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“There is nothing I love as much as a good fight.”


—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT





PREFACE


Visitors to Washington are taken with its quiet grandeur. Just like they saw in the postcards, they witness the beauty of the Mall stretching from one horizon to the other. They see the Capitol itself up there on its hill, pay respects to the beloved Lincoln sitting high in his memorial, and gaze like children at the tall, clean obelisk honoring the city’s namesake.


The truth is, no loud commerce or clanking industry disturbs the peace; no smokestacks darken the skies even in the distance. Tourists, generally speaking, are respectful rather than boisterous. Even the bureaucracy, busy along its daytime corridors, fails to shatter the stillness. Yet for all the statues and monuments loyally attesting to what’s gone before, Washington is very much a living city.


And what makes it so is its jamboree of human voices engaged in discourse, debates, discussion, argument, compromise, leaks, gossip, criticism, and commentary, not to mention speechmaking. Undeniably the city’s signature output, it’s been this way since General Washington and Pierre L’Enfant together on horseback envisioned our new nation’s capital in the late eighteenth century. It’s a place where talking matters, and even more important, who’s talking to whom.


Since the moment of its creation the city has been marked in every era by voices. Year in and year out, the questions they hurl into the air lie at the center of the American conversation, and this ritual of the voices is what animates our government.


And always there come the responding questions from the country: Shall the people hold sway? Will the winning faction deliver on its promises? Will the losing faction give way? Will a divided electorate see a spirit of compromise? These are the recurring quandaries that separate action from stalemate, a working democracy from one seized by dysfunction.


The framers of the American Constitution, who also made Washington the capital, established two great offices. One is the president of the United States; the other, the Speaker of the House of Representatives. The role of the first is to lead the country; the province of the Speaker, through custom and his prerogative to set the House agenda, is to control the government’s purse strings. Not a dollar can be allocated that the Congress hasn’t guaranteed by law or specifically appropriated.


This historic arrangement makes simple human bargaining a central task for the two leaders. The check-and-balance relationship between president and Speaker can either propel the government forward or not. Put plainly, they either talk, or they don’t. When they join in alliance, the government rumbles ahead. When their interests collide, something’s got to give. Either one side prevails, or a compromise is struck. Otherwise, the republic stalls.


This means that, for the Constitution to work, the two must be open to the larger picture, to resist base obstructionism, to accommodate differences for the common good. Historically, this coupling of president and Speaker has been a tricky one that encourages a choreography both quick-footed and wary.


I was witness, with eye and heart, to one of the most celebrated of these pairings. The time was the 1980s, the president was Ronald Reagan, and the Speaker was Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr. Both were Irish-Americans. Both men were larger than life. The former was a California conservative Republican, elected in a landslide. He arrived in Washington to his very first job there, walking into the White House on Inauguration Day 1981. The latter was a New England liberal Democrat, a hardened, blooded Washington veteran who’d entered the House of Representatives in 1953 and had spent the twenty-eight years since finessing and cajoling his way to the top of the Hill.


The outsider and the insider: these two moved together in a remarkable, if sometimes rough, tandem. They argued mightily, each man belting out his separate, deeply cherished political philosophy—but then they would, both together, bow to the country’s judgment. Decisions were made, action taken, outcomes achieved. They honored the voters, respected the other’s role. Each liked to beat the other guy, not sabotage him.


During this period, government met its deadlines. Members of Congress listened and acted. Debates led to solutions. Shutdowns were averted. What needed to proceed did, and America’s citizens were the beneficiaries.


Ronald Reagan and Tip O’Neill were definite political rivals. Just not always.


People in politics, like everyone else, like to talk about how different things were in the old days. They point to the relationship between President Reagan and Tip O’Neill—old-school guys, only two years apart in age, who were so different yet not, on some level, that different—whose commitment to comity came out of their shared integrity. They disagreed on the role of government, knew it, admitted it face-to-face. But they put concentrated effort into trying to get along even as they challenged each other. Why, we wonder, can’t it be that way again?


Why won’t our leaders work to accommodate each other, employing civility as they cooperate to accomplish goals in the country’s best interests? Why must we continue to suffer their relentless gumming up of the works? What in our national character, in the ways we choose to deal with one another and respect different viewpoints, has changed so since the days of Reagan and O’Neill? How can we win back the faith that our republic is working?


Today we have government by tantrum. Rather than true debate, we get the daily threat of filibuster. Shutdowns are engineered as standard procedure. In place of hard-earned statecraft we witness new tricks of the trade. Presidents make “recess” appointments to end-run Senate consent. Tea Partyers in the House of Representatives act as if voting “Nay” constitutes twenty-first-century governance. Democrats in the Senate, for a while, refused to approve the annual budget—withholding consent to skip the embarrassment of admitting dire fiscal reality. Brinkmanship grabs today’s headlines even as public faith dies a little with each disappointing eleventh-hour deal.


What’s to be done? I truly believe it doesn’t have to be this way. And the story I’m about to tell of these two extraordinary figures will show you why. My goal is to bring you the true account of what took place. Our country is less in need of a myth than a real-life account of one imperfect leader dealing with another. It serves no purpose in this time of habitual conflict to spin a tale of happy harmony; far better to illustrate how two very different figures managed to make politics work.


Ronald Reagan was dismissed by his enemies as a Hollywood lightweight, Tip O’Neill as a Tammany-style ward heeler. I refuse to add a third cartoon to those two. The credit for their civility goes not to their off-duty socializing and shared Irish stories: it was their joint loyalty to American self-government. Tip’s oldest son, an elected politician himself, put it best in a 2012 New York Times column: “What both men deplored more than each other’s political philosophy was stalemate, and a country that was so polarized by ideology and party politics that it could not move forward. There were tough words and important disagreements . . . yet a stronger commitment to getting things done.” They respected elections, accepted who had won, knew that duty came with office. It’s all true.


I was there.
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“Jody’s a soldier.”

Chief speechwriter Rick Hertzberg’s final salute to Jimmy Carter’s finest warrior. When all was lost, we still had to face the dawn.






CHAPTER ONE


DEATH OF A PRESIDENCY


“Governor . . . there ain’t no tonight tonight.”


    —JODY POWELL, PRESIDENT CARTER’S PRESS SECRETARY, ELECTION EVE 1980


When we switched from Air Force One to the presidential helicopter that election morning, I couldn’t help thinking about the vanquished candidate sitting right there ahead of me in Marine One. He looked so rigid as to be frozen, or even, as it gruesomely occurred to me at the time, to be in the early stages of rigor mortis. Yet at that moment, he was still the president of the United States and so, despite everything, was being briefed by staff on matters unrelated to the situation he was now having to face. Couldn’t such a business-as-usual exercise have at least been put off, if nothing else, for decency’s sake? As I’ve often told people over the years, that helicopter ride into Plains was like being inside a giant bird, one that was dying.


As we headed low over the swirling grass, the reality of small-town Georgia suddenly came into view. Then a scratchy voice sounded over Secret Service chief Jerry Parr’s walkie-talkie: “Dancer’s on the ground.” Mrs. Carter was there, waiting. Plains was where they were from, and it was where they would soon be headed back. On the ground, I walked past the train depot where, four years before, Carter had appeared on the platform to be applauded and cheered after winning the presidency. Passing the little station building, through the window I glimpsed two people alone in the room—Jimmy and Rosalynn. He’d asked to tell her himself. Just the two of them were now standing there. The long journey he’d convinced her to take with him was ending in defeat.


• • •


There were those in the Carter White House who believed that Ronald Reagan—a popular governor of California who’d made his name and fame originally in the movies, and later on TV—was the “best” Republican candidate our man could face in his reelection campaign. To them, Reagan seemed a handsome, likable lightweight, reliant on feel-good rhetoric and upbeat platitudes. However, by the fall of 1980, with the race in full swing, the Carter staffers saw the exorbitant price of this mistake.


For my part, I was about to experience from a punishing vantage point just how hard it was to beat Ronald Reagan.


It’s not that there hadn’t been warnings from those who’d previously made the mistake of underestimating him. Former California governor Pat Brown, denied a third State House term in 1966 by a Reagan landslide, had dropped in at the White House back in the spring specifically to pass on those lessons he’d learned the hard way. “You’re going to say he’s an actor and it won’t work,” Brown explained to Carter communications director Gerald Rafshoon. “That he’s not really that smart and it won’t work; that he’s lazy and it won’t work.”


What he was describing with earned exasperation was the difficulty of getting any contempt, scorn, insult, or even past position to stick to Reagan. Under attack, the man was a master. However, having seen him lose the Republican nomination to Gerald Ford only four years earlier, we knew Ronald Reagan wasn’t invincible. The trouble in the fall of 1980 was, he could well be something far worse: inevitable. The main asset any Republican candidate brought to this race for 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue was that he wasn’t Jimmy Carter.


Reagan had already proved to be more than that. Beaten by George H. W. Bush in the Iowa Republican caucus in late January 1980, he rocketed back five weeks later with a decisive win in New Hampshire. There he not only disarmed the local voters but captivated the entire country when he sharply rebuked the moderator of the candidates’ debate who’d asked to have Reagan’s microphone switched off during a dispute. “I am paying for this microphone, Mr. Green,” he reminded the fellow. Which was quite true—even if the man’s name was Breen, not Green—since the Reagan campaign treasury was indeed footing the bill for the event.


It was the perfect moment for a man who’d picked and long perfectly played the role of a lifetime: the heroic citizen-politician. Yet his nifty retort up in New Hampshire also made for an homage to Reagan’s own Hollywood past, appropriating brilliantly a line from Frank Capra’s 1948 political drama, State of the Union. At the end of the movie, Spencer Tracy’s character, vying for the Republican presidential nomination, must also fight for his right to speak. “Don’t you shut me off, I’m paying for this broadcast,” he threatens.


Still, despite such warnings as Pat Brown’s, Carter staffers continued to pin their hopes on Reagan securing his party’s nod. With his right-wing foreign policy, his old notions about making Social Security contributions “voluntary,” and his early crusading against Medicare, Ronald Reagan appeared a more obviously vulnerable target than a serious contender like Bush or Gerald Ford (had he jumped into the fray). Looking back, I’d have to say certain Carter people were in a state of denial as we watched this guy keep on coming.


Reagan’s superbly delivered quip, however, wasn’t the only legacy of his New Hampshire victory. On the eve of that triumph he made the decision to reshape himself politically. Choosing a new campaign manager, conservative Irish-Catholic William J. Casey, who headed the OSS—the predecessor to the CIA—in Europe during World War II, he moved his base of operation off the West Coast. The man who spent his free time with the newly wealthy of Southern California was going gritty, forging a connection with the kinds of voters he’d not previously courted. Whatever roles Reagan had chosen to play in recent years, on and off the screen, he was now pushing further back into his life’s repertoire.


It had been in 1940 that Reagan, then twenty-nine years old and only three years into his movie career, had been cast as George “the Gipper” Gipp in the film Knute Rockne—All American. It was the part of the stricken Notre Dame football hero whose famed deathbed words, “Win just one for the Gipper,” would years later rally Notre Dame to a comeback victory. It now offered the presidential hopeful an evocative nickname. It would be one that spelled votes.


Forty years later, the surviving “Gipper” began aiming his campaign directly at those disaffected Democrats—the Irish and Italians and Polish-Americans, and other hardworking, proud, but frustrated citizens who just didn’t “get” Jimmy Carter, who were furious at the humiliation of the Iranian hostage crisis, enraged at our flags being burned and trampled on by bearded militants from a place we didn’t want to hear about—who were more than ready to hear his message.


Reinventing himself, Reagan was no longer the Hollywood guy, the hunk in swim trunks or jodhpurs. Instead, he’d morphed into if not quite an Irishman’s Irishman then certainly a recognizable fellow ethnic. He was entitled, of course, being descended on his father’s side from immigrants who’d left County Tipperary behind in the mid-nineteenth century. But it also amounted to more than that. Like the cowboy stars who became their characters—John Wayne, Roy Rogers, Gene Autry—Reagan would smoothly sand over where reality began and scripts left off. Now he wore the aura of a Notre Dame hero, though one who’d never actually attended Notre Dame, and became a beacon to its “subway alumni” across the country. They, plus millions of other folks just like them, soon would be known by quite a different name: “Reagan Democrats.”


Along with the other Carter speechwriters, I watched Reagan dominate the Republican convention that summer. You couldn’t help admiring a guy who would come up that summer with such a neatly confounding bait-and-switch as this: “The president lately has been saying that I am irresponsible. And you know, I’ll admit to that if he’ll confess he’s responsible.” What’s the answer to that? You only dig yourself in deeper with every attempt.


And not only was Reagan, once anointed his party’s choice, putting the blame for the country’s seemingly sorry state on the man in the White House—which is standard operating procedure for any opposition candidate—but there was something about his reach that struck me as truly audacious. What he seemed to be implying was that everything wrong in the world was now the fault of Jimmy Carter. His taking such an approach forced his rival, for his part, to defend absolutely everything voters didn’t like—absolutely everything—beginning, not ending, with the humiliation of having our flag trampled on every night by scruffy, hateful Iranians.


Reagan had a mischievous way of sticking Carter with this burden of all things bad. “Can anyone look at the record of this administration and say, ‘Well done’? Can anyone compare the state of our economy when the Carter administration took office with where we are today and say, ‘Keep up the good work’? Can anyone look at our reduced standing in the world today and say, ‘Let’s have four more years of this’?” He was forcing voters to imagine themselves as cheerleaders for a gridiron squad that again and again kept fumbling the pigskin.


Throughout the summer, the polls remained too close to draw any conclusions. Then, on Labor Day, came the first sign of real trouble. My wife, Kathleen—we’d gotten married that June—and I were spending that holiday Monday enjoying Georgetown. Toward evening we stopped by a Wisconsin Avenue college bar to check the news. I’d written Carter’s big campaign kickoff speech, which he’d given earlier that day at a picnic he was attending down in Alabama. After he’d read my draft, he told me right there in the office—talk about an unusual occurrence!—how much he liked it, making me eager to see how it played on the networks. Suddenly on the TV screen above the bar appeared a tanned Ronald Reagan looking happy and relaxed, in his shirtsleeves. Standing, attractively windswept by the harbor breezes, the Statue of Liberty to his back, he spoke about our country and the hopes it stood for. His punch line was that the Democrats had betrayed those hopes.


“I’m here because it is the home of Democrats,” he said in explaining his presence in Liberty State Park. “In this country,” he went on confidently, “there are millions of Democrats who are just as unhappy with the way things are as all the rest of us.” He was celebrating those millions of immigrants that New York’s harbor has welcomed over so many decades. “They didn’t ask what this country could do for them, but what they could do to make this refuge the greatest home of freedom in history. . . . Today a president of the United States would have us believe that dream is over, or at least in need of change.”


Ronald Reagan grasped the deep-running need shared by Americans to feel positive about their country and themselves. He himself believed completely in the brighter, shinier world of which he spoke, and his conviction was infectious. Jimmy Carter, a decent and honest man, had notoriously gone on national television the year before, offering a somber speech that faced the present and the future squarely but was barren of the blue skies Reagan now reminded Americans they had coming as their birthright.


Carter was never to live down the fallout from that speech, and with a reelection campaign looming on the horizon such a downbeat address had been far from strategic. Carter certainly had ample cause to share his concerns—about energy consumption, and each citizen’s personal role in energy conservation—with his constituents. Yet he broached these subjects without suspecting how unpopular they would eventually make him, convinced that telling difficult truths would itself rouse the country to its time and its historic tasks. During that broadcast, now known as the “malaise speech,” Jimmy Carter hadn’t actually even used the word malaise, yet in speaking to the press, his pollster-advisor Patrick Caddell had framed the speech’s themes that way, thus tarring Carter with its doleful stoicism.


Jimmy Carter was, it turns out, too much the smartest guy in a small town, a governor whose great virtue back in 1976 had been that he wasn’t incumbent Gerald Ford and that he was untainted by proximity to Nixon, Watergate, or Washington. His current rival, also originally a small-town boy, and a two-term governor, appeared to be a figure out of a different solar system, and not only because he’d been a Hollywood star. The much-anticipated, long-awaited debate between the two, when it finally came, took place in the political eleventh hour, just a week before Election Day. It happened in Cleveland, and was a game-changer, though not to the incumbent’s advantage.


By the next afternoon after that debate, traveling with the president I could assess the very visible lack of excitement at upstate New York Democratic rallies. It amounted to negative reinforcement, telling me what I didn’t want to know about the results. Next to Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter hadn’t, with all his sincerity and earnestness, been able to seize a single advantage during the debate. There, at the Cleveland Convention Center, it had been Ronnie’s evening from beginning to end. He’d been calm, confident, and even a bit condescending.


This time, the line of his that passed into history was the humorously reproachful “There you go again.” Triggered by prim Carter statements characterizing Reagan’s sometime stands on Social Security, Medicare, and the possibility of universal national health insurance, it said nothing and everything at the same time. Just four words, and it was all he needed to convey his message when it came to Carter’s own problems. The challenger was putting the incumbent in his place, and the effect was devastating.


For Jimmy Carter, Iran had become a political wild card. When, at daybreak a year earlier, the American Embassy in Tehran had been stormed by militant students, with more than fifty diplomats and staff taken hostage, his calm handling of the crisis had initially brought strong public support. The effect, in this early period after the standoff began, was to make him invulnerable to the challenge to his renomination posed early on from the left by Senator Edward Kennedy. But as the months began turning into an entire year and the hostages remained in the control of their captors, the stagnant situation and the American powerlessness it came to symbolize became a reflection on Carter himself.


It was hard to argue otherwise. The fact is, the Iranian government had given its support to an act of war committed against the United States. According to the State Department, “any attack on an embassy is considered an attack on the country it represents.” What could be clearer? For most Americans, the situation in Tehran was just one more example—along with rising OPEC oil prices and the then increasing domination of the American auto market by Japanese competition—of how our country was getting kicked around. But if there was an alternative to Carter’s course it wasn’t visible then and hasn’t revealed itself since.


The final hope came in the early hours of Sunday morning, before the 1980 election. We had spent all Saturday campaigning in Texas, ending for the night in Chicago after a brief stopover in Milwaukee. Near midnight a local congressman had even convinced the president to make an appearance at a large Italian-American event, featuring sports heroes like Joe DiMaggio.


It was a short night. Around 2 a.m. I was awakened by a noise in the hall. Recognizing the clipped, military inflection of the Secret Service, I knew something was up. I heard someone say “Deacon,” the president’s code name. I called the Situation Room on my white “signal” phone. The woman who answered connected me quickly to the National Security Council staff. Then the good news: what I heard sounded like the hostages in Tehran were close to release. As I listened, it struck me the Ayatollah Khomeini’s latest conditions were no more exacting than those we’d already said we could meet.


Once again, the same menacing wild card was back at the top of the deck. And, again, Jimmy Carter had no choice but to draw it. If he could manage to get the hostages out, he might still win reelection. If not, he probably couldn’t. And everyone in the country understood that this was so.


Tragically for Carter, when later that Sunday the terms being demanded by Tehran became clear, the conditions that could determine his political fate, the news wasn’t good. All along, the squabbling mullahs had thrown stumbling blocks in the way and now they were at it again. The hostages would not be getting out before Election Day. When President Carter went on television that night to release the news, I watched and heard victory escaping, literally, through the airwaves. What I wished at the time was that he’d have talked tougher, showing himself to be righteously furious at the Iranians for daring to mess with an American election. But I was only a speechwriter, not the man at the head of the country. His instincts of caution—pure Jimmy Carter, when you came right down to it—were clearly defensible for a president with the lives of captured citizens at risk. Yet I dreaded what the impact would be on Tuesday.


We awoke Monday, the final day before the election, to a speechwriters’ crisis. The index cards containing Carter’s election eve talking points—dictated to us by pollster Caddell and delivered, we thought, to the hallway outside press secretary Jody Powell’s office, had not gotten to him. Hendrik “Rick” Hertzberg, the chief speechwriter, had to transcribe them from the backup copies on Air Force One after takeoff.


I could see the tension, exhaustion, and looming despair on the faces around me. The major polls—Gallup and the New York Times/CBS—were too close to call. The one countervailing red flag—and it was bright crimson—was the fact that Lou Harris, who’d made his name polling presidential elections since he’d worked for Jack Kennedy’s campaign back in 1960, had staked his reputation on Ronald Reagan as the winner.


At the first stop—in Akron, Ohio—Carter got out there and ramped up his attack on Reagan. First, he hit him for daring to quote Franklin Roosevelt; next, he belted him for saying “the New Deal was based on fascism.” Then he bashed him for a whole laundry list, from opposing the minimum wage to failing to back “every single nuclear arms limitation agreement since the Second World War.” After that, he swung at him for labeling Medicare “socialism and communism.”


And once he’d gone this far, why not go all the way? So he did. He pronounced the campaign’s “overriding issue” to be “peace and the control of nuclear weapons and preventing the spread of nuclear weapons to terrorist countries.” The question facing the voter—he clearly implied—was peace or war. He was on one side, Carter made clear, while Ronald Reagan, his opponent, was on the other. The choice, for right-thinking voters, he implied, was an obvious one.


This was precisely what Caddell had advised against. The goal for Carter’s last day of campaigning was to ignore Reagan and come across as “calm and presidential” in light of the latest news from Iran. Here was Carter making the explosive charge that his opponent’s election would mean “war.”


At this point I was listening to the president while standing in the shadow of Air Force One. Standing nearby was Steve Weisman, a New York Times reporter and a friend, who saw the pain cross my face. He wanted to know what was bothering me. Rick Hertzberg, alert to the possibility of a story developing in which a White House speechwriter is revealed as depressed by his boss’s performance, pulled me aside. “Don’t show your feelings like that,” he cautioned.


Once the president returned to Air Force One, Jody Powell, his close aide of many years, gently pointed out that he might be overdoing it. “Some people seem to think you might have gone too heavy on Reagan,” he pointed out. “I think they like it,” Carter replied mildly. “It turns them on.”


From Akron we flew to Granite City, then to East St. Louis and Springfield, Missouri. After this we doubled back to Detroit. It had become clear that the only places where Carter was drawing an emotional reaction were African-American communities. I’ll in fact never forget a previous appearance at a black church in northern New Jersey and the singing of “Amazing Grace.” But now, at each stop, Carter simply did what every candidate before him had done when facing Reagan: he attacked him for being too far right, too in over his head for the big time, too extreme to be trusted with nuclear weapons. What else was there to do, even though we had been warned by Reagan’s last electoral victim that these particular charges wouldn’t work?


To our dismay, at least one network news program, CBS’s, led that night with the one-year anniversary of the hostage-taking, not the next day’s crucial election. Carter, receiving an update on the campaign coverage when he returned to the plane from the Detroit stop, was chiefly concerned not with the network accounts Rick replayed to him but with a piece of news his pollster had just given him. Out there in America, many voters were not even aware, despite all the drama of the weekend, that the hostages might soon be freed.


As we flew from Detroit to Portland, across those vast stretches of seemingly unending plains and then abruptly over the Rockies, someone asked why we weren’t stopping to campaign. “Because there’s not a single state we’re flying over that we have a chance of carrying,” said domestic policy advisor David Rubenstein, voicing the awful truth.


When we got to Seattle, our last stop, Carter delivered his best speech of the campaign by far. I think it helped that we were in an airport hangar, which echoed his every word. With ten thousand people screaming, their voices resounding through the rafters, he was on fire. He had the rhythm; he had the audience. “How many of you believe we’re going to whip the Republicans tomorrow?” Huge applause. “You don’t know what it does to a man who’s been campaigning since early this morning—I got up at five o’clock Washington time. When I asked Jody Powell, ‘Where do we spend the night?’ he said, ‘Governor, this evening there ain’t no tonight tonight.’ ”


Back on Air Force One, Carter joined us for drinks, a rare occurrence. He even invited the press up from the back of the cabin to join in. I couldn’t help noticing that the back of his hand showed a mass of cuts made by the many rings and watches of the men and women in all those receiving lines. But it was all about to end. The next stop was to be Plains, Georgia, where Jimmy Carter would cast his own vote.


Then the news—dire and definite—came. While I sat with the press, worried that a few reporters were busily taking notes under the table during what was supposed to be an off-the-record chat with Carter, Jody and Rick went up to the front of the plane, to the president’s cabin. The time was now 4 a.m. back in Washington. Three of his top advisors—Caddell, Chief of Staff Hamilton Jordan, and Jerry Rafshoon—were at the White House and had just minutes before received the latest poll results.


President Carter, Caddell told Jody, was going down by a landslide. All the neck-and-neck status, so recently reported, had been undone by the obstructionism of the factions in Tehran. After teasing us with the possibility of a settlement, the Iranians’ demands seemed unchanged to the voters. We’d been taken for a ride again, one more time.


Carter was about to get the news. Returning to his cabin, he grinned when he first saw Jody and Rick. Still in an exuberant mood, still high from his thunderous Seattle reception, he had no way of suspecting the devastating news he was about to hear. “Is that Pat? Let me talk to him,” he said. Then, with the phone at his ear, his face collapsed. I’ve often wondered if he knew in those closing days and hours that this was coming. Now it had.


Jody, seeing his boss of so many years in pain, now moved quickly and surely. He understood exactly what needed to be done and instructed Rick accordingly. “The presidency is gone,” he told him somberly. “We want to try to keep from losing too much of the Senate and House.” The mission now entrusted to Rick and me was to write a speech for Carter to use in Plains that would cool the country down, ease the hate, and attempt to limit Democratic losses. “Jody’s a soldier,” Rick said of the young Georgian who’d been with Carter from the start and now was guarding him to the end.


The memory of what transpired over the next several hours, as the plane headed southeast to Georgia, is indelible for me. There we were, a small band of defeated warriors huddled together in a snug, small room high above the American landscape, working resolutely to produce the words and phrases that would help make the best of a terrible situation.


• • •


Late that morning, back in Washington finally, I went out to cast my own vote. As I got to my polling station I remember there was a guy racing angrily into it. In my mind, whether it was true or not—maybe he was just having a bad morning—I saw him as one of the millions of irate citizens piling on, joining the massacre. His image burned itself into my mind’s eye and became a sort of collector’s item, a bit of unwanted memorabilia, from those last weeks of the campaign. Here was a voter, it seemed to me, so mad at Carter he intended to vote straight Republican with the intention of flushing the thirty-ninth president out of politics and out of his life once and for all.


That evening, I watched Carter show up ahead of time, well before he was expected, at the Sheraton Washington ballroom to concede defeat. It was the earliest concession speech by any American presidential candidate since 1904 and it would wind up costing several West Coast Democrats their seats. Stories would grow of people leaving the voting lines on word that the president had given up the fight. Nevertheless, I always assumed his hurry wasn’t so much selfish on Carter’s part as it was self-protective. He was exhausted. If he’d gotten any more exhausted, he wouldn’t have been able to control his emotions, his very self.


The next morning, Kathleen and I woke up, had breakfast, got into our car, and began driving north toward Pennsylvania, with no particular destination in mind. What I didn’t know then, as we hit the highway just to get away, was that the fierce battle I’d just witnessed, played out across the entire American landscape, was just a prelude.
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Those two years with the Peace Corps in Swaziland changed my life. They got me off the academic track and into politics.





CHAPTER TWO

STARTING OUT

“Any schoolboy could see that man as a force must be measured by motion from a fixed point.”

—HENRY ADAMS, THE EDUCATION OF HENRY ADAMS

When you visit Capitol Hill as a tourist, the men and women working in the offices appear to have always belonged there. They make you think of soldiers manning a citadel: they’re friendly but continually on guard. You’re the outsider; they’re the presiding officialdom; and the dividing line is clear. That’s certainly how it struck me on long-ago high school trips to Washington.

It’s different, though, once you become an insider. When you’ve passed through the gate and find yourself admitted to the inner sanctums, as I was in my mid-twenties, you never again refer to it as “the government.” You realize all too quickly the distinct separateness of each congressional office, the jealousy with which each and every Senate staffer guards his or her position. You learn the same is true at the numerous executive agencies. You grasp this fast or you don’t survive long.

I know, too, from experience that once you’re inside Washington politics, in the thick of things, you have a far different sense of what goes on. You’ve discovered how the engine works because you’re one of its parts. For the decade after returning home in 1971 from the Peace Corps in Africa, I was deeply involved with the day-to-day reality of the actual enterprise of governance. I worked as a staffer for a president and, before that, for a pair of senators—and was proud of the fact. Call that period of my life my apprenticeship. Those jobs taught and broadened me. The pace of the work was unrelenting; it absorbed me entirely.

My grandest political job—the inspiration for this book—was in every way a dream one. Even now I still have trouble believing how incredibly lucky I was. It was in 1981 that I was hired to be administrative assistant to the Speaker of the House, Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr.—better known as Tip—and soon found myself seated behind an imposing desk, suddenly more an insider in those marble hallways than I ever had fantasized.

Here’s the story of how I got there.

In the late winter of 1971, I found myself returning to the United States after living and working for two years as a Peace Corps volunteer in the Kingdom of Swaziland. Turning down posts elsewhere, I’d been seized by the allure of Africa, jumping at the chance to engage actively there in economic development. It was the Vietnam era and I saw volunteering for the Peace Corps as a positive role I could take on for my country in the world. I’d majored in economics at Holy Cross, had gotten a full-ride scholarship to the University of North Carolina for graduate school, where I had spent the winter of 1967–68 as a devout supporter of antiwar presidential candidate Eugene McCarthy.

The notion of the Peace Corps appealed not only to my romantic idealism but my readiness to face a rite of passage. Who knows how these things are truly connected. My hunch is that the wild confidence I would now show—knocking on the doors of Capitol Hill offices where I knew no one—originated in that exhilarating period when I zipped around the back roads of southern Africa on a Suzuki 120, speaking my limited Zulu and trying to teach modern business methods to Swazi villagers at remote trading posts.

During a break from my job in Swaziland, I made my way, often hitchhiking, up through East Africa, with assorted adventures along the way. It was during a trip on the overnight Rhodesian Railways train from Lourenço Marques (now Maputo) in old Mozambique to Bulawayo that I stayed up enthralled by Ted Sorensen’s memoir, Kennedy. I learned that he, at twenty-four, had been appointed, pretty much out of the blue in 1953, to be legislative assistant to the newly elected senator John F. Kennedy. Before this, the two hadn’t really known each other, but JFK’s hiring instincts proved impeccable. Sorensen, both as speechwriter and advisor, quickly revealed himself to be an indispensable player in his boss’s skyrocketing career.

It was heady stuff, reading such a thrilling firsthand account of faraway Washington and a young man’s rise. On the other side of the world, I couldn’t help wondering how I could manage to follow in his footsteps.

Along those lines I was greeted by a stroke of luck. A guy who had graduated before me from Holy Cross sent a letter describing his work for a United States senator in Washington. He told of being a “legislative assistant,” the same title Sorensen held with Jack Kennedy. He included a giant detail that would give me confidence—he lacked a law degree. Suddenly a bar had been removed.

When I finished my Peace Corps tour and flew back to the United States there was snow on the ground. After a brief stop to see old friends down in Chapel Hill, I headed to Washington, D.C. There I began my quest for work in the Senate and House office buildings, and I had a ready answer for anyone asking what I wanted to be: “legislative assistant.” It was the challenge I was daring myself to undertake. Yet, as I’ve said, I had no connections. All I possessed in the way of strategy was the notion of working my strengths. But what were they?

Since I’d just spent two years in Jack Kennedy’s Peace Corps and, before that, had graduated from Holy Cross, the grand old Jesuit college in Worcester, Massachusetts, my first—I thought rather clever—idea was to make the rounds of the offices of every Irish-Catholic Democrat from the Northeast. Setting off earnestly, I spent a few weeks at this, focusing especially on members of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. For a brief moment, I even had what looked to be the break of the century. A Foreign Affairs Committee member, an Irish-Catholic charmer, offered me a job at our first encounter. I was in! But then, a week later, to my disappointment, word from him reached me that “he couldn’t work it out.”

At first this was simply puzzling. But eventually I would learn that the FBI had been even more interested in him than I was, looking to get from him answers about reputed underworld connections. One concern was the body of a loan shark discovered in his basement. Call me a softy, but I thought then, and I think now, that he had wanted to spare me his emerging troubles.

With no other breaks coming my way, I can’t say I wasn’t getting discouraged, but I also wasn’t giving up. Having worked my way through the Northeast Irish-Catholic congressional roster and finding no takers, I now showed up one afternoon in the offices of Senator Frank Moss, a Democrat from Utah. His administrative assistant—who would be called a “chief of staff” in today’s Capitol Hill—made clear he liked me personally, as well as my Peace Corps experience, and not to mention my economics background. A former top aide to Senator Edward Kennedy and a devoted campaign lieutenant in Bobby Kennedy’s 1968 presidential campaign, this fellow seemed to like my being Irish-Catholic as well as a Holy Cross grad from the Kennedys’ home turf.

After setting me a task that served as a test, which I passed—it involved my explaining aspects of a murky tax law to an influential constituent—he came up with an offer of employment. My luck, it seemed, had turned. But the deal he came up with was far from what I’d envisioned. He explained that the only job he had available was that of a Capitol policeman. My face must have dropped. “It’ll pay for the groceries,” Moss’s assistant assured me, recognizing my disappointment.

He was being practical, I realized, and it was, after all, a way in. So I said yes. The deal was, I’d spend the morning and early afternoon in the senator’s office answering letters, frequently important ones. I was also given assignments to write brief speeches to be entered in the Congressional Record. Come mid-afternoon, I’d race over to the Capitol Building. After donning my uniform and buckling on my holster—I carried a Smith & Wesson .38 Police Special—I’d report for duty. My shift finished at eleven. After three or four months doing this, I asked—insisted, really—to be made a full-time legislative assistant.

“It was Africa, wasn’t it?” my County Antrim–born grandmom would later shrewdly observe, as she watched me adapt and begin my rise in the nation’s capital. She knew, and, as I said, so did I.

I’d made the right decision. That brief period I spent working on the Capitol police force proved invaluable, giving me a perspective I’d not otherwise have known. I think that more so today, looking back. Most memorably, there were moments of absolute stillness, especially late in the evening, when the history of that extraordinary building was all mine. There were also encounters with colleagues I’ll never forget. A fellow cop, a West Virginian named Leroy Taylor, one night posed me a question: “Chris,” he said, “can you tell me why the little man loves his country?” As I wondered at the question itself, and why he was offering it, he explained it all with his answer. “Because it’s all he’s got,” he said softly.

In truth, I wasn’t alone having this gig early on my resume. Like Senate majority leader Harry Reid and the great Boston columnist Mike Barnicle, I’m proud to say I got my start as a Capitol cop. There were numerous duties: the ordinary ones like helping tourists find their way and standing guard on the West Front, but also the extraordinary ones like standing watch, as I did one day, outside the office containing the Pentagon Papers.

When, two years later, I left Senator Moss’s employ, he had sound advice to offer, and I listened to what he said without truly absorbing it at the time. “Maybe you should dip a little deeper into these political waters.” It was the surest kind of encouragement because it indicated the hopes he had for me. Later that year I was hired by Ralph Nader as one of four reporters covering Congress for the nonprofit Capitol Hill News Service, which he’d recently launched. It was my first time working as a journalist and one of the lessons I learned was that I liked investigating politicians a whole lot less than I honored their guts in running for office in the first place.

And, against the odds, running for office is just what I did myself after this. Here’s how it came about: I’d just read a column by Hugh Sidey in Time magazine describing a young fellow, someone not so different from me who was running for Congress in the Philadelphia suburbs. It seemed to me that if this Republican in his twenties could confront the GOP machine out on his turf, there was no real reason I couldn’t try to do the same against the old Democratic order on mine. Sure, it was a crazy long shot—Mr. Matthews Goes to Washington—but what you need to remember is that it was Watergate season back then and everywhere the political landscape was on the cusp of change. Maybe, just maybe, the voters in my home Philly district, where I’d grown up but where I knew nobody of political consequence, were ready for a dreamer like me.

In the end—and it wasn’t a total shock—the incumbent Democrat won the primary. But my decision to run had risen out of a powerful impulse, and its effect on my life echoed powerfully for years to come. I received a rather respectable number of votes—23 percent, and this showing was, I think, a decent performance given the circumstances: the fact that I was an unknown, knew no one myself of any influence, and had no money to spend. My campaign had been propelled almost entirely by the enthusiasm and energy of close to four hundred teenaged volunteers I’d personally recruited. The theme I ran on, “the high price of political corruption,” was one to which they eagerly responded.

All these great kids simply signed on after hearing me give impassioned speeches in high schools around the district. (I still have the red, white, and blue spiral notebook I used to record their names and Election Day assignments.) Defeated, but proud of what I’d accomplished, I returned to Washington to find I was considered a veteran of the political wars.

Once back in D.C., I put in a brief stint working again for Frank Moss, who asked me now to write speeches for him. This was fine, as far as I was concerned—it was a lucky break. Next, Senator Moss took it upon himself to make an unexpected and even more generous gesture. Unbidden, he got on the phone to his old pal Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine, who’d just been named chairman of the new Senate Budget Committee, and convinced him to name me a key staffer.

Then, three years later, in 1977, came my biggest jump to date: from Capitol Hill to the White House. Richard Pettigrew, a former Speaker of the Florida House, had just been picked by Jimmy Carter to promote his plan to streamline the federal government. He now signed me on as a deputy. Carter had overseen a model reorganization when he was governor of Georgia, and it became a selling point in his presidential campaign that he would repeat the effort in Washington. My role at the President’s Reorganization Project was similar to the one I’d had on the Senate Budget Committee, which meant I spent my creative energies helping to convince the American public to buy into what we were doing. The idea was to make government, if not smaller, then more efficient. Its crowning achievement was its successful reform of the federal civil service. It was considered at the time—and ever since—to be one of the administration’s domestic triumphs.

After two years working hard in this job for the Carter administration, I’d made friends throughout the Old Executive Office Building. One of them, Rick Hertzberg, Carter’s chief speechwriter, would one day in 1979 take me on his team. Though I was “no Ted Sorensen,” Rick argued, I wrote fast and knew my politics. What made the case for me was a unique opportunity in the presidential speaking schedule. Jimmy Carter was set to address the National Conference of Catholic Charities. My draft won me the job.

So there I was, writing speeches for a president. It had actually taken only eight years, but much had happened and it seemed like a lot longer. The thought of doing this had once seized my imagination—and I’ve never forgotten the way it felt, traveling through the African night in that lonely train picturing my unknown future that lay so very far away.
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President Reagan is about to make his historic declaration: “Government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.”





CHAPTER THREE

STARRING RONALD REAGAN

“If you live in the river, you should make friends with the crocodiles.”

—INDIAN PROVERB

On November 4, 1980, Ronald Reagan was elected president by a forty-four-state landslide. With the excitement behind him and the transition now under way, his focus narrowed. Like any newly elected president he now had to concentrate on his defining purposes. Above all, he needed to win passage of the sweeping economic plan that had anchored his platform. Among its bullet points: a 30 percent cut in individual income tax rates accompanied by aggressive slashes in domestic spending, this last to be offset by new defense appropriations. While concerned about the deficit, Reagan was emphatic: he would be driven even more forcefully by his vision of the military buildup on which he’d set his Cold Warrior’s heart. To achieve such goals, he understood that he’d have to be able to count, and dependably so, on Democratic votes in the House of Representatives, the deliberative body in control of all budgetary decisions.

One thing was for certain, the mistakes of his predecessor provided a helpful blueprint—of what not to do. Jimmy Carter, a loner by temperament, had come to Washington detesting the city’s cozy ways, resisting the dinners and other lures of its established hostesses, angering the old leadership by his aloofness. Ronald and Nancy Reagan, by contrast, had every intention of enjoying their new city even as he made it his mission to “deliver Washington” from its reigning ideology. His plan was to charm rivals and potential allies alike.

One powerful force at work in Reagan’s favor would now be the survival instincts of those in the other party. Every election has twin results. First, the victor is decided. Next, a directional signal for going forward is sent. Not only had the Republicans captured the U.S. Senate, at the same time picking up thirty-three seats in the House, they’d also clearly intimated what was coming next. “Get out of the way of this guy!” was the unspoken message that now taunted Democrats who’d held on to their seats; otherwise you might find yourself the next victim.

The plain facts backed up the implied threat, and so the sitting Democrats understood the wisdom of embracing caution when dealing with the White House. Top members of the House, after all, had gone down in defeat that November, including stalwarts like Ways and Means chairman Al Ullman of Oregon and John Brademas of Indiana, the majority whip. If such high-profile Democratic members, with substantial reelection coffers, could be beaten, who, then, was safe? Wasn’t the shrewd move to ignore the leadership in Washington and look out for yourself back home? Wasn’t it Tip himself who lived by that rule of survival?

Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, leader of the Democratic majority in the House was, by right and by duty, the responsible political officer. For half a century he’d forged a reputation for personal affability and partisan toughness. Yet the lesson learned in his first and only losing campaign—running for Cambridge City Council while still a Boston College senior—had never left him. On the eve of that defeat and while he was still smarting, a neighbor reproached him. Her complaint: he’d failed to “ask” her for her vote. It became axiomatic with him: don’t take anyone for granted and pay the strictest attention to your own backyard.

From that moment on Tip O’Neill understood the extent to which voters’ individual feelings matter, to be neglected only at a candidate’s peril. In 1936, at the age of twenty-four, he was elected to the Massachusetts legislature, historically a Republican stronghold. For twelve years he endured the humiliations of minority status, but he’d finally had enough and set about putting together a statewide Democratic power network. Operating on the lesson he’d learned long ago from his father about the primacy of neighborhood concerns and personalities—“all politics is local”—he made it his watchword as he crisscrossed the commonwealth, recruiting candidates.

So it was in 1949, joined now by a majority of newly elected legislators, that the Tip-built coalition took control of the Massachusetts House. Still in his thirties, he became the state’s first-ever Democratic Speaker. Four years later, when John F. Kennedy ran successfully for the Senate, Tip sought his seat in the U.S. House and won. Now it was 1980, nearly thirty years later, and his was the name to be reckoned with in Massachusetts political life. But, to his chagrin, he was forced to watch his home state—a Democratic bastion defended by his strong will, acquired savvy, and regular delivery of New Deal–grade pork barrel—go for Ronald Reagan.

But just days after Inauguration Day 1981, O’Neill had offered his hometown newspaper a benevolent view of the president-elect. “We find him very charismatic . . . and he’s got a good political sense and he’s got a lot of experience,” he told the Boston Globe. “. . . Don’t undersell him. He’s a sharp fellow.” He was also lucky, Tip pointed out—an attribute that counts for a lot everywhere, and most certainly in electoral politics.

Ever pragmatic, the Democrats’ leader recognized the challenge now facing him. He also understood the stakes. At this moment the problem wasn’t simply Reagan in the White House but the hard, inescapable fact of Republican control of the U.S. Senate. With another election just two years away, the Republicans might soon control both branches of Congress. The prospect of a grand realignment, Tip clearly understood, was exactly what the GOP was now relishing.

Having owned Capitol Hill with only two short breaks since the New Deal, the Democrats, with the advent of Ronald Reagan and those riding his coattails, had, as I’ve said, every reason to be uneasy. At a post-election press conference, Tip opted for a tone of preemptive diplomacy, referring to Reagan as “the admiral of the ship.” The new president, he hoped, would be steering “the proper course” in “smooth” waters. The Speaker depicted his own party as having been hit by a “tidal wave.” Still he rejected obstructionism. “We will cooperate in every way.”

Reagan’s opening move was to recruit a top-flight team of White House aides, a savvy group that included pragmatists and moderates. Illinois’s Robert Michel, the Republican leader in the House, despite his seat on the other side of the aisle, had long been one of the Speaker’s buddies. What Michel saw now was that the Speaker would regard favorably the efforts the new administration was making to assemble experienced players, however he might feel about their ultimate aims. “Tip is a very practical politician,” was Michel’s assessment as he took stock of the brand-new Washington landscape. He knew only too well the low regard in which Tip had held the previous president’s people, having heard his frustrated private complaints about the tactics and attitudes of Carter’s Georgia homeboys, above all political aide Hamilton Jordan—whom O’Neill had contemptuously rechristened “Hannibal Jerkin.”

But while Tip’s practicality was important, so was the fact that he counted himself, above all, a professional. He gave no sign of bearing any grudge at the incoming Republicans for the nastily personal TV ad they’d run against him. Chiefly financed by the National Republican Congressional Committee, it featured a Tip look-alike stranded in a black limo that had just run out of gas. Even worse than its poking fun at what O’Neill would himself refer to as his rough looks, the commercial portrayed him as arrogant and clueless. The on-screen “Tip” was a catered-to and spoiled Washington insider unable to recognize his tank was empty. When asked how he felt about this lampooning, the real Tip shrugged. “Water off a . . . ,” he’d reply dismissively. He understood it was politics, where the opposition’s duty was to hit hard enough so you could hear the smack.

Besides, this was not the time to look back. The election was a done deal. The present—and future—were all that counted. “I don’t intend to allow my party to go down the drain,” he vowed. He also made the prediction that the Democrats would bounce back in the first midterm election, still two years off. “We’re going to gain seats,” he insisted with gallant defiance, knowing full well the national political wind was gusting hard in the other direction.

At the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue, there was no need for such bravura. The Reagan production was rapidly getting under way. The president-elect was unusual in knowing his own weaknesses as well as being very aware of his strengths. Back in Hollywood, he’d had the benefit of a team: producer, director, screenwriter, costumer, etc., each of whom well understood his or her assignment. It was a familiar routine to him, having an expert on the set tell him where to stand and which camera to respect. He was accustomed to being told the plotline.

The first absolutely vital move he made, the significance of which can’t be overestimated, was to hire James Addison Baker III, a Houston attorney and seasoned political advisor, as his chief of staff. Reagan cared more about getting it right than holding grudges. The fact that the much-admired Baker had in the past strategized against him—working for Gerald Ford in the 1976 primaries and for George H. W. Bush in 1980—was no lasting offense. He could find his way to accept a pro whom he saw as a fellow conservative. “I always throw my golf club in the direction I’m going,” he’d say. Most important, Nancy Reagan, whose opinion counted for a great deal, agreed with her husband when it came to this crucial hire.

Though conservative in his beliefs, Jim Baker was comfortable in government and effective in politics. He now set to work with his boss’s full confidence, having been given the authority to assemble a White House team. Choosing the aides who’d be dealing with Congress—half of which, remember, remained in Democratic hands—was an important part of this responsibility. Like David Gergen, appointed Reagan’s communications director, the Princeton-educated Texan was evidence that the more centrist political lieutenants can be the most fearsome in battle; they’re often cagier.

In Hollywood terms, you could call Baker the producer, the one taking larger-scale responsibility, the overall honcho. Michael Deaver, a close California friend of the Reagans and longtime GOP political operative named now as the White House deputy chief of staff, assumed the role of stage director. He was entrusted with choreographing Reagan’s indelible turns, as he had done with that dazzling Labor Day appearance at the Statue of Liberty. The third key inside guy was Edwin Meese, a lawyer like Baker and, like Deaver, a Californian. He and Mike Deaver had worked closely together in the California State House during Reagan’s two terms there. Arriving in Washington, Meese was given the title Counselor to the President for Policy, which allowed him to make sure the Reagan programs stayed on message.

This arrangement allowed the new president to concentrate on his essential dual roles: Ronald Reagan, keeper of the conservative faith, and Ronald Reagan, the performer. Relying on his aides to organize his presidential schedule and nail down the details, he would serve as the production’s chief mastermind. He would also be the administration’s leading man. He would be Ronald Reagan. He would play Ronald Reagan.

How perfectly Jim Baker understood the man and the operation he was running. He saw that an unwritten part of his job entailed keeping his boss focused on why he’d wanted to be president in the first place. Every cabdriver in D.C. would soon know what President Reagan stood for: to reduce taxes and government at home, and to defeat the Soviet Union abroad.

Reagan had been nursing grievances against the federal income tax ever since he’d been penalized back in the 1940s by what was then the high-end marginal rate of 90 percent. To avoid hitting that bracket, Reagan refused to make more than two movies annually. To Jim Baker he’d later explain, “Why should I have done a third picture—even if it was Gone with the Wind? What good would it have done me?” The star had never forgotten his outrage. As president, he was eager to start swinging the ax.

An across-the-board cut in marginal income tax rates was now President-elect Reagan’s holy grail. To succeed in winning it would require a mix of ideological allegiance and political seduction. It was time for Ronald Reagan the political leader to cede the stage to Ronald Reagan the leading man. What he needed and wanted to do now was to start wooing Washington on its own terms. Unlike Jimmy Carter, here was a man who liked being liked and knew well how to work a room. Both had big grins—but one was infectious while the other merely provided a too-easy target for editorial cartoonists. Carter, thoughtful and earnest, forever seemed the Sunday school teacher he actually was. Reagan, whom millions of Americans remembered nostalgically from his days hosting the popular General Electric Theater—and later, briefly, Death Valley Days—came off as a familiar, genial personality. He barely had to introduce himself to the country, since his face and voice were already in its mass consciousness.

He and Nancy first needed to introduce themselves to a much smaller group, social Washington. After all, as Nancy wisely saw, this was where they were going to live. As president and first lady, they soon were in demand and immediately began accepting invitations, seeking open channels into the local power culture. Not differentiating, really, between mandarin Republicans and mandarin Democrats, they early on attended a dinner given by publisher Katharine Graham, whose newspaper, the Washington Post, had overseen the ruthless cashiering of fellow Californian Richard Nixon. In the coming years, Kay Graham, the first lady of Washington society, and Nancy, the country’s first lady, finding they liked each other, would lunch secretly. Used to having a circle of chums back in Los Angeles, the new first lady also formed other Washington friendships.

This was not Tip O’Neill’s world, where the Reagans were beginning to circulate. His wife, Millie, whom he would salute for having “never changed,” sought no part in the Washington whirl. She had stayed home in North Cambridge for much of his congressional career. Jim Baker, however, saw O’Neill as the highest-value target of the charm offensive. He was determined that the Reagan White House treat the Democratic Speaker with the respect he’d never received from the Carter gang. Baker believed that it was vital to keep communication lines open between the White House and the opposition as represented by the Speaker’s office. For example, he thought it basic political wisdom to let Tip know what was coming, policywise, and to treat him properly, with the courtesy and respect he deserved—even when they disagreed. Baker knew that an important aspect of his job was to function as the White House’s chief legislative strategist, and that meant he’d have to keep calibrating how to move these two heavyweights—Reagan and O’Neill—together.

Here’s Baker’s own version of how he saw it: “Like Jimmy Carter in 1976, Ronald Reagan had run as an outsider who criticized the Washington status quo. Unlike Carter, however, we made plans to extend an immediate olive branch to Congress.” He later added, “I knew that President Reagan would have his hands full with a Democratic-controlled House that he had campaigned against vigorously. So it was even more essential to keep the lines of communications open and civil with Capitol Hill.”

Like the man he served, Baker subscribed to the same goals, but it was his responsibility to do the careful planning. He knew what invitations to the White House were worth, whether the event was a breakfast for the GOP leadership or invitations extended to lucky members of Congress—Democrats included—to watch the Super Bowl with the president on the big screen in the White House family theater.

Baker, acting on Reagan’s behalf, was right to fix Tip O’Neill squarely in his sights when it came to bestowing careful treatment. For one thing, you couldn’t be trying to play the game of politics and fail to acknowledge the Speaker’s essential Boston-Irish toughness, a part of Washington lore. “I’ve known every speaker since World War II, including Sam Rayburn, one of the great ones,” Nixon had recalled. “I would say that Tip O’Neill is certainly one of the ablest, but without question, he is the most ruthless and the most partisan speaker we have had in my lifetime. The only time he’s bipartisan is when it will serve his partisan interest. He plays hardball. He doesn’t know what softball is. So, under the circumstances, when I heard that he was taking over shaping the Democrats, I knew that we were in trouble.” The veteran Bay State representative had, in fact, been the Democrat backrooming Nixon’s impeachment.

Baker also knew about “Hannibal Jerkin.” But it’s likely he respected Tip for never criticizing Jimmy Carter himself personally, even as he wisecracked about Jordan. “We were particularly aware,” he remembers, “of the imperative as a Republican administration dealing with a Democratic House, of finding a way to establish a relationship so we could deal. When we came in we had a 100-day plan. And that plan was to reduce the tax rates—the marginal tax rates—and get some spending cuts. We were going to focus with laser-like efficiency and intensity on getting that done. We knew from the time we first got there that none of this could happen if the Democratic House could not somehow be co-opted, be persuaded to vote for it.”

For his part, Reagan, too, was well briefed on how shortsightedly Carter’s aides had dealt with O’Neill and the Speaker’s office. “He’d been aware of all that,” Max Friedersdorf, Reagan’s chief of congressional relations, told me, shaking his head. “They’d offended the Speaker from day one.”

Exactly two weeks after Election Day, Ronald Reagan made a trip to the Hill, where he visited the Speaker in his office. According to Tip—in his memoir, Man of the House—they bonded in ways both expected and unexpected. “When President-elect Reagan came to my office in November of 1980, we two Irish-American pols got right down to business by swapping stories about the Notre Dame football team. I told Reagan how much I had enjoyed his Knute Rockne movie, and he graciously pointed out that his friend Pat O’Brien was the real star of that film.”

In response, Reagan was able to share with his host their common New Deal roots. “He told me how, back in 1948, he and O’Brien had been part of Harry Truman’s campaign train. O’Brien used to warm up the audiences, and Reagan would introduce the president. He took great delight in that story. . . . Before [he] left my office that day, I let him know that although we came from different parties, I looked forward to working with him. I reminded him that I had always been on good terms with the Republican leadership, and that despite our various disagreements in the House, we were always friends after six o’clock and on weekends.

“The president-elect seemed to like that formulation, and over the next six years he would often begin our telephone discussions by saying, ‘Hello, Tip, is it after six o’clock?’

“ ‘Absolutely, Mr. President,’ I would respond. Our watches must have been in sync, because even with our many intense political battles, we managed to maintain a pretty good friendship.”

That first Reagan-O’Neill meeting contained only one discordant note. It came when Reagan reported to Tip how well he’d gotten along with the legislature as California governor. As O’Neill recalled it years later: “Reagan was proud that he, a Republican, had worked harmoniously with the Democratic state assembly. ‘That was the minor leagues,’ I said. ‘You’re in the big leagues now.’

“He seemed genuinely surprised to hear that. Maybe he thought that Washington was just an extension of Sacramento.” When the two walked out of the room together to confront the press, Tip promised not to turn up the heat for six months, adding that “we will work to turn America around and make the economy work.”

“I echo what he said,” Reagan was quick to agree. “We know, of course, that we’re not going to accomplish anything without the cooperation of the House and the Senate. In other words, we’re not going to just throw surprises up here at the Hill.”

Obviously, the absence of actual issues—they talked neither policy nor politics—played a big part in the warmth of this first encounter. Push had not yet come to shove. It was simply about two pols of a shared generation finding themselves well able to like each other as people. This is despite the grand canyon of difference in their life experiences. “My father didn’t get the world of Hollywood,” Tom O’Neill told me decades later. “It was far different from the streets of North Cambridge.”

Tip O’Neill and Ronald Reagan had yet to draw their weapons. Both were still looking for a way, if such a way still survived in the brutal arena of national politics, to fight without becoming enemies.

• • •

The day of Ronald Reagan’s inauguration, January 20, 1981, was the warmest oath-taking day on record. Tip O’Neill, along with Senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon, was invited to join the president-elect and the outgoing Jimmy Carter on the ride up to Capitol Hill. Affable as always, Reagan attempted to break the ice with anecdotes from his Hollywood past. Carter, who had been up all night hoping for the hostages’ return, smiled tightly but couldn’t really follow the point of the stories. Later he’d ask his longtime media advisor Gerald Rafshoon, a man well acquainted with the movie biz, “Who’s Jack Warner?”

Reagan’s inauguration was the first set on the Capitol’s West Front, overlooking the Mall, and the moment of his swearing-in was the signal, in Tehran, for the release of the hostages after 444 days. Timing is, indeed, everything. Another “long national nightmare” was over.

At a congressional lunch following the ceremony, in his toast President Reagan spoke of “the adversary relationships” that often are part of the constitutional territory that assures “checks and balances.” But, he said, he hoped there’d be more cooperation than conflict. “I look forward to working with you on behalf of the people and that this partnership will continue.” He and O’Neill both understood the delicate balance of power between them, one that would grow even more uncertain in the months to come. Though the Democrats controlled the House, dozens of their members were southern conservatives open to Reagan’s embrace. Would their loyalties swing left or right?
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