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			For my mom, Linda Chiasson,

			and for Annie Adams—

			this book of people

		

	
		
			
				Twentieth century, go to sleep

				You’re Pleistocene

				That is obscene

				—R.E.M., “Electrolite”

				O when may it suffice?

				—William Butler Yeats, “Easter, 1916”
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			Prologue: Making a Scene
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					City Hall vs. Downtown Developers softball game, 1984. Burlington Free Press

				
			
			The Mall Punks

			In a video that surfaced during his 2020 presidential campaign, Bernie Sanders, mayor of Burlington, Vermont, stands in a tweed blazer, holding a microphone, near the food court of the Burlington Square Mall. The footage was shot in 1988, as part of a community-access television series that Sanders produced, Bernie Speaks: The Mayor’s Show. Vermonters in enormous parkas, wool tuques, and moon boots trudge in and out of the frame, gawking at the camera, as Sanders announces the results of twelve ballot items from the recent city election—money for sidewalk repaving, a boost for the library, new equipment for the fire department—then praises the strong showing of Jesse Jackson in the state’s recent presidential primary.

			Sanders interviews random passersby about their views of government: a soft-spoken visitor from New Hampshire; a shy and thoughtful high school senior concerned about the encroachment of luxury condos; the mall security guard and his friend, a disabled woman named Mary. Then, in the segment that went viral, Sanders stops two teenage punkers with severe piercings, outlandish hairstyles, and heavily zippered black leather jackets. They introduce themselves as “Michele” and “Mike Blair.” “Let me start off by saying, it’s an interesting hairdo,” Sanders teases. “The lipstick is also very interesting.” The kids are then asked by their perplexed mayor to decode their looks. “It’s just basically saying, ‘To heck with society,’ ” the girl tells Sanders. “Everybody’s plastic.” Bernie nods and presses gently for some specifics. “Some of the stuff that goes on in this society is basically baloney,” Mike Blair interjects. Michele lights up a cigarette, while a third member of their group slouches on the margins, under the sign for Sweet Dreams, the mall candy shop.

			I am standing just outside the frame. I can identify almost every person in the video, even the random shoppers streaming by. My friends and I lived at the food court, when not shopping for Japanese throwing stars and nunchucks at the tobacconist upstairs. In a later episode, Sanders interviews my uncle and cousins, out ice-skating one sunny day on Lake Champlain. In an Arbor Day feature, a scout troop plants saplings along a denuded city curb: there’s John, there’s Leon, just as I remember them. And Mike Blair, the boy punker? Mike had been among my earliest childhood friends. I published a poem in my first book called “Cicada” about a playdate at Mike’s home, a farm outside of Burlington. I was no older than seven or so. My poem is about finding a helpless cicada inside my grown-up New York City apartment, cradling it in my hands, then lifting it out a window to safety. I identified with the cicada: “As a child,” I wrote, “I was so scared of my friends’ fathers / I would hide when they got home from work.”
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					The mayor, Mike, and Michele. CCTV

				
			
			The footage of the mall punks sat in a dark closet at Channel 15 for decades, before several developments brought it back into the light of day. First, the internet was invented. The very concept was unimaginable for most of us in the 1980s, though the reality was less than a decade away. We had been trained to gaze at the heavens, when lo, the future arrived in our hands. When the technology arrived, though, right away it began to reframe our past. The internet served as a powerful memory machine, a time machine. Soon, it began to excavate more and still more of the pre-digital substrate, memorializing even the disposable cultural ephemera of the past. It is uncanny for people about my age—I was born in 1971—to experience the jingles, news sign-offs, local sports broadcasts, all the marginalia of analog life, on small devices we hold in our pockets. For my generation, it is possible even to recover earlier versions of ourselves from the cultural seafloor. My uncle and cousins had never seen their appearance on The Mayor’s Show: it aired for a week or so in 1987, then vanished. Mike Blair had entirely forgotten about his conversation with Bernie; a friend, he said, had alerted him to its existence on YouTube.

			Then, a second development: Bernie Sanders, the socialist mayor of an offbeat city in the second-smallest state in the union, rose to national prominence in a pair of long-shot presidential runs in 2016 and 2020. Sanders is now arguably the most influential leftist politician in the modern history of the nation, and the longest-serving independent in U.S. congressional history. His policy priorities, repeated incessantly for decades, have broken through and redirected mainstream Democratic politics. As of this writing, Sanders, at eighty-three, has begun his fourth term in the United States Senate, where he serves within the Democratic leadership. Whether he will remain in the Democratic Party fold is anybody’s guess: at rallies during the spring of 2025, Sanders encouraged audiences in the tens of thousands to look for opportunities outside the corrupt two-party system.

			Bernie’s impact still cannot be fully measured, since many of those most inspired by him are still quite young. In a 2020 election postmortem issue of Jacobin, the democratic socialist monthly, the magazine’s young Millennial/Gen Z editors noted that Sanders’s support is strongest with “expanding, as opposed to declining, elements of American society”—among others, their own. The principle of generational replacement suggests that Bernie’s influence will be long and profound, as his enthusiastic voters age into power and influence; though as people age into power and influence, they sometimes become conservatives.

			Nobody anticipated Sanders’s rise as a national politician. I have a stack of books about American politics and culture in the 1970s and ’80s—David Frum’s How We Got Here: The 70’s, Philip Jenkins’s Decade of Nightmares, Bruce J. Schulman’s The Seventies, and several others. Sanders is not mentioned in any of them. Rick Perlstein’s magnum opus Reaganland, collecting even the tiniest political flotsam, mentions Bernie just once. As teenagers keeping an eye on Mayor Sanders as he bagged garbage outside of city hall, or flew to Nicaragua to meet the Sandinistas, or traveled to Disney World to meet Mickey Mouse, we knew we were witness to something unusual. But the thought that Bernie would eventually break through as a national figure of historic impact would never have occurred to any Burlingtonian of the era—not even to Bernie himself: “People who hold our views,” Sanders told his supporters at his mayoral farewell address, “do not hold public office in this country.”

			

			—

			Mike Blair and I drifted apart sometime around second grade; when he next turned up in my life, we were teenagers in Bernie Sanders’s Burlington. We had changed, our worlds had changed, but our orbits bisected. His original sweetness remained intact, but now Mike wielded a lethal mohawk and presided over a kind of permanent mosh pit at a boulder across from the entrance to the Burlington Square Mall, which everyone in town called “Punk Rock.” Skaters ollied on and off all day long, the clattering of their boards echoing down Church Street. This started a cold war between the merchants and the punks: the preppy clerks from the Benetton store would shoo them away, and the punks, writhing like a nest of eels, would hurl back venomous insults. It was a system in perfect balance.

			Around this time, I began to think of myself as a writer. After a beloved English teacher died, I wrote an elegy for him that was printed in the school yearbook; people praised it, so I decided, why not try some more? I made a curriculum for myself and set up shop in the Fletcher Free Library downtown, or in the stacks at the University of Vermont. I was also getting an excellent trickle-down education from my coworkers at a local breakfast place, Sneakers. The waitresses played Bob Dylan, Joni Mitchell, and Joan Armatrading in the front of the house. In the kitchen, I blended the hollandaise and quizzed the cerebral line cooks about literature. Tom, a sinewy marathoner, liked Günter Grass and gave me a copy of The Tin Drum. Tom’s motto, which I’ve often repeated to my children, was “Get obsessed and stay obsessed.” Kit, whose father was an English professor at Bucknell, stored thick, ruined paperbacks in the cubbies, for reading on his breaks. A little later, one of our regulars was the book critic Dwight Garner, just getting his start in local papers; he met his future wife, the author Cree LeFavour, my favorite person on the wait staff, at Sneakers. Herman Melville said a “whaling ship” was his “Yale College and his Harvard.” Mine was Sneakers.

			But Burlington itself was an education. One snowy evening in 1986, I went to my first poetry reading, at UVM’s Memorial Auditorium: Allen Ginsberg headlined on a weekend bill that also included the then-unknown jam band Phish, billed as a “local percussion ensemble” and backing, beatnik-style, the South African liberationist poet Zenzile. The evening was sponsored by the Mayor’s Council on the Arts; before the event, at the Maverick Bookstore in the city’s Old North End, Ginsberg, one of the many pilgrims in those days who came to Burlington to experience firsthand an American city run by socialists, presented Bernie with a poem he’d written on the spot, “Burlington Snow,” signed and dated 5:30 p.m., February 21, 1986:

			
				Socialist kids sucking socialist lollipops

				Socialist poetry in socialist mouths

				—aren’t the birds frozen socialists?

			

			This is what it felt like to find ourselves, “socialist kids” living in Bernie Sanders’s Burlington even in the midst of Ronald Reagan’s America. Ginsberg nails the weird wonder of it all. Old Burlington—dowdy, backward, deeply Catholic, ringed by military bases and National Guard barracks—was now a socialist city, an island of reviled and feared ideas. And yet, inheriting a growing local economy that had left Burlington’s generational poor behind, by 1986 Sanders had attracted support all up and down the economic ladder, and from voters across the ideological spectrum. “Socialism” had been taught to us, children of the Cold War, as an evil ideology practiced by authoritarians doling out stale bread and block cheese. In many Burlington households—in mine—it meant, simply, Soviet-style communism. Entrusted to our new socialist overlords, however, everything about Burlington was getting obviously, dramatically so much better, crisper, more buoyant, before our eyes—as even the city’s businesspeople had to concede.

			Though in the video he seems baffled by the mall punks’ style, Bernie had a hand in creating it: by 1988, the year the mayor interviewed Mike and Michele, Sanders had transformed our city into a progressive, heterogeneous place that particularly welcomed the young. The punk scene sprang up in a basement rec space—242 Main—founded by Bernie and Jane Driscoll, who later became Jane O’Meara Sanders. In 2016, Vice magazine identified the place as the “oldest all ages music venue” in the country. 242 Main hosted national acts like Fugazi, as well as local thrash, skate, and death metal bands. When its heavy steel door swung open, passersby heard the clamor of bass riffs, bodies colliding, shrieks, roars. This sort of thing did not blossom naturally out of the soil of the Champlain Valley, which nurtured mainly docile folk singers and pale trustafarians playing Bob Marley covers.
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					“Burlington Snow,” by Allen Ginsberg. Sanders Mayoral Papers, University of Vermont

				
			
			242 Main was a place where, as Sanders once put it, the “non-straight-A students” would have a place to hang out. “Everyone yells at teenagers,” Bernie wrote in his 1998 book, Outsider in the White House. “We offered them a social space, and opportunities for music and dance.” I wore blue button-down oxford shirts—then as now—and strove for A’s at my Catholic high school. The riotous, frightening “music and dance” at 242 Main was not remotely my scene, but it picked off a few of my best friends. Even to me, it was clear that something important was going down.

			I could stay away from 242 Main, but there was no avoiding Bernie. After his mayoral victory by a margin of ten votes on March 3, 1981, we all had a spectacle to behold. To the local press, he was the “ranting and raving” mayor, never far from a bank of microphones, the “avowed socialist,” who “crusaded” against the hospital, the governor, the Catholic church, and the business community. Our small-city mayor even boasted that Burlington had “its own foreign policy.” He flew to Nicaragua during the heat of the Iran-Contra affair to meet with Daniel Ortega. A few years later, shirtless, he threw back vodka shots in the Soviet Union, bellowing out a Woody Guthrie tune; the footage was beamed back to Burlington to play on Channel 15 and led to one of several mini red scares during Sanders’s Burlington years. And yet our sister-cities programs were encouraged by Reagan’s State Department as a cunning expression of American soft geopolitical power.

			Long before the nuts and bolts of civic transformation fell into place, our mayor had leapfrogged the local press and claimed national attention. It was a novel experience suddenly to have a famous person in our midst. Burlington had produced very few celebrities: Ira Allen, John Dewey. Ted Bundy was born at a home for unwed mothers in town, and was linked, almost proudly, with a brutal unsolved murder in the 1970s. Shirley “Cha Cha” Muldowney, a Burlington native and champion drag racer, sometimes appeared on Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show. Celebrities would make a stop in Burlington on the road from Boston to Montreal. Somewhere I have the autograph of Brian Setzer of the Stray Cats. My friend got his picture taken with B. B. King. I contend that I saw Dylan checking in at the Radisson Hotel—though my girlfriend said nope, not him. But we all tuned in when Bernie appeared on the Today show, in a segment called “Socialism in New England.” There was our mayor being interviewed by Phil Donahue, the suave, pewter-maned talk show host. “Are you a capitalist?” Donahue asked Sanders. “No,” Bernie replied. “I am not a capitalist.” A smile tugged at the edges of his mouth.

			Sanders’s charisma drove a transformative policy agenda. In this sense, too, he made a scene. The Mayor’s Office, newly branded, put its stamp on every initiative and project. These rapid changes in city life, their scope and direction, their implications for our lives and the kind of community we were becoming, drew Burlington into a vital and contentious citywide conversation. The 1970s were a period of demoralizing losses for many communities in our city. A federally funded program of urban renewal had wiped a historic downtown neighborhood off the map, replacing bustling Italian markets and ball fields with brooding parking garages. A string of spectacular arsons had taken some of the city’s most magnificent buildings, including, in 1970, its Episcopal cathedral, and, a year later, my family’s Catholic church, the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception. A troubled altar boy whose family was close to mine confessed to the burning of the Catholic cathedral. It was whispered that he had somehow been framed by developers who wanted those vacant lots. When the Diocese of Burlington released its list of priests credibly suspected of abuse in 2019, the conversation about the fires changed yet another time. Those forty familiar names, including a priest who had taken an uncomfortable interest in me but mercifully stopped short of sexual abuse, made many who grew up in the Burlington Catholic community reevaluate the feeling of those times.
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					Some good friends of mine became skaters: Seth, in front, was my best middle school friend; JP, the kid reading the paper, was one of my best elementary school friends. What we see in this photo is “the Bernie effect.” Burlington Free Press

				
			
			Sanders’s arrival leveled Burlington’s old hierarchies, networks, and institutions. In their place, power was substantially redistributed among ordinary citizens. All of us, Bernie’s fans and foes alike, were called on to help imagine and build a new Burlington. In this era of daily cliffhangers, we became aware of ourselves as participants in this wacky, DIY civic experiment. Could Bernie win public access for our waterfront from greedy, mustache-twisting developers? Should Bernie succeed in stripping the kindly doctors at our beloved local hospital of their tax exemption? Should our mayor defy the Reagan administration and fly to Nicaragua to meet with our country’s bitter adversaries? Even before I aged into these debates, they trickled down to the playground of Mater Christi School, where we all perfected “Beh-nahhhd Sand-uhhs” impersonations, our nasal, clipped Vermont accents straining toward his broad Brooklynese.

			Two Transformations

			This book tracks a change within a change: the evolution of Bernie Sanders as a political phenomenon within the shifting political and cultural landscape of his adopted state of Vermont. Sanders, arriving to the state as a part-time resident in 1964 and moving there for good in 1968, simultaneously drove and rode the state’s transformation. In a poem or song, the refrain—the unchanging feature of the composition—acts, always, as a measurement of change. Bernie’s message has been a refrain, incessant and unchanging, since the early 1970s. His own fixed position within a dynamic system makes him a powerful guage of fluctuations within that system: to see how Vermont changed, simply look at how Bernie’s message, reiterated for fifty years, migrated from the fringe to the heart of Vermont’s political discourse.

			But it is not quite that simple. Bernie did, in important respects, change; and Vermont, in troubling ways, did not. Sanders emerged in the late 1960s as an itinerant carpenter and freelance writer, deeply influenced by the rogue psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, who, among other controversial beliefs, connected political liberation with the successful cultivation of cosmos-shattering orgasms. For much of the ’70s, Sanders helmed Liberty Union, Vermont’s nascent peacenik party. He became the party’s superstar, before he bolted in 1977 and ran ever after as an independent. Bernie’s status as an independent—and as a withering critic of Democrats—in turn won him strong support within an unlikely constituency: Vermont’s rural Republicans. In later days, he has held much of this support even among the MAGA followers of Donald Trump.

			And as mayor, the “self-styled socialist” who ran on the slogan “Burlington is not for sale” made controversial alliances with city Republicans and developers. (His primary beef, as we will see, was with Democrats.) He drew the endorsement of the city’s patrolmen’s union and many in its business community. “Sanders didn’t win the Burlington election by saying he would municipalize the phone company,” wrote one observer; instead, as Sanders boasted, he “out-Republicaned the Republicans in terms of intelligent, rational responsibility in government.”

			As a consequence, Sanders attracted vigorous, and often eccentric, opponents to his left, especially among the spurned members of his former party, Liberty Union. Peter Diamondstone, a gadfly who advocated for children’s suffrage and the free distribution of narcotics, devoted much of his latter-day political life to torturing his old friend as a “traitor” to leftist ideals. The political scientist Michael Parenti, once a Sanders ally, eventually became a critic of Bernie’s accommodation of local capitalists. Murray Bookchin, the anarchist and social theorist, moved to Burlington in the 1970s from New York City to put his theory of “social ecology” into practice; by the mid-’80s, he was Bernie’s fiercest local critic. Bea Bookchin, Murray’s ex-wife and stalwart political ally, articulated a tough-minded, new-age critique of Sanders that played an important role in halting development of the city’s waterfront. Sanders is still resented by members of the Burlington activist community for arresting eighty protesters during a 1983 demonstration at our local GE plant, which manufactured the Gatling-style guns used in Vietnam and carried by CIA-trained forces in El Salvador. In later years, of course, as a Washington legislator, Bernie caucused with the Democrats, and held positions, especially on gun legislation, to the right of some progressives. The journalist Matthew Zeitlin got it right, I think, in a 2019 piece for The New Republic: Sanders sits on “the left wing of the possible in American politics.” In many circles in Vermont, that made him a moderate.

			On January 31, 1986, a New York Times headline announced, “Vermont Shifting to Left in a Flow of Newcomers.” The story reported that “until the late 1960’s about 90 percent of Vermonters generally voted in Republican primaries.” The “flow of newcomers” at one point in the early 1970s numbered as many as one hundred thousand, swelling the state’s population by more than 30 percent. Frank Bryan, the foremost analyst of Vermont’s rural polity, had predicted the shift more than a decade earlier: “When the only one-party state north of the Mason-Dixon Line and the only one-party Republican state anywhere begins to shift gears politically,” Bryan wrote, “eyes are turned.”

			To political scientists like Bryan, Vermont provided “a special opportunity to view close-up the phenomena accompanying political change.” But to Yankee Republicans, the shift was an extinction event. Emory Hebard, the state treasurer, a former general store owner and postmaster in the remote Northeast Kingdom town of Charleston, put it bluntly: “The myth of the old-line Vermonter is gone. I think you’d have to say that Vermont has become the most liberal state in the country.”

			Around 1954, when Bernie, as a teenager, first began to fantasize about the Green Mountains from his family’s apartment in Midwood, Brooklyn, Vermont was the most reliably Republican state in the nation. New Hampshire, our neighbor, was a close second. “Anything I can say about New Hampshire / Will serve almost as well about Vermont,” Robert Frost wrote in “New Hampshire.” Frost kept houses in both states indiscriminately; they amounted to the same place. That was in 1923 or so; by the ’70s, after more than one hundred countercultural communes had taken hold in every corner of the state, Vermont had made an abrupt left turn, while New Hampshire, our twin, had become a dense thicket of sprawl, billboards, and fly-by-night development, its tax base decimated by libertarian ideologies. New Hampshire seemed more and more to abide by its bitter, psychotic motto: “Live Free or Die.”

			The idealistic pilgrims who arrived in Vermont seeking refuge from the “moral and physical blight of urban life” were young and often well educated. Some had money, which helps: living in poverty can be expensive. Many of these shipshape dropouts had arrived from places like New York and Boston, a morning trip away from everything they had renounced, including their parents. They were, therefore, well positioned to assimilate into the small villages whose culture they only sought to preserve. It was what drew them there, not so far from home, in the first place. Looked at in one light, Bernie Sanders is the highest expression of their world and their moment—though in practice, as we will see, Sanders, zigzagging across the state on his endless, low-budget quest to reframe the argument, a fan of basketball and country music, was never a fixture around the fires or in the fields of the hippie scene.

			More young people came to Vermont in the 1960s and ’70s than to any other rural place—and more of those who came stayed. Soon after their arrival, these neophytes and the primordial Vermonters they met at Sam’s Woolen Goods or Woolworth’s or the farm supply store often came to like and depend on one another. For decades Vermont had weathered the discouraging loss of many of its most talented young people, who left the state to make their contributions elsewhere. Now hordes of “kids” were coming to make their lives in Vermont. They were unconventional, even radical, but most of them retained manners learned from their parents, along with an instinct toward cooperation. And they needed mentors. In my interviews with these babes in the woods, now in their seventies and eighties, I heard a common note: they were very young, they had bitten off a lot, and, though they distrusted authority, they looked everywhere for parents.

			Bernie, too, sought mentorship. Among his first jobs in the state was a stint working for John Rogers, whose construction company still operates in the city of Barre. Sanders learned from Rogers the standard repertoire of hippie carpentry skills, but he also learned, as he said, the “Vermont way of life”: Bernie’s new mentor knew “every inch of Central Vermont.” Rural life depends on an enormous canon of local knowledge, nowhere written down: which dirt roads to avoid in mud season, who to call to fix an alternator, or to plow a long driveway, or to deliver a baby. Bonds of reciprocity bring together people who otherwise might not meet or mix. Rural life is in this sense intensely social: though interactions may be sparse, they are meaningful and crucial.

			Many of the new Vermonters had come to make art, in a place where the living was cheap and a community awaited. Old-fashioned Vermont offered these young artists, writers, songwriters, and filmmakers materials and a theme. Vermont Speaks for Itself, a traveling show produced in 1973 by a media collective in Monkton, Vermont, celebrated Yankee speech as a kind of found poetry. Bread & Puppet, the anti-capitalist theater troupe, used the existing landscape and natural materials of the Vermont countryside in their Boschian pageants. David Mamet hired Vermont locals as extras in his plays and films. In Bennington, in the 1980s, Jamaica Kincaid recreated the Antigua of her childhood, both in astonishing, lyrical novels and stories, and in a tropical garden somehow prospering in the temperate microclimate behind her home. Vermont, though, offered inspiration in all seasons: from the winter light in Plainfield, Louise Glück made a poetry of taciturn epiphanies and hoarded silences.

			The state also offered these newcomers a political framework to work within. The ethic of rural cooperation is the basis for town meeting, Vermont’s strong annual tradition of face-to-face democracy. Most towns in Vermont meet on the first Tuesday in March, right about when the sap begins to run, for open debate of town issues. As the communards became stakeholders in their towns and villages, one path to Vermont’s political transformation emerged. Town meeting leads to the school committee and then to the state legislature, and soon higher office comes into view. No other ’60s counterculture could aspire to rise through a navigable legislative and judicial infrastructure to sway an entire American state, not merely a city or a region. Vermont was different in this way from the Berkshires or Berkeley. Everything, including the state’s representation in Washington, was on the table. Town meeting creates dialogue and consensus across the expected political divisions precisely because its participants are bound by daily cooperation. Bernie did best in his early campaigns in some of the most Republican areas of the state partly because those old-line Vermonters and the radical “kids” who brought them business had met across the fence.

			The kids had another advantage: these newcomers were almost all white. By this important measurement of change, the state has remained troublingly static. In 2022, Vermont still ranked as the second-whitest state in America, trailing only West Virginia. Now: Vermont and West Virginia are, in terms of cultural and economic opportunity and political outlook, opposites. How could a wealthy, educated northeastern state full of left-progressives, a few hours’ drive for more than 60 million people, remain 96 percent white?

			The answer is: only by trying very hard. We will see throughout this book that Vermont’s political and cultural transformation, and Bernie’s rise within it, transpired in a hothouse world of white progressivism. Vermont’s image was intentionally cultivated by its tourism bureau to hearken back to a time before large-scale immigration. Its infrastructure was transformed by wealthy summer homeowners fleeing hot cities where they interacted with Black and brown people. The new Vermonters in Sanders’s generation were politically radical but replicated the demographics of that earlier migration almost perfectly: they were white, educated, and from the East Coast, and many of them were rich. When I considered whether Bernie could scale nationally, I figured this, and not socialism, would spell his downfall. Astonishing that he overcame Vermont’s elitism and whiteness. Until, that is, he didn’t.

			Bernie for Burlington

			Bernie’s political career began in this world of loosely networked rural cooperation, as a new kind of political signal traveled along the state’s existing social circuitry, from the general stores, county fairs, and traditional businesses, to town meeting, and eventually to the ballot box.

			But anything lacking the bite of confrontation is finally boring to Sanders: to rise, he needed an urban roughhousing politics that was anathema to the mellow farmers’ market progressivism reigning elsewhere in the state. When he moved to Burlington in 1971, Bernie encountered a city that was older, poorer, and more culturally backward than the small villages that played host to the countercultural zeitgeist. Many years later, looking back, Sanders recalled a city that was not “very special” in terms of leftist formation, unlike Madison, Wisconsin, or Berkeley, California; its electorate was not yet “politically conscious.” Sanders had to cultivate, instead of zealous fellow-travelers, a political base among the poor and working class, the unions, and the elderly, all of whom might be put off by the term socialism, if not its underlying values and meanings. His four mayoral victories drew heavily, and in growing numbers, from the city’s two poorest wards.

			The city did provide convenient political villains: a somnambulant business elite and self-dealing city government, a price-gouging local hospital, a university board and administration run by a monied clique, a powerful Catholic diocese with political sway over its congregants, and deep-pocketed developers eager to privatize the city’s most astonishing natural and cultural resource, its waterfront on Lake Champlain. As the ’70s unfolded, a small, rowdy leftist intelligentsia at the University of Vermont emerged on the hill, and soon Burlington attracted an emerging activist class, many of whom had come off the farms and out of the woods to found clinics and food co-ops and neighborhood groups. The city’s latent political forces—leftists, academics, the elderly, the poor, the unions—were waiting to be drawn into cooperation. None of these groups saw city hall, long the domain of a Democratic machine led by a Falstaffian patronage politician named Gordon Paquette, as a forum for their political work. Bernie rallied them all, but he also rallied Burlington’s business and developer class to understand the power of the city’s brand—and the central role its cuddly socialism and its telegenic mayor could play in it.
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					Mayor Sanders, 1985. Rob Swanson

				
			
			Because I was there, with a front-row seat, I have left my point of view intact throughout this book. I kept finding myself, my family, and my friends inside the story. I was nine when Sanders became mayor in 1981, seventeen when he left city hall in 1989, and nineteen when he was sworn in as Vermont’s sole representative to the U.S. Congress, in 1991. These are important years in a person’s life, and much about me, including the way I write sentences, was shaped during them. I became aware at some juncture during those years that I was growing up in the middle of a very unusual American experiment. As a low-income Burlingtonian, I was also, in a way, one of its subjects—and one of its beneficiaries.

			But the arrival of Bernie Sanders on the scene exposed rifts and tensions in my family. In my earliest memory of Bernie, I am nine years old, growing up in my grandparents’ house, my mother’s childhood home, where she raised me. I watch from an upstairs window as a wild-looking figure approaches our door, flanked by an aide with a clipboard. The doorbell rings. My grandmother yells across the house, “Milford—It’s SANDERS!” My grandfather shouts in reply, “Dorothy—DON’T ANSWER THE DOOR!”

			In this vignette I can see the image of an entire place and time. Three generations crowded into our small house. My grandparents had lost their youngest child, Danny, a year before I was born, the third of their children to die before the age of ten. Milford and Dorothy Delorme had hoped to retire to Florida; now they had a new child to help raise, named for a child they mourned. My mom worked long hours to support the two of us. I have an early memory of her operating an old-fashioned switchboard as an ambulance dispatcher. Later, after studying for her associate’s degree, she became the business manager of a remote mountain school district, hours away on icy roads. She ended her career as the last superintendent of the drafty Gothic convent where my grandmother, her mother, had been raised as an orphan, a half-dozen elderly nuns still shuffling around inside. My grandparents were middle class, but my mother and I, living under their roof, struggled: I received state and federal support throughout my childhood, including a Pell grant for college. I worked from age twelve on to have money to go to the mall, see a movie, or accept an invitation to visit a friend on Cape Cod.

			Mom had been only briefly married to my father, a Canadian citizen who vanished before my first birthday. She had moved back into her childhood bedroom to stay. Cyril Chiasson, my father, was never discussed: in fact, for years I didn’t know his name. A scholar of the Jesuit philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, my father, I learned, had struck out as a professor and made his living as an ESL instructor, moving from Toronto to the Northwest Territories, where he taught the Inuit, and then to Korea and Taiwan. My mother asked me one summer whether I wanted to meet him: he was teaching a summer course at Saint Michael’s College, near our home. Her tone indicated that I could certainly refuse, which I did; but I know I saw him that summer, sitting on a bench not far from our front door. I put my head down and bicycled by. The first concrete information I learned about him was that he had died, in the Philippines, in 2009.

			Though my tense home quieted me, it made me an observer; Bernie’s Burlington gave me something fascinating to observe. I monitored the world through a hairline crack in my extreme shyness, hoping never to anger my grandfather, a heartbroken, brooding man who had helped to develop the state’s nuclear readiness plans—bomb shelters, evacuation routes—as its military head of civil defense. Like many in his generation, Milford Delorme had come home from the Second World War to parades and festivities in his honor. Now he felt he was being displaced in the culture, and he blamed the young. My aunts and uncles, his children, whom I adored, followed a range of 1970s paths, often to their parents’ dismay. There were perplexing silences, absences, and feuds. My grandmother seemed agonized by all the tensions and prayed throughout the day, even while doing housework. Both of my grandparents saw Bernie Sanders as the final straw in their battle to uphold American values, a literal communist on our streets. Bernie was the candidate of the loathed “students” who lurked behind everything miasmal and seedy in town: Fidel Castro in a household that revered General Patton. Everyone in the home did their best, but it was an uncomfortable place to grow up, and the People’s Republic of Burlington was right out my front door. When I passed out of my home and into the wider city, suddenly I was in a place that Sanders had transformed, and, it seemed, just in time for my adolescence.

			Looking Forward, Looking Back

			The historian of medieval France Jules Michelet wrote that “the nature of things is that they come into being at certain times and in certain ways.” For Michelet, “wherever the same circumstances are present, the same phenomena arise and no others.” I have this quotation pinned to my desk. Bernie for Burlington is about the alignment of cultural and political circumstances in the twilight of the analog era, and the kinds of political phenomena that were possible only in that now-eclipsed time. The Vermont scene in the 1970s and ’80s will never be replicated. Bernie came into being in that lost world of late-twentieth-century opportunities and constraints.

			But I wrote this book after Sanders’s remarkable national rise in twenty-first-century politics. This consummate analog citizen is among this century’s most successful digital politicians: one need only call to mind the parka, the mittens. It was always Bernie’s goal to circumvent the corporate media, as we will see. (“The media,” like “millionaires and billionaires,” is a phrase stitched with Bernie’s voice and inflection.) Before Bernie held elected office, he wrote for small papers, founded and edited a newsletter, and built a small, successful media company producing school filmstrips. He produced, directed, and distributed a film about the American socialist Eugene V. Debs. He produced and hosted a show on the local ETV channel about poverty. As mayor, Bernie became a seasoned manipulator of the sometimes-hostile media. He scaled his statewide appeal partly by recording and distributing a gospel album, which received generous, bemused airplay in the late ’80s. And on The Mayor’s Show, Sanders, microphone in hand, gave regular citizens like the mall punks and my cousins a voice. Facebook, Twitter, and other social media platforms as Sanders has used them are continuous with these earlier acts of circumventing the mainstream media to reach people directly. They provide the illusion of intimate presence: Sanders no longer has to hitchhike across the mountains to meet his audience.

			This book was, therefore, begun twice: in the 1980s, when I first witnessed Bernie Sanders up close; and in the current era, when he has become a decisive player in American politics, the dean of the American left. It gestated in my adolescence, but it came to life after a dinner party in the spring of 2019. These were the cruel, cold April days after Attorney General William Barr released his tendentious and misleading “summary” of the report of Special Counsel Robert Mueller on Russian interference in the 2016 election. President Donald Trump had been cleared, vindicated—strengthened.

			I had carved out a small reputation as a citizen-sleuth, reporting via an email distribution list on sleazy liaisons in the Seychelles, the movement of oligarchs’ yachts, backchannels, servers, the pee tape. When word of my research reached Laurence Tribe, the constitutional scholar and Democratic Party operative, Tribe invited me to dinner at his home in Brookline, Massachusetts. He and his wife, the garden historian Elizabeth Westling, warmly welcomed me, and soon we were joined by mutual friends, Jorie Graham and Peter Sacks, who had been my teachers at Harvard. The final guest, arriving straight from his Kennedy School class, was Ronald Klain, then a close adviser to Joe Biden’s presidential campaign and later Biden’s chief of staff.

			These were the heady days when Pete Buttigieg was quoting Joyce’s Ulysses and playing white-man collegiate jazz in front of audiences. We were all looking for the solution to Donald Trump. Despite my devotion to Bernie, I was tempted by Buttigieg. Tribe was working in an unofficial capacity for him and invited me to contribute. Klain made what seemed at the time like a lost-cause case for Biden, his longtime mentor and friend. Others argued for Elizabeth Warren or Kamala Harris. But there was one thing on which everyone seemed to agree: Bernie was a threat. At that table he was mocked as an irritant, an interloper—“a phony,” Tribe interjected. Some at the table wondered if Sanders had even been paid by the Russians to throw the election to Trump. The room full of college professors lamented that Bernie had again captured the imagination of their students: Gen Z was “all in for Bernie,” the other grown-ups agreed. The evening ended cheerfully, as Tribe zipped up his tracksuit and headed down to a basement studio for his regular appearance on MSNBC’s The Last Word with Lawrence O’Donnell. A week after our dinner, Tribe tweeted to his millions of followers, “How can I put it more simply? Based on watching him for decades, I believe @berniesanders is a phony.”

			Even driving home, I realized that I’d just been in the proverbial smoke-filled room, one of many across the country where powerful Democrats had again mobilized against Sanders. Exactly one year later, with COVID-19 spreading across the land, Ron Klain and others would deliver the nomination to Joe Biden, magically clearing the large field of candidates, including Bernie, in a matter of days. It was 1980s Burlington, all over again: the Democratic machine on one side, working out politics for the rest of the electorate; the naive “students” on the other, demanding their share of power to create a morally intelligible future.

			The thing was, I knew what happened next: in Burlington, Bernie, “the avowed socialist,” overcame the fears of the establishment with one smart, nonpolitical initiative after another. He brought a professional baseball team to Burlington; he plowed the streets and sidewalks efficiently, prioritizing the poor neighborhoods where people walked to church and school; he got a deal on cable TV for the elderly; he welcomed musicians, poets, and puppeteers to our streets; he built a land trust for affordable homeownership and wealth creation; he and his administration salvaged our city’s beautiful waterfront from scrap and toxins. Sanders won over Burlington by making even the businesspeople in our prosperous city feel they had an agile and imaginative government. By the end of his eight years, many of us realized we’d played a role in a one-of-a-kind, historic inquiry into the possibilities for human happiness in an American city.

			I am one of the outcomes of that weird, bygone American experiment. But what I feel I mostly did, in those years, was keep quiet, leaning into my shyness, and keep a close eye on things. The Sanders years therefore taught me how to be an observer—that is, a writer. This book is the fruit of that education.
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					Mayor Sanders and his predecessors, 1984. Rob Swanson

				
			
			A Note on Methodology

			This is a book of stories, and a book about stories. Growing up in Bernie’s Burlington, I followed the city’s transformation like a thrilling daily serial, narrated by the mayor but interpreted, adapted, and embellished in real time by dozens of reporters, filmmakers, artists, puppeteers, political analysts, demonstrators, dancers, and poets. I’ve tried to represent the variety and richness of those accounts, their individual distinctness. I’ve tried as well to convey how it felt to grow up in such a story-rich environment, where we were all, at once, the readers, the protagonists, and in a way the authors of the tale of our cultural and political transformation.

			Some of the stories in this book were constructed from my own fallible memories, or from stories told to me during my childhood and upbringing. Others were retrieved from archives—both official collections like the Sanders Mayoral Papers at the University of Vermont and musty hoards preserved in the cellars and attics of the story’s important players. I had hundreds of hours of conversations with dozens of individuals, including Bernie’s brother, Larry, many of Bernie’s oldest and closest friends, most of his living aides and political advisers from his Burlington years, and several of his longtime rivals. A few of these individuals were my friends already, and others became my friends over the course of three or so years of daily work, as I visited contributors in their living rooms or we set out to explore the back roads of Vermont together.

			I did not speak with Bernie or Jane Sanders. I made a few polite attempts, but only early on. Those close to Bernie and Jane report that they were aware of my project, intrigued that “a poet was telling the story,” and have not sought to interfere with or influence the process in any way. I wondered all throughout the writing of this book what would happen if Bernie suddenly decided to participate: What if one of those emails I receive daily from “Bernie Sanders” had been from Bernie Sanders? But I prefer to think that his refusal to interfere was itself a kind of participation. This skein of historical fact, local lore, best-guesswork, and poetry that I’ve created and titled Bernie for Burlington depended on its subject’s remaining silent and on the sidelines. One peep from him, and my whole composition might have unraveled.

		

	
		
			
				1

				

				

				Welcome to Vermont!

			
			(New York City, 1954)
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					Vermont in New York, 1954. Vermont Life Magazine

				
			
			1268 Avenue of the Americas, Manhattan

			Once, in Midtown Manhattan, you could visit a shop with a sign that read, simply, Vermont. Its display windows presented seasonal dioramas. Evenings, the ebullient marquee of Radio City Music Hall shouted out in neon. But Vermont, its cozy neighbor, had gone to bed early. Vermont was dark and silent.

			Inside Vermont, the air smelled of woodsmoke, cider, and maple syrup. Vermont boasted that it sold nothing at all, except “the virtues of Vermont.”

			But Vermont’s “virtues” were in fact for sale. In the winter, the shop window was taken over by a large three-dimensional map of the state, with colored bulbs attached where the ski areas were located. It looked like a game show prop. The bulbs shone red, yellow, or green, depending on how much snow had fallen in the real Vermont, far from Midtown. Passing cars slowed as their drivers squinted to make out the map.

			Cabbies felt “despair” at driving by, according to The New York Times; their fares showed a tendency to cut short their trips, hop out, and study the display. The windows became one of the big city’s minor attractions. “There is no official count on the ‘window watchers,’ ” the Times reported, “but they are believed to number in the thousands.”

			Inside Manhattan’s Vermont, a staff of Vermonters, mostly young women, greeted visitors, handed out brochures, and answered the phones. Winter was the busiest season. “Between 1000 and 1500 queries a week are received about snow conditions,” the Times reported. Many young men stopped in just to talk with these delightful, helpful women, who tended their serene island in a sea of noise and traffic.

			“Vermont in New York: An Invitation!” read the full-page ad in Vermont Life magazine. “Drop in and visit about our favorite State with Vermonter Mary Jean Ogden.” “Visit about” was a nice touch: a Yankee speech artifact, suggesting a whole world of front porches and shade trees, and wholesome nontransactional encounters, free of the taint of money.

			Outside it was Midtown at mid-century, the world that the poet Frank O’Hara captured on his frantic lunch hour walks: workmen fed “their dirty glistening torsos” between parked cabs, while on “the avenue” women’s skirts could be seen “flipping / above heels” and blowing “above grates.”

			Inside, it was another kind of poem: Robert Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” or “An Old Man’s Winter Night,” with the despair erased, leaving only the ambience: the “snow upon the roof,” the “icicles along the wall.”

			1525 East 26th Street, Brooklyn

			In the fall of 1954, nineteen-year-old Larry Sanders took his little brother, Bernard, then thirteen, on the subway from their home in Midwood, Brooklyn, to Midtown Manhattan, a forty-five-minute trip, and visited “Vermont”: the Vermont Information Center.

			They were not skiers. It might have been an accident: the shop was just to the right of the subway exit. But in 1954, a minor cultural draft blew down from Vermont. Everyone had heard “Moonlight in Vermont,” the popular song, beloved of crooners, each verse a woodsy haiku. Hitchcock’s The Trouble with Harry filmed that fall in the village of Craftsbury, where the foliage stole the spotlight from the cadaver. And Bing Crosby’s White Christmas, the remake of Holiday Inn minus the blackface, now set in a Vermont inn, premiered in November of that year.

			Though there were bins of apples and little samplers of maple syrup on offer, the Sanders boys brought a different kind of souvenir back home to Midwood that day. A wire rack presented fliers for “Vermont land,” Bernie Sanders recalled in 2015. “We picked up the brochures and we saw farms were for sale.”

			“It sounds like a made-up story,” Larry Sanders told me in the first of our interviews, “but it really happened.” On the subway home, Larry and Bernie pored over photos of “farm after farm, pages of farms.” The land was beautiful—but more importantly, “it was cheap.” “Cheapness,” frugality, thrift: these concepts come up over and over as we follow Bernie Sanders’s rise. They were yoked early to the idea of the state of Vermont.

			There is something funny about two lanky Brooklyn teenagers discussing real estate with the reputable ladies of the Vermont Information Center. But the boys had been primed by attending the Ten Mile River Scout Camp, in Narrowsburg, New York, on the Pennsylvania border: a wild, wooded, “stunning place,” according to Larry.

			“Bernard loved the countryside,” Larry explained. Vermont, he said, was “a fantasy—but an important fantasy.”

			

			—

			Larry Sanders, whose resemblance to his brother is strong but not uncanny—he is not Larry David—is the keeper of the family’s stories. Bernie has made a stand against the politics of folksy charm and personal anecdote, ever since his first races in the early 1970s. In their place he has developed a counter-charisma, an orneriness that in old age makes him seem a flinty, Yankee figure. Bernie’s cantankerousness has been very easy to sentimentalize, especially for the young. But it scalded and confused many throughout his political rise.

			“The usual path is to begin with biography,” Tad Devine, a Bernie aide, told The New York Observer in 2015. “I don’t see us going there.” While Larry very naturally faces backward, Bernie has always barreled ahead. He will not, or perhaps cannot, look back; but he is shaped thoroughly by the braided economic, medical, and emotional traumas of the first little economy he saw up close, that of his childhood home.

			The elder Sanders brother has lived mostly in England since 1969, where he is now retired as a Green Party official. Many Americans met him for the first time on the night of July 26, 2016, when, as a delegate for Democrats Abroad, Larry nominated Bernie for president of the United States. The clip can be found easily online: “I want to bring before this convention the names of our parents, Eli Sanders and Dorothy Glassberg Sanders,” Larry Sanders begins, his voice breaking and tears welling. “They did not have easy lives, and they died young. They would be immensely proud of their son and his accomplishments. They loved him very much. They loved the New Deal of Franklin Roosevelt, and would be especially proud that Bernard is renewing that vision.”

			Larry was weeping by then. Bernie had lashed himself to the mast as usual, but soon his own tears began. (I don’t believe Bernie had ever cried publicly before that night.) “It was a hectic household,” Larry told me. “My mother had a very strong temper.” Dorothy Glassberg was born on the Lower East Side in 1912. Home movies from the 1940s show a handsome, stylish woman, at home in a swagger coat and pillbox hat. She waves baby Bernie’s hand to the camera, broadly smiling.

			But her “hectic household”—three and a half rooms in a tenement—reminded her perhaps too much of her childhood. “She wanted a house,” Larry said; she “yearned for status in the synagogue” and in the surrounding community, which came only with having a home where a woman could reciprocate her neighbors’ hospitality.

			The apartment at 1525 East 26th Street had a bedroom, a bathroom, a kitchen/living room, and a “half room, a widened part of the hall,” which, according to Larry, served as a second bedroom. When they were both living at home, Larry and Bernie alternated, the one sleeping in the makeshift bedroom, the other on the living room couch. “They threw a bathroom in as well,” Bernie once wrote. “My memory of that one time a fish actually came up through a toilet.” The apartment “was incredibly cramped,” Larry told me. “Not only didn’t we have a room of our own, we didn’t have a room together.”

			In the main room, there was a bookshelf with perhaps twenty books (including a eugenics textbook whose anatomical illustrations were “very popular” with the boys), a radio, and, from 1948 or so on, a TV. The apartment offered “no privacy at all”—no place, Larry added solemnly, that Bernie and Larry “could decorate.”

			With space indoors scarce, Larry said, “the street was our second home.” The rule on the pickup basketball courts was “Make it, take it”—you score a basket, you get the ball back—a brutal capitalistic model for competition, and one that Bernie practiced in his political life, whatever his ideological commitment to the fair distribution of wealth. “We played baseball, softball, punchball, stickball, stoopball, roller hockey, variants of American football, touch football, touch tackle, basketball, marbles,” Larry said. “It was a very good way to grow up.” Bernie, he added, “might not entirely agree.”

			

			—

			In some marriages, the party that insists on a narrower world automatically wins, though the victory is costly. Dorothy Sanders apparently wanted a broader life.

			But three and a half rooms were quite enough for Eli Sanders, who had emigrated to New York from Słopnice, Poland, in 1921, at the age of sixteen. His family in the old country sometimes went without food. “My father’s imagination, his life story, was survival,” Larry explained. Anything extra was trivial. Larry remembers his father watching a TV show about middle-class “psychological distress” and shaking his head. “But they’ve got plenty of money,” Eli Sanders muttered. “They’ve got everything they need.” Eli had an existential sense of life, drawn in part from his subsistence childhood, and augmented by the news dawning from Europe. Leafing through an old family photograph album, Eli Sanders pointed to one relative after another who’d been killed or lost—“gobbled up,” as Larry put it, in the Holocaust.

			Eli Sanders was a commissioned paint salesman for the Keystone Paint and Varnish Company. He traveled up and down Long Island for his work and, according to Larry, “probably stopped at every diner along the way.” In the home movies I have seen, he is a paunchy man, and ill at ease throwing a ball to his sons. But he had a ready smile and a sweet, gregarious manner. Larry suggests that he spent a lot of his days chatting with his clients, which might have cut into his commissions. In Eli’s mind, the family had arrived. In his wife’s view, they had stalled out just on the other side of poverty.

			In a story both Bernie and Larry tell, their father saw Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman late in its Broadway run and wept for weeks after whenever he thought of Willy Loman, its thwarted protagonist. “He was devastated by it,” Larry told me. The play brought home to Eli how close his family had always been to economic collapse. Like many Americans in their precarious position, the Sanders family lived near despair. “The bottom could fall out,” as Larry put it. You might be tempted to conclude, as Willy Loman did, that “a man is worth more dead than alive.”

			So Eli and Dorothy Sanders fought. They fought because they were frightened. The fights were unbearable to the boys, since, as they could plainly see, their parents were closely attached, and loved each other very much.

			“My father’s thing was, you were spending too much,” Larry explained, “and my mother’s was, you’re not earning enough money.” This went round and round and “destroyed what they had.” These were “arguments that seared through a little boy’s brain, never to be forgotten,” Bernie Sanders wrote in Our Revolution.

			Once, in the 1980s, I saw Bernie shopping at a department store in Burlington, now long gone, called Magrams. He pointed tentatively at the shirt racks, as though trying to make contact with an alien being. A few minutes later, from a second-floor window, I watched him exit the store and storm down Church Street toward city hall, empty-handed. I’ve always told it as a funny story; but when you hear the brothers discuss the anxiety that money caused them as children, it seems not funny at all.

			In Our Revolution, Bernie describes an errand he ran for his mother to buy groceries. “I went to the wrong store,” he wrote. “I went to the small shop a few blocks away, rather than the Waldbaum’s grocery store on Nostrand Avenue. I paid more than I should have. When I returned and my mother realized what I had done, the screaming was horrible.”

			“The worst of it,” Larry told me, still agonizing seventy years later, “wasn’t what we didn’t have. It was the tensions. The arguments.”

			

			—

			I drove out to Midwood from the Upper West Side one beautiful April afternoon, across Central Park and down FDR Drive, over the Brooklyn Bridge, through a tangle of on- and off-ramps and, at last, out Ocean Avenue. How could it all work so well, said I, a Vermonter, to myself; every bolt and rivet holding as I sped through the balletic chaos of New York’s built environment?

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Bernie (left) with mother Dorothy Sanders and Larry. Sanders Institute
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					Bernie (left) and Larry. Sanders Institute

				
			
			The temperature fell several degrees as I neared Sanders’s childhood home in a mid-rise tenement on the corner of 26th Street and Kings Highway. Coney Island and Brighton Beach are nearby. You sense the beach in Midwood, in the flat, shadowless glare of the light, and in the gusts of fog that blow across the playgrounds and parks.

			The food critic Mimi Sheraton, who grew up in Midwood, described an April day there in 1946. It matched what I saw nearly perfectly: mid-rise brick apartments trellised with black metal fire escapes on the avenues, and “builders’ houses, usually duplicated three or four in a row” on the side streets, “brick and stucco affairs.” Bright yellow forsythia blazed in many of those small backyards, just as she had described during this same calendar week in 1946.

			It was, and is, a middle-class neighborhood with the feeling of an inner suburb. In Bernie’s day, it was an enclave of rapidly assimilating Jews within the larger neighborhood of Flatbush. Now the place has been carved out from Flatbush, and attracts a wide array of immigrant families, but especially Orthodox Jews of Russian descent. The day I was there was during Passover; a bunch of guys selling homemade matzoh on the street asked me if I was Jewish.

			“Nope, Catholic,” I replied, and they waved me off with a chuckle.

			1525 East 26th Street, a six-story, yellow-brick tenement, stands apart from the cheerful single-family homes. Many families in the neighborhood began their lives as renters in buildings like this one, aspiring to purchase one of the little houses at its ankles. Bernie’s parents dreamed of making that leap, but it never came. In Midwood, in the 1940s and ’50s, to own a “private house,” as Bernie’s parents called them, meant you were seen, your family was acknowledged, you were part of the neighborhood’s fabric. Once inside 1525 East 26th Street, though, you vanished.

			I walked down 26th Street to James Madison High School. There they remember Bernie Sanders: in the entry hall, just beyond the metal detectors and security guards, is the Madison High School “Wall of Distinction.” Bernie Sanders ’59 is one in from the lower left corner, next to Beverly Stoll Pepper, the sculptor, who is the mother of the poet and my friend Jorie Graham. They are in distinguished company. Ruth Bader Ginsberg ’50 shares the top row with the famed environmentalist Barry Commoner ’33, Charles Schumer ’67, and Stanley H. Kaplan ’35, the founder of the test prep company. Working down the grid, we find Carole Klein King ’58, several professional athletes, four Nobel laureates, and Judith Blum Sheindlin ’60—“Judge Judy.” The roster of graduates is “more distinguished than Eton’s,” Larry Sanders told me, with a laugh.

			What was the secret to the school’s success? “It was one of those schools where you felt what the old world was,” Jorie Graham told me. “The permission to get an education was an astounding gift because so many had died in Europe.”

			Bernie entered Madison in the fall of 1954, around the time he and Larry picked up their Vermont brochures. Classmates recall a quiet and serious boy, not terribly political but, as his brother put it, “aware” of politics. “Jewish boys growing up in that time couldn’t but be aware just how important politics is,” Larry said. “It’s a matter of life and death.” Sanders eventually ran for student body president, finishing last among three candidates, on a platform to aid orphans of the Korean War.

			But sports, and not politics, offered Bernie his first method of channeling his intensity. In a setback, Bernie, always a great pickup player on Brooklyn’s “Make it, take it” outdoor courts, was cut from the varsity basketball team. He was a “tremendous player,” Larry said. I confirmed that I had seen his game on the pickup courts in Burlington: strong ball handler, solid outside game, and, always, a complete, transforming intensity. Madison “wasn’t the skyscraper squad,” according to Larry, but they did have one of the “top-ranked teams in the city.” If only he’d been “an inch or two taller.” (Bernie stands around six feet one.)

			Sanders became a standout athlete in track and cross-country, and eventually captained both teams. It baffled me, when Bernie sought to introduce himself to voters in his two presidential runs, that he did not capitalize more on his astonishing high school running career; the ads write themselves. Bernie’s best mile was 4:37, which earned him third place in New York City. That’s blazing fast, when you consider he ran in it on a cinder track, wearing primitive spikes. Even more impressive, to Larry, was his brother’s cross-country prowess. The course, way uptown in Van Cortlandt Park, “was always amazingly muddy,” he recalled. The races showed Bernie’s “tremendous stamina and dedication.”
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					Sanders finishing strong. Lou Howart, Madison High School
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VERMONT IN NEW YORK...An Invitation

The Vermont Development Commission takes pleasure in announcing
he opening of a Vermont Information Center, located in New York’s
Rockefeller Center.

Friends of Vermont in the metropolitan area are invited to visit this
complcte burcau for information on all of the state’s activities and eco-
nomic interests; for details on Vermont recreation, agriculture, industry
and education.

The Vermom Center, located next door to Radio City Music Hall, dlsplays

por

he address is 1268 Avenue of the Americas, the telephone Columbus

5-3948. Drop in and visit about our favorite state with Vermonter Mary
Jean Ogden.
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