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AMERICANCHRONICLES

THE GREENWICH REBELLION

How country-club Republicans learned to ignore their neighbors and love Trump.

escott Bush, the father and
grandfather of future Presidents,
was the eight-time club cham-
pion on the golf course at the Round
Hill Club, one of eight country clubs in
Greenwich, Connecticut. Bush was a
staunch believer in standards; he re-
quired his sons to wear a jacket and tie
for dinner at home. He was tall, re-
strained, and prone to righteousness;
friends called him a “Ten Command-
ments man.” In the locker room at
Round Hill, someone once told an off-
color joke in front of his fourteen-
old son, George H. W. Bush, and
Prescott stormed out, saying, “I don't
ever want to hear that kind of language
in here again.”

In Greenwich, which had an unusu-
ally high number of powerful citizens,
even by the standards of New York sub-
urbs, Prescott Bush cast a large shadow;
he was an investment banker, the mod-
erator of the town council, and, from
1952 to 1963, 2 United States senator. In
Washington, he was President Eisen-
hower’s golf partner, and the embodi-
ment of what Ike called “modern Re-
publicanism.” Prescott wanted govern-
ment lean and efficient, but, like Nelson
Rockefeller, the New York governor
feller Republican, he was more liberal
than his party on civil rights, birth con-
trol, and welfare. He denounced his
fellow-Republican Joseph McCarthy for
creating “dangerous divisions among the
American people” and for demanding
that Congess follow him “blindly, not
daring to express any doubts or dis
ments.” Bush could be ludicrously aris-
tocratic—he had his grandchildren call
him Senator—but he believed, funda-
mentally, in the duty of government to
help people who did not enjoy his con-
siderable advantages. He supported in-
creasing the federal minimum wage and
immigration quotas, and he beseeched
fellow-senators, for the sake of science,
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education, and defense, to “have the
courage to raise the required revenues
by approving whatever levels of taxa-
tion may be necessary.”

Long after Bush died, in 1972, his
family stayed central to the community
of Greenwich Republicans. His son
Prescott, Jr., known as Pressy, served as
the chairman of the Republican Town
Committee; alumni of the Bush Ad-
ministrations still live around town. Each
year, the highest honor bestowed by the
Connecticut Republican Party is the
Prescott Bush Award.

‘When Donald Trump ran for Pres-
ident, he was hardly a natural heir to
the Greenwich Republican tradition. In
the eighties, he bought a mansion on
the town’s waterfront, but he did not
often observe the prim Yankee ethic in-
scribed on the Greenwich coat of arms:

fortitudine et frugalitate—courage and
thrift. Locals were embarrassed by the
house’s gilded décor, and, after he and
his wife Ivana divorced, she sold it. When
George H. W.Bush called for a “kinder,
gentler nation,” Trump responded, “If
this country gets any kinder or gentler,
it’s literally going to cease to exist.” In
early 2016, even before Trump was as-
serting his right to “locker-room talk,”
he was denounced in Greenwich 7777z,
the town’s daily newspaper, by Leora
Levy, a prominent local fund-raiser. “He
is vulgar, ill-mannered and di

those whom he cannot intimidate,” she
wrote. Levy—the latest winner of the
Prescott Bush Award—was lending her
support to Prescott’s grandson Jeb Bush,
the former governor of Florida.

But not everyone in Greenwich was
excited about Jeb. Jim Campbell was
the chairman of the Republican Town
Committee. The Campbells, like the
Bushes, had deep roots in town. Jim
prepped at Exeter and graduated from
Harvard and Harvard Law School, be-

fore working in Europe and returning

fall evening, Campbell attended a re-
ception for Jeb Bush at the Belle Haven
Club, a private tennis-and-boating club
overlooking Long Island Sound. Jeb
was expansive and mild, which struck
Campbell as precisely wrong for the po-
litical moment: “He gave a whole talk
about 2 woman named Juanita in South
Florida, and how ‘immigration is love,
and I just looked at the people I came
with and said, ‘Does he think he’s al-
ready the nominee? He’s running in a
tough Republican primary, and just be-
cause we're at the Belle Haven Club
doesn't mean we're all voting for him.””
At home one night, watching tele-
vision, Campbell happened on a Trump
rally in Iowa. “I'm not a hard-core
conservative—I'm a Republican from
Greenwich,” bell said. “But I lis-
tened, and he had that line that he would
use: ‘Folks, we either have a country or
we don't” And I felt the chilllike Chris
Matthews with the little Obama zing
up the leg. I'm, like, ‘Oh, my God, this
is a really good line.”” To Campbell,
"Trump was describing immigration in
ways that resonated: “Could somebody
finally say that we're allowed to enforce
the law at the border without being
called a racist? I lived in Switzerland
for ten years. Do you think I was al-
lowed to go around without a passport?”
Campbell tapped out a text message
to a friend: “Trump live - can't turn the
channel. Unbelievable. I don't think any
R can beat him.” Campbell watched the
rally for forty-five minutes. “He was
mesmerizing,” he said. Not long after-
ward, he saw a Republican debate in
which Trump described the invasion of
Iraq as a mistake. For Campbell, the ac-
knowledgment came as a catharsis. “Of
course it was a big, fat mistake,” he told
himself. “He says everything I think.”
In early 2016, Campbell attended a
dinner for Republicans at the Delamar
Greenwich Harbor, a Mediterranean-

home as a real-estate executive. On athemed boutique hotel that is popular
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In Greenwich, Trumps rise was less a hostile takeover than a joint venture. “He says everything I think,” a Republican said.
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with local finance executives. After a din-
ner speaker mocked the notion of build-
ing a wall and imposing tariffs, Camp-
bell raised his hand: “I smd, ‘VVith all
due respect, why is it that we're not al-
lowed to support a candidate who sup-
ports the things that you just ticked oft?”
Campbell knew that his question would
cause a stir, but he had decided that it
was time “to let everybody know who I
was supporting.” When the event was
over, he discovered that he was not alone:
“T had four guys make a beeline for me,
‘Wall Streeters, all saying, What can we
do? Can I sign up? Are you organizing?”

In February, 2016, with Jeb still vying
for the nomination, Campbell endorsed
Trump. “T just think there’s a lot of peo-
ple supporting Donald and don't want
to say so,” he told a local reporter. That

spring, as Connecticut Republicans pre-

pared to vote in their primary, politi-

cal observers predicted that John Ka-
sich, the moderate governor of Ohio,
would prevail in towns and cities from
Greenwich to Fairfield—a stretch of
American bounty known as the Gold
Coast. Instead, Trump largely domi-
nated the region.

Four years later, Trump signs are still
scarce in Greenwich (population 62,600),
but his supporters are easy to find. There
is the first selectman—the local equiv-
alent of mayor—and the chairman of
the Greenwich finance board, as well as
an ardent backer who serves in the state
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House of Representatives. Some local
Republicans helped fund Trump’s In-
auguration, and some joined his White
House, including Iinda MclVahon, the
former professional- ing executive
who headed the Small Business Admin-
istration, and Hope Hicks, Trump's long-
time communications adviser. (She once
captained the Greenwich high-school la-
crosse team.) Others in town have aban-
doned their objections to Trump. Leora
Levy, who called him vulgar in the local
paper, took to applauding his “leader-
ship”and quoting him on Twitter, where
she adopted some of his rhetorical style.
“AMERICA WILL NEVER BE A SOCIAL-
IST COUNTRY!!” she posted. “WE ARE
BORN FREE AND WILL STAY FREE!!”
Last fall, T nominated her to be
the American assador to Chile.

ow did America’s country-club

Republicans, the cultural descen-
dants of Prescott Bush, learn to love
Donald Trump? They don't have much
in common with the clichéd image of
his admirers: anxious about losing sta-
tus to minorities, resentful of imperious
élites, and marooned in places where
life expectancy has fallen. But the full
picture has never been that simple. As
early as May, 2016, exit polls and other
data showed that Trump supporters
earned an average of seventy-two thou-
sand dollars a year, while supporters of
Hillary Clinton earned eleven thousand
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dollars less. Two-thirds of Trump's sup-
porters had incomes higher than the
national median—sometimes, as in
Greenwich, much higher.

I grew up in Greenwich, on Round
Hill Road, not far from the club where
Prescott Bush stormed out of the locker
room. My great-grandparents Albert and
Linda Sherer moved to town from Chi-
cago in 1937. Albert was a Republican
who worked in advertising for the Na-
tional Biscuit Company, and Linda raised
their two children. They were renters
until 1968, when they bought a white
Colonial with a wide lawn. The house
passed down through the generations,
and, when I was nine years old, my par-
ents moved the family from Brooklyn to
Greenwich, into a world of uncountable
advantages. In 1994, I graduated from
Greenwich High School, which is the
rare public school that has a champion-
ship water-polo team and an electron
microscope. (It was a donation, obtained
by an award-winning science teacher.)

People around town have never much
cared for caricatures of the place—the
starchy patricians, the chinless wonders,
the history of exclusion—even when
there is truth in them. For decades, many
African-Americans and Jews were pre-
vented from buying homes. In 1975, pro-
testers came to town with signs

“COCKTAIL BIGOTS” and “SHARE THE
SUMMER,” because Greenwich barred
nonresidents froma public beach—a re-
striction that lasted until the state Su-
preme Court overturned it, in 2001. No-
body pretends that bigotry has vanished,
but these days the town has more diver-
sity than outsiders expect. Thirty-eight
per cent of its public-school students are
minorities, mostly Latino; in some ele-
mentary schools, at least half the stu-
dents qualify for free or reduced-price
lunch. Many of their parents work in
local service jobs, bearing high rents and
expenses in order to access some of the
country’s best public schools. Frank Far-
ricker, a real-estate developer anda Dem-
ocratic activist, said, I tell everybody
that Greenwich only discriminates on
the basis of one color: g

"The seacoast of Fairfield County has
always been one of America’s most
affluent places, but in recent decades it
has sprinted ahead of the rest of the
country. In 2016, according to federal
estimates, it was the wealthiest metro-
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Hannity calls someone like me a RINO,

stripping the oil country of Midland I want to punch him in the nose,” Shays

Texas, and the technology hub of San
Francisco. Even though a string of ty-
coons have fled Connecticut in search
of lower taxes, the latest Fordes ranking
of the world’s billionaires lists fifteen of
them in the “Greater Greenwich Area,”
led by Ray Dalio, the founder of the
hedge fund Bridgewater, who is worth
an estimated eighteen billion dollars.
From afar, it is easy to misread the
politics of the place: like much of Amer-
icd’s coasts, the Gold Coast has swung
left, culturally and politically, since the
days of Prescott Bush. The largest share
of voters in Greenwich today are un-
affiliated; Republicans still hold an edge
over Democrats, but the margin is less
than four thousand registered voters. In
2016, nobody was surprised that Clin-
ton beat Trump in Greenwich, fifty-
seven per cent to thirty-nine. But that
portrait—of liberal cosmopolitans ap-
palled by Trump—obscures a potent el-

ement of American politics: the execu-

told me. “I got elected as a Republican
for thirty-four effing years, and Hannity
has never gotten elected for anything.”
When Shays talks to former staff and
constituents in Connecticut, he has come
to recognize the delicate language of ac-
commodation: “I was talking to a guy I
know well, after some pathetic thing that
"Trump did, and his response was Yes, but
he’s selecting the right Supreme Court
Justices. I started to laugh at him, be-
cause I know for a fact that’s a minor issue
for him.” Shays believes that many Amer-
icans quietly share Trump's desire to re-
duce immigration and cut social-welfare
programs for the poor. “He’s saying what
people think, and they appreciate that,”
Shays said. “But not many are going to
admit that’s why they support him.”
‘When it comes to the essential ques-
tion—will Trump get reélected?—the
answer rests heavily on a persistent mys-
tery: how many Americans plan to vote
for him but wouldn't say so to a pollster?

tive class of the Republican Party. ItsIn Greenwich, Edward Dadakis, a cor-

members are wealthier, more conserva-
tive, and more politically active than
their forebears, in ways that have helped
Trump reach the White House, survive
impeachment, and fortify his bid for
reélection during the anguish of the
coronavirus pandemic. Understanding
how he retains the overwhelming sup-
of Republicans requires an account-
ing of not only what he promised Amer-
icans at the bottom but also what he
provides Americans at the top.

"The story of Trumps rise is often told
as a hostile takeover. In truth, it is some-
thing closer to a joint venture, in which
members of America’s élite accepted
the terms of Trumpism as the price of
power. Long before anyone imagined
that Trump might become President, a
generation of unwitting patrons paved
the way for him. From Greenwich and
places like it, they launched a set of finan-
cial, philanthropic, and political projects
that have American ideas about

t, taxes, and the legitimacy of
the liberal state.

The former congressman Christo-
pher Shays is a moderate Republican
who was elected eleven times to represent
the Gold Coast, from 1987 to 2009. Now
conservatives mock him as a RINO—a

Republican in name only. “When Sean

porate insurance broker who has been
involved with Republican politics for
fifty years, told me that many of his
friends are “below the radar screen.” He
went on, “In a sense, 'm one of them.
I'm out there in the public domain, so
people know where I stand, but in 2016,
for the first election ever, I did not put
a bumper sticker on my car.” He worries
how strangers will react. He said, “T still
have two ‘Make America Great Again!
hats at home, wrapped in plastic.”

‘he southern panhandle of Connect-

icut is cradled between the gray-
blue waters of Long Island Sound and
the wooded border of New York State.
In politics and in culture, it's a mashup
of New England and New York, a place
settled by Puritans who agonized over
what the historian Missy Wolfe calls
“the proper balance between their flocKs
economic success and the level of suc-
cess that they deemed would offend
God.”Long after the Puritans were gone,
the tension remained in a ing bat-
tle between the Brahmin and the buc-
caneer, service and profit, restraint and
greed. For much of the twentieth cen-
tury, the Brahmin had the advantage.
In 1927, Owen D. Young, a Green-
wich resident who was the first chair-

man of General Electric, gave a s

at Harvard Business School, in which
he scolded businessmen who “devise
ways and means to squeeze out of labor
its last ounce of effort and last penny of
compensation.” He encouraged them
instead to “think in terms of human be-
ings—one group of human beings who
put their capital in, and another group
who put their lives and labor in a com-
mon enterprise for mutual advantage.”
Rick Wartzman, a longtime head of the
Drucker Institute and a historian of cor-
porate behavior, told me, “This really
was beyond rhetoric. We were much
more of a ‘we’ culture than an T’ cul-
ture.” On Young’s watch, G.E. became
one of the first American companies to
give workers a pension, profit-sharing,
life insurance, medical coverage, loans,
and housing assistance.

Greenwich was home to a commu-
nity of progressive journalists and au-
thors, including Lincoln Steffens, Anya
Seton,and Munro Leaf. But it was most

opular with executives—at General
Electric, Texaco, U.S. Tobacco—who
were fleeing high income taxes in New
York. Other residents served as their in-
vestment bankers, a cohort that was, by
today’s standards, almost unrecognizably
buttoned-down. By and large, local Re-
publicans had come to accept the expan-
sion of government under Franklin D.
Roosevelt and were concerned mainly
with avoiding excesses and insolvency.
Showing off your money was déclassé.
At Morgan Stanley, executives competed
to see who could wear the cheapest watch.
“Some of the wealthiest people went
around dressed like gardeners,”a friend
of mine who grew up in Darien recalled.

One of America’s most powerful cap-
italists, Reginald Jones, who became
G.E.s chairman and C.E.O. in 1972,
lived in a modest brick Colonial in
Greenwich. His daughter, Grace Vine-
yard, told me, “He asked my mom, ‘Do
you want anything more? And she said,
‘Why would we want anything more?”
Leo Hindery worked for Jones as a ju-
nior executive. “I earned fifteen thou-
sand six hundred dollars when I got out
of Stanford, and Reg’s salary was two
hundred thousand dollars,”Hindery said.

“G.E. was the preéminent company in

America, and the C.E.O. was making

twelve or thirteen times what I did.” Ac-
cording to the Economic Policy Institute,
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that ratio wasn’t unusual: in 1965, the
C.E.O. of an average large public com-
pany earned about twenty times as much
as a front-line worker. Today, that figure
is two hundred and seventy-eight times.

he moderate consensus was always

shakier than it looked, and by the
mid-sixties it was ing out of con-
trol. In 1955, William E Buckley, Jr., had
established his magazine National Re-
view on the principle that government
exists only “to protect its cit-
izens'lives, liberty and prop-
erty. All other activities of
government tend to dimin-
ish freedom and hamper
progress.” It was the open-
ing shot of the modern con-
servative movement, though,
on the whole, liberal intel-
lectuals did not regard it as
a serious challenge. In 1963,
John Kenneth Galbraith, the
liberal economist and adviser to the Ken-
nedys, mocked the modern conservative
for being engaged in “one of man's old-
est, best financed, most applauded, and,
on the whole, least successful exercises
in moral philosophy. That is, the search
for a truly superior moral justification
for selfishness.”

In Greenwich, however, some people
were seized by the new conservatism.
J. William Middendorf I was a Har-
vard-educated investment banker who
had served on the town council with
Prescott Bush, his friend and neighbor.
“I'sold him a piece of land at the foot of

property,” Middendorf told me. When
he retired to his porch in the evening,
he could hear the Bushes singing Yale
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fuelled by what he described as “my re-
sentment against the New Deal.” Gold-
water’s campaign was a backlash against
liberalism—the antiwar movement, civil
rights, welfare—but also against mod-
erate Republicans. Nelson Rockefeller
was a “cardboard candidate,” Midden-
dorf told me. “He could speak for an
hour, but I honestly could not remem-
ber a single word he ever said.” Mid-
dendorf became Goldwater’s campaign
treasurer, raising money from other well-
to-do dissidents of the East
Coast establishment. “He
was obviously out of the
mainstream, and we had an
uphill battle,” he said.
They prevailed that sum-
mer, at the Republican Na-
tional Convention, in San
Francisco. Rockefeller made
a desperate last attempt for
relevance: from the lectern,
he denounced the advent of

ica’s better boardrooms, who had once
comported themselves with such ideo-
logical gentility, began behaving like the
legendary Jacobins of the French Rev-
olution. They declared war without com-
promise.” Back home in Greenwich,
Middendorf—who went on to work in
the Nixon, Ford, and Reagan Admin-
istrati oried in having vanquished
the moderates. He wrote, “We created
the conditions that put conservative Re-
publicans back in power after more than
thirty years of domination by the lib-
eral eastern establishment—the so-called
‘Country Club Republicans.”

A_ short drive from the Round Hill
lub, in a Georgian manor over
looking a lake, lived Lee and Allie Han-
ley, who were early converts to the con-
servative movement. Lee had graduated
from St. Paul's and from Yale, where he
played polo, squash, and soccer, and he
had taken over Hanley Co., his family’s

a “radical” right-wing element withinbrick-and-oil business. He was a bon vi-

the Party, in the hope that the moder-
ates would rise up and resist. Instead,
the hall erupted in boos. Jackie Robin-
son, the black baseball star and an ava-
tar of integration among Republicans,
heard the catcalls and felt, as he said
later, like “a Jew in Hitler's Germany.”
Middendorf, who was also in atten-
dance, received Rockefeller’s denuncia-
tion as an affirmation. “He was talki
about me and my friends,” he wrote, in
“Potomac Fever,” his political memoir.
In the general election, Goldwater
lost—spectacularly—to Lyndon John-
son. But his brand of libertarian, anti-
tax absolutism found a fervent audience
among American executives who were

songs in their back yard. But, beneathconfronting an alarming change: after a

the similarities, Middendorf had adopted
a strikingly different ideology; he had
become, in his words, a “disciple” of the
libertarian movement, enthralled by Frie-
drich Hayek and Joseph Schumpeter. He
condemned Eisenhower’s moderates for
regarding government as “a working tool
that should be used to shape society. ’In-
stead, he wrote, “I believe that society is
shaped by individuals.”

Middendorf wanted to push liber-
tarianism into mainstream politics, and
he found a vehicle in Barry Goldwater,
the fiery Arizona senator. Goldwater,
the heir to a department-store fortune
in Phoenix, ran for President in 1964,

32 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 1I, 2020

quarter century of relentless growth,
American profits were declining. Japan
and Western finally rebuilt after
the Second World War, were formida-
ble new competitors; the Arab oil shock
of 1973 triggered the longest recession
since the thirties. Moreover, the envi-
ronmental and consumer-protection
movements had hastened new regula-
tions, on products ranging from flam-
mable fabrics to cigarettes and bank loans.

Executives felt besieged. “They de-
cided regulation was mostly to blame,”
the historian Rick Perlstein writes in
his forthcoming book, “Reaganland.”In
Perlsteins telling, “the denizens of Amer-

vant, with a fondness for salmon-colored
slacks, and a ready checkbook for poht—
ical ventures. “Very warm and engaging,”
a Greenwich friend said. “A collector of
curiosities, a Renaissance man at sort of
a superficial level. More of a gut player
who wanted to be in the game.” Allie
was a devout Christian with a keen in-
terest in politics. The 1980 Republican
primary was shaping up to be a contest
between the old Republican Party and
the new—George H.VV. Bush,a Wash-
ington insider known around town as
Poppy, versus Ronald Reagan, the con-
servative governor of California. On that
question, the Hanleys broke with their
neighbors in Greenwich. “For us, it was
never Bush country,” Allie told me re-
cently. “It was always Reagan country.”
Roger Stone, who was Reagari's cam-
paign director for the Northeastern
states, recalled that most people in
Greenwich recoiled from his candidate:
“They thought, Reagan, oh, my God,
he’s another Goldwater. He has no
chance in the general election. He's a
cowboy-movie actor.” (Stone, who later
becamne a Trump confidant, spoke to me
last year, before he was convicted of lying
to Congress during Robert Mueller’s
investigation.) “Hanley was the only
high Wasp we had,” Stone continued.
“All the ‘right’ people were for Poppy.”
"The Hanleys, hoping to spread their
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enthusiasm in Greenwich, agreed to
host a reception at their home. But, when
they met Reagan to discuss the plans,
over lunch at the Pierre Hotel, Allie saw
a problem. “He had on a brown tie, and
it was ghastly,” she told me. “When you
go to a different part of the country, the
most important thing you need to do
is dress like they do. They feel more
comfortable talking to you. So I ran to
Bloomingdale’s,and I bought four ties.”
When the Reagans turned up for the
party, Allie said, “Here’s a gift for you!
Go upstairs and freshen up.” Reagan
came back down a few minutes later,
and the offending tie had been replaced
by her gift. “He wore it on all the post-
ers after that,” she said.

Stone and Lee Hanl an
proach that uncannily preﬁey adoptedgumdT rtma)g;
electoral strategy: they built a coalition
of conservative élites and the white work-
ing class. Hanley introduced Stone to
small-business owners in Greenwich,
many of them Italian-American—‘min-
ing for Catholic votes,” as Stone called
it.“Lee was very well connected with the
merchants in town—the grocer, the
butcher,” Stone said. “He could talk to

dy. He was not stuffy like some

Wasps.” Hanley told Stone before one |

visit, “We're going to have to drink some
espresso, but we can get them.” The strat-
egy worked; in the Connecticut primary,
beat Bush in the Bush-family
stronghold of the southern panhandle.
In 1984, Reagan rewarded Hanley by
nominating him to the board of the Cor-
poration for Public Broadcasting. Two
years later, he became the chairman.

In the next three decades, Hanley
and other wealthy conservatives—Rich-
ard Scaife, John Olin, the Koch broth-
ers—helped train a generation of Re-
publicans in Congress to adhere to
ideological orthodoxy. Hanley made a
string of historic political investments.
Hesaved , America’s most prom-
inent conservative book publisher, with
a crucial infusion of cash. He helped

found the Yankee Institute for Public

Policy, the Connecticut affiliate of a net-
work of think tanks that advocate for
low taxes and small government. He be-
came the principal backer of a political
consulting firm formed by Stone and
two other young Reaganites, Charlie
Black and Paul Manafort. “We had the
credentials and the potential business
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and all that, but we didn't have any
money,” Black told me. “Lee was a good
friend, so we approached him.” Black,
Manafort & Stone, as they called them-
selves, became pioneering lobbyists,
known for their brazen use of what
Manafort described as “influence ped-
dling.” Clients included Rupert Mur-
doch’s News Corp. and a young real-es-
tate developer named Donald Trump.

By the end of the century, the courtly
politics of Prescott Bush were gone, a
change accelerated by the decisions of
his son George H. W. Bush. George
had inherited his father’s restraint—at
school in Greenwich, he was nicknamed
Have-Half, for his willingness to share—
and also the family tradition of public
service. But, running for President in
1988, Bush unleashed his brawling cam-
paign manager Lee Atwater on the gov-
ernor of Massachusetts, Michael Du-
kakis. Atwater vowed to “strip the bark
off the little bastard.” In the most sear-
ing moment, a political-action commit-
tee linked to the Bush ign paid

for a television ad blaming Dukakis for
the case of Willie Horton, a convict who

had committed rape during a furlough
from a Massachusetts prison. The ad
crudely exploited white fears, showing
pictures of Horton, who was Afri-
can-American, while a narrator spoke
of kidnapping, rape, and murder. Atwa-
ter denied any involvement in the ad,
but Bush recognized the power of the
thetoric, and took to mentioning Hor-
ton almost daily on the stump. Atwa-
ter boasted that he would make Hor-
ton “Dukakis’s running mate.”

Not long before Atwater died, in
1991, he apologized to Dukakis for the
“naked cruelty” of that campaign. But
the Willie Horton strategy was the fore-
runner of a more savage era in Ameri-
can politics—of Swift Boat attacks on
a war hero; of the racist birther fiction
against America’s first black President—
and it pushed candidates to avoid look-
ing weak by advancing tough-on-crime
policies that both parties now view as
devastating for low-income and mi-
nority Americans.

In the end, Bush was “a gentleman,
but he was a politician, too,” his biogra-
pher Jon Meacham wrote. For all Bush's

“She’s looking right at you. Just act natural and ease up on the tail wag.”
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decency, he had decided early on that,
in order to serve, he needed to win. In
a tape-recorded diary entry near the end
of the 1988 campaign, Bush told him-
self, “The country gets over these things
fast. I have no apologies, no regrets, and
if T had let the press keep defining me
as a wimp, a loser, I wouldn't be where

I am today.”
n the early years of this century, the

economic divisions that would come
to define America in the age of Trump
became evident on the lush back roads
of Greenwich, in a sign so subtle that it
was easy to miss. Many of the new es-
tates going up were no longer surrounded
by the simple stone walls, stacked to the
height of a farmer’s hip, that crossed the
New E d landscape. Instead, the
builders introduced a more imposing
barrier: tall, stately walls of chiselled stone,
mortared in place.

"The fashion for higher walls had lit-
tle to do with safety; Greenwich has
one of the lowest crime rates in Amer-
ica. To Frank Farricker, who served on
the town's planning-and-zoning com-
mission, they symbolized power and se-
clusion. “Instead of building two or three
feet high, people got into six-footers—
the ‘Fuck you’ walls,” he said. When
nearby municipalities noticed the trend,
they treated it like an invasive species;
they rewrote zoning rules to prevent the
spread of what stonemasons took to
calling “Greenwich walls.”

"The walls were products of one of the
most extraordinary accumulations of
wealth in American history. In much of
the country, the corporate convulsions
of the seventies had entailed layofTs,
offshoring, and declining union power,
but on Wall Street they inspired a surge
of creativity. Since the seventeen-hun-
dreds, Wall Street had focussed mostly
on funnelling American savings into new
businesses and mortgages. But, in the
last two decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, financiers and economists opened
vast new realms of speculation and finan-
cial engineering—aggressive methods to
bet on securities, merge businesses, and
cut expenses using bankruptcy laws. U.S.
stock markets grew twelvefold, and most
of the gains accrued to the wealthiest
Americans. By 2017, Wall Streeters were
taking home twenty-three per cent of the
country’s corporate profits—and home,
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SAND

The sand sticks to me as though it had fallen
assnow the silica’s wet glitter dry.

I am coated with a line as if I had lain

in water

floating like the boats that lie

about what they are on in the
sky and water interchanging their light.

I am uncertain what 1

uminary
bears this sandcastle illusion upright.
"This beach wasn't here before the hurricane,

houses that were here aren’t here either.

'The glaciation of this earth-

planes

away the known in the thin cur] we feared

it was

something we brush off that could be brushed off.

for many of them, was Connecticut.

—Fd Roberson

that tax officials took to monitoring the

The Internet allowed financiers toquarterly payments of a half-dozen of

work from anywhere, so some escaped
New YorK’s higher taxes by relocating
their offices closer to where they lived.
Newspapers took to calling Greenwich
the “Hedge Fund Capital of the World.”
"The dealmakers earned vastly more than
the industrial executives they had re-
placed. In 2004, Institutional Investor re-
ported that the top twenty-five hedge-
fund managers earned an average of two
hundred and seven million dollars a year.
Nine of those top lived or
worked in Greenwich, led by Edward
Lampert, who in 2004 earned an esti-
mated $1.02 billion after orchestrating
the merger of Kmart and Sears.
was not one to dress like a gardener; just
offshore, he docked his yacht, a two-

the richest taxpayers, because their per-
sonal earnings would affect how much
the entire state was able to spend on
public services.

Around town, Morgan Stanley exec-
utives no longer competed to wear the
cheapest wristwatch. (The current chair-
man and C.E.O,, James Gorman, is cel-
ebrated on watch-enthusiast blogs for a
rare Rolex that can sell for seventeen
thousand dollars.) Jack Welch, who suc-
ceeded Reginald Jones at G.E., retired
in 2001 with a record severance
of more than four hundred million dol-
lars. One of Jones’s friends, the investor
Vincent Mai, was dismayed that many
business leaders put short-term interests
ahead of long-term vision. “The culture

hundred-and-eighty-eight-foot vessekhanged into grabbing as much as you
that he had named Fountainhead, forcan, as quickly as you can,” Mai, the

Ayn Rand’s individualist fable. (Trump
has said that he identifies with the booK’s
hero, Howard Roark, a designer of sky-
scrapers who declares, “I do not recog-
nize anyone’s right to one minute of my
life. ... No matter who makes the claim,

how large their number, or how greatons. The hedge-fund

their need.”) So much individual wealth
accumulated in southern Connecticut

founder and chairman of the Cranemere
Group, told me. “Restraint just seems to
have gone out the window.”

"The money physically redrew Green-
wich, as financiers built estates on a scale
once favored by Gilded Age railroad bar-
Steven A.
Cohen paid $14.8 million in cash for a
house, then added an ice rink, an indoor

6/22/20, 11:39



Print page

8of 12

basketball court, putting greens, a fair-
way, and a massage room, ultimately
swelling the building to thirty-six thou-
sand square feet—larger than the Taj
Mahal. In a final flourish, Cohen ob-
tained special permission to surround his
estate with a wall that exceeded the townls
limits on height. It was nine feet tall.

en the tide to turn against
Wall Street, you could follow it
from my family’s front door. Up and
down Round Hill Road, neighbors be-
came known for one imbroglio after an-
other. If you took a right turn out of our
driveway, you could wander by the stone
Colonial house of Walter Noel,a money
manager with a gracious Nashville ac-
cent, who funnelled billions of his cli-
ents’ dollars to the grifter Bernie MadofE.
(Noel claimed that he, too, was duped.)
If you turned left, you reached the es-
tate of the hedge-fund manager Raj Ra-
jaratnam, who once celebrated his birth-
day by flying in Kenny Rogers to sing
“The Gambler”over and over, until Rog-
ers finally refused. In 2009, Rajaratnam
was arrested as part of a stock-cheating
case that the F-B.I. called Operation
Perfect Hedge. He was given a sentence
of eleven years in prison, the longest
ever for insider trading. Eventually, so
many neighbors were ensnared in finan-
cial scandals that a local blogger nick-
named our street Rogues Hill Road.
In truth, nobody was shocked that the
vast new fortunes of the Gold Coast con-
tained the seeds of financial catastrophe.
In the run-up to the 2008 crisis, William
Wechsler was a managing director at
Greenwich Associates, a consulting firm,
where he saw financiers taking ever-
risks. Historically, the bylaws of the New
York Stock Exchange had required trad-
ing firms, such as Goldman Sachs, to be
private partnerships. “When it was time
for you to go, you sold your share to the
next generation,” Wechsler told me. “It
was culturally acceptable to get to a cer-
tain level of success and retire happy.”
But, by 1999, the rules had changed, the
big banks had become public companies,
and investors expected large returns.
Hedge funds and other firms made huge
bets, in pursuit of dramatic windfalls. In-
stead of directing most of their capital to
funding businesses that hired people and
made things, the financiers in New York
and Connecticut had become an econ-
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omy unto themselves. “Every year that
goes by, more and more of the added
value in our society goes toward capital,
and less and less toward labor,” Wechsler
told me. “What you end up with is a very
unstable society.”

On top of that, Wall Street was hir-
ing lobbyists to dismantle regulations
that protected the country from an eco-
nomic fiasco. In some cases, Greenwich
residents led the big banks that lobbied
for destructive changes. John Reed was
a co-chairman of Citigroup, and Wil-
liam B. Harrison, Jr., was the chief exec-
utive of JPMorgan Chase. Their banks
were two of the largest contributors to
Senator Phil Gramm, the Texas Repub-
lican who engineered a ban on the reg-
ulation of over-the-counter derivatives.
Later, the ent’s official autopsy
of the collapse called that ban “a key turn-
ing point in the march toward the finan-

to taxes and to government was a mat-
ter of moral principle. Cliff Asness, a bil-
lionaire who runs AQR Capital Man-
agement, was among the most vocal.

When Governor Andrew Cuomo, of

New York, discussed raising taxes on
hedge funds, Asness tweeted that he was
a “flat out lying demagogue,” who was
trying to runa “gulag not a state.” Around
town, the expectation that a person of
substantial means might pay substantial
taxes no longer held sway. That became
especially clear in 2013, when Thomas
Foley, a Greenwich private-equity inves-
tor, ran for governor. He owned a yacht,
a number of vintage cars, two British
fighter jets, and a house that Greenwich
Time likened to “the Hogwarts castle.”
But, on tax returns that he showed re-
porters, he had claimed so many invest-
ment losses and alimony payments that
his federal taxes amounted to six hun-

cial crisis,” because “derivatives rapidlydred and seventy-three dollars that year.

spiraled out of control and out of sight.”

As the economy quaked, the shock
waves reverberated through politics. The
Tea Party movement raged against
Obama, taxes, and social-welfare pro-
grams, helping Republicans to greater
gains in the 2010 midterms than in any

ional election in six decades. Even
in Greenwich, where people are not quick
to hoist placards, Tea Party activists pro-
tested in front of Town Hall, and the first
selectman Peter Tesei, the town’s top
elected official, joined in. “Liberty has
contracted today because the role of gov-
ernment has expanded,”he told the crowd.
(Tesei, like many of his ideological allies,
later pledged to support Trump.)

The sentiment was a familiar one—
even the Romans resented their taxes—
but Greenwich was not traditionally
known for absolutism on the subject. In
the nineteen-eighties, Lowell Weicker,
a Greenwich Republican who had served
as first selectrnan and gone on to the U.S.
Senate, became known in Washington
for blocking Reagars attempts to cut
spending on health and education. In
1991, after Weicker became governor, he
imposed Connecticut’s personal income
tax, which was so unpopular that pro-
testers cursed and spat at him. In a speech
that fall, he said, “Respect—if not re¢lec-
tion—comes from speaking the truth.”

But, to some in the current genera-
tion, especially Greenwich's new concen-
tration of libertarians, a fiercer resistance

(Foley lost the race.)

Charles Rossotti, a Republican busi-
nessman who served as the commis-
sioner of the I.R.S. from 1997 to 2002,
has estimated that sophisticated tax ploys
and shelters cause ordinary citizens to
pay an extra fifteen per cent in taxes each
year. Brooke Harrington, an economic
sociologist at Dartmouth, told me,“Some
of that shortfall just never gets made up.
Those are roads that don't get improved,
public rt that doesnit get built,
schools that don't get fixed.” Connecti-
cut has the richest one per cent of any
state, but, according to several studies of
crumbling infrastructure, its roads are
among the worst in the country.

Harrington said, “For an earlier gen-
eration, even if your heart wasn't in it,
youd say, Tve got to join the local char-
ity board, to project that I deserve this
wealth.” The current generation, instead
of focussing on the local charity board,
prefers targeted private philanthropy, by-
passing public decisions on whom to
help and how. “The underlying massive
change is that wealth no longer needs
to justify itself—it is self-justifying,”Har-
rington said. “T look back, and I think,
That’s when we gave up on being a ‘we.”

In the political ferment brought on
by the Tea Party and the resistance
to Obama, conservative donors ex-
panded their influence. The Hanleys
became funders of Turning Point USA,
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1 thought I was a hoarder, but it turns out I'm a prepper.”

a nonprofit, founded in 2012, that pro-
motes conservatism in high schools and
colleges. More important, Allie Hanley
helped its founder, Charlie Kirk, meet
other donors. “Allie Hanley opened the
entire southern corridor for us,”he wrote
later. Kirk is now a conservative celeb-
rity and the chairman of Students for
"Trump, a campus political network. In
recent years, Turning Point has faced
multiple controversies. Some student
governments have sought to ban it for
interfering in their elections; staff and
members have been discovered making
racist comments. Last year, a video showed
Riley Grisar, the head of a Turning Point
chapter in Nevada, saying “white power,”
with his arm wrapped around a woman
who said, “Fuck the niggers.” (Grisar was
removed from the organization.)

Lee Hanley used his fortune to ele-
vate candidates on the right wing of the
Republican Party. In 2014, he donated
some three hundred and fifty-seven thou-
sand dollars; the money went to stars such
as Ted Cruz, but also to oddball outsid-
ers like Chris McDaniel, a Mississippi
state lawmnaker and former talk-radio host
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who was trying to unseat the incumbent
senator, Thad Cochran. McDaniel lost,
but his campaign themes were a preview
of politics to come; before Trump was
popularizing anti-immigrant rhetoric,
McDaniel was pledging to block increases
in residency permits and work visas.
(When McDaniel ran for the Senate
again, in 2018, he embraced a blunter ra-
cial mess: ing to preserve a Con-
federate emblem on the state flag.)

But none of Hanley’s political in-
vestments would pay off as well as an
obscure project for which Steve Ban-
non, Trump's former strategist, calls him
one of the nation’s heroes.”Not
long after Mitt Romney lost to Obama,
in 2012, Hanley commissioned a poll-
ster named Patrick Caddell to investi-

gate why conventional Republican can-
dldates were underperforming. Caddell
had made his name advising Jimmy
Carter, but he had broken with Dem-
ocrats and begun appearing frequently
on Fox News. As he and Hanley dis-
cussed the project, both suspected that
the electoral returns suggested a deep
frustration with the status quo. I said,

T think something’s happening in the
country,” Caddell recalled. “Lee said,
“You know, I think something may be,
too. I want you to go out and just find
out.” Caddell’s polls quickly suggested
that the “level of discontent in this coun-
try was beyond anything measurable.”

In 2013, Hanley asked Caddell to show
his findings to Bannon, and to another
patron, the hedge-fund billionaire Rob-
ert Mercer. They huddled over the data
during a conservative conference in Palm
Beach. The numbers, Caddell told them,
indicated a public appetite for a populist
challenger who could run as an outsider,

osing corruption and rapacity. He
called it the Candidate Smith project—
the search for a political savior along the
lines of “Mr. Smith Goes to Washington.”

When Trump took an early lead in
2015, most of the political and financial
world ignored him. Jeffrey Sonnenfeld,
a professor at the Yale School of Man-
agement, attended a salon that summer
at the Connecticut home of Larry Kud-
low, the business commentator who

now leads Trump's National Economic

Council. “It was a lot of very deep-pock-
eted Republicans from Greenwich and
New York,” Sonnenfeld told me. “Not
one person had a pleasant thing to s
about Trump.” Sonnenfeld urged them
to take Trump's chances seriously, but a
fellow-guest, who worked for a super
PAC supporting Ted Cruz in the prima-
ries, disagreed. “She said, Tm a lifelong
expert on the psychographics of wom-
ens voter behavior, and I can tell you that
Donald Trump will never get two per
cent of Republican women voters,” Son-
nenfeld told me. “She got wild applause.
That was Kellyanne Conway.” (Conway,
now a senior adviser to Trump, called
this a “specious, self-serving claim,”add-
ing,“T don't know Professor’ So-and-So.”)
But Caddell and Hanley concluded
that Trump was the closest thing they
would find to a Candidate Smith. He
had none of Reagan’s optimism, but he
had name recognition, money, and a
ernatural sense of how a billionaire
could surf the rage kicked up by the
financial crisis. Their conviction per-
suaded Mercer to invest in Trump, and
other wealthy donors followed. As Elec-
tion Day approached, Charlie Glazer, a
Greenwich money r who had
served as George W. Bush's Ambassa-
dor to El Salvador, began talking to
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friends, “rationalizing why we should all
vote for Trump,” one recalls.

For some, it was a plainly calculated
choice. Thomas Peterfly, a billionaire
who owned the largest estate in Green-
wich, donated to Trump but never pre-
tended to admire him. “When the choice
is between two ideologies, then it’s a
luxury to dwell on the personalities of
the candidates,” he told me. “It’s a lux-
ury that we cannot afford.” Peterfly, who
made his fortune as a pioneer in digital
trading; said that the choice was between
“a high degree of government regulation
or a diminished amount of government
regulation, because, basically, that’s how
the U.S. will get to socialism—increas-
ing government regulation.”

‘When the votes were counted, Trump's
greatest support in Greenwich was not in
the middle-class sections of downtown. It
was in two of the wealthiest precincts—
the Tenth and Eleventh Districts, which
sprawl across the lush northern back-
country, encompassing the Round Hill
Club, where Prescott Bush once reigned,
and the estate of Steven Cohen, the in-
vestor with the nine-foot wall. Cohen,
whose hedge fund closed in 2014, after
pleading guilty to insider trading, do-
nated a million dollars to support the
Inauguration. Peterfly chipped in a hun-
dred and fifty thousand dollars. Glazer
joined the transition.

Hanley didn't live to see it. He died
in Greenwich, four days before the 2016
election. Bannon wishes that more peo-
ple knew about his discreet contribution
to the movement. “Lee Hanley is like,
when you read the history of the Amer-
ican Revolution or the Civil War—all
these great events—you find out about
these individuals in back that never won
any credit, but, if it was not for them, the
victory would not be achieved,” he told
a conservative audience in 2017. “He had
a real love of the hobbits, of the deplor-
ables, and he put his money where his
mouth was.”

very town in America has its story

of what changed after the 2016 elec-
tion. In Greenwich, the Trump era started
almost instantly. In December, a town
employee reported to police that Chris-
topher von Keyserling, a well-known
member of the town council, had touched
her groin after saying, “I love this new
world. I no longer have to be politically
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correct.” Lynn Mason, the accuser, warned
him not to touch her again, to which he
allegedly replied, “It would be your word
against mine, and nobody will believe
you.” After the town government con-

lated bit of news helped illuminate
Trump’s local support. That month, a
powerful Greenwich attorney named
Gordon Caplan, the co-chairman of the
law firm Willkie Farr 8& Gallagher, was

tacted von Keyserling about the com- indicted for paying seventy-five thou-

plaint, he said that IMason had overre-
acted to a “little pinch,” according to
court records. He was with mis-
demeanor sexual assault. He pleaded not
guilty and is awaiting trial.

e combination of Trump and the
von Keyserling incident caused an im-
mediate reaction in Greenwich: women
signed up to run for office, and more
than fifty won seats on the town council.
“Alot of us just woke up,”Joanna Swomn-
ley, a retired lawyer who entered the race,
said. “We were horrified.” Swomley or-
ganized a local chapter of Indivisible, a
progressive network, to heighten public
engagement. It worked. In 2017, Green-
wich Democrats won control of the town
finance board for the first time in re-
corded history; the next year, they won
seats in the state legislature that no Dem-
ocrat had occupied since Herbert Hoover
was in the White House.

But the blue wave quickly subsided.
In 2019, Republicans reclaimed control
of the finance board, and elected as first
selectman a local businessman and state
lawmaker named Fred Camillo, who
had voted for Trump. At the voting
booths, Swomley sensed a change in the
atmosphere. “I was hold-
ing a Democrat’s sign, and
a Republican yelled out,
‘Oh, hell no!’ It was not the
embarrassment, the quiet-
ness that you saw in 2017.
It was ‘T am going to own
this. I like this.”

Claire Tisne Haft, a
Greenwich Zime columnist
who lives in town with her
husband and three kids, was
appalled by Trump, and she assumed
that her neighbors were, too. She got
her first indication to the contrary at a
dance recital for her daughter, when an-
other mother told her how excited she
was to “see what Trump can do.” Not
long afterward, Tisne Haft and her hus-
band had dinner with friends, and the
conversation turned to politics. “We re-
alized halfway through the meal that we
had to adjust our tone,” she told me.

In March, 2019, a seemingly unre-

sand dollars for a test proctor to fix his
daughter’s ACT exam. Caplan was one
of fifty-three defendants in the college-
admissions scandal, a list dotted with
addresses in Greenwich, Atherton, and
Bel Air. In phone calls recorded by the
EB.L, Rick Singer, the consultant be-
hind the scam, had explained to Caplan
that his daughter would never know
that her family had cheated on her be-
half: “She will think that she’s really
super smart and she got lucky on a test.”
Caplan uttered one of the scandal’s in-
delible expressions: “To be honest, I'm
not worried about the moral issue here.”
Caplan pleaded guilty and served a
month in prison.

In a column after the scandal broke,
Tisne Haft wrote that the case brought
up “a whole lot of uncomfortable in a
town like Greenwich.” It exposed how
far some of America’s most powerful,
educated, and prosperous people will go
to give their families an advantage in a
life already full of them.

Tisne Haft sensed that some peo-
ple in town had become so cynical
about the workings of power that they
had lost their moral footing. “A friend
said, “You know those kids
whose parents gave librar-
ies to their colleges? How
is that so different than
pushing the boundaries of
the truth about your kid?”
Tisne Haft told me. “T just
had to look at this person
and say, ‘Hang on. Some-
one Photoshopped a kid's
head onto a picture.’ 1 feel
like we jumped off a cliff
there somewhere and didn't notice.”

The admissions case reminded me
of the rationale I kept hearing for look-
ing past Trump’s behavior toward
wormen, minorities, immigrants, war he-
roes, the FB.I., democracy, and the truth,
not to mention his request that Ukraine
“do us a favor” by investigating his po-
litical opponents: a conviction that, ul-
timately, nothing matters more than
cutting taxes and regulations and slow-
ing immigration. Places like Greenwich
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take pride in their commitment to ci-
vility and decency, but Caplan’s indiffer-
ence to the “moral issue,” as he put it,
bespoke the kind of quiet compromises
that a person makes in the privacy of a
phone call, or a voting booth.

ven before the 2020 campaign was

ore the rise and fall

of Elizabeth Warren and Bernie San-
ders, before the virus that upturned every
assumption about the race—it was clear
that the essential fault line in Ameri-
can politics was inequality. At times,
this anger showed up on the Gold Coast.
In 2017, activists staged a bus tour of
Greenwich, called “Lifestyles of the
Rich and Shameless,” which stopped
outside the homes (or, more often, the
walls) of local financiers. They left giant
“tax bills,” charging the owners for what
the tour’s organizers called “the havoc
they've wreaked on our economy.” At
the time, Connecticut was considering
cutting four thousand state jobs, to re-
lieve a $1.7-billion budget deficit. The
activists' final stop was at the office of
the libertarian CLiff Asness, where they
erected a giant inflatable pig, chomp-

on a cigar.

As of last year, America’s four hun-
dred richest individuals owned about
three trillion dollars in wealth—more
than all black households and a quarter
of all Latino households combined, ac-
cording to the Institute for Policy Stud-
ies. In calmer moments, Americans have
tended to regard our largest fortunes as
a kind of national spectacle and, for
some, a source of inspiration. Now polls
routinely confirm a survey by NBC
News and the Wall Street Journal, in
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to reassure attendees: “It wasn't because
good people did bad things. It was un-
fortunately just a natural, unchecked
movement.” Alan Barry, the towrs com-
missioner of human services, told me
that he applauds the concern but dis-
agrees with the notion that inequality
was unforeseeable. “Stated policies com-
bined to create this,”he said. ‘Nowyou’re
turning around and saying, "Whoa, we've
got runaway capitalism.””

The targets of broad American an-
tipathy tend not to look inward for its
source. “It’s all this rapid technological

that results in income inequal-
ity,” Peterfly told me. “It suddenly in-
creases productivity, and we need fewer
workers to produce the same amount
of goods and services.” One remedy, he
said, is direct payments to citizens, and
he has become an advocate for replac-
ing all government benefits with a uni-
versal basic income: “It is much, much
cheaper to give the people money and
not restrict business in any way.”I asked
Peterfly, who built a fortune worth an
estimated fourteen billion dollars, if he
thought America could have avoided
radical inequality by not permitting peo-
ple like him to amass so much money:.
“Well, it would have decreased my in-
centive to work as hard as I did,”he said.
“The number of times I nearly went
bankrupt, if T would have had an easier
way out, I probably would’ve chosen
that.” In 2017, Peterfly sold his Green-
wich estate; he now lives in Florida,
which has no state income tax.

Ifyou are among the Greenwich élite,
whether you love Trump or hate him,
it is easy to count the ways that he has
oriented his Administration to help peo-

which seventy per cent of Americans ple like you. When Trump introduced

describe themselves as angry “because
our political system seems to only be
working for the insiders with money
and power.”

Amid this populist outrage, some
prominent citizens of Greenwich have
joined the ranks of business leaders who
say that capitalism must change in order
to survive. Dalio, the town's richest res-
ident, calls income inequality a “national
emergency”; his family philanthropy has
donated to Connecticut public schools.
Last fall, the hedge-fund manager Paul
"Tudor Jones urged a Greenwich audi-
ence to recognize that workers have

been shortchanged, though he hastened
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his tax bill, he called it a gift to “the
folks who work in the mail rooms and
the machine shops of America.” That
was absurd. The bill cut the corporate
tax rate by fourteen per cent, and most
of the windfall went to investors in the
form of dividends and stock buybacks.
Trump pledged to “eliminate tax breaks
and complex loopholes” favored by the
rich. Though he limited the deductions
for state and local taxes, wealthy citi-
zens were compensated by new tax
breaks, including some specifically for
the commercial-real-estate industry and
for wealthy heirs. On average, Trump
gave households in the top one per cent

a forty-eight-thousand-dollar tax cut,
while those in the bottom twenty per
cent received a hundred and twenty dol-
lars, according to the Institute on Tax-
ation and Economic Policy, a nonpar-
tisan think tank. Jim Campbell, the
Republican organizer who embraced
Trump early in 2016, told me recently,
“I dor’t know anyone who voted for
Donald Trump in 2016 and won't vote
for him again. In Greenwich, he'll prob-
ably pick up some votes.”

"This spring, when the pandemic par-
alyzed New York City, the effects echoed
through the suburbs; the city of Stam-
ford reported that a crematory had caught
fire after wiring melted from overuse.
As in other parts of the country, some
people resented the requirements for so-
cial distancing. After Greenwich closed
its beaches and parks, Thomas Byrne,
who holds Prescott Bush’s old job as
moderator of the Greenwich town coun-
cil, told the local media that the govern-
ment’s measures were “the greatest as-
sault on our freedom in my lifetime,”
adding, “Why we don't have a revolu-
tion in the streets escapes me.”

Not everyone was ready to stand on
principle, though. As stock markets
sank, the investor Cliff Asness recon-
sidered his objections to government
aid. On Twitter, he made a series of
“economic suggestions that kind of hurt
me to admit,” he wrote. “We need, and
I don't think I've ever said this before,
fiscal help. We need fiscal relief for in-
dividuals and small (and maybe large)
businesses.” Anticipating the charge of
hypocrisy, he wrote, “Yes, 'm losing lib-
ertarian bonafides here. 'm ok with
that.” When the President eventually
signed a relief bill, in March, it included
a tax deduction, mostly for hedge funds
and real-estate businesses, that was
worth an average of $1.7 million for
each of America’s forty-three thousand
wealthiest taxpayers and cost the Trea-
sury about ninety billion dollars in the
first year.

In various ways, the virus confronted
Americans with the result of a gener-
ation's worth of political decisions. Even
on the Gold Coast, the virus exposed
cracks in the economic foundation; in
Greenwich, municipal employees have
been scrambling to provide emergency
meal deliveries to some seven hundred
families a week. Alan Barry, the town
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official, told me, “Greenwich represents
two Americas. The haves and have-nots
are literally separated and do not mix.”

Most of all, the virus seemed to mag-
nify the central issue running through
America’s discussions of wealth and
fairness: How, exactly, would a frac-
tured country define its understanding
of the public good? Who are Ameri-
cans ready to help? And who are we
willing to ignore?

Few people in Greenwich have more
reason to consider these questions than
Michael Mason, who serves as the
chairman of the town finance board, a
sterile-sounding job with vast author-
ity over daily life. He presides over dis-
cussions on how much to spend on spe-
cial education, on poverty programs,
and on the teaching of English as a
second language. Last week, despite

public protests from parents and stu-

dents, Mason cast the deciding vote in
favor of deep cuts to the town's educa-
tion budget, citing the economic effects
of the pandemic.

Mason is tall, with parted silver hair
and an earnest zeal for discussions of
budgets and civic minutiae. His father
flew a plane in the Second World Whr,
and his two older brothers fought in
Vietnam. Mason grew up in town,
worked in the family aviation business,
and volunteered as a fireman, before
owning a branch of Million Air,a com-
pany that serves the private-jet industry.

He is also perhaps the towns earli-
est Trump supporter. He attended the
campaign announcement in which
Trump descended a golden escalator
and promised to build a wall against
“rapists”from Mexico. “T'm friends with
the family;”he told me. He met Trump's
sons Don, Jr., and Eric through a con-
servation club for hunters in Chap-
paqua, New York. They invited him to
the Convention, in case they needed
votes to thwart a challenge from within
the Party. “T'm not going to run south
under political pressure,” Mason said.
Later, he joined them for private cele-
brations on Election Night and Inau-
guration Day.

Mason knows that the President’s
“culture” still upsets many people in
Greenwich. But, he said, “his policies over
the last three years have gained more at-
tention and probably more support.” He
predicts that the trauma of the pandemic
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will persuade some voters that Trump
was right to want to cut immigration and
lure back industries from abroad. “He
had policies that he wanted to change on
our borders, on immigration. I certainly
think people in this country now are wor-
ried about that.”

With the economy in crisis, Mason
suspects that Trump will succeed in
turning any rebound into a political
asset. “There are people in the town
right now—I guarantee you—who are
saying, “Wow;, this happened to me in

with sixty thousand people sleeping at
night,” he said. “I care about them.”
As Americans have reckoned with
the origins of our political moment—
the Trump years, the fury on all sides,
the fraying of a common e—we
have tended to focus on the effects of
despair among members of the work-
ing class who felt besieged by technol-
ogy, globalization, immigration, and
trade. But that ignores the effects of
seclusion among members of the gov-

erning class, who helped disfigure our

’08. My 401(k) went from X down to political character by demonizing mod-

Y,” he said. “What is Donald Trump
telling you? “‘Were going to do every-
thing we need to so it does not take ten
years to get you back where it was.’ I
haven't heard Joe Biden say that.”
Eventually, we wound our way to the
inevitable question: How do you make
your peace with Trump? His behavior
toward women and immigrants? His
separation of children from parents at
the border? The “shithole” countries?
Mason listened calmly. “T have no con-

eration and enfeebling the basic func-
tions of the state. We—or they, depend-
ingonwhereyou behind
gracious walls.

On the ground where I grewup, some
of America’s powerful people have cham-
pioned a version of capitalism that lib-
erates wealth from responsibility. They
embraced a fable of self-reliance (except
when the fable is untenable), a philos-
ophy of business that leaches more

wealth from the real economy than it

trol over that,” he said. “What I have creates, and a vision of politics that for-

control over is what I worry about—
the health and safety of my family, finan-
cial security of my family.” I pressed
him, but he didn't budge. “T've been em-
powered to care about the financial ad-
ministrative affairs of a municipality

gives cruelty as the price of profit. In
the long battle between the self and ser-
vice, we have, for the moment, settled
firmly on the self. To borrow a phrase
froma neighbor in disgrace, we st

worrying about “the moral issue here.” ¢
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