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Preface
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Measured against the past few years, and against the longer reach of history, many people around the world have come to feel that 2025, the year just ended, was a year of crushing pressure and hard survival.

To call it a year of pressure and hard survival is not to say it brought any great natural disaster or upheaval. Nature, in fact, stayed calm. It was people's lives that gave way, under the weight of a steep economic decline and a souring social order, until even the way they lived was forced to change. There was no world war in 2025 as there had been in 1914 or 1939, and still countless ordinary people could not work or live as they once had. Many were driven from their homes, the way refugees are.

To judge by the official news, the ruling parties and governments of most countries looked back on 2025 as a year of social calm and economic growth. Ruling parties, opposition parties, and government offices: every one of them ran as usual. And for those who held power, capital, or technology, the officials and the magnates, the year delivered triumphs greater still.

Around the world, gold rose by roughly 70 percent and silver by roughly 150. Outbound travelers grew by about 10 percent, more than seven hundred million journeys abroad. America's three great stock indices climbed some 20 percent. China's A-share market rose about 20 percent as well, while its GDP and its trade surplus both swelled past every record they had ever set.

The trade friction between the United States and China was a wound that would not close: before the old scar had healed, fresh rubbing tore it open again. The COVID-19 pandemic, for its part, began in China and kept the Chinese people barred from travel for three long years, and through all that time it made normal work and business impossible. Local governments, companies, families, individuals, all of them fell into loss or watched their incomes dwindle, and all of them took on heavy debt. That debt now lies across the backs of the Chinese people like a mountain.

The ground beneath China's private enterprises has turned merciless. 

Picture the 1930s, when the army of the Chinese Communist Party, driven into flight by Nationalist forces, set out on the twenty-five-thousand-li “Long March,” a road of escape some seven thousand five hundred miles long. They crossed one frozen mountain after another, where the air itself ran thin and their straw sandals left their toes bare to the snow. They pushed across grasslands and marshes that stretched to the horizon and could swallow a man without warning. With no grain to eat, they fought off hunger with tree bark, with grass roots, with the leather of their own belts, and death was never far: a sickness with no medicine, a cold with no coat, a hunger with no nourishment, any one of them enough to end a life. Barely had they set out when, along the Xiang River in what is now the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, the Nationalist army fell upon them. Across more than forty days, from November into December of 1934, a Communist force of some eighty-seven thousand was bombed and shelled from the air and the ground until its ranks had been cut by seventy percent, leaving only about thirty thousand, most of them wounded. 

China's private enterprises now stand in a place much like that one. State-owned firms expand and grow. The giants atop each industry have grown greedy and devious. Greedy, in that a company running online commerce will reach down even into the trade of the street vendor selling vegetables, leaving nothing for anyone else. Devious, in that what they show is never what they do: a price marked “on sale” has quietly been raised first, so the discount is a lie. 

The internet platforms have become islands in the sea, each hoarding its data on its own shore. They fence their users in the way landlords enclose a field, and any merchant who once sets up shop on a platform is held fast, bound to pour in ever more money, more traffic, more searching for customers, with no way to break free. The room left for private companies is squeezed and drained, and they shut their doors or go under by the thousands.

Ukraine is still being shelled by Russian guns, as it has been for more than three years now. In the Middle East, hatreds among nations and peoples that have run on for more than three thousand years are breaking once more into fresh conflict and war, the old enmity swelling and grinding on.

In the United States, the Trump administration has launched what amounts to a war on migrants, raising an unbroken wall along the Mexican border and enlarging immigration prisons in city after city. At the same time it has launched a tariff war against very nearly every country on earth, swinging tariffs like a great club that churns the waters of every ocean, until businesses and markets can no longer run as they should.

In Southeast Asian countries such as Myanmar and Cambodia, the so-called gray industries thrive without check: fraud, money laundering, human trafficking, gambling. Their governments have long leaned on these gray industries to keep their revenues and their growth, and officials go so far as to take a cut and to shield the trades and the men who run them by every means at hand. The countries and the people harmed by these industries grow more numerous by the day. Thailand was driven to turn its weapons on the Cambodian border, and China sent armed forces of its own to root out the criminals of the gray industries in northern Myanmar.

In Britain, politics is shifting. More and more people throw their support behind the party that once launched Brexit and saw it through, and the tide of conservatism and unilateralism keeps widening.

All of this is still happening.

As for how I judge myself, I am an ordinary man. Yet my writing and my words have a way of naming the corruption, the injustice, the monopolies, the disorder of parties and governments and great corporations, and in the naming they seem to touch a nerve in those leaders and leave them uneasy. I began as a farmer with no more than a junior-high education, and by study and enterprise I climbed, by special exception, to rank and title in both politics and the academy, enough that in China I was counted as having entered the “middle or upper” circle of mainstream society. Then my fortune turned. My business failed in that punishing market, and because the company's debts fell to me personally to repay, I became a poor man, and once again one of the people at the bottom.

Through 2025 I was a fallen leaf, blown by the wind and carried by the water, unable to hold my own course, never knowing where I would come to rest. And so I went, moving from country to country and city to city in search of some cheap and passing place to stay, surviving like a refugee in one strange corner after another. Yet the path of that survival kept bringing me to others: the people in cramped rented rooms, the people in immigration jails, the people scraping a living at the bottom, the people fleeing their own bad luck, the people brought down by failure, the people who grew rich as American stocks and the world's gold climbed, the people who lost everything as China's markets and home prices fell. My own path became a kind of thread, drawing many lives and many stories together onto a single line.

In 2025 I passed through the United States, China, Dubai, Barcelona, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Hong Kong, the Philippines, Canada, and Japan. Let me tell it to you the way one tells a story: what I, a fallen leaf, came to see, and what I, a single thread, drew together.
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Chapter One

A Tiny Rented Room
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By early December, Americans begin getting ready for Christmas: the festivity, the fine clothes, the gifts, the holiday. A new year is almost here.

When I came back to Los Angeles from Puerto Rico, I found, through a Chinese-language information site run for Chinese immigrants, a tiny rented room of about eighty square feet. The rent was seven hundred dollars a month, internet and utilities included, and it gave me, with no income and very little savings, somewhere to lay my head. Having somewhere to live mattered more than I can easily say. True, I already owned a brand-new Toyota RAV4, bought with thirty percent down and seventy percent on loan, and in theory I could have made the car serve as both transport and lodging, the way some Uber and Lyft drivers do, earning, eating, and sleeping in the vehicle. But writing has been my love for many years and long since become a habit. I write every day, and so, unlike the drivers who make the car their whole life, I needed a few more things: a desk, an internet connection, a room. I could not do without them.

I moved into the room on Christmas Eve, 2024. It was one unit in an old apartment building of more than twenty rooms. Outside my window lay a swimming pool of about three hundred square feet, though I never once saw anyone swimming in that cramped little pool. Even so, its water stayed clear and blue. My room was on the ground floor, and people passed by the window all the time. To keep them from seeing the bare bed, the battered desk, the space so small you could take it all in at a glance, I kept the blinds down every day and left the light on even in daytime.

The whole building was let out by a Chinese landlord, and the tenants were all people from Latin America, South America, and China. The more than twenty rooms of varying sizes stood door to door, only a short distance apart, yet the short distance brought no contact or exchange among the renters. Marose had been a classmate of mine in a free English class at Pasadena City College half a year earlier. She had moved in here with a child more than a year before me. The ceiling over my head was the floor she walked across every day, and I had no idea she lived above me. Marose earned a thin commission income of a little over two thousand dollars a month at an insurance company. When I contacted her through WeChat to ask about car insurance and to buy a policy, she saw my address and exclaimed in surprise, “We're actually living together!” I corrected her. We were living next to each other.

Through the Christmas and New Year that Americans look forward to most and dress up most for, the building I lived in stayed silent. There was no holiday decoration, no ritual, no festive air at all, as if it were a space sealed off from American society and from Christmas and the New Year alike.

People were wishing one another good luck for the new year, but this new home brought its new tenant no luck. One night my car was slapped with a sixty-five-dollar ticket: I had parked on one side of the street but left the front of the car facing the wrong way. America has all sorts of parking rules. Sometimes they are spelled out in tiny print on a small traffic sign; sometimes a driver is simply expected to know the codes and customs of a particular city or community. Only God, perhaps, could understand the state I was in when I saw that ticket and, with the help of a translation app on my phone, finally grasped what it said. My heart collapsed on the spot. Sixty-five dollars was a full week of groceries.

Faced with that sixty-five-dollar ticket, I could only blame myself. After hauling load after load of pots and pans, pillows and bedding, little tables and little chairs out of the stuffed Toyota and into that eighty-square-foot room, I had still, one evening, worked up the spirit to drive five miles to Pasadena to see a Christmas-and-New-Year light display, making up for my loneliness that way, giving my soul a little of the holiday air. I drove back late at night and parked on a street near the apartment, only to run into another soul, a traffic officer, who was still out writing tickets in the small hours. In the end I never actually paid the fine. Instead I filed a written challenge with the city of Alhambra. My argument was this: “Are you really so short of money? Could you not be a little kinder to a newcomer? As a traffic expert from China, I simply cannot understand this kind of ticket of yours. I parked at night facing the wrong way, yes, but it obstructed and affected no traffic whatsoever.”

* * *
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Now, in America, I am as ordinary as can be, a Chinese man waiting on his immigration status. But I was once a traffic expert in China, a columnist on social and economic affairs for the central media, the author of seven published books, literary and professional, a man with various honors, titles, and public posts. When I judge that the weight of those honors and titles might do me some good, I still reach for them first when introducing myself to a stranger. At the very start of my talks with the landlord here, I mentioned that I was a writer. The landlord, a building contractor by trade, turned noticeably more respectful in his tone, the way people in China commonly do, in the habit of respecting educated people and writers. He readily agreed to my request for a short six-month lease, and on his own initiative knocked fifty dollars off his asking price of seven hundred fifty a month, on the condition that I spend a little time keeping the kitchen and common areas clean. Any new immigrant who has rented in Los Angeles knows that seven hundred dollars a month is genuinely cheap. For the year before this, I had lived in the backyard of someone's house, a room of around two hundred square feet, at a net rent of eighteen hundred a month, with water, electricity, gas, and internet all on my own tab. And a year before that, when I had just arrived in Los Angeles, I lived in a room nearly the same size as this one and paid twelve hundred a month.

How much did money matter to me? By any measure of simply getting by, I had fallen well below the line, and had been there for more than half a year.

At the end of November 2023 I was still running my own company in China, and on the books my assets outweighed my debts. But the receivables, money owed me by clients for projects I had fronted the costs on, had gone uncollected for years. My industrial land and factory buildings had badly depreciated. And my intangible assets, the trademarks, patents, copyrights, technical standards, and the like, had no market value that could be turned into cash. All of this shrank the company's asset value swiftly over the span of just three years, until the net assets I could convert to cash fell far below debts that might come due at any moment. It was like walking, in an instant, into a boundless swamp or quicksand that could bury me at any time, like a man drifting unawares to the edge of a cliff, no way back, already sliding down.

My company's debts were almost all borrowed from banks. And not only my company: every small and midsize private firm that wants financing can turn only to the banks, because private lending carries the legal risk of being charged with “illegal fundraising,” and the private online lending platforms have all been shut down. For a company like mine, insolvent, its orders, profits, and scale shrinking year by year, the banks' internal rules require that loans be called in and no new ones issued. In China this is what the financial and business worlds call “cutting off the loans, pulling out the loans,” and over the years countless companies, large and small, have gone under on that very death line. The Chinese government issues policies every year, again and again, demanding that banks not “cut off and pull out” loans to real businesses. But perhaps those policies are only meant to soothe private enterprises and ease their distress, for the government never shoulders the banks' lending risk, and a bank that cannot recover a loan will be held to account and penalized by that same government. So the banks, while outwardly echoing and supporting the government's policy, in practice still cut their losses in good time: no matter what natural disaster, social calamity, or economic depression has raised a private firm's operating risk, the rule is the same, cut off the loans, pull out the loans.

What everyone needs to understand is that in China the government and the banks are, in truth, “father” and “son.” Every bank was established by the government with public funds, and every position inside a bank carries an official rank, matching the ranks of government civil servants.

Before the COVID-19 outbreak that everyone so loathes, my company was engaged at once in product research and development, manufacturing, and engineering projects. In the economic downturn that set in around 2017, talent was always short and capital always scarce, sales hard to grow. Time and again it was a matter of robbing Peter to pay Paul, borrowing one sum to repay another, scraping by day after day while dreaming of growth and expansion.

After the COVID-19 pandemic ended, my company, like many small and midsize private firms, kept going on the strength of one government policy after another, taking them as light and faith to lean on. The situation was like the old Chinese parables of “drawing a cake to ease hunger” and “gazing at plums to quench thirst”: you draw a cake on paper for a starving man to look at, as if it were food to dull his hunger; when thirsty, you picture the sweet-sour taste of plums until your mouth waters and the thirst, perhaps, eases.

The hardship lasted about four years, before and after the pandemic, held up through anxiety, enduring through depression. The long psychological strain threw my body's functioning into disorder. A lesion developed in my left breast, and I had it surgically removed. Understand that I am a man, and I had a breast removed. The odds of breast disease in a man are about one in a hundred thousand; to fall ill with it is both a disaster and a thing hard to accept. One reality was that I was insolvent. Another was that assets once worth something had now lost their value and could not be turned into cash. If I stayed there on the edge of risk and crisis, could I keep the business running? Perhaps. But for how much longer? There was no knowing. And what would become of a company that kept on that way? In all likelihood it would soon burn through everything and collapse. On top of which, the bank had already issued formal notice that the loans had to be repaid as soon as possible, with no chance of further lending.

Turning it over and over in my mind, I followed the Chinese saying, “unless the old is broken, the new cannot be built,” and I decided to go bankrupt.

Around the time my company went legally bankrupt, I would face policy obstacles and legal risks, the kind dictated by a mechanism in which the bank, a “publicly owned” enterprise set up by the government, is the creditor. Any individual or company that cannot repay a loan may be “designated”, by the decision of government officials, not by any clause of law, as illegal or guilty, and may become one of the “people who have lost credit and face legal enforcement” (measures taken by the courts to restrict travel, tourism, the use of bank accounts, business activity, and the holding of significant posts in organizations of any kind, though this is not a crime). To skirt these risks, under that political system, of a company's bankruptcy dragging the individual down with it, I decided first to stop operating altogether, then to attempt a legal bankruptcy. (In China, private enterprises generally cannot go bankrupt through legal channels, and the legal route to personal bankruptcy is still being piloted in a handful of cities, among very few people.) So I bought a plane ticket and flew to America, which left the company in immediate collapse.

At the end of May, half a year earlier, I had used up the last of the seventy-odd thousand dollars I had. Looking back, perhaps I should not have shown my newly developed products, Active Light-Emitting Road Signs I had developed in China, at two transportation-industry trade shows in the United States, and certainly should not have gone ahead with registering a company, building a website, and trying to open up the market in America. Had I saved that money, I could surely have lived in ease for far longer. Those new products, as a business proposition, meant facing American governments and corporations, promoting a new concept, a new technology, new channels, and a new model, and that was something tens of thousands of dollars could not possibly accomplish. In truth I knew the difficulty and the risk of breaking into the American market, but I clung to faith and to a gambler's hope.

In the course of trying to open the market, the worst of it was this: the American research institutions and technology companies that, ten years before, had welcomed me to exchange new technologies now flatly rejected my application to visit again. Clearly American society was shifting, like “a change in the weather,” changing with the change in politics.

The reality of running out of money at the end of May was that I had become a poor man, facing the prospect of not even being able to pay next month's rent. As it happened, just at that moment a government official back home, a man who had helped me ten years earlier, came to me with a request: would I help host his family on a trip to Los Angeles? He had meant to accompany them himself, but because he was a government official he had been granted neither the leave nor permission to take out his passport. Everyone “within the Chinese state system”, in the government, the state-owned enterprises, the research institutions, must surrender their passports to the government or their work unit; at first this was required only of officials, but it later grew to cover all staff, and so it has been for nearly a decade. Faced with this request from my official friend, I could not refuse. He had once helped me on an engineering project, and although I had since answered many requests of his in turn, I still had to give him full face​[1]. “Slapping your own face puffy to pass for a fat man”, that was exactly my situation: poor, and still bound to find a way to give both my friend and myself some face. So I had no choice but to sell the one used car I owned, a second-hand Toyota Accord, for eighty-five hundred dollars. That gave me the money to host them, to rent a somewhat better car and accompany his family for a week, and it solved the rent problem for the time being too.

The money from the car was soon gone. Unable to mind my “face” any longer, I thickened my skin and borrowed from three old friends back in my hometown. I call it borrowing, but in tone it was more a matter of pressing them to find a way to help me through the crisis, to give me face. In all I borrowed a little over ten thousand dollars.

To be honest, I have more than ten thousand acquaintances saved in my phone, but friends and social circles do not mean money you can borrow. The people I felt I could actually ask, and actually get it from, numbered no more than five.

To survive, perhaps I should have found a way to work illegally in America. For illegal work, the easiest job to find is delivering parcels; almost no other work can be had. As I was learning English from scratch, unable to read it, speak it, or follow it, I could look for work only within the circle of Chinese immigrants.

They say the Chinese restaurants, large and small, have all been reported, in keeping with the law, by immigrant “illegal workers” from China themselves. For a Chinese owner, hiring an “illegal worker” is against the law; of course they get penalized, and they have come to dread the same thing happening again and will not hire “illegal workers” anymore. Beyond that, labor work like food delivery and driving has been hedged about by all the major online platforms with every kind of qualification rule for legal employment.

Why is parcel delivery as illegal work so easy to find? Because China produces all kinds of small goods at low cost and low labor expense, sells them cheaply into America, and American society has a vast appetite for Chinese small goods. Many low- and middle-income Americans order on online platforms, so that enormous numbers of small parcels, once shipped to the United States, have to be delivered to countless households. This market, too, is of course run by Chinese operating the logistics and delivery channels, who seek ever lower labor costs for higher profits.

In the last couple of years, as China's economy kept sliding, housing prices collapsed, and unemployment shot up, thousands upon thousands of people have crossed illegally into America from the Mexican border every day. In Chinese society, the way of going to America and entering illegally is called “zou xian” or “run.” “zou xian” refers only to those who cannot obtain a U.S. visa through normal means and so enter illegally: they have to detour through Southeast Asia, Turkey, or some other country, then fly to a South American country that admits Chinese without a visa, and from there cover some four thousand miles, walking along the roads across the Amazon rainforest or riding through one country's land and sea customs after another in illegal crossings, heading north at high risk of being kidnapped, falling ill, or being attacked by wild animals, of ending as bones by the roadside, until at last they climb over the wall at the U.S.-Mexico border and enter America illegally. “Run” refers to those who, dissatisfied with the state of things, leave China and at the same time choose to become long-term immigrants, including those who go to America or other countries on legal visas, as well as the illegal immigrants who go by zou xian. Among Chinese immigrants in America, a sizable share of those who “run” enter as visitors on a B1/B2 visa and then become legal immigrants by applying for asylum. For everyone who comes by zou xian or run, the months before obtaining a work permit, a legal right to work, are extremely hard to survive.

As for parcel delivery as illegal work, the Chinese logistics companies need low-cost labor, and the great numbers of new immigrants from China who came by zou xian or run need a job to earn a living and survive, so a supply-and-demand relationship formed of its own accord. But under these conditions, the Chinese newcomers in the illegal labor market were, in those two years, plainly the weaker party. First, too many Chinese seeking illegal work competed for posts by underbidding one another. Second, Chinese bosses would, on one pretext or another, collect a “work deposit,” then dock the deposit or the wages. Third, given the difficulty of the delivery routes and the sheer physical toll, a full-out day of more than ten hours netted only a hundred or two hundred dollars.

None of this, of course, was my reason for not seeking illegal work. As a Chinese, I am one of those who have held, for thousands of years, to the creed that “food is the people's heaven.”​[2] The trouble was that years of long, heavy physical labor in my youth, and years of writing and running a company in middle age, had left me with multiple herniated lumbar discs, spinal stenosis, and chronic cardiovascular disease. Never mind driving for long stretches or delivering parcels on foot, even sitting, standing, and walking in daily life had to be done with care.

With these poor states of body and mind and their compounding risks, after contacting Chinese bosses about illegal work time and again, I gave it up, time and again. That kind of money from illegal work, I wanted to earn, but I had not the life in me to earn it.

Here it is worth explaining my status in America: asylum.

Why did I choose America? Why apply for asylum?

It was not that I did not know I would have to apply for asylum once I reached America, nor that I was unaware applying would mean I could not leave the country for a very long time. Under U.S. immigration policy, an asylum seeker must go through a complicated, drawn-out process of application, interview, and a scheduled court hearing, three to five years at the least, eight or ten at the most. Before obtaining a green card, anyone who leaves the country is deemed to have abandoned the claim or committed fraud, and in principle may not reenter the United States for ten years. But American policy on this is not absolute either. Some people, on account of a relative's death or the like, obtain “advance parole” (a document approved by the U.S. government allowing one to leave and return) and can pass in and out normally once; others, in a sudden emergency with no time to apply for advance parole, still manage to return to America after leaving. Even the asylum scheduling itself is shot through with uncertainty, the timing varying widely, the luck differing from one person to the next. Though I knew full well all that applying for asylum would mean, I gave little further thought to whether it suited me, or to whether my entering as an illegal immigrant did not, in fact, “violate the U.S. Constitution.”

Besides, many people, including many ordinary Americans, often confuse “unconstitutional” with “illegal,” not realizing that an illegal immigrant has not, in fact, “violated the U.S. Constitution.” This is because the U.S. Constitution governs the government, not the individual; illegal entry violates “federal law,” not the “Constitution.” This gives those who immigrate to America much room and many paths for solving different problems.

As things stood in November 2023: first, I was truly powerless to face and resolve the various problems of a broken operating cash flow, tormented in body and mind, wanting only to make up my mind faster and pull myself out, leaving the company in de facto collapse. Second, I had earlier sent both my daughter and my son to study in America, and my son was still at school in Boston, so going to America made good sense. Third, of all the other countries, America was the one I had traveled to and from most and where I had the most friends, and I hoped to keep developing my innovative products and market there. Looking back now, perhaps it was a failure of my own judgment, perhaps it was my “inner demon”​[3] driving me, my unwillingness to give up the new technology and products I had spent years developing and building.

A year or two before that, I had tried applying for a U.S. extraordinary-ability green card, the EB-1A. Measured against the program's conditions and qualifications, I met six or seven of the ten requirements in full; the three or four I did not meet were special cases involving things like medical matters. That is to say, by ordinary reasoning I had a hundred-percent chance of obtaining a U.S. green card. But that was ordinary reasoning, and it was the ordinary reasoning of before 2020. In October 2020 U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services issued a new immigration policy that, barring special permission, forbids extremist members of authoritarian political parties from entering the United States, applying for a green card, or immigrating. A few months after I had signed a contract with an immigration agency and submitted my application materials, I was told my status could not pass review, and was given a full refund. The immigration lawyer said that unless I could delete every news report about me on the internet, to prove I was not an extremist member of an authoritarian political party, any other immigration program I applied for would be refused as well. Fortunately I was among the earliest to obtain a ten-year U.S. B1/B2 visa, with multiple entries, and within its validity I could still enter America normally.

Knowing the mountain holds tigers, go toward the tiger mountain anyway? Yes. Besides the inner demon driving me at the time, there was another important reason: I was lured by how easy it seemed to make money in America, and like the countless people who cross mountains and rivers to “run” there, I wanted to make money. And as a writer, I needed freedom of speech all the more.

In China, given the industry and scale my company operated in, I could sense the economy turning cold or hot in an instant, even ahead of time. It was only that, not yet driven by the worsening economic environment and operating hardship to the very last edge, the very dead end, I could not bear to truly give up. Whether I could keep holding on and keep operating, I knew in my heart, the company's life or death hung on whether the banks would go on lending. It was like the saying, the last straw that breaks the camel's back.​[4] So I had to prepare myself for the moment that “straw” came down: what was my “camel” to do, where was I to go to save my life?

In fact, the time and space left me to consider what to do had already run out. In the year after the pandemic ended, I exhausted every sum I could shift or juggle, fell behind on wages, fell behind on payments to suppliers, while the balance owed to the banks grew larger and larger. Where to go to save my life, I had to give that thought and make arrangements.

As a writer, I revere and pursue freedom, yet in those years my self-published accounts and articles were judged by the online platforms to be in violation of rules and law, throttled and deleted, my accounts forcibly suspended for a week, a month, even three months, as common an occurrence as a household meal. And so, using the chance of going to a program at Harvard University in September 2023, I made a point of detouring through Los Angeles for a few days, to do some research and weigh my choices about “where to go to save my life” once my company collapsed.

In some dim way I knew disaster was bearing down on me, and that flight was the best course.​[5]

The man who provided my chartered-car tours during my time in Los Angeles was a middle-aged Chinese named Avi, two years younger than me. We later became friends. By the travel industry's job categories, Avi was a driver-guide, both chauffeur and guide. I call it a chartered-car tour, but I was in no carefree mood for sightseeing. What I wanted more was to learn, through Avi, how a stranger arriving in America was supposed to survive. Though I had come to America many times, it had almost always been with my itinerary fully arranged in advance, spending money, sightseeing, visiting, studying, with no real understanding of American society, least of all the lives of immigrants and people at the bottom. Avi was willing not only to share everything but to take me to see his two houses; modestly he said they were no mansions, but to me they were both Big Houses, with swimming pools.

It is well worth telling Avi's story. His fate is bound up with the times, and it had a profound effect on me, so that later I rushed, without hesitation, to “run” to Los Angeles.

Avi had spent his earlier years in a small city in the north of Jilin Province. He said he grew up in the great rural northeast of China, the very picture of an uneducated man who never finished primary school, “as good as illiterate.” He said he counted himself among the first to feel they were about to be cast aside by the times: computers, the internet, he could do none of it, and but for the smartphone he would have had nothing to sell but his cheap blood and sweat and brute labor. The trouble was that in the rural northeast, men wanting to sell their cheap muscle were there for the grabbing by the handful; that was not even “competition,” that was trading blood and life for money just to get by. Avi had been laid off in the great policy wave of the state's call for technological innovation and a new round of “revitalizing the northeast.” Because he had been born with an urban household registration(hukou),​[6] once laid off he was unwilling to seek a living lower down, to go vie with the rural laborers at trading blood and life for money. To earn a little blood-and-sweat money that way was no way to live a normal life. He began wracking his brains for ideas: opening a restaurant, running a barbecue stall, opening a hardware-and-tools shop. Whatever he could think of and act on, one business failing before he tried another, he tried them all, and not only failed to make money but took on a load of debt, borrowing from every bank, relative, and friend he could. In the depths of personal, de facto bankruptcy, at his most desperate, someone gave him an idea: in America there was a chance to make big money. That would have been 2014.

Avi really did believe there was a chance to make big money in America, though he had never even been to Beijing, the capital, let alone abroad. But for the man he was then, leaving China to escape being hounded by creditors day after day was easier to bear than hiding here and there with “no face” left. The one who suggested he go to America was an immigration agent who, to earn the fee for handling Avi's emigration, gave him two options: get a U.S. B1/B2 visa and apply for asylum after flying in and entering America; or get a Mexican visa and apply for asylum after crossing illegally into the United States. Going by way of Mexico, with no language, he simply did not dare run the risk. As for a U.S. B1/B2 visa, with no job or property, no taxes paid or social insurance, he could not possibly get one approved. But in those years almost no Chinese wanted to leave for a far country, visas were relatively easy, and there were crooked back-alley methods (6) too, so long as you gave money and gave time. So he talked his wife around, sold this and that, took on debt, and scraped together fifty thousand yuan for the agent handling the U.S. visa.

In under half a year the agent really did get Avi his U.S. visa. Visa in hand, he set off at once, bought a ticket, packed his clothes, and flew from Beijing. His wife truly could not bear to let him go, for Avi's prospects in America were uncertain, as good as a parting between the living and the dead. On the train to Beijing the couple held each other and wept, the tears welling up of their own accord, the tears on his wife's face never drying. Avi said that had there been the slightest turn toward survival, any better way, he might not have gone at all.

The plane landed in Los Angeles, and Avi, walking out through U.S. customs with nothing but a backpack of clothes, had only sixty dollars on him. Knowing no one, following the useful information he had searched up on his smartphone, he went straight for the city of San Gabriel, where Chinese live in concentration. In his early forties, in his prime, willing to do any kind of physical work for whatever wage, he was taken on that same day by the owner of a Chinese restaurant. Room and board included, an “illegal” wage of more than three thousand a month paid in cash bills, doing odd jobs and washing up in the back kitchen.

Avi said it seemed the good environment, the good chances, the good times had all come his way: in those years work in California was easy to find, money easy to earn, immigration easy to win approval for. In about half a year he had earned enough to cover the agent's fee, rent, and a down payment on a car. When Avi gave notice, the Chinese restaurant owner could not bear to see him go, but warmly and sincerely laid on a lavish Chinese meal for him; they spoke many heartfelt words and became friends.

After quitting, Avi worked as a driver-guide and registered a travel company. In those days far too many Chinese came to Los Angeles to travel. There were those who chartered a car for several days of sightseeing to their heart's content, those who needed to buy fine watches and luxury goods, those who spared no money to accompany officials on their tours. So long as the service was good, there was no want of money to be made: guests would give large tips, and the luxury sellers would pay commissions. Once he had some savings, he bought car after car on loan, more than twenty at the most, renting them out to Chinese travelers or hiring people to drive and guide. This service of his was exactly the “local reception” driver-guide that China's major travel platforms urgently needed. All told, over eight or nine years, Avi paid off his debts back home early, his wife and children all immigrated to America after him, he bought two houses in Los Angeles and one in the city of Qingdao back in China. By Avi's rough reckoning, his net assets that could be cashed out at any time came to more than five million dollars.

Everything I had heard and seen of Avi's extraordinary, almost legendary reality left me voicing my admiration over and over.

And yet Avi said the last two or three years of his life had begun to grow worse by the day, worse by the year. He went on to tell me of the harsh effect on him of the larger social and economic climate in China and America. The U.S.-China trade war kept escalating. China's side drew its controls on “people within the Chinese state system” leaving the country ever tighter. The American side, for its part, issued all manner of visa and immigration bans on Chinese party and government officials, and the tourism business cooled fast. Right in that hard moment the COVID-19 outbreak struck: the flights were gone, the streets and alleys empty. In that grim state he shut down the car-rental business in 2020, sold off every car he could, and kept only three for the couple to drive doing tours and food delivery. Luckily, in the worst year or so of the pandemic, food delivery and shopping-help services were especially easy money, and the couple could earn about a thousand dollars in a single day. Avi said the two of them actually found themselves hoping America's pandemic lockdown would last longer. To his regret, America led the world in reopening the free movement of people.

The life Avi told me of was the stuff of legend, vivid and splendid, and the reality of it was grim and full of helplessness too. He said the refugees pouring into America from the Mexican border each day numbered as many as ten thousand, of whom at least thirty or forty percent were Chinese. As more came, work grew hard to find and wages fell. The per-parcel and per-delivery rates kept dropping, and almost no travelers came on chartered tours from China anymore, against so many driver-guides doing local reception in Los Angeles. Avi and his wife now got by with one of them working as a driver-guide and the other delivering food, thirteen or fourteen hours of work a day netting four or five hundred dollars, enough to keep the household going. To earn money, like many Chinese immigrant families, Avi's family had partitioned every rentable room in their two houses into “tiny rented rooms” to let. Most of these Chinese immigrant family lodgings are unregistered, doing business with travelers from China.

On the matter of applying for asylum in America, I learned practical knowledge from Avi too, and came to understand more. People usually assume that to apply for asylum in another country one must be either a refugee from war or a victim of political persecution. By that common understanding, surely no one in China lives amid war, so the many Chinese who go to America to apply for asylum must all be citing political persecution, and might that not involve fabrication against the facts? To understand it that way is perhaps not wrong. But America is America, and America has its own political and policy logic. The reasons for applying for asylum in America are of many kinds:

Those restricted in their religious belief or religious activity; those discriminated against or attacked for being homosexual; those whose homes have been forcibly seized and demolished for land; those forced into abortion under family-planning rules; those who, with grievances and wrongs, petitioned over the heads of local authorities and were maliciously “diagnosed” as mentally ill; those left with no way out because a neighbor built over and seized their land, with nowhere to appeal; those whose street stalls were fined and confiscated by city-management officers or who were handed to the police for detention and questioning; those whose child was set upon and beaten by classmates at school, only for an official to demand of them, “why is it always your child who gets bullied? Look to yourselves for the reason”; those who, amid the mass deaths and injuries of a traffic accident, were brought under the “concern and care” of several cadres to sign and accept a mediated settlement against their will; those who stopped to help an elderly person who had fallen, only to be required to prove they were not at fault and, unable to prove it, arrested; those who, for an inadvertent mistake, were repeatedly “designated” at meetings large and small by their superiors as negligent, presumed guilty. There are far too many; I will not list them one by one here.

If you are an ordinary person, perhaps you think politics is far from you. But once you have heard of these events and phenomena, do you think they count as politics? Is politics tightly bound up with your daily life? Think more deeply still: if you were the victim in these phenomena and events, how would you understand political persecution? Yes, the politically persecuted are not necessarily those figures designated as “rebels” or “reactionaries” for opposing some party's politics.

There is a peculiar phenomenon in America: outside China's embassy or consulates, you will often see Chinese people holding banners or posters, crying out their grievances and wrongs, or venting their fury and cursing the ruling party and leaders of their own country. This is rare anywhere in the world. Ordinarily a nation's immigrants in another country depend on their embassy's help with many overseas-citizen matters. To the citizens of many countries, loving one's own country is simply human nature. Even if one is unhappy with the system, the ruling party, and the leaders, one can use the law in one's own country, march in protest, exercise one's rights; there is no need to damage one's own country's image outside the embassy stationed abroad. That such things happen so often outside China's embassy is peculiar indeed.

I, for one, opened self-published accounts, one after another, on the WeChat public platform, Toutiao, Douyin, Sina Weibo, and Xiaohongshu. It is a great technological age that gave an ordinary man like me open platforms on which to show my abilities and views from every angle, a chance to widen my influence and to make more good mentors and helpful friends. Unhappily, the state-government-level “special campaign to purify the online environment” is often carried out, setting all kinds of sensitive and forbidden words, so that an article easily trips the sensitive and the forbidden. Throttling the traffic, banning publication, deleting articles already published, taking videos down, forcibly halting a self-media account for a week, a month, or several months, and being summoned and admonished by the government or police of the administrative district where I worked whenever an article or video touched on something politically sensitive, all of this often left me anxious, frightened, even depressed.

To say speech is not free: in the streets and alleys people whisper, and behind closed doors, in some little tavern, three or five like-minded friends can pour out all the chaos and injustice of the world. To say speech is free: a man like me certainly has no such thing. And as I have felt it on my own body, it is politics that has inflicted on me a persecution that violates the Constitution.

Objectively speaking, Chinese society did, because of one period of reform and opening, become better and better, and for that reason too I would try to post and speak as metaphorically and obliquely as I could. The bloggers who posted and spoke more nakedly or boldly were, at the lighter end, detained, and at the heavier end, imprisoned. Among them was a household-name real-estate magnate whom the public called “Cannon Ren” (a nickname meaning his words fired off like a cannon), who nakedly and boldly declared in public that the “wall”, the political system, should be torn down, and who was then, in his seventieth year, “investigated” into certain economic problems involving “state-owned assets” and given an eighteen-year sentence. By comparison, had my own posts and speech been more blunt and more forceful, disaster would almost certainly have come down on my head. As the old Chinese saying goes, “if you walk by the river all the time, how can you keep your shoes from getting wet?”

Avi said that a writer whose speech is restricted in its freedom can readily qualify for asylum in America. And U.S. refugee-asylum policy is such that so long as the content of the asylum application a person submits is in order, they will first be received, then enter the review process. That is to say, even if a person makes up a story out of whole cloth, the U.S. immigration authorities will receive it and enter it into review. More important still, within six months of the asylum application being received, the applicant will receive from the U.S. government a five-year Employment Authorization Document (EAD), a work permit, and a lifelong Social Security Number (SSN). That means that whether or not one finally wins asylum, one holds, in the meantime, every bit of the status needed to work legally, do business, and have healthcare, education, retirement, and social credit in America. Though none of this means one can ultimately obtain a green card, for many immigrants it already counts as a “pass” to earn a living and survive. Those who entered America by zou xian may have less than a ten-percent chance of finally getting a green card, but that does not stop them from working and living in America long-term.

The matter of applying for U.S. asylum is often regarded by Chinese students and the wealthy as a “loss of face.” And the interesting thing is that in a later conversation with a Chinese consular official in America, I asked the man how he viewed Chinese people applying for U.S. asylum. He said there were certainly cases of fabrication and slander against the Chinese government, but that in fact more than ninety percent of Chinese immigrants in America obtained their status through asylum. With a group and a figure so vast, some have entered politics and business in America and become well-known figures in every walk of life, some often donate money and goods to their hometowns, return to China to start businesses and invest, and some have even become a political force for the lawful rights and interests of the Chinese immigrant community in America. The Chinese government surely respects them.

When it comes to how people understand applying for U.S. asylum, trying to explain things to certain Chinese, and to change them, is often neither necessary nor of any use. A well-known writer from Shanghai made a special trip to Los Angeles to visit me, and we talked deeply for a day. About America, all that he wished to know and all that I knew, I told him. My articles had been forcibly deleted many times, my self-media accounts blocked many times. My professional book had been reviewed and barred from publication for raising the objection that a policy “must not define a single mandatory technical path.” My literary work could not be published because its genre and content could not pass review, and so on. These facts made up my need for freedom of speech, my need to apply for asylum. I am not a refugee in the true sense, nor an illegal immigrant. I have not slandered or made false statements, still less am I a reactionary against the state. I am only using America's laws and policies to seek a lawful immigration status. Even so, in an article the writer wrote after returning to China, he still described me as an “illegal refugee.” I made no argument with him at all, and kept silent. Everyone has their own understanding and definition of the right to free speech. And everyone's understanding needs lived experience or hardship of their own before it can run deep.

What use is a large immigrant population to America? Lee Kuan Yew, the first prime minister of Singapore, once said: “No country in the world can keep flourishing while its population shrinks.”

Over the past fifty years, America's total population has grown by more than fifty-five percent, with foreign-born immigrants contributing over fifteen percent of that growth, and in 2023 to 2024 net international migration contributed about eighty-four percent of the growth.

Back to reality: in the tiny rented room, the things I thought about most were four.

First, when would I ever have work and be able to earn money.

Second, what on earth had happened to human society as a whole, and what would next year hold.

Third, how could I bring my daughter to America again to settle, for at the start of 2023 I had agreed to her giving up the H1-B lottery spot she had won and returning to China, and I wanted to make up for that mistake.

Fourth, whether swallowing castor beans, or burning charcoal inside this eighty-square-foot room, would more easily bring my own life to an end.

In the week from Christmas Eve to New Year's Day, I wrote a ten-thousand-word essay, “The American Phenomenon,” published in Chinese on the WeChat public account “Innovation Society” and in English on Daily Kos and Substack. The awkward thing was that in the course of using Daily Kos, a platform founded by Democrats who proclaim democracy and freedom, another of my articles, “Trump: The World and China in America's New Opportunity,” was deleted, and articles of the same title and content were barred from being published again.

Perhaps the world is one and the same. The freedom of speech I understand and want turns out to require narrowing the scope of free speech.
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Chapter Two

The American Phenomenon
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These days, an increasing number of Chinese look to American society as a mirror or a metric, using it to gauge and measure their own lives. This fascination runs remarkably deep: on the streets and down the alleyways of any Chinese city, almost anyone can hold forth at length, confidently parsing which facets of America are commendable and which are fundamentally flawed.

With a history spanning just two and a half short centuries, America and its people possess a relatively brief past. Yet the literature written about this country is so dense, repetitive, and overlapping that it often verges on the tedious. Even so, America ultimately defies encapsulation. Its relentless transformations, its staggering plurality, and its sheer sociological sprawl refuse to be captured by a single vantage point. Living within American society today, however, has allowed me to observe the country from an entirely new perspective.

Consider the most remote Native American villages: by now, they too have been quietly reshaped by global forces. The corner gas station might be managed by a European; the clerk behind the counter of its convenience store arrived from South America; the driver filling his tank has flown in from Asia or Africa. Along the rural roadsides, one mailbox after another—crude iron boxes nailed to weathered wooden posts—holds letters and flyers bearing the names of corporations and brands from a dozen different nations. The single thread binding these disparate people and objects together is English, the tongue brought over by the British when they colonized the Americas. Yet even that English has refused to remain static. Generation by generation, it has drifted into what its speakers now call American English—a language that absorbs every new wave of immigrants while simultaneously leaving them to wrestle with its idioms as if they were learning a foreign tongue all over again.

To enter any American neighborhood is rarely to experience a single country; more often, it is to encounter a mosaic of the entire world. For those who come from "closed or semi-closed" societies, the very concept of the "international" can be impossible to envision; Americans, conversely, can scarcely conceptualize what a closed society even looks like. What baffles an American beyond comprehension is why a nation would wall itself off, banning the internet platforms that the rest of the world shares, or why its citizens might believe that the downfall of a single political party would mean the destruction of the nation itself. To an American, when the Democrats take power, America remains America; when the Republicans take power, America remains America. A political party is merely one of countless organizations within a society. To join an American party, you fill out no formal application, undergo no multi-tiered vetting, attend no mandatory screening meetings, and certainly pay no dues. A party is simply a vehicle for an idea, a platform, or a stance—an organization you are free to enter or leave at will. People from every corner of the earth come to settle here, and wherever they gather in sufficient numbers, the neighborhood transforms into a Chinatown, a Koreatown, a Thai Town, a Little India, a Little Spain, or a Little Denmark.

Let the ruling party fall, let an election be lost, or let a political faction dissolve—even as the ethnic and racial proportions of its society shift dramatically, America remains fundamentally America.

I once spoke with a middle-aged Uber driver who had left the Netherlands for America more than a decade ago. His wife and children, however, still lived back home. When I asked what it was about America that held such a powerful draw for him, he replied that America was vibrant—a place where one could constantly encounter an endless variety of people, settings, and pleasures. The Netherlands, by contrast, felt far too monotonous, where almost everyone spoke only Dutch.

Another manager at a car-rental company, a man in his fifties, told me he had immigrated from Australia. More than ten years prior, while traveling through America, he met a Vietnamese woman who had settled in the United States. It was a romance that felt like a miracle transcending time and space: they were drawn to each other the instant their eyes met, fell into a deep embrace, and were soon married. Together, they raised four children. When I told him that in China this kind of romance is called "love at first sight," he laughed with pure delight, his expression momentarily returning to the magic of that first encounter. His sprawling family now had relatives scattered across Australia, Europe, and Asia. When asked about his future, he said he had built too many friendships and discovered too many ways of living in America to ever truly leave. Perhaps in his twilight years he might return to Australia, or perhaps he would simply work in America until his final days.

I also met an octogenarian from Taiwan who had lived in America for over forty years, sharing a large house with his wife. His children had established successful careers of their own, some in China and others in America. When I asked what brought him here and why he never returned, he traced it back to the "good fortune" of the 1970s, when he followed a Taiwanese corporation across the ocean to work at its American factory. In those days, before a man departed Taiwan, his family would see him off with traditional gongs and drums, celebrating his exit from a land of poverty, hardship, and political friction, bound for the wealthiest, most advanced nation on earth—a place with boundless room for advancement. The wages and social security in America far exceeded anything available in Taiwan. Though his life for years was anchored to the grueling routine of the factory floor and the quiet rows of his suburban home, he never once entertained the thought of looking back. He could have returned; his ancestral family home, privately owned, was still standing. Yet he could no longer stomach the cultural habits he remembered from Taiwan—the vanity, the backstabbing, the smiling, two-faced dealings. "The Chinese always say the fallen leaf returns to its roots," he told me, "but they ought to understand that every river eventually finds its way to the sea. Home is wherever the land receives you, not just Taiwan or the mainland alone." In America, he added, a man doesn't have to waste his life navigating the exhausting politics of social obligations. Give him decent work and his health, and he can live well.

Then there was a man from northeastern China, nearing fifty, who told me he had crossed the border via zou xian two years earlier. He intended to send his daughter a dowry of seventy thousand dollars by the coming spring. He endured this grueling labor for one reason alone: to provide his daughter with a comfortable life, and to ensure that his relatives and friends back home would look up to him and grant him face. Beaming with pride, he opened his American banking app to show me his monthly deposits. The balance steadily climbed, leaving him with a surplus of over four thousand dollars each month. Dollars came easily here, he remarked. During his initial stretch, before he possessed legal status, he survived on undocumented manual labor. Once his work permit arrived, he put his welding skills to use, pulling in seven to eight thousand dollars a month before expenses—a sum unimaginable to him back home. In China, he had spent twelve hours a day crouched amid welding sparks without a single day off, earning less than fifteen hundred dollars a month. Looking at the deep creases etched into his face and the heavy scars on his hands, I understood immediately, without him saying another word, the physical toll that such labor exacts. China's one-child policy had left him with a daughter who was his sole treasure; securing that seventy-thousand-dollar dowry was the defining mission of his life, and once accomplished, his heart would owe nothing to the world for the rest of his days.

The annals of American history are filled with tales of refugees and immigrants of every stripe who started from absolutely nothing. These "American Dream" narratives contain equal measures of immense hardship and remarkable opportunity. Yet, when too many stories share the exact same arc, the narratives themselves lose their narrative currency. The true value lies in the tangible reality: that these individuals earned money, transformed their lives, and lifted up their families back home. To those who live in America, the world is divided into only two kinds of people: those who have immigrated to America, and those who have not. Because a path to immigration always exists, whether one chooses to walk it remains entirely a matter of personal choice.

A meticulous reading of history from the Great Depression onward reveals that the widely lauded United States Constitution never functioned quite the way its mythos implies. It never permanently insulated American society or its people from systemic evil and injustice. America’s politics, society, and economy have all survived profound traumas, inching forward through bitter struggles and institutional failures—the steep price demanded by democracy and freedom, for which there has never been a shortcut. Following the Second World War, the Cold War cast a massive shadow over the republic. No matter how advanced American technology became, its geopolitical force often landed like a fist driven into a bale of cotton—swallowed up, spent, and accomplishing little. It was only with President Nixon’s diplomatic gambits abroad that American technology, corporate brands, and consumer culture finally flooded the global market, sending a massive wave of prosperity rushing back to American society and its people.

Naturally, Americans have long held themselves up as a beacon of human democracy and liberty, which means the people of this land are fated to shoulder a disproportionate share of the world's burdens. And the more easily immigrants can accumulate wealth within America, the more directly the rest of the world feels the shifting currents of global technology and power.

Following World War II, America found itself beset by crises both at home and abroad. Internationally, French President de Gaulle cultivated a fierce reputation as an anti-American figure, casting a long chill over Franco-American relations. West Germany's Neue Ostpolitik emerged as a deeply thorny diplomatic challenge for Washington. Soviet communism stood in stark, irreconcilable opposition to American-style democracy and freedom. Meanwhile, America allowed itself to be drawn into the Vietnamese civil war, miring hundreds of thousands of its troops in a bloody quagmire. Forced into a retreat on the Korean Peninsula, it also stood in near-total isolation from China. While the global militarism of the Second World War appeared to yield an unprecedented surge in American military and technological dominance, the reality was far grimmer: America faced not only an external environment where it ran into walls at every turn, but a domestic economic landscape that was dangerously fragile.

Rapidly expanding urban centers and massive infrastructure projects, such as the interstate highway system, pushed municipal and federal debts toward the brink of bankruptcy. Industrial capacity suffered from massive structural surpluses; pioneering technological products lacked viable domestic outlets; and the substantial research and market investments of countless firms failed to yield expected returns, forcing them to shutter and declare bankruptcy. Simultaneously, industrial emissions, automobile exhaust, and the widespread use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides poisoned the air, ravaging both the natural ecosystem and public health. Refugees, racial strife, and a widening chasm between the rich and poor arrived in a relentless, compounding procession.

Had American technology and manufactured goods failed to find global outlets, the American economy would have inevitably resembled a lumbering rhinoceros, wandering into a boundless swamp and sinking deeper by the day. Granted, such vulnerabilities are the inherent risk and price of technological innovation; yet, no society can truly withstand the catastrophic fallout when those risks collapse into reality. One need only look back at the era surrounding the end of the First World War: America’s pioneering breakthroughs in aviation were built upon a mountain of capital and human lives. In sectors like automobile manufacturing, telecommunications, maritime shipping, medicine, and advanced materials, no matter how much capital was poured into research, without scaled commercial application, it all amounted to zero.

What was it, then, that broke this historical impasse and set American technology on a vast, open highway? The answer lies fundamentally in the American business model.

Consider Avis, one of the largest vehicle-rental conglomerates in America. With annual revenues reaching into the billions, it maintains a net profit margin above twenty percent and holds over a billion dollars in cash reserves. This is a corporate scale that many Chinese companies can scarcely fathom—on par with the revenues generated by the absolute top-tier tech giants in China's frontier sectors. Yet, when founder Warren Avis started the venture in 1946, he invested a mere eighty-five thousand dollars to open his first rental location at Detroit's Willow Run Airport.

Similarly, Ben & Jerry’s, a quintessential American ice cream brand, saw its sales approach a billion dollars in 2023, maintaining an incredibly high volume for its proprietary products. Its founders have always openly embraced their humble origins in 1978: one of them spent a mere five dollars on a correspondence course in ice-cream making from Pennsylvania State University. They then pooled twelve thousand dollars—four thousand of it borrowed—to open their first scoop shop inside a renovated gas station in
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