a remarkable job at 
reshaping the physical 
world to suit our wants 
and needs that it takes di-
sasters like that in Japan to 
literally jolt us out of our 
complacent belief that we 
are masters of our domain. 
As Post Carbon Institute 
Fellow, Bill McKibben 
states:

“What the events 
reveal is the thinness of 
the margin on which mo-
dernity lives. There’s not a 
country in the world more 
modern and civilized than Japan; its building codes and 
engineering prowess kept its great buildings from collaps-
ing when the much milder quake in Haiti last year fl attened 
everything. But clearly it’s not enough. That thin edge on 
which we live, and which at most moments we barely 
notice, provided nowhere near enough buffer against the 
power of the natural world.”

This is not just true for disasters that are merely 

nature’s whims. When we pump gigatons of greenhouse 
gases into the atmosphere or split an atom in an effort to 
generate “clean” energy, we play with nature’s balance. 
Our power in this regard is remarkable. But, as we’re dis-
covering, it’s much easier to break something than put it 
back together again.

And mother nature is not the only nature at work. 
Across the Arab world, the populace is rising up to de-
mand some say in their own lives. It may well be that 
hunger pangs drove people into the streets this year--after 
decades of high unemployment, government corruption, 
and profound wealth inequality--but what’s helped fan the 
fl ames of uprising across borders is something to which 
we all can relate: a hunger for self determination. Once 
that hunger is fed, it’s hard to contain.

This, ladies and gentlemen, is when that tart taste 
of hypocrisy should be noticeable on our tongues. Be-
cause while we proclaim--and I think, for the most part, 
genuinely feel--a calling to spread democracy around the 

world, that’s pretty much the last 
thing our oil-fueled economies 
need right now. As geopolitical 
security expert Michael Klare re-
cently wrote:

“To put the matter baldly: 
The world economy requires an 
increasing supply of affordable 
petroleum. The Middle East alone 
can provide that supply. That’s 
why Western governments have 
long supported “stable” authoritar-
ian regimes throughout the region, 
regularly supplying and training 
their security forces. Now, this 
stultifying, petrifi ed order, whose 
greatest success was producing 
oil for the world economy, is dis-
integrating. Don’t count on any 
new order (or disorder) to deliver 
enough cheap oil to preserve the 
Petroleum Age.”

Sure, label me a cynic, 
but how many of you really be-
lieve that the bombing campaign 
we’re waging in Libya right now 
(launched on the eighth anniversa-
ry of the bombing of Baghdad, no 
less) has nothing to do with the 1.3 
million barrels per day of oil Lib-
ya produces? If we cared so much 
about human rights, what are we 

doing about government violence in Yemen or Bahrain, 
where Saudi Arabian forces have been called in to squelch 
protests? The House of Saud fears protests spreading to 
Saudi Arabia and, frankly, so should we. Because if Saudi 
Arabia’s oil production goes offl ine, or is even diminished, 
all bets are off for economic recovery here at home.

2. We must prepare for business unusual. Is it just 
me or have the last three years felt like a breathless se-

The debate over 
the safety of 

nuclear power is 
being waged with 
many of the same 

arguments made 
by the same 

people we saw after 
Chernobyl and Three 

Mile Island.
-- Asher Miller 
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ries of one crisis after the other? A global economic cliff 
drop...massive earthquakes in Haiti, New Zealand, and 
Japan... record fl oods, droughts, and fi res in Asia, Russia, 
Australia, and the US...oil price spikes in 2008 and again 
in 2011...government debt crises in Greece and Ireland...
the worst oil spill in US history...record high food prices...
political regimes overthrown or threatened in Tunisia, 
Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Bahrain...

For the most part, the public conversation has 
focused--with increasing desperation--on “getting back to 
normal:” robust economic growth, profl igate energy use, 
unbridled consumerism, etc. But what if all this is the new 
normal?

3. Resilience is not just a quaint concept. As some-
one working for an organization that promotes resilience, 
I’ve been pleased to see a real growth in the use of the 
term resilience--to describe everything from the wives of 
former Presidential candidates to sports teams. But resil-
ience is not just a quaint concept; its real world application 
(or lack thereof) can have a profound impact.

Case in point: The Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant to which the world’s eyes are currently glued. 
The plant consists of six nuclear reactors in close proxim-
ity to the Pacifi c ocean and one another, in a region prone 
to earthquakes.

Core components of resilient systems are redun-
dancy and distribution. Particularly in the realm of energy 
production, distributed systems are often viewed as inef-
fi cient and therefore unwise. But how wise was it to place 

six nuclear reactors close together? Four of the six Fuku-
shima Daiichi reactors are in one state of emergency or 
the other.

I’m sure the designers were convinced that they 
had created redundant electricity systems, when maintain-
ing electricity to cool the reactors is high on the list of 
safety requirements. Not only did they have backup diesel 
generators but they also had emergency batteries. Perhaps 
they thought this was enough. It wasn’t. The earthquake 
knocked out the electricity; the tsunami fl ooded the emer-
gency generators. Wholly unexpected right? A real Black 
Swan? But Tokyo Electric Power, operators of the Fuku-
shima plant, had numerous warnings, including a report by 
the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission in 1990, which 
“identifi ed earthquake-induced diesel generator failure 
and power outage leading to failure of cooling systems as 
one of the most likely causes of nuclear accidents from an 
external event.”

And if you think this lack of proper safety proto-
cols is limited to these reactors, or even the whole of Ja-
pan, think again. In the US, here are just a few examples of 
resilience in (in)action: The Diablo Canyon nuclear plant, 
which lies less than a mile from a fault line, isn’t required 
to include earthquakes in its emergency plans.

The Palisades nuclear power plant in Michigan 
has been storing nuclear waste in outdoor concrete bun-
kers 100 yards away from the shores of Lake Michigan 
(source of water for forty million Americans) since 1993, 
against safety regulations.

E N E R G Y



16

Age of Easy Energy is over--that we have an adult conver-
sation about the best (read: safest, most productive, and 
most aligned with our values) uses for the energy we do 
have. The Number One thing we can do to provide us the 
time and freedom to have that conversation is to use less 
of it. While that’s still voluntary.

Asher Miller is Director of the Post Carbon Institute. www.post-
carbon.org. 
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In 2006 inspectors discovered that the emergency 

generators at the Fermi Two plant in Michigan (same de-
sign as Fukushima Daiichi Unit One) had been inoperable 
for Twenty Years.

4. It’s a small world after all. An obvious point 
perhaps, but worth repeating: localized events can have 
global implications. Radiation from the east coast of Japan 
has already reached the west coast of the US and will even-
tually make its way around the globe. There are concerns 
about contamination of food and water, ocean fi sh stocks, 
and more. Global trade and travel, not to mention natural 
forces like the gulf stream, make it virtually impossible to 
contain—or even track--the effects. We’re talking about 
trace elements of Cesium-137 here. 

But consider for a moment the much broader im-
pacts of greenhouse gas emissions, not only spatially but 
temporally. As I’ve said before: The road trips my grand-
mother used to take to Vegas in the 1950s are now rais-
ing sea levels in Bangladesh, while the coal being burned 
in China today is going to make my grand kids’ August 
weather very different than my own.

And what is true for Earth’s atmosphere is also 
true for the political atmosphere around the world. With 
world oil production on a plateau for several years now, 
and demand growth in places like China, protests in Egypt 
and Libya can send gas prices at your local gas station 
soaring.

5. An addiction is an addiction is an addiction. 
Which gets me to the biggest lesson of all. If nothing else, 
this hellish month should remind us that there’s no such 
thing as “free” or “cheap” or “clean” or “safe” energy.

The debate over the safety of nuclear power is 
being waged with many of the same arguments made by 
the same people we saw after Chernobyl and Three Mile 
Island. But while much of the argument is the same, the 
response on the part of the US government may well be 
different. After Three Mile Island, no new nuclear reac-
tors were built in the United States. This time, even in the 
midst of international panic over the spread of radiation, 
Energy Secretary Steven Chu restated the government’s 
commitment to nuclear power, to which it’s pledged $36 
billion in loan guarantees.

Bets are also being placed for what the nuclear 
crisis will mean for other energy investments. Some see 
the disaster in Japan as a boon for renewable energy; oth-
ers worry that it will reduce commitments to clean energy. 
The natural gas industry has rolled out commercials across 
cable news outlets and some believe that natural gas will 
be the big “winner” out of this nightmare.

And yet what’s distinctly missing from the pub-
lic conversation is any real acknowledgment that we’re 
a-d-d-i-c-t-e-d to energy, and lots of it. And that addiction 
comes with a huge cost, the price at the pump being the 
least of it. We’re not going to end this addiction anytime 
soon, nor should we. Human progress has been achieved 
on the back of abundant energy, and elements of that prog-
ress (education, human rights, time) are not something any 
of us wants to see in the rear view mirror. Which is why it 
might be useful--as it becomes increasingly clear that the 
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We all know “the fi ve second rule.” Drop food 
on the fl oor and if you pick it up before that 
span of time elapses, it’ll still be “good.” 
There is also a life-and-death version of this: 

the fi ve-day rule, by which we have surrendered to any 
U.S. President the right to kill people in our name, pro-
vided he only does it for a couple of days.

I’m not defending this policy, I am simply stat-
ing that at some point in the last 60 years it has been es-
tablished. And from the 
Bay of Pigs, to Reagan’s 
Trophy War in Granada, to 
President Clinton’s bomb-
ing of Iraq, to President 
Clinton’s bombing of Su-
dan, to President Clinton’s 
bombing of Libya--“the 
horse of undeclared war” 
has pretty much left the 
barn.

Nevertheless, af-
ter that Imperial period of 
a few days, a President--
this one included--is re-
quired to either call it off, 
or justify why it must con-
tinue, or maybe even fol-
low the Constitution and 
get approval from Con-
gress by explaining the 
threat to this country that 
rationalizes the continuing 
action. Especially when 
we now have American 
pilots bailing out over hos-
tile territory.

Not only have we 
not yet gotten this from 
President Obama about 
Libya, but fi ve days into 
our involvement and 
bombing, what we are get-
ting is a series of extraordinarily mixed messages. And 
none could be more stark than what he said, compared to 
what his Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff said:

From the President: “It is US Policy that Qaddafi  
needs to go.”

From the Chairman: “It’s not about seeing him 
go.” He added that the mission might be accomplished 
even if Qaddafi  stays in power.

And from the President’s War Powers letter to 
Congress: “United States forces are conducting a limited 

and well-defi ned mission in support of international ef-
forts to protect civilians and prevent a humanitarian di-
saster. Accordingly, US forces have targeted the Qadhafi  
regime’s air defense systems, command and control struc-
tures, and other capabilities of Qadhafi ’s armed forces 
used to attack civilians and civilian populated areas.”

So. This is about making sure Qaddafi  goes. Ex-
cept, it’s not about making sure he goes. Except it’s about 
making sure he can’t attack his own civilians.

If, Mr. President, you some day want to announce 
“Mission Accomplished” about this, there is no easier 
route than to identify two mutually exclusive outcomes as 
the Mission. I wish the confl ict in goals ended there, but 
it does not.

Your War Powers Message also included the news 
that “we will seek a rapid, but responsible transition of 

operations to coalition, 
regional, or international 
organizations that are pos-
tured to continue activities 
as may be necessary to re-
alize the objectives…”

Except this seems 
to be news to those “co-
alition, regional, or inter-
national organizations.” 
The British Prime Min-
ister, Mr. Cameron, said 
responsibility would be 
transferred to NATO. The 
French Foreign Minis-
ter, M’sieu Juppe, said 
the Arab League would 
not accept control of the 
operation being given to 
NATO. But Turkey op-
posed the use of force by 
NATO and was promptly 
excluded from a NATO 
meeting to plan that use of 
force. In case the situation 
is not confused enough, 
the Turkish Prime Minister 
Mr. Erdogan said Turkey 
did not object to NATO’s 
participation, providing 
the organization could as-
sure him the action would 
be brief and there would 

be no occupation--which simply seems to send us right 
back to where we were earlier with the “fi ve-second rule” 
of when and for how long it’s okay to kill people.

The metaphorical fi ve seconds has expired, Mr. 
President. We are not clear why we are fi ghting, who ex-
actly we are fi ghting with, who the “rebels” are that we’re 
fi ghting for, what a No-Fly Zone accomplishes with a dic-
tator who has ground troops, how long we are to be there, 
to whom we are to “hand-off,” and why, if we are inter-
vening on behalf of civilians at risk, why we did not do so 

OBAMA AND THE 
FIVE-SECOND RULE  
K E I T H  O L B E R M A N N 

W A R

The longer we go 
without a clear and 

compelling argument for 
why we are doing whatever 

we are doing, and how 
soon you are going to stop 

doing it, the more room 
there will be 

for explanations such 
as those provided by 

Congressman Ed Markey.
-- Keith Olbermann 
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in Egypt, why we are not doing so in places like Bahrain, 
and--if the local government were to somehow screw-up 
the containment at the Dai-Ichi nuclear plant, if this new 
doctrine would somehow permit us to go in and try to take 
over Japan.

The longer we go without a clear and compelling 
argument for why we are doing whatever we are doing, 
and how soon you are going to stop doing it, the more 
room there will be for explanations such as those provided 
by Congressman Ed Markey, and by the Dictator Qaddafi  
himself.

The latter said “We will not leave our oil to Amer-
ica or France or Britain or the enemy Christian states that 
are aligned now against us.” The Brookings Institution 
helpfully translated this phrase tersely. It means either he 
intends to blow up Libya’s oil infra-structure, or he in-
tends to wait us out, and then if he prevails, to give all his 
nation’s oil business to countries who stayed out of this, 
like, say…China.

The less crazy summary of this came from Con-
gressman Markey. Seven words: Quote: “We are in Libya 
because of oil.”

This, Mr. President, is not the impression you 
want to leave with the people of this country.

Mike Lupica in the New York Daily News--of all 
of those people--just recounted the story of how a previ-
ous President vowed to handle Qaddafi  after a previous 
external outrage, and at just about the same time of year. 
He bombed Tripoli, then went off to throw out a fi rst pitch 
at the opening game of the baseball season. One of the 
players at the game told that President that he was wor-
ried about Qaddafi  and the Libyans. That President told 
the athlete not to be worried. He supposedly pointed to 
the bench in the dugout and said of Qaddafi , quote, “We 
ought to nail his (privates) to that log over there and push 
him over.”

That President was Ronald Reagan, and this was 
after the Berlin Disco bombing, and thus the 25th anni-
versary of empty, vague, and unfulfi lled threats against 
Qaddafi  happens next month. Qaddafi  has outlasted four 
presidents, going so far as to con the last of them, George 
W. Bush, into actually saying that Qaddafi  had “renounced 
terrorism” and merited immunity from the lawsuits over 
the Lockerbie bombing, plus a visit from Condi Rice, and 
the home version of the “Play the U.S. like a two-dollar 
banjo” Game.

Now--as ever--Libya is enticing yet a fi fth US 
President to try to have his cake and eat it, too, before he 
drops it and the fi ve-second rule applies. He will not com-
mit to war, he will stand as far back from war-like actions 
as he can, and he believes it’s about Qaddafi  “going” while 
his Joint Chiefs Chair says it isn’t.

Chairman Mullen said something else which kind 
of sums this quagmire up: “The goals are limited.” This is 
the fi fth Administration for which that’s been true. Once 
again, it’s just too bad that we don’t really know what the 
goals are.

Mr. President, it’s time you made those goals 
clear, and let us decide whether or not we agree with you.

W A R
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The Obama administration has signifi cantly di-
minished a proposed homeowner relief program 
that initially aimed to force the nation’s fi ve 
largest mortgage companies to reduce monthly 

payments for three million distressed homeowners. It is 
focused now on delivering lowered payments for as few 
as one million, according to sources close to the delibera-
tions. The amount of money the administration hopes to 
extract from the fi rms to fund those modifi cations--$25 
billion--remains unchanged, however. 

The demise of the mortgage relief proposal would 
constitute a signifi cant setback in state and federal efforts 
to resolve allegations of 
widespread legal abuses 
by major mortgage lend-
ers. State law enforce-
ment authorities have in 
recent months been in 
discussions with federal 
banking regulators and 
Obama administration 
offi cials to try and craft a 
settlement that could ef-
fectively close the books 
on complaints of wrong-
doing related to foreclo-
sures. 

It’s not clear why 
the various federal agen-
cies involved lowered 
their target for the num-
ber of assisted homeown-
ers. The administration is 
being stung by criticism 
that a federal program to 
modify home loans has 
failed to reach its goal 
of helping three to four 
million homeowners. But 
other critics claim the 
previous target of reduc-
ing payments for three 
million homeowners as 
part of this settlement is 
far too high given the amount of money available. 

Nearly a dozen federal agencies are weighing 
competing concerns over how best to help homeowners, 
stabilize a deteriorating housing market, and punish banks 
for abusive mortgage practices. At various points these 

agencies have wanted the banks to modify mortgages 
within six months, nine months, one year, 18 months, or 
even by Dec. 31 of this year.

The Huffi ngtonpost fi rst reported on March 16 that 
the administration was hoping to force banks to reduce 
payments for as many as three million troubled borrowers 
in as few as six months. But though the talks are ongoing, 
internal divisions have hobbled negotiations inside the ad-
ministration. The Offi ce of the Comptroller of the Cur-
rency and the Offi ce of Thrift Supervision, which regulate 
large banks that handle the majority of home loans, have 
sought to shield the fi rms from punitive treatment, accord-
ing to sources.

The fi nancial regulators argue that abusive mort-
gage and foreclosure practices are not as widespread as 
believed, and that harsh penalties--including forcing banks 
to lower homeowners’ outstanding debt--are unwarranted. 
Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner has in the past ar-
gued against widespread principal reduction programs. 
Banks agree. Consumer advocates and other federal agen-
cies do not. And there is little agreement between federal 
agencies over how to punish the banks.

Offi cials leading 
the 50-state probe remain 
committed to a settle-
ment that includes hefty 
penalties and relief for 
homeowners. However, 
seven Republican state 
attorneys general have in 
recent weeks voiced op-
position to lowering bor-
rowers’ loan balances, 
while some Democrats 
argue that settlement 
talks are premature as 
offi cials have yet to con-
duct a thorough-enough 
investigation. At this 
point, a unifi ed agree-
ment between the states 
appears unlikely. The 
mortgage relief plan has 
been advanced by the 
administration as a key 
component of any even-
tual settlement. 

As described by 
sources involved in the 
talks, the administration 
intended to pressure the 
mortgage companies--
Bank of America, JPM-
organ Chase, Wells Far-

go, Citigroup and Ally Financial--to pay as much as $30 
billion in fi nes, and then direct that money toward lower 
payments for distressed homeowners.

The proposed settlement had been touted as a 
way to accomplish the four goals set by state and federal 

OBAMA’S 
HOMEOWNER 

RELIEF  
S H A H I E N  N A S I R I P O U R

The administration 
intended to pressure 

the mortgage companies--
Bank of America, JPMorgan 

Chase, Wells Fargo, Citigroup 
and Ally Financial--to pay 
as much as $30 billion 

in fi nes, and then direct 
that money toward lower 
payments for distressed 

homeowners.
--Shahien Nasiripour 
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policymakers and regulators as part of their multi-agency 
investigations into abusive mortgage practices: punish 
banks for violations of state laws and federal rules; assist 
troubled homeowners; stabilize a deteriorating housing 
market; and dissuade fi rms from committing such abuses 
in the future. 

But the size of the fi nes at issue to fi nance a large 
relief effort for homeowners triggered an intense lobby-
ing campaign by fi nancial industry leaders and Republican 
members of Congress.

The complexity of the proposal, recent copies of 
which were obtained by Huffi ngtonpost, underscores the 
challenges regulators face in trying to not only punish 
specifi c fi rms for abusing homeowners, but also to reform 
how the industry treats borrowers and stabilize the hous-
ing market--not to mention getting nearly a dozen federal 
agencies to agree on the solution.

Purchases of new homes dropped last month to 
the slowest pace on record, according to the Commerce 
Department. Prices declined to the lowest level since 
2003, according to the National Association of Realtors. 
About 6.9 million homeowners were either delinquent or 
in foreclosure proceedings through February, according to 
Lender Processing Services.

State attorneys general, the states’ top law en-
forcement offi cials, are trying to punish fi rms for viola-
tions of state law. Federal offi cials have an eye toward the 
slumping housing market, which is holding back a robust 
economic recovery.

The Obama administration wants a quick resolu-
tion to the probes, and is putting pressure on the small 
group of state attorneys general leading their investigation 
to wrap it up, sources said. Earlier this month, Geithner 
told the Senate Banking Committee: “It’s very important 
that we try to bring this to bed as quickly as we can.” 

Meanwhile, those hoping for a deep investigation 
into industry practices will likely be disappointed, as state 
regulators also hope to come to a quick solution. New 
York Attorney General Eric Schneiderman is one who has 
voiced concern over the lack of a robust investigation. 
Tom Miller, Attorney General of Iowa, is another. 

“This decision isn’t being made in a vacuum,” the 
latter said in a recent interview. “If we did a more thor-
ough investigation, a complete investigation, it would put 
back settlement a year, and that’s an important year in 
time. Homeowners need relief now. The housing market 
needs relief now.”

“That’s a big price to pay for the additional inves-
tigations,” Miller said of the potential delay. He added that 
state regulators had conducted an in-depth audit of Ally 
Financial, a state-regulated fi rm and the fi fth-largest mort-
gage handler in the country, according to Inside Mortgage 
Finance. It was the “most in-depth analysis and investiga-
tion of any of the [mortgage] servicers that has been done 
or will be done.” 

According to Miller, since practices are likely 
similar across the biggest fi rms, state regulators will use 
their fi ndings from Ally as part of the settlement negotia-
tions with them. 

As for the federal proposal, the documents dated 
Feb. 20 provide insight into how federal offi cials view the 
horrible housing market. Offi cials wanted the three mil-
lion mortgage modifi cations to come from a pool of own-
er-occupied homes in which the homeowner was at least 
60 days behind on his payments, yet not in a modifi ca-
tion process. They also wanted banks to target two classes 
of homeowners: those who owe more on their mortgages 
than their home is worth, and those with equity.

Offi cials estimated that 1.1 million eligible hom-
eowners owe more than $1.10 for every dollar their home 
is worth. For them, banks were to either reduce the loan 
balances on their fi rst mortgage to 103 percent of its value, 
or pay off the debt and allow homeowners to undergo a 
short sale or refi nance into a taxpayer-backed mortgage 
offered by the Federal Housing Administration.

For the estimated 2.2 million homeowners who 
are only slightly underwater (less than 110 percent) or 
have equity in their homes, banks were to reduce those 
borrowers’ monthly payments by 30 percent. 

Speed was also an issue. All mortgage principal 
write-downs were to occur within six months from the 
date of the settlement. If a bank did not meet their quota of 
mortgage modifi cations, they’d have to pay state offi cials 
a fi ne of $10,000 per loan.

Many of these details are constantly changing, 
sometimes from day to day, as proposals zip from agency 
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to agency. They have not yet been shown to the targeted 
banks, nor have they been publicly disclosed.

The documents also show that regulators ques-
tioned many of their own ideas. Offi cials argued about the 
level to which loan balances should be written down, for 
example. In one document, regulators questioned whether 
they should make banks write down mortgage principal to 
97 percent of the home’s value, or 115 percent.

They also debated whether they should make the 
banks extinguish the second liens that backed fi rst mort-
gages that were modifi ed, or to simply follow the current 
practice in the administration’s Home Affordable Modi-
fi cation Program, which is to write down loan balances 
on second mortgages proportional to the write-down on 
the fi rst mortgage. Regulatory documents show that Bank 
of America, Wells Fargo, Citigroup and JPMorgan Chase 
collectively hold more than $400 billion in second mort-
gages and home equity lines of credit. 

Regulators also discussed whether to provide in-
centives to banks for modifying loans ahead of schedule, a 
possible acknowledgment of the millions of borrowers on 
the verge of having their homes repossessed.

Spokesmen for the Department of Justice, Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corporation, Federal Reserve, Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development, the Federal 
Housing Finance Agency and the Treasury Department 
either declined to comment or did not respond to requests 
for comment.
Shahien Nasiripour is a business reporter for The Huffi ngton 
Post. Shahien@huffi ngtonpost.com. 
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GRAVITY’S GOD   
J O H N  O ’ K A N E

F I C T I O N

July 10, 1955. 11:49 AM. 

Tommy steps onto the mound and dips his right 
shoulder toward the backstop as if he’s looking 
for a sign. He’s oblivious to the squirrels scam-
pering across the gravelly playground, the small 

plane droning high above and the car dopplering past. It’s 
like he’s still at the mass he fi nished serving a half hour 
earlier.  

It’s strange since he usually had to drag himself 
to church. And all he could think of at the altar was the 
suspended ballgame. The geometry of the playground 
gave the statues and other servers and even the holy father 
above new meaning. They became animated members of 
his pickup squad performing pre-game exercises. When 
the organ began piping 
its reverence he made the 
sounds into the game-of-
the-week singsong. 

Recently he felt 
something in his head when 
escaping to the playground 
from church. He couldn’t 
identify it at fi rst, but rec-
ognized its fainter form one 
day while serving mass. His 
ballgame fantasies must’ve 
repressed it. And it had ap-
parently only thrived at the 
church, remaining there 
when he left. Now it was al-
ways with him as a kind of 
guiding inspiration, like his 
thoughts and movements 
were preserved and protect-
ed under an invisible can-
opy. He had more energy 
and focus, like there were 
hotspots in his brain that 
gave him bursts of power. 
Occasionally he felt a warm 
glow, a sweetness, similar 
to what the holy father said 
he experienced on the altar.  

He feels this power 
proves the world is good 
and that he has a place in it. 
He wants to use it to be a better person and perform acts 
that come close to perfection. Mastering the art of throw-
ing a curveball is his way to set this in motion. It’s his test 
of faith, like those people on TV lifting snakes to the Lord. 
And it feels so much better than memorizing lines from 
the catechism. Making the ball move when it shouldn’t 
was like grasping the deepest mysteries.

He gathers the motion mimicked and synthesized 
from each hurler in Cooperstown, pushing off the rubber-
less mini-mound with every ounce of energy in his lean 
frame, and snaps his arm so fast that he nearly falls to the 
ground. He keeps his balance just long enough to see the 
mass of twirling hide break across the plate more sharply 
than ever. He screams with joy and stumbles to the east 
edge of the playground, runs all the way to 15th street, 
turns left one block to Isadora street and right toward Jim’s 
house down the block, glimpses Rex’s stare from the up-
stairs window on the corner, and waves at Mrs. O’Day 
as she lets out the cat. Feeling happy and confi dent from 
his physical feat, he sprints the remaining block and spies 
Jim standing in the doorway as he crosses 14th street. He 
reaches to catch him before he slips inside. 
12:33 PM. 

Jim turns to face Tommy, curious about what 
could make him so animated on a lazy Iowa Sunday. He 
holds the door open and urges him inside. The Travis’s are 

settling in to their post-mass 
ritual and welcome Tommy 
into the living room.

“I did it this time,” 
he blurts to Jim, who ef-
fervesces a comrade’s bliss 
and understanding. But the 
mood of good feeling in 
the room undercuts his rap-
ture and Jim’s response. He 
makes a beeline for Sue El-
len in the corner. Her cute 
cackles say she’s adjusted 
quite well to her fi rst 22 
months in the neighbor-
hood. He tries to fi x this 
bundle of joy and inno-
cence in his mind, but the 
sparkling crucifi x above her 
head, the large bible on the 
nearby stand and the Ma-
donna in the adjoining hall-
way weaken his resolve. As 
Mrs. Travis appears, and 
swaddles Sue Ellen down 
the hall to her room, the 
smell of bakery rolls and 
fresh-cut grass marinating 
with the humidity makes 
him want to erase himself 
from the scene. 

“Bye Mr. and Mrs. 
Travis…see ya Jim and Sue Ellen!” 

Once he passes through the front door he begins 
to jog, as if this might clear his head. As he turns up 14th 
a man coming from the opposite direction clips his arm, 
apparently not seeing him. He proceeds up Isadora, turn-
ing around for a look at him as he walks slowly past the 
Travis house. But the man crosses the street and picks up 

Perhaps his head is 
sending signals that 

reverse the content inside. 
The look of pleasure is 

merely happiness at 
the cessation of pain. 
The sauce simply a 

catalyst for reversals. 
The double shot wakens 

the devil in the dendrites. 
 --John O’Kane
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his pace. The way he walks and his shape seem familiar. 
He thinks of Father Lester hurrying from the confessional 
in the shadows and looking around the church. 

This image fades as Tommy continues toward his 
house, slowing slightly as he passes Mr. Dunbar pulling 
weeds in his yard. 

“…told you boys next time you hit my fence gon-
na...stay away from here!”

Tommy hustles home to sanctuary.  
1:05 PM. 

Mrs. O’Day hears a door slam as she fi nishes her 
wash in the basement. She rushes upstairs and onto the 
front porch, seeing no one in the direction of the noise, 
only a tall gentleman across the street walking down the 
path to the cottage that lies behind the front house border-
ing the alley. 

“Must be a visitor,” she mumbles. “Haven’t seen 
any new people in the neighborhood for a while.”

As she stretches for a fi nal glimpse before he van-
ishes, a car speeds by so fast that she covers her cribbed 
twin girls with an imaginary shield. When the dust settles 
to the echoes of an Elvis tune, the frame is empty. 
1:39 PM. 

Tommy sits quietly at his bedroom desk staring 
into space. His concentration is broken as Mrs. O’Day 
comes out her front door. Feeling like he’s surfaced from a 
dream, he looks in his desk for some photos and clippings 
his Uncle recently gave him. Unsuccessful, he hustles 
through the front door and outside as Mrs. O’Day slips 
back into her house. He turns north up Isadora, feeling 
relieved. As he passes Rex’s house he hears a sound. It 
seems like an electric saw, or perhaps whining voices, fol-
lowed by a thud. He turns and sees Betty, a friend’s sis-
ter his age. A smiling Rex comes to the door and opens it 
widely. By this time Betty has vanished. He sees only an 
empty hallway through a smoky haze.

“Hi Tommy, haven’t seen you for a while...Mis-
sy’s been wondering what ya been doin…come on in and 
we’ll…”

Tommy stretches north, leaving Rex speechless. 
3:01 PM. 

“Why don’t you come back? It’s been six weeks! 
Mom’s confused...you know the city’s no place for you. 
We talked about this…what you gonna do here? Dad just 
put up the shed on the south end, and he’s gettin rid of the 
outhouse…what about Celia?”

Bernie Hinton fi dgets at his sister’s words, unable 
to look her directly in the eye, and tries to relax. He looks 
across Isadora through the side slit between the window 
frame and the yellowed paper blind covering the glass, 
spying a woman bending over to pet her cat. 

“He doesn’t need me there anymore. I’m not cut 
out for….he doesn’t believe...”

“…what do you mean? Everything was fi ne until 
you went on that trip for a couple weeks and didn’t tell us 
where you were going.”

F I C T I O N

He freezes, and begins to act like she’s not there. 
When she tries to speak to him he walks to the kitchen and 
grabs a mop. He carries it back to the front room and starts 
buffi ng the entry way. When fi nished he seems alert and 
composed but doesn’t appear to notice her. He goes into 
the bedroom, leaving the door slightly ajar. 

She walks to the kitchen like she’s searching for 
something, and notices a newspaper clipping on the wall 
next to a crucifi x. She wants to read it but gets distracted 
by what sounds like a drawer being opened with force, 
and a muffl ed laugh. She goes toward the noises and fi nds 
her brother exiting the bedroom. He’s still agitated but 
seems more assured. He heads toward the front door with 
a robotic motion, now looking her straight in the eye. She 
pulls back, not used to this directness. His eyes seem larg-
er and more translucent. She feels dizzy and turns away.

“I’ve gotta go out.”
“Where…where you going?” 
“I…I’ll be up next week…tell him I’ll try and 

call.” 
She asks what he means, but her voice fades in the 

creak of the swinging door. She watches him walk toward 
the street and down Isadora before going back inside. Af-
ter looking around for several seconds she decides to fol-
low him. She grabs her things and hurries out the door, 
sprinting toward 14th, slowing slightly as she reaches the 
corner and turns left, nearly upending Mr. Dunbar who 
stares at her like she’s committed an unforgivable sin. She 
realizes her brother has vanished into the day’s mounting 
heat. 
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She continues down 14th, stopping at a market to 

get change for the bus downtown to the Greyhound sta-
tion. She boards the sweltering bus and looks around to 
meet the passengers’ gazes. Their expressions make her 
feel something’s wrong, that she should go back. But she 
takes a seat near the driver and gawks at the lost souls on 
the street moving at random lengths. 
4:47 PM. 

Mrs. Bertran reaches for a plate in her cupboard 
and sees something move in the hills behind the house. 
“What are you doing back there?” she calls out through 
the screen. She gets no answer but the movement stops. 
It starts again to the left. Someone seems to be looking 
for something in the brush. She cranes toward the rustling 
leaves but can’t make out a face. Then silence except for a 
few fl uttering sparrows and screeching brakes at the cor-
ner of Willow and Isadora. She thinks it must be the kids 
down the street who are always up there playing. Feeling 
faint from the heat, she returns to the living room. 
5:01 PM. 

Mr. Dunbar searches anxiously in his cellar for 
something, still uneasy from that near collision down the 
block. He tightens the bulb above and sees what he’s been 
looking for leaning against the piles of debris. Relieved, 
he hastens up the narrow stairway. At the top he starts 
through the back door but stops abruptly when seeing his 

wife, who’s opening the frig to get some ice water. He 
stares at the pitcher in her hand, avoiding her eyes, and 
proceeds into the backyard with his tools. He settles on the 
area near some bushes that screen the property from the al-
ley running perpendicular to Isadora. As he works the soil 
Mrs. O’Day greets him from across the alley on her way 
from the garage carrying boxes.

“Think this heat’ll ever pass?”
Mr. Dunbar manages to look a few degrees toward 

the voice. He steps behind a nearby bush, trying to fade 
from the scene. 
5:23 PM. 

Tommy stares through his bedroom window into 
the backyard where birds fl utter a jagged, slow-motion ge-
ometry. A beautiful white cat with redish eyes suddenly 
leaps the fence straight for a tiny sparrow perched on a 
lower branch of the tree. The cat moves across the yard 
with such speed that the bird doesn’t move. It appears life-
less, as if it’s a willing victim. The cat kills its prey in one 
balletic motion, leaving it lay among the scorched leaves 
and moist weeds. The act is so smooth and effortless that 
Tommy forgets the deed and the heat. 

He darts out the back door to get a closer glimpse 
of the cat, perhaps capture it, but it’s casually exiting the 
rear of the yard. It turns around and stares at Tommy, who 
freezes under the spell of its eyes, and vanishes into the 
alley. 
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6:07 PM. 
Ralph O’Day pulls along the curb in front of the 

Willow Inn. He’d spent most of the day across town visit-
ing Hal, who recently got out of jail on parole for sticking 
up a grocery store. They went looking for Norma who they 
met in the Willow a few weeks ago. Nowhere to be found, 
they hit the Brass Button near downtown and spent a few 
hours playing shuffl eboard and talking about California. 
He’d told his wife he had to work, which was sort of true. 
He did have to drop in at the shop and see Ray about fi x-
ing the schedule for next week. He’d been having terrible 
headaches and needed some time. But no doctors. He’d 
sooner drown in the sauce before letting some quack tell 
him what to do. 

It’s the last stop on the way to another shouting 
match. As he makes his way toward the entrance his head 
is cool and clear. But as he reaches the door he hears a 
scream that sends waves of pain through his head, forcing 
him to stop and look around. He sees nothing. 

“How’s the little woman?” Herman says as he 
slides onto a stool. Ralph can only mumble to his friend 
while greeting Mort the bartender. He spots his cousin 
down the bar and makes his way there. He’s not in the 
mood for chat, and can barely keep his thoughts straight. 

“Didn’t see you at mass today….still havin trou-
bles with…”

“…no, things are…been trying to sort some things 
out because...”

He’s jolted by a streak of pain that ceases, but 
leaves him groping for words. As he anxiously awaits a 
replay he partially stutters his request for a double shot 
before his cousin can capture the conversation. 

“Been havin’ some bad thoughts in my head late-
ly…trouble sleeping and...I need a few days off, maybe 
longer….gonna try and…”

“…when did all this start?”
“Week or so, maybe longer….but it’ll go away…

it’s better today, just need to get through this week…don’t 
tell anyone!”

“Seein a counselor?”
“No, it’s not...”
“…you need to get back to the Church!...when I 

went through my breakup last time I started to imagine all 

the bad things you could imagine and just fi nally faced 
the...we need to accept our pain, be humble and put our-
selves in the hands of the Lord.”

“I don’t know what that….I mean I’ll see if I can 
work out some…as soon as I take care of some things.”

She’s silenced by a streak of pain that leaves what 
could be ecstasy on his face. His nerves had been tested 
so often that maybe they were short-circuiting. The body 
does odd things in extreme states. When overtaxed it se-
cretes adrenaline to make up for energy loss, even though 
it’s only an infl ated patch-up job. Perhaps his head is 
sending signals that reverse the content inside. The look 
of pleasure is merely happiness at the cessation of pain. 
The sauce simply a catalyst for reversals. The double shot 
wakens the devil in the dendrites. 

“Get back to God!” she manages while making 
her way to the door. She stares at him in disbelief and exits 
as the juke twangs Conway Twitty. 

He turns toward the bar, unfazed by Mort’s sud-
den interest in him. Thoughts of God, what awaited him at 
home, the journey along Isadora, and the music get mixed 
in his head that now feels like mushy melon. He wants to 
put his hands into his head and caress the cells, reshape 
them. If only he could make his head work like that motor 
he fi xed for his buddy back in ’49. Every piece in place 
and purring, stress-free, cool and soothing…

He feels dizzy. God! He imagines how to have a 
conversation with any God who’s willing. What would he 
ask? After all those confessions over at church, well, he’d 
be fl at embarrassed to meet his maker, whoever that might 
be. Maybe God was trying to speak to him, tell him what’s 
right and wrong, and that’s why he’s having these head-
aches. His vision gets blurry and he can’t speak. He feels 
like he’s returning to the void of his own embryo…

Ralph comes out of it to a chorus of blank stares 
and wonders where he is, and how long he’s been under. 
He stands up, stumbles slightly and heads for the door as 
if nothing has happened. Reaching the car door, he faces 
a blinding sun above the trees on Willow. He turns away 
to get his sight back before getting in the car. He starts the 
motor while looking off to his right, still stunned by the 
sun, using this moment to decide how to make his way 
home. 
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He turns north down the alley parallel with Isa-
dora and guns it across 14th, down-gearing toward mid-
alley, nearly clipping a man at the intersection who’s head-
ing west. He takes a deep breath and continues slowly to 
15th, stopping briefl y to imagine what awaits him. He 
inches out and arcs left through the Isadora intersection, 
oblivious to the stop sign, easing along the curb in front of 
his house. Unable to manage the journey up the driveway, 
he slumps down in the seat to avoid stares. 
7:29 PM.

Mrs. Travis waves across Isadora to neighbors 
fanning themselves on their front porches while strolling 
past with Sue Ellen, who never fails to draw a crowd.

“How old is she now?” an elderly woman asks. 
“Twenty-two months...hard to believe, seems like 

was just last month we brought her back from the hospi-
tal!” 

She notices a man sprawled across the front seat 
of a car and stops to look inside. He doesn’t appear to be 
breathing. She thinks it’s strange with all the people walk-
ing around trying to stay cool. Maybe he had a stroke! 
She wants to call the police but a few others start to gather 
around the car so she continues on, seeing Mrs. Dunbar on 
her stoop. Both watch as the crowd disperses and the man 
raises his head slightly above the dashboard and looks 
around like he doesn’t know where he is. Mrs. Travis is 
disturbed by this. It seems out of character for the neigh-
borhood. She looks at Mrs. Dunbar, who seems preoccu-
pied, and gets only a blank face. So she picks up her pace. 
7:51 PM. 

Bernie returned earlier from his walk to fi nd his 
sister gone. He was relieved, but spent the past few hours 
looking out the window like he expected her, pacing back 
and forth from there to the kitchen until fatigue overcame 
him. He awakes refreshed, feeling like he’s been placed 
here with a new identity by a benevolent God. He looks at 
the ceiling as if for the fi rst time. Its compacted steam and 
silt form a curious design. He throws himself off the bunk 
to a room full of signs, heading to the living room and 
one of the cardboard boxes in the corner that contain his 
belongings. He fi nds a pad of paper and pen and returns to 
his bunk. Feeling giddy, and like his thoughts are fl oating 
in the clouds, he composes a letter.  

“I’m writing because I know you’ll understand...
we’re all part of the same...”

Sweat beads drop on the paper. He feels the cool 
sensation evaporate that helped him focus, and wipes his 
forehead with a shirt strewn along the fl oor. Unable to 
break his habit of keeping the windows closed, he drops 
the pen and steps onto the porch for air. He looks around, 
sees clusters of unfamiliar faces on the street, and turns 
back toward the door. But he stops in his tracks and re-
verses course, driven to take a walk. He gathers energy to 
will his appearance invisible, moving with half-steps to 
the sidewalk, left to the alley and left again, avoiding the 
couple coming toward him from the south. He picks up 
the pace once he reaches the shadows between the houses, 

imagining himself a ghost gliding through the precipita-
tion. He walks deliberately to the intersection and right, 
making his way around toward Isadora. 

8:31 PM. 
“Where’ve you been?...we’re supposed to take the 

babies to mom’s!”
Ralph winces with pain and grabs his head. He’d 

been playing with the cat on the couch. Now he’s staring 
up at the ceiling fl at on his back, like he’s seen a ghost. 

“What’s wrong? What happened? Doris said she 
ran into you at...”

He reaches for the beer bottle on the end table 
and hurls it toward the far wall. As the glass splinters he 
feels relief from his pain. She cowers in silence, makes her 
way to the bedroom and closes the door. Ralph slides back 
down onto the couch as if nothing has happened. He hast-
ily exits to his car and drives down Isadora, turning right 
at the fi rst alley and west into the humid-gray darkness. 
8:53 PM. 

Tommy turns from the television screen, curi-
ous about the sound. Unable to focus, he sneaks out the 
back door and walks south to the alley, stops and looks 
around at people escaping the heat. He feels relieved but 
realizes he must move to stay cool. He runs west through 
the alley to Grant street, pumped by the wind resistance 
his momentum creates, and straight into the center of the 
park where a few breezes stir. The park is nearly vacant 
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except for an occasional person moving in the distance. 
He moves to the pool area, relieved to scan the shapes on 
the water from the moon’s refl ection and hear the cricket 
sounds between the passing cars. 
9:29 PM. 

As the television commercials begin, Mrs. Travis 
rises slowly from the sofa with Sue Ellen, not wanting 
to wake her. “I better put her to bed while she’s soundly 
asleep,” she tells her husband as she shuffl es toward Sue 
Ellen’s room. 

She carefully lays her limp body on the sheets, 
hoping to transfer the cuddle and caress to her crib. She’s 
thinking that Sue Ellen is so at peace that she won’t likely 
be affected by the humidity and heat. But since it’s worse 
in the back of the house and there’s only one window in 
her room, and no cross-ventilation, she opens the window 
anyway, wanting her baby to sleep uninterruptedly. Other-
wise she’s always a devil the following day. 

Mrs. Travis returns to the living room and tells her 
husband that it seems to be cooling down. She sits on the 
sofa to fi nish off this great day with a relaxing program. 
9:30 PM. 

From across Isadora he watches the light go off 
in the rear of the house while walking north from Wil-
low. A couple turns the corner at 14th and his heart nearly 
stops beating. As they come toward him he feels a sense 
of relief, and decides to turn around and blend back into 
the night. But after a few steps he improvises, cuts casu-
ally across the street and back to Willow, then west to the 
alley and right to an open garage on its east side. Once 
inside he takes a deep breath, listens raptly, before slipping 
back out and moving catlike through the yard. He arrives 
at the window and falls fl ush on the grass, peers up and 
around and wipes sweat from his brow with a sack. The 
crickets and birds and traffi c noises and slithers of distant 
conversation seem to join in a conspiracy of silence. Per-
haps they’re momentarily disabled by the hot thick air. He 
gets onto his knees, looks up at the sky and starts to con-
fi dently remove the storm screen. It obeys his wishes as if 
he walked through it, not just mentally rehearsed it. As he 
slips into the room he feels like he’s been here before. He 
takes a deep breath and looks around, locks in the memory 
of every detail, and fi xes on the face of this Godly appari-
tion. He grasps her lifeless frame as if she’s his own, pulls 
her to his chest and captures a fi nal glance while carefully 
placing her in the sack, eager to slip back into the yard and 
freedom. As he hits the ground he wants to steal another 
look, but the fear of her waking intrudes and he hears voic-
es that seem near. He moves slowly along the base of the 
house to the alley and turns left, stops suddenly when he 
sees a couple crossing the alley on Willow, and turns left 
again into a garage. He holds his breath and stares through 
the window into the heavens.
9:37 PM. 

Seeing no one in the alley he goes north. But a 
middle-aged man appears and hollers at him. “Hey, what 

you doin?...you lookin for somebody?...what’s that you 
have there?”

“On my way to a friend’s place!”
When the man begins to follow him he picks up 

his pace. He continues across 14th, slowing down as he 
realizes the man has stopped. This disturbs his companion 
and he quickly smothers the sack. He hears voices to the 
west and moves up the alley toward the intersection, plan-
ning to turn right toward Isadora. But twenty feet or so 
from the intersection he stops in horror as a boy is passing 
through it ahead of him. The boy turns toward him and 
he quickly tiptoes behind a telephone pole, unsure if he 
got a clear look. He waits until the boy’s footsteps have 
faded and hustles across the intersection, turning right 
into the backyard of a house with no lights on. He hides 
under a tree for a few minutes and slips into the yard be-
low through a hole in the fence. Seeing fl ashlights pass-
ing down the alley behind him, he hits the ground, hiding 
below the elevated bank of the yard above. He waits for 
several seconds, feeling no movement in the sack. As he 
readies to make a break, the back porch light of the house 
near him comes on. He hears more voices but waits for a 
minute and runs south across the adjoining yard to the al-
ley and left across Isadora. He continues east through the 
alley toward the intersection but stops when he hears voic-
es coming from 14th. He enters the garage on the north-
west corner of the intersection, and listens to the noises 
pass while opening his bundle. 
10:05 PM. 

Mrs. O’Day opens the refrigerator to get another 
beer, wondering where her husband is. She’s nervous about 
the noise in the back yard. Before she can close the door 
she hears a savage scream that goes on for what seems like 
several seconds, leaving her paralyzed with fright. When 
it stops she makes sure all doors are locked and turns off 
the lights, cowering in the corner of the bedroom closet. 
She stays there until she hears voices in the street. Before 
she can make it to the living room there’s several loud 
knocks at the door. She recognizes the voice of Mr. Gor-
don from across the street and opens the door. 

“Mrs. Travis’s little girl’s missing!...need help to 
search the area. Ralph round?” 
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SMEARING NPR 
B I L L  M O Y E R S  A N D 
M I C H A E L  WI N S H I P 

There’s no more scrupulous or 
versatile broadcast journal-
ist than NPR’s Daniel Zw-
erdling. He is one of those 

reporters who keeps his eye on the 
sparrow--that is, on small details from 
individual lives that add up to signifi -
cant issues of public policy. As he de-
scribed in a special report this week 
about how the US Army is clarifying 
guidelines “that should make it easier 
for soldiers with traumatic brain in-
juries from explosions to receive the 
Purple Heart,” it was mind-boggling 
to think that right wingers in Con-
gress were at that very moment voting 
to eliminate the modest federal funds 
that make such essential and authori-
tative reporting available to anyone in 
America who cares to tune in. 

Zwerdling’s collaborator on 
this report was ProPublica (the non-
profi t and equally independent news-
room that won the Pulitzer Prize last 
year for a harrowing account of dead-
ly choices made by a New Orleans 
hospital during Hurricane Katrina). 
As a result of its reporting, the Army 
now intends to give special priority 
to reexamining the cases of soldiers 
who suffered battlefi eld concussions 
but who mistakenly may have been 
turned down for the Purple Heart, 
which historically has been awarded 
to soldiers injured by enemy action. 

You may not think this is 
such a big deal, but the symbolism 
of the announcement is potent. And 
it’s part of a larger, ongoing investi-
gation conducted by Zwerdling and 
ProPublica’s T. Christian Miller into 
the military’s widespread failure to 
diagnose and treat traumatic brain in-
juries, the “signature injury” among 
troops fi ghting in Iraq and Afghani-
stan as they fall to roadside bombs 
and other explosives. 

It’s also typical of the compre-
hensive and essential journalism 
that has been a hallmark of NPR 
since its creation in 1970. Once 

upon a time, in the early glory days 
of radio, corporate media took on the 

challenge of providing Americans 
with the kind of information critical 
to citizenship. No longer. Conglomer-
ates long ago bought up the country’s 
commercial radio stations, closed 
down the news departments, and 
auctioned off the airtime to partisan 
polemicists or pre-packaged content 
devoid of journalism. Serious news 
on radio--”the news we need to keep 
our freedoms,” as the historian and 
journalist Richard Reeves once put 
it--has become the province of NPR 

(Full disclosure: We have spent most 
of the last forty years toiling in the 
vineyards of public broadcasting, al-
though never for NPR.) 

Take Zwerdling’s investiga-
tions as just one example. Over the 
years he has sorted out the complexi-
ties and secrets of the 1986 Challeng-

er space shuttle disaster and the warn-
ings that preceded it, dangers posed to 
humans by the plant pesticide Chlor-
dane (it eventually was banned by the 
Environmental Protection Agency), 
and the failures of the Corps of Engi-
neers to maintain safely the dikes and 
dams around New Orleans--among 
many other stories. Multiply his ef-
forts by those of all the modestly-paid 
but dedicated journalists at NPR and 
you have a forty year history that has 
given listeners a deeper and richer 

portrait of America and the world 
than any other broadcast news or-
ganization in the country--with or 
without offense, as Byron said, to 
friend or foe. 

In just the last few weeks, 
NPR has provided unique cover-
age of the job crisis in the United 
States, upheavals in the Middle 
East, and anxiety over the safety 
of nuclear power in the wake of 
the Japanese earthquake--as a 
matter of fact, many of the is-
sues the House of Representatives 
should have been debating instead 
of posturing and pandering to its 
rightward political base. 

Hear Steve Benen of 
Washington Monthly on the House 
Judiciary Committee’s vote the 
other day reaffi rming “In God We 
Trust” as our national motto: “For 
months the new House Republi-
can majority has wasted time on 
health care bills they know they 
can’t pass, abortion bills they 
know they can’t pass, climate 
bills they know they can’t pass, 
and budget bills they know they 
can’t pass. They’ve invested con-
siderable time and energy on de-
fending the Defense of Marriage 
Act, recklessly accusing Muslim 
Americans of disloyalty, going af-
ter NPR, and pushing culture-war 
bills related to vouchers, English 
as the ‘offi cial’ language, and now 
‘In God We Trust.’” 

And yes, on Thursday, fol-
lowing a number of missteps by NPR 
executives, including what has now 
been indisputably exposed as a disin-
genuous and dishonestly-edited video 
by a disreputable right-wing smear 
artist of the network’s chief fund-
raiser expressing some personal opin-

NPR has provided 
unique coverage of 
the job crisis in 
the United States, 
upheavals in 
the Middle East, 
and anxiety over 

the safety of 
nuclear power 

in the wake of 
the Japanese 
earthquake.

---Bill Moyers
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ions, the House passed a bill cutting 
off government funding for NPR--all 
of this part of the “vanity project,” 
as Benen calls it, that House Repub-
licans have been running in order to 
feed red meat to Fox News and the 
partisan talk radio hosts who have 
turned the public airwaves--remem-
ber, the airwaves above our fair and 
bountiful land belong to you, Mr. and 
Mrs. and Ms. America--into a right-
wing romper room. 

Opposing the bill to strip 
public radio of funding, Democratic 
Congressman Lloyd Doggett of Texas 
said, “My constituents turn to [public 
radio] because they want fact-based, 
not Fox-based coverage.” The at-
tacks, he continued, are “an ideologi-
cal crusade against balanced news 
and educational programs.” 

And even Georgia Republi-
can Senator Saxby Chambliss told an 
interviewer, “You know, an awful lot 
of conservatives listen to NPR. It pro-
vides a very valuable service. Should 
we maybe think about a reduction in 
that? Again, I think the sacrifi ce is go-

ing to have to be shared by NPR as 
well as others..But I think total elimi-
nation of funding is probably not the 
wisest thing to do.” 

Good for you, Senator. Be-
cause without public radio, the reac-
tionaries among us will hold a mo-
nopoly on the airwaves. 

And while we’re on the sub-
ject of wise things, let’s not forget 
public radio’s other programming: 
the arts and entertainment coverage 
that plays its own distinctive role 
trying to keep our democracy spir-
ited, diverse and imaginative. Think 
Garrison Keillor. Krista Tippett. Ira 
Glass. Think “Wait Wait…Don’t Tell 
Me!” “Car Talk” (yes, many of us are 
would-be grease monkeys). “On the 
Media” (the single best analysis and 
critique of media anywhere). And--
well, consult your local listings. 

We’re talking here about 
something essential to American life. 
President Kennedy touched on it in a 
speech at Amherst College less than 
a month before his assassination in 
1963. Speaking in honor of the poet 

Robert Frost, who had recently died, 
the President’s words were directed 
to the role of artists but can also em-
brace the importance of a public me-
dia whose obligation is not to a politi-
cal or corporate paymaster but to the 
integrity of the work and the trust of 
the listener: 

“The artist, however faith-
ful to his personal vision of reality, 
becomes the last champion of the in-
dividual mind and sensibility against 
an intrusive society and an offi cious 
state...In serving his vision of the 
truth, the artist best serves his nation. 
And the nation which disdains the 
mission of art invites the fate of Rob-
ert Frost’s hired man, the fate of hav-
ing ‘nothing to look backward to with 
pride, and nothing to look forward to 
with hope.’” 

Bill Moyers is a veteran broadcast jour-
nalist and managing editor of Public Af-
fairs Television. Michael Winship, former 
senior writer of Public Affairs Television, 
is president of the Writers Guild of Amer-
ica, East. 
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COUNTER-
CULTURE 

CONFESSIONS 
H A M M O N D  G U T H R I E

R E V I E W
Krassner aimed his investigative 

eyes upon L. Ron Hubbard’s book 
on Dianetics and a potential relation-
ship between Scientology and Sirhan 
Sirhan in the assassination of Bobby 
Kennedy. Only to fi nd that this imagi-
nary plot, “The Rise of Sirhan Sirhan 
in the Scientology Hierarchy,” would 
lead him to Charlie Manson and what 
might have been a government plot 
to let Charlie enrage the Black Pan-
thers! Wild and wooly stuff culmi-
nating with Paul dropping acid with 
Squeeky Fromme. Talk about investi-
gative courage!

Krassner was a close confi -
dant and protégé of comedian Lenny 
Bruce, and the editor of Bruce’s au-
tobiography, How to Talk Dirty and 
Infl uence People. With the encour-
agement of Bruce, Krassner started 
to perform standup comedy in 1961 
at the Village Gate in New York, and 
Paul’s book is fi lled with anecdotal 
gems and off the cuff one-liners from 
Lenny. Some of the funniest moments 

arrive when Paul drops acid prior to 
being interviewed by commentator 
Joe Pyne on national television, and, 
again, just as he entered the court-
room to testify during the Chicago 
Seven trial. 

Paul’s exceptionally well 
written “confession” is jam packed 
with socio-political pundits and 
Pranksters, anecdotal truths, and 
priceless humor. Much like a good 
hit of LSD, Paul’s story is something 
permanent that will last somewhere 
between eight hours and a lifetime. 
Groucho Marx said it best fi ve years 
after Lenny’s death in 1971, by com-
menting, “I predict that in time Paul 
Krassner will wind up as the only live 
Lenny Bruce,” and according to the 
FBI fi les on the author, Paul was de-
scribed as “a raving, unconfi ned nut.” 

Hammond Guthrie is the author of 
AsEverWas…Memoirs of a Beat Survi-
vor, and archivist for The 3rd Page: A 
Journal of Ongrowing Natures.  

Having racked my brains in 
search of the perfect open-
ing, I’ll just wing it by 
saying that reading Paul 

Krassner’s expanded edition of his 
1993 Confessions of a Raving Un-
confi ned Nut (Misadventures in the 
Counter-Culture) will cure cancer!

Paul was a child violin prod-
igy and the youngest person ever to 
play Carnegie Hall, in 1939. Who 
in this audience could know that he 
would go on to publish a Disneyland 
Memorial Orgy poster in The Realist, 
the young violinist’s future magazine 
of “social-political-religious criticism 
and satire.” Paul began his career as 
an investigative satirist by seeking 
out Woolsley Teller, editor of The 
Truthseeker, planting his roots in an 
alternative journalism that can be 
traced back to the work of Benjamin 
Franklin and Thomas Paine during 
revolutionary times. When Krassner 
launched The Realist, comedian Steve 
Allen was his fi rst subscriber. 

One of Krassner’s most out-
landish editorial pranks was his ar-
ticle “The Parts That Were Left Out 
of the Kennedy Book.” A rather re-
pulsive, yet intellectually fascinating 
short-story that ends with then-Vice 
President Lyndon B. Johnson on 
Air Force One penetrating the neck 
wound in JFK’s corpse with his very 
own “Johnson!” Krassner later com-
mented: “People across the country 
believed--if only for a moment--that 
an act of presidential necrophilia had 
taken place. It worked because Jackie 
Kennedy had created so much curi-
osity by censoring the book she au-
thorized--William Manchester’s, The 
Death Of A President--because what I 
wrote was a metaphorical truth about 
LBJ’s personality presented in a liter-
ary context, and because the imagery 
was so shocking, it broke through the 
notion that the war in Vietnam was 
being conducted by sane men.” 

Looking for fresh material, 
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LONG BEACH 
MUSIC SCENE: 

CHRIS SCHLARB
G R E G G O R Y  M O O R E

A lot of people play guitar 
with superb technical skill. 
But more often than not 
these guitarists let a desire 

to showcase that skill get in the way 
of a special kind of restraint which 
can be summed up in a simple idea: 
taste.

Chris Schlarb is not guilty of 
such sin. However well he can play 
(the answer: well), all he really cares 
about is taste. It’s central to his ethos 
as musician, composer, producer, and 
engineer, and is in full effect on his 
latest and most ambitious project, 
Psychic Temple, an album boasting 
a lineup of musicians who’ve played 
with luminaries from Joni Mitchell 
and Paul Simon to Phillip Glass and 
Mike Watt. But we’ll get to that. 

A lifelong Beacher, Schlarb 
started playing guitar in his early 
teens. After a year of lessons (the 
only lessons he’d ever take), the then-
Jordan High School student began 
sessioning with gangsta rap groups 
and playing daily with a gospel choir. 
“That was a very formative experi-
ence,” he relates, “because in a gos-
pel choir they don’t care about your 
‘chops’ or anything like that; you just 
have to play what need to be played. 
[…] I learned that you have to serve 
the composition. That’s what’s impor-
tant.”

Given a Tascam four-track 
recorder by a rap producer, Schlarb 
began to experiment with composi-
tion by layering whatever instruments 
he could get his hands on. “I was very 
slowly starting to understand how it 
all worked together,” he says. “It took 
a long time. I feel like even some of 
the early records I did showed a very 
primitive understanding of music. I 
was fi guring things out.” 

He fi gured things out to the 
point where, despite never having at-
tended college, Schlarb was asked to 
teach a compositional master class at 
CSU Long Beach, receiving such an 

honor by combining that aforemen-
tioned taste with a tireless work ethic 
that seems to keep him always with 
multiple musical balls in the air. 

One of those projects is I 
Heart Lung, a free jazz/drone duo 
Schlarb has maintained with drum-
mer Tom Steck since 2004. In 2008, 
I Heart Lung released Interoceans, 
which the New York Observer labeled 
“45 minutes of avant garde bliss.” 
That same year Schlarb released his 
solo debut, Twilight & Ghost Stories, 
which National Public Radio named 
one of 2008’s top fi ve jazz albums.

It was this album that caught 
the attention of Swedish videogame 
designer Niffl as, who contacted 
Schlarb about composing music for 
NightSky. As opposed to the electron-
ics or haphazard inclusion of random 
songs that has been pretty much de 
règle for game soundtracks, Schlarb 
enlisted some of his most regular col-
laborators to produce nearly 50 min-
utes of soft, fl owing texture(s) by way 
of 12-string acoustic guitar, marimba, 
bowed cymbals, acoustic drums, eu-
phonium, mandolin, electric slide 
guitar, etc.—about which IGN has 
said: “The best reason to play Night-
Sky is to experience the relaxing, cu-
rious environments and the ambient 
soundtrack. Echoing acoustic guitar 
strums and the hushed sounds of na-
ture allow for quiet contemplation on 
the increasingly diffi cult challenges. 
[…] The fantastic ambient/jazz/elec-
tronic soundtrack is good enough to 
enjoy outside the game.” 

The NightSky project demon-
strates a turn Schlarb has taken in re-
cent years toward maintaining spon-
taneous nuances but making them 
work within highly defi ned pieces. 
“I think now I’m more interested in 
that contrast between improvised ele-
ments and very highly structured ele-
ment,” he says. 

Enter the Psychic Temple 
Ensemble, which sees Schlarb tak-
ing his love of collaboration to new 
heights. Schlarb likens the redoubt-
able 29-member lineup—includ-
ing pianist Mick Rossi of the Philip 
Glass Ensemble, bassists Mike Watt 
and C.J. Boyd, trumpeter Kris Tiner, 
and pedal-steel guitarist Dave Easley 
(“the best pedal-steel guitar player in 

the universe—the best there ever was, 
the best there ever will be,” Schlarb 
gushes of this Brian Blade Fellowship 
winner who’s played with Joni Mitch-
ell)—to a childhood pastime: “I love 
baseball. And when you’re a kid, you 
sort of put your dream team together, 
all your favorite guys…That’s what 
this was like for me. […] My close 
friends are like, ‘How do you get to 
play with these guys?!’ And I’m just 
like, ‘You just ask them.’ Well, at least 
that’s what I do.”

Schlarb made sure to take his 
time with the album so as to fully real-
ize this dream project, and he’s grate-
ful that his record label, Asthmatic 
Kitty, was so understanding. “Psychic 
Temple took me two years because I 
had this very specifi c thing I wanted 
to accomplish,” Schlarb relates, “and 
until I did that I wasn’t going to put 
it out [or] play it for anybody, you 
know?”

If you’re looking for some-
thing to which to compare Psychic 
Temple, the best I can come up with 
is Do Make Say Think if they were a 
more stately and ethereal and imple-
mented choir. But part of the reason 
Schlarb recorded the album is that 
there just isn’t much out there like it. 
“The whole reason I made this record 
is because there was a certain kind 
of…groove, a certain kind of mu-
sic, a certain kind of…aesthetic that 
I wanted to be immersed in. I would 
have bought it from somebody else 
if they had done it, but nobody had. 
[…] Most free jazz doesn’t have the 
replayability, the listenability that I 
[want].” 

Schlarb isn’t much for heavy 
touring, instead preferring one-off 
shows, such as a recent gig in Calgary 
(thanks to a grant from the Canadian 
Arts Council) and a June show in 
Austin. This means missing a chance 
to see Schlarb live might mean miss-
ing something that will never be seen/
heard again. (For example, to date he 
has played a NightSky set a total of 
one time—at {open} in Long Beach.) 

So keep up on what he’s got 
cooking (such as his producing the 
forthcoming debut from Miniature 
Houses, who were profi led in this 
space six months ago) at chrisschlarb.
com.

M U S I C
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BARTER BANKING
M E L I N A  P A R I S

C U L T U R E

As a society we’re reminded 
every day that our institu-
tions are controlled by a 
marriage of corporate and 

government power that serves spe-
cial interests. The Wall Street econ-
omy seems to have little to do with 
the main street economy. Companies 
have returned to health and are sitting 
on piles of cash but won’t hire those 
badly in need of jobs. Banks won’t 
loan to those who want to buy homes 
or expand their businesses. 
Corporations like Monsanto, 
as Jeffrey Smith shows in this 
issue, can force small farmers 
to grow only GM seeds de-
spite the evidence about how 
unhealthful this is for us. 

It’s like the good 
things that virtually everyone 
knows we need are being de-
nied, while the elite just keep 
piling up more wealth and 
power and ignoring the issues 
that need attention. Politicians, 
elected with money from those 
they extend favors to, espe-
cially tax breaks, are of little 
help. What they offer is only leading 
to more inequality and powerlessness. 

But we do have alternatives. 
Revolution is the prescription to heal 
us from our system’s ills. Our revo-
lutionary alternatives come in the 
form of grassroots organizations pop-
ping up across the country. They are 
taking actions to improve society by 
connecting people together, sharing 
knowledge, fi nding solutions, taking 
back control and helping others while 
doing so. One very special one is The 
Long Beach Time Exchange founded 
by Tony Damico and his co-partner 
Christine Petit. Tony states the issue 
succinctly: “Collectively we are ex-
periencing a crisis; we are stuck in 
cynicism versus creative solutions.”

The concept is the exchange 
of time between people. Members 
give one hour or more of their time in 
a skill or asset they can offer and re-
ceive an hour of time back for some-
thing they may need or a skill they 
want to learn. One hour equals one 

time dollar regardless of the service 
given.

Tony’s interest in time ex-
change (or time banking) was piqued 
in part by the content of a couple 
websites he was paying attention to: 
“Evolver.net,” and “realitysandwich.
com.” Both were having ongoing dis-
cussions and meetings on alternative 
business models, conscious collabo-
ration to fi x what’s broken ourselves, 
alternative currencies, and alternative 
food networks. At an Evolver salon 
he attended in January 2010 the sub-
ject was gift culture, which focused 
in part on the balance between giving 

and receiving. Tony showed how the 
idea of time banking is directly con-
nected to gift culture. 

From that point the fi rst time 
banking workshop was held at the 
May 2010 Long Beach Green Festi-
val in the East Village Arts District. 
Founders of other banks came to share 
their experience, and interest and en-
thusiasm grew. Soon Tony and Chris-
tine partnered to direct the efforts. A 
steering committee was formed and 
the Time Exchange was offi cially 
launched in September 2010.

Its Mission Statement is: 
“Connecting Unmet Needs and Un-
tapped Resources in greater Long 
Beach.” Its core values are: 1. Assets: 
everyone has something to give. 2. 
Redefi ning Work. 3. Reciprocity. 4. 
Social Networks. 5. Respect: every 
human matters. These core values 
are clearly expressed in the Time Ex-
change’s activities. 

Reciprocity. According to 
Karen, a Steering Committee volun-

teer: “Historically, whether it’s time 
or money, volunteering has been a one 
way stream. Those who have more, 
help those who have a need or have 
less. This one way stream can run dry. 
Time banking allows for reciprocity, 
a sort of synergy that energizes vol-
unteers and is sustainable. When you 
give you experience value and the 
person giving always receives back.” 

Assets and Respect. Accord-
ing to Christine: “Allowing someone 
to give to you is also a gift to them. 
Why does one person have or not 
have more time or money to donate? 
So called needy people have some-

thing to give as well and in so 
doing can experience that en-
ergy and value. People don’t 
actually realize what they have 
to give or receive.”

She said as well that 
Time Exchange plans on set-
ting up workshops at some of 
their Second Sunday meetings 
for members to learn new skills 
in cooking, sewing and more. 
These skills are typically taught 
and handed down by family. 
The beauty is the exchange of 
time can cultivate these skills 
and build ties through a foun-
dation of trust. Members fi nd 

value in the skills they offer and be-
come invested in their community.

Redefi ning Work. Members 
can start cohesively crafting a vision 
for how they want their community to 
be. Christine believes we should par-
ticipate in shaping and fortifying our 
community. Where we choose to live 
can represent our vision and values. 
And doing so can encourage people 
to participate at institutional levels. 
As she puts it: “What happens at the 
institutional level can impact us at a 
community level. It overlaps and in-
tersects more than people realize or 
admit.”

Social Networks. Tony has 
dreams of taking this concept further. 
His vision is to weave multiple com-
munities together through interdepen-
dency with different ethnic, socioeco-
nomic, and political-identity groups. 
Comparing the time banking idea to 
the market economy he says: “Typi-
cally we sever our ties after paying for 
something. Instead what we have in 
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abundance is what we should nurture. 
Poverty consciousness is imprinted in 
our culture; fl ipping scarcity defi nes 
value!” 

Shannon Hayes’ book Radi-
cal Homemakers (2010) overlaps 
with these ideas: “Corporate America 
dominates over our political system, 
foreign policies, food system, en-
vironmental policies and practices, 
music and entertainment, even our 
educational system. What’s the econ-
omy for? Our national (now global) 
economic principles have served only 
a handful of powerful elites. By re-
building our home lives according to 
the values of social justice, ecological 
sustainability, and family and commu-
nity security we begin the process of 
dismantling the extractive economy 

C U L T U R E
and creating in its place a life serv-
ing economy that enables us to meet 
our needs while thriving in harmony 
with our earth and spirits.”

The personal is political. Bal-
ance, reciprocity, helping our commu-
nity, strengthening our ties and estab-
lishing wholeness in our lives through 
the simple exchange of time, is a por-
tion of the recipe for what The Long 
Beach Time Exchange serves up. If 
this whets your appetite for change, or 
you simply have time to give, come 
to one of the Second Sunday monthly 
meetings. It’s a potluck and you can 
earn a time dollar for bringing a dish. 
Meetings are at the Second City Arts 
Council Gallery, 435 Alamitos. The 
Gallery is a member too and mem-
bers can volunteer to “gallery sit” for 

openings. 
Other types of exchanges are 

for sewing, haircutting, tutoring, tax 
help, handymen, activist volunteer-
ing, cooking, babysitting, gardening, 
childcare, massaging, working on 
larger community events, food shar-
ing (too many lemons on your tree?), 
working at Catalyst, helping with 
garage sales, interior decorating, and 
much more. 

Currently the Time Exchange 
is 127 members strong and has 1,100 
hours of time exchanged. They’re 
considering food distribution for their 
next community project, and the May 
event will discuss gift culture at Tril-
ogy Yoga. LBTimeExchange@gmail.
com. Cheers, Long Beach Time Ex-
change! 











APRIL - JUNE 2011

“ART, CULTURE AND ENTERTAINMENT AT THE EDGE OF LA”

Sat Apr 23  7:30p	 “CINEMA GRAND PRESENTS” 	Our	popular	foreign	film	series	continues.		Tickets	and	title	at	warnergrand.org		
Doors	7p	 $20	-	$10.		

Apr 28 - 30  8p	 “YOU CAN’T TAKE IT WITH YOU”		WGT	is	proud	to	welcome	our	newest	residents,	Marymount		College,	in	this	zany,	
Doors	7p	 classic	comedy	of	manners.		$15	-	$10			brownpapertickets.com

Thu May 5  8p	 “MYSTIQUE - World Tour: Los Angeles”		An	international	Cinco	de	Mayo	celebration,	featuring	the	LA	debut
Doors	7p	 of	European	soprano	DOMINIKA	ZAMARA,	with	American	tenor	CHRISTOPHER	ALLPORT	and	some	of	LA’s	top	musicians.	

$45	-	$10			brownpapertickets.com

Fri May 6  8p	 PBS COMMUNITY CINEMA: “WELCOME TO SHELBYVILLE”  During	the	2008	election,	the	town	of	Shelbyville,	TN	
Doors	7p	 must	grapple	with	a	new	wave	of	immigrants	and	what	it	means	to	be	an	American.		FREE.	

Reservations	-	info@grandvision.org

Sat May 7  6p	 “3rd ANNUAL MOTHERS’ DAY CONCERT”		La	Fiesta	Productions	celebrates	Mothers’	Day	“Mariachi	-Style”	with	the	
Doors	5:15p	 sensational	Mariachi	Gruellense	and	music	and	dance	drawn	from	the	rich	traditions	of		Mexico.		$45	-	$15			(310)	702-4451

Sat May 14  8p	 “DISNEY IN CONCERT: TALE AS OLD AS TIME”		GSPO	and	special	guest	singers	present	some	of	the	best	loved	
Doors	7p	 music	of	all	time,	from	“The	Lion	King,”	“The	Little	Mermaid,”	“Mulan”	and	more.	$35	-	$25	-	$15	gspo.com

Sun May 15  4:30p	 “CINEMA GRAND PRESENTS”		Our	popular	foreign	film	series	continues.	Tickets	and	title	at	warnergrand.org
Doors	4p	 	$20	-	$10

Sat May 21  8p	 RICK DEES PRESENTS: “Night of 1000 Laughs”		Featuring	the	hottest	comedians	from	The	Ice	House,	The	Improv,	
Doors	7p	 The	Laugh	Factory,	Letterman,	The	Tonight	Show,	Comedy	Central	and	more.		$25	-	$18	-	$12		nightof1000laughs.com.

Sun May 22  3p	 “BRAHMS’ REQUIEM”  The	Southern	California	Master	Chorale	and	GSPO	present	this	timeless	masterwork	in	the
Doors	2p	 original	German.		$35	-	$25	-	$15		gspo.com

Sat June 4  6p	 “FANTASIA”		San	Pedro	Ballet	School’s	Spring	Recital	presents	their	latest	crop	of	ballet	stars	of	the	future	with		
Doors	5p	 choreography	by	Co-Artistic	Directors	Cynthia	and	Patrick	Bradley.		Tickets	and	information	at		sanpedrocityballet.org.

Fri June 10  8p	 PBS COMMUNITY CINEMA: “TWO SPIRITS”		Examines	the	life	and	brutal	murder	of	16	year	old	Fred	Martinez,	
Doors	7p	 a	boy	who	was	also	a	girl,	and	explores	the	spiritual	nature	of	gender.		FREE.	

Reservations	at		info@grandvision.org

Sat June 11 8p	 “GREAT FILM COMPOSERS” 	Golden	State	Pops	Orchestra		presents	familiar	works	from	the	cinema	by	classic
Doors	7p	 and	modern	composers.		$35	-	$25	-	$15	gspo.com

Sun Jun 19  4:30p	 “CINEMA GRAND PRESENTS”  Our	popular	foreign	film	series	continues.		Tickets	and	title	at	warnergrand.org		
Doors	4p	 $20	-	$10


