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For my father, who said one day I’d write a book




Preface: Ticktock

August 9, 2023

Lahaina, Hawaii

Mother Nature just wiped another American town off the map. It won’t be the last, and (as you’ll read here) it’s far from the first.

I was completing edits on this book when I got the call at four a.m. “How soon can you get to the airport?” the voice on the other end asked.

This is the life I’ve chosen. And it’s how—less than twenty-four hours after a wildfire ripped through postcard-perfect Lahaina on the Hawaiian island of Maui—my CBS News team and I found ourselves on a deep-sea fishing boat named Nemesis, carving a coast-hugging path through the swelling Pacific. Our choppy maritime trail was the only way to bypass police roadblocks that residents told me were less about protecting people from danger than preventing journalists from documenting a crippled emergency response and growing humanitarian crisis inside. We were on a reconnaissance mission. “The world needs to see whatever’s going on,” Nemesis’s pilot, Captain Tim, said with a toothless grin as he took a puff from a clove cigarette, his exhales sweetening the salty ocean spray. The thick specter of black smoke we were heading toward would soon reveal an environmental holocaust fueled by both human-caused climate change and the local government’s failure to protect its people from our planet’s radicalized elements.

As we got closer to ground zero, my producer Christian Duran, fixer Shanti Berg, and I went over the plan. The order was to prioritize. We’d be in triage mode once we touched down, with only thirty minutes to film, interview the affected, and gather other reporting before Captain Tim would be forced by dimming light and worsening wind to take us back to Maalaea Harbor, where we had originally set sail. It was a small window of time, complicated by all communications in the region being knocked offline by the fire. If we missed our rendezvous, we’d be trapped in this godforsaken crematorium, unable to report back to the CBS News bureau—and the public—what we were seeing. Unable to get this community real help. “Keep an eye on your watch. You don’t want to be stuck out there at night,” Captain Tim warned as we approached Lahaina’s cindered shoreline a sea-sickening hour and a half later. “There’s no power and we’re hearing reports of looters.”

It was just before sunset when we wobbled onto a makeshift dock on the outskirts of town. Through a strip of lush vegetation and vapor that curtained the coast, we discovered a miles-long field of smoldering ash and twisted metal. Flames radiated from inside the foundations of what were once homes, like thousands of small campfires in the final moments before bedtime. The stories we would hear in this flickering and smoky twilight will forever haunt me, along with the smell… an acrid cloud of burning metal, asbestos, wood, plastic, vegetation, skin, hair, and bone. “This is just the beginning,” said a man who pulled up on a motorcycle. “I just came back from the other side of town. It’s all gone,” he said before taking off. Without a car, we focused on what we could walk and run to, and from what we saw, there was little left to pillage. Home after home, business after business, hotels and entire apartment buildings had been leveled. The man on the motorcycle wasn’t exaggerating.

On foot and by drone, we recorded destruction and human desperation, but not a single first responder. No firefighters, no police, no strobing lights and blaring sirens signaling help was on the way. “How could journalists arrive first?” I wondered out loud. Where was the relief? The few survivors we did meet phantomed this American Pompeii. Lines carved by tears in their ashen faces let me know they were very much alive. “It just came out of nowhere, like a ball of flames, and people were screaming, crying, and begging,” said a man I ran into on the corner of Front Street and Mala Wharf Road. There was still so much more to document and so many questions that demanded answers, but our time was up. Hungers to learn more would have to wait until sunrise or we’d risk sleeping in Hell on Earth.

My team and I made several clandestine trips back to Lahaina in those early anarchic days where laws—along with the lives that lived by them—were reduced to charcoal and rewritten by those who survived. The following morning, unrestrained by darkness and deadline, Christian and I walked the entire two-mile oceanside stretch of Front Street. While there were still no cops, we did spot a small search and rescue team, dressed in head-to-toe white protective coveralls, combing through the ruins for the missing. To this point the death toll was only in the single digits, but thousands were unaccounted for and an ominous white van trailed close behind in our group’s wake. We would later learn that before this crew began digging through the wreckage for fragments of bone and any identifying jewelry that may have survived the flames, they first collected entire bodies found on the streets and slumped over Lahaina’s seawall. People had tried to outrun the flames but couldn’t. Many passed out from smoke inhalation before the fire reached their heels. Some were literally only a few feet away from deliverance.

The extent of loss was hard to process as my mind tried to fill in the blank spaces with memories from before, when colorful shops and restaurants lined either side of the historic road. In 2019, while on the island covering a different story, I dipped into Fleetwood’s for a cold IPA, bought a Hawaiian shirt at the Volcom store, and picked up some small gifts for my husband and friends at the Honolulu Cookie Company. Lahaina, population 13,000, was a quaint kaleidoscope of Polynesian culture that somehow charmed millions of tourists every year while holding on to its deeply rooted identity. Before Lahaina was the United States’s paradise, it was the capital of the Hawaiian kingdom, home to King Kamehameha, who unified the volcanic archipelago under one name after defeating the other islands’ chiefs in a fifteen-year war that ended in 1795.

On the afternoon of August 8, 2023, centuries of history were lost. Eighty percent of the town—more than 2,000 buildings—was destroyed. Christian and I were now walking through a no-man’s-land, stopping to catch our breath, chug water, and rinse our mouths. The microscopic particles of Lahaina’s incinerated DNA coated my tongue with a gritty film that had a burnt metallic taste and made it hard to breathe. We walked for hours. Every corner of town was frozen in time by fire and revealed a tragic story. Fleetwood’s brick facade still stood, but its interior was gutted. The Honolulu Cookie Company and Volcom, Maui Jim, The Dirty Monkey, Pirate Jack’s Tattoo, Cool Cat Cafe, Down the Hatch, Paia Fish Market—the list goes on—were erased down to their foundations.

Most startling though were the streets, seared by a gridlock of hundreds of blackened cars. In a desperate attempt to flee the flames, people quickly jammed the few arteries that led out of town to safety. But for most, it was too late. Christian and I wove through the skeletal remains of bumper-to-bumper traffic. We met one married couple inspecting what was left of a Nissan Pathfinder. The wife held its key fob in her hand. “We got stuck and had to jump into the ocean,” she told us, looking at the clear blue Pacific, which lapped up along the seawall that marked the edge of Front Street. Her husband politely said goodbye as they continued tracing the steps that determined their fate that afternoon. As Christian and I continued, we passed a dog—a black Lab or a pitbull, it was hard to tell—lying dead in the street. Through the shattered window of a nearby car I could see what looked like a piece of jawbone on the metal springs of the burnt-out driver’s seat. Its porous texture and organic shape stood out among what remained of the rigid manufactured car parts. “No,” I said out loud, literally shaking the idea out of my head.

Down the road, across the street from where Lahaina’s public library once stood—a humble single-story building that housed a maze of packed oak bookshelves—we met Carmelo Moran Garcia. He had returned to look for his friends. “Their apartment was somewhere over there,” he said, pointing to an entire block of rubble. “I can’t tell because the fire erased the streets. I haven’t heard from them in days and I know they were home at the time.”

As Christian and I reviewed what we filmed in the parking lot of a Safeway, I struggled to understand how something like this could happen. Since the turn of the century, as more and more wildfires erupted on the island, teams of firefighters had been specifically trained to snuff them out. And like all of the state’s islands, Maui had a network of sirens designed for disasters like tsunamis, hurricanes, volcanic eruptions, and, yes, wildfires. If the sirens sounded, locals knew to immediately turn on the TV or radio for updates… and if all else failed, head into the streets to look for a possible threat. And yet by all accounts, this one caught everyone off guard. The sirens never sounded. People never knew there was a raging fire making its way to their homes, much less were given a head start to escape. “There was no warning” would become a common refrain from both survivors and local leaders along with “the fire just exploded,” as if to imply it all happened so fast and there was nothing anyone could do.

But in the weeks that followed, it became clear there was plenty that could have been done to prevent this tragedy. We soon learned Maui county officials had hours and even days to issue warnings and evacuations to the public, but didn’t. These same officials also never heeded warnings from scientists in the years leading up to what would quickly become the deadliest wildfire in modern American history. Hawaii governor Josh Green described the fire that devoured Lahaina as a “bomb” going off, suggesting there was no time to take action, but in truth there was a years-long countdown clock that our team helped trace back to the moment it first started its terminal ticking.

The year was 2014, and the state-funded Western Maui Community Wildfire Protection Plan warned climate change would bring less rain, more drought, and an increased fire threat to Hawaii. The one-hundred-page report recommended managing invasive grasses, reducing dry vegetation (known as “fuel loads”), creating defensible space, working with private landowners to build fire breaks, and finding ways to conserve water. Officials from the Maui Department of Fire and Public Safety, the Maui County Civil Defense Agency, and the State Department of Land and Natural Resources signed the plan during a ceremony on June 12, 2014. That wet ink was a commitment to implement the suggested changes that the federal government would help foot the bill for. But in the years that followed, county officials wouldn’t provide evidence showing any such adaptive measures were taken. The same 2014 plan was brought up again after a fire ripped through Maui’s upcountry in 2018, but in a cycle that will become all too familiar in this book, it was brushed aside. Meanwhile, the detonation clock continued its ticktock and residents in Lahaina were unaware they were living on borrowed time.

In Hollywood blockbusters, the Tom Cruises of the world start to sweat when the countdown to detonation dips below sixty seconds. In Maui, this metaphorical minute began when the National Weather Service issued a “high fire danger” advisory on August 4, 2023, four days before the Lahaina Fire. Meteorologists were specifically concerned about strong winds from a hurricane named Dora that would pass Maui 700 miles to the south. The advisories got more dire as the clock counted down, and yet Maui County did nothing to prevent catastrophe. Tom Cruise might as well have been on lunch break. On August 7, the day before disaster struck, the National Weather Service issued its most dire high wind and fire weather alert: “Red Flag: High fire Danger with rapid fire spread. Stay safe and be cautious.” Ticktock. Ticktock.

This would have been an “all hands on deck” moment for the county, but as my team would uncover, the head of the Maui Emergency Management Agency, or MEMA—a man named Herman Andaya—was off the island in the hours leading up to the fire, attending a conference in Oahu, ironically dedicated to emergency preparation. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many of Andaya’s emergency management counterparts from the state’s other islands pulled out of the event to prepare their communities for the passing storm. And for good reason. There were still steps that could have been taken to prevent disaster. Ticktock. Ticktock.

On the morning of August 8, 2023, ten hours before Lahaina would go up in flames, the school district, heeding the National Weather Service’s warnings, canceled classes because of dangerous winds. If only the county had followed this lesson and taken its own precautions. Gusts up to 80 miles an hour had already knocked over trucks, blinded streets with clouds of dust, ripped awnings off buildings, and brought down trees and power lines. At six a.m., one such fallen line sparked a small fire on the outskirts of town that crews declared 100 percent contained hours later. One firefighter told me how lucky they were to tamper the flames before they grew out of control (in a major tactical failure—and for reasons that are unclear and against agency protocol—not a single engine was left to monitor the burn site for signs of life). Ticktock. Ticktock.

These were now the final ticktocks for county officials to take action; for Andaya to ring Maui County mayor Richard Bissen and demand the power grid be deactivated. This was the time to start preemptively evacuating residents and staging firefighters around the town. This was the time to activate those sirens so everyone was aware of the threat and could seek information and decide what was best for their families. This was the time to do a lot of things that were never done. Instead, many children sat at home alone, or with grandparents, as their parents worked. On Front Street, tourists shopped along the historic district, marveling at the high winds but otherwise unaware of the “100 percent contained” fire that suddenly began smoking again.

Unlike bombs—at least those in the movies—there is no magical red wire one can cut in the last few seconds to deactivate a storm. The strengthening wind from Hurricane Dora that swept Lahaina had found a hot ember hidden in the dry grass and blew it into a blaze just before three p.m. The smoke first appeared as a thin gray ribbon. Had fire crews been monitoring the burn scar, they could have quickly put it out. Heck, if fire crews were in a five-mile radius of the blaze, they could have arrived in time to get the upper hand, but in yet another tactical failure, most of the Maui Fire Department had been dispatched to a fire on the other side of the island, despite the clear threat to Lahaina. While at this point county officials had run out of most options to contain the growing fire and protect structures, there was still time to save lives. The yearslong countdown had hours left until BOOM. In fact, it would take two hours for the fire to burn in brush before “exploding” into a mushroom cloud–shaped monster that devoured land and life at a mile a minute. Two whole hours—time that could have been used to issue evacuations and clear people from the line of fire. Yet no such order was issued. As the fire engulfed Lahaina and its people, Mayor Bissen went live on local news delivering what he called “good news.” The road to Lahaina was open, he said, seemingly unaware most of the town had fallen to flame thirty minutes earlier.

In the weeks that followed, we’d also learn what happened to those sirens. Initially officials, including the governor, mayor, and Maui County fire chief, said the alerts would have saved lives but were damaged by the wind. In the end it turned out the sirens not only remained in working order throughout, but Herman Andaya, the man who held the key to this fire alarm, intentionally did not activate it.

“You made the decision not to sound the sirens which could have saved many lives. Now there are questions about your lack of experience, that you only took online courses for disaster relief and had no in-the-field experience [according to LinkedIn, Andaya’s previous jobs only included public relations]. Do you regret your decision, and have you considered handing over the reins to someone with more experience?” I asked at a televised press conference that was beamed live into homes around the globe. There was an audible gasp from those in the room. “To say I’m not qualified is incorrect,” Andaya said before I followed up, asking again if he regretted his decision to not activate the sirens.

“I do not,” he said defiantly. His response shocked me.

“So many people have said [others] could have been saved if they had time to escape. Had the siren gone off they would have known there was a crisis emerging…” I said as Mayor Bissen stepped in to defend Andaya. “Do you want him to give you the answer?” he asked.

“I do, but I want to get it out there. There’s a lot of people who want answers,” I said firmly.

Andaya went on to give conflicting reasons for his decision, including falsely asserting the sirens were only activated for tsunamis, even though the state’s own website said they’re also used for wildfires. He then said he worried people would run into the fire instead of away from it. “Does he really think we’re that stupid?” survivor Shannon I’i later told me. But the icing on the cake, or the “crap on the ground” as resident Christine Borges put it, came moments later when Andaya claimed most people wouldn’t have heard the sirens even if they had been sounded, even though they’re so loud they rattle buildings for more than half a mile.

In less than twenty-four hours Andaya would resign due to “health reasons.” Officials, including the head of the state’s emergency response office, Herman Andaya’s boss, went on to describe a local government response that was asleep at the wheel. The county hadn’t even alerted the state about the extent of the crisis until the next day, when it was too late. “I thought everyone had gotten out safely,” Major General Kenneth Hara, head of the Hawaiian National Guard, said. Not only had the county failed to pull the fire alarm, but they hadn’t called on the state or federal government for help. Soon, the true toll of years, days, and those final hours of negligence would take shape.

“We’re finding bodies anywhere there is a bed,” Todd Magliocca told me in the field. He was helping lead the federal search and recovery effort. I was stunned. “People were asleep?” I asked. “People were asleep. People were in various stages of fleeing their location.”

Those “various stages of fleeing” included entire families found in homes holding on to each other. Some victims were discovered inside dumpsters, hoping the metal walls would shield them from the flames. Many others were found in that gridlock of cars. The chief of police, John Pelletier, a brash man who started every press conference asking for “patience, prayers, and perseverance,” described the horrific conditions in which his officers were finding victims. “When we pick up the remains and they fall apart, that’s what we’re dealing with… we’ve got an area that we have to contain that is at least five square miles, and it’s full of our loved ones.” In the end, he said, there would be a list of “confirmed dead and those presumed dead.” The fire burned so hot, he cautioned, it would be impossible to locate every victim.

Then there were the victims that survived but were left to fend for themselves, like Kawena Kahula, a manager of a hotel in Kaanapali just outside Lahaina. For three days it was her job to keep hundreds of guests calm as they waited for help. Cell service, the internet, and landlines were all down. The power was out and there was no running water, but at least they had a sturdy roof over their heads. It was safer, they believed, to shelter in place than to head out into the unknown. In only the first twenty-four hours, hotel staff were forced to ration food, giving what little was left to the children. “There’s an airport right up the road. Why isn’t that being used? There’s an oceanfront twenty feet from our lobby. Why are we not using that,” she began to wonder as days went on with no sign of aid. When Kawena eventually decided to risk it all and drive down the one road out of town, asking God to protect her with every click of her car’s odometer, she was surprised to find the path clear of trees and power lines. By the time she pulled up to the police roadblock thirteen miles later—the same roadblock my team and I bypassed by boat—she hadn’t seen a single first responder and was frustrated to discover a line of volunteers with supplies not being allowed through. She felt more like an escaped evil spirit from Perdition than a survivor from a town brought to its knees by human-caused climate change and government inaction.

I hammer out this timeline for a reason: because behind the many mistakes that were made before, during, and after the fire that destroyed Lahaina lie solutions for how to protect other main streets across America from similar destruction. Following the inferno, Hawaii officials evoked “climate change” more than I’ve ever heard before while on the front lines covering extreme weather. But “climate change,” in this context, sounded more like an excuse than an existential threat and a challenge we must all rise to. The very climate science Hawaii officials had ignored for nearly a decade was now revered in what appeared to be a strategy to place full blame on Mother Nature, while shifting focus away from human error.

Let’s get something clear right now: Since our planet’s birth, its climate has changed. But in the past this change was natural and slow—over thousands or millions of years. So slow, life on Earth largely found ways to adapt. But today, thanks to human-emitted greenhouse gasses like carbon dioxide and methane, those thousands of years of change are unfolding over mere decades, faster than Earth’s inhabitants can keep up. As we’ll explore in the pages to come, it will take many years to cut our emissions to the point where we can roll back the deadly consequences of the climate we’ve changed. But we’re not helpless in the meantime. We can strengthen our communities and be ready for future storms. But in order to do so we must first listen to the warning signs… and take action. Which brings me back to the aftermath in Lahaina.

While Governor Green called the fire the “deadliest natural disaster” in state history, humankind also played a role. And not just by spewing gasses into the atmosphere that, like the greenhouse they’re named after, heated up the Air, dried-out the Earth, and boiled our planet’s Water, which in return fueled the kinds of wind events that turned a spark from a downed power line into a Firestorm. Sure, that’s exactly what happened in Lahaina. But then there’s also man’s impact on the land. More development around the island meant less water to go around, which dried up lakes and marshes and turned a vibrant ecosystem managed by Native Hawaiians for centuries into a deadly colonialized tinderbox that placed tourism first. Yes, human-caused climate change fueled this inferno, but habitat change—and people’s failure to recognize our radicalized elements as a threat—was the second (always less spoken about) accelerant.

Two weeks after Lahaina burned, President Joe Biden toured the disaster zone from the sky in a helicopter and on foot. It was a carefully choreographed visit that ended at a podium staged in front of the town’s 150-year-old banyan tree. The “Great One,” as some locals call it, is a cherished landmark in the community. Its lush canopy of waxy emerald leaves shaded an entire block and generations of families who gathered under it to escape the heat and marvel at the birds that called its snaking roots and limbs home. While flames torched the Great One, it was found unbowed. Many of those emerald leaves even managed to hold on, albeit in a rusted state, and they crackled in the breeze as the president declared the banyan’s resilience a symbol of the town’s resolve to rebuild. He said Lahaina would rise again and promised native Hawaiians a seat at the table during the process. Their ancestral land would not be snatched up by predatory developers looking to build all-inclusive hotels, he would later tell some residents during a visit to a donation center. It was exactly what residents wanted to hear, but not what they needed to hear. Yes, Lahaina will rebuild again, just like every other American town lost before it. But unless changes are made, another countdown clock will turn on, and it’s anyone’s guess when time will run out. Because before every “unprecedented” explosion in the cities and towns of a nation now under siege from an environment it spent too long taking for granted, there is a history of missed opportunities.




Prologue: A World Away Hits Close to Home

My boss Andy Clarke had, over the course of four years working together, honed a familiar sequence of events I knew to follow as soon as word came in that I was needed to deploy to some far-off stretch of the world as a foreign correspondent for CBS News.

The CliffsNotes version goes something like this: grab passport, book flight(s), confirm “go-bag” is properly packed, double-check visas, repack poorly packed “go-bag,” withdraw plenty of cash from ATM, rush to London Heathrow airport, calm nerves with a stiff drink on the plane, rendezvous with team at destination, and hit the ground running, while occasionally pausing for a guilty cigarette.

It was a rapid-fire, adrenaline-fueled routine that launched me into orbits I used to dream about as a kid flipping through my parents’ old National Geographics in the basement of our home in Mount Kisco, New York… places like Essaouira, Colombo, the Gaza Strip, Nairobi, Sydney, Reykjavik, Ittoqqortoormiit, Ikaria, Istanbul, Dublin, Rome, Fraser Island, Pamplona, Paris, Edinburgh, Brussels, Copenhagen, the West Bank, Snowdonia, Suva, Tel Aviv, Beirut, Dubai, Auckland, Stockholm, Jerusalem, Tres Fronteras, Lofoten, Marrakesh, Nice, Crete, Gibraltar, Munich, Amsterdam, and Tonga, to name a few. This assignment, though, was different.

Andy’s email that morning had been terse, a knowing choice of economy because the subject line said it all: “Come to my office. Let’s talk Syria.” I had begged Andy to send me there since the first day I walked into the newsroom as an in-over-my-head freshly shaved “kid from the States” and had been, in so many words, told to piss off each time. It became a running joke in the breakroom, where I’d often circle the kettle waiting for Andy to make his morning cup of tea, light with no sugar. “Send me to Syria,” I’d say. “You think that’s a good idea?” he’d respond as he walked away, not waiting for an answer. And fair enough. My ambition has always outpaced whatever skill it is I think I possess. But in television news, ambition is sometimes enough… Most likely I was tapped because none of my more respected and polished correspondent colleagues could get a visa in time. Fuck if I cared, though. I was finally headed to the front lines to document a civil war between men, and a pristine example of how the environment we all helped radicalize can lead to violent bloodshed.

The year was 2019 and the proof linking climate to conflict was piling up. “The evidence is clear that climate change does contribute to increased conflict, but along indirect pathways,” the United Nations posted on their website. “There are a variety of context factors—in particular, socioeconomic conditions, governance, and political factors—that interact and play a key role in translating climate change into conflict risks.” This deadly cauldron of ingredients had already boiled over in places like Sudan, where back-to-back droughts that first gripped the African nation in the 1980s triggered a domino run that began with famine and ended with political unrest and war. Today, five million people—or 40 percent of the population—still face extreme hunger and conflict. The dominos that led to Syria’s demise toppled later, but along similar “pathways.”

That’s how I found myself in the village of al-Suqaylabiyah, walking through rows of the dusty olive trees that framed stone houses hammered into anthills by a wartime mix of mortars and shells. I arrived toward the end of Syria’s climate chain reaction. It was early spring, and Syria’s then-eight-year conflict had transformed every corner of the country. The muddy and fractured farmland I hiked through with a Kevlar vest and helmet had become the final flashpoint in the war as government forces closed in on the last rebel stronghold in Idlib.

British producer Barny Smith, Italian photographer Federico Pucci, and I traveled here with the National Defense Forces (NDF), a pro-Syrian government militia whose barracks were a collection of white canvas tents hidden in the orchards. As the sun set I could make out the silhouette of one fighter resting inside, sipping something hot from a mug. The NDF’s targets, an estimated 70,000 rebels, remained in hiding among three million civilians, according to the government, and while a ceasefire negotiated by Russia and Turkey had minimized bloodshed, tensions were still rising. Innocent people—men, women, and children—became pawns, caught in the crossfire of bombardments. Meanwhile, in the eastern part of the country, U.S.-backed Kurdish rebel forces closed in on the ISIS caliphate, the terrorist group that filled the power vacuum created when the Syrian War first began in 2011. As the battle for control of this land waged on, the slices of the pie that had already been ripped back by deadly force struggled to rebuild.

The signs of death could be seen everywhere as my team and I drove through cities like Homs, Aleppo, and Palmyra. It had been two years since the Syrian government and its allies “liberated” Palmyra, and only thirty-five families had returned, among them Feda Mahmoud and her son. “I’ve been living here for thirty years, so I don’t want to leave,” she told me with the help of an interpreter as she grilled chicken on the street in front of her small cafe. A hijab covered Feda’s round face. Her large, thick hands dwarfed the kebabs she served to the hungry. Those mouths mainly included the Syrian-allied Russian and Iranian forces still stationed there and, on this day, mine. As I walked through the city that afternoon, I looked through the blown-out doors and shattered windows of homes and street-level businesses that I imagined resembled Clinton Street on New York City’s Lower East Side, where I once lived while working as a reporter for WNBC.

War erased Palmyra down to its cinder-block frames, whose exteriors were pockmarked by thousands of bullet holes. An entire city of 200,000 people vanished without a trace, and without a reliable source of water or electricity, it would take a special breed of pioneer to rebuild. “I hope that everyone one day will come back because there’s something we say: ‘Even in heaven, if there’s no people, you can’t sleep,’ ” Feda told me earlier.

President Bashar al-Assad described the devastation at the time as “painful for us as Syrians to see,” and justified his army’s bombing campaign to eradicate rebels from cities like Palmyra. “This is the price sometimes, but at the end the people are liberated from the terrorists.” Critics called this “reclamation” a genocide.

What can’t be refuted is the lingering toll of this conflict. According to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, nearly half of Syria’s prewar population have been displaced and more than 600,000 people have been killed. “It’s a cancer, what’s happened here. And to think all of this destruction began with desperation in our farms,” said Zaher Sabouni, a soap maker who used to source his olive oil from Syria’s rural “breadbasket,” where the first domino fell. While bombs brought Syria to her knees, the region’s rapidly shifting climate and mismanaged land—overlooked for decades—collided, causing unimaginable pain to the people who remained.

To understand the threat a radical environment poses to nations, and Mother Nature’s role in Syria’s fall, you’ll have to rewind through all the destruction to a time before the war began. Before the bombs and fighter jets and shattered puzzles of concrete. The year was 2006 and Syria’s cities were bustling, blissfully unaware of the emerging crisis in the country’s agricultural veins. The farming community of Daraa was once a cultivated land of wheat and cotton, but five years before civil war would erupt, this fertile Eden began to unravel for a number of related reasons that had gone ignored.

Okay, let me pull over to the side of this metaphorical road and explain something. Us humans are essentially tiny microorganisms—bacteria, fungi, and the like—living in Earth’s planetary body, also known as the biosphere. In this biosphere, our climate (weather) and our habitat (including trees, plants, and rivers) act as vital organs regulating four key elements: Air, Water, Fire, and Earth. Like blood, these elements circulate nutrients through the entire body. But decades of human activity have fueled changes in our climate and habitat that have radicalized the behavior of our elements, and in return triggered environmental disasters the likes of which have never been recorded in modern, developed history. One by one, rural, suburban, and urban ecosystems—the biosphere’s fingers, ears, and toes in this allegory—have gone gangrenous. I tell you all this because many people consider “climate change” the only threat we face as a society, while overlooking the other contributing factors in our environmental crisis. While our climate does play an outsized role, it’s not alone, and by focusing only on it we fail to see the many other options that exist to turn things around.

In the pages ahead, I use “climate change” when specifically talking about our warming atmosphere; “habitat change” when talking about damage to our land, waterways, and wildlife; and “ecosystem collapse” to describe the changing climate and habitat’s combined role in knocking main streets around the world offline. Which brings me back to Syria.

Centuries of humans all over the world spewing heat-trapping greenhouse gasses into the atmosphere, along with poor irrigation and land management practices and one of the worst long-term droughts in modern history, had scabbed this once verdant land in brittle layers of condensed dust. Farmers in Daraa, the agricultural center of the country, warned the government of a looming collapse for years. Seeds wouldn’t sprout and families were barely hanging on. If aid wasn’t provided, they said, people would abandon the fields and flood already packed urban ecosystems, putting too much stress on limited resources and uprooting life in the nation’s agricultural land. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy. By 2007, 60 percent of the nation was hit by extreme drought and 75 percent of farmers suffered total crop failure and livestock mortality, according to a report published by the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. The crisis only worsened as time marched on, hollowing out community after community. An estimated 1.5 million people abandoned rural areas for urban ones. “Down with the regime. Your turn next, Doctor” then-fourteen-year-old Mouawiya Syasneh graffitied on a wall in Daraa’s downtown, taking direct aim at President Assad, a trained ophthalmologist.

What Mouawiya would later call a message of “desperation” triggered a brutal backlash from government forces, and the protests that erupted in response ignited one of the deadliest wars in modern times. Daraa’s damaged climate and habitat had fueled environmental disaster that, without adequate government intervention, eventually led to ecosystem collapse. The loss of local identity along with poverty, pain, and “desperation” were a radicalizing force of unimaginable power. Syria’s “breadbasket” became “the cradle of the revolution.”

“Weather extremes, such as meteorological droughts, have been found to sometimes coincide with armed conflict outbreaks… Agricultural production shocks, often with subsequent migration, constitute the most commonly suggested mechanism linking climate to violent conflict,” an international group of researchers concluded in the 2022 study “Societal Drought Vulnerability and the Syrian Climate-Conflict,” published by the science journal Nature.

While Syria’s “climate conflict” presents an extreme example, it also must serve as a lesson for what other countries in other parts of the world could face if action isn’t taken now. I’ve covered ecosystem collapse for much of my career as a journalist, but weeks spent tracing the origins of Syria’s deadly war was the kind of assignment that rewires a journalist’s inner circuit board. I landed back in London with a stubbled face and fresh eyes.



A few months later, I moved to the network’s West Coast bureau in Los Angeles and began searching for Daraas closer to home (this was a move planned months earlier, but we’ll get to that soon). In the time between then and now I have covered historic hurricanes, thermometer-shattering heat waves, record-breaking droughts, megawildfires, back-to-back “hundred-year floods,” unprecedented blizzards, and never-before-seen mudslides. According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), between 2020 and 2023 the United States was hammered by more than eighty billion-dollar environmental disasters that destabilized highly developed communities that, as it turns out, were poorly adapted to survive today’s storms.

I was documenting the early signs of ecosystem collapse destroying American main streets in ways so many had struggled to imagine happening here. And I understand why. The unrivaled industry, infrastructure, and engineering that have helped stress the United States’s ecosystems have also, paradoxically, shielded most of us from the elements we radicalized. But now nature is outmaneuvering man’s ability to hold her back, and our modern tools can no longer spackle over the growing cracks. “As families risk their lives in search of safety and security, mass migration leaves them vulnerable to exploitation and radicalization, all of which undermine stability,” said then Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin during the 2022 Leaders Summit on Climate. He was describing seismic change in Africa and Central America, but the United States sits on similar fault lines. Along the main streets of the ecosystems that form America, more people than ever before are feeling the impacts in real time. Not a century from now, not in a decade, but right now.

The real estate analytics firm CoreLogic found, in 2021, 14.5 million American homes were affected by environmental disasters. That figure works out to one in ten homes in the country. More than a million people were forced to either permanently or temporarily relocate because of extreme weather and habitat destruction. Research conducted by Forbes Home also found nearly a third of Americans surveyed cited “climate change” as a reason for moving in 2022. This eco-migration is straining both host communities and the communities left behind.

The social and cultural conflict following Hurricane Katrina was the example at home we Americans seemed to forget. On August 29, 2005, a hurricane that exploded into a Category 5 made landfall in New Orleans, exposing both humanity’s role in birthing the twenty-first century’s new breed of megastorms, and our inability to hold Nature’s radicalized elements back. The surging water of the gulf toppled levees and ripped through one of America’s capitals of black wealth and culture. Eighty percent of the city was flooded with up to 20 feet of water, and an estimated 1,833 people were killed. But Katrina’s devastating ripple effect would soon make bigger waves around the country. According to The Data Center, a New Orleans–based research organization, more than one million people were displaced by the storm—many of them people of color—and forced to find refuge in other communities both near and far. But not every climate refugee was welcomed with open arms, and the data from this post-storm migration is devastating.

Research from Georgetown University showed people in villages, towns, and cities that received climate refugees from the Gulf States impacted by Katrina’s landfall became “less supportive of spending to help the poor and African Americans.” Some cities actually pushed for more spending on crime while opposing funding for public benefits. It’s similar to what happened in Europe, where many Syrian refugees fled. This race and class clash is unfolding more publicly today along the Mexico border, where millions of migrants arrive each year, many of them fleeing ecosystems ravaged by everything from hurricanes and severe droughts to failed crops. Back in the United States, abandoned main streets also struggle to survive without taxpayers. Residents that do remain in these stressed ecosystems show a growing distrust in the local, state, and federal government’s ability to protect them, according to a Rice University paper titled “Under Pressure: Social Capital and Trust in Government After Natural Disasters,” first published in the journal Social Currents. “As climate change continues to escalate the threat from natural disasters, government officials and disaster managers must pay attention to these negative impressions and focus on ways to build trust so communities can recover more quickly,” the study suggests.

President Donald Trump first tapped this toxic stew of distrust, racism, and classism when running for office in 2015, before eventually weaponizing it on January 6, 2021, in his own desperate attempt to hold on to power. While the insurrection included extremist groups like the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers, research by the University of Chicago found a majority who stormed the Capitol that day were acting alone but were radicalized by the same “fear that rights of Hispanic people and Black people are outpacing the rights of white people.” By analyzing data provided by the Department of Justice and cross-referencing charging documents with local news reports and background checks, I found many of the more than 1,000 rioters arrested came from or lived close to ecosystems adversely impacted by migration and extreme weather events, including wildfires, floods, and crop failure caused by droughts. In fact, enough of the perpetrators had agricultural links that farm groups like the National Milk Producers Federation (NMPF), the American Farm Bureau Federation, the National Young Farmers Coalition, and the National Farmers Union (NFU) all separately condemned the attack. “Yesterday’s insurrection put thousands of lives in danger in a brazen mob attempt to disrupt the peaceful transfer of power,” NMPF president Jim Mulhern issued in a statement. “These acts of intimidation and terror have no place in this country and they cannot be condoned or brushed aside,” wrote NFU president Rob Larew. And we should not brush aside what I believe to be one root cause. Human activity has radicalized our elements and our ecosystems—and in some cases the people that live in them—in ways we don’t even recognize.

I’ve been to all fifty states—many of them many times—and have walked through prewar Daraas by different names like Dexter, Dawson Springs, Palmer, Paradise, Red Lodge, Leesville, Breezy Point, Eastham, Sugarloaf Key, Fair Bluff, Mayfield… the list goes on. Today the geometric crisscross of America’s main streets forms the cradle of a new revolution pinning humans against Mother Nature. And the main street of every ecosystem has a Mouawiya sounding the alarm. In the pages ahead, I’ll introduce you to people like Becky James, Jim Kalbach, and Eva Dawn Burke—everyday Americans I’ve met while documenting climate change and its role in our extreme weather, each struggling to survive in a habitat threatening to erase their ways of life. Their accounts are enlightening, heartbreaking, and inspiring. While they all come from different ecosystems, collectively they illuminate a mounting domestic crisis and form a blueprint for adapting, surviving, and even thriving in our changing Americana. But we have to listen, and then collectively take action. Before it’s gone.




Author’s Note

The following pages have been broken into the four elements that human activity has radicalized—Fire, Water, Air, and Earth. Each section tells the man-made story of how the corresponding element became radicalized, the impact that element is having on our weather patterns and habitat, the scientists that first sounded the alarm, the communities stressed when action wasn’t taken, and the pioneers now paving a new path forward.

Not all elements are created equal, and Air is the alpha of this group, influencing the rest more than any other. While this is probably where I should begin, I don’t. This book follows my journey through the main streets of American ecosystems, and Fire is where it all began for me. So that’s where we’ll kick things off. But as you read, remember: Most if not all environmental disasters are fueled by more than just one element. For example, landslides and floods can be and are triggered by Air, Earth, Water, and Fire—both alone and in deadly concert. And many of these disasters are intertwined and have a compounding effect on one another, like how extreme heat causes and amplifies droughts, which stoke wildfires that in return can cause and amplify flooding, landslides, and mudslides (I’ll explain this later). I try my best to place each disaster under the primary elemental driver. At its core, I hope this book provides an intimate snapshot of different American ecosystems at a crossroads.

And on that note: I have always believed the lens of a camera—and in this case the written word—is a window into understanding distant worlds and a mirror for reflection and analysis, but after reporting for nearing twenty years, I’ve learned some people don’t want to see what’s happening right in front of their eyes. I’ve had cranky viewers find me on Instagram and X, formally called Twitter, and leave wonderful messages like “Hey dipshit. Explain exactly how did ‘human caused climate change’ cause the wildfires in California. Exactly where did you get your PhD… Dumbass University?”

Funny enough, that person has a point. Because as you’re already starting to see, our changing climate alone isn’t responsible for wildfires. Also, I’m not a scientist. I studied journalism at Fordham University in New York City and have used my platform since then to expose critical issues impacting the natural world with the help of leaders in their respective fields. Journalists may not know everything, but I’d like to think we’re pretty damn good at tracking down the people who know a lot, and breaking down their sometimes overwhelming knowledge into digestible pieces. CBS News alone has easily invested more than a million dollars in training and sending me and my team into the field in pursuit of the truth. It’s been a priceless education. For some though, I realize none of this merit matters. They’d rather get their information from their crazy uncle on Facebook. Good for them. Those people can still reach me on Instagram and X. But to rip a page from Greta Thunberg, I, too, can also be emailed at smalldickenergy@getalife.com.




PART ONE FIRE




The Flame Tamer

The small reception area of the United States Forest Service’s Missoula Fire Sciences Laboratory—the one where visitors pass through on their way to secured rooms where researchers experiment with fire—looks like a mid-century still-life of bureaucratic perfection. The walls are wrapped in whiskey-colored wood paneling. A three-seater cream-colored couch is flanked by end tables made of the same warm, grainy wood, and above them sit wood-framed glass boxes—the sort of displays you’d see in a natural history museum. Inside are gadgets labeled with names like “aspiration psychrometer,” “visibility meter,” and “double tripod heliograph.” A painting of their inventor, a man friends called “Gis,” hangs behind them. It’s the first thing guests see as they walk into the room. The portrait’s emerald-green backdrop—thinly brushed so you can see each oily stroke on the textured canvas—is the only pop of color in the otherwise varnished amber space, but it is Gis’s eyes that grab everyone’s attention. They are soft and kind and contradict the rest of his thin, sharp face. His deep frown lines, combed-back graying hair, caterpillar eyebrows, and matching thick mustache give him a stern look that is further accented by his brown suit jacket, beige button-down shirt, and gray tie. He appears more like a high school English teacher nearing retirement than what the plaque under his portrait reads:

Harry T. Gisborne

Pioneer Forest Service Fire Scientist

When Harry Gisborne joined the Forest Service back in 1918 he was
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