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Let’s talk 
geopolitics.

Now that 
three female 
senators 
— Kamala 
Harris of 
Califor-
nia, Amy 

Klobuchar of Minnesota 
and Elizabeth Warren of 
Massachusetts — have used 
deft debate performances 
to rock the septuagenarian 
male front-runners off their 
pedantic pedestals, geogra-
phy rather than gender is 
coming into play.

The United States may 
have a national culture — 
and television (and then 
the internet) may have 
smoothed over geographical 
differences — but regional 
identity still matters. Why 
else would Vernors ginger 
drink be a beloved Michigan 
specialty? Why else would 
coffee milk and frozen 
lemonade be Rhode Island 
favorites? Why else would 
Pittsburghers insist that a 
jagoff was a noun, and that 
it isn’t offensive? And come 
to think of it, why do some 
people call it a submarine 
sandwich and others call it a 
grinder, or a hoagie, or sim-
ply call it an Italian?

Politics is no different. 
The Electoral College is 
not the only place where 
national preferences and 
choices are trumped by 
regional factors. So, too, 
is the process that leads 
to a presidential nomina-
tion — which is why Harris, 
Klobuchar and Warren 

are on the verge of trans-
forming strong national 
debate performances into 
powerful geographical 
advantages, with important 
consequences.

Klobuchar and Warren 
are from states that share 
borders with vital early 
political states, and Harris 
was elected to two major 
offices in a state that votes 
early in the nomination 
process and that delivered 
a 62% margin of victory to 
former Secretary of State 
Hillary Rodham Clinton 
three years ago — 2 per-
centage points above the 
customary political defini-
tion of a landslide. Clinton 
did far better in California 
than Donald J. Trump did in 
Mississippi.

Klobuchar’s Minnesota 
shares a border with Iowa, 
where the precinct caucuses 
are the first political test of 
the 2020 presidential elec-
tion. (Iowa is surrounded by 
six states; and in the first 
caucuses, in 1972, three of 
the four contestants in an 
inconsequential contest, 
conducted before the cau-
cuses were freighted with 
their contemporary mean-
ing, actually were from 
neighboring states.)

Over the years, candidates 
from Iowa’s neighbors have 
found the Hawkeye State to 
be a peculiarly congenial 
battleground. Minnesota’s 
Walter F. Mondale won 
the state in 1984, and Mis-
souri’s Richard A. Gephardt 
won four years later, with 
Illinois’ Paul Simon tak-
ing a strong second place. 
All three profited from 
the advantage Klobuchar 

is prepared to weaponize: 
busing scores of supporters 
to flood meaningless but 
highly visible events like the 
steak fry scheduled for Sept. 
21 in the Water Works Park 
in Des Moines. Already 20 
of the candidates have con-
firmed they will be there.

Now to Warren and the 
New Hampshire advantage. 
It is true that Sen. Edward 
M. Kennedy of neighbor-
ing Massachusetts did not 
prevail in the 1980 contest, 
but he was running against 
an incumbent president, 
Jimmy Carter. It is true that 
former Gov. Mitt Romney 
did not win in 2008, but he 
was running against Sen. 
John McCain of Arizona, 
who had won the contest in 
2000 and campaigned like an 
incumbent. (Romney recov-
ered and won the primary 

in 2012.)
But consider the success 

Granite State neighbors 
have had over the years. 
Sen. Bernie Sanders of 
Vermont won the primary 
in 2016. Massachusetts win-
ners, besides Romney’s sec-
ond-chance triumph, include 
Democrats Sen. John F. Ken-
nedy (1960), Gov. Michael 
S. Dukakis (1988) and Sen. 
John F. Kerry (2004), and 
the Republican write-in can-
didate Ambassador Henry 
Cabot Lodge (1964). Many 
people believe Gov. Bill 
Clinton of Arkansas won the 
contest in 1992, but the win-
ner was former Sen. Paul E. 
Tsongas of Massachusetts. 
And while the folklore says 
that Sen. Edmund S. Muskie 
of neighboring Maine lost 
New Hampshire in 1972, 
he actually won — but his 
margin over McGovern was 
so small he was damaged by 
his victory.

Now New Hampshire 
looms as the unlikely stag-
ing ground for a dramatic 
struggle between two stern 
New England neighbors, 
Warren and Sanders, pro-
gressive titans with the 
most developed policies in 
the field. The two have cad-
res of home-state support-
ers who can flood over the 
southern and western bor-
ders of New Hampshire to 
provide canvassing armies, 
phone bank legions and get-
out-the-vote couriers.

There never has been a 
“home game” struggle quite 
like this in New Hampshire, 
which within living memory 
was so conservative that its 
governor, Meldrim Thom-
son Jr. (in office 1973-1979), 

put the state on record for 
American withdrawal from 
the United Nations and also 
advocated arming the state’s 
national guard with nuclear 
weapons. Slightly earlier, 
Sen. Styles Bridges (gover-
nor 1935-1937, senator 1937-
1961) was regarded as the 
reactionary’s reactionary 
and voted against condemn-
ing Sen. Joseph R. McCarthy.

The big winner of the 
debates and the calendar 
may be Harris, who opened 
her campaign with astonish-
ing fanfare, then slipped 
from view, and finally surged 
to new prominence after 
challenging the civil rights 
record of former Vice Presi-
dent Joseph R. Biden, who as 
a onetime Delaware senator 
and a Scranton neighbor has 
been counting on a strong 
performance in Pennsylva-
nia’s primary, which to his 

disadvantage is late in the 
process — April 28.

That is eight weeks — a 
lifetime in politics! — after 
the California primary, 
moved from its customary 
early-June slot to March 3. 
In her 2016 Senate campaign, 
Harris prevailed with 62 
percent of the vote, another 
landslide. She has to be 
regarded as the prohibitive 
favorite in California, which 
will account for more than 
a quarter of the delegates 
required for the Democratic 
nomination.

Harris won’t get all those 
delegates, of course, and 
she’s not the only Califor-
nian in the race. Rep. Eric M. 
Swalwell Jr., with a base in 
Alameda and Contra Costa 
counties near San Fran-
cisco, is also a presidential 
candidate with a breakout 
moment in the Miami debate.

He recalled that Biden, 
who would be 81 years old 
when his first term drew to 
a close, once called upon his 
elders to pass the torch to a 
new generation of leaders, 
and he challenged Biden to 
pass the torch himself. A 
moderator asked: “Vice pres-
ident, would you like to sing 
a torch song?” But it was 
more a night to be torched 
than to sing.

Indeed, perhaps the song 
being sung is a farewell — to 
the notion that biology is 
destiny. Perhaps the new 
ballot ballad is a hello — to 
the idea that geography is 
destiny.

North Shore native and 
Pulitzer Prize winner David 
M. Shribman is the former 
executive editor of the Pitts-
burgh Post-Gazette.

Location, location, location
David M. Shribman

Most people have heard of 
Area 51. The legend is that 
this is the place where the 
federal government takes 
retrieved alien technology 
and bodies to be studied and 
dissected. It has been glori-
fied in many movies, such 
as “Independence Day,” and 
numerous TV shows, like 
“The X-Files.”

One of the rumors is that 
captured UFOs are being 
reverse engineered there. 
That is, the alien technol-
ogy is being investigated 
to determine exactly how it 
works. The objective would 
be to use that knowledge 
to create a similar craft for 
human use. Some people 
have claimed to have seen 
UFOs maneuvering around 
Area 51, presumably the 
captured alien craft that are 
being tested.

The truth is that the base 
in Area 51 is, and has been 
since the late 50s, a strongly 
guarded government facility 
used for the development 
and testing of top-secret 
U.S. aerospace technology.

The location of Area 51 is 
in Nevada, about 80 miles 
northwest of Las Vegas. It 
is part of the vast amount 
of barren, moonscape-like 
federal land in that part of 
the state. On the maps, all 
that land is divided into 
numbered areas. Formerly, 
the most well-known areas 
to the public were numbers 
9 to 15. These were used as 
the nuclear test site where, 
up to the 1960s, nuclear 
weapons were detonated in 
deep, underground bunkers. 
Area 51 is shown on the 
maps adjacent to the test 
site, and contains a dry lake 

bed named Groom Lake.
In the early 1950s, the 

CIA established its base 
in Area 51. It recognized 
that it needed a way to 
gather aerial intelligence 
over the Soviet Union. It 
wanted a plane that could 
cruise at 70,000 feet, out 
of reach, they thought, 
of Soviet defensive mis-
siles. The agency secretly 
commissioned Lockheed’s 
now-famous Skunk Works 
to design and build such 
a craft. The Skunk Works 
managers were given the 
responsibility for finding an 
appropriate place on gov-
ernment-owned land to test 
their design. They, not the 
CIA, selected Groom Lake 
in Area 51 for its isolation 
and topographical suitabil-
ity to conduct the tests. The 
U2’s inaugural flight was in 
August 1957. This was the 
first mission at, what was 
to become, the Groom Lake 
base.

The second major project 
at Groom Lake was the spy 
plane successor to the U2. 
The U2 was relatively slow, 
and as it turned out, not safe 
from Soviet missile technol-
ogy, even at 70,000 feet. The 
Lockheed Skunk Works was 
once again secretly com-
missioned to develop a solu-
tion. They came up with the 
ultra-sleek A-12 Blackbird. 
A later, better known model 
with the same “Blackbird” 
name was designated the 
SR-71.

The super-fast, high-flying 
plane took over the Soviet 
spy flights in 1966. The A-12 
flew too high, 95,000 feet, 
and too fast, over Mach 3 (or 
more than 2300 miles per 
hour), for the Soviet missile 
systems. So no Blackbird 
was ever shot down. Later, 
however, the capabilities of 

advanced, satellite based, 
spy technology obviated the 
need for these aircraft. After 
1999, most of them were rel-
egated to museums.

As the Groom Lake base 
in Area 51 grew with other 
advanced development 
projects, the CIA did not 
have a large enough staff or 
the expertise to physically 
or administratively operate 
the site. Instead, they con-
tracted a Boston-area com-
pany to take responsibility 
for the base. That company 
was Edgerton, Germeshau-
sen and Grier Inc. (E.G. 
&G.).

E.G.&G. was formed after 
World War II by a group 
of scientists and engineers 
from MIT who were heavily 
involved in the Manhattan 
Project. The firm became 
a major contractor to the 
government for the nuclear 
weapons program. The CIA 
chose E.G.&G. for Area 51 
because they were already 
operating the Nevada test 
site that was adjacent to 
Area 51 and most of their 
employees were techno-
logically sophisticated and 
had top secret clearances. 
E.G&G set up its special 
projects division, based in 
Las Vegas, to manage the 
CIA contract.

My second job as a young 
physicist was with E.G.&G. 
My responsibilities involved 
working in laboratories in 
the Boston area where we 
simulated the effects of a 
nuclear explosion on vari-
ous materials. The objective 
was to improve the design 
of the warheads on ICBMs 
to make them more impervi-
ous to enemy interference.

I never visited Area 51, 
but I did get to the special 
projects division headquar-
ters and then the Nevada 

test site that bordered on 
Area 51. I had an oppor-
tunity to visit the test site 
as some of my colleagues 
were spending a few months 
there preparing for an 
underground nuclear test.

When I arrived in Las 
Vegas, I checked in with 
the special projects divi-
sion headquarters that 
managed Area 51. This was 
before the time when Area 
51 became known for the 
popular stories about alien 
technologies, so I was not 
particularly curious about 
the place. Furthermore, 
although I had a top-secret 
clearance, I didn’t have a 
need to know what was 
going on at the base. So, I 
didn’t ask and they didn’t 
tell.

But, in the last few years, 
many people who worked 
there have come out about 
what they did. One was 
Jules Kabat, who was an 
E.G.&G. special projects 
engineer, employed at Area 
51 at about the time of my 
visit. Many years later he 
wrote about his two years at 
the secret base, apparently 
without violating his oath 
for confidentiality.

Kabat worked on the 
development of the A-12 
Blackbird. His job, along 
with his colleagues, was to 
monitor the radar signa-
tures of the Blackbirds as 
new materials and design 
modifications were made 
to improve their stealth 
capabilities. His office faced 
the main runway at Groom 
Lake, the official name of 
the Area 51 facility, so he 
would watch the Black-
birds’ impressive take offs 
and landings. He did not 
report on seeing any signs 
of “alien technology” dur-
ing his two years at Area 

51.
Several other engineers 

and pilots also discussed 
their jobs at Groom Lake. 
Their activities were 
related to the major devel-
opments in stealth aircraft. 
The F-117 stealth fighter 
was born here. As was the 
B-2 bomber. I saw a B-2 fly-
ing over Boston during one 
of the Esplanade concerts 
on the Fourth of July. It was 
easy to understand how 
people reacted if they saw 
it during its development 
at Groom Lake. It is a large, 
black wing, flying low and 
quietly. It was unlike any 
other aircraft I had ever 
seen. It would have been 
easily mistaken for a UFO 
if you didn’t know better.

The talk of reverse-
engineering alien technol-
ogy may have also had its 
genesis in what actually 
happened at Groom Lake. 
Captured Soviet aircraft 
were brought there for 
reverse engineering and 

testing. It was easy for con-
spiracy theorists to twist a 
leak of this type of activity 
at Area 51 to make it their 
own.

To this day, Area 51 
remains an active Air Force 
base. In addition to the 
development of the stealth 
aircraft, the first lethal 
drones were tested there 
back in the mid-60s. More 
recent projects probably 
included the stealth helicop-
ters that were used in the 
raid on Osama Bin Laden’s 
home in Pakistan.

There is no evidence 
that the base is involved in 
anything “alien.” Yet the 
rumors will likely continue 
as people spot test flights of 
the latest, most advanced, 
top-secret U.S. aerospace 
technologies. Most of these 
craft will not look like any-
thing ever seen before. So, 
it is easy to understand how 
the rumors will start.

Anthony J. Marolda is a 
resident of Annisquam.

The truth is out there
Anthony J. Marolda
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AP Photo/Cheryl Senter
Democratic presidential 
candidate Sen. Bernie 
Sanders, I-Vt., attends the 
Nashua Pride Parade in 
Nashua, New Hampshire,  
June 29. 

AP Photo/John Locher
Democratic presidential 
candidate Sen. Elizabeth 
Warren, left, of 
Massachusetts, speaks with 
Chris Giunchigliani at a 
campaign event July 2 in Las 
Vegas. 

NASA photo
The SR-71 was developed at the site commonly referred to as 
Area 51. 
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