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The Reagan and Clinton icons of their respective parties
were in plain sight early on and, it seemed, ready to
do battle. (Illustration by Steve Brodner;
first appeared in The New Yorker.)
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INTRODUCTION

Todd S. Purdum

 



 



 



The United States is ensnared in a grim and seemingly unwinnable war half a world away. Domestic political passions run high. Accusations of un-Americanism are recklessly hurled about, even as civil liberties and constitutional protections are casually abraded. One of the most fascinating presidential campaigns in years pits a first-term statewide officeholder from Illinois (who writes his own speeches) against a bona-fide war hero (who accumulated more than his share of demerits and did not distinguish himself in his military academy class). Both have a reputation for uncommon rectitude, and the fall election will test whether either can win without proving he is unworthy of winning, as a wise (but losing) politician once put it.

That politician was Adlai E. Stevenson, who, fifty-six years ago this fall, as the first-term governor of Illinois, took on Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander who saved the civilized world from Hitler, for the right to succeed Harry Truman. Their 1952 election battle was the last time in American history that the race for the White House was as wide open as it has been this year—with no incumbent president or vice president on either party’s ticket—and the parallels between their contest and the fight of Barack Obama against John McCain are eerily obvious: the egghead vs. the egg-breaker; the poet vs. the paladin; the fresh face vs. the battle-scarred vet.

But the differences are palpable, too. Stevenson was running with the weight of twenty years of Democratic rule and its accumulated controversies on his shoulders, while McCain is burdened by public distaste for two terms of catastrophic Republican control. Obama has positioned himself as a figure above conventional politics, just as Eisenhower did when he kept both parties guessing for months about whether he was a Republican, a Democrat, or merely a kind of living god. Eisenhower captivated voters with his vague pledge to “go to Korea” (which meant get out of it), while McCain, who shares some of Ike’s bipartisan patina, has vowed to stay in Iraq for years, if that’s what it takes.

It remains to be seen whether Obama will be more like Stevenson, a pure and noble loser, or John F. Kennedy, a cool cat who went to school on Stevenson’s mistakes. And it remains to be seen whether McCain, whose undaunted courage in the Hanoi Hilton left his body badly broken (and who would be two years older if and when he takes office than Ike was when he left it), will be more like the rise-above-it-all Eisenhower or Ike’s fellow Kansan Bob Dole, who nearly lost his life as a lieutenant in Italy in World War II but seemed too damned old and cranky to wrest the presidency from that glandular phenomenon, Bill Clinton, in 1996.

Hovering over the whole scene is another figure: a pioneering First Lady who went on to an outstanding public career in her own right, winning a huge place in the hearts of many of her fellow Democrats. Like Eleanor Roosevelt, Hillary Clinton long ago rose above her husband’s infidelity to make something finer for herself, and like E.R. in 1960, H.R.C. has worried this year that her party’s bright young standard-bearer is not quite up to the job. But Senator Clinton’s very presence on the national stage is proof of the limits of this historical ramble’s relevance to current events: It was not so long ago that the prospect of a white woman (or a black man) becoming the Democratic presidential nominee was quite unthinkable.

In each presidential election cycle, it has become a cliché (or at least a truism) to say that something or other is “unprecedented.” Inflation alone all but guarantees that the next election will be more expensive than the one before it; the steady breakdown of party discipline has meant that primary voters (and television news directors) have gained more and more influence over a more and more diffuse process; the rise of a 24/7 media culture has elevated trivialities to the level of great debates; and a process that once took only a few months between the parties’ conventions and the general election (or eight or nine months when the primaries began in February and March) now takes the better part of two full years, if not more.

Still, as the range of provocative and insightful pieces in this anthology suggests, it seems all but certain that historians will regard the 2008 election as singular. The sheer amount of money raised by the leading candidates ($1 million a day by Barack Obama, routinely, for weeks on end), the vast size of Obama’s crowds, and the intensity of the Democratic nomination fight are all a testament to the Internet’s extraordinary (and, yes, unprecedented) power as a fundraising, organizing, energizing tool. More than at any time in my twenty-five years of covering politics—and my nearly fifty years of living—there is really something new under the sun.

Precisely what this year of extraordinary possibilities will produce—in Washington, or the world—is another question. For all the bitter debates of McCarthyism, the 1952 election actually produced remarkable consensus on activist government at home and internationalist government abroad: Eisenhower accepted the legacies of the New Deal and the Marshall Plan in the face of the global foe of communism. Just four years ago, President Bush’s chief strategist, Karl Rove, was predicting that his reelection presaged a permanent Republican realignment. If that now seems far from likely, so does a great new day of Democratic dominance. Muddling through may be the new normal.

Neither Obama nor McCain is conventionally partisan, and each has made his name in part by railing against the destructiveness and absurdity of much of what passes for modern politics. But even in the early going, their matchup showed signs of producing conventional partisan squabbles. Would either stand much of a chance of changing the entrenched ways of Washington, the power of the special-interest money they both purport to despise, or the threat of global terrorism that they view so differently? The country may be united in opposition to George W. Bush and his policies in Iraq and elsewhere, but by most other conventional measures, voters remain closely divided. McCain would doubtless face a hostile Democratic Congress, and Obama would have nothing like the large working majorities that Franklin D. Roosevelt and Lyndon B. Johnson enjoyed in their prime.

What does seem clear enough is that this election will be a pivot point, a chance for the United States to recalibrate itself, and the world’s image of it, in the face of rapidly evolving circumstances. Obama would be the fourth youngest president in our history, and McCain the very oldest, but as political personalities, either would be a decided contrast to the incumbent Decider the world has come to know so well. McCain may be Hemingway and Obama Fitzgerald, but both see the world with something of the writer’s eye. Both have compelling personal narratives that reinforce and amplify their policy approaches, whether McCain’s muscular nationalism and Teddy Roosevelt-style grit or Obama’s promise of a new kind of politics in which small victories make big differences and aspiration is its own reward.

As Drew Westen reminds us in the insightful excerpt from his book, The Political Brain (page 111), politics has always been, at heart, a matter of story-telling, and voters embrace (or reject) politicians more with their hearts than with their heads. Ronald Reagan knew this instinctively, and Adlai Stevenson understood it all too well. When told at one point in his 1956 campaign that “every thinking person” in the country was for him, he replied, “That’s not  enough. . . . We need a majority!” From George Washington on, we have disproportionately loved our leaders, as Desdemona loved Othello, for the dangers they have passed, the obstacles they have overcome, and the dragons they set out to slay on our behalf, far more than for the ten-point plans they have promised. Our current system of selecting them may well be inhumane, inelegant, and far too prolonged, and it may provide only limited guidance about the candidates’ capacity for governing. But it is the system we have made, so perhaps we deserve it.

The pieces in the pages that follow describe the state of that system, and tell the stories of the combatants, from the middle-distance perspective between current events and history that magazine writing is uniquely suited to provide. In a world full of more and more (and more unreliable) opinion masquerading as fact, and of sometimes mindless accumulation of fact substituting for meaning, the profiles, narratives, essays, and analyses gathered here offer a welcome degree of reflection. They capture the moment in which they were published, yet they already seem well positioned to stand the test of time. They plumb personality, explore technology, assay economics, and detail grave mistakes.

Perhaps more than anything, this election year, and this collection, reify that hoariest shibboleth of the national creed: that in America, any boy (or girl) can grow up to be president, and, to paraphrase Stevenson, that’s just one of the risks we take.






PREFACE

Royce Flippin

 



 



 



The eve of the 2008 presidential election offers up a scene worthy of a Hollywood screenwriter’s imagination: a lame-duck, widely unpopular Republican president limping to the end of his second term, and a wide-open race to succeed him featuring a Vietnam War hero, a first-term African American senator, and the only First Lady ever to run for the White House. The backdrop? A pugnacious but largely impotent Democratic majority in the House and Senate, the seemingly interminable armed struggle to turn Iraq and Afghanistan into working democracies, a faltering U.S. economy, and the nagging sense that Al Qaeda and its allies are still actively plotting violence against America. Something’s gotta give. Change is in the air—though just what it will bring remains to be seen.

The current national mood of uncertainty, frustration, and hunger for a new direction (the most recent Gallup Poll found an unprecedented 77 percent of Americans believe the country is on the wrong track) is the raw material for the selections in Best American Political Writing 2008. It isn’t surprising then that this year’s edition is largely divided between analysis of how our country has gone astray and investigations into how we are scrambling toward what we hope will be a brighter future.

The coverage of this cataclysmic year is headed up by “The Race,” a collection of articles devoted to the bruising primary battles for the Republican and Democratic presidential nominations. Andrew Sullivan’s essay “Goodbye to All That: Why Obama Matters” is a fascinating rumination on Barack Obama’s importance as the nation’s first presidential candidate born after 1960. Chris Jones’s intimate two-part profile of John McCain’s ascension to the Republican nomination follows, before the spotlight shifts to Hillary Clinton with Amanda Fortini’s essay on how her candidacy, and the hostility it’s generated, has reinvigorated America’s feminist movement. The three subsequent pieces report directly from the campaign trail, as George Packer surveys “The Choice”  between Obama and Clinton, Tim Dickinson writes about Obama’s unprecedented grassroots campaign organization, and veteran political scribe Ryan Lizza captures the fierce determination of Hillary Clinton in “The Iron Lady.” In conclusion, John Heilemann’s thought-provoking article examines how the general election contest between McCain and Obama is likely to shape up (“Is John McCain Bob Dole?”), and Rick Perlstein takes a wry look at the right-wing punditry’s belated embrace of McCain as the GOP nominee (“All Aboard the McCain Express”).

“Who We Are Now” veers from the campaign trail to offer a varied selection of political perspectives. Beginning with psychologist Drew Westen, author of the assumption-shattering best-seller The Political Brain, we learn just how the leading presidential candidates have attempted to bond emotionally with the American public. Jennifer Senior examines why political candidates are better off hiding their true personalities, famed playwright David Mamet explains why he no longer considers himself a liberal, and professor and feminist author Linda Hirshman offers up a provocative analysis of female voting patterns. Rounding out the section are profiles of two diametrically opposed governor-ships, with David Margolick’s cautionary article on Eliot Spitzer’s brief and troubled tenure as New York’s chief executive, published just weeks before he was forced to step down, and Tom Junod’s rollicking account of how California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger retooled his gubernatorial approach and roared his way to reelection. In closing, technology writer Clive Thompson educates us on just how hard it is to find a reliable vote-counting machine.

In “So Long, Buckaroo,” contributors explore the uncertain legacy of soon-to-be-ex-president George W. Bush. Todd S. Purdum examines Bush’s life inside the White House bubble, while Jonathan Chait and economist Joseph E. Stiglitz offer a two-pronged assessment of the Bush economic program’s failings in their respective pieces. Joshua Green closes with a shrewd analysis of why Bush’s campaign guru Karl Rove is brilliant at winning elections, but less ingenious at running a government.

“What We Talk About When We Talk About War” concentrates on American foreign policy, with a particular focus on the conflict in Iraq. Jon Lee Anderson’s “Inside the Surge” is an eyewitness account of how the recent buildup of U.S. troop strength in Iraq is playing out on the streets of Baghdad, while former Bush adviser Peter D. Feaver’s “Anatomy of the Surge” provides an illuminating view of what the Iraq occupation looks like from inside the Administration. “The History Boys,” one of the last pieces written by the late  David Halberstam, pokes big holes in the Bush administration’s efforts to compare George W. Bush with Harry S. Truman, another president who left office with dismal approval ratings. In “After Musharraf,” foreign correspondent Joshua Hammer travels to Pakistan to assess President Pervez Musharraf’s prospects of continuing as leader of that strategically important nation. “The Black Sites,” by Jane Mayer, is a chilling investigation of the C.I.A.’s tactics inside its secret prisons, while “Euphemism and American Violence,” by literature professor David Bromwich, challenges us to rethink the political implications of the words we use to describe our world.

This is the seventh edition of Best American Political Writing to see print—a series whose tenure has coincided exactly with that of George W. Bush’s presidency. Next year, at long last, there will be someone else in the Oval Office to kick around. Change is in the air, and it’s bracing. But no matter who the next man in the White House is, American troops will remain in Iraq and Afghanistan, the U.S. economy will likely still be sputtering, Osama bin Laden will quite probably still be at large somewhere in western Pakistan, and the Senate Democrats will almost certainly remain a few seats shy of a filibuster-proof majority. You can’t have everything—and if you could, what would be left to write about?
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A takeoff on the famous painting by George
Bellows, this time with Clinton and Obama in
the ring. McCain is ringside taking notes.
(Illustration by Steve Brodner; first
appeared in The New Yorker.)
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GOODBYE TO ALL THAT:
WHY OBAMA MATTERS

ANDREW SULLIVAN


The Atlantic Monthly December 2007

 



As this book went to press in June 2008, the seemingly endless Democratic primary season had at last drawn to a close, with Barack Obama finally nailing down the presidential nomination. But there was nothing easy about his victory: Having piled up an insurmountable lead in pledged delegates with his string of wins midway through the process, Obama had to then outwait a series of survival maneuvers by Hillary Clinton—which included pressing to take account of the delegations from the contested Michigan and Florida primaries (both states had been “desanctioned” as punishment for moving up their primary dates in defiance of party rules, and the Democratic National Committee eventually decided to allocate a half-vote per delegate in each state) and making the case that she had “won” the popular vote (true, if you count her 328,000 to zero victory over Obama in Michigan, where his name didn’t appear on the ballot).


Clinton’s stubborn refusal to quit was in part a nod to her many fervent supporters, but to some, it also seemed to reflect her campaign’s sense of disbelief that her “inevitable” path to the nomination had been blocked by such an unlikely (and unforeseen) adversary. In his Atlantic Monthly article—which appeared before the first primary vote had been cast—Andrew Sullivan put a twist on the argument of so-called inevitability by noting that whatever historical forces might be at work in this election, Obama stands to benefit most from them. Born in the 1960s, he’s grown up largely free of the lingering tensions spawned by that troubled decade. And if the nation is finally ready to bid adieu to the politics of the Vietnam era, as Sullivan—who’s written extensively about religion and culture in American political life—believes, then Obama is the natural choice to lead the way.


 



The logic behind the candidacy of Barack Obama is not, in the end, about Barack Obama. It has little to do with his policy proposals, which are very close to his Democratic rivals’ and which, with a few exceptions, exist firmly within  the conventions of our politics. It has little to do with Obama’s considerable skills as a conciliator, legislator, or even thinker. It has even less to do with his ideological pedigree or legal background or rhetorical skills. Yes, as the many profiles prove, he has considerable intelligence and not a little guile. But so do others, not least his formidably polished and practiced opponent Senator Hillary Clinton.

Obama, moreover, is no saint. He has flaws and tics: Often tired, sometimes crabby, intermittently solipsistic, he’s a surprisingly uneven campaigner. A soaring rhetorical flourish one day is undercut by a lackluster debate performance the next. He is certainly not without self-regard. He has more experience in public life than his opponents want to acknowledge, but he has not spent much time in Washington and has never run a business. His lean physique, close-cropped hair, and stick-out ears can give the impression of a slightly pushy undergraduate. You can see why many of his friends and admirers have urged him to wait his turn. He could be president in five or nine years’ time—why the rush?

But he knows, and privately acknowledges, that the fundamental point of his candidacy is that it is happening now. In politics, timing matters. And the most persuasive case for Obama has less to do with him than with the moment he is meeting. The moment has been a long time coming, and it is the result of a confluence of events, from one traumatizing war in Southeast Asia to another in the most fractious country in the Middle East. The legacy is a cultural climate that stultifies our politics and corrupts our discourse.

Obama’s candidacy in this sense is a potentially transformational one. Unlike any of the other candidates, he could take America—finally—past the debilitating, self-perpetuating family quarrel of the Baby Boom generation that has long engulfed all of us. So much has happened in America in the past seven years, let alone the past 40, that we can be forgiven for focusing on the present and the immediate future. But it is only when you take several large steps back into the long past that the full logic of an Obama presidency stares directly—and uncomfortably—at you.

At its best, the Obama candidacy is about ending a war—not so much the war in Iraq, which now has a momentum that will propel the occupation into the next decade—but the war within America that has prevailed since Vietnam and that shows dangerous signs of intensifying, a nonviolent civil war that has crippled America at the very time the world needs it most. It is a war about war—and about culture and about religion and about race. And in that war, Obama—and Obama alone—offers the possibility of a truce.

The traces of our long journey to this juncture can be found all around us. Its most obvious manifestation is political rhetoric. The high temperature—Bill O’Reilly’s nightly screeds against anti-Americans on one channel, Keith Olbermann’s “Worst Person in the World” on the other; MoveOn.org’s “General Betray Us” on the one side, Ann Coulter’s Treason on the other; Michael Moore’s accusation of treason at the core of the Iraq War, Sean Hannity’s assertion of treason in the opposition to it—is particularly striking when you examine the generally minor policy choices on the table. Something deeper and more powerful than the actual decisions we face is driving the tone of the debate.

Take the biggest foreign-policy question—the war in Iraq. The rhetoric ranges from John McCain’s “No Surrender” banner to the “End the War Now” absolutism of much of the Democratic base. Yet the substantive issue is almost comically removed from this hyperventilation. Every potential president, Republican or Democrat, would likely inherit more than 100,000 occupying troops in January 2009; every one would be attempting to redeploy them as prudently as possible and to build stronger alliances both in the region and in the world. Every major candidate, moreover, will pledge to use targeted military force against Al Qaeda if necessary; every one is committed to ensuring that Iran will not have a nuclear bomb; every one is committed to an openended deployment in Afghanistan and an unbending alliance with Israel. We are fighting over something, to be sure. But it is more a fight over how we define ourselves and over long-term goals than over what is practically to be done on the ground.

On domestic policy, the primary issue is health care. Again, the ferocious rhetoric belies the mundane reality. Between the boogeyman of “Big Government” and the alleged threat of the drug companies, the practical differences are more matters of nuance than ideology. Yes, there are policy disagreements, but in the wake of the Bush administration, they are underwhelming. Most Republicans support continuing the Medicare drug benefit for seniors, the largest expansion of the entitlement state since Lyndon Johnson, while Democrats are merely favoring more cost controls on drug and insurance companies. Between Mitt Romney’s Massachusetts plan—individual mandates, private-sector leadership—and Senator Clinton’s triangulated update of her 1994 debacle, the difference is more technical than fundamental. The country has moved ever so slightly leftward. But this again is less a function of  ideological transformation than of the current system’s failure to provide affordable health care for the insured or any care at all for growing numbers of the working poor.

Even on issues that are seen as integral to the polarization, the practical stakes in this election are minor. A large consensus in America favors legal abortions during the first trimester and varying restrictions thereafter. Even in solidly red states, such as South Dakota, the support for total criminalization is weak. If Roe were to fall, the primary impact would be the end of a system more liberal than any in Europe in favor of one more in sync with the varied views that exist across this country. On marriage, the battles in the states are subsiding, as a bevy of blue states adopt either civil marriage or civil unions for gay couples, and the rest stand pat. Most states that want no recognition for same-sex couples have already made that decision, usually through state constitutional amendments that allow change only with extreme difficulty. And the one state where marriage equality exists, Massachusetts, has decided to maintain the reform indefinitely.

Given this quiet, evolving consensus on policy, how do we account for the bitter, brutal tone of American politics? The answer lies mainly with the biggest and most influential generation in America: the Baby Boomers. The divide is still—amazingly—between those who fought in Vietnam and those who didn’t, and between those who fought and dissented and those who fought but never dissented at all. By defining the contours of the Boomer generation, it lasted decades. And with time came a strange intensity.

The professionalization of the battle, and the emergence of an array of well-funded interest groups dedicated to continuing it, can be traced most proximately to the bitter confirmation fights over Robert Bork and Clarence Thomas, in 1987 and 1991 respectively. The presidency of Bill Clinton, who was elected with only 43 percent of the vote in 1992, crystallized the new reality. As soon as the Baby Boomers hit the commanding heights, the Vietnam power struggle rebooted. The facts mattered little in the face of such a divide. While Clinton was substantively a moderate conservative in policy, his countercultural origins led to the drama, ultimately, of religious warfare and even impeachment. Clinton clearly tried to bridge the Boomer split. But he was trapped on one side of it—and his personal foibles only reignited his generation’s agonies over sex and love and marriage. Even the failed impeachment didn’t bring the two sides to their senses, and the election of 2000 only made  matters worse: Gore and Bush were almost designed to reflect the Boomers’ and the country’s divide, which deepened further.

The trauma of 9/11 has tended to obscure the memory of that unprecedentedly bitter election, and its nail-biting aftermath, which verged on a constitutional crisis. But its legacy is very much still with us, made far worse by President Bush’s approach to dealing with it. Despite losing the popular vote, Bush governed as if he had won Reagan’s 49 states. Instead of cementing a coalition of the center-right, Bush and Rove set out to ensure that the new evangelical base of the Republicans would turn out more reliably in 2004. Instead of seeing the post-’60s divide as a wound to be healed, they poured acid on it.

 



 



With 9/11, Bush had a reset moment—a chance to reunite the country in a way that would marginalize the extreme haters on both sides and forge a national consensus. He chose not to do so. It wasn’t entirely his fault. On the left, the truest believers were unprepared to give the president the benefit of any doubt in the wake of the 2000 election, and they even judged the 9/11 attacks to be a legitimate response to decades of U.S. foreign policy. Some could not support the war in Afghanistan, let alone the adventure in Iraq. As the Iraq War faltered, the polarization intensified. In 2004, the Vietnam argument returned with a new energy, with the Swift Boat attacks on John Kerry’s Vietnam War record and CBS’s misbegotten report on Bush’s record in the Texas Air National Guard. These were the stories that touched the collective nerve of the political classes—because they parsed once again along the fault lines of the Boomer divide that had come to define all of us.

The result was an even deeper schism. Kerry was arguably the worst candidate on earth to put to rest the post-1960s culture war—and his decision to embrace his Vietnam identity at the convention made things worse. Bush, for his part, was unable to do nuance. And so the campaign became a matter of symbolism—pitting those who took the terror threat “seriously” against those who didn’t. Supporters of the Iraq War became more invested in asserting the morality of their cause than in examining the effectiveness of their tactics. Opponents of the war found themselves dispirited. Some were left to hope privately for American failure; others lashed out, as distrust turned to paranoia.  It was and is a toxic cycle, in which the interests of the United States are supplanted by domestic agendas born of pride and ruthlessness on the one hand and bitterness and alienation on the other.

 



 



This is the critical context for the election of 2008. It is an election that holds the potential not merely to intensify this cycle of division but to bequeath it to a new generation, one marked by a new war that need not be—that should not be—seen as another Vietnam. A Giuliani-Clinton matchup, favored by the media elite, is a classic intragenerational struggle—with two deeply divisive and ruthless personalities ready to go to the brink. Giuliani represents that Nixonian disgust with anyone asking questions about, let alone actively protesting, a war. Clinton will always be, in the minds of so many, the young woman who gave the commencement address at Wellesley, who sat in on the Nixon implosion and who once disdained baking cookies. For some, her husband will always be the draft dodger who smoked pot and wouldn’t admit it. And however hard she tries, there is nothing Hillary Clinton can do about it. She and Giuliani are conscripts in their generation’s war. To their respective sides, they are war heroes.

In normal times, such division is not fatal, and can even be healthy. It’s great copy for journalists. But we are not talking about routine rancor. And we are not talking about normal times. We are talking about a world in which Islamist terror, combined with increasingly available destructive technology, has already murdered thousands of Americans, and tens of thousands of Muslims, and could pose an existential danger to the West. The terrible failures of the Iraq occupation, the resurgence of Al Qaeda in Pakistan, the progress of Iran toward nuclear capability, and the collapse of America’s prestige and moral reputation, especially among those millions of Muslims too young to have known any American president but Bush, heighten the stakes dramatically.

Perhaps the underlying risk is best illustrated by our asking what the popular response would be to another 9/11-style attack. It is hard to imagine a reprise of the sudden unity and solidarity in the days after 9/11, or an out-pouring of support from allies and neighbors. It is far easier to imagine an even more bitter fight over who was responsible (apart from the perpetrators) and a profound suspicion of a government forced to impose more restrictions on travel, communications, and civil liberties. The current president would be unable to command the trust, let alone the support, of half the country in such a time. He could even be blamed for provoking any attack that came.

Of the viable national candidates, only Obama and possibly McCain have the potential to bridge this widening partisan gulf. Polling reveals Obama to be the favored Democrat among Republicans. McCain’s bipartisan appeal has receded in recent years, especially with his enthusiastic embrace of the latest phase of the Iraq War. And his personal history can only reinforce the Vietnam divide. But Obama’s reach outside his own ranks remains striking. Why? It’s a good question: How has a black, urban liberal gained far stronger support among Republicans than the made-over moderate Clinton or the southern charmer Edwards? Perhaps because the Republicans and independents who are open to an Obama candidacy see his primary advantage in prosecuting the war on Islamist terrorism. It isn’t about his policies as such; it is about his person. They are prepared to set their own ideological preferences to one side in favor of what Obama offers America in a critical moment in our dealings with the rest of the world. The war today matters enormously. The war of the last generation? Not so much. If you are an American who yearns to finally get beyond the symbolic battles of the Boomer generation and face today’s actual problems, Obama may be your man.

 



 



What does he offer? First and foremost: his face. Think of it as the most effective potential rebranding of the United States since Reagan. Such a rebranding is not trivial—it’s central to an effective war strategy. The war on Islamist terror, after all, is two-pronged: a function of both hard power and soft power. We have seen the potential of hard power in removing the Taliban and Saddam Hussein. We have also seen its inherent weaknesses in Iraq, and its profound limitations in winning a long war against radical Islam. The next president has to create a sophisticated and supple blend of soft and hard power to isolate the enemy, to fight where necessary, but also to create an ideological template that works to the West’s advantage over the long haul. There is simply no other candidate with the potential of Obama to do this. Which is where his face comes in.

Consider this hypothetical. It’s November 2008. A young Pakistani Muslim is watching television and sees that this man—Barack Hussein Obama—is the new face of America. In one simple image, America’s soft power has been  ratcheted up not a notch, but a logarithm. A brown-skinned man whose father was an African, who grew up in Indonesia and Hawaii, who attended a majority-Muslim school as a boy, is now the alleged enemy. If you wanted the crudest but most effective weapon against the demonization of America that fuels Islamist ideology, Obama’s face gets close. It proves them wrong about what America is in ways no words can.

The other obvious advantage that Obama has in facing the world and our enemies is his record on the Iraq War. He is the only major candidate to have clearly opposed it from the start. Whoever is in office in January 2009 will be tasked with redeploying forces in and out of Iraq, negotiating with neighboring states, engaging America’s estranged allies, tamping down regional violence. Obama’s interlocutors in Iraq and the Middle East would know that he never had suspicious motives toward Iraq, has no interest in occupying it indefinitely, and foresaw more clearly than most Americans the baleful consequences of long-term occupation.

This latter point is the most salient. The act of picking the next president will be in some ways a statement of America’s view of Iraq. Clinton is running as a centrist Democrat—voting for war, accepting the need for an occupation at least through her first term, while attempting to do triage as practically as possible. Obama is running as the clearer antiwar candidate. At the same time, Obama’s candidacy cannot fairly be cast as a McGovernite revival in tone or substance. He is not opposed to war as such. He is not opposed to the use of unilateral force, either—as demonstrated by his willingness to target Al Qaeda in Pakistan over the objections of the Pakistani government. He does not oppose the idea of democratization in the Muslim world as a general principle or the concept of nation building as such. He is not an isolationist, as his support for the campaign in Afghanistan proves. It is worth recalling the key passages of the speech Obama gave in Chicago on October 2, 2002, five months before the war: 





I don’t oppose all wars. And I know that in this crowd today, there is no shortage of patriots, or of patriotism. What I am opposed to is a dumb war. What I am opposed to is a rash war . . . I know that even a successful war against Iraq will require a U.S. occupation of undetermined length, at undetermined cost, with undetermined consequences. I know that an invasion of Iraq without a clear rationale and without strong international support will only fan the flames of the Middle East, and encourage the worst, rather than best, impulses of the Arab world, and  strengthen the recruitment arm of Al Qaeda. I am not opposed to all wars. I’m opposed to dumb wars.


 



The man who opposed the war for the right reasons is for that reason the potential president with the most flexibility in dealing with it. Clinton is hemmed in by her past and her generation. If she pulls out too quickly, she will fall prey to the usual browbeating from the right—the same theme that has played relentlessly since 1968. If she stays in too long, the antiwar base of her own party, already suspicious of her, will pounce. The Boomer legacy imprisons her—and so it may continue to imprison us. The debate about the war in the next four years needs to be about the practical and difficult choices ahead of us—not about the symbolism or whether it’s a second Vietnam.

A generational divide also separates Clinton and Obama with respect to domestic politics. Clinton grew up saturated in the conflict that still defines American politics. As a liberal, she has spent years in a defensive crouch against triumphant post-Reagan conservatism. The mau-mauing that greeted her health-care plan and the endless nightmares of her husband’s scandals drove her deeper into her political bunker. Her liberalism is warped by what you might call a Political Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome. Reagan spooked people on the left, especially those, like Clinton, who were interested primarily in winning power. She has internalized what most Democrats of her generation have internalized: They suspect that the majority is not with them, and so some quotient of discretion, fear, or plain deception is required if they are to advance their objectives. And so the less-adept ones seem deceptive, and the more-practiced ones, like Clinton, exhibit the plasticness and inauthenticity that still plague her candidacy. She’s hiding her true feelings. We know it, she knows we know it, and there is no way out of it.

Obama, simply by virtue of when he was born, is free of this defensiveness. Strictly speaking, he is at the tail end of the Boomer generation. But he is not of it.

“Partly because my mother, you know, was smack-dab in the middle of the Baby Boom generation,” he told me. “She was only 18 when she had me. So when I think of Baby Boomers, I think of my mother’s generation. And you know, I was too young for the formative period of the ’60s—civil rights, sexual revolution, Vietnam War. Those all sort of passed me by.”

Obama’s mother was, in fact, born only five years earlier than Hillary Clinton. He did not politically come of age during the Vietnam era, and he is simply less  afraid of the right wing than Clinton is, because he has emerged on the national stage during a period of conservative decadence and decline. And so, for example, he felt much freer than Clinton to say he was prepared to meet and hold talks with hostile world leaders in his first year in office. He has proposed sweeping middle-class tax cuts and opposed drastic reforms of Social Security, without being tarred as a fiscally reckless liberal. (Of course, such accusations are hard to make after the fiscal performance of today’s “conservatives.”) Even his more conservative positions—like his openness to bombing Pakistan, or his support for merit pay for public-school teachers—do not appear to emerge from a desire or need to credentialize himself with the right. He is among the first Democrats in a generation not to be afraid or ashamed of what they actually believe, which also gives them more freedom to move pragmatically to the right, if necessary. He does not smell, as Clinton does, of political fear.

There are few areas where this Democratic fear is more intense than religion. The crude exploitation of sectarian loyalty and religious zeal by Bush and Rove succeeded in deepening the culture war, to Republican advantage. Again, this played into the divide of the Boomer years—between God-fearing Americans and the peacenik atheist hippies of lore. The Democrats have responded by pretending to a public religiosity that still seems strained. Listening to Hillary Clinton detail her prayer life in public, as she did last spring to a packed house at George Washington University, was at once poignant and repellent. Poignant because her faith may well be genuine; repellent because its Methodist genuineness demands that she not profess it so tackily. But she did. The polls told her to.

Obama, in contrast, opened his soul up in public long before any focus group demanded it. His first book, Dreams From My Father, is a candid, haunting, and supple piece of writing. It was not concocted to solve a political problem (his second, hackneyed book, The Audacity of Hope, filled that niche). It was a genuine display of internal doubt and conflict and sadness. And it reveals Obama as someone whose “complex fate,” to use Ralph Ellison’s term, is to be both believer and doubter, in a world where such complexity is as beleaguered as it is necessary.

This struggle to embrace modernity without abandoning faith falls on one of the fault lines in the modern world. It is arguably the critical fault line, the tectonic rift that is advancing the bloody borders of Islam and the increasingly sectarian boundaries of American politics. As humankind abandons the secular totalitarianisms of the last century and grapples with breakneck technological and scientific discoveries, the appeal of absolutist faith is powerful in  both developing and developed countries. It is the latest in a long line of rebukes to liberal modernity—but this rebuke has the deepest roots, the widest appeal, and the attraction that all total solutions to the human predicament proffer. From the doctrinal absolutism of Pope Benedict’s Vatican to the revival of fundamentalist Protestantism in the U.S. and Asia to the attraction for many Muslims of the most extreme and antimodern forms of Islam, the same phenomenon has spread to every culture and place.

You cannot confront the complex challenges of domestic or foreign policy today unless you understand this gulf and its seriousness. You cannot lead the United States without having a foot in both the religious and secular camps. This, surely, is where Bush has failed most profoundly. By aligning himself with the most extreme and basic of religious orientations, he has lost many moderate believers and alienated the secular and agnostic in the West. If you cannot bring the agnostics along in a campaign against religious terrorism, you have a problem.

Here again, Obama, by virtue of generation and accident, bridges this deepening divide. He was brought up in a nonreligious home and converted to Christianity as an adult. But—critically—he is not born-again. His faith—at once real and measured, hot and cool—lives at the center of the American religious experience. It is a modern, intellectual Christianity. “I didn’t have an epiphany,” he explained to me. “What I really did was to take a set of values and ideals that were first instilled in me from my mother, who was, as I have called her in my book, the last of the secular humanists—you know, belief in kindness and empathy and discipline, responsibility—those kinds of values. And I found in the Church a vessel or a repository for those values and a way to connect those values to a larger community and a belief in God and a belief in redemption and mercy and justice . . . I guess the point is, it continues to be both a spiritual, but also intellectual, journey for me, this issue of faith.”

 



 



The best speech Obama has ever given was not his famous 2004 convention address, but a June 2007 speech in Connecticut. In it, he described his religious conversion: 






One Sunday, I put on one of the few clean jackets I had, and went over to Trinity United Church of Christ on 95th Street on the South Side of Chicago. And I heard Reverend Jeremiah A. Wright deliver a sermon  called “The Audacity of Hope.” And during the course of that sermon, he introduced me to someone named Jesus Christ. I learned that my sins could be redeemed. I learned that those things I was too weak to accomplish myself, he would accomplish with me if I placed my trust in him. And in time, I came to see faith as more than just a comfort to the weary or a hedge against death, but rather as an active, palpable agent in the world and in my own life.

It was because of these newfound understandings that I was finally able to walk down the aisle of Trinity one day and affirm my Christian faith. It came about as a choice and not an epiphany. I didn’t fall out in church, as folks sometimes do. The questions I had didn’t magically disappear. The skeptical bent of my mind didn’t suddenly vanish. But kneeling beneath that cross on the South Side, I felt I heard God’s spirit beckoning me. I submitted myself to his will, and dedicated myself to discovering his truth and carrying out his works.



 



To be able to express this kind of religious conviction without disturbing or alienating the growing phalanx of secular voters, especially on the left, is quite an achievement. As he said in 2006, “Faith doesn’t mean that you don’t have doubts.” To deploy the rhetoric of Evangelicalism while eschewing its occasional anti-intellectualism and hubristic certainty is as rare as it is exhilarating. It is both an intellectual achievement, because Obama has clearly attempted to wrestle a modern Christianity from the encumbrances and anachronisms of its past, and an American achievement, because it was forged in the only American institution where conservative theology and the Democratic Party still communicate: the black church.

And this, of course, is the other element that makes Obama a potentially transformative candidate: race. Here, Obama again finds himself in the center of a complex fate, unwilling to pick sides in a divide that reaches back centuries and appears at times unbridgeable. His appeal to whites is palpable. I have felt it myself. Earlier this fall, I attended an Obama speech in Washington on tax policy that underwhelmed on delivery; his address was wooden, stilted, even tedious. It was only after I left the hotel that it occurred to me that I’d just been bored on tax policy by a national black leader. That I should have been struck by this was born in my own racial stereotypes, of course. But it won me over.

Obama is deeply aware of how he comes across to whites. In a revealing passage in his first book, he recounts how, in adolescence, he defused his white  mother’s fears that he was drifting into delinquency. She had marched into his room and demanded to know what was going on. He flashed her “a reassuring smile and patted her hand and told her not to worry.” This, he tells us, was “usually an effective tactic,” because people 





were satisfied as long as you were courteous and smiled and made no sudden moves. They were more than satisfied; they were relieved—such a pleasant surprise to find a well-mannered young black man who didn’t seem angry all the time.


 



And so you have Obama’s campaign for white America: courteous and smiling and with no sudden moves. This may, of course, be one reason for his still-lukewarm support among many African Americans, a large number of whom back a white woman for the presidency. It may also be because African Americans (more than many whites) simply don’t believe that a black man can win the presidency, and so are leery of wasting their vote. And the persistence of race as a divisive, even explosive factor in American life was unmissable the week of Obama’s tax speech. While he was detailing middle-class tax breaks, thousands of activists were preparing to march in Jena, Louisiana, after a series of crude racial incidents had blown up into a polarizing conflict.

Jesse Jackson voiced puzzlement that Obama was not at the forefront of the march. “If I were a candidate, I’d be all over Jena,” he remarked. The South Carolina newspaper The State reported that Jackson said Obama was “acting like he’s white.” Obama didn’t jump into the fray (no sudden moves), but instead issued measured statements on Jena, waiting till a late-September address at Howard University to find his voice. It was simultaneously an endorsement of black identity politics and a distancing from it: 





When I’m president, we will no longer accept the false choice between being tough on crime and vigilant in our pursuit of justice. Dr. King said: “It’s not either/or, it’s both/and.” We can have a crime policy that’s both tough and smart. If you’re convicted of a crime involving drugs, of course you should be punished. But let’s not make the punishment for crack cocaine that much more severe than the punishment for powder cocaine when the real difference between the two is the skin color of the people using them. Judges think that’s wrong. Republicans think that’s wrong, Democrats think that’s wrong, and yet it’s been approved by Republican  and Democratic presidents because no one has been willing to brave the politics and make it right. That will end when I am president.


 



Obama’s racial journey makes this kind of both/and politics something more than a matter of political compromise. The paradox of his candidacy is that, as potentially the first African American president in a country founded on slavery, he has taken pains to downplay the racial catharsis his candidacy implies. He knows race is important, and yet he knows that it turns destructive if it becomes the only important thing. In this he again subverts a Boomer paradigm, of black victimology or black conservatism. He is neither Al Sharpton nor Clarence Thomas; neither Julian Bond nor Colin Powell. Nor is he a post-racial figure like Tiger Woods, insofar as he has spent his life trying to reconnect with a black identity his childhood never gave him. Equally, he cannot be a Jesse Jackson. His white mother brought him up to be someone else.

In Dreams From My Father, Obama tells the story of a man with an almost eerily nonracial childhood, who has to learn what racism is, what his own racial identity is, and even what being black in America is. And so Obama’s relationship to the black American experience is as much learned as intuitive. He broke up with a serious early girlfriend in part because she was white. He decided to abandon a post-racial career among the upper-middle classes of the East Coast in order to reengage with the black experience of Chicago’s South Side. It was an act of integration—personal as well as communal—that called him to the work of community organizing.

This restlessness with where he was, this attempt at personal integration, represents both an affirmation of identity politics and a commitment to carving a unique personal identity out of the race, geography, and class he inherited. It yields an identity born of displacement, not rootedness. And there are times, I confess, when Obama’s account of understanding his own racial experience seemed more like that of a gay teen discovering that he lives in two worlds simultaneously than that of a young African American confronting racism for the first time.

And there are also times when Obama’s experience feels more like an immigrant story than a black memoir. His autobiography navigates a new and strange world of an American racial legacy that never quite defined him at his core. He therefore speaks to a complicated and mixed identity—not a simple and alienated one. This may hurt him among some African Americans, who may fail to identify with this fellow with an odd name. Black conservatives, like  Shelby Steele, fear he is too deferential to the black establishment. Black leftists worry that he is not beholden at all. But there is no reason why African Americans cannot see the logic of Americanism that Obama also represents, a legacy that is ultimately theirs as well. To be black and white, to have belonged to a nonreligious home and a Christian church, to have attended a majority-Muslim school in Indonesia and a black church in urban Chicago, to be more than one thing and sometimes not fully anything—this is an increasingly common experience for Americans, including many racial minorities. Obama expresses such a conflicted but resilient identity before he even utters a word. And this complexity, with its internal tensions, contradictions, and moods, may increasingly be the main thing all Americans have in common.

None of this, of course, means that Obama will be the president some are dreaming of. His record in high office is sparse; his performances on the campaign trail have been patchy; his chief rival for the nomination, Senator Clinton, has bested him often with her relentless pursuit of the middle ground, her dogged attention to her own failings, and her much-improved speaking skills. At times, she has even managed to appear more inherently likable than the skinny, crabby, and sometimes morose newcomer from Chicago. Clinton’s most surprising asset has been the sense of security she instills. Her husband—and the good feelings that nostalgics retain for his presidency—have buttressed her case. In dangerous times, popular majorities often seek the conservative option, broadly understood.

The paradox is that Hillary makes far more sense if you believe that times are actually pretty good. If you believe that America’s current crisis is not a deep one, if you think that pragmatism alone will be enough to navigate a world on the verge of even more religious warfare, if you believe that today’s ideological polarization is not dangerous, and that what appears dark today is an illusion fostered by the lingering trauma of the Bush presidency, then the argument for Obama is not that strong. Clinton will do. And a Clinton-Giuliani race could be as invigorating as it is utterly predictable.

But if you sense, as I do, that greater danger lies ahead, and that our divisions and recent history have combined to make the American polity and constitutional order increasingly vulnerable, then the calculus of risk changes. Sometimes, when the world is changing rapidly, the greater risk is caution. Close-up in this election campaign, Obama is unlikely. From a distance, he is necessary. At a time when America’s estrangement from the world risks tipping into dangerous imbalance, when a country at war with lethal enemies is also  increasingly at war with itself, when humankind’s spiritual yearnings veer between an excess of certainty and an inability to believe anything at all, and when sectarian and racial divides seem as intractable as ever, a man who is a bridge between these worlds may be indispensable.

We may in fact have finally found that bridge to the twenty-first century that Bill Clinton told us about. Its name is Obama.
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In purely theatrical terms, the general election showdown between John McCain and Barack Obama promises to be an epic clash between two distinctive personalities. But the McCain campaign has never been lacking for drama: In the spring of 2007, out of money and with his staff in disarray, McCain’s candidacy was declared all but finished by the nation’s punditry. Yet somehow, through a combination of personal charm, dogged persistence, and unflagging vision, the former POW not only righted his campaign but went on to outpoll his leading Republican challengers decisively once the actual primary voting began.

No reporter has followed this heroic arc more closely than Chris Jones, who shadowed McCain on the campaign trail for the better part of two years. His 2006 portrait of the very early stages of McCain’s presidential bid was featured in last year’s edition of this anthology. In this piece, Jones picks up the story in late 2007, on the eve of the New Hampshire primary, when the candidate’s fortunes have taken a clear turn for the better.

 



The bus is new, and so is the driver, and the driver is lost for the second time today; back in Des Moines, Amvets Post 2 had proved elusive as well. Now it’s the tiny airport in Waterloo that’s hiding somewhere in the corn and the failing light, twice unlucky for the man hollering in the back.

“Come on, let’s go,” John McCain says after the bus—with NO SURRENDER written across the side of it—gets hung up in the parking lot outside the local  American Legion, the day’s last stop, at least in Iowa. He has crossed most of the state with a crusader’s zeal, beginning at the crack of crow’s piss in the basement VFW in Council Bluffs. That was thirteen hours ago. His bed is still eleven hundred miles away.

“Let’s go,” he says again. “We’ve got a long ride ahead of us.”

At last, a wind sock hangs limp in the distance. The small plane is waiting nearby. It has ten seats, six of which will be empty. That’s how light McCain’s packing these days.

He takes his usual place, front right, one of the few remaining comforts of routine, with a newspaper and a magazine folded open to an article titled, “The Sunni Side of the Street.” He turns on the reading lamp over his head, the light reflecting off his thin white hair.

Across the aisle from McCain, where political strategist John Weaver or campaign manager Terry Nelson might have been expected to recline, sits long-retired Marine Lieutenant Colonel Orson Swindle, strapping himself in. Forty years ago, McCain stood on Swindle’s shoulders to reach one of the Hanoi Hilton’s high windows, through which they communicated with other prisoners by way of a flagless semaphore. Now that the campaign has been husked to the core, Swindle has been cast again in his former role of prop. He was introduced as ugly at every stop today—“Marines by nature are pretty ugly, but this is really the ugliest marine I know,” McCain said. Each time out, Swindle laughed as though he hadn’t heard the line before, and along with the other veterans gathered onstage, the sorts of men and women we once named airports and schools after, he said that John McCain is the man to win us the war in Iraq, and that it’s a war we need to win.

For months, mindful of poll results and his staff’s urgent pleas, McCain had tried to separate himself and his candidacy from Iraq. He had to get past it, he was told often enough to make his ears bleed. While he would necessarily confess to the failures there, and he would repeat his belief that the consequences of a grander failure would be devastating, McCain dutifully tried to turn the conversation to issues of broader electoral appeal: Social Security and Medicare reform, balanced budgets, overhauling the tax system, reducing our dependence on oil. Only at sunset last night, in an airport hangar in Sioux City, back-dropped by flags and bowlegged heroes, was that vain effort decisively abandoned. McCain has decided to ignore the numbers and the whispers—easier now that he has surrounded himself with apparitions—and tie his waning presidential hopes inextricably to America’s fate in the Middle East. “I would rather  lose a campaign than lose a war,” he said today, marshaling what is left of his energy and his resources to rescue twin victories from battles begun so badly.

The plane powers up toward the runway, the generous basket of junk food sitting on the floor dancing a little on the carpet. Which reminds McCain—“Brookey, you can tell them that they don’t need to order eight hundred doughnuts every time we’re on the bus,” he says, turning to look at press secretary Brooke Buchanan, one of five survivors from an office that had been occupied by twenty-five. This morning, a box of doughnuts the size of a crib mattress had shown up on the bus. McCain had lifted his breakfast from it, an apple fritter accompanied by a Styrofoam cup of coffee, but most of the rest of them had gone to waste, and this isn’t the kind of campaign that can afford to throw out doughnuts anymore.

“Oh, they came from the event,” Buchanan says. “We took those from the event.”

But McCain’s on a roll, suddenly seeing bridges to nowhere everywhere he looks. “Here’s the twenty-seventh version of the schedule,” he says, picking up tomorrow’s thick manifest. “They must chop down a whole fucking forest every time they make a change. I don’t know why they can’t just print out one page.”

It isn’t long before Buchanan plugs in her iPod, dialing up some old-school rap. Apart from Too Short’s faint beat and the engines, the plane goes quiet, flying east into an advancing night and Portsmouth, New Hampshire. McCain drifts off. They’re restorative, these flights, like the water tables in a marathon. They are also expensive, which means McCain, his money long disappeared into the maw of his dismantled machine, has been forced to fly commercial some of the time. That’s resulted in campaign events taking place via speakerphone, when US Airways decides it’s not flying from D.C. to Pittsburgh after all, and it’s risked McCain running as empty as his bank accounts, without time built in to catch his breath.

He’s catching it now. Swindle reads. Buchanan scans tomorrow’s schedule, shaking her head.

The other advantage of small planes is that they fly higher than the big ones. At forty-one thousand feet, the horizon just starts to curve, or maybe it only looks as though it does, but on this clear September evening it’s beautiful either way, lit ahead by orange cities and behind by the setting sun. Inside small planes, the violet sky seems even more enormous.

McCain stirs. Buchanan worries aloud that he hasn’t been eating enough. Apart from this morning’s fritter and coffee, he’s had a handful of potato chips  and a can of Red Bull. (The barbecued chicken that came on board the bus in Des Moines was a shade of salmonella pink that could have derailed the candidate for days.) There are trays of chilled Chinese food stashed up front, fallout-shelter eats that are now dug out and served in plastic boxes on plastic trays. McCain picks at a bit of fruit, chokes back a cold egg roll. “I really don’t eat well,” he says. “I eat junk. I kinda get pumped up at these things and don’t have much of an appetite.” He consents to filling the last corner of his stomach with a fortune cookie.

He pulls the slip of paper from the cookie, reads it, and wordlessly passes it back.


The game isn’t over until it’s over, it reads.

McCain retrieves it and tucks it away. A short time later, the plane touches down in Portsmouth. He thanks the pilots as he ducks out the door. A van waits in the dark to take him to the night’s hotel, the Sheraton down by the harbor. No one else is here to greet him.




EIGHT MONTHS AGO

McCain had tried to sleep, largely unsuccessfully, in the same hotel in the same town last April. It was the night before his campaign officially began. Announcement Day was a formality, but for most candidates it was a happy formality. For McCain, it was more a measure of how low he had been laid.

His run had been under way for more than a year, predating the midterm elections of 2006, when McCain was one of the few life rings left for floundering Republicans. Then, the man exuded uptick. While he told reporters that he hadn’t made up his mind about what to do with his surging popularity, he was holding fundraisers and building an elaborate organization—even an unstoppable one, he might have hoped. But on this gray morning in Portsmouth, that all felt like such a long time ago. A lot of things, mostly bad, had happened between then and now. He woke up early, looked at the day’s manifest, and pulled on a blue sweater, because a consultant had decided that sweaters made him look younger—which is important when you’re seventy-one—and because his suit was too wrinkled to wear.

The buds were just breaking on the trees in nearby Prescott Park. The clouds continued rolling in over the harbor, over the Navy shipyard that provided the backdrop for a temporary stage. A band of old men wore Uncle Sam hats and played their banjos and brass; they grew red-cheeked trying to play loud  enough to be heard over the rumble of idling TV trucks. A few people were holding homemade signs—VETERANS FOR MCCAIN, YOUTH FOR MCCAIN, AMERICA NEEDS MCCAIN—all of which seemed to have been painted with the same hand. Giant spotlights were being plugged in, a thousand-watt effort to make it look like the sun was finally shining on John McCain.

Back at the hotel, however, he was just finishing up an emergency closed-door meeting of his finance committee. He was always a lousy fundraiser, and the just-announced first-quarter returns had been disappointing, placing him a distant third behind Rudy Giuliani and Mitt Romney. Worse, the $12.5 million he had collected was already spent and then some—the hundred-strong team of consultants and strategists that had been assembled, most of them veterans of the George W. Bush campaigns, was now running on McCain-style financial fumes.


Team was a word used only loosely by then. From the beginning of this, his second stab at the presidency, McCain had deemed it wise to divide the money from the politics, church and state. On one side sat Rick Davis, the campaign’s chief executive officer; on the other sat Terry Nelson, the former Bush operative, and John Weaver, the lanky, laconic Texan who years earlier had first convinced McCain that he should run for president, scrawling a platform on the back of a napkin. For a long time the two sides had seemed to act in opposition to each other as often as they acted in concert. Now they weren’t talking to each other at all.

Early on, Davis had projected the campaign would take in more than $100 million over the year, which was proving a wildly optimistic forecast. Some national polls placed McCain as far back as third, behind actor and then-undeclared candidate Fred Thompson and Giuliani. He was also tracking poorly with independents, the powerful swing voters who had staked him to a nineteen-point win over Bush in the New Hampshire primary in 2000. Somewhere along the way, McCain had lost his grip on underdog hearts. Week by painful week, he looked less like a straight-shooting maverick and more like the old company man, the bank robber suddenly become the bank.

Except now the bank was empty. Nelson and Weaver felt that Davis had made their job impossible: How do you map out a campaign strategy when you don’t know how much money you have to spend? Davis blamed Nelson and Weaver, arguing that their mismanagement of McCain’s political image had made it hard to raise enough money, and privately he told McCain as much.

In 2000, the senator had been sunk in the end by the perception, especially among religious conservatives, that he was a Republican of convenience. The  bipartisanship that McCain had trumpeted as the only way to get things done in Washington had made him look too willing to compromise, casting him in a traitor’s light. Later, to restore his reputation as a good soldier, McCain decided to swallow his pride and align himself strongly with the new president, including cosponsoring a Senate bill authorizing the war in Iraq. Although McCain couldn’t help criticizing Bush’s strategy as being short on troops and foresight—a recipe for a new Vietnam—he was careful to pin most of the blame on Donald Rumsfeld, a man even Republicans found easy to loathe. Through every botch and casualty, he remained steadfast in his public support of the president. McCain soon found himself the last man standing.

That would cost him, and he knew it. “But I don’t worry about it,” he said time and again. “There are far too many brave young Americans who have sacrificed too much for my political ambitions to be impacted by the popularity or the unpopularity of the war.”

McCain might have survived that unpopularity—trading independents for base Republicans—except that next he called up rival and friend Ted Kennedy to talk about the snag of twelve million illegal immigrants in this country, and together they created a path for what they called earned citizenship and what some others called amnesty, and together they posed for pictures after the first successful cloture vote in the Senate, and together they climbed into an elevator and exhaled, weary with adrenaline, and alone McCain stepped out of that elevator and into an almighty, wind-driven shitstorm.

“We knew it would be a minefield, but boy howdy,” Weaver says today. “We might have been overly optimistic that we could have tiptoed our way through it.”

Just like that, the man whose greatest political gift was his ability to be all things to all people had pulled a nearly impossible trick: He had given everybody a reason to hate him. To the Left and Center, he was a Bush flunky and a war pig. To the Right, he was a lover of Mexicans and Kennedys.

Very few politicians can make a run based on today. They’re running either on their histories or on our futures. But when his Straight Talk Express finally eased up a narrow lane into Prescott Park and the bus doors opened, John McCain found himself confronted with banjo-and-brass music and an unflattering present.

Wearing his blue sweater, he walked to the stage with his wife, Cindy, who was dressed in pink, and stumbled into his announcement speech. It had been written days earlier by Mark Salter, his Senate chief of staff and the man most responsible for McCain’s public voice: a Lincoln-esque brand of rhetoric  packed with adverbs and echoes. This time, McCain tripped over the refrain—“That’s not good enough for America, and when I’m president, it won’t be good enough for me”—because the teleprompter that loomed behind the crowd was nearly impossible to read from the stage. It was washed out by the spotlights.

That, plus the acrimonious finance-committee meeting (it was decided that the money would eventually come in, so the money would keep going out), plus a nagging cold, plus the darkening skies, as well as McCain’s growing feeling that he couldn’t get a straight answer about anything from anybody—all of it left him in one of those sour moods that had saddled him with a reputation for temper. So many goddamn people around him, and no one thought to keep his jacket pressed.

When he surrendered to a media scrum beside the bus, the last of his optimism looked squeezed out by the crush. The opening questions were about Iraq and immigration, the issues that closed in on him like the halves of a vise. He answered them as he had been prepared to answer them, interrupted twice by the ringing of a cell phone on the belt of a cameraman kneeling beside him. Then someone shouted out the start of another line of questioning: “How do you get connected—”

“I’m already connected,” McCain cut him off. “I’m already connected.”

“But there seems to be a lack of enthusiasm for your candidacy. . . .”

“I haven’t detected that myself. Congratulations.”

And then the cameraman’s phone rang for a third time—“Shall we sing along?” said McCain, looking down at him—and then the phone rang again.

McCain measured his words. “That’s your last chance,” he said, and though he managed to follow the threat with a smile, it was the sort of smile that stops watches.

Following a short, tense drive to Concord, he headed into the Courtyard Marriott. There, McCain went upstairs alone for a phone interview with Sean Hannity, wondering aloud why he was reduced to radio instead of TV.

Salter filled the wait with a cigarette in the parking lot. Weaver was on his phone, across the lobby from Cindy McCain, who stood despite a number of empty chairs, as though if she sat down, she wasn’t getting up again. She’s never been much for joining her husband on the road, and she looked like a woman who was at the start of a long trip that she hadn’t looked forward to taking. There had been rumors in the capital, in fact, that she might even deliver one of those cinematic it’s-me-or-the-presidency ultimatums, but here she was, the  beer heiress in pearls, standing in a Courtyard Marriott in Concord, New Hampshire, watching the rain start to fall.

McCain came back downstairs and everyone returned to the bus, a splashy set of wheels with flat-screen TVs, blue leather captain’s chairs, and a stainless-steel fridge and microwave in the kitchen. McCain took his customary seat, in the middle of the horseshoe in back, surrounded by reporters.

“Are we doing an out-of-doors event?” he shouted at the front of the bus, and he made a face when the wrong answer came back.

“Yeah, we’ll have to fire the entire incompetent campaign staff,” he said. “I’m sure I’ll find many people to blame for this besides me.”




SEVEN MONTHS AGO

He was in Las Vegas in early May. McCain had been looking forward to this trip for a long time. He was holding ringside tickets for the fight between Oscar De La Hoya and Floyd Mayweather at the MGM Grand on Cinco de Mayo. Cindy McCain and their youngest son, nineteen-year-old Jimmy, were flying up from Phoenix to meet him. Jimmy, a newly minted marine, was about to become the fourth generation of McCains delivered unto war. Las Vegas was part of John McCain’s extended goodbye to his son. Originally, the evening’s schedule was going to be clear—for one night, McCain wasn’t going to be a presidential candidate or a senator; he was just going to be a husband and a father and a fight fan. But the continuing campaign budget crisis forced him to squeeze in a fundraiser beforehand at a casino nightclub called Tabú.

A reporter for the Los Angeles Times waited among the slot machines, hoping to ask McCain something about tribal land rights, but the senator wasn’t in the mood for heaviness and was slipped through Tabú’s back entrance. The nightclub was fashionably dark, with low concrete tables and big-titted waitresses dressed in black, serving lobster canapés to the guests, most of whom were comparing how good their four-figure seats were for the fight.

McCain was in such a good, backslapping humor that he didn’t seem to mind having to go to work. He was buoyed by a well-reviewed performance in the first Republican debate two nights before. Improving poll numbers gave him further bounce, showing slim-to-substantial leads in all four of the early-voting states: New Hampshire, Iowa, South Carolina, and Nevada. But he was especially excited about the fight (“My heart is with De La Hoya, my head is with Mayweather”) and getting the chance to spend some time with Jimmy, a  light of a kid. It’s chilling how much he looks like his old man, or at least how his old man used to look. White teeth, short back and sides, his slight frame wrapped in a well-cut suit, he worked the crowd like a professional. He has told friends, however, that he has no desire for a future in politics. What does it say when a son wants to follow his father into the first of his arenas but not into the second? It was hard enough to imagine that a senator’s son had chosen such a dangerous path through life, kicking up the same awful fears of folded flags that every deployed soldier leaves in his wake.

Jimmy’s service is the lone subject about which McCain will not answer questions—“We’re proud of all our kids, is what we say.” He has another son, Jack, who is a midshipman at the Naval Academy, like his father and grandfather and great-grandfather before him. McCain will talk about Jack, because Jack is safe in Annapolis. But McCain will not talk about Jimmy, whose imminent departure represented one of those rare instances when a family’s and a nation’s dramas unfolded on the same front line. Not since Adlai Stevenson had a presidential candidate seen his son off to war.

For the McCains, though, there had been a quiet feeling that a night such as this was inevitable, and that feeling seemed to have taken some of the nerves out of it, as though together they have been pulled toward this destiny the way the tides follow the moon. Cindy McCain has said that she would have liked for Jimmy to go to college before enlisting, but Jimmy was determined to follow his older brother into the military. Once he became Private First Class McCain—graduating in San Diego, watched by his father with pride—he reportedly signed up for infantry duty, which increased his chances of seeing combat. Those chances became a virtual lock when John McCain succeeded in his efforts to have more troops sent to Iraq, the burden of war now shared, as it had been twice before, between a McCain father and a McCain son.

Admiral John McCain Jr., who commanded Pacific forces during Vietnam, had ordered massive air strikes on Hanoi when McCain was imprisoned there. And now, with Jimmy standing in the crowd and only weeks away from deployment, John McCain kept secret whatever he had said to him in their suite on the twenty-first floor, and instead he climbed onto one of Tabú’s concrete tables and said, “We can win this fight,” never mentioning that it would soon include his son.

He shook some hands and posed for some pictures and was finally bundled with his family into the back of one of the MGM Grand’s house limousines. The chauffeur pulled into the heavy fight traffic headed for the arena, and in the back of that car, in his own way, McCain prepared himself and his son for  what awaited them. Suddenly, in the midst of so much bustle, they were alone. “This is something you’ll never forget,” McCain said to Jimmy, his hand on his knee. “This will be the most exciting thing you’ve ever seen.”

The limo pulled up to a service entrance. Accompanied by a couple of heavyweight-sized cops, McCain and company walked through the endless underground tunnels toward ringside. On the way, they ran into boxers Shane Mosley and Bernard Hopkins, business partners of De La Hoya’s. McCain, his face lit up in a way it rarely is anymore by celebrity, introduced them to Jimmy like school friends. “When you’re mediocre at something, you really admire the people who can do it well,” he said later, referring to his own inglorious military boxing career. Now, nearing the light and sound of the arena bowl at the end of one last length of tunnel, he looked suddenly boyish. John McCain always walks fast, and Jimmy does, too, in the same perpetual hurry. That night, there really was no holding them back.

McCain emerged at the foot of the crowd, between the floor seats and the bleachers, and the cops hustled to get between him and the other fans. “No, no, that’s all right,” he said, stepping out from behind his protectors. “These are nice people.” He shook hands on the way to his row of seats. Ron Howard and Brian Grazer sat nearby; they waved, and McCain waved back. Over there sat Will Ferrell, and Jim Carrey, and Jack Nicholson. Like every fight, the circus was as big a part of it as the blood.

Cindy was planning to take Jimmy to Caesars Palace for a nightcap afterward, but this part of the evening was between the boys. Along with the rest of the crowd, they stood and cheered when the boxers climbed up through the ropes and rolled their shoulders, and they stayed standing for the anthem and through the introductions, the electricity building, the pressure mounting, John McCain smiling at Jimmy—“Didn’t I tell you?”—and Jimmy smiling back, both of them clapping and cheering, lost in the moment, anxious for the sound of the bell and the start of the fight.




FIVE MONTHS AGO

McCain had just returned from a trip to Iraq when, on the morning of Monday, July 9, he asked to meet with Terry Nelson and John Weaver. Both men thought it was going to be a strategy session, “how we could move forward.” Instead, McCain erupted—“ranting, ranting, ranting,” according to one aide. May’s recovery had proved short-lived. The second-quarter fundraising returns were worse than the first. The immigration bill had been voted down several  days before, yet the backlash was continuing unabated. (“We had told him, Just because there’s a saloon fight going on doesn’t mean you have to pick up a chair,” Weaver says. “But that’s not his nature.”) He was tired of hearing about poll results and being told how he needed to distance himself from the war. And the campaign apparatus had seized to a virtual halt. It was so ugly, Rick Davis wouldn’t come into the office anymore. There was even heated talk of calling it quits.

Weaver and Nelson fought back, arguing that the twin-towered campaign structure was too cumbersome for them to succeed. “The process was completely flawed,” Weaver says. “Terry had done a great job for John. Unfortunately, he wasn’t actually given the tools to be the campaign manager.” Although all three men were close friends as well as political allies—years earlier, when Weaver was battling an apparently incurable cancer, McCain flew him and his daughter out to Arizona for a moving farewell supper—they shouted at one another until they were hoarse. “With that, I have work to do,” Weaver said and slammed the door behind him.

That evening, McCain and Weaver spoke on the phone. “I thought it was a good conversation,” Weaver says. “I told him I didn’t want to have any more arguments.” It was the last time they would speak.

The following morning, Tuesday, Weaver had fallen sick with the flu and was flat on his back in bed. His cell phone, which hadn’t stopped ringing since shortly after dawn, finally coaxed him up. It was Mark Salter. McCain had come into the office at seven o’clock that morning and announced that he was replacing Terry Nelson with Rick Davis. Around the same time, Nelson, after a night of reflection, had submitted his letter of resignation. Whether he had quit or was fired was a question of minutes.

“What are you going to do?” Salter asked.

Only the week before, Weaver had moved from New York to D.C., gearing up for the meat of the campaign; “So much for being a visionary,” he says. By a little after eleven o’clock that morning, Weaver had cleared out his office and said his goodbyes. “It’s a sad story, there’s no other way around it,” Weaver says. “It wasn’t an easy decision. I had a twelve-year relationship with John. I love the man, and he really does put his country first. But at the end of the day, you have to do what you think is right.”

Weaver wasn’t the only one who decided it was time to go. Reed Galen, McCain’s deputy campaign manager, and Rob Jesmer, the campaign’s political director, left later that same day. Mark Salter—who had cowritten each of  McCain’s best-selling books as well as his speeches and was one of the principal architects of his political career—thought about leaving; instead, he remained in the Senate office and resigned his paid position with the campaign. Most of the crack press office—Brian Jones, Matt David, Danny Diaz—and dozens of other staff members followed.

McCain was taken aback by the scope of defection. The collapse became the talk of Washington, bringing to mind Edmund Muskie or Gary Hart. Even Bill Clinton was awed enough to weigh in: “John McCain was not well served by the people working for him,” the former president said.

In response, McCain obeyed his nature and picked up a chair. “My first answer is, I did not know that President Clinton was well connected with my campaign. I had no idea that he was so intimately familiar with my campaign. My second answer is, It’s my responsibility and nobody else’s.”

On the Senate floor that same afternoon, McCain kept railing, chiding his fellow senators about Iraq. “A lot of us are not driven by polls,” he said. “A lot of us are driven by principle. And a lot of us do what is right, no matter what the polls say!”

As his voice continued to rise, he sounded more and more like a man who had grown tired of speaking to deaf ears.




NOW

John McCain greets this autumn morning from his bed at the Sheraton in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, the same hotel in the same town he has gone to sleep in and woken up in so many times before, but today there’s no call for spotlights. It really is sunny outside. He climbs on board the bus—no longer the luxurious, expensive Straight Talk Express, a shabbier ride, beat-up and worn, adorned only with a McCain banner strung up in the rear window. “Frankly, I don’t relish it,” he says of the loss of his front-runner status. But despite his protestations, this seems to be how he likes it best of all, John McCain and a couple of old buddies—“Morning, Orson!”—and a seat in the back, shrugged free of the demands of the machine, carried on down the road instead by pink chicken and fortunes in cookies: The game isn’t over until it’s over.


“I still believe I can out-campaign anybody,” he says, sounding more motivated than he has sounded in months, motivated by anger, motivated by war. Portsmouth to Rochester, Rochester to Franklin, Franklin to Concord, Concord to Hudson, Hudson to Nashua, and at every stop, before big crowds and small,  McCain grips the microphone and makes a few jokes—“I tried to enlist in the marines, but my parents were married”—before he lifts himself out of this small VFW or that smoky Legion Hall and launches into his practiced, impassioned plea.

“I think it’s pretty obvious the American people ran out of patience,” he says, referring to the first of his wars. “And we did pay a price for our failure. We’re friends with the Vietnamese now, but we shouldn’t forget that thousands were executed, hundreds of thousands were put in reeducation camps, I don’t know how many fled on boats, died at sea. And in Cambodia, there was a genocide of incredible consequences. We have a tendency to forget that. But the Vietnamese never said we’re going to follow them home. They had no radical extremist cause that they thought was part of the struggle between them and us. That’s the difference. . . . I want us out, too, but I want us out with honor. And as terrible as the consequences of failure in Vietnam were, I don’t think they are as consequential as failure in Iraq.”

Whenever he talks like this, McCain almost always looks down at his right wrist, not because it’s partially frozen by the wounds that war inflicted on him but because around it is a bracelet, about as thick as a ruler, with a photograph of a young soldier on it. Next to it is written: 






SPC MATTHEW J. STANLEY. 
ARMY 12/16/06 
WOLFEBORO FALLS, NH.



 



The date is the day Stanley, twenty-two and newly married, was killed by a roadside bomb in Iraq. McCain was given the bracelet by Stanley’s shaken mother, Lynn Savage, who took it off her wrist at a New Hampshire campaign stop a few months ago and put it on his. Today, she has joined him on the bus, and it’s her turn to tell a war story, her voice trembling only a little.

“I thought maybe, if I just offered the bracelet, he might take it and remember the reason why we need to finish what we’re doing and not let my son die in vain and not let thousands of others die in vain. . . . I just wanted it to be a gesture, to connect with him, so that he would understand. I’m sure he had friends who were killed during the war and he might know what their parents went through. And I thought maybe it would just be a connection, and it really was—he was very emotional when I gave it to him. That wasn’t my intention. But as long as it remains a reminder for him to honor my son and all  the other soldiers who have fallen, it’s a wonderful thing. Never let the memories die, that’s so important.”

And then she will stop and smile a thin, sad smile.

This is what’s left for John McCain, the man and the message stripped down to the base coat. Instead of trying to be all things to all people, he’s trying to be one or two things for just a few, and maybe enough of them will hear him and think well of him for it. He’s run out of the time and the money and the love that allows a man to speak of beginnings. He’s finally realized that beginnings are a young man’s game.

Now, like most old men, he’s become obsessed with how the story will end.

After another fifty miles, after another meandering, mirthful conversation in the back of the bus, he shouts up front how long we have until the next stop.

“Twenty minutes? Oh, my God.”

But the truth is, he would like to stay on this beat-up bus forever. He knows too well what will happen when it stops. “I talk to Bob Dole,” he says, his voice quiet as a lake. “I was with him the last two weeks of his campaign, constantly. One of the things that was very moving—and admittedly, he didn’t give great speeches and I understand that—but you’d see in the crowd these older men with the crossed skis, the 10th Mountain Division hats on. And after the speech you’d kind of see Bob go over and they’d come over, and it was fascinating to see that. It was very touching to see that. It makes me emotional even now when I think about it.”

Suddenly, McCain smiles his own thin, sad smile, and his eyes brim with tears.

He has rarely attended his own military reunions; when he has, he says, he could pick out the guys who had retired by how much closer they seemed to death. Maybe that’s why he’s always looked ahead, always pushed forward, always tried to sell us on our futures and never on his past. Until now—until now, he never dwelled much on history, partly because he has so much of it to get lost in, mostly because he wanted to seem strong and vigorous. But now he wants to remember, and he would like for you to remember, too.

Forty years ago, John McCain was filmed in black and white, wrapped in a body cast and smoking what might have been his last cigarette. This footage was little seen until what’s left of his staff—Rick Davis, Brooke Buchanan, everything cut back to the bone—convinced him it was finally time to play that card in an ad called Courageous Service. (“I’m slightly embarrassed by it,” McCain says.) There he lies, all of thirty-one, interrogated by an invisible man with an Indo-French accent—What is your name, what is your rank, where were you  educated, what is your official number? . . . “Six-two-four,” McCain says, his smoke burning down, “seven-eight-seven.” And then the screen fades to black.
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