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We dedicate this book

and all the effort that went behind it to

Kathy and Nancy, our wives;

and to our children and families,

because families are what matters
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For the authors, the story of the rise and fall of the Silent Brotherhood began on the night of June 18, 1984, when Alan Berg was gunned down in the driveway of his townhouse in Denver’s Congress Park neighborhood.

Both authors were among several reporters for the Rocky Mountain News in Denver assigned to cover the story. Gerhardt had the task of covering Denver police and federal agents as the story developed. Flynn was the only reporter to locate and attend the secret graveside services for Berg in Chicago. The story, however, didn’t accelerate in the public eye until after the FBI had already dealt the fatal blow to the Silent Brotherhood. In the months that followed, as bits and pieces of the story leaked out, Flynn, Gerhardt, and a News colleague, John Accola, criss-crossed the continent tracking down new developments. They stayed with the story through arrests and trials.

But after all the courtrooms emptied and the prison cells slammed shut, one striking gap remained, one nagging question no one yet had addressed.

Who was Robert Jay Mathews, the man who started the Silent Brotherhood?

The FBI didn’t know him. The media never heard of him until after his death. The only thing obvious about him was that he defied the stereotype of an American racist. His story bore witness to something more pervasive, more threatening to the nation’s way of life, as most Americans understand it, than is generally believed. With potential to be a successful family man, he nevertheless formed a terrorist underground, crossing a line that the radical right had been toeing for years.

So at a time when race relations in America continue to spark conflict and outrage, when the radical right rises up with guns and bombs as the radical left had done in the 1960s and 1970s, the authors set out to look at the Silent Brotherhood as a microcosm of the far-right movement.

What they found was an intricately woven web where lines are blurred and distinctions are matters not always of difference but often of degree.

The authors researched the Silent Brotherhood for nearly four years. In that time, they secured the unusually open-handed cooperation of some of the gang’s key members. Chief among them was Bruce Carroll Pierce, whom law enforcement authorities have called the successor to Robert Mathews. The authors also interviewed four other members, none of whom cooperated with the government’s investigation. All five are serving lengthy terms in prison for the crimes they committed on behalf of the Silent Brotherhood.

Zillah Craig, who bore a child to Robert Mathews and who now lives under an assumed name in an undisclosed location, also gave inside information about the workings of the underground. Testimony given at four different trials was examined. Wide-ranging interviews were conducted with two racist leaders, Richard Butler, head of Idaho-based Aryan Nations, and Robert Miles of the Mountain Church in Cohoctah, Michigan.

The authors spent considerable time interviewing Robert Mathews’s mother, Una Mathews, and his widow, Debbie Mathews, as well as friends of their family.

Prosecutors, federal agents, and investigators, intrigued by the Silent Brotherhood even as they fought it, opened their records and recollections for the authors.

That research is the basis for this inside study of the people who made up the Silent Brotherhood.
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Aryan Nations: A Hayden Lake, Idaho, organization that is one of the preeminent racist groups in the nation, preaching the anti-Semitic Identity religion.

	
Andrew Barnhill: An intelligent young man with a good-paying job in Florida, he becomes steeped in survivalist religion and the ultraconservative cause.

	
Richard G. Butler: The Aryan Nations’ leader whose goal is to unify the radical right, he loses younger followers to the more militant Robert Mathews.

	
Christian Identity: This race-based theology, one of the far right’s fastest-growing segments, claims white Christians are the true biblical Israelites.

	
Jean Craig: A Wyoming grandmother and Identity believer who assists the Silent Brotherhood with tasks ranging from soothsaying to surveillance.

	
Zillah Craig: Jean’s estranged daughter and believer in Identity, she becomes Robert Mathews’s lover and confidante.

	
CSA: Started in 1976 as a fundamentalist Christian commune deep in the Ozarks woods, the Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord grows into a military encampment of survivalists waiting for Armageddon.

	
Randy Duey: A studious, conservative bachelor, he progresses deeper into the movement until he finds himself carrying an Uzi machine gun for the cause.

	
James Dye: A Marine Corps veteran of Vietnam with a shrapnel wound in his head, the scorn he receives upon his return drives him into the racist movement.

	
Richard Kemp: A high school basketball star from Salinas, California, he is drawn at a young age to the neo-Nazi National Alliance and is impressed by Mathews.

	
David Lane: A Klansman from Denver, he leaves his real estate and title insurance jobs after a divorce and deepens his involvement in the radical right.

	
Ken Loff: Robert Mathews’s closest friend, he is a farmer and family man who follows Mathews devotedly and becomes the banker of the white revolution.

	
Wayne Manis: The veteran FBI agent whose intuition leads to busting one of the biggest cases of domestic terrorism in history.

	
Thomas Martinez: A Philadelphia janitor and racist who, when backed into a comer between Robert Mathews and the FBI, decides he cannot join the underground and still remain true to his family’s love.

	
Robert Jay Mathews: Founder of the Silent Brotherhood who yearns to lead a white underground to, in his words, “remove the Jew forever from this world.”

	
Ardie McBrearty: A congenial man from a big family, he becomes involved in the tax protest movement because of what he considers unfair taxation.

	
Robert and Sharon Merki: A middle-aged husband and wife who make money in their basement when their finances fall apart, then set up a counterfeiting and spying operation for Mathews with help from their children.

	
Robert Miles: One of the leading racist figures in the country, his remarks at rallies motivate Mathews to embark on armored car robberies.

	
National Alliance: A neo-Nazi group based at the time in Arlington, Virginia, it gives Mathews his principal motivation for forming the white underground.

	
Charles Ostrout: He blames his lack of advancement at the Brink’s Company on its affirmative action program and helps set up a multimillion-dollar robbery.

	
Denver Parmenter: In two years he goes from working for Ronald Reagan’s election to wearing a neo-Nazi uniform at a congress of racists, losing his marriage and child in the process.

	
Bruce Carroll Pierce: A Kentuckian enthralled with the Western mystique, he moves to Montana where, in less than a year, he discovers the race-based theology of Pastor Butler and joins Mathews as his top lieutenant.

	
Randall Rader: A backwoods boy and rock musician turned Christian survivalist, he becomes the Rommel of the Radical Right by running Mathews’s guerrilla camp.

	
Richard Scutari: A martial-arts expert and ultra-conservative religious man, he gives up a secure job and family to become Mathews’s chief of security.

	
David Tate: His parents, ardent followers of Pastor Butler, rear him in the church and school at Aryan Nations, where he meets Mathews.

	
Gary Lee Yarbrough: A convicted burglar, he finds his religious roots at Aryan Nations and later joins the Silent Brotherhood, becoming the only member of the gang who had ever been in prison.

	
ZOG: The Zionist Occupation Government, a euphemism among far right activists for what they feel is a Jewish-dominated government and culture in the United States.








Prologue: The Underground [image: ]


Wayne Manis shifted his automatic rifle to his shoulder as he heard the front door opening. Pressing against the damp bark of a tall fir tree, he peered at the isolated house through the milky haze cast by a set of powerful spotlights.

“Get ready!” he heard Danny Colson whisper sharply as a young man stepped out on the front porch.

The young man squinted into the glare of the lights, then nervously turned his head away. His hands were clasped tightly around an olive drab duffel bag. He hesitated before continuing to walk slowly off the porch.

An agent dressed in fatigues and face paint triggered a bullhorn.

“Hold your hands out where we can see them at all times,” the amplified voice reverberated through the darkness. The man turned sharply to his left, facing the direction of the voice. Clutching the duffel bag in his left hand, he opened the palm of the right to show it was empty.

“Now, slowly, walk directly forward between the garage and the shed,” the voice ordered. The young man appeared terrified. Manis was aware that he probably believed he was about to be assassinated.

The lights carved through the mist blowing in from Puget Sound and reflected off the tiny droplets, setting off the young man with a luminous, surreal glow.

The house, a two-story vacation chalet, faced west on a cliff overlooking the water. There was 50 feet of clearing on either side and twice that much in the back, where the curving driveway disappeared into a stand of immense pine trees. The forest dwarfed the garage and shed, tucked into the southern edge of the clearing. To the west was a commanding view over Admiralty Inlet, the line of sight impeded only by three small pines on the left side. About 20 feet from the front of the house there was a sharp drop, and from this bluff a wooden staircase descended 100 feet through steep bramble to a slender thread of beach.

“Continue walking forward until you are out of the light,” the agent with the bullhorn barked. The man stepped into the darkness. “Stop right there and put down that bag, slowly,” the voice commanded.

The bag landed with a muffled thud on the wet ground.

“Now lower yourself face down, putting your arms straight out to both sides,” the voice ordered.

The young man hugged the soggy ground. Several men rushed forward. They twisted his arms behind him and snapped ice-cold handcuffs around his wrists. Hands slid roughly down his legs, into his boots, back up to his crotch, then over his back and down his arms. Two men grabbed his arms and lifted him to his feet, and a third ran his hands over the front of the prisoner. Satisfied he wasn’t armed, the man stepped back.

Manis and Colson hustled their prisoner behind the garage, out of sight of the house. They played their flashlights over his face.

“Know him?” Colson asked, figuring Manis was the expert.

“Nope,” answered a puzzled Manis.

“What’s your name, boy?” Colson said stiffly to the prisoner.

The man offered no answer. In the darkness behind them, another team member blurted out: “Hey, get a load of this! This bag’s filled with money! There’s about $40,000 here!”

“It’s mine!” the young man shouted, trying to twist and look over his shoulder. “That’s my money!”

Manis knew better. He didn’t know who the man was, but the money represented less than 1 percent of the millions his buddies had liberated from the backs of armored trucks over the last nine months. Manis wanted the other 99 percent.

“Who’s that we’ve been talking to on the field phone?” Manis asked the prisoner. “Is it Mathews? Bob Mathews?”

The young man hesitated, then nodded.

“Who else is in there?” Colson asked.

Silence.

“Listen,” Manis tried. “Are there women and kids in there?”

Silence.

“Look, kid,” Manis tried again. “We’re trying to do everything we can to make sure nobody gets hurt. What can we offer Mathews so he’ll surrender?”

The young man stiffened. “He told you on the phone. He wants a place for an Aryan homeland.”

It would be laughable if it weren’t such a deadly situation. Whidbey Island was crawling with FBI agents, and Mathews was trapped. He was hardly in a position to demand anything.

“Isn’t there anything else we might…?”

“No,” the young man cut Manis short. “He has enough ammunition in there to hold you off forever. Bob will never surrender.”

“Take him to the CP,” Colson said, stepping back.

Two agents took the man’s arms and led him off, reaching for the rope that had been strung through the dense growth to the command post several hundred feet away in a small opening among the trees. The main command center, 8 miles up the island at the Whidbey Naval Air Station, was in charge of 150 agents plus local police, some involved at two other arrest sites nearby.

Resuming their positions in the woods on the south side of the house, Manis and Colson tried to find a comfortable seat in the wet ferns. The quiet watch resumed. It was impossible to know what was happening in the house, because Mathews had refused to talk since he told them the young man was coming out.

Something moved behind Colson and Manis, and they turned to see an agent bringing sandwiches and hot coffee. Manis couldn’t remember when he’d been so cold. Night comes early this far north in December, and the spray from the sound reinforced the dampness, saturating his jacket. He welcomed the coffee as much to warm his hands with the cup as to warm his stomach.

Manis tilted his head upward and glanced toward the fog-shrouded treetops. Nine months of a tedious cat-and-mouse game went fast-forward through his mind. As the Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, FBI agent who was instrumental in breaking this case, his work had been pointing toward Mathews for months. Now, this close to his prey, his primary goal was to interrogate him.

Inside the fashionable vacation home in the clearing was Robert Jay Mathews, who had taken a group of people, most of whom had never committed a crime before in their lives, and turned them into armored car robbers and killers.

Erstwhile squire of a little spread in Metaline Falls, Washington, population 285, Mathews was robust and handsome, born with a quick, disarming smile. His wife spent her days rearing their adopted three-year-old son, and his widowed mother lived next door on the land. Until Mathews quit his job a year earlier, he worked at a cement plant all day, then busted his butt pulling calves, cutting hay or doing other chores around his small cattle ranch. By all accounts, he was a hardworking family man dedicated to making it on his own.

There was just one blotch on that all-American image. He wanted to rid the world of Jews.

The townspeople knew it, of course, but Metaline Falls is a live-and-let-live place. He never forced any of his beliefs on them, and they accepted him in their midst. As far as they were concerned, Bob Mathews was just another fugitive from the rat race of the cities, one more guy who wanted to be left alone.

But something happened to Bob over the years that no one yet understood. His family thought he had settled down after a stormy youth to make a fruitful life on the land. But inside, he never let go of his deep resentment for the government harassment that had driven him from Arizona into isolation.

So after several years, he began to yearn for a whites-only nation in his adopted Pacific Northwest. Part of his meager paycheck went into newspaper ads and brochures promoting the “White American Bastion,” a relocation service for the white race. It met with failure—only one couple moved there because of him.

Mathews then sought out men who thought like him, nearly all of them law-abiding, and convinced them they could form a white underground. Manis thought it was absurd when he stumbled across it. But he quickly came to realize that Mathews had no misconceptions at all about overthrowing the government. He didn’t think he was going to win the war. He only wanted to start it.

The fog continued to build, making it difficult to see the house clearly. It was quiet except for occasional routine radio checks, and the snapping of twigs as the assault teams shifted to get comfortable. About a half-hour had elapsed since the prisoner was taken to the command post, and agents kept trying to raise Mathews on the field phone with no success.

Suddenly, they were startled by a loud gunshot inside the house, followed by a long, mournful, anguished wail. Then the woods fell silent again.

“Jesus! He killed himself!” Colson bolted upright.

The radio snapped on as the CP asked the various posts to report whether they saw anything. Each team reported negative.

Manis looked toward the house. Did the bastard do it? Or was it a sucker play? Was he trying to pull the agents into his field of fire? Staring at an upstairs window, Manis thought to himself: You better not have done it, damn you. Not after all this, you don’t get off that easy.



THE UNITED STATES of America.

The words evoke strong images of freedom, liberty, opportunity; their venues are such places as Yorktown, Plymouth Rock, and Philadelphia. It is a nation built not around one national identity but around many. Wave after wave of foreigners, starting with the Spanish, Dutch, French, and English, came to this New World, overwhelmed the sparse native tribes, and claimed it as their own.

Swells of immigrants shaped the spirit of the new land, integrating into society after a period of ghettoizing. Slavs moved among Saxons; Catholics among Protestants; Jews among Gentiles. The process was not without struggle, and it isn’t yet finished as the newest wave, the Indochinese, seeks the same.

The classic picture of America is as a melting pot, the land where people seeking personal freedom came from their oppressive homelands to join a nation built around common humanity, not ethnicity. Anybody can be an American.

But beneath the surface there are a significant number of people to whom it’s not a melting pot at all. To them, it’s a boiling cauldron; not beautiful, spacious skies, but acid rain destroying the land; not amber waves of grain, but the fallow fields of a foreclosed family farmer. It’s no longer a land of opportunity, but one of stifling regulation that robs the common folk and is headed toward a centralized economic, if not political, dictatorship.

That’s what America was to Robert Jay Mathews, a product of its heartland and its hard-working immigrant stock. As his view of America was honed sharper, he lost sight of the hope, dreams, and compassion that form the popular image. In their stead he saw greed, despair, and conspiracy. It was a conspiracy he believed was aimed at his white race. And he blamed it on the Jews.

In September 1983, in a barnlike shed on his farm in the northeast comer of Washington state, Mathews formed a group he later named the Silent Brotherhood. Over fifteen months, it became the most dangerous right-wing underground group since the Ku Klux Klan first rode more than a century earlier. Mathews was not content, as were other extremists, to play soldier in the woods or cheerleader from the sidelines. Nor was the random, unorganized racial violence that often bubbles to the surface of American society to be his hallmark.

Amid a resurgence of white racial activism in America since the late 1970s, he saw the line racist leaders wouldn’t cross, and he vaulted over it. He had no use for white sheets, burning crosses, or other anachronisms in his new Order. His was a white underground with an ambitious plan: funding the far right’s victory through robberies, battling its enemies with assassinations, and establishing its presence through a guerrilla force bent on domestic terrorism and sabotage.

Its aim: a separate white nation on U.S. soil.

Mathews didn’t fit the stereotype of a racist. He never smoked and didn’t curse or swill beer at the taverns night after night. He was a generous, hard-working man with an ingratiating smile and a penchant for physical fitness who emerged from an ordinary American family where a person’s race was never raised as a topic of concern. He did not come from a Klan family, wasn’t abused as a youngster, and didn’t grow up around guns. Racism wasn’t drummed into his head.

Yet he went on to stir among his friends a militant hunger for something elders of the radical right merely preached from the safety of their pulpits: a white homeland. Their hidden anger became a horrifying reality.

Most of Mathews’s followers were not unlike him. Few possessed the emotional characteristics outsiders attribute to racists. There was a drifter here, an embittered loner filled with hate there. But they were outnumbered by people who abandoned careers, families, and lives filled with promise to follow the cause. Only one of Mathews’s followers had done prison time. Most of the others were law-abiding folk who, as their frustration with America’s course grew harder to handle, gradually, almost casually, slipped into the world of extremism.

They met informally and talked of family, their hopes for the future, the struggle to make a better and happier life. Then, inflamed by Mathews’s call to arms and inspired by his fervor, they joined him in a conspiracy they believed, with stupefying confidence, would deliver Armageddon to America’s doorstep.

Mathews once proudly announced to an assembly that he wished to rewrite Ralph Waldo Emerson’s stirring poem about the rude bridge at Concord and “the shot heard ’round the world”:


Out of the valleys, out of the fields pour the Aryan yeoman horde, their flag to April’s breeze unfurled;

Thence the Aryan farmers came and removed the Jew forever, forever from this world.



Instead, the Silent Brotherhood became the object of one of the most massive and expensive criminal investigations since the Patty Hearst-Symbionese Liberation Army case. In this and offshoot cases between 1983 and 1987, there were more than seventy-five arrests. In the Silent Brotherhood case, five people were killed. Counting the related cases, five more deaths occurred. Authorities were alarmed at the harrowing plans the group laid—sabotage against dams, water supplies, utility and communications lines—all designed to transform American cities into Beirut. They stopped Mathews only four months short of attempting the shutdown of a major U.S. city through terrorism.

Mathews followed the lead of leftist gangs of the 1960s and 1970s, snubbing the old right’s predilection for goose-stepping, nifty uniforms, and fancy weaponry. Mathews substituted stealth, the secret bomb, and the bullet. He wanted to become the Robin Hood of the radical right. In his Sherwood Forest, filled with destitute “racialist groups,” as he called them, he would rob from the Jews and give to the Aryans. He wanted to cement the fragmented right wing, with stolen money as mortar, and link Klansmen, neo-Nazis, survivalists, tax protesters, militant farmers, Identity churches, and other groups whose unifying characteristic is distrust of the government.

In a culture that craves labels so that complicated issues can be conveyed in a “news nugget,” the Silent Brotherhood has been tagged as neo-Nazi and racist. But it wasn’t that simple. Not all of the dozens of people swept into Mathews’s vortex fit that neatly. The unifying thread binding them together was their own brand of superpatriotism, based on their vision of America’s meaning. They loved their country, but they hated its government. They were the new “red, white, and blue”—red neck, white skin, and blue collar.

The Silent Brotherhood was an inevitable outgrowth of the increasingly angry level of rhetoric and accompanying frustration on the far right, both of which had been building over the last decade. While official membership in the numerous Klan factions dwindled to between seven thousand and ten thousand after peaking at around twelve thousand in 1982, other less structured and less visible groups have sprouted with no census-taking. Christian Identity churches preaching white racial theology minister to believers across rural America. Posse Comitatus groups, stockpiling their sophisticated weapons, have replaced the Minutemen of the 1960s.

The Center for Democratic Renewal, which monitors right-wing organizations from its base in Atlanta, estimated in 1988 that there were fifteen thousand to twenty thousand right-wing activists in the nation, backed by 150,000 supporters who show up at rallies, patriots’ group meetings, and church services.

Yet even these numbers fail to account for the deep reservoir of racial hostility existing in a far larger population that Mathews, and the rest of the extreme right wing, sought to tap. America found more to fear in the impromptu act of white teenagers in Howard Beach, New York, who chased a black man from their neighborhood to his death, than in Mathews’s deliberate moves to foment an outright race war. Yet it is the latent racism in a great mass of the white middle class that the right wing wishes to radicalize.

How many people joined the dozens of right-wing groups that have operated in the United States over the last twenty years is only a matter of speculation since their membership rolls aren’t public record. Some only attract a handful, others number in the thousands. Aryan Nations head Richard Butler preached Christian Identity, that Christian whites and not Jews are the true Israelites of the covenant, from his compound in northern Idaho, and maintained a mailing list of six thousand names.

Aryan Nations’ clarion call for a great white migration to the Pacific Northwest—the “10 percent solution” of creating a white homeland in five of the fifty states—is largely ignored by Southern racists, who would never entertain the thought of leaving Dixie. Mathews felt such self-centered activism would get the right wing nowhere. It angered him to see the divisions. Promising action that the elder Butler wouldn’t deliver, Mathews drew about one-fourth of the Silent Brotherhood’s recruits from Aryan Nations.



THOSE WHO HAVE been part of the emergence of survivalist ideology on the right have smoldered with feelings of powerlessness and disfranchisement. These white males saw themselves as targets of all other empowerment movements, from women’s liberation to black power to gay pride. Watching while everyone else’s consciousness was raised in the 1960s and 1970s, their values remained the same. They didn’t want communists teaching in schools, criminals being slapped on the wrists, or government taxing them onto the endangered species list.

They watched society’s moral decline, reflected in the slide from Paul Anka’s “Put Your Head On My Shoulder” to the Beatles’ “I Want to Hold Your Hand” to George Michael’s “I Want Your Sex.” They saw manufacturing jobs go overseas. It became more economical to assemble products in Korea and ship them to their neighborhood stores than to have their own neighbors earn that livelihood. They saw the growth of minimum-wage service jobs that widened the gap between haves and have-nots. And they stared squarely into the prospect of being the first generation of Americans not to be economically better off than its parents.

It was just such observations Mathews used to radicalize those around him. When he spoke of affirmative action programs that reduced white children to second-class status, it enraged the fathers. While legitimate groups condemned discrimination against women, blacks, homosexuals, and others, there was no acceptable similar group a working man could join simply because he was white.

Mathews first proposed a peaceful plan for whites to migrate to the Pacific Northwest, which he called the White American Bastion. It is no accident that the Silent Brotherhood was spawned in the American West. It is a land of huge proportions, its vast emptiness alluring to the frontier spirit. In the West, the right to carry a gun not only is unquestioned, it’s universally revered in the rear window racks of pickup trucks lumbering down its dusty highways.

It is that frontier spirit that produced the Posse Comitatus, American Agriculture Movement, Sagebrush Rebellion, Aryan Nations, and other far-right groups. It also produced individuals steeped in the mountain man mystique of individualism and survivalism, such men as Claude Dallas, killer of two Idaho game wardens who dared to question his taking game out of season. Dallas became something of a folk hero among inhabitants of the Great Basin, who sympathized with his plea of self-defense against the intractable government bureaucracy.

It is impossible to calculate how much Old West mythology truly survives in the late twentieth century. But the West’s frontier roots still make it hostile to anything smelling of central authority, and the federal government reeks of it.



OVER THE LAST two decades, America’s backwoods became dotted with survivalist training camps. A Klan-run camp at Anahuac, Texas, taught guerrilla warfare techniques. A Christian survival school deep in the Arkansas Ozarks taught urban warfare in a silhouette city constructed Hollywood set-style in the forest. The leader of the Carolina Knights of the KKK, Frazier Glenn Miller, claimed a thousand men would answer his trumpet call at Angier, North Carolina, and that they’d be dressed not in white sheets but in combat fatigues, ready for race war.

And farmers, the veritable salt of America’s earth, put a “face” on their plight by blaming Jewish bankers for bringing them to the brink of economic collapse. In March 1982 they toted rifles to a paramilitary camp in Weskan, Kansas, to hear a right-wing religious guru, William Potter Gale, discuss the theological foundation for racism. They then moved over to where Posse Comitatus members held a small-cell guerrilla warfare training class.

The Christian Identity theology gives the blessing of God to the racist cause, turning right-wing organizing into a holy war. This anti-Semitic creed preaches that Jews literally are the children of Satan, while North European whites are the true descendants of the lost tribes of Israel.

Armed with Bibles and .308-caliber carbines, these soldiers had been content to paint their faces, sleep in the woods, shoot paper targets featuring Menachem Begin’s picture, and swear to protect the kinfolk from the rabble in these, the last days before Christ’s reign on earth. The armed camps of the right were well prepared for war, but they weren’t inclined to instigate it.

Mathews changed that. Let the elders play Moses the prophet, he came to believe. He would be Joshua the warrior.

Robert Miles, one of the central racist figures in the nation, wrote obliquely of Mathews and his group in late 1984 on the Aryan Nations Liberty Net, a computer bulletin board that could be dialed from anywhere in the country. Headed “From the Mountain,” the message that could be downloaded by anyone with a computer modem read:

    
        We, the older and less active spokesmen for the folk and faith, are being replaced by the young lions. These dragons of God have no time for pamphlets, for speeches, for gatherings. They know their role. They know their duty. They are the armed party which is being born out of the inability of white male youths to be heard. They are the products of the failure of this satanic, anti-white federal monstrosity to listen to more peaceful voices, such as our own. We called for the dog federals to let our people go! We called for the government in Le Cesspool Grande to let us be apart from their social experiments and their mongrelism, but to no avail.

        And now, as we had warned, now come the Icemen! Out of the north, out of the frozen lands, once again the giants gather.

    






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Robbie, the All-American Boy


The morning sun doesn’t take long to heat the desert floor once it climbs over the Superstition Mountains east of Phoenix. The chill of the desert night quickly dissipates into the thin air and high altitude as the sun’s biting rays begin to bake the dry dirt surrounding the city.

But the Phoenix area, set amid thousands of square miles of scorched earth, is an oasis of green. Tall, graceful palms wave their fronds in the hot, dry breeze. Expensive desert-style homes on neatly landscaped lots bump up against the manicured fairways of the resorts. Saguaro cactus provides landscaping for stucco homes with tile roofs, typical of the Southwest.

Only a few formidable obstacles have withstood the march of development. Camelback Mountain and Squaw Peak stick their ragged, treeless spines 1,500 feet above the flat terrain, forcing the city to lap around their edges. Their toasted, craggy faces testify to the earlier, primitive conditions.

But aided by water storage projects and, more importantly, indoor cooling, Phoenix boomed in the 1950s, as did many Western cities after World War II.

Despite Phoenix’s oppressive summer highs well over 100 degrees, people kept coming. The Valley of the Sun became Eden, a paradise set adrift in the otherwise barren desert Southwest.

In the fall of 1964, things were restive in paradise.

A newsboy tossed Sunday papers at the houses along West Lawrence Lane, a quiet street near Phoenix’s border with the northwest suburb of Glendale. Johnny and Una Mathews had their tract house built there a few years back, and shared it with their three boys and Una’s mother, Norah Grant.

The Mathews clan were not churchgoers. Johnny, Una, Norah, and the boys lounged around the house instead of worshiping at the Methodist church. They didn’t give organized religion much thought in the hectic scheme of their lives. Johnny had his office job at the Graham Paper Company, and in his off hours he studied his War College correspondence courses to increase his rank in the Air Force Reserve. He had already made major and had his eye on lieutenant colonel.

Una had been working outside the home for five years now, a necessity of the times that tore at her. Her natural instinct was to be at home to rear the boys. But with Norah to keep house for her, the decision was made easier.

The Arizona Republic was Phoenix’s only Sunday newspaper, and Robbie Mathews, going on twelve, enjoyed reading it. It was one of the positive influences his mother had on him. Una Mathews encouraged her boys to read and learn more about the world, starting back when they were three little tykes in Marfa, a forsaken dot on the west Texas map. She didn’t want them to think the quiet life they knew there was all that went on in the world.

On October 25, 1964, there was a lot going on, and some of the biggest news swirled around Arizona itself.

In world news, anxiety was at fever pitch in the West over the sudden ouster of Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev and what it meant for relations with the United States. The players and the strategies had changed radically from two Octobers ago, when President Kennedy and Khrushchev faced each other down over nuclear missiles in Cuba. It was a confrontation of inestimable consequence, defused by two rational men. Now both leaders were gone from the stage, each intentionally removed by forces the average American couldn’t hope to understand. It was unnerving to see a Soviet leader ousted for being too accommodating to the West.

For Arizonans, however, the big story was the presidential campaign. Barry Goldwater, the hard-line conservative who represented the Grand Canyon state in the U.S. Senate, was nine days away from what looked certain to be a humiliating defeat by President Lyndon Johnson. Goldwater, the self-proclaimed “Conscience of the Conservative,” was being portrayed as a warmonger, a man who couldn’t be trusted to act rationally in a crisis with the communists. The implication was clear: Goldwater would tolerate a nuclear exchange with the Soviets.

To Robbie, the idea of people called communists who wanted to lob nuclear missiles over the polar ice cap from Siberia was terrifying. He saw black and yellow fallout shelter signs spring up overnight on public buildings. He sensed the international uneasiness, reflected in everything from Khrushchev’s sudden ouster to the bone-chilling drone of air raid sirens that sent him and his classmates diving under their desks. Despite his age, he could feel there were more sinister things in life than what he could see on West Lawrence Lane.

So it was natural that Robbie would turn his head when his mom mentioned a special section in that Sunday’s paper. Rising from the floor, he walked to her chair and looked at the cover of a sixteen-page tabloid, dominated by a portrait of an army officer in dress uniform. The unsmiling man had dark, penetrating eyes focused on something well beyond the lens. Along the bottom of the cover he was identified as “Captain John Birch, U.S. Army.” A title in large type down the right side of the page read: “The John Birch Society: A Report.” Una flipped through the magazine’s pages, each marked “Advertisement” at the top.

“Boy, will you look at this,” Una exclaimed as her family listened. “This John Birch Society really has quite an organization for fighting communist influence.” The article described how the society was composed of local chapters with ten to twenty members, usually formed by someone in the neighborhood who was concerned about communism. A full-time coordinator gave assistance and direction to the chapters. Then Una read one of the Birch Society’s favorite analogies. “Do you remember that poor girl in New York who was stabbed to death on the streets and no one lifted a finger to help?” Una related to her family. “Kitty Genovese? Thirty some people watched or listened to it for a half-hour and no one so much as called the police. They just closed their curtains and ignored it.” Una then read aloud:


How are we reacting to the realities of our world? What do we think of the steady gain of communism—of the millions killed, tortured and enslaved by this criminal conspiracy? Do we still laugh at Khrushchev’s claim that our children will live under communism? Do we shrug off Cuba? Will we shrug off Mexico? Do we watch with curiosity? Do we pull down the curtain on these disturbing thoughts? Do we draw the warm covers of apathy around our necks?



She stopped reading and took in those frightening thoughts.

“This group really wants to do something about it,” Una remarked.

Intrigued, Robbie later carried the magazine into his room, closed the door, and studied it thoroughly. He didn’t understand everything, but he comprehended enough to become increasingly alarmed. These people he’d been hearing about, these Russian communists, wanted to take over the world. It frightened him when he imagined what that would mean for his family.

He read in the Birch magazine about Lenin’s three-step strategy for spreading communism:


	Take Eastern Europe. “Except for Greece and the city of Istanbul, this was completed by 1950,” the report stated.

	Gain control of the mass and masses of Asia. “Today this is more than 80 percent accomplished.”

	Encircle and infiltrate the United States. “Now more than 50 percent accomplished,” was the dread assessment from the Birch Society.



By the time Robbie made it to page 15, his mind was made up. He clipped the coupon to send to San Marino, California, for more information including, for $5, founder Robert Welch’s manifesto for the society, The Blue Book. No more would the world be just what he could see up and down West Lawrence Lane.



THE MATHEWS FAMILY was the prototypical all-American clan of the 1950s. They came from hard-working, idealistic stock. In the early 1950s, Johnny not only was Mayor of Marfa, but Chamber of Commerce president, upstanding businessman, and scout leader. Una, his charming, loving wife, was the town’s den mother and matriarch of her brood—three boys, spaced four years apart.

By 1964, the paint on this Norman Rockwell portrait was peeling.

Johnny Mathews’s ancestors left the Scottish Highlands to settle in North Carolina. Johnny was born in 1915 in Atoka, Oklahoma, while his father ran a store there. But the business failed and the family went back to North Carolina before finally moving to Detroit when Johnny was nine. His dad got a job running the dining room at the Ford Motor Company training school.

In 1930, at age fifteen, Johnny ran away to Arizona, where he found work on a ranch near Red Rock, in the hot stretches of saguaro halfway between Phoenix and Tucson. There, he was awestruck at the wide open spaces of the Arizona desert. The scrubby hills and blistering sun were distinctively different from the humid Blue Ridge of western North Carolina. The desert horizon took in hundreds of square miles in a single glance, and the sky was an unspoiled azure, which he’d never seen in smoggy Detroit.

Johnny’s family begged him for three years before he returned to finish at Western High School. But his independent nature guaranteed he wouldn’t be tied down to Detroit for long. It seemed to him a person could make his own way in the West and not face a lifetime on the assembly lines, the future of most working people who remained in Detroit. He went off to Dallas in fruitless pursuit of a football scholarship at Southern Methodist University and ended up working for the Graham Paper Company there. But he found himself again in Detroit, transferring to Graham’s office there when he learned his dad was dying of a brain tumor.

Although they went to Western High together, Johnny didn’t meet Una Grant until years later, when her family happened to rent an apartment above Johnny’s sister’s on West Grand Boulevard north of downtown Detroit. Una’s dad, Bob Grant, had lost the family’s home in Lincoln Park to foreclosure in the Depression.

Grant, a native of York, England, came with his bride Norah to Detroit to work as a painter at Ford. Though he excelled at it, his dream—never fulfilled—was to be an operatic tenor. He had a Sunday morning radio show in the early 1930s on which he sang requests. But when he tried to push Una into a show business career, she decided life with Johnny was a more attainable dream.

While they were dating, the United States entered World War II. Johnny decided if he had to fight, he’d rather do it as an officer. In early 1942, Johnny and Una became engaged just before he left for training at Marana, Arizona, and Thunderbird in California. He was transferred to bomber school at Fort D. A. Russell in Marfa and after graduation stayed as an instructor. Then, in April 1943, he returned to Detroit, where he and Una exchanged vows in the Presbyterian church on West Grand Boulevard.

A year after they were married, when Johnny was stationed at Fort Russell, on the lonely plains of West Texas, Una became pregnant. About the fifth month she got a serious case of the flu, and she was miserable so far away from family. She returned to Detroit in 1945 to deliver a baby boy. She named him Grant after her father. Grant Mathews was christened in the church where Una and Johnny were married.

V-J Day came just as Johnny was preparing for a Pacific assignment. He quickly mustered out and returned with his family to Detroit. The city was depressing, and Johnny and Una talked about moving. He persuaded Una to give Marfa another try. Una had never lived in a small town before and was astounded that people in Marfa didn’t lock their doors.

Marfa is the seat of vast Presidio County, which takes in thousands of square miles but only a half-dozen towns. Larger than Rhode Island, which has a million inhabitants, Presidio County is home to only five thousand people.

It was ranching country, rolling high plains covered with gamma grass and white-faced herefords. The Davis Mountains cut across the northern horizon. To the east, the Del Norte Mountains gave birth to the unexplained phenomenon of the Marfa Lights, an ethereal phosphorescence visible at night. Discovered by a cowboy on a cattle drive in the 1880s, some believed the ghost lights were Indian spirits, while others held them to be swamp gas, despite the area’s dryness.

Marfa was a crossroads on the Alamito Creek for two highways that went nowhere else important. Sixty miles south was the town of Presidio, on the Rio Grande, and the road continued into the Mexican state of Chihuahua. El Paso was 194 twisting miles west across barely inhabited plains and hill country. Pecos was north by nearly 100 miles. East of Marfa, there was nothing much in the way of habitation. Over the Del Nortes, it was 239 miles to Del Rio by way of Judge Roy Bean’s saloon in Langtry. Marfa was a place where trips to civilization were measured not in miles but in tankfuls of gasoline.

It was a place where a man looking for a quiet place to raise his family would look no farther. When night fell in Presidio County, there was no glare of city lights, only the ghost lights reflecting off the hills under a sky saturated with more stars than ever existed on West Grand Boulevard.

The young couple, with baby Grant and Una’s parents, moved to Marfa in 1947. Marfa couldn’t have been better for Johnny Mathews. He was a natural-born salesman, short in stature but long in personality. If any stranger could weave his way into the close-knit social fabric of Marfa, it was Johnny.

Johnny found an old Spanish-style home in the middle of town. It was a roomy single-story adobe that was so large, the family didn’t occupy the front portion. They used it later for scout troop meetings when Johnny was the only scoutmaster in town, and Una the only den mother.

The house was close to the railroad track that literally divided the haves and the have-nots in Marfa. Just around the bend was Mexican Town, where young Grant made his first friends. The Mathews family got along well with the señores y señoritas, although a Mexican Town soldier on leave once stole Johnny’s new Chevrolet and wrapped it around a pole.

Johnny was managing a wool warehouse when the General Electric appliance store went up for sale. He scrounged up financing and bought it.

The Mathews clan quickly won status in the community. Most of their friends were Methodists, so they joined a Methodist church, where Johnny became a steward. He joined the Chamber of Commerce and became its president in short order, as well as president of the Marfa Lions Club, commander of the local American Legion post, and a member of the Masonic Lodge.

Within two years, the thirty-three-year-old newcomer was asked by some of the locals to run for mayor. Una didn’t like it. Normally the mayor of Marfa was a rancher. For a businessman to stick out his neck, Una argued, was just too risky. “A rancher can be independent,” she told Johnny. “His cows don’t care what he does. If people don’t like the way he carries on town business, his cows aren’t affected and the people can’t get back at him.” But the lure of office was powerful. Johnny disregarded her advice, and Una backed his decision.

Johnny was elected in 1949. Their second son was born on January 16 of that year. Una wanted to name him Lee, because she felt any family with a son named Grant should also have a Lee. The doctor who delivered the baby berated her. Every father, he said, wants a son named after him. So the second boy was named John Lee Mathews. The family, however, always called him Lee.

In the demobilization after 1945, Marfa lost the bomber school where Johnny had taught. The pullout crippled the town. There was no real industry to support a sizable Mexican population when ranching was slow. So Mayor Mathews set out to rectify the problem. A Lebanese friend was an uncle to the Farrahs, El Paso clothing manufacturers. Mathews and his friend persuaded the Farrahs to move a factory to Marfa. When it opened, it provided work for many of the Mexicans.

But this didn’t set well with the ranchers. The factory decimated their dirt-cheap Mexican labor pool. As a result, the Farrahs got a cold reception from a substantial part of the population. The factory didn’t last long before Farrah pulled its machinery out and went back to El Paso.

Mayor Mathews made a few other impolitic moves, such as equalizing tax assessments and instituting the town’s first garbage fee to balance the municipal budget. After that, Johnny found out that small towns aren’t always as friendly as they appear. His political career ended after four short years.

As it did, on January 16, 1953, his third son was born, sharing a birthday with Lee. They named him Robert Jay and christened him at the Methodist church. The nickname “Robbie” immediately caught on. Even into adulthood, he answered to “Robbie” among his close friends. It reminded him of his Scottish ancestry.

Una couldn’t imagine God giving her a nicer family. The boys seldom got into trouble although once, when Robbie was three and Lee seven, Robbie swung a baseball bat and whacked his brother in the head. It was an accident, and Lee was barely hurt, but Robbie was so frightened he ran home and hid under his grandmother’s bed, where he fell asleep. Una and Johnny had called in the county sheriff before finally discovering the youngster snoring under the bed.

One of Una’s greatest pleasures was reading to the boys. A favorite source were the booklets she received from the Unitarian Church in Boston, to which she turned as part of her personal religious growth. At bedtime she read to all three about Indian traditions, African cultures, and other topics foreign to their lives in Marfa. She hoped to instill in them a larger view of the world. There was a danger, she thought, of becoming too provincial when living in a small town.

Johnny operated the appliance store on a shoestring, and the lustre went out of his rapport with the town after his term at City Hall. By the time Robbie was four, in 1957, business was too thin at Mathews Appliances to support the family. Johnny sold out to the town’s undertaker and set off for Presidio to pursue an import-export venture with a friend. When that didn’t work, Johnny took a job in an insurance office in Midland.

But soon a familiar name resurfaced: Graham Paper Company. After sixteen years, Johnny’s old employer was willing to rehire him. The home office in St. Louis offered him a position in Phoenix, where he and Una had spent a short time at Luke Field, west of Phoenix, during the war. The family was so broke, Una had to sell some personal belongings so they could afford to move what they needed. It was just days before Christmas 1958 when the family settled into Phoenix’s Encanto Park neighborhood, near the downtown, determined to start over.

Leaving Marfa was crushing. Una’s father had died there earlier that year. Bob Grant had been a caretaker at the Marfa Masonic Hall. When he died, the Masons donated a four-grave plot in the local cemetery for the Grants and the Mathewses, and Bob Grant was buried there.

But underlying their other emotions was the feeling they were driven from Marfa in defeat. They had come with the best of intentions and had risen to prominent stature, but were beaten down. They wanted to raise their boys in a wholesome environment, but because of some backbiting and meanness they had to retreat and build anew. With a bitter taste, they left Marfa behind. They would never be that happy again.



AT THE TIME Johnny Mathews was looking to rebuild his life in Phoenix, two other men embarked on separate paths that would influence his youngest boy.

The first was Robert Welch, a retired candy manufacturer from Massachusetts. In 1958, he elevated John Birch to martyrdom as “the first American casualty of World War III.” Birch was a Baptist missionary in China when World War II washed over the Orient. For two years he bird-dogged Japanese troop positions for the American Volunteers. Birch was executed by Chinese communists in the closing days of the war, and Welch blamed “communism’s powerful friends in Washington” for covering it up. In Indianapolis, Welch organized the John Birch Society as a grassroots American campaign against communist infiltration and takeover.

Welch quickly attracted thousands of upstanding citizens who agreed with the theme “less government and more individual responsibility.” They were business leaders, conservative politicians, and America-first activists who believed America was becoming soft, growing undisciplined, and creeping toward socialism.

A Phoenix chapter was organized in 1960, and within two years a half-dozen units had formed. The rallying points attracting those who joined were support for local police, whose authority was being weakened by liberals; spreading the truth about communist influence in the civil rights movement; and pulling the United States out of the United Nations.

But what helped most was a man who, although not a Bircher, embodied many of the causes the society held dearly. He was Barry Goldwater. He began his quest for the White House as the standard-bearer of the farthest right comer of the Republican Party, a balance to New York’s Governor Nelson Rockefeller in a party that was trying to accommodate a wider range of political sentiments than at any time since.

Within five years of arriving in the Grand Canyon State, the John Birch Society had one hundred chapters and two thousand members. Most of them were in Maricopa County around Phoenix, where Gold-water first ran for the city council in 1949. But there were fifteen chapters in Tucson and Pima County, and organized units in the smaller towns of Prescott, Flagstaff, and Douglas. Most members were Republicans.

The influence carried both ways. As growing numbers of Republicans joined Birch chapters, Birchers also rose in the Republican hierarchy. When Goldwater’s presidential campaign was launched, 10 percent of Maricopa County’s Republican committeemen, including the chairman, were Birchers. For a short time before the campaign, Goldwater’s campaign manager, Denison Kitchel, was a Bircher.

Kitchel dropped out of the Birch Society after finding some of its positions too extreme, its leaders irresponsible, and its stridency a liability with the public. Yet party insiders said Goldwater won the presidential nomination at San Francisco with the help of Birchers, who got delegates into the Cow Palace despite the strong efforts of Goldwater’s staff to minimize their impact. After Goldwater’s devastating loss to Johnson, some party faithful felt the Birchers’ overeagerness had hurt Goldwater in the public eye.

Controversy over the society began in 1961 with an attack the Birchers called the “Big Smear” by the San Francisco communist newspaper People’s World. The society was painted as fascist, racist, and anti-Semitic. The secrecy Welch built into it backfired, making it appear to be a clandestine organization of extremists. Welch didn’t help with public statements accusing President Eisenhower of aiding the communist cause.

A California Senate committee made its own study and found the John Birch Society to be “a Right, anti-Communist, fundamentalist organization.” There was no evidence it was anything more than a community-based group organizing to spread the “truth about the Communist menace,” the committee concluded.

But in an assessment of the John Birch Society in the Arizona Republic in 1965, a Republican leader in Tucson characterized the people he knew as Birchers: “Eighty percent are dedicated, patriotic and frightened Americans; more than 19 percent are nuts whose brains and judgment are warped; and the remaining people frighten me to death.” Indeed, the paper reported one applicant for the society volunteered to parachute into Cuba to assassinate Fidel Castro.

The second man who would influence Robbie Mathews was Robert Bolivar DePugh, who founded a group in Independence, Missouri, in 1961 that became one of the most feared right-wing movements of the time. It was defiant, self-righteous, and brazenly militant. It had the weaponry, secret cell structure, and paranoiac world view that misinformed critics had attributed to the John Birch Society. But, by comparison, the Birchers were benign. After all, a person could contact the Birch Society by thumbing through the telephone book.

The Minutemen, however, could be contacted only if a person knew what pay phone to call at what time of the week.

DePugh, thirty-eight at the time, owned a veterinary pharmaceutical firm. Believing up to 500,000 communist infiltrators were working in the United States, Minutemen prepared for a last-ditch military defense against the communist takeover. Its members belonged to secret numbered networks. They held survivalist camps for weapons and explosives training. They kept intelligence folders on activities in their areas, clipping newspapers for items containing names of potential enemies, such as members of the United Nations Association or the American Friends Service Committee. They filed intelligence cards on friend and foe on every contact.

DePugh made his headquarters in Norborne, Missouri, a small town northeast of Independence. He claimed his Minutemen were not planning insurrection; the organization was a strictly defensive instrument against communism in America. But authorities didn’t buy that. In 1966, twenty Minutemen were arrested in New York after an investigation showed they had obtained tons of guns, ammo, rockets, and bombs for attacks on three socialist camps in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut.

The next year, DePugh was prosecuted twice for weapons violations in federal courts in Kansas City and Joplin. He disappeared while on an appeal bond, after he was indicted for conspiracy in a bank robbery scheme centered in Seattle. Seven people were charged in that plot in February 1968. Police said they planned to blow up a suburban Seattle police station and a power plant to provide diversion for four bank robberies.

After all his trials and appeals, DePugh served four years of a ten-year prison term for firearms violations. He later was a leader of an ultra-conservative umbrella group called the Committee of 10 Million.



JOHNNY AND UNA found life bearable in a neighborhood of professionals northwest of downtown Phoenix. Robbie entered first grade in September 1959 in the Encanto School. But they yearned for enough money once again to own their home, so Una took a job at the First National Bank of Arizona. Soon the closeness the family knew in Marfa had irretrievably vanished.

The year after moving to Phoenix, Grant, fifteen, was diagnosed as a schizophrenic. Grant’s behavior required that Johnny and Una devote an inordinate amount of time to him. They often felt they were neglecting Lee and Robbie. Several times they had to rush Grant to the hospital after he tried to kill himself, deepening their sense of guilt over his condition.

Lee and Robbie naturally gravitated toward one another while their parents spent time with Grant. They shared the same birthday, four years apart, and formed a strong bond that quietly compensated for the lack of parental attention.

Johnny and Una looked to the suburbs for their next home, selecting a standard floor plan for a house they had built on West Lawrence Lane in 1961. Ironically, families seeking more room in the suburbs ended up with overcrowded schools on split sessions because there had been inadequate planning for growth.

The boys were enrolled in a school they didn’t like at all. With Grant’s problems, both parents working, and the overall hectic pace of life, the family couldn’t recapture the slow-town pace of Marfa.

The best times came during their camping vacations in the White Mountains near the New Mexico border. Robbie loved the cabin and often told his parents, “Mom and dad, when I grow up I’m going to buy you a place in the mountains.”

An average student in school, Robbie could excel if he liked the subject. And he happened to love history, especially the Civil War. In all, for a boy of eleven, he had a pretty fair grasp of the subject.

Yet it floored Johnny and Una when, after Robbie read the John Birch supplement that Sunday in October 1964, he came to them and said he was joining.

Johnny Mathews erupted. He argued it was moronic for Robbie to get involved in such politics before he was old enough to shave. It was the beginning of a battle royal between father and son over political issues that would grow considerably more complex in time.

Una jumped in to defend her son. After all, it was the 1960s, a pretty precarious time in terms of the Soviet threat. It was popular for true-blue Americans to look for reds behind the bushes. If this is what Robbie heard on the news and talked about in school, they shouldn’t stifle his interest. She thought it was a healthy sign that Robbie was taking an interest in world events.

Johnny relented, and Robbie became a young member of the John Birch Society as the group was peaking in Arizona during the Goldwater campaign. In many ways, Una thought as her son went through his teens, it was a good influence on Robbie. At a time when the hippie culture was blooming, he kept his hair cut short. He never touched drugs, never even took a drag from a cigarette. He didn’t get into trouble with girls. In fact, he didn’t even date until after high school.

Soon, Robbie went on a health kick. He took up wrestling and weightlifting in an earnest effort to shed his perpetual chubbiness. He stopped eating hot dogs after reading the ingredients that went into them. And when her teenage son got to be overbearing while expressing his beliefs, Una consoled herself by deciding she was lucky.

“Here he is,” she told Johnny after one father-son row, “such a clean-living boy. These other kids are taking dope, scrounging around the streets, while our boy is trying to live a good and clean life. We ought to be proud.”

Johnny wavered between bewilderment and frustration. Robbie liked to argue. Even when he was right he would be so insufferable that Johnny resisted. When Robbie tried to get his dad to quit smoking, he started leaving little notes around the house, in Johnny’s sock drawer or on his pillow, saying, “For your health’s sake, don’t smoke.” Johnny resented having anyone tell him what to do, and he finally told Robbie flatly to lay off.

Una’s mother died in 1967 and was buried in Marfa Cemetery next to her husband. By that time, the Mathews boys were old enough to be on their own. Lee graduated from high school in June and was accepted at Arizona State University in Tempe, a southern suburb.

With the kids’ schedules, Johnny’s office job and studies, and Una’s duties at the bank, there was precious little time for family talks, even if they hadn’t developed habits that kept them apart. The parents took pride in their lawn and spent most weekends defending it against the brutal Arizona sun. Conversation at dinner gave way to the din of a nearby television, left on while they ate.

During his Birch Society years, Robbie began to assert his independence from the family. Society members took an interest in him and saw that the teenager made his meetings. The older men burst with pride when Robbie, still a boy, spoke of patriotism, fighting communism, and defending the Constitution. In time, Robbie tried to influence his parents. When Robert Welch came to Phoenix for a society dinner, Robbie persuaded them to come see the man whose anticommunist message he had taken to heart. They went, but begged off from any other society functions.

In 1969, Johnny and Una sold their home so Lee could attend Arizona State without a crosstown drive. They got a three-bedroom apartment on Jen Tilly Lane, across Apache Boulevard from the campus. With Grant in an institution, both Lee and Robbie had their own bedrooms. That marked the emotional as well as the physical separation of the brothers. Lee was studying to be a teacher and wanted nothing to do with the ultra-right philosophy his younger brother was espousing.

Robbie started at McClintock High School as a junior. Many of the students were Mormons, and Robbie quickly began to admire them as model teenagers, industrious, clean-living kids with whom he shared a conservative life-style and philosophy. The city of Mesa, adjacent to Tempe, was founded by Mormons in 1877. It was the site of one of Mormonism’s most beautiful temples. The more he learned of Mormons, the more Robbie liked them. Their bodies were temples of the spirit. It was a religion that fitted the way of life Robbie had chosen.

Mormons regard the family as one of the most sacred earthly institutions because it represents the path to exaltation in the afterlife. The purpose of marriage is procreation, to provide physical bodies for God’s spiritual children. Motherhood is the noblest calling for women, and it is a serious sin for Mormon women to refuse to bear children.

Mormons also believe the second coming of Christ is near, bringing on the period of the millennium, the thousand-year rule of Christ on earth when Jesus, along with other saints, will return to earth to help run temporal matters. Many signs of Jesus’ return already are fulfilled, Mormons believe. As a result, many of them stockpile food and other provisions in preparation for the calamities that will precede the Second Coming.

Robbie returned to the apartment after school one day and told his folks he was becoming a Mormon. True to form, Johnny flew off the handle, saying no son of his was going to join that church. But Una was concerned that if they forbade Robbie to join, it would only make the boy more determined. Una convinced Johnny that this would be a passing phase.

Reluctantly, Johnny sat down with his seventeen-year-old son.

“All right, Robbie,” he said. “Go ahead and become a Mormon. But I’m telling you one thing. Don’t come preaching to us about the Mormons. It’s not for us.”

Robbie’s parents accompanied him to the Temple the night he was baptized by immersion. While they liked the people from the local Mormon stake, Robbie’s conversion was strictly his own doing.

After they returned from the stake, Johnny joined his wife in bed. Just as they were dozing off, the door popped open. In marched Robbie with the Book of Mormon opened in one hand and a finger pointing skyward on his other hand, like a preacher preparing to deliver a truckload of brimstone. Before five words left his mouth, Johnny interrupted with just one word of his own.

“Robbie!” he bellowed, leaning up on his elbow.

“Okay, all right,” the boy said in a suddenly apologetic tone. He backed out of his parents’ room, taking his proselytizing with him. “Sorry.”

In the years since he had joined the John Birch Society, Robbie had moved beyond simple anticommunism. He was forming a more complete conservative philosophy and now had a religion to go with it. Una still had justifiable pride in her son. He once took her to a meeting on the detrimental effects of rock ’n’ roll on youth. She figured that of all the things to worry her about her boys, being rebellious anti-establishment types wouldn’t be one of them.



BOTH PARENTS SOON saw a change in Robbie. Now Una felt she had to put her foot down. Robbie still was seventeen when he told her he was going to a seminar in Mesa where a fellow Mormon, Marvin Cooley, was teaching tax resistance. Una had heard of Cooley, a Mesa melon farmer who was jerked around once in an IRS audit. His specialty was invoking the Fifth Amendment on blank tax returns. It seemed to Una that Cooley’s teaching teetered on the edge of the law.

Johnny was more blunt. The United States is the best country in the world, despite its problems, he told Robbie. He believed in supporting the government, not in fringe groups Johnny thought had more on their agendas than protesting taxes. Una argued with Robbie until she was exhausted, but he went anyway.

The antitax activism he heard was like a call to action. The very act of paying income taxes, which he was taught were illegal, was aiding the communist cause. Enthralled with Cooley, the dynamic Robbie was singled out after a while to act as sergeant-at-arms for some of Cooley’s meetings.

Una and Johnny now began to worry that their youngest son was turning into a revolutionary. Somehow his hatred of the Russians was turning around into anger at his own country, and it frightened his parents. By the time Robbie was a senior at McClintock, true to his nature, he was putting his beliefs into practice.

He had an economics course that covered the Keynesian theory of government intervention in the economy. Robbie had learned from the Birch Society that Lord Keynes’s thoughts and Franklin Roosevelt’s embrace of them signaled the start of creeping socialism in America. When it appeared to Robbie that his teacher was defending Keynes, he entered into spirited debate with him. But it went beyond that for Robbie. So convinced was he that the teacher was promoting dangerous philosophy, Robbie stopped going to the class entirely.

When the school office notified his parents, they tried to lecture him. “Do you have to agree with what’s being taught, for heaven’s sake?” Una argued.

But Robbie was adamant. And when they pointed out it could hurt his chances of good placement in college, Robbie stunned them with another of his periodic pronouncements. He wasn’t going to college. Colleges were “hotbeds of communism.”

But, Robbie said, there was one institution that was perfect for him. He now dreamed of going to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point.

Johnny Mathews was an Arizona recruiter for the U.S. Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs. He tried to talk Robbie into going there instead. But Robbie insisted on West Point. So for months Johnny Mathews worked to get his son an appointment to the academy. He wrote to Goldwater, who had returned to the Senate in 1968. He wrote to his congressman, the powerful Mesa Republican leader John Rhodes, who, like Johnny, was an Army Air Corps veteran. Finally he got his son scheduled for an exam to be given at Fort Huachuca near Sierra Vista, south of Tucson.

But as the date for the test approached, Robbie again changed his mind, prompted by an incident that caused an uproar across the nation and soured Robbie on any thoughts of becoming a U.S. soldier.

It was called My Lai.

On March 31, 1971, Lieutenant William Calley was convicted at Fort Benning, Georgia, after a lengthy court-martial, of murdering twenty-two Vietnamese civilians. About four hundred had been killed during the raid by Calley’s troops on the village of My Lai in 1968, the darkest period of the Vietnam War. The verdict evoked outrage from the war’s supporters as well as many who opposed it. Calley was a scapegoat, they felt. American soldiers were fighting a no-win war in a hostile land with lessening support at home. Politicians, not military strategists, were leading the war, and a large number of boys were getting chewed up in a meat grinder as a result.

Robbie believed Calley was punished for following orders, so he wanted no part of the Army. Shortly before they were to drive to Fort Huachuca, Robbie told his dad of his latest decision.

Johnny was perplexed. He didn’t believe the country was as bad off as his son made it appear. This was still the finest place in the world to live, he told Robbie, and it’s worth defending. Robbie agreed to take the test, if only to satisfy his dad. But he failed to make the cut, scoring too low on math, his weakest subject. Johnny never knew whether Robbie blew it on purpose.

Early in 1971, Johnny and Una moved into the Meadows mobile home park in Tempe, a new development with a nice golf course and clubhouse at the junction of the Pima and Superstition freeways. Robbie tagged along, but as 1971 wore on, Robbie talked less and less with his parents. When June arrived, they learned from McClintock High that Robbie would not be allowed to graduate because of that incomplete grade in the economics course he refused to attend.

But by then the Mathewses’ youngest son was beyond their control.



TED KNIGHT WAS used to such phone calls. The young man didn’t want to give his name, but only to pass on a good tip to the veteran television reporter. It was June 1972, the end of a very hot day in Phoenix. The man was very nervous, and from his story it was easy to see why.

“Mr. Knight, you’re known around town as a conservative. That’s pretty rare in the media, you know,” the man said haltingly.

It was true. Knight was well known as a conservative, and a hardnosed investigative reporter for KOOL-TV, Channel 10 news. “What can I do for you, Mister…?” Knight said with an anticipatory pause, fishing for a name.

“No names, please. I’m just a middleman. I don’t really want to do this, but a friend asked me to call you.”

“Okay, no names. Go ahead.”

“My friend believes this nation is headed for imminent disaster,” said the man. “Communists already control most of the government. We’re falling apart from within. My friend’s preparing for it. He’d like you to meet his little army.”

“What are they doing?” Knight asked.

“They’re training for guerrilla war, Mr. Knight, out in the desert. You’re invited to the next maneuvers. Are you interested?”

“Yeah, I’m interested,” Knight said apprehensively. “How do we set it up?”

The caller directed him to a downtown pay phone at a certain time. From there he’d receive further directions, if he wasn’t being followed.

After checking with Bill Close, his news director, Knight grabbed cameraman Chuck Hawley and headed out. Over the next two days they played a game of tag with four different phone booths until finally the last call came late in the evening at a phone booth near the Paradise Valley golf course.

“Mr. Knight,” said the final caller, “drive east on Bell Road to Scottsdale Road and turn left. Go three miles to a dirt road on the right and pull off. Flash your headlights three times, wait five minutes, then flash them twice more. Got it?” Knight got back in the car with Hawley. He looked down on the seat at the loaded .22-caliber pistol they had brought along. Knight placed it on the floor at his feet and pulled out toward Bell Road.

When they arrived at the spot, Knight stopped and flicked the headlights three times, as instructed. After five minutes he flashed them two more times.

He and Hawley waited ten minutes, unsure if they were at the right spot. But then they heard a crunch, crunch, crunching noise. It was the sound of military boots hitting the desert sand in lockstep, double-time. In the darkness, Knight made out a phalanx of men in camouflage uniforms marching toward the car. They were carrying semi-automatic assault rifles at port arms. Across their chests were bandoliers of ammunition, hand grenades strapped to them. The men wore steel helmets, and most frightening were the camouflage hoods that hid their faces.

Knight counted about thirty soldiers, an ungodly sight. With his foot, he nudged the .22 pistol deep under his car seat.

The men stopped, and one came to the car. Silently, he opened the door and got in with the two newsmen. The platoon leader signaled the car to follow the men, who marched down into an arroyo where a small camp was assembled. The light from the lanterns couldn’t be seen up on ground level. Six of the men stayed in the camp; the other desert rats patrolled the perimeter outside the gulch.

One man did the talking. From his voice, Knight judged him to be young, maybe not even into his twenties. Some of the others were in their thirties.

“We are the Sons of Liberty,” the youngster said. Behind the face mask, Knight could make out a vibrant pair of deep brown eyes. The voice was the essence of confidence, the speech articulate. Knight conducted his interview on a tape recorder while Hawley shot film of the men doing maneuvers.

The young man told Knight that these soldiers, many of them army veterans, believed society was facing imminent collapse under communist infiltrators in government, especially in the Internal Revenue Service.

“They even have effective control of the media, which makes it hard for us to get our concerns out to the people,” the hooded stranger said. “The way this country is headed, there must be changes or people will die. Can’t they see? The people of Arizona, of the whole country, are woefully prepared for this chaos. We must return to the constitutional, organic law of the land.” Despite his cause, the young man impressed Knight as dedicated and very intelligent.

“Those you see here are only a part of our army. There are other kinsmen who stand ready. When it’s time, we will act. Before that, you have no way of knowing who we are. We could be the policeman you see on the beat, your postman, your friendly bartender. Even we don’t know the identities of all of the men here. We are organized in cells of three, and only one has contact with the mother group.

“You must know we’re serious,” the young man continued. “I have a family back home and I’d rather be with them under any other circumstance.”

“Oh, I can see you’re serious,” Knight said, glancing up the ravine to see Hawley photographing the men firing their Ml carbines. “I can see that.”

The next morning at KOOL, four men from the FBI and the Secret Service were waiting in Bill Close’s office when Knight arrived for work. They asked that the station refrain from showing the footage of the Sons of Liberty. Knight was puzzled that they even knew he’d been out there until one of them flashed a grin. Then Knight realized there had been an informant in the group.

“Mr. Knight,” one agent said, “these people aren’t a big group, and you can’t take them seriously. We would prefer the people of Phoenix not see your story until we can identify just who all of them are.”

Knight was getting angry. The phrase “control of the media” coursed through his mind. After the group left, Close called CBS News in New York—KOOL was a CBS affiliate—and was advised to run the story. After all, if it were a gang of leftists out in the desert, there’d be no hesitation about airing it.

KOOL ran the story, causing a stir in the community for a few days.

The morning after the newscast, Charles Middleton came to his desk at the FBI office in Phoenix and found a case ticket on it. The Sons of Liberty had to be cracked open, and Middleton, who specialized in investigating right-wing groups, got the assignment. Knight soon found himself at the center of a storm. His audio tape was subpoenaed and Hawley’s film carted away, along with some strident, threatening literature the hooded man had given Knight. Under authority of a federal grand jury, Middleton applied pressure to his snitches to come up with the identity of the young man behind the camouflage hood.

Knight began to fear for his life, thinking the Sons would conclude he’d betrayed them. He didn’t breathe easily until two months later, when an antitax brochure, printed by the Sons of Liberty, came addressed to him at KOOL.

On the brochure someone had scribbled in pen: “Thanks for a job well done.” It was a relief to learn the group didn’t hold grudges.

Several months later, in November 1972, he answered the newsroom phone to hear a familiar voice. It was clear, very articulate, and highly confident.

“Mr. Knight?” the man on the phone asked. “Do you remember the Sons of Liberty story you did back in June?”

Did he remember, indeed! How the hell could he forget?

“We have another invitation for you,” the man said. “How would you like to go with us on a raid into Cuba?”

Knight’s blood chilled. Were they serious or just trying to get a rise out of him? Knight relayed the invitation to Close, who immediately replied that KOOL would play no part in Bay of Pigs II.



THE YEAR AFTER he failed to graduate from McClintock High, Robbie made a lot of new friends. Through Cooley’s group, he met several young men with an intense fascination with firearms. Those friendships, plus events on the world stage that were troubling to Robbie, convinced him he should prepare for the endtime struggle.

Robbie formed the Sons of Liberty, a group dominated by fellow Mormons and survivalists. He’d met some of them hanging around gun shops and motorcycle shops in south Phoenix. Robbie was easily the most intelligent one in the group, but he was fascinated with the netherworld. He was acting out a fantasy, imagining he was the last bulwark between decent society and communistic chaos.

Johnny and Una were bothered by some of these people Robbie brought around to the trailer. They seemed like losers, and his parents refused to believe Robbie had stooped so low. Yet Robbie picked up their gun lust. It seemed so unlikely for a young man whose job was making ice cream at the Carnation plant.

There was one man who particularly upset Johnny. Gregory Thorpe had a cocky and impulsive mien, a bad combination when guns are handy. He was a lieutenant in the Sons of Liberty but was hard to control. During one argument with Robbie, Thorpe whacked him on the head with a Luger.

Robbie still went to his Birch Society meetings in Tempe, his orator’s gift impressing the older members with his fervent patriotism. Robbie also remained active in the Young Republicans and once took them beyond the bounds of typical GOP decorum. The occasion was an international event that became a turning point for many anticommunists, especially for Robbie.

Richard Nixon, the staunch anticommunist of the 1950s, was pursuing ties with Red China. While the administration held out for Nationalist China in the United Nations, it was clear the world body was intent on seating Mao Tse-tung’s regime and ousting Chiang Kai-shek. On October 25, 1971, seven years to the day after Robbie first read the Birch Society’s warning about the communists’ plan for world domination, the U.N. voted overwhelmingly to seat Peking and reject the United States’ two-China compromise. Pro-Peking delegates cheered the U.S. defeat. The Tanzanian ambassador, wearing a Mao jacket, danced an African version of an Irish jig at the rostrum. It was a day of great fear among conservatives. For Robbie it meant the communist plan had gained steam. The circle was closing.

Una Mathews opened her paper one morning at the bank shortly after the China vote and was shocked to find a picture of Robbie among some Young Republicans, burning a Red Chinese flag outside the Phoenix City Hall to protest the vote. The paper got his name wrong, thank heavens, and she folded it away before her co-workers could see it.

Shortly after Channel 10’s film and tapes were seized by Middleton, Robbie ran off to California to let the situation cool down. On August 26, 1972, he wrote to his dad, enclosing the key to his Jeep and asking his dad to sell it. He was happier than he’d ever been, he wrote, but he also had a dire warning:


If you have any money left over after the payoff, you and mother keep it and buy some long-lasting food items for yourselves. Will you please keep on constant alert for any unusual national happening and have a plan worked out in case of an emergency. From all the information I have obtained I feel that Phoenix along with all other major cities or towns would be a death trap in case of civil war, famine, a depression or any other calamity. The White Mountain area, and northeastern Arizona along with the general Four Comers area would be the safest place in this country in the face of a disaster.

Don’t worry about me, l am doing fine and I have learned a secret of life that very few people have discovered. I hope that I am wrong about an upcoming depression and famine, but if I am not I have everything worked out so that you and mother and Grant and Lee will be taken care of. I already have several places arranged for the family to stay.

I love you both dearly. Your son, Robert



Robbie was nineteen. His parents were curious as to why he felt civil strife was about to break out. Was he planning something to cause it? They felt powerless. For anyone that young to be so serious about life was such a waste, they thought. Robbie’s youth seemed to have passed so quickly. All of a sudden, Una wasn’t so happy that her son was more interested in politics than in the things that normally interest teenagers. Maybe soon, she prayed, he’d start chasing girls instead of commies and tax collectors.

By the fall of 1972, Middleton finally found someone who could identify the person speaking on Knight’s taped interview. It was Robbie Mathews, the informant told him, a Mormon tax protester who was in Marvin Cooley’s entourage.

Johnny Mathews answered his door one night that fall to two grave-looking FBI agents who said a few things about his son and some radical literature. They wanted to check the family’s typewriter. It was a mortifying experience for the parents. The agents typed a sample from the typewriter and left. The bureau never was able to match that sample with the threatening brochure the desert commandos had given Knight during the interview. Robbie Mathews, though, became a central figure in Middleton’s investigation.

Robbie returned before the end of the year. Instead of staying with his parents, he took a room at a strip motel on West Southern Avenue in Tempe, a mile from McClintock High and a few blocks from the Tempe Irrigation Canal, which marked the Mesa city limits. He found a job at a copper mine in Superior, in the Superstition Mountains about 50 miles east on U.S. 60. The road passed through Apache Junction, a desert town where some of the Sons of Liberty lived. A few also worked at the mine with Robbie. He persuaded some of them to join the desert rescue team of the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Posse. That way they could get legitimate training and, if necessary, also could flash a deputy’s badge.

But it wasn’t long before Robbie’s fantasy world crashed around him with a vengeance. His violent friend, Gregory Thorpe, snapped.

Thorpe was twenty-two. He married Inez Allen on November 11, 1972, when their baby was four months old. Inez was eighteen, a student at Glendale Community College. Greg had been president of the Young Republicans and chairman of Young Americans for Freedom at Mesa Community College. He worked for a time on the successful campaign of Maricopa County Sheriff Paul Blubaum. Besides Robbie’s Sons of Liberty, Greg was in another paramilitary group called the Secret Army Organization.

Five days before Christmas 1972, the Thorpes were moving into an apartment with another couple, Alan and Willa Bremer, near 44th Street and McDowell Road, a dozen blocks north of Sky Harbor International Airport. Alan was twenty, his wife nineteen. They had moved a month earlier from Illinois looking for work and met Greg.

Shortly after midnight on December 20, Greg and Inez got into an argument. Quick-tempered, he slugged Inez, knocking her to the floor, then kicked her in the face. As the yelling continued, Alan chased Greg to a back bedroom, and Willa Bremer phoned for the police from the kitchen.

“We’ve had some trouble over here and need an ambulance,” she said. The dispatch tape recorded the horrifying events that followed.

As Alan walked toward the bedroom, Greg emerged with a shotgun and a 9mm pistol. He raised the shotgun toward Alan and fired squarely into his chest. The force of the blast blew Alan against a wall. He crumpled dead to the floor as the women began screaming.

Greg moved next into the kitchen and fired at Willa. The pellets slammed her against the sink, and she rolled on the floor dead. A friend who was helping Greg move ran out a back door, barely escaping a blast aimed in his direction.

Then Greg turned toward Inez. By now he was beyond hesitation. He ended her life with a single squeeze of the shotgun’s trigger. There was a minute of silence on the police tape. Then, with cops hot on the way, Greg took his pistol and fired once into Alan’s back, twice into Inez’s head.

The final shot heard on the tape was when Greg placed the muzzle of the 9mm against the side of his own head and fired, killing himself.

Police found the gory scene one minute later. Inside the Bremers’ apartment, several motorcycles were parked, and engine parts were scattered around the rooms. A small Christmas tree with carefully wrapped presents around it stood on a small table. A swastika flag was hanging on a wall, and a smaller Nazi flag was draped over an inert aircraft bomb.

The Phoenix police, as they began their grim work, had no idea that a crazy scheme for a terrorist raid into Cuba had died along with these four young people.

Robbie withdrew into a deep depression over the deaths, and his Sons of Liberty foundered. He believed they were a team, a crack fighting unit that would spill its blood for the cause, not over a petty domestic squabble. What happened to the clean-cut, clean-living conservative folk he thought were his friends?

While he was trying to sort it all out, Mathews met Donald Edward Clarke.

Clarke introduced himself to Mathews at one of Cooley’s sessions in early 1973. Clarke reminded Mathews a lot of Thorpe, but without the bitter edge. Clarke was wrapped up in the paramilitary aspect of the survivalist fringe. He loved guns. He had a survival room in his house with most of his equipment, and at least one gun in every room in case he needed it.

But Clarke wasn’t impulsive. He had acquired his methodical nature in childhood. The woman who lived across the street from him when he was seven constantly had to chase him out of her flower bed, where he busily dug foxholes.

Clarke talked Robbie into reviving the Sons of Liberty in 1973. Some members had lost their enthusiasm, but the group was able to find new recruits. Some were on Middleton’s snitch list. This time Robbie was under close surveillance by federal agents, even though he hadn’t yet committed a crime. The surveillance only fed Robbie’s paranoia and persecution complex, and filled him with righteous indignation.

“Is that fair?” he often asked his perplexed parents. Well, maybe it wasn’t fair, but he was quickly learning there is the way the world should be, and there is the way the world is.



IT WASN’T VIOLENCE that finally got Robbie in trouble with the law. It was tax resistance. When he filled out his W-4 form for his employer’s federal tax withholding files in 1973, he listed ten dependents. The effect was to reduce his withholding, since he had no intention of filing a 1040 return.

But Mathews listed his correct age, twenty, and stated that he was unmarried. Putting down ten dependents was bound to draw attention. The IRS opened a case as soon as it saw the form. The agency already was aware of Mathews since he often wrote to complain that the federal income tax was unconstitutional. Now that he was trying to get out of paying it, the agents figured he’d gone beyond free speech.

The U.S. attorney’s office drew up a misdemeanor complaint, and a federal judge issued a bench warrant for Mathews’s arrest on Friday, July 20, 1973. Agents brought their guns, because they knew the proclivities of the Sons of Liberty.

They spotted Robbie at a friend’s home that evening and followed him to a nearby 7-Eleven store. When Robbie saw them, he dashed to his pickup. A loud crack resounded, and Robbie was convinced one of the agents had fired a gun at him. He had no idea why they were after him as he sped south toward the desert. During the chase, Robbie swerved off the road and rolled his truck. He managed to crawl away behind some brush, his adrenalin pumping madly, before the agents pulled up and started to search for him. It took a while to find him, but when they did, he was hustled away to a federal holding cell for the weekend.

Robbie went for legal help to the American Civil Liberties Union, which agreed to represent him. The irony of their son’s going to the ACLU wasn’t lost on Johnny and Una. It took nearly six months for the case to be resolved. In the meantime he went back to work at the mines as a maintenance worker at Mimi Inc. in Miami, Arizona, a short way up the road from Superior.

Before the court date, Johnny loaned an old suit to Robbie, who didn’t own any dress clothes of his own. Una took a day off from the bank, and Bruce Rogers, an elderly gentleman who drove Robbie to his Birch Society meetings, came along as a character witness. Aside from the magistrate and the attorneys, they were the only ones in the courtroom.

Magistrate Richard Gormley sentenced Robbie to six months of probation. After the threats, the guns, and the chase, all he got was probation. Robbie sighed with relief. It was January 16, 1974, his twenty-first birthday.

He got a new job that month as a crusher operator at the Magma copper mine in Superior and held it all through probation. But he resolved to get out of Arizona as soon as he was free. He was disgusted and forlorn.

People were pouring into Phoenix by the thousands, materialistic people who Robbie felt were unaware of the struggle going on under their noses. They were satisfied with government getting fatter, taking care of all their needs. Their greatest conflict after coming home from mundane jobs was whether to go out for fast food or stay home to watch the latest brainless sitcom on television.

But more than that, Robbie was disgusted with the people he thought were his friends. He put into practice what he’d been taught about tax protest, was chased into the desert by IRS agents, sat in jail, and went to court without any of his associates standing up for him, save the gallant Dr. Rogers.

None of his erstwhile friends would even help raise the money to get his truck out of police impound. Robbie made plans to leave even as he helped Don Clarke reorganize the Sons of Liberty.

Mathews made a list of weapons each recruit should have: 9mm pistol, .308 assault rifle, and 12-gauge shotgun. Then Clarke went to each recruit’s apartment and selected items they should pawn to buy those guns. Televisions, stereos, and other mass culture distractions would have to go. When Clarke brought the recruits to Mathews, he had an awesome-looking electronic box he called an E-meter. It was supposed to determine whether a man was lying, but everyone passed it, including three of Middleton’s informant

When Middleton heard of the E-Meter, he wondered if Robbie had found the Church of Scientology while in California. The E-Meter is the galvanic skin-tester used by Scientologists. Maybe that was the “secret of life” of which Robbie wrote.

Toward the end of his probation, Robbie bought an old pickup truck. One of his friends, Chuck Gelisse, came by, and the two planned a trip to the Pacific Northwest. Robbie was fascinated by his Scottish ancestry and imagined the area around Oregon and Washington would be similar to the Scottish Highlands. They searched a road atlas for areas where they thought they’d find mines to work.

On a Friday night in July 1974, Clarke brought a recruit to a Scottsdale office where Mathews had the E-meter set up. The recruit passed, as usual, and Robbie told Don to start his training. As the two left, Mathews said quietly, “See you later, Don.” The next day, Robbie and Chuck set out for Oregon in the pickup.

When the two men saw the natural beauty of the Northwest, they were beside themselves. Swinging up the coast, then across the Cascades, they saw snow on Mount Hood in July. The land around the treeless peaks was the deepest green they’d ever seen. The valleys were wet and fertile. Turning inland, they crossed the high desert of Oregon and Washington, headed for the Rocky Mountain chains.

On the Washington state map, Robbie and Chuck saw a road that wound north out of Spokane along the eastern edge of the state, leading into Canada. They drove along the picturesque, two-lane Highway 31, which followed the wide, slow-moving Pend Oreille River. It went past old farms, ranches, and small towns, through meadows and thick pine forests. The Selkirk Mountains rose on either side of the river valley, which narrowed into a canyon several times.

About 12 miles south of the border, Highway 31 coursed down a hillside on the river’s west bank. At the bottom, it made a graceful curve over a spindly, steel-trussed bridge to the east bank, where the town of Metaline Falls was nestled on a flat piece of ground at the base of the mountains. The Pend Oreille flowed on into Canada to meet the mighty Columbia River.

It’s easy in Metaline Falls to get the feeling of being backed up against the edge of the country. Fewer than three hundred people live there, with Canada breathing down their necks. It is easier to go to Nelson, British Columbia, for shopping than to make the two-hour drive to Spokane. Isolated at the northern end of Pend Oreille County, Metaline Falls and the smaller town of Metaline on the west bank are tiny outposts where outside influences are few. There is no K-mart, Penney’s or Sears, no McDonald’s or Burger King, just a few greasy-spoon places with names like Buster’s and Heidi’s. The only movie theater, the NuVu, is now boarded up. It is an uncomplicated town of few streets, dominated by the concrete silos, towers, and railyards of the Portland Lehigh Cement Company.

It is a perfect place to begin anew.

Robbie fell in love with the area as soon as he saw it. When he asked around town about jobs, he discovered there were only three places for newcomers to get work: the cement plant, the Bunker Hill lead and zinc mine, and Boundary Dam a mile south of the border. With his experience in mining, Robbie was hired on the spot at Bunker Hill, along the river a mile north of town.

Pointing the beat-up truck south, Robbie and Chuck made it to Phoenix in two days. It was Saturday, July 27, a day Robbie normally would head out with Don Clarke to Cave Creek, a primitive desert area north of Phoenix, for military maneuvers. He startled his parents with news of his move as he begged them to help gather his belongings. It had been so long since they’d seen their youngest son devoid of the anger and bitterness he usually harbored.

They scoured the mobile home wildly looking for things Robbie would need. He was in a rush, he told them, because he had to get back to Metaline Falls by Monday morning to start work at the mine. Robbie took off Saturday evening, heading back to the deep Washington woods.

In Metaline Falls, Robbie rented an apartment in an old brick hotel on Grand View Street. But his goal was to find a sizable piece of ground for a farm. He had dreamed of owning a place in the mountains since he was a kid on vacation with his family in the White Mountains of Arizona. He remembered what he told his parents then: “Mom and dad, when I grow up I’m going to buy you a place in the mountains.”

Within a month, Johnny and Una came to visit. They were elated with the change they saw in Robbie. But Una felt a touch of maternal sorrow for him, living in an old hotel with his two dogs. He prepared dinners in a blender, and the oatmeal he made for breakfast had a consistency similar to what was being manufactured at Portland Lehigh. He had very few friends, none of them female. But it was worth it, she realized, because Robbie finally was away from the craziness in Phoenix. Maybe it had been just a phase he went through after all, Una told Johnny. They prayed that their personal nightmare was over.

Robbie told his parents about his dream of the family living together in the mountains, and he had already scouted some properties for sale. He showed them a 60-acre tract off Boundary Dam Road, west of the river on the mountainside, 480 feet above the town. It was thickly wooded, with a 60-foot drop on the north side to Beaver Creek, which cascaded down to the river. It was almost directly across the river from Bunker Hill Mine. To the west, an odd-shaped mountain with a treeless summit named Hooknose dominated the skyline. Robbie wanted to buy the land, and Johnny agreed to help him with some earnest money.

Early in November, Johnny got a letter from Robbie. It was a refreshing change from the dread letter he’d sent two years earlier. It was full of hope instead of cynicism. In fact, the letter was remarkably childlike. Robbie drew pictures in place of some of the words, like a rebus. At the top was a drawing of a log cabin with flowers in front, a pine tree in back and a smiling sun overhead. A sign in front said “Mathews Acres.”

“Hello loved ones,” he wrote.


I’ve enclosed the [drawing of dollar bills] for the [drawing of a motorcycle] payment. It has occurred to me that I was sort of rude to you the last time I [drawing of stick man in a phone booth] you. I’ve been feeling [drawing of a sad face with tears] about it. Please forgive me.

There’s still no snow here in town, but there’s about 5 inches on our land. Lucien and his family saw two cow elk and two partridges on our land….

I’m going to build the most comfortable cabins for us that you’ve ever seen. Lucien has told me how easy it is to build a full basement, so I’m going to build one for us. When I showed Lucien that little pond on our creek, across from the meadow, we saw 3 or 4 pan size trout in it.

I love you two more than you’ll probably ever know, and I want you to know that my friends are fine, but my family is what I really care about. My dream in life is that someday soon the whole Mathews clan will be living together on Mathews Acres.



At Christmas, Robbie flew back to Phoenix to spend the holidays with his family. Johnny was ready to give his son an answer about moving up, but there was something in the air that had to be cleared. Johnny called Robbie into the living room while Una and Lee were there to listen. An unspoken tension filled the room, and Una, unaware of what Johnny wanted, could feel it was a solemn moment.

“Now Robbie,” his dad finally said in firm, measured tones, “before we go up there with all that trouble and expense, I want you to make me a promise. I want you to give me your word that you’re through with all this radical involvement and with these crazy people who put you in this spot.”

“Oh!” Robbie said, somewhat startled.

Una was surprised as well and shot up straight when she heard her husband. Una knew how disappointed Robbie had been when his friends abandoned him when he was arrested. Una believed Robbie wanted nothing more to do with them.

“Oh, Johnny, that’s not necessary,” she protested to her husband. “You don’t have to ask that of Robbie. Surely after his experience, he’s grown up now. Can’t you see he’s a man?”

But Robbie extended his hand to hush her. He knew what his dad wanted. It wasn’t enough for Johnny to sense the change, he needed his son to articulate it.

“Dad,” Robbie said, “it’s all over. I give you my word. I’m satisfied just to get in my little comer of the world and watch the rest of it go by. And I want my family with me.”

It was what Johnny wanted to hear. That Christmas was a celebration such as the family hadn’t had in a long time. It was the tenth anniversary of Robbie’s membership in the John Birch Society, the end of a decade in which Robbie had lived half a lifetime. It was the end of a path that began innocently that day in 1964 when Una fetched the Sunday paper from her porch. And now, finally, there was the promise that it was over.

Johnny wouldn’t retire for another two and a half years, but he sent money to Robbie for the land and helped each summer clearing it of timber. In the spring of 1975, Una even talked Robbie into writing the principal at McClintock High about completing the course work for his diploma. The school allowed Robbie to take a history course by mail rather than the economics course he had deserted.

He didn’t backslide on his vow either, and he told his parents when temptation rose. In May 1975, he wrote home again.


It is wonderfully beautiful up here right now. Everything is extremely lush and green, and all the fruit trees are in bloom. Yesterday I cut a path down to the creek, and made a little park out of a grassy area that borders the water. I made a little log bench to sit on and planted a bunch of irises down there. Today I went exploring down the road that we walked along last year. I found a golden eagle’s nest at the very top of a big dead pine tree. There was only one eagle by the nest, and it kept making a “weeee-weee” sound. I also found a little spring and a little hidden cleared area where a small herd of elk is apparently bedding down at night.



Then he reported the serious matter.


Don Clarke has found out where I’m at and there’s a remote possibility that he might come up here to visit me, but don’t worry about anything because l can handle him without any difficulty. He apparently has just left the fight and is in the same place where I was not too long back so I can sympathize with him.

It’s true that his personality leaves a lot to be desired, but he is facing the same problems that I faced just recently. If he comes up it will just be for a short time, but I doubt if he will come up at all. He’s finding out that there are very few people who a patriot can trust, but I guess he must trust me.

Don’t worry about me getting involved again. The only goal I have right now is to finish building that house. I hope to move onto the land by September.

Your son for all eternity, Robbie XXXX



Clarke had a good reason to track down his former friend. There was a grand jury subpoena out for him in May 1975.

After Robbie abandoned the Sons of Liberty, it took Clarke a few weeks to realize what happened. Here he was, left out at Cave Creek teaching low-crawl and weapons assembly to a bunch of recruits every Saturday. He didn’t learn Robbie had left until August 24. After that the Sons developed a deep schism between the Mormon and non-Mormon members, and it became moribund.

Clarke joined a splinter group called Concord II, emulating the Minute-men. Two friends, one a janitor and the other a successful accountant, joined him. Unfortunately for Clarke, Middleton’s informants were admitted as well. Just two weeks after Robbie disappeared, Middleton started to bear down on Clarke. As Concord II progressed to bomb-making, the FBI became more concerned.

By May, Middleton had used the information from his snitches to secure subpoenas for the leaders. Clarke was nervous. The first night he hid out in Apache Junction while he put out word among his contacts to locate Robbie Mathews. He then went to his mother’s house in Phoenix, where he learned that a friend in Mesa knew where Mathews was. The friend was a survivalist who had a concrete and steel bunker in his yard. Clarke spent the night there and then called Metaline Falls, prompting Mathews to write his parents the letter.

Don immediately set out for Washington. True to his word, Robbie handled him well. Robbie got Don a job at Bunker Hill but made plans for his quick exit. That was fine with Don, who sold his car to Robbie and used the money the next month to get a phony passport in Seattle. Don Clarke soon departed for Rhodesia, where he joined a white mercenary group fighting the black nationalists. It took British Intelligence four years to locate him for the FBI.

In the meantime, Robbie had more unwelcome visitors. Two FBI agents drove up from Spokane to Metaline Falls to visit the Bunker Hill Mine office after learning Clarke had worked there. They spoke with a secretary about the backgrounds of Mathews and Clarke. Fortunately for Robbie, it wasn’t the mine manager they met, because he probably would have been fired. Instead, the secretary spoke to Mathews’s foreman in the electrical department, who didn’t like federal agents any more than Robbie. That was as far as the inquiries went.

Middleton also phoned Mathews to talk about Clarke. It was a brief conversation, and Mathews wasn’t very cooperative. Don was gone, Robbie told him, and everything was cool. He was buying some land and thinking of getting married. The fact that Clarke had found him seemed to upset Robbie. Middleton had heard the last from Robbie Mathews, he said.

When Middleton hung up, he concluded Robbie was sincere about leaving the movement. Middleton believed Robbie was a cut above the typical right-winger, with too much on the ball to spend his life crawling around arroyos waiting for communist invaders.

In October 1975, Clarke and two other Concord II members—the janitor and the accountant—were indicted for conspiring to kill Middleton.

But no explanation could placate Mathews, who was angry that the FBI had tracked him and almost cost him his job. He sent a letter of warning to the FBI’s Seattle office. He would take no more of it, he wrote.

“Leave me alone, or I will respond in such a way that could be very painful to certain agents.
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