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For Janie, Elizabeth, and Kathryn.

You are the most selfless people in the world. Now please enjoy this book about me.

  


  
     


     


     


    NOTICE


    “Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.”


    —Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
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    Foreword

    by Ken Burns


    Was Mark Twain the first American comedian? In Huck Finn’s words, “that ain’t no matter.” Whether you call him a comedian, a humorist, a satirist, or an apocryphal quote generator, the influence Twain’s work has had on American literature and American comedy is unparalleled.


    In his time, Twain was practically synonymous with humor, considered the funniest man on earth. But he wasn’t just remarkable because he was funny.


    One reason Twain was so influential is the very same reason he could make people laugh to begin with: he perfectly captured an emerging, authentic American voice and reflected enduring American contradictions in a way that no writer before him had quite been able to do. And he fearlessly satirized American institutions—from slavery, which he abhorred, to Congress, which he relentlessly mocked. He also understood the true origin of our laughter. He said, “The secret source of humor itself is not joy but sorrow. There is no humor in heaven.”


    In that way, his work accomplished a feat that is fundamental to all successful laugh-getters: he expressed complicated ideas a vast audience could relate to (i.e., none of us gets out of here alive), but that no one else had thought—or dared—to put on paper or say aloud. He studied us and mastered the American way of speaking and thinking, reproduced it flawlessly, and weaved in his own sharp-witted perspective along the way. My favorite one-liner of his is: “It’s not that the world is filled with fools; it’s just that lightning isn’t distributed right.”


    That’s exactly what American comedy does at its best. The people who make us laugh the most are those who have mastered the American language and life’s sometimes cruel ironies—not just the words, but the gestures, the references, the subtleties.


    And, like Twain, the most influential comedians go a step further. They don’t just reflect our sensibilities; they refract them, questioning our assumptions about the world, undercutting the people in power, and puncturing pretension where they see it…which is everywhere.


    So, it is perfectly fitting that America’s highest honor for achievement in humor would be named for Mark Twain.


    The Kennedy Center Mark Twain Prize for American Humor celebrates the American comedic tradition that I think arguably began with Twain himself. And it honors some of the finest modern storytellers who—in satirizing our politics, commenting upon our culture, and sharing their own unique experiences—are continuing his legacy.


    Appropriately, the Mark Twain Prize also gives contemporary humorists an opportunity to cross paths with an American president—something Twain did on multiple occasions, from his unlikely friendship with Ulysses S. Grant to his adversarial relationship with Theodore Roosevelt.


    Where the Mark Twain Prize commemorates the history of American comedy, this book, The Man Who Made Mark Twain Famous, commemorates the history of the Mark Twain Prize. And it does so through the inimitable drawl and laser wit of my friend Cappy McGarr, who co-founded the award and has been one of its most stalwart supporters for decades—in fact, since its inception.


    I met Cappy when we sat together on the National Archives Foundation Board in the early 2000s. Quite literally, we sat next to each other—which made me the lucky one-man audience to Cappy’s quips, asides, and uncanny impressions of every president since JFK. Since then, we’ve shared a wonderful friendship that has spanned many years (and countless jokes).


    Reading Cappy’s book is not unlike sitting down to dinner with him and listening to the stories he has picked up from decades of rubbing elbows with political leaders and comedians alike. There are historic set pieces. There are laughs and howls and chuckles and chortles. There are names dropped, picked back up, and then shamelessly dropped again.


    But more than that, Cappy has chronicled each and every Mark Twain Prize ceremony from the very beginning—effectively giving us a personal tour of the hall of fame for today’s would-be Twains.


    The last couple of decades of American politics have reminded us how desperate we are for figures like Twain, who can make sense of our absurd tragedies—and tragic absurdities—and, in response, create incisive, hilarious works that offer us some catharsis and release. Through the Mark Twain Prize, Cappy has helped pay tribute to nearly two dozen comedians who are filling Twain’s shoes (and suit, and mustache) during these fraught times.


    Along with the history of the Mark Twain Prize, Cappy has also shared another uniquely American story: that of his own life. His Texas upbringing; his courtship with his future wife, Janie; his earliest encounters with the political juggernaut known as LBJ; his journey to the board of the Kennedy Center; his visits to, and shows hosted from, the White House. He’s a wisecracking southerner who has somehow charmed his way into encounters with some of the most influential people of his time. Who better then to tell the story of the Mark Twain Prize?


    The playwright George Bernard Shaw once said that Mark Twain taught him “telling the truth is the funniest joke in the world.”


    With that in mind—and to paraphrase Huck one more time—this book was made by Mr. Cappy McGarr, and he tells the truth. Mainly.

  


  
    TWAIN PRIZE WINNERS ON THE TWAIN PRIZE



    No matter how serious the occasion, if you give comedians the opportunity, most will use it to make a joke. The following are the reactions of every Mark Twain Prize recipient when they have been selected for the honor.


    


    1998: Richard Pryor


    “I feel great about accepting this prize. It is nice to be regarded on par with a great white man—now that’s funny! Seriously, though, two things people throughout history have had in common are hatred and humor. I am proud that, like Mark Twain, I have been able to use humor to lessen people’s hatred!”


    


    1999: Jonathan Winters


    When asked by PBS what being awarded a prize in Mark Twain’s name meant to him, Winters said, “I think I always dreamed—certainly as a young boy, maybe I do now, still—of standing on the banks of the Mississippi, and seeing this great-looking man with snow white hair. It’s Mark Twain, and he’s looking out at a whale boat…and Huck Finn over here, and I’m Tom Sawyer.”


    


    2000: Carl Reiner


    In an interview with the Washington Post, Reiner said being selected was “kind of shocking. I didn’t expect people would think about me like that…I think comedy always reflects the times. Comedians don’t move the times, but they are the first to notice it and point it out.”


    


    2001: Whoopi Goldberg


    “Our dear Mister Twain put it best when he said, ‘Humor is the good natured side of a truth.’ I am deeply honored to join the ranks of Carl Reiner, Jonathan Winters, and Richard Pryor, who, along with the great Samuel Clemens, are some of the most fabulous truth-tellers of our time.”


    


    2002: Bob Newhart


    Bob joked to the Washington Post that receiving the award was so unbelievable that the moment they handed it to him he would wake up next to Suzanne Pleshette and say: “Honey, I just had a dream you wouldn’t believe. I just dreamed I won the Mark Twain Award!”


    


    2003: Lily Tomlin


    “I am truly honored to be recognized in the name of Mark Twain, an American humorist who was beloved throughout his lifetime and beyond, even as he imparted a strong and vital social consciousness that still resonates today. And I am truly humbled to be mentioned in the same breath as the great humorists of our culture, the past winners of the Mark Twain Award—Richard Pryor, Jonathan Winters, Carl Reiner, Whoopi Goldberg, and Bob Newhart. Thank you for the privilege of being in their company.”


    


    2004: Lorne Michaels


    At the ceremony, Michaels said: “Other than the fact that I work or have worked with some of the best comedy writers of my time, I couldn’t think of any reason I should be receiving this award. And then I thought of Huckleberry Finn, which I read as a boy and as a young man, and again a few years ago. And I realized that Saturday Night Live has always been stuck in adolescence. That time of life when you first begin to question your authority, declare your independence—a time of risk and adventure, and occasional bad behavior.”


    


    2005: Steve Martin


    “I think Mark Twain is a great guy, and I can’t wait to meet him.”


    


    2006: Neil Simon


    “I am awed, thrilled, and delighted to receive the Kennedy Center Mark Twain Prize…it makes up for my losing the Samuel Clemens Prize.”


    


    2007: Billy Crystal


    “To be given the same award as Richard Pryor, Steve Martin, and Neil Simon is a great honor. As my grandfather said, ‘If you hang around the store long enough, once in a while they’ll give you something!’ I told my granddaughter, who is three, that I won the Mark Twain Prize, and she said ‘I have one too.’ I’m looking forward to a wonderful evening.”


    


    2008: George Carlin


    “Thank you, Mister Twain. Have your people call my people.”


    


    2009: Bill Cosby (rescinded in 2018)


    “After bathing us, dressing us in fresh pajamas, and setting us into the crib together, Annie Pearl Cosby read to my brother James and me The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, and later The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. I would like to apologize to Mister Twain for falling asleep hundreds of times, but he should understand that I was only four.”


    


    2010: Tina Fey


    “I am truly thrilled to receive this honor. I assume Betty White was disqualified for steroid use.”


    


    2011: Will Ferrell


    “I am truly honored to receive this distinction. I will now begin cultivating a Mark Twain-esque moustache in anticipation of the event.”


    


    2012: Ellen DeGeneres


    “It’s such an honor to receive the Mark Twain Prize. To get the same award that has been given to people like…Tina Fey and Will Ferrell, it really makes me wonder…why didn’t I get this sooner?”


    


    2013: Carol Burnett


    “I can’t believe I’m getting a humor prize from the Kennedy Center. It’s almost impossible to be funnier than the people in Washington.”


    


    2014: Jay Leno


    “What an honor! I’m a big fan of Mark Twain’s. In fact, A Tale of Two Cities is one of my favorite books!”


    


    2015: Eddie Murphy


    “I am deeply honored to receive this recognition from the Kennedy Center and to join the distinguished list of past recipients of this award.”


    


    2016: Bill Murray


    “I’m honored by this award and by its timing. I believe Mark Twain has rolled over in his grave so much for so long, that this news won’t disturb his peace.”


    


    2017: David Letterman


    “This is an exciting honor. For thirty-three years, there was no better guest, no greater friend of the show, than Mark Twain. The guy could really tell a story.”


    


    2018: Julia Louis-Dreyfus


    “Merely to join the list of distinguished recipients of this award would be honor enough, but, as a student of both American history and literature, the fact that Mister Twain himself will be presenting the award to me in person is particularly gratifying.”


    


    2019: Dave Chappelle


    “I did not write a speech.”

  


  
    PREAMBLE



    When I began telling people that I was writing a book about my life and the Mark Twain Prize for American Humor, there’s one question I got more than any other:


    “Do you have any other book recommendations?”


    The second question was usually: “Why?”


    Not too long ago, a rabbi friend of mine shared some wisdom from the Talmud: to live a full life, a man must plant a tree, have a child, and write a book.


    Having metaphorically planted trees in finance, and having raised my children, I was inspired by his quote to complete the set—and thereby live a Talmudically full life.


    So I dug deep into my memories, and have conjured up stories from throughout my life—from my formative days at the University of Texas, to Goldman Sachs, to building lifelong friendships with national politicians, to getting appointed to the board of the Kennedy Center by two different presidents, to the creation and execution of the Mark Twain Prize—I’ve met a ton of wonderful people, and I’m going to tell you about them all here.


    Still, it’s a careful balance to strike. I’ve read books from self-important business figures, and they come off like an excuse to list off the celebrities they’ve met and fund a couple Lamborghinis.


    I have no intention of doing that. Sure, I could brag about the relationships I’ve developed over the years with political titans such as Lloyd Bentsen, Tom Daschle, Al Gore, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama. But that would be gauche.


    I could regale you with all the times I rubbed elbows with entertainment stars—the likes of Tina Fey, Bill Murray, Eddie Murphy, Mel Brooks, Aretha Franklin, and Paul McCartney. But I would hate to name-drop.


    Plus, I would feel remiss if I bought a luxury vehicle in this day and age and didn’t go American. So, no Lamborghinis.


    In all seriousness, I realize any memoir requires some delusions of grandeur from its author. But, as best as I can, I’ve tried not to make this book about me. Instead, it’s about the value humor can bring to politics and life in general—the way differences can be bridged by a funny story or a silly impression. There’s a joy shared when comedians make politicians laugh, and vice versa.


    The way I see it, in Washington, there aren’t enough funny people, and too many jokes. So I do my damnedest to bring that lighthearted, humorous approach to my family, and to Washington. That’s why the Mark Twain Prize is so important. It’s an annual reprieve in the nation’s capital from the severity of the news—a chance to celebrate people who keep our spirits up in the face of challenges. And an opportunity to remind our leaders not to take themselves too seriously.


    The journey to make the Mark Twain Prize happen has been quite a ride, and it’s come with its fair share of surprises—none more shocking than when that same rabbi friend called me to sheepishly admit that he had discovered that the quote that he shared with me wasn’t from the Talmud at all. It was schmegegge, which is Yiddish for malarkey, which is Biden for bullshit.


    But it was too late: I had already started to write my book. And if that isn’t funny, I don’t know what is.
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    Steve Martin, Jimmy Kimmel, Martin Short, Bill Murray, and Cappy McGarr.
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    Tom Daschle, Bill Clinton, and Cappy McGarr.

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    Delirious in the Oval Office



    It takes a lot for the people who work in the West Wing of the White House to be starstruck. After all, these folks toil in the inner sanctum of the highest office of the most powerful country in the world—they’re meant to be unflappable. It would be unseemly if, every time some figure of note showed up for a meeting, they became a bunch of lookie-loos jumping over each other to say hello, shake hands, and take a photo.


    But when Eddie Murphy visited the White House, that’s exactly what happened.


    In the fall of 2015, Eddie was being recognized with the Mark Twain Prize at the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC. It’s an award that celebrates those who have contributed to American humor at a level comparable to the achievements of Mark Twain. (As you can see, I’m on a first-name basis with Eddie. I know him as Eddie, and he knows me as a guy who calls him Eddie.)


    As a member of the Kennedy Center’s board of trustees, I helped create the Mark Twain Prize in 1998. And every year since, I’ve had the privilege of assisting in the selection process, gathering speakers to pay tribute to the nominee, and putting together an evening that combines the prestige of the Kennedy Center with the loose atmosphere of a comedy show. Each recipient of the prize has broken barriers in comedy and inspired the generations that followed. They’ve brought joy to millions upon millions; their work has demonstrated an enduring influence on the industry and culture at large; they have proven that their talents extend far beyond any one joke or character. They are—to distill it to five words—really, really, really, funny people.


    Eddie Murphy was, by any measure, an outstanding honoree—he is really, really, really funny, both on stage and in person. He was also surprisingly humble, and he couldn’t have been kinder throughout the celebration.


    Part of the custom of the Twain Prize is that whoever is selected receives an invitation to visit the White House and meet the president. Many accept; a few don’t. As you might imagine, it depends on the president.1 With Barack Obama in office, Eddie accepted the invitation.


    It was a meeting of two giants, men who broke through societal barriers to reach the top of their respective professions.


    Oh, and I was there too—along with Deborah Rutter, the president of the Kennedy Center. In fact, I organized the meeting. (That’s something I’ve learned over the years about accruing influence and meeting powerful people: if you book the room, you usually get to attend the event.)


    I started the custom of bringing the Twain honoree to visit the Oval Office with President Clinton in the late 1990s, and it continued with Presidents George W. Bush and Obama. The meeting is always an honor for the Twain Prize recipient and their guests. But this year in particular, there was a palpable electricity to the summit. You could tell that Barack2 was genuinely a fan of Eddie, and vice versa.


    They had a great conversation. The president recalled watching Eddie Murphy’s stand-up specials, Delirious and Raw, and confidently claimed he could quote both of them verbatim. (Remembering the raunchy content of those specials, I did not ask the president to prove it.)


    Usually, during meetings like this, the president is the one being asked most of the questions. But this time, there seemed to be a pressing query on the president’s mind. “Eddie, you and I are the same age.” Eddie nodded. The president continued, “You have no gray hair. I got a lot of gray hair.” He strung these facts together as if to ask, “What gives?”


    “Well, Mister President,” Eddie said, “you have a more stressful job than I do. You’re president of the United States—the most powerful man in the world. I just make people laugh.”


    That’s when Barack Obama looked in my direction, and asked me one of his trademark tough questions: “I’m funny, aren’t I, Cappy?”


    Out of the three of us, I was clearly the authority on comedy in the room. I’m no expert on the niceties and decorum of the Oval Office, but I do know this: when the President of the United States looks you dead in the eyes and asks you if he’s funny, there’s only one thing to say. It’s the phrase everyone knows, whether you’re a military commander receiving an order or a talk show host being asked whether you’ve really read The Audacity of Hope.


    “Of course, Mister President.”


    Thankfully, in this case, I didn’t have to lie—Barack Obama really is as hilarious as he is charming. Whether delivering a moving speech or telling a joke, he has always had a fantastic sense of timing.


    From there, with the president’s blessing, Eddie and I went into the Situation Room. That’s where we encountered rows of high-level government officials—we’re talking Department of Defense, Homeland Security, the CIA, the FBI, the National Security Council, and probably a few agencies we’re not even allowed to know exist.


    Most of the people in the room were pretty young, but they were all serious professionals, made to look even more serious because the whole thing (appropriately) resembled a government command center, like the ones you see on TV or in a movie. If I had to describe the tone of that room in one word, “giddy” wouldn’t come to mind. But I’ll be damned if every last kid in there didn’t scramble to get their picture taken with Eddie Murphy. (Though since we were in the Situation Room, it was an orderly scramble.)


    The White House was also generous enough to arrange a tour for Eddie and his family that same afternoon. There was a brief snafu when we realized Eddie’s mother, Lillian, didn’t have a government-issued photo ID with her, but that was quickly resolved when she found an expired credit card with her photo on it. (The White House has a rule requiring all visitors to produce a proper photo ID. Eddie Murphy has a rule that he doesn’t tour the White House without his mother.)


    As we walked through the Cross Hall in the White House, we encountered Everett Raymond Kinstler’s presidential portrait of Ronald Reagan. I was standing behind Eddie as he took it in. Against my better judgment, I decided this would be a good time for me to bust out my Reagan impression. “Well, Eddie, welcome to the White House,” I said in Reagan’s trademark raspy whisper.


    Eddie liked it enough to ask me if I had any others. Soon, we were exchanging Jimmy Carter impressions, and then I broke out my closer: Bill Clinton, at the height of the 2016 campaign, revealing just how efficient a leader he really is; “Well, uh, I hope Hillary wins. I’ll be interviewing interns two at a time.”


    At the rehearsal dinner the following evening—which I emcee every year before the actual Mark Twain Prize ceremony—we were treated to some really hilarious toasts from Arsenio Hall, Trevor Noah, and Dave Chappelle, among others. Eventually, I called Eddie Murphy up to the stage, which led to the scariest moment of my intermittent comedy career. Eddie leaned into the microphone, and said “Cappy is so funny…he does impressions.” He shot me a look as if to say, “I’m about to tell you to get up on this stage and make a fool of yourself, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”


    My emotions went from flattered to terrified. This was a dinner with Kennedy Center bigwigs, professional comedians, members of Congress, and VIPs of all stripes. It was not the ideal venue to try out untested comedic material.


    “I’m going to go back to my table,” Eddie said. “Call me back up using your Ronald Reagan voice.”


    I desperately didn’t want to, but as with an invitation from the president, you can’t turn down a call from Eddie Murphy to do your act. With no other choice, I took the mic, looked out at the crowd, and channeled my best Reagan:


    “Well, Mommy and I,” I said, “when we were in the White House, we traded places just like you did in that movie. And so, well, Eddie, come on up.”


    Later, Eddie signed my poster commemorating that year’s ceremony with the ultimate validation: “Cappy—you should be doing stand-up!”


    At moments like these, imposter syndrome kicks in, and you realize how challenging it can be to keep one’s cool when shaking hands with the president or trying to get a laugh from a comedy all-star. Every once in a while, I can’t help but ask myself: How the hell did I end up here?


    This book is the answer to that question.
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    Cappy McGarr and Eddie Murphy at the Mark Twain Prize rehearsal dinner.
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    CHAPTER ONE



    Everybody Ready, Except Cappy



    I was born at the Shannon Medical Center in San Angelo, Texas, a town which is the self-proclaimed sheep capital of the world (don’t tell New Zealand). San Angelo has historically been a significant center for wool in the United States, and they even held an annual “Miss Wool of America Pageant” for twenty years—until it was put out to pasture.


    My father, Ray, had a master’s degree in drama from the University of Colorado. He and his best buddy, Fess Parker, had appeared in some plays together and decided to try to make it as actors in Hollywood. So, my family moved to Los Angeles when I was just one year old. My grandfather had pursued a more traditional Texan career—he was in the oil business—so he gave my father an ultimatum. “You’ve got one year to make it,” he said, “and if you don’t, you’re going to come back to work for me and be a roughneck.”


    As it turned out, my dad and Fess would both become roughnecks of sorts. My dad ended up going back home to work on oil rigs, and Fess Parker—yes, that Fess Parker—played Davy Crockett in the 1950s Disney miniseries.


    We ended up moving from town to town throughout Texas, wherever my grandfather was drilling a well—from Eagle Pass to Sterling City to Coleman back to San Angelo.


    Speaking of my lineage, let’s play a game of “spot the mistake” with my patriline:


    Wilbur Howell McGarr (my grandfather)


    Wilbur Ray McGarr II (my father)


    Wilbur Cappy McGarr III (me)


    What the hell happened here? There’s no Wilbur Ray McGarr I, and no Wilbur Cappy McGarr I or II—and yet, my dad’s and my existence would heavily imply that’s the case. Luckily my mother, Carolyn, helped put an end to the madness. She hated the name “Wilbur,” which may have had something to do with the fact that she was none too fond of Grandfather Wilbur. So, by the time she enrolled me in grade school, I was Cappy Ray McGarr, the first and only.


    I never knew any differently. It wasn’t until college that I realized the name “Wilbur” was on my birth certificate, and then I decided to legally change my name to Cappy Ray. (So there you have it—you can put the Cappy McBirther movement to rest.)


    Humor was a huge part of my life growing up. Like so many people, my first foray in trying to make people laugh took place at the dinner table. It was great to have an audience. Sure, it was just my parents, my sister Marla, and my brother Casey—but an audience of four isn’t bad for your early routines.


    Away from the dinner table I was trying to be funny too. In sixth grade, my teacher, Mrs. Howell, became acutely aware that I was a terrible speller. (The original title of this book was The Mahn Hoo Meyd Merk Twaim Famiss.) Accordingly, she did what any responsible educator would do: she aggressively made fun of an eleven-year-old. Every time she mentioned an upcoming spelling test, she would get in a little dig at me: “I’m sure everyone will do a very good job, except Cappy,” she’d say. It genuinely hurt my feelings; I was so embarrassed. I would have written her an angry letter, but it would have been completely illegible.


    At one point, I ran home and cried to my grandmother—bless her heart, she did everything she could to help me memorize my spelling words. But it didn’t make me any less upset. I had to do something to redress the ill behavior of Mrs. Howell. So I resorted to humor, or what I thought was humor. The next time Mrs. Howell made her snide remark—“everybody ready, except Cappy?”—I responded with, “Mrs. Howell, if I make a one hundred, will you kiss my heinie?”


    You would have thought the comment might have earned me the Mark Twain Prize. Alas, all I got was an express ticket to the principal’s office. As I awaited my fate, my mother was brought in to school too, and as we sat outside that office, she asked me what had happened. I obviously didn’t feel comfortable repeating the joke to her, so I just said, “I got in trouble.” But she pressed, so I repeated it. Ever the supportive parent, mother burst out laughing, but she quickly said, “You are in trouble.”


    My punishment was to take a walk around the school during every single recess for the rest of the year. The unintended side effect was that some kids viewed this as a martyr’s victory lap, because they hated Mrs. Howell just as much as I did.


    Comedy helped me find my place in the world too. When you’re a kid moving from town to town, you gotta make a quick impression on people to make friends. And on the mean streets (or dirt roads) of rural Texas, that means being tough or funny. (I’m not ashamed to admit that I was only one of ’em—and it wasn’t tough.) If you can make tough friends who think you’re funny, you can reap both benefits. This was true when it came to the biggest kid in the class, Richard.


    One day I strode right up to him. “Richard,” I said, “I get into a lot of fights…”


    “Yeah, I know,” he said, looking confused. “You get your ass beat.”


    “…so you and I need to be best friends,” I said, ignoring the truth about my ass.


    But if he became my best friend, I wouldn’t get my ass beat anymore—that logic was good enough for me, and for him too. We indeed became best friends, and my ass-beatings receded.


    Years later, I was in the office of my frat in college, when a guy told me someone from San Angelo was there to see me. It was Richard. We hadn’t spoken in years, but we caught up like no time had passed. By then, he was this huge offshore rig worker—the roughneck I never became.


    It was a good lesson to learn early: get on the good side of the most powerful guy in the room. (You see how this thinking applies to fundraising for senators.) Over the years, I’ve found that making someone laugh is one of the easiest ways to break the ice and begin a friendship.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO



    Apparently Fairly Bright



    “Cappy is boyishly handsome and apparently fairly bright.”

    —The Rag


    I am a proud alumnus of the University of Texas. It’s where I jump-started my career and met lifelong friends and colleagues. What made me choose Texas? There was one reason, above all else: I got in. I applied to two colleges: UT and Georgetown. The biggest difference between them, for my money at least, is that Georgetown rejected me, and UT did not.


    My grades in high school had been pretty average, and UT accepted me only on the condition that I would start pursuing my degree that same summer. I’m not sure if that was meant to be a deterrent—given Austin’s sweltering heat, and students’ aversion to summer school—but I took the deal.


    Pretty soon I joined a fraternity, and while I was “merely a spectator” at some of its wild, debauched parties—not to mention hootenannies and shindigs—I was its treasurer, and then its president.


    It was during this period of my life that I first began to realize I had a knack for raising money. As president—much like many people in Congress today—a huge part of my job was running around the state begging people for cash.


    Admittedly, these were small-scale fundraising efforts. We’d need $200 for rush or $250 to repair a leak in the ceiling, and I would ask alumni for as little as $5, or maybe $25 tops. (All I’m saying is, the Democratic Party would be proud of young Cappy’s ability to solicit small-dollar donations.) As I got more involved in the fraternity, I started to have more influence at the university as a whole, to the point that one of my friends, Sandy Gottesman, asked me to help him with his campaign for student body vice president.


    Sandy was an almost-perfect young politician—tall, handsome, popular—but like a lot of politicians, he ran into trouble when he opened his mouth. He didn’t say anything controversial; he just couldn’t enunciate to save his life. He came from mumble beginnings; originally from New Orleans, he talked like his mouth was stuffed with shrimp jambalaya.


    Our mutual friend and Sandy’s campaign manager, Gary Kusin, asked me to go on the stump with Sandy at all the sorority houses to help him make his case. I would give impassioned speeches—throwing in the occasional joke too—all the while clamoring about all the fantastic things that Sandy was planning to do for the UT community. Sandy’s only job, meanwhile, would be to stand there, be good-looking, and say “Thank you very much.”


    And it worked—he won. (It was basically the Reagan playbook.) It was fun to run around and advocate on behalf of a candidate like Sandy, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last time I did such a job. But after that experience, the next year I decided to make a go for the VP slot myself. This was 1973—right after Roe v. Wade—and the cornerstone of my platform was an effort to get abortion access in the student health care center. As you might expect, this was a contentious position, especially in Texas almost fifty years ago. (To give you an idea about how liberal an idea this was, students at UC Berkeley were still campaigning to implement abortion access on their campus in 2018.)


    It just felt like the right thing to do. It certainly earned me my detractors, but it also got me support from true believers. That’s the trade-off—when you go out on a limb, you’re operating on the hope that the people who defend you will be as passionate as the people who attack you.


    Luckily for me, that’s what happened. I got a call from a guy named Steve Gutow, a UT student and community organizer, who had heard about my candidacy. He told me he could help me get an endorsement from The Rag, an underground student newspaper. I visited the newspaper with him, and I got the endorsement. It was a proud moment, which was not at all diminished by the fact that it read: “Cappy is boyishly handsome and apparently fairly bright.” Really, I love that. It strikes the perfect balance between a proper endorsement and damning with faint praise. Especially since they felt the need to use two qualifiers: “apparently” and “fairly.” I had it framed and put it in my office. It was apparently fairly an honor.


    Between the endorsement, the platform I ran on, and the Greek system behind me, I won the election. This meant that I would get paid $350 a month during my tenure as student body vice president, which was great until I realized that the president got $400 a month. I should have run for president.


    Unfortunately, because it was a controversial proposal and subject to relentless university bureaucracy, we weren’t able to fulfill our pledge to get abortion access in the student health center. It was my first time dealing with a politician who overpromises without understanding the limits to what is possible, though it would be the last time that politician was me.


    It didn’t take long for “the press” to turn against me. While I was serving as VP, the university’s flagship newspaper, The Daily Texan, published a letter asking: “Has there ever been a more ineffectual bootlicker ever to attend the University of Texas than Cappy McGarr?” I knew the editor of the paper, so I called him up and asked him why the hell they would publish such a letter—he admitted they published it because they thought it was hilarious.


    In fairness, I thought it was hilarious too, and like the “apparently” and “fairly” thing, I had the letter framed. I always think it’s important for people to have a sense of humor about themselves—whether they’re the president of the United States or a scrappy young kid working in student government—because it communicates humility and an ability to find common ground with the people you’re serving, even if the common ground you find is to agree that “this politician is a jackass.”


    That being said, one thing I am proud that we accomplished was establishing a day care center on campus for students and faculty. So, take that, Daily Texan. I was apparently a fairly effectual bootlicker after all.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE



    As Goober Goes, So Goes the Station



    In addition to the lavish $350 per month that came with being student body vice president, I had to put myself through college with other odd jobs—the silliest of which ended up being the most rewarding.
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