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					There has never been an American tragedy. There have only been great failures.

					—F. Scott Fitzgerald

					There are stories that save us, and stories that trap us, and in the midst of an illness, it can be very hard to know which is which.

					—Rachel Aviv

					I work a lot and live far less than I could, but the moon is beautiful and there are blue stars…. I live the chaste song of my heart.

					—Federico García Lorca

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Introduction

				The American Abracadabra

				
					Only when the tide goes out do you learn who’s been swimming naked.

					—Warren Buffett

				

				It wasn’t a perfect job. In the scheme of the universe, it wasn’t even a great one. But for two years, Nakitta Long had been working part-time at an automotive plant in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, manufacturing car parts. Though she’d gotten a dollar bump to $15.25 an hour—nearly twice the state’s minimum wage—it was still hard to get by. “Wages never match the cost of living. The cost of everything,” she told me.

				Like tens of millions of other American workers, Long relied on food stamps. And like tens of millions of American jobs, Long’s was a temp gig with few benefits, another casualty of old, sturdier, middle-income work lost to automation and offshoring. Still she stayed on, hoping that the frequent but unfulfilled promises of becoming a permanent full-time employee there would pan out.

				But then, in March 2020, Long was about to fire up the grill on a day off when she received a call from her manager at the temp agency. She was instructed not to go back to the plant and to return her work badge ASAP. She was being let go. Immediately, Long began panic cycling through scenarios, wondering if she had made some mistake at work, maybe messed up a part.

				It was nothing that specific. With the pandemic suddenly raging, markets quaking, economies cratering, and consumers everywhere shrink-wrapping their wallets, businesses were shedding employees from their ranks with abandon. Around the country, mass layoffs were disproportionately affecting hourly workers, women, and people of color; Long happened to be all three. As she quickly discovered, even after two years, there wouldn’t be time for pleasantries, well-wishes, or basic separation benefits. She went from being paid every week to not being paid at all. “I knew that I didn’t have any type of resources that, if my job was to shut down, I could fall back on,” she explained. “I wasn’t at retirement age, I didn’t have any savings, and I was living paycheck to paycheck like I’ve done pretty much most of my working life.”

				Long was forty-four, with two kids she was raising alone and without the time to luxuriate in her bad fortune. Steeling herself for a crisis ahead, she passed through denial, anger, acceptance, and then contingency plans at warp speed. In the short term, she planned to live off her tax refund until government unemployment benefits came through. In the early months of the pandemic, even that didn’t seem like a sure bet.

				“It was just like what everybody else was experiencing across the country,” she recalled. “Unemployment offices were not able to handle the number of applications coming in. Systems were down. You couldn’t get anybody on the phone to talk to, and if you did, they didn’t know what was going on.” Long caught what qualified as a lucky break because she knew someone at a government office who helped her sort through a technicality and receive benefits in less than a month. (According to U.S. Department of Labor data, only 14 percent of the roughly 12 million Americans who filed for unemployment in March 2020 received their payments that same month. Within six weeks, 30 million Americans—nearly 20 percent of the country’s workforce—would apply.)

				In addition to state unemployment benefits, a temporary $600 weekly boost had been issued under the CARES Act, the controversial federal aid package passed by Congress in the early days of the pandemic when America’s financial footing was skittering on black ice. When those benefits kicked in for Long, there was relief, but also a sense of deflation; she was making considerably more on unemployment than she had at the job she’d worked for two years. “That’s what was sad about it; it was $300 more per week, an additional $1,200 to $1,400 a month.”

				

				

				 

				Nakitta Long’s predicament reflects our biggest, most troublesome, most outrageous, most urgent, and most definitional social misperception: our belief in what I’ll call the “American Abracadabra,” a swaggering bit of magical thinking that asserts that through hard work, self-reliance, and heroic grit, each person determines their own fate.

				This idea makes up the marrow of the American self. It’s an inborn, anti-aristocratic, uniquely American code that gets reinforced each generation—in education, in policy, in religion, in everything. It’s under our fingernails, evident in our heroes, holidays, and history; it provides the score to our rituals, customs, and mythologies. From Thoreau’s Walden to Gatsby’s West Egg and beyond, it lurks in the contours of our popular culture, and from Manifest Destiny to minimum wage, it whirls in the whiplash of our politics. Its cutthroat, winner-take-all logic—anyone who fails to make it here in the Land of Opportunity must not be trying hard enough—lifts the enormous needs of communities and heaps them entirely onto the shoulders of individuals. As a feat of branding, the American abracadabra is undefeated. It’s the first slide in our sales deck, the first bullet point in our citizen handbook. As a channel of collective aspiration, it’s durable and bipartisan, and so ingrained that it’s practically invisible. “My grandfather,” the elevator pitch begins, “came to this country with a dollar in the pocket of his only pair of pants.” I don’t need to tell you the rest, you already know how it goes.

				For centuries now, this bit of fantasy has been proclaimed as the lodestar that guides our salvation ship across the blinding sea. Here in America, we get it done by ourselves, goddammit, and we take pains to note that this is what makes us different and exceptional.

				The promise of mobility and untrammeled possibility here has beckoned tens of millions from around the globe to seek our shores, pass through our golden doors, forge a gritty path forward, and inhabit a bootstraps story to be uttered with soft reverence by future grandchildren. The ideal of self-propelled achievement guides practically everything we do (except maybe corporate tax policy).

				Against all reality, this blurry, seductive legend thrives. The abracadabra remains America’s greatest hit—part Rosebud, part Excalibur, part Sisyphus, and part “Free Bird.” It’s that dab of radioactive spider venom that supposedly endows us with our superpowers, the wind beneath our wings. Blessed as miraculous by its true believers, the abracadabra has come to define us; we are what we do, and our successes are an assertion of our own moral and social worth.

				

				

				 

				The title of this book, 99% Perspiration, comes from the often posterized Thomas Edison quote about industriousness: “Genius is one percent inspiration, ninety-nine percent perspiration.” But there’s always been more to this quote than meets the eye. One of the first known renderings of Edison’s famous aphorism appears in a story titled “Doing One’s Best” in the Idaho Daily Statesman on May 6, 1901. In a way that will feel eerily familiar for being nearly 125 years old, Edison’s iconic chestnut about hard work is part of an editorial instructing readers to push themselves beyond the limits of their responsibilities (and their compensation): “Genius is another name for hard work, honest work,” it reads. “ ‘Genius,’ says Edison, ‘is 1 per cent inspiration and 99 per cent perspiration.’ People who take pains never to do any more than they get paid for, never get paid for anything more than they do.”

				Later, in the 1910 book Edison: His Life and Inventions, the inventor’s biographers recount a conversation at Edison’s laboratory in which he deflects praise for his life’s brilliant, world-shaping output by attributing it mostly to hard work. “Stuff!” Edison apparently shouted. “I tell you genius is hard work, stick-to-it-iveness, and common sense.”

				Genius for the sake of the genius, in other words, is a less-than-cherished concept in a culture that spawned the bland efficiency of nutrition bars and the ten-thousand-hour rule. Edison’s enduring maxim about work is just one prominent entry in a catalog of cultural and historical artifacts that promote the primacy of mettle and hard-won results in America.

				You can find The Muses at the Prado in Madrid or The Thinker in Paris, but America beatifies doers. Edison’s image and words still live on high school murals and in Boy Scout handbooks. In a telling (and creepy) legend, the fellow efficiency stalwart and inventor Henry Ford so admired his friend Edison that he arranged to have the inventor’s last human exertion—his final breath—captured in a glass tube and put on display in his museum in Detroit.

				More recently, the modern-day Edison wannabe Elon Musk channeled his role model when describing the taxing working culture at his companies. “There are way easier places to work,” he posted in 2018, “but nobody ever changed the world on 40 hours a week.” Musk’s workweek formula, he added, “varies per person, but about 80 [hours] sustained, peaking above 100 at times. Pain level increases exponentially above 80.”[*1] (Owing in part to those long hours, Reuters documented more than six hundred serious workplace injuries at Musk’s SpaceX facilities between 2014 and 2023, a previously unreported fraction of the total deaths and injuries at his facilities.)

				The belief that the grind alone has powered the genius or success of tinkerers like Edison and Musk is a cornerstone American myth; part of an individualistic belief that the first part of this book—“The Inspiration”—will trace back to America’s beginning. We’ll also dig into how for countless others without the benefit of benefactors, teams of unsung subordinates or unpaid labor, or, in Musk’s case, family wealth, massive government loans and contracts, and billions of dollars in taxpayer-funded subsidies, hard work has never been the single galvanic force with which the hand of destiny has lifted up the deserving.

				On balance, we seem to understand (however quietly) that the abracadabra isn’t true. And yet, as we’ll explore in the second part of this book—“The Perspiration”—this line of thinking not only still enchants us but casts an unshakable spell on American life. That spell makes our communities wobbly, our faith weak, our lives lonely, our politics toxic, and our relationship with work masochistic and unsustainable. As we journey around the country, we’ll meet smart, dedicated people who are already finding solutions that show us another way.

				

				

				 

				Over the past few years, we’ve experienced the false notes of this American promise in some of the starkest of terms. We saw up close who suffered the most during the pandemic, who helped the most, who profited the most, who was suddenly deemed essential, and who, right from the jump, was shockingly comfortable with death for the sake of the economy.

				“Those of us who are 70-plus, we’ll take care of ourselves, but don’t sacrifice the country,” Texas lieutenant governor Dan Patrick declared on national television in March 2020, while arguing that seniors should be willing to put themselves in mortal danger to help younger generations remain at their jobs. “The message is that the American people have gone through significant death before,” former New Jersey governor Chris Christie (who would later spend seven days in an intensive care unit after contracting COVID-19 at a White House event) replied when asked what he would tell Americans about reopening the economy if he were president. “We sent our young men during World War II over to Europe, out to the Pacific, knowing, knowing that many of them would not come home alive. And we decided to make that sacrifice because what we were standing up for was the American way of life. In the very same way now, we have to stand up for the American way of life.”

				But the pandemic exposed just how shabbily that vaunted “American way of life” compares to that of other countries. According to census data, more than 10 percent of nonelderly Americans (27.4 million) went through 2020 without health insurance, including many who lost their jobs and whose coverage had been anchored to their employment.[*2] That figure in all other industrialized countries, which have the basic guardrails of universal healthcare: 0.0 percent.

				Depending on whose data you consult, Americans working from home saw their workdays expand by anywhere from one hour to three, despite a boom in remote work and limited commutes for millions. As for those workers who couldn’t work from home, many kept clocking shifts at restaurants, factories, fulfillment warehouses, and other environments where jobs typically don’t offer paid sick leave and adequate health precautions and became the highest percentage of COVID casualties by profession. Sure, those performing indispensable functions were sprinkled with nightly applause and “hero pay,” small, short-term wage boosts meant to offset dangers that many frontline workers hadn’t signed up for. But then the applause died out, the hero pay bumps expired, and we all moved on.

				Within a year of the start of the pandemic, the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis reported that 3 million U.S. women had dropped out of the workforce, turning the slow-boil crises around gender pay inequality, childcare policy, and outdated caregiving expectations into an outright grease fire. In December 2021, Congress failed to renew the Child Tax Credit, an expanded tax credit that implicitly acknowledged that childcare is work and kept 3.7 million U.S. children out of poverty. (The rate of child poverty would jump 41 percent the following month.)

				As for the temporarily boosted unemployment benefits by which tens of millions of people including Nakitta Long were sustained during the early months of COVID: When they neared expiration a few short months after they first took effect, a majority of the Senate seemed to take offense at the idea of extending them. Or as Senator Lindsey Graham put it, “I promise you over our dead bodies will this get reauthorized.” Their demise helped beget the largest single-year spike in poverty levels in sixty years. By the end of 2020, just a few months later, 8 million Americans had newly fallen into poverty.

				Even after a new president took office and a new party took over Congress in 2021, the will to build a permanent, durable safety net out of the tumult and obvious need of the COVID crisis didn’t materialize. We had learned nothing. And once a new relief spending spree ended and the last of the stimulus checks were cashed, Americans were left waiting (as they had done before in previous recessions, depressions, disasters, and panics) for the next calamity to hit before hastily conceived, tonally disdainful, after-the-fact action could follow.

				Simply put, even during the most extreme crisis in nearly a century, the dark, go-it-alone tenet of the American abracadabra won out again. Those who struggled to stay afloat, who had been laid off, who were immunocompromised, who had to remain at home to care for family or double as substitute teachers for their suddenly homebound kids, or who simply wished to avoid exposure to a potentially deadly disease were cast by many as freeloaders who didn’t want to work for a living. Despite the precarity of those prevaccine pandemic days, some officials claimed an obligation to not help.

				To justify this inaction, political and business leaders alike leaned on a timeworn, contested line of thinking that government-provided financial aid created dependency, disincentivized work, and, most paternalistically of all, promoted or supported poor character and a bad work ethic. “If a person is making $23 an hour on unemployment,” Graham explained, “it’s going to be hard to get you to go back to work for a $17 an hour job.” In addition to not addressing the core problem of workers not being paid enough to live, Graham’s words echoed those of generations of national leaders, stretching from Thomas Jefferson to Joe Biden.[*3]

				Yet back in Winston-Salem, not far from where Graham had grown up, there was Nakitta Long, whose character and work ethic were intact and who had tried to fulfill her American Dream before her path went astray. Long had first started work in manufacturing while pushing her way through college and then a master’s degree in criminal justice, all while raising her kids. From there, she had planned to go on to law school and earn her JD. “I wanted to be a judge, I wanted to be a lawyer, I wanted to be a police officer,” she said, recalling her early career goals during a Bronx childhood that bore witness to a disproportionate share of injustice, neglect, and police brutality. “I wanted to be anybody that was influential in changing the lifestyle of the people that I saw every day.”

				But when the time came to graduate and look for a job, Long found that her degrees—those vaunted skeleton keys to American dreams—made her a liability. Potential employers told her either that she didn’t have enough work experience in the criminal justice field or that she was too qualified for entry-level jobs and would probably leave as soon as she found something better. In those rejections, she sometimes detected elements of an unsaid code, an invisible criterion popularly euphemized in HR-speak as being a “cultural fit.”

				An element of betrayal came embedded in every setback. Long would think back in frustration to the posters that used to line the walls of her high school and many others across the country—you might remember them, the ones that linked educational attainment to certain salary thresholds. She had earned a master’s degree and had still never seen $50,000 a year. “I did everything I was supposed to do,” Long said of her bind, “and I didn’t really know at that point where I could fit in. I knew I had to start somewhere, but I kept getting the same responses. I’m like, ‘Well, what am I doing wrong? Why is this not simple?’ ”

				Her experience is a small but revealing capsule of a collective national paradox, the unforgiving American way that defines us by our industry and judges us by our achievement while simultaneously making it incredibly difficult to climb the economic ladder. In a country where work and utility dominate life and culture, reducing success and failure into matters of character traps millions of people between abstract ideals and punch-clock realities.

				

				

				 

				Writing this makes me feel a bit like the most stoned kid on an ultimate Frisbee team, but America isn’t what we’re told it is. I’m not saying anything that you don’t already know. Aided mightily by bad weather and handouts from the French, we fumbled our way into independence despite not having a set goal of nationhood or even a common conception of it. And we’ve remained a jumble of competing energies and priorities ever since. Observers at least as far back as Alexis de Tocqueville in the early 1800s have noticed the clash between the forces of individualism and conformity in American life and culture. We’re now a diverse, self-proclaimed melting pot composed of communities that are increasingly separated or gerrymandered apart by factors like race and income and political ideology. We’ve had countless chances to make something real and resilient of our opportunities, and we’ve screwed the pooch on a lot of them. We’ve also done and continue to do things that make people the world over look on us with hope, admiration, disappointment, and disgust. We remain both utterly predictable and full of surprises.

				This book is about the why of all of these phenomena, glories, infuriations, and inconsistencies and what we can do to fix them. In spite of its remarkable staying power, it’s not a stretch to suggest that the warm sentiments about the celebrated American way of life have started to cool off a bit. Life expectancy in the United States lags behind that of its counterparts and has even declined in recent years; income inequality remains dangerously high for a functional democracy.

				A great reconsideration is under way. The old tropes and reflexive optimism on which generations were brought up have been replaced by bad vibes. A 2023 economic opportunity poll by Gallup found that 39 percent of Americans believed that they were failing to get ahead despite working hard. That figure in 2002: 23 percent. There is a growing sense of dysfunction that can’t be masked, regardless of what the stock market or unemployment rate tells us.

				As a result, workers have begun to risk more to demand better, and more people than ever have begun to understand how selective opportunity in America has been all along. In the past few years alone, several excellent revisionist histories of the United States have been published, each offering a new way of seeing the trajectory of the country through its thirst for land (Greg Grandin’s The End of the Myth), its love of wild-eyed conspiracy (Kurt Andersen’s Fantasyland), or its foundational disdain for Black life (Nikole Hannah-Jones’ The 1619 Project and Isabel Wilkerson’s Caste), to name a few. The need for these books, the appetite for them (and the passionate resistance to them, for that matter), come from a shift that’s happening beneath our feet. Many of us are newly reckoning with the reality that we’ve been sold a rotten bill of goods, and for our own sanity, we’re trying to understand why. The abracadabra, or the myth that hard work equals destiny, intersects with all these themes. It explains why plenty of people for plenty of good reasons have never bought into the conceit that gumption, moxie, get-up-and-go, whatever, is the secret sauce that powers the big, beautiful American machine.

				The germ of this book came from the experience of meeting some classic American success stories while reporting on the culture and history of fast food in America for my first book, Drive-Thru Dreams. Driving across the country, I heard the testimonies of store owners, industry titans, and corporate figures who all believed, with unshakable conviction, that they had arrived at their American Dream strictly by the dint of their whatever-it-takes work ethic.

				Their decades-old war stories about starting on the fryers at sixteen for $1.25 an hour and hustling their way up to great wealth were held as articles of faith, even as they cut a strange contrast to the lives of their own current-day employees, many of whom were also tirelessly scrambling—not to win the Horatio Alger Award, bestowed upon those who supposedly rose from nothing, but to barely keep their lives together on minimum wage. (This particular flair for mythmaking, by the way, exists across all industries, not just the one serving two-dollar burgers to a stressed and overworked customer base.)

				The truth is that regardless of whether we’re high on the hog or low in the sty, we give and have given way too much for this myth. Held against our peer countries, Americans are all but alone in how we work longer hours, take fewer vacations or less time off, move more frequently for opportunity, and retire later in life. It’s who we are. In 2023, an astounding 71 percent of Americans listed having a job or career they enjoyed as the top measure of what makes for a fulfilling life, more than close friendships, having children, or marriage. Work, self-determination, the concept of dignity earned, and American exceptionalism compose much of the foundation of our shared identity. When this promise doesn’t produce, we don’t just float adrift, we head right into danger’s way as political opportunists exploit the disillusion.

				As has recently become more apparent, the growing distance between our reality and our professed ideals puts everyone at odds, as we’ve fallen deep into traps of tribalism, xenophobia, racism, despair, conspiracy, and extremism. At least some of those within the hordes of insurrectionists who stormed the Capitol on January 6, 2021, might never have felt compelled to do so had they not been drunk on the belief that others were cutting ahead of them in line. Four years later, the fever still hasn’t broken.

				

				

				 

				All of that said, I’m not here exclusively to bum you out. The American way of life and our relationship with it are fluid—and that’s what’s so fascinating about it! At various points in our history, we’ve flirted with holding true to our proclaimed principles, only to fall short when it came to uplifting all people. We’ve created mechanisms to protect workers from harm and exploitation as well as safeguards for the aged and the poor and the sick. We’ve electrified rural areas and devoted resources toward free high school and local higher education. The Freedmen’s Bureau, for example, helped build schools, enforce civil protections, and alleviate poverty and sickness (however briefly) in the aftermath of the Civil War. The GI Bill, though structured by Southern Democrats to be widely exclusive of Black veterans, invested in education, housing, and infrastructure and helped build an imperfect middle class that reliably encompassed the majority of Americans until about a decade ago. (The bill was also a rare, uncamouflaged example of how the government can directly serve and benefit its citizens.)

				The battle to live up to our creed has inspired everything from the abolition of slavery to universal suffrage and civil rights. You can tie the imagination that’s endemic in the American belief in boundlessness to the first footprints on the moon or the invention of everything from the transistor and the polio vaccine to the Slinky, the Slanket, and the microwave popcorn bag. We’ve speculated gamely on a hopelessly bright future, selectively advocated for freedom and democracy, and created art, tech, and forms of expression that are beloved the world over.

				Warts and all, America has, at times, served as a byword for ingenuity and democratized opportunity. In his book Travels in Siberia, the writer Ian Frazier describes being led through the house of his Russian host and encountering a lightless kitchen. “He reached up and screwed the new bulb into the socket,” Frazier writes. “After a few twists, the light came on. He turned to us and spread his arms wide, indicating the beams brightly filling the room. ‘Ahhh,’ he said, triumphantly. ‘Amerika!’ ” The American way can inspire once again.

				Even as we face some of the direst challenges to our near-term stability and far-term viability, there are people at every level of society devoting their lives to making communities stronger, safer, healthier, and happier. Workers have started to walk away from bad jobs and band together to force the hands of their employers toward a more sustainable reality. This book is about them as well as the very attainable versions of an American future where jobs will fit naturally into the order of life, community strength will outstrip individual destiny, empathy won’t be weakness, and work will have dignity.

				Ultimately, this is a work of nonfiction that’s about a work of semifiction.

				Let’s get into it.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Despite naming his most celebrated product after the inventor Nikola Tesla, Musk actually favored Edison in the famous rivalry between Edison and Tesla. His reasoning: “Edison brought his stuff to market and made those inventions accessible to the world.”

					Edison, for his part, applied a cold transactional logic to his approach to work. “Anything that won’t sell, I don’t want to invent,” he once explained. “Its sale is proof of utility, and utility is success.” His rival Tesla, meanwhile, died alone and penniless in a hotel near New York’s Penn Station.

				

				
					*2 Research published in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America suggests that universal healthcare could have saved the lives of more than 338,000 Americans from COVID-19 in the first two years of the pandemic alone. Americans could also have saved more than $105 billion in healthcare costs.

				

				
					*3 In an earlier variation on this theme, then senator Joe Biden cast his vote for the infamous welfare reform bill, titled the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, declaring, “The culture of dependence must be replaced with the culture of self-sufficiency and personal responsibility.”

				

			

		

	
		
		
			Part I

			The Inspiration

		

	
		
		
			Chapter One

			Columbia

			The Birth of the American Order

			
				One cannot claim the birthright without accepting the inheritance.

				—James Baldwin

			

			One day in early 2001, according to legend, the comedian Lewis Black was walking down a city street in Houston, Texas, when he came upon a Starbucks. Then and there, an eerie despair set in; the store was sitting directly across the street from another Starbucks.

			In his mind, this was an omen that he had reached the edge of civilization. “Go there! Stand between those two Starbucks, look at your watch. Time stands still,” he later told crowds in disbelief. “If you turn this way and look, just at one Starbucks, immediately you think, ‘You know, when I turn around, there cannot possibly be a Starbucks behind me. No one would have been that stupid to have built a Starbucks across from a Starbucks, and if there was a just and loving God, he wouldn’t allow that kind of shit to go down.’ ”

			Whether your outlook is secular, religious, or guided by zodiac signs, plenty of us worry that we’ve lived to tumble smack into the end of our civilization; the place where the universe ends. In 2021, a Public Religion Research Institute poll found that a majority of Americans said that the “culture and way of life” in the United States have gotten worse since the 1950s. Escalating matters a bit, almost a third of Americans believe in the apocalypse. Across the sweep of U.S. history, various groups have claimed to see signals of end times in things like alcohol, rock music, women’s lib, vaccines, or the designated hitter rule. For some, it was the MTV reality show Jersey Shore that broke them. For Lewis Black, he felt doomsday vibes in the sterile corporate sameness of an early-aughts American life that had seemingly run headfirst into its own commercial extremes.

			Whatever the theory, if there’s a subjective end of this universe, it means there must also be a beginning, a place where the cosmography first began to take its distinct form and the story of what followed afterward starts to make a little bit more sense. To understand how the American way first took root, I trekked to St. Croix in the U.S. Virgin Islands. Better known now for its white sand beaches, rum exports, and bioluminescent lagoons, St. Croix holds the historic distinction of being the first place in the present-day United States where any of Christopher Columbus’ ships actually landed.[*1]

			As it turns out, despite the outsized place of Columbus in America’s origin story, his landing spot isn’t much of a draw. “The Columbus landing…there’s not too much to see,” Sweeny Toussaint, a local Crucian tour operator, explained when I asked about the popularity of the island’s physical link to Columbus. Beyond stray outfits like Celebrity Cruises, which occasionally offers the option to trace the end of Columbus’ voyage to St. Croix via kayak as a tacked-on $139 shore excursion, it’s not a highly touted attraction. (A pitch from one of the few local businesses promoting the landing spot online felt kind of phoned in: “He stopped in search of fresh water…he didn’t find any!”) In fact, the Columbus landing spot has grown so obscure that it appeared on the very first list of endangered American historical places set forth by the National Trust for Historic Preservation in 1988. Nowadays, vacationers, cruise ship throngs, and Broadway nerds lighting out for St. Croix are more apt to devote precious holiday time to the island’s fixture as the birthplace of Alexander Hamilton, leaving the real Columbus-heads out there to grab their passports and venture to San Salvador, the Bahamian island where the Columbus name can be found on the marquees of museums, beach bars, and a Club Med resort, even on currency.

			

			

			 

			By now we know that Columbus didn’t discover America. Moreover, he went to his grave arguing that he had hit the outskirts of the Far East. The reason the United States is known as America instead of Columbia or something else is because a prominent German mapmaker named it after Amerigo Vespucci, the first acknowledged European explorer to grasp that the faraway grounds that Europeans had just started tripping over in the later 1400s were in fact an entirely separate landmass from Asia. (To be clear, Vespucci didn’t discover America, either. And the mapmaker had apparently intended only to christen a section of modern-day Brazil with Vespucci’s name, but these things have a way of getting out of hand.) Ultimately, the name America is a historical fluke in the way that July 4, the day the Declaration of Independence was adopted and sent to the printers, became the national holiday rather than July 2 (the day independence was actually declared) or July 8 (when the declaration was read to the public) or August 2 (when it was finally signed by most of the delegates).

			All trivia and pedantic technicalities aside, there are still reasons that Columbus holds such sway in the national mythos. While he didn’t achieve much of what he set out to do—discover a western sea route to Asia, amass enough gold for an infinity coin pool, convert everyone to Catholicism—his arrival did change everything. “His voyages were significant because they were the first to become widely known in Europe,” Russell Freedman wrote in 2007. “They opened a pathway from the Old World to the New, paving the way for the European conquest and colonization of the Americas, changing life forever on both sides of the Atlantic.”

			Not one of those things was guaranteed. Columbus’ inaugural journey west in 1492 had been skeptically and half-heartedly sponsored by Spain with two measly ships, plus another he’d raised funds for on his own. That mood shifted considerably after he returned to Spain with stolen riches, exotic animals, spices, and kidnapped natives.[*2] For the second expedition, which would briefly bring Columbus’ fleet to St. Croix in 1493, he scored seventeen ships and well over a thousand men, including a cadre of padres for conversion efforts.

			Continental naming rights may have eluded him, but Columbus secured a legacy arguably more meaningful than that: He “reknit the torn seams of Pangaea,” as the historian Alfred W. Crosby argued, setting off a flurry of exploration, trade, and exploitation in the parts of the world previously unknown to Europe. After Columbus, crops and diseases became globalized and far-flung commodity chains were launched. “With the Columbian Exchange,” the journalist Charles C. Mann wrote in 1493, “places that were once ecologically distinct have become more alike. In this sense the world has become one, exactly as the old admiral hoped.”

			The Columbian Exchange made the known world bigger and smaller at the same time, in terms of the luxuries we now take for granted as well as the cultures and crafts whose origins and histories have been lost. Corn, for example, along with the potatoes often associated with Ireland, the tomatoes we crave in Italian red sauces, and the chocolates we romanticize as Swiss, were all grown exclusively in the Americas before they made their way abroad to become cures for famine or sadness. The coffee beans that make up the base layer of the syrupy, 2,200-calorie drinks served at Starbucks stores directly across the street from each other originated in Africa and came here through the pathways of commercial trade and settlement that exploded following Columbus’ return to Spain. As for the underpaid baristas customizing those finicky drink orders, they’re the downstream result of an enduring connection between cheap human labor and profit making that made its way west to the Americas from Europe in that era.

			

			

			 

			National histories tend to steer us toward what gets found and built, rather than what gets lost and disinherited. One long-standing estimate of the total population of the Americas at the time of Columbus’ voyages was 75 million people, significantly larger than the 60 million or so who were thought to live in Europe. The calamine myth of an empty, primitive New World doesn’t hold up to scrutiny.

			Walking around the Columbus landing point in St. Croix, I passed markers chronicling the artifacts of pre-Columbian societies there that have been unearthed on the island in the last century alone: a court for civic gatherings marked with petroglyphs, a place of worship, a burial site to honor the dead. The groups who lived on the island prior to Columbus’ arrival had created rituals to resolve their disputes and built intricate irrigation systems for farming. (Columbus, by the way, never saw those; he didn’t leave the ship.)

			Near the landing point, I looked out at the Cape of Arrows, which got its name after the local Carib population encountered the well-armed expedition from Columbus’ ships in the water and launched a fusillade of poison-spiked arrows at them. “Columbus got his heinie handed to him,” Ralph Simpson, a Crucian local and retired naval officer, later told me at a bar. Though minor and not well known, the scrap at the Cape of Arrows carries a big symbolic weight. It was the first documented skirmish between the people of Europe and those of the Americas. The fight cuts against the perception that the Indigenous populations encountered by European voyagers or settlers were compliant or subservient or in search of help or enlightenment. “This is part of history that’s not always told,” Celeste Fahie, a local academic, told me, “but it’s true.”

			Like those of many of the kingdoms, tribes, villages, and nations across the Caribbean and the Americas, the world of the Indigenous people of St. Croix would be dissolved—quickly, by disease and forced labor, and slowly, through foreign domination of Indigenous women and bloodlines. After Columbus, European speculators would establish colonies and build sprawling sugar and tobacco plantations across the region that, like those in the fields of America’s first permanent English settlement in Jamestown, Virginia, they were too weak, too fancy, too aristocratic, or too untrained to work themselves. “A startlingly large proportion of the colonists were gentlemen,” Charles C. Mann wrote of the settlers of Jamestown, “a status defined by not having to perform manual labor.” Lacking a bench of able workers and indentured servants, the colonists traded for or imported enslaved people and forced them to produce the cash crops in order to make the colonies profitable. And so began a catastrophic, world-shaping system of abuse.

			

			

			 

			Somewhere in the Pantheon of Historic Understatements, sentences like this are etched into the marble: The transatlantic slave trade endures as one of the most incomprehensible historical cruelties—not just of staggering depth and atrocity and criminality but of dispassion, velocity, and repetition. Between 1600 and 1800, around 2.5 million African men, women, and children were forced to British America, while about 1 million Europeans arrived during the same time period as immigrants and settlers. (Altogether, that first figure comprises only about a fifth of the 12.5 million people thought to be captured and sent west by the countries involved in the slave trade.) One outcome was a ubiquity of enslaved people in America. In 1860, the enslaved population made up nearly a third of the population of Virginia, the place where, in 1619, roughly twenty African people had first arrived on the mainland of the continent in bondage on a privateer called the White Lion. In Mississippi and South Carolina, the ranks of the enslaved reached 55 and 57 percent of the total population, respectively.

			Numbers like these seed a larger truth about slavery in America: despite often being localized to the plantations of the southern United States in popular imagination, the institution thrived nearly everywhere. Massachusetts was the first British colony to legalize slavery, while many across the North (including several members of Congress) legally held and exploited captive populations well into the mid-1800s.

			Moreover, slavery cut furrows across the entire economic landscape, enmeshing and entangling itself in markets and communities the world over. Nearly half of the wealth in colonial New England, for example, came from the sugar produced by workers enslaved in the Caribbean, where islands like Cuba and St. Croix were standout producers. As the sociologist Matthew Desmond noted, enslaved workers were calculated as assets by their captors, assets whose collective value at one point in the 1800s “exceeded that of all the railroads and factories in the nation.” Thomas Jefferson financed his fabled Monticello homestead by mortgaging 150 of his enslaved workers.

			Following early pursuits of profit in gold and sugar and tobacco, the rise of the cotton economy in the United States created a special class of southern enslavers who would become wealthy beyond reason; in 1860, as the country tumbled toward civil war, there were more millionaires per capita in the Mississippi Valley than anywhere else in the United States. But cotton also fueled the fortunes of an unknowable number of textile mill owners in the North and abroad. (It’s poignant that Simon Legree, the sadistic cotton plantation owner in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s influential novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, hailed from the North, where “the unchristian prejudice…is an oppressor almost equally severe.”)

			In short, whatever distortions or deflections exist about the geography or reach of slavery in America, they tend to collapse spectacularly in the details. “It is uncanny, but perhaps predictable,” the historian Tiya Miles wrote about the nation’s financial center, “that the original wall for which Wall Street is named was built by the enslaved at a site that served as the city’s first organized slave auction.” Indeed, Lower Manhattan’s piers, now popular for raves, bike paths, and tourist cruises, once hosted a sprawling slave port, and in 1730, the percentage of New Yorkers who held enslaved people was second only to Charleston, South Carolina.

			Through a wider aperture like this, it’s easier to connect the line running from the imperial speculators who followed Columbus west to the predators and dealers of the modern U.S. economy. Both models involve a select few leveraging power over the vulnerable and extracting profits from the poor, often without getting their own hands physically dirty.

			On some level, this through line is easy to follow. After the Civil War, the dark horrors of slavery transformed into atomizing forces such as Jim Crow and economic exclusion, redlining and housing discrimination, disinvestment and mass incarceration. As recently as 2019, a majority of Americans (63 percent) acknowledged that the legacy of slavery still affects Black Americans.

			And though we may acknowledge that fact, we avoid grappling with it effectively as a country. A single, damning statistic—that, in 2022, for example, the median wealth of white households in the United States was $285,000, compared to $44,900 for their Black counterparts—has the power to make plenty of us shift defensively in our seats, switch the station, or close the tab. Policies that would address the long-standing imbalance of opportunity are regularly met with fury. Advocating for a national monument dedicated to the horrors of American slavery, the writer Clint Smith explained that while the institution lasted for a total of 250 years, including the time of British rule, it has only not existed in the United States for about 160 years. “So you have an institution that existed for almost a century longer than it hasn’t, an institution that was so economically, socially, politically entrenched in the founding of this country.”

			Every nation struggles in its own way to reconcile its past, but there are profound reasons why the American fuse is so short when it comes to the sins of slavery and its stubborn vestiges: the legacy strikes forcefully against the idea of the United States as a self-made country built and sustained by self-made people. George Washington, celebrated for his virtue and humble ambition, set the (mostly upheld) democratic precedent of relinquishing power. But he was also the first of at least eight presidents to rely on slave labor while serving in office.

			The lasting social and structural imbalances in American life also make our perpetual worship of the odds-defying achievers in national culture look hollow. “Our journey has never been one of shortcuts or settling for less,” President Barack Obama argued at his 2009 inauguration in the city named for Washington in the district named for Columbus. “It has not been the path for the faint-hearted, for those that prefer leisure over work, or seek only the pleasures of riches and fame. Rather, it has been the risk-takers, the doers, the makers of things…who have carried us up the long, rugged path towards prosperity and freedom.” In this telling of the American story, the bold and industrious tend not to cast many shadows on their way to the top.

			Or maybe the biggest reason we flinch at the counterevidence to our blameless greatness is because, unlike the Old World, America came alive singing paeans to liberty, fairness, and universalist principles. And cutting against the foundational American themes of freedom and hard work will never be popular, whether in once-segregated schoolrooms or in the White House and the Capitol, two buildings constructed in part by the hands of two hundred enslaved workers.

			

			

			 

			Not only can we connect our modern, messy relationship with work to what Columbus’ arrival wrought, but his biography also plucks at some timeless American themes that we love to uphold. By most scholarly accounts, Columbus came up in Genoa, humbly and separate from the city-state’s swaggering merchant stock; in other words, he was a striver and outsider in one of the wealthiest cities in the world. “He was also a weaver’s son with ambitions to outdo his father and bequeath his sons not only money but also a title,” the historian Carrie Gibson put it in Empire’s Crossroads.

			The streets of Genoa were filled with traders and enslaved people of all backgrounds and origins and suffused with tall tales about the far-flung voyages of its most famous prisoner of war, Marco Polo. Being a mariner in Columbus’ time was on trend, akin to being an airline pilot in the 1950s or a depressive singer-songwriter in 2005. His long-nurtured dream of finding a new route across the ocean blue to the treasures of Asia—dismissed as crazy by nearly all the courts of Europe—wouldn’t sound out of step with the poetry of the American frontier and the gold rushes. (Nor would Columbus’ horny madness for wealth and status and his go-it-alone willingness to risk it all.)

			All of those refrains—Columbus’ modest roots and underdog endeavoring, his steadfast self-belief in the face of constant rejection, his unrelenting faith and determination, his hazarding of everything to face down the unknown of uncharted spaces—fasten neatly into the national culture that materialized on the other side of the ocean. That various royal establishments thought his nautical calculations were bunk or that everyone believed the Atlantic Ocean was full of monsters and enormous ship-crushing crabs or that his Spanish crew deeply distrusted and disliked him because he was a foreigner (and an ill-tempered redhead to boot) only enhance the mystique.

			Those ideals have carried all the way through to present day. In 1803, exactly three centuries after Columbus was muddling through his final voyage west, the Louisiana Purchase was finalized. The deal would double the size of the United States, expand slavery, and send hordes of reckless, desperate, fortune-seeking speculators adventuring westward into already inhabited lands. A hundred years later, the biggest literary sensation was Jack London’s 1903 novel The Call of the Wild, a book about a sweet, domesticated Scotch Collie mix that transforms into a murderous alpha dog in the middle of a gold rush. And a century after that, in 2003, the rapper 50 Cent’s classic Get Rich or Die Tryin’ became the runaway bestselling album of the year. Columbus’ westward gambit typified the type of moon shot thinking that has fueled human flight, world-shaping innovation, and, more recently, the mass burning of venture capital cash piles in Silicon Valley over unproven concepts with unconsidered consequences.

			

			

			 

			America’s curious case of Columbus Mania didn’t fully crystallize until it came time for the colonies to break away from their stifling British overlords. Ahead of the revolution, Columbus began to inhabit a heroic symbol of the New World, an enlightened place that aspired (well, sort of) to be free of the old European repressions. The term Columbia started to appear as a shorthand for the colonies in popular poetry.[*3]

			After winning independence, “Americans were actively looking to create a new shared national identity that would distinguish them culturally from the former mother country,” the historian Michael D. Hattem wrote. “One historian has described this process as ‘unbecoming British’ and the memory of Columbus played an important role.” In New York, the prestigious King’s College changed its name to Columbia University in 1784. And with the arrival of the three hundredth anniversary of Columbus’ voyage in 1792, public campaigns in the young country would contort Columbus from a symbolic voyager into America’s actual discoverer. And the idea stuck.

			“The strength of the Columbus symbol lies in its pliability,” the historian Timothy Kubal argued in a book about American national memory. And since the revolution, Columbus has served many unlikely and even competing functions as a national emblem. Many celebrations of Columbus in the United States were organized, at least partially, to defend against the rampant discrimination faced by Italian immigrants and Italian Americans, who were disparaged as secretly loyal to the pope and often faced exclusion, bigotry, and violence.[*4] A few of the many other diasporic groups to dubiously claim him as their own in America include Greeks, Poles, Spaniards, and Portuguese. (As a kid in Hebrew school, I was introduced to the theory that Columbus might be Jewish, an idea perhaps buttressed by the fact that he got lost easily and was exceedingly determined to outshine his father.) There’s a powerful subtext here: for some, to have Columbus in your tribe provided a glimmer of social acceptance in America.

			By 1892, four hundred years after his first voyage, Columbus had mutated into a symbol of assimilation. On New Year’s Day 1892, Ellis Island opened its doors to handle the growing waves of new immigrants alighting at New York Harbor. The immigrant boom had inspired a nativist backlash, and so, in July, President Benjamin Harrison created the first national Columbian-themed celebration, which would merge Columbus (“the pioneer of progress and enlightenment”) and patriotism (“the great achievements of the four completed centuries of American life”). With credit for discovering America now a “settled fact”—Harrison’s presidential proclamation was titled “400th Anniversary of the Discovery of America by Columbus,” after all—he decreed, “Let the national flag float over every schoolhouse in the country and the exercises be such as shall impress upon our youth the patriotic duties of American citizenship.”[*5]

			As the first Columbus national celebration approached, churches, local governments, and civic groups planned their ceremonies. Schools began to install American flags and institute the regular reciting of the Pledge of Allegiance, which had been written by a Baptist minister and socialist named Francis Bellamy with the four hundredth anniversary and the need “to assimilate…children to an American standard of life and ideas” in mind.[*6] Over at Thomas Jefferson’s historic home at Monticello, the newly founded Daughters of the American Revolution, created to flaunt its genealogical links to America’s founders, put on a colonial ball in Columbus’ honor.

			The grand mother of all Columbus Day celebrations took place in New York City, where forty thousand men in military uniform marched, along with nearly twenty thousand children from the city’s schools, including its public schools and Catholic parochial academies, secular and Italian colleges, and a Hebrew orphan asylum, as well as “300 marching Indian boys and 50 tall Indian girls” from a Native American boarding school in Pennsylvania. A flotilla of warships paraded down the Hudson while the vice president, governor, and New York’s mayor looked on and “smoked incessantly.” Bandwagons and themed floats celebrating music, electricity, the cosmos, science, and the oceans passed through the city as crowds packed the streets and windows overhead. A rider dressed as Columbus waved an American flag while, bringing up the rear, came a thousand people attired in “the regulation, every-day, stage style of Indian costume, with red blankets, painted faces, and feathered head gear.” The New York Times pronounced the estimated 1 million spectators to be “the greatest crowd New York ever held.”[*7] Throughout the country, statues of Columbus would be cast, set, and unveiled, including the landmark that still stands near Central Park in New York, seventy-six feet tall, with the marble mariner staring defiantly in the direction of the West 59th Street Starbucks, just across Columbus Circle from yet another Starbucks.

			

			

			 

			The whiplash over Columbus remains a decent barometer of America’s evolving social disorder. When Columbus morphed into a nineteenth-century folk hero, nativist forces pushed back and promoted the lily-white Nordic beefcake and explorer Leif Erikson as rightful holder of the title of America’s discoverer, even though he obviously didn’t discover America, either. “The celebration of Erikson,” the historian and journalist Yoni Appelbaum has noted, “often crossed over into explicit denigration of Catholics in general, and of Columbus in particular.” In the mid-1930s, the Knights of Columbus, a Roman Catholic organization, successfully lobbied President Franklin D. Roosevelt to create a federal holiday for Columbus. Nevertheless, a few short years later, during World War II, Roosevelt would designate masses of Italian immigrants and Americans of Italian descent as “enemy aliens,” with thousands forcibly relocated and hundreds placed in internment camps.[*8] In a Columbus Day proclamation weeks after the 1969 moon landing, President Richard Nixon, who had once privately sneered that Italians “don’t have their heads screwed on tight,” honored the feats of both Columbus and the astronauts as “expressions of man’s great ambition to confront the unknown, and to master the challenges of distance and space.”

			By 1992, the five hundredth anniversary of his first voyage, grunge-era reassessments of American life and institutions had begun targeting the legacy of Columbus for greater scrutiny. In communities around the country, Columbus Day had been replaced by Indigenous Peoples’ Day (Berkeley, California), Native American Day (South Dakota), or Discoverers’ Day (Hawaii). Yet at the same time, the U.S. Mint, never known for its aesthetic restraint, issued more than a million commemorative coins for the Columbus quincentenary that displayed him posing nobly beside a globe on the front side and a bifurcated mash-up of the Santa Maria caravel and space shuttle Discovery on the back.

			Even recently, the rickety themes of enlightenment in Columbus’ voyage remain a useful way to rail against outdated thinking. Speaking on the stump in 2012, President Barack Obama used Columbus to pillory political opponents of alternative energy. “Let me tell you something,” he began. “If some of these folks were around when Columbus set sail”—he trailed off into a theatrical shrug—“they probably must have been founding members of the flat earth society. They would not believe that the
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