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THE TVS AT THE EQUINOX were showing a Donald Trump rally. Hillary Clinton might have been holding her own rally somewhere but, if so, it wasn’t on any of these screens. In fact, a few weeks ago MSNBC, Fox News and CNN had ignored a Hillary Clinton speech entirely, choosing instead to broadcast a live feed of the empty podium from which Donald Trump would soon speak. His empty podium: that’s how insatiable our appetite was to hear Donald Trump say staggering things in the spring of 2016, back when it was new and strange.

I plugged in my headphones and heard someone in the crowd shout out to Trump: “Are you going back on the Alex Jones show?”

“Alex Jones?” Trump said. “He was a nice guy! You like him?”

“It was a GREAT interview!” the man called back.

“Oh good,” Donald Trump said. “Alex Jones. Nice guy.”

I was so jolted by this exchange I almost fell off my elliptical. Donald Trump knows Alex Jones?

I AM BASICALLY ALEX JONES’S Simon Cowell. I star-spotted him in the late-1990s. He’d been a locally renowned radio talk show host in Austin, Texas, back then, but I gave him the idea that catapulted him to fame. My idea was for the two of us to sneak into a secretive summer camp in the forests of Northern California called Bohemian Grove, where powerful men like George H.W. Bush, Dick Cheney and Henry Kissinger were rumored to undertake an annual ritual in which a human effigy was thrown into the fiery belly of a giant stone owl.

“That can’t be true,” I thought when I first heard of the ritual. “I wonder if I can get in and film it?”

I didn’t want to infiltrate the camp alone, because if I failed there would be no story. It would just be me failing to enter a summer camp. If I failed alongside the charismatic fledgling conspiracy talk show host Alex Jones, however, I could at least write about him failing.

We didn’t fail. We succeeded wildly. But our relationship foundered soon afterward. We were like the gold prospectors in “The Treasure of the Sierra Madre” — it was our success that tore us apart. Before long, we were trading insults on talk shows. Our fight centered on our differing interpretations of the ritual we had managed to witness. Alex was suggesting we had possibly witnessed an actual human sacrifice — which we definitely hadn’t. To counter his irresponsible claim that Bohemian Grove was the place where world leaders gather to satiate Moloch, their owl god, I was forced into the awkward position of defending the Bush family’s proclivity for mock human sacrifice. What we had actually seen was a pageant — amateur dramatics — albeit a very odd pageant.

The 1990s became the 2000s. I was aware that Alex was growing in prominence. I noticed him trending on Twitter from time to time, for telling his now millions of fans that U.S. scientists were covertly creating “man-fish hybrids,” that atheists “worship Lucifer,” and that the government puts secret chemicals in juice boxes to turn Americans gay: “After you’re done drinking your little juices you’re ready to put makeup on, wear a short skirt, put together a garden of roses or something.”

And then there were terrible things, like Alex’s assertion that the Sandy Hook massacre of 20 children was “completely fake … they clearly used actors.” Inspired by claims like this, Sandy Hook “truthers” had begun bombarding the parents of the murdered children with messages like: “You’re a fraud and an asshole. Rot in hell you fucking prick.” (That one had been sent to Lenny Pozner, whose 6-year-old son, Noah, died in the shooting.)

But I paid little attention. I had moved on from the conspiracy theory world. It didn’t seem like it mattered.

Suddenly, Alex mattered.


Donald Trump: Your reputation is amazing. I will not let you down. You will be very, very impressed, I hope. And I think we’ll be speaking a lot. And you’ll be looking at me in a year … a year into office you’ll be saying, “Wow. … He did a great job.”

Alex Jones: Donald Trump, I hope you can help un-cripple America. You will be attacked for coming on. We know you know that. Thank you.

— “Infowars,” Alex Jones’ Internet show, Dec. 2, 2015



On a personal level, I like Alex. I consider our Bohemian Grove infiltration to be among the great nights of my life, and how could I not feel warmly toward the man I had shared the adventure with? But Donald Trump might be on the verge of becoming the leader of the free world, and it was incredible to discover that he takes Alex seriously — that Alex might be influencing him.

Alex is basically the most irresponsible man I have ever met. He uses his powers to inflame paranoia. He boldly makes stuff up to suit his weird agenda. Alex eschews facts and reason and he definitely should not have political sway.

The world in which Alex is a leading voice — a loose collection of internet conspiracy theorists and nationalists and some racists — suddenly had a name: the “alt-right movement.” As 2016 continued, Trump delighted them, or derived inspiration from them, in other ways. He suggested that “thousands” of Muslims in New Jersey cheered the 9/11 attacks. He retweeted compliments from a Twitter user called “white-genocide-TM,” whose location was listed as “Jewmerica.” The woman he named as a campaign spokeswoman, Katrina Pierson, would tweet things like: “Perfect, Obama’s dad born in Africa, Mitt Romney’s dad born in Mexico. Any pure breeds left?”

The last time I heard archaic phrases like “pure breeds” — spoken by people who pore over lineages to spot contamination — was when I spent a year with the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan in Harrison, Arkansas. I’d overhear their leader Thom Robb grumble to his people about nearby Asians: “She’s a High Yellow.” And then there was the time I visited Aryan Nations — a white supremacist compound in Idaho — and the skinheads, peering at my Jewish face, surrounded me to ask my “genealogy.” I said I was Church of England. They looked dubious, but reluctantly didn’t beat me up.

Pure Breed. High Yellow. Genealogy.

I would never have predicted that these people would one day have the ear of a presidential nominee — that their movement might carry a man to victory. How had it happened? On a nuts-and-bolts level, who had brokered the meeting between Alex and Donald Trump?

And then, as I watched Trump praise Alex on the TV screen at the Equinox, I suddenly had an exciting realization. I had had no way into Trump’s world. But now I did. If I could somehow rekindle my damaged relationship with Alex, he was my way in. The Republican National Convention was approaching. Perhaps Alex would be there. I flew to Cleveland.

* * *

“THE STREETS ARE GOING TO EXPLODE today.” The man telling me this was a documentary producer, Greg. We were talking on the street outside my Airbnb in Cleveland’s warehouse district. It was Monday, Day One of the convention. Greg had been preparing for Cleveland for months, he told me. He had crews positioned all over downtown, poised to chronicle the violence.

Greg saw violence as inevitable. It had been escalating ever since Donald Trump starting telling his supporters at rallies, “If you see someone getting ready to throw a tomato, knock the crap out of them, would you? Seriously. Just knock the hell … I will pay the legal fees.” And, to a protester being thrown out of his event in Nevada: “I love the old days. You know what they used to do to guys like that when they were in a place like this? They’d be carried out in a stretcher, folks. … I’d like to punch him in the face.” There were screams of laughter from his fans.

In Tucson, Arizona, a protester was sucker-punched to the floor by a Trump supporter. While he was down, other Trump fans gathered around to kick him. In Las Vegas, a Trump fan shouted “Sieg Heil” at a black protester. “Light the motherfucker on fire,” someone yelled. When CNN’s Don Lemon asked Trump if he planned to tell his supporters to ease up on the violence, Trump replied, “I certainly don’t incite violence.”

Commentators tried to make sense of Trump’s lies, and his lack of embarrassment at being caught lying. What strange political maneuvering was this? But maybe there was no sense to be found. Maybe his words were empty, his contradictions meaningless: It was just his personality, and there was nothing going on underneath.

And then there was the violence instigated by the protesters. On a street in San Jose, California, a demonstrator swung at an unsuspecting Trump fan. Blood gushed out of the man’s ear, splattering his shirt. That same night a large crowd of protesters pelted a lone woman with eggs. She stood her ground, smiling, as more food hit her face. The image could not have been more helpful to the Trump campaign. Those colors didn’t run.

MY PLAN FOR THE DAY was to attempt a reunion with Alex Jones. He was headlining a Citizens for Trump rally at Settlers Landing, a city park down the hill behind my Airbnb. As I walked there, I suddenly heard loud footsteps behind me. It was a dozen police officers, each one dressed in riot gear and clutching a tear gas gun. They were rushing in the other direction.

Was there a riot? I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to miss a riot. But if I pursued them, I might forego my opportunity to reconcile with Alex. This was an impossible dilemma: Alex or a riot? I dithered. Then it was too late. The riot police had vanished. Distressed, I continued to Settlers Landing.

(As it turned out, my tear gas FOMO was unfounded. There would be no riot that day. No tear gas would be deployed.)

SETTLERS LANDING WAS AWASH with members of Donald Trump’s unofficial biker security force, Bikers for Trump. They were wearing leather jackets in the incredible heat, and were scanning their crowd for any potential violence that they might intervene in and subdue. The audience comprised for the most part men and women wearing Infowars shirts and Hillary for Prison T-shirts. “Infowars” was Alex’s show, and Hillary for Prison his slogan — the T-shirts manufactured and marketed by him.

“How many bikers do we have out there?” the emcee, Trish Cunningham, called out from the stage. She had the look of a country singer.

“Woo!” responded the audience.

“How many of us have lost a friend who was a biker?” she called out.

There was a single “Woo” — the question being too niche and sad for anything more.

“Hey!” someone called to me. I turned around to see a man with long yellow hair and a handlebar mustache. “You’re the guy standing there besides Alex smoking them cigarettes in the Bohemian Grove video,” he said.

“That’s me!” I said.

“Are you still smoking?” he asked me.

“No! I gave up!” I said.

“The folks back home ain’t going to believe it!” he said. “What’s your name?”

“Jon Ronson,” I said.

“Ronson!” he said. “Jon Ronson! Wow! I’m in his company! What a thrill!”

We posed together for a selfie. Another man stood next to us. “I’m Steve from Tampa, Florida,” he said.

“I’m Jim,” the first man said.

“I’m here because I believe Trump is a modern-day Moses and he’s been anointed by God,” said Steve to a passing reporter.

“Those are big words,” I said. “Do you enjoy living in Tampa?”

“It’s a tough town,” he said.

“Tough in what way?” I asked.

“It’s one of those towns where it’s not what you know, it’s who you know,” he said.

“You mean it’s hard to get a break?” I said.

He looked embarrassed. Then he changed the subject. “Aren’t you that guy from that Alex Jones video?” he said.

“I’m rarely recognized from that video, but today I’m getting recognized all the time!” I said.

“That’s because you’re in a crowd of people that respect what you did,” said Jim.

“I hope Alex feels that way,” I said, “and that he doesn’t harbor ill feelings toward me.” I looked worried. Then I changed the subject. “Back then, Alex was a marginal figure. Now he’s close to Donald Trump. Are you proud of him?”

“I am proud of him,” Steve said. “It’s a little selfish, but I used to share a lot of his information and I was literally ridiculed.”

“Ridiculed by who?” I asked.

“People on Facebook,” he said. “I’ve been called mentally ill and paranoid and ‘tin foil hat.’” He smiled. “But who’s laughing now?”

On the stage, a young Russian girl sang a song of her own composition called “Make America Great Again/Political Correctness” and when she finished, people in the crowd shouted out “She was amazing!” and “And she’s just starting out!” The girl beamed. But the rally’s energy was beginning to wilt. It was a hot day. Some speakers were late and the emcee was forced to fill. There are only so many times a person can holler “Are you ready to make America great again?” and “He’s going to build a big wall. Do you believe that?” before an afternoon begins to feel aimless.

In the crowd, Jim did his best to keep our spirits up. “Is Obama satanic?” he asked me.

I was grateful for the conversation starter — I consider anything that staves off social awkwardness to be a blessing — but I couldn’t lie. “I like Obama,” I said. “Although I understand that’s not a popular opinion down here on the grassy knoll.”

“But Hillary is a known Luciferian,” he tried.

“She’s not a known Luciferian,” I said.

“Well, yes and no,” he said. “Anyway …” His voice tailed off. We smiled clumsily at each other. I did the thing I do when I get tongue-tied. I said, “Mmmm.”

We badly needed some distraction. And then, just in time, we got it.

We felt him before he saw him. The air just started fizzing.

“Here he comes!” yelled the emcee. Surrounded by camera crews and Bikers for Trump, Alex Jones and his people moved through the crowd like a whale. Alex had lost weight since the last time I saw him, but he was still a big man. He was wearing a blue blazer and black Ray-Bans. He looked like a businessman-wrestler, the kind of person who consumes the products you can buy in his Infowars online store, like Super Male Vitality supplements. I didn’t try to approach him. I knew I wouldn’t get close.

He made it to the stage and lurched toward the microphone.

“The establishment is FAILING and Donald Trump is surging in every major poll across the country!” he shouted.

Alex played the crowd, picking out a reporter in late middle age. “I recognize this guy from the dinosaur media. Are you a Tyrannosaurs Rex? A diplodocus? A pterodactyl?” Actually, the man was David Corn of Mother Jones — not the most apposite representative of the media establishment, but still: Alex’s point was that elitist media was dying.

Next, he went after a TV satirist, Eric André, whom he mistook to be a “Daily Show” correspondent (he’s actually the host of Adult Swim’s “The Eric André Show”).

“Hey let’s bring the ‘Daily Show’ guy up here!” Alex said. “Let’s bring the agitator on in here!”

Eric André was pushed onto the stage. “I want you to have sex with my wife,” he said to Alex.

Alex faltered for a second, then recovered. “He’s just trying to be shocking,” he told the audience.

“Really, here’s my hotel key, I want you to have sex with my wife,” Eric André said.

“Sir, I know you’re trying to be shocking,” Alex said.

“Why does my pee-pee come out yellow?” Eric André said.

Later, Salon would post a video of this exchange with the headline: “WATCH: Comedian Eric Andre hilariously trolls extreme right-winger Alex Jones at Republican convention.”

“Eric Andre is a fucking god,” read the comments on Twitter. “How he handled Alex Jones was amazing” and “@ericandre sure made Alex Jones look like the fucking asshole he is” and “Eric Andre is the funniest MF ever. Basically made Alex Jones and republicans look like what they are dumb af.”

It felt like a vast left-wing conspiracy to pretend to have found Eric André’s performance funny. This was everyday life on social media, each side lurching toward mockery and attack — fanning the flames of the divisive chaos from which Trump, the Twitter candidate, had risen. But three weeks earlier, Brexit had happened. Britain had confounded expectations, bowed to nationalist sentiment, and voted to leave the European Union. On this day, July 18, 2016, the ridicule seemed pointless or worse — counterproductive. As the left mocked them, they were winning.

After Alex finished his speech, his people enclosed him again and they moved in formation through the crowd toward the backstage Winnebago — like an entourage surrounding a president — hotly pursued by camera crews and a surprising number of satirists and contemporary artists, including the famed British painter Patrick Brill, known as Bob and Roberta Smith. The artist and Vice magazine columnist Molly Crabapple sketched the commotion from close by.

It was my only chance. I leapt up and threw myself into the throng.

“Alex!” journalists shouted. “Alex! Alex! Alex!”

“Bohemian Grove!” I shouted, sounding strangled and introverted.

On hearing this, Alex glanced around.

And then he spotted me.

* * *

I FIRST LAID EYES ON ALEX JONES 18 years earlier, in the countryside near Waco, Texas — a place called Mount Carmel — the land where the Branch Davidian Church once stood. In 1993, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms had attempted to raid the church. Its leader, David Koresh, had been illegally selling weapons, and there were accusations of pedophilia too. But it was a disaster. A shootout ensued, during which four BATF officers and six Branch Davidians were killed. A siege followed, lasting 51 days. Then President Clinton’s attorney general, Janet Reno, approved an assault on the church. As government tanks pierced the building, a fire broke out and 80 Branch Davidians, including 22 children, burned to death.

Five years later, in 1998, I drove to the land where the old church had stood. The site was littered with rusting school buses and abandoned cars and shards of razor wire, but amid the wreckage stood an almost-completed new church. Volunteers had been spending their weekends rebuilding it. They hammered away. Some wore T-shirts that read “Death to the New World Order.” A bumper sticker on a car read “You burn it. We build it.”

After night fell, the volunteers sat around a campfire. One young man among them seemed more animated than the others.

“I am a war reporter,” he told me. “There’s a whole buffet of corruption out there.”

His name, he said, was Alex Jones. He was a 26-year-old local radio host. It had been his idea to rebuild the church. He’d raised the money through listener donations.

We kept in touch, and a year later I asked him if he wanted to infiltrate Bohemian Grove with me. He loved the idea. “I’ll smuggle a camera in and get right up in their faces as they worship their devil owl!” he yelled down the phone.

“I think stealth might be a better approach,” I said.

“You’re right,” said Alex. “Stealth.”

I recount our infiltration of Bohemian Grove in detail in my book “Them: Adventures with Extremists,” but to give you the bare bones: In mid-July 2000, I arranged to rendezvous with Alex, his wife Violet and producer Mike in a motel room in the nearby town of Occidental. Alex’s plan was to rent a boat, sail along the Russian River, moor the boat, climb a mountain, and get in that way. But then we met with a local lawyer named Rick who had himself once successfully sneaked into the grove. After Alex outlined his plan to Rick, he frowned and said, “If you go in that way, you’re going to get yourself killed. Those are sheer rocky canyons.”

Alex got out his notepad and wrote down, “Sheer rocky canyons — killed.”

“So what’s the secret?” I asked Rick.

“Just walk up the driveway,” he said. “There’s going to be a security guy sitting there looking bored. Just nod to him as you walk in.”

“And that’s it?” asked Alex, frowning.

“What you don’t do,” said Rick, “is stand out. Don’t dress young. Dress preppy. Hell, I’ll walk in with you.”

The next morning we drove into town to buy preppy clothes at an Eddie Bauer store. And then it was time for the infiltration — and for a twist I hadn’t anticipated. Throughout our time in Occidental, it transpired, Alex had been harboring increasingly mistrustful thoughts about Rick and me. How did he know that we weren’t part of some Bohemian Grove plot to lure him into the forest and sacrifice him in front of the giant owl? And so he and Mike had decided to go in alone — not up the driveway, but through the undergrowth.

A few hours later, I watched from my car as Alex and Mike climbed out of theirs and dived frantically into a bush. They stood up, brushed themselves down, turned around, gave me a surreptitious thumbs-up, took a step forward, cascaded headfirst into a gully, and were gone.

An hour after that, Rick and I walked up the driveway, and were immediately approached by a security guard.

“You guys should have driven up here,” smiled the guard.

“Oh, we wanted to walk!” said Rick.

“No problem,” said the guard. “Enjoy!”

“Wow, that was easy,” I thought.

And then we were inside Bohemian Grove.

* * *

“BOHEMIAN GROVE!” I SHOUTED at Alex, sounding strangled and introverted.

At this, Alex glanced around. Then he spotted me.

His face brightened. “Jon Ronson!” he called. “How you doing? We’ve got to hang out some. Let’s do it now.”

“Wow, that was easy,” I thought.

And then I was inside Alex’s Winnebago.

A BLAST OF COLD AIR-CONDITIONED AIR hit us as we slumped onto a banquette, both of us letting out the groans of middle-aged men. Getting in here had given me the same bolt of adrenaline I’d felt when infiltrating Bohemian Grove — that giddy feeling of managing to see inside a power elite.

Alex’s new girlfriend eyed me quizzically. “We’re intertwined together in history,” Alex said.

“We went into Bohemian Grove together,” I explained. “In fact, it was my idea.”

“Wow,” she said.

“I’m very nostalgic about Bohemian Grove,” Alex said.

“Me too,” I said. “It kick-started your career, right?”

“Pushed it over the top,” Alex said.

“Was it 1999 or 2000?” I said. “I can’t remember.”

“July 15th, 2000,” Alex said.

The Winnebago quickly filled with Alex’s people. Everyone was talking at once — about how Eric André wasn’t funny, and about whether Alex should take the stage again.

“Fifteen years ago I’d have gone right back out there,” Alex whispered to me, “but now it’s exhausting. Those people …” Alex indicated some of the other speakers hovering near the table with the mineral water and the trail mix “… think it’s the center of the universe to be on stage.”

There was a lot of talk too about a man named Roger. Where was Roger? Had Roger turned up yet? Did anyone know where Roger was?

And then the Winnebago door opened and another man entered.

“There he is!” said Alex, standing to greet him.

And after that, everything turned more deferential.

This new man was older, in his mid-60s, and dressed from a bygone era, in a crisp white suit and braces and spats. His hair and complexion were white too, all of which made him resemble the ghost of an antebellum homeowner from the Confederate side of the Civil War. (Actually, I later learned, he grew up blue-collar in Westchester County, New York.) The man took off his jacket. His shirt was drenched in sweat. It clung to his back. I could just about make out the outline of a large face tattooed between his shoulder blades. It was the face of his mentor and first employer. It was Richard Nixon’s face.

I watched the man scan the Winnebago, stealthy and robotic, taking stock of everyone. The sight unlocked a memory. I once saw the premier league football player Paul Ince play a little five-a-side game at a hotel in Sardinia, where we were both staying. The other nine players, regular holidaymakers, were bumbling around, but Paul Ince’s eyes were darting — assimilating the minutiae, the nuances, the potential outcomes. His understanding of gameplay was on a whole other level. And now, in the Winnebago, this man was doing the same thing.

His eyes rested on me. He said nothing.

Later, I read an interview this man once gave The New Yorker’s Jeffrey Toobin in which he outlined his credo for entering new rooms: “He who speaks first,” he said, “loses.”

Now he stretched and turned to Alex. “I think we’re going to win,” he said. “I really do.”

His name was Roger Stone. And he was the man who first introduced Alex Jones to his close friend Donald Trump.

* * *

TWENTY MINUTES EARLIER, while Alex and I were slumped on the banquette, Roger Stone had been onstage at the rally, telling the crowd: “I want to apologize for holding you all up. I had some meetings to conclude with members of the Trump staff.”

What Roger Stone actually did for Donald Trump was unclear. Back in the summer of 2015, he was an official “adviser” to Trump’s campaign. Then he resigned his position. But he didn’t leave. In April 2016, CNN’s Anderson Cooper and Senator Ted Cruz — who was still at that point in the race for the nomination — discussed the ambiguities of Stone’s relationship with Trump:


Ted Cruz: In the last few weeks, Donald’s chief political adviser Roger Stone was threatening to "out" the hotel rooms of delegates who dared to cross Trump, so they could be intimidated.



This was true. Stone announced in early April that if delegates at the Republican National Convention had the nerve to switch from Trump to another candidate, “we will disclose [their] hotels and room numbers.”


Anderson Cooper: Roger Stone, though, has officially left the Trump campaign.

Cruz: Well, that’s what he says, but he planned the campaign.

Cooper: You believe he’s still working with the campaign?

Cruz: I think he’s their outside henchman. They use him for their dirty work.



Cruz was speaking from personal experience. Throughout the spring and early summer of 2016, Stone had — according to Cruz — planted stories in The National Enquirer implying Cruz had “five secret mistresses.” In the dying days of his campaign, Cruz told Fox’s Sean Hannity that Roger Stone was “pulling the strings on Donald Trump.” (Stone has denied planting the story in the National Enquirer.)

“In 1988 I urged Donald Trump to run for president,” Stone told the crowd at the Citizens for Trump rally. “It wasn’t the right time. In 2000 I urged him again, and I was privileged to be the chairman of his Presidential Exploratory Committee. But it still was not the right time …”

But now was the right time, Stone continued, because working people were at last rising up against the elites, thanks to the death of the dinosaur media and the upsurge of the internet, and also because “Hillary Clinton is a short-tempered, foul-mouthed, greedy, bipolar, mentally unbalanced criminal [and] an abuser of women and girls because Bill Clinton is a serial sexual predator who has attacked, who has raped, who has bitten multiple credible women. Some of you may be familiar with my book ‘The Clintons’ War On Women’ …”

Later, I would read “The Clintons’ War On Women.” In it, Stone portrays himself as a responsible man rummaging through the lurid accusations leveled against the Clintons in an attempt to reach some verity: “Some Clinton critics are excessive,” he writes. “There are widespread claims that they are responsible for the deaths of as many as 83 people [who] stood in the way of their political ascent. Based on our investigation, the Clintons are only plausibly responsible for the deaths of half these people.”

Now, in the Winnebago, Alex and Stone strategized. Alex seemed skittish around Stone. “Let’s get a shot of you being mobbed by people,” he said. “We need the imagery. It looks good for you to be mobbed. I think we should go out there and be mobbed for 10 minutes.” Stone nodded, but looked reluctant. It was a hot day. “I don’t want to face the mob either,” Alex quickly u-turned. “We already got me being mobbed, right?” he asked his people. His people nodded.

Stone told Alex that a reporter had that morning reproached him for being “affiliated with Alex Jones, because he believes in UFOs.”

Alex looked askance. “I cover one-thousandth of the UFOs anybody does,” he replied. Stone smiled, paternally, as if to say, “Don’t worry.”

“I’m proud to be associated with Infowars,” he said.

This alliance — between Alex and the veteran political operative who had worked for Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush — wasn’t as jarring as you might think. Stone’s beliefs, I later discovered, were just as crazy as Alex’s. He had advised Trump in 2011 that there were “a lot of questions” about President Obama’s birth certificate. He was forever juggling an array of malicious theories. Right now he was working on a book about how John F. Kennedy Jr. was murdered by the Clintons, while concurrently spreading a theory that Hillary Clinton’s adviser Huma Abedin was a “Saudi asset.”

“The media keeps saying her mother’s a prominent feminist,” he’d later say on Alex’s show. “No. Her mother’s a prominent advocate for genital mutilation.”

“Did Huma have her genitals cut off?” Alex would ask Stone.

“That I cannot tell you,” Stone would reply.

Stone went back to his hotel room to lie down. Alex and I swapped phone numbers. He needed me to leave. He had things to do. We agreed to meet again later in the week.

* * *

DURING THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED, Alex didn’t respond to my texts. It was frustrating. I still knew nothing concrete about his influence on the Trump campaign. I needed a way back into his world, but I didn’t know how.

I had a near miss on Day Two. I was making my way through downtown Cleveland toward the Quicken Loans Arena when I stopped to watch the protesters in the Public Square. The atmosphere was good-natured, and I felt sorry for the documentary maker, Greg, who had crews positioned all over town, poised to chronicle violence. It must have seemed a sound investment. How could there not be violence?

But now, suddenly, the riot police were rushing toward us.

“Alex Jones just hit someone!” a man next to me yelled.

“Alex hit someone?” I said.

“I saw it!” the man said. “He hit that man over there holding the red flag! Then all carnage broke loose! It turned into a melee very quick!”

I frantically scanned the crowd and spotted Alex. His people were hurriedly marshaling him away from the site of the incident.

I managed to make my way over to the man with the red flag. “Did Alex Jones just hit you?” I asked him.

“Yes!” he said.

“Was it unprovoked?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve got a red flag,” he said, “and I guess he didn’t like that because he thinks communists are taking over his country. And I AM a communist.”

The communist looked very pleased with himself — for being a communist and for being hit by Alex. It was exasperating. Alex had been within feet of me and I hadn’t known it until he’d hit a communist and was bustled away, and it was too late.

I walked on to the Quicken Loans Arena, passing Trump fans with assault rifles draped over their shoulders. Paintball guns had been prohibited from the arena’s vicinity, along with squirt guns, but not actual guns. The Cleveland authorities had been helpless against the Second Amendment. Firearms were, however, banned inside the arena itself, much to the outrage of some Trump supporters. A change.org petition with 56,000 signatures warned we would be “sitting ducks, utterly helpless against evildoers and criminals.”

Inside the perimeter, I queued for the bar, and became aware of a man queuing behind me. I turned around. It was Chris Cox, the leader of Donald Trump’s biker security force, Bikers for Trump. The bikers had for months been fixtures at Trump rallies. “Boy, do you look good!” Trump would tell them from his podium. “You look good and tough.”

Some journalists had described Bikers for Trump as ominous, but there had been no reports of any violence involving them. Chris Cox seemed a likably awkward, hulking man — like a pit bull that didn’t know its own size.

“Do you mind if I interview you while we wait for our drinks?” I asked him.

“Sure,” he said.

“Have the old establishment Republicans made you feel welcome here this week?” I began.

“I’m more welcome than they are,” he replied. He gave me an unexpectedly hard look and said, “It’s up to me to make them feel welcome.”

Our drinks arrived. “Enjoy your visit,” he said, coldly, walking away.

I tried to unravel this surprisingly unfriendly exchange. It had gone from zero to 100 mph in the blink of an eye. He had obviously perceived my question as a slight, assuming that in my worldview it was the establishment that got to decide whether blue-collar people like him felt welcome. Perhaps he’d been condescended to many times, and it had gnawed away, but with Trump as the nominee, the power had finally shifted. Cleveland was theirs — yet here was some Brit implying he needed to supplicate himself to blend in.

But that hadn’t been my inference at all. Or maybe it had been. I couldn’t remember: I tend to become muddled in the face of antagonism.

Still, it was obvious what his parting words — enjoy your visit — meant. It was me, with my foreign accent, who didn’t belong here.

I took my seat in the arena’s rafters, as I did every night. Below me was an explosion of color — 3,000 delegates wearing Stetsons and cowboy boots and bright fancy dress. Even so, the mood tended to be unremittingly angry and suspicious. Scattered throughout the week were a surprising number of speeches about how we may be killed by undocumented immigrants driving drunk.

I found those stories tragic and terrible, but not resonant. It seemed unlikely that many of us would actually be killed that way. (The stories were presumably intended to pave the way for Trump, once elected, to dispatch his “deportation force” to expel undocumented people, including children who knew no other life than America. “They’ll be brought great distances,” Trump had said. “We’re not dropping them right across. They learned that. President Eisenhower. They’d drop them right across, and they’d come back. Then when they flew them to a long distance, all of a sudden that was the end.” Here, Trump was praising Operation Wetback — a 1954 endeavor in which Mexicans were rounded up and dumped in the wilderness, where they were stranded without food or possessions and 88 of them died in the heat.)

These depictions of a broken America were also highly selective. When Ted Cruz listed the various ways Americans “have had their lives destroyed” — by terrorists, or police officers cut down in the line of duty, he pointedly excluded stories of innocent black people shot by the police.

These fearful speeches were interspersed with Donald Trump’s children taking the stage to praise their father’s positive qualities, but always in notably nonspecific ways. Like this from Tiffany: “His desire for excellence is contagious. By encouragement and by example he motivates me to work my hardest.” Or this, from Ivanka: “Over the years, on too many occasions to count, I saw my father tear stories out of the newspaper about people whom he had never met who were facing some injustice or hardship. He’d write a note to his assistant, in a signature black felt tip pen, and request that the person be invited to Trump Tower to meet with him. …And they would leave his office, as people so often do after having been with Donald Trump, feeling that life could be great again.”

If this happened on “too many occasions to count,” why didn’t Ivanka name any of them, or bring one up on stage? She had been very particular about the type of pen he used, so why not the people he helped?

Later, I texted with a Buffalo, New York, bus driver named Darnell Barton who had an answer to that question.

AS DARNELL WAS DRIVING his bus across a bridge at the end of October 2013, he spotted a young woman on the wrong side of the guardrail, poised to jump.

“Ma’am,” he said, pulling over. “Are you OK? Do you want to come on this side of the guardrail?”

“Yes,” she said.

They sat on the bridge and talked for 15 minutes. She didn’t jump. When he reboarded the bus, his passengers — high school students — cheered and applauded him.

A few days later, Donald Trump tweeted: “The bus driver who saved the woman from jumping off the bridge was really cool, great guy. I’m going to send him $10,000 — he deserves it!”

Trump did send the check, but the two men never met.

Darnell told me how exasperated he feels whenever he sees a meme on social media that mentions him and Trump together, retelling the story of Trump’s kindness and ending with, “Sometimes beneath a rough exterior there’s a heart of gold.”

“People automatically assume I’m pro-Trump because of the money,” he texted me, adding that he was sure Trump sent him the $10,000 only for political reasons: “He was running for governor of New York at the time.” (Actually, Trump wasn’t running, but had been publicly considering it.)

Darnell finished his text exchange with me by writing that there was no point in the Trump people reaching out to him because his objective was to “distance myself” from the campaign.

ONE OF THE LOUDEST NOISES I heard all week came midway through the conservative talk show host Laura Ingraham’s speech. “To all my friends up there in the press,” she said, “I see you! Hello!” She waved in our direction. “You all know in your hearts why Donald Trump won the Republican nomination. You know why he won it? Because he dared to call out the phonies, the frauds and the corruption that has gone unexposed and uncovered for too long! DO YOUR JOB!”

At this, thousands of delegates on the floor lifted their heads toward the roof and screamed their disapproval at us journalists. It was so loud I could feel it — a sonic boom of rage. I stared ahead, looking objective, but I felt surprised. They were really angry at us.

Later — with the avocado lady — I understood why.

I never saw the avocado lady’s speech. The nights were long and grueling and she was on so late that I had staggered outside for some fresh air. But the next day other journalists kept asking me, “Did you see the avocado lady? It was hilarious!”

“What was so hilarious about the avocado lady?” I asked them.

“Oh, she went on this crazy rant about avocados!” one journalist said. “It was just this mad outburst about avocados!”

Grinning with expectation, I hurried to YouTube to watch the avocado lady’s speech.

The avocado lady turned out to be the actor Kimberlin Brown, formerly of the soap operas “The Young and the Restless” and “The Bold and the Beautiful.” She was now an avocado grower. I can sort of understand why some people found her speech hilarious. After a punishing week of relentless shrieks from the delegate floor of “DO YOUR JOB!” and “BUILD THE WALL!” a week of relentless warnings from the stage that terrorists and illegal immigrants lurk within our borders poised to kill us or rape us or run us over while driving drunk, we were skittish for fun. And there was something casually absurd about the juxtaposition between “The Bold and the Beautiful” and avocados.

But her speech was not hilarious. “As an avocado grower,” she said, “I face the impact of our trade policies. Our domestic market is flooded with imports that harm local farmers and even drive some out of business. My neighbors, who have raised this product for years, are being forced to cut down their groves.” She sounded close to tears. “Since it was announced that I was speaking to you all tonight, I have been attacked in social media with all kinds of outrageous insults. The left wants to silence those it disagrees with.”

It struck me that the plight of American farmers suffering because of trade deals was worth getting concerned about, no matter where one stands politically, and I wondered how Twitter had responded to her speech.

This is how Twitter responded: “Okay Kimberlin Brown get off the stage. No one wants to hear about your damn avocado business” and “20 bucks says Kimberlin Brown utilizes and abuses migrant workers on her avocado farm” and “Trump has really scraped the bottom of the speaker barrel” and “Kimberlin Brown is a soap opera actress and apparent avocado farmer. She doesn’t mention how many illegal immigrants she employs that are taking jobs a majority of Americans don’t want. Now she is whining about *gasp* social media being relentless.”

And so on. Later, I managed to talk to Kimberlin Brown on the telephone. It took several weeks of emailing her before she agreed to speak with me. She explained that the long wait was because she had to vet me, and then the Trump campaign had to vet me too.

She began our conversation by telling me she didn’t employ illegal immigrants on her farm: “I absolutely don’t.” She was still stinging from the negative media. “They said, “Hillary’s convention had Meryl Streep. All Trump had were C-listers and a couple of soap opera actors.” (This was true. The media had been full of jokes denigrating the vulgarity and lack of fame of the celebrities Trump attracted, in comparison to those who support Hillary.) “The media is choosing who’s relevant and who’s not, regardless of what they have to say,” she continued. “And the narrative against me began before I even spoke. They don’t even listen to what you have to say before they marginalize you.”

“What were people saying about you before you spoke?” I asked.

“That I’m racist. I’m a homophobe. I must be going to KKK meetings. It was incredibly hurtful.” She paused. “Especially because I was asked to speak on behalf of small business and women in business.”


But for me the most astonishing moment inside the arena occurred near the end of Pat Smith’s speech on Monday night. Pat Smith had lost her son Sean in an attack by Islamic militants on the American Embassy in the Libyan city of Benghazi in 2012.

She said, “I blame Hillary Clinton personally for the death of my son.” A man on the delegate floor held up a sign that said Hillary for Prison. And Pat Smith leaned into the microphone and said: “That’s right. Hillary for prison. She deserves to be in stripes.”

With those three words, Hillary for prison, Alex Jones made it onto the stage of the Republican National Convention.

* * *

ON TUESDAY NIGHT, I received a tipoff — from a person who wants to remain anonymous — that Roger Stone would be visiting Alex’s TV studio in a downtown Airbnb at 11 a.m. on Wednesday, and that if I “just happened” to turn up at the same time and act like it was a coincidence, perhaps they wouldn’t turn me away.

At 11 a.m., I dutifully hovered in the spot where I had been advised. I was overdressed in the 90-degree heat: I’d needed the pocket space that only my thickest jacket could provide. It felt demeaning for a man my age to be standing there like an idiot, hoping to slyly ingratiate myself into their circle, especially since I had basically made Alex a star. I felt like Berry Gordy after Michael Jackson left Motown. I had to remind myself that it’s good for journalists to feel demeaned. It means we’re onto a story.

I spotted Roger Stone and his people walking toward me. As before, Stone was dressed immaculately — in a flawless white suit and a polka-dot bowtie. He noticed me, and stared with more suspicion than I felt I deserved. I gave him a surprised and delighted look intended to indicate, “Oh hello, we met in Alex’s backstage Winnebago!” One of Stone’s people pressed the buzzer to Alex’s studio. The door swung open. Stone walked inside. I followed him.

We stood in the elevator in silence, because he who speaks first loses.

“How did you first meet Alex?” I asked, losing.

“We were introduced by a mutual friend,” Stone replied, “who thought we might be kindred spirits.”

“Who was the mutual friend?” I asked.

“A fellow who works for Alex,” Stone said. “Richard Reeves. He’s the grandson of Steve Reeves, Steve Reeves being the first Superman.”

“When you first introduced Alex to Donald Trump, did he take some convincing?” I asked.

“Donald is a student of the internet,” Stone replied. “He’s an inveterate watcher, so he was well aware of who Alex is and everything Alex has accomplished. Donald told me he sees the many, many Hillary for Prison T-shirts in his crowds.”

“What does he think of them?” I asked.

“He loves them,” he said.

The elevator door opened and Stone entered Alex’s studio. I walked in behind him. Alex was on a break. He was pacing and breathing hard.

“You’re all charged up, man!” Stone said to him.

“How you doing?” Alex asked.

“Never better,” Stone said. “We’re on our way.”

One of Alex’s people glanced at me. Then he whispered something in Alex’s ear. They both looked over at me.

“Oh, Ronson’s all right,” Alex told him. “I’m sure he’s planning some form of sophisticated hit piece, but I don’t care. It’s always artfully done so it goes back and forth, you know.”

“Why is he wearing a snow jacket in 90-degree heat?” Stone muttered to Alex.

But there was no time for me to answer.

“We’re four seconds out!” one of Alex’s people called.

Alex and Stone smiled at each other.

As I watched them, I thought about some things I had learned about Stone the night before. Like how, in the 1980s and 1990s, he and his friend Paul Manafort — Trump’s campaign manager — had been partners in a lobbying firm with a client list that included a great many murderous dictators. Like Angola’s Jonas Savimbi, who paid Stone and Manafort’s firm $600,000 in 1985 to lobby for him in the United States. They ferried him around Washington, D.C., in a stretch limousine and introduced him to luminaries like then-Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole, who consequently “urged the State Department to send heavy arms to Savimbi’s guerilla army,” according to The Daily Beast’s Betsy Woodruff and Tim Mak.

Back in Angola, Savimbi’s army “maimed or killed tens of thousands, creating one of the largest amputee populations in the world through its laying of landmines in farm fields, roads, and school yards,” according to Joy James’s book “Resisting State Violence.” They’d cut off ears too and force girls into sexual slavery.

Alex and Stone whispered together. Later, I would rewind my voice recorder several times to try to decipher it. I could be wrong, but I believe Stone told Alex, “I loved how you were speaking yesterday. You were on fire.” And Alex replied: “Oh, you’re nice.”

* * *

SEVENTEEN YEARS EARLIER, on the evening of July 15, 2000, Rick the lawyer and I explored Bohemian Grove. The whole place was in shadow, the giant redwoods looming above us. There were clusters of canvas tents everywhere, each equipped with a bar, a grand piano, a huge stone fireplace and a wooden owl sculpture. Some had hot tubs. Others had rock and roll bands, playing “Lucille” and “Shout.” Old men I didn’t recognize — although they all looked like Mr. Burns from “The Simpsons” — danced and gulped down cocktails. There was a lot of public urination, despite the many nearby toilets. I’d never seen so much open-air urinating. My guess is that it was a Grove tradition.

“Hey look,” said Rick. “Your friends.”

Sure enough, Alex and Mike were heading down the path toward us.

“Hi, you two!” I said.

“Don’t go that way,” hissed Alex. “There are cameras in the trees.”

“There are owls everywhere,” whispered Mike, his eyes wide.

They quickly passed us.

“They seemed to be trapped in some sort of paranoid state,” said Rick.

“They certainly do!” I said.

No announcement was made, but at 9 p.m. the Bohemians seemed to instinctively know the time had come for them to go down to the lagoon. The ceremony was about to begin.

Rick and I found a spot directly opposite the giant owl. I glanced behind me. There were perhaps a thousand men sitting on the grass. I spotted Alex and Mike among them. Alex had a video camera hidden in his duffle bag. He was awkwardly holding it up toward the owl.

From across the lagoon, a single violin began to play. A spotlit figure appeared, wearing leaf-covered lederhosen, like some kind of elfin Germanic Tarzan. He was, my program informed me, Eden’s Garden Soloist. With a symphony orchestra accompanying him, he sang a eulogy to nature. And then we were plunged into darkness.

Drums thundered. With each boom, a robed man carrying a flaming torch appeared amid the trees. They lit a pyre at the foot of the owl. The High Priest informed the crowd that Dull Care, archenemy of Beauty, “must be slain!”

“Fools!” retorted the voice of Dull Care, mockingly. “When will ye learn than me ye cannot slay? For when ye turn your faces to the marketplace, do ye not find me waiting as of old? Fools, to dream ye conquer Care!”

The High Priest sternly replied: “Year after year within this happy grove our fellowship bans thee for a space. So shall we burn thee once again this night, and in the flames that eat thine effigy, we shall read the sign, Midsummer sets us free!”

At this Dull Care — a papier mâché effigy — floated on a gondola across the lagoon, before being retrieved by the men in robes and thrown into the pyre.

“Argh!” it screamed, its death cries echoing across the forest.

“Hooray!” yelled the crowd.

Fireworks erupted, to the tune of “The Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy.” The ceremony ended. All was quiet, beside the sound of a thousand elderly men saying to each other, “I’m sorry, can you help me up?”

Later that night, back at the motel in Occidental, Alex hooked up his video camera to the TV and we watched his footage.

“It was sick,” he told Violet. “It was much worse than I expected.”

“I’m not going to lie,” said Mike. “I was scared to death in there. The whole place was full of owl statues and gods.”

“It was a pagan ceremony worshipping the earth and engaging in human sacrifice,” said Alex.

“Oh, come on, mock human sacrifice at worst,” I said.

“Look,” snapped Alex. “We understand they weren’t literally killing a person. But they were burning an effigy in deference to their owl god. This was bizarre Luciferian garbage.”

Mike gave me a look filled with loathing. They were extremely annoyed that I hadn’t found the ceremony horrifying.

AFTER MY BOOK “THEM” WAS PUBLISHED, Alex released his documentary “Dark Secrets Inside Bohemian Grove,” which became a sensation in conspiracy circles. It began with Alex informing his viewers, “I’m personally a Christian, but even an atheist should be concerned about the information we’re about to bring forward.”

Alex’s documentary was very long — more than two hours. There were long scenes of Alex checking in at the Austin airport, and shaving, and Violet blow-drying her hair, and us all eating breakfast together. Finally, he showed the ceremony, and his voice-over took over: “Something particularly pleasing was happening for the Bohemian Grovers. There was lots of smacking of lips and bizarre enjoyment. A real sacrifice may have been developing according to some occult experts. … There you see the funeral pyre burning with the effigy of a human, or it could be real, ladies and gentlemen …”

* * *

SPEAKING OF BURNING HUMANS — actual ones, as opposed to ones who existed only in Alex’s imagination — in the late 1970s, a left-wing Filipino journalist named Satur Ocampo was arrested in Manila by President Ferdinand Marcos’ soldiers. He was manacled, blindfolded and electrocuted, while soldiers poured cola on him (which apparently makes the electrocution more painful). His nipples and genitalia were burned. He survived, but thousands of Marcos’ other enemies were “salvaged,” Marcos’ term for torturing and mutilating them before dumping them on a roadside for public display.

Ferdinand Marcos was a client of Paul Manafort and Roger Stone’s lobbying firm. He paid it an annual retainer of $950,000 to “tamp down concerns about [his] human rights record,” according to Politico magazine’s Kenneth P. Vogel. Anti-elitism was Alex’s thing, but all that seemed pretty elitist to me. Did Alex care about that?

“THERE IS A COUP AT FOX,” Alex hollered into his microphone, “over Roger Ailes hugging women when they hug him!”

Alex was referring to the fact that Ailes — the founder and CEO of Fox News and a prominent Trump supporter — had just been forced out after 20 women had accused him of sexual harassment.

“I’ve known Roger Ailes almost 50 years,” Roger Stone said. “I’ve known him as a family man. These are ridiculous charges. The idea that he would stick it in the company inkwell, as it were, is out of the question. Roger Ailes could have any beautiful woman he wants. He’s very wealthy. The mainstream media ignores Bill Clinton exposing himself to women when he’s in an aroused state.”

“This is the system hitting the panic button because populism is rising worldwide,” Alex declared. “You’ve got the Brexit happening. But the empire is striking back. They’re all here, sneaking around in the shadows. You’ve got Romney scurrying about, literally at night, getting into cars and things. What is afoot in the king’s court? Clearly there’s a lot of subterfuge and cloak and dagger and different types of skulduggery taking place.”

After that, Alex moved on to the main reason Stone was on his show today. It was to unveil a new T-shirt.

Alex’s Hillary for Prison slogan had been a huge success. Last night on stage at the arena, Gov. Chris Christie of New Jersey had held a mock trial of Hillary Clinton. The crowd chanted “GUILTY!” and “LOCK HER UP!” and “HILLARY FOR PRISON!” The woman next to me fell about laughing at the chants. “Oh dear!” she said to herself, looking thoroughly tickled. In previous election campaigns, there was a clear delineation between the serious main event and the reckless fringe, but not in this one.

“And now we’re introducing a new T-shirt,” Stone said, “telling the truth about Bill Clinton. … THIS is the Achilles heel of the globalists …”

Stone produced from his bag the new shirt. He waved it in front of the camera. It was a photograph of Bill Clinton with the word RAPE written underneath.

After the interview ended, Stone and I were ushered out. Alex had an interview with Ted Nugent to conduct. In the elevator, Stone scrutinized me.

“When we try to assess threats,” he said, “the kooks are almost always wearing snowsuits in 90-degree weather.”

“The jacket was a mistake,” I said. “It was an error.”

I asked Stone if I could ask him a few questions. He said OK but a very few — just one or two, because he was exhausted and hungry.

And so I took the opportunity to tell him about a man called Tommy I had met inside the arena late on Monday afternoon.

There had been several hours before the primetime speeches, and so the press seating was almost empty. I had the row to myself. There was some procedural business going on below me between party officials on the stage and the 3,000 delegates on the floor. I’d only come in to shelter from the heat and so I didn’t pay much attention when a chant began. It sounded something like “Row! Row! Row!” or maybe “Row That Boat!” I half-thought it was perhaps some arcane Republican tradition, the kind beloved by American conservatives, maybe a reference to the Pilgrims sailing to America or something. But that began to seem less likely because suddenly the delegates were screaming in fury at one another.

“What’s going on?” I yelled at my nearest neighbor, a man some rows away.

“I don’t know!” he yelled back.

I went on Twitter. “RNC floor erupts into chaos amid push for roll call vote” and “RNC is going insane — delegates yelling and screaming for a roll call vote to give the anti-Trump people a say …”

This was not a tradition. It was an attempt to alter history. It was perhaps 20 percent of the delegates defying Roger Stone’s threats and yelling to be allowed to vote their conscience — i.e., not for Donald Trump. The party leaders hurriedly abandoned the stage. Now it was an arena filled with screaming Republicans and no leadership, a moment of true chaos.

A dazed-looking house band materialized from the wings, as if shoved on there by panicky officials, and drowned out the chanting with generic rock music. A man emerged to announce there would be no roll call vote. Anti-Trump delegates stormed out. I followed, and found one in the corridor. He was a North Carolinian named Tommy. A man covered in Trump badges and Hillary for Prison badges was yelling insults at him. Then he stalked away. Tommy looked rattled.

“It’s an absolute cult mentality,” he said to me.

“Does it feel like a cult has taken over your party?” I asked him.

“YES!” he said.

“He said it felt like a cult had taken over his party,” I told Roger Stone.

The point I was trying to make was that surely a coup that hostile, orchestrated by men as frightening as Stone, was likely to eventually fail. They had not won Tommy’s heart, nor his mind.

But Stone just shrugged and said, “Get me that fellow’s name so we can get him an IRS audit.” He gave me a hard smile. “Just kidding,” he said.

* * *

MEDIA ROW WAS ON THE SECOND FLOOR of the Arena’s parking garage — a row of booths housing internet shows like “The Young Turks,” a progressive talk show that has amassed billions of YouTube views during its 14-year run. On Thursday night, the final night of the convention, Alex Jones strode unannounced onto the Young Turks’ stage and hijacked their broadcast.

“Oh, Jesus,” sighed the Young Turks’ host Cenk Uygur. He shot Alex a baffled smile. “Alex Jones,” he said. “How you doing?”

“You like our Hillary for Prison shirts everywhere?” Alex said.

“No, I kind of despise them,” Uygur replied.

With a flourish, Alex pulled out his Bill Clinton Rape shirt. He waved it at Uygur, who grabbed it from Alex’s hand and threw it to the side.

“Hide that immediately!” laughed Alex. “That’s the big no no!”

Uygur spotted Roger Stone standing just behind the camera. “You’re a sick dude, Roger Stone,” he yelled. “You’re a sick man!”

Now everyone was shouting. Uygur’s co-host Ana Kasparian screamed at Alex, “Get off the stage you fat fuck” — a comment that later received widespread criticism given Kasparian’s frequent outspoken denunciations of body shaming. One of the Young Turks’ regular guests, the comedian and political commentator Jimmy Dore, spat in Alex’s face. Later, a shaken Uygur told his audience: “Think about Donald Trump. He associates himself with a dirt-bag like Roger Stone. What does that tell you about the guy running for president of the United States?”

* * *

THE DAY BEFORE I LEFT CLEVELAND, I received an exciting text from Greg, the documentary maker. There was going to be a flag burning.

“A flag burning!” I thought happily.

I texted Greg back, “When and where is the flag burning?”

He replied that it was imminent. 4 p.m. He gave me the cross street. Eagerly, I hurried over.

Approximately 200 journalists had already gathered for the flag burning. We frantically scanned the crowd for someone who looked like they might be about to set fire to a flag. Thirty minutes passed. Then a man strode toward us, a flag in his hand. The journalists swarmed him, bumping into one another, yelling: “Why are you going to burn your flag?”

The man recoiled, startled and upset. He said he was a Marine, he loved his flag, and he definitely wasn’t going to set it on fire. The journalists scowled, irritated that the Marine had wasted their time.

And then the actual flag burner turned up. She looked nerdy. You’d never have pegged her for a flag burner had she not been chanting “America was never great!” She knelt on the ground and got out her lighter.

Unfortunately, the journalists were jostling each other so frenziedly for a view that she accidentally set fire to her trousers.

“Your pants are on fire, stupid!” someone yelled at her.

At this, the throng of journalists grew even more frantic, pulsating like John Hurt’s stomach in “Alien” before the monster popped out. It engulfed bystanders and passers-by, some of who were elbowed in the face. Everything turned more aggressive. People were yelling.

There was a small air bubble of safety between the mushrooming crowd and a chain-link fence. And that’s where I stood. I was trapped. I had no idea what was about to unfold, but I did know this: If I was about to be injured at the Republican National Convention, it would be all because of a bunch of drama-starved fucking journalists.

* * *


“We turn on the TV or surf the internet, and we can watch positions harden and lines drawn, and people retreat to their respective corners, and politicians calculate how to grab attention or avoid the fallout. We see all this, and it’s hard not to think sometimes that the center won’t hold.”

— President Obama, July 12, 2016



A FEW WEEKS BEFORE I flew to Cleveland, I sat in the Green Room at the Pasadena Convention Center. I was there to give a talk entitled “Is Donald Trump A Psychopath?” All year, people had been asking me my opinion on that topic. (This wasn’t random: I had written a book about psychopaths.) I consider it somewhat psychopathic to label someone from afar as a psychopath. We love nothing more than to declare other people insane, especially people we don’t like. Diagnosing people as psychopaths from afar, I’d say, speaks to Items 2, 8 and 15 on the Psychopath Checklist — Grandiose Self-Worth, Lack of Empathy and Irresponsibility. You might even add Item 9, Parasitic Lifestyle, if you consider diagnosing Donald Trump from afar as a psychopath to be a parasitic lifestyle. As I passed the time before taking the stage (it was a weekend-long convention called Politicon), my phone rang. It was a man called Tyler. His employer — one of the headline speakers — wanted to meet me.

There were armed guards stationed outside the man’s dressing room — with black suits and Secret-Service style earpieces. I was ushered past them and into the room. The man — Glenn Beck — greeted me warmly. For 30 years, Beck had been a hugely influential and divisive American voice — a conservative talk show host on Fox and CNN and now with his own network. At various time on air he had accused President Obama of having “a deep-seated hatred for white people,” he had daydreamed aloud about killing Michael Moore, he had equated Al Gore’s dismissal of global warming skeptics to Hitler killing Jews, and so on.

I asked him if he’d ever met Donald Trump. He smiled. “He telephoned me once,” he said. “He said, ‘Glenn, I hear you’re going to be down in Florida. Why don’t you come and stay at Mar-a-Largo,’” Trump’s private club.

Beck took up Trump’s offer. As he and his wife were settling into their bedroom, the landline phone rang. It was Donald Trump.

“He said, ‘Listen Glenn, you have an incredible opportunity. You can unite the right. You have the Tea Party and there are enough people in the party establishment who also respect you. You could really play a very important role in uniting things.’” Beck thanked him for the compliment and Trump hung up. “Then my wife and I went downstairs and looked at this really awkward oil painting of Trump that was hung over the fireplace.”

“Describe the oil painting,” I said.

“It’s this creepy oil painting of him at 25 with a Great Gatsby white sweater on,” he said. “He looks like the greatest tennis player of the 1920s.”

Later that evening, Beck said, one of Trump’s people let slip to Beck that when Trump had telephoned him, “he was literally in the next-door room! He was talking to me on the phone in the next room! Like Howard Hughes! Crazy!” Beck never saw Trump at Mar-a-Largo.

A few days after that, Trump announced he was running for president.

During the weeks that followed, other conservative commentators asked Beck, “Did Trump court you too?” They swapped notes. It turned out that Trump had done the same thing to them all — telephoned them out of the blue to massively compliment them on how influential they were.

“I was being played,” Beck said, rolling his eyes.

Glenn Beck did not fall into line. He told his listeners that Trump was a “dictator in the making.” This was because Beck had recently been feeling guilty about his years delivering divisive rhetoric. As he told Fox’s Megyn Kelly in January 2014, “I wish I could go back and be more uniting in my language. I think I played a role, unfortunately, in helping tear the country apart. It’s not who we are and I didn’t realize how fragile the people were.”

I think that for Beck, Trump represented the part of him he felt ashamed of. Now he wanted to be a conciliatory voice. But his timing was terrible. In these days of heightened drama, where politics are no longer about the big tent but are all about capitalizing on chaos and division, many people consider conciliatory to be a weakness. Indeed, when I met Glenn Beck in Pasadena, he was not flying high. According to The Daily Beast, he had recently laid off half of his 300 staff.

* * *

BACK IN JANUARY 2016, Trump had told a rally, “I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose any voters.” It really seemed true. In these exciting times for people who thrive on chaos, Trump had emerged from the polluted waters of Twitter like a mutant fish, and the world could not believe its eyes. It was as if Alex Jones had taken charge of C-SPAN. Trump’s core loved him, and for unsure voters he seemed a lot more authentic than Hillary, and that counted for a lot.

But everything changed during the days after the Republican National Convention. Now, whenever he said something scandalous — about his desire to “hit” several speakers at the Democratic Convention “so hard” or how “Second Amendment people” could “do” something about Hillary, i.e., assassinate her — his ratings plummeted. When he expressed hope that Russian intelligence would hack Hillary’s email server and publish what they found, he was “essentially urging a foreign adversary to conduct cyberespionage against a former secretary of state,” as The New York Times put it.

Then Trump lost his campaign manager. I had attended two of Paul Manafort’s press conferences in Cleveland. He had the haircut of Paulie from “The Sopranos” and the drawling, baritone voice of Silvio from “The Sopranos.” The journalists all knew to address him formally, as “Mister Manafort.” Back at the Citizens for Trump rally, Roger Stone had said from the stage, “I have absolute confidence in Paul Manafort — a hardcore, seasoned political pro who will help Donald Trump to the White House.”

But this was not to be. Within three weeks of the convention, a memo would surface in Kiev suggesting that Manafort may have illegally received $12.7 million in cash from the now-exiled former Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych. (Manafort denied the report.)

Before working with Trump, Manafort had been Yanukovych’s election strategist. There was something quite Trump-ish about his former client, not least his $75 million palace — with its golden chandeliers and Fabergé eggs and personalized cognac bottles (the label had a little photograph of Yanukovych), his shiny grand pianos and sweeping gold-trimmed staircases. And then there was his private ostrich zoo. The palace had been constructed in secret, and had come as a huge surprise to the Ukrainian people, given that Yanukovych spent much of his career apparently earning a civil servant’s salary of $24,000 a year. Most Ukrainians knew of its existence only after Yanukovych was ousted from office in 2014 and fled to Russia.

In June 2015, BBC “Newsnight’s” Gabriel Gatehouse interviewed Yanukovych:


Viktor Yanukovych: Everything on that property [besides a small outhouse] did not belong to me.

Gabriel Gatehouse: The zoo, with the ostriches?

Yanukovych: What’s wrong with supporting?

Gatehouse: What did you support?

Yanukovych: The ostriches. What’s wrong with that?

Gatehouse: You supported the ostriches?

Yanukovych: Yes, they just lived there.

Gatehouse: Excuse me, but it’s a little hard to believe that the president of the country lived in a place where there just happen to be ostriches wandering around.

Yanukovych (flustered): I did not have time to be there. I was very busy.



Trump might have appointed a less-eerie chief to replace Manafort. But instead he doubled-down, choosing the even eerier Stephen Bannon.

Bannon was the executive editor of the “alt-right” website Breitbart, known for articles suggesting that Hispanics have lower IQs than non-Hispanic whites, how “There’s No Hiring Bias Against Women in Tech, They Just Suck At Interviews,” how female victims of online harassment need to “log off and stop screwing up the internet for men.” And so on. Bannon’s ex-wife once accused him in court papers of anti-Semitism. He apparently didn’t want their daughters going to school with Jews, because “he doesn’t like the way they raise their kids to be ‘whiny brats.’”

White supremacists were thrilled by Bannon’s appointment. One of them declared on a radio show hosted by David Duke, the former KKK leader, “Something astonishing has happened. We appear to have taken over the Republican Party.”

How had Trump’s further lurch into the “alt-right” impacted his rallies? I flew to Austin, Texas.

THE TRAVIS COUNTY EXPO CENTER in the countryside outside Austin is normally a place for rodeos and monster truck shows, exciting nights of wild horses and vehicles smashing into each other, but tonight there was a Donald Trump rally. He took the stage at 8 p.m., and by 8:10 p.m. a steady stream of audience members had already begun to leave. It was probably to avoid the traffic, but still: Tonight was teleprompter Trump, best-behavior Trump, and when he was not outrageous, he was boring.

This was unexpected. The audience seemed surprised too. I think many of the 7,000 or so attendees had basically come here for a Trump version of an Alex Jones show, a brassy, cathartic, crazy, dramatic explosion of anti-political correctness, a night of flipping the bird to the mainstream, a fuck you to the liberal elites for ridiculing or ignoring their concerns. This was evident by the large number of Infowars shirts and Hillary for Prison shirts in the crowd. (I saw no one wearing a Bill Clinton Rape shirt, despite the many vendors outside offering them at a reduced price. The Rape shirts seem to have been a miscalculation on Alex and Stone’s part. People don’t want to wear shirts with RAPE written in big letters on them, even if they’re underneath a picture of Bill Clinton.)

But what the crowd got instead of fun was inauthenticity — a presidential nominee claiming to care about life in the inner cities.

“The overall labor force participation rate for black Americans,” he read from his teleprompter, “has slipped from 63.2 percent down 3.2 percent recently …” And so on.

Trump seemed to have boxed himself into a corner. Wayward and frightening were untenable qualities for a president. But so was a wayward and frightening person pretending to be normal. Things got sporadically exciting whenever a protester was thrown out. But Trump didn’t daydream out loud about his desire for them to be beaten up. He just stood there until they were ejected. I left before the end too.

The next morning I paid Alex Jones a visit.

* * *

THE LAST TIME I had spent time with Alex in Austin, some 18 years ago, I watched him endearingly holler his powerful apocalyptic message down an ISDN line from a child’s bedroom in his house, decorated with choo-choo train wallpaper. Back then, he had a staff of three. Now, more than 50 people worked for him in a huge industrial space housing three large television studios, four smaller ones, a vast warehouse for his products, and offices for social media people and nightly news reporters and graphic designers and IT people. (I noticed quite a lot of diversity among Alex’s staff. This was not a white male enclave.)

I sat in the shadows at the back of the main studio and watched Alex work. He broadcasts for three or four hours a day, six days a week. At 10:55 a.m., with five minutes until airtime, researchers and producers were still hurrying in to seek his guidance on various matters. They had video of an anti-Trump protester wearing clown makeup. What should they call it?

“Clown goes full retard,” Alex instructed them.

They nodded and hurried out.

“Thank you for letting me sit in on your show,” I said.

“You’re a nice, humble person,” Alex said. Then he muttered: “I’ve got to watch you closely. Watch you closely.”

He reread his notes. “I used to have an almost photographic memory,” he murmured. “But now I’m getting older.”

“I’m the same,” I said. “Although I remember practically everything about our time at Bohemian Grove. I even remember what song I put on a jukebox at a local bar. It was ‘I Try’ by Macy Gray.”

“I remember that jukebox,” Alex said. We smiled. Then he said, “We are in a universe of wonder.”

I took a moment to realize that he was no longer talking to me. He had gone live.

HIS OPENING MONOLOGUE was not great. He attempted to compare the New World Order to the Lilliputians from “Gulliver’s Travels” — the tiny people who kept the great Gulliver subjugated with ropes.

“They are the Lillipolice of …” He frowned. “The Lillipolice? Or … What did they call those in that story about the Lilliputians … that tie down the bigger fellow that visits their island? That’s where we are today!”

I feared this would prove a melancholy visit — that, like me, age was catching up with him. But after warming up, Alex became as brilliant and audacious as ever — a beat poet of paranoia. He was also, like Trump, a man for whom lying was not a problem.

“Yesterday Trump spoke to tens of thousands of people,” he told his viewers. “Thousands and thousands couldn’t get in. I’m told that 20,000 got in …” In fact, there were about 7,000 people in the crowd, and lots of empty seats. “He also spoke to a capacity crowd at the Moody Theater,” Alex continued, “between going to several fundraisers. Talk about stamina! I, at 42, don’t have the stamina of that guy. And I have legendary stamina. Versus Hillary who gives a 10-minute speech and then, like a moray eel, goes back into the dark. We point that out and they say we’re sexist …”

And so on. For an hour, Alex ran an infomercial for selenium supplements, bringing on a doctor who said, “Not to be fear-mongering, but a paleontologist has determined that the cause of the three mass extinctions in the history of the Earth was actually a selenium shortage.”

Then the doctor and Alex moved on to Hillary’s health — how she was almost definitely suffering radiation poisoning from the Fukushima nuclear disaster of 2011: “She’s got all the symptoms, that’s for sure,” said the doctor. “She’s got hypothyroid. That’s from radiation. She’s dizzy all the time. She’s got brain problems.”

Alex told his viewers — but he was really telling me — about all the interview requests he’d turned down since Trump declared himself a fan. “I’ve had the London Guardian, Esquire, BBC, and I said to them, ‘No! I’m not going to be a set piece in your fantasyland! You don’t matter anymore! You’re over!’ It’s important to dust the dirt off our feet when we go into our house. It’s important to shun these people.”

But he had agreed to give me an interview. And after the show ended, we found a quiet room.

We made small talk along the way. I asked him whatever happened to Mike, his producer from the Bohemian Grove days.

“His grandfather owned some low-income housing,” Alex said. “When he died no one in the family wanted to take it over. Mike felt bad about it so he stepped in. Anyway, they struck oil and gas on the land. Now Mike’s the richest man in his county.”

“What? He’s worth like tens of millions?” I said.

“Yeah!” Alex said.

I laughed, astonished.

“Plus his grandfather never used banks so Mike discovered all this money hidden in the walls,” Alex added.

“Oh, by the way, I met Glenn Beck,” I said.

“How was it?” Alex replied, vaguely. He was coming down from his four hours on air and I think his brain was a mush.

“He was nice!” I said.

“Who?” said Alex.

“Glenn Beck,” I said.

“He’s a demon,” said Alex. “A true goblin.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Beck is the fake apologist straw man who goes out and apologizes on NPR,” said Alex. “‘I’m sorry the conservatives are bad! I’m the good one!’ I’m not mad at the guy that he’s a fruit box. And by fruit box I don’t mean homosexual. He’s a nelly.”

“I don’t know the term nelly,” I said.

“He’s a dandy,” said Alex. “He’s a …” Alex searched for the right phrase. “He’s a candy ass. He likes to hop around. Reportedly he has acting classes five hours a day, seven days a week. He loves theater. ‘Ooh! Makeup! Ooh!’ He’s no George Washington.”

We sat in one of Alex’s off-air studios. “You’re anti-elitist,” I said. “But they seem pretty elitist to me.”

“Who do?” Alex asked.

“Trump,” I said. “Paul Manafort. Roger Stone.”

“I like Roger,” Alex said.

“I’ve been doing some research on that lobbying firm he and Manafort had in the ’80s and ’90s,” I said. “They were dealing with some pretty dubious elites. Terrible people. Murderers. Like Ferdinand Marcos, who had people tortured and dumped on the side of the road. That’s worse than anything we saw at Bohemian Grove.”

“Our government does that,” Alex said.

“Hmm,” I said.

“I’m not even defending that,” Alex said. “Roger’s decried it. So if your line is that Alex Jones who claimed he was fighting the establishment is now suddenly hanging out with these guys that organize political campaigns for oppressive third world leaders, I see it as Saul on the road to Damascus becoming Paul and doing the right thing.”

HAD STONE REALLY DECRIED his years lobbying on behalf of murderous dictators? Fortunately, I knew a man with an encyclopedic knowledge of Stone’s life: the documentary maker Morgan Pehme.

I had met Morgan in the backstage Winnebago on Day One of the convention. He and Stone had entered it together, so I’d pegged him as a member of Stone’s staff. In fact, he was a fly on Stone’s wall. He’d been filming Stone for years. We had coffee together one morning in Cleveland and I asked him about Stone’s relationship with Trump.

“They’re profoundly close,” he told me. “I think they depend on each other intellectually, emotionally, psychologically. It’s almost impossible for them to be apart. Roger writes memorandums to Trump all the time.”

I told Morgan I didn’t understand why they were courting Alex so enthusiastically.

“I bet a lot of people who’ve never before voted will vote because Alex Jones told them to vote,” he replied. “Alex Jones reaches millions of people who aren’t just passively listening, they’re enthralled. For Roger and Trump to be able to access that audience — I think it was a real boon for their campaign.”

“Wow,” I said. “If you’d told me that 17 years ago when we were sneaking into Bohemian Grove. It’s like Baby Hitler.” Then I said, “It’s not like Baby Hitler. I feel bad for saying that. I like Alex.”

Later, after I left Austin and returned to New York, I texted Morgan to ask if Stone had ever decried his years lobbying for dictators.

“No,” Morgan texted back. “He hasn't denounced his ’80s and ’90s dictator work.”

“Do you think Alex is out of his depth with Stone?” I texted.

“Maybe Stone is out of his depth with Jones,” he texted back.

I smiled at the two of us — liberal documentarians, both wanting to think the best of the men we were following.

NOW, IN ALEX’S OFF-AIR STUDIO, I asked him how he first became aware that Donald Trump was interested in him. At this, Alex went a little tongue-tied. He clearly didn’t want to say the wrong thing.

“I’d be sitting talking to a famous person,” he answered, carefully. “They’d go: ‘Did you know Donald Trump likes your show? Do you like Donald Trump?’” Alex paused. “He must have the energy of 50 people to have tentacles out checking to see if I liked him before he even ran!”

Alex looked so happy telling me this. I remembered Glenn Beck saying the same thing about Trump, and rolling his eyes to indicate what a lousy manipulation it was on Trump’s part. But Alex, being sweet-natured and quite childlike in a way, didn’t see it as a manipulation. He saw it as flattering and exciting.

I had noticed that Alex talked a lot about his health — his failing energy and memory. Perhaps he was at a point in middle age when he’d considered his mortality and legacy. Maybe he wanted power. Perhaps he saw Trump as his legacy.

“How frequently do you and Trump communicate?” I asked him.

Once again, Alex hesitated. Alex, who dazzles millions with his streams of consciousness, did not talk in a stream of consciousness way about Trump.

“We speak on the phone,” he said, cautiously.

“So, you’ve talked a couple of times on the phone?” I asked.

“The media’s picked up on how I communicate with him through YouTube videos,” he said.

I looked surprised. “Do you?” I said.

“I put a video out,” Alex said, “a message to Trump. And then two days later he lays out the case. It’s like sending up the Bat Signal.”

Was this true? It seemed unlikely, but when I got home I discovered that journalists had indeed spotted several occasions where Alex had said something on his show and Trump had said the same thing — right down to the peculiar phrasing — soon after.

There was Trump’s May 2016 claim that there was no drought in California. There was plenty of water, but the government had seized it and “shoved it in the sea” to “protect a certain kind of three-inch fish.” Thirteen months earlier, Alex had declared that the government was “literally draining water into the sea all for the sake of a three-inch fish.”

Then there was Alex’s “extremely important message to Donald Trump,” posted on YouTube on July 30, 2016.

“Mr. Trump,” Alex said into the camera. “I am going to ask you to seriously think about making the issue of Hillary’s election fraud in the primaries one of the central issues to defeating her in November.” Two days later, Trump announced that Hillary had “rigged” the primaries and that “I’m afraid the election’s going to be rigged.”

Then there were the retweets. Back in November 2015, for instance, Trump retweeted an “Infowars” article alleging that on 9/11 Muslims in New Jersey “in traditional Muslim garb [were] dancing, jumping, shouting and celebrating like their team had won the Super Bowl.” This was part of Trump’s sustained effort to convince Americans that he had witnessed TV footage of “thousands” of New Jersey Muslims “cheering” the attacks, even though no such footage existed.

Now, Alex gave me a new example: “I’d said, ‘If the Russians got the emails Hillary deleted, please release them.’ And then …”

“Huh,” I said.

Alex suddenly looked flustered. “I don’t think I want to say I’m some kind of Rasputin to Donald Trump,” he said. “But Trump has said to me …” Alex paused for a long time. “Trump has said to me, ‘You have one of the greatest influences I’ve ever seen. Do you know how big your influence is?’ I said, ‘Yeah, I know it’s far reaching.’ And he said, ‘It’s greater than you know. Just know that your influence is second to none.’”

I found this touching and absurd. Alex was deriving meaning from one of Trump’s platitudes — from words as loquacious and showy as his golden rooms and as empty as air.

“However,” I said, “that line about the Russians and the emails did Trump a lot of harm. So if you did inspire it …”

Alex shot me a grumpy look. “The media acted like it did him harm,” he said. “I don’t think that’s the case.”

* * *

IT WAS LATE by the time I got back to my hotel. As I was driving to the Austin airport early the next afternoon, Hillary Clinton was giving a speech at a community college in Reno, Nevada. CNN later said that with this speech she “came into her own … it ranks among her strongest speeches.” Slate said the speech “isolated and destroyed Donald Trump … shredding any remaining legitimacy he had with sane Republicans.”

“Trump,” she told the crowd, “said thousands of American Muslims in New Jersey cheered the 9/11 attacks. They didn’t. He suggested that Ted Cruz’s father was involved in the Kennedy assassination. Just recently, Trump claimed that President Obama founded ISIS. His latest paranoid fever dream is about my health!” The audience laughed. “All I can say is, Donald, dream on!” She smiled. “This is what happens when you listen to the radio host Alex Jones, who claims that 9/11 and the Oklahoma City bombings were inside jobs.”

The audience stopped laughing.

Alex Jones “even said,” she continued, “and this really is so disgusting, the victims of the Sandy Hook massacre were child actors and no one was actually killed there.”

The audience let out sickened gasps.

“I don’t know what happens in somebody’s mind or how dark their heart must be to say things like that,” she said. “Trump didn’t challenge those lies. He went on Jones’ show and said: ‘Your reputation is amazing. I will not let you down.’”

Later that day, Alex responded to the speech by playing it on air and interjecting a mocking voice-over:


Alex Jones: “She looked like hell. Like she was propped up during this press conference.”



(Actually, she looked fine.)


Hillary Clinton: His latest paranoid fever dream is about my health!

Jones: And the giant diaper you’re wearing. Look at the demon.

Clinton: Just recently Trump claimed that President Obama founded ISIS.

Jones: He said you did too. Because you did, wench.

Clinton: [Alex Jones] even said, and this really is so disgusting, the victims of the Sandy Hook massacre were child actors and no one was actually killed there. I don’t know what happens in somebody’s mind or how dark their heart must be to say things like that.

Jones: Wow! How dark my heart must be? My black heart? Baby! It’s big,

juicy and red and you know it. This is ecstasy, actually. We’ve really got her here. I didn’t say there were child actors! That’s lies and twisted disinformation. Some people say it’s all child actors. That’s not what I’m saying.



I double-checked. Alex said this about Sandy Hook in January 2015: “Sandy Hook is a synthetic completely fake with actors, in my view, manufactured. I couldn’t believe it at first. I knew they had actors there, clearly, but I thought they killed some real kids. And it just shows how bold they are — that they clearly used actors.”

“She’s such a liar,” Alex continued. “I am born to bring you down, lady! I’m a little bug? STEP ON ME!”

Hillary Clinton’s speech was effective. I couldn’t help thinking she had stepped on Alex with all the skill of a veteran politician.

* * *

I THOUGHT BACK ON THE DISASTROUS flag burning I had attended in Cleveland. After the flag burner had accidentally set fire to her trousers, everything had gone haywire. But then something happened. The mayhem just stopped. This was in part because the police arrived — dozens of them in riot gear. But that wasn’t the only reason. It was as if the crowd suddenly realized how ridiculous this was. Nobody wanted to be hurt — nor did they want to see other people getting hurt. So everyone just calmed themselves down. Self-preservation took over. It ended fine.

Before I flew to Cleveland, I had wondered if Alex’s popularity with Trump indicated some upsurge of grass-roots support for the “alt-right.” Was a new wave of irrational and racist thought sweeping the land?

The alt-right movement is a little more popular than in the days before polarization became such a fad on social media, before practically every faction across the spectrum hardened its position, deciding that instant judgment was a more heroic stance than curiosity. When a person can’t make a speech about the struggles of avocado farmers without being torn to bits because they’re in the wrong camp, the right will inevitably benefit.

But while I was writing this story, I popped in to see another hero of the conspiracy world — David Icke — give a talk in Brooklyn. Back in the 1990s, Icke could attract audiences of around 1,000 in any major Western city. His audience in Brooklyn was around 1,000. The only change was that a bunch of them were now wearing Hillary for Prison T-shirts.

Racists and conspiracy theorists are taking succor from Trump’s nomination. His fans are frequently caught on camera at his rallies yelling at protesters, “Go back to Africa” and “Allah is a whore” and “Go to fucking Auschwitz” and “Go make my fucking tortilla, motherfucker.” They hang effigies of Hillary Clinton from nooses. At a high school basketball game in Indiana in March, white students chanted “Trump! Trump! Trump!” at Latino students. Everyone knew what that meant: It was a new way to be racist.

But the alt-right’s appeal remains marginal because the huge majority of young Americans like multiculturalism. They aren’t paranoid or hateful about other races. Those ideas are ridiculous to them. The alt-right’s small gains in popularity will not be enough to win Trump the election. This is not Germany in the 1930s. All that’s changed is that one of Alex’s fans — one of those grumpy looking middle-aged men sitting in David Icke’s audience — is now the Republican nominee.

But if some disaster unfolds — if Hillary’s health declines further, or she grows ever more off-puttingly secretive — and Trump gets elected, he could bring Alex and the others with him. The idea of Donald Trump and Alex Jones and Roger Stone and Stephen Bannon having power over us — that is terrifying.


THE END
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