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“ The best detector is not merely the one 
that can pick up radar  from the farthest 
distance, although the Valentine One 
continues to score best.”  — Autoweek
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T
here are none so blind 
as those who see things his 
way. Here’s a classic formu-
lation, as presented by the 
New Yorker’s David Rem-
nick toward the end of an 
epic profile of the president 

on the eve of the State of the Union Address. 
“Obama has every right to claim a long list of 
victories since he took office: ending two wars; 
an economic rescue, no matter how imperfect; 
strong Supreme Court nominations; a lack 
of major scandal…” You’ve got to love that, 
written with a straight face. Evidently, it must 
depend on what the meaning of “major” is. 

So let’s think of them as “minor” scandals. 
Obamacare, which has left more people with-
out coverage than it has signed on, all of it pre-
mised on a huge presidential lie, is on course 
to drag U.S. health care down to third-world 
levels. It’s already managed to corrupt Romn-
eycare and make it more unworkable (see p. 
18). Surely community organizer Obama is 
familiar with the term “economic sabotage.” It 
was not regarded as a minor matter.

The IRS’s police state-like harassment 
of Tea Party groups was an unprecedented 
political action on behalf of an incumbent 
administration. Our Presswatch columnist, 
the Wall Street Journal’s unassailable James 
Taranto, has noted that the IRS’s behav-
ior calls into question the legitimacy of 
Obama’s re-election. Now we see that the 
Justice Department’s “investigation” of the 
IRS might as well have been commissioned 
by Vladimir Putin (see p. 20). Nothing to 
write home about, Mr. Remnick?

At least in the case of the IRS, the admin-
istration is cynically pretending the fix is not 
in. When it comes to Benghazi (see p. 24), 
it’s done nothing to bring anyone to justice, 
whatever its initial promises. It lied to the 

victim’s families and it lied to the world and 
to the American people. An America that 
ceases to defend its own ceases to be Ameri-
ca. A political leadership that thinks only of 
saving its sorry skin drags our country down 
still further. It does not even see the irony 
that all the evidence we need of its desperate 
cowardice we already have on video. Good 
luck dealing with this minor scandal in your 
next campaign, Madame Secretary Clinton. 
Maybe in a plea bargain you’ll let the world 
know where your boss was that night. Sorry, 
if historically keeping tabs of that sort has 
been a touchy subject. 

If the last decades of liberalism have taught 
us anything, it’s that shrugging off scandal has 
been a mainstay of those most involved in it. 
Not just the principals, but also their defend-
ers, apologists, and the press that covers for 
them. Can their defenses be penetrated? 

In Mr. Remnick’s case, we think there is 
a way to get inside his blinders. His maga-
zine prides itself on its sketch art. More than 
one of his covers has depicted the president 
in a playful manner, in contrast to its cover 
treatments of Bush-Cheney and Romney 
in various states of depravity. So if oral or 
literary argument mean nothing to him, 
he will have to pay attention to the loving 
treatment his hero-president receives on 
our cover this month. Inspired by the late, 
very great Jeff MacNelly’s loving tribute to 
Jimmy Carter, which appeared on the cover 
of our February 1981 issue, Yogi Love has 
executed a defining official portrait. Perhaps 
Mr. Remnick would like to reprint it, before 
we donate it to the White House and to the 
Obama Presidential Library? 

I’m no art critic, but I do interpret Mr. 
Love’s drawing to mean that as Mr. Obama 
peers out into the future, he’s terrified that 
his entire rule will be adjudged a scandal. 

Scandal

a b o u t  t h i s  M O N T H

by W L A D Y  P L E S Z C Z Y N S K I



“Collin’s story is heartrending and
heartwarming.... a witness of how

the goodness of God can work
miracles in anyone’s life.”

 — GOVERNOR MIKE HUCKABEE
From the Foreword

“Collin Raye’s belief that an artist’s real success
is in the quality and artistry of his work makes him a

good showman. The love he discovers through his faith 
in God makes him a great man.”

— MOTHER DOLORES HART, Author, The Ear of the Heart

“The most authentic voices for life are often those of 
people who can draw from their own experiences.

Collin Raye has such a voice.“ 
— ABBY JOHNSON, Author, Unplanned

“The sharp shadow of suffering has fallen across the 
life of Collin Raye in ways that would have felled lesser 

men.  Through his music, Raye has a rare knack for 
transforming all that suffering into an experience of 

indescribable consolation.”
— PATRICK COFFIN, Radio Host, Catholic Answers

“If there was ever a book to show modern-day
 believers that in the end nothing matters but 

faith and family, Collin’s is it.” 
— TERESA TOMEO, Author, Extreme Makeover

“A must-read book to meet the real Collin Raye...“  
— RAYMOND ARROYO, EWTN Host, The World Over

“His heartfelt story of perseverance and ongoing 
conversion is sure to encourage anyone striving to 

live by faith in a secular world.”
— MARCUS GRODI, EWTN Host, The Journey Home

“Collin’s struggle to integrate his faith into the 
whole of life is both inspiring and challenging 

to fathers, husbands, and everyone.”
— MOST REV. RONALD GAINER,
Bishop of Lexington, Kentucky

Book includes a DVD of a 
never-before-seen interview 
and three songs written by Collin,
“Undefeated”, “She’s With Me”, 
and “Give Me Jesus” that are
intimate to his story.

� PRAISE FOR A VOICE UNDEFEATED �

www.ignatius.com • 1-800-651-1531
P.O. BOX 1339, FORT COLLINS, CO 80522

A VOICE UNDEFEATED by Collin Raye
Foreword by Governor Mike Huckabee

When Collin Raye’s powerful, golden voice dazzled the 
country music scene in 1991 with his Number One hit 

single “Love, Me”, country music listeners fell in love with 
one of the great voices of our time. In this book, journey 
with Raye as he climbs to the top of the music world; but 
his story goes beyond the music—A Voice Undefeated is also 
an intimate diary of a soul who has suffered great profes-
sional and personal losses, but has managed to endure with 
faith and courage. Most recently his beloved nine-year-old 
granddaughter, Haley, died in 2010 from an undiagnosed 
neurological disease. Since Haley’s death, Collin has be-
come an advocate for the sick and disabled and has estab-
lished the Haley Bell Blesséd Chair Foundation to provide 
wheelchairs to families with special needs children. This is 
a remarkable, inspirational story of faith, of struggle, of suf-
fering, of profound love, and ultimately of triumph in the 
midst of tragedy.

ISBN: 978-1-58617-817-8 • 300 pages • Sewn Hardcover • $26.95
Includes a bonus DVD and 32 pages of color photos

See more at aVoiceUndefeated.com



4       T H E  A M E R I C A N  S P E C T A T O R     M a r c h  2 0 1 4

January departs stage left, but not be-
fore the hearties of scenic El Puig, Spain, 
on January 26 held their annual Dead Rat 
Throw, heaving the lifeless creatures to and 
fro and attempting to slam one right down 
the chops of an inattentive reveler. “In El 
Puig, they say you aren’t a man until you pick 
up a rat during the fiesta and heave it with all 
your might,” said Señor Abel Flores, himself 
an accomplished rat thrower. Animal rights 
activists naturally objected, but they uttered 
not a peep two days later when President 
Barack Obama made his fifth annual State 
of the Union speech, and, boy, did he heave 
the rats. Hardly one of his claims was accu-
rate, including the claim that he has created 
8 million new jobs! On the eve of President 
Obama’s disjointed threat to take things into 
his own hands and rule by executive fiat, a 
Washington Post-ABC News poll showed that 
63 percent of those responding had little or 
no confidence that Mr. Obama would make 
the right decisions as president. The poll also 
showed the public evenly split over wheth-
er our president is honest, with 49 percent 
thinking he is and 48 percent thinking he is 
not. As we report elsewhere in this issue (see 
page 16), his scandals have obviously taken 
their toll on public confidence. Still, there is 
no word yet on what the public thinks about 
published accounts in former Secretary 
of Defense Bob Gates’s memoirs that—as 
America was fighting two wars—Majority 
Leader Harry Reid asked the Pentagon to 
research irritable bowel syndrome. Why he 
could not simply rely on Pepto Bismol until 
at least one war was over remains unknown. 
Mr. Gates concludes, “I didn’t know whether 
to laugh or cry.” Mr. Gates, laughter is always 
the best therapy. 

Reform is in the air in Cuba. There 
the citizenry will be able to buy and sell 
modern automobiles, with the price 
of a middle-sized Peugeot starting at 

$250,000! Congress negotiated a spend-
ing bill that will allow the government to 
continue to wobble along until October, 
and Secretary of State Jean-François Ker-
ry took his ineffable capacity to strike a 
goof-ball pose before the paparazzi to the 
staid Vatican City, where, standing before 
a Renaissance mural, he—hesto presto—
transformed himself into a corpse. Ma-
dame Tussauds, eat your heart out. There 
was more fallout from the Christmas hol-
iday, this time in the state of New York, 
where Democratic Assemblyman Dennis 
Gabryszak stepped down amidst charges 
from the fair sex that his seasonal raillery 
went too far and had been going too far for 
at least three years. While on the subject 
of politics in sizzling New York, former 
CNN cohost and one-time governor Mr. 

Eliot Spritzer was spotted sucking the toes 
of the bare-chested former spokeswoman 
for Mayor Bill de Blasio. Why Mr. de Bla-
sio let this cutie get away is a mystery, but 
the temptress, Miss Lis Smith, does have 
shapely toes even if they should not have 
been exposed to children and mums bath-
ing in Montego Bay’s family-friendly Half 
Moon Hotel pool. Keep those lewd digits 
covered, Miss Smith. You were driving the 
kids wild. And you, Mr. Spritzer: That is 
a good way to get an STD that even your 
dentist will find disgusting.

In France, President François Hollande’s 
“partner” is “partner” no more. Miss Valérie 
Trierweiler checked herself into a Paris hos-
pital upon hearing that the debonair polit-
ico was having an affair on a scooter with 

the C O N T I N U I N G  C R I S I S

by R .  E M M E T T  T Y R R E L L ,  J R .
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an actress. Miss Trier-
weiler was not having a 
baby or an abortion or 
anything like that, but 
evidently this is the way 
couples separate amica-
bly in France. It appears 
the National Basketball 
Association (NBA) is ut-
terly bereft of a sense of 
humor. League officials 
have fined the amusing 
New York Knicks guard, 
Mr. J.R. Smith, $50,000 
for what they called “re-
curring instances of un-
sportsmanlike conduct.” 
In truth the puckish Mr. 
Smith is gaining quite a 
reputation around the league for untying 
his opponents’ shoelaces while they stand 
idly by adjacent to the foul line, and he may 
even be planning greater entertainments, 
for instance, pulling down opponents’ 
pants or making funny faces during free 
throw attempts. Such pranks could become 
the NBA’s equivalent of the NFL’s famed 
touchdown dances. Yet that 50k judgment 
could give him reason to pause. A Supreme 
Judicial Court ruling on behalf of trans-
gendered students in the state of Maine is 
threatening bathroom anarchy, as hundreds 
of red-blooded American boys head for the 
girls’ toilets. In Russia thousands of anti-ter-
rorist troops were sent to Sochi to enjoy the 
Winter Olympics.

Epicureans will want to save this one. 
In Altoona, Pennsylvania, Mr. Lee Am-
merman, 51, was arrested for stealing 12 
bottles of hand sanitizer from a central 
Pennsylvania hospital so he could mix the 
sanitizer with orange juice for a delightful 
and spirited apéritif. Talk of former Sec-
retary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton’s 
forthcoming presidential candidacy has 
riled up the womenfolk all over the coun-
try. In Pittsburgh, a woman, known only 
as Sparkle, sashayed through the down-
town defiantly thrusting her undraped 
bosom in every direction until the cops 
closed in, and in Mountain Home, Ar-
kansas, an alleged ex-girlfriend of former 
President Bill Clinton was arrested at 3:20 
a.m. walking along the street dressed only 
in a pair of angel wings. Mr. Ariel Sharon, 
the former prime minister of Israel, passed 
away, as did President Jimmy Carter’s for-
eign policy expert Robert Pastor. Apropos 
of Jimmy’s historic place in America’s list of 

presidential failures (see 
page 16) we note that 
Mr. Pastor once told 
the author in a friend-
ly aside, “Boy, did he 
[Jimmy] hate you!” 
Also the author of The 
Toilet is dead, Mr. Ami-
ri Baraka, the poet lau-
reate of New Jersey. Mr. 
Baraka was formerly 
known as LeRoi Jones 
or, more commonly, as 
Meat Head. The cause 
of death was not an-
nounced, but it could 
have been something 
he wrote. He was fa-
mously anti-American. 

From Mooroopna, Australia, comes word 
that a naked man who hid himself in a 
top-loading washing machine, supposedly 
while playing hide-and-seek with his part-
ner, had to be rescued by police. The police 
used olive oil as a lubricant to release him 
but are not ruling out that the man was 
employing the washing machine as a sexual 
enhancement. Stay tuned.

It is back to anger management semi-
nars for Mr. Jerome Davis of Des Moines, 
Iowa, after Mr. Davis, in his 50s, attacked 
his brother, also in his 50s, with a knife in 
an altercation over a peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich. No one knows what happened 
to the sandwich. On a happier note, a man 
in Clearwater, Florida, was caught on a 
surveillance camera as he made off with a 
32-inch television while zipping along an 
aisle in the Clearwater Target store. He was 
described a white man in his 20s possessed 
of a marvelous sense of balance and a gen-
erally happy disposition. Finally, a group of 
President Obama’s friends and hangers-on 
announced on the last day of January that 
they have founded the Barack H. Obama 
Foundation and will collect donations and 
speculative plans for the construction of the 
Barack H. Obama Presidential Library. Pre-
cisely what books will be put in the library 
is as yet unclear. We know he has claimed 
to authorship of two books, but has he ever 
read one? His transcripts remain closed to 
the public, and there is no place on the 
public record where he is cited as actual-
ly reading a book. Possibly the Barack H. 
Obama will be the only presidential library 
where the stacks are closed to the public. 
The Crisis drags on. 
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Re-Elected 
Obama, 

Re-Elected 
His Friends!

How much do we  
really know about  

Mr. Obama? 

More importantly, how much do 
we know about his friends—the 

people who advise him daily, who 
shaped his political decisions, and 

helped get him re-elected?

The American Spectator 
launched a special investigation 

into Obama’s inner circle  
that exposes their ties to  
communism, corruption,  

and terrorism.

Subscribe to  
The American Spectator 
today and receive our  
FREE* special report, 
Obama and Friends— 

Exposing the Inner Circle!

www.spectator.org/obama 
*New subscribers only. (Book available for sale. $10. Call 800-524-3469)
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ID: Intelligent Debate

odds & E N D S

John derbyshire’s article “Occasion-
alism Is Not Science” (TAS, Janu-
ary-February 2014) attacking Intelli-
gent Design (ID) was full of religious 
emotion but did not address the sci-
entific arguments for ID. The statisti-
cal impossibility of evolution, lack of 

a viable mechanism, lack of transitional fossil 
evidence, Cambrian explosion, and the Sec-
ond Law of Thermodynamics argue strongly 
in favor of ID over evolution, but John did 
not try to refute them.

His main theme was the fabricated no-
tion he called “occasionalism”; that every-
thing happens because God makes it hap-
pen which does not allow us to do science. 
He used the example of ice floating on top 
of water because it is less dense. Yes, we can 
do science thinking and research about den-
sity, phase diagrams, etc. It is also natural for 
us to wonder why there is a substance that 
behaves like water which is such a benefit 
to us. Many of the great scientists were cre-
ationists. They viewed it as “thinking God’s 
thoughts after him.”

He complained that proponents of ID do 
not offer any speculative-imaginative theo-
ries on how new species appear. Well, spec-
ulation and imagination are not science.

There are two different types of evolu-
tionary species change: limited and general. 
Limited changes require no new informa-
tion and rely on genetic variation within the 
kind designed by God. Limited changes like 
natural selection, adaptation, and speciation 
are generally accepted by creationists and 
scientifically observable. The general chang-
es require new information with no viable 
mechanism to get it. Changes that have 
never been observed, like dinosaurs into 

birds, are speculative beliefs, putting them 
outside the realm of science.

John talked about the mind without 
reaching a conclusion. This gets us into the 
real issue of where intelligence, information, 
organization, design, laws of science, and 
laws of logic came from. They are immateri-
al and can not be explained by just looking 
at matter. We obviously need an intelligent 
designer.

Robert C. Lemke 
Joliet, IL

mr. derbyshire expends a great deal of ink 
attempting to discredit Intelligent Design 
(ID) by linking ID-ers to Occasionalism 
and other metaphysical straw men instead 
of dealing with the criticisms of evolution-
ary orthodoxy. If the genesis of matter and 
life forming due to a non-material agent 
is too metaphysical to allow scientific ac-
ceptance, perhaps Mr. Derbyshire can ex-
pound on how materialistic occasionalism 
(everything happens because time and 
chance make it happen) is more reason-
able, despite the facts that the spontaneous 
generation of matter ex nihilo (big bang), 
generation of life from non-life, and sub-
sequent living transitional life forms (mol-
ecules to man) have never been observed. 
I think it is legitimate to expect answers to 
these points supported with observational 
and repeatable examples devoid of hand- 
waving and “just so” storytelling. Or, an 
honest “we don’t yet know” will suffice.

Don Hibbard 
Howell, MI

i thank John Derbyshire for re-educating 
me regarding the origins of intelligent life. 
Errantly, I now realize, I had given credence 
to the reasoning of Stephen Meyer et al. that 
the more the electron microscope helps to re-

veal about the highly ordered, vastly complex 
coding of information necessary to direct the 
hierarchical manufacture and assembly of 
amino acids into proteins to form cell types 
for tissue variants that become precisely spe-
cialized functional body organs, structures, 
and systems, the less persuasive is Dar-
win’s conditional conclusion—based on his 
25-year-old notes of a six-week stay on the 
Galapagos Islands—that chance, undirect-
ed processes transformed primordial muck 
into Francis of Assisi, Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart, Albert Einstein, and the rest of us 
human beings by small, incremental steps in 
only one general direction over eons.

Mr. Derbyshire has refuted intelligent 
design without breaking an intellectual 
sweat; to wit, Mr. Meyer and his fellow ID 
proponents are contemptible dupes who 
believe in God, and therefore nothing they 
say about the origins of life may be taken 
seriously. Accordingly all that remains to 
be done, it would seem, is to stack the cord 
wood, set the stake, and put these heretics 
to the flame. 

Earl Bohn 
Ben Avon, PA

john derbyshire prefers to ridicule those 
who embrace ID as “ignorant, rustic, and 
low rent” while waving off their arguments. 
Scientists have discovered that the human 
genome has three billion nucleotide base 
pairs exquisitely arranged to provide the 
digital code to transform a single cell into a 
human being. Almost all scientists and Mr. 
Derbyshire appear to believe that all this 
complexity is a matter of chance. Those so 
inclined reveal themselves to be persons of 
faith: I submit more faith than to believe our 
Creator set into motion life as we know it.

J. Michael Ruff  
Fayetteville, NC

Send correspondence to editor@spectator.org with 
the subject line “Letter to the Editor.”
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no doubt John Derbyshire feels justi-
fied in taking the disdainful tone that he 
does toward the Intelligent Design com-
munity. However, he completely fails to 
address any of the issues raised by Ste-
phen C. Meyer in the preceding article: 
specifically, the Cambrian Explosion in 
the fossil record, and the needle-in-a-
haystack combinatorial problem—both 
problems that Darwinism needs to an-
swer before being quite so smug with the 
show-me crowd.

Elizabeth Quaintance
Downers Grove, IL

reading john derbyshire’s response to 
Stephen Meyer’s article on Intelligent De-
sign reminded me of Mark Twain’s com-
ment that he’d rather go to Hell where his 
friends were than to Heaven which was sure 
to be one long, boring church service.

Really? Are those of us who believe in a 
Creator God really such pathetic bores?

Our imaginations never go beyond “it’s 
just God’s will so that ends it?”

Poppycock. I am personally acquainted 
with a young man in our church (oh no, not 
that!) who received his Ph.D. in Physics. 
This man believes in a seven-day creation, 
as do I. “Pass the likker...”

Our imaginations of what God hath 
wrought far exceed the small, wrinkled 
world where Derbyshire places us. Our 
souls and our minds reel at God’s amazing 
variety. We celebrate science as people dis-
cover the wondrous, endless acts of God.

Mr. Derbyshire is a “man without a chest” 
as so compellingly described by C.S. Lewis 
in The Abolition of Man: one whose intel-
lect is directly attached to his appetites and 
desires. The heart and the soul have disap-
peared. 

Virginia Mulhern
San Jose, CA 

i read with interest the opposing arti-
cles on Intelligent Design by Dr. Stephen 
Meyer and John Derbyshire. Dr. Meyer is 
a credentialed scientist with a strong back-
ground in both empirical and historical 
science. Mr. Derbyshire describes himself 
on his website as a “…writer-novelist, pop-
math author, reviewer and opinion journal-
ist” and “a Mysterium,” who was “…never 
much interested in biology, all through my 
life until my 50s.” 

While Dr. Meyer has presented a rea-
soned, scientifically based critique of the 
prevailing orthodoxy regarding the evo-
lution of life on earth (Neo-Darwinian-

ism), Mr. Derbyshire can only offer ad 
hominem attacks on those scientists who 
are proponents of Intelligent Design as 
the “inference to the best explanation” to 
describe the biodiversity of life on planet 
Earth. Mr. Derbyshire can offer no scien-
tific evidence to support his belief in an 
unguided process to explain this biodiver-
sity. His best argument against ID is that 
ID is not really science but pseudosci-
ence, “as practically all scientists believe.” 
Unfortunately for his belief system, sci-
ence does not progress by majority vote, 
but by “following the evidence wherever 
it leads.” And the evidence is becoming 
overwhelming that the classic neo-Dar-
winian explanation of the development of 
life on earth is wholly inadequate. 

There is not enough space to address all 
the fallacies used by Mr. Derbyshire in his 
attack on ID, but the article highlights the 
weakness of neo-Darwinianism. Concern-
ing matters of science, it would be better 
to leave the discussion to true, credentialed 
scientists, and let opinion journalists keep 
their opinions to themselves.

William G. Reeves
Oklahoma City, OK

John Derbyshire replies:
thanks to the readers who wrote in. I am a 
commentator on social, cultural, and politi-
cal issues, with a sideline in writing popular 
books and articles about math, in which I 
have a university degree and a longstanding 
interest. I have no training or credentials in 
paleobiology; which is to say, I have precise-
ly as many as Stephen Meyer.

The American Spectator is a magazine of 
social, cultural, and political commentary, 
so I feel quite at home as a contributor. It 
is natural, when they ask me to write about 
Intelligent Design (ID), to approach it as 
a social-cultural topic. That’s how I ap-
proached it.

All the points raised by critical readers 
have been fully addressed in specialist out-
lets many, many times over. I usually refer 
inquirers to the TalkOrigins website, which 
was set up by the National Center for Science 
Education in the early 2000s, at the height 
of the ID fad. (With the fad’s fading follow-
ing the 2005 Kitzmiller v. Dover Area School 
District decision, a few links no longer work, 
but TalkOrigins remains a splendid resource. 
Amongst much else, it contains the entire 
court transcript of Kitzmiller.)Il
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Google “talkorigins” and you will see the 
home page, with a “search” link. You can 
now search for any topic that interests you, 
and find masses of commentary from cre-
dentialed experts. Putting “Second Law of 
Thermodynamics” into the search box, for 
example, brought up “about 508 results” 
when I tried it. Putting “information the-
ory” into the box returned “about 3,130 
results.” “Transitional forms” returned 
2,050. Surely that is enough for the curi-
ous enquirer.

Stephen Meyer’s book is reviewed at 
great length (9,400 words and several elab-
orate diagrams) by actual paleobiologist 
Nick Matzke at the related website Panda’s 
Thumb: Google “Meyer’s Hopeless Mon-
ster, Part II.” 

Sample from Matzke’s review:

As far as I know every authority would agree 
that lobopods are a paraphyletic grab-bag on 
the stems of the crown-group phyla Arthropo-
da and Onychophora (and perhaps also on the 
stem below their common ancestor). In other 
words, the arthropod and velvet-worm phyla 
evolved from lobopods, and lobopods contain 
a whole series of transitional forms showing 
the basics of how this happened! How anyone 
could write a book on the origin of Cambrian 
animals, without mentioning Cambrian Ex-
plosion 101 findings like this, is mystifying.

Is this the kind of thing TAS readers 
want in the magazine?

For readers interested in the scientific 
consensus on the Cambrian Explosion, the 
2013 book The Cambrian Explosion: The 
Construction of Animal Biodiversity seems 
to be a good scholarly presentation by two 
seasoned paleobiologists, Douglas Erwin 
and James Valentine (their names wrongly 
presented on the Amazon website). Per-
haps the Discovery Institute could arrange 
a public debate pitting Stephen Meyer 
against Erwin and/or Valentine? Ha ha ha 
ha ha!

Lay people don’t realize that genuine 
scholarly endeavor in math and science 
comes surrounded by a buzzing host of 
cranks and monomaniacs. Some years ago 
I published a book about a great unsolved 
math problem. The book was quite suc-
cessful, as such things go. I still get occa-
sional letters written in green ink with pur-
ple capitals from persons patiently assuring 
me that a solution to the problem can be 
found in 4,000-year-old Egyptian papyri.

For social and historical reasons, science 
cranks in the U.S.A. concentrate on paleo-

biology, rather than on, say, superconduc-
tivity, seismology, or the distribution of 
galaxies. Everything they have to say has 
been refuted hundreds of times over—see 
TalkOrigins. They just keep coming back 
with the same threadbare notions. It’s like 
sitting in a bar listening to some guy bang 
on about flying saucers. Zzzzzzzzz. 

2

i just finished Stephen C. Meyer’s article 
on ID and life’s origins (“The Cambrian 
Explosion and the Combinatorial Prob-
lem,” TAS, January-February 2014) and 
was struck with the flawed premise of the 
piece and at least part of his book, which I 
don’t plan on reading. Meyer goes to great 
lengths with mathematical formulations 
to show life is somewhat of a crapshoot. 
The bicycle lock may have 100,000 pos-
sible combinations; however it’s on the 
ground, open, and the bike’s long gone. I 
didn’t realize the IDer needed a bike but 
apparently he did. Even more bothersome 
is application of DNA sequence possibil-
ities to multiple powers. The chance of 
me hitting the lottery is almost nil but the 
chance of someone hitting is 100 percent: 
Every lottery has been won. The chance 
of any isolated cells/amino acids getting 
the right DNA sequence to form a new X 
is very small, but here we are. You didn’t 
have one small Pre-Cambrian pool getting 
lucky; you had an ocean. You didn’t have 
one cell getting it right; you had trillions 
all succeeding or failing. Rather than one 
trying trillions of combinations and hit-
ting the time limitations, apply trillions 
trying trillions of combinations 24/7 and 
the correct sequence may have been hit in 
17 minutes or 1,700 years. Either way, it 
was sequenced correctly. In much the same 
as the bike lock or lottery, there is a correct 
sequence.
  Now the explosion of life has not been re-
peated again as of now which raises a few 
questions. In man’s short time of awareness, 
we have not seen many new life forms pop 
up. We have seen some go extinct. Is the de-
signer on a break? Is the design complete? 
In the complex DNA sequencing needed 
to say make a right arm, the body knows 
the sequence and can make new bone, skin, 
muscle, nerves. So if I lose my right arm, 
why don’t I grow a new one? Did my body 
forget? Didn’t notice the loss? Does the de-
signer want one-armed humans? Arms are 
a mature design. There are billions of them 
and yet one more is not in the plan? 

  Meyer’s need to attempt to dazzle the 
reader with numerical arguments disproves 
whatever point he was attempting. This is 
the usual ending when belief systems wres-
tle with science to somehow prove their 
belief. Either the science disproves the 
God, sorry Ra, or it’s silent. The evolution 
theory neither proves nor disproves God, 
but it may poke holes in the Adam and Eve 
tale. That apparently scares the heck out of 
some believers evidenced by the extremes 
to which Mr. Meyers has gone. 

Jim Shanahan
Via the Internet

stephen c. meyer makes a common mis-
take in his example about odds (admittedly 
I have not read his book which may explain 
his position better). True, if the bike thief 
can only produce 5,400 random combi-
nations and the lock has ten billion pos-
sible combinations, his odds of opening it 
are very low. But nature doesn’t work on 
things sequentially; it works on everything 
simultaneously. If the thief can apply his 
5,400 combinations to ten trillion locks si-
multaneously, and doesn’t care which bike 
he ends up with, his odds of success are 
very high.

When I ask people what the odds of 
someone winning the lottery are, they in-
evitably answer millions (depending on 
the lottery) to one. But it’s a dead certainty 
that someone will win. They just keep ex-
tending the drawings till they have a win-
ner. Sure, the odds of any particular person 
winning, no matter who it is, are millions 
to one. But that hardly proves that intelli-
gence is guiding the selection.

That’s where most people have the 
problem. The odds of predicting a par-
ticular outcome in advance may be very 
low, but that there will be some outcome 
is inevitable.

If you assume that humans are the de-
sired outcome of evolution, it’s necessary 
that you start out believing that there is 
an intelligent entity desiring an outcome. 
That makes it inevitable that you will con-
clude there is an intelligent entity. How-
ever, if you take the more reasonable po-
sition that humans are not necessarily the 
bike the thief wanted in the first place but 
just the one he ended up with, the calcu-
lations change.

Paul Kelly
Delta, CO

while stephen c. meyer’s article on Intel-
ligent Design was highly informative, it did 
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not go back in the history of the universe 
far enough. Just to name two fundamental 
properties necessary to life: (1) certain prop-
erties of the carbon nucleus are finely tuned 
to permit the buildup in stars like the sun of 
heavier elements essential to life, and (2) the 
so-called “fine structure constant” (a combi-
nation of the electronic charge, the Planck 
or quantum constant, and the velocity of 
light) is precisely 1/137. If that value were 
only a few percent different, the molecules 
essential to life could not form. Indeed, the 
constant is so essential to our world that 
the great physicist Wolfgang Pauli report-
edly had a near-nervous breakdown over 
its value. The universe is so finely tuned 
to the emergence of life that ID appears to 
this observer to be unavoidable. The ID de-
niers often resort to claims that our universe 
is only one of a large number of universes 
with different physical laws. How we could 
observe them, if such an hypothesis is to be 
“scientific,” is a mystery.

Robert C. Whitten
Via the Internet

Stephen C. Meyer replies:
both readers who raise concerns about 
my probabilistic reasoning have correct 
intuitions, but each lacks a few facts nec-
essary to recognize why my conclusions are 
sound. 

Both readers are correct to note that the 
likely success of a random search (and the 
assessment of the plausibility of any hypoth-
esis that posits such a search) depends not 
only on the probability of the event of inter-
est occurring once, but the probability of the 
event occurring given all the opportunities 
that it has to occur. Thus, as both readers 
correctly note, if biological organisms can 
conduct multiple searches simultaneously 
(or, indeed, sequentially) the probability 
of success—in this case, the probability of 
generating a particular functional protein 
by random mutational search—increases 
significantly. In Darwin’s Doubt, I make this 
same point. Nevertheless, I show that the 
probability of a successful mutational search 
remains vanishingly small (and the hypoth-
esis that such a search produced the genetic 
information necessary to build new animals 
remains extremely implausible). 

Indeed, to assess the probability of an 
event occurring by chance, statisticians typ-
ically determine what is called a condition-
al probability—the probability of an event 
given or “conditioned on” what we know, or 
can reasonably postulate, about the number 
of opportunities that event has to occur. 

If the conditional probability of a 
chance-based hypothesis (given the num-
ber of opportunities the event in question 
has to occur) is less than 1⁄2, then it is more 
likely than not that the event will not hap-
pen by chance. In that case, the hypothesis 
will be judged implausible—more likely to 
be false than true. Conversely, if the condi-
tional probability of the chance hypothesis 
is more than 1⁄2, then it is more likely than 
not that the event in question will occur 
by chance and it will be judged plausible—
more likely to be true than false. And the 
smaller the conditional probability associ-
ated with a hypothesis, the more implau-
sible the hypothesis—the more likely the 
hypothesis is to be false than true. 

The bike lock illustration in my Spec-
tator article illustrated these principles 
of probabilistic reasoning without mak-
ing explicit all relevant biological facts. 
Nevertheless, my longer discussion in 
Darwin’s Doubt takes into account the 
possibility of multiple simultaneous and/
or sequential searches (“whole oceans” as 
well as “isolated ponds”). It does so by 
comparing the probability of a functional 
protein arising in a single random trial to 
the total number of evolutionary search-
es that might be reasonably postulated to 
have occurred during the entire history of 
life on Earth. 

Recall from my article that recent exper-
imental work has allowed protein scientists 
to determine the probability of a function-
al protein arising in a single random trial. 
Experimentally derived estimates of the 
ratio of functional amino acid sequences 
to the total number of possible sequenc-
es for a protein of modest length allow 
us to estimate that probability at about 1 
chance in 1077. In Darwin’s Doubt, I also 
make a careful upper-bound estimate of 
the second number—the total number 
of relevant evolutionary trials that have 
occurred during the history of life. I de-
termine that number to be 1040 based in 
part upon well-established estimates of the 
total number of organisms that have ever ex-
isted on Earth. Thus, my calculation takes 
into consideration the possibility of both 
simultaneous and sequential evolutionary 
searches in multiple organisms—indeed, 
in all organisms that have ever lived on our 
planet.

On the basis of these two empirically de-
rived estimates, I then calculate the conditional 
probability of random mutations generating 
a novel protein (again, given the maximum 
number of opportunities that event would 

have to take place on Earth) at about 1 chance 
in 1037 (1040 divided by 1077). 

This calculation assumes that every organ-
ism that has ever lived on Earth has gener-
ated—by random mutation—one new base 
sequence per generation in the sequence 
space of interest. On that exceedingly gen-
erous assumption (see Darwin’s Doubt for 
further explanation), my calculation implies 
that the evolutionary process would still 
have sampled only one 10 trillion, trillion, 
trillionth of the relevant possible sequenc-
es. And since the conditional probability of 
a new gene arising as the result of random 
mutational search turns out to be unimag-
inably less than 1 in 2 (in fact, 1 in 1037), 
the standard neo-Darwinian theory of gene 
evolution turns out to be vastly more likely 
to be false than true. It follows that a reason-
able person should reject it. 

Your third letter writer is correct: The 
fine–tuning of the laws and constants of 
physics (as well as the initial conditions of 
the universe) do provide additional, and 
earlier, evidence for intelligent design. Fur-
ther, though the evidence of design in biol-
ogy alone might in principle be explained 
by some form of immanent (within the cos-
mos) intelligence, evidence for the fine-tun-
ing of the universe as a whole points to a 
transcendent intelligence. For this reason, 
and because all “multiverse” proposals 
depend upon cosmological models that 
must invoke prior fine-tuning to generate 
a life-friendly universe like ours, I favor a 
theistic design hypothesis as the best expla-
nation for the ensemble of evidences con-
cerning biological and cosmological origins.

CORRECTION
it has been brought to our attention 
that this magazine perpetrated a misguid-
ed and very rude satire of the incomparable 
oeuvre of the late Russian composer, Petr 
Ilich Tchaikovsky. Actually, the puerile at-
tempt at farce took place in our November, 
1971 issue, and it has cast a pall on the ed-
itorial department ever since. However, on 
the morning of January 8, 2014 we heard 
a stupendous recording of the Piano Con-
certo Number One by pianist Sviatoslav 
Richter with the Vienna Symphony under 
the baton of Herbert von Karajan, record-
ed in 1962, and it has afforded us the op-
portunity to apologize to our readers and 
to old Petr wherever he might be. He was 
a splendiferous composer, and the Russian 
Revolution and what followed were in no 
way his fault. 
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Mr. Plunkitt—
people freaked a few weeks ago when I 
pointed out that Republicans have a hard 
time in New York. Granted, my phrasing 
might’ve been a bit indelicate, but this pho-
ny outrage is unwarranted. I feel like dou-
bling down.

You don’t like our tax rates? Get out. 
Don’t think a woman should have the 

right to choose reproductive—oh, wait, 
what’s that sound I hear? Oh, yeah, it’s the 
New Jersey Turnpike calling your name. 
Enjoy Florida. Hope you get eaten by an 
alligator or an oil slick-mutated manatee.

Don’t like rent control? Fine. Go pierce 
your nose 50 times and live in a bombed 
out creperie in Mogadishu. Don’t need you. 
Won’t miss you. Have fun picking land mine 
shrapnel out of your sorry keister with only 
a pen knife and a pair of takeout chopsticks.

That’s how I feel. Everyone on my political 
team, however, insists that I make amends. 
Sandra suggested inviting the three or four or 
whatever New York GOP lawmakers to the 
executive mansion for some sort of event, but 
what kind? What do Republicans do? Not 
sure I’ve ever really met one. Would a jazz 
breakfast seem too formal? Do Republicans 
ever drink wine or scotch, or just “lite” beer?

Andrew Cuomo
Governor of New York 

Governor—
listen to your better (or at least prettier) 
half—and your humble correspondent’s se-
crets to throwing the perfect party for Repub-
licans. First, they are often found drinking a 
mixture of everclear and Pedialyte. Gets the 
job done without risking a nasty hangover. 
Have several different flavors on hand. Sec-
ond: Republicans love Cheez Whiz, which 
is actually used as currency in several flyover 
states. Rent one of those chocolate fountains 
and fill ’er up. Third, they can’t get enough 

of hoomii, that traditional Mongolian throat 
singing. Fourth: Make it a costume party. 
Dress up as a bear, the sixth-most fearsome 
of all creatures.

That’s really all there is to it! Soon you’ll have 
those Republicans eating processed cheese-
like substance right out of your paw! —GWP

Dr. Plunkitt—
i feel like I’ve done a good job since Presi-
dent Obama appointed me to the UN, but I 
can’t seem to shake this…this stupid, juvenile 
tic. The pressure’s on, and we’re in the middle 
of a crucial negotiation or vote, and someone 
mentions the Republic of Djibouti—and I 
start to giggle like a schoolgirl. “What about 
the military buildup in Djibouti?” The mili-
tary buildup in ja-booty? Mind your own boo-
ty! There’s no arsenal (hah!) in mine!

I don’t know what it is. I can’t seem to 
help it. Maybe it’s the stress. Also, I feel an 
irresistible urge to sing the Beach Boys to 
the representatives from Bahrain. Ba-ba-ba, 
ba-ba Bahrain! Help me!

Samantha Power
U.S. Ambassador to the UN 

Ambassador Power—
you really are coming apart at the seams! 
In the short term, try that old trick of public 
speaking: Just imagine Djibouti in its un-
derwear.

But in the long term, you have to free 
yourself from stress. Take some time off 
work. Mellow out. Go to a Togo party (just 
don’t let your Nepal show). Put in a dip of 
chewing Tobago, crank up the hi-fi, and listen 
to some smooth electric Qatar.         —GWP

Mr. Plunkitt—
i know I made a big deal about believing 
the scientists during my 2012 campaign, 
but the weather lately is starting to give 
me doubts. On one hand: global warming, 

man. On the other hand: January was cold-
er than the baby toe of a diabetic Jack Frost 
skinny dipping in liquid helium at zero de-
grees Kelvin after the inevitable heat death 
of the universe. What gives?

Jon Huntsman
Go Science!

Mr. Huntsman—
haven’t you learned by now? Climate 
science is so complicated that literally any phe-
nomenon can be blamed on global warming.

For instance: Joe Biden’s constant misuse 
of the word “literally”? Global warming. 
The U.S. Olympic delegation’s inability to 
land any triple salchows? Global warming. 
Weak storms? Strong storms? No storms? 
Long storms? Global warming all. Vladimir 
Putin’s inhuman pectoral firmness? Well, 
genetics, a rowing machine, and a pirated 
copy of Cyrillic Photoshop—but also global 
warming. Your doubts about global warm-
ing? Caused by global warming.

I could go on.                                 —GWP

Mr. Plunkitt—
i’m running for the governorship, but I con-
fess that I’m having a problem expanding my 
policy platform. Yes: It’ll help the economy 
if Texans have ready access to abortion, and 
veterans should have ready access to abortion, 
and our schools should teach the importance 
of ready access to abortion. But I’m having 
trouble applying my core principles to other 
issues, such as energy or pensions.

Wendy Davis
Texas 

Miss Davis—
who needs core principles? All you need 
to win the governorship is cash, and you’ve 
proven yourself adept at…er…fundraising. 
Find a billionaire to wed, self-fund your 
campaign, and then abort your marriage. 
The Wendy Davis Way!                   —GWP

the B O O T B L A C K  S T A N D

Dr. George Washington Plunkitt, our prize-winning political analyst, has recently retired from a staff position with the House Ethics Com-
mittee and is working on volume twelve of his memoirs, tentatively titled Kitsch-22. But he has graciously consented to once again advise 

American statespersons in these times of trouble. Address all correspondence to The Bootblack Stand, c/o plunkitt@spectator.org.
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A
s scott walker prepared 
to give his State of the 
State speech on January 
22, protesters gathered, as 
they have every year—in-
deed, nearly every day—
under the granite dome of 

the Wisconsin capitol building. They chanted 
“Shame!” and sang and held signs with such 
enlightening messages as “labor built amer-
ica, greed will destroy it” and “up your 
but-get walker.” In other words, some things 
in Wisconsin haven’t changed.

Then again, some things have: “The crowd 
numbers less than one hundred,” wrote one 
protester who posted photos online. “The num-
bers may be small but the resounding voices are 
reassuring that hope is still alive and the fight 
will continue…Occupy Everything in 2014!”

If this is the state of the opposition today 
in historically progressive Wisconsin, it be-
comes hard to escape one conclusion: Scott 
Walker has won, and not just in the leg-
islative chamber and at the ballot box, but 
also in the minds of citizens. In 2011, just 
months after he was sworn into office, tens 
of thousands of people took to the streets of 
Madison, stormed the capitol, and camped 
there for weeks in protest of Act 10, the re-
form bill that curbed collective bargaining 
and eliminated automatic, mandatory dues 
collection for public-sector unions. The gov-
ernor’s new book, Unintimidated (Sentinel, 
$28.95), captures the full frothy insanity of 
those days: Democratic senators absconded 
from the state to deny the chamber quorum; 
Republican legislators were told by police that 

their safety from the 
crowds could not be 
guaranteed; death 
threats poured in and 
.22 caliber shells were 
scattered on the capitol 
grounds.

“In some ways the 
left is a victim of its 
own hysteria,” Walker 
tells me in a D.C. ho-
tel lounge a few days 
after his recent address. 
“They sold this as Arma-
geddon, and then when 
things not only weren’t 
Armageddon, but they 
actually got better, vot-
ers in our state said, 
‘Wow, these reforms are working.’” Fifty-four 
percent of Wisconsinites now think the state is 
moving in the right direction, compared with 
40 percent who think it is going in the wrong 
direction, according to a Marquette University 
Law School poll. The same survey gives Walk-
er, who is up for re-election in November, a 
47-41 lead over his only announced Demo-
cratic challenger, Mary Burke, a member of 
the Madison school board and former state 
secretary of commerce.

For her part, Burke actually supports some 
portions of Act 10, such as the requirement 
that government workers contribute 5.8 per-
cent of their salaries toward their pensions and 
pay 12.6 percent of their health care premi-
ums. But she wants to reverse the collective 
bargaining reforms and says she will put up a 
fight to do so—which is just fine with Walker. 
“If she wants to make this about repealing Act 
10, I’d love to have that debate,” he says. “Do 

you want to go back to 
when schools couldn’t 
hire and fire based on 
merit? It goes far be-
yond the money. When 
schools had to buy their 
health insurance from 
just one company and 
it cost them tens of mil-
lions of dollars more? Do 
you want to go back to 
when schools had to lay 
off their best teachers 
because seniority forced 
them to do so? Do you 
want to go back to those 
days when—not only 
the schools—but when 
the city of Madison had 

to pay bus drivers $150,000 or more because 
of seniority and overtime abuse? I’d love to 
have that debate. Because it’s indefensible.”

To outside observers, the high-pro-
file fight over Act 10—the initial protests, 
the attempted recall of Walker, the court 

rulings upholding the law—eclipses everything 
else in Badger State politics. But Walker’s other 
accomplishments have not been insubstantial. In 
the spring of 2011, he signed a voter ID bill into 
law (the Wisconsin Supreme Court will hear 
arguments this month in two cases challenging 
it). Last summer, he signed a bill that requires 
women seeking an abortion to receive an ultra-
sound first. He led the University of Wisconsin 
System Board of Regents to freeze tuition for all 
its schools, for all students, for two years. He cut 
income taxes, reduced the number of brackets 
from five to four, and recently proposed another 
$504 million in income and property tax cuts.

Running Toward Reform
Scott Walker on eliminating Wisconsin’s income tax (maybe),  

his Christian faith, and how conservatives can win the fairness fight.

i n  t h e  C O L O S S E U M

by K Y L E  P E T E R S O N

Kyle Peterson is managing editor of The 
American Spectator.

“I love the  
people of my 
state so much, 

I’m not making it 
harder to get  
government  

assistance; I’m 
making it easier 

to get a job.”

{
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Now he has publicly begun to float the 
idea of altogether eliminating Wisconsin’s 
income tax, which accounts for roughly 
half the state’s tax revenue. The sales tax 
rate could then be raised or exemptions 
eliminated to make up some of the mon-
ey lost. “The sales tax is one of the low-
er ones in the country, particularly in the 
Midwest, 5 percent,” Walker says. “If we 
raised it a little bit and made up the rest in 
reductions in spending, could 
that be the answer?”

Selling such a proposal to 
the public and ushering it 
through the legislature would 
be a major undertaking, and 
Walker is quick to say that his 
team is still exploring the idea. 
His goal, he says, is to reduce 
the tax burden every year he 
is in office, and he is open to 
other means, including simply 
continuing to chip away at 
marginal rates.

That said, the governor has 
clearly spent time considering 
the political challenge and learn-
ing from the governors of Loui-
siana and Nebraska, whose own 
income tax elimination propos-
als failed to pick up steam.

“Bobby Jindal and Dave 
Heineman in particular put 
out proposals to get rid of the 
income tax, but didn’t, I be-
lieve, looking at it in hindsight, 
do enough groundwork to 
make the case, to anticipate the 
problems, and so it was kind 
of dead on arrival in the leg-
islature,” Walker says. “We’re 
going to spend the next year re-
ally listening to people to make 
sure that the public is engaged 
and understands this.”

The parallels between the tax reform process 
and the one that led to Act 10 are striking. In 
Unintimidated, Walker and co-author Marc 
Thiessen write that the governor conferred 
extensively with fellow Republican governor 
Mitch Daniels about his experience eliminat-
ing collective bargaining for state workers in 
Indiana. And even after Walker began to be 
convinced that similar reform was a necessary 
course of action, he directed his staff to spend 
weeks examining alternatives and exhausting 
other options.

But in his book Walker gives readers not 
just an inside peek at how he approaches such 
decisions; he gives them a piece of his mind, 

too. In one section of the book, he provides 
a friendly critique of Mitt Romney’s 2012 
presidential campaign; in another section, 
he suggests lessons from the Act 10 fight 
that are applicable elsewhere, including 
“Austerity Is Not the Answer,” “Champi-
on the Vulnerable,” and “Win the Fairness 
Fight.”

With Democrats pushing the political 
narratives of income inequality and the 

minimum wage, I ask him about the last 
piece of advice: How can conservatives 
win the fairness fight? “We need to make 
the fairness argument on our own terms,” 
Walker says. For instance, during the debate 
over Act 10, Walker said that he told the 
stories of a young, award-winning teacher 
laid off under last-in-first-out union rules 
because she didn’t have seniority, and of the 
correctional officers who took advantage 
of their contract rules to earn thousands of 
dollars in extra overtime pay. “People would 
say, ‘That’s not fair—you need to fix it,’” he 
says. “We should win the fairness battle.”

In addition, Walker mentions his reform 

of Wisconsin’s food stamps program. “In our 
state, we’re one of the few in America now 
that says if you’re an adult without kids and 
you want food stamps, you’re not going to 
get it unless you’re either working part time 
or you’re enrolled in one of my employment 
training programs. The left’s reaction was, 
‘The governor hates poor people—there he 
goes again, he’s making it harder to get gov-
ernment assistance,’” he says. “I got right back 

in their face and said, I love the 
people of my state so much, I’m 
not making it harder to get gov-
ernment assistance; I’m making 
it easier to get a job.”

Walker also writes 
openly about his 
Christianity in Un-

intimidated, even citing passages 
of Scripture that brought him 
comfort in his most trying days as 
governor (Matthew 6:34, Luke 
12:25-26, and 2 Corinthians 
12:9, for readers following along 
at home). He is the son of a Bap-
tist minister, so this might not be 
particularly notable except for 
one thing: While other Repub-
lican politicians (think Rick San-
torum or Mike Huckabee) let 
their religion shine through their 
public personas, Scott Walker’s 
faith is generally a private one. 
When he stands in the national 
limelight at the Conservative Po-
litical Action Conference or the 
National Review Summit, God is 
not part of his schitck, or else he 
mentions his father’s profession 
only in passing. “Part of the rea-
son why it may not be as appar-
ent is I think the best testimony 
I can give to my faith is how I 
live,” Walker says. “I don’t want 

anybody ever to think that my references to my 
faith are done for political reasons.”

But the governor becomes pensive when 
he explains how powerfully he was moved 
when, at the height of political acrimony in 
2011, everyday Wisconsinites would tell him 
that they kept him in their prayers. “I was 
doing an interview in Green Bay, and I’m on 
the set in the morning, and this woman leans 
down to put on my mic on, and she says, ‘I 
just want you to know, every night, my kids 
and I get on our knees and pray for you—
you’re at the top of our list,” Walker says. “It 
was those moments when we were sustained 
just by, you know, God reaching out.” Il
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A New Age of Liberty

by REID SMITH

Every “epoch” begins with a specific 
moment—the origin point of that par-
ticular era. The Defenestration of Prague 

triggered the 30 Years War. Queen Victoria as-
sumed the throne. Chuck Berry plugged in.

America experienced just such a moment 
last March, when Rand Paul took the Senate 
floor to object to our high-flying executive. 
He spoke for nearly 13 hours, condemning 
the dangerous ambiguity of an “unlimited im-
perial presidency.” Since Congress passed the 
Authorization for the Use of Military Force in 
the immediate wake of 9/11, the executive had 
come unchained. A serious debate was need-
ed, Paul argued, about “whether that use or 
authorization of force is open-ended, forever.”

As Ross Douthat noted at the time, 
Paul  “exploited partisan incentives to bring 
his fellow Republicans around to his ideas, 
deliberately picking battles—from the Libya 
intervention to drone warfare—where a more 
restrained foreign policy vision doubles as a 
critique of the Obama White House.”  Old 
guard establishment types like John Cornyn 
and Mitch McConnell decided to #standwi-
thrand, while the National Republican Sena-
torial Committee raised funds using the slo-
gan. Meanwhile, Paul won unlikely support 
from hard-core liberals like Code Pink and 
Van Jones—not to mention lefty commen-
tators like Jon Stewart and Rachel Maddow. 

Paul accomplished something nearly un-
heard of in modern American politics: He 
completely reoriented public opinion in a 
matter of hours. Consensus doesn’t twist in 
the wind. The public sphere usually fluctuates 
as the result of creeping changes in mood and 

perspective. Not in this case. A Washington Post 
poll from February 2012 found that nearly 80 
percent of Americans approved of the admin-
istration’s use of drones—including the killing 
of a U.S. citizen, Anwar al-Awlaki. Days after 
Paul’s filibuster, Gallup reported that support 
for UAV airstrikes against U.S. citizens, even 
abroad, had plummeted across the board.

But think about it this way: Rand Paul’s fili-
buster wasn’t really about drones. He objected 
to unchecked executive authority and chronic 
intrusions on our rights and liberties. And his 
condemnation of federal overreach couldn’t 
have come at a better time. Since then, a per-
fect storm of political scandal has consumed 
the White House. IRS inquisitions exposed 
shocking federal biases. Outrage at Edward 
Snowden’s disclosure of NSA snooping dam-
aged the administration’s credibility at home. 
Eavesdropping alienated allies abroad. Presi-
dent Obama won scant support for therapeu-
tic strikes in Syria, despite backing from bipar-
tisan congressional leadership. To top things 
off, the president’s signature legislation spun 
into a death spiral. Obamacare will prove cost-
ly to consumers and Democrats alike. Paul’s 
filibuster shook the foundations of the left-
right political binary, and heralded opposition 
to top-down control of our lives and liberty.

Historically, the biggest knock against Paul is 
that he’s a “kook” like his father. Such criticism 
is shallow. The son has already proven savvier 
and less cantankerous than his dad. Sure, he 
echoes prescient criticism of big government, 
distortions and artificialities created by market 
tampering, and the hazards of foreign inter-
vention. But by communicating his political 
platform to new and diverse constituencies, 
he’s shaping a new normal. Whether we’re 
talking about Obamacare, foreign policy, civil 
liberties, NSA snooping, or the cost of govern-
ment that affords “all of the above,” he’s on the 
right side of popular opinion—partly because 
he’s helped shape it. The numbers don’t lie. 

In December, Pew released a poll that showed 
for the first time in in recorded history, more 
than half of all Americans agree that the U.S. 
should “mind it’s own business” abroad. Along 
those lines, 80 percent agreed with the statement 
“We should not think so much in international 
terms but concentrate more on our own nation-
al problems, and building up our strength and 
prosperity here at home.” This is a clear victory 
for Paul’s notion of strategic restraint. 

On the sweeping surveillance state: A poll 
conducted by the Anzalone Liszt Grove Re-
search firm recently found 59 percent of 
Americans opposed continuance of the NSA’s 
widespread data collection. More important-
ly, 57 percent of those surveyed report they 
have “not much” confidence in the govern-
ment’s ability to prevent further abuse of pri-
vacy. Further revelations have only cemented 
public unease. For his part, Paul is a prolific 
champion of our abused Fourth Amendment.

When it comes to Obamacare, recent 
polling confirms the obvious. The presi-
dent’s signature legislation has been crippled 
by programmatic maladies and deliberate 
dishonesty. Millions have lost their insur-
ance—and tens of millions more will suffer 
the same fate when group policies come un-
der scrutiny and standardization. While the 
anti-Obamacare fight is, probably, the one 
issue every Republican can agree upon, Paul’s 
resistance is notable for one reason. His dis-
sent is founded on the same principles that 
inform his broader political priorities. 

This adds up to a popular reorientation 
against federal overreach. Gallup recently re-
ported that 72 percent of Americans now be-
lieve “big government is a greater threat to the 
U.S. in the future than is big business or big 
labor.” That’s a record high in the nearly 50-
year history of the question. Such skepticism 
of “big government” is absolutely inseparable 
from IRS inquisition, sweeping surveillance, 
continual war, and Obamacare’s broken 

Is Rand Paul the future of the GOP?

ten P A C E S

Conservatism is not, and has never been, a monolith—no matter how much its opponents pretend otherwise. At times in its history,  
building unity has been the paramount concern. But this is not so today. Modern conservatism comes in many flavors, each rich with nuance. 

In any plan to escape the electoral wilderness, vigorous debate—about politics, policies, and personalities—must be a key.

Reid Smith is a FreedomWorks writer and editor. 
Jamie Weinstein is a Daily Caller senior editor.
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promises. Opposition to such injustice is a 
worthy presidential platform. 

I’d remind our readers of an important trend 
in conservative politics. The establishment 
claims it is simply supportive of the most con-
servative candidates who can win. Meanwhile, 
it enthusiastically protects the incumbent class 
from the conservative grassroots. Recall, the 
establishment backed Bob Bennett over Mike 
Lee, Charlie Christ over Marco Rubio, David 
Dewhurst over Ted Cruz, and so on. They also 
backed Trey Grayson over Rand Paul, because 
they said Paul wasn’t electable. Remember 
how that worked out? Paul crushed his estab-
lishment-endorsed opponent by 23 points, 
then steamrolled Jack Conway in the general. 
So much for “electability.”

Paul is viable for the same reason other 
principled conservatives now lead the party. 
The GOP competes when it produces fresh 
ideas and compelling candidates. Business as 
usual won’t cut it when it comes to pulling 
this country back from the brink. It’s time for 
generational change. Epochal? Absolutely.

Rand Paul has established himself as a po-
litical entrepreneur who’s capable of doing 
just that. Small wonder a growing number of 
Americans believe he’s capable of leading not 
only his party, but this nation. 

GOP Less Libertarian  
Than You Think

by JAMIE WEINSTEIN

Rand paul is many things: a doctor, 
a senator, a son, and a father. But one 
thing he is unlikely to be is the 2016 

Republican nominee. Not everyone agrees. 
There is a narrative that the Republican Par-
ty is moving inexorably in Paul’s “libertarian” 
direction. Opposition to NSA surveillance, 
non-interventionism, and drug policy reform 
will make 2016 Rand Paul’s year—or so we are 
told. This narrative isn’t entirely false, but it is 
vastly overblown. Paul is an important voice in 
the Republican Party, but for many reasons—
ideology, temperment, personality—he is an 
unlikely GOP nominee.

One case study Paul’s backers bring up 
is Syria. Many in the media were shocked 
when it became clear that few Republicans 
supported military action against the Assad 
regime when President Obama brought the 
issue to Congress last September. Wasn’t 
this the hawkish party that supported the 
Iraq war? Could it be that Rand Paul had 
turned the GOP into a party of non-inter-
ventionists? “The Syria debate marked the 
first time since House Republicans tried to 

keep America out of the Kosovo conflict in 
1999 that a libertarian approach to foreign 
policy seriously challenged the GOP’s old-
guard caucus of hawks,” Buzzfeed’s McKay 
Coppins declared in a September article ti-
tled “Rand Paul on a Warpath.”

But this is a misreading of what actually oc-
curred. While it is true some in the Republican 
leadership supported a military response, most 
Republicans, like most Americans, were skepti-
cal of those on whose behalf the United States 
would have been intervening. Yes, the Assad 
regime is monstrous, but the opposition con-
sists overwhelmingly of Islamists, the strongest 
elements of which are affiliated with al-Qaeda. 
Even John Bolton, who no one has ever con-
fused for a Rand Paul-style non-interventionist, 
opposed military intervention in Syria.  

A true test of whether the GOP has be-
come more Paulian in its foreign policy out-
look is Iran—and polling suggests it hasn’t. A 
March 2013 Pew poll, for instance, revealed 
that 80 percent of Republicans would favor 
striking Iran militarily if it is necessary to stop 
the Islamic Republic from obtaining nuclear 
weapons. This doesn’t mean the GOP hasn’t 
learned lessons from Iraq and Afghanistan. It 
just means that the narrative is far more com-
plicated than it might first seem.

The truth is, despite two major foreign poli-
cy speeches, it is hard to pinpoint what exactly 
a Paul administration foreign policy would 
look like. He speaks in vague terms about 
using force only when it is in America’s inter-
est—a position to which almost no one would 
object. He quotes a former Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Michael Mullen, 
saying debt is America’s greatest national secu-
rity threat in order to make the case for paring 
back our defense budget—even though Paul 
surely knows that our long-term budgetary 
problems are almost entirely related to Ameri-
ca’s unsustainable entitlement programs.

It’s hard not to get the impression that Paul is 
engaged in some sort of sleight of hand. Could 
it be that Paul knows that his foreign policy out-
look, like his father’s, is so out-of-step with con-
servatives and the Republican Party that he has 
to hide his true views behind a wall of rhetori-
cal opaqueness and deception? I suspect so. In 
fact, that’s exactly what a close former staffer of 
Paul’s suggested last year when the senator took 
a hawkish stance on defending Israel. The staff-
er, Jack Hunter, told the Washington Free Beacon 
that Paul was simply making a “little rhetorical 
concession” and “just play[ing] the game.”

In short, whatever one can say about his 
domestic agenda, when Paul is finally pressed 
to lay out his foreign policy vision in clear spe-
cifics rather than generalities—Precisely how 

many overseas bases would he dismantle? 
Exactly how much does he think the defense 
budget should be cut? In what ways would 
he pare back America’s role in the world?—it 
will almost certainly be found wanting, even 
disqualifying, by most Republican voters.

There is also the issue of Paul’s baggage. Fair 
or unfair, you can already see the ad that will 
be aired against him in a presidential race. It 
will draw a line from his father’s bigoted news-
letters to Rand Paul’s philosophical problems 
with part of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to 
his hiring of the aforementioned Hunter, a 
former radio shock jock who wore a Confed-
erate flag mask and celebrated in writing the 
assassination of Abraham Lincoln. Paul may 
not have a bigoted bone in his body, but tak-
en together, the combination of data points 
could prove toxic.

And what of his father? Generally, a candi-
date’s parents should be off limits, but without 
the movement Ron Paul started, Rand would 
most likely not be a senator and a presidential 
contender. Ron is more than just Rand’s fa-
ther—he is the Mr. Miyagi to his Karate Kid. 
Since leaving office, the elder Paul has given a 
speech to a conference of Holocaust-deniers 
and appointed radical fringe figures, including 
at least one 9/11 truther, to the academic board 
of his policy institute. Rand won’t be able to 
use his father to attract support while simulta-
neously refusing to answer questions that per-
tain to Ron’s views and troubling associations.

Finally, there is Rand Paul’s temperament. 
When Buzzfeed revealed late last year that some 
of Paul’s speeches and books contained plagiarized 
passages, the senator responded like a 13-year-old. 
“It’s also what people hate about politics, and it’s 
why, frankly, members of my family are not too 
interested in politics, period, or wanting me to do 
more of this,” he told the New York Times, blam-
ing the “haters” for harping on the issue. “To tell 
you the truth,” he said, “people can think what 
they want, I can go back to being a doctor any-
time, if they’re tired of me. I’ll go back to being a 
doctor, and I’ll be perfectly content.” If legitimate 
questions about plagiarism caused Paul to flip out, 
how will he respond during the heat of a presiden-
tial campaign when the spotlight is much more 
intense and he is pressed to answer difficult ques-
tions like those raised here?

I do not deny that Paul is an important voice 
in the Senate and the GOP. At times, he forces 
the party to re-evaluate or strengthen positions 
that some Republican policymakers uncritical-
ly support. He is even a trailblazer within the 
GOP on issues like drug policy. But Rand won’t 
be the Republican presidential standard bearer 
in 2016—nor should he be if the GOP wants 
to take back the White House. 
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O
h lucky, lucky you! 
You thought when you 
subscribed to The Amer-
ican Spectator or picked 
it up defiantly on the 
newsstand that you were 
getting merely the om-

nium gatherum of all the intellectual vibrancy 
of Western civilization with a few amusing in-
sights thrown in. You never thought you were 
getting something more, a compendium of 
High Art. Yet here on the cover of perhaps the 
last word in quality magazines you find that 
you have purchased the official White House 
portrait of our 44th president, Barack Hussein 
Obama, BA, LLD, and, of course, Nobel Prize 
laureate. Well congratulations! We send the 
failed president’s portrait on to you as an add-
ed manifestation of how much we admire 
you for your intellectual independence and 
for paying what are increasingly becoming 
inordinately high taxes. 

Back in February 1981 we gave our first 
official White House portrait of a failed 
president to Jimmy Carter. Do you remem-
ber him? As the nation’s chief executive offi-
cer he had fought off an amphibious rabbit 
while he was sulking on a pond somewhere 
in jerkwater. He had abused the sleep of 
his fellow passengers in the early hours of 
the morn as they all rode down the Mis-
sissippi in the riverboat Delta Queen as he 
sedulously jogged 22 laps around its up-
per deck just prior to passing out in some 
marathon somewhere. He had ruled out 
government-commissioned official portraits 
as an effort toward economy pursuant to bal-
ancing the federal budget that was then a mere 
$458,000,000,000 (billion). So we at our own 
expense commissioned Pulitzer Prize-winning 
cartoonist Jeff MacNelly to produce his official 
portrait and help Jimmy save money while en-
suring that his buffoonish administration would 
not be forgotten. I am afraid in that we failed. If 
anyone can still recall the Carter presidency he or 
she probably works at the Carter Presidential Li-
brary, if it is still open and has not been returned 
to its former condition as a cut-rate gas station in 
Plaines, Georgia. 

At any rate, as a historical curiosity we re-
produce Jimmy’s portrait here. You may run 
off a few copies if you wish. No one will care. 
President Carter was the worst president in 
American history. With his presidency, the 
late presidents James Buchanan and Warren 

Gamaliel Harding were redeemed. Jimmy 
failed in domestic policy and in foreign policy, 
and when he left the White House on his last 
day in office the White House door slammed 
on his rump. Luckily for the average Amer-
icano, his replacement was a historic success 
in both areas of presidential endeavor. He be-
queathed us a roaring economy and a mori-
bund Evil Empire. Finally, just to address one 
of the liberals’ sempiternal ripostes about him, 
Jimmy’s successor, President Ronald Reagan, 
did leave a deficit, but it was puny by contem-
porary standards and, withal, it was receding 
as a percentage of the then-robust GDP. 

Our deficit today is running in the trillions 
of dollars each year. President Obama has, in 
five years, run up the debt more than all the 
presidents from Washington to Clinton com-

bined, and Woodrow Wilson and Franklin 
D. Roosevelt had to fight world wars. What 
is more, President Obama has failed utterly 
in domestic policy and in foreign policy. Our 
growth rate over his five years in office is exig-
uous. Our unemployment rate is 6.7 percent, 
with millions of unemployed having given 
up looking for work. The national debt is 
over $17,000,000,000,000 (trillion), and the 
nincompoop has just launched the most ex-
pensive domestic initiative ever, Obamacare. 
It is an utter botch. Obama’s health care 
rollout—of the largest, indeed most mam-
moth, government program in history—has 
disrupted some 300 million Americans who 
heretofore had perfectly adequate health care 
on behalf of a tiny percentage of uninsured 
persons who can still go to any hospital in 
the land and be treated. He has outdone Jim-
my Carter in spades. Barack Obama, whose 

qualifications for the presidency consisted of 
seven years in the Illinois legislature, three 
years in the Senate, and aside from that, 
rousing the rabble on Chicago’s South Side, 
is the most ill-prepared president in our his-
tory and the worst. Jimmy, you are redeemed! 

In recognition of President Obama’s historic 
achievement we have prepared for him—three 
years before the White House door slams for 
the last time on his rump—his Official White 
House Portrait. If it looks somewhat like Jim-
my’s portrait, well, so does his presidency. 

Yet he has added a few flourishes of his own. 
As this issue of The American Spectator reports, 
he has added a Trifecta of Scandals. First, of 
course, there is Obamacare. Ira Stoll essays its 
full catastrophe. Second, there is the historical-
ly unparalleled politicization of the IRS. Rob-

ert Stacy McCain presents it to you with 
the victims, the victimizers, and the major 
acts of malversation. Third, there is the 
tragedy and cover-up of Benghazi, a scan-
dal that I believe Jed Babbin and I have 
liberated from the shadows of govern-
ment obfuscation and opened to renewed 
congressional and journalistic scrutiny. 
Hillary: When standing by State Depart-
ment official Sean Smith’s casket, you lied 
to his mother about the cause of his death. 

When Jimmy Carter was pursuing the 
presidency, he said, “If I ever lie to you, 
don’t vote for me.” As politicians go he was 
relatively truthful. Obama, on the other 
hand, has been a stupendous liar, and it 
did not start with “If you like your health-

care plan, you can keep your healthcare plan.” 
What is more, he has been stupendously law-
less, choosing which laws passed by Congress 
to enforce and which to ignore. But in one fi-
nal category of statecraft he has been curiously 
at one with Jimmy. Both practiced denial. As 
we wrote of Jimmy in 1981 so too we can write 
of Obama and the Democrats in 2014, “Our 
economy is not their fault. Iran is not their 
fault. Our diminished place in a dangerous 
world is not their fault.” 

Jimmy was a failure as president and even 
as ex-president, with his visits to foreign 
despotisms and numerous historic slurs on 
America. Obama is a worse failure…and we 
still have three years of his presidency unless 
he does the decent thing. Take this picture 
Barack, and step down. Let someone of a 
suave and ingratiating competence run the 
country. Give Joe Biden his chance. 

Obama’s Shop of Horrors
by R .  E M M E T T  T Y R R E L L ,  J R .



What are the facts?
Turmoil in the Middle East. There is upheaval in the Middle

East. Governments shift, and the future of this vital area is up in
the air. In those dire circumstances, it is a tremendous comfort to
our country that Israel, a beacon of Western values, is its stalwart
and unshakable ally.

Unreliable “allies.” Egypt, a long-term “ally” of our country, is
the beneficiary of billions of dollars of American aid. Its dictator,
Hosni Mubarak has been dethroned. As
of now, it is unclear who and what will
be Egypt’s new government. It is widely
assumed, however, that it may be the
Muslim Brotherhood. Far from being a
religious organization, as its name
would imply, it is dominated by fanatical
radicals, ardent antagonists of the West,
obsessed anti-Semites, and sworn enemies of the State of Israel. If
the Muslim Brotherhood would indeed come to power, a bloody
war, more violent than anything that has come before, is likely to
ensue. 

Saudi Arabia, a tyrannical kingdom, is another important “ally”
of the U.S. It is the most important source of petroleum, the
lifeblood of the industrial world. It is, however, totally unreliable
and hostile to all the values for which the United States stands.
The precedent of Iran cannot fail to be on the minds of our
government. The Shah of Iran was a staunch ally of the U.S. We
lavished billions of dollars and huge quantities of our most
advanced weapons on him. But, virtually from one day to the next,
the mullahs and the ayatollahs – fanatical enemies of our country,
of Israel, and of anything Western – came to power. Instead of
friends and allies, Iran’s theocratic government became the most
virulent enemy of the United States. Could something like that
happen in Saudi Arabia? It is not at all unlikely! 

Other U.S. allies in the region – Jordan, the “new” Iraq, and the
Gulf emirates – are even weaker and less reliable reeds to lean on.
Libya, which once, under King Idris, hosted the Wheeler Air Base,
became an enemy of the U.S. under the late, loathsome Khaddafi

– and probably still is. Turkey, once a strong ally, has cast its lot
with Iran. 

A stalwart partner. Israel, in contrast, presents a totally different
picture. Israel’s reliability, capability, credibility and stability, are
enormous and irreplaceable assets for our country. Many
prominent military people and elected representatives have
recognized this. Gen. John Keegan, a former chief of U.S. Air
Force Intelligence, determined that Israel’s contribution to U.S.

intelligence was “equal to five CIA’s.”
Senator Daniel Inouye, Chairman of the
Senate Appropriations Committee, said
that “The intelligence received from
Israel exceeds the intelligence received
from all NATO countries combined. The
huge quantities of Soviet military
hardware that were transferred by Israel

to the USA tilted the global balance of power in favor of our
country.”

In 1981, Israel bombed Iraq’s nuclear reactor. While at first
condemned by virtually the whole world – sad to say, including the
United States – it saved our country a nuclear confrontation with
Iraq. At the present time, US soldiers in Iraq and in Afghanistan
benefit from Israel’s experience in combating Improvised
Explosive Devices, car bombs and suicide bombers. Israel is the
most advanced battle-tested laboratory for U.S. military systems.
The F-16 jet fighter, for instance, includes over 600 Israeli-
designed modifications, which saved billions of dollars and years of
research and development. 

But there is more: Israel effectively secures NATO's southeastern
flank. Its superb harbors, its outstanding military installations, the
air- and sea-lift capabilities, and the trained manpower to maintain
sophisticated equipment are readily at hand in Israel. 

Israel does receive substantial benefits from the United States –
a yearly contribution of $3 billion – all of it in military assistance,
no economic assistance at all. The majority of this contribution
must be spent in the US, generating thousands of jobs in our
defense industries.

To receive free FLAME updates, visit our website: www.factsandlogic.org

You deserve a factual look at . . .

A Most Stalwart and Reliable Ally
Is Israel indeed America's unsinkable aircraft carrier?

In previous hasbarah (educating and clarifying) messages, we made clear what a tremendous asset for our country Israel is. We gave many
examples of its contribution to American safety in that important area of the world. But there is much more. 

Israel is indeed America's unsinkable aircraft carrier. If it were not for Israel, thousands of American troops would have to be stationed
in the Middle East, at a cost of billions of dollars a year. In contrast to the unreliable friendship of Muslim countries, the friendship and
support of Israel are unshakable because they are based on shared values, love of peace and democracy. What a comfort for our country
to have stalwart and completely reliable Israel in its corner, especially at a time when in this strategic area turmoil, upheaval and
revolution are the order of the day. Yes, Israel is indeed America’s most steadfast friend, a most important strategic asset and most
reliable ally.

FLAME is a tax-exempt, non-profit educational 501 (c)(3) organization. Its
purpose is the research and publication of the facts regarding developments
in the Middle East and exposing false propaganda that might harm the
interests of the United States and its allies in that area of the world. Your tax-
deductible contributions are welcome. They enable us to pursue these goals
and to publish these messages in national newspapers and magazines. We
have virtually no overhead. Almost all of our revenue pays for our
educational work, for these clarifying messages, and for related direct mail.

This message has been published and paid for by

Facts and Logic About the Middle East
P.O. Box 590359 n San Francisco, CA 94159

Gerardo Joffe, President
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“What a comfort for our country
to have stalwart and completely

reliable Israel in its corner...”
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P
resident obama’s signature 
legislative initiative, the Patient 
Protection and Affordable Care 
Act, just may be the worst law 
passed in America since the Fu-
gitive Slave Act. I say this from 
personal experience—not with 

the Slave Act, thank heavens, but with the 
Affordable Care Act, alas. 

My own family’s health insurance coverage 
was due to expire on December 31, 2013. 
We had been paying for it under the provi-
sions of COBRA, the Consolidated Omni-
bus Budget Reconciliation Act, which allows 
former employees to choose to continue their 
employer-provided health insurance, but only 
for a limited time, usually 18 months. The ex-
piration of our COBRA coverage neatly co-
incided with the scheduled commencement 
of Obamacare and the promised availability, 
on web-based exchanges, of “affordable” and 
high-quality health insurance policies. But on 
the basis of my own experience and the reports 
of many others, the promise remains unkept. 
The reasons for that failure go well beyond the 
technical problems that afflicted the national 
Obamacare website and the state exchanges, 
as frustrating and amusing as those problems 
were and are. They are flaws not merely of ex-
ecution, but of conception, of a law designed 
to centralize, redistribute, and divide.

If any place should have gotten 
Obamacare right it should have been my 
home state of Massachusetts, which pio-

neered universal coverage under Governor 
Mitt Romney. Whatever philosophical or 
ideological problems may have existed with 
Governor Romney’s idea for the state to force 
individuals to purchase or enroll in insurance, 
at least as a technocrat Romney was compe-
tent, and by all accounts the Romneycare 
website, known as the Massachusetts Health 
Connector, was working fine until fall 2013. 

Then the administration of Governor Deval 
Patrick, a Democrat who is such pals with 
President Obama that he has dinner with the 
president during Obama’s summer vacations 
on Martha’s Vineyard, replaced the perfectly 
functional Romneycare website with a new 
site, built by CGI Group, the same Montre-
al-based firm that built the problem-plagued 
federal Healthcare.gov site. 

CGI had a reported $69 million contract 
with Massachusetts, but it couldn’t produce 
a working site. At first I waited, figuring 
the state website would be fixed on approx-
imately the same timetable announced for 
the federal site. But problems continued 
well into December, even as the January 
1 deadline approached for enrollment. A 
notice on the site declared it was closed for 
“planned maintenance and upgrade activi-
ties” from December 11 at 2 p.m. until De-
cember 12 at 5 a.m. On December 19, the 
site was inaccessible again, with a banner 
announcing “maintenance in progress.” 

When the site did work well enough to at 
least accept keystrokes, it responded erratically. 
Once the page I was working on disappeared 
and was replaced by a notice that said, in part, 
“???af_dialog.LABEL_OK???” Another time I 
was told, “Invalid Spouse Name entry.” After 
hours entering information, it would all be 
lost: “A connection to the server has failed.”

Don’t just take my word for it: Even the 
left-leaning Boston Globe admitted in a Jan-
uary 9 news article: “The Connector’s new 
website has performed so poorly that the 
state has all but abandoned attempts to fix 
it.” The paper followed up with a January 
15 report: “The deadline for applying is 
March 24. There is little indication that the 
website will be working then.”

Eventually I just gave up and got coverage 
by dealing directly with a health insurance 
company.

Nor is Massachusetts the only state that ex-
perienced such difficulties. Maryland, which, 
like Massachusetts, has a Democratic gover-
nor and state legislature, entered a $107 mil-

lion contract to build its own exchange. The 
$175,000-a-year director of the Maryland 
project resigned in December after taking a 
weeklong vacation to the Cayman Islands, 
where she was reportedly unreachable as the 
Maryland site suffered technical problems.

Why is building a state exchange so dif-
ficult? A figure included in the testimony 
from the secretary of the Maryland Depart-
ment of Health and Mental Hygiene, apolo-
gizing for what he called the “disappointing 
launch,” provides an idea of the complexity 
involved. Maryland’s site includes 44 shad-
ed boxes, themselves full of more shaded 
boxes, themselves full of an alphabet soup 
of tasks and agencies and technical lingo 
(“USL/MDM/ETL/IDS”).

These aren’t just websites where anyone 
can go on and compare prices and features, 
the way you might go to Amazon.com and 
shop for flat-screen televisions, or a real es-
tate site and shop for houses, or the Con-
sumer Reports website and compare washing 
machines or cars. Instead the Obamacare 
exchange sites want to verify your identity 
using a Social Security number, address, and 
birth date. They want to verify your income 
with the IRS. And they use that information 
to sort you into three categories—eligible 
for Medicaid, the government health insur-
ance for the poor and near-poor; eligible for 
private insurance with premiums subsidized 
by Obamacare; or eligible to purchase the 
private insurance at the full, unsubsidized 
price. For the middle group, the amounts 
of the subsidies, and thus the net price to 
the consumer of the subsidized premiums, 
must then be calculated. 

Under the design of Obamacare, in other 
words, the centralizing and the class-sorting 
are indivisible. The program needs to know 
who you are and how much you earn so it 
can tell you how much the insurance will cost 
you. Charging everyone the same price would 
make for an easier-to-design website—L.L. 
Bean, for example, doesn’t ask you for your 
Social Security number or your adjusted 

How I tried—and failed—to sign up for health care through 
my state’s buggy exchange website.

by I R A  S T O L L

Ira Stoll is author of  JFK, Conservative and 
editor of FutureOfCapitalism.com.
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gross income before it ships you a pair of 
duck-hunting boots. The prices are the same 
for everyone. But the Obamacare sliding scale 
requires collecting this kind of information.

If a private institution wants to discount its 
rates along these lines, so be it—plenty of fancy 
colleges charge high tuitions to wealthy fami-
lies and offer discounts via financial aid to less-
wealthy families, and plenty of private hospitals 
provide charity care to the poor.

One reason that Obamacare has 
gotten as far as it has—beyond 
the interest-group politics of drug 

companies and insurance companies, 
which inevitably want more federally sub-
sidized customers—is that many Americans 
actually agree with the president when he 
says, in a sense, we are all in this togeth-
er, and we’re a rich enough country 
that no one should go without basic 
health care just because they are poor 
or lost their job. The tragedy of 
Obamacare is that a program 
to carry out the “we’re all 
in this together” idea 
is being imple-

mented by sorting Americans carefully into 
income-rated baskets—poor enough for 
Medicaid, too rich for any subsidy at all, or 
just in the sweet spot for subsidized private 
insurance, with the final category calibrat-
ed into large subsidies or smaller ones, with 
not much accommodation for the possibili-
ty that income may vary over time.

Now, one could say that the solution 
to that problem is a single-payer program 
or a British-style government national 
health service. Obama has talked about a 
gradual transition to such a system, and it 
may be that in designing the current sys-
tem with such flaws, he and his allies in 
Congress were headed in that direction. 

At some point, even the relatively few left 
with private insurance may prefer such a 
system to the alternative of subsidizing 
everyone else through taxes and ever-soar-
ing premiums.

That, though, has its own risks, not least a 
decline in the quality and innovation of Amer-
ican health care. 

Whether it wrecks America by dividing 
us along class lines or it wrecks American 
health care by turning it into a glorified 
version of the Post Office, this law is big 
trouble. The one bright spot is that, just 
as in the case of the Fugitive Slave Act, a 
Republican president might eventually be 
able to repeal it. 
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W
hat did Tom 
Perez know 
and when did 
he know it? 
That’s one of 
the questions 
cong re s s i o -

nal investigators were asking as they probed 
what increasingly looked like a whitewash of 
the Internal Revenue Service scandal. Perez, 
now secretary of labor, was formerly head 
of the Department of Justice’s Civil Rights 
Division, where his key aide Barbara K. 
Bosserman was chosen to head up the DOJ’s 
investigation of the IRS. Many Republicans 
suspect the investigation is aimed not at find-
ing the truth about abuses at the tax agency, 
but rather at sweeping any wrongdoing—in-
cluding the deliberate targeting of Tea Party 
groups—under the rug and shielding Presi-
dent Obama from blame.

The choice of Bosserman to lead the IRS 
investigation made headlines in January 
when it was revealed that the career DOJ 
lawyer had contributed thousands of dol-
lars to Obama’s presidential campaign and 
the Democratic National Committee. That 
obviously raised red flags with Republi-
cans—Rep. Darrell Issa called it a “startling 
conflict of interest”—but perhaps the more 
important question was, why Bosserman?

“It’s very odd,” one source familiar with 
the congressional investigation said of 
Bosserman’s selection for the job. “Out of 
10,000 attorneys at the Department of Jus-
tice, why was she chosen?”

Bosserman’s background is as a trial attor-
ney prosecuting such civil-rights cases as that 
of a Michigan man who in 2006 burned a 
cross in a black family’s yard. Exposure of 
abuses by the IRS led to the resignations 

of three agency officials in 2013, and those 
abuses may have been civil rights violations 
in some sense of the word, but Bosserman’s 
appointment was suspicious. Why would 
someone with no previous experience in tax 
law or government corruption be selected 
to lead the IRS investigation? During a Jan-
uary hearing of the House Oversight and 
Government Reform Committee, Rep. Jim 
Jordan raised that question with the Justice 
Department’s Inspector General, Michael 
Horowitz. In his 12 years of DOJ experience 
under three different administrations, did 
Horowitz “ever recall the civil rights division 
investigating tax law matters?” Jordan asked.

“I don’t recall that during my time,” 
Horowitz answered.

The selection of Bosserman was unprece-
dented, in other words, but the whole IRS 
scandal is in many ways unprecedented. Be-
ginning in 2010, agency officials deliberate-
ly targeted for extra scrutiny the non-profit 
applications of Tea Party groups. Any new 
group that included certain terms in its 
name—including “Tea Party” and “patri-
ot”—as well as any that mentioned their 
purpose as related to issues of taxes, debt, 
or educating the public about the Consti-
tution, were automatically flagged. Dozens 
of conservative groups thus had their ap-
plications for 501(c) status effectively put 
on hold for up to two years. Activists com-
plained that they were asked to fill out intru-
sive questionnaires that sought information 
about the groups’ activities—information 
that the IRS was, in fact, prohibited from 
asking about. One pro-life group was asked 
to “explain in detail” the activities conduct-
ed at its prayer meetings. At the time, none 
of the affected groups knew what was hap-
pening behind the scenes at the IRS, but the 
pattern of delayed applications was obvious. 

When members of Congress raised 
complaints, however, officials claimed ig-

norance. During a congressional hearing in 
March 2012, IRS Commissioner Douglas 
Shulman was asked directly by Louisiana Rep. 
Charles Boustany about “recent press allega-
tions that the IRS is targeting certain Tea Party 
groups.” Shulman answered, “I can give you 
assurances…there’s absolutely no targeting.” 
Shulman testified under oath that what the 
groups were complaining about was just the 
“normal back-and-forth” of the application 
process. His testimony was subsequently prov-
en false: For more than two years, there was a 
“BOLO” (be on the lookout) list that clearly 
targeted Tea Party groups and, as early as April 
2010, a “Sensitive Case Report” about the 
applications had been sent to Lois Lerner, the 
IRS executive in charge of tax-exempt groups. 
Shulman subsequently claimed that at the 
time of that testimony he had been ignorant 
of what was going on inside his agency, but it’s 
clear that less than two months later, in May 
2012, the IRS commissioner was briefed by 
the Treasury Department’s Inspector General 
for Tax Administration on the targeting of Tea 
Party groups.

This is the point where seemingly 
political motivations become diffi-
cult to ignore. In March 2012, Shul-

man was asked in sworn testimony about 
this scandal and denied any knowledge of 
it. Even if we stipulate that this denial was 
honest, Shulman clearly knew the truth by 
May 2012, six months before Obama came 
up for re-election. Obviously, if the truth 
about political targeting of the president’s 
enemies had become public at that point, it 
might have impacted the election campaign. 
Instead, somehow the truth was hushed up 
for months until May 2013, when Lois Le-
rner herself publicly admitted that Tea Party 
groups had indeed been targeted.

Immediately after Lerner’s admission, 
Shulman’s successor, acting IRS commis-

The IRS Outrage
Congress continues to investigate, the administration conducts a 

sham inquiry—and journalists look the other way.

by R O B E R T  S T A C Y  M c C A I N

Robert Stacy McCain is a frequent con-
tributor to The American Spectator online.
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sioner Steven Miller, tried to blame the 
whole thing on “rogue” employees in the 
agency’s Cincinnati office, an excuse that 
was quickly demonstrated as false. Obama 
denounced the abusive targeting as intol-
erable, promised to “hold the responsible 
parties accountable,” and said his adminis-
tration “would work with Congress” on its 
investigations. Attorney General Eric Hold-
er condemned the IRS’s actions as “outra-
geous and unacceptable” and announced 
that he had asked the FBI to investigate 
whether any laws had been broken. But 
the promised administration cooperation 
with congressional investigators never hap-
pened. Letters from Issa and other mem-
bers of Congress seeking information were 
ignored, and more than six months passed 
before Bosserman was identified as the Jus-
tice official in charge of the investigation.

Bosserman is a career DOJ staffer—a civ-
il servant—but her donations to Democrats 
indicate her partisan leanings, as does her 
closeness to Perez, an Obama political ap-
pointee. Perez is a Harvard Law alumnus 
who worked in the Clinton administration 
under Janet Reno and served as an adviser 
to the late Ted Kennedy in the 1990s. He 
went into Maryland politics as a Democrat, 
winning a seat on the Montgomery County 
Council representing affluent D.C. subur-
banites before making an unsuccessful bid 
to become Maryland’s attorney general. Pe-
rez was chosen as Obama’s assistant attorney 
general for civil rights at a time when the di-
vision was increasingly focused on gay rights, 
including enforcement of a 2009 law (the 

Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate 
Crimes Prevention Act) that the Obama ad-
ministration helped push through Congress 
when Nancy Pelosi’s Democrats still con-
trolled the House. At a speech to a gay-rights 
celebration in Cleveland, Ohio, three weeks 
before the 2010 mid-term elections, Perez 
declared, “The law is remarkable not only 
because of the new protections it provides, 
but because it marks the first time that the 
words, ‘sexual orientation’ and ‘gender iden-
tity’ appear in the U.S. Code to protect civil 
rights.” Bosserman worked closely with Pe-
rez to enforce the Obama administration’s 
gay-rights agenda. In May 2010, when 
“the nation’s first community conference 
to discuss implementing and enforcing the 
Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate 
Crimes Prevention Act” convened in Atlan-
ta, Bosserman presented “a legal overview” 
of the new law. A luncheon panel at the 
conference featured Perez’s senior counselor 
Matt Nosanchuk, an activist better known 
as the Obama administration’s “gay liaison” 
in the Justice Department.

The gay-rights angle of Bosserman’s work 
is not incidental to questions about the in-
tegrity of her IRS investigation. When the 
Shepard-Byrd bill was signed into law in 
October 2009, both Perez and Bosserman 
attended the bill-signing ceremony at the 
White House. A DOJ staffer told Fox News 
it was “extraordinary” for a career staffer like 
Bosserman to be invited to such an event. 
Combined with her political contributions 
to Obama and Democrats, this special treat-
ment of Bosserman raised question marks 

for Issa and other Republicans on the House 
Oversight committee. In mid-January, Issa 
and Jordan sent a five-page letter to Perez 
that said Bosserman’s “participation in this 
event…would have to have been approved 
by you and other senior DOJ leaders” and 
that her White House visit “furthers the 
appearance of a conflict of interest and un-
dercuts the integrity of the Administration’s 
IRS investigation.”

The letter by Issa and Jordan pointed out 
that Holder announced his investigation of 
the IRS scandal in May 2013, two months 
before Perez left DOJ to take the appoint-
ment as Labor secretary:

For the first two months of DOJ’s investigation, 
therefore, you led the Civil Rights Division and 
oversaw the Division’s work. We would expect 
that, at a minimum, you would have been con-
sulted about the Division’s involvement in the 
IRS investigation and the appointment of Ms. 
Bosserman to lead the investigation. Presum-
ably…you would have played a direct role in 
managing the work of your attorneys. Given the 
stated seriousness with which the Department 
of Justice was taking the IRS targeting allega-
tions, the involvement of the Division you led in 
the investigation…and your supervision of the 
attorney tasked with leading the investigation, 
it is likely that you would have been personally 
involved in the matter.

Why was Perez’s evident role in choosing 
Bosserman to lead the investigation potential-
ly so crucial? Because of his proven willingness 
to stonewall and mislead Congress, as Issa and 
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Jordan’s letter explained: “Your potential role 
in the Administration’s IRS investigation is 
troubling in light of your pattern at DOJ of 
ignoring the rule of law for political benefit.” 
They cited Perez’s role in a dubious agreement 
with the city government of St. Paul, Minne-
sota: “Your quid pro quo manipulated the le-
vers of justice and potentially cost American 
taxpayers $200 million.” An investigation of 
Perez’s attempts to conceal the truth about 
that deal—where the head of the DOJ’s Civ-
il Rights division “used a whistleblower as a 
bargaining chip” to prevent a case involving 
liberal “disparate impact” discrimination pol-
icies from reaching the Supreme Court—re-
vealed that he had illegally used a private 
email account to conduct official government 
business. Perez lied about these e-mails in an 
interview, and a congressional investigation 
found Perez “violated the Federal Records Act 
35 separate time.” Perez “flatly and repeatedly 
refused to respond to congressional inquiries” 
and did not provide the requested emails even 
after they were subpoenaed by Congress, Issa 
and Jordan noted in their Jan. 14 letter. “With 
your history of manipulating justice to achieve 
your desired results, the Committee is very 
concerned about your potential role in the 
initial stages of the Administration’s IRS in-
vestigation,” they wrote, giving Perez a Jan. 28 
deadline to “provide a full and complete expla-
nation as to the circumstances, decision-mak-
ing process, and reasons for Ms. Bosserman’s 
appointment.”

As might have been expected, Jan. 28 
came and went without Perez complying. 
No one in the mainstream press bothered 
to notice the suspicious circumstances of 
the Bosserman-Perez connection, and the 
administration’s stonewalling of a congres-
sional investigation made no headlines in 
the Washington Post or the New York Times.

The media has been complacent,” 
said Becky Gerritson of the Wetump-
ka (Alabama) Tea Party, whose group 

was one of those the IRS targeted. In a tele-
phone interview, Gerritson mentioned that 
the traffic-related “scandal” involving New 
Jersey Republican Gov. Chris Christie had 
gotten 17 times as much major network 
news coverage in a single 24-hour period as 
the IRS scandal had received in the previous 
six months. From July 2013 through early 
January 2014, ABC, CBS, and NBC had 
barely two minutes of coverage to IRS scan-
dal, according to the Media Research Cen-
ter’s Scott Whitlock. 

“Media bias is alive and well,” said Ger-
ritson, whose emotional testimony to the 

House Ways and Means Committee was a 
highlight of the June 2013 hearings on the 
scandal. Gerritson told how, after applying 
for 501(c)4 status in October 2010, she was 
told to expect a response in 90 days. Instead, 
15 months went by before she received a 
letter in February 2012 requesting that she 
supply detailed information, including the 
names of donors to her group. This demand 
was followed a month later by another letter 
signed by Lerner requesting that she sup-
ply the information. “This was not an acci-
dent,” Gerritson told the committee. “This 
is a willful act of intimidation intended to 
discourage a point of view. What the gov-
ernment did to our little group in Wetump-
ka, Alabama is un-American.”

Gerritson’s group is one of 41 plaintiffs in a 
civil lawsuit against IRS officials filed last year 
by the American Center for Law and Justice 
(ACLJ), which argues Obama and congres-
sional Democrats helped encourage the tar-
geting of Tea Party groups. “We now know 
that President Obama through his public 
comments initiated actions that resulted in 
the unlawful targeting of our clients,” ACLJ 
president Jay Sekulow said last October. 
“Congressional Democrats along with the 
media created a climate of hostility…”

Perhaps the most egregious example of 
that “climate of hostility” was the illegal 
release of donor information from the Na-
tional Organization for Marriage (NOM). 
Congressional investigators say the source 
of that leak was an IRS staffer in Lerner’s 
Exempt Organizations Division. NOM op-
poses the legalization of same-sex marriage 
and the IRS leaker, who cannot be named 
because of confidentiality laws, provided 
NOM’s donor information to a gay activ-
ist, who then gave it to NOM’s arch-ene-
my, the pro-gay Human Rights Campaign. 
The illegal IRS leak led to news stories in 
2012 identifying GOP presidential candi-
date Mitt Romney as a donor to the con-
servative group. NOM filed its own lawsuit 
against the IRS in October, and pointed out 
that former HRC president Joe Solmonese 
served as co-chairman of Obama’s re-elec-
tion campaign. “This is a federal crime,” 
NOM president Brian Brown said. “Worse, 
the confidential information contained in 
the illegally leaked documents included 
the identity of dozens of our major donors 
and the HRC used this confidential donor 
information to harass our donors. This is 
a chilling set of circumstances that should 
ring alarm bells across the nation.”

None of those alarm bells were ringing in 
the newsrooms of liberal organizations like 

CBS News. For nearly six months begin-
ning in late July 2013, CBS utterly ignored 
the IRS scandal. Then in January, a few days 
after the revelation of Bosserman’s donations 
to Democrats, unnamed “law enforcement 
officials” told the Wall Street Journal’s Devlin 
Barrett that the FBI “doesn’t plan to file 
criminal charges over the Internal Revenue 
Service’s heightened scrutiny of conservative 
groups,” reportedly because “investigators 
didn’t find the kind of political bias…that 
would amount to a violation of criminal 
law.” According to Barrett, the FBI found 
only “a mismanaged bureaucracy enforcing 
rules about tax-exemption applications it 
didn’t understand.” This report was the first 
information about the IRS scandal in nearly 
six months that CBS deemed newsworthy, 
and Norah O’Donnell quickly summarized 
it on her CBS This Morning broadcast: No 
criminal charges! No “proof of political bias”!

That news was shocking to Gerritson. “I 
have never been contacted [by investiga-
tors],” the Tea Party activist said. “For them 
to say ‘nothing to see here,’ when they haven’t 
talked to the victims—I’m just appalled.”

Similarly appalled was Texas Senator Ted 
Cruz, who called for the appointment of a 
special prosecutor and pointed out during 
a Jan. 29 hearing that no one had yet been 
charged with a crime in the scandal despite 
clear indication of illegal actions by IRS of-
ficials. Eric Holder was the witness in that 
Senate Judiciary Committee hearing, and 
the attorney general said: “I don’t have any 
basis to believe that the people who en-
gaged in this investigation are doing so in 
a way other than investigations are normal-
ly done.” Recalling how both Holder and 
Obama had expressed outrage when the 
IRS scandal first became public, Cruz an-
swered: “I would say a lot of American citi-
zens have a basis to believe it, given 282 days 
have passed and no one has been indicted, 
280 days have passed and many, if not all, of 
the victims have not even been interviewed, 
280 days have passed and apparently the an-
ger and outrage that both the president and 
you expressed has utterly disappeared.”

After that hearing, Cruz lamented how 
the media, instead of trying to “hold the 
administration accountable,” were instead 
acting as a “palace guard” for Obama. And 
indeed, the contrast with how journalists 
probed scandals in previous administrations 
is shocking. Woodward and Bernstein once 
became famous for exposing wrongdoing in 
the Nixon administration, but their would-
be heirs are now looking the other way in 
deference to a president they adore. 
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W
ere he alive 
today, Richard 
Nixon would 
have to doff his 
hat to Barack 
Obama. Com-
pared with 

how the Obama administration has swept 
under the rug the Benghazi attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2012, Nixon’s attempt to cover 
up the Watergate burglary was rank amateur-
ism. To be fair, Nixon’s team of Haldeman, 
Ehrlichman, Mitchell, and Dean were not in 
the same league as Obama’s, which includes 
not only his cabinet but most of the national 
media and much of Congress.

If a president were intent on covering 
something up—something big, such as an 
illegal gun walking operation to Mexico or 
a dereliction of duty that gets Americans 
killed at a diplomatic outpost in the Middle 
East—he would have to operate on as grand 
a scale as Obama has. He would have to insist 
that the events were caused not by what the 
facts showed, but something cut from whole 
cloth. He and his administration’s function-
aries would have to hide documents and shut 
people up to thwart congressional oversight. 
And, most importantly, he’d have to have the 
unquestioning support of loyal minions who 
would lie and mislead on his behalf, or—
like Susan McDougal apparently did for Bill 
Clinton in the Whitewater scandal—even go 
to jail to protect him.

The Benghazi veneer is difficult to pen-
etrate. What began as a claim that the at-
tack was a spontaneous response to an ob-
scure video evolved into a centerpiece of 
the 2012 election and a major scandal for 

Obama’s administration. A poll conduct-
ed last fall showed that 62 percent of likely 
voters—Democrats, Republicans, and inde-
pendents—believe a dedicated congressional 
committee should be formed to investigate 
the attack. Americans want to know why 
this happened and who, really, was behind it. 
They also want to know how it could have 
happened. A year and a half after the as-
sault, answers are still less than forthcoming. 
Hearings have been conducted, testimony 
has been given, reports have been produced 
and distributed, documents have been de-
classified, articles and blog posts have been 
written, books have been published—hun-
dreds of hours and thousands of pages of 
material. Yet last December, after what he 
called “months of reporting,” David Kirk-
patrick, chief of the New York Times’s bureau 
in Cairo, tentatively concluded in an article 
that the “attack does not appear to have been 
meticulously planned, but neither was it 
spontaneous or without warning signs,” that 
there is “no evidence that Al Qaeda or other 
international terrorist groups had any role in 
the assault,” and that “contrary to claims by 
some members of Congress, it was fueled in 
large part by anger at an American-made vid-
eo denigrating Islam.” In other words, we’re 
back in the Rose Garden again, where Pres-
ident Obama spoke on the morning of Sep-
tember 12, 2012. We’re still watching Susan 
Rice on the Sunday shows. We’re right where 
we started.

Things might even be worse than that. 
At least in September of 2012, Rice, now 
Obama’s national security advisor, agreed 
to broach the subject. Now she has decid-
ed it’s time for the administration—and 
the American people—to move on. “I don’t 
have time to think about a false controver-
sy,” she told Lesley Stahl on 60 Minutes in 
December. Similarly, Hillary Clinton—in a 
moment that should shadow her every day 

of her nascent presidential campaign—let 
her frustration with pesky questions show 
when she exploded at a Senate hearing: 
“Was it because of a protest or was it be-
cause of guys out for a walk one night who 
decided they’d go kill some Americans? 
What difference at this point does it make?”

Those who have watched all the 
hearings and waded through the re-
ports know that months before the 

attacks that killed Ambassador Chris Ste-
vens, Sean Smith, and the two former Navy 
SEALs, Tyrone Woods and Glen Doherty, 
U.S. intelligence agencies had been warning 
of possible attacks on American personnel 
and other assets in Benghazi. So many re-
ports were given to the State Department 
that it is impossible to explain why all of 
them were ignored. But they were.

According to the January 15, 2014, report 
by the Senate Select Committee on Intelli-
gence (“SSCI”), those repeated warnings 
began with a June 12, 2012 Defense Intel-
ligence Agency report that noted growing 
ties between al Qaeda in the Benghazi area 
and local Libyan terrorists. Another report, 
less than a week later (June 18), said that 
conditions were “ripe” for more attacks and 
that Libya was becoming a “safe haven” for 
terrorists. Such reports continued in steady 
stream. One, in August, noted that the “safe 
havens” were covering more and more ter-
ritory and warned that terrorist operations 
might even be strong enough to attack Eu-
ropean targets from Libyan bases.

Between March and August of 2012, 
western targets were attacked at least 20 
times in Benghazi by terrorists using in-
creasingly powerful and sophisticated weap-
ons, including rocket-propelled grenades 
and improvised explosive devices. Several of 
these assaults were directed at the convoys 
of foreign diplomatic personnel. On April 

Whitewashing Benghazi
Nothing to see here, folks. Move along.
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10, Ian Martin, in charge of the special 
United Nations Support Mission in Libya, 
survived an explosion from a homemade 
bomb. The convoy of Dominic Asquith, 
the British ambassador to Libya, was hit by 
a grenade on June 11. Asquith was not in-
jured, but the United Kingdom promptly 
closed its mission the next day. During this 
period terrorists also attacked UN and Red 
Cross officials and detonated IEDs planted 
at the American Temporary Mission Facili-
ty, the headquarters of Ambassador Stevens.

In March, Eric Nordstrom, the head se-
curity officer at the U.S. Embassy in Tripoli, 
made the first of a series of requests for in-
creased security in the country. His requests, 
which continued at least into July, were not 
denied; they were ignored. Later, in June, 
Ambassador Stevens began making similar 
requests, which the State Department did 
not honor; and, as a report by the U.S. Sen-
ate Select Committee on Intelligence puts 
it, the Benghazi mission “continued to be 
understaffed and under-resourced.” Colo-

nel Andrew Wood, commander of the Site 
Security Team (SST) at the Benghazi mis-
sion, testified in an October 10, 2012, hear-
ing of the House Oversight Committee that 
three Mobile Security Deployment (MSD) 
teams were withdrawn from Benghazi over 
the course of the year despite Stevens’s re-
peated requests for additional security. 

By the time Stevens attended an Emer-
gency Action Committee meeting on Au-
gust 15, all three of the MSD teams were 
gone, as was Wood’s SST. The EAC is an in-
teragency panel that meets in embassies and 
other facilities around the world when those 
facilities face major security threats. And 
the Benghazi mission was certainly threat-
ened. On August 8, Stevens sent a cable to 
Washington observing that “a series of vi-
olent incidents has dominated the political 
landscape”; he calls these incidents “target-
ed and indiscriminate attacks.” At the EAC 
meeting a CIA representative claimed that 
Benghazi was home to about 10 Islamist 
training camps, some of them al Qaeda af-

filiated. At the same meeting, an unnamed 
“regional security officer” said that he was 
concerned—justifiably, it turned out—
about the mission’s ability to defend itself.

About 60 armed terrorists entered 
the mission unimpeded at 9:42 p.m. 
on September 11, 2012. They set fire 

to the barracks holding Libyan militia troops, 
who were supposedly acting as a “security 
force,” and, minutes later, set fire to the build-
ing where Ambassador Stevens was. One of 
the five Diplomatic Security Service agents 
on duty immediately relayed the situation to 
the nearby CIA Annex, the embassy in Tripo-
li, and the State Department in Washington. 
Stevens was moved to a “safe room.”

Gregory Hicks, the deputy chief of mis-
sion in Libya, received a call from Stevens 
five minutes later, and the ambassador told 
him the consulate was under attack. Hicks 
later told the press that he and everyone else 
in the Libya mission believed it was a terrorist 
attack “from the get go.” At about that time, 
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a security team based in Tripoli consisting of 
seven men—at least two of them Delta Force 
operators—was ordered to Benghazi. It had 
to charter an aircraft to fly there, and didn’t 
arrive at the Benghazi airport until about 
1:15 a.m. It spent three hours negotiating 
with Libyans for transportation and a secu-
rity escort to get to the Annex.

The DSS agent who had put Stevens in 
the “safe room” stationed himself outside 
it. When the fire and smoke forced him to 
move, he lost track of the ambassador. Cap-
turing Stevens alive may have been the ter-
rorists’ main objective. Whether they intend-
ed to take him alive or not, he seems to have 
been killed within the first 20 minutes of the 
attack. According to the SSCI report, none 
of the DSS agents fired a shot that night.

By about 11:30 p.m., the annex security 
team, accompanied by the survivors of the 
mission, retreated in two armored vehicles, 
to the annex. At roughly the same time, a 
Predator reconnaissance drone arrived over 
the mission and began transmitting intelli-
gence to the Pentagon, and probably to the 
CIA and State Department as well.

According to Greg Hicks, reports began to 
filter in at about 12:30 
a.m.—via Twitter—that 
the Ansar al-Sharia ter-
rorist group—an al Qae-
da affiliate—was claim-
ing credit for the attacks. 

Beginning between 
midnight and 2 a.m., 
Defense Secretary Leon 
Panetta began ordering 
other military assets to 
prepare for interven-
tion. Panetta ordered 
two Marine FAST 
(Fleet Antiterrorism Se-
curity Team) platoons 
to Libya from Rota, 
Spain. One was to go to 
the rescue of the annex, 
but it failed to arrive 
until about 9 p.m. on 
September 12, a full day 
after the attacks. The 
second unit wouldn’t have arrived for anoth-
er 72 hours, according to the SSCI report.

In addition, between midnight and 2 
a.m., Panetta ordered special operations 
units in from Croatia. But they also couldn’t 
arrive in time.

At about midnight, the annex was fired 
upon in a small arms and RPG attack that 
lasted about an hour. At 4:30 a.m. the sev-
en-man team from Tripoli left for the an-

nex. Upon arriving, they immediately be-
gan to assist in its defense. A former SEAL 
with knowledge of the situation told TAS 
that the security team inflicted a large num-
ber of casualties on the attackers.

The final attack came at about 5:15 a.m. 
Mortar fire took the lives of Glenn Dough-
erty and Tyrone Woods, who were on the 
roof of the building, defending it. (One 
of the Delta Force operators, MSgt. Da-
vid Halbruner, received the Distinguished 
Service Cross for heroism in that fight. An-
other, rumored to be a Marine, may have 
received the Navy Cross. Both honors are 
second only to the Medal of Honor.)

According to the SSCI report, “The mor-
tar fire was particularly accurate, demon-
strating a lethal capability and sophisti-
cation that changed the dynamic on the 
ground that night.” In less than an hour, all 
were evacuated from the annex. Stevens’s 
body, recovered from a hospital, and all the 
other living and dead Americans left Beng-
hazi at about 10:00 a.m. 

The SSCI has concluded that the attacks 
“were deliberate and organized, but that 
their lethality and efficacy did not necessar-

ily indicate extensive 
planning.” Which is 
to say that the attacks, 
whatever the specif-
ic motivation behind 
them, were simply not 
a spontaneous reaction 
to the anti-Muslim vid-
eo. That supports the 
conclusion of a former 
Navy ordinance expert 
we spoke to within 
about 48 hours of the 
attacks, who told us 
that the mortar attack 
could not have been 
accomplished by ran-
dom demonstrators.

The bottom line is 
that the attacks went 
on for just a few min-
utes short of eight 
hours. But according 

to the Obama administration, the Amer-
icans initially under fire were beyond any 
help our military could have provided. 

What makes benghazi so exas-
perating is the fact that it in-
volves two scandals. The first is 

the scandal of the attack that left dead four 
Americans whose lives might have been 
saved had they received the level of security 

that they deserved—and indeed requested. 
The second, intimately bound up in the 
first, is the scandal of the Obama adminis-
tration’s response to their deaths.

When the attacks occurred the 2012 pres-
idential election was less than eight weeks 
away—a problem given Obama’s campaign 
narrative that the dangers of terrorism were 
a thing of the past. Remember Joe Biden’s 
trope that “al Qaeda is dead and GM is alive”?

Lucky for President Obama, Mitt Rom-
ney supported American intervention in 
Libya, too, which left him unable to raise 
the obvious point that there would have 
been no Americans in Benghazi to be killed 
if Obama hadn’t foolishly put them there. 
Having wrongly decided that America had 
a national security interest in helping France 
topple Gaddafi, Obama’s mistake was com-
pounded by the decision to put American 
diplomats in a city that was known to be 
a safe haven for terrorists. Hillary Clinton, 
as secretary of state, knew or should have 
known of the security problems in Benghazi 
and had the responsibility to correct them. 
Romney wouldn’t point any of this out, and 
Obama certainly couldn’t admit it. Which 
is why—pace, Candy Crowley—Obama 
didn’t say on September 12, 2012, that it 
was a terrorist attack. Instead, in his Rose 
Garden remarks, the president talked about 
our unshakeable ties to Libya (of which our 
history is bereft) and said, “No acts of terror 
will ever shake the resolve of this great na-
tion, alter that character, or eclipse the light 
of the values that we stand for.”

On September 14, 2012, three days after 
the attacks, a memorial service was held for 
Sean Smith at Joint Base Andrews in Mary-
land. President Obama and Hillary Clinton 
both spoke at the service. In an interview 
with Bill O’Reilly, Smith’s mother Pat said 
that Obama, Clinton, and Susan Rice had 
each told her at the service that the cause 
of the attacks was the anti-Muslim vid-
eo. The following day, the CIA prepared 
talking points for the House and Senate 
Intelligence committees. As originally draft-
ed, they included references to al Qaeda 
and Ansar al-Sharia, and they referred to 
“attacks,” not protests. They also detailed 
the previous attacks on foreign interests in 
Benghazi. Those references were expurgat-
ed. The party responsible is unknown, but 
a good bet would be on the White House. 
According to the SSCI report, then-CIA 
Director David Petraeus wrote in an email 
that the White House national security staff 
had the final word on the talking points. 
The people responsible may well have been 

{
Without leaders 

interested in  
the truth, the 

American public 
will never find 

out, not now, not 
in the history 

books, just what  
happened on 

Sept. 11, 2012.{
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those identified in former Defense Secretary 
Robert Gates’s recent memoir Duty as hav-
ing made decisions based on politics rather 
than the national interest: then-National 
Security Advisor Tom Donilon and Army 
Lt. Gen. Doug Lute..

At that time, the Obama administration 
knew what the CIA knew: that there were 
terrorist camps in  Benghazi, that the secu-
rity of the mission was perfunctory, and that 
Stevens had been asking for reinforcements. 
It knew what Greg Hicks knew: The attacks 
were an organized, terrorist effort. It also 
knew that Ansar al-Sharia had apparently 
claimed credit for the attack, that Ansar is 
tied to al Qaeda, and that the accuracy of 
the mortar attack on the annex could not 
have been the work of untrained men.

Five days after the attacks, U.S. Ambas-
sador to the UN Susan Rice went on five 
Sunday talk shows and said the attacks 
were spontaneous, not premeditated, the 
response to an offensive anti-Muslim video.

The White House insisted that she relied 
on the CIA talking points, leaving out the 
fact that they had been watered down to de-
lete references to terrorist involvement. 

A few weeks later, Darrell Issa held a 
hearing of the House Government Over-
sight Committee. Many expected Issa 
to blow the lid off the Benghazi scandal. 
Though Deputy Assistant Secretary of 
State Charlene Lamb claimed, erroneous-
ly, that there had been adequate security 
resources in Benghazi, these hearings went 
nowhere. Were requests made for addi-
tional security or not? The story was not 
kept straight. During the vice-presidential 
debate on October 11, Joe Biden made the 
absurd claim that budget cuts had made 
responding to Stevens’s requests impossi-
ble and that the requests had never been 
received in the first place.

After the election leak followed 
leak, but the administration stone-
walled any serious investigation. 

The half-hearted effort of the State De-
partment’s Accountability Review Board 
led the way. Convened by Hillary Clinton 
and led by Ambassador Thomas Pickering 
and former Joint Chiefs Chairman Admiral 
Mike Mullen, the ARB came to nothing, or 
at least nothing much. According a source 
close to the State Department who tried to 
approach the ARB about the security laxity 
in Benghazi, the board was dismissive and 
really didn’t want to know. Its December 
12, 2012, report harrumphed gravely, find-
ing that systematic failures in State Depart-

ment management and leadership (mean-
ing exercised by people far below Hillary 
in rank) led to the inadequate security in 
Benghazi. It downplayed decisions made by 
higher-ups such as Undersecretary of State 
Patrick Kennedy and Assistant Secretary of 
State for Near Eastern Affairs Jeffrey Felt-
man, who exchanged a memo in 2011 titled 
“Future of Operations in Benghazi, Libya” 
which states in part, “I would like to main-
tain a small State-run presence in Benghazi 
through the end of calendar year 2012, to 
include the critical summer elections peri-
od.…With the full complement of five Spe-
cial Agents, our permanent presence would 
include eight U.S. direct hire employees…” 
Kennedy remains at the State Department. 
Feltman, who did not respond to requests 
to be interviewed for this article, moved 
to a ranking position at the UN in June 
2012. He ought to be invited to tell what he 
knows to Congress.

Further, CIA employees knowledge-
able about the Benghazi attacks have been 
subjected to monthly polygraph examina-
tions—far more often than usual—to prove 
that they haven’t leaked anything to the 
press or Congress. The House Permanent 
Select Committee on Intelligence has asked 
for testimony from survivors of the attacks, 
but the number—and identity—of respon-
dents remains classified.

Security videos show that there was no 
demonstration before the attacks, which 
suggests that the anti-video protest story is 
a complete fiction. A former senior Navy 
officer says that EA-18G “Growler” aircraft 
were fueled and on the ramp in Sigonella, 
Italy, about 40 minutes’ flying time at Mach 
0.7 from Benghazi. Though unarmed, the 
Growlers could have provided reconnais-
sance (in addition to that being done by the 
Prowler) within an hour or two of the 9:40 
pm attack. Why weren’t they ordered in?

There were other aircraft—F-15s and 
more—at our airbase in Aviano, Italy, that 
could have been alerted. Even if it took an 
hour to gather intelligence and arm the air-
craft, even if they had to land at Sigonella to 
quickly refuel because no tankers were avail-
able, they could have arrived long before the 
5 a.m. attack on the annex. A single armed 
F-15 could have put a quick stop to the at-
tacks. But no such orders came. There is sim-
ply no excuse for inaction. When Americans 
are under fire, our military has a moral ob-
ligation to fly into the fight as fast as it can. 
The administration tried to excuse inaction 
by saying it did not have Libyan permission 
to cross the border with armed aircraft or 

troops. In cases such as these, it’s always bet-
ter to ask forgiveness than permission.

The SSCI report includes a section for 
comments by Republican lawmakers, who 
cite “significant and sustained” resistance 
by the State Department to SSCI’s efforts 
to obtain documents, access witnesses, and 
answer questions. They claim that the State 
Department “swiftly asserted questionable 
jurisdictional objections and resisted full co-
operation with our review” despite the fact 
that the attacks were made against intelli-
gence community personnel and the fact 
that the SSCI jurisdiction cuts across com-
mittee jurisdiction whenever intelligence 
matters are concerned.

General Martin Dempsey, now chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs, is specifically criticized 
by the SSCI for deficiencies in command. 
The report admits that the Pentagon cannot 
plan to rescue anyone from any embassy at 
any time, but states that given the terrorist 
presence in Benghazi and the inadequate se-
curity there (not to mention the importance 
of the date), Dempsey is guilty of “…either 
a profound inability or a clear unwillingness 
to prevent problems before they arise.”

And what of the president? We still don’t 
know where Obama was or what he was do-
ing on the night of the attacks. To repeat 
a familiar phrase, what did the president 
know, and when did he know it? How did 
he react? Did he make any decisions, and if 
so what were they? If not, why not?

So far the Obama administration hasn’t 
claimed executive privilege to protect peo-
ple and documents. They haven’t had to, 
because Congress, a few indefatigable indi-
viduals excepted, has had the attention span 
of a guppy.

Soon after the attacks, Virginia Congress-
man Frank Wolf introduced HR-36, a bill 
to create a House Select Committee to in-
vestigate the Benghazi attacks. Under Wolf ’s 
bill, the special committee would have sub-
poena power and could force the issue of 
testimony and access to documents. If it 
did, we might yet see Obama exercise Exec-
utive Privilege just as he did in the “Fast and 
Furious” scandal. The bill has 177 sponsors, 
almost enough to pass the House today. 
The only problem is that House Speaker 
John Boehner won’t allow the bill to come 
to the floor. He has repeatedly blocked it 
from consideration. Without leaders inter-
ested in the truth, the American public will 
never find out, not now, not in the history 
books, just what happened on September 
11, 2012. Nor, on present trends, will they 
find out why they can’t find out. 
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W
hen he died 
at 85 on Jan-
uary 11, Ariel 
Sharon had 
already passed 
from the cur-
rent concerns 

of pundits to the more detached reflections 
of historians. In January 2006, when he was 
stricken by a massive cerebral hemorrhage, 
Sharon wasn’t only the prime minister of the 
state of Israel. The former general was the 
living symbol of Israeli military power and a 
master politician who transformed the coun-
try’s politics in pursuit of a vision of peace. 
But at the moment of his death, although the 
symbol remained, his political achievements 
had already proved ephemeral.

Sharon’s death evoked two different types 
of reaction around the world, both of them 
fundamentally mistaken.

In the first of these, he was depicted as one 
of the major villains of the long-running con-
flict with the Palestinians. That was the Arab 
point of view, often echoed in the Western 
press, in which the former general was the 
man who had unnecessarily intensified the 
bitterness of the conflict through his military 
brutality, building of settlements, invasion of 
Lebanon, provocative walk through a shrine 
in Jerusalem, and construction of a security 
fence that symbolized to its enemies Israel’s 
occupation of the West Bank.

While it’s undeniable that Sharon was in-
volved in some of the bloodiest chapters of the 
century-long Arab-Jewish war over the terri-
tory between the Jordan River and the Med-
iterranean, it would be incomplete to absolve 
the Palestinians and their enablers of their re-
sponsibility for unceasing belligerence, requir-

ing Israel to defend itself from a war aimed at 
nothing less than its total annihilation.

The second perspective, shared by many in 
the West, held that Sharon was the one who 
might have ended the conflict, if only he had 
lived. In this version, the man known to both 
admirers and foes as “the bulldozer” was the 
only Israeli leader with sufficient credibility on 
security issues to do what American advisors 
have long told Israel it must do: end its presence 
in the West Bank and thus solve the problem 
that had plagued the country since 1967.

Sharon did overturn the apple cart of Is-
raeli politics in 2005 by withdrawing every 
soldier and settlement from Gaza, in a unilat-
eral plan backed by the Bush administration, 
which hoped he would follow it—as he had 
planned to do—with a similar pullout from 
most of the West Bank. But, as most Israelis 
now acknowledge, the Gaza withdrawal re-
sulted in utter disaster. The evacuated terri-
tory did not become a forerunner of ultimate 
harmony, in which economic development 
fostered both Palestinian independence and 
peace. Instead, it was soon taken over by the 
terrorist group Hamas, and turned into a 
launching pad for missile attacks on southern 
Israel. If Israelis are now reluctant to repeat 
their experience with the West Bank—as 
Secretary of State John Kerry has sought to 
persuade them to do—it is because they view 
Sharon’s Gaza gesture not as a great man’s 
grand strategy for peace, but rather as the last 
of his bold strokes that failed.

Both misconceptions—the warmonger 
and the man who might have made peace—
were rooted in parts of Sharon’s biography, 
but they both omit the context of his career. 
He was a larger-than-life personality who 
cultivated the buff image of citizen soldier, 
an Israeli Cincinnatus, with a farm to which 
he retreated when his fortunes fell. A bril-
liant soldier and cunning politician, he was 
bold enough to see opportunities where oth-

ers feared to tread, yet also reckless enough 
to fail to understand that his faith in his 
own star—and the contempt in which he 
held others—could lead to disaster. None of 
his achievements would have been possible 
had he not lived up to his nickname—had 
he not been the bulldozer. But those very 
traits also accounted for his defeats.

Ariel sharon was born in 1928 in 
Kfar Malal, a moshav (a semi-col-
lective farm whose members owned 

their own land) north of Tel Aviv in the Brit-
ish Mandate for Palestine. He came of age 
just as the conflict between Jews and Arabs 
over the fate of the land was decided, and 
he began his military career in the Haganah, 
the Jewish community’s pre-state militia, 
later rising quickly through the ranks of the 
Israel Defense Forces (IDF) after statehood.

Sharon’s rapid ascent through the IDF 
was due in no small part to his brashness, 
as well as his courage under fire. He came 
to the notice of Israel’s first prime minister, 
David Ben Gurion, and his army chief of 
staff, General Moshe Dayan, as a bold bat-
talion commander. In 1953, Sharon led a 
special squad—dubbed Unit 101—tasked 
with combating the cross-border terrorism 
that plagued the country in the early 1950s. 
In its only year in existence, Unit 101 estab-
lished a pattern in which Israel meted out 
harsh retaliation against Jordan and Egypt 
(which occupied the West Bank and Gaza 
from 1949 to 1967) for encouraging terror 
groups to kill Israeli civilians. The first such 
counter-terror operation, at Quibya in the 
West Bank, led to dozens of Arab civilian 
deaths. Although Sharon had blundered, 
Ben Gurion didn’t punish him because 
he believed the evidence that Israelis were 
willing to fight back would give them “the 
possibility of living” in a region whose in-
habitants were dedicated to reversing the 

Israel’s  
Bulldozer

Ariel Sharon’s greatness and failings were both rooted in a reckless spirit.

by J O N A T H A N  S .  T O B I N
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outcome of the 1948 war. Quibya had been 
the staging area for an attack on a neigh-
boring Israeli town that had resulted in the 
deaths of an Israeli mother and two infants. 
Without such bulldozers as Sharon to face 
down their enemies, Ben Gurion believed 
the tiny state wouldn’t last.

Sharon’s career continued in this pattern. 
He was castigated for ignoring orders during 
Israel’s 1956 Sinai campaign, but was again 
backed by Ben Gurion and won acclaim as 
one of the army’s most successful division 
commanders during the 1967 Six Day War 
and its aftermath. But though he hoped for 
a promotion, his personality and his polit-
ical leanings—he was the rare example of 
a senior commander unsympathetic to the 
country’s ruling Labor Party—ensured that 
he would not achieve his goal.

Sharon retired from the army in 1973 to a 
farm in the Negev Desert—reputedly Israel’s 
largest single holding—purchased with the 
help of friends. He set about unifying Israel’s 
centrist and right-wing parties into a new par-
ty called Likud to be led by Menachem Begin.

But before the Likud had a chance to 
make its electoral debut, Egypt and Syria 
launched a surprise attack that October on 
Yom Kippur—the most sacred holy day in 
Judaism. Israel’s losses during the first days 

of that war set the stage for the event that 
would prove the climax of Sharon’s military 
career, as well as the making of his reputa-
tion. As chaos reigned on Israel’s southern 
front, with other commanders seemingly 
paralyzed, Sharon took the initiative and 
led a counterattack across the Suez Canal 
that forced the cease-fire that ended the 
war. Only a bulldozer who ignored his col-
leagues’ fears could have done it, and the 
iconic photographs of Sharon, his head 
wrapped in a white bandage leading his sol-
diers against the Egyptian foe, endures as a 
symbol of both the individual and his coun-
try at their finest and most courageous.

But sharon chafed while in political 
harness even as he had in the army. 
When Begin was elected prime minis-

ter in 1977, Sharon joined the first non-left-
ist Israeli government as housing minister, 
helping to found settlements throughout 
the West Bank. 

In Begin’s second term, Sharon was ap-
pointed minister of defense and, charac-
teristically, used his new post to champion 
his grand vision for solving Israel’s strategic 
problems. His plan, if successful, would have 
placed the Lebanese Maronite Christians 
in control of their country and rid it of the 

Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) 
that ruled its southern part as a state within 
a state. Although Sharon persuaded Begin to 
back a limited counter-offensive against ter-
rorist positions in southern Lebanon, Sharon 
ordered the army to Beirut. Once again he 
took matters further than his superior had 
approved. Israel’s Lebanese Christian allies 
failed to seize power, although they did seek 
to settle scores with the Palestinians. The re-
sult was the Maronite massacre of hundreds 
of Palestinians in the Sabra and Shatila refu-
gee camps. It was Sharon, however, who was 
blamed. He was wrongly accused of helping 
to plot the atrocity (a successful libel suit he 
later brought against Time magazine proved 
he had not); nonetheless, he should have an-
ticipated that something this horrific could 
occur and would mire his country in an un-
winnable conflict. A commission of inquiry 
demanded his resignation. Sharon’s political 
career appeared finished.

The specter of the Lebanon fiasco re-
mained with Sharon for the rest of his life, 
much as the World War I disaster at Gal-
lipoli haunted Winston Churchill for the 
rest of his long career. But like Churchill, 
Sharon would be granted another chance, 
and under similarly perilous circumstances.

By 2000, the Oslo Peace Accords that 
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some believed would end the Arab-Israeli 
conflict had collapsed in a wave of Palestin-
ian terror following PLO leader Yasir Arafat’s 
refusal of Israel’s offer of statehood that in-
cluded almost all of the West Bank and Gaza, 
and a share of Jerusalem. With Israel again 
under siege, Ehud Barak’s Labor government 
faltered. Sharon, who had bided his time as a 
senior cabinet minister in various Likud gov-
ernments and was by then the leader of his 
party, was poised for a comeback.

Once again, controversy encircled him. 
That fall, just as Arafat was preparing to 
launch a terrorist war of attrition, Sharon took 
a walk around Jerusalem’s Temple Mount, a 
site sacred to both Jews and Muslims. The Pal-
estinians seized on this incident—intended as 
an act of reassurance to Israelis that he would 
keep Jerusalem unified—as a pretext for a 
conflict in which they were already engaged. 
Nevertheless, Sharon was widely and unfairly 
blamed for the intifada that followed.

Yet a few months later, Sharon was elected 
prime minister in a 2001 landslide. Once in 
office, he responded to the Palestinian attacks 
with the same decisiveness he had displayed 
as a general, ordering a counter-attack against 
terrorist bastions and eventually building a 
security fence to keep out the suicide bomb-
ers who had murdered more than 1,000 
Israelis. Sharon’s moves squelched Arafat’s 
terror campaign. In 2003, his countrymen 
understood the left’s Oslo fantasy had result-
ed in a bloody failure and returned him to 
office in yet a second landslide election.

At the peak of his power and popularity, 
Sharon embraced yet another grand strat-
egy. He might have sought to consolidate 
Israel’s position at a time when the George 
W. Bush administration had concluded that 
it was Arafat who had been the obstacle to 
peace, and not Israeli policies. Though he 
had just won an election by skewering his 
Labor opponent’s plan for a withdrawal 
from Gaza, Sharon now endorsed the same 
plan. Since most Israelis despaired of ever 
convincing the Palestinians to recognize the 
legitimacy of a Jewish state regardless of its 
borders (a conclusion that still holds sway in 
Israel), Sharon believed Israel should set its 
own borders without waiting for an agree-
ment with the Palestinians. Ignoring the 
objections of a majority of his party and his 
cabinet, Sharon envisioned an initial with-
drawal from Gaza, followed by a pullback 
from most of the West Bank (while retain-
ing Jerusalem and the major settlement 
blocs close to the 1967 lines) in order to set 
borders behind which Israelis could safely 
await a peace treaty. 

To carry out this plan, Sharon set off 
what Israeli political reporters called the 
“big bang”—the implosion of Likud, whose 
members had voted against the Gaza plan in 
a referendum. To replace it, Sharon formed 
his own party called Kadima, to which the 
leading opportunists of both Likud and La-
bor flocked. He appeared ready to govern Is-
rael from a new centrist base for the foresee-
able future. With Bush’s approval (for both 
the withdrawal and the retention of the set-
tlement blocs) Sharon implemented the first 
part of his plan in 2005, retreating from Gaza 
amid scenes of Israeli anguish and Palestinian 
celebration (the greenhouses left behind and 
purchased by wealthy foreigners expressly 
for the Palestinians were quickly destroyed, 
as was every other building, including all the 
synagogues left behind by the Israelis).

Before he could implement the second 
stage of his plan, Sharon suffered the stroke 
that ultimately took his life. His weak suc-
cessor, Ehud Olmert, was overwhelmed by 
terrorist attacks from Lebanon that set off an-
other short and unsatisfactory war along Isra-
el’s northern border, a Hamas coup in Gaza, 
and the resulting barrage of missiles into 
southern Israel that convinced the country 
that Sharon’s plan had been a colossal error. 

Within three years, Likud was back in 
power, and four years later, the rump of Kad-
ima (most of whose leaders had fled Olmert) 
was virtually destroyed in the 2013 elections 
that returned Benjamin Netanyahu to a sec-
ond consecutive term as Prime Minister. The 
idea that Israel could have forced the Pales-
tinians to accept Sharon’s proposed borders 
was given the lie by subsequent events. Thus 
Sharon’s last great strategy and the political 
realignment he had championed were both 
repudiated by developments that occurred 
during his long, and ultimately fatal, sleep.

The widespread notion—at least 
among Washington’s foreign policy 
analysts—that Sharon might have 

cut the Gordian knot of peace with the Pal-
estinians if only he had lived is as much a 
myth as the idea that his toughness exacer-
bated the conflict. Both ignore the actions 
of the Palestinians. 

If Sharon’s life must be judged as a mix of 
success and failure, it must also be acknowl-
edged that Israel’s enemies are as much to 
blame for one as for the other. Though 
deeply attached to the land of Israel, Sharon 
was a pragmatist and not an ideologue. Al-
though always prepared to compromise on 
Israel’s borders, he was adamant on never 
risking his nation’s security.

If Sharon blundered and played his part in 
a brutal decades-long war, he must be judged 
in the context of the inevitable and necessary 
Israeli effort to hold its enemies at bay. It was 
not, after all, the bulldozer who placed Israel 
into a situation in its early years in which it 
was forced to respond to bloody cross-border 
terror (across, it should be noted the 1949 ar-
mistice lines whose restoration is still consid-
ered by American negotiators as the magical 
formula for peace). Nor did Sharon or Israel 
initiate the 1967 conflict that resulted in Israel 
winning the West Bank and Gaza in a pure-
ly defensive war. Nor did Sharon invent the 
terror that led to the first Lebanon war that 
he so badly bungled. Nor did he, despite the 
canard about the Temple Mount, incite the 
second intifada that devastated both Israel 
and the Palestinian territories and led to their 
division by a fence that no responsible Israeli 
government will ever dismantle. The Israeli 
settlements he helped build did not create the 
Arab war to destroy Israel, since they were in 
place long before the Jewish state had won the 
West Bank. Nor were murderous Palestinian 
terrorist attacks ever stopped by his decision to 
uproot settlements. To the contrary, Sharon’s 
Gaza plan appears to have only increased the 
Palestinians’ desire to reject the compromises 
Israel had offered. Peace requires more than 
great men such as Sharon to will its achieve-
ment. It demands two willing sides. As long as 
the Palestinians continue to seek the eradica-
tion of Israel, the conflict will continue.

Where Sharon can be faulted is in his 
incorrigible belief that all rivals, superiors, 
and even followers who questioned his 
judgment were fools whose opinions and 
orders he should ignore for the good of the 
country. There were times, such as his finest 
hour during the Yom Kippur War, when his 
belief in his own judgment was amply jus-
tified. There were others—in Lebanon and 
Gaza—when it was not. Recklessness and 
contempt for the norms of a democratic po-
litical system can be forgiven in a great gen-
eral who brings victory to his nation, as did 
Sharon. But history is not as kind to politi-
cal leaders whose grand conceptions, driven 
by their equally grand personalities, fail.

Sharon’s complex legacy is such that he 
may never assume a place in Israel’s panthe-
on of its greatest leaders, where Ben Gurion, 
Yitzhak Rabin (saved from coping with the 
consequences of Oslo by the tragedy of an 
assassin’s bullet), and Begin live on.

Yet, as Ben Gurion noted, all nations at 
war need their bulldozers if they are to sur-
vive. As such, Ariel Sharon’s honored place 
in Israel’s history is forever assured. 
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I
n early january, I attend my very first 
professional sports competition. The 
U.S. National Figure Skating Champi-
onships have already been going on for 
four days; the event sprawls over four 
disciplines and five age categories. I’m at 
Boston’s TD Garden to watch the senior 

men, including the two men we’ll be sending to 
the Winter Olympics in Sochi.

Sport, like art, uses the limited body to hint 
at a world without limits. The ball soaring over 
the stands, the runners churning in their furi-
ous personal rhythms, make audiences’ hearts 
pound because they suggest the transformation 
of flesh into purpose. Skating is ecstatic—the 
athletes jump like they’re trying to escape their 
skins, soar and stretch their limbs impossibly, 
contort into elbowy whirligigs, all with knives 
on their feet. The exaggeration of art plus the 
physical danger of sport.

Every overintellectual fan struggles to describe 
the beauty of his favorite sport. But that beauty 
usually emerges as a byproduct—or even a waste 
product, unacknowledged and not especially 
wanted—of physical exertion. Skating is differ-
ent in that beauty is part of the explicit purpose 
for which these athletes’ bodies are shaped. Beau-
ty is scored, down to the decimal point.

Skating’s relationship to the audience is 
also somewhat unusual. The competition is 
choreographed. The spectators only have one 
thing to look at—no scrum, no puck, no 
competitor—and they mostly know when 
the biggest challenges are coming. As Brian 
Boitano took the ice in Calgary and stood in 
his opening position, waiting for his music to 
start, legendary commentator Dick Button 
mused, “Such a lonely place to be.”

The pressure of the audience’s attention 
can make it much lonelier. At Nationals, 
emotion—joy, disappointment, fear, ecstatic 
release—rippled from the crowd to the skat-

er like shockwaves. The audience’s gazes and 
gasps can weave themselves into a mantle 
for a triumphant champ to wear lightly; or 
they can become a thousand-pound weight 
of expectation. As the satirical Onion put 
it, “Thousands of Athletes Who Will Dis-
grace Countries Eagerly Training for Winter 
Olympics.”

In the corridor outside the TD Garden 
rink, skating’s celebrities and swag are out in 
force. There’s sparkly skatewear on sale, cow-

bells to ring for your favorite skater, and Dick 
Button hawking his book. By Saturday there 
will be a spacious booth offering makeover and 
hairdo. Johnny Weir and Tara Lipinski will be 
commentating rinkside, in a Joan Crawford fur 
and leather pants respectively.

Men’s skating gets much less attention in this 
country than the other three disciplines (ladies’, 
ice dance, and pairs). It’s my favorite in part be-
cause the skaters take on more varied and risky 
personae. Perhaps because they get less atten-
tion, the men experiment more. At Nationals 
I saw jazzy, louche, commanding, balletic, sil-
ly, overserious, joyful, and longing programs; 
filet mignons and all-American cheeseburgers. 
What’s technically the same sit spin can be-
come, in the right program, an expression of 
individuality or of solidarity, a collapse into 
the self or a preparation to blossom outward. 
A quad jump can hit like a predator’s attack or 
like a magician’s flourish, or even like a kiss.

The national competition has two parts, the 
short and long programs. The skaters go in ran-
dom order for the short, but for the long pro-
gram they’re divided into small groups that skate 
from worst to best based on their short program 
performances. In other words, the four skat-
ers who placed toward the bottom of the short 
program will skate first in random order, then a 
clump of skaters who placed above them, and so 
on; the top group of skaters goes last. This means 
that the short program is a bizarre anxiety-attack 
EKG in which the quality varies wildly from one 
program to the next, whereas the long program 

competition follows a fairly steady build of antic-
ipation and accomplishment.

They’ll be scored according to “the new sys-
tem,” alternately called IJS (International Judg-
ing System) and COP (Code of Points), which 
in 2004 replaced the old 6.0 for reasons too 
woolly to recount. The new system is supposed 
to reward more than just big jumps, and to 
be more specific in what it asks of the skaters. 
Jumps, spins, and step sequences are assigned 
a “base value” by technical specialists, then 
evaluated by the actual judges for quality: Did 
the jump get high in the air and cover a lot of 
ground? Did you flow out of the jump landing 
or come to a standstill? Did your spin positions 
look artistic or awkward? Then there’s the Pro-
gram Component Score, which replaced the 
old “second mark” for artistry. PCS for singles 
skating includes 30 different criteria, ranging 
from the straightforward “mastery of one-foot 
skating” to “style and individuality/personality.” 
(How bad must it feel to get marked down for 
personality?) The judges are supposed to chew 
through all of this within a couple minutes of 
the close of the skater’s program.

IJS has gotten a bad reputation for promoting 
baroque, over-curlicued choreography, which 
the skaters can’t do fast enough to flow and ex-
press the music. Frantic feet and flailing arms, in 
programs which all look the same. But this Na-
tionals proved that skaters and choreographers 
are adjusting. Individuality, point of view, and 
musicality are slowly kudzuing around the com-
plex apparatus of the new system.

Skating has its own vocabulary: flying camels, 
butterflies, twizzles. (My notes for one man say, 
“Guy, decide if this is a camel or an illusion,” an 
unexpectedly existential question.) It has its own 
traditions, like the teddy bears that come sailing 
down from the stands to reward favored skaters, 
and the child skaters, the “sweepers,” who go out 
and gather them—girls in matching red dresses, 
and tiny moppet boys in tiny moppet tuxes.

The jargon that exemplifies the on-the-
nose unsubtlety of skating’s aesthetic is the 
“kiss and cry”: an area right next to the rink 

Flying Camels,  
Butterflies, and Twizzles
A report from the men’s U.S. National Figure Skating Championships.

by E V E  T U S H N E T

Eve Tushnet is a blogger for Patheos and a 
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to which skaters stumble, after completing 
their programs and taking their bows, to cope 
with whatever just happened on the ice. Their 
coaches hug them or stoically pat their knees, 
they gulp water or try to look nonchalant 
(Keegan Messing did tricks with his yo-yo), 
and the cameras zoom in on their faces as they 
await their scores. It’s a harsh ritual, sponsored 
by Puffs tissues. (A huge logo is right behind 
the sobbing skaters’ heads.) Skating requires 
open emotionality combined with the ability 
to cope with public failure and humiliation.

In one sense skating is unforgiving. If you 
botch your short program you get a full day to 
think about it, and then you have to come back 
and either move up a few places and call that re-
demption, or fall apart in public for the second 
time in three days.

But in another sense skating can be gentle. 
There are so many ways to be a good skater that 
somebody who can’t or doesn’t want to attain the 
highest competitive honors can still find an ador-
ing audience at ice shows. Gary Beacom’s com-
petitive performances—he’s a two-time Canadi-
an national silver medalist, and his highest World 
Championship placement was tenth—are a 
lurching array of wildly individualist lunging 

and stroking punctuated by broken, unsuccess-
ful jumps. But his weird, oozy style gained him a 
passionate following once he left the competitive 
ranks. Nicole Bobek, who won the U.S. Nation-
al title and World bronze in 1995 but fell apart 
at her one Olympics, went from a fizzy little 
firecracker with sketchy jump entrances to a ma-
ture, lyrical artist. If you only know Bobek from 
her competitive years, check her out on You-
Tube: Her recent work, influenced by Cirque 
du Soleil, radiates joy and a wry, sassy gratitude. 
Skating offers its competitors an afterlife.

And at Nationals virtually every skater does 
at least one thing that I’ll love and remember. 
The audience will clap for a fall, but not if the 
skater “pops” a jump, his legs unbuttoning in 
the air so that a triple jump becomes an awk-
ward single. Timothy Dolensky takes two falls 
after a difficult warm-up. His mistakes add 
poignancy to his beautifully deep spread ea-
gles—that leaning move you may remember 
from Brian Boitano, where the skater looks like 
a giant wishbone traveling in huge curves across 
the ice. It’s a swoony move that, in Dolensky’s 
performance, feels like a gift of self to the audi-
ence. Grant Hochstein has a curvy, soft style—
and no fully clean jumps. A fan throws him a 

hat shaped like a lobster as he gets off the ice. 
He gamely puts it on, clowning and trying not 
to cry, as his coach adjusts the thing’s claws and 
eyestalks. Douglas Razzano appears before us in 
a spangly, tattered-stormcloud capelet. He does 
a longing, tragique program, which I desper-
ately want to like—I usually love these yearn-
ing, curving programs that sculpt the negative 
space—but it seems slow, so it plays as self-pity-
ing rather than as a surrender to the music.

Adam Rippon is a magnificent animal, and 
he glares like one, sailing out onto the ice. At 
his best Rippon is elegant and ferocious, a skater 
who shakes the music in his teeth. He was not 
at his best in Boston. He skates on a gloriously 
long edge backward, his spine arching and his 
head thrown back, up into a triple Lutz with 
both arms over his head (a “Rippon Lutz,” his 
signature). It’s like watching a wave crash into 
froth. Unfortunately his other jumps aren’t there 
for him, as he falls on the triple axel and stumbles 
out of his combination jump. He’s got a gorgeous 
layback spin—that music-box pose you usually 
see ladies doing in the ads—and the crowd claps 
him through his footwork, but there it is. In the 
kiss and cry his cupid’s face is flat, angry, with a 
hangover edge of sullenness: the Sick Bacchus on 
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the phone with his mother. He’s just felt his last 
Olympic chance slip out of his hands.

As for the people who did what they came 
here for: Richard Dornbush was the first to get 
a standing ovation. He’s the 2011 National silver 
medalist, and he looks like a winner. Confident 
and playful, he swoops in toward the judges and 
then darts away. Can’t catch me!

Jeremy Abbott, three-time national cham-
pion and famous international head case, hits 
a quad-triple combination jump, seven revo-
lutions in the blink of an eye, easy and clean. 
Swish. His program is slinky; he’s a smooth 
pro with lilting arms. There’s a captivating 
sleaziness here which really works with Ab-
bott’s perpetual weirdness, his slightly off-cen-
ter persona. He skates like it’s last call at the 
Copacabana and if he doesn’t seduce somebody 
he’s got nowhere to sleep. The judges fall for it 
and so do we, surging to our feet.

But he’s not the breakout star of Nation-
als. That’s Jason Brown, whose “Riverdance” 
freeskate ended up on Buzzfeed and Mashable 
and your aunt’s Facebook. Brown is a ridicu-
lously effervescent, ponytailed 19 year old, and 
he grabs the audience and never lets go. His 
short program is sassy and dominant, and he 
hits everything, marks every single beat of the 
music, makes every moment look natural. He 
doesn’t have a quad, and only just got a reliable 
triple axel; he’s second to Abbott, but the crowd 
starts clanging those cowbells and waving flags 
and I choke up a little as I think, “He’s going 
to Sochi now.” Every now and then you see a 
person realize that his moment has come and 
actually enjoy it while it’s happening.

And then there’s Robert Przepioski. He start-
ed skating when he was 14; most of these guys 
start in elementary school. Just getting here is a 
victory. He falls, sure. He’s last place in the short 
and he won’t move up in the long. Skating re-
quires you to defeat your own expectations and 
the pressures you’ve placed on yourself; Prze-
pioski is glowing as he gets off the ice.

On sunday almost all of the men skate 
better. The hissy sound system is espe-
cially unkind to lyrical skaters like Scott 

Dyer, who has lovely long edges, striking body 
lines, and messy jumps. One sports commen-
tator called the men here “Keystone Kops” for 
their frequent tumbles to the ice, but skating 
is not all about one thing. Philip Warren, who 
goes for some gutsy jumps and falls twice, feels 
his music—he accents it precisely with changes 
of edge and direction. He does a great cantile-
ver: like a spread eagle but crouching and lean-
ing backward. Dolensky falls twice, but also has 
a fun, dramatic, swingy style and a sweet little 
hand-over-the-head jump; Messing, the yo-yo 

enthusiast, falls but has immense crowd appeal, 
a truly heartfelt final spin, and several scary 
jumps landed with deep knee-bends. Various 
men land quads and I try to care.

Ross Miner trains in Boston, and his cho-
reography depicts the bombing of the Boston 
Marathon. I mean he mimes running, and 
then there are explosive noises and he clutch-
es his head. Before the explosions he focuses 
upward, like the moving version of a poster 
with the tagline, ASPIRE! In the tragedy part 
his movements become jagged and down-
ward-focused; then he recovers with spread 
eagles and not-great Russian split jumps. 
There have been stellar ice-dance programs 
honoring the civil rights movement and the 
“disappeared” of Latin America, among oth-
er topics I would’ve expected to turn tacky. 
I’m not convinced that this literal-minded 
program conveys “Boston Strong.” But this 
crowd loves him.

As the final, highest-ranked group of men 
warm up, Rippon and Brown look the most 
stressed. Joshua Farris is a musical, sensitive 
young skater with some strong jumps in the 
back half of his program, even though when-
ever a skater uses “Schindler’s List” I want to 
cry, “Never again!” Farris is lyrical and almost 
hypnotic, but can’t quite escape the lugubri-
ous self-seriousness endemic to “Schindler” 
programs. Last year’s winner Max Aaron has 
a ton of jumps and great spins, and occasion-
ally even shows a flash of style amid his silly 
hand movements. I love his saucy jounce of 
the shoulders at the judges.

Adam Rippon in a Nijinsky-inspired 
“Afternoon of a Faun”—my heart breaks. 
Before he starts, people in the audience call 
out, “You can do this!” “C’mon, Adam!” 
That’s how he looks. And then everything 
he doesn’t mess up is breathtaking. Two 
Rippon Lutzes; the music flows and arches 
through him. But he pops his first jump, 
then his second, and it’s over. Dornbush, 
skating to a Beatles medley, has similar 
problems—feeling the weight of his success 
in the short program, as Rippon bore the 
weight of failure. At the end he looks like 
he’s trying to shake off a punch to the face. 
It’s a good program but not a great one, even 
if he’d skated it clean: too serious to be pure 
entertainment, but too normal to be art.

Speaking of pure entertainment, here’s Ja-
son Brown! Not all his jumps are pretty, but 
he’s got speedy spins, musical Michael Flatley 
footwork, and the “it” quality that sweeps the 
crowd up in his charisma. Flexibility, strength, 
control, which is always just about to slip off 
into wildness, and a high air of hilarity—the 
standing ovation starts before he’s even done 

skating. The energy and happiness flow be-
tween the stands and the ice; just as each moan 
from the crowd seemed to make Rippon’s next 
jump more intimidating, so each whoop lifts 
Brown up. You think nobody can beat this. 
Then Abbott goes out there—almost missing 
his start time, so the crowd has to yell at him 
to get into position—and hands out a quad 
and two triple axels, in a flawed but thoughtful 
program where nothing is rushed, and Abbott’s 
a four-time national champion and two-time 
Olympian. It’s a git-’er-done program, suf-
ficient but not blazing. The crowd stands for 
him and he basks in it. Our Olympic men will 
be Jeremy Abbott in his last competitive season, 
and Jason Brown in his first year out of juniors.

Skating amps up our ordinary helplessness. 
Skaters’ fates are determined by injuries, eco-
nomics (skating is famously expensive), social 
conditions (…and famously tough for boys who 
don’t like being bullied), poor timing of puberty. 
They have startlingly few chances to prove them-
selves—Jason Brown will have five competitions 
this season; Keegan Messing had four. Each 
competition offers about six minutes in which to 
justify grueling months. Skaters are dependent 
on the judges—the intimate relationship be-
tween athlete and judge, in a famously subjective 
sport, gets highlighted before each competition 
as an announcer introduces the judges and in-
vites us to clap for them—and they’re dependent 
on their national skating federation.

But my last memory of Boston isn’t of a skat-
er’s helplessness. After the competition we get 
the Smucker’s Skating Spectacular, where the 
top-ranked skaters do a program just for the fans. 
Brown does “U Can’t Touch This,” and of course 
it’s delightful; Abbott gets emotional about his 
last Nationals. The last skaters of the night are 
by far the best hope for American figure skating 
gold in Sochi: Davis and White.

Meryl Davis and Charlie White, the ice 
dancers who placed second in the Vancouver 
Olympics, have a crisp hyper-perfection which 
should feel cold but doesn’t. Their unison is 
ridiculous. Before their skate, the very last pro-
gram of Nationals, we endure a brief interview 
with them; White comes across as relentlessly 
normal in interviews, while Davis is a parody 
of the “I just want to skate my best!” cliché. We 
are just so honored, etc etc.

But then they begin to move, on blades that 
barely make a sound. They become one crea-
ture. Time seems to flow differently: They’re so 
fast, and yet they seem to be in slow motion. 
Even as I watch them flow across the ice, I feel 
as if I’m revisiting a perfect memory, as if all this 
happened long ago. They skate like the whiff 
of a woman’s perfume, lingering after she’s left. 
And I’m helpless before their beauty. 
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I
t’s fitting, in a fit-in-with-the-
crowd kind of way, that my first visit 
in several decades to the bar that in-
spired the television program Cheers 
comes a few minutes after disem-
barking from a flight at Logan Air-
port. Walking down those familiar 

steps into a drink den foreign to anyone who 
watched the sitcom, I spy six blond children, 
presumably out of a Gymboree catalog but 
not from Boston, parading around the same 
bar that seventies streakers once traversed 
and local drunks once gambled upon. My 
table stands sandwiched between German 
accents to the left and English accents to 
the right. “Our international guests often 
ask about tipping,” the menu, tacitly admit-
ting its clientele, announces. “No service 
charge or gratuity has been added to your 
bill. Quality service is customarily acknowl-
edged by a gratuity of 15-20%. Thank you.” 
The note strikes a more polite chord than 
the nickels that bartender Eddie Doyle once 
hurled back at cheapskates to convey the 
native custom to foreign customers. 

Those descending the idiot-box-famous 
stairs now do so as much for souvenirs as for 
suds. If one wants a vacation from Boston 
without leaving, Cheers makes for a great 
escape. Its fauxthentic sports memorabilia 
mimics the man caves of Boston transplants 
from Tampa to Tempe. The non-rhotic ac-
cent of the locals is unheard in hard-R or-
ders of “Budweiser” or “Chowder.” Cheers 
is where tourists go to get a feel for Boston 
by meeting other tourists.

Beyond officially changing the name from 
the Bull & Finch Pub in 2002 and open-

ing a replica of the television bar in nearby 
Faneuil Hall, the owner continues to cash 
in on a twenty-years-dead sitcom by offer-
ing “Lilith’s Pan Asian Salad” for $14.95 
and “Carla’s Meatball Sub” for $12.95. The 
ambiance isn’t very Lilith; the prices, not 
quite Carla. Surely this hometown hideout 
is where FBI’s Most Wanted Whitey Bulger 
avoided detection for 16 years. 

Like the arriving passengers on John Win-
throp’s Arbella, 2014’s visitors to Cheers ap-
pear blissfully unaware that the place had a 
past. And like the newcomers who implored 
the king they freed themselves from to free 
them from “barbarous names”—replacing 
the mouthful Mashauwomuk (bastardized 
in the English tongue into “Shawmut”) 
with the bland Boston, among other offens-
es against past inhabitants—today’s visitors 
enter a bar whose name has been erased by a 
force, centrally placed above the alcoholic’s 
wooden altar for worship, more intoxicating 
than all its liquid holdings combined. 

They were hooked up in Boston with a guy 
who owned a limo and knew every bar in 
Boston,” Eddie Doyle explains of Taxi writers 
Glenn and Les Charles, in town to find in-
spiration for a bar-based sitcom. “They hated 
every bar in Boston. They thought it was a lost 
cause. They went back to the Ritz hotel and 
asked, ‘Is there any bar in Boston worth going 
to?’ The concierge told them ‘Bull & Finch.’”

What happened next is television history. 
But the untelevised tale of what happened 
before is the story of Boston, the 1970s, the 
sexual revolution, and the evolution of bars 
from retreats for the extended family of a 
neighborhood to traveled-to destinations full 
of strangers. The plot more outrageous and 
the characters wilder than on Cheers, the Bull 
& Finch Pub would make for great television 
if it hadn’t already made for great television.

We sat down at a table with 
two girls,” Dennis Flynn recalls of 
the first time he stepped foot in 

the Beacon Hill bar. “I turned to one, and in 
a voice that everybody in the bar could hear, 
I said, ‘I don’t care if the bunny died. I’m not 
going to marry you and I’m not going to 
pay for the abortion.’ And the whole place 
cheered. I found a home.”

From that night in 1969 until the late 
1980s, Flynn, along with an eclectic cast 
of accountants, art dealers, iron work-
ers, stewardesses, unlicensed pharmacists, 
and Emerson College co-eds, would make 
the semi-subterranean level of a five-floor 
neo-Georgian brick mansion a home away 
from home. The clientele transcended class 
distinctions and, more significantly for the 
times and the town, the cramped bar wel-
comed all sexes. Whereas a combination of 
stuffy Brahmins and Irish-Catholic tradition-
alists had made women as populous in Bos-
ton’s watering holes as they now are in its gay 
bars, the Bull & Finch attracted customers by 
attracting attractive costumers.

“It was a conscious effort,” explains bar-
tender Doug Coulson. “We really looked 
after the women. There would be rows of 
guys hovering behind them. We ensured 
they really felt comfortable. We knew the 
guys were going to stay around and drink 
if we had women there.” Other taverns in 
the city hosted impromptu bare-knuckle 
boxing matches on a nightly basis, but the 
Bull & Finch catered to an amicable crowd 
whose idea of a good time didn’t involve in-
door reenactments of the Boston Massacre. 
“I don’t remember any fights whatsoever,” 
Sheila, then an underage secretarial student, 
remembers. “I don’t even remember bounc-
ers dragging people out.”

In pre-1970s Boston, public houses kept 
women—even ones accompanied by a 
date—at the table and away from the bar 
rail. “Most of your bars in those days was 
your neighborhood bar, and if there was 
a woman there she was a stone-cold alco-
holic,” Flynn (your correspondent’s uncle) 
explains. “But women felt free to come in 
here, and it was great for that reason.”

With Doyle blasting Chuck Mangi-
one’s Land of Make Believe, Fleetwood 
Mac’s Rumours, or the Saturday Night Fe-
ver soundtrack from behind the bar, the 
Bull & Finch came alive on what patrons 
dubbed the world’s smallest dance floor. “If 
you couldn’t get laid in the Bull & Finch, 
you couldn’t get laid,” Flynn explains. With 
patrons dashing off to the boiler room for 
a quickie or across the street to the Boston 

Cheers to the Bull & Finch
Some bars should never become famous.

the great american  S A L O O N  S E R I E S

by  D A N I E L  J .  F L Y N N

Daniel J. Flynn edits Breitbart Sports and 
is the author of The War on Football: Saving 
America’s Game (Regnery, 2013). 
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Public Gardens to smoke a quick joint, the 
Bull & Finch unleashed more drama than 
Diane Chambers. On at least one occasion, 
a couple partook in the marital act unno-
ticed amidst a crowded bar of revelers. 

Cotton Mather surely rumbled in his grave 
over the iniquities of the Improper Bosto-
nians. The Bull & Finch sits on the very land 
where the Puritans set the city’s intolerant tone 
by running William Blaxton, the peninsula’s 
lone inhabitant who had graciously invited 
the newcomers to settle, off his own mound 
of earth for religious nonconformity. Diago-
nally across the street from the Bull & Finch 
on the Boston Common, city fathers hung 
Ann Hibbins from a tree for witchcraft in 
1656 and H.L. Mencken hilariously bit moral 
crusader Frank Chase’s half-dollar piece 270 
years later right before his arrest for selling a 
copy of the American Mercury that contained a 
story about a prostitute. Within eyeshot of the 
Bull & Finch stands the Park Street Church, 
gathering spot for Chase’s Watch and Ward 
Society, and the State House, where the Know 
Nothing Party held every seat in the legislature 
save two after 1854’s landslide elections. But 
by the 1970s “Banned in Boston” had largely 
been banned in Boston. The Bull & Finch’s 
Impuritans embarked upon a crusade to re-
pent for their uptight city’s sins against sin.

But others caught on to the busi-
ness model, nearly putting the Bull & 
Finch out of business. Women cus-

tomers meant more customers—female and 
male. “When Quincy Market opened up, our 
business dried up,” Doyle says of the 1976 ur-
ban renewal project that reinvigorated Bos-
ton a few blocks east. “All of our clientele 
went down to Faneuil Hall. I was walking out 
with 10 or 12 bucks a night.”

Doyle, an avid jogger, organized the Bos-
ton Barley Hoppers, which transformed pub 
crawls into pub gallops. The joggers acted as 
pied pipers for the Bull & Finch, spreading 
the good word throughout the streets of Bos-
ton. The tight-knit community ventured be-
yond the boundaries of the cellar saloon for 
deep-sea fishing trips and golf tournaments. 
Organized activities yielded to spontaneous 
ones. Patrons could occasionally be spotted 
partaking in human wheelbarrow races from 
Arlington to Charles Streets. Before America 
noticed the Bull & Finch on Cheers, Boston 
magazine did, naming the Bull & Finch Bos-
ton’s best bar in 1982.

Boston beauties and Beacon Hillbillies 
occupied the bulk of the barstools. A third 
group traveled further to quench their 
thirst. British pub décor, now a staple of 
American bars but then a curio, attracted 

BOAC stewardesses and pilots. The En-
glish woodwork motif for the bar extended 
to rugby shirts for its tenders. The unusual 
offering of Whitbread and Whatneys in the 
age of Schlitz and Budweiser, coupled with 
dart boards—another then-rarity in Amer-
ican bars—brought in the Brits, notorious 
for their seeming obtuseness toward the 
American custom of tipping. The darts, if 
not the dark-stained wood and the dark-
er-stained beers, also attracted the unem-
ployed, whose issues with gratuities proved 
more economic than cultural. Happy hour 
united the various constituencies, ensuring 
that half-empty pockets filled the bar be-
forenightfall.

There was an innocence to the 
less-than-innocent age. In surely a before-
the-fall moment for the Bull & Finch, 
Dennis Flynn succumbed to a $750 chal-
lenge to shave his head bald in a Cam-
bridge bar, a style that remains to this day. 
Kojak aside, the cueball cast as strange a 
styling in the 1970s as Dennis’s longstand-
ing 1870s muscleman mustache did. Find-
ing his appearance insufficiently shocking, 
he trekked across the Charles River to the 
Bull & Finch, where he made a grand en-
trance in his new look completely nude. 
The barkeep served the familiar patron in 
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unfamiliar (un)dress without incident. Na-
ked was normal in the 1970s.

“Streaking was huge,” bartender Coul-
son points out. “People would bet some-
one, usually a woman, to streak. It didn’t 
happen every day but it happened 20 to 
30 times.” When a particularly attractive 
woman succumbed to the dare, casting 
aside clothing became contagious. “So, the 
dart players took off their shirts and then 
their pants. They started shooting darts 
nude for an hour or so.” In the Eden of 
freedom, the Bull & Finch’s unregulat-
ed regulars didn’t know enough shame to 
reach for fig leafs. 

But then came a new decade, when 
streaking fell from fashion and naked un-
leashed new hazards. “I remember one 
guy at the bar rail and a story came on TV 
about AIDS,” Doyle recalls, “and he start-
ed swearing: ‘Here I am in the prime of my 
life and this has to take 
place.’” When microbes 
joined the bacchanal, the 
bacchanal became fune-
real. “People were more 
careful and not as ready 
to jump in the sack with 
anyone that came along,” 
Doyle notes of the decadal 
shift. “It was a sad time 
when you think back on 
it.” A patron remembers 
the social disease that af-
flicted gays as initially too 
exotic to extinguish sexual 
fires on its own. She re-
calls, “The bigger concern 
of everyone was herpes, 
not AIDS.”

At the very least, they 
could still drink away their 
sorrows. And a new stimu-
lant offsetting the depres-
sant meant that they could 
do so into the next morning. “There was defi-
nitely cocaine all over the Bull & Finch Pub 
in the 1980s,” concedes secretarial student 
Sheila. “It was very socially acceptable.”  But 
last-call booty calls became, like bell bottoms 
or mood rings, a casualty of the changing 
times. Drinking to employment misfortune 
yielded to drinking to sexual misfortune as 
the ’70s morphed into the ’80s. 

A third event would follow the revital-
ization of Quincy Market and the advent 
of AIDS in making the Bull & Finch reg-
ulars irregulars. It proved to be the cata-
clysm that the resilient beer joint couldn’t 
survive. 

Cheers premiered Thursday, Sep-
tember 30, 1982, on NBC. Seven-
ty-three of the 77 other shows on 

primetime television attained a higher Niel-
sen rating that week. Initially, the show, rath-
er than the bar it modeled itself upon, seemed 
doomed. But like the Bull & Finch Pub, the 
critics loved Cheers. Just as the best-kept se-
cret on Beacon Hill couldn’t be long kept, the 
best-kept secret on primetime slowly spread. 
As the television bar became a national phe-
nomenon, the local bar became one too. The 
Bull & Finch morphed from a bar where 
everybody knew your name to a tourist trap 
overflowing with complete strangers.

Patrons who treated the barroom as their 
living room initially carried on oblivious 
that so many Americans watched their 
barroom in their living rooms. “It was nev-
er on,” Flynn says of Cheers. “It was just 
dismissed.” Others dispute this characteri-

zation. Doyle recalls the program playing, 
owner proud as a peacock, on a 19-inch 
television overhanging the bar. Coulson, 
no longer an employee by this point, rec-
ognized character Norm as fellow patron 
Mike Shaughnessy. “Oh, my God! Norm 
is just like Mike!” he recalls thinking. Mike 
“was a big guy, really friendly. He just 
had his seat.” Like the TV barflies, Bull 
& Finch barflies followed routines. Night 
after night, they occupied the same seats, 
drank the same drinks, and maintained the 
same office hours.

 Meeting at the Bull & Finch, and hold-
ing their wedding reception upstairs at the 

Hampshire House, bartender Doug Coul-
son and waitress Mary Roddy may have 
been the closest thing to a real-life Sam and 
Diane. As the theme song affirmed, the 
Bull & Finch was a friendly place featur-
ing the same recognizable faces. But in so 
many other ways, particularly square foot-
age that grew larger on the small screen—a 
fact never lost on the visitors—the Bull & 
Finch and Cheers diverged.

 The mainstays didn’t frequent the bar 
to complain about inaccuracies in a TV 
show. They came to drink, and under the 
influence they didn’t initially grasp how the 
nationalization of a neighborhood bar nec-
essarily destroyed that neighborhood bar. 
“When the show started in 1982, I would 
recognize almost everyone who would come 
into the place,” Doyle, by then in his ninth 
year serving drinks, notes. But then strang-
ers behaving strangely began to appear. “We 

noticed people com-
ing in sporadical-
ly, looking around. 
People would try to 
swipe the placemats 
or snatch the salt and 
pepper shakers and 
run out the door. 
We thought that was 
kind of weird.” Tele-
vision has that effect 
on people.

Initially, the re-
al-life Norms, Cliffs, 
and Frasiers put up 
a fight. “You get real 
sick of people asking 
you where Carla is,” 
Sandi Russell, then 
43, confessed to 
People magazine in 
1990. The barroom 
bulwark reported 
that “a few times I 

even roped off our area to keep them out. 
I used to get semiobsessive.” The estab-
lishment issued “regular cards” to enable 
the loyalists to skip the lines and the bar 
to retain its character through retaining its 
characters. 

But the tour buses kept coming. The bald 
and mustachioed Dennis Flynn challenged 
the occasional sightseer to drop a quarter 
balanced atop the nose into a paper fun-
nel inserted in the pants. As George Wash-
ington began his proboscis balancing act, 
Flynn would pour a beer into the funnel. 
In one of many instances in which tourists 
conscripted regulars to serve as props in P
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their pictures, seventies nudity snuck into 
eighties photography. When the bar effec-
tively doubled as a store, hawking Cheers 
gear and knick-knacks, regulars showed 
their disapproval by periodically raiding 
the merchandise. 

By the 1990-1991 television season, 
Cheers was the highest rated program on 
television, and business was booming at 
the Bull & Finch. One side of the bar was 
annoyed; the other side enriched. Eddie 
Doyle, as he watched the loyalists disap-
pear down Beacon Street, felt his pockets 
expanding. It was a long way from the $12 
nights during the decade before.

The coup de grâce came in the form of 
Michael Dukakis, a swarthy, hirsute, sec-
ular suburban liberal in his second stint 
as governor. He would make as strange a 
buckled and cockel-hatted puritan as he 
did a snoopy-eared tank gunner. Nev-
ertheless, the governor channeled the 
spirit of Cotton Mather to play killjoy 
to happy hour. Having lost a brother to 
a hit-and-run driver, and suffered as his 
wife imbibed rubbing alcohol and other 
elixirs not on the Bull & Finch cocktail 
menu, Dukakis crusaded—as much as a 
passionless technocrat could—to make 
Massachusetts the first state in the nation 
to ban drink discounts and giveaways. On 
December 10, 1984, just a few weeks re-
moved from raising the drinking age from 
20 to 21, Massachusetts called last call on 
happy hour.

Contemporaneously, the city elected a 
mayor—another Flynn, no relation this 
time—who made good on his commit-
ment to shut down the Combat Zone, 
the flesh-drenched district that Coach 
once invited Sam Malone to explore. Ar-
rested-at-the-Alamo Ozzy Osbourne, like 
William Blaxton, would soon boast offi-
cial persona non grata status in John Win-
throp’s City upon a Hill. Blue-laws Boston 
hadn’t died in the seventies; it had slept. 
This remained Cotton Mather’s city. Den-
nis Flynn merely lived in it. 

The sun had set on fifty-cent day drinks 
that had made the Bull & Finch a par-
ty during sunshine hours. And slowly the 
daylight drinkers at watering holes did, 
too. “Does anybody go to a neighborhood 
bar anymore?” fiftysomething Sheila, long 
removed from her party years, wondered. 
“The only people who go to a neighbor-
hood bar during the day have a drinking 
problem.”

But in real-time party time, it doesn’t 
seem so. If there is honesty in the Bull & 

Finch redubbing itself “Cheers” after the 
establishment’s local character had been 
obliterated by an international television 
sensation, there is something Orwellian 
in the very name “Cheers.” Might the 
fictional comedy and the actual bar have 
been more appropriately called “Despair”? 
Like the television program, the bar served 
as an escape. Happy hours and “cheers” 
toasts—a taproom sitcom even—obfus-
cate what drives one to drink. One needn’t 
strongarm booze hounds into telling sto-
ries of streaking and sex, of coke and 
booze, of Falstaffian raconteurs and prac-
tical jokesters. The events outside the bar 
that led to the events inside the bar remain 
another story, one generally left untold. 
Before Michael Dukakis ended drunken-
ness at a discount, many a sad hour had 
gone into every happy hour. 

Something gained, something lost—
laws cracking down on happy hours and 
shifting behavioral norms transformed 
bars from places where everybody knew 
your name to taxied-to destination spots 
that thrived on anonymity. The unaccom-
panied female barflies regarded as “stone-
cold alcoholics” in the sixties had finally 
attained equality with their male counter-
parts, who would eventually be recognized 
as such too. Once upon a time, Norm and 
Cliff weren’t drunks. 

The cast that had made the Bull 
& Finch a live-action situation com-
edy more compelling than Cheers 

settled down to domesticity or settled into 
other haunts. 

The vacationing outsiders increasingly 
invaded. The Bostonians retreated. “The 
people used to hang there every day—the 
regulars—stopped coming in there,” Flynn 
recalls. “It took place after a while, but it 
gradually got dimmer and dimmer. There 
were times I would walk right through, 
walk out the back door, and go over to the 
Sevens,” a bar a few blocks down Beacon 
Street. Sheila, aging out of nightlife in her 
late 20s as the NBC sitcom peaked, recalls, 
“I never found a new spot.” 

Neither did recession casualty Eddie 
Doyle, who, in 2009, after 35 years be-
hind the bar, found himself laid off. Fly-
nn, who migrated to the Beacon Hill Pub 
and the aforementioned Sevens, laments, 
“You couldn’t recapture what it was for 20 
years.”

Reruns and remakes never entertain 
quite the way they did on the original 
broadcast. 
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W
hat might be 
the chances 
that the fracas 
over gay mar-
riage in Utah 
could result in 
war? Utah en-

acted its ban on same-sex marriage in 2004 
by amending its constitution. In December, 
a federal district court in Salt Lake ruled that 
the ban violates the equal protection and due 
process clauses of the United States Constitu-
tion. As fast as one can say “Do you take this 
person to be your lawfully wedded spouse?” 
more than 2,000 Utahans plighted their 
troth to a person of the same sex.

Then, on January 6, the Supreme Court 
stayed that ruling while the matter goes 
to the judges who ride the 10th United 
States Circuit. Utah Governor Gary Her-
bert promptly trans-supposed that the state 
would refrain from recognizing the same-
sex marriages already entered into. The 
ink wasn’t dry on the Deseret News when 
the U.S. attorney general, Eric Holder, an-
nounced that the Obama administration 
would recognize the very same-sex marriag-
es that Utah won’t.

So could this mean war? Almost certainly 
not in the gunpowder sense, and for good 
reason: Levying war against the United States 
doesn’t just smack of treason; it is the consti-
tutional definition of treason. Both The Amer-
ican Spectator and I would be against it. But if 
things did come to cordite with the Beehive 
State over doctrinal differences in respect of 
marriage, it wouldn’t be the first time. This is 
owing to a rarely-read-about episode in Amer-
ican history known as the “Utah War.”

The fight is sometimes dubbed “Buchan-
an’s Blunder,” after our 15th president. 
James Buchanan, the only bachelor to pre-
side from the White House, was alarmed 
mainly by general lawlessness but also at 
the prevalence of “plural marriage” in the 
Utah territory. So in 1857, he cashiered its 
governor, Brigham Young, and dispatched 
thence from Fort Leavenworth an expedi-
tion of United States forces. The expedition 
involved a lesser force than might have oth-
erwise been sent because Kansas, rent by the 
question of slavery, was in the midst of its 
bleeding.

Something like 2,500 troops marched to 
Utah. The aim was not to attack the Mor-
mons, but to occupy the region and back 
up the new territorial governor, a non-Mor-
mon named Alfred Cumming. Didn’t any-
body but the newspapers tell Young that 
he’d been relieved, however, and the Mor-
mon leader began organizing his followers 
to confront the invaders. Missionaries were 
recalled, arms were made, scythes were con-
verted to bayonets, and people were moved 
to safer areas.

In August, Brigham Young re-activated 
the militia known as the Nauvoo Legion, 
which had been founded by the Mormon 
prophet Joseph Smith when he was mayor 
of Nauvoo, Illinois. In September, Young 
declared martial law, forbidding “all armed 
forces of every description from coming 
into this Territory, under any pretense what-
soever” and ordering “all the forces” in Utah 
to “hold themselves in readiness to march at 
a moment’s notice” to “repel” an invasion.

The fighting, if that’s what one would call 
it, began in late September; it would even-
tually involve up to a third of the Ameri-
can army. By the standards of, say, the Civil 

War, it was relatively sedate, starting with 
the Nauvoo burning grass along the route 
of the invading troops and stampeding their 
cattle. The Mormons burned one of their 
own posts to prevent it from falling to the 
American army. At Salt Lake, the Mormons 
actually hid in the foundation of their fu-
ture temple the stones that had been cut for 
the vast structure. Then they covered over 
the area so it would look like a field. Even-
tually 30,000 people would be evacuated.

Buchanan, in his first State of the Union 
address in December 1857, took a hard 
line. He denounced Brigham Young by 
name, complaining that his power as both 
governor and leader of the Church of Je-
sus Christ of the Latter-day Saints was 
“absolute.” A Presbyterian lawyer from the 
Quaker State, Buchanan told the Congress 
he was concerned only with the Mormon’s 
vow to resort to force. He had “no right to 
interfere” with the “religious opinions of 
the Mormons,” he conceded, “as long as 
they remained mere opinions, however de-
plorable in themselves and revolting to the 
moral and religious sentiments of all Chris-
tendom.”

In other words, Buchanan had a view of 
the Mormon religion similar to that main-
tained by Attorney General Eric Holder. The 
feud today centers on the rules of marriage. 
Washington can no more countenance laws 
limiting marriage to opposite-sex couples 
than Washington at the time of the Utah 
War could abide the marriage plurality then 
permitted by Mormon doctrine. But here in 
the 21st century, the struggle between the 
federal government and the states is con-
ducted not with military expeditions, but 
with phalanxes of lawyers.

It is not my intention here to get between 
the Mormons and other Christians or be-
tween anyone, of whatever religion or sexu-
al orientation, and the Constitution of the 
United States. It is my intention to remark 
upon the depth and duration of these pas-
sions—and their explosiveness. The histor-
ical record has lost the exact count of ca-
sualties in the contest. Deaths among U.S. 
soldiers were mostly from illness, brawls, 
and accidents, scholar William MacKinnon 
reports; he puts civilian casualties at about 
130, on par with Bleeding Kansas. Most of 
them were slain by the Nauvoo in a massa-
cre of non-Mormon civilians at Mountain 
Meadows.

A commission set up by Buchanan ended 
the war, but the president did not fare well 
in the big eastern papers. The New York 
Times issued a sarcastic editorial in which 

Ghost of the Nauvoo
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it said the president “demolished Brigham 
Young by plying him with rhetoric and 
bayonets simultaneously, and pardoned 
him at the same moment.” The rest of the 
Mormons also got an amnesty for sedition 
and treason so long as they were prepared 
to accept the authority of the United States. 
It was a historic bow to America and to a 
Constitution that establishes itself—and all 
laws made by the Congress it created—as 
the supreme law of the land.

That historic bow eventually led to state-
hood, though it would be an arduous road 
still. In September 1890, the president of 
the Latter-day Saints, Wilford Woodruff, 
declared that he would advise his fellow 
Mormons “to refrain from contracting any 
marriage forbidden by the law of the land.” 
The declaration finally cleared the way for-
ward, though even then the statehood-en-
abling legislation enacted by the Congress 
required that Utah establish a constitution 
declaring that “polygamous or plural mar-
riages are forever prohibited.” 

And so it did. But Congress was still not 
mollified. For four years it refused to seat 
one of Utah’s duly elected senators, Reed 
Smoot, for fear of the fact that he was also 
an apostle of the Latter-day Saints. In for-

mal hearings it delved into his religion and 
Mormon marriage laws. Smoot himself 
didn’t even practice polygamy, which may 
have ignited the famous jibe by one sympa-
thetic legislator who said: “I would rather 
have a senator seated next to me who was a 
polyg who didn’t polyg than a monog who 
didn’t monog.”

Here in modern times, regiments of law-
yers, armed with writs, are in the field. They 
fight on every front. At their urging, the 
Nine have put paid the Defense of Marriage 
Act. That law might have halted federal 
recognition of the same-sex marriages that 
were licensed in Utah before the Supreme 
Court stepped in. The case is currently be-
fore the 10th Circuit, but it’s not hard to 
imagine the Nine will be asked to rule. Will 
the justices take on the case and, if so, will 
they dare to tempt the Nauvoo?

A long life in the newspaper line has 
taught me to refrain from predictions 
of this sort. But it would not be surpris-
ing were the shade of Brigham Young to 
present himself at the bar. For there is one 
more astounding irony in the war welling 
up in Utah. It happens that only one week 
before Judge Robert Shelby, in Kitchen v. 
Herbert, struck down Utah’s ban on same 

sex marriage, a different federal judge in 
Utah, Clark Waddoups, acting in a case 
known as Brown v. Buhman, struck down 
the key part of the ban on polygamy that 
had been a condition of Utah getting state-
hood in the first place.

Whether either of these cases will end up 
at the Supreme Court isn’t yet clear. But 
what an astounding tangle of federal and 
constitutional mandates to unravel. It was 
only 11 years ago that Justice Antonin Scal-
ia, dissenting in the case that ended the ap-
plication of anti-sodomy laws to consenting 
adults, issued his famous warning that the 
result would be that the laws against bigamy 
and other matters of morals would come 
before the court.

Might the Nine insist that Utah bow to a 
federal authority and end its ban on same-
sex marriage while also insisting that Utah 
no longer bow to a federal mandate that it 
outlaw polygamy? Will the religious people 
of Utah be asked—metaphorically—to dig 
up from the vault in which they buried their 
promulgations on polygamy and bury in-
stead their sanctions on same-sex marriage? 
One doesn’t have to favor one opinion over 
the other in order to be on the alert for the 
ghost of the Nauvoo. 
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P
hil robertson makes duck calls, 
but nobody can accuse him of us-
ing dog whistles. “He’s got lots of 
thoughts on modern immorali-
ty, and there’s no stopping them 
from rushing out,” Drew Magary 
observed in a profile of the Duck 

Dynasty patriarch for the January issue of GQ.
In an interview with Magary, Robertson 

bluntly expressed his bewilderment about 
male homosexuality:

It seems like, to me, a vagina—as a man—
would be more desirable than a man’s anus. 
That’s just me. I’m just thinking: There’s more 
there! She’s got more to offer. I mean, come on, 
dudes! You know what I’m saying? But hey, sin: 
It’s not logical, my man. It’s just not logical.

“What, in your mind, is sinful?” Magary 
asked, to which Robinson answered:

Start with homosexual behavior and just morph out 
from there. Bestiality, sleeping around with this wom-
an and that woman and that woman and those men.

Then he paraphrased 1 Corinthians: “Don’t 
be deceived. Neither the adulterers, the idolaters, 
the male prostitutes, the homosexual offenders, 
the greedy, the drunkards, the slanderers, the 
swindlers—they won’t inherit the kingdom of 
God. Don’t deceive yourself. It’s not right.”

Predictably, GLAAD swung into action. 
GLAAD is “no longer an acronym” as of March 
2013, but before then it stood for Gay and Les-
bian Alliance Against Defamation. GLAAD’s 
“director of news,” Ross Murray, issued a press 
release targeting Robertson and A&E, the net-

work that airs Duck Dynasty. 
He characterized Robert-
son’s comments as “some 
of the vilest and most ex-
treme statements uttered 
against LGBT people in 
a mainstream publica-
tion.” (Whether LGBT 
is still an acronym awaits 
further inquiry. A&E 
was called the Arts & 
Entertainment Network 
before 1995, and GQ 
was Gentleman’s Quarterly 
until 1967.)

Robertson’s “statement 
is far outside of the main-
stream understanding of 
LGBT people,” Murray con-
tinued. He quoted GLAAD 
“spokesperson” Wilson Cruz as 
saying of Robertson: “He clearly 
knows nothing about gay people.” 
Cruz opined that “Phil’s decision to push 
vile and extreme stereotypes is a stain on A&E 
and his sponsors who now need to reexamine 
their ties to someone with such public disdain 
for LGBT people and families.”

Cruz’s wish was A&E’s command. The net-
work quickly announced that it had “placed 
Phil under hiatus from filming indefinitely,” ex-
plaining: “His personal views in no way reflect 
those of A&E Networks, who have always been 
strong supporters and champions of the LGBT 
community.” The Cracker Barrel restaurant 
chain followed suit, pulling Duck Dynasty mer-
chandise from its gift-store shelves lest it “offend 
some of our guests.” The chain explained that 
“we operate within the ideals of fairness, mutual 
respect, and equal treatment of all people.”

Both companies turned out to be thoroughly 
Marxist—not Karl but Groucho, who once said: 

“Those are my principles, and if you don’t like 
them—well, I have others.” Cracker Barrel took 
all of two days to restock its shelves. “We offend-
ed many of our loyal customers,” it noted on its 
Facebook page. “Our intent was to avoid offend-
ing, but that’s just what we’ve done.” A&E end-
ed Robertson’s “hiatus” after nine days, during 
which he didn’t miss any filming anyway (nor 
did the network cancel an 11-hour Christmas 
marathon). “We…reiterate that they are not 
views we hold,” the network said in its statement 
to the media. “But Duck Dynasty is not a show 

about one man’s views.”
Such behavior is to be expected 

from the capitalist class. A&E and 
Cracker Barrel are in business to 
make money, and toward that end 

it is almost always wise to duck 
controversy. But A&E mani-

festly erred in its assumption 
that yielding to GLAAD’s 
demands would accom-
plish that goal.

As for Cracker Bar-
rel, its actions were a 
puzzlement. The chain 
hadn’t even shown up on 
GLAAD’s radar when 
it yanked the mer-
chandise. Perhaps the 
company is sensitive on 
this question owing to a 

1991 incident in which 
gay-rights groups protest-
ed a policy under which 

employees were fired for 
not displaying “normal het-

erosexual behavior.” Cracker 
Barrel swiftly rescinded that 

policy, but not until 2002 did 
shareholders approve a measure 

adding sexual orientation protections to 
the company’s nondiscrimination rules.

There’s no doubt that public opinion 
about homosexuality has moved a con-
siderable distance in GLAAD’s direction 

since the early 1990s. Then again, firing an em-
ployee merely for seeming gay was heavy-handed 
even by 1991 standards, and suspending someone 
over politically incorrect utterances is heavy-hand-
ed even in 2014. Still, it seems clear that the leaders 
of both companies overestimated the degree to 
which GLAAD’s views have prevailed.

The likely explanation for that mistake is that 
GLAAD’s views are in fact completely dominant 
within the elite media, a sector of which A&E is 
a part and from which all corporate leaders get 
much of their information. Consider the me-
dia’s frequent overstatement of the (admittedly 
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increasing) support for same-sex marriage (see 
“Presswatch,” TAS, July/August 2012) and the 
case of the anonymous Washington Post reporter 
who saw nothing wrong with open advocacy, in 
news stories, on behalf of “the civil rights issue of 
our time” (“Presswatch,” TAS, April 2013).

Thus executives of A&E in New York and 
even of Cracker Barrel in Lebanon, Tennessee, 
were in enough of a bubble that they failed to 
anticipate there would be another side to the 
Phil Robertson kerfuffle—or, more important-
ly, that most of their customers would be on it.

The network’s reversal made GLAAD mad: 
“If dialogue with Phil is not part of next steps 
[sic],” it harrumphed in a statement, “then 
A&E has chosen profits over…gay people—
especially its employees and viewers.”

At least GLAAD gets more respect than the 
Catholic League. In January the group’s pres-
ident, Bill Donohue, issued a series of press 
releases protesting a piece of commentary pub-
lished in U.S. News & World Report. The arti-
cle, by syndicated columnist Jamie Stehm, was 
right out of the Know Nothing movement:

Et tu, Justice Sonia Sotomayor? Really, we can’t trust 
you on women’s health and human rights?...Maybe 
she’s just a good Catholic girl.

The Supreme Court is now best understood as 
the Extreme Court. One big reason why is that six 
out of nine Justices are Catholic. Let’s be forthright 
about that. (The other three are Jewish.) Sotomayor, 
appointed by President Obama, is a Catholic who 
put her religion ahead of her jurisprudence.…

In a stay order applying to an appeal by a Col-
orado nunnery, the Little Sisters of the Poor, Justice 
Sotomayor undermined the new Affordable Care 
Act’s sensible policy on contraception.…

Sotomayor’s blow brings us to confront an 
uncomfortable reality. More than WASPS [sic], 
Methodists, Jews, Quakers or Baptists, Catho-
lics often try to impose their beliefs on you, me, 
public discourse and institutions.

Answering Donohue’s complaints, U.S. News’s 
editor, Bran Kelly, said blandly that the piece was 
“within the bounds of fair commentary.” That 
would be an adequate defense in the unlikely 
event of a legal action, but it hardly suffices as an 
editorial justification of an article as ill-informed 
as it was bigoted: Sotomayor’s order was on a 
procedural motion, not the merits of the case.

Yet maybe Kelly was on to something. 
Media double standards are galling, and it 
would be a fairer world if media executives 
kowtowed to the Catholic League as readi-
ly as to GLAAD. But it would be a drearier 
one. Better one in which eccentric views are 
widely tolerated, and the professionally ag-
grieved are understood as mere eccentrics. 

T
he republican primary 
campaign for the presiden-
tial nomination in 2016 
will be very different from 
the campaigns of 2008 and 
2012. Thank goodness.

In 2008 there were 21 
televised debates and eventually 12 candidates 
on the national stage: Mitt Romney, John Mc-
Cain, Rudy Giuliani, Mike Huckabee, Ron 
Paul, Jim Gilmore, Rick Santorum, Duncan 
Hunter, Tommy Thompson, Alan Keyes, Fred 
Thompson, and Tom Tancredo. The crowded 
debate stage provided each candidate little 
opportunity to introduce himself, and the 
topics debated were often chosen by estab-
lishment-left media. Newt Gingrich refused 
to join the fray, comparing his reticence with 
that of Charles de Gaulle during the Fourth 
Republic refusing to engage with lesser French 
politicians viewed as “pygmies.” 

In 2012, with 20 debates, there were only 
three realistic candidates: Mitt Romney, Rick 
Perry, and Tim Pawlenty. When Pawlenty 
failed to catch fire in Iowa, he withdrew; he 
was, after all, running for president. The sev-
en (some count nine) others did not have the 
GOP nomination as their goal. While tech-
nically running for president, they were also 
running to sell books or become talk show 
hosts, or, in the case of Ron Paul, to promote a 
movement within the Republican Party. Each 
hoped to create a wave of funding and support 
by winning one primary or caucus. Reluctance 
toward committing to Romney catapulted 
several of the non-contenders into frontrun-
ner status for their 15 minutes of almost-fame. 

For Republicans, 2016 has to be better. It 
already shows signs that it will.

Today, six men stand on the stage as un-
announced but universally acknowledged 
candidates for the Republican nomination in 
2016. Each has the capacity to fully fund a 
primary race from start to finish. Each has 
a tested political team. Each has a string of 
policy and political successes that dwarfs the 
résumés of Bush in 2000, McCain in 2008, 
and Romney in 2012. None has a glass jaw. 
Repeated political contests have tested this.

The first candidate, Governor Chris Chris-
tie of New Jersey, took a hit with “Bridgegate” 
but remains standing. He has been governor 
for four years, contending with Democrat 
control of both the House and Senate. He 
used his veto to stop any and all threatened 
tax hikes. He used his bully pulpit to take on 
organized labor, showing Republican gover-
nors around the nation that you can fight the 
teachers’ union without being anti-teacher or 
anti-education. And while most politicians 
lack foresight, Christie reformed the public 
worker pension system to save state taxpayers 
$130 billion over the next 30 years. Taxpay-
ers yet unborn will reap those savings.

Christie won re-election by a landslide. 
He has national name recognition and has 
demonstrated an ability to raise money. He 
can run the length of the primary season 
fully funded.

The second candidate is Governor Scott 
Walker of Wisconsin, who, by November of 
this year, will have won the governorship of 
blue Wisconsin three times in four years. Wis-
consin was the first state to allow government 
employees to unionize. Within three months 
of taking office in 2011, Walker passed leg-
islation allowing public-sector unions to 
negotiate wage increases up to the inflation 
rate, but barring them from negotiating on 
pensions, benefits, or work rules. He made 
teacher tenure a thing of the past. Local gov-

Six Giants
There is no room for pygmies in 2016.

P O L I T I C S

by  G R O V E R  G .  N O R Q U I S T

Grover G. Norquist is president of Ameri-
cans for Tax Reform.
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ernments saved billions using their newly won 
freedom to manage their workforces. Walker 
won a national reputation for toughness as he 
stood up to tens of thousands of often-violent 
demonstrators who actually broke into and 
occupied much of the state capitol for weeks. 
Republican donors flocked to help him defeat 
the union-led effort to recall him along with 
his lieutenant governor and four Republi-
can state senators. While standing down the 
nation’s cartel of union bosses, he somehow 
found the time to cut tax rates, enact the state’s 
first “shall issue” concealed carry law, push 
through tort reform, and 
expand his state’s school 
choice law. By removing 
tens of millions of dollars 
of compulsory union dues 
from the Democrat arse-
nal, Walker took a reliably 
blue state and turned it 
red—or at least purple.

The third candidate, 
Governor Bobby Jindal of 
Louisiana, was elected in 
2009 and again in 2013. 
He passed a school choice 
bill that now makes a 
scholarship or voucher of 
$5,000 available to up to 
380,000 students in failing 
schools. He convinced the 
legislature to pass serious 
ethics laws banning state 
contracts flowing to politi-
cians and unlimited wining 
and dining of the same, and 
requiring personal financial 
disclosures for most elected 
and appointed officials in 
state and local government. 
This might seem unre-
markable in Minnesota, 
but it has radically changed 
the culture of Louisiana. It is fair to say that Jin-
dal’s leadership has helped flip Louisiana from a 
blue state to a red state. Every single statewide 
elected official is Republican. Jindal successfully 
campaigned to elect pro-reform candidates to 
the state school board, the Board of Elementa-
ry and Secondary Education. In 2012, Jindal 
pushed for a tax reform package that would 
have phased out the entire state income tax. 
The legislature did not act on his bill, but did 
produce 10 bills that did much the same. Jindal 
would be the first Indian-American presidential 
nominee and could bring strong financial and 
voter support from this typically blue demo-
graphic.

Fourth, Jeb Bush, the son and brother of pres-

idents, has access to a very lucrative fundraising 
outlet that put two Republicans in the White 
House. He was a largely successful governor of 
Florida—a swing state and the nation’s fourth 
largest, soon to take over New York’s spot as 
the third largest. Bush never allowed a tax hike 
in his eight years as governor and promoted 
school choice initiatives. Bush’s efforts in edu-
cation were less expansive than current efforts 
in Louisiana, Indiana, and Arkansas, but at the 
time they were a major breakthrough. Bush has 
national name recognition and a largely Rea-
ganite track record as governor.

The fifth candidate, Rick Perry, became gov-
ernor of Texas in 2001 when George W. Bush 
was elected to the presidency halfway through 
his second term. Re-elected three times, he is 
the longest-serving governor in Texas history. 
He inherited a Democrat Senate in a conserva-
tive state that was not reliably Republican. But 
the GOP now holds every statewide office, 24 
of 36 congressional seats, 63 percent of the state 
house, and 61 percent of the state senate. Perry 
can raise money in booming Texas and has na-
tional bragging rights as leader of the state that 
created more jobs and brought in more busi-
nesses than any other over the course of his 14 
years in office. Only his poor debate showings, 
caused by pain medication and an early return 

from back surgery (he normally speaks articu-
lately and wisely), limited his appeal in 2012.

Sixth, Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky is the 
only senator with both a national fundraising 
base and a loyal political following. It is difficult 
for any senator, let alone a junior one, to create 
a national fundraising network and get credit 
for leading on policy, as all legislative victories 
are by definition the work of 51 senators. Paul 
also benefits from the coalition built by his fa-
ther’s previous two national campaigns, estab-
lishing his leadership of the growing libertarian 
wing of the modern GOP. Paul has built on his 

dad’s anti-establishment 
credentials since he first 
ran in 2010 as a Tea Par-
ty Republican nominee 
for Jim Bunning’s Sen-
ate seat in Kentucky. At 
the time, the establish-
ment (including Mitch 
McConnell) supported 
Paul’s capable and ful-
ly conservative oppo-
nent Trey Grayson. 
This David over Go-
liath triumph gave 
Paul credibility among 
conservative activists. 
Since then, he has won 
national attention fight-
ing Democrats, a real 
plus in a party full of 
Republicans who spend 
too much of their time 
attacking each other. 
Paul has championed 
the Reaganite realist 
school in foreign policy 
rather than the neo-
conservative position 
embraced by George W. 
Bush. He has also led in 
advancing a free-market 

approach to combating poverty, and has a rep-
utation in the Senate as a team leader. 

Who would dare walk onto a national stage 
already filled with Christie, Walker, Jindal, 
Bush, Perry, and Paul? Certainly no “pygmies” 
of yesteryear hoping to catch a wave with a win 
in Iowa or New Hampshire. One does note 
Governors Sam Brownback of Kansas, Mike 
Pence of Indiana, and Rick Scott of Florida 
as already successful leaders who might in the 
spring of 2015—working with their Repub-
lican-dominated legislatures—burst onto the 
national scene with groundbreaking new pol-
icy, leapfrogging competitors.

That prospect ought to keep today’s six gi-
ants on their toes. P
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A
n american hero—a 
real hero, by old stan-
dards, before the word 
“hero” became over-
used—was buried at 
Arlington National 
Cemetery on January 

17. Those who celebrated the life of Lt. Col. 
(Ret.) Robert James Eitel paid homage to the 
best of what this nation produces.

Eitel was born in New Jersey in 1930, sev-
en years after his working-class parents im-
migrated here from Germany. He was a big 
guy and a superb athlete. At Adelphi College, 
where he is a member of the school’s athlet-
ic Hall of Fame, he lettered in five sports, 
one of only two men ever to do so. Chief 
among those sports was football, in which 
Eitel played a dominating offensive tackle. 
His line coach was a guy by the name of Al 
Davis, who a decade later in Oakland would 
start a half-century career of famous piracy 
in professional football. Eitel’s teammates re-
call Davis building his then-new concept of 
“zone blocking” around Eitel’s prowess, and 
introducing revolutionary play-call “audi-
bles” confident in the knowledge that Eitel 
and his line-mates could adjust. More than 
50 years later, Davis would describe Eitel as 
“the prototype lineman of his time.”

But Eitel wasn’t destined for the NFL. He 
was an ROTC student, and the U.S. Ma-
rines would be his calling. He was sent to 
the Korean War zone, to Japan, but the war 
ended before he saw combat. He learned to 
fly helicopters—the most advanced, “experi-
mental” aircraft, state of the art. He survived 
a crash landing in the Caribbean. By Janu-

ary 1960, he was 
serving as pilot to 
a man named Ike 
on Marine One, 
the presidential 
whirlybird. The 
ever-formal Ei-
senhower always 
saluted him. Eitel 
flew the president 
all over, including 

on a long trip through several South Ameri-
can nations, and then, for another two-and-
a-half years, flew John Kennedy as well. But 
Kennedy never engaged him personally; 
compared with Eisenhower, the new presi-
dent gave off an air, Eitel would say, “like a 
fraternity brother, very wealthy.”

Kennedy died, Vietnam erupted, and chop-
pers were at the center of the action. Eitel, now 
a major and one of the Marine Corps’ top pi-
lots, was sent into combat in February of 1965. 
He flew more than 80 missions in six months, 
earning numerous citations. Stateside again, 
he served as chief flight instructor at Pensacola 
Naval Air Station—and then, in 1969, already 
promoted a year early to lieutenant colonel, he 
was sent back to ’Nam, where he flew yet an-
other 50 missions over the space of a full year. 
Then came the day when his chopper, ferrying 
South Vietnamese troops to a new drop zone 
along the Cambodian border, was shot down.

The crew was officially “missing” for 
days. Intermittently pursued by the Viet 
Cong, in a place where they could not be 
safely picked up, Eitel navigated his men 
through the jungle on foot. The enemy 
didn’t get them—but there were other dan-
gers, deadly ones. At one point, the lead 
man suddenly went into spasms. A tree vi-
per got him, straight on, right across the 
face. He was dead in five minutes. Horri-

fied, Eitel and the rest of his men pressed 
on—and made it to the next drop zone 
where they could be rescued. 

Eitel was awarded the Bronze Star. The Re-
public of Vietnam gave him its Medal of Honor.

Back in the states, three more years of 
high-level flight instruction ensued. Retired 
from the Marines after 20 years, Eitel taught 
Junior ROTC and coached football in New 
Orleans, before embarking on a second, 
highly successful career as a stockbroker. 
He raised two fine children—one of whom, 
Robert Eitel Jr., served as deputy general 
counsel in George W. Bush’s Department of 
Education, and later penned an influential 
study cited favorably by, among others, col-
umnist George Will.

Lt. Col. Eitel was a big man with an even 
bigger personality. In his ability to fill a room 
as well as in military distinction, he was very 
much in the tradition of “The Great Santini.” 
But unlike the real-life Lt. Col. Conrad, with 
whose family the Eitels were friends, Eitel in 
private was (in the words of Bob Jr.) “always 
supportive, always loving, always generous to 
his children and his friends.” He told great 
stories; he laughed deeply; he was warm and 
welcoming, a delight to converse with, for all 
of his nearly 83 years.

And he loved, just loved, these United States.
At Arlington, the ceremony fell on a good 

day, in a short interlude between two appear-
ances of the now-infamous “polar vortex.” 
The celebrators followed as the urn was car-
ried under the arch, carefully transferred to a 
caisson, and led in solemnity to a spot near 
the gravesite near row upon row of beauti-
fully maintained plots honoring hundreds of 
thousands of other brave American dead.

A full honor guard, in darkest blue, 
marched, and then stood, reverently, 
perhaps 80-strong, as the chaplain gave 
pitch-perfect remarks. The Marine band, 
probably another 20-strong, in bright-
est red, played “Eternal Father, Strong to 
Save.” Slowly, meticulously, six Marines 
folded taut the glorious flag into its final 
triangle shape, and presented it to Mrs. 
Eitel. At a little distance, in perfect time, 
other Marines fired a 21-gun salute. A gen-
tle wind, wintry but not unbearably frigid, 
blew over the hallowed fields.

Oh wind of heaven, by thy might
Save all who dare the eagle’s flight
And keep them by thy watchful care
From every peril in the air.

This is the right way to honor American 
heroes. Robert James Eitel, rest in peace. 

Audible and Admirable 
From Adelphi to Arlington

Quin Hillyer is a senior editor of The Amer-
ican Spectator and a contributing editor of 
National Review. 
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F
rance’s reputation for a re-
laxed attitude toward sex has 
long fed the world’s public op-
probrium—and its secret fanta-
sies. Mark Twain articulated the 
typical American attitude when 
he declared that “France has nei-

ther winter nor summer nor morals—apart 
from these drawbacks it is a fine country.” 
Media exposure of the recent scooter-borne 
nocturnal tomcatting by France’s insatiable 
president, François Hollande, confirmed the 
accuracy of Twain’s opinion, although the 
country does now at least have some winter 
and summer. Mirabile dictu, it is even turn-
ing its attention to the question of morals.

For the moment, though, Paris hot spots 
like naughty Place Pigalle continue to be 
one of the first stops in the city for many a 
red-blooded American lad. And the British 
still hanker after what they delicately refer to as 
a dirty weekend in Paris, visions of incredibly 
skilled sexual gymnasts dancing in their heads. 
A visit to a Paris brothel was, after all, part of 
an English gentleman’s Grand Tour back in 
the day. German veterans of the wartime oc-
cupation still recall fondly the brothels where 
they met jolly filles de joie—no fewer than 22 
Paris bordels catered exclusively, and dexterous-
ly, to German soldiers. Today Germans nostal-
gically call a condom ein Paris.

Like his subjects, King George V consid-
ered Paris synonymous with prostitutes, as 
seen in his admonition to his new foreign 
secretary in 1935. Anthony Eden had re-
cently taken over the Foreign Office after his 
predecessor, Sir Samuel Hoare, was forced 
to resign over his negotiation in Paris of the 
Hoare-Laval Pact that would let Mussolini 

keep a good part of Ethiopia after invading 
it. The proposed deal caused public uproar 
in Britain against a perceived sellout of the 
African country. When Eden had his first 
audience with the king to receive his march-
ing orders, the monarch, in a merry mood, 
warned him against similar dealings with the 
French. “No more coals to Newcastle,” the 
sovereign said with heavy-handed wit. “No 
more Hoares to Paris.”

Admittedly, the 
French historically 
have never done much 
to discourage their 
reputation for leniency 
toward the flesh trade. 
King Louis IX, a most 
Christian 13th-cen-
tury sovereign ven-
erated as a saint by 
the Roman Catholic 
Church, leader of 
two holy crusades, builder of the glorious 
Sainte Chapelle as a fabulous Paris reliquary 
for Christ’s crown of thorns, decreed that 
brothels would be allowed on no fewer than 
nine Paris streets. The tradition continued, 
century after century. When his turn came, 
Napoleon indulged human foibles by mak-
ing sure that the capital’s maisons de tolérance 
and maisons closes were well run and the girls 
given medical check-ups. By 1810, Paris 
had some 180 officially approved brothels. 

They were visited by generals and judg-
es, business bigwigs and bishops. First-class 
establishments were decorated with singu-
lar luxury and originality. One such fea-
tured rooms in different national styles—a 
Chinese room, a Russian room, a Persian 
room, and so on. The French government 
thoughtfully included brothel stopovers 
for foreign guests on state visits, the offi-
cial program diplomatically listing them 

as “meeting with the President of the 
Senate.” Artists from Toulouse-Lautrec to 
Van Gogh and Gauguin famously enjoyed 
them and often painted their personnel. 
They openly advertised and figured in trav-
el brochures; during hours when business 
was slow, tourists were given guided tours. 
At one, Le Chabanais, the Prince of Wales 
had his own special room.

All this ended thanks to one Marthe 
Richard and the post-war rise of the puritan 
left. (Moralists please note: I do not con-
done prostitution, or selling or buying sex-
ual services. However, the practice has been 
a regrettable fact of life since the beginnings 
of recorded time. The French merely added 
a touch of elegance and lack of hypocrisy.) 
A former hooker who worked the streets of 
garrison towns at age 16, Marthe graduat-
ed to procuring girls for German officers 
during the occupation. After the liberation 
in 1944, she turned respectable, joined the 
communist-backed Resistance Party and 
was elected to the Paris municipal council. 

Bent as usual on coercive social reform, 
the communists wanted the brothels closed 

and Marthe, ironically 
enough, became their 
chief prude and stan-
dard-bearer. The loi 
Marthe Richard, passed 
on April 13, 1946, 
closed all Paris brothels. 
A nationwide ban soon 
followed. All it actually 
changed was that the 
girls were put onto the 
streets without medical 
supervision and vulner-

able to the first Jack the Ripper who came 
along. The brothels simply became sordid 
hotels de passe with rooms by the hour. With 
Gallic logic, prostitution was never banned, 
only soliciting and procuring.

France’s new socialist government 
has now seen an opportunity for social 
engineering—as well as a chance to de-

flect public attention from the country’s real 
socio-economic problems. Last fall it intro-
duced with self-righteous fanfare a bill revers-
ing the usual approach to discouraging play-
for-pay sex: Instead of penalizing prostitutes, 
it would hit the johns, making it a crime to 
purchase sexual favors. Proposing the bill in 
the National Assembly was the government’s 
36-year-old, Moroccan-born minister for 
women’s affairs, Najat Vallaud-Belkacen, a 
young woman of aggressive virtue. She led 
the charge with vivid descriptions of prosti-

No More Joy Girls In Paris?
Socialism will make you virtuous—or else.

letter from P A R I S

by  J O S E P H  A .  H A R R I S S

Joseph A. Harriss is our Paris correspon-
dent. His latest book is An American Specta-
tor in Paris.

{
An outspoken 

manifesto entitled 
“Don’t Touch My 

Whore” was signed 
by 343 men.{
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tutes “bought and sold, swapped, detained, 
raped and tortured, deceived, trafficked, 
despoiled.… I don’t want a society in which 
women have a price.”

Her declared goal is nothing less than 
“abolishing prostitution in France” by dry-
ing up demand. First offenders caught with 
their pants down would be fined $2,000, re-
peaters $5,000. With French lawmakers in 
a double bind, there was little debate over 
the bill. They obviously could not appear 
to favor prostitution, but fully 78 percent 
of their constituents opposed penalizing 
clients. The bill was rushed through the 
National Assembly during a first reading in 
December, with final passage expected this 
spring. Assuming it goes through, the coun-
try will, on paper at least, go from being 
one of Europe’s most tolerant on the issue 
to having some of its toughest laws.

But old traditions die hard, especially 
in France. Opposition to the bill has been 
widespread and vociferous. Everyone—
from academics and intellectuals to mov-
ie stars and sex workers—has weighed in, 
arguing against criminalization for purely 
ideological reasons.

One petition was signed by 60 celebrities, 
including Jack Lang, a loquacious former 
socialist minister of culture, the popular 
singer Charles Aznavour, and the beauteous 
actress Catherine Deneuve, who played a 
bored middle-class housewife spending her 
afternoons in a high-class whorehouse in the 
1960s film Belle de Jour. “Without support-
ing or promoting prostitution,” they wrote, 
“we ask for a real debate without ideolog-
ical prejudice.” One of France’s leading 
feminists, Elisabeth Badinter, a professor at 
the elite Ecole Polytechnique, surprisingly 
called it hypocritical and “a declaration of 
hate to male sexuality.” The internation-
al organization Doctors Without Borders 
warned the measure would be dangerous for 
public health. Prostitutes would leave city 
centers in favor of less exposed sites, it said, 
making them less inclined to seek health 
care and more exposed to HIV and other 
sexually transmitted diseases.

Then there was the outspoken ma-
cho manifesto entitled “Don’t Touch My 
Whore,” signed by 343 men provocatively 
self-described as those “who have gone, go to, 
or will go to prostitutes.” They ranged from 
right-wing commentators getting in their 
licks against the maladroit Hollande admin-
istration, to the lawyer defending the randy 
Dominique Strauss-Kahn against charges 
of organizing and taking part in orgies with 
paid women in several countries. These 

bon vivants declared in the best traditions 
of French sexual broad-mindedness, “We 
believe that everyone has the right to freely 
sell their bodies—and even to enjoy doing 
so. And we don’t want lawmakers decreeing 
which of our desires and pleasures are legal.” 

But the most telling opposition comes 
from those most directly concerned: the 
police and the girls. Cops warn that if solic-
iting is no longer illegal, they won’t be able 
to arrest streetwalkers and bring them in for 
questioning, a vital law enforcement tool in 
uncovering illegal prostitution networks and 
getting tips on other criminal activities. “If we 
can’t question the girls, that will dry up one 
of our best sources of information on today’s 
underworld, from white slavery to drugs and 

arms trafficking, and terrorism,” one police 
commissioner told Le Figaro. Another ques-
tioned exactly how officers were supposed to 
catch johns in flagrante. “To arrest a client, 
we’ll have to catch him in the act,” grouses 
one. “Maybe the senators and congressmen 
can show us how to do that.” Says another: 
“There aren’t enough cops in France to keep 
an eye on all potential clients, and we’re not 
going to spend our days spying on bidets.”

Associations representing angry sex work-

ers have picketed the National Assembly 
chanting, “You sleep with us, but you vote 
against us!” Others make an economic ar-
gument. “Isn’t there enough unemployment 
already without putting us out of business?” 
asks one. “Fining the customer is like saying 
you can open a shop but clients are not al-
lowed to enter.” Another, interviewed in the 
Bois de Boulogne on the western outskirts 
of Paris, where squadrons of streetwalkers 
boldly entice drivers of passing cars, said 
she is feeling the pinch, as it were. “The 
clients aren’t coming, and the few that do 
all ask the same question: ‘Is the law going 
through?’ What are we going to do?”

To be sure, white slavery and other forms 
of abuse of poor, vulnerable women must be 

eradicated. Every responsible government 
has programs to do just that. Unfortunately, 
abolishing prostitution itself in a free society 
usually has proved to be about as realistic as 
outlawing rainy weekends. The vast major-
ity of the French believe this ideologically 
motivated, ham-fisted socialist puritanism 
will be just as ineffective. So, given the his-
tory of failed attempts to legislate morals, 
something tells me that France’s notorious 
joy girls won’t miss a trick. Il
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O
ur last morning of a 
one-week stay in Green-
ville, South Carolina. 
Tommy is not feeling 
well, so Alex, our beau-
tiful daughter in law 
Kitty, our angelic little 

granddaughter Coco, and our driver/pal Bob 
Noah, are eating brunch in the Spoonbread 
Room of the Westin Poinsett Hotel. 

It is a sunny room with floor-to-ceiling 
windows facing southwest flooding the 
light blue-and-white tile floor, the neat 
white tablecloths, and the beckoning buf-
fet table. There are only a few other din-
ers, probably because we are eating so late. 
Near us is a well-dressed woman in a wool 
suit like the ones my mother used to get at 
Lord & Taylor or Saks Fifth Avenue. She 
is with her husband, also well-dressed in a 
gray suit.

The woman came over to talk to me and 
get her photo with me. She is on the board 
of a number of local public/private partner-
ships and she is lively and articulate. She is 
also black and it makes me so happy that 
a black woman and her black husband are 
eating in the best dining room in down-
town Greenville, South Carolina, sharing 
tales of executive and legislative leadership.

This is a story of what has been accom-
plished in the South, and in particular in 
Greenville, over the years. This is a city on 
the move, very likely the most rapidly grow-
ing industrial center in the South. It has no 
time for hate or racial fear. Tears came to 
my eyes as I thought of how magnificently 
the South has risen to meet and defeat the 
challenges of racism. I am thinking of how 

this country has shown its essential nobility 
in Greenville and all over the nation. Again, 
this country is far too busy to hate, and 
Greenville is setting the pace.

Our meal was superb. Scrambled eggs. 
Sausage. Bacon. Steak. Biscuits and gravy. 
Fried shrimp. Pancakes. Orange juice. This 
is all for less than 20 dollars per person in a 
room at least as elegant as any room I have 
ever seen in New York City.

Greenville has some of the best restau-
rants I know of. We start at the most ba-
sic—and also the most delicious—level, 
with The Waffle House. Probably this place 
is the most endearing throwback to the best 
of the 1950s. I usually get The All Ameri-
can: a waffle, city ham (no bone in), eggs 
over easy, and toast. Less than 10 bucks in-
cluding orange juice. It is sad that there are 
no Waffle Houses in Los Angeles, but there 
are not.

Then, there is my absolute favorite din-
ing spot on the planet, The Poinsett Club, a 
highly paneled enclave where people eat in 
perfect civility with the talented and beauti-
ful Jean Begg at the piano playing my favor-
ite songs, especially “That’s All.”

There is Tupelo Honey, a powerhouse of 
Southern food, with many kinds of chicken 
and potatoes and (my wife’s favorite) grits. 
The main street has more sushi places than 
I can count. Near the lobby of the Westin 
Poinsett there is The Nosedive, which has 
two-story windows and inviting music, and 
across the street there is The Carolina Ale-
house, serving up ribs and hamburgers until 
midnight with such delicious fried onions 
you can hardly stop eating them.

I could go on but the point is that Green-
ville is welcome and nourishing—like your 
mother’s kitchen, only with a better chef 
than your mother (and no yelling at you 

about your homework or your grades). To 
be on or near the main street at night is like 
being on fraternity row in a college town, 
only there are men and women of all ages, 
and they are mostly eating, not drinking. 
The whole town knows my name and every 
face that passes calls out to me, and it’s like 
being back on 114th street next to Colum-
bia in 1965. Only much better food.

Please, someone at Waffle House, bring 
yourselves out here to California.

I spent parts of two days at a bright, 
sunny secondary school here in Greenville 
called Christ Church Episcopal School. 
The building is happy, abounding with kids 
who look like they came out of the Brooks 
Brothers catalog. The boys and girls are not 
only good-looking but also inspiring, es-
pecially one 17-year-old economist who is 
going to be heard from. I am not going to 
embarrass him by saying his name, but he’s 
got big things stamped all over him. I am 
just in love with Greenville.

After brunch, we all caravanned (if that’s 
a word) over the Upcountry Historical 
Museum to see an exhibit about Greenville 
in the Civil Rights era. Photos of lunch 
counters. Of a mob that lynched a poor 
black man looking happy as they were ac-
quitted—that was 67 years ago. Of Green-
ville native (and long-ago colleague) Jesse 
Jackson talking about the discrimination in 
education he faced as a young man. Then 
there were photos of marchers and demon-
strators, and then of a blow up of a statute 
saying it was illegal in Greenville to serve 
food to white and “colored” persons at the 
same surface although “colored” could still 
buy food to take out. The amazing thing 
was that this was the predominant attitude 
about serving blacks and whites even in 
Silver Spring when I was a child. I assure 
you I saw this attitude in people extremely 
close to me.

What glorious progress we have made as a 
nation and a people.…

Then the bad times began for my wife 
and me. The Greenville airport was delight-
ful, as always. Is it possible that all of the 
sane people in the nation had gathered in 
Greenville? It sure seems like it to me.

I consider Greenville, along with Mid-
land, Texas (which has the most beautiful 
girl in the world working at its TSA check-
point), and, of course, North Idaho, as the 
last redoubts of the mentally all-right.

But the airplane to ATL was a stone di-
saster. Cramped. Wildly overheated. Just 
painful to be in. Then, off to the departure 
gate to LA. As always, the nuttiest people at 

Southern Sanity
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the entire airport were at the LAX departure 
gate. Just as if they had emptied a mental 
hospital and sent the people in it to LA.

There was a little, miserable s--t in the 
seat ahead of me. Even though he was a tiny 
little creep, he kept putting his seat right 
in my face. I had mad, homicidal feelings 
about him. But instead, I watched a great 
movie called Riddick about a hero in an out-
er space desert and then I read Military His-
tory Quarterly, my favorite magazine, until 
I fell asleep.

When we landed, I realized I had for-
gotten to call our usual car company. Like 
“normal” people, as my friend Bethany 
says, we had to pick up our own luggage 
and wait for a taxi. It wasn’t bad at all. We 
had a pleasant Iranian taxi driver who took 
us right to our house. The guy drove like 
a dervish. No problem at all. Then we had 
to struggle to lift our huge suitcases up to 
the second floor, and after that had to sulk 
and complain because we had traveled so 
far without a driver to meet us on the other 
end. Wow, are we spoiled babies.

Monday
Just pure exhaustion. Travel is a big thing.

Tuesday

And speaking of exhaustion, why 
did Barry want to be president when 
he is obviously bored by the job? His 

State of the Union was a bad joke of boredom 
and triviality. Does he really not get it? Job re-
training rarely works. Oil and gas production 
are up despite his followers’ objections to hy-
drofracturing. How dare he brag about that? 
Then also, what is he talking about spending 
billions, trillions, to send kids to schools when 
they can barely get through the day without 
getting high and nodding off ? I wonder if he 
knows that unemployment is falling because 
his pals are dropping out of the labor force 
altogether and thus making the employed a 
higher portion of the labor force.

There was no eloquence, no wit, just the 
plainest vanilla of big government promises.

It makes me long for Agnew and his fab-
ulous phrases: “The nattering nabobs of 
negativism,” “an elite corps of impudent 
snobs,” and Nixon’s eloquence, “the great 
silent majority,” “a pitiful helpless giant,” 
and the best, truest phrase, “a generation of 
peace.”

Even Bill Clinton was better—far, far bet-
ter. Clinton’s “The era of big government is 
over” has been replaced by variants of “40 
acres and a mule.”

If Barry did not want the job, why did he run? 

W
hat was that 
s t e r e o t y p e 
again? Some-
thing about 
women being 
fickle and un-
able to make 

up their minds? Oh, and being illogical. 
You know, wanting contradictory things, 
like being treated as equals with men and 
at the same time with special consideration 
for their female sensitivities. Or, perhaps, 
loudly insisting on a latitudinarian ap-
proach to feminine beauty and body size 
while posing for Vogue in photo-shopped 
sveltitude. That, of course, was Lena Dun-
ham, the third season of whose Girls on 
HBO debuted in January and proved fun-
nier than ever, though it was somewhat 
overshadowed by her Vogue cover. This 
provided endless material for feminist de-
bate, scandalizing some of her admirers 
and causing others to leap to her defense—
especially after Jezebel offered a reward for 
and subsequently posted the unretouched 
original photos. 

As it happens, in this season’s fourth ep-
isode, Hannah Horvath, Miss Dunham’s 
character, calls Jezebel “a place feminists 
can go to support each other”—something 
all the more necessary in these days of 
“slut-shaming.” This was obviously taped 
well before the controversy, but not for the 
first time there was an amusing coincidence 
in Miss Dunham’s loudly proclaimed fem-

inism. Only a few months ago, sounding 
for all the world like the bumptious Han-
nah, she told Marie-Claire (UK) that her 
frequent appearances on the show with the 
body that God and not the photo editor 
gave her were “essentially important in my 
contribution to the world”—unnecessarily 
adding that she feels easy and comfortable 
about being naked in public because she 
has high self-esteem. 

Fortunately, her high self-esteem is not 
incompatible with a capacity for self-dep-
recation. In the pilot episode, Hannah told 
her parents that she wanted to be “the voice 
of my generation. Or at least, the voice of a 
generation.” This, somewhat amusingly, is 
more or less what she has become. But hers 
is an inevitably ironic voice, which is why 
some critics who profess to be dismayed by 
Hannah’s latest incarnation are failing to get 
the joke. Certainly, the opinion of Hank 
Stuever of the Washington Post that she is 
“despicable” can be explained in no other 
way. To portray a self-proclaimed feminist 
such as Hannah, as the fourth episode did, 
as being so utterly self-absorbed that she 
can only see the shockingly sudden and 
mysterious death of her editor in terms of 
the effect on her forthcoming e-book must 
seem to a certain kind of politically attuned 
temperament like dangerous, possibly “sex-
ist”-inspired heterodoxy.

Others are worried about Hannah too. 
Laura Bennett of the New Republic regrets 
what she sees as the Larry Davidification 
of Girls, writing that Curb Your Enthusi-
asm, Mr. David’s own HBO series, “has 
always been more purely ‘funny’ than the 
comparatively mature, dramatic ‘Girls,’ so 
many of these new jokes can feel dropped 
in from another comic universe.” Do the 
quotation marks around “funny” mean 

The Naked and the Dead
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that she finds less-than-funny the presum-
ably immature, Larry David-style humor 
that the new jokes on Girls disconcerting-
ly resemble? At any rate, there appears to 
be something slightly disreputable about 
the “purely” funny that must have some-
thing to do with the way in which Miss 
Dunham’s and Mr. David’s brands of hu-
mor are alike, namely their creators’ wick-
ed delight in making fun of themselves. 
The old joke notwithstanding, feminists 
may be permitted to be funny, but only if 
they’re making fun of someone else.

The idea of “maturity” also carries with 
it the subtext of political maturity, which 
means a consciousness raised to an aware-
ness of the correct way of looking at the 
world from the feminist perspective. That 
must be why, in Laura Bennett’s view, “It’s 
notable that this season, six episodes in, is 
probably the show’s least funny yet.” This 
can be true only in the sense that the “pure-
ly” funny doesn’t count. But, she adds,

its darkest moments are actually some of its best. 
A highlight is the introduction of a terrific, in-

tense, genuinely scary new character—Adam’s 
unstable sister, played by Gaby Hoffmann, 
whose deep well of craziness casts the other char-
acters’ neuroses into sharp relief. It’s to Dun-
ham’s credit that the show doesn’t always need 
to be funny. At a certain point, we just want to 
see the girls, at last, grow up.

She should speak for herself. The title it-
self tells us that if they grow up, the girls 
will no longer be Girls. Their raison d’être 
is to be immature—in both the traditional 
and the political senses—which must annoy 
the feminists (along, presumably, with the 
title) as it amuses those who tune in for oth-
er than political reasons. Also, Adam’s crazy 
sister is pretty funny to anyone who doesn’t 
mind laughing at the pure kind of funny.

I have always seen Girls (see “Laughing 
on the Wrong Side,” TAS, June 2012) as, 
at bottom, a satire of Sex and the City in 
much the same the way that Cervantes’ 
Don Quixote was a satire of early modern 
chivalric romances or that Fielding’s Jo-
seph Andrews was a satire of Richardson’s 
Pamela. Both went on to be much more 
than that, but both owed their existence 
to the satirist’s urge to show the reality 
behind some popular literary ideal. And 
the popular literary ideal in our time is 
the feminist and liberationist one of a 
unisex world in which men and women 
are morally interchangeable and enjoy the 
same kind of sexual freedom in the same 
way. Girls, like Sex in the City, takes that 
freedom for granted, but in Girls, as in 
reality, it nearly always turns out badly 
for the women. Lena Dunham can hardly 
be regarded as an apologist for tradition-
al sex roles or sexual morality. But she is 
too clear-sighted an observer of the sexual 
economy that the abandonment of these 
things has created not to take note of it in 
her portrayal of the way young women at 
the urban leading edge of the sexual and 
feminist revolutions live their lives today.

To me, this attempt to represent 
the world as it is instead of the Sex 
and the City fantasy is worth putting 

up with any amount of incidental feminist 
or other political claptrap. At times I even 
fancy that Dunham’s notorious “Your First 
Time” ad on behalf of President Obama’s 
re-election was made in character as the 
self-obsessed feminist Hannah Horvath, 
with whom the slightly less self-obsessed 
feminist Lena Dunham has publicly rec-
ognized her own kinship. Her achieve-
ment is all the more remarkable because 

of the immense effort that has gone into 
the construction of the political template 
against which nearly all representations of 
the world, and especially the world of the 
past, tend to be critically judged in our day, 
when artistic merit is routinely assigned 
according to how far a work confirms the 
critic’s political prejudices. 

So much so, indeed, that even when it 
doesn’t confirm them, critics are likely to 
assume that it does, at least if they like it. 
For example, The Invisible Woman, Ralph 
Fiennes’s film about Charles Dickens’s 
mistress Ellen Ternan, is itself all but 
invisible to critics without its presumed 
political context of Victorian “sexism,” 
hypocrisy, and double standards. It “re-
minds you uncomfortably of the degree 
to which Victorian society was a man’s 
world,” writes the critic for the New York 
Times. “Virtuous women may have been 
put on pedestals, but woe to the wom-
an who flouted the rules unless she was 
prepared to live outside society.” Yes, 
yes. One has heard such things before. 
As the critic for Variety put it, “Though 
Fiennes is hardly the first filmmaker to 
tap into the restrictive social codes and 
barbed double-speak of the Victorian 
era, he renders it all with an unusually 
sharp, unsparing touch that, at its best, 
recalls Terence Davies’ film version of 
The House of Mirth.”

If true, that would be a pretty damn-
ing judgment in my book, since Mr. Da-
vies’ version of The House of Mirth was a 
gross caricature in which Edith Wharton’s 
subtle portrayal of human, and especially 
feminine, frailty was reduced to a crude 
political tract. But that is precisely what 
The Invisible Woman is not. Critics may 
not be able to understand what the movie 
is about without the assumption that it 
all takes place within the framework of a 
feminist critique of Victorian society, but 
such a critique forms no part of Mr. Fi-
ennes’s purposes. With remarkable intel-
ligence and singleness of purpose he has 
shown us a particular instance of a great 
man’s love affair in its social context with-
out allowing the context to overshadow 
either the love affair and all its attendant 
heartbreak—for the wife he abandoned 
(Joanna Scanlon), the young woman 
he loved (Felicity Jones), and for Dick-
ens himself (Mr. Fiennes)—or the man’s 
greatness. As with Girls, it’s not a direct 
defiance of feminist orthodoxy but a look 
past it to human truths that, we may yet 
hope, will outlast it. P
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The Great Debate: Edmund Burke, 
Thomas Paine, and the Birth  

of Right and Left
By Yuval Levin

(Basic, 296 pages, $27.99)

Reviewed By Helen Rittelmeyer

S
hortly before receiving his 
Ph.D. from the University of 
Chicago, Yuval Levin was given 
the unprecedented honor of see-
ing his thesis praised in the pages 
of the  New York Times. Accord-
ing to David Brooks’s column of 

May 25, 2010, Levin’s “superb dissertation” 
reanimated the two figures, Edmund Burke 
and Tom Paine, who had “articulated most 
brilliantly” the gulf between the British and 
French Enlightenments, which, according to 
Brooks, underlies the conflicts of contempo-
rary American politics. Considering the dusty 
back-shelf oblivion to which most theses are 
consigned, this was an astonishing level of 
publicity—about as likely as a Hollywood 
producer deciding to greenlight the screen-
play his deliveryman left in the Domino’s box.

Now Levin’s fate-favored dissertation has 
been turned into a book—and not some slim 
monograph from an academic press, but a 
glossy popular release from the same imprint 
that publishes Thomas Sowell. The Great 
Debate: Edmund Burke, Thomas Paine, and 
the Birth of Right and Left has been reviewed 
by all the political weeklies and monthlies 
from Commentary to Democracy and by the 

Wall Street Journal 
twice. Both C-SPAN 
and NPR have invit-
ed its author to dis-
cuss the book on their 
airwaves.

Certainly some 
portion of the cred-
it for this string of 
successes belongs to 
Levin himself. He is 
a conservative intel-

lectual of fine credentials, editor of the re-
spected policy quarterly National Affairs, and 
a veteran of the George W. Bush domestic 
policy team. But at least as much credit 
must go to Levin’s shrewd choice of subject. 
Edmund Burke holds a special place in the 
Right’s long-running dialogue about itself. 
He is accessible enough that everyone has 
read at least some of him, yet voluminous 
enough that there are few bona fide experts 
around to police the conversation. The result 
is a jolly free-for-all any time a book about 
him is released, which no doubt is why pub-
lishers keep putting them out.

The temptation when writing a book 
about Burke, or even discussing him at 
any length, is to lapse into self-portrait. 
His work is so rich and varied that it is 
very easy to pick out the sides of him we 
most resemble. Russell Kirk portrayed him 
as a romantic traditionalist; Peter Stanlis, 
a natural-law philosopher; Conor Cruise 
O’Brien, a dogged Irishman. None of these 
Burkes was entirely false, just slanted to the 
author’s advantage. Into this benign trap 
Yuval Levin has most definitely fallen, and 
it may be said of The Great Debate what is 
so often said of O’Brien’s earlier book, The 
Great Melody: It gives us at least as much of 
its author as it gives us of Edmund Burke.

The first quality Levin espies in the 
Burkean mirror is something akin to 
drabness. Levin would probably de-

scribe it as a sober steadiness, a dispositional 
tendency to keep firm hold of one’s horses. 
There is no question that Levin himself pos-
sesses this quality, and has made a kind of 
personal virtue of it. His language, for exam-
ple, is consistently measured and plain. An 
exemplary line from the book: “Revolution, 
he [Burke] argues, is an inappropriate means 
of change because it is not well suited for cap-
italizing on the lessons of the past.” Even a 
reader who did not know about his tenure in 
the Bush White House would be able to tell 
that this is a man who has written a govern-
ment memo or two in his time. There are no 
soaring suspension bridges in Levin’s prose, 
only the pontoon kind, stretching straight 
and flat as far as the eye can see.

There’s nothing wrong with this style 
of writing, or with having a placid dispo-
sition. A circus needs a stage manager as 
much as it needs acrobats and fire-breath-
ers. Levin’s mistake lies in trying to en-
list Burke to justify and to evangelize for 
his blandness in a way that misportrays 
what Burke actually wrote (not to men-
tion how Burke wrote—understatements 
like “inappropriate” or “not well suited” 
would certainly never have escaped his 
pen in reference to revolution). Levin 
rests his argument against excitement on 
Burke’s early work  A Philosophical En-
quiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the 
Sublime and the Beautiful. In this book, 
according to Levin:

He argued especially that the sublime, which 
draws on man’s simultaneous fear of and fasci-
nation with death, exercises enormous power 
over the human imagination. That power can 

Helen Rittelmeyer is a policy analyst at 
the Centre for Independent Studies in Sydney, 
Australia.
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Most American conservatives acknowledge the importance of the 

18th-century Irish statesman. But which Burke do they have in mind?
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unleash violent torrents of energy into social 
life if it is not properly managed by an appeal 
to man’s simultaneous (if often weaker) attrac-
tion to order and social peace (that is, to the 
beautiful). The common life of a community 
depends a great deal on sentimental attachments 
and implicit appeals to this love of the beautiful 
and the orderly, and in Burke’s view, these play a 
vital but generally underappreciated role in the 
prevention of political violence and the mainte-
nance of warm and peaceful relations in society.

Warm and peaceful—sounds lovely. 
Levin makes Burke’s sublime and beautiful 
sound like the aesthetic equivalents of wild 
and tame, or dangerous and safe, which 
becomes less than half right when he then 
suggests that Burke believed beauty was the 
nobler of the two and that man’s attraction 
to it should be encouraged at sublimity’s ex-
pense. I hesitate to suggest that someone as 
well-versed in Burke as Levin has misread 
his man, but I do not know where he got 
the idea that appeals to beauty should be 
deployed to “manage” the allure of the sub-
lime, much less that “the subtle enjoyments 
of that orderly beauty keep us from seeking 
to indulge” our more intense attractions.

Among the sublime virtues for Burke are 
“fortitude, justice, wisdom, and the like,” 
as opposed to “the softer virtues: easiness of 
temper, compassion, kindness, and liberality,” 
which are “of less immediate and momentous 
concern to society, and of less dignity.” He 
uses the sexes to make the difference more 
concrete: Fathers are authoritative, mothers 
merely lovable, and grandfathers somewhere 
between the two, weakness and age having 
softened masculine authority “into something 
of a feminine partiality.” When not illustrat-
ing his thesis with the family, Burke used an-
imals. Dogs are “the most social, affectionate, 
and amiable creatures in the whole of brute 
creation,” which is why we love them. But it is 
also why “dog” and its synonyms are “terms of 
reproach…in every language.” And then the 
giveaway: “Love approaches much nearer to 
contempt than is commonly imagined.”

Clearly Burke would not have said that 
society’s surest foundation lies on the 
soothing side of this spectrum. Nor would 
he have claimed, as Levin seems to suggest 
elsewhere, that man’s appetite for the sub-
lime was something that had long been 
lying mercifully dormant until the Jaco-
bins came along and uncorked it. Far from 
being a force opposed to order, as Levin 
claims it is, sublimity is a crucial element 
in many of the institutions that preserve 
order. Burke likened the British constitu-

tion to a father and not a mother, after all. 
It is true that the French revolutionaries 
were drawn to theatrical violence by their 
need for sublime spectacles, but only be-
cause they had cut themselves off from the 
institutions that had previously satisfied 
the people’s taste for such things in a less 
destructive way. Unable to pull off gran-
deur, the revolution’s hair-dressers and tal-
low-chandlers had to resort to terror. This 
does not suggest that the human desire for 
sublimity should be suppressed; it suggests 
that it should be satisfied, even cultivated, 
so that it can be directed toward such legit-
imate objects as the crown and the law. If 
the sister of love is contempt, the brother 
of fear is reverence.

The other facet of the 
Burkean persona that 
Levin holds up for praise 

is gradualism. He wholeheart-
edly endorses the standard 
line about “thoughtful and 
gradual change”—or “slow, 
incremental reform,” “gen-
tle, gradual change,” “grad-
ual and incremental politi-
cal and social progress,” or 
any of the other permuta-
tions that make Burkeanism 
sound like an invitation to ar-
gue porridge with Goldilocks. 
Levin returns again and again to 
these phrases, contrasting them 
with both Tom Paine’s enthusi-
asm for change and the standpat-
tist notion (held by exactly no one) 
that change is always bad.

As an example of the correct mind-
set in which to approach the prospect 
of change, Levin cites Burke’s speech on his 
financial reforms of 1780: “I advance to it 
with a tremor that shakes me to the inmost 
fiber of my frame. I feel that I engage in a 
business…the most completely adverse that 
can be imagined to the natural turn and 
temper of my own mind.” The problem 
with identifying Burkeanism with this sense 
of reluctance is that it locates conservatism 
not in what a man does but in how he feels 
or in the preambles he attaches to his ac-
tions. Among those less committed to the 
conservative policy agenda than Levin, this 
can easily shade into a belief that true con-
servatives can be identified by how emphat-
ically they deny wanting to do what they are 
engaged in doing. I think that Burke would 
probably resent having his philosophy re-
duced to a political rape fantasy.

Burke himself argued that incremental-
ism was no virtue if the principle being pur-
sued were an absolute one. In 1782—that 
is, during his most Whiggish period, well 
before the French Revolution drove him 
to the right—Burke gave a speech warning 
Parliament not to enact any of the reforms 
being proposed to make the House of Com-
mons more democratic. The substance of 
the reforms did not worry him so much as 
the fact that “nine tenths of the reformers” 
based their arguments on the “natural right” 
of every man to govern himself:

In every political proposal we must not leave 
out of the question the political views and ob-
ject of the proposer; and these we discover, not 
by what he says, but by the principles he lays 
down. ‘I mean,’ says he, ‘a moderate and tem-Il
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perate reform’…Fine reformer, indeed! gener-
ous donor!…What sort of treaty of partition is 
this for those who have an inherent right to the 
whole? Give them all they ask, and your grant 
is still a cheat.

In our own day partisans of the left 
often cloak their less-than-sober polit-
ical agenda in the regalia of temperance 
and moderation. Levin closes his book 
with the advice that today’s conservatives 
“could benefit…from Burke’s thorough-
going gradualism,” but it might be better 
if they adopted more of his skepticism.

How did the author of The Great 
Debate end up with such a flawed 
Burke? As it happens, he may well 

have inherited him. His mentor at the Uni-
versity of Chicago was Leon Kass, under 
whom Levin also worked at the President’s 
Council on Bioethics during the Bush ad-
ministration. (I assume it is Kass who is 
indirectly responsible for the appearance in 
Levin’s original dissertation of the phrase “ba-
sic human dignity,” a howling anachronism 
in a study of an 18th-century thinker.) An-
other influence is Harvey Mansfield, whose 
work Levin cites extensively, though admit-
tedly not always favorably, in his dissertation. 
Levin’s magazine National Affairs is a reboot 
of Irving Kristol’s magazine The Public Inter-
est, and Kristol is the intellectual to whom 
Levin is most often compared. All three of 
these figures are part of the neoconservative 
strain in the American right, and all three 
studied, formally or informally, under Leo 
Strauss. Levin may or may not consider him-
self a proponent of this brand of neoconser-
vatism, but it is certainly a tradition within 
which he can fairly be situated.

This tradition has long had a tortured re-
lationship with Burke. Strauss himself was 
so plainly hostile to Burke that his students, 
to avoid bad feeling on the right, contrived a 
reading of Natural Right and History accord-
ing to which Strauss portrayed three differ-
ent Burkes, only one of which embraced the 
ideas responsible for the downfall of civili-
zation. Some of Strauss’s students adopted 
his wariness toward Burke (e.g., Kristol: 
“As Professor Leo Strauss has demonstrat-
ed, Burke himself was no conservative…”); 
others have distanced themselves from it. 
But even those who have taken a friendli-
er approach have never truly warmed to 
the man. Leon Kass, for instance—whom 
Levin likens to Burke in his contribution to 
the  festschrift  for Kass that he co-edited—
has emphasized themes like tradition and 

wisdom in his work, but I cannot locate a 
single instance where he actually cites Burke 
in any of his many books. Kristol some-
times called himself a Burkean, but he never 
appealed to the man as more than a vague 
totem. From their neglect of him, it appears 
that the Straussians have as many Burkes as 
the Unitarians have gods: not three but one, 
at most.

The most common American misreading 
of Burke—namely, that at this point the in-
heritance we are bound to try to conserve 
is New Deal liberalism—carries the flavor 
of this same tradition. It is a misreading be-
cause it assumes that the objects of Burke’s 
preservationist impulse must be government 
institutions. In fact, the institutions Burke 
cared about preserving were just as likely to 
be cultural. In a situation like the present 
one, where the state is actively destroying 
independent institutions such as the family 
or America’s churches, Burkean preservation 
of the latter may well require some radical 
destruction of the former. It would never 
occur to Straussians to 
think this way. Their 
philosophy has always 
elevated the political 
above all other forms 
of human activity—
perhaps a consequence 
of their love for the 
democratic Greeks. 
It was the Straussian 
eminence Harry Jaffa 
who wrote:

Just as the architect gives 
commands to the build-
ers, so does the art of the 
politikos “ordain which of the sciences are to be 
studied”…To concede that political philosophy 
is “one among many” of the “sciences of man 
and of human affairs” would imply that there 
was no comprehensive human good.

I do not know how far Levin agrees with 
these sentiments, but it is noteworthy that 
a recent issue of National Affairs has among 
its cover articles a long piece by Peter Weh-
ner and Michael Gerson titled “A Conser-
vative Vision for Government.” In it, Weh-
ner and Gerson (who, let us recall, tried in 
2007 to kickstart “heroic conservatism” as 
a brand) argue for “the restoration of gov-
ernment to its proper and honored place 
in American life” via “a menu of structural 
reforms that do not simply attack govern-
ment but transform it.” Levin himself, in 
his opening to the National Affairs anthol-

ogy A Time for Governing, argues that the 
problem with the welfare-state bureaucra-
cy is that it “permits neither efficiency nor 
idealism.” As a political professional him-
self, Burke would have found it difficult 
to summon much idealism about his day 
job. He would have accepted that certain 
regimes are more uplifting than others, but 
the idea that statecraft is soulcraft would 
have left him bemused.

Still, even a wild mischaracterization 
of Burke—which Levin’s book, for all its 
flaws, most definitely is not—might be 

forgiven if it gave us the Burke that 21st-cen-
tury America needs. He is such a towering 
figure of conservatism, with so much to offer, 
that today’s right should be able to make use 
of some part of him, even at the expense of 
historical fidelity. Certainly Burke would ben-
efit from being made to seem fresh and new. 
Rather than haul out the old “little platoons” 
for another dress parade, future authors might 
unearth less worn quotes, such as Burke’s line 

on why married cou-
ples’ sleeping in sepa-
rate beds was “a certain 
sign of corruption” (“A 
woman in that case 
never went to bed to 
her husband but with 
a gross purpose; where-
as if she slept with him 
constantly, that might 
happen or not, as in-
clination prompted”—
there is a serious point 
in that). Levin, unfor-
tunately, relies on the 
usual standbys, getting 

several uses out of the five or six most famous. 
William Hazlitt once said that to attempt to 
convey Burke’s greatness by giving quotations 
was like a man trying to sell his house by car-
rying around one of its bricks as an advertise-
ment. After finishing The Great Debate, the 
reader may well feel as if he bears the imprint 
of some of those bricks on his temple.

Levin’s Burke is not the one our present 
moment calls for, for several reasons. His 
Burke does not get the blood moving—in-
deed, is designed not to get the blood moving. 
His Burke is too accommodating of the fuzz-
ier forms of national greatness conservatism. 
Most of all, his Burke is designed to fight the 
wrong war against the wrong enemy. One 
of the major themes of The Great Debate is 
reason, its limits and its hazards. This was an 
important line for Burke to emphasize in his 
own day given the kind of radicals he had to 

{
Levin’s Burke is 

too accommodat-
ing of the fuzzier 
forms of national 

greatness 
conservatism.{
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face. In addition to Paine, the British left of 
the late 18th century included men like John 
Horne Tooke, whose commitment to ratio-
nality led him to violently condemn the En-
glish language for being so unmathematical as 
to have multiple words for the same concept. 
As for the political sphere, Carl Cone points 
out in The English Jacobins that the liberals of 
that generation wanted to rationalize govern-
ment purely for rationalization’s sake, without 
any idea that social justice would follow: “Par-
liamentary reform was an end in itself, not a 
means of ensuring that Parliament would 
recognize the economic needs of the lower 
orders.”

This does not sound like anyone in the 
Democratic party. The solutions that em-
anate from the current White House may 
have a technocratic ring to them (as indeed 
do many of those in National Affairs), but 
their arguments are more likely to be defi-
cient in reason than over-reliant upon it. 
The bass line is always: People are suffering; 
we must do something. The organ engaged 
by such appeals is not the brain. This 
same refrain neutralizes another of Levin’s 
themes, the difference between radical 
change and reasonable reform: If all human 
suffering is seen as a matter of urgency, any 
reform directed at alleviating that suffering 
will be considered reasonable. As for un-
chosen obligations, the subject of Levin’s 
fourth chapter, the party that swoons over 
Elizabeth Warren does not need to be told 
about those. 

There is a burkean insight that 
could address this kind of leftism, 
though not one that Levin discusses. 

In the ongoing effort to replenish their cat-
alogue of sufferers in need of government 
rescue, the modern left relies on two kinds 
of sources: professional grievance-mongers 
purporting to represent particular special 
interests, and desk-bound number crunch-
ers who comb through statistics for dispar-
ities that can be spun into crises. The latter 
group are like those of his contemporaries 
whom Burke compared with “the unhappy 
persons who live, if they can be said to live, 
in the statical chair”—a medical fad—“who 
are ever feeling their pulse, and who do not 
judge of health by the aptitude of the body 
to perform its functions, but by their ideas 
of what ought to be the true balance be-
tween the several secretions.” What both the 
professional activists and the think tankers 
have in common is their distance from the 
populations they claim to speak for.

Burke realized what American radicals 

usually come to accept only after years of 
discouragement: Allow people to judge 
their own suffering, and revolutionaries will 
be left waiting forever. In the early 1780s, 
while his Whig friends were in London 
agitating for more democratic elections, 
Burke took a tour of the north, where he 
heard “not one word, either in the towns or 
country, on the subject of representation; 
much on the receipt tax, something on Mr 
Fox’s ambition, much greater apprehension 
of danger from thence than from want of 
representation.” Years later, Burke accused 
Paine of failing to appreciate the merits 
of the British system, “its parsons and its 
pudding, its commons and its beer, and its 
dull slavish liberty of going about just as 
one pleases.” In this case the vice to which 
Paine had succumbed was not an overreli-
ance on reason, or too much enthusiasm 
for radical change, but something much 
simpler: arrogant presumption. The lesson 
for modern Burkeans to take from this is to 
be skeptical of anyone who claims to speak 
for a population that they show no sign of 
having stopped to truly listen to.

Some of the reviewers of Levin’s book 
have expressed serious doubts that Burke 
has anything at all to offer the American 
right. He is too old-fashioned, they say, 
or too British; his premises are too far re-
moved from ours. It is true that hostility 
to Burke is at some level an American con-
sensus. Yale professor Frank M. Turner, in 
the 2003 edition of Burke’s Reflections that 
he edited, writes in his introduction that 
his brightest students always reacted bad-
ly when assigned the book, quoting one 
as having concluded: “This book is offen-
sive, really offensive!” I have no doubt that 
Turner’s student thought so. But another 
professor at the same institution once ex-
plained to me his trick for getting Yale stu-
dents to embrace Burke: he would start the 
semester with the Reflections, absorb their 
dismissive condemnations of the book, 
and then—here is the trick—assign them 
William Godwin. That preeminent liber-
al philosopher of Burke’s day embraced all 
the same beliefs held by the average Yale 
student today, yet he expressed them in 
such a cold and inhuman manner that, 
according to this professor, his students 
never failed to run screaming toward the 
refuge of Burke’s eminently human alter-
native. That may be the only way Burke 
can be revived: by waiting for frustration 
with current ideas to set in. When that 
happens, it will not be Levin’s Burke to 
which we turn. 

A Big Man  
in a Big League 

The Kid: The Immortal Life 
of Ted Williams
By Ben Bradlee Jr.

(Little Brown, 855 pages, $35)

Reviewed by Paul Reid

The kid, at 855 pages and weigh-
ing in at 2.7 pounds, is a big book. 
Indeed, it weighs 10 ounces more 

than Ted Williams’s weapon of choice 
against opposing pitchers, a 33-ounce 
Louisville Slugger. But then, 
Ted Williams was a big man, 
both on the baseball field, 
where he laid claim to his life-
long ambition of being the 
best hitter of all time, and off 
the field, where he served as 
a Navy fighter pilot in World 
War II and a Marine fighter 
pilot in Korea, flying com-
bat missions alongside John 
Glenn.

During one mission in Korea, 
Williams crash-landed his bul-
let-ridden and burning jet. He chose not to 
eject because, as he later recalled, he feared 
that injuring his knees or wrists would end 
his baseball career. So he rode the plane in 
and took his chances.

He was big to a generation of baseball 
fans, and very big to the thousands of 
young cancer patients he visited in hospi-
tals, and on whose behalf he raised money 
for medical research. He sought no pub-
licity for this, and in fact forbade reporters 
from shooting photos of his visits with the 
young patients. Where his baseball rival 
Joe DiMaggio thrived on publicity and 
celebrity, Williams did not, to the point 
that Boston sportswriters called him aloof, 
spoiled, self-centered, and angry. Williams, 
in turn, grew to despise the “lords of the 
keyboard,” as he called the ink-stained 
wretches.

The scribes got one thing right: Williams 
was angry, but usually with himself. From 
childhood he demanded perfection from 

Paul Reid is co-author, with William Man-
chester, of The Last Lion: Winston Spencer 
Churchill, Defender of the Realm: 1940-
1965 (Little, Brown).
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himself, and when he failed to attain it, he 
raged. After one fruitless at bat with the 
Red Sox, he threw his bat in disgust. It 
sailed into the stands and hit an old lady 
in the head. Williams, mortified, rushed 
down into the Fenway Park first aid station 
to apologize. But his behavior on the field 
never changed.

His every at bat, every utterance, was 
big sports news. But The Kid is a biog-
raphy, not a box-score recap. It is a book 
about a baseball player and a baseball 
era, but it is not a baseball book, not an 
homage to the game as were George Will’s 
Men at Work and David Halberstam’s 
The Summer of ’49. Where Bradlee truly 
shines is in telling the story of Williams 
the man—a deeply flawed man, husband, 
and father. Bradlee parses those faults 
with the relentless objectivity of a good 
newspaper reporter and editor, which is 
what he was at the Boston Globe before he 
left that paper to write this book.

It took him 10 years, during which time 
he conducted more than 600 interviews 
and created a database of every Boston 
newspaper article written 
about Williams between 
1939 and 1960 (and there 
were eight major Boston pa-
pers during those years). He 
perused birth and death and 
marriage and hospital re-
cords. The Williams family 
allowed him access to Ted’s 
papers. Bradlee did his due 
diligence in research, as any 
good author should. But the 
extraordinary effort he put 
into creating the book is 
belied by his easy yet pow-
erful writing, by his seamless 
transitions from one scene 
to the next, one character to 
another. That’s what the best 
writers do.

The Kid begins and ends 
with Williams’s death, and the sordid tale 
of Ted’s head being frozen at an Arizona 
cyronics facility by two of his children in 
hopes of resurrecting their father some day 
far in the future. It’s an unbelievable tale, 
but true. Williams had long told friends 
and reporters (including this reporter, in 
2000) that he wanted to be cremated, his 
ashes to be dispersed in the sea, where he 
had long loved to fish for Atlantic salmon, 
tarpon, and bonefish.

Ted’s son, John Henry (who died a few 
years after his father, and was himself fro-

zen), was behind the cyronics scheme. 
Bradlee examines the case in detail—the 
likely bogus “agreement” Ted signed assent-
ing to the procedure, the garbled medical 
records, John Henry’s exploitation of his 
ailing father. But in the end Bradlee settles 
upon a commonsense yet tragic explanation: 
John Henry’s love for his father was all con-
suming, and Ted’s love for his son, though 
late in arriving, was powerful enough that 
Williams, in essence, agreed to the cyronics 
option in a “What the hell” moment. He 
did it for the kids.

Familial love, dysfunction, turmoil, 
and shame permeate the narrative. 
Ted’s mother was quite possibly in-

sane, and neglected her two young sons in 
her evangelical crusade with the Salvation 
Army in San Diego. Ted’s father was a lay-
about and drinker, who also left his sons 
to their own devices. Many nights neigh-
bors beheld the Williams boys, Danny and 
Ted, sitting on the family porch at 10 or 
11 o’clock, without dinner and with no 
sign of the parents. It’s a wonder Ted did 

not grow into a delinquent and gangster, 
which is exactly what Danny became. Ted, 
a tall, skinny, awkward kid who displayed 
none of the natural speed and dexterity of 
a ballplayer, escaped to the local San Di-
ego playgrounds, and found his meaning 
in baseball. There, he developed his bat-
ting skills, and nursed his anger and his 
shame: His mother was Mexican, a fact 
he succeeded in hiding until late in life by 
claiming her family were Basque. When, 
after hitting the Big Leagues, his cousins 
and uncles on his mother’s side showed up 

at ball games, Ted ignored them if the press 
was about. He’d meet with his relatives af-
ter the game, in private.

America’s views on race and ethnicity 70 
years ago were not conducive to Williams 
celebrating his Mexican heritage. He feared 
he’d be drummed out of baseball (which is 
how he supported his family) if his mother’s 
origins were targeted by the same press that 
he had grown to loathe, and that regularly 
savaged him. Yet, his upbringing also served 
to foster in him a disdain for the treatment 
of black ballplayers by the white baseball 
establishment. He could hide his heritage; 
blacks could not. He believed worthy blacks 
should be welcomed to the Bigs years before 
Jackie Robinson was brought in, and he was 
one of the few white ballplayers who wrote 
personal letters to Robinson congratulating 
him on his success.

Williams’s politics ran to the conser-
vative. He championed meritocracy—
which is why he took such umbrage over 
the Big League’s tardiness in bringing up 
qualified black players. He believed in 
duty and country. When World War II 

came, he held a 3A deferment 
as sole financial supporter of 
his mother. But in the spring 
of 1942, Williams enlisted 
in the Navy’s flight program. 
He once told a reporter that 
he had had only one hero: 
Douglas MacArthur. He 
called president George H.W. 
Bush a friend. He judged men 
by their character, not their 
politics. He disdained casu-
istry or, as he put it to me in 
2000, he didn’t like bullshit. 
It helped if a man knew base-
ball, loved the outdoors, and 
was an expert sports fisher-
man. The broadcaster Curt 
Gowdy, himself from humble 
beginnings, was such a man; 
he and Williams remained 

close friends for almost 50 years.
Williams was once asked after a particu-

larly successful season what he’d like to at-
tain next. “Immortality,” he replied. He has 
achieved that, though not in the way the 
literal-thinking John Henry envisioned. 
And yet perhaps in some future age, Ted 
Williams will be thawed and cloned and 
resurrected, such that some fortunate ball 
club fields a team of nine Splendid Sprint-
ers. If so, one hopes that someone with 
Bradlee’s reportorial skill will be there to 
tell the story. P
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Over the years, digital 
electronic technology 
has made the way we 

live easier, safer and more 
convenient. In many cases, it’s 
even made many products more 
affordable… (remember how 
much the first VCR’s used to 
cost?). Unfortunately, the cost of 
many digital products, including 
the hearing aid never seemed to 
come down. Now, a new option 
has been invented… it’s called 
Perfect Choice HD™.

Perfect Choice HD is NOT a 
hearing aid. It is a Personal 
Sound Amplification Product 
(PSAP). Hearing aids can only 
be sold by an audiologist or a 
licensed hearing instrument 
specialist following hearing 
tests and fitting appointments. 
Once the audiologist had 
you tested and fitted, you would 
have to pay as much as $5000 for 
the product. 

Now, thanks to the efforts of the 
doctor who leads a renowned 
hearing institute, there is Perfect 
Choice HD. It’s designed to 
accurately amplify sounds and 

deliver them to your ear. Because 
we’ve developed an efficient 
production process, we can 
make a great product at an 
affordable price. The unit has 
been designed to have an 
easily accessible battery, but 
it is small and lightweight 
enough to hide behind your 
ear… only you’ll know you 
have it on. It’s comfortable 
and won’t make you feel like 
you have something stuck in 
your ear. It provides high 
quality audio so sounds and 
conversations will be easier to 
hear and understand.
 
Try it for yourself with our 
exclusive home trial. Some people 
need hearing aids but many just 
want the extra boost in volume 
that a PSAP gives them. We want 
you to be happy with Perfect 
Choice HD, so we are offering to 
let you try it for yourself. If you 
are not totally satisfied with this 
product, simply return it within 
60 days for a refund of the full 
product purchase price. Don’t 
wait… don’t miss out on another 
conversation… call now!

Are you or a 
loved one frustrated 
in these situations?

• Restaurants 

• Dinner parties 

• Outdoor conversations 

• Lectures • Sermons 

• Meetings 

…and other times where 

you need to turn up 

the volume
Perfect Choice HD is not a hearing aid.  
If you believe you need a hearing aid, 

please consult a physician.

Call now for the 
lowest price ever.

 Please mention promotional code 

47767.

 1-877-751-0030 
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NEW
Now with more 

power and clarity!

Virtually 
impossible 

to see.

Affordable, 
Simple to use.

Why Perfect Choice HD is the best choice !

Less than 1 ounce

Excellent – 
Optimized for speech

Yes 

No 

Free 

60 Days

Lightweight / Inconspicuous 

Sound Quality 

Increased Loudness

Test and Fitting Required

One-on-One Personal Set Up

Friendly Return Policy

The invention of the year 
is great news for your ears.

Perfect Choice HD™ is simple to use, hard to see and easy to afford… 



5 8       T H E  A M E R I C A N  S P E C T A T O R      M a r c h  2 0 1 4

Our Prophet  
of Peace

Wilson
By A. Scott Berg

(Putnam, 832 pages, $40)

Reviewed by Conrad Black

This is an interesting book about a 
very interesting subject, on whom the 
needle of agreed judgment has failed, 

more agitatedly than with most American 
presidents, to settle on a consensus. To his 
detractors, Woodrow Wilson was a naïve 
interloper, infusing deadly serious strategic 
considerations with sophomoric nonsense 
about “open covenants openly arrived at”; 

a hyper-righteous, puritanical 
Presbyterian inflicting absurd 
restraints on America’s natural 
allies for the benefit of her en-
emies; an innocent abroad in 
a diplomatic Babylon whose 
ineffectual, feckless amateur-
ism inadvertently assisted 
dictatorial aggression and the 
development and spread of 
totalitarianism. His positions 
of “watchful waiting” and 
“being too proud to fight” 

were just pusillanimous humbug.
To his admirers, Woodrow Wilson 

was voice of sanity and intelligence and a 
prophet of peace and international law, as 
well as an effective war leader and a distin-
guished reforming president. The admir-
ers are much closer to the truth, and Scott 
Berg, though not uncritical of his subject, 
is among them. Wilson rescued the Demo-
cratic party from its oscillations between the 
harebrained populist bimetallism of three-
time defeated presidential standard-bearer 
William Jennings Bryan, and the rule of the 
big-city party bosses sustained by patron-
age and exploitation of immigrant masses, 
last represented as a presidential candidate 
by Alton B. Parker, the sacrificial offering 
to President Theodore Roosevelt in 1904. 
Wilson brought back the thoughtful reform 
party of Grover Cleveland and Samuel J. 
Tilden, who was robbed of the 1876 elec-
tion but agreed to concede if Rutherford B. 

Hayes ended both the military occupation 
of the South and the exclusion of southern-
ers from the cabinet. (Hayes, an officer and 
a gentleman, did away with both.) Wilson 
set the Democrats on the path of rational 
reform that would be pursued by Al Smith, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry S Truman, 
John F. Kennedy, and even Lyndon B. John-
son, before the Democrats crumbled under 
the pressures of Vietnam and fell into the 
hands of completely unsuitable people such 
as the McGoverns, Carters, Mondales, and 
opprobrious candidates of more recent vin-
tage who shall remain nameless.

When the associations of (liberal) Ameri-
can historians first began 50 years ago com-
piling composite lists of the presidents in 
order of the general esteem in which they 
were held, Wilson came fourth behind the 
universally admired triumvirate of Lincoln, 
Washington, and Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
and just ahead of Jefferson, Theodore Roos-
evelt, Jackson, and Truman. The just-retired 
Dwight D. Eisenhower was then 22nd. As 
time has elapsed, Wilson has slipped, Eisen-
hower has closed in on Truman, Reagan has 
parachuted himself in close to the big three, 
and the swiftly advancing challenger on the 
outside is Richard Nixon, who, as cant and 
emotionalism subside, is given credit for the 
outstanding successes he wrought from the 
catastrophic year of 1968 to the negotiated 
end of the Vietnam War in 1973. Time has 
brought not only a heightened appreciation 
of many Republican presidents, including 
Grant (now championed for retention on 
the $50 bill by senior resident Democratic 
historian Sean Willentz, albeit probably just 
to keep Reagan off it), Taft, and Coolidge, 
but also Wilson’s being delivered as a burnt 
offering to Republicans.

Woodrow Wilson’s achievements as pres-
ident would normally qualify him to re-
tain his original position, apart from the 
undoubted claims of Reagan: He reduced 
the tariff, enacted the Clayton Antitrust 
Act, founded the Federal Reserve, vastly in-
creased conservation activities, ended Taft’s 
dollar diplomacy foreign policy, accentuated 
anti-monopoly initiatives without resorting 
to the sort of scorched earth terror campaign 
against commerce and finance favored by 
the Obama administration, and vetoed the 
Volstead Act that brought in Prohibition, 
though Congress overrode his objection. 
Thus the most insane legislative initiative of 
the United States in the 20th century (until 
the War on Drugs) was adopted, the indi-
vidual rights of Americans were curtailed, 
and one of the country’s largest industries 

was handed to what soon, thus lubricated, 
became organized crime. Wilson’s hands 
were as clean as his judgment was sober. 
Practically his only setback was the punitive 
expedition to Mexico, following factional 
raids by bandits into New Mexico during 
the prolonged and sanguinary Mexican 
Civil War. John J. Pershing flailed about in-
side Mexico, rousing Mexican hatred of the 
gringos without apprehending any of the 
major provocateurs, while Wilson unsuc-
cessfully sought a face-saving way to extract 
himself from the chaos. The violence could 
have, but did not, serve as a convincing cau-
tionary tale for the sort of reception that 
awaited further such interventionist minis-
trations down the road. Wilson at least mo-
bilized enough men to protect the southern 
border, and made his exit eventually. The 
Mexican fiasco hardly prepared Pershing for 
the Western Front: Pancho Villa and Vic-
toriano Huerta were no Hindenburg and 
Ludendorff.

Wilson steered judiciously clear of World 
War I and was re-elected in 1916 in a 
very close race, edging out Charles Evans 
Hughes, a future secretary of state and Su-
preme Court chief justice. A century earlier, 
Madison had been provoked to war by Brit-
ish outrages against the U.S. on the high seas 
during the Napoleonic Wars. Wilson faced 
no such impertinences from the British and 
French. The blockade of Germany and its 
allies was an inconvenience, but one easily 
compensated for by the greatly increased 
commercial traffic with Britain and France. 
And the threat of the U.S. entering the war 
was sufficient to deter more than occasion-
al German submarine attacks on American 
shipping until the German General Staff, 
afflicted by the same suicidal underestima-
tion of American righteous strength that 
persuaded the Japanese of the wisdom of at-
tacking Pearl Harbor and Stalin of the stra-
tegic genius of entering into the Cold War, 
forced Wilson’s hand by sinking American 
flag merchant vessels on sight in 1917.

Wilson had remained neutral as 
long as possible, but he could not 
stand for such an outrage. It must 

rank as one of the most brilliant policy im-
provisations of modern times that instead of 
just huffing and puffing and going to war as 
Madison had (very ineffectually—the United 
States never did penetrate more than 60 miles 
into Canada, even then only at the cost of hav-
ing Washington occupied and partly burned), 
Wilson announced that the United States was 
going to war “to make the world safe for de-

Conrad Black is the author, most re-
cently, of Flight of the Eagle: A Strategic 
History of the United States, 1754-2013 
(Encounter).
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mocracy” and was entering “a war to end war.” 
His message to Congress on April 2, 1917, 
was one of many great speeches in his career, 
and one of the most overpoweringly eloquent 
ever delivered at the U.S. Capitol, concluding: 
“The day has come when America is privileged 
to spend her blood and her might for the prin-
ciples that gave her birth and happiness and 
the peace which she has treasured. God help-
ing her, she can do no other.” The exhausted 
Allies, whom Wilson designated as “associates” 
in order to preserve the moral impartiality of 
the United States and make the distinction 
between the despotic Imperial German gov-
ernment and the German people who were 
its victims also, were uplifted. The French had 
already taken over 1.5 million dead and the 
British about half as many, yet their exhaust-
ed populations applied themselves to the war 
with redoubled fervor. After a few months to 
crank up, Wilson delivered two divisions a 
week to France, with minimal losses despite 
the German submarine danger, and proved to 
be one of America’s very greatest war leaders.

As all the world knows, in his effort to 
produce a conciliatory peace, he lost con-
trol of the negotiations, and what result-
ed was a peace that filled Germany with 
a repressed hunger for vengeance without 
durably subduing it, and one that Wilson’s 
opponents at home, taking advantage of 
his complete inflexibility, were able to sab-
otage. The League of Nations was launched 
without the United States; the promised 
defensive alliance between the U.S., Great 
Britain, and France, which would have 
prevented World War II, was not set up; 
and the United States lapsed back into the 
mindless isolationism of Harding’s 1920s, 
to the sound of jazz, the speakeasy, and the 
stock ticker. Berg ascribes responsibility for 
his subject’s mishandling of negotiations in 

Paris and in Washington to his declining 
medical condition and a sequence of small 
strokes, which culminated in Wilson’s 
complete collapse. If anything had gone 
differently—tactically, medically, or if his 
incapacitation had been acknowledged 
and the vice president, Thomas R. Mar-
shall, had taken over—enough would have 
been salvaged of Wilson’s grand vision to 
have made another world war unlikely.

In sum, Woodrow Wilson emerges from 
this readable and comprehensive book a 
very capable and talented and successful 
president. He was also a great prophet who 
was the first person to inspire the masses 
of the world with a vision of enduring 
peace and of a supranational community 
of interest. With the exception of Jeffer-
son, and perhaps of John Quincy Adams, 
he was the greatest intellectual who has 
ever occupied the White House. At a hu-
man level, he was a dangerously obstinate 
man who was frequently impossible to 
reason with—he seems to have believed 
that the United States won World War 
I, a view not borne out by the facts. But 
he was also good humored, and he comes 
out of this account more sympathetically 
than his great rival, Theodore Roosevelt, 
who emerges as a neurotically bellicose 
egomaniac. Lloyd George is shown as a 
clever and able scoundrel, Clemenceau as 
a tiger of cynical but cultured and fero-
cious vengeance, which is right on both 
counts. Winston Churchill comes off as 
having been rather anti-American until 
a least a decade after Wilson’s death, by 
which time America had become the only 
port in the inter-war storm, when he be-
gan extolling the collective virtues of the 
English-speaking peoples.

Scott Berg, like many biographers 
well-dispositioned toward their subjects, 
gives Wilson the benefit of some doubt 
more often than he deserves. Wilson was a 
Virginia racist, if one tempered by Christian 
civility, and he doesn’t deserve Berg’s apo-
logia. Wilson’s dogmatic, professorial, low-
church Protestant rigidity deserves more of 
the blame for the disaster of the peace than 
Berg assigns—it cannot all be laid on his 
medical condition. Yet Calvin Coolidge, 
whom Wilson himself considered an hon-
est and decent man, spoke nothing but the 
truth in his official statement on Wilson’s 
death: “He gave utterance to the aspira-
tion of humanity with an eloquence which 
held the attention of all the earth and made 
America a new and enlarged influence in 
the destiny of mankind.” 

Bringing It  
All Back Home

The Founders at Home: 
The Building of America, 1735-1817

By Myron Magnet
(Norton, 472 pages, $35)

Reviewed by Aram Bakshian, Jr.

Myron magnet, editor-at-large of City 
Journal, set himself no small task in 
writing his latest book. The Founders 

at Home is an intertwined series of biographies 
that, in his own words, “together help explain 
why the American Revolution, of 
all great revolutions, was the only 
successful one, resulting in two 
centuries and more of unexampled 
freedom and prosperity.” This, in 
contrast to the French Revolution, 
which, “illuminated by Ameri-
ca’s example and Enlightenment 
thought, began in blissful opti-
mism but collapsed into a blood-
soaked tyranny much worse than 
the monarchy it deposed,” spawn-
ing a militarist police state under 
Napoleon Bonaparte that “roiled 
Europe and half the globe for over a decade 
with wars of grandiose imperial aggression that 
slew at least three million.”

And to what end? After a quarter century 
of turmoil, “[t]he Bourbon monarchy, minus 
the Enlightenment of its earlier incarnation, 
settled plumply back on its throne.” And let’s 
not forget the 20th century’s three yet bloodi-
er and more destructive revolutions, in Russia, 
China, and Mexico, where, even now, people 
are still digging themselves out of the rubble.

In the early pages of this entertaining and 
illuminating book, Magnet hones in on a 
small but telling difference—a mere matter 
of a few words—that helps to explain why 
the American revolutionary experience tran-
scended its roots in the English and Europe-
an enlightenments, and avoided the disas-
trous excesses of subsequent revolutions:

The Founders…announced their nationhood by 
significantly changing John Locke’s catalog of nat-
ural rights. The shift began in the Virginia Declara-
tion of Rights, in which George Mason emended 
Locke’s right to “Lives, Liberties and Estates” to 
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Aram Bakshian, Jr. served as an aide to pres-
idents Nixon, Ford, and Reagan. His writing on 
politics, history, gastronomy, and the arts has been 
widely published in America and overseas.
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“Life and Liberty, with the Means of acquiring and 
possessing Property, and pursuing and obtaining 
Happiness and Safety.” Two months later, Thom-
as Jefferson penned the final pithy formulation of 
“Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” in the 
Declaration of Independence. The pursuit of happi-
ness! Who but the Americans made a revolution to 
vindicate the paramount right of each individual to 
try to make the most of his own effort as he sees fit?

That eternal pursuit, imperfect but unstop-
pable, continues to the present. It is a mixture 
of hope, persistence, and innate optimism 
reflected in little everyday ways as seemingly 
insignificant as that positive, quintessentially 
American admonition to “Have a nice day!” 
A key reason our revolution succeeded, Mag-
net argues, was its strictly limited scope: The 
Founders sought “only liberty, not equality 
and fraternity.” Theirs was a political revolu-
tion, not a social or economic one, probably 
only possible in a New World setting ground-
ed in hope and not seething with “an Old-
World intensity of social rancor or class rage.”

Which is not to say that the Founders 
thought and acted as one man. From the 
very beginning, there were serious divi-
sions: Southern planters versus Northern 
financiers; wealthy landowners versus small 
yeoman farmers and frontiersmen; zealots, 
cranks, and opportunists versus enlightened 
pragmatists. But at every crucial juncture, 
common decency and common sense pre-
vailed, and the concept of “a more perfect 
union” trumped regional, class, and religious 
differences among the best of our leaders. 
Indeed, if there is one paramount truth that 
readers will take from The Founders at Home, 
it is how extraordinarily lucky we were that 
the foremost of the enlightened pragmatists, 
George Washington, prevailed over flashier, 
more facile intellects of weaker character and 
judgment, both in war and in peace.

Magnet’s leitmotif as he recounts the lives 
and interactions of men as different as Thom-
as Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, John Ad-
ams, James Madison, John Jay, and a large, 
colorful supporting cast, is to use the homes 

they lived in—and often built or rebuilt to 
their own specifications—as a point of entry 
into understanding their characters and their 
conduct. We learn how, often in tandem, 
they and their homes evolved over time.

Magnet’s emphasis is sometimes mis-
placed—though that is unavoidable 
in a book covering so many major 

characters and events. In Magnet’s pages, as in 
his own life, John Adams comes up a bit short. 
Although incorruptibly honest and a political 
thinker of the first order, the short, pudgy, in-
secure Adams, mockingly dubbed “His Rotun-
dity” by his presidential detractors, was a psy-
chological accident waiting to happen as first 
executive. His hair-trigger temper—and his op-
ponents’ calculated exploitation of it, using the 
gutter press to slander and provoke him—led 
to the passage of the Alien and Sedition Acts of 
1796, the one black mark in the public life of a 
principled patriot who was also a brilliant legal 
mind and a model husband. Compared with 
those of most of his peers, Adams’s marriage 
to the indomitable Abigail had a surprisingly 
modern quality to it, based as it was on mutual 
respect, intellectually as well as personally. Cen-
turies later, reading their correspondence, one 
is still impressed by their candor, by the depth 
of their love for each other, and by how much 
they lived a shared life of the mind unmatched 
by any other founding couple. As the hands-on 
proprietors of a working New England farm, 
which operated without the benefit of mass 
slave labor, the Adamses came close to the ear-
ly American ideal of a nation of independent, 
small landowners—much closer than pam-
pered plantation owners like Jefferson, who 
lived aristocratic lives complete with a sense of 
entitlement to political power and a scorn for 
fellow citizens of humbler origin.

Aside from his largely justifiable reservations 
about John Adams, Magnet makes a cumu-
latively more powerful case for the Federalist 
wing of the founders—especially Washington 
and Hamilton, men of action and practical 
vision who had risked their lives during the 
Revolutionary War—than for theoreticians 

like Jefferson and Madison, whose vaunted 
idealism went hand-in-hand with a core loy-
alty to the plantation-owning class of landed 
Southern slave-owners of which they were 
both members. Only Washington, the great-
est Virginian of them all, was able to see be-
yond his place and class, laying the foundation 
for a cohesive central government, advocating 
a strong national defense and a sound national 
financial structure, and embracing a vision for 
the future—much of it articulated for him by 
Alexander Hamilton—that actually grew into 
the America we know today.

On what Magnet might call the home 
front, Washington’s Mount Vernon (left)—
stately but practical, efficiently run with hu-
manely treated and eventually emancipated 
slaves—stands in stark contrast to Jefferson’s 
Monticello—undeniably beautiful but os-
tentatious, brilliant but built atop a moun-
tain of debt accumulated by an owner who 
consistently lived beyond his means and 
viewed his slaves a cash crop, writing to one 
of his overseers, “I consider a woman who 
brings a child every two years as more profit-
able than the best man on the farm, what she 
produces is an addition to capital, while his 
labors disappear in mere consumption.” On 
the other hand, as Magnet points out, Wash-
ington refused to “sell or rent out his slaves, 
for that would mean breaking up slave fam-
ilies,” and would tell a visitor to Mount Ver-
non that, “I can clearly foresee that nothing 
but the rooting out of slavery can perpetuate 
the existence of our union, by consolidating 
it in a bond of common principle.”

One comes away from The Founders at 
Home impressed anew with the collective 
genius of that truly greatest of generations, 
but respecting some of its members more 
than others: George Washington as both an 
aristocrat and a gentleman; John Adams and 
Alexander Hamilton as modest individuals 
who, while they could never pass for aris-
tocrats, were always thorough gentlemen; 
Thomas Jefferson as one who, while unde-
niably an aristocrat, wasn’t much of a gentle-
man at all. Despite a few minor errors and 
bursts of hyperbole—Baron von Steuben, 
for example, never wore “a golden waistcoat” 
and, far from being “a humbly-born Prussian 
infantryman,” was the son of a general offi-
cer, even though he never rose above the rank 
of captain in the Prussian service himself—
Myron Magnet has done an exemplary job of 
portraying our fascinating founders both as 
remarkable individuals and as members of a 
flawed and quarrelsome team that still some-
how managed to give life and meaning to the 
America we are blessed with today. P
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Slate
A troubled young thing communicates with 
the famed Internet advice columnist “Dear 
Prudence,” anterior to entering the blissful 
world of divorce court for years to come. I 
think this inquiry came from a recent gradu-
ate of Harvard State University:

My boyfriend “Ted” and I have been 
together for nine months, and we’ve been 
living together for the last six (yes, I real-
ized that we moved in together very fast). 
We support each other, share responsibili-
ties well, and have an active and engaging 
sex life. I see myself spending the rest of 
my life with Ted. Ted has a sexual bucket 
list, and No. 1 is a threesome. He men-
tions wanting to have a threesome at least 
a few times a week, and points out various 
women in my life, like my co-workers, as 
potentially the third participant. At this 
point, I’m incredibly uncomfortable 
engaging in a threesome, and I don’t see 
that changing anytime soon. Ted says that 
a threesome is something he would do 
only before we’re married, because after 
that it would be weird. 

(January 14, 2014) 

The Atlantic
A famous old American monthly convenes a 
panel of respected members of the intelligen-
tsia, among them Hugh Hefner and 
Andrew Knowlton, restaurant and drinks 
editor of Bon Appetit, and poses the time-
less question: “What party would you most 
like to have attended?” Here is how that 
perfect dinkelspiel, Miss Sally Quinn, 
responded:

Sally Quinn, journalist, The Wash-
ington Post

The Last Supper was the most intimate 
moment of the world’s most fascinating 
man. Did Jesus understand that the bread 
and wine would one day be the symbols of 
Communion? Was Mary Magdalene 
there? It’s interesting that Jesus chose, in 
his last hours, to have a party.

(January-February 2014) 

New York Review of Books
A sampling of the kind of facetiae that awaits 
readers of the NYRB if they will only turn to 
its famed classified page:

Personal Services

EROTIC EXPLOSION—Let me blow 
your mind, your ultimate erogenous zone. 
Provocative talk with educated beauty. No 
limits. (866) 540-7588.

AURAL EROTICA with a naughty 
raconteur. Uninhibited, unhurried, kinky 
fun and fetish-friendly. Elizabeth: (800) 
717-LIZZ (5499).

GreenSingles.com—Meet single book 
lovers who value green living, natural 
health, personal growth, spirituality.
www.greensingles.com.

SENSUAL SPACE: attentive, sensitive 
full-body touch by elegant, empathetic 
woman. (212) 362-8176.

(February 6, 2014)

The Nation
Authoritative gibberish on an esoteric subject 
that defies human comprehension while thrill-
ing the aged hipsters that read the Nation, often 
with their hearing aids turned off:

In looking over the year-end lists, it is hard not 
to reflect back on the ’90s. Enthusiasts of 
refined taste will recall the decade for modern 
rock (né alt-rock) or hip-hop’s second golden 
age or perhaps the slow, intractable rise of elec-
tronic dance music. For all that, the span from 
1989 to 2001 was given over to another music 
entirely. The fall of the Evil Empire and the 
seeming economic restoration that followed 
provided the context and the tonality. This was 
America’s belle époque, the false summer’s gold 
disguising a deepening autumn that had 
begun around 1973. The music was teenpop, 
named as much for its consumers as purveyors. 
By any measure, it stood over those dappled 
days like no single genre has ever dominated an 
era. We were children then. Or, somebody was.

(January 27, 2014) 

Poughkeepsie Journal
A news report of the trend-setting movement 
that is sweeping the youth of our country and 
ensuring that plenty of talent is available for 
the Green Berets, the SEALs, and special ops 
wherever they are needed:

On high school and college campuses, 
the growing visibility of a small, but 
semantically committed cadre of young 
people who…self-identify as “gen-
der-queer”—neither male nor female but 
an androgynous hybrid or rejection of 
both—is challenging the limits of West-
ern comprehension and the English 
language.

Though still in search of mainstream 
acceptance, students and staff members 
who describe themselves in terms such as 
agender, bigender, third gender or gen-
der-fluid are requesting—sometimes find-
ing—linguistic recognition.

Inviting students to state their preferred 
gender pronouns, known as PGPs for short, 
and encouraging classmates to use unfamil-
iar ones such as ‘ze,’ ‘sie,’ ‘e,’ ‘ou,’ and ‘ve’ has 
become an accepted back-to-school practice 
for professors, dorm advisers, club sponsors 
and health care providers at several schools.

(December 1, 2013)   

New York Times
On a morning that saw nine inches of 
snow pile up in New York City and a high 
of 23 degrees, the delusional Times reports 
on the equally delusional Secretary of State 
Jean-François Kerry’s fantastical trip to 
Vietnam or Disneyland or possibly the far 
side of the moon:

As a young naval officer in Vietnam, John 
Kerry commanded a Swift boat up the dan-
gerous rivers of the Mekong Delta. But when 
he returned there last month as secretary of 
state for the first time since 1969, he spoke 
not of the past but of climate change….

His goal is to become the lead broker of a 
global climate treaty in 2015 that will com-
mit the United States and other nations to 
historic reductions in fossil fuel pollution.

(January 3, 2014) 

current W I S D O M
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The Atlantic
And from that same revered American monthly 
more slop, this time from Peter Beinart, cor-
rupter of America’s youth:

Like countless other middle-aged American 
men, some of my happiest childhood memo-
ries involve watching professional sports with 
my dad. So it was an unexpected delight 
when my eight-year-old, previously largely 
indifferent to my New England Patriots 
obsession, showed sudden interest a few weeks 
ago. Last Saturday night, he proudly dug out 
a long-unused Patriots jersey and joined me 
on the couch late into the night as the Patriots 
dispatched the Indianapolis Colts.

It was wonderful. And it made me a lit-
tle sick.

It made me sick because I could see the 
game through his eyes. And it wasn’t pretty. 
My son, unfamiliar with the NFL’s pieties, 
assumed that hurting the other team’s play-

ers was the goal. To his untutored eye, the 
violence that guilt-ridden fans like myself 
decry was a feature, not a bug. He didn’t 
cheer the injuries; he’s too sweet for that. But 
despite my insistence to the contrary, I sus-
pect the message he took from the experi-
ence was: The only thing you need to know 
about the large man writhing in agony on 
the screen is whether he’s on our team.

(January 16, 2014)

New York Times
The increasingly preposterous Times tests the 
outer limits of New Yorkers’ credulity:

Months of investigations by the New York 
Times, centered on extensive interviews with 
Libyans in Benghazi who had direct knowledge 
of the attack there and its context, turned up no 
evidence that Al Qaeda or other international 
terrorist groups had any role in the assault.

(December 28, 2013) 

From the Archives: 
Timeless Tosh from Current Wisdoms Past 

March 1994

New York Times
Further politicization of Yuppie science, this time through the op-ed cerebrations of Suzanne 
White, described by the Times as the “author of three books on Chinese astrology”:

Tonight at midnight, we ring in the Chinese New Year. Good riddance to a Rooster year—
notorious for sending us on a harrowing ride to hell and back and then forcing us to start 
over from scratch—and welcome to the Year of the Wood Dog. Whenever the Dog comes 
to power, we can look forward to 12 fractious months of recovery. In Dog years, the weath-
er calms down and the political climate heats up.

Bill Clinton, born a Leo in 1946, is a Fire Dog. A Leo and a Dog: that’s our Presi-
dent. The Dog symbolizes caring, protection and justice; he is the devoted guardian of 
the hearth. If you don’t believe me, watch him bounding, Labrador like, on his morn-
ing run. Observe his tail-wagging, I’m-so-glad-to-see-you grin when he greets his con-
stituents. How about that wrinkled bulldog brow as he ponders his next move, the 
dogged determination to win and the willingness to lead the pack? It’s uncanny: he’s 
the archetypal Leo/Dog....

The President’s archrival, Bob Dole, was born a Virgo in 1923. This makes him a Water 
Pig—more pure than Ivory soap...

(February 10, 1994)

Book of the Month Club
An artless advertisement for a new video demonstrates how the Kultursmog spreads its 
political pollutants:

SEX AND JUSTICE: 
THE HIGHLIGHTS OF THE ANITA HILL/CLARENCE THOMAS 
HEARINGS
The he-said, she-said controversy is brought to a concise head in this documentary culled 
from the highlights of the testimonies. With nonpartisan commentary by Gloria Steinem. 
“Revealing”—The NY Times. 77 Mins.

1VHS (647254): $24.95
(February 1994)

DRINK 
UP!

$39* buys you one year
— 10 issues —

of America’s cleverest magazine!

Call  800-524-3469
or visit

www.spectator.org
*New subscribers only.
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I
n the bottom drawer of my bedside 
table, you will find, if you care to look, 
dozens of intricately folded pieces of 
paper, almost all of them from the ear-
ly post-Cold War era. They are what 
the French call billets-doux, what you 
might call love letters, and what I call 

“proof that I was awesome in middle school.” 
Why do I keep them? Because I find it diffi-
cult to throw away anything containing the 
phrase “you’re sexy,” especially if it’s written 
by a girl and addressed to me.

After stumbling upon these old letters 
at my mother’s house last year, I transport-
ed them to my apartment in Washington, 
D.C., where I can read them whenever I feel 
nostalgic or vain. Which is all the time.

These letters, you see, are a history of my 
adolescence. It is a history of which I am ex-
ceedingly proud. What are for many people 
the most awkward years in life were, for me, 
my glory years. I was at my social peak—
popular, good-looking, and obsessed with 
being popular and good-looking. Thanks 
to these letters, you don’t have to take my 
word for it.

When it came to written correspondence 
back then, my policy was proactive. In much 
the same way that President Obama “asks” 
the rich to pay more in taxes, I would ask—
i.e., order—my female classmates to write 
me letters. They could write about any topic 
so long as the topic pertained to me. More 
often than not, the results were gratifying.

“You’re sooooo sexy,” writes a girl with 
excellent taste and terrible spelling. Domi-
nique, after noting my “good buns,” writes, 
“I can’t think of anything more to say.” My 

buns left her speechless. The words “stud” 
and “hunk” are prevalent, and with good 
reason—because they describe me accurate-
ly, and because I insisted on them.

Not all of the letters are sufficiently com-
plimentary. Sarah scribbles, “I ♥ Ray you!” 
Ali confesses, “I used to think that you were 
the hottest thing on earth but…” These are 
the letters I tend to ignore.

My ex-girlfriend Ashley writes multiple 
letters asking if I’m going to “the dance.” 
She informs me that two guys asked her 
and she said no to both “because I really like 
you.” (Understandable.) Then she plays the 
pity card: “When I do go to the dance, I’ll 
probably sit over in the corner the whole 
time during the slow songs.” If I remember 
correctly, that is precisely what she did.

A girl from another school whom I’ve 
never met writes—and mails—me a let-
ter, which is both flattering and weird. “I 
am NOT a stalker,” she claims. “On the 
contrary, I consider myself to be blunt and 
emotional.” This is the end of our corre-
spondence.

My type of girl does not write in all caps. 
My type of girl heaps praise on me constant-
ly, and she uses tongue. Kristin is proficient 
in both areas. In a letter to her friend Stella 
that I somehow intercepted, she confides, 
“I don’t love Windsor anymore because 
he’s so hateful to me.” Four sentences lat-
er: “There’s just something about him that 
I love so much.” What Kristin lacks in con-
sistency she makes up for with infatuation.

Here, from Kristin, is a handwritten list 
of 67 things she loves about me. There are 
several repeats. She lists “butt” 15 times and 
“brain” once, which both delights and dis-
turbs me. Also on the list are “hands” (three 
times) and “arm.” So, according to Kristin, 
I have three hands, one arm, and a butt 15 

times more lovable than my brain. I am one 
of a kind.

Emily, my subsequent girlfriend, isn’t as 
adept at itemizing her love. In one letter, she 
says she loves me in “101 ways,” which is nice 
but, unlike Kristin, she doesn’t provide a list 
of them. Later, she atones for this egregious 
mistake by writing the phrase “I love Wind-
sor” 99 times, though not in calligraphy. Our 
relationship would end tragically (for her), as 
she makes clear in the following letter (edited 
for space, legibility, and family values):

Windsor,

Thanks for being [an anus] to me yesterday. 
Why did you put me through that [poop]? … 
Why didn’t you just break up with me instead 
of hurting me a lot? … Yesterday when I saw 
you sitting with Sarah and all of them, you killed 
me. I loved you, but I wonder if you loved me at 
all. You broke my heart. I hate you for that…. 
That’s all I wanted to say before I kicked your 
[fanny] to hell.

Love,
Emily

I took this to mean, “Let’s break up” and 
“you’re sexy.”

Another note I find is from Dr. Schmidt, 
who taught me U.S. history in high school. 
Reviewing my performance in his class, he 
commends my effort, praises my paper on 
Iwo Jima, and concludes, “What Windsor 
does lack is an interesting style of writing. At 
the moment, it is unimaginative and unvar-
ied. But knowing Windsor, he will work on 
it!” If only he could see me now, at age 33, 
“working” on my writing by scrutinizing the 
scribblings of 12-year-old girls from 1991-
94—which is to say, from U.S. history. 

Letter Man

last C A L L

by   W I N D S O R  M A N N

Windsor Mann is the editor of The Quotable 
Hitchens: From Alcohol to Zionism (Da 
Capo Press).





Never underestimate your competition. Just ask Demetrius,
the unfortunate Greek general who set out to conquer

Rhodes in 305 BC. He assumed that a massive force of 40,000
men, a fleet of Aegean pirates and an arsenal of wall-smashing
war machines would be enough to crush the tiny Greek island.
He was wrong. The Rhodians were tougher than he thought.
And so is this watch. If you’ve always believed that the biggest, 
baddest watches had to cost big, bad money, the $49 Stauer
Colossus Hybrid Chronograph is here to change your mind.   
A monument to toughness. The people of Rhodes were
ready for Demetrius and repelled his attack. To celebrate, they
built the Colossus of Rhodes, a 107-foot bronze and iron giant
that towered over the harbor like a ten-story trophy. It warned
future invaders that “Rhodes is tougher than you think.” You
give the same message when you wear the Stauer Colossus. 
The timepiece that works twice as hard. The Colossus
Hybrid Chronograph will keep you on schedule, but it’s about
much more than time. The imposing case features a rotating 
gunmetal bezel that frames the silver, black and yellow face.
You’ll find a battalion of digital displays on the dial arranged
behind a pair of luminescent hands and a bold yellow second
hand. Powered by a precise quartz movement, the watch is 
doubly accurate in analog and digital mode. 
The Colossus is packed with plenty of handy extras including a
bright green EL back-light for enhanced nighttime visibility, a
tachymeter along the outer dial and a full complement of alarms
and split-second countdown timers. It secures with a folded steel
bracelet that highlights a row of striking dark center links. It’s a
rugged watch that’s more than ready for your daily grind.  

More watch for less money. Big-name watchmakers raise
their prices because they can get away with it. But Stauer wants
to turn luxury on its head. We sent the Colossus Hybrid to an
independent appraiser who works with auction houses, luxury
estate sales and insurance companies. He valued the watch at
$199.* We thanked him for his professional opinion and then
ignored it. Because we still want you to wear it for ONLY $49.  
Your satisfaction is guaranteed. Wear the Stauer Colossus
Hybrid Chronograph for 30 days and if you are not 100%
thrilled with your purchase, return it for a full refund of your
purchase price. But once you get a taste of more watch for less
money, it’s likely you’ll be back for more... and we’ll be waiting. 

Colossus Hybrid Digital/Analog Watch
Appraised at $199* — $79 Now your price only $49 +S&P

PLUS receive our Stauer Flyboy Optics®

Sunglasses FREE— a $99 value!
Call now to take advantage of this fantastic offer.

1-888-277-8380
Promotional Code CHW703-07
Please mention this code when you call.

14101 Southcross Drive W.,
Dept. CHW703-07
Burnsville, Minnesota 55337
www.stauer.com

WATCH SPECS: - Easy-to-read analog/digital modes - Back-lighting & 
luminescent hands  - Tachymeter, countdown timers & alarms  
- Folded stainless steel bracelet fits a 6 3/4"–9" wrist   - Case size 16x43mm

Forget sleek and subtle, the Stauer Colossus Hybrid is one tough timepiece…now for less than $50!

Stauer®

What Stauer Clients Are Saying
About Our Hybrid Watches


“Great watch... an 

impressive piece straight 
out of the box.” 

— C. FROM COLORADO

No More Mr. Nice Watch

$49
Colossus

Watch with
FREE

Sunglasses!

* For more information concerning the appraisal, 
visit http://www.stauer.com/appraisedvalues.asp.

Smar t  Luxur ies—Surpr i s ing  Pr ices ™

75%
Less
than the 

independently 
appraised 

value*

Rating of A+

Flyboy Optics®

Sunglasses with 
UV protection
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