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			Prologue

			AMERICAN BERSERKS

			This is a book about America in the 1960s, a notoriously hectic time, and it felt that way in the living. The pace of events, the pace of change, seemed to have sped up to a point where, as Norman Cousins famously said, “the metabolism of history has gone berserk.” It was the era of John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Baines Johnson, and Richard Nixon; of the civil rights movement and landmark decisions from Earl Warren’s Supreme Court; of nuclear standoffs and the Vietnam War and student-led antiwar protests; of political violence, assassinations, domestic terrorism, and urban riots; of the women’s movement and the birth control pill; of the counterculture, its veneration of youth, and its challenges to authority. It was the era of the moon shot. These were the stories that captured headlines throughout the decade, and they remain the focus of most historical treatments. They deserve the attention they receive but they were not all that happened in the 1960s.1

			With more than a half century’s perspective, we can now recognize that certain developments considered of moderate to low significance in the moment were, in fact, the stirrings of profound movements that would transform the United States and, indeed, the world. Jill Lepore’s recent survey of American history, These Truths, does a masterful job of teasing out the development of digital technology in mid-twentieth-century America and how it was almost immediately exploited by opportunistic political operatives determined to segment and divide the citizenry for partisan gain, sowing seeds of the vicious polarization that plagues us today.2

			
			Finding in a historical landscape the seeds of later issues or incidents is one way that we improve our perspective on the past. Another is to consider not what grew from that period but what failed to grow, or grew more slowly, or declined. It has become painfully evident over the last half century that America itself ceased to grow at its accustomed pace in the late 1960s. Between 1920 and 1970, despite stretches of world war and depression, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per American citizen per hour increased at 2.86 percent annually. Since, it has grown far slower, at an average of 1.62 percent a year, a decline of 43 percent, notwithstanding a substantial boost from the personal computer and the digital economy. This collapse in the dynamism of American business, perhaps the greatest mystery in economic history today, was invisible at its start. It was well known that the economy, having grown spectacularly through most of the 1960s, slowed at the end of the decade and fell into a brief recession at the start of the 1970s but there was no sense that anything epochal had occurred. That only became evident with the passage of time.3

			This book is neither a history of that economic decline nor a quantitative analysis of it. It is an inquiry into the course of American business in the 1960s, a topic largely ignored in the decade’s record, in part because there was so much else going on but also because American historiography, on the whole, is light on business. It may have been recognized from Benjamin Franklin through Alexis de Tocqueville to Calvin Coolidge that the business of America is business, but historical literature is overwhelmingly concerned with politics, governance, military conflict, and sociology.

			More particularly, this book takes as its subject the automobile industry and its leading company, General Motors. As Robert Gordon demonstrates in The Rise and Fall of American Growth, the internal combustion engine shares with electricity the title of most economically important invention of all time. Gas-powered automobiles, trucks, and buses revolutionized transportation in the twentieth century, and the rise of motor vehicle registrations from 2.3 percent of households in 1910 to 140.8 percent in 1970 was a crucial element in producing the world-beating standard of living enjoyed by Americans over this time. At its peak, in the 1960s, the automobile accounted for one in six of the nation’s jobs, and one in five retail dollars.4

			
			Because of the automobile’s centrality to American life, General Motors, to an extent almost inconceivable today, was American business in the mid-twentieth century. In the 1950s and 1960s, General Motors produced almost half of the vehicles sold in the United States. It was the largest and most admired corporation in the land and, indeed, in the world. Both Wall Street and Washington recognized G.M. as the engine of American prosperity. In 1953, former company president Charles E. Wilson, nominated as secretary of defense by President Dwight Eisenhower, told his confirmation hearing before the Senate Armed Services Committee: “For years I thought what was good for our country was good for General Motors, and vice versa. The difference did not exist. Our company is too big. It goes with the welfare of the country. Our contribution to the nation is quite considerable.” While much has been written about the implications of those words, it goes unnoticed that none of the senators challenged them as a statement of fact.5

			Given General Motors’ vast scale and the automobile’s importance to American prosperity, it should not be controversial to suggest that a study of G.M. in the 1960s will enhance our understanding of American business in this period, and perhaps yield clues as to why the nation’s commerce has been grinding its gears ever since.

			Where the narrative gets more challenging is my contention that the fortunes of General Motors turned on a series of incidents in 1965 and 1966, when the corporation was charged with responsibility for the carnage on American roads, and was subsequently found to be spying on its chief critic, Ralph Nader, whose book Unsafe at Any Speed had damned G.M.’s record on vehicle safety and indicted its Chevrolet Corvair as a particular danger, a “one-car accident.” Nader further accused the company of trying to entrap him with attractive women and intimidate him with anonymous threatening phone calls.6

			At the time, the Nader affair was viewed as something of a farce and a massive embarrassment for General Motors. The largest corporation in the world was caught in an amateurish plot to discredit a critic and the whole thing blew up in its face. “There may be a Ford in your future,” wrote a newspaper columnist, riffing on a popular television advertisement, “but there’s a Chevrolet on your tail.” At the same time, the incident was recognized as more than a joke. It was widely believed that G.M.’s determination to find dirt on Nader supported or proved his claim that the company and other Detroit automakers were foisting unsafe vehicles on the public. Before the year was out, Washington had passed bills that put car manufacturers under direct federal regulation for the first time in history. That legislation has since been credited with forcing heedless auto executives to address the built-in dangers of their product, saving tens of thousands of lives a year, ushering in a new era of consumer protection in the nation’s legislatures, and permanently tempering America’s trust in its corporate sector.7

			

			—

			
			This book began as an effort to explain how the world’s most successful company could get something so spectacularly wrong. A few years as head of public policy for a multibillion-dollar communications company had awakened me to the innumerable ways in which large, thriving businesses can grow blind to their best interests, to say nothing of the public interest, and I thought it would be instructive to trace G.M.’s trail of arrogance, indifference, and error. That approach did not survive the evidence. It was true that G.M. and other automakers were arrogant, and that they made some boneheaded decisions, contributing to their own misfortunes. It was true that the Nader affair was a crucial moment in the history of General Motors, the automobile industry, and maybe even American commerce, but it was not what it seemed.

			Rather, the Nader affair was a visible manifestation of a shift in American attitudes toward business that occurred among a significant portion of the citizenry and its political and intellectual leadership in the 1960s. During the 1950s, the Eisenhower years, the country had been preoccupied with economic growth and its handmaiden, consumer spending. This produced a backlash among certain critics who began voicing grave concerns about the consequences of unbridled growth and materialism in American life. Some of the dissenters were sincere, and their issues urgent: there was no disputing, for instance, that a shocking number of people were dying on U.S. roads every year and that automobiles—those totems of American affluence and corporate achievement—were somehow involved. But others, including activists, trial lawyers, and high-ranking politicians, were less sincere. They were opportunistic, and by the 1960s they were seeing in such causes as vehicle safety a chance to assail the wealth, power, and esteem of corporate America, and to seize some of that for the state, the people, or themselves.

			
			General Motors and the city of Detroit were sacked in 1966 by a well-educated, well-placed, suit-and-tie-wearing band of crusaders united by a determination to knock automakers and the whole of corporate America down a peg and make them pay for perceived sins. Often self-righteous, uncompromising, reckless, and in important ways irrational, these men succeeded marvelously. Preaching new theories and belittling the ideas, evidence, and experience of others, they brought to its knees the greatest industrial enterprise in human history. The harm they inflicted on G.M. and Detroit’s autoworkers was severe and lasting. America’s confidence in its corporate sector was permanently impaired. The cause of traffic safety, contrary to expectations, was set back for generations. The careers of the marauders were enormously enhanced.

			The whole affair had about it the whiff of what Philip Roth identified as another berserk—the “indigenous American berserk,” a furious, destructive force, a ruthless determination of a nation to self-harm, unleashed in the 1960s as in no other decade, although our times are proving competitive.8

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			ALL ROADS LEAD TO DETROIT

			In 2001, French paleoanthropologists working in Chad dug up the skull and teeth of a Sahelathropus tchadensis, the oldest known species in the human family tree. They discovered that its foramen magnum, the large opening where the spinal cord enters the cranium, was forward of those of earlier hominids. The location of the opening indicated an upright posture, which suggests that our ancestors first learned to amble on two feet some seven million years ago. Evolution being a slow process, it required another 5.2 million years for Homo erectus to stretch its longer legs and abjure the tree in favor of a bipedal terrestrial lifestyle. For a long while after that, it was common for human males to awake in the morning and depart the cave or some similar place of protection to wander in search of sustenance, returning as the sun lowered to share the spoils of the forage or the hunt with other members of the tribe. Given the limits of human mobility, the males usually confined their hunts well within an area of twelve square miles. Apart from the occasional migration from one twelve-square-mile area to another in search of better food or more security, that constitutes the history of transportation for the vast majority of human existence.1

			A mere eight to ten thousand years ago, mankind learned to canoe. A few thousand years after that, the horse was domesticated somewhere north of the Black Sea. About 3500 BC, the wheel was invented and large animals were trained to pull people in carts. The Egyptians gave us sailing boats in 3100 BC, and not long after that the sailing ship. Only the fortunate, however, had access to these alternate modes of transportation, which is why so much of the action in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (1387–1400), arguably the world’s first road novel, occurs on foot. The stagecoach was invented in the sixteenth century and the steamboat in the eighteenth, while the steam locomotive and the first omnibuses, early forms of public transit, made their debuts in the more advanced parts of the globe in the nineteenth century. Still, the vast majority of people got around each day one step at a time, and they continued to do so into the twentieth century even in North America where horseflesh and bicycles were relatively cheap and abundant.2

			
			In 1885, Karl Benz built his first Motorwagen powered by an internal combustion engine. He received a patent for it a year later. Many other French, German, and American automobile pioneers built similar vehicles in the 1890s and some sold hundreds of units, but it was not until December 1913 when Henry Ford began mass-producing his Model T on an assembly line in Highland Park, Michigan, that the automobile ceased to be a toy for affluent adventurers and instead became a new means of transport for the masses. Cars remained an expensive proposition (the Model T cost $525 in 1913 when 50 cents an hour was a good wage) but between that year and 1930, a mere 0.0000023 percent of human existence, the mobility of the species was revolutionized, particularly in the United States where all but the poorest households acquired a car. In that blink of time, reported the President’s Research Committee on Social Trends in 1933, the automobile had become “a dominant influence” in the life of individual Americans. By their own choice, they had become in a very real sense “dependent on it.”3

			Between 1913 and 1930, manufacturers, the largest of them clustered around Detroit, sold motor vehicles into nine of every ten households in the land, the fastest rate of adoption of any technology to that time (only four in a thousand urban households owned horses in 1900). Vast numbers of people were now able to travel far beyond their traditional twelve-square-mile perimeter, covering far more ground than could ever have been imagined on foot or even on horseback, and in a fraction of the time. The travel was almost effortless and comfortable even for small groups with large loads. It was inexpensive (once the vehicle had been purchased) and so it could be accomplished again and again. It enhanced the ability of people to do things they needed to do, whether driving to work or running errands, and to enjoy what they wanted to enjoy, whether visiting a friend or seeing the country. By improving the drivers’ opportunities for action at every moment and in every direction, automobiles gave people unprecedented control over time and space and, with that, a personal freedom denied the previous seven million years of hominids.4

			
			Of course, there has never been an invention universally beloved of humanity, and the automobile was no exception. Right from the start, a small minority of motoring critics were appalled to find cars roaring along public thoroughfares at high speeds, horns blaring, engines backfiring, trailing dust and fumes as they knocked carriages into the ditch, mangled dogs and chickens, and stampeded defenseless pedestrians. These critics declared cars a public menace and denounced motorists as “a reckless, blood-thirsty, villainous lot of purse-proud, crazy trespassers upon the legitimate avenues of trade.”5

			Before the Model T made cars ubiquitous, jurisdictions in South Dakota and West Virginia sought to ban the automobile outright. Farmers in Minnesota and Sacramento plowed up roads to block cars from invading their countryside. Stories appeared in Western newspapers suggesting the use of guns against motorists and, while that advice appears to have passed unheeded, stone throwing was common, as was the practice of strewing nails or glass on routes favored by autos and the more dangerous tactic of stringing ropes or wires across roads. Demonstrating their relative civility were Vermonters, who directed cars to approach a town at a crawl preceded by a man waving a red flag, and Iowans, who required drivers to telephone ahead to warn a community of an impending approach. None of these efforts were effective in braking the nation’s headlong rush to motorize itself.6

			

			—

			
			From the moment they began transforming individual lives, automobiles began transforming America. Farm and town were brought closer together. Rural life was relieved of much of its isolation and, with internal combustion engines now powering tractors, much of its drudgery. Cities were liberated, at great benefit to public health, from narrow, crowded streets ankle deep in horse dung. Millions were able to wave off their cramped rental apartments in sooty urban neighborhoods to achieve a dream of home ownership that had long been reserved for their social betters. They commuted to and from affordable, healthful suburbs with single-family homes on plots of grass with gardens and trees. Regardless of where people lived, they were no longer dependent on their family and neighbors for community and support. The young were able to escape the overbearing supervision of parents, neighbors, and clergy, motoring into the city to take advantage of its amenities and entertainments, or out to the seclusion of a quiet country lane. Pre-automobile proprieties and pre-automobile parochialism were everywhere in retreat.7

			The effects of the automobile on American commerce were equally profound. The demand for steel, rubber, glass, gasoline, and industrial chemicals skyrocketed. Horsepower replaced horses for the transportation of both goods in trucks and people in taxis, and sprawling fields once devoted to equine silage were converted to more marketable crops. Myriad new industries sprung up to serve the motorist including new and used car dealerships, repair shops, parts and accessory suppliers, automobile insurers, roadside motels, and fast food restaurants (White Castle in 1921 and A&W in 1923). Automobiles enabled factories to leave urban cores and expand in industrial districts. They permitted supermarkets to supplant corner groceries. Retail activity in general was redirected from the vicinity of train stations to highways and commuter routes, a modification that, together with the accommodation of 121,000 fueling stations and innumerable parking lots, played havoc with land values. The auto industry’s methods of mass production and mass marketing were imitated not only by manufacturers of other durable goods such as radios and refrigerators but by makers of cosmetics, tobacco, footwear, and many other consumer products.8

			
			All of this disruption strained the resources of local governments, which had to deal with the dizzying problems of high-speed traffic, the decline in demand for urban transit, the consolidation of schools and churches, and the explosion of signage, both commercial and directional, at roadside. New patterns of urban and suburban living, the expansion of towns and cities beyond their traditional borders, caused complicated jurisdictional issues. Tens of billions of dollars in public money was needed to upgrade old roads, build new roads, control traffic, protect pedestrians, provide emergency services, and police delinquent drivers. Courthouses were crowded with motor vehicle cases. Prosecutors, defenders, and judges could not keep up. A whole other set of problems, including the licensing of drivers and the regulation of automobiles, their use, their size, and their equipment, beset state governments which were constitutionally responsible for commerce within their borders.

			Critics of the automobile had shifted their arguments by the 1920s. The complaint that cars were an assault on the senses and the public peace, while long-lived, had been overtaken by a more sophisticated claim that they were a catalyst of regrettable social change. Motorization was loosening the bonds of community by making people less dependent on their neighbors, local businesses, and civic organizations. It was hollowing out towns and cities as residents migrated to suburbs or larger urban centers. Family time, serious cultural pursuits, and churchgoing were seen to be taking a backseat to joyriding. Links were made between cars and the crime rate, cars and delinquent teens, cars and sexual promiscuity. There was an aura of vice about the innumerable roadhouses and motels that had sprung up in service to the automobile. Some intellectuals were repulsed at the sight of the common man jacked up on four wheels, racing around, loose of all restraints, reveling in his freedom, putting on airs. The Sinclair Lewis character George Babbitt was a pathetic businessman and a devotee “of the Great God Motor.” He thought himself a pirate in his automobile and the simple act of parking became “a virile adventure masterfully executed.” This critique was developed and disseminated by the automobile’s detractors in the same blink of an eye that saw it embraced as an indispensable feature of American life. The broader public remained unpersuaded.9

			
			The authors of the President’s Committee report in 1933 were astonished at how transformative and liberating a force the automobile had been, how it had quickened change in every corner of the nation to such an extent that it seemed the whole of history could be divided into pre-auto and post-auto phases. This was a common sentiment at the time. Not long after the commission filed its report, James Truslow Adams, the esteemed historian who coined the term “American Dream,” cited the advent of the automobile as “the most important turning-point and change of direction for the common man in all history.”10

			Adams’s identification of the common man as the prime beneficiary of the automotive age is crucial. This was not a top-down revolution. It was not foisted on Americans by wealthy automakers or government or anyone else. Car owners decided that vehicles would be used for pleasure, convenience, and work. The advantages of motorization were so profound and clear to them that there was minimal public resistance to the comprehensive reordering of life driving required, and none that seriously hampered the automobile’s accommodation and development. The very shape of the automobile was influenced by an informal dialogue between manufacturers and drivers, who, especially in the early decades of motoring, took it upon themselves to tinker with their vehicles, making them faster, more durable, more comfortable, and more versatile. While certain auto executives and government figures would from time to time exert important influence over the industry, most of the time they were struggling to keep up with a burgeoning automobile culture that consistently exhibited a life of its own.11

			

			—

			It was a point of pride to American commentators that the automobile came to life in their country, even if it had been conceived overseas. Left in the hands of the Europeans, some said, the car would have remained a rich man’s toy. It was the inventive, mechanical, and commercial genius of free men in a democratic society that had engineered the mass production of automobiles for a mass market.

			There was some truth to this jingoism. The American automobile industry was led by risk-taking entrepreneurs such as Henry Ford, Billy Durant, and Walter Chrysler, men who with their own money had placed huge bets on the production of cars and made fortunes (and sometimes lost them and made them again) while rising to dominance in a highly competitive field. Between 1900 and 1908 there were 502 American companies launched to build cars, most using the internal combustion engine (a few relied on steam or battery power). The auto industry was far more entrepreneurial than the rail industry before it, or the commercial aviation industry after it. The former had been dependent on heavy government grants and subsidies while the latter was goosed by government air mail contracts and the development of publicly owned airfields. Government helped the automobile by building and improving roads, but roads were always catching up to public demand, not leading it.12

			
			The founders of the automotive industry shared with other great entrepreneurs qualities of strong will and commercial vision. They also possessed a deep appreciation for how the public related to their product, which set them apart from earlier tycoons in railways, oil, and steel, who did most of their business with other businesses. Automobiles were a consumer business, and an ability to speak directly and persuasively to customers was a critical part of the game. Henry Ford led the way in producing a durable, utilitarian, inexpensive car for the masses, meeting in the simplest manner their desire for motorized personal transportation. “No man making a good salary will be unable to own one,” said Ford, “and enjoy the blessings of hours of pleasure in God’s open spaces.”13

			General Motors was founded in 1908 by the visionary financier William Crapo “Billy” Durant, who in a brilliant fifteen-year streak of stock-swapping acquisitiveness rolled thirteen carmakers and associated parts manufacturers into a combine that he hoped would one day rival John D. Rockefeller’s oil interests and J. P. Morgan’s banks for monopolization of its field. Durant was well on his way to realizing his ambitions before losing control of the company first in 1910 and again, for good, in 1918 due to extreme indebtedness. To the anti-Durant, Alfred P. Sloan, cool, rational, and disciplined, installed as president of General Motors in 1923, fell the challenge and the honor of assembling the company’s diverse parts into a brilliantly engineered corporate machine that would not only dominate its field but the whole of American industry deep into the twentieth century. Adopting Durant’s quest for dominance, Sloan combined many of Ford’s production innovations with the further insight that drivers saw their cars as expressions of themselves. Rather than hew to Ford’s insistence on one identical compact black car for every owner—the Model T was smaller than a Volkswagen Beetle—G.M. offered a suite of vehicles differentiated by style, size, and price. Pontiac was for the “poor but proud,” Chevrolet for Everyman, Oldsmobile for the “comfortable but discreet,” Buick for the striver, and Cadillac for those who had made it. Differing colors and trims offered further opportunity for drivers to assert their individuality. G.M. models were restyled annually like fashionable clothes, growing ever sleeker and flashier and sprouting new features such as balloon tires, hydraulic shock absorbers, plush seats, glistening dashboards, interior lights, and side windows that rolled up and down. Massive national advertising campaigns informed the public of the attributes of each brand of vehicle, from entry level to elite, and prodded buyers to always be in the market and trading up.14

			
			General Motors was hardly alone in its realization that the automobile had infiltrated the American psyche. F. Scott Fitzgerald published The Great Gatsby in 1925, a novel in which driving is as critical to the story as walking is to Canterbury Tales. Indeed, the novel can be read as a treatise on automobiles and the new American culture they had wrought. Cars carry the action and serve as symbols of freedom and carelessness. They are social delineators, measuring the distance between sad George B. Wilson’s “dust-covered wreck of a Ford” crouched in a dim corner of his garage, to Gatsby’s gorgeous chariot, “rich cream color, bright with nickel, swollen here and there in its monstrous length with triumphant hatboxes and supper-boxes and tool-boxes, and terraced with a labyrinth of windshields that mirrored a dozen suns.”15

			Less than a decade into the age of mass-produced automobiles, Fitzgerald, who began writing Gatsby in 1923, could already count on his readers to understand the nuances of character and status that adhered to different automotive brands. This suggests that the symbolism of the automobile was established long before General Motors began elaborating it in its marketing, which was, in fact, the case. Humans have always invested material possessions with larger meaning. Previous to the internal combustion engine, horses and carriages communicated an owner’s power, virility, and success, or lack thereof. Many of the first cars to venture beyond such functional names as Locomobile and Runabout borrowed snobbish horse-and-buggy nomenclature: Brougham, Coupe, and Cabriolet. Car owners needed no prodding from manufacturers and their marketers to decide that vehicles would convey prestige and personality.16

			
			The great automakers continued to improve the mechanics, ease of use, comfort, and style of their vehicles through the 1930s and 1940s, although the Great Depression and Second World War somewhat crimped the advance of the motorized society. Gasoline was rationed and civilian vehicle production was temporarily halted and people held back on major purchases despite high employment and a doubling of personal disposable income between 1936 and 1945. The average automobile on the road was seven years old at the end of the war. Once the fighting stopped and the economy readjusted to peace, all restraint was abandoned and car lots were swamped with buyers. Americans burst out of the 1940s into one of the greatest spending sprees in history, led by a middle class much enlarged through expansion at its top and bottom ends. The golden age of American automobile and consumer culture had dawned.17

			

			—

			The anticipated household dividend from the triumph of democratic capitalism in World War II was a ranch-style three-bedroom with central heating, indoor plumbing, a refrigerator, stove, washer and dryer. Their owners filled those homes with TV dinners and Tupperware, joined the Diners Club, and took holidays on commercial air flights to Disneyland or Florida. And they bought cars, millions upon millions of long, gleaming, chrome-lined wagons with power steering and automatic transmissions, smooth-riding sedans on whitewall tires, and jaunty convertibles with radios and leather seats. Total sales of new cars jumped from 70,000 in 1945 to 2.1 million in 1946, 5.1 million in 1949, all the way to 7.9 million in 1955, a year in which there were 47 million American households.18

			Cars were now the first major purchase in most people’s lives, and often their first experience of indebtedness, a development that would help open the door to many other forms of consumer debt, including the credit card. The number of American households owning a vehicle passed the number of households owning their own homes soon after the war. By 1950, the average household for the first time owned more than one vehicle, with the second used primarily by a spouse and/or teenaged children. The whole family was now enjoying the time-and-space-conquering freedoms and convenience of the automobile. By the late 1950s, the number of miles traveled by Americans had tripled from wartime lows to 75 billion a year. Ninety percent of family vacations now involved a car.19

			
			Once more, there were critics, a new generation of intellectuals who cited the automobile as Exhibit A in a general indictment of America’s burgeoning commercial culture. The age of mass production and mass distribution, of super brands and chain stores and national advertising campaigns, had introduced an unprecedented degree of conformity and materialism to national life. The auto industry was said to be forcing upon the great mass of consumers a worship of sheet metal and horsepower. Drivers were crazy for new models of cars with nothing to recommend them beyond “needless variations in external fashion—variations not demanded by consumers but thrust upon them by snobbish and expensive advertising and salesmanship.” That salesmanship might appeal to the basest motives of the buyer by advertising a car as a “beast,” a “brute” with a “monster” engine that would “leave your neighbor in the dust.” All of this was denounced as frivolous, wasteful, and degrading of humane values. It underlined the emptiness of both consumer and automobile culture.20

			Lewis Mumford was one of a small number of social critics who had hoped the martial disciplines of the Second World War would purify the American people, persuade them to curtail their consumption, lower their standard of living, and adopt a less materialistic existence with the peace. The basics of life were already well distributed in the United States, Mumford argued, so it was time to accept culture rather than comfort as the highest social good. A true community valued love, freedom, justice, poetry, disinterested thought, and the free use of the imagination over profitmaking and material consumption. Cosmetics, candy, pulp fiction, glossy magazines, electric refrigerators, mechanical gadgets, and “sleek motor cars” should be abandoned in favor of schools, galleries, and theaters. Mumford prayed that the “deceptive orgy of economic expansion” would give way to “a hundred years of heroic, unremitting effort, poor in physical comforts but rich in political inventiveness, spiritual audacity, and human meaning.” He and his ilk were sorely disappointed. Instead of a New Jerusalem came automatic transmissions, television sets, and McDonald’s.21

			
			With the assistance of Madison Avenue, automakers continued to improve their understanding of how people felt about their cars and created brands that better advertised an owner’s worldly success and notions of the good life. The results were evident in new frontiers of automotive nomenclature: Cadillac’s Biarritz and Pontiac’s Catalina sang of exotic locales; the Studebaker Commander and Sky Hawk denoted military prowess; the Dodge Coronet Diplomat and the Packard Patrician reached new heights of four-wheel dignity; the Nash Rambler cast a romantic spell. As befit a nouveau riche nation, vehicle design trends were exuberant, featuring bulbous curves, two-tone paint, fake portholes, tailfins, and front seats like overstuffed sofas. Excessive as this styling looked to some, it was clear that Detroit was not so much leading the parade as struggling to keep up with the imaginations of its customers, who were simultaneously supporting a billion-dollar industry in after-market accessories, performance enhancers, and custom paint jobs.

			The young were especially ardent about cars, cruising in them, preening at drive-in restaurants with radios blaring Chuck Berry’s “Maybellene” and “No Particular Place to Go” and countless other car-themed hits. Hot rodding and stock car racing developed into popular subcultures celebrated in magazines and movies (including the original The Fast and the Furious in 1954), not to mention informal and organized competitions that made national icons of drivers Junior Johnson and Lee Petty. That popular youth culture and automobile culture were inextricably linked can make the whole scene seem frivolous and ephemeral, but high culture was no less obsessed with the car. Some of the finest novels of the era, including Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men, Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, were loaded with scenes on wheels and meditations on the role of cars and driving in modern life. The automobile was such an object of desire, so freighted with meaning, and so deeply ingrained in American culture it was easy to forget that its fundamental appeal was its utility. Had it been a stationary, two-ton pile of gleaming metal sitting outside the house to advertise its owner’s virility or prosperity, car buyers would have been scarce and American streets would still have been paved with horseshit.22

			

			—

			
			Detroit was the capital of automania. It was home to General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler—the Big Three—a fact owed to an accident of birth. The city’s strategic location on the shores of a Great Lakes shipping route stretching from Duluth, Minnesota, to the Atlantic Ocean, along with its ready access to timber and iron, and its history as a manufacturing and shipbuilding hub, had given it certain advantages in the race to host a nascent automobile industry, but what mattered most was that Henry Ford was raised on a farm just outside of town. He apprenticed as a machinist in the city and built his empire in nearby Dearborn. The Ford Motor Company served as a magnet for suppliers, engineering talent, labor, and everything else necessary to work with Ford and compete with Ford, and Detroit won the title of Motor City.

			Its ascent was stunning. In 1900, Detroit had been less than half the size of Boston and St. Louis, smaller than Buffalo, Cleveland, and New Orleans. By 1940, it had grown by a factor of five while the population of the major East Coast centers had merely doubled. It emerged from the Second World War the fourth-largest city in the nation, with a population of just under two million. It was glittering, fast moving, and filthy rich, celebrated internationally as a cradle of entrepreneurship and the pinnacle of manufacturing genius. Detroit shared in and capitalized on all of the power wielded by the automobile over American life. The raw economic power of the industry required no explaining: its $65 billion in 1955 sales were almost one sixth of the Gross National Product. Political power was amassed by virtue of the city’s contributions to the nation’s unexampled standard of living and high rates of employment, and its service in the Second World War and the Cold War as the Arsenal of Democracy, churning out stupendous volumes of military hardware. And Motor City enjoyed a powerful cultural influence by virtue of its standing as the most dynamic commercial center on earth, the producer of highly coveted products, and the repository of the largest advertising budgets capitalism had ever known. In these and many other ways, Detroit was setting the pace for America throughout the twentieth century.23

			
			It was nevertheless a parvenu by the standards of New York, Washington, Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago, St. Louis, and San Francisco. As such, it was suspect and sometimes resented in those quarters, not to mention feared. With forty more years of sustained growth—no one expected its expansion to stop—Detroit would be rivaled only by New York. And think how rich it would be then. How powerful. How untouchable, way out in the Midwest, a bridge away from Canada, beholden only to a customer base astonished and grateful for having been miraculously freed from the old twelve-mile ambit. All of America, in its lifestyle, its values, its aspirations, was becoming a suburb of Motor City, and nothing, it seemed, could stand in its way. Until 1958.

			

			—

			Elected premier of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics on March 27, 1958, Nikita Khrushchev devoted his first speech in that role to a promise of communism’s ultimate victory over the exploitive and unjust system of Western enterprise. “We shall conquer capitalism with a high level of work and a higher standard of living,” he said, predicting the USSR would surpass American economic performance in “the shortest possible historical period of time.” This was not a new line from the Kremlin. For almost half a century, its promises of burying capitalism had been as routine as Soviet milk and meat shortages. Nevertheless, the squat, bald, routinely inebriated figure of Khrushchev brought to his nation’s economic war against the West a legitimacy that had eluded his predecessors.* In the previous year, he had launched the world’s largest particle accelerator, turned the switch on the world’s largest hydroelectric project, and, most impressively, inaugurated the space race by launching two Sputnik satellites into orbit. The Sputniks had shifted the Cold War’s balance of military and technological power so decisively that the whole world could feel it in its knees. Khrushchev was Time magazine’s Man of the Year two months prior to his elevation to premier.24

			
			One month after Khrushchev’s speech, the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, Allen W. Dulles, opened the annual meeting of the United States Chamber of Commerce in Washington, D.C., with a bracing speech of his own. Educated at Princeton and leaping back and forth throughout his life between legal practice and the espionage game, Dulles was a Cold Warrior par excellence, renowned for his ability to peer all the way through his wire-rimmed glasses, his clouds of pipe smoke, and the cloak of secrecy behind which communist Russia operated, to divine the real state of American-Soviet competition. He informed business leaders that the Soviets were bent on expansion and that their economic growth was far outpacing the United States, presenting “the most serious challenge this country has ever faced in time of peace.”25

			To underline his point that the challenge of saving the world from a totalitarian future rested with American business, Dulles noted that the Soviets were having “a field day” with the recession in which the States had been mired since mid-1957: “Every Soviet speech, magazine article, or radio broadcast beamed to underdeveloped nations plays up and exaggerates our economic difficulties. The uncommitted millions are being told by the Communists—‘see, we told you so. Crises and unemployment are inevitable under capitalism. Communism is the only true road to social progress.’ ”

			The state of the American economy in March 1958 was indeed dispiriting, rather like the first U.S. attempt to match the achievement of the Sputniks, the internationally televised launch of the Vanguard TV3 satellite at Cape Canaveral on December 6, 1957. Its booster rocket rose four feet from the ground before losing thrust, falling back to earth, exploding, and destroying its launch-pad. “Kaputnik,” groaned the newspapers.26

			U.S. unemployment was up sharply and its Gross National Product had been slipping for six months, leaving the economy in recession. The man elected to lead the nation through the Cold War and its challenges, President Dwight D. Eisenhower, seemed as listless as his economy. Now sixty-seven years old, he had won two landslide elections, wrestled with the Soviets globally and with red-baiting Senator Joseph McCarthy at home, and the strains of office were showing. A 1955 heart attack had been followed by surgery for Crohn’s disease in 1956 and a stroke in 1957. Although still popular, he had been scolded in the press for golfing as unemployment surged. His legendary good humor wilting, he showed an edge in his formerly cordial press conferences and seemed exhausted by the contortions forced upon him by the recession. The downturn was mild and required no hasty action, he said in one breath, yet with the next he announced new congressional stimulus bills. It was at one of these press conferences that Eisenhower pointed a testy finger at Detroit.27

			
			On the morning of April 9, 1958, before 235 journalists in the Executive Office Building, the president was bombarded with questions on the economy. Every time it seemed the conversation was veering in another direction, to foreign affairs or judicial appointments, the next query would return to the recession. Eisenhower endured an hour of hectoring before a question on why American consumers were not spending caused him to snap. “I personally think our people are just being a little bit disenchanted about a few items that have been chucked down their throats, they are getting tired of them; and I think it will be a very good thing when the manufacturers wake up—I am not going to name names—and begin to give us the things we want instead of the things they think we want. That is what I think.”28

			Despite his pledge to not name names, it was clear to the press gallery, to Washington, and to Detroit that the president had singled out the automotive industry as a cause of the recession. He had been known to lament the garish products of American automakers in conversations with visitors to the White House. The syndicated columnist Doris Fleeson recalled Eisenhower telling the story of “a Texas millionaire friend” who had turned in his bloated Cadillac for a smaller, more manageable car.29

			Detroit’s response to the president’s charge was immediate and injured. General Motors complained that it was a victim of the recession, not its cause. One auto executive called the notion that automakers were chucking anything down consumers’ throats absurd: “Our normal position is one of abject prostration at the feet of our customers.” The industry found consolation in a National Industrial Conference Board analysis that showed car sales were slumping primarily in states suffering the most unemployment and not across the board, which would have been the case if Americans hated the current automotive styles. It was only in the quiet of Detroit’s boardrooms that the executives admitted the president had a point.30

			

			—

			
			When asked during his April 1958 press conference what Americans could do to counter the Russian “propaganda noise” about the U.S. recession, President Eisenhower said they should start buying.

			“Buy what?” asked a reporter.

			“Anything,” said the president.31

			His response was a perfect encapsulation of an informal doctrine known as the Cold War Consensus. It held that an ever-expanding consumer economy was the key to American greatness. People worked hard, earned money, spent that money in pursuit of the good life, however they defined it, and then worked harder to earn and spend still more. Through all this striving and spending Americans lifted themselves and others out of poverty, broadened the middle class, funded health care and education, and created a world-leading standard of living. Consumption was fundamental to the success of democratic capitalism. It made the United States a beacon of freedom, prosperity, and hope in the eyes of a world that might otherwise be tempted by the Soviet model, and it covered the enormous costs of building an insuperable nuclear arsenal and fighting communism around the globe. Consume, consume, consume, and the world would be a better, safer place. By the same logic, the failure of citizens to consume, or the failure of the business community to stimulate consumption, weakened the economy and, in doing so, posed a security risk.

			The Cold War Consensus held sway in the 1950s: Eisenhower believed it, his fellow Republicans believed it, most Democrats believed it, Rotary Clubs, chambers of commerce, and editorialists preached it. Every red-blooded American, it was said, owed it to his countrymen to double what he ate, double what he smoked, and wear three shoes. The consensus informed Allen Dulles’s lecture on the Khrushchev challenge as well as President Eisenhower’s indictment of Detroit. By chucking inferior product down the throats of consumers, automakers were scoring points for the Reds.32

			
			Another conviction evident in the president’s comments was that Detroit, on its own, was powerful enough to drive the world’s largest economy off the road. In fact, it was. The top ten firms in the Fortune 500 list of America’s richest corporations for 1958 were either car manufacturers or producers of steel or fuel for cars. G.M., Ford, and Chrysler, together with the two leading tire manufacturers, Goodyear and Firestone, had as much combined revenue as the entire bottom half of the five hundred. More than half a million businesses directly supplied the auto industry. There may have been disagreement on whether the industry was hampering the economy or vice versa but there was no denying the centrality of automobiles to America’s economic performance. Said A. H. Raskin of The New York Times: “Detroit leads the economy and it is chained to it.”33

			It was worrying, then, that Detroit was struggling in the recession of 1958, its factories quiet, many of its employee parking lots empty. By one estimate, a third of the city’s productive capacity was idle. A quarter million autoworkers were sitting at home watching television or fishing for perch on the banks of the Detroit River. Michigan’s unemployment rate led the nation, and Detroit’s led Michigan at 16.3 percent. The backload of unsold vehicles was staggering, and behind it lay enormous, wasting inventories of steel, tires, glass, and auto parts.34

			Detroit executives kept up their courage by telling the usual recession jokes about driving last year’s Cadillacs and their wives wearing last year’s minks but many were quietly concerned that their product indeed was missing the mark. Off the record, they admitted they had made no fundamental changes to their vehicle lineups in the last several years, choosing instead to add more brightwork, larger tailfins, and more bloat to the point where their vehicles were “chromed up like brewery horses.” In that time, the standard Chevrolet, the nation’s best-seller, had grown eighteen inches in length and six in width while putting on 400 pounds and $600 in extra costs. It was now seventeen and a half feet long and 3,750 pounds. German automakers, enjoying the worldwide success of their thirteen-foot, 1,600-pound Volkswagen Beetle, called U.S. cars “Strassenkreuzers,” or street battleships. Walter Reuther, president of the United Automobile Workers, who might have been expected to countenance the product of his membership, complained that “the auto industry should make a car which at least could be parked in a single block.”35

			
			The criticisms would not have mattered if the buying public was entirely satisfied with the size, chrome, and ostentatious trimmings on offer, but a consumer survey in Fortune magazine suggested that a significant minority of American drivers was disaffected. This minority was absconding to a small-car market that had scarcely existed five years earlier. Total sales of small cars in the United States in 1954 were 32,403 (22,064 were foreign). By 1957, the total was 206,827. Projections for the full year of 1958 were 500,000-plus, exceeding 10 percent of the American automobile market. Some of the small cars were produced by American Motors and Studebaker but most were imported, an estimated 377,000 for 1958. These trends received little notice until the recession hit and the Sputniks were launched.36

			“America,” said the press, “is in the midst of a peaceful invasion on wheels.” France, Germany, England, Italy, Sweden, and Japan were all in the market with “perky little economy models” and “racy sports jobs.” Saab, the Swedish manufacturer, was selling four thousand units a year of a vehicle with an engine only slightly more powerful than a riding mower. The humble Volkswagen Beetle, with nothing new for 1958 but an ashtray, had a waiting list of six months. A spokesman for the European industry claimed that sales of imports in 1958 could have far surpassed the 500,000 mark in America but for shortages of inventory and a lack of dealerships. Ward’s, the official scorekeeper of U.S. auto sales, called the foreign performance “spectacular.” Almost all of the imports were inexpensive, cheap to operate thanks to good gas mileage, and reasonably dependable. That their styling changed little year to year made for a strong resale value. The Volkswagen today, said one Detroit executive, “is no uglier today than it was in 1947.”37

			Executives at the Big Three were sniffy about the imports in public. Small cars, said one, would never represent more than a “respectable trickle” in the market. Agreed another: “If the public wants to lower its standard of living by driving a cheap, crowded car, we’ll make it. But we still don’t believe that’s what they want.” Better for an economy-minded buyer to pick up a good used car rather than a foreign “shitbox,” as Henry Ford II dubbed the Volkswagen. One particular school of thought saw the imports as appealing only to “misfits and masochistic snobs,” to the “automotively bohemian,” to the 5 percent of the car market “made up of individualists and nonconformists who cannot permit themselves to choose a car” built in the United States. “It’s just a fad,” said a Detroit-area dealer. “Like pizza pie.”38

			
			Those inclined to see the imports as a passing fancy noted that they sold best in California where manias were always coming and going. Others were not so sure. There was research indicating that foreign car buyers tended to be better-educated, more self-assured, and better-paid than the average American. And many long-lasting cultural and commercial trends had emerged from California. Its drivers, with fifteen thousand miles of good highways and beautiful weather at their disposal, were known to be serious about their cars. The state supported four hundred import dealers. A reporter on the scene said sales of foreign vehicles were not a fad but “an epidemic.”39

			Never mind its dismissals of foreign vehicles, Detroit was spooked. Rushing to get into the import game, G.M. announced that it would stock its dealerships with small cars built by its foreign subsidiaries, the Vauxhall Victor from Britain and the Opel Rekord from Germany. Ford began shipping in its German-made Taunus, and Chrysler struck an arrangement with France’s Simca. The automakers said these moves were ploys to lure import and small-car buyers into their showrooms where they could be upsold to a proper American vehicle, but this was posturing. A Big Three consumer analyst admitted that “we are in midst of a consumer revolution….We kind of left people behind by upgrading our cars through size and luxury year after year. We left a vacuum that the imports pre-empted.”40

			There was speculation in late 1957 that the Big Three might build their own compacts but it was not clear that it made economic sense for them to try to beat the imports at their own game. Small cars were popular in Europe in part because streets were narrow and distances short. Incomes were lower and gasoline more expensive. An American small car would require roughly the same number of parts and the same amount of labor as a standard car, yet it would have to be sold at a price competitive with the imports, which meant a slim profit margin for American automakers. Reduced profits were especially unappetizing because some experts were predicting domestic small cars were as likely to cannibalize the market for highly profitable standard domestics as they were to kill the market for imports. Finally, Detroit, unlike the Europeans, operated at so vast a scale that even a fast-growing market for 600,000 small vehicles in the United States might not be worth the effort for the Big Three.

			
			All of these factors suggested it would be a huge risk for the Detroit colossi to abandon the automotive game they had invented and mastered to compete with imports. Big cars, with all their frippery and horsepower, had been good to the city. They were what Detroit’s production facilities were geared to produce, what its labor was trained to assemble, and what its dealer networks knew how to sell. They were also what most Americans wanted to drive. No executive wanted to be responsible for investing hundreds of millions of dollars and the two or three years necessary to design, plan, and retool for small-car production only to find that compacts were indeed a fad, or that a foreign badge was a big part of the attraction, or that small cars did indeed cannibalize standard car sales, or that the best answer would have been to build a better standard car.41

			There things stood, or seemed to stand, in the spring of 1958 in the city of Detroit, its “somber streets,” according to the Times’s Raskin, full of “somber homes and somber people wondering whether we know as much about keeping our economy from causing wholesale human suffering as we think we do.” The greatest industrial complex ever created by mankind was shaken, dishonored by Washington, its customers aloof, its executives apparently years from answering a foreign competitive threat that if left unchecked was on pace to devour 20 percent of the domestic market in twenty-four months, less time than it would take to produce an American small car from scratch. In that same amount of time, the imports could ramp up production and marketing and expand their dealer networks, enabling them to threaten more of the U.S. auto industry’s revenue, not to mention millions of jobs, decades of national productivity growth, America’s high standard of living, its reputation for genius in economic organization, and its military security. This was the “front line in the battleground Khrushchev has picked for the contest between totalitarianism and freedom,” wrote Raskin. “How well we do in Detroit will be a large measure of our ability to stay ahead—and to stay alive.”42

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*  “Not since Alexander the Great had mankind seen a despot so willingly, so frequently, and so publicly drunk. Not since Adolf Hitler had the world known a braggard so arrogantly able to make good his own boasts.” Time, January 8, 1958.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			BURSTS OF UNTAMED IDEALISM

			Nathra Nader had left Lebanon for the New World at age nineteen with six years of education. He worked at a variety of jobs and made enough money to return home thirteen years later, in 1925, to enter into an arranged marriage with Rose Bouziane, the daughter of a sheep broker who was raising a large family under a sod roof. The couple returned to America and eventually settled in the foothills of the Berkshires in Winsted, Connecticut, where Nathra prospered as owner of the Highland Arms, a lunch counter and dining room on Main Street. The Highland Arms catered to mill workers during the day and traveling salesmen in the evenings. The Naders had four children; the youngest, born in a blizzard on February 27, 1934, was named Ralph.1

			Nathra was the type of man who not only presided over his restaurant but much of the talk within it. “For a nickel,” it was said, “you get a cup of coffee and an hour’s conversation.” Shrewd, stubborn, self-reliant, enterprising, and community-minded in what some resented as a meddling, holier-than-thou manner, he seemed to delight in out-Yankeeing the Yankees. He was keenly aware of his democratic rights, obstreperous in the face of perceived injustice, and given to what one acquaintance called “bursts of untamed idealism.” A regular at town hall meetings, he would give free vent to his singular notions of egalitarianism and the public good. The local establishment regarded him as a nuisance. “He didn’t leave anybody alone,” admitted Ralph’s sister Claire. “Not his customers, his siblings, his wife, his children. He wanted to talk and he wanted to talk about the problems of the day.”2

			
			The Naders spoke English and Arabic at home. Meals in the household were conducted by Nathra as seminars on the outrages perpetrated by civic authorities on the local population, or on the evils of large corporations, their exploitation of workers and customers. Ralph remembered that his father “used to tell us about the tricks big business used. He told us about how large grocery stores would shave one ounce off each five-pound bag of potatoes,” which added up to big savings when the bags were sold by the thousands. Every member of the family was expected to participate in the exchanges at table, the more vehemently the better. “We were never allowed to run under fire,” said Claire. “You know how you can get mad or frustrated and just want to run out of the room crying? We were never allowed to do that. You had to stand your ground and talk it out.”3

			The youngest and the most precocious of the children, Ralph was considered by his siblings to be somewhat spoiled. He was allowed a bicycle and participation in sports. His father would occasionally take him on field trips, including an outing to the local courthouse where they sat listening to the lawyers argue, Nathra describing the action for Ralph and interpreting even the most mundane cases as heroic contests between good and evil, between haves and have-nots. It was not long before Ralph decided he would be a lawyer.

			Rose Nader, although dwarfed by her tall, rangy husband, was at least his match for strength of character. She had grown up in an Eastern Orthodox Christian family surrounded by Lebanese Muslims and she knew how to stand her ground. Presiding over the family’s rambling ten-room home on the hillside one block up from the Highland Arms, Rose demanded that her children keep busy and work hard. She reinforced her husband’s insistence on the value of education and community involvement and added emphases of her own on stamina, resilience, and personal responsibility. Ralph was made to wear short pants until the age of eight. When he complained, Rose asked him if he was a leader or a follower. Her Greek Orthodox children were sent to Methodist Sunday schools and on a number of occasions she took them to Lebanon to visit her family.4

			
			Ethnicity, Nathra’s politics, and short pants were just a few of the ways that the Nader household stood apart from mainstream American experience in the middle years of the century. The family lived in a small town within walking distance of work, school, and all amenities when the general societal trend was toward cities and suburbs and long commutes. Nathra was a sole proprietor, with his entire family involved in his business, at a time when the male American workforce was migrating in droves to large corporations, massive factories, and national chains. As other shoppers were loading up on packaged foods at the new supermarkets, Rose raised Ralph and his siblings on Middle Eastern staples, fava beans, lamb kaftas, baba ghanoush, tabbouleh, and hummus. She refused to serve canned or processed foods and she was critical of the American appetite for bread and sugar. She was known to present a child with a frosted birthday cake and then scrape off the frosting before serving it. The family was comfortable, even prosperous by the standards of its community, yet its habits and values remained rooted in some combination of Lebanese village life and nineteenth-century America even as the Second World War ended and a restless, mass-produced consumer culture swept the rest of the nation. Materialism was anathema to Nathra Nader. “We tried to show the children that the wealth of the nation was people, not the dollar, so if you want a rich nation, you should love and help each other.”5

			Some of their neighbors respected the family’s self-sufficiency and cohesiveness. “The Naders,” said one Winstedite, “were freestanding.” Others considered them a “noisy immigrant family,” uppity newcomers with too many opinions. The latter crowd steered clear of the Highland Arms and neglected to invite Nathra and Rose to their parties. The author David Halberstam, a native of Winsted and Ralph’s contemporary, said “there was a certain amount of tension between the Arabs and the Jews in Winsted when we were kids.” The two communities took opposed views of the establishment of a Jewish homeland in the Middle East. Halberstam remembered as a significant occasion a social gathering hosted by a Jewish family that ran a dry-cleaning business in town. The Naders were not welcome. Meanwhile, Halberstam said he and Ralph were excluded from the New England establishment and the town’s large Italian immigrant community. They were both “aware of the prejudices of the country, that all was not as it was said to be. You grew up a little tougher, a little more skeptical about the ideal and the reality of the situation.”6

			
			By the time he attended the local high school, the Gilbert School, Ralph was a gangly six-foot-three with thick black hair, round brown eyes, large ears, hollow cheeks, and a complexion darker than most kids in town. Among the top students in his class, he was one of those effortless learners who seemed to absorb information by osmosis. He was vocal in the classroom but respectful of his teachers. A fan of the New York Yankees, he liked to think of himself as a budding Lou Gehrig but, Halbertstam said, “Ralph was the kind of kid who if you threw a ball at him, he couldn’t catch it.” Nader was better verbally. He had been argumentative, even pedantic, for as long as Halberstam could remember: “[Ralph] would make you define your terms outside the windows of the fourth grade.” The two of them had once debated Franklin Roosevelt’s politics in the playground with snow blowing in their faces, Nader insisting that FDR’s liberalism had been insufficiently bold, a radical proposition for the times.7

			None of these qualities, nor his mildly pretentious habit of combing the unbroken columns of seven-point-type in the Congressional Record in the presence of other students, made Nader especially popular in high school. He had a small circle of studious friends, most of them college bound. He did not go to parties or dances. A female classmate considered him a social nonentity. “I don’t recall Ralph ever dating,” she said. “He never showed any interest. I think the girls in the class saw him as sort of different.” His only extracurricular in high school was the drama club, for which he toiled in the wings. The Gilbert yearbook describes him as “quiet-smart—can be found either at home or at the restaurant—woman hater.” The latter designation is said to have referred to his indifference to girls.8

			Whatever his schoolmates thought of him, Ralph possessed a powerful sense of his own capacities, and confidence in his destiny. He spent a great deal of time alone, walking through the town’s leafy streets to school, the Highland Arms, and the public library. He was a strong reader, attracted to the great journalistic crusaders Ida Tarbell, Lincoln Steffens, and Upton Sinclair, social reformers with a keen sense of justice, a commitment to the underdog, and suspicion of concentrated wealth and authority. He reveled in their shaming of corrupt institutions and public eminences as other students piled into cars and headed out for football games and sock hops, or double features at the Pleasant Valley Drive-In a couple of miles up Highway 44. An outsider by virtue of his birthright, his upbringing, his intellect, and his own inclinations, Nader graduated and headed for college.

			
			There had never been a doubt that Ralph Nader would attend university. “The children were made to understand that the family was a bank,” said Nathra. “They put in work, duty, trust. Then they could take out what a child must have—education.” He took pride in paying full freight for his son, whose marks were good enough to qualify for a scholarship. Ralph chose Princeton University, majoring in Far Eastern politics and languages at the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs.9

			

			—

			Having stayed up too late reading, Nader overslept and missed classes his first college morning. When he did eventually meet his classmates, the modest sense of privilege he had enjoyed in Winsted was instantly negated. The big men on campus, products of the nation’s finest preparatory schools, swaggered about in informal uniforms of scuffed white bucks, khakis, and blazer. Most were athletes content to slide through class with the gentleman’s C. Once again, Nader did not fit. He studied hard and lived in the least expensive rooms he could find on campus. He took his meals at the least prestigious of Princeton’s eating clubs, one of only two without servants, and even there he was something of a loner. An acquaintance recalled their dinner conversations: “We were fascinated by the ethnic quality of our lives. I was a Jewish boy from the Bronx, and Ralph was Lebanese, and very much Lebanese. We would trade long stories about our ethnic background.”10

			On one occasion, Nader attempted a minor rebellion against what he considered to be the conformity of his fellow undergraduates by wearing his bathrobe to class. On another he was bullied by a fellow student who threw empty beer bottles at him as he was taking a shower. “He terrorized me for about two hours,” said Nader. “The idea that he had a naked, dripping person in a room with broken glass all over the floor did something for him. He kept going to get more bottles. Crash against the wall.”11

			

			—

			
			One of Ralph Nader’s professors at Princeton was H. H. Wilson, a cranky yet magnetic figure who taught the politics of power from the perspective of a profound skeptic. Wilson tried to instill in his students a passion for social criticism: “Be shunned, be hated, be ridiculed, be scared, be in doubt,” he told them, “but don’t be gagged.”12

			Wilson was an original: a professed anarchist and a socialist with conservative tendencies. He viewed Congress as a corrupt institution that undermined public trust by refusing to discipline its own members. He kept up a twenty-year feud with J. Edgar Hoover over the Federal
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