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Timeline of U.S. Presidential Elections



Election Year: 1788–1789


Winner: George Washington (no party)—69 electoral votes


Other Major Candidates: John Adams** (no party)—34 electoral votes


John Jay (no party)—9


Robert H. Harrison (no party)—6


John Rutledge (no party)—6


Election Year: 1792


Winner: George Washington (no party)—132


Other Major Candidates: John Adams** (Federalist)—77


George Clinton (Democratic-Republican)—50


Election Year: 1796


Winner: John Adams (Federalist)—71


Other Major Candidates: Thomas Jefferson** (Democratic-Republican)—68


Thomas Pinckney (Federalist)—59


Aaron Burr (Democratic-Republican)—30


Samuel Adams (Democratic-Republican)—15


Oliver Ellsworth (Federalist)—11


George Clinton (Democratic-Republican)—7


Election Year: 1800


Winner: Thomas Jefferson (Democratic-Republican)—73 [32]


Other Major Candidates: Aaron Burr** (Democratic-Republican)—73[32]


John Adams (Federalist)—65


Charles Cotesworth Pinckney (Federalist)—64


Election Year: 1804


Winner: Thomas Jefferson (Democratic-Republican)—162


Other Major Candidates: Charles Cotesworth Pinckney (Federalist)—14


Election Year: 1808


Winner: James Madison (Democratic-Republican)—122


Other Major Candidates: Charles Cotesworth Pinckney (Federalist)—47


George Clinton (Democratic-Republican)—6


James Monroe (Democratic-Republican)—0


Election Year: 1812


Winner: James Madison (Democratic-Republican)—128


Other Major Candidates: DeWitt Clinton (Federalist)—89


Election Year: 1816


Winner: James Monroe (Democratic-Republican)—183


Other Major Candidates: Rufus King (Federalist)—34


Election Year: 1820


Winner: James Monroe (Democratic-Republican)—228/231 [33]


Other Major Candidates: John Quincy Adams (Democratic-Republican)—1


Election Year: 1824*†


Winner: John Quincy Adams* (Democratic-Republican)—84[34]


Other Major Candidates: Andrew Jackson† (Democratic-Republican)—99[34]


William H. Crawford (Democratic-Republican)—41


Henry Clay (Democratic-Republican)—37


Election Year: 1828


Winner: Andrew Jackson (Democrat)—178


Other Major Candidates: John Quincy Adams (National Republican)—83


Election Year: 1832


Winner: Andrew Jackson (Democrat)—219


Other Major Candidates: Henry Clay (National Republican)—49


John Floyd (Nullifier)—11


William Wirt (Anti-Masonic)—7


Election Year: 1836


Winner: Martin Van Buren (Democrat)—170


Other Major Candidates: William Henry Harrison (Whig)—73


Hugh Lawson White (Whig)—26


Daniel Webster (Whig)—14


Willie Person Mangum (Whig)—11


Election Year: 1840


Winner: William Henry Harrison (Whig)—234


Other Major Candidates: Martin Van Buren (Democrat)—60


Election Year: 1844*


Winner: James K. Polk* (Democrat)—170


Other Major Candidates: Henry Clay (Whig)—105


James G. Birney (Liberty)—0


Election Year: 1848*


Winner: Zachary Taylor (Whig)—163


Other Major Candidates: Lewis Cass (Democrat)—127


Martin Van Buren (Free-Soil)—0


Election Year: 1852


Winner: Franklin Pierce (Democrat)—254


Other Major Candidates: Winfield Scott (Whig)—42


John P. Hale (Free-Soil)—0


Election Year: 1856*


Winner: James Buchanan* (Democrat)—174


Other Major Candidates: John C. Frémont (Republican)—114


Millard Fillmore (American Party/Whig)—8


Election Year: 1860*


Winner: Abraham Lincoln* (Republican)—180


Other Major Candidates: John C. Breckinridge (Southern Democrat)—72


John Bell (Constitutional Union)—39


Stephen A. Douglas (Northern Democrat)—12


Election Year: 1864[35]


Winner: Abraham Lincoln (National Union)—212


Other Major Candidates: George B. McClellan (Democrat)—21


Election Year: 1868


Winner: Ulysses S. Grant (Republican)—214


Other Major Candidates: Horatio Seymour (Democrat)—80


Election Year: 1872


Winner: Ulysses S. Grant (Republican)—286


Other Major Candidates: Horace Greeley (Democrat/Liberal Republican)—0[36]


Thomas A. Hendricks (Democrat)—42


B. Gratz Brown (Democrat/Liberal Republican)—18


Charles J. Jenkins (Democrat)—2


Election Year: 1876*‡


Winner: Rutherford B. Hayes* (Republican)—185


Other Major Candidates: Samuel J. Tilden‡ (Democrat)—184


Election Year: 1880*


Winner: James A. Garfield* (Republican)—214


Other Major Candidates: Winfield Scott Hancock (Democrat)—155


James Weaver (Greenback)—0


Election Year: 1884*


Winner: Grover Cleveland* (Democrat)—219


Other Major Candidates: James G. Blaine (Republican)—182


John St. John (Prohibition)—0


Benjamin Franklin Butler (Greenback)—0


Election Year: 1888*†


Winner: Benjamin Harrison* (Republican)—233


Other Major Candidates: Grover Cleveland† (Democrat)—168


Clinton B. Fisk (Prohibition)—0


Alson Streeter (Union Labor)—0


Election Year: 1892*


Winner: Grover Cleveland* (Democrat)—277


Other Major Candidates: Benjamin Harrison (Republican)—145


James Weaver (Populist)—22


John Bidwell (Prohibition)—0


Election Year: 1896


Winner: William McKinley (Republican)—271


Other Major Candidates: William Jennings Bryan (Democrat/Populist)—176


Election Year: 1900


Winner: William McKinley (Republican)—292


Other Major Candidates: William Jennings Bryan (Democrat)—155


John Woolley (Prohibition)—0


Election Year: 1904


Winner: Theodore Roosevelt (Republican)—336


Other Major Candidates: Alton B. Parker (Democrat)—140


Eugene V. Debs (Socialist)—0


Silas C. Swallow (Prohibition)—0


Election Year: 1908


Winner: William Howard Taft (Republican)—321


Other Major Candidates: William Jennings Bryan (Democrat)—162


Eugene V. Debs (Socialist)—0


Eugene W. Chafin (Prohibition)—0


Election Year: 1912*


Winner: Woodrow Wilson* (Democrat)—435


Other Major Candidates: Theodore Roosevelt (Progressive)—88


William Howard Taft (Republican)—8


Eugene V. Debs (Socialist)—0


Eugene W. Chafin (Prohibition)—0


Election Year: 1916*


Winner: Woodrow Wilson* (Democrat)—277


Other Major Candidates: Charles Evans Hughes (Republican)—254


Allan L. Benson (Socialist)—0


James Hanly (Prohibition)—0


Election Year: 1920


Winner: Warren G. Harding (Republican)—404


Other Major Candidates: James M. Cox (Democrat)—127


Eugene V. Debs (Socialist)—0


Election Year: 1924


Winner: Calvin Coolidge (Republican)—382


Other Major Candidates: John W. Davis (Democrat)—136


Robert M. La Follette Sr. (Progressive)—13


Election Year: 1928


Winner: Herbert Hoover (Republican)—444


Other Major Candidates: Al Smith (Democrat)—87


Election Year: 1932


Winner: Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat)—472


Other Major Candidates: Herbert Hoover (Republican)—59


Norman Thomas (Socialist)—0


Election Year: 1936


Winner: Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat)—523


Other Major Candidates: Alf Landon (Republican)—8


William Lemke (Union)—0


Election Year: 1940


Winner: Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat)—449


Other Major Candidates: Wendell Willkie (Republican)—82


Election Year: 1944


Winner: Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat)—432


Other Major Candidates: Thomas E. Dewey (Republican)—99


Election Year: 1948*


Winner: Harry S. Truman* (Democrat)—303


Other Major Candidates: Thomas E. Dewey (Republican)—189


Strom Thurmond (States’ Rights Democrat)—39


Henry A. Wallace (Progressive/Labor)—0


Election Year: 1952


Winner: Dwight D. Eisenhower (Republican)—442


Other Major Candidates: Adlai Stevenson (Democrat)—89


Election Year: 1956


Winner: Dwight D. Eisenhower (Republican)—457


Other Major Candidates: Adlai Stevenson (Democrat)—73


Election Year: 1960*


Winner: John F. Kennedy* (Democrat)—303


Other Major Candidates: Richard Nixon (Republican)—219


Harry F. Byrd (Democrat)—15[37]


Election Year: 1964


Winner: Lyndon B. Johnson (Democrat)—486


Other Major Candidates: Barry Goldwater (Republican)—52


Election Year: 1968*


Winner: Richard Nixon* (Republican)—301


Other Major Candidates: Hubert Humphrey (Democrat)—191


George Wallace (American Independent)—46


Election Year: 1972


Winner: Richard Nixon (Republican)—520


Other Major Candidates: George McGovern (Democrat)—17


John G. Schmitz (American)—0


John Hospers (Libertarian)—1


Election Year: 1976


Winner: Jimmy Carter (Democrat)—297


Other Major Candidates: Gerald Ford (Republican)—240


Election Year: 1980


Winner: Ronald Reagan (Republican)—489


Other Major Candidates: Jimmy Carter (Democrat)—49


John B. Anderson (no party)—0


Ed Clark (Libertarian)—0


Election Year: 1984


Winner: Ronald Reagan (Republican)—525


Other Major Candidates: Walter Mondale (Democrat)—13


Election Year: 1988


Winner: George H. W. Bush (Republican)—426


Other Major Candidates: Michael Dukakis (Democrat)—111


Election Year: 1992*


Winner: Bill Clinton* (Democrat)—370


Other Major Candidates: George H. W. Bush (Republican)—168


Ross Perot (no party)—0


Election Year: 1996*


Winner: Bill Clinton* (Democrat)—379


Other Major Candidates: Bob Dole (Republican)—159


Ross Perot (Reform)—0


Election Year: 2000*†


Winner: George W. Bush* (Republican)—271


Other Major Candidates: Al Gore† (Democrat)—266


Ralph Nader (Green)—0


Election Year: 2004


Winner: George W. Bush (Republican)—286


Other Major Candidates: John Kerry (Democrat)—251


Election Year: 2008


Winner: Barack Obama (Democrat)—365


Other Major Candidates: John McCain (Republican)—173


Election Year: 2012


Winner: Barack Obama (Democrat)—332


Other Major Candidates: Mitt Romney (Republican)—206















Introduction



Across from the mayor’s office in Manchester, New Hampshire, is a little exhibit celebrating the first-in-the-nation primary. I interviewed Senator Rand Paul there as I covered his unofficial kickoff to his 2016 presidential campaign.


In the Primary Room is a replica of a newspaper about another Senate candidate, Edmund Muskie of Maine. The headline of the 1972 New Hampshire Sunday News reads, “Muskie Calls Loeb a Liar.” The deck adds “Senator Rants Emotionally at Publisher.” It was a turning point for Muskie. In a speech on a flatbed truck in the snow, he attacked William Loeb of the Manchester Union Leader and appeared to cry. Supporters said they weren’t tears, but melted snow. Popular lore held that the fallout from the crying doomed Muskie’s candidacy.


It’s a familiar tale to campaign junkies. It’s one of the stories reporters might rehash after a long day following candidates. One person recounts a little piece of the story, is topped by the next one, and a third reporter embellishes. Since I wasn’t at the bar yet, I posted a picture of the newspaper on Instagram, with the caption “It made me weep.” Jonathan Martin of the New York Times posted not long after, “It was the snow!!!!” Peter Hamby of CNN quoted from Muskie: “This man Loeb doesn’t walk, he crawls.”


This book grew out of exchanges like that one. Over the last six presidential cycles I’ve covered, I’ve collected a lot of stories like this about previous campaigns. While you’re watching one race, there’s usually an echo from the past that gives you a guide about what might happen. I’ve put some of those stories down here, retaining the thematic structure of reporter conversations where we hopscotch across time—talking about 1948 one moment and 1976 the next.


Watching Edmund Muskie’s New Hampshire crucible on film in order to write the chapter on 1972, it was even more colorful than I had known, but reading the oral history of the campaign, I realized it’s a story about something more than just a candidate crack-up. It’s really a story about how expectations for a campaign can sink a candidate. That tale of expectations is one story we see again and again in presidential campaigns, even the 2016 race. The chapter on 1992, the story of Bill Clinton’s comeback in the Granite State twenty years later, is about how expectations worked in an entirely different fashion.


When I first told some of these stories on the Slate podcast Whistlestop, I took my cues from what was happening in the political conversation in 2015 and 2016. Donald Trump’s surprise success was historic. So was Bernie Sanders’s unexpected string of victories. But there were also historical antecedents. Reading old newspapers on my iPad while flying back from an interview with a 2016 candidate, the stories felt very familiar. The broken links to the past tell us something too about how we’ve changed our standards and about the values and thinking behind the way we look at presidential campaigns today.


The 1840 presidential campaign circus that helped sell William Henry Harrison to the public seemed a lot like the Trump circus seems today. The candidates couldn’t be more different—Harrison was packaged as a humble farmer, and Trump was running on his wealth—but the daylong parade the Whigs devoted to their candidate was as raucous and issue-free and pitched to the appetites of the masses as a Trump rally kicked off by the candidate buzzing a stadium in his 757 or the helicopter rides he was giving at the Iowa State Fair. At the same time, John Quincy Adams, who fretted about candidates who made gaudy appeals to the people, would look at the rise of the reality-show candidate and say, “This is what we worried about.”


Andrew Jackson is losing his place on the front of the twenty dollar bill, but his argument for the wisdom of the people over the elites sounds a lot like what Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump are saying today. To understand Bernie Sanders requires understanding the frustration people have about an economy they think is rigged, but it can also be explained in the historical liberal yearning for a process where the people have a chance to overthrow the powerful and the privileged. That story starts in the chapter on 1824 and moves through Truman in 1948, McGovern in 1972, and Dean in 2004.


These are stories about personalities—Jefferson, Truman, Kennedy, Reagan—but campaigns are also a reflection of the country that elevates or destroys those personalities. Real dreams are at stake. When the McGovern campaign crumpled over his choice of Thomas Eagleton as his running mate, it may very well have doomed the liberal experiment for a generation, as historian Bruce Miroff suggests. If Edward Kennedy and Howard Dean had managed their campaigns better, perhaps their ideas would have prevailed. Gerald Ford and Ronald Reagan had a dramatic fight during the 1976 campaign that might have looked like just a battle over delegates in a chess match for power, but at the heart of that campaign was an ideological battle about what was possible in government and what it meant to be a conservative. The capitulation Ronald Reagan saw in Gerald Ford is the same one Republican candidates identified in their GOP leaders in 2016.


The elements of passion, authenticity, and ideas wind through all of these moments. On the Republican side, the echoes of 1952 and 1976 are everywhere as the GOP wrestles for its identity in 2016 and as the establishment and grassroots tussle for supremacy. The #NeverTrump movement shares so many parallels with the 1964 Stop Goldwater movement that it even includes Governor Mitt Romney playing a very similar role to the one his father, Governor George Romney, played a generation before. In George Wallace’s 1968 campaign we hear such close echoes of Donald Trump that it’s as if the transcripts have been transposed.


When I first started as a secretary at Time Inc. in New York, I lived in the Strand bookstore on weekends, where a little nook contained lots of the books that I’ve relied on here. The prices written in pencil in the corners under the covers were just right for my budget. I had read them over the years as I covered campaigns. Going through them as I wrote Whistlestop, I found plane tickets from the Dole campaign in 1996, old business cards, napkins, and hasty marginalia that seemed vital at the time, judging from the check marks, asterisks, and exclamation points. I’d carried some of those books to my first two conventions in 1992. In the days before cell phones, one of my jobs was to care for the phones reporters used on the convention floor. I’d set them out at the start of the day and collect them for safekeeping overnight.


I came across old friends like John Stacks, the author of Watershed, a book about the 1980 campaign. He promoted me to be a reporter at Time, and my copy of his book has a fringe of Post-it notes all curled and brittle from age.


I also spent a little time with my mother. She was a political reporter who covered some of these races. She’d had a stroke and was hospitalized during the first campaign I covered, so we never got to talk about this life much, but when she died I became the keeper of her books. There she was in the margins of Theodore White’s books on the presidency. Senator Hugh Scott, who helped draft Eisenhower in 1952 and was run over by Goldwater in 1964, signed his book to her with “To Nancy Dickerson: Peripatetic, percipient—and pretty too!” (You could get away with that kind of fanny pat back then.) When William White signed his book about Senator Robert Taft to her, she was six years from being married to my father.


Elections are a way voters search for a sense of control over their lives. They are also a national conversation about what we believe, our national purpose, and how to keep ourselves on track. Because the American experience is so grounded in its founders and the system they created, history gives us the outline for our present narrative. We look back at it when we’re writing about the present to remind ourselves of where we fall short, but also of the promise and glory in the four-year competition to make things better.


I hope you enjoy these moments of campaign history. They are just a few stops along the way. There are many great Whistlestops to come, from the past and in the future.













PART I



Inflection Points













1980—“I Am Paying for This Microphone, Mr. Green”



[image: image]


When writing, it’s better to show than to tell. This is true with campaigning, too. It’s better if you can demonstrate your presidential qualities than if you simply talk about them. The problem is, candidates are stuck giving speeches all the time. Their days are full of telling. If a candidate has shown leadership in the past, all they can do is talk about it. It’s a marvel that some strategist hasn’t contrived to roll a baby stroller down the street just so a long-shot candidate can leap to the rescue in order to display their mettle to the voters.


In Nashua, New Hampshire, on February 23, 1980, Ronald Reagan came as close as you can to showing what it looks like to be a leader, in a confrontation over a debate. It was the Saturday night before the state’s primary, and two thousand people were packed into the Nashua High School gymnasium, creaking on their folding chairs and holding their thick overcoats on their laps. They had come to see a debate between Ronald Reagan and George Bush, the two Republican front-runners, but standing on the debate stage with Bush and Reagan were four of the other Republican candidates.


That was a problem. But what Ronald Reagan did next would give him his moment, which some people think turned the Republican nomination his way, and we all know where that led. Whether it did start things off for the fortieth president or not, the moment became a symbol for the instant Reagan rescued his campaign and hastened the rise of showmanship in the evaluation of the modern presidency.


Bush: Thunder out of Iowa


George Bush, the former Director of the CIA and U.S. Ambassador to China, arrived in New Hampshire as the winner of the Iowa caucus. He boasted of the “Big Mo,” his idiosyncratic description of political momentum, a dubious quality that candidates claim but which the voters delight in denying them—particularly in New Hampshire, where primary voters seem to be raised from birth to dash political hopes.


Bush promised he was going to unite the party and take on the vulnerable Democratic incumbent, Jimmy Carter, whose approval rating had dipped to 30 percent.


Reagan was in a spot. The candidate who had missed the GOP nomination by a whisker in 1976 was supposed to be the front-runner. Bush had beaten him by only two points in Iowa, but that was enough to strip Reagan of his sheen of inevitability. “Reagan does not look like he’ll be on the presidential stage much longer,” wrote Boston Globe columnist Robert Healy. Jack Germond and Jules Witcover wrote, “A rough consensus is taking shape… that George Bush may achieve a commanding position.”


Reagan had to find a way to battle back. Polls showed that he was nine points behind Bush in New Hampshire.1 Fortunately, he had the support of the publisher of the Manchester Union Leader, William Loeb. The paper was the largest in the state, but more important, its publisher woke up every morning with the look of a man who had just taken a surprise teaspoon of vinegar. That sparked in him an urge to demolish George Bush. Loeb called him a “phony candidate.” He said he was merely the tool of the “entire Eastern Establishment, the Rockefellers and all the other power interests in the East.”


Let’s Settle this Man to Man


There were five other candidates besides Reagan and Bush: Rep. John Anderson, Senators Bob Dole and Howard Baker, Rep. Phil Crane, and former treasury secretary John Connally. But after a forgettable debate in Manchester, Bush and Reagan agreed that it might be best for the two of them to have their own debate—to settle things like men without the others there trying to do their own pushing and shoving.


Both candidates wanted to portray the nominating fight as a two-man contest. Bush thought he could put away Reagan once and for all, and Reagan thought he could use his actor’s skill onstage to claw back the stature he’d lost in Iowa. The Nashua Telegraph was happy to host the face-off.


Senator Dole didn’t like being pushed out of the picture a second time. The first time he’d been shoved aside was when the voters of Iowa gave him less than 2 percent of the vote—less than voted “No Preference.” (“I’ve just been campaigning in Iowa,” Dole would tell New Hampshire voters, with a comedian’s pause. “For no apparent reason.”) Dole—a former chairman of the Republican National Committee—and Baker, complained to the Federal Election Commission that the Nashua Telegraph was violating campaign laws: the exclusion of the other candidates amounted to an in-kind contribution to the Bush and Reagan campaigns.


The FEC advised the Nashua Telegraph editor, John Breen, that he might be violating the law. Reagan had a ready work-around. He agreed to pay for the debate himself. He stroked a check for $3,500, and the mano a mano was back on.


On the day of the debate, however, Reagan changed his mind. The other candidates had sent him telegrams arguing it was fair to include them. He agreed, saying they should all be there. Bush said no. He wanted to have the one-on-one debate to sharpen the differences. He also knew that as the front-runner, if he agreed to the full Thanksgiving dinner guest list, each candidate would come after him.


Bush made it a matter of principle. He announced he wasn’t going to go back on his word. He would abide by the original agreement with the Nashua Telegraph. Bush stood on shaky ground in advocating for a two man debate. He and Reagan had already struck a blow against fairness by colluding with the local paper to do their own dinner theater production. Having changed the rules in the first place, they could just agree to change them right back. A full debate was objectively fairer if Bush wanted to have a conversation about playing things fair and square. So sticking to his word was an obvious dodge.


Reagan called the other candidates and asked them to show up at the debate. None of the outcasts asked what Bush thought, because they were happy to be invited to the party and weren’t going to check to make sure both parents approved.


Was it Reagan’s sense of fair play that caused him to change his mind, or did he have cold feet? Did he not want to face George Bush alone? Or was he hatching an elaborate theatrical trap?


The way Reagan aide Craig Shirley tells it, the whole thing was cooked up by Reagan’s campaign manager, John Sears, who saw an opportunity to make Reagan look commanding and make Bush look small. Expanding the field was also a way to limit the chances of a Reagan gaffe and lower the possibility that the five other candidates would be “bad mouthing us the last three days,” as one Reagan confidante put it.2


The confrontation to come was so premeditated, says Shirley, that the Reagan team made sure that they had an ally working the public address system at the Nashua high school so that Reagan would have control of the microphone.


Talk Loudly and Carry a Big Microphone


The Reagan and Bush camps met at the high school and decamped in separate classrooms, and four of the five also-rans huddled together in the music room. They would later refer to themselves as the Nashua Four, because when you’re stuck in the room with the trombones and glockenspiels, it’s useful to pass the time giving yourself a name.


The debate hour arrived and nobody took the stage. The Bush and Reagan teams were fighting each other over whether to include the others; each was sending emissaries over to the other’s classroom to have expletive-laden debates about who was trying to hornswoggle whom. Bush was adamant. If he backed down it would look like Reagan had made him do so.


In one particularly testy exchange, Reagan sent Sen. Gordon Humphrey to try to convince Bush to participate with the larger group. The two men were not friends. Humphrey suggested Bush was harming the party. Bush roared back, “No fu——ing way! I’ve worked all my life for this and I’m not giving it up… I’ve done more for party unity than you’ll ever know!” (Did the patrician Bush really use that expletive? Perhaps, but this story has grown to such proportions that it’s possible this is an embellishment. It’s a loose rule that once a story gets passed around on the campaign trail it gains a new expletive in every third retelling.)


Before the row over the rules became the story, Bush had told reporters that he wasn’t going to attack Reagan during the debate. There was going to be no “hemoglobin count,” he said. That was a metaphor for political confrontation. What was happening in those tile hallways, however, was actual confrontation.


Reagan and Bush encountered each other in the hallway. “I’m not going on unless this goes as planned,” said Bush. Reagan walked out onto the stage anyway.


When Bush and Reagan finally emerged into the packed hall the crowd was fussy and acting out. They’d been waiting for over an hour. General election debates are held in near-laboratory environments. If there is an audience, they are threatened with home foreclosure if they make too much noise. Primary audiences are far more rowdy, however, particularly if they’re at a relatively low-cost event in a high school gymnasium. What are you to do in a gymnasium but cheer and stomp your feet? In one account, a campaign staffer said the room was “like the bar scene from Star Wars,” which in 1980 might not yet have been the cliché it is today.


Everyone was riled up as Reagan and Bush took their seats. But wait, there were four others on stage. Baker, Dole, Anderson, and Crane stood behind, with no chairs, looking like the sad members of some lost tribe. (John Connally declined to be a part of the charade.)


The audience started pleading for the forlorn four. “Give ‘em a chair,” yelled one person.3 Another fellow suggested that Sen. Howard Baker (who was short) could stand on the table instead of taking a seat.


Dole tried to lean over and speak into one of the microphones, but editor John Breen of the Nashua Telegraph, who was moderating the debate, blocked him from doing so.


The publisher of the paper said it was starting to feel like a boxing match. Perhaps embracing this spirit, the chair-deprived candidates raised their hands in unison like they were triumphant fighters.


Bush stared ahead, stone-faced, trying not to participate in the madness. He looked like a child who adopts a middle-distance stare while being chastised.


Reagan’s aide Jim Lake took a piece of paper from NBC anchorman John Chancellor’s notebook and wrote a note to Reagan: “Everybody’s with you.”


Reagan looked over at him and winked. (Again, this is what Reagan boosters say happened. Given the frosting that comes with each retelling, it’s a wonder someone hasn’t claimed that Reagan paused to wrestle a bear to the ground before resuscitating an elderly widow who had fainted.)


But then again, maybe Reagan did wink. He was a man who knew how to play his moment.


Editor John Breen, who did not know how to play his moment, tried to start the actual debate, even while the four discarded candidates were loitering there in the crosswalk. He offered some introductory remarks into his microphone.


As he did, Reagan tried to interrupt the editor. He could because his microphone was on, and they had the sound man on the payroll.


“I am the sponsor and I suppose I should have some right,” said Reagan. Breen ordered Reagan’s microphone turned off, but the technician ignored him. Breen tried to cut Reagan off a second time. That was when Reagan, now seated, let him have it. Red in the face like he’d just sprinted up a few flights of stairs, he turned and thundered while jabbing the table in front of him, “I am paying for this microphone, Mr. Green!”


The crowd roared with approval.


We don’t often get to see candidates when they’re angry. And that was particularly true of the sunny Ronald Reagan. But boy, did he look angry. When Breen first asked that his mic be cut off, Reagan stood up and moved toward him like he was going to use the microphone to brain him. When he finally did pop, he called Breen “Mr. Green,” which was of course not his correct name, but no one really cared. This was not a time for fact-checking.


While this cowboy action was taking place, George Bush looked like he was in another film, and in that film he was not the hero and wasn’t going to get the girl. There was “no solution in sight,” wrote Francis Clines of the New York Times, for Bush, who had been campaigning on the slogan “There’s no problem Americans can’t solve.”4 He looked so much like the East Coast prep school vision of entitlement, it was almost as if he’d been asked to audition for that part in the school’s winter play. The moment, wrote reporter Jules Witcover, contributed to the perception that Bush “had the backbone of a jellyfish.”


Reagan looked like the leader who had taken charge. He was seizing the moment the way he said he would with the Soviets. Since his 1976 campaign he had been boasting that he would be tougher in negotiations than either the Ford or the Carter administrations. He would know how to act in the moment. And here he was, acting in the moment.


Editor Loeb of the Manchester Union Leader must have been attending church regularly in the previous weeks, because the exchange appeared to answer his prayers for opportunities to make a series of small-minded attacks. He editorialized that Bush “looked like the little boy who thinks his mother might’ve dropped him off at the wrong birthday party.”5


A Bush staffer told Newsweek, “It was a crisis, and our man failed to respond.”6 Later Bush would tell Jon Meacham, “I looked like a fool. Not my finest hour, to say the least.”7


After the confrontation, the four candidates (remember them?) left the stage. With no seats and no one to bring them seats, there was not likely to be a role for them in the second act of the drama.


Instead, they went into the band room, where they held a press conference for an hour. The press was covering them and not the actual debate. Reagan appeared the champion of free speech, while the candidates castigated Bush for excluding them from the democratic process. The coverage was full of quotes like this one from Sen. Howard Baker, who said, “If George Bush is the nominee I’ll support him. But I do not plan on George Bush being the nominee. He is not wearing that crown very well, and I’m going to do what I can to make sure that doesn’t happen. Because I think too much of the Republican Party to see it go down the tube.”


“We want a president, not a king,” Bob Dole told the Chicago Tribune. He also said, “I’ll never understand George Bush’s attitude as long as I live. They stiffed us. That’s what they did. They stiffed us. They said, ‘You can’t come,’ and they had the help of the paper. No doubt in my mind, Bush and the Nashua Telegraph are in this together.” In one account, Dole whispered to Bush, “I’ll get you someday, you f——ing Nazi.” (Nixon had pushed Dole out of his post at the RNC in 1972 in favor of Bush, so there was some history between the two men.)


Reagan had all of the candidates and the audience aligned with him against Bush. To control the damage, Bush cut a radio spot in the days after the debate that protested, “At no point did George Bush object to a full candidate forum.” That, of course, only put more gas on the fire. Anyone who might have forgotten the whole thing had a radio ad to remind them of how Bush had acted.


Though the debate had not been televised live, the radio ad plus the controversy meant that the clip of Reagan seizing the microphone and saying, “I am paying for this microphone, Mr. Green,” was shown over and over again on the evening and morning television. It became a national story.


Green with Envy


Reagan went on to wallop Bush in New Hampshire, 50 percent to 23 percent, a shock that was compounded by the fact that the Boston Globe had polled just days before the primary and said the two men were dead even. Reagan then went on to win all but five of the remaining thirty-three Republican contests.


Was the moment orchestrated, or did Reagan simply improvise like all good actors? It was probably a bit of both. John Sears, the campaign chief who had managed the showdown, was reported in newspaper accounts to have been seen at the end of the melee grinning broadly as he leaned against one of the gym lockers. He smiled at a reporter and said it was just “another day on the campaign trail.”8 The great irony is that if Sears was the puppeteer of this great moment, he was not given credit for it by the candidate. Sears was fired the day New Hampshire voters went to the polls.


Sears was the leftover victim of the Iowa caucus defeat. The New Hampshire campaign had also convinced Reagan that Sears’s insistence on substance and proving Reagan had an in-depth knowledge of the issues—which Reagan found annoying—was getting in the way of campaigning.9


Did this turn around the Reagan campaign? We should be skeptical that single moments can do that, but it probably helped. It made Reagan look good, made Bush look bad; it reinforced that it was a two-person race, which both men wanted; and it narrowed the conversation to a note that was good for Reagan just before people went into the voting booth. If New Hampshire voters were late deciders that year, as they have been every other year, then they went into their local polling places with the image of Ronald Reagan in the middle of Main Street taking on the invading desperadoes.


We just don’t know how much it helped. There’s a fallacy of the “key moment” in presidential races, where campaigns are turning in a particular direction and then a cinematic moment like this takes place and people invest that moment with the significance as if it were the beginning of a trend, rather than an event that took place while a trend powered by different forces was already well under way.


In the view of Reagan’s pollster, Richard Wirthlin, which was supported by exit polling interviews, Reagan had already surged over Bush with his performance in the Manchester debate three days before the Nashua debate. What the high school showdown had done was drive home that point. According to Wirthlin, the repeated television coverage of Reagan bellowing “I am paying for this microphone, Mr. Green!” reaffirmed the image of Reagan as a “dynamic, commanding and appealingly human candidate,” while making Bush look like “a stiff, formal and uncommunicative one.”10


Word of the moment spread because reporters were there to cover the debate. There were a lot of celebrities from the press corps there—including CBS’s Walter Cronkite and NBC’s John Chancellor—which helps give a moment lift. When events happen in front of famous news anchors and columnists, they can boast about it, and in doing so, boast about their on-the-scene reporting. So they have every incentive to tell the story and give it tremendous weight.


For Reagan, the Nashua moment became an impediment to improving relations with Bush after the nominating race was over. He thought his adversary had shown unpardonable weakness. “I don’t understand it,” he said. “How would this guy deal with the Russians?” When Reagan was resisting picking Bush as his running mate—going so far as to contemplate naming his old adversary Gerald Ford—he referred back to this moment as one where he had lost faith in Bush.


Leading up to the debate in New Hampshire, Bush’s campaign had been focused on making Bush look more substantive, but what they really needed in the age of the personal presidency was a spectacle—a moment that emphasized Bush’s leadership abilities. (Bush would face this challenge again in 1988 and orchestrate a fight with CBS News anchor Dan Rather to give himself the spectacle he needed.) It may seem depressing that theater plays such a role in presidential politics, but voters aren’t as passionate about substance as they say they are. What they do remember is image. Similarly Reagan’s famous speech at the 1976 GOP convention was not about substance, but about a feeling. Reagan and his campaign intrinsically understood this.


When the respective campaigns went into New Hampshire, Bush was focused on avoiding mistakes, giving tight lectures and subdued rhetoric.11 Reagan was focused on image building that showed a wider range of his emotional makeup and leadership qualities.


Whatever impact the microphone seizure had, the ability to grab the moment and show cinematic leadership in front of all the cameras was seen as such a boost in Reagan’s mind, that his wife memorialized it. When Nancy Reagan was looking for artifacts from each of the presidents for an exhibit at the Reagan Library, she chose the microphone from the 1980 debate in Nashua.12















1960—The Catholic Candidate
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On Monday, April 11, 1960, John Kennedy flew into Charleston, West Virginia, aboard the 1948 Convair CV-240 aircraft his father had bought him from American Airlines. He was tan from a brief Jamaica vacation with his family, from whom he had been absent on the campaign trail. His wife joked that their two-year-old daughter’s first words were “‘plane,’ ‘good-bye,’ and ‘New Hampshire.’”


The Massachusetts senator was a little grumpy as he reclined in his seat. He’d beaten his rival, Sen. Hubert Humphrey, in the Wisconsin primary, but the press judged that he didn’t beat him by enough. Now he was having to fight for his life in West Virginia, where Humphrey had already been campaigning for a week. Kennedy had only himself to blame. If you’re going to take a new route to the presidency, you have to abide by the new rules you’ve set for yourself.


It’s one thing in politics to run a good campaign the traditional way, to successfully perform the compulsory routines and seize moments, accumulating victories in the march to your nomination. It’s another thing, though, to construct a new path to your party’s nomination by circumventing the existing power structure. That was what John Kennedy did to win the 1960 Democratic nomination. The West Virginia primary marked the turning point.


Taking the “V” out of “VP”


During the midterm elections of 1958, Kennedy was the featured speaker at the Morgantown, West Virginia, Jefferson-Jackson Day Dinner—the name nearly every local Democratic Party gives to their annual fund-raising event in honor of the party’s founders. Kennedy was already so popular—having almost been selected as the party’s vice presidential nominee in 1956—local radio stations broadcast his speech live. He’d been on the road all year making speeches, shaking hands, and helping other Democrats get elected. He’d done the same thing two years earlier in 1956, traveling to twenty-six states to campaign for the Stevenson-Kefauver ticket. There was almost no Democrat who had done more. Kennedy was not simply being charitable. He was planting seeds, making contacts, and building a campaign organization for the 1960 presidential race.


If we wonder why politicians start campaigning for president from the crib, we can blame Kennedy. Future candidates emulate the successful campaigns that have come before. In 1958 Kennedy had already hired his presidential pollster. He told his old friend, Charlie Bartlett, a correspondent for the Chattanooga Times, “Now, this is the time for me.” Bartlett responded, “You have plenty of time. Why not wait?” Kennedy replied, “No, they will forget me. Others will come along.”13 When another friend advised in 1957 that Kennedy stop appearing in so many magazine profiles, the senator said that as a vice presidential contender who had lost to Estes Kefauver in 1956, he hoped the profiles would “help take the ‘V’ out of ‘V.P.’” If you’re charting moments when politics switched from being about accumulated experience to accumulated press clippings, put this moment on the timeline. (In 2008, Kennedy’s younger brother, Sen. Edward Kennedy, would advise Barack Obama to grab his moment and run for president before his first term in the Senate was even over.)


Kennedy formally announced his campaign on Saturday, January 2, 1960, in the Senate Caucus Room. He picked Saturday because he wanted to make the important Sunday papers, and he picked the Senate Caucus Room because voters valued government service. Today candidates arrange their photo ops to emphasize their outsider credentials. Washington experience is a liability. The only way a candidate would announce from the Caucus Room would be if they could be photographed pushing down on the plunger of a dynamiting device.


Kennedy didn’t just announce that he was running; he outlined his path. He declared that the Democratic primary elections were the true testing ground for the candidates, saying those seeking to compete with him should do so in the primaries. If Senators Lyndon Johnson of Texas and Stuart Symington of Missouri couldn’t beat him in the primaries, they wouldn’t be able to beat Richard Nixon in the fall.


This sounds reasonable to us now, but it was a cheeky gambit in 1960 from the jumpy upstart. Party bosses and power brokers picked the favorite candidates—and there were plenty of men in the race with better résumés in the Senate, like Humphrey, Johnson and Symington, as well as former governor Adlai Stevenson of Illinois. The only way Kennedy could get around this blockage was, like Andrew Jackson before him, to declare a moral superiority to his chosen route to the presidency. It’s a time-honored ploy. If you can’t compete with your opponents on their turf—experience, longevity in the Senate, and favors traded with party insiders—point to your turf and say that’s the true spot where the competition should take place.


Many of the old-school Democrats thought Kennedy was too young, too Catholic, and too inexperienced to win the presidency. At forty-two, he was the youngest presidential candidate in American history. So Kennedy had to use the primaries to prove he had presidential skills. He was improving his résumé while simultaneously applying for the job.


This was a key moment in linking campaigns to governing. In 1916, President Woodrow Wilson called campaigning “a great interruption to the rational consideration of public questions,” but now, if you are a successful campaigner it’s expected you’ll be a successful president. In 1992, when Bill Clinton won, Dan Quayle said, “If he runs the country as well as he ran his campaign, we’ll be all right.” President Obama used the campaign to elevate himself in a similar way. His strategist David Axelrod wrote in his book about the 2008 campaign, “The campaign itself also is a proving ground for strength… How you respond to the inevitable challenges you’ll face will reveal much about your strength and preparedness for the job.”


Kennedy’s attempt to make primaries the key to victory wasn’t a new idea in Democratic presidential politics. In 1952 and 1956, Sen. Estes Kefauver tried to play the insurgent candidate, defying the party establishment. Party leaders weren’t going to support him for the nomination, so he worked to win the primaries. He won twelve of those fifteen contests in 1952, starting in New Hampshire, but the nomination that year went to Adlai Stevenson, who competed in none of the primaries. The strategy fizzled, because most states still chose their delegates to the Democratic convention through the state conventions, not the primaries, and the state conventions were dominated by the party elites, especially the mayors and governors of large Northern and Midwestern states and cities. Kefauver had targeted just those sort of people in his investigations of organized crime. They were happy to repay the favor by denying him the nomination. Given Kefauver’s defeats, in 1959, the conventional view was that the primary route to the nomination was a dead end.


Chain Store Glamour


The stage for West Virginia was set in Wisconsin, where Kennedy had exchanged several rounds of low blows with Humphrey. The primary was a battle for votes, but it was also a battle over expectations—that loose and gooey set of standards that shift and slip, turning wins into losses and turning second-place finishes into victories.


On the one hand Kennedy should have been an underdog in Wisconsin. Humphrey was from Minnesota, a neighboring state, which meant Wisconsin’s counties on the border were likely to go for Humphrey. Sage Democrats advised Kennedy to not even compete with him there. Humphrey was also a liberal whose politics were closer to the state’s liberal tradition. That meant Humphrey had the local papers on his side. That didn’t just mean he had the editorial boards rooting for him; it also meant he got favorable stories and Kennedy got the fuzzy end of the headlines. When Alabama governor John Patterson endorsed Kennedy, one Madison newspaper ran a story with the headline ’BAMA GOVERNOR, NEGRO HATER IN KENNEDY CAMP.14


What Kennedy had going for him was that he was a Catholic. Thirty-five percent of Wisconsin was Catholic—including my grandparents, which has nothing to do with this story but I thought you should know. Kennedy also had hustle. He worked the streets, the clubs, the bars, and the department stores. He had money to pay professional volunteers and had a touch for the art of campaigning. When he met someone important, they’d inevitably receive a handwritten note, an innovation every candidate afterward has copied.


Humphrey complained he was being outspent and out-glamoured. He said Jackie and Rose Kennedy, who were campaigning for Jack, were “queen and queen mother among the commoners, extracting obeisance, awe, and respect. They lacked only tiaras, and you knew that if crowns were needed, Joe Kennedy would buy them. I felt like an independent merchant competing against a chain store.”15


It was an unusually cold winter, too, which exacerbated Humphrey’s financial disadvantages in Wisconsin. By the end of March, it had snowed ninety inches in Milwaukee. Kennedy was flying around in that neat plane that his dad had bought him, but Humphrey had to drive in his rented Greyhound bus turned campaign coach though the dog logo stayed on the side. To snatch moments of sleep, he stretched out on an army cot in the back while sliding along the highways.


Things went well for Kennedy in Wisconsin until late March. The Lou Harris polls showed him far ahead in nine of the ten districts. There was speculation among the press that he would sweep Wisconsin. Then, Kennedy’s religious affiliation became an issue.


A Humphrey supporter placed an ad with the Wisconsin Press Association (an organization of weekly newspapers) calling for a “square deal” for Humphrey. Since Kennedy was going to win the Catholic vote as a bloc, that meant Humphrey wasn’t getting a square deal. Anyone could vote in the Democratic primary, which meant Republican Catholics might vote for Kennedy out of papist loyalty. To balance things out, said the ad, Protestants should vote for Humphrey.


Then, anti-Catholic leaflets appeared. There was some evidence pro-Kennedy forces sent them on purpose to Catholic households to make Catholics angry enough to turn out on Election Day.


While it was hard to score a winner in the back and forth, Kennedy was hurt by conversation. He was becoming the Catholic candidate. That undermined his résumé-building exercise. If Kennedy won, it would be seen as a victory for Catholics. Kennedy was trying to use these primary contests as proof of his skills. Whether you’re baptized Catholic or not is not a skill.


On election night the Kennedy brothers went to war with CBS News over the network’s emphasis on religion. Walter Cronkite cited pollster Elmo Roper, who said that every Republican Catholic had crossed over to vote in the Democratic primary for Kennedy. Cronkite then interviewed Kennedy and asked him about the religious nature of the vote, keeping the focus on the issue. Afterward, Bobby Kennedy screamed at Cronkite. Since CBS had relied on computer projections developed by IBM and the Columbia University Bureau of Applied Social Research, Bobby later called IBM president Thomas Watson and asked him to suppress the analysis of the religious voting patterns in Wisconsin that had been the basis of Roper’s report.


John Kennedy then phoned Frank Stanton, the president of CBS, and reminded him that if he, Kennedy, were elected, he would have the power to name members of the Federal Communications Commission, which oversaw the regulations affecting the broadcast networks. This thuggish behavior showed how much the Kennedys didn’t want the victory to be seen as a Catholic victory. Humphrey wasn’t just running against a chain store, he was running against a chain gang with prosciutto-thin skin with regard to perceived threats.


In the end, Kennedy won 56 percent of the vote in Wisconsin. It should have been interpreted as a strong win, but the press read the result exactly as Kennedy feared they would. They attributed the victory to Catholic pride. Given that, it was underwhelming. How could Kennedy, with his money, organization, and the Catholic support, not have won by more?


The next day’s headline in the tone-setting New York Times read, RELIGION BIG FACTOR IN KENNEDY VICTORY. The Washington Post headline read, TRIUMPH FOR KENNEDY NOT UP TO EXPECTATIONS.


It became immediate conventional wisdom that since Kennedy had won because of the Catholics, he wouldn’t do as well when he competed in states without a large Catholic bloc. If that didn’t hurt him in the future primaries, it would certainly hurt him in the general election.


Humphrey was emboldened by the loss. The Kennedy camp tried to start a whispering campaign that he should get out of the race. They said he was just a stalking horse for Johnson, denying Kennedy wins with the purpose of ultimately stepping aside and letting the Texas Senator take the nomination at the convention.


Humphrey scoffed at that charge. “Politics is a serious business, not a boy’s game, where you can pick up the ball and run home if things don’t go according to your idea of who should win.” Kennedy was acting like a spoilsport, which only supported the idea that he had not done well in Wisconsin.


Kennedy’s primary strategy was backfiring. The contest he’d chosen to compete in was making him look smaller.


Country Roads to the White House


After the great Wisconsin uncertainty, Kennedy had to do well in West Virginia. Some local Democrats thought it was too big a gamble. The primary wouldn’t bind delegates to the victor at the convention, but if Kennedy lost, it would be a death blow.16 But Kennedy had raised the stakes on the primaries. If he had avoided West Virginia it would have undermined his case. “The West Virginia primary… is of great importance to Sen. John F. Kennedy,” wrote Carroll Kilpatrick of the Washington Post, “because his campaign is based on his ability to present himself as ‘a winner.’ If he loses here on May 10, that image will be tarnished.”17 On the other hand, if he won “only by a hair,” said Senator Nixon, engaging in cross-party punditry, “it will all be over but the shouting.”18


When Kennedy’s campaign plane landed in West Virginia the polls looked bad. In late 1959, a Harris poll showed him beating Humphrey 54 percent to 23 percent. After Wisconsin, a poll taken of one of West Virginia’s most populous counties, showed Kennedy twenty points behind. The campaign asked county chairmen in the state what had happened, and the consensus response was: “No one in West Virginia knew you were a Catholic in December. Now they know.”19


In West Virginia, Catholics represented less than 4 percent of the population. Kennedy’s original strategy entering the state was to avoid the issue. He tried to dispatch with the topic immediately in his campaign speeches: “I want to talk to you about the issues of the campaign—not questions of private religious belief—not where candidates go to church—not whether one denomination or one church is better than another.”20


The topic couldn’t be hidden under a bushel. “We’ve never had a Catholic president, and I hope we never do,” said one West Virginia woman. “Our people built this country. If they had wanted a Catholic to be president, they would have said so in the Constitution.”21


One woman in Huntington, West Virginia, stuck her tongue out at Kennedy as he passed by, a shocker for a candidate who was habituated to receiving more favorable salutations from the opposite sex.


The Wall Street Journal seized the moment to sit everyone down and make a broad point about gender and bias. “There is the strong impression in the course of hundreds of interviews that women, old or young, are far more likely than men of similar age to be voting on the basis of anti-Catholic sentiment. This is perhaps partly because their daily lives are more circumscribed in contacts and travel than those of their menfolk, and partly because they go to church more.”22


In the April 30 edition of the West Virginia Hillbilly, a reputable weekly despite how it may sound to city folk, the front page headline read: PA AIN’T SELLING HIS VOTE TO NO CATHOLIC. A Presbyterian minister explained: “There are many smaller sects that tend to be fanatical and bigoted. They are in the rural areas mainly. Some of these people are just plain scared of Catholics.”23 Roughly half the voters in West Virginia lived in rural areas.


The newspapers and mailboxes were full of monkey business. An ad in the Charleston Gazette asked, “Who is the bigot? A candidate for the Presidency believes it is a mortal sin for him to worship with a faith other than his own. A voter votes against him on account of this belief. Who is the bigot?”24 A postcard was sent from a Brooklyn address to two editors in New Cumberland: “You Protestant rebels better vote for Kennedy May 10 if you know what is good for you. We can burn you at the stake again as we did three hundred years ago if Kennedy doesn’t win.” The typewritten signature of the obvious attempt to arouse prejudice against Kennedy read, “Irish Catholic.”25


Under heavy fire, Kennedy switched tactics. If his Catholicism was a live wire thrashing on the ground, instead of running away from it, he was going to grab it until all the energy was drained from the issue, a metaphor that actually makes no sense if you know anything about how electricity works. So don’t go grabbing any electrical wires: it will not win you the West Virginia primary.


Walter Lippmann was stumbling around for a metaphor, too. “The religious issue is an ugly and dangerous one,” he wrote, “but as with a nettle, the best thing to do is grasp it firmly.”26


It was a gutsy move, the kind of risk taking a president must engage in constantly. Kennedy talked about the issue at every stop and ran ads about his faith, which showed voters asking him questions like whether he would be controlled by the Catholic Church. One ad started, “Here is Walton Shepherd, Charleston attorney, asking in effect how the senator’s religion would affect the discharge of his duties as president.” Kennedy responded:




West Virginia, as you know, has the least members of my faith in any state in the United States, population’s about 3 percent or 4 percent. If I felt that there was an inhibition in my ability to fulfill my oath of office, which I’ve taken on the five times I’ve been elected to the Congress, and which I took when I entered the service, then, of course, I would not have come to West Virginia. I mean, I’m not wholly without some judgment, and if I felt there was some reason why I could not answer your question, that I am as prepared and able to fulfill my oath of office as any other American, then quite obviously, I would have not run in West Virginia, nor I would have run for the presidency, nor would I take, as I have taken on many occasions, the same oath that the president of the United States takes to defend the constitution…


I have been in the Service to the United States. I spent three years in a hospital afterwards. My brother was killed in the war. My sister’s husband was killed in the war. I’d like to know whether there is some opinion that I am unable to fulfill my office of citizenship. There isn’t. And I think that I wouldn’t have come in West Virginia unless I felt that the people of West Virginia believe in the Constitution, Sec Article 1, which provides for the separation of church and state, and Article VI, which says there shall be no religious test for office. That’s why Massachusetts was founded, Maryland, a good many of the Southern states were founded on the principle of religious freedom. I believe in that, and we will have a chance to see whether there is going to be an opportunity to discuss the serious issues facing the United States in a very dangerous and trying time. I don’t happen to believe that one of those serious issues is where I go to church on Sunday.





As Kennedy gained ground, Humphrey started to get defensive. He pleaded that he wasn’t making an issue of religion. His campaign blamed Kennedy for raising the topic so Kennedy could take umbrage for attacks on his religion. They were right. That was what Kennedy was doing. He was creating the impression that Humphrey wasn’t playing fair, which hurt the liberal senator’s reputation and transformed Kennedy into a sympathetic character. A vote for Kennedy was a vote for tolerance, and a vote for Humphrey was not.


Also, while Humphrey may not have been taking direct aim at Kennedy’s religion, his aides were talking about it, making sure reporters knew it was central to Kennedy’s support. They said the high number of Catholics in Nebraska explained why Humphrey wasn’t competing in the state’s primary.27 And Humphrey’s surrogates were as subtle as a foghorn. West Virginia senator Robert Byrd, who played the fiddle, campaigned for Humphrey by opening his rallies with a rendition of “Give Me That Old Time Religion.”


A Campaign in Pictures


Dwight Eisenhower had run television ads in 1952, but Kennedy’s ads in West Virginia in 1960 were arguably the first pivotal TV spots in American electoral history. In one, Kennedy greeted coal miners before they took the elevator five hundred feet down the shaft for their eight-hour shift. Kennedy, in his suit and thin tie, explained to the men with smeared faces wearing dented hard hats that Massachusetts textile workers faced the same displacement the miners did.


Kennedy worked the miners hard, also meeting them after their shifts. Their faces and clothing caked with black dust, they would pause to listen to his pitch before making it to the bathhouse.


Teddy White, in The Making of the President 1960, explained why these stops were effective for Kennedy. “Humphrey, who had known hunger in boyhood, was the natural workingman’s candidate,” he wrote, “but Kennedy’s shock at the suffering he saw in West Virginia was so fresh that it communicated itself with the emotion of original discovery.”28


Kennedy loved to tell a story about these kinds of encounters. In a probably apocryphal exchange, a mine worker confronted Kennedy:


“Is it true, Mr. Kennedy,” he asked, “that your father is one of the richest men in America?”


Kennedy said yes.


“Is it also true,” the man asked him, “that you never wanted for anything in your whole life?”


Again, Kennedy agreed with the rough outlines of the question.


“Would it be fair to say that you’ve never worked a day in your life?”


Kennedy agreed, if by work he meant the clock-punching labor the man and his weary colleagues were doing.


“Well, Mr. Kennedy, let me tell you something. You ain’t missed a thing.”29


Kennedy loved this story the way he loved all stories, even the ones that weren’t wholly flattering. He was just a more charismatic campaigner than Humphrey. “As the campaign went on, there’s no denying that he presented a picture of reality, vim, vigor, health, honesty, and integrity that was difficult for any candidate to match,” remembered John E. Amos, a Democratic National Committeeman from West Virginia.30 It was this picture of vitality—expressed through the reality show of the primary—that would forever change campaigning in the mass-market era.31 How candidates looked on the stump would become ever more important.


Kennedy’s single-spaced schedules are one enormous block of tightly packed text outlining a tour of radio and TV stations, rallies, and private meetings interrupted by stops for how-do-you-do and nice-to-meet-you at the Court House steps, an ox roast, street campaign tours, shopping malls, the General Store and restaurants like the Smoke House and Island Creek Grill.32


When Kennedy campaigned like this in Ohio his hands had became so swollen from greeting voters that he had to ice them at the end of the day.


At one stop, Kennedy stood on the hood of a parked station wagon and railed against the weak federal food program.33 He pointed out “Eisenhower curtains,” that appeared on hundreds of miners’ homes—boarded-up windows of frame houses in which miners and their families lived before the economic blight.34 “The entire Republican administration won’t listen,” Kennedy said, “because I don’t think they care.” He promised that as president he would throw the force of the government behind an effort to force companies to consider the problems of those over forty-five who were unemployed.35


Newspaper accounts of the campaign include countless stops punctuated by heavy rain and cold. To meet shift workers at the plants and mines, candidates often had to do their hand pumping at 2:00 a.m. after one shift had knocked off, or at 5:30 a.m. when the morning shift was starting. It sounds miserable.


The schedule was so grueling that Kennedy lost his voice. He drank glass after glass of milk to soothe it. But he was required to stop talking for several days, communicating with his friend Bartlett on one campaign swing through a series of index cards the two men handed back and forth, scribbling their comments and replies. He drafted his brother Ted to speak for him in Weirton and campaign organizer Matthew Reese to give another speech. In notes scribbled to Reese, Kennedy wrote: “Can we get away without speaking today?” Then, “Matt you can say the Senator has an infected throat.”


Kennedy built a ground game in West Virginia, like the one he had in Wisconsin. Citizens for Kennedy had about fifty committed volunteers in the state to Humphrey’s eleven. “What distinguishes the new school from the old school is the political approach of exclusion versus inclusion,” wrote White. “In a tight, old-fashioned machine, the root idea is to operate with as few people as possible, keeping decision and action in the hands of as few inside men as possible. In the new style, practiced by citizens’ groups and new machines, Republicans and Democratic alike, the central idea is to give as many people as possible a sense of participation; participation galvanizes emotions, gives the participant a live stake in the victory of the leader.” This wisdom would be handed from campaign to campaign. I feel like I heard this exact quote from Howard Dean’s strategists in 2004 and when I first stood in Barack Obama’s 2008 headquarters hearing their theory of that campaign.


Unlike the Wisconsin campaign, though, Kennedy did not deploy the Kennedy women. “They were judged too attractive, too well dressed and too rich to parade before the people of this economically depressed state, with its thousands of unemployed coal miners,” said the New York Times.36


The Jack Hammer


Kennedy played old-style hardball in West Virginia. Robert Kennedy approved an attack on Humphrey’s war record, or lack of war record. Kennedy’s surrogate, Franklin D. Roosevelt Jr., the son of the late president, called Humphrey a draft dodger for not serving in the armed services. Humphrey explained that he had not been in the services because he had a double hernia.


Once the issue was splashed across the papers, Kennedy, who had a distinguished war record as a naval officer, issued a statement declaring, “Any discussion of the war record of Sen. Humphrey was done without my knowledge and consent, and I disapprove of the injection of this issue into the campaign.” That statement ensured—and was planned—to keep the story alive for a few more days.


FDR Junior’s biggest role was as a character witness for Kennedy. Liberals thought Kennedy wasn’t liberal enough and that Humphrey was more in touch with the regular guy. “Jack Kennedy has that same heart, that same understanding and that same ability as my father,” said Junior in a Kennedy ad. “He is picking up where my father left off. Remember this when you vote on May 10: vote Kennedy.” Franklin D. Roosevelt had been a particular friend to West Virginia after the Depression, and one West Virginia reporter said that the Roosevelt nod was like “God’s son coming down and saying it was all right to vote for this Catholic, it was permissible, it wasn’t something terrible to do.”37


Humphrey fought back by bringing up Kennedy’s wealth. “I don’t have any daddy who can pay the bills for me,” he told audiences in towns where half the families were on relief.38 He warned of politicians with ready money trying to buy the election. “I can’t afford to run around this state with a little black bag and a checkbook,” said Humphrey. The senator was speaking truth. The Kennedy team made sure the local party bosses were well paid. Humphrey referred to his opponent’s campaign as “the most lavish, extravagant, and expensive campaign program West Virginians have ever known.” He told voters on the trail in Pineville, “It’s up to the voters, if they want this campaign decided by measurement of money that can be expended or the philosophies of the candidates. There are three kinds of politics: the politics of big business, the politics of the big bosses, and the politics of big money, and I’m against all of them. I stand for the politics of the people.”


Humphrey lashed out at Bobby Kennedy, too. “I’d suggest that brother Bobby examine his own conscience,” said Humphrey, “about innuendos and smears. If he has trouble knowing what I mean, I can refresh his memory very easily. It’s a subject he should not want opened.” Humphrey was making a reference to disgraced Wisconsin senator Joe McCarthy, Bobby Kennedy’s former boss, who had been censured by the Senate for smearing those in the federal government he suspected of being communists. Things got so heated between the two campaigns that one deputy sheriff said, “We haven’t had this much excitement since Main St. burned to the ground in 1928.”39


President Harry Truman even had to weigh in. Interviewed on his morning walk one day, the former president volunteered that he had sent a message to both campaigns: “Now, boys, don’t hurt each other.”


Stump Speeches in Close Proximity


On May 7, the two candidates participated in something advertised as a debate but which wasn’t much more than parallel stumping. Kennedy had refused to debate Humphrey in Wisconsin, arguing that their positions were essentially the same and there was no point in having an event where they would come together to agree with each other in close proximity. That’s what the West Virginia debate wound up being like, but Kennedy was able to make his case for the primaries as the best way to pick presidents.


“Because the presidency is the key office, as no other office is, it is my judgment that any candidate for the presidency should be willing to submit their name, their fortunes, their record, and their views to people in primaries all over the United States. West Virginia has a primary, and that is the reason I am here. I did not have to come. I came of my own free will. There are no delegates involved. A setback here in defeat will be a major one. But nevertheless, I came, and I must say I am extremely glad I came. I think this is the best experience and the best education that an American political leader can have, whether he serves in the presidency or serves in the Senate.”


Truman had called primaries “eyewash,” and party elders had warned that they were dangerous popularity contests. Kennedy was arguing that they were an essential ingredient required for the office. Unless you’ve met workers at the shift door before sunrise or shuffled your feet awkwardly before the shaft down into the mine, you couldn’t govern the nation. The Democratic politicians hoping to be nominated based on their experience didn’t have the right kind of experience.


The tidbits picked up from campaigning started to fill Kennedy’s speeches. He learned the difference between Charleston and Charles Town, and spoke with easy specificity about the number of cans of powdered eggs a family would have to live on when the father lost his job mining coal.


The issues in that candidate debate fifty-six years ago touched on the themes of automation in a way that feels very modern. “The problem that West Virginia is facing is the problem that all America is going to face,” said Kennedy. “That is the problem of what happens to men when machines take their place. We produced more coal than we did twenty years ago in West Virginia, but there are thousands of men who mined in 1940 who can’t find a job. What is happening in the coal industry in the last ten years in West Virginia is going to spread all over the country. When a machine takes the job of ten men, where do those ten men go? What happens to their families?”


Pundits: Kennedy Sure to Lose


Leading up to Election Day, the prognosticators draped black crape over Kennedy. The New York Times sought the election forecasts of the editors of twenty-four weeklies from West Virginia’s six congressional districts. Eleven forecast a statewide victory for Humphrey. Only four thought Kennedy would win. The others didn’t know. “With one or two exceptions, every West Virginia political leader and newspaper writer that this reporter has interviewed has predicted a victory for Sen. Hubert H. Humphrey (D-Minn) in next Tuesday’s primary,” wrote Carroll Kilpatrick in the Washington Post.40 Kennedy said he’d be lucky to get 40 percent of the vote, which may have been an expert act of setting expectations, a lesson learned after Wisconsin.41


The pundits were wrong. Kennedy won the West Virginia primary in a landslide, 61 to 39 percent. His Catholicism had been a nonissue. Kennedy won nearly 90 percent of the counties. He won in the cities and lots of rural areas, too.


Humphrey withdrew from the race that night.


Kennedy arrived at the Democratic convention with only six hundred delegates, not enough to secure the nomination and questions about whether he was up to the job. President Hary Truman put it bluntly: “Senator, you—are you certain that you are quite ready for the country, or the country is ready for you in the role of president in January 1961? I have no doubt about the political heights to which you are destined to rise, but I’m deeply concerned and troubled about the situation we are up against in the world now and in the immediate future. That is why I hope that someone with the greatest possible maturity and experience would be available at this time. May I urge you to be patient?”


Kennedy would not be patient. He had shown in the tough primaries that he could handle the pressure. He won the nomination on the first ballot, defeating old bulls like Lyndon Johnson and Adlai Stevenson, who had not participated in the primary process.


The primary victories had helped him convince newspaper reporters and magazine editors that he was the choice of Democrats outside Washington.42 The West Virginia primary not only showed a young senator could win votes, it also answered the religious question. “Senator Kennedy, who chose the tough preferential primary road to victory, had demonstrated to the party’s big state leaders that he could win votes,” said the New York Times in its coverage of Kennedy’s convention acceptance speech. “He reasoned that only through the primaries could he, as a Roman Catholic, remove the lingering fear of party leaders that he was destined for the same kind of defeat suffered by former Gov. Alfred E. Smith of New York, a Catholic, in 1928.”43


In the end, the tough fight in West Virginia was the best thing that could have happened to Kennedy. Fortunately he and his brother had been total failures intimidating the press on the Catholic issue after Wisconsin. Had Humphrey gotten out of the race and denied Kennedy the West Virginia crucible, Kennedy wouldn’t have had a proving ground where he could elevate his stature and improve as a candidate.


Early in his administration Kennedy would admit that being a good campaigner wasn’t enough. “I spent so much time getting to know people who could help me get elected president,” he said, “that I didn’t have any time to get to know people who could help me, after I was elected, to be a good president.”


However, the campaign trail in West Virginia did influence his presidency. During the West Virginia primary a Kennedy ad in the paper showed votes for Senator Humphrey would land in a garbage can beside a road heading back to Minnesota, while votes for Senator Kennedy would drop from the ballot box through the roof of the White House. As the candidates crisscrossed West Virginia, Kennedy told crowds, “West Virginia has the first chance in a hundred years to nominate a President of the United States.” This is a familiar boast to modern ears, but it was a gamble back then on the primary having any lasting meaning in the nominating process.


Kennedy was right in his prediction about the role the state would play. Voters there would see past his faith if they believed he cared about them and their lives. Since West Virginia had fulfilled its end of the bargain, Kennedy upheld his end. On his second day as president, Kennedy issued his first executive order, increasing the amount of food distributed to needy people in economically distressed areas, a response to the hunger he observed in West Virginia during the campaign.44
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1948—Truman off the Cuff
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On a Monday night in the spring of 1948 a group of President Harry Truman’s advisers met for their weekly gathering at the Wardman Park Hotel in Washington, D.C., overlooking Rock Creek Park. Over steak dinner, the men discussed the president’s reelection. The situation looked bleak.


The elections two years earlier had been a disaster for Democrats. The Republican Party had been out of office for fifteen years, but in the congressional elections of 1946, Democrats had lost fifty-four seats to the Republican Party in the House and eleven seats in the Senate, allowing the GOP to take control of both chambers.


Americans had experienced a postwar boom, but they worried about another depression as the wartime price controls were adjusted. Columnists warned that no prosperity could last that long. Factories returning to peacetime production couldn’t adjust. Inflation was growing—18 percent in 1946 and almost 9 percent in 1947.


The New Deal had codified the idea that presidents could control the economy. Truman didn’t seem up to the challenge. In the early days of Truman’s administration, columnists asked “What would Roosevelt do if he were alive?” Now Republicans joked, “What would Truman do if he were alive?” When he did act, the president was seen to have botched it. Labor strikes during his term had paralyzed the oil, lumber, textile, and electrical industries. Newspapers began talking about worker “revolts.” Truman had seized the railroads and then delivered a national address that depicted labor leaders at traitors. The entire action was panned. To err, they said, is Truman.


Leading up to the 1948 campaign, a number of Democrats wanted Truman to step down to improve the party’s chances. The Democratic National Committeeman from New Jersey and Illinois, and FDR’s sons Jimmy and Franklin Jr. all opposed his nomination.45 “At the very center of the Truman administration,” wrote Walter Lippmann, “there is a vacuum of responsibility and authority.”


Truman’s top counselor, Clark Clifford, had been reading and rereading a thirty-one-page memo from Washington lawyer James Roe, which outlined an emergency set of steps required to save the incumbent. “I do not know whether Mr. Truman would be elected if everything done in this memo were done to perfection, “wrote Roe”. But I do know that if no attempt is made to do the major suggestions, us Democrats ain’t got a chance in hell.”


The first suggestion was to send Truman west, where Republicans were making inroads. But how to do it? The Monday Night Group, as the assemblage was called, needed a creative solution—creativity being in short supply, as demonstrated by the bland name they had given themselves. They didn’t have the money to fund a political trip, so they had to make any trip look official in order to spend all that taxpayer money.


Undersecretary of the Interior Oscar Chapman said Robert Gordon Sproul, the president of the University of California, Berkeley, had invited the president to speak at the school. That, plus a celebration to christen a new turbine on the Grand Coulee Dam gave Truman’s advisers the pretext to launch the president westward.


To get to California, Truman took a seventeen-car train, a long and winding way to touch millions of voters and lay the groundwork for his presidential campaign. It would be the first of three such train trips he would take, traveling thirty-one thousand miles in all. It became the iconic modern example of the American campaign—a candidate moving from town to town, winning over people through determination and contact. Today that kind of mass conversion of voters would be impossible. General election campaigns are largely decided by party affiliation. With a shrinking number of independent and persuadable voters, candidates stump in order to fire up their coalition. Truman succeeded in 1948 by accumulating votes person by person. It was a cinematic victory of the underdog who persevered through grit. It also exemplifies a familiar modern tale in which pundits completely misread the electorate.


Truman Is a Gone Goose


“Truman is a gone goose,” conservative former congresswoman Clare Boothe Luce told the Republican convention, his “time is short” and his “situation is hopeless.” In March 1948, the president’s approval rating had dropped to 36 percent. The accidental president, selected in a hurry in 1944 and then thrust into the job when FDR died, was never served by the comparison to his predecessor. In death FDR seemed twice the size of ordinary mortals. Truman seemed thoroughly average: average height, average weight, and average intellect. “When Franklin Roosevelt died in 1945 and Harry Truman took his place,” wrote Robert Allen and William Shannon in The Truman Merry-go-Round, “it was as if the star of the show had left and his role had been taken by a spear carrier from the mob scene.”46


It looked as if Truman was headed back to Missouri after the election. “If Truman is nominated,” columnists Joseph and Stewart Alsop wrote, “he will be forced to wage the loneliest campaign in recent history.” A campaign billboard in Tulsa, Oklahoma, summed up the view: “Truman said he wasn’t big enough to be president—and he ain’t. Vote Republican in ‘48.”47 A Truman loyalist wrote to the president that there appeared to be “a national stampede, gathering dangerous and revolutionary momentum” to “drive you from the White House.”48


Truman was so unsure about his election, he let Eisenhower know that if the general wanted to run for president, Truman might be happy to be his running mate.49 The Americans for Democratic Action, which should have been supporting the Democrat, launched an effort to draft Eisenhower. The final insult to the incumbent arrived by telegram. The Democratic leader in the State of Washington asked the president to consider serving as chairman of the Draft Eisenhower Committee.


The Shakedown Cruise


Clifford dubbed the trip to Berkeley the Shakedown Cruise, because he knew his candidate needed a workout to get in campaign trim. The strategy to improve Truman’s standing hinged on improving his connection with voters.


Truman was an awful public speaker. He delivered his remarks as if he were reading a list of new public ordinances. Bright eyed and quick stepping, Truman always seemed to be rushing around—the attentive shopkeeper adjusting window displays. He thought procrastination a sin. His speeches reflected that constant sense of hurry. He put the emphasis on the wrong words. He stuck to his text so faithfully that he kept his head down, focusing through his ordinary spectacles so as not to miss a word on those typewritten pages. This gave audiences a grand view of the top of his head.


Truman’s advisers told him to adopt a “prophetic, personal voice.” He was told to emphasize his conversational tone to appeal to the “average fellow” who wanted to know what was going to happen to him and his family. The president was told his speaking should be more in the form of a person-to-person talk, not a recitation. He was pushed to speak extemporaneously, or “off the cuff,” an expression that was still new enough that it appeared in the papers in quotation marks to denote its peculiarity.


Truman test-drove the new chat in a radio address in April 1948. “It was the best summary of our foreign policy I have ever heard,” wrote a Washington Post reporter. “If any of his aides were in the hall and failed to make note of his performance, then they have missed the opportunity of a lifetime. If the President were to go to the people and talk to them as he talked to us that night, he would be a very hard man to beat in November.”50


The Washington Post editorial page was not impressed. For its members, “off the cuff” was an occasion to wag the fingers. They piled up a string of backward-running sentences criticizing the new style. “Truman’s new technique in addressing the people was illustrated by his extemporaneous speech for the National Conference on Family Life. He spoke with complete lack of formality and undoubtedly succeeded in communicating his ideas to the audience in a personal manner. That sort of address certainly holds his listeners more effectively than the reading of a set speech which has been prepared and combed over carefully by presidential advisers. It is said that the President intends to employ this new technique when he makes his tour of the West… Mr. Truman cannot get away from the fact that his words become those of the President of the United States. When the President speaks, something more than an off the cuff opinion or remark is expected, unless he is talking informally and off the record for a small group. Much as we applaud the President’s courage and flexibility in experimenting with a new technique, therefore, we cannot suppress the hope that when he speaks for the whole nation for the whole world to hear, that the advantages of weighing his words will not be overlooked.”
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