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			Introduction

			A FEW YEARS AGO, I was passing through Marrakech on my way to the Sahara for a magazine assignment. One afternoon, outside Le Mamounia Hotel, I was accosted, as all tourists inevitably are, by a “guide.” He was an intense young Berber with penetrating eyes and a brisk stride, one of those canny creatures of the bazaar. He wore a slick black suit.

			“Hello, American?” he said, instantly sizing me up.

			“No, no American,” I replied and walked on as fast as I could. Not that I’m embarrassed by my nationality, but I’d been told the guides assume all Americans are loaded. Besides, I didn’t want a guide that day, and this guy really seemed like an operator.

			He looked puzzled. “American, yes? You need guide for the souk. We buy rugs now.”

			I shook my head vigorously and picked up my step, but he persisted. “British, German, yes? Canadian?” I could almost hear his brain racing.

			“I am Finnish,” I said. Someone had told me this always throws the guides.

			“Finished?”

			“No, I from Helsinki, Finland. Fin-land. I speak a Finnish, no understand you.”

			He walked alongside me a hundred yards toward the market without saying a word, thinking so hard that he seemed on the verge of a massive aneurysm. At last he made a pronouncement: “No Finland. You are American. You need a guide.”

			I was beaten down by his relentlessness. “You’re right,” I said. “I’m American, and I need a guide. Let’s go buy lots of rugs!”

			And so we walked deep into the hot, loud maze of the Marrakech souk. He took me to shops and stalls that were doubtless owned by his various cousins. We haggled over cups of mint tea. Of course, I bought rugs.

			Over the next few days, we became friends. His name was (what else?) Muhammad, and he was originally from a small village in the Atlas Mountains. After dinner one night, we went over to his tiny apartment, and he put on a Queen eight-track. We smoked a variety of hand-rolled cigarettes, talking far into the night. We argued about politics—he didn’t understand why America was so intent on running the planet, why we singled out Saddam Hussein, why we were always dropping bombs on countries we didn’t like. Still, he was fascinated by America, dazzled by its freedoms and its energy. “I will go there, someday,” he declared.

			“Muhammad,” I said, zoning out (the cigarettes were good). “Right from the start, how did you know I was American?”

			I had thought, stupidly, that Americans passed under the stylistic radar screen. That being American wasn’t so much a look or a manner as it was an absence of one. That we were a mutt race of people whose only real defining characteristic was our lack of defining characteristics.

			But Muhammad had made a career of assessing people of all nationalities, and his instincts were razor sharp. “It’s in the eyes,” he said. “In the walk. The way you hold your mouth. Your hands, clothes. It’s everything.”

			“But what is it?” I wanted to know. “What does an American look like?”

			“Confident,” Muhammad answered. “Confident like you own the world. But open.”

			THE OLDER I GET, the surer I am that I have no idea what America “means.” The more I read and travel, the more jaundiced I grow toward anyone who claims to have “found” this country. The United States of America is such a glorious mess of contradiction, such a crazy quilt of competing themes, such a fecund mishmash of people and ideas, that defining us is pretty much pointless. There is, of course, a kind of faded notion of “Americana,” one that concerns Route 66, diners, freak rock formations, and the like—but even in its halcyon days this “roadside attraction” version of America was never an accurate or nuanced distillation of our massively complicated culture.

			On the other hand, there are stories out there, contemporary stories, that have a certain quality of “American-ness.” There are scenes and places, wattages and personages, that belong—inextricably, unmistakably—to this country and this country alone. There is an American quality, a tone, an energy as instantly recognizable as I was to Muhammad. “Confident but open” may be as good as any description I’ve heard for it.

			We’re a supremely confident people, sure of our ways, proud of our machines, swaggering with our guns—a people confident enough to wage preemptive war on sovereign nations in defiance of world opinion. This confidence, perhaps rooted in our frontier past and in the licenses of our Constitution, scares the crap out of other countries, especially now that the United States has achieved a cultural and military hegemony without parallel in the history of the world.

			But it’s a confidence that, more often than not, is also cut with an extraordinary openness to change, a youthful embrace of new ideas and new people and indeed, anything new. The two qualities feed off each other, I think: More than anything else, our confidence comes from our openness.

			We’re still a country living on the frontier, it seems to me, only the frontier today is less geographical than it is social. Having pushed our physical borders, we’re now pushing the boundaries of how we live and organize our lives, lighting out for uncharted territory.

			This tendency is best seen in our knack for spawning subcultures of every strain and stripe. I love traveling around America and falling in with various tribes: Harley bikers, Grand Canyon dorymen, Mormon archaeologists, high-end audiophiles, World War II veterans, ravers, cavers, spelling bee champions, Tupperware sales ladies, skateboarders. I love losing myself in group gatherings, tribal hideouts and places of pilgrimage. Ours is a land of refined fanaticism. Anything we might dream of doing, we can find a society of Americans who are already doing it, and doing it so intensely that they’ve organized their lives around it. They buy the tools and toys. They build up a circle of friends in the group. They spend their vacations doing whatever the group does. They slip into the subcultural lagoon, and by degrees of emotional and financial investment, they become submerged.

			Over the past fifteen years or so, I’ve worked this vein of subject matter with a consistency of fascination that, looking back on it now, surprises me. Most of the thirty pieces in this book came about in the haphazard, give-and-take way in which magazine assignments usually evolve. The idea of collecting them in one place didn’t occur to me until last year, when I looked back and realized that I’d reached a kind of critical mass of material touching on the same broad theme—a theme that works and plays with a more modern notion of “Americana.”

			I hope this collection captures something real and true about who we are, even if who we are is always changing. I hope also that in the final section of the book I’ve managed to convey some of the daunting challenges our country has faced, sometimes heroically, since September 11, 2001. If these thirty pieces have a consistent theme and voice, I hope it can be said that they’re “confident but open.”

			As a writer and a citizen, I’m grateful to be living in this vast protean hulk of a country during these times—these scary, strenuous, intensely interesting times. Whatever we are, whatever we “mean,” there’s never been a country like us.

			No offense to Finland, but I’m an American.

			SANTA FE, NOVEMBER 2003
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			The Birdman Drops In

			Las Vegas, Nevada

			THE GROMS PRESS FORWARD, inching eagerly toward the arena entrance. Mullet-haired rampheads, bescabbed halfpipe urchins, scuffling along in their clompy skate shoes, their laces tied with a precise looseness. Eight thousand zitty faces lit with incipient testosterone, waiting to be shown revolutionary ways in which Newtonian physics can be warped, postponed, and dicked with.

			They’ve come to the Mandalay Bay Area in Las Vegas for a new kind of entertainment, a show that pumps the raw crude of male adolescence, a hormonic convergence of phatness and sweetness and straight-out sickness. These young acolytes have come for amplitude, for stunts and biffs, for grinds and grabs and serious air, for loud music and fumy motorcycle farts.

			They’ve come for the Boom Boom HuckJam.

			Once through the doors, the grommets come face-to-face with the thing itself. Behind a scrim of netting lies a baroque installation of giant stages, jumps, and ramps glinting in a swirl of strobe lights. Soon the chanting begins—toe-KNEE, toe-KNEE, toe-KNEE—the whole arena surging with raw skate-kid wattage.

			Tony Hawk is the mind and wallet behind this unprecedented show. It’s his private experiment, designed as a two-hour adrenaline extravaganza, a busy amalgam of motocross, BMX, and live music, with vertical skateboarding taking center stage. Tonight is the live debut of the HuckJam. It represents a huge financial gamble for the thirty-four-year-old skateboarding venture capitalist; nearly $1 million of Hawk’s own money is invested in this modern vaudeville act, which he will take on the road.

			Toe-KNEE, toe-KNEE!

			To my immediate left, sitting with his dad in the VIP section, is Jonathan Lipnicki, the bespectacled twelve-year-old child star of Stuart  Little and Jerry Maguire. Lipnicki has been a Hawk fan for as long as he can remember. “Oh yeah, Tony’s, like, the greatest!” he says.

			Now the circus-barking announcer starts whipping up the crowd:  Las Vegas! We need a little thunder!

			A few aisles over sit Hawk’s mom, Nancy, his wife, Erin, and his sister Pat, who manages the business that is Tony Hawk Inc. Near them is Sarah Hall, Hawk’s publicist, who used to work as a tour assistant for the singer Michael Bolton back when he had long, curly hair and lived at the top of the charts. “Tony’s bigger now than Michael ever was,” she confided to me earlier at the rehearsal. “Even at his peak, even with ‘When a Man Loves a Woman.’ He’s that huge.”

			C’mon Vegas—we’re not with you yet!

			In front of me sits an executive from Hansen’s, the beverage company. They’re poised to inflict a new energy drink on American youth called Monster. The exec says she’s been negotiating with Hawk’s people to strike up a sponsorship deal. “Tony’s hard to walk away from,” she says over the roar.

			Energy drink? Like ginseng, ginkgo—that sort of thing?

			“Caffeine, mostly,” she shouts. “And sugar. We use lots of sugar.”

			Las Vegas, let’s hear some more noise!

			Now the houselights go out and a bevy of fembots—jiggy young models in silver lamé body stockings, white Lone Ranger masks, and platinum-blond wigs—come out holding signs that signal the start of the HuckJam. From the far stage, swaddled in a dry-ice haze, the punk band Social Distortion cranks up.

			C’mon, people, let’s DO this!

			Here come the skateboarders—zipping down, one by one, from a thirty-foot-high perch in the scaffolding. Like buzzy, looping electrons, Bob Burnquist, Andy Macdonald, Lincoln Ueda, Bucky Lasek, and Shaun White—five of the preeminent vert skaters in the world— power through the massive bronze bowl of the halfpipe and launch high over the lip in a dervish of spins and kickflips, ollies and McTwists. And then—

			Ladies and gentulmennnnnnnnn . . .

			The man we’ve all been waiting for dives down the ramp, lanky and tough-sinewed and—true to his name—curiously avian, with a beaky nose and flailing arms and big, alert eyes. He soars through the air and lands effortlessly on the platform with the other skaters, Quetzalcoatl among mere mortals: the Birdman.

			Calmly drinking in the adulation, Hawk hoists his board over his helmeted head and tips it toward the roaring crowd in a ritual gesture of beneficence, as if to say, “Welcome, children of the pipe, your sins are forgiven!”

			Now let’s hear some Las Vegas thunder for TOE-KNEEEEEEE  HAWWWWWWWWWWK!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

			A FEW DAYS BEFORE I FIRST MET Tony Hawk, I was skiing down a chute on California’s Mammoth Mountain when I hit a patch of ice. The next instant I was pinwheeling, out of control, for three hundred terrifying yards. I ended up in the hospital with a broken humerus and a messed-up shoulder socket. Alex, the ski-patrol guy who sledded me down to the clinic, kept asking me questions. “Who is the president? What do you do for a living?”

			I’m a writer, I said. I’m working on a story about a skateboarder named Tony Hawk.

			“The Birdman? ” Alex’s expression changed completely: no longer was I just another boring casualty. I’d seen the same look of reverence on the face of my nine-year-old son, whose room is pretty much wall-papered with Hawk posters. “Growing up, I worshiped him,” Alex told me. “I still do. He’s like a god.”

			Three days later, I’m at the Four Seasons Resort in Carlsbad, California, my arm in a sling, and I’m trying to interview the god himself through a fog of Vicodin. The Four Seasons seems like a weird lunch spot for a skateboarder, a very staid, adult establishment with Haydn pomp-and-circumstancing in the background and, in one corner, a bridge game in full swing. But Hawk suggested the place and raved about its buffet. As we settle into lunch, I have a hard time cutting my prime rib with my slinged arm, and there comes an awkward moment when Hawk is clearly thinking, Should I help the poor wretch? He decides against it.

			Maybe he doesn’t want to seem patronizing. Just as likely, he’s unimpressed by my puny injury. Here’s a guy, a professional human projectile, basically, who is intimately acquainted with words like meniscus and  arthroscopic. A guy who’s knocked himself out a half dozen times, fractured his ribs, broken his elbow, sustained several concussions, had his front teeth bashed in twice, all while collecting stitches too numerous to count.  You broke your arm—so what?

			But as we sit there, Hawk’s initial reserve wears off, and he projects an endearing, youthful innocence. Though he’s the father of three boys, though he has three stockbrokers and two agents and rakes in eight digits a year, he still somehow carries himself like a kid, a manteen in the promised land.

			Hawk seems bright in the same way a bright sixteen-year-old does—sharp, watchful, with quick reflexes but little use for introspection. His dirty-blond hair is neat and clipped short, almost to the point of spikiness. His voice still has an adolescent crack to it, and he speaks in a Ridgemont High dialect, the stoner-surfer vernacular of Southern California, in which declaratives are haphazardly turned into interrogatives with a little last-second inflection. (“I don’t know why, but I’ve always had, like, a fetish for watches?”) His taste in movies is refreshingly juvenile. (Favorites:  Caddyshack and Aliens.) He has a young person’s radar for musical infractions by artists he views as “lame” and a hypervigilance for the cool currency of brand names (just now he’s down on Swatch, a former sponsor).

			After lunch, Hawk tips the valet and we hop into his Lexus sports car. As we glide onto Interstate 5, he steers with one hand and recalibrates his driving environment with the other, his long, bony fingers floating over the dials and buttons in the wooden inlay of his $70,000 ride. He adjusts his Arnette sunglasses, checks his Nixon sports watch, plugs in his Apple iPod, and scrolls through tunes until he finds one he likes, by the White Stripes.

			“I can fit eighteen hundred songs on a single disk,” he says, with a geek’s pure faith in the righteousness of electronics. As we head north, the console’s navigational screen charts our blipping progress, as if we’re trapped in our own private Game Boy.

			The Lexus—an SC430 in a metallic plum color that the sales brochure calls “amethyst pearl”—is a recent acquisition, a product of the phenomenal success Hawk has enjoyed since rising to the status of Zeus (or is it Seuss?) in the pantheon of kids’ idols. Nowadays, Hawk regularly commands up to $25,000 per skating appearance and has reportedly earned $10 million in personal income in each of the last two years. Hawk owns Tony Hawk Inc.—a San Juan Capistrano– based company that employs fifteen people—and co-owns Birdhouse Skateboards, 900 Films, Blitz Distribution, and SLAM, an action-sports management firm. Through these he markets clothes, shoes, films, skateboards, gear, events, and even a slightly scary-looking remote-control action figure. Hawk’s got a foothold in retail, too, with new Hawk Skate stores in Salt Lake City, Los Angeles, and Paramus, New Jersey. Combined with the licensing deals he’s made—lending his name to “signature products”—his mini-empire pulled in $314 million in 2001.

			Looming over it all is the astonishing success of Activision’s three-game series Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater, to which Hawk licenses his name, likeness, and expertise. Since hitting the shelves in 1999, Pro Skater has become one of the most popular video games of all time, generating $473 million, with more than 12 million copies sold. The game’s impact has helped make Hawk a fixture on every cable channel aimed at kids. Recent TV triumphs have included stints doing color commentary for skateboarding competitions; an ESPN2 reality-based show, Tony Hawk’s Gigantic Skatepark Tour; and a guest appearance on Nickelodeon’s hit cartoon Rocket Power. His autobiography, HAWK—Occupation: Skateboarder, which came out in 2000, was a best seller and has been optioned, perhaps inevitably, by Disney.

			Thus the toys have increased in quantity and quality. Cartier watches, plasma screens, Armani suits. Over the summer, Hawk surprised Erin with a new BMW sport-utility vehicle. And then there’s the house, practically a zip code unto itself, on a lagoon in Carlsbad. The bodacious five-thousand-square-foot gated mansion has been duly featured on MTV’s Cribs. Things have actually reached the point where Hawk has started buying cars for his friends, like Elvis used to do. Because he’s a nice guy. Because he can.

			HAWK AND I SPEED PAST SIGNS for Legoland, past the cancerous climb of pink mission-style apartment complexes, past a billboard for a house of worship that says GOT CHURCH? This is Hawk’s native turf, a place of beautiful weather, beautiful ocean, and not-so-beautiful suburban sprawl webbed by traffic-snarled highways. Though he travels constantly, Hawk feels at home only here, along this ribbon of coastal enclaves stretching north from San Diego to San Juan Capistrano—the land where he was born and raised.

			“Australia’s pretty cool,” he says, citing a favorite foreign locale. “But I can’t imagine living anywhere else but here.”

			Hawk’s Nokia chirps for the third time in five minutes, but the liquid crystal display on the phone reads CALLER UNKNOWN, so he elects not to answer it. “Always suspect,” he says, the mild scowl on his face implying that too many strangers have gotten hold of his private cell number.

			Hawk, a neatnik, keeps his Lexus immaculate. The only bit of clutter is a stash of DVD games and a PlayStation, which Riley, his nine-year-old son from a previous marriage, uses to occupy himself on long trips. “Those games are awesome,” Hawk says. “He never gets bored. He flew with me to South Africa recently, and he was engrossed the whole way. That’s like a twenty-hour flight.”

			One of Riley’s favorite games, naturally, is Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater. At the outset, players can scroll down a roster of real-life professional skaters and choose to “be” any one of them—Rodney Mullen, or Chad Muska, or whoever. Each one looks strikingly like the real person and has a special arsenal of skating tricks. Riley likes to be his dad.

			Riley, as it happens, is our next errand. It’s nearly three o’clock, and Hawk has to pick him up at elementary school. But not in this tiny roadster. So we dash by the house and exchange the SC430 for the pickin’-up-the-kids Lexus, this one a roomy sedan. In a few minutes we’re idling in the train of waiting moms, some of whom turn away from their cell phones to throw Hawk a smile of recognition. Oh, yeah, there’s the millionaire skateboard dad.

			Soon the bell rings, and the building exhales a stream of laughing kids carrying backpacks. The traffic is bad— “Cars come through here way too fast,” Hawk says—but once there’s a gap, Riley crosses over and hops in, a good-looking third-grader with blond hair.

			“Hey, buddy,” Hawk says, smiling in the rearview mirror.

			“Hey, Dad,” Riley replies. Then, under his breath: “Who’s this?”

			Once Hawk introduces me, Riley seems satisfied, if thoroughly bored. He’s understandably suspicious of the stream of people vying for his father’s time. I make matters worse by telling him that I have a nine-year-old boy who’s into skateboarding, too.

			“Oh,” he says, trying to be polite.

			There can be little doubt that Riley Hawk will grow up with one of the most discerning bullshit detectors on the planet. As Hawk informs me later: “Riley’s gotten good at telling who really wants to be his friend, and who just wants to come over and skate with his dad. He can weed ’em out real fast.”

			WAY BACK IN THE MISTS of Southern California history, back when the surfboard first sprouted wheels and rolled onto the kelp-strewn shores, in the dark time of teen endeavor that’s come to be known as B.E. (Before Extreme), the youth dwelled in a world that was, we now realize, pitifully dull. Gravity was a despot, feared and respected. During these primordial years—the late sixties and early seventies— the skateboard was a pale derivative of its aquatic parent. Skaters, by and large, were surfers who wanted something to do when the waves were flat and junky. They skated like surfers, too, with a hang-five style that was sinuous and cool but fundamentally uneventful.

			Then one summer, during an even darker period known as the Late Jimmy Carter Administration, the swimming pools of Southern California went dry. A historic drought was on, and cement ponds were deemed a frivolous waste. In one of those crucial moments of Darwinian advance, packs of kids started sneaking into empty backyard pools to experiment with their skateboards. They discovered that, in a pool with a nicely curved bowl, they could go up and down and up again, almost endlessly, like human pendulums. If they gathered enough momentum, they could soar over the pool’s lip, do a little flippety trick in the air, and safely land to do it all over again—in one continuous splooge of adrenaline. And so the board, having shed its fins for wheels, developed wings and broke gravity’s tyranny. It could fly. 

			Tony Hawk was growing up in San Diego when all this was taking shape. At the time, his father, Frank, was the president of the local Little League, and naturally he wanted his son to play baseball. But Tony hated America’s pastime, hated it to the core. He hated the rules, the funny pants, the yelling parents, the peer pressure. And the truth was, he wasn’t very good. As his older brother, Steve Hawk, fondly recalls: “Tony wasn’t what you’d call a natural athlete. He kind of throws like a girl.”

			One afternoon, after striking out in a game, seven-year-old Tony leaped into a nearby ravine and hid. Frank peered over the edge and implored him to come out. Tony wouldn’t budge, so Frank had to go down and drag him back up. Shortly thereafter, Tony worked up the nerve to tell his dad he was quitting baseball forever. At which point, Frank did a curious thing. Instead of getting angry, he quit baseball, too. And then he devoted much of the rest of his life to facilitating Tony’s growing love affair with skateboards.

			Team Hawk eventually became an unbeatable combination, but Tony’s rise to prominence was far from preordained. To begin with, there was the fact that Frank and Nancy Hawk were not trying to have a fourth child when Tony came along. Frank, a champion swing dancer in Montana in his younger days, had flown torpedo bombers in the Pacific during World War II, winning the Distinguished Flying Cross. After the war, he and Nancy settled down in California and started a family—two girls (Lenore and Patricia) and then Steve. Twelve long years passed before Tony was born. Nancy, who was forty-three when she had him, says he was “a complete surprise.”

			Tony was a vexatious kid, full of what his mother calls a “ferocious determination” that was primarily directed at driving his parents crazy. “We said, ‘Wow, how can he fight two grown adults like this?’ ”

			That all changed when Tony turned nine. Steve, an accomplished surfer who would later become editor of Surfer magazine, gave his little brother an old Bahne fiberglass skateboard. Tony took to it fast, and his mood became sunnier. He’d practice for hours at a time, never tiring of the endless repetition, until he nailed a trick that had taken root in his mind.

			Frank aided the cause by building Tony a series of increasingly elaborate ramps. He was a salesman by profession, but his real love was carpentry; when a Home Depot opened in Oceanside, it became his tabernacle. After Frank learned, to his dismay, that skateboarding had no formal sanctioning body to oversee competition, he created one— the National Skateboard Association—and became its first president and guiding force. Many kids are drawn to skateboarding as a means of rebelling against their parents—and authority in general. In Tony’s case, his father was the sport’s ultimate authority figure, the original skateboard dad.

			In the early days, Tony was considerably handicapped by his pipe-stem physique. “People didn’t take him seriously at first, because he looked like a puppet,” recalls Stacy Peralta, a famous promoter who in the 1980s tapped Hawk to join the Bones Brigade, a troupe of young skaters who traveled all over the world and appeared in Peralta-produced skater documentaries like Future Primitive and The Search for Animal Chin. “He was so fine-boned and brittle-looking, we thought, If he ever falls he’s going to break apart like porcelain.”

			“The guy was just a stick man,” agrees Grant Brittain, the photo editor of Transworld Skateboarding magazine. Brittain ran the Del Mar Skate Ranch when Tony first started skating there in 1981. “People called him ‘Bony Cock’ and made fun of him because his skating wasn’t very cool,” says Brittain. “It wasn’t surfer’s style, and getting that fluid style was all that mattered back then.”

			Tony compensated for his gangly style by concentrating almost exclusively on tricks, perfecting a kind of human origami on the skateboard, torquing and compressing his body while launching himself in the air. These were viewed by the surfer-influenced skating establishment as technically impressive but seriously dweeby. “He became a very brainy skater,” Brittain says. “He was always a bit of a geek, anyway. He took that love for technicality and applied it to his sport.”

			Gradually, however, Tony’s twisty-spinny contrivances were accepted as the norm in halfpipe competitions, and as that happened, his career took off. He turned pro at fourteen. By seventeen, he had moved out of the house and bought his own place. Three years later, he acquired a four-and-a-half-acre property out in the desert hills of Fallbrook, California, where his dad built him a “monster skate ramp.”

			Rodney Mullen, a fellow conscript in the Bones Brigade who is generally regarded as the most accomplished street skater around, recalls how he watched Hawk with admiration and awe back then. “He was never satisfied with himself,” Mullen says. “He’s got this nagging for perfection. It has nothing to do with money or external praises or even the push of his father. It’s something inside of himself—a duty he feels to his gifts.”

			That sense of duty sustained Hawk through the ups and downs of his early career, and even now helps him deal with the maelstrom of fame. His father, however, never got to see that part of the story; he died of cancer in 1995. After he passed away, Tony and Steve decided to honor him in quintessentially Hawkian style: they swam out to a little cove and dumped their father’s ashes into the Pacific. But something about the ceremony seemed . . . off. Fortunately, Tony had saved a reserve baggie of his father’s cremains. So a few days later, he and Steve did it right. They went to Home Depot, sneaked down Frank’s favorite aisles, and when no one was looking, sprinkled him around.

			SKATEDOM IS A POLYGLOT subculture in which tribes and alliances are constantly metamorphosing according to genre (street versus vert), modes of protection (helmet and pads versus none at all), and music (punk versus hip-hop), among other things. Hawk’s rise through this world was not meteoric, but it was relentless. Bob Burnquist, a twenty-six-year-old vert champion and friend of Hawk’s, has a phrase for what he brought to the party: tricks on command. “The dude invented half the moves everyone else uses,” Burnquist says.

			Indeed, over the years, Hawk has created eighty-five new tricks (and counting), strange contortionist maneuvers with names like the Stalefish, the Kickflip McTwist, the Nosegrind, and the Gay Twist Heelflip Body Varial—loose variations of which have also infiltrated snowboarding and surfing.

			Hawk has been something else, too: a leading economic indicator of skateboarding’s broader national appeal. By the time he hit twenty, he had won twenty-seven pro competitions and was without question the greatest vert skater in creation. But all the tricks in the world couldn’t help him when skateboarding experienced a precipitous drop in popularity in the late eighties and early nineties, owing largely to a sketchy economy and a suddenly fickle teen market. Hawk, who had gotten used to owning a Lexus and constantly upgrading his computers and gadgets, was forced to sell the house, get rid of the car, and put himself on a five-dollar-a-day “Taco Bell allowance.” Things got so bad that he briefly contemplated taking a job as a computer programmer.

			What turned things around was the arrival in 1995 of a curious spectacle: ESPN’s Extreme Games. Looking for a way to capitalize on kids’ growing fascination with edgy sports fare, the X Games introduced a halfpipe skateboard competition. It quickly became the marquee event, the perfect distillation of what the producers were driving at—totally senseless danger in a controlled environment. And there was Hawk, the leading man in the main act, the pied halfpiper primed for prime time.

			It was at the 1999 X Games in San Francisco that Hawk reached the height of his skateboarding career thus far. After eleven grueling tries, he landed a trick called the 900. The maneuver, which involves launching off the lip of a halfpipe, executing two and a half aerial rotations, and landing on the downslope without biffing, was a kind of Holy Grail of skating, a trick that many of the best practitioners had tried to master but had given up on. Hawk had obsessed over the 900 for six years, working on it during his financial doldrums and through his ascendancy to household fame. He endlessly analyzed the physics of the thing, and practiced until he knocked himself silly. When he finally nailed it that night in San Francisco, he told the media, “This is the best day of my life, I swear to God!”

			Since landing the 900 and officially retiring from competition in 2000, Hawk has transcended his sport to become a pop-culture superstar, crossing a threshold of celebrity from which there is no turning back. Whatever “extreme” really is—flash, speed, exhilaration, freedom, the high likelihood of spinal-cord injury, all tied up in an aggressively marketable box—the name Tony Hawk is shorthand for it. He’s the voice and look of a niche that’s grown so big that nobody calls it a niche anymore.

			Stacy Peralta sees Hawk as “the walking icon of all action sports. He has this bit of magic inside of him, and everybody wants a piece of it.” Part of that magic is Hawk’s very name. “Mattel couldn’t have invented a better one,” Peralta says. “It’s like a toy name, a name for a cartoon hero. It sounds cool. And—this is important—it gives you the idea of soaring.”

			Hawk despises the term “extreme” and much of what it implies, and he’s ambivalent about the role he has assumed as its leading oracle. “The term’s a little condescending to us skateboarders who’ve been doing our thing for more than twenty years,” he says. “Really, I’m doing the same thing I was doing when I was twelve.”

			It seems to make sense that a master of suspended animation would have a quality of arrested development, as if he freeze-framed the person he was when he perfected the thing that made him famous. People who know Hawk well talk about this strange quality he has. Peralta likens him to Peter Pan: “He’s shown kids they can be kids the rest of their lives.”

			During an after-party at the Boom Boom HuckJam, I met a twelve-year-old named Phil Jennings who had just wangled a free Birdhouse skateboard with Hawk’s signature on it. Grinning fiendishly as he clutched his new swag, Phil put it this way: “I don’t even think of Tony as an adult. He doesn’t act like the big man. He’s one of us.”

			HAWK IS SITTING at his computer, talking to himself while he reads his e-mail. “They can really do that?” he murmurs. “Cool.” 

			His wife, Erin, a former competitive ice skater, is about to turn thirty, and Hawk wants to surprise her with an ice-skating party so she can do some triple lutzes, just like old times. “It’s amazing what this company can do,” he says. “I looked into renting out a public ice rink, but it turns out that for twelve grand they can just come over here with Zambonis and stuff and turn our tennis court into a rink for a day.”

			“The sanctuary,” as Hawk calls his office, is a big, bright room off the back of his house, pin-neat and stuffed with a carefully arranged assemblage of computer equipment. This is where he edits his skate videos for 900 Films, test-drives the newer versions of Pro Skater, and replies to e-mails from fans. He gets about three thousand a month, and he’s diligent about responding, no matter how mundane or inane the message:

			Hey, Tony. What’s your favorite pizza topping?

			—Artichoke hearts, sun-dried tomatoes.

			Favorite interstate highway?

			—The 5 leads me to most necessary destinations.

			Hi—I am looking for information on Tony Hawk. My nephew loves him! However, as I am trying to research this name on the Web, I am gathering that he is not, in fact, an actual skater but the name of a character in a video game. Is this correct? Is there a real Tony Hawk? Thanks.

			Standing in one corner is a Marvin the Martian gumball machine. Along the wall there’s a framed Snoopy poster signed by Charles Schulz, and a photograph of Hawk straddling a motorcycle with his boyhood hero, Evel Knievel. Above his computer there’s a signed basketball jersey under glass: Chicago Bulls No. 23. I ask him how he came by this little gem.

			“One night I was ahead at the blackjack table at Mandalay Bay, so I went over to this sports memorabilia place,” he says. “The jersey cost almost exactly the same as my take, so—what the hell—I bought it.”

			Over the years, media people have compared Hawk to Michael Jordan with such frequency that his handlers have taken to reversing the analogy: Jordan, they like to say, is the Tony Hawk of basketball. Yet the comparison falls short. Hawk will be the first to tell you that skateboarding is vastly different from basketball or any other team sport. It’s unrealistic to expect any one person to represent all skatedom—let alone dominate it. “Who’s the best skateboarder in the world?” Hawk asks. “That’s all a matter of personal opinion.”

			Certainly Hawk’s skating MO isn’t for everyone. Some old-school skaters tend to view him as a sellout, a circus act, or worse. Hard-core street skaters—renegades in extra-baggy pants who aggressively trail-blaze urban obstacles and tend to flirt with the illicit thrill of getting arrested—could care less about the Tony Hawks of the world. If they think about him at all, they’re inclined to blame him for commodifying, and therefore dorkifying, their pure underground pursuit.

			Hawk has been hearing such gripes since he was sixteen, and dismisses them. “Pro skaters have always had ties to the skate companies, since the beginning,” he says. “So what? You could call me a sellout only in this sense: My stuff actually sells out.”

			Not that many skaters seem to begrudge his success. “Even the most hard-core noncommercial skater says, ‘Tony Hawk deserves what he gets,’” notes Grant Brittain. “We all remember the guy when he was destitute and eating at Taco Bell.”

			Rodney Mullen concurs. “You can say that skateboarding has been sold out to some extent, and Tony’s been part of that, but at the same time he’s got so much integrity. Skating’s the only thing he knows. It’s his expression. It’s the pen with which he writes his verse.”

			Hawk gives me a tour of the house, which is a fair workout. The place looks like a sumptuous cross between Pier 1 and Circuit City. There are walls of speakers and big-screen TVs, with remotes and joy-sticks neatly stashed everywhere. He leads me to the great room, where the oversize couches are piled high with throw pillows. “You can’t really sit in here,” he says. “Erin has a bit of a pillow obsession.”

			He shows me the command center for all his electronics. Discreetly lodged in a massive piece of distressed furniture, it connects every imaginable system—VHS, DVD, a hundred-disc CD changer, laserdisc, Dreamcast, and a few generations of PlayStation, all wired to high-end preamps and equalizers and sliding control switches for each room in the house.

			At one point, Erin comes dashing in with their one-year-old son, Keegan, and their three-year-old son, Spencer. Keegan’s smelling pretty ripe, so Erin tells Hawk to go change him. As he dashes down the hall, the baby tucked under one arm, Erin says, “Honey, you’re not going to belieeeeve what happened today.” She has a prom queen’s effervescence, but she’s clearly had a tough day in the child-rearing trenches. Spencer apparently bit one of his playmates. Erin says she spanked him, which she’d never done before.

			Meanwhile, all afternoon, Riley’s been out by the garage, feverishly skateboarding. I’d seen his room earlier; it’s a gilt forest of skating trophies. “I really don’t pressure him,” Hawk says. “It’s just that he’s been at it since he was three.” Riley’s practicing up for a little stunt that will involve jumping over the Lexus SC430 in an upcoming advertisement for Hawk Shoes, Tony’s own line of Adio skate footwear.

			“You’re not going to be mad at me if I scratch up your car, are you, Dad?” Riley asks.

			“Don’t worry about it,” Hawk deadpans. “If anything happens, we’ll just take it out of your college fund.”

			LATE ONE AFTERNOON, Hawk exits the highway on the outskirts of Oceanside and noses into the drive of a modest ranch house shaded by eucalyptus trees. There’s a cluster of cars wedged into the yard, and next to the house a high fence guards what appears to be a large vacant lot. “Only a few of us have the key to this place,” Hawk says with a grin as he cuts the engine. “We’ve tried to keep the location a secret.” Then he gives me a look that says, Whatever you do, don’t disclose it.

			Today he’s wearing baggy skater’s shorts that come down almost to his knees and a T-shirt touting a sponsor, Quiksilver. His shoes are white-white, with a red H on them: a pair of Hawks, fresh from the box.

			We get out, and Hawk opens the trunk and grabs an assortment of skating paraphernalia, along with a brand-new board made by his own gear company, Birdhouse. On the board’s underside there’s a skeletal hawk, its skull and beak sharply etched, its long talons stretching hideously as if to pluck its prey. “Rad graphics, huh?” he says, semi-facetiously. Hawk has to change boards every few weeks, he says, because the old ones quickly grow spongy and lose their pop. He tightens the trucks with an Allen wrench and lays a fresh sheet of grip tape on top of the deck.

			He unfastens the gate and we file down a sandy path to behold a neighbor’s worst nightmare: a stark new edifice risen from the brambles, a mountain of plywood. Call it the Hawk’s Nest, his own private skate ramp, the test laboratory where he invents and perfects his latest tricks.

			Last year, Hawk’s celebrity grew to such a degree that he could no longer skate at his local ramp at the Encinitas YMCA without being interrupted by strangers pestering him for autographs. So he designed this leviathan of lumber and had it built for about $100,000. Even bigger than his old ramp in Fallbrook—untold truckloads of two-by-fours, metal pipes and rails, and Skatelite, a smooth, bronze, polymerized plywood, went into the construction—it would have made his father’s eyes water.

			As I watch, Hawk’s movements take on a crisp new deliberateness, a tight gathering of energy that I haven’t seen before. It reminds me of something Bob Burnquist said: “One minute Tony can be all teenager-like, and the next he’s all business. He can flip the switch just like that.”

			He’s all business now, and the clock is ticking. He’s aware that everything—the companies, the sponsorships, his house and cars—is built around what he cooks up here. Like Houdini, like Knievel, Hawk acutely realizes that as far as the demanding public is concerned, he’s only as good as his latest trick.

			And so, in “retirement,” he’s had to concoct increasingly bold and sometimes cheesy stunts to catch the public’s eye. Over the past few years, he has, among other things: vaulted between two six-story buildings in downtown Los Angeles; ollied over recumbent Today show host Ann Curry; and launched himself across the “Murrietta Fat Gap,” a huge set of ramps separated by a hair-raising gap that grew from twelve to eighteen to twenty-four feet wide as Tony ratcheted up the pucker factor. The ramp was built just so the feat could be documented by the drooling photographers of Transworld Skateboarding. And now there’s the Boom Boom HuckJam, which he’s taking on a twenty-four-city tour.

			Hawk has fun coming up with these projects, but he’s clearly under an enormous amount of pressure. Kids pepper his Web site (clubtony hawk.com) with e-mails beseeching him to try the next obvious permutation of the 900: a 1,080, three full rotations in the air. 1,080 OR BUST! they write. Hawk’s response: “I’m gonna have to go with ‘bust’ at this point.”

			Walking beneath the halfpipe’s ribbed underbelly, we hear the scratch and smack of urethane wheels on the upper lip. “Sounds like a good session,” Hawk says. He hasn’t had a chance to skate in days, and he’s itchy and restless. A small group of his buddies are already on the ramp. Chris and Jesse, Matt and Andy. A few hangers-on click pictures and hoot praise—oooooooooh yeah, sick—whenever someone lands a nice one. Hawk and his crew greet one another with a series of inscrutable salutations—various yodeling noises, Hawaiian-style bruddah handshakes, catcalls of sweeeeeeeit, dooood—the preverbal patois of the skating fraternity. To his friends, Hawk is known simply as T, as though more than one syllable would break the linguistic bank.

			Hawk grew up with many of these guys, and partied with them when his ramp in Fallbrook was the place to skate and hang. Now he employs many of them. They travel with him, promote him, shield him. And, of course, they skate with him. Hawk would no more want to skate alone than an improv saxophonist would want to jam by himself in a phone booth. A good skate session is a social event, with each athlete bringing something to the party and feeding off the spontaneity of the group.

			Hawk is visibly impatient to skate, but first things first—the tunes could stand some improvement. He patches his iPod into the boom box that’s set up beside the massive floor of the halfpipe. A minute later the place is throbbing to “Terrible Life,” by Nine Inch Nails.

			Satisfied with the mood music, Hawk ascends the stairs to the ramp’s forty-five-foot summit and, in a flurry of scritching Velcro, dons his exoskeleton of elbow guards and knee pads. I take a seat on the platform behind him and watch as he girds himself. It’s then, for the first time, that I notice his shins. They look like they’re covered in barnacles, twenty unforgiving years of scars and stitches and scabs layered in endless combinations: a palimpsest of injury, a wound that never heals.

			“You’re overrotating, dude,” he says, dispensing advice to a younger skater who’s having trouble landing an aerial. Then he stands back, surveying the scene below with a magisterial aloofness.

			Hawk straps on his helmet and brings his board to the metal coping that defines the brink, nudging the nose over the precipice. He’s looking across the halfpipe now, at a rail set high over the lip. For the past week he’s been obsessing on a new trick that involves hitting this rail in a certain glancing way he’s never done before.

			“You could call it a Frontside Overturn Grind, or you could call it a Frontside to Switch Crooks,” he explains, opaquely.

			This is the way he skates, even among friends. This is the “nagging for perfection” that Mullen speaks of, the delicious little problem that’s turned like a worm in his imagination. Now he gets to solve it.

			Hawk glances west, where the sun is lowering into the Pacific, whence all boards sprang. He composes his lanky frame, tenses his stringy arms. His bulging blue eyes intensify. He looks suddenly serious, sober-minded, fiercely adult.

			The bronze swell is clear for takeoff. Someone yells out, “T!” 

			And then, with all eyes watching in fresh admiration, the Birdman drops in.

			—2002

		

	
		
			Waiting for Liddy

			Santa Ana, California

			WARHOL SAID everyone would get his fifteen minutes of celebrity, but some people sure know how to stretch it out.

			Back in 1987, I read that G. Gordon Liddy, the guy who botched the Watergate break-in, had founded, of all things, an academy of corporate security. “Since my name was associated with an ability to break into places,” Liddy reasoned, “I made the corollary assumption that people would think I could prevent break-ins.”

			Thus was born the G. Gordon Liddy Academy of Corporate Security and Private Investigation, a traveling school for aspiring private eyes and macho men manqué. For $1,500 (ammo included) I could take a five-day “advanced-training seminar” featuring classes in hostage negotiation, electronic surveillance, and—my favorite—intrusion. The only criterion for enrollment in the school was a clean police record, an irony in itself: Liddy couldn’t take his own course. I paused over the first blank of the application—I will ( ) will not ( ) be bringing my own weapon—and decided I’d rely instead on the Uzis that Liddy & Associates promised to provide at the shooting range. I received police clearance and made reservations for the next class.

			THE COURSE WAS HELD in Southern California’s Orange County, an hour south of Los Angeles.

			“I’m here for the . . . uh . . . terrorist camp,” I whispered to the reservations clerk at the hotel.

			“Oh, you mean you’re with the Liddy group!” she said. She was struggling to keep a straight face. “You’re scheduled to meet in the seminar room in fifteen minutes.”

			I tossed my luggage in my room, made a cursory sweep for bugging devices, and wandered down to greet Gordon Liddy and my fellow classmates.

			The brochure for the academy had warned us that the selection process would be rigorous. Liddy had to know exactly who we were and what our purpose was in taking the course. In an earlier class, only ten of fifty-six applicants had been accepted. (Graduates of the second class included Ron Reagan Jr. and Rambo author David Morrell.) No one with a history of mental illness would be accepted. “One bad applicant can jeopardize the program,” the literature said. Our references would be contacted, our credit ratings checked, our résumés scrutinized. The result of this winnowing process: an elite corps of future Liddys who might one day serve as a kind of alternative intelligence network to rival the FBI and the CIA. Liddy wanted to form what he called a “postgraduate fraternal link.” An alumnus of the Liddy school would have a “professional association to call upon in every corner of the nation.”

			Given all the talk about security, I was surprised when I learned that not one of my references had been contacted by Liddy & Associates.

			I slipped into the seminar room and confronted my classmates hunkered over a long, U-shaped Formica table. G. Gordon Liddy wasn’t there, but there were fifteen G. Gordon Liddy notebooks, fifteen G. Gordon Liddy sport shirts, and fifteen G. Gordon Liddy baseball caps to wear on the firing range.

			The Liddy people had neatly arranged our name tags on the table, and we began to study each other’s faces under the fluorescent lights.

			There was Paul, a weight lifter and “business professional” from Greenville, Kentucky, who said he was ready for a career change.

			There was Matt from Massachusetts, a veterinarian who said he moonlighted as a dealer of automatic weapons and countersurveillance equipment. Matt said he could relate to Gordon Liddy. “We both had to conquer our own fears,” he said. “When I was afraid of water, I became a scuba diver.”

			There was Frank, a dapper Beverly Hills stockbroker who said he was one of Liddy’s old buddies. “Every man still has some boy in him,” Frank said, “and as a boy I wanted to be a policeman.”

			There was a thin, pale, brainy San Francisco “customs broker” named James who already seemed to know an awful lot about wiretap-ping.

			There were Paxton and Mannix, a strange, stylish couple from Ketchum, Idaho. We all presumed they were married, though they claimed they were just partners writing a book about women and guns.

			There were three homicide cops, an ex-FBI agent, a former starting lineman for UCLA, a criminal-justice student from Missouri, and a dentist/fisherman from Alaska who looked a bit like Grizzly Adams.

			All told, we were one white woman and fourteen white men, united in a desire to learn at the knee of the Watergate mastermind—and to fire an Uzi.

			I WAS JUST A KID WHEN the Watergate scandal broke, more interested in Pop-Tarts than in what the president knew and when he knew it. But even then the man they called G. Gordon Liddy stood out. Liddy just looked mean to me, and he had an evil-sounding name that clung to my imagination like some cartoon villain. Unlike his sniveling coconspirators, Liddy never sang. I might not have understood all the constitutional shadings of Watergate, but I could appreciate a guy who refused to be a snitch.

			By the time I got to college, Watergate occupied a chapter in our history textbooks, and Gordon Liddy was a cult figure on America’s increasingly conservative campuses. He seemed to travel in a film noir netherworld that quickened our sense of the bizarre.

			Liddy knew about guns, jails, fast cars, bugging devices, J. Edgar Hoover. He could talk convincingly about cops and robbers because he’d been both. He claimed he could kill a man with a pencil. None of us had ever eaten a rat. We’d never scorched the palms of our hands to prove a point. Few of us had ever believed in the rightness of anything so intensely that we’d plot the deaths of our enemies.

			Of course, we could never know for sure whether Gordon Liddy had actually done these things, but that was beside the point. What was important was that he said he had done them, and said it without a flicker of remorse. What was important was the consistency of his act, the inner logic of his principles, the way his cloak-and-dagger world challenged conventional morality. As Liddy once said, “Obviously crime pays, or there’d be no crime. What would be the point?”

			LESSON 1: COUNTERTERRORISM

			Our first instructor was not Gordon Liddy, but one Steven Shai Goldrat, a security expert with El Al Airlines, and before that an intelligence officer with the Israeli Defense Forces. Goldrat was a barrelchested dandy with a thick red beard and an even thicker Middle Eastern accent. He eyed us all suspiciously, then asked us to produce positive identification.

			El Al is supposed to be the safest airline in the world, and, listening to Goldrat, I could understand why. He kept talking about “methodes, ” as in “There are many methodes for dealing with terrorists.” He made it sound like science.

			“Counterterrorism,” Goldrat said, “is the art of controlling as many factors as you can. You want to have what we call an ‘onion system’—layer upon layer of increasingly rigid security  methodes. A terrorist will have to peel back the layers one at a time.”

			Onion system or no, Goldrat made it clear that if a terrorist really wants to blow up your airplane or take you hostage, there’s not much you can do about it—except stay home.

			But he did offer a few “practical methodes”:

			It’s not a bad idea to affix a maple leaf to your baggage. Everybody likes Canadians.

			At the airport, beware of the “three-day Arafat beard.”

			When staying in a hotel in a foreign country, don’t reserve a penthouse suite. Get a lower-floor room by a staircase.

			Above all, “realize that the American government is not there for you. You are on your own.”

			We adjourned for the day and regrouped that night at a hopping Santa Ana singles bar called the Red Onion, which we took to calling the Red Onion System, after Professor Goldrat’s metaphor about pulling back the layers. We drank long-neck Corona beers and kept our eyes peeled for characters sporting the three-day Arafat beard.

			Our first day at the academy had drawn to a close without an appearance by Gordon Liddy, but we were hopeful we’d catch him for breakfast the next morning.

			THE ACADEMY OF CORPORATE SECURITY, I later learned, is only the latest in a long line of services offered by G. Gordon Liddy & Associates, the Miami operation that calls itself “a full-service corporate-security company.”

			Apart from its traveling academy, G. Gordon Liddy & Associates manages a bodyguard service, a polygraph company, a security consulting firm, and a private-investigation agency with a list of clients that has reportedly included Sergio Valente, Ralph Lauren, and Citicorp. The people at Liddy & Associates claim they cracked a multimillion-dollar ring of bogus-trademark garment manufacturers in Miami a few years ago.

			The company can also offer clients a ten-man “strike team” made up of Israeli, British, and Cuban commandos. Hurricane Force, as it’s called, is billed as the only private antiterrorist unit in the world. Liddy has said his A-team can rescue a loved one or business executive held hostage in a foreign country for $500,000 to $1 million.

			The United States armed forces have their own specially trained commandos for such rescue missions—including the Seal Team Six and Delta Force—but often, because of the vagaries of foreign policy, they aren’t deployed. This is where Hurricane Force steps in, à la H. Ross Perot. “We can move rapidly,” Liddy argues, “and we don’t have bureaucracy to cut through.”

			But the people at Liddy & Associates have been vague about the actual missions that Hurricane Force performs. Liddy recently said his commandos have pulled off three “extraction missions,” but he has declined to mention any dates, countries, or clients. Dr. Olaf Rankis, an “intercultural behavioral expert” who directs the Liddy Academy, concedes that thus far the missions of Hurricane Force have involved nothing more than intelligence gathering.

			LESSON II: DEFENSE TACTICS

			Over breakfast at the hotel, I chatted with Jim the customs broker about his interest in corporate espionage. “You know, I was just thinking,” Jim said. “It would be a cinch to wiretap a telex machine.” He sketched out a little diagram on a napkin. “All you’d have to do is . . .”

			We waited as long as we could to catch some glimpse of Liddy, but we were already late for our class in self-defense.

			Our instructor, Joel A. Kirch from upstate New York, was a badass. Second-degree karate black belt. SWAT-team commando. Nationally recognized master of the twenty-six-inch police baton. He looked like a pit bull: buzz cut, smoldering eyeballs, bulging jugular vein. “The best self-defense,” he said, “is one in which you bring your man under control without tissue damage.”

			Kirch claimed he could teach us to defend ourselves in a matter of eight hours. “Most bodyguards, like those guys who hang around Sylvester Stallone, are old-fashioned goons. They just beat the hell out of people. Today you’re going to learn sophisticated techniques— maximum control with minimum effort.”

			Kirch broke out a couple of large punching bags and lined us up for combat drills: elbow blocks, sucker punches, roundhouse kicks, and a little move that Kirch called “the knee blitz.” He barked directions like a line coach. “C’mon, fellas, pop it! Let’s see some power!”

			Kirch then touched on a few high-tech concepts: the reactionary gap, the body-space theory, the figure-eight nightstick system, Koga and Lamb methods.

			“Okay, say you’re a cop,” Kirch said. “Large Lewis is eating the green off the bar. He’s becoming combative. What ya wanna do? You wanna take out your little piece of wood and bonk him over the head, that’s what. But you can’t do that. You can get your ass sued. You gotta use humane methods.”

			Kirch claimed his revolutionary “pressure point” techniques were guaranteed not to result in a criminal indictment. No lawsuits. “Plenty of pain, but no tissue damage whatsoever.”

			If you hook your thumb over the little L-curve near the base of your jawbone, and drive it deep into a certain pocket of flesh and nerves just below the earlobe, you’ll find that it creates intense pain. This is one of Kirch’s pressure points. The idea is to grab your opponent, locate his pressure point, and squeeze like hell, the way Spock does it on Star Trek. The pain will leave your man compliant.

			The only problem is finding the pressure points. By the time you get your hands on the exact spot, the thug has clobbered you with a crowbar and is on his way. Kirsch didn’t talk about this.

			Practicing the pressure-point technique was no fun, either. We stood around feeling each other’s heads like a bunch of est groupies. When the pressure on the nerve became unbearable, we were supposed to tap our knees—but most of us just screamed.

			GORDON LIDDY SPENT MOST of his life waiting for something to happen.

			Read Will and you get a portrait of a man forever preparing himself for conflicts that never developed, enemies that never materialized, wars that passed him by or were never declared—except, perhaps, in his head.

			Born in 1930, George Gordon Battle Liddy grew up Catholic just outside Manhattan in Hoboken, New Jersey. In Will, Liddy writes that he was a meek and sickly boy, ashamed of himself and afraid of just about everything: thunderstorms, dirigibles, fire, people, and pain. He stood in awe of his father, Sylvester J. Liddy, a successful Wall Street attorney who ruled the family with his Jesuit’s sense of rectitude. Sylvester Liddy was the sort of man who, each spring, would make his boy Gordon sign a formal contract promising that he would try out for the baseball team.

			Gordon’s uncle Ray was an FBI agent in Manhattan, and some evenings he would drop by the Liddy house and tell swashbuckling tales. Young Gordon was fascinated by this bold world of cops and robbers.

			In the late 1930s, the family employed a German maid who sometimes listened to the speeches of Adolf Hitler on the Liddys’ radio. Though Gordon didn’t understand a word of German, the mesmerizing surges of the Führer’s voice had a strange effect on him. Somehow it helped inspire him to embark on the odyssey of self-discipline for which he would become notorious following the publication of Will.

			He was afraid of lightning, so he strapped himself high up in a tree during an electrical storm. He was afraid of rats, so he cooked one and ate it. He was afraid of pain, so he sizzled his hand over a candle flame. It was supposed to strengthen his will, transforming him into nothing less than an Übermensch—a fearless and disciplined soldier.

			Liddy graduated from his father’s alma mater, Fordham University, an old Jesuit school in the Bronx, where he was a B-plus student and a cross-country runner. More than anything else, the Liddy of that era yearned to prove his manhood on the battlefield. He’d been too young for World War II, but now the Korean War was coming on, so he enlisted in the army with the hope of seeing action.

			He remembers vividly the day he overcame his fear of killing—by learning how to slaughter chickens.

			“I killed and killed and killed, getting less and less bloody, swifter and swifter, surer with my ax stroke, until finally I could kill efficiently and without emotion or thought. I was satisfied: When it came my turn to go to war, I would be ready. I could kill as I could run—like a machine.”

			But the killing machine came down with appendicitis just before he was scheduled to go off to Korea. He was assigned to radar detail, with orders to scan the skies of New York City for Russian bombers. By the time he was fully recovered, the war was over. He never killed anything but chickens.

			LESSON III: RISK ASSESSMENT/ASSET PROTECTION

			Professor John J. Strauchs, an electronic wizard with a background in the CIA and military intelligence, is a big gun in the world of burglar alarm systems. A pale, affable chain-smoker with crafty eyes, he wore a rumpled pinstriped suit and carried an old briefcase crammed with sensors, meters, buzzers, and a jumble of other electronic paraphernalia.

			Strauchs’s company—the Systech Group of Great Falls, Virginia—designs security systems for Fortune 100 companies, prisons, and military operations.

			Strauchs works in a field in which the line between measure and countermeasure, tactic and countertactic, is not always crystal-clear. “Security,” Strauchs told the academy class, “is a magnificent cat-and-mouse game with gadgets, toys, and James Bondish stuff. You need to think like a thief. The best way to have a good defense is to imagine what the offense is going to be.”

			Strauchs quickly moved us into some intricate stuff: Wheatstone bridges, McCullough loops, ultrasound sensors, and a little something he called a piezoelectric crystal.

			We learned that if you really want to understand how a building is being used, the first thing you do is examine the trash. “It’s like archaeology,” he said.

			Strauchs said that razor-ribbon fences—the tall, menacing ones with barbed wire curling along the top—are practically useless. “Razor ribbon is psychologically intimidating, but people can get through it in seven seconds without having to go to the hospital. Sure, there are nicks, but I get nicked shaving in the morning.”

			At the end of the class, someone asked Professor Strauchs what kind of alarm system he uses for his own home. “None,” he said. “I don’t even have one of those little stickers on my door that says I’ve got an alarm system.”

			I searched for Liddy that evening in the hotel lounge, but no luck.

			AFTER NARROWLY MISSING ACTION in Korea, Liddy enrolled in Fordham’s law school, where he worked on the law review and spent his free time hunting down the perfect mate. He broke up with one longtime girlfriend when he realized her gene pool wasn’t too promising.

			“I had read Lindbergh and was very impressed by the logic of his emphasis upon genetics in choosing his wife,” Liddy wrote in  Will. “I wanted more mathematical ability in the gene pool from which my children would spring. I also wanted size—height and heavy bone structure—so that my children would be physically as well as intellectually powerful. . . . I had worked long, hard, pain-filled years to transform myself. . . . Now I believed I had earned the right to seek my mate from among the finest genetic material available.”

			Finally Liddy found the material he was looking for in Frances Purcell, a tall, auburn-haired IBM employee from Poughkeepsie. “I knew she was the woman I wanted to bear my children,” Liddy wrote. “A Teuton-Celt of high intelligence, a mathematical mind, physical size, strength, and beauty—she had it all.”

			They were married in 1957 and moved to Indiana, where Liddy took his first assignment as an FBI agent. He says he temporarily dropped the G in G. Gordon Liddy because he “abhorred the thought that I might be suspected of a fawning emulation of J. Edgar Hoover.” During those years in Gary and Indianapolis, he says, he became so proficient with firearms that “I could walk down the mean streets and everyone would instantly know I was the most dangerous person around.” Though today Liddy makes much of his handgun prowess, he admits he never actually used a firearm during his years with the FBI.

			In 1962 Liddy left the FBI, temporarily joined his father’s law practice in Manhattan, and then moved to Poughkeepsie to take a job as assistant district attorney for Dutchess County.

			As a local prosecutor, Liddy was flamboyant, confrontational, a headline-grabber. He once fired a gun in court. In another case, he smashed a two-by-four across the rail of the jury box. He conducted a drug raid on a Dutchess County house owned by Dr. Timothy Leary and caught the counterculture figure and his groupies literally with their pants down.

			All the while, Liddy was steeling his willpower through his old childhood regimen of inflicting pain on himself. On one occasion, he says, he burned a finger so badly that it needed surgical attention.

			In 1969 Liddy moved to Washington to work in the Nixon Treasury Department as a special assistant to the secretary. At Treasury, he earned a reputation as a good soldier who would carry out any mission assigned to him. He was instrumental in waging a sweeping antimarijuana campaign known as Operation Intercept, which amounted to a blockade of the Mexican border.

			A few years later, Liddy was assigned to the White House for “special duties.” One of his duties was to lead a clandestine investigation of Daniel
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