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Current Events with Frank Damon
Doelger Senior Center has been fortunate to have Frank Damon leading both our Current Events and
History discussion groups for the last 6 years. During this time of physical distancing due to the COVID-19
pandemic, Frank is sharing his current events discussion topics online. Starting on Monday, January 4,
2021 at 1:30 pm Frank will offer Current Events discussion groups each Monday on ZOOM.

Daly City Active Adult/Senior Services invites you to a scheduled Zoom meeting.
Topic: Current Events with Frank Damon
Time: 1:30 pm – 2:30 pm every Monday
Join Zoom meeting with following link:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87222786510?pwd=d0VucFhGYzhMMXVhSUNJTmdFWDNwdz09
Meeting ID: 872 2278 6510
Passcode: 724368
Frank received his BA degree from the University of San Francisco with a dual major in Political Science
and American History. He also earned his MA in Political Science and teaching credentials at USF. Over the
course of his career, Frank taught in the San Mateo Union High School District and at Marin Catholic High
School, Terra Nova High School, Golden Gate University, College of San Mateo, Skyline College and
Canada College.
If you are interested in joining Current Events with Frank Damon, please go to
www.dalycityseniors.org/current-events or contact Frank directly at frankdamon@my.smccd.edu..

Who Am I
She is a 31-year-old U.S. representative from New York City. Her district includes parts of
Queens and of the Bronx, where she was born in 1989. After graduating from Boston University,
she returned to the Bronx to help her mother financially by working as a bartender and waitress.
In 2017, she ran in the congressional primary against a Democrat who had represented the same
district for 20 years — and pulled off a major upset. She easily won the general election, and, at
age 29, became the youngest woman ever to serve in Congress. Since then, she has become
well-known for my outspoken support of progressive policies, including the “Green New Deal.”
So far, her Twitter followers have contributed about $5 million to help Texans hurt by recent
storms and power outages. In addition, she recently volunteered in Texas soup kitchens and food
banks.

Who am I? (Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.)

Ice Storm Causes Widespread Power Outages
Two weeks ago, North America underwent one of its most destructive winter storms.
Snow and freezing rain combined with record low temperatures to cause huge accumulations of
ice in many places across the U.S. Millions of Americans lost power. Some northern states are
used to these kinds of storms, so they were able to bounce back quickly. But high snowfall totals
in southern cities, such as Memphis and Monterrey, Mexico, caused huge problems for residents.
The entire state of Virginia was placed under a winter weather advisory on February
12th. The states of Texas and Oklahoma were especially hard-hit. Dallas recorded its
second-highest snow totals of all time, and Oklahoma City saw its lowest temperature in more
than 120 years. The high demand for heating forced Texas’ power grid to overload and shut
down. What is a power grid? (It is the catch-all name for the network of all the ways that
electricity is produced and delivered in a certain area, from generators and transformers to power
lines.) This failure left many places in the state without electricity for days. Many also did not
have running water, because the cold caused pipes to freeze and burst. So far, at least four dozen
people have been reported dead, although this total is expected to rise. This unusual weather
caused many people to wonder how global warming could be related to the widespread cold
temperatures that enveloped so much of the country. Let’s look at the science behind it.

In order to understand why this storm was so widespread across the continent, we must
first talk about the so-called “polar vortex.” This term refers to the strong, highlevel westerly
winds that encircle both poles. These polar winds are fueled by the difference in temperature and
pressure between the poles and the equator; they are kept in place by the fast-moving current
called the jet stream. The Arctic polar vortex is strongest in the winter, when the temperature
difference is greatest. But global warming can destabilize the polar vortex, weakening the jet
stream. From the diagram here, what happens when the jet stream weakens? This causes the
vortex to widen and wobble, like a spinning top as it slows down. Meteorologists think a lobe of
this freezing Arctic air drifted south, settling over Canada and the U.S. Do you think the quote
here provides a good explanation of this?
Though it may seem counter-intuitive, many scientists say global warming is actually the
cause of the severe cold moving south. They say higher global temperatures, caused by human
activity, are causing Arctic sea ice to melt. While ice reflects heat, dark open water absorbs it. As
a result, the Arctic has warmed twice as fast as other parts of Earth. Models show that the
changed temperature ratio between the Arctic and the equator can weaken the jet stream — and
destabilize the vortex. According to these models, weather patterns will continue to fluctuate due
to warmer temperatures.

In the aftermath of the ice storm, some prominent Texans blamed the failure of wind
power and renewable energy sources. But in the winter, Texas only gets ten percent of its power
from wind turbines. Failures in the distribution of natural gas and oil were much more damaging
during this crisis. Why would officials blame the crisis on renewable sources?
Below, you see the three main power grids in North America. The Eastern and Western
Interconnections serve almost all of Canada and the U.S. During a crisis, their size allows them
to shift power to areas that need it most. The third, the Texas Interconnection, is not connected to
either of these grids. The Electric Reliability Council of Texas, or ERCOT, has maintained its
own grid for decades. ERCOT is proud of its low energy prices and its independence from the
rest of the U.S. However, unlike the larger grids, ERCOT could not shift electricity to meet the
high demand. Furthermore, ERCOT’s pricing model raised rates for anyone whose power stayed
on. Some consumers were hit with bills of nearly $20,000 for six days. Should ERCOT be
reformed? Why or why not?
Some of these problems should have been prevented. Ten years ago, a similar ice storm
paralyzed the state of Texas. An investigative panel recommended that state providers
“winterize” their systems in case this ever happened again. However, as you can see in the quote
here, most of these providers did not take the recommendations seriously.

New Children’s Book Celebrates Ida B. Wells
Professor Michelle Duster has written about many different areas of Black history. But
her new children’s book strikes a little closer to home; it celebrates the life and accomplishments
of the activist and journalist Ida B. Wells — who just happens to be Duster’s great grandmother.
Wells was born in 1862 in Holly Springs, Mississippi. She was three years old when
slavery officially ended in the United States. And she was just 16 when her parents died of
yellow fever. Wells dropped out of college to become the main caretaker of her five younger
siblings. Wells took a job as an elementary school teacher in Memphis, Tennessee. When she
was 21, a train conductor ordered her to give her seat to a white woman. Wells refused and bit
the conductor’s hand when he tried to move her. It ended up taking three men to remove the
five-foot Wells from the train car. She won a judgment of $500 in court, but this was later
overturned. However, Ida B. Wells this incident made Wells famous and launched her journalism
career. In 1889, Wells became the editor and co-owner of a Black newspaper in Memphis called
the “Free Speech and Headlight.” She reported on a horrific lynching in Memphis, in which
some of her friends were murdered. What is a lynching? (An extra-legal killing of someone —
usually of color — by a mob of people.) In an editorial, Wells urged Black people to move out of
Memphis. In response, white residents destroyed her office and printing press, and threatened her
life.

But these threats never stopped Ida B. Wells from what she did best: telling the truth
about injustice.She disguised herself and continued to investigate lynchings in the South. Her
findings were published in a book called “Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases,” and
its sequel, titled “The Red Record.” In 1893, fearing for her life, Wells left the South, settling in
Chicago, where she spent the rest of her life. After marrying prominent Black lawyer Ferdinand
Lee Barnett, she raised five children while continuing her activism. Wells-Barnett traveled to
Europe to talk about lynching, helped to start the NAACP, and fought against segregation in
Chicago’s public schools. She was also a strong advocate for women’s suffrage. In 1913,
Wells-Barnett traveled to Washington, D.C., for an important suffrage march. But organizers
told her that they could not join the march, for fear of confusing women’s rights with race issues.
When the Illinois delegation came past her, Wells-Barnett jumped into the parade, as you see in
the photo here. Would you have done the same thing? Ida B. Wells-Barnett was a well-respected
member of Black society in Chicago. But, during World War One, the U.S. Government put
Wells under surveillance, claiming that she was a “race agitator.” She died in 1931 at the age of
68. In 2020, she was awarded a posthumous Pulitzer Price for her courageous reporting against
lynching.

Country of the Week: Thailand
Thailand is a country in southeast Asia bordered by Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia, and
Malaysia, and surrounded on one side by the Gulf of Thailand and on the other by the Indian
Ocean. Thailand has a population greater than 66 million. The northern part of the country is
mountainous while the southern part of the country is flat, and the Chao Phraya River flows
through the center of Thailand.
The Chao Phraya River is the largest waterway in Thailand, and many smaller tributaries
and floodplains flow into it, forming the Chao Phraya watershed. What is a watershed? (An area
of land filled with several small bodies of water that all drain into a single river or lake.) The
Chao Phraya and its watershed cover more than one-third of the total area of the country, and
many Thai people use these waterways for transportation and shipment of goods. What is
Thailand’s capital and largest city? (Bangkok.)
Bangkok has a population of more than 10 million people, and it is the economic and
cultural hub of the country. Bangkok is one of the world’s most visited cities. This tourism,
along with the country’s banks, its electronic manufacturing sector, and its agricultural output,
fuels Thailand’s economy and makes it one of the wealthiest countries in Asia.
Thailand is a constitutional monarchy. What is a constitutional monarchy? (A
government with a monarch and an elected government.) The current king,
Vajiralongkorn—wa-chee-RA-longkan—has been king since 2016. The head of the government
is prime minister Prayut Chan-o-cha, who has been in office since 2014.

About 95 percent of Thailand’s population is Buddhist, and there are many Buddhist
temples in the country. The most sacred temple is Wat Phra Kaew, which was constructed in
1784. Wat Phra Kaew houses an emerald statue of the Buddha which is considered the country’s
palladium. What is a palladium? (An object or artwork upon which the health of an entire
country is said to depend.) In the past, this statue has been removed from the temple and paraded
in the streets to ward off disease. But this practice has been discontinued and it is now used
mainly for tri-annual ceremonies, where the king dresses the statue in different costumes to mark
the change of the seasons.
Thailand has never been colonized by a foreign power, and has maintained cultural
traditions dating back hundreds of years. The Thai language and script is unique to the country,
and has been used to compose long epic poems that are important parts of Thailand’s history.
Stories from these epics are often adapted into other works of art, notably Khon performances.
Khon is a traditional Thai style of drama and dance that has been practiced in Thailand for at
least 500 years. In 2018, it was honored by UNESCO as an Intangible Cultural Heritage.
Beginning in February 2020, large protests have been taking place in Thailand. The protesters
are unhappy with the government’s banning of the FFP—a left-wing political party in
Thailand—and other governmental abuses of power, as well as laws that forbid any criticism of
the monarchy

This Week in History: Joseph Stalin Dies
The man shown below was one of the most important figures of the 20th century. For 30
years, Joseph Stalin was the leader of the Soviet Union, a nation made up of a group of 11
republics in Europe and Asia, controlled by Russia. The Soviet Union was a communist nation.
Under communism, people are supposed to share all goods and property equally so that no one is
richer or poorer than anyone else, and there are no social classes. However, under Communism
there is only one political party and there is no true democracy. Can you think of any communist
countries in the world today? (China, North Korea, Vietnam, and so on.) The Soviet Union had
an authoritarian government that controlled virtually every aspect of life. What happened to the
Soviet Union? (It lost power as some of its republics left, and it finally broke up in 1991.)
Today, Russia is no longer a Communist nation. Ioseb Jughashvili — yo-SEFF
yoo-gahshVEE-lee — was born in the country of Georgia in 1878. His family was poor, but his
intelligence helped him win a place at one of the country’s best schools. He began to study
writings such as “The Communist Manifesto,” by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. The young
Stalin became convinced that poor people needed to rise up against the upper class and the
government.

By the time this picture was taken in 1902, he was already leading workers’ strikes in the
Georgian capital of Tbilisi. Although he was arrested several times, he continued to lead

demonstrations against the governments of Georgia, Russia, and other countries. He started
editing the main socialist newspaper, “Pravda.” He also started publishing articles using the last
name “Stalin,” which means “Man of Steel.” Why do you think he chose a name like this?
Joseph Stalin became close to some of the major figures behind the Russian Revolution of 1917.
What do you know about the Russian Revolution? (Socialists overthrew the government of Tsar
Nicholas II, and then took over the Russian Empire.) Stalin was part of Vladimir Lenin’s inner
circle at the time. Lenin was a communist revolutionary who took over the leadership of Russia
in 1917 by overthrowing a more moderate socialist leader named Joseph Kerensky. Lenin served
for six years, until his death in 1923. Lenin established the Soviet system. Under this system,
there was only one political party, the Communist Party.
After Lenin died, Stalin took over, pushing aside others who represented any threat to his
authority. As the head of the Communist Party, Stalin was an authoritarian leader in complete
control. Anything he did was automatically official state policy. The city of Tsaritsyn was
renamed Stalingrad to celebrate him. The early years of the Soviet Union were not easy. Stalin
did not prevent a major famine in the winter of 1932. Between 5 and 7 million people died of
starvation during this time. Some historians believe Stalin might have caused the famine in order
to stop Ukrainians who wanted freedom. In the late 1930s, Stalin ordered the jailing and
executions of many political enemies. He also launched attacks against Jews, Poles, and several
other ethnic minorities in the Soviet Union. No one is quite sure how many deaths to attribute to
Joseph Stalin’s policies and orders, but estimates range from 5 to 25 million.
On the other hand, Stalin made sure that millions of people were educated for the first
time, overturning centuries of poverty and ignorance. And the Allies might well have lost World
War Two without Stalin’s decision to enter the war on their side. Millions of Soviet soldiers and
civilians died in the fight against Nazi Germany. What do you think the quote in the image above
means? Would you agree with it?
Joseph Stalin ruled one of the largest and most powerful countries on Earth for 30 years.
But as soon as he died on March 5th, 1953, other Soviet politicians were quick to denounce his
brutal policies. In 1961, Stalingrad’s name was changed to Volgograd. Most of the statues put up
to honor him have been torn down.

