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			For my mother, Jane, who has shown me that generosity has little to do with money

		

	
		
			From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded;

			and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.

			LUKE 12:48
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			Jewels

			Even before she married Ray Kroc, Joan learned it was possible to outsource bad news. When she agreed to Ray’s proposal the second time—six years after first accepting and reneging—Ray had his lawyer break it to his then-wife that he wanted a divorce. Ray was notorious for having his trusted secretary fire employees for the slightest infraction, like wearing what he deemed an inappropriate hat or drinking the wrong cocktail. (Manhattans, he thought, were for sissies.) Inevitably, the next day, in the hazy aftermath of the heated moment, he’d wonder why the person hadn’t shown up for work.

			After he died in 1984, leaving her heir to a fortune greater than one person could reasonably spend in a hundred lifetimes, Joan followed Ray’s example. Having decided she no longer wanted her former son-in-law to serve as her proxy on the board of that “chauvinistic corporation” McDonald’s, she sent her Gulfstream jet to Chicago to pick up her chief advisor and bring him to her home in San Diego for a chat, then dispatched him back to company headquarters in suburban Chicago to relay her wishes—despite the fact that the ex-son-in-law lived just up the street from her. Feeling betrayed by a once-beloved cook who deigned to ask for a modest raise after years of service, she turned to another member of her personal staff to dismiss him.

			Now, in June 2003, faced with the harsh reality that she was dying, Joan requested her personal physician break the difficult news to her immediate family.

			It was early summer in southern California, a gloomy gray blotting the morning skies. Leaves on the eight hundred trees in and around Joan’s meticulously manicured thirteen-acre estate, Montagna de la Paloma—built on land owned long ago by the earliest movie stars—feathered softly in a light breeze. The fragrant scent of blooming roses sweetened the dry desert air. She’d humored her head gardener, who’d pleaded for the go-ahead to plant hundreds of the thorny bushes. He liked having a ready source of cut flowers. With the door to the family room closed and Joan nowhere in sight, the doctor held up a scan of the matriarch’s brain, riddled with cancer.

			“This is the saddest day of my life,” he said solemnly, explaining the nuances of this particular menace, a glioblastoma that had been slowly impeding Joan’s vision, her speech, her balance. The diagnosis clicked into focus what the family had been observing for a while. Linda, Joan’s only child, and Linda’s four children, all women now, felt something had been off in the typically buoyant seventy-four-year-old’s step. In March, she had radiated joy at the gala opening of one of her pet projects, surprising the crowd as she took to the stage with the hired entertainment for the night, Tony Bennett. And yet, to those who knew her, there was something not quite right.

			At this point, the doctor revealed, the cancer would begin to grow at warp speed, wending its way through her brain, impacting every bit of her function, with the terrible, inevitable outcome: Joan had three to nine months to live.

			A moment of silence pierced the room as the sad information soaked in, after which a few of the girls began to sob. The others froze in shock.

			Only after she was sure the message had been relayed did Joan hobble in, masking her fractured gait as best she could. She had always been a blur of motion and cigarette smoke, action and forward momentum. Joan vibrated with life so intensely, it was impossible for anyone in her orbit to imagine a day when she wouldn’t be present. So game, so intrepid, so opinionated and tough, Joan was a wildly unpredictable study in extremes. She’d hop into her jet—her prized possession—as casually as if it were a convertible, off to Vegas to gamble for sixteen hours straight, winning or losing a million bucks; or rouse her great-grandson for a trip to the convenience store for a hot dog in the middle of the night. Yet she was just as likely to feast on a simple salad for dinner and retire at seven p.m. after phoning to find help for some itinerant soul she’d discovered in the parking lot of her neighborhood McDonald’s. Publicly, she’d appear meticulously put together in stylish Givenchy or elegant St. John, perfumed with a spicy hint of Yves Saint Laurent’s Opium, her hair so neatly coiffed it wouldn’t move in a strong breeze. Many mornings after waking, she might whisk down the hill, hair wrapped in a turban to mask the impact of a night of sleep, so she could grab a Diet Coke (for her) and a Big Mac (for the lucky pooch who got to ride along). Occasionally, she’d forget her purse and the kind cashier, who had no idea who she was, would wave her through; other times, she’d proffer a hundred-dollar tip.

			Even her collection of a half dozen dogs exemplified her lopsided nature. She had a thing for strays, among them a three-legged creature. She’d drive her staff bonkers by crossing the border to Tijuana, dognapping some mangy critter from a sad, destitute existence on the streets, whisking it back in the trunk of her Mercedes to a luxurious life of filet mignon. Others in her collection were prissy purebred Cavalier King Charles spaniels with pedigrees worthy of the royalty they were bred to serve. She’d fallen in love with a particularly cute one named Ralph she’d seen on a website, and sent her plane to transport both the doting breeder and the dog from Ohio. When the critters passed away, they were laid to rest with reverence in a pet cemetery on her grounds.

			Halloween would never be the same without Joan dressed up in costume, gaily dispensing Snickers bars to the trick-or-treaters traipsing around her tony neighborhood, Fairbanks Ranch, one of the wealthiest in the nation, where armed guards at the entrance gate added a layer of protection to Joan’s already impenetrable life.

			On the day her family learned the news, she was as resolute as ever. “I don’t want any tears,” she said, waving her hands, facing her heartbroken family. “I’ve had a great life. Let’s make the most of the last days I have.” She intended to fully live those few weeks and months, not die them.

			The next morning, she kept her appointment to grab breakfast at McDonald’s with one of her granddaughters and her great-grandson, pausing for just a moment when they arrived home, with the boy safely out of the car, to allow the young woman to cry. There was much work to be done. With the help of the coexecutors of her estate, Dick Starmann, a former McDonald’s executive, and Nancy Trestick, a woman who’d risen through the ranks in her secretarial pool, Joan set about attacking the business of dying with the same chaotic zeal with which she’d lived, working through the details of her last wishes as if she were making the guest list for a party. Before she breathed her last, she’d throw a party for herself, too.

			All tallied—this property; her Gulfstream IV jet, decorated in her chosen mauvy pinks and as lush as a Ritz-Carlton; jewels fit for the royalty of several kingdoms; $100 million in a wide-ranging art collection of serene impressionist florals, majestic Renoirs, comely nudes, and Rockwell Americana; and the seemingly endless pools of cash and investments—Joan had about $3 billion at her disposal. Three billion dollars—a fortune amassed because of a roadside hamburger stand started six decades ago by two hard-up brothers she’d never met, a hundred long, dusty miles north of where she now sat. Joan, who arrived on this earth the year before the Great Depression gripped and paralyzed the nation; whose father struggled without work for seven years, and ran the numbers for the neighborhood; whose mother sold coffee beans door-to-door to help the family survive. There were challenges besides money. Joan had long been at odds with her mother, though time and age had mellowed the fierce battles of her youth. Scars from her early days had never healed; she carried a pain that never abated. She’d hint at it at odd moments, usually with people she didn’t know well, and then tuck the secret back away.

			Adulthood hadn’t tamped the trials. When Joan’s own daughter, Linda, so sweet and blond and all of five years old, claimed the fifty-dollar first prize for her rendition of the cheerful song “Oh, You Beautiful Doll!” on the live local TV contest Toby Prin’s Talent Hunt, the winnings allowed the family to pay that month’s rent.

			Another person might have been happy—even eager—to shelve the struggles of the past and fully inhabit the splendor of her current life. But Joan never felt entitled to simply revel in the fast-food fortune. The unfathomable sum she had at her disposal, at her complete discretion and control, enveloped her with awe. She was forever amused and amazed by it, as if it were a living, breathing organism she’d been entrusted to nurture and tend. If Ray hadn’t met and made the deal with those brothers . . . If she hadn’t been playing the organ that night he walked into the dining room . . . If her boss at the supper club hadn’t hired Joan’s first husband, Rollie, to manage the McDonald’s franchise he bought . . . If, then, if, then—where might life have taken her? Had she stayed with Rollie all these years, life wouldn’t necessarily have been bad. But it would hardly have been as big. She would never have befriended and supported some of the great thinkers of her time: a former president; a mystic priest; a children’s TV star; a crusading journalist who’d discovered, he believed, the secret to healing pain. She never would have experienced the joys and challenges of presiding over a major league baseball team! Of all the experiences a poor midwestern girl could only have imagined, her giving had been her greatest gift—to herself. The pleasure and thrill of helping faceless strangers. She wasn’t deluded enough to think she could fix the world’s problems, but she had loved making a tiny dent where she could. And, oh—when people learned what she was about to do. That would knock their socks off!

			Joan knew all too well that life was hard, that for so many people on earth, its unpredictability took difficult, sometimes devastating, twists. No one was exempt from trouble; wealth most certainly didn’t insulate one from life’s tribulations. She and Ray were proof of that. Her marriage to an incredibly wealthy man had come with an enormous price. It had complicated her life immensely, in fact, and in many ways intensified the pain. Her husband’s affection for the rotgut whiskey Early Times, which he’d come to love before he could afford much better, ratcheted up his already irascible personality to a tempestuous boil. Fierce battles inevitably followed. She had begged him for years to stop. There was no reasoning, no pleas or threats (“If you loved me . . .”) that would sway him into realization, acknowledgment, or acceptance that his drinking was a problem. He was Ray Kroc, the hamburger king! Help was something other people needed—not the founding chairman of McDonald’s, impresario of an international corporation that had changed the way the world ate and rendered rafts of people in his orbit impossibly rich. Members of his inner circle trained themselves to be complicit, to delicately referee Ray’s volatile skirmishes with Joan, while keeping enough distance and playing Switzerland, lest they appear to be meddling. The couple was a less Hollywood version of glittering stars Liz Taylor and Dick Burton, whose passionate scuffles and equally passionate reunions were the stuff of legend. Joan’s daughter had even made that comparison to a reporter: “Ray loved my mother so hard.” Each of them, Linda said, had such a strong personality.

			And yet, despite the volatility, they all lived well. If they had to endure his wrath, so they would. Joan herself had come to the same conclusion. She’d taught herself to see light in the darkness, to turn her feelings of helplessness about her unhappiness into action. She’d rallied the finest addiction counselors and morphed from aggrieved wife to activist, film producer, publisher, benefactress of an entire medical curriculum, agitator in major league baseball—all in the name of sharing the ugly truth about drinking and its impact on the family, and with nothing more than a high school education, sheer will, and a slice of the fortune. Through it all, there was never a question of Ray’s adoration. She believed he loved her more than anyone ever would. It might have been easier to leave if he hadn’t.

			Whether she reciprocated almost didn’t matter. What was love, anyhow? In these last few years—he’d been dead for nearly two decades now—Joan had started to open up, hinting ever so slightly to a reporter or someone new in her orbit about the reality of life with her husband. It wasn’t a full confession, but, as time passed, she no longer felt compelled to maintain the whitewashing mythology that had been constructed around him—the all-American, the humanitarian, the modern legend. She had helped perpetuate it in her own way. While he was alive and receiving awards from the likes of the Boy Scouts commending him for being a fine, upstanding American, she didn’t remind anyone that she’d once filed for divorce because of his violent temper. After he’d died, she’d dropped into interviews the publicly known fact that he’d entered rehab, but with no elaboration.

			In the entryway of the palace to physical fitness she’d underwritten in a run-down section of San Diego, she smiled slyly the first time she saw a portrait of her, Ray, and one of the long-ago pets. “I liked the dog,” she said sardonically, gesturing toward the photo. Though Ray was long gone, she’d insisted on putting his name, both their names, on the center—an ironic tribute to the man whose name was synonymous with greasy food. The boys’ club at McDonald’s would say the tribute was the least she could do. It was Ray’s money she was giving away, after all. He had earned the fortune, and the old guard cringed at how she was spending it—almost as much as some of them cringed at the forbidden, dreaded words “fast food” that characterized the product that had made them wealthy, too.

			Becoming caretaker of the fortune was, in a way, Joan’s reward for having endured life with Ray. But even when she learned her dire diagnosis, she was hardly resolute about how she would pass it along. Over the years, she’d changed her last will and testament a thousand times, as whimsically as a teenager deliberating the perfect outfit to wear to the mall. Each time she rewrote the will, the people or the causes that owned her heart at that moment got the lion’s share. Then, like a tote board flipping furiously to chart the changing action at the racetrack, her focus and attention would switch, and another person or cause would suddenly land in first place.

			All the while the fortune ballooned from the $500 million or so she inherited when Ray died. To diversify, Joan would unload shares of McDonald’s stock; shortly afterward, it would split, leaving her with even more than before. It was pure, almost unfathomable abundance, a spigot that could not be shut off—the exact opposite problem of the first thirty-odd years of Joan’s life, when there had never been enough and she’d longed for more.

			Now, with a lifetime behind her and the future so brief, the meting out of this fortune was no longer abstract. The deadline was fast approaching. She pondered the possibilities while she sat in a contemplative spot near her Olympic-size swimming pool, the place she reserved for big decisions.

			Joan knew one thing for certain: She was not going to leave family the bulk of what she had. She’d give them enough to be comfortable, but not more. She’d tried to instill in her granddaughters how fortunate they were—that their access to a lifestyle of privilege had been an accident of birth. Joan had harbored tremendous ambition for Linda’s girls: Allison, the eldest, whom their mother described as athletic and brainy; Amy, the intuitive; Amanda, funny and compassionate; and Holly, full of life. They had been born in the age of women, and would never face the limitations Joan had experienced. To Amanda on her twenty-first birthday, she’d put forth something of a manifesto in a letter. Love, instead of hate, she admonished her; think positive thoughts, not negative ones; find joy between the covers of a good book; believe that a life of service is a happy one to lead:

			Love your fellow man—keep hate out of your soul. It has soured the lives of many who could have been messengers of joy.

			She would do what she could to help her succeed, Joan finished the letter. What she would have given to have such a promise made to her! Even if money had been available in her younger years, she had grown up in a time and in circumstances where a woman had to fight to transcend her traditional place, behind her husband, which had suffocated Joan during her early years of marriage to Ray. She had struggled so hard to buck that role—and won.

			In orchestrating her legacy, Joan defied what was most practical and common for the enormously rich—indeed, what was almost expected for a person with her means: to isolate the lion’s share of the fortune within the safe and conservative confines of a nonprofit foundation. Joan had had one of her own, once—the Joan B. Kroc Foundation—but she’d closed it long ago, beleaguered by the bureaucracy and worry involved in managing it. She became tired of the loss of privacy from the required paperwork, of grappling with the endless piles of unsolicited requests. The more Joan gave, the more people crept out of the woodwork, asking for more, hoping for a donation toward some project or cause or idea they were absolutely certain would dazzle and inspire her to open her checkbook. Even her household staff routinely got hit up around town by people eager to get their precious cause before Joan’s eyes. She opted for giving from her own checkbook, and, whenever possible, insisted on anonymity.

			More than once these last years, she’d been urged to consider the long-term wisdom and benefits of reviving the foundation. With $3 billion invested carefully and doled out to worthy causes bit by bit, her advisors argued, Joan could ensure a legacy that would keep both her name and her money alive, growing and helping others for decades to come. The magic of wise investment strategies and compound interest! Nestled this way, the fortune would multiply over time and therefore achieve far more good, far into the future.

			The appeals had fallen flat; Joan couldn’t be persuaded. It had been hard enough to find people to trust while she was alive. She never could shake Ray’s joking comment that he’d “never seen a Brink’s truck following a hearse.” The truck, in his case, had detoured in her direction. And so, Joan figured, faced with this death sentence, the fortune she’d inherited should die with her. Let the people who ran the organizations to which she had chosen to leave her money steward it, and her name, going forth.

			Her approach was in every way the opposite of the carefully constructed McDonald’s philanthropy, a master stroke of public relations in an age long before the trendy catchphrase “corporate social responsibility.” From the very start, Ray and the company had been advised to give, strategically, as part of an ongoing campaign to infiltrate the communities where they set up shop, to counter the negative association with fifteen-cent hamburger joints. Franchisees had been encouraged to sponsor high school sports, to be present at disasters, to become “Mr. McDonald’s” in their towns—this sort of community involvement boosted their image, magnetized customers, and was cheaper than advertising. As McDonald’s mushroomed into an international force and started trading on the public markets, the company was singled out as a target by detractors: What about the high fat content of the meat? What about the environmental impact of all the Styrofoam packaging? The breakdown of society caused by eating meals, even breakfast, on the run? There had been a time when the mere suggestion of a sign that declared “McDonald’s” riled up the neighbors. Joan remembered it well: It was one such delay that allowed her the chance to get to know Ray. Calculated benevolence aimed to offset the dissent. When he turned seventy in 1972, Ray grandly announced the gifts he was giving, donations of $7.5 million—to the zoo, the planetarium, the hospital, a prison education program, the neighborhood church from his youth, which he no longer attended, and to his own foundation, which was focused on funding medical research. The gesture grabbed the headlines his advisors had hoped it would. How could McDonald’s be bad if its founder cared so much about the community?

			His politics had been as calculated as his philanthropy. A staunch conservative, he’d donated more than $250,000 to President Nixon’s re-election campaign in 1972. Later, after the Democratic party railed against him for trying to curry favor with the administration for permission to raise the price of burgers and squelch the cost of labor, he claimed the gift had merely been a hedge against the opponent, George McGovern, who was perceived as anti-business. The liberal-minded Joan, whom Ray called a “patsy,” had chosen to swallow her tongue, even though the gift had been made in her name, too. Before that, Ray had ordered the flags at a McDonald’s hoisted to full staff, in defiance of demands they be lowered to memorialize students killed by the National Guard in the bloody Vietnam War peace protests at Kent State. After Ray died and she ceased to suppress her politics, Joan later explained to a reporter that it wouldn’t have been “ladylike or proper” to have disagreed with Ray’s boorish stance. On his seventy-fifth birthday, she’d toasted him for doing things his way. But it was she, really, who had forged a singular path. As soon as he was gone, her transformation from wife to woman had been swift.

			He would be remembered for hamburgers, as it should be. But she, at least, wanted the name Kroc to be remembered for giving.

			Two months before her death, her final wishes had been spelled out on paper and shrouded in mystery from all but her closest advisors. She’d insisted there be no public funeral and laid out the plans for a modest memorial service—personally inviting the speakers in advance. As the days tripped by and the cancer took up greater residence in her frame, there was little else she could do but thumb through the leather-bound Bible given her by the late Father Henri Nouwen, from whom she’d sought spiritual counsel. She meekly signed the documents that set forth her wishes. It was even tough, eight weeks before her demise, to wield a pen, as evidenced by her feeble scrawl of a signature on her last will and testament, in place of her once perfect cursive writing.

			In the shimmering material representations of her wealth, she took solace—her collection of jewels, chief among them one not intended to be worn: her prized translucent royal-blue Pine Cone egg, trimmed in gold, created in the year 1900 under the supervision of the great designer Fabergé. The egg’s velvet interior contained an exquisite surprise: a tiny elephant made of silver, its tusks fashioned out of authentic ivory, its back bedecked with a saddlecloth trimmed with a triad of shimmering diamonds. An accompanying gold key, when inserted into a hidden keyhole, animated the animal, causing it to amble side to side and rear its head and tail. The “McEgg,” she called the gem for which she paid more than $3 million.

			“It’s a little Republican.” Joan had laughed in her throaty midwestern twang as she’d showed off the treasure to the cohost of television’s Today, Jane Pauley, on the air in 1988. Joan’s art dealer had just placed her winning bid in Geneva. While she identified more as a “donkey,” and though, after Ray’s death, she had given the first-ever million-dollar donation to the Democratic Party, Joan was proud to say she was registered as an independent. She could see myriad points of view. That her egalitarian bent didn’t line up with her opulence didn’t seem to faze her. Neither did her choice of jewelry. A confidante advised her that it was a bit too much for breakfast-time TV.

			On camera, Joan nonchalantly fidgeted the precious oval, palm to palm, as if it were a trinket from the county fair. She’d bought it so it could be displayed with others like it as part of the “Treasures of the Soviet Union” festival her friend Maureen O’Connor, then the mayor of San Diego, had orchestrated—the most passive of the many gifts Joan had given her adopted hometown.

			She’d amassed a trove of other jewels. Bulgari, Cartier, Van Cleef & Arpels: The forty-two-carat pear-shaped yellow diamond necklace. The twenty-two-carat diamond ring, flanked with triangular-cut diamonds, set in platinum and gold. The rare dark blue-gray diamond; pink diamonds, colorless ones, yellow, too. Pear-shaped, rectangular, square-cut, trapeze-cut. An exquisitely perfect string of twenty-nine cultured pearls. The Holly Wreath necklace by the designer Harry Winston—precious stones, suspended without a trace of metal evident. Collecting these sparkling gems had brought Joan much joy. The simple pleasure of sunlight refracting through them conjured up a sense of the elegance she’d steadily lost with the weight of the disease.

			She wasn’t afraid. When Ray had been close to the end of his life, after years of declining health, she’d lamented to a reporter how hard it was for Americans to accept their own mortality. By denying it, she said, we missed out on the day-to-day beauty of existence. She’d lived each day so vividly since then.

			“Our world hangs like a magnificent jewel in the vastness of space,” her friend the children’s television star Fred Rogers had once said. “And in the perspective of infinity, our differences are infinitesimal. We are all intimately related. May we never pretend that we are not.”

			If we were all connected, then we never truly died.

			Each day of her final weeks on earth, Joan Kroc’s attendants would carefully work her deteriorating physical body into a meticulously pressed outfit, as if she were headed out to a ball. They’d style and primp her hair, and paint her now distorted face so that, from a distance at least, Joan looked like the radiant blonde she used to be, the beauty who had captured Ray fifty years ago, changing the course of her life. They’d complete the look with a set of gleaming treasures. Piece by piece, she wore them all, reveling in their everlasting magnificence, until she took her final breath on October 12, 2003. It would be up to her executors to reveal her final wishes, scattering her fortune around the universe on her behalf, like ashes in the wind.
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			Land of Crazed Speculation

			Before southern California’s glorious, golden landscape was etched with eight-lane superhighways and tangles of concrete flyovers choreographing a continuous vehicular ballet; before families became enchanted with the thrill and convenience of popping TV dinners into the oven; before preservatives and GMOs allowed food in mass quantities to be processed, preserved, and transported in refrigerated trucks and served up in disposable packaging at fast-food franchises for quick consumption on the go by harried, hungry travelers, there were oranges. Millions of oranges, fragrantly punctuating thousands of acres.

			In this plentiful agricultural bounty at the dawn of the automotive age, visions of dollar signs danced in entrepreneurs’ heads. They erected giant facsimiles of the brightly colored orbs, cheerful and whimsical and visible from a distance to motorists as they bumped and bumbled their way down the open road. Inside these stands, they pressed fresh, thirst-quenching juice, a nickel a glass, an elixir to revive the overheated motorist. (For this was before air-conditioning in cars, too.) After experimenting with lemonade, one particularly enterprising fellow in the northern part of the state, a Mr. Frank Pohl, launched a dozen stands under the rubric “Giant Orange” and tried, unsuccessfully, to sue any rival who included the name of the fruit in their own stand’s name.

			Squeezing citrus was hardly the aspiration of two brothers named McDonald from frosty Manchester, New Hampshire. They’d watched as their father had been kicked to the curb after forty-two years of employment at the G. P. Crafts shoe factory, told he was too old to be of use anymore. Just like that, his working days were done. The indignity of his dismissal impressed upon his children the urgency of taking control of their own futures in order to avoid such a fate. Older brother Maurice, known as Mac, trekked west first, followed by Dick, seven years his junior, in 1926, two among the first crop of speculators to blaze the trail millions more would tread in the decades to come. Their hope was to find fame, or at least unearth fortune, in the burgeoning industry of moving pictures and to become millionaires by the time they turned fifty.

			To pay the rent, the brothers wound up sweating for a paycheck at Columbia Movie Studios, hauling sets and working lights during back-breaking shifts on silent film sets. Their twenty-five-dollar-a-week salaries were hardly enough to allow them to live like kings and certainly not enough to guarantee their futures.

			Unable to work their way into the more alluring behind-the-scenes ranks of the business like producing and directing, Dick and Mac scrimped and saved in order to partake in another, less glamorous part of the industry: screening films. In 1930, they purchased a theater twenty miles east of Los Angeles, in the center of a quaint, growing orange-belt burg called Glendora. Newsreels and double features turned a trip to the cinema into an all-day affair. To dissuade patrons from toting their own food to the movies, the brothers installed a snack bar in the lobby. It seemed a sure bet. The 750-seat Mission Theater was situated just down the block from City Hall, on the tree-lined thoroughfare of Foothill Boulevard. The brothers recast the venue with an optimistic new name, the Beacon, and the local newspaper, the Covina Argus, touted its virtues: “The Beacon is one of the nicest, most comfortable theaters in any of the small cities of the valley, and the management is ever on the lookout for the latest and best films which are shown as soon as they are released.” But despite the blustering promise, the Beacon faltered during those lean years of the Depression, and the brothers were perennially behind on their bills. They even buried some silver in the backyard as a hedge against bank closures. The only person who seemed to be making any money was the proprietor of a root beer stand named Wiley’s. And so, after seven years in business, Dick and Mac sold the theater in 1937 and shifted industries from entertainment to food service.

			In the next town over, Monrovia, on a decade-old thoroughfare called Route 66, they crafted some borrowed lumber into an octagonal open-air food stand and cut a deal with Sunkist to buy fallen fruit, twenty dozen oranges for a quarter. What they christened the “Airdrome” derived its name from its proximity to the Foothill Flying Field, which fancied itself “America’s Friendliest Airport.” From this spot, a brisk twelve thousand passengers a year were ferried magically into the clouds. This air traffic drew all manner of gawkers, eager to get out of the house and marvel at the magic of flight: takeoffs and landings and the thrill-seeking parachute jumpers who filled the skies each Sunday. Since the field’s sandy acreage was enlisted, on occasion, for film shoots, there was always a chance of catching a glimpse of stars like Laurel and Hardy. Fortified by spectacle, satisfied day-trippers would then sidle over to the Airdrome to sate more basic needs, their thirst and hunger, with a fresh orange drink and a hot dog. This venture was so successful that the brothers were able to import their parents from New Hampshire and open two more stands.

			Eager to consolidate and try their luck in larger pastures, the brothers decided to venture yet farther east, to the growing desert city of San Bernardino, a long-established trading hub sixty miles from Los Angeles. For close to thirty years, San Berdoo, as locals called it, had served as home to the National Orange Show. Each February, millions of pieces of citrus were fashioned into ornate sculptures, attracting hoards of fun-seeking sightseers, which put the city on the map as a tourist destination. Soaring mountains—believed by the earliest settlers to emanate healing powers—along with abundant mineral springs added a touch of California mysticism to the area.

			The brothers briefly entertained the dream of a new establishment they’d call the “Dimer,” where every menu item cost ten cents, but rejected the idea as too Depression-era. The future, they were certain, involved appealing to drivers. Soon, they believed, the workweek would shrink to under four days, leaving Americans with abundant leisure time in which to tool around in their cars—and stop to eat. Their optimism about the future buoyed them through rejections from bank after bank, until they finally managed to talk their way into a five-thousand-dollar loan from a lender wowed by the location they’d chosen downtown at E Street and 14th. They’d asked for—and needed—50 percent more than that, but they knew they were lucky to get any backing at all. Financial types were dubious about investing in the uncertain trade of restaurants, and the only collateral the brothers possessed besides their dreams was their tired old octagonal juice stand. For two hundred dollars, they hired a mover to slice the structure in half to fit on a truck and haul it from the site to its new home, fifty miles away. This time, the entrepreneurs plastered their surname on their reincarnated establishment, followed by the featured menu item: “McDonald’s Barbeque.” To lend an air of sophistication to the title offering, wood chips were imported from the faraway, exotic state of Arkansas and tended to by a prized employee named Ralph Evans, whose expertise cost the brothers a pricey thirty-five dollars a week.

			Like other roadside restaurants of its day, McDonald’s Barbeque offered food delivered direct to the customer’s car via a fleet of attractive young women called carhops, so named because of their practice of jumping up on the auto’s running board to claim a patron as their own. Ever thrifty, Dick and Mac outfitted these ladies in usherette uniforms recycled from the Beacon, embellishing the already theatrical flourish of service to your window.

			McDonald’s survived the challenging deprivation of the war years, when creature comforts and pleasures were duly rationed. The declaration of armistice allowed the curtain to rise on an era of playful abandon, which suddenly swept over the most banal aspects of life. Americans had been banking both their money and their desire for fun, and now they were making up for lost time. Henry Ford’s production lines began turning out cars after the wartime halt, vehicles priced for the average consumer. By 1950, forty million cars jammed the roads. Taxes collected on fuel sales allowed the construction of wide new thoroughfares offering access to large swaths of America and new possibilities for adventures. All this meant a need for expanded services: gas stations and restaurants and motels. The journey became as critical as the destination. Cars were the chief accomplices of the developing suburbs and allowed them to expand; babies boomed, and daily commutes became common routines of the day. The increased travel time was seen as a worthy trade-off for more square footage, space to fill with more children, new appliances, modern conveniences. Eating meals outside the home became not just socially acceptable but a sign of carefree affluence. Eating a meal delivered directly to the window of your beloved new vehicle punctuated the feeling of delight that car ownership allowed.

			Roads that had once been thick with orange groves were now dotted with quick-serve restaurants. While once a mound of ground beef was considered to be a tasteless and suspect blob of glop, suddenly the hamburger was de rigueur. But to the consternation of the family-minded, food wasn’t all that could be had at these stands. Drive-ins became minefields of unsavory behavior, filled with loitering teenagers who smoked and blasted the jukebox and engaged in sexual shenanigans in the parking lot with the hired help. Staff seemed to churn through a revolving door; employees would quit or no-show, regularly leaving their employers in the lurch. The McDonald brothers found the dishwashers to be particularly unreliable: “winos and floaters and just plain bums.”

			None of this served to diminish sales. A steady flow of customers kept a cast of twenty carhops hopping and the parking lot, with room for 125 vehicles, brimmed to capacity, the go-to place in town for the younger set. In the face of this success, in 1948, Dick and Mac made the bold, perhaps foolish, decision to step back and reassess, closing their doors for a hiatus. Their “hoss and buggy system” desperately required updating, Dick said, in this “age of jet propulsion.” While some rivals modernized by handing walkie-talkies to their carhops and installing spiffy conveyor belts, Dick and Mac decided to tackle the issue of speed organically, and asked themselves how they could prepare hamburgers, fries, and shakes as efficiently as possible. How, they wondered, could they streamline operations for maximum profit? How could they distinguish themselves from the other drive-ins? How could they speed up service?

			In their quest for answers, they drew inspiration from East Coasters named Levitt. This enterprising family applied Ford’s Model T–like assembly-line logic to housing, needed in abundance to fill the rapidly expanding suburbs. Lumber, they’d discovered, could be cut off-site, then shipped with the necessary hardware for efficient construction. This life-size Erector set allowed thirty houses a day to rise in cleared-out potato fields of Long Island, creating insta-neighborhoods. The McDonald brothers’ goal was to mimic this prefab mentality in the preparation and serving of food: “Levittown on a bun.”

			To begin with, the brothers analyzed their business receipts to identify the best sellers, and slashed their menu from twenty-five items to the nine most popular, nixing the pricey and labor-intensive barbeque. Dick deviously posed as a freelance writer and ventured into Los Angeles to sleuth out trade secrets from the candy industry. In a hand-operated confectioner’s cone used to form peppermint patties, he found inspiration. Dick enlisted a mechanically minded friend to fashion an automatic condiment dispenser that doled out a precise squirt of ketchup or mustard at the push of a button. A mechanized press allowed for the quick formation of beef into patties. To keep up with demand for milk shakes, Dick and Mac purchased eight blenders called Multimixers. These workhorses possessed enough spindles and horsepower to churn out frothy drinks—five at a time per machine. Surplus could be stored in the fridge, ready for the asking. Crucially, in the brothers’ new business model, the customer was not allowed to request substitutions. Offering choice, the brothers said, dashed the speed.

			To execute the next phase of their makeover, they retreated, in the dark of night, to the tennis court behind their home. Using thick chunks of red chalk to plot the action, they choreographed an assembly line of food preparation and delivery, where workers could most efficiently grill the meats (forty patties in 110 seconds), fry the fries (900 servings an hour), and dispatch an entire meal to a hungry customer in just twenty seconds. After they’d called it quits, a rare desert rainstorm struck, washing away the marks they’d charted out. Unfazed, the next day the stoic brothers plotted it out all over again.

			This hamburger dance allowed Dick and Mac to address the costly issue of personnel. The alluring carhops were swiftly marched out of the picture: Customers would have to get out of their cars and—gasp—walk to the window to order. And while they were there, they could gaze inside the “fishbowl” and marvel at the meticulous, efficient kitchen where their food was being prepared. The new staff was to be all male, outfitted in tidy, conservative paper hats and white uniforms that imbued them with an air of surgical cleanliness and precision. Women employees, the brothers believed, presented an unnecessary distraction.

			To cap it off, paper goods and wrappers replaced glass and chinaware, erasing the need for problematic dishwashing personnel. An even more important trait: Paper goods were more reliably sanitary than glass, a key selling point in the years after the deadly 1918 flu pandemic, when Americans were first tutored in the hazards of germs.

			The pièce de résistance of the reincarnated operation was the price list. Factoring in the lower labor costs, the brothers could now charge crucial pennies less than the competition. Fifteen cents for a burger, ten cents for a bag of fries, and twenty cents for a creamy, triple-thick milk shake. Dick and Mac were counting on the math of their reduced operational costs, plus a high volume of sales, to add up to a handsome profit.

			As a final touch, to advertise their reconfigured business, the McDonald brothers hoisted up a flashy neon sign featuring a chubby animated character rakishly attired in chef’s hat and bow tie. His name summed up the promise: “Speedee.” As the lights blinked, Speedee winked and moved, brisk and charming, a grin permanently etched on his pie-shaped face. The customer’s time, the smile implied, would not be wasted here.

			Re-opening night on December 12, 1948, proved ominous when a freak snowstorm hit the area. Speedee’s welcome did not compensate for the confusion created by this new system. Customers roundly despised it. Some drove into the lot, only to peel off when no carhop appeared. Others lamented the loss of the old, longer menu and the inability to customize. The brothers took to having employees park in front of the restaurant, so the place didn’t look so dead. All to no avail. Slack receipts and the empty parking lot were dire indications to the brothers that they’d goofed. The face-lift was a disaster.

			Four months in, a miraculous turnaround occurred, for no particular reason. Cabbies came, then construction workers, then kids, and, soon, lines of hungry customers began to crowd the counter, and the presence of those customers attracted others. Sales were so brisk the brothers commissioned a painting of a rising thermometer in the front window, a neat visual to boast the sales. When the number reached a million, Dick said, the painter would add an explosion to the top. The brothers had gambled correctly. Profits soon soared to a bounteous $100,000 a year, which allowed them to partake in their own personal automotive fantasy, upgrading to the newest Cadillacs on the market—three of them, including one for Mac’s wife. (Dick had yet to marry.)

			Hamburger seekers, it seemed, were indeed willing to trade choice for speed and price. The quality of the food wasn’t the main draw. The exception, perhaps, was the brothers’ fries, the paragon of crispy freshness. Mac had become a wizard of the spud, applying principles of chemistry and perfecting a recipe through painstaking trial and error. The magic step involved drying Idaho russets in the desert air to break down the sugar content, a crucial if time-consuming step. Patience was as virtuous as precision: Improperly blanching, or in any way trying to hasten the process, was sure to yield greasy, limp potatoes, the sort fried up by the competition. It was the one arena in McDonald’s recast formula in which slow and deliberate were essential and allowable ingredients.

			Aside from the long lines, the brothers had another indication that they had a hit on their hands. Would-be imitators arrived to study the operational ballet on display behind the store’s glass windows, a half dozen at a time, hanging around the periphery of the parking lot, sketching. When these copycats pressed for details on what they couldn’t see, Dick and Mac cheerily shared trade secrets. Eventually, it dawned on them that they could put a price tag on their formula and pocket some extra cash. In 1952, a few months after their shortening provider, Primex, ran a piece in the trade journal American Restaurant lauding the prolific French fry operation at McDonald’s, the brothers took out an advertisement themselves. They promised readers “The Most Important Sixty Seconds in Your Entire Life.” The ad’s centerpiece was a picture of their unique hexagonal building, glowing. Their “revolutionary development in the restaurant industry” was now available for sale to interested parties. A cover story echoed the hype, trumpeting McDonald’s sales of “one million hamburgers and 160 tons of French fries a year” and revealing a whopping gross annual take of $277,000. That cinched it. For aspiring hamburger barons, San Berdoo became Oz.

			The more honest in the bunch plunked down a $950 franchise fee for the formula, instead of just paying a visit and stealing the idea. First in line was an oil executive from Phoenix named Neil Fox whose family considered him nuts for jumping into this déclassé hamburger racket. Dick and Mac thought Fox was nuts, too—for wanting to use their name on the stand he intended to build, and not his own. The word “McDonald’s” meant nothing outside San Bernardino, they said. Fox explained to the brothers that he thought their name “lucky.”

			Besides the name, for his money Fox got an operating manual, a counterman on loan for a week to show him the ropes, and, capping off the brothers’ reimagination of the drive-in, a hot-off-the-press architectural blueprint from which to build a specially designed red-and-white-tiled restaurant—suitably eye-catching and accommodating of the sacred automobile. Even Dick and Mac hadn’t yet rebuilt their own store from these plans. Finding an architect to execute their vision for a new structure had been a challenge. Dick, the younger and more marketing savvy of the pair, was insistent about his vision: He imagined parabolas hoisting up the structure. A growing backlash against the scourge of billboards lining new roads was forcing designers to fashion the structures themselves as signs. Bold, even wild, designs were sweeping the roads, becoming standard markers for roadside joints and restaurants, the better to grab the eye of motorists and punctuate the landscape with soaring roofs, boomerangs, and starbursts shooting kaleidoscopes of colors.

			One prospective architect balked and tried to talk the brothers out of the idea of arches; another complained about being told what to do and suggested the arches were so harebrained that Dick must have cooked them up during a nightmare. At last, in Stanley Meston the McDonald brothers found an accomplice. Meston sketched out a twelve-by-sixteen-foot red-and-white-tiled workspace, easily approachable by and visible to customers. As instructed, he attached neon-trimmed golden arches to this structure, rising from the side of the building like rainbows, which made the building look as if it were ready for liftoff. The building itself now served as a sign—all the better to catch the roving eye of motorists. The happy, animated Speedee blinked brightly and urgently from atop one arch, a visual reinforcement of the McDonald’s message: A hungry customer could buzz up in his car, sate his hunger quickly, and have fun, too.

			After franchisee Fox’s brothers-in-law witnessed the clamoring lines of customers outside this new, second McDonald’s in Phoenix, they shelved their snootiness and plunked down their own franchise fee to get in on the game. In 1953, store number three debuted in Downey, California. A handful of other interested parties paid up and constructed their own stores around the state.

			Hundreds of inquiries streamed in from around the rest of the country. The dairy supplier Carnation was eager to swoop McDonald’s and its winning formula into its corporate fold. Hoping to encourage sales of ice cream, the company’s brass tendered an offer to replicate McDonald’s nationwide. The brothers considered the alliance and ultimately refused; they were happy with the status quo and disinclined to have their enterprise and their personal lives enveloped by a large bureaucracy. The extra work hardly seemed worth the potential payoff. “More places, more problems,” lamented Mac. “We are going to be on the road all the time, in motels, looking for locations, finding managers.” It was easier just to sell the manual and blueprints and to pocket the $950 fee. To handle the added chore of wrangling prospects, the brothers enlisted a franchise agent, William Tansey.

			One day, among the steady stream of curious looky-loos on E Street was a compact, well-dressed, hard-up fifty-two-year-old salesman from Chicago, on the hunt for a lucky break. His name was Ray Kroc.

			—

			The emerging automotive landscape of the midwestern United States wasn’t, as in California, dotted with oranges, real or facsimile. A motorist on the back roads of, say, Illinois was more likely to encounter simple cinder-block structures festooned with turrets. Prince Castles, they were called, a play on the name of the business’s cofounder Earl Prince. From these makeshift fortresses, creamy, fresh Frozen Gold brand ice cream was scooped with signature square dippers from behind clear glass cabinets—an innovative inside peek that dazzled customers.

			Prohibition had transformed booze-starved Americans into ardent consumers of sweets, particularly of the frozen variety. Electrical freezers were a pricey luxury, beyond the reach of most families. Ice cream was a treat to be purchased from a vendor. Dollars that parched Americans could no longer (legally) spend on alcohol were diverted to purchase 300 million gallons of ice cream a year—three gallons a person. What could be better fare for a family on an aimless road trip than an ice cream cone?

			A bit of marketing wizardry set Prince Castle apart from the competition. Instead of one large scoop for a nickel, customers got a double dip—comprised of two smaller scoops—for the same price. The ice cream purveyors stayed vogue by riffing on current events for new dessert innovations. The year 1936 inspired two: the Quintuplet Banana Split, named in honor of the five Dionne babies, whose miraculous birth had captured headlines. And the One-in-a-Million malt, named for the film of the same name, which starred the popular, perky Olympic gold medal–winning figure skater turned movie star, Sonja Henie. This particular frosty treat contained four thick scoops of ice cream. Churning a shake like that in a regular blender burned out the motor pronto. So proprietors Earl Prince and Walter Fredenhagen engineered their own state-of-the-art contraption, which they christened the “Multimixer.”

			Another innovation from earlier in the century made the growth of roadside businesses possible: paper cups. Before they’d arrived on the scene, shops served customers in glasses, and a thirsty soul away from home would sip from a communal drinking dipper at a public water barrel, hardly conducive to the emerging grab-and-go lifestyle. A populace learning to love the pleasure of eating outside the home demanded assurances of both portability and sanitation. The chain of Liggett’s soda fountains bragged in newspaper ads about spending a whopping $250,000 a year on disposables for the well-being of their patrons and to safeguard the public health.

			With more than forty Prince Castles across Illinois, the midwestern ice cream empire plowed through five million sixteen-ounce cups in a year. The turreted castles from which their goods were served dazzled their supplier, Ray Kroc, a star paper cup salesman from Chicago who was happy to count Prince Castle among his customers. He saw so much promise in the operation that he asked Prince and Fredenhagen to let him take their business national. Think how many cups he’d sell then! The food service industry was his stock-in-trade. Ray had witnessed the paving of the open roads, seen them filling up with not just cars but the likes of quick-serve outposts like Carvel Dari-Freeze, Howard Johnson’s, and White Castle. The men refused. They were content with their success and wary of giving up control of their creation. They also found this Kroc fellow a bit too pushy.

			There was no middle ground about Ray. People either lapped up his magnetic, no-nonsense candor or were repelled by it. What persuasive charm he possessed could be tempered by an eruption of fury at the slightest perceived affront. The sales pitch came naturally to him, in part because of his fearless gift for gab. He was born with a hail-fellow-well-met demeanor that made it easy for him to approach and chat up anyone who would listen. He loved to be at the center of attention, the life of the party. Even as a young man, he acknowledged in his autobiography, he’d been “cocky and probably annoying to be around.” He was prone to snap judgments, too; if a man’s hair was, in his conservative estimation, too long, or his shoes improperly polished, Ray would decide he was stupid or slack and freeze him out.

			Ray had been born in 1902 in Chicago to hardworking immigrants from Brasy, Bohemia. His mother cultivated his first love, music, calling him in from street-side after-school baseball games to practice piano every day. But classical music and hymns were too slow, too precise for his high-octane demeanor. He scandalized the choirmaster at church by irreverently punctuating practice with the cheeky riff “shave and a haircut, two bits.”

			Eager to burst from the tedious confines of the classroom, Ray briefly opened a sheet music shop outside Chicago proper in leafy Oak Park, where his parents had moved to accommodate their expanding family. Flush with patriotism, and tired of school, he dropped out to participate in the world war, lying about his age so that he could train as an ambulance driver. Ray deemed a fellow underage corps-mate named Walt Disney peculiar because he preferred doodling on his sketch pad to skirt chasing. Yet before either future chief executive could serve his country, armistice was struck on November 11, 1918. At his parents’ insistence, the restless Ray gave high school another try. Sitting at attention in a classroom was still not in his constitution, and after a semester, he dropped out for the second time.

			Next summer, when he was seventeen, Ray’s flair for the dramatic landed him a gig at a popular summer resort spot in the nearby town of Paw-Paw Lake, Michigan. His assignment: to regale vacationers from behind a piano perched on a steamboat—a live, floating advertisement for the dime-a-dance fun available inside the Edgewater Bandstand. As a coworker shouted through a bullhorn to anyone within earshot that they should join in the fun, Ray played his heart out.

			His enthusiastic performance attracted an admirer in the form of a demure strawberry blonde, Ethel Janet Fleming, the daughter of a local innkeeper. Dazzled by Ray’s blue eyes, skillful musicianship, and dapper dress, Ethel canoed with her sister Mae from their parents’ place on the lake to delight in Ray’s serenade. Afterward, they’d all row in the moonlight in search of wiener roasts and late-night fun. The romance continued back home after the season’s end, and even survived
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