














[image: image]







[image: image]










[image: image]


SIMON & SCHUSTER
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


Copyright © 2005 by John D. Gartner


All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


Illustration credits appear on page 355.


SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com


Designed by Jeanette Olender


Manufactured in the United States of America


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Gartner, John D.


The hypomanic edge: the bipolar disorder that made America the most successful nation in the world/John D. Gartner.


p.  cm.


Includes bibliographical references and index.


1. Hypomania—United States—History.


2. Hypomania—Patients—United States—Biography. I. Title.


RC516.G376   2005


62.196′895′00922—dc23   2004062624


ISBN 0-7432-4344-7


ISBN-13: 978-0-743-24344-5


eISBN-13: 978-1-439-10773-7







FOR DAD








Contents



Introduction: The Hypomanic American


I Christopher Columbus: Messianic Entrepreneur


II Winthrop, Williams, and Penn: Prophets Prosper in the Land of Promised Lands


III Alexander Hamilton: Father of Our Economy


IV Andrew Carnegie: Industrial Revolutionary


V The Selznicks and the Mayers: A Hollywood Family


VI Craig Venter: Playing God


Conclusion: Hypomania’s Past and Future


Appendix


Notes


Bibliography


Acknowledgments


Index


Illustration Credits











Introduction The Hypomanic American



THE HYPOMANIC ENTREPRENEUR


The 1990s will be remembered as the age of Internet mania, a time when entrepreneurs making grandiose claims for their hightech companies swept up millions of Americans with their irrational exuberance, inflating the biggest speculative bubble in history. The idea that some entrepreneurs may be a little manic is hardly new. A Google search for “manic” and “businessman” yields more than a million hits. Entrepreneurs, as well as the markets they energized, were commonly described in the media as “manic.” Yet, until now, there has never been a serious suggestion that the talent for being an entrepreneur and mania, the genetically based psychiatric disorder, are actually linked. Perhaps because I am a clinical psychologist, it was clear to me that “manic” was more than a figure of speech in this case.


I called several reporters who had written profiles of these “manic” entrepreneurs and asked them, “Do you think he really was manic?” None said yes. “Not really manic; not clinically,” was a typical response. They resisted applying the psychiatric diagnosis because the entrepreneurs they had interviewed were boastful, hyperenergized, and zany, but they “weren’t crazy.” And the journalists were right. Their subjects were not manic. They were hypomanic. Hypomania is a mild form of mania, often found in the relatives of manic depressives. Hypomanics are brimming with infectious energy, irrational confidence, and really big ideas. They think, talk, move, and make decisions quickly. Anyone who slows them down with questions “just doesn’t get it.” Hypomanics are not crazy, but “normal” is not the first word that comes to mind when describing them. Hypomanics live on the edge, betweeen normal and abnormal.


For example, Jim Clark, cofounder of Netscape, was described in Business Week by Netscape’s other cofounder, Jim Barksdale, as “a maniac who has his mania only partly under control.”1 In The New New Thing, Michael Lewis profiled Clark as a perpetual motion machine with a short attention span, forever hurtling at unsafe speeds in helicopters, planes, boats, and cars. When his forward motion is impeded, Clark becomes irritable and bored. In his search for the stimulation of the “new new thing,” he quickly loses interest in the companies he founds and tosses them into the laps of his bewildered employees. His Netscape IPO is credited with starting the Internet gold rush. After that it seemed he could do no wrong. When he pitched a new company, Healtheon, a medical Web site, his only business plan was a diagram with five words. His “magic diamond” put Healtheon at the center of four vertices labeled “doctors, consumers, providers, and payers.” That was it. His magic diamond, he claimed, was going to “fix the U.S. health care system.”2 It was going to be “bigger than Microsoft, AOL, Netscape and Yahoo!” As Lewis wrote, “Any other human being would have been thrown into an asylum for thinking such grandiose thoughts.”3 Those who followed Clark had faith in his messianic mission. “There was a feeling that we were about to change the world,” said one of Healtheon’s chief engineers.4


Successful entrepreneurs are not just braggarts. They are highly creative people who quickly generate a tremendous number of ideas—some clever, others ridiculous. Their “flight of ideas,” jumping from topic to topic in a rapid energized way, is a sign of hypomania. Consider Bill Gross, CEO of Idealab. Bill Gross’s job was not to build or run companies, but just to think of ideas for them. Idealab was an “Internet incubator.” On Fortune’s cover, next to a picture of a cheerful Bill Gross, was the caption “I Lost $800 Million in Eight Months. Why Am I Still Smiling?” The author, Joseph Nocera, Fortune’s managing editor, begins his article with an unusual mea culpa. He apologizes to his readers for his previous Fortune article that hyped Gross and Idealab just before the Nasdaq crash. He confesses that Gross converted him into a believer:


I believed him because I was dazzled by him. A small, wiry man, Gross had an infectious boyish enthusiasm that was charming and irresistible. He spoke so rapidly—jumping from topic to topic as if he were hyperlinking—that it was hard to keep up with him, and had so much energy he seemed constantly on the verge of jumping out of his skin. He bubbled over with irrepressible optimism.


And his brain! That’s what really set him apart. You could practically see the ideas bursting out of it, one after another, each more offbeat, more original, more promising than the last. The sheer profusion of ideas—and the way he got excited as he described them—was a large part of his charisma.5


The reason Bill Gross was still smiling was that his newest new idea was “going to be unbelievably huge” and “revolutionize the Internet.” Eight hundred million. Eight hundred shmillion. Nothing could dim Gross’s enthusiastic confidence.*


During the 1990s, I was paying attention to such behavior because I was planning to write a book about religious movements started by manic prophets. But I began to be distracted by messianic movements happening around me in real time, particularly because, as an avid technology investor, I was a member of one—the believers in the new economy. I was even a millionaire on paper for one exhilarating day in March 2000 at the peak of the market, before my portfolio lost 90 percent of its value. I began to suspect I was writing the wrong book.


My new hypothesis became that American entrepreneurs are largely hypomanic. I decided to undertake what social scientists call a pilot study: a small-scale, inexpensive, informal investigation meant to test the waters. I placed announcements on several Web sites devoted to the technology business, expressing my interest in studying entrepreneurs and requesting volunteers. I interviewed a small sample of ten Internet CEOs. After I read them each a list of hypomanic traits that I had synthesized from the psychiatric literature, I asked them if they agreed that these traits are typical of an entrepreneur:


He is filled with energy.


He is flooded with ideas.


He is driven, restless, and unable to keep still.


He channels his energy into the achievement of wildly grand ambitions.


He often works on little sleep.


He feels brilliant, special, chosen, perhaps even destined to change the world.


He can be euphoric.


He becomes easily irritated by minor obstacles.


He is a risk taker.


He overspends in both his business and personal life.


He acts out sexually.


He sometimes acts impulsively, with poor judgment, in ways that can have painful consequences.


He is fast-talking.


He is witty and gregarious.


His confidence can make him charismatic and persuasive.


• He is also prone to making enemies and feels he is persecuted by those who do not accept his vision and mission.


I feared they might find the questions insulting. I needn’t have worried. All of the entrepreneurs agreed that the overall description was accurate, and they endorsed all the hypomanic traits, with the exceptions of “paranoia” and “sexual acting out” (these traits in particular are viewed as very negative and thus may be more difficult to admit to). Most expressed their agreement with excitement: “Wow, that’s right on target!” When I asked them to rate their level of agreement for each trait on a standard 5-point scale, many gave ratings that were literally off the chart: 5+s, 6s. One subject repeatedly begged me to let him give a 7. I was startled by the respondents’ enthusiasm, though perhaps I shouldn’t have been. As a psychotherapist, I am familiar with the way people become energized when they feel understood, especially when it helps them understand themselves better.


Having learned in our conversation that they were hypomanic, the CEOs wanted to talk about it. One now understood better why he regularly rented palatial office space he could not afford and why his wife hid the checkbook. Another could finally explain what drove him to impulsively send broadcast e-mails at 3 A.M. to all his employees, radically revising the company’s mission. It was as if merely by asking these questions I had held up a mirror in which these men could see themselves. After talking to them for just fifteen minutes, it seemed as if I was the first person to truly understand them.


One respondent seemed to be in an intense hypomanic state when I interviewed him. He responded to my Web site solicitation by emailing me in huge blue block letters: “CALL ME IMMEDIATELY.” When I did, he talked rapidly and loudly and laughed quite often. At the same time he was charming, witty, and engaging. The interview was a bit chaotic because he was driving and carrying on another phone call at the same time. He was a serial entrepreneur. After founding one successful company, he had felt he needed to quit his own corporation because he couldn’t “make things happen fast enough,” leaving him frustrated and bored. Now he was on to a new venture. He was very enthusiastic about my research and volunteered to send me the phone numbers and e-mail addresses of half a dozen well-known high-tech entrepreneurs (which I never received), who he claimed were his “very close friends.”


This was a small pilot study, but nonetheless, I was overwhelmed. I had never seen data like this. Because humans are so complex, most effects in psychology are modest and nearly drowned out by the great variability that exists naturally between people. Not in this case. One hundred percent of the entrepreneurs I interviewed were hypomanic! This couldn’t be chance. The odds of flipping a coin ten times and getting ten heads in a row is less than one in a thousand. It felt as if I had tested the waters with my little pilot study and been hit with a tidal wave. It was then that I knew I had stumbled onto something big that had been hiding in plain sight.


MANIA AND HYPOMANIA


A colleague of mine once told me about a manic inpatient he had treated for many years at an Ivy League-affiliated psychiatric teaching hospital. The patient’s father was the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Each time he visited his son on the unit, he would behave in a dramatically hypomanic fashion. For example, he would make numerous business phone calls around the world on the patients’ pay phone, while frantically yelling “Back off!” at patients or staff who tried to interrupt him. Clearly, Dad was not normal, but he had made his hypomania work for him. He was a very rich man.


This family’s story illustrates the concrete relationship between mania and hypomania. Manics and hypomanics are often blood relatives. Both conditions run together in families at much higher rates than we would predict by chance.6 We know that their genes overlap, though we don’t know how.


This family’s story also illustrates the most radical difference between mania and hypomania. Mania is a severe illness. The son was disabled—a long-term inpatient at a psychiatric hospital. Manic episodes almost always end in hospitalization. People who are highly energized, and also in most cases psychotic, do bizarre things that are dangerous, frightening, and disruptive. They urgently require external control for everyone’s safety, especially their own. Most people who have experienced a manic episode remember it as a nightmare.


By contrast, hypomania is not, in and of itself, an illness. It is a temperament characterized by an elevated mood state that feels “highly intoxicating, powerful, productive and desirable” to the hypomanic, according to Frederick K. Goodwin and Kay Redfield Jamison, authors of the definitive nine-hundred-page Manic-Depressive Illness.7 Most hypomanics describe it as their happiest and healthiest state; they feel creative, energetic, and alive. A hypomanic only has a bipolar disorder if hypomania alternates, at some point in life, with major depression. This pattern, first identified only in 1976, is called bipolar disorder type II to distinguish it from bipolar disorder type I, the classic manic-depressive illness, which has been well known since the time of the ancient Greeks. If a hypomanic seeks outpatient treatment it is usually for depression, and he will define recovery as a return to his old energetic self. Not all hypomanics cycle down into depression. What goes up can stay up. Thus, we cannot conclude that someone has a psychiatric disorder just because he may be hypomanic. The most we can say is that hypomanics are at much greater risk for depression than the average population. The things most likely to make them depressed are failure, loss, or anything that prevents them from continuing at their preferred breakneck pace.


Given how radically different mania and hypomania are, it is perhaps surprising that the diagnostic criteria for these two conditions are identical according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association (usually referred to simply as DSM-IV):


A distinct period of abnormally and persistently elevated, expansive, or irritable mood, lasting at least one week.


And at least three of the following:


1. Inflated self-esteem or grandiosity


2. Decreased need for sleep (e.g., feels rested after only three hours of sleep)


3. More talkative than usual or pressure to keep talking


4. Flight of ideas or subjective experience that thoughts are racing


5. Distractibility (i.e., attention too easily drawn to unimportant or irrelevant external stimuli)


6. Increase in goal-directed activity (either socially, at work or school, or sexually) or psychomotor agitation


7. Excessive involvement in pleasurable activities that have a high potential for painful consequences (e.g., engaging in unrestrained buying sprees, sexual indiscretions, or foolish business investments)8


The only guideline offered to mental health professionals in distinguishing between mania and hypomania is “degree of severity.” Hypomania is “not sufficiently severe to cause marked impairment in social or occupational functioning or to require hospitalization.” But DSM-IV tells us little else, when there is so much more that could be said.9


This relative neglect of hypomania by psychiatry is striking when we consider that it affects many more people than does mania. We know from numerous large-scale studies, replicated both nationally and internationally, that classic manic depression exists in slightly less than 1 percent of the general population.10 A notably smaller but growing amount of literature on hypomania suggests that 5 to 10 percent of the population is hypomanic.11 Whatever the exact percentage, psychiatry’s most recent discovery is not a rare expression of bipolar genes, but its most common form.*


That hypomania is so much more common than mania may give us a crucial clue to its genetic function and evolutionary importance. Mania, according to one school of thought, is a disease like sickle-cell anemia.12 Sickle-cell anemia is a blood disease that primarily affects people of African origin. To contract the disease, you must inherit the recessive sickle gene from both your mother and your father. Far more often, people inherit only a single sickle gene from one parent; epidemiologists call these people “carriers” because they carry the gene without manifesting the illness. As it turns out, they are much more than that. They are the reason the gene exists. A single sickle gene greatly enhances resistance to malaria, a deadly disease prevalent in Africa. This gene has been favored by natural selection, even though it causes a deadly disease, because it saves more people than it kills.


We have not isolated one singular manic gene. Investigators at the Department of Psychiatry at Johns Hopkins University Medical School, where I teach, and at other institutions around the world, have homed in on half a dozen genes associated with mania.13 Though the numbers may be more complex, the same principles may apply: a less probable combination of genes produces the undesirable disease of mania, while a more frequent combination produces the advantageous outcome of hypomania. It could be that quantitatively more hypomanic genes are required to produce mania. Call this the slot machine model. Three cherries produces a moderate payout: hypomania. But once in a great while you get five cherries, and you’re flooded with coins: mania. Alternatively, there may be a specific gene that needs to be combined with hypomanic genes to produce mania. Raymond DePaulo, James Potash, and their colleagues at Johns Hopkins have found a gene that mania and schizophrenia share in common—a possible “psychoticism gene.” Mania might be the result when one is unlucky enough to inherit both hypomanic genes and the psychotic gene.14


The story of the CEO father and his hospitalized son helps us understand why hypomanic genes exist. Relatives of manic patients, who have high rates of hypomania, have consistently been found to be far above average in income, occupational achievement, and creativity.15 Hypomania gives them an edge over the competition.


If there is any one trait that distinguishes highly successful people, it is that they are, by temperament, highly motivated. From our studies of the brain we now know that mood is an intrinsic part of the apparatus that controls motivation. Mood is meant either to facilitate or inhibit action. When someone is depressed, he has no motivation to act. What’s the point? Nothing seems worth doing, he has no energy to do it, and it probably won’t work anyway. Hypomania is the polar opposite. The drives that motivate behavior surge to a screaming pitch, making the urgency of action irresistible. There isn’t a minute to waste—this is going to be huge—just do it!


This pressure to act creates overachievers, but it also leads to impulsive behavior (ready, shoot, aim) and confident leaders who glibly take their followers over a cliff. Depending on how you look at it, the Internet phenomenon was either an exciting breakthrough of human ingenuity or a colossal error in judgment that forces us to ask: What were we thinking? In truth, it was both. The paradox of the hypomanic edge is that it is a double-edged sword.


A HYPOMANIC NATION?


Energy, drive, cockeyed optimism, entrepreneurial and religious zeal, Yankee ingenuity, messianism, and arrogance—these traits have long been attributed to an “American character.” But given how closely they overlap with the hypomanic profile, they might be better understood as expressions of an American temperament, shaped in large part by our rich concentration of hypomanic genes.


If a scientist wanted to design a giant petri dish with all the right nutrients to make hypomanic genius flourish, he would be hard-pressed to imagine a better natural experiment than America. A “nation of immigrants” represents a highly skewed and unusual “self-selected” population. Do men and women who risk everything to leap into a new world differ temperamentally from those who stay home? It would be surprising if they didn’t. “Immigrants are unusual people,” wrote James Jaspers in Restless Nation. Only one out of a hundred people emigrate, and they tend to be imbued “with special drive, ambition and talent.”16


A small empirical literature suggests that there are elevated rates of manic-depressive disorder among immigrants, regardless of what country they are moving from or to.17 America, a nation of immigrants, has higher rates of mania than every other country studied (with the possible exception of New Zealand, which topped the United States in one study). In fact, the top three countries with the most manics—America, New Zealand, and Canada—are all nations of immigrants. Asian countries such as Taiwan and South Korea, which have absorbed very few immigrants, have the lowest rates of bipolar disorder. Europe is in the middle, in both its rate of immigrant absorption and its rate of mania.18 As expected, the percentage of immigrants in a population correlates with the percentage of manics in their gene pool.


While we have no cross-cultural studies of hypomania, we can infer that we would find increased levels of hypomania among immigrant-rich nations like America, since mania and hypomania run together in the same families. Hypomanics are ideally suited by temperament to become immigrants. If you are an impulsive, optimistic, high-energy risk taker, you are more likely to undertake a project that requires a lot of energy, entails a lot of risk, and might seem daunting if you thought about it too much. America has drawn hypomanics like a magnet. This wide-open land with seemingly infinite horizons has been a giant Rorschach on which they could project their oversized fantasies of success, an irresistible attraction for restless, ambitious people feeling hemmed in by native lands with comparatively fewer opportunities.


*   *   *


Alexis de Tocqueville, a Frenchman who traveled throughout America in the 1830s, was among the first to define the American character. He found us to be “restless in the midst of abundance,” and the proof was that we were always moving. Tocqueville was astonished to meet people moving from east to west and west to east. That so many people would surrender the comfort and safety of their home in pursuit of an “ideal” struck him as odd. And we are still the most voluntarily mobile people on Earth. The average American changes residences every five years—more often than the inhabitants of any other nation. We change jobs more frequently, too.19 Tocqueville “found an entire people racing full speed ahead, and we’ve kept on racing for more than three hundred years,” wrote Michael Ledeen in Tocqueville on American Character.20


One outlet for this restless energy has been business. “Americans are constantly driven to engage in commerce and industry…. This is the characteristic that most distinguishes the American people from all others,” wrote Tocqueville in Democracy in America.21 He sensed that the American motivation to get rich was more about the excitement of making money than it was about wealth itself. “The desire for prosperity has become an ardent passion … which they pursue for the emotions it excites as much as for the gain it procures.”22 And these people never stopped working. “Everybody works,” wrote Tocqueville. The aristocratic European ideal was to become so wealthy that one did not need to labor. In America, “work opens a way to everything; this has changed the point of honor quite around.” To Americans it was a disgrace not to work.


Americans work more hours than any other people in the world.23 We’ve changed little in that regard since Tocqueville’s day. We tend to attribute this habit to cultural influences, without even considering biological causes. America’s workaholism is typically attributed to its Puritanical “Protestant work ethic.” But is it reasonable to ascribe such enormous influence to a defunct seventeenth-century English Protestant sect on the contemporary day-to-day behavior of hundreds of millions of diverse Americans? The average American recalls only the barest outline of who the Puritans were. When you talk to these strivers, they tell you that their drive comes from within and that they have been strongly “self-motivated” since they were children. They hit the ground running and couldn’t tell you why. I would attribute the number of hours Americans work to what I call the “immigrant work drive,” an internal biological compulsion passed from parent to child through their hypomanic genes.


Tocqueville noticed that Americans were entrepreneurial risk takers: “Boldness of enterprise is the foremost cause of [America’s] rapid progress, its strength and its greatness.” Though some individuals failed, the collective efforts of entrepreneurs drove the nation forward. Americans believed so deeply in the “virtue” of “commercial temerity” that they had all but removed the stigma surrounding financial failure:


Commercial business is there like a vast lottery, by which a small number of men continually lose, but the state is always the gainer…. Hence arises the strange indulgence that is shown to bankrupts in the United States; their honor does not suffer by such an accident.24


At that time, a European who went bankrupt might end up in debtor’s prison, so Tocqueville was surprised that there was little shame in bankruptcy here. The stereotypic American success story is of an entrepreneur who fails numerous times before achieving his big success. Such “serial entrepreneurs” will tell you that they shake off failure like a dog shakes off water and are soon raring to go again with a new idea.


That America rewards and celebrates such people is culturally unique. When asked, “Do you think that starting a new business is a respected occupation in your community?” 91 percent of Americans said yes, as compared to 28 percent of British and 8 percent of Japanese respondents.25 In Japan there is still deep disgrace attached to business failure. Men who lose their jobs often hide it from their families and pretend to go to work each day. Some economists have argued that Japan has been slow to bounce back from its decade-long recession because the population has lost all taste for risk after the fallout of the stock and real estate bubbles of the early 1990s. Most Japanese save a substantial portion of their money in secure savings accounts that yield zero interest, tying up capital that could either be invested in businesses or stimulate the economy through consumption. Americans, by contrast, bounce back from failures, scandals, and bubbles with infinitely renewable confidence. After the stock market and the World Trade Center came crashing down in succession, one might have expected a pessimistic mood to take hold in America. But a subsequent poll taken in 2002 found that 59 percent of American college students believed that they were on their way to becoming millionaires.26 Our immigrant genes predispose us to optimism. “You had to be an optimist to move. Pessimists didn’t bother,” wrote Yale historian George Pierson.27 Because this optimism comes from within, it is not easily discouraged by external events. And optimism, like pessimism, often becomes a selffulfilling prophecy.


Immigrants are often described as a highly entrepreneurial group. “There is more than a grain of truth to this perception,” according to a 1997 report by the International Migration Policy Program at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. In every census from 1880 to 1990, as long as they have been keeping records, immigrants were significantly more likely to be self-employed than natives.28The single exception to this 110-year-long trend was the roaring 1990s. In that decade, when every American college student wanted to found the next Yahoo!, native-born Americans increased their level of self-employment to match the immigrants’: both immigrants and native-born Americans were self-employed at a very high rate, just above 11 percent. Temperament may not be the only factor. An immigrant who doesn’t speak the language of his new country might find economic opportunities limited outside ethnic niche industries, such as Korean grocery stores, where fellow countrymen can help him start his own business. But even this speaks to the psychology of the immigrant: if he had stayed in Korea, no one would be extending him credit to open a store.


Thus, it follows that nations that absorb more immigrants should have more entrepreneurial activity, and that is indeed the case. In the past decade, America, Canada, and Israel were the top three countries in new company creation, according to a 1999 cross-national survey of ten industrial nations conducted by the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, a joint project of the London Business School and Babson College.29 “What’s unique about the top countries is that all three have been created by people moving into them,” Paul Reynolds, one author of the report, told Business Week.30 Moreover, the magnitude of these differences is large. The average American is four times more likely to be the founder of a company than a Frenchman, for example.


As Tocqueville predicted, there is a solid statistical relationship between entrepreneurial activity and the wealth of a nation. Gross domestic product growth and employment rates both correlate with new business creation. Because they are “constantly driven to participate in commerce and industry,” Americans, who make up only 5 percent of the world’s population, account for 31 percent of its economic activity.31


Because of its origins, America has an abundance of people with hypomanic temperaments. And it has made good use of them by giving them freer rein, more opportunity, and greater respect than they have received elsewhere. As British economic historian Edward Chancellor noted in his history of financial speculation, Devil Take the Hindmost, the result is a society of people both culturally and genetically predisposed to economic risk:


The American is equipped with more than just a hopeful vision of the future and a drive for self-improvement. He is prepared to take enormous risks to attain his ends. To emigrate to America was itself a great risk. This appetite for risk—so great one might say it was imprinted in American genes—has not diminished with time but remains a continuing source of the nation’s vitality.32


The next gold rush, the next boom, the next market mania is coming. Hold on to your seat. America has been a ship riding the waves of irrational exuberance for hundreds of years, and she’s not likely to change course any time soon. It’s in our blood.


CAPTAINS OUTRAGEOUS


America has been good to hypomanics—a land of opportunity that has liberated their energies and lifted their spirits. In return, hypomanic Americans have been good to America, powering a wilderness colony ahead of every other nation on the planet in just a few hundred years. They may be our greatest natural resource. An untold number of hypomanics helped make America the richest nation on Earth. This book tells the stories of just a few.


It was not easy choosing the people to focus on, nor was it a scientific selection process. There were so many candidates to choose from. To show America’s development through a kind of time-lapse photography, I searched for people from each century of our five-hundred-year history who played a leading role in America’s growth, especially her economic growth. Christopher Columbus discovered America; prophets such as John Winthrop, Roger Williams, and William Penn populated it; Alexander Hamilton was one of a handful of men who conceived its national future and economic potential; Andrew Carnegie sparked an industrial revolution that led to mass production; the Selznick and Mayer families helped create Hollywood, usher in the age of mass media, and portray a national self-image; and Craig Venter cracked our genetic code, the implications of which are only beginning to be fathomed.


Each chapter of this book is a small biography. Written by a psychologist, they are also clinical case histories that illustrate hypomania in action. These men were outrageous—arrogant, provocative, unconventional, and unpredictable. They were not “well adjusted” by ordinary standards but instead forced the world to adjust to them. Their stories are inspiring, comical, and sometimes tragic, as the hubris that fueled their improbable rise often led to their fall as well. Yet without their irrational confidence, ambitious vision, and unstoppable zeal, these outrageous captains would never have sailed into unknown waters, never discovered new worlds, never changed the course of our history.


*I have never met Mr. Lewis or Mr. Gross and am not suggesting that either man has a mental illness. As shall be explained further on, hypomania must alternate with depression for a person to meet the criteria for a bipolar disorder, and there is no reason to believe that either man has suffered from depression. I cannot even say for certain that either man meets full criteria for hypomania. Rather, I am using these men as examples to illustrate some of the traits of hypomania found among successful entrepreneurs.


*The few large-scale NIMH-funded epidemiological studies that have included measures of hypomania have measured it in a way that grossly underestimated its frequency (some studies have found hypomania in only .1 percent of the population). The first question they ask is “Have you been in an unusually good mood, so good that you were a little high or out of control?” If the answer to this “stem question” is no, the interviewer discontinues asking about symptoms of hypomania. The problem with this approach, according to Jules Angst of Zurich University, is that hypomanics don’t feel they are high or out of control when they are hypomanic. So of course they say no. Angst and his colleagues found that if their stem question was “Have you had a period of greatly increased energy?”, the rates of hypomania came closer to the 5 to 10 percent range.





I Christopher Columbus
Messianic Entrepreneur









Christopher Columbus is the archetype of the American entrepreneur. Like the Internet CEOs of the 1990s, he boasted that he would change the world and get rich doing it. In that respect, you couldn’t have picked a better person to find America. Columbus was always a “messianic character,” but his special sense of destiny evolved into a grandiose delusional system.1 Unlike most of the characters in this book, Columbus may have crossed the line into mania.


THE VISION


Columbus claimed it was a divine revelation that launched him on his voyage of discovery. “With a hand that could be felt, the Lord opened my mind to the fact that it would be possible to sail from here to the Indies, and he opened my will to desire to accomplish the project.”2 From that moment, the drive to sail west in search of the Far East became “a fire that burned within me.” “Continually, without a moment’s hesitation, the Scriptures urge me to press forward with great haste.”3


Columbus claimed he heard celestial voices.4 And on one occasion, he wrote that the Holy Spirit had spoken to him, announcing, “God will cause your name to be wonderfully proclaimed throughout the world… and give you the keys of the gates to the ocean, which are closed with strong chains.”5


Thirty-nine percent of manic patients report religious revelations similar to those described by Columbus.6 These patients experience intense feelings of well-being and closeness to God, along with the sense that some great secret truth has been revealed to them. The revelation feels hyperreal—that is, more real than normal reality. These experiences are remarkably “analogous to the beatific and mystical experiences of saints and other religious leaders,” wrote Goodwin and Jamison.7 They are usually accompanied by the conviction that one has been chosen for a unique mission of cosmic importance. The urgent “sense of moral imperative” to accomplish the mission is intense.8 Hypomanics also can have revelatory experiences, but unlike the manics, theirs are not accompanied by hallucinations or bizarre grandiose beliefs.


According to Columbus, God assigned him a much greater role in history than just discovering the westward passage to the East. God had predestined Columbus to play a heroic role in the recapture of the Holy Land as well. Columbus proclaimed that he would find large quantities of gold in the Indies, and he urged King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain to use these funds to recapture Jerusalem.


In the log of his first voyage, he would write to the sovereigns, reminding them of his plan:


I urged your Highness to spend all the profit of this, my enterprise, on the conquest of Jerusalem. And your Highness laughed. And said it would please you and even without that profit you would desire it.9


From the very beginning, Columbus clearly had an idea of launching a crusade.


In 1493, he gave himself a new name and began signing documents “Christoferens.” This idiosyncratically Latinized version of his name means “Christbearer.” As if that weren’t peculiar enough, “on virtually every thing he signed from 1493 until his death in 1506,” he used not a name at all but the mysterious symbol:10


.S.


.S.A.S


XMY


Xpo FERENS


It has never been deciphered.


In 1500, after returning from his third voyage, Columbus wrote to a member of the Spanish court:


God made me the messenger of the new heaven and the new earth of which he spoke in the Apocalypse of St. John, after having spoken of it through the mouth of Isaiah; and he showed me the spot where to find it.”11


The “spot” Columbus was referring to was the entrance to the Garden of Eden, which he claimed to have found in August 1498 off the coast of Venezuela. According to some religious writings, the righteous would once again inhabit this earthly paradise. Thus, Columbus’s discovery of Eden satisfied a requirement necessary to prepare the way for the Kingdom of God.


In 1502, during his fourth voyage, he wrote to the king and queen that he had discovered the gold mines of Solomon in modern-day Panama. Solomon had built his Temple in Jerusalem with gold from these mines. Ferdinand and Isabella, Columbus informed them, had been chosen by God to restore the Temple with gold from these same mines.


That year, Columbus assembled The Book of Prophecies—eighty-four pages of biblical and other religious prophecies that he claimed God had chosen to fulfill through him. By now, Columbus’s ideas had crystallized into an elaborate messianic delusional system. Regaining the Holy Land, Columbus’s original quest, now became part of an even larger, more ambitious scheme to usher in the Apocalypse—bringing all of human history to its climactic end. Historian Delno West summarized the logic of The Book of Prophecies:


Secular history would end in 150 years. But before that awesome event three prophesied milestones had to occur: (1) the discovery of the Indies, (2) the conversion of all people, and (3) the recapture and rebuilding of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem. Columbus believed that he was the instrument of Divine Providence who had been chosen for these events.12


Columbus’s illness clearly progressed, as his thinking became more grandiose. “Although Columbus did regard himself before and after 1492 as a man with a providential mission…in 1501-1502 Columbus linked the crusading tradition to an apocalyptic vision with himself cast in the role of the Messiah.”13 The Book of Prophecies was evidence that Columbus “drifted away from reality” and “turned to mad ravings,” according to biographer Gianni Granzotto.


One might think that being God’s instrument to redeem human history would be sufficient reward in itself. But Columbus had to get rich off the deal as well, and that was nonnegotiable.


THE PITCH


In the 1990s, entrepreneurs seeking financial backing were advised to prepare an “elevator pitch,” a fifteen-second sales talk they could deliver to a venture capitalist if they had his ear only for a moment. Billion-dollar deals were made with such speed. Columbus had to make a fifteen-year sales pitch to launch his voyage of discovery. He spent the first eight years trying to get his project off the ground in Portugal. King John’s expert advisers correctly informed him that Columbus’s calculations were grossly inaccurate. Columbus was, in fact, wrong in many of his basic assumptions. For example, he greatly underestimated the size of the earth and overestimated the size of Asia’s eastward extension. Both these miscalculations conveniently made his proposed journey seem much more achievable than it was.


When finally given the opportunity to present his plan to King John, Columbus flattered the king, comparing him to Alexander the Great, Nero, and other great leaders who had commissioned legendary explorations. And he talked excitedly about the gold he would bring back. John’s impression of Columbus was that he was “more fanciful and imaginatively inspired than accurate in what he said,” according to João de Barros, a faithful chronicler of Portuguese events at the time.14 In the play El Nuevo Mundo by Lope de Vega, first performed a hundred years later, the king dismisses Columbus, saying “Go get a cure for your insanity!”15 Columbus was “judged a madman,” according to Granzotto.1616


In hindsight, John’s failure to back Columbus appears wildly shortsighted, like passing up a chance to buy Manhattan for $24. But John’s assessment of Columbus was not inaccurate. Columbus was driven by “fanciful imagination.” Not trusting him was a rational decision.


What was irrational was Columbus’s faith in himself. The “certainty of Columbus” has itself been the subject of some scholarly curiosity.17 “He was a stranger to doubt,” wrote Granzotto. Columbus was mystified that others could be so skeptical of his plan to find the Indies by sailing west.18 Ironically, he didn’t find them, though to his dying day he claimed that he had. Had Columbus not been so grandiose, he might have given up on his divine mission.


Instead, Columbus went to Spain. One of his first stops was the Franciscan monastery in La Rabida. The Franciscans had an intense interest in cosmology. One of their most famous friars, Duns Scotus, had been among the first to assert that the world was round. Scotus had dared to disagree with Augustine, who claimed that the world to the east was an uninhabitable void. These Franciscans wanted to prove Duns Scotus right, and Columbus quickly convinced them he was the man to do it. He sketched out his grand vision to Father Antonio de Marchena, a cosmologist well-known at court, and Father Juan Pérez, one of the queen’s confessors. They often spoke late into the night, and Columbus converted these priests into true believers. With their support he won the right to make his pitch to the two most powerful monarchs in Europe.


A Night in Córdoba


Columbus had an audience with King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella in May 1486 at their residence in Córdoba. The king is said to have tired quickly and gone to bed, leaving Columbus alone with the queen. Legend has it that a sexual attraction emerged between Isabella and Christopher. They were both thirty-five years old and quite attractive. According to her secretary, Isabella “was blond, with blue-green eyes, a gracious mien, and a lovely, merry face; most dignified in her movements.”19 Columbus was “tall in stature, with an aquiline nose, and hair prematurely white,” according to his son Ferdinand, who wrote a biography of his father.20 Pedro de Las Casas, a contemporary of Columbus who also wrote a biography, stated that he had a “singular grace” that “induced others to see him easily with love.”21 Hypomanics are often charming, persuasive, and attractive.


Beyond any possible sexual attraction, Columbus and Isabella shared a religious passion. Isabella is often described in history books as “devout,” but that seems an understatement. Like Columbus, she saw herself playing a global role in the growing ascendancy of Christianity. Isabella launched the Inquisition. She expelled the Jews from Spain, ending hundreds of years of peaceful and mutually profitable coexistence. And she became the first Spanish ruler to drive the Moslems from the Iberian Peninsula in seven hundred years. She was a true Christian crusader.


On this night she met a handsome, exciting, and charming stranger who spoke with inspired confidence about the new lands he would claim for Spain. In one breath, he predicted she could liberate Jerusalem with the gold he would bring her, and in the next he promised to convert the heathen of the new world. They talked deep into the night on that spring evening. Las Casas wrote that “his passionate eloquence when he spoke of the mission God had bid him fulfill, moved the Queen to confidence and sympathy.”22 She allowed the interview to go quite late. “Columbus kept talking. It seemed he would never stop,” wrote Granzotto.23 Hypomanic speech often seems unstoppable. This night, with God’s help, Columbus believed his words had worked their magic. He would later write to her, “Everyone made mock of my project…. Your Majesty alone gave proof of faith and loyalty, inspired, surely, by the light of the Holy Spirit.”24


Unfortunately, Columbus’s request came at a time when Ferdinand and Isabella were preoccupied with a holy war of their own, against the Moslems. It would have been like “trying to interest Lincoln in a polar expedition when he was in the middle of the Battle of Gettysburg,” wrote biographer Samuel Eliot Morison.25


“Their majesties took note of his request, received it with gracious countenance, and decided to submit the matter to a committee of learned men,” wrote Las Casas.26 This committee of learned men would become a living purgatory for Christopher Columbus for the next six years, which he would call “years of great anguish.”27


The Trial of Salamanca


The committee, headed by Father Hernando de Talavera, was made up of some of the most respected theological and scientific scholars of the day. Compared to his inquisitors, Columbus had to admit that he appeared unschooled. “They say that I am not learned in letters, that I am an ignorant sailor, a mundane man.”28 Columbus was not only intellectually outgunned, but, from the perspective of these medieval academics, his case was hopelessly flawed.


On theological grounds, what he proposed flew in the face of accepted dogma. Saint Augustine had said that the region of the world where Columbus proposed to sail was uninhabitable, empty, and so hot that it would incinerate any creature foolish enough to go there. On what authority did Columbus dare contradict Augustine? On scientific grounds, Columbus’s calculation of the earth’s size was still a gross underestimate, even according to the limited knowledge of the day. Likewise, his assertion that the earth was predominantly covered by land was also wrong and contradicted by existing data. As in the court of King John, Columbus’s fuzzy math did little to inspire confidence. Columbus tried to bolster his argument by pointing out that he had been specially chosen by God for this mission, but, as one might expect, this did little to strengthen his case.


In the final weeks of 1490, the committee issued its verdict: “We can find no justification for Their Highnesses’ supporting a project that rests on extremely weak foundations and appears impossible to translate into reality to any person with any knowledge, however modest, of these questions.”29 They called his hypotheses “mad” and his errors “colossal.”30


Despite this damning report, Isabella had not entirely lost faith in Columbus. She left him with a thread of hope. The project would be reconsidered “at a more convenient time,” she wrote.31 That time, Columbus understood, would be when Spain had won her war against the Moslems. But the war dragged on and on, and Columbus’s chances seemed to dwindle. In the play by Lope de Vega, Columbus cries out to heaven in frustration, “I am like someone who has wings on his hands and a stone around his ankle.”32


THE DEAL


In 1492, Ferdinand and Isabella won their interminable war, totally defeating a Moorish kingdom that had occupied the Iberian Peninsula since 711. The Spanish court was ecstatic. Now it too was in an expansive mood and ready to consider a speculative venture. The queen sent Columbus an invitation to court, along with a purse of coins “so he could dress himself decently, buy a horse and present himself to her Highness.”33 After fifteen years of agony, Columbus’s moment had arrived.


The court had moved its military headquarters to Santa Fe, just outside of Granada, where the terms of surrender were being negotiated. Columbus arrived in time to participate in the monarchs’ triumphant procession into Granada on January 2, 1492. Columbus saw the royal banners and the Cross raised over the impenetrable towers of the Alhambra, the Moorish mountain fortress. The Moorish king came through the gates and kissed Ferdinand’s hand as a supplicant.


Isabella hastily called together a second commission of experts to consider Columbus’s plan. They were split in their opinion. But Isabella decided for herself. Her answer was finally… yes!


But instead of being grateful and relieved, Columbus began to dictate “outrageous” terms in a most “arrogant” manner, according to Granzotto. He was a penniless foreigner facing two monarchs at the zenith of their power and glory, yet somehow he seemed to believe that “now it was his turn to call the shots… because they needed him.”34 His hypomanic grandiosity was breathtaking.


First, Columbus demanded a host of noble titles: “He was to be knighted; he was to be a don, he was to be grand admiral; he was to be Viceroy,” and “these titles were to remain in the family in perpetuity.”3535 How outrageous were these demands? Such concessions were both unprecedented and probably illegal, according to historian Helen Nader: “The granting of hereditary offices, especially to foreigners, went against royal policy; Castilian law prohibited the monarchy from permanently giving away or selling any portions of the royal domain or any royal office.”36 To put Columbus’s requests into perspective, only King Ferdinand’s uncle held the perpetual offices of admiral and viceroy.37 Thus, Columbus was explicitly elevating himself to the level of the royal family. “Knowing the great message I bore, I felt myself equal to both crowns,” he would later write in his journal.38 Furthermore, as viceroy governor, Columbus would have had full legal and political control of all the lands he discovered, subject only to the authority of the sovereigns, and his descendants would inherit this power. Columbus was anointing himself prince of the new world.


And finally, Columbus demanded money—and a lot of it. He insisted on 10 percent ownership of everything he found. Ten percent of the value of all gold, spices, and anything else exported from the lands he discovered would automatically belong to him and his heirs. Columbus was willing to sail into the new world only as the monarchs’ full partner.


It was hard to know which was more shocking, the outrageousness of Columbus’s demands or the arrogance with which he made them. Historians describe these demands with such words as absurd, mad, inconceivable, and ludicrous. “Moreover,” Granzotto wrote, “he flew into a rage at any suggestion that he modify his claims.”39 He refused to even negotiate.


His demands were summarily denied, leaving Columbus nothing to do but leave town. On the verge of achieving it all, he now had only “the night and the day,” as the Spanish say of someone who has lost everything.40 It appeared that his grandiose entitlement had destroyed his fifteen years of work. Columbus had not given up, however. He now had plans to try to sell his idea to the king of France.


Columbus might have slipped into obscurity, were it not for a man who himself has been virtually forgotten by history. Don Luis Santangel changed the sovereigns’ minds. “History does not dwell upon him, but without him history would have nothing to say about the discoverer,” wrote biographer John Stewart Collis. Santangel was a rich Jewish businessman and Spain’s much-respected minister of finance. He argued that Spain was in a race with the other European powers for coveted undiscovered western routes to the East. He acknowledged that Columbus’s unprecedented demands were offensive but argued that they were not a bad deal for the king and queen. The sovereigns could gain 90 percent of something very valuable, which was worth more than 100 percent of nothing. Furthermore, since Columbus would get nothing if he found nothing, he would have a strong incentive to discover great riches. The potential upside was enormous, and to eliminate the downside Santangel offered to lend the money for the expedition himself (the popular myth that Isabella offered her jewels as collateral is untrue). Finally, Santangel recommended keeping the deal a secret, so that the monarchs wouldn’t be embarrassed if the venture failed. If, on the other hand, Columbus returned a hero, they could afford to lavish titles galore upon him. The king and queen ultimately agreed to Columbus’s terms, as documented in the resulting contract, appropriately entitled “The Capitulations of Santa Fe.”


The queen summoned a fast rider to overtake Columbus on the road. He found Columbus on a bridge heading toward Córdoba and gave him this message: he was to appear before the queen “at once.” “Her Highness is ready to conclude the affair.”41


The sovereigns kept their word, at first. Columbus was made viceroy over the new world. However, he was such a disaster as an administrator that they were later forced to remove him. Columbus also realized some money in the deal, but not as much as he expected, since he did not find the piles of gold he had promised. It was untenable in the long run that one man and his family could own 10 percent of the Spanish colonies. That was a contract made to be broken. Nonetheless, Columbus kept ample documentation, and his family did not settle its claims against the Spanish monarch until the eighteenth century.


Columbus fell short of his divine ambitions. He did not bring down the curtain on human history by ushering in the Apocalypse and establishing God’s kingdom on Earth. But he did raise a curtain, one that even he could never have imagined, on the beginning of American history. Had he not been so utterly convinced of his messianic mission, that honor would have gone to someone else.





II Winthrop, Williams, and Penn
Prophets Prosper in the Land of Promised Lands









America was settled by Protestant prophets. Escaping persecution in England, they aimed to build utopia with their zealous followers. America would become a magnet for religious fanatics, and it’s not hard to see why. In Europe, people had murdered one another over religion for centuries—a bloody trail of inquisitions, crusades, reformations, and counterreformations. By sharp contrast, prophets have been tolerated here, and that’s one reason we have so many of them.


The origin of our tolerance has much to do with geography. The silent hero of early American history is the land herself. On a giant, sparsely populated continent it wasn’t necessary to execute or imprison troublemakers. Religious dissidents like Roger Williams, who was banished from Massachusetts, could forge ever deeper into the endless wilderness to find their own promised lands (as the Mormons would do two hundred years later in their own “Great Migration” to Utah).


But prophets are not ordinary people, and they did not build an ordinary country. The new Moseses who settled America were bipolars with messianic missions of cosmic importance. And America has been teeming with messianic characters ever since.


JOHN WINTHROP AND THE CITY ON A HILL


The Bipolar Religious Experience


In The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James studied the spiritual memoirs of figures such as Saint Augustine, Ignatius Loyola, Martin Luther, George Fox, John Bunyan, and Jonathan Edwards. He found a consistent pattern: The protagonist of each salvation narrative began in a state of severe depression, which was relieved by an exhilarating revelatory illumination, achieving heights of ecstasy “equal in amplitude” to their previous depths of depression.1 James likened these religiously transformed individuals to cases of “circular insanity,” an antiquated term for manic depression.2 For James, this did not invalidate religious experience. Instead, it elevated mood disorders into a potentially beneficial experience. Whereas modern psychiatrists describe depression as an illness that distorts perception, James argued the opposite. Depression, he felt, forced one to face the deepest existential truths of sin, suffering, evil, and death, which the more superficial “healthy minded” are able to deny. Depression can transform people into seekers of ultimate truth. The influence of James’s insights has been unrivaled. Written in 1902, this classic book is still the most frequently cited work in the psychology of religion.


John Winthrop’s spiritual narrative, found in the diary he kept as a young man, clearly fit the pattern described by James. Winthrop recorded his “highs and lows in his relations with the Holy Spirit,” according to his biographer Lee Schweninger.3 At times Winthrop would have ecstatic religious experiences: “I was so ravished with his [Christ’s] love for me, far exceeding the affection of the kindest husband…I was forced to immeasurable weeping for a great while.”4 At other times, Winthrop felt profoundly worthless and guilty: “What am I but dust! A worm, a rebel wallowing in the blood and filth of my sins.”5 At these moments, the psychic pain was so intolerable that Winthrop sometimes “longed for the freedom death would bring,” according to Schweninger. Psychiatrists call this passive suicidal ideation: you wish you were dead, even though you have no active plan to kill yourself. But suicidal despair was transformed into “joy unspeakable” when Winthrop had a definitely life-changing religious experience. 6 Soon thereafter, he would discover his messianic calling.


Winthrop’s spiritual memoir was “like hundreds of others” written by fellow Puritans and follows a familiar “formula,” according to Schweninger.7 This formulaic sequence is the one outlined by James: despair, followed by joyful illumination and dedication to a mission from God. In fact, such a mood-swing-based conversion narrative was actually required to become amember of the churches of Massachusetts (and being a church member was a requirement to vote in civil elections). Does the appreciation of this cultural context imply that Winthrop’s mood swings were within “normal limits”? No, it suggests that the Puritan population was made up of people with bipolar temperaments. Self-selected converts to an extreme religious movement are hardly a random sample of humanity. Winthrop was one fanatic among many, and in fact was hardly the most extreme of his fellow extremists. His comparatively sober judgment was often needed to keep his fellow saints in balance.


John Winthrop organized the Great Migration in 1629, when he became convinced that England’s sins had provoked God beyond his breaking point. He wrote to his wife, “I am verily persuaded that God will bring some heavy affliction upon this land, and that speedily.” Winthrop was not alone in these beliefs. The clergy who would constitute the religious oligarchy of Massachusetts became convinced that the end was near for Britain. John Cotton counseled that “a wise man who forseeth a plague should hide himself from it.”8 Thomas Hooker told his congregation before he departed to New England, “God told me yesterday night that he should destroy England and lay it waste…. New England shall be his refuge for his Noahs and his Lots.”9 Thomas Shepard wrote in his autobiography that God was about to bring “heavy plagues” upon England for its “national sins” that would include “sore afflictions of famine, war, blood, mortality and deaths.”10 You have to be at least a little manic to be certain you know that the Apocalypse is now.


The Arabella would sail less than a year after Winthrop had his revelatory insight. The rapidity with which he organized the expedition that founded New England can be attributed to his hypomanic pace and the intensity of his millennial urgency. In his recruitment letter, Winthrop warned his fellow Puritans to emigrate to safety. “God hath provided this place to be a refuge for many he means to save out of the general calamity … the Church has no place left to fly but into the wilderness.”11


Even among the religious extremists, derisively called Puritans by their more conventional opponents, the settlers of New England represented a lunatic fringe whose paranoia was matched only by their grandiosity. They were not just fleeing Egypt one step ahead of the plagues. They were founding the New Jerusalem. They had been selected by God to be his new chosen people, his “New Israel,” sent on “an errand in the wilderness.” The Great Migration was motivated by messianism.


At the same time, the Great Migration reflected an entrepreneurial spirit. The zealous pursuit of God was reinforced by an equal zeal for mammon, most particularly in the form of land. “The search for land in America stood behind many migration decisions, even of the most religious emigrants,” wrote Allan Kulikoff in From British Peasants to Colonial American Farmers.12 In his recruitment letter, Winthrop stressed the availability of land: “Why then should we stand striving for a place of habitation and in the meantime suffer a whole continent as fruitful and convenient for the use of man to lie waste without improvement? The whole earth is the Lord’s garden and he has given it to the sons of men with a commission: increase and multiply.”13 That England was in the beginning of an economic depression made Winthrop’s call to develop this real estate, which he framed as a religious duty, all the more compelling.


The settlers were venture capitalists of a sort, but instead of risking their money they were risking their lives. “Human capital” was the only thing of value many had to risk or borrow against. Those who couldn’t afford the ship’s passage rented themselves into “indentured servitude,” a time-limited contract under which, after a certain number of years working the land, they could pay off their debt and eventually become landowners themselves. Two thirds of the indentured servants did eventually become landowners.14 “Land was the principal capital of seventeenth-century America,” and these early American start-up farmers were entrepreneurs.15


And there were Puritan investors, looking for an economic return in exchange for funding the city of God. Puritan merchants who remained in England pooled their capital in a relatively new thing called a joint stock company. Companies such as Winthrop’s Massachusetts Bay Company, the Plymouth Company, and the Virginia Company launched the ships that took settlers to America. And their stockholders received huge swaths of prime real estate for their investment in nation building.


Religious zeal and entrepreneurial zeal may have different objects but they require the same type of personality. It takes a special kind of person to obsessively pursue a vision, which is what zealots do. German sociologist Max Weber thought the seeds of modern capitalism could be found among seventeenth-century Protestant groups such as the Puritans and Quakers. The kind of fanatics who were attracted to such extreme sects were, much like Luther himself, “a distinct species of men,” Weber wrote in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism in 1904.16* In the medieval Catholic Church, only the priests had a special relationship with God. But in Luther’s “priesthood of all believers,” every man had a “calling”—a “task set by God”—which transformed his secular labor into a holy quest. When this fanatical species of men applied themselves to commerce with their missionary intensity, new levels of industry and efficiency were achieved and, as a result, these men accumulated capital. Because these religious sects were ascetic, as well as zealous, they frowned upon the conspicuous consumption of their own wealth. Instead, they reinvested it in their businesses, creating commercial empires.


An Errand in the Wilderness


The first sighting of land was exhilarating to those aboard the Arabella. After two months of freezing rain, starvation, and “every manner of privation,” Winthrop’s followers could see the coast. “There came a smell off the shore like the smell of a garden,” wrote Winthrop in his diary.
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