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For my parents, Dennis and Cecelia


and


To the memory of my grandfather, Harold B. Wilson




There is much more to be hoped for in an excess of information or of weapons than in the restriction of information or arms control.


—Jean Baudrillard
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PROLOGUE


WikiLeaks, Solid Imaging, and Open Source




At high summer, we gathered in Little Rock at the Peabody. By the evening the hotel’s signature ducks—four hens and a drake—would have already completed their twice-daily march from the rooftop penthouse to the lobby fountain, where they fluttered and splashed.


In a few more months the Southern charm would be wrung from the place: no more mallards in the elevator. But back then, in the summer of 2012, we basked in the final flickering of it all. We drank to the uneasiness in culture.


Music, voices, and the sounds of the running fountain danced about the marbled, open floors. Golden light filled the huge recesses above and around the lobby bar, ringed by six great pillars. The hotel opened directly onto Markham Street and the walking crowds on the Old Statehouse plaza. I lured any who might listen to this marvelous set piece with the grandest exhortations—Would you be remembered?—and here made a ritual of holding a fiendish court.


At one of these twilight salons sat Chris Hancock, an old classmate of mine, his tangled black hair brushed from his face. He had brought a friend.


“You remember WikiLeaks!” I insisted to them both. “Do you recall the insurance files?”


“WikiLeaks sends everything they’ve got out to the public in advance. It’s all published and torrented but protected from reading by some long password, right?” Chris answered.


“Exactly,” I said, losing the word on my breath. “And in the event the states move in for some final shutdown, only then do they release the password. The copies were already distributed. The damage sits waiting to be done. Maybe the files had been seeded for months, maybe years. You can’t pull them all down. The threat is credible because everyone has a computer. Every computer is always already on the Internet.”


“Peer-to-peer technology gives you leverage, sure. So, what are you saying?”


“What I’m saying is you can leak more than emails and cables. There are new machines—networked, material printers. They use complex and evolving materials. Into this budding universe of digital production . . . you leak a gun.”


I liked to watch the realization come to people in stages. It had been no different with Chris. Except on this night he made a conceptual leap.


“A Wiki Weapon,” he mused, looking down at the square candle on our table.


And I admit I was a little stunned by the words. Alarmed, even, that the clever coinage was a sign I still didn’t understand the significance of the proposition after these months. They made me jealous too.


Chris’s friend looked at both of us then, his face flushed with the chill of true and unwelcome surprise. And I whispered it:


“We are the heartworms of history.”





The eminent science-fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke’s Third Law states: “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” Although 3D printing may seem like magic, it came from very practical beginnings.


A man named Chuck Hull first demonstrated “solid imaging” in the lab in 1984. He translated a digital design into a set of coordinates able to be translated to an ultraviolet beam aimed at a vat of liquid photopolymer. As the light traced lines upon the surface of this bath, the exposed lines cured and solidified.


After a cross section of the design was drawn, the laser traced another section to build another layer. Chuck says he woke his wife in the night to show her his first true part. He patented the technology and co-founded a company to sell it by the name of 3D Systems.


In the late eighties, Scott Crump pioneered a method for solid imaging based on the controlled layering of thermoplastic through a filament feed. The “Eureka!” story goes that he was inspired by his use of a hot-glue gun one afternoon.


Around the same time, in 1984, Richard Stallman, a programmer from Harvard and MIT, was on a mission to offer computer users something entirely different: “free software.” “The word ‘free’ in our name does not refer to price,” he wrote in 1986. “It refers to freedom.” Users would be given the freedom to copy a program and redistribute it to their neighbors. And they would be able to change a program so that they could control it. This meant that the source code for the program would be publicly available.


The term open source came from a working group in California responding to a monumental act by Netscape, who decided to offer their browser as free software to the public in 1998. Free and open-source software can now be found everywhere you look. Names like Linux, Python, Apache, Perl, and perhaps even Bitcoin may not mean much to you, but you likely use devices or applications based upon these open-source softwares every day of your life.





I consider myself lucky to have been attending the University of Texas at Austin when we began the work that would lead to the 3D printed pistol. The university was at the forefront of developing 3D printing techniques in the 1980s, and in the years since I began the project, I’ve been regularly surprised by its academic and commercial contributions to the technologies I was exploring—not to mention the contributions of the state of Texas as a whole.


Over the years I’ve picked through the old papers on the printing innovations, usually with an eye for the personalities of the early authors and industry players. When I read Dr. Paul Jacobs’s work from the early nineties, what stood out to me most was his American optimism. He believed the technology was and would be a great boon to American enterprise.


So, 3D printing has been around for a while. But the consumer at large mostly started hearing about it only in the last several years. Why?


A New York startup named Makerbot brought to market the first successful line of retail 3D printers in 2011. If the success of our printed pistol was not your introduction to the idea of 3D printing, it was most likely Makerbot in 2012 and 2013 that caught your attention: the company’s rise and disgraceful fall have been almost totally responsible for shaping the public’s perceptions and expectations of 3D printing. And here we are . . .


I knew almost none of this when I began the work of Defense Distributed.


People have asked me why we printed a gun. Why I set out to print a handgun instead of, say, a heart valve. But our story doesn’t begin with the question put that way. In private conversation, when I try to answer the question why, I like to remind people what was said about our pistol (and by whom) after it was released. For example, Eric Schmidt, State capitalist extraordinaire, pronounced the release of the gun’s files a “moral crime.” I’ll point to the swift action by the US State Department to swallow up the gun’s files into the very matrix of information control the project was designed to attack. Or I’ll mention the attempts of foreign governments, mostly Western, to surveil or license their citizens’ use of digital fabrication devices.


I believe the printed pistol lays bare Western ethical ideology and gets to the heart of the question of the political. Your politics will inform what you think about our actions, but you may feel differently about the potential of powerful, free, and open-source software and intellectual property after you’ve read this book.


Our story starts with Benjamin Denio calling me on the phone late into my second semester of law school in Austin. He merely offered idle speculation about the future of the firearm.


I was simply seduced by the idea and the wilderness to which it would bring me.




PART I


Wiki Weapon




Benjamin Denio was the first person socially constructed for me wholly by Facebook. That’s what I remember thinking. Awkwardly squatting in the pale light in my tiny kitchen, staring at the dusty linoleum, I leaned my head into the cabinet and thought about how I hadn’t even met the man on the other end of the line. His Facebook, for what that was worth, told me he enjoyed Clausewitz, dank memes, and the more terrifying of the DARPA ventures. In his posts he wildly seethed against the local government in Little Rock and the deniers of climate change. Perhaps he meant it. Perhaps he just wanted better web ads.


If no alarm sounded in some room in Virginia upon our first contact, I trust the matter has been referred to the relevant committee.


Ben and I had attended the same university in Arkansas, it turned out. I recalled seeing him at a campus meeting called by Kenny Grand, the leader of the student United Leftist Front. Kenny’s large, anachronistic persona was a stand-in for the bigger ideas most of the ULF couldn’t quite articulate. I believe he was celebrated as a representation, living proof that there were Ideas somewhere above Arkansan experience, like Labor and the Revolution. That men once had historical passions, and that they, being dead, yet speaketh. He sat cross-legged in the corners of many meetings like this one, speaking with certainty, and that was enough. Something you could point to. Kenny understood. But then we prefer signs to the things signified.


At this particular meeting, the students of the ULF protested the university police’s acquisition of assault rifles, and the administration had a brilliant line: “They were a private gift, you see, and it would be rude to return them. Besides, it’s not like you’re paying for them.” We were sullen. This was a gift power could return but would not. But there were things we hadn’t then considered. There are some gifts that power cannot give back, even if it would like to.


Ben and I had been thinking in tune then. And I knew we were now. By our slowly budding virtual association, I’d discovered he was both a practicing Buddhist and an urban guerrilla. He carried on like he’d be among those first few men to bolt a gun to the back of a pickup truck and head screaming for the wastes should things go sideways. And like me, he found that ours was not a world in need of protection from the threat of too much terrorism. We were instead terrorized by the threat of too much protection. I’d been talking to him on the phone on and off for over six months now.


Bent over and letting my hunger gnaw at me, I stared through the grimy floor while I took in his broken, digital voice. Ben loved the way Moscow was playing spoiler in Syria. He was at his place in Little Rock going on about the latest Russian military dogmata. “The future is hybrid warfare,” he told me.


Ben was terribly immersed in the lore and technology of the Soviet period and thereafter. He frequently mixed his historical analysis with stories from his time playing video games like Hearts of Iron and Wargame, a real-time strategy game in which you could build and battle with your own NATO or Warsaw Pact armies, fighting against others online. As we spoke, I supposed the vague beeps I heard were some kind of combat notice.


I wasn’t a gamer myself, but I understood the impulse, especially with historical games—the desire to not just relive great moments but to thereby relive great ideas. His combination of Buddhism and bellicosity made Ben’s incongruence at times conspicuous. But then so was my own. And any man worth knowing is a man at war with himself.


As it often did, the subject of our call turned to the technical. “A lot of people dismiss ‘good enough’ technology, man. Perfect is the enemy of good enough, right?”


I was half listening to Ben run off on his tangent while I thought, with some regret, about the project the two of us had worked at the year before. Super PACs after 2010 had become a public issue and proliferated wildly. We, but then I should say I, wanted to make one that was toxic in nature. Pick House races with the least amount of spending, then buy up as much of the airwaves as possible for terrible ads.


Turn people completely off to the electoral and political process. It was a fun thought experiment. I’d always had the trickster sensibility and this approach appealed to that part of me. Play by the rules, but ruin the game to show the absurdity of it all.


Ben and I had come to the same conclusions regarding super PACs and believed they eventually would become more heavily funded than the traditional political parties. Maybe they’d become huge, king-making interest groups in their own right. Single-issue media attack machines. You could see Karl Rove and the Koch brothers operating them like niche extensions of the wider GOP apparatus. There would be success there, sure, but we imagined a more hybridized and strange political environment. Super PACs as roving extremist speech nuisances. Incredible that one man would redeem the entire idea single-handedly in 2016.


I made the filings with the Federal Election Commission, started to raise funds, and developed connections with a young consultant in DC who heard about us through our Twitter feed and was up for the game. But Ben’s nature wouldn’t allow him to settle on any idea for too long, and he was already up for the next venture.


“What are you saying?” I asked, trying to refocus.


“It doesn’t matter if you’ve got the best weapons. And now the US itself can’t end the positive obsession. It’s like doctrine no longer matters. It’s why I still admire Russia and the Chinese. They can’t deliver the same technical precision, but they’ve built a system where they could fight you for a thousand years!”


“So, back to the gun-making idea you had,” I said, ready to move on. Ben had brought up the idea earlier in the call.


“Well, it’s surely easier now than ever to be an arms manufacturer,” Ben began dutifully. I had expected it to be harder to change the subject.


Ben had helped introduce me to small arms, and his idea that we could make them for profit was one I would have only vaguely toyed with before. I certainly believed that free people were people with guns, but I hadn’t ever before found the desire to be a part of the chain that placed them in their hands.


“But why bother?” I pressed him. “Any dude that’s had a shop class and the right tools can do this.”


I still ruminated on what our super PAC might have eventually meant. What had I even been playing at last year? By the time the summer had arrived, we had nothing to be proud of. Sure, we might have gotten lucky at some point in some race and made a little name for ourselves. But the best-case scenario was we’d have just pulled off a kind of prank, a joke. You can be snide and cynical about the electoral process, but that isn’t truly a way of undermining it. Your participation, however ironic, is even a reinforcement of the values you hope to change. The system is surely ailing, and likely terminal, but is being a fly on that body worth much?


What was a better way to fight the world itself ? To go beyond good and evil? What makes this sickened country leap to its feet?


“Say we do it digitally. Use a 3D printer. You’ve heard of those,” Ben said, his tone measured.


I only barely recalled the concept. “Don’t those machines only work with plastic? So, we’d make plastic guns? Is that possible?”


But as soon as I had said the words, I imagined an NBC anchor delivering the nightly news. “And now we turn to another story, seemingly out of the pages of science fiction. Three-dimensional printable guns, made at home.”


Sure, make the guns with a printer, I thought. But if we could do it, anyone could. The political opportunity wasn’t in manufacturing, then. It was in publishing. In one moment it solidified for me: we could produce a gun with the most widely available 3D printing technology and then freely distribute the plans over the Internet. We’d share the designs as open-source software. Go for the brass ring of system failure. Ben had given us WikiLeaks for guns.





“Defense Distributed,” I said to him the next evening.


“Ha-ha, oh, yeah?”


“Yeah, that’s what we’ll call it. We’ll do it with an organization.”


“Defense Distributed,” Ben said, as much to himself as to me. “I like the alliteration. I like what it suggests. It’s a not-so-subtle negation, isn’t it?”


If we were to proceed, Ben would have to continue to be my weapons guru. I hadn’t grown up in a family that had firearms around, though once I reached a certain point in my life, owning a gun seemed like a prudent enough thing to do. Anyway, I had to trust his experience and familiarity with gun culture if we were to try to sell the project to the public. I was comfortable charting out the organization and the networking, finding the human and financial means to get it done. I didn’t know a thing about engineering, ballistics, or plastics.


Before the call could end, I was already spinning out the rhetoric in my mind.


This is what access to the means of production was always going to look like.


Defense Technology? As opposed to what?


I did a little reading about the Maker Movement the day after hanging up with Ben. I had so quickly persuaded myself that besides American gun politics, ours would be a story of the history of the use of 3D printing. Running with an abstract and still undefined technology, we’d get to claim the highest ground of political realism.


I fed Ben new lines on our next call.


“Keep power in the hands of the common man. Make guns accessible. Forever.”


I could picture him sitting in his apartment, game on pause, staring thoughtfully into the middle distance, already steps ahead of me.


“This could be really meaningful.”


I cut him off.


“No, this could be a whole lot of fun.”





By the time I had returned to Little Rock for the summer, Ben and I had taken to having walking conversations along the Two Rivers Park and its bridge. I invited my friend Daniel Bizzell along as a wingman to flank and needle Ben in the moments of distraction to which he was so prone. Along a walking trail in the darkened wood beside the water, Ben spun a strange parable about an arc welder. For a half hour Daniel and I were almost silent, absorbed by the telling as if it might arrive at some monstrous finality. It would not, but the trees cleared to reveal the river and the sparkling dam bridge across. Signaling Daniel, I suggested we sit on a bench just off the muddy bank.


“It’s time for decisions,” I said. “I want some calls about how this thing will be made.”


“Did you hear about the palm pistol? Forty moving parts.”


“We just need to copy a simple rimfire or a break-breech shotgun.”


“Let the plastic do the work, keep the moving pieces to an absolute minimum.”


“So, the Makarov—”


“Wait,” I finally said, wanting to be sure we gained some traction. “We pick a round and design around it. Can we pick a round?”


Two hours of discussion and later, we committed to the .22. As it would turn out, we misunderstood its maximum chamber pressure, making our task even harder. Despite the misstep, simple blind choice had reduced some variables, and with that we could proceed.





Weeks later, when I returned to Austin, I spotted a cartoon cowgirl on a billboard. She too seemed transformed by the heat as she leered behind the haze that poured over the baked pastel city blocks. Once inside my townhouse, I brushed a spider’s web off my arm and clicked the AC back on in the darkened hall. Left for months without air conditioning, my couch’s fake leather had surrendered to a cloudy slick. The gremlins were about. The cable modem had failed and the local monopoly wouldn’t repair it until the week following, so I’d have to find Internet in the city.


In ways literal and figurative, I couldn’t afford to wait for the repair. With Wiki Weapon now pitched and advertised, and now that we’d established a loose organizational framework under my direction, we needed two things—information and money. That semester I was supposed to study the law of business organization, but I didn’t think it would help me with DD. This wasn’t going to be a traditional tech startup as far as I could tell. We weren’t going to produce anything that people could buy, offer any equity, or have board seats to fill.


That was okay with all of us, but we were learning very quickly that there were no real blueprints to follow to get the project moving. And the results of my research into the history of plastic guns were growing more obscure, more mythic. Perhaps the Soviets had a plastic pistol in the seventies called the Troika, designed to slip past metal detectors. Defense research money for polymer weapons was real before the eighties. Then there was the Floridian gunsmith named Byron who had apparently stunned a roomful of Pentagon officials at an Army research center in 1987. His polymer gun was patented, but the document provided little meaningful detail. Each story’s trail would abruptly go cold, its references quickly repeating. We figured we’d truly have to develop a design on our own. That would take more time, we assumed, though we wouldn’t abandon the hope that we could copy some other plans and adapt them for printing.


After a summer of nights spent more often than not trolling the Internet imageboards for interest in the project, it was time to get more serious about fund-raising. Already, as I looked around my place, I pictured a pattern of expedition and privation. I was at UT on scholarship, but that didn’t cover the rent, let alone the cost of the supplies and the printer we would eventually need. We’d estimated it would cost eighteen grand all told. I’d pick up any other expenses with my credit cards, if it came to that.


The year before, I’d learned a little about fund-raising from a young woman in DC who tried to help Ben and me while we attempted our super PAC. She told me people wouldn’t give money away for an intangible reward that wouldn’t be exclusive—even if they sympathized with you ideologically. And I was finding out she was right. It’s hard to give people something for free.


The project would come at an additional price, though it was one that I was better able to afford. I chose to ignore my coursework—
a decision I was happy to have the excuse to make.


By the time I returned to Austin in the fall of 2012 for my second year of law classes, I’d been in some kind of school for twenty of my twenty-four years. Eighty percent of my life. These were mostly pleasant years and experiences. No real complaints on my part. After making the decision to proceed with Wiki Weapon, I hoped I could still keep playing the role of respectable law student if I wanted, if the project quickly failed. The harder reality was this: if Wiki Weapon was going to be more than a game, I would likely have to devote my attention to it completely. In the immediate term, that meant raising thousands of dollars in the next two weeks.


To that point, we’d been successful in gaining attention but not so much at raising the cash. I had finished the website and added a PayPal donate button the very night before the first article came out. Even on the drive down to school at the end of the summer, I was scanning my email incessantly for donation notifications from PayPal. There was plenty of email. People had seen the site and found the Wiki Weapon project interesting, but the money just wasn’t coming in.





The law school at the University of Texas was founded in 1883, and the building looks it. Viewing that part of the campus from the east off Dean Keeton, the tomb-white library rises from the hillside like a hardened knob. Inside, it’s brown brick, brown concrete, and thin wooden paneling. In spite of an abundance of glass and light, the atrium and its adjoining halls remain dim and stale. In an odd corner the attempt is made to employ the drabness as a feature. A worn sweep hosts a painting of an old lettered man or a clutch of plaques. If you don’t look too directly, you might sense the warmth of preftige; the frat house eminence. And have you toured the portraits of the politiques before you?


The first year of law school is called 1L and is marked by the blind groping of your peers. The anxious scrum, the nervous disease of it all, leaves no room for dignity. I’d often heard the story of some upperclassman making the Department of Justice honors program retold like a myth. And if righteous and diligent, we too might be swept up by that sweet, fiery chariot of Federal Selection.


There was a room on the second floor encased in glass where we could offer up our weird bodies for corporate husbandry. For what was our fulfillment but to become another object among objects? To allow our superiors to meet the challenge of choice? No, we weren’t suffering a prostitution. We were pledging for Capital. As neophytes we might aspire to grind out our satisfaction at a hundred hours a week.


Pretending to myself I would attend classes for the new semester, I asked my buddies to write my name into our professors’ seating charts. Without such help in Corporations, I walked into the room the first day and, as everyone rose to leave, blotted my name into a paper grid at the front.


Another week or two. I’d be back.


My fridge was empty. A temporary measure, I told myself, and at any rate it wasn’t as if that privation would carry on into next week. I was more concerned with the state of the project’s accounts. We’d only begun, but it seemed as if we were just days from going bust. If I could only raise a couple grand, I had no business stepping out of class. How much was my time even worth? I let everything go but courting potential patrons.


Sometimes I did radio interviews in the early morning, hoping to snag that first oil billionaire donor. On a grainy call on LRN.FM (Liberty Radio Network), I told the host about my concerns. “Things are difficult since I got back to Austin and found my Internet wasn’t working.”


Ernest Hancock, who asked his listeners to Declare Your Independence, his effusive voice ringing out from a tower in the Arizona desert, found the humor in it all. “I bet! And you can bet that’s no coincidence, boss!” During the breaks between segments he’d call me a slacktivist and I’d laugh.


By night I stalked the dark ribbon of North Lamar for corners in which to work. All quiet but for the isolate engine and the mutterings of a derelict rocking under the hard orange watch of a streetlight.


After hours I once worked surrounded by the modern, luminous interior of a McCafé. Perhaps the corporate architectural team—with a commitment to the environment, surely—had designed its spaces after the rooms in a home. In the café’s conference area, framed in wood and aluminum, an old vagrant swore at CNN and tore at the waxy paper of a half-wrapped sandwich. A burnt-out half-wit beside him asked him to be quiet. I watched them fight as I installed a captcha plugin on our website. The half-wit cried for help from behind the counter, where the young, overweight women now only spoke Spanish. They slowly found something requiring their every attention in the back. In a booth directly behind me, a man’s whispers to his partner became quick and aggressive. As he struck her and dumped his drink into her lap, she remained silent. The homeless men screamed at each other hoarsely as an ambulance idled in the parking lot outside, and I moved on up the road.


Three weeks into the new semester I sat typing under dusty lightbulbs in the shadow of Highway 183. This was Jim’s Diner, and its Googie rooftop dipped as a quiet reminder of the Atomic Age. At night the open blinds provided a view of its yellowed guests to passersby, not that anyone was looking. The younger waitresses would tell me about camgirling, their babies, and the trouble with dancing in Austin without a pimp. I would listen as I cut fresh email lists and bid out increasingly ridiculous Elance contracts, trying to find anyone with technical expertise. “Executive summary on ballistics instrumentation (under $500).” While there, I crammed for phone interviews about the project by reading obscure law review articles, pretending less and less it was somehow part of wandering back to my studies. I was living out of my laptop.


My inbox—Why had I used my school email?—was choked with dozens of false leads and promises of money.


I may have what you’re looking for. Call me. I want to share with you my work. I’ve solved most of this problem and believe I can help you. My partner and I would like to invest in your operation.


Wiki Weapon attracted a stable of soon-familiar suspects:


THE SOVEREIGN CITIZEN: Your main problem right now is that you are owned by the aristocrats, your title was freely given to the gov by YOU. We can fix this.


THE MYSTIC OF SPIRIT: Due to your catalytic tendency of disseminating objectives adverse to the Jurisdiction . . . of OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST, you are therefore ordered to discontinue your illegal profession. Failure to do so will result in proactive, responsive, and co-active measures.


THE CHASTE PROGRESSIVE: It is not too late to turn back, to return your donations, to renounce your lust for blood.


THE TOLERANT LIBERAL: I hope a hammer comes down on you . . . but I’d just as soon take the hammer of a gun pointed at your heart.


I toyed with them sparingly.


At Jim’s I followed up on every lead.


Some were obviously problematic, but I pursued them anyway. An oilman had engaged me for over a week on the phone, his speech frequently broken. Each conversation took tragically compounded detours, and amid the noise I realized the sheer interminability of any process that might lead to a signed check. At his insistence I chased his offer to the slums of Houston, where I found a motel in as much disrepair as my host. He smoked synthetic weed, avoided my questions, and spoke haltingly of 3D printers in space. We watched my YouTube video promoting the Wiki Weapon while he mused aloud: “Six hundred thousand people have seen this. Do you get how many people that is?”


Six hundred thousand YouTube views and forty bucks could get you a tank of gas to Houston. Less than amused and feeling increasingly desperate, I later lingered with the man in a desolate, overlit Jack in the Box as he told me of his friends running drugs through the port, but soon nothing held my attention. Unwilling to spend another hour there, I took 290 back to Austin through the rising light of the early morning.


Shortly after midnight, two policemen entered Jim’s and scanned me. I cleared my head and responded to a reporter’s email, agreeing to meet him on campus near the Tower. A new message. The striver teaching assistant in Corporations was supplementing my class assignments, of which I hadn’t read a word.


Outside it began to rain. As I started to shake a bit from the coffee, I reminded myself to eat. While the cops were seated at a table to my left, I avoided their glances. My thoughts pulled me back to the summer in Little Rock where we’d begun, and when my doubt and suspicions weren’t so pronounced. After wandering the streets of Austin alone for too many nights in a row, I felt I was embracing a psychological homelessness. When I looked for comfort or orientation, I’d reflect on those earlier months in Arkansas, wherein somehow I had found confidence.





In Little Rock I had decided to film a video pitch to announce Wiki Weapon with the help of Sean Kubin, the brother of one of my best friends from high school and easily the most infamous man from my hometown. The Kubin brothers, Sean and Zak, had the friendliest contempt for any kind of program. Their father was involved in advanced defense work before the turn of the century and would often leave them in Cabot with barely a word. “You boys have food? Well . . . all right.” With time to themselves, they made quick mockeries of everything. Zak and I might undercut school fund-raisers, but Sean could change grades. I admired him most for kidnapping the local Arby’s mascot and harassing the place with Polaroids and ransom notes. And still the brothers were kind and universally liked. I called Sean prepared to persuade, but he accepted my proposal purely from an eagerness for the mischief. He invited me to film after work at his Network Data Solutions office in North Little Rock.


Late on a Thursday near McCain Boulevard, I bought a DSLR at a Best Buy. As I left, the heat and the wind leapt off the parking lot’s simmering blacktop to whip my face. I drove toward the molten horizon with a printed script. Sean greeted me when I arrived; with his close-cropped dark hair and heavy brows, he reminded me a little of my father. For only a moment I considered with respect the fact that he ran this little office by himself. With a firm handshake and smile he welcomed me inside.


“Great to see you,” he said. “The room is over in the back here. Let me know if you were thinking you needed anything else.”


By the time I was ushered to the storage closet to film, I knew it would be just me and the camera.


Abandoning the script immediately, I began, “Well, a group of friends and I have decided to band together under a collective name. We’re not a company or a corporation . . . We just call ourselves . . . Defense Distributed. And we want to share with you an idea.”


Sitting stiffly and avoiding the camera’s cold black eye, I found ten tortured sentences to explain a Wiki Weapon. An idiot’s testimony, which felt as enormous and impractical as giving the entire account of my life. I spent the rest of the night shooting and reshooting the same words in the same order. In the room over, Sean was laughing.


I checked in to the Peabody to finish the video, anxious that a final bit of ceremony might be enough to launch us. I spent the entire night listening to Kendrick Lamar and editing the distorted clips of myself on an old, cracked copy of After Effects. I uploaded the video to the first crowdfunding site I found that didn’t have a prior approval process: Indiegogo.com. By the early morning the campaign was ready, and I slept until the afternoon, when I could drive back to Best Buy to return the camera.


Now campaigners, we began as any upstarts should—by declaring victory. Sean scraped together a list of all the national gun control groups from the web, most curated neatly for us by the NRA, and I prepared to fax-blast them a blank page with two simple words at its center: “IT’S OVER.” “Printablegun.com,” read the footnote. In an instant we pushed an Internet fax to every one of those empty closets and clapboard back rooms. To our delight, many of them failed. So many numbers disconnected. So many abandoned posts. Like playing Battleship for the gun lobby. Sounding with a spammer for an ultimate insight: If the enemy has folded up and shuffled off for mommy blogging, you don’t take her off your website. That’s bad fund-raising.


For twenty-two days I wrote pitch emails and letters. I watched the Indiegogo progress bar eke past one thousand dollars. At night I reread the crowdfunding site’s terms of service.


“How much money have you got today?” my father would ask.


“Almost two thousand now.”


He laughed with a shrug of disbelief.


Daniel Bizzell and I hosted late-night fund-raising threads on 4chan in the cigar room at the Peabody. The waitress indulged us as we torrented gun manuals and engineering texts. As I pursued my at-home ballistics degree, I watched the project’s YouTube video views tick upward every hour. The interest didn’t translate to much Indiegogo money, however. And we were a long way from twenty thousand dollars. But I’d lately found ways to make my court at the old hotel more courtly.


My guest on one of those nights at the Peabody was Lauren, who, with her pale eyes, sandy-blond hair, and deliciously long legs, was much the object of my affections. We sat in the echoing lobby bar and spoke over a wandering saxophone, the player making long demonstrations of his circular breathing. Her lips were a glossy, muted pink, and she wore a tiny black dress that rode up her thigh. We’d known one another in college, but after our graduations it had been years since we were on the same continent. Even now, though she had always cultivated another demeanor, she let slip the loveliest microexpressions of innocence.


Lauren worked that summer for Arkansas’s Heifer Project, an institute for mutualist agricultural lending sanctioned by all the right-minded subjects of progressive piety. She lived near the Little Rock Community Church in the old downtown historic district. Touring her neighborhood in a morning spent talking, we would pass the church and its pure-white Herod’s Temple façade. Louisiana Street’s own Holy of Holies, just around the corner from the governor’s mansion. Lauren enjoyed mixed-income neighborhoods, new urbanism, community gardening, and meeting for lunch at the Clinton Library. In short, she was a beautiful planner, the kind NATO sends to Eastern Europe. I enjoyed her nonlethal aid tremendously.


We shared an intuition. Was it millennial? Some nights I’d join her house-sitting for bankers in West Little Rock. We raided their refrigerators like we would one day raid their 401ks—with the dim awareness that home ownership, country club dues, and large portraits of hateful little twins would never be ours. Sitting atop a high retaining wall on the riverbank, we watched the cool glow of the city and the blinking radio towers.


“I don’t know. I’m beginning to think I won’t be able to come back from this one,” I confessed.


“The gun thing?”


“No matter how much fun you have, you’re marked after trying something like this.”





Lauren was driving me one afternoon in mid-August when I got a phone call. A New York number. The voice at the other end said, “This is Andy Greenberg of Forbes.”


His voice struck me still.


“Yes,” I stammered. “How are you, Andy?”


“So, I just have to ask. Is this real? Are you serious?”


I held my hand out to keep Lauren from slapping me, as she laughed with delight at the turn of events: her captive trying to give a serious interview. My thoughts broke and reassembled. “Uh, I see a kind of poetry there—sister technologies—the drone and the 3D printer. Just as you realize this totally operational state of surveillance, we pass the contraband underground, through the cables, as the drones fly overhead.” I continued, gesturing expansively.
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