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Foreword



I’m a populist writer on the left, and Matt Lewis is a center-right journalist. So why am I writing the foreword to his new book? What you are about to read should greatly concern people on the left (like me) and the right (like Matt). Anyone who cares about America should pay close attention.


Don’t be fooled by the readability of this book, which has the juiciness of a gossipy tell-all and the pacing of a mystery novel. It is a serious work on an important topic told in a compelling way.


Matt is that rare creature who has experienced the upper echelons of the American elites—which now includes journalists and politicians—as an outsider and yet managed to retain his sense of humor.


Discovering just how tightly the elites police their ranks to keep out people like Matt has made many young people bitter. Matt has rejected the rage and envy that afflict those who realize that, more often than not, you have to come from money to make it in America. That’s true regardless of whether you want to be a journalist or a politician.


That’s where this book comes from: a man of humble beginnings who has made it in an industry that hates people like him, and yet has kept his humility, humor, and deep love of middle America.


Matt’s book is not just about how much money people make once they become politicians; it’s about how many of our elected officials come from money. His work underscores my own investigation into the wealth powering our journalistic caste. Many jobs that used to be working-class trades have now become the exclusive privilege of the rich or nearly rich, changing our public discourse from one that was answerable to the public to one that is answerable to the elites.


Matt brings a light touch to this infuriating topic and an appreciation for the absurdity of what our political and economic systems have done to our country. He has a healthy skepticism toward the new populists on both sides of the political aisle who act like they speak for the working class while burnishing their elite credentials; though Matt is a conservative, he is scathing of right-wing Ivy League populists and latte liberals alike.


In other words, Matt is one of the few people who could have told this story in a way that anyone can hear it. While he is relentless in exposing how politics has become both fueled by and an engine for extreme wealth, he is never bitter, angry, or cruel.


At the end of the day, this book treats a serious topic in a fun, lighthearted way. My hope is that this book also exposes the shameless exploitation of the American public by elites in today’s society.


Batya Ungar-Sargon,


November 2022















Introduction





I’m not a businessman. I’m a business, man.


—Jay-Z1




Let me start by putting my maxed-out credit cards on the table.


We hear about the role money plays in politics all the time, but back in the mid-2000s, the very peak of “the aughts,” I had a front-row seat in full view of the action. This was before I was a television commentator, before I wrote columns discussing politics, and before I had my own podcast. Come to think of it, it was before podcasts even existed.


I was about seven years into my political career at that point, and I had just finished managing an innovative, well-run (though ultimately losing) congressional campaign. I was back in Washington, DC, eager to apply the skills I had learned on the campaign trail to my new job as a political professional—what some news outlets might call an “operative.” I took some consulting jobs for issue advocacy and corporate communications.


It sounds fancy, doesn’t it? When you hear “political operative,” you might imagine James Carville, Paul Begala, Lee Atwater, Karl Rove, or George Stephanopoulos (before he started hosting bubble-gum morning infotainment shows). You know the type: polished, cunning, and always thinking two or three moves ahead on the three-dimensional chessboard that only they can see.


I worked for some people who were like those guys. But as I found out quickly, I wasn’t one of them.


It turns out that people don’t come knocking down your door when you run an innovative, well-run (though ultimately losing) campaign—mostly because they focus on the “ultimately losing” part. So the consulting gigs I got became very important to support my twin goals of (1) not starving and (2) not sleeping on the street.


It all hit home when I did a project for the princely sum of $1,000. I’m only half joking by calling it princely—back then, that G was important to me. It was rent, food, a car payment, and a minimum payment on a credit card. Today, $1,000 is still important to me, but I needed it back then.


The problem? My client wasn’t going to pay me until they got paid by their client. So I was waiting on not just one but two corporate accounting departments. If you’ve ever dealt with people in corporate accounting, you know what I’m talking about. If you haven’t, this is every bit the slog you’re imagining.


Weeks went by without payment. Then a whole month. My seasoned political operative clients absorbed the delay just fine. Me? I floated checks that would bounce so hard I’m surprised OSHA didn’t require special eyewear for anyone who handled them. And when they bounced, that meant overdraft fees—$35 per boing! When my client finally did pay, that $1,000 ended up costing me well over $300.


The situation was nerve-racking and a little embarrassing. But then again, most people know exactly where I’m coming from. According to a January 2022 survey by the consumer financial services company Bankrate, more than half (56 percent) of American families can’t afford an emergency expense of $1,000.2


Shortly afterward, I left the campaign operative world for good. It might say something about my penchant for punishment that I opted for the notoriously low-paying industry that is news media.


I never got rich in politics, but plenty of others sure do. And I’m not talking about the savvy, expert political operatives who can charge way more than $1,000 for their consulting expertise. I’m talking about the people who hire them: politicians.
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I’m not trying to stoke class warfare. I’m not interested in a revolution to overthrow the bourgeoisie or anyone else. To paraphrase conservative political theorist Russell Kirk’s defense of President Dwight D. Eisenhower, I’m not a Communist. I’m a golfer. (Okay, I’m not a golfer, but I am a center-right columnist. And my wife is a Republican fund-raiser, so that basically qualifies me for any country club in America—well, maybe not Trump National.) I’m not big on socialism, and my church warns against envy and covetousness (then again, they also warn against drunkenness).


On the other hand, I know what it’s like to struggle, man. My nail-biting experience over $1,000 isn’t the only time I’ve been in a pinch. I’ve been rich, and I’ve been poor. And as Mrs. George S. Kaufman (or Mae West or Sophie Tucker) once observed, “Rich is better.”


Okay, poor might be a stretch. Rich might be, too, depending on your standards. But I’ve spanned a pretty wide gamut. I’m the son of a prison guard (my dad worked as a correctional officer for about thirty years in Hagerstown, Maryland) who talks politics on TV and is on texting terms with some of the biggest names in politics and journalism. My mom was a homemaker who also babysat. Interestingly, she did a stint proofreading for the Doubleday book publishing company in Smithsburg, Maryland. Maybe that’s how I inherited this writing bug.


People probably don’t realize how rural parts of western Maryland were then (and still are today). When I was a kid in Wolfsville Elementary School (about seven miles from the presidential retreat at Camp David) in Frederick County, Maryland, my teacher would ask us what we wanted to be when we grew up. The number one answer was a farmer, and the number two answer was a truck driver. (I was a rebel. I wanted to play for the Baltimore Orioles.) At least I had indoor plumbing. That was not true for one of my classmates (a distant cousin), who used an outhouse until we were in middle school.


I went to Frederick Community College in Maryland, before graduating with a BS degree (an apt abbreviation) in political science from Shepherd College (now Shepherd University) in West Virginia. During that time, I worked at restaurants and an Amoco gas station while also playing in a rock band. No wonder it took me six years to graduate!


I was a newly minted middle-class kid, and a college degree was supposed to mean people would beat down my door to hire me, right? Mind you, this was in the spring of 1998 when President Bill Clinton and Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan had the economy humming. I actually believed that you found a job by looking at the help wanted ads in the back of the Frederick News-Post. Even before Craigslist and the internet, everyone knew that route was for suckers. But I didn’t get the memo. So I ended up in a trainee program to manage a Roy Rogers fast-food restaurant. (“If you’ve got time to lean, you’ve got time to clean.”)


Rich people absorb money skills by osmosis (as anyone who has read Rich Dad Poor Dad by Robert T. Kiyosaki can attest), and networking was one of those skills. Many privileged Americans are exposed to networking from birth. Your dad has friends who are doctors and lawyers. They’re on his Christmas card list. He does them favors, and they do him favors (like give you your first job). But I had to resort to reading a book about it in 1999 at the age of twenty-five (it was called Dig Your Well Before You’re Thirsty: The Only Networking Book You’ll Ever Need by Harvey Mackay).


By that time, a fortuitous series of events had led me to intern at a conservative nonprofit called the Leadership Institute in Arlington, Virginia. Eventually, I was able to land my first real job there. A young staffer took pity on me and hired me, even though I was (to put it charitably) a mess. I’ll never forget the time he told me in an elevator, “Lewis, you don’t button all the buttons on your blazer.”


Until then, nobody had bothered to tell me that you only button the top button on a two-button blazer and that you never button all three buttons. According to Esquire, “The three-button suit comes with a simple rule: ‘sometimes, always, never.’ It means you should sometimes fasten the top button (if you feel like it), always fasten the middle button, and never button the third.”3 This raises the question: why are they all there if you don’t button them all? “So you can spot the rubes” is my only possible answer.


From time to time, people are a bit taken aback by my humble background, mainly because I tried to conceal it. There’s an old country song by Don Williams called “Good Ole Boys Like Me,” where the narrator sings that he “learned to talk like the man on the six o’clock news.” I was a bit like that. In fact, my wife (who actually grew up in West Virginia) worked to help me pronounce words correctly. (I used to say “krick” instead of “creek,” “collar” instead of “color,” and “motorsickle” instead of “motorcycle.”)


Why did I change? Partly because I had to if I was going to be taken seriously in my chosen career. It’s ironic that sometimes the privileged kids have the luxury of remaining authentic, while strivers have to conform and risk losing their uniqueness. (Rich people are eccentric, while the rest of us are “crazy.”)


After I’d elbowed my way into journalism (after parlaying running political campaigns into conservative blogging, and blogging into writing political columns), my colleagues and competitors tended to be young people who had been educated in prep schools and/or the Ivy League, with all the attendant interests and hobbies.


Here’s one example. While working at the Daily Caller in the early 2010s, I received a tip that a member of a very prominent liberal family had wrecked a boat, and it was causing an ecological disaster. I tracked down the liberal scion, who conceded that he had scuttled the vessel. But the spillage was very minimal. “Does anyone there know anything about sailing?” he asked over the phone. Well, unless you were talking about a bass boat, I sure as hell didn’t. But I walked into the bullpen area of the Daily Caller, where all the young staff congregated, and asked, “Does anyone here know about yachting or sailing?” About ten hands shot up. People who assume the Daily Caller is a right-wing tabloid looking for “gotcha” journalism might be surprised to learn that this prominent liberal family member persuaded one of our many nautical experts that this was, in fact, not a big deal. We abandoned ship and spiked the story.


The point is, my office was full of people with extensive sailing experience. Apparently, William F. Buckley Jr. wasn’t the only conservative who sailed through life. But there’s a serious point to be made here. It’s worth considering what it means when only a rich person can afford to be a journalist (or a politician). It’s also worth considering how this affects our news (or laws).


I had much to learn, but those lessons were starting to pay off. By 2016, I had a book deal, a cable TV news contract, and a speaker’s bureau gig.


And a mountain of debt.


I used to find it absurd that rich and famous people like Willie Nelson got in trouble with the IRS, but I can attest that bad accountants can mess you up. People also have no idea how hard it is to pay off tens of thousands of dollars in taxes. The more you earn to pay off the taxes, the more they tax. It’s a vicious cycle. And you can’t declare bankruptcy to get out of paying most tax debt, either. (The government always gets its money.)


While my journalism career flourished, my wallet deflated. Donald Trump was ever-present during this time, and I took a bit of comfort from a story Ivanka Trump told about her dad. “I remember once my father and I were walking down Fifth Avenue and there was a homeless person sitting right outside of Trump Tower and I remember my father pointing to him and saying, ‘You know, that guy has $8 billion more than me,’ because he was in such extreme debt at that point, you know?” she said.4


On a much, much smaller scale, I could identify with Trump.


At the same time, my provincial background continued to occasionally prove embarrassing. A few years ago when I was in New York to do a TV spot, I grabbed a beer with a sophisticated journalist friend at a sushi bar near Central Park. Being unsophisticated, I don’t eat raw fish, but my colleague explained she was ordering edamame (aka soybeans). I didn’t realize you weren’t supposed to eat the pods. There is no genteel way to extricate yourself or save face when you are in the middle of Manhattan trying to hold a conversation while sputtering out chewed-up chunks of soybean pod.


This wasn’t as consequential as President Gerald Ford munching on a tamale husk at the Alamo or John Kerry asking for Swiss cheese on his cheesesteak at Pat’s King of Steaks in South Philly. But it was, shall we say, a faux pas. You can take the boy out of the country, but you can’t take the country out of the boy.


The Lord works in mysterious ways. Partially to economize, my wife and I decided to move to West Virginia—a state that is governed by a colorful coal-mining magnate named Jim Justice, allegedly the state’s only billionaire—just before COVID-19 slammed into the region (and Justice collected a $2,400 coronavirus stimulus check, as ProPublica reported).5 Soon thereafter, massive protests exploded in Washington, DC, as a result of George Floyd’s murder.


While the amenities that make DC a great place to call home shut down, we flourished in the Mountain State. That move turned out to be a blessing. We found a church, and I started coaching Little League. We were closer to family, including my mom, who lives in Pennsylvania (the Bob Evans in Hagerstown, Maryland, is just a forty-five-minute drive for either of us). I was also once again around the kinds of folks that I grew up with (swap the Reagan-Bush yard signs for MAGA ones). For someone who writes about conservative culture and politics, the ability to live alongside rural Americans gives me much-needed perspective.


If you’re wondering why I’m talking so much about myself in a book that is supposed to focus on rich politicians, it’s simply to make this point: I’m not predisposed to love or hate the rich. My position on money could be summed up by Tim McGraw: “I like it, I love it, I want some more of it!”6


I know what it’s like to be broke, and I can appreciate the anger and bitterness that come from watching decadent elites get rich from things like inherited wealth, stock tips, real estate, and revenue that gets taxed at a lower rate than their employees’ paychecks.


At the same time, my faith and my political philosophy tell me that it’s wrong and counterproductive to let envy or bitterness control you. We each have an individual responsibility to avoid falling prey to jealousy or negativity.


We live in a fallen world, and there is no perfect civilization. The blessings we have here in America are precious, and my goal is to conserve them. But this is contingent on America remaining a place where, if you work hard and play by the rules, you can get ahead in life. No matter where you are on the spectrum of class or wealth, you should support preserving this premise. Even (especially) the richest among us should want to mitigate the chances of a mob showing up at their front door with pitchforks and flaming torches. Far better for them to show up with well-typed résumés.


My experience living in rural America has come in handy these last few years. Populism has been on the rise, and it has become fashionable—both on the left and the right—to criticize the moneyed class. (On the left, the targets tend to be corporate overlords and Washington power players; on the right, it is woke corporations and highly educated cosmopolitan elites.) At the very least, it has allowed me to understand their good faith critiques and concerns, even if some populist rhetoric and policies conflict with my vision.


For better or worse, we now live in a populist era. We see this on the left, with politicians like Elizabeth Warren and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and on the right, with commentators like my former boss Tucker Carlson and rookie politicians like Senator J. D. Vance (R-OH).


For the Left, populism is old hat. For the Right, it’s something new (at least in my lifetime). As a conservative who came of age in the Reagan era, I have generally found populism, which tends to require victims and oppressors, to be potentially dangerous. But like every great movement, it contains kernels of truth that cannot be ignored. America’s elites have, to a large extent, abdicated their responsibility to our nation.


If American conservatism is about conserving liberal democracy (an increasingly controversial premise), then average citizens must retain faith in the system, and elites must work hard to earn their place in the pecking order. When people begin to believe that liberal democracy is a façade, that the system is rigged and it’s all just a thin veneer hiding corrupt politicians, they feel like suckers for endorsing it. And eventually, they stop. They lose faith in norms, customs, and institutions, and they are tempted to turn to more radical and corrupt forms of government. This lack of trust in elites and institutions eventually leads to a breakdown of democracy.


I don’t disdain wealthy people, and I don’t begrudge politicians who are making a decent living. What is more, I think it is admirable when wealthy people want to dedicate their lives to pursuits that transcend self-indulgent activities.


Capitalism has lifted more people out of poverty than any other system in the world. I do not hate the rich. But I love America. And one of the ways we can lose it is when the public stops trusting institutions, leaders, and elites.


The truth is, in many cases, they no longer deserve our trust. Many complicated reasons for this exist.


Some of them have to do with money.


So why am I writing about this? In a way, I’m working backward. My last book explored the rise of populist nationalism on the right. While America’s political elites were too weak and impotent to squash a populist uprising, they were also too decadent to head it off by addressing some of its legitimate concerns. After years of giving the masses beer and football (our generation’s version of bread and circuses), our elites started feeding them oxy and fentanyl (or, at the very least, turned a blind eye to it).


Normal people are having a hard time making ends meet. And our political elites just keep getting richer.


The big question is, what (if anything) should we do about that? The first step is transparency. This book will help with that.















Chapter 1



The Ruling Class




Let me tell you about the very rich. They are different from you and me.


—F. Scott Fitzgerald1




A viral Facebook post grabbed my normally short attention span recently and wouldn’t let go. It alleges that the percentage of millionaires in Congress is 50 percent, while the overall percentage in the United States is 1 percent. The post concludes with this zinger of a question: “[T]ell me again how you become a multimillionaire earning $174,000 [the current salary for rank-and-file House and Senate Members] annually?”2 It’s a good question. So good, in fact, that I decided to write a book about it.


Facebook (as usual) got some of its details wrong (the percentage of millionaires in the US is somewhere around 6 to 8 percent, as financial writer Dan Burrows noted),3 but the point remains largely cogent.4 A huge financial disparity exists between our leaders and our neighbors (and, more disturbingly, ourselves).5 Even if members of Congress were simply living off their $174,000 annual salary (they’re not), the average American salary in 2021 was just $56,260, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.6 But, as Facebook correctly pointed out, more than half of the members of Congress are millionaires.7 The median net worth of a member of Congress is something like twelve times greater than the net worth of the median American household.8


Some portion of this disparity can be chalked up to selection bias: members of Congress tend to be disproportionately older (older people tend to have accrued more wealth), whiter,9 and (increasingly) more highly educated than the US population overall.10


But the question remains: Why are so many people in Congress so damn rich, and how did they get that way?11


Affluent parents (and grandparents), marrying rich, inside info on the stock market, and (yes) car dealerships are often part of the story. A few of these folks even created businesses that earned them money.


But here’s one thing on which we can probably all agree: America’s public servants are supposed to be public servants. The elites who founded this nation envisioned that they would come to Washington, do their civic duty, and skedaddle back to the farm. The fact that we have so many elderly politicians currently running America suggests this vision has been scrapped. These days, nobody wants to go back to the farm. Most members of Congress would rather “buy the farm” than go back to it.


Today, we are represented by an unsavory hybrid of plutocrats and hypocrites. In one corner are the people who leveraged their riches to win an elected position. In the other corner are the people who leveraged their elected position to grow even richer, usually through completely legal means and often while decrying things like income inequality. As the cliché goes, they came to Washington to do good and stayed to do well.
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To make matters worse, the wealth gap between average citizens and our public servants has widened dramatically in my lifetime.


According to a 2011 article in the Washington Post, as recently as 1975 (the year after I was born), “it wasn’t nearly so unusual for a person with few assets besides a home to win and serve in Congress.”12 The article goes on to note that lawmakers “of that time included a barber, a pipe fitter and a house painter.”


Of course, this phenomenon is not unique to the world of politics. In 2022, writer and director Peter Atencio noted this same trend in the world of acting.13 For example, he described a typical actor’s résumé in the 1960s and ’70s: “He was an amateur boxer and truck driver before joining the merchant marines and was discovered by a producer in Cuba where he was in jail for assault.” Then he compared it with the typical actor’s biography today: “His dad was an investment banker and his mom was a model. He attended Yale.”


The world has changed, and it’s no surprise these changes would also manifest in the world of politics—a fact that may buttress the “Politics is Hollywood for ugly people” theory. The problem is that it’s one thing for Americans to view movie stars as out-of-touch elites, and quite another thing for our political leaders to make us feel the same way.


Between my tenth and thirty-fifth birthdays, congressional median wealth “more than doubled,” while “the wealth of the average American family declined,” as the Washington Post reported.14 The chasm has only widened since then. According to Ballotpedia’s “Personal Gain Index,” between 2004 and 2012, the average increase in net worth for the one hundred richest congressional incumbents was a whopping 114 percent per year.15 I’m no math major, but I think that’s pretty good.


Consider how this increase in wealth has correlated with the public’s declining trust in our institutions. According to a 2015 Pew Research Center study, just 19 percent of people surveyed said “elected officials in Washington try hard to stay in touch with voters back home,” while a whopping “77 percent say elected officials lose touch with the people quickly.”16


These results make perfect sense. Getting elected to serve in Washington is the new version of being discovered at a pharmacy counter. And no matter how much you promise to “remember the little people,” that desire only lasts so long. Remember that girl you went to high school with who got super hot over the summer? Did she hang out with you when school started in the fall? I didn’t think so. People who outpace us tend to move on.


Meanwhile, “roughly three-quarters (74%) say elected officials put their own interests ahead of the country’s, while just 22% say elected officials put the interests of the country first,” the Pew Research Center noted in 2015.17 And 72 percent of Americans describe politicians as “selfish.”


Surveys are more likely to ask about campaign cash corrupting the elections process than about politicians themselves getting rich. But there is a clear sense that politicians keep putting their own interests ahead of citizens’ interests. “Neither party is going to drain this political swamp,” Pat Buchanan explained in 2000, “because to them it’s not a swamp, it’s a protected wetland. It’s their natural habitat.”18 Pat was ahead of the curve.


A 2019 Pew Research Center study showed that of those who believe trust in the federal government has declined in the last twenty years, 36 percent cited “something related to how the U.S. government is performing… including how money has corrupted it, how corporations control it and general references to ‘the swamp.’”19


Three years later, a Gallup survey showed that just 7 percent of Americans had a “great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in Congress.20 Of all the “institutions in American society,” Congress came in dead last—behind institutions like “big business,” “organized labor,” “the public schools,” and even “television news.”


As has been widely documented, trust in the government began to dramatically decline after Vietnam and Watergate.21 Thanks, boomers! Both of these events forced Americans to reconsider how much they should trust their politicians and elites. This is to say that the financial gap between politicians and the people they serve is far from the only driver of government distrust. The trend of gazillionaire politicians only contributes to this problem.


The gap between politicians and the rest of us is only exacerbated by Americans feeling like they are barely treading water. Whether you blame automation, immigration, outsourcing—or some combination of the three—the declining number of well-paying industrial jobs has only stoked populism in America. Working people often feel underrepresented and disadvantaged. In the Biden era, the return of 1970s-era problems like inflation and violent crime have added to the sense that the wheels are coming off the political clown car.


But even during the salad days, when the US economy was doing very well and most Americans were benefiting from cheap consumer goods, we were losing ground when it came to some things like child care and home prices that were inextricably tied to the future and the American dream. “[T]he prices of the things we need most,” explained the New York Times’ Ezra Klein in 2022, “have been growing far faster than inflation.”22


Why are American citizens less trusting of our leaders these days? One obvious reason is that our politicians live lives that are distinctly separate from the rest of us. What is more, instead of concealing it, they are flaunting it.








[image: image]











It was April 2020, and we were in the middle of the global COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns. People were scared and isolated. Businesses were shuttered. And the then speaker of the house Nancy Pelosi decided to have a video conference on The Late Late Show with James Corden and show off her expensive fridge and luxury ice cream. “I don’t know what I would have done if ice cream had not been invented,” Pelosi said.23 This was back when the pandemic had forced TV shows essentially to become Zoom calls. There was no studio audience to guffaw, not that anyone would have. The whole thing felt cold and out of touch, especially since it coincided with Democrats briefly blocking Republican attempts to provide more money for small business (they wanted more money for hospitals and coronavirus testing—which they eventually got).


First, Republicans (as they say) pounced. “While Nancy Pelosi sits in her ivory tower in San Francisco, eating $13 dollar a pint ice cream out of her $24,000 fridge, she is cheering on Democrats for blocking coronavirus relief aid that has so far been distributed to 1.3 million small businesses that is about to run out,” tweeted the Republican National Committee’s rapid response director, Steve Guest.24


“It’s so revealing that the politician [Democrats] adore most is one of the richest members of Congress. Pelosi has been so rich for so long that she can’t see how tone-deaf this is. It’s her normal,” tweeted journalist Glenn Greenwald.25 It also spawned outrage from average online commenters on YouTube. “Her fridge is bigger than most of [the] homeless people’s tents in California,” wrote one.26


But this wasn’t just some gaffe that would quickly blow over—at least, not according to left-wing groups who pointed back to that moment after Republicans surprised everyone by gaining House seats in 2020. This happened despite Democrats winning the presidency and the US Senate that year. And although it wasn’t enough to flip the House to Republicans, the losses still constituted a disappointing result for House Democrats.


“When Democratic leaders make unforced errors like showing off two sub-zero freezers full of ice cream on national television or cozy up with Wall Street executives and corporate lobbyists while Trump tells voters we are the party of the swamp, it is not surprising that we lose,” read a 2020 post-election memo issued by New Deal Strategies, Justice Democrats, Sunrise Movement, and Data for Progress.27 “We need a new generation of leadership grounded in a multiracial, working class experience and background,” the memo continued.


They got what they asked for. After Democrats lost the House in 2022, Pelosi finally stepped down from leadership, paving the way for Representative Hakeem Jeffries (D-NY) to take over as House minority leader. For what it’s worth, Representative Jeffries is just fifty-two. He’s also the first Black congressperson to lead the House or the Senate. What is more, his estimated net worth is a paltry (for Congress, that is) $567,000.28 In so many ways, he stands in stark contrast to Pelosi.


But Pelosi’s problem isn’t that she’s rich. From George Washington to the present moment, America has had its fair share of rich politicians. The problem is that, unlike other times in our history, it feels like today’s political leaders are completely out of touch and disconnected from the rest of us. It feels like they are putting their own needs ahead of ours. This sense drives distrust in our institutions. It drives anger.


In the coming chapters, we will delve into how we got here and how to fix it.


The bottom line is that American politics has gotten crazy and conspiratorial, in part because more and more people believe that the roulette wheel is rigged for the rich, the connected, and yes, the elected.


To be honest, they have a point. They always have.















Chapter 2



A Rich History: Pre$idents from Washington to Biden




No young man should go into politics if he wants to get rich or if he expects an adequate reward for his services. An honest public servant can’t become rich in politics.1


—Harry S. Truman




Let’s be real. American politicians have always differed from the rest of us—and this is especially true of our presidents. America was founded by a bunch of (admittedly brilliant) elites. But they didn’t all come from uber-privileged backgrounds. John Adams, our second president, came from a “comfortable, but not wealthy, Massachusetts farming family,” according to the University of Virginia’s Miller Center.2 Other Founders came from more humble backgrounds. PolitiFact notes that Benjamin Franklin “was the son of a man who made soap and candles, which Encyclopedia Britannica terms ‘one of the lowliest of the artisan crafts’ at the time.”3 And these days, every student knows that Alexander Hamilton was the “bastard, orphan, son of a whore”… who was “dropped in the middle of a forgotten spot in the Caribbean”—or so the popular musical tells us.


Still, these are exceptions that prove the rule. Yes, many of the Founders were incredibly rich, but nobody should doubt their willingness to sacrifice. Indeed, they pledged “Our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor” for this great republic that is now in jeopardy. The problem isn’t that politicians today are rich; it’s the sense that they have lost that sense of service and sacrifice—that they are out of touch and are intent on feathering their own nests (and those of their corporate overlords). The Founders risked their fortunes for America. Today, it feels like our politicians are more interested in guaranteeing their fortunes and fame in America.


As Michelle Fields wrote in her 2016 book Barons of the Beltway, our Founding Fathers “embraced and exuded one of America’s founding virtues: humility. They were ambitious and strove for greatness for America, but were stripped of the pretentiousness of European monarchs. They disliked the ostentation of the royals and worked hard to eliminate the manners and thinking that characterized aristocratic society in Europe. But the norms and behaviors that our Founding Fathers worked so hard to eradicate have slowly found their way back into Washington’s bloodstream.”4


Over time, even these founding elites found themselves out of step with the times. Eventually, a folksy war hero named Andrew Jackson would supplant them when he ultimately defeated President John Quincy Adams (the son of our second president) in 1828. It was the first example of a populist taking down the political establishment in this new country’s history. It wouldn’t be the last. Despite his outsider image, Jackson was one of the richest politicians America has ever seen. He was also a self-made man who overcame humble beginnings, even if his methods were questionable.


According to NPR’s Steve Inskeep, author of Jacksonland, Old Hickory’s fortune was intricately connected to his expelling Native Americans from their homeland. “Jackson was making space for the spread of white settlers, including those who practiced slavery,” writes Inskeep. “And he was enabling real estate development, in which he participated and profited.”5 Handsomely, I might add. The Trail of Tears apparently led to Easy Street—for Jackson, at least.


Love him or hate him, Jackson’s accomplishments were significant. Heck, he has a whole era named after him. His immediate successors were not as significant. At least, not until our sixteenth president, Abraham Lincoln, came along. Lincoln was born into “humble surroundings, a one-room log cabin with dirt floors,” Michael Burlingame noted,6 and he struggled with finances, even into adulthood. Katharine Q. Seelye wrote in the New York Times that in the 1830s, “Creditors hauled Lincoln into court, and the sheriff seized his only assets—his survey equipment and his horse.”7 The debt was “so onerous that Lincoln called it ‘my national debt.’” Lincoln wouldn’t be out from under it until the 1840s. He finally earned some wealth (thanks in large part to his presidential salary),8 but Honest Abe still ended up being one of our poorer presidents—financially, that is.


Despite the lionization of Lincoln, in the decades following his death, politics wasn’t a glamorous pursuit that attracted elites. When “bossism” and machine politics were all the gilded rage in the Gilded Age, politics was beneath the notice of the truly (gold-plated) rich. Political careers might be okay for bartenders and the occasional bearded Great Emancipator, but that was about it. At least, that’s what Theodore Roosevelt’s well-heeled family believed, according to Edmund Morris’s highly acclaimed book The Rise of Theodore Roosevelt. “We thought he was, to put it frankly, pretty fresh,”9 wrote Emlen Roosevelt, a prominent banker, regarding his cousin Teddy’s foray into Republican politics. “We felt that his own father would not have liked it, and would have been fearful of the outcome. The Roosevelt circle as a whole had a profound distrust of public life.”


TR responded to this general attitude by insisting that he “intended to be one of the governing class.”10 And his status as a member of the elite didn’t stop him from embracing a form of populism that would label him “A traitor to his caste.”11


Theodore’s cousin, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, would follow in TR’s footsteps a couple of decades later, albeit as a Democrat. Thanks to the Great Depression, Herbert Hoover (Roosevelt’s self-made millionaire opponent) looked out of touch. This allowed FDR (whose adjusted-for-inflation net worth peaked at about $60 million, according to a report from CNBC)12 to tool about in his pal Vincent Astor’s 264-foot yacht, while touting himself as the champion of the “forgotten man.”


How did FDR get rich? The old-fashioned way: he inherited it. But his life wasn’t as charmed as you may think. The truth is, FDR suffered from an affliction other than polio: an overprotective mom. According to the Museum of American Finance, “When his father, James, died in 1900, he left Roosevelt a small inheritance, but most of his estate (worth about $600,000) went to his wife, Sara Ann Delano, who also inherited about $1.3 million from her side of the family.”13 As a result, FDR “remained financially quasi-dependent on his mother for decades thereafter.”


Mama didn’t want to cut those apron strings, and she had leverage to keep them attached. I’m not exaggerating. FDR’s fabled Hyde Park residence was his mother’s home, not his. The Upper East Side townhouse FDR also lived in as a middle-aged man was a Christmas present from his mom. The only catch? Her townhouse was next door—and they shared a doorway, as the New York Times noted.14


FDR’s reliance on his mom (and Sara’s meddling in her son’s life) didn’t end there, however. “The added expense of [FDR’s] paralysis and continued inattention to his personal finances kept Roosevelt on Sara’s dole until his inauguration as President initiated a $75,000 per year salary,” according to the Museum of American Finance.15 Just imagine what this situation was like for Franklin’s wife, Eleanor Roosevelt. As Jennifer J. Raab, the president of Hunter College (which later purchased the townhouse when Sara died in 1941), quipped in 2012, “Everyone out there who thought they had mother-in-law problems, this probably trumps anyone’s story.”16


FDR’s successor, Harry S. Truman, could (despite his public professions of love for Bess’s mom) identify with mother-in-law problems. (An unrepentant anti-Semite, she wouldn’t allow Harry’s Jewish former haberdashery partner into her house. She passed along this prejudice to Bess.) But what HST couldn’t identify with was the Roosevelt family’s wealth. After an impressive stint giving ’em hell as the most powerful man in the free world (capable of firing General Douglas MacArthur, dropping two atomic bombs on Japan, ending World War II, and making fools out of political pundits—among other notable accomplishments), Truman left the White House in January 1953 and then filed a 1954 tax return with earnings of just $13,564.74. Truman’s picayune income and assets inspired Congress to eventually pass the Former Presidents Act of 1958, which provided a $25,000 annual pension for ex-presidents, as well as administrative support. It might as well have been called the Keep Harry Out of Penury Act.


As you might imagine, the pension cost continues to rise to keep pace with inflation, even if few presidents since Truman have needed it. What is more, the perks exceed what would normally comprise a pension. According to an August 2022 article for NBC News, in addition to former president Donald Trump’s $230,000 pension, there is “salary for his staff at $141,000. Rental payments for his official office to [General Services Administration] at $406,000 with utilities and communications at $35,000. Printing costs at $5,000. $11,000 for supplies. $15,000 for equipment. $58,000 for ‘other services.’ Costs for travel and security were not listed in this budget and each former president has lifetime Secret Service protection.”17


But Truman was an accidental president, and Dwight D. Eisenhower (his successor) was a bona fide hero. It was only a matter of time before the moneyed class would make a comeback. In 1960, Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. bankrolled his son John F. Kennedy’s campaign. Joe had amassed a fortune via liquor, movie studios, and the stock market (he was smart enough to get out before the 1929 crash). During one speech, JFK read a supposed missive from his father: “Dear Jack—Don’t buy a single vote more than necessary—I’ll be damned if I am going to pay for a landslide.”18 The line was delivered at the Gridiron Club, which suggests it was a joke (albeit one with more than a grain of truth). Some dads get too involved in Little League, but Joe Kennedy was the ultimate helicopter parent. As Politico reported, Joe even helped make JFK’s book Profiles in Courage—which Theodore C. Sorensen, not JFK, wrote—a Pulitzer Prize winner.19 Joe also made sure his son’s books sold. When he died, unopened boxes of Why England Slept were found in the basement of his Hyannis Port home.20


Money doesn’t always buy campaign success (just ask Nelson Rockefeller or his successor, Michael Bloomberg), but it worked overtime for the Kennedys. Ever since Truman headed back to Independence, Missouri, a sizable nest egg has pretty much become a presidential prerequisite. (Aside from that, modern post-presidents can really cash in on memoirs, speeches, Netflix shows, and the like.)


This prerequisite is true for both the winners and the losers.


In 1980, Ronald Reagan was elected president (although a wealthy former movie star, Reagan was in the middle of the pack in terms of presidential wealth). Eight years later, the then vice president George H. W. Bush, who everyone knew was loaded, ran against Michael Dukakis, who everyone thought was not. But as the New York Times reported at the time, “Mr. Dukakis is indeed a direct beneficiary of $1 million out of a total of $2 million held in two trust funds set up on the death of his father, the first Greek immigrant to graduate from Harvard Medical School.”21


Four years later, Bush would run against another regular schmo—this one’s nickname was “Bubba.” Arkansas governor Bill Clinton was worth only about $700,000 at the time, but Bill and Hillary’s wealth had increased 84 percent in the previous three years.22 The real problem for Bush, however, may have been running against a third-party candidate, billionaire H. Ross Perot. Perot spent $64 million on his 1992 campaign, with all but $3.9 million coming from his own bank account, according to the Los Angeles Times.23 For this, he garnered about 19 percent of the vote and zero electoral votes. Still, he won the money race, outspending Bush and Clinton along the way.24 And he also accomplished his goal of destroying Bush, whom he disliked. So maybe all that spending was worth it—if you’re a billionaire.


It’s entirely possible that Perot’s money changed the course of history. Ask someone who knows a little about politics, and they’ll tell you Perot cost Bush the election. Ask someone who knows a lot about politics, and they’ll debunk the notion, citing exit polls showing that Perot took about an equal number of votes from Clinton and Bush. But ask a highly sophisticated political observer, and they’ll say it’s an unanswerable question. The world is dynamic, and Perot’s very existence changed the contours of the race.25


So why did Perot run? Bush and his pal James Baker (Ronald Reagan’s first chief of staff, who went on to serve as treasury secretary and secretary of state) both believed Perot was mad at “41” because, as Reagan’s vice president, Bush had been tasked with the thankless job of telling Perot that he was wrong to believe there were still American POWs in Vietnam.26 “I think he was driven by a personal dislike, a personal resentment of me, you might say,” Bush said later, according to reporter Tierney Sneed.27 If Perot really spent $64 million on a personal vendetta, that would likely be the most money ever spent on spite (at least up to that point).


In 2000, Bush’s son, George W., would win the presidency (but not the popular vote). And in his 2004 reelection, he fared better than one-termer Poppy Bush, fending off a reelection challenge from windsurfing legend John Kerry. But it wasn’t easy, thanks in part to the secondhand fortune Kerry accessed via his wife, Teresa Heinz (the Heinz ketchup heiress). Republicans portrayed Kerry as something of an effete snob and used his habit of sailboarding as a metaphor for his penchant for flip-flopping on political issues. Had Kerry won the election, he would have been (at the time) the third-richest president in history, behind Washington and Kennedy, according to Forbes.28 The well-coiffed Kerry came within a hair (118,457 votes in Ohio,29 actually) of winning the presidency. The moral of this story: Never underestimate the power of money. Or ketchup. Or hair.


Four years later, it was time to paint Republicans with the out-of-touch elitism brush. Because of his reputation for “straight talk” and authenticity, we don’t think of John McCain as being rich. But in 2008, McCain couldn’t remember how many houses he owned. In McCain’s case, the number turned out to be eight—but there was a catch. As Politico later clarified, “Sen. McCain himself does not own any of the properties. They’re all owned by Cindy McCain, her dependent children and the trusts and companies they control.”30


And here we see the convergence of two subplots in this book, the first being the number of politicians who marry into money, and the other being that some rich politicians, by virtue of their style or persona, avoid looking or acting like elites, while others look like they are about to be fitted for a monocle and top hat. John Sidney McCain III lost the election to Barack Obama (who was worth a mere $1.3 million at the time)31 that year, but not because people confused him with C. Montgomery Burns of The Simpsons fame.


The same could not be said in 2012 for Mitt (“my wife drives a couple of Cadillacs”) Romney, the son of auto executive and former Michigan governor George Romney. During the 2012 Republican primary, opponents cast Romney as a “vulture capitalist”32 who (as Jon Stewart put it) “looks like anyone who’s ever fired your dad.”33 It probably didn’t help that, during the campaign, news broke that Romney was having a car elevator installed in his La Jolla, California, home, as ABC reported.34 A man’s gotta park, right?


The low point in Romney’s 2012 general election campaign may have come when a recording surfaced of him saying that “there are 47% of the people who will vote for the president no matter what” because they are “dependent upon government… believe that they are victims… believe the government has a responsibility to care for them” and “pay no income tax.” Denigrating people who are drawing Social Security or military pensions (or simply don’t earn enough money to pay an income tax) proved an unwise strategy for the Republican hopeful. Whenever you start off by writing off 47 percent of the vote (some write-offs are bad, Mitt), you’re cutting it way too close at the finish line.


Four years later, in 2016, Hillary Clinton similarly blundered by labeling some of Trump’s followers as “deplorables.” Meanwhile, Donald “I’m really rich and don’t you forget it” Trump turned the tables by owning his wealth. An old political maxim says you should “hang a lantern on your problems,” and Trump did just that—to an extreme. During the 2016 campaign, when Hillary Clinton accused him of paying zero income taxes in some years, Trump retorted, “That makes me smart.”35 Appearing on Saturday Night Live in 2022, comedian Dave Chappelle suggested this exchange was the reason Trump was beloved by so many people in Chappelle’s home state of Ohio. Calling Trump an “honest liar,” Chappelle explained, “No one had ever seen anything like that. No one had ever seen somebody come from inside of that house outside and tell all the commoners we are doing everything that you think we are doing inside of that house. And he just went right back in the house and started playing the game again.”36 And it didn’t end there. In explaining why his cabinet consisted of so many rich people, Trump said, “I love all people—rich or poor—but in those particular positions, I just don’t want a poor person,”37 Instead of apologizing for his riches, Trump made the case that he was so rich he couldn’t be bought, as Politico noted.38 By being so brazen, Trump ironically inoculated himself from criticism. He looked at the culture, noticed that our culture fetishizes authenticity and conspicuous consumption, and decided to own it. Parading around one’s wealth runs contrary to conventional wisdom in politics, but it worked for him.


This brings us to Joe Biden. “Middle-Class Joe” (a relative pauper) with an estimated $9 million net worth in 202239—mostly thanks to real estate, book deals, and speaking gigs—was among the poorer members of the US Senate. “I entered as one of the poorest men in Congress, [and I] left [as] one of the poorest men in government in Congress and as vice president,” Biden said in 2019 after urging Trump to release his tax returns. It’s unclear whether that was exactly correct, but according to PolitiFact, “Biden ranked near the bottom in the center’s data in the years before he became vice president: Biden ranked 570th of 585 officials in 2005; 614th of 636 officials in 2006; and 626th of 639 officials in 2007.”40 Indeed, during those years, Biden’s estimated net worth was actually in the red. Biden didn’t really cash in until he left the vice presidency in 2017 (more on that, later).


Could it be that Biden’s somewhat modest (compared with other politicians in this book) background has caused him to carry a chip on his shoulder? Throughout his career, he has sometimes exaggerated his everyman persona (infamously in 1988, when he plagiarized a speech from British Labour Party leader Neil Kinnock about being the first person in his family to ever go to a university) while stressing his ability to overcome his background. “I think I have a much higher IQ than you do I suspect. I went to law school on a full academic scholarship, the only one in my class to have a full academic scholarship,” he bragged to a New Hampshire reporter in 1987.41


Compared to other politicians, Biden may feel like he has something to prove. Yet compared to most average Americans, he’s still loaded beyond our wildest dreams.








[image: image]











By now, we should probably be used to presidents who are much richer than the rest of us. An arguably more disturbing trend is that so many members of Congress are joining that elite group, including rank-and-file members of the lower chamber known as “the people’s house.” James Madison, the father of the Constitution, believed the House should have “an immediate dependence on, and intimate sympathy with, the people,” according to the US House of Representatives website. Because House elections are biennial, members are obviously dependent on the public. But do they maintain “sympathy with” average Americans? This is increasingly hard to believe.


Perhaps this trend was inevitable. Italian sociologist and economist Robert Michels’s “iron law of oligarchy” suggests that, even in a democracy, a “ruling class” will eventually emerge. Michels zeroed in on organizations, bureaucracies, and political parties, but I don’t see any reason why his theory wouldn’t hold true in politics at the national level.


And from there, it’s just a hop, skip, and a jump to conclude that this leadership caste deserves to rule us. And that idea is a dangerous one.
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