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      INTRODUCTION


      Insofar as I have a philosophy of life, it can be explained this way: Wake up in the morning, put your hand to something useful,

         and take care of yourself and your family. That’s it. It’s simple, it’s direct, and it works. And for more than two centuries

         that’s how most people in this country lived.

      


      I’ve been working steadily in the entertainment industry for more than three decades, mostly in front of, but also behind,

         the camera. My resumé is probably longer than Johnny Baggadonuts’s rap sheet. But I can’t think of a role I’ve ever had that

         pleased me more than hosting John Ratzenberger’s Made in America. It’s far from the highest-paying job, and it’s the hardest one physically, given how much travel is involved and how many

         tasks I’m asked to do. But it’s also the most rewarding job, because there are few people whose company I take more pleasure

         in than those who actually make things or help to make them.

      


      By and large, America has been a country of doers, of makers, and of manufacturers who put their hands to something useful

         every day. We had pride in what we did and made, and produced goods that were in demand all over the world. No other explanation

         needed for why we—both the people who made these goods and those who owned the factories in which the goods were made—enjoyed

         the world’s highest standard of living.

      


      Nor was it a coincidence that one of our major exports was freedom.


      Think about the fact that in 1941 Germany and Japan both had at least a decade’s head start on us in terms of armaments and

         war materiel—everything from rifles to tanks to battleships to airplanes to ammunition. While we’d been disarming, they’d

         been rearming. But just like that, when necessity called, our nation retooled and turned a huge proportion of its manufacturing

         capacity over to the war effort. Factories that had been making lipstick holders were suddenly making shell casings. Yacht

         makers began supplying PT boats. And stove manufacturers pressed out armor plating.

      


      Such examples are endless. We won the wars over there because we first won them here. Long before we were a military superpower,

         we were a manufacturing superpower.

      


      What World War II signaled was that America’s best days were yet to come. When our nation’s factories returned to making civilian

         goods like cars and boats and radios, Americans produced, consumed, and exported products that transformed the American economy

         into an engine of prosperity never before seen in history. Not for nothing did Henry Luce call the twentieth century the “American

         Century.”

      


      That was the America I grew up in: mom-and-pop stores; a sense of community (and community standards); a blue-collar middle

         class who put their hands to something useful every day and took care of their families—and who didn’t have to be millionaires

         to live well and happily.

      


      My hometown was Bridgeport, Connecticut, which was in most ways Anytown, USA. That is to say, it was a manufacturing town.

         Bridgeport’s people actually built things. Dozens of factories made chair casters and bricks and sewing machines and steel

         and even the little bead chains for lamps. You couldn’t walk down the street without hearing the hum of an honest day’s work.

         Our tool and die workers did their jobs believing that civilization’s fate rested on one-ten-thousandth-of-an-inch tolerance.

         Pretty much anything you could touch or hold, somebody in Bridgeport was building it. Adults could point at something and

         proudly tell their kids, “I made that.” And the kids understood that the widget over there didn’t grow out of the earth already

         in its package; it was built with the help of human hands.

      


      Which was why we learned to use our hands, too.


      The only people who had it tough were repairmen—it was as if they all worked in Maytag commercials. If Dad didn’t know how

         to fix something, a neighbor would come over to do it. Everybody had a useful hobby—like welding or boat building or radio

         tinkering. And everybody was happy to share their hobby with everybody else, if anybody asked. In fact, you didn’t even have

         to ask. If Mr. Lucek found out that the Groskis needed help with their cabinets, he’d just show up and fix them for nothing.

         That was the essence of our community. On Saturday mornings you could see all the garage doors open, with dads and kids inside

         working on their pet projects, and it was wonderful.

      


      Like America, Bridgeport was a broad mix of races and ethnicities—Italians, Poles, Germans, Irish, Africans, Latinos, Portuguese.

         Yet there was no racial or ethnic tension, at least among the kids. We were bonded by the fact that our parents worked hard

         and, yes, made things. In school we said the Pledge of Allegiance and in summer we marched in parades on streets festooned

         with American flags.

      


      Vacation to us wasn’t the Catskills or Lake Champlain; it was the city park for baseball and checkers. Best of all, our Little

         League uniforms said “Al’s Tire Repair” and “Lou’s Hardware” and “O’Reilly’s House of Sorrento.” And you know what? That restaurant,

         that hardware store, and that tire shop were all kept in business by the people who worked in the factories. Those factories

         built more than goods. They built lives, families, and communities. Not to mention a civilization.

      


      Well, I’m sorry to say that the America I grew up in hardly seems to exist anymore in some places. What’s changed is that

         big-box stores are fast replacing mom-and-pop shops like the corner drug store where we used to go for sodas, and every day

         more factories either close down or move offshore in order to compete on prices demanded by the mass distributors before they

         grant shelf space.

      


      Look no further for what’s killing off the middle class in this country, working people whose jobs are dependent on everyone

         else’s jobs. And God help us if it dies completely—or indeed, if the situation gets any worse than the coma it’s in now.

      


      Think about it this way: Everything has a cost, even lower prices. There’s never going to be a factory in China that sponsors

         your kid’s Little League team—assuming, of course, that there’s still a team on that field, which there won’t be if the middle

         class vanishes.

      


      The exact figures about how many plants have closed down over the last decade or two aren’t required to know that we have

         a problem—and that the problem has more personalities than Sybil did.

      


      Anyway, I don’t need statistics to know what my eyes tell me as I travel around this country for my television show, whose

         aim is to have a good time celebrating America’s manufacturing history and excellence. What I see clearly is the damage done

         in communities large and small when their factories are shuttered—or when they’re “repurposed,” as we now say, into, among

         other things, outlet malls for goods made in other countries by companies that were founded in America by Americans.

      


      Given the rate at which we’re going, it’s not hard to picture the day when a whole way of life will be only a quaint memory

         recreated in TV commercials, like that phony grandpa in overalls trying to sell phony lemonade.

      


      Do I have any answers? Some, not all, but those that I do have are based on what appears to be an increasingly rare commodity

         these days: common sense. In fact, common sense (and a good memory of what used to work, as well as what didn’t) is what leads

         me to ask these questions in the first place—questions about what we now believe as Americans, where we’re heading as a country,

         and whether it’s a place we really want to go. (Now that’s a good question.) Come to think of it, common sense itself is usually the answer to most questions.

      


      Frankly, I know where I want to go and where I’d like the country to go—and if the world wants in, they’re welcome, too. Let

         everyone know that for my first act as emperor, should you choose to entrust me with that honor, I will decree that common

         sense be returned to its rightful place as the highest of virtues. After that, the rest is easy.

      


      My common sense tells me that the health of our factories is a bellwether of many things, some of which have directly to do

         with employment and the economy and empty Little League fields; most of which have zip, zilch, nothing to do with anything

         connected to punching a time clock, and all of which I intend to address here.

      


      As your emperor-in-waiting.


   

      LIFE: A REALITY SHOW


       As I write this, my television crew and I have just completed filming the third season of John Ratzenberger’s Made in America. That means we’ve taken our cameras to 120 factories (and workshops) of all sizes—colossal, large, small, and dinky—and gotten

         to talk with hundreds of people who work in the plants, as well as the managers and owners who run them. Truly, it’s a pleasure

         for me to do that kind of work, which doesn’t seem at all like real work. Besides seeing how some great stuff gets made, I

         feel honored by the fact that ordinary people across the country open up to me, telling me things they’d never tell a journalist.

         They believe they already know me from television and sense that I’m one of them, which is true. You can take the boy out

         of Bridgeport, but not Bridgeport out of the boy.

      


      I consider myself Everyman. Yes, I’m lucky enough to walk with kings when I want to, but in fact I feel more of a bond with

         my gardener, Ignacio, than I do with, say, the men and women who determine what we all watch, and when and where I collect

         a paycheck.

      


      Why? Well, here’s a true story that’s typical enough for it to be labeled a defining moment. A while back I had a meeting

         with a high-ranking network executive to pitch a series I wanted to do that would center around life at a truck stop. The

         executive had been born and raised in Los Angeles, the son of a studio executive, so you can presume that he didn’t lack for

         sophistication. But he had never heard of a truck stop—had no idea what it was. And when I explained what it was, he said

         excitedly, “And nobody knows about them?!”

      


      I took a deep breath.


      But I should’ve taken two.


      Because being the son of a truck driver and the veteran of more manual-labor jobs than Jimmy Hoffa, I figured I owed it to

         both Dad and myself to insult him before walking out in disgust.

      


      As soon as I got to the elevator, I knew that it had been a mistake—more, a missed opportunity. Instead of saying, “No, Dave,

         everybody outside area code three-ten knows what a truck stop is,” I should’ve gently educated him by pointing out that if

         New York and Los Angeles were, through some calamity, to disappear one day, every other American city would shed some tears

         and then quickly adjust with the day-to-day work of living; but if, by some catastrophe, Los Angeles and New York were the

         only two remaining American cities, both would quickly shrivel and die, having lost the heart they didn’t know even belonged

         to them.

      


      “And that,” I could’ve said, “is why they call it the heartland.”


      Too bad I didn’t have the presence of mind. Frankly, it’s appalling to me that a man who decides what America will be watching

         on the tube, thereby shaping how children and the impressionable see the world, has never been to the United States. The real United States, anyway. Too much of what he produces, markets, sells, and shows to billions around the world is, at its core,

         contemptuous of the country that gave him a better life than nearly 100 percent of everyone who’s ever lived on this planet.

      


      No wonder they hate us over there.


      And here.


      If I could, I’d grab this guy by his collar and drag him not just to truck stops, but also to factories where, sadly, fewer

         and fewer of the things we use every day are made. I’d force him to shake hands with the people who make those things—assuming

         they’d deign to shake his hand. And then we’d walk around the town so he could see how, in many places, factories are a town’s lifeblood, and the companies

         themselves a kind of miner’s canary. In Oaks, Pennsylvania, the Annin flag factory has been in business for more than 150

         years. In Amesbury, Massachusetts, Lowell Boats has been around even longer. If either company packed up and went offshore,

         or closed down, the towns themselves would be sadly diminished and could even die.

      


      That’s why, on the show, I often ask management why they don’t follow the trend and move. “What keeps you here?” I ask. Invariably,

         the answer is that the factory and community are nearly indistinguishable parts of each other.

      


      Look at Mansfield, Ohio, where the Carousel Magic factory makes old-fashioned, hand-carved wooden horses for carousels instead

         of the plastic ones that, well, have no magic in them. Until about twenty years ago, Mansfield was a heavy manufacturing city,

         but when the plants started moving offshore, the downtown and much of the rest of Mansfield began to decay, and the cancer

         kept spreading. What saved Mansfield was a simple carousel—the first new one erected in America in decades that was constructed

         of wood, not plastic.

      


      That seemingly simple act, which was the brainchild of a local dreamer, has had far-flung consequences. Mansfield townsfolk

         came by the thousands to ride this carousel that somehow represents childhood and magic and a kinder, gentler time in our

         history. And you didn’t even have to be old enough to remember that history to be affected by what was going on. Without some

         bureaucrat social engineer coming in to decide what Mansfield needed now, the residents took care of the rest—and reinvigorated

         the downtown area, with vitality spreading to the rest of the city.

      


      That’s the kind of urban renewal we need all over America. We need to get back to being the industrial giant that not only

         won world wars, but also created thriving communities where people put their hands to something useful and took care of their

         families. It’s not about me or anyone else returning to their childhoods. It’s about returning America to its golden age.

      


      Believe me, I didn’t suddenly discover a love of manufacturing because of my TV show. The truth is that I decided to do this

         show because of my love of manufacturing—and because I want to do everything in my power to make everyone aware that our factories and the people who work in them are

         treasures, our national heritage, and, God bless us, our future.

      


      If you tune in to the show, you’ll see me at my happiest. I mean, who wouldn’t want to go to the Gibson guitar factory in

         Nashville and watch an authentic Les Paul electric being made from scratch? Or to the Airstream trailer factory in Jackson

         Center, Ohio? Or how about the Allen-Edmonds shoe factory in Port Washington, Wisconsin, to see how to get soleful? Nothing

         better than that. Ditto the Corvette factory in Bowling Green.

      


      The list goes on. We’ve visited Hartmann, Campbell’s, Crayola, Zippo, Welch’s, John Deere, Louisville Slugger, Steinway, Everlast,

         Kohler, GE, Wilson, Caterpillar, Toro, et al.—timeless, name-brand American products, rich with American know-how and American

         ingenuity.

      


      But we’ve also visited an equal number of factories and workshops that turn out products used and heard of by far fewer people,

         each one no less imbued with knowledge, ingenuity, and dreams.

      


      To watch these products come to life, and to learn how and why they’re made the way they are, is a privilege—not least because

         the people who actually do the work take such noticeable, palpable pride in it. And at the end of the day, that’s what work

         is supposed to be all about—knowing that what you do matters, and that you’re part of something that both predated you and,

         thanks to your creative efforts, will survive you.

      


      Nothing beats pride of workmanship. Nothing.


      A few years ago, after my family and I moved into a new house, I asked our gardener Ignacio to dig a four-foot hole so that

         I could erect a pole for the flag I wanted to raise. He said he would, and in the meantime I took my kids out for the afternoon.

         When we got back, our backyard was home to a perfect hole—so perfect that it looked like a giant apple corer had descended

         from outer space, plucked out the dirt, and whisked it all away. Not a fleck had spilled on the grass surrounding this magnificent

         thing. It was breathtaking.

      


      I called the kids over and gushed, “You see this hole? It was dug by a man who obviously takes pride in his work. Look at

         it. Fantastic, isn’t it?”

      


      They gave each other that sideways glance that means Dad’s ready for the loony bin, and insisted I was making too big a deal

         out of nothing—literally nothing: a hole.

      


      But it wasn’t nothing. Or if it was, it was nothing in the sense that in the world in which I make a living—the world of executives

         who don’t know truck stops from rock quarries—pride comes only with paychecks, ratings, and trophy wives, so I’d temporarily

         misplaced my perspective. And seeing Ignacio’s job done perfectly had restored it. Which is why I have more in common with

         Ignacio than I do with people whose hands are callus free.

      


      You know, moviegoers don’t seem to mind sitting still for another five minutes after the feature ends to watch a list of names

         of people who did jobs that don’t even make sense to them—jobs like gaffer and craft services and grip. Why anyone not connected

         to the movie industry is interested in that, I don’t know. And yet, every building we walk by every day, they’re all works

         of art that stand there in anonymity. Me, I’d like to see a credits plaque on every building that lists the names of the electricians

         and drywallers and roofers—everyone who worked on it. And when I buy a car, I’d like a little plate on the dash with the names

         of all the workers who put it together.

      


      In other words, it’s time to start honoring the people who build things—the ones who make America great and keep it free.

         Because when you come right down to it, it’s all fine and good to be interested in which film wins Best Picture, but in the

         real world—which won’t be here much longer if we don’t care for it—it’s nowhere near as important as who wins best plumber.

      


   

      OUT TO LUNCH


      On the first road trip of the first season of John Ratzenberger’s Made in America, when the crew and I were still getting to know each other, I had one of those head-shaking experiences that feels like a

         life lesson even as it’s happening.

      


      We were visiting a small factory in a typical New England town—the kind of town that postcard photographers come to shoot

         four seasons a year. On the way there, along the main drag, I’d noticed one of those country restaurants that anyone who’s

         ever spent time in New England—actually, any charming small town anywhere—knows from experience is going to have great food

         and companionship. No doubt, this was the place where locals would come to catch up with each other and scarf down home cooking

         that’s as good, or maybe better, than what comes out of your mom’s kitchen.

      


      Finally, noon came after a long and hard morning of shooting at the factory. It was time for a delicious, restorative lunch

         before the rest of the day’s shoot—and time to get out of there for a while. I suggested that we walk down the block to that

         restaurant and sample the local food and color. Good suggestion, right? In fact, the obvious suggestion. Apparently not. My

         colleagues insisted to the last man and woman that they preferred to stay right there in the factory, in a windowless room

         segregated from the rest of the plant and workers, surrounded by cinderblock walls, eating bread and bologna brought in by

         the production assistant from a grocery store.

      


      So let’s recap the scene: It was lunch. We were hungry and had been working hard. A good restaurant was no more than half

         a block away. It wasn’t raining. Nor was it cold. Indeed, the sun was blazing in a cornflower blue sky, with the temperature

         a pleasant seventy-five degrees. So it would’ve been a welcome walk.

      


      But my colleagues preferred the misery of dry bologna sandwiches in an airless factory back room, not in order to avoid the

         weather or the walk or the imagined food, but, it seemed, to avoid the people. Vermonters. Otherwise ordinary folks who probably

         don’t know box-office grosses from Nielsen ratings—which, to those for whom filmmaking is the highest aspiration, equates

         to pitiable retardation.

      


      Hollywood is known as one of the most liberal places in America—presumably tolerant and open-minded. Of course, that misconception

         has now been debunked by everyone except most people in Hollywood. In truth, Hollywood is only tolerant of those with like-minded

         positions, and given how the decisions regarding what gets made and what and who get ignored are in the hands of relatively

         few people, that tolerant intolerance creates a de facto tyranny. The best comparison is high school, where a few cool kids

         set the agenda by which all the other wannabe cools have to adhere if they’re to be accepted.

      


      The difference is that in Hollywood, one’s cool rating determines one’s income—or, possibly, complete lack thereof. The “right”

         viewpoint or worldview—which in this case is usually “left”—is considered self-evident; there’s little room for reasoned discussion,

         debate, or challenge, because in Hollywood, feelings about war and peace, homelessness and disease, and climate change and

         science trump facts and history.

      


      For example, raising even the possibility that appeasement often leads to war, as it did against Hitler and, later, radical

         Islam, will likely get you branded as a fascist warmonger. (Bumper sticker: “War is not the answer.”)

      


      Suggesting that money, by itself, won’t solve the problem of homelessness when such a high percentage of street people are

         there either by choice or because of addiction will earn you a “heartless” label. (Bumper sticker: “Who needs Social Security

         when we’ve got homeless shelters?”)

      


      Pointing out that AIDS in this country could be all but wiped out by the eradication of certain risky sexual behaviors (and

         needle sharing) makes you a homophobe. (Bumper sticker: “AIDS isn’t over.”)

      


      And of course, all three of these positions make you, ipso facto, a Republican—and therefore worthy of contempt, even if your

         entire political worldview can be summed up by JFK’s inaugural address: “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well

         or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure

         the survival and the success of liberty.”

      


      You see, orthodoxy requires no original thought, only bumper-sticker memorization of accepted good guys and bad guys, right

         positions and wrong positions. If Clinton was for it, it’s right. If Bush is for it, it’s wrong. Even if the orthodox believers

         would otherwise disagree with the former and agree with the latter.

      


      That explains why actors and writers, for example—those whose employment may be tied to personal relationships—generally keep

         their opinions to themselves when those opinions happen to be on the far shore of the town’s mainstream. Not without justification,

         they worry about being specifically excluded (read: blacklisted) from work by producers and studio heads who equate conservatism

         with Nazism. In fact, scores of A-list people—those who determine who works and who doesn’t—are on the record as loathing

         those whose politics they abhor. As Julia Roberts remarked before the Bush-Gore presidential election, “Republican comes in

         the dictionary just after reptile and just above repugnant.” (She must have the concise, abridged Webster’s. In mine, it falls between “republic” and “Republican Party.”)

      


      This line itself, which was much reported in the media, is less surprising for its politics—which are entirely predictable—than

         for what it says about how Hollywood views itself in the world. Here’s an actress whose career and income are predicated on

         the public’s adoration. The sole reason she can command $20 million per film is not because of her talent, per se, but because

         she delivers an audience of adoring moviegoers willing to plunk down eight or ten bucks to see her on that first all-important

         weekend. That she apparently suffered no pangs of anxiety or, later, remorse for remarks that offended the registered party

         of half the country—and therefore half the audience she relies on to (indirectly) pay her salary—shows that she felt insulated

         and inoculated, the occupant of an echo chamber in which everything she sees and hears reflects her views, and everyone she

         speaks with shares her opinion.

      


      No wonder such prominent Hollywood glitterati as Susan Sarandon, Tim Robbins, Danny Glover, and Sean Penn pulled out the old

         “McCarthyism” card when much of the public reacted negatively to some of their cynical opinions about American foreign policy

         and President Bush in the run-up to the Iraq War. (Glover also voiced his support for Fidel Castro, claiming that the United

         States was undermining Cuba’s “right to self-determination,” apparently ignoring the facts—or ignorant of them—that Castro’s

         Cuba doesn’t offer free elections and executes or imprisons anyone trying to flee.)

      


      These actors claimed that they had every right to exercise their First Amendment rights, which of course they do—but so did

         all the ordinary Americans who responded to their political pronouncements. Unlike most Americans, however, celebrities are

         able to make their opinions public because they’ve earned fame and therefore always have microphones and reporters available

         to record their thoughts, regardless of whether those thoughts are related to what made them famous. To Hollywood, the idea

         that free speech might come at a price doesn’t compute. To Hollywood, criticism is akin to censorship—unless it’s Hollywood

         critiquing someone else’s free speech.

      


      In 1999 the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences announced that it would present the great director Elia Kazan, who

         was then ninety years old, with a long-overdue honorary Oscar. Having directed such important films as On the Waterfront, East of Eden, and A Streetcar Named Desire, he was far more deserving of the award than many, if not most, of its prior recipients. But the Academy had long refused

         to recognize Kazan, as had the prestigious American Film Institute—better known as AFI—which two years before had flat-out

         refused to give him its Lifetime Achievement Award, an award, everyone agreed, he otherwise deserved.

      


      Why? What was his crime?


      Well, in the 1930s Kazan, like many fellow theater people struggling to make their way through the Depression, had believed

         the reports coming out of the Soviet Union in such papers as the New York Times (whose communism- and Stalin-admiring reporter Walter Duranty won a Pulitzer Prize for lying repeatedly about the deprivations

         and mass murder he saw there) and briefly joined the American Communist Party. Soon, though, he’d seen enough of Stalinism

         to grow not only disenchanted but also fearful of its possible impact on America through its admirers in the arts and politics.

         And when the (now-infamous) House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) held hearings about communism’s reach into Hollywood,

         Kazan was called to testify and willingly named names of people he’d known who’d belonged to the party years before—names

         that, by the way, HUAC already had.

      


      Over the years since, Kazan has said repeatedly that he didn’t regret naming names. He was a patriot, born in Istanbul to

         Greek parents who came to America when he was a child. He had acted out of conscience, believing that Communists had indeed

         infiltrated Hollywood far too deeply. But for not invoking the Fifth Amendment or suffering a contempt of Congress charge,

         Kazan was soon considered a turncoat. And when, in time, HUAC and the McCarthy era became Hollywood’s pet peeve—and was told

         as a story with only one side, good against evil—he became a pariah, too.

      


      But here’s the rub: Kazan would have been welcomed back into the family were it not for his stubborn refusal to apologize

         for his actions, as others had. Why should he? he asked, believing to his grave that he’d acted in the country’s best interests.

         At first, when the honorary Oscar was announced, there was much talk of a boycott. In the end, there was a silent protest,

         with outspoken actors like Ed Harris, Holly Hunter, and Nick Nolte either sitting on their hands or crossing their arms instead

         of applauding.

      


      None of those people, or the many others who’d protested either before or during the Kazan episode, presumably believes that

         Susan Sarandon or Danny Glover or the Dixie Chicks or anyone else who has taken some heat for their opinions about the president

         and the country should apologize to the people they offended. But maybe that’s because Hollywood cares less about ordinary

         people than it cares about itself, and it can’t quite grasp that the First Amendment gives you the right to make a fool of

         yourself but not the right to good reviews.

      


      Personally, I long ago stopped being surprised or offended by the disparity between Hollywood’s image and its reality; after

         all, I worked for years with some actors who are so far left they almost meet themselves circling back from the right (“The

         war on terrorism is terrorism,” one of them once declared). But I remain ever amused by stereotypes of the other America (“flyover

         country,” it’s called) held by those who seem only to appreciate the humanity of middle Americans when they’re portraying

         them on-screen or watching others portray them—not, as it happens, middle Americans themselves, who are less understandable

         to them in person than are primates in a zoo. At least the monkeys behind the bars come with a helpful explanatory plaque.

      


      Funny thing is, these townspeople whom my colleagues back at the factory didn’t want to interact with any more than they had

         to were New Englanders, not, say, Oklahomans; and to boot, New Englanders not from New Hampshire but from Vermont, which is,

         by most measures, one of the country’s most liberal states.

      


      “Really? You’d rather stay here, in this place, by yourselves, than go out and get some real food in a comfy place?” I asked

         them.

      


      Yeah, they said.


      As I walked off, one of the crewmen belatedly decided to join me. When he caught up, I was happy for the companionship, though

         I knew I would’ve ended up making a new friend or two anyway. At the restaurant, we took the only spare table, located in

         the middle, and were surrounded, it seemed, by men who for the most part dressed like dairy farmers. This was not a surprise.

         We were, after all, in dairy country.

      


      As expected, the food was great. Bob, which I’ll call my crewman, said he was glad he’d come, even as he leaned close and

         whispered how he’d kill himself if he had to live in a town like this.

      


      Around dessert—homemade apple pie—we somehow got on the subject of September 11 and the then-new war in Iraq. Bob was vociferously

         against it; actually, he was against anything the president was for, even after I pointed out that Clinton’s attitude toward

         Saddam Hussein and Iraq had been identical to President Bush’s. The difference was that Bush—with September 11 in his rearview

         mirror—was choosing to act instead of just talk.

      


      No matter. Bob was suffering badly from one of the first cases I’d seen of Bush Derangement Syndrome and couldn’t complete

         a sentence without throwing in a loud F-bomb or two.

      


      “Bush,” he said. “It’s all Bush. Why do you think the terrorists f—-ing hate us?”


      “Hey, Bob,” I said, noticing others in the restaurant craning to see who the crude, rude stranger was. “You should clean up

         your language. That’s not how people talk in public around here.”

      


      “What’re you,” he said, “my f—-ing father?”


      Ah, yes, the eternal question from those who don’t like being called to account. It comes in second only to, “What’re you,

         a cop?”

      


      “Well,” I said, “I guess you just answered your own question.”


      “What question?”


      “About why they hate us.”


      “What the f—- are you talking about?”


      “These people here. Right now, they’re not feeling too kindly toward you.”


      “Well, f—- them,” he said.


      “Let me ask you, Bob,” I said. “You ever traveled to other countries?”


      “Sure.”


      “Europe, Mexico, the East?”


      “Latin America, mostly. I love the culture there.”


      “So you’re respectful of it.”


      “Sure.”


      “I take it, then, that you wouldn’t think to go someplace in, I don’t know, Ecuador and insult the locals.”


      Bob was cornered now, and he knew it. “You’re a weird guy,” he said.


      “You know what’s weird to me?” I said. “That you respect other countries more than you do your own. You care more about the

         people who want to destroy this country—your country—than you care about the people here. You wonder why they hate us. Me, I wonder why you don’t hate them.”

      


      Bob got up and left—leaving me with the check—and we didn’t say another word the final three days of that shooting trip. On

         our next trip, two weeks later, someone had taken his place. I should mention that it wasn’t long—though it wasn’t easy, either—until

         I found crew members who don’t feel the need to don hazmat suits before meeting the general public in flyover country. Bologna

         sandwiches are now a thing of the past.

      


   

      A HILL OF BEANS


      Not far from my home is a factory that makes telescopes. A friend told me about it and suggested a quick tour to see whether

         it might make a good Made in America segment. On the way there, I heard some incredibly depressing news on the car radio: Ford had announced plans to lay off

         a full quarter of its workforce—more than twenty-five thousand people—and shut down fourteen plants.

      


      The news report ended with what I believe had to be the quotation of the year, from Ford chairman Bill Ford. It left me shaking

         my head but understanding what had happened to this company. “From now on,” Mr. Ford said, “our products will be designed

         and built to satisfy the customer, not just to fill a factory.”

      


      Well excuse me, but shouldn’t that have been obvious for about, oh, I don’t know, fifty years? The fact that the chairman

         of one of the three largest auto makers in the world issued that statement on the day he publicized the most severe economic

         medicine in the company’s history is truly remarkable. But it confirmed what I already knew about too many established businesses:

         that after they got where they were going, they forgot what got them there, so they couldn’t keep going further. (General

         Motors, by the way, had fallen into the same business quicksand, as their reported results of a few days later would confirm:

         a quarterly loss of nearly $5 billion—that’s billion with a “b”—as well as layoffs and plant closures.)

      


      All companies, no matter how gargantuan, began with an idea for a good or a service. And the idea probably took shape in a

         garage—metaphorically, if not actually. That is, the company that was formed to bring the idea to the market was brainstormed

         and fretted over and defined and refined and shaped and whatever other verbs were necessary to reach fruition. Maybe at first

         the whole company was just that person who’d had the idea, the one with a vision and guts. But eventually others joined, the

         public voted with their pocketbooks, the business grew, and the rest became history.

      


      Unfortunately, history also shows that companies that succeed—especially as wildly as Henry Ford’s Ford Motor Company did—often

         lose their bearings as the second and third and subsequent generations take over. By then the corporation has become a kind

         of living, breathing organism whose purpose, like that of all living organisms, is to stay living. It has to survive, and

         survival—for the sake of everyone who works there, particularly the decision makers—invites caution. And caution invites accountants.

      


      You know, bean counters. Corporate bean counters.


      I’m not much for the derisive nicknames that sometimes accompany jobs—like “suits” to designate the bosses as opposed to the

         “talent” (which, come to think of it, isn’t a term I like any better). Even so, “bean counters” is an apt way to describe

         the people who now seem to be disproportionately heading major companies. They count beans coming in and beans going out without

         obvious regard for much beyond keeping more beans coming in and fewer beans going out. That doesn’t leave much room for anything

         that isn’t quantifiable in the bean ledger, like vision and guts.

      


      At first, the strategy works—but only in the way that a car that has labored to reach the top of a steep hill can coast in

         neutral until it hits the bottom on the other side and meets the next hill. The momentum will eventually be gone. Then what?

         Well, if bean counters are behind the wheel, they won’t really understand that stepping on the gas requires a return to what

         made the company great in the first place. They’re incapable of seeing anything other than cash inflows and outflows.

      


      You notice the same dynamic in dozens of industries, but it’s interesting that two of them that disproportionately affect

         the general public should find themselves in similar troubles at the exact same time: cars and Hollywood.

      


      Much has been made these last few years of Hollywood’s box-office troubles. At first the “experts” laid it off on the almost-vertical

         increase in DVD sales. Conventional wisdom said that people were content to stay home with the family, eat their own popcorn,

         and watch a DVD of whatever was available. This was, proclaimed the experts, the home-entertainment revolution. Then, unexpectedly,

         DVD sales flattened. But instead of people returning to the multiplex, even fewer of us showed up. So now conventional wisdom

         pointed to the high cost of movie tickets and theater popcorn (which, by the way, is a beef that dates back at least to Shakespeare’s

         time, so we’re five hundred years and counting on the high cost of entertainment and grub).

      


      The real reason even people who love movies are staying away from movies is that there are so few movies to love.


      That’s what happens when the suits and bean counters are in charge of the process. You get movies that were made as if on

         some assembly line; they’re considered products that have been focus tested by people who know the price of everything but

         the value of nothing, according to whether they have the right “elements” attached—an element being a script, a director,

         a star or stars. What happens too often, though, is that the script becomes the least important element, and the names attached

         (Tom Cruise, for example) become disproportionately important. It’s believed in Hollywood’s upper echelons that moviegoers

         will pay on that all-important first weekend to see “the new Tom Cruise film” regardless of how good it is, or how plausible,

         or how entertaining—which is why Tom Cruise gets paid $25 million; the man consistently brings an audience. But the truth

         is that you can put Tom Cruise and Julia Roberts and Denzel Washington and every other colossal star in a film that ends up

         losing money. Why? Because although it did great that first weekend, when the stars’ devoted audiences showed up, by the following

         weekend word has gotten out that the movie, despite its star presence, isn’t worth seeing. So the rest of the audience that’s

         hungry for a good film stays away. For them, it’s not enough to have the “right” talent attached; for them, the whole movie

         has to be good.
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