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Chapter 1




The Decision









Early in the summer of 2000, Dad invited me to go with him on a trip to South America. We spent a week sitting in duck blinds in Argentina, hunting perdiz in Uruguay, and talking about typical father-daughter topics: my plans for starting business school in the fall, how the rest of the family was doing, and whether or not we would be able to get in a few days of fishing in Jackson Hole later that summer.




It wasn’t until we were halfway into the flight home that he turned to me and asked, “What do you think about me running for vice president?” The question caught me so off-guard that at first I thought he was kidding. After all, my dad had given every indication that he was done with politics. He and my mom were happily living in Dallas, Texas, where he was the CEO of Halliburton, a Fortune 500 company, and he was doing the kinds of things that former politicians do, like helping Governor George W. Bush, the presumptive Republican nominee for president, find a running mate. Besides, at first glance, my dad seemed like an odd choice% for vice president. It had been twelve years since he last ran for office, and while he led an active and vigorous life, he had a history of heart disease. In addition, he was from Wyoming, a state with three of the safest, most dependable, most Republican electoral votes in the country. Nominating Dick Cheney to be vice president violated just about every piece of conventional political wisdom I could think of.




Once the initial shock wore off, however, I realized that he wasn’t joking. He was doing what he does so often, bringing up a subject he’d given a lot of thought to—but that no one else would have guessed he was pondering. I’d spent the last week with him and didn’t have a clue.




My dad told me that Joe Allbaugh, Governor Bush’s campaign manager, had come to see him in March about the possibility of his being the running mate. Dad told Joe that he was happy in private life. His political career was over, and besides, he didn’t think it made political sense for him to be the vice presidential nominee. He recommended that the campaign consider other candidates. Later, when Governor Bush called and asked him to head up a search committee for a running mate, he agreed to help out.




Dad had spent the spring of 2000 working on the vice presidential search effort with a small team of advisors. He had also gotten better acquainted with George W.Bush, his character and his ideas. He was impressed with everything the governor had accomplished during his time in Austin and with his plans for the presidency. From the beginning, Governor Bush had made it clear that he wasn’t just looking for a running mate who could help him get elected. He wanted a running mate who could help him govern. From time to time he also made it clear that he still wanted my dad to be on the list of possible candidates, and in a phone call right before Dad had left on our hunting trip, Governor Bush had made the point again, forcefully. With his experience in Congress, as White House chief of staff and secretary of defense, it would be difficult to find someone more qualified to help govern than my dad.




Everyone expected Governor Bush to make his decision before the start of the Republican National Convention at the end of July. Now it was the first of July, and my dad was asking what I thought about the idea of his joining the ticket.




We spent the rest of the flight home from South America talking about what a run for national office would mean for our family, particularly for me. A national campaign would subject everyone in our family to intense media scrutiny, and he was concerned that people would target me and my sexual orientation in an attempt to attack him. He wanted to make sure I understood exactly what this decision could mean.




“Personally,” I told him, “I’d rather not be known as the vice president’s lesbian daughter. But, if you’re going to run, I think the country would be lucky to have you. I want to do whatever I can to help out on the campaign. And you’d better win.”




Dad explained that it was far from a done deal. The governor had indicated that he wanted to consider him, but Dad hadn’t yet agreed. And there was still a very real possibility that the governor would choose someone else. As head of the search committee, my dad’s job was to make sure that Governor Bush had all of the information he needed to make that decision.




Over the next few days we had several family discussions about the possibility of Dad’s running for vice president. My mom was the least enthusiastic about the idea. Life as we all knew it was good, she said. Why take a leap into the great unknown? And what would it mean for her career? Could she continue to sit on any of the corporate boards she was on? Could she keep writing? My sister, Liz, was wholeheartedly in favor of his running. We joked that she had already started painting “Cheney for Veep” campaign signs in her backyard. I was somewhere in the middle. I thought Dad would be an excellent vice president and that it would be exciting to be part of a national campaign, but there was no doubt that it would change my life—and I was very happy with the way it was: living quietly in the mountains of Colorado and looking forward to starting business school in the fall.




I also had to consider Heather Poe, my partner, and her feelings on the matter. She is a smart, warm, funny, and incredibly private person who rarely enjoys being at the center of attention. Heather and I first met when I was in college—I was on the women’s hockey team and Heather played for one of the other teams in the league, and we started dating about a year after I graduated. In the eight years that we had been together, we had pretty successfully managed to stay out of the spotlight, but that was likely to change if Dad became the vice presidential nominee. We had several long discussions about what it would be like: reporters calling, even staking out the house; political extremists protesting in our neighborhood. We’d lose the anonymity that allowed us to go to the grocery store or snowboarding or whatever we wanted to do without people watching our every move—and reporting it to the gossip columns. Heather was not thrilled with the idea of herself and our private life being pushed into the public eye, but she is calm, steady, and generous of spirit. “It’s not my first choice,” she said, “but I love you and we’ll figure out a way to deal with whatever happens next.”




While the rest of the family was busy debating whether we thought Dad should run, he continued trying to find the best possible vice presidential candidate for Governor Bush. On July 3, two days after we returned from South America, Dad flew down to the governor’s ranch in Crawford, Texas, for the last major review of potential running mates.




After they’d gone through the list of candidates, Governor Bush invited my dad out to the back porch of the ranch house. Sitting out there, in the stifling Texas summer heat, Governor Bush said, “You know, Dick, you’re the solution to my problem.” Dad agreed to explore what he would have to do in order to be a viable candidate. One crucial step, because of his history of heart disease, was to get a medical checkup. He flew to Washington, D.C., had a stress test, and put his cardiologist in touch with the well-known Texas heart surgeon Denton Cooley. A few days later, my parents were in Minnesota, where my mom was attending a board meeting, when Dad was called out of a dinner to take a call from Governor Bush. The governor told him that he had talked to Denton Cooley, who said there was no medical reason that would prohibit my dad from running for vice president. This was great news, of course, but my dad said that he wanted to be very sure that the governor had fully considered the downside of choosing him. He wanted the opportunity to lay out the case against himself as the nominee.




The next weekend, Dad flew to Austin to meet with Governor Bush, Karen Hughes, and Karl Rove. Dad spoke in very direct terms about his health, saying that if he experienced chest pain, he had to go to the hospital immediately and that this was not likely to have positive political benefits during a presidential campaign. He also spoke about his conservative voting record and the fact that he and the governor were both residents of Texas and had been involved in the oil business. Knowing my dad, I’m sure he didn’t hold anything back as he laid out the disadvantages of selecting him as the nominee. He can be totally candid, even when it’s not in his own interest to do so, a trait that makes him pretty unusual in politics.




The meeting ended with no decision. At that point, there was still one other candidate under serious consideration—John Danforth of Missouri, a well-respected senator from a key battleground state. In mid-July, my dad arranged for Senator Danforth and his wife to meet with the governor in Chicago. He accompanied the Danforths to the Hyatt Hotel off Michigan Avenue, where Governor Bush was staying, then left the three of them while they discussed the senator’s possible candidacy.




But as time went on, it looked increasingly as though Dad was going to be the governor’s choice. There remained, however, one major obstacle to his joining the ticket: his Texas residency. According to the Twelfth Amendment, a state’s electors are prohibited from casting their votes for both a presidential and a vice presidential candidate from that same state. If my dad was going to be the nominee, he would have to reestablish his residency in Wyoming, where he had grown up, lived for over forty years, and been the congressman for a decade, or he would risk losing the Texas electoral votes. On July 21, the last possible day to register to vote in the Wyoming primary, he flew from Dallas to Jackson, Wyoming, where he and my mom had a home, and registered to vote. Then he dropped by the Motor Vehicles Department and obtained a Wyoming driver’s license.




These activities did not go unnoticed. It wasn’t long before all of the networks and wire services speculated that Dad would be on the ticket. My sister, Liz, was getting her hair cut at a salon in Georgetown when she received an urgent call from the campaign. Dad hadn’t told anyone there what he was going to do, so they were trying to understand the news reports. “Liz, you’re a lawyer,” Joe Allbaugh said, “so maybe you can explain to me exactly what your dad is doing in Wyoming.” Liz, her hair dripping wet, didn’t want anyone in the salon to overhear the conversation, so she shut herself into a utility closet and walked Joe Allbaugh through the intricacies of the Twelfth Amendment.




By the time Dad landed in Washington, the media had set up a stakeout across the street from the McLean, Virginia, townhouse, where my parents stayed when they were in Washington. With the press ready to pounce, it was hard for them to go outside, and even inside wasn’t entirely safe. At one point, the doorbell rang. My mom was coming down the stairs to answer it, when she saw Sam Donaldson standing on the front porch staring in the window. He spotted my mom and started yelling, “Lynne! Lynne! It’s Sam!” Mom changed her mind about answering the door. She ducked back out of sight as quickly as she could.




After being under siege by the press corps for a day or so, Dad decided that he had to get out of the house, if only to visit the local bookstore. He and my brother-in-law, Phil, devised a plan that was quickly dubbed “The Great Escape.” Phil would park his car down at the end of the street and wait. Dad and Liz would go to the garage. Dad would get into the car, turn it on, and signal Liz to open the garage door. He would then drive off while Phil blocked the road with his car to keep the press from following. During the planning process, my mom kept saying, “This is not a good idea.” Her prediction would prove to be correct.




Everything went as planned until Dad signaled Liz to open the garage door. She pushed the button and he gunned the car into reverse. Unfortunately, he didn’t wait for the door to open quite far enough and he backed into the garage door, denting the car and knocking the door off its tracks.




From their vantage point across the street, the press captured the entire incident on tape, and several of the cable networks ran it regularly throughout the day. Dad never did make it to the bookstore. Instead, he, my mom, and Liz returned to Dallas to wait for Governor Bush’s decision. I was at home in Colorado. I would have loved to have been with my parents, but if my dad was the nominee, I was going to be working on the campaign. I didn’t know exactly what my job would be, but I knew that it would keep me on the road until Election Day, and I needed to prepare. I had to change my plans about business school, buy some dark suits, a staple of campaign life, but not something people tend to wear very often in the mountains of Colorado, and I needed to pack.




My dad was working out on the treadmill when Governor Bush called and officially asked him to be his running mate. Dad agreed to join the ticket and made arrangements to travel down to Austin for the official announcement.




Governor Bush introduced my dad as his running mate at a rally at the University of Texas on July 25. He said he chose my dad not because of Wyoming’s three electoral votes, but because my dad was “fully capable of being president.”




Vice presidential nominees are usually chosen because they are from a key state or region, they have a large constituency within the party, or they’ve been a runner-up for the presidential nomination. As far as I know, this was the first time a running mate had been chosen for the qualities he could bring to the responsibilities of governing, rather than because of some geographic or demographic appeal he could bring to the ticket. Some of the talking heads on television said that the selection of my dad showed that Governor Bush was so confident of winning that he wasn’t worried about trying to broaden his appeal. What it really showed was how seriously he took the job of president of the United States. He was more concerned with selecting someone who could help him govern than he was with choosing the most politically advantageous running mate.




As Heather and I watched the announcement on the television in our living room, our phone started ringing and we found ourselves inundated by calls from reporters and producers who wanted to interview the gay daughter of the Republican vice presidential nominee.




There were well over a hundred calls in the first twenty-four hours, all of which we let the answering machine pick up. As amazing as the volume of calls was the fact that everyone left work and home phone numbers. It wasn’t just the producers. Maria Shriver, Diane Sawyer, and Connie Chung all left their home phone numbers, but Heather and I didn’t return any of the calls. These reporters only wanted to talk to me about my sexual orientation, and they only wanted to talk to me about that because my dad was a candidate for vice president. I had better things to do. Heather and I did write down everyone’s name and number, however. We toyed with the idea of auctioning off the list on eBay, but decided that it probably wasn’t a good idea to alienate all of those reporters at the start of a national political campaign.




Without a doubt, the most persistent reporter was Diane Sawyer. She called, or had someone call on her behalf, five separate times. Because we were so impressed by this level of determination, we saved those messages.




Message 1




“Hi, Mary. This is Mark Robertson calling from Diane Sawyer’s office. Diane would really like to talk to you. Please call me back at xxx-xxx-xxxx, and I’ll connect you.”




Message 2




“Mary, it’s Mark Robertson again from Diane Sawyer’s office. Hope you don’t mind, but I gave your number to Diane. She really wants to talk to you and just see how you’re doing with everything. You can reach me at xxx-xxx-xxxx. Talk to you soon.”




Message 3




“Mary Cheney. This is Diane Sawyer. I’ve known your parents for years and can’t imagine everything you and your family are going through right now, but would love to talk to you and see how you’re holding up. Hope you saw the piece I did on Ellen. Please call me—xxx-xxx-xxxx.”




Message 4




“Mary, hi, this is pesky Mark Robertson again in Diane Sawyer’s office. I’m so sorry to bug you but was watching theToday show this morning and they sort of put all of this into play by saying, you know, Dick Cheney’s openly gay daughter, which we all cheered for, but I just wanted you to know if you ever want to see the piece Diane did on Ellen or the thing she won a GLAAD award for this year on Billy Bean the professional baseball player who had to deal with this publicly, I’d love to send them to you, and Diane was wanting to talk to you. I think she called and left you a message and she’s at home today and I wanted to leave you her home phone number, which is xxx-xxx-xxxx. I know she just wants to say hello and somebody else, Ellen, has asked me for your phone number ’cause she’s friends of mine and Diane’s and she’s heard about this and just wanted to wish you well I think, so if it’s OK just if you’d call me at xxx-xxx-xxxx, I’ll give her that number and if not, I won’t. So thanks so much. Bye.”




Message 5




“Well hello, Mary, this is someone you don’t know. It’s Ellen De-Generes and I just spoke with Mark, Diane Sawyer’s producer, and they tell me you’re going through a lot of stuff, so I thought I’d call and see if I can be of any help at all. Just support, I guess, and so call me if you’d like to. It’s xxx-xxx-xxxx and we’ll talk, all right? Bye.”




 




The only person I was tempted to call back was Ellen DeGeneres. I was a fan, and I appreciated her willingness to call a perfect stranger to offer her support, but mostly I was curious to find out what stuff Mark Robertson had told her I was going through. As far as I was concerned, my only problem was that the media wouldn’t stop calling.




To escape the onslaught, I drove to Casper, Wyoming, where my parents and the Bushes were scheduled to hold a rally at Natrona County High School, my parents’ alma mater. I knew there would be press at the rally, but figured that at least no one could reach me during the drive up and back.




Up until this time I’d been so busy worrying about whether or not my dad was going to be the nominee, packing for life on the road, and postponing business school that the magnitude of what we were doing hadn’t really had a chance to sink in. It wasn’t until I watched my parents walk down the stairs of the campaign plane with the governor and Mrs. Bush that it hit me. We were jumping off a cliff. At least that’s what it felt like. I just hoped that the landing would be soft.




I hugged my parents and was introduced to the Bushes, whom I had never met, and before I could ask where I was supposed to go, an efficient young staffer carrying a notebook and wearing a radio grabbed me by the arm and politely, but firmly, escorted me to a van in the motorcade.




The motorcade for a presidential nominee is an impressive sight: a long line of dark cars, flashing lights, sirens, Secret Service agents, and enough weapons to start, or stop, a small war. Police officers on motorcycles halt traffic at all intersections so that the motorcade never has to stop, or even slow down, at a red light or a stop sign. The principals, in this case my parents and the Bushes, ride near the front and are driven by Secret Service agents. All others—staff, guests, and members of the press—ride in cars driven by local volunteers. Each driver is instructed to stay right on the bumper of the car in front of him. Drivers near the front of the motorcade are used to traveling at high speeds in close formation, but if you are in one of the cars near the back of the motorcade, it can be a bit of an adventure. I was in the back of the motorcade.




It took a few minutes for me to accept the fact that maintaining a death grip on the back of the driver’s seat wasn’t going to keep% our car from slamming into the car in front of us, but I finally managed to sit back and enjoy the ride. I just had to avoid looking out the front windshield, a strategy I still use whenever I ride in a motorcade.




The city of Casper gave my parents an incredible homecoming. People lined the streets holding up hand-painted signs that said “Wyoming’s Own,” “Welcome Home Dick and Lynne,” and “Wyoming is Cheney Country.” My favorites were the people holding up blue and white “Cheney for Congress” signs left over from my dad’s congressional campaigns.




At the high school gym, the crowd was enthusiastic, energetic, and filled with friends and relatives. So many people showed up for the rally that the crowd overflowed into another room. In order to thank everyone, Dad and Governor Bush gave their speeches in the gym and worked the ropeline, then repeated it all in the overflow room.




During the visit to the overflow room, I was standing off to the side with Liz when Howard Fineman fromNewsweek came up and introduced himself. He was polite, but had obviously zeroed in on me. He started peppering me with questions: How did I feel about Dad joining the ticket; what was I going to be doing on the campaign; how did I feel about all of the attention that the media was paying to my sexual orientation; was I worried that the fact that I was gay was going to be an issue in the campaign?




I decided that the best course of action was simply to ignore him. By then the rally was over, so Liz and I followed our parents into the school’s band room, where Dad and Governor Bush were about to do an interview. The interview was with Howard Fineman.




The three of them were in one of the practice rooms off to the side. It had glass walls, so we could see them, but it was soundproofed, so we couldn’t hear what was said. Seeing was enough. Someone had apparently told Dad about Fineman’s interrogating me minutes earlier. Dad may not be the most animated person, but it’s pretty easy to tell when he’s mad, and he was mad. I’m not sure exactly what he said to Howard Fineman, but whatever it was, it worked. It’s been almost six years since that rally in Casper—and since Howard Fineman last spoke to me.




I rode back to the airport with my parents and watched their plane take off. My plan was to take a couple more days to wrap things up at home, meet them in Washington, and then fly to Philadelphia with them for the convention.




As I drove home to Colorado, I thought about everything that had happened in the last few days and everything that lay ahead. I’d never worked in a national campaign, but I knew that this was going to be the World Series, the Stanley Cup, the Triple Crown of political experiences. I was pretty sure that there were going to be days I’d hate, but it was impossible not to be excited about being part of something as big as electing a president and vice president of the United States.















Chapter 2




Growing Up in Politics









My first political memory is a sweet one—a chocolate, peanut butter and jelly one, to be exact. I was five years old, my dad was deputy assistant to the president, working for Don Rumsfeld, who was then President Ford’s chief of staff, and every Saturday morning, Dad would take me and my sister, Liz, with him to the White House. Our first activity was always the same—raiding the stash of candy outside Don Rumsfeld’s office. His secretary, Brenda Williams, kept a desk drawer full of all sorts of miniature candy bars, and since she always let us choose a couple of pieces when she was there, we figured it was probably OK for us to choose a couple when she wasn’t there as well. Just as impressive as the stockpile of candy was the jar of peanut butter and jelly that was in the desk. Liz and I were convinced that it was one of the greatest inventions of all time. We would stand there eating candy and trying to figure out how someone had managed to get perfect vertical columns of peanut butter and jelly into the same jar without mixing them together. It was truly amazing.




In November 1975, Don Rumsfeld became secretary of defense, and my dad took his place as White House chief of staff. I could tell that Dad was happy about his new job, but I wasn’t completely thrilled, since I figured that the drawer of candy and the jar of peanut butter and jelly were going to be leaving along with Mr. Rumsfeld. It was my first experience with the emotional highs and lows and compromises that are part of a life in politics.




Growing up, people would periodically ask me what it was like to have parents who were involved in politics. It was a tough question to answer, since I didn’t really have anything to compare it to. My parents moved to Washington, D.C., a few months before I was born so that my dad, then a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin, could accept a fellowship to study the Congress. With the exception of about ten months between the time President Ford left office and the time my dad decided to run for the House of Representatives from Wyoming, my parents were always involved in politics. As a kid, I just assumed that everyone walked door to door asking for votes, passed out campaign buttons, and worried about what was going to happen on the first Tuesday in November.




The first election night I remember worrying about was in 1976, the year Jimmy Carter ran against Gerald Ford. I was too young to understand all the details, but I knew that Gerald Ford was a good man and that we wanted him to win. As White House chief of staff, my dad oversaw Ford’s campaign, which was tough going from day one. President Ford’s pardoning of Richard Nixon after Watergate, although the right thing to do, hadn’t been popular, and he faced a strong primary challenge from former California governor Ronald Reagan. At the start of the fall campaign, President Ford was trailing Governor Carter by almost thirty points in the polls, but he managed to fight back, and by Election Day, he had pulled to within striking distance.




On election night, my parents watched the returns at the White House, leaving Liz and me at home with a babysitter. She was an older woman who chain-smoked and had some rather strong opinions. At one point during the evening, she picked up a copy ofTime magazine, and, with her lit cigarette, burned out the eyes in the cover photo of Idi Amin. It was the kind of thing that made a big impression on a seven-year-old. Looking back on it now, it’s the kind of thing that makes me wonder where our parents found our babysitters.




Ultimately, President Ford came up just short of victory, but it took all night for the final results to be confirmed. The next morning, when it was clear that it was over, President Ford, who had lost his voice in the last days of the campaign, asked my dad to help him out with the concession call to Jimmy Carter. President Ford was able to squeeze out a few words on the phone, then he turned the call over to my dad, who read a prepared statement congratulating the governor on his victory. It’s the only time Dad has ever had to concede an election.




On January 20, 1977, after President Carter’s inauguration, my mom drove my sister and me to Andrews Air Force Base, where President Ford was leaving to go back to California. As soon as the plane took off, all the Ford men who had been wearing radios and earpieces tossed them into an aluminum suitcase that someone had brought out onto the tarmac. Dad joined us in the family station wagon and we went across the street to a McDonald’s for lunch. At the time it seemed like the most normal thing in the world. As I think back on it now, it also seems very American. One minute you’re helping run the free world, and the next minute, you’re at McDonald’s—and out of work.




My parents decided to go back home to Wyoming, so Mom took care of getting our house cleaned out and sold, and my dad made two trips to Casper driving U-Haul trucks full of all our belongings. On the second trip, he towed our 1965 black Volkswagen Bug, and I went along for the ride. My mom had packed our house plants into the VW, and, worrying that I might grow lazy and bored on the two-thousand-mile drive, she assigned me a task. Every time we gassed up, I had to open the Volkswagen and spray the plants with water from an old Windex bottle.




A few months after we moved home, Teno Roncalio, Wyoming’s sole congressman, announced he would not be seeking re-election in 1978, and it didn’t take Dad long to declare for his seat. He’d gone back to Wyoming with the idea that he’d run for office from there someday, and though he hadn’t expected an opening so soon, he knew that you have to take your opportunities when they come, so we were back in politics. My father’s first run for public office was about as far as you could get from a presidential campaign. The whole family, including my grandparents, piled into a rented Winnebago, and with Grandpa driving, we traveled all over the state. There weren’t a lot of radio stations to choose from, so we usually ended up listening to my dad’s rather impressive collection of eight-track tapes, which seemed to include just about every song ever performed by the Carpenters.




Grandma would keep an eye on me and Liz. My mom was chief political advisor and Liz was in charge of passing out “Cheney for Congress” campaign buttons. As the youngest member of the family, I was assigned to a series of odd jobs: throwing candy whenever we rode in a parade, accompanying my parents when they walked door to door, and, the assignment I’m proudest of, standing on the corner outside campaign headquarters wearing a sandwich board that said “Honk for Cheney.”




Even though we were young, Liz and I never passed up an opportunity to win one more vote for our dad. Whenever we hit a construction delay on the highway, we’d jump out of the Winnebago and hand out campaign buttons and bumper stickers to all the cars waiting for the highway crew to let them pass. After working one particularly long stretch of cars, we climbed back into the RV, thirsty and dusty, but quite proud of all the buttons we’d passed out. Then Grandpa turned around in the driver’s seat and asked the crucial question:“Girls, how many of those cars have Wyoming plates?” Given that it was a busy interstate in the middle of summer, the answer was not many.




Campaigning in Wyoming is politics at its most retail level. It’s done one voter at a time. If we had more than ten people show up for a single event, it was a huge deal. My dad once drove three hours from Casper to Laramie to have coffee with three voters, two of whom had been in my parents’ wedding. The best way to work a town was to walk down its main street with someone local who could introduce you to all the shop owners or take you to the coffee shop—the Cozy Cup in Riverton was a great one—where you could hear what was on people’s minds. There were a few towns where my parents didn’t know anyone, but in Wyoming, nobody is more than one or two steps removed from anyone else. Someone’s best friend would own the local farm implement store, or would have played high school football with the local Ford dealer. It just took some time to figure out what all the relationships were.




One of the best ways to meet local community leaders was to arrange an invitation to speak at one of the local service organizations like the Kiwanis or the Rotary. One gentleman introduced my dad at a local Lions Club by saying, “This is Dick Cheney. He says that he used to work in Washington, D.C., and that he was White House chief of staff. The guy who had the job before him was Don Rumsfeld. He ended up being secretary of defense. Before Rumsfeld it was Al Haig. He’s our commander at NATO. The guy who had it before Al Haig is Bob Haldeman, who’s doing five to ten in a federal penitentiary. Anyway, here he is.” It was less than a rousing endorsement, but at least it allowed my dad to get his foot in the door.




In 1978, there was only one television station in Wyoming, KTWO in Casper, which meant that local radio was crucial. Whenever Dad was going to a town, he’d call up the local station and try to set up an interview or at least arrange to drop by so he could meet the station manager. One morning, doing one of his drop-bys in Evanston, he found the station empty. Music was playing on the turntable, and he noticed that flies were buzzing around one of the trash cans, but there wasn’t a person in sight. Then a guy walked in the back door of the station wearing bloodstained bib overalls, no shirt, and carrying a big, bloody butcher knife. He was the station DJ who was supposed to interview my dad, but earlier that morning, he’d shot a deer out behind the radio station, and now he was in the middle of butchering it. He was perfectly friendly, but told Dad that he was just too busy cleaning his deer to talk to some guy who was running for Congress.




Another downside to local radio was that sometimes it didn’t seem that many people tuned in. I remember driving with my mom while we listened to my dad on a call-in show in Lander in the middle of the afternoon. The interviewer kept giving the phone number and inviting people to call with their questions, but no one did. Finally, it was too much for my mom. She found a pay phone, dug a quarter out of her purse, and called in to the show so it would sound like there was at least some interest in my dad’s candidacy. Fortunately, the only person who recognized her voice was Dad. He didn’t let on that he knew it was she, but when he got home, he suggested that it might be a good idea for her not to do that again.




What I loved most about that first campaign were the parades. Just about every town in Wyoming has an annual parade, often in connection with the local rodeo. Participants include everyone from candidates running for office to the local Little League baseball teams to the omnipresent Shriners wearing fezzes and driving their minicars and bikes. Given the size of some of the towns, it wasn’t unusual to have more people marching and riding in the parade than watching it.




One of my favorite parades was in Thermopolis. The whole parade marched up one side of a divided street, made a U-turn, and went back down the other side of the same street. In most parades, I rarely got to see anything but the car we were riding in and the cars ahead of us and behind us, but in Thermopolis I got to see the whole parade as it marched down the street in the other direction.




Each member of the Cheney family had an assigned parade task. My parents would ride in a convertible, preferably an old classic car, smiling, waving, and shouting greetings to people they knew. Liz would walk alongside the car and pass out “Cheney for Congress” buttons. I would sit in the backseat with my parents and throw candy to the kids in the crowd. My parents gave me only two instructions that I had to follow: (1) Make sure to throw the candy far enough from the car so that no one got run over while trying to retrieve a piece of bubble gum, and (2) pace myself. The candy had to last for the whole parade. This was especially true in Thermopolis. If you gave out candy to people on one side of the divided street, then ran out, everyone on the other side would know it.




Most parades were pretty easy. The only problem I remember was in Douglas at the kickoff parade for the Wyoming State Fair. As usual, my parents were waving, I was throwing candy, and Liz was passing out buttons. Because it was the state fair, the crowds were larger than usual, and Liz, who was determined to make sure that everyone who wanted a button got one, had trouble keeping up with the car. Pretty soon she had fallen so far behind that she was bringing up the rear of the parade. That turned out to be a confusing place to be, because as the parade passed, all the people who’d been watching picked up their lawn chairs and headed toward the fairgrounds. As they all marched straight ahead, Liz couldn’t see that the parade turned right, and she marched straight ahead, too. When we got to the end of the parade route, there was no sign of her, and a frantic search ensued. Personally, I wasn’t quite as frantic as my parents were. I definitely wanted Liz to be OK, but I was kind of intrigued by the notion of being an only child, if even for just a short period of time. After scouring Douglas for twenty to thirty minutes, we found her sitting at the entrance to the fairgrounds drinking a Pepsi and holding her now empty white wicker basket. Even after she realized she was lost, she kept handing out “Cheney for Congress” buttons. That’s dedication.




Our family had a lot of fun during that first campaign, traveling around the state together, with everyone pitching in to help get Dad elected. But one event was pretty traumatic. On a campaign trip to the southeastern part of the state, Dad had his first heart attack.




We had dropped Liz off in Laramie so she could spend a couple of days with friends, and I had gone on to Cheyenne with Mom and Dad. As we always did when we were in Cheyenne, we stayed with Joe and Mary Meyer, longtime friends of my parents. Joe and my dad had played football together at Natrona County High School. They’d been roommates at the University of Wyoming, and he’d been in my parents’wedding. Joe had even taken my mom out on a few dates when they were in high school.




The Meyers’ son, Vince, was my age, and I was asleep on the floor of his room when my mom woke me up to tell me that she was taking my dad to the hospital. She told me not to worry, but, of course, I was still scared. Having something happen to your parents is one of the worst things any child can imagine. I’ll never forget that feeling or that day, Sunday, June 18, 1978—Father’s Day.




Dad woke up about two that morning with a tingling sensation in two of the fingers in his left hand. A couple of weeks earlier, one of his cousins, Gene Dickey, had suffered a very serious heart attack, so while my dad wasn’t in pain, he decided to play it safe and have himself checked out.




Joe Meyer drove my parents to the hospital. Dad walked into the emergency room, sat down on the examining table, and passed out. It didn’t take the doctors long to diagnose that, at the age of thirty-seven, he had had a heart attack. Part of the reason was genetic. His cousin wasn’t the only male in his family to have coronary artery disease. Dad’s grandfather had suffered from it as well, and we would later find out that his father (my grandfather) did, too. Grandpa didn’t go to doctors much, but when he was in his seventies, he broke down and had a physical. His doctors discovered that he had had two heart attacks for which he’d never been treated.




But genes weren’t the only factor. My dad is the first to admit that he spent a good portion of the 1970s living on caffeine and nicotine. At the time of his heart attack, he was smoking three packs of cigarettes a day. The doctors told him that he needed to give it up, start exercising regularly, and watch his diet. He quit smoking cold turkey, and he hasn’t had a cigarette in the more than twenty-five years since. He also started exercising and got much better about eating right.




My dad’s heart attack was mild, and none of the doctors suggested he pull out of the race. A doctor from Cheyenne, Rick Davis, gave him what seemed to be particularly good advice. “Hard work never hurt anybody,” Davis said. “It’s spending your life doing something you don’t want to do that’ll kill you.”




My dad left the hospital determined to stay in the race, but he couldn’t just jump right back into a full-speed congressional campaign. Under orders to take it easy for some weeks, he went home to Casper, sat under a big spruce tree in our backyard, and read Richard Nixon’s recently published memoirs. Mom filled in, doing some events on her own and making as many campaign decisions as she could without bothering my dad. My parents were also fortunate enough to have a big group of friends who helped out and offered encouragement. One of the first calls they got was from Foster Channock, an incredibly smart and funny man who had worked with my dad in the Ford White House. Foster wanted my folks to know that he was telling everyone to send campaign contributions, not flowers.




While he was recuperating, Dad sat down with Mom and several other advisors to figure out the politics of the situation. Bob Teeter, a trusted friend and a great pollster, came all the way from Michigan, and his conclusion was that there was no point in trying to poll on the matter. Nothing like this had ever happened before and he didn’t think anyone could even figure out what questions to ask.




My parents shot a couple of television commercials that made the point that other public figures had had heart attacks and continued to serve. In one spot, they sat on our lawn and talked with a small group of people about Lyndon Johnson and Dwight Eisenhower. But the commercials never aired. Everybody agreed that they were too stark and unsettling. They just didn’t work.




One thing my parents did do was send out a letter to every registered voter in the state in which my dad explained why he was staying in the race. He talked about how going through a crisis focuses you on what is important in life, how it makes you ask what you really want to spend your time doing. For him the answer was public service, and since the doctors had assured him there was no health reason for him to drop out, he intended to keep going—and to win.




By the end of July, he was ready to start campaigning again. He walked over to a gathering of senior citizens in a park near our house, made his way around to all the tables, and shook everyone’s hand. We were back in business.




The primary was at the end of August and we knew it was going to be close. Dad was running against Ed Witzenberger, the state treasurer, and Jack Gage, whose father had been governor of the state during the 1960s. They both had great name recognition, and Barry Goldwater had made a trip to Wyoming to campaign for Ed Witzenberger. So, as the primary drew near, my parents took one of the biggest gambles of their lives. They took all the money they had, fifty thousand dollars that my mom’s father had left them when he died, and put it into the campaign. They had to choose between spending the money on a poll to see where things stood or buying additional advertising. They decided on advertising, figuring that if they learned anything new from polling, they wouldn’t have any money left to address it. It turned out to be the right call. Dad won the three-way primary with 41 percent of the vote and then went on to comfortably win the general election.




As I look back on that first campaign, I think how easy it would have been for Dad to have dropped out of the race, taken a low-pressure job somewhere, and spent the rest of his life worrying incessantly about his health. Instead, he confronted the problem, figured out how he was going to handle it, and then moved on. It’s a pretty good model for how to get through a crisis—and how to live a life.




After that first campaign, Dad never had another close election, but he still took each of them seriously. He didn’t want to be caught by surprise, or be seen by the people of Wyoming as taking an election for granted. While he never had another tough race, he did seem to have a knack for drawing some rather unique opponents.




There was the gentleman from Cheyenne (I’ll call him Bill) who ran against my dad in the Republican primary. Bill’s whole campaign was based on the position that people ought to have the right to grow their own marijuana. To make his point, he called the police to his house so he could show them his collection of marijuana plants. Understanding a public relations stunt when they saw one, the officers looked at the plants, thanked Bill for calling, and left without arresting him. Not easily dismissed, Bill then called the local newspaper and had them come out and take a picture of him with his favorite marijuana plant. This was too much for the local sheriff, who had him arrested and thrown into jail. What really amazed our whole family was that even after he was thrown into jail, Bill still received 10 percent of the vote in the Republican primary. We couldn’t figure it out. Did that mean that 10 percent of the Republicans in Wyoming preferred pot-growing Bill to my dad? Did that mean that 10 percent of the voters had marked their ballots incorrectly and accidentally voted for Bill? Were 10 percent of the voters stoned? All of the explanations were a little disturbing, but the experience did reinforce the principle that no vote should ever be taken for granted.




There was the 1986 campaign where it looked like Dad might run unopposed. Wyoming has a two-week filing period for people who want to run for office, and by the final day of the filing period no one else had entered the race. At the last minute, a man I’ll call Ron walked in and filed his papers to run for Congress. My dad didn’t know who he was, but geared up for a full campaign anyway. He raised money, bought advertising, and even took part in a candidate’s debate at the University of Wyoming. Ron, meanwhile, campaigned all over the state of Wyoming in a truck that had Idaho license plates. No one could figure out why he was running for Congress, and on Election Day, Dad beat him soundly. It wasn’t until later that we learned that Ron had gotten into the race by mistake. Apparently, he had been at a bar with a bunch of his friends one night, and there’d been a debate about whether anyone in America could really run for office. Bets were placed, and the next day, Ron drove all the way to Cheyenne to file as a candidate for the state legislature. But he checked the wrong box on the form and unexpectedly found himself running for the U.S. House of Representatives. I don’t know if Ron won his bet or not, but given that he campaigned all the way through to the election for an office he never intended to run for, he sure should have.




One story from Dad’s congressional campaigns was his favorite, and he used it as the opening joke for just about every political speech he gave in Wyoming during the 1980s. He told it at his Senate confirmation hearing when he became secretary of defense. And it even appeared on the campaign trail once or twice during the 2000 and 2004 presidential campaigns. It’s an absolutely true story, and it goes like this:




Early one morning during the 1980 campaign, Dad was scheduled to be on a call-in show on a radio station in Riverton, Wyoming. He’d spent the night before with some friends in Lander, just a few miles down the road, and he and his aide, Jack Berry, were driving over to Riverton, when they tuned in to the station to see what they were talking about. The host of the show was saying, “We don’t know where Cheney is. He was supposed to be here ten minutes ago.” Realizing that there must have been some sort of scheduling mix-up, Dad asked Jack to step on it.




Ten minutes later, Jack pulled into the gravel parking lot and parked near the building, where my dad had been many times before. It’s on the south side of Riverton, just before you cross the Wind River, and there’s a big sign on the building advertising the station’s call letters. My dad jumped out of the car, took the stairs two at a time, threw open the station’s front door, and ran inside. In his rush, he noticed what he thought was a person off to one side of the doorway, but didn’t really focus on who it was. He made it all the way to the middle of the room before he realized that something wasn’t right. It didn’t look like a radio station. Through one door, he could see what looked like a kitchen and in the back there was a bedroom with a baby in diapers crawling around on the floor.




Dad turned and looked back at the person he’d passed coming in the front door. It was the lady of the house, vacuuming the carpet at nine in the morning in her nightgown. She stared at him for a few seconds and then said, “I bet you’re looking for the radio station.” My dad said, “Yes, ma’am. I sure am.” She said, “Well, it moved. They got a new building uptown and my husband and I bought this one and it’s now our home. We moved in last week.”




My dad felt like a fool for bursting into this woman’s house first thing in the morning. He had to say something, give her some kind of explanation, so on his way out the front door he introduced himself—as her United States senator, Alan Simpson.




Dad seemed to particularly enjoy telling this story whenever he was sharing a stage with Senator Simpson, which happened quite often. They frequently appeared at the same events, and every two years, even though he wasn’t up for re-election, Senator Simpson would campaign with my dad. He always said that it was to make sure that Dad didn’t get any ideas about running for the Senate.




Senator Simpson didn’t need to worry. Dad really enjoyed his time in the House of Representatives. He quickly moved into the Republican leadership, first as chairman of the Republican Policy Committee, then as chairman of the Republican Conference, and later as minority whip.




In 1988, he was asked to serve as chairman of the Rules Committee for the Republican National Convention in New Orleans. I was on summer break from college, and he asked me if I wanted to come with him and be a page at the convention. It sounded interesting, and the first few days were great, but when it was time to report to the Superdome for orientation, I quickly discovered that I was not cut out to be a page.




The first item on the agenda was clothing. The gentleman leading the session introduced two young people, a boy and a girl, who were modeling the convention-approved page uniform: for the boy, khaki pants, a white button-down shirt, and a red kerchief around the neck, and same for the girl, except that she was wearing a knee-length khaki skirt. The man described the uniform as comfortable, functional, and “youthfully professional,” but I thought it looked disturbingly similar to the uniforms worn by the Young Pioneers, one of the Soviet Union’s communist youth organizations.




After showing us what we would be wearing, the man told us about our duties. I had assumed that there would be a fair amount of scut work involved—making copies, painting signs, and handing out flyers—but I had also assumed that we would get to be on the floor of the convention, if only to take part in the demonstrations for the nominees. The man in charge informed us that while they would try to get us all on the floor at some point during the convention, they couldn’t guarantee it.




That was enough for me. I left the orientation, resigned my position as a page, and scrounged up an extra set of floor credentials. Choosing between making copies in a windowless room in the basement of the Superdome while dressed like an aspiring communist and wearing what I wanted and being on the floor of the convention wasn’t a real tough call. As an added bonus, not being a page freed up quite a bit of time in my schedule. I was nineteen, the drinking age in New Orleans was eighteen, and Bourbon Street was within easy walking distance of the hotel. It was a great convention.




In November 1988, Dad won a sixth term in the House. Trent Lott was moving over to the Senate, and my dad was elected to replace him as minority whip, the number-two position in the House. The Republicans hadn’t been in control of the House for some forty years, but if and when they did take over, Dad was well positioned to become House Speaker. Things were about to turn pretty dramatically in another direction, however. The confirmation of John Tower, President George H. W. Bush’s nominee to be secretary of defense, was in trouble. No one questioned whether the former four-term senator from Texas was qualified for the job, but there were allegations of drinking problems, womanizing, and improper ties to defense contractors. Rather than withdraw his name from nomination, Senator Tower stuck it out and was rejected by the Senate, 53–47. It was the first time that the Senate had ever rejected a new president’s cabinet nominee.




On the day of the vote, when it became apparent that Senator Tower could not be confirmed, Dad was approached by two old friends, Jim Baker, the new secretary of state, and Brent Scowcroft, the national security advisor, about becoming secretary of defense. Given his service as a member of the House Select Committee on Intelligence and his focus on foreign policy and military affairs, he was more than qualified for the job, but Dad didn’t immediately jump at the idea, though it certainly appealed to him. He wasn’t in a big hurry to leave the House—he loved it there—but I think he felt he would always regret it if he didn’t take on the challenge of the Defense Department. Besides, he’d always said that when the president asks you to take on an assignment, you’re pretty much obligated to accept it, and that’s what he did. The day after the Senate rejected John Tower, President George H. W. Bush nominated Dad to be his secretary of defense.




Dad’s confirmation set all sorts of speed records. He was nominated on March 10, his confirmation hearing started on the fourteenth, and he was confirmed by a unanimous vote in the U.S. Senate and officially sworn in as secretary of defense on the seventeenth.




The official swearing in was a small ceremony held in my dad’s congressional office, H104 in the Cannon House Office Building, and attended by my mom, Liz and me, and Dad’s congressional staff—Dave Gribbin, Pete Williams, and Patty Howe, all from Wyoming, and Kathie Embody and Jim Steen, who had been working for my dad for years. The ceremony didn’t take long, but our whole family could immediately see its impact.




As soon as the ceremony was over, Dad was surrounded by security personnel and military aides. My sister, Liz, says that’s when she realized that everything had changed. He was no longer just one of 435 members of the House of Representatives. Now he was going to oversee all aspects of the U.S. military and be part of the chain of command. His congressional life, with its small, close-knit staff, had felt like part of our family life, but now we were going to have to share him with the whole country.




I remember watching through his office windows as security personnel ushered him into a waiting limousine and took him to his new office on the other side of the Potomac River. It was a remarkable change, and I was very proud of him.




I headed back to Colorado College, where I was a sophomore, thinking that however much my parents’ lives had been up-ended, mine wouldn’t really be any different, and if Saddam Hussein hadn’t invaded Kuwait in August 1990, I might have actually been right. Colorado Springs, where Colorado College is located, is a conservative town, home to the Air Force Academy, Fort Carson, and lots of active duty and retired military personnel, but like most institutions of higher learning, Colorado College leans pretty hard to the left. The most outspoken faculty members were long-tenured professors who appeared to be still living quite happily in 1968. Through the build-up of Desert Shield and then with Desert Storm, there were a couple of antiwar protests at school, usually led by some of the more activist professors. I chose to express my opinion by having my mom send me a couple of sweatshirts that she found in Washington, D.C. They were black with big white letters that said “Free Kuwait.” As I wore them around campus, I received many compliments from my fellow students, but I don’t think they were all that popular with the more radical members of the faculty.




A small handful of students were rather vocal in their opposition to the Gulf War. One of the more enthusiastically antiwar members of my class wrote a column in the school paper suggesting that the best way to end the fighting would be to kidnap me and hold me hostage. I didn’t take it all that seriously, but the police did. They provided me with a security detail and also made me temporarily move out of my off-campus apartment into the guest room of one of the detectives assigned to protect me. It wasn’t how I planned on spending my last semester of college, but I understood that everyone wanted to err on the side of caution.




Once the war was over, the antiwar protesters moved their focus to graduation day. Dad had been invited to be the graduation speaker, and while most of the students and parents were looking forward to his speech, not everyone was. The school paper ran a political cartoon about two fictional Colorado College students, Love Child and Mountain Girl, who would be “transformed into blood thirsty demons of death” if Dad spoke at graduation. The cartoonist had obviously spent a great deal of time on the drawing, which made rather creative use of tie-dye and lightning bolts; subtle it wasn’t.




When Dad was introduced as the graduation speaker, he got an enthusiastic response from the audience. The war was over, the United States had won, and the country was feeling good about itself and its leaders. But as my dad reached the podium, a majority of the faculty and a few students stood up and turned their backs to him, and they stayed that way throughout his speech. In case there was any confusion about their feelings, most of the protesters had scotch-taped paper peace signs or cutouts in the shape of doves onto their backs. As an added touch, a half dozen or so people stood around the perimeter of the ceremony wearing death masks and holding banners of protest—hard-to-read banners of protest, I might add. They’d crammed so much onto each one that none of them could be deciphered. The way I looked at it, if they were going to protest the graduation ceremony, the least they could do was use short, catchy, legible slogans.
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