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FEATURES
94 THE GIRL FROM OZ  By RICH COHEN

Launched by the dazzling depravity of The Wolf of Wall 
Street, Margot Robbie is a marquee name this summer, 
starring in two big films: The Legend of Tarzan and Suicide 
Squad. The Australian actress talks about her rapid  
rise, her first sex scene, and the America she didn’t think 
existed. Photographs by Patrick Demarchelier.

102 WHOSE N.R.A. IS IT?  By SARAH ELLISON
Newtown. San Bernardino. Orlando. As the tragic  
pattern of gun violence continues, federal firearm laws 
remain unchanged, thanks in part to the hardball  
tactics of the National Rifle Association. But despite its 
revenues of $310 million, political clout, and five- 
million-plus membership, the N.R.A. faces a genuine  
threat to its future. Photo illustration by Sean McCabe.

108 LITTLE MONSTER  
Spotlight on Childhood of a Leader, Brady Corbet’s 
directorial debut. By Tamasin Day-Lewis. Photographs  
by Tom Munro.

110 SNAKES ON A CAMPAIGN  By NICHOLAS SHAXSON
Why won’t Donald Trump release his taxes? An investigation 
into his finances—the extensive deductions he could  
claim, the filings from his Scottish and Irish golf resorts, 
and the numbers on his F.E.C. statement—reveals  
a disturbing pattern of errors, hype, and contradictions. 
Illustration by Edward Sorel. 

114 SOMETHING SO REICH
Spotlight on Steve Reich, acclaimed as America’s most 
important living composer. By Michael Tilson Thomas. 
Photograph by Steven Sebring.

116 ST. GEORGE’S HIDDEN DRAGONS  
  By BENJAMIN WALLACE After finally confronting a long-

suppressed history of alleged sexual abuse by staff and 
students, St. George’s is the latest elite New England  
prep school to be rocked by scandal. From “the Hilltop,”  
its oceanfront campus just outside Newport, Rhode Island, 
the school and alumni struggle toward reconciliation, 
exposing a legacy of pain, anger, and distrust. 

F R O M  T O P :  A St. George’s student and teacher at the beach ( P A G E  1 1 6 ) ;  
Gayle King ( P A G E  1 5 8 ) ; Pitbull ( P A G E  1 3 2 ) ; Bill Cosby ( P A G E  1 2 4 ) .
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ON THE COVER
Margot Robbie wears a bikini by Eres. Hair 

products by Rene Furterer. Makeup products 

by Clarins and Nars (face) and St. Tropez 

(body). Hair by Didier Malige. Makeup by 

Mark Carrasquillo. Produced on location  

by Float & Shoot. Styled by Jessica Diehl. 

Photographed exclusively for V.F. by Patrick 

Demarchelier on St. Barth’s.
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122 LOURD KNOWS  
This month’s “It Girl,” actress Billie Lourd, has joined the 
family business, against the advice of some legends.  
By Derek Blasberg. Photograph by Coliena Rentmeester.

124 COS HE COULD  By MARK SEAL
For 50 years, Bill Cosby dodged sexual-assault  
charges using all the advantages of wealth, status, and 
reputation. Now, in a Pennsylvania courthouse, he  
faces judgment. But while Cosby has been accused by 
some 60 alleged victims, it is the events of one night,  
and the courage of one woman, that put the iconic 
comedian in the dock. Photographs by Gina LeVay and 
Joe Pugliese. Photo illustration by Sean McCabe.

132 RAP WITHOUT BORDERS  By LISA ROBINSON
Armando “Pitbull” Perez has sold more than 70 million 
singles, endorsed brands of all kinds, and launched a 
clothing label, production company, and charter school. 
But to the performer, his greatest achievement—as  
he melds the sounds of his Cuban roots and his Miami 
youth—is representing Latinos on the global stage. 
Photograph by Mark Seliger.

136 UPSTAIRS, DOWNTOWN  By JAMES REGINATO
Second son of the 10th Earl of Shaftesbury, Nicholas 
Ashley-Cooper was thriving as a D.J. in New York, certain 
his older brother would manage the family’s crumbling 
Dorset estate. But fate—and murder—suddenly set him  
on a new path. An adaptation from a new book charts a 
modern aristocrat’s return to his ancestral home. 
Photographs by Jonathan Becker. 

VANITIES
57 WHAT’S CHAIKIN?

Bill Flanagan brings the New Testament to television’s  
pitch season. 

FANFAIR & FAIRGROUND
63 31 DAYS IN THE LIFE OF THE CULTURE

Boyz N the Hood turns 25. Stylish summer suitcases.  
Hot Type: this month in books. Beauty: Issey Miyake 
launches a new fragrance; coveted colorist Christophe 

Robin debuts his stand-alone salon; Lancôme collaborates 
with Sonia Rykiel. 

F R O M  T O P :  St. Giles House, of the Earls of Shaftesbury ( P A G E  1 3 6 ) ;  
Billie Lourd ( P A G E  1 2 2 ) ; Jazz Festival: Jim Marshall ( P A G E  6 6 ) .

32
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72 AROUND THE WORLD, ONE PARTY 
AT A TIME 
Le beau monde joined V.F., HBO, and Chopard  
to toast the Festival de Cannes at the Hôtel  
du Cap-Eden-Roc. Plus: the gilded set turned  
out and cut loose in Suffolk, England, for  
the wedding of Alexander Spencer-Churchill  
and Scarlett Strutt.

COLUMNS
80 COSMO GIRLS AND HARDY BOYS  

By JAMES WOLCOTT  As newsstands go the way of  
telephone booths, magazine editors are still selling  

books. A biography of Helen Gurley Brown  
(the Cosmopolitan icon) and a memoir from Terry 
McDonell (the editor of Esquire and Men’s  
Journal, among others) recall the glossy glory days.  

84 ATLANTIC OVERTURES  
Spotlight on the Atlantic Theater Company, whose  
Off Broadway lights have been shining in  
Chelsea for three decades now. By Ethan Coen. 
Photograph by Pari Dukovic.

86 THE YOUNG AND THE RENTLESS  
  By NANCY JO SALES  Have online dating and changing  

social attitudes given rise to a new version of the  
oldest profession? A debrief of twentysomethings in  
the business of using their bodies reveals what  
they’re after (college tuition, student-loan payments, 
designer labels) and what they’ll do to get it.  
Photographs by Mark Schäfer. 

ET CETERA
36  EDITOR’S LETTER EYES WIDE SHUT

44  CONTRIBUTORS

50  LETTERS STAND-UP LADY

54  60 MINUTES POLL

60  FIRST-PERSON TONY BENNETT

70  IN THE DETAILS JOANNA LUMLEY

158  PROUST QUESTIONNAIRE GAYLE KING

A U G U S T  2 0 1 6
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F R O M  T O P :  Helen Gurley Brown ( P A G E  8 0 ) ; Hot Type ( P A G E  6 6 ) ;  
a model poses as a “sugar baby” ( P A G E  8 6 ) .

34
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sexually after slipping them quaaludes 
or other knockout pills. Psychologists 
have a name for this type of behavior: 
somnophilia, so-called sleeping- princess 
syndrome. Cosby’s alleged victims say 
they certainly didn’t feel like princesses 
when they awoke to find their clothing 
bunched up around their neck.

Cosby got away with these alleged as-
saults for 50 years, using his money and 
fame to keep his victims quiet, as the 
statute of limitations ran out on one pur-
ported incident after another. In terms 
of criminal justice, it now may all come 
down to one case, that of a woman who 
claims Cosby mentored and then sexu-

ally assaulted her. In “Cos He Could,” on page 124, you’ll read V.F. 
contributor Mark Seal’s epic reconstruction of hideous crimes said to 
have taken place over five dec ades—and the current, last-ditch effort 
to bring this once iconic role model to justice.

St. George’s School looks to be plucked from a prep-school cata-
logue: perched atop a hill overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, the 
elite Rhode Island academy occupies a handsome campus of 

lush grounds, venerable brick buildings, and a towering stone chapel. 
It has even acquired the nickname “St. Gorgeous,” not only for its 
stunning seaside setting but also for its attractive student body, with 
good looks and a reputation for Wasp privilege that extends back to its 
founding, in 1896. But now the school has been swept up in the New 
England–wide wave of prep-school sexual scandals, with more than 
40 alumni claiming predation by former faculty and fellow students, 
from the 1970s up to 2004. With a state-police investigation just con-
cluded (no criminal charges have been brought, in part because the 
statute of limitations has run out) and the school’s own probe under 
way, the idyllic campus has been thrown into turmoil as outraged for-
mer students call upon the headmaster to resign for what they regard 
as his present-day mishandling of past misconduct. (He has agreed to 
step down when his contract terminates next June.)

In “St. George’s Hidden Dragons,” on page 116, V.F. contributing ed-
itor Benjamin Wallace painstakingly plots the trajectory of events, tracing 
a rogues’ gallery of perpetrators, speaking with survivors, and visiting the 
campus to meet a headmaster struggling to confront the school’s shame-
ful past. How did St. George’s not only fail to report suspected offenders 
to the police but also allow them to move quietly along to jobs at other 
institutions—never fully grasping the harm they inflicted or the danger 
they represented? And why was the school deaf to later complaints? 
Many victims who suffered silently for dec ades are now speaking out—
united by Facebook as a forum for group therapy and empowered by 
lawyers such as Eric MacLeish, himself an alum, known for represent-
ing the victims of clerical abuse (and played by Billy Crudup in Spot-
light, this year’s winner of the Academy Award for best picture)—as they 
mobilize to call for truth and reconciliation. — G R AY D O N  C A R T E R

ix months before the last pres-
idential election, in 2012, the Berlin-based 
financial investigator Nicholas Shaxson 
wrote a hugely influential Vanity Fair ar-
ticle, “Where the Money Lives,” exposing 
then candidate Mitt Romney’s offshore 
investments and other tax-avoidance 
schemes. Taken together, they enabled 
him to pay only about 14 percent of his 
income in federal taxes each year—even 
though his net worth was estimated to be 
in the neighborhood of $250 million. 

Earlier this year we turned Shaxson 
loose on Donald Trump and his taxes. 
The candidate isn’t exactly forthcoming 
about this—he refuses to release his tax 
returns because, he says, he is being audited (which is not a legal bar 
to their release). He says that he also believes his tax returns are none 
of our business and that he is, in fact, proud of gaming the system. 
As many commentators have noted, the Republican Party is now 
reaping what it has long sown. After telling Americans for years that 
they were paying too much in taxes and that their tax dollars were 
being wasted by Washington, the Republicans now have the perfect 
candidate on their hands: a man who has absolutely no sense of civic 
virtue or civic pride, and who is actually proud of the fact that he 
adds little to our common upkeep. 

As you will read in Shaxson’s fascinating analysis, “Snakes on a 
Campaign,” on page 110, the devil is in the details. Shaxson reports on 
some surprising inconsistencies in Trump’s claims about his deals, his 
net worth, his charitable giving, and—most important—his inexplicable 
representations to the Federal Election Commission. On British finan-
cial documents, for instance, he has stated that his three golf courses in 
Scotland and Ireland are losing millions of dollars a year. On his Amer-
ican F.E.C. disclosure form (in which, I kid you not, he designated him-
self as “President of the United States”) he claims they are earning tens 
of millions of dollars. (Lying on your F.E.C. statement is a criminal of-
fense. The late senator Ted Stevens, of Alaska, was prosecuted for it.)

Will it make any difference to voters in November that this self-
proclaimed billionaire puts goats on his golf courses in order to 
claim a farm exemption, or that he contributes little by way of taxes 
to police departments, firefighters, public schools, or the armed 
forces? Frankly, I could live happily with this knowledge if I also 
knew that Donald Trump would contribute nothing at all to Ameri-
can public life for years to come. 

Few public figures in modern times have fallen so far and so 
shockingly fast as Bill Cosby. A pioneer in breaking network 
TV’s color barrier, with the series I Spy in the mid-1960s, he be-

came America’s dad with The Cosby Show in the 1980s and with the 
huge best-seller Fatherhood (1986). Then we learned that, offstage, he 
allegedly had been drugging and raping women for decades. Almost 
60 women have come forward, many saying that he assaulted them 
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 ETHAN COEN 
Filmmaker and writer Ethan Coen, half of the  
Coen brothers, examines Manhattan’s Atlantic Theater 
Company in “Atlantic Overtures,” on page 84,  
in honor of its 30th anniversary. “For some people,  
80s New York recalls Studio 54,” says Coen.  
“For me it recalls Tad’s Steaks and the Yoshinoya Beef 
Bowl. The Atlantic Theater was also around then,  
and of all of them is the only one left. I guess they offered 
the best product.”

SARAH ELLISON 
For her investigation of the National Rifle Association, 

“Whose N.R.A. Is It?,” on page 102, Contributing Editor 
Sarah Ellison visited Newtown, Connecticut—the 

location of the Sandy Hook school massacre—attended 
gun shows, went to shooting ranges, and even joined  

the N.R.A. Her reporting afforded her an insider’s 
understanding of how the lobbying juggernaut galvanizes 

and maintains its membership. Says Ellison, “I don’t 
think there’s ever been a more successful fear campaign.”

 BENJAMIN WALLACE
For “St. George’s Hidden Dragons,” on page 116,  
Contributing Editor Benjamin Wallace visited  
Rhode Island’s St. George’s School, currently embroiled  
in a sex-abuse scandal spanning decades. As he  
studied the school’s history and heard the victims’ horrifying 
stories, Wallace reports, he was surprised by the mood  
on campus. “It was vibrant, with students and teachers far 
removed from the troubled past. It seemed like a  
different school than the one I was there to write about.”

NICHOLAS SHAXSON 
Donald Trump is the only Republican presumptive 

presidential nominee in recent history not to release  
his tax returns. But with the aid of other documents, 

tax-haven expert Nicholas Shaxson, in “Snakes on  
a Campaign,” on page 110, addresses questions such 

as: How much does he pay in taxes? Has he broken  
any laws? “Trump shook up the politics of Scotland  

to get what he wanted,” says Shaxson. “He’s been 
playing governments like a fiddle.”

 DEREK BLASBERG
“I used to think my family put the fun in dysfunctional—
until I met Billie,” Our Man on the Street Derek 
Blasberg says of this month’s It Girl, Billie Lourd, who 
will appear in Star Wars: Episode VIII and is profiled  
in “Lourd Knows,” on page 122. “The most fabulous 
part is how nonchalant she can be about it all:  
‘Oh, that’s just Granny Debbie or Mama Carrie.’ ”  
(That’s Reynolds and Fisher.) Blasberg is the host of 
CNN Style, which debuted in April.
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W ithout ques-
tion,  the 
“Fire Down 

Below” photo of Amy in 
the “NO COFFEE, NO WORK-
EE” T-shirt should have been the cover. 
Thanks to Bruce Handy for the terrific 
article [“Bombshell Blonde,” May] and 
to Annie Leibovitz for the equally terrific 
photos. It’s great to see Amy get the ku-
dos she deserves.

CLAUDIA PEARCE
Claremont, California

STAND-UP LADY
Amy Schumer and Annie Leibovitz prove a winning combination; remembering 

Jackie and Lee; readers underscore the importance of studying the fine print 

I

L E T T E R S

greatly enjoyed Annie Leibovitz’s cover photo of 
Amy Schumer [May]. It reminded me of the bril-
liant photos by Edward Steichen for V.F. during 

the late 1920s, those photographs of Ruby Keeler, Mary 
Eaton, and Joan Bennett. Like these women, Schumer 
brought an elegant and graceful beauty to your cover. To 
me, Leibovitz and Schumer’s will go down as one of the 
greatest in V.F.’s collection.

SCOTT WAGAR 
Bottineau, North Dakota

PATENTLY  
FUNNY

Amy Schumer,  
at the Leather  

Man, in Greenwich 
Village.

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  A N N I E  L E I B O V I T Z
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MIRROR, MIRROR

I first encountered Mrs. Radziwill and 
Mrs. Onassis at the private home of a 
newspaper publisher on Fifth Avenue 

while working a fund-raising event for PBS 
[“A Delicate Balance,” by Sam Kashner, 
May]. On this evening I was not prepared 
for the entrance of “the sisters.” The doors 
opened and there they were, arm in arm. I 
may have even gasped! 

After that, I would encounter Mrs. 
Radziwill a number of times, at the home 
of Brooke Hayward and Peter Duchin, an 
extraordinary Moroccan-motif loft on lower 
Park Avenue. I was the bartender at their 
“salons.” The crème de la crème of society 
meets New York City Bohemia … café soci-
ety at its best!

I always looked forward to making Mrs. 
Radziwill’s drinks and lighting her cigarettes, 
a kind of ritualistic intimacy shared by bar-
tender and guests. She would station her-
self in front of the bar, and the other guests 
would always come to her. 

Once, as she stood in silence at the bar, I 
allowed my mind to wander to the unthink-
able: all of the tragedy that had visited this 
very fragile, very chic woman. I was afraid 
that my composure was slipping away. I im-
mediately pulled myself together. 

Never again would I “go there” in my 
mind when in the presence of this particu-
lar family.

JOHN HARRISON
Palm Coast, Florida

Lee Radziwill is a beautiful woman 
indeed. To lose a child to cancer, at 
any age, is a tragedy. I was, however, 

extremely disappointed at the assertions that 
she was prettier than Jackie, better than Jackie, 
and so on. The fact is the rivalry between sis-
ters is a game that plays out in every family. 
In the end, they will be remembered as two 
beautiful sisters who led different lives, but, 
boy, did they live!

On a separate note, Mr. Carter, I was 
guilty of zooming right to your Editor’s Let-
ter to see what thou had to say about Don-
ald J. Trump, only to be disappointed. Then 
I closed the magazine and noticed the little 
surprise [on the cover] … you are a sly cat! I 
do believe Mr. Trump is losing—big! huge!—
when it comes to his opinion of Vanity Fair. 

DEE ANN MACBRIDE
Sioux Falls, South Dakota

Letters to the editor should be sent electronical ly with  
the writer’s name, address, and daytime phone  

number to letters@vf.com. All requests for back issues 
should be sent to subscriptions@vf.com. All other 

queries should be sent to vfmail@vf.com. The magazine 
reserves the right to edit submissions, which may  

be published or otherwise used in any medium.  
All submissions become the property of Vanity Fair.  

“I am not a reader of your magazine, nor do I ever intend to be.” Huh. What is this 

all about? Here’s an angry letter from someone who doesn’t read the magazine and 

who isn’t threatening to cancel a subscription or even take one out just to cancel it. 

What have we done to offend with such impressive reach?

Ah. We published a timely review of a Game of Thrones episode on VF.com that 

was perhaps a little too timely. Sorry, DVR enthusiasts.

In the interest of getting it right this time, here’s a SPOILER ALERT: Irate readers ahead. 

Don’t read past this point if that’s a problem for you. And don’t say you weren’t warned.

“Until a few minutes ago I was following Vanity Fair on Facebook,” writes Lauren Hau-

berg, of Mount Vernon, Ohio. “Due to a major Game of Thrones spoiler in a photo and 

headline, I was forced to un-like and un-follow.” Ouch. “You have ruined my evening 

for no good reason. I hope your publication rots in hell. Sincerely, Darwin.” Yikes. And 

so on, with sundry allusions to “jerk writers” and “irresponsible” title choices and worse. 

Maybe we can lighten things up with a random selection from our stack of Trump letters?

Ah, here we go. A “retiree in Lake Havasu City” writes, “Let’s all get together and 

inundate Trump with cans of Vienna sausages!” Um, sure, let’s.

TWEETLE DUMB

D uring my 20 years as a superior-
court judge, I used the editorial “sic” 
only when I felt it truly necessary. It 

assures the reader that you have not mis-
quoted the moron quoted, nor are you also a 
moron. I laughed when I spotted the Donald 
Trump quote on the cover of your May issue. 
It was a classy, unassailable put-down. 

WILLIAM P. SARGEANT III
Phoenix, Arizona 

T he first thing I look for on every V.F. 
cover is the lovely bon mot in di-
minutive font size that either overtly 

or subtly relates to the theme of the issue. I 
literally shrieked with glee at the reprinted 
Trump tweet, where he handily outs his ig-
norance with a seventh-grade misspelling. 
That there was hardly a mention of Trump 
inside the issue only enhances the elegance 
of the self-skewering.

BARBARA BERGEN
Nelson, British Columbia

I completely disagree with Donald Trump’s 
uninformed assessment of Vanity Fair. 
Then again, I don’t drink Trump wine, 

eat Trump steak, or attend Trump University.
LINDA PALMER SULLIVAN

Naples, Florida

W hen I received my May issue, I 
immediately noticed the com-
ment on the cover about how 

poorly V.F. is doing, per Donald Trump. I’ve 
renewed my subscription to your magazine 
for two more years. If the Donald doesn’t 
like you, you’re doing something right!

CYNTHIA JUTZIN
Buffalo, New York

MAILBAG

More from the

V. F.
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Though hardly flattering, the poll results certainly were suc-
culent this month. We’re a country of hearty carnivores—we 
love our barbecue and would gladly choose cheeseburgers 

over caviar—but we can also be vain, delusional, and cheap. For-
get fruits and vegetables: we think meat is sexy. Maybe that’s why 
gluttons for sloppy joes and sliders still manage to get dates, even if 
they’ll fork out only $25 a meal. We may not be as sophisticated 
as the Europeans, but at least we tip!

But let’s not beat ourselves up. We’re not just a flabby 
mess of appetites; there’s a glimmer of conscience, too. 

While the majority of us said we have no problem eating meat, al-
most a quarter admitted we’d feel better knowing the animal had 
led a happy life. When it comes to microwaves, we can be down-
right self-righteous. Men, especially, don’t want their food “nuked.” 
(We’re guessing they’d prefer it prepared on a souped-up Weber grill 
or one of those George Foreman items.) We’re not completely igno-

rant, either. Somehow, we seem to have gotten the message about 
the dangers of Big Gulps and too much sugar in our diet in 

general. Many did, however, confuse cookbook author 
Padma Lakshmi with a Thai noodle dish. 

T H E  6 0  M I N U T ES / VA N I T Y  FA I R  P O L L

What do you 

think was the best 

thing to happen to the 

food-and-beverage 

industry in the past 

100 years?

10

It has been said 

that fruits and 

vegetables are sexy 

and meat is overrated. 

Do you agree or 

disagree?

6

Padma  

Lakshmi is ... ?

26%MOSTLY  
TRUE MOSTLY 

FALSE

True or false: 

consuming added 

sugars is toxic to  

your health.

9

25%

55%

19%

8%

13%

54%

@vf.com
 See the complete 
P O L L  R E S U LT S.  
Go to  VF.COM/ 

AUG2016.

FA S T- F O O D  R E S TA U R A N T S  /  11%
F O O D  T R U C K S  /  9%

T H E  R E P E A L  O F  P R O H I B I T I O N  /  13%
C O S T C O  /  11%

T H E  M I C R O WAV E  O V E N  /  23%
T H E  D E V E L O P M E N T  O F  F R O Z E N  F O O D  /  26%

Which of the 

following would  

most likely make you 

feel better about  

eating meat?

7

25%

14%

13%

22%

FOOD FIGHT

Which of the 

following is  

your favorite type  

of food?

1

I T A L I A N  /  2 5 %
M E X I C A N  /  2 2 % 

B A R B E C U E  /  2 0 %
C H I N E S E  /  1 1 %

J A PA N E S E  /  6 % 
I N D I A N  /  4 %

M I D D L E 
E A S T E R N  /  4 %

F R E N C H  /  2 %

4

A THAI NOODLE DISH
THE HOST OF TOP CHEF

HOW YOU ASK FOR 
THE CHECK IN URDU

I DON’T  
KNOW

Would a burger taste 

better if you  

knew it came from  

a happy cow?

72%

Which of the  

following phrases  

is the least  

appetizing?

8 RAW
24%

MICROWAVABLE

GLUTEN-
FREE

LOW-FAT

LEFTOVER

G O O D  I D E A

B A D  I D E A

M O R E  
T H A N  $ 2 0 0

$ 2 5  O R  L E S S

U P  T O  $ 5 0

U P  T O  $ 1 0 0

U P  T O  $ 2 0 0

What’s the  

most you would pay  

per person for  

a meal at a nice 

restaurant?

3

2% 1% 11% 32% 52%

Which comes  

closer to your opinion  

about the practice  

of tipping  

in restaurants?

2

M O S T LY

DISAGREE

41%

M O S T LY

AGREE

Which dish 

is more  

appetizing?

5

This poll was conducted on behalf of CBS News by SSRS of 
 Media, Pennsylvania, among a random sample of 1,006 adults 

nationwide, interviewed by telephone April 27–May 1, 2016.  
Some low-percentage answer choices have been omitted.

A  C H E E S E B U R G E R 
A N D  A  S O D A

N E I T H E R

C AV I A R  
A N D  A  G L A S S  O F 

C H A M PA G N E

73%
17%

8%

I F  T H E  A N I M A L  H A D  A  H A P P Y      
    A N D  H E A LT H Y  L I F E  /  21%

      I F  T H E  A N I M A L  H A D  B E E N    
S L A U G H T E R E D  W I T H  L O V E  /  4%

I F  T H E  A N I M A L  D I E D  O F      
        N AT U R A L  C A U S E S  / 3%

I  H AV E  N O  P R O B L E M   
         E AT I N G  M E AT  /  63%
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P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  N A G I  S A K A I

CHAIKIN W EA R S  

A  GOWN  BY  

GUCCI ;  EARR IN G S  

BY ME &  RO .

Morgan Freeman
Alanis Morissette
Graham Chapman
All of the above

A

B

C

D

WATER INTO WINE:  If product-  
placement offer is big enough, are  

you open to J. turning the water  
into a different, branded beverage?

A U G U S T 2 0 1 6A l l  I s  VA N I T I E S  . . .  N o t h i n g  I s  F a i r

THIS 
MONTH‹ ‹

AGE: 26. PROVENANCE: Los Angeles. CABIN FEVER: “I did a play at sleepaway camp when I was 13—I had one line, 

but the experience stuck with me. When I was 18, I knew I had to do something about it.” PERSONA NON GRADUATE: 

“My dad’s a doctor, and when I told him I was going to be an actor, he hit his head against a wall.” ALL IN THE 

TIMING: Chaikin gave herself a year to make it, but after just four auditions she booked the film The Last Song. Next, she found stability in television as dim-

witted Dalia on ABC’s cult series Suburgatory. “I never expected to go into comedy. Working with S.N.L. actors, I would laugh all the time. They were such 

incredible role models.” ALL SYSTEMS GO: This month, Chaikin returns as Darlene in USA Network’s Golden Globe–winning hit, Mr. Robot, a drama set in 

the world of computer programming and high-stakes security. NEXT ROBOTICS: “The second season exceeds the first. We come back after the hack to a dif-

ferent world. It’s about the aftermath and moving forward.” GIRL, UNINTERRUPTED: With additional talents in painting and writing, Chaikin is taking her artistic 

endeavors into her own hands. “Angelina Jolie is my idol—she’s fearless and has created her own path. My dream is to work with her.” —KRISTA SMITH

CARLY CHAIKIN

NOTES
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PRIME TIME
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TESTAMENT
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VANIT IES

By B I L L  F L A N AG A N

MM&L@fishersofmen.com

John@revelator.org

Dear Matthew, Mark, and Luke—

First, let me tell you how thrilled everyone at the network is with the latest draft. I ran into the head of  
scheduling at an off-site yesterday and he said that from the buzz he’s hearing, NEW TESTAMENT is a  
contender for a Sunday-night slot at midseason. So exciting!

With that goal in mind, here’s a few notes from my team. Small stuff, mostly—we all love the premise,  
the principal characters, and the setting (who knew Israel was once a Roman colony? That sort of inside info 
makes viewers feel smart). These are mostly matters of tone and pacing. Easy fixes.

1. Do we need 12 apostles? Let’s cut to two—Peter and Judas.
2. Can the wedding feast at Cana and the Last Supper be combined into one meal?
3. Love the mom. Give her a boyfriend?
4. More on Herod, please! Could see Damian Lewis here.
5. We love the whole “Jewish family” feeling, but let’s be diversity conscious—maybe some of the Roman  
soldiers are people of color? Weren’t there any female Sanhedrin? Let’s see them.
6. Give the leper a dog.
7. Water into wine: If product-placement offer is big enough, are you open to J. turning the water into a different, 
branded beverage?
8. Love, love, LOVE the scene where J. attacks the moneylenders in the temple (we’ve been waiting for  
that since “turn the other cheek” beat in Ep. 3), but some of my folks feel the M.L.’s should be doing more  
than peddling souvenirs to set him off. Maybe they are forcing little dogs to fight? Or even little children?  
(Too much for eight o’clock?) 
9. Let’s see more women taken in sin. 
10. General consensus that “Lord’s Prayer” goes on too long. Let’s cut the whole section about the daily bread?
11. Totally love the season-finale cliff-hanger—“He is risen!” Wow. Just so we’re all on the same page, we will  
see him going back to take care of Pontius Pilate in Season Two, yes? My intern Liam had a good suggestion: 
“Hey, Pontius! Wash your hands of THIS!”
12. This is out of left field but it came from on high, so I must ask: Could Lazarus be a zombie?  
 
That’s the big stuff. Little fixes we can talk about off-line. One bit of bad news: I did go back to the network  
as you asked, but they are adamant that J. cannot have a full beard. Heavy five-o’clock shadow is fine.  
Win some/lose some.
 
I’m clearing space for Emmys!
Pamela

Greatest Story EVER
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The Photo That  
Changed My Life

F I R ST- P E R S O N

T O N Y  B E N N E T T

With his 90th birthday on the horizon—and a new book, Just Getting Started (as well as an  
NBC special), appearing this fall—the iconic singer discusses an iconic image

Want the backstories behind other unexpected images? Go to VF.com/unexpected.

Brought to you by the all-new 2016 Chevrolet Malibu.

All my life I’ve been a humanist. 
But what really put this into focus 

for me was the day, 44 years ago, when  
I saw this photograph for the first time: our 
planet Earth, taken from outer space.  
I remember being so captivated, thinking 
about what it must have been like to  
frame the entire world between two fingers. 
What a perspective. All the tribulations,  

the wars, the prejudice—and everything that 
divides us—simply melt away when you 
realize that we’re all together on one planet 
and that every problem should have a 
solution. As Ella Fitzgerald used to say to 
me, ‘Tony, we are all here.’ ”

“ The “Whole Earth” photograph— 

also known as the “Blue Marble”—

was the first to depict the entire 

planet. Shot in December 1972 by  

the crew of Apollo 17 (from  

a distance of 28,000 miles), the 

picture reveals the Arabian 

Peninsula, the African continent,  

and the Antarctic polar ice  

cap. Over the years, each of the  

three astronauts aboard the 

spacecraft—Eugene Cernan, Ron 

Evans, and Harrison H. Schmitt—

claimed to have taken it.
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BOYZ OF SUMMER
Writer-director John Singleton (second from right) discusses a scene with Ice Cube (in driver’s seat) and  

Cuba Gooding Jr. (right) on the set of Boyz N the Hood in 1990. Singleton, a 23-year-old fresh out of film school,  

led a cast of mostly unknown actors to become the youngest person and first African-American  

nominated for an Academy Award for best director. Twenty-five years after the film’s release, in the summer  

of 1991, the impact of its poignant depiction of gang life in South Central Los Angeles endures.

  TRAVEL IN STYLE p. 64     HOT TYPE: MEG WOLITZER ON SIRACUSA  p. 66     BEAUTY: A NEW SALON AND FRAGRANCE . . .  AND MORE! p. 68
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On the Case 
For a weekend getaway or 

an extended sojourn, 
travel in style with these  

luxe luggage options

Hermès Arion 

bag, $4,175.  

(800-441-4488)

Goyard Bourget 

suitcase, 

$8,635. (Goyard 

boutiques)

Asprey Londoner 

30-inch 

luggage case, 

$4,500. 

(asprey.com)

Rimowa Topas 

Titanium 

Cabin Multiwheel 

suitcase, 

$1,340. (Select 

Rimowa 

boutiques)

Hermès 

Bolide 45 

Shark travel 

bag, 

$12,800. 

(800-441-

4488)

Gucci Chevron suitcase, 

$2,480. (gucci.com)

Valextra 

Portofino travel 

bag, $4,930. 

(valextra.com)

Globe-Trotter Cruise 

26-inch suitcase,$1,700. 

(globe-trotter.com)

Louis Vuitton 

& Marc Newson 

Monogram 

rolling luggage, 

$2,750. 

(866-VUITTON)

Dior Homme duffel 

bag, $2,350. 

(800-929-DIOR)

Coach Varsity Stripe 

Explorer bag, 

$695. (coach.com)

Raden A28  

suitcase, $395. 

(raden.com)

Berluti Jour Off 

holdall, $4,090. 

(mrporter.com)

Fendi Men’s 

Monster 

Eyes trolley, 

$3,950. 

(fendi.com)
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old Nicolaia Rips is wise beyond 
her years in her off-kilter memoir, 
Trying to Float (Scribner). Yasmine 

El Rashidi charts a political coming-
of-age in Cairo, Egypt, in 
Chronicle of a Last Summer 
(Tim Duggan). Wear and 
Tear (Scribner) stitches to-
gether costume designer Tracy 

Tynan’s charmed life. A single 
black dress wreaks havoc in Nine 
Women, One Dress (Doubleday), by 
Jane L. Rosen. Carlo Ducci’s Fen-
di Roma (Assouline) is no knock-
off. Chinese blogger-provocateur 
Han Han stirs up trouble in The 
Problem with Me (Simon & 
Schuster). Sam Polk’s For the 
Love of Money (Scribner) is 
a cautionary tale of Wall 
Street “wealth addiction.” Amy  

Schumer exposes herself—hi-
lariously—in The Girl with 
the Lower Back Tattoo 
(Gallery). Cousin Joseph 
(Liveright) continues car-
toonist Jules Feif fer’s 
graphic trilogy. Jackson, 

n Jacqueline Woodson’s soaring cho-
ral poem of a novel, Another Brooklyn 
(Amistad), four young friends—Angela, 
Sylvia, Gigi, and narrator August—nav-
igate the perils of adolescence, mean 
streets, and haunted memory in 1970s 

Brooklyn, all the while dreaming of escape. 
Famed Cosmopolitan editor Helen Gurley 

Brown trimmed her brand of feminism with 
pink chiffon, but as Gerri Hirshey reveals in her 
engrossing biography, Not Pretty Enough (Sarah 
Crichton), Brown’s life was as much about pain 
as pleasure. Meanwhile, veteran editor Terry 

McDonell offers his own inside view of gonzo 
publishing in The Accidental Life (Knopf). (See 
James Wolcott’s column on page 80 for more on 
the aforementioned two titles.) Dave Eggers 

takes a frac-
tured family 
on a wild 
Alaskan jour-
ney in Heroes 
of the Fron-
tier (Knopf). 

Jesse Ball’s How to Set a Fire and Why (Pan-
theon) burns with teenage angst. Jeffrey Toobin 
delivers a verdict on the Patty Hearst saga in 
American Heiress (Doubleday). Seventeen-year-

Johnny Hodges, 

center, at the 1961 

Monterey Jazz 

Festival, from Jazz 

Festival: Jim 

Marshall (Reel Art).

I N  S H O R T
Gay Talese peeps into The 

Voyeur’s Motel (Grove). Deborah 

Levy’s Hot Milk (Bloomsbury 

USA) simmers. Mark Hannah  

and Bob Staake refute Obama 

critics in The Best “Worst President” 

(Dey Street). Steve Miller rides 

shotgun in Juggalo (Da Capo). 

Comedian Dave Holmes’s Party of 

One (Crown Archetype) rocks. 

City of Sedition (Twelve), by John 

Strausbaugh, illuminates old 

New York. Hilary Liftin has the 

scoop in Movie Star by Lizzie Pepper 

(Viking). Some Enchanted Evenings 

(St. Martin’s), by David Kaufman, 

recalls Broadway’s heyday. 

Deborah Berke’s House Rules 

(Rizzoli) is a blueprint for 

design. Amy Whitaker offers 

career advice in Art Thinking (Harper 

Business). Witness the demise of 

Iran’s last Shah in Andrew 

Scott Cooper’s The Fall of Heaven 

(Henry Holt). – A . T .

In the marvelously twisty and absorbing Siracusa (Blue Rider), Delia Ephron tracks two married couples over 

the short course of an Italian vacation gone bad. The result is a tensely exciting, page-turning novel about betrayal 

and secrecy, and the ways in which partners collude, consciously and unconsciously, as they head straight 

toward disaster. The many pleasures here include stark coastal scenery, lingering moments in cafés, sexual electricity 

between the wrong people, searing X-rays not only of marriage but also of friendship, and a spectacularly unnerving 

child character who will stay with readers even longer than the memory of their favorite Italian meal.    — M E G  W O L I T Z E R

SICILIAN HOLIDAY

1964 (Random House) collects more 
than half a century of Calvin Trillin’s 
writing on race. The Classical World 
(Pegasus), by Nigel Spivey, celebrates 

the marvels of antiquity. Chil-
ean whiz Alejandro Zambra 
has all the answers in his clev-

er  stories-as-tests, Multiple 
Choice (Penguin). Paradise Lodge 
(Little, Brown), by Nina Stibbe, is 
a comic romp about aging and be-
longing. Joanna Cannon’s The 
Trouble with Goats and Sheep 
(Scribner) is a woolly mystery. 

Nicole Dennis-Benn celebrates 
the bonds of Jamaican women 

in Here Comes the Sun (Live-
right). Five couples are impli-
cated in The Death of Rex 

Nhongo (Lee Boudreaux), by 
C. B. George. Jay McInerney, 

our modern-day Fitzger-
ald, evokes New York’s 

fading glamour in Bright, 
Precious Days (Knopf). 
Brooklyn, Manhattan—so 

close, yet so far apart!  
        — A N D E R S O N  T E P P E R





hen two 

iconic Parisian houses 

come together, 

something magical 

is bound to happen. 

Sonia Rykiel and 

Lancôme have joined 

forces to create a 

makeup collection that 

captures the spirit 

of the Sonia Rykiel 

woman. “She is free in 

her imagination. In 

her choices she 

is strong and active,” 

explains Rykiel’s 

artistic director, Julie 

de Libran. “She 

is sensual and full of 

surprises.” In the  

spirit of that French 

aesthetic, multicolored 

stripes decorate the 

eye-shadow palettes 

and lip pencils, and 

the famed Paris-based 

graffiti artist André—

known for his edgy 

designs—adorned 

some of the products 

with a wallpaper of 

colorful drawings. It’s 

playful, feminine,  

et très chic. ($15–$60; 

lancome-usa.com)

                 —A U D R E Y  N O B L E  
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apanese fashion designer Issey Miyake has been revolutionizing the industry 
with his single-minded vision since the 1970s. Now, after a major retrospec-
tive of his work at the National Art Center, in Tokyo, and the publication of a 

career-spanning Taschen book, he launches a new fragrance this month, Issey Miyake 

L’Eau d’Issey Pure, which embodies the true essence of his ideology. “My touchstone 
started out being, and is still, exploring the ways by which to make clothing from a  
single piece of cloth,” Miyake says. Drawn from a singular inspiration—one drop of 

water—a conical bottle forms an elongated droplet 
that contains the scent. With a fresh floral bouquet 
of lily of the valley, damask rose, and jasmine, un-
derscored by warm amber notes, the fragrance 
evokes a golden sea of freshness. ($108 for 3 oz.; 
bloomingdales.com) — S U N H E E  G R I N N E L L

Into the Deep

A V.I.P. 

cabine at the 

Christophe 

Robin 

hair salon, 

in Paris.

A dress from Issey 

Miyake’s spring-summer 

1999 collection, from 

Issey Miyake (Taschen). 

Insets: left, the designer; 

above, L’Eau d’Issey Pure.

Products from 

Lancôme and 

Sonia Rykiel’s 

limited-edition 

makeup 

collection.

HUMBLE 
ROOTS

fter seven 

years based in 

Le Meurice 

hotel, in Paris, 

Christophe Robin, master 

hair colorist to stars such 

as Natalie Portman, 

Léa Seydoux, Catherine 

Deneuve, and Tilda 

Swinton, has opened his 

first stand-alone salon, in 

the historic garment district 

turned stylish quartier, on 

Rue Bachaumont. “It’s a 

place of discovery, and I 

wanted to come back to  

my real artisan way,” Robin 

says. “I wanted to come 

back to the old world.” 

The new parlor features four 

styling chairs and two 

private cabines for V.I.P.’s, 

plus a separate boutique 

where his coveted products 

are sold. (christophe- 

robin.com)  — S . H . G .

Joie de Vivre
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now a grandmother. She says her grand-
daughters find Patsy “terrifyingly vile.”
H E R  C H I L D H O O D  resembles a Somerset 
Maugham novel. Her father was born 
in India and was a major in the Gur-
kha Rifles; her mother was brought 
up in Tibet. “I was born in Kashmir,” 
she says, “and came back to England 
by ship for boarding school. It took 
a month to travel from Singapore to 
Southampton. It feels like it all hap-
pened two centuries ago.”
A L L  O F  the moving around steeled her 
for the unpredictability of acting: “I 
have never feared the unknown; rather, 
I fear the known, if that doesn’t sound 
too mad.”
S H E  B E G A N  her acting career as a drama-
school rejectee. “I was only 16 at the 
time,” she says, “and hadn’t prepared 
anything for my audition”—at the Royal 
Academy of Dramatic Art. “I was 
completely hopeless.”

E V E N T U A L LY  S H E  broke into the industry the old-fashioned 
way, by “lying and cheating and pretending.” In audi-
tions, “I’d tell them, ‘Oh, I’ve done three movies and 
they haven’t been released yet.’ You couldn’t do that to-
day: people can check you out in a nano-second.”

H E R  M O S T  embarrassing modeling assignment entailed “wearing a 
nylon suit, which wouldn’t look good on a dog, and being made 
to laugh giddily at a bowl of fruit.”
H E R  A D V I C E  to other actors is “Go on the Tube; take the bus; walk 
around. The life’s blood of acting is observation of other people.”
S H E  P R E F E R S  to do her own makeup. For her 1996 role as Aunt Spiker 
in James and the Giant Peach, she says, “I took over and made a 
thin, ratty little mouth. It looked divine.”
S H E  I S  phobic about masks: “I don’t like to wear them or see people 
in them. My heart skips a beat.”
S U P E R S T I T I O N S  R U L E  her world: “Oh, you know, the ordinary ones, like if 
you see a magpie, you must salute it. If you don’t, it can be bad luck.”
T H AT  S A I D ,  she allows herself only one talisman. “I get depressed if 
I can’t find my bottle of YSL’s Rive Gauche,” she says. “It comes 
with me everywhere.”
H E R  A N T H E M  is Elvis Presley’s “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” “I am 
besotted by him; the whole thing is magic. It’s almost unbeliev-
able to think that someone could dump Elvis. He was obviously 
thinking of me when he sang it.”

S H E  S E E M S  hardwired for contentedness: “I 
tend to love everything, actually.”
T H E  B E S T  advice she was ever given came cour-
tesy of her father: “ ‘Never, never give up.’ That 
used to ring in my head. ‘When times get 
tough, stay in the boat.’ ”
Y E T  H E R  real mantra, she says, is “Keep dancing 
until the lights go out.” —LESLEY M. M. BLUME

What You Should Know About

A  PA N O PLY  O F  E C C E N T R I C  B I O G R A PH I C A L  DATA  R E :  T H E  A B  FA B  T R E A S U R E

Over the years, television has 
brought us Lucy and Ethel, 
Laverne and Shirley, Mary 
and Rhoda. But in 1992 it 

spawned Absolutely Fabulous’s Patsy 
and Eddy, arguably the most hilariously 
despicable comedienne duo of all time. 
Relentlessly drunk, self-obsessed fash-
ion slaves, Joanna Lumley’s magazine 
editor, Patsy Stone, and Jennifer Saun-
ders’s publicist, Edina “Eddy” Mon-
soon, took madcap satire to giddy 
heights and sleazy lows. They are two 
“ludicrous” creatures, says Lumley—a 
1960s-era model turned actress who 
first became a household name as Pur-
dey in The New Avengers in the mid-70s. 
Yet the role of Patsy turned her into an 
international star: “After that, I didn’t 
have to explain who I was,” she says. 
“People knew.” The series ran sporadi-
cally through the 90s and into the 21st 
century, and this month Absolutely Fab-
ulous: The Movie (written by Saunders) is being unleashed 
upon us all. (Cameos include everyone from Stella Mc-
Cartney to Joan Collins to Jerry Hall.) Yet if Patsy is sub-
limely soul-less, Lumley is her antithesis: a beloved activ-
ist (principally on behalf of retired Gurkha soldiers 
seeking the right to settle in Great Britain), a global traveler, and a wise 
soul; at 70, she is considered a national treasure in at least two coun-
tries. That said, she isn’t exactly vice-free, as she explains below.

A B S O L U T E LY  FA B U L O U S :  The Movie has been in the works for 20 years, 
but Lumley and Saunders decided last year that it was time to 
make it: “We said, ‘We need to do it now; after all, we’re practi-
cally only just still alive.’ ”
T H E  O N - S E T  highlight: “I got to kiss Jon Hamm. Of course, he tried to 
escape, but I got to him anyway.”
S H E  T H I N K S  that social media has made everyone thin-skinned: “Back 
in the 90s, you could poke fun at everybody. These days, people 
are very quick to take offense at things. The world has changed, 
gotten a bit darker.”
S H E  I S  occasionally implored to run for mayor of London, and politely 
demurs: “I’d be thrilled for about five days and then I’d be impatient 
that everyone wasn’t doing exactly what I wanted.” (But she is civically 
inclined: She conceived the mammoth, ongoing proj ect to build the 
Thomas Heatherwick–designed Garden Bridge over the Thames.) 
L I K E  PAT S Y,  she smokes and drinks (“But not 
as much, for heaven’s sake: Patsy had her 
insides removed”), and she’s a scant eater 
(“Eating lunch just takes up so much time 
and makes me tired”).
U N L I K E  PA T S Y,  a relentless bachelorette, Lumley 
has been happily married to the British con-
ductor Stephen Barlow for 30 years and is 

JOANNA LUMLEY

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  D A V I D  T I T L O W

I N  T H E  D E TA I L S

TRUE BRIT
Lumley, 

photographed 
in London.
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    “I HAVE NEVER 
       FEARED THE
UNKNOWN.”
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FEAST OF EDEN
A setting sun and glittering  

sea were the backdrop 

for the Vanity Fair/HBO 

dinner at the Hôtel 

du Cap-Eden-Roc for the 

69th Festival de Cannes. 

Afterward, the stars 

came out and the crowd 

spilled outside as V.F. 

and Chopard welcomed 

Oscar winners, studio 

heads, and superagents 

to the hottest party 

on the Riviera. La nuit 

étoilée, indeed.
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Derek 

Blasberg 

and Dasha 

Zhukova

Trudie Styler,  

Russell Crowe, 

and Jim Gianopulos

Richard 

Plepler

Chloë 

Sevigny 

and 

Kirsten 

Dunst

Kieran Darcy-Smith, Joel 

Edgerton, and Edgar Ramírez

Caitriona 

Balfe

François-Henri Pinault, 

Faye Dunaway, and 

Salma Hayek Pinault

Tom Hollander 

and Andy Serkis
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Alexandra 

Hedison 

and Jodie 

Foster

Stacey Bendet

Mark 

Rylance

Johnny 

Pigozzi and 

Petra Nemcova

Livia Firth and 

Jemima Khan

Rebecca 

Hall

Mick 

Jagger





Julia and 

Yuri Milner

A pint before  

the vows.

The newlyweds 

at St. Peter’s 

Church, in Stutton.

The bride 

and her 

father, 

Henry 

Strutt.

Jane 

Churchill

Viscount Astor, Michael  

Green, Anthony Gordon 

Lennox, and the groom.

RITE OF SPRING
A well-heeled crowd of 320 gathered 

in Suffolk, England, for the wedding of 

Alexander Spencer-Churchill and Scarlett 

Strutt. Following the ceremony, guests 

reconvened for a reception at the bride’s 

family estate, Stutton Hall.

Barbara 

Broccoli

Bill Paxton 

and Matt Ross

Brigitte 

Lacombe
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Vivi Nevo and 

Bryan Lourd
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Kate Hudson

Bridesmaids 

and page boys, 

in Ralph Lauren.

Lord Charles Spencer-Churchill

Henry 

Wyndham 

and Ade

Brett Ratner 

and Matt Bomer
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Post-ceremony 

cocktails.

Florence  

St. George 

and Nicky 

Haslam

Wedding breakfast.

Jacqui Ritchie and Alice 

Brudenell-Bruce

Caroline 

Sieber and 

Leo Fenwick

Nicholas Palmer, 

Piers Adam,  

Nick Love, and 

Guy Ritchie

Stutton Hall.

Gaz’s 

Rockin’ 

Blues.

Lord Bamford,  

Tony Gallagher, 

and Lady Bamford

Lord Edward  

Spencer-Churchill, 

Kimi  Hammerstroem,  

and Hugo Wilson

Anton Bilton 

and Fritz 

von Westenholz

The bride 

sips from the  

vodka luge.

A toast to the groom.

Viscount and 

Viscountess 

Rothermere

First dance.
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 great 
magazine editor is a Diaghilev commanding  
an executive desk, a miniature aircraft carrier 
from which ideas launch into the wild yonder, 
which isn’t as wild as it used to be, but let’s 
save the wistful notes for the last paragraph. 
Like the founder of the Ballets Russes or a 
golden-age Hollywood producer, the ideal 
alpha magazine editor is an impresario, tal-
ent spotter, and snake charmer, a schmoozer 
extraordinaire possessed of iron stamina (ca-
pable of sitting for hours at luncheons and 
awards ceremonies without losing the last 
rope-hold on hope), and a master of minu-
tiae who never loses sight of the big picture—
the final production … then has to whip up 
another batch all over again. Book editors 
have their own war stories and victory sagas 
to tell, but their relationships with authors 
resemble long marriages that sometimes 
capsize into bitter divorce (witness the ongo-
ing acrimony of the Gordon Lish–Raymond 
Carver controversy, even though only one of 
its combatants is still alive). Magazine editors 
have to conduct a magic show every week 
or month, juggling a battery of tender or 
prickly egos—not just authors’ but also those 
of art directors, photographers, illustrators, 
the advertising department, and editorial 
staffers—and avoiding burnout from the con-
stant churn while staying in tempo with the 
times. To fall out of fashion may be profes-
sionally fatal. The subjects of the biographies 
and memoirs of magazine editors earning a 
spot on the Wall of Fame tend to divide into 
the long-haulers and the blazing comets—the 
institution builders and the rebel iconoclasts.

Long-haulers are often the founders of pub-
lications that they infused with their person-
alities, ambitions, and pioneer spirit from the 
spark of conception. To wit: Hugh Hefner, the 
epicurean philosopher, entrepreneurial genius, 
and Pepsi-swigging harem master, whose Play-
boy magazine converted the American libido 
into a hi-fi bachelor pad from its debut issue, 
in 1953, featuring Marilyn Monroe in the beck-
oning altogether as its first centerfold sweet-

COSMO GIRLS AND 
HARDY BOYS 

Two new books on the editor’s life—a biography of 
Cosmopolitan’s legendary Helen Gurley  

Brown and a memoir from the protean Terry McDonell 
(Esquire, Men’s Journal, among others)—are  

part eulogy, part inspiration

JA M ES  W O LC OT T

EDITORS’ MARKS
Top, Terry McDonell  
on the town in 1989  

(with Amy Lumet and P. J. 
O’Rourke). Right,  

Helen Gurley Brown  
in her Cosmopolitan  

office, 1968.

A
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and the McDonell memoir are both chron-
icles of the long-haul editorial life, both are 
instructive, entertaining, and briskly told, but 
they are not a matching set—more like parallel 
universes. Where H.G.B. is associated solely 
with one magazine, Cosmopolitan, which she 
assumed control of in 1965 and raised from 
the dusty crypt and snazzily sexed up into 
the publishing sensation of the go-go dec ade 
and beyond (as McDonell himself observes, 
“In the late sixties and early seventies, Helen’s 
Cosmo made greater profits than all the dozen 

or so other Hearst magazine titles combined”), 
McDonell has had a more peripatetic journey, 
with stays at Rolling Stone, Us Weekly, Esquire, 
Men’s Journal, Sports Afield, and Sports Il-
lustrated. Where H.G.B. had a guiding vision 
for Cosmopolitan and a fail-safe formula that 
she hewed to with only minor course correc-
tions, her magazine addressing the reader with 
a singular, confiding voice (hers was a success 
story she could share: the former mouseburger 
who achieved marriage, money, and bushels 
of yummy orgasms), McDonell has had to be 
more pragmatic, adapting to each new vessel 
while letting the distinctive voices of his writ-
ers venture across the page. But the real split-
mirror effect is over gender. 

The H.G.B. biography occupies a ca-
reer women’s world, a theater of of-
fice romances, dating tips, guilt-free 

flings, self-improvement regimens, and take-
it-from-me advice, her monthly editor’s note 
titled “Step into My Parlor” (which National 
Lampoon spoofed as “Step into My Pant-
ies”). “Helen wrote cute,” says Hirshey, “but 
took the enormous step of starting the conver-
sation on women’s sexual needs and rights.” 
The Cosmo Girl—the enduring creation and 
self-creation of an unlikely string bean from a 
broken home beset by depression, illness (her 
sister’s polio), mortifying poverty (gophers 
trying to push up through the floorboards), 
and body issues (flat chest, ravaging bouts of 
disfiguring teenage acne)—became the go-get-
’em, borderline-wacky prototype of everyone 
from Marlo Thomas in That Girl to Ally Mc-
Beal to the Sex and the City quartet, of whom 
Samantha was the most wittily bodacious and 
unashamed. Brown’s was a kingdom that 
overlapped those of other grandes dames, 

of Teresa Nicholas’s 2016 biography, Willie: 
The Life of Willie Morris, a decorous look at 
an undecorous life. In 1967, at the age of 32, 
Morris became the youngest editor in chief in 
the history of Harper’s magazine and swiftly 
delivered a one-two wham-bam punch that 
knocked the dust bunnies out of that vener-
able monthly with William Styron’s novel 
The Confessions of Nat Turner and the thun-
derbolt that was Norman Mailer’s The Steps 
of the Pentagon, which revolutionized the art 
of personal reportage and made rival editors 

sit bolt upright. Initially treated as a southern 
rube by the sniffy elite of New York intel-
ligentsia (which actually existed back then, 
swimming through cocktail parties like bar-
racuda), Morris was soon able to boast that 
there were eight million names in the Man-
hattan phone book and not one of them 
would have refused to take his call. Press cov-
erage and prizes weren’t enough to satisfy the 
abacus-clickers who owned Harper’s, who 
were offended by the explicit pyrotechnics 
of Mailer’s The Prisoner of Sex (which broke 
newsstand sales rec ords for the magazine), 
and the title’s chronic deficits put the squeeze 
on their golden boy until Morris resigned, 
much of the Harper’s staff leaving with him 
in solidarity. Morris’s classic account of his 
magazine years, New York Days, gives off 
an amber glow that earns it keepsake status 
as a literary romance. It also has a perfect 
laconic sidekick: In Search of Willie Morris, 
by Larry L. King, a friend and Harper’s con-
tributor whose irreverent yarns and spiky an-
ecdotes are like shots of tequila after Morris’s 
elegiac bourbon cadenzas. 

Tales from the editorial desk show no sign 
of tapering off even as newsstands go the 
way of telephone booths. Before me are two 
new books devoted to the craft, rigor, career 
highs, and sudden pressure drops of being 
big chief, Gerri Hirshey’s biography Not Pretty 
Enough: The Unlikely Triumph of Helen Gurley 
Brown (Farrar, Straus and Giroux) and Terry 
McDonell’s memoir, The Accidental Life: An 
Editor’s Notes on Writing and Writers (Knopf), 
with a third on the way (Robert Gottlieb’s 
Avid Reader, being published in September, 
a memoir of a spectacular career spanning 
the editing of the cuneiforms to the bustling 
pres ent). The Helen Gurley Brown biography 

WO LC OT T

heart. Hef and his Bunny empire have been 
the subject of countless books, ranging from 
social studies (Elizabeth Fraterrigo’s Playboy 
and the Making of the Good Life in Modern 
America) to more specialized probes (Patty 
Farmer and Will Friedman’s musical appre-
ciation, Playboy Swings; Ron Dirsmith, Jim 
Wade, and Suzanne Roe Dirsmith’s fascinat-
ing architectural tour, Inside Hefner’s Pleasure-
Domes) to that unique contribution to nonfic-
tion narrative, the Playmate tell-all (Holly 
Madison’s Down the Rabbit Hole, Kendra 
Wilkinson’s Sliding into Home, and so many 
other hopping tales). No steamy hot-tub esca-
pades or baby-oil writhings bawdy up the ar-
chives devoted to another visionary founder, 
William F. Buckley Jr., whose conservative 
National Review, started in 1955, paved the yel-
low brick road for the triumphal presidency 
of Ronald Reagan and served as “a finishing 
school for young apostates” such as the then 
unknown Joan Didion, Arlene Croce, John 
Leonard, and Garry Wills. As a Buckley ob-
sessive, I’ve read everything about him and 
National Review, the best inside-mag accounts 
delivered by Richard Brookhiser (Right Time, 
Right Place), Jeffrey Hart (The Making of the 
American Conservative Mind ), and Buckley’s 
sister, Priscilla (Living It Up with National Re-
view). If there is a masterpiece devoted to a 
totemic figure who left a breathing monu-
ment behind, it may be Thomas Kunkel’s 
Genius in Disguise, the biography of The New 
Yorker’s founding editor, Harold Ross, a gan-
gly, ungainly roughneck of craggy contradic-
tions who improbably refined the taste and 
sensibility of generations of readers and writ-
ers by assembling a galaxy of idiosyncratic 
originals: E. B. White, Janet Flanner, James 
Thurber, Robert Benchley, Dorothy Parker, 
countless more. Genius in Disguise and 
Ross’s hilarious, exasperated letters, edited by 
Kunkel, are the pillars of any journalistic edu-
cation in the magazine trade. (Missing and 
necessary for the canon: a biography of Ross’s 
eggshelled Yoda successor, William Shawn.)

Some editors didn’t linger in the saddle 
but made their moment in the sun the 
emblem of an era and an undimmed 

inspiration. It was the electrical storm of 
Harold T. P. Hayes’s decade-long (1964–73) 
reign at Esquire that altered long-form report-
ing forever through the virtuoso proseman-
ship of the New Journalism performed by 
Tom Wolfe, Nora Ephron, Gay Talese, John 
Sack, et al. and the taboo-breaking covers of 
George Lois—a glory run commemorated in 
Carol Polsgrove’s 1995 book, It Wasn’t Pretty, 
Folks, but Didn’t We Have Fun?, and col-
lected in the epic anthology Smiling Through 
the Apocalypse: Esquire’s History of the Six-
ties, my personal Upanishads and the basis 
for a 2014 documentary. Earning his own 
patch of editorial immortality in that star-
dust dec ade was Willie Morris, the subject 

MAGAZINE EDITORS HAVE TO CONDUCT

A MAGIC SHOW 
EVERY WEEK

OR MONTH, JUGGLING A BATTERY OF 
TENDER OR PRICKLY EGOS.
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such as the leopard-print empress of best-
seller-dom, Jacqueline Susann, a friend, ally, 
and sister pop avatar (Hirshey: “a fabulous 
pair of media molls … a bright, binary con-
stellation”), the equally scandal-dishing nov-
elist Judith Krantz (whom, Hirshey informs 
us, does daily workouts on customized pink-
leather-upholstered Pilates machines at the age 
of 88), Gloria Vanderbilt, and the unsinkable 
Liz Smith. It was a great act H.G.B. had go-
ing in print and off (the best acts are utterly 
sincere), but it couldn’t go on forever, and her 
perky positivity failed her badly when the Sex-
ual Revolution was no longer a parade float; 
Brown was tragically obtuse about AIDS and 
downright dense about sexual harassment in 
the Clarence Thomas–Anita Hill showdown. 
Demoted from her editor-in-chief position, 
H.G.B. maintained the pantomime pretense 
that she was still on deck by going daily to an 
office that Hearst publications reserved for 
her, where she often napped. Beset by infirmity 
and loss, her last years were wobbly, bereft (her 
husband and bulwark for over half a century, 
the producer David Brown, died in 2010), and 
discomposed, but the Helen Gurley Brown 
who will be remembered is the one who beams 
from the cover of Hirshey’s book, a bony dy-
namo with missionary zeal and pep-rally en-
thusiasm who left her lipstick mark on history. 

As befits the former editor of Esquire, Men’s 
Journal, and similar sensitive-dude salons, Mc-
Donell dwells in a muskier, masculine sphere, 
where no one says “pippypoo” or “prezzies” 
or calls someone else “pussycat,” and devotes 
many of the chapters here to friendships and 
interludes with guys’ guys such as Tom Mc-
Guane, Jim Harrison, Richard Ford, Richard 
Price, James Salter, and Hunter S. Thomp-
son: hunting-lodge portraits that are generous, 
perceptive about the fluctuations of fame and 
fortitude, occasionally eulogistic (though I’ve 
reached my fill of reading about Hunter 
Thompson’s drama-queen, bushwhacker an-
tics). The twilight melancholy that creeps 
through the book is due not only to the ghosts 
of those now gone—Salter, George Plimp-
ton, as well as Liz Tilberis, 
the gallant editor of Har-
per’s Bazaar, and Elaine 
Kaufman, whose Elaine’s 
was the watering hole of 
choice for accomplished 
menfolk playing hooky from spouses and 
deadlines—but also to the waning of an entire 
way of life, the shrinking power, prestige, 
glamour, and advertising clout of glossy print 
in the Digital Age beneath the Death Star of 
Silicon Valley hegemony and the loss of jour-
nalistic comradeship. Everything McDonell 
writes rings sad and true, but the marvel is 
(as I’m sure he’d agree) that so much su-
perb, adventurous work is still being done in 
magazines in the encroaching void of such 
adversity. If you’re going to go down with the 
ship, might as well go down swinging. �

ATLANTIC OVERTURES
Spotlight

ong before “immersive theater” was the rage there was the Atlan-

tic Theater Company, on 20th Street in New York City, where you 

had to cross the stage to use a restroom. On the way to the john, or 

in it, you might encounter one of the evening’s actors—no daring 

artistic stratagem; the theater was in an old church which had only so much plumbing. 

Now that the theater has been renovated and the house facilities are downstairs, the 

only audience-performer intercourse is that contemplated by the playwright.

Which is good. I hate immersive theater. It’s misguided. I don’t want to be using the 

urinal next to one of the play’s “characters.” It’s too confusing. Whose genitals are 

those? What universe am I in? Is this art or life? I don’t believe any well-made play 

is served by fostering these confusions, and the Atlantic Theater—like me, skeptical 

in this regard—forestalled them as soon as it had enough money to put in new toilets.

Though an Off Broadway company, the Atlantic has an unhip credo. We put 

on the show. You watch the show. If the show is worth watching, it’s because some 

thought was given to it before you showed up. 

I share that credo (and have done four plays there). Attention to the play is at-

tention to the audience. It’s the kind of attention an audience really wants, as it 

turns out: the Atlantic has lasted 30 years, almost unheard of for an Off Broadway 

house. The Atlantic is still the place to go if you don’t need pandering (those the-

aters are a little farther uptown) but don’t want to be drafted to work onstage, ei-

ther (those are a little farther down).  — E THAN COEN

L

Atlantic Theater Company 
founding members Chris Bauer, 

William H. Macy, Mary 
McCann, Felicity Huffman, 

Jordan Lage, Kathryn Erbe, 
David Mamet, Rebecca 

Pidgeon, Neil Pepe, Clark 
Gregg, and Isiah Whitlock Jr., 
photographed at the Atlantic 

Theater Company’s Linda Gross 
Theater, in New York City.
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To visit James  
Wolcott’s B L O G,  
go to VF.COM/ 
WOLCOTT.
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he waiter with the handlebar mustache 
encourages us to “participate in the small-
plate culture.” Geraldine’s, the swank spot 
in Austin’s Hotel Van Zandt, is brimming 
with tech guys, some loudly talking about 
money. The college student at our table rec-
ommends the ribs—she’s been here before, 
on “dates” with her “daddies.” “There are 
a lot of tech guys,” she says. “They want the 
girlfriend experience, without having to deal 
with an actual girlfriend.”

“The girlfriend experience” is the term 

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  M A R K  S C H Ä F E R

women in the sex trade use for a service in-
volving more than just sex. “They want the 
perfect girlfriend—in their eyes,” says Miran-
da, the young woman at our table.* “She’s 
well groomed, cultured, classy, able to con-
verse about anything—but not bringing into 
it any of her real-world problems or feelings.”

Miranda is 22 and has the wavy bobbed 
hair and clipped mid-Atlantic accent of a 

THE YOUNG AND THE 
RENTLESS

A growing number of young people are selling their bodies online to pay student 
loans, make the rent, or afford designer labels. Is it an empowering way  

to make ends meet or a new kind of exploitation? NANCY JO SALES investigates

T
DADDY DEAREST

A model illustrates 
the fantasy  

of “the girlfriend 
experience.”

S O C I E T Y

*The names of the young people in this story 
have been changed to protect their identities.





A U G U S T  2 0 1 688 V A N I T Y  F A I R  www.vanityfair.com

1930s movie star; she grew up in a Texas 
suburb. “I’ve learned how to look like this, 
talk like this,” she says. “I work hard at be-
ing this,” meaning someone who can charge 
$700 an hour for sex. 

H er adventures in “sugaring” started 
three years ago when she got hit on 
by an older guy and rebuffed him, 

saying, “Look, I’m not interested, so unless 
you’re offering to pay my student loans,” 
and he said, “Well … ?” After that, “he 

paid for stuff. He gave me money to help 
out with my living expenses.” 

It ended when she went on a school 
year abroad and started meeting men on 
Seeking Arrangement, the Web site and 
app which match “sugar daddies” with 
“sugar babies,” whose company the 
daddies pay for with “allowances.” Now, 
she says, she has a rotation of three regular 
“clients”—“a top Austin lawyer, a top ar-
chitect, and another tech guy,” all of them 
married. She adds, “Their relationships are 
not my business.”

She confesses she isn’t physically attracted 
to any of these men, but “what I’m looking 
for in this transaction is not sexual satisfac-
tion. Do you like everyone at your job? But 
you still work with them, right? That’s how it 
is with sex work—it’s a job. I get paid for it. I 
do it for the money.”

And not only the money. “I’m network-
ing,” Miranda maintains, “learning things 
from older men who give me insights into 
the business world. I’ve learned how to do 
an elevator pitch. I’ve learned so many soft 
skills that will help me in my career. 

“While in college,” she goes on, “I’ve 
had the ability to focus on developing my-
self because I’m not slaving away at a 
minimum-wage job. I reject it when people 
say I’m oppressed by the patriarchy. People 
who make seven dollars an hour are op-
pressed by the patriarchy.” 

“She’s in control of the male gaze,” says 
another woman at the table, Erin, 22.

“I thought about doing it,” says Kristen, 
21, tentatively. “I signed up for Seeking Ar-
rangement when I couldn’t pay my rent. But 
I was held back because of the stigma if any-
one finds out.”

rhetorical question, with an argument made 
for decriminalization that seemed to equate 
it with having “respect” for sex workers. (In 
broad terms, the drive for decriminalization 
says it will make the lives of sex workers saf-
er, while the so-called abolitionist movement 
to end prostitution contends the opposite.) 

The Times Magazine piece elicited an out-
cry from some feminists, who charged that 
it minimized the voices of women who have 
been trafficked, exploited, or abused. Liesl 
Gerntholtz, an executive director at Human 
Rights Watch, characterized the prostitution 
debate as “the most contentious and divi-
sive issue in today’s women’s movement.” 
“There’s a lot of fear among feminists of be-
ing seen on the wrong side of this topic,” says 
Natasha Walter, the British feminist author. 
“I don’t understand how women standing 
up for legalizing sex work can’t see the ripple 
effect of taking this position will have on our 
idea of a woman’s place in the world.”

A ripple effect may already be in mo-
tion, but it looks more like a wave. A string 
of feminist-sex-worker narratives have been 
weaving through pop culture over the last few 
years, as typified by Secret Diary of a Call Girl 
(2007–11), the British ITV2 series based on 
the memoir by the pseu donymous Belle de 
Jour. Belle, played by the bubbly Billie Piper, 
is a savvy college grad who hates working at 
boring, low-paying office jobs, so she becomes 
a self-described “whore,” a lifestyle choice 
which always finds her in fashionable clothes. 
“I love my job,” Belle declares. “I’ve read ev-
ery feminist book since Simone de Beauvoir 
and I still do what I do.” And then there is 
The Girlfriend Experience (2016–), the dra-
matic series on Starz, a darker take on a simi-
larly glossy world of high-priced hotels and 
high-end shopping trips financed by wealthy 
johns. “I like it, O.K.?” snaps the main char-
acter, Christine, played by Riley Keough, 
when her disapproving sister asks why she’s 
working as an escort. Christine likes sex work 
so much she leaves law school to do it full-
time. Both shows feature graphic sex scenes 
that sometimes look like porn. 

“We talked a lot about agency” when 
conceiving The Girlfriend Experience, says 
producer Steven Soderbergh (who directed 
a movie of the same name in 2009), “and 
the idea that you have this young woman 
who is going into the workforce and ends up 
in the sex-work industry, where she feels she 
has more control and is respected more than 
she is at her day job,” at a law firm. 

S ince Seeking Arrangement launched 
in 2006, practically a genre of sugar-
baby confessionals has emerged. 

I WAS A REAL-LIFE “SUGAR BABY” FOR 
WEALTHY MEN, said a typical headline, in 
Marie Claire. The anonymous writer made 
clear, “I’d always had personal agency.” 

Meanwhile, sugaring has its own exten-

“What right does anyone have to judge 
you for anything you do with your body?,” 
Miranda asks.

“Just Another Job”

The most surprising thing about Mi-
randa’s story is how unsurprising it 
is to many of her peers. “Almost all 

of my friends do some sort of sex work,” 
says Katie, 23, a visual artist in New York. 
“It’s super-common. It’s almost trendy 
to say you do it—or that you would.” 

“It’s become like a thing people say when 
they can’t make their rent,” says Jenna, 22, 
a New York video-game designer. “ ‘Well, I 
could always just get a sugar daddy,’ ‘I guess 
I could just start camming, ’ ” or doing sex-
ual performances in front of a Webcam for 
money on sites like Chaturbate. “And it’s 
kind of a joke, but it’s also not because you 
actually could. It’s not like you need a pimp 
anymore. You just need a computer.” 

“Basically every gay dude I know is on 
Seeking Arrangement,” says Christopher, 
23, a Los Angeles film editor. “And there 
are so many rent boys,” or young gay men 
who find sex-work opportunities on sites like 
RentBoy, which was busted and shut down 
in 2015 by Homeland Security for facilitating 
prostitution. “Now people just go on Rent-
Men,” says Christopher.

As the debate over whether the United 
States should decriminalize sex work intensi-
fies, prostitution has quietly gone mainstream 
among many young people, seen as a viable 
option in an impossible economy and legiti-
mized by a wave of feminism that interprets 
sexualization as empowering. “People don’t 
call it ‘prostitution’ anymore,” says Caitlin, 20, 
a college student in Montreal. “That sounds 
like slut-shaming. Some girls get very rigid 
about it, like ‘This is a woman’s choice.’ ” 

“Is Prostitution Just Another Job?” asked 
New York magazine in March; it seemed to 
be a rhetorical question, with accounts of 
young women who found their self-esteem 
“soaring” through sex work and whose 
“stresses seem not too different from any 
young person freelancing or starting a 
small business.” “Should Prostitution Be a 
Crime?” asked the cover of The New York 
Times Magazine in May—again apparently a 

“ALMOST ALL OF MY FRIENDS 

DO SOME SORT OF 
SEX WORK.... 

IT’S ALMOST TRENDY TO SAY YOU DO  
IT—OR THAT YOU WOULD.”

S O C I E T Y
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sive community online—also known as “the 
sugar bowl”—replete with Web sites and 
blogs. On Tumblr, babies exchange tips on 
the best sugaring sites and how much to 
charge. They post triumphant pictures of 
wads of cash, designer shoes, and bags. 
They ask for prayers: “Pray for me, this will 
be great to have two sugar daddies this sum-
mer since I quit my vanilla job! I’m trying 
to live free lol!” 

On Facebook, there are private pages 
where babies find support for their endeav-
ors as well. On one, members proudly call 
themselves “hos” (sometimes “heaux”) 
and post coquettish selfies, dressed up for 
“dates.” They offer information on how to 
avoid law enforcement and what they carry 
to protect themselves (knives, box cutters, 
pepper spray). They give advice on how to 
alleviate the pain of bruises from overzealous 
spanking and what to do when “scammers” 
refuse to pay. They ask questions: “How do 
you go about getting started in sex work? I’m 
honestly so broke.” 

In interviews, young women and men in-
volved in sex work—not professionals forced 
into the life, but amateurs, kids—in Austin, 
New York, and Los Angeles, talked mostly 
about needing money. They were squeezed 
by college tuition, crushed by student loans 
and the high cost of living. Many of their 
parents were middle- or upper-middle-class 
people who had nothing to spare for their 
children, derailed by the economic downturn 
themselves. And so they did “cake sitting”—
a specialty service for a fetish that craves just 
what it says—or stripping or Webcamming or 
sugaring. Some beat people up in professional 
“dungeons”; others did “scat play,” involving 

sex with feces. They did what they felt they 
had to do to pay their bills. But was it femi-
nism? And no, that isn’t a rhetorical question. 

Landing a Whale

 ‘I t just seemed so normal, like no big 
deal,” says Alisa, 21, one night at Nobu in 
Los Angeles, a place she’s been with her 

daddies. She’s talking about how she started 
sugaring when she was 18. “People kept telling 
me and my friends, ‘There are rich daddies 
who will take care of you.’ ” 

She had profiles on Seeking Millionaire 

age of 16 or 17 going out in nightlife—it’s all 
very based on appearance,” Alisa says. “Out 
here, as long as you’re wearing Saint Laurent 
and the newest items, that’s all people care 
about, so my friends and I were obsessed 
with fashion. I think with our generation, In-
stagram also has a lot to do with it—people 
are constantly posting what they have.” She’s 
explaining that she became a sugar baby in 
order to buy luxury goods. 

“My friend who does it says, ‘I do it for 
the Chanel,’ ” Alisa says wryly. “We both 
come from upper-middle-class families, but 
we never felt right asking our parents to buy 
us designer handbags or something, to put 
that burden on them financially. I was al-
ready working full-time,” at a clothing store, 
“and all my money was going towards help-
ing my parents to pay for school.” So there 
was nothing left for shopping.

H er assignations with the billionaire 
went on for two years. “It was pure-
ly for financial purposes,” she says. 

“He was not my type whatsoever.” She’s re-
luctant at first to say whether they had sex, 

and Date Billionaire when she landed a whale 
on Seeking Arrangement. He was a high-
profile venture capitalist in San Francisco and 
founder of a major tech company—“the real 
deal.” (Friends confirm their connection.) 

Soon after they met he flew her to New 
York and installed her in a chic hotel. Alisa 
says he was busy most of the time, but she and 
her friends ran up $60,000 in room service 
and spa services while he worked. To make up 
for his absence, he took her shopping at Alex-
ander McQueen, “my obsession.”

“Being in the L.A. atmosphere, and at the 

“THERE ARE A LOT OF TECH GUYS. 

THEY WANT THE 
GIRLFRIEND 

EXPERIENCE, WITHOUT HAVING TO DEAL 
WITH AN ACTUAL GIRLFRIEND.”

S O C I E T Y

PRETT Y WOMAN
“My friend who  

does it says, ‘I do it 
for the Chanel,’ ”  

a young woman told 
the author. 



A U G U S T  2 0 1 6 91www.vanityfair.com V A N I T Y  F A I R

but finally admits their relationship was phys-
ical. “If anyone tells you they’re not sleeping 
with these guys, they’re lying, even if it’s just 
a blow job, because no one pays for all that 
without expecting something in return.”

It ended when he started dating a fa-
mous beauty; Alisa read about it on a 
celebrity blog. She had other daddies, dur-
ing and after him, but then last year she 
stopped sugaring. “I haven’t done it in a 
really long time,” she says, “solely because 
of how it made me feel. Like it just makes 
you feel worthless ’cause they don’t pay at-
tention to your brain, they don’t care what 
you have to say. They just care that you’re 
attractive and you’re listening to them. I 
don’t want to ever have to look back and 
think, like, I made it to this point just 
because I used my body to get there.” A 
friend who got “envious” of her postings 
on Instagram also told Alisa’s parents 
what she was doing. She says, “She called 
me a prostitute.” 

“It’s Transactional”

 ‘She’s a pro,” murmurs the young guy at 
the bar at Vandal, the hot new restau-
rant on New York’s Lower East Side. 

“And so is she.” He’s cocking his head toward 
some women in the room who are drinking 
alone. “How do you know?,” I ask. “You 
know,” says the guy. “They let you know.” 

“The thing is, nowadays,” says his friend 
(they both work in real estate), “there’s the 
hidden hos. Like they’re hos, but they pre-
tend to be just some regular girl hitting you 
up on Tinder.”

“I hate that,” the first guy says. “The hid-
den hoochies.” 

“The ho-ishness,” the second guy says, 
“is everywhere. I used to take girls out 
to dinner, but then I’d see they’d eat and 
bounce—they just want a free meal—so now 
it’s no more dinner, just drinks.”

Their complaints are of a type commonly 
heard online, on social media and rampant 
threads: “All women are prostitutes”; wom-
en just want to use men to get money and 
things. The Internet holds a mirror to the mi-
sogyny doing a bro dance in the background 
of this issue. 

I ask the guys why they think some men 
pay for sex, especially when dating apps have 
made casual hookups more common.

“It’s transactional,” the second guy says. 
“There’s no one blowing up your phone, 
demanding shit from you. You have control 
over what happens.” 

I tell them how Seeking Arrangement 
promotes itself as feminist. (“Seeking Ar-
rangement is modern feminism,” says found-
er Brandon Wade, 46, an M.I.T.-educated 
former software engineer, on the phone. 
His InfoStream Group includes a num-
ber of other dating services, such as Miss 
Travel, where a woman can find a traveling 

negative $55 in the bank. My mom was guilt-
tripping me about asking her for money.”

The night Jenna Googled “sugar 
daddies,” she says, she’d also just come 
home from a “very bad date” with “a guy 
who smelled.” “I was like, I can’t take this 
anymore, these guys are horrible. I just want 
someone who’s gonna have some manners, 
or at least some better hygiene.” It was 
a refrain I’d heard from others, includ-
ing Miranda in Austin, who complained, 
“The dude bros are infantile, they’re rude.” 

“Wish you could send an invoice” to a 
“fuck boy that used you,” said a young 
woman on a sugaring page on Facebook. 

“So I was like, If I’m gonna spend my 
time with some guy and have it be horrible,” 
Jenna says one night at a dark East Village 
bar, “then if I get some money at the end of 
the night, at least I get something.”

The guys she met on Seeking Arrange-
ment weren’t horrible, she says, but some 
of them were “weird.” “Because I know 
a lot about video games I tend to attract, 
like, the nerdier [Brooklyn] tech guys. Like 
the ones who are looking for someone who 
can talk to them, like, ‘Oh, you’re into Har-
mony Korine? You like Trash Humpers?’ 

“They’re actually profoundly lonely 
guys,” she says, “and think this is the only 
way that they can meet women.” 

There was the guy who just wanted to 
brush her hair, for hours, as she sat watch-
ing television in a hotel room. He brought 
his own brush. And there was the guy who 
was “fat—not like morbidly obese, but big.” 
He liked to take her out for long dinners. 

She usually charged around $400 for 
an encounter. “The guys don’t like talking 
about money, so they’ll just like leave money 
in your purse.” What Holly Golightly called 
“$50 for the powder room” was discreetly 
offered, she says, “because then it can feel 
more like real dating to them.” 

But it wasn’t real dating, and after a 
while it began to bother her, as she 
realized the men, although “gener-

ally nice,” didn’t actually respect her. “I 
think the sugar daddies just see the sugar 

“companion” to “sponsor” her vacation.)
“Oh, come on ,” the first guy says. “They 

call them ‘daddies.’ They call women ‘babies.’ ”
“You can’t tell who the hookers are any-

more,” says another guy at the bar, a well-
known D.J. in his 30s. “They’re not strip-
pers, they’re not on the corner, there’s no 
more madam. They look like all the other 
club girls.” 

He tells a story of a young woman he let 
stay in his hotel room one weekend while 
he was working in Las Vegas. “She met up 

with this other girl and all of a sudden they 
had all these men’s watches and wallets and 
cash. They were working.” He laughs, still 
amazed at the memory.

“It’s like hooking has just become like 
this weird, distorted extension of dating,” 
the D.J. says. “ ‘He took me to dinner. He 
throws me money for rent’—it’s just become 
so casual. I think it’s dating apps—when sex 
is so disposable, if it doesn’t mean anything, 
then why not get paid for it? But don’t call it 
prostitution—no, now it’s liberation.”

$50 for the Powder Room

J enna says that a friend of hers was 
sexually assaulted by a man she met 
on a sugaring site. “She didn’t want 

to report it,” she says, “because she didn’t 
want her parents to know what she was do-
ing.” Women in sex work reportedly experi-
ence a high incidence of rape, as well as a 
“workplace homicide rate” 51 times higher 
than that of the next most dangerous job, 
working in a liquor store, according to the 
American Journal of Epidemiology. 

“If prostitution is really just physical la-
bor,” says the Canadian feminist writer and 
prostitution abolitionist, Meghan Murphy, 
on the phone, “if it’s no different than serv-
ing coffee or fixing a car, then why would 
we see rape as such a traumatic thing? If 
there’s nothing different about sex, then 
what’s so bad about rape?” 

Jenna, the video-game designer, did Seek-
ing Arrangement for two years, between 
the ages of 19 and 21. As with other young 
women I spoke to, the catalyst for her was 
when she couldn’t pay her rent: “I had like 

“IF ANYONE TELLS  
YOU THEY’RE NOT SLEEPING WITH  

THESE GUYS, THEY’RE 

LYING ... NO ONE PAYS 
FOR ALL THAT 

WITHOUT ... SOMETHING IN RETURN.”

S O C I E T Y
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babies as whores,” she says. “They would 
never consider a monogamous relationship 
with someone who would need to do this to 
survive. It’s like a class thing. They see you 
as beneath them, desperate.

“Sometimes I think, Did I really have to 
resort to this?” she asks. “Or was I being 
validated in some way?” She was a “late 
bloomer,” she says, and wonders if part of 
her felt reassured of her attractiveness by 
having someone pay to have sex with her. 
“But that’s crazy.”

She stopped sugaring when she got into 
a serious relationship; now she lives with her 
boyfriend in an apartment with four oth-
ers. “One day, one of our roommates was 
watching porn, and he says to me—he had 
no idea what I’d been doing—‘Do you think 
there are sex workers who are really into it?’ 
I think it’s, like, a male fantasy.”

Wish Lists

I nterestingly, the young men I talked to 
who do sex work voiced few qualms 
about whether what they were doing 

was empowering or disempowering. One 
straight guy I spoke to who’s on Seeking 
Arrangement (the company claims to have 
more than 400,000 “mommies”) did say 
that he was sometimes uncomfortable with 
“not being in control of the situation.”

One night at Macri Park, a gay bar in 
Williamsburg, Brooklyn, Derek is having 
a drink with friends. He’s 20 and an art 
student from New Jersey. “I do RentMen, 
I do dominating,” he says. “People want to 
be hit, beat up—mostly older guys. One’s 
a Broadway actor. I work for dungeons 
and I have private clients. I don’t have to 
have sex with them—just whip them with 
devices, or beat them with my hands. Or I 
do muscle worship”—where guys ogle and 
touch his body.

“If I do it two or three times a week,” he 
says, “I can make my rent, I can eat, I can 
make my art.”

Once upon a time, young artists and 
musicians came to New York looking to 
find a creative community where they 
could thrive, but now, as David Byrne 
noted in a piece in The Guardian in 2013, 
the city has become virtually unaffordable 
to all but the 1 percent, inhospitable to 
struggling artists. “One can put up with 
poverty for a while when one is young, but 
it will inevitably wear a person down,” 
wrote Byrne.

 “Especially with the intern culture—like 
New York runs on interns—it’s impossible 
to get a decent job,” says Katie, the visual 
artist, at Macri Park. “I was sending out 
20 e-mails a day for the first five months 
I lived here,” looking for jobs, “and I was 
like, This isn’t working.” Now she does 
Webcamming. She says she “feels O.K. 
about it,” and uses it to “fuel my art.” She 

mon. “I thought I must be doing something 
wrong because all the guys I’ve met on the 
site so far have been sending me dick pics 
and hairy-butt pics.”

The place is filled with guys who resemble 
John McCain. “My daughter’s 36,” I hear 
one saying to two rapt young women. He 
pulls out pictures from his wallet to show 
them—actual photo printouts. 

There’s another type of guy here, the 
jumbo-size Danny DeVitos. “I thought they 
said these girls were gonna be 10s,” I hear 

one of them telling some other guys. “But 
this is like a buncha 5s and 6s. Maybe they’ll 
take an I.O.U.” The other men chuckle. 

 ‘W hy do men pay for sex?,” I ask a 
young man, the handsomest in 
the room. “Sometimes in Vegas 

if you’re drunk,” he says with a shrug. I ask 
him why he’s here. “I work all the time, and 
I don’t have time for a girlfriend.” He says 
he works in tech. “But I like to flirt and have 
company, not just sex,” he goes on. So he 
does Seeking Arrangement. I ask him how 
much he pays the women. “Depends how 
much I like them.”

There are a lot of young black women 
here. “I’m kind of surprised,” says a 
young black woman named Nicole, 25, 
“but not really. They’re probably here for 
the same reason I am, which is there’s a 
lot of racism on the site, like guys will just 
openly say, ‘No black women,’ so maybe 
they thought they’d have a better chance 
in person.”

Nicole is lovely and has a job as an exec-
utive assistant. I ask her why she’s seeking 
an arrangement. “I want to start a handbag 
line,” she says. “I have all these great de-
signs and ideas. And I just don’t see how 
I could ever get together the capital. So an 
investor would really help.” 

She seems to truly believe the Seeking 
Arrangement marketing, that she might 
find that supportive, encouraging person 
here. We look around the room. There’s a 
John McCain with his hand on the behind 
of a young black girl. Her smooth skin 
looks so young and fresh in the lamplight, 
next to his wizened face. �

dresses up as a Disney princess for men to 
explore “the effects of princess culture on 
my sexuality.” If a client turns out to be a 
“creep,” someone whose attitude she can’t 
abide, she’ll just “nuke them,” or turn the 
Webcam off. 

She and her friend Christopher start 
talking about the Amazon “Wish Lists” 
that sex workers set up for their clients. 
In lieu of money (which is sent through 
PayPal or Venmo), clients can pay with 
gifts. “I know guys who’ve gotten iPhones,  

laptops, a flat-screen TV,” says Christopher. 
“A lot of people have the really practi-

cal ones—like ‘I want silverware, a blend-
er,’ ” says Katie.

“I’ve seen people put furniture, even 
like shaving cream and razors,” Christo-
pher says. He pulls up one of his friends’ 
Wish Lists on his phone. The young man 
wants a stuffed Pokémon doll.

Travis, 27, a porn actor from Virginia, 
has been a professional escort for years. He 
says he bemoans the way social media has 
made it so easy for anyone to do. “There’s 
a lot of people with day jobs now who are 
making good money and doing escorting 
on the side—you’d be surprised.” Why do 
they do it?, I ask. “ ’Cause they’re greedy,” 
Travis says. “The market is flooded. I’m so 
over it.”

Benefactors

A t the Seeking Arrangement Party 
2016, a masquerade ball, babies 
and daddies crowd into Bardot, 

a lounge in the Avalon Hollywood night-
club, in Los Angeles. Exotic dancers writhe 
around on risers. General-admission tickets 
are $100, the drinks aren’t free, and many 
babies aren’t drinking. Some seem antsy. 
Many have spent the day at the Seeking 
Arrangement Sugar Baby Summit, hearing 
how they should expect to be “spoiled” and 
have men pay for things. So they’ve gotten 
dressed up, put on Eyes Wide Shut–like 
masks, and come here to meet their poten-
tial “benefactors.”

“I’m just looking for someone to pay for 
my boob job,” says a small blonde woman 
who flew into town from Utah; she’s a Mor-

“IF I DO IT 

TWO OR THREE 
TIMES A WEEK, I CAN 

MAKE MY RENT, 
I CAN EAT, I CAN MAKE MY ART.”

S O C I E T Y
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Margot Robbie’s rise was so fast it’s easy to miss the ambition, savvy, and focus that  
led to her career-making 2013 role in The Wolf of Wall Street. As she stars  

in two potential summer blockbusters, The Legend of Tarzan and Suicide Squad, 
RICH COHEN hears from the 26-year-old Aussie about her couch-surfing skills,  

her first sex scene, and the Hollywood legend who tapped her for Jane

  from OZ

PARADISE FOUND
Margot Robbie, 
photographed  

at Grand  
Cul de Sac lagoon,  

on St. Barth’s.

ROBBIE WEARS A  

SWIMSUIT BY NORMA 

KAMALI AND, 

OPPOSITE, A HAT BY  

LOLA HATS.

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  P A T R I C K  D E M A R C H E L I E R  · S T Y L E D  B Y  J E S S I C A  D I E H L
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merica is so far 
gone, we have to go to Australia to find a girl next door. In case 
you’ve missed it, her name is Margot Robbie. She is 26 and beautiful, 
not in that otherworldly, catwalk way but in a minor knock-around 
key, a blue mood, a slow dance. She is blonde but dark at the roots. 
She is tall but only with the help of certain shoes. She can be sexy 
and composed even while naked but only in character. As I said, she 
is from Australia. To understand her, you should think about what 
that means. Australia is America 50 years ago, sunny and slow, a 
throwback, which is why you go there for throwback people. They 
still live and die with the plot turns of soap operas in Melbourne and 
Perth, still dwell in a single mass market in Adelaide and Sydney. In 
the morning, they watch Australia’s Today show. In other words, it’s 
just like America, only different. When everyone here is awake, ev-
eryone there is asleep, which makes it a perfect perch from which 
to study our customs, habits, accents. An ambitious Australian actor 
views Hollywood the way the Martians view Earth at the beginning 
of The War of the Worlds. Which was Robbie. Auditioning and acting 
and studying from afar as she waited for the perfect moment, the per-
fect wave, which she rode from the beach in front of her town on the 
Australian coast all the way to the billboards along Sunset Boulevard, 
where her face is blown up to monstrous size in an effort to sell not 
one but two summer blockbusters: The Legend of Tarzan, a new take 
on the classic, co-starring Alexander Skarsgård, and Suicide Squad, 
a Batman offshoot co-starring Jared Leto and Will Smith, in which 
Robbie plays the Joker’s sidekick, fan favorite Harley Quinn.

 

I met Margot in the restaurant in the Mark hotel, on the Up-
per East Side of Manhattan. It’s a celebrity haunt. You sense 
them in the shadows, in their booths, tracking you with sus-
picious eyes. She wandered through the room like a second-
semester freshman, finally at ease with the system. She 
stopped at tables along the way to talk to friends. I don’t 

remember what she was wearing, but it was simple, her hair 
combed around those painfully blue eyes. We sat in the corner. She 
looked at me and smiled.

Robbie grew up in Gold Coast, a city on Australia’s Pacific shore, 
500 miles north of Sydney. In an old movie, you might have seen a 
crossroad sign demonstrating just how isolated it was, just how far from 
the known capitals. Four thousand miles to Tokyo. Ten thousand miles 

to London. Seven thousand miles to Los 
Angeles. Margot lived with her mother 
and three siblings—her parents divorced 
when she was a kid—in a house in the 
hills, the sleepiest part of a sleepy city at 
the bottom of the world. Her mother is 
a physiotherapist. Her father does some 
farming and some other stuff. Now and 
then, she stayed with cousins who lived 
in the hinterland of the hinterland, where there really were kangaroos 
and a dingo really will eat your baby. When she talks about it, you see 
the arid country, the horizon on every side, blue sky, yellow fields. “But 
I don’t like to talk about it,” she says, because it only “encourages 
stereotypes. People always want to know, ‘Did you have kangaroos 
outside your bedroom window?’ I’m like, ‘Yes, but none of my other 
friends did.’ Or ‘Did you have snakes running around?’ And again, 
‘Yes, in our house, but this isn’t an Australian thing.’ ” 

Robbie started acting in high school. A natural, as comfortable 
onstage as off. “When I was little, I thought I was going to be a ma-
gician,” she told me. “I had tricks and thought they were genius. I 
didn’t decide, ‘I’m going to be an actress.’ I didn’t know that was a 
job. I thought that only happened to people born in Hollywood. But I 
put on shows at home, and I used to watch videos over and over and 
knew them by heart. I did drama at school and was in all the plays 
just because I liked doing it.” 

When Robbie was 16, she was asked to perform in an independent 
movie shooting locally, a kind of student film. A few weeks on set was 
enough to turn her all around. Just like that, she was headed to Mel-
bourne, capital of the Australian TV industry. She had an agent by 
then, and a schedule of auditions. She landed a spot on a children’s 
show, The Elephant Princess, “which, funnily enough, I was doing with 
Liam Hemsworth before he was known and before I was known.” 

She stuck around Melbourne for weeks, crashing in the apart-
ments of friends, taking off the moment before she’d overstayed her 
welcome—she could anticipate it like a change in weather. “Couch-
surfing, that’s an art.” Now and then, she’d get a small part in prime 
time. Her agent wanted her to audition for Neighbours, the Australian 
soap opera. Robbie’s beauty and speed of ascent mask her ambition, 
the part hustle and savvy have played. She hunted down the name 
of the Neighbours production company, then began to bombard it. 
“I called every day, and, eventually, one day, they put me through to 
Jan Russ, a producer for Neighbours,” Robbie said. “I got her on the 
phone just as I was about to leave Melbourne. And I was like, ‘Oh, 
I’m here filming a guest role in City Homicide—can I meet you?’ I 
went in and she was like, ‘How old are you?’ ‘Seventeen.’ And she 
says, ‘We’re casting for a 17-year-old girl right now … ’ ” 

A few weeks later, Robbie made her debut as Donna Freedman, a 
kind of groupie who never shuts up. “I’d sit in the makeup chair and 
have 60 pages to memorize because my character spoke so much,” 
she told me. “She was the one that would walk in and be a whirlwind, 
bluh bluh bluh, la, la, la, talk, talk, talk, and run out again. We did an 
episode a day. In film terms, that’s insane. It was amazing training.” 

A few weeks after that, she was famous. In Australia.
I asked if people back home were proud of her success. 
She thought a moment, then said, “There’s a thing in Aus-

tralia called tall-poppy syndrome. Have you heard of it? It’s a 
pretty prevalent thing—they even teach it in school. Poppies are 
tall flowers, but they don’t grow taller than the rest of the flow-
ers, so there’s a mentality in Australia where people are really 
happy for you to do well; you just can’t do better than everyone 
else or they will cut you down to size.”

UP FROM DOWN UNDER
“It was amazing 

training,” Robbie says  
of her days on the 

Australian soap opera 
Neighbours.

ROBBIE WEARS  

A SWIMSUIT BY ERES.
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MAKING A SPLASH
“When I think  

of Margot Robbie, a 
single word comes  

to mind,” said Tarzan 
producer Jerry 

Weintraub. “Audrey 
Hepburn.”
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N eighbours, Home and Away—the biggest Australian 
soaps serve as a kind of farm system for the Ameri-
can movie industry. At one time or another, just 
about every actor who starred in an Aussie soap 
has gone to Hollywood. Some succeeded. Russell 
Crowe, Naomi Watts, Guy Pearce, Heath Ledger, 

Chris Hemsworth. Most failed. Robbie studied these people and 
their fates as you might study the lives of the saints, paying special 
attention to the washouts. Failure is what teaches you—you learn 
more from a wreck than from a victory. When her Neighbours deal 
came up for renewal, she took off instead, heading to L.A., where 
she auditioned for ABC’s short-lived Charlie’s Angels TV reboot. 
She did not get the part, but, as they say, the ABC executives liked 
her for something else: Pan Am, a splashy flight-attendant series rid-
ing the post–Mad Men craze for midcentury New York. She sub-
limated her Aussie accent for that reading, swapping it for a flat 
Middle American twang. “You have to audition in front of the net-
work,” she told me. “It’s called a test, and they test, say, three to six 
actors for a role. You are in front of a panel of network executives, 
and the show-runner, and all that, in a room with a spotlight. It’s 
horrible, the most intimidating process ever. And you have to sign 
your contract before they test; you sign on to do seven years before 
you even know [if you’ve got the part]. They don’t want to waste 
time testing people who will turn around and say, ‘I’m worth a mil-
lion dollars an episode.’ ”

Robbie landed a role as Laura Cameron, a runaway bride who 
ditches married life for the romance of silver wings, jet engines, and 
blue skies. She spoke about how fun it was to live and work in New 
York. An apartment in Williamsburg. Evenings on the stoops. The 
accents and the characters, the overheard snatches of street comedy.

After the first few episodes, it was clear to Robbie that Pan Am 
would not make it to a second season. “As soon as it went on-air, they 
were like, ‘No, we didn’t get the ratings we want—let’s get a whole new 
crew of writers and make it more like Housewives.’ And you’re like, 
‘What? That’s so not what the show was going to be.’ After the fifth 
episode, you see this abrupt change in content. If they’re rehiring writ-
ers, it’s obviously not doing well. If they don’t pick up the back nine, 
it’s pretty certain that you won’t go for a Season Two.” 

Meanwhile, she was sneaking off to auditions. She read for the part 
of Naomi—“the Duchess of Bay Ridge”—in Martin Scorsese’s The 
Wolf of Wall Street, based on the adventures of rogue trader Jordan 
Belfort. In the screenplay, Terence Winter describes the character sim-
ply as “the hottest blonde ever.” A Brooklyn-born striver, the Duchess 
hitches herself to a drug-addled, morally compromised wunderkind 
played by Leonardo DiCaprio. Robbie went off script in the audition 
to slap DiCaprio hard across the face. And got the part. Other roles 
followed, none particularly memorable. As Celine Joseph in Suite 
Française. As a war reporter in Tina Fey’s Whiskey Tango Foxtrot. As a 
con artist being schooled by Will Smith in Focus. But none of that mat-

ters. It was Wolf that defined her. It put her up with Sharon Stone in 
Casino and Cathy Moriarty in Raging Bull—one of Scorsese’s women. 

B ecause Robbie is new on the scene, reporters are 
trying to fix her with a narrative. The job of the ce-
lebrity journalist: peg ’em so it’s not only as if you 
know ’em but always have known ’em or someone 
just like ’em. But Robbie is too fresh to be pegged. 
Less being than becoming. The most recent theory 

has her as a celebrity uncomfortable with fame. A case of buyer’s 
remorse. She speaks of her older brother, a stuntman who gets all 
the excitement of the movies without the downside of fame. Being 
recognized, looked at, harassed. Is that the better life, just a profes-
sional among professionals, nobody better, better than nobody? I 
asked Robbie about this emerging story line. I called it a thesis. Is it 
true? Are you the famous woman who does not want to be famous? 

“It’s [true] to an extent, but it’s not the thesis of me as a person,” 
she said. “When you put it as a thesis, it seems like it’s the only ques-
tion on my mind. But it’s just one of the questions, one of the things I 
wonder. How would things be different if I’d made different choices?”

The fact is, despite her growing fame, higher-profile roles, and en-
dorsement deals—Robbie is the face of the new Calvin Klein fragrance 
Deep Euphoria—she leads a fairly ordinary life. It’s the luxury of being 
from the bottom of the world. In the major roles, she’s had to wear a 
new accent in addition to costumes and makeup. When the shooting 
is over, she drops back into her normal voice, vanishes. In sneakers 
and slang, she fades into the New York street. Or the London street. 
That’s where she lives, in an apartment with not-famous friends, always 
a tricky prospect. This includes her boyfriend, Tom Ackerley, whom 
she met while shooting Suite Française—he was an assistant director—
her childhood friend and personal assistant, Sophia Kerr, and another 
friend, Josey McNamara. Together, the roommates have formed a 
production company, LuckyChap Entertainment, which is developing 
proj ects for Robbie, including Terminal, a Vaughan Stein thriller, and, 
my favorite, the Tonya Harding story, in which Robbie will remake her-
self into the most American character we’ve ever had.

I asked her about the accents, especially the spot-on depiction 
of coastal Brooklyn in The Wolf of Wall Street. Once upon a time, 
the downtown trains were filled with girls who spoke just like that. 
Robbie told me that she’d already spent two years figuring out how 
to sound American, “two years learning about the muscles in your 
mouth and bone structures and resonators and all that, so I had a 
good foundation.” For Wolf, she carried on with dialect coach Tim 
Monich, “one of the best in the world,” said Robbie. “Real people. 
We based it on women from Bensonhurst and Bay Ridge.”

How did you leave the soap opera?, I asked.
“I wanted a big dramatic death,” she said, “but they were like, 

‘No, we want to keep it open. That way, when it doesn’t work out 
in America, you can come back to your job here.’ So my character 

“I DIDN’T DECIDE, ‘I’M GOING 

TO BE AN ACTRESS.’ 
I THOUGHT THAT ONLY HAPPENED TO PEOPLE 

BORN IN HOLLYWOOD.”
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in Neighbours got a scholarship at a fashion school in New York.”
What about your first days in the U.S.—what were they like? 
She laughed. “I remember watching American movies and TV 

shows growing up and thinking, Oh, God, these crazy characters do-
ing these outlandish things, how do the writers come up with it? Then I 
moved to America and met so many people just like the people in the 
movies, and I realized, Oh, so this is just real life in America.”

We talked about Suicide Squad, the Batman spin-off that opens this 
month. Robbie plays Harley Quinn, a New York psychiatrist who fell for 
the Joker while he was in therapy, becoming first his love interest, then 
his sidekick and a super-villain in her own right. The character, who 
came into Batman via the animated series in 1992, was willed onto the 
screen by the passion of a million Gotham City geeks. There is a dan-
ger in personifying such a beloved avatar, but pictures of Robbie in 
costume—pigtails dyed red and blue, dark-red lipstick, crazy smile, and 
wielding a baseball bat, like one of the gangsters in The Warriors—have 
stirred happy anticipation in the community. Warner Bros. has already 
begun developing a film that Robbie’s Harley Quinn will anchor, with 
the actress also taking on producing duties. 

What is Harley Quinn? That scariest of all circus anomalies, the 
sexy clown. “She loves causing mayhem and destruction,” Robbie 
told me. “She’s incredibly devoted to the Joker. They have a dys-
functional relationship, but she loves him anyway. She used to be a 
gymnast—that’s her skill set when fighting.” 

 

T he conversation finally came around to Tarzan. For 
the last several years of his life, the great bearish movie 
producer Jerry Weintraub, who died while the film 
was in postproduction, had been trying to get Tarzan 
back to the big screen. Tarzan, the classic of Jerry’s 
outer-borough youth, the dark theaters of the Bronx, 

the jungle cry and swinging vines. It was the old man’s white whale, the 
holy grail shining at the end of the dream, on and off the rails, as he 
chased scripts, directors, and movie stars of the proper magnitude. 
“George Burns played God,” he said at one point, “but this is Tar-
zan!” For a moment Jerry believed he’d found Tarzan in Olympic 
swimmer Michael Phelps. It was all Jerry talked about. “It’s going to 
be like Johnny Weissmuller,” Jerry told me. “All the reporters are going 
to say, ‘Weintraub found the new Johnny Weissmuller!’ ” At that point, 
Jerry had never seen Phelps do anything but get in and out of a pool. 
Then, as if arranged, the swimmer hosted Saturday Night Live. As this 
went on past Jerry’s bedtime, he asked his assistant to record it. I was 
working with Jerry on his memoir at the time, a proj ect that grew out 
of a 2008 Vanity Fair profile, and so sat beside him the next morning in 
his living room in Beverly Hills, identical breakfasts on identical trays set 
before us, my portions slightly smaller. As he watched Phelps’s mono-
logue, I watched him, his mood shifting from excited to perturbed, 
green to red. Two minutes in, Jerry turned to his assistant and shouted, 
“This isn’t Tarzan! This isn’t Johnny Weissmuller! He’s a goon! Why 
didn’t anyone tell me he’s a goon? Turn it off. Goddammit, turn it off.”

That was the middle of a search that finally led to Alexander Skars-
gård as Tarzan and Robbie as Jane. Jerry spoke of the actress in a 
tone he reserved for the big stars, the sure things, the Clooneys and 
Pitts, those whose magnitude seems old-fashioned. “When I think of 
Margot Robbie, a single word comes to mind,” Jerry said. “Audrey 
Hepburn.” In comparing Robbie to the classic movie stars, Jerry 
Weintraub meant that she is big-time, bankable, elegant. 

I would see the movie a few days later. It’s fascinating. Here is a 
tale in which the very premise is problematic: a white baby is dropped 
into darkest Africa, the mysterious Congo, and, within a generation, is 
king. Years later, comfortably situated in aristocratic England, he must 

return to free African slaves. It’s a setup that tacks hard into the wind 
of so many current taboos. There are moments when your heart is in 
your mouth and you whisper to yourself, Oh please, God, let them 
make it safely through the dark night of Twitter. Most of the movie 
was shot in England, in a faux jungle of greenscreen. The gorillas look 
so much like the gorillas in Planet of the Apes, you half expect a sim-
ian liberator to start talking directly to Bright Eyes.

Each generation has its own Tarzan. Mine was Christopher Lam-
bert in Greystoke: The Legend of Tarzan, Lord of the Apes. Jerry’s was 
Weissmuller, the original Tarzan from the 30s and 40s. For Robbie, 
Tarzan was a character in a Sunday-morning cartoon. 

Did you go back and watch the old Tarzans?, I asked.
“No, I didn’t want to have any preconceived notions on how I 

should play it,” she said. “It would mess with my head.”
She thought for a moment, then said, “I just saw a screening of 

our Tarzan. It was sad to watch it, knowing that Jerry won’t get to see 
it. It sucks … it’s a thing he always wanted to do. That’s what he said: 
‘I’ve been wanting to make this for so long.’ ”

This made me feel lonesome and sad. The notion that a person like 
Jerry Weintraub can just vanish from the earth, that he can be removed 
like a piece from the chessboard, and the game goes on—it’s so ludi-
crous, such a cruel pie in the face of humanity, it’s better we don’t even 
talk about it. Of course, I could not stop thinking about him. In his red 
silk robe, with his pale legs and ankles, lying atop his bed in Beverly 
Hills, his German shepherd, Sonny, at his side, drinking a vodka or 
saying a prayer or calling through the intercom for Susie E kins, his sig-
nificant other and a producer on Tarzan—Soozie. Sooz. Soozie. Sooz.

I looked at Robbie in a new way, tried to see her as she must have 
looked to Jerry. An echo, a throwback. “A single word: Audrey Hep-
burn.” From another place, another time. In her, Jerry may have 
seen a kind of lost purity, what we’ve given up for the excitement of 
a crass, freewheeling, sex-saturated culture. It’s a revolution suggested 
by two points in the Margot Robbie oeuvre. It’s how Pan Am, a fan-
tasy of jet-age America, where Bryn Mawr girls took to the skies in 
search of husbands, becomes Jordan Belfort’s Wall Street, where the 
Duchess stands nude in a doorway, turning slowly, like a Ferrari on a 
showroom platform, a human being remade by the late 20th century, 
coked up, cashed out, and hung on the wall like a trophy.

I asked Robbie about the sex scenes. In Wolf, she partakes in some 
of the most graphic on-screen shenanigans I’ve ever seen, famously 
short-skirted in one scene, pushing a crawling DiCaprio away with the 
toe of her designer shoe, saying, “Mommy is just so sick and tired of 
wearing panties.”

“In that first low-budget film I did in Australia, I had a shower 
scene,” she told me. “So I was practically naked there as well, but it 
wasn’t anywhere as much as in Wolf, but it was still … ”

She paused a moment, then went on. 
“Actually, I hadn’t done a proper sex scene before. I’d done scenes 

where it’s leading into sex or sex has just finished, but I hadn’t done a 
start-to-finish sex scene like I did in Wolf. That was my first.”

“Is there any way to prepare?”
“No. Tons of people are watching you.”
“Were you worried you were not going to be able to do it?”
“There isn’t an option. It’s just like, This is what you need to do—get 

on with it. The sooner you do it, the sooner you can stop doing it.”
“It just seems very awkward.”
“It’s so awkward.”
We sat for a moment in silence. She was thinking of something; I 

was thinking of something else. Then she stood, said good-bye, and 
went to see a friend across the room. Jerry was right. She looked 
just like Audrey Hepburn going away. �
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          aren’t the problem; government is. But, for all the group’s warnings about liberal assaults  
          want to talk about—a widening gap between its leaders and its members.  
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TRIGGER WARNING
The National Rifle 

Association’s C.E.O.,  
Wayne LaPierre, center. 

From the left, the 
perpetrators of the mass 

killings in Newtown, 
Connecticut; Orlando, 

Florida; Fort Hood,  
Texas (at rear); San 

Bernardino, California;  
and Aurora, Colorado.M
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I. Under Assault

he packed crowd in the convention 
hall, lit by red, white, and blue floodlights overhead, listened expec-
tantly to the boyish executive onstage. He asked a question: “If you’re 
at home and someone kicks in your door and tries to murder you and 
your family”—the applause was already starting—“should you have 
the right to defend yourself with a firearm?” Warming to his message, 
members attending the 145th annual meeting of the National Rifle As-
sociation of America, last May, in Louisville, began to roar. Perhaps 
their feelings were pent up because of the rain outside, or the extra-long 
lines that had kept them waiting in it, or because the featured speaker 
of the day, the presumptive Republican presidential nominee, Donald 
Trump, was rumored to be running late. But the question, from Chris 
Cox, the executive director of the N.R.A.’s Institute for Legislative Ac-
tion, was only the beginning. 

“After eight years of dishonesty, corruption, and failure,” he con-
tinued, America had become unrecognizable. It had been “twisted” 
and “perverted” by the mainstream media and politicians. “Who 
are kids supposed to respect?” he asked the audience. “The media 
tells them that Bruce Jenner is a national hero for transforming his 
body” but ignores the veterans whose bodies have been transformed 
by war. He took repeated aim at Hillary Clinton and told the crowd 
to “get over it” if their preferred candidate in the Republican pri-
mary had not won. The most important thing was to elect a pro-
gun president in the coming election, one who would fight for the 
Second Amendment. As he wound up and prepared to introduce 
the next speaker, Wayne LaPierre, the long-serving C.E.O. of the 
N.R.A., Cox offered this message to Hil la ry Clinton: “You want 
to turn this election into a do-or-die fight over the Second Amend-
ment? Bring. It. On.” Cox received a standing ovation. Later in the 
day, Donald Trump would receive the N.R.A.’s endorsement.

N o such fighting words, or anything remotely like 
them, had been on offer a few months earlier at 
another N.R.A. event, this one at the Pennsylvania 
Farm Show Complex and Expo Center, in Harris-
burg. Set amid the rolling hills and farmland of 
south-central Pennsylvania, the Great American 

Outdoor Show presented a more idyllic scene. Attendees could fish 
in an artificial trout pond, watch archers perform, or go to a session 

on “better wild-game cooking.” Children begged their parents for 
funnel cakes. Couples paged through brochures for hunting cabins. 
Mennonite teenagers took turns at a small shooting range, where 
N.R.A. volunteers handed out safety goggles. Rocking chairs of-
fered a place to rest some of the 200,000 people who would visit 
during the course of the show. The complex is busy year-round with 
events such as the Penn National Horse Show, the Keystone Inter-
national Livestock Exposition, and the American Rabbit Breeders 
Association. This outdoor show seemed of a piece with the oth-
ers, except for the N.R.A.’s less-than-subtle effort to troll for new 
members. The N.R.A. took over the organization of the show three 
years ago, and at the door N.R.A. representatives dressed in hunt-
ing jackets stood alongside a sign advertising, in large red lettering, 
FREE ADMISSION to anyone who bought a $35 annual membership. 
Inside, the N.R.A. maintained a booth for its Eddie Eagle program, 
a safety effort aimed at children. Neither Cox nor LaPierre was in 
attendance in Pennsylvania to deliver a fiery call to arms.

The difference between the two events—the one in Louisville 
and the one in Harrisburg—highlights a fundamental characteristic 
of the National Rifle Association: the vast and widening difference 
between its activist and angry leadership, on the one hand, and its 
mostly calm members on the other, many of whom don’t know pre-
cisely what the N.R.A. is advocating in their name. It is a charac-
teristic that has been little reported and that could have immense 
political significance, if gun-control forces start taking it seriously. 
The N.R.A. today finds itself needing to compete for money, for 
members, for loyalty, and even for issues and influence. 

The group’s very identity is up for grabs. The N.R.A. has histori-
cally represented the buyers of guns, not the sellers—that role has 
been played by another group, the National Shooting Sports Foun-
dation—but its allegiance is shifting. The N.R.A.’s largest donors to-
day are the world’s major gun, ammunition, and firearms-accessory 
manufacturers. The N.R.A. notes proudly that it receives the bulk 
of its revenue—in 2014 it was $310 million—from membership dues 
(the group claims to have five million members) and from other 
contributions. It conveys the impression that it is a grassroots op-
eration, like the Bernie San ders campaign. But according to a 2013 
study by the non-profit Violence Policy Center, a significant part of 
that money is provided by a small core of large firearms-industry 
donors. The study reported that among the contributors of at least 
a million dollars each to the N.R.A. were the Italian family-owned 
gun company Beretta, Smith & Wesson, Brownells, Pierce Bullet 
Seal Target Systems, and Springfield Armory. MidwayUSA, an on-
line retailer of hunting products, including ammunition and high-
capacity magazines, has participated in a program since 1992 that 
offers customers an option to round up their purchases to the near-
est dollar and donate the difference to the N.R.A. Through this pro-
gram, MidwayUSA and other gun-industry companies have helped 
build an N.R.A. endowment balance of more than $14 million.

The N.R.A., headquartered in a mammoth glass office building 
in Fairfax, Virginia, has earned a fearsome reputation over the years. 
LaPierre, its C.E.O., is a bookish man who arrived at the N.R.A. in 
1978 as a lobbyist—and a very bad shot, though a firm believer 
in the Second Amendment. He has come to epitomize the organi-
zation’s ferocious rhetoric and ruthless tactics. Virtually every time 
the organization has lobbied to halt or roll back gun regulation in 
America, it has won. The carrying of a concealed firearm is today 
legal in all 50 states, up from 9 states in 1986. The N.R.A. has been 
at the forefront of attempts to expand the places where one can 
carry a gun—a hospital, a school, a church, a nursing home (but not 
inside the N.R.A. headquarters building itself, if you are a visitor). It 

T
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is pushing now for “open carry” laws in all 50 states. It wields a 
grading system for politicians—which gun-lovers and politicians alike 
pay close attention to—and seeks to reward or punish officeholders 
according to their scores. The organization’s reputation for invinci-
bility got a boost when Bill Clinton, after the disastrous midterm 
elections in 1994, was quoted saying that “the N.R.A. is the reason 
Republicans control the House.” 

T he organization likes to present itself as continually 
under assault—and the only force that can keep 
its members from losing their guns. It is indeed 
under assault, but not for reasons it wants to talk 
about. There are so-called allies in the “gun free-
dom” movement who are even more doctrinaire 

than the N.R.A. These allies are in fact competitors, and they 
are pulling the N.R.A.’s leadership ever farther to the right even 
as they entice the more extreme N.R.A. members away. Dem o-
graph ic shifts in the country don’t favor the core constituency of 
the N.R.A., which is white and male; the group likes to present 
women as the “fastest growing segment” of its membership, but 
according to a General Social Survey conducted by the Univer-
sity of Chicago’s National Opinion Research Center, since 1980 
gun ownership among women has remained largely unchanged. 
The number of gun-owning households in America is shrinking: 
from about half in 1977 to about a third in 2015. To keep gun sales 
rising—as they have been—the gun industry needs to sell more 
guns to people who already own guns, a practice that gun critics 
call “hoarding” and that gun enthusiasts call “collecting.” Either 
way, the industry must produce ever more attractive gun mod-
els to sell to fewer people. It is this self-interested agenda on the 
part of manufacturers, as much as a constitution-
al concern about gun rights, that lies behind the 
N.R.A.’s opposition to any form of effective regu-
lation. Meanwhile, technological advances, such 
as the 3-D printing of guns, which allows anyone 
with a 3-D printer to build a gun in the privacy 
of his home, may eventually force the N.R.A. to 
choose between the interests of its financial back-
ers (gun manufacturers and distributors would 
hate the idea of 3-D printing, for obvious reasons) 
and those of some of its most ardent constituents 
(who love the idea).

The moment to test the N.R.A.—divided, 
fragile, embattled, and morally corrupt—is now 
at hand. At around two A.M. on June 12, a man 
named Omar Mateen entered a gay nightclub 
in Orlando, Florida, and murdered 49 people. 
Fifty-three others were wounded. Mateen re-

portedly posted Facebook messages pledging loyalty to ISIS dur-
ing his attack. Two days later, the N.R.A.’s Cox wrote in USA 
Today that despite renewed calls to tighten gun regulations, “radi-
cal Islamic terrorists are not deterred by gun control laws.” He 
blamed the Orlando attack on “the Obama administration’s po-
litical correctness.” NRA News, the group’s information outlet, 
then posted a video of a veteran Navy SEAL and N.R.A. com-
mentator, Dom Raso, extolling the virtues of the AR-15, the type 
of rifle initially believed to have been involved in the Orlando 
shooting. (It was in fact a SIG Sauer MCX semi-automatic rifle, 
manufactured in New Hampshire.) Raso faced the camera and 
told his audience: “For the vast majority of people I work with 
there is no better firearm to defend their homes against realistic 
threats than an AR-15 semi-automatic. It’s easy to learn, and easy 
to use. It’s accurate, it’s reliable.” One of the sponsors of NRA 
News is SIG Sauer. 

With each new mass shooting, individual details are parsed in 
the media and on both sides of the gun debate. Every shooting 
highlights the particularities of its perpetrator. What remains con-
stant is the N.R.A.’s position that guns are not to blame—that they 
are, in fact, the only solution. 

The N.R.A.’s true power has always come from its member-
ship. Today, the group’s hardball tactics and extreme positions are 
trying the patience of many members. The cracks in the N.R.A. 
edifice come from more than one source 
and splay in more than one direction, but 
they all have the effect of separating the 
leadership from its base. If N.R.A. offi-
cials are nervous, it is because they may 
remember what happened once before, 

ANOTHER WORLD
President Lyndon 

Johnson signs  
a gun-control law  

in 1968—passed  
with the N.R.A.’s 

cooperation.
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FEAR FACTOR
Left, Vice President 

Dick Cheney with 
N.R.A. leaders in 

2004. Below, Donald 
Trump speaks to  

the N.R.A. this 
year—winning its 

endorsement.

nearly 40 years ago, when a coup by the membership deposed 
the men at the top and radically changed the group’s course.

II. “Cold, Dead Hands”

T he National Rifle Association is so familiar that it 
seems like a fixed object in the political landscape. 
This is far from the truth. The group was founded 
in 1871 by two former Union soldiers worried not 
about gun rights but about poor marksmanship. Its 
founding principle was to “promote and encourage 

rifle shooting on a scientific basis.” With partial funding from New 
York State, the N.R.A. set up a practice range on Long Island. By 
the turn of the century, the N.R.A. had opened multiple ranges, and 
shooting was increasingly seen as a competitive sport. The organiza-
tion moved to Washington, D.C., in 1907.

Between the Civil War and the turn of the century, three presi-
dents were killed by guns. Prohibition and the Depression fed vio-
lent crime. Franklin D. Roosevelt made law and order part of his 
New Deal, and—hard as it is to believe—the N.R.A. helped draft 
the first federal gun-control law, the National Firearms Act of 1934. 

The law required that certain types of “crime guns” (ma-
chine guns, sawed-off shotguns) and related equipment 
(silencers) be registered and taxed. During congressional 
hearings, the president of the N.R.A. at the time, Karl T. 
Frederick, stated bluntly, “I do not believe in the general 
promiscuous toting of guns.” In 1963, Lee Harvey Oswald 
bought a rifle he saw advertised in the N.R.A.’s American 
Rifleman magazine and used it to kill President John F. 
Kennedy. The N.R.A. supported the law limiting interstate 
mail-order sales of firearms that followed. 

The N.R.A.’s leadership during this period consisted mostly of 
middle-class sportsmen. Guns had yet to become a potent political is-
sue. When they became one, there was at first a racial component. In 
May 1967, more than two dozen Black Panther party members walked 
into the California state-capitol building carrying rifles to protest a 
proposed gun-control bill. They framed the open carrying of weapons 
as a constitutional right. The protest prompted then governor Ronald 
Reagan to say that there was “no reason why on the street today a citi-
zen should be carrying loaded weapons.” As urban riots stoked white 
fears, a restrictive California gun statute was signed into law. The as-
sassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy gave 
further impetus to regulation: the Gun Control Act of 1968 established 
a minimum age at which one could buy a gun, required that guns have 
serial numbers, and made it illegal for drug addicts and the mentally 
ill to own a gun. The act also made it impossible for anyone but feder-
ally licensed dealers or collectors to ship guns across state lines. The 
N.R.A. leadership at the time saw its role as that of beating back some 
of the more stringent measures, such as mandatory gun licensing and 
a national gun registry. But it cooperated in other areas. 

This 1968 law would be the high-water mark for gun control. A 
gulf had opened up between the N.R.A. leadership and the rank 
and file. According to Adam Winkler’s authoritative 2011 book, 
Gunfight: The Battle over the Right to Bear Arms in America, many 
N.R.A. members had been infuriated by the group’s capitulation 
on mail-order sales of firearms. The alleged behavior of the federal 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms was another sore issue. 
In 1971 the A.T.F. raided the apartment of a longtime N.R.A. mem-
ber named Kenyon Ballew, whom agents suspected of making hand 
grenades. According to coverage in American Rifleman, the agents 
broke down the door, shot and seriously wounded Ballew without 
provocation, and found nothing in his home to support their sus-
picions. The magazine maintained that Ballew had been taking a 
bath with his wife. Years later, Ballew sued the government. The suit 
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was dismissed when a federal court determined that the agents did 
knock and announce their presence; that Ballew’s door was heavily 
barricaded; that he pointed his gun at the agents when they entered 
the house; that the woman in the bath was not his wife; and that he 
was in possession of illegal hand grenades. If one is looking for the 
moment when the worldviews of gun enthusiasts and gun-control 
advocates began to diverge, the Ballew case is it. 

A s Winkler noted, N.R.A. leaders wanted to stay 
away from political battles. In fact, in the mid-
1970s, they were planning to move the N.R.A.’s 
headquarters to Colorado Springs and invest in 
outdoorsman activities. In 1975, John D. Aquilino, 
who worked for the N.R.A.’s newly formed Insti-

tute for Legislative Action—the organization’s lobbying arm—was 
sent by his bosses to scout out a New Mexico facility. “At the time, 
the N.R.A. was a house divided against itself,” Aquilino told me. 
The I.L.A., he explained, was dedicated to pushing gun rights even 
as the N.R.A. leadership toyed with the idea of taking “rifle” out of 
the organization’s name and turning the group into a publishing em-
pire focused on outdoor pursuits for sportsmen. While Aquilino was 
gathering intelligence on the New Mexico plans, other activists were 
meeting with state rifle and pistol associations to encourage them to 
attend the national convention and vote for a slate of upstart can-
didates. They turned up en masse at the convention in Cincinnati, 
in 1977, wearing bright-orange hunting caps. The old leadership was 
thrown out, and a new face, Harlon Carter, was elected to lead the 
organization. Carter was a former head of the U.S. Border Patrol 
who, it was later learned, had once shot and killed a Hispanic youth 
during a quarrel. He helped create the first big national advertising 
campaign for the N.R.A., which featured the likes of Chuck Yeager, 
Roy Rogers, Louis Farrakhan, and even an eight-year-old boy, each 
holding a gun and speaking the words “I’m the N.R.A.” 

The campaign was wildly successful in mainstreaming the image 
of the group even as the N.R.A. adopted a more political stance. 
Ronald Reagan was a major supporter. In 1986, Congress passed 
the Firearms Owners’ Protection Act, which prohibited the A.T.F. 
from inspecting a gun dealer more than once a year. It also prohib-
ited the federal government from creating a national gun registry. In 
the 1990s, the N.R.A. found its most potent spokesman: the actor 
Charlton Heston. Heston could be relied on to speak out in favor of 
gun rights even in the wake of the most shocking events. In 1999, 
days after the shootings at Columbine High School, which took 13 
lives, the N.R.A. held its annual convention in nearby Denver. 
Speaking at the convention, Heston reminded members that the 
mayor had warned the N.R.A., “Don’t come here.” He went on to 
invoke the Everyman quality of N.R.A. members, who could be 
found, he said, “in city hall, Fort Carson, NORAD, the Air Force 
Academy, and the Olympic Training Center. And yes, N.R.A. 
members are surely among the police and fire and SWAT team he-
roes who risked their lives to rescue the students at Columbine. 
Don’t come here? We’re already here.” The following year, Heston 
taunted then presidential candidate Al Gore, saying that Gore 
could have Heston’s gun when he pried it “from my cold, dead 
hands.” In Congress, the N.R.A. would rack up win after win—in 
many places today it is easier to buy a gun than rent a car. One 
momentary setback was the assault-weapons ban of 1994; it has 
since expired. A major victory was the Protection of Lawful Com-
merce in Arms Act, in 2005, which barred lawsuits against gun-
makers in the event of “misuse” of firearms by others.

This is the N.R.A. that we now take for granted, but it has existed as 

such for little more than a generation. And the crucial takeaway from 
recent history is that the N.R.A. is not a monolith. It is malleable. 

III. Thunder on the Right

T he gap between the N.R.A.’s current leadership 
and its base is being widened by several forces. 
One of them is political: the group is no longer the 
only game in town. The N.R.A. takes ever more ex-
treme positions out of fear—to accommodate the 
single-issue diehards. Moderate members look on 

with dismay. At a major gun show in Las Vegas, where I manned 
a friend’s booth—it was the annual convention of the National 
Shooting Sports Foundation—one exhibitor told me that the N.R.A. 
should spend less time talking about guns as protection. Most guns, 
in reality, are for sport, he said: “Nine hundred ninety-nine out of 
1,000 people are going to shoot a piece of paper with a circle on 
it.” The diehards, meanwhile, have other options, such as the Gun 
Owners of America (which calls itself the “no compromise” gun 
group) and the National Association for Gun Rights (which calls 
itself “the fastest growing gun rights group in America”). 

Larry Pratt, 73, the executive director emeritus of the Gun Own-
ers of America, comes across as a perfectly nice person to talk to 
until he starts speaking about guns. On the night of December 14, 
2012, after that morning’s slaughter at Sandy Hook Elementary 
School, in Newtown, Connecticut—in which a young man named 
Adam Lanza killed 20 first-graders and six teachers and staff with a 
semi-automatic AR-15 Bushmaster rifle—Pratt issued a statement that 
blamed the deaths on gun-control laws. He called for teachers to be 
armed. “Gun-control supporters have the blood of little children on 
their hands,” he said that night.

I spoke to Pratt recently about the goals of his organization. “The 
difference between us and the N.R.A.,” he said, “is that for a hun-
dred years the N.R.A. was big buddies with the government.” For 
Pratt, there isn’t a graver insult than being a big buddy of the govern-
ment’s. His own organization is based in a nondescript brick build-
ing in northern Virginia, about a 15-minute drive from the N.R.A.’s 
headquarters. The G.O.A. was founded in the mid-1970s expressly to 
combat the government. “We had this very different political philoso-
phy from the get-go,” Pratt said. “We didn’t have any adjustment to 
make in terms of being an adversary to this government.” With some 
300,000 members, the G.O.A. is a fraction of the size of the N.R.A., 
and until recently it had remained largely on the margins of the gun 
debate. The shootings at Sandy Hook changed all that. 

On December 18, well before the N.R.A. had made 
any public statement about the killings in Connect-
icut, Pratt appeared with Piers Morgan on CNN. 
Morgan, who had been outspoken in his support 
for stricter gun-control laws, asked Pratt why he 
advocated arming teachers. “The alternative is 

what we have seen, where people were reduced to waiting to be mur-
dered,” Pratt responded, adding that allowing teachers to carry con-
cealed weapons was “obvious.” Pratt added that the likes of Morgan 
were arguing that “it’s better that you sit there and wait to be killed” 
than defend yourself. The interview ended with Morgan calling Pratt 
“an unbelievably stupid man” and Pratt telling Morgan that Neville 
Chamberlain was “your role model.” Pratt told me later that “people 
who had never heard of us went to our Web site and they crashed the 
poor little thing three times.”

Three days later, Wayne LaPierre held a press conference at the 
Willard hotel, in Washington, D.C. LaPierre C O N T I N U E D  O N  P A G E  1 4 4
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’m really proud of him,” Robert 

Pattinson says of 27-year-old 

actor Brady Corbet—a close 

friend—and his astonishing direc-

torial debut film, The Childhood 

of a Leader. Pattinson signed 

on for a cameo role as reporter 

Charlie—a “deliberate red-herring charac-

ter. I’d read the script a long time ago and 

thought it was amazing,” Pattinson says. “I 

really trusted Brady. He is so singular in his 

vision—I’ve never met someone in the film 

industry so pure in his intentions.”

Set in post–World War I France, lead-

ing up to the signing of the 1919 Treaty of 

Versailles, this psychological family drama 

serves as a small-frame window into the rise 

of Fascism. The father, played by Liam Cun-

ningham, has been sent by President Wilson 

from America to help negotiate the treaty. 

He, his wife, played by Bérénice Bejo, and 

their young son, Prescott, played by British 

child actor Tom Sweet, engage in a power 

struggle that reveals both the boy’s manipu-

lation of his elders and the knee-jerk cruelty 

that his parents exercise in trying to obstruct 

their son’s indomitable will. 

A thundering, ominous score by Scott 

Walker is almost another character, and 

grainy 35-mm. film reinforces the interplay 

of light and dark. Cunningham, like Pattin-

son, is awed by Corbet’s assuredness and 

authority: “He’s the most knowledgeable 

cinephile I’ve ever met in my life. He directs 

like it’s his 20th movie, and he loves the Eu-

ropean tradition.” Pattinson agrees: “I think 

he’s going to be one of the most important 

people in films.” 

The idea behind The Childhood of a Lead-

er struck Corbet 11 years ago, and he started 

writing it when he was 17, only to abandon 

the proj ect when he decided it was too ambi-

tious to be made. “I couldn’t go any further,” 

he says. “Everything about its structure, its 

arch, was genre-defying.” He picked it up 

again in 2013 when his partner, the Norwe-

gian director Mona Fastvold, suggested they 

finish it together. “It has been a constant 

fight,” Corbet says, “but these things work 

out as long as you’re as relentless as the 

problems are.”   —TAMASIN DAY- LEWIS 
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Tom Sweet and, opposite, 
Liam Cunningham and 
Robert Pattinson, on the set 
of The Childhood of a Leader 
in Budapest, Hungary.
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axation, in reality, is life,” said Sheldon Cohen, a former com-
missioner of the U.S. Internal Revenue Service. “If you know 
the position a person takes on taxes, you can tell their whole 
philosophy. The tax code, once you get to know it, embodies 
all the essence of life: greed, politics, power, goodness.”

A rich person’s tax affairs will tell you lots about him or 
her—but the reverse is fuzzily true, too. Though Donald Trump 
has refused to release his tax returns, we can get a good idea of 
what’s in there if we start with what we know about his charac-
ter and business affairs, then mix these up with the vast rich pudding of loopholes, abate-
ments, and gray areas that wealthy folk in America use to milk the tax system. All this pro-
vides an entry into understanding Trump’s bewildering, ever evolving global business affairs, 
and helps answer some of the great questions of the day. How much is he really worth? Has 
he broken any laws? How much tax does he pay? Does he use tax havens?

It’s hard to get your arms around Trump’s business conglomerate, which is a patchwork 

SNAKES on a
CAMPAIGN

Unlike other presidential candidates, Donald Trump refuses to  
release his tax returns, but financial experts can project what  

he may be hiding. Probing a byzantine system of real-estate deductions,  
the accounts from Trump’s Scottish and Irish golf courses,  

and his mandatory F.E.C. disclosures, NICHOLAS SHAXSON reaches  
some disturbing conclusions about the billionaire’s accounting  

methods—and his boastful tendency to stretch the truth
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of disparate “artful” deals and raids, strategy changes, bankruptcies, 
carefully laid plans, and high-energy whims. “I play it very loose,” 
Trump wrote in his book Trump: The Art of the Deal. “I don’t carry 
a briefcase. I try not to schedule too many meetings. I leave my door 
open. You can’t be imaginative or entrepreneurial if you’ve got too 
much structure. I prefer to come to work each day and just see what 
develops. There is no typical week in my life.” 

Trump isn’t nearly the real-estate player he once was, particularly 
since some of his companies went through high-profile bankruptcies 
in the early 1990s. In a ranking of New York condominium devel-
opers last September, for instance, Trump didn’t even make the top 
20. In Atlantic City, whose real-estate sector he once dominated, 
the Trump Plaza closed in 2014; he sold the Trump Marina (now the 
Golden Nugget) in 2011 to Landry’s, a Houston-based gaming-and-
restaurant company; and activist investor Carl Icahn now owns the 
Trump Taj Mahal. (Trump is eager to point out, however, that he 
made money on his Atlantic City adventure. “I never went bank-
rupt,” he told me in the first of two telephone interviews. “I made a 
fortune in A.C., which a lot of people don’t understand… I used 
a bankruptcy as a business tool: I made great deals.”)

Many bankers don’t lend to Trump now, burned by what some 
call “Donald risk,” a reference to the fact that some Wall Street 
banks have been left with pennies on the dollar through some of his 
maneuvers. (About his relationship with lenders, Trump says, “We 
have a lot of cash—we don’t need loans. Every bank wants to do 
business with us, literally every bank.”) There is still plenty of steel 
and concrete bearing his name in lights, but much of that is simply 
him taking licensing income and management fees from the people 
who actually financed, built, and own these properties. “People who 
are smart love my licensing deals because you don’t have any risk 
[and] you make tremendous amounts of cash,” Trump says.

I n his 92-page financial disclosure to the Federal Election 
Commission (F.E.C.) in July 2015 and in a second, 104-
page disclosure last May, in both of which he calls himself 
“President of the United States of America” (Hillary hum-
bly calls herself “Candidate for President”), he lists at least 
$1.5 billion in hard assets. Of this, a minimum of $787 mil-

lion is in hotels and real estate such as Trump Tower, in Manhattan. 
There are also 16 golf-related businesses valued at more than $550 
million, aircraft worth at least $58 million, $6 million in vineyards, 
and $4.3 million in entertainment ventures. These are lower-bound 
numbers: categories include “over $50 million,” with no upper lim-
it. (The main purpose of these disclosures isn’t to build a full picture 
of a candidate’s finances but to identify conflicts of interest.) Trump 
claimed to me that his net worth is “much more than $10 billion… 
I don’t know how much more.” A Trump press release in July 2015 
also claimed his net worth was “in excess of TEN BILLION DOLLARS,” 
though Fortune in May estimated it at $3.9 billion, and Bloomberg 
News reckoned it at $2.9 billion last July. (Michael Bloomberg, by 
comparison, is worth $45 billion, according to Forbes.)

All this keeps his tax advisers busy, doing imaginative things, 
such as putting goats on a golf course in New Jersey, to qualify for 
farmland tax reliefs. A picture he tweeted of him signing his tax 
returns—a stack of papers that rises above his head and out of the 
frame—points to the sheer byzantine scale of his tax affairs and a 
business empire that encompasses Trump Tower, Trump chocolate 
bars (shaped like gold ingots, naturally), and the intriguingly named 
Trump Follies LLC. His global interests stretch from Azerbaijan 
to China, India, Panama, Dubai, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and a 
few places in between. “I have 121 [foreign] deals either starting or 

under negotiation, pretty far down the line,” Trump boasts, citing 
“numerous deals” in China. “China likes Trump,” he adds, “even 
though I tell the country China is killing us… It’s our fault, not 
China’s fault. I’m sure you read the recent articles that the young 
people of China really like Donald Trump.”

Mitt Romney, whose own complex wealth and tax affairs con-
tributed to his defeat at Barack Obama’s hands in 2012, specu-
lates that the only logical explanation for Trump’s refusal to pub-
lish his returns is that there is “a bombshell” in there. “Given Mr. 
Trump’s equanimity with other flaws in his history,” he continued, 
“we can only assume it’s a bombshell of unusual size.” 

Brilliant Deductions

David Cay Johnston, one of the U.S.’s best-known 
tax writers, calls Trump “one of the major welfare 
kings of America,” because of his track record of 
playing the government for profit. Johnston’s 1992 
book, Temples of Chance: How America Inc. Bought 
Out Murder Inc. to Win Control of the Casino Busi-

ness, contains long sections about Trump and includes one of the few 
public sightings of his tax returns, which appeared on casino regulato-
ry findings. They show that Trump paid a total of just under $72,000 
in federal income taxes (on just over $219,000 of income) from 1975 
to 1977, then 0 percent in 1978 and 1979. According to a Politico 
report, Trump again appeared to pay no federal taxes in 1991 and 
1993 due to losses in his hotel and casino businesses. The suspicion 
is that he’s continued to pay little or no federal income tax ever since. 

It’s a well-grounded suspicion, not just because of Trump’s repu-
tation for hardball but also because he’s in real estate, which may 
be the most highly tax-subsidized sector of the American economy.

“Real estate is the gold mine of gold mines for people who 
know how to maneuver through it,” says Jack Blum, a Washing-
ton, D.C., lawyer and an expert in financial crime. “The poten-
tial for shenanigans is virtually unlimited, much more than other 
sectors. The only other one that might come close is petroleum.” 
Trump himself admits, “One of the big assets of real estate, you 
are allowed large deductions.”

There are a few big tax strategies in real estate, underpinning 
some of America’s greatest fortunes.

First, there’s depreciation. Cars, say, lose value, and it makes sense 
to set those real losses against tax. Buildings, though, generally appre-
ciate in value—yet such is the power of the real-estate lobby that you 
still get the depreciation deduction, which is based on a formula. 

Strategy number two: In theory you pay taxes on your gains when 
you sell up—but you can get out of that too by using another of-
ficially approved scheme, known as the “like-kind exchange.” Here, 
if you re-invest the proceeds of a sale into a qualifying real-estate 
proj ect within 180 days, you can postpone paying the tax. The I.R.S. 
has interpreted this rule very broadly, says Ed Kleinbard, professor 
of law and business at the University of Southern California’s Gould 
School of Law and author of We Are Better than This, a book on 
the U.S. fiscal system. “So a swap of farmland for an office tower is 
viewed as a like-kind exchange. The trick in real estate is to keep all 
the balls in the air as best you can, until you die.” 

As if that weren’t enough cream for the real-estate moguls, the 
sector is fueled by borrowing—and you can set the interest expenses 
against your income. Lenders will often give mortgages for 90 per-
cent or more of a proj ect’s value, meaning that very little of a devel-
oper’s money is involved. Interest and depreciation usually wash out 
the rental income. As Trump himself once put it, “Lev er age: don’t 
make deals without it.”
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Today, however, Trump says, “I don’t need debt. I don’t have very 
much. I have about 3 percent debt.” When I point out that his F.E.C. 
disclosure lists debts of at least $315 million, he responds that this is 
3 percent of $10 billion. True, but if you go with lower estimates of 
his wealth and higher estimates of his debt, it is considerably more.

T here is a story in Washington, D.C., tax circles that 
Dan Rostenkowski, chairman of the House Ways 
and Means Committee from 1981 to 1994, was so 
scandalized by the shamelessness of the real-estate 
sector’s tax perks that he threatened to make the 
sector tax-exempt—which, counter-intuitively, would 

have increased their tax payments considerably. “Tax exemption for 
real estate was a serious threat,” says John Buckley, a former chief 
tax counsel to the Ways and Means Committee. “It would have rec-
ognized that there would be no tax on real estate, but it would have 
disallowed the use of real-estate tax losses to offset other income.”

And this brings us to yet another avenue to tax-free living for real-
estate moguls. These deductions can travel. If you are an active 
real-estate professional—that is, in part, if you spend at least half of 
your work time in real-estate activities—then you’re allowed to assem-
ble all your losses and deductions, magpie-like, wherever and however 
you suffered them, whether it’s from Trump Tower or a Scottish golf 
course, and throw them all into one big pot. (When Trump was asked 
whether he was active in real estate, for tax purposes, he responded: 
“I don’t know how I am categorized, but I spend a lot of time on real 
estate … even during the campaign.”) You then stir in your federal in-
come and hope those losses will offset it all, like one of those science 
experiments where you pour one liquid into another, brightly colored 
liquid to make it all go clear. With enough deductions, a real-estate 
mogul like Trump can zero out his federal income-tax bill. 

If Trump is not considered active enough in real estate, however, 
he is covered by a different system, for investors, and those real-estate 
losses do not travel, says Lee Sheppard, a tax lawyer and widely read 
contributing editor at the trade publication Tax Notes. Trump told me 
he won’t release his tax returns yet because he’s under a “routine au-
dit,” and Sheppard speculates that the audit could be about this very 
question: whether he is active enough in real estate to be able to use 
those real-estate losses to offset other income—something that would 
become a lot harder to argue, Buckley adds, if he were president. 

Even if Trump can’t get to zero after taking advantage of all this, 
he need not fear: he may be able to deduct expenses incurred by his 
celebrity lifestyle. Sheppard explains this by citing comedian Carol 
Burnett, who starred in her own variety show on CBS, starting in 
1967. “This really was the 60s,” says Sheppard. “When you came 
out on the stage you wore a sparkly evening gown.” In those days 
celebrities paid for their clothes, and Burnett wanted to take the 

gowns as business expenses. The I.R.S. fought her, but she argued 
successfully that she would not wear them to the grocery store: they 
were specific work garments. “Entertainers fight about this stuff 
with the I.R.S. all the time,” Sheppard says.

We can’t see such deductions without Trump’s tax returns, but we 
can see other things Trump has put into this pot. A Wall Street Jour-
nal analysis, for instance, shows that he was able to deduct $39.1 mil-
lion from his 2005 federal income tax via a “conservation easement,” 
which meant he simply pledged not to build houses on a golf course 
in Bedminster, New Jersey, thus reducing the land’s value. Trump’s 
charitable deduction for the easement amounted to an estimated 
2 percent of the entire U.S. total of conservation easements that year, 
and Trump has done it on at least four of his properties: Mar-a-Lago, 
in Palm Beach; his Seven Springs estate, in Westchester County, New 
York; Bedminster; and a golf driving range in California. When asked 
if he would curb tax privileges for real-estate moguls, if elected presi-
dent, Trump said, “I’m not doing anything further with this.”

I f Trump hasn’t yet gotten to zero, there’s still another tan-
talizing possibility: offshore tax havens. Sheppard thinks he 
doesn’t need to bother because “real estate in the U.S. is so 
juicy you don’t need tax havens.” Trump himself says, “I 
don’t use them. Honestly I think it’s more trouble than it’s 
worth: highly overrated,” he says. “They don’t work, and 

they cause lots of difficulty, and nobody knows what’s going on, 
and they are really not good… There is greater incentive in many 
ways to keep your money in the U.S.”

But it isn’t strictly true that Trump doesn’t use them. He dis-
closed a company, DJ Aerospace Limited, which he set up in the 
tax haven of Bermuda in 1994. (Trump declined to respond to ques-
tions regarding this company and a handful of other questions as 
well.) And he also reportedly transferred more than 110 registered 
or pending trademarks to a holding company in Delaware, which 
many people view as a tax haven inside the U.S. because it is secre-
tive and can help you avoid taxes in other states. 

Other Trump tax-haven activity is harder to find, yet Kleinbard 
says you can’t rule it out, as when royalties are paid for the use of 
Trump trademarks for foreign projects he does own. (That Trump has 
refused to release his returns positively invites such speculation.)

Many big businesses park foreign income in tax havens, to defer or 
escape tax: Apple alone holds an estimated $180 billion or more off-
shore. Could Donald Trump be doing the same? His brand names 
and trademarks are intangible assets separate from the man him-
self, and therefore are similar to the intangibles that drive the profits 
of U.S. tech firms. Could the non-U.S. rights to Trump’s very name 
be owned by an offshore tax-haven company? If so, as Kleinbard 
explained to me, the royalties might flow from a Donaldco in Dela-

“I have 121 [foreign] deals, either starting  
or under negotiation,”  

says Trump. “China is killing us. It’s our  
fault, not China’s fault.”
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ware to a company higher up the corporate “tree” in the Nether-
lands, then further up to an Irish corporation resident in Bermuda 
(don’t ask), where they would ultimately be parked offshore as 
“stateless income,” incurring no tax. This might be Romney’s 
“bombshell.” (Romney should know. After all, he was found to be 
parking secret stuff in Bermuda.)

“Trump has sophisticated tax advisers,” says Kleinbard, “and I 
can’t find a technical tax reason why he wouldn’t have used Silicon 
Valley tax technologies to park his foreign royalties in an offshore tax 
haven at near-zero tax rates. If Trump didn’t do this, he might want 
to ask his advisers why they didn’t recommend it.”

Considering all these possible tax-avoidance strate-
gies, the chances that Trump pays a reasonable tax 
rate are low. And, in fact, there is a more direct in-
dication of this.

In June, Aaron Elstein, of Crain’s, reported that 
Trump had qualified for several years for tax credits 

of around $300 under New York City’s School Tax Relief Program 
(STAR), a benefit open only to married couples whose annual income 
is less than half a million dollars. This is important for our story. Al-
though we need to be careful not to confuse local taxes with federal 
taxes, you can extrapolate from one to the other: city and state tax re-
turns normally base their taxable-income assessments on federal tax 
returns. The Crain’s story suggests Trump has pushed his federal 
taxable income down below $500,000—less than a thousandth of what 
he publicly says he earned last year. This indication isn’t watertight: 
there could be special adjustments between the federal tax return and 
the city-and-state one, and Trump may also be pushing his licensing 
income into Delaware to reduce his New York State taxable income. 
The mayor’s office was “reviewing” the case—but when Crain’s made 
a Freedom of Information request for Trump’s STAR application the 
New York State Department of Taxation and Finance said that, after 
a two-month search, no documents could be found. A Trump spokes-
person said, “The city made a mistake and the money was returned.” 

But whatever the truth here, Elstein’s story is probably as solid 
an indication as there is. You, dear reader, may be paying more 
tax than Trump does—even if you’re only moderately wealthy. He 
brags about such aggressive tax avoidance by legal means. “I fight 
like hell to pay as little as possible,” he said last year. His then cam-
paign manager, Corey Lewandowski, took this even further: “Every  
deduction possible—he fights for every single dollar. That’s the mind-
set you want to bring to the government.” When I suggested to Trump 
that he paid very, very low taxes he responded, “I don’t say that,” 
adding that “hopefully before the election” he would publish his 
tax returns, “which I think the people will be very impressed with.”

Golf, Anyone?

T rump’s Aberdeenshire golf course lies in stunning 
coastal wildlands on the Menie Estate, about a 
20-minute drive north from the center of Aber-
deen, Scotland’s oil city. From the A90 trunk road 
you turn right onto a mile-long driveway through 
expansive, gently rolling lawns of roughly cut grass 

interwoven with pine trees to reach an attractive, relatively mod-
est gray stone clubhouse with parking for around 125 cars. In the 
foyer, there’s a small shop selling Trump-branded sweaters, $40 
woolly hats, and golf paraphernalia. A black-and-gold sign in the 
rear, looking toward the sea, proclaims, THE GREATEST GOLF COURSE 
ANYWHERE IN THE WORLD!, set among THE WORLD’S LARGEST 
DUNES. The course flows like a turbulent C O N T I N U E D  O N  P A G E  1 5 1

SOMETHING  
SO REICH 

Spotlight

t was a snowy night in Boston in 1974 and 

our rehearsal of Steve Reich’s Music for 

Mallet Instruments, Voices and Organ was 

going well. But something was bother-

ing Steve. We stopped playing, and sure 

enough we could hear a low electronic 

buzz. “It’s the extension cords!,” he exclaimed. “They’ve 

all got to be replaced!” Nothing could convince him that 

this might be done in the morning, so we finally contacted 

a store that carried the brand of cord he considered fool-

proof. As we inched down the icy streets, I reflected on the 

determination of this remarkable man. Judging from his 

work, I had imagined a very laid-back, mellow, 60s kind of 

guy. Nothing was further from the truth.

I had first heard his music at a late-night party in down-

town Los Angeles. It was unique—both beautiful and con-

frontational, entirely different from other “avant-garde” music 

I knew. It had beautiful notes in shifting layers of time that 

made ever changing melodies. It was elating and somehow 

spiritual. It reminded me of Rabbi Nachman’s saying, “So all 

things turn over and revolve and are changed. . . and in the 

transformation and return of things redemption is enclosed.” 

In 1973, organizing a concert of new music for the Boston 

Symphony Orchestra, I felt we had to include one of Steve’s 

pieces. His initial response was that he wanted nothing to do 

with orchestras or concert halls. Somehow I persuaded him 

to allow us to include his Four Organs. We later played 

the piece at Carnegie Hall for a conservative audience. As the 

music unfolded, coughs and groans grew into a cacophony 

so loud that we musicians onstage could barely hear one an-

other. At the end, there was an explosion of boos and cat-

calls, along with a few lusty cheers. Steve turned as white as 

a sheet. I said, “Nothing like this has happened since the 

premiere of The Rite of Spring. By tomorrow everyone in 

the music world will know about your music.”

We’ve been friends and colleagues ever since. I’ve been 

fortunate to be involved in the premieres and first record-

ings of Three Movements, The Four Sections, and The Desert 

Music. In honor of Steve’s 80th birthday, the San Francisco 

Symphony will open next season with Three Movements, fol-

lowed by an all-Reich program. His music will also be the fo-

cus of celebrations all over America, including at the Lincoln 

Center Festival in July and Carnegie Hall in November. 

Steve’s radiant music reflects a lifetime of inspiration 

and determination. This man writes great notes. 

   

—

MIC HAEL T ILSON THOM AS

I

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  S T E V E N  S E B R I N G



Steve Reich, 
at home, in  

Pound Ridge,  
New York.
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Yet another elite New England prep school is plagued by  
scandal—this time the picturesque seaside campus of  

St. George’s, next door to Newport, Rhode Island, which has only 
recently confronted a largely concealed, decades-long  

history of sexual abuse by predatory teachers, staff, and students. 
Interviewing survivors, parents, and the headmaster,  

BENJAMIN WALLACE reveals how a search for healing got  
ugly, bringing fresh accusations and anguish
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ON THE HILLTOP

The St. George’s 
campus, in Middletown, 

on Rhode Island’s 
Aquidneck Island.



igh-
school reunions are fraught occasions un-
der the best of circumstances. Hairlines 
and waistlines are appraised, marriages 
and careers compared, insecurities awo-
ken, changes in status noted, old wounds 
poked: normally solid citizens regress to 
their adolescent selves.

Then there are the worst of cir cum-
stances. Since December, when it broke into 
the open with a Boston Globe article and a 
televised press conference, St. George’s, an 
elite boarding school in Rhode Island, has 
been engulfed by a scandal over alleged sex-
ual abuse spanning dec ades, with at least 40 
alleged victims and a dozen alleged staff and 
student perpetrators. In this, St. George’s is 
only one among a snowballing list of promi-
nent prep schools recently shaken by ac-
cusations of abuse, as one after another is 
forced to reckon with a shameful past. They 
include Groton, Horace Mann, Deerfield, 
St. Paul’s, Hotchkiss, Pomfret, Pingry, and 
Exeter. “Elite boarding schools turn out an 
outsize number of societal leaders,” says 
Whit Sheppard, a Deerfield graduate who 
has written about being a victim of abuse 
there and now advises schools on handling 
similar crises (including, for a short time, St. 
George’s). “This is the part of the story that 
no one wanted to talk about.”

Now they are being forced to talk about 
it. Across the archipelago of prep schools 
clustered mainly in the northeastern United 
States, a truth-and-reconciliation process is 
fitfully unfolding as school after school sends 
letters to alumni acknowledging past abuse 
and asking if they, too, were abused. At St. 
George’s, the process has been especially 
tumultuous, with a vocal, mobilized contin-
gent of alumni calling for the headmaster 
to resign amid a polarized atmosphere of 
mistrust. As the school’s annual reunion 
weekend approached in May, all-out bedlam 
threatened to erupt. 

In a private Facebook group, various 
St. George’s alumni put forward sugges-
tions to hold “actions,” perhaps cordoning 
off locations where abuse had taken place 
with yellow police tape. One alumna pro-
posed bringing a gun and burning the place 

down, upsetting fellow graduates; 
the alumna said she’d been joking. 
There was further talk of chaining 
themselves to the school’s front 
gates. After headmaster Eric Pe-
terson sent a letter to alumni in 
April announcing that the school 
would hold a “Hope for Healing” 
event during reunion weekend 
to acknowledge the abuse that 
had taken place at the school, 
some survivors reacted angrily 
that Peterson hadn’t consulted 
with them beforehand. Two days 
later, the school backtracked and 
sent out another letter. This one, 
signed by board chairman Leslie 
Bathgate Heaney, said the event 
would no longer be held and 
that the school would consult 
with survivors about jointly or-
ganizing an alternative event.

In a way, the same critical-thinking skills 
St. George’s prides itself on teaching had 
turned against their creator. This is a school 
that charges $56,000 in annual tuition and 
boarding fees, and also one which, like many 
of its peers, was founded not merely to edu-
cate but to provide moral instruction, to in-
culcate that character-forming ethos known 
as muscular Christianity. Betrayals of the 
1970s and 1980s—which among other things 
were a very expensive and damaging hypoc-
risy—are now forcing a privileged corner of 
America to wonder what went wrong. And 
looming over that question is another, voiced 
by Hawkins Cramer, principal of an elemen-
tary school in Seattle and a 1985 graduate of 
St. George’s, who says he was abused there: 
“Where were the fucking adults?”

“St. Gorgeous”

St. George’s has always stood 
apart from other New England 
boarding schools by virtue of its 
magnificent setting on Aquid-
neck Island, on a peninsula 
directly across from Newport. 

On the Hilltop, as the campus is known, 
a student standing on the columned porch 
off the main formal tearoom, looking out 
on the playing fields that slope down to the 
sea, might easily imagine himself as Jay 
Gatsby come to life.

St. George’s is one of the so-called 
Saint Grottlesex schools (along with 
Groton, Middlesex, St. Paul’s, and St. 
Mark’s), bastions of the Wasp establish-
ment founded in the late 19th century 
to educate the sons of the Gilded Age 
elite. Graduates have included Mellons 
and Vanderbilts, Bushes and Biddles, 
Astors and Auchinclosses. It was pat-
terned, like many other American 

Choirmaster and 

alleged abuser 

Franklin Coleman.

Howard White,  
St. George’s associate 
chaplain in the  
early 1970s, was  
fired for alleged  
sexual abuse.

One of “Ethan” ’s diary 
entries, from 1988.
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Kim Hardy  
and Katie Wales 

in 1978. Both  
say they were  

abused by former 
athletic trainer  

Al Gibbs.

“Ethan” in 1986. 
He has accused 

former choirmaster 
Franklin Coleman 

of abuse.

Al Gibbs  
with students, in 
the late 70s.

Katie Wales,  
in 1980.

Anthony Zane, 
headmaster from 

1972 to ’84,  
the period during 

which Howard  
White and Al  

Gibbs were fired.
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prep schools, on English institutions like 
Eton and Harrow, and the legacy is visible 
in the stone neo-Gothic Episcopal chapel 
that towers over the campus, in the manda-
tory uniform (coat and tie for boys), in the 
terminology (9th grade is third form, 12th 
grade is sixth form).

Over time, St. George’s developed a repu-
tation for producing clubbable Establishment 
heirs more than brainy members of the meri-
tocracy. “It was a school where at one time 
very wealthy families would send their not so 
bright kids,” says a late-80s graduate. “We’re 
not talking about Nobel Prize winners here,” 
echoes Daniel Brewster, a 1974 graduate. “If 
you’re part of an entity that relies exclusively 
upon its reputation for its status in the world, 
that reputation will be protected at all costs. 
At St. George’s, it was built on, frankly, the 
Social Register of a century ago. Otherwise 
you went to St. Paul’s, Andover, or Exeter.” 
F. Scott Fitzgerald described the students 
of St. George’s as “prosperous and well-
dressed,” and by the 1970s, the school had 
acquired the nickname “St. Gorgeous,” not 
only because of the school grounds but also 
because its admissions policy seemed to se-
lect for physical attractiveness. 

Anthony Zane looked like he’d stepped 
out of the sort of oil portrait meant to be 
hung against wood paneling. Arriving at St. 
George’s in 1972, he was a patrician, old-

fashioned headmaster, a hale man of action 
more than introspection, his Dalmatian al-
ways at his side. 

After the parents of a St. George’s stu-
dent reported to the school in 1974 that 
sports-car-driving associate chaplain How-
ard “Howdy” White had raped their son, 
Zane expressed shock that the relationship 
had been more than “paternal.” He fired 
White but also seemed not to fully grasp 
the harm White had inflicted or the danger 
he represented. Zane didn’t report White to 
the Rhode Island State Police or the Depart-
ment of Children, Youth & Families. When 
White contacted him shortly thereafter, seek-
ing help, Zane responded warmly, saying 
that he would pay him an additional month’s 
salary and reimburse him for his moving ex-
penses. He did add that “if you find your-
self hard pressed in the future I suggest that 
you consider selling your Porsche… I feel 
strongly that you should not be in a board-
ing school and that you should seek psychi-
atric help.” He asked White not to return to 
St. George’s “until one generation has gone 
through, that is, not for another five years.” 
White didn’t return, but he did go on to 
serve as dean and chaplain at Chatham Hall, 
a girls’ prep school in Virginia, and then as 
rector at a church in North Carolina from 
1984 to 2006; state police are investigating 
an allegation that he molested a teenage girl 

there, and the Providence Journal located 
at least one other alleged victim from that 
period. (White is now retired in Bedford, 
Pennsylvania, where he is under ecclesiasti-
cal review by the Episcopal Church. He has 
not commented on the allegations.)

St. George’s began admitting girls 
as boarding students in the fall 
of 1972, Zane’s first semester, 
but meaningful co-education 
would have to wait. When Anne 
Scott arrived as a sophomore 

five years later, boys still accounted for four-
fifths of students. Little effort had been made 
to increase the number of female faculty, 
there was no girls’ locker room (girls had to 
change for sports in their dorm rooms), and 
the culture remained starkly masculine. 

The failure to diligently integrate girls was 
visible in the athletic training room, which 
despite serving both boys and girls was ac-
cessible only via the boys’ locker room and 
was staffed by an older male trainer, Al-
phonse “Al” Gibbs, a small, gruff navy vet 
with the smashed nose of a boxer. It was a 
back wrenched playing field hockey that sent 
14-year-old Anne Scott to see 67-year-old 
Gibbs in October of 1977. “I’ll never forget 
the sound of the lock clicking,” she says. 
Gibbs “would start with something remotely 
in the guise of treatment and work up from 



there. He’d change the narrative from treat-
ment and the thing wrong with you to your 
developing body, as someone who was a 
helper, a carer of your whole body.” Before 
the month was over, he had raped her, and 
he continued to do so for nearly two years. 
“I was that animal in the herd who got iso-
lated out, and he was able to go really far 

with me.” She started calling her parents, 
crying and wanting to come home, but 
wouldn’t tell them why. She felt trapped. She 
didn’t have the language to say what was 
happening. (“We’re Wasps!”) “He’d tell me 
not to tell anyone—I’d get in trouble.” She 
says she developed an eating disorder and 
cut herself off from friends, sitting alone for 
hours in a place she’d found in the woods.

Anne Scott wasn’t the only girl targeted 
by Gibbs. He smeared VapoRub on the 
chest of Kim Hardy Erskine (class of ’80), 
then a sophomore basketball player, and at 
practices would “come up to his girls and 
kiss us in front of everybody, on the lips. He 
also gave me a gold necklace one year”—a 
chain with a heart on it. Joan “Bege” Reyn-
olds, a sporty girl from a multi-generational 
St. George’s family, was a 13-year-old fresh-
man when Gibbs told her to undress and 
get in his whirlpool, groped her legs “up 
to the private area,” smothered her with 
“real ly awful hugging and kisses,” and took 
Polaroid photos of her naked under a heat 
lamp. Katie Wales, a three-sport athlete with 
a torn-up knee and back, had a similar ex-
perience: “He’d show you how to dry off: 
‘Lift your breasts, dry your private area. Let 
me make sure you’re cleaning yourself prop-
erly.’ It was awkward. But he has a medical 
patch on his shirt. He was a highly decorated 
medic in World War II. You figured he knew 
what he was doing.” She, too, was Gibbs’s 
photographic subject and had the addition-
al humiliation of hearing things like “nice 
tits” from boys to whom Gibbs had shown 
the photos. Most of the girls didn’t report 
Gibbs, but Wales says she went to Zane in 
tears, and he “dismissed it as my imagina-
tion.” (Zane, now 84 and living in New 

Bedford, Massachusetts, has said it was he 
who approached Wales, after a senior boy 
happened to catch Gibbs photographing a 
naked girl with a towel over her face and 
reported him, and said that he never called 
Wales crazy.) In any case, on February 5, 
1980, Zane fired Gibbs after a several-day 
investigation during which Zane interviewed 
a number of girls about their experiences 
with Gibbs. At least 20 students were 
abused by Gibbs during his seven years at 
St. George’s. (Gibbs died in 1996.)

W hy didn’t the school 
catch on to Gibbs 
earlier? Clearly, 
there were rumors 
circulating about 
him, even if they 

were expressed jokingly: in the 1979 year-
book, a caption under a photo of Gibbs 
with a girl read, “Mr. Gibbs, get your hand 
off my … Elbow.” 

As he had done with White, Zane failed 
to report Gibbs to any state agencies. (Zane 
told Vanity Fair that he had not been aware 
of any legal obligation to do so.) Upon 
Gibbs’s departure, Zane announced at a 
school assembly that the trainer had left 
merely because of a health issue. This may 
have been justified by concern for the priva-
cy of the girls, but shockingly, the school 
gave Gibbs a pension as well as a letter of 
recommendation which described him as 
“most certainly competent” and attributed 
his departure from St. George’s to a “medi-
cal leave.” Gibbs even reappeared on cam-
pus a few years later, attending a cocktail 
party during homecoming weekend. “Zane 
pretty clearly was not interested in rocking 

the boat,” says Carmen Durso, an 
attorney C O N T I N U E D  O N  P A G E  1 5 3

A view from  
“Ethan” ’s  

dorm room,  
in 1988.

Lawyer Eric 
MacLeish, 
photographed in 
Boston, 2016.

Anne Scott, one 

of those abused 

by Al Gibbs,  

at her graduation, 

in 1980.
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Anne Scott, 
photographed 

at home in 
Virginia, 2016.



B illie Lourd is the only daughter of 

actress Carrie Fisher (that’s Princess 

Leia to you) and superagent Bryan 

Lourd (that’s George Clooney’s 

man to you). She’s also the granddaughter 

of Hollywood legends Debbie Reynolds and 

Eddie Fisher. Which would all make great 

grooming for a would-be actress. But, as the 

23-year-old says with a smile, “the one thing 

they’d all say my whole life was: ‘The last 

thing you want to be is an actress.’ They want-

ed me to be a doctor, a C.E.O., a trashman. 

Basically anything but an actress.” So you 

can imagine what Lourd became: an actress.

She had a traditional American child-

hood—by Hollywood standards. In middle 

school, boys started telling her they mastur-

bated to pictures of her mom in Star Wars, and 

she’d run home crying. But, she recalls, “my 

mom would say, ‘You know what you do? Turn 

around and say, “Me too.” ’ That’s when I re-

alized that my childhood wasn’t 100 percent 

normal.” Lourd’s early acting ambitions were 

covert. As a child at sleepaway camp, she’d 

secretly transfer to performing-arts classes. 

She didn’t tell her family about her screen 

ambitions until she had her first proj ects in the 

can: J. J. Abrams cast her in last year’s Star 

Wars reboot, and this summer she filmed the 

eighth movie in the series with her mother in 

London. After she met TV dynamo Ryan Mur-

phy at a dinner party, he cast her as one of 

the mean girls in his Fox hit Scream Queens.

Reynolds has come around to her grand-

daughter’s career choice, making Lourd read 

her own diaries from her days as a rising starlet. 

“It’s a binder of loose-leaf papers written in the 

second person,” Lourd says. “ ‘Dear Debbie, 

you’re sitting in the makeup chair, you have no  

eyebrows, you’re a shell of yourself, and it’s  

5 am. How did you get here?’ ” After a few hours, 

Lourd got the message: “Her advice would 

be to keep true to yourself and don’t lose your-

self. Or your eyebrows.”  

—

DEREK BL ASBERG

LOURD KNOWS
It Girl 



Billie Lourd, 
photographed in 

Los Angeles.
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  Had he never met Andrea Constand, Bill Cosby might still be the most          
                        have since accused him of sexual assault, Cosby’s forthcoming  trial is  
              drugged and sexually assaulted the 30-year-old Constand. MARK SEAL  
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           revered African-American TV entertainer of his era. While scores of women 
         the result of a single night, in January 2004, when he allegedly 
          dissects a 12-year battle of denials, doubts, and legal machinations
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  COULD

Andrea Constand  
plays high- 

school basketball, 
1991. 

Opposite,  
Bill Cosby in  

2004.
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When her mother, Gianna, asked her what was wrong, Andrea 
wouldn’t answer. Then, on January 12, 2005, after experiencing a 
“flashback,” she told her mother that Bill Cosby had sexually as-
saulted her. Cosby had been attracted to Andrea the first time he 
saw her, at a Temple basketball game. “Before he acted upon that 
interest, he needed to develop a friendship with her,” according to 
a police affidavit. He courted her with his stardom, power, and in-
fluence, inviting her to dinners with academics and entertainment-
industry professionals, and offering her fatherly advice about her 
life and career plans. She had no romantic interest in the television 
star, 36 years her senior, and she has said she twice rebuffed what 
she called his embarrassing sexual advances, once when he unbut-
toned her pants and began touching her. Still, she trusted him, so 
when he called in January 2004, offering to discuss her life and 
career and telling her that they would be alone and to “dress in 
comfortable clothing,” she accepted.

Arriving at 8:45 P.M. at his sprawling home on five lush acres in 
Elkins Park, Pennsylvania, one of his three residences (the other two 
are in rural Massachusetts and Los Angeles), “she came in through 
the kitchen door,” Cosby would later say. She told him that she was 
considering changing jobs, leaving her demanding position at Tem-
ple, and that making the decision had drained her. After pouring 
her a glass of wine, she said, Cosby went upstairs and returned with 
what he called “three friends,” three blue pills which, he said, “will 
make you feel good. The blue things will take the edge off.”

It began with a young woman screaming in her sleep. 
Andrea Constand, then 31, had left her job as direc-

tor of operations of the women’s basketball team at 
Temple University, in Philadelphia, to return home 
outside of Toronto to live with her parents. She 
planned to begin studies to become a massage thera-
pist. Six feet tall, her red hair a mass of curls, she was, 
her father would say, “the most truthful, honest, and 

faithful kid I’ve ever met.” Her prowess on the basketball court had 
attracted scholarship offers from dozens of colleges, and later she 
played professionally in Sicily before finding a job at Temple Univer-
sity, the alma mater of Bill Cosby. But when she returned home her 
upbeat personality had dimmed into darkness. She suffered from 
nightmares, flashbacks, anxiety, 
sleeplessness, and depression, 
and she isolated herself from her 
friends and her family.  
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Cosby approaches  
the Norristown, 

Pennsylvania, 
courthouse in May.

Inset, the Cosby 
family on the 

cover of the June 
1977 Ebony.



A U G U S T  2 0 1 6128 V A N I T Y  F A I R  www.vanityfair.com

Constand asked if they were herbal. 
“Yes,” said Cosby, according to her account. “Down them. Put 

them down. Put them in your mouth.”
She did. He urged her to taste the wine, but she protested that she 

hadn’t eaten all day. “Just taste the wine,” he pressed.
So she did. They continued to talk, but after 20 or 30 minutes 

her vision blurred, and she found it difficult to speak.
“I can’t even talk, Mr. Cosby,” she told him.
Her legs were “rubbery and like jelly.” She had lost any sense of 

place and time, was “in and out” of awareness, “frozen” and “para-
lyzed.” “Everything was blurry and dizzy,” she told the police. “I 
couldn’t keep my eyes open.”

Cosby said he was going to lay her down on the couch. “I’m 
going to let you relax,” he said, leading her to the couch. Sudden-
ly, she felt him behind her. “I was aware that his hands were on 
my breasts,” she said. “His hands were in my pants and his fingers 
in my vagina… I also remember him taking my right hand and 
placing my hand on his penis… I was unable to move my body. 
I was pretty much frozen.” 

She awoke at about four A.M., her sweater bunched up around 
her neck, her bra on backward and pushed above her breasts, 
her lower extremities “raw.” She dressed and walked toward the 
front door, still in a daze, to find Cosby in a bathrobe at the bot-

tom of his staircase, offering her a blueberry muffin. He walked 
her to the door, to let her out, and all he said was “All right,” 
Constand told police.

In Cosby’s view, it was an evening of consensual sex. “I don’t 
hear her say anything,” he would later say of the encounter. “And 
so I continue and I go into the area that is somewhere between per-
mission and rejection. I am not stopped.”

“I go inside of her pants,” he said. “She touches me… She then 
took her hand and put it on top of my hand to push it in further. I 
move my fingers. I do not talk. She doesn’t talk. But she makes a 
sound which I feel was an orgasm.”

Around four A.M. the next morning “I offer her a blueberry muf-
fin on a plate,” he said. “I offer her tea, she agrees. I go into the 
cappuccino room, I make tea for her, Red Zinger, she says she likes 
it… She sits and we talk. Not a lot of talk, but we talked.” 

“I walk her out,” he would say. “She does not look angry. She 
does not say to me, don’t ever do that again. She doesn’t walk out 
with an attitude of a huff, because I think that I’m a pretty decent 
reader of people and their emotions in these romantic sexual things, 
whatever you want to call them.” 

To which Andrea Constand’s attorney would respond, “Despite 
his talent for interpreting female reactions to him, he did not realize 
plaintiff was gay until the police told him.”

The End of the Line 

 ‘H ey, Bill!” someone shrieked as Bill Cosby en-
tered the Montgomery County Courthouse, in 
Norristown, Pennsylvania, 20 miles outside of 
Philadelphia. It was May 24, 2016. After years 
of denials and delays, a judge would finally rule 
on whether a criminal case involving Andrea 

Constand would go forward. Surrounded by his attorneys, handlers, 
and bodyguards, Cosby smiled and waved but said nothing. News 
helicopters hovered overhead. Satellite news vans clogged the streets, 
their antennas crowding the sky. One hundred and fifty people from 
the international media and the public jammed into the courtroom 
and an overflow room to watch a lurid spectacle whose background 
story included almost 60 women allegedly suffering from sexual as-
sault over a span of 50 years. The cases were nearly all long past the 
statutes of limitations in various states, except for, most famously, the 
case of Andrea Constand. 

I caught the faint scent of men’s cologne as Cosby passed me 
and the rest of the media horde sitting in the creaky pews of the old 
courthouse. A hulking sphinx of a man, dressed like a lawyer, Cosby 
gave no indication of the strain of dealing with this unkillable case, 
which is costing him millions in legal fees and which could send him 
to prison for up to 10 years. 

This once iconic father figure was now seen as “the man who 
[is] accused of drugging and sexually assaulting more women than 
anyone else in the history of our nation,” according to victims’-rights 
attorney Gloria Allred. 

As Cosby was escorted into court, it was difficult to imagine 
the 78-year-old as a sexual predator. But the stories of almost 60 
women claiming to be Cosby victims have captivated the media and 
spawned Web sites such as Cosbyrape.org and a Facebook page 
called “We Support the Survivors of Bill Cosby.” Seven women had 
sued Cosby for defamation. Even Cosby’s wife of 52 years, Camille, 
whom Oprah Winfrey once described as exuding “the kind of splen-
dor attendant with royalty,” had been reduced to humiliating depo-
sitions, in which she was asked, “Would you agree that throughout 
your marriage that he used—Mr. Cosby used—his position, power to 
manipulate young women?”

Sitting at the defendant’s table, Cosby was expressionless, and 
silent, which seemed odd since it had been his own big mouth that 
landed him there. He had settled the Andrea Constand suit, back 
in 2006, paying an undisclosed amount of money for silence. And 
it might have stayed a closed matter had Cosby not embarked on a 
cross-country speaking tour in the mid-2000s, lambasting African-
Americans on their lives and morals. In part because he had be-
come “a public moralist” while in the center of a sex scandal, a 

He told her mother he couldn’t recall the name 
of the drug he had given Andrea;  

he would have to look at the bottle and mail  
it to her, which he never did.
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judge in 2015 ordered the release of previously sealed documents 
in the Constand civil case that included sections of Cosby’s depo-
sitions, in which he admitted, among other damning revelations, 
giving drugs to at least one woman prior to sex. This was enough 
for the district attorney to revive criminal charges. (Through his at-
torneys, Cosby has vehemently denied these allegations and has not 
been found guilty in a court of law.)

Filed on December 30, 2015, two weeks before the 
12-year Pennsylvania statute of limitations would 
have run out, Constand’s criminal case had become 
the focal point in the Bill Cosby scandal—in which 
many other Cosby accusers had come forward. 
Their allegations of sexual assault spanned dec ades, 

locales, and scenarios, but many claimed a telltale detail: drugging 
the victim into unconsciousness for non-consensual sex. As a re-
sult, some people believe Cosby could be a case of somnophilia, 
or sleeping-princess syndrome. It is a fetish “of the marauding-
predator type in which erotic arousal and facilitation or attainment 
of orgasm are responsive to and dependent on intruding upon and 
awakening a sleeping stranger,” wrote the late Johns Hopkins sex-
ologist Dr. John William Money. 

“Mr. Cosby, good luck to you, sir,” said Judge Elizabeth A. 
McHugh, at the end of the three-and-a-half-hour preliminary hear-
ing, in which Cosby’s lawyers had argued that the case should be 
thrown out because of, among other things, inconsistencies in Con-
stand’s testimony. But the judge was unswayed, telling Cosby, “I am 
going to hold you on all charges… This case will move forward” 
to a criminal trial. Cosby scrambled to his feet unsteadily, and all he 
said was “Thank you” to the judge’s good wishes. Later that day, his 
attorney said, “Mr. Cosby is not guilty of any crime.”

Had he never met Andrea Constand, he might still be remembered 
as one of the most important entertainers on American TV. He had 
broken the race barrier to become the first African-American star in 
prime time, with the 1960s hit I Spy, and then as “America’s Dad,” 
Dr. Cliff Huxtable, on the top-rated Cosby Show. His biographer Mark 
Whitaker summed up the entertainer’s legacy: “Historians will mea-
sure the seismic impact of The Cosby Show on the entertainment in-
dustry and on American society. They will document how it revived 
the situation comedy format and laid the groundwork for other com-
edy shows built around comedic personas, such as Roseanne and 
Seinfeld. And they will point out how, by implanting such a positive 
image of black family life in the national consciousness, it helped 
Americans envision sending a black president and his wife and 
daughters to live in the White House less than two dec ades later.” 

Now that legacy seemed lost. Two new television proj ects Cosby 
had in development have been scrapped. Several shows on his 2014–15 
“Far from Finished” comedy tour have been canceled amid heck-
lers and protesters. He resigned from the board of Temple Univer-
sity, and a number of other colleges have rescinded his honorary 
degrees. A petition was circulated that demanded Cosby’s 2002 
Presidential Medal of Freedom be revoked. 

“I am two people, man,” Cosby told Life magazine in April 1969. 
“There are two of me. One is the cat up there entertaining and en-
joying every minute of it. I like to stand up and give. Let it all hang 
out! Then there’s this other cat. His father drank. Mother transferred 
her love to three surviving sons. Started out in the middle class when 
dad was young and working. Dropped to lower class and then the 
projects. Mother worked for $8 a day as a domestic. One brother’s 
got epilepsy. Get the picture?” 

The first call from police had come in to Montgomery County 

district attorney Bruce Castor Jr.’s office in early January 2005: 
“We have this report coming out of Canada that Bill Cosby was in-
volved in an allegation in his house in Elkins Park,” Castor was told 
by local police chief John Norris. “Would you assign detectives and 
a prosecutor to work on the case with us?” 

Today, Castor, 54, is the picture of a Pennsylvania career politi-
cian, his hair perfectly parted, his pin-striped suit impeccable. He 
tells me the facts of the case that has boomeranged back to him 
over the years. When he first heard the allegations that Cosby had 
drugged and sexually molested a 30-year-old woman named An-
drea Constand, he “wasn’t shocked at all. I mean, you never really 
know people. Obviously because of the high-profile nature of the 
case and the defendant, I would have to handle the case person-
ally. I ran the investigation.”

“Shocked and devastated,” according to the police affidavit, 
Andrea’s mother, Gianna, called Cosby to confront him after her 
daughter had told her of the assault. Three days later, Cosby re-
turned the call, speaking with Gianna for two and a half hours. 
Feeling “attacked,” Cosby said in his police interview, he couldn’t 
recall the name of the drug he had given Andrea, and he would 
have to look at the bottle. According to the affidavit, he said that 
“he would write down the name of the medication and mail it 
to her,” which he never did. He admitted “fondling the victim’s 
breasts, digitally penetrating her vagina, and placing the victim’s 
hand on his penis for sexual gratification,” said Gianna. “While 
speaking with Mrs. Constand, [he] made sure that she understood 
there was no ‘penile penetration’ involved. Presumably, Cosby con-
siders lack of intercourse as a means to diminish his culpability and 
lessen the gravity of his sexual offenses.” (When investigators asked 
if he had ever had sexual intercourse with Andrea, he responded, 
“Never asleep or awake.”) 

According to Gianna, Cosby apologized twice during the phone 
call and offered to cover any expenses associated with therapy, even 
though Andrea’s mother would subsequently insist they never asked 
for money, only an apology. “You are a very sick man,” Andrea’s 
mother told Cosby, who “agreed with that accusation and repeat-
edly apologized.”

The next day, Gianna said, Cosby offered to assist Andrea “fi-
nancially with any educational goals,” and, Andrea told police, a 
representative left a message saying he handled “Mr. Cosby’s edu-
cational trust funds” and “wanted to set up a trust fund” for An-
drea. The representative would later tell investigators that he “had 
made similar arrangements for other women on Cosby’s behalf.”

By this time, Andrea had been interviewed by the police in 
Canada and had enlisted two warrior lawyers in the Philadelphia 
area: Bebe H. Kivitz, a fierce former prosecutor who specialized in 
rape and child-abuse cases and was once the chief of the Philadel-
phia child-abuse unit; and her law partner Dolores Troiani. 

Investigators were dispatched to interview both Constand and 
Cosby.

Detective Lieutenant Richard Peffall told me, “Nobody really ex-
pected that Cosby would ever talk to us. ”

But Cosby walked into a conference room at his attor-
ney’s Midtown Manhattan office. Also pres ent were 
Cheltenham, Pennsylvania, police chief John Norris 
and Cosby’s attorney Wally Phillips. Cosby was “co-
operative, congenial,” recalls Detective Peffall. “He 
came in wearing the typical Cosby sweater. I was ask-

ing the questions, and I thought [Cosby] was a gentleman. I didn’t 
think he was evasive. He answered every question I put to him. He 
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said it was a consensual sexual encounter. That summarizes it.”
Meanwhile, armed with a search warrant, four Cheltenham 

police detectives drove to the scene of the alleged assault—Cos-
by’s Elkins Park estate. “I felt that it was bizarre that we were 
searching the place a year later,” says now retired detective Mike 
San ta rel li, recalling how the big gates opened and caretakers ush-
ered them inside. The house was spotless. “It looked like nobody 
ever used it,” says Santarelli. Whatever evidence might have  
remained from the night of the sexual encounter, more than a 
year before, was long gone. 

Wally Phillips said there had been “multiple contacts, some in 
person and quite a number over the telephone [between Cosby 
and Constand after the incident],” Castor testified. 

In the end, Castor concluded that he had little chance of per-
suading a jury to convict beyond a reasonable doubt, because of 
inconsistencies and other questions in Constand’s story, which 
would later be outlined in court: her year-long wait to report the 
incident to the police; her confusion over the exact date it took 
place; her continued contact with Cosby after the alleged assault, 
once even bringing him a gift—a sweater—when she and her family 
members attended one of his comedy shows.

Dolores Troiani would later deny that her client’s year-long wait 
to report the incident to police constituted an inconsistency. “Many 

women who were sexually assaulted … feel like they died that night,” 
Troiani said on The Abrams Report, on MSNBC, in 2005. “They 
feel like they can no longer trust anyone. They feel shame … fear … 
compounded by the fact that the person who she has accused is Bill 
Cosby, an icon in this area and … at Temple, where she worked.” 

“I believed Ms. Constand’s account of what occurred,” Castor 
would testify. “What I think is Andrea Constand was inappropri-
ately touched by Mr. Cosby … [but in the ensuing year she] ruined 
her own credibility and would not be believed by a jury. That does 
not mean she was not telling the truth.”

“Just because I didn’t think she had a criminal case that could 
prevail didn’t mean I didn’t think Cosby had done something 
wrong,” Castor says today. “I thought he probably took advantage 
of her using his celebrity status, his contacts, his wealth, his con-
nection to Temple University, and I thought that made him a bad 
guy. That does not mean we could win a case.” 

Castor says he went about setting up the best scenario for the 
accuser and her lawyers “to exact some measure of justice that 
would be a half a loaf as opposed to nothing at all.” He points out 
that if he made “a definitive statement that Cosby was not going 
to be prosecuted,” then Cosby wouldn’t be able to plead the Fifth 
Amendment and would have to testify in a deposition about what 
happened that night, if Andrea Constand brought a civil lawsuit. 

Thus, Constand would have “a reasonably good shot at overcom-
ing the inconsistencies in her statements and prevailing.”

On February 17, 2005, Castor issued a press release, announc-
ing his decision not to criminally prosecute Cosby, citing insufficient 
credible and admissible evidence.

“Ms. Constand followed through with it as I had hoped and filed 
a civil suit, put a subpoena on Mr. Cosby to testify, and he did so,” 
Castor testified. “The matter was resolved and I was hopeful that I 
had made Ms. Constand a millionaire.”

The Morning After

During the criminal investigation a remarkable 
thing had started to happen. When news spread 
about Constand’s case, other women who had 
harbored long-festering secrets about Bill Cosby 
began to contact her lawyers and speak to jour-
nalists. After “Castor had a press conference and 

said the case was weak … that prompted a number of women … 
five, six, maybe more, to come forward and tell their stories of their 
assaults by Cosby,” Dolores Troiani would testify.

These women were joined also by fear: of the media, which had 
besieged Constand, and of embarrassment. In court documents 
the women were just called the Jane Doe witnesses, and attorneys 

listed the reasons each Jane Doe had sought privacy in a protective 
order. “She believes she has a moral and civic obligation to partici-
pate here as a witness,” they wrote of Jane Doe No. 1. “At the same 
time, she believes that she and her elderly parents will be unable to 
cope with significant media attention or publicity.”

“She believes that defendant’s fans or supporters might try to ha-
rass her,” they wrote of Jane Doe No. 3. “She could lose her job.”

“She also fears that her child may be subject to harassment or 
ridicule if her name were revealed,” they wrote of Jane Doe No. 7.

“She summed up her feelings in the following way: having  
already been a victim, she feels that she will be victimized again if 
her name is disclosed,” they wrote of Jane Doe No. 11.

But some of the alleged victims decided they could no longer 
remain anonymous. “I’m going to take you back,” one of the Jane 
Does, Kristina Ruehli, told me. She was 22 in 1965 and a secre-
tary at Artists Agency Corporation, on Sunset Boulevard, in Los 
Angeles, with “one of the best-proportioned bodies ever, with a 
great set of legs,” she recalls, a body that several of the agency’s 
famous clients—among them Bing Crosby and George Burns—
couldn’t help but notice. Then there was Cosby, the biggest of the 
bigs, able to impress any woman he wanted. He invited Ruehli, 
with a friend, to his home in Hollywood. 

She thought back on that night, and C O N T I N U E D  O N  P A G E  1 4 6

“I felt stupid and dirty and used and  
embarrassed and shamed, with an impotent 

anger inside of me,” said Playboy’s 1963  
Miss September centerfold, Victoria Valentino.
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VOCAL HERO
Pitbull, photographed 

with dancers at  
El Tucán, in Miami.

PITBULL WEARS A JACKET 

BY CANALI; SHIRT BY 

ERMENEGILDO ZEGNA.

With Latinos a growing force in the U.S., Armando “Pitbull” Perez, the son  
of Cuban immigrants, is leveraging his stardom as hard as he can. The 35-year-old 

performer’s empire includes not just the expected fragrance, vodka,  
and clothing line but also the first of several planned charter schools. As Pitbull’s  

10th studio album, Climate Change, gets released, he  
talks to LISA ROBINSON about going global, being called a sellout,  

and meeting with Donald Trump

ut Borders
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I was born in the United States—
first-generation Cuban American. 
My family would always tell me  
the opportunity I had, to be part of 
a country that gives you freedom, 
gives you the opportunity to control 
your own destiny, and, more than 
anything, allows you to be whatever 
you want to be.

 —Armando “Pitbull” Perez

he first thing 
you notice when Pitbull bounces onstage is 
that he literally bounces. He jumps, he dances, 
he sidles up to his scantily clad female danc-
ers. The tuxedo he wears (from his own After 
Dark clothing line) is slightly rumpled, the 
bow tie undone. The carefully art-directed 
effect is Frank Sinatra after a long Las Vegas 
night. Every night onstage is New Year’s Eve 
with “Mr. 305,” “Mr. Worldwide”—Pitbull’s 
self-proclaimed nicknames, which refer to 
the Miami area code and his worldwide trav-
els. This particular night actually is New 
Year’s Eve, and the nationally televised con-
cert is live from his hometown, Miami. His en-
thusiasm is as infectious as one of his hits—
with their incessant mantras: “Don’t stop 
the party!” and “Dale!” (Spanish for “Let’s 
go for it!”). He brings guests onstage—Sean 
“Puffy” Combs, Busta Rhymes—all of 
whom pump up the par-tay. There are a lot 
of problems in the world, but tonight, at this 
show, everyone’s going to have a blast. And, 
as Pitbull will tell me later, “my music is 
global music; it’s music for everybody. And 
if I can make you escape for three minutes, 
then I did my job.” 

Pitbull has recorded hundreds of songs 
and has sold more than 70 million singles, 
with No. 1 hits in more than 15 countries. 
He’s had more than 67 million digital down-
loads, more than nine billion YouTube views, 
and has over 22 million Twitter followers and 

59 million followers on Facebook. He’s per-
formed in over 50 countries for millions of 
people. This summer he releases Climate 
Change, his 10th studio album, to be accom-
panied by a U.S. summer tour. Pitbull—born 
Armando Christian Perez 35 years ago—is 
the latest in a long list of Latino stars who 
have made invaluable contributions to Amer-
ican popular music. According to the HBO 
documentary The Latin Explosion: A New 
America, by the year 2050 one out of every 
three Americans will be Latino, and the U.S. 
Latino community has $1.3 trillion to spend 
a year. Latinos are prominent in literature, 
sports, and the arts; their musical influence 
is equally significant. Bandleaders Pérez 
Prado, Xavier Cugat, and Tito Puente infil-
trated jazz, pop, and rock and roll. Latin 
dances—the cha-cha, mambo, and meren-
gue—were popular in the 1950s. Desi Arnaz 
became a star through his 1950s TV show I 
Love Lucy. Ritchie Valens, whose real name 
was Richard Valenzuela, became the first 
Mexican American rock star with his 1950s 
hit “La Bamba.” In 1965, Sam the Sham 
and the Pharaohs’ “Wooly Bully” was sung 
by “Sam,” whose real name was Domingo 
Samudio. Rudy Martinez was the real name 
of Question Mark, who led Question Mark 
and the Mysterians. A blind, poor Puerto 
Rican named José Feliciano scored with a 
cover of the Doors’ “Light My Fire” and 
was the first Latino to win a Grammy for 
best new artist, in 1968. In the 1970s, the Fa-
nia All-Stars record label—with a roster that 
included Mongo Santamaría, Willie Colón, 
Celia Cruz, Johnny Pacheco, and others—
was the Latin version of Motown. Gloria 
and Emilio Estefan— whose life story is now 
a Broadway musical (On Your Feet!)—
“crossed over” to pop stardom with the Mi-
ami Sound Machine in the 1980s. Los Lo-
bos, Jennifer Lopez, Ricky Martin, Shakira, 
Marc Anthony, Enrique Iglesias, and many 
others followed. And today, there is Arman-
do “Pitbull” Perez, who took the sound of 
the Miami streets, mixed Latin rhythms with 
hip-hop, and brought it to America and to 
the world. “No place on the planet mixes 
cultures together like Miami does,” says 
Sean “Puffy” Combs. “And Pitbull is a liv-
ing, breathing example of that beautiful mix. 
He has so many talents as an artist and an 
entertainer. He’s also an ambassador, con-
necting the hip-hop and the Latin communi-
ties and encouraging that important cross-
over appeal.”

Three weeks after his New Year’s Eve 
concert, Pitbull—wearing cream-colored 
jeans and a white, long-sleeved shirt rolled 
up to show the tattoos on his forearms—sits 
in a suite in the Beverly Hills Four Seasons. 
In person, Pitbull is nowhere near as frenetic 
as he is onstage. He’s focused, charming. For 

several hours, he talks quietly but intensely 
about his life, music, success, and ambition. 
He greets hotel housekeepers and chats with 
room-service waiters who bring wine and Fiji 
water. “We can all relate to struggle and to 
poverty,” he says, talking about his own back-
ground and the Latino community. “And 
when you make it out of that, you appreciate 
people more—whether it’s the people clean-
ing rooms in hotels or people cooking in 
the kitchen. My mother used to do that. My 
grandmother worked in factories. My father 
used to make sandwiches, shine shoes. Those 
are the guys that I love.” Pitbull got his stage 
name from a friend who said he was like the 
dog of the same name—a fighter who didn’t 
understand the word “lose.” He isn’t mar-
ried, but has six children ranging in age from 
3 to 13; he doesn’t talk about his personal life 
or his children, because, he says, “I signed 
up for this life; they didn’t,” and he tries to 
live as privately as he can: “I like to be under 
the radar, off the grid.” 

In his hotel suite, there is a microphone 
on a stand in a corner of the living room, 
with a laptop on the table so he can record 
music anytime. According to his friend the 
international businessman Pepe Fanjul, “He 
told me that he records whenever the mood 
strikes him. He uses mattresses to absorb the 
sounds when he’s recording at home, and he’s 
more relaxed recording at home than in a stu-
dio. He raps in both English and Spanish, and 
it reminded me of when I was a kid in Cuba 
hearing puntos guajiros—a poetic-like lyrical 
melody—sung by people in the countryside.” 
Pitbull’s musical collaborators have included 
Jennifer Lopez, Chris Brown, Shakira, Enrique 
Iglesias, DJ Khaled, Usher, Tim ba land, Ricky 
Martin, and Aerosmith guitarist Joe Perry. 

P itbull says he learned to speak 
English from watching Sesa-
me Street. He was born in Mi-
ami, moved around a lot, and 
then grew up in the Miami 
world of Scarface and Miami 

Vice—in neighborhoods that had crack and 
cocaine everywhere. He’s vague about his 
own “street” past but admits that his father 
was involved in what he refers to as “extra-
curricular activities.” His mother came to the 
U.S. in 1962 in an operation called Peter Pan, 
where they let children out of Cuba; his fa-
ther came in the late 1970s in a lottery. When 
Pitbull was five years old, his father took him 
to bars and had him recite poems by the 
19th-century Cuban revolutionary philoso-
pher, journalist, and poet José Martí. “That 
was the first time I saw how powerful words 
were,” Pitbull says. “We’re a culture that likes 
to talk a lot. We have a lot of sayings. Words 
mean a lot.” When he was in fifth grade, his 
mother drove him to school and made him S
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listen to Tony Robbins 
tapes in the car. That, he 
says, along with martial 
arts (Tae Kwon Do, ju-
jitsu) and basketball, gave 
him discipline and got him 
ready for music. “I fell in love with music 
when I was around 13,” he says, heavily in-
fluenced by such old-school hip-hop icons 
as Public Enemy, N.W.A, Eric B. & Rakim, 
and Slick Rick, then, later, Nas and Jay Z. 
He has great admiration for Jay Z, espe-
cially Jay’s business “empire,” and doesn’t 
protest when told that some people refer to 
him as “the Latino Jay Z.” He started rap-
ping, wearing the prerequisite baggy jeans 
and his hair in cornrows. To early fans who 
now criticize his current, more polished style 
as a “sellout,” he says, “They’re right. I did 
sell out. I sell out arenas, I sell out stadiums. 
I sell out a bunch of things all around the 
world.” He is fond of such snappy “slogans”; 
other words of wisdom include “There’s no 
failures, only opportunities”; “In the word 
‘impossible,’ there is the word ‘possible’ ”; 
and (my favorite) “I’m single, bilingual, and 
ready to mingle.”

 ‘W e are both from Mi-
ami,” says the actress 
Sofía Vergara, “and 
in Miami, everyone 
adores Pitbull. He 
is such a cool, bright 

guy, with the best energy. One thousand per-
cent Latino talent and power. He is happily 
enjoying the ride to success, being proud of 
his roots, and coming from nowhere to con-
quer the American Dream.” 

It isn’t enough anymore for a musician to 
just make music, record, make videos, and 
go on the road to do a concert tour. With 
the exception of a rare few (Bruce Spring-
steen, Adele, Radiohead), music stars inevi-
tably bring up the words “my brand.” Their 
endeavors can—and usually do—include 
a fragrance, a shoe line, a clothing line, a 
makeup line, and a variety of commercial 
endorsements. And, as Pitbull might say 
himself, he’s in it to win it. “In order to be 
a marquee brand,” Pitbull tells me, “you’ve 
got to learn from marquee brands.” He has 
endorsed products: Bud Light, Kodak, Dr 
Pepper, Pepsi, Dodge, Fiat, and Norwegian 
Cruise Lines. He has an eponymous fra-
grance, a vodka (Voli), and his After Dark 
clothing line. His television production com-
pany, Honey I’m Home, is named after the 
Desi Arnaz line in I Love Lucy. He has his 
own SiriusXM radio channel and is a brand 
ambassador for Playboy Enterprises. He is 
a workaholic who says he sleeps four hours a 
night. “For me,” he says, “it’s about people 
wanting to use the brand, the Latino and 

Hispanic culture. So let’s navigate and ma-
neuver it to create different businesses and 
portfolios so, eventually, I can have a family 
[business] like the Bacardis.”  

According to Ronald O. Perelman, 
chairman and C.E.O. of MacAndrews & 
Forbes Incorporated, who has a company 
that makes Pitbull-branded slot machines, 
“Pitbull is one of the smartest, most hard-
working artists in the business world. He 
sees opportunities, seizes them, and gets 
behind them brilliantly while supporting the 
Latino community at the same time. I am 
an enormous fan of his and have a tremen-
dous respect for what he’s accomplished.” 
Former Sony Music chairman and C.E.O. 
Tommy Mottola, who produced HBO’s The 
Latin Explosion and has worked with Gloria 
Estefan, Ricky Martin, Marc Anthony, Jen-
nifer Lopez, and Shakira, says, “Pitbull is by 
far one of the most talented Latino artists to 
ever emerge, and has used his branding op-
portunities more wisely and effectively than 
any artist in the music industry.” 

I n addition to his music and business 
endeavors, Pitbull is determined to 
help the Latino community in his 
hometown. Pepe Fanjul says, “I 
was very impressed with his aspira-
tions to contribute to the commu-

nity. He’s set up a charter school in Miami 
for grades 6 to 12, and it engages children 
who would normally get bored or have little 
interest in education. He also showed me 
his plans to build another house in Casa de 
Campo; his idea is to bring new and young 
musicians there. He is inspired by young mu-
sicians and wants to help them. He is a very 
accomplished and intelligent young man with 
an ever more promising career ahead of him.” 
Sean “Puffy” Combs adds, “I know how im-
portant it is to make sure others have the same 
opportunities to succeed—especially young 
people. Pitbull has put so much energy and 
support into creating opportunities for young 
people—he’s a leader and an inspiration.” Pit-
bull calls his charter school SLAM!, standing for 
Sports, Leadership, C O N T I N U E D  O N  P A G E  1 5 7

UNLEASHED
Pitbull performs in 

Austin, Texas, 
February 2015.
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Upstairs,  
Just over a decade ago, two shocking tragedies left the Honorable Nicholas Ashley-Cooper  

with one of Britain’s most august titles—Earl of Shaftesbury—and a vast, moldering  
Dorset estate. Today, as JAMES REGINATO reports, St. Giles House not only is a home  

for the 12th earl’s young family but helps pay the bills

V A N I T Y  F A I R

THIS OLD HOUSE
St. Giles House, seat of the 

Earls of Shaftesbury, in  
East Dorset, England. Opposite, 

the Earl and Countess of 
Shaftesbury, with their son,  

Anthony, in the library of  
St. Giles House with a portrait 
of the first Earl of Shaftesbury 

by Sir Godfrey Kneller. 
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n 1985, when he was six 
years old, the Honorable Nicholas Ashley-
Cooper set off with his parents from Wim-
borne St. Giles, their quiet village in the Dor-
set countryside, for London, for a service in 
Westminster Abbey. Presided over by the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury, it commemorated the 
centenary of the death of Nicholas’s great-
great-great-grandfather, the seventh Earl of 
Shaftesbury, who was one of the most impor-
tant social reformers during 
the Industrial Revolution.

The event was Nicholas’s 
first inkling that his family 
wasn’t ordinary. That suspi-
cion deepened when he saw 
that one of London’s main 
avenues bore his family’s title, 
and that the iconic statue in 
the center of Piccadilly Cir-
cus was a memorial to his an-
cestor, too. The winged figure 
there of Anteros holds a bow, 

which, according to urban legend, is aimed di-
rectly at the Shaftesbury family seat, in Dorset.

St. Giles House, a gargantuan and grandi-
ose Grade 1–listed brick pile, has been Nicho-
las’s family’s home since 1650. By the time he 
was born, however, it was like a haunted man-
sion. Uninhabited since the early 60s—when 
the Ashley-Coopers decamped to Mainsail 
Haul, the eight-bedroom dower house on the 
5,700-acre estate—St. Giles House had fallen 
into a parlous state of decay, with rain and 
snow seeping in when the huge metal sheets 
that sealed it flapped in the wind.

As he grew up, Nicholas comprehended 
with some relief that, since he was the second 
son, the decaying manor wasn’t his problem. 
His brother Anthony, two years older, would 
inherit the dilapidated estate along with the 
family titles on the death of their father, An-
thony, the 10th Earl of Shaftesbury.

Nick, as he is generally known, decided he 
needed to get away if he was going to make 
anything of his life. In the spring of 2002 he 
moved to New York’s East Village, where he 
began to thrive as a techno disc jockey going 
by the handle Nick AC.

Then, in November 2004, a series of tragic, 
hard-to-believe events changed everything.

His father went missing in the Côte d’Azur, 
where he had been living for the previous two 
years; his body, mauled by animals, with 
just shreds of his jeans, was discovered five 

I
months later at the bottom of a remote ravine 
outside Cannes. The 66-year-old earl had been 
strangled at the behest of a high-end pros-
titute of Tunisian-Moroccan descent whom 
he had married two years previously and 
made the Countess of Shaftesbury.

Six months later, on May 15, 2005, it got 
worse: Anthony, 27 years old, suffered a heart 
attack and died. Suddenly, Nick was the 12th 
Earl of Shaftesbury, and he had a huge wreck 
of a house on his hands.

Few people—Nick included—would have 
predicted that within several years he would 
orchestrate a stunning restoration of St. Giles 
House. He moved back in on March 23, 
2012. It was almost exactly 362 years to the 
day that his ancestor Anthony Ashley-Cooper, 
the first Earl of Shaftesbury, had recorded in 
his diary, “I laid the first stone of my house at 
St. Giles.” Under successive earls the house 
grew and grew as new wings were built, 
reaching a point in the Victorian era when 
the house’s massive size verged on the “gro-
tesque,” according to Nick.

For the next generations, keeping up the 
property was just too much to handle. “My 
father’s generation was the one really caught 
in the middle,” explains Nick. “When his fa-
ther was born, in 1900, the estate was still in its 
heyday, with a household staff of 40. Then the 
world fundamentally changed.”

Succession Era

A lack of a pater-
nal figure fur-
ther inhibited 
Nick’s father, 
who was born 
in 1938 to An-

thony, Lord Ashley, the elder 
son of the ninth earl, and his 
second wife, the French-born 
Françoise Soulier. (By Ashley-
Cooper tradition, all firstborn 
sons are christened Anthony—
making any history of the fam-
ily hard to follow.) In 1927, 
Lord Ashley had shocked Lon-
don society by marrying the 
chorus girl Sylvia Hawkes. He 
died of a heart attack in 1947 
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MATTERS OF ESTATE
Top, the restored Great Dining 

Room, with ancestral 
portraits; right, a view from 

the South Drawing  
Room of the formal garden, 
with the statue of Anteros;  

opposite, Nicholas with  
his mother, Christina,  

father, Anthony, and brother,  
Anthony, 1979.
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FAMILY TREES
Clockwise from top left: signs 

from the estate’s yew trees 
(planted by the future King 

George V in 1908); the 
Victorian-era servants’ bell 

board; the Castellated Arch; 
the earl’s office, with a portrait 

of his father over the door; 
the grounds’ three-quarter-
mile-long avenue of beech 

trees; family photos, including 
a shot of Nicholas with his 
half-brother, Fred, and a 

portrait of his father, left.
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can father and a Tunisian mother, and was 
brought up in Tunisia. According to Nick, she 
became “one of those girls on the Côte d’Azur 
preying on rich guys. She was a sort of high-
end escort, so, yes, a prostitute … that’s how 
they met. But they went on and had a relation-
ship. My father, drinking all the time and deep-
ly lonely, was so blinded. But, of course, we 
never thought what happened would happen.”

Within a short period of time, Lord Shaftes-
bury bought her an $850,000 duplex apartment 
in Cannes, a windmill in the Gers region of 
southwestern France, and a car, and gave her a 
monthly allowance of some $10,000. She also 
enjoyed the use of his apartment in Versailles, 
which was stocked with his mother’s valuable 
antique furniture (which she later hauled out).

Nick met Jamila once, when his father 
brought her to London, in 2002, and he in-
vited Nick to join them for lunch at an Ital-
ian spot in Kensington. “She struck me as 
being particularly manipulative,” the son re-
members. “They were talking about getting 
married. I walked out before the lunch was 
over. The whole thing was so unsavory.”

But in November 2002, Jamila became 
the new Countess of Shaftesbury. “They 
went ahead and did it, without our pres-
ence or blessing,” says Nick. By the middle 
of 2004, however, Lord Shaftesbury had 
come to regret the marriage and was pre-
paring to divorce Jamila.

“She knew she stood to lose out,” says 
Nick of his then stepmother. “So she made 
the fatal decision to kill him so she could 
get various assets through his will.”

The first sign of trouble for the family came 
that November. Lord Shaftesbury was due to 
meet his elder son in London, to discuss es-
tate business. He never appeared. “It felt bad 
right away,” says Nick. “Even though he was 
not a well man, he was always punctual.”

French police were soon mobilized to 
search for “le Lord disparu,” as the French 
press began to refer to him. He had last been 
seen the evening of November 5, 2004—two 
years, to the day, after his marriage to Jami-
la—in Cannes, at the Noga Hilton hotel.

His badly decomposed body was finally 
discovered at the bottom of a garbage-strewn 

at the age of 46 (when his son was 8 years 
old), before he could inherit the earldom. Syl-
via, from whom he was divorced in 1935, went 
on to wed Douglas Fairbanks Sr. and Clark 
Gable as well as the sixth Baron Sheffield and 
Prince Djordjadze, a Georgian nobleman.

Nick’s father, a graduate of Eton and Ox-
ford, succeeded to the earldom when he was 
just 22, shortly after which he opted to move 
into the dower house, driven by the huge costs 
of maintaining St. Giles House as well as its 
increasingly dire condition. In 1976, he di-
vorced his first wife, Bianca Le Vien, 12 years 
his senior, and married Christina Eva Mon-
tan, a Swedish-born diplomat’s daughter, with 
whom he had Nicholas and Anthony. (Chris-
tina, a divorcée, came to the marriage with 
two young children, Cecilia and Frederic Ca-
sella.) Around that time, he came up with a 
drastic plan to save the house. He demolished 
a significant portion, including a wing and a 
tower. The demolition dragged on for four 
years—but the scale of the proj ect defeated 
him and he left it unfinished.

For a number of years, the earl managed 
to soldier on. “He was loved and respect-
ed—a very generous man,” says Nick of his 
father, who was especially fond of music and 
nature. For nearly 25 years he was chairman 
of the London Philharmonic Orchestra, and 
he collected numerous awards for his con-
servation activities, which included planting 
a million trees at St. Giles.

Bad Romance

 ‘But,” Nick continues, “like 
many men of his generation, 
he kept everything bottled 
up. He didn’t have anyone to 
talk to about his problems, so 
he drank. He self-medicated 

with alcohol.” In 1995, Lord Shaftes bury 
seems to have snapped. “When I was 16, he 
didn’t want anything to do with the estate 
anymore,” Nick says. “He separated from my 
mother and he moved to France.” 

It has been reported that the 10th earl met 
Jamila M’Barek through a Geneva-based es-
cort agency in early 2002. Twenty-three years 
his junior, she was born in France to a Moroc-

SUDDENLY, NICK WAS THE EARL, 
AND HE HAD A 

HUGE WRECK 
 OF A HOUSE ON HIS HANDS.
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ravine a few miles outside of town on April 5, 
2005. By then, Jamila had been identified as 
the prime suspect in the crime. Police taped a 
conversation she had with her sister in which, 
they claimed, she had admitted paying their 
brother Mohammed—a factory worker who 
lived in Munich—$180,000 to strangle Lord 
Shaftesbury in her apartment, after he arrived 
there to discuss their divorce.

Charged with pre-meditated murder, the de-
fendants claimed that the death had been the 
accidental result of a drunken argument. But 
their defense fell apart when rec ords from cell-
phone towers indicated that two days before 
the crime Jamila had visited the remote ravine 
where Shaftesbury’s body was dumped—con-
trary to her original claim that she had never 
visited the site. On May 25, 2007, after a four-
day trial, a jury took two hours to convict the 
siblings, each of whom was sentenced to 25 
years in prison. On appeal, Jamila’s sentence 
was reduced to 20 years.

From Spare to Heir

I n May 2005, Nick was in New York 
pursuing his career as a D.J. Antho-
ny, now the 11th Earl of Shaftesbury, 
had diligently thrown himself into 
the task of running the estate—but 
he took a break to fly to New York, 

where the brothers were joined by their half-
siblings, Fred and Cecilia. 

“It was a very special occasion for us all to 
be together,” remembers Nick. “We were all 
hanging out in the D.J. booth [at Limelight, 
where he was spinning]. Anthony didn’t feel 
well, so he went back to my sister’s apartment, 
in Greenwich Village. I left the club after my 
D.J. set. I’d barely put my head on my pillow 
when the phone rang at six A.M. It was my sis-
ter. ‘Come quickly,’ she said. I got to St. Vin-
cent’s Hospital and she and my brother were 
outside crying. ‘Anthony has died,’ they said. 
It was an incredibly difficult moment.”

His heart attack had come with no warning. 
Anthony—trained as an accountant and not 
known as a partying sort—had woken up in the 
morning and died eating breakfast in front of 
the television. “He had just taken out life insur-
ance, so he had had a full physical and been 
given a clean bill of health,” says Nick. “It was 
a total shock.”

Instantly, Nick’s path for the rest of his life 
changed: “As a second son, my compass had 
been set away from St. Giles,” he says. “That 
was for my brother to sort out. But after this 
double tragedy I felt I had to come back here 
and step up to the plate.” He left New York to 
return to England.

His luck started to turn when he met Dinah 
Streifeneder, a lovely and sharp-witted Munich-
born veterinary surgeon, who is one year his 
junior. The pair married in 2010, after he 
proposed to her in C O N T I N U E D  O N  P A G E  1 5 2



“IN 1900, THE ESTATE WAS 

STILL IN ITS HEYDAY,” 
EXPLAINS THE EARL OF SHAFTESBURY.  
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C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P A G E  1 0 7  had addressed is-
sues of school shootings before. After the Col-
umbine killings, in 1999, he had stood before 
his members and said, “First, we believe in 
absolutely gun-free, zero-tolerance, totally safe 
schools,” which meant, “no guns in Ameri-
ca’s schools, period.” (LaPierre allowed that 
there may be a “rare exception” for trained 
security personnel to be armed.) Now, goad-
ed by activists such as Pratt, LaPierre took a 
more aggressive stance. He told reporters that 
America should protect its schoolchildren the 
way it protects its president, with brute force. 
He called on Congress to “appropriate what-
ever is necessary to put armed police of-
ficers in every single school in this nation.” 
He stated that “the only thing that stops a bad 
guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun.” 

Today, on the Gun Owners of America Web 
site, the Orlando shootings are front and cen-
ter. Against a backdrop of a scene outside the 
Pulse nightclub in Orlando, where the killings 
occurred, the G.O.A. warns: THE BEST WAY TO 
STOP EVIL … IS SHOOTING BACK. Not long ago, 
the group was rallying members in the wake of 
another mass shooting. “It’s easy to forget the 
cold, dark days of winter 2013,” Tim Macy, 
the current chairman, wrote in February of 
this year. “The horrific tragedy of Newtown 
had touched the hearts of the nation, and 
every news outlet.” Macy’s greatest concern 
was not with those killed at Newtown but with 
what he saw as misdirected finger-pointing: 
“Every one was blaming the Second Amend-
ment community for what happened there.” 
In early 2013, Congress debated the so-called 
Manchin-Toomey bill, which would have ex-
panded background checks for gun purchases 
while loosening restrictions on interstate sales. It 
explicitly outlawed a national gun registry. The 
proposed Manchin-Toomey legislation, in short, 
was thin stuff, and not far from what LaPierre 
himself had acknowledged to be acceptable 
during congressional testimony back in 1999. 
The N.R.A. at first seemed willing to come to 
the table. Even Bill O’Reilly was advocating for 
background checks. But in the end the N.R.A. 
opposed the bill and helped to kill it. Harry 
Reid, the Democratic leader in the Senate, cred-
ited the G.O.A. for the outcome. The N.R.A., 
he said, was “being pushed even further to the 
extreme” by the competition.

IV. Mission Creep

Meanwhile, the N.R.A. has broadened 
its activities into political arenas that 

have little to do with the actual ownership of 
guns. It has worked to pass bills that prevent 
pediatricians from speaking to patients and 
their families about guns they have in their 
homes. It has lobbied for bills that prevent 
military counselors from asking enlisted and 
former military officers about their personal 
firearms, even if the soldiers appear at risk 
of doing harm to themselves or others. The 
N.R.A. opposes micro-stamping, a technol-
ogy that would help match bullets found at 
crime scenes to the guns from which they 
were fired. The organization opposes “smart 
gun” technology, used in Europe, which per-
mits a gun to be fired only by its owner. The 
group has lobbied aggressively to prevent the 
Centers for Disease Control from studying 
gun violence as a public-health issue, even 
though the C.D.C. routinely studies the health 
consequences of many products and technolo-
gies, including automobiles. 

Increasingly, the N.R.A. is also weighing in 
on issues that have nothing whatsoever to do 
with guns. This is a way of expanding a shrink-
ing base. But it also gives official backing to 
positions that many N.R.A. members do not 
care about and others may even oppose. 

In May 2013, the N.R.A. elected a new 
president, James Porter II. Five months after 
Sandy Hook, Porter opened the N.R.A.’s an-
nual convention, in Houston, by declaring that 
the debate over gun regulations “is not a battle 
over gun rights” but rather “a culture war”—in 
other words, a war on behalf of all the issues 
conservatives care about besides guns. Gun 
enthusiasts are famous for being one-issue vot-
ers, an impression that the N.R.A. has fostered 
and that serves it well. The group’s expansion 
into areas that have nothing to do with guns is 
a sign of weakness. In August 2014, in the run-
up to that year’s midterm elections, the N.R.A. 
launched a multi-million-dollar television adver-
tising campaign that Wayne LaPierre told the 
conservative Washington Times was “a gather-
ing of shared values that gives a sense of right 
and wrong.” Not one of the 16 ads released as 
part of the campaign mentioned guns. The first 
ad in the series asked the question “Do you still 
believe in the good guys?” Another brought up 
an alleged I.R.S. tax scandal, in which the agen-
cy was accused (falsely, it turned out) of giving 
extra scrutiny to politically conservative groups: 
“What kind of country turns its tax collectors 
into secret police?” Each ad was narrated by an 
N.R.A. member and featured a range of speak-
ers, including an African-American man, a 
white man, and a white woman, in an effort to 
show the apparent diversity within the N.R.A. 
It’s worth noting that diversity was not on dis-
play at any of the gun-related events that I have 
attended over the past few months, unless you 
count the women working in the booths. 

After the shootings in San Bernardino, Cali-

fornia, in December 2015, the New York Daily 
News ran a front-page headline—GOD ISN’T 
FIXING THIS—deriding the politicians who of-
fered only prayers for victims of mass shoot-
ings rather than any action on gun control. The 
accompanying story took aim at the N.R.A.’s 
lobbying efforts, including its resistance to a 
bill that would prevent people on the terrorist 
watch list from buying firearms. The N.R.A. 
responded with a video spot called “The 
Godless Left.” In it, the conservative radio 
host and N.R.A. backer Dana Loesch spoke 
out against those who would “destroy our his-
tory and eviscerate our rights.” She went on: 
“They don’t report on the drug cartels and the 
human traffickers who have invaded our bor-
ders and embedded in every single American 
city. They buried the unconscionable scandals 
at the V.A., the weaponizing of the I.R.S., and 
the disastrous billion-dollar healthcare Web 
site.” She accused the Godless Left of trying 
to “demonize Christmas and Christianity.”

Linking up with every right-wing cause 
imaginable comes at a price. The prominent 
pro-gun-rights blog Shall Not Be Questioned 
posted a response to the Loesch video: “I get 
that the prayer-shaming that followed the at-
tack in San Bernardino made that issue tangen-
tially gun-related,” wrote “Sebastian,” the pen 
name of the blog’s main writer. “But should 
Obama care be an N.R.A. issue?” The N.R.A., 
Sebastian went on, “is tying … the Second 
Amendment to the fortunes of the conservative 
movement. It may be successful short term, but 
I worry NRA is shooting itself and the Second 
Amendment in the foot long term.” 

V. The Plastic Revolution

No advocacy group wants to have to face 
the skeptical question: Whose side are 

you on? The N.R.A.’s leadership is running 
into that question more and more. 

In May 2013, not long after the elementary- 
school shooting in Newtown, a University of 
Texas law student named Cody Wilson filmed 
himself firing from a plastic gun printed by 
an $8,000 3-D printer. He invited a reporter 
from Forbes along to watch, and posted the 
video on YouTube; it was viewed 2.8 million 
times in the two days after its release. Fifteen 
of the gun’s 16 functioning parts were made 
of plastic. Homemade guns were nothing new; 
home tinkerers have long created them out of 
parts, dismantling and rebuilding firearms in 
their basements. What was different about this 
effort was that you could make the parts your-
self. Along with his video, Wilson released a 
digital blueprint for how to manufacture a plas-
tic gun. Two days later, Glenn E. Smith, chief 
of enforcement for the State Department’s Bu-
reau of Political-Military Affairs, wrote a letter 
to Wilson, informing him that the instructions 
he had posted could be “I.T.A.R.-controlled 
technical data.” (I.T.A.R. refers to the Interna-
tional Traffic in Arms Regulations—rules that 
control the import and export of weapons.) 

N.R.A.
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The department demanded that Wilson take 
the instructions down. 

Wilson complied, but not before the blue-
prints had been downloaded 100,000 times and 
posted on other Web sites. Since then, Wilson 
has sued the State Department, with the help 
of the Second Amendment Foundation. For 
him, the central point is not about guns. It’s 
about how technology renders many debates, 
as a practical matter, virtually obsolete. If you 
can make a gun in your home, at the press of 
a button, then all the talk about background 
checks, waiting periods, or a gun registry 
becomes pointless. In January 2013, as high-
capacity magazines—those capable of holding 
more than 10 bullets—became a focus of na-
tional gun-control conversations, Wilson used 
a 3-D printer to create a 30-round magazine. 
The magazine was designed for an AR-15–style 
firearm—the kind of automatic rifle used in the 
mass shootings in Newtown, San Bernardino, 
and Aurora. He then released another video of 
himself—in a field, wearing sunglasses, and pre-
paring to fire an automatic equipped with his 
plastic magazine. He tauntingly asked, “How’s 
the national conversation going?” 

Three-D printing is far enough away from 
being a mass reality that the N.R.A., for the 
moment, seems to feel that it can be standoff-
ishly supportive. Most gun-lovers find that 3-D 
guns are still too expensive, too imprecise, and 
too fragile to be a real alternative to traditional 
guns. But the issue will not disappear, and for 
the N.R.A. it poses a profound dilemma: when 
forced to make a choice, will the group prove 
more loyal to its Second Amendment principles 
or to the needs of its gun-manufacturer donors? 
In a promotional brochure distributed by the 
N.R.A.’s “corporate partners program,” Wayne 
LaPierre promises donors that the N.R.A. “is 
geared toward your company’s corporate inter-
ests.” With statements like that, it’s difficult to 
tell whom the N.R.A. really represents.

VI. Paper Tiger

There’s one more question the N.R.A is 
having trouble addressing: Is it actually 

good at what it does? In an article in The New 
Republic in 2013, Alec MacGillis argued per-
suasively that the influence of the N.R.A. had 
long been overstated. For much of its history, 
it hasn’t had much of an opposition. Back in 
1994, when Bill Clinton was quoted bemoan-
ing the N.R.A.’s power in that year’s midterm 
elections, he had, in fact, been urging more 
politicians to fight the N.R.A., according to 
Tom Diaz, a former N.R.A. member and the 
author of The Last Gun (2013), a book criti-
cal of the gun industry. In his comments at the 
time, Clinton held up then senator Bob Kerrey 
as a model for countering the gun lobby. After 
the senator, a Vietnam veteran, was targeted in 
a Charlton Heston N.R.A. ad, Kerrey created 
an ad of his own, featuring himself shooting 
a rifle, and then picking up an AK-47. With 
the AK-47 in hand, he told the camera that 

he had hunted with a weapon like that in Viet-
nam, and added, “But you don’t need one of 
these to hunt birds.” Kerrey won re-election.

The 1994 election had much more to do 
with partisanship and the Clintons than with 
the N.R.A.: the gays-in-the-military debate that 
resulted in the creation of “Don’t ask, don’t 
tell”; the 1993 tax increases; Hillary Clinton’s 
failed effort at health-care reform; Travelgate; 
Nannygate; Troopergate. But the N.R.A. was 
happy to take the credit. It also took credit 
for Al Gore’s loss in the presidential election 
in 2000—never mind the impact of Ralph Na-
der’s independent run that year, the impasse 
in Florida, and the role of the Supreme Court. 
The N.R.A.’s LaPierre told the group’s annual 
meeting, “You are why Al Gore isn’t in the 
White House.” The impression of great influ-
ence has been mutually beneficial. Politicians 
can blame their own timidity on the N.R.A.’s 
ruthlessness and power, and the N.R.A. can 
present itself as a decisive factor in elections.

Richard Feldman, a onetime N.R.A. offi-
cial and the author of the 2007 book Ricochet: 
Confessions of a Gun Lobbyist, told me that 
when speaking with lawmakers he knew to be 
on the fence about important legislation, he 
would present them with two possible letters 
that could be sent by the N.R.A. to the lawmak-
ers’ constituents. One version read, in essence, 
“When push came to shove, your assemblyman 
was more concerned about what the New York 
Times editorial board was going to say about 
him than your rights.” The other version read, 
“When push came to shove, your assembly-
man cared more about your rights than what 
the New York Times editorial board was going 
to say about him.” Feldman told me he would 
always put the lawmaker in control, saying, “I 
will put out a letter, but it’s up to you what ver-
sion of it I send out.” Those politicians almost 
always chose the N.R.A. over the Times. 

But that is changing. In 2013, the Democrat-
ic pollster Douglas Schoen conducted research 
funded by co-founder of the Huffington Post 
Kenneth Lerer to determine the actual power 
of the N.R.A. in the 2012 elections. The study 
found that, while the N.R.A. was “technically 
successful” in defeating or electing the candi-
dates it spent money on in 2012, more than 
92 percent of the money spent by the N.R.A. 
actually went to elections in which the organi-
zation proved unsuccessful. When spending 
more than $100,000 on a candidate in 2012, it 
found, the N.R.A. was successful in only three 
cases, versus 12 elections in which its candidate 
lost. The report concluded that the N.R.A. 
takes credit for elections where it has donated 
a negligible amount of money and backed an 
obvious winner. The research turned up five 
victories claimed by the N.R.A. on which the 
group spent less than $100. One more finding: 
86 percent of N.R.A. members favored univer-
sal background checks, a position that is op-
posed by the N.R.A.’s leadership. Background 
checks are the single most important step that 

government could take to improve gun safety. 
That gap between the leadership and the rank 

and file was cited by Adolphus A. Busch IV, 
when he resigned from his lifetime N.R.A. mem-
bership after the defeat of the Manchin-Toomey 
bill. “Your current strategic focus places a priority 
on the needs of gun and ammunition manufac-
turers,” he wrote, while “disregarding the opin-
ions” of the organization’s individual members.

As for those members, what does that 
claimed number of five million actually rep-
resent? Mother Jones has done extensive work 
analyzing the actual number of members of the 
N.R.A., a figure the organization guards with 
extreme secrecy. It appears to fluctuate. Even 
taken at face value, the number is a tiny sliver of 
gun owners in America—about 6 percent. And 
there are good reasons not to take the num-
ber at face value. Many of those members are 
people who signed up in order to get into other 
events free—such as the people who signed up 
at the Great American Outdoor Show I at-
tended. Manufacturers such as Beretta, Taurus, 
Browning, Wilson, and Tactical Combat have, 
at times, given free memberships to anyone 
buying one of their products. The N.R.A. itself, 
according to a 2012 document obtained by 
Bloomberg News, regards only half of its mem-
bership as “active and interested.” 

Politicians are becoming more aware of the 
dynamic—and of the fact that they have noth-
ing to gain by toeing the N.R.A.’s line. In 2008, 
despite the shootings at Virginia Tech that left 
32 dead, Democrats running for office rarely 
brought up the issue of gun regulation. “People 
were trying to establish their bona fides as duck-
hunters,” recalled John Feinblatt, the executive 
director of Everytown for Gun Safety. This elec-
tion cycle, Democratic candidates are openly 
talking about who has the strongest rec ord fight-
ing the N.R.A. Hillary Clinton seems poised to 
make it a big issue. Part of the change is due to 
the willingness of former New York City mayor 
Michael Bloomberg to provide a counterweight, 
with money and advocacy. Democratic politi-
cians are also beginning to realize that attempts 
to mollify the N.R.A. are pointless. Senator 
Mark Pryor, a Democrat from Arkansas, voted 
against the Manchin-Toomey gun-control bill, 
arguing to supporters that by doing so he would 
neutralize the N.R.A. in his upcoming cam-
paign against Republican challenger Tom Cot-
ton. Within a week of Pryor’s vote, the N.R.A. 
endorsed Cotton anyway, who went on to win. 
There is no mollifying the gun lobby, in part be-
cause the N.R.A. can’t afford to be seen as soft. 
Referring to the N.R.A., one Democratic sena-
tor told me, “It’s my way or the highway every 
fucking time.”

VII. Freedom Fighters

A s the N.R.A. has advanced ever more 
radical notions of gun freedom, the 

group has begun to reach the outer bound-
aries of what it can achieve. One longtime 
gun-control activist told me that, ever since 
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the Cincinnati revolt, in 1979, the N.R.A. 
had evolved into a group with what he called 
a Field & Stream membership and a Soldier 
of Fortune leadership. The organization has 
done its best to transform those hunters and 
fishermen into warriors, and it has its talking 
points lined up. When I asked Marion Ham-
mer, the first female president of the N.R.A. 
and an influential N.R.A. lobbyist, how she 
would describe the culture of the N.R.A., she 
told me, “I would not call N.R.A. a culture. I 
would call N.R.A. a group of freedom fight-
ers.” Until recently, one could be forgiven 
for thinking that the freedom fighters had 
won. Today’s battles appear to be fought on 
the N.R.A.’s terms. Shannon Watts, the head 
of Moms Demand Action for Gun Sense in 
America, an organization that is funded by 
Michael Bloomberg, told me that her group 
has aggressive goals for gun safety, but when it 
comes down to it, “we are fighting for things 
that the N.R.A. used to support,” such as 
background checks and keeping guns out of 
schools. The gun-control advocates also lack 
certain tools. The Brady Campaign to Prevent 
Gun Violence compiles its own N.R.A.-style 
report card, publicizing a list of Lap Dogs—a 
member of Congress who “takes treats from 
the corporate gun lobby and blocks progress 
on expanding Brady background checks.” 

The problem is that gun-safety advocates are 
typically not single-issue voters. The most ex-
treme members of the “Second Amendment 
community” emphatically are.

In the wake of the Orlando shooting, bills 
have been introduced in Congress to try to 
prevent people who have surfaced on F.B.I. 
watch lists from purchasing firearms. There 
are renewed proposals for so-called universal 
background checks—extending them to gun 
shows and Internet sales. There are calls for 
the C.D.C. to finally be allowed to study gun 
violence, which it has been prevented by law 
from doing, largely at the instigation of the 
N.R.A. So far there have been no vocal ef-
forts to properly fund the Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco, and Firearms, the agency that over-
sees gun regulations, which has seen its fund-
ing restricted for decades, again largely thanks 
to the N.R.A. Meanwhile, to the list of those 
who stand in opposition to the N.R.A. can 
now be added members of the highly orga-
nized L.G.B.T.Q. community—outraged and 
grief-stricken by the killings in Orlando. If poli-
ticians at the state and national levels faced up 
to—and stared down—the N.R.A., they would 
find themselves confronting an organization 
that is weaker than it wants anyone to know. 
They would discover that support for effective 
gun-control measures is far stronger—and op-
position to them far milder—than the conven-
tional wisdom would suggest. 

After each mass shooting, gun sales spike 

because of a culture of fear that is stoked by 
the N.R.A. Both Wayne LaPierre and Chris 
Cox sat for televised interviews on the Sun-
day after the Orlando shootings. During his 
appearance on Face the Nation, LaPierre 
said that “every American” needs to have a 
self- defense plan, because “they’re coming 
and they’re going to try to kill us.” 

But this kind of talk masks a deeper real-
ity. The N.R.A., like the Republican Party 
from which it draws most of its support, is 
fracturing. Elvin Daniel is an avid hunter 
and an N.R.A. member who has advocated 
before the Senate Judiciary Committee for 
universal background checks, a position vehe-
mently opposed today by the N.R.A. leader-
ship. Elvin’s sister Zina was killed, along with 
two others, in October 2012 by her estranged 
husband, who was under a restraining order 
and would have failed a background check. 
Instead, he was able to buy a gun off of 
armslist.com—the Craigslist of guns—and kill 
three people. Only with his sister’s death did 
Daniel realize that background checks are not 
required for online purchases of guns. Daniel 
told me that most of his friends are N.R.A. 
members and favor universal background 
checks. One might argue that today’s N.R.A. 
leadership is far too professionalized to suffer 
the kind of organized revolt that it did in Cin-
cinnati in 1977. Until a few months ago, one 
might have made the same argument about 
the Republican Party. �

N.R.A.

C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P A G E  1 3 1  the drink she was 
served. She says she doesn’t remember when 
she lost consciousness, only being “walked 
somewhere” through a “bluish-aqua light. 
Then I must’ve passed out again, and when I 
awakened Bill Cosby was in bed with me and 
the first thing I found myself looking at was 
his pubic hair. My clothes were off, and he 
was attempting to push my head toward his 
erect penis.

“Now, this may sound terribly naïve—I was 
22, I was in a relationship with a guy, but I 
had never done oral sex,” she says. She tells 
me she ran to the bathroom and retched, 
found her shoes, and put on her nylons, which 
had been shredded. Then she walked out of 
Cosby’s house, carrying that night with her 

Bill Cosby for 40 years, through marriage, college, law 
school, and a career on Wall Street. 

Two other women came forward in support 
of Andrea Constand and were willing to 

use their own names. “Do I want everybody 
to know that he had his dirty paws all over me? 
No, but I don’t think it’s right that they’re going 
to disregard this woman and her allegations,” 
Tamara Green told the Philadelphia Daily News 
on February 8, 2005. She was a model in the 
1970s, hired to help Cosby open a nightclub. 
She called him from work one day to say she was 
sick and was going to go home when he asked 
her to meet him in a restaurant, where he gave 
her two pills which he said were Contac cold-
and-flu pills. Thirty minutes later, she said, “I’m 
face-down in my salad.” Cosby, she said, drove 
her home, where he began undressing and 
groping her. “You better kill me because I’m go-
ing to tell everybody I ever meet for the rest of 
my natural life what you did to me,” she remem-
bered saying, fighting him off until he finally re-
treated, dropping two $100 bills on a table on 
his way out. Soon after the incident, he visited 
Green’s brother, who was suffering from cystic 
fibrosis, giving him a portable radio and becom-
ing, she said, “the hero of the terminal chil-
dren’s ward,” which compelled Green to stay 
silent about the incident for 30 years. But when 

she heard about Constand, along with the dis-
trict attorney’s press-conference statement that 
the case against Cosby was weak, Green felt 
she had a “civic duty and moral obligation” to 
come forward, first to the legal authorities and 
then to Constand’s attorneys.

“The first thing you feel is stupid,” Green, 
who had become a lawyer, told Matt Lauer 
on the Today show, on February 10, 2005, 
after one of Cosby’s lawyers said Cosby did 
not recognize her name and that the incident 
“did not happen in any way, shape or form.” 
“Then you feel that no one will believe you. 
This is the great Bill Cosby … But the worst 
thing you feel is stupid. There’s a shame ele-
ment involved.”

“I am here as one of the Jane Does, one of 
the courageous 13 Jane Does who came for-
ward in support of Andrea Constand,” said 
Jane Doe No. 5, Beth Ferrier, last year. A mod-
el from Colorado. she had previously been in a 
consensual relationship with Cosby when one 
day, she said, backstage at a show of his in the 
mid-80s, he served her a cappuccino. The next 
thing she knew she awoke in her car in a park-
ing lot, her bra undone, her clothes in disarray. 
Immediately upon hearing about Constand’s 
case, she contacted the National Enquirer, which 
offered her $7,000, along with a lie-detector test, 
which she said she passed.
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Cosby retaliated by making his own deal 
with the National Enquirer: an exclusive inter-
view in exchange for not publishing the Beth 
Ferrier story. On February 21, 2005, he met 
with the editor of the Enquirer in a Houston 
hotel suite. Although Andrea’s mother had 
insisted they asked only for an apology and 
had not requested money or other assistance, 
a Cosby representative called Andrea’s case “a 
classic shakedown,” and the resulting article 
quoted “a published report … that the wom-
an’s mother called Cosby before her daughter 
went to police and the comedian ‘was under 
the impression’ she was after hush money.” 

“I am not going to give in to people who try 
to exploit me because of my celebrity stat us,” 
Cosby told the Enquirer. As for Tamara Green, 
he said, “She is a wrecking ball”—with a ques-
tionable background. “I’m not saying that what 
I did was wrong, but I apologize to my loving 
wife, who has stood by my side for all these 
years, for any pain I have caused her.” 

BILL COSBY ENDS HIS SILENCE: MY STORY! 
was published on March 4, 2005. Four days 
later, Constand’s attorneys filed a civil suit 
against Cosby on her behalf, claiming bat-
tery, assault, and emotional distress, to which 
they added defamation and invasion of pri-
vacy, stemming from the Enquirer article and 
a segment on a television show called Celeb-
rity Justice, in which “sources” indicated that 
Andrea’s mother had asked Cosby to “make 
things right with money.” Constand’s attorneys 
denied this in her lawsuit, saying the allegations 
were made “with reckless disregard for their 
truth or falsity.”

Twenty-year-old Shawn Brown had had 
sex with Cosby before, conventional, con-

sensual sex, “very nice and pleasing to him; 
it wasn’t all that for me,” she says. “But I 
liked him so much.” Maybe she hadn’t been 
“freaky” enough for him, which might have 
been why he drugged her, she theorizes. 

She says she accepted an invitation to his 
rented house in Beverly Hills, where he was liv-
ing in 1973 while filming the comedy Uptown 
Saturday Night with Sidney Poitier. In the living 
room, he served Brown, who was not much of 
a drinker, a layered cocktail swirling with colors. 

“Just drink, just drink, have a little more,” 
she says Cosby told her.

She drank and sat in an Egg chair hanging 
by a chain from the ceiling, where, she says, 
she experienced the sensation of floating, spin-
ning, and then … nothing, until she awoke the 
next morning, naked and alone in a king-size 
bed, every inch of her aching. “I knew I’d had 
sex,” she says. “I knew I’d had more than vag-
inal sex. I knew there had to have been some 
anal. Because I’d never had that before.” And 
she knew she’d been drugged, because of the 
pain. If the sex had been mutual, passionate, 
with “the juices flowing,” she believes, she 
wouldn’t have been this sore, this ravaged.

She became pregnant soon after, and 

the following summer Brown gave birth to 
a daughter, whom she named Autumn, but 
not Autumn Cosby, even though Brown says 
Cosby didn’t protest when she told him he 
was the father. Instead she named her daugh-
ter Autumn Jackson, after Cosby promised to 
support the child, while asking her not to use 
his surname, she says. 

When her daughter was six, Shawn Brown 
visited Cosby at the Las Vegas Hilton, where 
he was with a young blonde tennis player who 
bounded into the room doing cartwheels. 

“Why did you drug me?” Brown says she 
asked him when they were alone.

“I wanted you to relax,” she says he told 
her, neither admitting nor denying anything. 
“You fell asleep. I took some liberties. But 
that’s between us.”

And because “he’s paying bills for me,” 
first sending $750 a week by FedEx and later 
covering Jackson’s college tuition and ex-
penses, payments that in total Cosby would 
later say exceeded $100,000, Shawn Brown 
let the matter drop.

Her daughter, Autumn, wouldn’t let things 
drop, however. By the time she was 22 she 
wanted recognition. Cosby admitted his affair 
with Shawn Brown on CBS, in 1997, but when 
Dan Rather asked him if he was the father of 
Autumn Jackson, he replied only, “There is a 
possibility.” By then Jackson had fallen in with 
a man named Jose Medina, and the two of 
them demanded money from Cosby: $40 mil-
lion or she would sell her story to a tabloid, 
The Globe. 

Jackson took her offer to him on precisely 
the wrong day: January 16, 1997. That morn-
ing, at around 2 A.M., while changing a tire 
near the 405 freeway in Los Angeles, Cosby’s 
beloved only son, Ennis, 27, was shot and 
killed in a robbery attempt by an 18-year-old 
Ukrainian immigrant.

“I hate to be telling you this now, but I re-
ceived this fax from Autumn,” Cosby’s attor-
ney told him, adding that she was asking for 
$40 million. Cosby instructed his attorney to 
call the F.B.I.

“On January 17, the F.B.I., as part of a trap 
that led to the arrest of Ms. Jackson and her 
co-defendants, asked [Cosby’s longtime attor-
ney] Mr. Schmitt to call Ms. Jackson and say 
that because of Ennis Cosby’s death, the actor 
would meet her demands if she came to New 
York and signed an agreement not to sell her 
story,” The New York Times reported. 

Upon her arrival in New York, Jackson 
and Medina were arrested for extortion. A 
trial ensued; the judge sentenced her to 26 
months in federal prison. “After the trial, I 
wrote a letter to Cosby requesting, ‘Look, 
she’s been found guilty—would you be will-
ing to come forward at sentencing or write 
a letter on her behalf asking for leniency?” 
remembers Autumn Jackson’s attorney Rob-
ert Baum. “Nothing. He didn’t lift a finger. I 
thought that was wrong.”

F iled on March 8, 2005, Constand’s civil 
case instantly became national news. 

 Cosby was subpoenaed to appear for a de-
position, in which he would, for the first time, 
give answers to questions under oath.

The deposition was led by Troiani and Kivitz. 
As a prosecutor, Troiani had helped convict the 
infamous Johnston brothers, a trio of murder-
ous thieves who, upon learning that the F.B.I. 
was closing in, began killing potential witnesses 
and intimidating others. “They intimidated ev-
erybody except Dolores Troiani,” says Bruce 
Mowday, who wrote a book on the Johnston 
case. “Shit, she’s tough. Fearless. With a moral 
sense of what’s right and wrong.”

In late September 2005, Bill Cosby walked 
into a suite at the Rittenhouse hotel, in down-
town Philadelphia, to find Troiani, Kivitz, and 
Constand ready to confront him. Confident that 
the district attorney’s decision not to prosecute 
him was binding for all time, Cosby was guard-
ed by four attorneys who objected, argued, 
interjected, and interrupted so often and so 
persistently that Constand’s attorneys formally 
complained to the judge. “There was a lot of 
screaming and yelling and trying to divert our 
attention,” Troiani later testified. “The first day 
he was trying to be charming. When that didn’t 
work, he got sick. So we had to come back the 
next day. And then he became more and more 
contentious as the depositions went on and he 
was ordered to answer the questions.”

“Look it up in the dictionary, I’m getting a 
little tired,” Cosby snapped at one point. “Do 
the math,” he said when asked about his age 
at a certain period. And, at another, “Can we 
go to lunch?”  

At one point in his career, he said, his 
agency would dispatch five or six young models/
actresses to the set of his television sitcom. 
He admitted to pursuing Andrea Constand 
and that the first time he saw her he thought 
she was “good-looking.” He wooed her, “in-
viting her to my house, talking to her about 
personal situations dealing with her life, 
growth, education,” he said.

He admitted to having seven prescriptions 
for quaaludes in the 1970s, from a doctor who 
was later identified as Leroy Amar, the late 
flashy Hollywood gynecologist who drove a 
Rolls-Royce and was, according to his attorney 
Meldon Hollis Jr., one step ahead of the law. 

“Was it in your mind that you were going 
to use these Quaaludes for young women that 
you wanted to have sex with?” 

“Yes,” said Cosby.
“Did you ever give any of those young 

women the Quaaludes without their knowl-
edge?” Troiani asked. 

Cosby’s attorney Patrick O’Connor object-
ed. “Do not answer it,” he told Cosby. “Stop 
disrupting this dep o si tion,” Troiani snapped. 
“All of these interruptions will be brought to 
the court.” 

“No one is going to threaten me, Dolores,” 
O’Connor replied, later adding, “I’m not go-



ing to put up with this crap, okay? I am tired 
of you insulting this witness.”

(O’Connor would later write of Cosby’s 
quaalude admissions, “Reading the media ac-
counts, one would conclude that Defendant 
has admitted to rape. And yet Defendant ad-
mitted to nothing more than being one of the 
many people who introduced Quaaludes into 
their consensual sex life in the 1970’s.”) 

Troiani trudged onward, questioning Cosby 
about a statement from Jane Doe No. 

10, Therese Serignese, who said she had met 
Cosby while standing in the gift shop with her 
14-year-old sister at the Las Vegas Hilton, in 
1976, when she was 19. She was invited back-
stage after his show, she said, where he gave 
her two white pills and a glass of water and 
said, “Take these.”

“Now, I went to Catholic school, I learned to 
be obedient, and this was an authority,” she 
would tell the Huffington Post. “This was like 
my father. This was like my teacher; like the pres-
ident. This was an authority [figure]. So, I did it. 
I took the pills. The next memory I have was in 
a bathroom, and the bathroom mirror was 
there… I was bending forward and he was be-
hind me having sex with me. I was being raped. 
I felt drugged and I was being raped.”

“I meet Ms (Redacted) in Las Vegas,” Cos-
by said of Serignese in the deposition. “She 
meets me backstage. I give her Quaa ludes. We 
then have sex… If anything, I think she may 
very well have been very happy to be around 
the show business surroundings.”

Cosby’s admissions also included how 
he planned to pay for Constand’s education 
expenses. It would be through his personal 
account, as opposed to his educational-grant 
foundation, so that his wife wouldn’t discover 
the purpose of the payment. He had used a 
similar method with Serignese, having his 
agent send her a check for $5,000, which he 
later reimbursed.

Cosby’s testimony “demonstrates how 
deceptive, manipulative and disgusting that 
he was,” the flamboyant attorney Gloria 
Allred would later say of the deposition, 
which, she added, “reveals his revolting 
predatory conduct.” 

On November 8, 2006, Andrea Constand’s 
suit was settled. An undisclosed amount of 
money was paid, and Cosby’s deposition, 
along with the statements of Constand’s and 
those of the Jane Doe witnesses, were filed 
away in the impounded-file room of the Phila-
delphia U.S. District courthouse. “They said 
they had settled,” remembered Jane Doe 
Kristina Ruehli, which was fine with her. “I 
was getting married, remodeling a home, and 
my husband was going to get an honorary 
doctorate, so when they told me the case was 
settled, it was like ‘O.K., good-bye.’ ”

Moral Hazard

A lthough Cosby largely avoided the subject 
of race in a half-century in comedy, all of 

that changed on May 17, 2004, four months 
after the alleged assault of Andrea Constand, 
when Cosby received an award at an N.A.A.C.P. 
ceremony to commemorate the 50th anniver-
sary of the U.S. Supreme Court’s Brown v. 
Board of Education decision, which declared 
school segregation unconstitutional, in 1954.

Standing at the lectern in Constitution Hall, 
one block from the National Mall, in Washing-
ton, D.C., Cosby unleashed an angry, impas-
sioned manifesto, which would facetiously be-
come known as “the Ghettosburg Address.” 
It centered on the problems that he believed 
plagued the black American poor: 

“Five or six different children, same woman, 
eight, ten different husbands or whatever,” he 
said. “Pretty soon you’re going to have to have 
DNA cards so you can tell who you’re making 
love to… It might be your grandmother… 
Basketball players, multi- millionaires, can’t 
write a paragraph… The white man, he’s 
laughing, got to be laughing… And these peo-
ple are not parenting. They’re buying things for 
the kid. Five-hundred-dollar sneakers, for what? 
They won’t buy or spend $250 on Hooked on 
Phonics… Names like Shaniqua, Shalingua, 
Mohammed, and all that crap, and all of them 
are in jail… People with their hat on back-
wards, pants down around the crack… We 
have to begin to build in the neighborhood, have 
restaurants, have cleaners, have pharmacies, 
have real estate, have medical buildings instead 
of trying to rob them all.”

The speech evolved into a crusade, in which 
Cosby jetted across America, speaking at 
churches and on college cam puses, 20 cities 
by May 2006, presenting what he called “A 
Call Out with Bill Cosby.” Many applauded, 
but others, including Georgetown University 
professor Michael Eric Dyson, called it “bit-
ter gospel” and the “blame-the-poor tour.” He 
wrote a book on the subject called Is Bill Cosby 
Right? “It’s a story of nearly two personas,” 
Dyson says. “On one hand, the world-famous 
comedian… On the other, a credentialed cur-
mudgeon, a man who distributed sometimes 
acerbic and harsh reprimands to an entire 
generation of black youth and who excoriated 
them with vigor and passion. … If what he’s 
being accused of is true, then he’s covering it, it 
seems to me, by distracting from his own mor-
al flaws and failures by pointing to the moral 
flaws and failures of others.”

O n a smaller stage, a young black comedi-
an named Hannibal Buress was working 

on his act, riffing on the scandal that seemed 
constantly to be written in disappearing ink. “I 
was at the Comedy Cellar in 2014, and I heard 
Hannibal Buress working on his routine,” says 
Judd Apatow, director of such comedy hits as 
Knocked Up and Trainwreck. 

“I don’t curse onstage!” Buress said in his 

routine, imitating Cosby in his Call Out  speeches. 
“Yeah, but you’re a rapist,” he would say in his 
own voice. “When you leave here, Google ‘Bill 
Cosby, rape.’ ”

“I went home and Googled ‘Bill Cosby’ and 
‘rape,’ just like he said to do, and was shocked 
to read so many articles about this issue,” says 
Apatow. “I didn’t have any clear memories of 
the accusations when they happened, and I’m 
not proud of that. I always knew that Cosby 
was a creep, and I had heard an enormous 
amount of stories over the years about him 
being inappropriate with people. But the rape 
aspect wasn’t in my memory.

“And I thought, Wow! This is an explosive 
piece of comedy! I wonder if Hannibal is go-
ing to do it publicly? Because he was asking a 
really important question: Why don’t we care 
about this? ”

On October 16, 2014, Buress went onstage 
with it at the Trocadero, a former burlesque 
house in Philadelphia: “Bill Cosby has the 
fuckin’ smuggest old-black-man public perso-
na that I hate,” he said. “He gets on TV, ‘Pull 
your pants up, black people! I was on TV in the 
80s! I can talk down to you because I had a 
successful sitcom!’

“Yeah, but you rape women, Bill Cosby, so 
turn the crazy down a couple notches!”

The bit surely might have vanished with the 
night, if not for a young Philadelphia-magazine 
writer standing in the back row of the club, 
Dan McQuade, who had scored a free ticket at 
the last minute. Happy to have a post for the 
magazine’s Web site the next day, McQuade in-
stinctively hit Record on his phone the moment 
Hannibal Buress mentioned Bill Cosby. “Cos-
by had a Netflix special coming up, he had a 
development deal for a new show on NBC,” 
McQuade recalls. “I felt it was newsworthy… 
a young black comedian making fun of Bill 
Cosby in Philadelphia.”

The next afternoon, McQuade uploaded a 
blurry, one-minute-and-40-second video clip 
onto the Phillymag.com Web site, along with 
the headline HANNIBAL BURESS ON BILL COSBY: 
YOU’RE A RAPIST. And then, nothing … “I check 
my phone probably three hours after it went up 
and looked at the tweet I’d written, and it had 
been re-tweeted only once,” he says. Then, on 
Monday, BuzzFeed picked it up, followed by 
other Web sites, and within hours, McQuade 
says, “it was trending on Facebook at No. 1.”

It was a wake-up call for the soon-to-be sis-
terhood of accusers.

‘I went into a frenzy about who to talk to 
about it,” says Victoria Valentino of the 

moment she saw the video of Hannibal Bu-
ress’s Cosby routine. Playboy’s Miss September 
centerfold in 1963, now 73, she says she had 
stored away her anguish over being drugged, 
along with a friend, and raped as she attempt-
ed to pull Cosby away from her unconscious 
friend in a Los Angeles apartment in 1969. 
“I felt stupid and dirty and used and embar-
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rassed and shamed, with an impotent anger 
inside of me… Initially, after it happened, I 
became suicidal and self-destructive,” she says. 
“I symbolically tried to slash my wrists with my 
grandmother’s dull sewing scissors. I was fairly 
nonfunctional, living in a third-floor garage. … I 
spent a lot of time driving around curves with a 
jug of hard cider at my side for almost a year.”

Forty-five years later she looked online and 
saw that an Arizona mother of two named 
Barbara Bowman had written a column about 
Cosby on the Washington Post Web site, a story 
that sounded much like her own: after meeting 
Cosby as a 17-year-old aspiring actress in 1985, 
Bowman wrote, she was drugged and sexu-
ally assaulted by the sitcom star she’d been 
“brainwashed” into considering a father fig-
ure. When she tried to report it, her agent “did 
nothing” and a lawyer accused her of making 
the story up. No one seemed to believe her as 
she tried to tell her story in public for 10 years. 
“Only after a man, Hannibal Buress, called 
Bill Cosby a rapist in a comedy act … did the 
public outcry begin in earnest,” she wrote. 
“Why didn’t our stories go viral?”

“I was one of Bill Cosby’s victims in 1969,” 
Victoria Valentino wrote in the Washington Post 
Web site’s Contact Us box. “Within the hour, 
[the Post’s Outlook editor] Adam Kushner 
called me.” She became part of a growing 
chorus, which would include Joan Tarshis, 
who, as a 19-year-old comedy writer in 1969, 
was invited to work on a comedy bit in Cosby’s 
bungalow, where he made her a Bloody Mary. 
The next thing she knew she was “coming to on 
his couch while being undressed,” she told the 
Web site Hollywood Elsewhere. “Through 
the haze … I told him I had an infection and 
he would catch it and his wife would know he 
had sex with someone,” she wrote. “But he just 
found another orifice to use. I was sickened by 
what was happening to me and shocked that 
this man I had idolized was now raping me. 
Of course I told no one.”

 “It was like the floodgates opened and every-
body who had been assaulted by him was say-
ing, ‘I wasn’t the only one!’ ” recalls Valentino. 

Cosby’s legal team fired back. “The new, 
never-before-heard claims from women who 
have come forward in the past two weeks with 
unsubstantiated, fantastical stories about things 
they say occurred 30, 40, or even 50 years ago, 
have escalated far past the point of absurdity,” 
Cosby’s lawyer Martin Singer wrote in a state-
ment at the time.

Then a woman stepped forward who had 
never needed Bill Cosby’s money or 

fame: Cindra Ladd, the wife of powerful film 
producer Alan Ladd Jr., whose films include 
Braveheart and Gone Baby Gone. After hearing 
derisive comments such as “What took them 
so long?” and “What are they after now?” 
about the women who had come forward, 
Ladd told her story on the Huffington Post. In 
1969, when she was 21, single in New York, and 

working for movie producer Ray Stark, she be-
gan “hanging out” with Cosby as a friend. He 
was the “perfect gentleman,” she wrote, until 
one night when she told him she had a head-
ache and he offered her a capsule, “a miracle 
cure,” he called it. “Don’t you trust me?” he 
said when Cindra asked him what it was. She 
awoke the next morning, naked in a bed with a 
mirror on the ceiling, she wrote, and Cosby in 
a bathrobe was “acting as if there was nothing 
unusual.” She left that apartment and shut the 
night out of her mind for 46 years. “I realize 
we are only as sick as the secrets we keep,” she 
wrote. “Once those secrets are spoken aloud, 
even if to just one person, they lose their pow-
er… It’s time now that my voice be added 
and to finally pull the curtain back from this 
dark moment in my life.”

In the midst of this outpouring came Glo-
ria Allred, who, in her mid-20s, had been 

raped by a Mexican doctor at gunpoint in 
Mexico. The Cosby case was the one she had 
been working toward for her entire career: a 
famous serial sexual offender with what she 
calls an “unprecedented” number of victims.

In the late fall of 2014, the phones in 
Allred’s Los Angeles law office wouldn’t stop 
ringing. “A tsunami of people,” she says. 
“There were so many calls, we couldn’t get 
back to everybody right away.”

She flashes her trademark half-smile, which 
has made many a man quake. “At first I 
thought, There’s nothing I can do for these 
women, because they were outside of the stat-
ute of limitations,” she says. “And then as more 
and more women contacted me I thought, 
These women want to have a voice.”

She announced her entry into the Cosby 
case the way she usually does: at a press con-
ference, in which women, with Allred at their 
shoulder, tearfully tell their stories. The first one, 
with three Cosby accusers, was held in Los An-
geles on December 3, 2014. Allred suggested 
that Cosby waive his statute-of-limitations de-
fense and “invite the accusers to sue,” or place 
$100 million in a fund for anyone whose allega-
tions were deemed to have merit by a board of 
retired judges. 

It was mostly talk until she was contacted 
by Judy Huth, who had already filed a civil suit 
against Cosby, claiming that, at age 15, she had 
met him in a Los Angeles–area park, where he 
was filming a movie. She said he took her and a 
girlfriend, a week later, to the Playboy Mansion, 
where he sexually molested her “by attempting 
to put his hand down her pants” and “taking 
her hand in his hand and performing a sex act 
on himself.” (All of which Cosby, through his 
attorneys, denied.)

After being contacted by Huth, Allred saw 
news reports in which Los Angeles police chief 
Charlie Beck invited anyone who believed she 
had been a victim of Bill Cosby in L.A. to 
contact the L.A.P.D., “even if it’s too late for 
there to be a prosecution,” Allred remembers. 

“So I said, ‘O.K., I’ll accept that invitation.’ ”
The next day, she and Judy Huth were at 

the Los Angeles Police Department, where 
Huth was interviewed by two detectives from 
the sex-crimes unit for 45 minutes, after which 
Allred held a press conference outside the po-
lice station. Cosby’s attorney Andrew Brettler 
called the event a “stunt.” “How many people 
hold a press conference after they file a police 
report?” he asked.

Today, Allred represents 31 of the almost 
60 accusers, many of whom have told their 
story alongside her in press conferences. 
Meanwhile, Allred went on the warpath, stag-
ing protests in front of his Far from Finished 
comedy shows. “I was almost arrested in Den-
ver,” she says. At the Cosby show in Atlanta, 
police barred her from entering, telling her 
that her name was “on a list” and threatening 
to arrest her for trespassing if she didn’t leave. 
Before the show, she held a press conference 
with Lili Bernard, who had played the zany, 
pregnant Mrs. Minifield in the last season 
of The Cosby Show. Bernard claimed that, 
in 1991, Cosby drugged, raped, and tried to 
threaten her into silence, which left her “high-
ly suicidal” and “hospitalized.”

Allred took over Huth’s lawsuit, success-
fully arguing that the statute of limitations in 
California had not run out, since Huth was 
an adult survivor of an incident that had 
taken place when she was a minor. In Octo-
ber 2015, Allred questioned Cosby in a seven-
hour dep o si tion, the contents of which have 
not been released.

Judy Huth’s story brought other women 
from the shadows.

“He invited me to lunch at a hotdog place 
called Banquet on a Bun,” says P. J. Masten, 
who was a blonde, curvaceous Bunny Mother 
in 1979, responsible for overseeing other Bun-
nies in the Chicago Playboy Club. Having 
known Cosby for five years, when he worked 
the Playboy Club entertainment circuit, she 
considered him a friend. So when he invited 
her to dinner one night, she accepted. “Come 
on up, and we’ll have a drink before,” he said. 
She found him in a suite at the Whitehall Ho-
tel with several other men—“two of them were 
very well-known celebrities”—drinking, playing 
cards, and watching television. 

She wasn’t much of a drinker but said O.K. 
to a Grand Marnier, and Cosby sent a bell-
man out to buy a bottle. She says she took two 
sips, and the room, the men, Cosby, vanished. 
“That’s the last thing I remember until four 
o’clock in the morning,” she says. “I woke 
up in a bed, completely naked and bleeding. 
I looked to my left, and there he was sleep-
ing, naked. I slithered out of bed, collected 
my clothes, went into the vestibule of the suite, 
put on my clothes, and tried to wipe the blood 
that was coming down my legs. What he did 
to some of us, so we wouldn’t get pregnant, he 
finished off in the back.”

She rushed to shower at her apartment and 



went to work at the Playboy Club to organize 
the Bunnies for the lunch shift.

“At 11 A.M., my private phone rang,” she 
continues. 

“Hey, why did you leave so early?” Cosby 
asked, as if nothing had happened.

“I had to go to work,” she said. 
“Listen, I’m sending something to your office 

and I’ll talk to you later,” she remembers him 
saying. “A couple hours later a florist comes to 
my office and they deliver a four-foot ficus tree. 
There was a card on it that said, ‘Take care of 
this plant like you care for our friendship.’  

“I took the damn tree and I threw it in the 
garbage,” she says. “When he finally got the 
message that I wasn’t going to go out with him 
again, he would call and say, ‘Well, give me Bun-
ny Michelle … Give me Bunny Nancy … Give 
me Bunny Marcia.’ Every day he would call 
and ask for another Bunny, until finally I said, 
‘Please. I can’t let the girls use this phone.’ ”

She told her boss, who, she says, answered, 
“‘P.J., you know that’s Hefner’s best friend, 
don’t you?’ And I said, ‘Yes, I know, but he 
raped me.’ ” 

“Nobody is going to believe you. I suggest 
you shut your mouth,” she says she was told. 
“I know of 12 other Bunnies, now mothers and 
grandmothers, who say he sexually assaulted 
them, but they want to remain silent.”

Judgment Day

As far back as 2005, Maryclaire Dale, a 
reporter for the Associated Press, had pe-

titioned Judge Eduardo Robreno, who had 
presided over Andrea Constand’s case since 
the beginning, to unseal documents in the case, 
including Cosby’s deposition. The request was 
denied. Now, with the number of Cosby ac-
cusers increasing by the day, Dale once again 
petitioned Judge Robreno to unseal the deposi-
tion or “at least try to get more of the docket 
unsealed and find out just what he said.” 

“On December 29, 2014, after more recent 
allegations of similar misconduct by Defendant 
gained public attention, the AP wrote the Clerk 
of Court requesting that the seal be lifted,” 
Judge Robreno explained in his decision regard-
ing the A.P.’s motion. “Accordingly, the Clerk 
issued a notice … that the Documents would 
be unsealed unless objections were filed within 
sixty days from the date of the notice.” 

Cosby’s lawyers objected hotly. “Given the 
private and embarrassing nature of the specific 
material in question, and the complete lack of 
legitimate public interest in the subject matter, 
the balance of the interests … decidedly calls 
for maintaining the seal,” one wrote.

But the judge, who had overseen this convo-
luted case for 10 years, ruled that Cosby’s own 
words and actions gave the public the right to 
hear what he had said under oath. “Defendant 
has donned the mantle of public moralist and 

mounted the proverbial electronic or print 
soap box to volunteer his views on, among 
other things, childrearing, family life, educa-
tion, and crime,” the judge wrote. “To the ex-
tent that Defendant has freely entered the pub-
lic square … he has voluntarily narrowed the 
zone of privacy that he is entitled to claim.”

On July 6, 2015, the judge issued an order 
releasing court papers that included excerpts 
from the deposition, and the documents were 
transferred from the impounded- file room of 
the U.S. District Court in Philadelphia and up-
loaded on PACER, the government Web site for 
legal documents.

The next day, the Associated Press head-
lined a story COSBY SAID HE GOT DRUGS TO 
GIVE WOMEN FOR SEX. Less than two weeks 
later, The New York Times obtained the en-
tire 1,000-page transcript of the deposition 
itself, by simply buying a copy from the court- 
reporting service that had recorded it. Cosby’s 
lawyers rushed to get the deposition re-sealed, 
and the court- reporting service stopped releas-
ing copies, but by then it was too late. Sections 
of the deposition were endlessly reprinted in 
the media and across the Internet. 

Damning as the deposition seemed to be, 
it might have remained merely words on 

paper had not attorney Bruce Castor included 
a loophole in his February 17, 2005, press re-
lease declining to criminally prosecute Cosby: 
“District Attorney Castor cautions all parties to 
this matter that he will reconsider this decision 
should the need arise.”

The release of Cosby’s deposition in the case 
constituted a “need” arising. Under Pennsylva-
nia law, the statute of limitations for aggravated 
indecent assault is 12 years after the offense is 
committed. On July 10, 2015, with six months 
left on that time limit, Castor’s successor as 
Montgomery County district attorney, Risa Ve-
tri Ferman, reopened the investigation. Police 
detectives flew to Ontario, where Andrea Con-
stand, now 43 and operating a massage busi-
ness, was asked if she would cooperate in a sec-
ond attempt to criminally prosecute Bill Cosby.

“She had not requested that the criminal 
investigation be re-opened,” according to the 
criminal complaint filed in late December, but 
Constand “told investigators she would cooper-
ate if asked to do so.”

Bill Cosby’s attorneys responded: “The me-
dia has repeatedly made the unpardonable mis-
take of putting judgement before justice in its 
imbalanced coverage of the allegations against 
Mr. Cosby. By contrast, our justice system, 
when administered fairly, serves as a bulwark 
against accusations and persecutions—testing 
each and holding it up to the light. Because 
a number of these matters are the subject of 
active litigation, we make no comment on the 
substance of the allegations at this time. How-
ever, Mr. Cosby steadfastly maintains his in-
nocence, and looks forward to a process that 
presumes the same.”

By fall, the Cosby case was at the center of 
a vicious campaign for district attorney of 

Montgomery County, between Bruce Castor, 
who had declined to prosecute Cosby, and 
his former deputy D.A. Kevin Steele, whose 
TV ads promised “tough sentences for sexual 
predators,” touted his “98 percent conviction 
rate,” and branded Castor “the former D.A. 
who refused to prosecute Bill Cosby.” Castor 
insisted he had already left the D.A.’s office 
when most of Cosby’s accusers came forward, 
while Steele, who was still a prosecutor in the 
D.A.’s office, “had the power to help victims 
of Cosby. But he sat on his hands,” said Cas-
tor in one campaign ad.

“This is the way Pennsylvania politics is,” 
Castor says of his opponent’s campaign. “It’s 
‘Gotcha’ politics, and you create this negative 
atmosphere.” 

It was a dogfight, with Cosby at its center, 
and when Kevin Steele won, it was clear: Bill 
Cosby had lost.

Six days before Steele was sworn in as district 
attorney, and two weeks before the statute of 
limitations would run out, Steele signed off on a 
warrant for the arrest of William H. Cosby. On 
December 30, Cosby flew in from his 21-acre 
estate in Shelburne Falls, Massachusetts, by 
private jet to Cheltenham Township’s tiny court-
house, where he was charged with aggravated 
indecent assault. He was fingerprinted, pho-
tographed for a mug shot, and released, after 
surrendering his passport, on $1 million bond. 
“We’ve been ready to try this case since De-
cember,” Kevin Steele told me in his office, as 
Cosby’s formidable team of attorneys attempted 
to have the case dismissed.

It was a victory for his accusers, now an angry 
army, seeking justice online and in the media.

“We’re making history!” says the former 
Playmate Victoria Valentino, who has joined 
other Cosby accusers in lobbying to abolish the 
statute-of-limitations laws for sexual offenses. If 
the prosecution is successful in introducing “Pri-
or Bad Acts” evidence, some of the accusers 
could testify against Cosby in his criminal trial. 

“I’m glad that Andrea Constand is finally be-
ing given an opportunity to seek justice,” Cindra 
Ladd told me by e-mail in June. “But strangely, 
I don’t care that much about the outcome. I be-
lieve he is already in hell; his reputation shot and 
his career in ruins, he is finally paying the price 
because so many of us spoke up as one about 
what he did to us. His life is essentially over be-
cause, despite his hiding for decades behind the 
jovial character he played, the real Bill Cosby has 
finally been exposed.” 

Back when the accusations started to pile 
up, journalist Stacy Brown had called Cosby’s 
private number at his Massachusetts estate. 
“To set him at ease,” Brown says, he asked 
Cosby a question that nobody seemed to have 
thought of: How was his wife, Camille, hold-
ing up under the endless allegations?

“Love and the strength of womanhood,” 
Cosby replied. �

A U G U S T  2 0 1 6150 V A N I T Y  F A I R  www.vanityfair.com

Bill Cosby



A U G U S T  2 0 1 6 151www.vanityfair.com V A N I T Y  F A I R

C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P A G E  1 1 4  green river for 
nearly three miles north-south through mod-
estly proportioned coastal dunes. The greens 
are interspersed and flanked with hardy mar-
ram grass, heather, wetland, orchids, and the 
gray North Sea. 

It is a gorgeous place to play golf, Scot-
land’s inclement weather permitting. Brian 
Burns, a Glaswegian who plays regularly at 
the Trump Turnberry resort, Trump’s other 
Scottish course, on the west coast, was telling 
me how much he loved both developments 
when we were politely interrupted by an ex-
ceedingly beefy security guard, whom the 
shop had told I was a reporter. He escorted 
me gently to the main offices to explain my-
self. The course has been so controversial that 
it pays to be careful.

For the old residents of Menie, the first in-
kling something was afoot came in 2005, when 
they started getting phone calls from a man in-
troducing himself as Peter White. He said he’d 
fallen in love with the area, and would they be 
interested in selling their house? The mysterious 
caller, whose real name was Neil Hobday, was a 
Trump proj ect manager. 

Through much of 2007, the Aberdeenshire 
Council dealt with Trump’s planning applica-
tion for two 18-hole golf courses and facilities 
at the Menie Estate, along with a 450-unit 
five-star hotel, 36 villas, 950 vacation apart-
ments, and 500 residences. Trump promised 
that 6,000 jobs would be directly created, but 
threatened to “pull out entirely” if his whole 
proposal wasn’t accepted, or was even delayed. 
Amid rising Scottish anxiety that their oil is 
running out, the package was a pretty easy sell 
to local officials. 

Sarah Malone, the course’s executive vice 
president, says the course now employs 100 
core staff, plus up to 50 caddies on a sea-
sonal basis. She said Trump has spent £100 
million ($142 million) on the proj ect to date 
and she is bullish about the future. She 
promises further developments at the site, 
including a second golf course, but won’t 
say more. Trump, she says, lets her run the 
operation as if it were her own business. 
“He says it as it is and you know where you 
stand: there is no ambiguity. You can move 
forward much more quickly when you have 
that kind of openness.”

But Malone also touched on another topic, 
which opens up a new and very different 

set of questions. Although she wouldn’t dis-
cuss any financial details for the course, she 
didn’t dispute my observation that its accounts 
for 2014 showed a loss-making operation. The 
observation was almost “asinine,” she says, 
because projects routinely make losses in the 
early years. This was a “legacy project” for 
Donald, she says. “This is about the love of the 
game of golf, the love of the land, and mem-
ory of his mother,” who was born and grew 
up in Scotland. The official accounts filed at 
Companies House (the British version of the 
S.E.C.) show, in fact, that for the calendar year 
2014, the operating company Trump Interna-
tional Golf Club Scotland Limited showed a 
net loss of £1.1 million ($1.8 million) on rev-
enues of £2.8 million ($4.4 million).

But Trump’s disclosure in July 2015 to the 
U.S. Federal Election Commission (F.E.C.), 
under the “income” heading, showed a profit 
of precisely $4,349,641. We aren’t quite com-
paring apples with apples here, because the 
F.E.C. disclosures cover the calendar year 
2014 plus preceding months in the current 
year. This scenario would make sense only 
if the loss-making operation in 2014 sud-
denly surged into profit in early 2015, when 
the course was closed for winter until April 1, 
then returned (as Malone suggests) to its loss- 
making ways more recently. Or it could just 
be an error: mistakes are only human.

But let’s look further. For the Trump 
Turnberry golf resort, on the Scottish west 
coast, his F.E.C. disclosures record a profit 
of $20,395,000—but the accounts for 2014 
show a loss of £3.6 million ($5.6 million) on 
revenues of £9.2 million ($14.6 million). It’s 
the same story again at his Doonbeg course in 
Ireland, where he told the F.E.C. his profit was 
$10,755,683—again, very precise—while Irish 
company accounts show a loss of 2.5 million 
euros ($3.3 million) on revenues of 4.2 mil-
lion euros ($4.7 million).

This looks like a pattern: in each case a loss 
for 2014 in the company filings morphs into a 
large profit (for 2014 plus a few extra months) 
in his F.E.C. filings. This would be compatible 
with other analyses suggesting Trump is prone 
to hyping his wealth and income. Shawn Tully 
at Fortune magazine, using rough but reason-
able calculations, estimated in March that 
Trump had been putting in gross revenues in 
his disclosures, where he should have been 
putting income, after stripping out costs, and 
that his true income was probably between a 
third and a half of the £362 million ($514 mil-
lion) he claimed in his July 2015 disclosure.

When I pressed Trump on the discrepancy 
between the Scottish and Irish filings and 
what he had reported, he said that the disclo-
sure was “a revenue number: it is not a profit 
and loss number.” His C.F.O., Allen Weissel-
berg, who was also on the phone line, echoed 
that this was a “revenue” number. Yet, in 

February, Trump told Bloomberg News that 
these same Scottish and Irish numbers on 
his disclosures represented “projected future 
income”—a different thing again, which is cer-
tainly not what the F.E.C. asked for.

S imilar sloppiness, if that’s what it is, is 
apparent with his claims that he’s made 

4,844 donations worth $102 million to char-
ity over the past five years. A Washington 
Post analysis found that not a single donation 
among 4,844 contributions he listed was a per-
sonal gift of his own money: $7 million came 
from the Donald J. Trump Foundation, which 
is funded mostly by others. (Trump didn’t con-
tribute to his foundation from 2009 to 2014, 
the last year of available records.) The largest 
chunk of donations was nearly $64 million in 
those tax-friendly conservation easements he 
obtained; some beneficiaries were not charities 
but clients; and 2,900 of the 4,844 contribu-
tions were free rounds of golf. (A top Trump 
aide told the Post that this wasn’t a complete 
account and that Trump had given his own 
money to charity, but the aide failed to pro-
vide any documentation.) Meanwhile, CNBC 
probed Trump’s claim in his 2015 F.E.C. dis-
closures that his 16 golf courses were worth 
more than $550 million. Golf valuation ex-
perts concluded the courses were worth a half 
or a third of that—and even those estimates 
involved taking the inflated Scottish and Irish 
income figures at face value.

What to make of all this? Should we dis-
miss it as merely more Donald hype? Or are 
more serious issues at stake?

One can, of course, disagree about his 
total net worth—not least because, well, how 
much value should you assign to the unique 
Trump brand? 

Still, some harsher interpretations can be 
made. Kenneth Gross, a national authority on 
ethics and securities laws related to political 
activity, says challenges to financial disclosure 
statements normally involve failing to disclose 
assets or gifts, but he could not recall a situa-
tion where a filer had been questioned about 
overstating income. “We are in uncharted wa-
ters,” he says. Though he would not comment 
on the veracity of Trump’s filings, he said dis-
closure statements submitted to the govern-
ment can be subject to criminal penalties.

Fill In the Blanks

In fact, declarations to the Federal Election 
Commission are subject to a rather scary 

felony criminal statute called 18 U.S.C. 1001, 
which stipulates fines or prison terms of up to 
five years for anyone who knowingly and will-
fully “makes any materially false, fictitious, or 
fraudulent statement or representation.” Politi-
cians have been prosecuted under this statute 
before: in 2008, for instance, Ted Stevens, who 
represented Alaska in the U.S. Senate, was 
indicted for willfully concealing and failing to 
report large gifts. (As it happens, there was 

Trump Taxes
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prosecutorial misconduct in the case, and Ste-
vens died in a mysterious plane crash in 2010.)

Joseph Sandler, a former general counsel 
to the Democratic National Committee who 
has almost 25 years’ experience shepherding 
candidates through disclosure processes, goes 
further. Citing the Doonbeg example, where 
the accounts show a loss but Trump reported 
a $10.7 million profit to the F.E.C., he says, “If 
it was still losing money and he put it down to 
show that it was more successful than it was, 
and he reported $10 million of phantom in-
come, and he did it deliberately—that is a fed-
eral offense, and that would be very serious if 
he did it.” 

Trump’s statement to Bloomberg News 
that the disclosures reflected “projected future 
income” and his and Weisselberg’s statements 
to me that they reflected “revenue” were com-
pletely off the mark, Sandler says: both might 
constitute false statements. “It is not gross 
revenues earned by the enterprise: it is what 
he earned from it, what it paid him”—in this 
case, Trump’s share of the net profits.

The question, he continued, is whether 
Trump deliberately mis-stated or simply didn’t 
know what he was talking about. Deliberately 
overstating income is potentially as serious as 
mis-statements to hide conflicts of interest, 
Sandler continued. “It is really a question of 
how extensive it is. You can make an honest 
mistake, and people do that all the time.” To 
see whether a criminal offense had been com-
mitted, he says, they would look to see if there 
was a pattern.

Sandler cited another case involving Trump, 
reported by several media outlets, which moves 

from apparent income discrepancies to an ap-
parent asset discrepancy. Trump listed a golf 
course near Ossining, New York, in the “over 
$50 million” category in his F.E.C. disclo-
sures—while claiming for state tax purposes 
that it was worth just $1.4 million (later revised 
up to $9 million). “In Ossining, you have some-
thing hard to compare it to … you are talking 
apples to apples: however you measure it, it has 
to be the same answer for state as it is for fed-
eral,” said Sandler. If Trump deliberately over-
stated the value of the course, he continued, 
then “absolutely, yes, that is a federal offense.”

And if there were a federal offense, he 
said, the F.E.C. should refer that to the Justice 
Department—though it would of course be a 
“big step” for prosecutors to undertake this 
in the middle of a campaign. “It depends 
on the extent and frequency with which 
he mis-stated on his report, and whether it 
was willful. They’d have to put all the facts 
together and see.” (Don McGahn, a part-
ner at Jones Day, representing Mr. Trump, 
said that 18 U.S.C. 1001 “has no place in 
this” and that it is “reckless and irrespon-
sible” to brandish it: “In my view there is 
no legal basis” for doing so. He said there 
are several different ways to value assets, and 
that there was subjectivity involved. On the 
income side, he said, the purpose of the dis-
closure was to ferret out potential conflicts 
of interest, and he said that income disclo-
sure was not an exact science, and disclosing 
gross income or revenue was appropriate.)

Whatever, if anything, the F.E.C. makes 
of this, Trump’s Scottish adventures 

underline an enduring feature of his finances: 
that a big part of his wealth flows from his 
ability to extract goodies from government. 

And this isn’t only about milking the tax sys-
tem. In Aberdeenshire he browbeat and invei-
gled his way into getting permission to build 
houses, a hotel, and golf courses on a Site of 
Special Scientific Interest: a British planning 
designation that is, in the words of Profes-
sor Paul Cheshire of the London School of 
Economics, “the most highly protected type 
of site we have.” Trump’s deal was “a very 
elaborate way of what I would call gaming the 
British planning system, to build a new gated 
community in an otherwise impossible-to-
develop site.” 

In his foreign licensing deals, Trump em-
phasizes the importance of political connec-
tions. “The nice part [of the licensing model] 
is you have local people, local developers: they 
know the government, they know the presi-
dents of the country, the prime ministers of 
the country, and all of those things,” Trump 
told me. “Now, I help them a lot: if they need 
zoning, and they say they are doing a Trump 
job, every single time they get their zoning be-
cause the government wants Trump.”

Some might say that Trump’s single- 
minded pursuit of money is just a red-blooded 
example of the American way. Whether or 
not this is so, his may not be the qualities one 
seeks in a president. “The president has a duty 
of loyalty and care to the United States,” said 
Susan Pace Hamill, a professor at the Univer-
sity of Alabama School of Law and Honors 
College and an expert in tax avoidance for 
small businesses. “He or she is a fiduciary 
to the public. Donald Trump is a deal-maker 
for himself. There is not a fiduciary bone in 
his body. This is generally acceptable in the 
rough-and-tumble world of business but is not 
remotely in the universe of what you want out 
of a public official.” �

Trump Taxes
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House. “With a somewhat reckless adven-
turousness, we just said, Let’s live in this big 
falling-down house, with buckets to catch 
the water falling through the roof,” says 
Nick. “And in the middle of all this crazi-
ness, we had three children.” Anthony, Viva, 
and Zara were born in 2011, 2012, and 2014. 
At the same time, he began to study the 
family history. “I started absorbing all this 

information, and I realized what an amazing 
legacy my family has and that I was proud 
to be a part of that history. That inspired me 
a lot,” he says.

Meanwhile, Nick explored the house. “I 
started to poke about; it became a very posi-
tive place for me,” he recalls. “I developed a 
fantastic relationship with it. I didn’t see it as 
spooky or oppressive. As my level of under-
standing of it grew, it completely changed my 
mind-set. In my head the house was turning 
from a problem into a huge opportunity.”

What changed everything, he says, was 
the realization that part of the house could 
be used to generate income, not just swallow 
it up. He devised a plan to renovate a wing 
where his family would live, while turning the 
staterooms into dazzling spaces for events, 
such as weddings and conferences. Mean-
while, the entire house has been stabilized 
structurally, but large areas of the interior 
remain derelict—a proj ect for their children, 
Nick says jokingly. (To finance the renova-

tion, he relied on bank loans and funds from 
his inheritance, which includes large prop-
erties in Northern Ireland, such as Lough 
Neagh, a 19-mile-long, nine-mile-wide lake 
that is the largest body of fresh water in the 
United Kingdom.)

With the help of his architects, Philip 
Hughes Associates, most of the heavy-duty 
infrastructure work—new plumbing, electric-
ity, and roofing—was completed in just 15 
months. Pretty astonishing, given the scope of 
the endeavor. Extensive work has also been 
done on the grounds, including planting 
an elaborate garden. As work was nearing 
completion, the Ashley-Coopers happened 
upon a miraculous find: a cast of Anteros, 
the statue in Piccadilly Circus. One of the 
most thrilling moments in the restoration 
process of St. Giles was the day the statue 
was installed and positioned—with its bow 
aimed back at Piccadilly Circus. “It has 
been immensely satisfying,” says the 12th 
Earl of Shaftesbury. �

Earl of Shaftesbury
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number of the St. George’s victims. “His idea 
was: You got a problem, you make it go away.”

A Factory for Holden Caulfields

If Gibbs was enabled by institutional misogy-
ny, a second set of students fell casualty to a 

laissez-faire interpretation of the school’s in loco 
parentis mandate, which mixed harsh discipline 
with near anarchy. At St. George’s, suspensions 
and expulsions were common, often the inevi-
table result of a tone set by the administration. 
“We bragged that you could fit all the rules of 
the school on one side of an 81⁄2-by-11-inch piece 
of paper,” says Bryce Traister (class of ’86). 
“You could go down to the beach and smoke 
pot and drink and have sex and surf,” a late-80s 
grad recalls. “It was heaven.”

The school became a factory for Holden 
Caulfields, alienated kids whose parenting had 
been outsourced to a not very nurturing place. 
Freshmen and sophomores were effectively 
in the care of the seniors who ran the dorms. 
It was a Darwinian environment, which sev-
eral St. George’s alumni separately described 
to me as Lord of the Flies. Certain years, the 
hazing got way, way out of hand. In the fall of 
1978, a senior made a freshman named Harry 
Groome stand on a trash can and pull down 
his boxer shorts, whereupon the older student 
sodomized him with a broomstick in front of 
several other students. It was neither a secret 
incident nor one that was taken seriously by 
the school: a later yearbook photo of Groome 
in a trash can was captioned: “It’s better than 
a broomstick!” Four years later, several boys 
experienced unwanted nighttime visits from 
seniors trying to fondle them. After Charlie 
Henry awoke one night during his third-form 
year, in 1982, to find a darkness-obscured fig-
ure touching him, he slept with a knife under 
his pillow for the remainder of the semester. 
The same year, some seniors took a freshman 
boy to a dorm basement, where they beat him 
up and raped him with a pencil. After the 
victim went to the administration, Tony Zane 
announced at Thursday chapel what had hap-
pened, and the seniors were expelled. “When 
their feet were held to the fire, they responded,” 
says Ned Truslow, who was the school’s senior 
prefect when he graduated, in 1986, but “how 
could these people have let this happen?”
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St. George’s
Cult of Personality

Franklin Coleman was big and tall, deep-
voiced and pompous and kind and char-

ismatic, a rare African-American teacher in 
a sea of whiteness, and the school’s musical 
leader starting in 1980: organist, teacher of mu-
sic theory and history, choirmaster at a school 
with a singing group serious enough to record 
albums and tour internationally. He often wore 
his choir robes around campus. A cult of per-
sonality surrounded him, and he played host 
to concentric rings of acolytes. The Kulture 
Vultures was a club of aesthetes who’d meet 
in Coleman’s apartment in the Arden-Diman 
dorm, which he supervised, to drink soda, 
eat chips, and listen to classical music or jazz 
or watch a Hitchcock or Woody Allen film. A 
more exclusive group, the Colemanites, would 
receive floridly inscribed invitations to small 
soirées at Coleman’s apartment; the boys wore 
black-tie. And then, at the center of these rings, 
according to alumni, was the small group of 
students in whom he had a sexual interest. 

Coleman had a clear type: “that Brides-
head, beautiful chiseled young boy” look, as 
a female ex–choir member describes it, and a 
predator’s nose for wounded animals. Hawkins 
Cramer (class of ’85) fit the profile, blond with 
a good voice, and his father had died of can-
cer the summer after his sophomore year. “I 
was devastated from that, and lost and sad and 
angry,” Cramer recalls. “Franklin came in as 
the caring, avuncular guy that he is.” Cole-
man could be generous, giving him a double 
tape deck, say, or a Christmas sweater from 
Barneys, but there was a push-pull. If Cra-
mer’s thank-you note was insufficiently long, 
he says, Coleman would become petulant and 
berate him, then apologize and pull him in for 
“a long embrace. Over time, he’d start pulling 
up my shirt, putting his hand under it, against 
my back. It became really uncomfortable, but 
you’re already in this position where you just 
had to make this guy feel better—if I pull away 
now it will make it worse. So you carried on 
and tried not to think about it much.”

Coleman took Cramer on a college tour the 
summer after his junior year, and the situation 
became increasingly fraught, with Coleman 
booking hotel rooms with a single bed and 
Cramer waking up with Coleman’s arm around 
him. During a drive on that trip, Cramer fell 
asleep in the front seat and says he woke up 
with Coleman “massaging my genitals.” Cra-
mer froze, pretended he was stirring from sleep, 
and Coleman stopped touching him. Then Cra-
mer opened his eyes and said, “ ‘I don’t know 
what I’ve done to make you think I want that, 
but I don’t. You can’t do that sort of thing to 
me.’ He pulled over, starts bawling and crying. 
‘I’m so sorry, you seemed so tense—I thought 
this would be something to relax you.’ ” 

Another alumnus told me he was given 
marijuana and vodka by Coleman, and woke 
up naked in a bed in Coleman’s apartment with 
no memory of what had happened. A third 

alumnus, “Ethan” (who has asked that his real 
name not be used), who is now in his 40s, was a 
Colemanite, blond and bullied and far from his 
home in the Bahamas when Coleman cultivated 
him, serving him Kahlúa ice cream and writing 
love notes. Over time, Ethan says, Coleman 
showed him gay porn videos, gave him a full-
body Vaseline massage, and touched his penis. 
On Friday, May 6, 1988, Ethan told the school 
counselor, and the counselor told the headmas-
ter, Zane’s successor, the Reverend George An-
drews, who fired Coleman the same day.

At least half a dozen alumni have reported 
that they were targets of some sort of advance 
or contact by Coleman. Even more than Gibbs, 
it’s hard for many alumni to understand how 
Coleman was allowed to prey on students for as 
long as he did. Coleman’s practice of sending 
invitations to handpicked favorites and posting 
them on a bulletin board for all to see, which 
today might be recognized as the grooming tac-
tics of a predator, seemed troublingly exclusion-
ary to some students but were evidently consid-
ered acceptable by the administration. A 1986 
yearbook photo of Coleman was captioned 
“Frankie Say Relax,” and there was bathroom-
stall graffiti about “Franklin’s organ” and some-
one sitting on “Franklin’s Tower” (playing off 
the Grateful Dead song). “We all knew he was 
a perv,” says one ’86 graduate.

Decades later, the St. George’s counselor 
would tell the school’s investigator that in the 
early 80s he had informed Tony Zane about a 
student’s supposedly receiving backrubs from 
Coleman, and Zane had responded that he 
didn’t believe the student and hoped the matter 
would “go away.” Zane himself told the investi-
gator that he didn’t remember this, but he had 
warned Coleman around 1983 or 1984 “not to 
give back rubs to any more students.”

Innuendo and the fuzzy conflation of homo-
sexuality and pedophilia in the mind of a 1980s 
teenager wasn’t actionable knowledge of a spe-
cific incident or relationship. “There was a way 
in which the genteel homophobia of the school 
organized itself around Franklin Coleman, in 
a way that weirdly enabled his predatory be-
havior,” Bryce Traister says, because it made 
Coleman’s acolytes defensive around him and 
“also because it suggested it wouldn’t be right 
to inquire too closely into what was real ly going 
on in these years … because that would suggest 
you were being homophobic or racist.” A fe-
male member of the class of 1987 says she went 
to her adviser that year and reported that some-
thing untoward was clearly going on between 
Coleman and some students, and “someone 
needs to do something.” The alumna says her 
adviser told her that unless she had evidence 
“you’re in the same position I am. I said the 
same thing to the people in charge, and I was 
told to mind my own business.”

When Andrews fired Coleman the follow-
ing spring, he handled the matter much as 
Zane had handled Gibbs. The departure was 
presented as a “voluntary resignation” due to 



health reasons; the school, on the advice of 
counsel, made no report to authorities; and 
the school gave Coleman $10,000 and let him 
keep his health insurance for several more 
months, in return for not pursuing any legal 
claim against the school. Coleman moved on 
to working with school choirs at a church in 
Philadelphia, and by 1997 he was choirmaster 
at Tampa Prep, in Florida.

Jane Doe, Unmasked

The year that Coleman was fired, 1988, a 
plaintiff using the pseudonym Jane Doe 

filed suit in November against St. George’s 
School in federal court in Providence, alleging 
she had been raped by Al Gibbs. The plaintiff 
was Anne Scott, who had suffered in the eight 
years since she graduated from St. George’s. She 
had finally started to talk about Gibbs with her 
therapist when she was a college junior, even-
tually informing her parents what she’d gone 
through. But while she had excelled academi-
cally, obtaining both an undergraduate degree 
and a Ph.D. in anthropology from the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, and later an M.B.A., she 
had been hobbled socially. She had spent much 
of her 20s living with her parents in Delaware, 
been hospitalized four or five times for an eat-
ing disorder, depression, and dissociation, and 
was on a number of psychiatric medications. As 
she entered her late 20s, and her Ph.D. neared 
completion, her parents were worried: about her 
marital prospects, her financial prospects (she 
was aging out of their health insurance), her fu-
ture. They began to explore the idea of a civil suit 
against the school. “My parents aren’t litigious 
people,” Scott says, “but it was that motivation 
of, how do we provide for Anne, and what’s go-
ing to happen when we’re not around and she’s 
not going to be able to live independently.” Her 
family retained Eric MacLeish, whom another 
lawyer had recommended and who, as it hap-
pened, had attended St. George’s for two years 
in the late 60s.

St. George’s response to the lawsuit, which 
sought $10 million in punitive damages, was re-
markably aggressive. Although the school was 
well aware of Gibbs’s history of abuse, then 
headmaster Archer Harman (now deceased) 
wrote a letter that December to “Friends of St. 
George’s,” in which he stated that “we have no 
reason to believe that the alleged incidents took 
place.” Besides trying unsuccessfully to have 
the suit thrown out on the grounds that the 
statute of limitations for a personal-injury suit 
had expired, lawyer William Robinson III, who 
now sits on Rhode Island’s Supreme Court, 
argued for making Anne Scott’s name public, 
suggested the sex might have been consensual 
(a suggestion that earned a withering rebuke 
from the judge), and tried to stop Scott from 
notifying other alumni. “They threatened to 
depose my parents’ whole community,” Scott 

says. (Robinson said in a statement in January, 
“I represented the client as an attorney must, 
zealously, ethically and to the best of my abil-
ity.”) The situation produced tension in her 
family, and ultimately the pressure became too 
much for her to bear: “I just wanted it to go 
away. I didn’t want money. I didn’t want to lose 
my family. I dropped the case.” St. George’s 
refused to let her withdraw, however, until she 
signed a confidentiality agreement preventing 
her from ever discussing the case. MacLeish 
argued against signing it, but Scott was done. 
“I basically fled.” She stopped therapy, “cut off 
everything,” and moved overseas.

The school did, in response to the suit, final-
ly stop providing Gibbs with financial support 
and report him to the Department of Children, 
Youth & Families (which responded that it had 
no jurisdiction).

The Crusader

Over the next 20 years, America’s under-
standing of childhood sexual abuse within 

institutions would evolve dramatically. Eric Mac-
Leish was part of that movement. Anne Scott’s 
case had been his first in the sexual-abuse area 
and had launched him on a career: he repre-
sented most of the victims in one of the first 
successful cases against the Catholic Church, 
in Fall River, Massachusetts, in 1992. MacLeish 
would become a key figure representing victims 
in the Archdiocese of Boston cases (in the mov-
ie Spotlight, he is portrayed, somewhat unflatter-
ingly, by Billy Crudup). That work would take 
its toll: MacLeish experienced severe PTSD fol-
lowing the Catholic Church cases and gave up 
the law, lost 40 pounds, moved into a trailer 
in his in-laws’ yard in Connecticut, remembered 
his own sexual abuse at an English boarding 
school he attended as a child (he also still has 
cane marks on his back from his time there), 
and began a romantic relationship with his 
psychotherapist. (His marriage ended, and he 
ended up filing a complaint against the therapist 
with the state, which revoked her license.)

As the Catholic Church scandal unfolded, a 
growing number of other cloistered institutions, 
including the American Boychoir School, in 
Princeton, and Groton, in Massachusetts, had 
to reckon with sex-abuse scandals. And a few 
St. George’s alumni, still haunted by their ex-
periences at the school, began to seek answers.

Ethan, after graduating in 1989, had wan-
dered the world for 12 years as a sailor and “let 
strange men do things with me.” He had be-
come an alcoholic and extinguished a series of 
cigarettes on his own body, and he hadn’t come 
to terms with what had happened to him at the 
school. (He is now married and living with his 
wife and son in Westport, Connecticut.) He 
approached the school in 2000. “I said, ‘I’m 
not trying to sue, but I don’t know why I have 
to pay for my therapy.’ ” He says he received a 
letter of apology, from then headmaster Charles 
Hamblet, and 23 sessions with the school coun-
selor. Two years later, Harry Groome, reading 

about an abuse scandal at Groton, and newly 
the father of a son, was beginning to recog-
nize the psychological impact of what had 
happened to him and found himself worrying 
about current students at S.G.S. and what was 
being done for them. He wrote to Hamblet 
and says he received a pat-on-the-head letter 
in response. (Hamblet died in 2010.)

The hiring of Eric Peterson as headmaster 
in 2004 prompted a new set of contacts by 
alumni. That year, Groome e-mailed Peterson 
and also the fellow graduate who had assaulted 
him. Twice a year, he’d see the perp’s name in 
school mailings, because the man was an active 
alumnus, and he wrote him: “I said, ‘I never for-
got what you did to me; I see your name twice a 
year; in good faith please resign from that posi-
tion.’ He wrote back and said, ‘I resigned—let’s 
please talk.’ I said no.”

Hawkins Cramer now had a family and was 
the principal of an elementary school in Seattle, 
where he had recently dealt decisively with a 
teacher exhibiting grooming behaviors with stu-
dents. Emboldened by that experience, in the 
spring of 2004, Cramer decided to track Frank-
lin Coleman down. He found him working at 
Tampa Prep and called him directly. Cramer’s 
palms were sweaty, his heart thumping. Recep-
tion put him through, and Coleman picked up 
after two rings. “At first he was ‘Great to hear 
from you,’ ” says Cramer. “I said, ‘I’m not call-
ing because I’m interested in talking with you 
but to let you know that what you did with me 
was a terrible thing and you have no right to be 
around kids.” Cramer told Coleman he was go-
ing to get him fired, then called the headmaster, 
told him everything, and suggested he call St. 
George’s to confirm the information. Cramer 
says the headmaster thanked him and said 
he’d take it from there. Then Cramer called 
Peterson at St. George’s and told him the story. 
“He said, Oh my God, that’s terrible, that’s aw-
ful, thank you so much.” Cramer says he told 
Peterson he needed to call the Tampa school. 
“I hang up, think, That’s great, I’ve done all I 
can do. Well, [Coleman] retired four years later 
from that job. So [Peterson] knowingly protect-
ed this guy who was a ped o phile.” 

“Mr. Peterson’s recollection is different,” 
says Joe Baerlein, a spokesman for the school, 
in an e-mail. “During their conversation, Mr. 
Cramer said that he should expect a call from 
Tampa Prep and requested that he speak to 
them about Coleman. Mr. Peterson agreed 
to do so but did not hear from Tampa Prep.” 
(Coleman now lives in Newark, New Jersey, 
and until recently had a page on Couchsurfing 
.com, a site where homeowners can offer free 
lodging to travelers, featuring pictures of him-
self surrounded by adolescent boys. He didn’t 
respond to an interview request and has not 
responded to allegations in other news reports.)

In 2006, Ethan met with Peterson on cam-
pus, and Peterson, like his predecessor, wrote 
him a letter of apology and also promised 10 
free psychotherapy consultations. In October of 
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2011, Harry Groome e-mailed Peterson a Bos-
ton Globe article about a scandal at the Fessen-
den School, in Newton, Massachusetts, head-
ing the e-mail: “FYI—how another school is 
addressing past sexual abuse on campus. Time 
for SG to step up?” Peterson invited Groome 
to meet with him, and Groome gave Peterson a 
copy of the letter he’d sent to Hamblet in 2002.

In the spring of 2012, Eric MacLeish wrote 
to Peterson. MacLeish had found himself read-
ing St. George’s Bulletin and seeing story after 
story about “successful alums,” he says. “The 
hypocrisy of it all was just overwhelming.” 
MacLeish had always been haunted by the 
Anne Scott case. Over the years, he had tried 
to track her down, at one point even hiring 
skip tracers (akin to bounty hunters), without 
success. Thinking about Anne Scott and all 
the victims of Al Gibbs, MacLeish wondered, 
“Why can’t there be an article about that con-
duct in the Bulletin?” He wrote Peterson that 
night, asking him to send out an alumni letter 
about Gibbs. MacLeish had eased back into 
mediation work after his time in the wilder-
ness, but he wasn’t representing a client then. 
Peterson invited him to come to the school, 
and they met and spoke. Afterward, MacLeish 
wrote to Peterson that the school had “an af-
firmative duty to act,” but Peterson still didn’t 
send out a letter to alumni.

A Sort of Homecoming

In 2014, MacLeish was at a Christmas party 
in Lincoln, Massachusetts, where a fellow 

lawyer said he was in touch with someone 
Mac Leish knew: Anne Scott. In the years after 
she left the country, Scott had ended up doing 
global health and development work for NGOs 
in Indonesia, India, Botswana, and the Palestin-
ian territories, among other places. She found 
it healing to see people in impoverished coun-
tries showing grace, and being an expat had 
removed her from the painful context of her 
own culture, freeing her to be herself. In 2013, 
with her two sons, now teenagers (the marriage 
that produced them hadn’t lasted: “holding on 
to friendships and intimate relationships is hard 
for me”), she decided to move back to the U.S. 
after a quarter-century abroad. 

MacLeish called her that December, and 
when Scott received the phone message, she 
thought long and hard about calling him 
back. When she did, he brought her up to 
date—about how he’d reached out to Peterson 
in 2012, and how her case and its resolution 
had always bothered him—and asked her to 
speak to the school with him. She said that 
if it would help others and make the school a 
better place, she’d do it.

What happened next set the tone for every-
thing that would follow. MacLeish, who in the 
past year has gotten back to doing trial work, 
asked Peterson to lift Anne Scott’s gag order, 
and arranged for the three to meet. MacLeish 
also then sent, unsolicited, a draft letter for Pe-
terson to send to alumni. It was an aggressive 

move, and at that point Peterson, a lawyer, said 
he wasn’t so sure a meeting was such a good 
idea. Two weeks later, Peterson and then board 
chair Skip Branin sent a letter to all alumni, an-
nouncing that the school had become aware of 
past “sexual misconduct” by at least one em-
ployee, had hired an investigator to undertake 
“a full and independent inquiry,” and encour-
aged any alumni who had been victims or had 
pertinent information to speak with the investi-
gator. Peterson wrote that the letter and inquiry 
had their roots in another alumna’s contacting 
him in 2012 about her Gibbs abuse experience, 
in the evolving best practices of independent 
schools, and in response to “other alumni” 
coming forward. (MacLeish believes that he 
forced Peterson’s hand.)

In May of 2015, MacLeish, Anne Scott, Pe-
terson, and a lawyer for the school met at Mac-
Leish’s office. Scott told Peterson her story and 
made several requests: the creation of a therapy- 
assistance fund, a release from her 1989 gag 
order, documents from her lawsuit (to help in 
her healing), and the removal of Tony Zane’s 
name from the girls’ dormitory. (Deerfield 
had agreed to a similar request, removing the 
names of two offending former teachers from a 
squash facility, an endowed chair, and a writing 
fellowship.) “Eric Peterson did apologize and 
acknowledge that it happened to me, and that 
was meaningful, and I’m grateful someone ac-
knowledged it after all these years,” Scott says. 
For a period, Scott felt good about the process. 
Then things started to go awry.

A Fatal Course

The details—how therapy reimbursement 
would work; whether or not survivors 

would have to sign confidentiality agreements; 
whether the school would release Anne Scott 
from her 1989 gag order; when exactly the in-
vestigative report would be finished—are less 
important than that, by the fall of last year, an 
adversarial dynamic had been established: Anne 
Scott, and a growing group of other alumni 
who’d stepped forward with stories of their own 
abuse, began to feel that the school was respond-
ing to profound pain with lawyerly caution and 
was more interested in protecting its reputation 
than truly making amends and ensuring that 
the problem had been addressed. Even as the 
school proceeded with its investigation and sent 
two more letters to alumni updating them on its 
prog ress, the survivor group became increasing-
ly mistrustful, and they learned—only in Decem-
ber, MacLeish claims—that the investigator was 
a law partner of the school’s outside counsel (as 
well as married to her). It’s not uncommon for 
independent investigations to be conducted by 
an organization’s outside counsel, but in light 
of the survivors’ obvious trust issues, it’s un-
derstandable that when they learned of the law 
firm’s dual role, they felt betrayed once more.

The survivors’ pivot from focusing on past 
misconduct to what they saw as pres ent mis-
handling of the crisis would be hugely conse-

quential in prolonging the scandal. Those who 
blame the school see a culture of cover-up and 
credit MacLeish with goading St. George’s to 
act when it otherwise wouldn’t have. Defenders 
of the school, even while acknowledging some 
missteps, say MacLeish riled up the victims, 
driven by his own demons. “I really think this 
is part of a personal-rehabilitation campaign for 
him,” argues one former St. George’s student.

MacLeish ramped up the pressure on the 
school. He is adept at working the media, 
and on December 14, The Boston Globe ran a 
front-page story about Al Gibbs’s victims. On 
December 23, the school released its investi-
gative report, but the survivors considered it 
woefully inadequate: among other flaws, it curi-
ously didn’t address any allegations after 2004, 
the year Peterson arrived, and it didn’t delve 
into how the school had “passed the trash” (as 
the practice of letting a known abuser move on 
to another institution without alerting them is 
charmingly called). On January 5, in Boston, 
MacLeish held a lengthy press conference with 
Scott and two other victims, and also issued a 
36-page rebuttal of the school’s report.

The school had lost any control. An online 
petition by a Scott-led group called SGS for 
Healing, asking for a new, truly independent 
investigation and an independent therapy fund 
administered by a clinician, got nearly 850 sign-
ers. And the pressure yielded results. The school 
announced a new investigator and a therapy 
program that the survivors were happy with.

Meanwhile, a secret group on Facebook, 
open only to St. George’s alumni, quickly col-
lected more than 1,000 members, as students 
from the 1960s through 2016 hashed out the 
scandal. There were first-person accounts of 
abuse, expressions of solidarity with the victims, 
confessions of survivor guilt. The class of 1974 
rescinded its yearbook dedication to Al Gibbs. 
There was considerable focus on the culpabil-
ity of Tony Zane. (In a December 24 e-mail to 
friends, he and his wife, Eusie, defended them-
selves and bitterly attacked Peterson for, among 
other things, refusing to indemnify them and 
negotiating with MacLeish: “St. George’s 
School has embarked on a fatal course, has 
embraced a viper, and thrown us under the 
bus.” He told the school’s investigator, accord-
ing to the report received by the board, that 
he “wanted to make amends and help the stu-
dents.” Notwithstanding that, he sent another 
e-mail to friends, in which he wrote, “Anne 
Scott did not contract anorexia at St. George’s; 
she arrived severely anorexic.” Scott then wrote 
to him. “I said, ‘Please stop. It’s not true.’ He 
didn’t reply… All the guy has to do is say he’s 
sorry. ‘I’m sorry it happened while I was there’ 
would be a good start.”)

The Facebook group got ugly, too. Some 
people were expelled from it; others, burned 
out, quit. People posted scurrilous rumors 
about family members of St. George’s admin-
istration. Sometimes, when things real ly got 
heated, people tried to re-inject some perspec-



tive and recall some of the good things about 
their St. George’s experiences. Jason Whitney 
(class of ’90) found himself driving home lis-
tening to Led Zeppelin’s “The Rain Song” and 
being transported back to the first night he’d 
heard it, which was at St. George’s. He posted to 
the Facebook group: “Put the regrets away for 
a few hours. Now go cue up the Zep. Do it. Oh, 
and turn it way the fuck up too. Remember how 
epic St. George’s could be.” The post sparked 
more than 100 nostalgic comments.

As the second investigation proceeded, the 
survivors pressed a case against Peterson. Be-
yond what they viewed as his unresponsiveness 
to their early attempts to alert him, they were 
increasingly bothered by the absence of post-
2004 allegations in the report released by the 
school, given that they knew of at least one 
that the investigator had been informed about. 
It was a matter involving a computer-science 
teacher and athletic trainer named Charles 
Thompson. In 2004, 18 students had made 
allegations that he’d touched their knees (he 
had a preoccupation with “sailor’s knees”) 
and pulled back a shower curtain in one case. 
It was “creepy,” an administrator would tell 
the school’s investigator, and parents of the 
boys in the dormitory received a letter from 
Peterson explaining the situation. Thompson 
was removed as a dorm master, suspended 
for several months, and given a psychiatric 
evaluation before being allowed to return. He 
later moved to the Taft School, in northwestern 
Connecticut, but after the St. George’s survivor 
group alerted The Boston Globe, it ran an article 
about Thompson, and he was placed on leave 
by Taft. (Thompson remains on leave and did 
not respond to a request for an interview. Some 
St. George’s alumni have suggested that the evi-
dence against him is weak and that he’s the 
victim of a witch hunt.)

A Culture of Abuse

During all this, the school hunkered down, 
giving no interviews after the initial Globe 

story and hiring both the same law and crisis 
P.R. firms (Ropes & Gray and Rasky Baerlein) 
that had represented the Archdiocese of Bos-
ton. But a group of alumni and current parents 
defended the school on Facebook and in in-
terviews. One of their main arguments, always 
couched with expressions of sympathy for the 
survivors, is that nonetheless St. George’s is a 
“living school,” and that present-day students 
and parents and faculty shouldn’t be punished 
for the sins of the past. A current student assem-
bled a spreadsheet showing how far the school 
had come in terms of gender equity, charting 
how many girls are now in leadership posi-
tions and how many female faculty there are.

And in the void of Peterson’s public silence, 
some alumni and parents have stepped up 
to defend him. They point to the money he’s 

raised and the programs he’s championed, 
which have made the school a more academic 
place, as well as to his popularity among stu-
dents and their parents and to his moral author-
ity: there was, for instance, the decision a few 
years ago to forfeit a football game against rival 
Lawrence Academy, because Lawrence’s team 
was stocked with 300- pounders. While this 
briefly turned St. George’s into sports-radio fod-
der about the softening of the American male, 
others saw it as an act of courage. At a meeting 
in Newport in February, St. George’s parents 
roundly expressed support for Peterson. 

Tucker Carlson, the conservative commen-
tator, graduated in 1987, married headmaster 
Andrews’s daughter Susie (who now sits on 
the board) and has sent two of his children 
to the school: he thinks it’s “disgusting” how 
people have gone after Peterson, who he believes 
has been unfairly scapegoated for things that 
happened long before he was there. Governor 
Howard Dean, the former presidential candi-
date and a 1966 graduate of St. George’s, also 
supports the current leadership. “I was outraged 
when I first read about [the abuse],” he says. “I 
hate this kind of stuff. But the more I learned … 
what matters to me, classically institutions sweep 
these things under the rug, but in this case, I 
don’t detect stonewalling… My guess is they’re 
trying to do the best they can by the victims. I 
don’t see any evidence of this administration or 
this board, none of whom I know personally, 
that they’re trying to shut it down. I don’t know 
what else we can ask of them.” Even Whit Shep-
pard, whose experience at Deerfield is cited by 
MacLeish as an exemplary response by a school 
to a case of abuse, says, “I firmly believe that 
Eric is a person who’s genuinely interested in 
doing the right thing by survivors, for survivors.”

Regarding the outward paralysis of the board 
of trustees, a current member of the school’s ad-
visory board offers a benign explanation: “No 
one’s going into these conversations saying, 
O.K., tell me how to stonewall. They’re saying, 
What do we do in a P.R. world where anything 
we say gets heavily criticized? How do we come 
across as ready, willing, and able to deal with is-
sues raised without setting ourselves up for au-
tomatic failure or liability in the future? Those 
are tough things to navigate. And lawsuits are 
coming. No matter how well intentioned you 
are, you have to keep that in mind.”

That still doesn’t explain, though, why Peter-
son didn’t send out an alumni letter before 2015, 
or why it took him seven months to release Anne 
Scott from her decades-old gag order. It’s hard 
to avoid the sense that he either was dragging his 
feet and acting only when forced to, or was at the 
mercy of a board that wouldn’t let him act. It’s 
also hard to avoid the sense that the board did a 
bit of sanitizing of the first investigative report, 
a copy of which was obtained by Vanity Fair. 
The report publicly issued by the board was 11 
pages, but the original pair of reports (a main 
one and a supplemental one) received by the 
board exceeded 100 pages. A reasonable case 

can be made for much of the winnowing that 
was done: a teacher who was a bit inappropri-
ate, and was disciplined and investigated and 
ultimately cleared to work at the school again, 
arguably did not warrant inclusion in a report 
about sexual abuse. Other details that were ex-
cluded, like the facts that a former St. George’s 
teacher is currently in federal prison for posses-
sion of child pornography and that another one 
told a male student that “you just need a good 
fuck,” look more like a school sparing itself 
some embarrassment. It’s unclear why the board 
didn’t consider it important to disclose the in-
vestigator’s finding that “the perception among 
many former members of the school commu-
nity is that [a culture of abuse] did in fact exist 
dec ades ago at the school.” More disturbingly, 
the published report excluded the investigator’s 
finding that the school had given Al Gibbs a let-
ter of recommendation and a stipend after firing 
him; had lied about having no reason to believe 
Jane Doe’s claims were true; and had never at-
tempted to alert White’s, Gibbs’s, or Coleman’s 
later employers about their pasts.

“Why Would They Get It Right?”

I visited St. George’s on a Monday in early 
May, a week before the reunion weekend. It 

was a misty, overcast morning, but the hand-
someness of the campus, with its abundant 
green lawns and looming stone chapel, all 
backed by the rolling surf of the ocean, was in-
escapable. First period was just beginning when 
I arrived at 8:30 A.M., and boys and girls and 
teachers were hurrying to their classrooms.

The school is larger now—50 percent more 
students than in the 1980s—with a new science 
building, a new library, a new arts center, and 
a state-of-the-art facility for the professional de-
velopment of faculty. At an assembly I attend-
ed, run by the five senior prefects, the athletic 
director handed out awards for athlete of the 
week; a student group announced a proj ect in-
volving “design thinking,” a concept Peterson 
had brought back from a continuing-education 
program at Stanford; and another club an-
nounced that Julie Bowen (class of ’87), who 
plays a mother on Modern Family, would be 
speaking on campus the following week.

Then I sat down with Peterson in his office, 
a high-ceilinged space with wood paneling that 
is exactly as you imagine it. Peterson—a young 
50, square-jawed, clean-shaven, earnest—wore a 
black St. George’s fleece vest over a shirt and 
red tie. He had invited me to the school so that 
I could see St. George’s as it is in 2016, but also 
said that he was constrained from speaking 
about its history of abuse. It was an odd set of 
circumstances that neatly encapsulated the situ-
ation Peterson finds himself in. Managing the 
greatest crisis ever to hit St. George’s, and con-
cerning events that mostly took place long 
before he’d set foot on the campus, he has had 
to simultaneously answer to trustees, to cur-
rent students and parents, to faculty, to alum-
ni, to survivors, to donors, all while a Rhode 
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agement. “SLAM! is not about being a profes-
sional athlete,” he says. “It’s about the business 
around it, teaching the kids you can be a physi-
cal therapist, an agent, a lawyer, a broadcaster. 
There’s a whole business around sports. With 
my partner [philanthropic businessman] Fer-
nando Zulueta, we just broke ground for an-
other SLAM!, in Las Vegas, and we’ve been ap-
proved for more in West Palm Beach, Broward 
County, Osceola, and Tampa.” In addition to 
the charter schools, Pitbull is involved with the 
Nicklaus Children’s Hospital in Miami and 

Pitbull the Imaginate Foundation—which provides re-
sources to low-income families in Miami. 

Then there is the 2016 presidential election. 
Various candidates have sought Pitbull’s 

support; so far, he has not endorsed anyone. 
But after Donald Trump’s controversial com-
ments about Mexicans, Pitbull said that he 
didn’t think Trump understood the power 
and the unity of Latinos, and that he, person-
ally, would have a hard time staying in one of 
Trump’s hotels. He also said that both the Re-
publicans and Democrats needed to step up or 
Donald Trump would take the lead. “I actually 
met with Trump,” he tells me. “He flew [me] 
in his helicopter over to his resort in West Palm 
Beach. I like to sit down with people and see 
what they’ve got going on, and if there’s any-
body that’s fallen down and got back up … 
with all the bankruptcies he’s been through—
well, you have to respect certain things about 
him. But I don’t think he knew what he was 
talking about [when he said those things about 
Mexicans], and there’s nothing he won’t say 
to have the limelight. The more outlandish [it 
is], the more they put it on television.” Pitbull’s 

ties to the Latino community and his roots in 
Cuba are strong, and he says, “There are still a 
lot of families that are first-generation Latinos 
in the United States who still have that connec-
tion with their countries—whether it’s Mexico 
or the Dominican Republic, Venezuela, Co-
lombia, or Cuba. They still have families there 
that they’re taking care of and still understand 
the struggle. I want to go to Cuba, but I don’t 
want to go down there and just do a concert, 
and then nothing comes from it. When [we] go 
down there, we want a deal in place so there’s 
a ripple effect—like open up schools, open up 
parks for the communities.” 

After several hours of conversation, Pitbull 
puts on sunglasses and a baseball cap so he 
can slip out of the hotel incognito—“under the 
radar.” In parting, he says, “Life is short, and 
I want to be able to enjoy watching [my] kids 
come up, watching my grandkids. I want to en-
joy the fruits of this labor. So I work hard, work 
harder, and then you gotta work smarter. I’m 
very proud to be a first-generation Cuban Amer-
ican and to be able to represent for Latinos all 
over the world. If you don’t know where you’re 
from, you don’t know where you’re going.” �

Island state-police investigation was ongoing (it 
has recently concluded with no charges being 
brought), the school’s own second independent 
investigation was pending, and plaintiffs’ law-
yers were circling. Peterson also has a school to 
run. (And he’s well paid to do so: $525,000 in 
2014.) A strategic P.R. adviser sat between us.

We touched on the school’s current anti-
abuse precautions, on the wave of prep-school 
scandals, on the greater contemporary sen-
sitivity to adolescent development. Peterson 
spoke of his pride in the school’s more robust 
honor code (adopted nine years ago), in recent 
 changes to student life (“We’ve established 
somewhere in the neighborhood of 40 new 
student traditions”), in the tone he’s tried to 
foster. “I say to the students all the time, ‘We 
don’t do mean. Mean is a choice.’ ” I asked 
him about his decision to leave the law for 
teaching. “My heart was a teacher’s heart,” 
Peterson said. He talked about the continuing 
purpose of boarding schools. Peterson, who 
grew up in Laguna Beach, California, was 
the first person in his family to go to a private 

school, and his years at Deerfield had been 
“transformative. I didn’t know what school 
could be until I went to boarding school.”

W hile the survivors I’d talked to, and 
their allies, seemed mostly adamant 

that Peterson must go, there had recently been 
glimmers of détente—at least with the board. 
Just days after the uproar over the misbegotten 
“Hope for Healing” event, five survivors met 
with five trustees and a mediator in Boston. The 
trustees had agreed that the board would un-
dergo training on the long-term impact of child 
sexual abuse and would also discuss “repara-
tions” for survivors. The five trustees also agreed 
to consider survivors’ criticism of Peterson and 
act on any issues raised about him by the report 
within 30 days of its release. The report was 
expected to be published in June, but its likely 
impact was pre-empted when, early that month, 
board chair Leslie Heaney announced in a letter 
to the school community that Peterson had re-
cently told the board he would not seek to extend 
his contract beyond its end date in June 2017. 

The news did not appease survivors, who were 
disappointed that Peterson hadn’t been explic-
itly fired, that he would keep his job for another 
year, and that his own letter to the school com-
munity alluded only obliquely to the scandal.  

Many of the survivors and their allies see 
what’s happening as an opportunity to help 
the school become a better place. They say 
they don’t want to tear St. George’s down but 
to rebuild it. Anne Scott, who after 25 years of 
being under a gag order was at first mortified 
to have the details of her life—her abuse, her 
hospitalizations, her medication—spilled on the 
pages of newspapers, has found meaning in this 
fight. “Our society has to start talking about 
this stuff,” she says, “and maybe I can play a 
small part in that by putting my head over the 
parapet and talking about it and answering 
people’s questions. A lot of what the school 
says is not evil, but it’s ignorant and tone-deaf 
to survivors. But why would you expect them 
to understand something that’s taboo and no-
body gets any practice in talking about or un-
derstanding? Why would they get it right?” �
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GAYLE
 King

The CBS This Morning co-anchor and editor-at-large of O, The Oprah Magazine 
talks girl power, the new $20 bill, and being reincarnated as a 

dog in the home of Oprah Winfrey, who also happens to be her best friend

I L L U S T R A T I O N  B Y  R I S K O

P R O U ST  Q U EST I O N N A I R E

hat is your idea of 

perfect happiness? 

Close friends, spec-
tacular food, gorgeous weather, 
and interesting conversation! What 

is your greatest fear? I know we 
all have to die, but when my time 
comes, I’d rather it not be because a 
goose flew into the engine of a plane 
I’m on. Which historical figure do 

you most identify with? Harriet 
Tubman. I read a lot of autobiog-
raphies when I was in elementary 
school, but hers was the one I never 
forgot. Now I can’t wait to spend 
some Tubmans! Which living per-

son do you most admire? Oprah 
Winfrey. She always does the right 
thing—even when no one is look-
ing. What is the trait you most 

deplore in yourself? I’m disorga-
nized. What is the trait you most deplore in others? It’s a toss-up 
between mean and petty. What is your greatest extravagance? I 
love throwing a good party, and if it’s for someone I care about, I 
pull out all the stops. What do you consider the most overrated 

virtue? Obedience. What do you dislike most about your appear-

ance? I’ve always wanted bigger eyes. Which living person do you 

most despise? “Despise” is a strong word. I’m not a huge fan of the 
woman I caught naked with my now ex-husband on June 24, 1990, 
at 9:16 P.M.—but I don’t remember the details. What is your great-

est regret? How does that song go? [“Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien.”] 
Nothing stands out. Hope this doesn’t jinx it! What or who is the 

greatest love of your life? I’ll let you know just as soon as I meet 

him. What is your current state 

of mind? Genuinely happy. If you 

could change one thing about your 

family, what would it be? I wish my 
parents could’ve lived to see me at 
CBS. They would’ve gotten such a 
kick out of that—especially my dad. 
What do you consider your great-

est achievement? Raising two com-
passionate human beings … though 
waking up at 3:20 every morning 
is also quite an accomplishment. If 
you could choose what to come 

back as, what would it be? One of 
Oprah’s cocker spaniels. They give 
new meaning to the phrase “lucky 
dog.” What is your most marked 

characteristic? Optimism. What 

is the quality you most like in a 

man? It’s a tie between height and 
depth. And they have to have a good 

sense of humor. What is the quality you most like in a woman? I 
like a girl’s girl! There’s nothing better than women who support and 
encourage other women. What do you most value in your friends? 

The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Who is your 

favorite hero of fiction? I’ve always loved Nancy Drew. Who are 

your heroes in real life? Parents who have lost a child to sense-
less gun violence. I’ve become close to some parents from the Sandy 
Hook school shooting, and they hold a special place in my heart. 
What are your favorite names? Kirby and Will. What is it that 

you most dislike? Sitting in New York traffic. How would you like 

to die? I’d like to die anytime after the age of 90—in my sleep! What 

is your motto? “Be good to people.” I even have it on a T-shirt.
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