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IT’S THE MORNING of Saturday, March 28, 

2020. We are deep in the quarantine 

zone. The number of confirmed 

coronavirus cases in the United States 

recently surpassed that of any other 

country. I don’t dare quote additional 

data because things are moving  

fast and always in the wrong direction. 

In fact, the only thing that seems 

appropriate to say in this space right 

now is that it is my distinct privilege 

to be writing this letter. I am just  

so grateful to be working. 

In case I sound like I’ve mainlined 

too much of the Kool-Aid of Western 

capitalism, what I’m talking about goes 

beyond just being grateful to still have 

a job that allows me and my colleagues 

to continue to earn a livelihood. I’m 

talking about the work itself. The way 

the highly creative and collaborative 

process of making this magazine 

sustains us, providing a semblance of 

structure in an environment that  

is otherwise defined by disruption. 

Telling GQ stories in our own very 

specific way—and all the little e≠orts 

that make it possible—has given the 

vast purposeless onslaught of hours 

under isolation some sense of order. 

Not everyone is so lucky.

So many industries—including  

ones that we cover in these pages and 

others we do business with, to say 

nothing of those that employ many of 

our friends and family members— 

were grounded almost overnight. The 

conditions created by the virus simply 

shut the faucet o≠. Some indeterminate 

number of weeks from now, when we 

finally get o≠ our quarantine couches 

and emerge from this thing, pale and 

blinking hard against the light, we  

still won’t know what economic reality 

we are stumbling into.

In the meantime, we keep at it. 

Because we have the good fortune to 

be able to. The song I’ve been playing  

is “Something More Than Free,”  

by Jason Isbell, who we profile on 

page 82. It goes like this: 

I don’t think on why I’m here  

or where it hurts

I’m just lucky to have the work

Sunday morning I’m too tired  

to go to church

But I thank God for the work

I thank God for the work

It’s a really good song. Smart, 

soulful, impeccably crafted, about 

something bigger than the otherwise 

simple story it is telling. I’m sure 

making it was hard work.

The issue you hold in your hands  

is likewise the result of our work. And 

at this moment, it is clear to us that 

the opportunity to make GQ is a far 

greater luxury than any of the goods 

you will find in its pages.

We hope reading this issue brings 

you some of the same great joy  

and encouragement we got from 

making it. May we all get back  

to our respective work just as soon as 

this strange, brutal virus will allow.

Will Welch
E D I T O R  I N  C H I E F

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
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GET YOURS AT GQ.COM/BESTSTUFFBOX

BEST
STUFF

swim trunks: just the right length, just the right 

fit, and just the right amount of flair. (Those thick 

navy, black, and white stripes bridge the bathing 

suit gap between boring and neon pineapples.) 

Grab a pair for yourself—a $95 value—in the 

Summer 2020 Best Stuff Box.

luxe goods from:

Frederic Malle 

Oribe 

Maapilim 

Peter Thomas Roth

& More

Learn more at 
gq.com/beststuffbox

$200+ VALUE
FOR ONLY $50
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On the Cover

TYLER MITCHELL 

Photographer

→

NOAH JOHNSON

Style editor

“I found this 
vintage Missoni 
Sport shirt at a 
thrift shop in 

Florence. It’s part 
of my off-duty-

tennis-pro look.”

Mitchell ventured to Wyoming for the first 

time to document GQ’s latest cover star, 

Kanye West. It’s impossible to properly 

convey what it’s like working with a “true 

genius,” Mitchell says—he threw around 

words like unexpected and collaborative 

to describe the shoot at West’s ranch. An 

added challenge was capturing Wyoming’s 

“epically vast” landscape, but, he says,  

“I think we pulled it off.”
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Photograph by Tyler Mitchell.  
Styling by Mobolaji Dawodu and  
Lily Markey. Jacket, $3,095, by 
Dunhill. His own T-shirt by Yeezy. 
Jeans, $198, by Denim Tears x Levi’s. 
His own sunglasses by Oliver 
Peoples. His own watch by Ikepod. 
His own rings by Cartier. Grooming 
by Barry White using Dior Beauty. 
Tailoring by Tatyana Sargsyan and 
Nataliia Bober. Set design by 
Nicholas Des Jardins at Streeters. 
Produced by Connect the Dots.

O f f i c e  G r a i l s

→

JENNY ABORN

Visuals editor

“I owe my 
jumpsuit 

obsession to 
the one and only 
Ziggy Stardust 
(and my mom).”

← 

WILLA BENNETT

Senior 
manager, 

social media

“Pink is  
the warmest 

color.”
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How long will the coronavirus crush the economy?

Can Donald Trump really get reelected?

Is Netflix winning the streaming wars?

Inside the Hive
with Nick Bilton

INSIDE THE 

 H IVE

BY

A  VA N I T Y  FA I R  P O D C A S T

Nick Bilton brings you inside the room 
where decisions are made, through in-depth, revealing 

conversations with the biggest newsmakers in 
Silicon Valley, on Wall Street, and in Washington.

Subscribe Now!
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GQ May

For our cover story on Kanye West, see page 44.

Vest and hoodie by Yeezy. Pants by Key Work Wear. Sunglasses by Oliver Peoples.  
Gloves by Wells Lamont. Watch by Ikepod. All his own.
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And 19  
Other Spring  

Drops  
For Dunking  

On Your  
Friends

THE ULTIMATE 
COLLAB?
The made-in-Italy 
collaboration between 
Jordan and Dior Men 
sets a new bar for the 
fusion of streetwear and 
high fashion. (At resale, 
the limited-edition 
Jordan 1s are inspiring 
sneakerheads to  
drop eye-popping five-
figure sums.)
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Air Dior, worn  
by our favorite  

new viral hitmaker, 
Roddy Ricch, the 

phenom behind 
“Ballin’ ” and “The 

Box.” For our 
interview, visit 

GQ.com.



DRIVING SHADES
Just the right amount 
of elegance and a huge 
dollop of attitude:  
That’s Clare Waight 
Keller’s Givenchy in  
a nutshell ($300).

LAUNDRY BAG
In case you needed 
another reason to blow 
some cash at Bode’s 
beautiful NYC store, each 
purchase comes with 
this Canal Street–chic 
laundry bag.

ECO HOODIE
The ’90s-kid status 
symbol that is the Guess 
hoodie has adapted with 
the times—now it’s made 
with organic cotton ($79).

IRIDESCENT 
SKATE PANTS
There’s a reason why 
London streetwear brand 
Aries has been making 
waves in the current 
fashion moment: It’s 
gender agnostic, has a 
good sense of humor, and 
makes a fantastic pair of 
track pants ($460).

TENNIS KICKS
Most brands that land a 
coveted New Balance 
collaboration rework 
an existing sneaker. 
Casablanca created 
this new model, the 327, 
from scratch ($150). 

NOUVEAU CARGOS
Random Identities, 
the new line by former 
Yves Saint Laurent 
creative director Stefano 
Pilati, translates his  
sexy Berlin-inflected 
designs (see those zips?) 
into clubwear for the  
masses ($170).

SUEDE GILET
Almost every Gucci 
piece is designed to make 
you the flyest prince  
of fashion at the cocktail 
party—especially this 
jaunty gilet, exclusive 
to Dover Street Market 
($3,600).

NEON RAIN 
SLICKER
Italian label Diesel is best 
known for denim, but the 
brand has been making 
sneakily good outerwear 
for decades ($398).

SWEAT SHORTS
Antonio Ciongoli of 
18 East finds his 
inspiration everywhere—
from ’90s skateboarding 
to traditional Indian 
block-printed textiles. 
The embroidery on these 
cropped sweat shorts 
comes from Moroccan 
bread baskets ($95).
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SNAP-FRONT 
SHACKET
For those in-between  
late-spring days, the 
Italian outerwear 
specialists at Herno 
have a solution: this 
midweight cotton-linen 
houndstooth  
shirt-jacket ($715).

LEATHER SHORTS
The napa leather used by 
Salvatore Ferragamo 
is famously supple. Your 
thighs deserve nothing 
less this spring ($2,800).

EMBROIDERED 
BRIEFCASE
George Banks’s line  
of whimsically 
embroidered unisex 
leather bags, Florist, 
began as an Instagram-
based side hustle. 
Now they’re the new 
underground It bags in 
downtown NYC ($600).

RIBBED CARDIGAN
The shrunken Thom 
Browne cardigan will go 
down in fashion history as 
an iconic piece of design. 
Spring calls for a pastel riff 
on the classic ($1,490).

SWEATER-POLO
Ever since he took over 
Marni, in 2016, mad 
genius Francesco Risso 
has become fashion’s 
foremost advocate for the 
wacky knit ($750).

PEARL NECKLACE
We love a pristine  
pearl necklace—but  
not as much as we 
love the organic forms 
of Beepy Bella’s 
charming one-of-a-kind 
creations ($345).

CHUNKY TASSEL 
LOAFERS
Give Fred Perry a 
Bass Weejun and he’ll 
transform the East Coast 
essential into an East 
London staple ($220). 

RETRO TEE
Throw it back to the golden 
age of designer fragrances 
with this homage  
to Versace L’Homme, 
the classic cologne 
introduced in 1984 ($525).

TAG HEUER 
CARRERA
To celebrate the brand’s 
160th anniversary, TAG 
Heuer is releasing this 
limited-edition tribute  
to the 1964 Carrera 2447S, 
one of the most famous 
racing chronographs  
of all time ($6,450).

GINGHAM PANTS
You already know 
Burberry’s legendary 
tartan—now let designer 
Riccardo Tisci introduce 
you to a more global 
check lexicon ($820).

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  M A T T  M A R T I N 
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Ramy Youssef is a 
Muslim American 

stand-up comic with 
his own raunchy HBO 

special, a Golden 
Globe–winning  

TV show, and a new 
production deal with 
A24. And it turns out 

that the road to  
his barrier-shattering 

success all started 
with a surprise case  

of Bell’s palsy.
By KEVIN NGUYEN
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but a rare thing in Hollywood, and 

even rarer on TV—took the stage and 

showed gratitude to God in Arabic 

(“Allahu akbar”), both as a meaning-

ful gesture to Muslim viewers and 

also as a satisfying slight fuck-you 

to Globes host Ricky Gervais, who 

earlier that night had made fun of 

winners for thanking God.

“We made a very specific show 

about an Arab Muslim family living 

in New Jersey, and this means a lot to 

be recognized on this level,” he said 

to a mostly white audience. Though 

not everybody knew who he was, 

his speech pierced the bubble of the 

Globes, and it was obvious that now 

everyone needed to. Youssef had been 

awarded one of the highest honors 

for one of the unlikeliest shows—all 

because, for a short time, his mouth 

gave up on him. 

I ask him if a part of him always 

knew that this whole thing was going 

to work out. 

“I had faith,” he says. “There is a 

fine line between faith and confi-

dence. Confidence has a self-reliance. 

Faith is really about giving in.”

W H E N  W E  M E E T  in New York in 

February, Youssef ’s curls are tucked 

beneath a red beanie. He’s easygoing 

and rarely ever not smiling. You could 

definitely imagine him being helpful 

in an Apple Store.

Many shows are about what char-

acters should do. Ramy, featuring an 

Arab Muslim millennial openly grap-

pling with his faith, is often about 

what characters shouldn’t do. Among 

the temptations for TV Ramy: alco-

hol, drugs, sex with white women, sex 

with Muslim women (especially if they 

want to be choked), maybe falling in 

love with his cousin, masturbation 

(young Ramy wonders whether jerk-

ing o≠ for the first time might have 

caused 9/11), etc. Though he plays 

himself, the Ramy of Ramy is ampli-

fied. He’s more dirtbag, more fuckboy, 

more clueless—the perfect vessel for 

real-life Youssef ’s cruder sensibilities.

“There’s who you think you are and 

who you want to be, and then who 

you actually are,” he says. “There’s 

that gap in the middle, and that’s 

always going to be the DNA of the 

show.” To him, that middle is where 

N E  M O R N I N G  10 years 

ago, Ramy Youssef 

woke up to brush his 

teeth and found that 

something was severely 

wrong with his face. As minty saliva 

dribbled down his chin, he inspected 

himself more closely in the mirror. 

His features were drooping and his 

mouth was not moving. So he googled 

“mouth not moving,” which gave him 

the answer before a doctor could 

diagnose him: Bell’s palsy, or tem-

porary weakness or paralysis of the 

facial muscles. How temporary was 

unclear. It could last a few days, three 

weeks, half a year. If I get better, then 

I need to really just step into what  

I want to do, he thought.

Youssef was 19 and living in New 

Jersey, and his life was stuck in a 

seemingly endless loop: In the morn-

ings he attended classes at Rutgers, 

where he was studying political sci-

ence and economics. Then he’d take 

the train into Manhattan, where he 

worked at the Apple Store in the 

Meatpacking District, fetching peo-

ple MacBooks and iPhones. Then 

there were acting classes at night at 

the William Esper Studio, each one 

three hours long, after which Youssef 

would hop on the train back to Jersey, 

get into bed around 1 a.m., and do the 

whole thing all over again.

It took six months, but his face 

gradually, eventually, got better. 

When it was totally back to normal, 

Youssef decided something had to 

go. He kept the job at the Apple Store 

and made the decision to double 

down on acting—but dropped out of 

school. Almost immediately he audi-

tioned for a show (Nickelodeon’s See 

Dad Run), got the role, and hauled 

himself across the country to Los 

Angeles. There, steadily over the 

next few years, the big things started 

happening: Hulu picked up his semi-

autobiographical alt comedy, Ramy; 

HBO gave him an hour-long stand-up 

special called Feelings; and he inked 

a deal with the production company 

A24. This January, things hit a high 

note when he surprised Hollywood 

(and himself ) by winning a Golden 

Globe for his performance on Ramy, 

beating out front-runners Michael 

Douglas and Bill Hader. Youssef, an 

Egyptian American and a practicing 

Muslim—not a rare thing in America, 
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Shirt, $242,  
by Our Legacy.
Pants, $695,  

by Valentino. 
Boots (price 

upon request)  
by Coach.  
Hat, $200,  

by Begg & Co. 

the most interesting stories live, 

especially under the guise of religion. 

Who is more self-aware of their short-

comings than someone who wrestles 

with their faith? 

“I’ve been on a couple of really won-

derful sets,” says Mahershala Ali, the 

two-time Oscar winner and arguably 

Hollywood’s most successful Muslim 

actor. He was so impressed after 

watching Ramy that he o≠ered his 

services for season two. “I’m not kid-

ding you, man. That is the best set I’ve 

ever been on.” When Ali showed up for 

work, he was stunned by how much 

Youssef did to make it all happen. “He 

was doing like seven other things and 

still texting me: What do you want for 

lunch bro?” At one point, Ali o≠hand-

edly complained that he hadn’t slept 

well the night before and that his back 

hurt a little. It was just small talk. 

When Ali got back to his Airbnb that 

evening, he realized Youssef had got-

ten someone to replace his mattress.

T h e 

F i x
Fashion
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Being the driving force behind the 

first sitcom about Muslim Americans, 

Youssef gets the representation ques-

tions a lot. Does he ever get tired of it?

“Yes and no.… I don’t feel like it’s 

going to be definitive of my career, 

so I’m not worried about it. I’m get-

ting in front of real, diverse audiences 

every night that I can, and I’m trying 

to make things from an angle where 

it’s not the only thing I’m hanging  

my hat on. So it’s part of the palette, 

and it’s a real conversation, because 

there just hasn’t been any. So I’m cool 

with it. Um…”

A moment of hesitation.

“If I’m talking about it in 10 years,” 

he says with a grin, “I’ll be annoyed.” 

kevin nguyen is a gq alum and 

the author of the novel ‘New Waves.’

A lot of the material on Ramy 

comes from his stand-up, which is 

designed to make audiences squirm 

a little. Like, take the one bit where 

he talks about being horrified when 

Trump announced the Muslim travel 

ban. That day, the real Youssef had just 

been cast in a Taco Bell ad; on Ramy, 

his character finds a MetroCard on the 

ground with $120 on it. Two Ramys 

with di≠erent setups, but onstage and 

onscreen the punch line is the same: 

“I’m watching the news, and this guy 

on TV is like, ‘This is a terrible day for 

all Muslims.’ ” Youssef pauses, to con-

sider himself. “Well…not all Muslims.”

Originally the show wasn’t even 

supposed to be called Ramy. “That 

was the last option,” Youssef says, 

though he admits there weren’t 

better ones. While it was in produc-

tion, the show was Untitled Ramy 

Youssef Project until, one day, an 

article announcing Hulu’s slate of 

new series shortened it to Ramy. 

Youssef likes that his show is akin 

to a Seinfeld or a Louie but puts 

a distinctly Arab name front and 

center: “This is the only job I’ll ever 

have where the show is called Ramy 

and I’m Ramy and I get the brunt of 

everything—the praise, the death 

threats, the condemnations to hell.”

Which is maybe the point: Ramy 

is a show about Muslims…but not 

all Muslims.

ONE OF THE  earthly guiding principles 

in Youssef ’s life comes from an uncle, 

who said that a human’s job is to give 

back more than what they take. “Kids 

of immigrants, that’s our job. Our par-

ents did all that survival stu≠,” Youssef 

says. “Now we’ve got to optimize.… 

We’ve got to make shit dope.”

One upcoming project Youssef is 

excited about is a new show for Apple 

with comedian Steve Way, whom he’s 

been friends with since fifth grade. 

(“I probably care about that more 

than Ramy.”) Way appears on Ramy 

as the best friend, who has muscular 

dystrophy, and has been a real-world 

advocate for people with disabilities. 

“There are just so many great actors 

that Steve knows who have disabili-

ties and who are used to having a bit 

part on some NBC thing and it’s super 

sanitized or whatever,” Youssef says. 

“I want to make the fucked-up thing. 

I don’t want to protect my characters. 

I don’t do it with Muslims, either. My 

job is not to make us look perfect.  

My job is to make us look messy.”

If the internet is an accelerating 

force—one that takes ideas, espe-

cially earnest ones, and turns them 

into something ironic—then it’s cer-

tainly done its work on the idea of 

representation. Recently the phrase 

“representation matters” has turned 

from a unifying call to include more 

marginalized voices in mainstream 

art to a sarcastic cry that most rep-

resentation is…well, corny as hell. 

When I ask Youssef about this, he 

speaks candidly before dunking on 

a handful of shows that have been 

lauded for representation but feel 

a little o≠. He thinks they all su≠er 

from an attempt at universality, 

which in turn makes them feel 

disingenuous. 

“Just make your story narrow!” 

Youssef says. “Stop trying to make 

something that’s this rallying cry. 

It should feel uncomfortable, in the 

sense that you’re doing something 

you’re not supposed to be doing. That’s 

what anything creative should be.”
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Patek Philippe, where he would go on to launch his professional  
career. In 2012, as a 25-year-old, he founded Akrivia out of his 
apartment in Geneva. Today he and his small team make only 
about 40 watches a year. 

Rexhepi came to L.A. shortly after our email exchange, and 
over coffee at my house it became even more apparent how 
important and special his project is. His philosophy is all about 
total independence: He answers to no one and is a master of 
watchmaking from top to bottom. Like good art, his designs are 
part of the larger narrative of watch-design history. And he’s 
absolutely relentless—every detail of this watch is thought out  
and obsessively finished. It’s all the more remarkable considering 
that Rexhepi is so young. It feels like we’re witnessing the early 
work of a long-term legend.

When my Chronomètre finally arrived, it was everything  
I’d imagined. When you put on the watch, it glows. They  
will always be rare—just 25 made in platinum and 25 in rose 
gold. But unlike plenty of other pricey, limited watches,  
the Chronomètre transcends hype and ostentation. Rexhep 
Rexhepi’s watches are not about that. He’s a true artist,  
the most rare and special thing of all. 

T BASELWORLD  IN 2018,  a well-respected yet 
relatively unknown 31-year-old watchmaker 
named Rexhep Rexhepi debuted the Chronomètre 
Contemporain, an elegant time-only watch with  
a completely mesmerizing grand feu enamel dial.  

When I first saw photos of the Chronomètre hitting the  
internet, my heart started racing. 

Not expecting a reply, I submitted a form email on the website 
of Rexhepi’s brand, Akrivia, to inquire about purchasing one. The 
Chronomètre isn’t cheap ($60,000 for the platinum version)—
however, it was clear to me that this watch had a quality you 
can’t put a price on. It has an insane movement—which boasts 
a 100-hour power reserve, among other innovations—and a case 
design that is smarter and more considered than any I’ve ever 
seen. It gave me a feeling that no big-name five-figure watch has 
in a long time.

To my surprise, I received a reply, offering me the last platinum 
Chronomètre available for preorder. I didn’t hesitate.

Rexhepi was born in Kosovo and moved to Geneva, the 
watchmaking capital of the world, at age 12. When he was 15,  
his prodigious talent began to emerge when he apprenticed at  
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Pure as the Driven Snow
The watch industry is dominated by historic houses. But an 

insurgent visionary by the name of Rexhep Rexhepi  
is producing the single most beautiful time-only watch in 

the world right now, says L.A. artist Wes Lang.

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  J O Y C E  L E E
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LUCAS HEDGES

Actor

What’s the dream 
destination for this 

outfit (if you weren’t 
stuck at home)?  

I’m in nature, so I  

take this bad boy for 

strolls. I’m not into 

fits that are only good 

for certain occasions. 

I like a fit that can 

take me anywhere!

As self-quarantine became a reality around the world, millions of people had to 
rethink the hows and whys of getting dressed every morning. It didn’t take long 
to realize that a global lockdown doesn’t mean you have to stop flexing. So we 
asked some stylish friends of GQ to get dressed up—even while we all stay home. 
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JB SMOOVE

Comedian

How would you 
describe this outfit? 
It’s my homage to 

Marvin Gaye…my 

“What’s Going On” 

tribute. My dogs, 

Hustle and Flo, add  

a level of loyalty  

and royalty.

F 
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2. 
FAITH LYNCH

Model

Social media, Netflix, or  
cable news? My Wi-Fi is broken, 

thanks to my pupper, Banksy.  

So social media and FaceTime are 

all I really have right now. I would 

kill to be able to watch a movie. 

Someone send help!

3. 
KYLE KUZMA

Lakers forward

Who’s the person you’d  
most like to be stuck at home 
with, living or historical? 

Nipsey [Hussle]. I think we could 

sit and strategize for hours  

about bringing the best out of our 

respective communities and 

challenging ourselves to do more.

21
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ORVILLE PECK

Musician

How would you describe  
this outfit? I would call this a 

stylish yet practical quarantine 

look. Even if nobody can see 

you, you still wanna have a little 

rhinestone in your world, y’all.



Now is the time 
to start listening.

Join the best writers in America 
as they make sense of the world 
and the people changing it. 

Hosted by David Remnick.

THE NEW YORKER 
RADIO HOUR
PODCAST
A co-production with
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2. 
KEVIN LOVE

Cavs forward-center

What’s the dream destination 
for this outfit (if you weren’t 
stuck at home)? I was originally 

planning this as a game look and 

tunnel walk with my dog, Vestry.

3. 
RHUIGI VILLASEÑOR

Designer, Rhude

How would you describe  
this outfit? Dreaming of the ocean 

at home.

GUNNA

Rapper, handbag collector

Who’s the person you’d most 
like to be stuck at home with, 

living or historical? My mother. 

LEON BRIDGES

Musician

Who’s the person you’d most 
like to be stuck at home  
with, living or historical? Sade 

would be the perfect person  

to be stuck at home with. She’s 

gorgeous, and we could listen to 

records and write songs all day.

CHARLIE PLUMMER

Actor

Social media, Netflix,  
or cable news? Netflix.  

Love Is Blind all day.

3 6  G Q . C O M  M A Y  2 0 2 0

1. 
STEVE LACY

Musician

What’s the dream destination 
for this outfit (if you weren’t 

stuck at home)? Probably a date 

at Nic’s on Beverly. Good date 

outfit for sure.



BEING A TRAINER, BODYBUILDER, and 

nutrition expert means that companies fre-

quently send me their products and ask for my 

stamp of approval. Most of the time I dive into 

research, test the product out, and send the 

company honest feedback. Sometimes, how-

ever, I refuse to give the product a try, because 

frankly, the ingredients inside aren’t real food. 

And I’d rather drink diesel fuel than torture my 

body with a chemical concoction. 

Like my father always said, “What you put 

inside your body always shows up on the out-

side.”

One protein shake that I received, that will 

remain nameless, was touted as ‘the next big 

shake’ but really had a list of gut destroying in-

gredients. Everywhere I read I saw harmful arti-

ficial ingredients, added sugars, synthetic dyes, 

preservatives and cheap proteins; the kind of 

proteins that keep you fat no matter how hard 

you hit the gym, sap your energy and do nothing 

for your muscles. 

Disappointed after reviewing this “new” 

shake, I hit the gym and bumped into my favor-

ite bodybuilding coach. This guy is pushing 50, 

has the energy of a college kid, and is ripped. So 

are his clients. 

While I firmly believe that the gym is a no-talk 

focus zone, I had to ask, “Hey Zee, what protein 

shake are you recommending to your clients 

these days?”

Zee looked at me, and shook his head.  “Pro-

tein shakes are old news and loaded with junk. 

I don’t recommend protein shakes, I tell my 

clients to drink INVIGOR8 Superfood Shake be-

cause it’s the only all natural meal replacement 

that works and has a taste so good that it’s ad-

dicting.”

Being skeptical of what Zee told me, I decid-

ed to investigate this superfood shake called 

INVIGOR8. 

Turns out INVIGOR8 Superfood Shake has 

a near 5-star rating on Amazon. The creators 

are actual scientists and personal trainers who 

set out to create a complete meal replacement 

shake chocked full of superfoods that—get 

this—actually accelerate how quickly and eas-

ily you lose belly fat and builds even more lean, 

calorie burning muscle. 

We all know that the more muscle you build, 

the more calories you burn. The more fat you 

melt away the more definition you get in your 

arms, pecs and abs. 

The makers of INVIGOR8 were determined 

to make the first complete, natural, non-

GMO superfood shake that helps you lose fat 

and build lean muscle. The result is a shake that 

contains 100% grass-fed whey that has a supe-

rior nutrient profile to the grain-fed whey found 

in most shakes, metabolism boosting raw 

coconut oil, hormone free colostrum to pro-

mote a healthy immune system, Omega 3, 6, 

9-rich chia and flaxseeds, superfood greens 

like kale, spinach, broccoli, alfalfa, and chlorel-

la, and clinically tested cognitive enhancers 

for improved mood and brain function. The 

company even went a step further by including 

a balance of pre and probiotics for regularity in 

optimal digestive health, and digestive enzymes 

so your body absorbs the high-caliber nutri-

tion you get from INVIGOR8.

While there are over 500 testimonials on Am-

azon about how INVIGOR8 “gave me more en-

ergy and stamina” and “melts away abdominal 

fat like butter on a hot sidewalk”, what really 

impressed me was how many customers raved 

about the taste. So I had to give it a try.

When it arrived I gave it the sniff test. Unlike 

most meal replacement shakes it smelled like 

whole food, not a chemical factory. So far so 

good. Still INVIGOR8 had to pass the most im-

portant test, the taste test. 

And INVIGOR8 was good. Better than good. I 

could see what Zee meant when he said his cli-

ents found the taste addicting.

I also wanted to see if Invigor8 would help 

me burn that body fat I’d tried to shave off for 

years to achieve total definition. 

Just a few weeks later I’m pleased to say, 

shaving that last abdominal fat from my midsec-

tion wasn’t just easy. It was delicious. 

Considering all the shakes I’ve tried I can hon-

estly say that the results I’ve experienced from 

INVIGOR8 are nothing short of astonishing. 

A company spokesperson confirmed an 

exclusive offer for GQ readers: if you order 

INVIGOR8 this month, you’ll receive $10 off 

your first order by using promo code “GQ10” at 

checkout. If you’re in a rush to burn fat, restore 

lean muscle and boost your stamina and energy 

you can order INVIGOR8 today at Invigor8.com 

or by calling 1-800-958-3392.

A D V E R T I S E M E N T

Smarten Up To 
Shrink Your Gut
Protein Shake Can Help You Lose Weight

BY CHRIS HANSEN

HEALTH
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2. 
BOB WEIR

Grateful Dead legend

How would you describe this 
outfit? What I’d be workin’ out 

in, in cooler weather.

3. 
SCOT T STERNBERG

Designer, Entireworld 

What’s the dream destination 
for this outfit (if you weren’t 
stuck at home)? Back-corner 

booth at the Tower Bar. It’s one  

of the few places in L.A. where  

I can wear this blazer and not look 

like an idiot.

2

1

3
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J BALVIN

Reggaeton star

Who’s the person you’d  
most like to be stuck at home  
with, living or historical?  
Gal Gadot. 



No dress code. No deadlines. No to-dos or have-tos.



Disconnect 

to Reconnect
Filmmaker and content

creator Samir Chaudry

on the restorative power

of the RV road trip.

Samir Chaudry is at that magical stage of life we like to call “almost 30.” 

Over the last few years the fi lmmaker built a company, sold it, became

the big boss, then made the tough decision to go back to his creative roots. 

He fi gured out who he was. He met the love of his life. He got really into 

coffee. Like anyone on the verge of a new, exciting chapter, anyone who’s 

seen a hard thing through and become better for it, Chaudry has been 

craving travel. Wanting something more comfortable than camping, but 

more rugg ed than a hotel, the L.A. native recently decided to see what 

RVing is all about. He was instantly hooked.

“Every morning you wake up and you can go anywhere because you’re 

already home,” Chaudry explains passionately. “And then at night, you pull 

up somewhere, you put out the awning, and you have the most incredible 

front yard in the world.” After a fi rst weekend trip with his fi ance, Katie, 

adventures with his business partner Colin and brother Kyle soon followed.

Exploring beautiful locales and being immersed in nature isn’t the only 

thing Chaudry loves about traveling by RV, it’s also what happens inside

of it. Or what doesn’t happen, rather. Instead of computers and TV, it’s 

card games, music, and writing. Conversations and creative ideas are no 

longer rushed. And material things are dwindled down to the essentials—

warm layers, camping chairs, coffee—all making life feel simpler. “The 

thing I love about traveling this way is that it allows you to strip away the 

external and just really get back to yourself and what matters. And once 

you’re in touch with yourself, you can give that to others.” Magical. 
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KEVIN PARKER

Tame Impala

How would you describe this 
outfit? Apocalypse casual.

3. 

JEREMY O. HARRIS

Playwright

Social media, Netflix, or 
cable news? None? I’ve  

been watching Crunchyroll  

and reading novels. 

4. 

MANNY JACINTO

Actor

Social media, Netflix, or 
cable news? We’ve been 

playing a lot of d! 2

on our Ninte

It’ll test you

reveal your t

46

1

5
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3

IAN ISIAH

Singer and downtown  
NYC fashion O.G.

Social media, Netflix, or  
cable news? A lot of CNN,  

the Bible App, Ableton,  

and Pro Tools for me so far.

5. 

DEVENDRA BANHART

Artist and musician

What’s the dream destination 
for this outfit (if you weren’t 
stuck at home)? Art opening  

in a ’90s rom-com.

6. 

NICK YOUNG

Tunnel-style king

Who’s the person you’d  
most like to be stuck at home 
with, living or historical?  
Nick junior.

2
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FIRST HE CHANGED 

THE SOUND OF  

POPULAR MUSIC. 

THEN HE 

REVOLUTIONIZED 

FASHION  

AND SNEAKERS. 

NOW, 

KANYE WEST

IS REDESIGNING 

THE VERY BUILDING 

BLOCKS OF FAMILY 

LIFE—FOOD, 

CLOTHING, AND 

SHELTER—AND  

HE’S CLAIMED 

THOUSANDS OF 

ACRES IN WYOMING 

AS A TEST SITE  

FOR HIS IDEAS. 

WE FOLLOWED  

WEST FROM CODY  

TO CALABASAS,  

AND FROM CABO  

SAN LUCAS TO 

PARIS, TO SEE  

IT ALL FIRSTHAND—

AND TO TALK  

TO HIM ABOUT  

HIS NEXT ALBUM,  

HIS “ALTERED 

EGO,” AND  

HIS RENEWED  

FAITH IN GOD.

BY WILL WELCH 

PHOTOGRAPHS  

BY TYLER MITCHELL 
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Kanye West at 
his own West 

Lake Ranch 
outside Cody, 

Wyoming.
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for breakfast in the central cabin at the ranch he 

recently bought near Cody, Wyoming, I ask how he’s 

doing. “Not good,” he says, turning to look at me. Not 

good? How come? “Because,” he says, “Kobe was one of 

my best friends.”

Of course. It’s the morning of January 29—72 hours 

after Bryant’s shocking death. Somehow, in my head, 

being out here under the limitless unfamiliar sky and 

rocky alien tundra has made the already unimaginable 

Kobe tragedy seem even less real. Still, it was a thought-

less question. I have known West since 2003 and have 

stayed in intermittent contact with him over the years, 

but it feels like an inauspicious start to what will become 

an intense series of experiences and conversations across 

five weeks and three countries. 

The property—formerly Monster Lake Ranch, now 

rechristened West Lake Ranch—actually has two lakes 

across its nearly 4,000-acre expanse. The primary fishing 

lake has brown trout, brook trout, cutthroat trout, tiger 

trout, and rainbow trout. There are caves at the back 

of the property that have pictographs scrawled on the 

walls by indigenous tribespeople. This time of year, hun-

dreds of antelope, mule deer, and a few elk appear on the 

property. The ranch is also home to colts and geldings, 

160 cows, and approximately 700 sheep.

In its current state, the ranch appears pretty much the 

same as it did in October, when West bought it. There are 

some humble sleeping cabins clustered along the main 

driveway, two big barns, the eating cabin (with an upstairs 

lounge where West has installed a bare-bones studio as 

well as a whiteboard with “Yeezy Business Development” 

scrawled across the top), and out across the acreage, a 

couple of little un-winterized camp outposts. In fact, other 

than the name change, the only thing that seems to visibly 

mark Kanye’s new ownership are the vehicles: an army 

of Ford F-150 Raptor pickups, painted an intimidating 

aftermarket matte black, along with a fleet of 10 imposing 

SHERP ATVs (also matte-blacked-out), a handful of UTVs 

(matte black), and of course Kanye’s matte black tank. 

So it isn’t until I get a Raptor tour from a ranch hand 

that the radical nature of what’s in store for West Lake 

Ranch begins to crystallize. We check out the sheep. We 

drive down by Monster Lake. Then finally we come upon 

what I’ll just call the Big Dig. 

At the foot of West Lake Ranch’s grandest feature—a 

dramatic cli≠scape that looks like it was created when 

one massive plate of earth crashed spectacularly up 

against another in some unknowable prehistoric era—is 

a tremendous excavation of terrain about the size of a 

sports arena. It is the ultimate spot for Kanye West to 

mark a big X and start digging. The next morning, while 

shooting pictures, we will climb up the back side of the 

cli≠. “When we went up on the moon rocks and looked 

down,” Kanye says later, “you saw something the size of a 

spaceship.” Clearly this is not Wyoming ranch business as 

usual. This is the first sign that the strange future of this 

otherwise unassuming tract of land is already under way.

IF YOU FOLLOW ANY  of the Kanye West fan accounts 

on Instagram, there are a few laymen you might start to 

notice in the background of the photos—guys trailing West 

out of his Calabasas o∞ce or sitting behind him on pri-

vate airplanes. These are the Yeezy architects. Over the 

course of following West for this story, I met up with him 

in Cody for two days, flew on a jet to Los Angeles, attended 

Sunday Service—one of the weekly performances by the 

new gospel choir he founded—in Hollywood the morning 

of the Oscars, rejoined him three days later at an oceanside 

house in Cabo San Lucas, Mexico, and two weeks later, 

flew out to interview him in Paris the morning after his 

Yeezy Season 8 fashion show. The architects were within 

earshot of West every step of the way. 

The exact nature of the project they are toiling over 

is ever evolving. In fact, since West has become pub-

licly active again after the prolonged quiet period that 

followed his 2016 hospitalization at UCLA Medical 

Center for what was deemed a “psychiatric emergency” 

(a moment of adversity that, like an infamous car crash 

early in his career, West conceptualizes as pivotal), the 

correlation between all of his wide-ranging endeavors 

has been mysterious. Which is exactly what makes him 

so fascinating right now. “I definitely think there’s an 

alter ego,” West tells me. “And definitely Christ altered 

my ego.” The choir, the rebirth, the multi-thousand-acre 

land grabs, the move to Wyoming, the new Jesus-centric 

rap album, the return to Fashion Week in Paris… Where 

is it all coming from? And what does it all add up to? By 

a combination of instinct and design, West’s projects 

are always moving targets, but what became clear as 

we spent time together is that, in many ways, they are 

all linked to what is going on here in Cody. So: Is it a 

ranch where he will raise the sheep that will produce 

the wool for Yeezy clothing, as has been reported? Yes, 

sure, that’s a tiny part of it. But more than that, Kanye 

West is developing his boldest endeavors yet—and this 

is his test site. 

←←

PREVIOUS PAGE AND 

OPPOSITE PAGE

coat $2,193 
Rochas

jacket $3,095 
Dunhill

his own t-shirt 
Yeezy

jeans $198 
Denim Tears x Levi’s

shoes $135 
Birkenstock

his own sunglasses 
(throughout) 
Oliver Peoples 

his own watch 
(throughout) 
Ikepod

his own rings 
(throughout) 
Cartier
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One of the 
renderings,  
by Claudio 
Silvestrin and 
Kanye West, of 
a dome-shaped 
home that will 
eventually be 
built at West 
Lake Ranch.

Looks from the 
Yeezy Season 8 
show in Paris 
in March. The 
concept, West 
tells us, is 
“servicewear”—
uniforms for 
the nannies, 
housekeepers, 
and cooks who 
will work  
in the domes.
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By the time you read this, whatever state the plans 

were in when I was on the ranch in January has surely 

morphed. But his idea of the place remains. Over the 

course of our conversations, Kanye refers to West Lake 

Ranch as a “Yeezy campus” and “a paradigm shift for 

humanity.” He is focused on developing a new architec-

tural language with input from the legendary American 

light-and-space artist James Turrell, the Belgian interior 

design wizard Axel Vervoordt, and the Italian architect 

Claudio Silvestrin. The three frequently share ideas, 

notes, and drawings with the Yeezy team, which are 

then worked over under the direction of West himself. 

“Whenever he’s in Cody, he’s in the o∞ce several times a 

day, always checking in,” says a sta≠ architect named Zach 

Walters. “When he’s not here, it’s constant text messages, 

sending sketches, a lot of phone calls back and forth.”

As best I can tell, this global starchitect-level creative 

exchange evolved out of Kanye’s total overhaul with 

Silvestrin of his New York City apartment (completed in 

2007), as well as his five-year collaboration with Vervoordt 

on the recently completed Kardashian-West family home 

in Hidden Hills. In 2016, before that project finished, West 

encountered the work of Turrell and had an epiphany: 

“We need to build a home,” he remembers saying, “where 

every room is a Turrell.” Which eventually took him to the 

artist’s epic land-art masterpiece in the cone of an extinct 

volcano near Flagsta≠, Arizona, called Roden Crater. From 

there, West began to conceptualize a new kind of totally 

sustainable dome-shaped dwelling, complete with massive 

podlike rooms within the larger dome, the notable absence 

of corners and stairs, and an oculus open to the sky. Once 

West is satisfied with the new architectural language he is 

establishing, the design can be modulated and built any-

where—but the first completed dome will almost surely be 

built in Cody or Calabasas.

The majority of the drawings that I see during my time 

with West largely focus on massive single-family dome 

dwellings, although he is also developing a multifamily 

version—a retreat center, if you will, which will bring 

guests to West Lake Ranch to experience life inside the 

domes as well as performances by the Sunday Service 

Choir. “We see 100,000 students singing these composi-

tions,” West tells me. “A circular 100,000-person amphi-

theater.” The Yeezy Season 8 clothes that he recently 

showed in Paris, meanwhile, are “servicewear” garments 

intended to be worn by the eventual Yeezy campus sta≠—

cooks, nannies, housekeepers, etc. 

“There’s a big sustainability aspect,” Walters says of the 

entire project. He and Malek Alqadi, another Yeezy archi-

tect, have just arrived at the ranch from the o∞ce in down-

town Cody, where West has bought just under 12 acres of 

commercial property and is developing a Yeezy factory for 

his sneaker partnership with Adidas, which reportedly did 

around $1.5 billion in revenue in 2019 alone. Walters and 

Alqadi are carrying the morning’s drawings on printouts 

“I’M TRYING OUT A 

DIFFERENT CURE THAN 

MEDICATION: FRESH AIR. 

FUN. INSPIRATION. SPACE.”
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and tracing paper. “Kanye talks a lot about how our spaces 

are so cluttered,” Walters continues. “What does all this 

stu≠ mean for our mental health? How di≠erent would we 

be if we were in spaces where we could actually think and 

focus and be clear?” The next day, while sitting in his per-

sonal cabin, West will tell me, “I’m trying out a di≠erent 

cure than medication. Fresh air. Fun. Inspiration. Space.”

The idea is that once these things are developed and 

built, the thinking that shaped them will spread, just as 

his album 808s & Heartbreak reshaped the sound and 

emotional tenor of popular music, and his taste for a mix 

of streetwear, Ralph Lauren, and Louis Vuitton changed 

how you and I dress—and eventually reorganized the 

whole fashion industry. This is what West means when 

he says he’s creating a new paradigm for human living—

the idea is to lead by example. “You get into a position 

and you become influential, and that becomes more of 

your goal rather than following your spirit and your 

anointing,” West says. “So look, I’m not telling anybody 

who they should vote on, what they should wear, where 

they should live. I’m doing me. If you just so happen to 

catch a photograph of me doing me, that’s what I was 

doing! I’m not doing nobody else in the photograph.”

At one point, West refers to the domes he and his team 

are developing in Cody as “V.2.” The first tests—the V.1 

domes—were erected out of temporary plywood last year 

on a 300-acre parcel in Calabasas. “We had dinner in 

there every day for one or two months,” Walters says. “We 

changed [the plans] every single day. We built a waterfall 

shower, put moss on the floor, just tried everything to 

refine that language.” 

Last September, West made CNN headlines when the 

Calabasas prototypes were torn down. “A big misconcep-

tion is that the city made me tear down the domes,” West 

tells me. When I tell him that was exactly my concep-

tion—that the city had given him an order to remove the 

domes by a specific date, he says, “We were only making 

them to experience the proportion and fully planned to 

tear them down.” So what was the interaction with the 

city? “Like all of California, they got in front of the story. 

To say, ‘Oh, we took Kanye and tore down his domes.’ And 

you know, metaphorically, that’s what people have been 

trying to do since I was little. But as we can see now, they 

have not succeeded.”

The V.2 plans call for new domes at a very Wyoming 

scale. The idea is to build them, experience them, refine 

them. “And then,” says Alqadi, “to discuss how we can 

prefabricate and produce them in a sensible way, just 

like Kanye does with the shoes.” One idea West is explor-

ing is using set designers instead of contractors to help 

build his dwellings. “Set designers could potentially be 

the Zara of homes,” he says.

The next afternoon, while I watch Kanye collaborate 

with his architects on a flight from Cody to Los Angeles, 

he o≠ers up his phone to show me a rendering they’ve 

been working on of a massive portal entrance to an 

underground dome at the site of the Big Dig. “It’s perfect 

for skating,” West says with pride. “It’s super soothing to 

walk into.” As he trails o≠, beaming with his signature 

childlike wonder, I suddenly realize what he’s just said. 

When you say skating, do you mean skateboarding? I ask. 

“Yeah,” West says. “That was the original brief for this 

house: It has to be completely skateable.” The architects 

all nod along. So is it still skateable? “Oh,” Kanye says 

matter-of-factly. “It’s more skateable than ever.” 
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his own vest, 
hoodie, and shoes 

Yeezy

his own pants 
Key Work Wear

socks (throughout), 
his own

his own gloves 
Wells Lamont
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INTERVIEW ONE: 

KANYE’S CABIN AT WEST LAKE RANCH 
January 30, 2020 

The first of four interview sessions with West takes place 

in the upstairs of his personal cabin at West Lake Ranch 

during the lunch break of our cover shoot. There are  

two bedrooms, a kitchenette/dining area, and a small 

living room/lounge, with a simple recording-studio 

setup and couches. 

Whether it’s music or…
Any action. Any word. Anything. 
Even this conversation  
right now. 

Sometimes it seems like 
you’re never done iterating. 
How do you know when a 
project is done? You even 
kept changing The Life of 

Pablo after you released it.
Nothing is ever done. That could 
be the new N.E.R.D. album: 
Nothing’s Ever Really Done.

How does that apply here 
in Cody? Because you’re 
developing these hugely 
ambitious multiyear 
projects. 
The word ambitious is not 
allowed to be used around  
me. Kanye West is nothing if  
not ambitious. Because 
ambition, when I hear it,  
it says that it seems like it’s 
almost impossible.

As though it has far-fetched 
tucked into it?
Far-fetched! Yeah, it’s got 
far-fetched tucked into it. You 
would be amongst 100 or 200 
people on the planet who are 
like the least racist white person 
possible. But it’s something 

“WE GOT TO MAKE THINGS 

THAT ARE SPEECHLESS.  

WE HAVE TO MAKE THINGS THAT 

LEAVE PEOPLE SPEECHLESS. 

WE HAVE TO MAKE THINGS  

TO THE LEVEL WHERE NO ONE 

CAN SAY ANYTHING.”

about the word ambitious that 
makes me feel like I’m young 
Venus Williams doing the TV 
interview when her dad had to 
come and defend her. If you say, 
“Yo, it’s ambitious,” I need Venus 
and Serena Williams’s dad to 
run up and say, “How you going 
to say it’s ambitious? He said he 
was going to do it!” Have I ever 
not done anything I said I was 
going to do? I made it back from 

addiction, I beat the predictions, 

brought real to the fictions—
that’s off the new album.

Does the fact that nothing is 
ever really done slow down 
the momentum of everything 
you’re creating?
Time and space are man-made 
constructs. That’s my answer  
to that question right there.  
Art never fully explains itself, 
and art is never fully done. Me 
being normal—that’s not even  
a true statement. You know 
what normal is to me? An act.  
I can act normal, and that’s me 
as Clark Kent. But artists are 
people who have embraced 
themselves as a superhero. 

Sometimes, when I see you 
refusing to be Clark Kent in 
certain situations, I’m like, 
“Please just be Clark Kent for 
a minute! It will save you so 
much trouble!”
Yeah, I feel like there’s a 
job to be unwilling to make 
compromise. I like when people 
don’t have to compromise 
themselves to collaborate. Even 
as an artist, or as a composer, 
I compose the strongest 
talents and push them to be 
the maximum version of their 
superhero. People spend one 
day with me and they’re thinking 

about their own ideas outside of 
the box. If people spend years, 
they should be able to make it 
to the Super Bowl. To have blind 
faith is the ultimate confidence. 
Sometimes it could have felt 
like it was arrogant. And I think 
that the arrogance could have 
come from the fact that I wasn’t 
working for God, but I was 
working for my ego, which is like 
working for the devil. 

I feel like this conversation 
that we’re having, I’m not having 
to use ego, because everything 
is defined. We’re on a piece of 
the 12,000 acres that I own in 
Wyoming. It’s different than 
me being inside a photography 
studio where previous to that 
there was somebody posing in 
their underwear, after that there’s 
somebody showing a backpack. 
There’s already a comfortability 
here, and then we’ve known each 
other for a long time, and then 
a lot of what sounded crazy or 
ambitious at a certain point has 
already been proven.

You seem really focused on 
architecture right now—
developing and building 
these domes. 
When I visited the Tadao Ando 
Art Island [in 2018], there were 
three James Turrells next to  
each other and I said, “We need 
to live in a Turrell.” The funny 
thing is, the first time I ever 
talked to Turrell on the phone 
was the night I ended the Saint 
Pablo Tour. And the last thing  
I ever said on that tour was, “The 
show’s over.” Which felt like my 
mom talking through me.

How so? Like she was telling 
you through your own voice 
to stop?
Yeah, and telling everyone else. 
Like, “My son is not just here to 
fill up these sports arenas. My 
son’s got something else to do.”

And now the ground out here 
is broken and the next phase 
has begun. 
Yes. The ground between the 
two lakes is broken. Before,  
I was working with Axel Vervoordt 
on revitalizing [the West family 
home in Hidden Hills] that 
started as a McMansion and is 
now 

GQ: I’m going to start 
recording, cool? 
KANYE WEST: I think words 
are one of our lowest forms of 
communication. Music, sound, 
food, dancing are nonverbal 
forms of communication. We 
get so wrapped up into words. 
We got to make things that 
are speechless. We have to 
make things that leave people 
speechless. We have to make 
things to the level where no one 
can say anything.

Before we get to the 
architecture and homes,  
I want to understand what 
you’re up to now in terms 
of clothing development. 
What’s the latest? 
We’ve been developing new 
products for two years now.  
I love having the opportunity 
to iterate on a piece of apparel. 
It’s therapeutic and it brings me 
great joy. There’s times when 
people used to tell me, “You 
shouldn’t work on clothes.” And 
I wouldn’t allow people to tear 
down my happiness. There’s 
times where, now that we’re 
doing couture again—

At Yeezy, you mean?
Yes. At Yeezy. At Kanye West. 
Whatever you want to call it. At 
my office. We’re doing couture. 
And I get to talk about a color 
palette for one hour. A lot of 
people would have suggestions: 
“Go take a jog. Go get some 
fresh air.” Colors are my fresh 
air. And every piece that  
I make, it’s not only something 
that I would wear—I would 
never make anything that you 
wouldn’t catch me in—they’re 
also art pieces. Everything 
I’ve ever done has been an art 
piece, because I’m an artist. 
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coat $2,730 
Maison Margiela

jacket $4,960 
Prada

his own pants 
Key Work Wear

his own boots 
Yeezy
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West’s fleet of 
ranch vehicles 
includes  
10 Russian-made 
SHERP ATVs—and 
one Ripsaw EV2 
tank, opposite.
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an iconic home that informs 
a lot of other people’s homes—
just from my wife’s Instagram 
Stories. That was a language 
that Axel guided that would  
cap, for me, the end of the 
vicennium. I would just word it 
like that and let people Google.

I mean, I’m going to have to 
Google vicennium.

A vicennium is 20 years. So it 
capped the end of the vicennium. 
We begged Axel to redo the 
space. This is before I went to 
the hospital. I felt like I might 
go crazy, and we felt like having 
this wabi-sabi space might help 
deter that.

When you say “we,” do you 
mean you and Kim? 
No, it was me and [longtime 
collaborator] Vanessa Beecroft. 
Vanessa literally said to Axel, 
“You must do this to save 
Kanye’s life.”

No pressure! And he said?
Yes! And now we’re really good 
friends. We were at James 
Turrell’s crater on my birthday—
June 8, 2019—and Turrell 
designed an entire home and 
gave it to me on my birthday.

What did he physically hand 
to you?
A sketch. Axel was saying that 
James Turrell’s spaces are too 
pure for us human beings to live 
in, and I told Axel, “You’re not 
going to bully me on my birthday.” 

Was being Kanye West 
a help or a hindrance in 
establishing a relationship 
with James Turrell and Axel 
Vervoordt?
A lot of people are celebrities 
because they’re vibrating at such 
a high energy. They’re just stars. 
I felt that me and James always 
had that connection. That first 
time I talked to him, I was literally 
screaming at the top of my lungs 
about how important it was for us 
to work together.

That didn’t send him running 
the other way?
Well, you know, not everybody’s 
a pussycat! That would be the 
Christian way to say it. Some 
people actually like energy. 

INTERVIEW TWO: 

ON THE JET FROM CODY TO LOS ANGELES 
January 30, 2020 

As our first interview session winds down, West informs 

me that he actually has to leave the ranch—and our cover 

shoot—earlier than expected because he has to get back 

to Los Angeles for Kid Cudi’s birthday party. When I ask 

about the rest of our interview, he suggests we continue it 

on the two-hour plane ride. 

So a few hours later, West drives the two of us in his 

Raptor straight from our last photo location toward the 

local private airport without so much as stopping to grab 

a bag. We pass the huge “WELCOME WEST” billboard 

along Highway 120, which was put up to mark the arrival 

of Yeezy to town—a literal sign of goodwill for the many 

local jobs and economic opportunities that the unforeseen 

arrival of this billion-dollar business promises. When we 

pull onto the airport tarmac and begin to approach a G5, 

he asks for my phone and shoots a video out the window 

while doing wide, fast doughnuts around the jet. 

West spends the first leg of the commute going over 

drawings with the architects. A gentleman I have not yet 

met presents thought-starters for culinary gardens and 

orchards that will grow on top of and around the domes, 

feeding those who shelter down below. The conversation 

that follows begins 45 minutes into the flight and ends as 

we disembark the jet and get straight into West’s waiting 

matte black Lamborghini Urus.

WEST: One thing I thought was really amazing is that we 
were able to find a groove with the photographs today 
even as out of it as I was with the loss of Kobe. We were 
able to just go to the court and play ball. There’s one 
street that I drive to go from either my office or my home 
to the property where the domes were built. [Editor’s 

note: The street is Las Virgenes Road, the site of the 

helicopter crash that killed Kobe Bryant and eight other 

people just four days prior.] So now there’s no way for 
me not to be as determined as Kobe every time I drive 
down that street. It’s game time. There’s no move that 
we can’t make, or that we’ll wait to make. Everyone in 
our life is now a member of the Lakers on one of Kobe’s 
championship teams. The way that Kobe would say that 
we all have to come together and win this championship 
is the way I look at life now. To an infinite, other level. 

This is a game changer for me. He was the basketball 
version of me, and I was the rap version of him, and that’s 
facts! We got the commercials that prove it. No one else 
can say this. We came up at the same time, together. 
And now it’s like, yeah, I might have had a reputation for 
screaming about things—but I’m not taking any mess for 
an answer now. We’re about to build a paradigm shift for 
humanity. We ain’t playing with ’em. We bringing home 
the trophies.

I want to understand the 
timeline of your rebirth as 
a Christian. Did it evolve 
out of Sunday Service—and 
can you tell me the story 
of the moment where you 
accepted Jesus? 
I surrounded myself with  
the healing—the highest-level 
healing possible: singing 
about Jesus with my friends 
and family surrounding me 
[at Sunday Service] every 
single week. This was a place, 
contrary to popular belief  
about Christianity, of no 
judgment. I feel that the 
church that most people grew 
up on as kids had a negative 
environment. The greatest  
thing for me, as someone  
who’s given their life to Christ, 
is knowing that other people  
have that as an anchor and  
a form of healing, because 
you’re talking to a person that 
went to the hospital and back. 
Now you see the measured 
nature—being able to let the 
child take the driver’s seat  
but still be measured.

Do you attribute that to the 
anchor of faith?
Yes, because when you’re not  
in service to God, you can  
end up being in service to 
everything else. To live inside of 
sin, it’s going to cost you more 
than you can pay. You don’t 
want to continue to sin with no 
repentance. I understand that 
people feel that I’ve made some 
cultural sins. But the only  
real sins are the sins against 
God, and you don’t want to 
continue to sin against God. 

Do you conceptualize 
yourself as having been  
born again?
I’m definitely born again.

You specifically highlighted 
that Sunday Service is  
a place without judgment. 
But what happens when 
you take it on tour and 
you’re headlining Christian 
festivals—
I feel that we all have sin, and 
when certain sins are worn 
more on our sleeves, it’s easier 
for Christians who are not 
Christ, but are human beings,  
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A schematic,  
by Claudio 
Silvestrin and 
Kanye West, 
detailing the 
proposed layout 
of a dome-
shaped home for 
West Lake Ranch.

to be able to channel judgment 
at what they see in front 
of them. The other thing 
is, if anyone claims to be 
Christian, they’re accepting 
accountability to other 
Christians. But people don’t 
realize that Christians are 
loud. That we have a right to 

righteous anger. That Jesus 
flipped tables. They think  
that all of a sudden you believe 
in Christ, so we’re not even 
supposed to speak up. And  
if we speak up, people will  
say, “Oh, you’re being 
judgmental.” And it’s like, Oh, 
now, because I’m Christian,  

“I DIDN’T INTEND FOR 

ANYTHING EXCEPT TO SPEAK  

MY MIND AND EXPRESS  

HOW I FELT. I HAVE NO  

INTENTION OTHER THAN  

TO BE FREE, AND I  

DON’T INTEND TO BE FREE— 

I JUST SIMPLY AM.”

I don’t even have an opinion any 
more? I’m Christian and I still 
have an opinion. But my opinion 
is based on the Word. 

Let me phrase the question 
differently: The Kanye West 
that I have known over 
the years hates institutions 
and hates systems of 
control and will do anything 
to break out from being 
controlled. I’m wondering  
if that Ye will persist as 
you encounter more 
churches and religious 
institutions, which I, at 
least, conceptualize as 
systems of control.
You know, I see opportunity for 
creativity inside our faith. But 
let me—because I know you’re 
looking for a real answer to How 

does the guy who made Yeezus, 

which is a very punk album, 

make a Jesus Is King?

Well, not how do you make 
Jesus Is King, but how do 
you headline a Christian 
festival or interact with 
various churches? You 
having your own personal 
relationship with Jesus  
is clean and clear. But  
what happens when 
these other organizations 
come into play that are 
institutions of control? 
I think yes, there are groups,  
as man does, that take the 
Word and use it to control  
other people. But as you  
said, I’m expressing my 
personal relationship with 
Christ. When I was not  
owning up to the maximum  
of who I could be as a dad  
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coat $2,193 
Rochas

jacket $3,095 
Dunhill

jeans $198 

Denim Tears x 

Levi’s

shoes $135 
Birkenstock
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“THEY DON’T TEACH  

YOU IN SCHOOL ABOUT  

BUYING PROPERTY.  

THEY TEACH YOU HOW 

TO BECOME SOMEBODY’S 

PROPERTY.”
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and the maximum of who  
I could be as a husband, that 
kind of behavior, that kind  
of mentality, landed me in  
a place where I needed to  
be medicated.

Now all of that energy and 
that creativity that I have 
channeled and put on track 
comes from me surrendering  
to God and saying that 
everything is in God’s will. 
People can say in the same  
way, “Hey, why would you go  
to Paris if they didn’t want 
you in the fashion houses?” 
And that’s not going to stop 
my love for clothing, my love 
of creativity, my love of going 
to see the shows. And people 
could say, “What about these 
things that men have done 
with the word of Christ that 
were bad and, let’s say, over-
institutionalized?” And I’m 
saying: That’s not going to 
stop my love for Christ. I’m 
going to keep on expressing 
what God has done for my life.

So this is an election 
year, and I’m curious how 
your faith plays into your 
thoughts on politics. To  
go back to when you put  
on the MAGA hat, how  
do you see that moment 
from where we are now, 
sitting on this plane, in 
January of 2020?
Both my parents were 
freedom fighters, and they 
used to drink from fountains 
they were told they couldn’t 
drink from, and they used to 
sit in restaurants where they 
were told they couldn’t eat 
from. They didn’t fight for me 
to be told by white people 
which white person I can vote 
on. [laughs]
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Yeah?
“George Bush doesn’t care 
about black people” is a victim 
statement. This white person 

didn’t do something for us. That 
is stemmed in victim mentality. 
Every day I have to look in the 
mirror like I’m Robert De Niro 
and tell myself, “You are not a 
slave.” As outspoken as I am, 
and the position that I am in,  
I need to tell myself. 

A lot of the reaction to you 
wearing the hat was “How 
could the guy who gave us 
the gift of ÔGeorge Bush 
doesn’t care about black 
people’ now do this?” 
Black people are controlled  
by emotions through the media. 
The media puts musicians, 
artists, celebrities, actors in  
a position to be the face of  
the race, that really don’t have 
any power and really are  
just working for white people. 
When it’s said like that, 
it’s kind of obvious, right? 
We emotionally connect to 
someone of our color on TV  
and feel that this person is 
speaking for us. So let me 
say this: I am the founder of 
a $4 billion organization, one 
of the most Google-searched 
brands on the planet, and I will 
not be told who I’m gonna vote 
on because of my color. 

Now, if that speaks to you, 
cool. But I’m speaking for myself.

What was at odds to me 
about you wearing the hat is 
that “Make America Great 
Again” is about looking 
back. Whereas, to me, you 
are a perpetual forward 
thinker.
I buy real estate. It’s better 
now than when Obama was in 
office. They don’t teach you in 
school about buying property. 
They teach you how to become 
somebody’s property. 

For the election ahead, 
do you plan to speak 
more about it, or are your 
interests elsewhere?
No, I’m definitely voting this 
time. And we know who I’m 
voting on. And I’m not going to 
be told by the people around 
me and the people that have 

their agenda that my career 
is going to be over. Because 
guess what: I’m still here! 
Jesus Is King was No. 1! I was 
told my career would end if 
I wasn’t with her. What kind 
of campaign is that, anyway? 
That’s like if Obama’s campaign 
was “I’m with black.” What’s 
the point of being a celebrity 
if you can’t have an opinion? 
Everybody make their own 
opinion! You know?

But there is an expectation 
that when you have a voice 
as powerful as yours, you 
can’t just express yourself 
for yourself. You have to 
think of other people.
Well, it’s good that we found 
out about all of those awards 
shows that partially led me 
to alcoholism. Whistle been 
blown, you know? Imagine  
My Beautiful Dark Twisted 

Fantasy and Watch the Throne 

[being eligible] the same  
year and neither of them being 
nominated for Album of the 
Year. Imagine doing The Life  

of Pablo and driving down the 
road and never hearing none of 
those songs on the radio and 
your wife and your daughter are 
in the car.

Well, especially when it 
comes to Dark Fantasy,  
the record has been 
corrected. It’s one of the 

What do you make of how 
that moment reverberated? 
Did it have the effect that 
you intended?
I didn’t intend for anything 
except to speak my mind and 
express how I felt. I have no 
intention other than to be free, 
and I don’t intend to be free—I 
just simply am.

What is the responsibility 
of celebrities who are able 
to move culture? There is 
this idea that you have to be 
accountable to people other 
than just yourself.
Yeah, usually you’re accountable 
to people that are in control 
of your check. And you’re 
accountable for whatever  
they deem you to be the face 
of—for the people that they  
are controlling through  
you. So that’s what celebrity 
in America truly means. 
Celebrities are scared! 
Celebrities don’t have the  
real voice. But I don’t want 
to diss the organization of 
celebrities. I don’t want to be 
sending shots at celebrities, 
because I am one. I know a lot 
of celebrities.

I don’t think that was a 
shot at people who are 
celebrities. I think that was 
an analysis of the way the 
system works. 
What do you want me to say? 
This is America. One in  
three African Americans  
are enslaved, and we go  
more crazy if, you know, 
someone scores a touchdown. 
Modern-day mass incarceration 
is right in front of us, and if  
I even use the word slavery,  
I’m treated like I’m a white 
person talking about slavery.  
I remember when I became  
a billionaire I was told not to  
say out loud that I was a 
billionaire. What?

How did that go?
What? What is the point of 
being a billionaire if you can’t 
even say it out loud? We’re not 
completely free yet.

The one thing that seemed 
at odds with—
Oh, I got one for you. (continued on page 96)

most lauded albums ever. 
Nobody remembers  
whether you did or did not 
win a Grammy.
But when Rolling Stones 

[sic] wrote it, they said you’ve 
probably already forgot about 
Jesus Is King. Meanwhile, 
“Selah” is my daughter’s 
favorite song. So Chicago  
ain’t forgot about it, Rolling 

Stones. This is the only album 
that has this level of production 
that can be played throughout 
the house like music was  
when we grew up. Yeah, we  
had spirituals about Christ  
that kept us alive on the slave 
fields. Then we got opportunity 
to make money by making  
R&B, rock ’n’ roll, which 
removed the name Jesus from 
the songs. It made it about 
falling in and out of love. Then 
the next frontier was to really 
make the song about how  
I’m going to kill somebody.  
Or how I’m going to be with 
somebody else’s wife. I almost 
fell into that trap.

So in a way, the sound of the 
music you’re making has 
evolved and modernized, 
but you’re putting the 
content back to where it 
began in American music: 
back into the church, back 
into faith.
Yeah, the church, where it’s 
spiritual.

INTERVIEW THREE:

THE LAMBORGHINI IN LOS ANGELES  
January 30, 2020 

It’s disorienting, to say the least, to suddenly be in L.A. 

In Wyoming it was winter. Yet somehow I find myself 

riding through Beverly Hills with West at the wheel on 

a balmy January evening. My clothes are still covered 

in ranch dust. My suitcase is back in a Cody hotel room.  

I do not have a fresh pair of socks or a toothbrush. 

Our first stop is Kid Cudi’s birthday party. West parks 

the car across the front of Cudi’s driveway. When Cudi 

sees West walk in, he is overjoyed. There are a couple 

of bartenders setting up and a catering crew preparing 

food. Guests arrive, including Timothée Chalamet, Shia 

LaBeouf, and Travis Scott. Kanye shows LaBeouf an 

image on his phone of an Ugg-like women’s boot that he’s 

developing for Yeezy; Shia reacts 



coat $2,730 
Maison Margiela

shirt $4,240 
OAMC

his own pants 
Key Work Wear

his own shoes 
Yeezy
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        Just before the  
                   world went sideways,  

 BRETT MARTIN
                 wrapped up a journey that would  
              be impossible today: visiting 23 cities and  
          93 restaurants, in search of the most exhilarating  
                      new  places to eat. What he discovered  
           was a glorious representation of the “anything goes”  
                       spirit of American dining prior to the crisis.  
                 When we can all gather again, these are the first 
                               16 places to book a table.



So I can really only consider the Private 

Hoagie Omakase Room as an abstraction, 

a set of words. (Would Po’boy Prix Fixe or 

Grand Bu≠et du Grinder have the same 

power? I think not.) In the draft of this story 

that was already wending itself through the 

publishing process when COVID-19 tilted the 

world on its axis, I put it this way: “They are 

words to send you immediately to a future 

in which cultural historians might look back 

and see…what, exactly? Postcapitalist dec-

adence? Joyful sybarites? Witty masters of 

multicultural pastiche? Straight-up suckers? 

Would they marvel at our exuberance and 

creativity, or be convinced we had all lost our 

damned minds?”

As it happens, the future has arrived, ahead 

of schedule. And the answer, as I had already 

guessed, is: all of the above. 

That is the world of which 

I still, despite everything, want 

to give you a snapshot.

F O R  T H I S  Y E A R ’ S  project, 

I visited 23 cities and ate at 93 

restaurants. Perhaps those sim-

ple facts provoke a twinge—the 

way that seeing people shake 

hands in movies or on TV 

shows so quickly started caus-

ing an involuntary recoil. They 

do in me. Throughout my time 

on the road, the coming crisis thrummed 

like a distant bass line. By the last leg—

Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia—it was 

becoming more common to see airplane 

seatmates wipe down their area before sit-

ting. My companion for one of my last meals 

got up nervously from the table more times 

than anyone would need to pee; each time 

he returned, my next few bites would be per-

fumed with a trace of hand sanitizer. I got 

back to New Orleans in early March, relieved 

to be home, and composed my list and essay 

soon after. 

This is all to say, I write you now from the 

Distant Past. It’s a time when five hours ago, 

every five hours ago, feels like a distant past. 

As I type, every one of those 93 restaurants 

I visited is either closed, limited to takeout 

and delivery, or, it seems clear, 

will soon be one or the other. 

Nobody knows how long that 

will last or what lies on the 

other side. At this moment, 

America e≠ectively has no 

restaurants—an incredible 

and heartbreaking fact. 

Why, then, press on with 

this list? Because the art, not 

only of cooking, but of restau-

ranting, which is the creation 

of social spaces, is worthy of 

celebration, even, or perhaps 

especially, at this moment. Because I hope 

doing so can, like writing about dance, or 

theater, or live music, bring joy to those 

who can’t experience it firsthand. Because 

the American Food Revolution in its full 

flower—for all its silliness and pretension, all 

its obnoxious trends, its opportunistic hawk-

ers, its stubborn inequities, its unresolved 

prejudices, its disappointments and inani-

ties—has been an extraordinary moment in 

which to live and eat and drink. And because 

the women and men who fed and challenged 

and soothed us throughout it—the bartend-

ers and servers and designers and line cooks 

and barbacks and architects and dishwashers 

and floor managers and, yes, also the chefs—

deserve to be recognized for their herculean 

e≠orts and kaleidoscopic creativity, even if 

their work is on hiatus, or fundamentally 

altered, or gone forever

My God, just look at what didn’t make my 

final list of 16 restaurants. 

I wish you could try the weird and wonder-

ful endive salad at Paju, in Seattle, each leaf 

Opening pages:  
In Austin, a whole 

vibrant world hides 
behind a strip mall 

facade at DipDipDip 
Tatsu-Ya, a thrilling 
shabu-shabu spot 
where meats and 
other treats are 

cooked at the table  
in pots of hot broth. 

Photographs by  

Drew Anthony Smith

hen I think of the last days of the  
old ways, the months last winter that 

I traveled the country in an attempt  
to see America through the lens  
of its new restaurants and name the  
best of them, four words stick in  

my mind. They linger at the edge  
of my consciousness, float to the 
fore at unexpected moments,  
whispering like a distant melody 
or a koan—or an elegy. The words  

are these: Private Hoagie Omakase Room. Such a room 
actually exists, or at least existed. It is officially the Hoagie  
Room, in Philadelphia’s justly acclaimed Pizzeria Beddia.  
I myself did not dine in the Private Hoagie Omakase Room,  
not having the requisite five to seven friends on hand in  
the City of Brotherly Love prepared to pay $75 each, before 
tax, tip, or beverage (beyond a welcome cocktail), for a 
“two-hour private pizza and hoagie Omakase experience.” 
I did see the door, an anonymous blond-wood portal 
disguised to look like an office or an employee dressing 
room. I asked for a peek within but was told that was 
impossible. Seems the Esquire food critic was in there. 
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cradling walnuts, burrata, and an emulsified, 
jelly-like smoked vinaigrette, like a delirious 
’70s canapé. I want you to tuck into classic 
Texas brisket alongside loamy green-curry 
boudin at Houston’s Blood Bros. BBQ, started 
by Chinese American brothers and the city’s 
first Vietnamese pitmaster. I wish for you 
the marrow bones at Comedor, in Austin, 
stacked like campfire wood. And the tempeh 
sandwich at Fermenter in Portland, Oregon. 
And bubbling-hot cheese and spicy sausage 
provola at Gianna, a celebra-
tion of Creole Italian, in New 
Orleans. And maafe, a West 
African stew, at YumVillage, 
in Detroit, and nearby, the 
duck doner kebab at Magnet, 
where the dudes with their 
beards and their open kitchen 
of wood fires and gears and 
wheels arrange themselves 
in a tableau that looks like 
the Diego Rivera murals 
of automotive production a 

spread on warm sourdough in a sunlit perch 
at Bungalow by Middle Brow, in Chicago, or 
while sipping natural wine at Verjus, with the 
Transamerica Pyramid looming outside like a 

giant sitcom set to show you’re 
in San Francisco. I would 
insist that you visit Thalia, in 
New Orleans’s Lower Garden 
District, because many people 
talk about opening an a≠ord-
able, accessible “neighborhood 
restaurant,” but chefs Kristen 
Essig and Michael Stoltzfus 
actually did the thing; that 
you line up at Balkan Treat 
Box, in St. Louis, for Bosnian 
ćevapi on steaming pita-like 

At Maison Yaki,  
in Prospect Heights, 

Brooklyn, French 
flavors meet Japanese 

grilling technique  
in creations like  
duck à l’orange 

skewers and beef- 
tongue sandos. 

Photograph by  

Kareem Black

AUBURN | Los Angeles

Create your own tasting menu 

in an extraordinary dining room  

on Melrose.

BY TAE | Seattle

A tiny counter for set menus of 

hand rolls and more.

DIPDIPDIP TATSU-YA | Austin

Space-age Texas shabu-shabu.

ERNESTO’S | New York City

A bit of Basque Country on the 

Lower East Side.

GADO GADO | Portland, OR

A psychedelic Indonesian-Chinese 

canteen.

HANUMANH | Washington, D.C.

Revelatory Laotian libations 

and bites in Shaw.

INDO | St. Louis

The best kind of “fusion,” created  

by a Midwestern prodigy.

THE JERK SHACK | San Antonio

The finest Caribbean fare in the 

Lone Star State—maybe anywhere.  

LASER WOLF | Philadelphia

Michael Solomonov’s latest 

is a raucous Israeli grill house. 

LEILA | Detroit

Immaculate Lebanese dishes 

from the son of a legendary 

restaurant family.

MAISON YAKI | Brooklyn

Classical French collides 

with Japanese yakitori in Prospect 

Heights.

NARI | San Francisco

Challenging, comforting, and thrilling 

Thai from Pim Techamuanvivit.  

PASJOLI | Santa Monica

Modernist technique meets Escoffier; 

pleasure ensues.

RUPEE BAR | Seattle

Vest-pocket Ballard home for elegant 

South Asian cocktails and bar food.

SAINT-GERMAIN | New Orleans

Scruffy, exuberant tasting menus 

by NOLA dining vets.

TUÉTANO TAQUERIA | San Ysidro, CA

Quesabirria tacos and more, 

just across the border from Tijuana.

America’s  
Best New 

Restaurants 
2020



somun bread; that you settle in for lunch at 
Scratch Farm Kitchen, in Lafayette, Louisiana, 
a small-town diner for the third decade of the 
21st century.

I could go on and on. (“S’mores” at Cold Beer, 
in Atlanta! Fish collars at Automatic Seafood 
and Oysters, in Birmingham! Fried chicken 
at Fixins Soul Kitchen, in Sacramento, and at 
Minnie Bell’s Soul Movement, in Emeryville, 
California, and at KinFolk on Johns Island, 
South Carolina…) It hurts to stop. We’ve lived 
in an age of absurd dining bounty, a gastro-
nomic multiverse of scenes, styles, influences, 
and aesthetics. In the era of Trump, we’ve 
watched the dining world transform itself into 
one of the most progressive cor-
ners of our culture, even when 
it struggled to achieve the ideal-
ism of its rhetoric. Long before 
it was all put in jeopardy, I was 
already capable of getting teary 
at that upswelling of human 
creative energy in every corner 
of the land. 

How lucky were we? Friends, 
we had a Private Hoagie 
Omakase Room. 

Here are my Best New 
Restaurants in America for 
2020. I present them knowing 
it is likely that in the unknown 

future doing so may seem 
awkward at best. I also know 
it is likely that one or more 
will not survive the coming 
weeks and months. Out of an 
abundance of hope, to bor-
row a phrase, I am neverthe-
less holding on to the present 
tense. They are wonderful. 
I hope you get to see and taste 
for yourself. 

I T  M A Y  B E  hard to remem-
ber, but in the days before 
social distancing became public health pol-

icy, restaurants were already 
fighting against the siren 
call of Seamless and Uber 
Eats, much the way movie-
makers have had to contend 
with Netflix and Hulu. One 
answer for both industries? 
Blockbusters. 

I can assure you, for 
instance, that Grubhub 
has no way to deliver what 
DipDipDip Tatsu-Ya has 
to o≠er. This is the latest in 
a mini empire of Japanese-
Texan mash-ups in Austin 
that also includes the izakaya 

Kemuri Tatsu-Ya, a GQ Best 
New Restaurant in 2017. It 
was clear then that Tatsu 
Aikawa and his team had a 
gift for immersive restaurant 
stagecraft, but little could pre-
pare one for what lies behind 
the bland strip mall facade 
of DipDipDip. Rows of mod-
ular polished-wood cubicles 
stretch out the length of the 
space, beneath filigreed rect-
angular light fixtures, like a 
space-age typing pool, or a 

Matrix version of the New York Public Library 
reading room. The Dips in question here refer 
to shabu-shabu, the do-it-yourself meal in 
which you swish meat and other raw ingre-
dients through a pot of hot broth. Each seat 
is outfitted like a tiny shabu-o∞ce, compact 
and ingenious as a Japanese toilet, complete 
with an induction burner, shelves for various 
ingredients, an hourglass egg timer, and more 
accoutrements. These aid in the preparation 
of pink and alabaster ribbons of Texas Wagyu 
and Kurobuta pork, “pot pocket” dumplings 
with delicate skin stretched around a core of 
mushroom and cheese, and chicken meat-
balls dispensed directly into your broth by a 
wandering meatball person wielding some-
thing resembling a bamboo caulk gun. 

Below: Cocktails  
at Nari, in  

San Francisco’s 
Japantown, are  

named after female 
characters of ancient 

Thai and Indian 
literature, while dishes 

like a fragrant 
eggplant curry explode 

any preconceptions 
about what Thai food 

can be. 

Photographs by  

Aubrey Trinnaman

Opposite: The 
Indonesian-Chinese  
menu at Portland’s 

Gado Gado includes 
Singapore chili  

crab and, for brunch, 
nasi lemak—a 

Malaysian specialty 
with coconut rice, 
curry, anchovies,  

and pickles. 

Photograph by  

Amanda Ringstad
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Up and down the rows, everybody is 
very busy, watching their egg timers and 
poking their pots. The quarters are a little 
cramped. You may burn a finger or two, or 
lose a chicken meatball to the floor. Servers 
wander the rows with iPads, checking on 
your progress with serious expressions. 
It’s not quite relaxing, but it is very fun and 
strangely satisfying, suggesting that diners, 
like Montessori kids, are rarely as happy as 
when they’ve been given a job to do. 

In a way, the long ubiquitous small-plates-
for-sharing genre has had a similar e≠ect, 
making of us all nervous assistant inventory 

managers, in charge of calculating budget, 
stomach, and table space. The recent national 
penchant for skewers of various origins—
Middle Eastern, Thai, Japanese—presents 
this administrative work at its most granu-
lar. Among the more delightful manifesta-
tions of the trend can be found at Brooklyn’s 
Maison Yaki, the second restaurant from 
Greg Baxtrom, who also owns Olmsted, across 
the street. As suggested by the name, Maison 
Yaki marries Japanese charcoal-skewer grill-
ing with classic French flavors. So you get a 
kind of lobster meatball, suggestive of both a 
French quenelle and Japanese tsukune, served 

-

o≠spring. It’s an underground Brooklyn cell 
of French classicists.

Riding the skewer craze in a di≠erent 
direction is the raucously fun Laser Wolf, 
in Philadelphia. Fashioning itself an “Israeli 
grill,” Laser Wolf is the latest restaurant 
from Michael Solomonov, who has come to 
dominate his city’s dining scene in the dozen 
years since opening Zahav. Solomonov’s 
hummus, which launched a thousand inde-
terminately “Mediterranean” restaurants, 
is here, smooth as ever but nearly lost amid 
the array of dips, pickles, and other salatim 
that arrive automatically when you order. 
All that remains is to pick proteins or veg-
etables to go on the grill: pleasantly spongy 
Romanian beef kebab; trim, triangular lamb 
chops; ruby-bellied strips of tuna. There 
does not appear to be a wrong choice. This 
isn’t the “sharing” of anxiously dividing up 
appetizers. It’s arms crisscrossing the table 
as everyone reaches for food, forks stabbing 
bits from friends’ plates, a ballet of dishes 
being passed back and forth as conversation 
flows. It is what I picture when I dream of 
returning to restaurants.

“IS FINE DINING DEAD?”  inquired a com-
panion early in my travels. It seemed an odd 
moment to ask, given that we were sitting in 
a brand-new French restaurant in Atlanta, 
with marble surfaces, crisply dressed serv-
ers, and steak Diane cooked tableside. But 
I knew where she was coming from. Of 

course fine dining is dead, goes the common 
wisdom. Chefs don’t want to cook it! Diners 
don’t want to eat it! The future belongs to 
places like The Jerk Shack, in San Antonio! 
That’s where Lattoia Nicola Massey, who also 
goes by the name Nicola Blaque, applies her 
Culinary Institute of America degree to an 
“artisan Caribbean” restaurant that evokes 
an island jerk stand, with its walk-up win-
dow flanked by picnic tables. Massey’s jerk 
chicken, served chopped and by the pound, 
is exquisite, perhaps lighter on the Scotch 
bonnet pepper than more blazing versions 
but redolent of garlic, allspice, green onion, 
and thyme. So are the spice-route flavors of 
shrimp and pigeon peas in a sa≠ron-colored 
curry, or the beefy joy of oxtails braised in 
tomato and herbs until just yielding enough 
to o≠er a bit of pull as you work meat o≠ bone.

The showstopper at 
Dave Beran’s Santa 

Monica bistro, Pasjoli, 
is duck à la presse—

bathed in a jus of 
Bordeaux, cognac, 

and drippings.

Photograph by  

Hana Mendel
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Chula Vista, carries out from the kitchen—
from longaniza quesadillas on homemade 
flour tortillas as pu≠y and layered as Indian 
paratha to quesabirria tacos, a style that 
has lately dominated taco-land, from L.A. 
to Queens. They consist of a homemade 
corn tortilla, griddled with a layer of crispy 
cheese, filled with birria, a reddish beef stew, 
and served with a cup of savory broth. As for 
the marrow, it arrives as an add-on to any 
dish, encased in a shaggy cylindrical bone 
and alongside a pointed wooden dowel with 
which one gets digging. The goal is to release 
the contents in a single slithering, flavor-am-
plifying sluice, like prying a whelk from its 
shell. It’s a deeply satisfying task that is not 
to be knocked until tried.

Or if you want to move up the ladder of for-
mality, the future lies in two little vest-pocket 
restaurants that are 2,700 miles apart but 
unmistakably twinned in my mind for their 
small, tight, soulful menus and genre-bending 
cocktails. At Rupee Bar, in Seattle’s Ballard 
neighborhood, you can sip a Last Night in 
Negombo—a vegetal concoction of turmeric, 
coconut, and gin topped with a stripe of  
black pepper—while 
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Leila, in downtown 
Detroit, was brought 
to life by the scion  

of a famous Lebanese 
restaurant family. 
Samy Eid named  
the place for his 

mother and built a 
menu inspired by her 

Sunday feasts. 

Photographs by  

Jarod Lew

(continued on page 94)

At the raucously fun 
Laser World,  

in Philadelphia, the 
sharing of plates  

is a ballet of dishes 
being passed 

back and forth as 
conversation flows. 
It is what I picture 

when I dream  
of returning  

to restaurants.



NO ACTOR HAS  

CONJURED THE ID OF THE 

MODERN AMERICAN  

MALE QUITE LIKE THIS 

HIGHBROW BRIT WHO HAD 

EXPECTED TO SPEND  

HIS LIFE IN THE THEATER. 

INSTEAD, DAMIAN  

LEWIS HAS BECOME  

A STALWART OF  

PREMIUM TELEVISION, 

BLURRING THE LINE 

BETWEEN PROTAGONIST  

AND ANTAGONIST— 

AND EMERGING  

AS ONE OF THE MOST 

THRILLING ACTORS OF  

HIS GENERATION.

BY CHRIS HEATH

PHOTOGRAPHS BY 
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Damian Lewis sits in the winter sun at a café near his 

North London home, trying to shut out the incessant 

blare of a nearby car alarm—“It’s annoying, isn’t it?” he 

exclaims, as though the pent-up politeness of denying 

this has finally become too much—while he considers 

how to answer questions about how he came to be the 

kind of person who has to answer questions like these.

By some combination of happenstance and aptitude, 

Damian Lewis has become best known for playing mem-

orably imposing American characters on premium-cable 

TV shows. Most recently he has been the toxic finan-

cier Bobby Axelrod on the hedge-fund drama Billions 

(at press time, still slated to return in May despite the 

upheaval caused by the coronavirus); nearly a decade ago 

he was Nicholas Brody, the Marine returning from eight 

years as an al-Qaida prisoner, on Homeland; a decade 

before that he portrayed Major Richard Winters, the 

central character on Tom Hanks and Steven Spielberg’s 

celebrated World War II drama Band of Brothers.

The most obvious irony here—that these men who, 

in their very di≠erent ways, seem so fundamentally and 

viscerally American are played by a man as quintessen-

tially British as Lewis is—has been much remarked upon, 

though in some ways it’s amusing how startled we con-

tinue to be each time we discover that an actor is good at 

acting. But there are other reasons, Lewis acknowledges, 

why his story is an unlikely one. Although he did set his 

sights on becoming an actor from a fairly young age, his 

plan wasn’t to become the kind of actor he is.

“I had no desire to be in film or TV,” he says. “I didn’t 

really go to movies, didn’t really know what they were, 

wasn’t really excited by them. I never really watched TV. 

We weren’t really allowed to watch much TV as kids. We 

were a family that went to the theater—very middle-class.”

Lewis was educated at Eton and came to believe that 

“becoming an actor” meant something quite specific. 

He’d expected to act in the theater—and for most of his 

20s that was what he did, until life carried him o≠ in 

this new direction; as we talk about it, he sometimes 

seems as though he’s still processing a mysterious but 

happy accident. In fact, in conversation it can often feel 

as though two di≠erent Damian Lewises—the one he was 

raised to be, and the one he became—still coexist within 

him: At one moment he’ll be pithily summarizing the 

show Billions as “assholes being assholes,” the next he’ll 

show by flying back to New York every second week: “I 

land at seven o’clock on a Sunday night, go straight to 

my apartment, straight to bed, and get up at 4:30 in the 

morning, and then film solidly until 11 p.m. on Friday 

night, those whole five days, and jump on a plane to go 

home. It’s exhausting.”

Lewis nonetheless evidently relishes the opportunity 

Billions has provided him. Bobby Axelrod is a dark char-

acter, one who is charmingly and charismatically played 

by Lewis, but given Axelrod’s ever growing catalog of 

awful acts, even Lewis is ba±ed by how successfully the 

charm and charisma sometimes prevails—so that, for 

instance, people will come up to him and complain that 

the character is no longer the good guy that he used to 

be. “Really?” Lewis says, acting out his reply to them, or 

at least the one in his head. “Have you watched the show? 

I’m despicable!” Likewise are the weird collateral compli-

ments he has faced from people in the hedge-fund world: 

“Women coming up to me, ‘You know you’re modeled 

on my husband, Michael,’ or whatever it is. And I think, 

‘Well, do you visit him often in prison?’ ”

He mentions that while week by week there’s plenty 

to enjoy in playing assholes being assholes—“obviously 

there is something therapeutic about it, releasing that 

asshole in yourself in a safe environment, repeatedly”—

there is a cumulative toll. “Over a period of time, I find 

Bobby Axelrod sits heavily on me,” he says. “By the end 

of each six months, I have had enough of it.”

Away from the show, he rebalances with his family 

and pursues movie roles that have typically been chosen, 

at least in part, as a kind of antidote. Soon he’ll appear 

as an unshowy Welsh accountant in the charming feel-

good racing drama Dream Horse, and recently, in Run 

This Town, he took on an even less likely challenge: play-

ing Toronto’s populist train wreck of a mayor, the late 

Rob Ford, someone whose resemblance to Lewis may 

not seem instantly obvious. “It’s quite rare,” Lewis con-

cedes, “for an actor to be asked to go from my shape to 

250 pounds.” The required physical transformation was 

achieved through prosthetics rather than sustained over-

eating. “Look, I mean, I think I’ve taken a risk,” Lewis 

says. “I’m aware of the risk. No question. I mean, people 

might just laugh and say, ‘No, I don’t get it.’ ”

That didn’t happen the last time Lewis played a real 

person. When I ask about it, 
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he acts out to me Quentin Tarantino’s call inviting him 

to join Once Upon a Time…in Hollywood: “ ‘Look, I’m 

doing this movie…Steve McQueen’s in it, man…and I’ve 

just always thought, man, that you’d be a great Steve 

McQueen…and will you come and do my movie?’ ”

But when Lewis showed up, he felt that there was a 

problem. It was the hair. Tarantino wanted the wig to be 

modeled on the Steve McQueen of 1971’s Le Mans. Lewis 

had imagined the closer-cropped look that McQueen 

sported in 1968’s Bullitt. When he put on the wig, Lewis 

immediately had misgivings. “I just felt a bit like, basi-

cally, if Jon Bon Jovi was playing Robert Redford who 

was trying to play Steve McQueen—that’s sort of who 

I looked like. And it didn’t feel quite Steve McQueen 

enough. Because at least one of those people isn’t very 

cool,” Lewis says. “It was too straight-flowing, and it just 

looked a bit sort of ’80s soft rock.”

By the time he filmed the moment poolside at the 

Playboy Mansion that appears in the movie, the wig 

had been adjusted. Now it was “a bit sort of curlier and 

unkempt and matted,” and Lewis was happier. “People 

said, ‘You look like McQueen,’ ” he reflects. “So there you 

go. That’s what we wanted.”

AS WITH ANY ACTOR,  over the years Lewis’s public 

celebrity has gone through the inevitable cycles. But 

throughout it all, he has inspired an unusually com-

mitted fan ecosystem. His semio∞cial fan-run website 

has a constantly updated collection of news stories 

about him, featuring a nearly 14-year archive of over 

600 pages—more than 3,000 stories in all. And while 

that site—which, Lewis observes, is run by “a lovely, 

smart woman who is a professor of game theory at Duke 

University”—has a generally sober and respectful tone, 

there are other o≠shoots of online appreciation that are 

a little more breathless.

Consider, for instance, a word coined and included 

on the spuriously authoritative Urban Dictionary.  

The word in question is, um, Damiangasm. Two defini-

tions are provided. The first manages to equivocate just a  

little: “The feeling of euphoric happiness or sexual  

pleasure that occurs when a Damian Lewis fan sees  

him do or hears him say something very sexy.” The  

second doesn’t: “When you’re jilling o≠ to Damian 

Lewis and have the best orgasm you ever had in your 

entire life.”

“I mean, this is all very odd, isn’t it?” says Lewis when 

I mention this word to him. I know he’s aware of the 

word itself because he once tweeted about it, but in what 

may be both a failure of courage and a rare burst of good 

sense, I flinch from reading aloud the definitions to him. 

Other awkwardnesses are available. There is a question 

that principally exists to torture and torment British  

actors of a certain age and bearing—the one about  

playing James Bond. Damian Lewis has been fending 

it o≠ for many years. Before he leaves, it seems almost 

rude not to keep him in practice, so I ask him how he 

deals with it.

“To be honest, it’s subsided,” he reflects. “And I 

don’t want to play James Bond anymore. If someone 

had asked me 10 years ago, that might have been a 

di≠erent matter. But I don’t have that sort of ambition 

now. I don’t want to go traveling o≠ around the world 

for eight months of the year and play one character 

for the next 10 years. And I think I’d be the oldest new 

James Bond cast, maybe after Roger Moore. Or maybe 

even older than Roger Moore. So, you know, I don’t 

think it’s a problem. I don’t think it’s something I have 

to think about.”

He does concede, however, when pressed, that the 

possibility did used to be on his radar.

“Well, I think it was quite exciting five years ago, 

maybe, when there was a bit of press and suddenly I 

was—along with, I think, one other actor—the ‘favorite’ 

to be James Bond,” he says. “But that’s not going to hap-

pen. That’s gone. That’s gone, without regret.”

Lewis rises to leave. As he does so, the waiter reap-

pears, brandishing his phone. Lewis chats with him 

amiably, peppering him with questions. He estab-

lishes that the waiter is Kurdish and empathizes with 

the Kurds’ geopolitical dilemma. The waiter asks for a 

selfie. Lewis accedes but says that he wants to take it, 

explaining—just one further unacknowledged talent—

that he is particularly suited to such tasks. 

“I’ve got unusually long arms,” he says.

Lewis stretches, takes the photo, job completed.  

The waiter asks if he will take one more. 

chris heath is a gq correspondent.
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BY JOSHUA       
                  HAMMER



                   NEW ZEALAND’S  
           WHITE ISLAND IS 
                      OTHERWORLDLY,  
 AN 800-ACRE FANTASYLAND  
        THAT HAS BECKONED     
                HOLLYWOOD FILMMAKERS  
      AND EVERYDAY SELFIE- 
            SEEKERS ALIKE.

            IT IS ALSO AN 
      ACTIVE VOLCANO,  
                    A ROILING  
            CATASTROPHE  
               WAITING TO  
         HAPPEN.

           THIS IS THE STORY OF THE 
                  DAY WHEN THE WORST-CASE 
    SCENARIO BECAME REAL—AND 
                        OF THE RACE TO SAVE THOSE  
                WHO FACED THE BLAST. 
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the aft deck of the Phoenix, a 60-foot catamaran, Geo≠ Hopkins 

put an arm around his daughter and stared with apprehension and 

excitement at the craggy rock that loomed out of the sea directly 

ahead of them. White Island was just the way he remembered it: 

exotic, imposing, alien. They were 30 miles o≠ the coast of New 

Zealand but felt farther—as if they’d motored into an otherworldly 

realm. Wisps of steam and toxic gases wafted into the noonday sky. 

Skipper Paul Kingi killed the engines and slipped an anchor 

beneath the waves, bringing the boat to rest a hundred yards 

o≠shore. From here the tourists who’d paid for a half-day excursion 

to the volcano would be ferried on an inflatable dinghy. But first a few 

precautions: Tour guides began distributing hard hats and gas masks. 

White Island was a volcano, after all. As Hopkins stepped onto solid 

ground, he caught the whi≠ of sulfur dioxide and he sensed the faint 

rumble of vibrations from deep within the earth. 

An a≠able evangelical pastor, Hopkins had been living with his fam-

ily a few hours away, in the city of Hamilton, for the past five years. 

He’d made the trip to White Island once before, 24 years earlier, during 

a backpacking excursion, and had never gotten the experience out of 

his mind. This time his daughter, Lillani, 22, had surprised him with 

tickets for the tour. They were celebrating his 50th birthday.

The pair scampered up a dusty path, trailing a young woman 

from the tour company, who led the group for half a mile across a 

gently rising plain of volcanic rock. Along the way, they stopped to 

snap photos of the strange features of the place: pu∞ng gas vents 

in the ground, a stream that flowed with scalding water, pillars of 

yellow sulfur, and lava rocks embedded with glittering crystals and 

black volcanic glass. The guide warned them not to stray from the 

trail—one false step, she said, could send a person plunging through 

soft ground into scorching water. Then she pointed to a shipping 

container designated as a shelter of last resort in the event that the 

volcano erupted. Hopkins wondered whether any new precautions 

had been put into practice since he last visited. The tour guide was 

unaware of any, Hopkins said, but told the group not to worry. She 

explained that scientists monitored White Island around the clock.

After 45 minutes of hiking, they arrived at a promontory 60 feet 

above a strange bright-green lake—its cartoon color owing to a toxic 

cocktail of sulfur, algae, and bacteria. The landscape made for stun-

ning photos, and the water hissed at the edges, where hot gases rose 

to the sky in a dense haze. Up to this point, Hopkins and his fellow 

tourists had been merely lugging their gas masks—now they wiggled 

them on, fitting the rubber over their noses and mouths, breathing 

deeply to find clean air. They took pictures of the lake and of them-

selves, looking like explorers of distant worlds, outfitted for danger. 

But that December day was gorgeous and serene. Whatever peril the 

place might have posed wasn’t obvious. Not to them. 

Eventually they followed a path that led to the sea. That’s where, 

around 1:30 in the afternoon, Hopkins noticed a second catamaran 

o≠shore: A new group had arrived for the afternoon tour. He and 

Lillani were ferried back to the Phoenix, where he took out his iPhone 

and snapped a parting picture. Enlarging the image, he could make out 

a line of people—indistinct black specks—gathered high on the crest, 

along the edge of the lake. “Hey, you can see the other group up there,” 

said Kingi, the skipper. The time stamp on the image read 2:07 p.m.

Four minutes later, Hopkins heard shouts from fellow passengers 

gathered on the starboard side of the Phoenix. He rushed over from the 

aft deck to see an enormous black-white-and-gray cloud billowing over 

the crater. Suddenly the plume turned sideways as if headed straight 

for the boat. Passengers screamed and ducked beneath their seats. In 

an instant, the 47 people still on the island were enveloped in a boiling 

cloud of gas and debris. Kingi cranked the wheel, aiming the bow back 

toward the volcano, and he punched the throttle. They had to help. 

THE ERUPTION OF  White Island on December 9 was a shock but not 

a surprise. The volcano had been stirring with intention for thou-

sands of years. It’s been easy for visitors to downplay the dangers. 

Or misjudge them altogether. When Captain James Cook sailed by 

the island in 1769, he gave the rocky crater the name White Island 

because he mistook the pu≠s of volcanic steam for cloud formations. 

The indigenous Maori, on the other hand, gave it a more apt moniker. 

They called the place Te Puia O Whakaari, “the dramatic volcano,” 

and believed that spirits had summoned the gift of fire from deep 

beneath the island, granting it to their ancestors.

Imposing as White Island seems from the surface of the water—ris-

ing more than a thousand feet out of the ocean—the rocky monolith 

is merely the cap of an enormous mountain that’s more than twice 

as tall beneath the waves. In 1914, after locals began mining sulfur on 

the island, an eruption buried 10 miners in a landslide that spared 

only the company’s cat. Since then the volcano has been spewing 

periodic blasts of steam, gas, lava, and ash—keeping volcanologists 

in a continuous state of alert.

All that geothermal agitation hasn’t stopped White Island from 

becoming one of New Zealand’s biggest tourist magnets. After the 

sulfur company that owned the island shut down, the place was pur-

chased by a family from Auckland, the Buttles, who looked around 

the temperamental moonscape and glimpsed opportunity. They’d sell 

visitors on the chance to tour a live volcano. In 1990 that business 

idea really took o≠ when a couple, Peter and Jenny Tait, bought exclu-

sive marine landing rights from the Buttles and established White 

Island Tours in the town of Whakatane, now considered the gateway 

to the island. The Taits secured a fleet of high-speed boats, opened 

a beachfront hotel called White Island Rendezvous, and began pro-

moting the volcano as a world-unique attraction. 

In a nation that practically invented high-risk adventure travel—

from bungee jumping o≠ cli≠s to hiking across crevasse-ridden gla-

ciers—New Zealanders weren’t ones to look askance at this sort of 

tour. Other volcanoes around the world had opened to tourists, but 

few were as accessible as White Island, where visitors are practically 

deposited at the crater. In other words, exploring the oozing, steam-

ing netherworld doesn’t require an arduous climb up a mountain—

it’s as easy as stepping in and out of a boat. 

The island is also a visual jaw-dropper—a fact not lost on the thou-

sands of tourists who’ve come, in recent years, with social media in 

mind. They post pics of themselves in hard hats and gas masks, posed 

beside brilliant yellow sulfur pillars, or near steaming vents in the 

ground, or in front of the green “acid” lake. Those crowds of visitors 

followed in the footsteps of Hollywood directors who shot scenes for 

 WHITE ISLAND,  
             THE VOLCANOLOGISTS     
    ARGUED, CONSTITUTED  
            WHAT WAS PERHAPS THE 
                      MOST VOLATILE 800-ACRE 
                PLAYGROUND ON EARTH. 
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movies like The Chronicles of Narnia: The Voyage of the Dawn Treader 

and Mulan on the steam-shrouded island. Most famously, White Island 

was used by director Peter Jackson for his Lord of the Rings trilogy. 

Cruise lines signed on to facilitate more visitors. By 2017, when the 

Taits sold White Island Tours to a holding company operated by the 

local Maori tribe, the volcano was pulling in 17,000 visitors a year.

Of course, some experts regarded the whole enterprise as a disas-

ter waiting to happen. White Island, the volcanologists argued, con-

stituted what was perhaps the most volatile 800-acre playground 

on earth. If the volcano ever exploded, it would likely do so without 

warning, sending molten rock and superheated steam in every direc-

tion. Anybody who happened to be visiting the crater would almost 

certainly die. Boosters downplayed the risk, arguing that the chances 

of such a calamity were small. Plus, wasn’t the danger a factor in 

visiting the island, anyway? Weren’t at least some tourists after the 

adrenaline rush that comes from confronting nature at its wildest 

and rawest? Wasn’t that what New Zealand was all about?

N O B O D Y  W A S  K E E P I N G  closer tabs on White Island than Nico 

Fournier. One of the world’s most seasoned volcano watchers, the 

French-born Fournier had learned early in his career that to study 

volcanoes is to prepare for disaster. He was 

stationed part-time on the lush Caribbean 

island of Montserrat in 2007 when the 

Soufrière Hills volcano erupted, blanketing 

the region in lava and ash. Two years later he 

organized the evacuation of villages during 

a spate of renewed activity. 

Now, as the lead volcanologist at GNS 

Science, New Zealand’s main geological insti-

tute—which manages GeoNet, a monitoring 

program for volcanoes and other potential geological disasters—

Fournier is tasked with keeping track of White Island’s rumblings. 

To do so, his sta≠ maintain a battery of sensors in the crater, as well 

as solar-powered cameras, gas detectors, and a Global Positioning 

System that measures ground deformations. They also conduct 

flyovers with drones and manned aircraft, and they visit the island 

often to take samples and measurements. Day and night, they’re try-

ing to understand what the volcano could be up to—what it could be 

preparing to do. 

In April 2016 they watched as the water level in the gaseous lake 

dropped suddenly. Then, for 90 minutes that evening, the volcano 

spewed green ash across the crater. Had the same blast occurred 

during the daytime, the results could have been catastrophic. 

GeoNet experts noted in a report that they had found “hundreds of 

ballistics per square meter”—lava and rocks thrown out by the vol-

cano—“around the tourist track at Whakaari.” In late September of 

that year, a smaller explosion happened, also at night. Fournier says 

those eruptions were “eye-openers” that underscored the unpre-

dictability of White Island. This prompted serious discussion in 

the scientific community about whether tourists should be allowed 

on the island at all. The big risk, in Fournier’s view, was that tour 

groups on White Island were permitted to get dangerously close 

to the vents that would be the source of any eruption. “Those who 

died at Mount St. Helens were kilometers away,” Fournier said, ref-

erencing the notorious Washington State eruption that killed 57 

people in 1980. “At White Island, even a minor eruption could have 

devastating consequences.”

For three years the volcano sat mostly silent. Fear subsided until 

last June—six months before December’s big blast—when White 

Island began giving o≠ new signs of agitation. Suddenly, GeoNet 

detected 1,900 tons of sulfur dioxide pouring from vents in the 

surface called fumaroles—three times the normal daily discharge. 

O∞cials had never seen anything like it. 

The data suggested the possibility that magma was rising to the 

surface, superheating groundwater and mixing steam with sulfur 

dioxide, carbon dioxide, and other toxic gases. In a worst-case sce-

nario, those gases, long kept under pressure, would expand and force 

their way explosively through the vents. “It’s the same thing that 

happens when you shake a Champagne bottle and open the cork,” 

Fournier explained. He and his team adjusted their four-level public 

warning scale, escalating the threat from Level 1 to Level 2—from 

“minor volcanic unrest” to “heightened volcanic unrest.” As always, 

they announced the elevated risk by inundating local media and con-

tacting White Island Tours and the several helicopter-tour agencies 

that visit the volcano. 

Yet it was impossible for anybody to know exactly what might hap-

pen, or when. Or if anything notable would occur at all. Alerts of this 

kind had been issued before, and no explosions followed. For the Maori 

trust, which had recently taken over a lucrative tour business, the clues 

that something might be happening underground seemed insu∞cient 

to cancel the trips. The science was inexact. Who could be sure? Before 

long the emissions subsided and the threat level dropped. 

Four months later, on November 18, magma beneath White 

Island’s crater appeared to be on the move again. “We saw an increase 

in tremors, indicating that we’ve got things 

From top: Hayden 

Marshall-Inman,  

a veteran guide who  

was leading a tour  

of White Island when 

the volcano erupted; 

the terrifying blast, 

as glimpsed by 

visitors who’d left 

moments before  

the explosion; the 

desolate landscape, 

thick with ash, in  

the aftermath of  

the disaster.   
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A decade after 

bottoming out and 

cleaning up,  

JASON ISBELL has 

become the last of  

his kind: a guitar-

playing, compulsively 

honest, relentlessly 

consistent songwriter. 

Oh, and he slays on 

Twitter too. Zach Baron 

goes to Isbell’s family 

home near Franklin, 

Tennessee, and finds 

there’s no question 

the four-time Grammy 

winner won’t answer. 





while back, Jason Isbell was in Muscle Shoals, Alabama, 

getting ready to receive the key to the city. In 1979 he’d 

had the mixed fortune of being born just across the river, 

in Green Hill, and he grew up in the area, sitting in with 

the town’s legendary session musicians in the restaurants 

that were the only places that served alcohol in an oth-

erwise dry county. “When I was 15 or 16, it was awesome, 

because they couldn’t kick me out,” Isbell said. “I would 

stay there all night. Not so good when you’re 19 or 20.” 

We were in a restaurant in Nashville, not far from 

where Isbell now lives, as he told this story, and at the 

table he acted out what happened next. The mayor of 

Muscle Shoals approached with the key. “I asked the 

mayor, ‘Does this open up the jail cells?’ Because there 

was a time when I really needed to open up some of the 

jail cells. And he nervously laughed. He’s a sweet dude. 

But you know, I’ve been to jail in that city a few times.”

By now, Isbell’s been telling outlaw stories for nearly 

as long as he was an outlaw. On his right arm, he has 

tattooed seven notches, for seven years of sobriety; 

he marked his eighth in February. “I’m gonna get one 

more,” he said, looking down at his forearm. Drinking 

almost killed him; then it became his great subject. 

“That turned into my sword,” he said. Before, he told 

me, “I had a bunch of tools and nothing to build. I’m 

really glad I have something to build now.” 

Since getting kicked out of his prior band, the 

Southern-rock outfit the Drive-By Truckers, and then 

getting clean in 2012, he’s made some of the most 

shattering and redemptive music about sobering 

up—and then marrying the woman who helped you 

into rehab—that anyone has ever made, starting with 

Southeastern, which came out in 2013, and continuing 

through Reunions, which he plans to release this May. 

He’s a traditionalist by training and inclination, and an 

open book by nature, and his music—some Southern 

rock, some country, a hint of good old confessional 

punk rock—reflects that. “I want somebody to get just 

as fired up about the content of the songs as they do 

about, you know, Neutral Milk Hotel,” Isbell said. “But 

also I want it to remind them of the radio when they 

were kids.” Dave Cobb, Isbell’s longtime producer, told 

me: “He really treats it as if he was writing the last 

letter he ever wrote.” His concerts have become places 

of communion, where drunks and former drunks cheer 

at the sobriety lines and new couples wait anxiously for 

the songs about Isbell’s own marriage, songs he often 

performs with his wife, the fiddler and songwriter 

Amanda Shires, who is a member of his band when she’s 

not o≠ touring with her own. 

He’s talked about those two pivotal years—the bottom, 

rehab, marriage, Southeastern—many times and will do 

so many times again. On tour he relives them every night. 

It would be human, you would think, to want to move on, 

to talk and write about something else. But Isbell isn’t 

done with that time just yet. “I need to remember those 

couple of years,” he said. “If I ever get to a point where 

I feel like I don’t need that anymore, then maybe I’ll be 

ready to move past it. But my whole life changed. And 

almost exclusively for the better. Most people never get 

those two years in their whole lives.”

O N E  D A Y  I N  February, when snow was still on the 

ground, I visited Isbell at the home he shares with 

Shires and their daughter near Franklin, Tennessee, 

outside Nashville. He moved to the city eight years ago, 

because Shires was there and everything in his Alabama 

past was not. They’ve moved a few times since and now 

live out in the country, past some horse farms, on a 

generous property with a stately white house and a barn 

that the previous owner had been using to gut deer and 

store his boat. “We don’t have a boat, we don’t kill deer, 

and so we were like, ‘We need to make something out 

of this,’ ” Isbell said. They converted the barn into a 

rehearsal space, a gear warehouse, and a painting stu-

dio for Shires, with stained-glass windows from an old 

Isbell stage set and gold mirror balls hanging from the 

ceiling. “So basically it looks like a German rock club 

inside,” he said wryly as he showed me around.

The sides of his head were shaved, the rest of his hair 

medium-long and swept back. He has the broad shoul-

ders and careful bearing of a man who grew up taking 

up just slightly more space than he’d wanted to. The sun 

had just set, the barn was more dark than light, and he 

poured himself a co≠ee as we sat down to talk. Isbell 

is unnervingly candid—want to ask about his drinking, 

or what he talks about in therapy, or his marriage? Ask 

away. There are no guardrails. Or maybe his honesty is 

itself the guardrails. “I remember in rehab they would 

say, ‘Keep your head and your ass in the same place,’ ” he 

said. “And I spent a lot of time thinking, What exactly 

does that mean? And it comes back to—a friend of mine 

and I laugh about the similarities between the teach-

ings of Ram Dass and the coaching of Nick Saban of the 

Alabama Crimson Tide. We may be the only two people 

on earth who are in a position to evaluate both of those. 

And it’s always about the process. You’re playing the 

game; you’re not playing an opponent. You’re doing the 

work in order to do the work.”

Lately, he said, the work was simply returning to real-

ity after doing what he’d needed to do to make another 

album. He’d finished Reunions maybe a month ago, 

was still driving around listening to it in his car. Shires 

had been on the road, so he’d been looking after their 

daughter, Mercy Rose. He’d been running errands and 

going to therapy, trying to get his life, and his mind, 

back in balance. “The last time in the studio was really 

hard,” he said, “because I was very, very focused on what 

I was doing and also I was feeling pressure and not 

admitting to myself that I was feeling that pressure, 

because I thought that admitting to myself that I was 

feeling the pressure would 
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take away part of my advantage against it. And that took 

a while to figure out.”

Why do you think you were feeling pressure? 

“Well, I made three good records in a row.” 

Isbell has actually made six solo records, beginning 

in 2007, but these three would be Southeastern, 2015’s 

Something More Than Free, and 2017’s The Nashville 

Sound, each of which sold north of 140,000 copies; the 

latter two also won him four Grammys, a fact that Isbell 

is straightforwardly proud of. All three are deeply roman-

tic, often very sad, and just as often mordantly funny 

(In my sleep, I build machines / Nobody ever wants to 

hear about my dreams). “Before, for a long time, he got 

in his own way,” Patterson Hood, Isbell’s old bandmate 

in the Drive-By Truckers, said. “And there was so much 

greatness there that even with him getting in his own 

way, it was still getting out. But once he removed that 

part from the equation, you ended up with, you know, 

Southeastern.” David Crosby, who sings on Reunions, 

told me about Isbell: “He’s a very good musician. He’s a 

fine guitar player. But the thing that separates the men 

from the boys for me is content. It’s the words. It’s what 

he’s actually talking about. He’s talking about love in 

ways that I admire.”

Isbell’s last three records have built him one of the 

broadest and most devoted fan bases in modern music: 

emotional hipster kids, hard-bitten Nashville guitar 

players, brainy suburban moms. On Twitter, there is 

a running joke among sportswriters—not usually the 

most persuadable group—that Isbell has replaced Bruce 

Springsteen in their very limited pantheon. “Nobody had 

gone after them before,” Isbell said, grinning, when I 

asked if he’d noticed this. “Everybody thought—it’s like 

the line from [Leonard Cohen’s] ‘Famous Blue Raincoat.’ 

You know, I thought it was there for good so I never tried. 

You thought nobody could win over the cold heart of 

sportswriters of America, but you were wrong.”

Those records brought him a measure of fame and 

some fortune: Unlike the majority of his peers, Isbell 

owns his own record label, which means he also owns 

his own masters. No one gets paid before he does. 

Isbell recorded Reunions at RCA Studio A in Nashville, 

shelling out for the sessions himself. “When I sell 

59,000 copies of that record, I’ve recouped, and that 

means that I start getting paid,” he said. Some of the 

money from the record sales goes to his distributor; 

Isbell gets about $4 or $5 a copy. He wasn’t particu-

larly worried about hitting 59,000: “Last album, I did 

it in 10 days. This album, hopefully we can do it in a 

week.” On the royalty statements he gets, he sees both 

the label’s share and the artist’s share. “And those are 

not the same size. Not by a long shot. It’s way more for 

the label. Because that’s who owns the masters. The art-

ists, if all you are is an artist, you don’t own shit. You’re 

an employee. And I’ve been that before in my life, as a 

recording artist.”

I imagine at this point people have come to you with 

quite a few formal record-deal o≠ers.

“Yes. I went to one label, a big, historically proud, very 

fashionable, very cool record label. And me and Amanda 

and Traci [Thomas], my manager, sat down and asked 

them, ‘What can you guys do that we’ve not already been 

able to do?’ This was right after Southeastern. And they 

gave us a list of things that we had already done. So then 

they’re like, ‘Well, we understand. Thank you for coming 

in. Can we show you around the place?’ And there was 

an old executive there who had passed away, and they 

said, ‘His o∞ce is just like it was when he died. We didn’t 

change a single thing.’ So I go in there, they start show-

ing me the pictures on the walls, and they were wrong 

about who was in the pictures on the wall. I had to tell 

them who was in the pictures. I was like, No, that’s not 

the artist that you’re saying it is. That’s this other artist. 

Who was also a black woman from the 1960s, but not 

the same one you think it is. And that was the last time 

I went to one of those meetings.”

Being his own boss has provided Isbell a measure of 

freedom to speak his mind, which suits him. He has been, 

in his music and on Twitter, where he has a few hundred 

thousand devoted followers, public and blunt about his 

politics, which are not those that tend to dominate the 

state that he was born in or the one he lives in now or 

the particular musical traditions he comes out of. In a 

week, he said, he was o≠ to Alabama, to play a fund-

raiser for Doug Jones, the Democratic senator facing 

an enormously tough reelection battle there. They’ve 

become friendly; Isbell had done the same for Jones the 

first time he ran: “I’m in a room full of young Democrats 

in north Alabama to try to help this old man beat this 

other old man out of this fucking spot. It was strange 

and it was something I really enjoyed—you know, in New 

York there are a lot of people that are like you and a lot 

of people that are di≠erent from you on every block. But 

in Alabama you don’t see that too much. We had to look 

for each other growing up.”

Now, he said, he tries to pay the favor back to his 

younger self and all the other younger selves who 

helped that guy survive. “And some people get mad 

about it, but that’s their fault,” he said. “That’s their 

fault, you know? I’m trying to make art. Like, shut the 

fuck up, I’m trying to make art. I did not ask you to 

purchase this product.”

A few weeks later, we were speaking on the phone 

from our respective quarantines: Isbell had postponed 

some tour dates because of COVID-19 and was hunker-

ing down with his family in the meantime, writing new 

songs and continuing to pay his band and his crew for 
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as long as he could. He said he thought he’d still put 

Reunions out in May, though lately he’d been barraged 

by people asking for the record early. He wasn’t inclined 

to do that, he said, in part because there were no record 

stores currently open to sell it, and he didn’t want to 

be complicit in their downfall, and in part because he, 

like everyone else, was caught up in bigger problems. 

He was thinking about kids like the ones he’d grown up 

with, who were trapped in abusive homes or relation-

ships they couldn’t leave. He wondered how the quaran-

tine was making bad situations worse. What he wasn’t 

doing, he said, was listening to the people begging for 

Reunions to divert themselves from whatever else was 

going on. “Distraction is not much of a priority, in all 

honesty,” he told me. “I’m sorry people are bored, but 

that’s the least of my concerns.”

ONE DAY ISBELL  was in Nashville, wrapping up a photo 

shoot at the Ryman Auditorium, the former home of 

the Grand Ole Opry and a place that’s become some-

thing like his home theater. Over the past six or seven 

years, he’s played 27 shows here, all of them sold out, 

and in 2018 he released a concert album, Live From 

the Ryman. Sta≠ members greeted him as he walked 

around. We were headed to dinner, and on our way out, 

we walked through the pews, and he stopped to look 

at a glass case of important Ryman-a∞liated memora-

bilia by the door. “That’s the first black Stratocaster ever 

made,” he said, gesturing at one of two guitars behind 

the window. 

Isbell is specific about engines and cars and guitars in 

particular. He is wary about what success has brought 

him. “It’s easy for a lot of folks, and very tempting, to 

just say, ‘Hey, me and my people are taken care of. I’m 

fine.’ And that’s just the road to ruin, if you ask me. You 

lose your art that way.” But last year he did allow him-

self one extravagance, when a chance presented itself to 

buy one of the most famous guitars ever made: a 1959 

Les Paul formerly owned by Lynyrd Skynyrd’s Ed King. 

Isbell bought the guitar, known to the world as Redeye, 

from King’s widow. “It was a ridiculous purchase, and  

I had to play a bunch of weird birthday parties and shit 

to cover it, so nobody else was a≠ected by the ridicu-

lousness of my guitar purchase,” he said. “But I’m so 

happy that I did it, because, you know, I don’t go in 

there and polish the Grammys every day, but if I’m 

home and I have a minute, I take out the Redeye and 

play it. It sounds like I wanted my guitar to sound when 

I was 15 in Green Hill. ” 

In front of the glass memorabilia case at the Ryman 

still, he looked at the other guitar, a red Washburn acous-

tic. He walked closer, to see it better. “Oh, that’s mine,” he 

said, sounding genuinely surprised. It was his first guitar, 

purchased when he was 11 or 12. A ghost behind glass. 

This kind of sudden encounter with the past had been 

happening to Isbell more and more; it’s why he called the 

new record Reunions. 

“I didn’t notice it when I was writing it,” Isbell said. 

“And not really even when we were recording it, either. But 

when we were mixing it and I was listening back to mixes 

at the end, I thought, Man, almost every song has a ghost. 

Like, a literal ghost. And I start thinking, What is a ghost? 

Usually it’s not a stranger. In the ghost stories that actually 

mean something, it’s somebody that you’ve known in your 

past, so you are reuniting in a way with that person.”

Isbell’s BMW X1 was parked in the lot outside. A baby 

seat was strapped into the back. Now that he lived out in 

the countryside, he’d drive around just to write in the car, 

vocalize with the radio o≠, he said. Reunions was mostly 

composed this way, in the last four months or so of 2019. 

The first song he wrote for it, “Only Children,” was an 

homage to a dead friend, someone he’d lost a few years 

ago. “She was one of those people who was kind of like 

an oasis in one of those small Southern towns,” Isbell told 

me. But it’s also a song about what happens when “one 

person succeeds at something and one person doesn’t,” 

and about that moment before, when nobody is anybody 

yet, and you sit around and play music or talk at 2 a.m., 

blissfully unaware of the universe’s plans for you. It’s a 

sweet, sad song, unflinching in its details:

Heaven’s wasted on the dead

That’s what your momma said

And the hearse was idling in the parking lot

She said you thought the world of me

And you were glad to see

They finally let me be an astronaut

He kept writing after that, about childhood and 

divorce, about fatherhood and sobriety, about the wages 

and responsibilities of success, about the country itself: 

This used to be a ghost town, but even the ghost got out, 

Isbell sings on another song, “Overseas.”

What was happening in your life, for all these ghosts 

to appear? 

“Um, that’s a good question. Maybe it’s my age. 

Probably having a child. And so you start seeing people 

a little di≠erently. And then you start thinking more 

deeply about relationships from the past and maybe 

empathizing with those people a little more than you 

did in real time. And I mean, it could be argued that 

that’s what a visit from a ghost is. You actually learn-

ing to empathize with somebody a little more than you 

did when they were around. And a ghost is always, 

you know, trying to tell you something that you didn’t 

understand about them then.”

AT THE RESTAURANT  we clinked water glasses, and  

I asked if Isbell ever got tired of talking about his sobri-

ety, which he is inevitably asked to do in situations like 

this one. 

“Over and over and over,” Isbell said. “Yeah. But  

I don’t mind repeating it, either. You know? That’s prob-

ably the only thing I don’t mind talking about over and 

over. Because it reminds me. And it reminds other peo-

ple sometimes too. But reminding me is really import-

ant, because it’s easy to get complacent and think: I’ve 

got this.”

I’m sure a lot of people owe their sobriety to you, or at 

least associate it with you. 

“Yeah. Maybe they thought about it because of one 

of the songs, or because of an interview or something.”

Which is kind of an awesome responsibility.

“It’s great. It’s fucking great! It keeps me sober some-

times. There have definitely been times that I’ve felt if 

nobody knew or nobody cared that I relapsed, I might 

have a drink right now. Now, that hasn’t happened in 

years, but early on there were times when the fact that 

I’d been that open gave me somebody to feel account-

able to.” 
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Isbell once called the drunk version of himself “intol-

erable”—one of the milder ways he’s described his drink-

ing years. “He went through a number of years of not 

necessarily being his best self,” Hood told me. “And you 

know, a lot of people never come back from that. And the 

fact that he did and rose to the occasion and grew up to 

become the kind of person that he really had the poten-

tial of being and then some is super admirable to me.” 

I asked Isbell if, in all the talking about his past self, 

he’d found a way to begin forgiving the person he’d been.

“I mean, I’m coming around to forgiving that guy. But 

it’s pretty recent. Because I think for a lot of the first few 

years of my sobriety, I needed to hate his fucking guts. 

So I didn’t have any risk of turning back into him. But 

I think there’s a phase now that I’m moving into. My 

friends and my wife remind me sometimes: You know, 

you weren’t that bad, you weren’t all bad. You know? 

I loved you then. And…lately they’ve been saying that 

more, and that’s helpful to me.”

Maybe it’s safer to say it now than it was then. 

“Maybe they feel safe, yeah. And that itself is a compli-

ment to me. I’m just really grateful. I’m grateful that I was 

a drunk. I’m grateful that I know what all those things are 

like, what those feelings are like, how bad it can hurt, how 

great it can feel. I’m grateful that I have a story to tell.” 

One name that came up repeatedly in that story is 

Ryan Adams, the singer-songwriter-producer who, 

along with Shires and others, helped Isbell into rehab in 

2012. Isbell’s first show when he got out was opening for 

Adams. “Ryan was around a lot” back then, Isbell said. 

Last year, the New York Times reported that Adams 

engaged in “a pattern of manipulative behavior in which 

Adams dangled career opportunities while simultaneously 

pursuing female artists for sex.” (Adams denies the allega-

tions.) When the Times story broke, Isbell said on Twitter 

that he believed the women who had come forward to 

accuse Adams. At dinner he told me that the two of them 

were no longer in touch. “I was disappointed in myself 

for not realizing that those kinds of things were happen-

ing,” Isbell said. “And the situation with Ryan and with the 

Times story made me rethink my friendships with other 

men and how much we’re actually sharing with each other. 

And I think it really helped me redefine, you know, what 

kind of a friend I want to be to somebody.” 

“Sobriety is probably 

the only thing I  

don’t mind talking 

about over and 

over. Because it 

reminds me. And it 

reminds other people 

sometimes too.”

In what way?

“There were a lot of things that I thought about 

Ryan’s situation, foremost being that I felt sorry for the 

people who had had to deal with it, for the women who 

had had to deal with it. But one thing that I thought was 

I need to actually care more about what somebody is 

doing on a day-to-day basis, because, first of all, I don’t 

want to be close to somebody who is doing these kinds 

of things again. And also, if you’re gonna be somebody’s 

friend, you need to know ’em better. I wasn’t being a 

very good friend. You know? Whether he deserved a 

good friend or not, I should have known that those 

things were going on.”

He was working on paying better attention, he said, 

just in general. How much goes by when you’re not really 

looking at it? He was aware of living a kind of surreal life 

now, the kind that a sustained career in public brings.  

I mentioned to Isbell that nearly everywhere I’d gone in 

Nashville I’d heard songs from the soundtrack to A Star 

Is Born, the 2018 movie to which he contributed a song, 

“Maybe It’s Time,” which was performed in the film by 

Bradley Cooper. “And I’m glad I did,” he said, laughing, 

“because they sold way more copies of it than I would 

have.” The soundtrack did very well, and Isbell retained, 

as he always does, the publishing to his composition. 

“That was my last chance to get a platinum plaque, and 

I got one,” Isbell said. 

He admitted that he had taken some persuading, at 

the outset, to get involved. Cooper, the film’s director and 

star, had gone to Dave Cobb, Isbell’s producer, for help 

in pulling the soundtrack together, and Cobb had even-

tually come to him. “I said, ‘No, Dave. I don’t have time 

for that shit.’ And my wife said, ‘You’re an idiot.’ ” Isbell 

listened to his wife and wrote Cooper a song. Cooper 

called, said he loved it. Lady Gaga, the film’s other star, 

called, said she loved it. But Isbell, even then, had some 

doubt—what if Cooper butchered his song?

“What happened was, he sent me a voice memo, like a 

demo. And I was getting on a plane. And I was like, ‘Man, 

I’ll listen to this when I get o≠ the plane.’ But then I was 

thinking, This might be bad, and if this is bad, I don’t 

know if I want to tell Bradley Cooper, ‘You can’t sing my 

song. You suck.’ First of all, I don’t think he gives a shit 

what I think about it. But I was wrong.” 

The flight Isbell boarded was a cross-country one, and 

when he finally got o≠ the plane, he listened to the demo. 

“I texted him back. I was like: ‘This is good, Bradley. 

Thank you for sending that. I think it’s great.’ I didn’t 

know this, but he had been waiting on that response to 

go forward. I didn’t know he was sweating it out. But he 

gave a shit. He really cared about it. So that was more 

than I expected out of Hollywood, you know? Way more.”

Isbell laughed. “Turns out I was wrong. That’s gonna be 

the title of my memoir: Turns Out I Was Wrong.”

ISBELL OFFERED TO give me a ride to wherever I was 

going in Nashville, and so we got back in the car and 

drove past hordes of bachelorettes and the sound of 

cover-band blues leaking through porous club doors. 

He got to talking about the mailman turned singer John 

Prine, how Prine was discovered in some bar like the 

ones we were passing now, by Roger Ebert, an alco-

holic at the time, who walked out of a 1970 Chicago film 

screening in search of a drink and found Prine instead. 

The weird cosmic vectors, (continued on page 94)
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BEST NEW RESTAURANTS

making a meal of executive chef Elisabeth 
Kenyon’s Sri Lankan and Indian bar food: 
dusty, finger-singeing Kerala fried chicken; a 
deep-fried and unapologetically muttony mut-
ton roll; black cod in a vibrant turmeric curry 
that may be the best thing to happen to that 
silky fish since Nobu glazed it in miso. 

Meanwhile, across the country it’s another 
curry, this one spiked with lychee and chry-
santhemum and host to delicate chunks 
of white crab, that I dream of returning to 
at Hanumanh, in the Shaw neighborhood 
of Washington, D.C. I would have it with 
neung gai noi: half a Cornish hen, steamed 
in banana leaf and looking quite naked and 
slippery on its crimson bed of a sauce made 
from mouth-numbing prickly ash berries. 
Cartoon monkeys and rippling dragons 
look on from the walls at mother-and-son 
team Seng Luangrath and Boby Pradachith’s 
Laotian bar while cocktails like the som nahm 
nah—gin, aquavit, ginger, lemongrass honey, 
and enough Thai chile to rake the back of 
your throat—set the stage. This is a kind of 
reclaimed tiki, divorced from that aesthetic’s 
most colonial, parrot-headed associations. 

These places are small, ambitious, per-
sonal, casual: The Future. 

And yet, for all this, I can’t help but feel 
like the accepted narrative about fine dining’s 
demise has ignored some significant piece of 
reality. For one thing, somebody forgot to tell 
the prices. It is absurdly expensive, on almost 
every level of formality, to eat out in America 
today. For another, there’s still an awful lot of 
fanciness out there. At some point I begin to 
feel like a horror-movie heroine: If fine din-
ing’s so dead, what’s that gold-leaf, foie gras–
scented beast that keeps leaping out of the 
bathtub and lunging for my wallet?

Perhaps we’re all just caught up on one 
dining detail that has mostly quit the scene. 
I speak, of course, of the fabled White 
Tablecloth—stand-in for an entire set of 
Eurocentric conventions that once narrowly 
defined fine dining, and the most mythol-
ogized piece of laundry since the Shroud  
of Turin.

There are no white tablecloths at Ernesto’s, 
located so far on Manhattan’s Lower East Side 
that I’m surprised an enterprising real estate 
agent hasn’t tried rebranding the area as West 
Williamsburg. That doesn’t stop a stream of 
eaters from making the trek for dining that 
feels awfully fine. The aim here is to invoke the 
world of Basque Country, first through a bever-
age program that goes deep into the universe 
of sherry and vermouth (in part by necessity, 
since the restaurant had not yet acquired a 
full liquor license when I visited) and then 

in the brawny menu by Ryan Bartlow. There 
are classic entrées like bacalao a la Vizcaina 
and squid in its own ink sauce here, but the 
highlights are front-loaded, starting with 
a bell-shaped mound of freshly fried potato 
chips hung like a miniature Christmas tree 
with sheets of Ibérico ham. Both Bartlow and 
head bartender Sarah Morrissey did time at 
the James Beard Award–winning Frenchette, 
and the place has some of that restaurant’s 
bonhomie—a sense of being in exactly the 
right room in the right city, with the beauti-
ful company coming for the food and not the 
other way around. 

I saw no tablecloths at all in Los Angeles, 
which has risen as a—arguably the—national 
food destination at approximately the same 
pace that the “death of fine dining” narrative 
has accelerated. And yet improbably, almost 
perversely, my two favorite L.A. restau-
rants this year both serve highly technical 
Eurocentric food—west of Highland Avenue 
to boot! 

At Pasjoli, one’s eyes follow a sterling- 
silver duck press around the floor of the ele-
gant Belle Époque dining room the way they 
track fajitas moving through Chili’s. That 
gleaming appliance once did memorable ser-
vice for a course at Dialogue, chef Dave Beran’s 
hyper-intellectual tasting counter in a Santa 
Monica food court (and another 2017 GQ Best 
New Restaurant). Here, a mile or so away, 
it facilitates the whole theatrical megillah: 
a rare duck, breast removed tableside, then 
squeezed in the press to extract a teacup’s 
worth of concentrated blood and drippings 
that is then mixed with cognac and Bordeaux 
to create an unctuous jus. Beran’s project at 
Pasjoli is to turn the braininess of Dialogue 
to the task of honoring classical French cook-
ing. Faced with California’s foie gras ban, he 
creates a facsimile with chicken livers and 
Madeira, embedding a perfect circle of it in a 

Texas toast–size slice of brioche and shower-
ing it with tru±es. There are entrées here the 
size of 10 courses at Beran’s other restaurant, 
like a fat pork chop that looks like a cartoon 
Popsicle, with its short handle of bone. For 
dessert, rice pudding, a tribute to Chez L’Ami 
Jean, in Paris, and a clear sign you’re here to 
think just enough, but mostly to enjoy.

By contrast, I sighed inwardly as I stepped 
into Auburn, in West Hollywood, which greets 
you in the foyer all hushed and austere, draped 
in taupes and whites and beige, a symphony in 
sand. The last place I wanted to eat that night 
was a monastery. 

The frost melts in the dining room, though, 
beneath the radiance of heating lamps that 
are the first tell that you are, in fact, partially 
outside. Large cuts in the wood ceiling let in 
the night air while an acacia tree stretches 
to the sky through a hole in the center, as 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 69CONTINUED FROM PAGE 92
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the random luck, the drinks drunk and 
renounced, behind success. Isbell said he and 
Prine, who lives in town as well, had become 
friends. Isbell was over there for some party 
recently with his daughter, he said, and she 
started singing Prine’s “Clocks and Spoons.” 
Prine heard her and came around the corner 
harmonizing. She got bug-eyed, realizing that 
Uncle John was the guy who sang that song. 
“Most people don’t get to do that, or see that,” 
Isbell said. 

He was always trying to really stop and 
appreciate these moments as they happened, 
he said, to practice gratitude, to acknowledge 
the great distance his life had traveled, one 
deliberate moment at a time. In interviews, 
he said to me, “people always ask, Is there 

anything you want to add? And there never 
is, because that’s dumb. ‘Oh, I just want you 
to know my record’s coming out so-and-so.’ 
But people in our situation, they just aren’t 
as grateful as they could be sometimes. And 
I know that sounds like recovery talk. But it’s 
just really a good rule of thumb. I don’t mean if 
you have, like, depression or anxiety, or people 
aren’t playing you on the radio because you 
have a vagina. I mean if you’re, like, a white 
dude that makes songs and sings and sells 
albums and that’s your only job in the world, 
you should be pretty fucking grateful for it.”

Sobriety had helped him pay attention, he 
said, and to appreciate his circumstances, 
whatever they might be. But even when he 
was a kid, when he only dreamed of being a 
songwriter, what he dreamed of in particular 
were the details, those little grace notes that 
made songs into art and life into something 
worth living. “I feel like the whole process  
of growing as a human, as a man, as an adult, 
as a husband or a father, a musician or an 
artist, all those things come back to aware-
ness. And you know, how many di≠erent per-
spectives can I be aware of and how many 
di≠erent stories can I really pay attention to? 
And how many things can I notice? Just as 
simply as that. Just let’s see what all we can 
notice today.” 

zach baron is gq’s senior sta≠ writer.
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BEST NEW RESTAURANTS CONTINUED

though you’re in a yurt. If this is a monastery, 
you start to get the feeling, it’s some kind of 
pagan one. 

There’s a similar vein of Midsommar 

savagery hidden beneath the smooth mini-
malist surface of Eric Bost’s food. Is there a 
more goth-sounding dish than black cod in 
a “sauce of its bones”? That was one of nine 
savory dishes and three desserts arranged 
in a grid on the menu when I visited. The 
notion is that you create your own “tasting 
menu” out of four, six, or eight of the courses, 
which seems like a long way to approximate a  
regular menu. For all Bost’s creativity in 
dishes like smoky roasted persimmons atop 
a creamy pillow of milk curd, I’d be sorely 
tempted to order four portions of Époisses 
cheese, spooned at the table over sunchokes 
and seeds and exuding the funk of an imagi-
nary Melrose Avenue barnyard.

And if fine dining is dead, what to make of 
the refinement that fairly radiates through-
out the dining room of Nari, attached to San 
Francisco’s Hotel Kabuki? Filled with live 
plants and dotted with round booths like 
lily pads, the place almost feels like dining 
beneath the surface of a lake. But in truth 
there’s no setting in which the simultane-
ously comforting and challenging food of 
Pim Techamuanvivit and her chef de cuisine, 
Meghan Clark, wouldn’t feel special. Pork 
jowl and squid, a texturally complementary 
pair that always reminds me of an “Unlikely 
Friends of the Animal Kingdom” YouTube 
video, is a punch of sour heat in a shimmery 
chiaroscuro glaze; pork ribs sit under a buzzy 
layer of aromatics and fermented shrimp 
paste. There’s a calibrated thrum of spiciness 
throughout, neither dull nor overwhelming. 
It’s food that, if you’re doing it right, leaves 
your lips tingling and your fingers too messy 
to reach for your phone. Nari’s crowning 
achievement is the eggplant curry called 
gaeng bumbai aubergine, a masterpiece of tex-
ture and flavor. The starring vegetable is fried 
in tapioca flour, giving it the crackle of a salt-
baked sweet potato before you break through 
to a belly that’s alternately sticky and custardy, 
bringing new notes of sweet and heat, fat and 
funk, to each bite. It’s the most thrilling dish 
I ate all year. And I’m allergic to eggplant.

That dish came rushing back to me unbid-
den at Indo in St. Louis, while dipping a 
shard of sesame rice cracker into chef Nick 
Bognar’s take on laarb. A large quenelle of 
lamb tartare pushed to the side of the plate, 
it was crimson with chili oil and fairly pulsat-
ing with the pops and crackles of pine nuts, 
fried shallots, and herbs—a dish of disparate 
parts with almost electric intensity when 
they all came together. Bognar, who is 28, 
clearly has a gift for flavor, as well as preco-
cious restraint cultivated as executive chef 
of a high-end sushi restaurant owned by his 
mother—even if Indo, which ranges widely 
in Southeast Asian and Japanese flavors, 
may be meant as a release valve for his more 
creative impulses. Hamachi crudo reads like 
an autobiography: lush, expertly cut slices 
of yellowtail turned into something wild by 
a dab of yuzu kosho—made with lime peel 
paste and fermented Thai chile—and candied 
garlic. As a solo diner that night, I couldn’t 
exactly complain that I was unable to try the 

section of the menu devoted to sharing, but 
the fact that I could overhear servers warn-
ing couples against ordering those dishes if 
they were also getting appetizers suggests 
a conceptual flaw. Couldn’t they just…be 
smaller? Surely there’s a size between small 
plates and large format. Sometimes it’s hard 
to remember. 

It will not be the white tablecloth we 
seek when we emerge from our homes and 
repopulate the dining ecosystem, whatever it  
ends up looking like. But we will have a  
backlog of birthdays, anniversaries, first 
dates, engagements, and more to celebrate. 
For those, we will still want the thing for 
which that tablecloth was only ever a white 
cotton straw man: a sense of occasion. For 
that, mankind has not yet invented a better 
technology than the restaurant. 

“Fine dining can’t go anywhere,” North 
Carolina chef Ashley Christensen once told 
me. “What about Valentine’s Day?”

T H E  M O ST  P R O M I N E N T  S I G N  and signifier 
of high-end dining these past 10 years has 
been the tasting menu. Nearly every city in 
America has by now boasted at least one 
place you can drop $250 or more per person 
to submit to a chef ’s succession of immacu-
lately tweezered tastes—the modern incarna-
tion of the generic “Continental” restaurant 
Calvin Trillin once dubbed La Maison de la 
Casa House. On the other hand, the rise of the 
sub-$100 tasting menu is one of the happier 
developments of recent years—allowing chefs 
all the agency and freedom of expression of 
the tasting menu while also liberating them 
from the ruthless economy of luxury and 
invention for invention’s sake that a higher 
price point demands.

After weeks of navigating reservation apps 
and websites, I fairly leapt out of my hotel bed 
to avail myself of the delightfully analog sys-
tem for getting a seat at Seattle’s By Tae: At 
8:30 a.m., when I got to the clipboard and pen 
hanging from a nail near Sun Hong’s counter, 
all but two of the eight seats for the 11:30 a.m. 
service were gone. When Hong first opened 
his stall in an upscale mixed-use Capitol Hill 
complex, in late 2018, he worked alone and 
served only hand rolls, part of a nationwide 
rearguard action against the dominance of 
super-high-end “bromakase” sushi. The sta≠ 
has since doubled (Hong’s wife, Erin, now 
helps), the price has soared to about $35, 
depending on the day, and the meal includes 
introductory dishes that threaten to steal the 
show: a steaming cup of broth made from 
three blended misos, in which O-shaped 
fish cakes bob like swollen Froot Loops; 
a soigné version of the Korean egg custard 
gyeranjjim—at least, as soigné as it can be 
served in a plastic take-out container. “For 
best results, don’t wait, eat quickly,” reads a 
note on the blackboard behind the counter, 
though the length of lunch depends mightily 
on whether anybody asks Hong a question 
about, say, Hon Hamachi, a trademarked 
strain of farmed yellowtail, which may lead 
to a lecture on fish anatomy, a disquisition 
on the Japanese killing method known as 
ikejime, a metaphysical exploration of why 
we need labels for things anyway, and so on. 

He may still be muttering in his surfer drawl 
a few courses later: Modern food-speak, he 
says, “is like when you play airplane to get a 
kid to open his mouth. It’s all just adult air-
plane.” This is about the only thing I dislike 
about By Tae: There’s nothing worse than a 
chef who can write a better line than I can. 

There are pitfalls to the tasting-menu for-
mat at any level. If its rise allowed chefs more 
creativity at the front end of dinner (by grant-
ing autonomy and the ability to plan exactly 
how much food to buy and when), not enough 
has been said about what may be lost later, 
in the improvisatory energy a kitchen takes 
on as it reckons with sudden demands, new 
specials, VIP requests, dietary restrictions, 
hiccups in service, late-night rushes. I can’t 
tell you precisely what that energy tastes like, 
but I know how a dining room can feel when 
the open kitchen has about as much chance 
of getting into the weeds as a Roundup fac-
tory—the glazed-eyed servers giving the same 
spiel you’ve heard a few tables over, the expe-
diter stifling a yawn as they check another X 
on their grid.

None of these seem to have a≠ected the 
enthusiasm that is the dominant mode at 
Saint-Germain, which opened in a former 
pizzeria on St. Claude Avenue in New Orleans 
in late 2018. The trio of owners—co-chefs 
Trey Smith and Blake Aguillard and G.M. 
Drew Delaughter—are friends who gutted 

and rebuilt the structure themselves. They 
kept the old neon pizzeria sign and opened 
with little to announce themselves beyond 
the new name in mailbox-sticker letters on 
the front door. 

That’s not precisely true: If you were within 
a two-block radius, you could probably hear 
Smith chattering excitedly in his Texas accent: 
about fermentation, lacto-fermentation, 
whole-animal butchery, urban gardens, the 
Parisian restaurants, like Septime, that he and 
his partners took as inspiration. If that sounds 
like a laundry list of hipster food trends, Saint-
Germain has rounded into something more 
idiosyncratic and surprising, less talky and 
more uniquely delicious. The five-course 
dinners cost in the neighborhood of $60 and 
are served in a small, spare front room. (The 
remainder of the restaurant is a natural- 
wine bar with a limited food menu I wish 
was bigger.) On the regular weeks when  
the kitchen emphasizes vegetable-forward 
dishes, you might get aged celery root grilled 
and burnished with amino acids and Steen’s 
Cane Syrup, or a roasted poblano pepper, 
splayed like a filleted fish and amplified with 
a barbecue-like sauce of smoked whey and 
sun-dried tomatoes. For all the influences such 
dishes wear on their sleeves, Saint-Germain, 
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so enthusiastically that he goes running 

out onto the patio by the pool. Meanwhile, 

Chalamet shows West a reference image 

of the Prada fit he’ll soon be wearing to  

the Academy Awards and says that West 

inspired him. We eat delicious miniature 

salmon fillets on disposable cocktail plates 

and shoot the shit until Kanye says, “You 

ready?” We Irish goodbye using a back 

hallway. When we emerge from the house, 

the Lamborghini has somehow been turned 

around and is now facing the way out, back 

down the hill. 

Our next stop is Kanye’s o∞ce in 

Calabasas. He pulls the Lamborghini up to 

the curb in front of the door. It’s a Thursday 

night at around 8:30 or 9:00, and inside, 10 or 

15 employees are still working at computers. 

11 p.m., West says, “Welp, you might as well 

come check out the crib.” 

When we exit the o∞ce building, I stop in my 

tracks. I could swear that the Lamborghini 

is once again facing the opposite direction. 

Am I tripping, I say, or was the car facing 

the other direction? “They turned it around,” 

West says, and climbs in the driver’s seat. 

Only then do I realize that we have not  

been alone since we landed at the airport 

five hours ago: Two additional Lamborghini 

Uruses are following us. They are painted 

matte black.

What follows are selections from the con-

versation we had over the course of the eve-

ning while driving around L.A., culminating 

with West giving me a midnight tour of the 

Hidden Hills home that he shares with Kim 

Kardashian West and their four children. 

Inside the living room, I compliment a white 

Anish Kapoor fiberglass sculpture, essentially 

West shows me a small plate holding what 

look like real rocks until he picks one of them 

up and squeezes it. It’s a prototype for the 

lotion bottles that will go in the bathrooms 

of the domes. 

We then head up to the second floor and  

do a two-hour fitting with West’s head 

designers, who retrieve a sta≠ member from 

downstairs to serve as a fit model and begin 

dressing her in various sample garments 

made of undyed muslin: an anorak that 

looks somehow both Inuit and stormtrooper, 

leggings with channels of padding that look 

almost topographical. 

At West’s direction, every piece gets 

reworked, bunched up into odd new shapes 

and pinned in place while the designers take 

notes for the sample makers. A massage ther-

apist arrives wearing a pair of Yeezy Wave 

Runners and a Rolex Daytona; West gets the 

treatment sitting up so he can continue to 

conduct the fitting. Clearly in his element, 

West o≠ers utterances like “I like the lan-

guage here,” “I like what this is saying,” and 

“I like the feeling of this” even as he constantly 

makes adjustments. Eventually he explains to 

me that the collection that he’s developing is 

“couture servicewear.” “I’m not designing for 

the heads of household,” West continues. “This 

is for the people really putting in work.” He 

pauses. “Let us not be mistaken for luxury.” 

As we’re walking out of the o∞ce at around  
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with its earnestness and homemade charm, 

feels like it could be nowhere else in the world 

than this gentrifying but still scru≠y piece of 

the Crescent City. 

That sense of place has become an increas-

ingly precious thing in a world in which a 

thousand Brooklyns have bloomed and 

styles and trends zoom across the country in 

a flash. It’s not always literal or linear: I don’t 

know exactly why, for instance, Thomas and 

Mariah Pisha-Du±y’s Indonesian-Chinese 

restaurant, Gado Gado, feels so quintes-

sentially of Portland, Oregon. Maybe it’s the 

blithe, hippie-like confidence in its audience, 

the sense that the crowd will embrace any-

thing done by anyone, as long as it’s done 

well. There are riotous brunch dishes like 

a bowl of creamed corn and Parmesan you 

might declare cloying until you find yourself 

mopping up the last bits in the dish with roti. 

Or nasi lemak, the Malaysian breakfast set of 

rice, beef rendang, and pickles, served here in 

a candy-pink cafeteria tray. The entire thing 

feels carnivalesque but guided by smart 

in tradition. There are fingerling makanek 

sausages of lamb and pine nuts, drizzled 

with pomegranate molasses; shish kebab 

slathered in Aleppo pepper; bowls of smoky 

baba ghanoush and hummus; Phoenicia’s 

famous baby back ribs, brined in vinegar and 

dusted with Lebanese spices—all of this to be 

devoured with piping disks of pita from the 

kitchen’s ever churning domed oven. 

Also on the menu is an item called lamb 

Bolognese, a Sunday-dinner invention of 

Leila herself as a sop, and lesson, to her 

kids, who were clamoring for “normal” 

American food. The joke, of course, is that 

there’s been nothing more “American” these 

past few years than what the Eid family has 

been producing for ages. To eat Leila’s food 

is to sense what all the Middle Eastern and 

Mediterranean and live-fire restaurants of 

recent years are chasing—comfort, com-

munity, generosity, restoration. And a sense 

of humor: Only one tune plays in Leila’s 

bathroom, a nonstop loop of Derek and the 

Dominos’ “Layla.” It’s a way to make sure you 

leave humming the name, carrying the place 

with you. 

But then, you probably already were any-

way, just as the melodies of all these meals, 

and dozens more, have stayed with me 

through the disorienting weeks since I first 

had the privilege of hearing them. They have 

haunted but also sustained me. I’m only sorry 

that my croaking voice’s versions will have to 

do until we can all join together again in full-

throated song.

brett martin is a gq correspondent.

and sure hands. At dinner there’s whole 

Dungeness crab, dripping with chiles, garlic, 

and pickled peppers, served atop a tangled 

mat of noodles and looking as though it has 

just escaped from a Chinese banquet hall. 

Elsewhere, this would be a tiresome baller 

dish, designed as much for Instagram as 

eating and getting as much buzz for its price 

as its taste. Here the energy is di≠erent and 

the price is around $65. Alongside comes a 

buxom loaf of pandan-glazed bread, crackle- 

skinned and pillow-fleshed. It’s perfect in 

every way, must take tremendous e≠ort to 

get right, and is barely even mentioned on 

the menu. 

It is, on the other hand, easy to see how 

Leila is, in the best way, a restaurant of, by, 

and for its city. There are few days of eating 

anywhere in America that I would choose 

over one spent wandering far and wide in 

the Detroit metropolitan area’s vast Middle 

Eastern community. One fixture of that scene 

is the nearly five-decade-old Phoenicia, in the 

suburb of Birmingham, Michigan, where a 

Lebanese immigrant named Sameer Eid 

was among the first to insist that his cuisine 

was every bit as worthy of respect and fine- 

dining status as French or Italian. (Yes, there 

are white tablecloths there.) Bringing that 

story full circle—along with that of down-

town Detroit’s resurgence—is Leila, which 

was opened by Eid’s son Samy and named 

for his mother. 

It’s a big space—a little clubby once the  

sun goes down, truth be told—but it’s what’s 

at table that matters: a groaning board of 

Lebanese dishes both modern and rooted 
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an inverted dome, that is mounted to a wall. 

“Yeah, it’s an amazing piece,” West says. 

“And now we’re gonna live in one.” The night 

ends with the two of us standing in silence 

at the couple’s kitchen island. I drink a bot-

tle of Voss water. Kanye has a bowl of Raisin 

Bran. By then we are both too exhausted to 

talk, but earlier in the night, there was plenty  

to discuss.

Let’s talk about the music you’re making.
I was thinking of not rapping again, because  

I rapped for the devil so long that I didn’t even 

know how to rap for God. Then one of my pas-

tors told me, “My son just said that he would 

want a rap album about Jesus from Kanye 

West.” He didn’t say, “Kanye West, you should 

do this,” or “you need to do this.” He just told 

me something that a child said. And that one 

thing made the di≠erence. 

One day I was in my o∞ce working on  

the couture collection, and there was some 

Grey Goose in the fridge and I was just going 

to get a daytime drink, and I looked and 

thought, “Devil, you’re not going to beat me 

today.” That one statement is like a tattoo.  

I haven’t had a drink since I realized I needed 

to take it day by day, but I never owned up, 

or was even told, “Hey, you’re a functioning 

alcoholic.” People have called me a crazy per-

son, people have called me everything—but 

not a functioning alcoholic. And I would  

be drinking orange juice and Grey Goose in 

the morning. 

There was never a public perception of 
you as an alcoholic. Of course everybody 
knows the Hennessy-on-the-red-carpet 
moment, but there wasn’t a perception 
of “Kanye West has a drinking problem.”
Right? I really grabbed the drink to be able 

to even go to the awards show due to the 

information that everyone knows now. To say, 

“Okay, I can handle this.”

To be Clark Kent.
Yeah.

At the ranch today, we talked a lot 
about clothing you’re developing. Is 
Yeezy coming back in a big way? And 
is it in tandem with the development of 
the domes and everything happening at 
the ranch? 
Yes. It’s in tandem. My vision—well, I pre-

fer not to say the whole vision. It’d be like if  

I told you all the lyrics verbatim from the new 

album. I want people to come and visit Willy 

Wonka’s factory when it’s ready.

But Yeezy fashion apparel hasn’t  
gone away?
We’re there every day. Like Willy Wonka.

What about the new Yeezy basketball 
sneaker? What was the inspiration 
behind it?
I’m not going to give the exact codes of how we 

got there. I got kids! There’s pain that comes 

with those codes. And there’s more innovation 

to push and to drive.

Okay here’s another one: Can Nike retro 
the original Air Yeezy 1 and Air Yeezy 2 

sneakers? And if they made a move 
toward rereleasing them, what would 
you do?
Man, I’m with everything.

What do you mean? You could be okay 
with that?
Man, anything that the kids want and the peo-

ple want. People should be able to have what 

they want. 

I’ve also noticed that you have studio 
setups in pretty much all of your 
workspaces. With everything you’re 
doing, when do you decide it’s time  
to record? 
I just rap into my iPhone. Best microphone on 

the planet. Thirty, forty percent of The College 

Dropout was recorded on a [Roland] VS-1680. 

Twenty percent of Jesus Is King was recorded 

on an iPhone. 

Your actual vocals on the album are just 
voice memos?  
Yes. I first started doing that on Yeezus. Like 

Closed on Sunday, you’re my Chick-fil-A—that 

part is o≠ the phone. 

We talked about how Jesus Is King  
went to No. 1, but in my opinion  
people’s ears are still catching up 
to what you’re doing. Since Yeezus, 
I feel like you’ve been making music 
according to a different value system 
than the one that people are using  
to judge it.
What value system do people judge music by?

It has to do with their own expectations 
and the way a song by Kanye West is 
supposed to work for them.
I mean, “Follow God” was No. 1 [on both  

the Christian and gospel charts] out the  

gate and stayed there—and what’s the format 

on that?

So you’re saying the audience gets it and 
you’re not focused on the criticisms?
Nah. I’m just focusing on myself. [laughs] You 

know, music to drive by. Music for me. I actu-

ally think Sunday Service is like the Wu-Tang 

Clan of choirs.

Why?
Because when you first heard Wu-Tang, it 

sounded completely di≠erent. It sounded 

more aggressive. It even sounded—I think 

artists are so concerned with perfectionism. 

All these people say Dark Fantasy was this 

album that was so good, and then people 

didn’t like 808s, they didn’t like Yeezus. Dark 

Fantasy, I just made it to that level because 

people were saying my career was going to be 

over. I always felt like “Power” was my weak-

est first single that I ever had, because I felt 

like it was bowing to the expectations.

How so?
Just like, “Here’s the ultimate Kanye West 

song!” Versus “Love Lockdown”? “Can’t Tell 

Me Nothing”? “Diamonds”? “Follow God”?  

I always do the songs that people never heard 

before. But you had actually heard “Power” 

before. You heard “Crack Music.” You heard 

“Amazing.” You heard that song before! It’s 

just a mix of things. But when I showed you 

a photo of the anorak that we’re developing 

today, it’s like, Oh, okay—

“This is the start of a whole new 
conversation.”
Yeah. The anorak feels di≠erent. The Yeezy 

Slide feels di≠erent. The Foam Runner—you 

hadn’t seen that shoe before, either. And I like 

how all of these things now start to be spoken 

about as art pieces. A song, a Foam Runner, 

an interview.

INTERVIEW FOUR:  

BREAKFAST AT  
THE HÔTEL RITZ PARIS 
March 3, 2020

Before I get to my final interview with West, 

which takes place the morning after his Yeezy 

Season 8 fashion show in Paris, I should back 

up and say that West is deep into recording 

the follow-up to Jesus Is King. Two weeks 

prior to rejoining him in Paris, I spent two 

days with West at a home owned by the 

designer James Perse, in Mexico, which Kanye 

had commandeered for a multiday working 

vacation. There I heard a number of new 

songs at various stages of completion.

To get to the Perse home, which feels like it 

is at the very edge of the earth, you drive to 

the shore down a long, sandy private road 

that leads over a series of dunes. The whole 

house is basically a minimalist open concrete 

patio under a massive thatched-roof palapa, 

an open-air infinity dwelling that gives way 

to an infinity patio that leads to an infinity 

pool that overlooks an infinity ocean. Pods of 

whales breach and blow streams of seawater 

directly in front of the house the entire time 

we are there. And Kanye has turned it into a 

multidisciplinary workshop. 

Here’s what I mean: A music engineer 

sits in the open air at a small round table 

with a laptop and a pair of studio mon-

itors just feet from the infinity pool and 

yards from the ocean. Meanwhile the archi-

tects hunch over laptops and tracing paper 

at a nearby picnic table. West’s music 

managers are loitering around, making  

calls and sending texts, having beats sent 

to the engineer while also planning West’s 

upcoming Sunday Service performance 

during NBA All-Star weekend in Chicago. 

One of Kanye’s pastors, an intensely chip-

per white guy named Adam Tyson, sits with 

a laptop in the sunken concrete rotunda 

beneath the palapa. All the while, Kanye  

is moving seamlessly among these various 

teams and advisers, operating the patio like 

it comes equipped with Siri: Engineer, play 

this song. Architects, pull up that rendering. 

It continues this way until late into the night.
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Throughout my two days there, the music 

engineer, under Kanye’s direction, cues up 

various versions of new songs from a playlist 

of 54 tracks. At one point, the engineer plays 

a beat that has just come in. Kanye hears a 

horn part he likes at the very end of the track. 

“Give me a two-minute loop where the horns 

open up at the end,” West says, “and label it 

‘Superman.’ ” Other songs are mellow and 

sweet, with singing and soulful samples. Then 

there’s a song called “Washed in the Blood,” 

with hard drums and Yeezus-like industrial 

horror noises that consistently shotgun-fires 

a rapping, dancing, moshing West across the 

concrete patio like it’s an arena stage. 

Wash us in the blood

Wash us in the blood

Whole life selling drugs

Washed us in the blood

Holy Spirit come down

Holy Spirit we need you now

As with Jesus Is King, all of the songs, 

regardless of their sonic quality, are wor-

ship songs—Christian rap, if you will—of 

an altogether unprecedented sort.

At the end of two days on the infinity patio, 

I get back to the hotel and find that I’m badly 

sunburned. I fly back to New York; Kanye 

will soon release his latest Yeezy sneaker, 

the BSKTBL, and appear at the NBA All-Star 

Game in Chicago. Two weeks later, I text 

West about doing one last interview over 

the phone. The text that comes back reads: 

“Come to Paris bro. We got Yeezy Season 8 

this Monday.” 

The setting for the fashion show—the Oscar 

Niemeyer–designed headquarters of the 

French Communist Party—is chosen because 

it is the city’s closest approximation to the 

kind of domes that West is developing in 

Wyoming. The show culminates when West’s 

six-year-old daughter, North, performs a new 

song she made with her father.

The next morning at the Ritz hotel, over 

smoked salmon and eggs with co≠ee and 

grapefruit juice—and continuing in a 

chau≠eured Maybach to Rick Owens’s show-

room at the Palais de Tokyo, where we meet up 

with Kim Kardashian West and Owens’s wife, 

Michèle Lamy—West is a reflective combina-

tion of mellow and elated. 

How are you feeling after your fashion 
show last night? Afterward, everyone 
was talking about North’s performance. 
Or about the coronavirus. 

I’m just proud of my daughter. It felt—one 

conversation is about the end of the world. 

The next conversation is about the beginning. 

Really, that’s how it is out here! Two days ago, 

I sat there in the atelier [in Calabasas] as we 

all talked about the virus, and just thought: 

If we were to not be here anymore, all I can 

think is, What a wonderful life it is. You 

think about those movies where the world is 

ending and I just simply thank God for life. 

Thank God for all these experiences.

In Cody we talked a lot about  
getting out of cities. Into nature.  
A sustainable environment. Surrounded 
by family. You said to me, “How far 
are we from Paris Fashion Week right 
now?” Now that we’re here in Paris,  
and fear of the coronavirus is 
spreading, it makes even more  
sense—you would certainly be sealed 
off from the virus if you were living  
in a sustainable dome in Cody.
Perhaps.

So why come back to the center of the 
cultural vortex, to Paris? 
Well, it’s interesting to see Michèle Lamy  

and Rick Owens be present. Like, Rick Owens, 

existing with us. I’m 42 years old. When  

Rick started doing the spaces and the  

furniture, he was probably my age. It’s a few 

people—the space program wasn’t made 

by itself. It moves me to be able to see Rick 

Owens in a setting of the past, which is  

our now. It makes me think: Life is a song 

that’s already been written, that takes your 

entire life to hear.

I believe that.
Something I’ve really been on in the past few 

weeks is the way we use memories to express 

ourselves. We’re taught that the color white 

is white when we’re super young. So now if  

I point at this tablecloth and say “white,” you 

agree with me. You’re agreeing with some-

thing that we both have been programmed to 

understand in the past so we can communi-

cate in the future.

How does that inform how you create? 
Are you looking to break some of the 
programmed ideas that we are all 
supposed to agree upon? 
The greatest freedom is to challenge the ver-

nacular. Or add something to the vernacu-

lar. I saw [Alyx designer and former DONDA 

member] Matt Williams in the hotel lobby at 

the Mercer a couple weeks ago. Right when 

I saw him, I started communicating in, like, 

beep sounds.

Can you give me an example?
You know the beginning of the Bobby Digital 

song? Like that. 

Did he beep back?
Good question. [laughs] We hugged and 

started using memories to attempt to com-

municate the future.

Matt posted a photo of the two of you 
with Virgil [Abloh] in New York. What 
did y’all talk about? 

I don’t remember barely any of what we  

were talking about. But I remember the way 

it felt. 

For most fashion brands, the goal is to 
show a new fashion collection, then 
produce it and sell it. To make revenue 
and grow a business. But last night, 
when talking to the press, you said 
showing the clothes, producing the 
clothes—it’s all just a creative exercise 
for you. 
Yeah, because who programs us to have  

certain goals? I like to wake up and exist in  

a place of ideation every morning. But 

the way our human nature works, we can 

increase our productivity when there are 

checkpoints. I love the video game OutRun 2. 

Arcade version. I love hitting all the curves 

and getting all the straightaways. But I also 

love hitting the goals. Having a fashion show 

is a step into the goal of the inevitable, which 

is Armani meets Aman: food, clothing, shel-

ter, space. Showing at an Oscar Niemeyer 

building gives the apparel some context. But 

I don’t exist in context. I exist in KAN-text. 

[laughs] The thing about the spaces that 

you’ve seen—once those are in place, cer-

tain ideas will feel more appropriate as it all  

joins together.

Do you think that one of the things 
you do is make really far-out ideas 
accessible? 
I get to exist inside of my own mind and then 

have these moments where I can pull a piece of 

what’s in my mind out: Here’s an image from 

the living spaces we’re doing. Here’s a shot 

of what me and Axel did with the home over 

the past five years. Last night was like, This 

is what the housekeeper looks like in Kanye 

West’s mind. 

Isn’t this what people have always come 
to you for—these little downloads that 
suggest where we’re headed?
Yes. Today everyone that’s looking has to 

sit through the questions that it presents: 

What just happened? Why did I just look at 

that? We know from the past ten years that, 

you know, when I wore the Pastelle jacket at  

the “Heartless” performance at the AMAs, 

it was awesome. But neither me nor anyone 

else around thought it was better than or 

even equal to what Hedi [Slimane] was doing 

at Dior. Or to what Nigo was doing then. But 

now that jacket would definitely be equal  

or better.

Because the context has shifted?
You know what it is? Farming. Farming ideas. 

Planting seeds. Fashion Week and the internet 

is the soil. This is the seed. If I don’t show, then 

I never plant the seed. But the thing is, people 

say, “This is Kanye West, and we love the huge 

trees that you have given us. We want to come 

to your garden to see your trees.” And when 

they come, they just see dirt.

You’re like, “Trust me, there’s seeds in 
there.”
I get so excited about the dirt. 

will welch is the editor in chief of gq.
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“If we were to not be  
here anymore, all I can

think is, What a wonderful 
life it is. You think about 

those movies where the 
world is ending and  

I just simply thank God  
for life. Thank God for  

all these experiences.”
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WHITE ISLAND ERUPTION

happening underground,” Fournier said. 

GeoNet again raised the threat level. 

From above, the volcano had changed 

too, said George Walker, a Cessna pilot in 

Whakatane who has flown tourists to White 

Island for a decade. He’d been over the island 

more than 6,000 times throughout the years, 

and he told me that in December it had 

grown obvious to him that the volcano was 

stirring. “There was a lot more steam visible,” 

Walker said. 

I N  T H E  M E A N T I M E ,  Ovation of the Seas, a 

1,138-foot cruise ship operated by the Miami-

based Royal Caribbean Cruises, was steam-

ing toward New Zealand. Carrying about 

4,000 passengers on a 12-day South Pacific 

amble, the liner had left Sydney, Australia, on 

December 4 and docked in Tauranga, on the 

Bay of Plenty, on the evening of December 8. 

The cruise line o≠ered three onshore activ-

ities for the next day: a visit to the Lord of the 

Rings’ Hobbiton film set, a white-water rafting 

expedition, or a trip to White Island. 

For years, Royal Caribbean and other cruise 

lines seemed disinclined to actively promote 

the volcano trips. But in recent years, Royal 

Caribbean had begun selling tickets on board 

its vessels to visit the volcano, encouraging 

passengers to take advantage of one of New 

Zealand’s “epic” adventures. “Gas masks help 

you get near roaring steam vents, bubbling 

pits of mud, hot volcanic streams and the 

amazing lake of steaming acid,” the online 

promotion breathlessly promised. 

“Money changed it,” the tour pilot, George 

Walker believes. “They were selling those tick-

ets and making a big profit.” 

As White Island’s geothermal activity 

ramped up and the alert level was raised, 

White Island Tours sought to warn would-be 

visitors with a new notice on its website. 

“There is the potential for eruption hazards,” it 

posted. “Passengers should be aware that there 

is always a risk of eruptive activity regardless 

of the alert level. White Island Tours follows a 

comprehensive safety plan which determines 

our activities on the island at the various levels.” 

But few passengers on board Ovation of 

the Seas would necessarily have known to 

check White Island Tours’ website, and Royal 

Caribbean sta≠ers seem to have volunteered 

no information to those signing up. “My sister 

had no real idea of the increased danger that 

had been reported, and would have expected 

that…Royal Caribbean would have advised 

[her] if there were real concerns,” said the 

brother of one passenger who decided to visit 

White Island on December 9. 

In addition, White Island Tours told its 

clients little or nothing beyond what it had 

already published on its site. “There was no 

specific briefing in Whakatane regarding the 

raising of the Level 1 to 2,” Geo≠ Hopkins said. 

He told me that he would not have been dis-

suaded even if he’d known: He and his family 

had skied down New Zealand’s 9,000-foot 

Mount Ruapehu during Level 2 warnings, 

Hopkins points out, “so it was never a concern 

for us.” But at least one Royal Caribbean pas-

senger was reportedly so unsettled after read-

ing online about the heightened activity that 

he backed out of going—and only then, after 

he questioned Royal Caribbean, did a cruise 

line sta≠er acknowledge the warning level had 

been raised.

The 38 cruise ship passengers who’d signed 

up to visit White Island—undeterred by or 

unaware of the rumbling afoot—boarded 

a catamaran in Whakatane with four tour 

guides. One of those tour leaders was Hayden 

Marshall-Inman, a gregarious 40-year-old 

outdoorsman who had been taking people 

onto the crater for a decade. Marshall-Inman 

was a frequent traveler and an adventurer. 

He’d worked for many years as a waterfront 

director at a YMCA camp in Maine. He had 

recently gotten his skipper’s license, which 

meant that more and more he was piloting 

the boat to White Island rather than leading 

the tours on the volcano. But December was 

peak tourist season in the area, the cruise ship 

had just pulled into Tauranga, and he’d gotten 

a last-minute call to guide a group.

Marshall-Inman understood the mathe-

matics of risk. He believed that the more he 

visited White Island, the greater the chance 

that he’d encounter an eruption. Still, he 

downplayed the hazard. He indicated in his 

diary that this tour would mark his 1,111th 

trip, and so far the worst thing he’d seen 

hadn’t even occurred on the volcano. In 2016 

a fire reportedly broke out on a White Island 

Tours catamaran. As flames tore through the 

craft, Marshall-Inman pulled his boat along-

side and helped passengers to safety.  

At 1:15 p.m., Marshall-Inman landed 

ashore with his group and led them toward 

the lake. Meanwhile a group visiting via heli-

copter had also arrived on the island with 

their pilot. All told, there were 47 people on 

White Island. The day was bright; the mood 

was calm. After reaching the green water, 

Marshall-Inman’s group milled about for 20 

minutes, taking photos with their phones 

and peppering their guide with questions 

about volcanology, local history, and Maori 

legend. Marshall-Inman prided himself on 

his deep knowledge of the site. This part he 

had done hundreds of times. It was the next 

part that he’d never experienced. 

Suddenly, from the rear of the lake, several 

short pulses of steam burst skyward from 

fumaroles. The spray rose hundreds of feet. 

This was not normal. 

Seconds later, White Island exploded.  

A colossal spume of steam, toxic gases, and 

pulverized rocks, superheated by magma, 

shot up more than 10,000 feet. The shock 

wave hurled the grounded helicopter almost 

900 yards from its landing pad.

As the black-gray-and-white wall of debris 

fell, it seemed to turn and sweep across the 

island. It moved like an avalanche, 20 to 30 

miles an hour, overtaking Marshall-Inman 

and the group of people he had with him, 

swallowing them in a hellish cloud. It blew 

past them in several seconds, but the e≠ect 

was catastrophic: Fournier estimates the 

temperature inside the cloud would have 

been between 200 and 390 degrees. 

MARSHALL- INMAN AND  most of his group—the 

ones closest to the site of the eruption—didn’t 

stand a chance. Some might have been killed 

instantly by the pressure wave of the eruption. 

Others would have asphyxiated after the blast 

knocked the air out of their lungs, causing them 

to reflexively draw in superheated gases that 

incinerated their respiratory tracts. “Hopefully 

it was sudden,” says Fournier.

At the moment of the blast, the di≠erence 

between who lived and who died largely came 

down to happenstance. Could they find shel-

ter of some kind—a boulder, a gully, a sulfur 

pillar—when the cloud passed over them? Two 

foreign tourists who had arrived on the heli-

copter that now lay mangled by the water’s 

edge were standing on the shore when the 

pyroclastic surge swept toward them. Stories 

about what happened next later reached 

the Cessna pilot George Walker. “They were 

going, ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ ” he said. “Their pilot 

told them to jump into the sea. They had no 

injuries whatsoever.” Two fellow passengers, 

who failed to move as quickly, were horribly 

burned. Nobody on the island managed to take 

refuge inside the shipping container—White 

Island Tours’ last-ditch safety measure.

Just o≠shore, on the deck of the Phoenix, 

where the last visitors to leave the island 

watched the disaster, a young guide, bewil-

dered and panicky, ordered everyone inside. 

Their training hadn’t prepared them for this, 

Hopkins thought.

Skipper Paul Kingi turned the catamaran 

around and sped back to the island. Fearing 

another eruption, he didn’t anchor; he just 

motored slowly while the guides lowered the 

inflatable dinghy into the bay. Before long, a 

few of the young tour-company sta≠ers were 

racing toward the jetty. Tourists on the island 

were staggering out of the cloud.

Hopkins’s guide, meanwhile, rummaged 

through cupboards and retrieved a few first 

aid kits. Hopkins said that he and his daughter 

could help, and the tour guide thrust the med-

ical supplies into their hands. Then father and 

daughter waited on the aft deck for the first 

boatload of the injured to arrive.

When the dinghy returned, the impact of 

the disaster was made vivid. The injuries were 

frightful. The first survivors climbed aboard 
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On the Phoenix, the skipper 
gunned the powerful  

twin engines and headed 
for Whakatane. Some 

victims had faded into 
unconsciousness; others 

were going into shock.
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without assistance—“Adrenaline is a hell of a 

drug,” one emergency physician who later 

treated the victims would say—but their faces, 

legs, and hands were covered with burns the 

likes of which Hopkins had never seen. Skin 

from noses and chins was dripping o≠, like 

candle wax. Some were screaming; others 

were silent; several moaned, “I’m burning.”

The wounds were raw, red, and deep. 

Hopkins could smell the charred flesh and 

realized that the bandages and ointments he 

was holding would be useless. They needed 

water to help relieve the agony of the survi-

vors. He quickly organized the able-bodied 

passengers to form a line to the Phoenix’s 

freshwater tanks; bottles and emptied first aid 

containers sloshing with water were passed 

up and down while Hopkins and his daugh-

ter dribbled the liquid over burns. Clothing 

had provided protection in some cases but 

not in others. Hopkins lifted up the blouse of 

a woman who complained that her back hurt: 

He found fist-size blisters that covered her 

skin. The superheated steam had left the shirt 

undamaged—but scalded her flesh.

Within 13 minutes, the dinghy took 23 sur-

vivors from White Island to the Phoenix. 

When it seemed clear that nobody else had 

made it to the shoreline, the skipper gunned 

the powerful twin engines and headed for 

Whakatane. Some victims had faded into 

unconsciousness; others were going into 

shock. Hopkins and his daughter took scissors 

from the first aid kits to cut o≠ the soaked 

clothes of some survivors, covering them with 

blankets, jackets, and towels—anything they 

could find to keep them warm.

As they raced to Whakatane, a Coast Guard 

vessel appeared and pulled alongside the 

Phoenix. Kingi slowed his boat, and a team  

of paramedics came aboard to begin helping. 

Then Kingi dropped the throttle and sped  

on toward the wharf, where ambulances  

were gathering.

MARK L AW WAS  driving south along the coast 

from Tauranga at 2:11 p.m. when he spotted 

the huge plume out at sea, rising over White 

Island. A rangy 48-year-old former New 

Zealand military o∞cer with years of experi-

ence in African war zones, Law realized what 

he was seeing. He owned Kahu NZ, a helicop-

ter company that runs volcano tours from 

Whakatane Airport. The veteran pilot knew 

that the crater would have been filled with 

tourists and guides and understood that there 

would be many casualties. He also recognized 

that he could help. Law raced to the airport.

As he drove, he listened to the chatter on 

his police-band radio, learning that rescue 

teams were being held up for fear of a second 

eruption. When he arrived at the airport, Law 

didn’t hesitate. He grabbed his gas mask, 

climbed into his five-seat Airbus AS350 

A-Star helicopter, and fired up the engine. 

The rotor began to whirl. He had no permis-

sion from civil aviation authorities, no clear-

ance from anybody, to do much of anything. 

But he wasn’t about to wait. Soon, Law was 

choppering toward the volcano at about 100 

miles an hour. A second A-Star, manned by 

two younger colleagues, Jason Hill and Tom 

Storey, flew behind him.

he prepared to return to the volcano, he was 

told by emergency services to stand down. 

The island was too dangerous; the whole area 

was being sealed o≠.

In the emergency room, Phelps, joined by 

other senior doctors, including an Oregon 

transplant named Matthew Valentine, per-

formed triage, injecting morphine and fentanyl 

into calf muscles and spraying ketamine into 

nasal passages to dull the victims’ agony. They 

bound their blistering wounds in kitchen plas-

tic wrap to lessen the pain. “Your nerves are 

exposed,” Valentine explained. “The slightest 

breeze is going to hurt, so you put the clean 

wrap on and later use dressings impregnated 

with non-adherent silicone.”

An immediate danger was swelling respira-

tory tracts and lungs: Anyone caught in the 

gaseous cloud would have inhaled superheated 

gas and steam, and even those whose skin 

seemed relatively unflayed could die quickly of 

su≠ocation. Doctors moved through the inten-

sive care unit, placing breathing tubes down 

throats, comforting and reassuring those who 

remained conscious. Several died within hours. 

Most were airlifted or taken by ambulance to 

burn units across New Zealand and Australia. 

Twenty-two of the survivors were in critical 

condition, some with third-degree burns cover-

ing up to 95 percent of their bodies.

Then the focus shifted to the eight bodies left 

behind. For 72 hours Fournier and his GeoNet 

team monitored the volcano around the clock, 

determining that it had a “50-50” chance of 

erupting again. With this in mind, and with 

families of the dead clamoring for action, three 

days after the eruption, eight members of New 

Zealand Special Forces, six men and two 

women, set out on rubber dinghies from the 

New Zealand naval ship Wellington to retrieve 

the bodies. Drone imagery had pinpointed the 

location of six of the dead.

As the recovery team, wearing gas masks 

and hazmat suits, moved across the crater, 

Fournier remained on the Wellington, watch-

ing through high-powered binoculars for 

signs of volcanic activity. A powerful rain-

storm four nights earlier had washed away the 

ash, turning the surface a sulfurous yellow- 

green. The teams swiftly recovered the six 

corpses, evacuating them in nets dangling 

from helicopters. Two bodies, however—those 

of Hayden Marshall-Inman and Australian 

teenager Winona Langford, whose parents 

also died in the blast—were still missing.

Two days later, Senior Sergeant Karl Wilson, 

a forensic specialist with the New Zealand 

police, descended onto the island in a Kahu NZ 

helicopter with three other police o∞cers. A 

second chopper brought in four more o∞cers. 

The precautions they’d taken to brave the 

island were elaborate. Each man carried on his 

back a 40-pound cylinder of compressed air, 

allowing him 90 minutes on the island. They all 

wore filtered face masks and three layers of pro-

tective clothing. In the event of an eruption, 

thin cotton undergarments would prevent the 

superheated air from fusing their chemical- 

resistant suits to their skin. They wore leather 

boots covered with chemical-proof booties, and 

surgical gloves covered by acid-proof gloves, 

with acid-proof tape sealing the gaps between 

apparel and skin. Cotton-wool hoodies covered 

mountaineering hard hats that would o≠er 

Twenty minutes later Law approached the 

island. A pillar of gas and ash still towered in 

the air over the lake, but enough of the cloud 

had dispersed to reveal that the eruption had 

transformed the crater into a monochromatic 

wasteland. He brought his helicopter in low 

and, from 200 feet, could see people lying on 

the ground. He found a clear spot to land, half-

way up the crater, and eased the chopper to 

the ground. Law strapped on his gas mask and 

stepped from the helicopter, sinking to his 

shins in ash the consistency of talcum powder. 

He plodded across a moonscape littered with 

burned and bleeding victims. Some moaned 

for his help.

Then Law spotted a friend of his: Hayden 

Marshall-Inman. He lay unresponsive in a 

stream. Law gently moved his body out of the 

water and placed it on the bank. He counted 

seven more people, dead, in a nearby cluster. 

Those left alive struggled to communicate. 

“Help me,” a few whispered. They’d ingested 

huge amounts of ash, and the atmosphere was 

so impregnated with sulfur dioxide that it was 

hard for them to breathe, let alone talk.

High above the calamity, George Walker 

circled in his Cessna 172, monitoring the vol-

cano for signs of a second eruption, while on 

the ground Law, along with Hill and Storey, 

carried the incapacitated survivors to their 

helicopters. They loaded the victims carefully, 

five to a chopper. Their flayed skin came o≠ in 

the pilots’ hands.

By now, another helicopter pilot, Tim 

Barrow, had swooped in and retrieved two 

more victims. Soon, Law and his colleagues 

were airborne. With White Island at their 

backs, they raced to the mainland.

At Whakatane Hospital, Kelly Phelps, a 

Tennessee-born, Georgia-raised senior emer-

gency physician who’d lived in New Zealand 

for 10 years, had raised the alarm the moment 

she heard that White Island had detonated. 

She’d visited the island in 2010 and knew its 

potential for destruction; she called the dis-

patcher and told her to activate the hospital’s 

mass-casualty plan.

“Get everybody on the list here as soon as 

possible,” she said.

“Is this a drill?” the operator asked.

“No, this is not a fucking drill,” Phelps 

barked. “A fucking volcano is erupting.”

Phelps changed into her scrubs; checked 

medical supplies; organized doctors, nurses, 

and pharmacists into teams; and waited out-

side the ambulance bay doors for the victims 

to arrive. The first helicopter, piloted by Law, 

touched down on a landing pad beside the 

hospital at 4:09 p.m. The survivors continued 

to pour in—on choppers piloted by Hill, 

Storey, and Barrow, and via ambulance after 

the Phoenix docked and o±oaded its passen-

gers. Law then refueled his chopper, and as 

Law strapped on his gas 
mask and stepped from the 
helicopter before plodding 

across the moonscape 
littered with burned and 

bleeding victims. 
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some protection from flying lava rocks. All had 

shaved their facial hair to prevent the seal of 

their full facial masks from breaking. Wilson 

carried a GPS tracker and a meter to monitor 

levels of oxygen and sulfur dioxide.

The police teams landed at the crater’s 

midpoint and followed the streambed where 

chopper pilot Mark Law had encountered 

Marshall-Inman’s corpse on Monday. Sulfur 

dioxide levels read dangerously high, and 

wisps of gas floated in the air. The team 

waded through the stream, filled with muddy 

sediment, poking through the brown slurry 

with steel probes in search of buried bodies. 

“It was like walking through a swamp,” 

Wilson said, “except the water was like bat-

tery acid.” After more than an hour of futile 

probing through swirling eddies and sludge, 

they climbed back into the helicopters. It was 

almost certain, Wilson believed, that torren-

tial rain had washed Marshall-Inman and 

Langford into the Bay of Plenty.

The Maori, in honor of the lost victims, 

declared a rahui in the eastern bay, banning 

all vessels, as well as swimmers and surfers, 

from the water for a week. It was a way to 

respect the whanau, the bereaved families, 

and protect the mauri, or life force, of the area 

where the dead were at rest. Later they would 

honor Hayden Marshall-Inman, the free- 

spirited Kiwi who knew the volcano better 

than perhaps anyone else, recognizing him as 

the “guardian” of Te Puia O Whakaari.

O N E  M O N T H  A F T E R  the recovery mission,  

I met George Walker at Whakatane Airport 

and we flew toward White Island in his four-

seat Cessna. The sky was hazy over the Bay  

of Plenty, and at first we had di∞culty spotting 

the volcano. But soon the air cleared and the 

rock appeared ahead of us, throwing up pu≠s 

of steam. We circled, and between the rugged 

crater walls I could spy the algae-covered lake.

After the eruption, Nico Fournier had told 

me, the water had depressurized and drained 

almost completely, but now the basin had 

refilled. “We’re going to see the remains of the 

helicopter now,” Walker said, passing low over 

the crater so I could glimpse the wrecked air-

craft, which rested near an abandoned fertilizer 

factory, two of its three rotor blades blown o≠. 

“The eruption pushed 800 kilograms 800 

meters,” Walker said. “It was essentially a bomb 

going o≠.” I caught a whi≠ of sulfur, and the 

pilot banked, exposing the green-yellow volca-

nic plain, crisscrossed by hiking trails. I had a 

clear view of the path that the gas-and-steam 

cloud had followed, enveloping more than  

40 unsuspecting people in fire and darkness.

Back in Whakatane—a laid-back fishing 

and beach town set against jungled hills, 

where 40 percent of the population is 

Maori—the mood had shifted over the past 

weeks from remembering the victims to cir-

cling the wagons. Ngati Awa Holdings, the 

Maori company that had purchased White 

Island Tours in 2017, had seen the value of its 

investment drop to near zero and now faced 

the prospect of a long legal battle. The com-

pany is protected from civil suits by a 1974 

law that guarantees full medical coverage for 

employees and tourists injured in accidents 

but shields those responsible from punitive 

damages. (Some Kiwis say that New Zealand’s 

adventure-travel industry, freed from having 

to worry about lawsuits, took o≠ as a result.) 

But WorkSafe New Zealand, an administra-

tive and prosecuting body established after a 

mining disaster in 2013, could still press crim-

inal charges—if it determined that the tour 

company had recklessly ignored safety pre-

cautions. “If you’re going to throw somebody 

out of an airplane with a parachute, you have 

to make damned sure they know what they’re 

doing,” says Bill Hodge, an attorney based in 

Auckland who has worked in employment law 

for nearly five decades. “You have a duty to 

minimize the risk.” WorkSafe, he said, faced “a 

lot of public pressure” from New Zealand’s 

media, government o∞cials, and family mem-

bers to investigate the White Island case. 

(O∞cials at WorkSafe did not respond to 

requests for comment).

I asked Tracey Hook, the chief executive 

o∞cer of Ngati Awa Holdings, why White 

Island Tours continued to send tourists to the 

volcano despite the raised alert level and 

whether its sta≠ers told clients about the ele-

vated geothermal activity. “While the rele-

vant authorities are investigating, it is 

inappropriate for us to answer questions on 

the events of 9 December 2019 or our opera-

tions,” she wrote back. “Thanks in advance 

for your understanding.”

As for Royal Caribbean’s exposure, Bill 

Hodge examined the waiver that the company 

obliged passengers to sign absolving the com-

pany from any blame for injury or death and 

found it “pretty ironclad.” But Royal Caribbean 

could still be vulnerable to lawsuits, he said, if 

a court found that there was “no informed con-

sent”—that is, if the company withheld infor-

mation on danger from passengers who chose 

to visit White Island. (Royal Caribbean did not 

respond to multiple requests for comment.)

Hayden Marshall-Inman lived with his 

father, Alan, a few hundred yards from Ohope 

Beach, an idyllic surfing spot just down the 

coast from Whakatane. When I visited their 

duplex apartment, I found the bereaved father 

looking pensively through the living room 

window toward White Island, its full view 

blocked by the fronds of a palm tree. 

A tanned and slender man in his 60s, the 

elder Marshall-Inman had been a tour guide 

on the volcano for five years, passing the job 

on to his son in 2009. “Hayden adored it,” he 

told me. “He had a love for New Zealand, a love 

for the island, a love for mentoring and being 

around people.” I asked Marshall-Inman if he 

thought that it was time for the government to 

stop trips to White Island. “We want tourists 

to come back,” he said. “If there’s a car acci-

dent, we don’t stop driving. In 36 years [of 

organized tours], this is the first fatality we’ve 

had. It’s not a bad record.” Hayden, he said, 

would want that too.

Geo≠ Hopkins, the Hamilton minister who, 

along with his daughter, Lillani, was one of the 

last tourists to leave White Island and then 

tended to the victims on the boat, remains 

troubled by the horrors he observed that day. 

A month after the eruption, the shirt he was 

wearing hangs unused in his wardrobe, still 

reeking of ash and sulfur, though he’s washed 

it a dozen times. His expensive work boots and 

camera bag sit in a corner of the garage, 

untouched since December 9. “I need to clean 

them, but I don’t want to deal with the smell, 

which triggers the memory,” he said. “I’ll get to 

it over time.” 

For Lillani, small things—a walk past a 

smelly drain, a view of the sea—bring the 

images back. “I’m still stuck there,” she told 

me. Neither blames White Island Tours for the 

deadly eruption, and neither would rule out a 

trip to another active geothermal zone at some 

point. “We knew what we were doing. It was a 

live volcano,” Hopkins said. “Everyone knew 

the risk.” 

joshua hammer is the author of ‘The 

Falcon Thief: A True Tale of Adventure, 

Treachery, and the Hunt for the Perfect Bird.’

GQ IS A REGISTERED TRADEMARK OF ADVANCE MAGAZINE PUBLISHERS INC. COPYRIGHT © 2020 CONDÉ NAST. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. PRINTED IN THE U.S.A. VOLUME 90, NO. 4. 

GQ (ISSN 0016-6979) is published monthly (except for combined issues in December/January and June/July) by Condé Nast, which is a division of Advance Magazine Publishers Inc. PRINCIPAL 

OFFICE: Condé Nast, One World Trade Center, New York, NY 10007. Roger Lynch, Chief Executive Officer; Pamela Drucker Mann, Global Chief Revenue Officer & President, U.S. Revenue; 

Mike Goss, Chief Financial Officer. Periodicals postage paid at New York, NY, and at additional mailing offices. Canada Post Publications Mail Agreement No. 40644503. Canadian Goods 

and Services Tax Registration No. 123242885-RT0001. POSTMASTER: SEND ALL UAA TO CFS (SEE DMM 507.1.5.2); NON-POSTAL AND MILITARY FACILITIES: Send address corrections to  

GQ, P.O. Box 37617, Boone, IA 50037-0717. FOR SUBSCRIPTIONS, ADDRESS CHANGES, ADJUSTMENTS, OR BACK ISSUE INQUIRIES: Please write to GQ, P.O. Box 37617,  

Boone, IA 50037-0717, call 800-289-9330, or e-mail subscriptions@gq.com. Please give both new and old addresses as printed on most recent label. First copy of new subscription will be mailed within 

eight weeks after receipt of order. Address all editorial, business, and production correspondence to GQ Magazine, One World Trade Center, New York, NY 10007. For reprints, please e-mail reprints@

condenast.com or call Wright’s Media, 877-652-5295. For re-use permissions, please e-mail contentlicensing@condenast.com or call 800-897-8666. Visit us online at www.gq.com. To subscribe 

to other Condé Nast magazines on the World Wide Web, visit www.condenastdigital.com. Occasionally, we make our subscriber list available to carefully screened companies that offer products 

and services that we believe would interest our readers. If you do not want to receive these offers and/or information, please advise us at P.O. Box 37617, Boone, IA 50037-0717 or call 800-289-9330.

GQ IS NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR THE RETURN OR LOSS OF, OR FOR DAMAGE OR ANY OTHER INJURY TO, UNSOLICITED MANUSCRIPTS, UNSOLICITED ARTWORK 

(INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO, DRAWINGS, PHOTOGRAPHS, AND TRANSPARENCIES), OR ANY OTHER UNSOLICITED MATERIALS. THOSE SUBMITTING 

MANUSCRIPTS, PHOTOGRAPHS, ARTWORK, OR OTHER MATERIALS FOR CONSIDERATION SHOULD NOT SEND ORIGINALS, UNLESS SPECIFICALLY REQUESTED TO DO 

SO BY GQ IN WRITING. MANUSCRIPTS, PHOTOGRAPHS, AND OTHER MATERIALS SUBMITTED MUST BE ACCOMPANIED BY A SELF-ADDRESSED STAMPED ENVELOPE.

M A Y  2 0 2 0  G Q . C O M  1 0 1



FINAL SHOT

For our cover story on  
Kanye West and his Wyoming 
ranch, see page 44. 
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