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To Rory






PROLOGUE [image: ] 1776


The spirit of rebellion was in the air on January 6, 2021. Vice President Mike Pence was due to certify Joseph Biden’s victory in the 2020 presidential election in a ceremony at the Capitol. But supporters of President Donald Trump, and Trump himself, were mobilizing for a confrontation that they hoped would change the outcome. The Proud Boys, a right-wing extremist group, had crafted a nine-page plan for storming the Capitol and other buildings in Washington; it was called “1776 Returns.” Two days earlier, Stewart Rhodes, the leader of the Oath Keepers, another extremist outfit, said, “We’re walking down the same exact path as the Founding Fathers.” Quoting George Washington addressing his troops in 1776, he went on, “The fate of unborn millions will now depend, under God, on the courage and conduct of this army.” On the eve of congressional certification, Alex Jones, the InfoWars host and conspiracy theorist, held a boisterous rally a few blocks from the White House and said, “We declare 1776 against the New World Order. We need to understand we’re under attack, and we need to understand this is 21st-century warfare and get on a war-footing.” He then went on an InfoWars broadcast to say, “This is the most important call to action on domestic soil since Paul Revere and his ride in 1776.” (The ride was actually in 1775.) On the morning of January 6, Lauren Boebert, the Republican congresswoman from Colorado, tweeted: “Today is 1776.”

By that time, crowds were already gathering at the Ellipse to hear Trump rally the troops. Rudy Giuliani, the president’s lawyer and warm-up act, told the crowd, “Let’s have trial by combat!” When it was his turn onstage, Trump sent the same message. “You’ll never take back our country with weakness. You have to show strength, and you have to be strong,” he told the throng. “We’re going to walk down Pennsylvania Avenue. I love Pennsylvania Avenue. And we’re going to the Capitol. And we fight. We fight like hell. And if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.” Thus roused, thousands of his supporters marched that way.

At the Capitol, the swarming crowd chanted, “1776! 1776!” Many flew the Gadsden flag, the yellow banner of the revolutionary era, which bears the words DON’T TREAD ON ME. When the first group breached the doors of the west front, they snarled at the outnumbered and helpless Capitol Police officers, “1776, motherfuckers!” Chris Hill, a Marine veteran who led an extremist group from Georgia, called the attack on the Capitol a “shot heard round the world,” echoing the words used to describe the Battle of Lexington on April 19, 1775. He added, “The second revolution begins today.”

When the Capitol rioters spoke of the Constitution, it was almost always of only one provision—the Second Amendment. They regarded the right to “bear arms” as a license for citizens to fight back against the government. As Rhodes, of the Oath Keepers, put it, the purpose of the Second Amendment was to “preserve the ability of the people, who are the militia, to provide for their own security” and “to preserve the military capacity of the American people to resist tyranny and violations of their rights by oath breakers within government.”

Later, many of the January 6 rioters explained their actions as analogous to those of the colonists during the American Revolution. “When we talk about 1776, we see that there was a lot of violence. We had to go against the government, and people died. And something good came out of that,” D. J. Rodriquez, one of those arrested inside the Capitol told his FBI interviewer. “I, personally, felt that this is something that the Founding Fathers of the country understood was going to happen again one day and that we would be needed to do something righteous.” Defending the insurrection, Congresswoman Marjorie Taylor Greene, who operates as the id of the modern Republican Party, said, “And if you think about what our Declaration of Independence says, it says to overthrow tyrants.”



Nineteen days after the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995, Timothy McVeigh was summoned from his cell for his first meeting with his attorney, Stephen Jones. In that initial conversation, McVeigh was only too pleased to take credit for the attack on the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building. From the start, Jones knew that the case of the Oklahoma City bombing was no whodunit.

So, in his first conversations with McVeigh, Jones wanted to explore a simple question: Why? Why had this twenty-seven-year-old man, who appeared ordinary in so many ways, committed this horrific act?

As he entered the prison conference room, McVeigh had his hands manacled behind him. In a small concession, he was allowed to be cuffed in front when he sat at the metal table bolted to the floor. “Call me Tim,” McVeigh told Jones. They made small talk about the inmate’s mail. He had already received a marriage proposal and ten dollars in cash.

When Jones moved on to the bombing, McVeigh continued in the same relaxed, almost serene way. He talked about mass murder just as he did about his beloved Buffalo Bills. For McVeigh, the destruction of the Murrah building, and of the lives of those inside it, was more than just permissible. It was mandatory, his duty as a patriotic American. He had no regrets, no second thoughts.

How could McVeigh see murder as justified, much less required?

Read the Declaration of Independence, he instructed his lawyer—and not just the famous part. To McVeigh, the more important section of the Declaration came later, and he recited it from memory: “Whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it…. When a long train of abuses and usurpations… evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government.” McVeigh took the same message from Patrick Henry’s famous speech from 1775, the one which concluded “Give me liberty or give me death.” He recited what else Henry had said: “If we wish to be free—if we mean to preserve inviolate those inestimable privileges for which we have been so long contending… we must fight! I repeat it, sir, we must fight!”

At the Murrah building, McVeigh fought.

His actions, he explained, were a direct response to the “abuses and usurpations” of the federal government, especially those at Ruby Ridge and Waco. In the months that followed, McVeigh would return obsessively to these two events, just as he had fixated on them in the period leading up to the bombing.

The Ruby Ridge saga began in August 1992, in rural Idaho, when U.S. marshals attempted to serve an arrest warrant for weapons charges on a right-wing activist named Randy Weaver. When Weaver refused to surrender, the marshals and FBI began a siege on his property. In one skirmish, a deputy marshal and Weaver’s fourteen-year-old son (as well as the family dog) were killed. A few days later, an FBI sniper killed Weaver’s wife as she stood in a doorway holding their baby daughter. After an eleven-day standoff, Randy Weaver surrendered.

Six months later, in February 1993, the Waco siege in Texas followed a similar pattern, with even more disastrous results. Agents from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms attempted to serve arrest and search warrants for weapons charges at a compound run by a religious sect called the Branch Davidians. During that original operation, four federal agents and five Branch Davidians were killed in a firefight. The FBI took over the scene and conducted a siege of the buildings, which were controlled by David Koresh, the Davidians’ leader. After fifty-one days, on April 19, the FBI launched a tear gas assault on the compound, which caught fire. Seventy-six Branch Davidians, including Koresh, died in the conflagration.

McVeigh chose to bomb the Murrah building on April 19 because it was both the second anniversary of the Waco raid and also the date of the “shot heard round the world” in 1775, the beginning of the American rebellion against the British. In his own mind, McVeigh was the heir to the heroes of the Revolution. As McVeigh told his lawyer, “the government laid down the ground rules for warfare” in Ruby Ridge and Waco. Citing his favorite Sylvester Stallone movie, McVeigh said the government had drawn “first blood. It’s like the song from The Lion King—‘The Circle of Life.’ ” What goes around comes around.

But it wasn’t just Ruby Ridge and Waco. There was President Bill Clinton’s support of a bill banning assault weapons. McVeigh received a BB gun from his grandfather when he was nine years old, and he remained obsessed with firearms for the rest of his life. He loved to shoot, and he was a skilled marksman in both civilian and military life. The issue of guns represented the core of his political worldview as well, a lesson which he also said came from the Founding Fathers. While McVeigh had not read many books about American history, he had steeped himself in right-wing magazines. McVeigh endorsed the view of the Framers’ intentions that was published in Soldier of Fortune, and The Spotlight, published by Liberty Lobby. He told Jones that his hero Patrick Henry called guns the “teeth of liberty,” and McVeigh loathed any attempt to regulate their possession. He had joined the National Rifle Association as a teenager and faithfully read American Hunter, the NRA’s official magazine. Clinton’s signing of the assault weapons ban on September 13, 1994, sealed McVeigh’s decision to proceed with the bombing the following spring.

“How are patriots supposed to defend themselves when their right to bear arms is infringed?” he asked Jones. “The best defense is a good offense. They’re coming for the gun owners next. Enough is enough.”

There were, then, three powerful ideological motivations for McVeigh’s decision to bomb the Murrah building: the obsession with gun rights; the perceived approval of the Founding Fathers; and the belief in the value and power of violence. These feelings were replicated, with extraordinary precision, in the rioters on January 6 as well as many of the other right-wing extremists who have flourished in the quarter century since the bombing.

There was a paradox in McVeigh’s patriotism, just as there is among his ideological successors. They profess to love their country, but detest nearly everything about the contemporary United States. For McVeigh, Ruby Ridge, Waco, Clinton, and guns were just the start. He called himself a white separatist, not a white supremacist (as if there were meaningful difference between the two); he abhorred immigration, both legal and illegal; he wanted women to return to their traditional roles in the home; and he resented the industrial decline that had ravaged the Buffalo region. For Jones, McVeigh’s invocations of the American past raised a question: To what era did McVeigh want to return? When was America great?

“I want a country that operates like it did 150 years ago—no income taxes, no property taxes, no oppressive police, free land in the West,” he said. In his recitation, McVeigh didn’t mention the existence of slavery.



How can we know with certainty what McVeigh believed and why?

He was probably the most thoroughly scrutinized criminal in American history. While the federal investigation of the Oklahoma City bombing was led by the FBI, it also included dozens of other federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies. In all, the investigation produced 30,000 witness interviews and accumulated 150,000 photographs, 500 hours of videotape, and 400 hours of audiotape. Dozens of witnesses were questioned in secret grand jury proceedings. The inquiry probed every part of McVeigh’s brief life—his upbringing in western New York, his service in the military, and his activities leading up to the bombing in Oklahoma.

McVeigh’s defense did a comparably extensive examination. Stephen Jones assembled a massive team, which included sixteen other lawyers as well as private investigators, paralegals, and support staff. (The tab to the government for McVeigh’s defense ultimately ran to about $20 million.) Jones and the other lawyers interviewed McVeigh for dozens of hours, always taking careful notes of what their client said and then sharing the reports with the rest of the team. Jones also hired a court reporter and conducted a transcribed, eight-hour examination of McVeigh in which he described, in precise detail, how he planned and executed the bombing. Jones retained a forensic psychologist to examine McVeigh and evaluate his state of mind; he hired a polygraph examiner to test the veracity of McVeigh’s account of the bombing. In addition, the defense team conducted dozens of interviews with McVeigh’s family and friends, to understand the roots of his character and conduct.

In ordinary circumstances, the vast majority of the investigative material from both the government and defense would remain secret. The public record would for the most part be limited to what was disclosed during McVeigh’s criminal trial. However, in 1999, Stephen Jones donated his entire file on the case to the Briscoe Center at the University of Texas library in Austin. The collection runs to 650 linear feet, which amounts to 635 boxes, with approximately 1 million pages of documents. It includes the memos describing the defense team’s interviews with McVeigh as well as extensive correspondence between McVeigh and his lawyers. The entire record of the defense team’s factual investigation—hundreds of witness interviews, including those with McVeigh’s family—is in the collection. There are also hundreds more pages of internal memos detailing the team’s legal strategy. (Because of an attorney’s obligation to keep client confidences, as well as the attorney-client privilege, much of this material would customarily be forever off-limits to outsiders, even after McVeigh’s death. Jones took the view, which is strongly contested by others, that McVeigh had implicitly consented to Jones’s disclosure of the material.) The defense file in the Briscoe Center also includes everything that prosecutors disclosed to the defense as part of discovery before the trial. As a result, the archive includes the fruits of the government investigation as well—hundreds of FBI interviews of witnesses (known as 302s) as well as dozens of summaries of grand jury testimony. For such a complete record of a major criminal investigation to be available for examination is unprecedented in American history.



From the moment the Oklahoma City bombing took place, it was portrayed as the work of outsiders, of individuals who were sinister anomalies from American norms. In the first hours after the attack, this became an effort to blame the attack on foreigners, especially Islamic radicals from the Middle East. (It had been just two years since Ramzi Yousef orchestrated the first attack on the World Trade Center.) Within hours of the assault on the Murrah building, Steven Emerson, a noted authority on terrorism, said on a live CBS News broadcast that the attack “was done with the intent to inflict as many casualties as possible. That is a Middle Eastern trait.” He added that Oklahoma City was “probably considered one of the largest centers of Islamic radical activity outside the Middle East,” which it was not. Dave McCurdy, an Oklahoma congressman who had recently stepped down as chair of the House Intelligence Committee, said there was “very clear evidence” that “fundamentalist Islamic terrorist groups” were behind the attack. (There wasn’t.) On the radio, Rush Limbaugh said “his gut” told him that “Middle Eastern terrorists” were responsible. “You dogs, you cannot hide!” Limbaugh said. “And when you are found, it will be the worst day you can possibly imagine!… And if we trace it to a particular nation, what about hitting the nation anyway, even if we don’t know who exactly did it?”

After McVeigh was arrested and the evidence against him became overwhelming, a different kind of distancing took place. To this day, McVeigh is often described as a “survivalist,” an isolated and eccentric figure like Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber, who carried out his terrorist attacks by mail from a remote cabin in Montana. In a similar vein, McVeigh has been called “antigovernment,” as if he were a kind of anarchist opposed to all forms of authority. Both descriptions are inaccurate. Rather, McVeigh had a different ideological profile, one with deep roots in American history and a modern legacy that extends to the present day.

McVeigh was not “antigovernment”; he was a right-wing extremist who defined his politics in opposition to the federal government of President Bill Clinton. In January 1993, as Clinton was inaugurated, McVeigh sold most of his possessions, left Buffalo, and took off on the road. Up until the bombing, a little more than two years later, McVeigh lived as an itinerant, never staying in any one place for more than a few months. But he was not a survivalist, or even a loner. He belonged to a community—the one he found on the gun show circuit. The gun shows were often major events, some with thousands of attendees. McVeigh never made much money, selling books, bumper stickers, and even guns and ammunition when he could find them. But he mingled, talked, listened, and proselytized. He was with like-minded people who were committed to a rising political movement.

In the early 1990s, while McVeigh was on the road, Newt Gingrich, then a Georgia congressman, was turning the Republican Party into an incendiary force of opposition to the new president. Gingrich’s unofficial partner in this enterprise was Rush Limbaugh, whose radio voice accompanied McVeigh on his long drives across the country. (The first book McVeigh sought out after he was arrested was Limbaugh’s best-seller, The Way Things Ought to Be.) Both Gingrich and Limbaugh and their followers engaged in rhetorical violence at a pitch the country had rarely heard before on national broadcasts. Gingrich instructed Republican candidates to use these words about Democrats: sick, pathetic, lie, anti-flag, traitors, radical, corrupt. In 1994, Gingrich claimed, “People like me are what stand between us and Auschwitz. I see evil all around me every day.” At around the same time, Limbaugh said, “The second violent American revolution is just about—I got my fingers about a quarter of an inch apart—is just about that far away.” When the Republicans, led by Gingrich, won a midterm landslide that year, gaining fifty-four seats and control of the House of Representatives, the new members elected Limbaugh as an honorary member of their freshman class.

Gingrich and Limbaugh were the voices of an ascendant right-wing authoritarianism, the movement that McVeigh embraced. In particular, McVeigh took Limbaugh both seriously and literally. McVeigh spoke so calmly and openly about the need to fight back against Clinton’s federal government because he knew that many other people agreed with him. His goal, McVeigh told his lawyers, was to push the Republican revolution one step further: the bombing would be the fuse that led to a nationwide rebellion against Clinton and other defilers of the Framers’ Constitution.

That didn’t happen, of course, not exactly. Still, to an extent that is rarely appreciated, McVeigh’s bombing had a lasting and sinister legacy. Right-wing terror spiked immediately after Oklahoma City—with an abundance of conspiracies (some thwarted) to attack government targets. They were acts of right-wing political rage, and in later years they followed a pattern based on the occupant of the White House. They increased under Bill Clinton, then dropped under George W. Bush, and then spiked—dramatically—under Barack Obama. Indeed, the amount of right-wing political violence—especially bombing conspiracies and mass shootings—amounts to one of the lesser told stories of the first Black president’s tenure in office. As with the Oklahoma City bombing, these acts of terror were not random lightning strikes by demented individuals; they were targeted political acts of right against left.

The political response to right-wing terror followed a pattern as well. Conservatives have long minimized the threat of right-wing violence and, as in Oklahoma City, sought to blame terrorism on foreigners or left-wing groups. This was especially true after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Because those attacks were genuinely the work of radical Muslim extremists, the right created almost a presumption that all terrorism originates with Muslims. (This has included an enduring, if futile, effort to tie the Oklahoma City bombing to Muslim operatives.) McVeigh understood the potential of his right-wing compatriots for joining him in violent action. “I believe there is an army out there, ready to rise up, even though I never found it,” McVeigh told his attorney Jones. But that doesn’t mean his army wasn’t there. McVeigh failed to find his army because he had no efficient way to locate and mobilize potential allies; in other words, McVeigh didn’t have the internet, in particular social media. As it turned out, there was an army of McVeigh’s heirs out there, but it took the invention of cyberspace for the soldiers to find one another.



Donald Trump broke the pattern of right-wing terror rising under Democratic administrations and falling during Republican ones for a simple reason. He encouraged it. Trump won election as president, served in office, and sought to remain there after he lost in 2020 by embracing political violence. From his earliest campaigning to the final moments of his presidency, Trump employed the language of not-so-veiled physical threat. He encouraged attendees at his rallies to “knock the hell” out of protesters, told police officers to slam their prisoners’ heads into car roofs, and praised a congressional candidate who body-slammed a journalist. Then the insurrection of January 6 represented the apotheosis of Trump’s presidency—when the implicit menace in Trump’s language, amplified over social media, was translated into unprecedented violence.

After the storming of the Capitol, the language of violence became standard within the modern Republican Party. In a speech in Texas in July 2022, Trump said, “Despite great outside dangers, our biggest threat remains the sick, sinister, evil people within our own country.” After Dr. Anthony Fauci, the government official who led the response to the Covid pandemic, announced he would be retiring, Florida governor Ron DeSantis said, “Someone needs to grab that little elf and chuck him across the Potomac.” After the FBI obtained a warrant and searched Trump’s Mar-a-Lago home in August 2022, Senator Rick Scott, the leader of the Republican Senate campaign committee, compared the federal government to “the Gestapo.” This is the kind of language that inspired McVeigh to destroy the Murrah building, just as it incited the January 6 rioters. And these words were just those of mainstream figures. The language of their rank-and-file supporters on social media and talk radio was even more incendiary. This kind of rhetoric led to political violence in the past and will do so again in the future.

The insurrection on January 6, and much else in the contemporary conservative movement, show how McVeigh’s values, views, and tactics have endured and even flourished in the decades since his death. That makes the story of Timothy McVeigh and the Oklahoma City bombing not just a glimpse of the past but also a warning about the future.






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] The Blueprint


As the twentieth century began, the infant automobile industry faced an existential challenge. Internal combustion engines quickly overheated, rendering them nearly useless. Then, in 1907, a self-described “electrochemist” named Herbert Champion Harrison immigrated to the United States from England and came up with a solution. He designed a radiator with what became known as the Harrison hexagon core. It was vastly more efficient and cheaper to manufacture than previous models. Harrison built a small factory on the banks of the Erie Canal in Lockport, New York, about thirty miles north of Buffalo. In 1911, he assembled and sold 131 radiators and 2,245 the next year. In 1925, after the business moved to bigger quarters in Lockport, sales increased to 1,189,294 radiators. Harrison Radiator, which later became part of General Motors, propelled one of the great industrial booms of the twentieth century.

For a time, fate and circumstance favored the Buffalo area with multiple gifts. As the terminus of the Erie Canal, the link between the Great Lakes and the Atlantic Ocean, the city became a port of great consequence, first for grain and then for the raw materials for steel. This led to the creation of giant steel mills on the banks of the Niagara River, and a host of related factories and businesses sprang up nearby. Entrepreneurs like Harrison and John Oishei, who invented the windshield wiper, flocked to the region.

Throughout the middle years of the century, the problem at the Harrison complex was a shortage of employees. The factories in and around Buffalo expanded so quickly that they were desperate for people to hire, and a pipeline of workers from Appalachia helped fill the need. Caravans of families from the struggling hill towns of West Virginia and Pennsylvania made the trek to western New York. But that wasn’t enough, especially as Harrison Radiator began to meet a new demand from General Motors—for air conditioners. In 1963, Harrison built 994,000 air-conditioning units, which were installed in 35 percent of GM cars that year. The Harrison Radiator complex comprised more than a score of buildings on 495 acres, with 6,800 employees. Three shifts kept the factory busy twenty-four hours a day. One of the new hires that year was Bill McVeigh, Timothy McVeigh’s father.

The McVeighs came to western New York from Ireland during the Great Famine, and they were farmers for generations, until Bill’s own father, Ed McVeigh, abandoned the wheat fields for work at Harrison Radiator, where he toiled for thirty years. Bill never really considered doing anything except following his dad there. Bill signed up for the night shift—midnight to 8 a.m.—and he continued working those hours for the next three decades. For families of their generations, back-to-back tenures of thirty years were not unusual.

In 1963, the same year that Bill McVeigh started work at Harrison, he met Mildred “Mickey” Hill at a DeSales Catholic High School alumni bowling event. They married two years later, when Bill was twenty-three and Mickey was twenty. They were mismatched from the start and built a conventionally unhappy life together.

Mickey was bubbly and outgoing, and her dreams, unlike Bill’s, extended well beyond Buffalo. She had wanted to be an airline stewardess, as the job was then known, and enrolled in a training program in Hartford. But after a few months, she came back to Lockport to marry Bill and quickly had children. Their daughter Patty was born nine months after their wedding; Timothy James followed on April 23, 1968, and Jennifer came along six years later. Mickey sublimated her early ambitions with a part-time job as a travel agent. When Bill wasn’t at the factory, he was a homebody, who longed only to play softball on his days off from work. Both parents drank—Bill, beer, and Mickey, whiskey sours. (Perhaps as a result, Tim hardly ever drank alcohol.) Tim’s earliest memory of his father was of Bill hitting golf balls in his backyard and accidentally shattering a window in a neighbor’s house. Bill was so distraught that he broke into the house and repaired the window before the neighbors returned home. Tim always thought of his father as dutiful in the extreme.

Both the prosecution and defense scoured Tim’s early life for clues to what he would become, and they found a troubled, but hardly extraordinary upbringing. Tim liked Sesame Street and then comic books, which he organized fastidiously. He was an adequate student, rarely created problems, and won awards for perfect attendance. His parents bought him a Commodore 64, a first-generation personal computer, and he did some modest hacking, under the code name “Wanderer.” Tim was neither part of the in-group at school nor a social outcast; he had a small group of friends who nicknamed him “Chicken”—his tall, gangly frame reminded them of the noodles in chicken noodle soup. Like many teenagers, McVeigh had little interest in the world outside his everyday existence. Later, passing the time in prison, he made lists of his favorites in popular culture, and his taste was conventional. McVeigh liked war movies, especially those with Clint Eastwood. His favorite was Unforgiven, Eastwood’s modern, morally ambiguous take on the Western. His other favorite movies: First Blood, with Sylvester Stallone as John Rambo; Heartbreak Ridge, with Eastwood as a Marine instructor; Kelly’s Heroes, another Eastwood action film about World War II; and All Quiet on the Western Front, the World War I classic about disillusion in the military. His top songs were “(Don’t Fear) the Reaper,” by Blue Öyster Cult; “Renegade,” by Styx; and “Bad Company,” by Bad Company.

Tim watched his parents’ marriage unravel. Mickey used her travel agent status to visit Las Vegas, London, and other tourist destinations; Bill never went with her. In an interview with a defense psychologist, “Tim recalled that he would hear discussions in which his mother would ask his dad to have sex, but his dad would say he was too tired. Tim’s bedroom was right next to his parents. He recalled that these discussions about sex between his parents embarrassed him.” Mickey moved out of the family home with both girls for the first time in December 1979, when Tim was eleven, and they stayed away for about two months. About a year later, she left with just Jenny for about the same amount of time. When Mickey was home in Lockport, she frequented the bars downtown. Bill and Mickey split for good in 1984, when Tim was sixteen. Mickey took custody of Patty and Jenny and moved to Florida. As Tim saw it, his mother kept moving away with her daughters and leaving her son behind—making Tim the victim of a kind of “Sophie’s Choice.” His rage at his mother was intense. Later, Tim told a coworker that his mother was “a slut, whore, and drunk, and that he hated her.” Mother and son reestablished a measure of contact a few years later, mostly by letter, but the pain of Tim’s abandonment by her never fully healed. In Florida, Patty went to nursing school and married young. Jenny, on the other hand, stayed in touch and grew closer to Tim as they both grew up.

In the mid-1980s, when Tim was living alone with his father, their lives were becoming more precarious—economically as well as personally. The Buffalo area was reeling from the forces of economic realignment. High-wage union jobs were disappearing as the auto companies and others moved operations first to the South and then outside the United States altogether. Bill McVeigh felt the effects at Harrison Radiator. He was making about $18 an hour (a good union salary when the minimum wage was $3.35 an hour), but he was laid off several times. Even though he had always been put back on the payroll, the trajectory was clear. Tim never showed any interest in Harrison, and Bill never encouraged him. There would be no third-generation McVeigh at the plant, much less another thirty-year tenure. It was inconceivable for Tim or anyone else of his generation. (The Harrison plant now employs about 1,500 people.)

Living alone with his dad in his final years of high school, Tim developed what would become the consuming interest in his life—guns. Tim had owned a BB gun since he was a boy, and his father allowed him as a young teen to shoot his .22 caliber rifle at tin cans in their backyard. (Their home was technically in the hamlet of Pendleton, a semi-rural suburb of the suburb of Lockport, where the houses were far apart and there were still plenty of farms.) Tim spent a lot of time at his grandfather’s and with his friend Steve Hodge. Both his grandfather and the Hodge family were avid hunters, like many people in the area. When Tim was fifteen, he applied for a hunting license, which required him first to take a National Rifle Association class as an after-school activity. Tim wasn’t much interested in hunting, but he loved owning and shooting guns. He took a part-time job at Burger King and plowed most of his earnings into weapons. McVeigh became an expert marksman, which he remained for the rest of his life.

Tim graduated from Starpoint High School on June 29, 1986. For the quote next to his yearbook photo, he wrote, “take it as it comes, buy a Lamborghini, california girls.” McVeigh had no contact with women in California (a place he had never been) and little experience with them anywhere else. He told defense investigators that he lost his virginity to a coworker at Burger King, who was married and older. McVeigh never had what would conventionally qualify as a girlfriend, someone he saw for more than a month or so. He had occasional sex (often with the wives of friends), but never a genuine relationship. Likewise, Tim could never afford a Lamborghini or any other kind of sports car; instead, after graduation, he sold his comic book collection and his computer to buy a used junker.

Tim’s gun-collecting became an obsession. “To get away from the tension in my house,” he told his lawyers, he would take long walks in the woods with whatever weapons were around. Tim added a .410 shotgun and borrowed weapons belonging to his grandfather and the Hodges. The degree of McVeigh’s interest came through in a letter to Lou Michel and Dan Herbeck, two Buffalo-based journalists who later wrote a book about McVeigh called American Terrorist. In this letter, he wrote:


Here’s why some people may view gun collections to be “excessive,” but why survivalists don’t. Do you have any tools at home? Let’s look at your screwdrivers. A big one? A really big one? A standard size? A small one? A micro-small one? And these are just flat-tip, right? What about Phillips head? Wrenches—just one? What I’m getting at here is that you need the right tool for the job, right? So it is with guns, and survivalists—preparing for many possible scenarios—need to have the right “tool” for each potential “job.”



McVeigh then elaborated on what he regarded as the “Minimum ‘tools’ needed”:


	1) Semi-auto, mag-fed rifle—for home self-defense. (Ask those storekeepers in the L.A. riots if this is reasonable!)

	2) Hunting/sniper rifle (usually bolt-action)—for sustenance, large game. Also defense against entrenched “marauder.”

	3) Shotgun—for fowl hunting and specialty apps. Like flares, etc.

	4) .22 cal. Rifle—for honing shooting skills (cheap ammo) and small game (rabbit, squirrel).

	5) Pistol—for close-in self-defense.



Most of the references to McVeigh as a “survivalist” relate to this brief period. In fact, McVeigh never tried to live as a survivalist; that is, to prepare for an off-the-grid life following a nuclear war or natural disaster. Rather, McVeigh’s idea of survivalism related mostly to his gun collection, not the other tools of survival.

McVeigh’s political interests took hold after he graduated from high school, when he quit his job at Burger King and spent several aimless months hanging around his father’s house in Pendleton. The effect of economic decline, an obsession with guns, and a search for scapegoats defined McVeigh’s existence. Neither the business world, the government, nor his family provided a stable base for McVeigh to contemplate his future. As the sociologist (and MacArthur fellow) Jennifer Carlson has observed, “Gun-carrying men are not just motivated by crime and insecurity but also by a loss of American values, a loss of masculine dignity, and a loss of confidence in the state.” Moreover, as the psychiatrist and scholar James Gilligan has written, “One of the special characteristics that predispose men to commit murder, or other serious physical violence, is an unusually strong wish to be loved and taken care of, and unusually strong feelings of being inadequate and unlovable.” To that point, the story of McVeigh’s life was one of loss—of both family cohesion (and of his mother in particular) as well as economic security. Guns gave him a measure of power and control. When Tim turned eighteen, he registered to vote as a Republican. This was a shift in family loyalty because his father was a lifelong union man and Democrat. But McVeigh’s life amounted to an early prototype for what would become known as the aggrieved Trump voter. (In 2016, Pendleton cast 67 percent of its votes for Trump.)

McVeigh joined the National Rifle Association at a transformative moment in the politics of guns. For more than a hundred years after its founding in 1861, the NRA was a largely apolitical organization devoted to shooting skills and gun safety. But starting in the late 1970s, the NRA became ferociously partisan, dedicated to stifling any attempts to limit gun ownership. In this period, too, the NRA embarked on a project, in both the courts of law and of public opinion, to rewrite the meaning of the Second Amendment; for generations, the courts had held that the amendment related only to state militias and not to private gun ownership. In the 1980s, the NRA, and the conservative movement, embraced the idea that the Second Amendment endowed individuals with a right to bear arms. So, when it came to guns, McVeigh did more than simply advocate for his own right to own and use firearms; he joined an ascendant political crusade, which grew more extreme over the course of his lifetime and beyond.



McVeigh also came of age when the splintering of the news media began in earnest. His father belonged to a generation where people of all political persuasions read the local newspaper (The Buffalo News) and watched the evening news (usually with Walter Cronkite). These media customs produced a measure of shared consensus, if not about political controversy, then at least about underlying facts. Anticipating the trends of a later day, Tim tailored his media consumption to his ideological predilections, starting with American Hunter, the NRA magazine. McVeigh even studied the small advertisements in the back pages. He responded to one for a novel called The Turner Diaries. The book arrived by mail, and he read it for the first of many times. It changed his life, as it did numerous others.

The cover of The Turner Diaries lists the author as Andrew Macdonald, which was a pseudonym for William Luther Pierce, who led a white supremacist, neo-Nazi organization called the National Alliance. The novel, first published in 1978 and circulated mostly by direct mail through advertisements in conservative magazines and mailing lists, tells a gruesome tale of a right-wing revolution in the United States. At the beginning of the story, which is set in the then-present day, the federal government and economy are controlled by a sinister Jewish cabal known as the System. Under a law called the “Cohen Act,” all privately owned firearms are subject to confiscation by the government. (In The Turner Diaries, gun control is the essence of tyranny.) The System is racially biased in favor of Black people. Under its rules, Black people are allowed to attack whites with impunity; whites are punished for defending themselves.

Earl Turner, the hero of the book and its narrator, leads a secret resistance group called the Organization. Turner’s opening salvo is an act of terrorism—bombing the FBI building in Washington. “We drive a truck into the main freight entrance of the F.B.I. building and blow it up in the freight-receiving area.” The book describes the making of the bomb in detail: Turner and his allies assemble about five thousand pounds of ammonium nitrate fertilizer, cases of blasting gelatin, and sticks of dynamite stolen from a construction shed. When the day comes, Turner sets off the bomb without warning, killing about seven hundred people. He allows that most of his victims were innocent bystanders “no more committed to the sick philosophy or the racially destructive goals of the System than we are.” Still, for Turner, the ends justify the means. “There is no way we can destroy the System without hurting many thousands of innocent people—no way. It is a cancer too deeply rooted in our flesh. And if we don’t destroy the System before it destroys us—if we don’t cut this cancer out of our living flesh—our whole race will die.”

McVeigh embraced the ideology underlying The Turner Diaries including the paranoia about immigration and race-mixing, which has been a preoccupation of white supremacists throughout American history. In later years, as demographic change increased the nonwhite portion of the population—“demographic war,” Turner calls it—this movement would come to be called, during the Trump era, the replacement theory or the Great Replacement. Its leading expositor was Tucker Carlson, of Fox News, who said that Democrats had designed an immigration policy that intended to “change the racial mix of the country…. In political terms this policy is called the ‘great replacement,’ the replacement of legacy Americans with more obedient people from faraway countries.” Carlson’s concerns were echoed across the conservative political universe, with many adopting the term “white genocide” to describe the threat they faced. For example, the most notorious chant at the white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017 was “Jews will not replace us!” (President Trump famously described the confrontations at that rally as having “very fine people on both sides.”) Earl Turner’s mission was to protect “legacy Americans” from the depredations of Blacks, Jews, and the foreign born. That became McVeigh’s mission, too—and that of his political heirs.

Crucially, for McVeigh, the bombing of the FBI building in The Turner Diaries sparks a broad rebellion against the dreaded System. Turner instructs a confederate on the “unique historical role of the Jews as the ferment of decomposition of races and civilization” and leads a grotesque carnival of violence against Blacks and Jews. The attacks reach their climax on what Turner calls “the Day of the Rope,” when the Organization tortures and murders its enemies: “One famous actress, a notorious race-mixer who had starred in several large-budget interracial ‘love’ epics, had lost most of her hair, an eye, and several teeth—not to mention all her clothes—before the rope was put around her neck.” In later years, “the Day of the Rope” became a kind of extremist code for the moment when white people take their revenge against their enemies.

Toward the end of The Turner Diaries, the United States is convulsed by a nuclear Civil War. Sixty million Americans are dead. The epilogue points to a happy ending. By 1999, the Organization had won a global war, and “the dream of a White world became a certainty.”

The violence in The Turner Diaries is so lurid, almost cartoonish, that it’s tempting to dismiss the book as political pornography. In fact, the Diaries reflects an ideology with deep roots in American history. Turner portrayed his quest as one for individual freedom, and as the historian Jefferson Cowie has observed, “Those defending racism, land appropriation, and enslavement portrayed themselves, and even understood their own actions, as part of a long history of freedom.” Over time, Cowie wrote, “freedom” served as the ideological scaffolding for many kinds of oppression and white supremacy, including “Indian land dispossession and removal, mob political violence, lynching, convict labor, Jim Crow, resistance to school integration, and the fight against voting rights.” As with many right-wing extremists, especially in recent history, McVeigh’s concept of “freedom,” like Earl Turner’s, centered on guns—their belief that they should have the right to buy any kind of firearm at any time. Moreover, as Cowie notes, the white supremacist conception of freedom has long been especially threatened by federal power. George Wallace, for example, “spent his career repeating an enduring and widespread American promise to keep federal power at bay.” The key to Wallace’s appeal, in the North as well as the South, was that he “tapped into generations of concerns that local white people’s freedom was yet again under siege by federal powers.” Earl Turner acted on that same obsession with federal overreach when he parked the explosive-laden truck in front of the FBI building—and so, ultimately, did McVeigh when he lit the fuse in his truck at the Murrah federal building in Oklahoma City.

It is difficult to overstate the influence of The Turner Diaries on McVeigh. In a letter to his childhood friend Steve Hodge, which was written four years before the Oklahoma City bombing, McVeigh enclosed a copy of the book and wrote, “Read the book when you have time to sit down and think. When I read it, I would have to stop at the end of every paragraph and examine the deeper meaning of what I had just read…. I am not giving you this book to convert you. I do, however, want you to understand the ‘other side’ and view the pure literal genious [sic] of this piece.” (Notwithstanding some imperfect spelling, McVeigh turned out to be a skilled and forceful writer.)

McVeigh’s gun obsession, as well as his fixation with The Turner Diaries, fed an interest in self-dramatization, which was striking in someone who had led such a circumscribed life. Hodge told McVeigh’s lawyers that Tim “wanted to go out with his finger on the trigger and empty casings all around him. Tim seemed to feel destined for a violent death.” Inspired by Earl Turner, Tim began building primitive explosives, which he stored in the basement of the house in Pendleton. His father indulged Tim’s new hobby, which also became a nervous family joke. “If we have a fire, are we going to blow up?” Bill would ask his son. Tim said yes, adding, “So if the fire department ever comes, we are just going to stand back and watch it go, right?”



McVeigh’s purchase of The Turner Diaries put him on mailing lists for other like-minded literature. From the catalog of William Pierce’s National Alliance, he furthered his interest in homemade explosives with The Anarchist Cookbook, which was published in 1971 for use by anti–Vietnam War radicals. Then came The Poor Man’s James Bond, a macabre how-to manual, with dozens of recipes for bombs and poisons, as well as instructions for how to turn ordinary guns into automatic firing machines and how to kill with bare hands. McVeigh became a fan of a monthly NRA feature called “The Armed Citizen,” which showed ordinary citizens using their guns to protect themselves from criminals. None of this, however, gave him the means or inclination to make a living.

Impatient with Tim’s idleness, Bill urged him to continue his schooling, and Tim enrolled at Bryant & Stratton, a two-year business college near their home. He had shown some aptitude for computer programming, and B&S offered courses. Tim lasted a little more than a semester. The courses were stupid and juvenile, he told his father (and later his lawyers), and he knew more about computers than the teachers did. Tim would never take responsibility for his failures, always blaming someone or something for his disappointments. But what to do, especially since he wanted to buy more guns? Even when he was living at home, the wages at Burger King didn’t pay enough to support his gun habit. So, he hit upon the idea of channeling his interest in guns: he passed a background check and became an armed guard for Burke Security, an armored car service.

This was a turning point for Tim, his first job with real responsibility, a regular salary, and a chance to see the world beyond his hometown. It was also an important part of his political coming of age. Before taking this job, McVeigh had had almost no exposure to Black people. His high school graduating class was all white, and he had rarely left Lockport and Pendleton, which were classic white-flight suburbs. Like virtually everyone else McVeigh had encountered, the workforce at Burke was nearly all white as well.

The job with Burke mostly involved making 150-mile runs from Buffalo to Syracuse. (McVeigh loved to drive fast, and he received several speeding tickets on this route.) Burke also required Tim to make deliveries to check-cashing facilities in Buffalo’s inner city. As McVeigh later recounted in an interview with his lawyer Stephen Jones, “The first thing I remember would be the derogatory terms everyone would use that I wasn’t used to—your Mark Fuhrman ‘N’ word, you know, ‘nigger,’ and ‘porch monkey.’ ”(A detective in the O. J. Simpson case, Fuhrman had been discredited when it was revealed that he used the n-word to describe Black people.)

McVeigh later told his lawyers that he, personally, had no negative views of Black people, but he came to learn why his white colleagues were antagonistic. “I started seeing, as I worked there, why they would come to those opinions. We would have a special delivery the last of every month to these check-cashing places. We would have to run them emergency shipments of money, and as we would drive up there, there would be a line of welfare recipients three blocks long, waiting for money. We had to push our way in over their shoulders with our guns drawn, with nothing but Black people looking for their welfare checks. And you would see as you drove by their houses during the rest of the month that all they would be doing is sitting on their porches. Hence, ‘porch monkeys,’ waiting for their check.” It’s impossible to know now whether McVeigh was lying or exaggerating, or if there was any connection between these deliveries and welfare. Still, these ideas stayed with McVeigh and reinforced the racial attitudes he’d absorbed from The Turner Diaries. He was, by his later teenage years, a thoroughgoing racist.

With no social life to speak of, and some savings from gifts from his grandparents, McVeigh plowed his salary into more guns. According to his father, the collection included some pieces that were worth as much as $1,000 as well as an AR-15 assault weapon. Sometimes, McVeigh would show up at work with bandoliers and several weapons. (His colleagues regarded these appearances as more childish than scary.) He stopped shooting in Bill McVeigh’s backyard after neighbors complained and joined the Tonawandas Sportsmen’s Club, a local gun range. He and a high school friend named Dave Darlak bought a ten-acre farm for about $6,000 in an especially rural and isolated part of New York State, about eighty miles south of Lockport. McVeigh had no interest in growing anything there; he just wanted a place to test out his weapons. Sometimes Tim would bring along Jenny, his little sister, to watch. The neighbors complained there, too, but there was nothing they could do.

Still, in the spring of 1988, when McVeigh had just turned twenty, he was restless, uncertain of what he wanted to do with his life. He was living at home, stuck in a dead-end job, and he loved no one and nothing as much as shooting guns. His political views were a cauldron of resentments—against politicians who wanted to take away his guns and people (especially Blacks) who, he believed, had jumped ahead of his kind in the American hierarchy. None of this was especially unusual. What made McVeigh different, and what led to the horror that followed, was his messianic streak, his sense that he was destined for great things and a dramatic end. By this time, too, The Turner Diaries had planted the thought of a truck bomb demolishing a government building and leading to a political revolution. Tim wasn’t going to find that kind of drama in his father’s house in Pendleton.

One afternoon in May of 1988, Tim told his father how he was going to shake up his life. Bill was flabbergasted. He shouldn’t have been.






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Kindred Spirits


Obsessed with weaponry and destined (in his own mind) for glory, McVeigh did the obvious thing. He enlisted in the Army. He told his dad that he was due the following day at Fort Benning, in Georgia. It was a measure of Bill’s obliviousness, and the absence of communication between the two of them, that Bill was so surprised. Tim had taken advantage of his father’s employee discount and bought a new car, a Chevy Geo Spectrum, with a turbo-charged engine, which he nicknamed “the Road Warrior.” Driving through the night, McVeigh made it in time to start basic training on May 24, 1988. On that first day, Tim McVeigh met Terry Nichols.

Their friendship, which curdled into a conspiracy, was born in the military. The two men were among the earliest, and certainly the most prominent, examples of the link between modern right-wing extremism and the armed forces. This connection carried forward to the January 6, 2021, riot at the Capitol. About 7 percent of the adult population are either veterans or active-duty service members, but approximately 15 percent of those arrested belonged to those groups. Those charged with more serious crimes, like sedition, consisted overwhelmingly of veterans. The Proud Boys and Oath Keepers, two extremist groups whose members were leaders of the insurrection, were dominated by veterans. The prevalence of veterans among the extremists raised the question of whether the military attracted those predisposed to violent political action or whether service in the armed forces radicalized those who might not otherwise turn to terror.

As for McVeigh, he was inclined toward extremism when he enlisted. He joined the military principally because it would allow him to indulge his passion for weaponry—not an unusual reason—but he already had a distinct right-wing political profile as well. He was angry at Blacks, whom he regarded as parasites, and a government which he thought was going to take away his guns. (In a letter to a friend, McVeigh said, referring to Black people, “I have seen real evil.”) These sentiments meshed well with the rage that coursed through his favorite book, The Turner Diaries. But McVeigh, at age twenty, had no historical or legal context for his views. He always thought of himself as a patriot—he had enlisted to serve his country, after all—but he didn’t know much American history or how his ideas meshed with the founding concepts of the United States. McVeigh had the anger and the energy, but he didn’t have any real justification for how he felt. That’s what Terry Nichols provided. Nichols’s fraudulent erudition fused with McVeigh’s feral energy to build the road to Oklahoma City.



Nichols also came of age in a period and place of decline—amid the farm crisis in Michigan. Like others of their own and subsequent generations, both Nichols and McVeigh lost what they regarded as their birthright—opportunity, economic security, and cultural status. Like McVeigh, Nichols was never poor, never desperate for a meal. But the story of his life was of a middle-class existence inching ever further out of reach.

Terry Nichols was born on April 1, 1955, and grew up in rural Lapeer County, north and east of Flint, in Michigan’s thumb. He was the third of four children of Joyce and Robert Nichols. Despite being thirteen years older, Terry’s background resembled McVeigh’s in many respects, starting with their parents. Robert Nichols was stoic and hardworking; Joyce was volatile. Joyce and Robert farmed, growing corn, wheat, and oats. But their farm never produced enough money to support four children, so Robert, like Bill McVeigh, worked nights at a Buick factory in Flint. James, the second oldest, took to farming early, but Terry had other dreams. He was quiet, even withdrawn, and an above-average student in high school. After graduating in 1974, he went to Central Michigan University, with hopes of becoming a doctor or dentist. But like McVeigh, Terry dropped out of college after about a semester and told his parents that the work was unchallenging and uninteresting. It’s more likely he simply couldn’t keep up and came home in defeat, the first of what would be many.

Family disasters multiplied. Les Nichols, the oldest son, nearly died in a welding accident, and he was terribly disfigured, losing his ears and nose. After twenty-four years of marriage, Joyce and Robert went through a rancorous divorce. Terry was a little older than McVeigh was when his parents split. Like McVeigh, Terry largely blamed his mother for the rupture, and in particular took issue with her drinking. According to Robert, his ex-wife once drove her car into a field and slammed into his tractor, destroying both vehicles. On another occasion, when police stopped Joyce following a hit-and-run accident, they saw her throwing beer bottles out the window. She then threatened the officers with a chainsaw. After the divorce, Joyce used her settlement to purchase a 160-acre farm outside the small town of Decker, about an hour from Lapeer, and she summoned Terry to help James and her make it work.

Michigan’s rugged winters always made farming more precarious than in the lower Midwest, and Joyce bought land just as the farm crisis of the 1980s hit. The region, and the Nichols family in particular, were buffeted by high interest rates, inflation, and the 1980 grain embargo against the Soviet Union. There was also a series of floods. The demands of life on the farm didn’t suit Terry, and he disliked his brother’s domineering personality. Terry fled to Colorado, where he tried to make it as a real estate salesman. But after a few months, when his mother and brother asked for more help at the farm, Terry returned.

Lana Walsh was a neighbor who saw Terry driving a tractor, and she struck up a conversation. In less than a year, in 1980, when Terry was twenty-five, they were married. She was five years older, already twice divorced, with two children. She was as impulsive as Terry was taciturn, but she at least had a real job as a real estate broker. She and Terry had a son, Josh, in 1982. Terry did carpentry, made a few life insurance sales, and helped with the farm. Mostly, though, he was at home raising his son as well as Lana’s other two children. One day, Lana’s sister Kelli came to babysit, and she met James, who was also living there. One thing led to another, and Kelli and James wound up getting married. The two brothers were now married to two sisters. As Lana liked to tell friends, “It was a small town, and there wasn’t much to choose from.” The house in Decker was good-sized, with five bedrooms, but it was still crowded with the two blended families—Terry and Lana with their three children, and James and Kelli and their newborn son, Chase.

James was the dominant figure in the house, and as the family farm floundered, he found explanations in the kind of right-wing conspiracy theories that had long circulated in the region. In the popular imagination, Michigan calls to mind the urban grit of Detroit, but this is misleading: Michigan is Detroit—attached to Idaho. The great mass of the state is rural, agricultural, and a hotbed of right-wing extremism. This has been true for decades, going back to the rise of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s and the success of Father Charles Coughlin, the anti-Semitic radio priest, in the 1930s. The farm crisis would foster another great reactionary movement in the 1980s and ’90s. The Michigan Militia would not be christened for another few years, but the people who would become part of the movement, including the Nichols brothers, were developing an agenda. They blamed their financial problems on international organizations like the United Nations, and big-city bankers and, closer to home, the federal government. James became an avid reader of The Spotlight, published by the Liberty Lobby, a venerable right-wing group. Typical headlines ran along the lines of: “Citizens Fight Forced Fluoridation,” “US Sovereignty Passed to UN,” “Beware Global Police.” The consuming obsession was the threat of gun control, with articles headlined “Take Gun Grabbers Seriously” and “New Attempts to Grab Your Gun.” The Spotlight’s readers called themselves populists and constitutionalists, with their views aligned with those of the Founding Fathers. For the Nichols brothers, the Second Amendment was sacrosanct. “No one has the right to tell me that I can’t have a gun,” James often said. “That is protected in our Constitution.”

Terry listened to his more outspoken brother, and the messages got through. Terry’s political views, which had been a relatively minor part of his life, became more important. In the meantime, the farm wasn’t doing any better, and perhaps not surprisingly, neither were the two marriages. Lana was spending more time in Detroit, looking after her mother, who was dying of cancer. Terry had no real job, no prospects, no apparent future. “Terry got real down on life,” his father later told The Washington Post. “He didn’t care what he had done or if he had done. He lost his vitality.”

Lana decided to try a last-ditch effort to bring her husband back to life. She brought him recruiting material from a local Army outpost. Perhaps, she suggested, Terry should enlist. (This may also have been an attempt to get Terry out of town and out of her life.) The military was an unlikely notion. Terry was thirty-three years old, far older than most new recruits. He had a home and a young son to support. But Terry had already made several failed attempts to leave the gravitational pull of Michigan farm life, and he decided to make one more. Like Timothy McVeigh, in May 1988, Terry Nichols found his way to Fort Benning for basic training.



At first, the Army was all that McVeigh hoped. Soon after he arrived in basic training, his skill as a marksman earned him a commendation as a sharpshooter. He wrote to his old friend Steve Hodge, back in Lockport, “Two weeks of basic, then I get a two-day leave! I’m still thinking like Tim. While everyone else is getting laid, I’ll be searching pawn shops for ammo and explosives!… Girls are the least of my concerns now. (No, I didn’t turn faggot.)”

All through the summer, McVeigh sent a series of nearly joyful letters to Hodge, his father, grandfather, and sister Jenny. He even wrote to his mother, from whom he was largely estranged. He had some complaints—the heat, the lack of sleep, the demands of the sergeants—but he was loving the Army, even the haircuts. (“We got our second hair cut today,” he wrote Jenny. “Today I got a ‘high & tight.’ It’s the ‘in’ look for buzz cuts. The hair is thick on top & low on the sides—sorry, no camera, no pictures.”) He delighted in recounting the drills, especially those that involved shooting. He was amused that in the Army, you must call it a “weapon.” “If you say ‘gun,’ you have to do push-ups,” he wrote. McVeigh was thriving. “The army and me (I) are getting along well,” he wrote Hodge. “I barely ever get yelled at and they (everyone) likes me, mainly because I do my job AND that little extra. I always have my shit together (locker straight, etc.).” He ended a letter to his mother this way: “I asked if I could have my picture taken w/ an M-16, and the photographer said ‘Mommy’s didn’t like that!’ They could not face the fact that their sons were being trained to kill. Every time we are called to attention, we must yell—

“ ‘Wild Deuce!’ (2nd platoon)

“ ‘Blood makes the grass grow! Kill! Kill! Kill!’ ”

McVeigh made another good friend at Fort Benning. Michael Fortier was the same age, and he came from the rough town of Kingman, Arizona, which sits near the point where Nevada, California, and Arizona meet. Kingman was once a railroad crossroads, and the famous Route 66 passed through town, but by the late 1980s, it was shabby and depressed. Fortier had been a chess champion in high school, and a good student, but Kingman had little to offer him, so he drifted into the Army, albeit without McVeigh’s obsession with guns. And unlike McVeigh, Fortier’s chief interest in life was getting high, mostly with pot, but also with whatever else he could find, including acid and crystal meth. He was devoted to his high school girlfriend, Lori Hart. On the surface, McVeigh, Nichols, and Fortier appeared to have little in common, but they bonded over politics.

Nichols became the tutor and McVeigh and Fortier his students. Terry Nichols was never as demonstrative as his older brother James, but both had absorbed what became known as the militia agenda. Nichols put a constitutional gloss on the views McVeigh had already embraced. “One thing I came to understand while in the service was not that some people say ‘pop’ instead of ‘soda,’ ” McVeigh wrote to journalists Michel and Herbeck, “but I began to understand the principle of states’ rights vs. an (intended) weak central govt. I began to understand the intentions of the Founding Fathers.” Publications like The Spotlight often cloaked their reactionary ideas with the sanction of history. Nichols introduced McVeigh to the full text of the Declaration of Independence, the speeches of Patrick Henry, and even excerpts from the work of the seventeenth-century political philosopher John Locke. The agenda was quasi-libertarian, but it was aggressive and militaristic, too. On the right to bear arms, these publications served as a sort of advance guard for where the conservative movement was heading. When the NRA began advocating for an individual’s right to bear arms under the Second Amendment, the rationale was for self-defense. But Nichols took the argument a step further: the Second Amendment existed not just to be free of government regulation of firearms but for citizens to exert control over the government, to fight back against the overreach of bureaucrats. At the time, in the 1980s, this was an extreme view—that the Second Amendment existed to provide individuals with a violent check on the federal government. But as the Republican Party moved rightward, many more adopted it, including the leaders of the January 6, 2021, insurrection. As Stewart Rhodes, the leader of the Oath Keepers, put it, the Second Amendment exists “to preserve the military capacity of the American people to resist tyranny and violations of their rights by oath breakers within government.” Likewise, according to Nichols’s ersatz patriotism and garbled history, government, especially the federal government, was the enemy.

As a soldier, Terry Nichols struggled from the start. Immediately nicknamed “the old man” and “pops,” he barely survived basic training. At least a decade older than his fellow recruits, he struggled to get through the physical tests, the long morning runs, the clambering over obstacles. Nichols’s superiors liked him, appreciating his maturity compared to the near juveniles around him. In October 1988, five months after he enlisted, Nichols received word by mail that Lana had filed for divorce. McVeigh’s friendship was a comfort. And there was one area in which he excelled. Nichols was also a skilled marksman, and he and McVeigh enjoyed spending time together at the rifle range.

At around the same time that Nichols found out that his wife wanted a divorce, the three friends learned that they were all going to Fort Riley, near Junction City, Kansas, for their first real assignment in the military. Riley has been an Army base since before the Civil War, when General George A. Custer was in charge. By the twentieth century, Riley was known as the home of the 1st Infantry Division—or the “Big Red One,” for the red numeral on its insignia. That division had played a storied role in major combat operations, and when McVeigh, Nichols, and Fortier arrived, it was a leading training center for mechanized warfare. Soldiers roamed its 100,000 acres and learned how to operate tanks.

Fort Riley sits in the Flint Hills of Kansas. The forbidding landscape of rolling mounds and rocky soil, largely devoid of trees and carpeted with native grasses, has resisted many attempts to cultivate and settle it over the decades. Even more than the rest of Kansas, it’s lightly populated. (Its population peaked in 1900.) As one local historian noted, “Jobs have largely migrated to a handful of nearby cities—Manhattan and Topeka to the north, Emporia to the east, El Dorado and Wichita to the south and west—leaving behind a smattering of shrinking towns with gap-toothed Main Streets and abandoned farm machines rusting in fallow fields.” This is the region that became the base of operations for Nichols and McVeigh over the next several years. In every meaningful sense, the Oklahoma City bombing plot was hatched, and the bomb itself was built, in these quiet hills.



Nichols only lasted a few months at Fort Riley. Lana had moved out of Decker with her two sons from her earlier marriages; she sent Josh, who was just seven, to live with Terry at the base. But Terry was working as a driver for a top general, which entailed frequent overnight deployments. Caring for his son became impossible, and Nichols received a “hardship discharge” after just a year in the service. In May 1989, he again returned home to Michigan in defeat, just as he did after college and Colorado. Now a single parent, he soon made yet another attempt to restart his life, this time in Las Vegas, where he enrolled in a training program for slot machine repair. But that didn’t work out, and before long he was back at the Decker farm once again.

James had also split with his wife, so the two brothers were now the lone adults in the house. They became ever more alienated from conventional life. Terry turned against modern methods of agriculture and food preparation. As James would write, Terry had an “obvious love and appreciation for organically grown foods, free from chemicals and pesticides. He grinds his own organically grown wheat for flour to bake bread and breakfast cereals. He had his own equipment for making distilled water for drinking.” Distrust of fluoridated water was a hallmark of right-wing conspiratorial thinking.

Publications like The Spotlight and Soldier of Fortune came to the farm, and like McVeigh, Terry developed the habit of perusing the small advertisements in the back pages. Within a few months of his return, he saw an ad from a father-and-son travel agency called Paradise Shelton Tours. It didn’t take much decoding to see what was really being advertised—a mail-order-bride operation in Cebu City, in the Philippines. Shelton also ran ads in Cebu City, looking for women who might want to escape poverty by marrying an American. A woman named Flordaliza “Lisa” Torres replied, and later introduced her sister Marife (pronounced Mary-Fay) to the Sheltons. In August 1990, Nichols made the long trip to Asia, and he and Marife were introduced. He returned to Cebu City two months later, and they were married. Terry was thirty-five; Marife was sixteen. He told friends that Marife was just what he was looking for, a tiny (less than five feet tall and a hundred pounds) and deferential girl.

Terry came home without his bride: it took him about seven months to complete the paperwork to bring her to Michigan. “That one episode soured Terry on government,” his father told The Washington Post. “He originally told me it would take six weeks for her to come here, but it was red tape, red tape, red tape.” When Terry finally returned to the Philippines, to bring Marife home at last, he found her pregnant with another man’s child. The news might have prompted another man to end the marriage and return to the States, but Terry accepted the disappointment and adopted the child, whom they named Jason Nichols.

But as Nichols was once again frustrated, McVeigh found the opportunity he wanted. He was going to go to war.






CHAPTER 3 [image: ] Mr. Spotless


The United States Army had both professional requirements, which were clearly defined, and social norms, which were more open to interpretation. On the job, McVeigh did his duty by being skilled and disciplined. He didn’t make trouble; he followed orders; he rose in rank quickly. As for the customs at Fort Riley, a lot of soldiers were racist, sexist, and obsessed with guns—and so was McVeigh. McVeigh came to the military with an inclination toward white supremacy, right-wing fanaticism, and vigilante violence. His extremism grew and festered as a soldier.

Shortly after McVeigh arrived in Kansas, he attended a recruiting presentation for the Army’s most elite units—Special Forces (also known as the Green Berets), and the Delta Force. The Green Berets originated during the Korean War, with the mandate to engage in unconventional warfare, including guerrilla operations, often in enemy-occupied territory. They frequently serve long deployments in miserable conditions. Delta Force is smaller, more elite, and much newer, having been created in the 1970s. The operatives specialize in single high-risk actions, such as counterterrorist raids and hostage rescues. McVeigh knew that service in either of these units would be the culmination of everything he worked for and valued as a soldier. Not incidentally, their exploits were frequently chronicled in Soldier of Fortune.

“I was reasonable enough to realize that I could not meet the expectations they laid out for Delta Force,” McVeigh informed his attorney Stephen Jones, “but I knew I could meet the expectations they laid out for Special Forces. I knew my test scores, my physical test scores, my road march times, et cetera, fell within those parameters.” So, this became his focus: to join the Green Berets.

McVeigh made a name for himself at Fort Riley. Unlike his friends Nichols and Fortier, McVeigh stood out from the beginning. He was fastidious about his appearance, always wearing creased trousers, shined shoes, and polished brass, which earned him the nickname Mr. Spotless. He trained incessantly, even on his own time. He marched around the base carrying a heavy pack; he studied training manuals; he taught himself to disassemble and assemble weapons—blindfolded. Several of his former commanding officers would later tell the FBI the same thing: “I wish I had a platoon full of Tim McVeighs.” Soon after he was promoted to corporal, McVeigh flourished during a two-week training program in Germany, where he won an award for marksmanship. (He also enjoyed the opportunity to drive 125 miles per hour on the autobahn.) After McVeigh reveled in a month of combat training in Fort Irwin, in California’s Mojave Desert, he spent Thanksgiving 1989 with Mike Fortier’s family in Arizona.

McVeigh chose to save money and live in the barracks, rather than rent an apartment in Junction City. Many of his fellow soldiers chose to blow their salaries at strip clubs and bars near the base. McVeigh agreed to be the designated driver for these outings, and his colleagues would cover his Cokes. McVeigh soon saw a business opportunity in his teetotaling, and he started hiring himself out as a taxi service. Drunken soldiers would call his room in the middle of the night, and he’d show up in his car—for a price. McVeigh soon expanded his services: he’d do laundry, substitute for guard duty. Eventually he started lending money at loan shark rates and earned another nickname: the Jew.

On weekends, McVeigh spent his earnings at gun shows and pawn shops in Kansas. Privately owned weapons were not allowed in the barracks, so McVeigh hid his in the trunk of his car until he convinced a friend named Jesus Rodriguez to store them in his house. The collection would eventually include revolvers, shotguns, rifles, a 9mm handgun, and an AR-15 assault weapon. Back in his room, McVeigh continued to avidly read Soldier of Fortune as well as military and gun manuals, and reread The Turner Diaries. Fellow white soldiers who were interviewed later by the FBI said they never agreed with McVeigh’s views on race, but McVeigh himself claimed he found a receptive audience among them. Black soldiers who were interviewed said McVeigh kept a careful distance from them. He bought copies of The Turner Diaries for Michael Fortier and several other friends at the base.

Fort Riley was polarized along racial lines. Anti-white and anti-Black graffiti marred many walls. The racism that McVeigh began to express during his security guard days in Buffalo deepened in the Army. Among his complaints about Black people were “the loud rough music, the low riders together with bass music, the loudness in the barracks and everywhere else, the staying up and keeping others up all night, the playing of dominoes loud all night…. It seemed like a form of psychological warfare, in which Black soldiers were purposely bothering other people.” McVeigh wrote Hodge from Fort Riley, “I used to call black people ‘black,’ because I only saw one side of the story. Now you can guess what I call them.” Fellow soldiers later reported to the FBI that McVeigh was fond of the n-word and referred to Black children as “nig-lets.” In the Army, McVeigh thought he was a victim of affirmative action; when two African Americans were chosen over him to attend sniper school, McVeigh was outraged because he thought he was better qualified. Later, with his lawyers, McVeigh tried to downplay his bigotry, explaining that he was “thrust into a new culture” in the military, a culture of Black people who were “loud, sort of arrogant, touchy.” But he also said, “Nothing of great value has ever been accomplished or contributed by a Black person.” And if Blacks could wear a shirt that said Black Power, he could wear one that said White Power—and he did.

Newer to McVeigh’s political worldview was hostility to women’s rights. Women remained essentially a foreign species to him, baffling and sometimes angering him. At Fort Riley, he came across women recruits for the first time, and he was appalled. “This was the first time that a female was assigned to our class,” McVeigh told Jones, “and a little bit of politics came into this. This is where I get my opinions about women in combat…. And it was just a joke. We had to post extra guards so she could go to the bathroom, she couldn’t pull her weight digging, she couldn’t carry the M-60 when it was her turn to be assigned to it. You started seeing that the infantry was no place for a woman…. And it was immediately after this course that I started paying heightened attention to the political atmosphere created by Patricia Schroeder [a congresswoman from Colorado at the time] that women should be allowed in combat, it was their right, equal rights. I started taking exception, and this might have opened my political eyes also. Well, what other opinions do they have that are wrong? You know? Well, of course, they just don’t understand guns.”

McVeigh appeared to be a quietly competent soldier, with a sideline as an industrious freelance assistant to his colleagues. But as he made clear in his letters to Hodge, there was anger simmering beneath the surface. “The influence of the Army and the people around me have changed/are changing me in many ways,” he wrote. “I now see a much larger portion of the whole picture including gang warfare, cocaine use, and the insignificance of law enforcement. I will never be the same.” McVeigh regarded the police as extensions of the overweening hand of government—a departure from conventional right-wing views. He came to regard law enforcement in a hierarchy of disdain, with his greatest tolerance for local authorities and most hostility for the FBI. (His hostility to the federal government placed him in a long political tradition.) In the military, these views didn’t yet prompt McVeigh to act out, but the rage was there, building.

The Army did not create McVeigh’s extremism from scratch, just as the military did not take average recruits two decades later and turn them into Oath Keepers and Proud Boys. McVeigh and his successors were predisposed for violent political action. But their experiences in the Army enhanced and accelerated the process of radicalization and made these men, McVeigh in particular, more enduringly dangerous.



The Bradley Fighting Vehicle was designed both to attack targets on the battlefield and to transport troops. A Bradley moves on tracks and has a turret like a tank; it also has room to carry as many as nine soldiers and a commander, a driver, and a gunner. The gunner has to be able to aim and fire a precision missile from the main antitank weapon from the turret as well as a 25mm cannon and a high-caliber (7.62mm) machine gun. The gunner will deploy these weapons while the Bradley is moving, often over rough terrain, in any kind of weather, day or night. “I’ve gotta tell you,” McVeigh wrote to Hodge, “I’ve got a real hard-on for being the Gunner.” At the age of twenty-two, he was the top-rated gunner out of 120 at Fort Riley.

Suddenly, in the second half of 1990, it looked like McVeigh might see combat. In August, Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, and President George H. W. Bush vowed, “This will not stand.” Bush created a multinational alliance to counter the Iraqi aggression, and throughout the fall, as Hussein resisted the pressure to withdraw, the chances for war grew.

Bush began sending troops to Saudi Arabia in late summer, as a staging area for a possible raid to liberate Kuwait. The mission was known as Operation Desert Shield, and the soldiers at Fort Riley awaited their orders. At that same moment, McVeigh received the news he had long wanted to hear. He had passed the preliminary tests and received orders to travel to Fort Bragg, in North Carolina, for the twenty-one-day tryout for Special Forces, starting on November 11, 1990. But at the same time, his unit was ordered to Saudi Arabia. So where would McVeigh go? “Special Forces usually overrides everything in the military. They are the elite,” he told Jones. “Or would I go to the call-up? They had three or four days to try to straighten it out, and they determined that I was going with my unit over to Saudi. That was all right. I didn’t know what would happen with Special Forces training. I figure I could just reapply when I got back.”

McVeigh and a hundred or so fellow soldiers (in what was called Charlie Company of the 2nd Battalion of the 16th Infantry Regiment of the 1st Infantry Division) shipped out to a National Guard airfield in Topeka. They were part of a massive wave of 700,000 American troops headed to the Gulf region. Each soldier was issued an M-16 rifle, a fifteen-day supply of ammunition, and a five-day supply of food. Because Saddam Hussein had a history of using chemical weapons, the soldiers also received an unnerving addition—a nerve gas survival suit, including an injection kit designed to counter the effects of poison gas. McVeigh jotted a mordant note to his hometown friend Hodge as he prepared to leave the country. “If there isn’t a war, we stay one year,” he wrote. “If there is, I’ll probably be back a lot sooner—in a box.”

Charlie Company took a circuitous route to the Gulf, finally arriving in early January 1991. The Saudis had no place to billet thousands of American troops, so they improvised housing near the Kuwaiti border. McVeigh’s unit stayed first in apartment blocks that were meant for immigrants and then in tents in the desert. Charlie Company readied for action and then… nothing happened. Weeks passed, diplomatic efforts continued. McVeigh had little to do except wait. Most of the unit’s heavy equipment, like the Bradleys, was arriving by ship, and eventually the 244 combat vehicles arrived, all painted with Chemical Agent Resistant Coating. Passing the time, McVeigh wrote a lot of letters. To his grandfather: “I heard the Bills lost the Superbowl—Ruined my whole week.” McVeigh went on, “Now it’s just a waiting game. Only fate knows if I’ll be ok. The U.S. is going to kick some serious ass, no doubt, but there will be a cost.” To his sister Jenny, on the same day: “I’m catching hell trying to write back to everyone. We’ve been practicing for the attack day and night. I’m really not nervous; kind of indifferent. If it’s my time, it’s my time. There’s nothing you can do about that. I’m not nervous about doing my job; it’s instinct now…. I’m right on top of the Iraqi positions. (300 meters). If the artillery and air prep don’t do their job, I’m pretty much S.O.L.”—shit out of luck.

With Hodge, McVeigh did some macho posturing. “We’re going to bust through so fuckin’ quick, the Iraqis will think it’s a bad dream and when they blink to wake up, they’ll be dead!” He went on, “I’ve made up my mind—no prisoners. It may be on my conscience for years, and I may be accused of killing defenseless people, but when push comes to shove and my life (along with the lives of everyone in my vehicle) is on the line, you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do.”

The Bradleys arrived, and the soldiers began final preparations for the invasion of Kuwait. McVeigh was assigned to be gunner in the tank commanded by the leader of his platoon, Second Lieutenant Jesus Rodriguez (who had allowed McVeigh to stash his guns in his home in Kansas). Their Bradley was formally designated C-11, but McVeigh came up with a better name and scrawled it in block letters across the turret: BAD COMPANY. It was one of his favorite songs, whose lyrics seemed to fit the moment: “Behind a gun… I’ll make my final stand.”
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