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Introduction



It arrived just after Christmas in 1984, landing on newsstands and in mailboxes across America. The new issue of Newsweek magazine, the final one of a consequential year, featured two characters from the iconic comic strip Doonesbury on its cover—except Mike and Joanie looked a little different than they had before. Gone were the casual, countercultural togs they’d sported since the strip’s inception in 1970, replaced by power suits and other signals of hard-charging 1980s status: Leather briefcase. Walkman. New Balance running shoes. “The Year of the Yuppie,” the cover proclaimed in large white type. The story on the inside wasn’t about Doonesbury at all, but something much broader—a new clan with whom Americans had become obsessed.


Inside, Newsweek’s editors had produced a sprawling fifteen-page feature detailing how Yuppies—a.k.a. young urban professionals, that elite, highly educated segment of the Baby Boomer generation—had altered the culture over the previous twelve months. The story examined Yuppies from an array of angles, delving into their preoccupation with money and career success; their colonization of previously working-class neighborhoods in cities across the country, where trendy boutiques and dessert shops were fast replacing laundromats and shoe-repair stands; their self-evident self-absorption; and their seeming obsession with having just the right status-signifying stuff—from BMWs, VCRs, and designer water to American Express cards, Cuisinarts, and health club memberships.


“Money means a lot to my happiness,” one Yuppie, a twenty-eight-year-old Los Angeles attorney, told the magazine. “I want to be able to go to Europe when I want to, to buy clothes if I want to.” She confessed that she’d be comfortable earning $200,000 a year (the equivalent of more than a half million dollars four decades later) as long as she and her husband didn’t have kids. If they did reproduce, clearly she’d need more.


A Boston-based marketing executive, age twenty-five, who’d seen the value of her condo skyrocket in a year, said, “I’m totally infatuated with the world of real estate. It makes me feel smart and gives me more control over my life.”


A twenty-nine-year-old TV executive from Atlanta offered the following: “I want to be rich. I want to have more money than I can spend. I want a Jaguar and maybe a quarter-of-a-million-dollar house. That’s not unrealistic to me, whereas my mother’s generation would say, ‘Ha-ha.’”


Precisely how many of these Yuppies there were was tough to say—Newsweek estimated somewhere between two million and twenty million, depending on where exactly one put the income threshold—but even if the Yuppies’ numbers were on the smaller side, their impact was mighty. “Even those who don’t meet the statistical criteria may find their lives and spending habits to a large degree falling into patterns set by the Yuppies,” the magazine said. What Yuppies did, ate, bought, thought, and aspired to impacted everyone. Yuppies mattered.


Less than three years later, in the wicked wake of the 1987 stock market crash, Newsweek and many other media outlets reversed course. They didn’t just proclaim Yuppieness passé; they somewhat gleefully pronounced it dead altogether. America’s sudden financial reckoning, prognosticators predicted, would bring on an abrupt cultural and moral reckoning as well, and Yuppies—in all their red-suspendered smugness and I’ve-got-mine-good-luck-getting-yours self-absorption—would go the way of flappers, hippies, and other ghosts of twentieth century past.


But here’s the question: Did Yuppies disappear? Did that reckoning actually come about? No less important: Where had Yuppies come from in the first place? What confluence of social and economic forces had created them? Why had their obsessions become their obsessions, their pretensions their pretensions? Why were they so different from the generation before them? And how much impact did Yuppies really have on business, politics, cities, food, fashion—the overall direction of the country?


This book is an attempt to answer those questions. It’s a tale about how Yuppies became a phenomenon, but even more it’s about the world that made and sustained them, one marked by revolutions on Wall Street and in corporate America as well as a lurch rightward politically, a growing fixation on money, status, and materialism, and a widening cultural divide. Perhaps more than anything, it’s an attempt to chronicle and understand the choices a country made during a turbulent decade—and how those choices helped form, in a way that can’t be overstated, the unequal and unsettled America we live in today.













PART I


1980













CHAPTER 1



The Reinvention of Jerry Rubin


In the last week of July 1980—with fifty-two American hostages in their ninth month of captivity inside the US embassy in Iran; with the Soviet Union dominating the Summer Olympics in Moscow thanks to an unpopular and ineffectual American boycott; with the inflation rate at home at a banana republic–esque 14.4 percent—one of the most high-profile revolutionaries of the 1960s shared some surprising news about himself with anyone who cared to listen.


He had decided to become, of all things, a capitalist.


In an attention-grabbing op-ed that appeared in the New York Times on July 30, Jerry Rubin explained that he had accepted a job on Wall Street working for the financial firm of John Muir & Co. His new daily focus, Rubin noted proudly, would be to “find, analyze, and develop financing and marketing plans” for the entrepreneurs he believed would lead America into the future—“socially aware risk takers who will become tomorrow’s titans.”


If anyone reading the op-ed thought, at least initially, that it might be a high-profile prank Rubin had somehow carried off in cahoots with the nation’s most prestigious newspaper, that was understandable. For starters, there was the photo accompanying the piece. It had been taken in 1967, and it showed Rubin dressed in what he had called at the time his “revolutionary of the future” outfit: a Che Guevara–esque beret atop his head; a bandolier across his chest; and Vietcong-style black pajama bottoms covering his legs. No human being had ever looked less like a Wall Street broker.


Even more incongruous, though, was Rubin’s own history and modus operandi. He’d made a name for himself during the ’60s not only with his politics—he called for a “youth revolution” and urged America’s young people to “kill your parents!”—but also for drawing attention to himself and his causes with high-profile stunts. Once in the mid-’60s, Rubin and his friend Abbie Hoffman—with whom he’d go on to cofound the radical Youth International Party, a.k.a. the Yippies—stormed the New York Stock Exchange alongside a small group of fellow activists, throwing hundreds of dollar bills from the balcony onto the trading floor and watching with delight as the traders literally dove all over one another to grab the cash. Was there any greater image of capitalistic greed? A few months later, to publicize a massive anti-war rally they were leading in Washington, DC, Hoffman and Rubin announced plans to make the Pentagon levitate—and actually received a government permit to do so. As for the “revolutionary of the future” outfit: Rubin had worn it in his second appearance before the House Un-American Activities Committee, which was holding hearings on the anti-war protests taking place on college campuses across the country. In his first appearance, Rubin had dressed as a Revolutionary War soldier. In his third, he came dressed as Santa Claus.


All of that, however, was many years—and at least a couple of different Jerry Rubins—ago. Rubin was forty-two now, entering middle age, and the bearded, long-haired, peace-and-love look he’d cultivated in the late ’60s had been replaced by conservative suits and a neatly trimmed hairstyle that revealed his receding hairline. He no longer looked like someone who was trying to overthrow the system, but like someone who was part of it. Which was exactly what—for real, no put-ons—he was trying to become.


What had sparked this reinvention? In part it was one of necessity. For the first time in his adult life, Rubin needed a job. For all the fame and status he’d achieved in the ’60s, the ’70s hadn’t been an easy time. After the counterculture began to fizzle and his dreams of revolution ended in the early part of the decade, he’d turned inward, trying to “find himself,” as the saying went, through yoga and est and various other New Age endeavors. He seemed to achieve some measure of personal happiness in the second half of the decade—he married a young woman named Mimi Leonard—but by then the fame he’d garnered had faded, and the various projects he’d concocted to keep himself relevant—books, speaking tours, events—mostly hadn’t panned out as he’d hoped. When Mimi took a job working for a commodities firm in 1979, Jerry’s eyes opened—he saw a potential new chapter for himself. He put together a résumé and sent it to hundreds of people connected to Wall Street, most of whom either ignored him or told him he was unemployable. But one—Ray Dirks, who ran John Muir & Co. and shared Rubin’s taste for big gestures—saw the PR potential in hiring Rubin and made him an offer. The former radical was coming to Wall Street.


But Rubin’s interest was deeper than just a steady paycheck. He had always prided himself on being attuned to cultural trends, and he sensed something shifting now—not only among fellow members of the ’60s generation, but within America itself. Indeed, if the ’70s had been tough on Rubin, it hadn’t exactly been a banner decade for the country, either. After a quarter century of unparalleled prosperity, the once-powerful US economy had veered into a ditch, derailed by soaring energy prices, stiff competition from Europe and Japan, and unemployment not seen in a generation. Trying to get inflation under control, the Federal Reserve had jacked up interest rates, which only seemed to make things worse. That summer mortgage rates were at 13 percent; new car loans at 14 percent. There was a foreboding feeling that America’s best days might be behind it.


For a growing number of people, particularly on the right but increasingly in the center, the solution to what ailed America, to restoring that period of unmatched prosperity and power, was clear: Capitalism needed to be unshackled. Taxes had gotten too high. Regulations too onerous. In early 1980, the conservative economist Milton Friedman, who’d won a Nobel Prize a few years earlier for his research on monetary policy, hosted a multipart series on PBS called Free to Choose, which presented free markets and limited government as the solution to practically everything. The series generated a lot of chatter, and an accompanying book Friedman wrote with his wife, Rose, had been on the bestseller list for months.


Even more telling was the traction former California governor Ronald Reagan was getting with Republican voters. For years, the conservative policies that Reagan had championed—lower taxes, fewer regulations, less government overall—had been considered by many people, including a majority of Reagan’s fellow Republicans, to be too far outside the mainstream for Reagan to be a viable national candidate. But in the winter and spring of 1980, the Gipper buzzed through the GOP presidential primaries, easily capturing enough delegates to secure the nomination for that fall’s general election. George H. W. Bush, Reagan’s main rival in the primaries, might have called Reagan’s ideas “voodoo economics,” but voters were fed up enough with gas lines and double-digit inflation and other countries sticking it to America to put their faith in something magical.


And so, in his own way, was Jerry Rubin. He wasn’t a Reaganite—he was leaning toward third-party candidate John Anderson over Reagan and incumbent Democrat Jimmy Carter in the fall—but as the ’70s passed, he’d come to appreciate, he wrote in the Times that summer, the beauty of money. “Raising money for projects in the last few years, I have learned that the individual who signs the check has the ultimate power,” he said. “Money is power.”


So what better place to be than Wall Street? Rubin insisted that his ideals hadn’t changed—he still believed in a fairer, more just society, the very things that had animated him and his fellow activists in the ’60s, and he was proud of the things his generation had marched in support of. The end of the war in Vietnam. Civil rights. The women’s movement. But he sensed a new era dawning, and he now believed that capitalism, not radical activism, was the best way to empower people; that entrepreneurs, not radical activists, would be the ones to bring about change. “I know that I can be more effective today wearing a suit and tie and working on Wall Street than I can dancing outside the walls of power,” he wrote. “Politics and rebellion distinguished the ’60s. The search for the self characterized the spirit of the ’70s. Money and financial interest will capture the passion of the ’80s.”


The op-ed did exactly what Rubin hoped: It brought attention to Jerry Rubin. News outlets across the country picked up on what was an undeniably great story: One of the most radical voices of the ’60s enters the most establishment-led sector of American life, the financial markets. Which wasn’t to say that all the attention was positive. Hardly. The Times, for instance, was so besieged by mail that two weeks after the op-ed ran, it published a half page of letters to the editor, almost all of them critical.


“The ‘old’ Jerry Rubin, as Mr. Rubin himself would surely agree, was hardly a model of intellectual rigor,” one letter writer said. “The new one, however, simply sounds pathetic as he tries to convince us (and himself) that the ideals of a radical activist can be easily maintained while doing financial analysis for a firm of stockbrokers.”


“The only thing about Rubin that has not changed,” said another commenter, “is his ability for self-promotion and the media’s treatment of him as a spokesman for ideas rather than the huckster he is.”


Said a third: “I follow Jerry Rubin’s varied career with interest. Perhaps Mr. Rubin could found a new society: ‘The Weather Vanes.’”


The backlash was so harsh that Rubin’s young wife, Mimi, was deeply thrown by it. While her husband had spent much of his adult life in the spotlight, she was unprepared for this level of attention and criticism. Concerned about her—and mindful that, in the fall, he and Mimi were due to promote a new book they’d cowritten about sexuality called The War Between the Sheets—Rubin sent a quick note to her father, George Leonard, the onetime editor of Look magazine.


“If you would talk to her about fame, whatever, I would really appreciate it,” Rubin wrote to his father-in-law. “Am I wrong for becoming famous again and bringing all this negativity down on me and Mimi?”


In Rubin’s own mind, of course, the answer was no. He was back in the spotlight he craved so much—in exactly the right place, he hoped, at exactly the right time.
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Rubin had a knack—perhaps a need—not just for understanding the zeitgeist, but for being as close as possible to the center of it. The protest and radicalism of the ’60s. The inward turn of the ’70s. And now, as the ’80s began, the belief that money and capitalism would take center stage for his generation.


How sincere he was in any of these things always seemed to be an open question. One day in 1978, when he and Mimi were promoting a large self-help conference they were producing in Manhattan called The Event, a photographer Rubin had known for years came to their East Side apartment to take pictures. “What’s your scam now, Jerry?” the photographer asked.


Rubin had grown up in Cincinnati in the 1940s and 1950s, the older son of a middle-class Jewish couple whose lives were typical of the era (his father was a truck-driver-turned-labor-leader; his mother a homemaker). It was a time when America was ascendant. In the wake of the war, the country was the unquestioned leader of the world, with enormous influence on the international stage and an economy—powered by a massive manufacturing sector that had helped defeat the Nazis and the Japanese—that was booming as never before. Living standards rose year after year after year. Between the late 1940s and the early 1970s, the income of the average American family no less than doubled. Suddenly, people who’d only been able to rent were buying homes of their own. Households went from having zero cars to one and then two. Families gobbled up TV sets and dishwashers and embarked on two-week vacations. America had transformed itself, as journalist David Halberstam would later put it, into the first truly middle-class society.


The country remained deeply flawed, of course. Black people and many others were systematically discriminated against and denied opportunity. Women’s roles were limited. But from a cultural perspective, there was a tremendous amount of unity. As a general rule, Americans consumed the same news and entertainment. They bought the same products. They believed in God and went to church regularly. People even seemed to share the same vision of what the good life looked like: owning your own home in the rapidly expanding suburbs.


Most significantly, the country seemed to have an enormous sense of confidence, a belief in its own virtue, and an abiding faith in progress. All of it translated into a hunger to take on big challenges. Defending freedom and democracy around the world was tops on the list (which would eventually lead to the tragedy in Vietnam), but there were other examples of boldness, too. Putting a human on the moon. Passing legislation to fight racial discrimination. Ending poverty. Each issue came with its share of disagreements, but they were mostly about whether the United States should do something, not whether it could.


Ironically, it was this America—the America of what Time magazine founder Henry Luce had called the American Century—that Jerry Rubin spent much of the ’60s and early ’70s protesting, transforming himself into a professional radical. Early on the issue was America’s involvement in Vietnam, but before long the goal became bigger—changing American society itself. Not only was “Amerika,” as Rubin always referred to it, an imperialist warmonger, but its capitalistic system made it corrupt, soulless. All those cars and dishwashers and suburban tract homes simply anesthetized people to how empty their lives really were. When the youth revolution came, he and others in the counterculture preached, the synthetic-ness of American life would disappear, everyone would be free to be exactly who they were, and everything anyone needed would be provided to them.


Rubin’s notoriety peaked not long after the 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago, where he, Hoffman, and several other leading radicals led a series of demonstrations that devolved into clashes with the Chicago police. The following year they were indicted by the Justice Department for inciting a riot (Rubin mockingly called the charges “the Academy Awards of Protest”), and in September 1969 the trial of the Chicago 8—renamed the Chicago 7 when a mistrial was declared for defendant Bobby Seale—commenced. Well aware that the eyes of the country would be on them, that this would be the biggest stage they ever had, Rubin and Hoffman did everything they could to turn the trial into a circus. Hoffman blew kisses to the judge, Julius Hoffman, and called him Julie. He and Rubin arrived in court one day wearing judicial robes. When the judge ordered the pair to take them off, they did so—revealing blue police uniforms underneath.


In the wake of the trial (the defendants were found guilty of several charges, but their convictions were eventually overturned by an appeals court), Rubin became increasingly in demand as a speaker on college campuses. But even he was aware of the odd situation he was in, calling for the overthrow of a money-driven, capitalistic system while pulling in thousand-dollar speaking fees and banking tens of thousands of dollars in royalties from a memoir-slash-manifesto he’d written called Do It!. Within a couple of years, it all caught up with him, as younger members of the movement began looking at him—already past age thirty—as, at best, a relic; at worst, a hypocrite. The low point came at the 1972 Democratic Convention in Miami Beach. Rubin showed up, hoping it would be another Chicago, but he was called out by some younger activists for sleeping in a hotel rather than outside in the park. They eventually marched to his room and threw a cake in his face.


Depressed, written off as a has-been, Rubin moved to California and threw himself into what was dubbed the human potential movement, eventually producing a book about his experiences there. By the end of 1976, though, he’d broken up with his longtime girlfriend, moved to New York full-time, and seemed lost. The dreams of the ’60s were over. The self-help movement had turned into a dead end. But what was next wasn’t clear. In his journal, under the heading “I Want,” Rubin scrawled a list of ten things he longed for, none of which sounded like those of a man particularly intent on self-enlightenment or social change.




• I want to do [a] networking salon the right EXCLUSIVE way, one night every week followed by a meal in a restaurant.


• I want to do an invitation-only brunch or dinner with and for 20–30 people every week at a great place.


• I want a restaurant called “Jerry Rubin’s,” which can be my Elaine’s, and where I can make money, have a base, do my networking, and make money.


• I need a lot of money—a strong flow of money so that I can do what I want to do.


• I want a blonde society beautiful wife.


• I want a high executive lifestyle made up of high-level decision-making.


• I want to go to every important party in the city.


• I want to meet as many interesting people as I can. On every level.


• I want to marry a 25-year-old Jewish American Princess who has money and beauty.


• I love (sexual) romance.
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As it happened, Jerry Rubin’s funk coincided with the beginnings of a downturn in America itself. The unrest of the ’60s, the lost war in Vietnam, and the corruption of Watergate had all undercut the country’s confidence. But perhaps even more difficult were the economic challenges the nation was facing.


The first big blow had come in the fall of 1973, when Arab nations that were members of OPEC, angry at US support of Israel in the Yom Kippur War, cut off oil sales to the United States. The dark side of America’s growth and prosperity during the postwar years had been an increasing dependence on foreign oil, and the embargo immediately disrupted not only the economy, but also America’s way of life. The price of oil quickly quadrupled, and people suddenly faced unheard-of gasoline prices, gasoline shortages, long lines at the pump, and rationing, not to mention something the country hadn’t really felt in decades: a sense of vulnerability; a feeling that it was no longer completely in control of its own fate. The embargo was lifted in March 1974, but by that point the entire economy—sideswiped by inflation that exceeded 10 percent and unemployment that kept rising—was already in a recession that would last more than a year and a half.


But the energy crisis wasn’t the only challenge. As the ’70s wore on, once-dominant US corporations were beginning to battle ever-stronger foreign competitors. In the steel and auto industries, for instance, Japanese companies—many of which had newer, more advanced equipment and more efficient processes—were steadily taking market share from American companies that had long seen themselves as invincible. Meanwhile, productivity across the entire economy was slowing down, and there was an increasing belief that US companies in general had gotten fat, bloated, and lazy.


For American families, none of the challenges—especially high and persistent inflation, which quickly swallowed up any raises people were getting—were academic. In the 1960s, family income in America grew by an average of $6,000. Between 1970 and 1980, it fell by $723.


Adding to the frustration was the sense that America’s standing in the world was slipping. In January 1979, Iranian militants overthrew the US-backed Shah of Iran, installing an Islamic government and cutting off oil sales to the United States. Gas prices spiked again. Lines at the pump came back and inflation zoomed ever higher. In November, revolutionaries attacked the US embassy in Tehran, taking fifty-two Americans hostage. Six weeks later, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. All of it was destabilizing to the international order, but even worse was the feeling that the US seemed incapable of doing anything about it. A mission to free the hostages ended in a debacle—eight American servicemen died—and when Jimmy Carter announced the US would boycott the Olympics being held in Moscow in response to the Afghanistan invasion, it seemed more like a snit than the act of a superpower.


All of this had contributed to the feeling, at least in some quarters, that the country’s best days might have passed, that Henry Luce’s American Century had turned out to be more like a quarter century.


The belief that the country was headed in the wrong direction was best summed up by the plight of a young woman from the South Side of Chicago named Cathy Saban. During the early ’70s, after she’d earned her driver’s license, Saban had received a brand-new Chevy from her parents. Her father was no corporate titan; on the contrary, he was a steelworker. But such was the economy then: Even a regular guy could afford to give his daughter a lavish birthday gift.


Less than a decade later, Cathy Saban was feeling far less optimistic about where she—and the country—was headed. She hadn’t gone to college, and was managing a jewelry store and living with her mother because she couldn’t afford her own apartment. She and her boyfriend, a construction worker, were trying to save money before they got married, but she worried about the future. “I think our parents gave more to their kids than we’ll be able to give to ours,” she said. It was a dark thought that, for the first time in their lives, many in her generation shared.
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If, in the summer of 1980, Jerry Rubin was reinventing himself, the same seemed to be true of the ’60s generation—the children of the postwar Baby Boom—more broadly. By 1980 the oldest Boomers—those who’d been born between 1946 and 1950—were on the far side of thirty. Meanwhile, the most populous part of the generation—the forty million babies born in the 1950s—were beginning their adult lives. The Baby Boomers, in short, were growing up.


There had never really been anything like the Boomer generation in all of US history. In 1946, after a couple of decades in which the birth rate in the US had gotten perilously low, the number of babies born to American women began to spike. That year—the year after World War II had come to an end and thousands of American GIs returned home—more than 3.2 million babies were born, and for more than a decade the number of annual births just kept going up. In 1950—3.6 million new babies. In 1954—4.0 million babies. In 1957—4.3 million babies. New births stayed above 4 million all the way until 1965, when demographers officially proclaimed that the boom was over. But what a run it had been: Over the course of eighteen years, 75 million children had been born. By the mid-1960s, more than half of all Americans were under the age of twenty-five.


What had caused all the procreation? Sociologists would credit it, in part, to a deep desire for normalcy after more than fifteen years of economic depression and world war. What a relief it was—a true joy—simply to be able to focus on working a steady job and creating a home and building a family.


At the same time, it was clearly no accident that America’s postwar Baby Boom had coincided with its postwar economic boom. Powered by the juggernaut of US industry, millions of Americans found themselves with not only the money necessary to raise kids, but an unshakable optimism that the good economic times were here to stay. It was another expression of the country’s self-confidence, its belief in the future. What’s more, parents passed that optimism on to their kids. You’ve been born in the best possible place at the best possible time, and you can become anything you want to be.


The Baby Boom generation was so vast that it would transform American society simply by being part of it. In cities and towns all across the country, new schools had to be built in order to accommodate all the kids. The Boomers’ embrace of television and rock and roll was so widespread and powerful that it turned those phenomena into unparalleled cultural forces. And the prosperous times in which they were being raised not only made them a potent consumer class—the “Pepsi Generation,” a marketer had dubbed them in 1963—but shaped how they viewed the world. By and large they were free from the worries their parents had when they were young—economic scarcity, world war—and their minds could focus on higher things. “Never have the young been so assertive or so articulate, so well-educated or so worldly,” Time magazine wrote as it named “The Under 25 Generation” the Man of the Year for 1966. “Predictably, they are a highly independent breed, and—to adult eyes—their independence has made them highly unpredictable. This is not just a new generation, but a new kind of generation.”


It was right around that moment, though, in the mid-’60s, that a divide began to appear in the largest generation in US history. A central tenet of the postwar American Dream was that as many young people as possible should go to college; it would be good for them as individuals, and it would be good for the country as a whole. The Boomers were the first generation to make it a reality en masse. In 1950, 15 percent of Americans had a bachelor’s degree. By 1970, it was 30 percent.


Still, the spike came with unintended consequences. While those whose educational careers ended after high school—still the majority of the generation—would embark on lives that were likely to look fairly similar to those of their own parents (blue-collar job, marriage, family, home), the Boomers who were fortunate enough to go off to college, particularly the most elite colleges, were heading down a different path, exposed to new ideas, experiences, and points of view.


The first big sign of the divide was, of course, the war in Vietnam. While campuses erupted in protest against the war, the fighting in Southeast Asia was actually being done by young men who weren’t in school and hadn’t been eligible for the draft deferment afforded to those pursuing a degree. Indeed, 90 percent of American soldiers who saw combat in Vietnam had a high school degree or less. In Harvard’s graduating class of 1970, only two members took part in combat.


For at least some of the young students on America’s most elite campuses who were already questioning the morality of the country’s involvement in Vietnam, it created a tension. Jim Kunen, who’d grown up in an upper-middle-class family in Massachusetts, had enrolled at Columbia in 1966. “All of my college years were totally about the war,” he’d say later. “Every single day you woke up in an intolerable situation. Every single day somebody my age was dying in Vietnam while I was safe in college just because I had more money than them. And so this is an intolerable situation you can somehow do nothing about, or you find something to do about it.”


Kunen, and tens of thousands of other students who were enrolled in some of America’s best universities, chose to do something about it. At first it was simply marching and protesting against the war, but before long—as had been true for Jerry Rubin—it became broader and deeper than that: questioning nearly everything about the America their parents and grandparents had built. Its materialism. Its economic system. Its foreign policy. Its injustices. And the more they talked to one another and marched and protested, the more they began to believe they had the power to change all of it.


“Upper-middle-class guy, Columbia University, Ivy League school—I’m thinking we’re going to change the world,” remembered Kunen, who in 1969 published a well-regarded book called The Strawberry Statement about his experiences as a student radical. “We, the young of America, are not going to put up with this capitalist imperialism anymore. We were like a force of nature, this tidal wave that would just wash away all kinds of antiquated evils in front of us. And we’re all hearing the same music, we’re all smoking the same dope, we’re all growing our hair long. It felt like the generation was an actual powerful entity.”


It was only later that Kunen would recognize what a bubble he and his contemporaries had been in. Not only were college students overall a minority of the generation, but those who wanted radical change were a minority on their own campuses. “Little did I realize that there were a whole lot of people, perhaps between the two coasts, perhaps of lower socioeconomic status, who weren’t in that ‘we’ at all—and didn’t want to be,” he said. It was, Kunen came to believe, a permanent schism in his generation.


The dream of a youth revolution was over by the early ’70s, but the values that had animated students in the ’60s—distrust of authority and conformity, a focus on personal liberation, a desire not to live as their parents had—didn’t disappear. Daniel Yankelovich, the well-respected researcher and social scientist, spent much of the 1970s trying to understand the shifts that were taking place in American life. His conclusion: The immediate postwar years—those years of unchallenged American power and prosperity—had been dominated by what he called a “giving/getting compact,” in which Americans suppressed many of their own personal needs and desires in exchange for a stability they considered even more important: a rewarding family life, an ever-growing standard of living, a strong country. But the well-educated elite of a new generation were turning that compact on its head, putting personal happiness first. They wanted their lives to have meaning, pleasure, enjoyment. Their quest, Yankelovich said, was for “self-fulfillment.”


In the first half of the ’70s, that quest was defined by concepts like getting in touch with yourself and figuring out who you were. But by now, 1980, with millions of Baby Boomers entering the workforce each year and with economic anxiety in America rising, “self-fulfillment” was taking on a different form: It was becoming more and more about performance, achievement, outward success. This younger generation still had no desire to be exactly like their parents, but rather than seeing the previous generation’s lives as hollow and conformist, they were now more likely to see them as something else: banal.


“A lot of us had these misspent youths,” writer Cathy Crimmins, who’d spent a chunk of the ’70s in an English grad program at the University of Pennsylvania, would later remember. “Personally, I felt like I was in graduate school for a million years. But as we got into our late 20s, we suddenly realized we were grownups. We started to professionalize ourselves. But we didn’t want to be as corny as our parents. We didn’t want it to be Leave It to Beaver. We wanted to become grownups with a twist. We wanted an upgraded version of adulthood compared to what our parents had.”


That instinct was displaying itself in a variety of ways—where they lived, what they wore, ate, and purchased—but one of the clearest signs of it was in the vast number of Baby Boomers who were enrolling in graduate school, not for PhDs in English, but for law degrees and medical degrees and, most especially, MBAs. In 1960, forty-five hundred students per year were earning MBAs in the United States. By 1976, it was nearly fifty thousand—and growing fast. And who could blame someone? Starting salaries for MBA graduates were 50 percent higher than for those with just a bachelor’s degree.


What was fascinating, too, was that this focus on the self was no longer coming just from the cultural left, but from the cultural right as well. In 1977, a California real estate broker named Robert J. Ringer—who’d hit the bestseller list a few years earlier with a book called Winning Through Intimidation—self-published a new tome called Looking Out for #1. Its premise: that the key to happiness was in making rational decisions aimed at giving yourself the greatest amount of pleasure and least amount of pain over the long term. It was, in essence, the precise opposite of Daniel Yankelovich’s giving/getting compact.


“It’s only when you pervert the laws of nature and make everyone else’s happiness your first responsibility that you run into trouble,” wrote Ringer. “The idea that self-sacrifice is virtuous is, in fact, a fiction created by those who aspire to control the lives of others. (Think politicians.)”


By 1980, Looking Out for #1 had sold more than two million copies, which, not surprisingly, pleased Ringer immensely. As he put it in the introduction to a subsequent edition of the book, “Anyone familiar with my philosophy would be disappointed if I didn’t say my sole reason for writing it was to make as much money as possible.”
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Though the polls had shown a tight race up until the early fall, in November 1980 Americans overwhelmingly elected Ronald Reagan as president. His ideas were different, but to a majority of Americans frustrated by the status quo—the struggling economy, Jimmy Carter’s perceived weakness—different was what was called for.


Six weeks after the election, Jerry Rubin passed the exam to become a stockbroker. While it allowed him to buy and sell stocks on behalf of clients, just as important to Rubin was that it offered him another bite of the publicity apple. In January, he persuaded the New York Times to write a piece about his new accomplishment. “I’ve really been an entrepreneur my whole life,” he told the paper.


As it happened, Rubin would never actually buy or sell a stock on behalf of a client. But that hardly mattered. He was back in the public consciousness—a born-again capitalist who, like thousands of others shaped by the ’60s, was hoping he’d figured out a new way forward.















CHAPTER 2



Urban Elite


In the summer of 1980, as Ronald Reagan readied himself to accept the Republican nomination for president and Jerry Rubin readied himself for a new job in the epicenter of American capitalism, a new restaurant was opening in Center City Philadelphia, right on the edge of the city’s prime business district. Actually, Frog, as it was called, wasn’t really new new. The original version of the restaurant had opened seven years earlier in a tiny storefront space around the corner, the creation of an affable young University of Pennsylvania grad named Steve Poses. That Frog was a funky, offbeat place with mismatched furniture, lots of potted ferns, and an overabundance of frog decorations—the kind of relaxed space where Poses had imagined his friends from college might hang out and discuss the issues of the day.


But something extraordinary happened at the original Frog: It had become, very quickly, a mini sensation. Poses’s friends did come, and so did a lot of people just like them—socially aware college grads who’d opted to settle in the city—and then so did a lot of other curious Philadelphians. They were attracted by the buzz, but also by Frog’s vibe—so different from the fine dining restaurants in Philadelphia—and by its food: a mix of dishes that took traditional French cuisine, lightened it, then mixed in Asian and American influences. Poses himself wrote the menu on a blackboard twice a day—once for lunch, then again for dinner. Eventually, he decided he could afford two blackboards.


The original Frog was such a hit that Poses was emboldened to expand his operation. In 1977, he launched what was essentially a modern gourmet cafeteria a few blocks away—a place called the Commissary that opened early in the morning and didn’t close until late and was unlike anything Philly had ever seen. It featured a wine bar and a piano bar, plus a special counter serving fresh pasta and omelets, as well as an array of salads and soups and charcuterie and amazing pastries. The Commissary was an even bigger hit than Frog—Philly’s cadre of young professionals and office workers loved it—and Poses kept going. He launched a catering operation, then a gourmet market attached to the Commissary, then another upscale cafeteria across town called Eden. Now, finally, he’d decided it was time to redo his original creation, Frog. His customers weren’t grad students anymore, and they were ready for something grown-up. And so he was moving Frog into an elegant town house on Locust Street, confident loyal Frogsters would be happy to move with him.


Poses, a soft-spoken, humble guy who turned thirty-four in 1980, hadn’t really planned any of this. He’d grown up in Yonkers, New York, a middle-class kid who was president of his high school class and an editor of the yearbook before enrolling at Penn in the fall of 1964, the first year that Baby Boomers began showing up on college campuses across the country. His original plan was to study architecture, but by the time he graduated, in 1968, the world had changed completely, and Poses had changed with it. He’d gotten deeply interested in social issues, opposing the war in Vietnam, and ending up with a degree in sociology. Afterward, anxious to stay out of a war he detested, he landed a draft-deferring job working at a school for kids with learning disabilities and pondered what he might do with his life. That’s when he hit on restaurants. He’d developed an interest in cooking during college, and so he quit the school after a couple of years and started working as a busboy at one of Philadelphia’s most proper French restaurants. His job was hardly glamorous, but it taught him the business, and in 1973 he opened the original Frog, putting an emphasis, as he’d later say, on “food and community—those two things meshing.”


Now, seven years later, Poses was unexpectedly running an operation with several hundred employees and millions in revenue. Perhaps even more importantly: He and the young professionals who frequented his restaurants were injecting a small but much-needed dose of modern energy into Philadelphia’s struggling downtown. As one observer put it, thanks to Poses, “suddenly, there were places to eat in Philadelphia other than Arthur’s Steak House and Bookbinders.”


Steve Poses was focused on Philadelphia, but by 1980 similar pockets of energy were popping up all around the country. Boston. San Francisco. Chicago. Washington, DC. New York. Over the previous half dozen years, a small influx of young professionals had been quietly settling in working-class, sometimes struggling neighborhoods in all those cities. Compared to the enormity of the Baby Boom generation writ large, their numbers were tiny, but the presence of the new group—the vast majority of them white and well-educated—had become increasingly noticeable. Restaurants were opening that catered to their palates and general vibe. Small, upscale boutiques were popping up right next to the hardware stores and laundromats and bodegas that had previously served the neighborhoods.


The arrival of this young professional class cut against the grain of what had been happening in American cities over the previous quarter century. Indeed, among the few losers in America’s great postwar period of power and prosperity had been the country’s urban areas. With incomes rising and the middle class expanding, millions of Americans had left cities behind for the utopia of the suburbs. In just twenty years, between 1950 and 1970, the country’s suburban population more than doubled to nearly seventy-five million people. In the wake of their exodus, cities looked to be trapped in a death spiral: People left, businesses disinvested, and poverty and crime grew, causing more people to leave, more businesses to disinvest, and poverty and crime to grow even more. The population numbers told the sad tale. Between 1950 and 1980, Philadelphia’s population dropped from 2.0 million to 1.7 million; Chicago’s from 3.6 million to 3.0 million; Boston’s from 800,000 to 600,000. The prevailing narrative about urban areas was grim: They were increasingly poor. They were increasingly dangerous. They were failing.


So why, now, was a small, elite slice of a new generation—many of whom had themselves grown up in the suburbs—reversing the migration and moving back into cities? Cost was part of the answer. As inflation spiked following the Arab oil embargo and then continued to run hot through the end of the decade, the prices of places in the burbs were becoming out of reach for a lot of young people. In contrast you could get a deal in the city—once-stately old homes with great bones were selling for $30,000, sometimes even less.


Even more powerful, though, for a group of Baby Boomers still determined to set themselves apart from those who’d come before them, was what living in the city said about your identity: You were cosmopolitan. You were sophisticated. You were not, above all, your conformist, suburban-dwelling parents.


Robin Palley set down roots in the city during the 1970s, and in many ways her story was typical of the Boomers embracing urban life. Palley had grown up in a middle-class family in the small Jersey Shore town of Margate in the ’50s and ’60s, a period, as she’d later put it, “where your shoes and your bag had to match. Everything was about measuring yourself with a financial yardstick and how well you fit in.”


As with others of her generation, Palley’s worldview had begun to change when she went off to college—in her case, to the University of Pennsylvania in the fall of 1968. (Steve Poses had finished several months earlier.) Early in her time at Penn, Palley walked onto the campus’s main quad and saw it filled with small white crosses, each representing a life lost in Vietnam, and it had spurred her to protest alongside her classmates and friends. But as with Poses, as with Jim Kunen, as with Jerry Rubin, opposing the war was only the beginning of her political awakening. The mood on campus was about breaking free from conformity and embracing your individuality—although, as Palley would later come to note wryly, she and her friends all expressed that individuality in precisely the same way: with long hair and blue jeans.


Palley graduated in 1972 and left Philadelphia for Paris, where she ran a bookstore for a couple of years. When she returned to the US, she and her young husband—a medical resident—were certain of one thing: They would not live in the suburbs. “I came back and did not want to go back to that suburban life and fitting into that straitjacket of being,” she said later. “I wanted to live my ideals, which had to do with equality and being around all kinds of people.”


The couple ended up buying a house in the Fairmount section of Philadelphia, close to the impressive Philadelphia Museum of Art and only about a mile from the Center City neighborhood, where Steve Poses had opened Frog. Actually, it was really more of a shell of a house—most of the innards had been stripped away; opportunistic vandals had even stolen the crossbeams. But the young couple loved the working-class, mostly Puerto Rican neighborhood they’d be moving into, and they were excited about the vitality of city life. They bought the place for $9,000 and got to work fixing it up.


The ethnic and racial diversity of city neighborhoods was one draw for Robin Palley and other Baby Boomers like her, but there were other lures as well. The ability to walk places or take public transportation. The easy access to the array of interesting things—museums, parks, funky restaurants—that city life offered. And then there were the homes themselves: Magnificent brownstones. Century-old Victorians. Cool loft spaces. They might be run down—they might be missing their crossbeams—but they had character. Middle-class America of the 1960s had prized things that signaled a certain kind of societal progress in living and comfort. New construction. Wall-to-wall carpeting. Drop ceilings. Formica countertops. Fluorescent lighting. These new city dwellers, eager for their own identity, rejected all of it. They prized the “original features” unearthed in the homes they were moving into: Hardwood floors. High ceilings. Bare brick walls. Butcher-block countertops. Their parents’ lives were plastic and phony. This group wanted authenticity.


By the late ’70s, the phenomenon of young professionals situating themselves in cities was widespread enough that it had earned a name: the “Back to the City” movement. Reporters started writing occasional pieces about what was happening—perhaps cities weren’t dead, after all?—and curious academics decided the phenomenon, while still nascent, was worthy of study.


In 1977, the Parkman Center for Urban Affairs in Boston hosted a conference that brought policy wonks together with a group of young Boston professionals. (The Parkman folks also fanned out around the country to interview even more city-loving young professionals.) They discussed the array of things that were drawing the new generation: the eclectic nature of city life; the proximity to restaurants and museums and shows; the extraordinary craftsmanship of the homes they were buying and rehabbing. Mostly, though, the organizers of the conference came to understand that the decision to live in the city was about identity—the fact that the new city residents were rejecting the conventional norms and styles of middle-class living in the 1970s. As a subsequent Parkman report noted, the new urbanites were “asserting status by denying it.”


Indeed, what was perhaps most interesting about the group of young city dwellers was their own view of themselves. “I’d say we were more concerned about intellectual things,” a conference attendee who lived in Boston’s Back Bay said. “We want to have seen the latest films. We want to know what people are reading.”


Said a New Yorker: “I want a racially and socially mixed neighborhood. It’s the way I think this country has to go. To put it another way, I don’t want to live with a collection of people who are just like I am professionally and socially. The friends I have tend to share those feelings.”


Perhaps the most telling comment came from a young St. Louis woman, who said simply, “We’re more interesting.”


The comments were, in many ways, understandable. Most of the Back to the City–ers had been to college—they were more intellectual than the average person. What’s more, they were part of a generation that had always bent the world to its will. They rarely lacked for self-assurance.


The remarks certainly caught the attention of the Parkman team. “Whether the young professional emphasizes intellect (‘the latest films’), or living style (bare brick, butcher block and hanging plants, for instance), or a Thoreauesque standing apart from convention, there are very often feelings of superiority toward his or her suburban counterparts,” they noted in their report. “In this sense, at least for the duration of their time in the core city, young professionals identify themselves as part of an elite within the middle class elite.”


What also stood out to conference organizers was the power and status of this new group, and their potential to help reinvigorate cities more broadly. Yes, their numbers were small, but they were young, they were educated, they were increasingly affluent, and they were on the leading edge of the culture, all of which made them influential.


And in fact, by the summer of 1980, their influence was already spreading, their numbers already expanding. As Robin Palley would note, once again wryly, about her own decision to live in the city, “Just like with blue jeans, I got the idea at the same time tens of thousands of other people did.”
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The Back to the City phenomenon was happening in select urban neighborhoods all across the country. In Boston’s Back Bay and South End. In Chicago’s Wicker Park and downtown Loop. On Capitol Hill in Washington. But nowhere was the trend more vibrant than in New York.


The city, of course, had suffered its own spectacular fall in the preceding decades, with things hitting their low point in the mid-’70s. Between 1970 and 1976 alone, New York lost nearly 600,000 residents and nearly 600,000 manufacturing jobs. The disappearing tax revenue, combined with the liberal benefits New York had given its workforce, quickly brought about a financial catastrophe, and the city had famously reached the brink of bankruptcy in 1975.


But even amid that trouble, even amid America’s broader economic struggles, there were signs of things… happening. One place you could see it was the Upper West Side. Once an affluent and vital neighborhood filled with beautiful brownstones and ornate apartment buildings, it had suffered through an economic downturn in the ’30s and ’40s, and by the ’60s was home to an increasing number of low-income Black and Latino residents, many of whom lived in what had been converted into single-room occupancy (SRO) buildings. In the early ’70s—thanks in part to a city-led push for urban renewal that had begun a decade earlier—a handful of middle-class residents had begun to buy some of those brownstones on the cheap, and a growing number of young professionals, most of them white, had started to move into the neighborhood.


One of them was a young woman named Betsy West, who in 1975 leased an apartment on the Upper West Side. West had grown up in New England—her father was an educator—and she’d spent her undergraduate years at Brown, arriving in 1969, just in time to catch the height of the anti-war movement. But by the time she graduated four years later, the vibe had changed. “It just felt like the excitement of the ’60s—the air had gone out of the balloon a little bit,” she recalled later. “Everyone seemed to have a sense of, ‘Now what?’”


Following graduate school at Syracuse, West landed a job with ABC Radio, and eventually moved—excitedly—to Manhattan, where she found herself surrounded by an emerging demographic that looked just like her: young, well-educated Baby Boomers. New York might have been at a low point, but to most of them it didn’t matter. “There were so many things about cities that I think appealed to us in that generation,” she said. “We’d read Jane Jacobs, and it was like this celebration of urban life. Many of us had been brought up in the suburbs, which now we thought were milquetoast and boring—get me out of here, I want something gritty and real and cultural and with history.”


If gritty and real was what she and other Boomers were looking for, the Upper West Side—like many of the neighborhoods young people were moving into in cities across the country—certainly had it. Used needles were abundant on the sidewalks, and West would go from block to block, trying to assess the differences in crime levels. Was this street safe? What about that one? But her own concern about crime was nothing compared to that of her poor suburban mother, who not long after West moved to New York bought her daughter a present: karate lessons.


Still, things were starting to change. One of the key people on the West Side was a developer named Bob Quinlan. Quinlan wasn’t a Boomer—he was born in 1934, a generation earlier—but it was young Boomer professionals who were on his radar as he put his focus on a shabby stretch of Columbus Avenue near Seventy-Second Street. Beginning in 1972, Quinlan had purchased and renovated several apartment buildings along that corridor, attempting to turn them into attractive residences for the middle class. Early on it was a challenge—to savvy New Yorkers, Columbus Avenue was a tough sell—and so Quinlan and his team had gotten creative. A favorite tactic: One of Quinlan’s rental agents would make a trip to LaGuardia or JFK Airport, trying to entice flight attendants who were moving to New York from other cities to lease an apartment on Columbus Avenue. It was, Quinlan’s agent told them, New York’s next hot neighborhood.


By the second half of the ’70s, that was what Columbus Avenue—indeed, the entire Upper West Side—really was becoming. By that point, the working-class shops that typified the street were quickly being joined by restaurants with trendy cuisines, quirky boutiques, and other outlets geared toward the young professionals moving into the neighborhood. And that population was growing quickly. By 1980, the number of people between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four who were living within a handful of blocks on New York’s Upper West Side had risen by more than five thousand over the period of a decade. “It was all about energy,” Bob Quinlan said. “There was just an energy in the city you couldn’t get in Pleasantville.”


Similar things were happening in other parts of New York that had, in the previous decades, been abandoned by residents and industry—SoHo, the Seaport, Tribeca, the Lower East Side. With a record number of young people graduating from college each spring, all these neighborhoods now attracted young professionals, and all began to change because of it. Suddenly, the New York real estate market, just a couple of years after the city’s fiscal crisis, started to take off. Upper West Side brownstones that people had bought for next to nothing in the late 1960s were, a decade later, fetching six figures.


For New York itself, the budding rebound was double-edged. The influx of people and money was helpful for a city that had spent a decade on its ass, but as neighborhoods changed, low-income New Yorkers were being displaced. And while diversity was part of the draw for some new city residents, it wasn’t necessarily true for all of them. “Who wants to live in a building that’s 100 percent Black and Hispanic? It’s unhealthy and dangerous,” a white Upper West Sider complained to a reporter in 1978, not even attempting to hide his racism. Said another New Yorker, a self-described “liberal” who was bullish on building a new middle class in the city: “Blacks just aren’t needed anymore. What’s the logic for their existence here now?”
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In 1966, while the US was in the midst of an economic boom and Western Europe was also beginning to prosper, a thirty-four-year-old British urbanist and city planner named Peter Hall published a book titled The World Cities, a study of some of the globe’s largest metropolises, including London, New York, Moscow, Paris, and Tokyo. Hall’s thesis: that societal changes and shifts in the economy were only going to make such cities even more important, and more interconnected, as time went on.


“At the very center of each world city there is found a small nucleus of highly skilled professionals who live, in one way or another, by creating, processing or exchanging ideas,” Hall wrote. He mentioned stockbrokers. Lawyers. Consultants. Editors. TV producers. Advertising copywriters. Professors.


“All these people live only on their ideas,” Hall continued. “The central business district therefore can be seen as a specialized machine for producing, processing and trading specialized intelligence. And the ideas industry is growing many times faster than industry as a whole.”


Nearly a decade and a half later, Hall’s insight was proving to be spot-on—perhaps even more than he had predicted. While the rising interest in city living reflected, in part, the tastes and values of a new generation—their desire to avoid suburbia, their interest in the city’s authenticity—the energy was also the by-product of something else: a fundamental shift in the economy. A place like New York might have lost hundreds of thousands of manufacturing jobs, but it was quickly replacing those jobs, even as the broader American economy strained, with other kinds of positions. And as it happened, those were the occupations—law, finance, media, business—that the Baby Boomers emerging from America’s top universities in the 1970s actually wanted. American parents might have sent their kids off to college with an idea that one day they’d return to whatever community they’d come from, but real life was playing out differently. The big opportunities were in the big city.


In January 1979—the same month that Iranian militants overthrew the Shah of Iran, setting off a second energy crisis and driving inflation in America to even higher levels—the New York Times Magazine published what amounted to its own version of a “Back to the City” story. Except this piece, written by reporter Blake Fleetwood, went beyond merely noting that young professionals were moving into urban areas that were otherwise fading and broken down. Instead, it offered a provocative premise about the near future: These educated, affluent people would soon dominate cities—and New York was a shining example of what was coming.


“The evidence of the late ’70s suggests that New York of the ’80s and ’90s will no longer be a magnet for the poor and homeless, but a city primarily for the affluent and educated—an urban elite,” Fleetwood wrote in a piece titled “The New Elite and an Urban Renaissance.” He pointed out that a similar phenomenon was already happening in Europe, where well-off residents had moved to city centers, driving out the poor—“a gradual process known by the curious name ‘gentrification,’ a term coined by the displaced English poor and subsequently adopted by urban experts to describe the movements of social classes in areas around London.”


In writing about this new gentry in New York, Fleetwood chronicled how much the city—actually, Manhattan—reflected the vision Peter Hall had laid out fifteen years earlier: It was the headquarters of dozens of billion-dollar organizations, including a plurality of the Fortune 500. It had a robust network of professional services outfits—law firms, accounting firms, advertising agencies. It was the headquarters of the media industry. And it was fast replacing London as the home of international finance, drawing innumerable financial jobs to the city. Meanwhile, just four years after the low-water mark of New York’s fiscal crisis, private enterprise had committed nearly a billion dollars for construction in Midtown Manhattan (including office towers and high-rise apartments). Office vacancies were near zero.


Given all that energy, given the way the economy was shifting, and given their own ambition, it was little wonder that a still-small but undeniably growing number of ambitious young Boomers were eyeing the Big Apple. In 1975, Harvard Law School had sent seventy-six young lawyers (out of roughly 550 in its graduating class that year) to New York–based firms. Two years later, in the class of ’77, the number of new attorneys who were New York–bound had shot up to 117. As one of the school’s placement officers put it, observing the abrupt and aggressive mood shift among graduates in the second half of the ’70s, “making it in Milwaukee just isn’t the same.”


“The New Elite and an Urban Renaissance”—widely read, widely talked about—made a compelling argument, but there remained much to be skeptical about. To begin with, even as Peter Hall’s “ideas industry” prospered in Manhattan, poverty was spreading in the rest of the metropolis. The notion that New York would become a place dominated by an elite seemed to ignore well more than half the city.


What’s more, the influx of a relatively small number of educated young professionals in cities across the country hardly qualified as “an urban renaissance”—a point that a writer named Dan Rottenberg made in May 1980 in Chicago magazine. Rottenberg’s story, titled “About That Urban Renaissance…,” took issue with the widely spreading notion that cities like New York and Chicago were making a comeback after decades of decline. That wouldn’t really be true, Rottenberg argued, until middle-class families (white and Black) were choosing city living over suburbia, and so far there was little evidence that was happening. No, the new energy in cities was really being driven by only one small group—young professionals. Except that’s not what Rottenberg called them.


“Some 20,000 new dwelling units have been built within a mile of the Loop over the last 10 years to accommodate the rising tide of ‘Yuppies’—young urban professionals rebelling against the stodgy suburban lifestyles of their parents,” Rottenberg wrote. “The Yuppies seek neither comfort nor security, but stimulation, and they can find that only in the densest sections of the city.”


He went on to use the term “Yuppie” a dozen times in the story as he made the case that just because a young elite was choosing the city at a particular moment in their lives did not mean cities had been saved.


Rottenberg would always insist that he hadn’t coined the term “Yuppie”; it was in the air, he said, a term he’d heard people using around Chicago. Was it marketing jargon? A real estate expression? Was it a deliberate play on Jerry Rubin’s “Yippies,” who’d so disrupted Chicago a dozen years earlier? Rottenberg—no one—seemed to know.


Of course, the bigger issue was the deeper meaning of what was now happening in cities—of Yuppies in the Loop, of Ivy League lawyers moving to New York, of young professionals (and flight attendants) colonizing the Upper West Side, of all those Penn grads flocking to Steve Poses’s eateries in Philadelphia. Was it a sign that cities were on the rise? Or was it all just a phase, driven by the educated, original-features-loving elite of the largest generation in American history?
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