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PROLOGUE

The Onion’s story begins in the 1970s with a real newspaper: the Hammond Times of Hammond, Indiana. Hammond borders the southern end of Lake Michigan and is part of the larger Chicago metropolitan area. The story also starts with a real newspaper editor named Edward Keck and a real reporter, Janet Keck (née Janet von Hoff).

Most American newspapers were, and still are, a business—sometimes a highly profitable one, sometimes one that sends owners into bankruptcy. Whether a newspaper is successful, whether it can stay in business, depends on much more than the quality of its content—though that can matter quite a lot. Newspapers have always been more than sources of information. Since the creation of mass-production (and its required corollary, mass-consumption) culture in the nineteenth century, when the beautiful flora and fauna of planet Earth started to be mutilated at enormous scale into products to be packaged, purchased, used, and thrown away, all powered by the burning of coal and oil, newspapers were there to tell us both how to live in this new world and what it all meant. Separation from nature—from our own experiences and observations unmediated by sensory-overloading news, entertainment, and information technology—meant not understanding how things worked anymore. We were now in a world where media told us what was real, what was important, and what was not real or important. Which was anything that did not appear in the media. If you have the power to tell people what reality is, you can do all kinds of things.

Wealthy investors bought local papers, became newspaper publishers, and thereby gained even more influence and power. Even if they didn’t own the newspapers in a legal sense, big business and political operatives and public relations firms skilled in applying economic pressure and manipulating public opinion could affect what newspapers printed in all kinds of ways. The idea of “objectivity” has always been complicated. But the press has always fought back against external forces trying to shape its messages. Some versions of reality are better than others.

In the 1970s, newspapers were not the sad, thin remnants of themselves supported by half-page ads for hearing aids and erectile-dysfunction products you see today. They were big and fat, read by everyone, and packed with stories and advertising. You could say newspapers existed because of advertising, in fact. Selling display ads and classifieds could actually be thought of as every newspaper’s real business. No ads, no newspaper. Newspapers might have reported on the catastrophes wrought by mass consumption, but, in many ways, they also depended on them. On the other hand, no newspapers meant no ads. The content did matter—in ways that often had nothing to do with making money.
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In the 1970s, Janet Keck—a native of Oshkosh, Wisconsin, and a University of Wisconsin–Madison journalism and political science graduate—was a star environmental reporter at the Hammond Times, where she had started working after getting her degree. She had met her husband there, news editor and columnist Edward Keck. They had three children: Michelle, Kathleen, and Tim.

Janet was an ambitious, energetic reporter. Soon she was publishing multiple times a week on environmental and labor issues large and small, and developing a network of local contacts. Environmental journalism was a new field in the 1970s, and Janet Keck was in the vanguard of this new reporting beat. There was a lot to write about. Rachel Carson’s best-selling book Silent Spring had been published in 1962, and in its wake the modern environmental movement took shape, alongside the civil rights, feminist, gay rights, antipoverty, antinuclear weapons, and antiwar movements, all of which pointed out the incompatibility of corporate capitalism with freedom and justice—and health and well-being—for all. One of the goals of this reporting was to influence public policy, and federal clean-air, clean-water, and endangered-species legislation was passed in the 1970s by Republican president Richard Nixon. Silent Spring, about the persistent organochlorine pesticide DDT and the way such chemicals moved through the food chain, decimating species far removed from the ones that had been the original target of the poison and staying in the environment for generations, had taught other writers how to research and report on environmental issues. (DDT was finally banned in 1972 after a lawsuit led by Wisconsin bird-watchers and University of Wisconsin scientists.)

Janet’s husband, Edward Keck, had come to the United States in the 1940s as a small child in extraordinary circumstances: He and his family were Volga Germans, ethnic Germans who lived in Ukraine and environs in the Soviet Union. In World War II, however, Stalin decided to purge this population, and more than a million people were killed, deported, or sent to internment camps. Edward’s extended family were all murdered. Relief organizations resettled many of those who were able to escape, and a lot of them went to the midwestern farm states—Indiana, Iowa, Illinois, and Wisconsin. As a kid, Tim’s dad worked in the onion fields of southern Illinois with his family as a migrant laborer. Eventually, he dropped out of college and became a journalist and newspaper editor with much influence in the region, rising to become the president of the Chicago-area newspaper association and the city editor at the Hammond Times, where he published Janet’s award-winning environmental and labor reporting. Before Tim was born, Edward also narrowly won a single term as a Republican state representative.

Edward also had a serious heart condition. In fact, he had been sick for Tim’s entire childhood. At one point, he had an artificial valve implanted—but it was poorly made, and little bits of it would break off and go into Tim’s dad’s bloodstream. The bits caused his dad to have small strokes. Tim’s dad was not only a newspaperman but also a pianist, and the strokes slowly eroded his abilities. “And his heart had gotten so scarred over they couldn’t take the valve out, or it would kill him,” Tim said. “So he kept having strokes. From when I was in kindergarten through sixth grade, he had like 100 strokes.” All of a sudden, Tim said, “he’d wake up and couldn’t play the piano anymore. Then he couldn’t drive. Then he couldn’t write.”

In 1978, when Tim was in sixth grade, his dad died. “Every single one of his pallbearers were reporters,” he said. “Everybody who spoke at the funeral, except for my drunk uncle, was a newspaper person.”

Growing up in a newspaper-saturated environment was thrilling for Tim. “Newspapers were my life,” he said. “Newspapers were just every part of our life, all my parents’ friends’ social life.” Mike Royko, the famous Chicago Tribune columnist, was a family friend; he wrote Tim’s sister’s birth announcement. The scope of influence was the entire Chicago metro area. And Tim was surrounded by it all. “In Chicago, newspapers, especially in the ’70s, were amazing,” he said. “There’s a huge amount of newspapers. There was the Chicago Tribune, the Sun-Times, there was the Chicago Reader, which is the classic alt weekly there, and a zillion ethnic and religious and labor and millions of different newspapers. It was a really rich newspaper environment. I was just swimming in it. Even after my dad got sick, newspapers were just what my family lived and breathed.”

With Inland Steel, one of the biggest steel mills in the country, in her backyard dumping toxic waste into Lake Michigan and poisonous black smoke into the sky, Janet Keck had plenty to report on. It seems she was absolutely driven. Tim said she even got her pilot’s license and would fly small planes over the enormous Inland Steel plant, looking for destructive environmental activities. She also befriended a group of steelworker union members, including Mike Olszanski, who had started an environmental advocacy wing at the plant and became one of Janet’s key informants.

Olszanski was an electrical technician at Inland who organized the first United Steelworkers of America Environmental Committee. He was also the environmental chair from 1977 to 1981, when he focused on building a coalition of union members, environmentalists, and people in the community. Unions and environmentalism were not natural allies at first. As the saying went, skies full of black smoke meant a plant full of jobs. However, when Olszanski helped people see that the black smoke affected their own personal health as well as the health of their families, not just an abstract thing called the “environment,” he had better luck.

Olszanski recalled that one of the first big stories Janet worked on with them was about air pollution. The plant would be in its usual state of blowing tons of carcinogenic greenhouse gases into the air until the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) announced an inspection, whereupon Inland would shut everything down in time to make the pollution level appear lower. So the steelworkers started taking photos of the smoke and sending them to the EPA directly.

This behavior was risky. But such things were possible, Olszanski said, because the union would protect their jobs. Being public would keep their jobs safe too. “Our thinking was,” he said, “the more public we are, if they tried to fire anybody, they’re not going to be able to just sneak it by, you know what I mean? They’re going to have to face the public.” Olszanski told me that indeed there were no repercussions. “If anything, they were scared of us for that. For those reasons. The union plus the public exposure.” They were going after it from inside the plant, from the viewpoint of steelworkers, he said, and Janet was “shining a spotlight” from the outside.

No repercussions for union members, that is. Janet Keck was not in the union. A few months after Edward Keck died—leaving Janet without her husband and Hammond Times ally—Inland Steel executives pressured the Times first to move Janet off the labor beat and then off the environmental beat. The now spineless Hammond Times transferred her to the local government beat twenty-three miles away, in the town of Crown Point, the county seat. For a widowed single mom with three kids at home, the daily commute and erratic legislative scheduling made this new beat impossible, and Janet resigned.

Writing for the local steelworkers’ union newsletter, Olszanski described her departure with bitter words in a 1979 article, “Times’ Keck Forced Out by Inland. Area Reporter Too Honest”:

The region has lost a truly great investigative reporter with the resignation of Janet Keck from the Hammond Times in January. Janet not only accurately reported the stalling tactics and intransigence of corporate polluters such as Inland, but dug out and exposed their hushed-up dealings with State Air Pollution authorities.

Janet was never afraid to “tell the truth on ’em.” She was removed from the Labor beat several years ago, subsequent to her candid and accurate reporting on area union politics. After a confrontation with five Inland execs in mid 1978, Keck was transferred to Crown Point.

… We’ve all heard the cry of “freedom of the press” by the newspaper giants, including the Times. Yet for telling the truth, they have forced out a top rate reporter. Her crime, really, was being too good at her job.
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Janet worked for the Chicago branch of the EPA for a couple of years, then moved the family up to Omro, Wisconsin, to care for her aging father and take a job at UW–Oshkosh, editing the annual college magazine. Her award-winning environmental journalism career was over, though she later used her piloting skills to help scientists observe melting ice in Greenland and traveled the world doing “grunt work,” as Tim put it, for other environmental research, like bird banding in South America.

Now living in the woods of rural Wisconsin, where the nearest neighbor was five miles away and the city of Oshkosh was twenty miles away, Tim said, “I went from having a life filled with newspapers and a social life to no newspapers and no social life.” Only one newspaper was available in Omro: the Oshkosh Northwestern. Tim said:

My mom and I used to call it the “Oshkosh Nowhere.” But I didn’t realize how incredibly influential the Northwestern would be to me. First of all, I had nothing to do, so I would read the Northwestern from cover to cover. And I just adored it, because it was horrible. Every newspaper had its good days and bad days, and in Oshkosh in the mid-’80s, the Northwestern was having its bad days. The headlines were hilarious, unintentionally hilarious. Anybody could have a column. Crazy insane Christians, weird bar owners. They had a social column where if you went out to dinner at somebody else’s house it was written up. And they’d talk about little things and make them big, and it was awesome.

I had two older sisters, but they had already moved out, so it was just my mom and myself. And she just does not like sound at all. All she does is write, so the only sound you’d hear in my house would be a manual typewriter that she would just hit so aggressively and hard. There’s no way we could have a TV or music on, and the only time she would stop writing would be to talk about headlines. And we would joke about the headlines in the Northwestern. To this day, that’s how my mom and I bond. We talk about news and stuff.

During Tim’s sophomore year in high school, a second newspaper came to rural Omro. “It was incredibly exciting,” he said.

USA Today had already started working its way across the country, but this was the first time that I could get it in Omro. It was delivered a mile and a half away from my house, and I’d ride my bike to go pick it up.
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Headlines from the Oshkosh Northwestern, circa 1983.



And USA Today was the opposite of the Northwestern. It was slick, professional, color, you know? It was like the Falcon Crest version of a newspaper. Everything was upbeat; it glossed over everything. It was just soulless and horrible. And the combination of the USA Today and the Northwestern was really a great thing.

After graduating from Omro High School in 1985, Tim went to college at his mom’s alma mater, UW–Madison. He didn’t know it yet, but a newspaper was about to become a big part of his life again. Just not in the same way it had been for his parents.







Chapter 1

Before we get any further into this story, I’d like to invoke an important figure: the trickster.

The trickster is a powerful archetype that goes way back and seems to be something inherent to the human species. Almost every tradition and culture includes it in one form or another. The trickster is a mediator between the visible and the invisible, a force of anarchy amid rules and tradition, throwing in a wrench just when you thought everything was perfectly calibrated. The trickster also tends to appear at points of change or origination. By destroying what exists, new things can arise. By going on a wild goose chase, you discover something you might never have otherwise considered. Are these things good or bad? Does the trickster help us or hurt us? Yes.

Jim Leary, professor emeritus of folklore at UW–Madison, described the trickster as “a manifestation of natural forces and cultural forces. Of forces going on within individuals. There’s the capacity and possibility to do great things—and terrible things. The yin and the yang. Your strengths or your weaknesses. The solar power of the sun can give us light and then growth, but also scorch.”

Martha Crawford is a psychotherapist who studies depth psychology, dreams, and death, and how they make life more meaningful. She told me the trickster archetype is not just one but many things:

In the West, we generally draw on archetypal images that lead back to Greece, and that is the hermetic, quicksilver archetype. Hermes is the god of thievery, of lying, of deceit, but he also has very important functions. He’s a psychopomp who guides people from this life into the next.… You pray to Hermes at the crossroads, and acknowledge him. Because if you step into the crossroads, you could end up going into a very, very different direction than the one you anticipate. And if Hermes is annoyed with you or not on your side, he will absolutely send you in a direction you don’t expect to go.

In the Indigenous American communities, there’s the raven and the coyote. Both of those have very sacred and important trickster functions. They’re tricksters that are often in service of people. They go and grab the light of consciousness to shine on the darkness. The raven goes in, like a Prometheus-like character, to capture the first light and bring it to the earth. Some of this is about shining the light of consciousness and awareness into places that are obscured and perhaps not revealed or not easily seen.

The other interesting or important aspect around that is its relationship to clowning and buffoonery. The kinds of archetypes you see around this are dell’arte-like constructs. We think of Pucks very often as trickster archetypes. They’re mischief-makers, right? They will steal the grain if you leave it out at night; they will sleep with your daughter if she’s not where she’s supposed to be. They’re mischievous, and they turn rules upside down. They’re slippery and tricky. They upset your expectations. That’s the function of the trickster archetype.

Lewis Hyde, author of Trickster Makes This World, wrote that most “liars, thieves, and shameless personalities of the twentieth century” are not actually tricksters. “Their disruptions are not subtle enough, or pitched at a high enough level.” The trickster’s aim is to “disturb the established categories of truth and property and, by so doing, open the road to possible new worlds. When Pablo Picasso says ‘art is a lie that tells the truth,’ we are closer to the old Trickster spirit.”
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The trickster spirit had been a well-known and much-loved component of Madison, Wisconsin, since at least the 1960s, and it was still alive and well in the 1980s and 1990s. Madison was a great place for young people then—especially creative young people. A beautiful small city between two lakes, Mendota and Monona, Madison offered a low cost of living and a vibrant economy filled with prosperous small businesses that helped maintain an exciting and innovative local arts and journalism scene. Madison had two things that helped guarantee that local economy: the state government and a huge public university. Future Onion editor Ben Karlin, a student then, said, “So Madison never really dips. Not to say there aren’t problems with it. But it just feels like it’s a city that’s constantly doing okay.”

Madison, however, was also in something of a cultural crossroads. It wasn’t the 1970s anymore. The city’s Vietnam-era protests were now in the past. “People were really proud of Madison’s history of protest and dissent, born out of the ’60s and the antiwar movement,” Karlin said. Madison’s nickname was “the Berkeley of the Midwest.” That was very appealing to him. “The tradition of student protest and activism seemed very intriguing. It seemed like an engaged thing that, frankly, growing up in the ’80s in the suburbs of Boston, there was nothing. There was nothing like that. There was no stimulation like that there at all.” Wisconsin, though historically a progressive state, is also a purple state, and many of us attending college in Madison grew up elsewhere in Wisconsin amid political complexity. There are a lot of contradictions. Frank Lloyd Wright and Jeffrey Dahmer. “Fighting Bob” La Follette and Joseph McCarthy.

At the time, UW–Madison had a much more relaxed admissions policy than it does today. As long as you were in the top half of your high school graduating class, you were in. Madison was also cheap. A land-grant university, it was still being generously funded by government then—and in the late ’80s tuition was only about $800 a semester. (No, I did not leave off a zero.) Tim Keck worked at a gas station in high school and saved enough money to cover his costs for two years. Another friend waitressed her way through Madison—and not at a fancy restaurant. At a diner. Like Karlin, there was also a smattering of out-of-state students, mostly from the East Coast. Otherwise, the student body was almost entirely Wisconsinites.

It was also huge: forty thousand students in a city of around two hundred thousand. And just about anything you’d ever want to study was available: humanities, science, art, medicine, music, and more. For Keck, arriving in Madison was like discovering a secret little door in your bedroom. “You open it up, and you go into another dimension. Madison was amazing.” They had these things called “burritos,” he said. “Fucking amazing. And bars, cafés, and kids. Rich kids, farm kids, foreign kids. Drugs. My first two weeks in Madison, I lived twenty lives. It was fantastic. And I dove right into school. I took the hardest courses I possibly could. I took a Japanese class, I took some high-level math classes—why, I don’t know—but I just wanted it all, and I just loved it.”

I knew exactly what he meant. Though I had grown up only about forty miles away, in the country outside the rural town of Spring Green (population twelve hundred), for most of the people in that area Madison was another planet. For me, it was my planet. As soon as I moved into my freshman dorm—the same one Tim Keck was in—I was like a kid in a candy store. I took a lot of classes in this fantastic core-curriculum, cross-disciplinary program called Integrated Liberal Studies. Every single one was absolutely brilliant. Plants and Man. Science, Technology, and Philosophy. A semester-long seminar on the history and social context of AIDS. I ate it up with a spoon. The very first class I took, ILS 101: Critical Thinking and Expression, remains with me to this day. (If you’ve never read Darrell Huff’s How to Lie with Statistics, I recommend it.)

Many of the people who worked for The Onion in the early years identified as outcasts and misfits and weirdos or were treated that way by others, and that includes me. In high school I was one of only a handful of kids who were into punk, new wave, and postpunk music; I got good grades, which in rural Wisconsin back then automatically made you suspect; and I wanted to do something different with my life. And I knew that was possible in Madison—a place some of my friends’ parents were so unfamiliar with they wouldn’t let their kids go there and see movies with me. They were afraid of downtown Madison, Wisconsin. My dad, on the other hand, had an office near campus when he worked for the state as a social worker for a while, and sometimes he’d let me hang out with him. My absolute most favorite place in the world was Library Mall, this big pedestrian area with grass and trees by the huge central campus library a block from Lake Mendota. It was always filled with students and food vendors and people playing guitar and Frisbee. All kinds of stuff happened there: fire-and-brimstone religious speeches, political rallies, hippies juggling bowling pins in crazy outfits. I’d climb in the big circular marble fountain in my bare feet. Play with the giant chess set. Buy “Question Authority” buttons and feminist T-shirts. Learn how to tell the Moonies and evangelicals to fuck off when they tried to recruit me. I was around twelve years old.

Not far from State Street—downtown’s main drag and my other favorite place in the world, a mile-long stretch of car-free street lined with shops, cafés, and bars always filled with people walking, talking, and hanging out—and the UW campus were the legendary rock clubs O’Cayz Corral (the CBGB of Madison) and Club de Wash, where you could see every great touring indie and underground band as well as great local ones for five bucks a pop. Bigger acts came through too, at bigger venues.

The Cardinal Bar was a tiny nightclub near the capitol where you could go on New Music Night and dance to New Order, the Cure, Shriekback, and all those guys and check out (or show off) Madison’s supply of new-wave haircuts and gender-bending fashion. The Plaza was a classic dive bar and bar-food joint off State Street where all the punk rockers hung out mixed with whoever else happened to be passing by. Madison was big enough to have a bunch of different scenes but also small enough that you’d routinely see skinny hippies in long hair and tie-dye next to people with mohawks next to preppy frat boy–looking jocks next to sweet-faced chubby farm girls in red Wisconsin sweatshirts next to sexy, artsy earth-goddess bohemian freaks. (Important to note that despite this idealized picture, liberal, artsy, intellectual Madison in the ’80s was also extraordinarily white. It still is today, but in the ’80s it was even more so. There were a lot of different kinds of white people for sure—Madison was the New York of Wisconsin, a place where you could finally be yourself without being called “weird” or “different” [the worst things you could be in the Midwest]—but that’s mostly where the diversity stopped. Parts of Madison had been redlined in the not-so-old days, and even an Italian neighborhood had been bulldozed at one point. Though there is ongoing effort to change this picture on multiple levels, Wisconsin continues to have some of the worst levels of racial disparities and inequality in the United States.)

State Street and the nearby blocks were also packed with inexpensive bars and cafés. Tons of reasonably priced rental housing were just a few blocks from the lake and downtown in big old multifamily houses with hardwood floors, fireplaces, and huge porches. If you were really watching your pennies—or if you just wanted to be in a hippie environment where you were guaranteed an active social life—you could join one of the many housing co-ops on campus, some of them in converted mansions, smack in the middle of everything. (Wisconsin has a long-established co-op tradition not just in housing but in other areas like agriculture.) A minimum-wage job at a local independently owned retail store, restaurant, bar, or business was usually enough to get by.

Madison also had many local publications. Dan Kaufman, Madisonian and author of The Fall of Wisconsin: The Conservative Conquest of a Progressive Bastion and the Future of American Politics, told me, “The Midwest has an amazing press history.” This included Appeal to Reason, the socialist newspaper published in Girard, Kansas. Victor Berger, who founded the Sewer Socialists in Milwaukee in the 1920s, also published a couple of newspapers. Going back a bit further was Sherman Booth’s Milwaukee abolitionist newspaper. “Wisconsin became this bastion of this sort of enlightened citizenry. And the press was hugely important to that,” Kaufman said.

Madison’s local media scene was anchored in part by the Progressive magazine, which was founded by Senator “Fighting Bob” La Follette in 1909. He dedicated the magazine to “winning back for the people the complete power over government—national, state, and municipal—which has been lost to them.” Norman Stockwell, the current publisher of the Progressive, told me about Madison’s strong alternative-media history. Radical America, the Students for a Democratic Society publication, he reminded me, started in Madison in 1967. Isthmus was the mainstream alternative weekly in the 1980s; it is still around today. The 1980s also had an alternative alternative weekly, the Madison Insurgent, and an alternative alternative alternative weekly, the Madison Edge. Annie Laurie Gaylor, the daughter of Anne Gaylor, who started the Freedom from Religion Foundation, ran Feminist Connection. Freedom from Religion in turn had their own newspaper, Free Thought Today. A paper devoted solely to comics was called the Comic Times.

Madison also had an interesting zine culture oriented around an East Side couple named Liz Was and mIEKAL aND, who ran a press called Xexoxial Editions from a home called the “Church of Anarchy,” where they put together “zines and books and all kinds of really avant-garde art stuff,” Stockwell said. In the ’80s and ’90s, as an article in Isthmus put it, they also “produced art events the way others take daily showers.” The article quotes aND, who now lives in rural Wisconsin: “There’s a concept in permaculture called edges. Like where a hillside meets a pond. Those edges are the highest percentage of diversity and potential.”

Broadcast journalism in Madison was also excellent, especially at Wisconsin Public Radio (founded in 1917, WPR is one of the oldest public radio stations in the country), Wisconsin Public Television, and the Madison community radio station WORT. WORT took the “community” part very seriously and is still a constant and reliable source of local news, information, and music. (I hosted a late-night music show there in the early ’90s.)

Along with all the free niche papers, there were also two big local daily mainstream newspapers that (unless you found one lying around in a café) you had to pay to read: the Capital Times, which was the more liberal one that came out in the afternoon, and the Wisconsin State Journal, which was the status quo, conservative morning paper. The Journal had the big fat Sunday paper with the color comics, Parade magazine, and a stack of loose glossy coupons in the middle. Both newspapers were high quality and professional, with competent, experienced reporters. And both were filled with ads.

Growing up in Spring Green, you could buy the Wisconsin State Journal and the Capital Times at the grocery store or the truck stop. There was also the local paper, the Home News, which was mainly made up of stories about the school board, pictures of the high school sports teams and band concerts, and this actually really good nature column by Helen Taggart Birkemeier. Nothing resembling investigative reporting at all. But as far as I remember, the New York Times and Wall Street Journal were not sold anywhere in town. I’m not even sure they had the Chicago Tribune or the Milwaukee Journal. You could, however, buy the National Enquirer. I’m guessing that was pretty much the only nonlocal newspaper a lot of people there ever saw. That’s what passed for “alternative journalism” in rural Wisconsin in the 1970s and 1980s. They sold it in the grocery checkout line. I remember people talking like they really believed it. “Giant Ant Terrorizes the Topeka County Fair” or whatever. Because it was in print, right?

In 1988, however—the same year The Onion would begin—a new alternative source of information appeared on the radio that would reach a substantial rural audience, The Rush Limbaugh Show. After President Ronald Reagan suspended the Fairness Doctrine in 1987 alongside other forms of media deregulation, right-wing media programming quickly expanded. The Fairness Doctrine had been in place since 1949 and mandated balanced and fair news reporting by TV and radio broadcasters, who were required to present controversial issues of public interest from different points of view and give opposing political candidates airtime. Its demise is often marked as the beginning of today’s deep political polarization, as well as the highly strategic use of media by conservative Republicans and political operatives. It also, however, opened the door to new kinds of media. In her introduction to a special issue of Cinema Journal on the right-wing media, media historian Heather Hendershot wrote: “In the regulated pre-Reagan environment, news coverage did indeed attempt to be ‘balanced,’ but regulation often seemed to promote not so much political parity as utter blandness.… It was most often not left- or right-wing speech that thrived but centrist, moderate speech.” The days of moderation, however, were now on their way out.

There were two primary UW–Madison campus newspapers: the Daily Cardinal, which, as Stockwell put it, “was antiwar and anti-intervention in Central America, and exposed the university’s complicity with the military industrial complex, and so on;” and the Badger Herald “was like, Rah Rah Republican, Go Reagan.” As a student, Tim Keck did a little writing for the Cardinal. “Aside from the comics pages, everything else in the Cardinal was painfully serious, you know?” Keck said. “The Cardinal was filled with good kids, but they were just discovering racism and sexism and that there was disparity, and people were starving, and they just really were feeling the weight of the world, and they were very serious about their writing.” Karlin also worked there for a time. “The Daily Cardinal pretty proudly identified itself as advocacy journalism,” he said. “‘We have a political bias; it’s baked into the way we cover things. We’re saying that up front.’” Though his inclinations aligned with the Cardinal, Karlin wasn’t comfortable with the overt politics, so he wrote about sports. Carlos Yu, a student who also spent time at the Daily Cardinal (and who was later friends with a number of Onion writers), remembered, “In 1975 when Saigon fell, they ran the headline ‘VICTORY,’ and people would look it up in the archives and go ‘Oh my God.’”

The Badger Herald, on the other hand, as Keck put it, “was funded by the John Birch Society.” (It was actually the Collegiate Network—an organization that provided financial support for college Republican and libertarian newspapers—as well as a campus fundraising event hosted by William F. Buckley.) These Young Republican journalists “thought it was really cool to go to Madison, which was this big liberal hippie fest, and put why apartheid was actually a good thing in their paper. They’re kind of like right-wing trolls. So everybody kind of hated both newspapers.” Matt Cook, a student who would later write for The Onion’s first year, said, “About the only reason you picked up the Cardinal was for the comics. The Badger Herald was, of course, the knee-jerk, right-wing, reactionary paper. Which nobody picked up for any reason, other than the crossword puzzle. Because they had a decent crossword puzzle.”
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Madison may have been amazing, but something was changing. You could feel it in the air. Among people my age, it was becoming evident that the world we’d grown up in was not going to be the world we would be adults in. Neoconservatism and the associated government-program budget slashing, industry deregulation, union busting, and social safety–net shredding of the Reagan years—all the stuff he and his cronies did to undo what had been accomplished in the ’60s and ’70s, which were regularly celebrated on the Badger Herald editorial page—were just starting to have real everyday effects.

A new preoccupation with money and status was also trickling down. “Conspicuous consumption” was now a thing. Labels were starting to appear on the outside of clothes. An ordinary, middle-class, three-bedroom-one-bathroom style of living that had seemed perfectly fine before was being replaced by far more resource-sucking “luxury” aspirations. It was even happening in Madison. “There was this competing kind of dynamic in the city,” Karlin said. The hippie-bohemian vibe was still very strong, but “there was also this prosperous midwestern city that was attracting industry, and Outside Magazine is saying it’s one of the best cities in America and all that. That yuppie force and that hippie force were coming to a head a little bit.” Meanwhile, in a world totally outside the yuppie perspective, the AIDS epidemic was in full swing. Legions of young gay men were dying, abandoned by families and treated like lepers by health-care providers, and nobody seemed to be doing anything about it. Sex could kill you now.

Reflecting this new reality, protest styles were evolving in Madison. Dan Savage, who would later become a famous advice columnist, lived in Madison at this time and worked as a clerk at a local independent bookstore and video rental place, Four Star Fiction and Video. Everybody knew him as the wisecracking guy in the ACT UP T-shirt at the checkout counter when you were renting your VHS copy of Battleship Potemkin or the complete works of Robert Altman. (Though Savage was never employed by The Onion, Four Star later became an advertiser.)

Savage was a member of a Milwaukee-Madison branch of ACT UP and a part of Madison’s out gay and lesbian scene. One of their most famous demonstrations in Wisconsin took place after a prisoner died of AIDS behind bars. “People with HIV were being dumped into Wisconsin prisons, mostly people of color,” he said. And there was no real treatment for people with HIV in prisons. Savage said the nutritional supplement for prisoners with AIDS was a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “It was not actually going to help anybody,” he said.

“The genius of ACT UP was that there was this core in every city, in New York, in Chicago, this core of people who made it like what they did twenty-four hours a day,” he said. Other people could then show up at a demo, equipped with signs and shirts that ACT UP gave them, and leave. “There was no ‘Well, you weren’t at the meeting. Fuck you.’” When lives are at stake, getting stuff done matters more than “lefty bullshit.”

The AIDS-in-prison demonstration took place at Governor Tommy Thompson’s office in the capitol. “We showed up with about thirty people, crowded into the little receptionist area, and threw peanut butter sandwiches everywhere,” Savage said. “Dumped them on his desk, a couple hundred of them. And then we would deliver one every day to his office.” Eventually, the Thompson administration agreed to work with the Milwaukee AIDS Project and altered some of their policies.

“For us, it was a really effective demo because we didn’t guilt-trip anybody for not being one of the six of us weirdo crazy people who were at every meeting, and we made it look to the Thompson administration like there were hundreds of us,” Savage said. They didn’t get everything they wanted, “but it was effective. ACT UP was really good at effective activism because it was a party and because we didn’t guilt-trip people.”
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This was the world in which my generation was coming of age. And it kind of felt like we had been left to sink or swim on our own. People joke about how Generation X is the overlooked middle child, but it’s sort of true. A lot of the stuff millennials talked about later was first experienced by us. It is the case that we were still able to take advantage of the last bits of societal things like affordable public university tuition and interesting cities where you could live on minimum wage and still have time for projects and a social life. That world is mostly gone now. But at the time, one media thing after another described Generation X’s miserable life prospects, on the one hand, and how we were all cynical slackers with bad attitudes, on the other. We were graduating into a major recession. Unemployment was very high. Full-time jobs with pensions were rapidly being replaced by temp jobs with no benefits. The jobs that did exist seemed pointless. Nobody I knew had health insurance. We were called “the first generation expected to do worse than their parents.” So, the bad-attitude thing was actually kind of true. I used to think millennials got angry because they grew up feeling like they were promised something and then that promise turned out to be trash. But this wasn’t a shock for us. We understood the game as having been rigged from the start.

Johanna (Jonnie) Wilder, a Purdue dropout who had recently moved to Madison and would soon play a key role in The Onion, said that in 1988, “Madison was an island. It was a very political town, and everyone seemed to have a high level of local, national, and world political knowledge.” Ronald Reagan was going “obviously senile” and had “just gotten away with the Iran-Contra thing.” Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition had lost the Wisconsin primary to Michael Dukakis “and the boring Democratic Party who didn’t connect with young people.” The Berlin Wall would fall in November 1989, “but the cracks had been spreading for years before.” The Tiananmen Square massacre took place that same year.

The world was in a bad way, Jonnie said, “run by crooks and spies. Big media that we’d grown up with as this completely trustworthy source was starting to show wear at the seams. McPapers like USA Today were starting up that printed news as entertainment. The free spirits of peace and love of the ’70s were giving way to the ‘greed is good’ capitalists of the ’80s. George Bush Sr. was the new president. It was horrific to watch.” Jonnie added, “Maybe it’s just how it looks from the perspective of now, but it sure feels like we were watching the initial stirrings of the monstrous horrors that roam the earth today.”

Todd Hanson, future Onion head writer, was a UW–Madison student from “1986 to 1986,” as he puts it. He said, “What was Madison like then? I mean, it was Generation X.” After his first year—he did register for classes for the spring 1987 term but apparently never attended them—Hanson dropped out, got a minimum-wage job, and wasn’t in school anymore. “A lot of people I knew were still students,” he said. “And eventually the people that were in school graduated. And then we were all working minimum-wage jobs, you know?”

The creeping pointlessness and anxiety we were feeling, however, could also be seen as allowing an opening. It was actually freeing in a way, because you didn’t have anything to lose. You could take chances. You could take risks. Since your future was screwed anyway, you might as well do something interesting.
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