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  For my family: Karin, Nick, Christian, Chloe, Holly, and Dana


 


  And for infinite hope




  Barasho horteed ha i nicin.


Get to know me before you reject me.

 

​—SOMALI PROVERB
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Author’s Note

White Hot Hate is a work of nonfiction about real people, real events, and a real place. No one’s name has been changed. The book is based on personal interviews and on thousands of pages of sworn testimony and documents from a federal district court trial, a federal appeals court review, and investigatory records from the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the US Department of Justice. The latter includes at least a hundred hours of secretly recorded (audio and, at times, video) conversations involving the FBI informant Dan Day, the FBI undercover agent “Brian,” and the three Crusaders. Either by letter or other means I requested interviews with the three incarcerated defendants, Patrick Stein, Curtis Allen, and Gavin Wright. They did not respond. I therefore relied on their recorded statements, information in their sentencing memorandums, and other records submitted to the courts by their respective attorneys. The scenes and dialogue are based on either the extensive audio and video recordings or the recollection of at least one participant. The language on those tapes frequently includes profanities and racist slurs. For grammar and clarity, I occasionally altered the verb tense in a quotation or made other minor edits. Key interviews include those with Dan Day, Brandon Day, Alyssa Day, Cherlyn Day, Adan Keynan, Ifrah Ahmed, Halima Farah, Mursal Naleye, Benjamin Anderson, former assistant US attorney Anthony Mattivi, FBI agent Amy Kuhn, and retired FBI agent Robin Smith. During several trips to Kansas, I visited Wichita, Garden City, Dodge City, Liberal, Kalvesta, Sublette, Holcomb, and other locations where events in the book took place. The various sources that I relied on are summarized in chapter notes at the back of the book.




Prologue: A Call to Arms

SHORTLY AFTER 2 A.M. on June 12, 2016, a young man named Omar Seddique Mateen parked a rented van in a lot adjacent to the popular Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida. Mateen, twenty-nine years old, was armed with a SIG-Sauer MCX semiautomatic rifle and a Glock 17 9mm semiautomatic pistol—both purchased legally. The SIG-Sauer MCX is a lightweight rifle with a sixteen-inch cold hammer-forged barrel that is marketed as a sporting rifle, even though bullets explode from it in a staccato rapid-fire sequence.

Dressed in tan cargo pants and a plaid shirt, Mateen strode into the nightclub’s front lobby. It was last call, but several hundred patrons still packed the gay bar for a Latin-themed night of dancing, which was finally winding down in the wee hours of Sunday. Within seconds, the gun-toting Mateen shot the first person he encountered. Without hesitation he continued onto the main dance floor, firing in every direction. Pandemonium erupted as terrified patrons tried desperately to escape. Some ran out through exit doors to the parking lot; others crawled into bathrooms to hide in stalls. The gunman killed or wounded anyone in his path. When, thirty minutes later, an Orlando police negotiator reached the shooter by phone and asked for his name, Mateen replied, “You’re speaking to the person who pledged allegiance to the Islamic State.” Seconds later, the gunman continued: “My homeboy Tamerlan Tsarnaev did his thing on the Boston Marathon, so now it’s my turn.”

In less than five minutes, the terrorist fired roughly two hundred rounds. He killed forty-nine people, injured another fifty-three. Following a three-hour standoff, during which police safely extracted dozens of patrons from various parts of the club, Mateen, who once had worked as a security guard, was killed in a shootout with a SWAT team. Police entering the club found bodies strewn on the dance floor and piled on the stage, a slaughter unlike anything they had ever seen. It was the deadliest attack on US soil since September 11, 2001.

Reaction that Sunday morning was swift, as public officials across the country denounced the violence and proclaimed that mass shootings would not intimidate Americans. Condolences for the victims’ families flooded the airwaves and the Internet, although one presidential candidate somehow found a way to turn the carnage at the club into a moment of self-praise. Donald J. Trump, at the time the likely Republican presidential nominee despite sky-high unfavorable ratings, said he’d been sounding the alarm about President Barack Obama and also Hillary Clinton, a Democrat who would soon oppose Trump in his run for president. Both Democrats were weak on terrorism, openly inviting trouble, said Trump. “Appreciate the congrats for being right on radical Islamic terrorism,” he tweeted at noon. “I don’t want congrats, I want toughness & vigilance.” Claiming that Muslims were pouring into America and “trying to take over our children,” Trump repeated his campaign promise to ban them from entering the United States if he was elected president.

 


FORTY-EIGHT HOURS after the mass shooting, and nearly sixteen hundred miles from Orlando, Dan Day heard his cell phone ring at daybreak in his ranch house in Garden City, a tiny city in rural southwest Kansas. Dan was slow to answer. He was unwell—in a stupor of sorts, half-awake, half-asleep, and feeling awful. He’d overdone it the previous day, helping his son with his landscaping business, working in the hundred-plus-degree heat, and failing to eat enough and, more important, keep his stocky, forty-eight-year-old frame hydrated. A native of Garden City and a lifelong Kansan who had worked just about every kind of job growing up, whether on a farm or at the giant meatpacking plant on the outskirts of town, he should have known better. Now he was paying the price—dizziness, clamminess, a splitting headache. He’d barely slept.

Calling him was Patrick Stein. He was the XO, or executive officer, of the southwestern division of the Kansas Security Force militia, and so when Dan answered, knowing he had to, Patrick filled his ears with the same fast, angry talk Dan had come to expect. Dan referred to these over-the-top tirades as “going Stein”—words firing rapidly like bullets from Patrick’s mouth. Patrick instantly picked up where they’d left off the previous night, when he and the others in their private circle had held a conference call using Zello, the push-to-talk application that worked much like a walkie-talkie, to express high-voltage outrage at ISIS and the slaughter in Orlando. Patrick, then and now, was shouting that he’d had it. He was done, “fuckin’ done,” he said, with waiting for someone else to step up and do something decisive about Muslim terrorists hiding in plain sight everywhere across the great United States.

“Shit’s got to fucking stop,” Stein raged to Dan about Mateen’s massacre, screaming for a final solution. He told Dan he’d already set a meeting for later that same day, and Dan sensed from Patrick’s tone that his friend was at long last ready to blow like a volcano. For months Patrick had talked about taking action, but in the wake of Orlando it seemed some kind of switch inside him had flipped. The time had finally come, as Patrick kept saying, to stop the Muslims “somewhere, sometime, somehow, someway.” Sure, Trump yakked about preventing Muslims from entering the country at the borders. Patrick had no argument with that, but he and the others were thinking they needed to go further—toward outright expulsion or, even better, “extermination.” They’d take their first step that afternoon, at an organizational meeting. Toss around ideas—and whatever the eventual plan, Patrick promised that it would be “something a lot more crazy than this fucker” in Orlando.

Dan listened intently, waiting for Patrick to finish. He knew he had little choice, no matter how groggy he felt or how much he didn’t want to budge from his home in the Garden. Patrick Stein, forty-seven, was his XO in the KSF militia, and for that reason, among others, Dan knew he had to heed the call to arms.

 


THAT SAME morning, at about 9 a.m., a Somali businessman in Garden City named Adan Keynan parked his white minivan in front of 912 West Mary Street, got out, and unlocked the entrance to the African Shop. Adan, thirty-one, a trim-looking man of medium height, often wore a rounded cap called a taqiyah and dressed in either an ankle-length, robelike garment called a khamis or a tan suit—suits were favored by Somali businessmen like him. He was accompanied by his wife, Sara, who typically wore a full-length, loose-fitting dress and covered her head with a scarf that, when worn by a married woman, is called a shash.

Adan was following what was pretty much his daily routine: opening up at about 9 a.m. after attending morning prayer at the mosque down the street in the apartment complex where he lived, and then overseeing, along with Sara, the comings and goings of shoppers throughout the day. One side of the store’s small front room was devoted to foodstuffs; there, on hand-built wood shelves, Adan stocked Kenyan tea and sacks of rice, beans, spices, and other food items imported from East Africa. The other side of the front room featured decorative East African household accessories such as curtains, pillows, and rugs, as well as shoes and clothing—the scarves, caps, wraps, and garments that Somalis customarily wore. To replenish the shelves, Adan periodically made road trips to Minneapolis–St. Paul, where more than fifty thousand Somalis lived, the largest Somali diaspora in the United States. He drove the roughly eight hundred miles, which took about twelve hours, loaded his van with goods from the larger markets in the Twin Cities area, and then made the return trip to Garden City.

Soon after his arrival here, in the summer of 2007, Adan had identified a need for a business where refugees could find familiar foods and other goods. His shop was a short walk from the apartment complex at 312 West Mary Street, which was occupied mainly by Somalis, including Adan and Sara, as well as a second complex across the street, which was filled mostly with Burmese refugees but also more Somalis. With its spacious back room, Adan’s store had become a hub where Somali elders and others gathered to socialize, especially on weekends when they weren’t working.

Its success notwithstanding, Adan felt apprehensive as he opened his shop that Tuesday morning. The mass shooting in Florida over the weekend, a tragedy felt everywhere and covered nonstop by media around the world, was on his mind. That the shooter had pledged allegiance to ISIS, or the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, had unleashed a torrent of hostile commentary against all Muslims, no matter their country of origin. ISIS had originated years earlier in Iraq, but the dialed-up anti-Muslim speechifying in the United States didn’t make a distinction between its place of origin, which was in the Middle East, and the African nations. In fact, ISIS barely had a footing in Adan’s African homeland—a few hundred fighters at best—and ranked a distant second to the dominant Islamist terrorist organization in Somalia, al-Shabab.

But a second, and more personal, source of unease was closer at hand—a formal letter from the city, which was sitting atop his desk inside the store. It was a one-pager from the Garden City Neighborhood and Development Services Department, dated June 1, and it began: “This letter is to inform you that your business is in violation of the Zoning Regulations of the City of Garden City.” Adan, who barely understood English, was baffled by the zoning and land-use terminology, which, truth be told, would confuse most citizens who were fluent in English. The letter, for example, said his business was located in a part of town “zoned I-2, Medium Industrial District.” More pointedly, it said, “The I-2 district does not allow a retail business such as your business as a permitted use.” Although the abundance of official wording was mostly beyond Adan’s grasp, the missive’s bottom line was crystal clear: “You have thirty (30) days from the date of this letter to discontinue retail use at this location.”

The ultimatum was a gut punch. The hard work Adan had put into the store to make a go of it, and the vital role the business now played in the lives of his Muslim neighbors—suddenly that all seemed to be in jeopardy. Thirty days, and the clock was ticking. As he worried about what to do next, he couldn’t help but wonder if the letter, relying on the trappings of zoning and land-use restrictions, was a sneaky way of saying Get out: we don’t want your kind in Garden.

 


WHILE DAN DAY managed to heed the command to meet Patrick for a ride to the meeting, it didn’t mean he felt any better. In fact, as the day wore into evening, Dan’s condition worsened. He felt dizzier, maybe even feverish. His throat was as dry as a Kansas riverbed at midsummer. As he rode with Patrick to the God-forsaken middle of nowhere—somewhere west of Wichita—Patrick, complaining they were late, wouldn’t even stop at a convenience store so Dan could get some water. The AC in the truck wasn’t working either. To make up time, Patrick tried shortcuts on a bunch of dirt roads, which threw Dan’s stomach into further tumult.

Dan was a tottering mess once he, Patrick, and a couple of others in the KSF militia began their hastily called session shortly before dusk. But despite how muddled he was, Dan did register the absence of two men who in recent weeks had emerged alongside him and Patrick as the most hardcore in their commitment. Curtis Allen, forty-seven, their KSF commander, was en route, having had business to attend to near Kansas City. Patrick had been in touch with Curtis by phone, and Curtis said he would show up eventually. Gavin Wright, forty-nine, however, would not be able to make it; he had a previously scheduled meeting with some Chamber of Commerce types in connection with the mobile and modular home company he co-owned with his brother. Patrick had talked to him too, though, and planned to update Gavin after the meeting. “He’s fucking game on!” Patrick assured Dan. Patrick saw Gavin and Curtis as key assets. Both men were steeped in guns and other weaponry, and they possessed impressive collections. Curtis was former military, after all, having served in the National Guard in Iraq.

The meeting was all Patrick’s. The “Orlando deal” was a tipping point, Patrick said, and the moment was now upon them to finally do something about the Muslims in their midst. “Garden City is a main fuckin’ hub that they’re bringing them into,” he said.

Patrick continued: “I wanna start cleaning house.”

That meeting on June 14, 2016, marked the formal start of a criminal conspiracy—although at the time Dan Day was in no condition to recognize its legal significance. He was struggling to keep up with the others, to add a comment here and there. But it was a failed proposition. He gasped for air at one point, prompting someone to comment, “You look hot or something. You doin’ all right?”

Dan tried sipping water, but it didn’t help. He began to waver; the voices around him were going in and out, the way sound does on a radio when someone plays with the volume. He stumbled forward. “I’m seeing stars,” he announced, not to anyone in particular but more to himself, as he realized he was beginning to lose consciousness; and as he did, as he continued to stagger and fall in the empty field in rural Kansas, a cold panic took hold. Dan wondered what would happen if they searched his jeans after he passed out. Yes, they would find his pocket carry—gun talk for the compact Ruger SR9c pistol tucked snugly into its soft leather holster. That was not what worried him. He carried; they all carried. It was the other thing—his overwhelming concern. What if they found the recording device?


1

The Accidental Informant

ELEVEN MONTHS EARLIER, ON July 17, 2015, Dan Day had watched approvingly as his son, Brandon, worked up a sweat jogging the perimeter of Harold Long Park under a hot midmorning sun. Formal preseason training for the varsity wrestling team wouldn’t start until the fall, but Brandon, a rising sophomore, was determined to arrive in shape. Wrestling had a long, glorious history in Garden City, with a steady string of state champions whose photographs—each posing crouched, in uniform—were showcased in the school gym. Dan had wrestled some himself while in school in the 1980s, although without much success. He mainly served as training partner for his best pal, Terry Johnson, a true talent who was second in the state in the 135-weight class and later served as his best man when he and Cherlyn got married. Brandon had wrestled in middle school but had given it up to try junior ROTC his freshman year. He’d realized he missed the sport, though, and was now aiming to make the team and compete in the 145-weight class.

Dan liked his son’s work ethic, the notion that Brandon wanted to work out over the summer rather than wait for preseason training, when most kids began getting in condition. He was also likely a bit envious, for there was a time when Dan was as lean and supple as his son. Not anymore; he’d filled out, a polite way of saying he’d gotten heavy. No way he could be jogging alongside Brandon. In shorts, T-shirt, and sneakers, Dan walked around the park while Brandon jogged—and kept lapping him.

Most mornings this was their routine. Dan had time—the free time that came from being out of work. He’d lost his job as a probation officer the year before, on the losing side of a bitter workplace dispute. Intensive supervision officer had been his job title, and the work at the county’s corrections facility consisted of monitoring convicts who were on probation. Dan would meet with clients and their families, administer urine tests if drug charges were involved, and sometimes accompany police on unannounced checks at homes or local bars, all part of making sure the felons assigned to him were living up to the terms of their court-ordered probation.

Dan had liked the job. He’d worked already for more than a decade in criminal justice—in the broadest sense—having previously been a guard and then a shift supervisor at the local juvenile prison, which was called a detention center. He’d dealt with some hardcore youthful lawbreakers, especially starting around 2009, when West Coast–based gangs made their presence known even in a place as remote as Garden City. Quelling jailhouse fights and fielding personal insults and menacing threats were all part of it. But Dan always felt that his personality—low-key, even-keeled—was well suited to the work, along with his knack for sizing people up. This proved especially handy when he started the new job as probation officer in 2012 and was regularly called on to assess a client’s credibility—whether the client was telling him the truth or trying to pull a fast one as to their employment, schooling, or use of drugs or alcohol. “I could see through their bullshit,” Dan said.

The pay in the new job was pretty good too—about $42,000 annually, plus overtime. It allowed him to rent a home on the east side of Garden City, with the intention of buying it. And the health plan provided the coverage needed for Cherlyn, who had diabetes and suffered bouts of depression. Moreover, the hours were better than what he’d had at the juvenile prison. Now he could give Brandon and his daughter, Alyssa, rides to school and dependably attend their sports games or whatever activity they might be involved in.

For eighteen months things were great. Then trouble erupted. Dan butted heads with the department’s top manager. It was an oil-water type of thing—the two just didn’t mix. Dan began receiving warnings that he wasn’t moving his caseload fast enough. He resisted the pressure to process people as if they were on an assembly line. This wasn’t like the meatpacking plant, where you butchered cuts of beef, dangling on hooks or carried on conveyor belts, as they went quickly past you. His clients were human beings, and many were looking to restart life after a falling-out with the law.

Dan proved no match for the managerial moves made against him, however. His boss called in a state investigator to question him after a bunch of holiday gift cards went missing, as if Dan had had a hand in their disappearance. But the investigator suggested lousy clerical practices were more likely the problem than any skulduggery. Despite this, in early 2014, his boss placed him on a thirty-day “retraining” regimen, an administrative review to reevaluate his future employment. The feedback on Dan’s work had swung like a pendulum, from “superior” in his first year to “not making the grade” in the second. Dan fought back as best he could but realized that the daily nitpicking about his performance meant he didn’t have a chance. In anticipation of the official word that he was a goner, he packed some personal items into a box on his desk, including a decorative scene of Mary and the baby Jesus in the manger, which he’d displayed at Christmastime.

Then the thirtieth and final day of the review came. Dan was at home when a deputy sheriff he’d known for years arrived with the formal letter of termination. The sheriff said something about Dan probably expecting the bad news, and Dan replied, “Yeah, I seen it coming.” The sheriff asked Dan to hand over his badge and keys, and then he mentioned the box.

“The what?” Dan said.

The sheriff acted sheepish, given that the two had known each other for some time, and then went on to explain that the boss who was out to get Dan was worried the box on his desk might contain explosives and had alerted the bomb squad.

“Gimme a break,” Dan replied, in total disbelief.

The sheriff asked for assurance that he wasn’t going to get blown up if he inspected the box—some of the other deputies were saying they should send in the bomb squad’s disposal robot.

“No, no, no,” Dan said, “you won’t get blown up.”

Dan was livid—a bomb threat? The phony gift-card investigation was one thing, but this was the dirtiest of dirty tricks. Pathetic—but humiliating as well. Dan and the sheriff shook their heads at the craziness of it all, and a few minutes later the deputy drove off. He promised to get Dan his box with the baby Jesus in it.

 


WHEN BRANDON first began training, they measured the park’s loop: 0.36 of a mile, which meant that for a three-mile workout Brandon would run nine laps. Then, while Brandon jogged, Dan walked, staying as best he could in the shade of trees that city leaders had been smart to plant throughout town in the middle of the previous century—walnut, Chinese and American elm, and locust. During the 1950s irrigation systems had been improved, which helped farming in western Kansas become more reliable than it had been since the dust bowl days of the 1930s. Garden City’s population topped ten thousand, and the state of Kansas became known as “the Wheat State,” with farms working the thousands upon thousands of acres of land so flat and unobstructed, you could look across the horizon to where the sky touched the ground. But even with major advances in pumping water out of the vast underground Ogallala Aquifer, farming remained the feast-or-famine venture it had always been. The driest year ever in Garden City was recorded smack in the middle of a decade-long growth spurt—only 5.68 inches in 1956. But fears of a possible prolonged drought ended the next year, when 21 inches of rain fell.

There was simply no immunity from the Heartland’s ups and downs, which for many caused a lifetime of stress and poverty. The cycle was certainly part of Dan Day’s family history. His father, Lee Day, had first arrived in Garden City as a boy in the 1930s—his family traveling from Missouri in a covered wagon because his parents could not afford a car. The family grew wheat and corn. Everyone pitched in, including Lee, along with his fifteen siblings. The family struggled—money was sometimes as scarce as rain—and when Lee returned after serving in World War II as an army sergeant in the Pacific, he continued farming. To add to the household coffers, Lee also fought. When he was a teenager, he’d earned a reputation as a barroom brawler, a sport of sorts in those days, with plenty to be made from the wagering on the fights. Lee was quick with his fists, able to take on bigger men despite his modest size. And in the army, he’d fought for his unit in organized bouts. Returning home, he jumped into the ring whenever a traveling circus came through that staged fights featuring cash prizes.

Dan’s father was just doing what came naturally in southwest Kansas, where farming was too fickle to rely on solely: he was tapping another skill for extra income. But when he hit his midthirties, he quit the fight game and settled down. In 1961 he married a woman named Iris Willson from an Oklahoma farm family. The need for more money never abated, however. So Lee always worked two jobs, alternating between his small farm outside town and his work as a mechanic. Iris, a widow whose first husband had drowned during a family outing, had six kids of her own, and when Danny Ray Day was born on April 3, 1968, he became the youngest of the blended family’s nine children.


Over the years Lee Day’s heart proved weak, yet he still found a way to work. He bought a small spot of land in Garden City in the early 1970s, when Dan was a toddler, and built a tiny three-bedroom ranch, into which the sprawling family somehow fit. The family attended church on Sundays, while at home Dan’s father frequently spoke about God and the importance of Christian values, alluding vaguely to how he’d “calmed down” since his youth.

And he instilled in Dan a love for guns and hunting. The memory of the first shot he ever took stayed clear in Dan’s mind. His dad was headed out for target shooting one day and brought him along. They drove across the dry riverbed of the Arkansas River to a remote spot that had been turned into a makeshift dump for car wrecks and broken-down appliances. Lee Day, a marksman, took aim at a beat-up truck and fired his .22 rifle, pop-pop-pop, shot after shot, until he’d spelled out his son’s name with bullet holes: DANNY. The youngster beamed. Then Lee told Dan it was his turn. Lee helped his son hold the rifle so that Dan could aim and pull the trigger. The gun’s power shook the boy. Following that first shot, another clear memory became embedded: his father talking to him, in all seriousness, about the importance of gun safety, imparting three lessons that decades later Dan would drill into his own son, reciting them as if his father were talking:


	Always treat a gun as if it is loaded.


	Don’t point a gun at anything you don’t plan to kill.


	Red is dead, meaning that if a gun’s red indicator is visible, its safety is off.




Before an ailing Lee Day died at the age of forty-eight, he gave each son a gun from his collection. Dan received a 20-gauge shotgun—a prized possession but one little Dan could barely hold, even though it was smaller and lighter than a 12-gauge. Now that his father was suddenly gone, one of Dan’s older half-brothers, also a terrific shot, became a surrogate and regularly took him hunting. Arranging permission from a farmer, the boys drove off-road into an empty pasture to hunt for rabbits, pheasants, even coyotes. Dan rode in the truck’s bed, ready to shoot at whatever popped up. Back then, a coyote pelt netted twenty-five dollars. The money was always welcome at home, as was a rabbit or pheasant for that night’s dinner table.

For all of his family’s hardships, Dan considered his childhood generally happy, built solidly around family life and Christian faith. Even after his father died unexpectedly in 1973, during heart surgery—when Dan was just five years old—the family forged ahead, determined to make ends meet. On the Great Plains, coping with unexpected setbacks—no matter what form they took—seemed like a fate one generation passed on to the next.

 


NOW DAN, his wife, Cherlyn, and their two kids were in the midst of coping with the unexpected. Ousted from his job as a probation officer, Dan had tried ever since to elude poverty’s grip and ride out their “famine.” Things initially got worse, though. He’d managed for a while to keep up rental payments, but early in 2015 he couldn’t do so. They lost the house they’d dreamed of buying. They spent several weeks in February and March bouncing around, staying in motels when friends pitched in to help pay for a room, or even, one time, in their car. Cherlyn’s diabetes worsened, and she required several hospitalizations. Because the family had no health benefits, the medical bills piled up.

But more recently, circumstances had begun to stabilize. In June, Dan moved his family into his boyhood home, once he got relatives who’d been occupying the house to vacate. He was not happy that the house had not been kept up the way his father would have expected; its exterior siding was now torn and shabby, but at least he and Cherlyn and the kids had a rent-free roof over their heads. Cherlyn then became eligible for medical disability payments, which helped with her health care, and Dan succeeded in piecing together income by working side jobs—landscaping or other outside work—along with monitoring the Internet daily for retail deals. He’d scour Facebook, eBay, and other sites, looking for opportunities. It might be tires, an antique sewing machine, guns or ammunition—any possibility for profit. “I’d offer them, like, half of what they wanted and negotiate with them.” Or if he saw that the Walmart a few blocks from their house was having a sale on ammunition, he’d rush to the store to purchase the maximum allotment per person before it sold out. He’d make money reselling the items online at higher prices. “It was enough to pay the bills and buy food.”

Throughout Dan faced the family crisis head-on, with an equanimity that seemed rooted in his steady personality and his upbringing in a part of the country where the unexpected was to be expected. When the power was shut off in late spring, for example, Dan calmly went down to the power company’s office and squared things away so that the lights were back by nightfall. And he constantly juggled what funds they did have to stay atop payment plans for utilities, car insurance, and anything the kids needed for school or sports. Dan may no longer have been a Sunday churchgoer, but he possessed a kind of spiritual stoicism that helped him look hardship in the eye and stay the course. He prayed regularly, believing God always had a reason, and put his head down, leaned in, and did what he could to provide for Cherlyn, Brandon, and Alyssa. His mantra? It is what it is.

Plus, there was a silver lining: he got to be with his wife and kids more. Family was everything to him, and he fully appreciated the fact that he and his wife were close with their two teenagers—which wasn’t the case in a lot of families. For Dan, this was the norm—he’d grown up the youngest and, with a slew of older siblings, had never had to worry about getting picked on. In fact, after his dad died, his mother married a roofer named John King, and John already had five sons. Fourteen kids in all, and three more bedrooms were put in the basement of the three-bedroom home his father had built. Someone was always around—either in school or in town—to look out for him, and Dan carried on that same ethos in his own much smaller family: all for one, one for all.

Dan and Cherlyn gave new meaning to the proverbial Sunday drive. Their town had only a single movie theater and they had to be ever mindful of finances even during good times, so their idea of family entertainment was to pile everyone into the car and head out. Brandon and Alyssa may have never yet seen an ocean, but starting at an early age they got full exposure to the Great Plains. Dan drove into the country, down old highways and dirt roads, or along the Arkansas River, its riverbed either barely a trickle or bone dry. The kids grew to embrace the simple, uncluttered beauty and muted colors of the prairie—the sea of green sprouts in early spring, waves of suntanned wheat at harvesttime, and the endless brown stubble that followed.

They’d pass locations Dan had roamed as a kid, which might prompt a boyhood story, like the one that had even made headlines. That was the summer of Dan’s junior year, in 1985, when heavier-than-usual spring rains had swelled the Arkansas River and filled a large sandpit in the middle of nowhere, south of town and about a mile west of US 83. Over the hot Memorial Day weekend several hundred people had turned out to swim and paddle around in the pop-up “pond.” Dan and his pal Terry Johnson were riding downstream on rubber tire tubes when they spotted three kids in distress where the river fed the sandpit. Terry knew how to swim, but Dan did not. Because his mother’s first husband had drowned as her whole family watched helplessly, Dan’s half siblings became frightened to death of the water. Dan splashed around as a boy, doing a dog paddle, but that was it.

Terry was therefore the one who dove in to help. For Dan, the next minutes seemed to happen in slow motion. Terry reached the little kids, but they were panicked and climbed all over their rescuer. Terry was the one now yelling for help, and Dan, tossing caution aside, joined the scrum, paddling as best he could and then clawing the boys off Terry. Together they managed to get the kids safely to land, where dozens of onlookers had gathered. It all ended well, and two days later Dan and Terry’s pluck was front-page news in the Garden City Telegram; a headline mentioned that “One Rescuer Couldn’t Even Swim.” As Dan retold the story over the years, when describing the confluence of factors—the tubing, strong current, and timing, and how a near tragedy had been averted—Dan saw it all as preordained, saying, “God put us right there, right then.”

To keep the road show going, when Dan ran out of memories, he’d switch to spinning made-up stories, adventure tales set in the vast prairie. Or he’d turn the radio dial to the local country station playing its top-forty countdown. He might even force his vocals on the family—to their collective cringing—when a favorite, such as Johnny Cash’s “A Boy Named Sue,” came on the radio. The boy in the song didn’t have a dad while growing up and had learned to tough it out. Dan found encouragement in the lyrics, given that his dad died when he was little. The relaxed ride-arounds added up to what parenting gurus call “quality time.” Surely, Dan didn’t like being without a steady income, but he did treasure his family time. He’d do anything for his wife and kids. “It’s how I was raised,” he once said.

Being out of work also meant that in addition to accompanying Brandon on workouts, Dan had more time to share in his favorite pastime—hunting and target shooting. He and Brandon had a couple of favorite places, including Dan’s sister’s place in Holcomb, just seven miles west of Garden City. That was where one of the state’s most notorious murders had taken place, a decade before Dan was born. On November 15, 1959, two ex-convicts, thinking the farmer Herb Clutter possessed a safe full of cash, broke into his house and shot Clutter to death, along with his wife and two children. The town became a national sensation when the writer Truman Capote wrote about the killings in a bestseller titled In Cold Blood. The farmhouse itself became a macabre tourist attraction for a period in the 1990s, when the family that owned it charged five dollars for a tour. Arriving at Dan’s sister’s spread, father and son spent hours firing at stationary bull’s-eye targets or clay pigeons. From a young age Brandon had shown a facility as a natural shot, just as Lee Day had been.

Like his father, Dan had acquired a variety of guns over the years, including a .357 magnum revolver, a 12-gauge pump-action shotgun, and an AR-15 semiautomatic rifle. And he carried a weapon wherever he went—to him it was an accessory as basic as a belt. Without a gun he felt “naked,” the gun owner’s term for being weaponless. Kansas was an open-carry state, which meant a person with a permit could display a firearm openly. Dan rarely did that, feeling open-carry was too showy. He preferred to tuck his Ruger SR9c 9mm semiautomatic handgun in a pocket holster or the small of his back.

That Ruger was on him as he walked around Harold Long Park on the Friday morning in July 2015. With the sun climbing higher into the sky, Brandon approached and slowed his jog. Dan asked, “You ready, Punk?” The coarse-sounding nickname was actually a term of endearment, short for “Punkin’,” which Cherlyn had made up when Brandon was little. The boy was now ten days shy of sixteen—growing up fast, it seemed. Taller than his father too, which was obvious as the two stood next to each other, both sweating profusely and feeling thirsty. Brandon said he was done, which meant the next stop in their daily routine was the air-conditioned library a few blocks away, to get a drink, cool off, and look up sports scores and other news.




DAN WOULD LOG ON to one of the desktop computers lining a wall in the Finney County Public Library. He actually spent a fair amount of time every day on the Internet, using either the library’s computers or his iPad. He needed an online presence to conduct his buy-sell business, but he also took time to consume the news. He liked to keep up with what was going on, both locally and beyond. His news sources ran the gamut—CNN, MSNBC, FOX, and, on occasion, Breitbart or Alex Jones, whose radio show he considered a “fake-like Internet talk show.” Dan shook his head in disbelief at some of the stuff Jones pushed, like his rant that the federal government was building tunnels to connect Walmart stores in Texas, where President Obama planned to hide troops for a surprise raid on the Lone Star State. Walmart had felt the need to respond, releasing a statement from its corporate headquarters in Arkansas to deny the conspiracy theory. It was almost comical, Dan thought, and Jon Stewart had spoofed the whole nonsense in a bit on The Daily Show.

Dan, a fanatical fan of football’s Kansas City Chiefs and, less so, baseball’s Kansas City Royals, kept up on sports scores. He’d also begun paying some attention to the presidential race, ramping up for the primaries. To him, the cluster of Republican candidates seemed a mess. He didn’t know what to make of the New York hotel magnate Donald J. Trump, who in June had officially jumped in. Dan had watched Trump’s TV show, The Apprentice, and read a couple of his self-promotional books. He saw Trump as a liar who was so full of himself that he made up stories about his alleged feats, and so Dan didn’t really cotton to him. But he did like the way Trump stood up for America and, most important, strongly backed gun rights. Meanwhile, Dan had no use for Hillary Clinton, largely because she favored gun reform. The issue of gun rights was pivotal to him—a litmus test. That was a big reason why he’d never cared much for Obama. It wasn’t about race, he’d tell people, complaining that everyone seemed to think it was racial bias when you said you didn’t support the first Black president. Dan liked to point out that Obama’s mother, Ann Dunham, was born in Wichita, and her parents were native Kansans, making Obama a native son of sorts. Dan just didn’t like a slew of Obama’s policies on the economy, health care, and abortion rights, and felt generally that his administration meddled too much in state and local affairs. “I didn’t hate the government,” he said, “but there was things I didn’t like in the way it was run.”

While skimming campaign news about an election that was more than a year away, something else captured Dan’s attention: the twentieth anniversary of the Oklahoma City bombing, which had killed 168 people, including 19 kids under the age of six. The bombing was the deadliest act of domestic terrorism in American history, and Dan had not forgotten the fear and shock caused by the explosions on April 19, 1995. At the time, he and Cherlyn were living less than three hours north of Oklahoma City in the tiny city of Bartlesville. They had first met in Garden City through church—the Trinity Wesleyan Church—where Dan’s father, Lee, used to go and where Cherlyn’s uncle was the pastor. One weekend, Cherlyn attended a barbecue that Dan’s mother was hosting for folks from church, and she and Dan hit it off. Marrying in November 1993, the couple moved to Bartlesville. Cherlyn already knew the town well; her parents, siblings, and cousins had all gone to the small Christian college there—Oklahoma Wesleyan University. Soon after the move, Dan landed a part-time job as a security guard at the college, and he planned to take a course in business management to add to the credits he’d earned while briefly enrolled at Garden City Community College. Few in his family had graduated from high school, never mind taking college courses. And Bartlesville, an out-of-the-way community in eastern Oklahoma known mainly as the longtime headquarters for the oil giant Phillips Petroleum, became the only place outside Garden City where Dan ever lived.

The couple had been residing in Bartlesville for about a year when, on a bright April morning, Timothy McVeigh, an army veteran of the Gulf War, parked a rented Ryder truck packed with explosives in front of a federal office building in downtown Oklahoma City. Dan and his wife watched the nonstop news coverage of the blast, destruction, and death, listening intently to early speculation about possible reasons for the bombing and whether investigators had any leads. The speculation included potential next targets—namely Bartlesville, because the headquarters of Phillips Petroleum were located there. The threat felt so near, and terrifying. “Like a 9/11 for us,” Dan would say later, in reference to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, which left 2,996 dead and many thousands more injured.

In April 2015, as the twentieth anniversary of the Oklahoma City bombing garnered more media coverage than anniversaries in prior years, Dan read one story after another. Bill Clinton was the keynote speaker at the memorial service, addressing a crowd of more than a thousand gathered at the spot where the nine-story building McVeigh destroyed had once stood. The former president praised the Oklahomans for showing courage in rebuilding their lives. “You chose farsighted love over blind hatred,” he said, his voice breaking. Joining Clinton was the FBI director, James B. Comey. “For twenty years, you have sought the good coming out of the darkness,” Comey added. Neither mentioned McVeigh, who was convicted in 1997 and executed in 2001. He had said, after being captured near Bartlesville, that he was hoping to inspire an uprising against the federal government, which he saw as tyrannical. For Dan, the memorial service churned up a range of discomforting emotions—the fear he and Cherlyn had felt at the time, the sadness at so many deaths, and the utter disbelief that Timothy McVeigh, in his twisted mind, somehow saw his anti-government point of view as justifying a deadly act of terrorism.

 


MCVEIGH’S VIOLENT radicalism—two decades past, by 2015—came at a time when government counterterrorism resources were targeting far-right groups and extremists like him. With good reason: three years before McVeigh, there had been the siege at Ruby Ridge—an eleven-day standoff in a remote corner of Idaho between federal agents and the white-separatist Randy Weaver. The ensuing firefight left a US marshal and Weaver’s wife and son dead. Ruby Ridge became a rallying cry for the militia movement and its anti-government ideology. Then, a year after McVeigh’s bombing, there was the pipe-bomb explosion at the Summer Olympics in Atlanta on July 27, 1996, set off by a white American terrorist named Eric Rudolph, which killed one woman and severely injured more than a hundred others. Because of those cases and a handful of others, federal efforts—by the FBI, the US marshals, and the ATF (the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms)—were focused on combating domestic extremism.

But then came a monumental event, changing everything—the international terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. From that moment on, and with the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, just about every possible law-enforcement resource at both the federal and state levels was directed at international terrorism—namely, the Muslim extremist group al-Qaeda, started by Osama bin Laden and responsible for the 9/11 attacks, and eventually the militant Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS. Over the next decade, hundreds of criminal cases, relying on new anti-terrorism laws that explicitly designated al-Qaeda and ISIS as terrorist organizations, were brought against suspected international extremists. In July 2015—the month when Dan and his son had begun their daily workouts—the director of the FBI appeared before a Senate committee to emphasize that radical Islamist terrorism remained “among the highest priorities for the FBI and the Intelligence Community.” There could be no letup, James Comey warned, saying that ISIS, now outpacing al-Qaeda in attracting extremists in the West, had “proven relentless in its violent campaign.”

It was hard to overlook news about ISIS-inspired cases, especially when one was local. On April 10, 2015, a Topeka man was arrested by the FBI as he made ready to detonate a thousand-pound car bomb at the Fort Riley military base in Manhattan, Kansas. The FBI had been tracking John T. Booker Jr., age twenty, for months as he rounded up explosive materials to attack the base and kill as many soldiers as possible. His arrest was covered nationally in the press: “Kansas Man John Booker Indicted in ISIS-inspired Bomb Plot,” reported NBC news. Meanwhile, the Huffington Post’s story was headlined “John T. Booker Jr., Kansas Man, Arrested in Plot to Suicide Bomb Fort Riley for ISIS.” The case fell smack in the FBI’s counterterrorism wheelhouse—dealing with a radicalized Muslim extremist. James Comey even referred to young Booker in his July speech to the Senate, saying the homegrown Islamist terrorist, who’d made online videos denouncing America and supporting ISIS, had “systemically carried out steps to attack a US military institution.”

But over the same time period, there had also been a resurgence in far-right domestic extremism. In 2014, Kansans saw firsthand this brand of violence—and with a sadly different outcome than Booker’s attempt. Frazier Glenn Miller, seventy-three, claiming he was an “activist for white rights,” gunned down three people at a Jewish Community Center in Overland Park, a city across the state from Garden City, in eastern Kansas. Though Miller, a former Ku Klux Klan leader, afterward said he was looking to kill Jews with his pump-action shotgun, none of the dead were in fact Jewish. Miller’s upcoming trial for murder was scheduled to start later in the summer, in Olathe, Kansas. In another case, an avowed racist named Robert Doggart was arrested in Tennessee before he could carry out his lethal plot. Doggart had stockpiled weapons and was about to head north to upstate New York to burn down a mosque in the Muslim community at Islamberg. The sixty-three-year-old Tennessean believed the community at the foothills of the Catskill Mountains, consisting of about forty families, was a training ground for Islamist terrorists bent on attacking New York City.

Doggart was stopped in time, whereas Miller was not—yet terrorist plots involving far-right extremists were not getting the same level of official attention from counterterrorism agencies as were those involving American and foreign-born jihadists. Part of the reason was that white supremacists like Miller and Doggart tended not to be viewed as actual terrorists in the eyes of the law. Unlike Booker, an ISIS devotee who was indicted under federal anti-terrorism laws, the others were accused of civil rights violations, hate crimes, conspiracy, or, in Miller’s case, murder. Another reason was that federal officials weren’t saying much publicly about the uptick in far-right violence. Comey did not make mention of either Miller or Doggart—or anyone involved in domestic terrorism—in his address to the Senate in early July. Instead, the idea of terrorism had come to be equated narrowly with radical Islamist groups like ISIS as the main threat to the country’s security; it did not encompass far-right groups as well—a double standard that, at least indirectly, fueled anti-Muslim sentiment. This modern strain of Western xenophobia had much in common with the “yellow peril” and the “red scare” of a century prior. Asians during World War II and then Communists during the Cold War were demonized as an immediate existential threat to America’s survival. Now, in the twenty-first century, many political leaders and presidential candidates jumped on board to help calcify the new viewpoint. The Republican Donald Trump was especially outspoken; his call for a ban on Muslim immigrants became central to his campaign. He attacked US refugee policies as porous, enabling terrorists to easily sneak into the country. “We have no idea who these people are,” he said, referring to Muslims as he spoke on the campaign trail. “This could be one of the great Trojan horses.”

 


NO MATTER what extremists like Miller and Doggart were called, Dan gleaned information about them during his regular checks of online news sites. But it was on Facebook and YouTube, where content was largely unchecked and unedited, that he could most clearly detect a change in the country’s political climate. “News” such as the story about the Walmart tunnels, which he considered utter nonsense, took on a life of its own, featuring extensive and passionate testimonials “proving” that President Obama was ordering the tunnels built. John T. Booker of Topeka had relied on Facebook to broadcast his intentions to “wage jihad.” The year before his arrest he’d posted that “getting ready to be killed in jihad is a HUGE adrenalin rush.” It’s how the FBI got on his tail; a citizen who’d seen Booker’s Facebook post had alerted the bureau. Just as noticeable, if not more so, was the wave of white-supremacist postings, reflecting the heightened nativism and anxiety of many white nationalists during Barack Obama’s presidency.

New Facebook accounts and conservative groups sprouted all the time, either to condemn Obama, and then Hillary Clinton and her run to succeed Obama, or to push an angry, heated anti-Muslim message. Though Dan and every other Facebook user did not suspect it at the time, in a few years US law enforcement would uncover the fact that a number of the accounts and groups had been created by Russians as part of a covert operation to foment divisiveness in the country’s 2016 presidential election. There was, for example, Being Patriotic, a phony grassroots group that created anti-Clinton, pro–gun rights advertisements—two themes dovetailing with Dan’s own views. Or, in the months to come, there was Stop A.I., or Stop All Invaders, which circulated virulent anti-Muslim advertisements. In one, a photograph of women wearing face coverings was accompanied with text saying the coverings were putting Americans at risk: “We must not sacrifice national security to satisfy the demands of minorities. All face covering should be banned in every state across America!” And there was Secured Borders, another anti-immigrant Facebook group with a following that eventually topped 130,000.

Dan created his first Facebook account in 2009, after he found that everyone else in his extended family, spread out over southwestern Kansas, seemed to be on Facebook. He took the moniker D-Day, and by 2015, he was using the account as one way to conduct his online business to earn some money and support the family. He frequented a gun site, for example, looking for opportunities to buy a gun cheap and then resell it at a markup, as he did with the ammunition he bought at Walmart. Mostly, though, he used Facebook to broadcast his dual passion for the Kansas City Chiefs and his family. “Can’t believe this girl Alyssa Day turned 14 today!!!” he wrote on his page on January 3. “She is beautiful and wise beyond her years!!! I have been blessed to have a daughter like this!!! Happy Birthday!” Or he’d occasionally share an unexpected slice of life: “Wow, Mountain Lion spotted in Garden City, KS!!! Yep, seen it with my own 4 eyes!😊.”

Facebook was also how he’d reconnected with one particular former co-worker. Dan had first met Terrence Taylor in the late 1990s, when both worked as guards at the juvenile detention center. They fell out of touch once Dan left the youth prison in 2012 to take the job as probation officer. Now they’d reunited as Facebook friends, and Dan couldn’t help but notice Terrence’s over-the-top patriotism and denunciations of ISIS and immigration. Terrence posted photos of flag-waving, muscle-bound white men dressed in camo and armed with AK-47s. Then he posted a close-up of a big, shiny machine gun with the caption “ISIS bring your best men with their sharpest knives, we the people are waiting.” And he posted a photo of President Obama holding a microphone, with the caption “Excuse me. I’m not done lying yet.” Dan remembered Terrence as something of a big talker, a guy with a full mustache who was overeager to please and to fit in. Because the militia movement was now gaining popularity, he wasn’t surprised to see that Terrence had jumped onto the bandwagon and joined the Three Percenters of Southwest Kansas, a far-right anti-government group that Terrence was constantly promoting on his Facebook page. In June, Terrence shared a black-and-white photo of a heavily armed militia member with the words “Three Percent: Liberty or Death.” Dan followed Terrence’s page, curious about the militia, and he suddenly noticed that militia recruiters were all over in cyberspace—voicing love of country and gun rights as well as anger at ISIS and the federal government. He didn’t disagree.

It was why Terrence Taylor came to mind right away that Friday morning when Dan spotted a peculiar-looking poster tacked to a bulletin board in the lobby of the Finney County Public Library. The poster, hanging in the middle of the Community Bulletin Board, consisted of a Palestinian flag—three horizontal stripes in black, white, and green, overlaid by a red triangle. In big lettering, the poster said, STOP ISRAEL and LET PALESTINE BECOME A FREE STATE, with a telephone number printed at the bottom.

The poster was an anomaly, so strikingly different from the typical fare—notices about upcoming tag sales, community meetings, and other town events. Dan was irked. The anti-Israel message went against his Christian beliefs. He was no biblical scholar; his son, Brandon, was the one in the family who could quote passages. But he had always been strongly pro-Israel concerning that nation’s endless conflict with Palestinians over control of the Gaza Strip. “I believe that Israel had the right to have their own country, that God had given them their country,” he’d say. He even wondered if the poster might have something to do with Hamas, the Islamic fundamentalist group that was also fighting Israel’s occupation of the strip. His position reflected views common to the Midwest, espoused on Bott Radio Network’s string of conservative Christian radio stations, including 107.9 FM in Garden City, which broadcast the weekly “Friends of Israel Today” segment.

Dan stared at the poster, thinking, Really? In Garden City? He didn’t imagine for a second that folks from Garden City would ever get involved in something like that, meaning any action that was pro-Palestinian and anti-Israel. The poster’s message continued to irritate him as he and Brandon walked into the library to get a cool drink. He was thinking, How weird, a Palestinian flag on what was basically a pro-Hamas poster appearing in the lobby of the public library. He viewed the poster as an endorsement of terrorism. Dan was offended, and so on his way out he studied it again, as if to confirm it was real. Then he ripped it down. His reasoning? “If they have a right to put it up, I have a right to take it down.”

And Terrence Taylor came to mind. Terrence would be keen to know about this.




WHEN DAN DAY WAS born, in 1968, his hometown was establishing itself as the apex of what would become known as Kansas’s meatpacking Golden Triangle. In farming, the emergence of center-pivot irrigation—long-armed sprinklers attached to wheels—had been transformative, turning thousands upon thousands of acres of marginal land into viable growing fields. From a plane in the sky, the southern Great Plains offered a new visual geometry: a quiltlike pattern of seemingly endless circles and squares. In addition to larger corn yields, inexpensive cattle feed—grain sorghum, commonly called milo—was being harvested in record amounts. That, in turn, helped spur explosive growth in large-scale feedlots, where cattle were fattened for slaughter. Meanwhile, the meatpacking industry was reshaping its business model, choosing to abandon urban areas for rural locations closer to feedlots and to labor that was both cheaper and generally non-union. In 1980, Iowa Beef Processors opened the world’s largest meatpacking plant in Holcomb, just west of Garden City. Within three years another meat company, Monfort, reopened and expanded an idle plant on Garden City’s east side. Soon enough, the two plants were operating two shifts daily, six days a week, and employing about four thousand workers.

Southwest Kansas had become the epicenter of feedlots and meatpacking, as both the farming and the cattle industries were consolidated, swallowing up smaller family operations. With meatpacking plants opening in nearby Dodge City and Liberal, Kansas—about an hour’s drive to the east and south of Garden City, respectively—the three points gave rise to the Golden Triangle tagline. By century’s end, the plants employed about ten thousand workers, who were butchering and packaging more than twenty thousand head of cattle daily. The roads surrounding Garden City became filled with huge, rumbling tractor-trailer haulers, transporting loads of cattle from the feedlots to the slaughterhouses. Depending on the time of day and the direction of the breeze, the odor of manure could linger in the air throughout Garden City’s neighborhoods. The stink was pervasive enough that visitors readily took olfactory notice—it was hard not to—but locals like Dan only chuckled; they were long used to it, tended not to even notice. City leaders, when asked, put a positive spin on the odor, calling it the smell of money.

Typical of working-class families in the greater Garden City area, most of Dan’s siblings had worked in a meatpacking plant at one time or another. Dan’s turn came in early 1986, during his senior year in high school, a period of uncertainty for him as a question loomed: what was he going to do after graduation? Joining the marines was something he’d thought about, having grown up with stories about his dad and his uncle Ray Day, from whom he got his middle name. Both had served in the army during World War II, his dad in the Pacific and Uncle Ray in Europe, where he’d taken part in the D-Day invasion at Normandy, in June 1944. He was later killed in action, in 1945. Uncle Ray, a private in a field artillery unit, was buried in Belgium at the Henri-Chapelle American Cemetery, along with nearly eight thousand other American war dead. Dan was drawn to the idea of serving his country, although his childhood asthma, even if no longer much of a bother, likely would pose an obstacle. What about college? Most of his stepbrothers and half brothers were high school dropouts. Some had had run-ins with the law, even spent a night or two in jail, usually the result of fighting. If Dan headed for college, he’d basically be breaking new ground. Work? He’d always worked part-time while in high school, mostly at a gas station, where he pumped gas, changed tires, or replaced brakes. He wasn’t keen on being a grease monkey for life.

The future wasn’t something he’d thought too much about. His junior year he mainly was interested in hanging out with his wrestling pal Terry Johnson and another lifelong friend, John Franco, born two days apart from him in the same Garden City hospital. John’s grandparents had emigrated from Mexico years ago. Dan would help Terry with his wrestling training, but mostly the threesome filled their days with hunting, off-road four-wheelin’, and looking for the next party to crash. But by the second semester of his senior year, in January 1986, Dan’s consistently solid grades meant he’d already earned enough credits to graduate. The official ceremony was still months away in June, and Dan found himself done with school, free and clear. He decided to take his turn at the meatpacking plant, where workers were always needed and the $6.50 hourly wage was just fine for a high schooler.

Dan took his friend John Franco with him down to the employment office at the Monfort beef packaging plant on the east side of Garden City, the one that had reopened three years before. The plant consisted of a grouping of white buildings and steel bins situated on about 330 acres. Dan, seventeen years old, lied about his age in order to qualify for the minimum hiring age, which was eighteen. He could tell they just wanted workers and didn’t care about the letter of the law. John Franco was put to work on the dock, loading boxes of packaged meat onto trucks, physically demanding but one of the safer jobs in the scheme of things, while Dan was assigned to one of the hardest: boning chucks.

Dan was outfitted in a steel-mesh apron and a pair of steel-mesh gloves. In one hand he held a hook and in the other, a razor-sharp straight knife. When a heavy piece of meat approached on the conveyor, his job was to hook it onto a cutting tray and quickly hack the slab into three pieces. The meat then continued down the line, where it was trimmed of fat and cut into even smaller pieces. Dan’s slabs had to be cut in a certain way, and supervisors yelled at workers for not doing it right or for being too slow. The first week or so, the meat looked to Dan like a giant blob—one blob after another coming at him all shift long, barreling down the conveyor nonstop for eight hours. He tried his best to slice it as he’d been instructed, but he kept messing up. New workers were given six weeks to get the hang of it. Dan took the deadline as a challenge; he endured the yelling from his managers as he put to memory exactly where to butcher the meat, and soon it no longer looked like a hulking mass when it approached. He spotted his targets as he hooked a slab and made three clean, quick cuts with the knife.

His forearms, tired and sore at first, got stronger, and he didn’t mind working hard. Even so, although he’d made the grade at the meatpacking plant, he didn’t see a future in boning chucks—the grueling shifts, the same dull red meat on the conveyor, a stagnant wage, and workplace dangers. Dan still counted ten fingers on his hands, but that wasn’t the case for plenty of co-workers. The hard life at the slaughterhouse seemed to scare him straight—and his stint became an impetus to continue with school. The marines wouldn’t have him due to his asthma, and so, come the fall of 1986, he enrolled at Garden City Community College. For money, he drove a UPS truck part-time. He wasn’t sure what to study; he declared a business major—something everyone else at school seemed to be choosing. When he added classes in the trades—automotive, mechanics, and welding—he liked them so much, he began thinking maybe he’d become a shop teacher. But the next year, UPS encouraged him to come on full-time, an offer Dan decided he could not refuse—not at $19 an hour, and with only a high school diploma. He stopped school and drove a UPS truck for five years. He earned $45,000 annually, with lots of overtime, and then one day he attended a cookout at his mom’s house, where he met the love of his life, his future wife, Cherlyn.

Life was good, an upswing in the cycle of feast and famine.

 


WHEN DAN worked at the meatpacking plant, he noted that he was one of the few “white boys” on the line and that hardly anybody spoke English. Jobs
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