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INTRODUCTION



CHRISTMAS 2009


September 23, 2009, was Christmas Day for me, and I woke to find an official Red Ryder carbine-action two-hundred-shot Range Model air rifle under my tree. Not a real tree, mind you, nor a real air rifle, but a gift in my inbox even better than an air rifle, specifically a cluster of emails, all of them pronouncing some joyous variation on the theme “Did you see Hannity last night!!!!”


I had not, but in the age of the Internet, it was simple enough to find the clip in question. The guest on Sean Hannity’s Fox News show was celebrity biographer Christopher Andersen. An establishment journalist with credentials of the first order—Time, People, Vanity Fair—Andersen had written some thirteen New York Times bestselling biographies in the past twenty years.


He appeared on the Hannity show to promote the fourteenth, Barack and Michelle: Portrait of an American Marriage. If Andersen did not fire his publicist after the show, he should have. The natural audience for his book skews female and left. USA Today had accurately described it as “A glowing ‘Portrait’ of the Obamas’ rock-solid marriage,” and yet here was Hannity pounding on one of the book’s few unfriendly revelations, namely Barack Obama’s friendship with terrorist emeritus Bill Ayers. For those who have been comatose the last several years or stuck on NPR, Ayers is the Weather Underground veteran who made unrepentant a household word. His relationship with Obama would bedevil the candidate throughout the 2008 campaign.


I had observed the campaign at a safe remove until, in September 2008, the literary detective work I had been doing led me to suspect a heretofore unimagined intimacy between erstwhile terrorist and candidate. Indeed, I had come to believe that Ayers had been deeply involved in the writing of Obama’s acclaimed 1995 memoir, Dreams from My Father. I went public with my suspicions in September 2008 and for my troubles I endured a year of sustained abuse from all corners of society, polite and otherwise.


And then Chris Andersen showed up on Hannity. I watched the clip with the kind of awe I once felt for the first moon landing and the Miracle on Ice. On air, Hannity quoted Andersen’s claim that “literary devices and themes [in Dreams] bear a jarring similarity to Ayers’s own writings.” Asked Hannity, “Bill Ayers helped him with his book?” Andersen answered in the affirmative and then anxiously changed topic. Hannity, sensing perhaps he had gotten all he could, let Andersen move on, but the proverbial cat had crept rather publicly out of the bag.


I immediately headed to my local Barnes & Noble and bought the book. By late afternoon, I had consumed it. The Ayers bombshell was no minor aside. Andersen spends some six pages on the story. He details the how, when, and why of Obama’s collaboration with Ayers on Dreams.


Andersen wrote from within the gates. He had no agenda. His book is as softly liberal and sympathetic to the Obamas as his previous book had been to Christopher and Dana Reeve. He interviewed some two hundred people for the book, many of them close to the Obama family, at least two of whom talked to him about Ayers’s role in Dreams, possibly Bill Ayers himself. The Obamas had likely given their tacit blessing to the project. Andersen had no reason to invent facts that would alienate his base. Nor does he have a track record of doing so.


In the immediate aftermath of the Andersen revelations, friends advised me to start writing my Pulitzer speech, but by this time I knew better. Too much depended on Obama’s authorship of Dreams. In their reading of the book, the world’s literary gatekeepers, an influential subset of the Obama faithful, had convinced themselves that Obama was too smart, too sensitive, too skilled as a writer to need anyone’s assistance. They believed this deeply enough to have built Obama’s foundational myth around his presumed literary genius.


Obama encouraged them. “I’ve written two books,” he told a crowd of teachers in Virginia in July of 2008. The crowd applauded. “I actually wrote them myself,” he added with a wink and a nod, and now the teachers exploded in laughter. They got the joke: Republicans were too stupid to write their books.


Although no one much cared about Obama’s second book, a first-person memoir /policy brief published in 2006 and titled The Audacity of Hope, Dreams had emerged as the sacred text in the cult of Obama. “There is no underestimating the importance of Dreams from My Father in the political rise of Barack Obama,” David Remnick would later write in his exhaustive look at Obama’s life and career, The Bridge.


Thanks in no small part to Dreams, Obama had been anointed perhaps the smartest would-be president of all time. The Obama campaign machine, Organizing for America, did not shy from saying so. It had shamelessly encouraged its minions to “get out the vote and keep talking to others about the genius of Barack Obama.” This, I sensed from the beginning, was a myth that one challenged at his own peril.


As I half expected, the media ignored Andersen’s bombshell. Scores of major media outlets reviewed Barack and Michelle, among them CBS News, USA Today, the Chicago Sun-Times, the Seattle Times, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, the Chicago Tribune, and the Telegraph of London. Yet incredibly, despite Andersen’s insights, despite the research that my co-conspirators and I had done on this topic, I could not find a single outlet that so much as mentioned the Dreams controversy, the most newsworthy item in the book.


By September 2009 I knew well that this controversy involved more than authorship. It involved the very content of Dreams and the character of the man who put his name on it. Proving Ayers had helped write it would make a statement but would not be statement enough. To move this story onto the main stage, I had to dig deeper and “deconstruct” the life of our first postmodern president.


A serious student of literature, Ayers has written a good deal about the postmodern perspective, specifically in the writing of a memoir. Like pornography, postmodernism is one of those things that is hard to define, but you know it when you see it, and Ayers’s version is not all that hard to spot. Like many on the left, he rejects the possibility of an objective, universal truth, either the “modern” scientific perspective of the Enlightenment or the God-centered perspective of the Judeo-Christian tradition. In its stead, he argues for a more personalized reality, one whose “narrative” we each “construct” as we journey along.


Ayers’s own memoir, the 2001 Fugitive Days, is laced with repeated references to what he calls “our constructed reality.” So too is Dreams. “But another part of me knew that what I was telling them was a lie,” writes Obama, “something I’d constructed from the scraps of information I’d picked up from my mother.” (For simplicity’s sake, I will refer to “Obama” as the author of everything that appears under his name.) If the role of the postmodern writer is to construct a reality, the role of the postmodern critic is thus to “deconstruct” it.


To help sort out the lies and the half-truths from the truth, I return to the words that Obama has spoken or written or had written for him. Of these, Dreams is the most telling, but Audacity is not without its revelations. Significant too are Obama’s half-dozen or so defining speeches. More quietly critical is an enigmatic poem published under the name of the nineteen-year-old Obama called “Pop.” If Dreams serves as sacred text, “Pop” is the Rosetta stone, the key to decrypting Obama’s shrouded past, his fragile psyche, and his uniquely cryptic political life.


In unlocking that past, I have discovered that the story that Obama has been telling all his life varies from the true story in ways big and small. I suspect that in other times and places a man as enigmatic and ambitious as Obama could emerge as president or caliph or czar, but only in contemporary America could a scrappy band of everyday Joes take him on and actually hope to prevail.








I
THE POLITICAL CAMPAIGN OF 2008









10,000 HOURS



This adventure began all so innocently. In June 2008 a friend sent me some excerpts from Dreams from My Father and asked if they were as radical as they sounded. I had not yet read the book, but I found myself bookless in the Detroit Metro Airport awaiting America’s least glamorous flight—Detroit to Buffalo—and decided to buy a copy.


Besides, the bookstore provided escape from the billboard-size TV screens that dominate each successive chamber in Detroit’s then Northwest, now Delta terminal. A few years earlier, just prior to the 2004 election, I experienced what, for me at least, was the very essence of Orwellian terror. While walking through the terminal, I looked up and saw the surreal, snarling, Rushmore-sized head of certifiable political madman James Carville.


I looked away, of course, but Carville’s ragin’ Cajun cackle trailed me from speaker to speaker as I walked ever faster through this seemingly endless chamber of horrors. Finally, I passed under the screen and breathed a sigh of relief only to be confronted in the next massive chamber by another talking billboard filled still with the same monstrous, gleaming Carvillian head. On my way to a nightmarishly distant gate, in fact, I passed through about ten more such chambers and under ten more colossal Carvilles until I finally reached the gate and ducked into the bookstore, the only refuge I could find without a urinal in it.


For the record, Carville was then co-host of the CNN show Cross-fire. Until that moment, I had not really noticed that CNN had infiltrated every major airport in America. This service, launched in 1992, is called the CNN Airport Network. When last I checked, 1,775 airport gates in thirty-nine of America’s leading airports showed CNN news and no other show but CNN news, all the time.


Upon inquiring, I discovered that major airports were contractually bound well into the future to force-feed a captive audience the politically loaded CNN twenty-four hours a day, arguably the most comprehensive monopoly in the history of the American media. One can imagine the outcry if the airports switched to a new station that people actually watched, like Fox News, for instance.


The airport bookstore drove me nearly as batty as the terminal. There were Obama books everywhere I looked: hardcover, softcover, coffee-table books, coloring books, you name it. Given my biases, I found myself as uneasy in buying Dreams as I had been when I bought my first copy of Playboy many moons ago. “What if someone sees me?”


The clerk, a young black woman, beamed at me for my purchase, and I felt squeamish no longer. Like so many of my fellow citizens, I had a momentary flash, however delusional, of the racial harmony that would settle upon the land if Obama were elected. The extent of the delusion became clear some months later when I told this story on the air and was promptly called a racist for either experiencing it or telling it. I wasn’t sure which, maybe both.


I also bought a yellow highlighter, a complicated one that collapsed into itself like a low-grade Transformer toy. Once on the plane, I commenced to read the book—the cover kept discreetly down—find the passages in question, and highlight them. What I found disappointed my friend. “As far as I can tell,” I emailed her back, “the excerpts all seem to be taken out of context. They are not as radical as they sound.” Most, in fact, were quotes by other people that Obama had captured. They did not express his own thoughts.


The content of Dreams did not strike me then as terribly controversial. In paperback, the book runs 442 pages. The first section, called “Origins,” begins with Obama as a twenty-one-year-old learning of his father’s death and quickly backtracks to cover his family’s history on either side. This 126-page section takes Obama through his childhood in Hawaii and Indonesia, his college years in Los Angeles and New York, and ends with the twenty-four-year-old Obama on the verge of moving to Chicago.


The 162-page second section, “Chicago,” reads as though it were written to be part of some other book. It mercilessly details the three years Obama spent as a community organizer before climaxing with Obama’s weepy embrace of something like Christianity at Reverend Jeremiah Wright’s church. Yet, despite its length, the section does little to advance the primary thrust of the book—Obama’s search for identity.


The third section, “Kenya,” picks up the identity theme again. Its 131 pages dwell on Obama’s first trip to Kenya in what would appear to be 1988, the summer before he begins Harvard Law School. A short epilogue wraps up the rest of Obama’s brief life, including his Harvard experience and his marriage to Michelle in 1992.


Early on in the first read, the quality of the writing caught my attention. Although the book lacks discipline and occasionally grinds on in useless detail, long stretches of Dreams are very well written. In my twenty-five-year career in advertising and publishing, I have reviewed the portfolios of at least a thousand professional writers. Not a half dozen among them wrote as well as the author of the book’s best passages, and these were professionals, not presumed amateurs like Obama.


To be sure, political celebrities routinely use ghostwriters. This kind of low-level subterfuge is as common in Washington as hair dye. But that an aspiring state senator of modest means and minimal reputation could afford such a quality professional touch-up impressed me as an angle worth examining.


Many critics of my research have failed to recognize that some people have a keener eye for style than others. I learned this the hard way. A few years ago, a visiting artist friend zeroed in on a portrait of Teddy Roosevelt hung on my living room wall. I had painted it as a high school student in New York at a salon overseen by Helen Farr Sloan, the widow of famed American painter John Sloan, and herself a painter of no small talent.


“Who did that?” my friend asked upon seeing the painting.


“I did,” I answered proudly.


“I can believe you did the face,” said my friend, a funny, blunt guy. “That sucks. But who did the eyes?”


“I did,” I answered. He stared at me hard. “I had help,” I added sheepishly.


“You had more than help.”


He was right. Helen Sloan had touched up the eyes after I proved unable to bring them to life. Who knows how many hundreds of people had looked at my TR painting without spotting the difference in quality between her eyes and my face. My artist friend saw it in a second. The painting now hangs in my basement.


Not long ago my wife asked me if I wanted to go to an Eric Clapton concert. “Why do I want to pay seventy bucks a ticket to see Eric Clapton?” I asked. “He’s the best guitarist in the world,” she answered. “We’d waste the investment,” I countered. “I couldn’t tell the world’s best guitarist from the fourteenth-best guitarist in Kansas City.”


If I cannot tell the great from the good in art or music, I can do just that when it comes to writing. I read a hundred or so nonfiction books a year. I have taught writing of all sorts at all levels. I have a Ph.D. in American studies with a literature emphasis. I write for a living. I have “doctored” books by people you have heard of. And I have recently written a book on literary and intellectual fraud, Hoodwinked by name. I can spot the “eyes” of a book and recognize a literary Eric Clapton, often at a glance. I am hardly unique. Others can do the same, but they have to be willing to look. Precious few have looked.


Not too long ago I volunteered to teach a writing class at a local high school. I met with the same small group of kids once a week for three years. They tried hard, and after three years all wrote better than they had at the beginning. But none wrote appreciably better, and the skill differential among them had not shifted a whit. As all teachers will attest, to make an ordinary writer an extraordinary one is nearly impossible.


Even a gifted student writer must work hard to reach the next level. In his bestseller Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell painstakingly lays out what he calls the “ten-thousand-hour rule.” He quotes neurologist Daniel Levitin to the effect that “ten thousand hours of practice [in any subject] is required to achieve the level of mastery associated with being a world-class expert” and cites example after example to make his case.


In his recent memoir, Hitch-22, British-born journalist Christopher Hitchens details what that ten-thousand-hour rule might look like in the life of a writer. Hitchens spends page after page documenting his early awakening to the craft, his first efforts, his influences, his successes, his failures, his strengths, his failings. Obama’s Hawaii mentor, Frank Marshall Davis, does the same in his useful memoir, Livin’ the Blues, published posthumously in 1992. Davis incorporates several of his poems into the text. He talks at length about his influences, his honors, his early infection with “journalitis,” his publications, his ambitions.


In Dreams, there is none of this. Gladwell’s ten thousand hours gets whittled down to about one hundred implied hours of journal entries and “very bad poetry.” And then, without further ado, Obama produces what the estimable Joe Klein of Time magazine calls “the best-written memoir ever produced by an American politician.” To put this in another context, imagine that your double-bogey golfing buddy shows up one day at your country club wearing a green jacket and claiming to have won it at the Masters. Would you not be a little suspicious? Surely, the editors of Golf Digest would be. From the looks of his literary scorecard pre-Dreams, Obama was a double-bogey writer. If anything, given his skill base, it would have been easier for him to make the cut at the Masters than to write a minor political masterpiece.


After reading Dreams, I thought there would be chat rooms filled with people who shared my suspicion. Not so. The literati had already embraced Obama as one of their own. On the strength of Dreams, noted British author Jonathan Raban called Obama “the best writer to occupy the White House since Lincoln.” Added Raban, “Every sentence has its own graceful cadence! He could as easily be a novelist as a politician!”


Raban was in good company. “Whatever else people expect from a politician,” wrote Oona King in her London Times review, “it’s not usually a beautifully written personal memoir steeped in honesty.” The American literary crowd was just as enamored. “I was astonished by his ability to write, to think, to reflect, to learn and turn a good phrase,” said Nobel Prize–winning novelist Toni Morrison of Dreams. “I was very impressed. This was not a normal political biography.” Implicit in every review I read was that Obama penned the memoir himself. One amateur reviewer nicely captured the left’s shared faith in Obama’s talent: “Wow. The man can write.”


I had a full plate in the summer of 2008, so I did just a little dabbling in literary detection. I began by picking out a series of distinctive poetic phrases from Dreams—“ragged laughter,” “unadorned insistence,” “the landscape of my heart,” and the like—and began Googling to see if I could find any matches online. I found no pattern. The best I could find I summarized in an email headed “Long Shot” to an online buddy, a boxing promoter and all-around good spirit who has the same last name as my two suspects. To protect identities, I will change their shared name to “Tarleton.”


Donald, I am doing some literary detective work on Obama’s Dreams From My Father, which I am sure he did not write. My best guess is that it was written by a couple: Bill and Slyvia [sic] Tarleton. Actually, I am not sure that they are a couple but one distinctive Omaba [sic] phrase shows up in Bill’s work and another in Sylvia’s. Do you know either of these people?


Donald did not know them at all. My next trick, a fairly lame one, was to send an email to Bill Tarleton. As I incorporate my name in my email address, the email could not come from me. So I asked my webmaster to send it, a useful ruse given that her hosting site at the time was “sfsu.edu.” The exchange went as follows:


Hi Bill,


Long time! Just got to the Obama book. Great job. Regards to Sylvia.


Debra


Debra,


Please, what Obama book? Who is Sylvia?


Nice to get praise, but I have no idea who you’re talking about. San


Francisco State University, sfsu?


Bill


Bill,


Oops. Sorry. I was looking for another Bill Tarleton.


Debra


Debra


How can there be another Bill Tarleton?


Oh, yeah, my son Bill is another Bill Tarleton.


Just to let you know, we are Obama people.


Bill


In looking over Bill Tarleton’s writings, I had presumed he was an Obama person, which is why I used a cutout to approach him. He could have Googled me as easily as I Googled him and discovered that I was probably not an Obama person. In any case, he had fully convinced me of his innocence.


Unable to identify a collaborator, I plunged deeper into Dreams and into the language Obama used in spontaneous interviews. I first publicly voiced my suspicions on July 31, 2008, in a WorldNetDaily (WND) column titled “Who Wrote Dreams from My Father?” Quoting my painter friend, I argued that Obama “had more than help,” much more. The real question, I asked, was where did that help come from and why. At the time, I did not suspect Bill Ayers at all.





THE STORY



The story that Barack Obama tells in Dreams is a story that he had been telling with some variation all his life and always to good effect. When Obama hooked up with campaign guru David Axelrod in his 2004 race for the U.S. Senate, his story crystallized into a marketing strategy. Packaging was Axelrod’s strong suit.


Guided by Axelrod, Obama held off in his breakthrough keynote speech at the 2004 Democratic convention for all of forty-six words—including “Thank you. Thank you so much. Thank you so much”—before sharing his story with the world. At the 2008 Democratic National Convention in Denver, Obama leaped into the story in the very first sentence. “Four years ago,” he began, “I stood before you and told you my story—of the brief union between a young man from Kenya and a young woman from Kansas who weren’t well-off or well-known, but shared a belief that in America, their son could achieve whatever he put his mind to.”


In between the two convention speeches, the story of Obama’s birth was told more often than that of anyone since Jesus. No one, of course, told it as convincingly as Obama himself, especially in his game-saving Philadelphia speech, immodestly titled “A More Perfect Union.” In this speech, delivered to negate the baleful impact of the Jeremiah Wright videos, Obama attributed his faith in the American people to his “own American story.” He reminded those few registered voters who might somehow have forgotten, “I am the son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman from Kansas.”


Obama and his operatives would invest enormous political capital in what David Remnick calls his “signature appeal: the use of the details of his own life as a reflection of a kind of multicultural ideal.” From the beginning, Obama’s handlers worked hard to protect their investment. This “carefully constructed narrative,” confirmed Toby Harnden of the U.K. Telegraph, was “guarded assiduously by his campaign staff.” As Harnden and others discovered, Obama staffers would do what they had to do to keep the storytellers in line.


As Obama told the story at the 2004 convention, his father had grown up in Kenya “herding goats.” His mother’s roots he traced to Kansas, as he always did. “My parents shared not only an improbable love,” Obama continued, “they shared an abiding faith in the possibilities of this nation.” Obama refined his story for a critical speech in Selma, Alabama, in March 2007, a speech that would define his presidential campaign. “My very existence might not have been possible had it not been for some of the folks here today,” Obama told the civil rights veterans gathered to mark the events of “Bloody Sunday” forty-two years prior.


“Something happened back here in Selma, Alabama,” Obama said. This something “sent a shout across the ocean,” which inspired Barack Sr., still “herding goats” back in Kenya, to “set his sights a little higher.” This same something also “worried folks in the White House” to the point that the “the Kennedys decided we’re going to do an airlift.”


As the saga continued, Barack Sr. got a ticket on the airlift and met Obama’s mother, a descendant of slave owners. “There was something stirring across the country because of what happened in Selma, Alabama, because some folks are willing to march across a bridge,” preached Obama. “So they got together and Barack Obama Jr. was born. So don’t tell me I don’t have a claim on Selma, Alabama. Don’t tell me I’m not coming home to Selma, Alabama.”


Something about Selma apparently inspired Obama to embellish more than usual. For starters, herding goats in his father’s town was like delivering newspapers in an American one. Everyone did it as a kid. Obama’s grandfather was the most prosperous guy in the village. Indeed, the photo of Barack Sr. as a toddler on the cover of Dreams shows him in Western clothes. He grew up speaking English and attending Christian schools. He was working as a clerk in Nairobi, not a goatherder in the Kenyan bush, when he applied for the first airlift in 1959. The Republican Eisenhower, not the Democrat Kennedy, was the president when he came to the United States.


Although born in Kansas, Stanley Ann Dunham, Obama’s mother, was not exactly Dorothy. She spent her formative years in the state of Washington under the tutelage of some hipster teachers. If there ever was a romance between her and Barack Sr.—and much more on this later—the record of the same is elusive. In any case, Selma had nothing to do with Obama’s birth. He was conceived four years before anyone outside Alabama ever heard of the town. By the time of the march, Barack Sr. had long since abandoned Ann and baby Barry for Harvard, where he hooked up with another American woman.


No matter. Well before Obama launched his presidential campaign, Axelrod had come to understand that a popular Democrat, especially if black, could craft his own mythology and get away with it. He had learned from the master, Bill Clinton, whose 1996 campaign he had helped shape.


Almost exactly ten years before Obama’s election to the presidency, author Toni Morrison had famously anointed Clinton “our first black president.” Wrote Morrison in her much-discussed New Yorker article, “Clinton displays almost every trope of blackness: single-parent household, born poor, working class, saxophone-playing, McDonald’s-and-junk-food-loving boy from Arkansas.”


In August 1998, the same month as Clinton’s ill-tempered and ill-received public apology for l’affaire Lewinsky, Clinton’s approval rating among African Americans registered an astonishing 93 percent, higher even than Jesse Jackson’s. Indeed, black support for Clinton had been critical at every step of his presidency. This kind of support was possible for one reason: the media had allowed Clinton to craft a fictional account of his own life.


Although his actual story mirrors Obama’s in some interesting ways—the missing father, the wandering mother, the nurturing grandparents, the unreliable stepfather, the elite education—Clinton spun his tale nearly as far from the truth as Obama did. Clinton did not exactly grow up, as the public was told, in an archetypal poor, single-family household with a brutal stepfather. The old man may have been a drunk, but he was a largely benign one. Clinton’s strategic exploitation of his drinking problems on the campaign trail maddened the extended Clinton family.


“Nobody ever loved Bill Clinton more than Roger did,” wrote Clinton’s mom, Virginia, about Roger Clinton, her new, well-heeled husband. In fact, both Clinton parents doted on Bill. They turned the living room of their comfortable home into a veritable “shrine” to the lad’s many accomplishments, writes the Washington Post’s David Maraniss. “The refrigerator was stocked to his taste.” His bedroom, and he never had to share one, was the largest in the house. He had his own bathroom, perhaps the only teen in the state so blessed.


Meanwhile in the Clinton carport sat the black-finned Buick that young Bill drove to segregated Hot Springs High School. For special occasions, like a trip to the whites-only country club, he could always finagle the family’s cream yellow Henry J coupe. By nineteen, Clinton was driving a white Buick convertible with red interior. If these were really the “tropes of blackness,” Jesse Jackson would have had to find a new hustle a half century ago.


In Clinton’s defense, he may have shaded a fact or two, but he never denied his inner redneck. What you saw was what you got. When Clinton quoted Bible verses or sang country songs, it came from the heart. Not so for Obama. When he cited Moses and Joshua at Selma or sang the wonders of America, he sounded as though he were speaking a second language, one whose accent he had nearly mastered—but not quite.





BURYING PERCY



The blogosphere abhors a vacuum. So when the mainstream media (for simplicity’s sake, going forward, “the media”) leave holes in a given narrative—in this case, the biography of a presidential candidate—bloggers individually, incrementally, and indefatigably strive to fill them in.


Although I am not a blogger per se, I do occasionally orbit the blogosphere through a weekly column for the long-running WorldNet-Daily and through occasional think pieces for the aptly named online journal American Thinker. Like most in this sphere, I do not get paid. I justify the time invested by imagining that the exposure will help me sell my books and videos, but I really contribute for the same reason most others do, namely the itch to shake things up and shape the debate.


I trace that itch to my days as a paperboy who consumed his own product, the Newark Star-Ledger. Like every other kid in America with a Mick or two in the family tree, my first preteen political passion was JFK. Unlike the others, I can still name his first cabinet. When Kennedy was killed in 1963, I transferred my affection to his brother Bob. As the decade wore on, however, and the city crumbled around us, even an adolescent could see the consequences of liberal misrule.


I was nineteen in the summer of ‘67 and working at an institution for troubled city kids. The place was co-ed, multiracial, and “progressive” in any number of interesting ways. For a self-identified Democrat eager to sample the perks of “the revolution” and not at all above its pretenses, it seemed a likely place to be.


When the Newark riot broke out, I watched the news on a kitchen TV with my co-workers, most of them either garden-variety potheads or revolutionary wannabes. Although my cop father had died the same year as JFK, my cop uncle was in the thick of it. As events unfolded, I understood quickly and clearly that my co-workers and I saw the world through different eyes. Where I saw relatives and friends, they saw “pigs.” They weren’t shy about saying so. It was the first time I had heard that slur within striking distance, and it almost came to that. By the time the smoke had cleared, so had my illusions. I did not know what I was politically, but I knew what I was not.


More to the point of this story, I saw for the first time up close how and why the media choose sides. Like Procrustes, the mythological innkeeper who stretched his victims or severed their limbs to make them fit his iron bed, the media were making a fluid set of facts fit their iron perspective. At the time, this shocked me. I had trusted newspeople the way I trusted Bishop Sheen or Davy Crockett. I had no reason to suspect mischief.


Over time, the media would grow more Procrustean still. Refitting the bed were people like Tom Hayden, who, in the progressive tradition, was not about “to let a serious crisis go to waste.” Hayden had drafted the Port Huron statement, the defining document of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the outfit that would nurture the young Billy Ayers. Within months of the riot, Hayden and Vintage Books had elevated the mayhem in my hometown into Rebellion in Newark.


As George Orwell acknowledged in his timeless 1946 essay, “Politics and the English Language,” intellectuals have long manipulated words to make an alien ideology palatable. “Political language,” he argued, was “designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind.”


The budding intellectuals of the New Left might disagree on intent but not on the manipulation. “We invented words,” Bill Ayers would later write; “we constructed culture.” Calling a riot a “rebellion,” however, did not make it “an organized attempt to overthrow a government or other authority by use of violence.” It was nothing of the sort. Hayden knew that. No, Newark was a riot, exactly as the dictionary defines riot, namely “a public disturbance during which a group of angry people becomes noisy and out of control, often damaging property and acting violently.”


By 2008, the Tom Haydens of the world and those they influenced, if not intimidated—the potheads and revolutionary wannabes now all grown up—largely controlled the media flow. Although they rarely fabricated news, they decided what information was allowed through the sluices and what was not. And in the case of the Obama campaign, there was a whole lot of raw data that was not allowed to become “news.”


Having made little headway in my search for Obama’s muse in the summer of 2008, I was tipped to a story that the media were scrupulously ignoring. It involved the venerable African American entrepreneur and politico Percy Sutton. A Manhattan borough president for twelve years and a credible candidate for mayor of New York City in 1977, Sutton had appeared in late March 2008 on a local New York City show called Inside City Hall.


When asked about Obama by the show’s host, Dominic Carter, the octogenarian Sutton calmly and lucidly explained that he had been “introduced to [Obama] by a friend.” The friend’s name was Dr. Khalid al-Mansour, and the introduction had taken place about twenty years earlier. Sutton described al-Mansour as “the principal adviser to one of the world’s richest men.” The billionaire in question was Saudi prince Al-Waleed bin Talal.


For the record, bin Talal was the very same Saudi who had offered New York $10 million to help the city rebuild after 9/11, but who had his gift refused by Mayor Rudy Giuliani. In September 2001, Giuliani was in no mood to hear even a billionaire blame America for inciting the attacks with its pro-Israel stance, no matter how deep his pockets.


According to Sutton, al-Mansour had asked him to “please write a letter in support of [Obama] … a young man that has applied to Harvard.” Sutton had friends at Harvard and gladly did so. Although Sutton did not specify a date, this would likely have been in 1988, when the twenty-six-year-old Obama was applying to Harvard Law School.


Khalid al-Mansour was a piece of work. Although impressively well connected, the Texan-born attorney and black separatist had yet to meet a paranoid racial fantasy unworthy of his energy. His books included myopic classics like The Destruction of Western Civilization as Seen Through Islam and Will the West Rule Forever?


Several of his speeches can still be seen on YouTube. In one named “A Little on the History of Jews,” he shares his distinctive insights into the creation of Israel. “God gave you nothing,” al-Mansour lectures the world’s Ashkenazi Jews. “The children from Poland and Russia were promised nothing. But they are stealing the land the same as the Christians stole the lands from the Indians in America.”


No matter how many books he had written, al-Mansour himself lacked the wherewithal to have written or even helped with Dreams from My Father. What interested me at the time, however, was that he seemed to be one of many people in Obama’s network with enough money and/or influence to get the book of an unknown author written and published.


I had hoped that the blogosphere would force the Sutton story into the larger media. Three months before the election it should have mattered that a respected black political figure had publicly announced that a wild-eyed conspiracy theorist, backed by an ambitious Saudi billionaire, had been guiding Obama’s career perhaps for the last twenty years. It apparently did not matter to the gatekeepers. The story died a quick and unnatural death.


Moving in swiftly for the kill were Politico, an insider D.C. journal run by Washington Post alums, and Media Matters, an alleged watchdog group founded by the recovering Troopergate author, David Brock. Since the reporters from neither entity could deny what Sutton had said, they claimed instead that he had insufficient marbles to be taken seriously.


Ben Smith of Politico took the lead. Shortly after the story broke, Smith ran the disclaimer that “Barack Obama’s campaign is flatly denying a story told by former Manhattan Borough President Percy Sutton.” The Obama camp, in fact, denied that Obama even knew al-Mansour. Smith then talked to al-Mansour. At first, al-Mansour avoided contradicting Sutton’s story out of respect for Sutton, “a dear friend.” When pressed, however, al-Mansour disowned Sutton’s story. “The scenario as it related to me did not happen,” he reportedly told Smith.


A self-appointed “spokesman for Sutton’s family” by the name of Kevin Wardally put the penultimate nails in this story’s coffin with an email to Smith that read in part:


The information Mr. Percy Sutton imparted on March 25 in a NY1 News interview regarding his connection to Barack Obama is inaccurate. As best as our family and the Chairman’s closest friends can tell, Mr. Sutton, now 86 years of age, misspoke in describing certain details and events in that television interview.


For Smith, even though Wardally had gotten Sutton’s age wrong by two years, this email was proof enough that Sutton’s highly specific claim was manufactured. Wrote Smith, Wardally’s email “seems to put the story to rest for good.” Media Matters meanwhile scolded those conservative bloggers who did not accept the various denials at face value.


Like the man about to be carted away in Monty Python’s Holy Grail, the Percy Sutton story was not quite dead yet. Newsmax, a conservative satellite in the blogosphere, contacted Wardally. Unconvincingly, he claimed that a nephew of the elder Sutton had retained his services. Sutton’s son and daughter, however, told Newsmax that no one in their family even knew who Kevin Wardally was, let alone authorized him to speak on behalf of the family. When Newsmax contacted al-Mansour, he repeatedly declined to comment on what Sutton had said and, contrary to the line from the Obama camp, claimed to know Obama personally.


“I’m getting better,” pled Monty Python’s nearly dead man. No he wasn’t. Nor was this story. With Hillary out of the race, no newsroom in America felt compelled to dig up dirt that could sully Obama. At the time this story was gelling, in early September 2008, the media were doing all their digging in Alaskan Dumpsters.


At the time, I thought that the premature burial of this story merely seemed coordinated. In March 2009, however, Michael Calderone of Politico revealed the existence of a four-hundred-member-strong online meeting space called “JournoList.” Calderone described the participants as “left-leaning bloggers, political reporters, magazine writers, policy wonks, and academics.” Given that three Politico writers, Ben Smith among them, contributed to the “JList,” as well as David Brock, Calderone wrote approvingly of an enterprise unabashedly designed to elect Barack Obama president. It was not until the content of several group discussions was published in July 2010 that the outside world could see how effectively JList participants had steered the national discourse in Obama’s favor.


The books that might have shed some light on the Percy Sutton incident have not done so. John Heilemann and Mark Halperin’s comprehensive look at the 2008 campaign, Game Change, does not so much as mention Percy Sutton. Nor does David Remnick. The Pulitzer Prize winner and New Yorker editor has proved particularly disappointing. The Bridge stands as the authoritative book on Obama’s “life and rise,” but he only inadvertently addresses the question of how Obama got into Harvard Law.


The eighty-nine-year-old Sutton would pass away in December 2009, but the story had died long before he did. With his death, there was no chance the tale would come back to haunt the president. The media gatekeepers in the age of Obama had done their job.





AMIABLE DUNCES



A short time back, an eye-popping documentary about the Moinjang tribe of the White Nile stopped me dead in my channel-surfing tracks. For about a half hour, I watched in awe as several hugely tubby guys wandered around town stark naked, covered in dust, eating everything in sight.


As I learned, the men were participating in an ancient tribal custom, roughly translated as “the fattest man in the land competition.” Apparently the competitors eat all they can for about a year, and at the end of the year the biggest lard butt wins. This was billed as “a high-stakes contest” and with good reason: at least one unlucky contestant fell over dead when his stomach exploded. Still, the narrator described the whole phenomenon in the kind of hushed tones one reserves for incomprehensible third-world rituals and/or major golf tournaments.


Oh, that such a respectful documentary crew would have come to Kansas! Instead, in the wake of Thomas Frank’s soft-core Marxist bestseller, What’s the Matter with Kansas?, we got smarmy know-it-alls from either coast. They came not to learn about our humble customs, but rather to tell us what’s wrong with the customs we have.


I say “we” reservedly. Although Frank deemed me the embodiment of what was the matter with the Sunflower State, the person in whom “all the contradictions come together,” I have spent fewer nights in Kansas (three) than I occupy pages in Frank’s book (ten). Details! Details! I live and work in Missouri and was born and raised in New Jersey. Had I been cited as “what’s the matter” with either of those two states I would have been honored, but to have been cited as “what’s the matter” with Kansas left me feeling mostly just confused.


To help me work through the confusion, the Kansas delegation invited me to attend the 2008 Republican National Convention as their guest, an honorary Kansan. Not having attended a convention before, I happily accepted. A few days beforehand, however, I almost changed my mind. The rumor started seeping out that John McCain was about to pick Joe Lieberman as his running mate, a decent fellow as far as Democrats go, but a Democrat. Unless I misremembered, he had been Al Gore’s VP choice in 2000.


Always a contrarian, McCain shocked the media by choosing Sarah Palin. The choice left me feeling very smart. In early June, at lunch with some of my political buddies, I was asked whom I thought McCain would pick as a running mate. “Sarah Palin,” I said. They said, “Sarah who?” Now they were all emailing me, “How did you know?” I didn’t. I just guessed, but why tell them?


While driving north through Iowa—America’s prettiest state in August and September—on that uneasy Labor Day of 2008, I station-surfed to keep abreast of the news. It was all Palin all the time and just about all negative. Like the TV crews that came to Kansas, the radio talking heads were busy telling Republicans how they ought to think and what they ought to do, namely dump Sarah Palin. What with that Marge Gunderson accent and University of Idaho diploma, not to mention the slutty daughter, Sarah Palin was just another lowbrow off the Republican assembly line, no more ready to serve as vice president than Daisy Mae Yokum.


None of this surprised me. The left, through its control of the media, including the entertainment media, has been rigging political IQ tests for the last half century, if not longer. Those Republicans who were not evil geniuses—Nixon, Cheney, Rove—the media have painted as blithering idiots. Dwight Eisenhower was doddering and incoherent. Gerald Ford, perhaps the best athlete to occupy the White House, was a bumbling fool. “I wanted [Jimmy] Carter in and I wanted [Ford] out,” comedian Chevy Chase would later admit of his mocking Ford impersonation on Saturday Night Live, “and I figured look, we’re reaching millions of people every weekend, why not do it.”


Ronald Reagan, in the memorable words of Clark Clifford, was an “amiable dunce.” The senior George Bush was so out of touch he was ambushed by a grocery scanner. Dan Quayle could not spell potato. George W. Bush inspired the popular bumper sticker “A village in Texas is missing its idiot,” as well as charming websites like “president moron.com.” And now Sarah Palin—the hillbilly who could allegedly “see Russia from my house”—was being anointed Bush’s idiot successor.


In a 2010 tour of the White House, my former favorite Beatle, Liverpool High grad Paul McCartney, would capture the pop zeitgeist perfectly both in terms of content and dopy condescension. Said McCartney, in a graceless dig at George Bush, an avid reader and Harvard MBA, “After the last eight years, it’s great to have a President who knows what a library is.”


Democratic politicians, by contrast, have been “scary smart,” too bright for an undeserving American citizenry. Adlai Stevenson was an “egghead.” JFK was a Pulitzer Prize–winning author. Eugene McCarthy was professorial. George McGovern was cerebral. Bill Bradley was a Rhodes scholar. So was Bill Clinton. Hillary Clinton was the smartest woman on the planet. Gary Hart, Michael Dukakis, and Al Gore were all big-brained wonks. John Kerry was so finely educated that when smearing American troops, he remembered to pronounce the name Genghis “jenghis.” And Obama, of course, as historian Michael Beschloss put it, was “probably the smartest guy ever to become president.”


Most Americans never got to hear that Ted Sorensen wrote Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage or that Bill Bradley scored a lowly 485 on his SAT verbals or that John Kerry’s grades at Yale were “virtually identical” to George W. Bush’s. Given the protection the media afforded Democratic candidates, exposing the shaky foundation of Obama’s genius would not be easy, regardless of the evidence. With Palin’s nomination, the job had just gotten harder. To undermine his bona fides would be to elevate hers, and for many in the media, including some influential conservatives, that would sting doubly.


Although I cannot vouch for Palin’s IQ, she is surely smart enough. This I got to confirm firsthand. Despite the merry time we Kansans were having in St. Paul—luncheons, receptions, cruises down the Mississippi flanked by gunboats—we all worried about the pressure on Palin. If she screwed up her big Wednesday night speech, the race was over.


I stayed off the convention floor that evening and sat up in the mezzanine, hard by the bar. Before Palin emerged, I watched a whole parade of women speakers make their pitches—Meg Whitman of eBay, Carly Fiorina of Hewlett-Packard, Governor Linda Lingle of Hawaii. All were a bit dull and stiff but competent. They read from their teleprompters without incident. I remember hoping that Palin could just do as well as they did.


As history will record, she did hugely better. She was sharp, sexy, funny, and utterly charming. Under enormous pressure, she had served up a convention speech as dazzling and unexpected as any in modern political history—including Obama’s 2004 keynote—and she did so before a malfunctioning teleprompter. “I knew the speech well enough that I didn’t need it,” she would say. At night’s end every guy I talked to wanted to marry her and have her babies.


Had Obama’s teleprompter malfunctioned at the 2004 convention, he would not be president. He has always depended on the eloquence of others. So thoroughly hooked on the teleprompter is Obama that the irrepressible Joe Biden jokes about it. “What am I going to tell the president?” Biden asked the crowd at the Air Force Academy after a teleprompter blew over. “Tell him his teleprompter is broken? What will he do then?”





BEAUTIFUL OLD HOUSE



In early September 2008, while still scouting about for hints as to who might have served as Obama’s literary muse, I came across a photo floating through the blogosphere taken during an Arab American community dinner in Chicago in 1998 on the fiftieth anniversary of the Palestinian nakba, or disaster, also known as the birth of Israel.


The photo shows Obama sitting next to Edward Said (pronounced “sigh-EED”), seemingly engaged in an animated conversation at dinner. The intimacy surprised me. At the time of the photo, Obama was an obscure state senator while Said, according to the Nation, was “probably the best-known intellectual in the world” and star of that evening’s show. He would speak on this occasion, as the Los Angeles Times would later report, “against settlements, against Israeli apartheid.”


I presumed it possible that the pair had met when Obama was a student and Said a professor at Columbia University, but the information known at the time about Obama’s New York years was, for a presidential candidate, uniquely sketchy. In late October 2007, the New York Times had run a telling article on that period headlined “Obama’s Account of New York Years Often Differs From What Others Say.” Given that he was an announced candidate for president, the Times expected Obama to welcome the chance to reconcile his account in Dreams with the accounts of those who knew him. “Yet he declined repeated requests to talk about his New York years, release his Columbia transcript or identify even a single fellow student, co-worker, roommate or friend from those years.”


A campaign spokesman, Ben LaBolt, offered a conspicuously lame explanation for Obama’s reticence. “He doesn’t remember the names of a lot of people in his life.” Lame or not, it worked. Obama’s indifference to the facts on the ground may have shocked the Times, but it did not exactly shock the Times or any other media outlet into action.


Nearly three years later—and eighteen months after the election—David Remnick would offer the first serious inquiry into those years and would confirm that Obama had indeed taken a course in modern fiction from Said at Columbia. Although Remnick reports that Obama was not keen on the course, Obama may have absorbed more from Said about modern fiction than Remnick suspects.


Said, you see, lived an almost entirely fictional life. In 1978, he had published his masterwork, Orientalism, a book so influential that it changed the very direction of Middle Eastern studies. “Orientalism is written out of an extremely concrete history of personal loss and national disintegration,” Said observes in the Afterword of the book’s 1994 edition. It is this sense of loss that gives the book its spirit of righteous certainty.


Not unlike Obama, Said used his childhood as the central metaphor for his significant life work. “Mr. Said was born in Jerusalem and spent the first twelve years of his life there,” confirmed the New York Times in a flattering 1998 article. His family left the house and “fled” Palestine for Cairo in late 1947, “five months before war broke out between Palestinian Arabs and Jews over plans to partition Palestine.”


Throughout his career, Said returned again and again to the source of his own moral power—the forced exile from “my beautiful old house.” For Palestinians and postmodernists, the house at 10 Brenner Street in Jerusalem was at least as iconic as a certain stable in nearby Bethlehem. The Palestinian Heritage Foundation honored Said with a portrait of the house. Harper’s Magazine commemorated Said’s celebratory visit to the house. The BBC featured the house in a documentary, which showed, among other indignities, Said fussing to get it back from the Israeli authorities.


Although the house would stand, the fable Said had constructed was about to be deconstructed. By 1998, the year of the documentary and the year he and Obama schmoozed in Chicago, an Israeli scholar named Justus Reid Weiner had already done two years of hard-nosed research on the excellent adventures of Edward Said. “Virtually everything I learned,” Weiner would write, “contradicts the story of Said’s early life as Said has told it.”


Weiner released his findings a year later in the September 1999 issue of the influential Jewish magazine Commentary. As Weiner revealed, Said’s early life was even more charmed and elitist than Obama’s own and his origins story just as shaky. Yes, Said was born in Jerusalem in 1935 but only because maternity care—Jewish doctors?—was better there than in Egypt. After his birth, the family hightailed it back to Cairo, where his father, a naturalized American citizen, had been living for the last decade and continued to grow his prosperous office supply business.


A Christian and an American citizen from birth, Said attended the best British schools in Cairo before leaving for the Mount Hermon School in Massachusetts, Princeton University, and ultimately Harvard. The famed house, Weiner learned, belonged to Said’s Jerusalem relatives. It was sufficiently small that the affluent Cairo cousins may never have even stayed there.


Said was busted big-time. Weiner had proved beyond doubt that America’s most celebrated Palestinian refugee was not really a Palestinian or a refugee, let alone a Muslim. The whole moral basis for his postcolonial posturing as victim seemed shot. To its credit, the New York Times gave Weiner’s exposé decent coverage and confirmed his findings.


Not surprisingly, however, when Said died four years later, the media buried the fraud along with his body. In a glowing obituary, the New York Times revived Said’s imaginary past, claiming in the obit’s opening that he had “spent his childhood” in Jerusalem and fled with his family “to Cairo in 1947 after the United Nations divided Jerusalem into Jewish and Arab halves.” The Times mentioned the Weiner research dismissively two thousand words into an otherwise laudatory 2,600-word obituary.


The lack of diversity at the cultural gates makes cases like Said’s much more common than they ought to be. The gatekeepers tend to think scarily alike on social and political issues. Not unnaturally, they promote individuals who think as they do and they protect those from people who think otherwise. In their eyes, a favored artiste could do almost anything shy of telling a racial joke and not lose standing. And in the fall of 2008, no one was more favored—or less likely to tell a racial joke—than Barack Obama. Taking him on would not be easy.





FUGITIVE DAYS



Although I continued to dabble in literary detective work that September, I spent most of my spare moments on the Khalid al-Mansour angle. I strongly suspected that Obama had help with Dreams, but I saw no easy way of proving it or identifying his muse. I was more interested in how he had gotten into Harvard.


One diary entry that I found caught my attention. Radical-turned-actor Peter Coyote entered it at the time of the 1996 Democratic National Convention. “After that,” Coyote wrote, “I inform Martha that I’m dragging her to the apartment of old friends, ex-Weathermen, Bernadine [sic] Dohrn and Bill Ayers, hosting a party for Senator Leahy. Perhaps Edward Said will be there.” I still don’t know who Martha is, but the entry got me to wondering whether an Ayers-Obama-Said-al-Mansour cabal had formed in the early 1980s back in New York City. If so, such a combine might have generated enough momentum to push Obama’s career along.


To see if Obama and Ayers had crossed paths before Chicago, I ordered a copy of Bill Ayers’s 2001 memoir, Fugitive Days. The book had a memorable marketing history. In August 2001, Chicago magazine helped launch it with a color photo of Ayers, hands in pockets, face alight with his superior wisdom, feet firmly planted on an American flag. The article is aptly titled “No Regrets,” and the sympathetic author suggests no reason why Ayers should harbor any.


The New York Times followed soon thereafter with a lengthy article of its own. Dinitia Smith begins her review of the book and its author with a now-famous quote from Ayers. “I don’t regret setting bombs,” Ayers tells her. “I feel we didn’t do enough.” Smith interviewed Ayers in his unproletarian “big turn-of-the-19th-century stone house” in Chicago’s Hyde Park.


In the book, Ayers traces his career arc from his upbringing in a prosperous Chicago suburb to his emergence as a campus radical to his ten-year stint in the Weather Underground as a part-time bomber and full-time fugitive. As Smith notes, Ayers plays with the truth. Of the events related in the book he writes, “Is this, then, the truth? Not exactly. Although it feels entirely honest to me.” When questioned by Smith as to why someone should read a less than honest memoir, Ayers answers, “Obviously, the point is it’s a reflection on memory. It’s true as I remember it.”
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