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ST. LOUIS — Six-year-old Otto Martin stared at two words on a T-Shirt. 
 
"What does that shirt say?" he asked his dad. 
 
Jim Martin paused. The shirt was hanging on a metal stand, next to a gas station near 
Washington University. 
 
"It says, 'Eff Trump,'" Jim Martin said. "Remember we were talking about free speech 
today?" 
 
Free speech was on full display in St. Louis on Sunday, the day of the second presidential 
debate between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump. Many students and citizens had 
pointed things to say about the candidates, especially Trump, since the release of a lewd 
recording led several prominent Republicans to distance themselves from their nominee. 
 
Washington University senior Breckan Erdman held up a sign for TV cameras on 
campus. The sign began with the words, "Hands off my," and ended with an image of a 
sleeping cat. 
 
"His comments really pissed me off," Erdman said, referring to Trump. Her dad called 
her midday to let her know she had made the news.  
 
Seventeen-year-old Abraham Martin, a student at Ozarks Academy, spent the afternoon 
volunteering for the Trump campaign as a golf cart driver. 
 
"Because I'm wearing a 'Make America Great Again' hat, I've gotten some scoffing and 
cursing from people I pass by," Martin said. 
 
Washington University spent millions of dollars to prepare for the debate. Sophomore 
business student Jerry Abah said the Secret Service had to sweep his fraternity before the 
candidates arrived.  
 
"They came in with dogs and went through all the rooms to make sure there wasn’t any 
dangerous contraband or missing bodies," Abah said.  
 
The university designated one fenced-in grassy area as a "Free Expression Zone," 
complete with security guards and a metal detector. 
 



Sophomore Carter Patterson spent several hours making a papier-mache sculpture 7 1/2 
feet tall to display in the zone. He said his sculpture symbolized the Republican nominee. 
 
He and a friend, freshman Henry Wineburgh, rolled it down the street on a red dolly. 
Neighbors looked on. 
 
"What is that?" asked a woman. 
 
"It looks like a papier-mache penis," one man said. 
 
The sculpture, however, would not fit through the metal detector and was turned away. 
 
Other people used the debate's spotlight to draw attention to issues that will last long after 
Election Day. 
 
Cynthia Bauer stood inside the zone with two signs hung over her shoulders. Each was 
covered in laminated pages, photos and charts about a bizarre, but horrifying, problem: In 
a landfill near St. Louis, trash is burning dangerously close to nuclear waste left over 
from the Manhattan Project. 
 
Next to Bauer was Kathleen Dombrink, who used to teach Bauer's kids. 
 
"Thank you for being such an activist," Dombrink said. 
 
"You know why I do it," Bauer said. 
 
Less than a mile from campus, a crowd gathered in a parking lot next to Cicero's 
restaurant. Charter buses had brought in demonstrators outside from outside the city to 
join with St. Louis activists for a march to promote a $15 minimum wage. 
 
"I just got fed up," said Bettie Douglas, who was one of the first to speak to the crowd. 
 
Douglas went on strike today from her job at McDonald's. She said she's spent nine years 
making $7.90 an hour, and she used to commute four hours a day to work four-hour shifts 
at a different McDonald's. 
 
Frances Holmes, who helped organize the march, was the first to step up to the 
microphone. 
 
"I haven't heard any of these presidential candidates address our issues!" she said. 
 
"Yes you have! Yes you have!" shouted a man carrying a poster for Green Party 
presidential candidate Jill Stein. 
 
Further back, Rob Gardiner wore a sign promoting a Schnucks boycott. He said he's 
worked for the Schnucks warehouse since 1978 and used to love the company. He 



understands that a boycott could hurt him. But the chain fired 234 employees over the 
past several months, and Gardiner doesn't see a good reason for the downsizing.  
 
"They're making a lot of money," he said, referring to Schnuck's ownership. "They just 
want it to be more." 
 
The organizers didn't get a permit to march down city streets. Yet police officers helped 
stop traffic and block off roads for the hundreds of people holding signs, bullhorns and 
one massive inflatable joint. Chants of "black lives matter" mixed with shouts about 
"poverty wages." 
 
The marchers were finally stopped on Ellenwood Avenue. 
 
A line of police officers on bicycles blocked the way. Each wore a bright white light 
affixed to his or her bike helmet, and they stood silently while demonstrators paused, 
uncertain, under enormous trees that flanked the road. The sun had set, and there were 
few streetlights. 
 
Then a man and woman with bullhorns ordered everyone to turn around. 
 
As the demonstrators left, the line of officers stood firm. After a moment, all that could 
be seen were 20 lights, hovering in the blackness. 
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