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God, guns
and gambling
Marion McKeone in Las Vegas

The ‘what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas’ promise of
consequence-free debauchery has been permanently
punctured. Instead, a culture that is evangelical about God,
guns and gambling in roughly equal measure struggles to
make sense of the worst mass killing in modern US history.
This is a town where vigilance is dulled by alcohol, sleep
deprivation and desperation, and of anonymity, lax gun
laws and an unlimited number of soft targets.

A vigil is held under Las Vegas’s
famous sign last week for the victims
of the Mandalay Bay mass shooting
Picture: Getty

2 Death in Las Vegas

Terrified concert-goers flee for their lives as the first shots are fired at the Route
91 country music festival last Sunday night
Getty
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People dive for cover as automatic fire rings out from the Mandalay Bay Hotel
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One of the shooting victims receives medical attention on a nearby street
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The sister, widow and son of slain policeman Charleston Hartfield attend a vigil in
his memory
AFP/Getty

A mourner visits a makeshift memorial in the wake of the carnage

Getty

A couple pause to gaze at the Mandalay Bay hotel, from where Stephen Paddock
conducted his onslaught
AFP/Getty

“On the thirty-first floor, a gold-plated door won’t keep out the Lord’s burning rain”
Marion McKeone
in Las Vegas

T

he biggest mass shooting
in modern US history
render the above lyrics
from the song Sin City,
written almost 50 years
ago by country music
icons Gram Parsons
and Chris Hillman eerily prophetic. The jagged holes in the
Mandalay Bay Hotel’s gold-tinted exterior, the boarded-up windows on the
32nd floor, and the yellow crime scene
tape that rings its main entrance tell a
chilling story of murder and mayhem.
At the corner of East Reno Avenue
and South Las Vegas Boulevard, under
the baleful gaze of a tarted-up, life-sized
replica of the Great Sphinx of Giza, a
bizarre tableau unfolds that provides a
perfect metaphor for the paradox that
is Las Vegas.
Bry Thompson, a 21-year-old film student and part-time worker at Las Vegas’s Wet and Wild theme park, stands
sobbing in front of a makeshift memorial on a traffic island at the junction of
East Reno Avenue and South Las Vegas
Boulevard. She was returning from a
hockey game on Sunday night, she says,
when she received a frantic call from a
friend. Cowering behind a food concession, she was injured and unable to
move. Amid the sounds of screams and
gunfire, Thompson says she heard her
friend tell her she was dying.
For a moment Thompson stops, overcome by emotion. A motherly Hispanic
woman steps forward to comfort her.
Then out of nowhere, she is wrestled
from the woman’s arms by a fresh-faced
young man who pulls her into a fierce
embrace. Eyes clenched shut, Pastor Damon Tipton, 35, evangelical preacher and
founder of the Pentecostal Church in
Granada, Mississippi, starts to pray aloud.
As he exhorts the Lord to “heal this
broken young man”, Thompson looks
up and wipes her eyes. “Woman,” she
interjects. “Young woman.”
“Is he a . . . transgender?” someone
stage-whispers, as Thompson becomes
the subject of even more intense scrutiny.
For a moment, Tipton looks aghast,
but quickly recovers. “We can’t always
track you, but we can trust you, Lord,”
he intones. Behind him, an elderly man
quotes from Book of Genesis: “Then the
Lord rained down burning sulphur on
Sodom and Gomorrah.”
Tipton and his wife Candy travelled to
Las Vegas to celebrate their 13th wedding
anniversary. They chose Sin City because
“it’s sinners who need our guidance the
most. We believe God placed us here to
help those in need. We’re doing our small
part to bring God to these broken people”.
Back home in Mississippi, Tipton and
Candy, who is also a pastor at his church,
have achieved fame via their son Kanon.
The four-year-old ‘Pint-Sized Preacher’
became a YouTube sensation by getting
more than five million hits for a filmed
sermon he delivered at his father’s Pentecostal church, exhorting worshippers
to give their money to the Holy Spirit,
worship in tongues and prepare themselves for a “red-hot revival”.
While Tipton is in favour of greater
security at the casinos, he doesn’t support measures that would limit access
to assault weapons. “I don’t know that
gun control would help this,” he says.
“I think if you look at other examples
of other countries, gun control isn’t the
greatest solution. What we need is better
security at the casinos.”
In other words, more guns, not fewer.
Tipton subscribes to the NRA gospel that
in order to stop a bad man with a gun, you
need a good man with a gun. “Throughout all of the Bible, there is always evil.
Without darkness light cannot shine,”
he says. President Donald Trump, he
says, is doing a great job in protecting
the Second Amendment and Americans’
God-given right to defend themselves
against attack.

Panic and chaos
In retrospect, a catastrophic event in Las
Vegas seems as inevitable as it was un-

preventable. This is a city where vigilance
is dulled by alcohol, sleep deprivation
and desperation. Gun laws so lax as to
be virtually non-existent, an unlimited
number of soft targets along the Las Vegas
Strip and the impossibility of screening the 42 million visitors who pass
through its 150,000 hotel rooms each
year prompted security experts not to
ask how a catastrophe of this magnitude
could have happened at all, but rather
why it hadn’t happened sooner.
“They were fish in a barrel: 22,000
people trapped in there, 12-foot fencing, only half a dozen exits,” says Mark
Soave, a former British Army captain and
munitions expert who is standing in line
at the Luxor Hotel waiting to check in.
Soave arrived from New York with his
wife last Tuesday afternoon. News of the
shooting didn’t cause them to reconsider
their visit. “When your time is up, it’s
up,” his wife says.
Soave explains in detail the sort of bullets used by the gunman, 64-year-old
Stephen Paddock. “The 5.8s would have
bounced off the ground and back up into
the victims. They would have maximised
the carnage,” he says. The only worse
scenario would have been if Paddock
had an RPG [rocket-propelled grenade
launcher] and had fired grenades or explosives into the crowd. “The shrapnel in
an area that crowded . . .” Soave pauses
and shakes his head.
The stretch of road along South Las
Vegas Boulevard and East Reno Avenue
still bears the signs of panic and chaos.
The iron railings separating the concert
venue from the grounds of a Catholic
church are ripped from their concrete
support beams. A chain-link fence on
Haven Street lies flattened on the ground,
blood stains still visible in its vicinity.
Cowboy hats, boots, jewellery, sandals
and discarded backpacks are scattered
behind yellow crime-scene tape. Broken
glass litters the car park, where frantic
concert-goers smashed car windows in
a bid to escape.
Those who rushed towards the exit
on Mandalay Bay Road and South Las
Vegas Boulevard ran straight into the line
of fire. Those trying to escape through
the car park on Giles Street and East Ali
Baba Lane were trapped by the razor and
barbed-wire fencing that blocked access
to the runway at McCarren International
Airport.

Mass shootings
In the recent past, there have been
mass shootings in the US at kindergarten schools, high schools, cinemas,
churches, abortion clinics, gay discos
and every conceivable workplace. In
all previous cases, the killers either indicated grievances or ideological allegiances that fuelled their murder sprees
via online posts, notes or phone calls. In
other cases, they suffered from mental
illnesses, or targeted family, friends or
work colleagues as a result of personal
grievances.
Not this time. As the weekend approached, police and federal agents said
that while they were pursuing different
avenues of inquiry, the reasons that drove
Paddock to plan and carry out the massacre remain a mystery. The New York
Times cited an FBI source who claimed
Paddock’s girlfriend Marilou Danley
told them that he would "writhe in bed"
shouting and moaning, displaying signs
of mental distress.
An expressed resentment of federal
government? A slow-building rage at his
cumulative losses? One Mesquite estate
agent claims Paddock told him that he
gambled about $1 million a year in Vegas. He may have been exaggerating, but
Paddock's status as someone who was
routinely comped not just basic rooms,
but premium high-floor suites as well
as free food, concert tickets and drinks,
suggests that he was a valuable customer
of the city's casinos.
Video poker has been described by
gambling experts as simulating the experience of playing an actual casino game. It
is a solitary pursuit. It requires more skill
and focus than simply feeding coins into
a one-armed bandit and pulling a handle.
And unlike the bandits, where the odds
are about the same as buying a stack of $2
scratch cards – overwhelmingly in favour
of the house – an experienced video
poker player stands a decent chance of
winning a round.
The machines are favoured by gambling addicts, as well as by those who
like a roll of the dice that requires an
element of strategy more complex than
merely picking a number and crossing

your fingers.
Paddock was a premium player, but
he wasn’t at a professional level, a socalled ‘advantage player’ who can beat
the system. The percentage payback on
video poker is far higher than it is on
slot machines
But within the gambling hierarchy in
Vegas, video poker players are regarded
as low-ranking hacks. They don’t pit
themselves against the alpha dogs who
gamble millions of dollars in private
rooms, or even on casino open tables
where professionals and amateurs who
fancy their chances square off against
each other. You don’t need to be an adroit
reader of social signals to play a video
poker machine.
Much of the speculation about Paddock – that he was a gambling addict
who had spent his fortune feeding his
addiction whilst enriching the casinos
– isn’t supported. For starters, he wired
$100,000 to his girlfriend. A true addict
on a downward spiral would have been
more likely to have spent it on a last-ditch
attempt to win back some of their money.
The police and FBI investigations so
far indicate that Paddock was a heavy
gambler, but the sort of gambler who was
welcomed by casinos. He wasn’t a VIP or
a high roller, much less a ‘whale’ (as the
most profligate gamblers are known in
Vegas parlance). Instead, he had a ‘low
seven’ designation at Mandalay Bay and
other casinos, indicating a net worth
of between $2 million and $5 million,
according to a floor supervisor at the
adjacent Luxor hotel who knew him.
This view was echoed by a Mandalay Bay
concierge and floor staff at other casinos.
“He was a non-belligerent who paid
his markers,” a floor supervisor from
the Luxor casino told this newspaper.
“By the standards of this town, he was
a pretty ordinary kind of guy.”
No one who knew Paddock has so
far indicated he displayed any signs of
having extreme political, religious or
ideological convictions associated with
apparently random killings. There is
nothing to indicate this was a grievance
attack, a messy explosion of rage from
a spurned partner, a fired employee or
a man who was unjustly treated by law
enforcement or regulatory institutions.
In a sense, this is what makes it so terrifying. The gunman was a wealthy, white
64-year-old with no criminal record –
and on nobody’s radar.
A source close to Mandalay Bay security indicated that there had been a
"reference" to the aforementioned Gram
Parsons song contained among materials that were retrieved from Paddock’s
hotel room. A spokesman for the Las
Vegas Metropolitan Police Department
declined to respond to questions from The
Sunday Business Post. At the time of going
to press, the FBI had not responded to
questions relating to this claim.

A display of semi-automatic rifles on sale in a gun shop in Las Vegas

Eager consumers weigh up the options in another gun outlet in Vegas

Xinhua

The shooting gallery of Sin City
Last Sunday’s
nightmare attack on
a Las Vegas music
festival has done little
to dissuade local gun
enthusiasts. Instead,
they’re digging in
BY MARION MCKEONE

O
The wounded are attended to
in the immediate wake of the
mass shooting at the Route 91
Harvest Country music festival
in Las Vegas last Sunday
Picture: Getty

Little can be done
Gun control advocates argue, not unreasonably, that if the number and type of
weapons that an individual could purchase were capped at a low number,
this attack could have been prevented.
But, as FBI sources concede, realistically
there is little that can be done to prevent
a mass attack of this nature, particularly
if the individual is prepared to die in the
process.
A trawl around the casinos of half a
dozen Vegas hotels – the Mandalay, the
Luxor, the Delano, the Atlantis, New York
New York, Linq and the daddy of them
all, Caesars Palace – over a few nights
provides a fairly clear profile of video and
slot machine players. Overwhelmingly,
video players tend to be white males aged
40 and upwards who appear to be solo
visitors. Slot machines also attract solitary, late-middle-aged men and women. Many hotels serve complimentary
non-premium alcohol, ensuring that
players don’t waste gambling time at a
favoured machine to go to the bar.
While slot machines also attract hen
parties and visiting couples, they tend
to stay for shorter periods and spend
less. The floor supervisor explains that
most tourists will allow themselves a
low fixed expenditure on slot machines
which rarely exceeds $100 a day. Once
they’ve gambled that amount, they quit
and continue on to a show or a bar. They’ll
also typically parse it out between different casinos. All told, it rarely takes
more than a few minutes to separate
them from their money.
Professional players will play long
enough to keep the margins in their favour. Their income tends to be derived by

Getty

Tourists take selfies at a small makeshift memorial for the dead which was created below the ‘Welcome to Fabulous Las
Vegas’ sign, last week
Getty

playing amateurs who fancy themselves
as poker sharks. Often, they work for
the casino and receive a percentage of
the takings at their table, a floor supervisor said.
There are more than 150,000 rooms in
the 300 hotels that are clustered along the
Las Vegas strip. In the cut-throat battle for
tourist dollars, complexes like Mandalay
Bay invest billions in ensuring that once
a guest (or resortist) checks in, there will
be no reason for them to leave before
their wallets are empty.
Rooms vary in cost per night from
as low as $29 to $35,000 in the glitziest penthouse suites. An average hotel
checks in upwards of 5,000 guests every
day. Queues are long; visitors are impatient, agitated and anxious to deposit
their bags and get on with the business
of losing their money.

Conspiracy theories
But no matter how hard the marketing
campaigns try to restore Sin City’s lustre,

the "what happens in Vegas, stays in
Vegas" promise of consequence-free
debauchery has now been permanently
punctured.
Last Monday evening, the Strip was
noticeably subdued. That's a night of the
week when most of the shows featuring
marquee names go dark. The Crazy Girls
adult shows at Planet Hollywood’s Sin
City theatre were cancelled, but for most
of Vegas’s strip joints and topless bars, it
was business as usual.
By Tuesday night, the revellers were
back in full swing. The incongruity of
shrieking hen parties, some kitted out
in Halloween ghoul outfits, others as
dominatrix nuns, was stark. But Vegas
has long been a mixture of the surreal
and the tawdry.
In O’Shea’s Irish bar at the Linq, a
destination favoured by students and
low-budget visitors, a dwarf dressed as
a leprechaun does handstands up and
down the bar, stopping to pour tequila
down the necks of drinkers. The show
must go, on, especially at the Mandalay

Bay, which (aside from discreet notices
that thank the first responders and exhort
Vegas to "be strong") is busy acting as
though nothing happened.
But in a shop in the Mandalay Bay
complex, a supervisor, who asked not to
have her name used, describes "complete
chaos" in the hotel in the hour after the
shooting. “The hotel was in lock-down,"
she said. “The police came rushing in
here and escorted us out, but before that,
there were just hundreds of people who
were running past and screaming. They
were yelling that there was a terrorist
attack in the hotel.
“I was so scared. It was like I was paralysed. I didn’t do anything. Just stood
there until the police took us out.”
Meanwhile, the police were receiving
multiple reports of shootings at other
resorts including Caesars Palace, the
Bellagio, New York, New York and Aria
hotels. One police officer on duty at Mandalay Bay told this reporter that, initially, police believed the emergency calls
claiming there were injured and dying

victims at multiple locations suggested it
was an Isis-inspired attack. However, it
transpired that victims of the shootings
had fled to other hotels on foot, some
collapsing en route from shock or their
injuries.
In the vacuum of information, rumours and conspiracy theories abound.
In a broadcast circulated by InfoWars,
the right-wing shock jock Alex Jones
claimed that Paddock was deliberately
shielded by hotel staff members and may
have had accomplices who fled once the
shooting began. An $84.33 room service
charge – including a $10 tip – was initially
proffered as proof that Craddock had
someone else in his room.
While Las Vegas Sheriff Joe Lombardo
didn’t discount the accomplice theory
during a press briefing last Wednesday
evening, a security source indicated to
The Sunday Business Post that the room
service receipt was not from Monday
night, as had has had been claimed by
right-wing websites, but dated from a
previous visit.
Of immediate concern to the hotel and
casino owners is the impact on business.
So far, the hotels say they have received
no cancellations for bookings or conventions. (Ironically, one of the events
scheduled for this week is a massive gun
show.) In the hotels, people are queuing
to check into their rooms as they do every
other day. The lobbies of the cavernous
hotels, some of which have upwards of
10,000 rooms, resemble the check-in
areas at international airports.
Billions of dollars worth of development on half a dozen new developments
is currently underway – a $450 million
renovation of the Monte Carlo resort, a
$500 million expansion of the luxury
Wynn resort and a new gridiron stadium.
Owners and developers have been quick
to point out that the victims didn’t meet
their deaths in a hotel, but in an openair space. The subtext being that once
you are ensconced in a resort, you’re
safe.
Meanwhile, non-gamblers spend their
time sunbathing on Mandalay Bay’s 11acre fake beach, with its 2,700 tons of
sand and its 1.6 million-gallon wave pool.
There are several concert venues, tattoo
bars, caviar shops, a walk-through shark
aquarium, a dozen high-end restaurants
and an indoor shopping mall roughly
as long as Grafton Street. Not only can

you buy a wedding dress there, you
can get married in its chapel and have
a non-surgical facelift in beauty salon.
It was the site of the recent Floyd Mayweather-Conor McGregor hypefest.
Like many Vegas hotels, The Mandalay Bay has its own in-house Irish bar,
Ri Ra Irish pub, where the Irish band
The Black Donnellys have a six-night
residency every week. On Tuesday evening, in between sets, lead singer David
Rooney expressed shock and disbelief
at the shooting.
Rooney, a Dublin native who has lived
in Vegas with his wife and four children
since 2014, describes the difference between living in its tight-knit communities and the experience of tourists and
weekend trippers as "night and day".
It’s a view echoed by James Suarse,
the owner of Mobile Command Detail,
a locally-based car valeting and repair
service. Suarse, a Vegas native, describes
how he slipped in puddles of blood as he
and his wife ran to escape the bullets. He
ferried "around half a dozen" people to
safety in his truck which is equipped
with lights and sirens for towing breakdowns, he said. Initially, he thought he
had been injured himself when he saw
that his jeans and one arm of his shirt
were covered in blood.
Like many survivors who return to
place candles and flowers around a
makeshift memorial at the junction of
Reno and South Vegas Boulevard, Suarse
describes scenes of “madness, chaos,
like a scene from a war movie”. Some
of what he recounts is too graphic to be
printed here.
As a show of solidarity with victims
and gratitude for having survived, he
says his company will repair for free the
bullet-riddled cars of those who helped
get the injured to safety. “For most of
these people,” he says, gesturing towards
the selfie-taking tourists, this is just an .
. . experience. For us, it’s our home, our
community that’s been torn asunder.”
Along the strip, locals and tourists alike
line up to shake hands with police officers who encircle the scene of the massacre. They embrace them and ask them
to pose for selfies. The officers, weary
but accommodating, reassure visitors
about their safety and address locals by
name. For all its size, glamour and anonymity, Las Vegas is a community like
any other city.

n East Tropicana Avenue, about
three miles from the now infamous Mandalay Bay resort,
business is brisk at the Las Vegas gun store and shooting range.
A sign outside invites tourists to ‘try
shooting a machine gun’. A shooting
range menu offers a dozen packages
ranging in cost from $30 to $400. The
higher end of the shooting scale will
allow you to shoot as many as a dozen
different types of machine gun, while
$30 will buy you a slot with half a dozen
bullets and a hand gun.
Inside, an RPG launcher is displayed
for sale at $600. Next to it, the hitherto
unknown and now notorious ‘bump
stock’ – the legal add-on which makes
a semi-automatic rifle capable of fully
automatic fire – is on sale for $150.
At one end of the counter, a sales assistant is explaining to two young men
that they have sold out of bump stocks
and that the one on the wall is for display
purposes only.
It may seem jarring that in the aftermath of the Las Vegas shooting its gun
shops would sell out of the piece of gun
equipment regarded to have exacerbated
the carnage. But gun culture in the US,
where fewer than 50 million people are
estimated to own 300 million guns, has
its own logic.
The range, which is run by former military personnel, is also a tourist haunt.
One visitor tells me that there are "Irish
and British tourists here every day". A
visit to the gun range and a chance to
shoot off machine guns is an essential
part of their Vegas experience.
For locals, about half of whom are employed in the hospitality industry, many
in minimum wage, tip-dependant jobs,
it’s a way of alleviating stress, he says.
The shop manager and staff decline to
answer questions. A request to leave is
proffered, politely but firmly. Customers,
all of them young, white and male, glare
mutinously but remain silent.
Outside, one observes somewhat
cryptically that “we don’t go to London
and tell you how to play hockey”.
He adds that up to the point where
Stephen Paddock smashed the glass in
the windows in his hotel room and fired
into a crowd of 22,000 concert-goers,
nothing he did was illegal. “Murder is
illegal. Not guns,” he says.
It’s a stock NRA refrain. And yet 33,000
people die in gun violence in the US each
year.
The NRA has launched a pre-emptive
strike of sorts in calling for more regulations on bump stock devices. The move
is both strategic and tactical. By agreeing
to some form of control, the association
is hoping the issue can be dealt with by
new regulations that would specifically
deal with the regulation of their sale and
possession.
It could also then argue that this eliminates the need for gun control legislation on the issue which might also
include provisions to limit the sale of
assault weapons or call for universal
background checks, measures that are
widely favoured by gun control advocates
but have been fiercely resisted by the

NRA, which has spent tens of millions
of dollars lobbying against such a move.
Paradoxically for the NRA and the gun
manufacturing industry, Democratic administrations are consistently better for
business. Since Donald Trump became
president, gun sales have slumped as
fears of gun control abate.
The slump has prompted gun manufactures to focus on accessories like
bump stocks, which effectively circumvent the law by enabling a semi-automatic weapon to fire at a rate close to that
of automatic weapons, which have been
banned in the US since 1986.
America is more divided than ever on
the gun issue. Gun control advocates contend that had Paddock been armed with

knives, he could not have inflicted the
sort of carnage that left 59 people dead
and 487 injured in under ten minutes.
Pro-gun activists contend that
only guns can protect citizens
from gun-wielding maniacs. More
than that, the pro-gun lobby insists its
right to bear arms is guaranteed by the
Second Amendment, which it clams is
as fundamental and inalienable a right
as the right to freedom of expression
that is guaranteed by the First Amendment.
In several states, a 16-year-old can buy
a gun without parental consent. There are
states where school teachers can legally
carry guns in the classroom. In 48 states
a person who is on a terrorist watch list

can buy guns.
In Nevada, where Paddock lived, it is
legal to buy and own a gun without a
permit, including semi-automatic rifles
and even fully automatic ones.
It’s also legal to buy a gun from a private seller without undergoing a background check. This is known as “the gun
show loophole,” and it accounts for about
40 per cent of all gun transactions in the
United States.
Stricter gun control laws may not have
prevented the Vegas massacre, or random
acts of terrorism. But they would go some
way towards preventing the hundreds
of deaths and injuries that occur in the
US every day – and go unreported – as
a result of gun violence.
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McKEONE in

McALLEN
As the world looks on in
outrage, US correspondent
Marion McKeone reports
from the Texan border,
where the immigration
processing scandal paints
America in its darkest light

M

cAllen is a thriving Texas
border town about seven
miles from the wretched
border crossing hamlet
of Hidalgo. It is, for the
most part, comfortably
bi-cultural – even if it is deeply divided on
how best to approach the thorny issue of
immigration control.
to page 2
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On the border
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The border crossing area near Hidalgo in Texas and Reynosa in Mexico

A pawn shop at the border crossing area near Hidalgo in Texas, and Reynosa in
Mexico

A group of migrants and asylum seekers from Honduras who have been
diverted from the criminal to the civil system make their way to the bus station

Michael Avenatti (Stormy Daniels’ lawyer) speaks to reporters near the Federal
Immigration Court in McAllen, Texas

Rio Grande residents gather at a vigil at Archer Park in McAllan, Texas, organised
by the Catholic Diocese to protest against Trump immigration policies

The zero-tolerance
immigration policy has
made McAllen the Ground
Zero of a border crisis
that threatens to become
Trump’s Hurricane
Katrina moment
from page 1

Everywhere, Hispanics and Anglos
as the locals call themselves, seem to
co-exist in a state of relative harmony. The
newspaper, the Valley Times, is printed
half in Spanish and half in English, with
topics covered geared to its audiences.
Unsurprisingly, the Spanish half is almost entirely occupied by the border
crisis. The half directed at non-Hispanic
readers carries columns by conservative
writers and the achievements of honour
roll students.
On Wednesday evening, despite torrential rain and flash floods, more than
200 locals of all persuasion gather for
a candlelit vigil to protest against US
president Donald Trump’s immigration
policies. Beneath umbrellas and flimsy
rain ponchos, candles flicker and go out.
Across the road, a line of beefy white
males – the sort who proudly describe
themselves as Trump’s base – line up
at Mexican food trucks, exchanging bilingual banter with Hispanic cooks and
cashiers and amiably cursing the deluge. The best Mexican food north of the
border can be had here, a local rancher
advises. He’s right: steaming hot burritos
packed with beef and served with rice
and black beans will set you back $7.
You can wash it down with half a gallon
of freshly made melon smoothie – so
sweet it could trigger an instant sugar
coma – for an additional $2.
McAllen prides itself on its all-encompassing community spirit, but right
now the air is charged with tension and
foreboding, a sense that there is worse
to come in this harrowing border crisis
that has roiled the US and dominated
news headlines for the past week.
But a change in US immigration policy
that mandates the zero-tolerance prosecution of everyone who crosses into
the US without proper documentation
has made McAllen the Ground Zero of
a border crisis that threatens to become
Trump’s Hurricane Katrina moment.
Outside the Border Patrol office on
Main Street on Thursday, dozens of protesters carry placards decrying Trump
and his policies. Border Patrol agents,
many of whom are Hispanic, resolutely
avoid eye contact with the protesters,
even when some call them out by name.
“We’re friends,” one protester tells me
cheerfully after she forcefully upbraids a
passing agent for “ripping children from
their mothers”. “He’s got a job to do and
I’ve got a point of view about it.”
Further afield, Americans are speaking
with their wallets. A Facebook fundraiser
started by David and Charlotte Willner,
a San Francisco couple, last week had
raised more than $16 million within four
days. They had hoped to raise $1,500
for the Refugee Center for Education
and Legal Services (RAICES), a Texas
charity that provides legal assistance to
immigrants.
The weather – a week of relentless
rain, triggering sinkholes, mudslides,
flash floods and the implosion of pipes
and culverts, adds to a palpable sense
of foreboding and anxiety. Concrete
skies are ruptured by lightning and the
incessant roar of thunder. The flooding
has spawned thick swarms of mosquitos
and for the thousands of migrants who
attempt to cross the border daily, they
compound their misery. They are ferried
between court and detention centres,
shackled and handcuffed with manacles
around their ankles, their clothes coated
in grime and mud.
The stretch of border between McAllen
and Brownsville – about 70 miles if you
use the roads that hug the border from
McAllen and end where Brownsville
meets the Gulf of Mexico, is where almost
all of the migrants and asylum seekers

’’

who try to cross into the US illegally each
day make the crossing.
It’s the shortest distance from the
Northern Triangle of Central America
where a perfect storm of economic implosion, spiralling drug cartel and gang
violence and murder rates ensure the
inclusion of Guatemala, Honduras and El
Salvador in the unenviable group of the
world’s five most dangerous countries.

Above: Immigrants wait to
head to a Catholic Charities
relief centre after being
dropped off at a bus station
shortly after release from
detention in McAllen, Texas

The rehabilitation of
the Catholic Church
“Is this where we can give money?’ Ricardo Pena jr asks as he approaches the
grimy doors of the Catholic Charities
respite centre, an unpretentious building
situated about 100 feet away from the
Federal Courthouse and two minutes
from the Greyhound bus station. Each
building is an inevitable stop on the
itineraries of asylum seekers and illegal
immigrants alike.
Pena jr, a 50-year-old fencing supplier
was born in McAllen, as was his father.
Business is booming he says, and four
of his five children are in college. His
family history is the stuff of the American
Dream. His grandfather, orphaned at 13,
crossed the border illegally and was taken
in by the owner of McAllen’s bakery. “My
grandfather became a famous pastry
chef. Pepe’s famous biscuits. Everyone
knew him. He baked for two presidents,
Carter and Ford.” He pauses and shakes
his head before a wicked gleam enters
his eye. “Maybe if he was still alive, he
would bake a special something for Mr
Trump.”
Unlike most Hispanics living in
McAllen, Pena is not part of the Catholic Church’s tight-knit community. But
he says, he knows his donation will be
put to good use. “Everyone knows Sister
Norma. My kids, my wife, everyone. We
all have to help. These people, having
their kids taken away . . .” He pauses and
shakes his head.
According to Brenda Riojas, editor of
the Valley Catholic who has also been
co-opted by the diocese to deal with
the swarm of media that have camped
outside the centre, the system has now
become a lottery. Overwhelmed agents
cannot criminally prosecute and detain
everyone so they are diverting the overflow through the civil system.
This is evident from the scores of families who each day arrive at the centre,
clutching brown envelopes that contain
case summaries and numbers only a few
of them understand. Border agents confirm that even when they were ordered to
prosecute everyone, they couldn’t do so.
“We don’t even have enough handcuffs,”
one told me.
So, they are diverted to Sr Norma Pimental, the formidable, no nonsense executive director of the Catholic Charities
relief programme. Dubbed the ‘Pope’s
favourite nun’ by US media, she has
become an unlikely media darling and
exemplar of the Catholic Church’s role
in society. That doesn’t prevent her from
mercilessly upbraiding a photographer
who takes a picture of a sleeping child
without his mother’s permission. “Would
you like it if someone pushed past you to
photograph your child?” she demands
as he beats a hasty retreat.
Like the border control chief Manuel
Padillo jr, whom she counts as a friend,
Pimental is deeply sceptical that a law
or a policy or wall will staunch the tide
of desperate migrants. “You may as well
tell a mother to keep her children in a
burning building,” she says, outlining
the forces that impel them to make the
journey from the Northern Triangle to
the United States. She has sympathy for

Above right: Central
American asylum seekers
wait as US Border Patrol
agents take them into
custody near McAllen, Texas.
The families were then sent
to US Customs and Border
Protection (CBP)
Left: Sister Norma Pimentel,
executive director of the
Catholic Charities RGV
Humanitarian Respite
Center, talking to media last
week in McAllen, Texas

her friend the border chief. “He is a father
with young children. Do you think he
likes doing this?” she asks me.
For much of the day a steady stream of
cars pulls up outside the centre. Children
and adults unload boxes crammed with
toys, books, food and clothing. Inside, a
dozen volunteers are working flat out
to keep up with the flood of donations.
It’s organised mayhem. On a raised
dais in a large room, half a dozen children aged four and under lie sleeping
on small foam mats. Haggard-looking
mothers feed infants and rock them to
sleep. A nurse dispenses medicines for
diarrhoea and dehydration. A monthold infant who has contracted impetigo
from her three-year-old sister screams
as her mother, who looks like a teenager,
frantically tries to shush her.
Behind a row of folding tables, half a
dozen volunteers assess needs, directing
the immigrants to a dining area, showers,
and an area where they can get medicines, clothing, shoes and basic toiletries
before embarking on the next step of
their journey.
For some who have crossed and been
deported previously, there is an air of
weary familiarity about the proceedings.
For others, ‘border virgins’, as one Border
Patrol agent dubs them, it’s different.
Their terror, confusion and bewilderment
is palpable. Despite repeated assurances
from a young volunteer, a 19-year-old
mother clutches her baby so tightly the
child wails and struggles in protest.
Afterwards the volunteer tells me the
mother, who fled Nicaragua after her
brother and cousin were murdered, became hysterical when the volunteer suggested she bathe her infant. Even though
the child hadn’t been washed or had a
change of clothing in eight days, she had
heard how other mothers were told their
children were being take for a bath only
to never see them again.

tolerance dictates custodial sentences of
30 to 180 days, depending on whether
the defendant is an asylum seeker or a
repeat offender. For the first part of the
week, the sentences ensured that the
mothers would be separated from their
children for at least the length of their
sentences. The scenes as they left court
were harrowing. A chain gang of misery. In the space of less than three hours
each day, dozens of cases are uniformly
dispatched. All the defendants are sent
to prison.

The chaos theory

Top: migrants detained by
US Border Patrol agents
are held in a jail at the
Central Processing Center in
McAllen, Texas
US president Donald Trump
and vice-president Mike
Pence with the executive
order suspending the
separation of families at the
US-Mexico border
Pictures: Getty

‘Pavor’
Over and over in the federal courthouse,
at the bus station, and in the church shelters and immigration lawyers’ offices in
McAllen, Reynosa, Brownsville, I hear the
word ‘pavor’. The same word is uttered
by the mothers who stand before the
federal judge, pleading with him not to
deport them, and not to send them to
prison because they have children.
Initially, I assumed it was a supplication. But the translation is a feeling of
terror, foreboding or dread. It’s used to
explain to the legal authorities the reason
they fled and the reason they cannot

‘Pavor’: its
translation
is a feeling
of terror,
foreboding or
dread

return. Fear of violence, kidnapping,
extortion, the conscription of children
as young as five or six to become messengers and lookouts for drug traffickers
and street gangs.
Other words and phrases become familiar over the next several days of courtroom hearings and sentencing. “La peor
pesadilla” - the worst nightmare - is used
by mothers whose children have been
taken from them to describe both the
existence they fled and the prospect of
forced return. It’s also used in futile pleas
with the judge to return their children.
Their pleas are futile; not just because
it’s not within the immigration judge’s
remit, but because the children have
entered the bewildering labyrinth of
the American social services system.
They have been placed in the cavernous
maw of an unconnected legal system
that has made them wards of court, displacing their parents’ rights as their legal
guardians.

McJustice
On Tuesday morning, on the eighth
floor of an anonymous high rise office
building, is a young mother whose infant daughter was taken from her after
she was taken to the McAllen Station.
Shackled and trembling, she pleads with
the judge to return her child. The young
translator stumbles over her words – she

speaks a local dialect he’s unfamiliar
with. He’s visibly stressed by the process,
all the more so when the woman, the
colour drained from her face, appears
to faint.
The public defender, an exhausted-looking woman in her late 20s appears visibly distressed. But dozens of
men and women who sit shackled on
court benches that are packed to capacity,
don’t even raise their heads. This is McJustice. Each morning, an average of 70
cases are heard. The prosecutor reads out
the offence – invariably it’s a violation
of 8 US Code 1235, improper entry by an
alien. Invariably the female defendants
are caught wading across the Rio Grande,
their children carried on their backs or
over their heads. The males are more
often apprehended while trying to escape
or while navigating border fences.
In each case, the public defender
condenses years, sometimes decades
of misery into a mitigation plea that lasts
less than a minute. The judge is neither
harsh nor empathetic. Rather he seems
weary. He asks each defendant if they
wish to add anything. Most don’t. A few
plead for clemency citing poverty, fear
for their lives if they are returned home,
medical and other needs of their children.
The judge is unmoved. He rattles off a pro
forma response in each case, then grants
the full custodial sentence demanded by
the prosecution. This new world of zero

Over the past week, as the White House
offered conflicting rationalisations for the
introduction of a policy that has resulted
in the forced separation of around 2,400
migrant children from their parents, US
immigration policy is in a state of unprecedented confusion and chaos.
Trump inherited a problem that has
bedevilled successive administrations
for the past four decades; how to secure
the US borders while turning a blind eye
to the steady supply of cheap labour that
ensures the engine of America’s food
processing, construction and agriculture
industries keep humming?
Previous administrations have failed to
grasp the nettle of immigration reform or
provide a path to legal status for an estimated 11 million undocumented workers
that enter the US. Previous administrations have made attempts to regularise
the status of certain groups – children of
illegal immigrants who were born in the
United States and are US citizens.
But Trump’s proposed solution has
outraged America. Jarring images of dozens of children confined in wire mesh
enclosures, with foil blankets and inch
thick mattresses spread on cracked concrete floors sparked an uproar.
Images of sobbing, terrified toddlers
forcibly separated from their parents
generated panic in Washington and
forced Trump to capitulate to demands
and sign off on a hasty and ill-conceived
executive order on Wednesday that
ended the policy of separating children
from their parents, but dictated that the
zero-tolerance policy of prosecuting everyone who enters the US illegally should
continue.
The executive order is possibly illegal
and, according to Border Patrol sources,
certainly unenforceable. “We have the
resources to detain about 4 per cent of
illegal aliens,” one told me. “The system
can’t cope with any more than that.”
Trump’s solution, to order the creation

of 20,000 extra detention spaces has
caused eyes to water on the Appropriations Committee. The cost of detaining
an illegal immigrant ranges between
$258 and $750 per day, depending on
their age and status. The detention of
20,000 illegal aliens would cost upwards
of $10 million a day. This doesn’t include
those already in detention or the costs
of Trump’s abandoned family separation policy. By contrast, the fitting and
monitoring of an ankle bracelet is put
at around $1.80 per day.
Few people other perhaps than Trump
believe this cost is sustainable. Democrats for now are content to give Trump
enough rope, confident that if the policy is imposed, the costs and the optics
will trigger a tsunami of blue votes in
November.
Trump’s connected aim, to persuade
the courts to overturn the Flores Agreement that mandates that children and
families cannot be detained for longer
than 20 days, could also backfire. Legal
experts believe the court will refuse to
overturn the agreement. To do so would
open the door to the prospect of internment camps where families could be
held for months or years as their cases
inch their way through an overwhelmed
system.
Until the implementation of a zero
tolerance policy, McAllen Border Patrol,
along with its processing and detention
centres and the various advocacy and
support services that assist asylum seekers and illegal migrants meshed together
like the cogs in a well-oiled machine,
notwithstanding the fact they were at
cross purposes. And notwithstanding
the complexity of a system that was required to apply different processing and
detention protocols for unaccompanied
minors, asylum seekers, undocumented
workers, repeat offenders, family groups,
first-time border crossers and convicted
felons.
Every day, McAllen Border Patrol
agents would take into custody up to
200 migrants who were caught trying
to cross the border within the 53-mile
stretch of the Rio Grande for which it is
responsible.
Broadly speaking, asylum seekers
would be funnelled into the civil legal
process. Once a preliminary interview
established they had a credible claim, the
Border Patrol would release them and
direct them to one of the town’s many
non-profit operations where they would
have their basic needs met before heading to the Greyhound Bus Station to be
ferried to friends or relatives. McAllen

was just another stop on their journey,
another step in a process that could take
years. Even though most of the asylum
requests are eventually rejected, the
process can take that long to complete.
Likewise, with migrants who crossed
the border illegally. They would be processed and detained at McAllen Station, a
70,000-square foot facility that was constructed in 2014 in response to the spike
in border crossings by unaccompanied
minors and asylum seekers. The process
as stipulated by law, took no more than
72 hours, at which point they appeared
before a federal judge where they invariably pleaded guilty to illegally crossing the border, a summary offence for
first-offenders, and were sentenced to
time served.
Pending deportation hearings, they
were released with a court date and
frequently an ankle bracelet. Department of Justice and Immigration and
Customs Enforcement Statistics indicate
that around 75 per cent of asylum seekers
turned up for their hearings, while attendance rates for bonded and braceleted
illegal immigrants were consistently
above 90 per cent.
It was an imperfect, cumbersome
system, but with the US at close to full
employment and illegal immigration
rates at their lowest in more than 45
years, it was a system that Department
of Homeland Security and its various
agencies, including the US Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and the
Border Control, could live with.

Trump’s tormentor
in chief
In a somewhat surreal moment, after
leaving the respite centre, I spot Michael
Avenatti, the California lawyer whose
pugilistic representation of porn star
Stormy Daniels in her legal battle with
Trump has made him a fixture on primetime news.
In the strange way that events converge, there are posters flagging a special
4th of July appearance by Stormy Daniels
at a nightclub in McAllen. When I happen upon Avenatti, he’s walking past
a lingerie shop that features murals of
scantily clad women on its fuchsia pink
walls. He cuts an incongruous figure as
he strides purposefully along McAllen’s
old town centre, sporting a $400 Hermès
tie, an impeccably cut suit and a pair of
calfskin loafers.
But it seems Avenatti has found another way to get under Trump’s skin. He’s
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A second-hand clothing business near the Hidalgo border gathers clothing
discarded by migrants fleeing Border Patrol and sells it on to other countries

representing more than 50 mothers in
custody who were separated from their
children free of charge. In addition, he
has set up a legal crowd funding site to
cover the costs of bail and court filings
that has exceeded its relatively modest
target of $500,000.
He’s just come from Laredo Texas
where several of the mothers he’s representing are still being held in custody. All
of their children were taken from them,
he says. And none has any information
as to their whereabouts.
“This is a shit show of unprecedented
proportions,” he says in his characteristically forthright manner. A lawyer who
has made his fortune in bailing out celebrity clients and massive class actions,
it’s evident that his CV had done little to
prepare him for the harrowing scenes
he encountered as he spoke to frantic
mothers through glass partitions. “I’ve
had tough days before as a lawyer, but
nothing like this in my legal career.”
He pauses and blurts, “This is not
America. This is . . . bullshit. If Trump is
prepared to order that these mothers have
their children ripped from them, then he
should have the balls to come to Texas
and see what his policies are doing.” It’s
a well-judged soundbite.
He pauses and rummages in a brown
folder. “This is a letter a mother I’m representing wrote for her six-year-old son.
He was with her when she was arrested.
She was told he was being taken for a
bath. That was 16 days ago and she has
no idea where he is now.”
Over and over in the coming days,
immigration advocates, migrants that
evaded the criminal process and lawyers
tell me a similar story. Mothers are taken
into custody with young children or babies. The children are taken from them
on the pretext that the children, many of
whom have spent weeks or months in
transit, are being taken for baths, only to
find out they’ve been taken elsewhere.
As I hear this story recounted repeatedly, it’s difficult not to recall the pretexts
used in concentration camps. It’s a comparison that was made by retired general
Michael Hayden, a registered Republican,
sparking furious tirades from Trump’s
surrogates.
Few if any of those who cross the border between Brownsville and Hidalgo,
stay in the area. Most will continue their
journey north – to as far away as Iowa,
Nebraska and Ohio, where jobs are plentiful due to a combination of near full
employment in the US and an opiate
crisis that has decimated the blue-collar workforce that used to work in the
abattoirs and food processing factories.
The lure of relatively well-paid work,
and the prospect of raising their children
in a safe, if alien environment, means
they will risk the crossing again and
again, no matter the risks, no matter the
penalties. The alternative is unthinkable.
For decades, America has been reliant on the 11 million undocumented
workers that labour on its construction
sites, farms and food processing plants. In
the past, seasonal migrant workers have
proven a reliable and profitable form of
labour, allowing employers to impose
working conditions that flout health and
safety regulations – and frequently, minimum wage laws.

If Trump is
prepared to
order that these
mothers have
their children
ripped from
them, then he
The legal mess
should have
Trump’s executive order, drafted and
the balls to
signed on Wednesday under pressure
come to Texas from a panicked Republican Congress
and warnings from some of his staunchand see what
est defenders in both houses – was, like
change in policy that preceded it,
his policies are the
hastily conceived and probably unendoing
forceable.

How do you reunite 2,342 children
who have been separated from their
parents. The onus is put on the parents

to find the children who are embroiled
in a family court system. Parents who
arrived in the clothes on their backs hire
lawyers and navigate the process and
recover their children.
Despite Trump’s oft stated contempt
for what he describes as Obama’s ‘catch
and release’ immigration policy, Obama
was frequently criticised for what was
regarded as a hardline approach to border
security. During his eight years, more
than two million illegal immigrants were
deported from the US, more than any US
president on record.
In April 2017, border apprehensions
plummeted to their lowest level in decades – around 15,000 for the month.
Overall in 2017, the number of migrants
intercepted by Border Patrol agents
dropped from a high of 570,000 in 2014
to around 415,000, the lowest level since
the 1970s.
Despite White House claims of an immigration crisis, the facts state otherwise.
The number of persons attempting to
illegally enter the country is at its lowest
in almost half a century.

Recycled clothing
On the road into Hidalgo, a border crossing point that vibrates with the constant
sound of 18-wheeler semi-trucks entering and leaving Mexico, a dilapidated
warehouse is home to one of half a dozen
businesses that sells bales of ‘recycled’
clothing to cheap clothing manufacturers, discount retailers and market traders
in sub Saharan Africa.
Outside, on a ragged sheet, a help
wanted sign is scrawled. Inside, half a
dozen women sort through mountains
of clothing that are deposited in front of
them by a forklift operator. Once sorted
they are converted into giant bales and
prepared for shipping. The recycling of
clothing that was dropped or discarded
by migrants crossing the river is big business in this area. It’s another way that the
poor are exploited. When asked by this
reporter about where the clothing came
from, an employee gestured towards the
border fence that runs behind the building. The women didn’t look up from the
giant boxes they were sorting through.
No one spoke English.
Across the road, a local resident shrugs.
“They are vultures,” she says of the companies that trawl the border areas for the
belongings of migrants.
“You see it every day. The Border Patrol
chase these people. They drop all their
belongings so they can run faster. Then
the trucks go out and gather up their
property and sell it to other poor people.
It makes me sick.”
There are plenty of other ways migrants are exploited in Hidalgo. Just inside
the border crossing, a currency exchange
bureau charges extortionate rates to convert Mexican pesos to dollars. It also sells
lottery tickets. The clerk finds it easy
to persuade migrants who have made
the crossing that their luck has changed
and they should exploit it by investing
in a lottery ticket that would transform
their fortunes.
This stretch of road also hosts several
pawn shops, a bail bond and loan sharks.
Standing around a Payless store, a group
of migrant workers wait for a truck to
pick them up for a day’s work.
According to a spokesman for the
United Farmworkers Foundation, every
day they run a gamut of risk; attacks by
anti-immigrant vigilante groups that
patrol the area with near impunity, arrest, incarceration and deportation by
Border Patrol agents, and exploitation
by employers who pay them less than
agreed, or not at all.
So why do they do it? ‘La desesperación’, an elderly labourer grins in
response. A word that needs no translation.
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“The cradle of the best and the worst.” For The Sunday
Business Post’s US correspondent Marion McKeone,
America resists a single definition. In this essay, she
explores its complex landscape, arguing the case for
hope beyond the battleground for red and blue states

S

ome time around 2005, while working as a reporter in the US, I ran off with a cowboy circus of sorts.
The adventure took me across 35 states, from Texas
to Montana, from North Dakota to South Carolina. It
wasn’t strictly a circus, although it did have its share
of professional clowns. Rather, it was the Professional
Bull Riders (PBR) world championship tournament, a
year-long endurance test of unimaginable proportions.
Tickets sold out everywhere – crowds packed in one-horse towns
in Wyoming and arenas in Las Vegas.
For 11 gruelling months, 50 cowboys, most of them in their early
twenties, competed against each other in a series of run-off events.
The rules of engagement were both brutal and brutally simple. A bull
rider had to remain astride a bucking, charging bull for a minimum
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of eight seconds, using only a rope for traction. The fiercer the ride,
the higher the score.
During the year I spent making a documentary about the sport, at
least a dozen cowboys were carried out of the arena every weekend,
concussed and bloodied and battered. The bulls, which weighed a ton
or more, were magnificent but terrifying beasts, hulking mounds of
muscle and fury. Invariably, they emerged victorious and unscathed.
The cowboys weren’t so lucky. Broken bones were commonplace, as
were concussions, torn ligaments and dislocated knees and shoulders. Flesh was gored, lungs were collapsed and teeth were scattered
across the sawdust.
Not a single contestant escaped injury. At times, if you shut your
eyes, you could be in a gladiatorial contest in ancient Rome. The
sickening, unmistakable crack of snapping bones, the thudding ➽

A rider tries to stay
on his bull during
competition at the
Professional Bull
Riders event at
Madison Square
Garden in New York
GETTY
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Brazilian brothers Allan, Adriano and André Moraes prepare for
competition during the Professional Bull Riders World Finals at
Mandalay Bay Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas, Nevada
GETTY

ground beneath the charging bulls, the thunk of human flesh making
contact with horns and hooves. The roaring crowds and snorting beasts.
As a spectacle, it was riveting and harrowing in equal measure. The
bulls, the fiercest of which were worth up to $1 million to their owners,
were cosseted like racehorses; the cowboys, not so much.
But the riders kept coming back every weekend. They’d limp into the
arena, ribcages strapped, limbs bandaged, heads stitched, and do it all
over again. By the end of the year and the tournament – which culminated in a five-day final in Las Vegas, the winner was the last cowboy
standing. The prize was $1 million and a comically large belt buckle.
In the United States, a competitor in any other sporting arena who
possessed a fraction of the athleticism, guts and grit these cowboys
displayed every weekend would be making tens of millions of dollars
a year, win, lose or draw. Bull riding is officially the most dangerous
extreme sport in existence, but professional bullriders make about 1
per cent of what NFL gridiron stars or NBA basketball players make.
So why do they do it? Partly for the money, partly for the thrill, the
adrenaline rush the riders describe as incomparable to any other experience. There’s also the glory factor: these cowboys are revered by
their fans. And the camaraderie. Not to mention the parties.
There are other reasons, too: the sense of connection with something primal they struggled to articulate. The American cowboy is an
endangered species. The bull riders felt they were reclaiming their
past by reinventing it, ensuring its survival by sexing up a tradition
that their fathers and grandfathers practised purely for amusement.
Most of the riders were fifth- or sixth-generation cowboys. Some
were Native Americans. For many, the meagre prize money ensured
the family ranch passed to another generation; even the also rans
would make upwards of $50,000 a year. Sceptics might argue this
is just another example of Americana, the cynical monetising of an
imaginary past.
But to an outside observer: the fusion of tradition, skill, courage and
cash is uniquely American. So were the laconic humour, the arid wit,
the quiet confidence and, for such a macho sport, the emphasis on
chivalry and restraint. As one young cowboy who had a penchant for
pink leather chaps deadpanned: “When you ride bulls for a living, you
don’t have to worry about looking tough.” The culture can be corny,
even comical, but undeniably compelling.
Some of the competitors were devout evangelical Christians. Others
showed the same stamina for alcohol and late nights as they did in the
arena. While the audiences were overwhelmingly white, the riders
were black, white, Hispanic and Native American. Several were South
American transplants.
The only thing that seemed to matter to the contestants and the crowd
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In the United States, a competitor in any other
sporting arena who possessed a fraction of the
athleticism, guts and grit these cowboys displayed
every weekend would be making tens of millions
of dollars a year, win, lose or draw

was the degree of skill and courage the rider possessed. It would be Donald Trump speaks at a campaign
naive to assume this colour blindness survived past the event when rally at Ladd Peebles Stadium in
GETTY
it came to the audience, but the camaraderie between the riders was Alabama in August 2015
underpinned by an unspoken code of loyalty and mutual support.
My year-long journey through coastal cities and flyover towns, to
ranches and farms and Indian reservations exposed a side of the US
that is largely unseen outside the sports catchment area. This isn’t the
America that Donald Trump yearns to return to; it’s safe to assume,
like most of us, he’d run a mile from a bull. And
this America has little truck with a petty, pampered
Police patrol downtown Washington after a
billionaire. Its values are authentic, its inhabitants
limousine was set on fire following the inauguration
unassuming, tolerant, respectful.

T

he 2016 US presidential election campaign
brought to mind the gladiatorial aspects of
the bullriding arenas. So too did the constant wearing travel, the rubber-chicken
dinners, the endless motels and countless
miles traversed by car, plane, train and truck.
There are other obvious similarities: the crush of
defeat, the euphoria of victory, the constant awareness that one mistake could prove fatal. As fatigue
rises, so too does the chance of a career-ending
miscalculation.
But that’s where the similarities end. The 2016
campaign, like much of the Trump presidency to
date, was bullying, cowardly and devoid of decency
or integrity. Incendiary claims were calibrated to
deepen division and distrust. Decent people were
smeared, a handful of billionaires called the shots,
neo-Nazis were coddled while Muslims, immigrants and African Americans were scapegoated.
Conversations and interviews with scores of
people at dozens of Trump rallies and events told
a story of a very different America to the one I
had encountered on the bullriding trail. A seething, hate-fuelled minority for the most part, who
wore confederate hats, T-shirts with unrepeatable
anti-Hillary Clinton slogans emblazoned upon
them. They brandished pro-Second Amendment
posters and joined in spittle-flecked chants with
gusto, while Trump encouraged them every step
of the way.

of Donald Trump on January 20, 2017

These Trump fanatics were a minority, albeit a voluble one. Most
of the Republicans I encountered, even in deep red states like Wyoming, Texas and South Carolina, were good-humoured, friendly and
respectful. They admitted to being attracted to Trump’s promise of
better-paying jobs, but confessed to being alarmed and dismayed by
his vulgarity, bigotry and divisiveness. Not all of Trump’s supporters
were like him. Many didn’t even like him very much.
While American journalists are often accused, and sometimes justifiably so, of existing in blue-state bubbles, election campaigns are
great levellers. Particularly primary season, when traipsing around a
dozen states after 22 candidates, who encompass every permutation
of the US political spectrum, exposes the surreal, the comical and the
downright scary.
To paraphrase Leonard Cohen, America is indeed the cradle of the
best and the worst. And each is found where you might least expect it
along the thousands of miles of truck-stop cafés, town hall meetings,
arenas and cavernous hotel ballrooms. From the withering elitism of
East Coast liberals to the chilling erudition of West Coast millennials
who responded to Trump’s dog-whistled racism, rallying around the
notion of an ethnically ‘pure’ America.
Red and blue states are far more complex than crude electoral maps
suggest. Yes, redistricting and gerrymandering mean that the outcomes
of 350 of the 435 congressional contests are effectively decided long
before the elections are held. There are blue districts and red districts,
and until very recently red districts voted red and blue did likewise,
regardless of the calibre of the candidates. But even these assumptions
are now being challenged.
Last November, a virtually unheard-of Democrat in Alabama stole
one of the safest Republican Senate seats in the country. True, his
opponent was an alleged sexual predator. But Trump’s gamble that
Alabama was so enamoured of his presidency that it would elect an
alleged child molester over a Democrat backfired.
And in Pennsylvania last week, he discovered the limits of his cult
of personality once again.
Commentators and analysts are rightly shocked by Trump’s disrespect for the office of the President as well as his manifest unfitness to
inhabit the Oval Office. But America is cursed with a short memory.
The country has a habit of passing stress tests it periodically imposes
on its institutions. A number of American politicians and journalists I
have spoken to over the years were old enough to recall – some even
to participate in – the civil unrest of the late 1960s and early 1970s. In
the past half-century alone, the US has endured the assassination of a
president and the attempted assassination of another. A third president
was forced to resign and a fourth was impeached.
Fifty years ago this year, Martin Luther King and Robert F Kennedy
were murdered within months of each other. The 1970s brought widespread civil unrest, the shooting of unarmed student protesters at Kent
State University, the Watergate scandal and the resignation of Richard
Nixon. The 1980s saw the attempted assassination of another president
and the Iran-Contra scandal. The 20th century concluded with the ➽
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impeachment of Bill Clinton and raging cultural wars.
America ushered in the new millennium as the world’s sole economic
and military superpower, only to be wracked by the ‘stolen’ election
of 2000 and a US Supreme Court decision to award the presidency
to George W Bush, an episode that badly tarnished the institution’s
standing.
Those who forget history are doomed to relive it. And it’s astonishing
how quickly America has forgotten the incompetence, vindictiveness
and bullying of the Bush-Cheney era, the exploitation of public fears
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to effect an executive power grab and trample civil liberties. The deceit
employed in the rush to wage war in Iraq, the sickening scandal of
Abu Ghraib, the outing of a CIA spy as a petty act of revenge for her
husband’s opposition to the war in Iraq, the normalisation and cavalier
use of torture and rendition ‘black spots’. Not to mention Cheney’s
secret cronyism, the Enron scandal, the chilling indifference to the
devastation of Hurricane Katrina, and the economic mismanagement
that triggered the 2008 fiscal meltdown and the biggest recession since
1929. George W Bush left the White House in 2008 with a 23 per cent
approval rating.
Barack Obama’s painstaking rebuilding of the US economic runway
that had been firebombed by the Bush-Cheney administration came
just in time for the Trump administration take-off. Whether Trump’s
prescription of tariffs, deregulation and massive tax cuts skewed
towards the top 1 per cent will send him careening into an economic
tailspin remains to be seen. It’s early days yet.
The elastic nature of the office of the president means that, for better
or for worse, it’s invariably defined by its current occupant character,
intellect and leadership skills. The US has had bad presidents before:
Andrew Jackson, the forgotten Millard Fillmore, James Buchanan, Richard Nixon, Ulysses S Grant and Warren Harding were poster presidents
for corruption and incompetence. Then there was George W Bush.
The harbingers of doom – and there are many – believe that lasting
damage has already been done to the US’s democratic institutions.
And that many of its longstanding alliances abroad have been strained
beyond a point where they could snap back into shape with the election of a new president.
Over the two decades, I’ve marvelled at America’s optimism and
generosity, its boundless energy and creativity, its irreverence and
never-ending ability to recover and regenerate.
The 2008 election of Barack Obama, a young black senator with
almost no political experience, would have seemed unthinkable a
decade earlier. But the incompetence and cronyism of the Bush-Cheney
years pushed America to take a historic leap forward. The 2009 inauguration of Obama was, for this reporter, the single moment in almost
two decades of covering US politics when America shone brightest.
On that freezing January morning, Washington DC reverberated with
the cheers of two million people, most of whom had been excluded
from the corridors of power. For a moment, it seemed as though the
ambitions of the Founding Fathers had been achieved.
Eight years later, we witnessed the reverse of that shiny morning.
A belligerent, angry leader delivered a dystopian, divisive message to
a half-empty mall. A chain of events was set in place once again. This
time, it’s unclear where it will end. But I’m willing to bet on two posDemonstrators
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itive outcomes from the Trump
administration. The first is that
the move towards meaningful
gun control has begun. Like gay
marriage, it will be incremental
and may take years to achieve,
but the public mood has changed.
Secondly, the notion that the
next president of the United
States will be a woman is no longer fanciful. The swell of revulsion
against Trump’s misogyny has
reached a tipping point. There are
several competent worthy candidates.
Such optimism doesn’t ignore the current grim reality and the very
real risk that Trump’s temperament and inexperience could propel the
US into a disastrous face off with North Korea or Iran. All the crises to
date have been entirely of Trump’s making. The real danger lies in how
he will respond to a crisis that is visited upon him without warning.
It’s true that Trump has laid waste to vast swathes of the US’s diplomatic legacy. It’s probably also true that he has ensured that the
Republican Party, already a pantomime horse at odds with either end
of itself, will split in two with the moderate head forging a new path
of fiscal and moral conservatism while its alt-right rear end takes its
followers down a blind alley of intolerance, bigotry and strife.
It’s also likely that the Christian evangelicals, who’ve thrown in their
lot with Trump in exchange for a tacit promise to drag women and
LGBT people back to the 1950s will realise the error of their ways when
they find they have permanently squandered their moral credibility.
And yet, the cultural warriors and evangelicals may be the most
permanent beneficiaries of the Trump presidency. The longest-lasting,
deepest wound that Trump can inflict on the US is the stacking of its
Supreme and Federal Court benches with intolerants and incompetents.
His first choice to the Supreme Court was neither. Neil Gorsuch is
a conservative and an opponent of the US’s abortion laws. Women
have good reason to dislike and distrust him. He has also shown a bias
toward upholding corporate rather than individual rights. But he is an
experienced and capable jurist who can be trusted to at least provide
a reasoned interpretation of the US Constitution.
The same can’t be said of Trump’s other choices to the Irish equivalent of the High Court, some of whom were so ill-qualified that the
nominees withdrew rather than face a Congressional drubbing.
Cynics could argue that, because of this, everything changes but
nothing changes. It remains to be seen whether the US will regard
its Faustian bargain with Trump as a colossal error or the price of
recalibrating a country that many believed had stagnated as a result
of the political gridlock that has paralysed Washington for a decade.
Others question whether American ideals have become so debased
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that a vast sector of the population is willing to trade them in for the
promise of a tax cut from which only the already wealthy will benefit.
The Republicans simply lack the will to keep Trump on the porch,
much less impose moral guardrails. A mixture of fear and opportunism
has overwritten their code for political survival. How heavy a price they
pay in the 2018 mid-term elections depends on whether the Democrats
prove capable of anything other than hand-wringing and in-fighting.

I

t seems like a lifetime since Trump descended down the escalator of Trump Tower to announce his candidacy, clinging to the
rail like an elderly mall rat. His 14 months in office have been so
turbulent, so chaotic that a pre-election pay-off to a porn star
seems almost trivial.
As scandals, investigations, conflicts of interest and firings pile on
top of each other, the consensus seems to be that the US has never
had it so bad in terms of leadership. But the system of checks and
balances is proving more robust than many feared. The courts have
thus far slapped down Trump’s worst excesses on, say, immigration.
The intelligence agencies have shown a toughness and independence
despite the near-daily assaults and slanders from the Oval Office.
Career civil servants have shown dedication and no small amount
of cunning in their attempts to keep the trains running on time. A
senior EPA official confided that by simply removing the words ‘climate change’ and replacing them with ‘job creation’, they managed
to ensure that many Obama regulations escaped Trump’s scrutiny.
At the Department of Justice, deputy attorney general Rod Rosenstein
has shown extraordinary courage in carrying out his duties, calmly
withstanding Trump’s daily furies.
And the US media, which was shamefully cowed by the fear of being
labelled unpatriotic during the Bush era, has resurged. Print media
and investigative journalism play critical roles in unearthing Trump’s
conflicts of interest and abuses of power. Even some big corporations
are showing glimmerings of social responsibility, albeit at the insistence
of their customers, in supporting the public resistance to the National
Rifle Association’s omnipotence in Washington DC.
But it’s not just the institutions, it’s the American people themselves:
from the tens of thousands who turned out at airports to protest against
Trump’s Muslim travel ban, to the millions of women who marched in
defiance of his misogyny, to the humbling courage and fierce eloquence
of the teen survivors of the Parkland massacre.
In no small way, Trump’s chauvinism has helped trigger a new
movement that has empowered and emboldened women who have
endured unchecked abuses of power by male colleagues and employers. #MeToo, #TimesUp and #NeverAgain may be the most enduring
legacies of the Trump era.
It’s messy, chaotic and ugly at times, but the Trump administration has thus far proven why America continues to thrive, even if it
frequently falters. ■
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