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For Claire




We are what we pretend to be.

—Kurt Vonnegut

It is autumn and my camouflage is dying.

—David Berman







PROLOGUE


▄

ON THE FIRST SATURDAY OF March in 2020, Tucker Carlson embarked on a secret mission to Mar-a-Lago. He was hoping to scare Donald Trump straight about the coronavirus.

Carlson was one of the forty-fifth president’s biggest media boosters. His prime-time Fox News show, Tucker Carlson Tonight, was the most-watched cable-news program in America. Among the four million or so people who regularly tuned in were Trump and his top aides. As Jared Kushner, Trump’s son-in-law and a senior adviser to the president, admonished one new hire, “You can’t work in this White House and not watch Tucker Carlson.”

And yet Carlson had conflicted, complicated feelings about the Big Orange, as he liked to refer to the president behind his back. On the one hand, Carlson admired what he viewed as Trump’s political courage and pugnaciousness, and he agreed with many of Trump’s policies, especially his restrictionist immigration ones. But, in Carlson’s mind, Trump’s good traits were in constant tension with his destructive ones. He was repulsed by Trump’s solipsism, his thin skin, his emotional immaturity, and his work ethic (or lack thereof)—all of which threatened an ideological project that Carlson deeply believed in. When Trump would sometimes call Carlson after he’d signed off from Tucker Carlson Tonight, Carlson wasn’t flattered so much as disturbed; he was incredulous that the leader of the free world had nothing better to do than watch cable news and then gossip about what he’d just seen. Unlike his Fox brethren Sean Hannity and Lou Dobbs, who reveled in their access to the president, Carlson maintained a wary, personal and professional distance. He didn’t want to get too close to Trump, concluding that everyone who did, like his and Trump’s mutual friend Roger Stone—who’d been convicted of seven felony counts for trying to obstruct a federal investigation into Trump’s 2016 campaign—was ultimately destroyed by the association.

But on that Saturday in March, it was Carlson who was seeking an audience with Trump. For weeks, he had been watching with growing alarm as the coronavirus spread from China to Europe to the United States. While the other Fox prime-time hosts, Hannity and Laura Ingraham, ignored COVID-19—or, when they did address it, dismissed the virus as a liberal hoax—Carlson had devoted several segments to it on his show, even inviting Anthony Fauci on as a guest. But Trump never called to talk after those episodes. Carlson knew that the president was not taking the threat of the pandemic seriously. He was loath to ask Trump for any favors. In fact, when Trump would call Carlson, Carlson tried to keep his side of the conversation to a polite minimum. But now, facing the prospect of a global pandemic, he believed he had a moral obligation to try to get Trump to do something about it. Carlson’s wife, Susie, told him that it was his duty as an Episcopalian.

Carlson—who spends his winters in Florida, where he owns a home on the exclusive Gasparilla Island—drove 180 miles across the state to Palm Beach. He’d never been to Mar-a-Lago, and he did not want anyone to know that he was going now, so he arranged with the Secret Service to slip into the club through a little-used entrance, away from the bustling lobby. Then he was hustled to Trump’s private quarters, where the president was expecting him. For the next two hours, Carlson tried to put all the persuasive skills he’d honed as a TV pundit to the task of convincing the president that COVID-19 was not a joke. He told Trump about a personal friend—someone he’d just seen a month and a half before for dinner—who caught the virus and was now in the ICU with double pneumonia and fighting for his life. He explained the concept of community transmission and offered dire predictions about a lack of ventilators. He argued as passionately as he could that the pandemic posed an existential threat to the United States—and, in case that didn’t resonate with his intended audience, to Trump’s reelection too. Trump heard Carlson out. At one point, the president even got Mike Pence to sit in on the meeting so he could listen, as well. But when the conversation was over, Carlson could tell that he hadn’t gotten through to the president. His influence, seemingly, could only go so far.

To add insult to injury, as Carlson was leaving Mar-a-Lago, he stumbled upon the lavish fifty-first birthday party for Kimberly Guilfoyle, Carlson’s former colleague at Fox News and Donald Trump Jr.’s then girlfriend. A who’s who of the MAGA universe had descended on the private club to celebrate. It included Jared and Ivanka, Rudy Giuliani and Matt Gaetz, Pence and Lindsey Graham. One of the revelers spotted Carlson. Before he could escape, he was ushered into the Mar-a-Lago ballroom, where the party’s emcee shouted his name over the PA system and he was promptly seated at the head table—his reluctant presence at Mar-a-Lago no longer a secret.

In the following months, Carlson’s feelings about Trump became less conflicted—and the distance he put between himself and the president grew greater, not just behind the scenes but also on-air. As Trump continued to bungle the COVID response, Carlson warned his viewers, “People you trust, people you probably voted for, have spent weeks minimizing what is clearly a very serious problem.” In the wake of George Floyd’s murder in May, Carlson lambasted Trump for not cracking down harder on Black Lives Matter protesters in Washington and elsewhere. “If you can’t keep a Fox News correspondent from getting attacked directly across from your house, how can you protect my family?” Carlson rhetorically asked the president on his show. “How are you going to protect the country? How hard are you trying?” And in the days after Trump lost to Joe Biden in November, Carlson was the rare Fox host who publicly refused to countenance Trump’s claims that the election had been stolen. Speaking of Sidney Powell, a Trump lawyer who’d been making the rounds on Fox and other conservative outlets to allege a vast conspiracy that “communist” interests had hacked into voting machines to delete votes for Trump, Carlson told his viewers in an incredulous tone, “What Powell was describing would amount to the single greatest crime in American history. Millions of votes stolen in a day. Democracy destroyed. The end of our centuries-old system of government.” When he invited Powell on his show to make her case—offering her the full hour, even the entire week, during which, he promised, he would have “listened quietly the whole time at rapt attention”—she demurred. “She never sent us any evidence, despite a lot of requests, polite requests,” Carlson said. “When we kept pressing, she got angry and told us to stop contacting her.” In a text exchange with Ingraham, Carlson complained that Trump had refused to rein in Powell. “They said nothing in public. Pretty disgusting. And now Trump, I learned this morning, is sitting back and letting them lose the senate. He doesn’t care. I care.”

After Trump’s supporters stormed the US Capitol on January 6, in an unsuccessful effort to prevent Congress from certifying Biden’s election, Carlson had seemingly had enough. In a text message to one of his producers, Alex Pfeiffer, he raged against Trump: “He’s a demonic force, a destroyer. But he’s not going to destroy us. I’ve been thinking about this every day for four years.” In another text to Pfeiffer, Carlson relished the prospect of finally getting out from under the Big Orange cloud. “We are very, very close to being able to ignore Trump most nights,” he wrote. “I truly can’t wait.”

Almost four years later, Carlson again found himself at Mar-a-Lago, but in a very different headspace, attending Trump’s election-night party on November 5, 2024. In the days to come, the supplicants seeking forgiveness for having opposed Trump—Joe Scarborough and Mika Brzezinski, Jeff Bezos and Mark Zuckerberg, and a host of other media and business titans—would troop to his Florida estate to engage in ritual acts of self-abasement. “Everyone wants to be my friend,” Trump would marvel. But on this evening, in the anxious and hopeful hours before he completed the greatest comeback in American political history, Trump wanted to be surrounded by his most loyal and valued supporters, those who had already bent the knee.

The party’s guest list was, again, a who’s who of the MAGA universe. It included Eric and Donald Trump Jr., Elon Musk and Dana White, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and Marjorie Taylor Greene. They gathered in a gilded ballroom, where they ate beef Wellington and sushi and sipped champagne while watching the election results on giant television screens. And then, when their appointed time came, they headed, one by one, to Mar-a-Lago’s billiard room, just off the ballroom floor, where Carlson was waiting for them.

Carlson was also on Trump’s guest list, as loyal and as valued as anyone at Mar-a-Lago that evening. In the months leading up to the election, he had, for all intents and purposes, become part of the Trump campaign. Behind the scenes, Carlson was a crucial voice in Trump’s ear urging him to pick JD Vance as his running mate; in June, after Carlson got wind that Trump was leaning toward Marco Rubio or Doug Burgum, he called Trump from Australia, where he was on a speaking tour, to warn that Rubio and Burgum were neoconservative ideologues who supported military adventurism overseas—and, more ominous, that if Trump made either one his vice president, US intelligence agencies would try to assassinate him. (In July, two days after Trump survived an assassination attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania, he announced Vance as his vice presidential choice.)

In front of the cameras and crowds, Carlson stumped for Trump—including in prime time at the Republican National Convention in July and at Trump’s Madison Square Garden rally in October. During Carlson’s own sixteen-city speaking tour that fall, which played to sold-out arenas across the country, he had Vance and Trump join him as his special guests in the crucial battleground states of Pennsylvania and Arizona respectively. There was no one better, save for the candidate himself, at cutting through the noise. Speaking at a Trump rally in Georgia in October, Carlson bizarrely but memorably compared the United States to a misbehaving “hormone-addled 15-year-old girl” and Trump to an angry “dad” who comes home to give her “a vigorous spanking.” At Madison Square Garden, he racistly mocked Kamala Harris as a “Samoan Malaysian, low-IQ former California prosecutor.”

Carlson seemed as intent on inflaming Trump’s opponents as firing up his supporters; he recognized that in an age defined by populism, tribalism, polarization, and negative partisanship, the true measure of a person’s political worth is determined by the number—and nature—of his enemies. As Carlson once complimented Viktor Orbán, the Hungarian prime minister whose autocratic ways have made him anathema to Western liberals but a hero to America’s New Right, “You’re truly hated by all the right people.”

Carlson had spent the early part of election night in Mar-a-Lago’s ballroom with Trump himself, enjoying his front-row seat to history. Recalling later how he had watched Trump make fun of one of his wealthiest donors, he gushed, “I don’t think anyone has spoken to this billionaire that way ever.” But at 7:00 p.m., when the first polls closed, Carlson ducked out of the party; he had to get to work. He was hosting an election-night show that was streaming on YouTube and X—and, with Trump’s permission and encouragement, he was broadcasting live from Mar-a-Lago.

Wearing his standard 2024 campaign uniform of blue blazer, khakis, and blue-and-gold rep tie, Carlson sat at a small, marble-topped table beneath a giant oil painting of a young, sun-dappled Trump in tennis togs; over the next three hours, in between swigs of Perrier and the occasional popping of a nicotine pouch, he bantered with fellow members of Trump’s inner circle. When they weren’t offering fulsome praise of Trump for his intelligence, his sense of humor, and his work ethic—“an absolute beast,” according to White; “Shouldn’t scientists study him?” Carlson asked—they were congratulating one another on the roles they played in Trump’s victory, which was drawing ever closer by the minute. “I appreciate what you’ve done, Tucker,” Kennedy told Carlson. “You just went more all in than I’ve ever seen anybody ever go,” Carlson told Musk.

When it was time to sign off for the evening, Carlson could barely contain his glee. “I’ve never seen anything like this in my life.… Amazing,” he told the millions of viewers who were watching his live stream. “We’re going to see Trump—and join the celebration!” He headed back into the ballroom.

The personal and professional distance Carlson traveled in the nearly four years between those two Mar-a-Lago visits is dotted with failure and success, principle and compromise, insight and delusion—but it is defined by unshakable confidence, unswerving ambition, and unbending will. In all of that, it is a synecdoche of Carlson’s longer journey through American media and American politics over the last three decades.

THE FIRST TIME I MET Tucker Carlson was in 1997, when I was an intern at The New Republic and he was a hotshot young writer for The Weekly Standard. Back then, Carlson had a standing lunch date with TNR writer Stephen Glass, his fellow tyro, and every so often he would swing through our Washington offices.

Carlson and Glass were just a few calendar years older than I was, but their careers were already light-years ahead of my own. Only in their mid-twenties, they were regularly churning out rollicking, must-read stories for Washington’s two most prestigious political magazines—the conservative Standard and the progressive TNR—about oddball characters like the Orthodox rabbi working for Pat Buchanan’s presidential campaign or the group of evangelicals who, believing George H. W. Bush was the messiah, founded the Church of George Herbert Walker Christ.

Occasionally, the bow-tied Carlson would hang out and make small talk with the TNR interns, offering tidbits of Capitol Hill gossip or dropping hints about his next big story. He had a wicked sense of humor and a strong contrarian streak. I remember him describing the conservative éminence grise Grover Norquist as a “comb sniffer.” As we picked at our sad desk salads or Styrofoam containers from the nearby Greek deli, we were captivated. Carlson seemed so much older, wiser, and worldlier than we were. Then Glass would emerge from his office, Carlson would bid us adieu, and together they would head to the Palm or the Tabard Inn to discuss what we could only assume were far weightier and dishier matters.

It was, of course, a very different world from the world of today, both in politics and in media. Bill Clinton was in his second term in the White House and squarely in the crosshairs of Newt Gingrich and what Hillary Clinton famously described as the vast right-wing conspiracy. The year before, the federal government had shut down because of a budget battle. A year later, Clinton would be impeached. And yet, for all the partisan rancor, the stakes were impossibly low. The Cold War was over, and the economy was booming. Looking back on it now, there was a LARPing quality to all of the political fighting. In print, writers at TNR and The Standard were waging ideological war. In real life, they were meeting for lunch.

Which was yet another sign of how different those times were. Cable news was still in its infancy. CNN was not long removed from its breakthrough coverage of the Gulf War, and both the Fox News Channel and MSNBC were just a year old. The Internet was brand-new. Print publications were just beginning to launch rudimentary websites. The sinkhole of social media was unimaginable—and still more than a decade away from swallowing us all. The great stories, and the consequential debates they sparked, were still found in the periodicals that came out weekly and monthly. Time, Newsweek, New York Magazine, The Atlantic, Esquire, GQ, Vanity Fair. On Mondays, I’d arrive at the TNR offices early and go to the mail room, where stacks of the new issues of The New Yorker had been hand delivered. Pilfering copies that were intended for more senior staff, I’d flip to the table of contents and look for the bylines of Remnick, Lemann, Frazier, and the other legendary magazine writers. It seemed foreordained that Carlson and Glass would eventually join their storied ranks.

That didn’t happen. In May 1998, about eight months after I arrived at TNR, Glass was unmasked as the perpetrator of perhaps the most sustained and elaborate fraud in journalistic history. Practically all the unforgettable characters who populated his stories were figments of his imagination. All told, he fabricated people or scenes in more than three dozen stories. As an intern, I’d fact-checked several of them, and while I wish I could say I was the one who busted Glass, I was fooled like everyone else. In the end, it was Adam Penenberg, a Forbes Digital Tool reporter, who called bullshit. The moment Penenberg published his story exposing Glass’s perfidy, Glass’s journalism career came to a sudden and shocking end. Today, he works for a personal injury law firm in Beverly Hills—not as a lawyer but as a paralegal; although Glass graduated from law school, the California Supreme Court rejected his admission to the state bar on the grounds of his lack of moral fitness to practice law.

Although Glass’s downfall prompted some whispers that perhaps Carlson, too, had fabulist tendencies—after all, the characters and scenes in his stories were as colorful as those in his now-erstwhile friend’s—that speculation quickly subsided, and his magazine career continued on its same ineluctably upward trajectory. In 1999, the former Vanity Fair and New Yorker editor Tina Brown signed him up as a political reporter for her splashy new magazine Talk; his profile of George W. Bush in the inaugural issue—portraying the then Texas governor as stubborn, callow, and profane—was a characterological X-ray revealing precisely the flaws that would make Bush such a disastrous president. Two years later, New York Magazine tapped Carlson to write its prestigious National Affairs column; after 9/11, he reported from Pakistan, just a few months before The Wall Street Journal’s Daniel Pearl was kidnapped and killed there. In 2003, Carlson’s Esquire story about his trip to Africa with Al Sharpton, Cornel West, and a group of other Black leaders trying to end a civil war in Liberia was deemed a “low-grade miracle, a masterpiece of absurdity” by The Washington Post and was a finalist for a National Magazine Award. Carlson’s byline now had the effect afforded only few journalists.

Still, for all his success in print, Carlson was increasingly drawn to the bright lights and cold studios of cable news. For the longest time, only the most seasoned and celebrated scribblers were afforded the opportunity to go on TV. But the advent of cable news led to an exponential increase in airtime that needed to be filled. By the mid-nineties, it seemed like every political writer in Washington, even TNR interns, was being asked to do dayside hits. Ever mindful of Gore Vidal’s famous dictum—“never miss a chance to have sex or appear on television”—we all leaped at the opportunity.

Vidal, indeed, was a pioneer in this respect. His acrimonious debates with William F. Buckley during ABC’s coverage of the 1968 Democratic and Republican conventions doubled the network’s ratings and gave birth to the age of TV punditry. Needless to say, very few of us flooding the cable airwaves in the nineties were heirs to Vidal or Buckley. But Carlson turned out to be a natural talking head. With his preppy haircut and ever-present bow tie—the latter an affectation he picked up as a teenager from watching George Will on This Week with David Brinkley—he popped on-screen. Meanwhile, his glib self-assurance enabled him to speak with confidence about whatever that day’s news required—whether it was Bob Dole or O. J. Simpson or Slobodan Miloševic´. Before long, Carlson was a regular on CNN, with a fifty-thousand-dollar-a-year contributor contract that almost doubled his Weekly Standard salary.

When Christopher Hitchens and other writer friends warned Carlson that television punditry was a waste of his prodigious journalistic talents, he reassured them that he shared their dim view of cable news. He knew the work wasn’t serious. He recognized that TV people had “low IQs.” His interest in television, he explained, was purely mercenary. He’d married his prep school girlfriend just a few months after both had finished college, and they already had two children (on their way to four). He had a family to take care of, and TV was one way to ensure that he could.

BUT CARLSON’S PROFESSED FEARS OF future penury belied his fascination with cable news—and his recognition of its growing political and cultural capital. While he still idolized George Plimpton, Hunter S. Thompson, and the other writers featured in Tom Wolfe’s The New Journalism anthology that he kept in his Weekly Standard office, he recognized that their careers were no longer possible. Or, rather, that the fame, power, and influence they enjoyed as a result of their writing were no longer possible. Carlson intuited, more acutely than many of his ilk, that the brass ring we were all reaching for—the column in Time, the staff job at The New Yorker, the book contract with a major publisher—would be worth a whole lot less by the time any of us grasped it. Television, on the other hand, offered the surest path to what he sought. Whether he was being honest with his writer friends about how he viewed cable news, one thing was certain: Carlson was not one to temper his ambitions, and the winds of opportunity were changing.

And so Carlson largely put writing to the side and concentrated on television. The focus he once brought to dissecting Joan Didion’s sentences he now spent on studying Ricki Lake’s interview technique. In 2000, CNN bumped him up from a contributor to a bona fide host, giving him and the liberal commentator Bill Press their own talk show, The Spin Room. A year later, the cable network installed him in the “on the right” chair on its venerable political debate show Crossfire. At the age of thirty-two, he occupied perhaps the most prestigious perch in cable-news punditry. His decision to ignore his writer friends’ advice appeared to be the right one.

But Carlson’s early television success would prove illusory. He became a national punchline in 2004 when Jon Stewart went on Crossfire and accused the show of “hurting America,” while making fun of Carlson’s bow tie and calling him a “dick”—all to the laughter and applause of the studio audience. A few months later CNN put Crossfire on hiatus. Carlson decamped to MSNBC to host a prime-time show, but after three time slots and two names, his program was canceled before it reached its third anniversary. A weekly public affairs show he hosted on PBS, Tucker Carlson: Unfiltered, had an even shorter run, lasting just a year. Meanwhile, Carlson’s attempts to build a television career beyond the realms of news and politics were busts. The game show pilot he taped for CBS wasn’t picked up. His stint as a contestant on the third season of ABC’s Dancing with the Stars ended after just one episode when he was the first contestant eliminated. To his friends and admirers, his was a sad and cautionary tale—of a smart and talented journalist who’d been seduced and ultimately ruined by TV.

At his lowest point, he became a political analyst at the only cable-news network he’d yet to work at, Fox News—or, as he’d once described it, “a mean, sick group of people.” It was quite a comedown from his CNN and MSNBC days. Prime-time appearances, much less his own show, were distant dreams. He was relegated to the bottom of Fox’s on-air-talent depth chart—doing the dayside hits the more esteemed pundits passed on and spending his Saturdays and Sundays in New York, away from his wife and kids in Washington, to host cooking segments on Fox’s weekend morning show. Such is the lot of the cable-news journeyman, which was what Carlson had become. But he continued to pay his dues, hoping for his big break.

And then it arrived in 2016 in the unlikely form of Donald J. Trump. It’s hard to imagine now, but in the early days of Trump’s first White House run, Fox News—and the conservative commentariat in general—was skeptical of, if not outright hostile to, the thrice-married, formerly pro-choice Hillary Clinton campaign donor. Carlson was the rare exception. He didn’t necessarily support Trump, but he didn’t dismiss him, either. He’d always loved rogues, and his contrarian streak had morphed into a populist one in recent years; long before most conservative pundits, he recognized the anger Trump was tapping into. As Trump dominated cable coverage, Fox was desperate for talking heads who were at least Trump agnostic, not for political reasons but for programming ones, and Carlson began to get more airtime. And as Trump gained steam, Carlson began to speak more forcefully in favor of him, embracing him as an avatar of the right-wing populism Carlson had come to embrace. In November, six days after Trump’s victory, Fox premiered Carlson’s own evening show, Tucker Carlson Tonight, which soon became the highest-rated show in the history of cable news. It also became a platform for some of the most extreme, inflammatory, and racist content to ever appear on cable television. But that only seemed to make the show, and Carlson, more consequential.

Even after Carlson was fired from Fox in the spring of 2023—a move that, to this day, remains shrouded in mystery—he managed to maintain his grip on both the conservative movement and the nation’s attention. Six weeks after leaving Fox News, he debuted a new show on the social media platform then known as Twitter, and in December 2023, he launched—with the support of Musk and a handful of other reactionary billionaires—his own media company, the Tucker Carlson Network, and continued to do his show online. He used his new platform to lend a crucial hand to Trump—first when it seemed as if the former president might face a real challenge in the 2024 Republican presidential primaries from Florida governor Ron DeSantis, and then in the general election against Harris—and a sympathetic ear to Vladimir Putin, who picked Carlson to conduct his first interview with a Western journalist since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Indeed, Carlson’s departure from Fox turned out to be a blessing in disguise for him, as it freed him from the albatross of declining cable-news viewership and launched him into the brave new world of new media and social media. With Trump now back in the White House, and the media landscape being remade by the day, Carlson has achieved a level of power and influence that not even he could have imagined when he was promoted to Fox’s prime-time lineup nine years ago, much less three decades ago when he embarked on his career in political journalism at The Weekly Standard.

I can’t claim to have been friends with Carlson. He never treated me to lunch at his regular table at the Metropolitan Club. Before he stopped drinking, we didn’t shut down campaign trail bars in Manchester and Des Moines. But he was the subject of—and, more frequently, a source for—a decent amount of my reporting over the last twenty-five years. He was an eager interview. Rare was the phone call or text that he didn’t return within minutes. Some of this, of course, was the usual Washington game of self-preservation and reputation management. As Carlson’s Crossfire colleague (and nemesis) Robert Novak used to say, you’re either a source or a target. But with Carlson, it seemed to be more than that. He functioned as a collaborator of sorts. He was unusually, even gratifyingly interested in whatever story I happened to be working on. He still had the muscle memory of a great magazine writer—the eye for detail, the proclivity to psychoanalyze—and he often provided the color and the insight that I didn’t even realize I needed until he’d given it to me. I genuinely enjoyed talking to him as part of my job, and I looked for opportunities to do so, even when he may have been only tangentially related to the story I was working on.

All of which is to say, I understand why Carlson is an object of fascination—and a source of tsuris—for so many of my fellow journalists. Here is someone who once did work they could respect, even if they disagreed with it, who was once their friend—who was at their wedding, who was in their wedding party—but who has now come to stand for everything that is deplorable in media and in politics. If you get more than three political reporters in a room these days, it’s a pretty good bet that the conversation will eventually turn to Carlson. Did he think the things he now says when we were friends a dozen years ago? Does he really believe the things he’s saying today? What the hell happened to Tucker?

In this book, I set out to answer some of these questions. Although Carlson became suddenly reticent when I told him I was writing a book about him—first explaining that Fox News wouldn’t allow him to talk to me, and then, after being fired from Fox, refusing to respond to my entreaties—I spoke to more than a hundred people who have known or worked with him over the years. But, ultimately, I’m not sure if those questions are answerable—or if the answers are that important. Whether Carlson really believes the awful things that he says these days matters less than that he says them at all, and that millions of people—members of Congress, titans of industry, the president, and just everyday Americans—listen to and take their cues from him. What matters is that by saying these things, Carlson has finally achieved the fame, power, and influence that for so long eluded him. The story of what happened to Tucker Carlson between the gifted young writer I encountered as a New Republic intern in the late 1990s and the noxious talking head we all see today is the larger story of conservative politics and conservative media over the last thirty years. It is also the story of the United States during that period. In telling the story of Tucker Carlson, I hope to answer the question of what the hell happened to us.






ONE


▄

ONE SUMMER DAY IN 1995, Tucker Carlson walked into the American Enterprise Institute building in Washington, DC. Showered and blue-blazered and wearing his favorite bow tie, he was there for a job interview with Bill Kristol. It was, at that point, the most important meeting of his life.

Carlson was twenty-six and had recently quit his first job in journalism at the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette. He’d worked on the newspaper’s editorial page for nearly two years, writing about local crime and various goings-on in the state capitol. His boss at the paper, Paul Greenberg, who won a Pulitzer Prize for editorials he wrote about civil rights in 1968, was enamored with Carlson and believed that his young protégé might one day follow in his own footsteps as a crusading Southern newsman. But Carlson always viewed his time in Little Rock as an apprenticeship. Now, after slumming it in the sticks, he believed he was ready to move up to the big leagues in DC.

Kristol, who was in his early forties, had scant journalism experience. What he did have was the reputation of being one of the shrewdest operators—and one of the most relentless self-promoters—in both Republican politics and the conservative intellectual world. A political-philosophy PhD, he’d left academia for jobs in the Reagan and Bush administrations, serving in the latter as the vice president’s chief of staff, which earned him the nickname “Dan Quayle’s brain.” In 1993, he founded a think tank called the Project for the Republican Future, where he created a new political art form—the blast-fax strategy memo. These memos, which were soon dubbed Kristolgrams, were addressed to Republican members of Congress and offered policy advice on how to deal with the Clinton administration. But rather than send the memos only to elected officials, Kristol, in a genius stroke, faxed them to reporters and editorial writers, as well—influencing not just Republican politicians’ actions, but also the media’s coverage of them. The Kristolgrams about health care reform, which urged Republicans to refuse to compromise with Clinton on the issue for fear of giving Democrats a legislative victory, were instrumental in killing Hillarycare and, as a result, delivering the GOP control of Congress in the 1994 midterms. Even Bill Clinton himself said so, complaining to an audience in Iowa, “Mr. Kristol—you’ve probably never heard of him, but he’s the fellow that tells them what to think up in Washington.”

More than anyone not named Newt Gingrich, Kristol was responsible for the Republican Revolution (and the hyperpartisanship and polarization that came in its wake). Now, with Clinton looking like a one-term president and the prophesied dawning of a new conservative era on the horizon, Kristol was seeking to extend his influence—and cement his status—by venturing into journalism. He was creating a new political magazine that, from its inaugural issue in the fall of 1995, would be the preeminent publication in American conservatism. He called it The Standard.

Kristol hatched the idea for The Standard shortly before the 1994 midterms at the Utopia coffee shop on New York’s Upper West Side during a breakfast with John Podhoretz, a former Reagan and Bush White House speechwriter who was a columnist and editor at The Washington Times. Both men were princes of the conservative intellectual world. Podhoretz’s father, Norman, was the longtime editor of Commentary. Kristol’s father, Irving, was the brilliant polemicist who was commonly known as “the godfather of neoconservatism.” (Their mothers were formidable conservative intellectual figures in their own rights: Podhoretz’s, Midge Decter, was a leading anti-feminist writer; Kristol’s, Gertrude Himmelfarb, was a prominent historian of Victorian England.)

But while their fathers had grown up as poor, Depression-era Brooklyn kids who spent their college years and early adulthoods, in the 1940s and ’50s, as socialists before veering right in the ’60s—“a neoconservative,” Irving famously joked, “is a liberal who has been mugged by reality”—Kristol and Podhoretz were to the manner, and to their ideology, born. Both cradle conservatives raised on the Upper West Side, they had comfortable childhoods and went to fancy private high schools, where they pointedly abstained from the libertine pleasures of sex and drugs embraced by so many of their classmates. At Harvard in the early ’70s, Kristol provoked his fellow students by wearing a Spiro Agnew T-shirt. At the University of Chicago in the late ’70s, Podhoretz started a conservative campus newspaper that cheered on Ronald Reagan.

Their parents, and their parents’ cohort of conservative intellectuals, had labored to create the quarterly journals, editorial pages, and think tanks that ultimately cohered into what the liberal political journalist Sidney Blumenthal called the counterestablisment. Kristol and Podhoretz blithely assumed their prized places in that counterestablishment as if they were birthrights. “He takes things for granted,” Decter once said of her son, “that we had to struggle our way to intellectually.”

Yet it could be frustrating to toil in their parents’ shadows. Kristol’s boss in the Reagan administration, secretary of education Bill Bennett, liked to tell people that he hired Kristol because he knew “his DNA pretty well.” At The Washington Times, Podhoretz’s colleagues snickeringly referred to him as “John P. Normanson” because the paper’s editor so frequently introduced him as “John Podhoretz, Norman’s son.” They revered their parents, believed they were following in their footsteps, and gladly described themselves as neocons—but their critics called them “mini-cons.” For all their successes, both men forever felt they had something to prove.

At Utopia, Kristol and Podhoretz sketched their vision for a magazine that would not just build on the work of their parents but would reorient and even surpass it. Where the previous generation of neocons had, through their writings in Commentary and The National Interest and The Wall Street Journal editorial page, laid the intellectual groundwork for the Reagan Revolution, The Standard would do the same for the new era of conservative governance that the 1994 midterms seemed to herald. Unlike National Review and Commentary, which were based in New York and published biweekly and monthly—thereby operating at a certain remove from the rapidly accelerating political news cycle—The Standard would be headquartered in Washington and come out every week. Advance copies of the magazine would be hand delivered to about two hundred Washington movers and shakers on Sunday mornings, a day before it appeared on newsstands.

The Kristolgrams, setting out a strategic course for the GOP, would be refashioned into a weekly editorial at the front of The Standard. (Kristol would hire David Tell, the Project for the Republican Future employee who actually wrote most of the Kristolgrams, to be The Standard’s opinion editor.) Following the editorial would be a lively mix of wonky essays and take-no-prisoners reportage that tackled the knottiest political issues of the day—and that wasn’t afraid to skewer ideological allies when necessary. In fact, The Standard’s model wouldn’t even be a conservative magazine but a liberal one: The New Republic, which in the 1980s became the most important publication in American politics by challenging Democratic Party orthodoxies and, in the process, helping to reshape the party. Not long after their meeting at Utopia, Kristol and Podhoretz recruited Fred Barnes, a well-sourced conservative reporter at The New Republic, to their venture, and the trio began looking for a financial backer.

A few months later, Rupert Murdoch, who’d been briefed about their project, invited Kristol, Podhoretz, Barnes, and Tell to his Beverly Hills mansion. The billionaire mogul, who was in his mid-sixties, oversaw media empires on three continents. In his native Australia and Britain, Murdoch’s media properties didn’t just bring him fabulous financial wealth but also unrivaled political power; he was in the habit of using his newspapers and television stations to help elect his preferred conservative prime ministers, including Margaret Thatcher. But that sort of political influence had eluded Murdoch in the United States, where he’d become a citizen a decade earlier. While the 20th Century Fox film studio and Fox TV network gave him cultural cachet in the form of products like Broadcast News and The Simpsons, and the New York Post provided him with a serious say in that city’s municipal affairs, he had no real presence in national politics. He could only read National Review and The Wall Street Journal editorial page with envy.

Over dinner, Kristol pitched Murdoch on why he should subsidize The Standard—which, like all political magazines, would never be profitable. He flattered Murdoch with high-minded talk about the importance of conservative ideas and robust political debate, and he appealed to the billionaire’s self-image as someone who was, at heart, still an ink-stained wretch. (Murdoch’s global multimedia empire began with a single small-circulation Australian newspaper that he inherited from his father.) But it was the subtext of Kristol’s pitch that most resonated with Murdoch. In 1995, the Fox News Channel was barely a gleam in Murdoch’s eye (he wouldn’t meet with Roger Ailes to discuss creating a conservative cable news network until that fall and it wouldn’t launch until September 1996), and The Wall Street Journal was not for sale (Murdoch wouldn’t buy it until 2007). If Murdoch wanted to be a real player in American politics, Kristol suggested, he needed to establish a beachhead in Washington. The Standard would allow him to do just that. When dinner was over, Kristol and his partners had secured Murdoch’s commitment to bankroll the magazine at three million dollars a year for a minimum of three years. “Let’s try to make sure we don’t lose too much money on this,” Murdoch told one of his business advisers.

With Murdoch’s cash in hand, and a Labor Day launch date, Kristol set out to build a stable of writers. Some of them were familiar, like the esteemed columnist Charles Krauthammer, whom he lured away from The New Republic, and the veteran humorist P. J. O’Rourke. Other hires required a more discerning eye for talent. He signed up a thirtysomething Wall Street Journal editor and writer (who’d briefly been the paper’s film critic) named David Brooks and Andy Ferguson, a former Bush White House speechwriter who was profiling politicians for Washingtonian. He poached two young reporters from The American Spectator—Christopher Caldwell and Matt Labash—and tapped Robert Kagan, a former Reagan State Department functionary, to write about foreign policy. David Frum, a former Wall Street Journal editorial writer and the author of a recent book savaging the Reagan and Bush administrations for straying from their conservative roots, was brought on to keep the new Republican Congress honest.

By the summer, The Standard’s masthead was mostly filled, save for a spot toward the very bottom for a junior writer. Sitting in the magazine’s new offices in the American Enterprise Institute building—five floors below the office Irving, an AEI fellow, now kept—Kristol flipped through piles of clips and résumés. Eventually, he pulled Tucker Carlson’s from the stack. Liking what he saw, he invited him in for an interview.

CARLSON WAS ALSO THE SON of a conservative personage. His father, Dick, ran the Voice of America for Ronald Reagan and was George H. W. Bush’s ambassador to the Seychelles. In 1992, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) made him its president and CEO in the hope that he might appease Congressional Republicans who were vociferously complaining about the liberal bias of PBS and NPR—and the fact that the federal government was subsidizing both. At the very moment Tucker was trying to gain a toehold in Washington political journalism, Dick was tangling with Newt Gingrich as the new House Speaker sought to “zero fund” CPB.

Dick’s road to that confrontation was an unlikely and uneven one. Born to teenage parents outside of Boston, he was placed in an orphanage called the New England Home for Little Wanderers and, at the age of two, was adopted by a childless couple, the Carlsons, from Norwood, Massachusetts. When Dick was twelve, his adopted father died of a heart attack, and Dick spent his teenage years as something of a juvenile delinquent. After being expelled from his high school, he enlisted in the Marines and later attended the University of Mississippi on an ROTC scholarship. He worked a series of Runyonesque jobs—a cop in Ocean City, Maryland; a legman for the Hollywood gossip columnist Louella Parsons; a private eye in San Francisco—before eventually settling into a career in the early seventies as a local television newsman in Southern California.

At KABC in Los Angeles, he was a muckraking investigative reporter who excelled at delivering tabloid-y scoops. His biggest story was a 1975 investigation into the Twentieth Century Motor Car Corporation and its CEO Liz Carmichael. In the midst of the oil embargo, Carmichael and her company made headlines—and millions of dollars from investors and potential customers—by promising to produce the Dale, a three-wheeled car that got seventy miles per gallon; standing six feet tall and weighing two hundred pounds, Carmichael cast herself as a feminist business visionary who was going to take down the Big Three. But Dick didn’t buy the hype. In a twenty-eight-part series, which later won a Peabody Award, he discovered that the Dale wasn’t just a dud but a scam (the car didn’t work) and that Twentieth Century was bilking consumers and investors. He also revealed that Carmichael was, in the parlance of the times, a “transsexual” who, before transitioning, was a fugitive con man who’d been on the run from the FBI for over a decade.

Shortly thereafter, Dick went to work at KFMB, the CBS affiliate in San Diego. There, he made national news when he reported that Renée Richards, a local ophthalmologist who had won a women’s tennis tournament at the La Jolla tennis club, had once been Richard Raskind, a New York City ophthalmologist and nationally ranked over-thirty-five men’s tennis player. When Dick confronted Richards with his discovery, she pleaded with him to spike the story, arguing that she was a private citizen and that the news would harm her four-year-old son. Dick told her she’d forfeited her privacy when she’d entered a public tennis tournament and that he wouldn’t be doing his job as a journalist if he didn’t report the facts.

Even when he wasn’t outing transgender women, Dick carried himself with a macho swagger. Wearing a trench coat or a station-logo-branded blazer, he’d venture with a cameraman into race riots and red-light districts, thrusting his microphone in the faces of cops and pimps. He liked to drink and was known to occasionally do the news after having a few. Once during what he thought was a commercial break, he sat in the anchor chair, took a drag on his Pall Mall, and said to no one in particular, “God, I can’t wait till this fucking show is over”—only to discover that he was still on the air. Decades later, when the movie Anchorman was released with Will Ferrell starring as Ron Burgundy—a seventies-era, polyester-suit-wearing, scotch-swilling, buffoonish San Diego newscaster—a number of Dick’s friends surmised that Ferrell had modeled Burgundy on Dick. (Adam McKay, who cowrote Anchorman with Ferrell, said the model for Burgundy was, in fact, the Detroit newscaster Mort Crim.)

Dick became a San Diego civic icon. In 1984, after a stint as a banker, he ran for mayor. His opponent was the incumbent, a fellow Republican named Roger Hedgecock, who’d been indicted on felony perjury charges for taking illegal campaign contributions in his previous race. Dick attacked Hedgecock for giving San Diego “a black eye” and cast himself as a reformer. With the help of his second wife, Patricia, who was an heiress to the Swanson frozen food fortune, he lent his campaign nearly five hundred thousand dollars and outspent Hedgecock by an almost two-to-one margin.

But it wasn’t enough, as Dick learned the hard way that media celebrity didn’t necessarily translate to political power. Hedgecock trounced him by sixteen points, or fifty-five thousand votes. Eleven months later, Hedgecock was convicted on twelve counts of perjury and one count of conspiracy related to illegal campaign contributions and resigned as mayor. (The California Supreme Court later reversed twelve of those counts and the thirteenth was reduced to a misdemeanor.) By the time Hedgecock resigned, Dick had alighted to Washington, DC, where some California Republican friends and Patricia—whose wealthy family included former Arkansas senator and DC power broker William Fulbright—helped him land a position in the Reagan administration.

PATRICIA WASN’T JUST DICK’S SECOND wife. She was his second heiress wife. His first wife was Lisa McNear Lombardi, who belonged to one of California’s most prominent and wealthiest families. She was a descendant of Henry Miller, a German émigré who became a California cattle baron and who, at one point in the late nineteenth century, was believed to be the largest landowner in the United States. (“I thought once that I would own the whole State of California,” Miller said a few years before his death in 1916.)

Lisa grew up as a member of the San Francisco aristocracy. As a teenager, she had her debutante ball at the Palace Hotel. She attended Cal Berkeley and joined Kappa Kappa Gamma, the university’s oldest and most exclusive sorority. She seemed to be headed down the same cosseted path as her mother—a house on Russian Hill, volunteer work at the Golden Gate Park botanical garden during the day, and charity galas at night.

But Lisa nursed a rebellious streak, which became increasingly more pronounced during her Berkeley years. While her sorority sisters studied English literature and art history, she majored in architecture. And instead of dating well-bred fraternity boys from Sigma Chi or Deke, she preferred the company of older, rougher-edged men. Like Dick Carlson, an orphan who didn’t even graduate from Ole Miss and who was then on the overnight news crew for the San Francisco TV station KGO—or, as he called it, “Killings, Guts & Orgies.” Dick would pull up on his Triumph motorcycle in front of the Kappa house on Piedmont Avenue, Lisa would hop on the back, and together they would ride off into the night.

In 1967, Lisa and Dick eloped in Reno, Nevada. Their marriage came as a surprise to Lisa’s mother, who was traveling in Europe with her second husband at the time. “Family members have been unable to locate them to reveal the nuptials,” the San Francisco Examiner’s gossip columnist reported. In 1969, one day after her and Dick’s second anniversary, Lisa gave birth to Tucker McNear Carlson. Twenty-one months after that, Buckley Peck Carlson was born.

The family settled in Los Angeles, where Dick emerged as a star at KABC, but his and Lisa’s marriage grew troubled. Some of the tensions were small. Dick, an autodidact who’d eventually assemble a personal library of more than ten thousand books, looked down on Lisa for only reading magazines, criticizing her for her lack of self-discipline. Other problems were weightier. Living in Laurel Canyon, where band members of the Eagles were next-door neighbors, Lisa seemed to take her rebellious streak even further and soon fell in with a crowd of artists and musicians. Dick, who was becoming increasingly conservative in his tastes and his politics (their second child was named after William F. Buckley), had a difficult time abiding his wife’s new friends—and their hedonistic lifestyle. When Dick moved to San Diego in 1975 to take the KFMB job there, Tucker and Buckley went with him, while Lisa stayed in Los Angeles. On weekends, the family reunited in Los Angeles or San Diego.

It was supposed to be a temporary arrangement while Dick and Lisa worked out their differences. But after just a few months, Dick filed for divorce. In the legal battle that ensued, Lisa petitioned for sole custody of Tucker and Buckley; she argued in a court filing that if Dick was awarded custody, the children “would in fact be raised by hired help” and that only she “can devote the necessary time and attention to their well-being.” Dick countered that he feared for his sons’ safety if they were raised by Lisa. In his own court filing, he alleged that during their marriage Lisa “had repeated difficulties with abuse of alcohol, marijuana, cocaine and amphetamines”; that she had put the boys on a plane from Los Angeles to San Diego “shoeless” after one of their visits to her; and that Lisa’s own mother, stepfather, cousin, and grandmother had all beseeched him not to leave Tucker and Buckley alone with her. So concerned was Dick about Lisa getting custody of their children that he contemplated fleeing the country and taking Tucker and Buckley with him.

Such desperate measures turned out to be unnecessary. In 1977, just a week after Tucker’s eighth birthday, a California Superior Court judge awarded full custody of Tucker and Buckley to Dick. Lisa did not even attend the hearing. According to court records, she had left the country. Indeed, Lisa would spend much of the rest of her life abroad. For a time, she lived in Los Angeles, where she married—and created fanciful sculptures with—Mo McDermott, David Hockney’s longtime assistant. After McDermott drank himself to death in 1988, Lisa began a relationship with Michael Vaughan, another British artist in Hockney’s circle, and the couple eventually moved to France, where they settled in a rural village called Cazac.

In 2011, a relative contacted Carlson with some news about his mother, whom he hadn’t seen since she’d lost the custody battle more than three decades earlier. “I got this call, like, ‘She’s dying in this weird little town on a farm she lived on in southwestern France,’” Carlson later recalled. The relative urged him to go visit her. “And so I called my brother, and he was like, ‘What?! No! You know, my son’s got a soccer game,’” Carlson said. “And I said, ‘I feel the same way. I don’t know this person.’ And actually this sounds cold or whatever, but I had already made my peace with this over many decades, over thirty-five years, and I didn’t fall apart, at all. I went out to dinner. I mean, I felt sad for her, I guess.… But she wasn’t part of my life, and I wasn’t part of hers.” In her will, Lisa left Tucker and Buckley one dollar each.

BUT IF LISA WAS ABSENT from Tucker’s life, Dick was decidedly—at times overwhelmingly—present. Single fathers were still relatively rare in the 1970s and Dick tried to make the necessary adaptations to his new, unusual role. He traded in his classic Mercedes-Benz for a late-model Ford Country Squire station wagon. He packed Tucker and Buckley brown-bag lunches every morning before school, including handwritten quotes or riddles, and hired a nanny to help care for the boys when they came home. And although he was the parent who’d had the hardscrabble upbringing, he tried to instill in his sons an aristocratic temperament—lecturing them on the importance of good manners and meticulously proofreading the thank-you notes he made them write for excessive use of the first person, lest they read like “a swim in Lake Me.”

At the same time, Dick wasn’t about to turn himself—or Tucker and Buckley—into a beta male. If he had to drive his boys around in a station wagon, then at least he would occasionally let them ride on the roof as he gunned the land yacht’s V-8 engine and careened down a dirt road; “Who dares, wins,” he told them. In addition to making his sons brown-bag lunches in the mornings, for breakfast he’d feed them Cap’n Crunch—which, given the warm climate of San Diego, was often infested with bugs; when they complained, he ate the insect-laden cereal himself, admonishing them, “The fact that a few bugs bother you is just pathetic.” The nannies he hired were usually men—including a former Korean intelligence officer whom Tucker and Buckley addressed as Colonel Kwon and who instructed the boys on how to disembowel someone. Dick’s etiquette advice didn’t just include the proper way to write thank-you notes, but also about how, in prison, “the cigarette pack is your friend.”

Years later, Tucker Carlson would claim that his conservative politics were formed during his childhood—specifically in reaction to the weird, wild, and woolly hyperliberalism of 1970s California, as exemplified by the twin cultural capitals of Los Angeles and San Francisco, where the parties in Laurel Canyon lasted all night and the Summer of Love went on all year. “Liberals were everywhere,” he recalled. “They smelled like patchouli. They showed up late to everything. They talked incessantly about solar power, humpback whales, and the Hopi Indians. They annoyed the hell out of me.”

In fact, after leaving Los Angeles and the influence of his mother at the age of six, Carlson spent his childhood largely insulated from the excesses of the California left. San Diego in the 1970s, Dick’s landing spot for himself and his two sons, was a conservative military town. Its thrice-elected mayor was Pete Wilson, a Republican up-and-comer who, two decades later as California’s governor, successfully campaigned for the Proposition 187 ballot initiative that denied public services to undocumented immigrants (and served as a precursor for Donald Trump’s nativist policies). And La Jolla, the affluent seaside village a dozen miles north of downtown San Diego where Dick and his boys lived, was a zone of aggressive, hidebound traditionalism— “full of tired old men and tired old money,” as Raymond Chandler, who spent his final years there after departing Los Angeles, once wrote. There was scant discussion of the Hopi and the humpbacks when Wilson and San Diego Union-Tribune editor Jerry Warren, a former White House press secretary for Richard Nixon, visited Chez Carlson as regular dinner guests. The scent of patchouli was well-nigh indetectable over the pool at the La Jolla Beach & Tennis Club, where Carlson lounged during his summer vacations.

Carlson attended the La Jolla Country Day School, a twenty-four-acre oasis inside an oasis that had educated the sons and daughters of San Diego’s political, business, and military elite for half a century. By the mid-seventies, the joke among some LJCDS teachers was that their students were like “good milkshakes: thick and rich.” But Carlson was a notable exception. While he was a middling student in terms of grades, showing little enthusiasm for homework or tests, he possessed an obvious native intelligence. Egged on by his father, he read widely outside of class—Animal Farm, War and Peace—and liked to discuss the books, as well as current events, with his teachers. He treated them less as authority figures than quasi peers. After his sixth-grade teacher moved him from the back of the classroom to the front, in an attempt to cut down on his disruptiveness, Carlson showed up to class with an umbrella. “If you’re going to make me sit in the front row, I need to protect myself,” he told the teacher. “You’re spitting all over me.”

To his peers, he was a natural ringleader. His backyard boasted a clubhouse, where he and his friends— after consulting a copy of The Anarchist Cookbook, pilfered from Dick’s library—fashioned flamethrowers out of cans of WD-40 and throwing stars out of circular saw blades. Venturing further afield (in other words, the golf course near Carlson’s house), they conducted commando missions, lobbing improvised hand grenades made with hydrochloric acid purchased at the local hardware store at unsuspecting duffers. No one was safe.

DICK MARRIED PATRICIA IN 1979, when Tucker was ten; she soon adopted him and Buckley (they both would later add Swanson as a second middle name) and began to play a role in their parenting. She didn’t wield too heavy a hand on some matters. Before Carlson was even a teenager, he was smoking cigarettes and drinking alcohol; when he was fourteen, he lost his virginity on a visit—arranged by Dick—to a Nevada brothel. For all of his talk today about the sordid, broken world that was California in the 1970s, people who knew Carlson in La Jolla remember him being much edgier and far more debauched than any of his peers.

Patricia did have strong opinions about education. When it was time for Carlson to begin high school, she insisted he go away to boarding school. Initially, he attended Collège du Léman, a Swiss school on Lake Geneva that catered to international students, but his stay there was brief; he later claimed he was “kicked out.” Things went better for him at St. George’s, a boarding school in Rhode Island, where he started as a tenth grader in 1984.

Among the elite New England prep schools, St. George’s was considered second tier—the sort of place that educated the nouveau riche and the offspring of lesser branches of America’s prominent families. (George W. Bush, the son of a future president and a future president himself, went to Andover; his cousin Billy, whose father was a banker and who would go on to become an entertainment reporter, attended St. George’s.) But with its Gothic and Tudor campus designed by Frederick Law Olmsted that sits on a promontory overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, and annual tuition of thirteen thousand dollars at the time, these sorts of distinctions might be lost on a casual observer.

Coming from a broken home in California—with an absent heiress mother, an orphan father, and a new adoptive heiress mother—they might have been lost on Carlson, as well. While his classmates grudgingly abided by the coat-and-tie dress code, he embraced it, sporting natty Brooks Brothers blazers and an impressive collection of bow ties. Brash and outspoken, he quickly established a reputation as both a conservative and a contrarian. In his room in Auchincloss Dormitory, he hung an elephant poster; after class, he taunted liberal teachers about Walter Mondale. He seldom passed up an opportunity to impress his classmates and teachers with his wit and intelligence.

That fall, one of St. George’s few Black students, a senior, gave a speech to an all-school assembly about Eleanor Bumpurs, an elderly Black woman in the Bronx who had recently been shot to death by New York City police officers while she resisted being evicted from her public housing unit. “Does anyone think that woman deserved to die?” the Black student asked, presumably rhetorically. Carlson raised his hand. Today, it’s tempting to view that raised hand as a racist gesture, a foreshadowing of the sort of inflammatory rhetoric Carlson would traffic in on television, online, and onstage. But at the time, it was viewed less as racist than puckish—at least by the people at St. George’s. “Tucker had a lot of attitude and a big mouth for someone that age,” Ian Toll, who was two years ahead of Carlson, recalled. “St. George’s was a very hierarchical and deferential place, and Tucker immediately made an impression that he was not going to defer.”

And yet Carlson’s greatest renown at St. George’s may have come from being Susie Andrews’s boyfriend. The couple met as new students and began dating that September. “She was the cutest 10th grader in America,” Carlson later said. But what made Susie’s romantic life of particular interest to St. George’s students, and even faculty, was her father—George Andrews, the school’s new headmaster. Gaining entry to a female student’s dorm room at St. George’s could be difficult enough for the boys there, but Carlson became something of a campus legend for his ability to sneak into Susie’s room on the second floor of the Memorial Schoolhouse, where the headmaster and his family lived.

St. George’s was an Episcopal school, so in addition to being a headmaster, George Andrews was also a priest. As the older of Reverend Andrews’s two daughters, Susie herself was quite devout. Carlson was not. But Susie’s religiosity began to rub off on him. He not only attended chapel on Tuesday and Thursday, as all St. George’s students were required to do; he began going to optional chapel services as well, always sitting in a pew next to Susie, and joined an interdenominational ministry organization called FOCUS.

The brand of Episcopalianism practiced at St. George’s, and by the Andrews family, was an orthodox one—and a redoubt against the liberal trends that were then growing inside the denomination in the United States. It embraced traditional gender roles, opposed abortion and the ordination of gay priests, and rejected the concept of pastoral theology, in which priests were viewed more as social workers and therapeutic counselors than religious leaders. Its inherent conservatism appealed to Carlson; what began as a sop to a girl he liked blossomed into deep conviction. He soon became a member of the Episcopal Church—an affiliation and identity that would be central to his life, and his politics, for the next four decades, especially as he grew increasingly alienated from the ever more liberal official church itself.

Although Carlson found religion, he didn’t suddenly forsake all earthly pleasures. He continued to drink and smoke and began doing drugs, resolving to duplicate the pharmaceutical regimen of his literary hero, Hunter S. Thompson—marijuana, acid, cocaine, even ether, the latter of which he obtained from a head shop in Manhattan during a break from St. George’s. Like many prep school boys in the eighties, he was a devotee of the Grateful Dead and traveled around the Northeast to their shows; unlike other members of this cohort, he was lucky enough to have a father who arranged for him to get his picture taken with Jerry Garcia when Garcia visited the Voice of America offices in Washington, DC.

At St. George’s, Carlson inhabited two different worlds—and two different personas. With Susie—who did not drink, smoke, or do drugs—he was the doting, chapel-attending boyfriend who seemed
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