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PREFACE


For the Living


I didn’t write Strange People on the Hill to dramatize the psychological and emotional environment that birthed the second Trump presidency, but when I read it back, that’s what I see.


I wrote the book throughout 2024, while looking back over the previous four years of my life and the country’s. I didn’t post on social media or follow daily election chatter because I was healing from a mental health crisis that had landed me in a psychiatric hospital. Logging into social media felt like a particularly dangerous choice after surviving that. I tried to tune everything out and write.


I rejoined social media and started to participate in the discourse again a little before Trump’s inauguration in January 2025. I saw the same things you did: the Roman salutes, the abuse of ICE detainees without due process, the alliance with Russia, and the silencing of constitutionally protected speech by way of arrest. As I write this in the spring of 2025, our government is doling out new obscenities.


I spent years warning people that this would happen. From 2018 to 2023, I worked at the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), the civil rights nonprofit based in Alabama. I wrote investigative pieces for the SPLC’s Hatewatch about the activists who were helping to force these changes on us—white nationalist grifters, terroristic neo-Nazis, misogynist social media influencers—and I worked as a spokesperson, appearing on TV and radio to persuade people to take MAGA’s push to undermine democracy seriously.


I liked my job—until it fell apart. My separation from the SPLC was traumatic, as you will read, but it has been equally hard watching the org crawl into a defensive crouch at this crucial moment. Known as a premier civil rights group, the SPLC raised millions from people concerned about MAGA, but then laid off scores of workers in a union-busting purge in 2024. Those let go included immigration lawyers who could have pushed back against White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller’s agenda. They eliminated the entire investigative unit behind Hatewatch and launched a vertical called “Hopewatch” as a nonconfrontational, public-relations-driven alternative.


It hasn’t just been the SPLC retreating. The world I describe in Strange People on the Hill no longer exists. An entire beat of investigative reporters who wrote about right-wing extremism with the ambition of defanging it has vanished. When the action started in Strange People on the Hill, February 2020, I could have named for you about two dozen reporters, like me, with jobs focused primarily on investigating that topic. Today, I can’t think of more than a few who still have those gigs. It feels like the “resistance” people talked about in 2017, when Trump first took power, failed, and the liberal institutions that supported the concept quit.


It was through my work at the SPLC that I discovered Berkeley Springs, West Virginia. That’s where the action of Strange People on the Hill takes place. Like the book itself, I can no longer untangle my memories of the town from the symbolism of our current moment. Here, a somewhat queer-friendly town relative to the West Virginia county around it descends into acrimony after an SPLC-designated white nationalist hate group buys a historic castle there. That pro-Trump group quite literally stares down on the people below from a hill, their very existence triggering the discord. The parallels to the United States itself today are hard to miss.


I made a dozen trips to Berkeley Springs between 2020 and the end of 2024, some of them lasting a few days and some lasting nearly a month, but I haven’t been back since November 6, 2024, the day after Trump’s win. That’s where the book ends, and where the town lies frozen in my memory. Although my memories of Berkeley Springs become more dreamlike with each passing day, preserved by the pages that follow this preface, the town will always live in my heart.


The last face I saw in Berkeley Springs before I left that Wednesday morning in November belonged to a woman in her sixties named Lisa Swanson. And I can still see her on that morning after the election, with her short black hair and pale, intelligent face, right before I pulled away from her house in my rental car. I connect our goodbye that day to what I now understand to be a profound shift in American culture.


Lisa Swanson is a retired nonprofit worker who did whatever she could to prevent Trump from taking power again. She traveled out of state to knock on doors and wrote postcards urging strangers to participate in our dying democracy. We talked over lunch that Wednesday about whether the Trump administration might use the law to harm low-level political activists like her. I worried at the time that we were indulging in crazy talk.


On Lisa Swanson’s red-painted front door, next to a neighboring house covered in MAGA signs, she put up her response to the collapse of American liberalism. It was a white sign cut from stencil, quoting the labor organizer Mary “Mother” Jones:


Mourn the Dead, Fight for the Living


Trump has talked about serving the “forgotten men and women” of America, his supporters, and, like Lisa Swanson, they appear in Strange People on the Hill. But are Trump’s “forgotten” people truly forgotten, after two election wins and an authoritarian government pandering to their biases? Every newspaper and television station has scoured the country recording the perspective of the angry white Trump supporters who form the base within Trump’s base. I’d argue that Lisa Swanson, Trey Johanson, Judy Gubinski, and other red-state progressives you will meet in this book represent a more neglected feature of American life.


Outnumbered in their towns, people like the women I mentioned are spiritual optimists who dig deep to donate to nonprofit groups and Democrats, and then feel let down when the money gets squandered. They live among reactionaries and fight quixotic battles to make their neighborhoods more inclusive. My impression is that our media finds them hokey and ignorable, because their nineties bumper-sticker political views cut awkwardly against a post-Twitter culture that centers cruel people with selfish ambitions.


The Berkeley Springs residents I mentioned also saw me at the darkest point of my life—when I truly didn’t want to live another second—and responded with an empathy that matched the views they espoused around town. They saved my life, and for that, I can’t regard them with cynicism. Their ideology has lost, but they don’t stop imagining a more compassionate country.


When I feel down about what has happened to America, I try to remember that there are people like them in every town. You will find them waving hand-painted signs on the side of the road and meeting in coffee shops just like the one at the center of this book. They keep fighting, even after wealthy institutions surrender. They are my “forgotten men and women,” and “the living” for whom I wrote this book.


Names and Dialogue


The majority of the names that appear in this book are authentic. I gave pseudonyms to some people who told me they feared retaliation. Dialogue has been built verbatim from a recording, reassembled based on my notes, or pieced together through multiple sources to produce a substantive approximation of what people said.



The Use of the Word “Movement”


When I worked for the SPLC’s Intelligence Project, we categorized activists such as Peter Brimelow—whose purchase of a castle in Berkeley Springs, West Virginia, is the precipitating event in this book—based upon their ideology. The SPLC described Peter as a “white nationalist.” He has condemned the SPLC and called labels like “white nationalist” and “white supremacist” “devil words.”


I’ve chosen to use a broad term, “the movement,” to refer to the group of people who coalesced around Peter and fought for the same things he did at the same time he did. The “great replacement,” or concerns that elites are replacing whites in their homelands with nonwhite immigrants, animated these activists above all else.


Peter might have called this a “dissident right” movement, or simply a “nationalist” movement. Many others, including me, have called it the “white supremacist” movement. We all would likely agree that a political movement centered around the purported dangers of demographic change in America does exist. That is the movement to which I refer in Strange People on the Hill.














[image: Map of Berkeley Springs featuring key locations including Berkeley Springs Castle and the Old Roman Bath House to the west, Fairfax Coffee House, Portals Metaphysical, Seven-Eleven, and Mr. Ranchito in the center, Sleepy Creek Campground to the north, Morgan County Courthouse and St. Vincent de Paul Catholic Church to the east, and The Country Inn and Prospect Overlook to the south. Route five twenty-two runs through the middle of the town.]















PART I



IT WILL COME TO BLOOD















1


The Great Replacement


When Trey Johanson drove down the roller-coaster hill that led into town on February 26, 2020, she saw the Berkeley Springs Castle and wondered if the new owners had already arrived.


Tourists and passersby found something haunting about the nineteenth-century sandstone building. Needly trees shot up all around it. Red-eyed gargoyles and a sinewy lion statue guarded it. No walking path existed near its perimeter, underlining the fact that the castle looked down on Berkeley Springs from a position of inaccessible dominance.


Trey, a petite woman in her fifties with wavy silver hair and pale blue eyes, prided herself on making strangers feel welcome when they walked into Fairfax Coffee House. That’s where she was driving that morning. At the recommendation of her daughter, Trey had bought the red and yellow brick shop from a dentist named Magic Miller in 2017. She had married her third husband, Paul Johanson, two years later.


A worker for The Morgan Messenger hung a bundle of newspapers on the door of Fairfax Coffee House that morning, as they did every Wednesday, and Trey moved the bundle to the counter, preparing to sell the papers for one dollar each. When she pulled the yarn to free the stack, the face of Lydia Brimelow popped out at her on the front page.


The physically towering Brimelow family matriarch was holding up keys to the castle. Her husband, Peter Brimelow, who was nearly forty years older than Lydia, stood with her. Three young Brimelow daughters surrounded the couple.1


“Berkeley Castle Has New Owners,” said the headline. Trey then read the photo caption: “Lydia and Peter Brimelow stand at the door of the Berkeley Castle, which they purchased on Valentine’s Day. They are pictured with their three daughters. Photo courtesy of Peter Brimelow.”


Trey’s friend and neighbor—let’s call her “Alicia”—had first told her who the Brimelows were. Lots of people from the town talked about them on Facebook after that. Trey’s husband, Paul, started talking about them too.


Alicia, a middle-aged brunette mom with ruddy cheeks and a warm laugh, had moved to Berkeley Springs from Philly because she wanted a change from city life. She owned a shop adjacent to Fairfax Coffee House that sold multicolored pottery, candles, and lightly perfumed soaps. Alicia had first read about the castle purchase in a blog post authored by a reporter named Russell Mokhiber on Sunday, February 23. She told Trey about it soon after.


“These people are white nationalists,” Alicia had said.


Trey tried to process the news as Alicia explained it. Everything seemed so surreal.


“White nationalists have over a million dollars to just throw down on a castle?” Trey asked.


“Apparently!”


Untethered to a weekly publication schedule, Russell had posted about the Brimelows three days before the Messenger published its own story. And he didn’t embed cute, happy photos of the Brimelows in it. Russell focused on the nonprofit advocacy group they ran. The group was called VDARE.


Russell noted that Peter Brimelow had named VDARE after Virginia Dare.2 On August 18, 1587, on Roanoke Island, Virginia Dare was the first white child born into an English colony on the land that would become America.3 VDARE’s founders modeled their organization’s existence around her existence. Peter and his collaborators behaved as if, without their intervention, the memory of that white child was going to be wiped out of history.


Russell had quoted Peter as saying, “You know, I personally like living in a white society.”4


Peter spoke in a thick English accent. Not infrequently, he muttered in it. Trey wondered if this alien Peter Brimelow character had blown in from Connecticut by way of England, with no clear connections to West Virginia, simply because it was a “white society.” Maybe he thought everyone in Morgan County, West Virginia, looked at the world as cynically as he did.


Months earlier, in the fall of 2019, the Ku Klux Klan had dropped off flyers at both Trey’s and Alicia’s shops. The headline at the top of the page read, “The Cost of the Jews’ Open Border Policy.” Underneath it, the authors of the flyer listed a few dubious talking points maligning immigrants. At the bottom of the page there was a Klan logo tagged with the words, “Wake Up White America!!!” Alicia now wondered aloud if those Klan flyers could be connected to the sale of the castle.


“What if they sent the flyers to test us? And since we never did anything in response, VDARE felt it was safe to move here?” Alicia asked Trey.


Trey was skeptical. “Do you really believe that?”


“I’m not ruling anything out,” Alicia said. “All I know is that it happened and then this happened.”


“The Klan wears masks,” Trey said. “These Brimelow people pose in photos with their adorable children.”


When Alicia and Trey first received the Klan flyers, they had discussed launching a public-facing response to them. But Trey stopped short. She claimed that she didn’t have the appetite to engage with whatever was left of the Klan in West Virginia. Then a new, second Klan flyer had arrived at their doors. This one decried the purported evils of queer people.


“I don’t want to give this oxygen,” Trey had told Alicia on the street between their shops, while autumn began a steady roll into winter. “I just don’t think that’s the right play. It might encourage them to do more.”


Trey wanted to speak up for queer people in other ways. She put up a Pride flag at Fairfax Coffee House in June 2019 to celebrate Pride month. Trey then chose to keep the Pride flag flying, making the symbol a big part of Fairfax Coffee House’s branding. In a deep red county in a deep red state, no one could miss the Pride flag she hung up at the front of her shop. Everyone could see it every time they walked through the adjacent Berkeley Springs State Park.


At the time Trey and Alicia discussed what to do about those Klan flyers, I was working as an investigative reporter and spokesperson for the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), a nonprofit civil rights group that built “intelligence” on extremists. I didn’t know who these women were, and I’d never heard of Berkeley Springs, but I knew about VDARE, because the SPLC listed them as a white nationalist hate group. They were one of the most prominent hate groups we listed. When VDARE purchased the castle, Trey’s and Alicia’s lives intersected with mine.


As I told these women weeks later, when I traveled to Berkeley Springs for the first time, Peter Brimelow had played a critical role in turning the country into what it became under Donald Trump. Not a Klansman from the era of lynching, but far from a typical conservative of the nineties and aughts, Peter effectively shifted Republicans away from neoconservatism and toward nativism. Eventually, that nativist turn would take America into a series of constitutional crises and to the edge of some American version of fascism. Peter established VDARE as a nonprofit foundation, but reactionaries primarily knew it as a website that published influential propaganda.


While Stephen Miller is often “credited” with shaping Trump’s anti-immigrant, authoritarian persona, VDARE may have influenced Miller’s mind first. I published a series of stories about Miller’s private emails back in November 2019 for the SPLC. The emails showed that Miller read VDARE to reinforce his beliefs.


In his emails, Miller also referenced Jean Raspail’s dystopian novel The Camp of the Saints, a VDARE favorite. In Raspail’s tale, hordes of impoverished and dark-skinned brutes from India descend onto French shores by way of rafts, the first wave of an invasion of the civilized West by the brown-skinned developing world. A beast-man described as the “turd eater” devours feces as food, and a pack of dark men rape a white woman to death.5 VDARE sold Camp of the Saints online, sometimes as a Christmas gift.


Another French author, Renaud Camus, coined the term “great replacement” in 2010, but it was VDARE that helped launch it into domestic prominence. The theory of the great replacement is that elites, or, depending on who told the story, Jews (not commonly a direct target of VDARE), have invited nonwhite immigrants with inferior bloodlines into white-dominated Western countries to weaken them and absorb more power for themselves. Long before Tucker Carlson brought great replacement talk into prime time on Fox News, VDARE treated the concept as the defining issue of our time.6 Peter and his collaborators hammered on this idea that whites faced a genocide through immigration with persuasive repetition.


Violent extremists feasted on this great replacement propaganda, using it to justify terror attacks across the West. VDARE, in turn, published apologia about the writings produced by terrorists who killed innocent people, simply because they echoed the great replacement narrative.7 VDARE did this in August 2019 after twenty-one-year-old Patrick Crusius slaughtered twenty-four people at a Walmart in El Paso, Texas. Crusius had referred to an “invasion” on the southern border in a bigoted screed he authored.8


VDARE also linked in their publication to a manifesto authored by Brenton Tarrant, the man who, in March 2019, gunned down fifty-one people in Christchurch, New Zealand, leaving bodies scattered throughout a mosque. The killer titled that manifesto “The Great Replacement.” Peter Brimelow had said that to end such massacres, the West should stop “mass Third World immigration.” It was never the movement—that group of people, including nativists, neo-Nazis, and white nationalists who performed activism in response to the great replacement—that was to blame. It was always others.


“We absolutely will not be having rallies, marches or demonstrations, if that is the concern,” Peter told The Morgan Messenger in response to people expressing disgust about him and his movement on Facebook. “We’ve never been involved with anything like that, and we never will be.” Peter denied that he was a white nationalist to the paper.


As Trey’s anxiety about the new keeper of the castle grew, she started to research VDARE by reading its website and hated what she found. The bylines on articles posted there featured names that seemed fake or made up, as if the people associated with the group wanted to hide who they were. Why did they need to do that?


Some of the VDARE posts stressed purported differences between races. More than one post highlighted crimes committed by Black people against whites. Everything the authors posted to VDARE seemed to imply that the country was collapsing.


Trey saw two posts focused on a news story unfolding in China, something called “the Corona virus.” She had heard about this phenomenon only in passing. VDARE’s authors suggested that white people might be blessed with immunity to the new virus:




The racial dimension to the Corona virus has fascinated me since the outbreak began. Despite some ethnic Europeans having caught it, including white Americans trapped on a quarantined cruise ship off Japan which has turned into a floating Corona epidemic… it’s still true although as of today… no white people have died of the virus as far as we know. Two people in Iran have just died of Corona… but this doesn’t necessarily undermine the argument that Corona is primarily—but, of course, not necessarily exclusively—an East Asian disease.





The author of the post went by the name Lance Welton. In it, he turned his thoughts to the “mongoloid” percentage in certain people’s genetic composition. At the bottom of the post, VDARE announced that “Lance Welton” was a pen name, although the real Lance Welton wrote for them out of New York.


Trey found the pseudoscientific posts on race repulsive beyond words. They had implications for Berkeley Springs that did not comport with the dreams she’d had for its future. She’d never considered Berkeley Springs a finished product. Trey imagined it would grow into a bigger tourist hub and that she would be a part of that change.


Trey wanted a Berkeley Springs that more consistently pulled in a multicultural crowd of visitors from cities like Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Baltimore, New York, and Washington, DC. Liberals from these cities visited Berkeley Springs for its spas, hiking trails, and vistas—but not enough of them. Trey wanted the town to become a true outlier in red-state West Virginia. She was not the only person who felt that way.


“The first thing you see when you look up from my shop is the castle,” Alicia said to Trey. “It’s every worst stereotype of West Virginia.”


That weighed more heavily on Trey than anything else. The town was so tiny. It was a micro-town, really—just a few blocks with a handful of tourist-targeted shops and a few eateries. It took someone in good health one minute to hike up the hill from Fairfax Coffee House to the Berkeley Springs Castle. The buildings were neighbors: one up, one down. The castle, with its rising battlements, overshadowed everything.


“This will obliterate our reputation,” Trey told Paul. “The whole town. Everyone is gonna associate us with—”


“I think it’s pronounced V-Dare,” Paul said.


“Whatever it is,” Trey said.


Trey had grown up in the Deep South, mostly in and around Atlanta. Neighbors had treated her father, a blue-eyed man of Swedish heritage, differently than they treated her mother. Trey’s mother was a Jewish woman of Eastern European heritage, and that had made her and her sister two of only three Jews at their public school.


On March 7, 1965, when Trey’s mother was seven months’ pregnant with her, she’d carried Trey in her womb across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, behind the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. Trey’s father, a US Air Force captain, snapped photographs of the violence that day. Knowing that she’d been there, on Bloody Sunday, was one of the reasons Trey felt compelled to act against VDARE. Before she even realized that she was doing it, Trey started to set up a meeting of business owners to oppose VDARE’s purchase of the castle. She did it without thinking about the repercussions she might face for putting herself at the center of such an action.


“We need to focus on the business owners,” Trey said. “Our businesses are in jeopardy.”


“Okay, so what should we tell people?” Alicia asked.


“That we’ll see them on Friday,” she said.
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A White Man with Money


Lydia Brimelow discovered the Berkeley Springs Castle through Zillow.1 There were a lot of real estate listings on Zillow, but nineteenth-century castles were rare. She thought that if VDARE could find the money to buy the place, it would be a fairy tale come true for the movement.


Lydia found her Zillow castle somewhere around the middle of Trump’s first term. A tall brunette in her late thirties with an oval face and mournful eyes, Lydia worked hard fundraising for the nonprofit VDARE Foundation. Peter, significantly older and physically diminutive by comparison, with a big poof of white hair, had wanted to move VDARE’s headquarters out of Connecticut and plant the group and his family somewhere new.


Because VDARE’s activities tended to provoke protests, including phone-calling campaigns staged by people who wanted the world to hear about Peter Brimelow’s views on immigrants, private venues slammed their doors whenever the group and its supporters tried to meet in person. VDARE bragged that this shunning produced impressive refunds from the hotels where they had booked their conferences, but it left them without a safe space to talk about their ideas.2 The frustration peaked in 2017 when VDARE failed to find respectable venues willing to hold its conference.


Peter wanted to hold the 2018 VDARE conference at the Cheyenne Mountain Resort in Cheyenne Mountain Springs, Colorado. But on August 15, 2017, after months of planning, those at the helm of the wedding-centric establishment decided they didn’t want to host it and canceled the event. Peter issued a statement through VDARE in response and partially blamed my future colleagues at the SPLC for what happened.


“I would like to pay tribute to the professionalism and courtesy of the individual staff members at Cheyenne Mountain Lodge over the several months we worked together. I regret that their innocent belief they live in a free country has proved unfounded,” he wrote. “Cheyenne Mountain Resort’s cancellation is a further example of what President Trump has correctly called the Alt-Left: a conspiracy against the civil liberties of Americans by internet vigilantes (such as Media Matters, Southern Poverty Law Center), and their allied troll army, and the violent Communist gang (the so-called AntiFa), plus complicit elected officials.”3


When I first read the statement, I was working as a reporter for ABC News. I knew nothing about Peter Brimelow, but I felt the rage animating his words. We discussed Peter briefly during an editorial meeting, pondering whether the Cheyenne Mountain Resort story would be valuable to a national audience. The answer was “not enough.”


VDARE ultimately sued the city of Colorado Springs, alleging that a statement from its mayor had caused the cancellation. At the time the group purchased the castle, the case was very much alive, and the Brimelows believed they had a chance to win it. Peter had also quietly sued The New York Times in January 2020 for labeling him a white nationalist.4 He had high hopes about that case too.


Cheyenne Mountain Resort dumped VDARE three days after a twenty-year-old admirer of Adolf Hitler, named James Alex Fields Jr., murdered the thirty-two-year-old Heather Heyer, a counterprotester, in a car-ramming attack at the now-infamous Unite the Right event in Charlottesville, Virginia. Hundreds of young white men had assembled to defend a statue celebrating the Confederate general Robert E. Lee. The only thing anyone seemed to remember about the event afterward was the violence.


Jason Kessler, a VDARE blogger known in the movement for his tendency to be self-aggrandizing, had helped lead Unite the Right. Peter had repeatedly attempted to distance VDARE from the “white supremacist” label, but now his associate, Jason, had secured the permit for the most infamous event publicly associated with American white supremacy since Timothy McVeigh’s 1995 bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. Peter had to admit, though, that the August 11, 2017, torchlight procession around Robert E. Lee’s statue was “remarkable.”


Jared Taylor, another old head of the movement, cross-posted on VDARE from his website, American Renaissance.5 The Yale grad and former editor for PC Magazine, known for his stilted manner of speech—he has long pronounced the word “white” as hu-whyte—said the white activists of Charlottesville faced anti-white racism.


“There is a clear pattern to these events that not one mainstream outlet has noted,” Taylor wrote on August 13, 2017, as backlash against the movement grew across the country. “There is confrontation only when anti-whites harass and try to stop pro-white events. The reverse never happens. Lefties and non-whites can mount the most brazenly anti-white events, unmolested and with full media approval. It would be hard to imagine a clearer example of this contrast—and of the entrenched bigotry we face—than yesterday’s events.”6


After Unite the Right, people scrutinized and ostracized everyone in the movement. When Lydia found the castle on Zillow, she thought that it could counter that problem. The castle offered status to the movement, for one thing. It carried an air of historical mystique, recalling a whiter time in America. It offered opulent rooms that would dazzle other “patriots” at conferences. The castle also had built-in security. The infiltrators who tracked them would get nothing.


To secure the Zillow castle, VDARE faced the obstacle of cost. Several townspeople told me that the Gosline family, the castle’s previous owners, would not have allowed anyone to even tour the castle without ascertaining that they had the money to buy it. And the expected cost, well north of a million dollars, didn’t include the future expenses of upkeep, which could be large given the size and age of the place.


To get their money, the Brimelows tapped wealthy supporters. VDARE pulled in $4.5 million in 2019. It was a surge of millions of dollars in donations, more than they’d collected in any previous year. According to Peter Brimelow, two big-money donors stepped up.


The secretive people who funded the castle purchase appeared to have used DonorsTrust to do it, because one-third of the amount collected came from there. DonorsTrust bundled billionaire money together from figures like the libertarian business titans Charles and David Koch and the even more reactionary Mercer family.7 I don’t know which rich people facilitated the purchase of the castle, but I do know that Peter and some of his collaborators were connected to wealthy people.


Kevin DeAnna, an early-middle-aged blogger who wrote thousands of posts on VDARE and on social media under the name “James Kirkpatrick,” met privately with Peter Thiel before the 2016 election—although he has since denied being part of the so-called Thiel network of propagandists alleged to be on the billionaire’s payroll.8


DeAnna, a lanky blond man who has always looked a decade older than his age, moved to pseudonymous writing after years of butting up against the mainstream conservative movement under his own name. On a podcast, he explained what kind of wealthy men funded the movement in secrecy. He described them as flirting with the movement, rather than joining hands with it in a way that fully satisfied him.


“I know of a few donors to some right-wing organizations,” he said, “and I’m not gonna give the names to that, but I would say they don’t give a lot. They give very, very little. But the reason I think they’re doing it is they’re sort of putting their finger in the wind. They’re trying to see what’s going on. Occasionally you read stories about elites, real elites… talking about a lot of interesting ideas that really don’t vibe with multicultural democracy.”9


A woman named Teresa White-Curtis of Perry Realty brokered the sale of the Berkeley Springs Castle. Nothing about Teresa seemed ideological to anyone. Her father ran a junk shop in town with an impressive collection of cast iron skillets inside. People in town gossiped about how she had hit a substantial payday on the deal.


VDARE officially purchased the castle on Friday, February 14, 2020. The parties signed the paperwork at the offices of Trump and Trump.10 The Berkeley Springs firm served as the law office of Charles Trump, a local politician who has no connection to the populist, authoritarian president. The date marked VDARE’s most significant moment since Brimelow had founded his group in 1999.


Despite being born in Lancashire, England, Peter Brimelow romanticized the lost cause of America’s Southern Confederacy. That made VDARE’s move south intriguing to me. Peter published, and republished, a post on VDARE titled “Time to Rethink Martin Luther King Day.” He started it with the exclamation, “Happy Robert E. Lee Day!” and noted that the Confederate general’s birthday fell on January 19. He then bemoaned the celebration of Martin Luther King Jr.’s name.


“Diversity is not strength: it is weakness,” Peter wrote. “The celebration of a deeply flawed figure like Martin Luther King was a confession of weakness, and the attempt to turn him into a national role model has required unsustainable myth-making. Perhaps in the future, Americans will be allowed to celebrate their own races’ heroes separately, just as Italian villages have different patron saints. Right now, however, the cost of the King cult to white America is too high.”11


Peter’s road to authoring commentary like that started when he worked as a financial journalist contributing to Forbes and The Wall Street Journal. He made his name on the right by contributing to a mainstream conservative publication, The National Review. He made it as far as a conservative writer could go, and then, over time, slowly pushed his commentary into edgier territory.


The United States granted Peter citizenship in 1992, and in the same year, he published a scathing statement about nonwhite immigration in The National Review highlighting his desire for a whiter America:




Perhaps because the 1965 Immigration Act was slipped through in such a deceptive way, many Americans, and many conservatives, just do not realize that it is directly responsible for this transformation of their country. They tend to assume that a kind of natural phenomenon is at work—that Hispanics, for example, increased from 4.5 per cent of the U.S. population in 1970 to 9 per cent in 1990 because they somehow started sprouting out of the earth like spring corn.


But no natural process is at work. The current wave of immigration, and America’s shifting ethnic balance, is simply the result of public policy. A change in public policy opened the Third World floodgates after 1965. A further change in public policy could shut them. Public policy could even restore the status quo ante 1965, which would slowly shift the ethnic balance back.12





In 1995, Peter’s mentor, John Tanton, urged him to write a book on immigration, and he provided him with funding to do it too. Peter obliged with the book Alien Nation, in which he treated the idea of a multiracial American society with utter contempt.13


“There’s a plain fact to be considered,” Brimelow wrote: “the evidence that multiracial societies work is—what shall we say?—not very encouraging.”14


Some publications typically associated with liberalism praised Peter and Alien Nation then. The New York Times did. So did The Economist. David Frum, who later wrote speeches for George W. Bush before rebranding as an anti-Trump commentator at The Atlantic, praised Alien Nation and offered Peter up as an intellectual force.


“Don’t be misled by verbal pyrotechnics: Brimelow presents his case with a prosecutor’s thoroughness,” Frum wrote. “No reformer can avoid grappling with the formidable work of Peter Brimelow.”15


As more people grew aware of Alien Nation, and of Peter’s writing at The National Review, the risk of writing about race from such a reactionary perspective became more apparent. People labeled Peter racist. He became the kind of thinker that other reactionaries read but pretended not to read. Peter founded VDARE in that atmosphere.


“I’m an immigrant doing a dirty job,” Peter told the Black journalist Bryant Gumbel on NBC’s Today in 1995. “Nobody else is prepared to talk about this.”


Lydia Brimelow’s identity had been tied up with Peter’s for as long as anyone else in the movement had known her. She’d first linked up with him only a few years north of the end of her childhood. Lydia started contributing to VDARE under the pseudonym “Athena Kerry” back in 2005, when she was only twenty years old, according to personal details described by the person writing under that byline.16


Peter claimed that he started dating Lydia that same year, when she served as an intern at the conservative nonprofit Heritage Foundation.17 His first wife, Maggy, a conservative journalist, died of cancer in 2004.18 So, the couple forged a romance roughly one year after Peter lost his wife and while Lydia was studying at Loyola University in Chicago, a Catholic school.


Katie McHugh, a former Breitbart writer who participated in the movement and socialized in it before eventually leaving, leaked Stephen Miller’s emails to me in 2019 and later became my friend. Katie knew the Brimelows before they moved to West Virginia, because she dated Kevin DeAnna. She told me that Kevin made sexual remarks about Lydia behind the boss’s back, and that people around the Brimelows privately snickered about them because of their age difference. Katie said that she viewed Lydia as a humiliated figure because of the mean-spirited gossip. She also described her as being smug and haughty.


“She told me I ‘was just a waitress, and Peter picked me,’” Katie said, recalling conversations they’d had as friends.


Katie visited Peter and Lydia in their Litchfield, Connecticut, home twice. She babysat their daughters and liked them. Peter kept a large hand-painted portrait of his first wife on the wall of one room, Katie said.


Katie also remembered that the couple pinned photos of Lydia’s sister on the refrigerator, and that Peter quipped, when Katie and Kevin were there, “Your sister could be a Victoria’s Secret model.” Katie thought that Lydia felt wounded by the remark, based on her reaction. She remembered the event as being typical of the way people in the movement treat women.


“That was just the way it was. You had to be happy that a white man with money picked you,” Katie told me. “And then you had to shut up about everything else.”


Katie told me that a man in the movement raped her in December 2017. One month later, Katie called Lydia and told her what happened, seeking support. She was startled when Lydia registered the accusation of rape without expressing sympathy.


After she hung up the phone with Lydia, Katie was overcome with feelings of paranoia. She snapped, she told me, and called Lydia back to tell her that she was, in fact, completely wrong in claiming that she was raped, and that the rapist friend had never really raped her. Lydia was equally unmoved by the second call, Katie recalled.


“I was just so frightened of what people would do to me, of how I would be treated if everyone found out,” she said.


Richard Spencer, who in 2016 and 2017 emerged as a figurehead of the movement, once stayed at the Brimelows’ Litchfield, Connecticut, residence as a guest. He told me that Lydia changed around 2017—that she had always been a warm person, but abruptly turned colder. Spencer said he didn’t know whether this change reflected Lydia’s response to him specifically or a switch in her personality.


The Brimelows flew a VDARE flag from a battlement atop their new headquarters after they secured the keys for it. They memorialized the sight in GIFs and used the imagery in a VDARE post announcing their acquisition of the castle. They published the announcement on February 26, 2020, the same day that Trey first decided to organize against the couple.


In the post, Lydia thanked the anonymous people who had paid for the castle and expressed optimism about the future of the movement.


“Having a space where we can meet and share ideas without fear of deplatforming will make a difference so material it is hard to overstate,” she wrote. “And for that we will be forever grateful. Thank you, donors large and small, for making such a huge impact. We are enormously grateful to you—and everyone who is helping to keep America American.”19
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What Matters to Us


Paul Johanson, tall and slim with a slight whitish beard and a neatly kept blond ponytail, read the post on Russell Mokhiber’s blog on Sunday, February 23, 2020. Paul was the opposite of Peter Brimelow as far as mature white men went, and not just because he worked with his hands. When Americans rallied Barack Obama to his presidential victory in 2008, Paul felt so moved by the historical magnitude of the occasion that he created a time capsule out of campaign artifacts. He embedded the sentimental material in a sliding drawer in his kitchen table and kept it there.


Paul moved from reading Russell’s blog to the SPLC’s website. The SPLC described Peter’s ideology in prosecutorial terms: White nationalist. Anti-immigrant. The SPLC made Peter sound really, really bad, highlighting his own words to support its conclusion.1


“We’re facing what was called in the case of the Civil War an irrepressible conflict. But this is America. People have guns. It will come to blood,” Peter said in one quote.


The submission form the SPLC posted for website visitors to send in tips asked for a report of a “hate-related incident.” Paul knew of none but chose to proceed anyway.


“No incident just yet, but everyone in my town just learned that yesterday a group called V-DARE purchased a large, famous property in our small town’s center known as The Berkeley Springs Castle,” he wrote on February 24. “The castle overlooks our town and is a historic feature with its own unique history. People in the town are presently reacting with fear, anger and deep concern.”


Paul also wrote about “rumors and confusion” infecting the town. He expressed concerns that VDARE would use the castle to host conferences.


“What advice do you have about how we as a community should progress? Can you send someone here to advise us if the town council asks for that? If local citizens ask? Thanks, Paul.”


Paul hit send and his words dropped into a mountain of emails that sat in SPLC staff inboxes. When I worked there, emails marked “New Hate Incident” popped up every few minutes announcing obscure troll campaigns, intolerant neighbors, and swastika graffiti in high school bathroom stalls. The repeated pinging always left me with a faint paranoid feeling whenever I closed my laptop at the end of the day.


The next morning, before anyone had read Paul’s words, a woman from the Berkeley Springs area named Mary called the SPLC’s tip line and left a voicemail. Mary and her fiancé had moved from Charleston, South Carolina, to Morgan County in 2018 to be closer to her mom, who had become overburdened with her husband’s diabetes-triggered health decline. Mary had hoped that Berkeley Springs might be a more open-minded community than the one she’d lived in farther south, but she was wrong.


“I’m a resident of Morgan County, West Virginia, and I’m calling because there’s information starting to kind of percolate, through town, indicating that VDARE, a pretty well-known white nationalist organization, has purchased a piece of property here in our town, and a lot of us are not happy about it, and we are kind of looking for help, or information, or guidance, on how we can organize kind of a… protest against this,” Mary said.


Mary’s voice rose an octave as she spat out the word “protest.” She said it like it was a thing that could kill her.


February 25, the day of the voicemail, was my forty-first birthday. I was walking to see a doctor in Manhattan when Rachel Janik, a fiery, fast-talking SPLC editor in her late twenties, called me up. Our team was small, and Rachel and I worked closely on almost every story I did there.


“Did you see this thing about VDARE buying a castle?” she said.


“What castle?”


“See what Howard posted,” she said, referring to a colleague from the Deep South who monitored white nationalists. “So, apparently, VDARE bought a castle—”


“What do you mean by they bought a castle?”


I ducked into a bookstore to block out the street noise.


“A castle,” Rachel said. “In West Virginia. There’s a castle down there. And if you can get down there—I think you can get down there, can’t you? It’s probably pretty close?—you should do a piece on it. They’re also looking to talk to someone in person… hold on. I’ll send you a link.”


This was not something we typically did. I spoke at conferences and colleges. Sometimes, I spoke on TV. I had never briefed a town.


My phone vibrated when her text arrived. “Read what I sent you,” she said. “I also feel like these are the exact type of people we’re supposed to be helping, so… it’s a good thing to do.”


“Help them how?”


“Go there, and you help them understand—Who are these people moving in? What kind of group is VDARE?”


Although Morris Dees, the SPLC’s very white founder, used advertising to tether his org’s image to the civil rights movement, he formed it in 1971, years after the major events of the period had already passed. Still, Dees worked to weaken the Klan through litigation, and the Klan once tried to repay him by burning down his office, so generations of liberals associated the SPLC with the fight for civil rights. They flooded the SPLC’s coffers with money—to the tune of three-quarters of a billion dollars annually as of 2025.


The SPLC formed the Intelligence Project in 1981, and it was through that division’s monitoring activities that it earned the polarizing reputation it held by the time I worked there. Workers at the Intelligence Project griped privately on Signal chats that the SPLC grifted off the civil rights movement in an undeserved manner. However, we overlooked that problem, because the well-funded organization provided us with resources to take on what those on the left colloquially called the “fascist threat”—a term that encompassed purveyors of a broad range of far-right ideologies, such as people who thought that immigrants poisoned the blood of the nation, preachers who wanted to criminalize gay sex, and misogynists who celebrated rape.


At the time that I had that phone conversation with Rachel Janik about Berkeley Springs, the SPLC was going through a particularly weird time. It had forced Dees out of his own organization in 2019 following allegations of sexual harassment, and other executives left soon after.2 Heidi Beirich, the longtime director of the Intelligence Project, and a mentor of mine, left shortly before the Berkeley Springs call, citing exhaustion. It was in that atmosphere that the SPLC formed a sorely needed labor union.


A woman named Margaret Huang had taken over the SPLC as president around the same time that VDARE bought the castle. She had worked at Amnesty International, where we heard she’d had a contentious relationship with their union. Huang, whom the SPLC paid nearly half a million dollars per year, had the aura of someone who would smile to your face and then immediately spit venom about you after you had traveled out of earshot. My colleagues and I wanted as little to do with her as possible.


Rachel and I started making editorial decisions alone at that time because we had no leadership—no managing editor, no director. It sometimes felt like we were children parenting ourselves. Rather than simply writing a response to Paul Johanson, or returning Mary’s call, we chose to show up to fight for them in person. This direct-action response was our vision of what the SPLC should be like. We saw something and did it. That quickly made decision sent me headlong into a little town’s drama for years.


Paul Johanson, the man whose email first got us talking about West Virginia, was an only child who had been born in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1964. Years later, when I stayed at his place as a guest, he would tell me that his father worked as an astrophysicist focused on measuring the size of the universe. Paul’s mother, an artist, sculpted abstract objects with smooth edges. He showed me one in his house, and it impressed me. He called his parents “neglectful, narcissistic, not very good hippies.”


Paul said that as a kid he’d moved from Arizona to Brazil to Finland, then back to Brazil, and later to Milwaukee. He’d failed at engineering at the University of Wisconsin. Then he walked, hitchhiked, and hopped trains from Wisconsin to New Orleans. He married “the wrong person,” an attorney living in Tucson, in 1991. Paul endured an ugly divorce. He lost connection to his kids.


Paul then took up what he described as a low-paying job at the Pentagon. He ended up staying in Washington, DC, where he transitioned to gardening. That’s when he discovered Berkeley Springs. It was just a two-hour drive from the capital. He fell in love with it. In 2004, he started building an octagonal house on top of a hill on the edge of town.


Paul cleared the brush for the house himself. He embedded wine bottles into its walls that sprinkled colored light into every room, and he implanted oversized blue wine bottles into glass panels around the front door. He built two real trees into the core of the place like a wooden spinal column. The trees made the place feel almost dreamlike. It was as if you were walking outside in West Virginia while surrounded by the physical walls of a house.


On the morning of Friday, February 28, 2020, two weeks after the Brimelows finalized the castle purchase, Paul sent an email to plan the meeting focused on business owners that Trey had discussed with Alicia. He sent it to Trey and to Patti Miller, a local food security activist and lesbian in her sixties with short, buzzed hair and a firm but gentle demeanor. Patti had moved to Morgan County at the turn of the millennium and knew everybody in town. Paul issued his plan to facilitate what they hoped would be the first of many meetings focused on rejecting VDARE’s message.


The fact that Paul would be facilitating the meeting would later become the subject of some gossip among his allies. His experience as a facilitator came from participating in a men’s group called ManKind Project, which focused on men overcoming trauma together, sometimes in the woods. Some critics have called ManKind a cult. Devotees, however, swore by their experiences, claiming the group saved lives.


Paul’s email read:




Hello Patti and Trey,


We’ve asked Russell (the blogger) to keep this meeting confidential (who and what said) until further notice. I have also asked Trey and Alicia to help keep the meeting focused on my facilitation so we can get through it with maximum engagement. I need you both to help remind people to stay contained in the space as it will be hard to hear one another if it’s crowded.


We need a sign-in sheet at door (name and contact info, email) that can be passed around.




	A—Determine length of meeting practicing feedback process (hand level to indicate investment, interest). 1.5 hrs suggested


	B—Agreements:


	—Confidentiality—what is said or who says it is not to be broadcast publicly.


	—Stop talking when I stop you, so more will have a chance to speak and be heard.


	
—All respond to “temperature” questions when asked so we can see what matters to the group. We’ll capture some items.


	—Raise hands to indicate you understand this.


	C—Introductions: (I’ll need someone to capture items on white board if/as needed) Name, Business, why you are here (30 seconds or less) [Raise hands if you have a shared interest or if someone speaks your concerns/experience].


	—Please meet one another afterwards to talk at greater length. This is about mutual support and coming together right now.





Questions to consider:




	1—Who are we as a business group and town?


	2—What matters to us?


	3—Actions to take on behalf of group?


	4—Commitment level and availability?


	5—Join in ways that fit for you (I’ll share the SPLC list for examples).


	X—Next meeting’s place and time—we’ll connect by email for now if you have given your contact information.







Through an automated signature, Paul ended his emails with a quote, from civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. about loyalties transcending race, tribe, class, and nation. He followed it with another quote from the Russian dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, who wrote of oppression in Soviet gulags: “But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?”


As it happened, my email to Paul offering to meet would arrive just a few hours after he sent his to Trey and Patti. I told them that I planned to drive down sometime between March 9 and 13. A few hours later, Paul introduced me to Trey by email. Trey’s response percolated with excitement. It seemed like the town was coming together to do something big.


“Thank you,” she said of my agreeing to meet them. “Oh, thank you so much.”


Between thirty and forty Morgan County business owners and a few of their friends walked from their houses and cars to gather at Fairfax Coffee House for the meeting that Friday night. They streamed in through the park and past the Old Roman Bath House, or across the street from the Morgan County Courthouse, their hands in their pockets to protect them from the cold.


Paul took notes on a whiteboard. Patti, the food security activist, was quieter than she had intended to be. She found herself losing patience with some of the other queer people there. Some of them had barely been in town for a year, and now they wanted to leave.


“I don’t feel safe here anymore. That’s it,” one man said. “This town was supposed to be a safe space for us in this county.”


Patti believed that seasoned neighbors dealt with one another in ways that transcended identity or politics. She had pro-Trump MAGA friends too. People handled conflicts among themselves with blunt conversations. Outside of horrific emergencies, calling the police on someone in Morgan County was a last resort. You worked things out.


“The reason I’m here is to give every person an opportunity to speak, one at a time,” Paul said, trying to keep conversations from colliding and creating tension.


One of the people in attendance was Geoffrey Wendel, a man with long, thinning blond hair and an urgent manner of speaking. On Facebook, Geoffrey had once posted a photo of himself standing outside in a blizzard wearing a head-to-toe purple wizard outfit with a matching stovepipe hat. People considered him eccentric, and several of his neighbors impressed upon me that Geoffrey owned a truly exceptional pair of boots.


The idea of the Brimelows moving into the Berkeley Springs Castle disgusted Geoffrey. He toyed with the idea of publishing a letter to the editor of The Morgan Messenger, but that never materialized. Geoffrey ran Portals Metaphysical, a shop that sold crystals and other artifacts. He also gave tarot card readings.


Geoffrey wanted to make clear that racists didn’t deserve to tap into the metaphysical realm. Portals Metaphysical issued a statement on February 23, right after Russell’s blog post about the Brimelows zipped through Berkeley Springs, declaring that “Portals absolutely repudiates white nationalism and bigotry. We are welcoming of many sorts, but if you are a supporter of this toxic lifestyle… you are most certainly not going to find a friend here.”


The day the Messenger published its article about the Brimelows purchasing the castle, Geoffrey posted a comment to Facebook through his personal account, saying, of white Christians, that “their whiteness is the universe’s immune system actually trying to take them out because they are a disease.”3


Toby Moore also attended the meeting. He lived in Berkeley Springs only part time—it was his getaway home—making him more of an outsider than others there. Toby perceived the conflict differently than many other people in the room.


A social scientist focused on voting rights, Toby had no local business to protect, but he felt morally opposed to “Nazis,” to use the colloquial term that people bandied about that night. Toby dug into VDARE’s IRS filings. He found Peter and Lydia to be unimpressive people, floating into town on some rich person’s life raft.


“I have been looking into this and so has Russell,” Toby said. He had spoken to Russell Mokhiber after Mokhiber’s blog post about the Brimelows’ arrival had gone live. “This is a husband-and-wife team with very little real money,” he told the room. “They’re small potatoes, riding off of a few big donations.”


Toby waited out a few comments before speaking again.


“I actually view this as a huge opportunity for the town,” he said. “If people from DC and Baltimore and Philly find out that the businesses here are unified, standing up against these people, then you can get people to come out and support you. Get people to have a beer with the resisters. People will be honored to shop in your stores when they know you’re standing up against this hate. It honestly could be a boon for your businesses.”
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