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One star recruits
Who wants to witness death?

UNSEEMLY is a word for it. So 
is undignified. Another word 
could be, as we sometimes say 

in these latitudes, ugly. Not ugly in ap-
pearance, but ugly as in indecorous. As in, 
“The man in the store was ugly to me.”

Many pro-life politicians in this state’s 
government—a pro-life state, at least ac-
cording to the commentariat—are clear-
ing the way for death. And at a rapid 
pace. So rapid, in fact, that they’re outrun-
ning their cover.

The state of Arkansas has scheduled 
eight deaths next month. Yes, scheduled. 
These won’t be traffic accidents, but pur-
poseful, deliberate deaths of people who, 
it should be said, have it coming. Just 
because they have it coming, however, 
doesn’t mean the state should be in the 
business of doling out revenge. Remem-
ber just Who said “vengeance is Mine.”

The state finally got the needed drugs 
to do in eight men on death row. And 
now the paperwork begins to send them 
out of this world. Eight executions are 
scheduled two at a time beginning April 
17. Two at a time! If this state were a lit-
tle more gray and flatter, you’d think this 
was Texas.

Now the state is actively seeking vol-
unteers to watch the deaths proceed. 
The law calls for between six and 12 
witnesses for each execution. There’s a 
list of requirements, as there are for, say, 
poll workers. Only those watching this 
display won’t get a lesson in civics, but 
in how to snuff out life: Volunteers must 
be 21, an Arkansas resident, have no felo-
nies, not be kin to inmate nor victim, and 
must not be a security risk. What, noth-
ing about requiring Excellent Communi-
cation Skills? Or detailed knowledge of 
social media?

Wednesday’s statewide newspaper 
reported that the state has a shortage of 
volunteers to witness the killings. And 
so leaders in the prison system are out . . . 
recruiting. The director of the Depart-
ment of Correction was at the Rotary 
Club the other day asking for volunteers. 
We are not kidding.

“Depending on the response re-
ceived,” said the department’s spokes-
man Solomon Graves, “further recruit-
ment may not be necessary.”

Which makes sense. Because all the 
department has to do is come up with a 
handful of people. The law doesn’t say 
each execution has to have different wit-
nesses. Somebody hell-bent on watching 
the state kill a person can watch it over 
and again. Like The Daily Show on your 
DVR.

The best answer to the question of 

whether to witness a state-sanctioned 
premeditated killing might have come 
from Charlotte Gadberry, a Rotarian who 
was quoted in the news story: She’s not 
interested.

“I can’t imagine [the director of the 
Department of Correction] will get a lot 
of volunteers. I don’t think I could han-
dle it. I’m not real sure how I feel about 
the death penalty, but it seems like there 
should be a better way of treating our fel-
low man.”

There you have it. Many of us are not 
real sure how to feel about the death pen-
alty, either. Long-time readers of this col-
umn will note the change in tone of our 
editorials on the matter in just the last 
few years. And it’s hard to read some of 
the police reports and court documents 
on some of these characters without 
wanting a pound of flesh—and now! But 
after long thought, calm debate—dare 
we say, prayer—something says to us . . . 
“There should be a better way of treating 
our fellow man.”—Charlotte Gadberry.

WHAT ABOUT all those who 
chant, write and wear “Choose 
Life”? Is that just a slogan, or a 

principle that can be applied only in cer-
tain circumstances? That is, a bendable 
principle.

There are those who’d note a signifi-
cant difference between capital punish-
ment and abortion: A baby killed in the 
womb is completely innocent. It hasn’t 
even had a chance to cry for its first meal, 
and suggest once again that selfishness 
may be most folks’ first sin. Whereas 
somebody on death row has probably 
done something to deserve it. (Probably. 
But that’s another editorial.)

But the phrase Choose Life isn’t in-
tended for the baby inside the womb. 
He or she can’t chant, write or wear the 
phrase. The motto is for the rest of us to 
remember. Just as it is when a man is tied 
to a gurney and stuck with a needle. He 
can’t choose life. The rest of us can, how-
ever.

The United States of America may 
now lead the West in executions per cap-
ita. It’s not a rate of productivity to brag 
about. And if Arkansas follows through 
with executing eight men in 10 days next 
month, it’ll be the first time a state has 
killed that many people since the U.S. 
Supreme Court reinstated the death pen-
alty in 1976. Even the state of Texas will 
have been left in the dust.

Let’s rethink this. And slow down this 
death train.

Not for the sakes of the condemned. 
But for ours.

Neil Gorsuch will have the support of all 
52 Senate Republicans for confirmation 
to the Supreme Court. He also could win 

the votes of a half-dozen or so Democrats, and 
therein lies a problem for that party.

Unlike President Donald Trump’s budget or 
the Republican health-care plan, which are so 
flawed that it’s easy for all Democrats to oppose 
them, backing Gorsuch may have some political 
appeal for Democrats from conservative states. 
That has inflamed left-wing activists, who have 
threatened to oppose any Senate Democrat who 
supports Trump’s Supreme Court nominee.

That category might include several incum-
bent senators who face competitive re-election 
races next year, such as West Virginia’s Joe Man-
chin or North Dakota’s Heidi Heitkamp.

They will be painted by Republican oppo-
nents next year as obstructionists. To count-
er that charge, it may be useful to be able to 
say that they voted for a Republican nominee 
whom Democrats can’t defeat anyway and who 
wouldn’t change the ideological balance of the 
Supreme Court. Gorsuch would replace the late 
conservative Justice Antonin Scalia.

But energized liberal activists, still smarting 
over the way Republicans blocked President 
Barack Obama’s court nominee, Judge Merrick 
Garland, are threatening primary challenges next 
year against Democrats who don’t oppose Gor-
such. Michael Moore, the left-wing filmmaker, 
warned Senate Democrats on Twitter that if 

they did not “filibuster and block” the Gorsuch 
nomination, “we will find a true progressive and 
primary [you] in next election.”

The liberal wing wants party leaders to fili-
buster the Gorsuch nomination, which would 
put even more pressure on Democratic senators 
from conservative states. Much as the leaders 
would like to avoid what would probably be a 
futile gambit anyway—Republicans could elimi-
nate the filibuster if they didn’t have 60 votes for 
confirmation—urging from the left will make it 
hard to do.

For the leaders, disheartened after the drub-
bing they took in November, the outpouring of 
anti-Trump activism has been encouraging. Many 
of them consider it a mirror image of the Tea 
Party uprising eight years ago that energized a 
Republican comeback.

Some Democratic leaders who are counting 
on retaining their Senate incumbents next year in 
an anti-Trump electoral wave hope to be able to 
deflect anger over a Gorsuch confirmation vote. 
They can argue that it’s not a key vote, because 
it would be subsequent High Court nominations 
that would tilt the balance of the court.

They also want to focus attention on Trump-
care and the administration’s proposed budget, 
both of which are unfriendly to voters in a num-
ber of conservative states where Trump did well 
and Democratic incumbent senators are up for 
re-election. It’s these issues, more than the Gor-
such vote, that they hope activists will focus on 
when lawmakers go home during the congressio-
nal recess early next month.
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Detailed travel accounts
The history of travel has always intrigued 

me. Recently friends sent me two interest-
ing accounts which provide background 

on Arkansas travel history. Bill Sayger of Brasfield 
in Prairie County gave me a 1922 article in which 
Bob Wilder recalled his long association with the 
Memphis & Little Rock Railroad. Harold Coogan 
of Mena shared a 1920 article about an 80-mile 
trip through the Ouachita Mountains from the 
Hot Springs area to Mena. Both accounts remind 
us that our ancestors faced many challenges 
while traveling about the Natural State.

Bob Wilder found employment with the 
Memphis & Little Rock Railroad in 1871. The 
M&LR was the first railroad built in Arkansas, 
with construction beginning in 1856. The Civil 
War delayed completion of the railroad, with the 
flood-prone bottom lands along the Cache and 
L’Anguille rivers not being finished 
until April 1871, about the time Wilder 
was hired.

Wilder recalled that when he went 
to work for the railroad, the company 
was “operating one freight train each 
way a day, and one passenger train 
each way [each] day, between Mem-
phis and Huntersville, which was the 
terminus on the north side of the Arkansas River 
in what is now North Little Rock.”

With a hint of nostalgia, Wilder recalled that 
the train usually consisted of “a combination 
baggage and mail car and about four small 
wooden coaches.” Since there was no railroad 
bridge across the Mississippi River at Memphis 
until 1892, the train was ferried across the river to 
Hopefield, modern West Memphis.

At first, the trains were pulled by “little 14 x 24 
inch American or 8-wheel type wood-burners,” 
Wilder recalled. The M&LR switched to coal fuel 
in 1879. These early engines, Wilder said, “were 
all decorated with brass trimmings and the en-
gine crew did not even wear overalls, but it was 
customary for the engineer and firemen to be 
dressed up in white shirts and stiff hats.”

The greatest challenge to train travel between 
Memphis and Little Rock for many years was 
flooding. Much of the track between Hopefield 
and modern Forrest City was built on elevated 
wooden trestles. Despite these precautions, the 
track was often under water and the M&LR was 
forced to transfer its passengers to steamboats. 
Wilder recalled that the train took about seven 
hours to complete a run from Memphis to Little 
Rock, with a fee in 1871 of $12.50 per person.

My second travel account is from the opposite 
side of the state, the Ouachita Mountains. On 
Sept. 14, 1910, W.A. Talley set off from his home at 
Beaudry near Hot Springs in Garland County on 
an 80-mile trip to Big Fork in rural Polk County 
near Mena. Traveling with Talley were his wife, 
four children, and two brothers-in-law. The Big 
Fork area was home to his wife’s extended family.

Talley’s route included several small villages 
and towns including Cedar Glades—which now 
rests beneath the waters of Lake Ouachita. A few 
miles west in Montgomery County the travelers 
encountered the settlement of Silver, a town 
which prospered briefly during the 1880s due to 
a short-lived and probably bogus silver mining 
boom.

Still farther west, along the banks of the South 
Fork of the Ouachita River, the Talley party came 
to Mount Ida, the county seat of Montgomery 

County. Talley was not impressed: “All 
the compliments I can pay the town is 
that it is very old, and seems to have 
been finished several years ago.”

Talley was much more impressed 
with the settlement of Black Springs, 
which he described as “beautifully 
situated on table land, surrounded by 
many fine farms … bordered on the 

south by the Caddo valley.” He was smitten with 
the community: “To my mind there is fascination 
connected with Black Springs, which I am not 
poet enough to truthfully describe.”

From Black Springs the party traveled 17 miles 
westward to their destination, Big Fork, “a thriv-
ing village on a stream of the same name,” where 
his wife grew up. “We scarcely met a single indi-
vidual but what was some of my wife’s kinfolks, 
being either a Bates or an Abernathy”—family 
names which are still common in the area.

Giving the rest of the family “a dodge,” 
Talley headed off by horseback to visit 
the small Montgomery County town of 

Slatington. The town was named for the large 
slate quarry located in that mountainous terrain. 
Talley was impressed by the scale of the quarry, 
commenting “… let me tell you, there has been 
some money spent at this place.”

Slatington was already in decline when Talley 
came calling. The Red Slate Mine, which was 
owned by a group of midwesterners, was an 
open-pit mine that flourished briefly before it was 
discovered that roofing shingles made from that 
quarry did not hold up well.

Talley liked Mena, a young railroad town at 
the time, finding it “… a first class city, noted for 
its elevation, quick growth, fine water, and moun-
tain scenery.”

—–––––❖–––––—

Tom Dillard is a historian and retired archivist 
living near Glen Rose in rural Hot Spring County. 
Email him at Arktopia.td@gmail.com.

Tom 
Dillard

Dems’ nasty problem
ALBERT R. HUNT

BLOOMBERG VIEW

Confirm Neil Gorsuch
CHICAGO TRIBUNE

A memorable moment of calm en-
veloped Donald Trump’s chaotic, con-
frontational presidency on Jan. 31 when 
he introduced Judge Neil Gorsuch as 
his Supreme Court nominee. Gorsuch 
appeared so learned and earnest com-
pared to the peripatetic Trump that you 
had to wonder if someone had mixed up 
the dance cards.

But no, Trump wanted a conservative 
judge, and that’s what he selected, in the 
best sense of the phrase. In last week’s 
Senate confirmation hearings, Gorsuch 
showed himself to be committed to the 
principle that judges should rule on the 
law as written, and apply it equally to all.

Ah, but the real world is messier than 
a legal scholar’s mind. That tension suf-
fused the Senate hearings. Important 
court cases arise when the law or situa-
tion isn’t clear-cut. So how, for example, 
would Gorsuch rule on a crucial issue 
such as preserving abortion rights?

Like all nominees for the court these 
days, he wouldn’t talk in specifics about 
cases he might rule on in the future. 

Democrats’ questioning was aggres-
sive. But their attempts to trip up Gor-
such, revealing deficiencies that might 
disqualify him, elicited the opposite: un-
assailable assurances by Gorsuch that he 
would decide each case on the merits, 
based on the law as written, applied to 
the world as it is today. Democrats strug-
gled to find offense with that judicial 
philosophy. After each attack, they were 
forced to move on.

Here is a judge who knows the law 
and knows the role of the judiciary: He 
isn’t on the bench to make law, he’s there 
to interpret it faithfully, because the sep-
aration of powers among the branches 
of government serves our democracy. 
Sometimes the result benefits liberal po-
sitions, sometimes conservative.

Some of Gorsuch’s critics think judg-
es should be creative depending on the 
political climate—to treat laws differ-
ently on a cold night than a warm one. 
Those critics suggest that they fear Gor-
such won’t follow the law, but the oppo-
site is more true: They fear he will. Gor-
such should be confirmed.

Cindy
Highlight



In 2016 we found out that conservative elites 
didn’t speak for Republican voters.

Think-tankers may have hungered for 
entitlement reform and valued free trade, but 
a large group of Republican voters disagreed, 
and another large group had no strong views on 
these issues. When Donald Trump won the pri-
maries and then the November election, many 
people who considered themselves conservative 
leaders found out that Republican voters weren’t 
who they thought they were.

Now it turns out that Trump’s prominent 
early supporters don’t speak for the Republican 
masses either. Many of these luminaries are un-
happy about Trump’s airstrike against the Syrian 
government. “Those of us who wanted meddling 
in the Middle East voted for other candidates,” 
tweeted Ann Coulter.

Republican voters, on the other hand, over-
whelmingly approve of Trump’s action. A Wash-
ington Post poll found that 86 percent of them 
support it.

To the extent these high-profile Trump fans 
are now disillusioned, it’s because they over-
read what the president and his voters stand for. 
As McKay Coppins points out in the Atlantic, 
Trump did not campaign as a consistent skeptic 
of military intervention abroad. “Instead, Trump 
entered the Oval Office with a bone-deep belief 
in vengeance, a tendency toward impulsiveness, 
and a history of saber-rattling rhetoric.”

Intellectuals, whether they are for or against 

Trump, want to construct an “ism” into which 
they can fit his politics: an “ism” that includes 
opposition to free trade, mass immigration, for-
eign interventions that aren’t necessitated by at-
tacks on us, and entitlement reform. But Trump-
ism doesn’t exist. The president has tendencies 
and impulses, some of which conflict with one 
another, rather than a political philosophy.

Some primary voters surely backed Trump 
because they thought he would be less prone to 
Mideast “meddling” than other Republicans, and 
some people who don’t always vote for Repub-
licans in presidential elections may have found 
him an attractive choice for the same reason. His 
stance on trade drew other voters to him.

But trying to figure out what “Trump’s voters” 
wanted in any detail is a fool’s errand. Take, for 
example, this argument that “the people who 
elected Trump” would love for him to embrace a 
single-payer health-care plan. People backed him 
for a lot of different reasons. Some primary voters 
thought it was time to have a successful business-
man in the Oval Office. Some liked Trump’s style.

I’m one of those voters who don’t have strong 
views on what to do about Syria. I’m inclined to 
oppose the airstrikes along with Coulter et al. 

They should just keep in mind that most vot-
ers don’t have ideological commitments—which 
helps explain why politicians will almost always 
disappoint those who do.

—–––––❖–––––—

Ramesh Ponnuru is a Bloomberg View colum-
nist.
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Reputations
How they’re made, unmade

IT CAN’T be said with accuracy that 
Asa Hutchinson is getting a repu-
tation. The man already has one, 

thank you. He’s earned it after years in 
public service, at many levels. Who can 
remember (who can forget?) the stand-
off with the crazies in 1985 when the 
young U.S. Attorney in Arkansas pulled 
a flak jacket over his head and torso and 
walked into the lion’s den to talk down 
the white supremacists? The outfit once 
known as The Covenant, The Sword 
and The Arm of the Lord turned out to 
be none of those things. But 
instead of an earlier version 
on the Branch Davidians at 
Waco, Asa Hutchinson sim-
ply led the crazies to jail.

Now that he’s governor 
of this state, he’s also getting 
a reputation for creating 
jobs, cutting taxes, and lead-
ing all things Republican. Well, almost. 
He has sufficient respect for the state’s 
reputation as well, which may be one 
reason why he opposed the so-called 
Bathroom Bill in last month’s legislative 
session. When it comes to hounding the 
transgender community and scaring 
businesses away, North Carolina has giv-
en Arkansas an example. An example to 
beware. Even politicians are educable.

If you read the news these days, 
you’ll see that Arkansas’ reputation is 
under fire again. From coast to coast, 
from country to country, folks are 
talking about the executions set to begin 
next week.

The state of Arkansas has scheduled 
to kill seven convicted murderers start-
ing Monday night. That wouldn’t be 
news, necessarily, this being the part of 
the United States of America they call 
The South. But we’re going to start do-
ing it two-at-a-time. Yes, we—as in We 
The People. The state’s motto is Regnat 
populus, the people rule, and the people 
will rule with no more force and finali-
ty than when these men are executed in 
our name.

The reason we are going to do this, 
according to state officials, is because 
the drugs used to put them to death 
will expire this time next month. It’s the 
opposite of the military’s old hurry-up-
and-wait routine. The state waited for 
years for all the courts to rule, and the 
drugs to be bought, and the i’s dotted. 
Call it wait-and-hurry-up. In the very 
least, it’s unseemly. Or maybe a better 
adjective is Texan. This reasoning by 
our betters surpasseth all understand-
ing, which may be the only thing it has 
in common with the peace of God.

We wouldn’t know what to tell the 
families of those people these men 
murdered all those years ago. And we 
wouldn’t dare try. We’re not about to 
point them to studies or graphics or ac-
ademic research. Who would attempt 
such a thing? Doubtless there is little 
to assuage their grief. Even after all this 
time has passed.

Today we’re reminded of a debate 
of some note in 1988 when a candidate 
for public office, one Michael Duka-
kis, was asked about his opposition to 
the death penalty. A journalist named 
Bernard Shaw asked him how he’d feel 
about the death penalty if his wife were 
murdered. Governor Dukakis’ answer 
should have been: “I’d try to get myself 
thrown in jail to take care of the man 
with my bare hands. But that’s not the 
way we make laws in the United States. 
We don’t turn over the perp to the vic-

tim’s family. We make laws 
after consideration, debate, 
thought, dare I say, prayer.”

Instead Michael Dukakis 
gave a thoroughly forgetta-
ble legal answer with all the 
emotion of a cue card. And 
might have lost the election 
that night.

Somebody once asked a Republi-
can president named Lincoln why he 
didn’t sign more execution orders his 
commanders sent to him. His generals 
demanded military discipline and want-
ed to hang cowards or those who fell 
asleep on night watch. But to execute 
them? The president wanted to know 
what good that’d do them.

None of these questions are easy. But 
they are all a matter of life and death. 
Which brings us to Jack Jones Jr.

MORE than 20 years ago, Jack 
Jones Jr. raped and killed a 
woman and beat her 11-year-

old daughter, then left her for dead, too. 
When execution dates were set earlier 
this year, he didn’t even appeal to the 
Board of Parole. He didn’t bother to 
make the trip to a clemency hearing. In-
stead, he sent a handwritten letter with 
his attorney saying he’d decline clemen-
cy if offered.

“There’s no way in hell I would 
spend another day or 20 years in this rat 
hole,” the man wrote.

Then maybe that’s the best punish-
ment for him. Why allow him to have his 
way, and leave behind his demons, his 
legacy, his, yes, reputation? Lock him up 
and let’s not hear of him again. Let him 
stew without staining ourselves. After all, 
we have our souls to think about, too.

The countdown to Monday night is 
already underway. We the People are 
scheduled to execute seven men for the 
worst reason: Because of an expiration 
date on a bottle. Let’s not do this. Not 
this way. The governor can save Arkan-
sas’ reputation. Or, if he balks, there’s a 
U.S. District judge named Kristine Bak-
er who could put a stop to this unusual 
punishment. Can’t we agree that seven 
executions in 10 days in this state is un-
usual?

Mercy is justice, too. As the count-
down continues, we hope more people 
in important posts realize that. Before 
the deed is done. In the name of We the 
People.

Who’s always right?
It was hard to believe your eyes when 

watching the debacle of a customer of 
United Airlines being dragged down the 
aisle and thrown off a plane. If you didn’t 
see it on television, you might have been 
one of those 19 million views on social 
media. 

The passenger later had to go to the 
hospital for his injuries. Talk about a 
public relations disaster. At first the CEO 
of United defended the actions, but later 
apologized.

You may have noticed the statement 

of core values in this newspaper which 
is published every day on page 2A. At 
the end of this statement, it aligns the 
various constituencies of the newspaper 
as readers first, advertisers second, and 
employees third.

United said they forcibly removed 
the passenger so they could make room 
for their employees to fly on that flight. 
Airlines are not newspapers, but they 
should realize that, like any business, the 
customer comes first, not the company’s 
employees. Trumpism?

RAMESH PONNURU
BLOOMBERG VIEW

More reversals
NEWSDAY

The U.S. relationship with Russia is in 
a deep Siberian freeze. After President 
Donald Trump’s inexplicable affection 
for Vladimir Putin, Wednesday’s sur-
prising embrace of long-standing U.S. 
foreign policy positions is encouraging.

Russia is refusing to work with the 
United States to remove Bashar Assad 
from power, not even acknowledging 
that the dictator used poison gas to kill 
his own people last week.

At a news conference, Trump com-

pleted his reversal on Russia, while still 
holding out hope that Putin will work 
with him, but he also made a few other 
head-snapping U-turns. Standing with 
the NATO secretary-general, he warmly 
praised the organization. 

This administration revels in mixed 
messages, and the latest policies might 
get upended in a month. But Trump 
may be shedding his isolationist views 
and finally adopting a more centrist 
foreign policy that embraces American 
leadership in the world.

The incompetence crisis
I just read that the Trump administration has 

filled only 22 of the 553 key positions that 
require Senate confirmation. This makes 

me worry that the administration will not have 
enough manpower to produce the same volume 
and standard of incompetence that we’ve come 
to expect so far.

Granted, in its first few months the adminis-
tration has produced an impressive amount of 
ineptitude with very few people. On his worst 
days Sean Spicer can produce more errors than 
10 normal men on their best days. Kellyanne 
Conway can flail her way through television con-
frontations 24/7.

The White House staffing system is suc-
cessfully answering the question, How many 
scorpions can you fit in a bottle? And in general, 
the personnel process has been so rigorous in its 
selection of inexperience that those who were 
hired on the basis of mere nepotism look like 
Dean Acheson by comparison.

But still, I worry that at the current 
pace the Trump administration is going to 
run out of failure. So far, we’ve lived in a 
golden age of malfunction. Every major 
Trump initiative has been blocked or has 
collapsed, relationships with Congress 
are disastrous, the president’s approval 
ratings are at cataclysmic lows.

But can this last? By midsummer, 
during the high vacation and indictment 
season, we could see empty hallways in the 
West Wing and a disorienting incompetence 
shortage emanating from Washington.

The executive branch could simply go dark. 
CNN’s ratings will plummet. Columnists will 
wither and die. Liberals will have to go without 
the delicious current of schadenfreude and their 
daily ritual baths of moral superiority.

Now I’m not underestimating the president’s 
own capacity for carrying on in an incompetent 
manner almost indefinitely. I don’t think we’ve 
reached peak Trump.

The normal incompetent person flails and 
stammers and is embarrassed about it. But a true 
genius at incompetence like our president flails 
and founders and is too incompetent to recog-
nize his own incompetence. He mistakes his 
catastrophes for successes and so accelerates his 
pace toward oblivion. Those who ignore history 
are condemned to retweet it.

Trump’s greatest achievements are in the 
field of ignorance. Up until this period I had 
always thought of ignorance as a void, as an 
absence of knowledge. But Trump’s ignorance is 
not just an absence; it is a rich, intricate and en-
tirely separate universe of negative information, 
a sort of fertile intellectual antimatter with its 
own gravitational pull.

It’s not so much that he isn’t well-informed; 
it’s that he is prodigiously learned in the sort of 
knowledge that doesn’t accord with the facts of 

our current dimension.
It is in its own way a privilege to be alive at the 

same time as a man who is the Albert Einstein of 
confirmation bias, a man whose most impressive 
wall is the one between himself and evidence, 
a man who doesn’t need to go off in search of 
enemies because he is already his own worst one.

But even Trump will eventually hit the limits 
of human endurance. I know what it is like to be 
profoundly incompetent, and it is exhausting.

Just to take a small example by way of illus-
tration, in the days before GPS I was (and re-

main) profoundly incompetent at compre-
hending driving directions. I would ask for 
directions and all would start off normally: 

“Go down Fourth Street and take a right on 
Poplar.”

But then all would slide into a fog of 
incomprehensibility and I would keep 

nodding furiously to try to persuade the 
person that I could follow what was being 

said: “Then you toggle over that spur of the 
thruway that goes under the overpass before 
the six roundabouts of the gargle.”

By this time entire hemispheres of my 
brain had shut down, and as the person kept 
talking, my entire existence slipped into a cata-
tonic mist.

The incompetent person in the Trump admin-
istration has to live in that stupor shroud every 
day.

So I hope the Trump team learns to dele-
gate—carelessness in one office, backbiting 
in another. I hope the president continues 

to play golf (I don’t get those progressive critics 
who say Trump is ruining the world and then 
complain because he takes time off). I hope his 
team continues to take advantage of the fact that 
it takes only one inexperienced stooge to undo 
the accomplishments of 100 normal workers.

And I hope it continues to negatively surpass 
all expectations. I remain a full-fledged member 
in the community of the agog.

One of the things I’ve learned about incompe-
tence over the past few months is that it is radical-
ly nonlinear. Competent people go in one of a few 
directions. But incompetence is infinite.

The human imagination is not capacious 
enough to comprehend all the many ways the 
Trumpians can find to screw this thing up.

—–––––❖–––––—

David Brooks is a columnist for the New York 
Times.

David
Brooks
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The revelations last week that airlines over-
book as a policy and that they can forcibly 
remove passengers when their calcula-

tions go awry has shocked millions from Chicago 
to China. But it’s a problem as old as the industry.

As they expanded service in the late 1940s, 
airlines struggled with the problem of no-shows. 
This was a serious problem: A half-empty plane—
even one with a few empty seats—could operate 
at a loss, or with severely diminished profits.

Overbooking was the solution, albeit one likely 
discovered by accident. Prior to the 1950s airline 
reservations were a low-tech affair. Each airline 
had a “master board” at headquarters that showed 
all the available seats on any given flight. The clerk 
overseeing the master board would put a green 
flag next to flights that had only a few seats left, 
and a red flag when filled entirely. This cumber-
some system, though, did not operate in real time, 
so it was easy to over-sell a flight by mistake.

The airlines, however, quickly realized that 
this wasn’t a problem: Virtually every flight had 
its share of no-shows. It didn’t take long for exec-
utives to realize that overbooking was a fantastic 
money-making strategy.

By 1950 the practice had become widespread. 
So too did the complaints of irate passengers.

Congress, stirred by irate constituents, began 
pushing for action. In July 1956 the Civilian Aero-
nautics Board sent out a letter warning the major 
carriers to curtail the practice.

The airlines fought back, claiming that any 
overbooking that happened was an honest mis-
take, not a result of policy. This, to put it politely, 

was highly unlikely.
Enter economist Julian Simon. In a short but 

cheeky article published in a very obscure aca-
demic journal in 1977, Simon proposed a novel 
solution: Airlines should conduct an auction, 
with passengers offering sealed bids as to what 
they would be willing to accept for the inconve-
nience of getting bumped. The lowest bidder (or 
bidders) would get bumped and receive a vouch-
er; everyone else would fly on schedule. “All 
parties benefit, and no party loses,” wrote Simon.

Simon didn’t expect the article to be taken se-
riously. It was written in a lighthearted tone.

But Simon was on to something. In subse-
quent years, airlines gradually adopted a crude 
version of the auction, offering vouchers at a cer-
tain price, and if this failed to attract passengers, 
raising the price.

Unfortunately the auction system was grafted 
onto older regulations governing how much 
money passengers could be paid. Today that fig-
ure is a maximum of $1,350.

If regulators want to solve this problem for 
good, they should consider the vexed history of 
overbooking and abolish this upper limit, then 
implement Simon’s proposal in its entirely. That 
means airlines should be permitted to overbook 
flights but when they need to bump passengers, 
they should remove only people who have volun-
tarily given up their seats for a voucher, with the 
price set by auction.

Perhaps that price will be $500; it may well 
be $5,000. But one imagines that after handing 
out some vouchers in the high four figures, the 
airlines may, after 70 years, finally curtail their 
reliance on overbooking.
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The Great Reversal
The world is agog at Donald Trump’s 

head-snapping foreign policy reversal. He 
runs on a platform of America First. He 

renounces the role of world policeman. He exco-
riates parasitic foreigners that (I paraphrase) suck 
dry our precious bodily fluids—and these are 
allies! On April 4 Trump declared: “I don’t want 
to be the president of the world. I’m the president 
of the United States. And from now on, it’s going 
to be America First.”

A week earlier, both his secretary of state 
and UN ambassador had said that the regime of 
Bashar al-Assad is a reality and that changing it is 
no longer an American priority.

Then Assad drops chemical weapons on 
rebel-held territory and Trump launches 59 Tom-
ahawk missiles into Syria.

This was in part an emotional reaction to im-
ages of children dying of sarin poison-
ing. And in part seizing the opportu-
nity to redeem Barack Obama’s unen-
forced red line on chemical weapons.

Whatever the reason, moral or stra-
tegic, Trump acted. And effectively 
reset his entire foreign policy.

True, in and of itself the raid will 
not decisively alter the course of Syr-
ia’s civil war. Assad and his Iranian, 
Russian and Hezbollah co-combatants 
still have the upper hand—but no longer a free 
hand. After six years of U.S. passivity, there are 
limits now, and America will enforce them.

Nor was the raid the beginning of a campaign 
for regime change. It was, however, a reassertion 
of an American stake in both the conduct and the 
outcome of the war. America’s abdication is over. 
Be warned.

Moreover, the very swiftness of the response 
carried a message to the wider world. Obama is 
gone. No more elaborate forensic investigations. 
No agonized presidential hand-wringing over the 
moral dilemmas of a fallen world. It took Obama 
10 months to decide what to do in Afghanistan. It 
took Trump 63 hours to make Assad pay for his 
chemical-weapons duplicity.

America demonstrated its capacity for swift, 
decisive action. And in defense, mind you, of an 
abstract international norm—a rationale that 
dramatically overrides the constraints of America 
First.

Trump’s inaugural address had boldly rejected 
the 70-year American consensus to bear the bur-
dens of world leadership. Less than three months 
later the Syrian raid abruptly changed that course 
with a renewed interventionism—not, to be sure, 
in the service of a crusade for democracy, but in 
the service of concrete strategic objectives, broad-
ly defined and extending far beyond our shores.

To the North Pacific, for example. The Syria 
strike sent a message to both China and North 
Korea that Trump’s threats of unilateral action 

against Pyongyang’s nukes and missiles are seri-
ous. A pre-emptive strike against those facilities 
is still unlikely but today conceivable. Even more 
conceivable—perhaps even probable—is a shoot-
down of a North Korean missile in flight.

The message to Russia was equally clear. Don’t 
push too far in Syria and, by extension, in Europe. 
We’re not seeking a fight, but you don’t set the 
rules. Syria shared the Sharyat base with Russian 
troops. Russian barracks were left untouched, but 
we were clearly not deterred by their proximity.

The larger lesson is this: In the 
end, national interest prevails. Popu-
list isolationism sounds great, rouses 
crowds and may even win elections. 
But contra White House adviser Steve 
Bannon, it’s not a governing foreign 
policy for the United States.

Bannon may have written the 
come-home-America inaugural ad-
dress. But it was the old hands, Trump’s 
traditionally internationalist foreign 

policy team led by Defense Secretary James Mat-
tis and national security adviser H.R. McMaster, 
who rewrote the script with the Syria strike.

Assad violated the international taboo on 
chemical weapons. Who would enforce it, if not 
us? Candidate Trump would have replied: None 
of our business. President Trump brought out the 
Tomahawks.

His foreign policy has gone from mere 
homeland protection to defending cer-
tain interests, values and strategic assets 

abroad. These endure over time. Hence the 
fundamental continuity of our post-World War II 
engagement abroad.

With apologies to Lord Palmerston, we don’t 
have permanent enthusiasms, but we do have per-
manent interests. And they have a way of asserting 
themselves. Which is why Bannonism is in eclipse.

This is not to say that things could not change 
tomorrow. We’ve just witnessed one about-face. 
With a president who counts unpredictability as 
a virtue, he could well reverse course again.

For now, however, the traditionalists are in 
the saddle. U.S. policy has been normalized. The 
world is on notice: Eight years of sleepwalking is 
over. America is back.

—–––––❖–––––—

Charles Krauthammer, who has won the 
Pulitzer Prize for commentary, writes for the 
Washington Post.

Charles
Krauthammer

Overbooked forever
STEPHEN MIHM

BLOOMBERG

Requiem for FOIA
AT LAST count, our esteemed 

legislators in less than solemn 
assembly have added at least 

10 more exemptions to this state’s once 
model Freedom of Information Act, 
which tends to emerge from every ses-
sion of the Ledge with still more holes 
in it. This time it came out of the fray not 
only tattered and torn but almost beyond 
recognition.

To quote Tom Larimer, a temperate 
fellow who’s executive director of the 
Arkansas Press Association, some chang-
es in the FOIA “were not bad ideas. Un-
fortunately, the bills went way too far by 
closing ‘records and other information.’ ” 
That phrase, he noted, could cover “just 
about anything” any agency of the state 
wanted covered up. “I don’t think there is 
any doubt,” he added, “the ‘security’ bills 
passed in this session will have the most 
impact on the FOIA going forward.” Im-
pact indeed. Like the impact a freight 
train might have on a car stranded on 
its tracks. They may be dubbed “securi-
ty” bills but they’re likely to leave We the 
People more insecure as ever when it 
comes to knowing just what our public 
servants are serving up.

Seven of these misconceived chang-
es have already been signed into law by 
our governor, The Hon. Asa Hutchin-
son. Some of the exemptions may be 
warranted, but in their cumulative effect 
they’re a standing invitation to abuse.

For examples, the public will not be 
allowed to see or hear any recordings of 
a police officer’s death; certain informa-
tion about community correction cen-
ters or about records involving details 
about security at the Governor’s Man-
sion; a lot of investigative files on juve-
niles; information about security in or 
around public schools from kindergar-
tens to universities; information about 
the state Capitol’s security records—you 
name it, and the information may not be 
available to you, Mr. and Mrs. Arkansas.

Just about the only thing that kept this 
session of the Ledge from being a total 
catastrophe for this state’s Freedom of 
Information Act instead of an unmitigat-
ed disaster seems to have been its spon-
sor’s decision not to press ahead with a 
proposal that would have kept secret 
any bill that had been considered by any 
attorney for any governmental agency. 
Thank goodness for the smallest favor.

The world watches
Death put off … for now

IT IS a plea for mercy—not out of the 
Arkansas statutes but from an old-
er and more venerable legal code: 

Forgive them, Father, for they know not 
what they do. But it’s a plea that cannot 
be made today on behalf of the people 
of this sovereign state. For we still have 
the death penalty, still tell pollsters we 
like it, and insist that our politicians bow 
to it before sending them to Little Rock. 
We know exactly what we do. And the 
whole world is watching.

Vengeance is mine, sayeth the al-
mighty State of Arkansas—because it 
still plans to kill a half-dozen men as 
soon as it can. But all these judges (fed-
eral, state and who-knows-what-else) 
keep bringing up small details such as 
the law and the Constitution. And after 
several rulings over the weekend, the 
reporters from out of town are packing 
up again, going home without a good 
(that is, bad) story about deepest, dark-
est Arkansas. April is indeed the cruelest 
month, and this year it mixed vengeance 
and voyeurism.

Eight executions in 11 days? Or did 
our betters narrow it down to seven, 
then six, depending on the mental state 
and particulars of the condemned? Even 
if you think six at a time isn’t cruel, it 
would certainly have been unusual. At 
least on this side of Texarkana. But act-
ing like another head of state, Macbeth 
by name, our governor decided that if 
‘twere done, let it be done quickly. And 
en masse. Let it be said that at least His 
Majesty Macbeth couldn’t sleep o’night 
because of his decisions. Macbeth does 
murder sleep! he cried out.

Now a circuit judge in Pulaski Coun-
ty, His Hon. Wendell Griffen, and a 
judge at the federal level, Her Hon. Kris-
tine Baker, have stopped it—for now. 
Judge Griffen sided with a drug com-
pany that said it didn’t want its drugs 
used to kill people. Judge Baker cited the 
Eighth Amendment and its prohibition 
against cruel and unusual punishment: 
“The state of Arkansas does not intend 
to torture plaintiffs to death,” she wrote. 
“However, the Eighth Amendment’s 
prohibition of cruel and unusual punish-
ment is not limited to inherently barbar-
ic punishments. A condemned prisoner 
can successfully challenge the method 
of his or her execution by showing that 
the state’s method ‘creates a demon-
strated risk of severe pain’ and ‘the risk 
is substantial when compared to the 
known and available alternatives.’” And 
therefore, she says, the condemned have 
a case to make, and should be allowed to 
make it again.

Kristine Baker might have been 
speaking for many folks, even in these 
latitudes, who have changed their minds 
in the last few years when it comes to 
the death penalty. Maybe sloppy execu-
tions in neighboring states have satiat-
ed our blood lust. After all, we have our 
own souls to think about.

It must be said that Judge Baker’s 
ruling was very much needed to spare 
these men, at least for now. Because, 
again, Judge Griffen doesn’t seem to un-
derstand that a judge is always a judge, 
even when he or she takes off the robes. 
According to dispatches, our (very 
much) activist Pulaski County circuit 
judge was among the protesters out-
side the governor’s mansion on Friday. 
Which has folks already demanding he 
recuse from these proceedings. Judge 
Baker is, well, more judicial.

Good thing, too. For the whole world 
was watching.

THE GROTESQUE is a sure atten-
tion-getter, if not the kind of at-
tention this state long has sought 

from tourists and investors the world 
over. British, French, Swedish and other 
journalists or just ghouls in general have 
been exploring Arkansas so they can 
show their readers what can happen in a 
supposedly civilized state.

There’s enough irony in this story for 
connoisseurs of it to last them a lifetime. 
Our visitors—welcome, y’all, and come 
back soon!—will now have to go back to 
their editors and explain that their story 
was killed, not the condemned. A cou-
ple of judges chose life. Which is just as 
well for the image of this state.

Naturally there will be objections to 
canceling, or even postponing, these ex-
ecutions. Doubtless we’ll hear from the 
pols with one eye on the next election: 
Line ‘em up and mow ‘em down! What, 
not drawing and quartering, too? Once 
upon a time, somebody could have said, 
“We’ve always done it this way,” when 
speaking of crucifixion.

What’s next? This still being the 
United States of America, we expect . . . 
lawsuits galore. And more filings. And 
rulings. And appeals. And more protests 
and marches and speeches and politi-
cians seeking re-election and local judg-
es seeking publicity. What a country!

But for now, Death must wait. How 
long? Perhaps only He knows.

How long must Arkansas condemn 
people to death, and still plaster every-
thing in sight with Choose Life bumper 
stickers? That’s a question we can an-
swer ourselves.
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SEOUL—Vice President Mike Pence could 
not have known when he took off from 
Joint Base Andrews Saturday morning that 

by the time he landed here in South Korea the 
North Korean regime would have fired off yet 
another missile, raising tensions on the peninsula 
to almost unprecedented levels. But his response 
to the incident was on par with his rising role as 
the Trump administration’s unofficial secretary 
of reassurance.

On the plane ride over, shortly after taking 
off from our refueling stop in Alaska, Pence was 
informed that the Pyongyang regime had fired off 
what appeared to be a medium-range missile that 
exploded after leaving the launch pad.

After some interagency discussion, the Trump 
administration issued a short official statement in 
the name of Defense Secretary Jim Mattis, calling 
Pyongyang’s action another failed test and stating 
that the U.S. government would have no further 
comment.

That strategy, designed not to reward Kim 
Jong Un for his provocations by giving him the 
satisfaction of an angry U.S. government reaction, 
makes sense as far as it goes. But for the South 
Koreans and for the thousands of U.S. troops 
stationed here, each North Korean missile launch 
is a serious matter that warrants a serious ac-
knowledgment. For them, ignoring Pyongyang’s 
dangerous escalations is simply not an option.

Pence addressed that head-on at the U.S. 
Army Garrison Yongsan only hours later.

“This morning’s provocation from the north 
is just the latest reminder of the risks each one of 
you face every day in the defense of the freedom 
of the people of South Korea and the defense 
of America in this part of the world,” he said. 
“Let me assure you, under President Trump’s 
leadership, our resolve has never been stronger. 
Our commitment to this historic alliance with 

the courageous people of South Korea has nev-
er been stronger. And with your help and with 
God’s help, freedom will ever prevail on this 
peninsula.”

The vice president, who is visiting South 
Korea for the first time, then told the story of 
his father, 2nd Lt. Edward Pence, who fought in 
combat in the Korean War with the 45th Infantry 
Division. He was awarded the Bronze Star in 1953, 
and that commendation is on display in Pence’s 
West Wing office. 

Pence’s four-nation tour of Asia, which will 
take him also to Japan, Indonesia and Australia, 
could be called a reassurance tour, meant to both 
remind America’s Pacific allies where we’ve 
come from and let them know that the United 
States under Trump has a clear sense and firm 
commitment to where we are going.

Trump campaigned on accusing Asian allies 
of not paying their fair share for common defense 
and U.S. support. He continues to tweet cryptic 
and often provocative messages about his plans 
to deal with the North Korean crisis. On the 
government-to-government level, Asian nations 
are keenly aware that no Trump administration 
ambassadors have actually reached the region 
and the Trump administration has yet to appoint 
senior officials for State Department and Defense 
Department Asia-related posts.

Mattis and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
have also done their own reassurance tours of 
Asia, but Pence’s trip brings a higher level of 
engagement and carries more weight. It’s a role 
Pence played in Europe in February: letting allies 
and partners know that the basic tenets of U.S. 
foreign policy remain intact, even inside the 
White House.

None of that solves the deep and serious chal-
lenges that the United States and its allies face in 
the region, with the North Korean nuclear threat 
at the top of that list. But Pence’s foreign policy 
reassurance efforts are a good start.
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Letter from the madhouse
Have I gone crazy or has the State of Ar-

kansas?
I’m innocent, I keep telling myself, 

only I don’t believe it. For the flashbacks keep 
coming: the body sprawled on the concrete, the 
pool of blood spreading all around it, the search-
lights and sirens. It’s all one indelible image after 
another, and, like a guilty conscience, none of 
them will be washed away hard as I try. Oh my 
God, why hast thou forsaken me? I’m a homicidal 
maniac, my lawyers told the judge, and there’s no 
cure for my condition. Which is why I’m here in 
this asylum for the criminally insane.

But if I’m a certifiable serial killer and general 
nutcase, how would you describe the whole 
team of distinguished officials who put and keep 
me here? I was accused and convict-
ed of killing only one of my fellow 
human beings. At last report, the 
almighty State of Arkansas was lining 
up one inmate after another to be 
slaughtered as expeditiously as possi-
ble. Yes, yes, I know. None of them is 
innocent, but how innocent is a state 
that would do such a thing, or even 
condone it? The questions just won’t stop, and 
neither will the almighty state’s protestations 
that it, too, is innocent. Only I don’t believe it, and 
it’s unlikely the rest of the world will.

The clock keeps ticking. I can hear it in my 
mind marking off the minutes and seconds till 
it’ll go off like a time bomb. Sometimes it’s the 
only thing I can hear. Can’t you hear it, too? The 
questions just won’t go away. There are bound to 
be protesters out there somewhere, anywhere, 
even if the protests resound only in their own 
outraged minds. But they don’t seem to hear me.

Alone, abandoned, I prepare to eke out my 
days and nights wondering if I’m the homicidal 
maniac or if the State of Arkansas is. You tell me: 
Is there any difference between us except these 
bars? The state assures all that these executions 
will be carried out in a “professional” manner. 
Just what does that mean? That there won’t be 
anything personal about it? Every profession, 
it’s been said, is a conspiracy against the laity. 
But this one seems to include a whole state. The 
mind reels. Have the inmates rebelled and taken 
over the asylum? And how tell the difference?

So many questions, so few answers—if any. 
I’m nice and safe here, the docs assure me as 
as they adjust my straitjacket and tell me to be 
a good boy. (“Hold still, old buddy, don’t take 
this personally. All we’re going to do to these 

people is kill them.”) Who will keep the endless 
nightmares away? All I want to do is be free of 
my warders at last, but they won’t help me kill 
myself, they explain, for that would be against 
regulations.

Here in my cell or maybe just in my forever 
wandering mind the ticking is so loud it could 
be a time bomb set to go off any minute, but it’s 
a minute that never comes. If this isn’t cruel and 

unusual punishment, what would be? 
If I wasn’t crazy before I got here, 
surely I am by now. It’s my keepers—
as in “my brother’s keeper”—who 
are judged sane while I’m consigned 
to the looney bin. I can’t stand it, yet 
somehow I do. It’s hard to stamp out 
this death impulse. And just as hard 
to stamp out the impulse to live no 

matter what. What a paradox, like the rest of my 
so-called life.

But I digress, which would be a relief if only 
I knew what I was digressing from. Maybe you 
can tell me, Gentle Reader. No one else around 
here seems able to set me straight. Or even 
interested in making the effort to explain why 
I’m a criminal for what I’ve done while the state 
is blameless for what it wants to do sevenfold. I 
can’t say I blame people for avoiding my ques-
tions. For to do so, they’d have to enter this fun-
house mirror that passes for my mind.

Sincerely, best regards, God bless, yours truly 
and whatever closing benediction would be 
appropriate, including just a plain “I give up.” 
For some things, like the peace of God, surpass 
all understanding. I would wish you well if only 
I knew what wellness was under these inexpli-
cable circumstances. I can’t think of anything to 
ask you for, not even a file. For if I did manage to 
escape, what would I be escaping to? I’d just be 
exchanging one madhouse for another. Besides, 
there’s no escaping my real prison: myself.

(Signed) Lost

—–––––❖–––––—

Paul Greenberg is the Pulitzer Prize-winning 
editorial writer and columnist for the Arkansas 
Democrat-Gazette.

Paul
Greenberg

Beat the clock
This isn’t how it’s supposed to work

THE WORD came slow on a lazy 
Easter weekend. The executions 
were off. After daylight service 

Sunday, newspaper readers found that a 
couple of legal decisions handed down 
from the bench meant the executions 
would at least be postponed. The state 
would not kill the condemned men . . . 
yet. At least not six, seven or 
eight in 10 days. These con-
demned murderers had a 
case to make, said a fed-
eral judge, inasmuch as 
the method used to kill 
them might not be as 
painless as authorities 
claim, and the executions 
could be botched, as in oth-
er states. And there was a technical ques-
tion about where their attorneys would 
need to be during the executions. Anoth-
er judge, a circuit judge, agreed with the 
drug companies that they could protest 
the use of their chemicals in state-sanc-
tioned killings.

So the news went out. The inmates 
were said to have seen it on television. 
Now then, it was time to debate the mat-
ters. Matters of life and death. Cautiously. 
Prudently. As a civilized society should.

——————
Then, FLASH, and FLASH again. 

Monday afternoon, the emails starting 
popping. Radio reporters began talking 
a little faster. Newspaper reporters began 
making phone calls and typing, typing, 
typing.

Court of Appeals overturns.
Federal judge overturned.
Ruling overturned.
Off to the Supreme Court.
Which Supreme Court? The one in 

Arkansas was heard from. Executions 
halted. Again.

An attorney in one of the cases told 
the press in the early afternoon that there 
would be no executions Monday night.

But somebody asked, what if the Su-
preme Court in Washington overrules 
the one in Little Rock?

Tick, tick, tick . . . .
Attorneys were moving at apace. 

Execution chambers were readied. Sud-
denly, men who were told they’d been 
spared, at least this week, were told oth-

erwise. Families that were told to stand 
down were now told to stand up. Fami-
lies of the condemned. Families of their 
victims. Lawyers rushed into place. Judg-
es many states away took phone calls. 
Votes were taken. Legal secretaries jotted 
notes and made calls.

What about the Alabama case? some-
body asked. Yes, over in Ala-

bama, there’s a criminal 
case pending before 
the U.S. Supreme 
Court. Something 

about mental exams.
FLASH (again). The 

state’s top court was 
heard from, again. The case 

in Bama might affect a few in Ar-
kansas. Executions stopped, again. And 
another appeal was made to Washing-
ton. Which court would stop the execu-
tions? Or not stop the executions?

In a hurry, 5 p.m. turned into 6 p.m. 
turned into 7 p.m. turned into near mid-
night. A last supper was actually pre-
pared and served. Witnesses and media 
representatives prepared themselves to 
witness the deed. And . . . .

In the end, come morning, nobody 
had been executed by the state. That is, 
by We the People. At 11:45 p.m. Monday 
night, the nation’s highest court didn’t 
overturn a stay of execution by the state’s 
highest court. There’s the Alabama case 
to tend to first.

At daybreak, newspaper readers saw 
that the governor and attorney general 
haven’t been put off much. They intend 
to follow through with the other execu-
tions this month on the conveyor belt 
that is Arkansas’ Death Row. All before 
a drug expires at the end of April. Call it 
Beat the Clock, for keeps.

Is this really the way matters of life 
and death should be handled? With a 
game of phone tag between various ju-
dicial chambers, up until the last minutes 
of a scheduled day? All so the state can 
beat a deadline for a drug’s expiration?

Or should a matter of life and death 
be handled more cautiously, carefully, 
and in a manner that doesn’t involve 
watching the clock?

Note to the state’s leadership: That 
last question was rhetorical.

What a country
THIS IS getting to be old hat for 

Sen. Tom Cotton. This time he 
was joined on stage by U.S. Rep. 

French Hill. The pair had to listen to the 
crowd boo and jeer—and sometimes 
cheer—as they talked about the presi-
dent’s taxes, Obamacare, Syrian attacks 
and Russian hacking. But the two gentle-
men seem to think it’s part of their job to 
stand up to the criticism their opponents 
serve up at these town hall meetings. 
Call it courage.

It’s one thing to talk to a political club 
of like-minded people, all of whom want 
to get to the mic to tell you what a great 
person you are. It’s quite another to lis-
ten to a crowd boo as you try your best 
to answer questions about God and man 
and law. And any answer to any com-
plicated question—that is, any response 

that lasts more than 15 seconds—is 
bound to be shouted down by one of the 
partisan groups in the audience.

Compare their approach, and the ap-
proach of the Arkansawyers who heard 
them, to what happened the same Mon-
day in northern California.

According to news accounts, a con-
gressman from the beautiful 1st Dis-
trict of California (in the northern part 
of the state, inland, bordering Nevada) 
was booed off the stage during a similar 
town hall meeting. He just walked off. 
He later returned, but even his support-
ers who came to hear him talk couldn’t 
hear over the crowd. It turned out to be 
a mess.

We’re better than that in Arkansas. 
Our people and our representatives. As 
we proved again the other day.

A 16 percent outrage
PITTSBURGH POST-GAZETTE

President Barack Obama’s Educa-
tion Department said defaulting 
borrowers who quickly got their 

federally guaranteed student loans back 
on track couldn’t be slammed with a 16 
percent collection fee. Last month, Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s Education Depart-
ment said: Never mind.

It thus offered a windfall to the pri-
vate companies that get to help run this 
government program. But it added to 
the burden of struggling borrowers.

The Obama administration set out its 
rule in a “Dear Colleague” letter in 2015. 
So, unlike a formal regulation, the rule 
didn’t have to be offered for public com-
ment before it was issued. And that, the 
Trump administration said in the “Dear 
Colleague” letter rescinding the rule, 
was the problem: The rule “would have 
benefited from public input.”

That outcry was justified. This fee is 
inhumane: The people subject to it are 

already struggling with debt. Making the 
debt larger makes their problem worse.

The law gives defaulting borrowers 
one shot to rehabilitate their loans—and 
even arrange payment terms based on 
their income. The point of that is to let 
them fix the mistake they made by de-
faulting. 

There’s no good reason to let the 
agencies charge so much. Collecting 
from people who quickly enter repay-
ment agreements and keep them is not 
difficult or expensive. And there’s no 
free-market argument here: This isn’t a 
private contract; it’s a government pro-
gram 26 companies are allowed to make 
money on. The question isn’t why regu-
late—it’s why not have the government 
take over the whole mess.

The Trump administration invit-
ed government contractors to try to 
squeeze even more money out of people 
who were already having trouble paying 
what they owe. This is unconscionable.

The secretary of reassurance
JOSH ROGIN

THE WASHINGTON POST
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It didn’t take long for the Serena Williams 
pregnancy glow to get overshadowed by the 
typical mess of speculation we reserve for 

a pregnant woman—namely, what a baby will 
mean for her career.

As The Guardian put it, “The announcement 
left the sport’s chattering class won-
dering to what degree she was look-
ing ahead to life after tennis.”

“Are Serena’s playing days over?” 
asked Tennis magazine, a question 
repeated far and wide after the 23 
Grand Slam-winning athlete revealed 
Wednesday on Snapchat that she’s 20 
weeks pregnant.

(Interesting that we treat pregnancy like a big 
enough deal to end a woman’s career, but not a 
big enough deal to guarantee her paid leave to 
recover, isn’t it?)

“The real question relates to motivation,” de-
clared the Sydney Morning Herald. “How much 
would she want her career back?”

The real question, to my mind, relates to how 
she won the Australia Open in January when she 
was close to two months pregnant—a state many 
of us refer to politely as hell on earth, what with 
the nausea and exhaustion and aches where you 
didn’t know you could ache.

But Williams, 35, isn’t like us mere mortals. 
She’s the greatest tennis player in the world. 
Many consider her the greatest athlete in the 
world. She has strength, stamina, talent and moti-
vation that most of us have never even attempted 
to muster.

And we’re questioning her motivation? Come 
on.

Williams’ spokeswoman told the New York 
Times she’ll miss the rest of the 2017 season, but 

she’ll return to the game in 2018. “Serena said that 
I should make sure if anyone asks that, that is 
clear,” Kelly Bush Novak said.

That won’t end the speculation. But it should.
Women’s bodies react a million different ways 

to pregnancy—some sail through, some devel-
op hypertension. Some deliveries are complica-
tion-free and some are anything but.

The differences don’t stop once 
the baby is born. Recoveries vary 
widely, and so do post-pregnancy 
plans. Many women want to dive 
back into their careers quickly; others, 
for a variety of reasons, do not.

But a common motivation in ev-
ery mother—every parent—I’ve ever 
known is a sudden increased desire 

make the world a better place.
We become acutely aware of the world’s 

shortcomings and newly determined to solve 
them. We want to right the wrongs. We want to 
protect our children from the muck—be it cultur-
al, environmental, social or global.

For some people, that means forgoing the paid 
work they did before parenthood. For others, it 
means diving back into that work with renewed 
energy.

Williams has forever shaped and changed 
tennis with her prowess and sheer domination. 
She has, in so doing, changed sports. She has 
defied expectations, broken records and pushed 
back against all the stupid stereotypes thrown 
her way. (Exhibit 1,000: “People call me one of the 
‘world’s greatest female athletes,’” she wrote in an 
open letter last fall. “Do they say LeBron is one of 
the world’s best male athletes? Is Tiger? Federer? 
Why not? They are certainly not female.”)

Her game makes the world a better place.
And we have no reason to believe she’s fin-

ished.
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The Cuomo College Fiasco
Donald Trump sets the bar very high, but 

the award for the worst public policy 
idea of the year goes to New York Gov. 

Andrew Cuomo.
Cuomo presides over a state with a rich di-

versity of educational institutions. But he also 
presides over a state, like all states, where many 
students don’t complete college and where many 
are unprepared for the information economy. For 
example, fewer than half of the African Ameri-
can and Hispanic students in New York public 
colleges graduate within six years.

Cuomo could have done many things to im-
prove New York’s higher ed system. He could 
have poured all available money into the Tuition 
Assistance Program, which is directed at poorer 
students. He could have spent more to help stu-
dents become academically ready for college, 
which is the biggest barrier to grad-
uation. He could have done more to 
help students pay room and board ex-
penses. He could have massively im-
proved overstretched mental health 
services. He could have massively 
improved career counseling.

But in 2016 Bernie Sanders made 
a big splash on the campaign trail 
with a plan to make college “free.” So Cuomo 
proposed and last week signed legislation to 
make tuition free at New York public colleges 
for anybody coming from a family making no 
more than $100,000 a year, with the cap rising to 
$125,000 in 2019.

If he runs for president, this will be an out-
standing talking point. Unfortunately, the law 
will hurt actual New Yorkers.

First, the law is regressive. It does nothing to 
help students from families earning less than 
$50,000 a year. Their tuition is already covered 
by other programs. But it does pay for tuition for 
New Yorkers who make double the state’s medi-
an income. The higher up the income scale you 
go, until the ceiling, the more you benefit.

Second, it doesn’t make a dent in reducing the 
non-tuition fees like living expenses, textbooks 
and travel, which for many students are far more 
onerous than tuition.

Third, it doesn’t cover students who don’t go 
to school full time and don’t complete in four 
years. In 2017 this is the vast majority of all stu-
dents, especially poorer students.

Fourth, it demotivates students. Research has 
shown that students who have to work to pay 
some college costs, even if only small expenses, 
are more spurred to work hard and graduate. As 
Northwestern researcher Chenny Ng put it in a 

Washington Post essay, “as the cost of attending 
college drops to zero, so does the perceived cost 
of dropping out.”

Fifth, Cuomo’s law threatens to destroy some 
of New York’s private colleges. Cuomo could 
have championed a Pell-like program that sub-
sidizes attendance at any accredited school. 
Instead, he pays for tuition only at state schools.

This means that suddenly the state’s 150 pri-
vate colleges have to compete with “free.” Many 
of these schools are already struggling to survive. 

If upper-middle-class students are 
drawn away to public colleges, pri-
vate ones may close. That hurts the 
state’s educational diversity, destroys 
jobs, and hurts the state.

(These private colleges tend to 
have smaller classes, tend to do a bet-
ter job of graduating their students, 
and tend to spend heavily to subsi-

dize poorer students.)
Sixth, the law may widen the gap between 

rich and poor. 
When state schools are “free,” more people 

will apply. As more apply, selectivity will in-
crease, as administrators chase higher U.S. News
& World Report rankings. That will exclude
students with lower credentials, who tend to be 
from more disadvantaged homes.

F inally, the law will hurt its recipients’ fu-
ture earnings. Students who receive free 
tuition for four years have to remain in 

New York state for four years after graduating 
or pay the money back. This means they won’t 
be able to seize out-of-state opportunities during 
the crucial years when their career track is being 
formed. They’ll be trapped in a state with one 
really expensive city and other regions where 
good jobs are scarce.

This is a really counterproductive law. We’re 
all focused on Trump, but one of the reasons 
Trump was elected was that many of the people 
who try to use government to do good just hav-
en’t thought things through.

—–––––❖–––––—

David Brooks is a columnist for the New York 
Times.

David
Brooks

To sue or not to sue?
Drugmakers’ dilemma mirrors the state’s

THE PRACTICE of medicine can 
look like an extension of pharma-
cology at times. Questions about 

the link between the two have arisen, 
but there are no sure answers. The 
drugmakers seem as bewitched, both-
ered and bewildered as the rest of Ar-
kansas and maybe the rest of the coun-
try as the supposedly sovereign state of 
Arkansas seeks to keep the condemned 
men on Death Row alive enough and 
conscious enough to be put to death. 
What an upside-down, inside-out and 
mixed-up world.

This is a question of life and death, 
but the state’s judicial system has suc-
ceeded in reducing it to tragicomedy. 
For connoisseurs of irony the news of 
late out of Arkansas, bloody Arkansas, 
has been a veritable banquet. First the 
befuddled drugmakers got a restrain-
ing order against the state’s use of their 
drugs to take life instead of preserving 
it. Then the drugmakers withdrew their 
lawsuit against the state on the grounds 
that a judge stopped the executions. 
Until that judge herself was overturned. 
Then another judge stepped in. Then 
the state’s highest court ruled again. 
Around we go.

The drugmakers have said the state 
obtained their product under false pre-
tenses. But this is more than a case of 
seller’s remorse. And if Gentle Reader 
is having a problem following all these 
twists and turns, imagine the challenges 
facing all the lawyers, prosecutors, judg-
es and justices these days. And the con-
demned on Death Row.

One of the drugmakers, McKesson 
Medical-Surgical Inc., claims the state 
got its hands on one of the corporation’s 
many products in a sneaky manner. 
That would be a reference to vecuroni-
um bromide, one of the components of 
the fatal cocktail used to execute con-
victs in Arkansas. But that’s not the only 
drug this corporation sells the state, for 
it’s done millions of dollars’ worth of 
business here by marketing its wares to 
the state’s prison system and other oper-
ations. No doubt about it, both science 
and law have come a fir piece since 
poor Socrates had to settle for just a cup 
of hemlock.

How begin this tale of mixed-up mo-
tives and ironic twists, and how end it? 
Because this story is likely to enjoy a lon-
ger run than Witness for the Prosecution 
on the Broadway stage. But with fatal re-
sults offstage in real life. And real death. 
And there’s no sign of a Marlene Dietrich 
to give it a romantic touch. For there’s 
little romance to the three drugs used to 

kill prisoners here in Arkansas—one to 
sedate the victim, one to paralyze him, 
and then one to stop his heart.

Arkansas’ governor and therefore 
chief executive, the Hon. Asa Hutchin-
son, would indeed execute prisoner af-
ter prisoner after prisoner … if only he 
could find a way to do it that the law in 
its majesty would allow. For state law 
declares that capital punishment is not 
to be considered a “legitimate medical 
purpose.” According to the drug compa-
ny’s complaint, someone with this state’s 
Department of Correction “misled a 
McKesson employee into processing the 
order over the phone.” And the order 
“violates Arkansas law” rather than ful-
filling it.

For that matter, the very name of the 
state agency involved in this tragicom-
ic case, the Department of Correction, 
would seem to be a misnomer. How 
correct a man once he’s put to death? 
Innocent Reader might have thought 
that was the function of purgatory, not 
of any agency in this world. Maybe the 
best tour of the prison system should 
be conducted by a poet like Dante 
Alighieri instead of some warder of the 
state.

It would make a fine place to study 
law, Death Row, for there would be 
no distractions and plenty of time to 
pore over the law books so long as it 
wouldn’t be cut short by one’s execu-
tion. And there’s also the consolation of 
being assured that there is indeed a life 
after death. It’s called litigation and, like 
hell, may be endless.

SO WHERE are we now? As this 
editorial was going to bed, the ex-
ecutions were put off, put on again, 

and who knows what the last ruling was 
at midnight last night. Did the United 
States Supreme Court step in? Was the 
state Supreme Court the last word? One 
of the two men scheduled to die last 
night supposedly had his case extend-
ed. That is, unless another court ruled 
that his execution could go on without 
interruption. Another condemned man 
wasn’t so lucky.

Were questions about the drug 
enough to persuade any court—in Little 
Rock, Washington, or in-between—that 
more questions should be asked and 
answered before the Final Verdict? Or 
did the state, aka We the People, follow 
through and meet its deadline? Empha-
sis on dead.

For the answer to those questions, 
Gentle Reader will have to turn to to-
day’s Front Page.

Sexist speculation in 3, 2, 1 . . .
HEIDI STEVENS

THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Speaking of taxes
NEWSDAY

U .S. taxpayers have paid their 
president more than $35,000 so 
the Secret Service can use golf 

carts at one of his courses near his Mar-
a-Lago resort. Donald Trump has been 
there on seven of the 13 weekends he’s 
been in office, and The Washington Post 
calculated that as of this week, he had 
spent one of every five minutes there 
since his inauguration. Each time, he’s 
both president and cheerleader-in-chief 
for his brand. He attends events with 
resort members, who now pay higher 
fees. Every photo op is more marketing 
for the property. The Government Ac-
countability Office is analyzing the costs 
of those Mar-a-Lago visits, like security, 
food and lodging.

If only we knew that much about 
Trump’s other financial connections. 
But he’d have to release his tax returns, 
and he has refused.

No other president has held such 
a complicated web of businesses, and 
no other president in modern history 
has withheld his tax returns. The in-
ternational scope of Trump’s holdings 
creates tremendous potential conflicts 

of interest. We know, for instance, that 
the state-owned Bank of China has 
been a large lender to Trump’s busi-
nesses. Does he owe China something 
in return? In addition, Trump’s com-
panies have loans and mortgages with 
Deutsche Bank AG, and that the U.S. 
Justice Department recently closed 
one investigation into the bank, but we 
don’t know how Trump’s dealings with 
the bank will affect other investigations 
and regulations. We don’t know much 
about Trump’s personal business ties to 
Russia. And we can’t evaluate how his 
deals will influence his foreign policy 
and other critical decisions.

During the campaign, Trump said 
he’d release his tax returns after they 
were audited, though no law prevents 
their release. On Sunday, he implied 
the demand for the returns should have 
ended when he won the election. On 
Monday, his press secretary was asked 
whether Trump would ever release 
them. “We’ll have to get back to you on 
that,” he said.

The nation waits. Congress must de-
mand that Trump release the returns be-
fore it passes new tax laws.
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Sea change. An enormous one. That’s the 
only way to understand President Donald 
Trump’s first 100 days—as a breaking from 

and often a breaking of the Obama presidency.
Trump’s first 50 days were a jumble of ups 

and downs, mostly downs. But beginning with 
the flawless testimony of Neil Gorsuch to the 
Senate Judiciary Committee and his subsequent 
confirmation under rules that will speed the way 
for future Supreme Court nominees, the Trump 
turnaround began and gained an almost unin-
terrupted momentum. The president’s directive 
to strike Syria after it apparently rained poison 
on babies and toddlers was a defining moment, 
reinforced by using the “mother of all bombs” 
in Afghanistan and dispatching an armada of 
weaponry toward North Korea (no matter how 
indirect a route the ships took to arrive there).

All along, a legislative legacy was passing 
beneath the noses of Manhattan-Beltway media 
elites who could not be bothered to learn the 
wide-ranging implications of the baker’s dozen of 
Congressional Review Act measures that passed 
the House and Senate by simple majorities and 
were signed into law by Easter. This is a legis-
lative outpouring not exceeded in substantive 
impact by any modern president except Franklin 
Roosevelt, though others have seen more statutes 
passed. Yet because regulatory rollback bores or 
confounds journalists, these new laws were dis-
counted or simply dismissed.

In fact, a law passed under the little-used 
Congressional Review Act not only repeals an 

existing regulation but also bars the affected 
agency from acting in the same area without 
explicit legislative approval. These measures will 
therefore reverberate for decades, whether by 
hamstringing public funding of abortion at the 
state level; narrowing the reach of environmental 
regulators over “waters of the United States”; or 
slapping down the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
on hunting in Alaska.

Trump’s Cabinet appointees, meanwhile, rep-
resent the most conservative collection of the 
modern era, and his national security team 2.0 
(with H.R. McMaster taking the place of Michael 
Flynn as national security adviser) is at least the 
equal of any that has served since the end of the 
Cold War. Trump’s sometimes loose campaign 
rhetoric on national security has been realigned 
with governing realities, underscored by assess-
ments of how badly damaged the past eight years 
left the country.

Trump’s most significant setback—the 
collapse of the repeal and replacement of 
Obamacare—is not yet a conclusive defeat. And 
a spate of executive orders has set the stage for 
regulatory relief across the federal government. 
Could Trump have done better? Of course. But 
what he has done is without question of historic 
and lasting impact.

Trump has been adapting and learning in his 
own, always unique and often far-too-unneces-
sarily-divisive way. Just imagine what the next 
three and two-thirds years can bring—if he min-
imizes the errors of the first 100 days and repeats 
the parts that have been greeted with broad-
based conservative applause.
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In the Trump Zone
Fans of old TV series may remember a clas-

sic Twilight Zone episode titled “It’s a Good 
Life.” It featured a small town terrorized by 

a 6-year-old who for some reason had monstrous 
superpowers, coupled with complete emotional 
immaturity. Everyone lived in constant fear, made 
worse by the need to pretend that everything was 
fine. After all, any hint of discontent could bring 
terrible retribution.

Now you know what it must be like working 
in the Trump administration. Actually, it feels a 
bit like that just living in Trump’s America.

What set me off on this chain of association? 
The answer may surprise you; it was the tax 
“plan” the administration released Wednesday.

The reason I use scare quotes here 
is that the single-page document the 
White House circulated this week bore 
no resemblance to what people normally 
mean when they talk about a tax plan. 
True, a few tax rates were mentioned, 
but nothing was said about the income 
thresholds at which these rates apply.

Meanwhile, the document said some-
thing about eliminating tax breaks, but 
didn’t say which. For example, would 
the tax exemption for 401(k) retirement 
accounts be preserved? The answer, ac-
cording to the White House, was yes, or maybe 
no, or then again yes, depending on who you 
asked and when you asked.

So if you were looking for a document that you 
could use to estimate, even roughly, how much a 
given individual would end up paying, sorry.

It’s clear the White House is proposing huge 
tax breaks for corporations and the wealthy, with 
the breaks especially big for people who can by-
pass regular personal taxes by channeling their in-
come into tax-privileged businesses—people, for 
example, named Donald Trump. So Trump plans 
to blow up the deficit bigly, largely to his own per-
sonal benefit. But that’s about all we know.

Why would the White House release such an 
embarrassing document? Why would the Trea-
sury Department go along with this clown show?

Unfortunately we know the answer. Every 
report from inside the White House conveys the 
impression that Trump is like a temperamental 
child, bored by details and easily frustrated when 
things don’t go his way; being an effective staffer 
seems to involve finding ways to make him feel 
good and take his mind off news that he feels 
makes him look bad.

If he says he wants something, no matter how 
ridiculous, you say, “Yes, Mr. President!” At most, 
you try to minimize the damage.

Right now, by all accounts, the child-man in 
chief is in a snit over the prospect of news stories 
that review his first 100 days and conclude that 
he hasn’t achieved much if anything (because he 
hasn’t). So last week he announced the imminent 
release of something he could call a tax plan.

According to the Times, this left Treasury 
staff—who were nowhere near having a plan 
ready to go—“speechless.” But nobody dared tell 
him it couldn’t be done. Instead, they released … 
something, with nobody sure what it means.

And the absence of a real tax plan isn’t the 
only thing the inner circle apparently doesn’t 
dare tell him.

Obviously, nobody has yet dared to 
tell Trump that he did something both 
ludicrous and vile by accusing President 
Barack Obama of wiretapping his cam-
paign; instead, administration officials 
spent weeks trying to come up with 
something, anything, that would lend 
substance to the charge.

Or consider health care. The attempt 
to repeal and replace Obama-care failed 
ignominiously, for very good reasons: Af-
ter all that huffing and puffing, Republi-
cans couldn’t come up with a better idea. 

On the contrary, all their proposals would lead to 
mass loss of coverage and soaring costs for the 
most vulnerable.

Clearly, Trump and company should just 
let it go and move on to something else. 
But that would require a certain level of 

maturity, which is a quality nowhere to be found 
in this White House. So they just keep at it, with 
proposals everyone I know call zombie Trump-
care 2.0, 3.0, and so on.

And I don’t even want to think about foreign 
policy. On the domestic front, soothing the pres-
ident’s fragile ego with forceful-sounding but 
incoherent proclamations can do only so much 
damage; on the international front it’s a good way 
to stumble into a diplomatic crisis, or even a war.

In any case, I’d like to make a plea to my 
colleagues in the news media: Don’t pretend 
that this is normal. Let’s not act as if that thing 
released on Wednesday, whatever it was, was 
something like, say, the 2001 Bush tax cut. I 
strongly disapproved of that cut, but at least it 
was comprehensible. Let’s not pretend that we’re 
having a real discussion of, say, the growth effects 
of changes in business tax rates.

What we’re looking at here isn’t policy. It’s 
pieces of paper whose goal is to soothe the big 
man’s temper tantrums. Unfortunately, we may 
all pay the price of his therapy.

—–––––❖–––––—

Paul Krugman, who won the 2008 Nobel Prize 
in economics, writes for the New York Times.

Postmortem
Are we, as a people, better now?

THE STATE’S supply of a certain 
sedative had an expiration date. 
Like a jug of milk. So the gover-

nor scheduled all eight men to die in 
quick order before tomorrow’s dead-
line. Asa Hutchinson’s schedule drew 
protests from the European Union, drug 
manufacturers, Amnesty Internation-
al and Texas newspapers. Texas. You 
know you’re rushing executions when 
people from Texas raise eyebrows.

Thursday night, the state—that is, 
all of us—ended the killing spree. Ken-
neth D. Williams died on 
schedule. Ending an eight-
day stretch during which 
the state executed people at 
the fastest pace in nearly 57 
years.

Are we, as Arkansans, 
better now?

Certainly our reputation 
isn’t. But what about other 
impalpable things? Are we 
happier? Satisfied? Are we filled with a 
sense of justice? We read the letters. We 
suspect that some would answer yes, 
yes and yes.

The fact that the state was only able 
to do half the job may be more proof 
that the death penalty isn’t handed out 
evenly. Or as the lawyers put it, there 
are disparities in its implementation. 
One of the original eight was spared 
so courts could decide whether more 
DNA tests were needed in his case. An-
other was spared by a federal judge who 
said lawyers needed more time to ex-
plore clemency. Two others were wait-
ing on another case to be decided by a 
certain nine judges in Washington, D.C.

It wasn’t easy to get up much sympa-
thy for any of these men, some of whom 
didn’t even dispute their crimes. But 
is all of this about them, or about the 
rest of us? After all, we have our souls 
to think about. The bigger question is 
whether the state should be in the busi-
ness of killing murderers. For those of 
us who Choose Life and expect govern-

ment to be limited, the question is, or 
should be, rhetorical.

Now the deeds have been done. 
Surely officials will go about trying to 
find another drug supplier for its hab-
it. And when the state scores another 
round, more executions will be sched-
uled. And the state will Choose Death 
again. Until we can reason together and 
do what most of the civilized world has 
done with this kind of punishment. But 
that might take a while. Until then, are 
we as Arkansans better now?

——————
Postmortem postscript:
Word has it that the 

family of Michael Green-
wood—killed in a 1999 traf-
fic wreck as Kenneth D. 
Williams was fleeing from 
police in a stolen car—
bought plane tickets for the 
condemned man’s daugh-
ter and granddaughter last 

week so they could visit him before the 
state deadline. Emphasis on dead.

According to dispatches, Michael 
Greenwood’s daughter, Kayla, recent-
ly found out that Mr. Williams had a 
daughter. So her family paid to fly the 
young lady and her 3-year-old child to 
Little Rock from Washington state on 
Wednesday, a day before the execution. 
Kenneth Williams, his daughter and the 
baby were able to have a last visit. It was 
the first, and only, time Kenneth Wil-
liams saw his granddaughter.

“I told him we forgive him and 
where I stood on it,” Ms. Greenwood 
told the press. “When he found out that 
we [were] bringing his daughter and 
granddaughter to see him and that my 
mom and dad bought the tickets, he was 
crying to the attorney.” It was a strange 
story, but oddly suitable for this time of 
year, this spring, this annual renewal.

So maybe we as a people are bet-
ter—or getting there. Or at least a few 
of us are providing the best examples to 
our fellow man.

Paul
Krugman

Teenage jail
Unlike those on Arkansas’ Death 

Row, the teens in juvenile lockups are 
going to get out one day. We should all 
keep that in mind.

Two former supervisors at the White 
River juvee hall pleaded guilty this week 
to abusing the kids in their care. Peg-
gy Kendrick and Dennis Fuller plead-
ed guilty in federal court. They were 
accused of assaulting and needlessly 
punishing kids and conspiring with oth-
er workers to cover up the abuse. One 
court record said kids were doused 
in pepper spray and shut in their cells 
without being allowed to clean up, to 

“let them cook.” Lord.
Again, these kids are going to get out 

one day. The worst of the worst can be 
tried as adults, and often are. But the kids 
in juvee will walk the streets among us 
soon enough. Now, would we rather put 
them back on the streets with a chance, 
or put them in a box and poke them with 
a stick for six months? Or douse them 
in pepper spray? All the more reason to 
make them dangerous to themselves and 
others, and have even less respect for the 
law than they have now.

We the People can’t have this. If for 
no other reason than for our own safety.

Success all around
HUGH HEWITT

THE WASHINGTON POST

Not as bad as promised
WASHINGTON POST

One hundred days into the Don-
ald Trump presidency, we have 
neither achieved the nirvana he 

promised nor entered the dystopia crit-
ics, including us, feared. Since nirvana 
was never likely, it may be more pro-
ductive to examine why we have, so far, 
avoided the worst. Preliminary thanks 
are owed to Congress, judges, the Con-
gressional Budget Office, the American 
citizenry, and voters in the Netherlands 
and France.

And, to a highly limited extent, to 
the president. He did not, on Day One, 
tear up the North American Free Trade 
Agreement, the Iran nuclear treaty or 
the Paris climate change accord. He 
has not abandoned NATO or embraced 
Russian President Vladimir Putin. He 
has appointed sober-minded advisers 
to important positions, notably defense 
secretary and (on his second try) na-
tional security adviser.

On the other hand, Trump’s early 
record also offers cause for alarm. His 
inexperience and ideological drift have 
been evident in his administration’s 
slow and lurching start. Though a con-
sistent foreign policy has yet to emerge, 
there is reason to fear that he will di-
minish U.S. economic, political and 
moral leadership in the world.

Trump has reversed a generation-old 

trend toward openness, becoming the 
first president in modern times to con-
ceal his tax returns and scrapping an 
Obama-era policy of publishing a list 
of White House visitors. He and his 
spokesmen frequently ignore facts and 
embrace misinformation. If he gets his 
way on policy, the nation will plunge 
more deeply into debt, global warming 
will accelerate and millions of vulnera-
ble Americans will lose access to health 
care while the wealthy are further en-
riched.

But some of these policies are meet-
ing resistance. When the nonpartisan 
CBO estimated that 24 million Ameri-
cans would lose health coverage under 
Trump’s plan, even Republicans in Con-
gress balked. Opposition bloomed at 
town hall meetings across the country. 

No conclusions can be drawn from 
any of this. Will Trump allow his team 
to shape a more traditional foreign pol-
icy, with a dose of trade belligerence, or 
will he undermine long-standing alli-
ances—or will he jump from one stance 
to another day by day? We don’t know.

It is surely too soon to say the sys-
tem has worked. But the system is at 
work, and—designed by the Founding 
Fathers, shaped and tested over time, 
pushed and pulled by millions of en-
gaged Americans—it remains an im-
pressive piece of machinery.

Cindy
Highlight
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