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Acclaim for Jane Kramer’s Lone Patriot
“In Lone Patriot, Kramer has achieved something nearly miraculous. Through meticulous reporting and incisive, often humorous writing, she creates a warts-and-all yet somehow sympathetic portrait.” —The Hartford Courant 
“[Kramer’s] writing is graceful and fluid, finding humor as easily as heartbreak.” —The Oregonian
“By turns hilarious and harrowing, Lone Patriot offers one of the most richly textured and deeply affecting narratives of Jane Kramer’s remarkable career.” —Lawrence Wechsler
“Elegantly spun, thoroughly researched. . . . A lively, important, and splendid investigation of one man and one more paranoid vision.” — Providence Journal-Bulletin
“With the breezy style of a good novelist and the seasoned eye of an historian, Jane Kramer has written a remarkable book.” —Arizona Daily Star
“Brilliant. Kramer is a poet of discontent and delusion, and in Whatcom County she has found a great subject.” —Ward Just
“Kramer has gone bravely into the belly of a beast which is alive and well in America and which most of us prefer not to acknowledge. We avoid looking where she takes us in Lone  Patriot at our peril.” —Bob Kerrey
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One
THE ENEMY TOOK John Pitner by subterfuge and surprise, on a hot midsummer Saturday when no one could really have been expected to stand and fight, and the result was that John lost his liberty before he had a chance to save America. The date was July 27, 1996, the time was five in the afternoon, and the place was a low, gray, prefabricated house—the prosecutor said “trailer” and the papers said “mobile home,” but the company that made it said “manufactured home”—hidden in a small riverine clearing in the woods of Whatcom County, Washington, about eighteen miles inland from Bellingham Bay, and not much farther than that from the Canadian border. In Bellingham, at five, people were already shaking off the day—getting into their cars and heading down to the harbor to watch the kayaks come in and then, maybe, stop for a drink and dinner while the sun melted into a pink line over the San Juan Islands. But out in the county, in the tangled scrub and wayward ash woods that a few very old Whatcom loggers could still remember as breathing forest, the air was heavy, and people were sitting around watching reruns, too listless to enjoy the liberty they had. John himself wasn’t watching anything. He was thinking about the real estate agent who had called twice to tell him she was on her way, and, of course, he was also thinking about the invasion of the New World Order, wondering whether, given the imminence of the invasion, it was worth his while to put a second coat of gray paint on the wooden deck of a house that was up for sale anyway. John was very concerned about his liberty. He believed that liberty was something God had guaranteed to men like him, men who were Patriots, and that now the New World Order was chipping it away, like the deck paint on his own porch.
When John was out pitching Armageddon, in his official capacity as founder, promoter, banker, quartermaster, and commander in chief of a Patriot army he called the Washington State Militia, he would sometimes raise his right hand and swear to die fighting to preserve his liberty and yours. “Yup, that’s me, give me liberty or give me death,” he’d say, after a thoughtful pause which seemed to suggest that, whatever you might have heard to the contrary, the phrase, along with the sentiment, was his. John was armed, he was ready for the big battle, and he never intended to get stopped in his hero’s tracks—stopped, much less, in a pair of old pants and a T-SHIRT, in his own house, at the end of a summer day, by a small woman with a 9 mm Glock, a pair of handcuffs, and an ID from the Federal Bureau of Investigation—but that was what in fact happened. He heard the noise of a car bumping down the dirt road to his clearing and got up to look out the window, expecting to see the realtor and, with any luck, the client she had asked to bring. No one else knew he was home that afternoon, or was even in Whatcom County. His wife, Deborah Sue, had left him that spring and was living in town. His daughter, Rachel, who had driven out earlier for a swim, was certainly back in town, too—though for a moment he wondered if it was Rachel, coming to retrieve something she’d forgotten, like her bathing suit or her best lipstick. But just then he spotted the woman, walking toward him with her jacket open in the heat and the Glock poking out of her shoulder holster and what looked to be two companions moving through the trees behind her, hanging back to cover her as she made the short trip across the clearing and up a couple of wooden steps to his front door. John claimed later, and probably still claims, that Special Agent Catherine Fahey of the Bellingham office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation was so nervous coming through the door of the leader of the Washington State Militia that she followed him through the house, cornered him in the bathroom, and held her gun to his temple while one of the people he’d spotted in the trees a minute earlier pulled his arms behind him and snapped the cuffs on for her, whereas Fahey testified that it wasn’t the bathroom, it was the bedroom, and that her gun was pointed at the floor. The result, in any event, was the same. John never made his last stand against the New World Order; he was arrested instead, and by all accounts he surrendered quietly, though not without warning Fahey that if he was out of phone contact with the Patriot world for more than twenty-four hours, militias all over the country would go on “tac-4 alert” and his own militiamen—seven thousand of them, he told her—would be deployed. He called it a declaration of war. That night he slept in a holding cell near Seattle, and on Monday, in the resentful company of three other Whatcom County militiamen, three Seattle Freemen, and one of the Freemen’s wives, he was formally charged before a magistrate of the U.S. District Court for Western Washington. The charge against him was “conspiracy”—“conspiracy to make and possess destructive devices”—and the purpose of those devices was “an eventual confrontation” with the federal government or the United Nations. The case became known as United States v. John Irvin Pitner et al.
WHEN I INTERVIEWED John Pitner for the first time, four months before his arrest and about three months after I had started talking to people on the Patriot fringe of the American right, there were thought to be as many as eight hundred militias in the country—even as many as nine hundred, given the strong likelihood that the most seriously armed militias were going to be the ones nobody outside the Patriot underground had ever heard of. Today, there are fewer than two hundred known militias, which is to say active, identifiable, self-designated, paramilitary, citizens’ reserves teetering aboveground on the perch of their First Amendment right to speak freely and assemble peaceably and their Second Amendment license to buy arms and organize. Some people claim the militia movement is over. Some claim it was never much of a movement anyway, since, at least in theory, all you ever really needed to make a militia was one like-minded friend and the loan of a hunting rifle. But even today, with so many watch groups committed to tracking activity on the armed right, there is no consensus on the number of people actually in militias. The FBI last put it at forty thousand, but other estimates I’ve seen run from an improbably modest five or ten thousand to an improbably cautionary four hundred thousand. And, this being pretty much what they ran five years ago, it could also be true that the number of men in armed, unknown, underground, Patriot hate groups, if not the groups themselves, has simply increased accordingly (an assumption that at least helps to explain the discovery of huge caches of machine guns and explosives seized in the trailer of one Montana militiaman late this winter, along with thirty thousand rounds of ammunition and a hit list that included most of the county’s law enforcement personnel).
My colleague Cathy Logg, an ex-Marine and Bellingham grandmother who at the time of John’s arrest was covering crime for the Bellingham Herald, told me that after John’s trial ended, in 1997, she had fought to keep the story of the Washington State Militia open, and lost. “My boss kind of thought, ‘They’ve arrested these guys, and the rattlesnake is dead,’ and I said, ‘Noooo, they’ve just cut off the rattle,’ ” was the way she put it, and of course she was right. For one thing, it’s harder to stay rattling aboveground than it once was. Militias that court attention—militias with leaders like John who go public with their names and numbers and what John used to call their “Good Samaritan” faces, and talk to reporters, and make speeches—are, almost by definition, the easiest ones to infiltrate (and so many undercover cops and agents were fed into the militia movement in 1995, after the Oklahoma City bombing, that it’s likely all of them  were infiltrated). For another, a good argument can be made that, with the right in the White House, a few militiamen, at least, have started sleeping better and, by extension, that any militiaman who isn’t sleeping better was probably headed underground all along. Norman Olson, who once ran the Michigan Milita (and was so eager for attention himself that he called to confirm the connection between his own Michigan Militia and Terry Nichols, the Oklahoma City conspirator now in prison on a life sentence, before anyone even knew about a connection) disbanded his latest militia a few months after George W. Bush’s inauguration, telling reporters, with some disgust, that “across the nation, there is a satisfaction among Patriots with the way things are going.” The difference, of course, is that in the mid-nineties Bill Clinton was still in the first term of a two-term presidency, the Senate was still in Democratic hands, and the radical right was represented by Newt Gingrich, the new Speaker of the House and, as it turned out, a man who could have been bought off with a short ride in Air Force One. Today, the country has a war on terror that is not homegrown, a born-again president, an attorney general more highly regarded on the Patriot Web sites than in the New York Times, and a House whip who sounds as if John Pitner drafts his stump speeches. The Good Samaritan faces are what you see in Congress, though right now their preoccupation has shifted from the Wall Street conspiracy to the conspiracy called Al Qaeda that tried to destroy Wall Street on September 11, 2001. The problem for militias today is less the tedium of satisfaction than it is a kind of ideological conflict of interest, since Osama bin Laden’s followers seem to have precisely the same enemies they do—with the notable distinction that Al Qaeda’s enemies list includes white American Christians, people like  them, while theirs has always included foreigners, or, you could say, people who are not white, American, and Christian. Some of the supremacist groups have managed to get around this the way one American neo-Nazi did when he posted a note of congratulations to the terrorists of September 11th, praising them for “testicular” courage while reminding them not even to think about “marrying our daughters.” But it was not the sort of thing a Good Samaritan would say.
It has to be said that, in 1996, my idea of the American mainstream was exceptionally limited. I had grown up in the McCarthy years and had long since accepted that what Richard Hofstadter so famously described as “the paranoid style in American politics” might also be our most enduring style. I had even produced a book about a cowboy, hoping to discover what happened to an American archetype when his own myths of liberty failed. But after twenty years of living between New York and Paris, and of reporting almost entirely from Europe, nothing, not even my own experience writing about the kinds of nationalism that were surfacing (and resurfacing) there in the eighties and nineties, really prepared me for the ideology of Oklahoma City, or for the peculiarly American rhetoric of the militiamen I started meeting, or— and maybe it was this, more than anything—for the evidence of danger to people like me in what was after all my country. Certainly, nothing prepared me for how unfamiliar the West would seem, with its militias and Freemen and Patriot tribes all gathering for the big fight—which I imagine is why I ended up in Whatcom County, with my back to the Pacific, talking to John Pitner. John believed that the fight for America was going to start in Whatcom County, and, short of Alaska, Whatcom County was just about as far west as you could go in the continental United States. John didn’t credit anyone who tried to dissuade him, not even his sheriff, Dale Brandland, who was the only lawman in Whatcom County whose authority John recognized, the only one with what he called the “constitutional right” even to be in the county. The sheriff wanted everyone to believe that war in Whatcom County was impossible, if for no reason other than that the government was incapable of organizing anything as complicated as a war in Whatcom County. (“Not without screwing up,” as he explained it to me.) But John told me what he had told his men in the Washington State Militia: that the enemy they called the New World Order—the president and the United States Army and the United Nations troops and the FBI SWAT teams and the Earth First! terrorists and all the other conspirators who took their orders from David Rockefeller and the rest of the Marxist elite on the Council on Foreign Relations and the Trilateral Commission and got their weapons from the eight Jewish bankers who owned the Federal Reserve— was going to cross the Canadian border just below Vancouver, and fan out off the Interstate 5 to start the battle for America on the very road where John and Debbie Pitner had put their house. John never said, not precisely, that the masterminds of the New World Order had chosen Valley Highway 9 because a Patriot by the name of John Pitner lived there. He liked to present himself as a modest man, just an honest citizen doing what he could to alert his neighbors to the great conspiracy against them. He wanted to enlighten, not frighten, the farmers and loggers and born-again dropouts who lived near him on Valley Highway, which wasn’t a highway at all—not for moving tanks and armies—but a country road, winding beside the south fork of the Nooksack River, up from the little town of Deming and east through Van Zandt and Acme and Sedro Woolley and a couple of other villages so small they had simply kept the name of the first settler to stay long enough to need a tombstone. It wasn’t John’s fault if some of his neighbors looked at the documents, theirs for such a small price, thought things over, and came to the conclusion that John Pitner was the reason the enemy was going to launch its assault on freedom on a stretch of back-country road in the woods of the northwest corner of the state of Washington, instead of, say, marching right down the Interstate 5 to Seattle, or even to Los Angeles—or for that matter crossing from the east of Canada and knocking out Wall Street on the way to the town they always referred to, shaking their heads or rolling their eyes and sighing, as “that Washington.” Not even the sheriff thought it was John’s fault. “It’s not like they’re stupid,” Brandland told me, when I was in Bellingham for the first time and asking everyone I met to describe the kind of people who believed in John. “They select their information. If it doesn’t fit their paradigm, it’s out. I try to keep an open mind. I just don’t write them off as being nuts. I think that’s inappropriate.”
The truth was that John took some pride in being Ground Zero in the coming Patriot wars, the personal front line of a citizens’ army that stretched, as he put it, from Valley Highway all the way to New Hampshire. He swore that the New World Order wasn’t going to take America as long as John Pitner was alive and fighting in Whatcom County. He wanted me to know that he had read the “signs” and that he was prepared. We had met exactly a week before his forty-fifth birthday, and I knew almost nothing about him then, other than that he ran a militia that some Bellingham liberals regarded as a menace and others as a bad joke. (“Those guys? You could take them out with a Girl Scout troop!” was what I’d heard.) But this much was clear: the fact that John Pitner had been born on April 19, 1951, in the state of Washington, was one of the few details in the story of his Patriot awakening that he hadn’t had to change or fiddle to his advantage, because April 19th was the most important sign of all when it came to understanding the war for America, and what his role in the war would be, and even why it was going to start in Whatcom County. John did not believe in coincidence. He believed there was a reason why Janet Reno—“Janet Reno,” he called her, “the illegal attorney general of the so-called United States”— had chosen April 19, 1993, to murder the people John thought of as “peaceful, religious folks, exercising their constitutional rights down in Waco, Texas,” just as there was a reason why Clinton, the illegal president, had chosen April 19, 1995, to bomb the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, in order to blame Patriots like Terry Nichols and Timothy McVeigh, and reduce Americans to fear and panic. When John counted the dead—81 men, women, and children dead in Waco; 168 men, women, and children dead in Oklahoma City—it was obvious that all those American bodies had been signs to John Pitner, approaching his forty-fifth birthday. And those were merely the big signs. There were small ones too, directed entirely at him. “Yup, the messages” is the way he put it. The messages began to arrive one morning in the spring of 1995, when John woke up to an ear-splitting roar, rushed outside, and discovered an unmarked black helicopter hovering no more than a hundred feet above his flagpole. Then, no more than a year later, the FBI paid a visit to Valley Highway. A couple of suits came for John and drove him to an empty building at the Bellingham airport—sometimes, it was the Seattle airport—and zapped his brain with lasers, and that was when he knew for certain that David Rockefeller had written “John Pitner” at the top of his list of targets.
It was John’s belief that Rockefeller was the “true, secret power” behind the New World Order, and Rockefeller, to his credit, took John seriously—which was more than John could say for the liberals he knew in Bellingham. John hated Bellingham. It was the county seat, a pretty port town with a population of not much more than fifty thousand, but John viewed it with the kind of suspicion and alarm that most people reserve for the favelas of São Paulo or the bidonvilles of Cairo. Bellingham had sanctuary churches and human rights activists. It had a National Public Radio station and it had a university— Western Washington University—with a gay and lesbian hot line and it had a reputation on the funk-rock circuit and it had a bookstore called Village Books, whose owner boasted that he could spend a lifetime behind his cash register and never meet anyone who had voted for George Bush or Ronald Reagan. The people who lived in Bellingham were by and large serious citizens. They signed petitions and joined protests and sat through political debates and book club meetings and discussion panels with the Western Washington faculty. They complained a lot about the levels of fluoride dumped in Bellingham Bay by Georgia Pacific—whose chemical plant was the biggest industry in town—but, as one Bellingham professor put it, they did not believe that agents of the New World Order had dumped it there in order to make them sterile. Rockefeller, like John, knew better. John could picture Rockefeller, back east in his New York mansion, conspiring about things like fluoride with the generals and the bankers and the Wall Street Communists and the secretary-general of the United Nations. He could almost hear the order go out to the troops that were already massing and operational, a few miles north of Valley Highway in Canada. “Take out Pitner!” Rockefeller always said. “Repeat. Take out Pitner!” As Debbie explained it when I knew her better, “John’s this guy has a little touch of—what would you call it?—the hero complex.”
For a while, by John’s account, he held his own. He let it be known that Rockefeller was running scared. Then, in the winter of 1996, he read somewhere about Rockefeller cancelling a trip to Olympic National Park, just across Puget Sound from Seattle, and this, finally, was the proof he needed. It wasn’t long before word went out on the Patriot Web sites that David Rockefeller had been so shaken at the prospect of having to face John Pitner and his militia at the park entrance, putting themselves between him and the land he was planning to seize from the American people and turn into an “ecosystem” (which, if you lived in Whatcom County, you knew was a code word for United Nations territory), that he not only cancelled his trip but actually postponed his invasion. Still, it wasn’t until John was arrested and sent to jail that John could really begin to appreciate how, after such a big humiliation, Rockefeller had had no choice but to pull him in and order the judge to see to it that he was put away. “David Rockefeller pushed the button,” John said to me once, during a lunch break at his trial. “David Rockefeller was really pissed off at me.”
AT THE BEGINNING, not many people in Whatcom County, or even on John’s particular stretch of Valley Highway, between Deming and Van Zandt, knew John. In fact, not many people had ever thought one way or another about John Pitner before the fall of 1995—when he posted a notice inviting his neighbors to a gathering he would later refer to with historic solemnity as “the first public meeting of the Washington State Militia.” About forty people came, among them the local Patriots, the sheriff, the Bellingham police chief, and a couple of informers for the FBI. They sat in the Rome Grange, in front of a big yellow banner with a black snake coiled on it—“Don’t tread on me,” the banner, and presumably the snake, said—and listened to John describe the terrible plot to enslave them. But even then, the most they could really have told you about John Pitner was that John was the stranger with the small spread down in the woods by the south fork of the Nooksack River, and that you got there by a dirt road, off the highway, which crossed some old Northern Pacific tracks and then dropped to a stretch of riverbank beach where the liberals in the South Fork Beach Association came to swim naked and, as one of the Whatcom preachers put it, “fornicate right in front of their own innocent babes.” A few of John’s neighbors claimed to have seen his house arrive, in sections, on the bed of a semi, six or seven years earlier. A few claimed to have seen Debbie—she was a big, blond, good-looking woman, over six feet tall, shy but hard to miss, even in a crowd—nursing a Bloody Mary, after work, at the Nooksack Indians’ casino. And a few actually knew their daughter, Rachel, because Rachel was a friendly, high-spirited girl who had spent a couple of years at Mount Baker High, the local high school, and had earned her pocket money in Van Zandt, clerking at Everybody’s Store, an old-fashioned general store which was called Everybody’s so that everybody with an urge for a bagel or a bag of organic jellybeans or a stick of jerky would feel at home. But until the night of November 11, 1995, at the Rome Grange, all that most people really knew about John Pitner was that he flew his Stars and Stripes from the tallest flagpole on Valley Highway; they knew this because they could usually see the top of it poking through the trees. As John was fond of saying, the only thing that stood between the American flag and the flag of the United Nations were Patriots like him.
JOHN WAS KNOWN as a man who kept to himself. It was something his neighbors respected, maybe because so many of them had reason to keep to themselves, too. The woods of Whatcom County were full of men and women who wanted to be alone. People had been disappearing into those woods— disappearing into the wild ash groves and up the foothills rolling east to Mount Baker and the North Cascades—for as long as people had been coming to the state of Washington. You could say that this was the charm of Whatcom County, and the neighbors were not insensitive to it. They had respected the secretive, solitary ways of draft resisters and hippies and marijuana farmers and students who bicycled out to communes after class at Western Washington University. They had respected the ways of Second Amendment gun nuts and gyppo loggers and ecologists who came to preach against logging. They had respected the ways of homeschooling fundamentalists who came to protect their children from the influence of sex education and biology teachers, and of Vietnam veterans who came to grieve, and maybe even to chase their demons in backwoods cabins where nobody from what they called “the world” could find them. And now they respected the secretive, solitary ways of John Pitner. Leaving your neighbor alone, not asking your neighbor questions, understanding that a man had a right to his own thoughts and his own beliefs and his own insanity—people in Whatcom County said that not asking questions was what the American West was all about. It was a point of pride among them, and, of course, it was one of the reasons John Pitner came to Whatcom County. Nobody asked questions when his house went up, or was much surprised, over the years, by rumors that he had threatened a couple of nude bathers sunning on the South Fork beach or had filed suit against the beach association or had been seen trekking up Mount Baker with a group of odd-looking middle-aged men in combat clothes. It’s probably safe to say that, out in the county, no one was even surprised to pick up the Bellingham Herald on the Monday morning after John’s encounter with Special Agent Catherine Fahey and discover his picture on the front page, or even to read that he was locked in a jail, just south of Seattle, accused of conspiracy and waiting to be indicted.
In a way, getting arrested was a vindication for John, because he wasn’t a very prepossessing man, not at all what you would have expected in the number one enemy of the New World Order. When people in the Patriot movement pictured a great leader, it was usually someone more in the line of John’s mentor John Trochmann, the head of the Militia of Montana, or, as it was known affectionately in the movement, MOM. Trochmann was a hustler of such cunning and persuasive gravitas that he could sell you anything: the year John met him, or so John told me, he ran up a bill for $10,000 worth of MOM survival gear, conspiracy tapes, and loopy “documentary” videos. But Trochmann looked like a prophet. People who’d seen him said that, with his homespun clothes and his granite face and fine white beard and the fanatical fire in his eyes, he could have stepped right out of that famous portrait of John Brown—the one everyone knew, but couldn’t name the painter—although they had to admit the resemblance ended there, since Brown’s great passion was abolition, whereas Trochmann’s was a credo called Christian Identity, and involved the conviction that God had made Negroes on the fifth day of His creation, along with the other beasts of the field, and not on the sixth day, when He made people.
John Pitner, on the other hand, was not the stuff of memorable paintings. His eyes held more petulance than passion. His hair was an ordinary brown, parted low and combed carefully across a slightly balding crown. He was short—about five feet seven—with big teeth and a rabbity smile and the bland babyish face of a man at some remove from the lessons of reality, not to mention from the doubts or reflections that eventually line the faces of the rest of us with what is usually called character or experience. Age had settled not so much on John’s face as on top of it and around it, turning his mustache white and wiry and grizzling his sideburns with what he felt was the touch of maturity appropriate to a patriot leader. John wanted more than anything to be distinguished, but, in spite of the grizzled sideburns, distinction tended to elude him. What he had, at his most unguarded, was a kind of goofy charm. He blushed when he was proud of something, or delighted by something, or surprised. You would see his ears redden, and then his neck, and his face, and as soon as he was all red his cheeks would puff and he’d explode with a big heehaw. You would hear him laugh, and swear it was a donkey braying—or a child tasting ice cream for the first time.
John worked his meager charm. He was good on his feet; he had hammy but effective timing. He would start a tirade about the New World Order and the coming war, and just before your eyes glazed over he would cut it short with a little joke at his own expense. He would pat his paunch, on a word like “patriot,” and shrug, looking a little sheepish, and then the blush would start and he’d say, “Now if you’re a Patriot, or a patriotic individual, you’re a potgut, middle-aged, balding . . .” The sentence would trail off, with John braying in his aw-shucks way, because, after all, this was the John Pitner— John the Commander, his wife called him—taking a moment to step down from his pedestal and show you he was just as human as the next guy. It was not a sentence he was likely to have finished anyway; he was in fact quite vain. He steamed his face pink and shiny. He slicked his thin brown hair. He loved clothes and dressed with the rapt attention of a teenage boy, and what he lacked in taste he made up for in self-regard. I remember two or three times at home when he made his entrance in a new bathrobe, belted over a pair of immaculately creased pants. He was as proud of his bathrobes as he was of his $750 night-vision goggles. He had a purple velour bathrobe, blocked with the sort of pre-Columbian geometric pattern you sometimes saw on the floor models at a furniture warehouse sale. He had an apple-green terry cloth bathrobe so bright and starchy that it could have been trailing tissue paper and a price tag. He was very careful about entrances. When he had an appointment with someone he didn’t know, he’d call a militiaman to come over and “run security” at the door—by which he meant open the door. He told me that Trochmann himself never saw anyone or went anywhere without security, but I suspect that John did it to give himself time to change out of the sweats he usually wore and choose the right clothes for the occasion. When I met him, security was a spectral recruit who lurked somewhere inside his own camouflage of black beard, baggy black overalls, dark glasses, and a black cap pulled so low on his forehead that all I could see of him besides his two pale hands was the tip of his nose. He circled the Pitners’ living room, watching me closely in case I started opening drawers or filching papers, not saying a word until a door to the living room burst open and John emerged, in his terry cloth robe, with a clean white towel around his neck and a telephone at his ear. He dismissed the recruit, with a wave of his free hand, and for the next ten minutes he paced the room, barking into the cell phone. Eventually, he acknowledged me with a helpless smile. There were so many urgent matters competing for his attention, so many enemies threatening his America, that John, I could see, was running late just thinking about them all.
John longed to be a celebrity like Trochmann—someone the media called when a bomb went off, or when a bunch of Freemen, holed up on a ranch they didn’t own, threatened to shoot the sheriff who came to evict them—and never mind that the Jewish bankers owned the media, or that, more often than not, the media was one nervous reporter sitting in John’s living room. I was certainly nervous, those first few times at the house that John called “headquarters” or the “command post” or the “intel” (for “intelligence”) “center” or “my private office and things of that nature.” I didn’t know then, and still don’t know, if being nervous had to do with some atavistic terror at finding myself alone, in the woods, with a person who was convinced that eight Jewish bankers were selling America to the United Nations, or if it was a perfectly reasonable way to feel, given that I so obviously represented the kind of person who John claimed was making him nervous. I was a woman. I came from the East. I was liberal and educated and, by John’s lights, prosperous. I was even on the Council on Foreign Relations—de facto part of the conspiracy. The nearest house was a developer’s log cabin that was never used. And the closest neighbors were a couple of aging hippies who either sold or collected (they wouldn’t say) rusty car parts and old mattress springs and abandoned logging gear at a campsite on another dirt road, about a quarter of a mile east of John’s turnoff, and, to the west, an old Nooksack woman who lived in a ramshackle, riverbank cabin with an angry dog chained outside it, neither of whom encouraged company. And, as I soon learned, once John made an entrance and began talking, he was unlikely to be interrupted by anything more pressing than the urge for a cigarette or for one of the cookies he liked—the kind with M&Ms melted into the warm dough. Whoever found him at home at headquarters was there for the duration of a performance which John was polishing for the day the war started and the correspondents at CNN and CBS and all of the other big networks woke up to the truth of the conspiracy, and flew to Whatcom County to consult him.
It was a strange performance, and not really for being scary or ludicrous or mad or—as it was the first time I heard it—delivered by a damp stranger in a bathrobe. The strangest thing about John’s performance was how American he made it seem, sitting there with his mug of instant coffee and his plate of cookies in the plasterboard parlor of his double-width manufactured home, sharing a faded flowered couch with a couple of drowsy cats that clearly had no plans for the invasion. John spoke in the flat, friendly, utterly uninflected voice of the television heartland, and when you heard that voice you felt you could easily be in any of a million other plasterboard American parlors—that the crazy literature and the hate videos stacked in a metal bookcase on his living room wall were somehow of a piece with the old television console on the floor beside him, and the coffee table with its laminated panels, and the couch with the matching armchairs, and the potted tree, and the exercise bicycle gathering dust in the corner. There were so many homey and attentive touches in that small, slightly shabby, prefabricated room—there were family pictures, and a framed needlepoint of a cardinal perched on a branch, and a tangled shag rug, black and orange, hanging behind the couch like an heirloom—that at first they made John’s lunatic library, his conspiracy charts and gun manuals, his stacks of magazines about free men mining the universe for fun and profit, look like nothing more alarming than the guy stuff in Archie Bunker’s garage.
JOHN’S PERFORMANCE rarely varied. The people who sat through it most often—his wife, his family, the militiamen who wandered in and out of what he called his private “leadership meetings”—were sometimes astonished by how little it changed, when the rest of the world was changing. “John, number one, he’s a big bullshitter, everybody knows that,” Jack Schleimer told me. Jack was an anxious Christian creationist who had spent a year and a half in the militia, going to those meetings (and was otherwise self-employed as a “bridge and inlay man,” making false teeth in his Deming garage), and his view of John, months after he had quit, hadn’t changed. “He’s one of them kind of people—a good salesman, I guess,” Jack said. “He made things up, stretched the truth. That’s what he would do: spread suspicions . . . I’ll say this off the top of my head, that he was practicing Hegelian dialectics. This is not to say he was a Communist. This is not to say that the info we got through the Patriot movement wasn’t true.” Certain things in America were particularly worrisome to John, and the one he began with, the “first and foremost” worrisome thing, was indeed the Council on Foreign Relations. He kept a chart—most Patriots had one—of all the important politicians on the CFR, cross-referenced with the membership list of the Trilateral Commission. He was convinced that the CFR and the TC (he always referred to them, ominously, by initials) were secret societies, and because of this, the chart counted as one of his most valuable documents, along with his copy of the “true” American Constitution and his printout of a nearly incoherent text entitled “Presidential Directive 25,” which he claimed was Clinton’s secret schedule for handing the American military over to the United Nations. He kept the chart displayed on his coffee table, like an art book or the latest issue of some glossy weekly, and he would often pick it up at the beginning of his litany of worrisome things and read out the title, “Political Dominance Through Four Administrations,” pointing to where it said “David Rockefeller, chairman emeritus, CFR,” and demand of his audience what better proof was needed that the American people had already been betrayed. From there, it was an easy jump to the worrisome black helicopter that still hovered over the Pitner household, though not, apparently, when anyone but John was around to see it. And then to the Federal Reserve, which John knew for a fact was a private bank—a bank with a huge warehouse, stacked with dollars—that laundered cash for the International Monetary Fund, which in turn used that cash to buy more armies for the United Nations, which itself was responsible for the tens of thousands of Russian troops training at that very moment close to Valley Highway, which everyone knew was already studded with microchips that tracked the lives of Whatcom County’s children, controlling their moods and their movements and targeting any recalcitrant young Patriot for “special surveillance.” John believed in his documents and his info and his intel the way a fundamentalist like Jack Schleimer believed in the Bible—not as his word but as the Word, absolute, incontrovertible, not open to discussion. You didn’t argue with
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