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If I had enough money to need the services of one of Wall Street's most respected financial institutions, I would want Adam to be my banker. Though he is only twenty-five, and despite his somewhat boyish looks, he has the mature, sober bearing of someone fifteen years older. ...

  Adam's childhood was a model of stability, what Wally Cleaver's
 life might have been like if he had been an only child. Born and raised in Oklahoma City, the only son of a fifty-one-year-old oral surgeon and a forty-year-old homemaker and community volunteer, Adam attended the same private Episcopal school from age three until he graduated from high school fifteen years later.

  Because Adam's parents had their son so late in their lives, they "were always a little bit behind the eight ball
 in trying to be a family." But, Adam tells me, "my dad was a great sport. He was the coach of the little league team. We did a lot of things together, fishing and repairing furniture around the house. He really made a super effort to be with me while I was growing up." Adam's father died when Adam was just seventeen. Adam still thinks of his father as one of his greatest role models.

  As a teenager Adam loved science, so in his first two years at the University of North Carolina he majored in chemistry. He even spent one summer working with an analytical chemist in the Soviet Union. But one thing convinced him that he would not make his living as a scientist: money - or, rather, the lack of it. "I admire scientists more than anybody else," he says. "I think they are what makes America great and what drives the world. But unfortunately they're not well paid. They're not terribly well respected. They have to struggle for money. It's a fight on top of everything that they're fighting for in their professional life, which is trying to do good research. And as hard as that is, they've got to scrounge for everything." Adam decided "there has got to be more to life, and that 'more to life' is respect and wealth." So after he had completed most of the requirements for a chemistry degree, he began studying economics. ...

   After graduating Phi Beta Kappa with degrees in economics and chemistry, Adam moved to New York to work for a prestigious Wall Street financial firm.

   Adam explains why he became a banker: "It's a very lucrative field. It pays very well. I think it's a very, very good learning experience and very exciting, which are equally important. And now I can walk into any industry in America and see what the 'drivers' are - what makes it work, what makes it a good industry, what makes it a bad industry - and get to see everything about business and what makes it exciting."

   Adam believes that, for most Americans, the American Dream consists of "a nice house, a VCR, low fixed mortgage rates, three square meals a day, and a new car every now and then." But Adam wants more, far more - and most of what he wants is green. He says, "The premium that a smart person can command in terms of monetary wealth is max. If you're a smart person, you can write your own ticket - and the smarter you are, the more zeros you can put on your paycheck. It's absolutely incredible. It really doesn't matter what your background is like. I've seen people from all walks of life and any race, creed, colour, anything, become fabulous bankers because they are fundamentally smart people. In this country you can magnify your intelligence, your creativity, to amass tremendous wealth."
   "My American Dream - and I'm not kidding - is to be fabulously wealthy in dollar terms. I mean, I can be happy in a lot of things, but one of the things that would make me very, very happy is a lot of money. And I think that you can buy happiness. Just about the only thing you can't buy is good kneecaps because medical science hasn't quite caught up to that level yet. That's kind of a metaphor for health. But I really think that with everything else, you can achieve it through money. I don't mean that money automatically grants you happiness. But if you're a good person and you marry the right person and can get along with your spouse and things like that, money makes things easier. You can't be stupid and have a lot of money and be happy. But if you're smart and you have a lot of money, you can be very, very happy. That's what I'd like to achieve."

   "I'd like to have a huge house and a yacht, play the stock market and just hang out. And I think that I'm on the way, that I'm on the path. I'm seeing things and doing things that hopefully will get me there someday. I don't think there's anything that makes me special. You have to be a smart person and a good team player - anybody can be that." ...

   "I would like to be fantastically wealthy, ultimately by creating as much value for society as I can. That sounds kind of trite, and one could dismiss that very simply by saying, 'Well, he wants to make a lot of money.' But that's not necessarily true. I would like to be well paid for creating tremendous value. I don't want anything that I don't deserve, but I want to create so much value that I'm just wealthy beyond all belief. That's not a bad thing. People have done it before. Look at somebody like Bill Gates of Microsoft fame. That guy single-handedly increased American productivity by multiples, and he's a very wealthy man. He's one of the wealthiest in America. There's somebody who created a lot of value and is paid very well."

   Adam would like to get married someday, though he views marriage as a merger rather than the binding of two souls until death they do part. For Adam, marriage means "we can both do better in life through being together. If that means I'm going to stay home and take care of the kids, that's fine. I don't think that that's bad. I don't have any visions that I wouldn't want to stay home and scrub toilets or do whatever. I love cooking. I'd love to cook three meals a day for my wife. But she better have a real kick-ass job. Together, as a team, somehow we're gonna optimize. I just want to be on a winning team. I really want to be on a winning team. She's gonna have to be smart. She's gonna have to deal with a lot of issues and pull her weight. Housework's not the right answer. A hundred percent career is not the right answer. But the same holds for me as well." (When I ask Adam why he never mentioned the word "love," he says that was a given.)

   I ask him to tell me his views about the national situation, and dire prognoses rush through his lips like water bursting through a crack in Hoover Dam. "America," he says, "is in deep, deep, deep trouble," and is "clearly headed on its way down." And the "root of the downfall," according to Adam, is the erosion of the concept of personal responsibility. ...

   Adam believes the decline of the ethic of personal responsibility is at least partly responsible for the crime that seems to be ravaging American society. As he sees it, if a person messes up, you oughta punish them severely. [Then] let them out, that's fine. They mess up again, all right, you maybe don't punish them so much. But the third-time losers you throw away. I have no belief whatsoever that these people are recyclable, that you can reform them and let them back out into society. It just makes me sick every time I see juveniles have their slate wiped clean at the age of eighteen, or the age of sixteen, only to go out and kill and kill again. That's an example of where personal responsibility has gone awry. We have to say, 'These people are responsible for their actions. Get rid of them.' The same is true of drug users. I'm willing to go the extra mile to get them the help they need, but until they take the personal responsibility to get cleaned up and hold a job and to make their lives work better, I'd say throw 'em away."

   Adam advocates what I call the baseball theory of criminal justice - three strikes and you're out. He explains: "First of all you give them the opportunity not to mess up. Then you give them the opportunity to change. Then after that you say, 'You're through.' Don't give them more and more and more chances and spend resources on endless appeals.

   "We coddle criminals. In other countries they shoot 'em. Criminals go in and out of the revolving door of justice in America. In South America they take 'em out behind the barn and shoot 'em. There's value in that. They've substituted the cost of a bullet for the cost of an entire criminal justice system, which ultimately the taxpayers pay for. That's value."

1993

� A boy from the TV sitcom Leave It to Beaver (1957-1963) which is about a typical American white middle class family.


� To be behind the eight ball: to have problems.
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