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RICHISTAN



Introduction

THE BIRTH OF

A NATION






This book began with the discovery of a single, remarkable statistic.

In 2003, while writing a routine article about Wall Street bonuses, I stumbled onto a chart from the Federal Reserve Board. It showed that the number of millionaire households had more than doubled since 1995 to more than eight million.

Granted, a million dollars doesn't mean what it used to. But no matter how far up I looked on the wealth ladder—to households worth $10 million, $20 million, $50 million—all the populations were doubling.

Even more surprising was the fact that the United States was minting millionaires long after the tech bust, recession and terrorist attacks of 2001. The wealth boom, as the numbers showed, went far beyond the 20-something dotcommers in Silicon Valley and Wall Streeters in New York. It stretched across the country, to all age groups and to almost every industry. Never before had so many Americans become so rich, so quickly. The United States is now the world leader in producing millionaires—even if it lags behind China and India in other types of manufacturing. For the first time in history, we now have more millionaires than Europe.

[image: image]

After seeing the Fed numbers, I started to wonder about all these rich people. Who were they? How did they get rich? How was money changing their lives? Most importantly, how were they changing life for the rest of us? Why, in an age of “millionaire” reality TV shows and wealth voyeurism, did we seem to know so little about what this group was really like?

To answer these questions, my editors agreed to a bold experiment. In 2003, I became the first reporter at The Wall Street Journal to focus full-time on the life and times of the New Rich. I immersed myself in their world, hanging around yacht marinas, slipping into charity balls, loitering in Ferrari dealerships and scoping out the Sotheby's and Christie's auctions. I studied up on trust law, high-end investing and the latest trends in charitable giving. I grilled the top luxury realtors, jet brokers, party planners and resort managers. Mostly, I bothered rich people. I asked them endless questions and tried to get them to talk openly about their money and their lives. Surprisingly, many did. The resulting articles I wrote about this new culture of wealth proved surprisingly popular with readers.

This book began with that reporting. But its central premise—of a parallel country of the rich—took shape later, with a chance conversation at a yacht club. In 2004, I was walking along the docks of Ft. Lauderdale's Bahia Mar Marina during an annual yacht convention when I met up with a boat owner from Texas. As we stared out over the hundreds of megayachts lined up along the docks—most 150 feet or more, flying Caribbean flags emblazoned with fruit—he turned to me and said, “You look at all these boats and you'd think everyone's making loads of money. It's like it's a different country.”

The words stuck with me. Today's rich had formed their own virtual country. They were, in fact, wealthier than most nations. By 2004, the richest 1 percent of Americans were earning about $1.35 trillion a year—greater than the total national incomes of France, Italy or Canada.

And with their huge numbers, they had built a selfcontained world unto themselves, complete with their own health-care system (concierge doctors), travel network (Net Jets, destination clubs), separate economy (double-digit income gains and double-digit inflation), and language (“Who's your household manager?”). They didn't just hire gardening crews; they hired “personal arborists.” The rich weren't just getting richer; they were becoming financial foreigners, creating their own country within a country, their own society within a society, and their economy within an economy.

They were creating Richistan.

As a former foreign correspondent, I set out to explore this new country. I spent 12 months traveling around and interviewing the most interesting Richistanis I could find—all worth $10 million or more. They are people you've never heard of, since so many of today's wealthy prefer to keep to themselves. And they have little in common with Donald Trump, Bill Gates, Warren Buffet and the other well-known Forbes 400 superstars we read so much about.

Along the way, I discovered a new culture of wealth that's vastly different from Old Money. I found Richistanis who have made vast fortunes from things we barely knew existed—like miniature ceramic villages. And I learned that the very way that people get rich is changing, driven by vast pools of money sloshing around the world.

I met a song-writing, jet-setting timber baron named Tim Blixseth who typifies the new breed of “workaholic wealthy” who can't stop building empires even after becoming billionaires. And I met a risk-loving entrepreneur named Pete Musser who lost his entire billion-dollar fortune in the stock market and is now plotting his comeback.

I attended a black-tie ball in Palm Beach, where a brash pool-toy magnate tried to climb to the top of blue-blood Society, only to come crashing down (literally) on Donald Trump's ballroom floor. I sat in on a meeting of a wealth peer group, a new kind of group therapy for millionaires who need help with their money troubles. And I spent a day at Rich Kids Camp, where the new silver spoon set learn how to manage all the money they're about to inherit.

I jumped aboard some of today's biggest yachts, to see how Richistanis are reinventing the notion of conspicuous consumption. I also looked at how that spending is “trickling down” to the rest of America, for better and worse. I met a Jewish Irishman in Texas who's giving away half his fortune to help fight poverty in Ethiopia and embodies a new brand of philanthropy. And I explored Richistan's politics through a group called the Gang of Four—four wealthy Coloradans who helped fund a Democratic takeover of the state legislature and have helped to usher in a new kind of progressive, rich man's politics.

Of course, Americans are conflicted about all this wealth. On the one hand, Richistanis represent all that's great about the American economy and the ability of just about anyone anywhere to become wealthy. Yet Richistan also symbolizes the huge gap that's opened up between the rich and everyone else. Even as the rich have grown more numerous, they have also become more financially and culturally removed from the rest of America. Richistan's success highlights Middle America's loss.

The purpose of my journey isn't to take sides in this debate. I haven't set out to condemn the rich, or to turn them into heroes. The best foreign correspondents seek to bring readers inside a country, to explore its people and places and explain them to the rest of the world. I have the same goal with Richistan.

The economist John Kenneth Galbraith once wrote that “Of all the classes, the wealthy are the most noticed and the least studied.” That has never been more true than today. To understand inequality, we need to first understand Richistan and the people who live there.

So let's begin our journey with a quick tour.

Three Parts of a New Country


Before the late 1980s, the rich lived in a small, quiet enclave of like-minded people. They went to many of the same schools, belonged to the same clubs, had similar values and often married into each other's families. It was more like a village than a country. Breeding and pedigree mattered as much as bank accounts, and most Richistanis were born into their money, which usually flowed from oil, chemicals, steel, real estate and commodities.

New fortunes were rare, since the economy spread its gains far beyond Richistan, and the prevailing culture and politics of the time discouraged outsized wealth. When the first Forbes 400 list hit newstands in 1982, the richest man was a thrifty shipping magnate named Daniel Ludwig, who was worth $2 billion. After that, the roster was filled with turn-of-the-century, blue-blood names like Rockefeller, Hunt, Getty, Phipps and Du Pont.

In the late 1980s, the rich began to change. Soaring financial markets ushered in a new group of Wall Streeters, corporate raiders and tech pioneers. The number of billionaires jumped from 13 in 1982 to 67 in 1989. By 2000, with the bull market in full swing, the trickle turned into a tidal wave, and the population of millionaires more than tripled to eight million people—greater than the population of Sweden or Austria.

The rich became Richistanis—members of a distinct new generation of wealth.

Richistanis didn't inherit their wealth, but rose up through the ranks of the middle class or upper middle class to make it on their own. Paris Hilton aside, only 3 percent of today's multimillionaires are celebrities and less than 10 percent inherited their money.

They're also much younger than previous generations of rich people. “Before the 1990s, most of the wealthy I knew were retired, they were in their sixties or seventies,” says Peter Scaturro, former CEO of U.S. Trust, the wealth management firm. “Now they're in their thirties and forties. They have a lot of runway left in front of them.”

Richistan is also a country of deep divisions. The relatively homogenous culture of Old Money—with its boarding schools, social clubs, cultural institutions and sporty nicknames—has become atomized. Richistanis are far more diverse in terms of age, race, gender and geography. And they are more polarized politically, with a rising new generation of young, wealthy liberals squaring off against older-line Republicans.

The most surprising divide in Richistan, however, is between wealth levels. Just as the wealth disparities have grown between Richistan and the rest of the United States, they've also grown within Richistan, creating a new kind of upper-class warfare between the haves and have-mores.

Richistan, in fact, has at least three classes.

Lower Richistan

Lower Richistan is the sprawling suburbia of Richistan, with a population that's exploded to more than seven million households. Lower Richistanis live in McMansions, drive around in SUVs and relax in lawn furniture purchased from the Frontgate catalogue. Most of them are welleducated, work-a-day professionals: corporate executives, doctors, lawyers, bankers, designers, analysts and money managers. More than half their wealth is derived from income, with another third coming from investment returns. In an increasingly global, hightech, finance-oriented economy, Lower Richistanis have benefited from the growing demand for highly educated workers and rising pay at the top.
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Lower Richistanis are conservative in their politics. A majority of them voted for George W. Bush in the 2004 election, saying he was the best candidate to help improve their personal financial situation. They're also strong advocates of abolishing the estate tax, since most would be targets.

Yet behind their newfound success lies a nagging sense of insecurity. Lower Richistanis may have more money than 95 percent of Americans, but they're becoming poorer relative to their fellow Richistanis. The economic distance between the poorest Richistani and the richest has more than doubled over the past decade. The average income for the top 1 percent of income earners grew 57 percent between 1990 and 2004, yet it grew an even better 85 percent for the richest one-tenth of 1 percent.

When they go to cocktail parties or their kids' soccer games, Lower Richistanis run into crowds of people with vastly more wealth. So to keep up with their richer brethren, Lower Richistanis are spending more and borrowing heavily. In 2004, Richistan's inflation rate topped 6 percent—twice the broader inflation rate in the United States—driven by all those rich people vying for the same private schools, nannies, BMWs, Jimmy Choo shoes and beach homes. Lower Richistanis have taken on billions of dollars in debt over the past decade. About 20 percent of Lower Richistanis spent all of their income or more in 2004.

Many Richistanis say that Lower Richistanis don't even belong in their country. They refer to the Lowers as “affluent”—the ultimate Richistani insult. In the words of Andrew Carnegie, that great Richistani patriarch, Lower Richistanis represent “not wealth, but only competence.”

So let's go a bit higher.

Middle Richistan

In Middle Richistan, families have net worths of between $10 million and $100 million. Here too the population has exploded, to more than 1.4 million. Yet life here is a little more comfortable. The homes are bigger, the art is nicer and most of the residents have vacation homes. Most Middle Richistanis make their money from salaries, small businesses or investment returns. As you move from Lower to Upper Richistan, however, the number of entrepreneurs and business owners starts to increase. Middle Richistan has twice as many entrepreneurs as Lower Richistan, showing that the surest path to big wealth is starting your own company and selling it.

Middle Richistanis are also more liberal than the Lowers. Most Middle Richistanis voted for John Kerry in the last presidential election, even though they said Mr. Bush would be better for their personal financial situation. The Middle Richistanis placed a higher emphasis on education, environment, and technology policy.

Still, living in Middle Richistan has its price. The inflation rate for Richistanis worth $30 million or more climbed to more than 11 percent in 2004, almost three times the national inflation rate. Since Middle Richistanis, as well as their wealthier brethren, have grown richer at a faster rate than Lower Richistanis, they have more to spend and fewer worries about running out of money.

Upper Richistan

The penthouses of Upper Richistan are filled with families worth $100 million or more. Upper Richistan has a population of thousands, though the exact numbers aren't known. Most made their money by starting their own companies and selling them, although CEOs and money managers (especially hedge funders) are rapidly joining the ranks.

The lives of Upper Richistanis have become incredibly complicated. To run them, they're creating “family offices”—large companies dedicated entirely to serving a family's day-to-day needs, from investments and legal work to travel plans and hiring house staff. Upper Richistanis rarely open their own mail or pay their own bills, which may help explain why the average annual spa bill in Upper Richistan is $107,000.

When you live in Upper Richistan, your entire philosophy of money changes. You realize that you can't possibly spend all of your fortune, or even part of it, in your lifetime and that your money will probably grow over the years even if you spend lavishly. So Upper Richistanis plan their finances for the next hundred years. They don't buy mutual funds; they buy timber land, oil rigs and office towers.

Still, Upper Richistanis have occasional feelings of inferiority. That's because they're being overshadowed by the residents of Billionaireville.

Billionaireville

Billionaireville had only 13 inhabitants in 1985. In 2006 there were more than 400, according to Forbes. Leslie Mandel, president of the New York–based Rich List Co., which tracks the wealthy, says her personal list has more than 1,000 billionaires in the United States, most of whom have stayed under the public radar.

The personal lives of billionaires are more like companies. Their homes are like hotels—sprawling campuses with their own logos, purchasing budgets and legions of staff. Ask a billionaire for his or her bank statement and you'll get a five-level flowchart of interlocking subsidiaries, holding companies, investment funds and foundations.

Billionaires have done especially well over the past decade. The total wealth held by the Forbes 400 has more than doubled since 1995, from $439 billion to more than $1 trillion today. Yet even billionaires are starting to feel common. Tim Blixseth, a billionaire timber baron and resort owner, told me about the time a multibillionaire came to his estate, which has its own private golf course. After playing 18 holes, the guest said he liked the place so much he wanted to buy it. He handed Tim a slip of paper with his offer: $400 million. Tim turned it down, but not without marveling at what could have become the ultimate impulse purchase.

“Now that guy,” Blixseth said, “he was rich.”




BEFORE we meet more Richistanis, let's take another look at how the world of the rich has changed—this time through the eyes of the people who serve them.



1

BUTLER BOOT CAMP

Housetraining the New Rich


Dawn Carmichael stands at attention, holding two plates of almond-crusted sea bass with Moroccan salsa. The blond, ex-Starbucks barista is dressed in a blue suit and white shirt, with a crisply folded napkin draped over her left arm. She's lined up with three other servers in the cavernous kitchen of the Starkey Mansion, a prim, Georgian home in downtown Denver. When they get the signal—two taps on the kitchen door—the group will march into the dining room, greet their 12 dinner guests and begin their first public performance of the Ballet of Service.

The Ballet of Service is a complex routine where all the waiters must serve the plates to guests in perfect sync. It takes hours of practice. And it is one of the most demanding skills taught here at the Starkey Mansion—better known as Butler Boot Camp.

Ms. Carmichael visualizes the routine: Serve to the left, take two steps to the right, shift the second plate from right hand to left, and serve again. When “addressing” the table, she must lean in far enough for a smooth plate delivery, but not so close as to make the guests uncomfortable. After serving, she's supposed to take one step back, wait for eye contact with the other servers and exit the room counterclockwise.

Each step must look like a choreographed dance, building to a climax called the “crossover”—a plate-juggling pas de deux in which the butlers slide the second plate from their right to left hand with a quick body pivot, creating the illusion that the plate is suspended in midair while it's being transferred.

The Ballet of Service is designed to show off all the desired traits of a butler-to-be—discipline, agility, poise and intimacy with tableware. And it's one of toughest training exercises here at Butler Boot Camp.

Four times a year, aspiring butlers from around the country converge for Boot Camp training at Starkey, officially known as the Starkey International Institute for Household Management. Their aim: to become masters at the care and feeding of the rich. For eight weeks, the students hole up inside the mansion to cook, clean, polish, dust, wash and fold. They learn how to iron a set of French cuffs in seconds flat. They're taught how to clip a 1926 Pardona cigar, how to dust a de Kooning canvas and how to pair an oaky chardonnay with roasted free-range game hen.

They learn how long it takes to clean a 45,000-squarefoot mansion (20 to 30 hours depending on the art and antiques), where to find 1,020-thread-count sheets (Kreiss.com) and how to order Ben & Jerry's Chunky Monkey ice cream at midnight if your employer is on a yacht in the Mediterranean (a British concierge service). They will be able to divide a 30,000-square-foot home into “zones” for cleaning and maintenance. They will design “stationery wardrobes”—envelopes and letterhead specially designed to reflect the owner's wealth and social standing. They will be taught that sable stoles should never be stored in a cedar closet (it dries them out), and that Bentleys should never, ever be run through the car wash.

Most of the students live in the mansion during Boot Camp, following the strict Starkey rules. Everyone has to wear a uniform of khakis, crisp white shirts, blue blazers and brown shoes. First names are banned; everyone is “Mr.” or “Ms.” to stress the importance of boundaries. The students are required to rise from their seats every time a visitor enters the room. If there's a coffee cup that needs filling, a spoon that needs polishing or a visitor who needs welcoming, the Starkey students must spring into action. The butlers-to-be are so wired for service that when a class break is announced, they all pounce from their seats to fill each other's water glasses.

By the end of the course, the aspiring butlers will be masters at pampering the privileged. The rich, they will learn, like their shampoo bottles and toothpaste tubes always filled to the top. If their employers have four homes, chances are they'll want their dresser drawers and bathroom cabinets arranged exactly the same in every house, so they don't have to go searching for their socks or pills. And they learn that the rich live in constant fear of germs.

“They're health freaks,” says Raymond Champion, Starkey's chief instructor, standing at the whiteboard in Starkey's basement classroom. “These people are very successful and guess what, they want to live forever. These are very germ-oriented people. Get used to it. Germs are huge in this world.”

No butler leaves Starkey without learning about the two other priorities for the wealthy—pets and collections. At Starkey these are known as “BYJ” categories, as in Bet Your Job.

During one class, Champion tells a story of a Southern family that had an entire mansion filled with birdcalls, which the butler had to dust and maintain every day. There was the guy with 500 cars that needed hand-washing and the rich heiress who had a barn full of cats and employed three full-time litter changers and a full-time bird feeder to pour seeds around the barn to attract birds to entertain the cats.

“The guy who fed the birds got paid more than any of us,” he says.

Most of all, the Starkey students learn never to judge their employers, whom they call “principals.” If a principal wants to feed her shih tzu braised beef tenderloin steaks every night, the butler should serve it up with a smile. If a principal is in Palm Beach and wants to send his jet to New York to pick up a Chateau LaTour from his South Hampton cellar, the butler makes it happen, no questions asked.

Starkey students pay more than $12,000 for Boot Camp. While that may sound steep, the payoff is even bigger. Butlering has become one of the fastest-growing jobs in the United States. With so many Richistanis needing so many butlers, demand and pay are soaring. A good Starkey graduate can start at $80,000 to $120,000 a year—not to mention free room and board at the mansion.

First, they have to get through the Ballet. Tonight, Dawn Carmichael and the butlers are nervous. It's their first Ballet and they haven't had much practice. Dawn gets her signal and leads the other three servers into the dining room. Under a crystal chandelier, the dinner guests are arrayed at the table with perfectly spaced sets of flatware, finger bowls and assorted glasses.

The first plates go down smoothly. But on the crossover, Dawn moves before the other three servers. She freezes, trying to get back in sync. The other three also freeze. The guests glance up at the four panicked butlers standing motionless with their plates of sea bass.

Finally, the butlers nod, serve the plates and quickly march out of the room.

“I lost the rhythm,” Dawn says to the other butlers in the kitchen. “Oh man, was that bad.”

James Hopkins, a fresh-faced college grad from Maine, is equally disappointed. “It felt awkward,” he said. “We looked like robots.”

The next morning, Raymond Champion takes the class to task. A former marine, whose specialties include martial arts, weapons training and decorative baking, Champion has little patience for sloppiness. He served as an enlisted aide to several generals and served in combat during the first Gulf War. With his six-foot-two frame, square jaw and impeccable manners, Champion makes for the perfect drill sergeant for Butler Boot Camp.

“I was disappointed,” he tells the students the next morning, standing in front of his whiteboard. “Very disappointed.”

Champion says that aside from the crossover, there were other foul-ups. He looks at John Leech, a flamboyant bed-and-breakfast owner from upstate New York. Leech was in charge of wine during the dinner and his job was to keep all the glasses exactly half full. Yet he allowed some glasses to drop to a quarter full before refilling. Champion also says Leech paid too much attention to the guests' conversation, rather than maintaining the detached attentiveness required of a butler.

“What can I say, I'm a very social person,” Leech tells me later. “The guests were all telling interesting stories so it was hard not to listen. And I didn't keep the glasses full because I felt like I was being compulsive. But Champion was right.”

The next night the class hosts another formal dinner. It goes perfectly. Dawn leads an expertly choreographed Ballet of Service. Leech keeps the wineglasses exactly half full. And he successfully ignores the guests' stories.

Champion greets them the next morning with a broad smile.

“Congratulations,” he says. “Now that was service.”

Jeeves 2.0


The story of the butler boom is the story of all that has changed about American wealth over the past 15 years. It's not just a tale of more rich people needing more butlers, though that's a big part of it. It's also the story of a new culture of wealth emerging in America, driven by a new kind of rich person.

For much of the 20th century, butlers were a dying breed. The grand old mansions built during the Gilded Age and Roaring Twenties, with their armies of footmen, cooks, maids, drivers and butlers, began to fall into disrepair in the 1960s and 1970s as wealth creation slowed. The demand for butlers faded, along with many of the Old Money fortunes. Culturally, the rich fell out of favor, along with the notion of household staff. Butlers became relics of a distant world, existing only in P. G. Wodehouse novels and period films like Remains of the Day. 

“The whole concept of a high level of service in the household vanished,” says Mary Starkey, Starkey International's founder. “It wasn't fashionable to have help.”

Now, butlers are making a comeback. The vast new population of Richistanis, with their huge homes, multitude of toys and large lifestyles, has created new demand for household help. Maids, nannies, personal assistants and private security guards are proliferating. Catering to the rich—once considered dead-end service work—is now a hot career track. And of all the occupations, the butler has seen the most dramatic transformation in skills and pay.

Butler placement agencies in New York, Florida, Texas and California have hundreds of postings for jobs and not enough qualified applicants to fill them. Butlers looking for work today often have a choice of working in a penthouse in Manhattan, a beach compound in St. Bart's or a log mansion in Aspen. A new Internet site for household managers, called EstateJobs.com, had more than 100 postings only three months after its launch in 2005. The ads, with their “Come-to-the-Beautiful-Bahamas” sales pitches, sound more like travel promotions than job classifieds. Here are two ads from late 2006:



Live in beautiful Palm Beach for 6 months and Boston and the Cape for the other 6 months. Live-in position as a butler/valet. Taking care of Mister's wardrobe, inventory, light cooking for lunches when the chef is off, entertaining and guest care.

Living quarters are a professionally decorated 1 bedroom house on property in Florida and studio apartments in Boston and the Cape.




Or, for those who prefer the Hamptons:



This New York City family needs someone extremely organized. They summer in the Hamptons and need someone to assist in running and staffing their new summer home—now under construction—with housekeepers, chefs and whatever else is deemed necessary. They also need someone techie—Mac and BlackBerry savvy to set up systems in the new beach house and facilitate entertaining, travel arrangements and coordinate with all appropriate vendors. Other duties involve shopping for presents.




The Bureau of Labor Statistics doesn't keep stats on butlers (they're working on it). Yet agencies say the number of rich clients looking to hire household managers and butlers has been rising every year since the late 1990s.
 
“It's not a very publicized career track,” says David Gonzalez, president and founder of the Domestic Placement Network in California, which also owns EstateJobs.com. “But there's incredible demand. The number of wealthy people and the size of their homes are exploding. Suddenly they're realizing they need help.”

One of Gonzalez's clients, for instance, is buying 15 homes for various family members and needs a staff of about 40 to 50 to run them all. Keith Greenhouse, of the Pavillion Agency in New York, says he “can't possibly fill every job order we get.” While “finding good help” has always been the curse of the wealthy, it's even harder today with the sudden increase in Richistanis.

That's fueled a surge in butler training. The Professional Services and Domestic Institute in Ohio, another butler academy, is planning to open schools around the country to meet rising demand. Carol Scudere, Professional's founder, says all 40 of the butlers from her last five classes got jobs before or shortly after graduation. Most started at $75,000 or more. The acronym CHM, for Certified Household Manager, can now be found on business cards alongside more traditional designations like CFA and JD.

“My biggest problem now is finding students,” Scudere says. “There are plenty of jobs for them.”

Starkey, however, has become the headquarters of the butler boom, and it is the oldest and largest butler school in the country. Mary Louise Starkey, a chipper dynamo of a woman, wears bright lipstick, dramatic scarves and a permanent smile. Her business card reads: “Mary Starkey—First Lady of Service.”

Starkey grew up in a moneyed family and learned firsthand about the secrets to hiring good help. Her family owned a Coca-Cola bottler in South Dakota, and her father's family had come from a rich clan in southern Illinois.

“I used to go to visit my dad's family home and this fellow Walter was the chauffeur,” she says. “This was my introduction to the service world. The relationships were formed after so many years, and Walter would do anything for my grandfather. He was proud that his role was in service.”

Her family expected her to go to college, find a husband and settle down with a family. Yet Starkey had other plans. After attending a Catholic university in Denver for a few years, she quit and put herself through Metropolitan State College and got a degree in community services development. After working a series of jobs at various charities and foundations, she quit and went looking for other work.

One day, an acquaintance called looking for someone to clean his house. Starkey needed the money, since she had just divorced and was struggling to raise two sons. She took the job and, spotting a potential business opportunity, started a cleaning service. Within weeks she was flooded with calls and work. She later started a placement company for maids and nannies. One day a Middle Eastern prince who was studying in Denver called wanting a butler. She looked around town for butler agencies and couldn't find one. So she decided to start her own.

Starkey quickly realized, however, that the rich were changing. The Old Money families with their whitegloved, balding butlers were gone. In their place was a new generation of young, self-made entrepreneurs and finance types who worked round the clock and built tech-loaded mansions. These New Rich didn't want a stuffy house mascot. They needed a guy (or, more often, a woman) who could get things done and manage their increasingly complicated homes.

The perfect butler would be able to oversee 30 vendors—from the pool cleaners and landscapers to the home-theater installer and dog groomer. She would be able to manage a house budget of $2 million a year and detail every item on an Excel spreadsheet. She would be a computer geek who could program the lights on the smart-home system, network the computers at the Montana ranch and reset the home-alarm system from a laptop miles away. She would be a travel agent who could book the next flight to Paris and get a prime room at the George V. And she would be a leader who could oversee a team of grumpy maids, crazy chefs, erudite nannies and surly security guards.

Richistanis didn't want butlers. They wanted a chief operating officer for My Life Inc. So in 1990, Mary Starkey sat down with a dictionary and started looking for a word to describe the new style of butler.

Eventually she came up with her own term: “household manager.” With the new title, Mary Starkey rebranded the butler and launched an industry. She founded the Starkey International Institute for Household Management, starting in an old house in downtown Denver and later moving to the Starkey Mansion, a red-brick Georgian mansion just behind the state capitol.

Starkey taught the first classes herself, then gradually hired staff, including Mr. Champion and William Altoff, the culinary instructor, who has served as the valet and cook to three U.S. presidents and managed the vice president's home for Al Gore. Other teachers pop in and out, including a security expert, human resource exec, limousine expert, jeweler, linens specialist, smart-home system retailer and sommelier.

Starkey now runs nine classes a year, educating about 100 budding butlers in 2006. It holds four annual Boot Camps along with an abridged four-week “certified manager's program,” and a four-day software course.

Starkey's revenues are growing at more than 30 percent a year, totaling $2 million in 2005. Most of Ms. Starkey's sales come from spin-off businesses. She sells her own software, a household manager textbook (650 pages) and an “owner's manual” for principals who have never hired household staff.

Once a year, Starkey hosts a conference called “Restoring the Art,” where the growing army of household managers from around the country get together to swap stories and tips. She's also writing a new book on etiquette and launching a program to educate family offices. The biggest profits come from placement and consulting, since she gets a 25 to 35 percent commission on the first year's salary for each hire.

With all the household managers she's graduating, Ms. Starkey still doesn't have enough students to meet demand. On the third floor of the Starkey Mansion, a team of placement workers receives dozens of calls a day from newly rich homeowners looking for help. A large chalkboard on the wall lists more than a dozen requests for household managers.



Certified Household Manager needed for large home—$90,000 a year.

Certified Household Manager—qualified for entertainment, large construction projects, jets, boats, administration.




By placing so many butlers, Ms. Starkey has gained an innate understanding of the new Richistanis. Often, she has to focus more on what they say than on what they do. The newly wealthy, for instance, love to say that they're simple middle-class people, even if they happen to own four homes and a Gulfstream. On the first day of Butler Boot Camp, Ms. Starkey tells her class the story of a Connecticut hedge-fund manager who sought her advice on hiring a butler.

“I got there, and this couple said, ‘We're really simple, casual people. We just need someone to do a little cooking and cleaning.’ Well, the wife is this stunning former dancer and she's wearing all Chanel and Burberry. They have Masters' art all over the walls, they have a lap pool in the basement with palm trees and a 5,000-bottle wine cellar. When I ask to see the table settings, the wife shows me her 20-piece Christofle flatware, with the fish knives and the whole shebang. Nothing was casual or simple about their life. ‘Just a little cooking and cleaning.’ Wanna bet?”

Ms. Starkey also has to work around the tendency of today's rich to get chummy with their help. Her clients have perfected the art of faux populism and hate the idea of being stuffy bosses. They want to show they can be “friends” with their help—even when they're not. To draw the line, Ms. Starkey bans the use of first names in the mansion, insisting that everyone be called “Mr.” or “Ms.” She makes the same request of employers.

“If your employer says to you, ‘Oh just call me Chandra and this is Jim,’ do not accept,” Starkey tells the class. “Have you ever asked for a raise from ‘Chandra’? You're not best buds. People project all kinds of relationships on to you . . . mother, daughter, father, sister, friend. But you are a professional. Boundaries are critical.”

To cater to this new breed of rich person, Ms. Starkey had to create a whole new kind of butler program, far removed from the Old World butler academies in Britain. Sure, her butlers learn to cook and clean. But they also learn to become executives of the sprawling, modern, sixstar resorts Richistanis call home.

So Butler Boot Camp is built around an intricate management system called the Service Management Model. Butlers spend more than 100 hours learning the system, which they're expected to use wherever they go. It's a kind of butler's business plan, used to reassure today's management-obsessed, flowchart-friendly wealthy that they're making a good hire.

The model starts with the Service Vision, akin to a corporate strategy statement, where the butler details exactly what kind of atmosphere he or she is trying to create in the house (formal, informal; beach party pad or Old World estate). That's followed by the People Section, in which the butler details the family tree, family goals, values, lifestyle and schedules. The Environment Section describes the physical dimensions of the house and grounds.

The core of the system is the Standards Matrix, which includes the “10 Service Standards and Perpetual Service Variables.” It gives “baseline” standards for certain levels of service. For instance, should you wash the dog bed once or twice a day? Do employers like their T-shirts hung instead of folded? Do they prefer “plated” or family-style service at dinner? Household managers even work up a “flavor profile” for all family members, determining, for instance, if one's comfort foods are meatloaf and potatoes or butter-poached lobster with champagne gelée.

As the job of butlering has changed so has the profile of the butlers. Gone are the stiff, jowly old men who were born into the trade. Today's household managers are younger, often college-educated, and more likely to be women. Of the 10 students enrolled in the Starkey class I visited, half were women. Most were in their 30s and 40s and most had come from some kind of service profession, like hotels, resorts or restaurants. All claimed to be committed to something called “the service heart.”

If you ask any butlers-in-training why they decided to spend the rest of their lives catering to the whims of the rich, they'll inevitably mention their “service heart.” Dawn Carmichael says that she discovered her service heart when she worked briefly as a household assistant for a wealthy ranch owner. She helped maintain his two homes, prepared his food, helped him entertain guests and planned his trips.

“I loved knowing what made him happy,” she says. “I sectioned his grapefruit every morning just the way he liked it and I always kept the TV tuned to channel 36, which was his favorite. I would sometimes ask myself, ‘Why is it so important to me to get him the right kind of potato chips? Am I sick? What is wrong with me?’ But then I came to Starkey and realized that there are others out there like me. I really feel like I've found out what I was meant to do.”

James Hopkins, the 22-year-old college grad with a degree in hospitality, discovered his service heart growing up near Bar Harbor, Maine. His father was a fisherman and the family didn't have much money. James started mowing lawns in the summer and landed a job at one of the sprawling oceanside estates in nearby Seal Harbor, cutting the grass and maintaining the grounds. The family took a liking to him, and he started doing other small chores—gardening, landscaping, docking their boat—and even some work in the house.

“I realized I liked being around wealth,” he says. “You know, the family is flown to France for lunch, or they decide to have drinks on the yacht. If I can play a part in making that happen, I'd be pretty happy.”

So Mr. Hopkins borrowed $20,000 in student loans to get a college degree in hospitality. Then he borrowed another $12,000 to attend Starkey.

“I'm kind of nervous,” Hopkins said on the first day of class. “I'm kind of young for this kind of work. But I'm ready to learn.”

Kevin Stafford discovered his service heart behind a bar. Stafford, a 48-year-old Floridian with a bushy red mustache, thick glasses and earnest demeanor, worked for years as bartender at Bernard's Surf, a lounge in Cocoa Beach, Florida. Bernard's was a big hangout for NASA engineers, and Stafford spent his days and nights serving up cold beers and gossiping about the space program.

“I spent a lot of time talking about O-rings and fuel gels,” Stafford told me.

One night several years ago, a young couple came in from out of town. They ordered a vodka screwdriver and a Stoli martini straight up. Stafford chatted with them and learned they were in town for vacation. A year later, the couple came back and Stafford asked, “Screwdriver and Stoli martini?”

“They were amazed that I remembered,” he says. After chatting with Stafford some more, the man turned to his wife and said, “This is where I'm going to make my fortune, and when I do, I'm going to hire Kevin here to be our butler.”

Sure enough, the couple moved to Florida and made a fortune from Orlando real estate. They've just put the finishing touches on an 11,000-square-foot penthouse in Cocoa Beach and hired Stafford to manage it. They also hired Stafford's wife, bought him a new truck and agreed to renovate his house. On top of that, they agreed to pay for his training at Starkey.

“I'm so grateful,” Stafford says after class one day, tears welling up in his eyes. “It's like a dream.”




BUTLER Boot Camp, however, turned out to be less enchanting for Mr. Stafford and many of his classmates. Midway through Starkey's 79th Boot Camp, the stress started to show. The night before the formal dinner, a dispute erupted over a felt table pad. The pad was too small, and Dawn and another student—a Bermudan named Beverly—got into a brief argument over how to fix it. Beverly said it was her job and she'd handle it, and Dawn erupted, saying, “Don't even talk to me like that.” Champion overheard the spat and hauled Dawn into the study for a private chat.

“He said, ‘What if the principal had been there?’” Dawn recalls. “He said my opinion doesn't matter unless it's asked for. And he said if he heard me speak to anyone like that again, I'd be out of Starkey.”

Dawn burst out of the room crying and walked outside into a blizzard. She sat in her car in the parking lot for over an hour, trying to decide whether to stay at Starkey or drive away.

“I realized that I belonged there,” she said. “And I realized that I came to Starkey to learn about grace and deportment, and that's what Champion was teaching me.”

She brushed herself off, went back in and completed the course.

James Hopkins also had his low moments. Though poised for a 22-year-old, he still had college-age tics that reflected poorly on a future butler. He said “yeah” instead of “yes.” He chewed on his fingernails. He rarely looked you straight in the eye when speaking.

Champion pounded him daily, correcting his “yeahs” and pointing out the nail-biting.

“He kept on me,” Hopkins said. “But I needed it.”

One day, Champion spent over two hours teaching the students how to open the front door for guests—a must for any butler. The butler, he explained, should draw the door open quickly and smoothly, but not so fast as to be startling. He or she should take one step back while the door opens, keeping the shoulders exactly parallel with the door.

“Everything we do should be like a production,” he says. “In this case, it's like opening the curtain onto the stage of the house.”

At one point Kevin Stafford had to ask for help from two other classmates because he was falling behind on his workbook.

“There was one point where we weren't sure whether Stafford was going to graduate,” John Leech says. “He pulled through.”

Some of the students say privately that Champion pushed too hard, that he got upset over small details. When I mention it, Champion tells the story of how he served in the first Gulf War and lost a buddy during a desert raid. Going into battle, Champion told his friend that they would fight and come back together. His friend never made it back.

“It's the same with these students,” he says. “I will never give up on them, I will never let them down.”

By graduation day the butlers are all smiles. Stafford is headed back to Florida to work at the penthouse. Two other Boot Campers got hired to manage a sprawling estate in Washington, with one of them starting at $120,000 a year. Leech was offered a job at a plush new luxury resort in Vanuatu, where a one-week stay costs couples $250,000 (he turned it down). And Hopkins got a job in Florida working for a money manager. Ms. Carmichael had a few offers, though she hadn't landed a job yet.

“I love this work,” she says, walking down the front steps of the Starkey Mansion after the graduation ceremony. “I know that this is what I was put on this earth to do.”

Housetraining the New Rich


Just as new butlers need training, so do the New Rich. Since most of today's Richistanis grew up middle class, they're not used to having servants. They're used to doing things themselves, and they're uncomfortable with the stuffy formalities that often come with hiring house staff.
 
Take the case of Bob, a realestate tycoon and ranch owner in the Far West. Bob, his wife and two kids live on 800 acres of land with 10,000 square feet of living space. They have a main house, art studio, hunting cabin and other buildings scattered around the property. To manage it all, Bob hired six house staff, including a household manager from Starkey.

Getting used to living with all those strangers took time. Especially since he grew up in what he calls a “Wonder Years” environment, in postwar, middle-class suburbia.

“It's bizarre,” he says. “It's not as glamorous as it sounds to have a house staff. You have all these people touching everything from your underwear to your medicine. It's not really our preference.“

The reason he hired all that help was to give him and his wife more time with their kids. Since they run their own business, they're not home much and wanted to spend their free time with their two sons, rather than cooking, cleaning or mowing the lawn.

“When we're home, we wanted to do nothing but spend time with our boys. We don't do any household chores, we don't fix anything, we don't clean anything. Our goal was to spend 55 hours a week with our kids, which we have now achieved.”

Yet Bob quickly discovered that managing a house staff has its own headaches.

“Suddenly there's all this funky politics going on in your house. Like the housekeeper might be nice to us, but she's threatening to the other employees. So we had to get rid of that housekeeper.”

His first household manager was even worse. An exacting woman who specialized in formal entertainment, she aspired to work in a house that threw lavish parties for prominent guests. Instead, she got Bob and his family, whose idea of a good time is a mountain-bike ride around the ranch followed by a big salad. Most nights after dinner, they read to the kids or watch 1940s comedies on DVD. Bob rarely wears a suit, drives a six-year-old car and rarely throws parties.

The household manager was deeply disappointed.

“We weren't the rich, famous people she was hoping for,” Bob says.

She tried to convert them, anyway. Every Friday night, she presented a formal dinner for the family. Bob, his wife and two sons would sit down at the dinner table and the household manager would serve them from silver platters. She even bought an expensive steam press to smooth the napkins into perfect triangles.

“During one of these dinners my wife and I turned to each other and said, ‘What's the deal? Does she think this is how we're supposed to live?’”

One time, Bob's wife insisted that the household manager call her by her first name. Her response, “Yes, Mrs. . . .”

Eventually, Bob got fed up and hired a new household manager, this one from Starkey. So far, he's worked out perfectly. A former bank worker, the household manager runs the house the way Bob likes it—like a business. And Bob pays him accordingly, at $80,000 a year.

“What Starkey does is teach a business degree,” Bob says. “With my household manager, we have everything on Excel spreadsheets. I get summary reports on the weekend and e-mails throughout the day. All the credit cards and checks run on Quicken and we run our home like a business, with a consolidated P&L and everything.”

He also likes the fact that his household manager seems to enjoy service.

“We've had plenty of surly people work for us, and you can tell, they resent it. Our crew now, they understand that we're just normal people and that we have them there so we can spend time with our kids. I think they respect that.”

Yet Bob still has moments when he wonders how his life got so complicated. Aside from his six staff—the household manager, cleaning woman, assistant, landscaper and her two laborers—he estimates that he has about 200 vendors who regularly come to the house.

“I just learned that we have a potassium expert because we grow grapes,” he says. “I never thought I'd have a soil doctor. And we have this woman who comes in to do faux French finishes on our cabinets. And a special guy who comes in to fix our French faucets. It turns out you can't just call A1 plumbing to fix an Etoile faucet.

“I get e-mails during the day saying ‘Please approve $8,000 payment for aerator for the north pond.’ Our grocery list is done on an Excel spreadsheet. We even have another Excel spreadsheet for our pool temperatures. That's pretty strange.”

He sums up his new life with a story about a mouse.

“The other day we saw a mouse in the house. Before, I would have just gotten a broom and gotten rid of the thing. But now it's different. I e-mailed the household manager. He called the vendor, a pest-control firm, and the pest-control firm caught the mouse. Then the household manager directed two other staff members to dispose of the mouse. That's five people to catch a mouse, instead of a broom. It all seemed normal at the time. But then I thought about it, and I wondered, how did our lives get like this?”




HOW did Richistanis get where they are? And how did so many get so wealthy? Despite all the headlines about CEO pay and “winner-take-all” salaries, most of today's multimillionaires and billionaires owe their fortunes to a different, and broader, series of economic changes.
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