

[image: ]




[image: ]




Copyright © 2012 by Jack Hitt

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Crown Publishers, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.
www.crownpublishing.com

CROWN and the Crown colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

eISBN: 978-0-307-95518-0

Illustrations by John Burgoyne
Jacket design by Christopher Brand
Jacket photographs: (Astronaut) Francesco Reginato/Getty Images; (barn) Samuel Hicks/Gallery Stock

v3.1





For Yancey and Tarpley




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



1. GUNGYWAMPING

2. ONCE MORE, TO THE GATES

3. THE TRUTH ABOUT BIRDS

4. A CONFEDERACY OF DABBLERS

5. MIGHTY WHITE OF YOU: A COMEDY OF AMATEURS

6. EYEING HEAVEN

7. THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS


Acknowledgments




1

GUNGYWAMPING

[image: ]n a forested bottomland of southeastern Connecticut, amid stony outcroppings and strewn granite boulders, lies an unusual cluster of nine beehive-like stone shelters. As far back as anybody can remember, including the Pequot Indians, the area has had a funny name: Gungywamp. When I first heard about the place, I called around and found David Barron, then the president of the Gungywamp Society. He invited me to join him on a walk in the woods with some fresh recruits, mostly married couples in their fifties. He told me that Gungywampers believed the odd stone huts are Celtic dwellings, an abandoned camp left by Irish monks who visited America fifteen hundred years ago.

After parking our cars on the side of a remote road, a dozen of us slipped into the woods. Barron, a tall man with sprouts of white hair exploding out from under a Greek fisherman’s cap, marched with vigor, bubbling with enthusiasm. As a guide, he cut a familiar figure. He possessed a partiality for crippling puns. When someone had to peel off early from the group, he shouted to them, “Shalom on the range!” He smoked so much his white mustache was tainted yellow. He had a salty way of sprinkling his comments with innuendo that amused the wives, yet affected a Victorian coyness about cursing. When I found some trash—beer cans and cigarette butts—obviously left at one shelter by some teenagers, he let fly the foulest term possible: “Sheitzen!”

Then Barron led us to a large rock. He wanted to know if we noticed anything. There were some lichens on it, not much else; we stared intently. Barron explained that the rock had faded carvings on it and that one of them was a Chi-Rho, a symbol that superimposes the letter X over the stem of a capital P and served as an early emblem of Christianity. We all squinted.

“This particular style of Chi-Rho was common among Irish monks during the fifth to seventh centuries A.D.,” Barron told us excitedly, linking the symbol to a time when a certain Brendan the Navigator of Ireland, according to legend, sailed west in search of the Promised Land of Saints. “Do you see it?” We all leaned over, carefully scanning every blotchy divot. An uneasy silence, broken only by the cracking of twigs beneath our boots, seized the forest.

Slightly annoyed at our befuddled postures, Barron turned an exasperated, upturned palm toward some mild indentations. He sneeringly referenced skeptics at Harvard and Yale who had looked at this evidence and were unimpressed. “Haaaavard,” he said with thick snark. Right away you got the sense that there were two kinds of esoteric knowledge at odds here. The elite evidence-based world of “Yaaaaa-uuuull” and this other kind of knowledge—Barronic knowledge—that meant you had to see things differently. Barron took a piece of chalk from his pocket and traced over some worn dimples and there it was. A white Chi-Rho leapt off the speckled gray of the boulder like a 3-D trick. Many in the crowd ooo’d and aaah’d. It was an emotional moment to stand in this quiet hardwood bottomland and suddenly feel it instantly transform into a place of antiquity. A new idea had us in its grip, this notion that Irish mariners once stood right here fifteen hundred years ago. Then again, a few of us eyeballed another nearby chiseling, smoothed down by weather in much the same way, and we wondered what runic name it went by: JC III.
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When you come across a guy like David Barron, you think, Haven’t I met him before? The eccentric demeanor, the cocksure certainty for his ideas, that panting cascade of arcane information about things like Chi-Rhos. He’s the guy with enough self-accumulated knowledge about local archaeology and medieval orthography and lithic architecture to cobble together a theory about this place. He’s a type, right? Individuals like Barron can be men or women, old or young, but chances are their gusto for their singular obsession is captivating (or irritating, depending on your mood that day). And one other thing—I’m speaking from personal experience now—part of this package typically involves an unusual hat.

We all know these people. They are recurring American characters. These people are amateurs.

I say American characters not because the rest of the world doesn’t have amateurs. Of course, every place has them and they are everywhere. At its most fundamental, an amateur is simply someone operating outside professional assumptions. The word derives ultimately from the Latin but comes into English via the French word amateur, meaning “lover” and, specifically, passionate love. Or obsessive love. This powerful emotion usually indicates someone’s embrace of a notion (invention, theory, way of life) as a compulsive passion for the thing—not the money, fame, or career that could come of it. But there are differences.

In Europe and on other continents, the word hints at class warfare. Credentialism in the Old World suggests the elevation of those occupying a certain station. Amateurs may be taken seriously but, almost by the power of the word, are kept in their place: isolated outside some preexisting professional class, some long-standing nobility.

In America, amateurs don’t stay in their place or keep to themselves. So once the word crossed the Atlantic Ocean—whether by St. Brendan or a more traditional way—it came to mean all kinds of, often, conflicting things. “Amateur” can signify someone who is nearly a professional or completely a fool. The word also encompasses a sense of being pretentious (mere amateur) or incompetent (the meaning one first hears in this book’s title). In fact, look it up in Roget’s Thesaurus and it’s a wasp nest of contradictions—falling under five rubrics of meaning: dabbler, dilettante, bungler, virtuoso, and greenhorn. In America, we’re a little touchy about this word, and for good reason.

Historically, our amateur ancestors grew out of the Ben Franklin tradition of tinkering at home. In the mid-nineteenth century, the homebrew style had to contend with a societal drive to professionalize, a movement that accelerated with the arrival of the Industrial Revolution. That was an era when, for example, the American Medical Association (formed in 1847) sought to distinguish legitimate doctors from snake-oil salesmen, itinerant abortionists, and other makeshift charlatans peddling miracle tonics. Many disciplines organized professional guilds like the AMA or created university departments to grant credentials to the serious practitioners of a craft over the self-schooled.

But the outsiders never really went away. American professionals have had to grow up right alongside their striving, awkward, amateur cousins in the same way that the first attempts at gentry in the Old South had to contend with their toothless cousins named Fishbait or Elrod, sleeping in the bushes outside the mansion. The embarrassment of our amateur origins, in every estate of American endeavor, is always lurking just around the corner.

In European popular culture, amateurism is practically feared. It’s Europe that gave us the “mad scientist”—an amateur straying into the realm of forbidden knowledge—whose models are Drs. Frankenstein and Jekyll. In America, we soften that image from mad to absentminded. We admire that kind of risk-taker. Our amateur scientists might resemble the character in Back to the Future played by Christopher Lloyd (whose hair has a passing resemblance to Barron’s). The mad scientists of Europe spawned monsters. Our absentminded professors created flubber, an absurd confection whose most unusual property is that it enables our dopey hero to attract a girl.

So we think amateurs are hopeless dreamers, made practically adorable by their obsessive love for some one true thing, and each and every one of them charged with the potential of being a genius and making a crucial discovery. There’s something quintessentially American in that version of the character, isn’t there? The lovable Poindexter who just might possibly stumble upon the next big thing.

While the word may be complicated and full of contradictions, the American amateurs that constantly pop up throughout our history are, basically, one of two kinds of characters. They are either outsiders mustering at some fortress of expertise hoping to scale the walls, or pioneers improvising in a frontier where no professionals exist. If every country forms its national character at the trauma of birth, then we are forever rebelling against the king or lighting out for the territories.
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On a late afternoon, Barron and I hung out for a while at the Gungywamp structures. They are charming shelters—about the size of a good tool shed built with flat stones stacked closer together as they get to the top, which is formed by a large, flat capstone. The entire construction, except the opening, is often covered in dirt, which in turn is overgrown with grasses. Being inside feels extremely ancient. Barron wanted to show me the main building. He believed it to be an oratory, a one-room chapel, examples of which are still standing in Ireland. These edifices began going up in Ireland after A.D. 400, when the Christian church opened for business there. In this particular hut, there was a “vent hole” whose orientation, it was accidentally discovered in 1987, admitted light only twice a year—on the equinox.

Barron gave me a sharp look, flaring his eyes and nostrils. His hat seemed to pop up a bit and meant to signal that the proof was fairly conclusive, right? That I was a convert, right? I flashed a neutral smile. Earlier that day, I had spoken to Connecticut’s state archaeologist, Nick Bellantoni. He let me know right away he was quite tired of this crowd and couldn’t they see already that the stone buildings were just colonial root cellars or pigsties?

Across from the vent hole was another small opening at the ground level that Barron wanted to show me. In Ireland, Barron continued, such doorways were common in these chambers. They led to hidden rooms where Celtic farmers might wait for the passing of an invading horde of Vikings. The dark hole was not more than a foot and a half square.

“A secret passageway,” Barron said. So I crawled in.

When I originally hung out with Barron, I loved all this. Stories about crackpot amateurs like the Gungywampers are a journalistic chestnut. First and foremost, they require a slightly oddball protagonist who can supply lots of character detail (some editor is always urging the writer to “make it zany”—that word is practically jargon in the modern magazine business). And in order to really bring it—the zany—you not only need a Gungywamp zealot who curses in weird German like Barron, but you also need his foil, an official expert bristling with skepticism. So I was good to go, article-wise. I had the two key characters in the crackpot subgenre.

I was thinking about all this when I crawled out the other end of the secret tunnel. I was in another conical room also shaped into a rounded pyramid. It was just tall enough for me to set my six-foot self into a crouching stand.

I sat down on the dirt floor in the secret chamber and illuminated the drywall masonry with my flashlight. Even though this story was coming easily, some of the details weren’t dovetailing. Sitting in this little room, and touching these old stones, I began to ask myself: Why would any colonial build nine very labor-intensive root cellars so close together? A collection of outbuildings like this doesn’t occur anywhere else in the United States, and how many storehouses for potatoes and squash do you need in the eighteenth century? Who would ever build a solar-oriented root cellar? Why would any farmer create a crawl space in a pigsty that led to a hidden chamber? So instead of rushing to my computer to write the usual crackpot story, a new question popped into my mind: What if David Barron were right?
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The first thing one usually hears about the era of the self-taught theorist and the garage inventor is it’s supposed to be dead. The Golden Age of American Amateurism is over. You can read all about it in countless books with tombstone titles, such as Thomas P. Hughes’s classic American Genesis: A Century of Invention and Technological Enthusiasm 1870–1970, or any of a shelf full of books with titles beginning The End of … More broadly, the entire American experiment seems to be shutting down, if you read Naomi Wolf’s book The End of America: Letter of Warning to a Young Patriot.

I’m not sure I’d write America’s obit just yet, for the same reason that I wouldn’t write the closing chapter of amateurism either. Every generation likes to think that its time has grown too complex and sophisticated for any real homebrew breakthroughs. But then, each generation also discovers that what they thought were very expensive, highly unobtainable technologies suddenly turn into the next generation’s play toys.

A few years ago, the technology for looking through surface materials—like those full-body scanners at airports—was incredibly complicated and expensive. Already, amateurs online have hacked the technology and created cheap DIY versions involving little more than certain cameras, a combination of filters, and specific wavelengths of light. This homemade method for peering beneath people’s clothes is about to do for those old “X-ray specs” ads in comic books what the cell phone did for Star Trek’s “communicator badge.” Make it real, and cheap. Like it or not, nude imagery is about to undergo the same change-up that personal information on Facebook did only a few years ago. And on we go.

Like so many trends in this country, amateurism is no different. It’s not a moment that ends, but a cycle that’s always coming around.

Business scholars have attempted to deconstruct how such amateurs succeed and one noted theory, published in the Harvard Business Review, argues that outsiders are not burdened with the “curse of knowledge.” It turns out that ignorance is bliss and, in many cases, a more productive perch to start from. Not knowing anything about something is often precisely what’s needed to see something new. And then the cycle starts over.

That’s why, in the 1970s, IBM’s top executive could say that the world would only need a few computers, because that’s how they saw it. Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak were not cursed with such presumptions and so famously went into Jobs’s Cupertino garage and roughed out an early desktop computer from parts sold in the local electronics store or improvised with skills picked up at the now-famous Homebrew Computer Club.

Amateurism mysteriously summons America back, like some Great Gatsby imperative, to that very mythological garage to begin once again the work of thinking about things far away from expert prejudices. It’s not a coincidence that Hewlett-Packard recently restored the original garage at 367 Addison Avenue in Palo Alto, California, where Dave Packard and Bill Hewlett first formed their company in 1939 (and then provided Disney with some of the sound equipment used in making Fantasia). That quintessential location is the temple of American amateur ingenuity, and after stepping out to report the stories in this book, I found that plenty of folks still hie to this sacred space (literally) every weekend, hoping to make the big breakthrough.

In the pop culture itself, the evidence is constantly emerging that Americans are figuratively returning to this fertile place too.

There are the thriving new magazines like Make and a host of others catering to the resurgence of the DIY—do-it-yourself—impulse in America. Contests summoning amateurs to their workbenches and offering millions in rewards are now sponsored by the Pentagon (to invent robot cars), NASA (new lunar technology), the X Prize Foundation (space tourism), Congress (hydrogen energy), Al Gore (carbon emissions abatement), and even Google ($20 million reward for a robot that can get to the moon and explore).

There is also a steady stream of interest in weekend hobby clubs, where Americans have long retreated to tinker—depending on the decade—with their radios, remote-control vehicles, computers, and robots. The Internet has set loose a massive new style: open-source amateur collaborations that completely restructure entire disciplines. My own field of journalism is being thoroughly undermined, crashed, and rebuilt by the blogosphere, Slate, the Daily Beast, Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter. There is now open talk among the most fuddy-duddy editors that the dead-tree format—i.e., the newspaper—may be the illuminated manuscript of the twenty-first century. The old financial models are crumbling. Between 2000 and 2008, Craigslist alone eliminated about 49 percent of newspaper revenue that once came in from classified ads—as bloggers swarm every news story with fact-checking and commentary. They’ve created a heightened sense of being observed and have fundamentally altered the way journalism now gets reported and written.

There is almost no field that isn’t experiencing similar tectonic quakes. Just casting about, it’s not hard to find outsider collaborations. Amateur weather freaks, “storm spotters” who now communicate online, have long been relied upon by local governments and are acknowledged by the National Weather Service as “the Nation’s first line of defense against severe weather.” The world of biodiesel (not to mention the latest emblem of American freedom—the solar-powered car) has launched a thousand backyard inventors, as well as roving salesmen peddling devices that home-brew gasoline from table scraps. Google maps have inspired a new generation of self-appointed spies to scout enemy landscapes. Do-it-yourself builders of submarines, or “personal submersibles,” now explore the ocean floor (PSUBS.org). Thiago Olson is a kid in Oakland Township, Michigan, who is now classified as the eighteenth amateur to create nuclear fusion in his backyard. It’s the number 18 that’s arresting.

Once you start looking for it, the only real shocker is how ubiquitous a figure the aspiring amateur is in America and yet how seemingly invisible these people are in our journalistic media.

The title of the nation’s most watched program—an amateur hour, mind you—captures it: American Idol. The amateur breaking out and getting recognized—that is our secular God. We are the land of fresh starts and second acts; the promised land of immigrants starting anew.

The elevation of the amateur is not just this season’s top-rated TV show. Prime time is now jammed with knockoffs and spinoffs of American Idol (America’s Got Talent, America’s Next Top Model, Project Runway, Dancing with the Stars, The Apprentice, The Voice). Before American Idol, which discovered Kelly Clarkson, there was Star Search, the show responsible for Britney Spears. But the pedigree of such programming goes way back, possibly all the way back. In the 1970s, the amateur show had already been such a staple that its parody was a huge hit. The Gong Show was straight-up ridicule of the genre (and yet managed to discover PeeWee Herman, Boxcar Willie, and Andrea McArdle—the first of the ginger ’fros who played Little Orphan Annie).

Before that was Amateur Night at the Apollo, which gave us Ella Fitzgerald and Pearl Bailey. At that time, there was another glut of these shows. One could also watch Ted Mack’s Amateur Hour, a primetime show that launched the career of Gladys Knight and Pat Boone. The other big one was called the Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts, where we first saw performers ranging from Patsy Cline to Lenny Bruce.

Mack got his television show because he had been the band leader for a radio show called Major Bowes’ Amateur Theatre of the Air, which dates to the early 1930s and gave us the careers of Beverly Sills and Frank Sinatra. And before radio, various small theaters thrived on weekly amateur shows, like Miner’s Bowery Theater in Manhattan, which discovered Eddie Cantor, or Halsey’s Theater in Brooklyn, where Jackie Gleason first appeared. And before that, vaudeville would tour the country and perform in the local opera houses. The shows typically featured a local amateur contest—both to draw nearby audiences into the seats to watch their neighbors perform and, given the chance, to discover someone they could convince to tour with them, as they did Bob Hope and Milton Berle.

These amateur nights weren’t just entertainments but confirmations of what Americans believe is true in every sphere. There is no realm that is understood to be off-limits to the lowest or newest citizen here. Americans affirm this idea in every aspect of their vernacular life (“Anybody can grow up to be President”). It’s the essential faith of the amateur and the creed of America. It’s why George Washington opted to be called Mr. President instead of going with the pompous alternative “Your Excellency.” Every four years voters typically affirm their suspicion of “professional politicians” by elevating an inexperienced pol to the White House (with, arguably, a very wide range of results). The amateur narrative is encoded in our national DNA.

The cyclical return to the garage is happening now, as Americans sense that some great turn in history has come. It’s time to tear down the fortresses and build them again, which is always traumatic. When one of the New Republic’s professional writers, Lee Siegel, was discovered to have posed online as his own fan, fluffing himself with cringe-inducing praise, he was suspended. The people who brought him down were bloggers who figured out that he was engaging in sockpuppetry (yes, there already was a word for online onanistic praise). Later, Siegel wrote a book about how horrible these amateur journalists were that were attacking him. “I love the idea of the amateur—that’s what popular culture is all about,” he told New York magazine. “But what the Internet’s doing is professionalizing everyone’s amateuristic impulses.”

I don’t quite understand what that sentence means, but I think it’s safe to say that the pros occupying the barricades of expertise never like it when it happens. The Cult of the Amateur: How Today’s Internet Is Killing Our Culture was a bestseller devoted to the lament—also a perennial when amateurs appear—that the great palaces of tradition are being wrecked by constant attacks from unschooled outsiders. It’s one more entry on the bookshelf of apocalyptic American literature. But this is not the end of anything. This is the gyre of our own history coming around once again. What I want to argue here is that the cult of the amateur, once you step back, is the soul of America.
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After hiking out of the Gungywamp, I went back to the state archaeologist, Nick Bellantoni, and pressed him on some of the details. He suddenly shifted his tone, if not his position. “It’s well within the range of probability that Irish monks came here,” he told me. “It’s just that we still have no physical evidence for it.” It seemed strange that he would hedge so quickly, but once I looked into the history of this kind of history, Bellantoni’s caution did not seem so strange.

The source of Gungywampers’ optimism about their theory goes back to 1960, when scholars ate a big helping of archaeological crow with the discovery of a Viking encampment in the New World, specifically at L’Anse aux Meadows, in Newfoundland. The man who made the find was a self-taught amateur and one-idea obsessive. Helge Ingstad was a lawyer by training and small-town politician (governor for three years of a Norwegian territory in the Arctic, the Svalbard Islands). Eminent scholars such as Harvard’s Samuel Eliot Morison sniffed at him, regarding his theories as crackpot stuff. As if it weren’t enough that the guy had been known to wander Mexico looking for a “lost tribe,” his claim to the Viking landing in America relied entirely on his reading of the Norse sagas.

He had studied specifically the texts of Graenlendinga Saga and Eirik’s Saga. If scholars thought that these were fanciful poems full of invented imagery, Ingstad disagreed. He believed that buried in the heroic verse was a core story of journalistic truth and factual exploration. He insisted that the place called “Vinland” and the ferocious savages known as the “skraelings” were not metaphors but were North America and the Indians.

Using the vague geography in the stories, he began triangulating the possible landfall sites along the northwestern Atlantic shore and spent years devising ways to visit harbors and inlets to examine the land for clues. In 1960 he was visiting a small village in Newfoundland on an unrelated medical mission. He happened to ask a local named George Decker if the village had any prehistoric sites.

Decker said it did, and after nearly eight years of digging, Newfoundland finally yielded physical evidence: foundational remains of three long houses, a bronze ring-head pin, some nails smelted from a bog iron, and a spindle whorl for spinning wool—all of Norse provenance. As a result, the Viking presence in the New World in the year 1000 is now accepted as absolute fact. Canada has made the place a park. And even the Ivy League establishment has recast the story ever so slightly to make it fit the model of a properly credentialed expert whisk-brooming away dust from the Truth. In later editions of his books, Harvard’s Samuel Eliot Morison worked in a tiny tweak of stately revisionism. He referred to the Norse voyage, stiffly, as confirmed by “archaeologist Dr. Helge Ingstad.”
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If amateurs always seems to be fading away, it’s because that’s what most of them do. Most are failures, and that is a dead-end path to immortality. Those amateurs simply disappear. And if they succeed, then they spend a great deal of time trying to erase their amateur past. They collect piles of honorary degrees or massive stock options, either of which makes it very easy to look like a pro. And it makes it easier to write that memoir that explains how it was all inevitable anyway and airbrush out all that stumbling amateur striving. The first of these was, of course, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, an amazing piece of revisionist history. It’s what helped set up the image of the wise old jolly Puritan inventor at the expense of the naïve screwup, the liar, the rutting boy-satyr, the atheist, the self-promoter. The amateur’s redemptive memoir is practically its own genre in this country; evidence of them can be found on every year’s bestseller list. You can find the same structure in the summoning of the log cabin in William Henry Harrison’s presidential biography—all true, but part of the narrative of unpolished origins that begins so many of these stories. Patti Smith’s Just Kids opens on her birth in a rooming house and with an evocation of a humble family learning how to pray. What awaits is a lovely tale of pluck and inevitability. It doesn’t matter who’s telling it: Jack Welch of GE or Helen Keller. We love these stories. It’s a world where we sweep away a lot of the details and make the path to glory seem inevitable. It can be a treacherous task, which is why this bookshelf is afflicted with so many scandals (A Million Little Pieces, Three Cups of Tea …).

The cover-up is a key element in the amateur story and the main reason why the whole narrative feels like a hidden history of our country. We’re ashamed of our amateur status, so Americans love awards that deliver us from our low origins and elevate us in some way. Think of the famous prizes given out each year by the MacArthur Foundation. The intent is not merely to honor the already famous but also to find unknown people just following their bliss—amateurs, in other words—and reward their obscure good work with a large sum of money. But the money’s not even half of it. What better title (and cover) could any American hope for than the award’s nickname: the Genius Grant.

When I started thinking about this idea, I considered focusing on just such characters. One could start with Ben Franklin, who famously broke with his apprenticeship in Boston as a teenager and ran away to Philadelphia to reinvent himself as a Great Man. And then I could have carried that idea into any of the hundreds of American success stories that seem to follow the Franklin model. Dropping out is a great American tradition, the very essence of amateurism, another recapitulation of the pioneer/immigrant narrative, the ultimate in starting fresh: no school! It begins with Franklin, and one can find these dropouts popping up in every era of American history—Thomas Paine, Davy Crockett, Mark Twain, George Eastman, Horace Greeley, Thomas Edison, D. W. Griffith, John Jacob Astor, Samuel Gompers, Jay Gould, Andrew Carnegie, Adolph Ochs, Charlie Chaplin, David Sarnoff, William Saroyan, Will Rogers, Al Smith, Henry Kaiser, Orville and Wilbur Wright, August Wilson, Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, those Stanford undergrads who invented Google, and Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg. But if that book hasn’t been written a dozen times over, it sure feels like it has, and then I had an even better idea.

Why not try to break down the specific attributes and types of amateurism into different categories and then put them back together as a unified theory?

Turned out, squirreled away in a corner of sociology was a man named Robert Stebbins, an American teaching at the University of Calgary in Canada, who has published scores of books on “leisure.” Stebbins found that some people took their weekending seriously, so he concocted a subdiscipline he called “serious leisure”—an ungainly phrase but one that circumscribed the same world, more or less, that interested me.

To develop his grand unified theory of amateurism, Stebbins constructed a fairly complex framework he calls the “Serious Leisure Perspective.” Just to show you how large an idea it is, he always capitalizes it in his books. For example, Stebbins writes that “the Perspective has simplified and organized an undifferentiated mass of free-time core activities and experiences.”

That’s right, Stebbins is literally attempting to categorize the world of amateur pursuits, aka “free-time core activities and experiences,” by breaking it all down—and down and down and down. His ability to map every cul-de-sac, blue highway, and back alley of amateur pursuit and compartmentalize the results recalls the Spanish bureaucracy that oversaw New World exploration, or maybe the final warehouse sequence of the first Indiana Jones movie. He calls this task the “Project,” and he capitalizes that word, too. If the Perspective is the process, the Project is the result. His analysis reveals that amateur pursuits possess certain “qualities” and that some of these can be further broken down into “dimensions,” and these divisions go on and on too.

In one amateur sub-category he offers examples: “entertainment magic, Canadian football, stand-up comedy, barbershop singing, volunteering, and selected map hobbies.” No writer since Walt Whitman can list items in a series quite like Robert Stebbins.

Another newly discovered sub-sub-category called “project-based leisure” can include: building a stone wall, making a relative a sweater, surprise birthday parties, a genealogical project, developing a basement, setting out Christmas decorations, volunteering for an arts festival, climbing Kilimanjaro, and “knot making from kits.”

Knot making from kits? What century is this? Where am I? What bellum am I ante?

As I read one of Stebbins’s books after another, what I had thought was a gold mine turned out to be a rabbit hole. I read almost all his books, mostly in a state of wonder at Stebbins’s Project: One study brings the Perspective to tournament bass fishing, and then turn the pages, and the same Perspective is bearing down on dildo parties in England. (Swear to God.) One book compares “tolerable deviance,” which includes “cross-dressing, homosexuality, watching sex …”), with the other sub-sub-sub-category, “intolerable deviance,” which covers “incest, vandalism, sexual assault.…” These lists are luxuriously odd—considerations of elderly shuffleboard players alongside mushroom collectors alongside figure skating. I don’t know how Stebbins will ever finish this Project unless he calls in Jorge Luis Borges and his infinite library for backup. Many splendored things happen “outside work.” Maybe another word for the Project is “Life.”

If you spend too much time looking at amateurism this way (and I have), you wonder if you’ll ever end up seeing it at all. Like peering through a telescope, constrict the aperture too much and you get the Ten Success Stories. Open it too wide and you end up lost, Fitzcarraldo-style, macheteing a trail across the Continent of Stebbins.

Somewhere in the middle ground was where I had to be. I wanted to catch amateurs before they got famous, observe them in action, and not be lured into the usual quicksilver arguments about creativity. I wanted to catch a glimpse of what improvisation looked like and how one went about pioneering into the muck of a new frontier (or idea); or to understand how constant assaults by amateurs shaped the profession attacked; or to see a new idea emerge among those unconvinced by familiar habits of mind.

One organizing idea immediately jumped out at me as I began to collect evidence of amateur enthusiasm. It’s not as if amateurs can be found in every discipline and pursuit. Like any invasive species, amateurs gather where there has been some kind of stress to the system, some kind of disturbance. When they clump together by forming a group of websites or a weekend club, it reveals something about where the inventive surges in a culture are located. I began one line of research by hanging out with weekend robotics clubs until I realized that those were already past their maturity. It was a while back that the Pentagon would regularly send talent scouts to sit in the back of robot club meetings in order to recruit the freshest thinking for DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency). One thing led to another, and I quickly learned that another kind of gathering was beginning across town, in abandoned warehouses, and the aim was not a mechanical robot but a living one—synthetic biology. It was easy to find truly good examples of pursuits that revealed precisely how the amateur impulse asserts itself against a well-known, well-defined professional elite. One I considered was the rise of amateur porn on the Internet and its sudden takedown of all those old film and video outfits in California’s San Fernando valley. I ultimately decided against porn as a story because, honestly, porn as a story is always boring. Visiting the set of a porn movie or the porn awards banquet is another of those journalistic chestnuts (the word “zany” shows up in editor conversations on this one, too). I have read so many of these over the years—including Martin Amis and David Foster Wallace—and the results are always disappointing, even in the hands of masters. Turns out porn stars are about as articulate about their craft as, say, hockey players. And yet, the elements of the story I was looking for are right there: the professional elite who have reduced their work to known points of order—massive breast implants, shaved pubic hair, clichéd plot lines (the hitchhiker, the pool boy), the four or five basic moves, the same essential sets (gilded parvenu mansion, suburban den, a van), and the well-worn conclusion, the money shot, as predictable as the suspect on a detective show tearfully breaking down in the interrogation room in the last four minutes of the program. Into this plasti-coated, stylized world of same ol’/same ol’ arrived a handful of amateurs, actual real people, who videotaped themselves with real bodies in their own homes, fooling around. And there it is: Amateurism is often about reclaiming some kind of primordial authenticity. (Think of punk music in the late seventies trying to recover some primal thing lost under the similarly plasti-coated sound of Lionel Richie, ABBA, Captain and Tennille, Rupert Holmes, and the canned world that produced them.) It’s easy to see in the exponential growth of amateur porn websites and online video sales that this new porn is a classic story of weekend dabblers trying to reclaim some important, lost, funky thing. It’s a classic story; I just won’t be telling it.
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Out in the forest with the Gungywampers, I came to understand that the conventional wisdom about the Age of Discovery is deeply flawed (even if they never won me over with their Chi-Rho evidence). I would hear one withering critique of Christopher Columbus after another. Not of the anti-imperialist sort; there were no mentions of blankets infected with smallpox. The Gungywampers trash Columbus because they think his big, bold, much ballyhooed “risk” of sailing across the Atlantic was in fact not that big a deal and has been hyped by academics who don’t want to even consider the possibility that crossing the ocean was not that difficult. Goaded by the Gungywampers, I started calling around the history departments and wound up talking to a historian who had taught at Brandeis and NYU, Cyrus Gordon, who specialized in archaeology and ancient languages.

“Plenty of people were capable of crossing the Atlantic. They just didn’t make a big deal about it,” Gordon said. He argued that what really marked the Age of Discovery was not so much that Columbus sailed the ocean blue but that it also coincided with the Dawn of the Book. Unlike the previous era’s illuminated manuscript, with its labor-intensive efforts making it suitable only for extremely valuable texts like scripture and maybe a little science or history, this new book medium was faster to produce and more easily distributed. In its own time, the book’s impact on culture was not unlike our Internet’s. A lot of things could be published, and new stories could get told. Columbus, for instance, published his letters after his voyages, as did most of the name explorers. This new medium was drawn more to stories of individuals and their great achievements. If and when Brendan returned, he had to wait for an epic poet to compose a saga. That’s some serious lag time in publicity (although one that bitchy authors nowadays believe they can understand). And sagas weren’t written down but existed in the oral tradition, a second-rate venue back then, the tabloid media of the Dark Ages.

When Columbus returned, Professor Gordon told me, he “practically held a press conference, that’s all.” And there were publishers there to take it all down.

Gungywampers hold that there were plenty of accounts of people sailing to America. It’s just that we don’t read sagas the right way anymore. Brendan the Navigator has his poem too. Eventually it was written down and called the Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis (The Voyage of the Abbot, Saint Brendan). It’s a ripping yarn of a band of Irish monks who left home around A.D. 500 in leather boats called currachs. They sought to escape European corruption by sailing west in search of a remote place they called the “Promised Land of Saints.” As the poem goes, the monks endured the frights of a moving island, a giant who hailed fire down on them, and a dangerous sea of crystal pillars—very colorful images, clearly the fictional embroideries of a poet. But what if they were metaphorical descriptions of a whale, an Icelandic volcano, and icebergs? the Gungywampers argue. Suddenly the story can be read somewhat journalistically, too.

Although Brendan was a historic character and the Irish monks of that era were known for their maritime talent (currachs can still be found among Atlantic fishermen, and National Geographic sailed one from Ireland to America in 1976 for a TV special), few historians agree with the Gungywampers that there was a voyage. But it’s no longer absurd to try and prove with solid material findings that it did happen. And the era that preceded Columbus looks a lot less dark and far more interesting than it once did. Adventurers did sail and improbable journeys did take place, and it just might be that one of them sought out the Promised Land of Saints and found it just off I-95 not far from the Foxwoods Casino.
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This is a book called Bunch of Amateurs because that last word most accurately captures this essential quality that runs through these stories. I also call it a search for the American character, because there’s just something fundamentally American about heading off to one’s garage to reinvent the world.

Amateurs are often wrong, crazy, fraudulent, or twisted. There is typically a pomposity among amateurs that, well, one just has to get used to. They are often nerds, if younger; cranks, if slightly mature; eccentric, if aged; and—it should be said—at just about any age they can be total jackasses. But these are just the characteristics of people obsessed with a new idea, following their bliss, in love (amo, amas, amat—amateur) with one true thing.

Who cannot love amateurs like the gungywamping David Barron? Not merely because these people are loopy and fun in a knight errant sort of way, but because even the amateurs who have it all wrong but are obsessed are typically on to something. It’s just often not the something they think they are on to.

I’ve hung out with a lot of amateurs who were misguided or, for now, lost in a world defined mostly by their own private conspiracy theories. But their views of the larger profession or frontier against which they were pushing usually led to some cool thoughts. What I always liked about hitching my own curiosity to someone else’s amateur passion was that it granted me access to a world, like a travel writer, in a way that few others get to see. Think of this book as a hitchhiker’s guide to amateurism. In each chapter I get in somebody’s car and go somewhere, and often no place near where the driver thought we were heading.

I sought out the venues where amateurism seemed to be thriving—those multimillion-dollar contests and those weekend hobby clubs hoping to break out into something important. Some disciplines are just teeming with amateur passion right now and long have been—astronomy and paleontology, for instance. It’s probably not a coincidence that both fields take us into the biggest questions. If you’re going to fiddle around on the weekends, why not solve the secret of the universe or the mystery of life? I hitched a ride on the ongoing controversy of Kennewick Man in part because the amateur anthropology in that case drove so revealingly off the rails. And I couldn’t resist the story of the ivory-billed woodpecker because no amateur pursuit takes us so far afield, lost in bureaucratic thinking, the drama of experts failing, the hidden history of Dixie’s postwar destruction, and the very American fantasies motivating the restoration of the land.

In this book, there is a search for the original American amateur and the baptismal moment of defining this country as a nation of garage invention and second acts; the story of a fortress of expertise under attack by banshees eager to bring down the walls; an expedition into the world of weekend warriors meeting in their clubhouses plotting scientific revolutions; an intermission of error and total amateur fiasco; and, finally, a visit to one of those perpetual frontiers where amateurs continuously have (and always will) come to discover—in this case, literally—new worlds.

It’s a series of stories that glimpse the ongoing American experience, the one told repeatedly throughout our pop culture’s sacred art, such as The Wizard of Oz. Just who is the Wizard? A cranky old expert whose breakthrough achievement occurred long ago (during the Omaha State Fair, if the balloon is to be believed). He is no longer certain that his expertise will sustain his reputation, so he hides out in his fortress and engineers a mighty façade of smoke and fire he can belch at others who challenge what he has to say.

And who challenges him? Rank amateurs improvising their way through the deep dark forest. Their roundabout journey is a way for them to discover their own emerging capacities as unfinished creatures of intellect, compassion, and courage. Sure, that story might have been a metaphor for the qualities needed to get Americans through the Depression (what I always heard growing up). But The Wizard of Oz is also an American narrative about self-invented outsiders overwhelming the domain of professionals.

What does happen in the finale? The Wizard is revealed to be merely a washed-up blowhard who’s been dining out on the tattered remains of a dated and jejune credentialism. And what is it that the Wizard offers the three great amateurs—the scarecrow, the tin man, and the lion? Emblems of expertise: a diploma, a testimonial, and a medal.

“Back where I come from we have universities, seats of great learning, where men go to become great thinkers,” the Wizard tells the Scarecrow, assuring him in most un-European terms that he’s as smart, if not smarter, than any credentialed thinker. “And when they come out, they think deep thoughts—and with no more brains than you have.… But! They have one thing you haven’t got! A diploma!”

The adventure’s the thing, of course, but it’s always nice when a self-made pioneer winds up with, say, a genius grant—something that happens all the time in our culture. We’re Americans. We love that stuff. This is our temple and our American idol. We’re Gungywampers all the way down.
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