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GUEST COLUMN

S
ALEM — At 5:30 a.m. Thursday, 
the Oregon Capitol was eerily quiet.

My arrival was so early that the 
city of Salem parking meter wouldn’t even 
allow me to pay for the day. Worried about 
not fi nding a parking place, I had heeded 
the advice to get a super-early start on my 
12-minute commute and avoid the Let’s 
Roll caravans that were predicted to clog 
Oregon’s highways and Salem’s streets en 
route to the #TimberUnity rally.

As I typed away in the Capitol Galleria, 
the silence was broken only by the occa-

sional footsteps of a facil-
ities employee or a state 
trooper walking the halls. 
Outside, the clank of metal 
sounded as an awning was 
erected for speakers at the 
 rally. Gradually, the blare 
of truck horns fi lled the air.

Log trucks, farm trucks 
and more circled the Cap-
itol area. It was perhaps 

the most polite traffi c I’ve seen in down-
town Salem. With rally activities on both 
sides of Court Street NE, drivers displayed 
no impatience as vehicles stacked up while 
pedestrians crossed back and forth.

The rally was to reiterate and reinforce 
rural and Republican opposition to the 
new version of  cap-and-trade legislation 
that derailed in last year’s Legislature. But 
it also became an event for self-promo-
tion by Republican candidates, for register-
ing voters, for signing initiative petitions, 
for assailing Democratic Gov. Kate Brown 
and for honoring lawmakers who opposed 
last year’s House Bill 2020.

One of those was state Sen. Betsy John-
son, D-Scappoose. She got the crowd 
going by declaring that last year’s climate 
bill was bad and this year’s retooled bill is 
bad again. By showing up in large num-
bers, she said, participants were show-
ing lawmakers that the bill will have a real 
impact on real Oregonians — a negative 
impact.

Similar cheers greeted House Repub-
lican Leader Christine Drazan, of Canby, 

and other speakers.
A stream of buses, including ones 

fueled by renewable diesel, ferried rally 
participants from several sites in Mar-
ion and Polk counties. But a couple from 
Keizer said they arrived a half-hour before 
the rally’s start and found ample free park-
ing in a Salem parkade a few blocks from 
the Capitol.

How large was the crowd? Who knows. 
That is the bane of a journalist’s existence. 
Crowd estimates are unscientifi c, unless 
you’re examining an aerial photo, individ-
ually counting people in a few sections and 
then extrapolating.

One reporter guessed several hundred, 
another 800. I offered the highly impre-
cise “a rough guess is somewhere around 
1,000, maybe.” Lots of wiggle room there.

But I could have been way off. Late 
Thursday afternoon, an organizer told me 
1,100 trucks participated and the crowd 
was estimated at 9,000 people.

Whatever the size, it was expected to 

be the largest rally during this year’s short 
legislative session, although groups sup-
porting the carbon bill are holding the Ore-
gon Climate Emergency Day of Action on 
Tuesday  at the Capitol.

Will Thursday’s rally infl uence leg-
islative outcomes? When I asked House 
Speaker Tina Kotek, D-Portland, that ques-
tion on Monday, she diplomatically said 
legislators always appreciate Oregonians 
showing up to make their views known.

Dylan Kruse, of Sustainable North-
west, like Kotek a staunch advocate for 
 cap-and-trade legislation, expressed a sim-
ilar sentiment when I ran into him Thurs-
day morning.

“It’s a noisy rally,” he said, chuckling. 
“They’ve certainly got a few trucks out 
here.

“Good for these people for coming out. 
That’s what we’ve pushed all along. If 
you’ve got a problem with the bill, show 
up, work with us, make it better, make sure 
your voice is heard. And then let’s vote on 

it (in legislative committees) and see what 
the Legislature wants to do. I’m just happy 
that people are still engaged.”

Kruse said advocates have made many 
changes to address opponents’ concerns.

Not enough to please Mike Pihl, a log-
ger from Vernonia and president of the 
Timber Unity Association.

“This cap-and-trade bill cannot pass. It 
will stifl e the economy of Oregon, not just 
rural Oregon but all of Oregon,” he told 
me. “And we’re here today in a responsi-
ble manner to make sure it does not pass.”

Pihl acknowledged that Democrats — 
most of them — support the legislation 
anyway, while Republicans already are 
aligned with #TimberUnity in opposing it.

One value of these rallies is to  invig-
orate the public and the politicians who 
agree with a rally’s cause. Thursday’s 
event undoubtedly reinforced Republi-
can senators’ willingness to walk out again 
— keeping the Senate from having a quo-
rum to conduct business, thereby stopping 
approval of a carbon bill.

Kruse said that would be a big politi-
cal gamble for Republicans, because voters 
oppose a walkout by a 2-to-1 ratio.

But Republicans have found strong sup-
port in their home districts — and at the 
rally. A sign posted in front of the rally tent 
read, “I support short session walkout.”

When I talked with Oregon Republi-
can Party chairman Bill Currier at the rally, 
he said, “If they need to walk out again to 
prevent a quorum to represent their con-
stituents, I fully support that. And so do the 
people.”

#TimberUnity representatives met 
Thursday morning with Gov. Kate Brown. 
But there’s little hint of a resolution.

With both sides dug in and talking past 
each other, the lobbyists and others who 
work inside the Capitol are treading on 
political eggshells, waiting to see when the 
legislative session blow ups and counting 
the days until adjournment … whenever 
that arrives.

Dick Hughes has been covering the Ore-
gon political scene since 1976.

KARI BORGEN
Publisher

DERRICK DePLEDGE
Editor

JEREMY FELDMAN
Circulation Manager

JOHN D. BRUIJN 
Production Manager

CARL EARL 
Systems Manager

editor@dailyastorian.com Founded in 1873

OPINION

WRITER’S NOTEBOOK

D
rive through the picturesque town 
of Yamhill  at the foot of the hills 
of the Willamette Valley and you’ll 

see a  high school, gas station, red blinking 
traffi c  light, city hall and a few shops.

On a sunny day, it gives off the spirit of 
an idyllic, small American town.

“Tightrope: Americans Reaching for 
Hope,” by Yamhill-native and New York 
Times columnist Nicholas Kristof, and his 
wife, Sheryl WuDunn, who share a Pulit-

zer Prize together, viv-
idly tells the other story 
of Yamhill and rural 
America.

The book is an 
unfl inching portrait of 
working-class life told 
through stories of friend’s 
Kristof grew up riding the 
school bus with who suf-
fer from poverty, home-

lessness, violence, alcohol and drug abuse. 
The authors also travel to other areas in 
the U.S. to illustrate the problems peo-
ple face in Yamhill are also felt across the 
country.

The stories are harrowing and provide 
urgency that life for those on the brink 
won’t improve unless something is done. 
It also shows that while jobs are good in 
the “knowledge economy” in places like 
Seattle, San Francisco and New York, jobs 
are much more scarce in rural areas and 
those who live there may not be skilled 
enough to hold them.

Rural life
Life in Yamhill in the 1970s was 

good. People were optimistic. Kristof and 
WuDunn write the town had a general 
store, hardware shop, a farm supply store, 
a telephone booth, a barber and a bar. Jobs 
were good. “The economy was based on 
farming, logging and light manufactur-
ing, and the biggest employer in the area 
was a glove factory in the nearby town of 
Carlton.”

The authors make clear life was good 
because government policies like the GI 
Bill, which allowed men who returned 
home from war to go to college and buy a 
home, invested in everyday citizens.

Working class men, too, were mov-
ing up because of strong unions and 
labor demand. The Homestead Act  simi-
larly allowed for economic expansion and 
home ownership because of government 
support. The authors show through sto-
ries and statistics that good will has disap-

peared from American government in the 
last 50 years.

Today, the couple write, “Yamhill now 
fi nds its social fabric frayed. Today the 
small town still has four churches and a 
volunteer fi re department, but the other 
institutions are gone, and the social glue 
has dried up remarkably quickly.”

A quarter of the kids Kristof rode 
the school bus with are dead because of 
drugs, alcohol and reckless accidents. 
 T he U.S.  lags behind in health care and 
high school graduation rates compared to 
other nations. Homelessness, affordable 
housing, poverty and drug addiction have 
reached historic highs.

Kristof and WuDunn show — through 
families like the Knapps and Greens 
— parents who were sure there were 
brighter days ahead for their kids. Those 
homes and others experienced violence 
and alcohol abuse during that same time 
of economic prosperity. In the following 
decades, jobs left the area. Despair and 
drug use ran rampant.

The authors write, “When decent jobs 
disappear, the loss is not just economic but 
has consequences for self-esteem, family 
structure, substance abuse, hopelessness 
and even child abuse.”

Stories of hope
There are also success stories 

throughout.
One is  Daniel McDowell, a veteran of 

the Afghanistan War who became addicted 
to opioids on his return to the U.S. because 
of a knee injury. He was able to get help 
with his addiction because of Baltimore 
Station, an addiction recovery program.

“Whether in  Baltimore or in Yamhill, 
drug use is often not just a trip but also an 
escape from a place that has become unen-
durable,” the authors write.

Others, like Rebecca Hale in Tulsa, 

Oklahoma, beat her drug 
addiction because of 
intensive programs like 
Women in Recovery.

Both of these stories 
and others show individ-
uals suffering from drug 
addiction who are jailed 
for their abuse but get 
help,  unlike most suf-
fering from America’s 
“War on Drugs” who are 
jailed for their drug abuse, sometimes for 
life.  M ost politicians understand the drug 
war is fl awed, expensive and doesn’t reha-
bilitate most people, the authors write.

Others also benefi ted from per-
son-to-person assistance.

Tanitoluwa Adewumi, an 8-year-old 
homeless refugee in New York City, won 
the New York state chess championship 
in 2019 for his age group because a chess 
coach at his school saw potential in him 
and waived fees to participate.

In rural Pine Bluff, Arkansas, Annette  
Dove’s TOPPS program, a grassroots 
organization , gives at-risk children and 
teens a place to go and mentorship to 
graduate from high school and apply to 
college.

Children today are suffering. The 
authors note the  Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention found that in 2017, 
almost 32% of high school students 
reported persistent feelings of sadness or 
hopelessness in the past year.

The book raises awareness that there 
are still teens who don’t graduate from 
high school and that early-childhood inter-
vention is the best way to help children 
who struggle, especially in families with 
drug or alcohol abuse.

The authors write that, “outcomes are 
largely shaped by beginnings.” Children 
in those families are also at a higher risk 

to repeat patterns of drug 
and alcohol abuse that 
go back generations.   
The authors make clear 
the diffi culty in today’s 
world for those with a 
criminal record and no 
high school degree who 
are trying to get a job.

The authors assert  
America has failed its 
children. But they  also 
point  to solutions. The 
authors note  having 

high-quality early childhood programs, 
universal high school graduation, univer-
sal health care, ending homelessness for 
children and giving a monthly child allow-
ance as ways to help abate our current 
state of chaos.

They also highlight the importance of 
vocational skills courses in high school 
and the ability to retrain unemployed peo-
ple. The authors write, “What holds the 
nation back in part is that tens of millions  
of people are underutilized because they 
lack the education or skill set to be more 
productive.”

I’ve driven through Yamhill dozens of 
times on my way to my alma mater, Lin-
fi eld College, in McMinnville. I played 
against Yamhill-Carlton High School as 
an athlete in Astoria. The town’s prob-
lems refl ect those not just in other rural 
areas but in cities, too. And Kristof and 
WuDunn show there are solutions. Their 
dreams are worth saving.

Readers in Astoria and throughout Ore-
gon can draw parallels to issues  in their 
own communities  and use this book  as a 
guide to chart a stronger future. “Tight-
rope” is a necessary alarm bell for Amer-
icans  to understand the unseen suffering 
of others in order to enact better policies 
for all.

Jonathan Williams is the associate edi-
tor of The Astorian
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Rural America on a tightrope
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The rolling fi elds and hills of the Willamette Valley in Yamhill.

jailed for their drug abuse, sometimes for high-quality early childhood programs, 

Will #TimberUnity rally sway lawmakers?

Sierra Dawn McClain/Capital Press

A #TimberUnity rally at the state Capitol drew thousands on Thursday.


