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To the people of Kentucky, who opened their doors and hearts to us, and who showed us kindness every step of the way





NOTE ON INTERVIEWS

We traveled to all 120 of these counties, and our descriptions of each are based upon these travels. Most of our interviews were done collectively, but some were done by each of us individually. For purposes of narration, we will speak about all of the interviews in one voice.




Introduction

Powell County (August 24, 2019)

Rallying ’Round the Rooster

“If Mitch McConnell were a hound dog, even the fleas would stay away from him.”

It’s a hot, sticky summer day in a city park in Stanton, Kentucky, and an elderly man in a flannel shirt and jeans is giving me the what for on all things Mitch McConnell. “I don’t like Mitch and I don’t know how anyone could. He’s a weasel and we gotta get him out of there.”

We are at the Powell County Democratic “Rally ’Round the Rooster”I event, a yearly celebration for local Democrats. The event is filled with a disappearing breed, rural blue-collar Democrats, a group that once dominated Kentucky politics that now see their ranks thinning with each passing year. These folks are in desperate need of good news and have come for a sweaty mix of politickin’, hot dogs, and homemade potato salad.

The Kentucky governor’s election is just a few months away, and this large crowd is ready for change—not just in that race but also another a little more than a year away. The man continues, “Here’s the thing, Matt, we can beat Mitch. We can. But we can’t be running these people from the big cities like Louisville and expect them to come and be able to talk to people out here in the country. We tried that. It don’t work. Everybody in this state knows McConnell is awful. But they ain’t gonna just vote for anybody. They might vote for you, though!”

I am here, in part, because I am considering a run against Senator Mitch McConnell in 2020. It’s admittedly a ridiculous notion. McConnell is the second most powerful man in the country, spending his days ruining America’s democracy. I am a forty-one-year-old sports radio host who spends his days entertaining tens of thousands of Kentuckians by debating whether John Wall or Kyle Macy was the better former University of Kentucky (UK) basketball point guard. It isn’t the normal biography of a United States Senate candidate, but defeating McConnell in this deep-red state is going to take something out of the ordinary.

I came to Powell County to give my first political speech as a potential candidate. All the big Democrats in Kentucky are here, each trying to energize the crowd. As I await my turn to speak, a line of locals comes over to say hello. They all tell me they love my show, are huge fans of UK basketball, and “hate Mitch worse than anything.” They aren’t alone.

In fact, if you are reading this sentence, there is a very good chance that you hate Mitch McConnell. I can say that in part because the type of person who picks up a book with the title Mitch, Please! and a cartoon rendering of America’s most reptilian politician on its cover is likely also someone who isn’t a fan of the Senate majority leader. And why would you be? Mitch McConnell is the worst. If you are a rational human being with some degree of care for your fellow man, then you have to dislike Mitch McConnell and everything he represents.



Thankfully, most people do. McConnell is not only the least popular senator in America, he is uniquely disliked in his (and my) home state of Kentucky. In the survey research company Morning Consult’s quarterly measurement of popularity in a senator’s home state, McConnell’s Kentucky approval rating nearly always comes in last in the entire nation. His approval rating has been as low as 18 percent and never reaches higher than the mid-30s.

In Kentucky, finding a true Mitch McConnell fan is like finding a fan of our archrival, the Tennessee Vols: one might exist, but that person would be looked upon with a hearty mixture of scorn and pity.

I was quite nervous as I walked up to give my speech to the crowd. The candidates for governor and attorney general had just spoken, and the crowd of a couple hundred people were in a mood to cheer. I had a set of talking points, but they were on a crumpled sheet of paper and hard to read. So I tossed them aside as I got onstage and decided to speak from my heart.

“Mitch McConnell is the single most destructive force to Kentucky and America of my lifetime, and it’s time we make it priority number one to send his ass out of Washington once and for all!”

The crowd burst into cheers.



Whatever it is that you hate about politics the most, chances are Mitch McConnell is largely responsible for its existence. The massive amounts of money that have flooded our political elections? Mitch McConnell is responsible. The political divide that seems to be tearing our country apart at the seams? Thank you, Mitch. The gridlock that keeps Congress from passing any meaningful legislation? Three for three. The fact that Congress is full of career politicians who stay in office for way too long? Mitch again. The personal nastiness that is part of every political campaign? You get the picture. Mitch McConnell is quite simply everything wrong with American politics in 2020.

So how did McConnell get to this level of power and destruction? And more important, why does he keep winning? The voters of Kentucky continue to reelect a senator they despise—often by wide margins. In 2014, McConnell’s race with challenger Alison Lundergan Grimes was supposed to be a close one. She was a well-funded, relatively popular secretary of state, a young, fresh face that looked to be a perfect contrast to the old, stodgy curmudgeon from Louisville. Some early polls even showed Grimes leading, and national coverage painted the picture that Mitch could be on the brink. Then on Election Day, reality hit: McConnell won by an overwhelming sixteen-point margin, a result not even his most optimistic supporters would have imagined. The voters of Kentucky may hate him, but each election they look him in the eye and say, “Thanks, Mother, may I have another?”

Mitch is Kentucky’s political cockroach, unable to be destroyed, no matter how gross his transgressions. Even though he is so unlikable that he makes Texas senator Ted Cruz look like Tom Hanks, Kentuckians keep choosing his obnoxious leadership while simultaneously honoring him as the least popular politician in America. How does this happen? It is a question that perplexes outsiders and depresses Kentuckians across the Bluegrass. I decided I had to find out the answer.



I was raised in the small town of Middlesboro, deep in the heart of coal country in the Appalachian Mountains. Except for my years at Duke University Law School and clerking on the District of Columbia and Fourth Circuits, I have spent my entire life in Kentucky. I have what my friend University of Louisville (UL) African American Studies professor Ricky Jones calls “an unnatural love affair” with my state. I don’t think he meant it as a compliment, but it is correct. I love my home state and consider its people the best you will find.

So it’s particularly appalling to me that a man who does such immense damage to our state and country is the face of the commonwealth to the world.II It’s important for you folks outside Kentucky to understand, we aren’t all like Mitch McConnell. In fact, none of us are like him. This state is unique and full of people for whom being a true Kentuckian really means something. We love the mountains, bourbon, basketball, bluegrass music, hunting, fishing, horse racing, preaching, singing, picking, and grinning—all the staples of Kentucky life. We embrace those with whom we share a common culture and heritage.

Mitch McConnell shares none of these traits with us. He exists as Kentucky’s permanent hall monitor, looking over our shoulders with a scowl on his face, ready to perpetually kill our buzz. Mitch McConnell is as much a true Kentuckian as I am a true ballerina, and to have you believe he “represents” us is depressing. I am here to dispel that notion.



I am the founder and host of Kentucky Sports Radio (KSR), the largest media outlet in Kentucky, with forty-five radio affiliates around the state and a website that gets as many as two hundred thousand visitors a day. Every day on Kentucky’s airwaves, my crew (cohosts Ryan Lemond and Drew Franklin, and our producer, Shannon the Dude—yes, he goes by Shannon the Dude) and I talk not only about the latest in UK sports, but also the most important topics of daily life in Kentucky. We spend the day discussing and making jokes about Kentucky’s latest news, sports, gossip, small-town strange stories, and whatever else is on people’s minds. It’s a call-in show and as such, our focus can differ wildly from segment to segment. One segment we might discuss how hundreds of schoolteachers are marching on our state capital to protest the governor’s cuts to public education, while another deals with the scourge of a rumored werewolf murdering cattle in Waddy, Kentucky. Our goal is to reflect the conversations that are going on in any McDonald’s at eight in the morning anywhere in the state. (If you don’t know that all across America, the major small-town conversations occur at McDonald’s over morning coffee, then you are officially part of the cultural elite.) It is Kentucky’s radio town square, and for hundreds of thousands across the state, we are a part of their daily routines.

As part of this job, I interact with Kentuckians of all types, from every corner of the state. For many of you reading this, you may have some vague understanding that the University of Kentucky is good at basketball and that college athletics are important in this part of the country. But that minimizes what UK (and to a lesser extent UL) sports mean to this state. In Kentucky, college sports, particularly college basketball, is life. There is literally no event that brings the state together like a Kentucky Wildcats basketball game, and my life’s work is sharing the obsession of the Blue and White with my fellow Kentuckians. It’s a truly unique platform.

And from that platform, KSR has become a place where, yes, we talk politics occasionally. While it has been fashionable in recent years for critics to say that sports media should “stick to sports,” I have never followed that mantra. Politics is life, and no topic can truly be detached from it. In 2014, the last time Mitch McConnell was up for reelection, I interviewed both him and his opponent, Alison Lundergan Grimes, separately on our show. The interviews were tense (and available on YouTube if you are so inclined). McConnell became very frustrated with my questioning, cutting me off repeatedly and reacting with anger as I challenged him on issues.

During one exchange, I asked the senator if he believed in climate change. McConnell proceeded to produce a long-winded response that answered nothing and ended with him saying “I am not a scientist.” When I pressed him on what his not being a scientist had to do with anything and asked for a simple yes or no on the existence of climate change, he barked at me and told me to move on. Mitch became so frustrated that many in the national media ran stories about our verbal joust. Longtime McConnell media followers told me privately I had rattled him, an uncharacteristic response from a man who prides himself on keeping his cool.

The subsequent publicity and interest from our listeners convinced me that politics could be a reasonable, relevant topic on KSR. We dabbled in the 2015 governor’s race and had an outlandish idea to invite all GOP primary candidates on the air for a debate. To my shock, they all agreed. What followed was the most listened-to show in KSR history. Many in the news media believe that surprise primary winner Matt Bevin won the election due to his strong showing in that debate. I hosted a similar debate during the general election campaign, and KSR established itself as a regular player in the state’s political scene.

Still, I considered politics only a diversionary topic until a surprise moment in July 2015. While watching an episode of BoJack Horseman,III I received a call from an unknown DC phone number. Upon answering, I heard, verbatim, “Hi, is this Matt Jones? My name is Steven,IV from the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, and I was wondering if you have ever thought about running for Congress?”

After making sure I wasn’t being pranked, I asked, “Why in the world are you calling me?” How many hundreds of people must have turned him down before he decided the best bet was a local sports radio host? Steven told me that the DCCC had been polling for the last couple of months, and the numbers indicated that I had the best chance of any Democrat to be elected congressman from the Sixth District of Kentucky. They were hoping I might have interest in running against Republican incumbent Andy Barr and invited me to discuss the possibility with them in Washington, DC.

What followed was the greatest lesson in the reality of American politics that I will ever learn. I went through the process of being recruited to run for Congress by attending a Democratic congressional “Boot Camp.” The experience was eye opening and it became clear to me very quickly that there may be few jobs less fulfilling than a congressman in the US House of Representatives. In today’s tumultuous, hyper-partisan political landscape, being a House member is akin to being a background hype man for the world’s dorkiest rap group. You get none of the acclaim for any of the music, and regardless of what you might really think about any song or the lead singer, you are along for the ride, for better or worse.

The Senate, however, is different. Obviously, there is the practical consideration of only 100 members as opposed to 435. But in addition, the Senate rules actually make being an individual and bucking your party’s orthodoxy much easier. In the Senate, the late John McCain can walk on the floor, give a thumbs-down, and literally save health care for millions of Americans, as he did in 2017 when he cast the deciding vote to save the Affordable Care Act from being repealed. In the House, however, the vast majority of members could walk out of the building for a year, and no one would know they were gone. The Senate is a place I could make a difference and fight for the people, the forgotten working class and poor citizens of this state who make me want to passionately pursue public service in the first place. It is not only a better job, it is also one I could justify giving up my life’s work for.

So, I set my sights on McConnell. Potentially trying to end his long-term stranglehold on the Kentucky Senate seat and American democracy was an audacious idea. A sports radio show host is probably not most people’s Aaron Sorkin–esque dream of the perfect person to try taking on the most powerful force in American government. But these aren’t normal times. We elected the host of The Apprentice president. It may be absurd to think of a sports radio show host as a senator, but it would be only the tenth most ridiculous news story in the news on any given day.

Over the last two years, I became focused on the race as well as on learning everything I could about McConnell and my beloved home state. I read every biography ever written about the man and studied his thirty-six-year record. I focused on national political policy in a way I had never done before, to understand not only the issues but also how they impacted average Kentuckians and the state as a whole. I researched all 120 counties—learning about their histories, economies, and people—to get a sense of a state that is much more diverse than folks realize. Basically, I did my homework. I tried to discover the full extent of the power of Darth Vader, and what it would mean to try to fight him across the Bluegrass State.

However, others were contemplating taking on McConnell, too. A number of Democrats had already entered the 2020 Kentucky Senate race, the most prominent of which was US Marines veteran Amy McGrath. The first female Marine Corps pilot to fly the F/A-18 Hornet on a combat mission, McGrath was a candidate out of central casting. Her military record made her a hero, and this would not be her first foray into running for office. She had attempted to win a Kentucky congressional seat in 2018, and, based on an unbelievably strong opening video, she went viral and became the hero of liberals across America looking for an ex–military member they could call their own. McGrath’s loss in a very winnable 2018 race did little to slow her momentum, and she became the choice of the national Democratic Party to take on Mitch McConnell. With the national party’s backing, she raised nearly $11 million in the first quarter of fund-raising, surpassing all Senate and most presidential candidates in the country. She was the establishment pick and the early heavy favorite for the nomination.

There was only one problem. I believed Amy McGrath had little chance of beating Mitch McConnell. After losing a congressional race in a district much more favorable to Democrats than Kentucky as a whole, the idea of her then being able to extend out statewide and defeat Mitch seemed like a long shot. However, she had the money and the backing of the establishment, meaning that if I entered the race, I would have to knock out the mainstream Democratic Party before even getting my shot at McConnell. A difficult task became even harder.



All of which brings me to this book. As I was determining my path, it became clear to me three questions needed to be answered:


	What has Mitch McConnell’s effect on Kentucky actually been?

	Why has he consistently been reelected, and how can he be defeated?

	Does it make sense for me to be the one to try?



The answers to these questions lay in the roads of Kentucky. While I had already studied each of Kentucky’s counties, I needed to visit them (and their citizens) myself.

Thus, the idea of the 120-county road trip was born. I needed to get in a car and actually ask people directly how (and why) we’ve let this senator we all dislike wield power for thirty-six years. If I wanted to see what impact his policies and leadership have had on my state, for good and bad, I needed to go to the people affected by them. The people of Kentucky dislike Mitch McConnell, but it isn’t necessarily for the reasons the rest of America does. Kentucky’s specific issues with Mitch were worth exploring. And if I wanted to see if there was any room for me to try taking on the Democratic establishment and Darth Vader, well, what better way than going and speaking with voters.

So, I created a schedule: 120 counties in 10 weeks. I divided the state into 10 regions and set out to visit them on a massive road trip across the commonwealth. Undertaking this journey by myself was a nonstarter. Road trips are only fun if you have a companion, and my choice was simple. My coauthor, Chris Tomlin, has been my close friend since college. He’s a terrific writer and the funniest human being I’ve ever met. Every footnote you’ll read is written by him.V He’ll give you his insights as we hit every corner of the state.

What follows is the travelogue of our 120-county journey. Along the way, it confirmed my love for Kentucky and its people. There is no better place in the world, and I hope this book proudly portrays my love for it. In addition, it’s a study of Mitch McConnell, the most destructive force in American democracy, and how he maintains power. But it is also a look into how the establishment of both parties maintains control in America, and the consequences of our broken political system.

Is it a lot to cover? Sure. But the goal is to try to identify what’s happened to my beloved Kentucky, to its people and our political identity over the last thirty-six years. Oh, and to have some fun along the way. It’s time to show Kentucky to the world. And it’s time to show who Mitch McConnell really is.

Let’s go for a ride.

I. I looked for the rooster to rally ’round; never found it. Roosters are fast.

II. Kentucky is one of four states (Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts are the others) that are technically commonwealths and not states. This difference is nothing important, except it proves we are better than you.

III. A criminally underrated show.

IV. Name changed to protect his credibility.

V. Even though Mitch McConnell gives me the creeps, I’m not the political animal Matt is. So I will be commenting on the nonpolitical quirks of this trip, so that you will be a hit at your next “Celebrating Kentucky’s 120 Counties” party.






CHAPTER 1 The Rise of Mitch
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Hardin County

Mitch and the Hounds

When we began our 120-county tour on September 2, 2019, we wanted to visit Mitch McConnell’s birthplace, but, unfortunately for us, that sacred site is in Sheffield, Alabama. We thought about hitting Augusta, Georgia, the city where he was raised, but I have a policy against going there unless it’s the second weekend in April. Another option was the basement museum of the Mitch McConnell Center in Louisville (where you apparently can learn the most intimate details of the senator’s life), but it’s so depressing that children begin crying at its mere mention.

So, instead, we made our way to Elizabethtown, one of the most beautiful small towns in America (and the titular site of director Cameron Crowe’s worst movie). Elizabethtown is the county seat of Hardin County, accessible by State Route 86, winding north from Breckenridge County through Garfield and ending just before Cecilia. The elementary school in E-town (as the locals call it) is nearly as big as the town. Churches dot the landscape around every bend, and a fertilizer store’s reader board announces terrifyingly, “IT’S TIME TO CREEP FEED”I in blocky, black capital letters.

Our goal was to find the home of Walter “Dee” Huddleston, a man you may have never heard of, but who has had a profound impact on this country. Huddleston was the Democratic senator of Kentucky from 1973 until 1985. His legislative career was fairly mundane, and finding noteworthy accomplishments of his twelve years in office is, unfortunately, difficult. In fact, Huddleston is best known not for what he did in office but rather for how he was booted from it. Yes, he was the person whose loss gave us Senator Mitch McConnell.

Huddleston was a tank gunner in the US Army during World War II. After returning from Europe, he set up shop as a sports radio broadcaster down the road in Bowling Green. After a few years, he was promoted to general manager in E-town and eventually became involved in local politics. Elected as a state senator in 1965, Huddleston found himself a successful legislator, later running for and winning a US Senate seat in 1972. In 1984 he ran for a third term against fellow Democrat (and beloved former governor) John Y. Brown Jr. and a Republican upstart county judge-executive from Louisville named Mitch McConnell. Huddleston took the Democrat far more seriously, as Brown already had household name status, but he breathed easier when Brown withdrew his candidacy due to illness.II Most political observers believed the incumbent was certain to win reelection. McConnell didn’t look or act the part of a Kentucky politician. Most believed Huddleston would make short work of him.

Huddleston thought little of the quiet, awkward forty-two-year-old local official seeking to upset him. He did little campaigning and spent not even $1 million on the campaign—a very small amount even for the time. He assumed the entire state would see McConnell for what he was: a second-rate local politician whose biggest claim to fame was knowing a former US senator from Kentucky, John Sherman Cooper.

However, Mitch saw an opportunity. At a time when Kentucky politics was a more genteel pursuit, he decided to go hard at his opponent from the outset. In May 1984 McConnell announced a series of weekly press conferences he called “Dope on Dee,” at which he’d attack his opponent’s record, specifically his propensity for taking money for speeches and missing votes.III The strategy was the brainchild of a McConnell political consultant by the name of Roger Ailes. (Yes, that Roger Ailes.) The rise of Ailes coincided with the rise of McConnell, and his suggestion to create an ad campaign taking on Huddleston’s voting record led to one of the most effective television attack ads in political history.

Ailes’s bloodhound spot was simple: a plaid-flanneled hunter with a pack of leashed hound dogs searches everywhere for Huddleston, who’d been alleged to have been absent from key Senate votes. The dogs drag the frustrated hunter from the front lawn of the US Capitol Building, through the fields of Kentucky, and eventually through Los Angeles and Puerto Rico—two places where the senator was said to have visited when he should have been casting votes. It was theatrical. It was over the top. It was ridiculous. It was questionably truthful at best.

It worked like a charm.

Kentuckians took notice and began asking questions about their senator. Huddleston grew concerned. He began campaigning harder against McConnell in October, but the damage had been done. Huddleston’s name was mud.IV By the time President Ronald Reagan endorsed McConnell in an ad just before the election, Kentuckians had already made up their minds. McConnell took the 1984 Senate election by around five thousand votes—an upset that many still cite as the moment the tide turned from Democratic to Republican in the state of Kentucky. Ailes took credit for the upset for years to come, cementing his status as a conservative political kingmaker.

In the years following the loss, Huddleston admitted privately that he hadn’t taken McConnell seriously; that he never even saw him coming. And how could he have known that the political neophyte from Jefferson County would go so . . . so . . . dirty? The five thousand votes Huddleston took for granted fueled the rise of the most destructive figure in modern American politics.

In an age where public service has become too often the play toy of the insanely wealthy, Huddleston’s old house on Seminole Lane is notable today for its normalcy. The two-toned, brick building looks like any number of homes of the era, sitting in the middle of a quiet middle-class neighborhood, the average product of the subdivision boom of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Its paint is currently chipped and the outside slightly worn, but in its prime, it would have represented the middle-class American dream. Nothing about it screams US senator. It is the gateway to a time in the not too distant past when politicians weren’t a distinct class from average citizens.

As I stand in front of Huddleston’s former Elizabethtown home and consider the damage that has occurred to America because one sports radio host got a little too cocky about his bespectacled challenger, I can’t help but think about the symmetry of the moment. If one sports radio host’s mistaken campaign strategy gave the world Mitch McConnell, what if another’s decision thirty-six years later could correct it? Only this time, the underdog is not the villain. It has all the makings of an inspirational movie.V

These delusions of grandeur were interrupted by a slam of the door to the house directly to the left. There, the result of McConnell’s and Ailes’s hound dogs becomes crystal clear. A man walks from his house, smoking a cigarette, and stands beneath a massive, garish flag bearing the eloquent words “Trump 2020: No More Bullshit.” He barks with disdain in our direction, “Can I help you boys?”

We wave, shake our heads, and walk back to the car. Probably time to hit the road.

Grayson County

Guns and Babies

In order to understand Kentucky, you need to realize that we define ourselves by two things: (1) the region of the state we are from and (2) our particular county. This is especially true in rural Kentucky. If you ask people here where they are from, the vast majority will tell you their county rather than their hometown. This phenomenon, unique to Kentucky, is one of the reasons we have so many counties for a state our size.

For example, Leitchfield is the county seat of Grayson County, but most everyone there will simply say they are from Grayson County. And that means they are from one of the world’s greatest suppliers of beekeeping equipment. If you are like me, you probably know nothing about the practice of beekeeping, but if you want to learn, Clarkson, Kentucky, is where you should go.

It is the home of Kelley Beekeeping, where beekeepers from all over the continental United States come to restock on equipment. It’s very bright, clean, and sterile; it feels like a beekeeping Walgreens. Here you can stock up on all the Bee-Pro (high-protein pollen supplements) and Honey B Healthy (feeding stimulants) you could ever want. An employee explains to me that beekeeping is rapidly on the rise,VI and that Kelley Beekeeping’s eighty-two-thousand-square-foot facility has been in Grayson County since 1952. It’s not the type of industry you would ever envision running across in the quiet, small county.

We walked into Kelley Beekeeping and had our first taste of a lesson we learned repeatedly on this trip. Most people are very hesitant to talk about politics in public. That hesitancy grows even greater when the topic is Kentucky’s senior senator. Time and time again, when we asked people “What do you think about Mitch McConnell?” their first reaction was to jerk their head around and see who might be looking. It was as if citizens in Kentucky naturally believed that Mitch or his cronies were waiting around the corner to potentially take them to Guantánamo for daring to speak a word against him.VII In Kelley Beekeeping, the employees and customers were glad to tell us about all the latest products for your home apiary (that’s fancy talk for where beehives are kept), but mentioning Mitch led to nervous smiles and a quick change of subject.

We left and drove through Grayson County, passing some amazing local business names. Our favorites:


	5. Smokin Rednecks (barbeque)

	4. Priority Hair (salon)

	3. Whoop-De-Do Design (women’s clothing, accessories)

	2. Caught Ya Lookin’ (handbags, gifts)

	1. Farmer’s Feed Mill (restaurant)



Because I like to eat—and my hair already looks great—we stopped at Farmer’s Feed Mill. It was lunch hour, so the place was extra crowded, meaning it’s good. Farmer’s is the kind of restaurant where customers call dinner “supper” and framed copies of the Constitution and Declaration of Independence hang on the wall. The chalkboard out front lists the daily specials as meatloaf and “coonhunters’ cake.”

Here I met Becky and Harold Miller of Leitchfield. Becky is a retired assistant principal; Harold, a Leitchfield city councilman and manager at a nearby electric co-op. Together they are the quintessential southern couple of a certain age, friendly and welcoming, the embodiment of the best stereotypes of Kentuckians. As we sit, Harold runs his fingers over his moustache, and laughing friends come over for a quick handshake just to say hello. Becky spots a former student who drops by to catch up. He’s just inherited his grandfather’s piano, and they chat about how tough it is to move a piano. As he smiles and leaves, Becky leans in to tell me what a gifted musician he is.

Life is easy for the Millers in Leitchfield because they’re good people in a town that appreciates them. However, one thing sets them apart from most of their fellow Feed Mill patrons. They are Democrats in a very Republican county, a facet of life that can occasionally make things difficult. “We may not be the buckle of the Bible Belt, but we’re pretty close,” Harold says.

Becky shakes her head and notes there are more registered Democrats in the county than Republicans, but in elections it goes Republican nearly every time. They fear that despite a current governor, Matt Bevin, who has been unpopular on issues concerning teachers, the upcoming governor’s race will see her county vote Republican once again. “The problem is that no matter what the issues are we can agree on, there are single-issue voters,” she tells me. “Guns and babies.”

Guns and babies. It’s a refrain I have heard for years all across the state, and Mitch McConnell seizes on both in every campaign. Babies, of course, means abortion. For many in Kentucky, the issue of abortion isn’t just an important issue, it’s the only issue. They see the desire to protect the life of the unborn as the primary litmus test that every elected official must pass. You can agree with them on every issue ranging from health care, to unions, to education. But if you are pro-choice, for some that is a level too far.

On the issue of guns, rural America’s support is even more unanimous. While some citizens may acknowledge that women should have some say regarding their own bodies, taking away guns is akin to removing a way of life. In rural Kentucky, guns aren’t seen as a problem to be solved, but rather a connection to local culture. Guns represent families across the state spending time together hunting deer, memories that span generations. Guns also provide a means of protection for people that may live hundreds of yards away from the nearest neighbor, and the idea of removing them is seen as an attack on their family’s safety. Owning guns in Kentucky is simply something that everyone does, and the threat of losing them (which is of course manufactured and exploited by the Right for political gain) can easily sway a hunter to vote in the opposite direction.

While the Millers understand that these issues are critical to many in their county, they sometimes feel it blinds their friends to seeing the greater importance of other topics. While they’ve never had political disputes with those in their community, Becky does recall an encounter with a Republican door knocker that particularly riled her. “I explained that I was a Democrat, and he told me—can you believe this?—he told me he’d pray for me.”

She laughs. “I didn’t know what to say, so I just told him I’d pray for him too.VIII I was so mad. I came in and told Harold, ‘Now I have to pray for him because I told him I was going to, but I can’t do it right now because I’m too upset.’ It just ran all over me because someone was trying to tell me what to believe.”

The Millers handle such differences with humor, because in a small town coexistence is a necessity, and at the end of the day these party line differences with their neighbors don’t calculate to radically different lives. Becky’s religious; Harold’s a hunter. In small towns like Leitchfield, the day-to-day differences between parties isn’t a demonizing fistfight, it’s a generally undetectable dissimilarity between two friendly city councilmen at a town meeting or two parents in the stands of a Grayson County football game. But when it’s time to vote, two hard-line issues remain immovable obstacles for Democratic candidates—and not just in Grayson County.

To understand Kentucky—heck, to understand rural America in general—you have to understand guns and babies.


Breckenridge County

“He Doesn’t Even Know Who I Am to Look at Me”

Driving into Breckenridge County, it would be easy to miss Jim Bob Mattingly Road. It looks more like a driveway, but in this neck of the woods, most roads look like driveways. I am not familiar with Jim Bob Mattingly except to note that he must have been important enough to have an official roadway named after him on the way into Hardinsburg, the county’s largest town. In most other parts of America, the name Jim Bob might sound strange. In Kentucky, I know three of them.

Breckenridge County is a peaceful place where, if you stay for more than an hour, someone will remind you that they won the state basketball championship in 1995, led by not one but two Mattinglys. (I attended that tournament as a high school junior and remember being struck by how friendly their fans were. I assumed it was a nice place to live.)

When I arrived, I found it just as I imagined. Turning off Jim Bob Mattingly’s road, the county’s rolling green hills take us to a billboard-sized sign that reads “Welcome to Hardinsburg” in small letters and, just below it, in large letters, “HOME OF LARRY’S BARBERSHOP.”IX A car passed me with dark-tinted windows and a white silhouette of a handgun alongside the adage “I Study Triggernometry.” I’ll take his word for it.

I decided to go for a quick bite at the Brak Restaurant and Meeting House, where, it being four thirty in the afternoon, many of the county’s citizens are already sitting down to dinner. There is a direct correlation between the population of a town and the time of day meals are eaten. If it’s 7 p.m. in a small town, chances are high most restaurants are packing up for the night. The talk at the Brak is tonight’s middle school football game, with some side chatter on Ray’s turnips.X As a server brings our check, he tells me, “That elderly couple over there paid for your appetizer and said to write it up as a campaign donation.” The couple smile and wave, and I glance around quickly to see if a McConnell spy may be recording their contribution.

This idyllic small town appears, at first glance, charming and pleasant, but Mitch McConnell’s slimy, ruinous hands leave no stone unturned. Dean Schamore, the Tenth District state representative for the area, is a Democrat Gulf War veteran who has served in the Kentucky state legislature for six years. He has the look of an everyman: sturdy, with a conventional haircut and a face that suggests “computer programmer who works out on the weekends.”

What makes Dean’s situation unique is that in the midterm election of 2018, he and three other Kentucky state reps were targeted by Mitch McConnell for a takedown. Well, not by Mitch specifically, but by the Kentuckians for Strong Leadership political action committee (PAC). Kentuckians for Strong Leadership is one of a host of PACs set up to infiltrate elections with millions of dollars in advertising that is unregulated and uncapped, flooding the airwaves with nonsense until Election Day. In the “About” section of its website, Kentuckians for Strong Leadership says it existed in 2014 to “ensure the reelection of Mitch McConnell,” but now it was turning its attention to races in the Kentucky State House of Representatives to bring its national nastiness to local small-town politics.

Dean Schamore would be one of its primary targets. Schamore was one of a handful of Democratic legislators who had survived the 2016 Trump wave in Kentucky—one that gave the Kentucky House to the GOP for the first time in nearly a century. He had won by a relatively safe two thousand votes but with a district that was rapidly changing, Mitch was determined to avenge one of his few losses. In 2014, Breckenridge County was soundly Democratic, thanks in large part to its blue-collar worker base, but by 2018, Republicans outnumbered Democrats by 1,400 voters. Seeing this as an opportunity for a Republican to overtake the county, McConnell—I’m sorry, the Kentuckians for Strong Leadership—descended upon Schamore’s race with a smear campaign targeted to undermine faith in the candidate.

The McConnell PAC sent out mail to all the voters in Breckenridge County with the words CHEAT and LIAR in bold letters next to Schamore’s face. The goal was to target Dean’s personal life and make him the focus of small-town gossip. “I was going through a difficult time in my life,” explains Schamore, “and all of a sudden there are all these mailers going out calling me a liar and a cheater, saying I lied to the people in my counties. They didn’t specifically call out my divorce, but for the people in the community who knew me and knew of my divorce, clearly they knew what the ads were trying to say.” The mailers trumpeting “Liberal Dean Schamore Is a Cheat!!!” got traction in the community, and the Democrat’s failed marriage became the talk of the town.

Dean was mad but not surprised, and had no doubt who was to blame. “I was upset, but I knew that was Mitch’s MO. I’d heard that it’s how he does things. That’s his style.” But while Schamore wasn’t shocked at McConnell’s actions, he was surprised that the second most powerful man in America even cared about his local race. “I pose no harm to Mitch McConnell. Why target me? I’m a United States veteran,” Schamore said. The reason was simple: “I had been one of the few to beat him in 2016. He didn’t want it to happen again.” Schamore recounts the story almost in disbelief. The race became solely about the PAC’s smear campaign, and a two-thousand-vote lead evaporated. On election night, Schamore squeezed out a win with a much tighter margin of less than a hundred votes in his native county. He had weathered the McConnell storm, barely.

Yet as I talked to him in Hardinsburg, he had the look of a man who didn’t feel he’d won much of anything. He spoke of being weary of the personal fights and then looked me directly in the eye. “Matt, I won’t tell you what to do and whether you should run against him or not. But know this: he will try to destroy you. He did it to me, and I don’t even matter to him. It will be worse with you.”

After all that, I ask Schamore if he hates McConnell or holds resentment toward him. “I see him at every University of Louisville football game, we sit in the same section, and he doesn’t even know who I am,” says Schamore, shaking his head. “I mean, here’s this guy who spent all this money attacking me, and he doesn’t even know who I am to look at me.”

Destroying people for sport even though they are so insignificant to you that you wouldn’t recognize them seated next to you at a football game. The McConnell political way.

Meade County

“Surely People Aren’t Buying This; They Know Me”

As I embarked on this journey around the state, I still had to continue my day job hosting Kentucky Sports Radio. So, every morning on the road, I got up and did my show before beginning our daily travels. On this particular morning in Meade County, I’m doing the show on a remote transmitter from the lobby of the brand-new Education and Career Center at Meade County High School. It’s sharp, bright, and clean, and except for four mulleted Meade County football playersXI gawking at this loud man yelling about University of Kentucky football coach Mark Stoops in the lobby, Chris and I are basically alone. Halfway through the show, a young man, clearly not a student, shows up and sits in a chair across from the table where I’m broadcasting. He fits the normal demographic: jeans, sneakers, gray T-shirt, and a ratty ball cap pulled down over his head. He’s just a regular twentysomething who likes listening to the radio show.

Only he’s not a regular twentysomething who likes listening to the radio show.

He’s my Tracker,XII sent by Mitch McConnell’s people to keep tabs on my travels and follow my every move. For people who don’t know, trackers are now a regular part of modern political campaigns. Candidates (or their accompanying SuperPACs) hire kids, usually just out of college, to shadow candidates and film their every move, trying to catch them screwing up. I’d seen him a number of times previously: filming my live radio broadcasts, sitting in my restaurant on trivia nightXIII (where he introduced himself to one of our staff members as working for Mitch), and in Grayson County, where he hid quietly in a booth against the back wall as I ate my burger. Sometimes he videos me on his cell phone, sometimes not, and whenever I approach him about it, he doesn’t deny what he’s doing. He tells me that every morning he gets a text message from the mysterious people who employ him telling him where to go based on my radio conversation and social media accounts. He’s surprisingly forthcoming. He says he is recently out of college, working on his master’s degree, and using this job as a way to make money and figure out if a career in politics is for him.

It is a bizarre relationship we have. In many settings, the only people there are me, Chris, and my Tracker. I am not sure what exactly he is supposed to be taping, since everything I say is on the radio and available for the state as a whole. He is not intimidating really, just a skinny kid who looks straight out of a frat house, smiling and following my every move. But his presence is a bit menacing, not unlike the federal agents sitting outside the Sherwood diner in Goodfellas, waiting for De Niro to move to his next location. He is a consistent presence throughout our 120-county tour, and, when spotted, his appearance changes the vibe of the room for me.

After the show, we head to Little Dave’s Roadhouse, where I meet former Democratic state representative Jeff Greer. At six foot three, Greer is a presence: bald, with deep-set, concerned eyes and a bear-paw handshake. He’s been at Little Dave’s for fifteen minutes, wandering from table to table to speak to everyone he knows, which seems to be most people in the restaurant. As we approach the hostess stand, Greer greets the woman, laughing that “If you think I’m not coming around there to give you a hug, you’re crazy.” His affection for these people is real and seems to be reciprocated. Greer isn’t a point-and-wave politician; he stays to chat and press the flesh.

Like Dean Schamore, Greer once was a target of McConnell’s wrath—but with a different outcome. Greer was, until recently, the state representative of Kentucky’s Twenty-Seventh District, which includes all of Meade County and parts of Hardin County. He’d been reelected every two years since 2006 and claims the revitalization of Brandenberg’s downtown district as the proudest achievement of his tenure. When he talks about Meade County, he does so as a man with a deep pride for his home.

“When I first ran, I didn’t run because of Democrats or Republicans,” he tells me earnestly. “I ran because I just love this county. This county’s been good to me. I’ve been able to build a business. I got to live my dreams. I wanted to contribute to this community. I knew nothing about politics when I ran in 2006. I just knew that I was willing to find a way to make our community better and more competitive. So that was my driving force. And I’m glad I did.”

But in 2018 Greer—like Schamore—was targeted by the patented McConnell attack machine for the unforgivable sin of being a Democrat.

As the chairman of the House Banking and Insurance Committee for eight years, a role that required him to travel to national conferences to keep Kentucky statutes current with those of other states, Jeff ended up on a lot of state-sponsored trips. The travel gave McConnell’s PAC an opening.

“They got me, man,” Greer conceded. “They called me ‘Greedy Greer’ and ‘Jet Set Jeff,’ and I probably didn’t defend myself as well as I should have. I thought, ‘Surely people aren’t buying this; they know me.’ But they did buy it.”

Even though Greer had lived in the county his entire life, he watched as people he had known for a lifetime became persuaded by the bombardment of ads that he was galavanting across America on the taxpayer’s dime. Most of the attacks occurred via donations from donors with no ties to Kentucky, and the influx of money was unlike anything anyone had seen in a local race in Meade County. Greer decided not to go negative. “I promised my mom I wouldn’t,” he explains. Jeff thought he could withstand the bombardment, but in November 2018 he lost his state representative seat to Republican Nancy Tate by only six votes.

Greer’s home county had broken his heart, and he became distraught at how the county he loved had rejected him. The public perception of the man everyone called “Frog Greer” turned based on the lies of an outsider no one even liked.

“The most disappointing thing to me is that the Democrats that knew me, they just didn’t get out and vote,” he says. “I sure could’ve used them.”

Greer now smiles and says he had moved on from public service and is happy with his current life. And although he laughed, joked, and paid for our lunch, you couldn’t help but notice that, as with Schamore, the experience had left him scarred.

“Mitch is brilliant in ways, I think, but he’s the dirtiest player in the game,” sighs Greer. “I don’t care for the guy.”

Bullitt County

When We Walked in Fields of Gold

In J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit, the fearsome dragon named Smaug is wrinkly, 171 years old, and lives at the top of Lonely Mountain. He’s very smart, he’s red, he has an old crust of treasure stuck to his belly, and vehemently hates and wishes to destroy anyone who wants to take anything from him. He is, as described by Tolkien, “specially strong, greedy, and wicked,” and he sleeps on a mountain of gold. I am not sure why I thought of Smaug driving into Fort Knox, Kentucky. Probably no reason.

Fort Knox is huge. So huge, in fact, that it covers parts of three separate counties: Hardin, Meade, and Bullitt. We enter from the Bullitt side, stopping at my radio cohost Shannon the Dude’s house and picking up a Mountain Dew for the road.XIV Fort Knox is where the nation stores its resources of gold, and was the setting for part of the James Bond classic Goldfinger.XV The actual value of the gold in Fort Knox is subject to the daily market, but it generally sits at well over $200 billion. Rather than hide that fact, though, we in America flaunt it. The street address of Fort Knox is literally 127 Gold Vault Road. To get there, you take a left off Bullion Boulevard. Fort Knox is so bombastic about its resources that it’s as if Donald Trump himself had a hand in naming the place.

Bullitt County’s segment of Fort Knox lies in the southwest area of the county and at its height housed and accommodated a massive amount of soldiers and their families, including those of the First Army Division East and the 194th Armored Brigade. This prior heyday of the base still has relics littered around Fort Knox’s borders: large neighborhoods of uniform, family-friendly tract housing, gold-named businesses such as the Gold Vault Inn and Gold City Towing, and more lascivious establishments, including a disproportionate share of strip clubs. (In my previous legal career, I was asked to represent the owner of one such establishment in an environmental action brought by the state because his club was literally falling into the river. He wanted to allow the joint to fall in rather than fix the problem. I looked at the issue, researched the facts, and decided to become a sports radio host.)

For most of the twentieth century, thanks to the housing of gold, Fort Knox was likely the best-known military base in America. However, in 2005 President George W. Bush’s Base Realignment and Closure program (known as BRAC) targeted the area. BRAC considered most of Fort Knox’s nongold sections expendable and transferred the armored infantry division, by then the trademark of the base itself, to Fort Benning, Georgia. Along with the transfer came a future promise of new troops to replace the population, but it was a promise never met.

Almost immediately, the dynamics of the area surrounding Fort Knox dramatically changed. The federal government had, in one decision, decimated the area’s economy, and locals immediately began to ask questions. Mitch McConnell promised repeatedly that he’d do what he could to protect Fort Knox and save the area. However, even with a president from his own party and his standing as a supposedly powerful Senate leader, in the end, all those troops that had once been the lifeblood of the local economy were replaced mostly by US Army human resource personnel and pencil pushers. Because these employees tended to be more white-collar, career personnel, they chose to live closer to the outskirts of Louisville rather than in the immediate area surrounding Fort Knox. The communities around Fort Knox became shells of their former selves.

Understanding it was a meager exchange, McConnell immediately went on the public relations offensive. He loudly took credit for “saving” Fort Knox and noting that without him, the base may have had an even more dire future. His political sycophants lauded the achievement, with Hardin County’s GOP committee spokesman crowing that the base might have closed without the intervention of McConnell the white knight. He never showed any proof of his work to save Fort Knox and, further, never addressed the elephant in the room: mainly, how could a senator with so much supposed power lose his military base to Georgia in the first place? A similar move had nearly occurred in 1989, but Kentucky’s senior senator at the time, Democrat Wendell Ford, was able to prevent the move as a requirement for his support of the annual defense authorization bill. Ford was not in a position of leadership nor a member of the president’s party. (George W.’s father, George H. W. Bush, was then in the White House.) McConnell was both, but he failed where Ford succeeded.

In early 2014, while McConnell was facing Democratic challenger Alison Lundergan Grimes, Fort Knox took another massive hit: three thousand soldiers in the Third Brigade Combat Team—better known as the Duke Brigade—were reassigned and the brigade was inactivated. The reassignment forced thousands of families to leave the area, eventually prompting four Fort Knox area schools to close, with many teachers losing jobs soon after. Even in his role as then Senate minority leader, McConnell had no answer for this second major Fort Knox loss on his watch. All he did was publicly blame President Barack Obama. When it came to tax cuts for the rich, stripping regulations on business, or advancing corporate interests, McConnell always seemed to find a way to succeed. But when it came to protecting the economic viability of these three rural counties in his state, Mitch’s power was apparently quite limited. Fort Knox and Bullitt County continue to suffer the consequences.


LaRue County

Oral Reports About Lincoln Are Off-limits

Everyone—except Nazis, segregationists, and Tucker Carlson—loves Abraham Lincoln. The adoration for the sixteenth president, who guided our fractured nation through the Civil War, is ubiquitous across America and leads to states fighting for their own little piece of Honest Abe. Because he served four terms in the Illinois General Assembly and spent his adult life in the state, Illinois is often seen as his true home. Its official state slogan is “Land of Lincoln,” and Abe’s grizzled face adorns every license plate.

Any true student of history, however, knows that the birthplace and rightful home of Abraham Lincoln is Kentucky. Honest Abe was born in and grew up among the streams and fields of northern LaRue County, Kentucky, a part of his life that Lincoln would often recall fondly years later. And because of that fact, no place celebrates Lincoln and his humble beginnings more vociferously than LaRue County and its county seat, Hodgenville.

Lincoln’s Kentucky legacy is so ingrained locally that LaRue County High School English teacher Katy Cecil tells me that “oral reports about Abraham Lincoln are off-limits, because around here we all know everything about him already, and that’s too easy.”

And why wouldn’t they? LaRue County is home to a national park celebrating Lincoln’s birth and a near-identical replica of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC. In fact, the monument in LaRue County, complete with the famous pillars and marble features, was actually built before the DC model, making the federal version somewhat of a copycat.XVI The Memorial Building at the Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historical Park in Hodgenville looks nearly identical with one noticeable exception: instead of Lincoln sitting in a chair there is a replica of the cabin in which he was born.XVII

It’s quite an impressive sight, one made even more exciting by the dry-erase board with the question “What book would you recommend to Abraham Lincoln?” Visitors all add to the list when they visit, and the day we were there, the top choice was the science-fiction novel The Martian—a book I think we can all agree would be very confusing to an eight-year-old Abraham Lincoln. (Seeking to be part of the historical process, I add Mitch, Please! to the bottom of the list. I think he would approve.)

It can be argued that since Lincoln, no politician from Kentucky has had a greater impact on the nation than Mitch McConnell. Even though it seems absurd to compare the two men,XVIII they do share some similarities. Both had difficult childhoods, with Lincoln living in a small shack and losing his mother at age nine, while McConnell was diagnosed with polio at the age of two. Both pursued law degrees, Lincoln being self-taught, and McConnell attending the University of Kentucky. (Go Cats!) Plus, both had long electoral win streaks. Lincoln won election to the Illinois House four straight times and McConnell to the US Senate six times.

McConnell likes to quote Lincoln frequently and would probably enjoy any historical comparison to our country’s greatest president. So, while visiting LaRue County, I thought I would stack the two men up against each other and see who comes out on top:

CONSENSUS BUILDING

Abe: In a 2013 poll, the Atlantic and the Aspen Institute voted him the most unifying president in history. (Reagan came in second.) In his second inaugural address, in 1865, with the end of the Civil War on the horizon, Lincoln presented his vision for healing the country: “With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds.” Also, he literally ended slavery.

Mitch: On January 4, 2019, he refused to allow a vote that would have ended a two-week government shutdown affecting eight hundred thousand government workers. This caused them to lose their jobs temporarily—at Christmas.XIX

EFFECT ON DEMOCRACY

Abe: Revered by historians for helping facilitate the events that would lead to a blooming of American democracy. As lawyer Nathan William MacChesney wrote in his 1910 book Abraham Lincoln: The Tribute of a Century, 1809–1909, “Lincoln did more for democracy than to save the union. The union was not enough. There must be freedom as well.”

Mitch: Likely to be less fondly remembered. As author and leading Holocaust historian Christopher Browning wrote in a 2018 essay in the New York Review of Books, “If the U.S. has someone whom historians will look back on as the gravedigger of American democracy, it is Mitch McConnell.”

SENSE OF HUMOR

Abe: Known to be gregarious and disarming to those around him. British journalist William Howard Russell wrote about a White House state dinner in 1861 at which Lincoln “raises a laugh by some bold west-country anecdote, and then moves off in the cloud of merriment produced by this joke.”

Mitch: Calls himself “the Grim Reaper” and sells “Cocaine Mitch” shirts. Fewer clouds of merriment produced.

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

Abe: Preserve the union and democracy.

Mitch: Win.

FASHION

Abe: Kept his most important documents in his famous top hat.

Mitch: Keeps his most important documents in the deep expanse where his soul once resided.

CUNNING ACHIEVEMENT

Abe: Grave robbers were foiled in 1876 when they tried to steal Lincoln’s body.

Mitch: Grave robbers were foiled in 2019 when they realized McConnell was still alive.

PETS

Abe: Had a loving dog named Fido who was tragically killed by a drunken assailant a year after Lincoln’s assassination.

Mitch: Got drunk, killed Fido.

Advantage: Lincoln.

Nelson County

“Screw Your Tourism Business, I Want Answers”

If you are not a true Kentuckian but want to feel like one, I’d suggest having a Very Old Barton at a table in Bardstown’s Old Talbott Tavern. First, I should note, if you are not familiar with bourbon, Very Old Barton is both a descriptor and an actual name of a bourbon distilled right there in Bardstown in Nelson County, the bourbon capital of the only state where real bourbon is actually produced.XX Based on my travels, I’ve discovered that many people have an iconic mental image of themselves drinking a bourbon in an old, rustic environment, and I can assure you there are none better than Old Talbott Tavern. If you’re a cool twentysomething in Brooklyn, there’s a good chance that when you drink bourbon, this is the very place you imagine drinking it in. I am here to tell you it exists.

The Old Talbott Tavern (and its accompanying inn) was built in 1779 and has seen visitors both rough and esteemed: from burly explorers heading west to conquer a new world, to countrymen holding court for the betterment of the nation. President Andrew Jackson is said to have enjoyed the central room’s warm hearth, while an upstairs bedroom bears bullet holes from outlaw Jesse James, who is said to have fired his gun at a painting when he drunkenly swore he saw birds moving within it.

Each year, the Kentucky Bourbon Festival draws aficionados to the town from around the world, including regular appearances by celebrities like Bill Murray.XXI Every small town in Kentucky wishes it had a downtown like Bardstown’s, a district where out-of-towners come for bourbon tours and stay for quaint bed-and-breakfasts, cute festivals, and an adorable and upkept main strip of locally owned shops. It calls itself “the Most Beautiful Small Town in America,” and you know what? It is. It’s a place so fantastic that Stephen Foster wrote our state song, “My Old Kentucky Home,” right here. Lively and colorful, the kind of place where you could spend an entire weekend.

But recently, the small town that is the envy of all of Kentucky has been hit with national publicity of a different sort. Since 2013, a straight-out-of-Dateline series of tragedies has befallen the community. In the early hours of May 25, 2013, Bardstown police officer Jason Ellis was ambushed and shot on an exit ramp at exit 34 of the Bluegrass Parkway. Six years later, the murder has yet to be solved. In 2014, a retired special education teacher named Kathy Netherland and her teenage daughter, Samantha, were violently murdered in their home. Their assailant was never found. Then in 2015 Crystal Rogers, a thirty-five-year-old mother of five who was dating the brother of a Bardstown police officer, disappeared over Fourth of July weekend. Her car was discovered along the Bluegrass Parkway with her purse, keys, and cell phone inside—and more than a year later, her father, Tommy Ballard, who’d been tirelessly searching for his daughter for months, was shot to death on his property. All the murders remain unsolved. Crystal Rogers, after four years missing, is presumed dead.

These “Bardstown Murders” shocked the city to its core. After all, it’s nearly impossible to lose five members of a community this size in the span of four years and not have at least one of the crimes affect every person in town. The situation spawned a docuseries on the television channel Oxygen and inspired a massively successful podcast called Bardstown, which looked deeper into the murders and Rogers’s disappearance. The podcast has risen to the top of the national charts, and the stories continue to generate press. People continue to theorize whether the murders were connected and wonder aloud how it is possible that none have been solved. The Most Beautiful Small Town in America has begun to look like the setting for something much darker and more dangerous.

As I walk through downtown Bardstown’s busy, bright business district, I ask some citizens about the murders and their effect on the town. My assumption is that everyone will have a theory they are eager to share.

Instead, I’m met mostly with silence. No one wants to speak with me on the record, and the few who do have little to say. One shopkeeper waves me away, telling me that the murders were simply all random; there’s no connection among them. A waitress leans in close and tells me she knew Crystal, and that she happens to believe that the murderer thought the woman knew something she shouldn’t have. Three vendors chatting at a local flea market seem to know everyone in town and talk my ear off about what and where to visit next; when I ask about the murders, they all claim not to know anything, never having heard of them. I smile, knowing they aren’t telling me the truth, but I understand. Don’t engage the tourist about the murders, it seems.

When I finally find someone to talk to me extensively, it’s not an opinion on the crimes he shares, but an indictment of dollars over justice. A small business owner tells me, out of earshot of customers, that he believes the city has no answers and is playing down the situation to protect Bardstown’s tourism business. “I understand that you may not want to go someplace with a half dozen unsolved murders for your family vacation,” the shopkeeper tells me, “but at the same time, there’s a real insensitivity to sweeping it under the rug. Shouldn’t we be supporting the people in our community? These are somebody’s loved ones, friends, and family.”

The business owner is even more incensed about the actions in the days leading up to this year’s Bourbon Festival, Bardstown’s biggest annual tourist showcase. In the days prior to its start, a large number of signs with supportive slogans such as “Prayers for Crystal’s Safe Return” and “Justice for Crystal and Tommy” were removed from yards and parks—a move the shopkeeper believes was purposefully meant to keep the pall of the murders from affecting the proceedings.

“If someone was murdered in my family, I think I’d say, ‘Screw your tourism business, I want answers,’ ” he tells me. “The signs were removed so visitors wouldn’t see any signs of the murders, because they didn’t want that image of the city. It just seems a little icky to me.”

Sadly, a similar reality exists in politics as well. Working to hide the truth in order to project a pristine image to the public has become a cottage industry in politics. It’s a business Mitch McConnell has mastered. He has continuously flipped on key conservative issues since he began his forty years of political service to the point that the Mitch of today would be unrecognizable to his former self. Abortion, civil rights, campaign finance, unions, China, Russia—Mitch has flipped on nearly all of his original core principles. Anyone who works to expose the truth repeatedly faces McConnell’s wrath. Mitch’s goal is to obfuscate, obscure, and obliterate the truth about his record because the reality is too damaging to him: that he will say anything, do anything, or take any position if it means helping him gain more political power. Dirty truths are hard to accept, whether in the most beautiful small town in America or the lowest depths of American politics.

Hart County

“You Ready for a Gun, Fella?”

Circling back south toward Munfordville in Hart County, we realize we are low on gas and need a fill-up. We stop at the Green River Hill Grocery on North Jackson Highway, the only business within miles. An old man stares me down as we walk in, flashes a tobacco-stained grin, and says, “Go, Cats,” letting me know I am in friendly territory. The store has a great selection of sodas, chips, and other snacks, perfect for tiding us over until dinner. It is also stocked with a large selection of firearms for sale, including a Ruger American 243 rifle with a Tasco 3-9x40 world-class illuminated reticle scope—you know, for the road.

To some of you in other parts of the country, “grocery store weaponry” might seem bizarre. But it’s not that crazy here. We in Kentucky can combine the purchase of firearms with most any act.XXII As I approach the counter, I’m clearly staring behind the cash register at the large assortment of pistols and semiautomatic weapons mounted on the wall, their price tags dangling.

“You ready for a gun, fella?” the grocery owner asks cheerily.

Oddly, this is a question I get asked a lot in Kentucky—I am one of the few eastern Kentuckians I know who doesn’t own a gun—but it’s not something I normally hear while picking up Honey Nut Cheerios. I ask him what I’d need to do to get one, and he tells me that I’ll need a valid Kentucky driver’s license, as “even though it don’t look like it,” he does conduct background checks. I tell him I think I’ll pass today but know where to find him if I should change my mind. (I won’t change my mind.)

Feeling sufficiently armed, we head down the more rural, scenic backroads of Hart County to the home of Nichole Nimmo and Jordan Shirley. Their redbrick house is spotted by the sign stuck in the grass at the foot of the driveway that reads “Just Be Kind.” Nichole and Jordan meet us out front and are instantly welcoming, showing us around their unique country residence, complete with vegetables, farm animals, and curious cats emerging to inspect the new visitors. The green and red tomato gardens that surround their home are lush and well maintained, the sign of a household that cares and provides for itself.

Nichole and Jordan have been together for eighteen years, married for the last eleven, and look much younger than their life experiences. He is quieter than she, relaxed and easygoing on one sofa, while Nichole brushes her wavy hair from her eyes and talks to us from the other. She is an avid Hart County Democrat, having hit the pavement to talk to prospective voters during past elections, most recently knocking on upward of 1,500 doors to stump for current secretary of state Alison Grimes against Mitch McConnell. She is passionate, as you would have to be to do that amount of knocking in a county that Donald Trump won with 74 percent of the vote in 2016.

Nichole is a produce farmer now, spending most of her days in the garden picking tomatoes, strawberries, and greens, but it’s been a long trajectory to this point. At thirteen, she was diagnosed with juvenile rheumatoid arthritis; the condition ended her basketball career and instead led to a more intensive focus on her studies. She eventually graduated from the University of Louisville with a degree in chemistry and landed a job at a Dow Corning laboratory in Elizabethtown. After three years, though, her condition came out of remission and, due to joint problems and associated difficulties related to the disease, Nichole was unable to keep her job. For two years, she had to relearn how to walk, first with a walker, then with a cane.

On top of her chronic struggle, two years later Nichole discovered a suspicious lump, which turned out to be Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Already dealing with an expensive regimen of injectable medicines for her crippling arthritis, she began cancer treatment under the coverage of her COBRA insurance plan, which quickly drained the entirety of the couple’s savings. Unable to procure new insurance with two serious preexisting conditions, Nichole was forced to move to the only health coverage available to her, through the Affordable Care Act (ACA), or “Obamacare.”

“If it didn’t completely save my life, the Affordable Care Act was the start we needed,” Nichole tells me.

Kentucky has had more success with the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA), signed into law in 2010, than virtually any other state. In 2013 Governor Steve Beshear implemented the ACA’s Medicaid expansion provision to allow Kentucky’s poorest citizens access to health care coverage for the first time. It was a controversial decision for a red-state Democrat, as President Obama was deeply unpopular. But it was undoubtedly successful: within five years, the uninsured rate in Kentucky plummeted from 20 percent to 5 percent, the second highest percentage drop in America. The state’s overall health improved dramatically. Gradually Obamacare became a relatively popular policy in Kentucky. So much so that when the next governor, Republican Matt Bevin, attempted unsuccessfully to take away the expansion, the political uproar that followed only cemented his universal unpopularity.

From moment one, Mitch McConnell had opposed the Affordable Care Act, which he helped dub “Obamacare” during 2009 and 2010 in an effort to raise its unpopularity. He believed a willingness to work with the Democratic chief executive would denote a bipartisanship that McConnell wanted absent from Obama’s presidency. He set out to repeal the act at the first possible opportunity. That moment came in 2017 when Republicans called a vote to repeal the public health care initiative—a tense moment of truth for the young couple. They were in the same boat as many other Americans on that early morning of July 27, as Senator John McCain delivered his now-iconic thumbs-down deciding vote against the repeal. It would be McCain’s last great political move, choosing to save health care for millions of Americans over the intense pressure to follow his party. The Arizona senator would pass away a little more than a year later. Nichole and Jordan shed tears of joy at their blessing. They speak of McCain with fondness to this day.

When I ask Nichole about McConnell, she says, “It would be nice” if Kentucky’s leaders would help solidify the policy that has given her a new lease on life. But being nice isn’t McConnell’s forte. Mitch has vowed if he gets another chance, he will try and take out the ACA “root and branch.” Hundreds of thousands of Kentuckians like Nichole and Jordan hope he will continue to be foiled at every attempt.

Spencer County

“I Don’t Watch the News.… I Have Enough Issues in My Life”

Taylorsville, in Spencer County, is a place I know mostly as a name on a sign I pass on my way to other places. But now on this final stop of Week One, I realize it looks like the set of a movie. And that movie is one where a harried big-city television reporter comes to town to report begrudgingly on some obscure small-town festival (in Taylorsville, it’s the Spencer County Gourd Festival), has car trouble and is stranded there for several weeks while it’s being repaired, meets all the colorful locals, falls in love with a quirky local doctor or farmer, returns home, decides the big city is terrible, and returns in the final scene to live in the town forever. You’ve seen it before, I’m sure. It’s an age-old tale.XXIII

Taylorsville is that charming community. The buildings are picturesque, the streets are clean, and the birds are chirping. But, there are no people. In fact, it’s almost disconcerting how little traffic there is on Main Street. As in, “Where is everyone? Have I wandered onto the set of The Truman Show?”

Apparently we aren’t the only ones who’ve noticed things are unusually quiet.

“I’d certainly like to see more going on in terms of tourism,” says Sharon Whitworth from behind the counter at the Red Scooter, the charming antique shop at the top of the street filled with older teacups, dark-wood curio cabinets, and, of course, a healthy number of vintage red scooters.XXIV

Pete Rendon, a gray-haired man with a corresponding moustache, lives in Taylorsville and is just hanging out in the store listening to the conversation. He interjects, “I think the city has a problem with allowing infrastructure to come into town. I sometimes think there’s very much a mind-set of just having a town that’s nice and quaint instead of bringing in a factory for our kids to work in.”

By kids, Rendon doesn’t mean children. He’s referring to a problem increasingly faced by small rural counties in Kentucky: their youth grow up thinking there’s nothing there for them, so after high school or college, they migrate to urban areas with better jobs or younger-skewing demographics. In nearly every rural county we visited, locals speak with pride of the young people produced by the area public schools, but they lament that it’s unlikely any of them will stay to live and work in their community. And why would they? Without more economic opportunities coming to these areas, young people don’t see the appealing future that is offered to them elsewhere.

Without young people to revitalize them, these downtowns dry up, especially when bypass roads are built around them. It’s a reality we see all across Kentucky. In Taylorsville, nearby Highway 44 added a four-lane segment that directed more traffic toward the recreation-friendly Taylorsville Lake and made it easier for visitors from Louisville to get to the lake directly. Developments like these are great for commuters, but they crush small-town business.

“There’s just no main artery in and out anymore,” says Courtney Humes, who owns the Main Street gifts and home décor shop the Sassy Bunny,XXV which she says has been in the spot for three years and has yet to turn a profit. It’s the kind of shop that would kill in nearby Bardstown, twenty-two miles away and, conservatively, a ten thousand times hotter hub for tourism.

Yet for Humes, who supplements for a lack of foot traffic at the Sassy Bunny with real-time sales via Facebook Live, the loss in revenue for her business is balanced by having a safer community for her three children, two of whom have special needs. With no major inroads funneling people into downtown Taylorsville, the town also—for Humes, at least—offers sanctuary from the modern political nastiness that Mitch McConnell has helped to overtake our political dialogue.

“I like to live in my own world; it’s called Taylorsville, and it’s here,” Humes says. “I don’t watch the news, I don’t watch TV. Unless it affects me or my family, I have enough issues in my life.”

If Courtney knew the reality of how the political sausage is made, she might want to detach even more. In 2015, I saw the sausage close up when the national Democratic Party tried to woo me into running for Congress. As I stated earlier, I was invited to the DCCC political boot camp: a gathering in Washington, DC, for the sixty or so candidates who will be running in the tightest races in America. Actually, I take that back. It is for the sixty or so congressional candidates who will be running in the only true races in America. The House of Representatives has 435 members, but thanks to extreme gerrymandering, the power of incumbency, and the natural grouping of humans to live in areas with those with similar political leanings, there really are only about sixty races that decide who will control the US Congress. We are taught that everyone in the House is up for reelection every two years, and if we don’t like what they do, we can vote them out. But it’s nonsense—375 members won’t be voted out without a revolution and are essentially elected for life.

One of those sixty races is the Sixth District of Kentucky, and apparently I was the best the Democrats could do there. When I showed up in DC, I met with the other sixty recruits, and they were all very impressive. Chosen by the DCCC as those most likely to win their respective districts, they made up a refreshingly diverse group. Yes, like all politics, it was disproportionately filled with white males, but compared with the actual membership of Congress (and certainly the GOPXXVI), it was younger and slightly more representative of America in terms of gender, race, and ethnicity.

Over the next forty-eight hours, I met everyone who was anyone in the Democratic Party in the House of Representatives, and they all tried to relate to me. Minority Whip Steny Hoyer of Maryland (upon whom I made quite the impression by continually calling him “Stoney”) talked to me one-on-one about how much he loved the horse farms of Kentucky. New Orleans congressman Cedric Richmond was assigned to show me around due to our mutual love of NBA all-star and former Kentucky Wildcat Anthony Davis (I was, however, skeptical when Richmond said he had never noticed Davis’s unibrow). Even California representative Nancy Pelosi, then between stints as Speaker of the House, joined the party, coming up to me and saying she enjoyed listening to me and Shannon the DudeXXVII on my radio show. I don’t believe Nancy Pelosi has ever listened to KSR, but I admit to being charmed at the idea that she would care enough to lie. It was an effective recruitment. People in power telling you how good you are and how great it would be if you joined their club. Yes, it was a dorky club, and one that accomplishes almost nothing. But for whatever reason, they wanted me as a member and were gradually sweeping me off my feet. It’s like the first few weeks of dating someone, when they’re lovely and you don’t worry about your problems in the future, like when the relationship crumbles as she keeps coming home late at night after hanging out with her “work friend” Lamar Alexander.

However, reality soon hit me right in the face, when Congresswoman Cheri Bustos of Illinois addressed the group. Now, let me preface this by saying I am sure she is a nice person, with only the best intentions. But in two minutes, she crushed my illusion that running for Congress would be a good decision. She said to the group (I am paraphrasing), “I want you to know that most everything people tell you is important in campaigning is not. Doing town halls isn’t the most important. Traveling and shaking hands is nice but isn’t the most important. Knocking on doors isn’t the most important.

“The three most important things are money, money, and money.”

“Money, money, and money.” Her words still ring in my head to this day, because at that moment, thirty-seven years of political naivete came shattering down. I falsely believed that the one campaign I knew, in which my mother ran for county prosecutor and became one of two women to become the first elected to the position in all of Kentucky, was illustrative of campaigns as a whole. My mom went to every community function, visited every Bell County holler, and knocked on every door she could find to convey the message of why she was the better candidate. But here was a congresswoman imploring us to understand the reality that campaigning like that no longer worked. Only money mattered, and winning required lots of it.

As she spoke those words, no one in the room dissented. She noted that in House races, most people don’t take the time to learn about the candidate as they do for president, governor, or senator. It is all about name recognition and to have it, you need money. Raising money meant four to six hours a day on the phone, doing “call time” and begging strangers for dollars. I could think of nothing more miserable. Listening to her describe such a demeaning lifestyle, I knew my interest in a potential candidacy for Congress was over. If I ever decided to run for public office in the future, it certainly wouldn’t be for this one.

Four years later, it’s clear I made the right decision. Trump won the 2016 election with a Kentucky wave, carrying the state by twenty points. The “money, money, money” message did nothing for the boot camp Democrats, most of whom lost in the process. I almost certainly would have lost too. It was the wrong time and the wrong office. Whether this is the right of either remains to be seen.






CHAPTER 2 The Western Front


[image: Image]

It’s time to head west to the part of the state least familiar to me: the farms and plains of western Kentucky. For most of my adult life, the area west of Lake Barkley was a mystery, crossed only for an occasional trip to Paducah or a Murray State University basketball game. (Point guard Ja Morant, now in the pros, is the real deal and was worth the long drive.) The area is somewhat detached from the rest of the state, as most of its media outlets originate from Nashville, Tennessee; Evansville, Indiana; and Cape Girardeau, Missouri. The existence is peaceful enough that western Kentucky rarely makes national news. With little background knowledge, it’s the area where I had the most to learn—particularly why Mitch McConnell is so popular here.

Outside of the annual meeting of the world’s global, political, and economic elite in Davos, Switzerland,I this area is the closest thing Mitch has to a home base. While McConnell finds himself immensely unpopular in virtually every other region of the state, far western Kentucky is the one place where you can actually run into people who say, without embarrassment, that they are “Team Mitch.” McConnell has cultivated this area since his first election. Knowing that this region of Kentucky was filled with rural conservatives who were registered Democrats but open to voting Republican, Mitch saw an opening. In his first campaign, in 1984, he worked the region extensively, cutting Democratic margins substantially and creating a dent complete enough to bring home his first win. Since then, he has built on that success, nurturing a base of support through cultural issues and specifically targeted policies that would help him withstand his problems elsewhere.

It’s a strategy that has worked electorally. To find out why, we headed out to the west side, which you and I know is the best side.

Graves County

99 Problems, but a Mitch Ain’t One

Driving to western Kentucky takes forever. So after a long journey, Chris and I stop for a nice lunch in Mayfield. We choose Wilma’s Kountry Kitchen, a roadside diner that looks like it might have once been a quaint house. It is filled with a lunchtime rush of the quickest-eating human beings I have ever seen. These folks get in and out of here like an assembly line, and expected us to as well. After receiving our food and being given a good five minutes to eat it, those standing at the door waiting for a table in the tiny dining area fix us with a “Hey, boys, you have already eaten, don’t you have somewhere to be?” expression that sends us on our way. The total bill for our two tasty sandwiches, sides, and drinks is (and I am not making this up) eight dollars. We almost paid more money just to feel good about ourselves. Wilma, if you are reading, you are worth so much more.

We left nourished and headed to Fancy Farm, the spot in Graves County that best exemplifies the modern Mitch McConnell. It would be an exaggeration to say Fancy Farm made McConnell, but there is no place where he is more in his comfort zone. Fancy Farm is tiny, but still home to the best event in Kentucky politics—heck, I would argue it’s one of the best events in politics period—the annual Fancy Farm Picnic. Fancy Farm is a political spectacle like no other. In 1881 the St. Jerome Catholic Church in Fancy Farm began a local picnic and fund-raiser in which the community got together for an annual celebration with numerous events, including speeches by local politicians. It was relatively quiet until 1931, when a Democratic state senator named Albert Benjamin “Happy” Chandler began coming to the event to start “politicking.” (Later that year, Chandler moved up to the state’s lieutenant governorship, to be followed by one term as governor and one term as US senator. As if his résumé wasn’t sufficiently varied, Happy also served as the second commissioner of Major League Baseball from 1945 to 1951. Then it was back to politicking for another four years in the Governor’s Mansion.)

Chandler realized there were very few occasions to go to events in the western part of the state that drew such large crowds, and he took advantage. He would show up, get on stage, and entertain the masses by taking clever shots at his political rivalsII and firing up the crowd with his intense rhetoric. When it was over, Happy would barrel into the crowd and celebrate, even allegedly dancing with all the women in attendance.III He always exited to a loud ovation, a spectacle not to be missed.

Building on Happy’s raucous past, the event has become basically a sporting event, with attendees of either party divided into two sections, each cheering on their representatives as heroes and booing vociferously at those on the other side. While the picnic usually remains civil, the goal is always to be the speaker who can grab the loudest cheers and throw the harshest zingers at the other side. The event is aired across the state on public television, and it is the summer kickoff to every political campaign season.

Mitch McConnell loves Fancy Farm. Looking out at the crowd on any given year, you can see why. Fancy Farm represents America as McConnell sees it, neatly divided into two groups, one for you and one against you. When the senator gets up and speaks, he plays to his side of the crowd, making them cheer by throwing (usually horribly lame) barbs at the other side.IV And when the other side chants and yells at him, he smirks, basking in the glow of their hate. Whereas this event was once good-natured and fun, like national politics itself, it has occasionally in recent years grown nastier and more personal. The Fancy Farm organizers, like Americans as a whole, would like to see the tone settle down. But Mitch McConnell seems to embrace the viciousness.

My mom watched Fancy Farm religiously every year, so I was aware of it but had never attended. While the idea of it appealed to me, watching political figures try to be funny usually made me cringe,V and the oppressive heat that it was known for (the temperature nearly every year hovers above ninety degrees, with high humidity) made the long drive to the event a nonstarter. But then in 2015 the picnic organizers asked me if I wanted to be the emcee. Historically, that task had gone to some local politician, but now they wanted to spice it up and attract a somewhat different, younger audience. I said I was interested only if they would let me do a comedic roast of all the politicians on stage. To my surprise they said yes.

What followed was one of the proudest speeches of my life. For ten minutes, I stood in front of the heckling crowd and made jokes about Mitch McConnell, our other senator, Rand Paul, the sitting governor, Steve Beshear, and everyone else there running for office. The jokes weren’t overly harsh, but they were more heated than the norm. The reaction was mixed. While the crowd laughed and cheered me on, the glares from the politicians behind me were menacing; none more so than from McConnell. During a prepared bit about the difference between fans of the University of Kentucky Wildcats and fans of the University of Louisville Cardinals, I noted that even though he tried to hide it in a state full of UK supporters, Mitch was a proud Louisville fan and had season tickets to their games. The crowd “oooohhhhed” at me for saying out loud what everyone knew and what Mitch always tried to hide. He is a UL fan and the baring of that truth made McConnell very agitated.VI

“Tell them I like UK! Tell them I went to UK Law School! Tell them! Tell them!” he began barking at me from behind the podium, attempting to drown out the laughter. Anger seethed from his face. When I remarked later that because he always leaves the picnic early, Republican gubernatorial candidate Matt Bevin (who had an acrimonious relationship with McConnell due to a past election) wouldn’t have to worry, because Bevin may “have ninety-nine problems, but a Mitch ain’t one,” McConnell became livid. I could feel his stare burning a hole in my back for the rest of the event.VII

I am certain that McConnell didn’t understand my Jay-Z reference or have any idea why people were laughing. But he did know that the crowd was laughing at him, in his part of the state, at an event that had always been a mini-homecoming for him. And they were laughing because of this young, punk sports radio host who had embarrassed him a year earlier in an interview during the 2014 election. After the event, the Fancy Farm organizers praised me for the spice I’d added to the festivities. But it wasn’t a sentiment McConnell shared. He told organizers that if I was ever asked to emcee again, he wouldn’t return. As John Cougar Mellencamp once put it, I fight authority, authority always wins.

Driving by the site of the picnic today, it seems much quieter.VIII Unlike on those July Fancy Farm afternoons, the sides of the road aren’t filled with cars and vendors. Yard signs do dot the landscape, but the only ones visible are “Jon Hayden for Sheriff.” (They are literally everywhere. It was no surprise that he ended up defeating the poor soul who ran against him.) It is bizarre on days like today to think that this tiny town, with a population of less than five hundred, annually becomes the center of the political universe in this state.

As we are about to leave the county, I run into a man on the street who recognizes me and says excitedly, “Matt, you writing about Fancy Farm for your book?”

I answer yes, excited that my forthcoming political book seems to be getting buzz even with a sports audience.

He responds, “Well, that’s cool. I wish it were about the Cats, though. Do you think we will beat Florida next week?”

We all have our priorities.

McCracken County

“I Guess It Was at Least Better Than a Poke in the Eye”

Sometimes you can live in a state your entire life, visit its cities multiple times, and still not actually know them. Such was the case with me and Paducah, in McCracken County. Paducah is a major population center of the region, and one of the hidden gems of Kentucky. It’s settled on the Ohio River, with a surprisingly vibrant downtown and restaurant scene. When I bring KSR to town for live radio shows, we draw huge crowds, and the community is always electric. I always liked the place, but I didn’t know it well until this trip.

Paducah’s Riverwalk downtown includes a floodwall with vintage postcard-esque images, one of which reads “Welcome to Atomic City.” It’s a point of city pride, symbolizing the key relationship between the city and America’s quest for nuclear power. The Paducah Gaseous Diffusion Plant, often referred to simply as the PGDP, was built here in 1952. It enriched uranium for military reactors and weapons, and, later in its life, for nuclear power plants. The plant transformed a small town in western Kentucky into a booming Cold War hub overnight. Local papers at the time reported chicken coops being rented out as temporary housing due to the influx of workers at the massive new 3,500-acre facility.

When PGDP was built, and for several decades thereafter, many people were unaware of the dangers of nuclear radiation. For workers at the plant, there was no reason to think anything was suspicious. They were paid well to do valuable work; strengthening the United States’ nuclear capabilities made them soldiers in the Cold War, helping to defeat the Communist threat. Even though they were wading through ankle-deep sludge, wiping green salt off their lunch tables before eating, and breathing heavily polluted air, employees had no reason to think they were being poisoned. They were unaware of the danger around them until illnesses started to pile up.

No story was more disturbing than that of Joe Harding, who worked at the plant for two decades before he died in 1980. Harding knew something was wrong at the plant. When he began to get sick, he decided to keep a handwritten log of the impacts on his and other workers’ health. The log was crucial, eventually turning his case into a high-profile tragedy that shook public opinion.

Harding raised concerns about his health often but was repeatedly told that everything was safe; his health issues had nothing to do with the plant. “Today we know the truth about those promises. I can feel it in my body,” Harding wrote before his death. “I spent all those years breathing uranium hexafluoride gas so thick and heavy that you could see the haze in the air. You could taste it coated on your teeth and in your throat and lungs… Powder on the floor was thick enough that you would leave tracks.”

After years of this exposure, his skin developed cancerous growths that were clearly visible. He described the effect in morbid detail:

“I have toenails under arches of feet, on top of arches of feet, coming out of my ankle bones, and coming out of my kneecaps now. I have fingernails growing through all of my fingers and thumbs, coming out on [the] ball of [my] fingertips where your fingerprints are. I have fingernails coming out of my knuckle joints, my wrist joints, and my elbows.”

Up until his death, Harding insisted to be true what now seems so obvious; his job at the federally owned nuclear facility had poisoned him, ravaging his body with mutations. He protested loudly but few listened. Even his list of fifty former colleagues who had died of cancer since he began at the facility didn’t move his government bosses.

The US Department of Energy (DOE) insisted that the plant operated within safe guidelines; thus, any radiation exposure that may have occurred wouldn’t have caused Harding’s health issues and thus weren’t related to his employment. Joe’s widow, Clara, was livid about the department’s ludicrous conclusion and had her husband’s body exhumed for an autopsy a year and a half after his death. Her lawyer said that when his bones were tested, they showed a radiation level a thousand times greater than that of the official safe exposure readings shown in plant records. It was shocking but had little effect. Lawsuits went nowhere, and, at every turn, Harding’s suffering was ignored or denied by his employers and his government. Richard Miller, who worked as a policy analyst for the Paper, Allied-Industrial, Chemical & Energy Workers International Union said, “The [Department of Energy] took the Joe Harding case very seriously: no dollar was spared in seeking to deny his claims. No effort was spared in their scorched-earth campaign to deny what was overwhelmingly obvious.” The DOE knew what Harding’s claims meant and what their long-term effect on future cases could be.

Unfortunately, Harding was not the only worker to see these effects. Bill McMurry represented three other employees in a 1999 lawsuit against the private contractors who operated the plant, and his complaint maintains:

“Workers at the PGDP were deceived by their employers; the Plant operators failed to put controls in place which would have protected the workers from transuranic chemicals such as Plutonium and Neptunium. The operators knew that if they instituted controls to protect the workers, it would reveal to the public that the workers were being exposed to the most dangerous chemicals known to man. For forty years, the public and workers were told that the only chemical they were exposed to was uranium, which was a lie.”

And it wasn’t just workers who felt the effects of exposure. Such little caution was taken when dealing with nuclear waste that an area next to the facility was known as “Drum Mountain.” There, thousands of nuclear waste canisters were piled as high as forty feet out in the open, and over time their leakage permeated and polluted the soil and groundwater, creating hazardous plumes that stretched for thousands of feet beyond the perimeter of the plant. The Department of Energy inspector general said later that at least ten billion gallons were contaminated, and some of the polluted water may have reached the Ohio River. For context, in 2010 the oil rig Deepwater Horizon exploded, spilling 210 million gallons of oil into the Gulf of Mexico. It was an environmental disaster. The Paducah Gaseous Diffusion Plant nuclear waste polluted more than forty-seven times that amount of water.

Anecdotal complaints of contamination were everywhere. Residents reported seeing streams running yellow and purple in parts of the county, as well as black radioactive ooze seeping from the ground in 1999 a quarter mile away from the facility. The government was accused of dumping contaminated waste on public property, including a state wildlife area near the plant. Plutonium was found in the wells of at least a hundred local residents, poisoning their water supply. One of them, Ronald Lamb, said government representatives “told us we’d have to drink it for seventy-five years to get any risk. Well, there’s no doubt we’ve had exposures, and if me and my family are the ones at risk from this, that’s enough for me.” Eventually the federal government changed its mind and agreed to pay for those residents to be hooked up to the city water supply, and it has paid their water bills to this day. Nevertheless, Lamb’s family developed digestive problems from the water, and, tragically, his father died of cancer in 1994.

In 1999, after an exposé in the Washington Post put the Paducah plant in the national spotlight, the US government finally ended its attempts to hide the contamination. Energy Secretary Bill Richardson admitted the past malfeasance. “In the past, I believe that the government basically said—without any review—that there is no established linkage between the exposure these workers had and their illness.” After years, even decades, of pushing aside Harding and other sick workers at the plant, Richardson said the workers in Paducah would now be given the care and restitution they deserved.

The Energy Employees Occupational Illness Compensation Program Act was passed soon thereafter. The bill provided $150,000 and medical expenses for each worker (or his survivors) who developed cancer after working at the plant. No causal link between the cancer and exposure was required to be shown to receive the payments, a barrier that had crippled past recovery attempts. However, as attorney McMurry explains, it was too little too late for most. “Most of those who worked for the PGDP operators were already dead, so the congressional compensation of $150,000 didn’t help the vast majority of workers who were exposed. The money went to nearest relatives, and I believe the amount of compensation was inadequate to compensate for the workers’ suffering.” To date, the plan has cost taxpayers more than $17 billion, even though the bill did not cover residents in the area who were not employed at the plant. Those individuals received no benefits at all.

Not surprisingly, Mitch McConnell has a protracted, tortured history with the Paducah facility and its victims. McCracken County has long been a key component of Mitch’s “west of I-65” reelection strategy. In 1988, just as McConnell was gearing up for his first reelection bid, the radioactive contamination was found in the county’s drinking wells. Mitch received only 42 percent of the vote in McCracken County in his first campaign and he knew getting a new nuclear facility built in Paducah could be a central part of his platform. The senator claimed that due to his strong influence with the George H. W. Bush administration, he had the sway to get a new plant built if he were reelected. During his 1990 campaign, he even brought Dan Quayle, the vice president,IX to the city to see the PGDP facility and make his case, a move that received much attention in the weeks leading up to the election.

The maneuver worked. McConnell turned around McCracken County in 1990, getting 54 percent of the vote on his way to reelection. Unfortunately for the citizens of Paducah, it was the last they heard about the new plant. McConnell never moved legislation to replace the plant and after he won, he rarely mentioned the idea again. Over the next decade, the senator helped secure enough federal money to keep the existing plant open, but the health concerns of the workers was completely ignored.

The dam broke in 1999 with the Washington Post reports on the radiation exposure and sick workers. The Department of Energy commissioned an investigation into the health and safety issues at the plant. McConnell and Kentucky’s other senator, Republican Jim Bunning, asked the US General Accounting Office to assess the general progress on cleaning up the contamination. The GAO report stated that funding was a huge issue: “The funding available for cleanup had been much less than requested. Most of the site’s cleanup funding had been devoted to characterizing contamination (that is, identifying its nature and extent); operating and maintaining the site infrastructure; meeting regulatory requirements; and implementing measures in reaction to immediate threats. According to DOE officials, cleanup at the site, including the removal of contaminated scrap metal and low-level waste disposal, was delayed because of funding limitations.”

At the time of this report, McConnell had been sitting on the Senate Appropriations Committee for years. It was his committee’s job to fund cleanup efforts, yet the report that he commissioned made clear the funding was insufficient. According to the GAO, funding would need to at least triple in order to properly begin addressing the nuclear waste. The estimated cost? A minimum of $1.3 billion over the following decade.

After the report, McConnell did the bare minimum to retain support in the area. Along with Energy Secretary Richardson, McConnell helped push through Congress the bill to pay the $150,000 and medical expenses for the workers and survivors. It provided some immediate relief for those with cancer at the time, but little consolation for those with lost loved ones.

Many in the area—including Bill McMurry—believe not only was the compensation insufficient, it had other detrimental effects. “The health bill did a good job at quieting public discussion of the issue of compensation,” he contends, “which discouraged workers from filing suit for getting cancer. The amount of compensation, however, was inadequate to the workers’ suffering. But I guess it was at least better than a poke in the eye.”

It isn’t McConnell’s fault what happened to the workers in Paducah. The contamination and cover-up are a blight on our nation’s history that began long before he arrived in office. But it is also certainly the case he did nothing to make it better for far too long. Mitch McConnell, at best, stood silently by and watched the federal government thwart nuclear workers at every turn, challenging their cancer diagnoses and actively refusing to help with medical care. Untold numbers of his constituents’ lives are worse because of his inaction.

Livingston County

“I Hope This Is Not the Moment This Bridge Chooses to Collapse”

Just northeast of Paducah is Livingston County, an oft-overlooked spot on the map that I knew little about before this trip. I’d never been to Livingston County, had never known anyone from Livingston County, and, honestly, couldn’t have placed Livingston County on a map. So when I went into Thompson’s Grocery in Smithland, I did so as a tabula rasa.

Thompson’s is an older quick-stop grocery store in need of a slight remodel. But when you walk past the racks of soup cans, lottery tickets, and candy bars, it becomes much more interesting. In the back room, slightly hidden from view, is one of the most politically active spots in the entire county.

In most of America, the serious political discussions in a city don’t take place in a storage room for palettes of Dr Pepper and Big Red.X But in Smithland, packed in small booths next to the stacked-up rations along the walls, sit Livingston County’s greatest thinkers and debaters. Most afternoons, the place is filled with older gentlemen casually discussing the issues of the day and making decisions about the future of Smithland. There’s the debating man folks around here affectionately call “Internet,” because every time you argue statistics with him, he goes straight to his phone to find a dubious website to make his point. Louie is also usually holding court, although if you want him to like you, then you need to pronounce it “Lou-eee,” because he thinks it sounds better. (Everyone here indulges him.XI) It is here we meet Daniel Hurt, a wavy-haired young Democratic campaign manager wearing a maroon turtleneck (the only turtleneck we saw in Livingston County) who comes to Thompson’s because it’s where people shoot straight about his rural, expansive home county.

“Livingston County is famous for several things,” Daniel tells us, his thoughtful eyes shielded by large, round glasses. “It’s famous for being where the movie How the West Was Won, with Henry Fonda, was partially shot; it’s famous for having about seven rock quarries, since if you stay here after high school, you’ll probably work in one; and it’s famous for having really bad infrastructure.”

The bridges in Livingston CountyXII are the stuff of horror movies, barely functional and terrifying. The Ledbetter Bridge on the outskirts of the county was built in the 1930s and was in a constant state of disrepair for decades until it was finally replaced in 2014 after years of pleading from local citizens. In the months following its closing, a series of storms caused the bridge to at first drop a few feet, and then completely collapse. It’s a result that could have led to a substantial loss of life had Livingston County not been lucky enough to beat the clock by a few months with its replacement. After eighty years of constant use and decades of neglect, the county was just a few weeks from an unthinkable calamity.

After such good fortune, you would think that it would have served as a wakeup call to state and federal officials. But history may be dangerously close to repeating itself just down the road. The Lucy Jefferson Lewis Memorial Bridge is even older than the collapsed Ledbetter Bridge and a main thoroughfare through Livingston County. On US-60, it’s the only bridge in the county that connects the northern half with the southern, a bridge traveled by likely thousands of travelers each day. As such, if it collapsed or were abandoned, the folks in this area would suddenly have a ninety-minute commute on alternative roads just to get around it and into (or out of) Smithland. It’s the unfortunate result of the odd geography of the area that one bridge could have such importance, but with that being the case, you would assume its stability would be of the utmost importance for the government. You would assume wrong.

The Lucy Jefferson Lewis Bridge is cracking on all sides, and fissures in the concrete are visible everywhere. Slabs of concrete dangle from both sides and below its deck pieces that have fallen are left on the banks of the Cumberland River. The more you observe, the worse it looks. It is terrifying, and as we drive across, I can feel a pit in my stomach. A bridge is doing its job if you cross it and give it no thought. When you cross over this one, your number one thought is “I hope this is not the moment this bridge chooses to collapse, because that’s clearly going to happen at some point, and probably soon.”

When we asked the Livingston County judge-executive (essentially the mayor of a Kentucky county) about the problems, he noted that county officials ask the state for funds in every budget cycle, and they often hear they are close to getting them. But Kentucky state government is in a pension crisis, and in places like this, infrastructure is often the first thing cut during budget negotiations (due to western Kentucky’s small population and little political power). So optimism isn’t high. Federal funding could easily fix the problem and would be a godsend for the county, if only someone made it a priority in Washington.XIII

School buses pass over the Lucy Jefferson Lewis Bridge daily, even though it looks to be held together by rebar and orange nylon construction scaffolding. Their overall weight and the structure’s deterioration led the school district to stop letting its buses travel on it for a period of time. But state officials deemed it safe and the cost in time and money of alternate routes has prevented the temporary change from becoming permanent. Amazingly, after you’ve crossed the bridge (and exhaled from holding your breath) from Smithland, heading north, the first building on your right is—wait for it—a Kentucky Department of Transportation bureau. It is close enough that if you sit inside, you could probably see the slabs of concrete falling below. The irony is overwhelming. Actually, the only thing possibly more ironic would be if Kentucky’s highest-ranked, longest-sitting senator (who also happened to be majority leader) happened to be married to someone who runs the federal Department of Transportation, could authorize the funds to fix it, and nevertheless has yet to do anything about it. Why, that would be crazy.

Crittenden County

“You Don’t Get Any Real Answer”

While Livingston County barely escaped having one operating bridge collapse and currently has another one striking abject terror in those who have to cross it on a daily basis, Crittenden County actually has a perfectly good, unused bridge sitting in the middle of a field off Highway 64. And when I say sitting in a field, I mean literally sitting in a field of tall overgrown grass, connecting nothing to nothing. It is an actual “Bridge to Nowhere.”

Its history is a perfect lesson in the ineptness of government in updating our infrastructure in this country. Several years ago, Crittenden County was the only county west of Elizabethtown not to have a four-lane road coming into or out of it. Beyond slowing traffic flow, this crushed its county’s economic viability because only certain types of roads are permissible for the widest (102 inches) semi-tractor-trailers to traverse safely. Failing to provide these vehicles access makes it impossible for many types of businesses to function; therefore, widening Crittenden County’s roads became a crucial economic priority. After many attempts to get the state government’s attention, it was eventually announced that Highway 64 would be expanded to four lanes, opening access to Crittenden and neighboring Caldwell County. However, after construction began, funding was abruptly cut, for reasons that aren’t clear.

At that moment, all work on the road ceased. However, the full-size steel bridge that was to connect a part of the revamped highway was already finished. With nowhere to put the bridge, contractors simply left it on the side of the road, where it still sits, years after its construction. The Bridge to Nowhere is a surreal site, a perfectly functioning bridge just sitting in the meadow like an old forgotten truck. It looks to be a nice bridge,XIV but with no road or body of water attached, it is a bizarre sight. Of course, the neighboring county is desperately in need of a bridge just like this one, but still this one sits abandoned, like a sadistically cruel tease to all Livingston Countians. If Mitch McConnell and the secretary of transportation, Elaine Chao (who happens to be his wife), were ever to pass through, they’d probably be shocked at the waste. That’s unlikely, though, since no one can remember the last time either of them set foot in the area.

We take what’s left of the uncompleted highway past Stuff Brokers Pawn and Tumble ExtremeXV to the Front Porch, a massively popular local restaurant known for its catfish, mason jar light fixtures, rustic interior, and extremely prominent (and impressive) front porch.

It’s there, over an appetizer of fried dill pickles, that we meet Roger Simpson, an eighty-year-old veteran and retired United Airlines pilot who makes his home in Crittenden County. Roger has a soft-spoken, grandfatherly quality to him but also the firm handshake of a man who could still bring you to your knees if you crossed him. He speaks with purpose, but is kind, alternating in tone between a forceful citizen at a town forum and a grandfather bragging lovingly about his grandkids. Roger is resolute, as seen by the fact that ever since Mitch McConnell became senator of Kentucky, Roger has regularly written him letters, one a year or so, with his thoughts on the major political issues. The letters are polite but forceful, expressing his points in the most direct but considerate manner possible. Roger says he feels that McConnell, as a public servant, should hear from his constituents.

“You know, you don’t get any real answer,” he says resignedly. “You just get back a generic type of response saying they saw what you wrote and that they’ll take it into consideration.”

Still, Roger writes. Which is really something; writing letters to one’s local congressman is the most bare-bones political activism—a throwback to a bygone era. When was the last time you wrote a letter? I think for me it was 1986, when, as a child, I wrote the Atlanta Braves’ Bob Horner asking for an autograph. (A slugging infielder, he once hit four homers in a game, and I was very excited.)XVI But speaking with McConnell in person is nearly impossible; he doesn’t do town halls, rarely travels around the state, and has no real constituent outreach on a personal level. And so Roger writes, and even though I have to think that Mitch McConnell doesn’t receive more than a few actual, honest-to-God, handwritten, non-form letters ever, the senator has never bothered to reply, and likely never will.

I can honestly think of no human being on the planet who would be a less exciting pen pal than Mitch McConnell. So why does he do it?

“Sometimes you just get frustrated when you see what’s going on,” Roger says, crossing his arms defiantly. “It’s all just so irritating. These things, they’re not simple. It’s serious stuff that has an influence on our country. There’s just so much hypocrisy.

“I don’t know what else to do.”


Lyon County

“Nobody Thinks, When They Bump Their Knee, ‘Oh, It Might Be Cancer’ ”

“Do you really want to spend that much time of your life thinking about Mitch McConnell?”

That was the reaction of my friend Hubby when I told him about this book project and how it would take me across the state. It was a valid question. There are few individuals less exciting to think about than McConnell. His face and personality are natural prophylactics and because I am considering running against him, I’ve had to care about him way more than any man ever should. I have read every biography written, searched online archives, downloaded podcasts, and watched so many boring, monotonous, hypocritical speeches of his that I feel as if he is an unwanted part of my family.XVII McConnell represents the worst of politics, and the more one studies him, the more depressing his power and soulless nature become to contemplate. It does make me wonder if he is worth these six months (or more) of my life.

Then you come to Lyon County, and it actually makes sense.

Eddyville is its largest town, best known as the home of the foreboding Kentucky State Penitentiary and “Jumping” Joe Fulks, allegedly the inventor of the basketball jump shot. I came here to do my morning radio show at the Mineral Mound Golf Course and when it was over, I once again see my Tracker. He is everywhere now and his presence is becoming a regular part of the trip. I don’t find having him around as unnerving as I once did, but I am still staying on guard. He is actively trying to make small talk with us and even though I am slightly wary, I ask him how the job is going. He shakes his head and says, “I don’t like it very much. I feel weird following you everywhere, and it seems like a waste.”

He’s right. It is. The whole experience is mutually embarrassing. I look at him and he looks away. He films me at times, but it always seems half-hearted and when I look into the lens, he turns red. It is like we are on an awkward first date, only with one of us being paid to ruin the other person’s life.

After the show we shake him and head to the uniquely humanitarian restaurant, bakery, and coffee shop Our Daily Bread. Now in its fourth year of operation, Our Daily Bread is run by Rose Fraliex, who prides herself on the faith-based eatery’s ability to give back to the community from which it spawned. It is a religious establishment in the best possible way, creating a sense of community in everything it does. It’s the type of place that names one of its coffees “the Peacemaker” in honor of the police, “the Three Alarm” for the firefighters, and “Fish Bait” to honor the local fishermen. It’s a Norman Rockwell painting come to life, only in a slightly run-down strip mall just off the interstate. Inside is a “Pay It Forward” board, which allows patrons to write down the name of a person or group on a slip of paper and post it on the board for another patron to take down and perform a good deed. The board is full and while we sit in the store, we see two people come and take a slip. It’s not just a trite, cutesy thing—it’s a real, proactive, and benevolent force in the community.

As I am about to leave, a local says, “Have you met Cullan yet? You have to meet Cullan.”

A couple of minutes later I hear, “You know Cullan Brown, right?” A middle-aged woman in a boutique says, “Cullan’s very special around here.” Another man jokingly refers to him as the mayor.

They are speaking of Cullan Brown, a native son of Eddyville with an amazing story. Cullan is a sophomore at the University of Kentucky and a member of its golf team. Two months before we met, Cullan was diagnosed with a rare form of bone cancer called osteosarcoma, often found in patients under the age of twenty-five. The diagnosis would bench the sophomore National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) golfer during a crucial year of his college career and send him home to Eddyville.

Because he was a UK athlete, I was aware of his condition and had been told that Cullan was one of the kindest young men in the state. But not until I met him did I realize that was an understatement. Cullan has a broad smile and an easy drawl. He has the countenance of a man twice his age, and is the kind of person so nice it seems impossible, gregariously shaking hands with all comers. He also walks very gingerly, with a cane, and behind the smile, you know he is in pain.

“One night in July I got up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom and bumped my knee on the foot bench at the end of my bed,” Cullan recounts about the events leading up to his diagnosis, “and it just never stopped hurting. In three days, I was still limping, so you begin to wonder what it is. And nobody thinks, when they bump their knee, ‘Oh, it might be cancer.’ ”

After several doctors were unable to pinpoint the problem, Cullan and his family texted the director of sports medicine at the University of Kentucky, who suggested he come in for a magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scan. The Browns arrived for an MRI on Friday morning, and a few hours later a doctor was sitting down with them to explain that when Cullan had bumped his leg in the middle of the night, he’d aggravated a large tumor growing there.

“It was unbelievable,” jokes Cullan. “I walked in that morning with a hurt knee, and now I was leaving on crutches with cancer. I told the nurses that’s a heck of a system.”

The prognosis for someone like Cullan is positive, as the malignancy was caught early, but it’s still nothing to take casually. The disease is serious, and Lyon County has rallied behind its native son. Cullan has joked that it seems the entire county has been through his house since having heard about his diagnosis.

“The thing about this community is that it’s been great to me since my diagnosis, but it hasn’t changed any,” Cullen tells me as we sit down at The Joint, a barbeque restaurant where other diners stop by regularly to shake the young man’s hand and sincerely wish him the best. “You have to understand that this community is great twenty-four hours a day,” Cullen says intently. “Since my diagnosis, it’s been unbelievable, but it hasn’t been any different from any other Tuesday at the gas station with some guys. It’s amazing how this community has always supported me and been there for me.”

As our lunch comes, Cullan asks that we all bow our heads to bless the food. In that warm, friendly drawl, he prays over the meal we’re about to share together, the hands that prepared it, and the farmers who helped to provided it. He never mentions himself or the storm clouds over his head. And Cullan Brown, who has days where this rare form of cancer is so tough that it prevents him from even answering the phone, asks us all in prayer to give thanks for the good things in our lives.


OEBPS/e9781982142056/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982142056/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Note on Interviews


		Introduction


		Chapter One: The Rise of Mitch


		Chapter Two: The Western Front


		Chapter Three: Suburbia


		Chapter Four: Coal Country


		Chapter Five: Mitch’s Base


		Chapter Six: Returning Home


		Chapter Seven: “We Never Existed”


		Chapter Eight: Moscow Mitch


		Chapter Nine: God, Guns & Babies


		Chapter Ten: The Decision


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Authors


		Notes


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		501


		502








OEBPS/e9781982142056/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982142056/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982142056/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982142056/images/common02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982142056/images/9781982142056.jpg
ey S

~0

How Mitch McConnell Sold Out

Kentucky (and America, Too)

Matt J Ones with Chris Tomlin





OEBPS/e9781982142056/images/title.jpg
MITCH,
PLEASE/

How Mitch McConnell Sold Out
Kentucky (and America, Too)

Matt J OXNES with Chris Tomlin

Simon & Schuster
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/e9781982142056/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


