
M o n t a g e

often struggle to maintain an audience after 
graduation, when making a video recollect-
ing Harvard parties seems strange. 

Nevertheless, Fish, like many who taste 
YouTube fame, began obsessing over his 
views and likes. When he reached 100,000 
subscribers—people notified when he posts 
something new—in a month, he felt com-
pelled to roll his success over to the next, 
churning out crowd-pleasing videos. “HOW 
TO GET INTO HARVARD,” “HOW IVY 
LEAGUE RECRUITING WORKS,” and 
others drew thousands of viewers to his 
channel. Even on his non-college videos, 
commenters requested tours of his dorm, a 
review of the computer-science concentra-
tion, and general inside looks into the allur-
ing world of Harvard. 

When he finally arrived in Cambridge, 
the potential for YouTube growth was un-
deniable. A sharply edited daily vlog from 
a Harvard student would likely work won-
ders. But Fish realized that attracting a huge 
audience wasn’t why he’d started making 
YouTube videos in the first place. “Mak-
ing a video a week was fun for me,” he 
said recently. “But then over the summer, 
it kind of progressed into something that 
I was doing for external pressures.” Mak-
ing videos had been 
a creative challenge. 
Now it was a burden. 
During that first Sep-
tember and October, as 
his viewers requested 
and expected a num-
ber of College-related 
videos, Fish’s account 
went silent. 

When he reap-
peared in December, 
his tone was differ-
ent. Standing on the Science Center roof, 
with the campus sprawled out behind him, 
he looked into his camera and confessed: 
“Things might be a bit different because 
taking a few months off YouTube made me 
realize that I put on a bit of a persona on 
camera. People here were kind of surprised 
when we met because I was a completely 
different person, so I want to change that.”

Instead of talking about how he got 
something—a college acceptance, a cod-
ing internship—he began focusing more on 
the day-in, day-out work that helped him 
achieve his goals, hoping others would find 
his perspective useful. Soon he didn’t have 
to include “Harvard” in his titles to draw 

Nicholas Lemann  ’76—past dean of Co-
lumbia Journalism School, New Yorker staff 
writer—has an uncanny ability to reveal 
society’s undercurrents through smaller 
stories (standardized testing, selective ad-
missions, etc., in The Big Test: The Secret His-
tory of the American Meritocracy; the flight of 
rural blacks toward opportunity up North, 
in The Promised Land: The Great Migration and 

How It Changed America). In Transaction Man: The Rise of the Deal and the Decline of the 
American Dream (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, $28), he traces dislocations in the politi-
cal economy to developments during the New Deal, at Harvard Business School, and 
on Wall Street. His point of departure, in the prologue, is a car dealership.

On May 15, 2009,  FedEx dropped off an 
ominously slender package from General 
Motors at the parts department at 
D’Andrea Buick, on the South Side of Chi-
cago.…The parts department got the pack-
age to Nick D’Andrea, the owner, a strut-
ting bantam rooster with a broad chest, a 
head of curly white hair, and sharp eyes 
that move around, taking everything in. He 
tore it open and found out that he was out 
of business.

What was happening? The world was 
falling apart.…General Motors…had gone 
bankrupt. It meant that the whole dense, 

built-up web of arrangements that gave 
some protection to a small one-store 
auto dealer like Nick was null and void. 
President Barack Obama had appointed a 
“car czar,” a guy from Wall Street…and 
he had decreed that in exchange for its 
$50 billion in government bailout money, 
GM, along with Chrysler, which was also 
bankrupt, would have to close more than 
a thousand dealerships all over the coun-
try.…The letter told Nick to sell his inven-
tory and close his store in a month.

Nick had lived his whole life in Chicago. 
He thought he knew how life was supposed 
to work: it was far from perfect, but at 
least it was understandable. Loyalty, being 
straight with people, and maintaining con-
nections was everything.…GM used to 
send a guy around to visit D’Andrea Buick 
every so often—a good guy, who could see 
how well Nick was running the dealership. 
Then the Internet came along, and the vis-
its were replaced with teleconferences. At 
one of the teleconferences it was an-
nounced that GM was going to start com-
bining several brands into single dealer-
ships; Buick was going to be put together 
with Pontiac and GMc trucks.

…[I]n 2007 the company gave [Nick] an 
ultimatum: do this, or your business will be 
in jeopardy, because we control your sup-
ply of cars and…the franchise that lets you 
operate as a GM dealer. So Nick, who’d 
been proud to operate a debt-free dealer-
ship, borrowed money—from GM’s cred-
it company, GMAC—and bought out the 
Pontiac dealer. Then he had to get a “floor 
plan”—another loan, also from GM—to 
stock his dealership with new Pontiacs. 
And he had to renovate the building, using 
a GM-approved architect, again with mon-
ey borrowed from GM. By the time he 
reopened, he was in debt to GM for close 
to a million dollars…and he had mortgaged 
both the dealership and his house.

Nick started selling Pontiacs along with 
Buicks in August 2008. In September, the 
financial crisis hit. On the South Side of 
Chicago, everybody buys cars with bor-
rowed money—but suddenly you couldn’t 
borrow….Then, in October, Nick got a 
letter from GM saying that in a few 
months it was going to terminate Pontiac 
as a brand.
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Remote corporate decisions devastate 
local employers: a defunct Saturn dealer
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