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To my three daughters; Lux, Wintyr, and Sierra, thank you for all your understanding on all my crazy adventures. I could not have done it without you. I have learned more about love, life, and understanding just by trying to teach you how to best navigate life. Thank you.

Love, Dad.
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FOREWORD

I met Jason Van Tatenhove in early 2022, right after we each were featured in a documentary tracing a through line from the anti-government standoff against federal officials at Ruby Ridge, Idaho, in 1992, to the attack on the US Capitol on January 6, 2021. As a former federal prosecutor and head of national security at the Department of Justice, I saw Jason as someone who had rejected militia extremist violence and could be helpful in convincing others to do the same. In my experience, other “formers”—from Nazi skinheads to Islamist jihadists—have been key figures in efforts to counter the threats from extremist violence in the United States and abroad. I wanted to meet Jason, learn more about his experience with the Oath Keepers, and see if he was serious about trying to “atone” for his time as a propagandist for the anti-government militia organization, as he claimed in the documentary. Perhaps we could work together.

Since leaving the Department of Justice in May 2017, I’ve worked to combat political violence and anti-democracy efforts with a small but talented team of attorneys at Georgetown Law’s Institute for Constitutional Advocacy and Protection, or ICAP. We successfully sued unauthorized private militias and white nationalist organizations after the 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, for violating state laws prohibiting rogue paramilitary organizations operating outside of government authority, usurping law enforcement functions, and endangering public safety. We partnered with the elected district attorney in Bernalillo County, New Mexico, in a similar (and similarly successful) suit after a vigilante militia self-deployed to “protect” a statue of a Spanish conquistador during racial justice demonstrations in the summer of 2020. We’ve been spreading the word that private “militias” are not authorized by federal or state laws, are not protected by the Second Amendment, and are unlawful in all fifty states.

It turned out that Jason wanted to meet me, too, after seeing the documentary. In part, it was because the House Select Committee to Investigate the January 6 Attack on the United States Capitol wanted to speak with him, and he thought I might be able to help him navigate the legal thicket of testifying before a congressional committee. But in part, I think, it was that he was as intrigued by me as I was by him. Having, in his words, a “healthy skepticism” of government, perhaps Jason thought that I, a twenty-three-year-veteran of the Department of Justice, might be someone with whom he could collaborate in his effort to explain what a danger groups like the Oath Keepers pose to our democracy.

We first met over Zoom and I liked Jason right away. He seemed genuine in his desire to use his experience for good, and I really wanted to believe him. But I’d spent more than two decades as a prosecutor, and I’d been lied to before. I asked Jason his story, and he told me an abbreviated version of what now appears in the pages of this book. I asked questions, and he answered them. I did some online research to see what I could find out about him. I talked to the producers of the documentary to see what kind of vetting they’d done before putting him on camera. But in the end, I trusted my gut instincts, which told me he was credible and had important information to share, not just with me, but with the American people.

Jason so impressed me that I introduced him to the exceptional attorneys at Akin Gump, who I hoped would be willing to represent him in his interviews and testimony before the Select Committee. I knew Raphael Prober from his time at the Department of Justice and he and his firm had helped me prepare for congressional testimony I was asked to provide after I left the Department in May 2017. (As the Acting Assistant Attorney General for National Security, I had been involved in the Department’s investigation into Russia’s efforts to meddle in the 2016 US presidential election.) It’s a big step for a national firm with Akin Gump’s reputation to take on a client like Jason, pro bono, in one of the most prominent congressional investigations in history, but Raphi and his team, like me, found Jason credible and forthright. He was worth it.

By now, people across the globe have watched Jason testify about his time as the “national media director” for the Oath Keepers, but that was just a preview. In this book, Jason opens a window into a world that many of us never see. He provides context to some of the real-world grievances that make people vulnerable to joining paramilitary groups like the Oath Keepers. He describes the rhetoric and propaganda—to which he contributed—used to radicalize and recruit these same people. He details the extensive and expensive weaponry used by unlawful militias to battle government officials, as well as their tactics and training. But perhaps most significantly, Jason exposes the grift of the Oath Keepers’ leader, Stewart Rhodes. This man exploits others to grow his reputation and pad his pockets. He’s not a leader; he’s a poser.

Since meeting Jason close to a year ago, he has become a friend. Yes, we have worked together—he’s been a featured speaker at regional convenings on political violence that ICAP has hosted in the Great Lakes and Pacific Northwest for local, state, and federal public officials and community activists. His story has given them better perspective on some of the root causes of America’s political polarization and the dangers of vigilante paramilitary groups. I look forward to continuing to lean on Jason to share his experience at upcoming convenings in 2023 and in other opportunities as we move closer to the next presidential election. But Jason is more than a collaborator in a shared mission. We text each other when we see something interesting in the media, and to wish each other a Happy Thanksgiving. I take his calls when they come, regardless of where I am. He is my friend, and I am all the better for it.

—Mary McCord

Executive Director of the Institute for 
Constitutional Advocacy and Protection and 
Former Acting Assistant Attorney General for 
National Security at the US Department of Justice


INTRODUCTION

I wanted to publish zines and rage against the machine. I have always been creative. Creatives raised me. I am writing this introduction because I fear that I will forever be referred to as that “Oath Keeper” guy for speaking out about the dangers of extremism. My time with the Oath Keepers was relatively short, and I undertook that particular journey with specific intentions that admittedly got blurred along the way. I guess more than anything, I just wanted to have a moment to tell my readers who I am and where I came from. Thus, this introduction.

I was born in the spring of 1974 in upstate New Jersey. My mother tells me it was during the worst snowstorm of the year at around 3:30 in the morning. During my early childhood, I lived in a tiny little lakeside town, which was nestled against a narrow two-mile-long lake. I would later find that it was better that I moved away when I was young, as it is a very exclusive, private community owned by two corporations that seem to be extremely unwelcoming of outsiders, especially those who are not wealthy and white. I plan to set an upcoming horror fiction novel there.

The house I lived in was at the end of Sunset Lane. We were the last house before the small town gave way to the forest, and I spent virtually all my free time during those days in the woods with my friends. On the off days when we weren’t riding our Huffy Stingray bicycles along the forest paths, we would often spend them down on the lake’s beach.

My father left before I turned ten, and I remember spending a lot of my time at my grandparents’ house. I had always thought that I’d lived a typical early childhood. I thought everyone’s grandfather had three art studios built into his house. As I have gotten on in age and possibly wisdom, I have realized that I didn’t have all that typical of an experience.

My grandparents were artists in the New York City art scene. Grandpa was an abstract expressionist and was represented by the Sculpture Center in NYC, and Grandma would often recount being hit on by some of those in the beat writers scene (in the Whitehorse Tavern, the second oldest bar in NYC, even). My aunt lived in a rent-controlled flat just blocks from the Stone Wall Inn.

I still have letters of correspondence between my grandmother and Martin Luther King Jr.

My grandparents had been plugged into the scene, and during our many conversations, they tried to make me promise never to follow in their footsteps. A creative life would not be good for me, and I could do better. They suggested I become a lawyer or something.

My mother remarried my stepfather, Bill, whom I consider more of a father than my actual father. He was between a rock star and a Jedi Knight programmer for Hewlett-Packard in their research and development department. He moved us all from upstate New Jersey to the golden suburban fields of Fort Collins, Colorado.

It was quite the culture shock moving to Colorado. I was always different from the other kids. I was the kid who would see the bright-red Michael Jackson faux leather jacket (think the “Thriller” music video) at Target and beg to get it. I got my first Mohawk in the sixth grade, and to this day, it is the one haircut I have had most consistently during my tenure here on planet Earth.

Before graduation, in utter rejection of my grandparents’ pleadings, I promptly signed up for my first art school, the Colorado Institute of Art. I would also attend the Denver Art Students League, Front Range Community College, and Colorado State University’s (CSU) Studio Painting program.

My foray into media started while attending my first art school. From some friends who I rode motorcycles with in the early nineties coffee-house-art-school scene, I connected with the brothers Jon and Daniel, who owned and ran the local Color Red magazine. It was more of a newspaper, but it was cool for a group of artists, writers, and geeks to DIY a music magazine during the early nineties. I came on as the art director doing cover design and layout design, as well as photographing concerts. Ah, the golden days of grunge: we were the princes of the Denver scene. At twenty-one, it was my job to go to concerts several days a week, interview bands, take pics, and help promote the magazine, as well as produce the publication’s design, layout, and art direction.

The pinnacle of this experience was a particular issue we put out for the local alternative radio station, KTCL. They had a yearly music festival called the Big Adventure. That month we used the issue to be the program guide. It was crazy to see a massive venue with my artwork on all the covers given to every attendee.

From there, my creative life cycles turned more toward fine artwork. After moving to Fort Collins, I began to plug into a local art cooperative, LOFI. LOFI helped lead my first gallery shows, and on New Year’s Eve of the new millennium, I had my first museum show at what was then the Fort Collins Museum of Contemporary Art (FCMOCA).

By that time, I was attending CSU’s studio painting program. I have to admit that I dropped out of every university I attended. I left the Colorado Institute of Art because of the birth of my oldest daughter, and I already had several jobs in the graphic design and art direction fields. I left CSU because I felt that the professor who’d taken me under his wing was actually trying to change my passion for being an artist into settling on being an art teacher. The truth is that, while most university programs are great at helping an artist develop skills and put new tools into their artist’s toolbox, they don’t address how one goes about using those skills to gain gallery and museum shows to jump-start a young artist’s career. I went on to show at some of the top galleries in Denver, including Andenken (which LOFI evolved into) and Fresh Art (which is now Spark Gallery) in the arts district, and culminating in being represented by Walker Fine Art. Heroin seemed to be a part of the artist’s path, it is something my family had suffered from, and so I didn’t think twice about shooting up when an old artist friend came over one night and offered it.

While heroin didn’t destroy my life, I did become addicted, but shortly after I found out that Shilo, my wife, was pregnant with our first daughter, Lux, I knew I had to clean up and check myself into an outpatient treatment program. I walked away from the fine art scene just as I became a rising star. My work was being printed and discussed in all three Denver newspapers of the day, the Denver Post, the now-defunct Rocky Mountain News, and Westword. My art was being used on promotional materials for group shows for the up-and-coming artists of Denver. But I knew I had to walk away, for myself and my family.

It took me fifteen years to separate the heroin addiction from being plugged into the contemporary art scene. When I moved back to Colorado four years ago, I began working on some new bodies of work and have had my first two gallery shows in Denver, including a series that used only trans women from Colorado as models for the digital paintings at a central gallery.

I guess I am more of a DIY, figure-things-out-for-yourself type of guy. Something about that ethos shared amongst northern Colorado’s punk rock and skater grunge kids stuck with me. We were the type to figure out how to build a half-pipe ramp instead of waiting for the city to build us a new skate park (because they weren’t going to back then).

That DIY punk ethos followed me into my writing career. Long before I went to Bundy Ranch, I was helping start-up newspapers, including the Rocky Mountain Bullhorn, an underground alternative to CSU’s Collegian.

Wine Brain was an online-only magazine that my wife and I had started up with our friend Nate. As the art director, I treated every digital issue as a work of contemporary art from start to finish. That is until Playboy magazine reached out to us to do a possible article, and Nate decided to destroy the design by quickly selling some banner ads. We never heard from Playboy again.

Anyway, I mention all of this to try and give some background reference to the type of person I was before I went on my big adventure with right-wing militia nuts.


Prologue
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MOVING TO MONTANA

I was about thirty-seven when my partner in life and crime (and also my wife), Shilo, and two youngest daughters, Lux and Wintyr, suddenly decided to move from Fort Collins, Colorado, to Butte, Montana in the middle of winter. For those unfamiliar with either city, let me put it this way: Fort Collins has regularly been voted as one of the top places to live in the United States, and Butte, well, Butte is Butte.

Butte is a haunted place. Its beauty is breathtaking and its history unbelievable. Its people are the grit of America. But again, it was quite the culture shock moving from suburbia’s trophy wife of a city to Butte.

Things had been going great in Fort Collins, or Foco, as locals call it. I had one of the top tattoo and piercing studios that I started with one of my longtime best friends, Robzilla. Runic Body Art was started in a back alley next to Alley Cat Coffee House across from CSU on $568 and a dream.

Within three years, we’d built it into a large studio around the corner on the town’s main drag and even had an onsite laser tattoo removal clinic complete with a medical director. I was making more money than I ever had, and my wife’s health was doing pretty well (she has been medically disabled since we first got together close to thirty years ago). But something was gnawing at me. I felt things were too good, and I knew we would be relapsing—don’t ask me how, it was just an old junkies intuition, a gut feeling—if we stayed where we were.

[image: image]

On Christmas Day, we decided to sell our tattoo shop and use the money to fund moving out to Montana. I had committed to staying in Colorado until my oldest daughter, Sierra (from a previous relationship), turned eighteen and graduated, which she had just done the previous year. I mostly only saw her on the weekends. There were short stints where she lived with Shilo and me and our two daughters, but they were never long-lived, as her mother would always take her back once the dirty work of parenting would begin (i.e., grounding and homework). I naively thought that my parenting would magically not be needed once she was legally an adult and starting her own adult life journey.

I had never traveled, except when going back and forth to New Jersey to visit my father during summers and every other holiday season as a child of divorced parents. My art, however, had traveled all over the world. That would eventually be one of the lures of working for the Oath Keepers.

I felt it would do the whole family some good to get out of our comfort zone in Fort Collins and move to some new place. The mountains had always been one of my most significant sources of Zen, so they played a massive part in our decision-making process. As a punk rock kid growing up between northern New Jersey and the front range of Colorado, I had never really lived in a rural mountain community. I wanted to see what other cultures were like. So, we decided to move to Butte, Montana.

It took only two weeks from when we decided to move until we had packed up the last of our belongings and loaded our old Subaru onto the trailer behind the large U-Haul. We hadn’t given the weather a second thought, and, of course, by the time we were just pulling out onto the highway a huge snowstorm was raging. When we left Fort Collins, the large gates that DOT uses to close down the main highway north-south thoroughfare of I-25 were still open as we drove through. Apparently they must have closed them right after we drove through them. By the time we had reached Sweet Water, Wyoming, the storm’s hurricane-force winds were rocking the U-Haul back and forth as we drove up the highway. My middle daughter, Lux, who was about nine years old at the time, was in the truck’s cabin with me, and she told me how much the blowing snow winding in serpentine patterns on the highway made her think of giant snakes.

Lux and I and our rescued Rodigan ridgeback, Jax, were in the cab of the U-Haul, and my wife was following behind us with our youngest daughter, Wintyr, who still required a booster car seat at six years old. Sierra had remained behind to attend cosmetology school. We had no clue they had closed the highway down and kept trucking along through the night, making the twelve-hour drive to Butte safe and sound.

To be honest with you, I was a little lost when I moved to Montana. It was the first time as an adult that I was away from my home and the culture in which I grew up in Colorado. I wouldn’t realize how much it was home and where my family and I belonged until I made the same drive in the opposite direction in another U-Haul after deciding to return to Colorado. But I had to go on quite a journey to acquire that knowledge.

We moved into a section of a three-story mansion built for one of the female “wards” of one of the Copper Kings, a young friend of the family that he took care of and, according to our landlord, received certain favors of the physical variety from in return. I filled our first few months with getting my daughters out in nature, fishing, hiking, and spending time with my biological father, who lived in Anaconda, the next town over.

Around this time, I started to hear about the Oath Keepers. The first time I heard about Stewart Rhodes, their founder, was on an episode of The Alex Jones Show.


Chapter 1
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THE FIRST TIME I MET STEWART RHODES

Snowstorms were once again stalking Estes Park.

I left my home in the high mountains of Colorado a day early when we had a break in the snow. It was the first since Friday afternoon, and I was flying out Tuesday morning. So, when things cleared for a bit, I took the opportunity to head down the winding canyon to Denver on Monday night.

I stopped first to fill my tank; the working press warned us of aggressively rising gas prices due to Vladimir Putin’s war in Ukraine. Luckily, gas was still just under four dollars a gallon when I fueled my glamorous beat-up old Subaru Forester. I filled the tank, unsure when I would be able to do so again.

As usual, the weather folks were wrong in the timing of their prediction. The following day the sun was a vast amber-orange sphere rising above the hoar frost-encrusted landscape. White wisps exhaled from the vents of passing buildings as I drove down the urban corridors of Highway 36, heading to Denver International Airport.

Fears and wild paranoia of nuclear war danced in my thoughts as I drove; my breath was visible in the warming car. Things had been steadily escalating in Ukraine, and I wondered how I would make it back from Washington, DC, if Russia perpetrated the unthinkable.

I resolved to focus on my thoughts and not get caught up in the doom prophecies coming out of the day’s news coverage. I had bigger things to contemplate. I was traveling to DC to speak to members of the investigative counsel for the January 6 Select Committee, and a small team of other investigators. This time I was speaking on the record.

I had already spoken to someone from the investigative counsel once before. He reached out to me at 6:30 a.m. on the morning of January 7, 2022. And now I was flying to DC to testify in person. Precisely to give a historical perspective on one of the radicalized militia groups that stormed the Capitol building on January 6, 2021: the Oath Keepers.

I had recently begun to speak openly about my time working for the Oath Keepers; the day before I got the call, I appeared in a documentary on Hulu titled Homegrown: Standoff to Rebellion. I’d appeared on ABC News’s morning podcast Start Here and had an interview on Nightline.

I had spoken out on the topic previously. But I had just started to put my name behind my words.

After breaking from the extremist group five years before, I had gone off the radar. That is, until my literary agent told me that if I wanted to get a book published, I would need to use my name publicly with the stories I had been contributing to over the last few years. While I was an unnamed source for significant New York Times, Washington Post, and BuzzFeed articles, I remained almost entirely anonymous. I even got a job as a staff reporter for the local newspaper in Estes Park after injuries kept me from continuing the first-responder work I had done immediately after leaving the Oath Keepers. But I never wrote about my time with them, until now. I had always known that there would come a time when the world would be interested in the story of my time with the Oath Keepers. But after watching the events of January 6 unfold in real time and high definition from my living-room couch, I knew the time was now. Now was the time to warn the world what groups like the Oath Keepers were really capable of and what a clear and present danger they posed to our democracy.

As I made my way through to Concourse B at Denver International Airport, I was reminded of what it was like when I used to fly around the country with Stewart Rhodes, the president and founder of the Oath Keepers. It was always an adventure flying with Stewart. After the Bundy Ranch Standoff, Stewart earned himself an SSSS designation on his airplane tickets, which meant that he was still not yet on the no-fly list, but he certainly faced much more intense scrutiny when passing through TSA checkpoints. I was scrutinized more when I flew, as well, but not nearly to Stewart’s degree.

It was a bit of a game to guess how many plainclothes TSA agents would follow each of us and how big that group of agents would get if, by chance, we were to meet up in a terminal inside the security area. We would often make jokes next to the awkward agents trying their best not to be too conspicuous. Being inconspicuous was a failing endeavor, especially when four to six of them followed us around.

Before my time with the Oath Keepers, I didn’t know that one could fly across the nation with firearms. Stewart always checked firearms when he flew. I always found it much easier to get through security with my usual laptop, microphone, and cameras.

Soon, we landed in DC, and I was on my way to meet my lawyers.

I had no idea who the law firm that agreed to represent my testimony to Congress was, and unless you are a Washington insider, I am not sure many of you would, either.

To truly get the scope of the experience of working with this particular law firm, please think back to that time during the pandemic lockdowns when most of the free world was binge-watching seasons of The Good Fight. So Akin Gump, of Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld LLP, at least to me, very much embodies the high-powered attorney archetype of which the show writers must have been a part.

Their name was the only one on the sign outside the sparkling glass-and-steel building that seemed to rise at an unnatural angle. I had never been to Washington, DC, before this trip. From the old films and documentaries one saw in junior high school civics class, one might think of DC as an ancient city comprised of monuments and memorials dedicated to our founding fathers and long-dead white guys, who were probably racist. But I was wrong in my imaginings of our nation’s capital.

The area I had traveled to seemed to exude the power and industry of our country and those of the free world.

I wondered if I would see the trucker’s protest that had traveled from throughout the interior of the United States to wrap around the DC Beltway in a poor imitation of Canada’s protests of COVID protocols. But I didn’t see one big rig on my trip and had no issues with my Uber rides to and from Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport. It seemed to be an invisible protest.

The lobby of the Akin Gump building was huge, like a Roman amphitheater, rising eight stories in a space encased by glass and stainless steel. I was met in that vast lobby by Miranda, one of the attorneys who took my case pro bono. I had been put in contact with Akin Gump by someone who was also a part of the Hulu documentary, Mary McCord.

Mary had recently stepped down from serving as the Acting Assistant Attorney General for National Security at the US Department of Justice and was now working at Georgetown Law. We had reached out to each other after the documentary was released. We missed connecting until ABC’s investigative reporter Mike Levine put us in contact with each other.

We hit it off immediately, and I mentioned that the congressional investigators had reached out to me. I had not the faintest clue what that meant. I knew vaguely from comments from friends that I would need some legal representation, even if I were a “friendly witness.”

She was the one who put me into contact with Akin Gump. I had no idea who they were at the time. I was just glad to have someone, anyone, on my side.

After a day of prepping and an evening dinner with my attorneys and Mary, followed by a night decompressing at the AC Hotel’s lounge, I was shuttled via a shiny black SUV with dark tinted windows to one of the congressional office buildings adjacent to the Capitol Building. There were no reporters outside as a woman ushered us through security and up to the third floor.

A young, pimply-faced woman was sitting just down the hall from the room where we would meet with the investigators. She had the look of an intern. As we walked past, she filmed us with a sideways cell phone. Several reporters would be waiting for us when we left, including a couple of camera crews who shouted vague questions, unsure who we were.

It doesn’t matter if it is a journalist, lawyer, or congressional investigator. They always start with the same question: how did you first meet Stewart Rhodes?
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It was a bright day. The Montana sky was a light-blue canvas broken up by brilliant white dabs of clouds that looked painted on with a palette knife.

There was still a bite of cold in the air as half a dozen of us made a quick trip to the other side of town to pick up some last-minute supplies.

We pulled into the mostly empty parking lot of a strip mall that had been new a decade ago. The sign above the office was the same as for any other realtor. The only indication that this was not just another realtor’s office was a small sticker that hung low on the window framing the front door. The sticker was a black rectangle with a yellow banner that arched around two words. It read Oath Keepers.

The woman sitting at the front desk looked surprised as we walked in. Everyone but me was wearing mismatched camouflage clothing that probably came from the clearance section of the local Army Surplus store. I was the only one in the group not dressed up like a patchwork soldier. I wore blue jeans and a retro-western shirt unbuttoned over an old black-and-white Ramones concert t-shirt. I was also the only one of these rough-looking men not wearing a gun. She nervously began to ask how she could help us when a well-styled man in a business suit came out of a back office.

“It’s OK. They are here to see me,” he assured the woman and motioned for us to follow him to the back, where a dark stairway led down into the basement.

Worn wooden steps creaked and swayed as we followed the man into the unlit basement. I was the last to start down the stairs, and as I made my way down, I felt a little fear begin to rise in my already nervous stomach. I had no idea who any of these people were. The man in the suit flicked a switch at the bottom of the stairs, and pops of light flickered across a couple of long fluorescent tubes that ran down the center support beam. Half of the bulbs just stayed dark. As I joined the rest of the group, I wondered why we had made the trip across town. The basement held racks, shelves, and boxes with older military equipment. Shelves were filled with hundreds of faded gray-and-black-metal high-capacity ammunition magazines for assault rifles. Toward the back sat an old folding table with a dozen or so fixed blade knives that brought back memories of old Rambo movies I’d watched as a kid. On the floor lay several body-armor vests and plate carriers in front of a table. Some seemed old, but some looked to be very modern. In the racks hung military-style jackets, BDU pants, and t-shirts in various earth-toned camouflage patterns. There were racks of combat boots, and the back wall had shelves lined with many cardboard boxes containing different calibers of ammunition.

The man in the out-of-place pressed business suit turned to the group. “Help yourselves to what you need. You guys are heading into a hornet’s nest, and I want to support things as best I can. I know Stewart will square up and make things right after this whole thing ends. He better.”

The others in the group let out a cheer and looked like kids on allowance day at the toy store as they began picking over the treasure trove, hurriedly grabbing whatever they thought they might need in a shootout with the US government.

I looked around the makeshift armory and wondered what I had gotten myself into. The only thing that caught my attention was an old Iraq War flak jacket with the word “media” written across the back and chest with strips of old gray duct tape. I grabbed the vest.

The rally point was at an older hotel complex that ran along a small community airport on the south side of town. The front parking lot was also empty, but once we pulled into the back parking lot, we found about sixty people standing outside their vehicles. Many dressed like they were about to be extras in some low-budget war movie. People gathered into small groups around pickup trucks and cars with tailgates and trunks open, eating summer BBQ fare while swilling soda and laughing at conversations. The scene felt more like a tailgate party than a gathering of Montana’s antigovernment who’s-who getting ready to caravan down to a small desert town south of Las Vegas to square up with federal law enforcement officers over grazing rights and seized cattle.

Everyone was armed to the teeth and prepared to head off to war. There were piles of military-style backpacks, body armor, helmets, camping equipment, duffle bags filled with ammunition, and long black plastic travel cases used to transport rifles. Again, it hit me that I didn’t know anyone there. I had only recently moved to Montana from Colorado earlier that year. I was considering just getting back into my car and heading home. When my phone dinged with a new text message, it was from my contact, Jim. He was the one who had arranged for me travel down to Bundy Ranch to cover the standoff for a small online talk radio outlet called Revolution Radio.

Hey, are you back at the rally point yet?

I typed back a response: Yes, just got back from the supply run.

OK, good, what do you look like? Where are you at? I’m here too.

Look for the guy not wearing camouflage, the one covered with tattoos and a Mohawk.

I heard a voice yell from across the parking lot, “Jason! Hey, I’m Jim.” A large, heavy-set man with a mop of curly brown hair and freckles waved at me and began walking my way with a goofy smile. His fatigues were too tight for his body, and he was already sweating heavily. He seemed friendly.

“Heya, man, glad you could make it. We need more media people to help get the word out about what’s happening down there.”

I smiled. “Thanks. I appreciate you setting up this opportunity for me. Where’s Stewart Rhodes at? We are riding down with him, right?”

Jim chuckled before answering, “Oh, he will be late. He’s always late, even to his own events. But we are riding down with Stewart and a couple of other guys. Hey, I checked out your podcast and website. I like your work. It’s a little leftish, but you seem fair in approaching your stories.”

“Thanks, I’m really just a hack writer and radio guy. But it’s what I got going on right now.”

“Well, you’ll have one hell of a story after this trip.”

We mingled with some of the local militia types as we waited. Everyone there seemed to know Jim and followed his website and YouTube channel.

We waited for over an hour in the parking lot, sitting on my suitcase as the chill of the wind blew down from the picturesque mountains surrounding the town of Kalispell, Montana.

We were waiting for the leader of this group to arrive and lead the way down to a new range war that had kicked off a week earlier at an old, run-down family cattle ranch outside of the small town of Bunkerville, Nevada.

The story had been picked up a few weeks back. It started to make national headlines after the family’s aging patriarch put out a call for cowboys, patriots, and good Americans to come and stand with the Bundys as they protested the Bureau of Land Management, who had seized their cattle with armed tactical law-enforcement teams. Cliven Bundy had long refused to pay the fees required to graze his cattle on public lands. It was not because he didn’t have the money, but because he felt he should be paying them to the local government instead of the federal government. That was his story, anyway. Later, I would believe that the Bundys just wanted to pick a fight. The federal cops had also arrested one of the Bundy sons and used an attack dog on family members and friends protesting the seizure. They even tried to say that the only place people could legally exercise their First Amendment rights was in a small rectangular area just off the highway and fenced off with flexible fluorescent orange netting. Of course, videos were taken of all this, and they hit the Internet like wildfire.

Alex Jones picked up the story and put out Cliven Bundy’s call to the world. The first time I had heard of Stewart Rhodes was the previous week, when he was a guest on Alex Jones’s show, urging good American patriots to get their guns and ammo and join him in facing off against the government. He also mentioned that it was vitally important for those good Americans who couldn’t make it down to Bundy Ranch themselves to support the Oath Keepers in this battle with donations.

Eventually, a new, clean, white SUV with black tinted windows and several insect-like antennae sprouting from the roof pulled around the hotel into the back parking lot. A low murmur ran through the crowd that Stewart Rhodes had arrived. The truck pulled alongside the crowd and shut off its engine. The tinted windows kept any of us from seeing who was inside. There was an awkward silence as the crowd waited for Stewart to emerge. We began to hear a muffled yelling coming from inside, sounding like one side of an argument. The yelling stopped, and a short, overweight man wearing a black, slightly-too-tight polo shirt and matching ball cap emerged. Both short and cap had a yellow emblazoned logo embroidered on them. A cell phone was still in his hand as he got out, hung up the phone, and took off the beat-up, sweat-stained ball cap to wipe his balding head.

“Heya all, I’m here; we all ready to go?”

The crowd all closed in to shake Stewart’s hand, pat him on the back, and tell him how proud they were of him for taking a stand on the front lines of what they were already calling “The Battle of Bunkerville.” He took the time to talk to every single one of the people in-depth, save for the members going to Nevada with him. It took another hour just for Stewart to get through talking to all of his adoring fans. By then, the crowd had dwindled, and only about a dozen men were still there with their gear in piles, ready to be packed into the pickup trucks they would drive to Nevada in.

Jim introduced me as the writer and radio guy he had told Stewart about the previous night. Stewart stood back and looked me up and down like he was sizing me up. “You bring your guns?” he asked.

I answered without thinking.

“No, I figured there would already be enough there. But I did bring my laptop, camera, and microphone. I find them to be much more effective than more guns.”

Stewart stared silently at me before laughing and shaking my hand. “Nice to meet you, Jason. Get your gear in my truck. We need to drive all night.”


Chapter 2
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ON THE ROAD TO BUNDY RANCH

Five of us packed into the new SUV with all the gear everyone thought they would need to go toe-to-toe with the Federales. Luckily it was a large rental and had a third row of seating. Jim, the largest of us all, took the backseat. At the same time, I sat next to Stewart in the front passenger seat. After getting my messenger bag settled at my feet, I noticed a custom radio setup that fit over the center console.

In the middle two seats were two brothers, both young. But the most striking thing about the two was how different they were in appearance. The younger still looked to be a teenager like any kid in rural Montana, wearing old jeans, cowboy boots, and a camouflage “Real Tree” jacket. His brother, however, looked like he would fit right in at a rainbow gathering of hippies or possibly even as a Seattle street performer. He had a mound of dreadlocks lumped up under a large, stretched beanie hat, large round mirrored sunglasses that sat pushed up his brow, and a spiral shape meticulously cut into his short beard. His eyes were laser intense, and you could tell there was a sharp intelligence behind those eyes. His smile, along with his good looks, was immediately disarming.

“Is that a CB rig?” I asked, referring to the radio setup.

Stewart laughed. “No, it’s a ham radio. We use them to communicate during ops.”

I nodded like I understood what he was saying. Stewart put the SUV into gear and pulled out of the hotel parking lot.

The sky was purple-pink as we drove around the vast glacial lake of Flathead framed by mountains that seemed to rise straight up from the mirrored surface to peak somewhere amongst the clouds. It took close to an hour to drive around the massive body of water, and it was dark before we made it around.

He headed south down Highway 93 until we hit Missoula and then turned east on I-90 toward the town I lived in, Butte. I grumbled silently, thinking of how it would have been nice if Stewart had let Jim know we were going in this direction, as it would have saved me over three hours of driving if I had known they were heading here. But Stewart mentioned that no one knew we were making this detour to Clinton, Montana. (Stewart had been very vocal about Hillary Clinton and thought she should be hung by the neck until dead for treason. Which just made the side trip smack of irony to me.)

I was a little pissed thinking about making the unannounced detour. We wound down some dirt roads off the main highway and eventually came to a ranch.

We were greeted at the front gate by a cowboy who opened the gate and told Stewart through the rolled-down window that his boss would meet him inside the barn and that we should pull right into the massive structure in front of us. He then waved us through, closing the gate as we drove through.

Everyone who had started the drive with us in Kalispell had headed directly south to the Bundy Ranch. Everyone except for Stewart and the guy behind us driving a beat-up old pickup with an aging horse trailer. I remembered him because earlier, before the excursion to the realtor’s office basement, he had asked me to help him pick up the trailer after Stewart called and asked him to grab it.

We had driven to a nondescript house on the edge of town to pick up the old horse trailer alongside his house. During the quick trip, he told me that he couldn’t get in trouble with the trip because he was a felon and wasn’t even supposed to be around guns, much less travel down to an armed standoff in the Nevada desert.

After we’d loaded up the trailer, he’d told me he’d be right back and had run into the house to grab something quickly. He’d returned to the truck with something wrapped in a black t-shirt and had stuffed it under the front seat as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

I hadn’t asked what it was, and he wasn’t telling me. I’m pretty sure it was a handgun he wasn’t supposed to have.

The ranch in Clinton appeared to have settled down and gotten ready to slumber for the night and was dark save for yellow light creeping through the barn’s edges.

As we pulled up, the doors swung open to a bright light that washed over our vehicle. The silence and stillness of the quiet night immediately washed away as we drove into the barn. There were farm-hands present to help load up some supplies that had been collected and donated for distribution at the Standoff.

The barn was huge, had doors at either end, and could easily accommodate Stewart’s SUV and the pickup with the attached trailer.

An older man with a thick gray mustache and wearing a large, rounded cowboy hat waved Stewart over. As Stewart opened his door and stepped out, he looked back. “Can you guys go help load the trailer up? We have some supplies that have been donated thanks to the ‘Patriot Railroad.’”

“Sure can,” one of the brothers said, and everyone exited the vehicle and was motioned over to some bags of rice and beans behind a few hay bales. There were several other men that I assumed were ranch-hands. They picked up the fifty-pound bags, threw them over their shoulders with ease, and carried them to the now-open horse trailer, stacking them at the front. The supplies consisted of a good deal of canned and boxed food that would not need refrigeration. Once a few rows lined the front, they called for everyone to hold up. They needed to get some other things to put in first before putting in the rest of the foodstuffs.

“Come with me,” one of the hands said, and the brothers and Jim followed him to a horse stall out of sight and came back straining with the weight of metal ammunition containers. The containers made clanks as they were placed into the trailer. After they loaded the ammunition canisters, which I assumed were loaded with actual ammunition (I have to admit I never saw their contents), a large blue canvas was tied to the cargo to keep it out of sight, and we returned to the SUV.

Jim and I swapped seats, and I lay out on the back bench seat to try and doze off. Stewart stayed and talked to the older man; I was lying there, almost dozing off. I saw the man hand Stewart a couple of black velvet bags like someone might use to store a smaller piece of electrical equipment and a folded roll of cash.

Stewart shook the man’s hand and headed back to the SUV. We drove back out to the highway and continued through the night until we got to the outskirts of Salt Lake City and stopped for gas at the truck center with a McDonald’s.

The conversation through the night had taken a darker turn down the deep rabbit holes of conspiracy theory. Starting with the underground lizard people of the David Icke*, † variety (believe it or not, these stories of shapeshifting underground aliens have now filtered into QAnon beliefs), by the time we were pulling into the truck stop, we had just gotten into the “human flesh being used in McDonald’s hamburgers” conspiracy theories. As outrageous as these stories may sound, I would come to find that conspiracy theories are the lifeblood of the greater militia community in America.

Of course, there is no actual human flesh used in McDonald’s “hand-burgers,” and to be fair, the conversation during the drive was more tongue-in-cheek than anything. Still, I would find that the threshold between a tongue-in-cheek conversation about “hand-burgers” and underground shapeshifting lizard people and other conspiracies that would get people wound up and ready to take violent action is thin at best.

As we pushed south, the sun was bright in the hazy morning near the Great Salt Lake. I began to ask more about what had kicked off the standoff. Why were so many people organically taking time off from their jobs and families, arming up, and heading to an old cattle ranch in the desert outside Las Vegas, Nevada?

Stewart was the only one of us who had already been down to the standoff. By the time we were heading down, the iconic standoff had already taken place earlier in the week. The Bureau of Land Management and Forest Service had already (thankfully) backed off.

Stewart tried to explain things to us, including claims that there were sniper teams in the hills around the ranch with rifles trained on the family, unmarked aircraft flying in serpentine patterns over the ranch conducting surveillance, and unseen “vampire” portable cell towers that were capturing everyone’s cell phone activities. I did see the unmarked planes flying overhead.

But he never had the chance to get too far in his explanation, as different people continuously called him, and he even received calls on Jim’s phone, double-fisting the conversations.

I will break it down for those unaware of what happened at the Bundy Ranch.

This story started in 1954, when Cliven Bundy’s father, David Ammon Bundy, began grazing cattle with his then-eight-year-old son on an allotment near the ranch in the Gold Butte area.

In 1973, the then-grown Cliven Bundy began paying grazing fees to the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and continued for the next twenty years.

Then in 1993, the BLM modified Bundy’s grazing permit by reducing the size allowed for his herd of cattle to 150 and restricting where he was allowed to graze them in the Gold Butte area. At that point, Bundy refused the permit and stopped paying his fees. The BLM then canceled his permit.

In 1994 and 1995, the BLM issued orders requiring Bundy to remove his cattle, which he promptly ignored.

In 1996, Nevada legislators and voters voted to take control of federal land in the state and repeal the so-called “disclaimer clause” of the state 1864 constitution that had declared people in the territory “declaim all right and title to the unappropriated public lands.”

In 1998, the US District Court of Nevada issued an order to stop Bundy from grazing on the Gold Butte, followed by a decision in 1999 by the Ninth US Circuit of Appeals that upheld the district court’s permanent injunction. Things kept chugging along, with the BLM telling the Bundys to stop grazing their cattle and the Bundys ignoring the orders. Until 2008, when the Interior Board of Land Appeals heard Bundy’s appeal of the BLM’s cancellation of his range improvements and authorizations, upholding the BLM’s decision.

Things began to kick off in 2011, when the BLM sent Bundy a cease and desist order and a notice of intent to gather up his cattle. Later that year, they began conducting aerial surveys of the Gold Butte area and prepared to round up five hundred to nine hundred cattle. However, they suspended the operation indefinitely in April 2012 out of safety concerns for those involved with the roundup.

In July 2013, the US District Court of Nevada ordered the Bundys to remove their cattle from public land within forty-five days, ordering Bundy not to interfere with the impound action.

On March 19, 2014, the BLM issued a notice to impound unauthorized livestock grazing on BLM and National Park Service lands.

But it was on April 6 that things took a more dangerous turn. One of Cliven Bundy’s sons, Dave, was arrested by federal agents on State Route 170 and cited for the misdemeanor charges of refusing to disperse and resisting arrest. He was jailed and then released the next day.

A few days later, on April 9, 2014, militia members began to converge on the ranch after Cliven’s son, Ammon, was shot with a stun gun in an incident that included attack dogs and women being tackled by BLM agents. At the same time, there were no arrests or serious injuries. That was the day things kicked off at Bundy Ranch when calls went out for good American patriots and the militia to converge on the ranch.

The situation culminated on April 12 with the iconic standoff that has been seared into the cultural consciousness with images of Eric Parker lying in a prone position aiming at federal agents and masses of cowboys on horseback and militia folk on foot, all converging on the spot where the BLM had rounded up the cattle.

Luckily enough, cooler heads prevailed that day, and the roundup operation was canceled to ensure a firefight didn’t ensue. Undoubtedly, it would have turned into a bloodbath from which our country would never have returned.

As a country in the present day, we have already chosen sides, and battle lines are now being drawn the size of entire states. We need more than ever to find some common ground as a people. We need to take a step back from the edge. And most important, I feel we need to begin to actually and truly listen to the other sides of an issue.

It may not be easy to clear away the fantastical conspiracy theories that have made their way into these conversations. It may not be easy to see that there were reasons that people organically drove out to an old, small two-bedroom ranch in the desert, where an old cattle rancher raised fourteen children in those two small bedrooms. The Bundys were not alone in their struggle. In fact, before 1989, the Bundys had fifty neighbors who were also cattle ranchers.

That must lead us to question what happened in that time between 1989 and the standoff in 2014. What was behind the story that led, in twenty-five years, from a ranching community of over fifty families to one family left standing and desperate enough to call for and organize an armed standoff that eventually led in part to the events of January 6, 2021, at our nation’s capital?

Believe it or not, it all started with environmental protections trying to protect the desert tortoise that severely curtailed grazing allotments. According to Newsweek and Reuters:


When the U.S. government declared the Mojave desert tortoise an endangered species in 1989, it effectively marked the cattle ranchers of Nevada’s Clark County for extinction.

Rancher Cliven Bundy once had neighbors on the range: when the tortoise was listed, there were about 50 cattle-ranching families in the county. Some of them fought court battles to stay, rejecting the idea their cattle posed a danger to the tortoises. But, one by one, they slowly gave up and disappeared.‡



After gassing up the SUV, we continued our trip to Bunkerville. As we passed through Las Vegas and began the final stretch driving in the growing desert heat of the day, Stewart pulled out the black velour container I had seen the guy in the barn hand him the night before. Inside were two white handheld electronic units that he asked me to turn on—handing me one of them.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s a FLIR unit.” The confounded expression on my face must have communicated my not knowing what it was he was speaking of because he began explaining.

“So, you know what infrared scopes are, right?”

“Yeah, basically anyways.”

“Well, these are like infrared scopes, but they use better technology. FLIR stands for forward-looking infrared.”

After finding the on switch, the back screen lit up with a ghostly, washed-out white-and-gray image. Anywhere there was heat from, say, an antelope or suspected federal sniper team glowed in a bright, white-ish halo, indicating a heat signature.

He motioned me to hand the unit back to him, which I obliged.

“We are going to use these for night patrols. That way, we can see if the feds have teams in the area,” he said as he drove with one hand and a knee steering as he fumbled with the FLIR out his rolled-down window.

“These will work great!” he enthused. “Hey, don’t mention to anyone that I have these. I have to figure out who would be best to give one of these to. I don’t want to cause any unnecessary in-fighting.”

“Sure, no problem.”

Those of us not driving all dozed off a little for the final stretch of the trip.

“Here we are! Hey, guys, wake up. We are here,” Stewart yelled back to the others as he turned off the highway, and we pulled down a section of road just off the highway with a line of flags and the now-infamous free-speech zone.

Then pulling off the public road and passing by a misspelled sign stating “MILITA SIGHN IN,” we found ourselves in what appeared to be a gravel pit. Tents and RVs were littering the area. Groups clustered in different camps.

As we pulled up, the wind kicked itself into a dust storm. Oath Keepers that had already been there gathered around as Stewart pulled the SUV up. A group of what looked to be mostly retired and possibly medically disabled men gathered around the vehicle to welcome Stewart back to Bundy Ranch. Of course, the Bundys themselves were nowhere to be seen.

After the usual glad-handing, Stewart told Jim and me that we would set a large tent up with a two-way foldable desk brought along as the “media center.” The tent’s fabric was blowing like a flag in a hurricane as we tried to assemble it without it becoming a wind-borne projectile.

Just as we finally put the so-called pop-up tent together, Jim labeled it the “media” tent using duct tape. The sounds of violence-tinged voices began to be heard yelling over the windstorm. We walked out of the tent to see a scene that reminded me of a schoolyard fistfight. A circular crowd had gathered around two men. One of the men was laid out in the center, looking as if he had just been sucker-punched. He had on an articulated knee brace. Stewart and another rushed in to help the older man up as who I assume was the perpetrator stormed off, followed by a small contingent of others.

The older guy with the knee brace turned out to be a longtime Oath Keeper. Like many Oath Keepers, Rick-Flare (a nickname) had never actually served in the military or law enforcement. But he had spent a lifetime hunting, guiding, and working security. He had been one of those holding down the fort for the Oath Keepers while Stewart traveled back to Montana after the standoff climax a few days earlier.

According to the stories of those who had witnessed what had happened, the other guy was a known racist white nationalist who had a militia of like-minded racists. He had taken issue with the Oath Keepers taking all of the credit for what had transpired earlier in the week and had taken it out on Rick. Luckily enough, it hadn’t gotten past the yelling and shoving.

This theme of coming so close to violent actions will recur throughout my Oath Keepers experience.

After things had settled down a bit, the guys helped Stewart pitch his tent and their own. Stewart then came over and told us to load up all of our essential gear, anything in our tents that we might need, and to meet him back at the SUV. Stewart had never intended to stay in our tents with the rest of the militia folks gathered in the wind-blown gravel pit. We packed up our stuff, and he drove us a few miles farther south down the highway to the Virgin River Hotel and Casino and booked us all rooms.

[image: image]

* Dorian Lynskey, “Psycho lizards from Saturn: The godlike genius of David Icke!” New Statesman, November 6, 2014, retrieved April 13, 2020.

† According to Sky News: The former professional footballer turned sports pundit has written more than twenty books and describes himself as a “groundbreaking author and public speaker” on his Twitter profile. . . . He also believes that climate change is a hoax, the Royal Family are lizards, and 9/11 was an “inside job.”

But his theories have attracted legions of followers. (“Who is David Icke? The conspiracy theorist who claims he is the son of God,” Sky News, May 3, 2020, https://news.sky.com/story/who-is-david-icke-the-conspiracy-theorist-who-claims-he-is-the-son-of-god-11982406.)

‡ Jonathan Allen, “Before Nevada stand-off, a collision between ranchers and tortoises,” Reuters, May 30, 2014, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-ranchers-nevada-tortoises-insight/before-nevada-stand-off-a-collision-between-ranchers-and-tortoises-idUSKBN0EA1I420140530.


Chapter 3
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DAY OF THE SHERIFF

We pulled up to the casino, and Stewart got us a couple of shared rooms and one for himself. I shared a room with Jim, and the brothers shared one. After dropping off our stuff, we reconvened to speak with some Oath Keepers Board of Directors guys, who caught Stewart up on what he had missed while traveling back to Montana to gather more supplies and donations.

I remember wondering what had happened to the horse trailer full of food and ammunition as I hung out in the adjoining room, waiting for the meeting to be over. It had gone on its way to the Bundy Ranch, and to be honest, I never saw it again. I don’t know if Stewart did, either. There had to be thousands and thousands of rounds of ammunition unaccounted for.

I often wondered where all the weapons and ammunition wound up after these events.

Stewart called me into the room. “Hey Jason, you have an ID with you, right? Give it to these guys; they will run it through some members we have with connections into the intel community.”

“Yeah, sure, it’s still my old Colorado driver’s license, but it’s current.” I fumbled for my wallet, pulled out my license, and handed it to a man with long sandy blond hair wearing a multicam long-sleeve combat shirt, khakis, and flip-flops. He took it over to the room’s desk and wrote down some information on the little casino notepad.

We then headed out and had dinner on Stewart’s dime at the casino restaurant. He ordered a rib-eye steak; I figured I better not push my luck and got the country-fried steak.

The sun had fallen while we ate, and it was dark as we headed up to a room on the top floor of the three-story casino down the way from our rooms. As we made our way there, I noticed a makeshift radio antenna in the glow of the parking lot lights. It was fixed to the top of a long pole that ran from the ground floor and poked a good twelve feet above the roof of the casino. It was discretely cam-strapped to the metal guard rails along the outdoor hallways to keep the long pole from getting blown over. Black cables snaked from the pole into a partially open corner room window with the curtains pulled.

Stewart knocked at the door. “Hey, Steve, it’s Stewart.” We heard some shuffling and heavy steps that made their way to the door. An aging, round man with an old-school flat top, wearing a button-down shirt, utility vest, and a pair of khakis, opened the door. The small blue light of a Bluetooth cell phone headset flashed in his ear. He smiled awkwardly, said hi to Jim, and stared coldly at me.

“Who’s this?” he asked, not breaking eye contact.

“Oh, that’s just Jason; he’s a media guy. It’s OK. Jim and the others checked him out.” He waved off Steve.

“So, this is our communications center,” Stewart explained. “Steve, here, is a ham radio wiz.”

I offered my hand to shake. “I’m Jason—” Steve ignored me and walked over to two similar setups to what Stewart had in the SUV.

“Things have been pretty quiet since you left, Stewart. But one of our guys just saw a FedEx truck pulled off the highway near the ranch. It was just sitting there for forty-five minutes without a driver up front. The guys are pretty certain that it’s the feds.”

“Well, I may have a couple of new toys that will help at night.” A large grin came over Stewart’s face. “Check these out.” Stewart pulled out the two FLIR units from the front pockets of the drab-olive condor military jacket he had donned before dinner.

“Oh!” Steve exclaimed, “Are those—”

“Yeah, they are. Who do we have on night patrols tonight?”

“Nobody, we have had quite a bit of turnover—people going home because they thought things were over after the feds gave the Bundys’ cattle back; they need to get back to their jobs if they still have them,” Steve said, looking down at the ground.

Stewart’s smile dropped from his face, and his demeanor changed dramatically.

“What the fuck do you mean?” he shouted at Steve. “I never said this op was over; why are our members leaving? I never gave that order! Jesus, I leave for a weekend, and everything goes to hell!”

At this point, Jim pulled me toward the door, whispering over my shoulder, “I think now might be a good time to call it a night and head to our rooms. Trust me.”

I nodded, and we walked down the gangway to our room for the night as the muffled sounds of yelling grew more distant.

I didn’t get much sleep that night. To this day, I have never heard anyone snore as loudly as Jim did. But after taking a Benadryl, I finally caught some much-needed sleep.

I awoke early the following day, pulled on a Nirvana shirt, threw on the same jeans, and grabbed one of the campy western button-down shirts I had brought to try and “blend in.”

I headed down to the dining room in the lobby and picked up a banana, a blueberry yogurt, and a shitty gas-station cheese Danish. I went to a booth along the back wall and sat down to eat and catch up on the latest news.

As I was scrolling through the morning updates, I heard a female voice coming from the next booth.

“Hey, I saw you walk into the casino with Stewart Rhodes, didn’t I?”

I saw an older woman with a hairstyle like a feathered throwback from the eighties. She was wearing a forest-green oversize t-shirt with a bright-gold logo similar to an older Oath Keepers logo based on a revolutionary-era soldier.

“So, are you one of the new throwaways?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I’m following you,” I responded, confused.

“Are you one of Stewart’s recruits? You don’t look like most of them.”

“Nah, I’m just media.”

“Oh, really, so are you going to tell the world about the real Stewart when you figure out who he is?”

“Well, I suppose I am.”

Next to the woman was a man with shorter dark-brown hair in khakis and wearing the kind of glasses that get dark in the sun but never quite get back to clear lenses.

“Have you ever seen him around young children?” the woman asked.

“Nope, I never have, but to be fair, I only met him a couple of days ago. I don’t know Stewart,” I answered honestly, not sure of where this conversation was going.

“Has Stewart been gambling while he has been here in the casino?”

“I’m sorry, who are you?”

The man leaned over in the booth to pull out his wallet and flashed a metal badge at me. At the bottom it read, “Private Attorney General.” The ID card had his name with a photo ID on the other side. While he put the badge away, I noticed that he wore a worn-out pair of Teva sandals.

“So—you work for the Department of Justice?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“Oh no, I answer to a much higher authority,” he said, his calm demeanor fraying a little.

Something didn’t sit right with me regarding these two people, and I decided I needed to find somewhere else to be.

“OK, well, that’s cool. I gotta go.”

I kept the Danish for later and threw the banana peel and half-eaten yogurt in a trash can next to the exit.

I heard the woman yelling at me as I left. “Keep your eyes on Stewart!”

“OK, thanks.” I waved over my shoulder and headed out to the parking lot.

As I stepped out into the bright morning light, I immediately heard Jim calling out to me.

“Hey, Jason, there you are. Hey, grab anything you think you will need for the day; we need to meet Stewart at his truck and head to Vegas.”

“To Vegas?”

“Yeah, we have to pick up one of the Constitutional Sheriffs coming out for the event. Came all the way out from the East Coast.”

“OK, I’ll meet you at the truck in five.”

I ran to my room and grabbed my laptop bag, DSLR camera, and an old beat-up black cowboy hat I had packed, a throwback from my old grunge days.

As we made the short trip to the airport, Stewart was constantly on his cell phone, jumping among shouted calls for the first half of the trip.

One of the angry and shouted calls was about a guy named Richard Mack. He, I would soon learn, was the head of the Constitutional Sheriffs and Peace Officers Association, much as Stewart is the head of the Oath Keepers.

Once Stewart hung up, he told us that after we picked up the sheriff, we would need to make a quick stop at a house to try and get back a video camera that he said was being held by a guy he had paid to video some of his speeches in the absence of Jim. The guy was now holding the camera and, more important, the videos and demanding Stewart pay a much higher price to get them back. Stewart mentioned that it would be good for us to go and “encourage the camera guy to do the right thing” and honor the original agreement. And it wouldn’t hurt to have a large, heavily tattooed guy as well as a cop with him.

I had heard a little about Constitutional Sheriffs online, mainly through Alex Jones. Still, I had no idea what they were or how they wove into the deeper patriot, militia, and Sovereign Citizen communities.

The Constitutional Sheriffs and Peace Officers Association is essentially a creation of a guy named Richard Mack. It was founded in 2011 by Mack, a previous sheriff in Graham County, Ariz., between 1988 and 1997. When he founded the organization, Mack was on the Oath Keepers Board of Directors. Mack reminded me of a slick used-car salesman when I first met him.

The Constitutional Sheriffs Movement found its first sparks of manifestation in the loosely organized far-right Posse Comitatus movement of the 1960s, which felt the county sheriff was the most legitimate authority in the United States. They also held racist and anti-Semitic beliefs and promoted conspiracy theories, like many aspects of the militia community.

Mack’s group, the Constitutional Sheriffs and Peace Officers Association (CSPOA), is a membership organization similar to the Oath Keepers. They believe that “the federal agencies now claiming control of land within a state should be drastically downsized and/or dismantled. County Sheriffs in these states should take their rightful position and use their authority to assist in the transfer of control of the land, and prosecution of violations of citizens’ rights by federal authorities.”* They have a claimed membership of four hundred members, and in 2021, Mack stated that of the three thousand sheriffs in the United States, three hundred are members of CSPOA.† In recent years we have seen an exponential growth and visibility of CSPOA in certain key areas, including Texas and the Pacific Northwest.

Mack was present at the Bundy Ranch Standoff, where he suggested the strategy of “putting all the women up at the front . . . if they are going to start shooting, it’s going to be women that will be televised worldwide getting shot by these rogue federal officers.” Believe it or not, he told this to a Fox News crew. When I heard this story, my jaw dropped. I knew I had become interested in getting down to and covering the Bundy Ranch Standoff because I had heard the stories about the supposed sniper teams surrounding the family’s ranch house. I wanted to ensure that families would be protected and that there would be accountability. To hear that one of the major leaders of the “Patriot Movement” would be so quick to suggest that women be used as human shields because of the optics was fairly inconceivable to me.

It was the first of many glimpses at the far-right wizards behind the curtain in the patriot Land of Oz, and just as in The Wizard of Oz, things were vastly different from the images and words they presented.

Stewart pulled into the temporary parking near the passenger pickup area at the Vegas airport. He was again fielding several calls at once, and I knew I had to check in with Revolution Radio, to whom I had promised to give live updates for the owner’s Night Hawk talk show. So, I called in, and he put me on the air. I let the audience know that I had arrived at the Ranch the night before and had driven down to Nevada embedded with Stewart Rhodes and that we were now picking up a sheriff and would check in with further updates later that evening.

Stewart yelled out the truck window as I finished and got off the live broadcast. “Hey! Media guy, the sheriffs are waiting for us at pick-up. Get the hell in the car! We need to go!”

I waved and smiled across the parking area, hung up my cell phone, and jogged back to the truck, getting into the backseat with Jim.

We pulled around to passenger pickup and found our guy. A man with a military-style flattop dressed not in the usual brown uniform of sheriff deputies, but rather in blue like a city cop came out of the airport doors and waved. We pulled over and popped the hatchback. The other looked to be a shorter, bald man in plain clothes with a smile that beamed with charisma.

The first sheriff introduced himself as Jeff. The other greeted us and shook hands with everyone. “Heya, I’m Denny.” He winked as he spoke.

After making small talk and discussing some email exchanges they had had preceding the trip to Nevada, Stewart asked if he could make a quick detour and briefly explained having to go and try and get his camera and tapes. Sheriff Jeff and Denny agreed, and we headed to a neighborhood on the outskirts of the Vegas suburbs. We wound our way through a maze of streets until Stewart pulled up in front of a slightly run-down single-story house with a terra-cotta tiled roof. The front door was open behind a screen door.

Denny and I got along from the start of things. He lived and worked in the county next to the infamous Hazard County, Kentucky, which was the namesake of the wildly popular seventies TV show The Dukes of Hazard and also the location where the series Justified was based.

Now there is something I should mention here. While Sheriff Jeff presented like your average elected sheriff and even had a gun belt and handcuffs, he came from a state where the duties of sheriffs consist of conducting property sales and serving court papers. The sheriff’s office holds no police power, nor does it have the extensive training that actual POST-certified law enforcement officers must undergo.‡

Stewart sat and let the truck idle as he told Sheriff Jeff and me to let him do the talking, that our job was to serve as visual deterrents. After a deep exhale, Stewart shut off the truck, and the three of us got out and walked up to the front door, leaving Jim and Sheriff Denny to wait in the car.

We walked up to the front door in silence. I had no idea what to expect, but I half-expected the guy to be a crazed methhead ready to attack us based on Stewart’s vibe.

Stewart knocked loudly on the front screen door that slightly hung down off the hinges; the door didn’t seem to latch and banged loudly against the door frame.

“Hello! Is anyone home? Hello?” Stewart called into the open front door behind the screen. “Hey, man, it’s Stewart Rhodes; I need my fucking video camera and tapes. I’m here to get them.”

The only sounds we heard were the muffled sounds of a Doors album playing somewhere in the house behind a closed door.

Stewart began banging on the doorframe even louder, this time with the side of his fist. “Hey, man! We had a deal . . . I already paid you half down for taking videos for me! I need my fucking camera and tapes! I have a sheriff here with me. Come to the door, and we can get settled up.”

That seemed to do the trick as we heard some knocks and steps coming from somewhere in the house.

“Yeah, give me a minute,” a male voice yelled out from somewhere inside.

An overweight man with a mop of curly, dirty-blond hair came out, pulling on an old long-sleeved, tie-dyed Grateful Dead shirt with dancing bears on the chest. He was wearing a pair of wrinkled cargo shorts and was barefoot as he walked through the hallway to the front door.

“I was wondering when you would show back up,” the man said as he scratched his stubbled face, looking like he just literally rolled out of bed. From the smell that followed him to the front door, it was evident that he had been heavily drinking the night before. The sheriff and I exchanged sideways glances as the smell hit us simultaneously.

The man gestured toward a couple of old couches on the front porch. “Have a seat, guys, and see if we can negotiate things a little.” The man walked past us and plopped down on one of the couches. He pulled up one of his feet into his lap.

Stewart’s face turned red as he walked to the couch and sat across from the man.

“What do you mean negotiate? There’s nothing to negotiate. I already gave you three hundred dollars to videotape the events as a down payment, and now I have another three hundred as the other half, and tell you what, you won’t even have to videotape the rest of things. I have an actual media guy with me now.” He nodded at me as he said that last bit. I was a bit confused, as I was there to cover things for myself, not Stewart and the Oath Keepers, but I figured I would keep my mouth shut and play along.

A half-smirk came over the man’s face. “Yeah, true, but before I watched some of those tapes in the camera bag. I think those videos are worth a lot more to you. It would be a shame if copies of those videos were to get out. I’m no genius, but I am sure that wouldn’t go over so well for you and everything you have going on right now.”

The sheriff became stiff, stood up even straighter, and looked like he was about to say something when Stewart waved him back down.

“OK, first off, some of those are my personal, private videos. But tell me more about what you thought was fair compensation for your time and work?”

“Well, I’m not the smartest guy, but I am smart enough to look you up and see that was not your wife.”

“Hey, now you have no idea about me and my life, so don’t jump to conclusions!” Stewart interrupted the man, straining to keep his cool.

“Hey, man, I’m not judging you; I am just trying to ensure I can get by, OK.”

At this point, Stewart looked over at both the sheriff and me.

“Hey guys, I think I got this. Why don’t you both head to the car? I can handle this on my own.”

The curly-haired man looked up at us from the couch with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Yeah, guys, we got this. We’re good.”
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* Constitutional Sheriffs & Peace Officers Association, “Statement of Positions,” accessed Dec. 14, 2022, https://cspoa.org/sop/.

† Kimberly Kindy, “Boosted by the pandemic, ‘constitutional sheriffs’ are a political force,” The Washington Post, November 2, 2021, retrieved November 2, 2021.

‡ POST stands for “Peace Operations Specialized Training,” and it is training that typical sheriffs undergo.


Chapter 4
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VICTORY SPEECHES AND DRONE STRIKES

The day was getting hot, and the three of us waiting for Stewart in the SUV were sweating under our shirts. We waited silently, for the most part, listening to the ticks of the car in the Las Vegas sun. Unfortunately, Stewart had kept the car keys with him, and none of us wanted to interrupt his heated front porch negotiations with his apparent extortionist. While we waited, Denny told me a little about how he had arrested the county’s top political figure in open session for corruption, as well as the county treasurer, but didn’t get into much detail.

Stewart had stayed on the porch for another thirty minutes as we waited in the truck, sweat beginning to drip from our foreheads and faces until we opened the doors to let cooler air in. He walked back from the front porch with a small faux leather bag that had part of a handheld video camera sticking out of the top. His face was red, and he swore to himself when he finally walked back up to the car and slammed the door hard as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

“Fucking con man,” he said to himself as he fished the keys out of his pants pocket and started up the car, immediately blowing hot air onto us as the air conditioner came to life.

I would never really find out what was on those tapes. There were rumors of recorded prostitutes in the desert. But, later, I would come to believe that they were sex tapes that Stewart had recorded with an old army buddy and his wife, who were swingers. Stewart had not told his wife about the liaisons. Some rumors swirled about the several thousand dollars that Stewart had paid to his blackmailer. Still, I never heard more than innuendo on the situation save for Stewart later eluding to the tapes’ contents while living in my basement. He asked me to testify at his court hearing when his wife kicked him out of his house and attempted unsuccessfully to secure a restraining order against him. He confided in me because he knew my wife and I had lived a very nontraditional lifestyle and had been poly in our relationship. He just wanted to create a better rapport with me before testifying.

This made sense, especially after we all left the Bundy Ranch for the second time. On our way home, Stewart made another detour on his birthday, got hotel rooms for us all, and then spent the night at an old army buddy and his wife’s house. He was sure to bring the camera with him that night, too. He would pick us up late the next afternoon, looking rough and hungover.
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We didn’t make it back to Bundy Ranch until midafternoon. A large group gathered around a makeshift stage along the side road off the highway where a line of American, Don’t Tread on Me, and Confederate flags lined the area where the feds had set up the makeshift first amendment area.

Cliven Bundy, the family’s patriarch, was speaking into a microphone as we pulled up, but it was difficult to hear any of what he was saying due to the still-blustering wind.

There had been an equally makeshift podium set up in the center of the stage and draped in red-white-and-blue bunting. A black-and-yellow Oath Keepers banner hung crookedly to the left of Cliven. A line of militia guys stood like part-time, overweight security guards at a concert in front of the plywood stage, scanning the crowd for threats.

As soon as Stewart parked the car along the side of the road, one of the guys I had met at the casino the night before ran up to the truck.

“Hey, you guys are late. You are supposed to be up on stage with the sheriff. They were waiting on you but started when we couldn’t get a hold of you.”

“I had something I had to take care of in Vegas.” Stewart looked over at the sheriffs and nodded. “You ready to make a speech?”

“Sure, I guess,” Denny said, and Jeff nodded before exiting the SUV.

“Hey, Jim, grab that camera bag and record our speeches,” Stewart said without turning around, lifting his head toward the truck’s roof.

They got out of the SUV and were ushered onto the stage.

The crowd was sizable, but nothing like the numbers that I saw in the coverage of the actual showdown. There were maybe sixty people gathered around the stage.

Jim did his best to navigate the crowd to a better vantage point to record, and I just hung out in the back, taking in the scene. It was then that I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around to see crowd members engrossed in the victory speech Cliven was giving.

A chuckling came from behind my other shoulder, and I turned around to see the two brothers, with huge, beaming smiles.

“Heya, guys, what have you been doing all day?”

“Oh, just a little recon around the property. Have you noticed the white Cessna making serpentine patterns over the ranch throughout the day?” the older brother asked.

“No, I can’t say that I have. But I ran up to Vegas with Stewart and Jim to pick up a couple of sheriffs, and then we made this weird detour to the house of some guy who seemed like he shook Stewart down for some videotapes he had.” I shrugged. “We just got back.”

“Hmm, I wonder what was on them.”

“Dunno, but I think Stewart just paid a bunch of money to get them back from this guy, and I’m willing to bet the guy probably made copies of them.”

“Interesting . . . ”

“Indeed.”

I looked back to Cliven Bundy, who was still going on about the victory.

I thought aloud: “Someone should take that microphone away from him. He’s not used to all the attention. He is just talking to hear himself talk now. He’s going to get himself into trouble. Some journalists will take advantage of someone like that. Sooner or later, he will say something he regrets.”

The older brother nodded in agreement and flashed his bright smile.

Later that day, while speaking to a fellow Internet radio guy, Bundy showed some of his true colors when he posited that Black Americans may have been better off under slavery. This was the first of many instances of what people in the “patriot” community claimed their beliefs to be ending up being radically different from what came out later.

During the Standoff, many high-profile supporters of Cliven and his family had stood against the federal government up to that point, including senators and even Fox News host Sean Hannity, which had devolved into a cross-TV show trolling between Jon Stewart of The Daily Show and Hannity.

The video clip from that day showed Cliven, in front of the now-famous overpass, saying, “I wanted to tell you one more thing I know about the Negros . . . I’ve often wondered if they are better as slaves picking cotton and having family life doing things or are they better off under government subsidies.”

Sean Hannity later said of those comments, “They are beyond despicable to me, beyond ignorant to me.”

Cliven defended his comments in front of the same podium where I first saw him speak: “They’re not slaves no more, they seem to be slaves to the welfare system and such . . . but they have the opportunity.”

Bundy asked the New York Times to apologize for taking him out of context until the video appeared on YouTube, proving what he did say.

Later that evening, Bundy’s remarks were the topic of dinner conversation as Stewart and the other community leaders discussed the best strategies for spinning the damaging comments, which had primarily become the narrative in the news cycle across the nation. Little did those sitting at the table that night know that it would soon become a moot point.
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Early the next day, we had just dropped the two sheriffs off in front of the Bundy family house to speak with the old-timer to try and do some damage control from the racist remarks firestorm spreading across the country. We had just picked up the two board members I met on my first day at the casino and were heading to meet some more supporters on the outskirts of Vegas. I was in the middle seat of the SUV with Jim and one of the brothers when Stewart’s cell phone started ringing at almost the same time as one of the board members’ phone in the back of the vehicle.

Stewart yelled into the phone for the caller to calm down as he immediately pulled the car over.

“OK, start again and speak slowly. I am in a car with a bunch of other people.”

While I could not hear the person on the other side of the call, I did notice a distinct change in Stewart’s cadence and demeanor. He was suddenly listening very attentively and calmly.

“So, where is this intel coming from? Are you sure it’s legitimate?”

The board member in the middle seat interrupted, his hand covering the microphone to his cell phone.

“Stewart, I think you need to take this phone call. I’m getting reports from a credible source that Obama and Eric Holder have just authorized a drone strike on the Bundy Ranch.”

“Shit, that is the same thing my call is about.”

The two swapped phones, and indeed, the two calls, one allegedly originating in Texas and one on the East Coast, basically conveyed the same information—that an imminent drone strike had been OK’d by the powers that be and would be centered on the militia encampment.

Looking back now, I can see how this was some sort of counterintelligence action on behalf of who knows who or even a prank of some sort. But I can testify that the two calls came in simultaneously and that their body language seemed to indicate that at least the people they were talking to seemed to believe what they were saying to be true.

I have to admit that, at that moment, I was scared. Here I was riding in an SUV with the notorious leader of the largest militia in the United States, one that would go on to storm the US Capitol. If a drone strike was going to be approved, it would probably be targeting the people in the car with me at that moment.

I quickly took the time to quietly call my family and tell them that I loved them without explaining what was going on, just in case.

Stewart took the phone that was passed up from the back of the vehicle and spoke briefly with the person who had called. After a short conversation, he hung up the phone. Keeping his phone, he tossed the other phone back to its owner in the back.

“So, do you believe him?” he asked the back of the car.

“I believe that, at the very least, he believes it to be true. I’ve known him for several years, and he has yet to steer me wrong. I don’t know if the information he received is true, but I think he believes it, coming from his source.”

“I think the same thing about my call.”

“What should we do?” the guy from the back asked, seemingly trying desperately to hold back a wave of panic.

“We need to get our people out of the kill zone,” Stewart said with an edge of resolve in his voice.

Stewart threw the SUV into drive and hit the gas, sending gravel flying in a cloud of dust and tires squealing once they hit the pavement. He spun the truck around in the road and raced back toward the Bundy Ranch at a high rate of speed.

It didn’t take long to get back to the gravel pit where most of the Oath Keeper and militia guys were. Stewart skidded to a stop along the campground in a cloud of dust. He jumped out of the SUV and asked his guys to gather around. A group of twenty to thirty people assembled.

“Hey! Listen up! We just got some intel that there may be a drone strike on the ranch. That Eric Holder and the Department of Defense has OK’d a strike on the ranch in the next forty-eight hours.”

Murmurs and hushed conversations ran through the gathered crowd.

“I want all Oath Keepers and associates to get out of this immediate area. We must pull back at least a mile to be safe from a possible drone strike. Let’s all meet at the casino just down the highway and regroup. But right now, we need to get everyone out of the kill zone! That’s an order!”

A few in the crowd rushed off, but the majority did not as they processed what Stewart had just told them. After a few moments of stunned silence, several dissenting voices began yelling at us from the crowd.

“So, you’re just going to turn tail and run? That’s desertion!”

Someone else yelled out, “I came to protect the Bundys’ lives with my own. I’m no coward! I’m willing to sacrifice my life if needed!”

A switch seemed to be thrown in the crowd, quickly devolving into a mob. A particular ire seemed suddenly focused on Stewart, for him daring to suggest that people regroup outside of the kill zone of a sidewinder missile launched by a drone.

“Fuck it, let’s get out of here,” Stewart said to those of us from the SUV and got back into it, slamming the door hard, wanting to get out of Dodge before even more people got worked up.

The group let us drive out, though several were approaching the truck, as they didn’t seem so happy about things. Guns were being waved, and violent words were being yelled at Stewart.

As we drove by the stage where Cliven had been speaking the day before, Stewart pulled over next to what looked like a family of young women and an older mother.

Jim leaned over my shoulder from the backseat and whispered that this was a family group of singers who often performed at patriot community events.

Stewart seemed to know the mother, relaying the news he had just gotten. He offered to pay for a room at the casino for the family.

The reaction from the mother was very similar to those gathered at the gravel pit.

“No, absolutely not!” the mother stated. “We knew there was danger here when we came out. We are not going to run away just because they are threatening us. Maybe they will reconsider things if they know there are women and children here. We have a show tonight, and we are damned well going to put it on!”

I thought about how there were women and children at Ruby Ridge and Waco, Texas, too, and how it didn’t seem to matter much to the feds then. But c’est la vie.

“Well, if you change your mind, just find me, and I’ll get you all a room,” Stewart shouted out the window as he sped away, heading for the highway and back to the casino.


Chapter 5
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FALLOUT

After the mad scene back at the ranch, we again found ourselves out at the casino’s restaurant. Stewart, as sure as clockwork, ordered a buttered steak with mushrooms. The meal was mostly eaten silently, with a few theories proposed about the reality of the supposed drone strike. I think everyone was concluding that there would never be a drone strike. That, at best, it was all a successful counterintelligence action and, at worst, a nasty prank perpetrated by someone wishing the militia communities chaos. Either way, it was the beginning of the end for the Oath Keepers at Bundy Ranch and indeed the end of the Bundy family and Oath Keepers ever working together again.

During the meal, the brothers talked about wanting to go directly to the Bundy farmhouse the next day to try and connect directly to the family. They said that the “security team,” which consisted mainly of Ryan P. and an ex-con that went by Booda Bear, was beginning to restrict access to the family due, at first, to the press onslaught after Bundy stuck his boot in his mouth talking about slavery, but now also to keep Stewart and any Oath Keepers who may have left the ranch out.

After dinner, I spent a couple of hours on a radio show, trying to best explain the day’s happenings. I then turned in early to rest up for the next day.

I woke up early, there had been no drone strikes during the night, and Stewart was MIA. So, Jim and I and the brothers decided to catch a ride to the ranch to see if we could check on what was happening after the shake-up the previous day.

We found a ride back, but security was now limiting access to the property. At least because our driver was associated with the Oath Keepers, he couldn’t drive us in. So, we jumped out of the car a little down the road and quickly headed back to the gravel pit. The brothers decided they would try and get to the house to try and reestablish contact with the Bundy family. I wanted to walk around the camp to try and get a read on the temperature of the crowd after Stewart tried to call all his Oath Keepers back. I find that sometimes just walking around anonymously is the best way to get a sense of what a community is feeling, the proverbial fly on the wall.

I wandered down to a makeshift kitchen area, consisting of some interesting renovations to some ancient ranch outbuilding missing part of its roof (probably an old tool shed). Stacks of fifty-pound bags of beans and rice were out behind the structure’s back wall with a tarp hung above them, providing some shade and shelter. In front were propane grills, a camp sink, and some folding tables that provided a workspace for food preparation.

A big guy was busy at the table putting together some sort of stew. He wore overalls and an ancient ball cap at an odd angle. I asked him if he had seen a horse trailer filled with food from Montana in the last few days.

“Can’t say I have, but a ton of food and people have been coming in and mostly going the past couple of days. It’s nothing like it was last week. Everyone is leaving now, ’cept for all the ‘hang-arounds.’” There was a slight whistle with the way the man talked.

“Who are the ‘hang-arounds’?” I asked.

“Well, we have quite a few homeless people or those just plain crazier than the rest. We have had to kick them out. Some of them are just a little too radical. Nazis and crazies that want to do crazy things. We had to kick out a young couple just the other day.”

“Are there a lot of these ‘hang-arounds’?”

“Not too many, but they’re dangerous and say stupid shit in front of the cameras. It’s better getting them out of here and on their way before they cause trouble.” The man grinned. There was a large gap where he was missing his two front teeth.

Several months later, I would hear from Stewart and someone who went by Captain Morgan that the young couple that had been kicked off the ranch was the same couple that later walked into a CiCis Pizza during the lunchtime rush and fatally shot, execution-style, two police officers who were sitting and eating lunch. The couple then draped the two officers with a swastika and a Don’t Tread on Me flag. They then continued their deadly rampage into a nearby Walmart, killing one more person and then themselves in a murder-suicide.

The couple was Jerad Miller and his wife, Amanda. The authorities said they had an ideology that ran along “militia and white supremacists and saw law enforcement as ‘oppressors.’”

The attack at the CiCis Pizza killed officers Alyn Beck, forty-one, and Igor Soldo, thirty-one, both husbands and fathers. Jerad Miller yelled, “This is a revolution!”

Ammon Bundy made a statement to the Associated Press confirming that Jerad and Amanda Miller were indeed asked to leave the Bundy Ranch after being there for a few days. He described the Millers’ conduct as the problem, saying they were “very radical” and didn’t align with the armed standoff’s main issues. Ammon said that his family “has had no quarrel” with the Las Vegas Police and disavowed the Millers’ actions, adding, “The only thing worse than tyranny is anarchy, and we certainly recognize that.”

This was the first time I had heard about “hang-arounds,” but I would later come to believe that they are one of the most dangerous aspects of the militia or “patriot” communities. A somewhat nomadic community that travels from standoff to standoff to have a place to be, some food to eat, and a community of which to feel a part.

After leaving the kitchen area, I wandered a bit, looking for any Oath Keeper members who may have disregarded Stewart Rhodes’s orders from the night before to evacuate the “kill zone” and get their take on the events.

It didn’t take long to find an Oath Keeper who had come to the ranch during the first couple of days of the start of the standoff. A man named Jerry sat in a foldable camp chair dressed in full multi-cam battle rattle. His striking white goatee and mustache glistened in the midday sun.

I had seen him with Stewart on a previous day. “Didn’t I see you talking to Stewart the other day? Can I ask you some questions about the drone strike thing? I’m independent media?”

“Yeah, I was talking to him. I came from New England and drove over three thousand miles to be here. Stewart called out us Oath Keepers to come and protect the family, camping out here in the dirt and the wind, and he’s been staying at a hotel and eating steaks every night. He’s not here protecting the Bundys. He’s here to grandstand, get in front of cameras, and get more donations.”

“What has sentiment been like for others in the camp about what happened with the Oath Keepers?” I asked.

“Well, things have gotten heated. There have been fights, and guns were almost drawn. If I were Stewart, I would come back. Right now, he’s been labeled a coward and a traitor. There is a video we put out where the family security team and us Oath Keepers that didn’t listen to Stewart and abandon the family had voted not to let Stewart or any of his Oath Keepers that left back on the ranch. I was a part of the vote. If you were hanging around Stewart much, you might think of getting off the ranch before anyone recognizes you. Whether you are an Oath Keeper or not . . . or just media, as you say, some people won’t care at this point.”

I thanked Jerry and started walking toward the front gate, thinking he might be right. I pulled my black cowboy hat closer over my eyes and buttoned up my overshirt to cover the Nirvana shirt I still had on. Paranoia began to pulse through my veins, and I picked up my pace.

I made it out to the public road fine and ran into the brothers there.

“Heya, guys, any luck getting through to the Bundys?” I asked.

One brother shook his head. “Nope, none at all. We got stopped by Ryan P., and Booda stopped us before we could get close to the house. They recognized us as being with Stewart and told us to fuck off before they started shooting deserters in the back. We stayed and tried to talk about how we need unity right now and not more infighting. But they didn’t seem to like us. We won’t be talking to the Bundys anytime soon, not until the security disperses. We heard there have been fights among the different factions and that guns are starting to be drawn.”

“Well, shit . . . I did talk to a guy named Jerry, some Oath Keeper leader that came out from the East Coast and decided not to follow Stewart’s orders to leave the ranch. He says they had a vote, and any Oath Keepers loyal to Stewart are no longer welcome or allowed back on the ranch under the threat of violence.”

The same brother nodded. “Yeah, that seems to be about right. We heard the same things. Reconnecting with the family will take a little longer, but we will.”

And eventually, the brother did reconnect with the family. He went on to help quite a bit in the Bundys’ courtroom defense of the prosecutions of the family, where they eventually had the case dismissed.

Later that night, we saw the video Jerry had mentioned recorded on a camera low-quality even for the day. Still, the video showed several members of the Bundy security team gathering in a circle outside the ranch house. The video starts with a tirade against Stewart and his Oath Keepers spoken by Ryan P. My recollection is that the tirade went something like this:

“You do not ever leave a man behind on the battlefield. They do not ever turn tail and run in the face of danger. You do not ever leave a fallen comrade to fall into the hands of the enemy, and you drive on toward the objective even if you’re the last man standing.”

Each line was punctuated with cheers and verbal jabs.

“This is desertion that was done! This is a dereliction of duty that was done! OK, that is my opinion, and I believe that’s reinforced by most people here, so we believe that then. Let’s put that up to a quick vote. Is that agreed this was desertion?”

A round of yeses could be heard around the camera as it panned in a circle to show everyone’s upraised hands.

The conversation then turned to what I could only assume was the group talking about the two brothers, who had just been trying to broker some communication and unity.

“OK, so I also wanna bring up this new issue. Is that resolved? Everybody feels resolved, yes? This is a new issue Booda, myself, and Jerry have been asked by a Stewart Rhodes lovemaking crew that strongly came on to me. They have asked us to set up a meeting . . . they’re trying to set up a meeting between the three of us and Mr. Rhodes. I have agreed under the direction of Booda that he would agree to a meeting. Jerry, do you agree to meet? I . . . I want an apology, and I wanna know why he did what he did so I don’t keep blasting him on Facebook.”

I thought the next bit of the tirade showcased some of the infighting issues that seem to run rife amongst the “patriot” communities:

“Until I know where’s the trust back and to be clear, to be the better gentleman that, yeah it’s appropriate to sit down maybe and listen, we are open to gentlemanly conversation but this man and, and the people that obeyed that order have violated my personal creed. You don’t fucking walk in, say I’m sorry, and you’re back in, brother. You can walk in and say you’re sorry, and you’re lucky that you’re not getting shot in the back because that’s what happens to deserters on the battlefield.”

We could only make it through to that part of the video, which lasted quite a bit longer.

“Well, shit, that means any meeting is off once Stewart sees this video,” the other brother said, looking down at his dusty cowboy boots.


Chapter 6
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THE SHERIFF FROM KENTUCKY

After the drone incident, the wind in Stewart’s sails seemed to have blown away across that sun-bleached desert. The next day, after most people had left the ranch, the vibe toward Stewart had become one of doom and loathing, both at the ranch and on the Internet. He decided it was time for us to pack up and head back to the mountains of Montana. Stewart also mentioned that he had a birthday to celebrate.

We all headed back to our rooms and packed up our things, and there seemed to be dust and dirt on every surface of me, my gear, and my clothing. I rolled up my shirts and pants in silence, then we walked down to the SUV parked in front of Stewart’s room and loaded everything up. The SUV heading back up to Montana took on the air of the gym locker room that gave me panicked flashbacks to high school locker-room nightmares.

We took a different route, and Stewart made another unannounced pit stop. I am not sure where. I was so exhausted that I didn’t care as long as I got my own room so I could get some real rest after nights of Jim’s snoring. Stewart allowed me this mercy, and he took off to stay with an old army buddy and his wife. He stayed there all night and into the afternoon, but when he did turn back up, he looked rough and smelled like he had spent the whole night partying.

I would later find out, while he was living in my basement after his wife kicked him out to start divorce proceedings, that the answer to what had happened that night and what was on the videotapes he had paid so much to get back in Vegas were intertwined. From my understanding, those tapes are still in a safe in the possession of a mutual friend.

The pink hue of the streetlights glowed in the fog that hung over Butte as I pulled my gear out of the SUV, and I trudged up the converted grand staircase of our apartment building, dragging my bags behind me. The girls must have heard me as they ran out of our apartment door yelling, “Daddy! You’re home! You’re safe!” My two daughters—Lux Oktober, who was eight, and Wintyr Raven, only five—bounded with the glee of youth as they rushed down the stairs to tackle me in hugs and kisses.

My wife stood in her pajamas at the door at the top of the stairs smiling her half-crooked, closed-mouth smile.

“Welcome home, lovey. I’m glad you survived and are still alive and kicking . . . How was the standoff?”

I had no honest answer at that moment. I was glad to be back home with those who knew and loved me.

“I guess it was OK enough . . . I haven’t been to one before.” I laughed and climbed up the rest of the stairs to hug my wife.

“All right, get inside. It’s fucking four in the morning. Let’s go to bed.” I fully agreed.
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I rested for the next few months, recovering from my adventure in the Nevada desert. Spending time with my girls, we fished a little. Lux and I took up archery at a local indoor range up the hill from our place. The monotony of everyday life began to set back in, and I was already longing for my next adventure. Unfortunately, there just weren’t any new ones on the horizon.

During that time, I wound up getting a day job working for the state of Montana in the Department of Livestock. It was a boring gig, but it had great medical benefits, which the whole family took advantage of.

I checked in with Night Hawk over at Revolution Radio, and after doing a few guest spots on his talk shows, he offered me a proposition, one I would, in time, take him up on. He wanted to give me my own talk show, which would have a daily weekday slot. I told him I would think about it.

Apparently, during this period, Stewart had dropped entirely off the grid. Jim had even called me asking if I had heard from him. I told him I hadn’t heard even a peep from Stewart. I even began receiving calls from some of the board members asking me if I had any idea what had happened to him. It had been nearly a year since we’d returned from the Bundy Ranch.

Right around that time, within a year of Bundy Ranch, I received an unexpected call from Kentucky.

It was Sheriff Denny, and I was honestly glad to hear from him. He had briefly told me the story of what had been happening with his arrest of county officials back at Bundy Ranch. Denny was also trying to get a hold of Stewart. I told him that no one had heard from Stewart, even those who usually did regularly.

Denny let out a loud sigh on the other side of the line. “Well, Jason, I am having some troubles here in Kentucky. The county government has stripped all of the funding from my department. I am down to me and two other volunteer deputies I am paying out of my pocket. They took away my cruiser, and I am now driving around in a seized drug dealer’s beater of a Mustang. And not a nice one. He was not a very good drug dealer; a snowplow even hit the car. Sheriff Mack from the CSPOA says it’s the worst police car in the county. I need some help. I was hoping Stewart might be able to help spread the word about what is happening down here, maybe even send some guys down to help keep the peace. I was even going to suggest that you fly down here and see what is happening and tell the world about it . . . Do you think Stewart might be OK with that?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer. I was not, at that point, remotely connected to the doings of the Oath Keepers other than covering my little part of the Bundy Ranch Standoff for a small Internet-based talk radio outlet.

“Well, tell you what, I’ll try giving Stewart a call and see what he says. I know I would be willing to come for a bit and see what is going on and use my outlet to help get the word out.”

“Well, that sounds like a good deal to me,” Denny said. “I guess I’ll talk with you soon.”

In January 2014, in Jackson County, Kentucky, Sheriff Denny made headlines when he arrested the two top county elected officials, the judge-executive and the treasurer, for corruption in a public meeting. Before that, he also made headlines with Richard Mack and Constitutional Sheriffs Association when they said they would refuse to arrest anyone for violating any new gun laws passed by the Obama administration. He was also active on the CSPOA talking circuit.

After the arrests were made, a prosecutor dismissed the charges against the judge-executive and treasurer, leading to a lawsuit against Denny, which was eventually settled for roughly $62,000.

Later in 2017, the then-former sheriff was arrested by Kentucky State Police for cultivating marijuana and trafficking anabolic steroids. According to arrest records, police executed a search warrant at his home after they previously found sixty-one marijuana plants growing on his farmland, as well as several bottles of anabolic steroids he did not have a prescription for.

According to investigators, he had a harvesting agreement with a couple of other people, and they found the plants drying in a barn.

I reached out to Stewart, he didn’t pick up the call, but I left a voice message letting him know that I was thinking of heading down to Kentucky to help get the word out about how Sheriff Denny had his funding stripped from his department by the county in apparent retaliation for his arrests.

Not twenty minutes later, I got a call from Stewart, saying he thought that was a good idea and that he supported it.

Within a week, I was on a flight bound for Lexington. I remember being in awe of the well-manicured huge lawns of bluegrass and the storybook horse farms. As we traveled out of the Lexington area, I couldn’t help thinking about Hunter S. Thompson’s coverage of the Kentucky Derby, which launched the gonzo journalism genre.

I was picked up at the airport by a friendly, tall deputy, whose name I can’t remember; he brought me back to his family house and introduced me to his wife and small children. We were to stay the night there and then continue to meet up with the sheriff in the morning.

During dinner, I found out that my host hadn’t had any police experience but had volunteered to help out the sheriff when the county took away his funding; they also created a private security team to, in effect, take over for the largely defunct sheriff’s office, even hiring almost all of his deputies; they spent money on outfitting new vehicles and getting new uniforms.

He lived just outside the county and told me he felt safer not living in the same county for fear of retaliation. He was an IT computer professional but added that he had always wanted to be a cop.

The following day I awoke to cartoons playing on the TV and a kid eating a Pop-Tart while bouncing on the edge of the inflatable mattress they had set up for me in the living room. After taking a quick shower and eating another homemade meal, we headed across the county line. As we crossed the invisible line to Jackson, we were almost immediately greeted by a burned-out shell that had once been a trailer someone had lived in.

“What happened there?” I asked.

“Oh, that one went up the other week; it was a family feud retribution.” He said it so casually that I was taken aback.

“You say that like it’s a pretty common thing.”

“Oh, you bet. It happens; it’s usually some beef over drugs or money. But they burn each other’s houses and trailers tit for tat.”

“Oh.”

We pulled into the back parking lot of the sheriff’s office and entered through the back door, where a blonde woman greeted us. She was about my age in tan khakis and a black polo shirt with an embroidered sheriff’s badge. “Well, hello, you must be Jason, from Montana,” she said with a southern drawl.

“Why I certainly am,” I answered with a smile and shook her hand.

“The sheriff just got in; he’s in his office upstairs; follow me. I’ll show you the way,” she said, getting up from her desk and heading back to the stairway we’d passed coming in the back door. Upstairs was already incredibly hot and stuffy, and the sheriff was banging on a window to try and get it to open when we walked into his office.

“Well, howdy, Jason!” the sheriff said as we entered, and he shook my hand heartily after he popped the window open. “It gets hot early down here. I have to meet my two deputies before we head out quickly. Why don’t you hang out here for a bit? You can check out some of the crazy paraphernalia we have confiscated.” He pointed to a table beside his desk where various objects were arranged. “The druggies get pretty creative down here,” he said, beaming his wide smile dripping with charisma.

He went and followed his deputy back downstairs. I took off my messenger bag and dropped it onto one of the two chairs facing his desk. I pulled out my cell phone and took the time to check in with my wife back in Montana.

While catching up with her, I meandered to the table, examining the makeshift meth pipes, bongs, and hypodermic needles. They were a mishmash of glass lightbulbs, melted ballpoint pens, needle tips, and eyedropper bottles attached to the backs. I thought to myself how junkies will always find some ingenious, creative way to get their drugs into their systems; too bad they couldn’t find a creative way to help society. The objects brought back bad memories of my own heroin days and the desperation those days had.

Sheriff Denny returned to his office after about fifteen minutes. I was sitting in one of the chairs checking the news on the interwebs when he came through the door.

“OK, you ready to hit the ground running?” he asked excitedly.

“I sure am. What are we going to do?”

“I need your help arresting an addict.”


Chapter 7
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EMPTY SUBOXONE WRAPPERS AND THE JUNKIE WHISPERER

We walked out into the bright Kentucky sunshine.

“Well, here it is, the worst police car in America,” Denny said with a chuckle. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, and even when they did, I rubbed them again, thinking I must not be seeing things quite right.

Before us sat a rattle-canned, matte-black, two-door Ford Mustang. It was from somewhere between the small Mustangs of the eighties and the much cooler-looking models in the 2000s. It was rusted in spots, dented with a cracked front headlight, and the passenger side door hung awkwardly out of place, not entirely shut. A vintage bar of bubble lights had been attached to the roof, a wire snaking through the not-quite-closed side door.

“Wow, that’s much worse than I imagined,” I said, trying not to laugh.

“Yeah, she’s a beauty.”

We both climbed into the dilapidated car, which started after several tries. I slammed the passenger door several times, trying to get it to latch. I settled on pulling the door as close as possible, and Denny pulled out of the parking lot.

“You need to put on your seatbelt. That door will fly open when we go around a curve; we wouldn’t want you falling out now.”

“Oh shit, yeah, good call,” I said, quickly reaching behind to locate the seatbelt and clicking it.

“So, this should be a pretty easy call; I’ve known this kid his whole life; the state troopers asked me to pick him up on a failure to appear warrant. He’s been hiding out in the ‘holler’ back behind his family house. They have tried to pick him up three times, and he runs every time. They can never find him in these woods, and no one here will talk to them.”

“OK, do you think it will be dangerous? Maybe you should put on your body armor or something?” I asked, thinking that I had never done anything like this before.

“Naw, he should be pretty easy. I won’t even have to handcuff him. I usually don’t handcuff folks ’round here. Things work out much better here if you treat them respectfully. I tell everyone here that I will treat them with the same respect they give me. The troopers call me the junkie whisperer.”

Denny gave a small two-finger wave to every car we drove past, and the occupants waved back the same way. I focused on trying to keep the door closed as we made our way down the winding country road.

We pulled up to a dilapidated house that, at one point, must have been painted red; there was an old, abandoned mechanics shop that the woods were actively trying to reclaim at the front of the property. He drove in slowly and parked in front of the old house.

“He may try to run,” the sheriff said to me under his breath and then got out of the car. “OK, time to work.”

I swallowed hard, got out of the car, and stood behind the sheriff.

As I climbed out of the car, I’d noticed several torn open metallic wrappers in the dirt driveway blowing in the breeze. They had a stylized logo on them that read Suboxone.

“Hey, Red,” the sheriff yelled out, his hands cupped around his mouth. “It’s Sheriff Denny; I gotta bring you in. The State Police asked me to do it so they wouldn’t have to do it the hard way. You know me; your mama knew me before she passed. You know who I am, and I will treat you much better than those state cops. But we need to take care of this now. Or things are going to get a whole lot harder for you.”

Denny was scanning the windows of the house and the overgrown patch of the yard in back.

“If he’s here and comes out, I need you to sit in the backseat behind him. Keep in mind that you’ll have to hold the passenger door shut around corners. But, if he tries anything, just do your best to control him. You are officially a deputy now.”

“Wait—what?” I asked. I’m pretty sure my jaw was hanging open at this point in the conversation.

There were several moments of silence before we could hear the front door opening. A kid of maybe nineteen years old opened the inner wooden door and spoke through the torn screen door.

“I was wondering when they would send you out here,” the kid said, pushing long, greasy-red curls out of his eyes.

He wore a Monster energy drink shirt with the sleeves cut off, dirty jeans, and old cowboy boots with a confederate stars-and-bars belt buckle.

“I ain’t got nothin’ on me,” he said as he opened the screen door and held his hands up in a sign of surrender.

“Well, thanks for coming out to talk with me. Now you know I am letting you decide how this goes. If you are nice to me . . . well, I will be nice to you. But, the State Police have been out here to get you a few times, and they aren’t going to play around anymore. So this is your last chance to come in civilly. Next time around, they won’t be playing nice.”

A huge grin came over the kid’s face. “Awww, I was just playin’ with them old boys. Plus, I had some things I had to take care of with my baby-momma before I came in. But I got that all done now. I knew they would send you out soon enough, and I’d always rather get taken in by you. I remember you arrested my daddy when I was a kid, and you let him walk out of the house like a real man, didn’t put handcuffs on him or anything. Let him say good-bye to my mama and me, and then let him sit right in the front seat.”

“All right, you know the deal then. You ready to head to the detention center?”

“Yeah, I guess I am,” the kid said with a small genuine smile.

The ride to the detention center was primarily made in silence among the three of us. There was some conversation about the state of his car between the kid and the sheriff, but that was about it.

During that ride, I just sat and listened . . . and looked. I had a chance to look at the sheriff, and he seemed like a decent human being, maybe a little lost. I think he may have lost a family member in the recent past. I looked at the back of his head as we made the drive through the woods, hills, and hollers of Kentucky and realized I think that a lot of the people who are involved in the “patriot” movement are a little lost, looking for answers, and, when the real world doesn’t make much sense, they turn more and more to conspiracies.

I also noticed that the upper half of one of his ears was missing.

After we pulled into the covered drive-in area of the detention center, the sheriff escorted the kid in while I waited in the car.

As soon as the sheriff returned to the car, I said, “Shit, I’ve never seen anything like that. That kid who ran from the State Police and got away three times comes with you by you asking nicely; I mean, you didn’t even reach toward your gun, much less have to pull it. How did you do that?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Well, all the problems with modern policing start right off with how they train recruits. Before I ran for sheriff, I came to this community as a missionary, just trying to help people. I got into policing later, so I got to know folks around here as a human being first and a cop later. And more importantly, they got to know me as one, too.”

Something about what the sheriff was telling me rang true. To this day, I believe we as a country need to reexamine and consider what and how we train those we trust to uphold our laws and keep the peace.

“Hey, do you mind if I ask what happened to your ear?”

He laughed before answering. “Well, you noticed that I didn’t even touch my gun when we arrested that kid. I don’t particularly appreciate going straight to guns, which means that sometimes I get into some brawls. Well, a guy bit my ear off in one of those tussles. But I think it gives me character.” He smiled warmly after he finished his story. We had already returned to the motel, where he had gotten me a room.

“Well, I have some things I need to take care of for a bit. I have an election in a few months. So, I will drop you off at the motel, check you in, and let you get settled,” Denny continued. “Keep an eye out; you may have either one of my old deputies or one of the State Police try and tail you while you are here. I suggest you not talk to them; they will likely think you are a fed out here working on something with me. Just let them believe that. Give me a call if they hassle you too hard, and I’ll come bail you out.”

“Do many feds look like I do?” I asked, looking at my tattoos and punk rock t-shirt in the reflection of the car window.

“More than you would think,” the sheriff answered with a chuckle.

“I’ll pick you up later for dinner, and I even have a genuine Kentucky surprise lined up for you later tonight.”
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I didn’t have to unpack; I have always packed as light as possible, usually making do with an oversize messenger bag with jeans and a few rolled-up clean t-shirts and boxer shorts. The room was shitty, with a few smaller cockroaches hanging out around the bathroom sink drain, but it had an air conditioner and TV. So I stretched out on the bed, thinking about how the change in humidity always makes me feel like my clothes and sheets are still damp, before I drifted off to sleep. I awoke after dark, flipped through the channels, and found nothing but Christian programming. I gave up, leaving the TV muted on some infomercial and thought I would check in with my wife.

I grabbed my cell phone, walked over to the motel room curtains, and pulled them aside as I dialed my cell phone, listening to the ringing tones.

“Heya, lovey, how’s your trip going?” my wife answered the phone.

“So far, so good; how are you and the girls doing?”

As she spoke, I noticed a reflection of a light coming from the inside of a car parked at the end of the parking lot. I could make out a male figure sitting in the shadows of the car, and my heart stopped a beat. I walked over to the door. I opened it and stepped outside, trying to get a better look at whoever was in the car. As I did, the engine started up, and the car took off with a yelp of the tires.

“Holy shit,” I said under my breath. My wife stopped recounting the day’s events (which I had zoned out on entirely).

“What? What’s happening?” she asked, confused.

“Oh, nothing; I just thought I saw something in the parking lot. I must still be jet-lagged.”

Without a second thought, my wife continued her previous conversation. “Oh, hey, that Stewy guy called the house.”

“Who?”

“Stewart . . . Rhodes . . . the Oath Keepers guy from Nevada. He said he tried calling your cell but didn’t leave a message. He wants you to call him when you have a chance.”

“Did he say what about?”

“Not really, just something about something happening up at some mine in Oregon. He was wondering if you might be free to cover things. I had no idea what he was talking about. Why the hell did you give him our home number?” she asked with a pissed tone.

“I didn’t think I had.”

“Well, he has it now.”

“OK, I’ll call him and see what he wants,” I said, standing outside my motel room door, looking out into the empty parking lot. I strained to see where the rear red lights of the car headed down the road, but they got lost behind nearby trees.

I lingered for a moment, and then my heart skipped a beat as I saw a pair of headlights coming back from where the car had gone.

“Hey! Are you still there?” my wife asked impatiently on the line.

“Yeah—”

“You seem distracted. Call me later to say good night; I love you.”

“Yeah—I’m sorry, honey . . . I’ll call you back,” my voice drifted off as I hung up the phone.

The car was pulling into the parking lot. Thoughts of undercover cops tailing me rose in my subconscious, and I flashed back to old episodes of the TV show Justified as I thought about what I would do if they tried to arrest me or worse. I tried to get my steel up for the confrontation. The headlights made a beeline for me, and adrenaline coursed through my system. The car pulled up quickly and suddenly stopped in front of my door.

The door opened, and Sheriff Denny’s big smile greeted me as I exhaled my relief.

“You ready for dinner?”


Chapter 8
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APPLE PIE AND STRAWMEN

We headed to an IHOP-flavored, greasy-spoon diner in one of the next towns over; I guess that the Dairy Queen was closed for the night, as that was where all the locals usually ate out.

We followed a hostess to the back of the restaurant and were seated at a booth along the back wall. There we ordered some dinner.

“So, you were pretty spot-on with that whole might-get-tailed prediction. I had a guy sitting at the end of the parking lot at the motel, and he was just watching my room until I noticed him and stepped out of the room toward his car, and he took off real quick.”

“Yeah, I figured they may pull something like that. Sorry,” Denny said, shaking his head. “Did you get a good look at the guy?”

“No, I didn’t. It was dark. It did seem like it would have been a bigger guy just from the size of his shadow; I think maybe the car’s windows were tinted, too.”

“They have been following around my deputies, too,” he said. “They are a corrupt and shady bunch. It was probably either one of the State Police or one of the new ‘county security team.’” He made some air quotes with his fingers.

“Do you think I am in any real danger?” I asked and swallowed hard, grabbing my glass of water to take a swig and hide my worry.

“No, I don’t think so. But you never know. Many people around here just disappear when they become too squeaky of a wheel. Everything is corrupt down here. I don’t think I will be able to win this election, seeing as I’ve gone and pissed off the powers that be. When I first got elected, I was pulled aside and told that if I play along, I could expect a long and prosperous career here in Jackson County.”

Sheriff Denny then went on to explain how the voting was generally done in family blocks; those entire families were bought with large sums of money right before the elections. That was the only significant income source for many families. He went on to tell me that all of the young people, if they weren’t too strung out, all moved up to Ohio, hoping to get a vaulted job at a Burger King or McDonald’s; that was the best most of the kids around town could hope for.

“Are a lot of the kids strung out?” I asked.

“Oh, the pill mills hit us hard. The Corn Bread Mafia* used to run buses from here to the various croakers throughout the south. Everyone made money off bringing the pills from the mills to the local dealers. Can you guess who the biggest dealer in the county is?”

“I don’t know anyone else in the county besides you. But I’ll take a stab at some corrupted official.”

“Close, but not quite. It’s the previous sheriff’s wife.”

“Wow, the whole Justified storylines weren’t that much of a stretch, were they?”

“Nope, they weren’t. Things are so bad here that I have started looking into the straw man thing. I think that’s one way they may try to keep me out of office.”

Now, I think the sheriff may have been mixing up his conspiracy theories a little in this case. There is indeed a “Straw Man” conspiracy theory and related redemption movement that also has its origins intertwined in the Posse Comitatus movement.

The Straw Man theory says that when a person is born, a second legal persona is created in their name and that “straw man” can be used for liabilities, debt and taxes, and legal responsibilities.

This is, of course, all a sham and legally recognized as such. Those who attempt to promote these theories are considered fraudsters by the FBI and the IRS.

What the sheriff was most likely referring to was more of a conspiracy theory that has been employed even to this day by Trump supporters that the powers that be will use the information of deceased voters to swing an election one way or another.

“Yeah, I think they will try anything to keep me from getting reelected.”

I finished up my meal and pushed my plate back.

“Well, you ready for apple pie for dessert?” the sheriff asked.

“I’m not sure I have any room left. But thanks,” I said and considered undoing the button or two of my jeans.

“Oh, you won’t need much room for the apple pie I’m talking about,” he said with a wink.

“Ohhh, well, sure!” I said, a grin spreading.

On the trip back to the sheriff’s office, Denny explained to me that he allowed the local moonshiners to continue with their long-standing family businesses, as long as they never sold to children, people weren’t getting into drunk-driving accidents, folks weren’t dying from their product, and they gave some of the moonshine free of charge to some of the community’s older residents who used it to make homemade medicines like herbal extracts.

We pulled into the parking lot, and he told me to go into the middle office as he walked back to the trunk and pulled out a large cardboard box. He met me in the office and sat the box on one of the empty desks.

“Hey, there is a hot plate in the employee kitchen. Will you grab that and the jug of apple juice in the fridge? You should find some cinnamon sticks and sugar above the sink, grab all that and bring it back in here.”

I didn’t waste any time. While I was gathering the supplies and equipment, he said to look in the cupboards for a cheese grater and a cooking pot.

When I got back, he had unpacked three unmarked gallon plastic milk jugs that looked to be filled with water. Both the cardboard box and the milk jugs looked to be brand-new and unlabeled.

He walked me through step by step, like a cooking show, how to make Apple Pie from the moonshine. Maybe fifteen minutes later, we were toasting the occasion, clinking together two mason jars filled with genuine outlaw Kentucky moonshine apple pie.

“Now, Jason, the way you can tell if you are drinking real moonshine is by the sensation of heat moving from your stomach into your head. If you make it up to the top of your head, you know you better sit down and call it a night.”

He was right.
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The next day the sheriff picked me up and took me out to his farm. During the trip, he told me he wanted to start farming hemp if he lost the election. That there was a project that he’d been approached about with one of Kentucky’s colleges.

He would provide security for what would become the largest hemp farms in the lower forty-eight states. But of course, he must have strayed into growing marijuana, as he was later busted for it.

While at the farm, I received a call on my cell phone from Stewart.

“Hey, we have another standoff in Josephine County, Oregon. I’d love for you to cover the story. I can even pay your expenses and ensure you have a place to stay. What do you think?”

“I don’t know, Stewart, maybe. I’m in Kentucky now, seeing what is happening with Sheriff Denny.”

I wouldn’t say I liked that Stewart was asking me to cover things, but at the same time, I had nothing else going on. I also had a voice that told me I might never get access like this again. I knew that something was going on with Stewart and his Oath Keepers and that there was a much larger opportunity to get an inside view of a story that someday people would want to hear.

“Well, you need to decide. I have plenty of reporters I could call . . . I called you first.” His voice didn’t hide his impatience.

“OK, Stewart, fly me back to Montana, and I’ll drive up to Oregon.”

“Deal,” he said and hung up.

I spent the next three days with Denny, culminating with a CSPOA event with Richard Mack, where Denny was one of the speakers.

My wife wasn’t pleased about the situation. She didn’t like Stewart; my kids would also come to dislike him—loudly. I also had been so busy that I hadn’t noticed until I returned from Kentucky that my wife wasn’t smiling anymore. No matter how sick she had been in our fifteen years together at that point in our lives, she would always try to shine the brightest smiles, I think in part to try and hide the reality of her chronic illness from her loved ones.

While I was back in Butte, getting packed up to make the drive to Oregon, I caught a glimpse of why. Her teeth had all started to turn black and were falling apart.

Shilo had been sick when I first met her at a dance club in Northern Colorado back in the early nineties. But she always hid it so well. I remember thinking I knew what I was getting into when I fell in love with her years before. But I had no idea; I was just a stupid kid full of hope, love, and optimism. I was sure I could cure her through sheer force of will alone.

After the shock of seeing that my wife’s once-beautiful beaming smile had fractured, blackened, and fallen away in mere months, Shilo and I got on the phone with her doctor and a dentist, and together we all made a plan to have all of her remaining teeth removed. That would be the best move in the future. So we set up appointments to take care of that, hoping my new state employment insurance, along with her Medicare, would cover the expenses.

After setting the appointments, I kissed my girls good-bye again and drove across Montana and Idaho into Washington and back to Oregon.
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* The Corn Bread Mafia was a group of mostly men who created the largest illegal marijuana operation in the history of the United States. They are also reputed to have been involved with the illegal distribution of opiate pain medication from pill mills in Florida up to rural Kentucky communities: “Cornbread Mafia,” accessed November 10, 2022, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cornbread_Mafia.
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SUGAR PINE MINE STANDOFF

Grants Pass, Oregon, is in Josephine County. The area had been hit hard economically with the timber industry’s decline. Josephine County had once been home to twenty-two sawmills. It has since closed all but two.

Many locals blamed the economic downturn and decline of the local timber industry on the Clinton Administration’s 1994 Northwest Forest Plan, which preserved large swaths of Oregon’s old federal growth to protect the spotted owl.

Things got so bad in 2012 that the county released dozens of prisoners due to a budget crisis. The public safety budget (including law enforcement) had lost over half its funding. In a county with 83,600 residents, they could only afford to keep on six deputies (the force once numbered thirty).

Local kids who had always been able to dream of well-paying timber jobs were left hopeless.

The Sugar Pine Mine Standoff seemed to grow from an old Western movie tradition in this economic reality. Two Bureau of Land Management (BLM) caretakers, not in uniforms and part of the archaeology and abandoned mine teams, were confronted by one of the caretakers of the unpatented mine, gun in hand and pointed at the two strangers who had come through a closed gated and past “no trespassing” signs.

The BLM employees found several unapproved additions on the claim’s property, including a large cleared area, a cabin, a concrete pad, a buried pipe water system, and a few trailers.

A few months later, the mining site had a couple of other visitors, this time a BLM law enforcement officer and a sheriff’s deputy with a letter for the mine’s two owners, George Backes and Rick Barclay.

The letter gave three options that the BLM would be OK with moving forward: they were to either cease mining and submit an operations plan that included the new surface additions or file an appeal. The last option was much more cryptic and was interpreted as a threat. It read only “or else.”

A few days later, the two miners joined a meeting of about forty people at the county fairgrounds. The group gathered primarily members of the Josephine County chapter of the Oath Keepers, led by someone named Joseph.

After hearing the miners tell their stories, the chapter voted to help defend the two and their property rights against the feds. The vote was unanimous. They voted yes.

Joseph and the Josephine County Oath Keepers had set up two locations for this operation: a five-acre lot off the interstate with high visibility served as the base camp, where access was controlled by a fence and a gate that heavily armed militia members manned, and a defensive perimeter around the mine itself, where a few dozen patriots patrolled against a possible BLM incursion.

When I arrived on the scene, the local BLM and Forest Service offices had been shuttered out of safety concerns. They had been receiving quite a few phone calls threatening the staff. The miners had to petition their supporters to stop the harassing calls.

After they set up the different militia camps, about a dozen local officials made a plea to Joseph on the steps of the local courthouse. Some were more patient than others, asking them to allow the legal process to work in a nonviolent way. Some were less so, like when a local sporting goods dealer called those who had come to defend the miners “nutty, tough-acting, gun-toting thugs.”*

Joseph was a big man with a beard, usually wearing sunglasses, and had a clean, new Oath Keepers ball cap on. He didn’t balk or back down from the community outcry. When he asked the sporting goods shop owner if he had bothered to talk to the miners themselves, after posturing from both parties started to look like it could turn into fisticuffs in front of the gathered cameras, the local officials hightailed it back into the courthouse.

This unfolded just after I had driven into town and was still trying to figure out where I was supposed to be going. I just saw the crowds gathered and pulled into the parking lot. I noticed the man who had confronted the officials was wearing an Oath Keepers hat, so I figured I’d start there. I got out of my SUV and walked right over to the guy.

“Heya, are you with the local chapter of the Oath Keepers?” I asked. “I’m Jason Van Tatenhove; Stewart asked me to come out and cover what is going on.”

The man offered his hand and said, “I’m Joseph, president of the Josephine County Oath Keepers. Good to meet you. Stewart told me you were heading this way, but we expected you a few days ago.”

I shook his hand. “Yeah, I was in Kentucky and had to travel back to Montana and then out here.”

“Well, we are glad you made it out. Let’s get you checked in at the IC, and then I’ll find you a place to crash tonight, probably at one of our members’ house. That work for you?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Why don’t you follow behind my truck, and I’ll get you to the right place.”

I followed Joseph to the camp, but while he was waved in, I was stopped by the guys at the gate, asking what my business was there. I tried explaining that I was there because Stewart Rhodes, leader of all the Oath Keepers, had invited me there and that I had just talked to Joseph; I don’t think they wanted to believe me and kept making jokes that I looked like one of those hipster Vice writers. This continued until Joseph noticed that I hadn’t made it through, walked over, and had a short conversation with the two guards. They apologized as they waved me through and directed me to the parking area.

I grabbed my messenger bag with my gear and jogged back to where Joseph was talking to a lady outside a pop-up tent trailer. I noticed a handwritten sign taped to the pop-up window that read “media tent.” As I approached, Joseph turned from the lady and asked, “Hey, Jason, right?”

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“Stewart told me you were at Bundy Ranch with him. Hey, don’t you know how press releases are supposed to read?”

“Yeah, I know the gist of it,” I said

“Maybe you can help our new public information officer put one together. She just got here, too.”

“Sure, I can help. But I don’t want my name on it anywhere.”

“No worries. Thanks for the help. Hey, the guy I had you staying with tonight kind of jumped ship. He was our IT guy, but don’t worry; I’ll find you someplace to be.”

“OK, no worries,” I said.

We spent the rest of the day battling a small vintage window-mounted AC unit that never really worked right. I did a couple of live radio broadcasts with Revolution Radio.

I wound up crashing on the couch at a friend of the new public information officer (PIO) gal’s house and, the following day, met Joseph at the camp’s headquarters; he was going to drive me up to the mine and introduce me to all the guys guarding it.

We grabbed a cup of coffee in the humid but still, chilled morning air, steam rising from both of our cups. After downing our morning caffeination, we climbed into Joseph’s big pickup truck and started to the wooded area of the mine just outside of town. We snaked our way past the yellow metal gates that the BLM had put up in various locations restricting access. When we came to a large yellow bulldozer blocking the way to the mine, a yellow “Don’t Tread on Me” flag was draped across its blade.

Joseph stopped in front of the improvised roadblock, and two men appeared out of the thick pine forest from either side of the vehicle, clad in camouflage, complete with face masks and assault rifles at the ready.

“Oh, sorry, boss, didn’t realize it was you and didn’t recognize the guy with you,” the large man on the driver’s side said once Joseph rolled down the window.

“Oh, guys, you’re just doing your jobs,” Joseph said with a smile and a nod. Another guy appeared out of the trees, climbed onto the yellow behemoth, started it up, and pulled it back and out of the road.

“We’ll see you guys up at the camp,” Joseph said with a wave and pulled the truck past the bulldozer. The man was waiting for us to pass by and then pulled it back into the road-blocking access.

As we drove the rest of the way toward the militia camp at the mine, he told me about a tour that day with a couple of other reporters. “I think we may be a little late getting up here for you to join up with them. But I’ll make sure you get introduced to the two mine owners and get to look around.”

We pulled into the camp. There were several tents, a trailer, and an ad hoc cabin. There was a mess hall with folding tables near a campfire and several guys dressed in multicam and plate carriers standing around the fire. As Joseph started introducing me to all the guys, I shook their hands, and one of them wearing a Thor’s hammer pendant asked me about my experience at the Bundy Ranch Standoff. I didn’t get to respond before everyone’s handheld radios started going crazy.

“We have a medical emergency!” someone shouted from the other side of the radio. “One of the reporters is down! We need to evacuate them ASAP. They are having a heart attack or something.” The stillness of the camp erupted into motion. Guys were grabbing backpacks and slinging rifles across their shoulders. Joseph jumped into his pickup and tore off on one of the trails heading up the hill.

A group of guys, including one noticeably bigger than the others and less white, standing out from the rest of the almost-only-white militia guys, was organizing a small group to start hiking up the same hill Joseph had driven up. The big guy seemed to be in charge.

“Heya, I’m Jason. Can I tag along with you guys?” I asked.

“Well, can you keep up?” he asked, looking at me with a raised eyebrow.

“I can try, plus you probably don’t want me hanging out here in the camp on my own, do you?”

“Good point, OK, we are heading out now. Please try and keep up. Everyone calls me ‘Gook.’”

“Nice to meet you,” I said and transitioned my messenger bag from hanging off of one shoulder to instead being slung across my chest and shoulders.

There were about six of us, everyone decked out in multicam fatigues but me. And we started up the hill side by side but staggered and in twos. I took up at the end of the line and was running out of breath as we crested the first hill. We made it up the trail maybe another half a mile before we heard the sounds of a vehicle coming back down the hill. It was another pickup truck, and a few guys were kneeling in the pickup bed around another guy lying on his back in the middle; the guy lying down was dressed like a civilian and was sheet-white, with sweat beading on his forehead and face.

Gook ran over to the side of the truck. “What’s going on with him?” he asked, motioning with a nod of his head.

“We think he is having a stroke; we need to get him down the hill ASAP. Jump in.”

Gook did that, bounding into the back of the pickup truck with a grace that belied his size.

“OK, go, go, go!” he yelled to the driver as soon as he was in and squatted in the bed. The truck took off at the speed of a medical emergency.

As the truck sped down the mountainside trail, I saw one of the guys kneeling, and the civilian guy lying on his back. Both of the men stood out since they weren’t in the traditional garb of the militia guys. I would later, at a different standoff, meet the man who didn’t have the stroke, and he would be instrumental in helping me get my shit together and get away from the Oath Keepers.

It also opened the doors for the guy who didn’t have a stroke, to build rapport with members of the militia community, giving him the best access to the larger community of any other journalist. Myself included.
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* James Pogue and VICE Staff, “The Oath Keepers Are Ready for War with the Federal Government,” VICE, September 14, 2015, https://www.vice.com/en/article/exq8en/miner-threat-0000747-v22n9.
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WHITE HOPE MINE STANDOFF

The small restaurant and bar smelled of strongly brewed coffee and stale beer as I walked in. Half of the establishment was a bar with a stage that was now dark and shut down. The other half was bustling as the breakfast rush of a small-town café was taking hold. I looked around the diner-style booths and tables, trying to find the guy I was supposed to meet for a breakfast meeting. After scanning the scene, I saw Joseph waving me to a less crowded back corner of the restaurant.

“Hi, Jason, it’s been a few months since we last saw each other; how have you been?”

“Oh, you know I’ve been living the dream; I’m just not sure I like it yet,” I answered, thinking of my wife, who had another appointment that day back in Butte to get the rest of her teeth pulled so she could be fitted for dentures. Her mother, whom I loathed, had flown up to the Southlands from Colorado. So when Stewart called me to see if I could meet him in a small town called Lincoln, Montana, I jumped at the chance, missing being plugged into the excitement that came with these standoffs. Plus, it was just under a two-hour drive to get to.

I had told Stewart that I could come for a couple of days but would need to return to Butte for a scheduled boxing match (more on that later).

A nondescript man sat next to Joseph. He was wearing a windbreaker and dressed more like a guy ready to go to a casual business meeting than someone having a meeting with a leader of a militia movement and a heavily tattooed DIY journalist.

“This is Jason Van Tatenhove; he helped us put together some of our messaging for the Sugar Pine Mine Op, and Stewart trusts him. Jason, this is John.” He didn’t give a last name; the man just nodded; I nodded back. “John isn’t his real name, and I’m not going to bother to give you the last name. John was a ‘secret squirrel’* I know from back in the day overseas doing contract work. He’s here to give advice.”

“OK,” I said, a little confused. “So, where’s Stewart?”

“No idea. He was supposed to be here last night, but you know how he can be. I hear he may show up this evening. But I’m not going to hold my breath.”

“So, while he is not here, I’m going to run things. Did you know that the Josephine County Oath Keepers broke away from National?”

“Shit, no, I hadn’t. What happened?” I asked, a little blindsided.

“Let’s say that our goals didn’t align with Stewart’s. We wanted to get shit done, and Stewart seems more interested in getting in front of cameras and raising money. We formed the Pacific Patriot Network, along with the Idaho Three Percent and a few smaller groups. You met some folks while at Sugar Pine Mine.”

“OK,” I answered, unsure how else to respond.

“I was hoping you could help my PIO, and it’s the same lady you helped last time; she’s over at the motel now catching some sleep. We drove out late last night. Stewart knows about it. Sergeant Major is already on his way from Colorado.”

“Sure, I can do that,” I said, not thinking about it.

“So, I think I may have figured out a real tangible way to fund things,” Joseph said, taking a more serious tone.

“Really, how’s that?” I asked, a single eyebrow arching as I did.

“Copper . . .” He let the answer hang in the air for a couple of beats. “The White Hope Mine has more copper in it than Butte did.”

“Shit, are you sure?” I asked. “The mines in Butte supplied the Industrial Revolution and two World Wars with copper.”

“Yes, I am. I’ve seen the reports. We had a late-night talk with the owner who called us all out after he saw what we did at Sugar Pine.”

“But what do you need to fund with more copper than Butte?” I asked.

“The revolution.”

I almost whispered, “Oh.”

“We need real money, more than just the scraps that fall from the table that Stewart and the other national leaders sit at. More than hawking vitamins and t-shirts. John here has come out to advise on the concept. I was hoping you might be able to advise when it comes to media when the day comes.”

“I don’t know about that. Do you think you could pull something like that off? Would the owner leave it to you and the cause when he passes? Would you buy it out? How are you going to acquire the rights for it?”

“Well, that’s why we came here, and of course, to help out. But all options are on the table, and if everything falls apart, we could just take it.”

I sat in stunned silence, trying to keep my cool. Why was he telling me this? I asked myself and wondered if it was some kind of test. Were they just fucking with me in some way? I still don’t know to this day, and I haven’t heard anything more about it. I still wonder if that may be a part of some apocalyptic end-game plans.

It was on August 5, 2015, that Sgt. Major put out a call to action for “all American patriots” to join what the Oath Keepers call “Operation Big Sky.” They were joined by Joseph, who had broken away from the Oath Keepers banner and started the new Pacific Patriot Network. The Idaho Three Percenters also joined in the operation.

The tiny town of Lincoln, Montana, is in the county of Ponderosa, and the standoff stemmed from another mining claim dispute, just like Sugar Pine Mine had months earlier. This one involved a copper mine (it also contains zinc, silver, and traces of gold). George Kornec and Phil Nappo owned the claim and felt they owned the mine. However, the Forest Service had some differing opinions about that.

According to the US Forest Service, back in 1986, the miners failed to renew the claim, which they had worked on since the twenties. They were forced to file a new claim that fell under the 1955 Multiple Surface Use Act instead of the previous mining law that hailed back to 1872. As part of the new act, they would have to provide an approved Operating Plan, which they had done until 2014 when the Forest Service became concerned about an approved shed and firewood felling.

It had been about four months since victory had been proclaimed up at the Sugar Pine Mine, and I hadn’t heard much from Stewart and the Oath Keepers, but I had reconnected with Jim. I had been offered a regular talk radio gig every weekday afternoon with Revolution Radio. It was presented as my own show, but after the offer, I instead pitched them a show with two hosts, the Liberty Brothers. I thought it might be a good juxtaposition of views to have a cohost who could counterbalance my left-leaning views with that of the other side. I had the idea to ask Jim, and he thought it was a great idea. So, we began figuring out how to produce a live daily two-hour talk show and everything that goes along with it.

Having a cohost also gave me the flexibility to get into the field when new events like this one came up to cover things live. I also began working as a meat inspector for the State of Montana and the US Department of Agriculture during that time. It was a flexible gig that allowed me to care for my wife and kiddos and came with a company car and, hands down, the best health insurance I had ever had for the whole family.

I had also continued my MMA training in Butte since I moved from Colorado. Back in Colorado, I had trained and competed with a fight gym named Trials, which was run and attended by some of the best fighters in the game, many of whom actively competed in the UFC. I was never close to their level (not by a long shot), but I loved training, and they had a kid’s program. When I’d moved to Butte, I’d joined a local fight club called Lion’s Pit, and I eventually became their Muay Thai coach. I’d taken on my last fight in the cage and had been in fight camp for the last two and a half months when I got the call from Stewart regarding Operation Big Sky, which is what he was calling the White Hope Mine Standoff.

When Stewart called to ask if I could come and cover the standoff in a few Montana mountain towns over from Butte, I let him know I could only go for a couple of days. I would have to head back to Butte to finish my fight camp, cut weight, and compete in a big fight held in a local park in Anaconda, Montana. One of my old Colorado coaches was driving up to help with the last week’s preparations and cutting weight. He would meet me there in Lincoln and drive me back in a few days. I was able to catch a ride with two Oath Keepers from Appalachia who had recently become very active in Oath Keeper events across the nation, Mouse and Gnome, after Stewart called and arranged for them to pick me up on their way.

The motel we were staying at in Lincoln reminded me of a shitty trailer we had once lived in for a few years; the motel had the same tin siding but was long ago painted red with white trim. The motel was set up in a U around the parking lot, and Mouse had set his hobby-sized monster truck right at the front of the parking lot so they could control access from the press. Except for me, since I was already considered one of them and didn’t give a second thought to these standoffs.

Mouse was a short but stout man with a deep, booming laugh, he spoke loudly, and he laughed a lot. Gnome spoke less and was much quieter, but his presence’s sheer size spoke louder than words. Think of a six-foot-four man in overalls who looked like a cross between a giant Santa Claus and a garden gnome. I am not sure if the two knew each other before traveling together to Montana from Appalachia. Still, they were fast friends, continuously telling bad jokes, passing gas, and busting out laughing until they cried.

The White Hope Mine was not a standoff that had the same sort of substantial national coverage as others.

Later that day, I was driven up to the mine itself. This was a little more difficult, as road construction was happening on United States Forest Service land. The Oath Keepers guys were worried about being stopped and detained, so it was with a sense of cat and mouse, always in groups of three or more, that folks were shuttled between the mine and the motel.

There was an old caretaker’s house up on the mine property that one of the owners had grown up at and still lived in. I was taken up to the house right away to meet the man. He was sweet, if not a bit bewildered, and I think most of the issues with this dispute may have had more to do with the effects age had had on the man and possibly his mental clarity when it came to new laws and regulations concerning property rights. After speaking with the owner, I was taken to the mining equipment’s main building.

The building was constructed in a way that reminded me of an old barn. An earthy, musty smell greeted me, mixed with the aroma of brewing coffee when I walked into the building.

A few of the militia guys had set up makeshift camp kitchens and a couple of cots. One man stood out from the rest. He was “squared away” with an air of authenticity. The overweight men had several thousands of dollars of new “tacti-cool” gear that they had no idea how to use, and they would not have the endurance to partake in an actual violent battle if one were to ensue. Big Ugly, as I would come to know him, was not one of these men. He was taller than most others, and you could tell he was physically fit for his age and carried himself with the air of a seasoned warfighter who had seen more than his share of actual combat. He would also, in time, become a moderating influence in my journey.

He was making himself a cup of coffee when I entered the building, but after seeing me, he came up to introduce himself—offering a firm handshake.

“So, what’s the security situation up here?” I asked with a sideways glance.

“It’s a shit show,” he said with a laugh.

“See that large box right there?” he asked, motioning with a tilt of his head toward a large wooden container secured with only a padlock.

I nodded.

“Well, that’s the explosives battery. There’s dynamite in there.”

“Oh shit.”

My stomach dropped, and a glaze of cold sweat overcame me as I realized that any of these militia guys who had answered Stewart’s call to action now had virtually unfettered access to high-powered explosives.

“There are also blasting caps nearby. I am doing my best to keep an eye on the guys circulating through, but there are some real yahoo young gun types around here. I have concerns about what may walk away while I am down on front gate duty.”

“Yeah, that could be bad.”
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* The phrase “Secret Squirrel stuff” is used by people working in US intelligence to lightheartedly describe material that is highly classified, usually as a nonanswer to a question (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secret_Squirrel).
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PRESS RELEASES AND RESIGNATIONS

The following day I awoke, groggy and not remembering where I was, with my cell phone ringing. I turned over in the ancient motel bed, a mattress spring poking into my lower back as I reached for my cell phone on the motel nightstand.

The caller ID told me it was Stewart. I sat up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as I answered the call.

“Hey, Stewart. What’s up?”

“Hey, Jason, could you help us with some video work today? I have a guy coming up from Colorado. He goes by Sergeant Major, and he is going to put out a video statement about the standoff, and I was hoping you had a camera that does video.”

I thought about it for a moment before answering. “Yeah, my Canon Rebel has a video mode we can use. Sure.”

“OK, great. He should be pulling into town in about thirty minutes. We can use a public pavilion in the middle of town if they have one. I will be getting into town later this afternoon, and we can talk more then.”

“OK, that sounds good. But, I have to head out tomorrow; I have that fight I need to cut weight for and put in the final part of my fight camp.”

“Shit, you do? You can’t just skip it and help us out more?”

“Nope, I can’t; I have already been sponsored for the fight and taken the money. It will probably be the last time I get in the ring. I’m getting way too old for this shit.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, OK. Well, if you could help with things today, we will talk when I get there later today.”

“Sounds good,” I said and hung up the phone.

Sgt. Major pulled his pickup into the motel, after making the more than fifteen-hour road trip up from Colorado, not twenty minutes later. But he was ready to hit the ground running. He was an older gentleman with plastic glasses framed above a thick graying mustache and hair that was now bushy from the trip; Mouse and Gnome knew him previously and proceeded to greet him in the motel parking lot loudly. I walked up after they were finished and introduced myself.

“Heya, you must be Sgt. Major. I’m Jason, the media guy,” I said, offering my hand.

“Oh yeah, Stewart told me about you on the drive. So, I guess you will be my cameraman later today.”

“That’s the plan, I hear,” I said, shaking his hand.

“So, why don’t you and I take a trip into town, talk to some of the locals, and see what the water temperature is around town when it comes to our little operation? That will let us know what we need to diffuse. But we have to prepare a press release to go along with the video.”

We then made a quick walking tour of the infamous small mountain town. He stopped to talk with any the locals with an opinion on what was happening in their little town. It would be an understatement to say that the locals were wary when it came to media attention returning to their town, especially considering that the last time it happened was when the town was thrust into the national spotlight when the FBI arrested the notorious Unabomber, Theodore Kaczynski, who had been hiding out in a shack on the outskirts of town.

The townfolk seemed pretty evenly divided. Some had heard of the Oath Keepers at Bundy Ranch and, more specifically, at the Sugar Pine Mine Standoff and thought of them as Robin Hood-esque rescuers to come to save the day from the perils of federal overreach. Many of those in the area either worked in the mining industry or had older relatives who had supported their families in the industry. The other half of town thought the Oath Keepers were overly armed thugs, muscling in on a local disagreement to get extra time in front of the cameras and to make some money. (They weren’t wrong.)

In my opinion, the drive for continued relevance was a motivating force when it came to these lesser-known standoffs, which helped to radicalize the group.

Sgt. Major incorporated these concerns with the Oath Keepers into the messaging of the press release and the talking points of the video that would be put out through the Oath Keepers’ social media accounts and their website. While the help I wound up giving with the press release was minimal, I did so with the understanding that my name was not to be used in the press release. Yet I quickly discovered that my name was used in the release published in most of the local Montana newspapers and also garnered national attention early the following day. I found out by receiving a not-so-happy call from my boss with the State. After hanging up, I called Shilo to break the news to the family.

I knew immediately that I would have to resign, and the money my family had been living on from selling my old tattoo shop in Fort Collins had been mainly depleted by that time. So, needless to say, I was fucking pissed off about the situation and called Stewart, leaving a yelled voice message. He hadn’t shown up the day before when he was supposed to. I received a text message from him shortly after I left the message, saying he was driving down with his entire family in tow and that they were on their way to a family camping trip. But to calm down, because he had something he wanted to talk to me about when he got there that might help with my family’s financial situation.

When Stewart pulled into the motel parking lot, the sunset was a dramatic, smoky blood-orange-red. My wife and daughters had made the trip up to Lincoln earlier in the morning, expecting to pick me up and head back home again. But I knew I had to wait for Stewart to get there to see what sort of damage control we could do and maybe salvage my day job (the one I used to support my family). I was, at that point, worried about how we would survive in a new place without anyone there as a safety net. We were on our own in a strange new land.

Stewart pulled up in a giant, old, beat-up Suburban with more kids than I could count, complete with family dogs and a trailer attached that at one point had been the bed of an old pickup truck. The trailer was overloaded with camping supplies. Stewart and his family pulled into the parking lot, and he got out and went straight over to Sgt. Major’s room to get an update on how the standoff was going.

I tried to intercept him as he walked across the parking lot, but he told me to wait until he was done there.

By that point, my girls were overheated and bored, and my wife was throwing up and in pain in the car (this is a normal part of everyday life for her), where they had been waiting for the better part of the day. I had had enough. I walked to the closed motel room door and banged on it loudly.

“Stewart, I need to go—now! Can we talk, please? I just lost my job because your PIO gal used my name in that press release after she said she wouldn’t, and it hit all the papers in the state. My boss didn’t think it was appropriate for me to continue to work for the State and be a named member of a militia group actively involved with state and federal agencies. Things are not good for me right now.”

“Jason—Jason, relax, man. It is not the end of the world. Now you told me coming back from Bundy Ranch that you have always wanted to live up in the mountains. That’s still the case, right?” There was a matched edge in his voice.

“Yeah, I guess so, but that’s a moot point now.”

“Listen, I like the work you have been doing covering our events; I thought I could use a guy like you. How about you come work for me? I’d give you a regular monthly salary; we can help you find a place to live. I have many folks who own a lot of land up in Eureka with empty cabins. You could help me to navigate the media, and I’d also want you to write and produce videos and such for the website. You’d be our national media director and an associate editor for the Oath Keepers. What do you think?”

“Shit, man, maybe.” The hesitation must have been plain to him.

“Why don’t you go and finish getting ready for your fight, kick that guy’s ass, and then pack up the family and come up to Eureka? I’ll get you a room; you can check the place and see what you think. We will have a BBQ; your kids can get to know my kids and we can talk about it more.”

“OK, we can at least go up and check it out. It’s not like my schedule hasn’t just cleared up,” I said with a halfhearted chuckle.

Stewart began walking to the motel room where his guys had set up an ad hoc incident command. He turned and said, “See you soon, go get home with your family.” He waved to our vehicle, smiling, and added, “I have to get on the road, too. My family is waiting on me, too. We have a family camping trip.”

“But I thought you were coming here to run things?” I asked, confused.

“I was,” he answered. “But plans changed; I needed to spend at least a little time with my family before the summer was over.”

I returned to Butte with my family; I finished my fight camp and cut weight before my upcoming fight and promptly got knocked out by a twenty-four-year-old correctional officer in the ring. Maybe I should have taken it as a sign.


Chapter 12
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RHODES FAMILY BBQ

We made the long drive from Butte up to Kalispell and then to a tiny town named Eureka; it was nestled right up against the Canadian border. I was excited to show my family the breathtaking views and bright, teal-blue glacial water of Flathead Lake. There is no way to say just how beautiful that place is. It has all the grandeur and beauty of the Colorado Rockies, but the trees are so massive that one expects to see the giants of lore walking amongst them. The mountains seem to spring straight up from the blue lakes and thrust their peaks into the low-hanging clouds.

The sheer beauty of it all romanced me.

The pines and cedar trees seemed to leap up from the sides of the highway to greater and greater heights as we rounded the corner into the Tobacco Valley. Upon making the final curve before entering the town proper, we were greeted by a large billboard sign with a yellow Oath Keepers logo on a black background.

“Well, I guess we are in the right place,” I said to the girls.

We navigated to the place he had told us to meet, a UPS/FedEx-type store with PO boxes for rent and some essential copy services housed in an older commercial trailer. The town reminded me of any small mountain towns I had visited in Colorado. It was sleepy with a slower pace of life than the urban corridors I had come from.

Stewart was late, of course, and we waited in the car, our failing air conditioning straining to keep temperatures to a human level. Stewart drove up in his beat-up Suburban.

He waved and walked over to our vehicle as I rolled down the driver’s side window. He wore a dirty black Under Armour shirt too tight for him, a pair of tan tactical pants, and a black sidearm holstered on his hip.

“Hey, how was the trip?” he asked.

“Good, we didn’t hit any deer.”

“So, I have to run in to grab our mail, and then we need to pick up some chicken for the BBQ. Don’t let me forget to grab some sauce and lime juice.”

“OK.”

We quickly stopped at the local grocery store and made the backroad trip out to Stewart’s cabin. As we turned from a paved to a dirt road, I looked up just in time to see the street sign; a few rusted bullet holes framed the name: Butcher Creek.

After a series of back roads, we turned onto a private-access driveway that wound around a creek and behind a house. There, nestled into the forest, was what looked like a giant wooden barrel with a front deck. Across the way was what was once maybe a barn and an RV trailer pulled up along the side of the house.

There was a flurry of activity as we pulled up. Kids played with dogs in the front yard, and toddlers chased chickens. The gaggle of kids was Stewart’s. Two other men were seated on a couple of chairs on the front deck, engaged in conversation. Each of them had a handgun holstered on their belts. One was an older man who was tall, skinny, and slightly stooped, and the other was a younger guy with a baby face. We got out of the car and were greeted by a small tribe of the Rhodes kids; they ran the gamut in ages from toddlers to young adults. They looked like something more out of the back-to-earth hippie communes my mother would tell me about when I was a kid and that you’d see in documentaries about the sixties’ Back to Nature movement than the kids of a national militia leader.

Shilo pulled me toward her as we walked up to the group gathered on and around the front deck and whispered in my ear, “Are you sure about all of this, Jason?”

I stopped walking, looked at her, and whispered back, “I’m not sure, but I am sure there is a story somewhere in all of this.”

“OK, I trust you,” she answered with a squeeze of my hand.

I have often wondered if I should have walked away from everything right there and then. But I have always followed my instincts and sought out a certain amount of real-life adventure, and I have often lived with the notion that someday I would be old and want to tell stories of my sometimes epically bad decisions. (This notion is a good chunk of why I have had to walk with a cane since the age of forty-seven.)

We walked up to the deck and stepped over the improvised dog gate that seemed to mainly be used for keeping the children and chickens from running rampant in the yard away from the adults attempting conversation seated on the deck and the less feral dogs.

Stewart’s wife came to the door, the men stood, and Shilo and I made it onto the deck.

“Heya, Jason, let me introduce you to everyone,” Stewart said as he moved his arm over toward the two men who had been seated. “This is Shorty.” He gestured to the tall older guy who put down his smoking pipe and stood up to shake my hand. “He is one of the executive editors for the website and lives here on the property to also help provide security for my family.”

Then Stewart motioned to the baby-faced guy who was wearing a pastel-colored polo shirt. “He is also one of our associate editors; you may have seen some of his articles on Drudge Report.”

He didn’t get up to shake my hand but rather just waved. “Heya.”

Stewart then called his wife, who came and made another brief appearance in the doorway.

“Hey, Tosh, can you come to say hi to Jason and his family?”

She looked pregnant and somewhat uncomfortable in the building heat of the summer day.

“Hi,” she said with a quick wave and smile.

“If the girls want to come in and join me, we are just about to make some cupcakes.”

Lux jumped at the chance to bake something. It has always been a love of hers.

We made some small talk, including Shorty telling me about the novels he had written and my desire to someday become an author myself.

Stewart headed into the cabin to prepare the chicken for grilling and motioned for me to follow him as he went. The state of the house reminded me in some ways of my own. I don’t know if you have ever been to a creative’s house before. But it can get a bit messy, yet he had me beat in this regard. I am sure it mostly had to do with the chaos of having so many more children packed into a small space.

I followed him into the kitchen and helped by slicing limes.

“So, what are you thinking of my offer?” he asked as he applied a seasoning rub to the chicken pieces.

“Well, I am certainly considering it,” I answered. “But I think it will come down to the housing we might be able to find and whether we can afford it on our limited budget.”

“I am sure we can find you something. We have a family out here that has helped us out with housing employees. They have a private school that has moved locations, so they have quite a few empty buildings and houses.”

“When would we be able to see them?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.

“Tomorrow. I got you a room tonight, and we can head out to look at places tomorrow morning.” He grabbed the tray holding the chicken, and we headed back out of the cabin to the grill.

“You do graphics, too, don’t you?” Stewart asked as we walked.

“Yeah, art was my first love; at the first art school I attended, I majored in visual communications.”

“Excellent. If you decide to work for me, I have a first project I want to discuss with you. Have you ever designed a deck of playing cards before?”

“Nope, I can’t say that I have. But I am sure I can figure it out,” I said with a shrug.

There is one thing I will say about Stewart Rhodes: the man knows how to barbecue chicken. The grill sizzled as he squeezed the limes onto the perfectly cooked chicken pieces. Lux was incredibly impressed with how good they turned out and, to this day, still tries to barbecue chicken to the excellence that Stewart did.

After the BBQ, we made our way to where Stewart had gotten us a room in what was reputed to be the most haunted place in Eureka, Montana. We didn’t see any ghosts (but the girls had fun hunting them). We a woke the following day, and Stewart came to guide us to the cabins that might be available up a road called Pinkham Creek outside of town. I would later find out that Pinkham Creek is considered Eureka’s “Copper Head Rd” referenced in the Steve Earl song. I learned this after leaving the Oath Keepers, when our local game warden (who is also a local musician) covered the song, replacing Copper Head Road with Pinkham Creek, with a nod to me in the audience.
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We made our way up Pinkham Creek Rd and, after several miles of driving, came to a metal gate hidden by overgrown trees and bushes, just before a road sign that drew one’s eyes away from the tucked-back driveway entrance. We wound through a short, heavily forested area that opened into a beautiful meadow. The two-track dirt driveway led to a small two-story cabin on the far edge of the vista. A couple of large pickup trucks were already there, with some people waiting to show us the place.

The family seemed tight-lipped and stern during our first interactions, and I am not sure if they had ever had social interactions with people as heavily tattooed as my wife and me. I am sure this can be shocking at first and is something we have become used to, and it almost always eases up once we begin to speak to people who may have been taken aback at first due to all of the ink coverage.

They welcomed us into the cabin and showed us around. It was the width of a single-wide trailer, and it only had one bedroom up in a loft. But it did have a full basement with a laundry and enough space to set up two small rooms for the girls. It was small, but it was cozy. The only thing it was missing was a wood-burning stove, which was something I desperately wanted if I was going to be moving my family into the mountains of Montana. I figured it was best to get to the point.

“Is there any way we could install a wood-burning stove?”

“Well, we have an extra one in storage and have previously talked about putting it in this cabin. We can do that,” the family’s matriarch answered. She was a tall, silver-haired, no-bullshit type of woman.

There was another, more traditional house that might be available, but had been promised to someone else, though he hadn’t signed a lease yet, so they took us over the mountain and around to the other side of the property and showed us the location. It would have been perfect for us. But they had already promised it to another prominent figure in the community, Montana’s Natural Man, Ernie Tertelgate.

While you may not recognize the name, you have probably seen him on various newscasts, in documentaries, or even in a local police training video about Sovereign Citizens.

He also was featured in an episode of Vice’s Hate Thy Neighbor, which is an irony to me because he was actually a great neighbor. I had a real chance to get to know Ernie being his neighbor. When we visited his house, the entire basement was a library filled with volumes and volumes of big, fat, three-ring binders brimming with his thoughts on the body politic and how things should be in his thinking. I was intrigued by this and had a series of interviews with him for the radio show, where we dug in and discussed his worldviews.

I finally got to a point where I asked him directly, “Where does this all go? What would America and the world look like if things were to go the way you feel they should?” Again, this was a moment of enlightenment for me. Because I felt the America he described was a failed state and not anywhere near the world I would want my daughters and granddaughters to inherit. After he explained it to me, I had to recap things to him to ensure I understood correctly.

“So, you say that after the federal and local governments collapse and fail, anarchy shall be born out of chaos and carnage?” He grinned widely and nodded with his tricorn hat upon his head, adding a wink for punctuation.

Please don’t get me wrong; much like the Vice host, I think Ernie is a great guy who maybe needs more hugs in his life. But I would rather not see his worldview come to fruition.

Yet, he helped us to load up our moving truck when we were moving back to Colorado. He also helped us to survive an epic Montana mountain blizzard better when we ran out of firewood by helping me to fell a tree in a scene that was straight out of a Jack London novel. Ernie is a good guy, just a bit different.

For context, the Sovereign Citizens movement is a loose collective of protestors (including tax protestors), financial schemers, and conspiracy theorists who are only answerable to their particular flavor of common law. Many believe that our courts here in the United States have no actual authority or jurisdiction. The movement often appeals to those who are in trouble with the law. While most adherents are mainly nonviolent, there are exceptions, and the FBI has classified the more extreme in the movement as domestic terrorists. And according to surveys in the US Law Enforcement community, the risk of terrorism in this community is the top risk on their radar.

These are the people who are always trying to make spectacles in the courtrooms, one instance of which I will detail later in this book from when I saw Ernie in action at the local Eureka courtroom.

We ultimately decided on the small cabin and promptly packed our apartment up in Butte, rented a U-Haul, made our way back up north, and began settling into our strange new lives.


Chapter 13
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CARD DECKS AND QUEER RED FLAGS

One of the first assignments that Stewart wanted to jump right into was more graphic design than writing. I got a call at about 10:30 in the morning during the week after we got moved up and settled in.

“Hey, Jason, how’s it going? Listen, can you come over and bring your laptop? I want to review a new project I have been thinking about and see if you could pull it off.”

“Yeah, sure,” I answered. “Be there in forty-five.”

“Roger that.”

I walked down from the makeshift office I had created in our upstairs bedroom loft using parts of an old glass desk we had brought out from Colorado and an old folding table I put under a window looking at the meadow surrounding the cabin.

I told Shilo and the girls where I was going and made the forty-five-minute drive over to Stewart’s cabin.

I knocked on the front door, and an explosion of barking dogs and kids greeted me.

Stewart yelled from inside the cabin, “Hey, Jason, come on in.”

Stewart was sitting at the cluttered dining-room table, typing away at a dirty laptop.

“You’ll have to clear space across from me here at the table.” The table was small, to begin with, and I had to squeeze myself in between a book case and the far edge of the table. I began making room in the piles of books, holsters, dishes, and cups.

Stewart’s wife came in from the back door, helped me make some space, and graciously offered me some coffee or water.

“You know I would love some coffee. Thank you!” I replied.

“Yeah, I could use some more, too,” Stewart added.

Tosh set about emptying the used contents of a glass and plastic French press and put a kettle onto the kitchen stove.

“So, Jason,” Stewart started talking without looking up from his laptop screen. “I remember you told me you are pretty good at graphic design.”

“Yeah, I have worked in the industry quite a bit and went to school for it.”

“Great. Have you ever made a deck of playing cards before?”

“Nope, but I am sure it is something I could pull off easily enough . . . we would need to find an online printing house that does them and download their template and design them on top of that file. It would be easy enough.”

“Excellent. So, do you remember back during the Gulf War, the deck of playing cards that the government handed out to all of the troops on the front lines? The ones with the most-wanted war criminals?”

I had a vague recollection of seeing some news coverage on the subject.

“Yeah, I think so,” I answered.

“Well, I want to make one for the Oath Keepers, but this would feature our biggest enemies, the most treasonous of our judges and politicians, and Hillary Clinton would be the queen of hearts!”

The deck of cards he was referencing had been created in 2003 by the US Defense Intelligence Agency to help the troops be able to recognize some of the most wanted of Saddam Hussein’s government. It included the top members of the Iraqi Regional Branch of the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party and the Revolutionary Command Council. It also included the family members of President Hussein.

The decks were titled Iraqi Most Wanted Playing Cards, and each card included a picture of the wanted individual, the last known home address, and the job that person did.

This was a largely successful effort and was not the first time the United States has employed such tactics. Decks of “most wanted” playing cards had been passed out as early as the Civil War and were also used in WWII and the Korean War. All but four of the wanted individuals have been either killed or captured.

Stewart wanted to use some of the US government’s tactics, but this time on our government officials.

I was shocked at the idea. I took the time to explain how I felt it was something that would cross over a legal line and put not just me in jeopardy, but also him and the Oath Keepers organization.

While he acknowledged my concerns, he waved them off by saying that he’d think about things but asked if I would look into what the costs would be. I told him I would.

I didn’t. I knew it was not something I was willing to create and decided to continue to put things off with excuses and procrastination until something else caught his attention.

It didn’t take long. In a week, his attention turned to an embattled clerk out of Kentucky refusing to sign marriage certificates for same-sex marriages.

And thus began another leg of my Oath Keepers adventure. The assignment entailed flying back out to Kentucky. But, this time, it was August 2015 and in a different part of the state.

It was in August 2015 that a woman named Kimberly Jean Davis rose to international infamy when she refused to issue marriage licenses to same-sex couples in Rowan County, Kentucky.

This was in defiance of the ruling by the Supreme Court in the historic Obergefell v. Hodges case, which held that the fundamental right of same-sex couples is guaranteed by both the Fourteenth Amendment of the US Constitution and its Equal Protection Clause, which mandated that all county clerks in the state of Kentucky provide marriage licenses. The governor of Kentucky, Steve Beshear, ordered all Kentucky county clerks to issue the licenses.

Kimberly stated that the refusal was because of her own religious beliefs. So, she decided not to issue any marriage licenses in the county to avoid doing so for same-sex couples.

An ensuing lawsuit was filed, and she was ordered by the US District Court to resume issuing marriage licenses.

She appealed to the Supreme Court but was quickly denied the appeal. Kimberly continued in her protest against the court decisions, claiming to deny the licenses under “God’s Authority.” She also petitioned the governor, requesting an executive order to protect clerks who had moral objections against the ruling.

This all came to light when David Moore and David Ermold, a gay couple from Morehead, Kentucky, released video footage of Kimberly refusing to honor their now-federally protected marriage rights and issue them a license. The video took off like wildfire on the Internet.

After the courts put her in jail for contempt of court and released her after five days, Stewart saw an opportunity to insert himself and the Oath Keepers into the situation. He made several calls to her attorneys and family, offering security services for the family.

Stewart didn’t wait for a solid answer from Kimberly’s people and instead issued a callout via a post on the Oath Keepers website and social media accounts and booked us a couple of tickets from the airport in Whitefish to Lexington.

As I mentioned earlier in the book, traveling by plane was always a crazy experience. While I never received an SSSS designation on my airline tickets, Stewart sure did. Secondary Security Screening Selection, or the dreaded SSSS, shows up on the bottom right of the tickets of those whom the powers that be see as possibly being a threat and needing a more in-depth screening.

So, whenever I traveled with Stewart, he was never able to print out his ticket at a kiosk but instead would need to check in through an agent, not to mention he always traveled with firearms that needed to be checked in.

It seemed from that first trip that there was always a couple, if not more, plain clothes TSA workers (I’m honestly not sure who else these guys would have been) always in the background as we traveled through various airports. It was particularly prominent when we would come from different locations and meet up to fly out from a hub airport like Salt Lake City. Then we would have a convergence of our respective plainclothes groups, all while trying to go unnoticed. And we would often mess with them just because it was so apparent that it became ridiculous.

After flying out from Montana, we again met up with Mouse and Gnome at a hotel in the greater Rowan County area. But by the time we had already gotten settled at the motel, there was no doubt that the embattled county clerk wanted absolutely nothing to do with the Oath Keepers providing security or help of any kind that Stewart could offer.

Stewart had asked me to write up an article on the situation. This was a story that I had severe issues with, and I told Stewart that I had significant reservations about writing on this topic because I was queer and in no way agreed with what this woman was doing. I was not publicly open about my being queer at this point.

I was told to write the story. So, I did it from my own perspective and thoughts. It was rejected, Stewart wrote it himself, and I was told never to discuss my orientation. He assured me he personally was OK with it, but others would not be. I was so angry with myself for going along with the whole thing that he must have noticed a change in my demeanor, as he then told me how someday he would hope to protect a married gay couple protecting their pot farm. He also spoke about other gay employees, a married couple who helped run the financial back end of the website. But, in the end, I believe he told me what he thought I wanted to hear. But Stewart was not about to let a trip go to waste, and within a couple of hours, we had driven to a small county sheriff’s department. I can’t remember which county it was, but it was nearby.

Stewart, along with his entourage of Oath Keepers, strode confidently into the rural department and introduced himself to the deputies that were there in the station.

I cannot stress enough just how charismatic Stewart could sometimes be. He was a master of speaking with those who had shared beliefs. And Stewart turned on the charm with these deputies who were working at an underfunded department. They were even required to supply their own body armor and extra ammunition in a community drenched in the violent crime that comes with an ongoing economic depression awash with heavy drug use.

It wasn’t forty-five minutes before Stewart, Mouse, and Gnome had dragged their rifle cases, body armor, and night-vision gear into the sheriff’s office to have a little show-and-tell. You could see by the expressions on the deputies’ faces that they wished they had access to some of the equipment that the band of Oath Keepers had.

The conversation continued along the topic of the utterly inadequate funding of their department, and Stewart began offering to see if he could get some sets of body armor donated from some manufacturing companies he knew. (I think he may have followed through on that offer.) It was then that a 911 call came in from the county dispatch, informing the deputies that there was a known drug addict who had kicked in the door to his girlfriend’s house, assaulted her, then fled the residence, carjacked a nearby vehicle, and was now on a violent crime rampage.

“Well, boys, we will have to let you go . . . I sure wish we could use some of your equipment in the manhunt we have to go on tonight. We sure could use it,” the deputy, who was apparently in charge, said.

“Well—” Stewart began. “You could always deputize us, and we could come along. If that would be all right with you all.”

“I know this guy; we could use the help tonight . . .,” he trailed off as he was thinking it through.

A squelch of the radio broke the silence. The dispatcher informed the deputies that the suspect had ditched the car he was in and carjacked another that had been parked at a stoplight, apparently punching the driver in the face.

“Well, shit, OK, you all are now deputized.”

It wasn’t like you think it would be from watching movies or TV shows. There was no swearing of oaths or raising of right hands. Just him telling us that. That was it; we were now deputies running out to our vehicles and following them as they ran with lights and sirens going to the suspect’s last known location.

While driving, I grappled internally with both being excited to seemingly be in a scene from a Western movie from the eighties while at the same time concluding just how dangerous this situation was. Here we were, a small band of militants who had, just a couple of hours earlier, stridden into the local sheriff’s office, introduced ourselves as members of the largest, most infamous militia known during that period, proceeded to bring into the police station numerous assault rifles, and been deputized to go on a young guns-styled search with zero thought given to our qualifications, criminal or mental history, or complete lack of law-enforcement experience.

But what is one to do when riding with the young guns trying to stay safe and hold on?

The rest of the night was spent with us creeping through various yards. The others were all decked out in their tactics-cool cosplay outfits as I tried to capture some pictures and videos of the night’s adventures.

We never came close to capturing the suspect. That was probably a good thing in the end. Who knows how that would have played out if we wound up confronting a drug-addled criminal with a bunch of untrained militants? Again, I think we got lucky.


Chapter 14
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THE VERY REAL UMPQUA COMMUNITY COLLEGE SHOOTING

Shortly after we returned from Kentucky, a school shooting occurred in the Pacific Northwest. Stories circulated of a heroic young man who had put himself between the shooter and his fellow students.

Stewart saw this as an opportunity and again booked us flights to the Roseburg, Oregon, area. But, this time, I felt he had a good reason behind the trip, where he once again inserted himself and the Oath Keepers into a national incident.

That reason being the Westboro Baptist Church had been on a tear recently, protesting mass-shooting events and trying to link them to the acceptance of homosexuality. They had tweeted that they would be protesting the funerals of the victims of a mass school shooting at the Umpqua Community College.

On October 1, 2015, a twenty-six-year-old writing and composition student came to school and went to his writing class in classroom 15 with a cache of weapons and shot off a warning shot in the hallway outside the classroom.

He then forced his fellow writing students to sit in the center of the classroom. Before he began his killing and maiming, he allowed one student to live so she could deliver a package with a message from him to the police. It included messaging that aligned with the beliefs of incels.

For those who may not know, “incel” is an abbreviation of “involuntary celibate.” It is an online subculture whose members feel they want close romantic relationships but cannot have one. They often espouse self-loathing, hatred of women, and nihilism and feel entitled to these relationships and sex. These feelings frequently lead to violence against women and often include racist ideals.

Incels are often white and, according to the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), are part of the male supremacist ecosystem (which also includes the Proud Boys).*

It has also been reported that during his rampage, the shooter asked various victims about their religious beliefs. But in the end, the answers didn’t matter to the shooter, as he seemed to kill indiscriminately.

In total, he wound up murdering nine people and injuring eight.

Among the injured was one person whose story Stewart latched onto.

Chris Mintz was a US Army veteran attending the community college for fitness training. Once he heard the screams of his fellow students, he used his own body to block entry to a door allowing students to escape. He returned to one of the classrooms where there were still wounded students, telling them to lie down, be quiet, and play dead. The shooter then returned and shot Mintz five times. Mintz pleaded with the shooter that it was his son’s birthday, and the shooter walked off.

We touched down and got settled in a shared hotel room. We most often shared a room with two beds in it. Stewart had already set up to go out and meet with some local Oath Keepers and provide security for a couple of funerals.

He asked me to stay back in the room to write an article about what the Oath Keepers were doing. But the families had requested that there would be no coverage of the funerals themselves, which I felt was the only acceptable way to approach the story. He also asked if I could go out to where the satellite trucks from the major studios were—specifically Fox News. He had been relatively obsessed with getting back on Fox News, but it seemed that he had been blacklisted before the Bundy Ranch Standoff.

After writing an article on the shooting, I walked around and looked for the mainstream media news trucks. It didn’t take long to find them. But before I went knocking on doors, I noticed all the impromptu memorials left on the streets around the university and, more important, just how shattered the community’s people seemed. They were walking around in stunned silence, shell-shocked, some in tears, others with blank expressions seemingly on autopilot. The community had been devastated. As I walked taking it all in, seeing how destroyed this entire community was, I started receiving text messages, emails, and calls from some people following my work with the Oath Keepers. They seemed somewhat crazed, as they demanded to know why I would even think to cover a hoax or false-flag school shooting. I must have made quite the sight swearing at my phone as I made my way over to the Fox News studio trailer. There was no one outside the trailer, and I figured the best thing to do was knock on the side of the trailer door.

After I knocked, I heard some rummaging on the other side of the trailer wall. Then an exhausted-looking middle-aged man came to the door with three-day stubble.

“Who are you? Want do you want?” he asked.

I stumbled, choking for a moment. “I . . . I am . . . umm,” I swallowed hard and found my footing.

“I’m Jason Van Tatenhove, and I am the national media director for the Oath Keepers. We are here to provide security for some of the families of the shooting victims from the Westboro assholes. Stewart wanted me to contact the media to see if you wanted to do some interviews . . . maybe.”

“Well, who the fuck is Stewart? Here, just come in and talk to me,” he said with a wave of his hand as he turned around and walked back into the dark interior of the trailer.

The space inside was tight, with the odor of stale cigarette smoke. Maybe it was just the guy’s clothes. Empty and stained paper coffee cups littered the space.

“Have a seat.” He motioned toward a stool next to his work area. “Look, I don’t have much time; explain who you are, who you are with, and why we want to interview this Stewart guy.”

“I am Jason Van Tatenhove; I work for the Oath Keepers.” I paused to ask myself if I should give the guy the bullshit information that was listed on the website or tell him how it was. “The Oath Keepers are a group of veterans and law-enforcement officers. They were the guys at the Bundy Ranch Standoff.”

“Oh, you mean the militia guys.” He emphasized his comment by pointing a finger at me.

“Yeah, those guys.”

“Look, buddy, I don’t know why you guys are trying to capitalize on all this bullshit. I mean, kids just died here. The last thing I’ll do is give you guys more airtime. That Stewart guy was the one that got taken to town on Hardball with Chris Matthews over on MSNBC.” He laughed. “I liked that episode.”

I left the trailer trying to think of how I would tell Stewart that his all-time favorite cable news outlet had no interest in giving him airtime.

When I got to know Stewart better, I witnessed him lose his temper and launch into yelling rants more than a few times. I have never seen him become physically violent, but he had an explosive temper. Especially when things did not go his way, these were behavior patterns that I would in the future liken to how I had heard Donald Trump portrayed by those close to him in interviews, articles, and books. I would later think of the two men as being cut from a similar cloth.

I made my way back to the motel and found Stewart in the room, sitting down at the little desk, typing away on the keyboard. “Good article this morning; I am just making some smaller edits,” he said without looking up. “How did lining up interviews go?”

I took a moment and a breath. “Well—I’m not sure how to say this any better, so I’m just going to say it. I found the Fox News studio trailer and talked to one of their producers. The answer is a hard no.”

Stewart looked up from the laptop and right at me. Before Stewart lost his prosthetic eye due to an infection, I was always perplexed at which of his eyes I should be looking at. They didn’t track together quite right, and I always wanted to make sure I was looking at the one he could see out of.

I braced for a myriad of expletives. But he surprised me with his soft-spoken answer.

“Well, shit, it happens; get used to it.” He laughed softly. Then he totally surprised me again with his next question. “Hey, you wanna smoke some pot?”

“Fuck yes—I wanna smoke some pot!”

Oregon had just a few months earlier legalized recreational marijuana sales, and dispensaries were beginning to pop up like mushrooms after a rainstorm.

Stewart had not yet been to a dispensary and was weary of going into one. He was paranoid that if it were to get out that he was smoking pot (even legally) he would get in trouble with his base. He was concerned about being on the security video from the dispensary. So, he asked if I would go in and get some for us.

So he drove me to a pot shop in the neighborhood and waited in the rental car. As I got out of the car, he asked, “Do we need to get a pipe or rolling paper?”

“Well, we’d have to leave a pipe behind as we can’t fly with it, and we won’t need a whole pack of rolling papers.” I looked around and spotted a grocery store across the street. “I have a better idea.”

After grabbing a small amount of indica marijuana and grabbing a single ripe red apple from the grocery store, Stewart and I found a back stairway in the back parking lot of the motel we were staying at; we climbed up to the top floor and sat down on the cement stairs as the sun began to set. The day’s gray clouds started to break, and a flood of blood-orange tints began to color the western horizon.

“Can I borrow your pocketknife?” I asked.

“Sure.” He reached into his front pocket and handed over a small flip knife. I opened it and began carving the apple so we could use it as an impromptu pipe.

At that moment, I wanted to talk to him about my concerns about how parts of his public persona did not line up with the person I had begun to get to know in unguarded quiet moments like that one. I wanted to speak to him about how it had bothered me that he had rejected the article I had written during the county clerk gay marriage fiasco in Kentucky. I wanted to talk about my concern regarding the people who had messaged me earlier in the day about the actual mass shooting we were covering that seemed so disconnected from reality. I wanted to talk to him like a human being. But my imposter syndrome got the better of me, and I sat in silence and just enjoyed watching the sunset as we got a little stoned on legal weed after a long and rough day.
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* “Incel,” accessed November 10, 2022, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incel.


Chapter 15
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HELICOPTERS AND VOGUE INTERNS

The next trip we took was to the largest Oath Keepers rally that I ever saw. It was held in the same area of the Kentucky forests in which we had gone on our late-night manhunt, and some of the sheriff’s deputies were going to be there.

It was a camping extravaganza in an area where most people would have to drive four-wheel-drive vehicles and ATVs to get to, which helped keep outsiders out and limited who would have access to the event. In the end, Stewart and I and the other members of Stewart’s cadre didn’t have to worry about finding a 4x4 to get to the location because we flew in on a vintage Vietnam-era Huey.

After flying into Kentucky late the night before, we headed to a small community airport early that morning, where we met up with the pilots, one of whom had flown the same type of Huey in the skies of Vietnam back during the war. He was now grossly overweight but a pleasant man as he ran us through a safety briefing on how to approach the helicopter, use the craft’s safety straps and earphone radio system, and, importantly, how to disembark safely.

After liftoff, we slid through the air over the deep woods and hills of Appalachia. I can’t tell you enough about the exhilaration one feels as the thunderous rhythms of the helicopter’s engine roar out and echo back up at you. The helicopter slides from side to side in its trajectory as it swims through the sky, the wind flowing through the cabin after a twenty-minute flight that seemed to go by in seconds. We circled the top of a hill that had been clear-cut like a few of the others for timber and mining that dotted the hilltops. This bald hill was different from the others, as it was dotted with brightly colored tents and trucks of maybe three hundred people who had come out to camp for the event.

We could hear the crowd cheering as the pilot made a circular pass of the area, locating the open space others had marked as a landing spot for the helicopter.

Everyone in the helicopter with me was wearing either multicam or the flight jumpsuits of the pilots. All of them, except maybe Big Ugly, who had flown in from Montana with us, and the pilot, were playing at being real soldiers.

We exited the helicopter as the engine wound down and grabbed our bags. Stewart had brought along a tent and sleeping bag but never wound up using them, but they were there for show.

The local Oath Keepers chapter, which had sprung up after our last visit, had already erected a stage and PA system. Some grills had been driven up to the location, and the smell of cheeseburgers and hot dogs mixed with the smells of the helicopter fuel and exhaust. People had also set up tables and canopies so they could sell t-shirts and flags, baseball caps, and American flag sunglasses. Even a few guns were displayed, making me assume they were for sale.

After eating some lunch, getting my camera gear set up, and helping to troubleshoot the PA system, we began the speaking part of the afternoon. It started with some locals running for local office, including one candidate getting a lot of traction on Facebook and some national news coverage. He always did his interviews wearing a coal miner’s helmet with an Oath Keepers sticker on the front of it. Allen began to get media attention in 2013, when his stepson refused to take off an NRA shirt when asked to by his school and a law enforcement officer.

After a few local speeches, Mouse came onto the stage to speak. His speech lasted for quite a while, but goddamn, the man could speak in front of a crowd. He spoke about his service with the US Marines and how he had been attached to a special tactical team after basic training. He spoke about being wounded when the Huey he was flying in had been shot down. But by far, the most moving part of his speech came when he spoke about the brothers- and sisters-in-arms he had lost.

He ended his story by recounting the moment his best friend died in his arms. I remember wiping a tear from my eye and quickly looking to see if anyone had seen my moment of emotional vulnerability. It was a moot point, as I saw many in the crowd wiping their own tears away.

This emotional connection is so powerful and alluring in these communities; and, in this case and, unfortunately, in many others, it is a lie.

Mouse has been outed by “stolen valor” watchdogs for being full of shit.

“Stolen valor” is a term used for people who claim to have a glorious military history but do not. These are the guys you see on social media being called out for wearing mismatched uniforms and making claims to unknowing, unwitting people of being veterans and war heroes but, in truth, often have not served at all and are using it as a grift to either scam people out of money or gain influence and attention or, often, a combination of both.

According to a watchdog group, Mouse has often said in his speeches and recorded interactions that he was a retired gunnery sergeant who retired medically due to being wounded (not injured), implying a full twenty-year term of service. But according to his military records, he served just under eighteen months in total.

But his biggest lie was saying that he “had lost many men . . . and his best friend died in his arms.” He also alluded to fighting overseas. This cannot be the case, as he never served in combat overseas. In fact, according to the timeline of his service, he would have to have been injured as he was in guard school or immediately after basic training. His record shows no overseas deployment into active combat. And there is no record of an aircraft accident during his service where he was stationed. It’s all bullshit. Ex-girlfriends have also come forward to speak about how he would raise funds for veteran groups at events like that one but never pay a cent to the organization he was raising the money for.

I wish I could say that this was an isolated incident. But I do not believe that to be the case; I think this type of grift is, to a large degree, a common practice in groups like the Oath Keepers.

After the speeches, the atmosphere became that of a bonfire camp-out party. There was plenty of alcohol at the event. During that time, a young woman who seemed out of place approached Stewart and me. She was dressed more like someone you would expect to see on the streets of NYC rather than on the mountaintop gathering of rednecks and militia types.

She introduced herself as a writer for Vogue magazine. I had dealt with my fair share of seasoned journalists at this point, and she felt more like a first-year intern who had an idea to get a story by going to where the story was, but she was a small, young woman there by herself. All of which I could see as a recipe for disaster if things wound up going sideways.

From the start, Stewart made it clear that he wasn’t interested in doing an article with Vogue and declined the interview. But undeterred, the young journalist began speaking with those more on the periphery. I tried to keep an eye out for her because I had a bad feeling about how those fringe individuals may treat her. I had my oldest daughter, who at the time had to have been close to the same age as this young woman. I know I would be uncomfortable if it were my daughter in her shoes.

Earlier in the evening, things were less concerning, but as night fell and the campfires began to grow more into bonfires and the beer began to flow more freely, I became more concerned. She had made her way to the edges of the encampment, where those who hadn’t come with a group were. It’s always those on the edges that I think we need to worry about. The militia community does a halfway decent job of policing itself (save for maybe failed insurrection attempts on Capitol buildings).

After seeing a group of men trying to invite her to take a ride with them in an old, lifted, blue pickup truck, I hunted Stewart down and found him with a group of people that he was speaking to next to the now-dark stage.

“Hey, Stewart, I need to talk to you; there is something you need to be aware of,” I said to him as I leaned in close.

He must have heard something in my voice because he immediately broke away from the group.

“I think we may need to ensure that reporter for Vogue gets somewhere safe.” I related seeing her moving farther and farther out from the safety in numbers of those camping around the stage area and how she had been speaking with more of the fringe element that might not align with the messaging that he would want coming from an Oath Keepers event. I figured this might be something he would care about and would thus take some action to ensure she would be safe.

He agreed, and we walked over to where I had last seen her. She wasn’t far from the pickup, now doing burnouts in some mud.

We approached her and asked if she had a safe place to stay for the night.

“Well, I brought a sleeping bag and a small tent in my car,” she answered naively. It was already dark, and the predators already seemed to be circling. Now, to Stewart’s credit, he offered a better solution.

“Hey, I have some rooms booked for my team at a local hotel, and one of my guys couldn’t make it out. How about I let you have that room for the night? We can all drive out together and show you where the hotel is. We can even do a short interview while changing the room over to you.”

In the end, she agreed, and we all felt better about things. I still have no idea if she worked for Vogue or wrote an article from the interview, but I know I would hope someone might do the same thing for one of my daughters in a similar situation.


Chapter 16
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WHEN IS A MILITIA NOT A MILITIA?

So much of the core messaging of the Oath Keepers revolved around training. In that messaging, much of the wording had to do with being prepared for a natural disaster or helping your local police force during times of civil unrest. But the truth is that the lion’s share of training at these sessions is specifically military and guerrilla warfare tactics. Yes, there are the occasional lessons on map reading and navigation, first aid, and such. But there is much more interest in hasty ambush techniques and, as scary as it is, explosives training, including improvising explosives from things you can buy at hardware and hobby stores. They really seemed to be preparing for something much more apocalyptic than just helping out your friendly neighborhood peace officer.

At the start of the Oath Keepers in 2009, there was a severe image problem regarding militias. The perception was still tainted from the militia associations of Timothy McVeigh,* and “militia” was the word we were never to speak.

This is one of the topics that Stewart and I would speak of in private, unguarded conversations. One of the ways Stewart came up with to combat this problem was by not calling a militia a militia but instead cloaking the descriptions of the Oath Keepers in more innocuous terms such as community and preparedness. Thus was born the Oath Keepers Community Preparedness Team intuitive, known by members as the CPT Program.

Glossy trifold brochures were designed (not by me) and distributed. They contained images of Oath Keepers on rooftops with assault rifles and walking in small groups on the streets during the chaos of the Ferguson protests. When remembering the images in that brochure, I can’t help but be brought back to similar images that I saw on national news broadcasts in which Kyle Rittenhouse was dressed in the style that the Oath Keepers had normalized at standoff after standoff. He used the same messaging of just being there to help keep the peace and help with cleaning efforts, which I have seen groups repeatedly use in the militia communities to the point where it has become normalized. Unfortunately, I feel this normalization in some small (or even significant) ways led to the situation where, on August 25, 2020, Kyle Rittenhouse, at the time only seventeen years old, crossed state lines with an AR-15 given to him by his family. He shot three men during the unrest that followed the police shooting of Jacob Blake, two of whom died. Kyle had met with a group of armed men who were there to “protect businesses” (which was the same as Oath Keepers’ messaging).

While Kyle was acquitted of all charges, I can’t help but think this is a normalization that essentially started with the Oath Keepers and helped set up a situation where two men lost their lives.

And to add insult to injury, Kyle went on to fundraise for his defense fund using the sales of video games, precisely one sickeningly titled “Kyle Rittenhouse’s Turkey Shoot,” which was produced by Mint Studios. It features a cartoon likeness of Kyle and focuses on shooting turkeys, which he likened in a social media ad to being the media “with nothing better to do than push their lying agenda to destroy innocent people’s lives.” I can’t help but think of how the work I have done with the Oath Keepers may have, in some small way, helped contribute to the world where this happened. Violent incidents like these have helped motivate me to speak out about the Oath Keepers and maybe, in some small way, help undo any influence I may have helped to contribute to.

I had always been drawn to training in my life experience; it started at the age of twelve when I was on an extralong grounding from my parents. I was told that I could learn karate from a family friend. I, of course, had images dancing in my mind of a traditional dojo with the uniforms and other kids my age. Once again, the universe had another and ultimately better experience for me.

On the first day of training, my mother dropped me off at a local park where I had played soccer and baseball, where we met our friend in the parking lot. He told my mother she could pick us up in an hour and a half at the same place. I was told to dress in shorts, a t-shirt, and sneakers. Once my mother left, the middle-aged man with curly hair and a beard asked if I was ready.

“Sure,” I answered. He then took off jogging without saying another word. I ran to catch up to him. By the time I had, we were on one of the many paved bike paths in Fort Collins, Colorado, heading away from the green manicured grass of the park and toward the overgrown fields surrounding the area.

We ran for about twenty minutes straight; I was completely soaked with sweat and wiped out when we made our way to an ancient tree in the middle of a field. I remember noticing that the tree had no leaves in the middle of summer. I didn’t have more than a few moments to think about the tree and catch my breath before the man instructed me to take off my sneakers and socks. I remember the dirt and rocks of the field feeling rough and sharp.

He faced me, stood up straight, and bowed to me; I mirrored him as he did. We then went through about twenty minutes of stretches and warm-up exercises, learning different stances that tested my already exhausted strength and balance. We then moved on to blocking and striking using our arms and legs. I didn’t know it at the time, but the style he was teaching me was Shotokan, a challenging style of karate developed originally in Okinawa. So each block was in itself a strike. We then moved into kata, or forms, a preset series of movements incorporating the strikes, blocks, and stances used in the form.

We then ended with sparring. By the end of the practice, I was soaked, bruised, and a little bloody. But the sense of peace and well-being that came over me after we had ended the practice blew me away. I fell in love with martial arts and have practiced them in several styles throughout my life. I always did better in life when I was training: I drank less, took fewer drugs, and was more focused when I was actively training. I would eventually train under an Olympic Judo coach, compete nationally, and, as mentioned previously, even train with Team Trials in Fort Collins, one of the premier MMA gyms in Colorado whose fighters often compete in the UFC.

That love of training was reflected in much of the training that Stewart encouraged all Oath Keepers to start undertaking. It touched on those connections I had made when I was twelve, and I dove in headfirst.

Fortunately, because I was the national media director, I could attend any training we knew of and was sponsored free of charge. I just had to take videos and pictures and write about the experience. So I went to every single training opportunity that came along.

Stewart, on the other hand, would show up to a few of the trainings, hang out with the guys putting them on, and even make a show of all the tactical gear he had brought, but I don’t think I ever saw him once actually take part in the training. He would talk for hours, often delaying the start of the class, and then stay in a local motel room he had booked, leaving everyone else to rough it through the days and nights, and good and bad weather. He often didn’t attend the monthly CPT Team training in the Eureka, Montana, area. In the end, his only showing up to make a show that he was training did more harm than good with his base of supporters—especially those who answered his calls to train and form their CPT teams locally.

It really wouldn’t take people that long to see that Stewart’s words did not align with his actions, which is not a good thing for someone who is positioning himself as the de facto leader of a paramilitary group. Or, if we want to stop mincing words and call the Oath Keepers what they are, Stewart’s militia.

It is hard to think about just how different today’s reality might have been if the mob had been able to catch our lawmakers and even the sitting vice president at the Capitol. Generally, a mob does not set up functioning gallows for show.

We will return to my thoughts on January 6 later in the book.

A cottage industry has sprung up around these militia groups and their push for military-style training. Most of the folks putting on these trainings are experienced warfighters. Sometimes combat veterans or law enforcement gravitated at first toward the Oath Keepers but reasonably quickly became disillusioned, yet still saw an opportunity to get out to the mountains with some of their veteran brothers and sisters and teach the things they do best. And make some much-needed money in the process. That is, when they weren’t getting stiffed on their bill by Stewart (which happened more than a few times).

Really, with how god-awful our veterans have been treated in this country, it is hard to blame them.

Not calling things what they are is one of the primary reasons I attribute to us being in the situation we are now in as a country. It has eroded trust in our political system and journalism and furthered cultural divides. We need to get back to just calling things what they are.

So often, we hear about misinformation, fake news, and every side of the political spectrum calling the other side vile, awful names.

When I was made aware that I may be asked to testify before the January 6 Select Committee investigation, I resolved that I would talk about that issue. To speak my truth about what I felt the Oath Keepers were. One way to get back to a better place as a country is to begin, once again, speaking truth to power; speaking truth, period. We need to start calling what happened on January 6 what it was: a violent coup attempt that, had it just been a little more organized and quicker to move, might have very well been successful.
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* According to the Center for Strategic & International Studies: In 1995, the Oklahoma City bombing—the second largest terrorist attack in US history and the deadliest by a domestic perpetrator—raised the militia movement’s profile. Although neither Timothy McVeigh nor Terry Nichols was a militia member, McVeigh was inspired by promilitia and other conspiracy theory literature and had traveled to witness the Waco siege. He conceived the attack on the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building as a response to the government’s actions at both Waco and Ruby Ridge. (Catrina Doxsee, “Examining Extremism: The Militia Movement,” Center for Strategic & International Studies, August 12, 2021, https://www.csis.org/blogs/examining-extremism/examining-extremism-militia-movement.)
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THE MALHEUR OCCUPATION 1

It was during the picturesque holidays, with the pine trees drooping over heavy with snow and days feeding our warm wood stove split logs as we celebrated (I had made enough that year working for the Oath Keepers that we would be able to have a halfway decent Christmas celebration for the girls, something that had not happened for some time), when we began to hear about the first rumblings that the Bundys were beginning to plan their next standoff, this time up in the Pacific Northwest.

It started with an email from Ammon Bundy requesting a call with Stewart about a rally and march he was planning to stage in Burns, Oregon. I let Stewart know, and he had me set up a group call among Bundy and his people and Stewart and me by the time the sun was setting (which is early that time of year up along the Canadian border).

Ammon asked if Stewart would come and be part of a rally and march. He was planning to bring attention to the plight of two local ranchers, Dwight Lincoln Hammond and Steven Dwight Hammond. They faced double jeopardy of time behind bars resulting from two arson fires on federal land they were found guilty of starting in 2001 and 2006. A local close to the story later told me that they were actually, at least in the most recent fire, trying to cover up the actions of a family member with autism who had killed several deer out of season without a license. But the fire got out of control, creeping onto federal lands.

A strange metallic clicking sound kept coming over the line as Ammon spoke. We later concluded that it sounded like Bundy and whoever was with him were loading ammunition into metallic magazines as they spoke. At least, that’s what it sounded like to Stewart and me.

Stewart immediately rejected the offer to come and be a part of things. His intuition was that the Bundys had something much bigger and more dangerous planned than what they let on. And to his credit, he was correct in that intuition. Stewart put out messaging the next day through an appearance on my radio show and the Oath Keepers website and YouTube channel that he was not authorizing any Oath Keepers to go and be a part of the “rally and march.” I think more than anything, he was still bitter about being kicked out of the final days of the Bundy Ranch Standoff and by the fact that the Pacific Patriot Network was actively organizing and helping to promote the rally.

The rally devolved into the shit show of taking over a National Wildlife Refuge in an armed standoff that ultimately resulted in the shooting death by law enforcement of one of the prominent leaders of Ammon’s group whom I had previously interviewed for my show, LaVoy Finicum. I set up an interview with him before I traveled to the refuge. Ultimately, I would be one of the last people to talk to LaVoy before he was shot and killed.

I decided I was going to go to the standoff even in the middle of the harsh winter season to find out what was happening there. I knew the potential for mass violence and that what was happening would be an essential part of the larger narrative. And if I am being sincere, this period was when I drank the most Kool-Aid. It was when I went from just working for the Oath Keepers to believing much of the propaganda and messaging I was helping to put out to the world. I wanted to go. I wanted to cover what was happening, and I decided I would go with or without Stewart’s blessing.

I packed up my black SUV with my camera and mics and let Stewart know I would go one way or the other. I sold him on the idea by proposing that it was a significant event that would happen one way or another, and we needed to have some eyes on the ground to at least have an inside view of what was happening.

The takeover and occupation all revolved around the headquarters of the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge in the vast, yet sparsely populated, county of Harney in rural Oregon. They took over the building on January 2, 2016. In contrast, the original messaging for Ammon’s callout was to try and bring attention to the Hammonds’ plights and try to stop their reincarceration. The actual motives behind the rally became evident immediately after the rally and march ended.

What it seemed like they were doing through their actions was establishing a venue to put forward their beliefs that the federal government is constitutionally obligated to relinquish the federal public land they now manage. Their focus seemed mainly on the Bureau of Land Management, the US Forest Service, and the US Fish and Wildlife Service. They did this under the guise of protesting the treatment of the Hammonds. It didn’t matter that the Hammonds didn’t want anything to do with their “help” (as we have seen time and time again). After marching through town and near the Hammond’s family home, Bundy’s crew decided to take much more drastic action.

The occupation began as soon as the march ended in Burns, and Ammon invited participants to go with him to the refuge.

The armed siege lasted until February 11, when the last holdouts left the refuge.

Many siege leaders were arrested during this time, and LaVoy was shot and killed. An attempt to arrest him went wrong after he evaded a roadblock, and he exited his truck and reached for a handgun he had inside his jacket. Ryan Bundy was also wounded during the incident.

In the end, more than twenty-four participants were charged with offenses including conspiracy to obstruct officers and various firearms violations—theft and depredation of federal property.
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The storms had cleared out, and blue skies hung above the snow-packed mountain roads on which I drove out to Burns, Oregon. I got to see just how far of a reach the messaging has in rural communities when I hugged the side of the road a little too close, trying to move over for a snowplow coming from the opposite direction on a snow-packed mountain pass. I hit a few small rocks, and one of them punctured my side wall, which left me stranded outside of cell service and with no spare.

It wasn’t long before a guy pulled up in a lifted older Dodge pickup truck and asked what the problem was. Not only did he help me make it down to the closest tire shop, but he made sure that my vehicle got towed to the right place, too.

When I was asked by the tire shop why I was in the area, I told them I was with the Oath Keepers and was heading to Burns to see what was happening at the refuge. Not only did the guy at the counter know who the Oath Keepers were, but he seemed to recall reading some of my bylines. I was not sure I believed that, but I happily took the discount he offered on the new tire regardless.

After getting my tire fixed and back on the road, I drove the final stretch to the small town of Burns. I checked in at the room I had reserved online, and when I opened the door, I quickly realized that it was the shittiest room I had ever stayed in (and, to this day, it still is).

The odor is hard to describe; I will go with “farmhand stale” for now. There were stains on the carpet, if that’s what you could call it—a twin bed on one wall and a bunk-style setup along the far wall. The light in the bathroom was burned out. I still have nightmares about that bathroom. I was exhausted when I got in and just needed to crash. Before I could, I quickly called Joseph to see what was happening. He told me there would be a meeting the following day at a local greasy spoon called the Apple Barrel and that there would be many folks from the local Three Percenter (III%) groups and members of the Pacific Patriot Network.

It was sharp and cold the following day, even as the blue skies shone brightly. As I scraped the previous night’s ice from my windshield, my exhaled breath seemed to match the puffy white clouds that dotted the horizon.

The Apple Barrel was only a few blocks from my motel room, and I was glad to see some familiar faces. I saw Gook almost immediately, and he waved me over to the booth he was sitting at with Eric Parker, who was not yet the leader of the Idaho III% at that point (Brandon Curtiss still was).

Shortly after the end of the siege of the refuge, Curtis would be deposed by the Idaho III% for the mishandling of funds raised to support those arrested for actions taken at Bundy Ranch.

Curtiss also eventually would find himself in legal trouble for his business practices with his property management company, Curtiss Property Management. He stole thousands of dollars from his customers and clients by pocketing tenant payments, leaving victims scrambling to repay mortgage payments they had already made.

In February 2019, Curtiss was charged with nineteen counts of grand theft for business practices. He pled guilty to just a single grand theft charge, and after a plea deal with prosecutors, the other eighteen were dismissed. The prosecutors said that Curtiss stole close to $109,000 total from victims. He was ordered that month to serve at least a year in jail and to pay back his victims.

I sat in the booth, glad to have a hot coffee. I ordered some French toast and ate as the III% leadership discussed the game plan for the day. They were going to have a convoy of all of their vehicles making the twenty-minute-or-so trip out to the refuge as a show of force to the FBI and to demonstrate that they were there and armed and were going to act as a buffer between the feds and Ammon’s folks occupying the refuge. They then planned on going directly to the local airport that was being used as the incident command center for the law enforcement response. I was invited to come along in my vehicle. I made sure to tell them I was only there to see what was happening.

After finishing breakfast, everyone went out to their vehicles in the parking lot and the empty lot next to the restaurant. There were license plates from many states there. Most vehicles were decorated with vinyl cut-out stickers with various III% logos and messaging. There must have been over thirty vehicles in all. We were all communicating using handheld BaoFeng ham radios, or some of us had more powerful car-mounted units that reminded me of the old CB radios of the eighties. They were set to the MERS 3 channel, which had become standard practice at these standoff events.

It was exhilarating as the convoy carried heavily armed militia members through town, blowing through red lights and intersections to maintain the group’s singularity. It almost felt like the militia forces had taken over the small town.

As we approached the refuge parking lot, the media turned from covering the morning press conference, and their focus quickly became the armed convoy that had just pulled up.

I was a few vehicles back from the front, and you can see my Black Acura in the day’s footage. The convoyed just stopped where it was on the road, and all the militia guys got out of their vehicles simultaneously. I stepped out of my vehicle a moment or two later to the soundtrack of continuously shooting pictures and shouted questions from the caught-off-guard journalists who began to mob around the twitchy militia guys with assault rifles already slung in from them. I panicked, as the militia guys looked like they might raise their rifles as the press pushed in on them.

“Get back! Move back!” a militia guy shouted as he raised his rifle from its hanging position to one slightly higher, muzzle still pointed at the ground.

The media crowd seemed to get the message loud and clear as they all seemed to take a step back, giving the armed militia space.

It was a clear visual message sent via the national media to the powers that be. And it worked to significant effect that day.

The convoy of III% was quickly asked to leave by the occupiers, as we have seen in many of these situations. But that didn’t matter; that didn’t make it into the news cycle. It was the optics of this show of force that was so effectively communicated out to the world.

But that gets to the heart of many motivations behind plugging into these events. It is a way to capture attention and connect with new donors, recruits, and pawns.
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THE MALHEUR OCCUPATION 2

After the III% were asked to leave the refuge shortly after the convoy left, they did so and went off to confront the feds back in town. I stuck around wanting to connect with Ammon and LaVoy to try to set up an interview. I had made brief contact with LaVoy via phone the previous day, and he had told me to come to find him at the refuge.

After the convoy turned around and headed back to Burns, I parked my car and approached the guard stationed in a beat-up white pickup truck with some Sovereign Citizens-like messaging plastered across its door in the stick-on letters you find in the hardware store. As I approached, I saw he had a rifle across his lap.

“The press conference is over; you need permission to be here now,” he said as he rolled down the window to his pickup.

“Yeah, I know. Hey, I’m Jason Van Tatenhove, and LaVoy said I needed to come to find him when I got into town.”

“Huh, Jason Van-whosen?” he tried repeating.

“I work for Oath Keepers National. I am here to talk with LaVoy.”

That seemed to get his attention. “OK . . . OK, let me see who I can get on the horn,” he said as he searched for a handheld radio along the old pickup’s cluttered bench seat.

After about ten minutes of trying to hunt down LaVoy, he got a message that I was OK to go to the conference room to wait for him.

“OK, you are good to go. Take this switchback path down to the buildings, find the office and conference room, and go there. Don’t go anywhere else unaccompanied. Do you understand me?”

“Yeah, I got it, thanks,” I said as I began the walk down the narrow, ice-covered switchback path to the buildings located below the parking lot. As I rounded the last corner, my feet flew out from under me, and I fell, sliding another four feet down the path. Fearing I might have crushed the camera equipment, I swore as I picked myself up and brushed myself off.

I didn’t see any markings on the buildings that would have indicated an office or conference room, so I wandered a little until I saw a black photojournalist with long dreads with a large lens camera hanging from his neck. He knew who I was and called me by name.

“Hey, Jason, are the Oath Keepers here officially?”

He looked familiar, but I didn’t think I had met him before.

“Naw, I’m just here on my own to get some interviews and see what’s going on. Stewart doesn’t condone this.”

“Mind if I get some pics of you?” he asked. “I’ll email you copies.”

“Sure, why not,” I answered and stood for the pics in my black cowboy hat and red scarf.

I figured I’d ask him, “Hey do you know where the building is that they are calling the office and conference room?”

He pointed across the way. “It’s that one right there.”

“Thanks; see you around,” I said and walked over and through the unlocked door. The office looked like it had been an actual house at one time, but it now had several smaller mismatched tables pushed into the center. There were several chairs around the tables in an ad hoc conference table setup.

I sat down at the table and began to inspect my camera equipment. Unfortunately, there was one casualty due to my fall. The back digital display on my Canon Rebel T3i had shattered; cracks spiderwebbed across the screen.

“Well, shit,” I said to myself out loud. I turned it on and put the viewfinder up to my eye. I breathed a sigh of relief as I saw the internal heads-up display still worked, so I would be able to limp it along until I could get a new one. The rest of my equipment was intact.

I waited about forty minutes until a familiar face walked into the room. Ryan P. had been part of the security team who had “voted” to block the Oath Keepers from returning to Bundy Ranch.

“Heya, can I help you?” he asked with a genuinely surprised look.

“Yeah, I am just waiting for LaVoy; he is supposed to meet me here.”

“Ahh, OK. And who are you? You look familiar.”

“I’m Jason, the national media director for the Oath Keepers.”

“Oh, yeah . . . that’s where I know you from. I’m glad you’re there to keep Stewart straight, that guy . . . ” He trailed off. “Let me see if I can find out where LaVoy is. I’m sure something came up, and he’ll be here shortly. But I’ll find out for sure.”

“OK, thanks.”

After another hour, I was ready to wander to try and find him. But a group of the leadership then came in.

“Heya, sorry, this is a whole bunch of hurry and wait. Just like the military,” one of the militia guys I didn’t know said as LaVoy came over and shook my hand, looking me straight in the eye. “Thanks for coming out here, Jason, and helping to get the word out about what we are doing here.”

“Of course,” I answered. “It is kind of my job these days,” I said.

I liked LaVoy; we had built a rapport during the Skype calls and interviews we had done for my radio show. He was also a novelist, which was something I had always planned on pursuing when the time was right. He was friendly, cheerful, and committed to his family and convictions.

The group filed in, taking seats around the tables, and updated me on what they had been doing. They spoke to me about Public Safety Committees and cutting fences down (which they thought a neighboring rancher would appreciate, but in the end, he did not). They also spoke about the awful conditions they claimed to have found Native American artifacts stored in.

We decided we would do a live-streamed interview with the leadership, and I set up my gear, including a mobile hotspot and the backup of using my phone as a hotspot. I got everything set up, and we did a test broadcast, but then just as we were about to go live, the Internet shut down like someone had flipped an off switch. Everything that could go wrong did. To the point that the rest of the leadership left because they couldn’t wait any longer. After everyone but LaVoy left (he stuck it out with me), I got enough of a connection to do a short interview and recorded some more that I could post later when I returned to my motel room.

I left the compound at sunset, heading back to my sad room. I then got a call from Gook, saying that a few of the III% guys were meeting some press members at a local dive bar to get to know one another a little bit, kind of an informal meet and greet-type thing. I was looking for any reason not to be in my motel room and jumped at the chance to drink with the journalists. I knew a couple of the ones I knew and liked were already in the area. Plus, at that point, I could use a drink.

The blaze of the orangish street lights glowed in the low-hanging clouds and freezing mist of the bitter cold as I found the bar. The streets of Burns were empty, and not just because it was a cold winter night. It looked like the area had been hit hard economically over the years. There seemed to be more empty and abandoned storefronts than not in that part of town.

But the cold desolation of the streets quickly melted away as I opened the door to the warm glow and sounds of those gathered in the packed bar that night. Not to mention the smell of freshly cooked food.

Gook and the various militia folks were already there and had gotten a good head start on me in the drinking department. But I didn’t waste any time catching up. The mood was festive, like a party. I climbed into the far side of a booth, and a skinny reporter for Vice with a British accent (I think) sat next to me. Then Gook sat his massive frame next to the Vice guy, squishing him between us. He squirmed but sat tight.

An editor for the New York Times out of Denver and a documentary filmmaker I would work with later sat across from us as we began drinking, laughing, and talking earnestly. My photojournalist friend from the Sugar Pine Mine Standoff (the man who didn’t have a stroke) also showed up. For a while, Gook and I tried to freak out the squares by playing that we were a gay couple (this is much more common than you would think amongst combat veterans). He pushed boundaries further than I would have thought an actual straight guy would (also, I wasn’t open about being queer back then, either). But it was all a big laugh, and to be frank, that night was one of the best memories I have of my time with the Oath Keepers. Not to mention that the human connections I made that night were essential to my later reawakening.

The following day I awoke to a hungover and a groggy call from Sgt. Major saying he would come up and wanted to see if I could share my room. I told him that, of course, he would be welcome and that it was a bunk-like setup. Again, all the militia guys descended on the town of Burns, Oregon, and met up for breakfast at the Apple Barrel. I had been invited to come back to the refuge by LaVoy the previous day. So I went and grabbed breakfast and then headed back across the frozen and seemingly barren space between town and the refuge.

The vibe at the refuge seemed tenser. While the III% groups were filling the buffer spaces, there was talk of just how effective they could be so far out from where the standoff was happening.

By this time in my tenure with the Oath Keepers, I had begun to drink more of the Kool-Aid that I was helping to propagate daily. I had begun to dress differently. Instead of my usual punk rock t-shirts and blue jeans, I increasingly began dressing in Under Armour and nine-line shirts (a brand popular in the “patriot” communities). I even sported a black cowboy hat. But unlike the old weathered Al Jorgensen type of my past, this one was just a western-styled hat, much like we saw Stewart wearing in the year before he was ultimately arrested.

I had no trouble getting past the perimeter guards this time and began to walk through the grounds. Rather than just hurrying up and waiting at the building, the guards called the office; I wandered a bit.

The first person I came across was a familiar face from previous protests. He was the guy who, along with his trusty horse named Hell Boy, clad himself in the American flag and became one of the most iconic images of the Malheur Refuge standoff. Duane Leo Ehmer was around my age, but he was one of the friendliest people I had met in the scene. He had a young teenage daughter he was raising on his own, he liked that I was an MMA fighter, and we both had worked at Renaissance festivals in our younger days. He was one of the guys who would joust in full replica armor on his horse. He, much like me, wasn’t your “typical” militia guy.

Duane had parked his horse trailer on the edge of the large garage and parking lot where the refuge kept their heavy equipment. He was putting out a small pile of hay for Hell Boy. We took a few minutes catching up on the frozen parking lot. I asked him where I might find LaVoy, and he pointed to a door just over from the large open garage area.

“That’s the main base of operations for the leadership. I’d start there.”

I thanked him, left him to care for Hell Boy, and walked over to the door he had pointed out. Inside the room, I first noticed various assault rifles leaning up against desks that looked like they would have been modern in the seventies. Computer monitors looked like they had been swept off the desks along with various pens, paper clips, and other desk clutter. The room was empty of any of the prominent leaders of the group. Instead, only had a couple of women who looked vaguely familiar occupied it.

“What are you doing here?” one of them asked.

“I’m Jason Van Tatenhove; I am supposed to meet LaVoy today. He was supposed to give me a quick update on things and a tour.”

“Well, I think he is with Ammon and his brother; they are taking down some spy camera that the feds have put up again on a power pole. You can wait here or try and find them. Ammon is catching up on things. His family came out to visit him, but he will be back sometime today.”

“All right,” I answered. “Do you think it would be OK for me to talk to some volunteers who came out to support things? Like maybe up in the mess hall? Is there a Public Information Office set up anywhere?”

She looked at me, seemingly very uncertain of the answer she should give me. “Who are you? You look familiar, but I don’t think I’ve seen you around yet.”

“Oh, sorry, like I said, I’m Jason Van Tatenhove with Oath Keepers media. I’m out to cover what’s happening here and help get the word out.”

She took a moment to think before answering. “Well, you could head up to the mess hall and talk to the folks there for a bit before Ammon gets back. It’s in the building around the corner and behind us.” She pointed out past the far end of the garage, just under the guard tower.

‘Thanks,” I said as I headed out the door and around the mess hall, waving to the armed men up in the tower who were looking down at me. Once there, I was reminded of the makeshift cooking area I had seen at the Bundy Ranch. However, this one was inside and had some basic kitchen infrastructure, like an oven and a sink. Cots and sleeping bags were set up along the front area of the room, and the kitchen space was toward the back.

There were several people there just hanging around. A woman was busy cooking up something in a large pot. I took the time to ask how things were going and how they were getting the food to feed the folks at the refuge. The bubbly woman introduced herself as Momma Bear. She spoke about the tremendous outpouring of support from the folks who had been to the refuge, with most bringing in donations of nonperishable foods. Some children wandered in and out of the mess hall area as she spoke.

It would later be revealed that many of the “volunteers” were at the standoff on the behest of the FBI, including Momma Bear. In total, it was reputed that there were fifteen FBI informants at the refuge—nine who were inside the refuge and six who were out in the periphery. Momma Bear went on to testify on behalf of the defense team. She was the only one I had direct contact with, and it was brief and innocuous.

After talking with a few folks, I wandered back out of the mess hall and toward the garage. It was then that I saw a cadre of familiar faces. Ammon Bundy, his brother Ryan, Joseph, and LaVoy Finicum talked in a group in the parking lot. I was greeted with warm smiles and firm handshakes. We then posed for a group picture and headed into the office next to the garage at which I had started. Everyone in the office was asked to kneel and pray, and then they updated me on what was happening, letting me know that they would be heading to a sheriff’s office in a neighboring county to talk about what they saw as the overreach of federal authorities and the handling of public and private lands in rural communities. They didn’t tell me where or when they were going because they wanted to keep it on the down-low. I also don’t think they had things quite figured out. LaVoy mentioned that he thought the feds had put yet another camera up on a telephone pole in the same place that they had before and was going to have to get a long ladder out to the area to remove it. After the meeting, I asked if there was a quiet place I could sit and work on putting together an article on the updates. I was directed back to an actual office around where the switchbacks came down from the parking lot where I had fallen the other day. There was an actual office space where I could work. LaVoy told me he would drive me over and that Ryan P. would also be there working on a few things. We got into LaVoy’s large white dually Dodge pickup (a type of pickup with four rear wheels), and he drove me the short distance to the office. We said good-bye, and he showed me a handgun that his son had given him as a gift that had been laying on the front seat of the truck.

Something told me that this would be the last time I would see LaVoy alive and in person.

LaVoy parked his truck in front of the office space and left the engine running as he ran in with me to let Ryan know that I was OK to be there and asked Ryan to find me a quiet space to work. I set up my laptop at a desk just across the way from Ryan and got to work typing up an article.

“Hey, I know you from somewhere,” Ryan said as I began writing.

“Yeah,” I answered. “I was at Bundy Ranch, but I don’t think we ever met there. But you have probably seen me on the Oath Keeper videos and Facebook page.”

“Yeah, that’s it,” he said and went back to his work.

We worked in silence, and then, during a pause in both of our work, we started a conversation about the messaging around the Bundy Ranch Standoff and now the Malheur Occupation and how he felt the mainstream media made everyone seem so much more radical than they were.

“Well, all the guns, camo, and armor don’t help . . .,” I offered.

“Yeah, but it’s our messaging that gets twisted up.”

I just nodded.

He then launched into a tirade about how a breakaway Israeli community was waiting to bring helicopters to rescue him at the refuge if things went south.

At that moment, I came to believe that Ryan’s grip on reality was tedious at best, and that there may be some serious mental health issues in the inner circles of the occupation’s leadership. Either that or he was just fucking with me. But I don’t think he was.

I quickly came up with a reason to get out of there and headed back to my motel room hovel.
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THE MALHEUR OCCUPATION 3—DEATH AND ESCAPE

Fortunately, I would not have to spend one more night in that damned room. Before I had even made it back to the motel, I received a frantic call from Shilo telling me that there were mountain lion hunters all through the property where we rented our cabin. A large mountain lion had been stalking the property over the past few days and had gotten so bold that it had broken into the horse stable across from our cabin and attacked the horses sheltered within.

Shilo wasn’t sure what to do. The authorities had recommended that any kids in the area be driven or walked down to their bus stop, and the distance between our house and our girls’ bus stop was about three-quarters of a mile. The last stretch was through a heavily forested patch. Shilo’s health was on a destructive cycle, having deteriorated since I left for the occupation, and she did not feel safe bringing the girls to the bus stop.

“I’ll head back right now. I have to grab my stuff out of the motel room.” I promised her I would drive through the night and be there in time to get the girls to the bus stop.

When I left Burns, Oregon, that day, it felt like there was stillness in the air, a calm before a storm about to unleash its fury. I had no idea how correct that sentiment was until later.

I drove through the night. The roads were clear and plowed, so I made good time and, as promised, returned in time to walk my girls to the bus stop.

While I had been a gun owner throughout my time with the Oath Keepers, I never shared the child-with-a-new-toy-like zeal of some of my compatriots when carrying them. I felt they were tools for particular purposes that my children should be informed and knowledgeable about, to take the taboo out of the subject. But I always felt, out of safety, that they should be stored in a gun locker. Stewart often pressured me always to carry a firearm. I didn’t. I, at times, would get yelled at for not having an assault rifle in my vehicle when I pick him up. I have since seen my personal feelings on gun control and the enormous costs to our communities evolving more and more toward regulation. It just hasn’t been worth our children bearing the cost.

But when mountain lions are on the prowl and hungry enough to break into a horse stable just across the meadow from my family home, that is one of the appropriate times to strap a handgun on my belt. Luckily enough, I got them on the bus without incident.

That day a couple of the squared-away guys who had their acts together and who had put on several trainings I had attended and with whom I had a rapport checked in. They had just traveled to Burns and related their thoughts on the buildup of law enforcement and the movements they had seen as outside observers. They were confident that the FBI was about to drop the proverbial hammer down on the occupiers. They stressed that I needed to get a hold of my contacts in the refuge and those who had placed themselves as a buffer in the Burns area and let them know that the hammer was about to drop.

I spent almost the entire night on Skype calls with Stewart, Sgt. Major and the training guys. I even spoke with LaVoy personally, urging him to leave the refuge and live to fight another day. That particular conversation, at one point, was released by some branch of Anonymous on one of their YouTube channels. We tried our best to convince those who had the power to do so to call off the occupation and retreat to a friendly constitutional county sheriff office in the next county over.

But our pleas fell on deaf ears. LaVoy was ready to stand and die at that lonely, frozen refuge. I think he had decided before he set foot in Oregon that winter that he would become a martyr for the cause. And one day later, that wish came true.

It was at about 5:30 in the evening the next day, and I was attempting to catch a quick nap from getting so little sleep over the past few days when I had a call come in from a friend of mine who is a musician in the “patriot” scene, J.

I was still in the clouds of exhaustion when I hit accept on my cell phone.

“They did it . . . they shot and killed LaVoy. He’s dead.” J’s voice choked.

“Oh shit—”

I quickly ran downstairs to turn on the national news, which was already reporting on the shooting death. At first, the only reports coming out seemed to be from the local TV stations and newspapers in the Pacific Northwest.

On January 26, a small convoy of two vehicles, including LaVoy’s 2015 White Dodge Ram Quad-cab in the lead and a dark-colored, newer Jeep, left the refuge. Ryan P. had earlier been extended an invitation for the leadership of the occupation to speak at a public meeting at the John Day Senior Center in John Day, Oregon (the town in which I had driven through and had my tire repaired). This was the first time that Ammon and his cadre left the refuge together. The FBI Hostage Rescue Team and Oregon State Troopers took advantage of the situation to intercept the convoy with a traffic stop on a remote stretch of US Route 395. Unbeknownst to the rest of the leadership group, the man who drove the Jeep that day was one of the FBI informants/agents at the refuge.

The FBI and Oregon State Troopers pulled in behind the Jeep and initiated a traffic stop. The Jeep pulled over immediately, and the Jeep’s driver and all its occupants, including Ammon and Booda, surrendered peacefully. LaVoy didn’t pull over at first but eventually pulled over and stopped after a bit. The police immediately launched a round of 40 mm pepper spray at LaVoy’s truck. The sponge-tipped round struck Ryan P. in the hand, and after being struck, he exited the vehicle and surrendered, giving up a handgun holstered on his hip.

At that point, the occupants of LaVoy’s truck began filming on their cell phones. This included Shawna Cox, the woman who had looked so familiar in the office space next to the garage where we all had kneeled and prayed, and the then eighteen-year-old Victoria Sharp, who had been a part of the singing troupe with her family at the Bundy Ranch Standoff.

After seven minutes, LaVoy had made it abundantly clear that he would not exit the vehicle and surrender and told the cops to shoot him if they had to. He also asked the occupants if they would like to leave the vehicle, which they did not. He announced that he would meet with the sheriff over in John Day, and they could follow him there.

LaVoy then gunned his pickup and continued down the highway for a short time before encountering a roadblock about a mile down. The officers from the stop pursued him.

As the pickup truck approached the roadblock, an Oregon State Police SWAT officer shot three times at the approaching truck.

LaVoy swerved off the side of the road into a snow embankment to avoid the roadblock, narrowly missing one of the officers. LaVoy jumped out of the truck; I do not doubt that this was to draw the aim of the officers away from the others still huddled down in the back-seat of the pickup. When he exited, an FBI agent fired two shots, one of which entered the vehicle and ricocheted, striking Ryan Bundy in the shoulder. LaVoy put some distance between himself and the truck while he raised his hands in what looked like a surrender pose and then put them back down again. While one of the Oregon State Troopers approached LaVoy with a taser, LaVoy turned his body, possibly reaching into a pocket with his right hand. Then he was shot in the back twice by another officer in the pursuit vehicle. He died there in the deep snow. Medical assistance was only given after ten minutes. But it was too late; he was already dead.

It seemed like I was on the phone constantly trying to piece together what had happened. This was before the feds released the video drone footage. Rumors were swirling, fueled by conversations allegedly coming from some of the occupiers who had been arrested with the convoy but still somehow had access to their cell phones. Stories abounded from those in LaVoy’s pickup (the exact pickup I had ridden in just days before) and the Jeep who had been released without charges. It was a storm of rumors, and everyone was scared. And rightfully so. LaVoy had become the first martyr for the patriot community, and nobody knew which hammer would drop next.

It is hard to put into words the upswell of emotions when someone you know and even consider a friend is shot and killed by the FBI. Possibly with his hands up. But he had made it clear to me that those were his intentions the day before he died. He knew what he was doing.

But I didn’t have much time to think about or process the event. Shortly after I learned about the shooting death of LaVoy on that cold, snowy stretch of mountain highway, I got another call from my friend. This time he told me that a group of women and children, including a pregnant woman, wanted to leave the refuge, but those remaining were not letting them leave, and the FBI was about to raid the refuge in a column of Bearcats.

I quickly organized a group Skype call that included Stewart Rhodes; a rep from the Coalition of the Western States who was at the refuge; Sgt Major; Michele Fiore, a politician from Nevada who at the time was a member of the Nevada Assembly; Matt Shea, who was a member of the Washington State House of Representatives from the Fourth District (and who was later accused of domestic terrorism for his role in a series of standoffs, including the refuge) and founder of the Coalition of Western States; and a far-right Idaho state representative.

In an exhausting call that stretched to the very early hours of the morning, we as a group were able to connect to the FBI and negotiate to allow the women and children to leave in a convoy of what started as four trucks. It ended up being three after one became entangled in some barbed wire after some of the holdouts wouldn’t let them use the roadway.

But in the end, they got out safe. Stewart and the other leaders of the Oath Keepers, III%, and the Pacific Patriot Network all issued a statement calling for their respective members to stand down until leadership could talk further with federal officials to understand better what had happened.

Ammon also issued a message through his attorney telling the remaining protestors to stand down and go home.

Later that evening, almost all the remaining ragtag holdouts left the refuge, including Duane Ehmer with his beloved horse, Hell Boy.

There were a few paranoid holdouts who live-streamed their last days until Michele Fiore again stepped in to help by negotiating their surrender after the funeral for LaVoy and the subsequent arrest of Cliven Bundy at the airport once he flew up to Oregon to bolster the holdouts with reinforcement.
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THE FUNERAL

It was a tough New Year holiday. I was filled with anger and rage, cycling through moments of self-doubt and questioning just how far down the rabbit hole I had gone. I could have easily found myself in that white Dodge pickup truck if the universe hadn’t stepped in to place a mountain lion attack in my path. I wanted to rage against the federal government. I wanted to call out their bullshit, how they had killed an innocent man with raised hands. But that is not what happened on that cold, windblown stretch of highway. And I needed to sober up to the reality of what I had gotten myself into.

It was a cascade of events that led LaVoy to that moment. I had tried to talk some sense into him . . . we all had. But he had made up his mind well before that date. This led me to question myself. Had I already decided who the “federal government” is? Who are these faceless, nameless special agents and cops with no actual bearing on who they are as actual living, breathing humans? We get our cultural definitions of a “fed” or a “cop” from the media we consume. How many of us know who these people are as fellow humans? This line of thinking contrasted with the coverage of so many who have been mistreated and killed at the hands of law enforcement. These are some of the hard questions I began to ask myself in those quiet moments, especially after the FBI released the drone footage of the shooting death.

LaVoy’s funeral was scheduled for the following week, on February 6, 2016. J and I decided to drive to Utah together to attend the funeral. In the days following the shooting, J had written a song titled “The Ballad of LaVoy Finicum (A Cowboy’s Stand for Freedom).”

It was a sad, primarily quiet drive punctuated with the occasional intense snowstorm. Kanab, Utah, looks like something out of an old Western movie. That’s because it is. The town was used as a location in numerous Western movies back in the day. We drove straight to the Mormon Church where the memorial service was to be held. We found a parking spot for the old Suburban in which we had traveled in between lifted pickup trucks flying large American and confederate flags off the beds. There were numerous horse trailers in the parking lot field, as well. There was to be a horseback procession after the service.

The funeral was held in a low-slung metal building composed of three massive rooms that opened into one another. The media reports of the day put the attendance count at several hundred, but it sure looked closer to about a thousand to my eyes. During the funeral, LaVoy’s children gave heart-wrenching talks about their father and what he meant to them. It was when his daughters spoke that hit home for me. I could easily imagine my daughters— confused, heartbroken, and scared for the future without their father—speaking similarly about me.

I asked myself if the battle was worth the loss and cost LaVoy’s daughters would endure for the rest of their lives. This line of questioning would lead me to the last question: was what I was doing worth the costs that could be inflicted on my daughters and new granddaughter, my wife and family?

There was an open-casket viewing before the service started. I filed through to say my last good-byes to a man whom I only met in person once but whom I had come to know through interviews and conversations online and via phone calls.

After the service, the attendees filtered out, and a couple of his daughters spoke to groups gathered around, including the media. Cliven Bundy was in attendance and rode up to listen from horseback. A nondescript white airplane circled the parking lot from far above, reminding me that even then, we were being surveilled by the powers that be. J and I were sure a group of men who had sat in the row up from us were an undercover team from the FBI.

Unchecked paranoia seemed to rule the day. And it continued to wreak havoc later that day in the hotels and motels where everyone who had turned out from around the country stayed.

I introduced myself to Cliven before he rode off, and we agreed to meet later that afternoon at his hotel. From the funeral, J and I went to meet a guy who had been making a documentary on the deadly occupation of the refuge at a local watering hole. After a few drinks, we agreed to go to the desert just out of town for a quick photoshoot and get some footage for the doc. The filmmaker would later spend some time with me in Montana right when I was taking a hard look at my time with the Oath Keepers and beginning to pull away.

The sun was beginning to set in the Utah desert like an old Western oil painting. We pulled into the parking lot of the hotel Cliven was staying in, which was abuzz with activity. Militia-looking guys were packing up pickups and loading in storable food, gun cases, water jugs, and camping equipment. It looked like they were ready to head out to a standoff callout. Only I hadn’t heard of one happening, and I was pretty in the know with those kinds of things.

I was stopped in the hotel lobby by a kid who couldn’t have been much more than eighteen dressed in mismatched camo with a handgun, not in a holster, but just tucked into his belt.

“Hey, who are you?” he asked, taking me a bit off guard.

“I’m Jason. Who are you?”

“I’m part of Cliven Bundy’s security detail. We just had something happen here, so we have had to increase our security,” he said, seeming a bit unnerved.

“Well, that works out. I am here to speak with Cliven; I am Jason Van Tatenhove, the national media director for the Oath Keepers.”

“Oh . . . OK—I’ll have to make sure you’re cleared to talk to Cliven.”

“OK, you do that,” I responded, thinking that things were never squared away when it came to the Bundy family security teams, but this seemed to be a new low. I noticed another teenage-looking guy on the other side of the room who seemed equally mismatched in his militia costume and utterly oblivious to safe firearms handling.

The kid who stopped me pulled out a handheld radio and thumbed the button, “Hey, Captain Karl; I have a guy down here that says he’s here to speak to Mr. Bundy, says he’s Jason Van—something from the Oath Keepers.” After some discussion back and forth, I decided to sit on one of the couches and wait things out.

About ten minutes later, Cliven came down still dressed in the suit and cowboy hat he had worn to the funeral.

He shook my hand firmly and asked if I wanted to join him in the hotel restaurant. I hadn’t eaten that day, so I heartily agreed. We sat in the middle of the restaurant, and the two “security guys” took up positions on either side of the door, looking into the room, and began a distracted conversation between themselves.

I asked Cliven what had happened. He relayed that there had been a gun discharged in the hotel earlier. A bullet had shot from one of the rooms into an adjacent room, shattering a couple of mirrors.

No one had been injured, but it had created quite a stir. I later found out that it had been someone who had been on a meth bender and who wanted to send a message to another militia group member. Yet again, no one was hurt or killed in the chaos of the funeral, so luck was on our side.

Cliven quickly got to the real reason he had agreed to speak with me that day. It was the same reason the parking lot buzzed with militia activity. At that time, there were still four holdouts up at the refuge. Cliven was organizing a convoy of folks to bolster and support the remaining protestors. He wanted me to communicate this to Stewart in hopes of getting the Oath Keepers to support the action.

I knew immediately that Stewart wouldn’t have anything to do with it. But I told the aging Bundy patriarch that I would call Stewart, relay the message, and have him get ahold of him personally.

Which I did; Stewart laughed at the request. But it never became an issue because Cliven was picked up and arrested by the feds as he landed at the Portland airport. His arrest was the first of the indictments coming down the pipeline and started a string of arrests of the original Bundy Ranch participants. This caused a panic of fear, loathing, and paranoia throughout the militia communities, including the Oath Keepers.


Chapter 21
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FBI RAIDS AND BOWLING ALLEYS

I first met Todd at one of the trainings I spoke about in a previous chapter. These trainings were at times very elaborate and sophisticated. Some were held out on the salt flats of Nevada just over from where the Burning Man festival is held every year. The one on the salt flats was a several-day event that focused on night-fighting techniques. During the special training, simulated grenade launchers were used along with other pyrotechnic simulations, and tracer rounds seemed to give the feel of an actual battlefield at night. There were trainings where members learned how to rappel out of a flying helicopter or just down a sheer mountain cliff.

The first multiday training was actually on Todd’s property. Todd lived just over the Idaho border, and I had to drive through the Yak to get there. The Yak is simply a mystical place where you expect to see the titans and giants of old strolling amongst the massive trees. Just across from Lincoln County, Montana, and over a massive suspension bridge lies the Bonners Ferry and Sandpoint, Idaho, area. And there, nestled on a hilltop just a few ridges over from where Ruby Ridge happened, was where I first met Todd.

It was for training being put on by the writers of the Mountain Gorilla Blog. This outlet hasn’t gotten much attention, but these are very squared-away individuals. We spent three days and two nights in the Montana springtime there. Todd’s cabin was still under construction, and I had brought along a new hammock and tarp setup that was more than adequate for the late spring season.

During this training, we went over everyone’s tactical gear and had the “big talk” on how they needed to spend less money on guns and more on gym memberships with those who had spent thousands of dollars on gear. Yet, when it was time to get into all of it and go on a nighttime hike with our rucksacks, it became apparent to everyone that they all needed to spend less on tactical gear and a lot more time and money on physical conditioning and gym memberships, myself included.

The most memorable event of that and any other training happened when we were out on a nighttime movements training. We were instructed not to load our weapons, mostly, I think, because the instructors were worried about a group of guys dressed in some of the best equipment money could buy but in terrible shape and mostly untrained in that equipment’s proper and safe usage. Especially when physically exhausted from a short hike.

It felt like a scene from some horror movie as we made our way down the dirt mountain road that led to the property where the training was based. The moon was full and threw shapes from the massive trees in a gray-blue and shadowed mesh pattern across everything. It began with a rustling in the underbrush from behind and then to the left of us. It sounded like a reasonably large animal running from one patch of cover to the next patch. At that moment, I convinced myself that it must just be a curious white-tailed deer. Other noises in the underbrush began to come from the front and left again and then the right. It sounded like a pack of wolves was circling in on us, contemplating the trade-off between possible injury and a ready-made meal of mostly overweight militia guys carrying guns with no ammunition—just another bizarre experience. And again, this one ended with luck on our side, as the wolves must have decided against the meal and left us alone. But lying in my hammock hung between two trees later that night, I fell asleep to their howls.

Todd and I would develop what I would call a friendship after he began to put on more and more trainings that I would attend, mainly on Stewart’s behalf. He formed a company for this training, NITC. Originally the acronym stood for National Infantry Training Center. From my recollection, Todd himself never was a veteran but was, like me, a fellow training junkie. But he had several friends who were combat vets with considerable experience and skill sets. After Todd was arrested on March 3, 2016, by the FBI for his actions at Bundy Ranch, the group was taken over by Big Ugly and the other instructors, who changed the name to the Northern Idaho Training Center.

We were close enough that on the day the FBI arrested Eric Parker of the Idaho III% and several other participants from the original Bundy Ranch standoff, Todd called me while the FBI was pursuing him.

I was with Stewart that day, and he called from his cell phone after Eric had been picked up elsewhere in the state. He was on the move and trying to figure out what to do. His voice was full of fear and anxiety, along with hints of considering going out in a blaze of glory. The last thing he told us was that he thought he was being tailed by a vehicle and would quickly duck into a real estate office he had begun working at recently.

We got word from one of the training instructors that he had been arrested in the real estate office without injury and had been safely taken into custody.

These arrests of many in the militia community whipped everyone’s paranoia into a rabid, mindless frenzy. Stewart was freaking out, thinking that the feds would come and raid all our homes at any minute. And while I knew that I had never broken any laws in my work with the Oath Keepers, I, too, fell victim to this same paranoia. We were on red alert twenty-four hours a day for weeks until Stewart had had enough of living that way. He called me and let me know that he was going to be reaching out to the FBI to schedule a sit-down meeting. He reached out to the feds through Steve, the radio whiz I had originally met my first night at Bundy Ranch and who still had contacts in the bureau from his time getting busted at the Freeman Standoff.*

Stewart asked me to drive with him and Steve down to the bowling alley in Whitefish so that they could meet and talk. He said that he wanted to communicate to the FBI that if they were going to arrest us, he would ask that they just let us know so it could be done away from our families and hopefully be less traumatic for us all.

He had us drive down in convoy with spacing so that if we were pulled over on the way there, it would be a safer environment. I didn’t think it would matter one way or another. If they wanted to grab us, they would grab us, regardless of convoy positioning; in the end, there isn’t a situation where one can win against the FBI Hostage Rescue Team.

It took us about an hour to get into Whitefish, and we pulled into the parking lot of the local bowling alley and restaurant, looking for a possible ambush setup. There was none.

We walked into the alley on the restaurant side, buzzing with nervous anxiety. Steve pointed at two guys sitting in a booth on the far wall of the dining room. I had never seen an FBI agent in their natural habitat, except in tactical gear at standoffs. The two agents seemed more like aging fly-fishing guides. One looked very familiar, like a short, older Ron Howard.

Steve had an easy familiarity with the one who looked like Ron Howard. Apparently, he knew him from his Freeman Standoff days. After some introductions and small talk, Stewart asked if I could drive around for a while and give them all some privacy. I reluctantly agreed but wanted to see how the conversation went down. More than anything, I just wanted to see what an FBI agent was like.

I left the meeting, drove to the nearby Safeway’s parking lot, and waited for Stewart to call. I figured this would be one conversation he wouldn’t want to drag out. About an hour later, I got a call to pick him up. So I drove back over, and as I was walking up to the bowling alley door, the agents walked out. The one who looked like Ron Howard stopped me to shake my hand and introduce himself. He mentioned that I also looked familiar to him. I told him I used to work for the Department of Livestock, which shares a building with the FBI field office, and that maybe we had seen each other walking around there, or maybe he saw my fight. More likely it was just from my work with the Oath Keepers. I never did figure it out.

I walked in and asked Stewart how the conversation had gone. He relayed that the feds had no intentions of bringing anyone else in at that point and appreciated that we reached out to them and opened lines of communication.

That helped quench the constant paranoia and helped us return to a sense of normalcy.

Things slowed down for a bit. Stewart, once again, went off the radar. It was during that time that he lost his prosthetic eye. There was speculation by those in his circles that it might have been due to cocaine use. But I never saw anything that led me to embrace that thought process. I think he may have just been in a depression and not taking care of himself.

After a bit, he reemerged, and we spent a good deal of time traveling the country; however, this time, we drove everywhere due to fear of being detained and arrested in an airport like Cliven Bundy had been. And, of course, Stewart wanted to travel down to Texas for a fundraising rally and then do an East Coast tour extending from Virginia and the Washington, DC, area to upstate New York. Stewart got a crash course in my musical taste on the slaphappy, overtired drives where I would sing the lyrics to Prince’s “Kiss” at the top of my lungs across the front seat of our rented Kia, as well as give him a solid introduction to Fugazi.

After the touring around, things slowed down even more, and it seemed everyone in the “patriot” communities were just in a holding pattern waiting for the next big event to happen. Then it did, but it started with a new term making the rounds of national news broadcasts: alt-right.
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* Danny Lewis, “Twenty Years Ago Today, the Montana Freemen Started Its 81-Day Standoff,” Smithsonian Magazine, March 25, 2016, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/twenty-years-ago-today-the-montana-freeman-started-its-81-day-standoff-180958568/.
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THE RISE OF THE ALT-RIGHT AND THE STRAW THAT BROKE THE CAMEL’S BACK

The alt-right is defined as “a loose association of relatively young white nationalists (who largely disavowed racism but celebrated ‘white’ identity and lamented the alleged erosion of white political and economic power and the decline of white culture in the face of nonwhite immigration and multiculturalism), white supremacists, extreme libertarians, and Neo-Nazis.”

The term alt-right wasn’t a part of our national lexicon before 2016. It was Richard Spencer who first brought the term into the mainstream consciousness by making an abbreviation for Alternative Right. According to Wikipedia, Richard is an American neo-Nazi, anti-Semitic conspiracy theorist, and white supremacist.

He has advocated for the enslavement of Haitians by whites and the ethnic cleansing of racial minorities from the United States. He was a featured speaker at the 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, where an alt-right supporter plowed his car into a group of counterprotesters, killing one young woman and injuring nineteen others.

Now I should make something obvious here because I have often said that Stewart Rhodes is the Oath Keepers from start to finish. I do not feel that Stewart, personally, is a racist. He is an opportunist, one who seems to have, over time, begun to have no real qualms with networking with those who are actual racists and white nationalists. There was no moral anchor when it came to relationships of convenience.

It wasn’t long after returning from LaVoy’s funeral that I began to question what I was involved in, in earnest. I had fallen into a pretty good depression, and I felt I had failed in my original intentions of getting close to the Oath Keepers and writing my breakout novel like Hunter S. Thompson had done so long ago. Things seemed to become more radicalized, extreme, and, at times, bordering on racist. And I had gone along with it more and more just for a paycheck and some excitement. I had sold myself out.

This sentiment continued and was strengthened when I got a call from Stewart. I had been slacking off during my depression on keeping up with my job duties. He asked me how I was doing and said he’d noticed I hadn’t posted any articles or videos for a while. I told him I was a bit down after the funeral and that Shilo had begun to have seizures again, which she had. He had been off traveling and told me that he had been speaking to Richard Spencer and even providing security for him; I would later hear that the Oath Keepers supposedly provided security for Spencer when he was famously punched in the face on video. I couldn’t tell you if the story was real or not, but it seemed likely to me.

I asked Stewart what the fuck he was thinking associating himself and the Oath Keepers with actual neo-Nazis. He didn’t have a good answer; he knew my thoughts on racism from numerous conversations we’d had. He mumbled about how much momentum the alt-right was gaining and that he thought it could be an excellent opportunity to get the Oath Keepers’ message out to a broader audience.

I was not happy to learn of these new developments. Stewart had also begun coordinating with the Patriot Prayer group and the Proud Boys. The bogeyman was actively evolving from the overreach of federal agencies such as the Bureau of Land Management and the US Forest Service to that of ANTIFA and immigrants.

Stewart, during this time, attended several rallies in the heart of liberal cities such as Portland. He was coordinating with the leadership of the Patriot Prayer group and the Proud Boys, who had also hit the scene. They were united in their hatred of the perceived anti-fascists and communists. During this period, he would make videos of himself donning Kevlar-knuckled motorcycle gloves and the attire of someone gearing up to fight in the streets.

I think this didn’t last long, mainly because while Stewart liked to talk and look like someone willing to square up and fight in the streets and fields of America, when it came down to it, he was always behind police lines, just toeing the legal line and never actually leading the charge into the fray. And thankfully so.

I believe that the more extreme elements, like the Proud Boys, saw through this image Stewart tries to portray very quickly and saw him as a poser in that regard.

But again, as we saw around the events of January 6, those differences were put aside when a common cause could benefit those groups.

I wanted nothing to do with these activities. The job that had, at times, been so exciting and adventurous had taken on a much darker tone. But we were finally making decent enough money and had no support structure or safety net. I was beginning to conclude that I needed to get myself out of what I had gotten myself into. I just had no idea how we could afford to do so.

I began to think about what my next steps might be. I knew I would have to find a new place to live, but I still wanted to stay in the area for a while. My daughters seemed to enjoy being up in the mountains. But what kind of a job would I be able to get in the area? How would I be able to provide for my family? Especially in northwest Montana with being so heavily tattooed.

I had always wanted to be a first responder, one of those who ran to where the danger was to help. I put in an application for the local search and rescue team. I wouldn’t hear back for a while.

In the meantime, I began to write, not propaganda with a spin, not nonfiction. I began to write supernatural horror and science fiction. I have known a few authors over the years. During my time with the Oath Keepers, I had the opportunity to interview James Wesley Rawles and several other authors who wrote in the “surviving the end of the world,” prepper genres. I remember asking Rawles about his start becoming an author. He told me he went about writing by taking characters he’d created in his head (usually based on people he knew in real life) and just putting them in situations in his head and writing about how they navigate it, much like playing a Sims video game.

Writing and returning to painting and fine art again were also beginning to awaken the person I had been before I started this journey. I began to take my old clothes, which I had replaced with real tree camo and cowboy boots, and began to dress like myself again. I started turning off the talk radio shows and listening to punk rock again.

What had I become?

I was still struggling with how and when to resign my position with the Oath Keepers, how to get back to myself and move on with my life in new and exciting ways. Fortunately, an experience came that helped me to drop it all and walk away.

It was a late afternoon when I popped into the local grocery store in Eureka. I had to pick up a few things for dinner. There was a small deli next to the checkout lanes with some seating, and you could order sandwiches and fried food and sit down to eat. This area is one of the gathering places in town where folks can catch up on local news, gossip, and shoot the shit.

One of the core members I had known since the beginning of my tenure with the Oath Keepers was standing and talking with two other people who have been associated with the group. I walked up, thinking they were catching up on the day’s news. That conversation they were having would dramatically change the direction of my life back to where I had left off before Bundy Ranch.

At first, I thought I had misheard what they were saying. I had to ask to be sure I hadn’t gotten it wrong.

“So, wait a second, hold on, are you saying that the Holocaust never happened? The Nazis didn’t execute six million Jews? Is that really what you are talking about here?”

I think they were surprised by my response. Stumbling, they threw out that there were much larger concentration camps here and that the numbers were grossly inflated. I assume they were referencing the Japanese internment camps here in the United States, but they didn’t expand on the subject and I wasn’t going to wait around to hear the bullshit.

“Bullshit.” That is all I could muster to say. I didn’t bother with continuing the conversation. I was screamingly angry. Thinking of what my Jewish family would say about this, I stormed out of the grocery, not even considering what I’d needed to pick up. I sped home, my tires squealing around mountain road curves, while trying to contain my anger.

Lux and Wintyr had just gotten home from school, and Shilo asked if I had grabbed the groceries I was supposed to get so she could make dinner.

“Never mind all of that. Gather the girls; we need to have a family meeting.”

We all gathered around the living-room table. Shilo was sitting next to me, and the girls were sitting cross-legged on the floor.

“I need to quit my job,” I said. “I can’t continue doing what I have been doing for the last year and a half. I have no idea how we are going to do it. But I promise we will find a way.”

And we did.

I went up to my bedroom writing nook and wrote an email resigning my position immediately. A call from Stewart followed this up. I am not entirely sure of the emailed responses and conversations we had. I am sure part of my brain has stepped in, offering to trash the memories from this period to make room for new adventures. But I do remember Stewart trying to keep me on board, but not all that much. And truth be told, there is nothing he could have said or offered that would have kept me around. I was done with the Oath Keepers.


Chapter 23
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STARTING AGAIN, RESOLVING TO DO GOOD

Starting again is something that I have gotten used to over the years. One gets better at it as one goes along. But I think it is supposed to be a part of our life experiences. It is only when we fail in what we are doing in our life that we begin to understand how things really work and how to better navigate those systems in our next endeavor.

Sometimes one needs to find themselves again to figure out what one wants to fight for in life. Sometimes it’s just seeing the warm, loving light shining in your daughters’ eyes as they smile up at you that makes you realize that you got off track. And that’s OK. It’s OK to fuck up and get off track; I felt it was important to show my daughters that. But, if you think you may have helped to cause some damage, you do have to do your part to try and make things right as best you can. So, I also needed to show them how to try and make things right again.

I also think this is an essential sentiment for many in our country to hear right now. We are more divided than we have seen in modern history. I think there will be many others who, like me, no longer seem to recognize the person they have become when looking in the mirror. And hopefully, like me, they can find a way back to the person they were before they began the consumption of rhetoric and conspiracy theory. Back to the person they were before they became radicalized and weaponized, sometimes without even knowing it. Maybe someday, we can return to a time when families can gather during the holidays and speak over dinner with civility, love, and respect. Maybe there will once again come a day when our political leaders can disagree with respect and cordially work for a better country without partisan politics. Maybe that’s all a pipe dream, but I want to believe it can happen.

I knew when I left the Oath Keepers that, karmically, I had some work to do to make up for the influence and messaging I helped to propagate. I started this work first behind the scenes. I just wanted to leave that part of my life behind and never have anything to do with it again. I knew I would carry the stigma of being a part of the Oath Keepers for the rest of my life. And that is OK. I hope if I continue doing my part to try and make the world just a little bit of a better place for my girls, then I will be OK. And if I can weave suitable enough stories and use my words and actions to counteract the extremists’ messaging, then maybe people will begin to check out my other books, stories, and writings. Maybe even my fine artwork. Maybe I can still have a voice and a way to support my family doing the creative things I love.

So I started speaking out against what I had been involved in with what I would term a small group of top-shelf journalists who are working the extremist beat. I helped them connect the dots and told them where they might find the information they were looking for and whom to speak to. If I could not help them, I directed them to the people who might have the answers to their questions. This sourcework was always done with the agreement that things always be entirely off the record. My name was never to be used, and if they were to throw me under the bus, I would never work with them again.

I also resolved that if ever I heard about an event, while still being somewhat in the loop, that had the potential of injury or death, especially concerning women and children, I would always do my best to try and do something about it.

It didn’t take long for me to hear about a standoff in the beginning planning stages, and in my thinking, it had great potential to bring bloodshed and even death to a family with several women and children.

The family had reached out to me after I had resigned. They were trying desperately to get a hold of Stewart, who had again gone off the radar. Their son had been indicted for the part that he had played at the Malheur Refuge Occupation. He was one of the pawns whom the leadership of the group had used, and he was now paying the price for it. A warrant had been issued for his arrest associated with using an excavator to dig up the ice on the switchback trail I had myself fallen on while down at the refuge. He also used heavy equipment to dig a few trenches for latrines and defensive positions. Unfortunately, these trenches were on protected, sacred native land.

The son decided to go on the run, and his family wanted to talk with Stewart to see if the Oath Keepers would be willing to come to the family home and protect them in a new standoff.

I tried to tell them that I no longer worked for the Oath Keepers and probably wouldn’t be able to get through to Stewart. They made it quite clear through fear-strained, tear-stained voices that they would be having a standoff with or without the Oath Keepers’ help.

I told them I would do my best to get a message to Stewart. I already knew that this would not be something with which he would engage. He felt slighted that so many Oath Keepers, including myself, had gone out to Malheur after he had expressly told everyone not to.

I ended up being able to get through to him, and as expected, he had no interest in any of it. I knew I had to do something, so I called Big Ugly and told him about the situation. I thought that if I were to bring him out to their family home, as a previous special forces military leader, he may be able to give the family a real-life assessment of their tactical situation against the FBI Hostage Rescue Team (HRT) and what the likely outcomes would be.

Thankfully he agreed, and we made the three-hour trip out to the small town of Plains, Montana. We met first with the family to again hear about their situation and what they were thinking of doing.

We then walked through their property so that Big Ugly could play out certain strategic situations with the family, mostly revolving around how there was no practical way to secure their property and how the HRT would crash through like a hammer through a house made of popsicles. I also stressed how their son was just beginning his life as a young man, and right now, the charges he was facing were not nearly as severe as the ones he and the adult family members would incur if they went forward with their possible standoff. I also talked to the parents about the impacts these events could have on the children and, God forbid, them as parents. I relayed to them the severe, life-altering effects the Malheur occupation had on LaVoy’s daughters and how seeing it had affected me as a parent. I also relayed that I believed there was no way Stewart and the Oath Keepers would ever be their cavalry riding in to save the day. It was just not in his current interests.

In the end, this approach seemed to win out, and cooler heads prevailed. Their son was picked up shortly after the trip, hiding in someone’s backyard shed.

During this period, I got word that I had been accepted onto the Can-Am Search and Rescue Team, and I was elated to give back to my community in this way.

I began making new friends during this period, others instrumental in helping me become who I am today.

The start of one of these friendships began the day I went to give a formal introduction to the search and rescue team. The meetings were held in an aging sheet-metal barn that housed rescue vehicles that would have been new in the eighties. Part of the application process was that once your paper application was tentatively accepted, you then had to go into a meeting in person to introduce yourself to the team and explain why you wanted to be a volunteer. After I got up and spoke to the group, several people introduced themselves, but the last was a guy about my age. He wore the green cargo pants of a Forest Service employee and an oversized woolen navy peacoat; it reminded me of the one I had in my closet that I had bought after seeing The Boondock Saints as a teenager.

He shook my hand, holding onto it, and said, “Heya, I am Ronnie Oropeza, and I want to be up-front with you. I am a Forest Service cop, and I have been watching you since before you moved into the county.”

My stomach dropped a little, but I knew this kind of thing would happen, and I just better make the most of it. I smiled, shook his hand back, and replied, “Well, I am sure you have some thoughts and maybe even misconceptions about me. And I probably have the same about you. But tell you what, let’s grab a beer sometime and get to know each other a little as actual human beings, not just preconceptions.”

He thought about it for a moment, nodded, and said, “You may be right. OK deal; here’s my card,” and pulled out a badge wallet, removed a business card, and gave it to me.

True to his word, when I called a couple of weeks later, he answered, and we headed out to the local dive in Rexford and grabbed a drink. And believe it or not, we actually connected on a fundamental human level.

Over the next couple of years, Ronnie and I would serve together on three different first responder teams, including the Eureka Volunteer Ambulance Service, the Can-Am Search and Rescue Team, and on wildfires together both working for the US Forest Service, although I was a direct-hire contracted medical service member.

There were times when the fires would creep into our neck of the woods. We knew we would both get called out, and he would call me asking if I could pick up his kiddos, who had now become fast friends with my daughters, so he could respond first. I would grab them and bring them back to stay with my family. I would get ready and join Ronnie on the scene.

This is a friendship that has lasted to this day. He has come out to visit my family after we moved back to Colorado and is still today someone whom I regularly bounce my creative ideas off who always lends an open ear to the trials and tribulations of life. My life is richer for having the experience of befriending somebody who was at one time considered “the enemy.” And I dare to hope the same is true for him.

I had an absolute love of first responding work. The connections one makes with their team are hard to explain adequately to those who have not shared the adrenaline-fueled experiences of running toward the destructive beauty of natural disasters, the danger of violent accidents, and the joy of being a part of rescuing those who genuinely need your help. I wish I could have continued with the work, but the universe again had other plans for me.

About a year and a half after I had walked away from the Oath Keepers and begun another chapter in my life, I suffered a catastrophic injury to my left ankle that would require me to relearn how to walk for the second time in my life; the first came after a motorcycle accident close to twenty years before. Unfortunately, this new one would cut short my time as a first responder. You would think it would be an exciting, adventurous story behind the accident. Still, the truth is I had a day off and decided to help Lux feed the goats that author James Wesley Rawles had given us. I slipped on the one remaining patch of ice from the previous winter. I fell funny, resulting in a compound fracture and dislocation that would require a titanium rod and a series of wires holding all of the bones in my ankle together.

I was not able to put any weight on my ankle at all for close to six months. I knew my newfound passion for first responder work was over, though I tried to continue. But I knew I had at least made a good start at putting my Oath Keepers days behind me.

That is, until one day when I was home alone, out of the blue a loud knocking came from my front door. Our bedroom was on the top floor, and the knocking wouldn’t stop. I crawled down the stairs and then pulled myself up so I could use a pair of crutches that I kept next to the stairs and made my way to the front door.

I opened the door to an unexpected visitor.

It was Stewart.

“Hey man, I need a place to stay.”


Chapter 24
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THE ROOMMATE FROM HELL

“I need a favor. My wife just kicked me out of the house, and I need a place to stay. I have nowhere else to go. Can I stay at your place for a few days?”

Shit, I thought to myself. Shit, shit, shit.

“You have no other place you can go?” I asked.

“Not anywhere that would be close to my kids. Tosh is trying to get a restraining order and filing for divorce.”

Shit.

“Fuck, man, the timing is not good for me,” I said, pointing down to my leg that was in a postsurgery cast.

“I know, but I could help get your kids to school, your wife to the doctors, help with rent and bills, and cook.”

All these things made sense to me and were things I needed help with. But still, the last thing that I wanted to do was allow the world I had so successfully walked away from to move back in . . . to my basement. But in the end, I am a sucker for someone asking for help. And to tell the truth, Stewart and I had become some sort of friends by the end, and I try not to leave my friends in a lurch.

I should have just shut the door and limped away.

But I didn’t. And I should have known better that he wouldn’t follow through on his promises; I mean, I had been one of the few employees who was always paid in full and on time, anyway. But he never really made good on most of his promises.

Stewart made a space for himself in my basement, which had served as a storage area and contained a large wood-burning stove that heated the house. It was one of the few conveniences living with Stewart provided, as I could no longer walk down two flights of stairs in the middle of the night to keep the fire going on cold nights, and Shilo was often not physically able to do so.

Unfortunately, during this time, Shilo’s health had been significantly deteriorating, due in part to losing access to the pain management medication that had brought her a quality of life that had allowed us to start our family and live a semblance of everyday life. After the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s disastrous suggestions on prescribing pain medication, coupled with Donald Trump’s war on opiates that resulted in so many suicides in pain patients and doctors who work with chronic pain patients (including our family doctor, who had been working with Shilo on her pain management and who later would hang himself with an electrical cord), she had lost the prescription she so desperately needed. She had begun having seizures again, with several coming one after another. She began to turn to alcohol for relief.

Stewart living in our house did not help the situation in any way. Mostly, he was a quiet roommate, spending his days in his boxer shorts and a dirty white tank top, typing away on his computer down in the basement. There was constantly a cold cup of coffee left in the microwave, forgotten as he went about his day.

I can’t count how often my daughters or wife would complain about the situation, especially after they could not find our dishes, cups, and silverware anywhere around, only to discover piles of them later in the beat-up Ford Explorer with a missing front bumper Stewart was now driving. The missing crockery would inevitably be found crusted with uneaten food and growing mold.

He also would destroy our kitchen, usually making some buttered steak and mushrooms.

His promises of help around the house and rent money turned out to be empty. Stewart would also ask if guests coming through the area could stay. I said no to all except one old friend who had been asked (or maybe subpoenaed) to testify at the hearing for Stewart’s wife requesting a restraining order. I was also asked to testify that day. So, I did relent and let that guy stay over.

During the hearing, I was asked if I had seen Stewart be violent toward his family, which I had to answer honestly. There were allegations that he would often pull the sidearm out of his belt and threaten to shoot himself in front of his family, shoot the family dogs, and other such things. I had never seen him even yell at his kids and wife. But I am sure he could have been entirely different when it was only his family there.

I had seen him berate employees, but I was never treated this way for some reason. While there may have been some episodes of yelling at times, I was sure to talk to him later, saying that I would not put up with it directed at me. It also probably helped that I was six feet tall and had been training in the martial arts my whole life, and he knew it.

The one time I saw him yell at one of his children was directed at his oldest son. We were getting ready to attend the training I mentioned earlier in the book at Todd’s property. Stewart wanted to go over some basic small squad movements for my and his son’s sake, as I had never really attended that type of training before.

While crawling in the underbrush along the property, his son, unfortunately, disturbed a wasp’s nest and was stung many times over, including on his face and neck. Instead of going to his son’s aid and comfort, he berated him and yelled at him. This struck me as not a way I would have been with my child.

It was an uncomfortable scene for all those involved; Stewart pushed his then-teenage son to still attend the training, even with his face swelling up in large lumps. His son broke down in a very understandable and emotional way. Thankfully Stewart gave in, allowing his injured son not to attend the training. I was asked about this incident that day in court, and I had to tell the truth about what I saw. While Stewart was never violent in front of me, he did yell. Looking back with hindsight, I can see how well he might have hidden how he was from public view.

During that period, Stewart began to try to settle himself down. He even began taking yoga and mindful meditation classes in White-fish. I thought it was a crazy turn of events that I never would have foreseen. But I was all for it. At that point, I figured if he connected with the practices, it could help mellow out his ever-radicalizing and dystopian outlook. It seemed to do some good for a bit. But I believe he stopped the classes after I asked him to leave. It had been many months—close to eight, I think—and I was sick of all the messes and felt he had thoroughly taken advantage of my kindness, having never followed through on almost every promise he had made to help with rent, groceries, and around the house. In truth, he made things much worse and put additional strain on my family and my marriage when we were already dealing with so much.

I told him he had to leave as both he and I headed out the front door. I had asked him if he could help with rent once again, and he gave me yet another excuse as to why he couldn’t. So, I just told him, “You have to leave tonight.”

And he did leave that night. I have not had any contact with him since that day.

By then, I had healed up from my surgery and was hopeful to be able to reenter the work I had started as a first responder; I had been medically cleared, but I was so far from where I had been with just basic mobility that I knew it would be a long time before I could, with a clear conscience, return to being a first responder. If I couldn’t help by being a hundred percent, I didn’t want to take any chances with someone’s life.

I knew I would have to find another way forward. During my months of healing, I had begun writing and making art again; it was my solace during those prolonged, pain- and dread-filled days. I taught my youngest how to oil paint and completed the world building for what would become the first novel I would write.

Unfortunately, Shilo got much worse in both her health and outlook; she began drinking heavily and in earnest. I understood the why of her actions: every day was just another one of nightmarish pain, vomiting, and seizures. Her only respite was the few occasions when she could sleep. It seemed as if the medical system had abandoned her and a large segment of their patients in the same predicament. With her worsening condition and no support structure in Montana, it became apparent that we needed to move back home. Everything was beginning to affect the well-being of my family.

It was time to go back home to Colorado.


Chapter 25
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GOING HOME TO COLORADO

After a family meeting a couple of years after leaving the Oath Keepers, mostly between my daughters and me, we decided to move back to Colorado. After the decision was made, we made quick work of moving back home. It seemed to me as a bookend to this chapter in my life. As we drove back in a large U-Haul, I remember speaking to my girls; we discussed how we had all kind of felt that we had to change who we were to fit in while living in Montana, and that in doing so, we became different people for a while. But it seemed like a breath of fresh air driving back to where I had grown up and where my daughters had been born.

We made promises to one another sitting in that moving truck about to cross over the Colorado border from Wyoming, where you can start to see the breathtaking vistas of the Colorado Rocky Mountains, that we would never hide who we are from people ever again.

We were lucky to be able to move up to a small mountain resort town and did our best to settle into what we hope will be our forever home. During that period, I returned to working at tattoo shops, first at other people’s shops in Colorado and then opening my own local shop in our new hometown. I had always seen opening tattoo shops as a means to an end, as a way to fund my creative endeavors in art and writing. But I got it wrong. If I wanted to be a writer or an artist full-time, I just needed to do it full-time.

Unfortunately, Shilo went even further into her drinking during that time, so we had to ask her to leave. Eventually, I found her an apartment a block away, so she was still able to be a part of the girls’ lives.

To be honest, I was at one of the lowest points of my life during that period. I was just so lost. But another new human connection I made during that period helped me to begin to change my life for the better. I met a stunningly beautiful woman who helped me smile and laugh again.

When I was drinking the Kool-Aid on my radio show, I had often spoken out about the use of women’s bathrooms by transgender women. This was due to my not having an actual life experience with the subject matter to understand it. It was an emotional reaction to fear for my daughters’ safety in the face of something I had no understanding of. I feel this type of sentiment has fueled so much of where we find ourselves as a country these days. Fear of the unknown and the different.

I’ll call her Brandy. That is not her real name, of course, but she was the first transwoman I had met, and I fell in love with her. We dated seriously for about three years after my wife and I separated. And for a time, it was magical. In the end, things didn’t work out, but the experience again helped to open my eyes to just how wrong I had gotten things. How much had misinformation, fear, and assumptions clouded my vision and led me down dark rabbit holes?

This began a period of self-reflection that brought me to where I am currently in my life’s journey.

Then the pandemic hit in 2020, and I was forced to sell my new tattoo shop. This resulted in a whole lot of time to think about my life, what I wanted to do with it, and how I could move forward in the ways I wanted to, including trying in some small way to make the world I was leaving my daughters and granddaughter a slightly better place if I could.

I had plenty of time to think about what Stewart’s motivations had been, what his endgame goals might lead to, and most importantly, the part I’d played in furthering that agenda.

I thought that my time with the Oath Keepers was a story the world may one day want to hear, and when it was ready, I would write the book I had intended to from the start of my journey with the Oath Keepers.

During the pandemic, I returned to not just fiction writing and art, but I also began writing nonfiction and journalism.

I began my legitimate journalism journey with freelance coverage of the local Black Lives Matter protest. An activist friend of mine knew I was a writer, and she was organizing the local protest. She had reached out to the local newspaper of record, but they were so understaffed that they were unable to cover the story and had asked her if she knew someone that could cover the event. She asked me if I was interested, and I jumped at the chance. A chance to write about something other than extremist ideology and propaganda sounded great to me.

I brought my youngest daughter, who had never been to a protest before, to what I assumed in a small mountain town that is pretty progressive in its makeup would be peaceful, and it was. She loved the event’s energy and helped take pictures for the story.

The newspaper liked the story so much that they offered me a freelance gig the next day. It started just as freelance but quickly became a staff position. Unfortunately, the paper was owned by the largest vulture fund in the country, Alden. I stuck around for about a year and a half, working for twelve dollars an hour at a fraction of the hours I put into stories with no benefits. But I gained a following of readers and found a way to connect with our new community in a real way.

It was great to be writing so much every day, and it helped me to get ready to begin putting out novels. It also opened the door to meeting my future literary agent, which, in time, resulted in my finally being able to write the book I had dreamt of at the start of my time with the Oath Keepers.

[image: image]

It wasn’t until I watched the events of January 6, 2021, unfold on my living-room couch, just shocked at how far Stewart had taken things in the years since I had walked away, that I realized it was the time to begin speaking out. That I had underestimated Stewart’s reach and influence. He had helped bring our country to the point of violent insurrection and an attempted violent coup.

I feel that Stewart’s refusal to lead from the front lines and always toeing the legal lines may have played a part in our country avoiding a new civil war. Stewart had always sprinkled the coming civil war into the messaging, but I had always made the mistake of dismissing such rhetoric.

That was a mistake I will no longer make. Now is the time for those of us who do not want to see the futures of our children and grandchildren become dystopian to take real action. Things have gone too far.

A few months after the insurrection took place, I received a call from my agent, telling me that if we wanted to have any luck in selling our book pitch to a major publisher, I would have to begin speaking out publicly; I could no longer work behind the scenes anonymously in the work I was doing with journalists. Not long after, I received a call from a journalist writing for the Washington Post who knew of my usual off-the-record contributions with stories dealing with the Oath Keepers. I helped her with the story, but this time I told her I would like to be attributed for the information.

She quoted me in the story, and my life hasn’t been the same since. Shortly after the story ran, I was reached out to by an investigative journalist for ABC, Mike Levine. They were producing a documentary with Hulu for the first anniversary of the January 6 insurrection and wanted to fly out to interview me on camera.

After listening to the pitch, I agreed, and we set a time a month or so out. It was a strange experience not to be behind the cameras but in front of them, and one that I would need to get used to in short order.

The documentary came out on January 6, 2022, on the one-year anniversary of the insurrection. In the lead-up and continuing coverage, I was asked to appear on Nightline, ABC’s Start Here podcast, and a clip of me even made it onto Good Morning America. I thought that would be the end of it for a while.

I could not have been more wrong. The next day, I had a voicemail waiting for me when I woke up. One of the investigators for the Congressional Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol told me that they were very interested in talking to me.


Chapter 26
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MILO GOES TO CONGRESS

A particular fear creeps into one’s being when you are asked, for the first time, to speak to a Congressional Select Committee investigating one of our nation’s most tragically historical events. It ratchets up your paranoia and grips your adrenal gland tight. Even knowing that you would be considered a “friendly witness” to the investigation, it still is hard to shake the fear.

I knew I would need some legal help to navigate the situation. But it was the tail end of the pandemic, and while I had managed to keep a roof over my family’s heads, my daughters fed, and the heat on, there wasn’t money left over for anything else. We were barely keeping our heads above water, just surviving. There is no way I would have been able to even think of affording legal help, and I didn’t even know what kind of lawyer I would need to look for even if I could afford one.

Mike Levine and I had kept in contact after the documentary, and I asked him whom he would suggest I might try and hit up for navigating these waters. He made two suggestions but returned with one person he thought could help me make my way through the process or point me in the right direction.

Her name was Mary McCord, and she had been featured in the same Hulu documentary as I was. She was previously appointed attorney general for National Security and now works with Georgetown Law as a professor, heading up their Institute for Constitutional Advocacy and Protection program. What was weird was that after seeing her in the documentary, I had reached out to her to make contact. I had not heard back from her. But it turned out that she was at the same time trying to reach out to me, as well. Mike Levine finally connected us, and we have been working together since.

She was the perfect person to help me understand the process behind a congressional investigation and help me to land pro bono legal representation for the proceedings. I really could not have asked for the universe to help me in a better way.

After exhaustive deep dives into my background and my personal story of my time with the Oath Keepers, I was accepted into Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld LLP’s pro bono program. While they were checking into my past, I was asked to participate in a preliminary interview with investigators via Zoom. It was off the record and went over my entire tenure with the extremist group, including the scope of my job description and why I left. I was also asked about my thoughts on Stewart Rhodes when he lived in my basement.

Part of me wanted to say no to all of it and run to stick my head in the sand. But that was not an option. When a congressional investigation wants to speak to you, there is no real way to say no.

After that first interview, I was officially picked up as a client with Akin Gump. I didn’t think it would go much further, as I had been out of the game for close to five years and had no relevant information about the events of January 6. Once again, I could not have been more wrong.

After I was taken on as a client, all the communications from the investigators went through my attorneys.

I next flew out to Washington, DC. My attorneys put me in the AC hotel in the downtown business district. It was a swanky hotel but felt small, like somewhere I would imagine one would stay in Japan. The day before was spent going over practice questions I might be asked. And then doing it again and again; also, we went over strategies if they threw me a curveball with something unexpected.

My team consisted of Raphael Prober and Miranda Dore. When most people think of Washington, DC-based attorneys, images of pale-skinned vampires with slicked-back hair may come to mind. Again, this was a learning moment for me. To see that there are some magnificent human beings whose sole motivations seem to revolve around just trying to make the world a little better was a good thing to experience.

My first trip to DC was in the early spring of 2022, and it was wet, cold, and gray in our nation’s capital. When it was time to go in and do the swearing-in and video-recorded interview, we were picked up from the Akin Gump building by a large, shiny black SUV that smelled like well-conditioned leather. It was just like the ones you always see in movies or news spots. As my attorneys entered the SUV, a driver got out and opened the door. And we were driven to a congressional office building. I had never been to DC before, and this was the first time I could briefly take in the sights. It hadn’t hit me yet just how big of a moment this could all become in American history. I was in awe of the vast monuments to history we drove among as we made our way to the office building.

We quickly moved from the SUV to the front entrance of the building. There were no cameras in front like we had thought there might be. After making our way through a metal detector and security check, we were escorted to an upper floor by a member of the Select Committee staff. A young reporter was sitting not far down from the room we would use to record, and upon seeing us, she immediately began recording us walking to the room. She asked some questions that did not register.

The room had several long tables that formed a U shape. There were name placards, one of which contained my name and the names of my two attorneys on the far side. There was a court recorder, and after sitting down, the investigators made introductions. Cameras were turned on, I was sworn in, and the interview process started. The questioning stuck to what I would talk about later during day seven of the official hearings televised to the world.

After about an hour and a half of questions and going over things repeatedly, the interview concluded. When we left the office and headed downstairs, two or three camera crews were in front of the security checkpoint we had gone through earlier. A few questions were shouted at me, but Raphael (or Raphi, as his friends know him) handed out business cards and let the reporters know he would be happy to send them a written statement about why I was there.

I enjoyed a drink at the bar of the AC that night, discussing tattoos with the bartender and wondering which bars in DC Hunter S. Thompson may have sat at while drinking his evenings away.

I flew out early the following day, returning to the sanctuary of my small mountain town.

The only excitement of the trip was a call from my agent as I was walking through Dallas Fort Worth International Airport telling me that we had landed a publisher for my book with Skyhorse Publishing. I would have five months to complete the title.

I once again thought that might be the end of things with the Select Committee, but Raphi and Miranda, his partner on my case, informed me that the committee was now considering me for the big show to be in the actual hearings.

Why would they want ME? I kept asking myself. They have a thousand other witnesses to call up. My attorneys tried to relay to me that it was indeed a real possibility and that it would change my life if they did choose me. That it was, at the time, the biggest TV camera in the world. I had no idea just how right they were. Just how dramatically my life would change, in both exciting and scary ways.

So, one thing I would learn about historical congressional hearings is that they do a lot of juggling. Not long after my first trip out to DC, I got word that the Select Committee was planning on having me be an in-person witness to give live testimony. I even received an official email invitation that someday I am sure I will frame and hang up in my back-bedroom office.

But that date got moved. A couple of times even. I began to wonder if something new that would have a more significant impact would come up and bump me off the roster. But in the end, for some reason that I didn’t quite comprehend at the time, they wanted my words and thoughts for the hearing.

My attorneys flew me out to DC midweek before the Tuesday hearing. Once again, I stayed at the AC hotel. I wanted a few days to relax and maybe even have a chance to see some of the summer sights of our nation’s capital. But most of the time was spent up in the top floor glass-walled conference rooms of the Akin Gump building. The skies were primarily bright and blue; it was East Coast hot and muggy. More than anything, I was trying to keep my shit together.

Security concerns were being brought up by everyone in my private circles. My literary agent was worried about me getting mobbed on the streets after my testimony. The Capitol Police had been monitoring my social media accounts for about a month and a half before I was set to testify, and I had talked with the local police in my hometown about a security plan, just in case anything was to happen while I was out of town and my girls might need some help. I was told that they let dispatch know what I was doing should a 911 call come in from my family. There were also extra patrols in my neighborhood during that time. There was a lot of much-appreciated support from my local community and family.

I put together a written opening statement that the Select Committee had asked for and had intended for me to read. But the day before, some new developments arose, and I was never given a chance to read them. I later posted it to my outlet, the Colorado Switchblade. Here is how it read:

Written Statement of Jason Van Tatenhove

Former National Media Director for the Oath Keepers

Before the Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol

July 12, 2022


My name is Jason Van Tatenhove, and I am a journalist and author living in Colorado. I am here giving testimony to the Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol because, for a short period, I had access to an inside view of both the inner workings of the Oath Keepers and its founder and president, Stewart Rhodes. From the beginning, I knew this would be a story that the world would someday need to hear. I am deeply saddened by how correct this intuition was.

I come from a family of artists and writers and have always worked in some way as an artist and journalist. I am local to Colorado, where I have written for several outlets in Northern Colorado. It is important for me to be here today in front of the Select Committee because all Americans need to pay attention to the genuine danger that extremist groups like the Oath Keepers pose to us and our society. Because of the actions taken on January 6th and the increased political and ideological polarization in our society, I fear what the next election cycle will bring. We need to re-learn how to communicate with one another without guns, body armor, or standoffs. I am trying to make amends for what I did during my time with the Oath Keepers because I am remorseful for helping them push their dangerous propaganda. In light of the Select Committee’s work and the truth they have uncovered, I am optimistic that this experience and my voice can help to shed light on these issues and to embolden others to walk away from extremist groups like the Oath Keepers.

I want to note at the outset that my first-hand knowledge of the Oath Keepers stopped when I resigned, as I will describe. But given my insider access and close proximity to Stewart Rhodes—including during several months when he lived in my basement—I can help to paint a picture of the Oath Keepers, how they worked, how they operated, and how dangerous they are. I do not know about the planning or execution of events surrounding what happened at the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Still, from my experience with the ever-radicalizing organization, I know the troubling signs were there years before.

My journey with the Oath Keepers began during the 2014 Bundy Ranch Standoff. I was embedded with Stewart Rhodes in his vehicle as he made his second trip down to the standoff in the desert of Nevada. I was given unprecedented access to Stewart Rhodes and the Oath Keepers, including the organization’s inner workings. This access continued as I covered the subsequent two standoffs: the Sugar Pine Mine Standoff and the White Hope Mine Standoff.

This culminated in a job offer with the Oath Keepers after my name was included in a press release by the group, which led to my resignation from working for the State of Montana. I was offered a job as the National Media Director and Webpage Associate Editor for the organization. I worked closely with Stewart Rhodes for the next year and a half and often traveled with him to various events throughout the United States.

During this period, I saw Stewart Rhodes courting members of the alt-right. Having issues with this radicalization, I knew I had to make a break with the group, even if it would be financially devastating to my family. There came the point when I walked in on a conversation in a local grocery store where long-standing, influential Oath Keeper members and associates were discussing their thoughts openly, denying that the Holocaust had ever actually happened. At that moment, I decided that no matter what, I would need to break ties with this ever-radicalizing group. I am not a racist, I am not an anti-Semite, I am not a white supremacist, I am not violent, and I could no longer be associated with the Oath Keepers, whatever the consequences might have been.

I now view it as my obligation to sound the alarm and raise public awareness about the Oath Keepers and to get my perspective on this paramilitary group into the public conversation. While this may come as a surprise to some, many of the true motivations of this group revolve around raising funds and not the propaganda they push. Stewart Rhodes and the Oath Keepers insert themselves into crises, situations that they would not usually have any part of, and seek to make themselves relevant and fundraise on the back of these conflicts to increase the membership rolls.

Recruitment is a crucial focus for the Oath Keepers, and a target demographic is people that feel marginalized. I have seen these individuals whipped up into dangerous action by the group’s leadership, just as we saw on January 6.

This, combined with catering to the conspiracy theories of the day and an attempt to connect with ever-radicalizing communities within the alt-right, white nationalists, and even outright racists to gain more influence and money, is a dangerous proposition for our country. We cannot allow these groups to continue threatening our democracy. We must focus on understanding this reality and, most importantly, combating them.

There have been times when I have personally discounted the reach of this group and its violent messaging. This was a mistake. Because in the end, they were able to muster a group of heavily armed and outfitted members who had been trained in modern warfare techniques, including those we now know had explosives, to storm the Capitol to stop the process of inaugurating the duly elected president.

We have been exceedingly lucky in that we have not seen much more bloodshed. But luck is not a good strategy for a country looking for better ways to move forward.

It is time to speak the truth about these groups and the violent influence they wield. It is time to show an exit ramp to others like me who may have been caught up in the rhetoric of these groups and used as pawns in a dishonest campaign to capture more money, influence, and power.

I have been frightened by what I saw when I was associated with the Oath Keepers and even more so by what I saw on January 6. I am honored to provide my perspective to the Select Committee and the American people.



I fear that I would have fared much worse if I had been alone in DC before the hearing. But, again, I had the support of my family. This time from my cousin Sarah. Her mother (my Aunt Robin) married my uncle Tokie when Sarah and I were four years old, so we spent a lot of time together during our formative years. Sarah and her mother, Robin, are the family I refer to when I tell the world my story of walking away from the Oath Keepers.

While during our adult lives Sarah and I had grown distant, she was, by some miracle, free and visiting their family house in upstate New Jersey, and when I told her what I was doing, she jumped on a train and came to be with me in DC when I had to testify. Sarah and I spent the day before my testimony visiting the National Holocaust Museum.

It seemed to me at the time that the universe was trying to drive home some huge lessons and insights. As I walked through the exhibit, smelling the wood of the box cars that were used to transport humans to their genocide and the pungent smell of leather shoes, it all made the Holocaust so much more of a real moment in history for me; I gave up on trying to hold tears back in short time. The most poignant and gut-punch moments were in the room with life-size pictures of the SS and Hitler youth as they grinned while holding snarling attack dogs. I had seen those smirks, the looks in their eyes, expressions, and mannerisms so many times before. But they weren’t wearing Nazi uniforms. They were wearing multicam and plate carriers. They had on baseball caps and sometimes tactical helmets. It was the laughing disregard of others who were not like them, and I had seen those same looks as militia members made racist or dehumanizing jokes about liberals, Antifa, or queer folk. And I helped to share their messaging. In those halls of remembrance, I felt my resolve build to speak out more than I had been, to speak power and truth to my experiences. To try and do better to counteract some of the damage I had helped to cause.

The experience helped me to find the courage to face the cameras of the world and the Select Committee and tell my truth.

I began getting texts later that night about how Racheal Maddow had spent the opening of her show speaking mostly about my tattoos and how I would be single-handedly upping the tattoo quotient of congress. It seemed like it was all reasonably positive. I had shut down all of my social media the week before and only answered texts and calls from my family that night. I wanted to hide away, unseen and unknown, for just one more night.

The following day, we all gathered to go over one more round of practice of what we anticipated the questions would be based on the previous interviews; we ate a small breakfast together in the glass halls of the Akin Gump penthouse office suite again. After some time, I knew there was no way I could prepare any further. I had to calm myself before we entered the storm. I walked out to the rooftop patio with Sarah; we sat in the morning sun beating down hot on DC.

Raphi got a call telling us the driver was on his way and motioned us back into the conference room. We briefly discussed avoiding the main gallery, where the majority would be set up in a sideshow fashion.

Another shiny black SUV arrived, and a pleasant, aging man opened one of the doors for me, and I climbed up, cane in hand, Raphi, Miranda, Sarah, and two summer associates helping with preparations piled into the three-row Lincoln. We drove the same way we had gone previously, but this time we were ushered through a checkpoint with considerable metal barriers that would raise and lower, allowing or blocking access to vehicles. We passed through a checkpoint where they brought out a K9 and its handler. They did a quick circle of the vehicle while others looked underneath it with mirrors attached to what looked like big selfie sticks. We were then directed down and into a small concrete reinforced parking structure with barely enough clearance to fit the large SUV we were in.

We were directed to the back of the parking structure by several different Capitol Police officers, where we pulled up along a back entrance and were instructed to wait with the officers until some staffers with the Select Committee could come down with our credentials. While we waited, I leaned against a metal barrier while Sarah took some behind-the-scenes footage with a new GoPro for posterity.

While we waited, one of the officers who seemed to be in charge of things came over to give us a security briefing. I was told that I was not to go anywhere without any fewer than three armed officers at any time. They would escort us up a back spiral staircase to the green room. He also told us that a camera would be set up directly in front of the green room’s main entrance. There would be a live video feed on a TV in the room to see the proceeding before we were set to go out.

The time leading up to my testimony felt much like how it did before getting in the ring for a fight: a quiet pseudocalm where I try to quiet my thoughts trying to run rampant.

One quiet, unguarded moment happened about fifteen minutes before I went out to testify. We had been in the green room with the other witness who was set to testify alongside me, and his wife and attorney. We were primarily quiet and watching the proceeding happening in the next room but peppered with small talk. I suddenly realized that I had to use the restroom. I let the guards know, and three Capitol Police officers escorted me to the main hall and down to a public restroom. Two of them posted up outside the bathroom door, keeping the room clear for me. One escorted me into the bathroom itself. Once he checked to ensure the room was cleared and safe, he turned to me and, in a calm tone, told me, “Thank you for what you are doing.” I choked up and wiped away the tears that formed in the moment.

I turned and shook his hand and thanked him for protecting my life with his, and answered as best I could: “No, thank you, you were the ones that paid the real cost of what had happened that day, and your thank-you means more to me than any I might receive from the committee members.”

We returned just in time to be ushered out in front of the eyes and press of the world. Time seemed to stretch to an eternity as we walked in line to the witness table. I took my seat, and hundreds of cameras shot thousands of photos. The photographers jockeyed for position to get all the best shots, several having to be told not to leave their designated area to get a better shot.

The rest of it is now history.


Conclusion

[image: image]

FEAR AND LOATHING (AND HOPE) IN AMERICA

In a relatively short period, the world has become very strange. It is, at times, hard for me to recognize those parts of life that seemed so foundational to our nation. They seemed to have cracked and fallen away. To echo Hunter S. Thompson, fear and loathing has gripped our country. Things like election integrity, constitutional human rights, and even just the truth have been under direct and sustained siege.

Many of us feel like throwing in the towel, that the fight is too much to win. But I’m afraid I must disagree. Now is our generation’s time in history; our time to dig in more deeply, roll up our sleeves, and fight back. Not with assault rifles, violence, and intimidation. But with the tried-and-true strategies of education, justice (for all), truth, nonviolence, and essential human compassion. We need to think outside of the boxes we currently find ourselves in because, in the end, no one else is coming to fix this for us. It’s up to us.

I have said it before, and I will continue to say it: I believe in America. I think our great experiment is undoubtedly imperfect, but we have also made some of the most significant strides our world has seen. It is not an easy path and is not supposed to be easy. We are now in our generation’s growing pains, and they fucking hurt, and we will have to grapple with them, learn from them, and do better for all of us. But I think the times we shine the brightest are after we get up from getting knocked down the hardest.

I have experienced a whirlwind of interviews from around the globe, articles, newscasts, documentaries, and pitches for my life story and even the possibility of my own TV docuseries. I have also written articles and become a contributor to various major media news shows. I will, in short order, be publishing this book that I had close to five years ago dreamed of one day writing. The book isn’t quite what I would have thought it to be. But what dream manifested is? I can at least say that this is an honest account of my experiences, as I best remember them.

One of the most important projects I have undertaken so far has been doing a series of speaking engagements with Mary McCord, who, by this time, I can say has become one of my few good friends. I have participated in these talks in the Great Lakes and Pacific Northwest areas. I would have, at one time, seen the people who attend them as the adversary. But I have found a new perspective from my experiences with the Oath Keepers. Many attendees are significant players in government offices, senior law enforcement leadership, and prosecutors. They are the folks trying to safeguard those freedoms and democracy that the “patriot” communities speak about emotionally. Still, in the end, their actions seem to try and strip those freedoms from those who do not fit into their narrow definition of good Americans. But every time I speak at one of these events, a few people come up to me and tell me that my story, my words, have rekindled a new hope for the future and that, together, with redemption and forgiveness, we can maybe get to a better place than we are now.

Words are essential, and there have been many recent talks about a coming civil war. I no longer want to use those words because the more we think about them, the more we discuss them, the more our actions will be shaped. Instead, I want to focus on shining the light of truth on the weaponization of mistruths, lies, and conspiracy theories. And reconnecting with fellow Americans on a human level.

If we don’t act now through voter engagement, community engagement, and open, honest dialogue across the country and across the holiday dinner table with our friends and family, we may have much darker days ahead.

But I have faith that we will, in time, reengage with one another in human ways and reject the angry, violent rhetoric we have now normalized. But it must start with us, with me, with you.

Will you join me in reaching out to those across our divides who didn’t used to be quite so far across? We can start today, right now.
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