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Oh Lord  
Are there really people starving still? 
Look out beyond the walls of  Babylon  
How long will their needs go unfilled? 
I want to say right now I’m going to be around  
When the walls and towers are tumbling down  
And I will tune my spirit to the gentle sound  
Of  the waters lapping on a higher ground 

    Jackson Browne, “The Fuse” 

Few in 2016 would have identified bestselling fiction writer and lawyer Ben Fountain 
as having perhaps the best shot at making sense of  America’s train-wreck presidential 
election. In his books Brief  Encounters with Che Guevara and Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk, 
Fountain’s wry, gonzo style nearly overshadows his relentless pursuit of  the truth. Yet 
relentless is the operative word in journalism, and Fountain is eminently qualified.  

Beautiful Country Burn Again is comprised largely of  Fountain’s columns for the 
Guardian, but includes much supplemental historical insight and gritty, often hilarious, on-
the-ground reportage. He hits a tonal sweet spot between Theodore H. White and Hunter S. 
Thompson in this scholarly yet vivid and accessible analysis of  American political self-
hosification. 

       
Fountain’s thesis is that twice before in American history, during the Civil War and the 

Great Depression, we faced crises that forced a reinvention of  the country. Interestingly, the 
present crisis is cropping up after roughly the same interval that separated the first two tests. 
How will we do this time? Fountain isn’t making any predictions. But he is making damn 
sure we have all the historical perspective and clear-eyed character evaluations we will need 
to muddle through. 

      
The structure of  the book is intriguing: chapters of  head-slapping news bulletins 

nicely leaven a dozen strikingly original deeper delves. This approach tops out the tonnage 
of  irony and absurdity that can be packed into a book on current affairs. The age of  Trump 
requires no less. 

The longer essays link deep history to real-time political idiocy. The reporting 
throughout – detail on the ominous causes of  Iowa’s funky smell during the 2016 campaign, 
for example – is exemplary. “Doing the Chickenhawk with Trump” alone is Pulitzer material. 
In it, Fountain uses Ambrose Bierce to illuminate our country’s horrific history of  war and 
our devolving attitude toward waging it. 
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“The Phony in American Politics” exposes Trump by tracing the trajectories of  his 
shyster brethren throughout American history. “Pappy” O’Daniel, for example, a reality 
(radio) show hero of  the 1930s, rode catchphrases and sham evangelism to political stardom. 
And Tailgunner Joe McCarthy ruined many a career and hogged headlines as “national 
security bully,” despite, or because of, Trump-like “high negatives.” Fountain’s wit is never 
more apparent than when a phony needs skewering: “To call Donald Trump a hypocrite 
insults the scale of  the thing.” 

Bernie supporters will feel vindicated by “Hillary Doesn’t Live Here Anymore,” which 
chronicles the corruption of  Democratic Party over the last thirty years. The Clintons aren’t 
entirely responsible for the sellout, but they clearly did a lot of  the heavy dropping, primarily 
by trafficking in Reaganist trickle-down doctrine. Lo and behold – they made a bundle along 
the way, in spite of  Hillary’s insistent poor-mouthing. 

Regarding the prospects of  cutthroat capitalism, Ben Fountain nails it: “It won’t be the 
Communists who bring down capitalism. … The capitalists themselves will do it, by going 
too far.” Free-market manipulators nearly did us in with the crash of  ’29, the savings and 
loan crisis of  the ‘80s, the failure of  Long Term Capital Management in 1998, and, of  
course, the bankster bailout of  2008. (Note the long gap between ’29 and the ‘80s shuck-
and-jive. There’s a reason for that.) 

One of  Fountain’s strongest chapters is “American Crossroads: Reagan, Trump, and 
the Devil Down South,” which details the roots and consequences of  the “southern 
strategy.” A southerner nearly all his life, Fountain knows we will not expunge bigotry from 
our politics by pretending it no longer exists. It exists because we have continually allowed it 
to feed political power. I, for one, have had enough of  our leaders being chosen by the old 
Confederacy. 

      
“The Long Good Deal” should be compulsory reading in American high schools and 

colleges. It dispassionately lays out how the New Deal saved capitalism. How it benefited 
practically every single American. How it has inexplicably taken a beating over the last forty 
years. And how practically every quality-of-life measure has begun to take a dive as we 
abandon its principles. We’ve already begun to circle the drain of  another Great Depression, 
simply because we let a load of  Ayn-Rand wannabes eviscerate the New Deal. 

Beautiful Country Burn Again makes clear that what makes the United States prone to 
existential crises every seventy years is that we cannot get a handle on bigotry and greed. The 
Civil War addressed the former, but imperfectly and only for a time. The New Deal 
addressed the latter, but imperfectly and only for a time. Now we’re being devoured by a 
malignant amalgam of  both. It’s no wonder that Fountain refuses to leave the reader with a 
smiley-faced projection of  can-do American transcendence. It would ring false. We have 
never come close to realizing the potential of  our ideals. 

As daily bulletins from the front make clear, we’re once again spinning through a 
pivotal patch in American history. Most of  us feel it keenly. For my part, I’m making 
presents of  Beautiful Country Burn Again this holiday season. Instead of  an ugly sweater or a 
soon-broken electronic diversion, my family and friends will receive lively, deep background 
for rebooting the land of  the free and the home of  the brave.
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