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For Anna, for Grandma Oops, 
and in memory of Edith LeFrancois

















ISHOULD HAVE WISHED to be born in a country in which the interest of the Sovereign and that of the people must be single and identical; to the end that all the movements of the machine might tend always to the general happiness. 




—Jean-Jacques Rousseau, from the dedication
 to Geneva in his A Discourse on the Origin of Inequality







HE DID NOT CARE ANYMORE. Life and death the same. Only that the crowd would be there to greet him with howls of lust and fury. He began to realize his sense of worth.  He mattered. 




—The Wizard, in Conan the Barbarian,
 speaking of Conan the Barbarian
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PROLOGUE
“Day One”


I’m a peee-pull person.


It’s supposed to be an explanation. It’s the only explanation he ever bothers to give. His friends, his wife, his team of consultants and policy advisors, and Hollywood marketers use it, too. It explains everything: why he left behind his home and village and family; why he ended up in California; why, despite the “name problem” and the “accent problem” and the “talent problem,” he always knew he wanted to be in pictures.


It’s why today he is in this Progressive-era auditorium.


It’s why he is about to take power using a democratic tool a little older than the room.


He has always wanted to see how many folks he could convince to follow him into the gyms and into the theaters, and now into the voting booth.


How did he get here? Why is he running? Why are we here?


The peee-pull.


The peee-pull.


The people.


He’s a people person.


The advance man whispers to the assorted aides and friends. The words are his way of clearing some space for the candidate, who is rehearsing backstage at the Sacramento Memorial Auditorium. It’s also an apology.


Arnold wants to see you. He wants to know you. But he needs you to stand far away. It doesn’t matter if you’re the press, the event host, or even one of his aides. The candidate needs his privacy. He doesn’t mean to be rude or standoffish.


He’s a people person.


There wouldn’t be an election in this fall of 2003 without the people. Back in the spring of 2003, voters began signing petitions to remove Governor Gray Davis from office. Their signatures triggered a special election. Now, in six days, Californians will decide whether to recall the governor of an American state for only the second time in the country’s history, and for the first time in more than eighty years. They will also vote on a successor. A new poll has the recall winning and the candidate eight points ahead.


The world’s media portrays this as the beginning of another strange show from one of the world’s stranger places, a movie star making an abrupt career change for unknown reasons. The star, who has awakened on this day feeling certain of victory, sees this as the culmination of years of quiet preparation for a mission that seems to him entirely natural: rescuing the largest state in his adopted homeland.


Both are right, to a point. Yes, a new governorship is coming and yes, this new career marks a rise to power of a one-of-a-kind American political figure. But today really marks a middle point in a far grander tale of a form of government that is not quite republican and not purely democratic, and of a method of politics in which the very act of lawmaking is a public spectacle and mass entertainment. This is the story of blockbuster democracy.






THE CANDIDATE is calling today’s speech “Day One.” His campaign advisors are worried that the people don’t have a clear idea what he’ll do as governor.




How can the people not know?


They already know more about Arnold Schwarzenegger than any political figure in the world. They have seen him naked. They have seen him give birth (in the movie Junior). They have seen him kill. They have fallen asleep to his voice on TV. They have imitated his accent.


They know him. They’ve seen him in action for years.


But what do the people really know? They have never seen him run a government. He has campaigned for less than eight weeks. He hasn’t said what programs he’ll cut, how he’ll balance the budget, or how he’ll handle recalcitrant legislators. They have laughed when he declared gay marriage should be “between a man and a woman” and promised everyone “a fantastic job.” They, again, have imitated his accent.


They don’t know him. They’ve never seen him in action before.


He has reveled in the confusion. He seems utterly comfortable with contradiction.


He is running the most public of campaigns for a statewide office—with a dedication to secrecy so severe that his spokesmen have been required to sign confidentiality agreements. He says he is making an offbeat, inspired attack on the status quo, even as he mouths cautious, centrist political statements. He distrusts power and special interests, even as he takes millions in political donations from corporate executives. He is a Republican, even though most of the people close to him are Democrats.


He swears he is not a politician, but he has been around politics all his life. His candidacy is a joke told to the world, a joke he himself enjoys telling, and it’s as serious as a $40 million opening weekend or a $38 billion budget shortfall. He is running as an American icon, even as he retains his citizenship in a small European nation.


He made his reputation with his body, but physically he is awkward: his trunk seems built for a much taller man; his shape is all chest and shoulders and arms. As he walks around backstage, his small legs seem to groan under the weight of his torso like an old flatbed truck carting a load too heavy for its own wheels.


He will tell you that he’s not much of an actor. But he is a brilliant performer. His voice is no prize. But it is unforgettable.


He poses as one of the people everywhere he goes. When boasting about his strength in handling a challenge, he is the ex–pro athlete, a seven-time Mr. Olympia. On The Howard Stern Show, he is a comedian. On Oprah, he is a dutiful father. To Central Valley alfalfa growers, he is a farm boy from Austria. To the chamber of commerce, he’s a real estate investor. With the media, he’s the understanding husband of a journalist.


None of these poses are really him.


All the posing is.


HE NEEDS to be alone now.


The advance man is chiding an aide who lingered too close.


The candidate, as he rehearses alone, must have his space.


How can such a man ever be alone?


Just out of earshot hover more than a dozen aides, the Republican leader of the state senate, a bodybuilder, a friend from Austria, two public relations people, a make-up woman, two sound guys, a lighting consultant, a personal photographer, and his dialogue coach. On the other side of the curtain are two dozen TV cameras representing eight countries, four local TV affiliates, and three national news networks. Fifteen hundred people fill seats in the hall.


In one section of the auditorium sit about fifty academics, entrepreneurs, and government officials who have given him policy advice. Most are volunteers who have dropped everything at the mention of his name to drive to his home in Brentwood or his office complex in Santa Monica. There they have marveled at the mural of the Terminator, shooting through a brick wall, in the elevator landing.


Schwarzenegger University, the sessions were called. It was a private school, enrollment of one. In less than six weeks, the sessions have produced the most detailed policy platform of any candidate in the race, a platform that the candidate has largely hidden from public view. The people, the candidate says, aren’t interested in details and numbers. The people want to know only that their governor will do as they wish.


Today, though, the candidate will give a glimpse of how he would rule. His top political consultant, sick and feverish in a hotel room at the other end of the state, has insisted on the speech. Opponents are attacking from right and left, arguing that Arnold is not ready to govern. Outside the auditorium, some 150 union members protest. Being a governor is not like being a movie star or even like being a political candidate, the protesters say.


The candidate’s whole life tells him that this criticism is wrong. The people are the pee-pull, whether they sit in the dark of a movie theater, stand behind a voting booth curtain, or squeeze into a giant crowd at a rally.


Schwarzenegger has agreed to give the speech. But he balked at a plan to put bleachers on the stage behind him and fill them with the aides who would serve in his administration. Their faces would be too familiar, too elite, too distracting.


Soon Arnold Schwarzenegger will take the stage alone.


THE SACRAMENTO MEMORIAL AUDITORIUM occupies a full block that was donated to the city of Sacramento by John Sutter for use as a public square. Sutter, born in 1803 in Germany to Swiss parents, came to North America as a young adult to seek a fortune. In California, he turned a land grant from the Mexicans into his own private agricultural kingdom at the intersection of the American and Sacramento rivers. He built a fort to defend it.


Sutter was one of the first men to cross an ocean to secure a great private fortune in California. He would not be the last. When gold was discovered on Sutter’s land, people came from all over the world to seek it. They destroyed his crops and stole his herds in the process. The Gold Rush established California as the state that “has not grown or evolved so much as it has been hurtled forward, rocket-fashion, by a series of chain-reaction explosions,” as the historian Carey McWilliams would put it. California remade itself overnight, through thrill-seeking, risk-taking, and popular action. The whole damn place was a special effect.


The Sutter land at the corner of 15th and J Street became an elementary school. The idea of building an auditorium was first offered in 1910, another year of explosive change in California. Political reformers around the state needed a candidate for governor. These businessmen and newspaper publishers, frustrated that their individual money and moxie carried so little weight with a state legislature dominated by the railroad interests, believed they could change California only by electing a leader who would allow the people to legislate directly.


The man they chose, a charismatic lawyer named Hiram Johnson, had grown up in Sacramento, five blocks from where the modern state Capitol would be built. He had attended the grammar school on Sutter’s land at 15th and J. After a falling out with his father, Johnson left town and became famous as a lawyer in San Francisco.


Johnson had never run for office before. After what was then the longest campaign in the state’s history, Johnson won. Once he was sworn in as governor, he convinced the legislature to put before voters twenty-three revisions to the state constitution. Among them were the initiative, the referendum, and the recall. The initiative allowed citizens to make laws or amend the constitution at the ballot. The referendum permitted citizens to overturn laws passed by a city council or legislature. The recall gave citizens the power to throw out an elected official at any point in his term. Each instrument of direct democracy required citizens to gather a certain number of signatures to place a proposed law, amendment, or elected official on the ballot.


Johnson promoted these reforms before some of the largest crowds ever to attend California political speeches. “The man who talks today of checks and balances is talking against popular democracy,” he said in Berkeley. “No man is better able to govern than all others, no man is better in government than any other man.” In an October 1911 special election, Californians approved nearly all of his changes, including the three pillars of direct democracy.


Johnson and the state’s newest lawmakers—the voters—then constructed much of California’s modern system of government. His governorship, which lasted six years, saw the establishment of a workers’ compensation system, the regulation of utilities and railroads, prison reform, the first real state budget, and a building boom. In Sacramento alone, the Progressive era brought some thirty new major buildings.


One was the auditorium. The project stalled for a while as materials, money, and attention ran short in World War I. At the dedication in 1925, Johnson, by then a U.S. senator, greeted his seventh-grade teacher and gave the keynote speech.


“When in the future skillful, clever ministers of propaganda shall assail or seek to undermine The People’s rights, here the voice of righteousness and fair play shall answer in trumpet tones,” he said. “I leave you with the vision that is ours of the future of the Sacramento Auditorium: here no money changers shall ever dwell . . . free speech it shall foster, within it justice and fair play shall abide. It shall be the temple of The People, sacred to the right of The People.”


Schwarzenegger might have been more at ease giving his speech in a mall, at the fairgrounds, or at some place where he could interact with a huge crowd. An old auditorium isn’t his first choice, and his staff knows nothing of the building’s history. But his consultant insists that the event look gubernatorial, indoors, bland, and reassuring.


Johnson’s temple will have to do.


The people from Hartmann Studios, based in the Bay Area, have spent two days preparing. The candidate prefers to have the same production team for as many events as possible. If nothing else was consistent, at least his appearance would be. Today, to present the candidate as an emblem of the state, the production team arranges small palm trees behind the podium. They darken the rest of the room but light the trees and the podium from the back and the front. Television cameras will have nothing else to shoot but the next governor of California and the palms.


Light is the candidate’s friend. When he is on stage, the light turns his orange-tinted hair a natural, sandy color that makes him look a decade younger than fifty-six. Light gives his orange tan a rich, sun-earned glow. He favors light-colored suits, mostly grays and tans, with pastel-colored ties. There is little risk in this feminine styling—no one questions the Terminator’s manhood—and plenty of visual reward. The suits signal he is not another dark-suited politician. Put him in a group picture of other pols, and the light colors give him a sartorial halo.


“YOU KNOW, NEXT TUESDAY, the people of California will vote on the direction of this state. In the days ahead, there will . . . ,” he begins the speech, then pauses. He has the early stages of hoarseness and coughs to clear his throat. “In the days ahead, you will hear a lot of talk about the campaign. But I am not here to talk about campaigning. I am here today to talk about governing.”




A sly, shy grin comes over his face. It is new to his political appearances. On the stump, he has a repertoire of expressions and gestures: the fist pump, the thumbs up, the Terminator glare, the hand held up like a stop sign, the pointed index finger, and the big, boxy, self-satisfied smile recognizable to anyone who saw Twins. But now he grins like a man offering a glimpse of a secret.


“One survey found that California has the worst economic climate of all fifty states in the nation. We have the worst deficit, the worst credit rating, and the worst money management,” he says. “The problem though is not California. The problem is Sacramento.”With that, he points to the ground, a cue that gives broadcasters an excuse to remind viewers this speech is taking place in the state capital. “If the people give me the authority to act, I will do so decisively. Here is what I will do in the first days, the first one hundred days in office,” he says. With that, a giant screen turns on above his head. The plan is broken down into ten steps.


He says he will freeze spending and suspend new state purchases, though it will prove difficult to enforce such measures on California’s giant unionized bureaucracy. He promises an audit of the entire government; that has the potential to offend most interest groups in the capital.


It gets dicier. He says he will repeal the tripling of the state’s vehicle license fee. Governor Davis has raised the fee in a complex scheme to cover the state’s obligations to local governments. Reversing the “car tax” increase might be popular, but a repeal will blow a $4 billion hole in the finances of the state’s cities and counties. Mayors and county supervisors likely will howl, and the legislature probably won’t bail him out.


Each step of the plan poses greater challenges. He promises to call a special session of the legislature, which will still be controlled by hostile Democratic majorities. “On the agenda will be spending cuts, streamlining government and constitutional amendments to get control of the budget,” he says. The constitutional amendment to restrain spending is a nonstarter with Democrats. And Republicans could block a compromise measure. In the next breath, he says he will restructure the state’s current debt. But how? He has said himself that the state’s credit rating is poor.


He vows to force the legislature to repeal legislation that grants California driver’s licenses to undocumented immigrants. And he promises new reforms of the state’s workers’ compensation system to help California employers, who pay premiums nearly twice as high as those in other states, even though lawmakers have passed a workers’ comp fix in recent weeks.


He does not stop there. Schwarzenegger says he will renegotiate compacts with Indian tribes that own casinos. But those compacts are only a few years old and run for two decades. What interest will they have in renegotiating?


He rounds out the speech with a pair of proposals. He wants to reform education, perhaps by consolidating the state’s ninety educational programs— each with its own constituency—into a few large block grants. The goal is to get more money into the classroom. He pledges to ban political fund-raising during the budget process and enact an open records law.


Each proposal is a blast at interest groups. Each interest has the means to defend itself. On these issues, he will have few allies in the legislature.


He is smiling that Cheshire cat grin again.


Schwarzenegger moves immediately into a few applause lines that his consultant has written in hopes they will be quoted on TV and in newspapers.


“They say no on the recall. They would take us back. I say yes to California. I will lead us forward.”


The entire speech lasts just twelve minutes, short enough to fit between commercial breaks. The plan is easily summarized by the campaign on a single sheet of paper.


Before he leaves town, the reaction comes in, quick and cold from the establishment political figures who run the state and from the major newspapers that have endorsed them for years. The candidate is dreaming, they say. He might be able to reinvent himself as a politician, but he will not be able to transcend the realities of government. They argue that the California dream—the Progressive one at least—is dead, that the state is no longer a blank slate upon which the ambitious can write their own screenplays, that even the most successful and resourceful and famous of self-made men will have to resign himself to the fact that the experts, not the people, know best how to keep the machine humming.




Bill Carrick, a Democratic political consultant who doesn’t have a candidate in the recall race, predicts that if Schwarzenegger were to pursue even one of the proposals, the state government would be gridlocked for years. The San Jose Mercury News, in a bit of understatement, calls the speech full of ideas that “could be hard to get past the legislature and unions.”The Los Angeles Times  publishes my story under a headline that says: “Acting as if it’s in the bag.” I write that the plan is pie in the sky.


John Burton, the Democratic president pro tem of the state senate and California’s most powerful legislator, says: “Fuck him. He ought to read the Constitution of the United States. He isn’t being elected king. He’s being elected governor, which is only one-third of the government. It’s called checks and balances.”


It will not be the last time that a California lawmaker invokes the American system of checks and balances when discussing Arnold Schwarzenegger.


WITHIN TWENTY-FOUR HOURS, the speech is forgotten. The very next day, October 2, the Los Angeles Times publishes a lengthy story saying Schwarzeneg-ger, in the last thirty years, touched six women “in a sexual manner without their consent.” ABC News and the New York Times report a different scoop: Schwarzenegger during the 1970s said that he admired Hitler, according to a book proposal circulated some years earlier. Both stories create worldwide media attention and dominate the campaign, but neither damages his election chances.


The book proposal’s author disavows it. Schwarzenegger apologizes immediately for his conduct toward women. TV stations show pictures of Schwarzenegger’s four-day bus tour to close the campaign. No one bothers to wrestle with the implications of Schwarzenegger’s ten-step plan.


AN ADVISOR TO SCHWARZENEGGER calls to protest my story. There is a way the government can tackle those issues—driver’s licenses, budget finance, workers’ comp, local government, Indian gambling, and political reform. Burton is reading the wrong fucking constitution, the advisor says. It’s not the American one that counts. It’s the constitution of the state of California— Hiram Johnson’s playbook. Schwarzenegger could sponsor his own initiatives, go around the legislature, and push his agenda through the ballot box.


The strategy sounds outlandish, over-the-top, too expensive and confrontational. Who would even attempt such a thing?


He’s a people person.


LEGISLATING AT THE BALLOT BOX has been a tradition in California since Johnson’s day. It became commonplace again in the late 1970s. That’s about the same time Schwarzenegger was launching his film career and beginning to dabble in politics.


Over the past twenty-five years, citizen groups, businesses, unions, the rich, the eccentric, and the famous have sponsored ballot initiatives in which they propose laws for voters to enact. Most of these initiatives have failed.


But every so often, a ballot measure captures public attention. Whether it is Proposition 13 and its restrictions on taxes, a limit on representatives’ terms, or the “three strikes” law for convicted felons, these blockbuster measures not only win, they change the political narrative in the state in a way that no mere candidate can. So many people have tried to sponsor initiatives— to search for that blockbuster—that a California-based industry of signature-gathering firms, election lawyers, and consultants has developed. These are the producers, directors, and marketers of blockbuster democracy.


It is a system that no political leader, no matter how popular, has ever managed to tame. In several cases, popular politicians have sponsored ballot measures in order to get pet projects turned into law. Typically, these ballot initiatives are timed to coincide with their own campaigns for office. But most of these efforts falter and some backfire. Once in office, most statewide politicians govern so as to avoid challenges from interests that have the money and power to sponsor initiatives.


But Schwarzenegger sees ballot measures as opportunities. He sponsored a ballot initiative in 2002. Proposition 49 was a measure to fund after-school programs, but it also served as a dry run for a future gubernatorial candidacy. He has learned that ballot measures play to his strengths. He has been selling movies and winning opening weekends for years. A ballot initiative is just another tale he can sell to the public.


Now, from the Sacramento Memorial Auditorium stage, he is putting in motion a governorship so different from what Americans normally expect from a state chief executive that it would be difficult to call him merely a governor.


Here he is, less than a week before election day, and already he is setting the stage for more ballot measures, more campaigns, more elections. Sequels.


He will have to exploit his celebrity, to provide enough entertainment to keep public attention focused on himself and his proposals. He will need to understand policy well enough to tease out the issues that could be turned into good stories for the ballot. To finance so many initiative campaigns, he will be forced to become the most prolific fund-raiser of any governor in American history. He will need to demonstrate a political veteran’s sense of timing in his negotiations with the legislature. He will have to be a manager of extraordinary skill, meshing the state’s executive branch with a network of political entities he will build himself.


To succeed will require constant momentum. If he loses standing with the public, he will lose his special power and his entire strategy will be at risk. He might not be making movies anymore, but he will need to keep making hits.


It might be nothing but a show.


It will have to be some show.


Schwarzenegger will have to harness California’s century-old system of direct democracy to build precisely the thing it had been designed to counter: a political machine. Of course, this will be a political machine run not on patronage but on stardust—fueled by money, fame, polling, TV ads, direct mail, signature gatherers, malls, and even a few stunts.


But won’t it still be a political machine? Won’t it rob him of his special promise as a political outsider and turn him into an insider? Won’t it distort the decisions of his government? Won’t it cause him as many problems as it solves?


“Trust me,” the governor-elect of California will say to that question a few weeks later. “It’s the people’s machine.”






















PART I


THE VOICE OF GOD is the voice of the People. The people cry out “Let us, the People, God’s people, go.”You, our masters, you, our kings, you, our tyrants, don’t you hear us? Don’t you hear God speaking in us? Will you never let us go?  How long at length will you abuse our patience? How long will you drive us? How long will you harass us? Will nothing daunt you? Does nothing check you? Do you not know that to ignore our cry too long is to wake the Red Terror? Ramses refused to listen to it and perished miserably. Caesar refused to listen and was stabbed in the Senate House. The Bourbon Louis refused to listen and died on the guillotine; Charles Stuart refused to listen and died on the block; the white Czar refused to listen and was blown up in his own capital. Will you let it come to that? Will you drive us to it? We who boast of our land of freedom, we who live in the country of liberty?




—Frank Norris, The Octopus

























CHAPTER 1
“As Entertaining as a Nickelodeon”


WITH A LONG OVERCOAT AND A NEW HAT, the saloonkeeper disguised himself as a lawyer. Surely, no one would pay him any mind. He would blend into the courtroom audience.


Two years earlier, in April 1906, a massive earthquake and fire had leveled San Francisco. Americans had sent whatever dollars they could scrape together for relief. In the aftermath, some of the city’s leading citizens finally lost patience with the cronyism, misappropriations, and greed of the political, union, and railroad bosses who ruled San Francisco. One newspaper editor prevailed upon a sugar magnate to post $100,000 for the prosecution of local villains. On November 13, 1908, a team of prosecutors for hire had the city’s top political boss, Abe Ruef, on trial. Getting that far had been no easy task. Ruef, a lawyer, had statewide influence, both legitimate and illicit. In 1906, he had all but named the new governor. He had tried to fend off an earlier attempt at prosecution by making himself San Francisco’s district attorney.


Just as a recess was called, the saloonkeeper slipped through the swinging gate separating the prosecutors from the audience. He carried his hat in one hand. The other hand he stuffed deep into his overcoat.


By the time he pulled out the revolver, he was standing next to the lead prosecutor, Francis Heney. The saloonkeeper pushed the muzzle of the weapon against the right side of Heney’s face, just in front of the ear. He fired.


No one will ever know for sure why Morris Haas pulled that trigger. The next day, the saloonkeeper was found dead in his jail cell with a bullet through his head and a gun by his side. He appeared to have killed himself, though there were rumors of foul play. Not long after, the chief of police disappeared off the end of a launch as it crossed the bay. These mysteries gripped the state and then the nation. More than a century earlier, a single bullet fired in Lexington, Massachusetts, had started an American revolution, bringing a new form of government into the world. With two bullets, the saloonkeeper—and his assailant, if there was one—had touched off another political revolution, one that would fundamentally alter that same form of government in America’s largest state. This second revolution would pave the way for the governorship of Arnold Schwarzenegger nearly one hundred years later.


HENEY WOULD LIVE. The bullet somehow squeezed between the prosecutor’s jaw and skull, embedding in the back of his mouth. But the trial of Abe Ruef needed a new lead prosecutor. The natural choice was Hiram Johnson. Johnson could be a difficult man. Born and raised in Sacramento, he was the son of Grove Johnson, who did the railroad’s bidding in the state legislature. Hiram Johnson’s brother had died an alcoholic’s early death, and Johnson himself was prone to black moods and depression. Years earlier, he had escaped his father’s grip, moved to San Francisco, and started a law practice. In the courtroom, he had proven to be a fantastic performer. In one case, he pulled a dagger out of the waistband of a witness during cross-examination. In defending a Chinese organized crime figure, he brought six Chinese men wearing yellow overcoats into the courtroom and placed his client among them. The witness identified the wrong man.


Johnson had lost his home and office in the earthquake of 1906. He detested the city bosses, and had signed up—for a hefty fee—to help Heney with the prosecutions. Now he would reap glory as well as cash.


Private detectives told Johnson that the jury was fixed; at least four jurors had taken bribes. Johnson did not report this to the judge. He had Ruef in the defendant’s chair, and the entire country was watching. He would not let a few crooked jurors stop the show.


Johnson’s summation to the jury was reprinted all over the state. He reminded jurors of the earthquake’s destruction. “At that time when all of us were down in the dirt and in disorder, crawling through our streets, begging for aid, standing in the bread line, fighting indeed for life, it was at that time that Abe Ruef and the United Railroads sold our town and sold out you!” He all but called for public retribution against jurors who would let Ruef go free. “We know this man is guilty. You know he is guilty,” he thundered. “Dare you acquit him? Why, if you don’t convict this man, may God in his infinite mercy, or worse, call upon you the consequences of your act!”


The jury convicted. Hiram Johnson was suddenly one of the most famous names in California. He took care to be photographed regularly with his arms flexed or his fists up, the poses of a strongman.


Within a year, a group of rich men called on Johnson. Dissident Republicans in the north, a newspaper publisher in Fresno, and a socialist doctor from Los Angeles wanted to argue their own case—in the court of public opinion. What bound together the men who would become Johnson’s political backers were a hatred for the state legislature, a distrust of parties and factions, and a willingness to do whatever it took to win. These characteristics led them to embrace direct democracy.


By the fall of 1910, when Johnson was the Republican nominee for governor, he confessed to a friendly journalist that he knew little about referenda, initiatives, and recalls. He did not immediately understand their implications for a country founded as a republic. But the concept sounded fine to him. Johnson trusted his audiences. If a fixed jury could reach the right verdict, surely the people could govern themselves.


THE SOUTHERN PACIFIC RAILROAD and its owners had no intention of allowing direct democracy to flourish statewide. The SP was the machine that couldn’t be beat. The railroad controlled more than 85 percent of the track in the state and leveraged that power mercilessly. The railroad’s shipping rates could make or break merchants. The railroad was the real government in the towns and cities that relied on it for their connections to the world.


At the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, two national movements confronted the power of the railroads. The Populists, many of them farmers, laborers, and debtors, rose first, protesting that elected representatives had been captured by railroads and other moneyed interests. As the Populists faded with the turn of the century, the Progressive movement rose. Led by journalists, professionals, and businessmen, Progressives saw republican government as corrupt and inefficient. With more democracy, the government could operate in a just, businesslike fashion, not only meeting public needs, but elevating public life itself.


The Progressives in California, many of them dissident Republicans, disliked both the railroad and the labor unions. Their strongest faith was in public opinion, a “jury that could not be fixed,” as the journalist Lincoln Steffens called it.


The Progressives looked around the world for democratic structures. At that time, many American political thinkers were studying the democratic advances being made by Switzerland. In 1848, the Swiss adopted a new constitution that allowed citizens to overturn laws. One of the first targets of referendum was a direct national subsidy to the Swiss railroad. In the 1850s, Swiss cantons had adopted the recall. Later, the Swiss added the initiative to the national constitution.


In 1888, James W. Sullivan, a member of the New York typographers’ union, took a leave of absence and visited Switzerland. His 1892 book, Direct Legislation by the Citizenship Through the Initiative and Referendum, was read closely by Progressives. In practice, Swiss direct democracy, which allows citizens to vote at least four times a year, proved to be a stabilizing force, a way to create a conversation between legislators and the public. But the Americans who read about Switzerland tended to be people who were at war with the status quo. They fashioned direct democracy as a weapon. The Populists and the Progressives worked to bring the initiative, referendum, and recall to the Western states, with their first success in South Dakota in 1898. Over the next twelve years, ten more states would follow suit. California’s Progressives watched with envy. They wished for direct democracy, too. But the Southern Pacific wouldn’t allow it.


LELAND STANFORD, ONE OF THE “BIG FOUR” railroad barons, was governor of California from 1861 to 1863. After that, he served as president of the Southern Pacific and founded a university named for his deceased son. Stanford also had a fondness for making large bets and funding expensive research on questions of interest to him.


In 1872, he had wanted to know: Do horses fly?


To be more specific: is there ever a moment when all four of a galloping horse’s hooves leave the ground? He hired the English photographer Ead-weard Muybridge to research the question. Six years later, after the photographer’s acquittal at trial for the shooting of his wife’s lover (justifiable homicide, the jury ruled), Muybridge produced an answer. At a track in Palo Alto, a wheeled cart was hooked up to one of Stanford’s horses. As the horse ran, the wheels tripped a dozen different wires, each connected to a camera. The multiple pictures, in a series, captured the equine motion.


Horses do fly.


The Muybridge-Stanford collaboration ended, as so many motion picture success stories do, in disputes over who should get the credit. But Muy-bridge’s reputation was made. Thomas Edison, inspired in part by Muy-bridge’s device, developed a primitive motion picture machine of his own in 1891. An assistant made the first films, using vaudeville performers. Among them was a Prussian strongman named Eugene Sandow, who had been promoted by Florenz Ziegfeld, creator of the stage spectaculars known as Ziegfeld’s Follies. Sandow became a star of sorts, publishing books, dating actress Lillian Russell, and serving as personal fitness instructor to King George V. He fancied himself a political man and advocated for health care, sanitation, and prenatal exams for women. From the earliest days of motion pictures, it was clear that an extraordinary body could lead to bigger things.


Although other inventors would soon produce far more advanced devices for making and showing movies, it was Edison who filed the first patents, and he enforced them ruthlessly in and out of court. In December 1908, he joined with some of his competitors to form the Motion Picture Patents Company, which came to be known as the Trust. The Trust soon controlled all the licenses for projection machines as well as the films themselves. Independent, non-Trust productions in New Jersey and New York found their prints stolen and their sets busted up. The Trust even created its own censorship board, a New York organization with a misleading name, the People’s Institute.


The only way to beat the Edison machine, independent filmmakers decided, was to move as far away as possible.


DIRECT DEMOCRACY AND THE MOVIES would find fertile soil at the same time and in the same place: Los Angeles, a wide-open town with weak unions and warm weather. Even in the middle of a Los Angeles winter, one could shoot an outdoor scene—or walk the streets gathering signatures on an initiative petition—without the slightest discomfort.


Hollywood, where the movie colony would eventually camp, consisted mostly of gardens and churches. Most of the action was downtown, where the new theaters were. A doctor originally from Pennsylvania had already made a fortune in real estate there and was turning his attention to politics. John Randolph Haynes was a utopian, a Christian, a millionaire, and a Socialist. He had read what he could find on Switzerland, and in 1895 formed the Direct Legislation League.


“I believe I am a fundamental Democrat and I believe it is only through the proper physical, mental, and moral education of the masses of the people who will be, and should be the rulers of the government under which they live, that we will in time achieve the best known government,” he wrote in an autobiography that he never completed. (Haynes also was a committed eugenicist, who argued for forced sterilization of criminals and “the degenerate.”)


In 1902, a year before the first movie producers arrived, Haynes financed the successful campaign for a new Los Angeles city charter that included the initiative, referendum, and recall. From the beginning, direct democracy was not a tool for grass-roots idealists, but a club for those with the inclination and resources to practice power politics.


Haynes, joining forces with the Lincoln-Roosevelt League, a collection of disenchanted Republicans who would become Progressives, lobbied the state legislature to pass similar amendments to the state constitution. Haynes and his allies won several commitments from legislators, but the railroad’s attorney, William F. Herrin, manipulated the legislative schedule to prevent a vote.


Dismayed, Haynes and the Progressives decided that only a governor with popular appeal could beat the railroad.


HIRAM JOHNSON’S WIFE did not want to leave their comfortable home on Russian Hill in San Francisco. But it seemed that every day during the winter of 1909, another newspaperman or Progressive businessman would arrive on their doorstep and ask Johnson to run.


The Southern Pacific had ever so slightly loosened its grip. In 1909, its lobbyists had permitted a bill to pass that created primary elections. Before, easily controlled party conventions chose the nominee of the dominant Republican Party. It was the perfect opening for Johnson. He was no party man, but Californians knew his name from Ruef ’s trial two years earlier. And no one could match his way with a crowd.


Johnson started six months before the election, launching the longest, loudest political campaign the state had seen. He gave as many as sixteen speeches a day. Refusing to ride the Southern Pacific, he toured the state in sporty red cars, sturdy and expensive Locomobiles that could go one hundred miles per hour. The cars became the symbol of his effort. In this new era, the people could steer for themselves.


People found it impossible to listen to Johnson for five minutes without wanting to join him in the fight. His speeches had the same theme: one man against a giant enemy, the railroad, which he alternately described as a “monster” and a “creature.” In Petaluma, Johnson asked residents to ring the old bells in the Baptist church as they once had done to call out the vigilantes. For some speeches, he organized fireworks displays and car parades. In San Jose, teams of yell leaders, placed strategically in different corners of a theater, shouted in sequence to create a ringing effect. He arranged for a cannon to be fired upon his arrival at a Sacramento rally.


In San Francisco, rival campaign managers watched in despair as Johnson roused a crowd of ten thousand at a speech at Dreamland Rink.


“Johnson’s surely as entertaining as a nickelodeon,” one campaign manager grumbled to the Examiner, “and the people didn’t have to pay a cent.”


The newspapers led the counterattack. The Los Angeles Times called him a “political Delilah . . . fair to look upon, but a treacherous deceiver.” In the final days of the campaign, the Times suggested—falsely and without naming its sources—that Johnson was secretly in league with the railroad. “Americans love a circus,” the paper wrote. “While they are a serious people in the main they are possessed occasionally by a trivial mood and while that mood prevails they seek the frivolous as a momentary diversion. Hiram Johnson as an exponent of reform in politics rivals Barnum’s best performers.”


Meyer Lissner, the Los Angeles attorney who was Johnson’s main handler, responded to such objections by noting the size of Johnson’s crowds. By putting on such huge spectacles, Johnson could get his message out without newspapers, which often suppressed his words. “Out of one hundred points in the publicity game,” wrote Franklin Hichborn, a journalist who aided Johnson’s campaign, “I would not give the newspapers much more than ten.” Johnson saw it as part of his duty as a political figure to entertain. “I have found as I ever found,” he once wrote to his daughter, “when an issue is divorced from personality it lacks the heat of enthusiasm which stirs the electorate.”


Johnson kept speeches short. As much as possible he avoided offering positions on the issues of the day and instead stuck to denunciations of the railroad. “I am not a politician, so I am not trying to pose as one,” he told a Palm Springs audience on May 25, 1910. “And that is one reason why I expect to be elected governor. I think, and the people seem to think, that California has been ruled long enough by politicians.”The three other Republican candidates— and the Democratic nominee—soon competed with the outsider to denounce the Southern Pacific.


Johnson’s overwhelming victory on November 8, 1910, did not end his campaign. Within months, the new governor called an election and asked voters to adopt twenty-three amendments to the state constitution, among them the initiative, referendum, and recall. Johnson campaigned for three consecutive months for his measures.


Grove Johnson denounced his son’s effort: “The voice of the people is not the voice of God, for the voice of the people sent Jesus to the cross.” President Taft suggested the application of the recall to judges might be unconstitutional. Newspapers denounced the amendments as contrary to the tradition of Republican America. The Federalist Papers were often quoted. “A dangerous ambition more often lurks behind the specious mask of zeal for the rights of the people than under the forbidding appearance of zeal for the firmness and efficiency of government,” Alexander Hamilton wrote in Federalist Number 1. “History will teach us that the former has been found a much more certain road to the introduction of despotism than the latter, and that of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people, commencing demagogues and ending tyrants.”


Johnson responded that truly righteous public officials had nothing to fear. “You can’t make a coward by putting a pistol to his head,” the governor said. “You can only prove him a coward.”


The amendments passed. The direct democracy measures were by far the most popular. Seventy-six percent of voters approved the initiative and referendum. The other amendments established the structure of California government. Counties and cities were given new rights and new control over their finances. A workers’ compensation system was established. A board of control was founded to draft and monitor the state budget. A century later, some of the very same subjects would occupy much of the time of a new governor, a political outsider with a flair for the dramatic and a devotion to direct democracy.


FOR JOHNSON, THE BALLOT ALSO PRODUCED HEARTBREAK. In 1912, he served as vice presidential nominee on Teddy Roosevelt’s “Bull Moose” ticket for the Progressive Party. They lost to Woodrow Wilson. After Johnson was re-elected governor in 1914, he called a special election so voters could cast ballots on eleven separate measures, most notably his own plan to make state offices nonpartisan. But the public was “sick of campaigns and probably sick of the campaigner,” Johnson wrote in a letter to an ally. In 1915, all eleven measures went down in defeat, with nonpartisanship losing by 18 percentage points. Nevertheless, the San Diego Union, observing the Johnson phenomenon, editorialized that Johnson’s ways promised a flood of democracy: “California appears doomed to be continually in the throes of politics. As soon as one election is over, long-range campaigning for the next one will begin. This sort of political endless chain is not alluring.”


Johnson’s political base shifted during his governorship from San Francisco to Southern California. He scheduled long vacations in the south, invested in property there, and kept in touch with the growing movie colony, which included some of his supporters.


By the end of Johnson’s first term, Colonel William Selig had set up his permanent movie operation in Los Angeles, where he could film three thousand miles from Edison’s lawyers. And Carl Laemmle, the founder of Universal Pictures, had acquired a ranch in the San Fernando Valley and began building a studio on it.


Governor Johnson eagerly made use of Hollywood know-how. His 1914 re-election campaign commissioned a twenty-minute film in which children showed off free textbooks and women celebrated shorter working hours— both the results of ballot measures Johnson had championed. (Johnson received a half-dozen letters from voters complaining that such a blatant mix of the political and the cinematic was inappropriate.) The governor was ahead of his time, though. The following year, Universal offered President Woodrow Wilson the opportunity to deliver a message on its movie screens; he turned down the chance, saying such a forum would be disrespectful of his office.


Johnson went out of his way to associate himself with the movies. He denounced the Edison Trust, which would be dissolved in 1918 after a ruling by the United States Supreme Court. The governor praised D. W. Griffith’s groundbreaking, explicitly racist The Birth of a Nation so lavishly that the film’s producers used his comments in their national publicity. His devotion to Hollywood was such that, after his time as governor, Johnson was offered $40,000 a year by the motion picture industry to head a new law firm to combat censorship and other movie bugaboos. He declined.


AS THE EDISON TRUST BROKE UP and the Southern Pacific Railroad lost its stranglehold in the state, those who had mounted the successful challenges formed new machines that derived their power from the public.


Between 1910 and 1912, the number of Americans who regularly attended motion pictures doubled from ten to twenty million. By 1928, the Hollywood studios would bring in $1.5 billion a year and account for 90 percent of the films made. Hollywood was a machine built on a certain kind of democracy, as William de Mille wrote while on his way to join his brother Cecil in California. The movies were “a new theater which the people themselves would control by sheer force of numbers, since dictatorship, while frequently controlling the intelligentsia in their patronage of the so-called ‘higher arts,’ has never been able to influence popular drama,” de Mille wrote.


Before long, critics complained that art was suffering for commerce. Even Karl Brown, camera operator for The Birth of a Nation, said: “Bigger meant better and a sort of giganticism overwhelmed the world, especially the world of motion pictures.”


Direct democracy, too, offered new opportunities to build bigger machines. Governor Johnson himself erected one of the first. His political machine, the critics claimed, was more powerful and ruthless than the Southern Pacific’s lobby had ever been. They had a point.


Violating an early promise, Johnson hit up his appointees for campaign contributions. He used private investigators to build files on members of the legislature and conduct surveillance on a San Francisco man, Alva Udell, who filed a recall petition against him. In his search for popular themes, the governor exploited anti-Japanese racism and signed into law the Alien Land Act, which prohibited noncitizens from owning land.


Johnson reached into the ranks of advertising experts, particularly Albert Lasker, a partner in the giant advertising firm of Lord and Thomas, for political advice. Lord and Thomas, in turn, found plenty of business in the new, Johnson-created field of initiative and referendum politics. The firm guided the initiative campaign that repealed a tax on chain stores—at the time the most expensive campaign in the history of California.


Johnson denied having a political machine. He merely appealed to the public, he claimed. “Let us assume that a governor was anxious to build up a tremendous and powerful political machine which would perpetuate him in power. How would he do it? Would he do it by trying to build that machine in the affections of the people at large? Or would he do it by endeavoring to control with party machinery a faction of the people?”


To Johnson, the answer was obvious. No one could control the people.


ALTHOUGH JOHNSON WOULD NOT ACKNOWLEDGE IT, direct democracy required a new sort of political organization. The sponsor of a ballot measure needed money and muscle to qualify measures and to put on a show to attract the attention of voters.


From its earliest days, the process of gathering signatures for initiatives and referenda had been a business. It was a way for young women, college students, derelicts, and sandwich men (who carried small billboards on their chests and backs) to earn cash. In 1912, paid gatherers in Los Angeles earned three cents for every signature they collected. By 1914, the practice had been professionalized, and a new firm, Robinson & Company, formed to gather signatures. In 1916, so many signatures were being gathered on so many petitions that Johnson worried aloud about the ability of the fifty-eight county clerks to verify the names properly.


In 1923, a special committee of the state senate would conclude that “campaign methods and practices” associated with initiatives and referenda “constitute a menace to our electoral system.” Among the chief complaints was that, combined, the campaigns for the seven propositions on the 1922 ballot had cost in excess of $1 million.


With so much money to be made, California saw the first of a new breed: the professional political consultant. Ballot measures required that political campaigns be conducted outside the traditional apparatus of parties. There was no candidate on the ballot whose friends could be prevailed upon to help out. If there were to be initiative and referendum campaigns, someone would have to run them.


The first political consuting firm in the United States, Campaigns Inc., had its roots in the initiative process. Clem Whitaker, a reporter and the son of a Baptist minister, and his wife Leone Baxter founded and ran it. One of their first big contracts was a referendum on a Central Valley water project in 1933. Campaigns Inc. typically handled a half-dozen ballot measure campaigns in each election. They ran the campaign against “ham and eggs,” the 1938 initiative that would have paid $30 every Thursday to each unemployed Californian over fifty years of age. One of their campaigns involved the distribution of 1 million pamphlets, 4.5 million postcards, 50,000 targeted letters, 3,000 radio spots on 109 stations, and hundreds of cinema slides.


“The average American doesn’t want to be educated, he doesn’t want to improve his mind, he doesn’t even want to work consciously at being a good citizen,”Whitaker wrote. “But every American likes to be entertained. He likes the movies, he likes mysteries; he likes fireworks and parades. So, if you can’t put on a fight, put on a show.”


BY THE TIME WHITAKER and Baxter were running campaigns, Johnson had left California for Washington. In the U.S. Senate, Johnson came to be known not as a populist or anti-railroad crusader, but as one of America’s foremost isolationists. Describing himself as a defender of popular sovereignty around the world, he opposed the League of Nations, the World Court, and all manner of treaties. He spoke against American participation in World War I, saying the United States shouldn’t help “a little group of unpronounceable races.”


He dominated the Republican primaries in his 1920 presidential run, but was outmaneuvered by Warren Harding at the convention. Johnson turned down the vice presidential spot on the ticket. Calvin Coolidge accepted, and became president after Harding’s death in 1923.


Johnson died on August 6, 1945, the day an atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. His passing drew little notice. His wife buried him in his own above-ground crypt in Cypress Lawn cemetery just south of San Francisco. A stanza from Rudyard Kipling is engraved in the marble:




This single faith in Life and Death and to Eternity: 
“The people, Lord, Thy people, are good enough for me!”





OVER TIME, HIRAM JOHNSON’S NAME would be invoked often when an issue was taken directly to California voters. No one would do this more than Schwarzenegger, but he would not be alone in claiming the mantle. Democrats would lionize Johnson as one of their own, a fighter against business abuses. Long-forgotten were the campaign coffers Johnson filled with money from grocers, canners, dairymen, bankers, wine and liquor merchants, and oilmen. Republicans, noting that Johnson had been a member of their party, conveniently ignored his advocacy of workers’ compensation and eight-hour work days.


Most of those who invoked Johnson assumed him to be an idealist. But he understood better than anyone that initiatives, referenda and recalls were not the stuff of grass-roots dreams. Direct democracy was a gun in a man’s hand. It came out of a time and place of vicious fights, political bosses, and crooked juries. If a man could handle this weapon, he stood a better chance of defending himself against the old machines. And he might be able to make a new one of his own.






















CHAPTER 2
“Mad as Hell”


ON A JUNE MORNING IN 1978 in the Venice area of Los Angeles, an elderly woman walked out of her home and embraced Arnold Schwarzenegger, the thirty-one-year-old retired bodybuilding champion. He was visiting the home of a friend who lived next door. Tears ran from the woman’s eyes as she approached Schwarzenegger. “This is the happiest day of my life,” she explained. “I don’t have to sell my home.”


Proposition 13 had passed the previous day. Property taxes, which had been soaring along with Southern California property values, would be returned to 1975 levels. Future increases in the taxes would be limited.


“I remember that woman very clearly,” Schwarzenegger said.


It was not just Prop 13 that made an impression on him. One of Prop 13’s proponents, Howard Jarvis, the executive director of the Apartment Association of Los Angeles County, was the sort of blunt iconoclast Schwarzeneg-ger admired. Jarvis had taken the satirical howl from the movie Network, stripped it of its irony and made it his own: “I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore!”


A year later, in the fall of 1979, Schwarzenegger traveled to Detroit on a tour to promote his new book about weight training for women. Waiting to be interviewed at a Detroit TV station, Schwarzenegger spotted Jarvis, who was there touting his own manifesto, I’m Mad as Hell. Both men were early for their appearances, so Schwarzenegger invited Jarvis to the station cafeteria. The two men—a bodybuilder and a taxpayer advocate—spent an hour chatting about taxes, real estate, California, movies, and Prop 13. Jarvis did most of the talking.


The term blockbuster, originally a name for the two-ton bombs the Royal Air Force used to smash German cities in World War II, has been applied since to a movie that “busted” competing theaters because of its success. In California in the late 1970s, politics and cinema were becoming contests to produce the biggest show possible.


Jarvis and Schwarzenegger’s breakfast in Detroit may not have been Ben Franklin bequeathing his walking stick to George Washington, or Teddy Roosevelt whispering in his cousin Franklin’s ear at Oyster Bay. But in California’s emerging blockbuster democracy, it was the closest thing to a passing of the torch. Jarvis, for better or for worse, had just touched off a new era of politics. A quarter century later, Schwarzenegger would do the same.


IN THE YEARS AFTER WORLD WAR II, direct democracy had fallen into disuse. Seventeen initiatives had qualified for the ballot in 1914, the first general election after voters added direct democracy to the state constitution. In all of the 1950s, there were just ten initiatives; and in the 1960s, nine.


Plebiscites had been discredited internationally by their association with Hitler, who had used a vote of the people to endorse his decision to withdraw from the League of Nations in 1933 and to gain approval for merging the offices of president and chancellor. There was also less pressure for initiatives during an era of popular, productive governors such as Earl Warren and Pat Brown. But proponents of ballot measures faced a more fundamental obstacle. It was getting harder to qualify an initiative, a referendum, or a recall for the ballot.


The standards for qualifying measures are based on percentages: 5 percent of the voters in the most recent gubernatorial election for a referendum or an initiative to change a statute, 8 percent for an initiative to amend the constitution, 12 percent for a recall. Before 1940, the state’s population had been just less than 7 million, and a measure could qualify with as few as 100,000 signatures. By 1970, California had more than 20 million residents. To get a half million signatures was an expensive undertaking.


The state’s rules also discouraged petitioners. Initiatives were limited to general election ballots, so the public could make law only once every two years. After the war, local ordinances restricted where signatures could be gathered, putting off limits the shopping centers where more and more Californians spent their free time. The state also forced signature gatherers to include the precinct number of each person who signed a petition. Since few voters could recite their precinct number, signature gatherers spent long hours in county clerks’ offices looking up the numbers by hand.


In 1968, however, the legislature allowed initiatives and referenda to appear on primary ballots. By 1976, the precinct requirement itself was eliminated. Court rulings declared malls to be the functional equivalent of town squares and opened them to signature gatherers.


It was a liberal activist who first figured out how to exploit this system. Ed Koupal, a failed bar owner who sponsored environmental initiatives, created the “table method” for gathering signatures that is still the standard today. Koupal instructed signature gatherers to work in pairs and set up a table outside a supermarket or mall, preferably one with a single entrance.


One gatherer sat at the table with the petition. The other approached shoppers to ask: Are you a registered voter? If so, are you registered in this county? Anyone answering yes to both questions was directed to the table and the petitions. Koupal urged gatherers not to discuss the issue raised by a particular initiative.


“Don’t debate or argue!” Koupal said. “Why try to educate the world when you’re trying to get signatures?” If this method didn’t produce eighty signatures an hour, gatherers should move their table to another store.


The table method transformed signature gathering into a highly organized, competitive, and mobile business.


DIRECT DEMOCRACY WAS THE LAST, and by far the most successful, of several vehicles through which Howard Jarvis sought to make a name for himself.


He had owned weekly newspapers in Utah. After moving to California, he befriended J. Paul Getty and wrote a book about the Getty family. He produced a television show for the Republican Party called, What’s Ike Like?  and ran unsuccessfully for the U.S. Senate in 1962. He arranged a cosmetics endorsement deal with Hedy Lamarr and, through his job managing a manufacturing business in Hollywood, struck up friendships with Gary Cooper and Clark Gable.


“I got to be star struck and I wanted to be a part of the film business myself,” Jarvis later wrote in his autobiography. He put up some money to make a movie called Ten Little Indians, which he would later call “undoubtedly the worst picture in the history of the world.”


Jarvis had neither looks nor polish, but he was perfectly cast as a colorful leader of a citizens’ revolt. Pressed to defend his use of direct democracy to change California’s tax system, Jarvis would reply: “Better government by the masses than government by the asses!”


He tried and failed to qualify initiatives to limit taxes four times before Prop 13. California’s rising population had created a surging demand for homes—and a subsequent increase in real estate values. Property taxes rose so quickly that seniors and others complained of being forced to sell their homes to pay the taxes.


Prop 13 capped property taxes at 1 percent of a property’s market value. Some owners didn’t have to pay even that much. The tax-assessed market value of a property could not increase by more than 2 percent a year. Less noticed but most important, Prop 13 extended California’s requirement of a two-thirds vote by the legislature—already in place for passage of the budget—to govern tax increases as well.


Governor Jerry Brown and the legislature fueled Jarvis’s campaign by sitting on a huge budget surplus instead of providing tax relief. Opponents of Prop 13 issued warnings so dire—Schools will close! L.A. County will take its paramedics off the streets!—that Jarvis was able to attract more attention and make his show bigger. Turnout for the June 1978 election surpassed 70 percent. Prop 13 received 65 percent of the vote.


Prop 13 proved to be an important factor in the decline of public services and infrastructure in California. But the measure received more credit for keeping taxes low and more blame for California maladies than it merited. Two trends for which Prop 13 was often cited as a cause—legislative gridlock and poor performance of the state’s schools—had their roots in government decisions that pre-dated the initiative. Much of its impact, while profound, was indirect. By limiting the ability of local communities to tax themselves, Prop 13 led to the centralization of budget authority in Sacramento.


Local governments retained control over one piece of revenue: local sales tax went to the jurisdiction in which a sale occurred. The result: localities offered incentives to build retail establishments, huge malls often anchored by movie theaters, and giant auto dealerships. In effect, Prop 13 started a competition between cities. The winners were the places that could draw the biggest crowds of shoppers.


It was an appropriate irony that these huge new crowds were ideal targets for signature gatherers bearing initiative and referenda petitions. Like any blockbuster hit, Prop 13 would inspire sequels.


PROP 13 CERTAINLY SHOWED a new way to political stardom. If Howard Jarvis and his face made for radio could end up on the cover of Time magazine (and in the movie Airplane!), then anyone could attract attention this way. If you could draft an initiative that told an interesting story and would garner publicity, the money it would cost to pay the signature gatherers—about $1 million per measure—was a bargain.


California had sixty-two direct democracy propositions in the 1980s. The legislature, which also had the power to put measures on the ballot, caught the mania and added 114 measures of its own. Prop 13 spurred interest in the direct democracy business in the other twenty-two states that then had the initiative. (Twenty-four states have the initiative now, and three others have popular referenda.) In the 1980s, 289 ballot initiatives appeared across the nation on state ballots. In the 1990s, a record 396 initiatives made the ballot.


Candidate campaigns required a choice between two people, the lesser of two evils. That was product sales—everyone needed toothpaste and a state senator. But a ballot measure was event promotion, not unlike convincing people to see a movie or attend a concert. To go or not to go? Yes or no? Certain stories sold better than others. Prop 13 had the classic plot: a people’s revolt against heavy-taxing politicians. Preventing some scourge—be it taxes, cuts in services, immigration, or crime—was also popular. Occasionally, the ballot measure was a love story, a heartwarming appeal for new funds to benefit suffering seniors or adorable animals. Or, best of all, the children.


Just as most movies failed, most ballot measures lost. A large, well-funded “No” campaign usually guaranted defeat. (“Yes” campaigns that were outspent by a margin of two-to-one prevailed only 20 percent of the time.) By the same token, money could not buy a hit. And some initiatives that won the approval of voters never went into effect. Of the seventy initiatives to pass in California between 1960 and 2005, more than two-thirds were challenged in court. A majority of those were struck down by judges either in whole or in part. Although the state constitution says plainly that a law instituted by initiative may only be changed by another vote of the people, the reality was far more complicated. Legislators, governors, judges, and regulators often found ways to suspend or subvert measures.


In nearly a century of California direct democracy, just over one hundred initiatives have passed out of the more than three hundred that have reached the ballot. Since 1960, fewer than three dozen initiatives have been approved by voters and been successfully implemented. Many of the measures made significant changes: eliminating inheritance taxes, raising taxes on cigarettes and millionaires, adopting a state lottery, reforming campaign finance, guaranteeing a certain percentage of funds to schools, and regulating auto insurance rates. But with those kinds of odds, attracting publicity—not changing the law—was often the main reward of sponsoring a ballot measure.


Motion pictures are based on a phenomenon called persistence of vision. When film is flashed in front of a light at a speed of twelve or sixteen frames per second, the illusion of movement is created. Direct democracy operated on a similar principle. Ballot initiatives made for big campaigns and a big show. The impact of most measures was found in the stories they taught voters and politicians, and how those stories changed public opinion and political dynamics. Only a few initiatives changed the government itself.


BALLOT INITIATIVES PROVED IRRESISTIBLE to interest groups that had enough money they could afford to lose. In theory, a state with direct democracy should be subject to the whims of the majority. In practice, ballot measures proved more useful as a tool for unions or industries to carve out special protections for themselves. The California Teachers Association union wrote an initiative that reserved nearly half of the budget for education. Contractors sponsored an initiative dedicating gas taxes to transportation.


Advocacy groups found that by sponsoring initiatives in California, they could create national publicity and momentum for their movements across the country. The Humane Society of the United States managed to pass initiatives protecting animals in California and in several other states. Supporters of term limits won an initiative campaign, Prop 140, in 1990 in California. It imposed limits of three two-year terms for the state assembly and two four-year terms for state senators. Rather than creating a new class of citizen politicians, the measure kicked off a never-ending game of musical chairs in which the same old careerists jumped between the assembly and the senate—and then moved down to city councils and county boards of supervisors. Still, the California victory was followed by the adoption of legislative term limits in fifteen other states.


In 1990, U.S. Senator Pete Wilson, a Republican, helped sponsor an initiative on crime victims’ rights and embraced the term limits initiative during his run for governor. He won. Before Schwarzenegger, no California politician immersed himself as deeply in direct democracy as Wilson.


“I used it more than any other governor,” said Wilson, “because I knew it was a way to achieve reform that I could not get through the legislature, reform that I thought the public needed and, with a little education, would want.”His campaign consultant, George Gorton, believed the initiatives were an important way for Wilson to get attention. “Voters could remember two, maybe three things about Pete Wilson, and that was it. And so we needed to decide what the two things were and then we needed to hammer those,” recalled Gorton. “Initiatives helped us do that.”


In 1992, Wilson sponsored Proposition 165, an initiative to reform welfare and grant the governor more power in the budget process. The Democrats called it a power grab by “King Pete” and the measure lost. In his run for reelection two years later, Wilson embraced two initiatives, both politically popular. One, the so-called “three strikes” initiative to guarantee life sentences for three-time violent offenders, was so popular that the legislature passed a bill adopting it before it reached the ballot; Wilson and other politicians continued to campaign for the measure anyway. The other measure, Proposition 187, proposed to deny undocumented immigrants access to public schools and other public services. Wilson said he did not particularly like the way Prop 187 was written, but believed it would help him press his case for the federal government to reimburse California for the costs of illegal immigration. Critics argued that Wilson’s embrace of the initiative was at best a politically motivated bid for attention and at worst a way to exploit racial fears. The governor’s media consultant, Don Sipple, made one ad in which a narrator ominously intoned over scenes of immigrants crossing the border illegally, “They keep coming.”


During his second term, in 1996, Wilson promoted another initiative, Prop 209, which sought to end all race- and gender-based preferences in public education, contracting, and employment. It passed. In 1998, he tried two more—one to limit political contributions by labor unions, the other to reform education. Both lost. After two terms in office, Wilson was barred from returning to the governorship, but his political advisors had eight long years of experience trying to use direct democracy for the benefit of a California governor. In the new century they would have a chance to put that experience to work.


DIRECT DEMOCRACY’S ADVANTAGES did not accrue only for political insiders. Rich outsiders found they could use initiatives to make an outsized impact, achieve a quick notoriety, or try to bend some piece of policy to their personal interest. As the 1990s progressed, these personal narratives had a stronger impact on California politics.


Tim Draper, a venture capitalist, sponsored a school voucher initiative amid rumors he might run for office; the measure’s defeat ended talk of a candidacy. Reed Hastings, founder of a software firm and CEO of the movie service Netflix Inc., sponsored an initiative to lift the state cap on the number of charter schools. After he gathered enough signatures to qualify the measure, the legislature passed a bill lifting the cap, and Hastings dropped his initiative. He later was appointed to the state school board.


Ron Unz, a Silicon Valley magnate who sponsored a successful 1998 initiative to end bilingual education, said, “One thing that amazed me was how much of this kind of politics has really merged with the entertainment business. The best background for someone running an initiative would be someone with financial resources and a name who comes from the media or entertainment.”


By that standard, the film director and former TV actor Rob Reiner was perfect for the initiative business. Reiner was best known as Mike “Meathead” Stivic, Archie Bunker’s sanctimonious, liberal son-in-law on All in the  Family. After a divorce and remarriage, Reiner had started a family and become engaged in Democratic politics. Tipper Gore urged him to study early childhood development.


Reiner met brain scientists and read academic reports. He concluded that money spent on health care and prevention programs for children from birth to three years—when brains grow fastest—was essential.


Reiner first pushed federal legislation to give $11 billion over five years to such programs. After that didn’t pass, Reiner decided instead to produce a model program in California. Political professionals advised him to use a ballot initiative. Reiner’s initiative, which appeared on the ballot in 1998, raised cigarette taxes by fifty cents a pack to fund early childhood programs. Reiner’s own celebrity, and his ability to call on famous friends, provided Prop 10 with far more TV coverage than most measures. His campaign spent $9 million. The tobacco industry spent more than $40 million against Prop 10. Reiner won a narrow victory.


Unlike most ballot measures, Prop 10 had a direct financial impact. The proposition established commissions on early childhood development in each county through which the tobacco tax revenue—more than $650 million a year—would be distributed. Twenty percent of the money was reserved for a statewide commission, which Reiner chaired. By sponsoring a ballot measure, Reiner, a private citizen, gained control over hundreds of millions of tax dollars. He had converted his Hollywood cachet into real power.1


JUST AS CALIFORNIA DEMOCRACY CAME to resemble the movies in the years after Prop 13, the motion picture business turned downright electoral.


Traditionally, movies had opened slowly, building audiences over several weeks as they moved from city to city. The Hollywood studios, the outposts that had defeated Thomas Edison’s Trust, became a machine that controlled production, talent, and theaters. By the 1940s, the federal government could no longer tolerate that arrangement and forced the studios to sell off their theater circuits. By 1970, motion picture attendance had reached an all-time low. The studios had to find a way to lure audiences back.


In the early seventies, an independent producer named Tom Laughlin showed them the way with his movies Billy Jack and The Trial of Billy Jack. The films starred Laughlin himself as an anti-establishment, half–Native American settler of scores. Rather than open his movie piecemeal, starting in big cities and slowly spreading the picture over the heartland, Laughlin promoted his movie as an event and opened it on the same day in theaters all over the country. “It was like running an election campaign,” said Laughlin, who would later make an eccentric run for president.


Billy Jack ushered in a new era of blockbuster movies, films such as Jaws and Star Wars, big productions designed to make enormous profits. Opening weekends were promoted as events, with movies competing against each other. To win these weekly contests, movie studios and producers availed themselves of the same kind of public-opinion research employed by political campaigns. In 1977, Joe Farrell, a pollster with the political research firm Lou Harris and Associates, came to Hollywood to convince the film industry to use his services. “My pitch to people was, ‘This is like a campaign for a candidate or an issue that no one knows much about that needs to build awareness,’” said Farrell. He and a partner soon had enough customers to launch their own company, NRG.


Polling allowed the studios to test their marketing campaigns and to predict both the size and demographics of the audience for a particular movie. “Unaided awareness” became the key question in such research. How many people had heard of a movie even before the person conducting the survey asked about it?


Movie campaigns developed a rhythm that resembled that of ballot measures. Like an initiative or other types of “events,” a movie might be years in the making, but the ad campaign typically started about six weeks before the opening.


Polls allowed producers to test casting decisions or excise certain story lines. Once the picture was made, the campaign to sell it almost always began with an extensive public opinion work-up called a “positioning study.” Political campaigns often started with something similar—a “benchmark” poll— that posed dozens of questions. And movie marketers and political consultants alike tested audience response to potential messages. Would you be more likely to see the movie if you knew it was being produced by Jerry Bruckheimer? Would it matter if the film was “from the director of Independence  Day?”Would the tort reform initiative attract more voters if it was advertised as saving businesses money—or if the emphasis was on the reduced litigation costs to school districts and non-profit organizations?


TO WIN SUCH COMPETITIONS REQUIRED a different kind of movie star, someone with a persona big enough to cut through the clutter of multiple advertising campaigns. Stars who could do that would be far richer than the actors or actresses of earlier areas. Their contracts often gave them a share of the revenues, making them partners with the studios and producers. This system, with no permanent alliances, meant that each film was a separate enterprise. The successful star had to sell himself. Acting skills would be less important than a presence that could be conveyed with few words—say, “I’ll be back”—in a sea of special effects. The star’s commitment would be to make the most accessible piece of commerce, to create a persona compelling enough that, grafted into any script, it could sell tickets. The successful star of the blockbuster era needed to be a pretty good politician.


Arnold Schwarzenegger fit this era. He disliked actors who “think this craft of acting makes the world go around. They’re pseudo-intellectuals,” he once said. He bragged that his movies had more action than art. “In our business it’s like in the political arena—you have to find out what the audience really wants,” he said during the promotional tour for Last Action Hero. Before the blockbuster era, it was not clear Schwarzenegger would succeed in motion pictures. In the 1970s, he had played a bit part in Robert Altman’s unconventional take on Raymond Chandler’s novel, The Long Goodbye. He had a supporting role in The Villain, a sort of Western farce, which flopped. Tellingly, his first cinematic successes came when he played versions of himself. As an Austrian bodybuilder who played the bluegrass fiddle (Schwarzenegger himself played the violin in one scene), he won a Golden Globe for best newcomer in Bob Rafelson’s film Stay Hungry, released in 1976. And he was a critical hit as the star of the 1977 bodybuilding documentary, Pumping Iron. The movie told the stories of the bodybuilders in the 1975 Mr. Olympia competition. Schwarzenegger won, then retired from the sport.


Schwarzenegger broke out in a B-movie epic, Conan the Barbarian, released in 1982. The movie gave him a lasting persona—the indomitable warrior—that would carry him through his career. Conan was the first of many characters Schwarzenegger would play who took matters literally into their own hands. 


Two years after Conan, Schwarzenegger starred as the Terminator, a killing machine from the future. It was the role that would define him as a movie star and, to a lesser extent, as a political personality. “He’s never gonna play a character where he sits around in an office and wrings his hands,” James Cameron, the writer and director of The Terminator, would say. “He is about direct action.”


Many of Schwarzenegger’s characters used strength or violence or humor to cut through a politicized, hierarchical, or bureaucratic environment. He played commandos, firemen, and police officers who ignored superiors and laws in order to take action. Conan was a king, but he was also an orphan and slave who swung his own sword. The greatest joy in life, Conan declared, was “to crush your enemies, to see them driven before you, and to hear the lamentations of the women.”Two decades later, the governor of California would quote that line in describing his political philosophy to the New York  Times. Tongue in cheek, he would pause for a moment and then explain that he had briefly mixed up his movie persona with his political one.


SCHWARZENEGGER HAD BEEN IMPRESSED by Charlotte Parker, the publicist who handled the 1984 sequel to Conan the Barbarian. He made her his personal publicist; Parker would stay with him for fourteen years.


Parker carefully considered the ramifications, political and otherwise, of each public appearance. At first, she simply advised Schwarzenegger to stand next to stars who were more famous than he was at premieres. But as Schwarzenegger became more prominent, she kept other performers out of the frame. She advised him not to stand next to Charlton Heston because she feared that people would associate Schwarzenegger, a Republican who supported gun control, with the far more conservative Heston, who would later serve as president of the National Rifle Association. When Schwarzenegger visited Washington, Parker tried to have him photographed alongside Republicans with bipartisan reputations.


“I could sense his political ambition, even though he never overtly talked about it,” said Parker, who in the 1980s jokingly addressed her client as “governor.”


Parker helped Schwarzenegger build an image far larger than those of other movie stars. Schwarzenegger wanted to connect his personal brand to as many parts of American life as possible. In his service, Parker would get him on the cover of cigar magazines, car magazines, science fiction glossies, foreign magazines, even Soldier of Fortune. Parker wanted to convey with each story that Schwarzenegger was more than a muscled star. Parker and Schwarzenegger played up the star’s cleverness in selling his movies. A key part of their movie marketing was, remarkably, about Schwarzenegger’s skill at movie marketing.


Schwarzenegger ravenously consumed the polling and focus group research produced for his movies. He had Daily Variety’s various box office charts and data faxed to him. A Los Angeles Times reporter interviewing Schwarzenegger in 1989 described being deluged with questions about a competitor’s film. Why had it opened weakly? Did the studio fail to promote it? How had the trailer tested? “He was very, very involved in the ad buys and very interested in the amount of money that was spent on the marketing,” said Parker.


Schwarzenegger attended studio marketing meetings and previewed the trailers and ads personally. While making one movie, he spent his down time selling the previous film. Schwarzenegger at times seemed more interested in the marketing of his films than the studios did. During the shooting of Total Recall, Schwarzenegger invited studio executives to the set in Mexico so he could brief them on how to promote the movie. “A lot of these stars, they’ve got this attitude, you know, ‘I’m an artist and I’ll do the thing and then forget it.’ But that’s not where he was at all,” said Jim Lorimer, his friend and business partner in a Ohio fitness convention and bodybuilding tournament. “He’d say, ‘I’m a businessman. I made a product here, and how can I help sell it?’”


SCHWARZENEGGER THOUGHT IN PICTURES. “When people come to me with a script or concept, I tell them, ‘Before we shoot the first frame, we have to shoot the poster. What is the image? What are we trying to sell here?’” he told the Los Angeles Times in 1991.


Before deciding which project to do, Schwarzenegger would conduct an elaborate “bake-off ” for his services. He might be in touch with a half-dozen different production companies about as many projects. This “Arnold Sweepstakes” became his dominant method of decision-making.


“I don’t make that mistake that some people do, that they sign contracts for two, three years in advance,” Schwarzenegger told Larry King. “I like to keep it open in case a director—a good director—has a good project and comes to me. I don’t want to miss that opportunity.”


Often, Schwarzenegger insisted on changes to make a script more audience- friendly. The discussions Schwarzenegger had with writers were specific. Young men were a core audience for his movies. How could he attract young girls or older women without losing his base? Schwarzenegger tweaked the films if certain elements did not test well with audiences. Such re-shoots were a fact of Hollywood life, but few stars embraced the process like Schwarzenegger: “What I always like to do is let the audience tell us the way they feel, so we don’t waste time. So you go in and you have what they call a ‘focus group’ and you ask them: ‘What is it that you liked here? What is it that you liked there?’ And then you go according to that.”


At its most effective, the bake-off allowed Schwarzenegger to make careful, patient decisions after examining all his options. The downside became clear when Schwarzenegger himself was a main driver of a project. Last Action  Hero, a flop, was a prime example. Schwarzenegger filled it with literally dozens of ideas—too many ideas, as it turned out, to please critics or audiences. Ultimately, he made a movie about a movie within a movie. Schwarzenegger starred as an actor playing an action star—in the contemporary reality of Hollywood—but also as an action star inside the movie reality of car chases and explosions. The plot shifted back and forth between the two realities. If it sounds a bit confusing, it was. As Tom Shone, former film critic for the London Sunday Times, wrote: “The movie didn’t need releasing, still less reviewing. . . . It needed finishing.”


AS EACH OF HIS MOVIES’ RELEASE DATES grew near, Schwarzenegger turned from behind-the-scenes strategist to star of the publicity campaign. In their early years together, Schwarzenegger and Parker analyzed each gesture and word of his public appearances. Schwarzenegger even studied videotape of himself being interviewed. Parker and Schwarzenegger tried to strike a balance between controlling the terms of each interview and allowing the star to improvise a few racy or even off-color comments. The trick was to avoid gaffes while being unpredictable and colorful enough to stand out from other stars.


His accent and long name—which had once looked like detriments to a movie career—helped. “I felt my uniqueness worked to my advantage,” he explained to one interviewer. “I wanted to make sure that if I go on an elevator, before people ever saw me coming around the corner, they would say already, ‘That sounds like Arnold.’”


A creature of habit, Schwarzenegger preferred to promote movies in settings he had used in the past. His belief in repetition was almost religious: if a marketing tactic had worked before, why change? After his friend Tony Nowak, a Polish immigrant, made special jackets for his Terminator 2: Judgment  Day promotion tour, Schwarzenegger had Nowak make similar “message jackets” for future movies.


He worked the press in a careful pecking order. He liked to start with a Tonight Show appearance. Then he would make the rounds of the national network morning shows and sit down with Larry King. Finally, as opening weekend approached, Schwarzenegger would talk to fifty or more media outlets a day—local TV reporters, entertainment media, and international journalists— at five- or ten-minute intervals. He did all of this without complaint. If Schwarzenegger had a weakness as a marketer, it was his taste for self-agrandizing stunts that were often more trouble than they were worth. In 1993, he arranged for a seventy-five-foot blow-up of himself to appear at the Cannes Film Festival, in France; the stunt drew huge press attention but did not make Last Action Hero a hit. Schwarzenegger even tried to have his name painted on the side of a NASA rocket. Once a movie had been released in America, Schwarzenegger would leave the country to promote openings all over the world. Even when the domestic box office of his films slumped in the late 1990s, he continued to attract large audiences overseas.


In the process, Schwarzenegger created “the template for film promotion in the blockbuster era,” Jonathan Bing and Dade Hayes wrote in Open Wide, their study of movie promotion.


Spending so much time on camera taught the star how to stay on message. He could turn any question into a soliloquy on the action wonders of his latest picture. Schwarzenegger could be prickly in private about tough reviews, but like a good politician, in public he managed to sound unconcerned. “What makes you be in the position you’re in as an actor or a star, or as a politician, as far as that goes, is the people, no one else,” he said in 1993. “In the end we have to make movies not for the press but for the people.”


SCHWARZENEGGER TALKED FOR YEARS about making a transition from star to producer and director. He took a producer credit on two movies in which he starred. He did a little directing—a Tales from the Crypt episode for HBO and a 1992 TV movie remake of Christmas in Connecticut, based on the 1945 film starring Barbara Stanwyck. In spite of his power in Hollywood, Schwarzenegger never took the next step. He did not produce the movies of others or become a director in the mold of one of his heroes, Clint Eastwood. He seemed to prefer the life of a free agent for whom each movie was a new campaign. Schwarzenegger had chosen a politician’s life long before he entered politics.













1In the spring of 2006, facing criticism that the commission had used public money to advance a different initiative, Reiner resigned his post.






















CHAPTER 3
“Free to Choose”


POLITICS HAD LONG INTRIGUED SCHWARZENEGGER. George Butler, the director of the 1977 bodybuilding documentary Pumping Iron, once wrote that Schwarzenegger had a “master plan” since he was a young immigrant: to get an education, invest in real estate, become a star, marry someone glamorous and intelligent, and get into politics. Schwarzenegger himself had mused publicly and privately about a political career, but not until much later in his life would he think about it in a focused way. At various times, he dated his interest in government service to the state’s budget crisis in 2001, his work with inner-city children in the 1990s, or to his meetings with Republican politicians in the 1980s.


There were signs that the thought occurred to him much earlier. In 1977, he told the German magazine Stern: “When one has money, one day it becomes less interesting. And when one is also the best in film, what can be more interesting? Perhaps power. Then one moves into politics and becomes governor or president or something.” The bodybuilder Reg Park, a Schwarzenegger idol, recalled a twenty-year-old Schwarzenegger visiting Park’s home in South Africa in 1967 and talking about a run for office.


Or did it begin in Austria, when he was a young boy intrigued by stories of Caesar and Charlemagne and other famous rulers?


IN POST-WAR AUSTRIA, a child could see the best and worst of governments. Arnold Alois Schwarzenegger was born on July 30, 1947, in the southern province of Styria, then occupied by the British in the post-war partitioning of the country. The Americans, who occupied Salzburg and Upper Austria, provided “Truman’s care packages” of dried milk, cheddar cheese, and corned beef to hungry Austrian children in all parts of the country. Millions of dollars from the Marshall Plan built new Styrian factories, which produced cars, motorcycles, and steel. Decades later, as a Republican politician, Schwarzenegger would criticize the “Socialism” he had left in Austria. He was right—Austria had state-owned industries and a commission that set prices and wages. But many Austrians argued that socialism, combined with a protectionist trade policy, had allowed Austria to rebuild herself.


During the occupation, the Soviets controlled the northeastern part of the country. When young Arnold Schwarzenegger went to visit his relatives in the far northern reaches of Styria, the family had to negotiate Soviet military checkpoints near the Semmering mountain pass. Rumors abounded that the Soviets would take men prisoner, and he worried for his father and uncle. Schwarzenegger would publicly recall those brief encounters with Soviet soldiers and their nearby tanks as among the scariest moments of his life.


Schwarzenegger was only eight in 1955 when the Soviets left. Taking advantage of Stalin’s death, the Austrians negotiated a treaty under which the Soviets, Americans, and British ended the occupation in return for a pledge of Austrian neutrality in international politics. Neutrality remains a sacred tenet of Austrian political life today.


SCHWARZENEGGER WAS THE SECOND of two boys born to Aurelia Jadrny, a young widow, and Gustav Schwarzenegger, a veteran of the Second World War. They had married in 1945, when Gustav was already thirty-eight. Arnold would travel so far in life that one day, Gustav Schwarzenegger’s time as a police officer in the Nazi war machine would be the subject of political debate on the other side of the world in a state he would never see.


Gustav Schwarzenegger was a military man. He had served in the Austrian Army from 1930 to 1937, achieving the rank of section commander. That year, he left the army to try to make a living as a police officer. But in 1938, Hitler annexed Austria. Austrian men were automatically inducted into the German army, but Gustav Schwarzenegger went further. He joined the Nazi Party in 1938. A year later, he volunteered for the Sturmabteilungen, the SA, or “storm troopers,” who six months earlier had attacked Jewish homes and businesses throughout Germany and sent thousands of Jews to concentration camps, an event known as Kristallnacht. Within the SA, Gustav Schwarzenegger became a master sergeant in the military police unit 521 of the Feldgendarmerie, otherwise known as the Chained Dogs. (The full extent of this war record was unknown to his son until the Los Angeles Times reported it in 2003; a decade earlier, when reports surfaced that Arnold Schwarzenegger’s father had been a Nazi, the star asked the Simon Wiesenthal Center, a Los Angeles–based organization devoted to Holocaust remembrance and human rights, to investigate his father’s record. The center, with Wiesenthal’s personal help, found Gustav’s Nazi Party membership, but failed to turn up the fact that he had served in the SA.)


Military records on file at the state archives in Vienna showed Gustav Schwarzenegger spent much of 1940 in France and Belgium, where the military police were supposed to subdue populations conquered by the Nazis. By September 1941, Gustav Schwarzenegger had been transferred to the Eastern Front, scene of the bloodiest and most destructive fighting of the war. A military evaluation form from July 1943 described Gustav Schwarzenegger as a “quiet and dependable person not especially forward.” Military records suggested he was wounded somewhere in Russia around this time, though details of the injuries were scant. He contracted malaria and by year’s end had returned to Austria, where he was assigned to work as a postal inspector. There is no evidence that Gustav Schwarzenegger or his police unit ever participated in war crimes. The de-Nazification process in 1947 cleared him to work as a federal police officer.


Police work took him to Thal, a village on the other side of a hill from the provincial capital of Graz, the second largest city in Austria. He served as police chief there for more than fifteen years. Gustav Schwarzenegger was a difficult father. Arnold had to keep his own clothes extremely neat—the standards were military style—and polish his father’s belt and shoes. After family outings, Gustav required Arnold and his older brother Meinhard to write reports. Schwarzenegger himself has said that discipline could be meted out with belt or stick. His father often drank too much.


His father’s job, and the small size of Thal, gave Schwarzenegger a close-up view of government. Thal was in some sense a border town—Yugoslavia was thirty miles to the south, and Hungary an hour to the east—and Schwarzenegger said he once helped his father hand out food at a refugee camp for Hungarians fleeing their country after the Soviets crushed the uprising of 1956. The Schwarzeneggers lived on the second floor of a three hundred-year-old house that was reserved for families of officials (the local forest ranger occupied the first floor). Arnold’s elementary school was part of the small town hall where his father and two deputies worked. Across the road stood the Catholic church. Thal was governed in effect by four people: the priest, the school director, the police chief, and the mayor. Some small towns nursed political feuds, but not Thal.


“Despite all the different institutions and political directions they came from, these four individuals always sat together and always made mutual politics,” said Schwarzenegger’s elementary school classmate Peter Urdl, who later became mayor of Thal. “They were careful to show the town they got along.”


The province of Styria was governed by the more conservative party, the Austrian People’s Party. But Thal was a Socialist town. Every mayor since the war has been a Social Democrat. As near as his friends could tell, so was the teenage Schwarzenegger. He expressed admiration for Bruno Kreisky, the Social Democrat foreign minister who had traveled to America, talked politics with the Kennedys, and would become chancellor. “I remember we were talking on the bus about Kreisky,” said Urdl. “Both of us were of the opinion that he was the man of the future.” Schwarzenegger, in truth, had few strong political views at that young age. In time, bodybuilding would shape his politics.


AFTER THE OCCUPATION ENDED IN 1955, Austria’s two largest political parties— the Social Democrats (the reds to Austrians) and the Austrian People’s Party (the blacks)—ruled in a coalition government. Elections determined the number of patronage positions granted to each party. With little money in private hands, institutions affiliated with one party or the other to survive. This was true for clubs, pubs, and even gyms.


Kurt Marnul, one of the country’s leading bodybuilders, trained at a Graz gym affiliated with the reds. But when the gym’s managers objected to his American training methods, which he had learned from magazines and brochures, he bolted. The Austrian People’s Party agreed to help him find space for a new gym. As part of the deal, Marnul had to field a team of weightlifters, officially the youth representatives of the party.


One of his recruits was a boy, already six feet tall, whom Marnul had seen around Graz. Schwarzenegger had lifted some weights as part of his soccer training, but he had soured on soccer. “I didn’t get the credit alone if I did something special. I just avoided team sports from then on,” he would tell an interviewer decades later. Since Thal had only an elementary school, Schwar-zenegger attended Fröbel, one of Graz’s weaker secondary schools. At fifteen, he joined a vocational program through which he apprenticed at a construction materials company. Schwarzenegger sold wood.


In his teens, Schwarzenegger was seized by a feeling that he wanted more than Austria could offer him. He made a point of avoiding the ordinary activities his classmates and friends enjoyed. “When I make decisions, whatever it might be, I always consider, is what I am deciding on now different from everybody else? That’s very important for me,” he said in an interview for the film Pumping Iron.


Bodybuilding was certainly unconventional. By the time he turned sixteen, Schwarzenegger was working out obsessively. The People’s Party youth weightlifting team was one of the best in the country, and Marnul coached him in bodybuilding as well. The gym was open five days a week. One weekend, Schwarzenegger and a friend broke in so they could use the equipment. On summer days, he showed off his muscles at the Thalersee, the small lake in Thal where people came to swim and dine at the Kling family restaurant.


The lake was small enough that Schwarzenegger, doing push-ups along the shore or chin-ups on nearby trees, could be seen by everyone else on the Thalersee. The place was his first stage. Twenty years later, he would bring Maria Shriver to the lake to propose to her.


One of his fellow weight lifters, Karl Gerstl, often invited Schwarzenegger home. There, Karl’s father Alfred, who was active in the People’s Party, held court. In time, Schwarzenegger would call Alfred Gerstl his second father and his first political mentor.


Alfred Gerstl was a conservative, someone who stood out in Graz for, among other things, his Jewish heritage (his father had married a Catholic woman and converted to get a job with the railroad) and his participation in the resistance during World War II. (He worked with Tito’s partisans in nearby Yugoslavia to smuggle supplies, medicine, and deserting soldiers across the border.) After the war, Gerstl established a club within the People’s Party for those who had been wounded or persecuted during the war. He involved himself in local politics after the city fathers wouldn’t let him sell his tobacco shop. He had heard one official boast: Now we’ve destroyed the Jew. By the early 1960s, he had won election to the city council.


Gerstl hosted barbecues for Schwarzenegger and the bodybuilders at the Thalersee. In the evenings, Gerstl convened free-spirited political meetings at his home. Attendance was not limited by party or age. There were Socialists, conservatives, and a few radicals. Many were businessmen and entrepreneurs. They shared a concern that Austrians were in denial about their war role and that neo-Nazis were gaining influence. Gerstl often talked about the pre-war years. Party strife and civil wars had “paved the way for forces which led our country into disaster.” He argued the only way to prevent a recurrence was to make Austria’s system more democratic, capitalist, and open. “Democracy is the way you fight extremists,” Gerstl would say.


“Arnold didn’t talk. Sometimes he had other things on his mind, but he was listening,” said Albert Kaufman, a contemporary of Schwarzenegger’s who came to Gerstl’s sessions. “Arnold inhaled everything.” No subject was out of bounds at Gerstl’s home. Helmut Knaur, who had been imprisoned by the Nazis in North Africa and later fought for the British, was an anarchist who routinely offered up the most outrageous comments. Knaur even insulted his host, Gerstl, by calling him a knecht, a word meaning “serf ” or “slave to the system.” Schwarzenegger perked up whenever Knaur opened his mouth. Knaur, a big bear of a man, spoke English and tried to teach Schwarzenegger the language by having him read copies of Playboy. “He was a very important influence to inspire me to learn, to speak languages, to be more worldly,” said Schwarzenegger. “He said, ‘Think big.’”
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