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Dedication

For the trailblazers,

including Fred Boccella and the late Arline Hammond Bunch,

and the rest of my wonderful family

who all believed in the power of education




Introduction

College Like My Grandma Used to Make

My grandmother never got a chance to go to college.

Yet she started one.

That’s a slight oversimplification—she actually took over a small, struggling secretarial school and turned it into an accredited college awarding bachelor degrees to the middle class of Middle America—but still, her unlikely story tells us a lot about what college became during our bold twentieth century. And what it no longer is today.

By the time Arline Hammond Bunch passed away in 1987, at eighty years and one week of age, she’d handed out thousands of diplomas from Midstate College in Peoria. To Central Illinois farm girls dreaming of taking flight in the heyday of Pan Am. To Caterpillar assembly-line refugees seeking a pathway to the American Dream inside the ledger book of accounting, and to the tempest-tossed victims of 1980s layoffs yearning to learn computers. The degrees she conferred on others had once been an impossible dream for a farmer’s stubborn daughter like her.

ARLINE WAS BORN IN LOWRY CITY, MISSOURI, POPULATION ROUGHLY 460, almost dead-center U.S.A. The year was 1907, and a booming industrial nation was finding its confidence that each generation should, and would, do better than the one before it. Lowry City is located in St. Clair County, a place where the Ozark Mountains surrender to endless American flatlands, where the options for even the smartest girls were few, or maybe none—even if your late-life father had been the most prosperous cattle farmer in town.

I can only imagine Arline Hammond, eighteen-year-old high school grad in 1925, as a younger version of the Grandma Arline I got to know decades later—a big-boned, cattle-calling-loud, determined woman, with maybe a dollop of the entitlement that came as a Brahman living among the cows of west-central Missouri. After high school, she taught in the local one-room schoolhouse—the only possible job for a bright young woman—until the first pangs of wanderlust sent her to an out-of-town secretarial school. There, one day, she had her lightbulb moment while working the keys on her manual typewriter. She could teach this stuff so much better than her instructors, she thought. It was the beginning of an odyssey that took her all the way to California and back, where the vision would become reality as Midstate College.

Like any good yarn, there are many places where this saga could have run off the rails. In 1929, after her brother-in-law had a bizarre run-in with lawmen in Lowry City who accused him of selling the same cows to two different men, he’d fled to California. So Arline, her sister Thelma, Thelma’s two young kids, and the sisters’ mom all piled into a Ford Model T and headed West, Beverly Hillbillies–style. Arline thought the Golden State could be a golden opportunity for a secretarial school. She hadn’t anticipated the sizzling hot day when the Ford overheated on the first dusty iteration of Route 66 in the desert of the American Southwest, and she had to ask a band of local Native Americans on horseback to lead them to a mechanic. Or what happened when they finally reached the Pacific coast on October 29, 1929—the exact day of the great Wall Street Crash. Or that the young man that Arline married out west—a “pump jockey” from the newfangled gas station named Russell French—would learn his stomach pains on their honeymoon were in fact terminal cancer. Eventually, there’d be small secretarial schools in Anaheim and St. Louis and Peoria and points in between that came and went. Her early business partners also came and went, including one who took the money and ran off to Mexico. And yet through the decades of raising her three kids and nursing my occasionally ill grandfather, A. B. Bunch, along with everything else, the dream of Midstate College persisted until finally it happened. There was a momentum in mid-twentieth-century America, always pointing skyward.

Arline and A.B. finally bought that small, struggling business school in Peoria in 1966, and renamed it Midstate College. She was dean of students, and she didn’t correct people who understandably assumed that she herself must certainly have a bachelor’s degree. After all, postwar America had changed so quickly from Arline’s youth that now anybody with a little gumption could go to college—a point that Arline and A.B. hammered home as they sat in the living rooms of Illinois farmers and pleaded with them to send their daughters to Peoria, despite its (well-deserved) reputation as a rum-soaked “Sin City.” Grandma Arline recruited new college students with an almost evangelical fervor, earning commissions that got her and her three kids through some lean years when A.B. was sick, and filling Brown’s Business School with so many upwardly mobile girls that it started to look like a good future investment.

After America helped win World War II, it seemed like any farmer’s daughter or son of the assembly line at East Peoria’s massive Caterpillar tractor plant had a shot at doing even better, of working with their brains instead of their hands, of becoming not just smarter folks but more civic-minded ones. College had once been a narrow pathway to success for the pampered elites—handing out bachelor’s degrees to just one of every twenty U.S. young people—but in this new age of mass higher education, college had transubstantiated to become the living embodiment of the American Dream, and Arline and A.B. sold that notion to the rural gentry and their wide-eyed daughters with the zeal that less scrupulous hustlers used to sell encyclopedias.

It’s no surprise, then, that Arline drummed it into her children—especially her oldest, Bryan, a brainy proto-beatnik who was listening to his Charlie Parker records when the other kids at Peoria’s Central High School’s Class of 1953 were at football practice or the drive-in—that they would be the first Bunch or Hammond offspring to actually go to college.

So when Bryan Hammond Bunch jumped the ladder a couple of rungs and won a full scholarship to go east and attend a small, elite private institution—Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut—an idea became firmly cemented in my family, never to fade away. College—and what college could do for you—was indeed the American holy grail. Bryan went back to Peoria long enough to literally marry the girl next door, then zigzagged back to New York, where he worked in publishing while the oldest of his three children—me—was born in 1959. At some point very early in my childhood consciousness—even before any inkling of sex or death and all that existential jazz—came an almost instinctual awareness that success, as a human being, would hinge on where I went to college.

More than a half century after the baby booms and economic booms and the atomic booms of the 1950s and ’60s, we are still clinging to the fast-melting permafrost of a now no-longer-new idea that college is the American Dream. So much so that we are refusing to admit that somewhere in the middle of a long and stormy postindustrial night, the dream has morphed into a nightmare. That a ladder greased with a snake oil called meritocracy has changed from joyous kids climbing higher than their parents to a panicked desperation to hang on to the slippery middle rungs. And that even at the polluted top, neither bewildered parents nor stressed-out graduates are quite sure what they’ve just bought for all that cash (or, increasingly, a mountain of debt).

That’s why I’ve been thinking so much lately about the journey from my Grandma Arline and Midstate College all the way through my own kids, and how and why higher education came to mean so much to my family—and quite likely yours—over the course of an American century. Because I sensed that understanding this slippery ladder would be one small step toward getting my arms around an even bigger story I’d been pondering for years. That one only starts with looking at how the American way of college went off the rails. All those modern ailments—the unfathomable tuition bills, the massive student debt that collectively has risen to $1.7 trillion (or more than the nation owes on all its credit cards), the elite schools with the single-digit admission rates that today resemble luxury spa hotels more than academies of learning, the growing number of middle-middle-class kids forced to eat from food pantries or even experience homelessness in a desperate paper chase for college credentials—have had profound consequences extending far off campus.

Our current conversation about “the college problem” in America doesn’t cover the half of it. Even if the revolution actually comes in the 2020s and we adopt a far-left, Bernie Sanders–style vision of free public universities that also wipes away most or even all of that mountain of student debt, those fixes will only work for the roughly half of Americans attending—or at least trying to attend—college. Why aren’t we talking more about what happens to the folks who never left Lowry City like my Grandma Arline did, or people in a place like Peoria who thought they were following the footsteps of men like my Grandpa A.B., by signing on with Caterpillar—only to become one of the company’s twenty thousand union workers in central Illinois whose jobs have vanished since the 1990s? Our leaders give patronizing lectures to America’s youth that college is their only way to survive in a twenty-first-century “knowledge economy”—and yet that system is effectively walled off from half the public.

ME? IT TOOK AWHILE FOR ME TO RECONCILE THE BIG ISSUES I WAS writing about as a journalist for the Philadelphia Daily News and as a part-time author with the stuff I was increasingly doing to make ends meet. I had to overcome some self-inflicted personal setbacks at the turn at the millennium that made me wonder how on earth I would ever send my own two kids away to a good school, especially the two years they’d be in college at the same time, as tuition and board at private universities raced past $50,000 a year. My only “hobby” in mid-adulthood was spending my weekend on drudgery freelance writing projects for OK-but-not-great pay—a history of a local bank, endless profiles of small-time CEOs—to ward off the moral failure of not being able to afford the right college. But even though this Hail Mary strategy kind of worked out in the end, and my offspring did go to very good private institutions, the experience still felt totally different from how I’d imagined. The excitement that my high school friends and I shared in the 1970s when we snuck into bars and spent hours nursing a beer and talking about which college we thought we were going to get into had become the twenty-first century’s existential dread of whether higher ed was even worth it.

My son was a college senior in the fall of 2016 as that year’s intense presidential election unfolded. The previous year, I’d become obsessed with the upstart bid of Vermont senator Bernie Sanders, who clearly inherited the mantle of Occupy Wall Street, and who made eliminating that $1.7 trillion college debt a core promise of his campaign. His message didn’t resonate with my generation of baby boomers thrilled to see a woman whacking on the White House glass ceiling in Hillary Clinton—and who didn’t think twice when she called Republicans rallying to the reality-TV demagoguery of Donald Trump “a basket of deplorables.” Trump seemed to know just one thing about politics, which was how to stoke voters’ resentment against look-down-their-noses elites. At a rally in Nevada, Trump blurted out, “I love the poorly educated!”

And they loved him back . . . all the way to the White House.

Trump’s stunning upset victory on November 8, 2016, launched a cottage industry of trying to figure out what the hell just happened. News organizations like the New York Times kept sending reporters to run-down diners in southern Ohio or West Virginia again and again and again, determined to find the magic answer. Was it “economic anxiety,” or racism, or something else? Their antennas picked up the resentment, but no one dug deeper into who resented whom, or why. As a now-veteran political journalist, I saw everyone still dancing around the problem. No one wanted to contemplate the collateral damage from a rigged system where college now locked in America’s gross inequality—meaning a gilded adulthood for a select few and backbreaking debt for millions more, while everybody else locked out of this “knowledge economy” were told they must be a sucker or a loser.

I wanted to tell this story because its root cause demands to be no longer ignored. While the nation’s political journalists remain largely locked into the tropes of the twentieth century, a few academics were doing yeoman’s work about “the college problem” of the twenty-first century, but missing the connection to America’s political breakdown. I wanted to start back in those heady, optimistic years after World War II to tell the entire history of how college became the American Dream . . . only to instead crush it. And I wanted to see what was happening on today’s campuses with my own eyes. The United States needs a better, different conversation about fixing all the pathways into adulthood, and understanding how we got here is the first step. And there was that one other thing. Thanks to my Grandma Arline, I thought the story of college was in my DNA.

WHEN ARLINE AND A.B. BOUGHT BROWN’S BUSINESS COLLEGE, AND renamed it Midstate, their timing seemed terrible. As the New Deal became LBJ’s Great Society, government was expanding its support for public education, including a wave of new community colleges that would offer a similar curriculum but at little or no cost, thanks to taxpayer subsidies. What eventually became Illinois Central College opened in East Peoria, near the biggest Caterpillar plant, in 1967. During that era, a lot of so-called business colleges shut down. But Midstate grew. Arline pushed for Midstate to gain a higher accreditation, to offer four-year bachelor’s degrees, and—after she died, under the leadership of my Uncle Dale (Arline’s other son)—to move from its downtown quarters to a roomier campus on the edge of the city.

How’d they succeed? Partly, I think, because Arline and Midstate clung to the notion—then popular, now quaint—that education was a tool of self-betterment and not just rote career training. Students training to become executive assistants didn’t just learn typing and shorthand but were required to take general education, even a course on how to comport one’s self in the world of business. “There was always a feeling,” recalled my dad (who eventually served on Midstate’s board), “that you had to have skills but also had to have a general education, and learn how to be a better employee.”

But Midstate also rode the changing zeitgeist of what college in America meant. When community college and expanded public universities gave those farm girls coming out of high school more, cheaper options, Midstate changed its recruitment and its schedules to attract more midlife adult students. By the late twentieth century, a college diploma was less an academic trophy and more an admission ticket to an increasingly dog-eat-dog workforce, and grown-ups who hadn’t gotten the memo at age eighteen now needed to get back in the game. But the game kept slipping away from them.

When faith in the American way of college began to wane after years of runaway tuition, Wall Street smelled blood in the water. The growing pressure on the nation’s working classes for a credential to earn a living wage created a huge opportunity for grift. It was filled by an avaricious new breed of for-profit college chains, backed by big-time financial equity. In the 2000s, these sharks competed for students, and when Washington tried to impose new rules to crack down on the abuses (which had left hordes of young people deep in debt, for often worthless diplomas), the good guys like Midstate suffered every bit as much as the bad guys.

On July 22, 2019, Meredith Bunch—my first cousin, and the school’s then-president—announced the inevitable: Midstate was closing for good, in a matter of days. Its values forged in the optimism that burned brightly after the New Deal and World War II were crushed by the cold realities of the twenty-first century. The campus would be sold off to a blood-disorder clinic.

In the end, it wasn’t crazy for Arline Bunch with her high-school diploma and her Route 66 dreams to start a college, though maybe it was a little insane to think it could last forever. But what about her vision, and her seemingly ancient notions about the power of higher education, and the unexpected doorways it could open, and not just for country-club heirs? If the American Dream isn’t college anymore, can we start working on a better one? And could that Next New Thing arrive before political rage and resentment trigger a new civil war? In the spirit of a dusty, nearly forgotten 1929 road trip, this is my expedition into the world of college. I like to think Grandma Arline would be proud.




Chapter 1

Life During Wartime in Knox County, Ohio

The bobbing hills of central Ohio’s Allegheny Plateau take a motorist driving east on Gambier Street past bland nursing homes and freshly painted ranch houses. The occasional yard sign—JUST SAY NO TO SOCIALISM—does more than hint at the political leanings of most residents of this small town in Ohio. There is little clue that Kenyon College, a place where parents from the real canyons of the Hollywood Hills or the artificial ones of the Upper West Side spend upward of $300,000 over four years to send their children, will be quickly coming up on your left.

One last downhill plunge into the late-winter fallow farmland of the Kokosing River takes a driver past a picture-perfect farmhouse adjacent to a barn, a small grain silo, and a defiant blue TRUMP/PENCE 2020 yard sign. Maybe that’s a metaphorical middle finger to the airport buses that come from Columbus, an hour away, bringing America’s future progressive elites to the sloping hillside just behind it. Even this close, the only hint of Kenyon’s presence is a massive construction crane that looms far above the thickets of white swamp oaks. Such a crane is a familiar site in the skylines of big cities, or universities with research medical centers that never stop growing. But it looks so out of place on this two-lane road in the dead middle of Ohio that, at least to a city slicker, feels very much the middle of nowhere.

The giant crane exists in Gambier, Ohio (pop. 2,391) because an anonymous donor in 2017 gave Kenyon a whopping $75 million so that the liberal arts college could build a new West Quad, including a sleek modern library with a long glass atrium and a new admissions office. The updated academic luxury will help the elite school impress kids and their parents, and entice them to pay up to $75,000 a year—without which Kenyon would be unable to service the bonds that cover the rest of the $150 million project. The heavy construction equipment now turning an anonymous billionaire’s dream into reality arrived on campus right around the same time the German corporate giant Siemens announced it was shutting down one of the last remaining sources of good blue-collar jobs in nearby Mount Vernon, the flag-draped county seat where Gambier Street originates. Gone were the final 134 jobs at a factory campus that had employed 2,400 two generations ago.

In pondering what I came to think of as America’s “college problem,” I should make clear that Kenyon College is not typical—nor would the leaders of this 198-year-old citadel of higher learning ever want you to think that. The school’s writer-in-residence, in the quote that gets the biggest type on Kenyon’s website, calls it “The kind of place that can feel like the heart of the universe . . . when you picture a college, you see a place like Kenyon.” But does that mean when you picture higher learning in America in the 2020s, you must picture a place where—according to the New York Times, in 2017—one of every five students strolling across the campus green in ripped jeans hails from the top 1 percent of the wealthiest families, and where 60 percent of students are from the top 20 percent of income? Or, to look at the other side of the coin, must the heart of America’s college universe also rank in the bottom five of all U.S. colleges and universities in the percentage of its students accepting government Pell Grants, which go to middle-class and disadvantaged families making less than $60,000 a year?

I had come to Knox County, the home of Kenyon since its founding in 1824, exactly because the place is so atypical. And because it rises from the throbbing Heartland of a nation where political division—increasingly pitting college-educated liberal elites, like the four hundred or so who graduate in Gambier every spring, against the un-diplomaed classes who live in places like Mount Vernon just down the road—has America wondering whether we stand on the brink of another civil war.

So for nearly a week in March 2021, when the promise of warmer days and new vaccines was finally drawing Kenyon and its neighbors out from a yearlong coronavirus cocoon, I embedded myself in Gambier.

THIS COMMUNITY IS AN UNUSUAL COUNTERPOINT TO THE SO-CALLED Big Sort that placed college degree holders, with their ambitious careers in a new “knowledge economy,” in big cities and their suburbs. That left an increasingly aggrieved middle class to survive in rural areas or smaller towns, with little real interaction between these rival groups. There are relatively few places in twenty-first-century America where the two groups coexist—or fail to—like they do in Knox County, Ohio.

You don’t need a pricey Kenyon degree in math to add up the difference when it comes to pure politics. When Gambier—mostly a cloistered community of Kenyon professors, staff, and hangers-on, as well as students who registered here to vote instead of their hometowns—went to the polls on November 3, 2020, some 89.4 percent cast ballots for Democrat Joe Biden and only 9.4 percent for the GOP incumbent president, Donald Trump. But in the rest of Knox County, the numbers were reversed, with Trump getting 72.8 percent (about 5 points better than he’d performed there in 2016) while Biden only received 25.5 percent. Trump crushed it in Knox County even as his Democratic foe was winning the national popular vote by about 7 million ballots and capturing the presidency with the help of states like New York and California, the states from which many Kenyon students hail and will return after their four years in “the heart of the universe,” when it’s time to cash in on that $300,000 investment with the kind of well-paying job you simply won’t find in Mount Vernon.

Sean Decatur, Kenyon’s president, is one of the few Black men in Knox County, and certainly the most prominent. In 2018, he wrote a thoughtful essay about his own life as the African American leader of a liberal arts college in the heart of Trump country, and his real discomfort over seeing Confederate flags on front porches or in the cab of pickup trucks when he picks up his kids at the movies. But he said he also understood how campus arrivals from the affluent East and West Coasts can seem “elite, aloof, and unwelcoming” to the locals, adding that Trump’s election victory reminded him of the Thestrals, creatures in the Harry Potter books who only appear during the trauma of death. “Similarly, race, class, and culture divisions in Knox County and elsewhere existed before the election of 2016; these divides were not created on Election Day,” he wrote, “but rather like the Thestrals became visible, and the appearance was shocking and disorienting.”

On November 8, 2016, Kenyon students were so shocked by Trump’s victory that some professors canceled class the next day. About two hundred students and faculty attended a hastily called meeting—under what the Kenyon Collegian student newspaper called an “impromptu stage, a table framed by a purple, white, and green genderqueer flag and an LGBTQ+ flag”—where students invoked the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. on “the arc of the moral universe” as many choked back tears. A stunned freshman stood up and said, “We need to go out into the community and ask them what their story was.” Knox County politics had come to look like a map of Germany in the mid-twentieth century, with Gambier as a kind of a West Berlin, a tiny walled-off enclave surrounded by the armies of a radically different ideology on all four sides.

Yet actual encounters between the red and the blue of central Ohio are sporadic, unexpected, and culturally jarring, like the stars and bars of Confederate flags that shock students on the bus ride over from the airport, or the sheriff’s deputies with an uncanny knack for pulling over Kenyon’s Black and Brown students. Then there are the expeditions—when the Christian fundamentalists protest LGBTQ+-friendly books at kids’ story time in Gambier, or Saturdays on Mount Vernon’s main square when the county’s liberals, anchored by some of Kenyon’s professors and staff, hold up protest signs against the radical right—while their bête noire circle around them ominously in pickup trucks with massive Trump flags.

Sure, a key part of the divide is the ridiculous collegiate price tag—not just the sticker shock of Kenyon’s $76,620 list price for 2021–22, but the way inflation filters down to Ohio State and even to Central Ohio Technical College in Mount Vernon—and how it all contributes to America’s total $1.7 trillion student debt. But that is literally only the half of it. Something broke in this country, somewhere after the 1960s—when our leaders, amid a moral panic that kids today were maybe learning just a little too much about democratic values, convinced their voters that college isn’t really a public good, and that universal higher education would no longer be a national goal. Instead, they created a privatized regime with a diploma as a golden ticket for just over a third of America’s young people, and they called this arguably rigged system “a meritocracy”—thus telling the other two-thirds, who dropped out when they eyeballed the bill, or who simply weren’t cut out to start their twenties inside a classroom, that obviously they lacked merit. And those decision-makers shrugged at the consequences—how the anger over America’s brutal sorting hat would breed resentment and even hatred, and how it would change not only who people voted for, but how they treated their neighbors.

By the dawn of the 2020s, you had one encampment rallying under the bright rainbow of an LGBTQ+ flag, while the other side was kneeling in front of church pews waiting for the Lord to smite America over gay marriage. In Knox County, people spent a lot of time talking past each other, or maybe about each other—but precious little time talking to each other. On one gray and windy March afternoon, I heard both sides of the modern American story—five miles of Gambier Street and a million light-years apart.

THE KID YELLING INTO THE BULLHORN IS GRAHAM BALL, A TWENTY-TWO-YEAR-OLD Kenyon senior from Cleveland Heights. His home zip code is not the richest in Ohio, but it might be the most cosmopolitan. Ball probably never pictured a day like this back in 2017 when he enrolled in Kenyon expecting to change the world—but by majoring in physics, not by chanting angry slogans at college administrators. It was high noon, and about fifty other students marched behind in not-quite-lockstep underneath Kenyon’s stately, two-hundred-year-old oaks, some lagging behind as they glanced impulsively at their iPhones.

“Hey hey, ho ho! Where’d that hundred million go?!!” Graham chanted.

“Shut ’em down!” he shouted next. “Gambier is a union town!”

“Stop the hypocrisy! Labor democracy!”

The thin line of young men and women in torn jeans and worn, walkable sneakers, peering out over their mandatory masks after one full year of the COVID-19 crisis, followed Ball’s lead, if sometimes awkwardly and out of rhythm. Clearly, they’d never done this kind of thing before. In a sense, no one ever had.

This was believed to be the first time in American labor history that undergraduate student workers—library aides, lifeguards, workers who manned Kenyon’s large farm down the hill—had formed a union and gone on strike, even if it was just for one day. The Kenyon Student Worker Organizing Committee, or K-SWOC, had first seemed a natural outgrowth of the labor affinities of a growing number of students drawn to democratic socialism—the political movement that had ballooned with the popularity of Vermont senator Bernie Sanders. But then came the seeming academic apocalypse of the pandemic, including Kenyon’s sudden drop in revenue. In short order, the school cut work hours for kids who increasingly needed those dollars, either to keep up with their wealthiest friends or just to make college work, financially.

Kenyon had acted one way toward the young people of K-SWOC when they were upscale consumers, pitched on coming to this quiet, thousand-foot-high hill of knowledge where they could debate social injustice or tackle climate change while never deviating from the path toward a rewarding, lucrative career, while the literary echoes of past alums like Robert Lowell or E. L. Doctorow whistled through the leaves. But when the virus hit, these undergrads said they learned a lesson they weren’t expecting at their picture-perfect American college, in this era of privatization: how the academy treated them when they were no longer consumers, but instead merely the help.

“I think it’s important to see how student workers really run this campus, and we have to be honest and say that Kenyon is a business, and we for so long have been taking that for granted,” Sigal Felber, a senior from Verona, Wisconsin, a leader of the K-SWOC strike who normally works in the library, had told me a couple days earlier. Fittingly, Felber and other strike leaders were talking to me on the sleekly curved, Victorian-style porch of the sociology building named Palme House for the 1948 Kenyon graduate Olof Palme, the future Swedish prime minister who was inspired to become a socialist during his American studies, after writing his thesis on the United Auto Workers.

Nearly seventy-five years later, Felber told me it was her student job, and not the classroom, that had taught her about unfair labor practices. Now, their conflict with the college “exists in the space where you’re critical of the institution that raised you.” She grasped to find the right words to express her frustration with her time at Kenyon, surely compounded by one full year of COVID-19. “The strike is not an overnight sensation. It’s these compounded disappointments you see with this institution.”

Ball, the young man with the bullhorn, had also seen his time on the elite, cloistered campus push him in unexpected directions. He’d arrived in 2017 planning a career path aligned with his major in physics, but steadily felt the gravity of politics instead. It was an unusual orbit, though, starting with a faraway interest in the Middle East that centered on his affection for the Kurdish people in their struggles with Iraq, Syria, and Turkey, among others. “When Trump pulled out of Syria and abandoned the Kurds,” he said, “that was a radicalizing event for me.”

That’s when Ball realized the rest of Kenyon wasn’t as radical, or as active, as he believed they should be. He and some friends formed a group called Active Students Helping the Earth Survive: ASHES. They took classmates to the jail in nearby Morrow County, Ohio, where they protested that county’s contract with U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE. During the tumultuous summer of 2020, Ball dodged tear gas canisters with his allies in Black Lives Matter in the streets of downtown Cleveland. But when the senior—who told me that he’d been first drawn to Kenyon as “a place where I could really be involved in the community”—was finally allowed to move back on campus in January 2021 after the long COVID-19 interruption, his radicalized gaze turned inward, to the college itself. It was arguably a form of what the counterterrorism experts like to call “blowback.”

The summer and fall of 2020 was something of a bloodbath for all higher education. Schools refunded students millions of dollars of room and board money after they were forced to move off campus during the pandemic. Then came the drop in enrollment, or pressure for rebates, from families who didn’t see the value in paying full freight for Zoom classes, without the glam campus lifestyle that had been so aggressively marketed. The sudden drop in revenue due to the coronavirus led to an array of budget cuts, including faculty and staff layoffs—as well as an awareness that maybe the arms race of fancy gyms and gourmet food courts to attract the children of the 1 Percent had created a shaky economic Jenga, one that could topple when just a single piece was yanked away.

Kenyon’s posturing as the quaint dictionary-page image of the American college didn’t spare it from the carnage. In June 2020, the institution—which had seen its debt load triple since the dawn of the millennium, to $270 million, as it strived to match alumni donations for its building spree—announced $19.3 million in budget cuts, including a proposed one-time reduction in pension-plan contributions. Members of K-SWOC joined with the main blue-collar staff union at Kenyon, UE Local 72, to successfully protest and beat back the plan—giving the activist student workers a sweet taste of solidarity. But when the student workers lost hours, and thus money, during several campus lockdowns to contain the coronavirus, K-SWOC members grew increasingly angry over the college’s straight-up refusal to recognize their first-of-its-kind union. The March 16, 2021, strike didn’t win them recognition, but it gave the undergrads a chance to vent that money had corrupted everything about the modern American way of college, from the priorities of the campus administrations to the financial pressures on youth that interfered with their liberal education.

“For many of us, the money we make from our Kenyon jobs is how we pay for textbooks, food, medicine, and essential items,” senior Dani Martinez wrote on behalf of the strike in a testimonial. “Losing two weeks of pay is unacceptable, and we deserve better from an administration which recently received a donation of $100 million”—a reference to Kenyon’s newest huge anonymous gift from a rich donor, allowing the college to tear down two well-maintained but older dorms to build posh new ones.

The strike was the talk of the campus in March, even if it wasn’t exactly clear what the one-day walk-off would actually accomplish in the short run, other than serve as an outlet for frustration. The college and its board of trustees remained adamant in not recognizing K-SWOC, and the reality was that at least initially the strikers weren’t even a full majority of Kenyon’s student workforce. Graham Ball seemed to acknowledge that—but at age twenty-two he also seemed to understand the bigger picture, that he and his liberal-arts college peers were playing the long game. When I asked him about the strike and about why Kenyon students didn’t push for social change in the surrounding Knox County community, his savvy answer suggested to me that he’d learned a lot when he switched his major from physics to poli-sci.

He said young campus activists didn’t cross that invisible line much because everyday Ohioans see them as “uppity,” that there’s “a stigma” against them. “They think that we’re pretentious and we think we know better than them . . . and they’re right.” He was basically arguing that if activists like the young democratic socialists of Kenyon really want to change the world, they should change the minds of their classmates before they leave Gambier and move back to the great power centers like New York City or Silicon Valley, where they will shape society.

But what of the people in the valley, the left behind?

For about-to-graduate Graham Ball, facing the prairie wind in a stylish olive jacket and marching boots, his higher power was soon at hand, but as he scanned the other marchers, he voiced a more immediate concern. “What happened to my bullhorn?”

PASTOR BILL DUNFEE DIDN’T NEED A BULLHORN, OR ANY OTHER kind of amplification beyond the fire and brimstone of the wrathful Old Testament God that he seemed to prefer over the more loving gospels of Jesus Christ. It probably helped that his audience was small—just a dozen folks, most of them middle-aged like him and attired casually in faded blue jeans and sneakers, as they sat in a circle of folding chairs. His occasionally booming voice was also amplified by echoes in this utterly unorthodox setting for a Tuesday night prayer service: the corrugated garage of J.C.’s Autos, a tiny used-car dealership near the banks of the Kokosing on the faded fringe of downtown Mount Vernon.

I reflexively scootched my metal folding chair back an inch or two from the pulpit, anxious about the fact that I was the only person inside the fetid air of the garage who was wearing a mask—or what one of the attendees, a burly, heavily tattooed man named Luis Trasvina, called “a ritualistic shame muzzle.” This even as cases of COVID-19 were spiking across the Upper Midwest for the fourth time. He insisted to me that “the manufacturers themselves tell you that they don’t stop anything. You’re just virtue signaling.”

Dunfee never announced a title for the night’s sermon, but to an out-of-town visitor who was generously invited to listen, the overall message came through loud and clear: America in the twenty-first century is weighed down by sin, and that a judgmental God, brimming with wrath, has us in His sights now that Donald Trump is no longer in the White House to protect them.

“If we don’t know the God of the Old Testament, we get a distorted vision,” Dunfee preached. A few of the faithful—ringing the long pit where the mechanics at J.C.’s Autos dumped out oil or other fluids working on old cars during the day—nodded their heads and grunted in assent. Everyone seemed to get Dunfee’s shorthand—that God can’t be endlessly forgiving and endlessly loving, no matter what the pro-tolerance, pro-sodomy crowd up the hill in places like Gambier or out there in New York or California wants to believe. God can get angry, and so could Pastor Bill Dunfee—at times conversational but then suddenly shouting, his words bouncing off the metal shelves, the rows of toolboxes and cans of motor oil and, of course, a deep blue TRUMP/PENCE sign, right next to the banner for Doc Fixit’s Honda on South Main. The volume especially spiked when this informal, fiftysomething preacher—in a checked work shirt and dusty pants, with bright silver hair busting out of a trucker cap—veered from the Bible to a Fox News buffet of national politics, as he did every minute or two.

Dunfee was trying to preach the cautionary tale of Achan, a Biblical figure from the Book of Joshua who’d disobeyed the Lord’s command not to loot the treasures of a fallen Jericho—thus incurring the Old Testament God’s wrath to the point where Israelites stoned to death not only Achan, but his children. But the minister kept getting pulled back to the heavy rocks that awaited the sinful United States of America.

“God said to Joshua what he still says to every man—which is, get up, stop crying, shake yourself off, and fix the problem! What was the problem? Sin!” Then, a sudden 90-degree right turn from Pastor Dunfee. “We want to lay around and cry, “Oh Biden’s in the presidency,” right? I just heard today that the Biden administration has weaponized, has fully funded the Internal Revenue Service for the purpose of coming after us!”—meaning the righteous people of the American Heartland.

A woman in a folding chair audibly gasped at this. That quickly, Dunfee had transitioned from Jericho to a more recent battle, one that had just occurred on January 6.

“And all those patriots that were on Capitol Hill! All those patriots that dare post things on the internet and social media! All those patriots that dare express their concerns for the well-being of the United States of America . . . it only takes one Internal Revenue Service agent to GET YOUR NAME!! What is the purpose? What is it all about? How did he get there to begin with?” Trying to follow, I wasn’t sure if “He” was now Achan or God or Joe Biden—or if it mattered much. “It was a stolen election!! ‘You aren’t on that train, are you?’”—in a liberal-mocking voice. “I ain’t gittin’ off that train! Amen.” He paused, but for less than a second. “So they go to war, and the next thing Ai defeats the Israelites . . .”

I’d been invited to attend the service by the owner of J.C.’s Autos, who is not Jesus Christ—despite the Calvary-style cross that replaces the “T” in the word “Auto” in the dealership’s logo—but Jeff Cline. Cline, a genial-talking but insistent man, has lived in Knox County all his life. He accepted Donald Trump into his life a couple of decades after doing the same to Jesus Christ, initially in order to ward off the bottle. Cline lives right on the outskirts of Gambier, on the banks of the Kokosing. Looking up the hill, he can see the Kenyon campus, but it’s the blue-collar life of the valley that’s in his blood.

“Continental Can, Cooper-Bessemer, Chattanooga Glass, Pittsburgh Plate,” Cline rattled off quickly when I asked him about all the factories that had closed in Mount Vernon. Cline grew up in the heyday of the baby boom in the 1960s and ’70s. His father had been a cog in that industrial workforce, but what he mainly remembers of him was the drinking. “My dad was a full-blown alcoholic,” he told me. “That’s all I seen when I was a kid—my grandparents, aunts and uncles, they were all alcoholics. You’d get together for the holidays and they’d end up in a fight on the front porch . . . rednecks. You grow up that way, and think that’s life.” Cline’s commentary called to mind the bestselling Hillbilly Elegy—about that rugged and hard-drinking Appalachian lifestyle, and the politics it produced—which sprung from life in a small Ohio town about 150 miles down the road.

Certainly, the factory shutdowns took both an economic and psychic toll on Mount Vernon. Closing the Pittsburgh Plate and Glass campus—just a stone’s throw from Cline’s dealership—in 1976 cast adrift the Belgian glassmakers who’d emigrated here during the twentieth century, foreshadowing the coming Cooper-Bessemer layoffs. The director of the Knox County Historical Society has said that around the 1960s Cooper had become more international and thus “tended to hire people with a Harvard Business School degree and not people who graduated from Mount Vernon High School.” Today, the town’s stability comes somewhat from Kenyon, Mount Vernon Nazarene College, and the local medical center, but mainly from folks commuting more than an hour to the fairly prosperous, cosmopolitan city of Columbus.

The decline in blue-collar job opportunities in Knox County had dovetailed with what local officials conceded was an alarming spike in local drug abuse—first with opioids and later with meth, which was tied in 2019 to 89 percent of cases in its criminal courts. Yet to Cline, the area’s real problems are moral, and not in any way economic. “Back in the day, my dad had two jobs—we can’t blame it on jobs,” he said dismissively. He was sitting in the smallish office of his car dealership, cluttered with baseball pictures of his beloved Cincinnati Reds broken up by political or spiritual bumper stickers that were a mash-up of the 10 Commandments and the 2nd Amendment. Barack Obama’s controversial words about people in the Heartland clinging to their guns and their religion seemed embedded in Cline’s walls. “We’ve got to blame it on where the problem lies,” he tells me. “If we get back to our Judeo-Christian values, God will bless this country. Right now, this nation is being judged.”

Cline was well down the same road his dad traveled—drinking, using drugs—when he had a “come-to-Jesus moment” in his thirties, after a serious accident and some stern words from his future wife. “The two books I believe in are the Constitution and the Bible,” he said. “At one point in my life, all I believed in was the barstool.” He found a spiritual home in Dunfee’s nondenominational, fundamentalist New Beginnings Ministries Church in nearby Warsaw. For years, Cline joined Dunfee in a long-running war against a strip club on U.S. 36 called The Foxhole—during which church members stood outside with signs like “Protect Children Not Strippers.” At one protest, Dunfee was arrested for trespassing. Female employees of the club responded one Sunday by showing up at his church, topless, which is apparently legal in Ohio.

The strip club follies were just a warm-up for Cline’s inevitable embrace of Donald Trump as the earthly embodiment of the moral spanking that America needed. “He’s successful, he’s bold, and he stands on principles,” Cline said. When some friends told Cline in 2016 that Trump was a bully, Cline countered that the government was a bully. “So we need a bully to bully the bullies”—to stand up to what he’d later call “the Deep State.” He added that when government loses its way, the people must follow God’s law, not the government. “They followed Hitler right into the cattle cars, and we’re headed into the same thing about Marxism and socialism in our country.” When I asked what specific policies he was talking about, he said, “We’ve got so much molesting of little kids—all this child trafficking and the government does nothing.” It sounded very much like the bat-guano-crazy QAnon conspiracy theory, but Cline insisted to me that he wasn’t a follower of that.

Cline did have some odd, through-the-looking-glass views of what really goes on up the hill at Kenyon, home of what he calls “the God haters” who “hammered me” when Cline ran unsuccessfully for the Mount Vernon school board and the county commission. His particular foil was the mayor of Gambier, Leeman Kessler, a 2004 Kenyon grad and an actor who moved back to the village with his pastor wife and was elected to the post in 2020. Cline squared off with Kessler over a kids’ story-time event in Gambier where Cline claims children were read pro-LBGTQ+ books, and he added he was shocked to learn “a homosexual” babysits Kessler’s two kids. But what really threw Cline for a loop was a series of YouTube videos where Kessler portrays the early-twentieth-century horror writer H. P. Lovecraft. “He is evil,” Cline claimed of the mayor. “Just pull up his website and look at some of his multiple personalities!”

Mount Vernon’s leading Trumpist was equally dismissive of the Kenyon professor who led the posse of Knox County’s progressive minority with whom he and his allies had squared off with on most Saturdays in the Mount Vernon town square throughout 2020. The leader of the local anti-Trump resistance is also a leading American microbiologist, with a Ph.D. in molecular biophysics and biochemistry from Yale, as well as an award-winning science fiction writer, but Cline waved her off as what he called “an evolution professor . . . Joan somebody.”

JOAN SLONCZEWSKI WAS ACTUALLY THE VERY FIRST PERSON I MET IN Knox County. I’d read about her nearly five-year involvement in a weekly left-leaning protest in Mount Vernon’s Public Square called Signs on the Square—where anywhere from a dozen to fifty people, some from the Kenyon community, had gathered every Saturday at noon to voice opposition to Trump or call for action on issues like climate change. Occasionally, they’d drawn pro-Trump counterprotesters—some of them armed.

So we met, six feet apart, on a bench in the Public Square. Midway through our interview—noon on Sunday, when the square and downtown Mount Vernon were largely deserted—a massive Ford F-150–style pickup truck made the slow, one-way loop around the square, with one of those massive, deep-blue TRUMP/PENCE 2020 flags flying from the back. It was the kind of rig that looks just like those of the Taliban patrolling some dusty town in southern Afghanistan, on the prowl for women without face coverings or some other violation of sharia law—but on this early Sunday afternoon the driver just kept on rolling through.

Slonczewski grew up not far from me in Westchester County, New York—the offspring of so-called Rockefeller Republicans when “a Republican meant balancing the budget and maintaining services”—but has been teaching biology at Kenyon and living in Knox County since the 1980s. In addition to the weekly protests, she said she’s knocked on thousands of doors in the Republican stronghold as a volunteer trying to elect Democrats. Like many other liberal, educated baby boomers, Slonczewski is convinced the problem with America today is as simple as too much bad information.

“The people are brainwashed,” she said flatly, blaming the end of the Federal Communication Commission’s Fairness Doctrine near the close of the Ronald Reagan administration, which created the right-wing talk radio that folks in Knox County listen to all day. “You can hypnotize people to believe total falsehoods. That’s what led to the Capitol mob, which I refuse to call an insurrection, because that’s an insult to true revolutions!”

Both Slonczewski and a Kenyon colleague who was also a founder of the Signs on the Square protest—Jeanne Griggs, who runs the writing center at the college—have great faith in the power of higher education. They challenged me on any suggestion that the American way of college has been a negative influence—or that administrators are paid too much. Griggs told me when I met her outside the Kenyon bookstore in Gambier that “people vote the way that they do because they haven’t been able to get the education they need to do critical thinking.”

She arguably wasn’t wrong, and it didn’t help when, just three months before the 2020 election, the eighty-year-old Mount Vernon News local newspaper was bought out by a secretive corporation accused of running “pay-to-play” websites promoting Republican causes. But the explanations for Knox County’s divisions offered by Slonczewski and Griggs also feel like waving a red flag in front of the folks who say they are angry, resentful, and tired of college know-it-alls who look down their noses at them even as they beg them not to pull the lever for Donald Trump—or the next guy who might be worse.

Mount Vernon’s Public Square is the civic center of Knox County, and embodies all the many contradictions of more than two and a half centuries of American democracy. Its focal point is the towering granite Soldier’s Monument, a tall, fluted granite column, atop which stands the figure of a Union soldier, looking pensively south toward the site of an earlier rebellion against the authority of the federal government. The story of the Civil War and the great victory for the troops in blue who ended slavery is a story that, in various ways, both Knox County and Kenyon College tell themselves in order to live. But the real history of how central Ohio has viewed race, class, and what it means to be an American is much, much more complicated.

YOU COULD START WITH THE TANGLED SAGA OF THE AFRICAN AMERICAN Snowden Family Band, who performed and farmed the land just north of Mount Vernon throughout the nineteenth century and who may—yes, quite ironically—have written the South’s battle anthem “Dixie,” even though a white man with close ties to Knox County named Dan Emmett claimed credit for the tune (and its valuable royalties).

In 1863, just before the tide of the conflict turned at Gettysburg, a local Democratic congressman named Clement Laird Vallandigham—leader of a faction called the Peace Democrats, popularly known as the “Copperheads”—drew a massive crowd of ten thousand people at the Mount Vernon Public Square for a speech pleading for Abraham Lincoln to end the war and to leave the South, and thus slavery, alone. (He was soon arrested for treason.) In the 1920s, the site of Knox County’s fairgrounds was purchased for a time by the Hiawatha Park Association—which turned out to be a front for the Ohio Ku Klux Klan, which held rallies there.

Downriver, Kenyon College was always intended as a cloistered retreat from the chaos of nineteenth-century America. The school was founded in the 1820s by the first Episcopal bishop on what was then the Ohio frontier, Philander Chase. He used his connections back in England—most notably, the baron George Kenyon and Lord Gambier—to purchase the eight-thousand-acre property overlooking the Kokosing in 1825, declaring famously after hiking to the top of the hill, “Well, this will do.”

The Episcopal clerics who came down from Gambier Hill are mostly forgotten by history, but other high priests of the American arts and sciences would flourish on the isolated, idyllic campus. Mirroring the contradictions of Knox County around it, Kenyon College would educate both the winning strategist of the Civil War—Lincoln’s Secretary of War Edwin Stanton—and the U.S. president, Rutherford B. Hayes, who would undo its gains by ending Reconstruction in 1877.

In the twentieth century, tiny Gambier became a major amplifier as America made its big move in world literature, with the launch of the influential Kenyon Review in 1937, not long before the 1940 graduation of the poet laureate Robert Lowell. In the G.I. Bill years immediately following World War II, Kenyon—like so many overflowing U.S. campuses—exploded as a kind of a supernova for an American Century, producing progressive world changers like Sweden’s Palme, the Ohio-born actor Paul Newman, the inventive comedian Jonathan Winters, and writers like E. L. Doctorow, William H. Gass, and James Wright.

Visiting the campus today is to be overcome with a sense of ghosts—a thought I jotted down in my notebook even before I learned about the “ghost tours of Kenyon,” or the frequent sightings by undergrads of otherworldly presences. It doesn’t help that an actual cemetery occupies prominent real estate on the main campus green. There, Kenyon luminaries like its Civil War president Lorin Andrews, who volunteered to fight even before Fort Sumter and died months later of typhus contracted in the Virginia campaign, are spending eternity. The faded headstones—a few simple crosses or rounded markers, blackened by the ancient soot of the Industrial Revolution or just old age and today hard to read—are surrounded by winter’s dead, brown leaves that seem to be everywhere, their stomping the only sound made by socially distanced stray students in masks, hauling backpacks or the occasional guitar. Every fifteen minutes, as students trek past the Gothic spires of Old Kenyon or under the sculpted crows that look down from this stone fortress, Westminster chimes ring out from the Church of the Holy Spirit, its 1879 tune all but screaming “Tradition!” Tradition, of course, cannot be built from scratch, and in today’s frantic market for an elite diploma, it’s arguably worth hundreds of millions of dollars.

The students I met in Gambier said money is never mentioned at Kenyon—maybe because it looms over everything. Like many elite private schools, Kenyon aims to offer middle- and lower-income families as much scholarship money, in lieu of debt, as possible—but, similar to other top-tier schools, there’s still a gap. According to the Department of Education, families in the middle-class income bracket of $48,001 to $75,000 paid an average of $14,182 to send a child to Kenyon for a year. It was largely these middle-class kids, whose parents were tapped out and who needed the cash from their student jobs to buy books, or do laundry, or to tag along when their upscale pals decided to splurge for late-night pizza, who suffered when COVID-19 wreaked havoc with their hours, and who walked the picket line for K-SWOC.

The idyllic campus that Philander Chase created to forge Episcopal preachers for Ohio became instead a secular mecca for families from the Upper West Side, the Westside of L.A., or overseas elites willing and eager to pay the full $76,000 a year for the cachet of an American diploma. That escalating class divide heightened the otherness of the Gothic, cloistered community on Gambier Hill, but so, perhaps, did the irony that Kenyon’s admission officers strived for more diverse faces even as the student body also became more affluent. The concept of strained “town-gown relations” is something of a cliché, but—coincidentally, or not—around the time that more Black and Brown kids came to Gambier and the foreign owners of Mount Vernon’s factories moved more jobs to places like Mexico, those relations took on a harsher edge.

In the fall of 2017, during the first year of Donald Trump’s fraught presidency, Sofía Alpízar Román arrived from her native Costa Rica at Kenyon, where she now majored in political science and Latinx studies and has helped launch a Spanish-language newspaper. During her orientation week for international students, she found herself kayaking in the middle of the Kokosing River with a fellow freshman who was Chinese, and who said he wanted to learn Spanish. So Alpízar Román was trying to teach him a few phrases, loudly over the gentle river current, when she was shocked by a stranger’s abrupt voice from the banks.

“Who cares!” the woman shouted. “You’re in America! Speak American!” Nearly four years later, Alpízar Román’s retelling of the incident still conveys her sense of shock. “No one had ever talked to me like that before!” But other Kenyon students had similar experiences arriving in Knox County.

Alexia Aimsworth, who was a junior when I interviewed her on the lawn at the busy Wiggin Street Coffee that faces Kenyon’s main gate, said she was still stunned over what happened when she arrived from Northern California ahead of her freshman year for
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