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For the eight colleagues of Frontline News TV

killed in the field.

They went first.

Stop blaming.

Start mending.



TWENTY-SEVEN DAYS

Alec Smith was twenty-six. He died on 27 June 2017
in a Minneapolis apartment, twenty-seven days af-
ter the health coverage he had through his mother
ended. He managed a restaurant. He had been dia-
betic since hewas twenty-three. A vial of the insulin
that kept him alive cost about five dollars to make.
Its American list price was $275. By 2017 his insulin
and supplies cost him roughly $1,300 amonth, more
than a third of his take-home pay. Most of that was
the insulin. Around 22 June he went to the phar-
macy and found the bill larger than his bank bal-
ance, so he rationed what he had, to stretch it un-
til payday. When his body was found, the medical
examiner noted that every insulin pen in the apart-
ment was completely empty. Some appeared tam-
pered with. He had tried to extract the final drops.

His death was not bad luck. It was architecture:
a price set, by people who did not know him and
would never meet him. They designed the system
that killed him, andnothing happened to themwhen
it did. At Canadian prices his $1,300 amonthwould
have been about $200.

This pamphlet is about who builds such architec-
ture, why it now runs through American life from
the pharmacy counter to the ballot box, and how the
rest of us can hold the builders. Not punish them.
Hold them.

It is not only the pharmacy counter. In March
2026, for the first time in half a century, the body
that counts the world’s democracies stopped count-
ing America as a full one. That is not a warning
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about the future. It is a measurement of the present,
and it is the subject of this pamphlet. Pattern, not
people. Architecture, not character. Contain, not
blame.
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THE WITNESS

A word about who is speaking, because I am not an
American, and you are entitled to ask what a Briton
is doing writing this.

In 1993 I was in Sarajevo, in Bosnia, a year into
the siege. I filmed soldiers of the United Nations
Protection Force selling black-market goods to the
civilians they had been sent to protect. Men on the
most visible humanitarian mission on earth were
running a trade. The architecture meant to protect
the besiegedwas extracting from them. I have spent
thirty years as a journalist in more than fifty coun-
tries, more than a dozen of them at war. I watched
the same shape wear different uniforms.

I was in Romania in December 1989, arriving in
Bucharest the evening after the last speech of its dic-
tator, Ceaușescu. The violence at the end is not the
part that matters. It is the performance that ran for
years before it. Television cut to two hours a night,
most of it the leader, showing a country of plenty.
Shops with nothing in them. A secret police run-
ning close to half a million informers in a nation of
twenty-three million, one watcher for every forty-
five people. Trust between strangers so thoroughly
gone that, in theweek the regime fell, you could still
feel its absence in the way people held themselves
in public. There is a business card in a display cab-
inet at the Frontline Club in London. The names
printed on it are Nicolae and Elena Ceaușescu. A
colleague of mine took it from the dictator’s desk in
the days the regime fell. A dictator with business
cards. It was a prop in the same performance as the
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marble and the titles, made to persuade you the sys-
tem was still working. By Christmas Day the man
whose name it carried had been shot by his own
state.

Eight ofmy colleagues from the news agency I co-
founded were killed doing independent journalism,
most of them documentingwhat powerwanted hid-
den. I built the Frontline Club in their memory, and
I run it still. I had come to believe there is nothing
more important to a society than good information
about itself.

So this is notwritten fromon high. It iswritten by
someone who has seen where the road ends, for a
country that has not reached the end of it. Amer-
ica liberated Europe twice. It rebuilt its enemies
through the Marshall Plan, the largest act of strate-
gic generosity in modern history. It fed West Berlin
from the air when the Soviets tried to starve it. It did
these things because its architecture was working
then. What follows is an account of what happened
when that architecture was taken down. It is also a
reminder, which your own record makes plain, that
Americans have rebuilt it before. America’s friends
want it back.
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THE PATTERN AND ITS NAME

The pattern has names for its parts and none for the
whole. This pamphlet gives it one. The name is ex-
traction. It is the drawing of power, money and at-
tention to a cold few, while the cost of it lands on
the warm many. Alec Smith met it at the pharmacy
counter.

We could call those few something worse, narcis-
sists or psychopaths. Those are labels for a clinic,
and we are not in one. We are naming what a per-
son does, notwhat a person is, and this is not a list of
who to remove. The cure is architecture, not a hunt
for people, and that difference is the whole point of
what follows.

The picture begins with a claim most people re-
sist, because they assume this is rare. It is not. Call it
about one person in twenty. In a roomof twenty it is,
on average, one person, and across a working life it
is people we have answered to, dealt with and been
related to, not a handful of monsters somewhere
else. The clinical range runs to three to six per cent,
moving with the instrument but never to nothing.
The number matters less than its shape.

It is not a disease. It is two ways of being human,
both ancient, running on one piece of evolved hard-
ware. Feeling for others is a dial, not a switch, and
almost all of us sit in its warm middle. At the cold
end is a thin tail, a few who take far more than they
give and are moved by little of what others feel. A
different setting of the same machine, not a differ-
ent species. The line we draw across the dial is ours,
a convenience; the case rests not on the line being
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sharp but on the tail being real, and it is. Human
history is the story of containing that tail by what
we build, not of treating it as illness.

I read people for a living for twenty-four years,
in places where misreading one could get me killed,
and I was fifty-seven before I saw the pattern in my
own life, in an institution I had built and almost lost.
None of the training made the slightest difference. I
am the first exhibit.

Bad people have always sought power. Where
systems worked, the rest of us have always con-
tained them, inways that did not depend on the bad
people becoming good. When the system works, it
does not matter much who sits in the chair. When it
fails, who sits in the chair is all anyone talks about,
and the talk goes in circles, because people do not
change much. The cure is not in character. It is in
architecture. Three lines carry it. Pattern, not peo-
ple. Architecture, not character. Contain, not blame.
Whatwould sink this argument is stated rather than
hidden: the last page of this pamphlet says which
half of it can fail, and the companion book carries
the register of claims that would do it.

A word before the evidence. Much of what fol-
lows is recent, and recent American events run one
way, so the ledger will read as though it took a side.
It follows the record. The instrument does not care
which way the record points, and a few pages on it
points at Stalin and Ceaușescu.
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THE MISREADING

We have seen this before. A leader who is the state
and the state that is the leader. Officials who com-
pete to agree with him. The treasury run as a pri-
vate account, the supporters who will hear nothing
said against him. The costume changes. The shape
does not. In 1941 the world was down to about a
dozen democracies. We built them back, and now
the tide is going out again. By the end of 2025 au-
tocracies outnumbered democracies, ninety-two to
eighty-seven, and on the count kept by V-Dem, the
Swedish institute that measures the world’s democ-
racies, about three in four human beings lived under
autocracy. Then, in March 2026, the United States
itself was reclassified, from a liberal democracy to
an electoral one, for the first time in some fifty years.
Freedom House, the American watchdog, recorded
one of the sharpest single-year declines among the
countries it rates as Free. V-Dem’s 2026 report, led
by its founding director, found American democ-
racy had fallen to its 1965 level. The fall is no longer
a prediction. It has been measured.

The next test has a date. America votes inNovem-
ber, and the machinery that makes an election trust-
worthy, the funding, the lawyers, the officials who
run the counting, is thinner than it was at the last
one. Whether that shows in the result, nobody can
tell you before the votes are counted. But the thin-
ning is the part of the story that never gets covered
in time, and it is the part this pamphlet is about.

I spent a career covering the arrivals, the strong-
man on the balcony, the tanks, the square. What we
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almost never covered was the years before, when
the institutions that might have stopped him were
being quietly softened. By the time we got there
with the cameras, the story was mostly over.

So when you hear the present described as a sud-
den emergency, a dangerousmanwho seized ademoc-
racy and can be beaten at the next election, the de-
scription is backwards. The autocrat is not the dis-
ease. He is a late symptom of an architecture that
was dismantled long before he arrived. By the time
you can see him, you are already looking at the
symptom.

The pattern has no politics of its own. It uses
whatever is to hand. In the Soviet bloc it used the
state, and some of its largest modern cases were
built by the communist left, Stalin’s terror, Ceaușescu’s
Romania, not by anyone’s right wing. In America it
uses the market. Neither is the pattern. Both are the
scaffold. The pattern is vertical, and it takes what-
ever colour the room is painted.
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VERTICAL, NOT HORIZONTAL

The division we were handed is real, and some of
it does terrible harm: left against right, red against
blue, one faith or race or generation against the next.
But it is the division we are shown, and shown on
purpose. The division that does the work runs un-
derneath it, and the otherway: the cooperatingmany,
and the few who feed on all of them. We have
not been failing to look. We have been looking the
wrong way.

David Brian Howard, a forty-seven-year-old fa-
ther of two in Dallas, watched what his community
watched. In the weeks after the 2020 election every
source he trusted told him the same thing. Howard
flewalone toWashington on January 6, walked from
the rally to the Capitol, was inside for about tenmin-
utes, filming, and turned around. He wrote to the
court: ’I was misled and believed I was witnessing
a historical event. I am deeply regretful for that de-
cision.’ He received two years’ probation, and then
a pardon he had never asked to need.

Now the other half. The people putting those
claims on air did not believe them. Messages pro-
duced in court later showed them calling the claims
lies, to each other, while broadcasting them anyway.
The network settled the defamation case that fol-
lowed for $787.5 million, without admitting wrong-
doing. Every one of those messages was written
before Howard got on the plane.

Howard is not the enemy. He is the constituency.
The hardest believers on either side are not cold but
captured, running the samewarmwiring as the rest
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of us, turned by people who studied how to turn it.
The honest question is whether we are captured too.
We are.

Picture the Ohio machinist whose wage has not
moved in fifteen years and who blames the immi-
grant for it, and the immigrant, in a different plant
across town, who blames the machinist for the cold
welcome. They are not after the same job. One fund
owns both their employers, takes its cut from each of
them, and appears on neither of their payslips. The
other half of the country is not the enemy. It is the
constituency the same structure is extracting from,
in a slightly different way.

So the discipline is: contain, not blame, and re-
gard the person. Blame between the halves is the
pattern’s own dividend, and every hour of it is en-
ergy themany spenddefending themachinery. And
when the blame is aimed upward instead, the an-
swer is the same: the enemy is the architecture, not
the few who prosper inside it.
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THE ROT, AMERICAN EDITION

Fifty years of dismantling does not look like disman-
tling. It looks like a series of reasonable adjustments.
A clause in a spending bill. A cut to the inspectors.
A quiet change to what counts as a conflict of inter-
est. Each one alone slips past unnoticed. The name
for the sum is the Rot: standards falling so slowly
that each fall looks normal. And the Rot is not only
in the institutions. It is in us. The coldness of the few
works its way into the many, and we find ourselves
harder, quicker to grab and slower to trust, without
ever choosing it.

Here is what one American adjustment looked
like. In the 1980s, after the savings and loan crisis,
the United States prosecuted the bankers responsi-
ble. There were more than a thousand felony con-
victions in cases the Justice Department designated
as major. The convictions were built on tens of thou-
sands of criminal referrals from bank examiners.
The referral numbers were published monthly, so
that no one could quietly drop a case. Then, in the
name of reinventing government, regulators were
retrained as partners of the industries they oversaw.
Somewhere around 2003 the examination manuals
simply stopped instructing examiners to make crim-
inal referrals. By 2007 the FBI had about 120 agents
assigned to mortgage fraud for the entire country,
during the largest mortgage fraud epidemic in his-
tory. More than 11,000 appraisers signed a petition
warning that honest appraisers were being black-
listed by fraudulent lenders. The result was noth-
ing. No one voted to abolish accountability. It was
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adjusted away. None of it needed a conspiracy, and
none of it could have survived being watched. That
is the one dependency: the pattern works by not
being seen.

Most of what the Rot takes never reaches the
news. Two per cent a year in fees looks too small
to notice on the retirement statement. Over a work-
ing life it takes up to half your savings.

And you do not see the Rot until something falls
through it. At 1:37 on the morning of 18 January
2002, a freight train derailed outside Minot, North
Dakota, and a cloud of anhydrous ammonia rolled
over the town. John Grabinger, thirty-eight, woke
to the smell and tried to drive clear with his wife.
In the blinding cloud the truck crashed. She was
pulled to safety. He was not, and lay in the gas for
hours. The town’s designated emergency alert sta-
tion was one of six local stations a single company
owned and ran automated through the night. No
one was at the desk to break in. What exactly failed
was argued over for years, the blame shared. The
town’s own alert equipment had lost power and
needed reprogramming, and the station’s receiver
was set to the wrong frequency. What is not in dis-
pute is thatwhen themoment came, the station built
towarn the townwas amachine playing to an empty
studio. John Grabinger died.

Six stations, one owner, one automated feed run-
ning through the night from somewhere else. What
had gone from Minot before the ammonia did was
the last local thing that could have told a town what
was happening to it. A country cannot watch what
it cannot see, and the places where a society used

14



to see itself, the local paper, the local station, the
room where people argued in front of each other,
have been bought, merged and switched off one at
a time, each closure too small to be news. There is
nothing more important to a society than good in-
formation about itself, and it is the cheapest thing
we have let go.
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THE ARCHITECTS AND THE MECHANISM

Behind the architecture are people, and they are not
all the same. A few built parts of it on purpose. No
one designed the whole. Most only run what they
were handed, and they sit in both parties.

The blueprint has a date. On 23 August 1971,
Lewis Powell, a corporate lawyer, sent American
business a confidential memorandum. It named
what he judged to be the threat to free enterprise,
and proposed a systematic response: fund the think-
ing, build the political infrastructure, capture the
courts. Sixty days later Nixon nominated him to the
Supreme Court, and the Senate confirmed him 89
to 1. The Heritage Foundation followed within two
years, then the machinery for writing ready-made
bills for the states, then the society that would sup-
ply the judges. Thememorandum is amatter of pub-
lic record, and the institutions built along its lines
are ones you have heard of.

The easiest part of it to see is captured certifica-
tion: the signature on a form that says a thing is safe
when it is not. Boeing’s 737 MAX was certified in
a process the regulator had largely handed back to
Boeing. A congressional investigation later found a
culture of concealment inside the company, and its
own internal messages bear it out. One employee
asked another, inwriting: ’Would you put your fam-
ily on aMAX simulator trained aircraft? I wouldn’t.’
Across two crashes, 346 people died. Boeing was
trusted to check Boeing. The signature is the archi-
tecture. The wreckage is the symptom. It requires
neither malice nor incompetence. It requires only
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that someone sign a certification and someone else
carry the consequences. Keep the two far enough
apart, and no one in the chain ever has to see the
people who will pay.

And before the reflex assigns all this to one party,
sit with the deepest capture of all, which was bi-
partisan. In May 1998 the one regulator who asked
to look at the derivatives market, a vast and barely
watched corner of finance, was Brooksley Born. She
issued not a rule but a request for public comment.
She asked a question. Within hours the Treasury,
the Federal Reserve and the Securities andExchange
Commission issued an unprecedented joint state-
ment of grave concern. Withinmonths a derivatives-
fuelled collapse had proved her right. Less than a
month after it, Congress froze her agency’s power
to act. In 2000 a 262-page provision tucked into an
11,000-page bill in a lame-duck session took away
her agency’s authority over the market altogether.
The year before, in 1999, the 1933 wall between or-
dinary deposits and speculation had been repealed
by ninety senators to eight and signed by a Demo-
cratic president. Nine years after Born asked her
question, the market she asked about collapsed the
world economy. The official inquiry’s finding was
four words long: the crisis was avoidable.

The technique and the harm belong to neither
party. Extraction is not a politics. It is what cap-
tures one.

17



WHY NOTHING IS WORKING

The remedies you keep hearing are not stupid. They
fail because they treat the symptom and leave the
cause.

Win the next election, and the machine that pro-
duced the operator produces the next, and it wrote
the rules of the election too. Prosecute him, and the
prosecutors and the courts have been worked on by
the same hands. Wait for the next administration to
put the institutions back, but the institutions have
not been waiting. They have been remade in the
meantime, stripped of the people who ran them.

Each buys the second-best. None touches the
machine, which goes on doing what it was built to
do. Changing the government does not change the
structure. That is the whole of why nothing is work-
ing.

So how does a cold few come to steer a warm
many? The answer is in the wiring. Between part-
ners, and among people we trust, the brain’s alarm
falls quiet. The amygdala, the part of the brain that
watches for threat, stops watching. The neurosci-
entist Katalin Gothard, whose laboratory did much
of this work, writes the foreword to the companion
book. Laboratory after laboratory finds the same
thing, and it is what makes cooperation possible at
all. But scaled up to a country of strangers, that trust
is fed signals that only look like closeness: the fa-
miliar voice on the screen, the brand in the kitchen
for forty years, the candidate who shakes one hand
at the rally. The wiring goes along, because going
along is what it evolved to do. The many are not
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fools. Their alarm has been switched off by a copy
of the very thing it was built to trust.

And the same wiring points to a way out. The
brain that learned to go along may learn to refuse,
and the equipment for it is already in every head.
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WHAT THE RECORD SHOWS

If architecture iswhatmakes the difference, the record
should show it. It does, twice over: once inside
America’s own history, and once across its peers.

The experiment ran itself, inside America. The
same country, the same financial sector, two crises
with documented fraud. After the savings and loan
collapse of the 1980s,more than eight hundred bankers
were convicted, many of them senior, and theywent
to prison. After 2008, a collapse incomparably larger
and better documented, the United States prose-
cuted no senior executive at any major institution.
Not one. The difference was not the complexity
of the fraud. It was that the referral system which
made prosecution possible had been dismantled in
the years between, in the name of efficiency. The
same country, two completely different responses.
The thing that changed was the architecture.

The peers ran the experiment the other way. Ice-
land, hit harder in 2008 than almost anywhere, cre-
ated an independent special prosecutor and con-
victed thirty-six bankers, who were sentenced to a
combined ninety-six years. Its economy was back
above its pre-crisis peak by 2015. Askedwhybankers
should face prosecution, the prosecutor gave the
only possible answer: why should we have a part
of our society that is not being policed? Germany
requires companies above two thousand employees
to give workers half the seats on the supervisory
board, the body that hires and fires the executives.
The chairman is the shareholders’ man and breaks
a tie, so it is half the seats and just under half the
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votes. It is still more than an American worker has.
Obstructing a works council, the workers’ elected
body inside a company, is a criminal offence. In
1975 anAmerican factoryworker and a German one
earned about the same. Fifty years later the German
earnsmore, in a countrywithmore industrial robots
per worker than America. France has investigated,
tried, convicted and, in 2025, jailed a former pres-
ident over the financing of his campaign. He was
out on appeal within a month and the case runs on.
The republic did not fall. And Hungary, after six-
teen years of methodical capture, reversed it at the
ballot box in April 2026. The machinery of the elec-
tion survived, barely, and that was all it took. The
window closes, and it can be reopened, and themar-
gin in Hungary was one constitutional amendment
wide.

None of these prosecutions produced the eco-
nomic catastrophe that is predicted every time ac-
countability is proposed. The predicted catastrophe
has a job to do: it appears in every conversation
about prosecution and disappears from every look
back afterwards.

The difference between these countries and yours
is not the people. The mix of decency and ambition
looks much the same everywhere I have worked.
The difference is always whether the architecture
forces power to face consequences. When it does,
most people behave reasonably. When it does not,
a small number behave appallingly and the rest put
up with it.
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THE TEMPLATE

You trust your life to it every time you fly.
In the late 1950s commercial jet aviation suffered

roughly forty fatal accidents per million departures.
By the 2020s the rate had fallen by more than 99 per
cent, and not by finding better people. Pilots did not
become better people. The system stopped depend-
ing on them being better people.

Five disciplines did it. Pilots report their own er-
rors without punishment, so problems become visi-
ble before they become fatal. Aviation removed the
reward for hiding problems. Finance and health-
care have kept it. Every crash is investigated by
a body that has no power to punish, only to find
out what happened. An investigator who can also
punish will eventually protect itself rather than find
truth. The culture asks what failed in the system,
not whowas at fault, because blame creates conceal-
ment and concealment preserves the flaw. When a
flaw is found, every aircraft of the typemust bemod-
ified, and the cost falls on the manufacturer. And
pilots fly on the aircraft they operate. The decision-
maker meets the consequences.

I flew both kinds. Into Sarajevo on the airlift we
called Maybe Airlines, diving for the runway at the
last moment: military flying, and every incident
went into a log. And out of a clearing in Mozam-
bique, where our tail rotor had clipped a tree and
kept us there for two days. I never heard another
word about it.

Aviation did not invent these principles. They are
the village disciplines that contained the pattern for
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two hundred thousand years, rebuilt as institutions
for a country of strangers. We watch them work ev-
ery time a plane lands safely. We pretend they are
impossible everywhere else.
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THE WATCH WE LET FALL

We have held the few before. For most of our time
on earth we did it by proximity. In a village there
is nowhere to hide a character, so the person who
takes more than they give is known, and named,
and checked. Every settled people built the same
thing. England had frankpledge, ten households an-
swerable for one another. China had the baojia, house-
holds bound in tens. The Inca had the chunka, ten
households again. Three languages that never met
each had to make a word for it. Different tongues,
one answer. When the machines came and the vil-
lage broke, we built new eyes for the same task: the
inspector, the regulator, the free press, the court that
could not be fired.

America wrote the best-known chapter of that
story. The founders did not build their architecture
on optimism. The separation of powers, the inde-
pendent judiciary and the free press were designed
by people who understood that the human mix of
empathy and ambition does not change. After Wa-
tergate the country did it again, building the inspec-
tors general and the watchdog architecture of the
modern state.

That is the architecture now being taken down.
On the evening of 24 January 2025, seventeen inspec-
tors general across the federal governmentwere fired
in a single night. The firings came by email, after
midnight, without the thirty days’ notice the law
requires. Several of the seventeen were in the mid-
dle of active investigations, and those investigations
did not transfer to their successors. Days earlier,
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on his first day back in office, a president had par-
doned roughly fifteen hundred people over the as-
sault on the Capitol. The pardons were wholesale,
without individual review. Michael Fanone, the of-
ficer beaten unconscious defending it, watched the
man who tasered him receive a full pardon. ’I feel
betrayed by my country,’ he said.

The quieter removalsmatter asmuch. In 2008 the
American embassy in Beijing mounted a pollution
sensor on its roof and began publishing the read-
ings, and the numbers helped force a government to
fight its own air. The network grew to monitors at
some eighty embassies; in Chad it was the only pub-
lic, official-grade air data that existed. On 4 March
2025 the State Department switched it off. The air
over Chad did not change that day. Only the seeing
of it stopped. You cannot hold to account what you
have arranged not to see.

And the oldest instrument of the watch is the
vote. Rosanell Eaton was twenty-one in 1942 when
she rode a mule-drawn wagon to a North Carolina
courthouse to register. Shewas Black, so threewhite
officials made her recite the Preamble to the Consti-
tution from memory before they would let her. She
did it, word for word. At ninety-four, to keep the
vote she had held for seventy years, she made some
eleven trips to the DMV, to social security offices
and to banks. The trips ran to more than two hun-
dred miles, all to reconcile two versions of her own
name. A federal court later found the law behind
the trips had targeted voters like her with almost
surgical precision. A literacy test at twenty-one and
a documentationmaze at ninety-four: the same pur-

25



pose, reached by two roads seventy years apart. The
road between them is traced, act by act, in The Cap-
ture: How They Stole America, the companion book
to this pamphlet.

We kept the parchment, the Constitution under
glass, and let the machinery go. The clause that had
made states with a history of this clear their new
voting laws in advance was struck down in June
2013. North Carolina passed the law behind Eaton’s
eleven trips within two months. Freedom is main-
tained, not won. It is seldom taken from us; mostly
we give it away, a convenience at a time.
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THE MADISON PLEDGE

If aviation is the proof, the Pledge is the start. It
takes its name from JamesMadison, the father of the
Constitution. Madison saw that enlightened states-
men will not always be at the helm, so the design
must not assume they will be.

A hundred and fifty years ago a British reformer
named Samuel Plimsoll put a mark on the side of
every merchant ship: a line painted on the hull, vis-
ible from the dock, past which an owner could not
load the vessel and drown the crew for the insur-
ance. Not a plea for better men. A mark anyone
could see. And the first version failed, which is
the sharper lesson. Parliament’s 1876 Act let the
shipowner paint his own mark, and some painted
it on the smokestack. It took fourteen years to put
right, and the fix was not a better class of owner but
an independent table of limits anyone could look up.
The mark only worked once the owner no longer
drew it.

The Madison Pledge is that line, drawn for poli-
tics. It does not ask a candidate to be a better per-
son. It asks for a mark that cannot be faked. Seven
commitments, short enough to print on a card, put
to anyone who asks for your vote, at every elec-
tion: empathy, evidence, transparency, accountabil-
ity, skin in the game, independence, precedent. One
of them reads: do not exempt yourself from what
you impose on others. Each is an act that leaves a
record, not a claim that can be polished. The archi-
tects will not sign. The operators of any party may.
That is what the Pledge sorts. The full seven, with
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what each demands, are set out at the back of this
pamphlet.

And a pledge needs a keeper, because the 1876
line failed for exactly as long as the shipowner drew
it himself. A public register, held by someone with
nothing to gain, records the refusals as plainly as the
signatures. It is kept at trueregard.com. The Pledge
is presented not by a party, and not by a foreigner,
but by citizens, to anyone who asks for your vote. It
comes with one question, which fits on a doorstep:
’Will you sign this, or will you explain why you will
not?’ The answers, and the refusals, are informa-
tion.
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THE WORK

Recognition is the floor, not the ceiling. The work
is rebuilding what was dismantled in the quiet, and
it will not wait. One future is being decided now,
faster than the rest. The firms that built the atten-
tionmachine are now building artificial intelligence,
the machine that learns. A single choice, made by
people whose names you have heard, will shape
the next century more than the next election in any
country. The choice is whether the machine is built
to extract or to contain. Almost all of the effort goes
into building it, almost none into keeping it safe.

No one else is coming to do this. But the num-
bers are kinder than they feel. A study of more than
three hundred resistance campaigns found a thresh-
old. Not one campaign that drew three and a half
per cent of the population into action at its peak
had failed. It is a rule of thumb, not an iron law.
Three and a half per cent of America is about twelve
million people. The movements that built the pro-
tections you grew up inside did not look destined
to succeed either. They succeeded because enough
people acted.

The whole of it can look like one great wall, too
big to storm. Think of it instead as kudzu, the vine
that swallowed the American South. One root sys-
tem runs under everything. That is the daunting
part, and also the hopeful one. Kudzu is beaten not
by a single heroic cut but by many people working
their own patches, season after season, until the con-
nected thing beneath them fails.

Ask the candidate whether they will sign, and
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keep asking. Put one protection back where you
work: a real check, a named responsibility, a door
that cannot be quietly closed. Take back one room,
one square, one conversation, and make it a place
where the taking can be seen. This is all themoment
asks, and it asks again tomorrow. Not that you lead,
but thatwhen a thing iswrong, someone stands and
names it, and the rest of us back them, so no one
who stands is left standing alone. The backing is
the easier half, and it is where most of us come in.

We do not win the room back by becoming what
we fight. Blame is the pattern’s own coin and cruelty
is the air it breathes. The one move it has no reply
to is the one it cannot make itself. Grace. Dignity
held towards a person who has not earned it. Noth-
ing here is harder, and I fail at it more than I would
like. It is the one coin the pattern cannot counterfeit,
because counterfeiting is its whole trade. And grace
is not only mercy. It is a guard. Any power built to
hunt the cold few is the first thing the pattern cap-
tures, so the answer is architecture, never a list of
names.

In 1978 the dissident playwright Václav Havel
described a greengrocer in communist Czechoslo-
vakia who put a sign in his window reading ’Work-
ers of the world, unite!’ He did not believe it. No-
body did. But everybody displayed the signs, and
the system persisted through the performance. One
day the greengrocer removed his sign. Others saw.
When the performance stopped, the system stopped.

This pamphlet is an act of removing the sign.
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THE OTHER SIDE OF THE WATCH

Close the leak and the drag comes off. Richer, safer,
freer, kinder, not a dream but the plain sum of what
we stop throwing away. Say it plainly. It is insulin
at the Canadian price, and Alec Smith alive. It is
somebody awake at the radio station inMinot when
the ammonia comes, and a voice on the air instead of
a machine. It is the man who signs the certification
sitting in the aircraft. That iswhatwaits on the other
side of the watch.

Until the architecture is built, the only architec-
ture the rest of us have is what each person practises
in their own life. Contain the pattern. Regard the
person.

Stop blaming. Start mending.

This pamphlet is the door to two books, and there are
two things it has not told you. The first is how, over
sixty years, the way an older America worked was rebuilt
in modern legal form. That is The Capture’s story, and
it begins overleaf. The second is who does the watching
when the watchers themselves are captured. That one is
answered after the extract.

What follows is one afternoon in 1981, and it is
here because of what happened in the room. Every-
thing a person would need in order to feel the cost
was present, in writing, in front of the man decid-
ing. It changed nothing. That is the pattern with
the volume turned up, and it is where The Capture
begins.
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FROM THE CAPTURE, SECTION 1 · LABOUR:
THE YELLOW PAD

Robert Poli had a problem, and the problem was
killing his members.

Literally killing them. Controllers were having
heart attacks in their thirties. Stress-induced ulcers
hospitalised men in their forties. The divorce rate
in PATCO families ran at twice the national average.
Poli had watched it happen for years. He was forty-
five years old, looked more like a university profes-
sor than a militant union leader, a former controller
himself who now served as president of the 15,000-
member Professional Air Traffic Controllers Orga-
nization. He knew what the job did to you. The
mandatory six-day weeks. The ancient equipment
that failed during peak traffic. The FAA manage-
ment that promised improvements for years and de-
livered nothing. His members believed they were
essential. They were correct. Air traffic control is
not optional. Without controllers, commercial avia-
tion stops. The economy stops.

What they did not understand, what Poli did
not understand until too late, was that being essen-
tial and being protected are different things when
the person enforcing the rules operates without the
weight that stopsmost people fromdestroying 11,345
careers in 48 hours.

PATCOhad endorsedReagan in the 1980 election,
one of the few unions to do so. He had been presi-
dent of the Screen Actors Guild. In October 1980
he wrote to Robert Poli: ’I pledge to you that my ad-
ministrationwillwork very closelywith you to bring
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about a spirit of cooperation between the President
and the air traffic controllers.’

On 3 August 1981, about 13,000 controllers went
on strike. The vote had been 95 per cent in favour.
13,495 to 616. Not close.

Witnesses to the Cabinet Room discussion later
recalled the moment. Reagan sat silent, writing on
a yellow pad while his Cabinet secretaries argued
across the table. After a quarter of an hour he looked
up and read aloud what he had written. It was, by
contemporary accounts, the statement he gave in
the Rose Garden about half an hour later, word for
word.

While his Cabinet debated, Reagan was writing.
Not listening. Not weighing options. Writing the
ultimatum.

No hesitation.
The information about those 11,345 families was

in that room. Theirmortgages, their children’s school
costs, their veterans’ benefits from military service,
the heart attacks in their thirties, the stress-induced
ulcers, the divorce rate running at twice the national
average. All of it was available to the man writing
on his yellow pad. The information arrived, and
nothing changed.

He read the statement he had written on his yel-
low pad thirty minutes earlier, then the ultimatum:
’It is for this reason that I must tell those who fail to
report for duty this morning they are in violation of
the law, and if they do not report for work within
48 hours, they have forfeited their jobs and will be
terminated.’

A reporter asked: ’Mr. President, why have you
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taken such strong action as your first action? Why
not some lesser action at this point?’

Reagan: ’What lesser action can there be? The
law is very explicit. They are violating the law.’

Another reporter: ’Do you think that they should
go to jail, Mr. President, anybody who violates this
law?’

Reagan: ’I told you what I think should be done.
They’re terminated.’

By the deadline on 5 August, about 1,300 had re-
turned. Reagan fired the strikers who stayed out,
11,345 of them. All of them. Immediately. Then
he went further and barred them from federal ser-
vice. Four months later the bar was narrowed to the
agency they had worked for, and there it stood for
twelve years, until another president lifted it in Au-
gust 1993.

The firing ended the strike in two days. The bar
was not about the strike. It reached past the 11,345
to everyone else watching, and what it taught was
not a rule about air traffic control. It was the price
of holding out, and that price ran for twelve years
after the dispute was over.

It does not matter whether he meant that letter
whenhewrote it, or believedhimself right tenmonths
later. The pattern does not need a cold man in the
chair. It needs a room in which the cost to 11,345
families can be present, in writing, and carry no
weight, and a country in which nothing happens
afterwards to the person who decided. Both were
available. That is what was demonstrated, and it is
what everyone watching learned.

Reagan’s diary on 5 August 1981: ’How do they
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explain approving of law breaking – to say nothing
of violation of an oath taken by each a.c. [air con-
troller] that he or she would not strike.’ The 11,345
families do not appear in the entry. The oath does.
The people do not.

Ron Palmerwas thirty-six years oldwhenReagan
fired him. A Vietnam veteran who had served with
the 1st Air Cavalry Division, he had come home and
found his way into air traffic control, working the
towers at Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood International
and Miami International. He earned $42,000 a year,
roughly $120,000 in today’s money. He was good at
his job. He believed in the cause.

On themorning the 48-hour deadline passed, Palmer
was at the unionhall inMiamiwith other controllers.

The hall was not a grand building. Union halls
rarely are. But it was a place where controllers went
after shifts that left their hands shaking, where they
talked about the ancient equipment and the six-day
weeks and themarriages that were coming apart un-
der the pressure. It was where they found out they
were not alone, that the man at the next scope was
having the same nightmares about planes getting
too close. It was, in the oldest sense of the word, a
village. A place where you knew people and they
knew you, where reputation was built over years
and trust was earned by showing up, where some-
one whowas struggling could say so without it end-
ing his career.

They were singing when Reagan made his state-
ment in the Rose Garden.

Palmer: ’When he made that speech in that Rose
Garden, I just felt betrayed, you know? You told us
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you were going to take care of this system and take
care of us, and you didn’t.’

’We were solidarity. You know, it’s – we were try-
ing to be solid. We were singing. I got up and sang
a couple of songs.’

Then the singing stopped. Days turned intoweeks.
Weeks turned into months.

’And we knew we were dead.’
Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan later

made the significance explicit: ’Perhaps themost im-
portant, and then highly controversial, domestic ini-
tiative was the firing of the air traffic controllers in
August 1981.’

NoticewhatGreenspan reveals: not the substance
of the decision but the surprise that enforcement
happened. Previous presidents had the same au-
thority. They chose negotiation over destruction.

The signal was received immediately. Donald J.
Devine, Reagan’s Director of the Office of Personnel
Management, reported that businessmen told him:
’When your guy Reagan stood firmwith those guys,
I started getting tougher with my unions, too.’

The numbers document the contagion. Major
work stoppages in America fell from 470 in 1952 to
44 in 1990, 17 in 1999 and 11 in 2010. Not gradual
decline. Cliff collapse after 1981.

Reaganwas not negotiatingwith PATCO.Hewas
teaching a lesson to every other union in America.

The lesson was learned.

TheCapture: HowThey Stole America continues through
finance, healthcare, media, the platforms, dark money and
the collapse of accountability, and ends with the rebuild-
ing. trueregard.com/buy
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THE FRAMEWORK: THE EXTRACTION PATTERN

The Capture is the engineering case: what was built
in America, who built it and what would unbuild it.
The framework beneath it is in a companion volume,
The Extraction Pattern, published earlier in 2026. The
foreword is by the neuroscientist Katalin Gothard,
whose laboratory did the work on the wiring de-
scribed in these pages. It sets out where the pattern
comes from, and why villages contained it for two
hundred thousand years until industrial scale broke
the containment. It shows what the clinical and evo-
lutionary record says, and the strongest case against
this reading. And it carries the falsification register:
the claims that would sink the argument, stated in
advance so they can be tested.

There is one thing neither this pamphlet nor The
Capture resolves: who does the watching when the
watchers themselves are captured. That is The Ex-
traction Pattern’s question.

The framework in half an hour is the companion
pamphlet The Line on the Hull, Frontline Club Pam-
phlets No. 1. Both books, both pamphlets and the
Evidence Library are at trueregard.com.
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THE MADISON PLEDGE IN FULL

A checklist, not a manifesto. Seven things a citizen
can ask of anyone who wants power.

It is a line you can see from the shore, past which
the load sinks the ship. It does not ask a candidate to
be a better person. It asks for a mark that cannot be
faked. Seven commitments, short enough to print
on a card, asked of every candidate at every election.
Empathy. Meet the people your decisions affect.

Take the impact seriously and say so in public.
Evidence. Do not push a policy that has failed be-

fore without publishing, with evidence, why this
time is different.

Transparency. Say who funds you, publish your ev-
idence and print who paid on the first page.

Accountability. State the targets and the dates in ad-
vance. Step down from that job if you miss them.

Skin in the game. Do not exempt yourself from
what you impose on others.

Independence. Take no money from any business
or lobby whose profits depend on your decisions.

Precedent. If another democracy has solved this,
adopt their fix or explain why it will not work
here.
That is the list. It is not a loyalty test. It is seven

things you are entitled to ask, and the answers, or
the refusals, are information.

The register of signatures and refusals, and the
versions other democracies are building, are at truere-
gard.com. For now I keep it.
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FURTHER READING: THE NEAREST NEIGHBOURS

Others havemappedparts of this, andmapped them
well.

Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons.
Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, Why Na-

tions Fail.
Mancur Olson, The Rise and Decline of Nations.
Jane Mayer, Dark Money. The financing architec-

ture, documented.
Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capital-

ism. Extraction turned on human attention.
Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, How Democ-

racies Die. The party is captured, not asleep.
Christopher Boehm, Hierarchy in the Forest. How

themany held the few in check bywatching, for two
hundred thousand years.

None of them starts where these two books start:
that the takers are alwayswith us. That is the one de-
parture of The Extraction Pattern and The Capture. If
every generation brings roughly the same few, con-
tainment is not a job you can finish. It is upkeep,
like a road or a levee, a thing you fund forever or
lose. Half of this can fail: the architecture is dated
and staked, and what would sink it is named. The
other half cannot, not yet. The study that would set-
tle it has not been run.
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BEFORE YOU GO

This pamphlet has no publicitymachine behind it. If
it was worth your half hour, do three things. Leave
an honest review where you found it. Ask one can-
didate the question. And give this to one person
who votes the other way. Not to win the argument.
Because they are on the same side of the line as you,
and nobody has ever told them. The register records
the answers at trueregard.com. One hand at a time.
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FRONTLINE CLUB BOOKS

Frontline Club Books, founded in 2026, is the im-
print of the Frontline Club and publishes work in
the Club’s tradition of independent journalism. The
Frontline Club, at Norfolk Place in Paddington, Lon-
don, was founded by Vaughan Smith in 2003 as a
home for independent journalism and is dedicated
to the memory of the colleagues of Frontline News
TV who did not come home.

Vaughan Smith is a journalist, formerwar reporter
and the founder of London’s Frontline Club.

Also from Frontline Club Books: The Extraction
Pattern (2026). The Capture: How They Stole America
(forthcoming). The Line on the Hull, Frontline Club
Pamphlets No. 1 (2026).
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HOW THIS WAS WRITTEN

I had no research department and no commission-
ing editor of my own. I used artificial intelligence,
Anthropic’s Claude, to research, to check, to argue
with and to help me draft. The thinking is mine,
the reporting is mine, the judgement on every line
is mine, and so are the mistakes. I have spent my
life behind a camera. I know the difference between
the person pointing the equipment and the person
whose story it is.
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IN MEMORY

Nicholas della Casa (1960–1991)
Rosanna della Casa (1960–1991)
Charles Maxwell (1952–1991)

Rory Peck (1956–1993)
Carlos Mavroleon (1958–1998)

Roddy Scott (1971–2002)
James Miller (1968–2003)
Richard Wild (1978–2003)

The eight colleagues of Frontline News TV, killed
in the field.
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IMPRINT

First published 2026 by Frontline Club Books
Frontline Club Pamphlets No. 2
Paperback ISBN 978-1-0676425-7-0
© Frontline Television News Limited 2026
This pamphlet is free to read and download at

trueregard.com.
This pamphletmay be reproduced and passed on

unchanged, free of charge.
Frontline Club Books Limited
Ellingham Hall, Hall Road, Ellingham
Bungay, Norfolk NR35 2EN
trueregard.com
This pamphlet is about patterns of behaviour and

the structures that contain them. It does not diag-
nose.
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THE MADISON PLEDGE

Empathy. Meet the people your decisions affect.
Evidence. No failed policy without proof this time
is different.
Transparency. Say who funds you. Print who paid
on the first page.
Accountability. Targets and dates in advance. Step
down from that job if missed.
Skin in the game. Do not exempt yourself from
what you impose on others.
Independence. No money from any business or
lobby whose profits depend on your decisions.
Precedent. If another democracy solved it, adopt it
or explain.

Will you sign this, or will you explain why you will
not?

Who signed, and who refused: trueregard.com
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This pamphlet is free to read and download at
trueregard.com.

It may be reproduced and passed on unchanged, free of
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