














sity of Jerusalem with his wife and chil-
dren, but couldn’t bring himself to stay
there. After a few days, he thought he
heard the voice of his father, reproaching
him from beyond the grave: “You want
to turn your son into an immigrant?”) In
the early nineteen-eighties, Savage found
work as a nutritionist at a San Francisco
clinic that served mainly gay men, and
soon he began seeing early signs of an ep-
idemic that didn’t yet have a name: “One
of the other doctors, the nicest guy in the
world, gets an infection all over his face;
he almost goes blind. Then people are
starting to get sick. And I'm afraid to wash
my hands in the bathroom—I don’t know
what the hell it is.” Savage became con-
vinced that gay bathhouses were helping
to spread the virus, and he became an ad-
vocate of closing them. “7hat’s when the
whole community that I knew turned on
me,” he says, still sounding shell-shocked.
“They called me ‘Nazi, ‘fascist.’”

In 1986, Savage published “Maximum
Immunity,” a well-received book on ho-
listic medicine. (In a blurb, Andrew Weil
called it a “survival manual for our times.”)
The chapter on AIDS begins with a sharp
note of criticism: an accusation that the
medical establishment is acting “in passive
connivance with the homosexual lobby.”
This is something Michael A. Weiner
wrote, but it also sounds like something
Michael Savage might say.

The double trauma of the AIDS epi-
demic—the disease itself and the political
fight over it—turned Savage into a life-
long critic of the gay-rights movement. It
also seems to have confirmed his instinc-
tive suspicion of pleasure (“T'o my father,
nothing was fun,” he once said, by way of
asking what's wrong with today’s genera-
tion) and his fear of decadence. When he
argues against gay marriage, he often ex-
presses a disgust with homosexuality it-
self—decrying “abominable behavior be-
tween men,” for example. This disgust
may extend to heterosexuality, too, and
his digressions regularly lead him back to
the mysterious link between lust and mor-
tality, two different expressions of the
same human flaw. “With Viagra and hair
transplants, it’s like one continuum from
age fifteen till death,” he says. “Everyone
has dark hair, false teeth, and can be sex-
ually aroused until they go into the coffin.”
Unlike many men, he doesn’t seem to find
that an appealing prospect.

By the time he published “The Death

of the White Male,” Savage was already
starting to turn his discontent into a polit-
ical program that resembled an amped-up
version of modern conservatism. The sec-
ond printing of the pamphlet includes an
invitation for readers to join Savage’s po-
litical organization, the Paul Revere Soci-
ety, which demanded an end to affirmative
action and the abolition of the Equal Em-
ployment Opportunity Commission. Sav-
age’s son, Russell Goldencloud Weiner,
did some work for the Paul Revere Soci-
ety, and later ran an unsuccesstul Repub-
lican campaign for the California State
Assembly. Russell Weiner had more luck
expanding upon his family’s other legacy:
with inspiration from his herbalist father,
he created Rockstar Energy Drink, a
hypercafteinated beverage that is now dis-
tributed by PepsiCo. The company, which
is based in Las Vegas, sponsors rock con-
certs and extreme-sports events, and it is
also a family business: Janet Weiner is the
chief financial officer. (Earlier this month,
in response to pressure from activists, Rus-
sell Weiner issued a statement distancing
the company from any “offensive” state-
ments made by his father, and pledging a
hundred thousand dollars to various gay
community organizations.)

ver the years, Savage has noticed
that his disdain for the mainstream
media is widely reciprocated. He is still
annoyed about a 2003 London 7imes
article that suggested that he would go
down in history as “an apostle of ha-

tred.” So when he received an e-mail
from a journalist asking for an interview
he was deeply suspicious. He read the
e-mail on the air—he kept the writer
anonymous, and he didn’t mention that
the request came from 7e New Yorker—
and then asked his listeners, “Should
I do the interview or not?” There were
four ayes and two nays, one of which
came from Jenny in Tucson, who said,
“He’s just going to mix a little bit of
truth with a little bit of lies and make
you look pretty bad. He’s going to try to
do a psychological assessment. Don’t do
it! Do not do it.”

About a week later, Savage revisited
the topic—“my continuing correspon-
dence with a big-shot magazine writer.”
He quoted the latest exchanges, along
with his tart response, in which he
asked, “Why must all of you in the ex-
treme media paint everyone you dis-
agree with as demonic? Why is the ho-
mosexual agenda so important to the
midstream media?” He confessed that
he had tentatively agreed to do the in-
terview, over the objections of his wife.
(“She doesn’t trust this guy from a mile
away.”) A caller urged him to heed her
warning. He laughed. “I won't take her
advice,” he said, adding, “I always make
that mistake.”

Gruffness is his birthright, inherited
from a father whose tyrannical strictness
became less baffling to Savage as he grew
older. Unlike his father, though, Savage
is something of a softie: a political ideal-

“Whoa. Déja vu.”



ist, a sucker for a sob story, and a firm be-
liever in the power of friendship. When
he invited the journalist into one of his
undisclosed locations, he proved to be a
first-rate host, chatty and solicitous. A
steady supply of beer refills lubricated the
conversation (one of his earliest books
was “The Taster's Guide to Beer,” which
was published in 1977), and as the tem-
perature dropped and the sky above
Berkeley started to turn orange he seemed
to be working hard to stay suspicious, de-
spite himself. On his show the next day,
a caller asked how the interview had
gone, and Savage described his interloc-
utor: “IfT told you he looked like Obama,
I'wouldn’t be far from the truth.” Com-
ing from him, this sounded like a deeply
twisted compliment.

Savage started his radio career in 1994,
when, after years of flogging his books on
other people’s shows, he got himselfa try-
out on a local station, KGO, filling in for
Ray Taliaferro, a liberal African-Ameri-
can commentator whose late-night show
is something of a Bay Area institution. He
spent a few hours talking about the dan-
gers of affirmative action and illegal im-
migration, and he says that listeners re-
sponded with phone calls that were so
vituperative they made him paranoid;
driving home in the early hours of the
morning, he was afraid someone was fol-
lowing him. He resolved that his radio ex-
periment was over, but the station lured
him back for a daytime tryout, which
went better, and in 1995 he got his own
show, which made him a kind of local
antihero, known (and, in certain quarters,
beloved) for assailing the liberal culture
that dominated the city. By 2000, radio
stations around the country were broad-
casting him. On the air, he used a new
name that made reference to his old life:
he called himself Michael Savage, after
Charles Savage, the nineteenth-century
explorer who introduced guns to Fiji.

His timing was perfect. Conservative
talk radio, in its third or fourth or fifth
generation, surged anew in the late eight-
ies, after the Federal Communications
Commission abolished the Fairness Doc-
trine, which had required radio stations to
provide balanced commentary on contro-
versial topics. (Many talk-radio hosts say
they fear that the Obama Administration
might revive the Fairness Doctrine, or
some variant of it.) During the Clinton
years, AM radio was home to principled
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dissent and conspiracy theories, lively sat-
ire and dark premonition. In the nine-
teen-nineties, small-government conser-
vatism sometimes rubbed elbows with
more radical philosophies, and on the
radio (especially on G. Gordon Liddy’s
show, which had a peculiar hypnotic
power) the political debates of the day
sometimes took on a distinctly esoteric
flavor: dark mutterings about the death of
Vince Foster, commiseration for the
Branch Davidians who were killed by fed-
eral agents in Waco, sympathy for the mi-
litia movement. These days, you can hear
traces of this subterranean sensibility in
the voice of Glenn Beck, who conjured a
mystical fervor when he said, “They don’t
surround us at all. We surround #hem.”
Now, as in the nineties, the most res-
onant voice belongs to Limbaugh, who
still dominates the conservative talk mar-
ket that he helped create. His rise stoked
demand for more or less like-minded
hosts, because radio stations wanted
shows to program alongside his—or,
sometimes, against his. (Savage began
his career by declaring himself to be “to
the right of Rush and to the left of God.”)
And, despite his political prominence,
Limbaugh’s main legacy might be his
media criticism. From the start, it often
seemed that his primary target wasn't so
much liberal politicians as it was the old-
media titans who, in his view, feigned
objectivity while working to further their
own agendas. His sustained critique
helped erode the traditional authority
of network news and big newspapers,
and also helped undermine the concept
of disinterested journalism. There was
something postmodern about his insis-
tence that journalists were just another
interest group, and that “the news” had
its own ideology. Fittingly, he delivered
his observations in an orotund voice that
was simultaneously an expression of big-
media arrogance and, subtly, a parody of
it. (Think of his mischievously anodyne
slogan “Excellence in Broadcasting.”)
This was Limbaugh’s clever way of ac-

knowledging the paradox of his position
as a media skeptic asking for listeners’
trust, and it was his way of addressing
the weighty questions that any radio per-
sonality must face: Who do you think
you are? And who do you think you're
talking to?

While Limbaugh addresses the faith-
ful, sometimes with a wink, Savage’s show
is self-conscious in a different way. He
freely acknowledges the difference be-
tween his life on the radio and his life off
it. (“T'wenty-one hours a day I live in mis-
ery,” he once said, when he was feeling
unusually cheerful, or unusually glum—it
can be hard to tell. “T'hree hours a day 'm
happy.”) And he keeps listeners apprised
of his rapidly shifting emotions and of his
various states of physical not-quite-well-
ness. During one memorable broadcast,
he opened his mail and found an envelope
from a relative containing a picture of his
father. “I'm older than he was when he
died,” Savage said, and then he held forth
on the inherent certainty and uncertainty
of death. He sounded rattled. “T ate nuts
during the break, I got this picture, now
I'm having palpitations,” he said. Trying
to recover, he briefly discussed Sunnis and
Shiites (“I don’t ever want to know the
difference”), but found himself distracted,
again, by the photograph. “He looked
good—look at him,” Savage said, as if he
were expecting his listeners to agree.
“Lotta good it did him.”

n March, Savage turned sixty-seven.

“Never thought I'd live this long,” he
says. He has now lasted a full decade lon-
ger than his father did, and he seems to
feel that somehow this can’t be good
news. When he was a boy, his father gave
him some instructions that he never for-
got. “He said to me, ‘When I die, you can
throw me in a garbage can.” I mean, it
shocked the hell out of me—it really
freaked me out. The idea of throwing my
poor father in a garbage can?” This unsen-
timental request was also, in a way, a
metaphysical brainteaser: Savage was
being asked to choose between honoring
his father’s wishes and honoring his fa-
ther’s body, between obeying him and cel-
ebrating him.

Although his father was a devout ma-
terialist, Savage seems to have spent
much of his life searching for the right
way to articulate his Jewish heritage. For
a time, in the eighties, he attended Fri-



day-night services at the Chabad House
in Berkeley. And he loves to talk about
his well-worn Hebrew Bible, which is
full of annotations and Post-it notes.
Despite his alliance with evangelical
Christians, he seems untempted by
Christianity itself. “You go to a grave-
yard, and someone’s dead, and they
give the mumbo-jumbo,” he told his lis-
teners one afternoon. “You want to be-
lieve the Resurrection. Do you actually
believe it? Many of you do.” But, on
another afternoon, he riffled through
the Book of Revelation in an attempt
to explain the latest perfidies of the
Obama Administration. “We now have
a prophecy emerging in front of our
eyes,” he said.

When Savage gets really apocalyptic, it
can be hard to separate his political obser-
vations from his medical complaints, and
maybe he’s not quite convinced that they
really are separate. Recently, he has had
vision problems, which have come to ac-
quire a symbolic significance. “I feel as
though, almost, I'm losing my sight from
looking every day at such Aorror,” he says.
“I feel as though my eyes are closing on
me, because they don’t want to see it any-
more.” When he talks on the air about his
homes in “hidden locations,” he suggests
that he’s worried about some crazed lib-
eral assassinating him. “I have to watch
out for them, because they're all psycho-
paths,” he says. Listen to Savage long
enough and you may be persuaded to
think that liberalism is code for all the stu-
pid things we just can’t conquer: weakness
and decadence and human frailty and
death itself.

Near the end of “Psychological Nu-
dity,” Savage writes, “I'm watching the
sands of time fall into the hourglass.
There’s more sand on the bottom now
than there is on the top.” And he makes
reference to his own death with startling
frequency: a few times an hour, week
after week. Just about anything can set
him off. A beautiful pair of Shetland
sheepdogs in the mall reminds him of the
dogs’ kindly owner, which in turn re-
minds him of unkind dog owners, which
makes him think about Michael VicK’s
dogfighting operation, which brings to
mind dead dogs, which leads him, inex-
orably, to a consideration of “the old box-
eroo, waiting at the end of the road for all
of us.” His thoughts on dying are often
informed by Buddhist theories of en-

‘Human Resources wants to know if you still wish to identify
with the gender on your birth certificate.”

lightenment and reincarnation, and dur-
ing one digression he staged his own af-
terlife as an improvised two-character
dramatic scene:

Gob: There is no time. The whole thing is
all a racket. There’s no time. Clocks have no
meaning, Dali was closer to the truth: they’re
all bent. Because the hands move but nothing
else moves. So here’s what it is, Mike, you’re
gonna be reborn again in Mt. Sinai Hospital,
in the year you were born, to the exact same
parents, and you’re gonna go through the
very same life again.

MICHAEL SAVAGE (deceased): No! I don’t
want that!

Gob: Why? It was so bad? You want me
to make you a bug?

SAVAGE: No, but do T have to do that all—
everything, again? The meatball on the wall,
the whole thing, the fights in grade school,
all over again? Love by the sewer plant, the
nympho in Alley Pond Park, affirmative ac-
tion, the radio career?

Gob: Why, that wasn’t good enough for
you? Would you like something else?

SAVAGE: No, God. I'll take it.

Savage is still preoccupied with the
death of the white male—only now he’s
worried about one in particular. Being
on the radio makes him feel “immor-
tal,” he says, but talk radio, an old for-
mat that has already outlived its era, is
an impractical way to cheat death. Even

in an age when every broadcast is re-
corded and archived, all those thou-
sands of hours of oration don’t have
much of an afterlife. Talk radio is meant
to be consumed in real time, as a run-
ning commentary on the issues and
outrages of the day. It provides its stars
with a funny sort of immortality: one
that lasts only as long as they keep
talking.

This year, Savage is celebrating the
fifteenth anniversary of his radio career.
On the air one day, he marked the oc-
casion in typically perverse fashion: by
thinking of all the listeners who stuck
around, and all the ones who didn’t.
“Some were fifteen, they're now thirty,”
he said. “Some were five, they're now
twenty. They grew up on me. Their
fathers are dead; the guys who had it
playing in the car are gone. They’re still
here, they can’t believe it. I'm their
voice of freedom. I'm the last hope. I'm
the beacon. I'm the Statue of Liberty.
I'm Michael Savage. I'll be back.” ¢
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