
[image: cover]


Wildland


BY THE SAME AUTHOR

Joe Biden: The Life, the Run,
 and What Matters Now

Age of Ambition: Chasing Fortune, Truth,
 and Faith in the New China


[image: ]


For Oliver and Rose


We see the world piece by piece, as the sun, the moon, the animal, the tree; but the whole, of which these are shining parts, is the soul.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON, “The Over-Soul,” 1841

What followed then was what invariably follows in the wake of every tortured consciousness. From what it dreads or hates, yet knows or feels to be unescapable, it takes refuge in that which may be hoped for—or at least imagined.

—THEODORE DREISER, An American Tragedy, 1925
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PROLOGUE

POTTER VALLEY, CALIFORNIA JULY 27, 2018

On a hillside three hours north of San Francisco, a rancher waded through a meadow that rustled with golden grass. His name was Glenn Kile, and he lived in a sliver of the American West so blessed by nature that indigenous people called it Ba-lo Kai—the “verdant valley.” But on this day, the terrain was merciless. The temperature was 103 degrees, and it had been in the triple digits for days. All of the hottest summers in California history had arrived in the past twenty years, and the fields of the verdant valley had acquired the bone-dry smell and snap of straw.

A hundred feet from his house, the rancher stopped at the sight of a small hole in the gray-black soil at his feet. It was the mouth of an underground wasps’ nest. He lifted a steel hammer and pounded a rusty iron stake into the hole to seal it. But the clash of metal on metal spat out a spark, and the spark struck the field, and the field began to burn. At first, the rancher tried to kick dirt on the flames, but the heat of that wicked summer had rendered the soil as hard as stone. He tried to snuff out the fire with an old trampoline, but the fabric was consumed by the flames. He tried to coax water from a hose, but the rubber melted. And by the time Glenn Kile ran to his house and called the firefighters, history had slipped beyond his grasp. In half an hour, the inferno was twenty acres wide and racing toward a horizon of dried-out forests and scattered homes, a terrain that firefighters call “wildland”—a realm of nearly perfect tinder that is less a place than a condition.

The rancher’s spark ignited the largest wildland fire in the history of California, a record that would soon be broken and then broken again. They named it the Mendocino Complex Fire, and it raged for a month—a jet engine of wind and flame, consuming an area more than twice the size of New York City, a landmark in the annals of a warming world. When, at last, the inferno was extinguished, the state of California ruled that the rancher Glenn Kile was not liable for the catastrophe. He had lit the spark, but the true roots of the disaster ran deeper. The fire was the culmination of forces that had been gathering for decades.

That story reminded me of an old line about politics, from a book by the Chinese revolutionary Mao Zedong. “A single spark,” Mao wrote, “can start a prairie fire.” Mao knew little of America, but he knew brutal truths about politics. Living in Washington in the years of Donald Trump, I often thought about that image of a landscape primed to burn. Sometimes it felt like metaphor, and sometimes it felt like fact. But eventually I came to understand it as something else—a parable for a time in American history when the land and the people seemed to be mirroring the rage of the other. I wanted to understand how that time had come to be, and what it would leave behind.
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Americans are among the world’s most restless people. In the 1950s, a fifth of the American population picked up and moved each year, in pursuit of a spouse or a job or a backyard in the suburbs. My own family followed that path. My father came to America in 1944 as a refugee; he had been born in India, to Jewish parents who were fleeing the Nazis’ invasion of Poland. My mother was born in Morocco to American diplomats from Chicago. During the Vietnam War, my parents met in Saigon, where my mother worked in the office of a nonprofit group and my father was a newspaper reporter. When they returned to get married, the occasion had an American eclecticism about it—a Jew born in India, and a WASP born in Morocco, exchanging vows at a courthouse in Michigan.

I left the United States a little over a year after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. The country was preparing to go to war in Iraq, and I reported from Baghdad, Cairo, and elsewhere in the Middle East. A few years later, I settled in Beijing, where I met Sarabeth Berman, from Massachusetts, who had gone abroad as a young producer of theater and dance. We married, and eventually prepared to go home. If we stayed abroad too long, Sarabeth said, we would find it hard to go back at all.

It was 2013, and we made plans to move to Washington. In our years abroad, we had witnessed the global response to Barack Obama’s election—euphoric in some places, wary in others—but we knew less about what his victory meant to Americans. I had watched election returns on television, at an event in 2008, surrounded by curious Chinese spectators. The prospect of America’s first Black president conveyed an infectious sense of potential, particularly for people who recalled that the United States had once barred them under the Chinese Exclusion Act. When Obama won, Wang Chong, a Chinese newspaper reporter standing near me, let out a quiet whoop of celebration. “Ethnic discrimination exists very deeply in Chinese minds,” he said.

Coming home always holds the promise of a new way of seeing. In the 1940s, after covering the war in Europe, the author John Gunther returned to America. At times he felt like “the man from Mars,” he wrote in Inside U.S.A., published in 1947. In Gunther’s case, some features of his home unnerved him; the segregation of the South “out-ghettoes anything I ever saw in a European ghetto, even in Warsaw,” he wrote. But other encounters thrilled him. On his travels across the country, he took to asking people, “What do you believe in most?” He was told: work, children, Thomas Jefferson, God, the golden rule, the Pythagorean theorem, a high tariff, a low tariff, better agricultural prices, happiness, good roads, and Santa Claus. But the most frequent response was, as he put it, “the people, if you give them an even break.”

Sarabeth and I landed at Dulles International Airport on July 7, 2013. At passport control, I picked up a brochure with the title “Welcome to the United States.” It was published by the Bureau of Customs and Border Protection, and it had a cover photo of the Washington Monument and cherry trees in bloom. The brochure began, “We are glad that you decided to travel to the United States to visit, study, work, or stay.”

For a few weeks, we stayed at my in-laws’ house on a quiet street in the Washington suburbs. It was a stark change from an alleyway in Beijing, where traveling merchants shouted offers to sharpen your kitchen knives or tell your fortune or buy your hair for a wig factory.

On Craigslist, we found a row house to rent in Washington, and we savored the minor luxuries we had missed in China—potable tap water, clean air, a dishwasher. In the city’s most prosperous quarters, it felt like everyone was jogging or power-walking. Washington’s poorest streets, Wards 7 and 8, had levels of unemployment among the highest of any urban neighborhoods in America. They were just across the Anacostia River from Capitol Hill, but the distance was vast. In 2013, the average white family in Washington was eighty-one times richer than the average Black family. And the strains on life at the extremes were getting worse. By 2016, a child born in Washington, D.C., would have a life expectancy four years less than a child born in Beijing—seventy-eight years, compared with eighty-two.
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I started keeping track of changes during my years away, including some tiny details. Walking by the window of Brooks Brothers, the suit-maker, I noticed that it was selling suits with flag pins pre-attached to the lapel. A corporate spokesman told me that it was intended to advertise suits made in America. The company had adopted the practice in 2007, when Republicans were lambasting Obama for not wearing a flag pin.

Other changes felt so vast that it was difficult to grasp their full dimensions. In 2013, the United States passed a threshold in the long evolution of immigration and diversity: for the first time in American history, the number of nonwhite newborns surpassed the number of white newborns. Initially, the gap was barely perceptible, no more than a thousand out of more than 3.8 million babies born that year. But it began to grow. As the son of a refugee, I considered it an exhilarating milestone, a mark of renewal, but I could see that many other Americans did not.

In the case of some changes, I was most startled by how thoroughly people had adapted to them. I was waiting for an Amtrak train one morning when a video screen in the station’s boarding area started playing a public-service announcement. If someone started firing at us, the voice-over explained, we should “take flight” or “take cover.” On the screen, an actor with white hair and a blue blazer huddled behind a pillar. As a last resort, it said, take action: “Yell, and look for surrounding objects, including your belongings, to throw and use as improvised weapons.”

Mass shootings were happening, on average, every nine weeks—nearly three times as often as a decade earlier. Barely six months had passed since the most heart-wrenching: a twenty-year-old in Newtown, Connecticut, had killed twenty children and six educators at Sandy Hook Elementary School. But in American politics, that event had already faded. Politicians had offered “thoughts and prayers,” but an effort to pass new gun-control measures had failed in Congress. When I glanced around the waiting area, people were absorbed in other things. I felt like Gunther’s man from Mars.

The country had responded in very different fashion to the trauma of September 11, 2001. When Al Qaeda destroyed the towers of the World Trade Center, the historian Tony Judt wrote: “From my window in lower Manhattan, I watched the twenty-first century begin.” Twelve years later, the event had acquired a unique symbolic power. In the years since, Americans had been attacked more than twice as many times by far-right terrorists as they had by Islamic terrorists, yet when researchers in 2016 asked people to estimate the share of Muslims in the country, Americans, on average, estimated one in six. The real number was one in a hundred.

Since 2001, the country had been at war in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere longer than in any stretch in our history. Those who did the fighting represented less than 0.5 percent of the U.S. population. For most Americans, the wars had little impact on life. The closest many Americans came to the wars was a genre of video, featured as a light moment at the end of local news broadcasts, depicting parents in the armed forces tiptoeing into classrooms to surprise their children. The videos became so abundant that they filled a dedicated channel on YouTube, called “ComingHomeTV.” When I searched for them online, Google automatically suggested a range of subcategories:

soldiers reunited with their families

soldiers reunited with wife

soldiers reunited with their dogs

soldiers coming home try not to cry
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I began to notice how far fear was reaching into our political life. Before going abroad, I had lived in Clarksburg, West Virginia, a small Appalachian city where I worked at the local paper, The Exponent Telegram. The day after September 11, the editors had published a humble declaration of commitment to a story Americans tell ourselves: “Far be it for a small-town daily newspaper to suggest what the government’s reaction should be,” they wrote, but one thing must be clear: “We are a free society, which prides itself on its diversity, its exchange of ideas and its willingness to tolerate dissent”; the attacks must “strengthen our ideals rather than shatter them.” That month, after someone desecrated a mosque in the West Virginia city of Princeton—the vandals drew the picture of a lynching and the name “Jamaal”—neighbors rallied in the mosque’s defense, and the response became a point of local pride.

But by 2008, a poll showed that one fifth of the public in West Virginia believed that Obama was a Muslim, and hate crimes, which had subsided after 2001, were climbing, according to the FBI. In 2013, someone vandalized the mosque again, but the local reaction was quieter that time. Churches condemned the assault, but the sheriff said the incident did not meet the threshold of a hate crime. Muslims who had lived in West Virginia for generations described growing sense of isolation. In 2015, Hazem Ashraf, a doctor, told an interviewer, “Your loyalty is being called out, your worth and value as a person is being called out, that somehow you’re less of an American, less of a citizen, for something you have not done.” He invoked Woody Guthrie’s lyrics: “This land is my land, this land is your land.” (Four years later, during a Republican Party rally in the West Virginia Capitol, someone hung a poster of the burning World Trade Center and a photo of Representative Ilhan Omar of Minnesota, one of the first Muslim women in Congress. The caption read, “I am the proof you have forgotten.”)

Those fissures in American life were part of a larger fracturing. The United States had the largest economy in the world, with median incomes higher than they had ever been, but the living standards for millions of people had stagnated or declined. Twenty-seven states were so short of cash to fix potholes that they were returning some of their paved roads to dirt. At the same time, three men—Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, and Jeff Bezos—had more wealth than the entire bottom half of the U.S. population combined. Every hour, Bezos earned $149,353—which was more than the typical American worker earned in three years.

When scientists reported the startling fact that life expectancy was declining, it sounded like a national problem. But it was not. In West Virginia’s McDowell County, male life expectancy had sunk to sixty-four—a level on a par with Iraq. In neighboring Virginia, men in Fairfax County could expect to live eighteen years longer. The chasms between American lives had become so vast that the vanishing common ground could no longer carry the weight of American institutions, a prospect that the late Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis warned against when he told a friend, “We may have democracy, or we may have wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both.”

America wasn’t just losing a story of itself; it was losing a habit of mind, a capacity to envisage a common good, to believe in what Martin Luther King Jr. once called the “single garment of destiny.” He wrote, “Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.” Eighty years after Franklin Roosevelt decried the temptation of “fear itself,” Americans did not deny their fears; they announced them and acted on them. Crime was at historic lows, and yet the number of Americans who obtained permits to carry concealed guns had nearly tripled in two decades, to 13 million people—more than twelve times the number of police officers in America. Long after Obama apologized for saying that small-town voters “cling to guns or religion,” those words were no longer received as an insult. Gun shows sold T-shirts with the slogan “Proud Bitter Clinger.”
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I settled into an office in Dupont Circle, with a view of the soaring dome of St. Matthew’s Cathedral, the seat of Roman Catholicism in Washington. I recognized the church from famous photos of John F. Kennedy’s funeral in 1963—Jacqueline Kennedy bending down to whisper in the ear of her three-year-old son, who saluted his father’s casket. A few years before that moment, the church had held a funeral for a very different figure: the demagogic senator Joseph McCarthy, the maestro of fear and suspicion. From my window, I watched the church pass through the seasons, washed in sunlight and draped in snow, and I thought of those two funerals as a reminder of the full spectrum of Washington’s potential to lift Americans up or tear them apart.

When I had moved abroad in 2003, CNN and the Fox News Channel had been competitors with comparable levels of prime-time viewership. Eleven years later, Fox had veered away from its rival; it had triple the ratings each night, and it had helped usher in a new vocabulary of politics, especially around immigration, security, race, and the role of the federal government. On my earliest day back at work in America, October 1, the government shut down for the first time in seventeen years. Strictly speaking, it shut down because Republican members of Congress were seeking to rescind President Obama’s expansion of public health-care benefits, but the real point of the shutdown was to discredit Obama’s signature legislation, rally the faithful, and raise money for upcoming campaigns. It was an act of official ideological resistance unlike anything since the 1960s, when segregationist Democrats had rejected the legitimacy of decisions by the federal courts and Congress.

I called the White House switchboard and was greeted by a recording: “You have reached the Executive Office of the president. We apologize, but due to the lapse in federal funding, we are unable to take your call.” Across the country, 800,000 federal employees were ordered to stay home. Four hundred national parks were closed. Preschools for low-income children had no funding; Americans could not apply for new Medicare or Social Security benefits, or get a new small-business loan. With nothing else to do, I wandered over to Capitol Hill, where the building was shuttered. The museums were closed, and tourists milled about under a warm autumn sun, photographing reporters doing stand-ups on the lawn. I met a retired couple from Finland, Timo Engblom and his wife, Marita. They were trying to make sense of America’s peculiar bout of self-punishment. “When we go to our hotel, we open the TV and it was speech after speech after speech,” Marita said. Timo said the whole affair left them baffled. “What does it mean, ‘government shutdown’? Does this lead to a new election?” he asked.

Not in our system, I said. We just have to let it work itself out.

After sixteen days, Republicans relented, and the government reopened. The shutdown had cost American taxpayers an estimated $24 billion in lost economic activity, enough money to send a rover to Mars and back—eight times. The only clear beneficiary was the senator behind the idea: Ted Cruz, of Texas. His favorability soared among Tea Party Republicans, from 47 percent to 74 percent. His popularity inspired a children’s coloring book—U.S. Senator Ted Cruz to the Future—which became the most popular coloring book on Amazon for five months.

Even after Congress resumed, it remained almost entirely paralyzed because many elected Republicans in Washington held that their job of running the government was, at bottom, in conflict with freedom. What had begun as a belief in low taxes and limited government had hardened, under the pressures of profit and political opportunity, into a fundamental disdain of federal power. John Boehner, Speaker of the House, said that lawmakers should not be judged by “how many new laws we create” but, rather, by “how many laws we repeal.”

The shutdown struck me as a sign of a deep rupture rising toward the surface of American politics. Day by day, Washington had less and less in common with the country it represented. Congress was 82 percent men, 83 percent white, and 50 percent millionaires. The country was not. When I traveled outside Washington, people reflexively dismissed the words of politicians as self-serving or corrupt. In 1964, 77 percent of Americans had said they generally trusted the government; by 2014, that figure had collapsed, to 18 percent. The terrain of American politics was primed for a wildland fire. Somebody was going to strike a spark.

From the moment Donald J. Trump announced his run for president, he was a symptom of American distress as much as any cause of it. He won by nationalizing politics as much as possible, torquing the most explosive issues into existential showdowns that could unite his supporters across vast distances. Though they rejoiced in his contempt for the norms and culture of politics, many more Americans were appalled by him; they grieved for a nation that seemed to have come unmoored from some of its deepest commitments and was drifting broadside to the judgments of history. The tensions ultimately ignited in 2020, when the coronavirus pandemic visited wildly divergent effects across lines of race, class, and ideology, and the killing of George Floyd beneath a policeman’s knee summoned a full-scale confrontation with the disposition of American power. By year’s end, politics was succumbing to violence, and Americans were asking if they had lost so much collective faith in the mechanics of democracy that they might never recover it.

The Trump years brought an end to silences; Americans were no longer satisfied by narrow critiques of Wall Street or trade or elite institutions; they expanded their aperture of attack to encompass the full architecture of power—class, race, gender, education—and set out to remake America’s social contract in ways that had been impossible a few years earlier. If American history is a story of constant rebalancing—between greed and generosity, industry and nature, identity and assimilation—then the country had spun so far out of balance that it had lost its center of gravity.
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This book is the story of a crucible, a period bounded by two assaults on the country’s sense of itself: the attack on New York and Washington, on September 11, 2001, and the attack on the U.S. Capitol, on January 6, 2021. It is a period in which Americans lost their vision for the common good, the capacity to see the union as larger than the sum of its parts. A century and a half after the Civil War, America was again a cloven nation. Its stability was foundering on fundamental tensions over the balance between individual freedom and the protection of others, over the reckoning with injustice, and over a basic test of any political society: Whose life matters?

In this narrative, I attempt to tie together the disparate experiences of being American, to determine how the course of lives intersected in ways we often overlooked in the disorienting rush of those twenty years. I focus, most of all, on the connections—often subterranean—that give us a more integrated understanding of our present. I returned to three places I know—three places I’ve lived, in different parts of the country. Too often, political reporters parachute into unfamiliar territory and interview a few dozen strangers. I’ve done it many times. But this moment demanded a deeper kind of questioning. I hoped to find some explanations that were larger than the immediate events suggested—in linkages across geography and generations, and in some of the underlying attitudes that people are not quick to tell a stranger.

I returned to Clarksburg, West Virginia, to take stock of what was gained and what was lost when some of America’s wealthiest people tapped the natural resources beneath the homes of some of America’s poorest people. I returned to Chicago, where my family took root, to understand the compounded effects of American segregation on health, wealth, and the prospect of individual redemption. And I returned to Greenwich, Connecticut, where I grew up and went to school, to learn how a gospel of economic liberty had altered beliefs among leaders of American capitalism and made anything possible, for the right price.

This account is based on thousands of hours of conversation over seven years, from 2014 to 2021. I met some people in the course of my work for The New Yorker; I have known others since I was a child. We spoke mostly about their lives, our towns, and the choices they made and the choices that were made beyond their control. We spent far less time talking about the politics on the front page than about the underlying questions that tied these divergent lives together: How did they explain the triumphs and the catastrophes in their lives? Who was responsible, and what were the costs of that responsibility? Who told them the truth, and who lied? What did they expect from their government—and what did they get? How safe did they feel—in their bodies, their homes, their neighborhoods? What, ultimately, did we owe one another as citizens of a political commons?

Every country hands down the stories people tell themselves about will and fate, freedom and belonging. But in the United States, the matter carries an extra burden because our defining myth rests on the prospect of wrestling destiny into submission, the aspiration that all children can rise to the top through work and talent, no matter their background. “France was a land, England was a people, but America,” F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote in 1929, is “a willingness of the heart.”

In this book, I ask of my own country some of the questions I once asked of China—about the meanings of success, freedom, security, and opportunity, and about our oscillations between dignity and cruelty, tolerance and fear. For all the roiling of daily politics, I was more interested in the sources of the moment we inhabited. In Ramp Hollow, Steven Stoll’s history of Appalachia, he writes, “Seeing the world without the past would be like visiting a city after a devastating hurricane and declaring that the people there have always lived in ruins.” When I started on this research, I thought the most important story was understanding the sources of disconnection between Americans. By the end, I came to believe that the larger problem was the range of ways, sometimes deliberate and sometimes unintended, that Americans affected one another every day without fully realizing it.

On the road, I often carried John Gunther’s book Inside U.S.A. I liked to remind myself of what he observed in America at the end of World War II. On the final page, he recorded his faith in America’s talent for “the rational approach, reason, the meeting of minds in honorable agreement after open argument.” At its core, my project was an attempt to understand how we had lost that talent and how we might recover it.

I spent a decade in parts of the world where people tend to be skeptical about American promises and values, and I often found myself making a case for the United States, urging citizens of Egypt, Iraq, or China to believe that, for all of America’s failings, it aspires to some basic moral commitments, including the rule of law, the force of truth, and the right to pursue a better life. When I returned to the United States, I began to wonder if I had been lying all those years to people around the world—and to myself.

The failure of that mythology became spectacularly vivid in Washington. But the deeper origins and effects lay far away, in real lives of intricate drama, in which the events of the capital intrude only occasionally, like flames licking up on the horizon.


ONE

THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE

When he was just a kid on the clammy coast of Florida, Joseph Skowron III received a preppy nickname: Chip. His parents liked to say he was a chip off the old block, but they all knew it wasn’t true. His father was a franchisee for Long John Silver’s, and Chip loved him, but he didn’t intend to join the fast-food business.

Chip’s grandparents had arrived from Poland in the early twentieth century and settled near the cotton mills of Fall River, Massachusetts, below the elbow of the commonwealth that juts into the Atlantic. Chip’s father, Joe Skowron, grew up in an unhappy house; his parents were consumed by alcohol and depression. Even after Joe had children of his own, he kept his emotions obscure. When Chip pressed his father for stories, Joe would say, “You can ask about it when I die.”

Joe Skowron finished high school in the mid-1950s, which was fortunate timing; Massachusetts was expanding its state colleges, and he escaped a fraying industrial town to study engineering at Southeastern Massachusetts Technical Institute. Afterward, he was hired by Boeing and sent to a stretch of marshland on Florida’s Atlantic coast that was being developed for NASA into Cape Canaveral. He met another recent arrival, Janet Nutter, born to a Scots-Irish clan in Swandale, West Virginia, a company town run by the Elk River Coal and Lumber Co. Janet had married young and divorced young, and set out to reinvent herself in Florida. She found work as a schoolteacher in the heady stretch of the coast that people called the “space towns.” Janet and Joe married in 1966 and settled in a neighborhood where kids at the bus stop could watch rockets climb into the lapis sky.

Joe worked as a supervisor on Cold War rocket projects, but by the mid-1970s, he was chafing at the hierarchy and his promotions had slowed. He left the space program for the restaurant business. Also, it was becoming clear how much he and his wife were opposites: he was curt and aloof; she was warm and intense. She traveled and read philosophy, and, in her late forties, embarked on a doctorate in psychology. The couple sometimes fought bitterly in front of their children, but among outsiders, they were adept at avoiding any signs of distress. If the doorbell rang in the middle of one of their battles, Chip’s parents would paint on smiles and usher in the guests. Chip took it as a lesson: “That’s what we do. We show this to the world, but it’s not the whole truth.”

Janet doted on Chip. She told him he was unusually bright, and she invoked John F. Kennedy’s belief, adapted from Luke 12:48: “To whom much is given, much is required.” School was easy for him, and his attention wandered. At twelve, he started smoking pot. At fifteen, he snorted cocaine; at sixteen, before tennis practice, he smoked crack. But his grades never slipped, and his parents let him roam. “As long as you’re getting straight A’s, you can do what you want,” his father told him. Chip graduated second in his class.

He settled on an idea for the future: he wanted to be a doctor. In the social hierarchy of 1980s suburban Florida, doctors were local royalty. They had education, wealth, and respect. “I wanted to be that. I wanted to be important. I wanted to be helpful,” he said. He enrolled at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, joined a fraternity, and studied math and chemistry. He planned to combine the work of a physician and a scientist, and he applied to a prestigious program at Yale for a joint MD-PhD. For six students a year, it provided a full scholarship.

In late 1990, he learned that he had been accepted. He called his parents in Florida and left a message on the answering machine. His father called back, but he sounded shaken. “Mom has been killed in a car accident,” he said. She had been on her way to dinner that evening when she was broadsided by a pickup truck. She died at the hospital. Her family brought Janet’s remains back to West Virginia and buried her on the family farm.
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After the funeral, Chip Skowron returned to college in a fog. Over the next semester, he prepared for medical school and largely avoided grieving.

Yale was absorbing, and one night, a few years in, he was at a bar in Connecticut when he met a young writer named Cheryl Birdsall. She had been an elite gymnast in Southern California and come east after college to find work in advertising. They married in 1996, and two years later, he finished his degrees in medicine and cell biology. He went on to a medical residency in orthopedic surgery at Harvard. On the side, he volunteered with AmeriCares, a disaster relief agency, for international medical missions. During a trip to Kosovo, he removed a tumor from a six-year-old boy that spared him the amputation of his leg. The medical-relief trips provided the combination of service and stature that he had always wanted. Skowron carried a picture of the boy in his briefcase.

But by 2001, two years before the end of his residency, Skowron realized he was losing interest in the practice of medicine. He resented the long hours, the paperwork, and the cost of insurance. Besides, he and Cheryl were quarreling. They had a baby girl, but Skowron’s job left him little time to see her. For a person of his ambition, medicine had begun to feel rigid and confining. When he thought of the future, he imagined he might rise to lead a surgical department or, eventually, a hospital; he might even make a run at surgeon general. But none of those options thrilled him anymore.

When he told colleagues at Harvard that he was thinking of leaving, they were appalled; he would squander his training and his future. Still, he started looking for jobs at consulting firms and medical-device manufacturers. Then a friend who worked in finance suggested Wall Street. In the early years of this century, money-management firms were expanding their hiring of doctors, who could help them assess investments in the lucrative health-care industry. Skowron might be especially valuable at a hedge fund, a type of firm that was still obscure to most Americans but was transforming the culture of American finance.

In small numbers, hedge funds had been around since the 1940s, when the investor A. W. Jones came up with the idea of maximizing returns by “hedging” against swings in the market—betting not only on which prices would rise but also on which would fall. Unlike mutual funds, which, by law, could trade only stocks and bonds within narrow limits to avoid the risk of catastrophic losses, hedge funds could bet big. The Securities and Exchange Commission treated them like powerful chemicals—permitted, but kept away from unsuspecting users. Hedge funds could trade almost anything—derivatives, currencies, even the air rights above buildings—as long as they took money from officially “accredited investors,” the individuals and institutions with enough resources that they could afford to lose some of them—in other words, the wealthy. For that reason, the broader public knew almost nothing about hedge funds until the turn of the millennium, when it became increasingly obvious that fund managers were earning more money than almost anyone else in America. In 2004, Institutional Investor reported that the top twenty-five hedge-fund managers had earned an average of $207 million the previous year. The editors wrote: “Never have so few made so much so fast.”

Skowron knew nothing about Wall Street. He had never read a balance sheet or an income statement. But the idea intrigued him and he went to a bookstore to learn more. He bought a how-to guide, titled Getting Started in Hedge Funds, by Daniel A. Strachman. The author, a vice president at a money-management firm, offered his encouragement: “The most important character traits needed are an ego, an entrepreneurial spirit, and guts. A track record also helps, but in some cases experience is frowned upon.”

The book introduced Skowron to the elementary vocabulary of finance—bull markets, derivatives, standard deviations—and it explained the generous formula by which hedge funds made so much money: they kept 2 percent of every dollar they managed for investors, as well as 20 percent of the profits. (Some funds kept more.) “If managers show up to work and perform,” Strachman wrote, “the revenue they can earn from their funds is nearly endless.” The book closed with a libertarian flourish that captured the zeitgeist of the hedge-fund world. Politicians and regulators, Strachman observed, “have very little knowledge of money and markets.” Addressing them directly, he said, “Keep out of the business and let the chips fall where they may.”

The new generation of financiers Skowron set out to join was no longer physically tied to Wall Street. The Internet allowed traders to work from anywhere, and many of them departed lower Manhattan to avoid city income taxes and to work close to their families, in New Jersey, the Hamptons, or southern New England. Before long, ten of the top twenty-five hedge-fund managers settled or worked in a single town: Greenwich, Connecticut.

One of them was Steven A. Cohen, a billionaire who ran a firm named for his initials—S.A.C. Capital Advisors. Through a friend, Skowron got an interview with S.A.C., and when he arrived, he discovered that another friend, who had given up neurosurgery and joined the firm, could vouch for him. In a salary discussion, S.A.C. Capital executives asked Skowron what he was making at Harvard as a surgical resident. Fifty thousand dollars a year, he said. They’d quadruple it—and if he did well, they would throw in a bonus to make it an even larger multiple.

After the meeting, Skowron called his wife, who was at home caring for their two-year-old in West Newton, Massachusetts, and seven months pregnant. “These guys just made me an offer. It’s crazy. We’ve got to move,” he said. They considered the Upper East Side of Manhattan, but settled instead on Greenwich. The newspapers had taken to calling it “The Hedge Fund Capital of the World.”

[image: ]

In the history of money in America, the town of Greenwich has played a recurring role that is older than the republic. The southern panhandle of Connecticut is cradled between the gray-blue waters of Long Island Sound and the wooded border of New York State. In the summer of 1640, English colonists, sailing south from the Massachusetts Bay Colony, came ashore at a stretch of fertile coastline that local Native Americans called Monakewaygo—“shining sands.” It had open pastures, cranberry meadows, and rocky forests that sheltered bear, wolf, and beaver.

In politics and in culture, Greenwich became a mash-up of New England and New York, a place settled by Puritans who agonized over what the historian Missy Wolfe calls “the proper balance between their flock’s economic success and the level of success that they deemed would offend God.” The Puritans believed in what Ralph Waldo Emerson later described as a “commanding sense of right and wrong,” an austere determination to put morality at the center of their politics. But, long after the Puritans were gone, the tension remained in a seesawing battle between the Brahmin and the buccaneer, service and profit, restraint and greed.

For a time, the Brahmin had the advantage. Greenwich made its earliest fortunes from the land and sea: farms shipped produce to New York City, fishermen gathered oysters, and local quarries yielded granite that furnished the footings of the Brooklyn Bridge. But in 1848, the railroad reached Greenwich; instead of a full day by horse, the trip to the city by train was one hour. A developer’s brochure pitched the town to “tired mortals of the busy metropolis” seeking “health, happiness, and comfort, not to mention wealth.” They built Gilded Age mansions that rivaled the Old World châteaux and palazzi, including replicas of the Petit Trianon at Versailles and Warwick Castle in England.

Many of the new arrivals worked on Wall Street, home to America’s fledgling financial industry, which had taken root in the early nineteenth century to collect savings and funnel them to productive entrepreneurs and investments. In 1908, after scientists realized that epidemics were spreading in part through communal tin cups at water fountains, a Greenwich investor named William T. Graham financed the creation of a disposable paper container—called the Dixie Cup—which earned him a fortune and helped save lives. Another new resident, Zalmon G. Simmons II, was the Henry Ford of sleep, having popularized the mass production of mattresses.

Others in town became known for a progressive approach to business. In 1927, Owen D. Young, a Greenwich resident who was an early chairman of General Electric, gave a speech at Harvard Business School in which he scolded businessmen who “devise ways and means to squeeze out of labor its last ounce of effort and last penny of compensation.” He encouraged them instead to “think in terms of human beings—one group of human beings who put their capital in, and another group who put their lives and labor in a common enterprise for mutual advantage.” Rick Wartzman, a longtime head of the Drucker Institute and a historian of corporate behavior, told me, “This











































BLOOMSBURY PUBLISHING

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK

29 Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin 2, Ireland

BLOOMSBURY, BLOOMSBURY PUBLISHING and the Diana logo are trademarks of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published in 2021 in the USA by Farrar, Straus and Giroux First published in Great Britain 2021

This electronic edition published in 2021 by Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

Copyright © Evan Osnos, 2021

Evan Osnos has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third-party websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes

Portions of this book originally appeared, in different form, in the New Yorker.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: HB: 978-1-5266-3552-5; TPB: 978-1-5266-3550-1; eBook: 978-1-5266-3548-8; ePDF 978-1-5266-4555-5

To find out more about our authors and books visit

www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters

OEBPS/html/images/3_1.jpg
Wildland

The Making of

America’s Fury

Evan Osnos

BLOOMSBURY PUBLISHING





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






		Cover



		By the Same Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue



		1. The Golden Triangle



		2. Thoughts and Prayers



		3. Jewel of the Hills



		4. Mud City



		5. Everyone Is Doing It (Take 1)



		6. Everyone Is Doing It (Take 2)



		7. You People



		8. Getting Loaded



		9. Buying Power



		10. Ball-less Peckerheads



		11. I Smell Freedom



		12. Out of Their Slumber



		13. Unmaking the Machines



		14. The Combat Mindset



		15. Radical Self-Reliance



		16. The Body of Fact



		17. The Antibodies



		18. Faceless



		19. Are We Going to Jail, Dad?



		20. The Raging Fire



		21. Behold the Land



		Notes on Sources



		Acknowledgments



		Index



		A Note on the Author



		eCopyright











OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
Wilcland

Evan Osnos





OEBPS/html/images/14_1.jpg





