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Dedication

 


Drive, determination, bravery, passion, character and
just plain true grit—are all traits we strive to possess in our
lives. Some of us are persistent enough to hang onto them through
the years—even decades—and they will be the things people remember
us for long after we’re in the ground. Some of us lose our way and
are blinded by temptation. John McCain is one of the former. If
you’re looking for a role model to guide you through life, look no
further than John McCain.
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Author’s Note

 More Than Meets the
Eye

 


The chances are that even if you have had only a
marginal interest in the passing political parade over the past two
plus decades, you would know the basics of Senator John McCain’s
life and times. Hard scrabble early days. War hero. Prisoner of war
for six years in the infamous Hanoi Hilton. Veteran member of the
Senate. Staunch conservative. Republican to the core. Republican
presidential candidate. If you know that much, you’ve got the broad
strokes of John McCain.

Thanks in large part to John McCain himself.

Over the years, McCain has proven himself prolific in
chronicling the important times of his life, both good and bad as
he saw them relating to the passing American parade. In several
books that include Six Years In The Hanoi Hilton: An
Extraordinary Story of Courage and Survival In Vietnam, John
McCain: An American Odyssey and Faith of My Fathers: A
Family Memoir, McCain has held nothing back in describing the
moments that have shaped his life and times, often tugging at the
emotional fabric of America and striking at sentimental longings
for the good old days. So, in a very powerful sense, when it comes
to John McCain, there are no real secrets.

But there are those aspects of the man’s life that
have seldom been looked at in great depth, especially when it has
come to his decades-long tenure helping to shape laws and policies
that have impacted the lives of countless millions. This side of
his work has been touched on in newspaper interviews and features
that have offered brief insights into his character and the battles
he has often waged in the halls of Congress.

He’s a Republican through and through. Name the
rightwing cause and the chances are good that McCain has been on
board, swinging a persuasive stick in the face of doubters. But he
is also a quiet rebel, not cut from any kind of preconceived mold,
who can turn on the often maligned and suspect notion of
partisanship without warning and cause even those who know him well
to do a double take. While the years have shown that McCain’s
attitudes have largely coincided with the rhythms of the Republican
Party, a good third of the time he has been quick to put aside
party lines and to vote his conscience, often siding with the
opposition party and willing to suffer the slings and arrows of his
decision.

McCain has often crossed party lines and has worked
with the Democrats a lot if he saw the end result as just. He had a
stoic quiet, self-effacing, humble nature often marked by a
sheepish sly smile; his appearance often masked that McCain was
risk taker who was not afraid to try, and to fail or succeed on the
strength and courage of his convictions. And over the years, he
stepped willingly into the unknown waters of politics and had both
failed and succeeded. On his own terms. Because John McCain was
nothing if not human, a flawed personality who had taken the
chances and his lumps but who ultimately emerged triumphant.

Occasionally those traits have painted a picture of
McCain as reckless and even arrogant. But when one digs deep, they
find a McCain that is well-versed and sure of all the nuances and
subtleties that go into making an informed decision. Long story
short, McCain had always been big on research. He was a politician
who read, studied and absorbed the facts and realities before
making his case. It had often been easy to take issue with McCain’s
decisions. But never to the process that brought him to his take on
life and how, legislatively, it should be conducted for the benefit
of the people who sent him to Congress to represent them.

John McCain’s dedication to duty was rife with big,
small and historical moments that have shown him to be a man of
character, distinction and belief. The days when he walked easily
down the halls of Congress, besieged by reporters shouting
questions and fellow senators asking for a moment of their time to
discuss impending legislation was the pulse of John McCain’s world.
To McCain, it was simply another day at the office. But a day when
his decisions might well have changed the country for better or
worse.

If there was a story that still needed to be told,
John McCain: A View From the Hill was the story I wanted to
tell. What the world already knew had been told to the point of
being old news. For my money, the better stories would ultimately
be revealed in the day-to-day workings and interactions of McCain
in late-night, tension-filled votes and the moments that turned
history, even in a minute way, in the halls of Congress. And when
the idea of doing a book on McCain was suggested by my editor,
perhaps owing to the success of my last political tome Trump
This! The Life And Times of Donald Trump, I was more than a bit
interested. The timing was certainly right.

By 81 years old, McCain had been making comments for
some time, hinting that he might be ready to retire from public
life. Publishing a new book on McCain had in the last year taken on
a greater sense of urgency when it was discovered that he had a
malignant brain tumor and that the long-term prognosis for recovery
was not good.

One way to approach a book whose subject was now a
day-to-day drama was suggested in the form a full-blown eulogy
focusing on his time in government beginning with his early years
in the Senate. My only add to that was to put McCain’s years in
government service under a microscope, focusing on his major
accomplishments, including his presidential runs, involvement in
the crafting of historically important bills and, wherever
possible, to have those who worked with him, comment on the
personal and professional tenor of the man.

Getting people to talk on the record, even when the
approach is positive, can be tricky but, in the case of McCain,
there was a literal landscape of former senators, political
historians and journalists who would be generous with their time to
fill in the blanks.

As with all my previous books, I saw in John
McCain: A View From the Hill the bigger, lasting and memorable
picture. It is meant to be less another look on the life and times
of John McCain and more a permanent historical record of a man who
has devoted his life to the betterment of a country and its
people.

This is a true depiction of a man who had faults. It
has been well-documented that McCain could be ill-tempered on
occasion and impatient when his world was not revolving in a timely
manner. He has not been shy about butting heads with the occupant
of the highest office in the land when he felt his opinion was
worth fighting for or that he felt he had been slighted in a
personal or professional attack There are those who have long
speculated that it was those qualities that railroaded his two
attempts at becoming president. But mixed in with these stumbles
was the abiding conviction and determination that made John McCain,
the person and the politician.

An American original.

Publishing can be a tricky beast. You want it out
first and fast, but (most importantly) best. To accomplish that
goal meant around the clock research on the latest events of the
day as they pertained to McCain and a constant amount of interview
requests. The later would prove to be tricky. Politicians are
notoriously picky about agreeing to talk about John McCain.
Journalists and historians a bit less so. Admittedly, everybody
close to McCain was circling the wagons to protect him from what
might turn out to be an intrusion that, they feared, would be less
than flattering, and so many requests went unanswered. Those who
did respond were always enlightening in their memories and
anecdotes and added key elements to what went into the mystique of
John McCain.

Always lurking in the back of my mind was an end game
for this book. To my way of thinking, this would not be a book
knocked out in a matter of days or weeks. During my initial
conversations regarding the parameters of this book, no timetable
for delivering the manuscript was ever discussed or offered. We
both agreed that John McCain: A View From the Hill would
require a massive amount of research and, if the gods allowed, many
people lining up to tell their tales. John McCain: A View
From the Hill is a book that was finished when it was
finished and not a second before.

Which is as it should be.

 


Marc Shapiro

September 2018


Introduction

 Thumbs Down

 


On July 14, 2017, John McCain lay on an operating
table at The Mayo Clinic in Phoenix, Arizona. A team of doctors
hovered over him as he took the requisite breaths that would put
him under. On the surface it seemed like a fairly simple procedure,
the removal of a blood clot above his left eye. But the reality was
that John McCain was 81 years old and when you’re of a certain age,
even with McCain’s vitality and perceived fitness, there was
nothing simple about going under the knife.

Variations on this scenario were not unfamiliar to
the veteran Senator who was well into his sixth term on the Hill
and, not surprisingly, was still looking to the future. McCain had
gone through similar surgeries to remove various melanomas (both
benign and malignant) in 1993, 2000 and 2002. This latest procedure
was successful and his immediate prognosis was good.

Five days later, doctors announced that during the
procedure they had discovered the presence of an aggressive brain
tumor, glioblastoma, the same form of cancer that had ultimately
taken the life of McCain’s good friend, the late senator Ted
Kennedy. A risky surgery to remove the tumor and an equally
aggressive round of chemotherapy was in John McCain’s immediate
future. The response to the announcement was universal sadness and
concern from people who had worked with him for years and complete
strangers who only knew him from afar or at the ballot box. McCain
went under the knife again as surgeons removed the tumor. Now all
anyone could do was hope and pray.

The ramifications of McCain’s absence from the Senate
chambers during this surgery and subsequent treatment could not
have come at a worse time. On the heels of Donald Trump’s
ascendency to the White House, the country and politics had taken a
divisive turn, tribalism and extreme partisan attitudes now the
order of the day.

Typical of the division, Republicans were attempting
to ramrod a health care bill, called the Better Care Reconciliation
Act that, if passed, would go a long way toward eliminating the
Affordable Care Act (or Obamacare), the previous more charitable
health care plan implemented by former president Barack Obama.
President Donald Trump, who was seemingly determined to erase any
trace of his predecessor’s accomplishments in favor of a draconian
purge that would cost millions health care coverage, wanted nothing
more than to see Obamacare disappear from memory.

Trump was riding the Senate and The House of
Representatives hard and, as reported by CNN and countless other
news outlets. Trump wanted things done quickly and his way; and was
finding more than enough Republicans in Congress willing to bow
down to his wishes and to stretch the perceived limitations of what
could be done constitutionally to get Trump’s healthcare plan
through the halls of Congress. The rancor between Republicans and
Democrats was turning ugly and divisive. And the tension was not
broken down by party lines.

Two Republican Senators, Susan Collins of Maine and
Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, had already stated their opposition to
the bill as it stood. A hastily revised version of the bill did not
fare much better and one of the biggest stumbling blocks would be
McCain who, the day after his surgery, acknowledged in a quote
carried by countless news outlets including CNN that, “The revised
Senate health care bill released today does not include the
measures I have been advocating for on behalf of the people of
Arizona.”

In deference to McCain, the Republicans postponed the
vote. The gesture was equal parts respect for the man and
expediency regarding his position on the upcoming vote. Because,
quite simply, nobody knew for sure on which side of the issue
McCain would land. The Democrats had long since dug in their heels
against the bill. The Republicans needed at least 50 of 52 yes
votes (and the Vice President to break the tie) to pass the bill in
the Senate and send it to the House for approval, which was
considered a certainty. It was rapidly reaching the tipping point
as the Republican defections were beginning to add up. McCain
continued to lead the charge of Senators who continued to find
fault with the bill. However, his final take on the bill remained a
mystery.

But the growing friction in the Senate over the bill
did not stop politicians on both sides of the aisle from offering
encouragement and support for their ailing comrade. Among them was
President Trump who issued a rather perfunctory statement “Senator
John McCain has always been a fighter. Melania and I send our
thoughts and prayers to Senator John McCain, his wife Cindy and
their entire family. Get well soon.”

McCain would have, most likely, doubted Trump’s
sincerity with this missive. Because by the time the Senate was
prepared to vote on July 27, 2017, Trump and McCain already had
several years of mutual animosity in their respective war
chests.

McCain was always considered a middle American, salt
of the earth, plain-spoken man of the people. Former Indiana
Senator Evan Bayh said as much in a 2018 conversation with this
author when he said, “John is a no B.S. kind of guy. He always
speaks his mind.” On the other end of the spectrum, Trump was a
child of privilege and wealth who, figuratively or literally, never
got his hands dirty. Surprisingly, Trump had been an avid
supporter, vocally and financially, of McCain’s 2008 Presidential
run. But things had changed.

Pulitzer Prize winning journalist David Cay Johnston
was more direct on the difference between McCain and Trump during a
2018 interview with this author. “Trump is all about Trump. Trump
is a dictator in waiting.”

With rare exceptions, relations between the two polar
opposites remained distant and cordial over the years. But
relations between the two “very different men” would splinter over
ideological, personal and ethical differences throughout the
ensuing years, culminating in a July 2015 Iowa campaign stop,
chronicled by Time Magazine and countless other media outlets, in
which Trump dismissed McCain’s image as a war hero when he told the
crowd, “He is not a war hero. He was a war hero because he was
captured. I like people who weren’t captured.”

Many took the remark as mere spite on Trump’s part in
response to McCain’s previous remark in which he admonished Trump
for “stirring up the crazies” with his anti-immigration rhetoric.
Not surprisingly, Trump’s remark brought out the ire of Republicans
and Democrats alike for his attack on McCain, who had long since
established a high watermark for principle and integrity.

No one was surprised when McCain took the high road
in responding to the attack during an interview simulcast on MSNBC
and The Today Show. “He doesn’t owe me an apology,” insisted the
senator. “But I think he may owe an apology to the families of
those who have sacrificed in conflict and those who have undergone
the prison experience in combat.”

That Trump and McCain did not like each other was
obvious. But ask any five people what was at the root cause and you
would most likely get five different opinions. Among them is
award-winning congressional journalist Elaine S. Povich who has
covered the House and the Senate since the early 80’s for United
Press International, The Chicago Tribune and Newsweek. Povich cut
to the chase in a 2018 interview with this author. “McCain believes
in serving something greater than one’s own self-interest. Trump is
completely self-interested. That’s diametrical opposition.”

The contentious relations between McCain and Trump
reached a breaking point when, in the aftermath of the release of
the infamous Access Hollywood sexist tape, McCain went public with
the announcement that the tape was a last straw and that he would
not support Trump’s candidacy.

McCain has never been one to court drama and the
spotlight. Verbal battles were not his style. But in his own often
quiet and laidback demeanor, McCain was suddenly the center of a
rapidly unfolding drama. One of the first to speak to McCain
post-surgery was longtime friend and South Carolina Senator Lindsey
Graham who acknowledged his friends’ fighting spirit in Esquire.
“John was the one to say ‘No more woe is me. I’m going to fight as
long as I can and let’s get back to business.’”

That attitude of self-sacrifice for a greater good
was nothing new for the veteran politician. It was something that
he had brought with him from his military life and his roots in a
family, whose generations, had been born to serve. And it was on
full display when, in the wake of a nearly six-hour operation,
McCain would be in fine form, defying the warnings of loved ones
who cautioned against the 81-year-old Senator returning to the
political wars.

“When they found out I had this tumor, they said
‘Well you can’t go back to work.’ And I said, ‘I have to go back to
work. There are kids out there that are doing a lot more dangerous
things than me.’ That’s why I went back to the Senate. I had
to.”

Eleven days after surgeons removed the cancer, McCain
walked, a bit unsteadily, into the Senate chamber. He was greeted
with a standing ovation. All was seemingly right in the world. But
McCain, whose mind was never far from business as usual was upset
at the way the health care bill was being handled. Members of both
parties stood silent as McCain took them to task for the slipshod
and, yes, underhanded way the bill was being pushed through the
Senate by his own party. In the best possible way, McCain was
speaking truth to power as only he could, his feelings and emotions
raw and on his sleeve. His speech completed, McCain turned and
walked out.

The battle to repel Obamacare had suddenly turned
into powerful theater. McCain, a defiant mixture of Othello and Don
Quixote, had left his fellow senators speechless. McCain, in what
many would reexamine as a classic floor speech, excoriated senators
on both sides of the aisle for putting partisan politics ahead of
the people’s needs. When he was finished, McCain, nevertheless,
voted for a motion for the bill to proceed to a vote. Three days
later, he would return to the Senate floor.

Where the drama remained high.

Democrats were united in opposition to the bill and
so the pressure fell primarily on the handful of Republican
politicians who had expressed opposition. And it was McCain who was
receiving the lion’s share of the pressure to vote yes or no.
McCain leisurely moved around the Senate floor, alternately
frustrated and bemused at the chaos that was playing out around
him.

As the hours dragged on to midnight and beyond, a
number of Republicans were putting a full court press on the
Arizona Senator, including Vice President Mike Pence and, at one
point, a phone call from the President himself, in an attempt to
sway McCain. McCain dutifully listened to their attempts at
persuasion, nodding and offering his own views but ultimately
keeping his decision to himself. To many observers, this was
vintage McCain, the consummate professional who often seemed quite
happy to wrap himself in the cloak of maverick.

Well past the witching hour and into the next day, it
was time for the Senate to vote which played out as advertised and
seemingly set the stage for McCain’s decision that would, one way
or another, seal the bill’s fate. Finally, McCain’s name was
called. The Senator walked gingerly toward the center of the Senate
floor, his expression impassive, giving no clue as to how this hand
would play out. He held out his arm and, after what seemed like an
eternity, he gave the thumbs down gesture and said “no.”

A mixture of applause and deathly silence echoed
through the Senate chambers as McCain turned and walked out of the
chambers. His job was done. And typical of McCain, his response to
why he voted against the bill was succinct and to the point.

“I thought it was the right thing to do.”


Chapter One

 Mr. McCain Goes to
Washington

 


McCain walked out of the infamous Hanoi Hilton
prisoner of war camp on March 14, 1973. He would spend the next ten
years trying to find himself, personally and professionally.

As a returning POW, McCain became an instant
celebrity of sorts, seemingly a final addendum to a war that was
finally, truly over. The New York Times trumpeted his return from
captivity with a picture of him disembarking his flight to freedom
on the front page. There was a reception at The White House where
McCain was seen hobnobbing with then President Richard Nixon and
other political heavyweights. He headlined then-President Ronald
Reagan’s annual prayer breakfast. Throw in parades, personal
appearances and countless fan letters and the quiet, humble and shy
McCain suddenly found himself enjoying the attention and, in those
instances when he would speak, sounding very much like a
politician.

All of which proved an effective balm to the chaos of
the personal life he was now forced to deal with. Getting
reacquainted with his wife Carol and his children was not easy. The
years apart had created a sense of isolation and communication for
McCain that was often difficult for McCain as he began the
challenges of adjusting to civilian life. Further adding to the
chaos was the fact that his wife had, in 1969, suffered an auto
accident while McCain had been in confinement that had left her
physically disabled. That he was, likewise, suffering physically
and emotionally did not help his reintroduction to post POW
life.

After enduring months of physical therapy for
injuries to his arms and legs resulting from his POW experience,
McCain hoped to return to the military experience where he felt
most comfortable. In an article he penned for a 1973 issue of US
News & World Report, McCain offered “My own plans for the
future are to remain in the Navy, if I am able to return to flying
status.”

McCain registered for classes at the National War
College where, in 1974, he quite literally earned his wings when he
had his military flight status reinstated and was subsequently
assigned to head up a flight training squadron on a base in
Florida.

With his marriage slowly disintegrating around him,
McCain succumbed to temptation and had several affairs which
ultimately pushed his relationship to his first wife toward
divorce. In a candid assessment from his book Worth the Fighting
For, McCain took full responsibility for the affairs and the
end of his first marriage. “I had not shown the determination to
rebuild my personal life. The blame was entirely mine.”

By 1977, McCain had reached a crossroads. He loved
the military, but regulations were seemingly throwing a roadblock
in his chances for further advancement. A year earlier, McCain had
briefly toyed with the idea of getting into politics, but his
enthusiasm was quickly overruled by the fact that he had no
experience and no idea on how to get it.

It was at that point that fate took a hand when the
Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral James Holloway suggested that
McCain, with his notoriety and ease in getting along with people of
any level, would be an ideal candidate for the Navy’s Senate
Liaison Office located in Washington D.C. The job was basically
glorified lobbying of the Senate on all matters related to the
Navy. McCain proved to be a natural. He was easy to talk to, had an
authentic endearing sense of self and others and, most importantly
to the Navy, was the perfect conduit between the Navy and the
Senate. It was a job that would ultimately peak his interest in
politics again, but it was a job that initially rubbed McCain the
wrong way.
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