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To Marylouise,

My Wife, My Life






Footfalls echo in the memory

Down the passage which we did not take

Towards the door we never opened

Into the rose-garden.


—T.S. ELIOT, FOUR QUARTETS

The Democratic Party has never been invested with power on the basis of a program which promised to keep things as they were.

We have won when we pledged to meet the new challenges of each succeeding year.

We have triumphed not in spite of controversy, but because of it; not because we avoided problems, but because we faced them.

We have won, not because we bent and diluted our principles, but because we stood fast to the ideals which represent the most noble and generous portion of the American spirit.


—ROBERT F. KENNEDY







Introduction: The “Shrum Curse”

Shortly past 7 P.M. on November 2, 2004, I got onto a freight elevator at the end of a closely guarded hotel corridor with John Kerry, his Secret Service detail, and campaign manager Mary Beth Cahill. The candidate had just completed a long afternoon of last-minute get-out-the-vote calls. A network journalist had called me a short time before to confirm that given the exit polls, there was no way we could lose; the polls would just have to be wrong in too many places. Now we were heading back to Kerry’s home on Beacon Hill a few blocks away to go over the victory statement that he would soon deliver to a crowd of tens of thousands in Boston’s Copley Square. I broke the silence, looked over at Kerry, and just said: “Mr. President.”

“Not yet, not yet,” he cautioned, although it became clear over the next hour or so that he believed it, too. For me, it was the triumph of hope over experience. I should have known better than to presume victory or believe exit polls after 2000, when there were at least three different moments when we were sure Al Gore had won. But as the elevator descended, I was thinking back to something else—those lonely nighttime rides from New Hampshire to Boston less than a year before, when Kerry had been written off, even scorned, and the press was picking regularly at the carcass of the campaign. We had few reporters in tow, no entourage to speak of, just an anonymous blue Suburban van speeding through the cold—and when we got to the house, Teresa, standing on the porch, would say: “Come on in and have something to eat. I have a nice glass of wine for you.” And now, as I thought we were standing on the mountaintop, I remembered the valley.

At his home, Kerry was anxious to review and polish the victory speech. For almost twenty-five years, I’d been trying to stop being a speechwriter. But at moments like this—for acceptance speeches at a national convention, announcements of candidacy, or State of the Union addresses—I tended to be pressed back into service. The truth was I enjoyed it, as long as I didn’t have to do it all the time, and I enjoyed mentoring new generations of speechwriters. Actually, I had no choice, since I couldn’t and can’t type. So, in addition to contributing their eloquence, they had to deploy their laptops to keep a constantly rewritten text in coherent shape.

The young speechwriter Josh Gottheimer, who had traveled with Kerry for months, was there, laptop ready. So were the podium and prompters set up for practice in the large entry foyer of John and Teresa’s redbrick town house, a former convent on Boston’s posh Louisburg Square. There were Dutch and Flemish masters on the walls, including a chilling painting called Vanitas, which features a skull amid books, food, and flowers, a symbol of the futility of all human ambition. We got a call: the Bush campaign had been working that afternoon on a concession statement. We never knew if it was true. We were just getting ready for a run-through when the phone rang again and Mary Beth’s BlackBerry began to beep. We were told we had better get back to the war room in the hotel.

As we left, Kerry’s daughter Alex, who had followed and filmed the campaign for months for a documentary, was sitting on the front steps. She looked at me and in a voice that was close to tears asked: “Everything’s going to be all right, isn’t it?” The only thing I could say to the intense, fragile, aspiring filmmaker and actress who’d gone to Brown with my stepson Michael, was: I think so. And then, when I saw the look on her face, I added: Yes, yes, I’m sure it is.

Our pollsters and number crunchers were calling into the war room on a speakerphone from Washington. Florida was closer than we thought; it would be tight, but we’d probably be okay there. Ohio, on the other hand, was secure. Mary Beth, someone I’d had run-ins and disagreements with, but who’d come in when the campaign was coming apart a year before and kept it together, said as we sat on a couch in the hotel suite: “Shrum, on a personal level, I just want you to know how happy I am for you.” She smiled and said: “You made the difference; the debates made the difference. All the crap you took—it’s over.”

The number crunchers called again. Florida, well, Florida now looked bad; too many votes in the I-4 corridor, a stronghold of the religious right. Ohio was narrowing, but we’d make it there. I could feel where the evening was heading, even if I was trying to hope against hope. Through a guarded stairwell, I walked downstairs one floor to the room where my wife Marylouise had retreated from an A-list party for the big Kerry fund-raisers. She was sitting on a king-sized bed, watching the returns on television with two young assistants from my firm, Jon Herczeg and Greg Minoff. Greg was crying and she was holding him in her arms. I said it wasn’t over, there was still Ohio, and I’d come back every 15 minutes or so.

But now, every 15 minutes or so, it was Kerry who was calling both Mary Beth and me. He was checking on the numbers; in truth, he desperately wanted reassurance. The reports from Ohio grew steadily bleaker: to overcome the Bush lead, we’d have to carry a daunting proportion of the outstanding ballots, including the contested provisional ballots. There was talk about the Diebold voting machines—the company was owned by one of Bush’s biggest contributors; about the lack of a paper trail, and about the long waiting lines to vote in African-American precincts in Cleveland.

I walked out of the dining room, where we were all gathered around the speakerphone, crossed the rest of the gigantic suite, and looked out the window at the lights of Boston twinkling far below as the crowd at our victory party left for home. Kerry called on my cell phone about 2:15 A.M. Before he could ask, I said: “It’s less than a fifty percent chance this is going to work out.” He called back on the speakerphone in the dining room to talk out the options in Ohio one more time: he knew that if he didn’t contest the results, there’d be some angry Democrats. Teresa thought then—and believed increasingly in the coming months—that Ohio and perhaps other states had been stolen. I’m not sure she was wrong. The lawyers were prepared to challenge the results; the planes were chartered and ready to fly. But Ron Klain, the former Gore chief of staff who’d worked with me on the Kerry debate preps and was honchoing the legal team, glumly advised the candidate, as he’d already said to us, that there was no realistic chance we could succeed in court. Kerry said he’d wait until next morning to decide what to do. He ended the call and a few seconds later my cell phone rang again: “Can you be at my house about nine A.M.?”

Marylouise and I walked arm-in-arm the few blocks from our headquarters hotel to the Four Seasons. I was paying for us to stay there because the last year had been hard for her, too. Now we could celebrate. Instead, I pulled my chair up to the desk in our room and wrote a concession speech.

In my own mind, I conceded something else. I knew how I would be portrayed, now more than ever—as the black cat of American politics, someone who had connived, confused, consulted, and condemned no fewer than eight Democratic presidential candidates to defeat. Now that’s quite a record.

That would mean that I, as a twenty-eight-year-

old speechwriter, hired six months before the election, brought down George McGovern—with no help from Richard Nixon, dirty tricks, Watergate, a flubbed vice-presidential choice, and the Vietnam War. That all on my own, again a speechwriter, I caused the candidacy of Edward Kennedy to falter, even as he ran against a sitting president from his own party. Never mind that his announcement coincided with the fifty-two American diplomats being taken hostage in Iran. That, as a consultant, I took on the long-shot campaign of a largely unknown congressman named Dick Gephardt, who won an upset victory in Iowa, and then brought him to rack and ruin. This is where my devotion to “populist” Democratic Party values also came into play. Not satisfied, just five weeks before the 1992 New Hampshire primary , I was hired to undertake a political rescue mission for presidential hopeful Bob Kerrey. I managed not to be able to save him.

Hard to believe I did this all by myself—or that anyone ever hired me to try again. But someone did. And what is real is that I played a big hand in the election of Al Gore as president—then watched his win be stolen away by a butterfly ballot and the battering ram of the Republican machine in Florida.

Then, of course, I lost the White House for John Kerry. I’ll take my share of the blame. I made mistakes. So did all of us; you always do in campaigns. I also know that voters out there were swayed by the memories and manipulation of 9/11 and the last-weekend Osama bin Laden tape. I got some credit when my much-criticized strategy helped propel Kerry from a pre-primary collapse to a sweep of almost every primary and caucus. But now—as much as or more than anyone else—I was seen as responsible for his near miss against George W. Bush.

All this was summed up in the “Shrum Curse,” a phrase bannered on the front page of the New York Times as the clammy darkness of impending defeat seemed to be settling over Kerry’s campaign for the nomination in late 2003.

Now, the “Shrum Curse” is not to be confused with the “Shrum Primary.” Political junkies anywhere in reach of cable TV knew the “Shrum Primary” as a contest in which many potential 2004 presidential candidates pursued and courted me, battling for my services as strategic consultant, ad maker, and speechwriter. It may seem contradictory that the persona of the “Shrum Curse” was also the persona of the “Shrum Primary,” but it’s true. It happened. I read it in the papers and heard it on TV—again and again, sometimes from the same observer.

What also happened in my career was that I had a great run in politics—in thirty winning Senate campaigns, twenty for Congress, and eleven for governor; the election of mayors across America, including the first African-American mayor of New York; and even though it was the only sheriff’s race I ever enlisted in, the victory of the first African-American sheriff in a majority white county in the Deep South since the Civil War. I was privileged to help elect progressive leaders in Britain, Israel, Ireland, and a war-torn Colombia. “Help” is the operative word. Candidates win elections; consultants “lose” them.

Along the way, I quit Jimmy Carter as he was speeding toward the White House. I fought with—and for—Bill Clinton. I had loyalty given to me by clients, partners, friends, and other consultants. I even had friendship extended by members of the media. And I had done my best to change my country for the better.

In the weeks that followed Kerry’s defeat, I decided that it was time to move on with my life—that if all my years in national politics had involved more than personal ambition, it was time to step back, to reflect on what I had witnessed and done, on the victories, the defeats, and the larger purposes that have driven me on. Some of what I write here will differ from what’s been reported or published elsewhere, but it’s what I know and remember from across the years. In 1970, Life magazine had called me a “wunderkind”; now I truly was what the media most frequently called me—a “senior” strategist. I had worked for some dogs—and some of the candidates I had worked for probably thought I wasn’t much good, either. But I had also stood with good and sometimes great leaders, discovered their strengths and flaws and my own, fought in the front lines of battles I really cared about, and experienced the truth of what I once said to my stepson Michael: “If you go into politics, just remember that every two years, you can get your heart broken.”

But I wouldn’t have chosen any other life. In an essay I wrote as a sixteen-year-old, which my sister Barbara found years later and framed, I looked ahead: “I will hold myself remiss if my personal ambition lacks certain basic ideals. I will know the poet’s kind of life”—which in retrospect I guess meant attempting to weave some poetry into politics. “I have aspirations; I have aimed high. And if I fail, I will still have succeeded, for I will have striven to accomplish high aims.” Looking back, I have known both the hurt of defeat and many happy returns.

This book is not just the story of that journey, but of the events I have witnessed, the candidates who have been my clients and often my friends; the crises, the battles, and the history I have been part of. In it, there are proud and painful moments to be remembered; insights, conviction, and maybe even some wisdom; progress made and lost; and sometimes even laughter. I hope, to paraphrase a line Ted Kennedy and I both love, that I have learned to take issues seriously, but never to take myself too seriously.
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A Fortunate Youth







My parents were part of that extraordinary World War II generation who joined the great westward migration of the 1950s. I was eight, my sister Barbara was six, when they piled us into their 1948 Chevy coupe for the cross-country drive toward the better life offered by this new America—booming growth and perpetual sunshine.

It was a big decision. My father’s family had settled in western Pennsylvania before the American Revolution, stayed there and eked out a life, generation after generation. When he was six years old, my grandfather went to work, winding up as a lineman for West Penn Railways. For most of their lives together, my grandparents lived on the wrong side of Connellsville, across the Youghiogheny River, in the working-class west side, where soot fell from the smoldering coke ovens that rose across the tracks and up the hill from their house.

My mother was far better off, the child of first-generation Irish-Americans, a family that achieved small-town economic and political heights in a matter of years. Her father, a prominent Catholic and decorated Spanish-American War veteran, was a member of the state legislature.

When Clarence Shrum married Cecilia Welsh—the pretty Catholic girl and her Protestant tool-and-die beau—the difference in backgrounds meant something, and that something was that their “mixed marriage” bent the rules. Their wedding took place on Christmas afternoon, in the rectory attached to the Church of the Immaculate Conception. It was a lonely event; the priest forbade their families to attend.

More than a decade later, the Korean War was on and Hughes Aircraft was recruiting. My dad came home one night and abruptly and bravely announced that we were moving to California. They were making this move for us, their son and daughter. They wanted more for us than the scarred and stratified western Pennsylvania region could offer. My mother had taught me to read from the funny pages when I wasn’t yet four years old; in the first grade at my parochial school, I got in trouble because I could already read and balked at tracing letters in order to learn how. My father wanted the best education he could find for us. He often said I’d go to Pitt—and after we moved to California, Stanford. Of course, every year during football season, we still rooted our hearts out for Notre Dame to beat USC. It was the Catholics versus the Protestants; but Dad had now converted as a gift to my sister and me.

In California, there were many dinners alone with my mother and sister while my Dad worked two back-to-back shifts. It got even more hectic when he left Hughes and became one of the first employees of a new company called Paper Mate Pen. He was now something of a self-taught engineer who helped design ballpoint pens so they’d write without smudging, for which he got a thank you. Inventing was covered by his hourly wage.

In the 1950s, Culver City, California, was a soundstage for the American Dream, home to aerospace workers and skilled craftsmen from our neighbor, MGM. The movies were everywhere. A friend and I would climb the fence around the RKO backlot, and play near a set for Tara, the antebellum southern mansion from Gone With the Wind. It was thrilling and disappointing, so very Hollywood, a glorious front with nothing behind it.

I missed my cousins so much that I even nagged my parents into briefly moving back to Pennsylvania. We stayed exactly six weeks. Fortunately, Paper Mate was happy to take my father back. Los Angeles, with its sunshine and the trips to Venice Beach at Christmas time, was a magical place for most kids, but I didn’t entirely fit in. They were plunging into California’s newest sport, surfing. But not me. My father was a superb athlete; I was a klutz. I was diving—but into books, biography, history, and politics. Every month, my parents gave me money to buy books; I still have some of them. My mother wrote a note to the Culver City Public Library giving me permission to read “adult” books like Carl Sandburg’s multivolume Lincoln. My first job—I was only twelve or thirteen—was in a local bookstore run by a self-taught polymath named Stanley Brile. He tried to convince me there was no God. “Just read Schopenhauer,” he said. I tried.

My Democratic leanings came from my mother, who went with her father to Franklin Roosevelt’s second inaugural, but my political passion from my father, who broke with his family’s long Republican tradition during the New Deal. My first political memory is of them joyously banging pots and pans in the middle of the night when Truman came from behind to beat Dewey in 1948. I loved politics: I even persuaded my parents to let me stay home from school to watch Douglas MacArthur’s speech to Congress—“old soldiers never die, they just fade away”—after Harry Truman fired him for insubordination during the Korean War.

Truman was second best; Roosevelt was the hero. Back in Connellsville, when FDR became president, my dad had helped organize a union at the mine supply shop where he worked after graduating from high school. The New Deal’s labor laws protected the workers who signed on—and my father’s wages went from two dollars to four dollars a day. Our family believed in unions. Every night at dinner our radio was tuned to “Edward P. Morgan and the News” presented by the AFL-CIO.

In 1952, I watched the Democratic Convention gavel to gavel on our new television. Afterward, I went down to volunteer at the Culver City Democratic Headquarters. I made phone calls—and because I had a nine-year-old’s voice, got used to people on the other end of the line addressing me as “Yes, ma’am.”

The Eisenhower landslide stunned me—I didn’t yet understand that some elections are unwinnable; but Stevenson’s concession speech deepened my nascent appreciation for the power of words. I can still hear him quoting Abraham Lincoln’s line: “It hurts too much to laugh, but I’m too old to cry.” Earlier, the power of words had impressed me in a different way when Ike’s running mate, Richard Nixon, delivered his “Checkers speech” supposedly explaining the slush fund his contributors had set up for him while actually delivering a cloying piece of demagoguery about not returning the “little dog” that someone had given his two young daughters. Even to a nine-year-old, it was a phony speech, a bad speech—and worse, for most of the country, it worked.

Uncle Tom and Aunt Kit and their family followed us to California. Tom was a postman, and gave me a priceless introduction to a world of information, thanks to the undeliverable magazines from his route, magazines like The Atlantic and Newsweek. At St. Augustine School, some of the Irish nuns regarded Joe McCarthy as close to a saint—and were still rooting for Franco in the Spanish Civil War. The magazines armed me for arguing; and the sisters were good enough to engage in a give-and-take that forced me to find other sources of proof for this debate. I read Whittaker Chambers’s Witness, a brilliant, baroque piece of writing, even though I rebelled against its thesis that liberalism inexorably led to communism. But it whetted my appetite to hear from the other side. I searched out the new conservative National Review and was appalled by the magazine’s defense of segregation. My father had grown up in an integrated neighborhood and my parents had no prejudice. One of the few times in my life that he spanked me was when I’d come home from the first grade and used the “N” word.

We were Californians in all things—except the ultimate California dream, owning our own home. Too concerned about financing a good education for their son and daughter, my parents deferred buying a house until I graduated from Georgetown.

Our vacations focused on the West: San Francisco, Carson City, and a dude ranch outside Las Vegas that we returned to for three summers, with its big pool and cheap rates. One year, one of the larger cabins was occupied by a man who looked to me like Sumner Welles, FDR’s under secretary of state. I’d seen his picture in my Roosevelt books, and, without much hesitation, I approached him and asked if he was Sumner Welles. He seemed surprised that a fourteen-year-old knew or cared. I didn’t know then that Welles had left the State Department in the midst of World War II because he had supposedly propositioned a sleeping car porter. The man who might have been Welles—to this day I’m not sure, but he sounded real—sat and talked with me day after day about Roosevelt, Churchill, Stalin, and Harry Hopkins, FDR’s right-hand man.

This was magic, like the movies, this man talking about FDR, who, he said, was silver on the surface and quicksilver underneath—hard to pin down, always maneuvering; even when FDR made up his mind and was moving in a definite direction, he was often getting to a place which only he knew. And FDR had few illusions about Stalin; Yalta wasn’t a sell-out; it was the best deal Roosevelt and Churchill could make under the circumstance. It was a fascinating tutorial and Welles, if that’s who he was, said he would see me next summer. But when we came back the next year, he wasn’t there.

I took the entrance exam to get into Loyola High School, the Jesuit prep school eight miles away, a long bus ride or hitchhike from Culver City. The nuns said I would win a scholarship—but I missed it, so my parents just paid the $250 a year, an amount that actually meant something to them in 1957.

At Loyola, I finally found a competitive sport I was good at: speech and debate. There were tournaments every week, and I started winning. Debaters collected evidence “cards” in recipe boxes, to be used in alternate rounds as we debated both sides of the yearly topic. Both the evidence and the issues were heavy slogging, with topics like “Resolved: that the United Nations should be significantly strengthened,” a question the country is still debating half a century later. Arcane and all-consuming, debate fit right in with the venerable Jesuit curriculum that ranked rhetoric as a central academic discipline along with Latin and Greek. (I can still recite the opening lines of the Odyssey in the original, but that’s about it.) Debate became the school of my life. It was about public policy and the political process; more often than one would expect, the history I knew could come in handy, too.

In the summer of 1960, real politics was coming to Los Angeles. I yearned to be part of the Democratic National Convention. I even briefly joined the Young Democrats, who, it turned out, were not so young—more like thirty, very old to me, and still trying to find their first rung on the political ladder. Since I really was young, I would be picked to help lower the American flag from the rafters to fly over the convention the first night.

In May, at age sixteen, I turned up at the headquarters of Citizens for Kennedy, housed in an office building near MacArthur Park, and met a kind and efficient Liz Russ, in charge of organizing the volunteer effort. She let me stuff envelopes and run errands and then, as the Kennedy team began to arrive, sent me to press secretary Pierre Salinger’s office in the Biltmore Hotel to do the same kind of grunt work. I picked up sandwiches and coffee, mimeographed and carried messages. After Salinger’s deputy Andy Hatcher found out I could write, at least presentably, I even tried my hand at the first draft of decidedly unimportant press releases.

In the days leading up to the convention, my other assignment was to escort visitors from the press office upstairs, to the candidate’s supposedly secret suite. Kennedy was actually staying at a private home, but he used the Biltmore Hotel’s Suite 9300 for meetings. I was supposed to walk the guests to the door and then leave. But one afternoon, when I took former New York governor Averell Harriman up, he asked if I’d ever met Senator Kennedy. I said no; he knocked; the candidate opened the door, greeted Harriman, and then with a smile asked him who he’d brought along.

I told Senator Kennedy I was working in Pierre Salinger’s office and what I did there. He asked when I came to work and when I went home. “On the first bus in the morning and the last bus at night, around midnight,” I managed. JFK said he assumed I wasn’t being paid anything and asked how old I was. “Sixteen, but soon I’ll be seventeen.” I thought to myself I’m going to get killed by Salinger for being in the suite, but we were just standing there, and Kennedy seemed in no hurry. Where, the senator asked, was I thinking of going to college? My high school was really pushing a Catholic college, I answered. How about Georgetown? he asked, adding that’s where his brother-in-law Steve Smith went. Kennedy shook my hand, said good-bye, and guided Harriman toward the couch.

I was a starry-eyed kid then and John Kennedy was a luminous presence in that room, a presence tempered by his easy manner and ironic smile—just how ironic I found out when I got back to Salinger’s office. The candidate had called him. “You’re supposed to be taking people up there, not going in and talking to him,” I was told. What was my mother’s phone number? If it was all right with her, I could have meal money and a hotel room—a room that I shared with a Coke machine and a stack of paraphernalia for “The Kennedy Girls,” the ubiquitous cheerleading sidelight at the convention. I think JFK was teasing Salinger, who was being good-natured about it, and my convention got even better.

On Wednesday night, I went to the Sports Arena for the nominations. Minnesota governor Orville Freeman’s TelePrompTer broke as he nominated Kennedy. I was worried, especially after Senator Gene McCarthy’s eloquent nomination of Adlai Stevenson, the defeated Democrat of 1952 and 1956, as “not the favorite son of any one state but the favorite son of fifty states”; an enormous demonstration engulfed the convention. McCarthy, I was told years later, was acting at the behest of Lyndon Johnson, who had to stop Kennedy on the first ballot if his own candidacy stood a chance. There was also McCarthy’s resentment of the Kennedys; he saw himself as the better Catholic—and, if there was going to be one, he should be the first Catholic president. As the demonstration intensified, seemingly out of control, I retreated to one of the VIP lounges to which I had a pass. Chicago mayor Richard Daley and a clutch of Illinois delegates were briefly there. “The favorite son of fifty states,” one of them quipped; “he didn’t carry very many of them.” I timidly asked one of Daley’s pals if we should be worried. The mayor, who’d abandoned Stevenson for Kennedy, looked up and said: “It’s done—first ballot,” and left the lounge.

He was right. Afterward, I was on an elevator back at the Biltmore when two Texans, Senator Lyndon Johnson and House Speaker Sam Rayburn, got on. No one noticed me. Rayburn was swearing a blue streak telling Johnson he could not, no matter what, accept the vice presidency from that “goddamned Kennedy machine.” It happened, of course, the next afternoon, starting decades of controversy about whether Kennedy really wanted Johnson.

Long afterward, when I was working for Ted Kennedy, he told me that well before the convention, he’d been with his father and JFK when they decided between themselves that Johnson was the strongest choice. They didn’t tell anyone in advance because the liberals and labor would be upset. The conventional wisdom is that the Johnson pick was not only chaotic, but half accidental; the truth may be that it was a fine piece of calculation that had to be executed in a messy way, with JFK intervening calmly at the most perilous moments in the process to reassure Johnson that he really was the choice. The Kennedys often disagreed with their controversial father on policy, but they loved him absolutely and valued his political advice. For JFK and Joseph P. Kennedy, the bottom line in 1960 was winning—and the ticket had to have a real shot at the South.

In the fall of my senior year, I volunteered at the Kennedy-Johnson headquarters in Culver City; covered the Kennedy and Nixon appearances at the University of Southern California’s first voter events for the Loyalist, our high school magazine (not an unbiased reporter, but I gave Nixon a fair shake); and argued the Kennedy side in Loyola’s presidential debate. My team won the debate. Nixon won the mock vote at a school where Kennedy’s Catholicism mattered less to most students than the fact that they were from wealthier, largely Republican backgrounds, like the sons of Bob Hope and character actor Pat O’Brien.

That fall, the admissions director from Georgetown visited Loyola and told me I was being awarded the Ignatian Scholarship—one was given in each of the regional Jesuit provinces in the United States. It would pay my Georgetown tuition for four years. I gave it back when I later won a National Merit Scholarship—which, combined with my record in speech and debate and my grades, led to my selection as valedictorian. You didn’t have to be first in the class; I wasn’t. The Jesuits wanted a good speech.

There was a bump on the road to graduation day. Father McFadden, Loyola’s principal, called me in one day that spring. Why, he asked, did I want to go to Georgetown? Obviously, Georgetown was not Father McFadden’s choice for me. Bob Mathewson, the young Jesuit scholastic who was my debate coach early on, had stayed in touch with me after he left for his Jesuit-mandated theological study, and was the person who had encouraged me to pick Georgetown, the “best Catholic college in the country.” I wasn’t squealing on Mathewson. Father McFadden had a habit of piling one question on another: “You don’t have to be valedictorian, you realize? Why not Loyola of Los Angeles—if our best graduates don’t go to our Jesuit colleges on the west coast, how will we improve those schools?” I remember my answer as clearly as if it were yesterday: “But Father, I’m not going to a college to improve it by my presence. I’m going there to have it improve me.” Father McFadden’s gruff exterior concealed—and when you were a freshman, not a senior, the disguise was very convincing—a decent man with a soft spot for the high school students who were his lifelong vocation. After I got out my impertinent response, he stared for a second and then laconically told me to just go back to class. I never heard another word about the issue he’d raised.

Before graduation, we had a spiritual “retreat” conducted by a forbidding Jesuit straight out of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. The Second Vatican Council was about to bring the Church into the twentieth century, but fire, brimstone, and fear still radiated from the pulpit. At the retreat we were subjected to vivid Joycean descriptions of the everlasting torment of sinners, capped by the story of the Student Body President (a boy) and the Sodality President (a girl) who’d committed “serious acts of indecency” in the backseat of his car after the senior prom. There was a car wreck on the way home; the girl was killed; and when the boy hobbled up the aisle on crutches at her wake, she sat bolt upright in the coffin and screamed: “Don’t pray for me. I’m in Hell.” It was a standard story, but we didn’t know it. We were also shaken during a graphic retelling of the clinical details of the crucifixion when the retreat master suddenly whirled around and slowly clanged out the words: “Someone in this chapel is in the state of mortal sin.” Given the standards of that day, in a roomful of high school seniors, it was almost certainly true.

Then came a sunny graduation day in 1961, the same day President Kennedy was holding his summit meeting with Nikita Khrushchev in Vienna. I’m not sure that’s what my classmates wanted to hear about, but they did—from me. My speech began: “This is the hour of crisis, the year of challenge, the decade of decision.” I still have the text; it was more like a speechwriter’s tryout than a high school senior’s fond farewell. Still, my parents were proud, the Jesuits were pleased, and my classmates—well, they probably expected it, and most of them shook my hand or clapped me on the shoulder afterward.

That summer, I traveled to the national speech tournament in Pittsburgh. I’d missed qualifying in debate or extemporaneous speaking, so I went in something called Student Congress. I didn’t do well. I think I believed the way to win was to be a know-it-all. I just plain talked too much. So I decided not to debate in college—a decision that didn’t outlast my first week at Georgetown.

I had never seen the campus until we drove through the front gates after a cross-country trip with some fellow Loyola graduates who were sophomores and juniors; in those days, you didn’t—most of us couldn’t afford to—go on “college tours” to check out different campuses before you applied. As we passed the circle in front of the neo-Gothic Healy Tower, the first thing that struck me was that most of the buildings were really old—an impression that was almost instantly reinforced when I was assigned to a dorm room just down the hall from “Old North.” From its porch, George Washington had spoken to the student body in 1797.

For some reason, maybe just curiosity, I did go to the first meeting of what was called the Philodemic Debating Society. That evening set the course of my college career—and much of my life. Not because of the trappings or traditions of the Philodemic, but because a young Ph.D. named Bill Reynolds, a nattily dressed intellectual in his second year as director of debate at Georgetown, decided I was going to debate.

The competition was fierce. In the final round of the Dartmouth tournament in 1963, the Harvard team accused us of making up our evidence. After a withering, sarcastic assault, my partner and I decided to break the format and ignore the time limits, reading at length from our sources, telling the audience we didn’t care whether we won or lost, but we were determined to convince them that we hadn’t betrayed their trust. The two of us agreed that when the timekeeper stood up during the last rebuttal, my partner would tell him to sit down while he finished reading out the original sources. We won the round and the tournament, and my friendship with Larry Tribe, the graduate student who was coaching the Harvard team, survived my angry reaction afterward.

Debate was a nonstop battlefield of ideas and stratagems, my training ground for the back-and-forth of politics. It also gave me many of my closest friendships: Tribe, who became a professor at Harvard Law School and a path-breaking constitutional scholar; John Sexton, the future dean of NYU Law and then president of NYU; Lee Huebner, Nixon’s speechwriter when I was McGovern’s, who went on to become publisher of the International Herald Tribune; Bob Bennett, the Washington lawyer who would represent Bill Clinton and Reagan’s defense secretary Caspar Weinberger; my debate partner John Koetl, now a federal judge; and generations of younger people I would come to know who would make their marks in politics, government, and business.

One of those young people did not debate, but I met him because of debate. In my senior year, I was named the outstanding college debater in the country and someone on the freshman team told me he had a classmate who wanted to meet me. It was the spring of 1965. At Teehan’s, a student hangout a block off campus that served ten-cent beers, I had several while chatting with a boyish, impressive Bill Clinton. I don’t remember all of the three-hour conversation except that we talked about JFK, Robert Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson—who, despite all the legislation he was passing, didn’t have remotely the same appeal to either of us as his predecessor. Bill talked about his fellow Arkansasan, Senator J. William Fulbright, who would become Clinton’s mentor as he moved toward a Rhodes Scholarship. I told Bill I thought he would make a hell of a debater. He replied that he didn’t have time to do the research—he was already in elective politics, president of the freshman class—but if someone else could do it, maybe he could debate.

I didn’t see Clinton for years after that, although we all heard the news that he had won a Rhodes. Then in 1972, George McGovern made one of his rare campaign stops in the South. After the plane door opened, Clinton, who was managing Texas for us, bounded up the stairs, saw me as he entered the front cabin, gave me a hug and a big hello—“Bob, how are ya?”—as if we’d last seen each other only last week.

The real gift of debate was the way it taught clarity and conciseness; what mattered was not oratory, but analysis. I often thought about that working with John Kerry in the 1996 Senate and 2004 presidential campaigns. He’s a naturally gifted debater who was on the team at Yale when I was at Georgetown. But we never met—none of us ever debated Yale—because Rollin Osterweiss, the Yale professor who had also coached the prophet and polemicist of the new conservatism, William F. Buckley, Jr., disdained the emphasis on evidence and rapid-fire delivery that characterized the activity at most colleges. At least as we heard about him, he valued rhetorical skills and flourishes, complication, and, yes, nuance. And John Kerry, I was told years later, was one of his best students.

John Kennedy’s assassination in 1963 was an unthinkable and terrifying clap of thunder in our college lives. Presidents just didn’t get shot, not in our country; that happened in “banana republics” or the Soviet bloc. When I first heard the news from a fellow student who burst into my room, I thought maybe it was a bad joke, but the stricken look on his face told me otherwise. Students by the hundreds gravitated to the brick courtyard outside Old North, where several of the Jesuits said an impromptu mass. Some of us were off to the side of the porch listening to a radio with the volume turned very low. As the mass was ending, we slipped a note to one of the Jesuits, who suddenly intoned, “May his soul and the souls of all the faithful departed rest in peace.” People swayed and then began to cry. That weekend, with two friends, I waited in line in the November cold for eight hours and then, for a few seconds, passed by the casket in the Capitol rotunda.

Academics were not my priority at Georgetown. At the end of my freshman year, I scraped into the honors program, which put about twenty-five of us into a separate and, in theory, more advanced curriculum. We promptly mounted the first—very mild—student revolt of the 1960s on the Georgetown campus. Our American Civilization professor, Father Durkin, a venerable Jesuit steeped in the pre-Vatican II Church, argued that Herman Melville and a number of other great American writers—“almost everyone,” we joked—were secret Catholics. We petitioned the dean to have him removed. The dean summoned us to a meeting: “This is my university. If you don’t like it, leave.” None of us did; this was the early sixties. I had been away at a debate tournament when the plot was hatched, but Durkin blamed me for it. It was only with difficulty that another Jesuit persuaded him not to flunk me.

I majored in history because I loved it—and because I loved it, I had conveniently already read most of the assigned books. But there was a bump along that road, too. Bill Clinton’s favorite teacher, the historian Carroll Quigley, praised me and asked me to stand up in class after I’d been named the nation’s top debater. The problem was I had skipped class that day; my roommate ran back to wake me and tell me what had happened. I rushed over to see Professor Quigley, who was a fanatic about class attendance. He stared at me for a minute and told me to be there the rest of the semester. I made sure I was—and he was on the committee that voted me high honors in history.

Even though my scholarship paid my tuition, Georgetown was a financial stretch for my parents, who had to come up with the money for room and board. I didn’t have much spending money. Bill Reynolds went beyond the normal debate coaching duties and bought me a better suit to wear to debate tournaments. Each summer, I went home to Los Angeles and took a job, any job, to save up for school. For two summers, I worked for the bankruptcy law firm run by the father of someone on our debate team; my job was to clean out, catalogue, and move whatever was left in the latest business that had gone belly up. Once, I was told to drive a sixteen-wheel truck back from San Luis Obispo to Los Angeles. It was bad enough that I was a bad driver to begin with; but I didn’t even know how to drive a stick shift—and I got lost, suddenly finding myself driving a giant rig through the posh residential streets of Montecito, a suburb of mansions outside Santa Barbara.

The summer before my senior year, the only job I could get was at Farmer John’s slaughterhouse on the far east side of L.A. Work started at 6 a.m., so I was on the bus at four thirty every weekday morning. My job was to wheel barrels of fresh-cut pork from the cutting table to the weighing station. No matter how crowded the bus became on the way home, no one was ever brave enough, or desensitized enough, to sit down next to me. I was surrounded by a protective cone of odor. When I got home, I would undress in the garage and my mother would wash my clothes out. After five weeks, my father told me to quit; somehow we’d find the extra money for me to go back to school. It was the Goldwater summer, and some of my classmates had come to California to volunteer at the Republican Convention in San Francisco and then spend a month and a half in L.A. One of them, George Thibault, the smartest person in our class, today the director of the Academy of Harvard Medical School, wasn’t for Goldwater. He just wanted to see what a convention was like. He ended up helping to escort Goldwater’s moderate rival Nelson Rockefeller safely off the podium as the angry delegates screamed out their fury.

Just before I left L.A., I got my Law Board scores. I applied to two places: Harvard and Yale. I got into both, a tribute to my board scores, not my grades, but chose Harvard because I could get a job coaching debate at Brandeis. A scholarship paid my tuition—which, unbelievably today, was all of $1,500 a year. But my parents were finally going to buy their own home and I had to come up with my living expenses on my own. The Brandeis job paid me just enough.

I went to law school based on what was, for me at least, a false assumption—that it was the best preparation for politics. Six weeks in, as we were learning medieval forms of civil procedure and old English land law, I simply stopped going to class and focused on coaching debate. I didn’t go back to the classroom at all that year. I survived academically because his wife Carolyn persuaded Larry Tribe, who was graduating and leaving to clerk for the California Supreme Court, to postpone his departure for a week, take me to the library every morning, and make me study into the night. He also gave me his notes, which reduced most courses to twenty or twenty-five very neatly written pages. For the next two years, if Larry hadn’t taken the course, I tried not to because I needed those notes.

My first year, Larry and I did something else together. Don Hewitt, producer of the first Kennedy-Nixon debate and soon to be the creator of 60 Minutes, came to Harvard to recruit two students and Henry Kissinger to debate the Vietnam War against the British Labour politician Michael Foot and a team from Oxford. This would be the second transatlantic live broadcast on the Telstar satellite; CBS was calling the series The Town Meeting of the World. It was December 1965. I was still for the war—after all, as far as I knew, so was Robert Kennedy. Hewitt and several other CBS executives interviewed dozens of students. Larry and I were selected, although I don’t think he much likes to remember the whole episode. We were told to go off and see Professor Kissinger, who promptly informed us that we’d have to help him get ready since he was an expert on Europe and nuclear diplomacy, not Southeast Asia.

Larry and I spent a lot of hours with each other—and fewer hours with Professor Kissinger—throwing arguments back and forth, anticipating responses, and plotting strategy. When I glance at the tape today, I’m amazed by two things: how young we look, even Kissinger, and how wrong we were.

A year later, I was against the war—but a year after that, when the presidential primaries rolled around, I was still out of step with the majority of my classmates. They were for Gene McCarthy, the first to challenge President Johnson; I was one of the few Harvard Law students for Robert Kennedy. I think one reason was that I wanted a Kennedy restoration, but I also admired RFK’s idealism and intensity. I saw McCarthy as a John the Baptist figure: he had prepared the way, but he couldn’t be nominated.

As law school was drawing to a close, the country seemed to be coming apart. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, assassination was followed by Robert Kennedy’s. In spring 1968, I was trying to figure out how to work for him, but only for the summer. Beyond that, if I didn’t teach, I’d be drafted. And I knew that if I was drafted, I wouldn’t go. I was the part-time debate coach at Boston College, which now offered me a full-time teaching position. I assumed that this was going to be my career. I wasn’t about to be a lawyer; I didn’t even take the bar exam. I had half earned only one distinction at Harvard Law School. My name was inscribed on the wall of the library alongside other luminaries like Alger Hiss because, with seven other team members, I won the Ames Competition in appellate advocacy. But in doing so, I was a little like the Bill Clinton I met at Georgetown: I contributed ideas and arguments, but I didn’t have time to do the research.

I settled in at BC, was elected to the board of directors of the National Debate Tournament, and began teaching courses in freedom of speech for which Larry Tribe, now a professor at Harvard Law, was once again my tutor. One day he called and asked me to dinner. He loved debate, and so did I, but he didn’t think I should spend my life as a debate coach. I wanted to be in politics, I said, but I didn’t know how. I’d written a lot of speeches in the form of opening arguments for my debate teams and, hard as it may be to believe, on that basis, Larry thought I had the talent to be a speechwriter. And we aimed high because we didn’t know enough to know how far we were reaching. Who would I want to work for? Ted Kennedy? Larry knew someone there. And he knew someone with John Lindsay, the liberal Republican mayor of New York. He offered to write to both. It sounded like a long shot, but I said yes. It was February 1970, and I returned to the BC campus to get my teams ready for the Dartmouth debate tournament.
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“Come Home, America”: Writing

the Words That Moved One State




The Kennedy office wasn’t hiring, so for the only time in my life, I went to work for a Republican.

For me, it was a rapid transformation—a couple of meetings, a trial speech, and I went from college debate coach to speechwriter for the mayor of New York, John Lindsay. I was replacing Jeff Greenfield, who had written speeches for RFK before signing on with Lindsay after the assassination. Greenfield was heading off to be a media consultant—briefly—with David Garth, one of the pioneers of turning the techniques of Vance Packard’s “hidden persuaders” into political advertising. My entire tryout was a half-hour talk with Lindsay’s press secretary, Tom Morgan; an assignment to write a speech on any topic I chose; and a week later, a rapid-fire series of meetings with Morgan; Greenfield, who rushed in and asked, “Did you write this?”; Deputy Mayor Dick Aurelio; and finally Lindsay himself. I was hired on the spot. I had to start immediately, in the middle of the semester, so I commuted between New York and my classes in Boston.

I remember only the first line of my tryout speech, tying the war in Vietnam to the violence that increasingly stalked America—“No moment in our time—and no place on our planet—is safe from the stain of violence.” A little overblown, certainly, but John Lindsay appreciated rhetoric and he was playing two parts: filling what he’d called “the second toughest job in America,” and claiming an increasingly prominent role as a national leader of the anti-Nixon, antiwar forces.

To Lindsay’s regret, he had some backtracking to do. He had given the speech seconding Spiro Agnew’s nomination for vice president at the 1968 Republican Convention. Agnew, the mild-mannered moderate from Maryland, emerged after the election as the conservatives’ favorite pit bull; the speechwriters figured out he would read anything they put in front of him. They plied him with alliterations on steroids. For example, those who opposed the war were “nattering nabobs of negativism.” Lindsay was now an Agnew target as the mayor gave a steady stream of speeches that laid out a progressive and, yes, presidential agenda. In the spring of 1970, he flew to Berkeley to denounce the Nixon administration’s assault on civil liberties as “repression…with a quiet voice in a business suit.” A few weeks later, I drove with him to the University of Pennsylvania. His speech there scorned the Nixon administration’s “decision to spend more money on war than on people” and denounced the rise in “polarization…. You can hear it in a Governor’s call for a bloodbath on college campuses. And in the [radical] Weatherman’s rhetoric of violence that threatens New Haven tonight,” where the trial of the Black Panthers was sparking an upheaval at Lindsay’s alma mater, Yale. But his message was overshadowed by his response to a student’s question about draft evaders. “The ones I have unending admiration for,” he said, “are the guys who will not serve…in Vietnam…and take the consequences for it. These are the guys who are heroic.” Forgiveness for resisters was still controversial when President Carter granted them amnesty in 1977. Lindsay’s admiration for them in 1970 was incendiary.

As we headed back to New York late that night in the mayor’s limousine, we listened to the playoff game between the New York Knicks and the Los Angeles Lakers. We were interrupted by the buzzing of the large clunky car phone. I remember Lindsay’s answer: “Well, I said it, I believe it, and we’ll just have to make the best of it.” The press office scrambled to make it clear that he regarded our soldiers as heroes, too. The Knicks won the game in overtime.

The episode was a first-hand lesson in the humanity and character of politicians. Despite all the talk about handlers and strategy, what leaders actually think they sometimes actually say, even if by conventional standards it’s a mistake.

Maybe I was infected by Lindsay’s candor. A month or so later, my own words caused a riot. The Nixon administration’s sudden invasion of Cambodia had sparked a nationwide strike on college campuses; the Ohio National Guard killed four Kent State students; two others were killed at Jackson State in Mississippi. I was ordered to draft a proclamation declaring a day of mourning in New York City. I’d never written anything like that, so I opened the file drawers and looked up some past examples. With them in mind, I concluded the proclamation with a flourish—a directive to lower to half-staff the flag that flew over City Hall in order to honor the dead students. Within hours, thousands of construction workers marched up Broadway, surrounded City Hall—there was no security zone around the building then—and demanded that the flag be returned to the top of the pole. The mayor was uptown. City Councilman Matt Troy, who ironically would later become an early backer of George McGovern’s antiwar campaign, climbed to the roof and raised the flag. The hardhats roared their approval. A police officer pulled me away from the flying bricks hurtling toward the windows.

The uprising showed how tough Lindsay’s job was: the city and country were divided over race as well as the war, and the Nixon White House was exploiting the discord as a conscious political strategy. Before I arrived, Lindsay had held New York together while other cities were burning in the race riots of the 1960s. He did it by walking all but alone into the tinderbox of angry crowds and persuading them to go home. I witnessed a memorable reprise in the fall of 1970, when the city’s jails were seized by the inmates and guards were held hostage. The staff moved into Gracie Mansion for all night meetings. I drafted appeals to the prisoners to be broadcast on radio by the mayor, and caught catnaps on a sofa in the first-floor ballroom.

Corrections Commissioner George McGrath argued the only choice was an all-out armed assault on the prisons. Lindsay refused; he wasn’t going to kill the inmates and see the guards get killed, too. Instead, he issued an ultimatum demanding the release of the hostages but promising that as soon as that happened, he would go to the jails personally to discuss the inmates’ grievances. McGrath was appalled: What if the mayor was taken hostage or shot? Lindsay said he’d take that chance—and, if it went wrong, he didn’t want anyone negotiating for his release.

He was driven to the Tombs, the city’s most notorious prison; he was inside from shortly after midnight until 3 a.m. As prisoners yielded at jails across the city, some force was used but with no loss of life. Then, while Lindsay was inside the Queens House of Detention, the enraged police and correction guards conducted their own riot, clubbing and kicking the surrendering inmates. The spectacle was brutal—and shocking. Afterward, Lindsay was as angry as I ever saw him, even though he had averted the kind of tragedy that a few months later left twenty-nine inmates and ten hostages dead when Governor Nelson Rockefeller ordered an all-out attack, shotguns literally blazing, in reaction to an inmate takeover of the Attica State Prison.

John Lindsay had courage, both the courage of his principles and genuine physical courage. But there was one step that for a long time he couldn’t summon the will to take—leaving the Republican Party.

In late October, just before the 1970 midterm elections, Lindsay gave a widely reported speech denouncing Spiro Agnew and the Nixon White House for a campaign of fear and smear. David Garth and I discussed language announcing that Lindsay was becoming a Democrat—or at least, that he no longer considered himself a Republican. Lindsay rejected it outright.

There may have been a calculation that it would be better for him to change parties later. If so, the calculation was about as wrong as it gets in politics. When he finally switched to the Democrats in the summer of 1971, just days before he launched his unofficial but obvious quest for the Democratic nomination for president, he looked cynical and self-serving; changing parties could only work if it looked like what I believe it was for him, a decision driven by conviction. What held Lindsay back for so long was his genuine sense of identification as a liberal Republican. He had deep antipathy toward the Democratic “bosses” he disdained for sullying New York City politics. But as mayor, he had to make deals with them, or I assumed he did. As I remember it, Brooklyn boss Meade Esposito, later indicted and convicted for corruption, secured a contract to re-carpet City Hall. Despite the lapses and deals, Lindsay never stopped seeing himself as a reformer—his Republicans were the party of civil rights. Back when he was a congressman, he and Jacob Javits, New York’s progressive Republican senator, pushed for civil rights legislation when President Kennedy was still reluctant to introduce it. Lindsay was determined not to see that Republican tradition overwhelmed by Nixon’s Southern Strategy.

Lindsay was, in a classic sense, a tragic figure, undone politically by his own choices. In 1968, he decided not to take what Governor Rockefeller didn’t want to give him, but had to if Lindsay asked for it—the appointment to the U.S. Senate after Robert Kennedy’s assassination. But he was at a high point in his first term; it was easy, if ahistorical, to assume that any mayor’s popularity could last, especially in the turbulent sixties. Lindsay’s young aides, who viewed themselves as remaking the world’s greatest city, were opposed to the Senate option; the job in New York City, they argued, was more important and had to be finished. David Garth told me that he had lobbied Lindsay to go to the Senate, where he would have had a secure platform and a longer time horizon for national leadership. Garth could be a tough customer in any internal battle, but he lost that one. Ironically, Lindsay would run for the Senate in 1980—and finish third in the Democratic primary.

I was obsessed with beating Nixon in 1972, and by the late spring of 1971, I didn’t see how Lindsay, still a Republican, could do that. But I wasn’t looking to join another campaign; then a friend of a friend, a direct-mail specialist from California, Chuck Winner (what a name for a political consultant—it suggested that nomenclature was destiny), called and invited me to dinner. At the end of the evening, he asked if he could drop by the office the next day and pick up a packet of speeches I’d written. He just wanted to read them on his way to Washington.

A few days later, my secretary buzzed and told me there was someone named Bob Squier on the phone. He introduced himself—he was Ed Muskie’s media adviser. Chuck had passed on the speeches I’d given him. They wanted to hire me. Could I come down to Washington and meet Squier, Berl Bernhard, the campaign manager, and Senator Muskie?

Muskie had shone as Hubert Humphrey’s VP choice in 1968; he’d made an almost Lincolnian impression on a bitterly divided America when he had calmly invited an antiwar heckler onstage to have his say and then responded in a strong but respectful way. He seemed to be a voice of reason in a season of madness. He’d done it again on national television the night before the 1970 midterm elections. His speech was crafted by Dick Goodwin, an aide to both JFK and RFK, who had also written Lyndon Johnson’s famous speech on voting rights in which LBJ claimed for himself and proclaimed for America the anthem of the civil rights movement: “We Shall Overcome.” The memorable words Goodwin drafted for Muskie denounced the Nixon charge that the Democrats were soft on crime: “That is a lie—and the American people know it is a lie.” If you believed the polls, Muskie was the strongest Democratic candidate in 1972, assuming that Ted Kennedy would hold to his decision not to run. I told Squier that I probably wasn’t ready to leave Lindsay. He pressed hard—just come down and talk. I said I’d get part of a day off and take the early shuttle to Washington.

Bob picked me up at National Airport in a two-seater convertible with the roof down on a sparkling spring day. As the wind ran through my hair—I had a lot more then—he raced toward the first Muskie campaign headquarters in a suite on L Street next to Bernhard’s law offices. Bob was funny, irreverent, smart; years later, he and Roger Ailes, the Nixon consultant who became famous for the selling of the president in 1968, would team up to do political commentary on The Today Show. Squier had a face made for television. And he had produced both Muskie’s election eve broadcast and Hubert Humphrey’s speech in September 1968, when he separated himself from Johnson’s war policy and then came back from a 15-point deficit to almost win the election. On the first take, Humphrey muted his tone when he pledged to halt the bombing of North Vietnam, while raising his voice as he made the concession conditional and reserved the right to resume the air offensive. Bob asked him to go through the speech again, this time really hitting the first part, the bombing halt, and softening his tone for the rest—just in case they needed an alternative take. Bob promptly sent the alternative to the networks, and when it was shown to the reporters, they trumpeted that at last there was a clear Humphrey break with Johnson on Vietnam. The words on paper weren’t that clear; but in this case, the medium really was the message. That day, by in effect manipulating his candidate, the press, and the public, Squier became a media consultant who almost changed the course of history.

I met with him, Berl Bernhard, and other staff members. They filled me in on the campaign, the role they wanted me to play, and described the endorsements they’d lined up. Their bottom line was that Muskie had a foothold on both sides of the ideological street. He was now against the war, but he could appeal to regulars convincingly; he was acceptable to liberals looking desperately for a winner. The campaign had lined up big names on both sides of the divide. This endorsement strategy, which perfectly portrayed Muskie as the establishment choice he was, would prove to be one of the campaign’s fatal mistakes in a year when angry antiwar Democrats wanted a new politics and a different kind of nominee. We had a late lunch—and then Bob drove me back to the airport so I wouldn’t miss my plane. As I was getting out of the car in front of the Eastern Airlines terminal, I said: “But I didn’t meet Muskie.” Bob responded: “Oh, you’ll love him”—just come back and meet him next week.

I was at my desk in New York when Sam Roberts, then the City Hall reporter for the Daily News who would go on to a long career at the New York Times, called and asked me if I was going to work for Muskie. I was stunned. I hadn’t made up my mind. But I knew enough not to mislead Sam. So I made an off-the-record deal with him: If it were true—and it could be—I would tell him first. As I hung up, I knew what I was going to do. I phoned Squier, who to this day I think was Sam’s source, described the conversation, and said I’d take the job but I needed a few days to get my ducks in a row.

The next person I told was the Village Voice journalist Jack New-field—of all places, on the lawn at his wedding reception. His reaction was instantaneous: He was disillusioned with Lindsay, but I should work for George McGovern, not Muskie. Jack told me McGovern was a candidate I could really commit to. He wanted to put me on the phone right away with McGovern. I said no. The last thing I needed was three potential candidates for president.

I told Morgan and then the mayor about my decision. Tom was sad but not visibly angry, and asked if there was anything that could change my mind. Lindsay was decent, even gracious. I thought maybe it was out of WASP self-discipline. But the few times I saw him over the next twenty years, it was always like meeting an old friend again. In this small matter, as in so many great ones, he was a class act. I went back to my cubbyhole office, called Sam Roberts, and said he could write the story. It was a small one.

I had to get rid of my rent-stabilized apartment—$213 a month—in a modern building with a doorman and a swimming pool around the corner from a restaurant named Elaine’s, which I frequented before it became a celebrity hangout. But I was twenty-seven, not very practical, and moving my furniture was just beyond me. I packed my clothes, told a friend she could have the furniture if she picked it up, and took the train to Washington, where I moved in with friends from college debate who were renting a house in Georgetown.

I finally did meet Muskie the next day. He was a looming, angular presence, with a dry sense of humor. His trademark expletive, which I heard several times in that first session, was “shit a goddam.” His top Senate assistant, John McEvoy, warned me that “the Senator” had a towering temper that could be ignited by almost anything at almost any time. Muskie told me he mostly hated his speeches and hoped we could do better.

The first trip I took with him was to the Vermont Democratic dinner. We flew up on a small charter plane—Muskie, his wife Jane, his old friend and “body man” Charlie Lander, his press secretary, and me. In the hotel room before the dinner, Jane surprised Muskie with a painting for their wedding anniversary. He looked at it and without saying a word turned back to his speech text. She asked if he liked it and he said no. In front of Charlie and me, their initially testy exchanges escalated into a furious battle. I left as Jane told him he could spend their anniversary night alone.

My own honeymoon with the candidate lasted several months. He liked the speeches and the campaign compiled a speech packet to hand out to prospective recruits. At the Liberal Party Dinner in New York, Muskie’s performance bested both George McGovern and John Lindsay, who had been expected to carry the night. Anne Wexler, a veteran of the 1968 “Dump Johnson” insurgency who ultimately would become an assistant to President Carter and a consummate K Street lobbyist, signed on with Muskie. A few months later, when the campaign seemed to lack direction and message, Anne burst into my office, brandishing the speech packet: “I didn’t go to work for him. I went to work for your speeches.”

But one of the best of the speeches was Muskie himself at his best—the flinty man of integrity from Maine who detested injustice. He was scheduled to address the National Governors Conference in Puerto Rico; the draft printed for distribution focused on the dry subject of federal revenue sharing with the states. The afternoon before the speech, Muskie, one of the architects of revenue sharing, called me and ordered up a stark alternative. Nelson Rockefeller had launched his attack at the Attica prison, the country was reeling from scenes of the carnage, and Muskie was determined to denounce it. I thought I had to point out a couple of problems, got hold of Bernhard, and we called Muskie back. The audience was, after all, governors likely to be sympathetic to Rockefeller. And while we believed Attica was appalling, even cowardly, the majority of the country might approve of the attack (as it turned out, they did), just as a majority had supported the Chicago police when they battered the antiwar demonstrators at the 1968 Democratic Convention.

“I don’t care,” Muskie responded. “I know what I want to say; I know what I have to say.” I sat down, dashed off the words, and dictated them to a staffer who was traveling with the candidate. A few hours later, in a speech that elicited sparse applause, he starkly criticized one of their own to the assembled governors: “Now we have to ask ourselves how and why we have reached the point where men would rather die than live another day in America.” The Attica prisoners had taken hostages and threatened lives. Muskie didn’t defend them, but he did assail the loss of hope, the complacency of power, the culture of violence, and the toll it was taking on the national character.

The speech made headlines and one of the networks actually broadcast several minutes of it uninterrupted on the evening news. But there was a backlash, not just from the usual Nixonian practitioners of the politics of division but from a whole segment of our own supporters. Moderates and southerners complained the speech was bad politics: Muskie was being pushed, or was pushing himself, too far to the left. The reaction revealed the weakness at the heart of the campaign. Muskie was a serious man torn between the passion of antiwar and liberal Democrats and the practical cautiousness of the party establishment.

He was against the Vietnam War and for withdrawal, but he also felt an almost disabling sense of responsibility because he had supported the war until 1969. And he had constant political pressure from Washington “wise men” not to talk too much about Vietnam—at a time when it was the consuming concern of primary voters. I felt that pressure in the fall of 1971, when I was sent to see former Defense Secretary Clark Clifford and his law partner Paul Warnke. Clifford was a legend: he’d been Truman’s strategist in the come-from-behind 1948 campaign; he’d run JFK’s transition team; and the newly elected president had joked afterward at the Gridiron Dinner that Clifford wouldn’t agree to take an administration job—all he wanted in return for his transition work was his name on the dollar bill. Clifford was the hawk who had succeeded Robert McNamara as secretary of defense and then, much to Lyndon Johnson’s surprise, orchestrated an end to the endless escalation of American troop levels in Vietnam. As courtly as his double-breasted suits and his leather-clad office, Clifford was one of those individuals who convince the world that they’re not just intelligent, but also gifted with a depth of judgment and wisdom by simply talking very slowly and caressing every syllable. His deliberate way of gesturing—forming an open triangle with his two hands and slowly raising and lowering his fingers—perfectly matched the pace of his speaking.

Muskie, he said, could and should continue to push for withdrawal from Vietnam within a certain time, while still favoring continued military aid and combat air support for South Vietnam forces. How was this fundamentally different from where Nixon was heading with Vietnamization? I asked. Clifford answered by saying it would be irresponsible not to continue helping the South Vietnamese—and how could this position hurt Muskie in any event? McGovern wasn’t a problem; he was at 2 or 3 percent in the polls.

This central issue never got definitively settled until McGovern was not only a threat but the Muskie candidacy was crashing. It was a tactical candidacy and Muskie lacked a core rationale other than winnability. “Muskie, he can beat Nixon” was actually one of the campaign’s slogans. “But for what?” the voters ultimately asked. That was the question posed by Mark Shields, an antiwar ex-Marine and a veteran of RFK’s 1968 campaign, when we convened in early December 1971 to plan Muskie’s formal announcement, scheduled for right after the New Year. About ten of the top campaign staff were with the candidate in SB-4, his windowless Senate hideaway office buried in the bowels of the Capitol Building near the steam pipes. As we discussed the announcement speech, Shields looked at Muskie and asked: “But Senator, what’s in your gut? What is it that you want to say? Why are you doing this?” Barely missing a beat, Muskie roared back: “Well, that’s what I hired all of you for. That’s what I hired Shrum for,” as he shot a glance at me. Muskie was sure of one thing, the location of the announcement—Kennebunkport, Maine, where he had a summer home; from there, a year before, he’d delivered the 1970 midterm election speech. That was the best reason not to go back, several of us argued. That earlier speech was now a celebrated event; why invite comparisons? The candidate left for the Christmas break. I went to Squier’s ski-chalet in Bryce Mountain, Virginia, where I gave his two sons a springer spaniel puppy. They promptly named the puppy “Shrummie.” They didn’t know it, but it was an old family nickname—my father, my uncles all had it.

The next few days, all we heard from Muskie in snowy Maine were the sounds of silence. We hoped that he was basically satisfied and tinkering with the speech—or, we feared, he just hadn’t decided what he wanted to say.

Fear won out. The night before the announcement, we gathered on the icebound Maine shore in a hotel with no guests except our staff and members of the national press. Muskie locked himself in his hotel room and about one in the morning, long legal pad sheets started sliding out from under his door. We had them typed up and then read over a script that mostly consisted of the obligatory assaults on Nixon’s failings. That was fine as far as it went, but that’s as far as it went. It didn’t meet Mark Shields’s test: while the speech said why Nixon shouldn’t be president, it didn’t say why Muskie should. The refrain of the draft was: “It’s not good enough.”

I have a theory—back in 1971 it was just an instinct; I didn’t articulate it until the 1980s—that there are two streams of rhetoric in the Democratic Party: the hopeful approach of FDR and JFK, who, even in the darkest moments, conveyed a sense of purpose and optimism; and the gloomier, if sometimes eloquent language of Adlai Stevenson and the intentionally prosaic Jimmy Carter, both of whom were superb at describing how bad things were. Think of Carter’s scolding speech in the summer of 1979 about the depressed mood of America, and the grim tone of his 1980 campaign against Reagan, which emphasized how difficult the problems were and how dangerous his opponent was. Or read Stevenson’s 1952 acceptance speech: “The ordeal of the twentieth century, the bloodiest, most turbulent era of the whole Christian age, is far from over.” This is a long way from “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”

Muskie’s doom-and-gloom draft was firmly in the Stevenson tradition. In the morning, he announced that he and I would have breakfast in his room; everybody else would go downstairs and read the two drafts—his and mine—and then come back. When the others returned, the candidate put the question: Which speech is better? George Mitchell, who would succeed Muskie in the Senate and then serve as Majority Leader, was a trusted, longtime adviser. He cleared his throat and said that well, they were both good—but on balance, for the purposes we were trying to achieve, they thought, well, that Bob’s was preferable. Muskie shot back: “Shit a goddamn, who’s running for president—Shrum or me?”

The upshot of that post-breakfast discussion was a dog’s breakfast of a speech. We spent hours trying to put the drafts together. Muskie told us we had to keep the “not good enough” refrain. The speech wasn’t inspirational, it had no appeal that could galvanize voters; it was a downer. And when things go bad in politics, they get worse. Muskie’s Kennebunkport house wasn’t winterized. The advance team found another house, also not winterized, but with room for giant heating fans. The press waited in a cold side room while Muskie continued editing, revising, and moving paragraphs around as the fans whirled away. When he finally sat down for the taping, the noisy fans had to be turned off. We all shivered through several takes of the speech, including the reporters still huddled in that nearby room. They paid us back with their stories.

In retrospect, Muskie’s candidacy, like those of most candidates, depended on being who he really was instead of listening to too many advisers, trying to split the difference and trying to have it both ways. For example, I’m convinced Muskie was genuinely, even strongly, opposed to the Vietnam War. Occasionally, he overcame his own healthy sense of guilt about having been for it all the way through the ’68 campaign. Seven weeks after the announcement, when he was already in trouble, he delivered a blunt antiwar speech to a church group in Washington. Tony Lake, a deputy to Henry Kissinger in the Nixon White House who’d resigned to protest the invasion of Cambodia, worked with me on the speech. He also persuaded the “wise men,” like Clifford and Warnke, to advise Muskie to give it.

We had been apprehensive about his reaction, but he seemed almost relieved to be unequivocal. But right afterward, a call came in from Texas lieutenant governor Ben Barnes, our informal liaison with Lyndon Johnson, warning us that the former president was mighty displeased with what Muskie had said. So while McGovern was running hard on the war issue, Muskie again retreated from it—not by changing his position, but by speaking less about it.

Muskie somehow had to reach the liberals in the party. Mike Barnicle, the future columnist, a larger than life personality who had worked for California senator John Tunney, wrote a speech on political reform, taking the Nixon administration to task for its ethical lapses, specifically citing its increasingly suspect dealings with the communications giant ITT, International Telephone and Telegraph. Muskie read the speech on the plane to California. In his hotel room there, the candidate irritably told Barnicle and me he wouldn’t give it. He offered no explanation. We tried to persuade him. He turned to Tunney, his Senate colleague, who was there to campaign with him, and asked what he thought. Tunney said it was exactly the right speech for this audience, which was largely composed of wealthy liberal activists; if Muskie wasn’t going to focus on the war, then give this speech. In response, Muskie slowly tore up the speech, then threw the pieces of paper in our general direction and yelled at Tunney: “If you like it so much, then give it yourself.”

What Muskie did say left the California crowd divided between those who were disappointed and those who were ready to defect. As smart as he was, as effective as he could be debating on the Senate floor, his extemporaneous speeches almost never worked on the campaign trail in 1972 the way they had in 1968. By far the most memorable one was delivered in front of the offices of New Hampshire’s ultra-right-wing newspaper, the Manchester Union Leader. Muskie cancelled his Florida schedule, and flew to New Hampshire to defend his wife from the paper’s charge that she had invited the female reporters on her press bus to swap “dirty jokes.” The Union Leader, whose late publisher William Loeb ran a jihad against every faintly progressive Democrat or moderate Republican—and the paper still does—had also just run a story claiming that Muskie had referred to French Canadians as “Canucks,” an ethnic slur against a critical voting bloc in New Hampshire. The letter in which Muskie supposedly did this was a forgery, one of a long list from the Nixon dirty tricks factory; the slur was even misspelled. I was still in California, on a break at my parents’ home, when Berl Bernhard called: The press is saying Ed cried in New Hampshire. He explained the circumstances. Muskie, standing on a flatbed truck in a driving snowstorm in Manchester, had choked up while talking about the attack on his wife, and the whole episode was on film.

I took the red-eye to Washington. Muskie always insisted that he hadn’t cried; the snowflakes had gotten into his eyes and melted as they hit his cheeks. The almost uncontested criticism that followed is probably inconceivable now. Today a candidate could cry, if it was about the right thing. Muskie hardly looked weak in the footage. But it came to symbolize his downfall and afterward was seen as the turning point.

In reality, McGovern was already gaining in the polls in New Hampshire. He was campaigning hard against the war; he had an army of young volunteers on the ground. He was becoming the peace candidate, the nonestablishment choice, the kind of new politics maverick New Hampshire voters are drawn to.

To make matters worse, our local campaign chair, Maria Carrier, told the press that she would shoot herself if Muskie didn’t get 50 percent of the vote. Tony Podesta, the operative we’d sent in from Washington, exploded in frustration; he gave Carrier a squirt gun. In the end, Muskie won, but with “only” 48 percent. The campaign was in trouble. In politics, what counts is not where you are at any given moment, but where you’re headed. And our direction was decisively downward.

The breakwater was supposed to be Florida, where virtually every important party and elected official was with us. The dark side of the Nixon campaign was a looming presence there, too. Voters were phoned between 3 A.M. and 5 A.M., the callers saying they were organizers for Muskie. A fake Muskie letter was circulated about the segregationist Alabama governor George Wallace, running in the Democratic primaries appealing to resentment and anger, on the slogan “Send Them a Message.” The forged letter served to confirm the notion that we were “Them” when it compared Wallace to Hitler.

But that wasn’t what destroyed our campaign; we self-destructed. Muskie still had no big theme, no coherent message, no consistent appeal. So for Florida, we simply and explicitly argued winnability: this to a southern Democratic electorate, drawn to Wallace’s call to lash out against “the establishment.” Mark Shields captured the futility of the approach in his reaction to one Muskie slogan: “President Muskie! Don’t you feel better already?” No, they don’t, Mark said; there is no emotional connection with Muskie, they don’t really know him, and they don’t want to be told how they feel or that they only have one choice.

As the returns rolled in, with Wallace carrying every county and Muskie headed for fourth place, he started talking about dropping out. He had no interest in even looking at the election night statement I’d prepared, which had to be rewritten because its tone sounded incongruous in light of Muskie’s crushing defeat. He wouldn’t reveal what he intended to say downstairs at our “victory” party in the ballroom. As he headed out the hotel room door, George Mitchell made one last effort. “Ed, what are you going to say?” Muskie shot back, “Wouldn’t you like to know?” He and his wife rode down in the elevator with Alan Baron, a cherubic, savvy strategist who’d managed our Florida campaign. He reported to us afterward that as the elevator descended, Jane Muskie told her husband that it was all right if he quit the campaign; maybe they could go home and have another baby. Muskie didn’t reply. He walked off the elevator, onto the stage—and announced he was in the race to stay. And that wasn’t all he said. He denounced Wallace for appealing to people’s worst instincts and playing on racial prejudice. It was true and brave, even if it was an expression of his frustration. It was also bad politics: Muskie was universally portrayed as a “sore loser.”

There was a scapegoat pushed off the cliff after the defeat. Bob Squier was fired. It was a classic case of shooting the message meister; maybe Bob’s commercials weren’t effective, but that reflected the reality of a candidate who didn’t have a persuasive rationale, a compelling case to make to voters. Strategists can sculpt messages and media advisers can make ads, but they can’t make up for a candidate who doesn’t want to say something, can’t figure out what to say, or won’t say it consistently. But somebody has to be blamed, somebody has to be dispensed with—it’s just human nature; and until the final defeat, the fault is never the candidate’s.

Bob’s career was almost ruined, but he held on the next few years, working out of a small basement apartment on Capitol Hill where video gear occupied more space than the furniture. He gradually rebuilt his reputation and his firm into a leading force in Democratic politics. We remained close until I went into the same business in the 1980s. For my thirty-fifth birthday, he had a big sign made and framed. It was a play on both Barry Goldwater’s 1964 slogan, “In your heart, you know he’s right,” and McGovern’s, “Right from the start.” My sign read: “Shrum for President: In Your Heart, You Know He Can Write—from the Start.” It still hangs in my office.

As the Muskie campaign lurched on to Wisconsin, the emerging front-runner was George McGovern. He’d finished fifth in Florida, but his campaign had all but explicitly conceded the state to Wallace in advance. No one in the press treated Florida as a defeat for him, and McGovern’s brilliant pollster Pat Caddell, a Harvard senior whose graduation now hinged on his finding time to take and pass a required swimming test, had identified a hot-button issue in Wisconsin to broaden McGovern’s appeal. McGovern now proposed a national plan to relieve the pressure of local property taxes. He became both the antiwar and the anti-property tax candidate.

The Muskie campaign was dispirited and the candidate’s temper was dry tinder; almost any comment could spark a flare-up. One day, as our chartered Electra turboprop, an aircraft with a history of 1950s crashes, lumbered across the sky, Hadley Roff, the deputy press secretary, came into Muskie’s compartment where several staff were briefing the candidate. He told Muskie that the press had a question about something. I don’t remember what it was, only that it was fairly routine. But I’ve never forgotten Muskie’s reaction. He slapped Hadley across the face with a hot towel. Hadley, stunned, walked out without saying a word. Muskie was persuaded that he had to apologize; we left the compartment as Hadley was being asked to return.

I had a similar experience during the same period when I went to Muskie’s home to discuss a speech draft. He asked why we wanted to say “this”—I think it was about the war. As I was answering, he hurled something in my general direction, a lead crystal donkey that dispensed cigarettes out its rear end. It missed, but I was stunned. I just got up and went home. Berl Bernhard called and said, “Ed’s sorry.” That night, I had dinner with Muskie and his wife at his favorite restaurant, Moon Palace, an old-fashioned Cantonese place on Wisconsin Avenue. Muskie said nothing about what had happened that afternoon and neither did I. Over egg rolls, we had a warm, often funny conversation, where he reminisced about his early days in politics, when Maine was a rock-ribbed Republican state and he got himself elected governor and then became the first Democrat popularly elected to the Senate in Maine’s history. He was looking beyond the defeat that was staring him in the face, back to earlier races where he had beaten the odds.

He was crushed again in Wisconsin, finishing fourth; McGovern won the primary. The campaign decided not to contest Massachusetts. Pennsylvania, held on the same day, would be the battleground. But Muskie ran fourth there, too. Hubert Humphrey won that one, and the race was now between him and McGovern. Right afterward, about ten of us were asked to a meeting in the candidate’s Senate hideaway. The campaign didn’t have the money to go on, but Muskie wasn’t ready for an unequivocal withdrawal. He would announce he was “suspending” his campaign. We would be the skeleton staff that was kept on, and, George Mitchell said, we had to focus on helping Humphrey. Our only hope was that he would stop McGovern, but fall short himself; the McGovern people would never come to Humphrey, but a deadlocked convention could turn to Muskie. It was a long-shot scenario, but it was the only shot.

I climbed into a cab with Jim Johnson, a good friend who’d actually managed to carry a parcel of delegates for Muskie in the Illinois primary where there was no presidential contest at the top of the ballot; by then, that was an advantage for our campaign. Johnson had a program to educate people to vote for individual delegates—and it worked. Now with that lonely victory a distant memory, the two of us were on our way back to the big Muskie headquarters we’d moved into a few months before—an aging brick office building on K Street that the McGovern campaign would later take over, proving an iron law of campaign staff: It expands to fill the space allotted. Jim and I both knew that we couldn’t help Humphrey. If it was between him and McGovern—and it was—then we wanted McGovern to win. This was a tougher call for Jim than for me: he was from Minnesota and his father had been the speaker of the state legislature. Jim knew Humphrey well and was close to Walter Mondale (he would run his 1984 presidential campaign); but he was also strongly against the war. Jim is one of the most judicious people I know; even though he had come out of the National Student Association, a leading force in the student movement of the 1960s, he dressed more like a young Republican, almost never raised his voice, and operated with a Norwegian sense of self-containment. But his mind was made up and so was mine: If we were going to try to help anyone, it was McGovern; we’d have to quit the Muskie operation. I went to see the candidate a day or two later and told him I was leaving and why. He asked if I’d work for anyone else and I answered honestly that I was for McGovern, but hadn’t been asked.

Not everyone who ultimately went to McGovern—and a lot of Muskie’s staff did—told him where they were heading. It wasn’t easy, and not just because Muskie was a formidable figure. For me, the problem was that whatever had happened in the year I was with him, I respected his talent, his integrity, and his achievements. He was a legislative main force in the nascent environmental movement. In the years following the presidential campaign, he was the architect of wholesale reform in the federal budget process. But that, like another of his trademark issues, revenue sharing, wasn’t the kind that captured headlines or the public imagination. In his presidential bid, Muskie had too many interlocutors: senators, politicians across the country, staff studded with future stars from George Mitchell to Jim Johnson, Tony Podesta, Anne Wexler, and Tony Lake. The whole was less than the sum of the parts. The cascade of advice created a whirlpool, not a direction; it tended to breed inconsistency and drive toward the lowest common denominator.

In politics, if you offend no one, you persuade no one.

Muskie never was himself in 1972 and the question Mark Shields asked before the announcement was never answered: What was in his gut? At the Democratic Convention that summer, Shields told me, “If all the Muskie staff had worked for McGovern and all the McGovern staff had worked for Muskie, McGovern would still be the nominee.” In the end, the candidate is not a product of the campaign; the campaign is ultimately a reflection of the candidate.



In May, the race was transformed again when George Wallace was shot after a speech in a Maryland shopping mall outside Washington, D.C. Wallace never could have won the nomination, but he might have mounted a third-party challenge, as he had in 1968, drawing votes away from Nixon. More than ever now, the argument against McGovern was that he couldn’t win. Probably no Democrat could have by this point in 1972.

The 1972 primaries weren’t easy for traditional Democrats, who couldn’t credit, and to a damaging degree would never accept, the nomination of an insurgent like McGovern. And the McGovern forces, while determined ultimately to make peace with the establishment, had to fight every inch of the way to the nomination. On all sides, there was plenty of bitterness to go around. Frank Mankiewicz, Robert Kennedy’s former press secretary who was one of the co-captains of the McGovern campaign, expressed both sides of the coin. He wanted to bring people in, but in the sometimes bitter day-to-day exchanges that the ongoing contest provoked, he could and did give better than he got. When Senator John Tunney endorsed Muskie, Mankiewicz had derided him as “the lightweight son of the heavyweight champion”—Gene Tunney, who had pounded Jack Dempsey in their 1926 title fight. Ditto for Indiana senator Birch Bayh, who announced for Muskie just as public support for the candidate was tanking: “It’s the first time I’ve ever heard of a rat jumping on a sinking ship,” Mankiewicz said.

It was also Mankiewicz who called me after I’d left Muskie. During the Pennsylvania primary, McGovern had seen a last-gasp Muskie television address on Vietnam:

The Scriptures tell us: “Which of us, if his son asked him for bread, would give him a stone?” Our sons have asked for peace, and we have sent them off to war. Our sons have asked for jobs, and we have sent them to an Asian jungle.


Mankiewicz had been told I’d written this; was that right? If so, could I come in and see him and talk about working for McGovern? Two days later, I was on the plane to California, the site of the decisive primary.

As I was about to discover, resentment toward those who hadn’t been with McGovern from the start was rife. After I arrived in California, I was mostly ignored. One person, who was later to become a friend, scornfully told me off about my Muskie connection. I wasn’t assigned a hotel room, so I stayed at a friend’s apartment and she gave me a ride to the McGovern headquarters every day. But I didn’t have much to do other than look at and edit some of our printed handouts and talk to no discernable purpose about what was happening with some of the staff I already knew. Mankiewicz finally put me on the road with the by now massive McGovern entourage of press and campaign aides. I met the candidate for the first time—for about ten seconds.

The weekend before the primary, from a press viewing room at a television station, I watched the candidates debate, and saw McGovern pummeled for his welfare plan, $1,000 a year for every person in America—not just every needy person, but literally every American. The tax system would claw back the extra money and then some from those who didn’t need it. To a liberal economist, it might be a theoretically elegant system; to voters, it sounded ridiculous. Humphrey was relentless in prosecuting the attack. McGovern wasn’t prepared for it. Later, he told me he was surprised by the behavior of his old friend, who, in the 1930s, had judged his high school debates and who’d found a home in the Maryland suburbs next door to his own for the McGoverns when George was first elected to Congress. By primary day, the margin had narrowed; McGovern beat Humphrey by just 5 percent. But under California’s winner-take-all system at the time, McGovern now had all the state’s delegates, and the nomination—or so it seemed. The emerging ABM movement—“Anybody But McGovern”—would challenge the delegation on the convention floor.

Back in Washington, I still had almost nothing to do. McGovern was in New York for a primary that was all but conceded to him in advance. I decided I needed to get on with my life. I had no savings; I’d gotten no paycheck. I had to start looking for something, even if I had no idea what it was. I walked over to Frank Mankiewicz’s office. I went in, sat down, and started to say that I really wasn’t doing anything in the campaign when the phone rang. It was a press call. I waited until it was finished and then started up again. But the phone kept ringing and I never got out more than my first couple sentences. So I went to the office next door and called Frank myself. We were well into the conversation when he said, “Wait a minute, weren’t you just here?” I said it looked to me like we had a better chance to talk if we were on the phone.

I went back to Frank’s office. He said he was sorry things had been so chaotic, but I couldn’t leave the campaign. He had an immediate assignment: McGovern was about to appear at a union convention. I should sit down with Lester Spielman, our labor liaison, get briefed on the event, and draft a speech. I called Lester, but he said he already had a draft; he’d show it to me later that day. I read the draft and told him it was terrific. Well, he allowed, it had already worked pretty well; it was adapted from a speech Ted Kennedy had given to another labor convention. “Adapted” turned out to be a mild term: the two speeches tracked each other all too closely. We can’t give this, I said; the almost certain Democratic nominee for president couldn’t just lift someone else’s words. He wouldn’t do it if he knew about it—and if he did it, he’d get caught.

I stayed up through the night to write a new draft. Because I couldn’t type, Frank’s secretary tapped it out while I stayed around to help her decipher my handwriting. Then I went home to get some sleep. A few hours later, my phone rang. I was groggy as a vaguely familiar voice asked for me, slightly mispronouncing my name. It was George McGovern. Had I written this speech? It was good. He really liked it. Could I come up to his Senate office in the next couple of days, sit down, and talk with him? He wanted to start on the acceptance speech.

Over a cup of coffee a few days later, I began to get to know someone who was to become a lifelong friend. He had that flat midwestern accent that people sometimes hear as tentative or soft. In fact, McGovern, for all his decency, had an unyielding inner core on issues he cared about. He understood the Nixon strategy to position him as weak on national defense, un-American in his opposition to the war, not tough-minded enough to lead in a dangerous world. He was a World War II bomber pilot who resented the attacks. He saw the acceptance speech, which in that pre-cable era would have an almost universal audience, as his best chance to let Americans see him for who he really was.

Also there was John Holum, McGovern’s legislative aide and longtime speechwriter, who was to prove a generous and ungrudging partner for me, someone wholly committed to getting his candidate elected rather than protecting his own turf. In the fall, we’d add a third speechwriter named Sandy Berger. I didn’t know it then, but I’d spend the next three decades in politics, while Sandy and John soon went straight, serving in the State Department in the Carter years. Eventually, Sandy would become national security adviser to President Clinton and John the director of the U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency.

When McGovern and I next sat down, we discussed the notes I’d written and he outlined some of his own ideas. We weren’t finished when his administrative assistant, a crusty, no-nonsense South Dakotan named George Cunningham, came in and said McGovern had to move on to the next meeting. That’s okay, McGovern said, we’ll pick up on this on the plane to Miami, the site of the national convention. But I’m not going on the plane, I replied; I’d been told I had to go on a bus, which was taking some of the staff on the 24-hour ride down to Miami. It was time I’d rather use to work on the speech, I said. I’ll just stay in Washington, send the drafts by Thermofax (then the newest technology—a primitive, creakily slow, and literally smelly transmission system that took 8 minutes to transmit each page). We could talk on the phone. McGovern called Cunningham back in. Why, he asked, wasn’t Bob on the plane? Because, Cunningham said, preference had been given to those who’d been with McGovern from early on. The candidate was silent for a few seconds and then said, “That’s not the purpose of the plane. We’re trying to win an election. It’s a big plane. Take somebody off and put Bob on so we can get some goddamn work done.”

McGovern didn’t share his staff’s resentment toward newcomers. He understood that he needed all the help he could get, a united party, all the Democrats he could enlist, no matter who they’d supported before. At the same time, he did have a persistent, wistful, even charming sense that those closest to him had always been with him. In the years since, he’s often harkened back to something “we”—he and I—experienced in New Hampshire or somewhere else along the early primary trail. For a while, I reminded him I wasn’t there then; he looked so unhappy that I just stopped correcting him and let the conversation move on.

On the flight to Miami, we did have a session with Holum and a few others. As the staff stepped off the plane, we were handed our hotel assignments and room keys. The McGovern headquarters was the ultramodern, high-rise Doral; I was assigned to a low-rise hotel forty-five blocks away in South Beach, back then a run-down area very different from the glitz of today. I don’t remember the name of the hotel. I do remember that it didn’t have air-conditioning, that my first paycheck wasn’t coming until next week, and that I had only a few dollars, which I spent on food over the next day. It was a sweltering 24 hours. I was determined to finish the draft and stayed up almost all night. By the next afternoon, I had a folder full of yellow legal pages blotched with drops of perspiration. Now I had to get to the Doral.

I decided to walk through the late afternoon heat. After a few blocks, I spotted a man who was wearing convention credentials around his neck and a delegate badge on his suit. I said something like, “You’re not going to believe this, but I’m one of McGovern’s speechwriters. I don’t have any money with me and I have to get to the Doral.” What made this seem even more implausible was that my bag hadn’t been delivered to my hotel; I looked even more rumpled than my usual disheveled self. For some reason, the neatly pressed delegate chose to believe me. He said he was just about to take a cab and he’d be happy to drop me off. On the ride, he introduced himself as Herschel Laskowitz, the mayor of Fargo, North Dakota—and a Humphrey delegate. In the fall, when we stopped in Fargo to refuel the campaign’s 727 on a trip to the west coast, I looked for Mayor Laskowitz to thank him for believing the ridiculous notion that the apparition he’d encountered at a Miami bus stop really was who he said he was.

When I walked into the Doral lobby, I ran into Mankiewicz. The candidate, he said, had been looking for me: no one seemed to know what hotel I was in; why wasn’t I in the Doral? Before I could answer, an advance man was taking me up to McGovern’s suite on the seventeenth floor. He gave me a quizzical glance and asked what had happened. I did have a draft of the speech, I said, and then told him where I’d been. He invited me to sit down and offered me a vodka martini. After sending the handwritten yellow pages down the hall to be typed, he phoned Tony Podesta, another Muskie refugee, now deputy director of the McGovern scheduling and advance team, and told him to find my bag and get me a room on the sixteenth or seventeenth floor of the Doral even if he had to move someone else.

It was clear after Monday night that McGovern had enough votes to secure the nomination. We would keep the California delegates we needed after winning a credentials challenge—the last-ditch maneuver of the anti-McGovern forces. They had been outmaneuvered with a parliamentary tactic devised by Rick Stearns, who’d come from his Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford, where Bill Clinton was his classmate, to serve as our chief delegate counter.

A lot was now riding on the acceptance speech. McGovern said he would make some edits while Holum and I kept working on the draft. Two legends, the witty and heterodox economist John Kenneth Galbraith and the historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., had submitted their versions and we incorporated a few sentences from them. But only a few: Galbraith’s draft proclaimed that McGovern was proud to be “radical,” and would have proved that McGovern was as far left as the Nixon campaign alleged. McGovern regarded Schlesinger’s draft as too professorial. I was in awe of Schlesinger; my graduation present from high school had been his three-volume Age of Roosevelt. His achievements were matched by his magnanimous and picaresque spirit. After the convention, he told me what he thought about my role in the acceptance speech. With a gentle jibe, he said: “Bob, I just want you to know that some young kid will come along someday and they’ll decide he’s a better speechwriter—and you’ll only get a line or two in the acceptance speech.”

McGovern, a literate, frequently eloquent writer, made his edits and then asked us to edit him. For the first time in American history, an acceptance speech made a major issue of tax loopholes, tax reform, and a fairer tax system. McGovern would flesh out the details during the general election campaign; ironically, his plan—closing loopholes while sharply lowering tax rates—was remarkably close to the landmark reform Ronald Reagan would sign into law in 1986.

The speech was designed to achieve one overriding objective: while calling for withdrawal from Vietnam within ninety days, it would reassure voters about McGovern’s patriotism and strength on national security. A battle to include more than an elliptical reference to his heroic service as a bomber pilot in World War II was lost; other advisers opposed it on the grounds that we were “the antiwar campaign.” I blame myself for not appealing this issue to McGovern, who agreed afterward that it was unbelievable that he didn’t talk about his service; he finally did in the fall.

The most noted passage in the acceptance speech, the ending, would be caricatured and distorted for decades ahead, cited as the essence of “McGovernism,” a phrase the right wing—and his enemies in the Democratic Party—treated as synonymous with national weakness. In a powerful litany, McGovern issued a call to “come home, America”—of course from Vietnam, but not from the nation’s global role; the speech explicitly summoned Americans home “to the belief that we can seek a newer world.” In essence, “come home, America” was an appeal not to retreat to our shores, but to return to our best ideals. McGovern asserted that current policies of secrecy, deception, and intervention in Vietnam actually “weaken our nation.” It was a case the country had to hear.

At the end of the draft, McGovern inserted a quote from Ralph Waldo Emerson that not only broke the rhythm of the speech but sounded forced and academic. We discussed it, but he wouldn’t budge. We had to enlist another ally. So I went to see Warren Beatty, someone I’d just met a day or two before. Not only had I instantly liked him; I realized that this mega-movie star, with his playful sense of the absurd, was a serious figure with a sense of political strategy. I hoped, and assumed, he also had good judgment about the spoken word as I walked down the Doral corridor and knocked on his door. His girlfriend, the preternaturally beautiful Julie Christie, answered it in her bathrobe and invited me in. Warren wasn’t there, but he’d be right back. She was British, and wanted to ask me some questions about how the convention worked, and what was happening next. To be honest, I was so distracted looking at her that I’m not sure my answers made much sense. Warren arrived and I explained how I was trying to get Ralph Waldo Emerson out of the speech. He looked at the draft and the two of us headed for McGovern’s suite.

Once there, Warren offered a pithier, more persuasive argument than I’d thought of. “Look, George,” he said, “you can’t do this to this speech. It would be like making love to a beautiful woman—it’s wonderful, it’s as good as it’s ever been—and then at the last minute pulling out and saying, ‘I’ll let Waldo finish for me.’ ” McGovern laughed and the Emerson quote was gone.

On Thursday, as we were putting the finishing touches on the speech, I was in and out of McGovern’s suite during the vice-presidential selection process. McGovern had assumed almost until the convention that, at the end, Ted Kennedy might reverse his position and agree to be his running mate. But in a preemptive Boston Globe story, Kennedy had slammed the door irrevocably shut. The process today—careful vetting, interviews, polling every name on a carefully drawn-up list—is very different than it was then. With time on our hands, Alan Baron and I had written a memo during the California primary suggesting that McGovern set up what would now be regarded as a primitive form of vetting. Afterward, McGovern said he never saw the memo; when Baron and I had written it, we were barely tolerated refugees from the Muskie camp.

Until 1972, picking a running mate was usually the product of a last-minute deal or an ad hoc afterthought. After 1972, the VP selection would never be left to the convention’s final hours—with the exception of Ronald Reagan’s foolish flirtation with Gerald Ford in 1980, followed by his quick choice of George Bush.

The traditional way of deciding on the vice-presidential nominee was a train wreck waiting to happen, and it was McGovern, on that Thursday in 1972, who got hit by the onrushing locomotive. The most interesting possibility was derailed by the chaos of that day. The word had been sent through several people that Muskie might be willing to serve as McGovern’s running mate. I was one of those who got the message. When it didn’t happen, I just concluded that McGovern had rejected the idea. Afterward, McGovern told me that no one had ever informed him that Muskie was a real possibility—which is one reason, aside from my natural tendency to hold and express strong opinions, that ever since then I have tended to speak up even when I believe I’m advocating something a candidate doesn’t want to hear. But at the 1972 convention, I was twenty-eight years old. I’d known McGovern for less than a month, and I didn’t imagine even trying to reopen a negative decision about Muskie.

A succession of prospective choices, including Walter Mondale and Wisconsin senator Gaylord Nelson, turned McGovern down. Boston mayor Kevin White was eager for the job, but McGovern was told Kennedy was opposed to picking White. Mankiewicz proposed Kennedy brother-in-law Sargent Shriver, the first director of the Peace Corps. But Shriver had assumed he wouldn’t be selected and was on a business trip to Moscow. I ventured that taking him would be great television, as the reporters converged on him, followed him to the airport, and monitored his journey across Europe and the Atlantic. So what if he wasn’t there to give his acceptance speech? We’d get a great media ride anyway. No one was buying that. We’d had a tough and at times chaotic convention; what would it look like if McGovern couldn’t even produce his own running mate on the podium Thursday night?

It was late, and the choice was moving toward a young first-term senator from Missouri, Tom Eagleton—smart, moderate, a name repeatedly suggested by other senators who’d rejected McGovern’s overtures. Eleanor McGovern, the candidate’s wife, was uneasy with Eagleton, but she couldn’t really say why. The decision had to be made. McGovern called Eagleton and told him he was the choice, but he wanted him to talk with Frank Mankiewicz. I was standing just inside the room when Frank asked Eagleton if there was anything in his background that we should worry about. Only a few seconds later, after he presumably said no, Frank started discussing logistical details—Eagleton should come to the Doral now, McGovern would hold a press conference with him, he’d have to get an acceptance speech ready.

Thursday night, exuberant delegates placed other names in nomination for vice president. No one thought Eagleton would lose, but for the first time in history, women constituted almost half of a national convention’s delegates, and wanted at least a token nominating speech for one of their own: Sissy Farenthold, a liberal activist who’d almost won the Democratic primary for the governor of Texas. She became part of a spontaneous avalanche that buried the schedule for the acceptance speech. In all, thirty-nine people other than Eagleton—including Walter Cronkite—would register some votes in a roll call extending into the first hours of a new day.

On the floor of the convention, I found Pat Caddell, McGovern’s pollster, now just graduated from Harvard College. I’d met him earlier that week. I had an occupational bias that the acceptance speech ought to be heard and seen; but beyond that, Pat and I agreed that it was an absolute strategic necessity. We went to Mankiewicz—or Gary Hart, the young campaign manager who would later become a senator from Colorado and come close to capturing the Democratic nomination for president himself. Could we postpone the acceptance speech until the next night? Pat and I asked. No, most of the delegates were leaving on chartered flights. Couldn’t we just let local Democrats in to fill the hall? What mattered was the television. And if that wouldn’t work, why not suspend the vice-presidential nominating process, and let McGovern speak before it was too late? That, we were told, was against the party rules. To which my reaction, and Pat’s, was, wait a minute, we are the party. Our suggestions may have seemed panicked or impetuous; after all, we were “kids.” In any case, we were told, there was nothing to do but let the process grind to a finish.

As McGovern strode onto the platform at 2:30 A.M., an exhausted convention, fired up by Ted Kennedy’s booming introduction of the nominee, burst back into life. But an exhausted nation had long since switched off the television sets and gone to bed. Standing just below the podium, as waves of applause rolled across the floor and up into the rafters, I thought to myself: The only place that it’s prime time is in Guam—which, as they traditionally say during convention roll calls, is “where America’s day begins,” because it’s on the other side of the International Date Line.



Conventions today are precisely orchestrated affairs; there is no gavel-to-gavel network coverage, just an hour or two for three of the four nights. The audience, drawn by the multitude of other channels, has declined sharply. Reporters complain that conventions are boring; political professionals, including me, insist that they be tightly scripted—and that’s because they still can matter. Al Gore, for example, registered double-digit gains in the polling after his acceptance speech in 2000. In contrast, the disarray of the 1972 Democratic Convention inflicted deep wounds on McGovern—and not just because of the bitter floor fights like the California challenge, or even the reaction that if the candidate couldn’t run his own convention, how could he run the country? Most of all, an America that didn’t really know McGovern didn’t get to meet him. Eight points behind in May, he was now 14 points behind after the convention that was supposed to showcase him to the nation. Could it get any worse?

The reports about Eagleton’s shock treatment for depression broke shortly afterward, while McGovern and Eleanor were on a working vacation in the Black Hills of South Dakota. I had stayed in Washington to put together an “instant book” based on the candidate’s speeches; one purpose of the book, McGovern told me, was to modify his now notorious $1,000-a-person welfare reform plan with minimum fuss or notice. Eagleton and his wife flew out to see McGovern, and then held a catastrophic press conference in which the vice-presidential nominee didn’t know the name of the medicine he was taking. He could only say it was “a little blue pill.” McGovern himself said he was behind Eagleton “one thousand percent”—an unfortunate numerical parallel to his welfare plan that came back to haunt him when he finally had to force his running mate off the ticket. The instantly famous “thousand percent” phrase laid the groundwork for the Nixon campaign’s charge that McGovern was, as one of their attack ads graphically showed, a weathervane. That’s another reality of American politics: For all the focus on consultants and spin doctors, some of the most consequential moments come when candidates, trying to please the immediate audience, blurt out something that instantly becomes fodder for the national conversation. Very often, it’s something they’re explicitly advised not to say.

But that day in the Black Hills McGovern had an immediate audience of two—Senator Eagleton and Eagleton’s wife—and he was desperate to keep them on his side. Eagleton had offered to leave the ticket, then or later, and make it clear it was his decision if that’s what McGovern wanted; Eagleton just asked for the chance to go out there, campaign, and prove he could overcome the problem. The days that followed produced a political meltdown. Caddell’s numbers were grim. The dialogue was so consumed by the Eagleton issue that nothing else the presidential candidate said would be heard.

Mankiewicz and Hart concluded that the political nightmare had to be ended—Eagleton had to go. But by now Eagleton’s position, too, had changed. He held a high card: there was no way under the party rules to depose a vice-presidential nominee who wasn’t willing to abdicate. He’d go, but McGovern would have to say that his health was not the reason. The beleaguered presidential candidate, briefly back in Washington, also understood, better than his campaign staff, that deposing Eagleton wouldn’t end the nightmare and might compound it. He’d picked Eagleton; he’d backed him unequivocally; if he changed course now, the political fall-out could be more toxic than if he tried to outlast the controversy. I didn’t know he was thinking that way until he called and asked me to draft a statement reaffirming that Eagleton would stay on the ticket. He instructed me not to tell anyone else what I was doing. McGovern barely glanced at the draft I handed him. We wouldn’t need it, he soon told me. Not only had the renowned psychiatrist Karl Menninger advised him that “for the interest of the nation,” Eagleton should “step down,” but McGovern had had long talks with his running mate’s doctor in St. Louis and another doctor at the Mayo Clinic. They had said in one way or another that they had grave reservations about putting Eagleton in a position where he might have to face the pressures of the presidency. McGovern announced that he was asking Eagleton to step aside—not because of that, but because the controversy was coming to dominate the campaign.

I don’t know if the “Eagleton Affair,” as the press oddly named it, would play out any differently today in an America with more enlightened attitudes toward mental health. I don’t know the considerations that influenced the doctors’ judgments, although they had access to a substantial amount of relevant information. Some files, I believe, were slipped to the campaign by an employee at one of the hospitals where Eagleton had been treated. In any event, the McGovern campaign, while acting pretty much the way presidential campaigns had in the past, had inadvertently provided a textbook case in how not to select a vice president.

Eagleton was off the ticket, but on the public mind for the rest of the campaign. As McGovern’s ratings sagged, Eagleton’s rose on a wave of sympathy. When the McGoverns went to St. Louis for a “Unity Dinner” that fall, they ate with the Eagletons before the event in a two-story hotel suite. I was in an upstairs office that opened onto a balcony over the dinner party below. The conversation was polite, strained, and punctuated by painful periods of silence. At one point, Barbara Eagleton looked across the table and said: “You know, George, Tom’s the most popular political figure in America.”

From August on, McGovern certainly wasn’t, which made it all the more difficult to recruit a new running mate. The choice would be made at a so-called mini-convention—in reality, a hastily convened meeting of the Democratic National Committee (DNC) in Washington. Muskie, whose staff had tried to send word that he would take the second spot in July—the message that never reached McGovern—was asked to run now and said no. McGovern turned to Hubert Humphrey, who said he had no interest in being vice president again—and who plainly understood that he wouldn’t be even if he accepted the nomination. Events continued to unravel until McGovern tapped Sargent Shriver, who would bring a new sense of joy and energy to the campaign. But the damage was done; McGovern’s image was in tatters and his standing in the polls was shredded.

On a Texas swing soon afterward, McGovern and his newly minted running mate motorcaded to the LBJ ranch to meet with the former president. Lunch was almost macabre. Johnson, who had a serious history of heart disease that killed him just months later, would cut an individual bite from his steak, pour salt on it, and after chewing and swallowing it, puff on an ever-present cigarette—a ritual he repeated all through the meal. Johnson did issue a pro forma endorsement of the Democratic ticket—and then called the White House with the assurance that he was really for Nixon; after all, some of his closest aides and allies were running Democrats for Nixon.

No one said it, but there was a sense that the campaign was all but over. That reality was brought home to us on our kickoff swing for the general election in early September. Ted Kennedy was with us and the first stop was Minneapolis; 10,000 people jammed into the auditorium. Minnesota’s governor Wendell Anderson was introducing Kennedy, who would then introduce McGovern. Anderson ended with a rousing line, or so he thought: “The man who will be back in Minneapolis in 1976 as the Democratic nominee and the next President of the United States, Senator Ted Kennedy.” There was a microsecond of silence, a shudder of confusion sweeping across the crowd, and then a roar of cheers for Kennedy. Everyone knew what had happened—except Anderson. Kennedy didn’t miss a beat: “Wendell Anderson is right. I will be back in Minneapolis in 1976, campaigning for the reelection of a great Democratic President—George McGovern.” The cheers resumed as Anderson’s expression revealed a sudden realization of what he had said: McGovern was going to lose.

We saw huge crowds on that initial swing, and the press wondered what would happen when Kennedy wasn’t campaigning with us. But after he left, the crowds kept coming, all the way to the end, and they buoyed McGovern’s spirit and ours. The candidate decided that he was going to focus on two issues: the war and Watergate. Caddell pushed back. Attacking Nixon on Vietnam and Watergate wasn’t working; McGovern had to emphasize the economy and other bread-and-butter issues. And he did discuss jobs, inflation, and economic justice, telling audiences all across the country, “There’s something fundamentally wrong when a business executive can deduct the cost of his two-martini lunch, and a worker can’t deduct the cost of his baloney sandwich.” But the candidate’s passion was peace in Vietnam, and to him the issue was not just a failure of policy. He believed the election was above all else a fateful referendum on America’s character. In a speech at Wheaton College, a stronghold of evangelical Christianity, McGovern cast the election as a choice about basic values. He was criticized for moralizing—for being too much and too self-righteously the preacher’s son he was. (Today, of course, candidates get criticized for not talking values.)

It was hard to convince people of the corruption in the Nixon administration. For a long time, The Washington Post seemed to be the only newspaper that took the Watergate break-in seriously; to get the rest of the press to report at least something about it, McGovern took to recounting the latest Post story in his stump speeches, which, I was told, discomforted Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, who didn’t want to be dragged into the partisan warfare.

When Caddell came to the campaign plane for a meeting to reiterate that McGovern was overemphasizing the war and Watergate, I finally looked at him and said, “Pat, we’re not going to win anyway. Let’s let the guy be who he is, tell the truth. He’s running for history now”—an indication of a certain naiveté. I’ve learned since that losing is a cardinal sin, and you have to wait a long time for history to weigh in.

The doomed but defiant McGovern band crisscrossed three-quarters of the country—we went South only twice—usually making three stops a day. I temporarily got over a fear of flying that would plague me off and on until my mid-forties. The pilots not only let McGovern fly our 727 one day—and as a former bomber pilot, he had some idea how to do it—they also let me sit in the co-pilot’s seat, hold the wheel as the aircraft went straight ahead, and then move it to the right to send the plane through a gentle turn. We were remarkably good-spirited for a campaign flying toward defeat. We had learned to live with our frustrations. For example, McGovern was accessible to the press and Nixon wasn’t—and, in effect, we were punished for that openness. It was a lot easier for reporters to confront our candidate with a tough question or catch him in a slipup. They thought they had one night near the end of the campaign, when McGovern, shaking hands along a fence in Michigan, encountered a torrent of abuse from a Nixon partisan. He looked at him, leaned over, and said, “Kiss my ass.” The press overheard it and the brief exchange was clearly headed for the next day’s headlines. Some of the staff called it a catastrophe and said McGovern had to apologize. I thought this was ridiculous; McGovern had shown some Truman-like grit. The candidate had no intention of backing down anyway, and after the story broke, we actually saw a slight up-draft in the polling.

Just days before the election, Henry Kissinger made an announcement about Vietnam: “We believe that peace is at hand. We believe that an agreement is within sight.” To us, it was the last in a long line of deceptions: the Nixon administration was ready to manipulate and mislead even when they didn’t have to; maybe, it occurred to me, Nixon was obsessed with carrying all fifty states. The next night, McGovern responded in a nationally televised speech. While we were writing it, he had a telephone conversation with someone whose son had been killed in action after Kissinger’s announcement. My most vivid memory of that drafting session is that after the phone call, a stricken McGovern just sat there and said nothing. Then he toughened up the language of the speech. I’d never seen him so moved. That night, he told me, wait and see, if Nixon wins, they’ll be back to the bombing after the election—which is, of course, what happened over Christmas of 1972.

That if was bothering Gary Hart and Frank Mankiewicz. Late Sunday afternoon, Frank phoned and said he and Gary were concerned that McGovern actually thought he might win. Someone had to tell him the reality—and I was that someone. After our last event of the day, I wandered into McGovern’s hotel room and asked if we could talk for a minute. I don’t remember what city we were in—they were all a blur by now. I just remember that the living room of the suite had a garish, mirrored bar. I said that Gary and Frank (I wasn’t doing this just on my own hook) were worried that he thought we might win, but it was clear we were going to lose and—I paused—actually lose pretty big. McGovern asked me to sit down on the couch and went over and poured us each a vodka on the rocks. He handed me one, thanked me, and said, “Bob, I know, I know. But I just need to believe for one more day.”

Election eve ended with a massive rally that clogged the roads leading to the airport in Long Beach, California. It didn’t feel like a loser’s crowd. We touched down in Sioux Falls before dawn. I wrote a first draft of the concession speech, and went over it with Sandy Berger and John Holum. Just before the returns started coming in, McGovern took a nap. I went out to a Mexican restaurant with Gary Hart’s wife Lee, the writer Pete Hamill, and his girlfriend Shirley MacLaine. Halfway through the guacamole, an advance man approached the table and said Senator McGovern wanted me to come back now.

As I entered his suite, Walter Cronkite was on television: “Pennsylvania for Nixon…New York for Nixon…Illinois for Nixon…” and the list rolled relentlessly on. McGovern was standing in front of a sink in the bathroom shaving. The door was open; Jeff Smith, his assistant who ran the traveling party, was crying. McGovern put his razor down, looked up, and told Jeff: “It’s okay. It’s okay. We’ll wake up in the morning, and our lives will go on.” Through his tears, Jeff replied, “That’s easy for you to say.” The candidate broke into laughter. McGovern asked for the concession speech, reworked it, and added a reference to Adlai Stevenson and the Lincoln quote he’d invoked that had captured my imagination as a child in 1952: “Well, it hurts too much to laugh, but I’m too old to cry.” I remembered the quote so well that I was able to supply it to McGovern word for word.

The concession speech was gracious but unusual in that it explicitly reaffirmed the commitments of the campaign and pledged cooperation with President Nixon—but pointedly, in doing what was right for the country. Afterward, we gathered again in the suite. We had lost forty-nine of the fifty states. There’s a wonderful picture of John Holum, Sandy Berger, and me sitting with the candidate—two of us cross-legged on the floor next to his chair. He looked down at us, and with a rueful note of affection, said, “There they are—the men who wrote the words that moved one state.”

The next morning, we flew back to Washington. We knew that all of us—the candidate, his family, the staff, and the press—would not be together ever again as we had been for the months and miles of the fall campaign. When we landed, Sarge Shriver was at the airport to greet us and to stand with McGovern one last time. The Secret Service agents, many of whom had come to like and even admire a candidate they never thought they would, were suddenly gone.



Within two years, Watergate, which had no effect on the election, would destroy the Nixon administration, drive the president from office, and send many of the architects of his victorious reelection to jail. McGovern, who had been right on Watergate and the war, should have had an easy ride to Senate reelection in 1974. But a few days before the voting, he called me from South Dakota. He was locked in a tight race with a former Vietnam POW and Congressional Medal of Honor Winner, Leo Thorsness; he didn’t know if he was going to make it. Could I come out for the last couple of days? On election morning, we walked around his hometown of Mitchell in a sharp, icy wind as he reminisced about his first try for the Senate in 1960 and how he stood with John Kennedy as the patrician presidential nominee spoke about farm policy to a throng of skeptical farmers at the National Plowing Contest. Later, Kennedy told his brother Bobby: “I think we just cost that nice man a Senate seat.” Once elected, the new president couldn’t give McGovern the job he wanted, secretary of agriculture, because it was already slated for someone else. So Kennedy elevated the Food for Peace Program, moved it into the office of the president, and named McGovern to run it. McGovern left after a year and a half to try for the Senate again. On election night, he won by a narrow margin of only 200 votes. Years later, he told me how Robert Kennedy warned him that the ballot boxes had to be protected so the election wouldn’t be stolen. The president got the Senate Rules Committee to send someone in to help McGovern survive the recount process. He recounted the sad coda to the story: only a year later, Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield approached McGovern to take over from Ted Kennedy, who was presiding over a humdrum day of Senate business. It was a task assigned to junior senators. As they reached the dais, Mansfield had to tell Kennedy that his brother had just been shot in Dallas.

In a later conversation, McGovern described how he saw the difference between “Bobby and Jack”: Bobby was tough and intense, but warmer and easier to know. They’d have lunch together, McGovern trying to keep his weight down by eating fruit and cottage cheese, while RFK ate two cheeseburgers, French fries, and a hot fudge sundae, joking that it was how he stayed thin. JFK was cooler, cerebral, and more reserved; he had a healthy sense of irony about himself and everyone around him. He called his press secretary Pierre Salinger in one day and ordered him to buy up every Cuban cigar he could find in Washington; the next day, JFK signed the embargo on imports from Cuba. McGovern’s reaction as the reports about Kennedy’s womanizing surfaced was in effect to shrug his shoulders. People just didn’t understand, he said, that in the 1950s, the House and the Senate were frat houses; in that respect, there was nothing unusual about Kennedy.

Buoyed by the post-Nixon Democratic tide of 1974, McGovern made it through that Senate race—by 6 percent. The next year, he asked me to write a memo to Hubert Humphrey proposing they run together as a ticket in the upcoming Democratic primaries, with McGovern willing to take the second spot. They discussed it. Humphrey said he’d consider it for a few weeks, that he was genuinely intrigued, but ultimately said no. While McGovern tried to find a way forward, 1972 had put him in a box. There was an iron-clad conventional wisdom that he’d been repudiated because he was too far to the left. Moreover, in the modern history of the Democratic Party, there’s ample reason to doubt that any nominee can come back from defeat. The Republicans recycle their losers: Nixon; Reagan, who ran three times before he won; Ford, almost resurrected for a second turn as vice president in 1980; the first George Bush, who was picked after he lost for the presidency; and even this Bush, the presumptive choice in 2000 despite his father’s loss eight years earlier and despite his own thin record as the relatively powerless governor of Texas. For Democrats, on the other hand, defeat, no matter how narrow, is usually the equivalent of a political death penalty, with the losers thrown onto the scrap heap of regret and recrimination. Al Gore, the winner who lost, chose not to test this history when he refused to run in 2004. He could think about trying in 2008; but even before John Kerry’s malaprop joke during the midterm elections, he was being discounted and pressured not to run. Both Gore and Kerry got a far higher percentage of the popular vote than Bill Clinton did when he was first elected with less than 43 percent. But McGovern’s loss was so devastating that for Democrats, he became a political untouchable.

Nineteen seventy-two was my crash course in the manners, mores, and culture of national politics. I witnessed the power of the conventional wisdom and the ways of the national press, including the inside deals by which an anonymous source could trade information in return for getting a story printed. I first learned it the hard way: one morning shortly after I went to the Muskie campaign, I picked up The Washington Post to read an anonymously sourced Evans and Novak column assailing my “superheated style” in “a fighting anti-Vietnam speech” that was “wisely discarded” by the candidate. Bob Novak, who years later became a friend and, in the 1990s, frequently my fierce conservative opponent on talk television, was a great reporter and eventually I, too, would become a source. But in 1971, he didn’t know me from Adam. I’m sure Novak’s story came from someone in the “moderate” wing of the Muskie operation who assumed, since I’d worked for John Lindsay, that I was ideologically dangerous—and maybe I was.

Someone very different from Novak also became a friend in that ’72 campaign: Hunter Thompson. One night in 1973, we had a long dinner at Nathan’s, an Italian restaurant in Georgetown; as the clock passed one in the morning and the drinks kept coming, Hunter asked me if I wanted some coke. I knew he didn’t mean the soft drink, and I assumed he wanted to go somewhere. But as I was saying no, he simply took a vial out of his pocket and spread lines of white powder across the table as he rolled up a dollar bill. The restaurant was nearly deserted, and he was Hunter Thompson, but I said, Look, we just can’t do this. He consumed the lines in a flash, looked across the table at me, and said, “There’s nothing wrong with having fun.” His intoxicant of choice that night was different from mainstream Washington’s, but the attitude wasn’t as countercultural as he thought. My first Washington lunch with a reporter after I’d joined the Muskie enterprise had come with two martinis and wine; it was then standard operating procedure. People drank, sources spilled or spun, and then everybody went back to the office—and, in theory, back to work. I tried the ritual a few times, then found I couldn’t get much done all afternoon. But the day we returned to Washington following McGovern’s landslide defeat, there was nothing left to do, so a few of us went out for one of those liquid lunches.

In presidential politics, losing is a short, sharp good-bye.
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