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For my sons, Andrew and Gil, and in memory of my brother, Bill





PROLOGUE HARPOONED

Sometime in the mid-nineties, the heavy metal band Anthrax sent me a small chain saw. They’d all autographed it. It was a more useful gift than a platinum album or tour jacket—I had a few closets’ worth of those—and I proudly kept the signed chain saw on display in my New York office, on the fifty-second floor of 1515 Broadway. From that space, perched high above Times Square, I ran the entertainment giant Viacom, which included MTV Networks, BET, and Paramount Pictures.

My eyes focused on that chain saw on a hot Tuesday afternoon in 2006. I was trying to fill an empty banker’s box with a few important or sentimental items before I left that office for the last time. I spotted a framed picture of Sumner Redstone, Chairman of Viacom, outside of UCLA’s Pauley Pavilion before the 1993 MTV Video Music Awards. Sumner was covering up a smile as he stood under a large homemade banner that read “Repent MTV Scum,” held aloft by two Holy Rollers, one in a “Jesus Saves” T-shirt.

It had been less than twenty-four hours since the now eighty-three-year-old Sumner had fired me in his Beverly Hills mansion, amid a battery of huge fish tanks that lined the walls of his living room. I felt like I was being taken out in an aquarium, harpooned by a mad Captain Ahab. I had not seen it coming.

I had entered the company in 1980 as the marketing guy at the start-up that would become MTV, rising to president in 1986. Then, for seventeen years, I held the position of CEO of MTV Networks, the sun in Viacom’s solar system. In that role, I ran MTV, Nickelodeon, Comedy Central, VH1, and other cable TV networks. In 2004, I became co-president of Viacom and added Paramount Pictures and the publisher Simon & Schuster to my portfolio. Two years later, I was made the CEO of Viacom and Sumner’s personally designated successor. But no more. Now I stood in our Manhattan office tower one last time, defeated, picking up a few pieces from what had been a euphoric, twenty-six-year run. The job, in all its incarnations, had been the center of my life.

I knew with 100 percent certainty when I took over as CEO of Viacom that I would eventually be fired. Redstone had fired both of my predecessors, good men, arguably more talented than I. But when I was offered the job, I had to go for it. Running a Fortune 500 company is the career gold ring.

I should have had a clue that the axe was coming. Sumner Redstone liked to fire people on holiday weekends. The last two took their bullets on a Fourth of July and a Memorial Day weekend; mine was on Labor Day.

I had only been fired once before. Back in 1970, I was a bartender on St. Thomas in the Virgin Islands. I made perfect daiquiris and other rum conconctions, but the owner wanted to give my job to a friend of his who had just gotten out of prison. “Ex-cons deserve a second chance,” he told me. Who was I to argue? I hopped on my motorcycle and, as I rode into town, a bird shit on me. I’ve been told bird shit is good luck. Plenty of luck lay ahead.

This time around, it wasn’t an ex-con taking my slot; it was Sumner’s estate attorney, Philippe Dauman, a colorless, balding man with a mortician’s demeanor and a penchant for gold cuff links, who liked to tell everyone that, as a teenager, he had gotten perfect scores on the SATs. A few years later, after Dauman had hollowed out the company, Sumner dusted him, too. But that was in the future. For now, my goal was to sneak out of the building with my dignity intact. No bad-mouthing or whining, just me, my cardboard box, and a chain saw.

There was no getting around that I was deeply embarrassed. On Redstone’s CEO firing scoreboard, I’d set a new speed record: eight months on the job. I had solid plans for the company and was just getting warmed up. The part of me that suffered from impostor syndrome and wondered if I had really earned my success whispered that I was being unmasked at last. Now I just hoped that none of my people would see me go.

I took a last look around, said goodbye to my long-serving assistant, Diane, and got into an elevator. But when the doors opened on the first floor, I couldn’t get out. The cavernous 1515 Broadway lobby was jammed wall-to-wall with people. I thought it must be a fire drill. Instead, it was a flash mob of employees gathering spontaneously—for me.

Later, CNBC said there were over a thousand people. They were chanting, “Tom! Tom! Tom!” and the occasional “Fuck Sumner!” It was a rolling, thunderous ovation. You’d think I had just won the Super Bowl. My people were giving me a hero’s send-off. Hands were extending to touch me as I tried to work my way through the crowd. A couple of people had tears in their eyes. Everything seemed to be in slow motion.

In a quarter of a century, I had built a multibillion-dollar company with this cast of clever, crazy, and creative characters. Ours was an eccentrically organized operation full of life, fun, and hard work. We helped shape popular culture around the world and brought joy to hundreds of millions of people. Looking into the faces that I had worked with, traveled with, and sometimes fought with, now pressed shoulder to shoulder, it started to sink in: They didn’t just respect me as a boss. They actually loved me. And I loved them. And I was leaving forever.

The ovation went on and on, making me self-conscious about all the affection coming my way. I fought back tears, telling myself not to exit a crybaby. Slowly, I reached the escalator, and descended into Times Square. People followed me out the door onto Broadway. I flagged down a taxi, threw my stuff inside, and made my final escape. As I looked back at the group now gathered on the curb, waving and chanting my name, “Tom! Tom! Tom!” I considered how much nicer an exit this had been than other chapters of my life. I snuck out of Kabul, Afghanistan, on the cusp of a communist coup and smuggled tens of thousands of dollars of contraband from Canada into the US down the St. Lawrence River. I’d survived all that. I’d certainly survive this.

There would be new adventures ahead.





CHAPTER ONE NEW FRONTIER

Decades don’t start on time. I turned eighteen on the very day that President Kennedy was assassinated. At 1:30 p.m., when Kennedy was shot in Dallas, I was coming out of a college Western Civilization class. My birthday was forgotten. We rushed to the dorm in shock and turned on the lone television. Years later, historians and social critics would suggest that the real 1960s began with Kennedy’s assassination. The Beatles arrived later that winter, and within a year, the World War II generation was prematurely superseded by their anxious, rebellious kids. My adult life and the true 1960s started arm in arm. I had no idea what was coming.

If the baby boom began with the first children born to the veterans returning from World War II, then I must be among the first boomers. My dad, Thomas Freston Jr., fought with the navy in the Pacific. He drove a landing craft used for amphibious assaults on Japanese-controlled islands. A ramp in the front would drop and the soldiers would charge out. These were grisly assaults—often as many as half of the men were cut down right away. Dad was a hero. He fought in Saipan and other epic battles, but, eventually, he went into what was euphemistically called “shell shock.” He was sent to a hospital in Hawaii and spent the last year of the war as a ninety-pound ghost of his six-foot-two self. He was released, married my mom, settled into a house in the suburbs, and never went anywhere again. Looking back, it’s clear he suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder, but we had no words for it then.

The one family trip we ever took was to the other end of Connecticut from our home in Rowayton. One hot August day, Dad drove my brother, my mom, and me up the coast to Mystic Seaport. We saw some smelly old whaling ships and were back home by 7 p.m., Dad’s happy hour. He mixed a martini, went into his den, and cued up the soundtrack to South Pacific.

Dad kept it all inside. We never heard one word about his war experiences. We’d all watch the TV series Victory at Sea together on Sunday nights, and I’d ask him questions about combat, but I never got a peep out of him.

My father was a commuter, riding the New Haven Railroad in and out of New York City every day. He worked in public relations at a paper company. We got free paper bags for our school lunches. Dad had a quick wit and extraordinary social skills. He was a driven man and ambitious, but not obnoxiously so. Like many of his peers, he was satisfied to have a steady job. His real life was with us and with an eccentric group of creative friends right out of Mad Men—art directors, cartoonists, and copywriters. My younger brother, Bill, and I spent many Saturday nights in our bedroom trying to watch Sea Hunt over the din of laughter and conversation from a living room filled with noise, cigarette smoke, and cocktails.

Underneath his cheerful demeanor, Dad would go through unexplained dark periods. Some nights when he came home, Mom would tell us to leave him alone, just say a quick hello and disappear. He’d sit quietly with his martini.

My father was not much of a ball thrower or source of life advice. Three valuable exceptions were imbuing me early on with the virtues of good manners, proper dress, and earning my own money. I bought a used lawn mower for $40 when I was fourteen and made a small fortune mowing lawns in the neighborhood. I started a local newspaper that I printed on a toy printing press. I painted houses and shoveled snow. At sixteen, I stocked shelves at the Grand Union after school, and in the summer, I got a job for $1 per hour as an umbrella boy at the nearby Wee Burn Beach Club. There, I met actual rich kids. It was a world where parents bought their children brand-new cars. That seemed incredible to me. As for school, I never put in much effort. Grades came easily, and I coasted.

My mother, Winifred, or Winny, was sweet and cheerful, the classic 1950s stay-at-home mom. She was by nature a caretaker and especially protective of my father. Before they married, she had worked as a secretary and a model. Both my parents came from once well-to-do families who were financially devastated by the Great Depression. My folks had grown up with disappointment and accepted hard work and sacrifice as the price of living.

Dad had paid $16,000 for our two-bedroom house that backed up on a creek. He thought it was heaven. Rowayton was forty miles east of New York City on Long Island Sound; on a clear day, you could see the Empire State Building from the beach. But I hardly ever visited Manhattan. Rowayton was a mostly blue-collar community next to the fancier towns of Darien and New Canaan. There were no Black people, and no Jews or Italians, either, as far as I knew. My consciousness was low enough that I did not think it odd.

Bill and I shared a bedroom. We lived a mostly Leave It to Beaver childhood. There were woods to explore, a pebbly beach where we’d cover ourselves with Coppertone and flirt with girls, and ponds and rivers that froze in the winter where I passed entire days skating in the cold air. I loved to read. Dad would bring home six New York City newspapers every day and would explain the editorial differences between them. I read the Hardy Boys mystery books and built an extensive stamp collection, specializing on ones from exotic faraway lands: the Belgian Congo, French Morocco, Zanzibar.

Dad and Mom were hardcore Catholics: confession, Latin Mass, Sunday school, and catechism class, holy days of obligation, and no meat on Fridays. I had the strictest curfew in town. Sometimes, I had to be home earlier than the girls I dated, which was humiliating.

My high school buddies applied to Colgate and Yale, but Dad insisted I go to a Catholic college—he didn’t care which one. I was a high school hockey player, and I figured if I went to college in northern New England, I could be on the hockey team. Turned out my college, St. Michael’s, had no indoor hockey rink. I was seventeen and details were not yet my strong suit. When I waved goodbye to my folks and got on the Greyhound bus from Norwalk, Connecticut, to Burlington, Vermont, it was the first trip I had ever taken by myself. I would never really come home again. I was escaping the conformity of suburban life and my parents’ tight restrictions.

As soon as I arrived at college, I needed to find a job. My father had agreed to pay my tuition, but I had to cover my room and board and living expenses. I started as a dishwasher in the college cafeteria, rose to headwaiter, and ran the entire operation in my junior and senior years. But the most fun I had was when I befriended guys in local rock bands and began booking their gigs. In Burlington, there were always plenty of fraternity parties eager for bands to belt out “Louie, Louie” and hits from the British Invasion into the wee hours.

I started hosting parties. I would rent an empty hall, hire a band, and buy some beer. Once, I booked Tom Rush, a popular folk singer from Cambridge, Massachusetts, and the first professional musician I would ever meet. He walked in wearing a buckskin jacket and boots. Frye boots, he told me. I bought a pair on Monday.

I also sold “college cards” to new freshmen every year. The cards entitled them to discounts at movies and local shops. These cards made me thousands of dollars over my college career. When I graduated, I took a big pay cut.

The sixties before Kennedy was killed were pretty much an extension of the fifties. The underground literary rumblings of the Beats, the folk music revival, and the new pop art movement were distant. Bob Dylan had just blown into Greenwich Village, but I had no idea. Folk music to me was the tidy Kingston Trio singing, “Hang down your head, Tom Dooley.”

My main connection to the bigger New York City culture was through Top 40 radio. From sixth grade on, I was addicted to the fast-talking deejays like Murray the K (who my father called Murray Decay) and the crazy collision of music from doo-wop and Duane Eddy to “My Boyfriend’s Back.” Music animated almost every aspect of my teenage years, and I had an encyclopedic knowledge of the singers and their hits. I never would have believed that this sort of knowledge would be useful in my adult career.





CHAPTER TWO LAKE GEORGE

“Coming through! Coming through!” I heard the voice shouting above the rumble of a motorcycle. I turned around to see Tom Malone, a classmate at St. Mike’s, atop a brand-new Triumph Bonneville. It was early September 1964, the start of our sophomore year.

“Hey, Freston! How was your summer?”

“So-so,” I said. “I was back in Connecticut. What about you?”

“Best summer ever! I worked in Lake George, an hour north of Albany. It was wild. Motorcycle gangs, rich girls in speedboats, lots of musicians, and other cool folks. First, always spend your summers in resort towns. Tourists are in a good mood and spend a lot of cash; you can make plenty for yourself. And Tom, there are so many girls.”

Now he really had my attention.

Lake George is a slender thirty-two-mile body of clear water that snakes its way through the wilds of the Adirondack Mountains. Lake George Village sits on its southern shore. In the spring of 1965, before the season started, I wrangled an introduction to a Mr. Greenberg, the owner of the Georgian Inn, the most expensive establishment in town, where the high rollers stayed, the colorful crowd of gamblers that came in August for the horse races at Saratoga. Mr. Greenberg offered me a coveted job as a bellhop. I spent my days driving a Vespa around the property, taking people to their rooms, and getting them whatever they needed. I made $300 to $400 a week in tips, a fortune then. Every guest seemed to carry big wads of cash. You just had to say hello, and they’d peel off a fiver. Overtipping was part of their ethos. Bring them a Wall Street Journal that cost a dime, they’d tip five bucks. There was a rumor that one of them, after throwing back a few drinks, started tipping his fellow guests.

Mr. Greenberg was a showman and a bigot. His costume was a patterned short-sleeved shirt, always untucked to allow his belly to drape over his baggy tweed pants. His stage was the reception desk. His role was to fill the hotel with what he considered the ideal clientele, Civil Rights Act be damned. Watching him work was an ongoing lesson in racism, insult, ripping off, and swindling. He was a rich man on a rampage, with no regard for others, a type new to me, but one that I would encounter again and again in life.

I rented a run-down wooden Victorian home on the lake’s rural east side, between two loud roadhouse bars, smack-dab in the vortex of the action. It was on the shores of Lake George that I got my first eye-opener into the protocols of the rapidly advancing sexual revolution, which was indeed in full swing at the lake. The sex could not have been more casual. When a bar was closing, a woman that I might not have even talked to would slide up and invite herself over. There were no parents keeping track of me, no priests doling out penance.

Those summer seasons at Lake George also could not have had a better soundtrack—folk, rock, and soul music. An overlooked effect of the Beatles and the British Invasion was the rise of many excellent regional bands. A few of these bands wrote their own material and left their garages and church halls to play in new venues popping up across the country. Like the Asbury Park, New Jersey, or the Virginia Beach scene, Lake George became a mecca for the best of them. They held down the stages in the tourist clubs. Two bands would play alternating sets until 3 a.m. After that, they would head to parties at someone’s lake house or order the $1.29 breakfast at the twenty-four-hour Tad’s Steak House.

The hottest band in the summer of ’65 was the Show Stoppers. I’d cough up the dollar cover charge and two-drink minimum and stay late into the evening. These musicians had skills, but I was struck by all the fun they had, riffing back and forth, cracking jokes, generally ecstatic to get paid for making music.

We had sex and we had rock and roll. What about drugs, the third leg of the sixties stool? I was introduced to marijuana that summer by Gimpy, part of the high-flying Aspen crowd that migrated to Lake George every summer. Gimpy was the town’s first pot dealer. His sales pitch was simple: He’d pull out a small brown bag and hold it up. “This is a nickel bag, Tom. That’s marijuana in here. Dealers would charge you five dollars for it; a ‘nickel,’ get it?”

I had heard about “grass,” and now here it was. It looked like oregano. This was the old-fashioned, mild Mexican marijuana of yesteryear. In 1965, I knew no one who had smoked weed. Even the Beatles had only lit up for the first time months earlier when Bob Dylan introduced it to them.

Gimpy licked two Zig-Zag cigarette papers together. He sprinkled in the grass and carefully rolled it up, explaining, “This here is a joint. Some call it a reefer.” Gimpy lit it up and showed me how to inhale.

It took some time, but a subtle calm came over me. I had heard that pot made music sound better. When I got in my car, the first song on the radio was “I’m Henry the VIII, I Am” by Herman’s Hermits, a terrible song. But even Peter Noone sounded better on marijuana. I found it subtle, pleasant, and innocent. I know it’s not for everyone, but it sure seemed to make a lot of things more fun.

My education really began at Lake George. Those summers taught me more about my possibilities than I ever picked up at school. Lake George was where I got my first whiff that life could be a lot more interesting off the main track, forging a less conformist path. I picked up hints of that from musicians I hung with along with an up-and-coming magician named Ricky Jay. Ricky, a roommate for a while, was a sweet, elf-like twenty-two-year-old with a beard and hair halfway down his back, a dead ringer for Rasputin. He would go on to be the greatest sleight-of-hand artist in the world. He was the first person I knew who possessed true greatness, one of the precious few who soared above the rest of us.

The highest level of the free-spirited social class at the lake were the Aspen guys. They were older, more handsome, and funnier. They drove motorcycles and seemed to have a monopoly on the best-looking women. They were ski bums or bartenders or clever schemers. They were the first bohemian wanderers I ever met. Their career path was not to have one. One group would drive back and forth to Colorado to fill up a big truck with Coors beer, which was unavailable in the East. They made it sound like some exotic new brew and would charge triple the price and sell out. People drank it up. Marketing, it’s always marketing.

By the 1967 season, I had moved on to bartending, a trade that can serve you well in a rambling life. If you know your stuff, you can always get work. It keeps you off the streets at night, saves you money, and is a nice way to meet girls. I worked at a place called the Station, a former railroad station. The owner, my friend Bill Dow, hired a house band, the Oz & Ends from Ithaca, and what looked like a full football team as bouncers. They’d stand on picnic tables and scan the crowd looking for trouble. When a fight erupted, they’d break it up and carry the fighters away in headlocks, throwing them out the front door like in a Western. The crowd would cheer. The band played on. The show never stopped. I once helped book Chuck Berry to play for a big weekend. He pulled up in a rent-a-car by himself and demanded cash in a bag before he’d take the stage.

Every good scene seems to contain the seeds of its own destruction. The bubble around Lake George was punctured by the dark events of 1968: the assassinations, the riots, the Vietnam War protests, the nasty Nixon campaign. Undesirable types began to appear, with nicknames like “Animal” and “Swine.” Wannabe Hells Angels roared in, bringing harder drugs, especially speed, and real violence. A woman I knew was brutally raped and killed in the woods behind the house I had lived in.

The time had come to switch locations, but I also had a bigger issue to face: I was of prime draft age and there was a war raging on the other side of the world.





CHAPTER THREE DEFERRED

Most Americans couldn’t show you Vietnam on a map in 1960, but by 1967 Vietnam had colonized our imaginations. For most young men, the war itself was not the central obsession. Our obsession was the draft. The draft was personal. It followed you everywhere, closing off options and influencing all your plans and choices. The draft could swoop in and snatch you away for at best two years of forced servitude. The worst possibility was death. Because of the draft, I made choices I would not have made if I had been free to coast through my twenties.

I got my first draft card in 1963. I was proud and laminated it right away. A draft card was a badge of honor, a sign of the end of adolescence. A year later, watching college kids set fire to their draft cards on TV, I thought, Why the hell would anyone burn their draft card? How do they expect to get into bars?

At the time, my father and much of the population thought those draft resisters were cowards or communists. But in early 1966, I watched Muhammad Ali, the heavyweight boxing champion of the world, tell America he wasn’t going: “I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Cong,” he said. I nodded. No quarrels from me, either. And I considered myself a patriotic American. I came to college a fan of the conservative columnist William F. Buckley. For American Catholics of the World War II generation, Buckley was the flip side of JFK, the wealthy Irish Catholic who could outtalk the snobby Protestants. I even had a subscription to Buckley’s magazine, the National Review.

My politics came out of the libertarian corner. What I wanted from the government was to be left alone. I read Ayn Rand and Milton Friedman, who said the draft was akin to slavery. I was all in with Milton. His ideas on the sanctity of personal freedom were a siren call to me. The Beats, my new literary heroes Ginsberg, Kerouac, and Ferlinghetti—the apostles of exploration and freedom—sided with the libertarians. While you’d never see Rand and Friedman at San Francisco’s beatnik City Lights Bookstore, this odd cohort was unanimous about one thing: conscription was abhorrent.

Libertarianism (and let’s be honest, self-preservation) brought me into the anti-war movement. Most of my college classmates supported the war, if the subject came up at all. The Johnson administration had framed it in black and white: a democratic ally of the US, South Vietnam was being invaded by a communist army backed by the Red Chinese. It took a lot of reading to figure out that South Vietnam was a Western construct, a jury-rigged government propped up to stop the people of Vietnam from electing as their leader the war hero Ho Chi Minh, who was a communist.

By 1967, I was on a collision course with my draft board. My last student deferment would expire when I graduated college. I could be picked off by the end of that summer. Draft calls were reaching forty thousand a month. That’s a small city’s worth of cannon fodder every thirty days. By the time I picked up my diploma, fifteen thousand Americans had been killed, including two of my hometown friends. Other kids I knew had been drafted and were already fighting.

I didn’t have the guts to burn my draft card. I figured I’d have to serve eventually. The goal was to postpone it as long as possible. The government kept telling us the war would be won any day. My ambition was to stay out of the army until peacetime returned.

Of course, one could sign up for an officer training program and hope to be posted to some warehouse in Germany. Or pull some strings to get into the National Guard, like George W. Bush. You could always defect to Canada like the folk singer Jesse Winchester. Or take the conscientious objector route like Ali.

The draft dodger’s tool kit had many options. You could claim to be a homosexual like Lou Reed. You could become a missionary like Mitt Romney. Get married and crank out a couple of children like Dick Cheney. Get a psychiatrist to say you were crazy like James Taylor. Others complained they suffered mightily from hard-to-detect medical ailments. Donald Trump had bone spurs. Joe Biden claimed asthma. Bill Clinton wrote his senator an impassioned letter saying he hated the war as much as he hated racism. But the most popular choice in the mid-sixties for young men wishing to postpone their military obligations was simple: just keep going to school.

Vietnam was a boon for graduate schools and the well-to-do who could afford them. But I was not about to become a doctor or dentist or lawyer. One day someone I worked with in the college cafeteria suggested, “How about graduate business school, Freston? Go get an MBA.”

“MBA?” Never heard the word. I was amazed that you could actually go to graduate school for business. MBAs were uncommon in those days.

Business school it would be. New York University had an impressive program, an interesting faculty, and it was in the Big Apple. But it couldn’t offer me a much-needed scholarship. “If you want to be a ‘professional student,’ that’s on your dime,” my dad told me. I figured I’d hustle the money somehow.

New York in 1967 might have been filthy and crime-ridden with dog shit scattered all over the sidewalks, but to me it was glorious. It was also cheap. I found a friend from college who had a fourth-floor rent-controlled apartment on East 58th Street. Two bedrooms, $90 a month. We called it, with good reason, the Roach Motel. There was a Ray’s Pizza around the corner—twenty-five cents a slice and a dime for a Coke. A delicious dinner set you back sixty cents. The subway: twenty cents. A big night out had begun, and you had not broken a dollar.

In those last days of the “Summer of Love,” it seemed like I had entered some new, weird America, centered around Greenwich Village, the town square of the ascendant counterculture. The scuzzy three-block stretch around 8th Street and Sixth Avenue was a delight. First came a man who looked like Jesus, who sat on a towel and sold elaborate hash pipes, lining them up on the fender of a parked car. Then came my first Hare Krishna unit, commanding a piece of sidewalk to jump up and down and chant, shaking tambourines. Who thought that up? I wondered. Beyond the Hare Krishnas was a custom leather shop and an army-navy store selling peacoats and bandoliers. Around the corner was a gay Howard Johnson’s. Some weekends there were “Psychedelic Block Parties.” They’d close off a three-block stretch of St. Mark’s Place to traffic. People in full hippie regalia would mill in the streets and hang out on the tenement fire escapes dropping daisies and blowing up helium balloons. I absorbed my NYU business and marketing classes through the filter of the bohemian culture in which I was living. I was interested in how entrepreneurs were catching these cultural changes to start new kinds of businesses. Here we had, in marketing parlance, a new demographic—one interested in new clothing styles, music, sexual liberation, civil rights, independent cinema, drugs, and left-of-center politics. I wondered who would be the visionaries to start businesses for this crowd.

On East 9th Street was “the Head Shop,” not yet a generic term. The Head Shop and its imitators sold anything a pothead needed: rolling papers, bongs, roach clips, everything but the pot. What they were really selling was the whole hippie lifestyle. Want a poster or Day-Glo paint or black lights? Cheap hoop earrings, Indian scarves, or tunics called kurtas? Flavored condoms or edible underwear? This was your spot. You could also buy underground newspapers. Most were sloppy and amateurish, but perfect for the time. By the end of 1967, a young San Francisco entrepreneur, Jann Wenner, would consolidate all these bits and pieces about music, politics, and social philosophy into one professional publication: Rolling Stone.

As for nightspots, the leading players were the Dom and the Electric Circus located on St. Mark’s Place. The Dom was the downstairs of a former Polish social hall. Andy Warhol and Paul Morrissey ran it and hired the Velvet Underground as the house band in 1966. Drinks were fifty cents. A mash-up of Warhol’s films was projected onto the stage and onto the Velvets. Their dark, droning sound and their lyrics about heroin and sadomasochism, with the overlay of Warhol films, personified the New York avant-garde of the era.

The Electric Circus tried to capture the wilder, more experimental spirit of the moment. This was where you went to smoke pot or drop acid. The inside was like entering a big Moroccan tent. Trapeze artists, jugglers, and face painters mixed it up with the customers. Strobe lights pulsated, and home movies and experimental videos were projected all over the walls. The first time I maneuvered myself inside, the Chambers Brothers were singing, and a guy in a gorilla suit handed me a joint and said, “Welcome to New York.”

The Village didn’t just have counterculture, it was heavily politicized—the epicenter for Vietnam War resistance. The American Communist Party ran a recruitment table in the middle of Washington Square Park. This stunned me. I thought commies were illegal. But here they were, sitting down like respectable people behind piles of pamphlets. There were a couple of cute young women manning the table, including one in a Che Guevara outfit. I kept walking by trying to get her attention. She smiled back at me, so I plopped down.

“How’s business? Signing up any interesting new comrades?” I began, like a jerk. She said there was a good deal of interest and went on and on about it, and I sensed some interest in me. She was a political science major. I asked if there were many communists on the faculty. “Is it infiltrated?” She smiled again. “Well, there are a few communists, yes, good ones, too. But I would categorize them more as ‘tenured’ than ‘infiltrators.’ Their classes are popular. A revolution is coming, you know.”

“Yeah, I’m on the lookout for that. I don’t want my few assets to be nationalized.”

“What school are you in?” she asked. Innocently, I said, “I am about to begin at the graduate business school.” I thought she was going to barf.

“You’re serious? Right now, in Greenwich Village, you’re learning how to become a capitalist?”

I realized then that I better be delicate in talking about business school. I was evolving. Going forward, I would know when to bite my tongue. For the next two years, I would straddle a dual existence—the bustling, creative life I enjoyed at nightclubs and galleries and the business life I was preparing for in grad school. I would straddle those two worlds for my entire career.

NYU’s graduate business school was in Nichols Hall, located a block from the American Stock Exchange on Trinity Place. What looked like the largest hole in history was being dug behind my ten-story campus. I spent my time there watching the World Trade Center rise.

Until graduate school, I had never really applied myself as a student. But at NYU, the work was much more challenging, my peers were smarter, and if I flunked out, I’d be in the army.

Tuition was my major worry. I was able to hustle a student loan for $500 from the Knights Templar Educational Foundation. I got a job bartending at Your Father’s Mustache, a grim franchise place on Seventh Avenue and 10th Street where mostly drunken people from Boston sang along with a Dixieland band. I wore a red-and-white-striped shirt. I’d get out of work close to 3 a.m. some nights. I studied my ass off. I got straight A’s that first semester, six for six. I reapplied for a scholarship, and my last three semesters were on the house.

Something profound changed in me along the way. I loved the classes. My professors were the best I’d ever had. One was Peter Drucker, the preeminent management guru of the time. Drucker whittled the purpose of a business down to its simplest goal: to create a customer. He felt America needed a more entrepreneurial society where innovation was steady and continuous.

Entrepreneurs, he taught, do not so much create change as exploit changes that have already happened. A successful entrepreneur would look and listen for these opportunities. Drucker felt innovation and creative marketing were the key functions of a business. I have watched those lessons play out ever since.

At NYU, I was aware that I did not have the skills of artists; I was not a painter or a musician. But I could think creatively and cleverly. I deduced I could prosper and be happy as an entrepreneur working around creative people on something I loved.

But as soon as I had come to this realization, the rug was pulled out from under me. One morning I learned that the Selective Service System announced there would be no more draft deferments for graduate students. In May, I’d be back in the draft pool. My classmates were shocked, but I was not defeated. There had to be a way to let me finish my second year. There were the various reserve options, Army Reserve, National Guard, Coast Guard, but a person needed exceptional connections to get into any of these outfits. If you were lucky enough to get a reserve spot, you had six months of boot camp. Then years and years of meetings. So, even if I got in, my studies would be interrupted. Only the Naval Reserve had a slower start: a year of meetings to start, then two years of active duty. The Naval Reserve would allow me to graduate. I knew only one person who’d been a military officer, Bill Dow up in Lake George, an officer in the Naval Reserve’s Glens Falls, New York, unit. Every Naval Reserve unit needs a ship to train on. Bill had the unusual distinction of owning that ship—the MV Ticonderoga, his sleek 168-foot-long motor vessel, which ferried tourists up and down Lake George. It had sailed with the Pacific fleet in the last year of World War II.

Bill pulled a string, and I got inducted into the navy in 1968, Seaman Third Class Thomas Freston. I cut my hair, got the uniform, and twice a month made the trek—six hours each way by Greyhound bus—from New York City to Glens Falls for meetings. I’d go up on the morning bus and come back late the same night. I would study for my classes on the ride.

I was not popular with the enlisted men in my unit. I had cut the line, and they knew it. The chief petty officer, our leader, detested me. My name tag clearly said “Freston,” but he continually called me “Frunston.” I’d be kept after meetings to clean out the bathrooms.

As the end of business school drew near, I’d become increasingly alienated about the war and the political situation and wondered if I had examined every option for avoiding boot camp and a sailor’s life. I did not know a doctor, but I knew a medical student. Mike was the fiancé of my next-door neighbor’s sister. I called him, and we met at the NYU medical school cafeteria.

“Mike,” I said, “I’m in the navy now, finishing school, and will be off to active duty in the summer. But I have some family medical history that might keep me from active duty.”

“Like what?” he asked.

“Well, my mother has a bad case of colitis, and it really bothers her periodically. And my father had severe shell shock in World War Two. I might have inherited either colitis or some nasty nervous condition.”

“You never seemed that nervous to me. But colitis can be serious. Let me get you the name of a good gastroenterologist.”

I went to see a doctor on East 68th Street. We talked and he examined me and was concerned. He did some unpleasant tests and came back with a diagnosis: irritable colitis. “You can get over this. It may not be with you for your entire life, but I am going to recommend you go immediately on a strict diet and ask you to take it easy.”

“How long will this diet last, Doctor?”

“Could be six months. Maybe years. Let’s not take any chances.”

Then I let it out. “It’s going to be hard to follow this as I go on active duty in the navy in three months.”

“Oh, no way can you go in the military. Impossible,” he said. “I’ll write you a note for that.” Those were the magic words. I turned the note in to my chief petty officer up in Glens Falls. He thought it was bullshit (it had that smell), but he had to hand it in. I was suspended from further meetings. No more Greyhound trips.

On a sunny April day, I was summoned to the St. Albans Naval Hospital in Queens for an examination by a navy doctor. I was led through a ward of wall-to-wall Vietnam casualties, many in terrible condition and missing limbs. The doctor, a crew-cut marine, was not sympathetic at all. “If you think you have problems, take another look around the ward you just walked through, son,” he barked. “Look at these poor bastards.” It was my first direct experience of the waste this terrible war was visiting on my generation.

After preliminary tests and yet another unpleasant examination, he said someone somewhere would get back to me. No one ever did. I returned to my student life and finished my last classes in May 1969. I graduated with a near-perfect record: twenty-three A’s and one B. I was first in my class of 250.

On graduation morning, I left my fourth-floor walk-up and stopped by my mailbox. There were two envelopes. One confirmed details of my NYU grades. The other was from the navy notifying me of an honorary discharge for medical reasons.

I was a free man.

My dad, a decorated naval officer, was also happy. By 1969, my parents had moved to the anti-war camp. They were thrilled about my performance at NYU. Son Tom, they hoped, would now be getting a grown-up job. The realization hit me like a brick. A job! Expecting two years of forced naval labor, I hadn’t bothered looking for a job. Maybe some of that was subconscious as well. To the free-floating men on the circuit, the Kerouac nomads I had encountered at Lake George and around Greenwich Village, the grown-up career was a trap to be avoided at all costs.

Bastions of alienated long-haired young men and their free-spirited girlfriends quit the cities and migrated to communes in Vermont and Northern California. They embraced a kind of intentional poverty. They would grow their own food, have no-commitment sex, and make furniture. More free-spirited souls hopped cheap Icelandic Airlines flights to Europe, where they strapped on backpacks and dispersed in all directions. America was held in such low esteem that some young travelers put Canadian flags on their packs to avoid being lectured about Vietnam.

In 1969, we didn’t have “gap years”—that sabbatical thing that kids do before or after college hadn’t been invented yet. In 1969, it was called “dropping out.” Dropping out meant no one would hear from you. It meant leaving everything behind.

There was still some summer left. My old roommate in the city had purchased a set of three-day tickets to the “Woodstock Aquarian Exposition” for $18. We were to meet there. I bought a 1960 Nash Rambler for $100 and headed south toward tiny Bethel, New York. I was barely into my journey when I ran into a girl at a bar in Saratoga, a cheerfully flirtatious brunette. She convinced me to bag Woodstock and hang with her for the weekend. “It’s just going to be a mess,” she told me with great confidence and her hand on my leg. “No one will remember it in a year. Besides, there’ll be others.” This would not be the last time I’d accept terrible advice from an attractive woman. By Sunday, the romance was over, the New York Thruway was closed, and I wanted to shoot myself.

After Labor Day, I returned to New York City to make some traveling money. I got a job at a singles bar called the Tittle Tattle on First Avenue and 63rd Street. I made $300 or more in cash a week peddling drinks to thirsty young New Yorkers clustered four or five deep at the bar.

After Thanksgiving, I bought some traveler’s checks and embarked on a mythic journey: to California. I planned to drive eight hours a day. I’d take Route 70 to Denver, then head to Aspen. After Aspen, I figured I’d freestyle it, working my way to San Francisco, LA, and finally San Diego, where I had a pal who lived on Mission Beach. I planned to then head to Mexico.

I pulled out of New York City days after turning twenty-four. I thought I would have my year on the road and then settle into a straight job, like my father. Halfway across Colorado, mountains appeared on the horizon. As I approached Denver, the snow-covered Rockies rose in my windshield. It was a magnificent sight. The Continental Divide and Aspen lay ahead. I shivered a bit; I was finally getting somewhere. This exact feeling would recur throughout my life and travels. It reaffirmed what I had hoped: dropping out was the perfect move.





CHAPTER FOUR A YEAR ON THE CIRCUIT

In 1969, most Americans had not heard of Aspen, Colorado. Unless you were a serious skier, it was off the map. Sitting at 7,950 feet in the Rockies, Aspen was the “Island in the Sky,” a pirate hideout where skiing and hedonism were the prime pursuits. When I arrived, the “Battle of Aspen” was underway. Hunter S. Thompson had started the “Freak Power” party to take over the town in a mayoral election. His constituency was “longhairs, heads, fun hogs, and weird night people of every description.” This was to be my new home. Freak Power lost by only five votes.

None of my Lake George pals who had migrated to Aspen knew I was coming, but I knew some of them worked at the Aspen Inn. The Inn was a low-rise affair, a collection of buildings spread out at the foot of Ajax Mountain. The restaurant was also a nightclub with a heavy-duty sound system and a stage where bands performed. The restaurant’s manager, Gary Plum, was part of the Lake George summer mafia. He hired me as a dishwasher and gave me the name of the one place I might find cheap housing: the Independence Lodge, an 1874 landmark from the silver-mining boom. The lodge’s last available room was the size of a small jail cell. The bathroom was way down the hall, past a lineup of doors to other cells. There was no window.

“You have nothing with a window?” I asked calmly, not wanting to seem too pushy.

“Windows are in short supply. Let me tell you, though, if you are working with Gary and that crew at the Aspen Inn, you don’t really need a window. You’ll work till late at night, then they’ll have you at one party or another up on Red Mountain or somewhere till dawn. You’ll sleep all day. You’ll thank me for not having a window.”

In the years to come, I would stay in some dismal hovels and fleabaggers, but the Independence would hold the crown for the darkest accommodation.

Aspen was brimming with drugs, copious quantities of everything, all freely consumed. People snorted, smoked, tripped, or popped pills for every occasion. Folks skied on mescaline and torched up joints on the chairlifts. They took quaaludes and reveled in group sex in piles of naked bodies. For dinner, your server might bring not only your entrée, but, if you asked, a gram of cocaine for dessert. It was an easy place to get drugs and a beautiful place to take them.

The band in residency at the Aspen Inn for part of that winter mostly played their own material. They were a bit like the “narcocorrido” bands popular today in Mexico who sing songs about the dudes from the drug cartels. They had worked up their own Smuggler’s Songbook celebrating our brave American marijuana importers and the important work they do. Some of my Lake George pals there were doing just that: flying weed in from Mexico in small planes.

“Here’s one about a VW bus running weed over the Mexico line,” the furry lead singer would announce, kicking off a set with a nod to the smugglers in the crowd. You did not need to be Columbo to figure out what was greasing Aspen’s underground economy. I was not a big drug guy. I smoked some weed, which relaxed me, enhanced my sense of humor, and gave me a certain clarity. I could smoke and get great ideas and be quite productive. But with both booze and pot, I knew my limits. The last time I was falling-down drunk, I was fifteen. Aspen, however, became the site of my psychedelic introduction. I fell in with the twenty-four-hour party people, who started at 2 or 3 a.m. Many nights we’d roll up Red Mountain for soirees at the sort of cavernous homes you see in Architectural Digest. There would be an open bar and a lively crowd. Wandering around would be a Johnny Appleseed character, a psychedelic wrangler in full cowboy attire with a gallon-sized plastic bag filled with hundreds of light green tabs of mescaline, handing them out like they were M&M’s.

This was my first experience with psychedelics. Sitting outside in a chair by a fire under the starry mountain night sky, I felt supremely happy, spiritual even, connected to everything. I’d listen to the Moody Blues and Neil Young and be transported. Then, like Count Dracula, I’d come home at dawn and collapse into the peaceful, dark vibes of my little mausoleum, waking in the dark late in the afternoon. I’d slowly get ready for work, stick my immersion coil into a cup to make tea, and be off. Few have gone to Aspen and skied less than I.

I succeeded at my meager job. Gary promoted me to busboy, then waiter. Bartender would be next, at the top of the heap. But I didn’t stick around long enough. And I’m very glad I knew when to leave the party. I learned a lot about my limits in Aspen.

Almost every year now I go back to Aspen for one conference or another. The airport seems to have the largest assemblage of private jets on the planet, wingtip to wingtip. If Hunter Thompson could see all this “corporate vermin” in one place, his place, he’d turn over in his grave. It’s a good thing his ashes were shot up into space.

On these visits, invariably, I stroll by the Independence building, pause, and tell whoever I am with, “Hey, I lived there fifty years ago.” If they ask me to point out my window, I’ll admit proudly that I didn’t have one. It’s now a huge Ralph Lauren store.



I drove out of Aspen bound for San Francisco and on March 17, 1970, woke up in a cheap motel in northern Lake Tahoe. My $100 car had gotten me to the California border. I was surrounded by the stunning Sierra Nevada mountains, the setting for Jack Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums. That night, I would go to sleep in San Francisco. The city felt smaller than I had expected, but it was beautiful. Flowers were coming up in Market Square. After months of only seeing snow, I was stunned that there were palm trees. For the first time in my life, I saw the Pacific Ocean.

My brother, Bill, had a friend from Rowayton named Denny Ladrigan, who had moved to San Francisco. Denny caught the Summer of Love fever in 1967. He headed west, flowers in his hair, and settled into the tenements of Haight-Ashbury. I figured, what better guy to see? Maybe he could show me the ropes, let me stay a night or two.

Denny was thrilled to see a face from home. He was about to hang up his San Francisco life and return to Connecticut. He told me he had tickets for the Jefferson Airplane at the Fillmore that night. He’d seen them the night before, too, but he was treating himself to a last San Francisco binge. “Have you ever done mescaline?” he asked. Trying to be cooler than I was, I said, “Oh yeah, last week in Aspen actually.”

“Mescaline and the Airplane, you know, it’s the full-on San Francisco treatment,” he said. “I’ve got some if you want to join me.” I had resolved to put an end to my psychedelic phase back in Aspen. But maybe one more time would not hurt.

Of all the sixties San Francisco bands, the Airplane was my favorite. I loved their 1967 album Surrealistic Pillow. I thought it defined the San Francisco “peace and love” vibe with tracks like “How Do You Feel” and “White Rabbit.”

The Fillmore was the original psychedelic Garden of Eden, a wellspring of hippiedom. The mescaline kicked in as soon as I entered the Fillmore’s auditorium. I was a little jittery at first, a dazzled first-timer, a new kid in town in a navy peacoat. My only contribution to this heavily costumed psychedelic soiree was a small “Pot Is Fun” button.

As soon as I stabilized, I felt as if I had walked into a Life magazine photo exposé on the San Francisco hippie scene. Before me swirled a couple thousand bodies, decked out in every imaginable form of hippie regalia. A bearded man in a fringed buckskin jacket and a red cape with brightly colored striped pants had painted half his face in Day-Glo. He danced ecstatically, hands thrown high in the air, with a blond girl in a loose dashiki. She was braless, draped in strands of turquoise beads like a Navajo priestess, and an embroidered headband hovered like a halo above her parted, pigtailed hair.

I slowly turned myself around, watching people give each other those beatific half smiles and knowing nods, the stoner signal that they, too, were bombed out of their minds. The tempo picked up on the PA system, and to great applause, the heroes took to the stage.

Denny was a frequent Fillmore flyer. As the Airplane hit full throttle with “Volunteers,” he grabbed my hand and led me through the crowd to an area behind the stage—you did not need a pass. We sat and watched the eight Joshua Light Show (the now-legendary signature art form of the Fillmore East and West) guys in action as they produced a psychedelic rendering of the music using a flat screen and an overhead projector and slide tray. In the age before computer graphics and light boards, they would overlay hardware and craft store materials—hair dryers fanning scraps of Mylar—to create a multidimensional, hallucinatory experience. As we gazed at colored liquids swimming in shape-shifting globs, Denny and I were watching the creation of the quintessential images of “psychedelica.” Seeing the flow of random imagery—distant galaxies, coral reefs, farmlands, and erotic shapes—was like swimming in a volcano of creation and light, all magnified by the mescaline. Was I watching a hallucination or having one?

I’d seen light shows before in the Village, but now I was in the engine room. That night made an indelible impression on me. When great music was combined with a flow of engaging visuals, the power of the song was multiplied. That sounds obvious now, but this was a new idea to me then, a kind of alchemy.

When I started at MTV, ten years to the day after St. Patrick’s Day 1970, I could draw a line back to the Fillmore, when the Joshua Light Show and the Jefferson Airplane merged into one.



Having made my San Francisco stations of the cross—the Fillmore and visits to the iconic locations of the Beats—I hopped in my Rambler and headed south to try my luck in Mexico. My plan was to drive to San Blas and Puerto Vallarta, a land of beautiful beaches, a chill vibe, and warm sun, where I had learned the captains of the surfer/hippie marijuana-smuggling industry relaxed between drug runs. I imagined a sun-soaked beach town for friendly criminals. This was way before the cartels started hanging severed heads from Mexican highway bridges.

In San Diego, I sold my Rambler for $100, exactly what I had paid for it. When I watched it be driven away, I realized that ugly little car was the best I’d ever owned. With my cash, I bought a cheap plane ticket to Puerto Vallarta, then took a broken-down local bus to San Blas. This bus, with chickens on board and passengers carrying bulging burlap sacks as luggage, kicked off a lifetime of my traveling the developing world on rickety transportation.

At first glance, San Blas seemed a paradise. An old fort sat on top of a bluff behind the town and a thick green jungle descended to the beaches and the blue tropical water. The Sierra Madre mountains spanned the coastline. The Doors’ Jim Morrison had hunkered down in San Blas and written “L.A. Woman” at the Playa Hermosa Hotel. I rented a $2 room in a beachfront house made from broken concrete blocks.

The beaches were gorgeous: flat and broad and lined with cafés and palapas, VW buses parked haphazardly all around, housing surfers who had traveled down the coast for some cheap living and great waves.

But I needed money and had to find a warm place where I could legally work. That was not going to happen in Mexico. The US Virgin Islands, America’s sun-kissed colony in the Caribbean, seemed perfect. In 1970, the scourge of mass tourism—all-inclusive resorts and fleets of cruise ships—were a decade away. The Caribbean islands still had simple one-story homes with slotted jalousie windows and small independent stores with handwritten signs. Rum was $1 a bottle.

On St. Thomas, I got lucky and scored a bartending job at Indies House, an upscale hotel “overlooking one of the most beautiful beaches in the world, Magens Bay.” I developed a mixologist’s tropical repertoire: piña coladas, daiquiris, and mojitos. I moved into a flophouse called UpChucks; the Mamas & the Papas once lived there. Think of a Bowery Hotel in the Caribbean. The daytime hot spot was Morningstar Beach, a gay beach, which was the best spot to meet interesting people. There were skinny models from New York, girls crewing on the sailboats and motor yachts, and folks on the run from one thing or another.

I was living my perfect beach life, putting money away, and then about three months in, it came crashing down. For the first time in my life, I got fired. The owner pulled me aside to tell me his best friend had just been released from prison in Atlanta and needed a gig. I packed my bag and headed north to another island, Martha’s Vineyard, because I had friends from Lake George who had migrated there.

That year, 1970, was one of the last peaceful small-town summers for Martha’s Vineyard. This enchanted ninety-five square miles of open farmlands, gingerbread cottages, shingled estates, and beautiful beaches was slowly morphing from a sleepy farming and fishing community to a famous destination resort. Cars sported “No Jets” bumper stickers, in opposition to extending the small airport so that jets could land. It was a noble cause, but, as with Aspen, Martha’s Vineyard’s days of remoteness were doomed.

The seeds of change were already there—the previous July 1969, Senator Ted Kennedy gave the island a jolt when he drove off the Dyke Bridge, which connected the Vineyard to the tiny island of Chappaquiddick, and his companion, Mary Jo Kopechne, drowned. The national scandal vaulted Martha’s Vineyard into the media spotlight. Hotels had signs on their front desks saying “Please Do Not Inquire About the Kennedy Incident.”

Everyone, however, was more than happy to talk about James Taylor. His Sweet Baby James album had just been released—its soft confessional style kicked off a new singer-songwriter genre. The single “Fire and Rain” would break through in the autumn and land him on the cover of Time magazine. That summer on the Vineyard, his music was everywhere. His two albums were in the window of Stop Look & Listen Records, and his songs poured into the street via outdoor speakers. Alex Taylor—James’s burly older brother—owned the store.

I got a plum job bartending at the Lampost in Oak Bluffs, ground zero for the Vineyard’s colorful summer mix. Every sailor, carpenter, artist, fisherman, shopkeeper, chambermaid, trust-funder, musician, waitress, hippie farmer, and derelict on the island passed through the Lampost. The Post was the type of place where Tom Rush and James Taylor would come for happy hour and sit at the bar unbothered.

I moved into an abandoned chicken coop on a farm on the outskirts of Oak Bluffs. There was no running water or electricity. I kept my clothes on the shelves inside an old stove. I had candles and a mosquito net. For transportation, I’d mostly hitchhike—bands of hippies in VW buses were plentiful.

Early on, I met Susanne, a captivating young woman from Stamford, Connecticut, near my hometown. She had just graduated from Boston University and was part preppy and part bohemian. We met on a nude beach. One reason Susanne had migrated to the Vineyard that summer was to try to meet James Taylor—“Fire and Rain” featured a “Susanne.” Whatever, I thought. This Susanne and her roommate lived behind the small Edgartown jail. I would often stay at their place, taking a break from the chicken coop.

The mainland USA was being roiled by the war, Cambodia, Kent State, and Nixon, but that was blissfully far away for the summer island escapists. College kids and commune-dwellers from the island’s wealthier families were embracing back-to-the-land, walking down country roads, and sleeping in tepees and geodesic domes.



The Vineyard stayed with me long after I left. The people I met there kept popping up in my life. Susanne and I were an on-and-off item for years. She would be the one who encouraged me to quit my advertising job to join her on a quest to the Sahara Desert in 1972. The waitress at the Lampost, a stunning blonde named Jill Lumpkin (who may have had a romance with James Taylor; to this day if I run into James and mention her name, he’ll break out in a big smile), and I would spend years together in Afghanistan and India.

Joe Potter, who had worked with me in Lake George, improbably became an Oak Bluffs policeman and lived next door to me at the chicken coop. In 1973, Joe would become my business partner in my import company.

But summers don’t last forever, even on the Vineyard. A few days after Labor Day, I manned up, took the ferry to the Cape, and headed to New York to try my hand, finally, at a straight job. “Put the MBA to work,” my dad told me. My parents and their friends said, “Well, it’s great that you finally got that out of your system. Now you can dig in and settle down.” I smiled and nodded, but if my rambling year had taught me anything, it was that the free life was in my system to stay.





CHAPTER FIVE ESCAPE FROM MADISON AVENUE

When I rolled back into New York City, everything felt a little darker. The optimism, idealism, and naivete of the sixties’ counterculture were colliding head-on with the institutional realities of the Nixon administration. The expansion of the Vietnam War into Cambodia meant that almost everyone who once believed that Nixon had a plan to end the war had given up on that illusion. But capitalism was proving itself more than capable of absorbing the patina of progress. Wall Street traders grew shag haircuts and put on flared pants and went right on as before.

On Madison Avenue, the martini-soaked Mad Men were loosening up, growing sideburns, and smoking doobies. Psychedelic imagery and notions about feminism, anti-materialism, and peace crept into advertising. Woodstock, Hair, and Easy Rider proved there was a market among the flower children, and there would be big rewards for those who figured out how to tap into their consumer power, an exploding market that Ad Age labeled the “youthquake.” The gurus had decided that successful ad campaigns were now less about a product’s particular virtues than about making emotional connections. Fake doctors endorsing cigarettes were gone. Women as possessions (“My wife, I think I’ll keep her”) began to disappear. Volkswagen told us to “Think Small.” Coca-Cola became “the Real Thing,” a drink about peace and harmony, while Pepsi tried to lay claim to the new generation.

In 1970, the New York Times plastered an ad campaign all over the subway walls: “I Got My Job Through the New York Times.” Smiling people looked up from their desks holding a copy of the paper. It worked on me. I saw that ad on the 59th and Lexington Avenue platform and immediately started thumbing through the classifieds. Before I got off at 34th Street, I had spotted: “Junior Executives Wanted. MBA Required” from one of the top-ten ad agencies, Benton & Bowles. A week later I was working there, at a hefty $13,500 annual salary.

Benton & Bowles had invented the radio soap opera in 1929, then created As the World Turns, the first network soap for television in the fifties, which ran for fifty-four years. Procter & Gamble put the soap in the soap operas; the serials they underwrote were sponsored by P&G’s Tide, Ivory Snow, and other brands. These companies were the backbone of B&B’s client roster, along with Crest, Scope, and Pampers.

Working at an ad agency sounded like fun and mobility could be quick. It was a launching pad to other jobs in the media world at one of the three broadcast networks, or radio, or print. Or that hot new media darling, FM radio. Benton & Bowles alums from my era included Howard Stern, Law & Order creator Dick Wolf, and Dick Gershon, a media planning guru who would go on to partner with the legendary George Lois at Lois Pitts Gershon, the agency that would help create the “I Want My MTV” campaign.

Benton & Bowles’ offices were on 53rd and Third (also the title of
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