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I
T Took nearly a half-cenTury for Joe Biden  
to rise to the pinnacle of American politics, an ascent 
haunted by tragedy and capped by triumph. The fall,  
in comparison, felt brutally fast. 

Just weeks after a disastrous debate spurred a dramatic re-
volt within his own party, Joseph R. Biden Jr., the 46th Presi-
dent of the United States, caved on July 21 to concerns among 
Democrats about his dwindling re-election chances, dropping 
out of the contest against former President Donald Trump. 
The dramatic decision upends the 2024 race and sets the stage 
for a frantic scramble to Election Day.

“It has been the greatest honor of my life to serve as your 
President,” Biden wrote in a letter posted on social media a lit-
tle before 2 p.m. on a Sunday afternoon. “While it has been my 
intention to seek re-election, I believe it is in the best interest 
of my party and the country for me to stand down and to focus 
solely on fulfilling my duties as President for the remainder of 
my term.” In a separate post issued minutes later, Biden threw 
his support for the Democratic nomination behind Vice Presi-
dent Kamala Harris. 

Since the June 27 debate against Trump deepened ques-
tions about the President’s mental acuity and his ability 
to campaign and govern, dozens of the party’s elected of-
ficials had urged Biden, 81, to withdraw. Biden stubbornly 
defied those calls, bristling at the uprising and determined 
to forge ahead. He was 100% all in, aides insisted—until 
suddenly he wasn’t. 

The historic decision makes Biden the first sitting Presi-
dent to cancel his re-election campaign in over half a century, 
when Lyndon Johnson announced in March 1968 he would not 
accept the Democratic Party’s nomination amid disapproval 
over his handling of the Vietnam War. Biden’s departure opens 
the door for Harris or another younger Democratic leader to 
vie for the top job against the 78-year-old Trump, depending 
upon how Democrats decide to replace him. And while Biden’s 
preference still carries influence among many party loyalists, 
there’s hardly a guarantee that a party willing to defenestrate 
its leader will take its cues from the President any longer. 

It cannot have been easy for a man who fought most of his 
life for the power of the presidency to relinquish it now, in a 
diminished state and under difficult conditions. Biden did not 
want to go. Pushing through adversity had become a defining 
characteristic of his identity. He saw the mounting concerns 
about his age as another hurdle to get over. 

To understand the deliberations of the President as he 
weighed whether to step aside, it helps to trace the path that 
led him here. No sooner had Biden been elected to the Sen-
ate in 1972 than he suffered the death of his wife and daugh-
ter in a car crash. Fifteen years later, his first run for the White 
House ended abruptly after he delivered a debate argument 
pilfered from a British politician. As the plagiarism scandal 
snowballed, Biden’s inner circle—many of whom still occupy 
positions in his orbit today—urged him to exit. Even now, 
Biden has regrets that he heeded his advisers over his family, 
who urged him not to quit.

The experience colored Biden’s contempt for both the press 
and his critics. He sees the elitists in Washington working 

against him. To bow to the calls for him 
to end a storied career would be tanta-
mount to admitting he wasn’t up for the 
task, and he believed he was. For Biden, 
it meant reliving 1987 all over again.

But Biden’s dismissal of the Demo-
crats’ doubts as a Beltway phenom-
enon was inaccurate. Americans long 
had doubts about Biden’s age. An As-
sociated Press–NORC poll last sum-
mer found 77% of adults believed 
Biden was too old to govern effec-
tively through a second term. The de-
bate with Trump  cemented that per-
ception. Democrats were shaken to 
watch Biden stumble his way through, 
mixing up names and figures, losing 
his train of thought, failing to parry 
Trump’s lies or give  coherent descrip-
tions of his own accomplishments and 
vision for a  second term.

Unable to push him out, many 
frustrated Democrats stayed silent, 
either too timid to declare the Presi-
dent could no longer lead the ticket 
or unsure whether Harris would fare 
better. But in the days and weeks that 
followed, a growing chorus of Demo-
cratic lawmakers and donors sounded 
the alarm, warning that Biden was 
likely to lose in November, potentially 
dragging down the party’s candidates 

‘It’s up 
to the 

President 
to decide if 
he is going 

to run.’
—NANCY PELOSI

△
The President 

watches Harris 
speak at a 

campaign rally 
in Philadelphia 

in May



across the country and handing the 
House and Senate to Republicans.

Biden insisted he would stay in the 
race and worked overtime to shore 
up pillars of support within the party, 
from union leaders to the Congres-
sional Black Caucus. For a moment, it 
looked like Biden had quelled the dis-
sent. Then his longtime ally Nancy Pe-
losi gave the ditch-Biden effort fresh 
momentum. “It’s up to the President 
to decide if he is going to run. We’re all 
encouraging him to make that decision, 
because time is running short,” the 
84-year-old former House Speaker said 
of her 81-year-old President, speak-
ing as if Biden hadn’t been promising 
to stay in the race. It was a remarkable 
diptych—one octogenarian deter-
mined to cling to power, even when his 
capabilities had flagged; another who 
had voluntarily surrendered it, and yet 
retained the clout to clip the President 
of the United States’ campaign when  
he became a political liability. 

As the party fretted, a string of 
appearances designed to showcase 
Biden’s strength did little to quell 
doubts. Polls showed him trailing 
across battleground-states. Promi-
nent donors began abandoning him 
or recalibrating their investments. 

 Discussion of his apparent cogni-
tive decline dominated the news. 
Stan Greenberg, who was Bill Clin-
ton’s pollster and who had previously 
touted Biden’s re-election chances, re-
peatedly petitioned the White House 
to take his current peril more seri-
ously. Other party strategists were 
similarly concerned that the campaign 
was ignoring a crisis situation for both 
the President and the down-ballot 
candidates across the country whose 
fortunes were tethered to his. Reli-
ably Democratic states were suddenly 
trending purple.

Then shots rang out across a fair-
ground in Butler, Pa., on July 13, and 
a gunman’s attempt to kill Donald 
Trump sent shock waves through the 
country.

MoMents before truMp was shot, 
Biden had slipped into St. Edmond 
Catholic Church near Delaware’s 
Rehoboth Beach boardwalk just as 
Saturday- evening services were slated 
to start. Soon, news broke of the shoot-
ing. Biden was hustled out of the build-
ing, a black baseball hat over his shock 
of white hair, to receive word that his 
predecessor had been the target of an 
apparent assassination attempt.

Biden sprang into action and set 
into motion his return to Washington. 
He got his national-security team on 
the phone and peppered aides with 
questions. He soon spoke with Trump, 
and had addressed the nation three 
times by the following night. His 
campaign halted political activities 
in deference to the sensitivity of the 
moment, even as aides acknowledged 
that his opponent’s staring down 
a bullet would only intensify the 
MAGA movement’s ardor and maybe 
strengthen Trump’s advantage 
in the race.

The Trump shooting barely put 
the debate over Biden’s age on pause. 
Both House Democratic leader Ha-
keem Jeffries and his Senate counter-
part, Chuck Schumer, had told Biden 
directly that their caucuses harbored 
deep concerns about his candidacy. 
Pelosi, too, told Biden that his refusal 
to bow out jeopardized Democrats’ 
ability to hold the Senate and retake 
the House. 

Then, during a campaign swing 
through Nevada, Biden was diagnosed 
with COVID-19, and retreated to his 
beach house in Rehoboth to conva-
lesce. To a tightened circle of advis-
ers, he blasted Democratic donors for 
trying to push him out of the race, 
stewed at the lack of credit accorded 
to his achievements, seethed at the 
disrespect from purported allies and 
old friends. But even close allies knew 
he had all but run out of road, and was 
beginning to mull an exit in earnest. 

Buoyed by the iconic images of 
his near assassination and show of 
strength in response, Trump emerged 
from the Republican convention as-
cendant. An Associated Press poll re-
leased that same day found that 7 in 10 
voters thought Biden should withdraw 
from the race—including 65% of Dem-
ocrats. Party leaders were no longer 
willing to muffle their panic. 

Now Biden’s decision to bow out 
resets the race. Trump’s campaign, 
tooled to mock, deride, and defeat 
Biden, is scrambling to rethink their 
approach to the electoral map. Demo-
crats will try to capitalize on the fresh 
start, banking that a new candidate 
at the top of their ticket will energize 
the base. But who that might be is an 
open question. 

Even before Biden endorsed his 
running mate to top the new Demo-
cratic ticket, the easiest path forward 
for the party was to swap in Har-
ris, who quickly announced that she 
would seek the nomination. Pass-
ing over the first woman and first 
person of color to fill the vice presi-
dency would be politically tricky for 
a party that relies on those constitu-
encies at the ballot box. Unlike other 
replacements, Harris would face no 
trouble tapping into the ticket’s war 
chest. Biden has said he wouldn’t 
have picked Harris for Vice President 
if he didn’t think she would make a 
strong President.

But party bigwigs are eager to start 
fresh. For weeks, some have been 
drawing up and circulating notional 
plans for a truncated nominating con-
test that would culminate at the par-
ty’s convention in Chicago in August. 
The Democrats, and America, are in 
uncharted territory now.  □

The Brief includes reporting by Eric Cortellessa, Olivia B. Waxman, and Julia Zorthian
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Madrid mania
A red blaze illuminates a crowd of Spain’s soccer fans in Madrid, as they cheer on Nico Williams’ opening goal during 

a screening of the Euro 2024 fi nal on July 14. Spain went on to best England with a 2-1 win in Berlin, clinching the 

title and scoring 15 goals over seven games—a record for a European tournament.

THE BULLETIN

Behind the opulence of Anant Ambani’s big fat Indian wedding

THE WEDDING CELEBRATIONS FOR 
the son of Asia’s richest man culmi-
nated in a lavish, celebrity-fi lled three-
day gathering that came to a close in 
Mumbai on July 14. Mukesh Ambani, 
chairman of India’s largest conglom-
erate, Reliance Industries, hosted fes-
tivities over seven months for his son 
Anant Ambani’s marriage to pharma-
ceutical heiress Radhika Merchant.

STAR-STUDDED Decked out in glam-
orous Indian attire, guests included 
global power players from across the 
entertainment industry, business 
world, and political elite. The nup-
tials are estimated to have cost nearly 
$600 million and guests included 
celebrities Kim Kardashian, John 
Cena, Priyanka Chopra Jonas, and 

Nick Jonas. Former British Prime Min-
isters Boris Johnson and Tony Blair, as 
well as India’s leader  Narendra Modi, 
were also in attendance. Pre-wedding 
events attended by Mark Zuckerberg, 
Bill Gates, Ivanka Trump, and Jared 
Kushner featured performances by 
 Rihanna, Justin Bieber, Katy Perry, 
and Andrea Bocelli.

ROYAL TREATMENT The se-
nior Ambani, who has a net 
worth of nearly $122 bil-
lion, has close ties with the 
Modi administration. For 
pre- wedding festivities 
in March, Indian au-
thorities temporarily 
upgraded Jamnagar 
airport’s status from 

domestic to international, with staff , 
military, and air force personnel de-
ployed in service of the Ambanis. In 
July, offi  cials restricted access to roads 
around the wedding venue in Mumbai.

JARRING INEQUALITY Ambani’s dis-
play of wealth is seen by many as a 
sign of India’s rising global power, 
and aspirational for Indian families 

their own. But the opulence 
has also caused discomfort 

reminder of the stark in-
come inequality in India, 

where the richest 1% 
own around 40% of 
the country’s wealth.

—ASTHA RAJVANSHI
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Another company with international ambitions is 

Sensoneo, which in the space of just seven years 

has grown from a start-up into a global leader 

in the provision of smart waste solutions. “Our 

expertise in digitization and reverse logistics 

solution helps large, nationally operating recycling 

companies and take-back operators automate and 

optimize their daily operations,” says CEO and co-

founder Martin Basila. “We find it very motivating 

to be able to make such a positive impact on 

recycling.”

Innovation is also the name of the game for 

Igor Rattaj, chairman of TMR, Slovakia’s leading 

tourism organization, which posted record 

earnings for 2023 despite rising costs and weather 

conditions that were less than ideal. “Last year’s 

performance reflected not just our resilience to 

challenges but also our ability to react quickly and 

effectively to changing circumstances,” says Rattaj. 

“We effectively utilized our long-term expertise 

in price management through dynamic pricing, 

introducing new products, leveraging synergies 

within our resorts, and rolling out our on-line 

Gopass shopping and loyalty program.”

Slovakia’s business community may be punching 

above its weight, but its track record is proof that it 

is quality not quantity that matters in today’s global 

and digitalized world. 

T
hanks to a combination of high levels of 

investment from overseas and a positive 

foreign trade balance, Slovakia ended 2023 

as Central Europe’s fastest-growing economy. 

Since the country’s independence in the early 

1990s, a main pillar of its industrial base has been 

its automotive sector. Due in part to its location 

at the heart of the European land mass and the 

thoroughly deserved reputation for diligence and 

reliability of its workforce, Slovakia has emerged as 

the world’s largest producer of cars per capita.

The sector’s success is also testament to the 

sheer grit and determination demonstrated by 

entrepreneurs such as the founders of the Matador 

Group, now a well-established Central and Eastern 

Europe (CEE) automotive supplier operating in 

three countries across Europe. “Companies that 

were sold off to managerial groups in the early 

1990s privatization program fundamentally lacked 

capital,” says CEO Stefan Rosina. “It had to be 

created, and the path we chose was to amass it 

through hard work, not just to accumulate money 

for its own sake, but to generate added value. 

We worked day and night, weekends, statutory 

holidays, and took no vacations.”

While the automotive industry is on course to 

remain a driving force for the foreseeable future, 

the Slovak economy is diversifying, with both tech 

and tourism fast becoming significant engines of 

growth. At the same time, this diversification of 

the economy is helping promote technological 

innovation among the country’s car manufacturers. 

The navigation app developer Sygic, which 

specializes in tailor made solutions for both 

consumer and commercial vehicles, is a case in 

point. “We are changing the way people travel, 

and how transporters use their fleets to be more 

efficient and sustainable” says CEO Martin Strigac. 

“We connect smartphones with cars, drivers with 

dispatchers, and navigate company fleets all over 

the world. We never stop innovating.”

Slovakia’s pure-play tech sector is also on the 

ascendancy thanks to the likes of leading anti-virus 

and IT security software systems developer ESET, 

whose CEO Richard Marko is on a mission to 

establish the company as an international force to 

be reckoned with. “Our research and development 

used to be concentrated in Slovakia, but we 

realized that it would be beneficial to expand 

internationally in order to attract the best talent 

and expertise,” he explains. “Now we have up to 

13 R&D centers around the world. We thought it 

would be helpful to have more direct contact with 

our clients and customers.”

SLOVAKIA – Reaching New Heights

 CONTENT FROM THE INTELLIGENT INVESTOR

www.time.com/partnercontent





Hope
 is what we do.

At ChildFund, hope is about helping kids everywhere 

grow up healthy, educated, skilled and – above all – safe. 

Hope is about keeping children safe wherever they are: at 

home, in school, online. Hope is about all of us  – including 

children – writing our story together. ChildFund.org
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during a regional summit that Mos-
cow-Beijing relations were experienc-
ing “the best period in their history.” 
This relationship has raised concerns 
for India as tensions with neighboring 
China have heated up in recent years 
over a disputed Himalayan border, 
which has resulted in India’s becoming 
increasingly estranged in forums where 
Russia and China play a prominent role. 

As such, Russia’s stance on India-
China hostilities in the future will be 
critical, says Chietigj Bajpaee, a senior 
research fellow for South Asia at Chat-
ham House, especially given  India’s 
heavy reliance on Russia for mili-
tary equipment that dates back to the 
height of the Cold War. “Historically, 
Moscow has taken a relatively neutral 
position, but if this were to change, it 

would prompt New Delhi 
to rethink its relations 
with Russia,” he says.

India’s purchase of 
large quantities of Rus-
sian crude oil at steep 
discounts has resulted in 
trade between the two 
countries amounting to 
nearly $65 billion in the 
past year. This is a major 
fi nancial lifeline for Rus-
sia given sanctions and 
isolation from the West. 
Most of that money has 
fl owed toward Russia, 
however—a trade imbal-
ance that Modi addressed 

during his talks with Putin. “Energy co-
operation is an important issue, arising 
not only from India’s dependence on 
Russian crude oil, but also civil nuclear 
cooperation,” says Bajpaee. 

As India seeks to promote a world-
view that is “non-Western, but not 
explicitly anti-Western,” according to 
Bajpaee, it’s likely the friendship be-
tween India and Russia will endure. 
“For India, Modi’s meeting with Putin 
in Russia is just a continuation of long-
standing strategic ties dating back to 
the Cold War,” says Derek Grossman, 
a senior analyst at the Rand Corp. 
“But for the U.S. and West, it reminds 
every one how diffi  cult it is to enlist 
New Delhi in a coalition to counter 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. In short, 
it won’t happen.”  □

HOURS BEFORE INDIA’S PRIME MINISTER NARENDRA 
Modi landed in Moscow on July 8, Russia fi red missiles on 
Ukraine that killed at least 41 people, including four chil-
dren at a children’s hospital in Kyiv. Condemnations were 
still arriving from around the globe as Modi smiled and 
posed for photos with Russian President Vladimir Putin. 

During Modi’s two-day visit to the Kremlin—his fi rst 
trip to Russia since its invasion of Ukraine in 2022—the 
two leaders hugged each other outside Putin’s residence 
before holding informal talks. Putin told Modi he was 
“very happy” to see his “dear friend,” according to Rus-
sia’s TASS state news agency, while Modi called the visit 
a “wonderful opportunity to deepen ties” between the 
two countries in a post on the 
social media platform X. In re-
sponse, Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky called 
Modi’s visit “a huge disap-
pointment” on X, saying it 
was “a devastating blow to 
peace eff orts to see the leader 
of the world’s largest democ-
racy hug the world’s most 
bloody criminal in Moscow.” 

It became clear that Modi 
did not plan to challenge 
Putin over his actions in 
Ukraine during the visit, and 
instead used the trip to affi  rm 
long-standing strategic and 
economic ties between the 
two countries. The Indian leader’s engagement appears 
to be in part an attempt to stem the Kremlin’s depen-
dence on China,  India’s main rival, while he continues 
to walk a tightrope between the East and the West.

Last June, Modi met with U.S. President Joe Biden 
during a state visit to Washington, where the two leaders 
deepened relations with a defense, trade, and technology 
partnership and shared concerns about China’s infl uence 
in the region. Despite facing pressure from the West to 
distance itself from Moscow, however, India has refused 
to condemn Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and abstained 
from all resolutions on Ukraine at the U.N. Instead, 
Modi has opted for a softer approach, telling Putin that 
“today’s era is not an era of war” on the sidelines of 
a regional  summit in 2022.

EXPERTS SAY MODI’S VISIT, which occurred at the same 
time as NATO meetings in Washington, is focused primar-
ily on defense cooperation. It came after Putin’s return 
from Kazakhstan, where the Russian President claimed 

Russia’s 

China ties 

make India 

nervous

GOOD QUESTION

Why is Modi 
embracing Putin? 
BY ASTHA RAJVANSHI

▽
Modi and 

Putin at the 
Novo-Ogaryovo 
state residence 

outside Moscow
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since 2018—has noticed that he’s in-
vited to more speaking engagements, 
but fewer hospitals or universities. 
“Institutions, by and large, have not 
embraced the book,” he says. Clini-
cians, however, have. Laurie Marcellin, 
a therapist in Colorado, says it’s one of 
the four top books she recommends as 
a supervisor for new therapists. “It’s 
amazing, given the amount of years 
it’s been out, that the book is still con-
sidered foundational,” Marcellin says. 
She’s more cautious about recom-
mending it to clients because it can 
be triggering in its specificity. “I once 
heard someone say, ‘It’s like someone 
opened my mail,’” she says.

van der KolK parts company with 
established medical tradition on sev-
eral key issues. Some of the treatments 
he recommends are unconventional. 
He’s a proponent of using MDMA—
also known as the street drugs ecstasy 
or Molly—to help people debilitated 
by trauma. (He currently uses ket-
amine instead, because unlike MDMA, 
it’s legal to prescribe.) “When you get 

Dr. Bessel van Der KolK has spenT 30 years figuring 
out why people behave so strangely. His specialty is treating 
those who have endured traumas so horrific—war, carnage, 
incredible pain that they couldn’t stop—that their brains have 
not been able to fully process them, and their bodies have 
 reacted to their brain’s precarious state in ways they could 
not explain or control. But many human behaviors still puz-
zle van der Kolk, 82. He doesn’t understand why the medical 
community doesn’t take childhood trauma more seriously. 
He doesn’t understand why leaders still send citizens to war 
without factoring in how it will deplete their capacity to live 
normally for decades. And he’s not quite sure why a woman 
recently came up to him on the street and kissed his feet. 

“I said, ‘What are you doing?’” says van der Kolk via 
video call from his home in the Berkshires. Van der Kolk’s 
is a specific type of fame. Most people haven’t heard of 
him, but for those who began to understand why they—
or someone they loved—behaved the way they did via his 
2014 book, The Body Keeps the Score, he’s a miracle worker. 
Hence the feet-kissing. 

In the book, the psychiatrist, who was born during the 
Nazi occupation of the Netherlands, makes the case that 
trauma is more present and more powerful than people real-
ize. He argues that while trauma injures the brain, its effects 
go much deeper. “Trauma victims cannot recover,” he writes, 
“until they become familiar with and befriend the sensations 
in their bodies.” The Body Keeps the Score is not a self-help 
book; it is a summary of the scientific advances in under-
standing and treating trauma in the past century and why 
van der Kolk believes medicine is still not grappling with it 
effectively. But for many readers, it was an epiphany. As the 
book has lingered atop best-seller lists for the past five years, 
trauma has been elevated from a subject discussed mostly 
in the medical and military communities to a feature of the 
national conversation. 

In fact, many people—including the book’s author—have 
begun to caution that trauma is being redefined in unhelp-
ful ways. “People are inflating the whole trauma notion and 
now apply it to everything,” says van der Kolk. “When some-
body breaks up with you in a love relationship, that’s part 
of life, but that is not a trauma. What’s happening in Gaza, 
that’s a trauma.” He also dismisses the notion that his book 
became popular five years after it was published because of 
the trauma of the pandemic. “My take on this is that I owe a 
lot of it to President Trump,” he says. “When we saw brutal-
ity enter our political arena, a lot of people got triggered and 
[felt] like, ‘Oh, that’s what my upbringing was about; some-
body treated me very badly and hurt me.’”

As the book climbed the charts, van der Kolk—who has 
also run the Trauma Research Foundation in Massachusetts 
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traumatized, you live in a very nar-
rowed reality, and your fear and your 
rage really determine your reaction 
to everything,” he says. “Psychedelics 
have the capacity to open up people’s 
minds to live in a much larger reality.” 

In his most recent study, published 
in January, van der Kolk treated 46 
traumatized people with psycho-
therapy and MDMA and 44 with psy-
chotherapy and a placebo. He says he 
was shocked by the results. “After the 
MDMA, people were much better able 
to both articulate their own point of 
view and understand other people’s 
point of view, and to not get into fights 
but find the ability to compromise,” he 
says. Best-seller influence can get you 
only so far, however. While Australia 
and the Netherlands have announced 
MDMA programs, the experts at the 
U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
are advising against recommending it.

Other less-than-orthodox treat-
ments he recommends include activi-
ties that can help people feel in step 
with others, including dancing, drum-
ming, and choir, as well as in step with 

themselves, such as yoga and breath work. The current sys-
tem, he says, “where you talk about how bad you feel or you 
take drugs, needs to be vastly expanded [to be like] the way 
we raise small kids, which is to have the experiences of dis-
covery and pleasure and connection, not talking about your 
trauma, just to be in sync with other people.” He’s a big fan 
of drama therapy. “It is really good for people to inhabit 
different creatures than who they usually are,” he says. 

For some clinicians, the book’s out-of-the-box thinking 
is what makes it appealing. “I think that we’re pretty stuck 
in psychiatry for some things,” says Dr. Chuck Weber, co-
founder and chief medical officer of Family Care Center, a 
national chain of mental-health providers that treats a lot 
of ex-military PTSD (posttraumatic stress disorder) suf-
ferers. One of the book’s techniques he uses is therapeutic 
massage for people whose trauma means they can’t bear to 
be touched. The hope is that it can retrain the brain to asso-
ciate touch with different memories. 

While the health industry has yet to fully embrace many 
of these treatments, van der Kolk is seeing progress on the 
front line, including in schools and prisons; San Quentin 
has a program based loosely on the practices encouraged 
by The Body Keeps the Score. “It’s an astounding thing to 
see the criminal- justice system actually having a trauma 
model,” says van der Kolk. “It made me very optimistic.” 

It’s entirely plausible that van der Kolk’s views of 
health care institutions have been colored by events in 
his own history. In 2018, he was dismissed from the first 
trauma center he founded, amid allegations of bullying, 
which he strongly denied. He also bristles at the mention 
of the highly influential Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders. The DSM describes and encodes all 
known psychiatric disorders. It’s often key to getting health 
insurers to pay for a treatment. Despite what van der Kolk 
believes is overwhelming evidence that children who suf-
fer from persistent trauma because of an absent, abusive, 
or unwell parent need particular help, the only trauma in 
the DSM is PTSD. “I have spent too much time in my life 
trying to change the DSM,” he says, ruefully. “Innumerable 
research papers—I’m not doing it anymore.” Instead, he is 
writing a workbook based on his theories. 

He’s also hoping his work has an impact on an institu-
tion close to children: schools. His recommendations for 
how to make up for pandemic losses are, unsurprisingly, 
mildly heretical. Most school systems are leaning into extra 
instruction time and tests to catch kids up in reading and 
math. Van der Kolk says that’s all wrong. “The main thing 
you learn in school is to be a member of a group, to col-
laborate, to have fun and to create things together,” he says. 
“So I would focus on theater groups, I would focus on ath-
letics, because the pandemic really made people physically 
very isolated and alienated from each other.”

It’s hard to imagine a world in which such activities 
might be prescribed and paid for by health insurers, or edu-
cational systems for that matter. There are no double- blind 
peer- reviewed studies to establish that they make people 
feel better. Van der Kolk is not at all put off by this. People 
surprise him all the time.  □

‘People are 
inflating 

the whole 
trauma 
notion.’
—DR. BESSEL 

VAN DER KOLK, 

PSYCHIATRIST
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War-torn ward
Rescuers and medics sift through 

the ruins of a wing at the Okhmatdyt 

Children’s Hospital in Kyiv on July 8, 

after the Russian military fi red more 

than 40 missiles into several Ukrainian 

cities. The daytime airstrikes were 

Russia’s heaviest assault on Ukraine 

in four months and killed at least 42 

people, including fi ve children; dozens 

more were injured. The hospital held 

627 patients at the time of the attack, 

which, according to offi cials, interrupted 

procedures including cancer treatment 

and open-heart surgery. 

Photograph by Roman Pilipey—

AFP/Getty Images

▶  For more of our best photography, 

visit time.com/lightbox
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1. It’s actually great for older people

Part of the appeal of walking backward is that it’s suitable 

for people of any age and fi tness level. It mitigates the 

impact of each step, reducing the force exerted on the 

knees and lower back. “It’s great for your balance and 

coordination,” says Joe Meier, a Minnesota-based personal 

trainer. That’s especially important for older adults, who 

are at a higher risk of falls. For a safe way to start, get on the 

treadmill backward without turning it on, grasp the handrails, and 

use your own power to move the belt.

2. You’ll engage diff erent muscles

Walking backward requires you to stand up straighter than 

you do when walking forward, says Meier. By reversing your 

stride, you’ll create a new challenge for the muscles in 

the abdomen, lower limbs, glutes, and back, since they’ll 

be working opposite of how they usually do. According to 

one study—yes, scientists have studied this—people who 

walked backward three times a week for six weeks ended up 

with better quadriceps strength compared with those who walked forward for 

their exercise. 

3. It can be good for people with injuries

Retro-walking has long been used for clinical and rehabilita-

tion purposes, says Janet Dufek, a biomechanist at the Uni-

versity of Nevada, Las Vegas. One study found that after 

six weeks of doing it, people with osteoarthritis in the knee 

had a bigger drop in pain and functional disability com-

pared with those who walked in the typical way. Others have 

found that backward walking alleviates plantar fasciitis and 

lower-back pain. Retro-walking is also used in occupational 

therapy. Older people might practice walking up to a kitchen sink, 

for example, then backward away from it. The ability to move in reverse can 

enhance “practical activities of daily living,” Dufek says.

4. It could make you more fl exible

Many of us sit all day long—which leads to coiled-up, 

restricted muscles. “Our hip fl exors, or the muscles 

at the front of the thigh and the front of the hip, 

get tighter,” says Kristyn Holc, a physical therapist 

with Atlantic Sports Health Physical Therapy in 

Morristown, N.J. When we walk backward, we’re stretching 

that tissue—leading to more fl exibility, which is linked to 

improved physical performance, increased muscle blood fl ow, 

5. Your gait might improve

Elizabeth Stroot, a physical therapist with Core 

Wellness & Physical Therapy in Alexandria, Va., uses 

retro-walking to help people normalize their gait pattern, 

or how they walk. “It’s a way to tap into our neuromuscular 

programming and get people to work through a little limp or 

a range-of-motion restriction,” she says. Walking backward for 

just 20 or 30 ft. at a time is often enough to help some patients, she adds. 

It can also improve balance control, Holc says. When you can’t see what’s 

behind you, you must instead rely on your muscles, joints, and vestibular 

system to keep you upright. “You’re having to feel where you are in space, and 

that information is being sent to the brain,” she says.

5 reasons to 
start walking 
backward
BY ANGELA HAUPT

I’VE SPENT MY WHOLE LIFE 
happily walking in one direction: 
forward. It was, I believed, the 
only way to go, so I dutifully 
logged dozens of miles a month 
looking like every other person 
out for a morning stroll.

No more. Thanks to TikTok, 
I discovered a new (to me, at 
least) spin on walking: backward 
walking, also known as retro-
walking. Though it’s trending 
on social media platforms right 
now, physical therapists and 
fi tness trainers have been touting 
its benefi ts for years. It’s a low-
impact way to burn calories, 
strengthen your legs, test your 
coordination, become more 
fl exible, and even reduce pain, 
experts say—all of which lured 
me onto my quiet rural street one 
afternoon to give it a whirl.

After about 50 steps, I realized 
going in reverse was no walk in 
the park. It burned. I could feel 
the switch-up in my lower legs 
in a way I don’t with ordinary 
walking unless I’m powering up a 
hill. There was a mental challenge 
too (beyond ignoring the strange 
looks from my neighbors). I had 
no idea what was behind me, 
so I had to engage all my senses 
to ensure I stayed upright and 
didn’t trip over any unexpected 
obstacles. 

When I told a handful of ex-
perts about my surprisingly fun 
retro-walking expedition, they 
agreed more people should make it 
part of their routine—starting out 
slowly, in a hazard-free area, for 
just a few minutes a day. There’s a 
learning curve, experts stress, so if 
you’re able to walk 1 m.p.h. back-
ward, you’re doing well.

Here’s a look at the benefi ts.
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TOUGH TIMES FOR PRESIDENTIAL 

INCUMBENTS AHEAD 

COVID-19 SETTLES  

INTO A PATTERN

IMMIGRATION IS ABOUT 

MORE THAN A BORDER 

SOCIETY

HIP-HOP NEEDS  
A RECKONING
BY TAYLOR CRUMPTON

▶

I N S I D E



T H E  V I E W  O P E N E R

Cassie Ventura is not the first sur-
vivor of hip-hop’s abuse, and unfor-
tunately will not be the last. In the 
months since she filed a federal law-
suit against Sean “Diddy” Combs for 
rape and abuse in November 2023, 
seven women and one male survivor 
have come out against the mogul with 
stories of alleged abuse and harm. In 
a July essay for the New York Times, 
a former Vibe editor accused Combs of 
threatening her life over a 1997 maga-
zine story.

Ventura’s brutal account, coupled 
with recently released surveillance 
video of the singer being physically 
assaulted by Combs in 2016, has also 
reignited discussions about why hip-
hop needs its own #MeToo move-
ment. (Combs apologized for his ac-
tions on the video, but denied all other 
allegations. People later reported 
that Combs deleted all of his posts 
on Insta gram, including his apology 
video to Ventura.)

Other people have since come for-
ward about sexual and physical as-
sault at the hands of other men in 
hip-hop. Musician and record pro-
ducer The Dream, for instance, was 
accused of sexual and physical assault 
by  Chanaaz Mangroe, his former pro-
tégé. (The Dream told the New York 
Times, “These claims are untrue and 
defamatory.”) But the pushback Ven-
tura received from hip-hop’s elder 
statesmen—like Akon, Uncle Luke, 
Slim Thug, and Stevie J, to name a few 
who chose to stand by Combs and dis-
credit her claims—proved why, while 
Hollywood and other industries have 
broken some ground since the Harvey 
Weinstein allegations in 2017, a reck-
oning of gender violence has yet to 
transpire in the genre. It seems a cul-
ture of fear is governing hip-hop. And 
it’s about time we recognize it. 

After the May 17 release of the sur-
veillance video by CNN, Slim Thug 
and Uncle Luke rescinded their sup-
port for Combs. But the majority of 
prominent men in hip-hop have re-
mained silent about the truth, and 
their silence has become complicity. 

From its inception half a century 
ago, hip-hop has had to protect itself 
from law enforcement, the media, 

and political leaders. Often those 
seen as its protectors were Black men. 
Hip-hop gave those men access to 
wealth and resources that they had 
never seen. 

In turn, Black women, who also 
helped to create the music and safe-
guard the culture, were subjected to 
dehumanization and humiliation. 
That dangerous bargain has proved 
to be profitable for the men in charge. 
Some of the genre’s earliest titans—
like Russell Simmons, Dr. Dre, and 
L.A. Reid—were able to accumulate 
economic and social capital while 
reportedly assaulting women who 
worked around them.

“Why is it so hard to believe Black 
women?” ask Patrice Tillery and 
Christina M. Jones Esq. in an article 
for the Battered Women’s Justice 
Project on intimate- partner violence. 
“Even in situations where sharing our 
truth benefits us in no visible way, and 
in many cases, makes something that 
is already incredibly challenging, ex-
ponentially harder. Why do we have to 
beg for the bare minimum?”

Despite the efforts of many top 
artists, from Ice Cube to Killer Mike, 
to critique white supremacy, capital-
ism, and mass incarceration, there is 

a conspicuous silence when it comes 
to sexuality and gender. Instead, hip-
hop and the people who support the 
industry have long used the harm and 
violence enacted on Black women as a 
way to promote their newest song. In 
the digital- media age, that harm and 
violence has turned into content. 

And Black women aren’t the only 
ones subjugated to harassment and 
mistreatment. When producer Rod-
ney “Lil Rod” Jones filed a lawsuit 
against Combs for sexual harass-
ment and sexual assault in Febru-
ary, the response on social media was 
an influx of homophobic content, 
with the “No Homo” slur replaced by 
“No Diddy.” Some people used Jones’ 
lawsuit to downplay the other lawsuits 
filed by women. 

Because misogynoir is rooted in 
the devaluation of femininity at large, 
 LGBTQIA+ people are also suscepti-
ble to gender-based violence. And in a 
genre where Black toxic masculinity is 
a key to success, hip-hop does not cre-
ate space to celebrate Black queerness. 

If hip-hop will survive another 50 
years, it cannot continue like this.

Crumpton is a music, pop-culture, and 
politics writer from Dallas
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IT’S SUMMER, AND FLU AND RSV HAVE 
come and gone. But as ever, COVID-19 
is diff erent. Even though the pandemic 
is behind us, the virus is once again 
surging in the U.S. 

COVID-19 seems to be settling 
into a pattern of two peaks a year: 
one in the winter and one in the 
summer. Data from early July, the 
most recent available, showed rates 
of positive COVID-19 tests from labs 
(which represent only a small frac-
tion of overall cases) continuing to in-
crease. Hospitalizations for the disease 
also climbed in early summer, particu-
larly among the elderly. Signs of the 
virus in wastewater—which provides 
among the most accurate real-time 
snapshots of COVID-19 prevalence—
have been increasing since May.  

The good news is that while the 
number of cases is climbing, deaths 
from COVID-19 continue to drop. 

Experts point to a number of fac-
tors behind the uptick. First, people’s 
immunity to the virus is waning; only 
22% of people in the U.S. received 
the most updated vaccine, which be-
came available in the fall. Second, 
the newest variants are mutating to 

spread more easily between people, 
which means more people are likely 
to get infected. 

Lower immunity could also be 
contributing to people experiencing 
symptoms like fever, coughing, and 
fatigue more strongly than they may 
have in past bouts with the disease, 
since “vaccines give you better im-
munity than getting the disease,” says 
Dr. Robert Murphy, professor of infec-
tious diseases at Northwestern Uni-
versity Feinberg School of Medicine. 
The low uptake of the latest vaccine 
from last fall means fewer people have 
the strongest possible protection.

BUT SO FAR, the virus does not seem 
to be causing more severe disease 
overall. “The latest data on COVID-19 
show that it is now starting to settle in 
and have similar kinds of statistics to 

Health Matters
By Alice Park
SENIOR HEALTH CORRESPONDENT

◁
A nurse preps a 
COVID-19 shot

‘The goal of the 
vaccine is to keep you 
out of the hospital.’
—DR. PAUL OFFIT, CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL 

OF PHILADELPHIA

infl uenza, meaning hundreds of thou-
sands of hospitalizations and tens of 
thousands of deaths every year,” says 
Dr. Paul Offi  t, director of the vaccine-
education center at Children’s Hospi-
tal of Philadelphia and a member of 
the U.S. Food and Drug Administra-
tion’s vaccine expert committee. And 
similar to fl u, the people most severely 
aff ected are the elderly and those with 
weakened immune systems. 

 Offi  t says vaccines are critical for 
these people, who are at high risk of de-
veloping complications from COVID-
19, and staying up to date can protect 
them from being hospitalized. But it’s 
important to set realistic expectations. 
“The goal of the vaccine is to keep you 
out of the hospital, to keep you out of 
the intensive- care unit, and to keep 
you out of the morgue,” he says. “Not 
to protect you against mild disease.” 

The CDC’s expert vaccine com-
mittee recently recommended an 
updated COVID-19 vaccine for ev-
eryone 6 months and up for the 
coming fall and winter season. The 
shot will be revised to target the 
KP variant currently circulating, 
which should improve its ability to 
minimize symptoms. 

On top of getting vaccinated, it 
might be time for some people to 
consider masking again—since a 
more transmissible virus is circu-
lating, and more people are travel-
ing and gathering in crowded pub-
lic settings like airports. “If I were in 
a high-risk group  and I’m in a large 
group of people I didn’t know—like 
on an airplane—I think it’s reasonable 
to wear a mask,” says Murphy. That 
consideration should also apply to 
people who are sick. “I think anyone 
who has a respiratory illness should 
stay at home,” says Offi  t. “And if you 
can’t stay at home, you should wear a 
mask. If you’re in a high-risk group, 
get tested—and if you have COVID-19, 
take an antiviral.” 

For more health news, sign up at 
time.com/health-matters
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IMMIGRATION

The border is not 
the problem
BY DINAW MENGESTU

early 1980s, the political and cultural 
framework had yet to solidify into the 
often dehumanizing imagery that’s 
common today.  

As A writer whose work is rooted 
in stories of asylum, I’ve sat in on 
numerous discussions in which im-
migration experts debated the best 
alternate stories to cast immigration 
in a more positive, humane light: im-
migration as an economic necessity, 
immigration as a moral and ethical 
obligation, immigration as part of our 
cultural heritage. The idea that the 
story can be changed, however, sits 
on a precarious premise, one that re-
inforces the idea that the dominant 
narrative being told is actually about 
migration, or the border, when in fact, 
that’s never been the case. 

A year before Brother Gene called 
the members of his congregation and 
told them to welcome us, another 
Southern Baptist, President Jimmy 
Carter, signed the Refugee Act of 
1980. That transformative piece of 
legislation defined a refugee as any 
person unable or unwilling to re-
turn home because of persecution 

When my faTher arrived in america from eThiopia 
in 1978, he was resettled, with the help of an immigration 
agency, to Peoria, Ill. He found a job working on the factory 
floor of a Caterpillar Inc. plant, and by the time my mother, 
sister, and I joined him two years later, he’d already found 
a two- bedroom apartment two blocks from the Catholic 
school my sister and I would attend. 

It was a startlingly American childhood, made more so 
by the fact that we spent our weekends at a Southern Bap-
tist church on the other side of town. My parents, raised in 
the Ethiopian Orthodox church, had never heard of South-
ern Baptists before coming to America. But every Sunday, 
there we were, in the front pews, the first and only Black 
family to have ever attended the church.

On a recent cross-country road trip, my wife and I de-
cided to take our two children on a detour to Peoria. My 
family had left the city at the tail end of the 1980s reces-
sion, when unemployment hovered near 20%. I wanted 
to see if we could find Sharon, one of the members of the 
church my family had been especially close to. I hadn’t spo-
ken to Sharon in at least 10 years. We arrived unannounced 
at her doorstep just in time to take her to lunch. It was the 
first and most likely the last time she would meet my fam-
ily. On the drive to the restaurant, Sharon pointed out the 
Greek Orthodox church near her home. 

“Your mom and dad tried to go there,” she said, “but the 
priest or pastor told them not to come back. He said they 
would be more comfortable somewhere else.”

I was about to ask Sharon how they were able to do so 
at a Southern Baptist church, but she saw the question 
coming.

“Your mom and dad met with Brother Gene, and he 
saw that they were good people and told them they would 
be welcome in his church,” she explained. “Before you all 
came, though, he went around and called every single per-
son. He said if anyone gave your family a hard time, they’d 
have hell to pay for it. And that was it. I don’t think anyone 
bothered you at all.”

It felt like a confession when Sharon told the story, and I 
suppose to some degree it was. If no one at the church ever 
told us to our face that we didn’t belong—if no one ever ex-
plicitly asked us to leave—it was because the good people 
of the church had been compelled, even threatened, into 
accepting us. Had they not been, it’s unlikely we would 
have ever lasted more than a week at the church. 

Given the current apocalyptic narrative surrounding im-
migration, it’s hard to imagine the leader of a conservative 
Southern Baptist church making a similar kind of phone 
call today. Whether or not Brother Gene knew my parents 
to be good people, he knew they were refugees, and in the 
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or well-founded fear of persecution—
the same terms as the ones adopted 
by the U.N. in 1951. More important, 
the act established an annual refugee- 
admission limit free of race-based 
geographic quotas and created the Of-
fice of Refugee Resettlement, which 
helped families like mine establish 
new lives in places like Peoria, Ill. 

That the Refugee Act of 1980 
passed with overwhelming bipartisan 
support in an era of double- digit in-
flation and negative economic growth 
says something critical about how 
we frame and imagine the competing 
narratives surrounding immigration. 
Despite the economic challenges, the 
relatively open-armed embrace of im-
migrants that defined that act was part 
of a larger story the country needed 
to tell in the aftermath of the Vietnam 
War. In that story, the global refugee 
crisis that followed the end of the war 
became an opportunity for the U.S. to 
recast itself as a land of hope and op-
portunity, particularly for those flee-
ing the tyranny of political repression.

The current narrative framework 
when it comes to immigration couldn’t 
be more different. Today, the voices of 

authority on the other end of the line insist at every oppor-
tunity that the refugees at our border and in our commu-
nities represent nothing less than an existential threat to 
the country. They are criminals, terrorists, and drug deal-
ers, many from hostile or “sh-t hole” countries, armed with 
fraudulent claims of persecution.

It’s a damning and obviously racist narrative, at odds 
with both the current and historical facts of migration. The 
number of migrant encounters (which includes apprehen-
sions and expulsions) at the southern border in 1986 was 
roughly the same as in 2023 when adjusted for population 
growth in the U.S., while the total number of global refu-
gees admitted into the country fell from a high of 207,116 
in 1980 to just over 25,000 in 2022. The numbers on their 
own, however, mean little, even when paired with numer-
ous other statistics that prove that immigration is a net gain 
to the economy and that immigrants are 60% less likely to 
be incarcerated than people born in the country. The nar-
rative persists, indifferent to facts, because it allows us to 
point to something other than ourselves. 

It’s no coincidence that today’s border narrative mirrors 
some of our country’s most intractable issues. Addiction, 
and the incalculable toll it has taken on our country’s most 
vulnerable communities, is a “border crisis” rather than the 
product of a broken health care system. Decades of politi-
cal dysfunction and neglect have created a system of hor-
ribly underfunded agencies at both the state and federal 
levels, and so our asylum process is overwhelmed because 
of the devious immigrants sneaking into the country—not 
because U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, which 
processes asylum applications for refugees currently in the 
U.S., is a fee-funded agency within Homeland Security, fi-
nancially unable to process the more than 10 million pend-
ing asylum cases in its backlog. 

When the Office of Refugee Resettlement was created 
under the Department of Health and Human Services in 
1980, more than 90% of its $416 million budget was allo-
cated to help state agencies cover the medical and educa-
tional expenses of their refugee populations. That amount 
is more than triple what Congress allocated to the agency 
two decades later, making it that much easier for Ameri-
cans to imagine that a wall would fix what we broke. 

While it may be hard to change the current narrative, it 
doesn’t mean we shouldn’t imagine what those other sto-
ries might look like. They would have nothing to do with 
better, or fewer, or less economically vulnerable individuals 
and families attempting to enter the country. Those stories 
would instead consider what our borders might look like if 
we saw them as an integral part of our country rather than 
the end, and they would imagine what our immigration 
system might look like if we devoted the resources neces-
sary to creating a just asylum process rather than the inef-
fective militarized frontier that currently exists. 

Tell those stories enough, and we might see that both the 
problem and the solution is us.

Mengestu is an Ethiopian American novelist. His latest book is 
Someone Like Us
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a Pennsylvania rally, he called his son Eric from 
his room at Butler Memorial Hospital and asked 
him to conference in other family members. When 
they all got on the phone, Trump was lighthearted 
about his brush with death, and the mood shifted 
from collective shock to hopeful levity. Eric and 
Don Jr. joked that their father, now missing a 
chunk of his ear thanks to one of the would-be 
assassin’s bullets, would have something in com-
mon with Evander Holyfield, the heavyweight 
boxing champion who lost part of his when Mike 
Tyson bit it off. “You always wanna be like the 
great ones,” the elder Trump quipped. Then he got 
down to business. He would fly back to his home 
in Bedminster, N.J., that night, but he wouldn’t be 
there for long. “We’re not changing anything about 
Milwaukee,” Trump told them. “We’re going to the 
convention. Not a single thing changes.”

In fact, much had. The shooting on July 13 
capped an extraordinary run of luck for the for-
mer President. Despite multiple lost elections for 
the GOP under his leadership, two impeachments, 
and the deadly Jan. 6, 2021, attack by his support-
ers on the U.S. Capitol, the Republican Party had 
fallen into total obeisance behind him. Beset by 
an unprecedented 88 state and federal criminal 
charges, Trump had watched as one case seized 
up after a prosecutor’s indiscretion, another was 
dismissed by a conservative judge, and a third was 
postponed. The convictions on 34 felony counts 
that he received in a fourth ended up boosting 
his poll numbers rather than tanking them. The 
hot streak gained pace in late June and early July 
as the  Supreme Court first weakened the pros-
ecutions of the Jan. 6 rioters, and then granted 
Trump and all other Presidents immunity from 
some crimes. Trump’s opponent, President Joe 
Biden, imploded in their debate, prompting an 
ultimately successful Democratic effort to push 
Biden out of the race. His feeble performance put 
new states into play at the top of the ticket and in-
creased the chances of total Republican control of 
government in 2025.

For all that, Trump’s luck on July 13 was of an-
other order, the kind of confluence of events and 
political circumstance that can change the world. 
A slight turn of Trump’s head as the sniper pulled 
the trigger meant the bullet cut his ear instead of 
killing him. “Holy sh-t, I got lucky,” Trump told 
his family. “If I turned my head one more second 
later, it would have gone straight through my 
head.” After he ducked to the ground, he emerged 

amid a wall of Secret Service agents, blood on his 
cheek, pumping his fist and  exhorting the cheer-
ing crowd, “Fight!” It was among the most pow-
erful scenes in recent American history, and it 
resonated with the central messages of Trump’s 
campaign: victimhood, strength, defiance.

Riding that breathtaking moment, Trump ar-
rived in Milwaukee holding history in his hands, 
in a stronger political position than he had ever 
been in. The question was what he would do with 
it. For the first time, he may be able to break be-
yond his hardcore base of supporters and build a 
political coalition that could not only carry him 
into a second term but also give him a broad man-
date to govern. As the curtain went up in Mil-
waukee, there were signs he might actually do it. 
Trump handed speaking roles to former rivals, 
invited a union leader to deliver a prime-time 
address, and embraced onetime enemies in the 
tech world who were calling in with well-wishes. 
“Everyone’s reaching out to him,” says one person 
close to Trump. “He’s letting them back in, which 
is not his nature, which is usually full of revenge.”

Being Trump, that remains the other possibility. 
Despite his recent show of discipline, he contains 
the same vindictive streak that has often led him 
to scupper his own successes with self- destructive 
and petty behavior. People close to him call it “the 
bad Donald Trump.” Trump’s combative instincts 
are often the enemy of his interests. The burst of 
momentum he enjoys now could be the prelude to 
hubristic overreach. “It’s very critical for Trump, 
in the wake of this, not to revert to that side of 
himself,” says GOP Representative Wesley Hunt 
of Texas, who sat with Trump at the convention.

The near future of the nation may depend on 
how Trump seizes the moment. For his opponents, 
who have argued that Trump is a power- hungry 
potential dictator, the attempted assassination 
and Trump’s gathering strength sent an already 
desperate effort to stop him into an accelerating 
panic. They saw a brand of strongman populism 
that could long outlast Trump in his choice for 
his running mate, Ohio Senator J.D. Vance, who 
has said he would have followed through on the 
scheme to reinstall Trump as President after he 
lost the 2020  election. For Trump’s supporters, the 
possibility of an unbridled leader with maximum 
power was a thrilling vision coming into view.

Only five minutes into his speech in Butler on 
Saturday, Trump called an audible. Abandoning 

AN HOUR AFTER 

DONALD TRUMP 

WAS SHOT AT 

S P E C I A L  R E P O R T



31

the teleprompter, he asked technicians to post on 
two giant screens his favorite chart, which tracks 
border crossings over the past 12 years. It wasn’t 
new to the “front-row Joes” and MAGA faithful fa-
miliar with Trump’s routine. But it usually comes 
later on during Trump’s rallies. This time, on a 
spontaneous whim, he moved it up to the begin-
ning. It was, he recalled to family after he landed 
in Bedminster that evening, the reason he turned 
his head just as the shooter pulled the trigger on 
his AR-15 and sent the bullet toward him.

Family who spoke to him after the near-death 
experience said Trump was upbeat and grate-
ful to be alive. Former critics called to show 
goodwill. So did President Biden. The outreach 
has apparently had a positive effect on Trump. 
“What’s happening now is more and more peo-
ple are treating him with respect,” says the per-
son close to Trump. “What you’re seeing is, 
instead of people treating him bad and then get-
ting the bad Donald Trump, people are  treating 
him nice and we’re getting the nice Donald.” 

How long that lasts, given Trump’s record, is 
an open question. Aides say Trump is focused on 
one thing only—winning—and his current mood 
had been building before the Pennsylvania rally, as 
Biden sputtered through a miserable post debate 
stretch that saw his polls sag and  Democrats openly 

question whether he should remain the party’s 
standard bearer. In planning his coronation in Mil-
waukee, Trump had already demonstrated an un-
usual willingness to heed his campaign advisers’ 
admonitions to build as broad a tent as possible. 

Trump had signed off on inviting former pri-
mary rivals Florida Governor Ron DeSantis and 
former South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley 
to give speeches at the convention. He’d also 
helped choreograph a speech by Teamsters pres-
ident Sean O’Brien, a striking pro labor play that 
would have been unthinkable in past GOP conven-
tions. “Trump has his hand in everything,” says 
his daughter-in-law and handpicked RNC co-chair 
Lara Trump. “Some of our big, exciting speakers, 
he’s been very involved in talks about that.”

Trump’s rewrite of the official GOP policy 
document, making it shorter and less detailed, 
revealed his efforts to extend the party’s appeal 
as well as his own. The week before the shooting, 
according to three sources, Trump spent hours 
with his top campaign brass in Bedminster to 
craft the RNC’s 2024 platform, a list of 20 priori-
ties for a second term. Among the long- standing 
GOP planks removed: the party no longer says life 
 begins at  conception or expresses any opposition 
to same-sex marriage. Trump’s heavy involvement 
also stemmed from his frustration over media 
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speculation that outside groups like the Heritage 
Foundation—which, along with over 100 conser-
vative organizations, crafted a 900-page policy 
prescription called Project 2025—were preparing 
to be the policy puppet masters of a future Trump 
Administration. “People point to this Project 2025 
and all this other nonsense,” the official tells TIME. 
“The American people can look at the Trump-RNC 
platform. That is the agenda for the next term.”

The biggest decision still in front of Trump 
after the shooting was his running mate. To 
many, the vice- presidential selection represented 
a proxy war on the right. On one side, many Re-
publicans pushed for a conventional pick: per-
haps Florida Senator Marco Rubio, a Reaganite 
neo conservative who might aid the party’s push 
for Hispanic voters, or North Dakota Governor 
Doug Burgum, a wealthy former entrepreneur and 
a favorite of the Chamber of Commerce crowd. On 
the other were MAGA true believers, who wanted 
Trump to choose an avatar of America First popu-
list nationalism. Trump fielded calls on the Mon-
day morning after the shooting from Republican 
mainstays, including Rupert Murdoch and Kelly-
anne Conway, pushing Burgum or Rubio. Several 
of Trump’s confidants rushed to convince him 
otherwise; Don Jr., the former Fox News host 
Tucker Carlson, and the right-wing provocateur 
Charlie Kirk were all pushing Vance. 

Trump was already leaning toward Vance, 
then 39, his advisers say. He was impressed with 
the Senator’s trajectory: growing up poor in Ohio, 
joining the military, graduating from Yale Law 
School, serving a stint in Silicon Valley, becom-
ing a U.S. Senator. Trump had gotten over Vance’s 
initial harsh criticisms of him in 2016—Vance 
once called him “America’s Hitler”—and the two 
had forged a relationship over the past two years. 
Trump also liked Vance’s vigorous defense of him 
during hostile interviews on network television. 
The clincher, those close to Trump say, came after 
the Butler shooting, when Trump began to think of 
Vance’s youth as an asset. “One of the discussions 
after the assassination attempt was a real reflection 
on the future,” says a source close to Trump, and 
“the idea that one day, the movement will go on.”

The choice is also a play to win over voters in the 
so-called Blue Wall states of Michigan, Wisconsin, 
and Pennsylvania, which are all but must-wins for 
Biden. Because of Vance’s roots and story of self-
invention, the thinking goes, working- class voters 
and some Democrats may respond to a youthful 
Senator who is skilled at articulating the ideolog-
ical pillars of Trumpism: an aversion to foreign 
entanglements and American adventurism over-
seas; a deep skepticism of free-trade agreements; 
and a hostility to immigration. “He’s somebody 
who will be very, very, very effective in the Rust 

Belt,” says senior campaign official Brian Hughes.
Trump’s final move ahead of the convention 

was rewriting his speech to tone down his attacks 
on Biden and craft a message that could expand 
his realm of support. “It’d be awfully easy for him 
to take a middle road, or even low road and not be 
nice,” says Eric Trump. By all accounts, the speech 
Trump had prepared before the shooting was not. 
Says the younger Trump of the rewritten version, 
“the tone is different, the cadence is different.” 

If the questIon hanging over America after the 
assassination attempt was which Trump would 
emerge, the answer, judging from the speech he 
ended up delivering, seemed to be both. He started 
with some 15 minutes recounting his near miss 
days earlier, speaking in an uncharacteristically 
quiet, almost reflective tone. But soon enough he 
reverted to his defensive, angry default,  attacking 
Biden and “crazy Nancy Pelosi,” pushing the false-
hood that the 2020 election was stolen, and de-
scribing gruesome killings allegedly committed by 
undocumented immigrants. Some of the red-meat 
riffing was Trump going off script, but plenty of 
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it had been written into the speech as well. The 
former President seemed to feel the stakes, even 
as the rambling speech ticked toward a record 90 
minutes. “I better finish strong,” he said. “Other-
wise we’ll blow it and I can’t let it happen.” 

Trump’s ability to win new voters remains in 
question, but he is coming out of the convention 
with momentum. For months, some polls have 
suggested that he was eating away at some of 
the pillars of Biden’s political coalition, includ-
ing young voters and Black and Hispanic  voters, 
 especially men. Now his team began to detect a 
softening in the social stigma that had long kept 
Trump from gathering support in certain circles. 
“In the 2016 campaign, it started becoming so-
cially very hard for people to say publicly they 
were for Trump,” says the source close to Trump, 
who speaks with him frequently. “Privately, in 
places like Hollywood and Silicon Valley and 
New York,” the person says, “people are reaching 
out and trying to restart the relationship with him 
because they see an inevitability of his winning.”

The campaign believes that the boost Trump 
got from his reaction to the shooting and Biden’s 

struggles has opened up the electoral map. Ad-
visers think all seven battleground states—
Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, Geor-
gia, Arizona, Nevada, and North Carolina—are 
theirs for the taking. Meanwhile, the list of 
states the campaign hopes to flip red has ex-
panded to include Virginia—which Biden won by 
10 points in 2020—as well as Minnesota, Maine, 
New Mexico, and New Hampshire. “We’re in a 
position to be expanding the map,” says a top 
campaign lieutenant. 

The former President can now run up the 
score, agrees Larry Sabato, director of the Cen-
ter for Politics at the University of Virginia and 
a vocal Trump critic. “It’s almost impossible for 
me to imagine Trump getting a majority of the 
popular vote, though given all the factors, it’s a lot 
more possible than it ever has been. But the Elec-
toral College right now, and maybe for the fore-
seeable future, isn’t going to be particularly close,” 
Sabato says. Trump is likely to get “way over 300 
electoral votes,” he says. “Which swing state isn’t 
going for Trump now? I can’t think of one.”

Biden’s announcement July 21 that he was bow-
ing out of the race, and his endorsement of Vice 
President Kamala Harris, was a stark acknowl-
edgement of just how strong a position Trump is 
in. What effect the change will have on the race is 
an open question. Trump’s team has been compil-
ing opposition research on the Vice President and 
other potential Democratic successors to Biden, 
according to a senior Trump campaign adviser. 
Within minutes of Biden’s announcement, Trump 
allies were already running ads against Harris. 
A still uncertain process for picking Trump’s new 
opponent presented its own perils.

If it’s now Trump’s race to lose, he’s still per-
fectly capable of doing so. Polling shows that a 
significant section of America is dug in on their 
dislike for Trump. An AP-NORC Center for Pub-
lic Affairs Research analysis found that 6 in 10 
Americans have a very or somewhat unfavorable 
opinion of him, a proportion that has remained 
steady since 2021. Fresh examples of his disregard 
for the law, recklessness on the foreign stage, or 
elevation of personal interests above all else could 
rapidly undermine any progress he is making with 
those voters willing to give him a second look. De-
spite Trump’s highs and Biden’s lows, most sur-
veys show it still to be a close race.

How long will the beneficent, big-tent- building 
Trump last? The person close to Trump says he’s 
in a good place: “A happy Trump is a winning 
Trump.” But his family says he is unlikely to aban-
don his pugilistic impulses. Says Eric Trump: “It’s 
very hard to take the right hook out of the boxer.” 
—With reporting by LesLie Dickstein, simmone 
shah, and JuLia Zorthian □
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One nighT in January, 15 peOple Trudged inTO an arTs cenTer 
in Nazareth, Pa., for a political focus group. Democrats and Republi-
cans, grandmothers and high school teachers, they gathered in a room 
still decorated with Christmas lights to discuss their concerns about 
the democratic process with a group called Keep Our Republic, a non-
partisan civic organization that focuses on threats to the election sys-
tem. Ari Mittleman, the organization’s executive director, has observed 
similar events across the battleground states of Wisconsin, Michigan, 
and Pennsylvania, so he expected the participants in Nazareth to ex-
press negative views about the 2024 elections, the candidates, and even 
the voting process itself. What Mittleman was not prepared for was  
a dark prediction that the panelists shared.

“The one thing that unified Democrats and Republicans,” says Mit-
tleman, was the strong sense that “this election will see political vio-
lence.” In a recording of the Nazareth session shared with TIME, many 
participants said they believed it was a matter of when, not if, some-
one would be seriously injured or killed during the 2024 election cycle. 
“It was beyond unsettling,” Mittleman recalls. “Almost to a person, they 
were saying that political violence was going to happen.”

When it did happen on July 13 in Butler, Pa., the attempted assassi-
nation of former President Donald Trump shocked the nation. But to 
many, it did not come as a surprise. The harrowing scene was surreal yet 
predictable, and not only because the U.S. has an ugly history of attacks 
against Presidents and presidential candidates. The gunshots fired by a 
skinny 20-year-old perched on a roof overlooking the Butler Farm Show 
grounds were a reminder of America’s political reality in 2024, which 
has been warped by increasingly violent rhetoric, threats, and attacks. 

For years, polls have traced a sharp rise in the share of Americans 
who believe violence is a valid means to achieve their political goals.  
In a December 2021 survey by the Washington Post and the University 
of Maryland, 1 in 3 respondents said they thought violent action against 
the government can be justified, compared with fewer than 1 in 10 in 

the 1990s. In an April PBS/Marist poll, 28% of 
Republicans and 12% of Democrats said they be-
lieve Americans may “have to resort to violence 
to get the country back on track.” In June, 10% of 
respondents surveyed by the University of Chi-
cago’s Project on Security and Threats said that 
the “use of force is justified to prevent Donald 
Trump from becoming President.”

This trend has coincided with a documented 
surge in violent threats, harassment, and physical 
attacks targeting elected and civic officials, from 
prominent legislators and governors to small-
town election clerks and school-board members. 
The wave of invective and intimidation has hol-
lowed out local institutions, disrupted systems of 
law and government, drummed dedicated public 
servants out of office, and deterred others from 
running, especially women and people of color. 

To many Americans, the prospect of politi-
cal violence has become immediate and visible. 
More people are bringing guns to demonstra-
tions. Every politically charged event, from Su-
preme Court decisions to Trump’s trials to con-
gressional hearings, elicits menacing warnings 
and talk of “civil war.” The last presidential elec-
tion ended in a violent attack on the U.S. Capitol 
by an angry mob that left five people dead and 140 
injured. The vibes feel even darker this time, with 
the same two candidates describing one another 
as an  existential threat to the nation. 

Experts in political extremism expected 
these combustible factors to finally ignite with a 
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 high-profi le attack. “It’s the manifestation of the 
political environment we’re in,” says Daryl John-
son, a former senior intelligence analyst who 
tracked domestic extremism at the Department of 
Homeland Security. “And there’s gonna be more.”

THOMAS MATTHEW CROOKS, the suspect iden-
tifi ed as the assailant who shot at Trump, re-
mained a puzzle to investigators in the days after 
the shooting. Unlike most 20-year-olds, he seems 
to have had no public digital presence. He had 
no previous criminal record or documented his-
tory of mental illness, and used no threatening 
language on his private social media accounts, ac-
cording to FBI investigators. He was a registered 
Republican, according to Pennsylvania voter data, 
but Federal Election Commission records show 
he made a $15 donation to a progressive politi-
cal  action committee in 2021. It is not even clear 
that his purpose in fi ring shots at Trump’s rally— 
which, in addition to wounding the former Presi-
dent, killed a rallygoer and seriously wounded two 
others—was primarily political.

Crooks was living with his parents, who 
are both licensed professional counselors, in a 
middle- class Pittsburgh suburb. Two years out 
of high school, he worked in the kitchen of a 
local nursing home. He used an AR-style semi-
automatic rifl e legally purchased by his father, ac-
cording to local law enforcement. Investigators 
also found “rudimentary” explosive devices and 
bombmaking material inside his car and home.

If the mystery surrounding Crooks’ motive is 
unusual, his normal background is not. Most per-
petrators of political violence are not people with 
a history of criminality. They are seemingly ordi-
nary Americans, off  the radar of the authorities, 
for whom the idea of taking violent action pri-
vately crystallizes. “They seem to just come out 
of the blue,” says Johnson, the former Homeland 
Security analyst. 

What is clear, experts say, is that the politi-
cal environment plays a role. Crooks grew up in a 
nation where high-profi le attacks against elected 
offi  cials have become increasingly common. He 
was 7 when Democratic Representative Gabby 
Giff ords was shot while meeting with constitu-
ents in a supermarket parking lot in Tucson, Ariz., 
in 2011. He was 13 when Representative Steve 
 Scalise was shot by a left-wing extremist during 
a GOP congressional baseball team practice in Vir-
ginia in 2017. When Crooks was 17, federal author-
ities foiled a plot to kidnap Michigan’s Democratic 
Governor Gretchen Whitmer that was hatched by 
a right-wing militia group that posted violent an-
tigovernment screeds. Crooks was a junior in high 
school when the country was rocked by the attack 
on the U.S. Capitol. As he graduated, the news was 
dominated by a disrupted plot to assassinate con-
servative Supreme Court Justices and an attack on 
former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s husband, 
whose skull was fractured by a conspiracy theo-
rist wielding a hammer and zip ties and planning 
to kidnap the Democratic legislator. 

“Since they were young adolescents, there has 
been a skyrocketing of political threats and po-
litical violence,” says Rachel Kleinfeld, an ana-
lyst who focuses on polarization and violence at 
the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 
“That coarsening of political life, the normaliza-
tion of incendiary and violent rhetoric, the sense 
that violence is a legitimate way to solve political 
problems,” she says, adding that this is “the back-
ground noise to this generation’s political rise.”

Threats against members of Congress are up 
nearly tenfold since 2015, with more than 8,000 
reported last year, according to the U.S. Capitol 
Police. Serious threats against federal judges that 
trigger an investigation rose from 179 in 2019 to 
457 in 2023. In a survey conducted earlier this 
year, more than 40% of state legislators reported 
being threatened or attacked during the past three 
years; nearly 90% said they had suff ered other 
forms of abuse, including harassment, intimida-
tion, and stalking. “It’s not registering for Amer-
icans that the general tenor of political life has 
become one in which you can expect to be threat-
ened,” says Kleinfeld. Now, she says, “that is the 
cost of running for offi  ce.”

In the past, experts say, ideology tended to be 
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the main motivator for violent political attackers, from ecoterrorists to 
antiabortion extremists. The recent surge has been more partisan, tied 
to Americans’ strong identifi cation as Democrats or Republicans. So-
cial media platforms and diff use online communications have radical-
ized more people and made it easier for them to threaten political op-
ponents or to target members of their own parties they see as traitors. 

Language plays a role too. Trump pledged to “root out the commu-
nists, Marxists, fascists, and the radical-left thugs that live like vermin” 
and warned that “if I don’t get elected, it’s going to be a bloodbath for 
the whole country.” During his presidential campaign, Joe Biden has 
condemned Trump’s “assault on democracy,” telling supporters that 
their “freedom is on the ballot.”

“The state of American politics is so miserable, so ugly, that it’s al-
most unrecognizable,” says former Pennsylvania Republican Represen-
tative Charlie Dent, who is involved in the Keep Our Republic organi-
zation and was alarmed by the Nazareth focus group’s anticipation of 
political violence. “One side says the elections are rigged, and we won’t 
have a country if we don’t win,” Dent says. “The other side says democ-
racy will cease to exist and the country will lapse into a fascist authori-
tarian society like The Handmaid’s Tale. Both see the other as evil and 
illegitimate.” Adds Dent: “At this rate, the country could experience 
civil disorder after the election regardless of the outcome.”

THE FOOTAGE OF THE ASSASSINATION ATTEMPT on Trump, against 
the backdrop of violent threats at every level of government, could radi-
calize even more Americans, security analysts fear. Each prominent 
act of political violence adds to a cycle of “continued violent mobili-
zation and countermobilization” by far-right and far-left individuals 
and groups, who may use these events to radicalize and recruit more 
followers, according to a new report by Washington-based New Lines 
Institute for Strategy and Policy. “Neither likely outcome of the 2024 
U.S. presidential election is expected to stem the heightened activity 
of domestic extremists, including those willing to use violence, for the 
next four years or more,” analysts conclude in the July 10 report.

In their most recent threat assessment, DHS offi  cials fl agged do-
mestic extremists motivated by partisan grievances or antigovernment 
conspiracies as a top national-security risk. Individuals or organized 
groups could target candidates, government offi  cials, voters, and cam-
paign events as well as election infrastructure such as polling places 
or ballot drops, analysts say. In contrast with much of the past two de-
cades, when U.S. offi  cials focused on larger terrorist groups, the high-
est threat now comes from self-radicalized Americans and “lone of-
fenders,” DHS concluded. 

Taking offi  ce after the Jan. 6 attack, the Biden 
Administration vowed to fi ght the “rising tide” of 
domestic extremism. The U.S. government shifted 
resources from foreign terrorism to understand-
ing homegrown radicalization and released a na-
tional strategy to address the problem. The plan 
included improved information sharing among 
law-enforcement agencies, investigating and un-
derstanding extremist ideologies, and preventing 
recruitment by these groups. The FBI distributed 
40,000 booklets to partners on how to spot the 
signs of violent extremism. 

While the Administration succeeded in dis-
mantling some organized groups and militias, self- 
radicalized “lone wolf” actors continue to be the 
major driver of political violence. They are able 
to engage “in lethal attacks and acts of violence 
against targets of opportunity, using  rudimentary 
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tactics and readily accessible weapons,” according 
to a 2021 FBI analysis. The normalization of apoca-
lyptic and menacing language online has also made 
it diffi  cult to gauge whether a threat is imminent. 
In one recent case, authorities found an extensive, 
chilling trail of threats posted by a failed candidate 
for the New Mexico state legislature only after he 
was charged with orchestrating a scheme to shoot 
at the homes of several elected Democratic offi  cials.

Far-right online communities, where talk of 
“civil war” and armed retaliation has become 
commonplace since the 2020 election, were 
fl ooded with angry messages after the attempted 
assassination of Trump. Some said they were tak-
ing his exhortation to “Fight! Fight! Fight!” liter-
ally. “They tried to kill my President,” one person 
posted on a pro-Trump forum. “I want revenge.” 
The FBI says threats of political violence have 

spiked since the Pennsylvania shooting, with 
individuals online mimicking or posing as the 
shooter and spurring fears of copycats, accord-
ing to Deputy Director Paul Abbate. 

In the aftermath, Trump issued a rare call for 
unity. “This is a chance to bring the whole coun-
try, even the whole world, together,” he said. 
But it’s unclear how long the former President, 
whose campaigning leans heavily into incendiary 
speeches and often violent imagery, will stick to 
that subdued tone. It’s also unclear if Biden, who 
condemned the attack and called on Americans 
to “cool it down,” will dial back his campaign’s 
core theme that Trump represents an existential 
threat to American democracy. 

There are already signs that a new tone from 
the top is unlikely. Republicans have blamed the 
shooting on Biden and his claim that Trump is 
a dangerous autocrat who needs to be stopped. 
Trump’s running mate, Ohio Senator J.D. Vance, 
said the Biden campaign’s messaging “led directly 
to President Trump’s attempted assassination.” 
Both sides have traffi  cked in baseless conspir-
acy theories. Georgia Republican Representa-
tive Mike Collins tweeted, “Joe Biden sent the 
orders.” Some on the left suggest that the Trump 
campaign faked the shooting with the help of the 
Secret Service, and that the blood on Trump’s 
ear came from gel capsules. Dmitri Mehlhorn, 
a Democratic fund raiser and strategist, sent an 
email questioning whether “this ‘shooting’ was 
encouraged and maybe even staged so Trump 
could get the photos and benefi t from the back-
lash,” calling it a “classic Russian tactic.” 

It’s possible for Americans to stop the cycle, 
experts say. “Americans could look in the mirror, 
be shocked by what they see, and stop normal-
izing the incendiary rhetoric and violence that 
is leading to these sorts of events,” says Klein-
feld. Or, she says, “they will point fi ngers, as is 
already happening, and use the opportunity to 
try to score political points. And if they do, it will 
continue to get worse.”  □
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highway. Others said they were racked 
by debilitating vertigo and nausea, 
waking up in the middle of the night 
midvomit. 

None of them knew what, exactly, 
was causing these symptoms. But they 
all shared a singular grievance: a dull 
aural hum had crept into their lives, rat-
tling their windows and rendering them 
unable to sleep. The hum, local law en-
forcement had learned, was emanating 
from a Bitcoin- mining facility that had 
recently moved into the area—and was 
exceeding legal noise ordinances on a 
daily basis.

Over the course of several months in 
2024, TIME spoke to more than 40 peo-
ple in the Granbury area who reported 
a medical ailment that they believe is 
connected to the arrival of the Bitcoin 
mine: hypertension, heart palpitations, 
chest pain, vertigo, tinnitus, migraines, 
panic attacks. At least 10 people went 
to urgent care or the emergency room. 

The development of large-scale Bit-
coin mines and data centers is quite 
new, and most of them are housed in ex-
tremely remote places. There have been 
no major medical studies on the impacts 
of living near one. But there is an in-
creasing body of scientifc studies link-
ing prolonged exposure to noise pollu-
tion with cardiovascular damage. And 
one local doctor—ear, nose, and throat 
specialist Salim Bhaloo—says he sees 
patients with symptoms potentially 
stemming from the Bitcoin mine’s noise 
on an almost weekly basis. “I’m sure it 
increases their cortisol and sugar lev-
els, so you’re getting headaches, vertigo, 
and it snowballs from there,” Bhaloo 
says. “This thing is defnitely causing a 
tremendous amount of stress. Everyone 
is just miserable about it.” 

Not all data centers make noise. And 
industry insiders say they have a tech-
nical fx for the ones that do, which in-
volves replacing their facilities’ loud 
air fans, which prevent the computers 
from overheating, with much  quieter 
liquid-based cooling solutions. But 
some of their touted methods, includ-
ing “immersion cooling” in oil, are ex-
pensive and untested on a large scale.

A representative for Marathon Dig-
ital Holdings, the company that has 
owned the mine since December 2023, 
did not answer  questions about health 

impacts, but told TIME that it is work-
ing to remove the noisy fans from the 
site. “By the end of 2024, we intend 
to have replaced the majority of air- 
cooled containers with immersion 
cooling, with no expansion required. 
Initial sound readings on immersion 
containers indicate favorable results in 
sound reduction and compliance with 
all relevant state noise ordinances,” 
they wrote in an email. Marathon is 
one of the largest Bitcoin holders in 
the world.

The number of commercial- scale 
Bitcoin-mining operations in the U.S. 
has increased sharply over the past few 
years; there are now at least 137. And 
while similar medical complaints have 
been registered in other states, the 
Bitcoin- mining industry is urgently 
trying to push bills through state legis-
latures, including in Indiana and Mis-
souri, that would exempt Bitcoin mines 
from local zoning or noise ordinances. 
In May, Oklahoma Governor Kevin Stitt 
signed a “Bitcoin Rights” bill to pro-
tect companies and prevent any future 
 attempts to ban the industry. 

While some Granbury residents are 
fercely protesting the mine, many oth-
ers feel powerless to alter the will of a 
company with legal, political, and f-
nancial might. And the data-center in-
dustry at large is only growing more 
dominant, thanks to the twin forces 

of Bitcoin  mining and AI, the latter of 
which spends a vast amount of energy 
training generative models to fnd pat-
terns in data sets. According to a recent 
report, data centers will use 8% of total 
U.S. power by 2030, up from 3% in 2022. 
And if operators locate the centers near 
existing communities and prioritize 
profts at their expense, then the story 
of Granbury could become the story of 
other small towns across America. 

Granbury sits about an hour south-
west of Fort Worth in Hood County, 
home to a mostly rural and Republican 
population of around 65,000. Approxi-
mately a 15-minute drive south of Gran-
bury’s charming historic town center—
which includes a 19th century opera 
house—lies the Bitcoin- mining facil-
ity, consisting of over 140 squat metal 
boxes resembling shipping containers, 
housing over 30,000 computers. These 
computers started running in the sum-
mer of 2022, and seemed to be switched 
on all day and night.

The computers power a process 
called proof-of-work mining. Rather 
than relying on a central bank or gov-
ernmental agency, Bitcoin is created, 
maintained, and guarded by watchdogs 
around the world known as miners, who 
prevent tampering through a complex 
cryptographic process and are rewarded 
with Bitcoin for doing so.

N A T I O N
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 cloudless nights, vibrating the trailer homes of many of 
the low-income residents who live blocks from the facility. 

At first, residents responded to the intrusion by vacating 
their porches, retreating inside, and turning up their fans and 
air conditioners to the max. But many still felt tremors in their 
beds—including Larry Potts, a 77-year-old retired pastor who 
lives up the road from the plant. Potts says he stopped sleep-
ing and started losing hearing in both ears. In February, his 
heart gave out after another sleepless night; he was rushed to 
the hospital and kept alive by an external pacemaker. There, 
he was diagnosed with third- degree atrioventricular block, 
hypertension, and depression. “I’m sick of this world and all 
this mess around here,” he says he told his wife that day, re-
ferring to the Bitcoin mine’s noise. “We moved out here for 
the peace and quiet. But this has made me want to go.” 

Some nearby residents say they haven’t been affected. But 
the number of strange medical emergencies in the area have 
piled up. In addition to Potts’ discharge papers, TIME re-
viewed medical records provided by several Granbury resi-
dents. Hospital notes from 72-year-old Geraldine Lathers’ 
three-day stay document new prescriptions for high blood 
pressure and vertigo. Jenna Hornbuckle, 38, lost hearing 
in her right ear and was diagnosed with heart failure; ear 
exams document her hearing loss along with that of her 
8-year-old daughter Victoria, who contracted ear infections 
that forced doctors to place a tube in her ear. And Avari Burns, 
a 19-year-old cancer patient, says she suffered from crippling 
migraines at home—but whenever she went to a Fort Worth 
hospital for chemotherapy, the migraines subsided. 

 “We’re living in a nightmare,” Sarah Rosenkranz says, 
sitting at a barbecue restaurant in downtown Granbury on an 
evening in May. As rock music blares from the speakers and 
other patrons chatter away, Rosenkranz pulls out her phone 
and clocks 72 decibels on a sound-meter app—the same level 
that she records in Indigo’s bedroom in the dead of night. 
In early 2023, her daughter began waking up, yelling and 
holding her ears. She soon refused to sleep in her own room. 
She then developed so many ear infections that Rosenkranz 
pulled her from school in March and learned how to home-
school her for the rest of the semester. 

Over grilled salmon and hush puppies, Rosenkranz shares 
that her family has been sleeping peacefully at an inn down-
town for the past three days in order to get away from the 
noise. But the next morning, after returning home, she con-
tracts yet another migraine that lands her in urgent care. 

Bhaloo, the ENT doctor in Granbury, says he’s seen an 
uptick since the New Year in patients whose ailments—
including ringing in their ears, vertigo, and headaches—
could be related to the mine. “These people here, they’re 
good country folks, and Bitcoin, to them, is almost a for-
eign alien thing,” he says. “[The noise] is detrimental to 
their health and anxiety.” Dr.  Stephen Krzeminski, another 
Granbury ENT, agrees. “Sonic damage is real, there’s no 
disputing that,” he says. Krzeminski says he believes the 
mine is causing “mental and physical” health issues. “Imag-
ine if I had a vuvuzela in your ear all the time,” he says. 

The level of noise is appalling to Dr. Thomas Münzel, 

But the system also requires an im-
mense and ever increasing amount of 
electricity. While Bitcoin’s first miners 
were solo operators often working out 
of their bedrooms, the industry is now 
dominated by a handful of billion- dollar 
corporations that operate industrial- 
size server farms across the globe. In 
the month of March 2024 alone, the 
Bitcoin-mining industry generated a 
record $2 billion in revenue. 

Much of the American Bitcoin- 
mining industry can now be found in 
Texas, home to giant power plants, lax 
regulation, and crypto-friendly politi-
cians. In October 2021, Governor Greg 
Abbott tweeted that Texas would soon 
be the “#1 [state] for blockchain & 
crypto currency.” The following month, 
the Commissioners Court of Hood 
County approved the development of 
a cryptocurrency operation at a gas 
plant called Wolf Hollow II. The own-
ers promised local jobs and said that 
they would mostly use “stranded en-
ergy” that would otherwise go unused. 

In order to cool the machines, 
the site’s operators attached thou-
sands of fans to the containers, which 
churned constantly, emitting a vi-
cious buzz. As more machines were 
switched on, the noise sounded 
like a ceiling fan, then a leaf blower, 
then a jet engine. It consumed after-
noon dog walks and revved through 

‘We moved out 
here for the 
peace and 

quiet. But this 
has made me 
want to go.’ 
—LARRY POTTS

△
From left, 

Constable John 
Shirley, Cheryl 
Shadden, and 

Larry Potts 
in Granbury
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a German cardiologist who is a leader in the growing field of 
scientific researchers measuring the impact of urban and in-
dustrial noise on humans. In one study, he exposed young, 
healthy students to noise events up to 63 decibels, and found 
that their vascular function diminished after just a single 
night. In other studies, he’s found that nighttime noise pol-
lution directly leads to heart failure and molecular changes 
in the brain, which may lead to impaired cognitive develop-
ment of children and make some people more prone to de-
veloping dementia. The fact that the Granbury Bitcoin mine 
is emitting 70 or even 90 decibels on a nightly basis is “like 
torture,” he says. “The most spectacular cardiovascular dis-
eases will develop. They have to stop the machines.”

Studies have shown that human-caused noise pollution 
harms animals and wildlife, causing oxidative stress and 
memory loss in rodents, acute anxiety in dogs, and a de-
crease in forest growth. Shenice Copenhaver’s dog, Perse-
phone, started going bald and developed debilitating anxi-
ety shortly after the Bitcoin mine began operating four blocks 
away. Directly next door, Tom Weeks’ dog Jack Rabbit Slim 
started shaking and hyperventilating uncontrollably for hours 
on end; a vet placed him on the seizure medication Gaba-
pentin. And Jerry and Patricia Campbell’s centuries-old oak 
tree, which had served as the family’s hub and protector for 
generations of backyard family reunions and even a wedding, 
died suddenly three months ago. 

It’s nearly impossible to prove the Bitcoin mine directly 
caused the afflictions of these specific animals and plants. But 
as the strange anecdotes collect, they’ve added to the stress of 
a town that feels under siege from all directions. “I’ve lived in 
Texas all my life, and I’ve never seen an oak tree be beautiful 
one year and die the next,” Jerry Campbell says on his lawn, 
beneath the tree’s gnarled, blackened limbs. “It’s so strange.”

Hood County Constable John Shirley has spent months 
trying to find his own solutions to a problem that at times 
seems supernatural. As a former member of the Oath Keepers, 
a far-right militia whose leaders were convicted of seditious 
conspiracy against the U.S. government, Shirley is a some-
what divisive figure in the town. But lately Shirley has been 
laser- focused on the mine—an issue he considers apolitical. 
“When you’ve got Greenpeace supporting the same cause as a 
former Oath Keeper, what weird episode of The Twilight Zone 
are we in?” he says, chuckling darkly. (Shirley resigned from 
the Oath Keepers before Jan. 6, 2021, over “serious concerns” 
with the direction of the organization, he says.) 

On a listless May morning before the sun has risen, Shir-
ley is sitting in his truck across the road from the mine. He 
is used to getting up at this hour, as he’s been taking decibel 
readings of the plant around the clock in order to write tick-
ets against the mine’s manager for disorderly conduct. Shir-
ley sticks his meter out the window and records the sound at 
91 decibels, which the CDC estimates as roughly in between 
the output of a lawn mower and a chain saw. This level of 
noise, the CDC writes, can cause hearing damage after two 
hours of exposure. And Texas state penal code deems any 
noise above 85 decibels unreasonable. Over the course of 
2024, Shirley has recorded a noise above 85 decibels coming 

from the plant more than 35 times. 
Technically there is federal mandate 

to regulate noise from 1972—but it was 
essentially defunded during the Reagan 
Administration. This leaves noise reg-
ulation up to states, cities, and coun-
ties. New York City, for instance, has a 
noise code that officially caps restaurant 
music and air- conditioning at 42 deci-
bels.  Texas’ 85 decibels, in contrast, is by 
far the highest state limit in the nation. 

A representative for Marathon de-
clined several interview requests with 
TIME, saying that the company would 
refrain from commenting publicly until 
Constable Shirley’s “unwarranted” ci-
tations against the plant had been re-
solved. As Shirley sits outside the fa-
cility recording the pulsating drone, 
his nostrils flare and his voice rises 
with impatience. “When I was a mur-
der investigator and someone killed 
somebody, I had the law on my side,” 
he says. “With this, it’s like I’m swatting 
at a rhinoceros.” 

Shirley’s tickets added up to more 
than $17,000. But Marathon, which 
earned $165 million in revenue in the 
first quarter of 2024 and bragged to 
shareholders about “record earnings,” 
protested the first batch of citations—
and in a July jury trial requested by 
Marathon, its plant manager was found 
not guilty. County attorney Matt Mills 
now says he may open up a case against 
Marathon itself.

tHe residents of Granbury feel 
they’ve been lied to. In 2023, the site’s 
previous operator, US Bitcoin Corp, 
constructed a wall around the mine al-
most 2,000 ft. long and claimed that 
it had “solved the concern.” But Shir-
ley says that the complaints about the 
sound actually increased when the 
wall was nearing completion last fall. 
As complaints mounted at the top of 
2024, the company contended it did 
not know about the extent of the sound 
issues. “Prior to the purchase, we were 
not aware of the noise issues,” a Mara-
thon representative wrote to TIME in 
an email in  January. But Marathon’s 
purchase agreement for the site, dated 
Dec. 15, 2023, clearly mentions the ex-
istence of the $1.9 million “sound wall” 
built several months prior.

In an emailed statement to TIME 

‘It’s like I’m 
swatting at 

a rhinoceros.’
—CONSTABLE 
JOHN SHIRLEY
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in June, Marathon said that 58 air-
cooled containers have been removed 
from the site, and pointed to a road map 
that vows to convert 50% of the site’s 
containers to immersion cooling by the 
end of the year. But the technique has 
potential drawbacks, including the dif-
ficulty of regularly performing main-
tenance on a computer submerged in 
oil, says Kent Draper, the chief com-
mercial officer of the Bitcoin and AI 
data- center operator IREN. “Although 
it’s been around for a long time in the 
industry, it’s just not that widely ad-
opted,” he says. 

Even Marathon expressed skep-
ticism about its ability to convert its 
many machines to immersion technol-
ogy in a 2023 year-end Securities and 
Exchange Commission report. “There 
is a risk we may not succeed in develop-
ing or deploying immersion- cooling at 

such a large scale to achieve sufficient  cooling performance,” 
the company wrote. In an email to TIME, Marathon wrote, 
“While we are confident in our ability to scale this new tech-
nology, it is our obligation, as a publicly traded company, to 
identify any potential risks from a financial perspective.” 

Granbury community members are exploring political 
and legal avenues. A petition against the mine in Granbury 
and its “excessive and unhealthy noise” garnered 800 in- 
person signatures and was taken by representatives to the 
state Republican convention in San Antonio in May. County 
commissioner Nannette Samuelson hopes to pass resolu-
tions in Commissioners Court urging state senators to draft 
legislation. But any statewide legislation is sure to hit sig-
nificant headwinds, because the very idea of regulation runs 
contrary to many Texans’ political beliefs. “As constitutional 
conservatives, they have taken our core values and used that 
against us,” says Demetra Conrad, a city council member in 
the nearby town of Glen Rose. 

One woman, Cheryl Shadden—who has medically docu-
mented hearing loss—has retained the nonprofit Earth justice 
to examine potential litigative routes. Deputy managing attor-
ney Mandy DeRoche says Earthjustice is exploring the possi-
bility of taking its own sound readings near the site. 

As Bitcoin continues to gain value, miners are building 
progressively bigger operations, causing defunct gas plants 
and other fossil-fuel emitters to spring back into action. It is 
unclear whether states even have the energy capacity to sup-
port this new demand: in June, Lieutenant Governor Dan 
Patrick tweeted that Texans “will ultimately pay the price” 
for the growth of crypto and AI data centers, writing that 
they “produce very few jobs compared to the incredible de-
mands they place on our grid.” Regardless, Bitcoin lobby-
ing groups are attempting to pass bills in state legislatures 
across the country, which would exempt similar operations 
from noise ordinances and local zoning laws. People have re-
ported similar symptoms near Bitcoin mines in Arkansas and 
Williston, N.D. Ultimately, Granbury is just one canary of sev-
eral in this new kind of mine. 

In the weeks before this article’s publication, two more 
Granbury residents suffered from acute health crises. The 
first was Tom Weeks, the owner of the hyperventilating dog. 
On July 2, Weeks, 64, rose after another sleepless night of lis-
tening to the mine and realized he couldn’t breathe. He was 
rushed to a Fort Worth hospital, where he was diagnosed with 
a pulmonary embolism—a blood clot blocking his lungs—and 
hooked up to an oxygen tank. Weeks was supposed to testify 
against Marathon in the jury trial, but was physically unable 
to do so. “This whole thing is an eye opener for me into profit 
over people,” Weeks says in a phone call from the ICU. 

The second person affected was 5-year-old Indigo Rosen-
kranz. On July 6, she suffered from a seizure and was taken 
to the emergency room, before being routed to a children’s 
hospital in Fort Worth for further testing. Her mother Sarah 
was terrified and now feels she has no choice but to get a sec-
ond mortgage to move away from the mine. “A second one 
would really be a lot,” she says. “God will provide, though. 
He always sees us through.” □

▽
Persephone, 
a husky mix, 
started going 
bald after the 
mine began 
operating
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to launch newsletters, podcasts, video 
courses, products, and books. There’s 
registered dietitian nutritionist Jennifer 
Anderson (Kids Eat in Color, 2 million 
followers on Instagram); former kin-
dergarten and fi rst-grade teacher Susie 
Allison (Busy Toddler, 2.3 M); Kristin 
Gallant, who has a degree in maternal 
and child education, and  licensed mar-
riage and family therapist Deena Mar-
golin (Big Little Feelings, 3.5 M); clini-
cal psychologist Jazmine McCoy (The 
Mom Psychologist, 848 K); pelvic-fl oor 
physical therapist Sara Reardon (The 
Vagina Whisperer, 607 K); pediatri-
cian Mona Amin (PedsDocTalk, 343 K); 
pediatric speech therapists Carly Tull-
och and Katie Sterbenz (Wee Talkers, 
132 K); postpartum and neonatal nurse 
and lactation counselor Karrie Locher 
(786 K); registered dietitian nutrition-
ist Megan McNamee and occupational 
therapist Judy Delaware (Feeding Lit-
tles, 1.8 M); and more. Several have 
achieved fame offl  ine as well: Becky 
Kennedy, the clinical psychologist bet-
ter known as Dr. Becky (2.8 M), was  in-
terviewed by Oprah. Brown University 
economist Emily Oster (402 K), who 
authored the best-selling pregnancy-
data book Expecting Better, appeared 
on The Daily Show.

If that list feels overwhelming, imag-
ine them all in your feed, giving you tips 
on everything from dislodging boogers 
to negotiating over screen time. “When 
you’re a new mother and exhausted, 
the last thing you want to do is read a 
325-page parenting book,” says Sara 
Petersen, author of Momfluenced: Inside 
the Maddening, Picture-Perfect World of 
Mommy Influencer Culture. “It’s really 
tantalizing to believe that if I just spend 
fi ve minutes on an expert’s account, that 
could make a diff erence.”

But it’s never just fi ve minutes, is it? 
And when it comes to the high-stakes 
job of raising a tiny human, it’s never 
just a mindless scroll. For an anxious 
generation already trying to optimize 
every aspect of their lives, like read-
ing dozens of reviews before purchas-
ing the best air purifi er, it’s easy to fall 
down a dizzying rabbit hole of advice 
and wind up feeling more exhausted 
than enlightened. “Our parents could go 
to the library or get a referral from your 
pediatrician for a specialist. That’s it. 

They didn’t have thousands of experts 
living in their back pockets at all times,” 
 Petersen says. “The immediacy and 
availability of the information encour-
ages us to believe that we’re negligent if 
we don’t pursue it.”

The mothers wielding professional 
expertise  mean well. They want to help 
fellow parents for whom answers are 
elusive—even if in the aggregate, it can 
be a bit much. But stressed-out parents 
are also a major market.  Dumaplin, who 

 published best-selling books that 
parents treated as childcare bibles— 
outlining how much weight a baby 
should gain and what to do in case of a 
fever. For slightly squishier problems, 
like which noise machine to buy when 
you’re tired of shushing, friends and, 
in more recent years, internet-famous 
moms off ered solutions.

But those two sources of informa-
tion existed largely in separate spheres. 
Sure, the pediatricians would some-
times tout that they were dads too (and 
they were almost always dads). They 
might even invent products like the 
Snoo, a $1,695 smart crib from the doc-
tor behind  Happiest Baby on the Block  .
But they were not answering questions 
in real time via Instagram stories. They 
didn’t make lists of products to add to 
registries or write out scripts of what to 
say to a toddler during a tantrum.

Mommy bloggers and later mom-
fl uencers—terms that can feel dismis-
sive and are not universally adored by 
those grouped into these categories—
shared stories about picky eating or the 
isolation of motherhood. They off ered a 
window into their own (often beautiful, 
sometimes messy) homes as a way to es-
tablish a relationship with their follow-
ers, but their advice was typically rooted 
in experience, not professional training.

The rise of the Mom Expert speaks to 
the desire for both credentials and con-
nection. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many 
of these accounts saw their numbers 
skyrocket during the pandemic. “Par-
ents felt so alone and like they were 
going crazy,” says McCoy, the Mom Psy-
chologist, whose YouTube channel of-
fers  guidance on concerns like aggres-
sive or clingy  behavior. She still hears 
from parents who sign up for her Pos-
itive Discipline Academy as a stopgap 
while their children wait months to see 
a therapist in person. “The system is 
completely broken,” she says.

Even doctors who kids see more reg-
ularly  have to rush through appoint-
ments. “How much time do you get 
with your pediatrician? Six minutes?” 
asks Dumaplin, who is married to a pe-
diatrician. “You better have your ques-
tions listed. God forbid that baby cries 
in the offi  ce, and four of your six min-
utes are cut into, right? But here I’m ac-
cessible on your phone. And relatable 

S O C I E T Y

began streaming her classes in 2015, 
now has a website full of courses and 
a team of 40 to help answer parents’ 
questions. When I ask just how big her 
business is, she sighs, emphasizing that 
her Will I Ever Sleep Again? newborn 
class still costs $79, despite the rising 
cost of living. “I will tell you we have 
over 500,000 families at Taking Cara 
Babies,” she says after a moment of 
hesitation, a fi gure she later corrects to 
700,000. “You can do the math.”

FOR AT LEAST the past half-century, 
there have been two key sources of 
parental advice: the Experts and the 
Moms. Pediatricians like Dr. Spock 
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like ‘Oh, OK, so when Cara’s babies were 
young, she didn’t have it all together. 
She’s a nurse, and this was hard for her. 
Maybe it’s OK that it’s hard for me.’”

Big Little Feelings, another pan-
demic breakout, began after Gallant 
herself became exasperated by what the 
Instagram algorithm was feeding her. 
“It was a lot of perfect little sandwiches 
cut into shapes and matching outfi ts,” 
she says. When she Googled for tips on 
handling her small kids’ big emotions, 
“it was really high-level, really clinical, 
really buttoned-up. There was nothing 
that was fast and actionable.”

She began texting questions to her 
best friend Margolin, who studied under 
Dan Siegel (the famous professor of psy-
chiatry who wrote No Drama Discipline). 
They turned their conversations into so-
cial media posts, courses, and, last year, 
a podcast called After Bedtime that de-
buted at No. 1 on the iTunes charts. The 
goal is to present science-backed par-
enting strategies in a way that feels di-
gestible. “In order to have access to this 
type of information, you needed to have 
at least a college degree, maybe a mas-
ter’s degree,” says Gallant. “You needed 
to have hours at the end of your day to 
read this information. You couldn’t be 
walking off  a long shift at Walmart and 
have no help and be a regular person and 
have access to this information. They 
don’t necessarily need to hear about 
the amygdala fi ring off  . . . though there 
is a neuroscience section in our course, 
if you really want to know.”

ON AN EARLY After Bedtime episode ti-
tled “My Marriage Sucks After Having 
Kids—Deena’s on the Brink of Divorce,” 
Margolin vented about her husband’s 
working during his parental leave and 
mused on whether they should sepa-
rate. “Showing that we are human is so 
important,” Margolin says. “My hus-
band and I went into it feeling like we 
are a team and can tackle anything that 
comes our way—and then, surprise, 
we’re on diff erent pages at times. We 
had to really work through the struggle 
of how to parent together, which a lot 
of people go through but nobody really 
talks about. All you see on social media 
is the happy, smiling photos of cou-
ples.” Lately, she’s been posting about 
trying to get pregnant again. Gallant, 

 meanwhile, recently  shared a picture of 
a pill in her hand to reveal she’d started 
taking an antidepressant.

Every Mom Expert must  decide how 
much to disclose about her life—some 
show their kids, others emoji-out their 
faces—but given that motherhood is 
key to their social media presence, and 
there’s a premium on authenticity on-
line, it must be at least enough to build 
trust with their followers. As a result, 
people form parasocial  relationships 

a brand they weren’t “obsessed with.”
Diff erent Mom Experts set diff er-

ent standards when it comes to spon-
sorships. Dumaplin, who posts affi  liate 
links to items like sleep sacks and black-
out curtains, gets a small cut every time 
someone buys something. But she draws 
the line at creating sponsored content, 
which is how most infl uencers make 
their money. “I don’t want to say this, 
but I was off ered basically a $1 million 
contract this year for a baby product. 
And I turned it down,” she says. “If I 
took money from a brand, how does a 
parent know that I think this is the best 
swaddle if that company paid me?”

Amin, who goes by Dr. Mona, now 
sees patients one day a week and spends 
the rest of her time producing social 
media content, YouTube videos, and 
a podcast. She lists 38 products, from 
baby clothes to breast pumps, on her 
site along with discount codes. “I only 
will partner with a brand that has a 
product that I would recommend to my 
patients,” she says.

But the downside of having so many 
people feel like they know you is that 
quite a few also form opinions about 
both your child-rearing philosophy 
and your life choices. There’s an entire 
forum on Reddit called r/parentsnark 
dedicated to mocking mothers in this 
space, complaining when their tac-
tics don’t work, and venting about the 
sometimes unrealistic practices they 
espouse. A weekly thread devoted to 
the Big Little Feelings women dissects 
their lives, accusing them of manufac-
turing drama for the sake of content 
and questioning how they spend their 
money. They also receive some push-
back in the comments on their Insta-
gram account. “It’s usually just like 
‘Wow, your eyebrows look really sh-tty 
today’ or ‘Wow, your voice is just re-
ally annoying,’” says Gallant. “It’s just 
one of those things that comes with 
the territory that isn’t the most fun 
thing. But the good news is it’s rarely 
about our work.” As  Petersen wrote in 
Momfluenced, some of this criticism is 
rooted in anger over mothers’ mone-
tizing the traditionally unpaid labor of 
parenting. Some of it is the unfortunate 
cost of being a woman on the internet.

Anderson, of Kids Eat in Color, 
started her account in 2017 after her 

with them, feeling like they’re friends 
even though they’ve never met.

Such perceived intimacy can be lu-
crative since brands want to work with 
fi gures who have devoted followings. 
Not only have almost 215,000 kids potty 
trained through Big Little Feelings’ 
course, which costs $34 a pop, Margolin 
and Gallant have partnered with compa-
nies like Fisher-Price. At one point dur-
ing our conversation, they start singing 
the praises of Boll & Branch sheets. “My 
husband literally won’t sleep in any-
thing else,” gushes Margolin. “Well, he 
is a Virgo,” Gallant replies, as if record-
ing an ad for one of their sponsors. She 
adds that they would never work with P
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son wasn’t gaining weight and “fell 
off  the growth chart.” She was making 
adorable bento-box lunches to get him 
to eat, cutting fruits into star shapes, 
and a friend suggested she post the pic-
tures on Insta gram. “It turned into a re-
ally time-consuming hobby,” she says. 
Eventually she created courses like her 
Reverse Picky Eating Program as well as 
recipes and printable meal plans. Now 
she fi nds herself the target of criticism 
from two factions. “I get people who say, 
‘If you give your kids sugar, you’re going 
to give them cancer,’ and people who 
say, ‘If you tell your kid they can only 
have two pieces of candy, you’re going to 
give them an eating disorder,’” she says. 
“My life’s ambition at this point is to fi g-
ure out how to run my business without 
social media. The comments are not as 
nice as when I started.” In June she be-
came the subject of a thread on the  sub-
reddit when she posted watermelon in 
her Instagram Stories on Juneteenth. 
“I clearly had not done all my research 
about Juneteenth and was 100% un-
aware of the historical piece. I thought 
I was pulling a food out of a list of foods 
from a book I read to my kids about the 
holiday,” she says. “It was a complete 
mistake on my part.” 

A certain corner of the internet 
also fl ew into a tizzy when it was un-
earthed, in 2021, that Dumaplin had 
contributed—about $1,000 total from 
2016 to 2019—to Donald J. Trump for 
President Inc. and the Make America 
Great Again Committee. Dumaplin de-
clined to comment on the donations. 
When I ask about criticism more broadly, 
she says, “I very much care about what 
people think of me. I wish I cared less. 
I do. But I care about people and I care 
about their opinions. I care about their 
feelings, and that’s who I am.”

LIKE MANY A MILLENNIAL parent, I 
lived in fear of Getting It Wrong, so I or-
dered Dumaplin’s course pre- emptively 
rather than out of desperation. (The 
head-jiggling trick only sort of worked 
for me: I’d rock the baby for half an hour 
just to have her wake up in the bassinet 
half an hour after I put her down. But 
who’s to say if that was due to the in-
struction or my execution or my baby 
liking to power nap?) My daughter, now 
8 months old, is  a terrifi c sleeper, often 

doing an 11-hour stretch in her crib, 
though sharing that will certainly doom 
us to a sleep regression . I, on the other 
hand, do not always sleep through the 
night. When I wake up with an urgent 
question about my baby, I use an AI tool 
on economist Emily Oster’s website to 
off er me a research-backed response. 
Dewey, as the bot is called, provides ci-
tations to Oster’s  books and blogs, as 
well as the original studies themselves.

“There are more college-educated 
parents today than there were in the 
past, so they feel that they have the 
capacity or the knowledge to col-
lect information and fi gure out what’s 

and, as demand grew, group  sessions, 
and, fi nally, online classes. Over time, 
she’s watched parental anxiety grow. 
Now with TikTok, she says, parents are 
fed a new piece of baby-rearing advice 
every minute: “It’s information over-
load. This expert says this, but this ex-
pert says if I don’t do it their way, I’m 
going to damage my baby. Do I think 
this generation is almost paralyzed by 
all the information? Yes.”

Or as Amin puts it, “We are so ob-
sessed with information and doing it 
right and what the data show—and 
we’re also obsessed with not f-cking up 
our kids to a point that we’re actually 
going to f-ck them up.” 

While every generation has wanted 
to get parenting right, millennials’ anxi-
ety may be motivated by socioeconom-
ics. We are the fi rst generation in a long 
time not fi nding greater fi nancial suc-
cess than our parents. “The middle 
class and upper-middle class used to 
think their kids would be OK—they 
would end up upper-middle class,” says 
 Nomaguchi. “I think today middle-class 
parents aren’t really sure whether their 
kids will make it because of increased 
competition in the labor force globally.”

It sounds dramatic to say we’re wor-
rying about our children’s success when 
trying to get them to nap, but when you 
repeatedly read that sleep  boosts brain 
development, suddenly their college-
admissions chances seem tied to how 
many hours they slumbered. That no-
tion is fueled by images on social media 
of parents raising seemingly perfect 
kids, each post of a child eating aspara-
gus a reminder of how you failed to get 
something green into your kid that day. 

The truth is sometimes there’s sim-
ply no right answer. Take baby-led 
weaning, the feeding method du jour
in which parents let babies hand-feed 
themselves solids rather than spoon-
feeding them purees. “Obviously, I 
contribute to this, but I literally get the 
question ‘If I didn’t do baby-led wean-
ing, have I ruined my child?’ an aston-
ishing number of times,” says Anderson. 
“It really doesn’t matter.”

Dumaplin, too, insists there’s no 
tried-and-true formula. “If what you’re 
doing is working, you don’t have to 
change it,” she says. “You are the expert 
of your baby.”  □

S O C I E T Y

best for their kids,” says Kei Noma-
guchi, a professor of sociology at 
Bowling Green State University who 
studies parenthood.

The question is whether all this in-
formation is helpful or ultimately over-
whelming. “Parents are now responsible 
for being experts in so many diff erent 
areas. You should be your child’s regis-
tered dietitian and occupational ther-
apist and literacy coach and sleep in-
structor,” says Anderson. “And if your 
child has a problem, it’s your fault.” 

Dumaplin started her business to 
ease anxiety. After she had her fourth 
child, she began working in an ob-gyn’s 
offi  ce where she’d treat women at their 
six-week postpartum appointment. She 
kept hearing the same refrain: “The 
baby won’t sleep.” She wished she could 
go home with the parents—and then she 
did, starting with in-home coaching 
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LAHAINA, HAWAII

MAUI 
CULTURAL 
LANDS
Restoring paradise

When wildfires tore 
through Maui’s west side 
in August 2023, killing 102 
people, destroying 1,400 
homes, and incinerating 
over 20,000 trees, the fu-
ture of tourism to the Val-
ley Isle was thrown into 
question. Now, with nearly 
85% of the island’s jobs still 
reliant on the tourism in-
dustry, Maui is at a cross-
roads. While local resorts 

housed 8,000 displaced 
residents in 40 hotels for 
months after the fires, many 
residents blamed the fire’s 
quick spread partially on 
their clear- cutting and non-
native landscaping. Hop-
ing to secure more resident 
housing, Maui’s mayor pro-
posed a bill to eliminate 
7,000 short-term rentals 
by 2026, which is currently 
being contested. An is-
land that has, since a stra-
tegic pivot to tourism over 
40 years ago, depended 
on tourism for economic 
growth is searching for a 
sustainable way forward. 

So when Maui officially 
reopened to tourism in 
November, it leaned more 
heavily into a new ethos: 

regenerative tourism, in 
which visitors volunteer 
and make conscious choices 
to support locally owned 
and environmentally sound 
businesses, with the aim of 
leaving the islands better 
because of their visit. 

Maui Cultural Lands 
(MCL), one of the longest- 
running Indigenous- owned 
nonprofits in west Maui, 
provides visitors hands-on 
ways to make their vaca-
tions count. Since 1999, 
Maui Cultural Lands has 
been taking volunteers out 
to pull invasive plants, re-
plant baby trees, or plant 
native seedlings along the 
watershed in Honokowai. 
MCL  director Ekolu Lind-
sey, a native  Hawaiian 

whose Lahaina house was 
destroyed in the fires, has 
welcomed hundreds of 
volunteers since tourists 
returned. 

“This is not ecotourism,” 
Lindsey says, referenc-
ing an industry vulnerable 
to greenwashing. “We are 
going to work, and it’s fun.” 
He teaches about Hawaiian 
culture, where aloha means 
adding value to your pres-
ence. “We help people think 
of Hawaii as home,” he says, 
“Not your home, but some-
one’s home.” 

After the fires, Duane 
Sparkman, one of Lindsey’s 
board members and chief 
engineer at Royal Lahaina 
Resort, began cataloging the 
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Aranya

Four Seasons 
Koh Samui

WA EV Network

Kunstsilo

ISTANBUL

ZEYREK CINILI 
HAMAM
A spa with history

When visitors recline on the 

polished marble platform 

in the Zeyrek Cinili Hamam, 

ready to be scrubbed clean 

under a soaring dome stud-

ded with star-shaped sky-

lights, they’re not just bathing 

in luxury—they’re soaking 

in history. The grand Turkish 

bath (hamam) reopened in 

May after lying derelict for 

decades. It was originally 

built in the 1500s atop one of 

Istanbul’s massive Byzantine-

era cisterns by Mimar Sinan, 

the Ottoman Empire’s great-

est architect. A 13-year resto-

ration uncovered fragments 

of the vibrant blue-and-white 

patterned tiles that once 

adorned the bath’s interior. 

These fi nds are displayed in 

an adjacent new museum 

that digitally reconstructs 

the tiles’ original layout and 

traces where some of the 

missing pieces ended up—

including in London’s Victoria 

and Albert Museum. Also on 

view are recovered Byzantine 

stone carvings and pottery, 

and a collection of exquisite 

bathing bowls, mother-of-

pearl combs, and other items 

that bring Ottoman hamam

culture to life.   

—Jennifer Hattam

thousands of beloved native 
trees—like mountain apple 
and kukui nut—that were 
lost from local backyards. 
MCL quickly partnered 
with Sparkman’s newly cre-
ated nonprofi t Treecovery, 
which is now reforesting 
Lahaina and Kula at no cost 
to residents. 

“We’re bringing tour-
ists in to help rebuild,” 
Sparkman says. Today, visi-
tors can see the trees they 
planted through MCL and 
Treecovery growing around 
Lahaina, and in Ka’anapali 
resort lobbies. Other Maui 
resorts work with simi-
lar projects, like Fairmont 
Kea Lani’s partnership 
with Skyline Conservation, 
through which guests can 
donate or volunteer to re-
store native forests. 

After the work, more fun 
awaits. In Lahaina, Mala 
Ocean Tavern and Aloha 
Mixed Plate are open for 
dining, as is Moku Roots, 
which relocated to Upcoun-
try after the fi res. Visit the 
Old Lahaina Lu’au, consid-
ered the state’s most authen-
tic tourist- facing cultural 
performance, or Maui Ku’ia 
Cacao Farm. In June, the 
venerable  Kapalua Food and 
Wine Festival returned, and 
in October, the state’s larg-
est celebration of food, the 
 Hawai’i Food and Wine Fes-
tival, returns to Ka’anapali. 

Tourism on Maui re-
mains fraught. While tour-
isty areas like Wailea appear 
untouched, roughly 1,600 
Lahaina residents were still 
displaced as of May. Signs 
in restaurant windows urge 
visitors not to ask workers 
about their experience with 
the fi res. For now, Hawaii 
lovers can do their small part 
by getting their hands dirty, 
then savoring loco moco
whipped up with aloha. 

—Michele BigleyM
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MALAYSIA

BELMOND’S 

EASTERN & 

ORIENTAL 

EXPRESS
Rails fit for royals

After a yearslong 
hiatus, the Eastern & 
Oriental Express train 
is once again chugging 
through Southeast Asia, 
with 15 luxuriously 
restored carriages and 
an open-air observation 
car. The multinight 
tours take passengers 
between Singapore, 
Kuala Lumpur, Penang, 
and other cities, with 
excursions such as 
snorkeling in Pulau 
Payar Marine Park and 
an excursion to one 
of the world’s oldest 
rain forests. In the 
dining car, chef André 
Chiang serves Malaysian 
specialties, and evenings 
are best spent in the 
Piano Bar, listening to 
Nanyang jazz with a 
cocktail. 

—Michelle Tchea

THE WORLD’S GREATEST PLACES
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 Reethaus

 The Rabbit hOle

Silvestre Nosara

 Mine + Farm Inn

GISAKURA, RWANDA

IVOMO TEA COOPERATIVE
Among the tea leaves
Rwanda’s lush, emerald landscape is best experienced up 

close. At Ivomo Tea Cooperative, opened last year, visitors 

learn about the country’s tea—considered among the best 

in the world for single-origin, whole-leaf green and black 

brews—by picking the small leaves, pounding them with a 

mortar and pestle, and fi nally tasting the drink in the co-op’s 

tea room. Beyond teamaking, the cooperative has expanded 

its ecotours to include bird-watching, nature hikes, canoeing, 

fi shing, and a local food excursion. But the opportunity to 

connect with expert teamakers is the biggest draw. If travel-

ers are lucky, they’ll meet Consol’ee, a radiant tea picker who 

demonstrates harvesting techniques and “baptizes” good 

students with sprinkles of tea leaves on their heads. 

—Rosalind Cummings-Yeates

HIMACHAL PRADESH, INDIA

 NAAR
Mountaintop fi ne dining
If anyone can inspire diners to venture outside their comfort 

zones, it’s Prateek Sadhu. After stints at Noma, Alinea, and 

the French Laundry, the trailblazing Kashmiri chef introduced 

fi ne-dining Indian tasting menus to Mumbai in 2016 with 

Masque. Then, last November, Sadhu opened the singular 

Naar at the Amaya boutique hotel in a quiet hamlet in Him-

achal Pradesh. The looming question was: Will diners make 

the trek to experience his bold vision for Himalayan cuisine? 

Judging by the steady fl ow of traffi c snaking up the mountain 

roads to Naar, they will. Inside, Sadhu guides 16 guests at 

a time through Himachali yak cheese, juniper-smoked lamb 

with Kashmiri mushqbudji rice, Naga bamboo-shoot pickles, 

and galgal lemons. It’s a culinary tour well worth the trip. 

—Sarah KhanE
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ANTARCTICA

WHITE 

DESERT
Polar protection

Patrick Woodhead has 
spent months in the 
 Antarctic wilderness, set-
ting records as part of the 
youngest and fastest team 
to reach the South Pole in 
2002, and later as leader of 
the first team to make an 
east-to-west traverse. Once, 
trapped in an expedition 
tent during a storm, he fan-
tasized about enabling trav-
elers to immerse themselves 
in the sense of remoteness 
and isolation one experi-
ences on the high polar pla-
teau, only with gourmet 
meals and a cozy bed. 

In 2005, he started small 
with a few mountain tents 
on the lunar Schirmacher 
Oasis, a spot never seen by 
tourists. Now, White Desert 
welcomes fewer than 300 
guests per eternal- daylight 
season at two luxury camps 
made up of convivial bub-
ble huts in Queen Maud 
Land, surrounded by majes-
tic nunataks, or rocky out-
crops. Once-in-a- lifetime 
activities include visit-
ing the South Pole and the 
 emperor penguin colony at 
Atka Bay, and exploring ice 
waves threaded with tur-
quoise rivers. 

“We’re able to see the 
penguins really early in the 
season, when the chicks are 
still fluffy, resting on their 
parent’s feet,” says Wood-
head. “It’s incredible what 
they go through, with life at 
the mercy of the weather for 
them and for us alike.” 

Living in harmony with 
the environment here is a 
key concern. Antarctic tour-
ism numbers have steadily 

risen in recent years, and 
the continent now sees 
more than 100,000 visitors 
each year. The cumulative 
impact can be significant: 
emissions from ships, a risk 
of oil spills and hitting ma-
rine animals, importing in-
vasive species, potentially 
changing animal behavior 
patterns, and erosion of 
fragile environments con-
centrated around key land-
ing sites. 

Although the Antarctic 
Treaty Consultative Meet-
ing and the Protocol on 
Environmental Protection 

set regulations for tour-
ism organizers, day-to-day 
management remains self-
regulated, and some travel 
groups have been accused 
of greenwashing their ef-
forts. With White Desert, 
Woodhead is charting a less 
impactful path, and striving 
to set best practices. 

While most visitors to 
Antarctica approach the 
coastlines by cruise ship, 
White Desert brings its visi-
tors in on one weekly flight 
from Cape Town, which for 
efficiency is shared with sci-
entific teams traveling to 

the continent for work. The 
whole operation hinges on 
its private blue ice runway 
and small propeller aircraft 
fitted with landing skis. 
White Desert was the first 
on the continent to use sus-
tainable aviation fuel, which 
has a lower soot content (to 
reduce any albedo effect that 
hastens melting), blending 
the maximum 50% regula-
tions currently permit. 

White Desert’s com-
fortable, all-weather liv-
ing quarters are also de-
signed to leave no trace. 
The hard-shell pods have 
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no  foundations, all waste 
is shipped out, the water is 
heated by solar arrays, and 
soaps are biodegradable. 
Green hydrogen power is 
in the cards soon as well, 
Woodhead says. 

For visitors, gazing out 
over the raw, untouched 
white desert is breath-
taking and humbling all 
at once, a stark reminder 
of the planet’s power, and 
its need for us to protect 
its coldest corners. A soft 
blanket and a whisky on the 
rocks await. 

—Annabel Illingworth

DUKHAN, QATAR

OUR HABITAS 
RAS ABROUQ
A remote
desert escape
Qatar’s profi le may have 
grown after the 2022 World 
Cup, but the country largely 
remains synonymous with 
its capital of Doha. The few 
intrepid travelers who venture 
into the country beyond 
are most likely to make a 
pilgrimage to  East-West/West-

East, artist Richard Serra’s 
2014 installation where four 
steel columns loom over 
the dunes. Until this spring, 
not much else appeared 
for miles in any direction. 
But now day trippers can 
make a stay out of it, as 
Habitas set its eyes on the 
country’s remote western 
coastline, at the edge of a 
UNESCO- protected reserve 
in Ras Abrouq. Just a few 
minutes past Serra’s work, on 
a bluff overlooking the waves, 
Our Habitas Ras Abrouq’s 
42 tented villas piled with 
Bedouin textiles are a plush 
place to bed down. Guests 
can try their hand at Qatari 
Sadu weaving, go diving with 
whale sharks, join a starlight 
sound ceremony, or simply 
watch the sunset from the 
villas’ oversize terraces 
with private plunge pools. 
“There’s a curiosity as to why 
Ras Abrouq,” says Habitas 
CEO and co-founder Oliver 
Ripley. “What’s interesting 
about Qatar is that there’s so 
many layers to discover.” 

—Sarah Khan

CERN Science 
Gateway

Yum Cha

World
Equestrian 
Center

Abrahamic
Family House
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ODZALA-KOKOUA NATIONAL PARK, REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO

KAMBA AFRICAN 
RAINFOREST 
EXPERIENCES
AI-aided ape viewing

parkland near Kamba to 
gather footage of the pri-
mates. A team of more than 
two dozen scientists wrote 
code to sort the trove of data, 
and developed a unique AI 
model for studying the great 
apes. Beyond just identifying 
if the movement in the video 
is of gorillas (as opposed to 
other animals), the AI also 
groups videos based on which 
ape is pictured and catego-
rizes its facial expressions. 
The latter helps provide clues 
as to what potential stressors 
or stimuli exist in their envi-
ronment and affect how they 
live. From identifying these 
behaviors, the scientists can 
use that information to help 
conserve their species, by 
making the habitat more fa-
vorable to them. In turn, what 
they learn could apply to the 
conservation of other animals 
elsewhere in the world. 

It also leads to a richer 
 gorilla-trekking experi-
ence for Kamba’s guests, 
as guides can better locate, 
identify, and explain the 
animals’ behavior. Having 
a better understanding of 
how the gorillas will behave 
can allow guides to position 
guests in the best possible 
spot for viewing the animals. 

But perhaps most im-
portant, it keeps the lungs 
of  Africa breathing. The go-
rillas are vital for spreading 
seeds through their drop-
pings, and many of the trees 
here owe their existence 
to these animals. Without 
them, this critical forest 
would  struggle.  —Bailey Berg

Part of the larger Congo Basin, 
the 90-year-old Odzala-
Kokoua National Park in the 
Republic of the Congo (also 
known as Congo- Brazzaville) 
is considered “the lungs of 
Africa”: the largest carbon 
sink in the world, absorbing 
more carbon than the Ama-
zon. The area, home to more 
than 10,000 species including 
the endangered western low-
land gorilla, is little visited by 
 travelers—it’s estimated that 
only a few hundred people 
visit each year. Those num-
bers are low partly because 
the Congo is often confused 
for its conflict- riddled neigh-
bor, the Democratic Repub-
lic of the Congo, and partly 
because of a lack of tourism 
infrastructure. Kamba, a 
company that focuses on low- 
impact ecotourism adven-
tures and is the only private 
operator in the park, is work-
ing to change that—and im-
prove the experience using AI.

Kamba sponsors the work 
of primatologist Magdalena 
Bermejo, who currently lives 
on-site at Ngaga Lodge, one of 
Kamba’s three safari camps. 
Since arriving in  Africa 
roughly 30 years ago, she has 
become the world authority 
on this type of great ape; what 
Jane Goodall did for chimps 
in Tanzania, Bermejo has 
done for this species of gorilla 
in the Congo. For about three 
decades, what she learned 
about the gorillas came from 
firsthand observation. But 
within the past two years, 
Bermejo has installed around 
50 cameras  throughout the 
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YASUNÍ NATIONAL PARK, ECUADOR

SINCHI WAYRA
Experience the Amazon
Scouting river dolphins, caimans, monkeys, and rare birds; 

hiking and canoeing through the jungle; and fishing for 

piranhas are all part of the program on a trip to Yasuní 

National Park. The rain forest’s unique flora and fauna remain 

under threat, but Edwin Gualinga, former president of the 

local Sani community at Rio Napo, has dedicated his life to 

preserving this ecosystem. He opened the rustic Sinchi Wayra 

eco-lodge—constructed from local natural materials—in 

March 2023 with five rooms with private baths, a dining 

area, and a kitchen in a riverside garden. Visitors explore the 

breathtaking beauty of the Amazon wilderness with English-

speaking guides, experience the Kichwa culture, and directly 

support the community: a portion of the proceeds goes 

toward local school and infrastructure projects. —Astrid Därr

ALULA, SAUDI ARABIA

DAR TANTORA
A rustic dive into the past
AlUla Old Town is one of the most impressive heritage sites 

in Saudi Arabia, but within the town itself is Dar Tantora The 

House Hotel, the first and only hotel built directly out of the 

800-year-old mud-brick houses that were once a pivotal stop 

along the incense trading route through the Arabian Penin-

sula. Opened in May, the hotel even kept the original historic 

art, heavy wood doors, and candlelit hallways. A pool, spa, 

cigar lounge, and two restaurants modernize the stay, but 

the idea behind Dar Tantora is to feel the area’s history: 

the hotel offers traditional Bedouin experiences such as 

ancient breadmaking, coffee ceremonies, and storytelling, 

and ushers guests around town in vintage Rolls-Royces to 

archaeological sites like Hegra and to more modern spots 

like Design Space, a new global design center.

—Paul Feinstein

K AMBA: ANDREW HOWARD; DAR TANTORA: COURTESY ALUL A
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Le Grand 
Mazarin

Silversands 
Beach House

 wukalina Walk

New Gourna 
Village

SANTA FE, N.M.

MODERN 
ELDER 
ACADEMY
Midlife self-care

It says a lot when the term 
most often associated with 
a particular stage of life is 
crisis. Youth is venerated, 
old age commemorated, but 
entrepreneur and author 
Chip Conley is determined 
to radically reframe the 
popular view of middle age, 
giving it the glowing ap-
pellation midlife chrysalis.
He’s spreading his lessons 
on how to beat the midlife 
doldrums through his books 
(Learning to Love Midlife, 
published in January), TED 
talks, and in person at the 
Modern Elder Academy 
(MEA), founded in 2018. 

Conley describes MEA 
as the world’s fi rst “midlife 
wisdom school,” and in 
May he opened a new 
campus at Rising Circle 
Ranch, a 2,600-acre regen-
erative horse ranch outside 
Santa Fe, N.M., following 
on the success of its fi rst 
location in Baja, Mexico. 
The school’s retreats invite 
students to relax in stylish 
surroundings as they dig 
into big questions, includ-
ing one Conley poses: “Ten 
years from now, what will 
you regret if you don’t learn 
it or do it now? This gives 
us the opportunity to feel 
anticipated regret, which is 
a form of wisdom.” Now 63, 
Conley says the combina-
tion is key: “changing the 
habitat changes the hab-
its.” Personal growth is es-
pecially enticing when the 
habitat is the dramatic land-
scape of New Mexico, with 
luxury resort trimmings. 

TOKYO

TEAMLAB
BORDERLESS 
DIGITAL ART 
MUSEUM
Out of bounds

International art col-
lective  teamLab puts 
an exceptional twist on 
immersive art experi-
ences. In February, it 
opened its new perma-
nent home in Tokyo. 
The museum is a “group 
of artworks that form 
one continuous, border-
less world,” reacting 
to one another and to 
spectators. In Universe 
of Water Particles on 
a Rock Where People 
Gather, a simulated 
water fall cascades down 
the walls, changing 
based on how people 
move through the gal-
lery. In Bubble Universe/
Microcosmoses, fl icker-
ing spheres of light react 
to the humans nearest 
them, creating a hyp-
notic ripple eff ect that 
can never be replicated. 

—Ashlea Halpern
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In an era of commercial-
ized self-care, wellness re-
treats open at a fast clip, 
many with the same regur-
gitated messaging. But Con-
ley’s own late-in-life arrival 
to MEA—he made his name 
as a hotelier before joining 
Airbnb as head of global 
hospitality and  strategy—
uniquely positions its ap-
proach to enlightenment. 
One manifestation is a new 
partnership with longevity 
company Blue Zones to host 
workshops on leading a 
long and fulfilling life. Con-
ley cites a Yale study that 

found a positive approach 
to aging lengthened par-
ticipants’ lives by 7.6 years, 
more than regularly exer-
cising or quitting smoking. 
“It’s not just about extend-
ing one’s life,” says Conley, 
“but deepening it.” 

MEA harnesses the 
power of the setting to 
guide middle-aged students 
on its key pillars: navigating 
transitions, cultivating pur-
pose, and owning wisdom. 
As Conley says, “nature is a 
teacher,” so sessions unfold 
on horseback over the soar-
ing desert plains, or while 

hiking trails through flour-
ishing arroyos. This year, 
the Santa Fe academy will 
also feature a bevy of no-
table guests: Eat Pray Love 
author Elizabeth Gilbert 
and humanitarian Tererai 
Trent will lead a retreat on 
“awakening magic”; writer 
Pico Iyer on navigating the 
“seasons of life”; and Fran-
ciscan friar Richard Rohr on 
spirituality. 

Class time is buoyed by a 
strong sense of community; 
it helps to grapple your 
way through middle age 
with like-minded friends 

(and certainly making new 
friends in middle age is rare 
enough). This is where the 
MEA excels, with a grow-
ing roster of over 5,000 past 
participants from around 
the globe. 

The resort also runs a 
range of online courses, 
but achieving inner peace 
is easier when you can soak 
in a hot tub and curl up in 
high-thread-count sheets. 
As you sip fireside margari-
tas under string lights, at 
peace with yourself, maybe 
midlife isn’t so bad after all. 

—AnneLise SorensenT
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UBUD, INDONESIA

BAMBU 
INDAH
Shoots and ladders

Bamboo is a family af-
fair for John and Cyn-
thia Hardy. The couple 
opened the bamboo-built 
Bambu Indah, mean-
ing “beautiful bamboo,” 
in 2008, but only now—
after a newly completed 
renovation—has the 23-
room sanctuary grown 
into its name. Whimsical 
accommodations, sev-
eral designed by John’s 
daughter Elora and built 
by son Orin, include the 
snail-shell- inspired New 
Moon House, the inverted 
basket- style Copper 
House, and the hobbit-
like Guadua House. Es-
chewing the manicured 
grounds of the area’s other 
resorts in favor of edible 
gardens, an underground 
mushroom farm, and rice 
paddies, Bambu Indah 
platforms natural luxu-
ries in one of Bali’s most 
spectacular landscapes. 
More than 100 stairs and 
a bamboo-covered min-
ing elevator lead to bam-
boo bridges that traverse 
tropical jungle and a 
playground of spring-fed 
swimming pools. Dusk 
lures guests to the cliff-
top bar to watch the sun 
sink behind rice fields. 

—Cynthia Rosenfeld

COURTESY BAMBU INDAH



TOMORROW’S GREATEST PLACE TO WORK 
Saudi’s ground-up development, New Murabba, presents endless opportunities 

for entrepreneurism and growth

When the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia announced 

its ambitious Saudi Vision 2030, it outlined 

a plan to diversify its economy to incentivize 

growth in non-oil sectors to help ensure 

ongoing prosperity. Now, New Murabba, a 

meticulously planned downtown development 

in the heart of Riyadh, is quickly becoming 

an exemplar of that vision, with near-endless 

opportunities for those who will work and do 

business there. 

As New Murabba comes to fruition, it’s 

shaping new standards for smart, sustainable 

urban development in the Kingdom and 

leading Riyadh’s charge to become a modern 

metropolis and a top global destination 

for doing business. Here are some of the 

elements business leaders and employees 

can look forward to.

Economic Impact and Opportunities 

New Murabba, set to offi cially launch phase 

one in 2030, is expected to contribute to 

the economic diversifi cation of the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia. “We have a blank canvas,” 

says New Murabba CEO Michael Dyke of 

the ideally located 19-square-kilometer 

project. “Within this enormous space, 

we can create physical assets which will 

lend themselves to entrepreneurs being 

able to deploy technology and their core 

business in whatever ways they wish.” 

High-Tech Infrastructure 
and Innovation

While many companies are forced to work 

within existing cities and retrofi t them 

according to their needs, New Murabba 

represents a unique opportunity to create a 

purpose-built environment from the ground up. 

That means that architects, urban planners, 

and designers can incorporate everything that 

the workplace of the future needs to succeed. 

The development’s signature feature, the 

Mukaab, a colossal 400-meter cube, will 

symbolize technological innovation and 

immersive experiences. Designed to house 

sound engineering, holography, and design, 

the Mukaab is set to become one of the 

most complex structures globally, establishing 

Riyadh as a hub for technological advancement.

Convenient, Connected City

To ensure accessibility and ease of navigation, 

New Murabba will adopt an urban planning 

philosophy where all essential services are 

within a 15-minute reach. The city will boast 

plenty of walking and cycling paths as well as 

green spaces. These features will enhance 

business effi ciency and employee satisfaction 

by minimizing commute times and providing 

plenty of areas outside to relax and rewind. 

As New Murabba progresses towards its 

2030 debut, it stands as a testament to 

Saudi Arabia’s ambitious vision for the 

future. Combining innovation, sustainability, 

and connectivity, this development will attract 

global investment and transform Riyadh into 

a modern, vibrant metropolis. With its diverse 

offerings and strategic planning, New Murabba 

is set to become a leading destination for 

business and urban living on a global scale.

Learn more about New Murabba at time.com/newmurabba/tgp/work

�����	������	
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LAKE PUKAKI , NEW ZEALAND

MT COOK LAKESIDE RETREAT
Billion-star dining
Perched atop a mountain plateau on New Zealand’s South 

Island, the Aoraki Mackenzie International Dark Sky Reserve 

is among the best places on the planet to gaze up at the stars. 

There, at the Mt Cook Lakeside Retreat, you can marvel at no 

less than a billion of them, paired with pinot noir and charred 

venison. The luxurious lodge, skirting Lake Pukaki, now offers 

dinner and a show like no other. It begins with a six-course tast-

ing menu, with dishes like Manuka honey–glazed alpine salmon 

and pasture-raised beef with a raspberry puree and pink 

fl ower petals. Then migrate to the wine cellar, which adjoins 

the region’s sole observatory. The latter houses a high-power, 

fully automated telescope to view Saturn’s rings, star clusters, 

and impossibly distant nebulae in brilliant detail. There’s even 

an attached DSLR camera to accommodate take-home astro-

photography. The experience is offered nightly, and could even 

include a glimpse of the elusive southern lights. —Brad Japhe

KERLINGARFJOLL, ICELAND

HIGHLAND BASE
All-weather adventure
There are two seasons at Highland Base in Kerlingarfjoll, the 

off-road adventure resort that opened in 2023 within a geother-

mal nature reserve amid Iceland’s mountain glaciers. In sum-

mer, guests can hike and e-bike in unyielding sunlight before 

dipping into the Highland Baths, which include thermal pools, 

a cold plunge, and sauna. In winter, reaching this unspoiled 

moonscape of powder-coated volcanoes is a hard-earned six-

hour odyssey from Reykjavik, requiring Super Jeep transport to 

navigate the snowy terrain beyond the highway. The payoff is 

endless winter sports, including snowmobiling, snowshoeing, 

and backcountry skiing in virgin snow before you settle back 

into picture- window pine lodges and A-frame huts for a roasted-

lamb supper to whet your appetite for the evening’s star attrac-

tion: the northern lights. —Adam Robb 
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KIMANA SANCTUARY, KENYA

ANGAMA 
AMBOSELI
Home of the 
“super tuskers”

Elephants are common 
on African safari, 
but spotting a “super 
tusker”—a massive 
pachyderm with ivories 
over 100 lb. apiece—
is a rarity. Targeted by 
poachers for decades 
(and still hunted in 
Tanzania), only about 
20 remain, living 
mainly near the Kimana 
Sanctuary, widely 
regarded as  Kenya’s 
first community- 
owned reserve. Now, 
visitors can see them 
at contemporary 
safari camp  Angama 
Amboseli, a 10-suite 
luxury lodge with 
exclusive use of Kimana, 
that is playing an outsize 
role in protecting 
the megafauna and 
alleviating human-
wildlife conflict in the 
area. —Tanveer Badal

THE WORLD’S GREATEST PLACES
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HARDANGER FJORD, NORWAY

IRIS
Floating food journey

Iris takes guests on a unique 
culinary quest. Opened in 
2023 and awarded a Michelin 
star in May, it starts with a 
boat ride to a tiny island. 
Diners eat in a floating spheri-
cal structure surrounded by 
greenery and glaciers, as 
they learn about the dishes, 
local sourcing, and sustain-
able food practices. The goal, 
chef Anika Madsen says, 
is “to pull nature through 
the windows and onto the 
plates.” The “expedition din-
ing” experience, starting at 
$429, is in high demand. 

—Jessica Benavides Canepa

MEXICO CITY

OLIVIA 
FOUNDATION
A stunning art hub
In February, an exhilarating 
new arts institution opened 
its doors in the Mexico City 
neighborhood of Roma 
Norte. Set in a renovated 
neoclassical townhouse, 
the Olivia Foundation draws 
on the world-class private 
collection of a Mexico City 
native couple, focused on 
postwar female artists like 
Helen Frankenthaler and 
Ruth Asawa as well as a 
new generation of creators 
including the British artist 
Jadé Fadojutimi and the 
Brazilian painter Sophia 
Loeb. —Michael Snyder
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Do you have a  
job that’s right  
for someone 
with autism?

If you’re hiring,
the answer is yes!

Learn more at autismspeaks.org/WIN
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A NEW DECAMERON, MORE

THAN SIX CENTURIES LATER 

THE MOST COMPELLING

CELEBRITY MEMOIRS

SNOOP DOGG ON HIS

SUMMER OLYMPICS GIG

GO BIG OR 
GO HOME

BY STEPHANIE ZACHAREK

With Twisters, Lee Isaac 
Chung illustrates the promise 
and pitfalls of indie directors 

making blockbusters

ILLUSTR ATION BY ELEA NOR SHAKESPEARE FOR TIME
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N
o one makes a movie in a vacuum. 
Even filmmakers working with the 
most micro of microbudgets want 
their films to be seen; movies are, 

after all, a mode of communication, a way of cel-
ebrating shared experiences or locating common 
ground amid differences. It’s no wonder film-
makers who make a big splash with a small film 
often want to stretch their horizons by working 
on a larger canvas, with a fatter budget and flash-
ier stars, all in the service of speaking to us. 

One of the surprise indie hits of 2020 was 
Lee Isaac Chung’s Minari, an intimate, semi-
autobiographical drama about a Korean Ameri-
can family struggling to establish a farm in rural 
Arkansas. Minari earned six Academy Award 
nominations; one of its stars, Youn Yuh-jung—
as a swearing, card- playing Korean grandma—
won for Best Supporting Actress. And its success 
brought Chung a golden opportunity: this sum-
mer sees the release of Twisters, his reimagin-
ing of Jan de Bont’s nature-gone-wild thriller 
Twister, from 1996. In Twisters, Daisy Edgar-
Jones and Glen Powell play rival storm chasers 
tearing through Oklahoma’s Tornado Alley—
though it turns out that even though she’s a 
serious- minded researcher and he’s a YouTube 
star, they have more in common than they think.

Twisters is a movie with a $200 million bud-
get; Minari cost $2 million. That makes Chung 
just the latest in a long line of directors who have 
grabbed the chance to leap from low-key indie 
success to blockbuster attention grabber. More 
broadly, though, a big swing like this is a test of 
how we moviegoers feel about filmmakers as art-
ists. Everyone loves an underdog hero. But what 
happens when a filmmaker sets their sights on 
a bigger project, one designed to reach a wider 
audience—and, ideally, to net a handsome pay-
off? Is that selling out or stepping up? And in a 
climate where movies designed to be viewed on 
the big screen face an uncertain future, is it an 
act of hope or an exercise in futility?

PeoPle who watch lots of movies tend to 
treasure indie filmmakers. Unbowed by big- 
studio expectations, they’re often the people 
doing the most interesting work. That’s why we 
feel stung when a filmmaker appears to be selling 
out. Suddenly, somehow, they’re no longer on 
“our” side. As consumers of culture and every-
thing else, we may be motivated by money—who 
isn’t, to some degree? But we expect purity from 
creative people. 

In the world of moviemaking, that’s an idea 
that could hold us back—especially if we want 
smarter, better mainstream movies. Let’s take 
Rian Johnson, whose first feature, the 2005 

 teenage noir Brick, earned enough acclaim to 
allow him to make movies on an increasingly 
larger scale. On the ladder of big-ticket potential 
crowd pleasers, you can’t get much higher than a 
Star Wars film, and Johnson got his chance with 
the 2017 Star Wars: Episode VII—The Last Jedi. 
But hardcore fans of the series rebelled. Many 
felt he’d taken the story and the characters in 
the wrong direction. More insidious were fans’ 
complaints about what they called, to use a slip-
pery and increasingly sinister word, the story’s 
wokeness. As Emily St. James wrote in a 2017 
Vox article parsing fans’ complaints, the movie’s 
“millennial good guys are a young white woman, 
a black man, a woman of Asian descent, and a 
Latino man, while its millennial bad guys are two 
white dudes.” That didn’t sit well, she said, with 
a fandom that “has long been presided over by 
white guys.” 

Though The Last Jedi performed well enough 
at the box office, it’s generally treated by fans as 
a Star Wars fail. But it’s a pretty terrific movie, 
an emotionally generous work with both a sense 
of humor about itself and a sense of joy. In other 
words, Johnson’s sensibilities shine through the 
template laid out by George Lucas nearly a half-
century ago. If you care about the greater land-
scape of film, that’s exactly what you should 
want when a thoughtful director takes on a fran-
chise property.

But the realities of modern big-ticket film-
making aren’t for the faint of heart. Chloé 
Zhao’s austere, low-budget Nomadland won 
three Oscars in 2021, including Best Picture 
and Best Director. (The third award, for Best 
Actress, went to the movie’s star, Frances Mc-
Dormand.) By that time, Zhao’s next movie, the 
Marvel entry Eternals—heavy on green- screen 
special effects and featuring a roster of stars 

△
Edgar-Jones, 
Powell, and 

Chung in 
Oklahoma: 
big movie, 
bigger sky
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 including Gemma Chan, Angelina 
Jolie, and Salma Hayek—was already 
in the works. But when it was finally 
released, in November 2021, neither 
critics nor Marvel fans liked it. Part of 
the problem, Zhao suggested in a 2022 
Empire interview, was that amid the 
pandemic, audiences weren’t in the 
mood for what she described as a film 
“about existential crisis, both for hu-
manity and God.” That may sound like 
the understatement of the century, but 
Zhao was onto something. The ideas 
she cares about, and the intimate style 
of filmmaking that’s clearly her forte, 
were quite obviously at odds with the 
Marvel machine—though that’s Mar-
vel’s problem, not hers. Sometimes 
indie filmmakers who stretch their 
wings learn plenty about the kinds of 
movies they don’t want to make. 

For indie filmmakers who haven’t 
won an Oscar, a big movie can serve 
as a calling card in the greater world. 
Colin Trevorrow made his debut 
with the charming 2012 sci-fi com-
edy Safety Not Guaranteed, though his 
Jurassic World movies are what made 
him famous. And some filmmakers 
build a career by making increasingly 
ambitious films over several years. In 
the early 2000s, Greta Gerwig was one 
of DIY cinema maestro Joe Swanberg’s 
go-to performers. She hopscotched 
from mumblecore to directing the 
megahit Barbie, with Lady Bird and 
Little Women in between.

always, though, the big question is 
this: Can a director with a light touch, 
like Chung, bring his special sensi-
bility to a bigger project—one that 
comes with outsize expectations at-
tached? Studios—in Twisters’ case, 
Universal—have something to gain 
by hiring a Lee Isaac Chung to direct 
a big movie. His name brings cachet 
to a film that might otherwise be con-
sidered just another workaday block-
buster. And depending on how high 
your expectations are, Twisters is an 
engaging enough summer diversion. 
Chung knows he’s making a monster 
movie, one in which the chaos of na-
ture reigns: he hints at this in big ways 
and small ones, with dashes of wit. 
(One tornado whirls toward a small-
town movie theater that happens to 

have programmed a classic- monster-movie fes-
tival.) The special effects are regal and terrify-
ing: at one point, twin twisters show up on the 
horizon, slender and dust- clouded at the bot-
tom but fanning out, like Tiffany lily vases, at the 
top. There’s a great deal of driving, as the storm 
chasers zip around in search of their next con-
quest, and there are many, many shots of debris 
flying into the air and then, dangerously, clatter-
ing back to earth. That’s the reality of tornadoes; 
Twisters captures it, in places even incorporating 
footage of real-life twisters.

There are human stars, too, of course. Edgar-
Jones’ Kate, much like Helen Hunt’s Jo in the 
original, is an Oklahoma- born weather scien-
tist who has always dreamed of finding a way to 
lessen the severity of tornadoes and thus save 
lives. She meets her match in Powell’s swag-
gering Tyler, a cocky former rodeo rider from 
Arkansas—though in reality, he too is a science 
nerd who seeks to save lives.

Chung is an earnest filmmaker, and this is one 
area where his ideals may be a liability: it’s not 
enough for these characters just to obsessively 
chase down crazy weather; they must also spend 
the proper amount of time expressing angst over 
the damage it can do. Twisters is kind of a sweet 
movie, even as it invites us to relish the usual 
disaster- film stuff, like bodies being cruelly flung 
into the air and sucked into oblivion. Chung 
can’t fully resolve those two elements.

But there’s no doubt about his love for the 
movie’s setting. Minari was drawn from Chung’s 
experience: when he was a kid, his Korean-
born parents moved the family from Atlanta to 
a small farm in rural Arkansas. Minari was shot 
in Oklahoma, as Twisters was, but it’s a corner 
of the world in which Chung feels completely at 
home. Even with its CGI’ed tornadoes, the land-
scape still feels visceral and vital, a wide-open 
expanse of red-dirt roads and skies streaked with 
melancholy- elegant gray clouds.

From an economic standpoint, of course it 
matters whether Twisters is a hit or not: you can 
hate the monolith known as the industry, but the 
sad reality is that anyone who cares about seeing 
movies on the big screen has a stake in that in-
dustry’s survival. At one point Kate stands in the 
center of a wind-ruffled plain, having detected 
an approaching storm. “Man,” she says, “I love 
Oklahoma!” That’s a big sentiment, just made to 
play out on a big screen. With Twisters, Chung 
puts all his faith in the big-screen idea, and in the 
staggering beauty of the open sky. Maybe that’s 
a gamble. Or maybe it’s just a way of looking up 
and out, a way of stretching the boundaries of 
what you thought you could do. And you can’t 
put a price tag on that.  □T

W
IS

T
E

R
S

: 
M

E
L

IN
D

A
 S

U
E

 G
O

R
D

O
N

—
U

N
IV

E
R

S
A

L
 P

IC
T

U
R

E
S

; 
D

IR
E

C
T

O
R

S
: 

E
V

E
R

E
T

T
 C

O
L

L
E

C
T

IO
N

 (
3

);
 C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 W

A
R

N
E

R
 B

R
O

S
.

△
From top: Zhao, 
Gerwig, Johnson, 

and Trevorrow 
at work



76 Time August 5, 2024

REVIEW

An audacious new  
read of The Decameron 
BY JUDY BERMAN

Teenage Bounty Hunters proved that 
when executed with enough warmth 
and wit, even the stupidest- sounding 
concept can yield a wonderful show.

The same audacious humor suf-
fuses their Decameron. Like the origi-
nal, the series opens in the corpse-
strewn wasteland of 1348 Florence, as 
a handful of nobles and their servants 
prepare to skip town and wait out the 
plague at a luxurious country villa. 
The characters share names with Boc-
caccio’s brigade, but little else. Zosia 
Mamet and Derry Girls star Saoirse-
Monica Jackson are perfectly paired 
as Pampinea, a bossy 28-year-old so 
desperate to marry, she’s accepted a 
proposal from the villa’s owner sight 
unseen, and her weirdly loyal maid, 
Misia. Tindaro (Douggie McMeekin), 
a pompous hypochondriac who’s just 
inherited a fortune, arrives with his 
hot physician, Dioneo (Amar Chadha-
Patel) in tow. Canny Panfilo (Karan 
Gill) and pious Neifile (Lou Gala) 
are the married lovebirds—but nei-
ther can stop staring at Dioneo. Then 
there’s bratty Filomena (Jessica Plum-
mer) and her long-suffering servant 
Licisca (Sex Education standout Tanya 
Reynolds), whose mistress gets her to 
leave the deathbed of Filomena’s own 
father by claiming he’s already dead.

Upon arriving at the villa, the party 
finds their host absent but his accom-
modating steward (the great Tony 
Hale) and surly, noble-hating cook 
(Leila Farzad, a standout) at their ser-
vice. No matter; the rich kids are de-
termined to have a fun holiday even as 
the plague shreds the fabric of civili-
zation. “We are here to eat and drink 
and move into a bright new future,” 

in The annus horribilis of 2020, as CoViD-19  raVageD 
the world, a generation that had yet to experience a cata-
clysm of precisely this scale turned to art for insight into 
how we might survive it. Contemporary speculative fiction 
about lethal pathogens, from Ling Ma’s novel  Severance 
to Steven Soderbergh’s movie Contagion, surged in pop-
ularity. Readers also turned to tales of pestilence past: 
 Daniel  Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, Gabriel García 
Márquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera. But no dusty tome got 
a bigger boost than Giovanni Boccaccio’s early- Renaissance 
classic The Decameron. Virtual book clubs sprung up to dis-
sect it. The New York Times commissioned stories from 
Margaret Atwood and Tommy Orange for its own Decam-
eron Project. “Six Centuries Later, The Decameron Is Sud-
denly the Book of the Moment,” Vogue reported.

Set amid the Black Death that decimated Europe in 
the mid-14th century, Boccaccio’s masterpiece follows 10 
young nobles fleeing an outbreak in Florence that would 
ultimately reduce the city’s population by half. To pass 
the time in their rural idyll, they tell the stories that make 
up the bulk of the book—one apiece for 10 days, hence 
the title. The consensus interpretation of The Decameron 
is that it illustrates the power of storytelling to buoy us 
through history’s horrors. The author Rivka Galchen sums 
up this reading in her Decameron Project introduction: 
“Reading stories in difcult times is a way to understand 
those times, and also a way to persevere through them.”

Kathleen Jordan, the creator of Netflix’s The Decam-
eron, came away from her pandemic- era reading of Boc-
caccio with a different understanding. What if, her black 
comedy proposes, the book’s true timeless message is that 
whether they’re Florentine aristocrats in 1348 or Manhat-
tan financiers in 2020, the privileged will always blithely 
abandon their less fortunate neighbors when the plague 
comes to town? Jordan has stripped The Decameron of its 
stories, choosing instead to riff on the frame narrative. 
Somehow, her irreverence pays off. While successful on its 
own terms, the series also raises the question of which de-
rivative works, devoured by platforms hungry to capitalize 
on trending intellectual property (especially if it predates 
copyright law), even deserve to be called adaptations.

The Decameron without stories sounds about as 
promising as The Inferno without circles of hell, but if any-
one can pull off an impossible premise, it’s Jordan and fel-
low executive producer Jenji Kohan. With Orange Is the New 
Black, Kohan reshaped a middle-class white writer’s prison 
memoir into a dark yet vibrant ensemble dramedy of car-
ceral injustice starring the Black and brown women dispro-
portionately ensnared in that system. Jordan and  Kohan’s 

The 
spoiled 

discover 
that they 

are the 
spoils

SINCE ITS 

COMPLETION IN 1353, 

T I M E  O F F  T E L E V I S I O N
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says the delusional Pampinea—who 
eagerly assumes the role of hostess.

That is precisely what they do for 
a while, guzzling wine and indulging 
in the kind of innocently illicit sex-
capades that Boccaccio’s virtuous 
characters only told tall tales about. 
(As with most streaming series, The 
Decameron’s episodes and season are 
excessively long.) As their employ-
ees labor to satisfy the bosses’ absurd 
whims, the nobles seize the moment 
as an opportunity for self- discovery. 
“If the pestilence has taught us any-
thing,” says a character trying to lure 
Panfilo out of the closet, “it’s that we’re 
to choose the parts of ourselves we 
wish to keep and the parts we wish to 
throw away.” It’s a great philosophy if 
you’re confident you’ll survive. But the 
assumption that wealth and seclusion 

like the Italian auteur Pier Paolo Paso-
lini’s 1971 film The Decameron depict 
just a small selection of its tales. Still, 
there’s something about the idea of 
taking Boccaccio’s title but leaving his 
stories that doesn’t sit right.

Hollywood’s eagerness to slap a fa-
miliar, if unearned, title on every proj-
ect is one red flag. (Look no further 
than the horror monstrosity Winnie 
the Pooh: Blood and Honey.) Yet Jor-
dan has solid justification. While the 
brief stories didn’t strike her as right 
for TV, she has said she “loved the ar-
mature and skeleton” around them, 
“a group of wealthy people who think 
that they can escape a pandemic.” It’s 
through this COVID- informed inter-
pretation that she accesses the soul of 
the work. Her Decameron doesn’t just 
reference the famous story where an 
adulterer hides from his lover’s hus-
band in a barrel; it also captures the 
author’s ribald wit, his scorn for a cor-
rupt Church, the glee with which his 
characters scheme and transgress, his 
prescient insight about a pandemic’s 
potential to remake society.

It isn’t fidelity to the letter, or even 
the basic structure, of the source ma-
terial that makes a worthy adaptation. 
What matters more is that the retell-
ing embodies the spirit of the work 
that inspired it. In the best cases, like 
this one, it also challenges received 
wisdom about that work. As Licisca, 
the show’s sharpest character, notes, 
“Independence is the greatest luxury.” 
Her revelation applies as much to a 
21st century TV creator adapting the 
Western canon as it does to a servant 
fleeing her tyrannical mistress while 
the plague consumes their city. □

alone are infallible defenses against a 
pandemic is hopelessly naive. In truth, 
the villa has never been a safe refuge, 
and its gates are useless against not 
just the infected but also the maraud-
ing mobs it has empowered. One great 
thrill of Jordan’s earthy and hilarious 
Decameron is watching the spoiled dis-
cover that for the filthy horde circling 
their oasis, they are the spoils.

Is the show really The Decameron, 
though? In fairness, it would be virtu-
ally impossible to adapt the 860-page, 
100-story volume in full. When ad-
mirers borrow from it, as Shakespeare 
did with All’s Well That Ends Well and, 
as recently as 2017, filmmaker Jeff 
Baena did in The Little Hours, they 
usually appropriate just a story or two. 
Even relatively faithful adaptations 
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△ 
Delusional noblewoman Pampinea (Mamet, left) and her loyal minion Misia 

(Jackson) make an ideal co-dependent duo 
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is performance- enhancing in track 
and field? Nah, I just ran a 34.44 in 
the 200 meters, and I was smoking 
all night. So that sh-t ain’t got noth-
ing to do with helping my time at all. 
It f-cked my time up, if anything. Un-
less they got some supersh-t to get 
you faster. Let me know where it is 
and I’ll be the fi rst to try. 

Cannabis is illegal in France. Not 
sure you knew that. Yeah, yeah. 
Trust me, I’m a very legal guy. 
I plan on going out there and doing 
NBC Olympic work. Being clean as 
a book, clean as the athletes. They 
can test me if they want to. I’m going 
to be out there doing what I’m sup-
posed to be doing to make sure I 
bring home the gold. Which is me. 

Any international Olympians 
you’re excited to see in Paris? The 
Australian swim team, up against 
the Americans. They push us to the 
limit. And I like Jamaica’s track team. 
And Canada’s basketball team. They 
got a shot to get to the gold-medal 
round, but they’re not going to win 
it. They got a shot ’cause they’ve 
got a bunch of NBA players who are 
 really seasoned and on top of their 
game. But the overall factor is going 
to be, the USA is the dogs. We’re not 
going to lose to no puppies.

What is the Snoop perspective 
you can bring to the Games that 
nobody else can? It’s just me. 
It’s hard to explain. I can’t say it’s 
going to be a bag of potato chips, 
Kool-Aid, but I know it’s me. Put 
some plastic around me and let me 
come there, I do what I do. You can 
sell me. I’m sold. 

Anything I didn’t ask or you want 
to say?  Nah, I’m just going out there 
to have a good time. Potpourri. Com-
ment allez-vous. Oui oui. And all of 
the above. —SEAN GREGORY 

When NBC came to you about this 
gig reporting on the Games from 
Paris, why did you sign on? Why 
not? Not why. This is what I do, you 
know what I’m saying? I love being 
in front of the people. I love sports. 
I know what I’m talking about. The 
network is appealing enough to un-
derstand that we deserve each other. 
So we’re gonna make magic.

And what do you plan to bring to 
NBC’s coverage that maybe we 
haven’t seen before? The fi re and 
the smoke.

What do you mean by that? You 
fi gure it out. I’m pretty sure you’ve 
been doing this sh-t long enough 
to fi gure out what I mean by that. 
[Laughs.]

 During the Tokyo Games, your 
equestrian commentary went 
viral. Do you plan to try equestrian 
at all? Me and horses, I’m gonna let 
them dance while I talk.

I saw somewhere that you’re going 
to try to meet the horse you said 
was crip walking in Tokyo. Yes, I’m 
defi nitely trying to meet him. Hope-
fully he’s in the Olympics so I can 
say, “What’s happening?” to him. 
Bring him a couple of carrots, some 
apples or somethin’.  

 How’s your French? Have you 
been working on it? Nah, I don’t 
think I have to. I think they like my 
language, you know what I’m sayin’? 
They’re going to convert to me. I’m 
going to translate to them what we’re 
talking about. 

 U.S. track star Sha’Carri Rich-
ardson had a big setback before 
the last Olympics, as she missed 
the Games for testing positive for 
cannabis, which is on the sport’s 
banned list. Do you think cannabis 

What made you 
fall in love with 
the Olympics?

Snoop Dogg The legendary rapper on covering 
the Summer Olympics for NBC, being “a very legal guy,”

and the horse he wants to meet

1 0  Q U E S T I O N S

C
H

R
I
S

T
I
A

N
 
P

E
T

E
R

S
E

N
—

G
E

T
T

Y
 
I
M

A
G

E
S

PA R I S 
O LY M P I C S



SUBSCRIBER BENEFITS:

1. TIME PRINT EDITION, HOME DELIVERY

2. INSTANT ACCESS TO DIGITAL MAGAZINES

3. DISCOUNT AT THE TIME COVER STORE & MORE

TIME.COM/SUBSCRIBE

GREAT 

THINGS

TAKE TIME
DONÕT MISS A MOMENT 




