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To my mother and father

who made me believe that ambition, strength, confidence, opinions, and yes, bossiness were all ladylike



CHAPTER ONE





Blonde Ambition

Street after street, door after door, I walked and knocked. “Hello, I’m Claire McCaskill, and I’m an assistant prosecutor. I’m running for state representative, and I’d appreciate your vote.”

I was twenty-eight years old, single, a renter with no money or political organization backing me up. It was 1982, and I was a young prosecutor with courtroom experience who was comfortable making a case and doing hard work. When I ran for my first political office, a seat representing part of Kansas City in the Missouri House, people told me I needed to knock on doors. I knocked on 11,432 of them.

While I remember many of these encounters, one has replayed itself in my head hundreds of times over the years. It was dusk on an early summer evening as I approached a small Tudor in a modest neighborhood. I’d been knocking for several hours by the time I reached this house. A man in his upper-middle years opened the door, and I rattled off my greeting. He looked me over slowly, up and down, and said, “You’re too young. Your hair is too long. You’re a girl. No way are you tough enough for politics. Those politicians in Jeff City’d eat you alive. Go find yourself a husband.”

And he slammed the door in my face.

I won that race—and I kept on running for the next thirty years.

From a very young age, I was driven. In school I spoke up so much I earned the nickname “Motor-mouth McCaskill.” I didn’t want to just get A’s; I wanted to win every spelling contest. I didn’t want to be just a cheerleader; I wanted to be captain of the squad. Until I got to college I didn’t realize that such drive wasn’t always socially correct. My parents had done an amazing job of protecting me from a very dangerous point of view: that women should not be ambitious.

My mom, Betty Anne McCaskill, emphasized early on that women can do anything men can do. She refused to let me and my sisters, Anne and Lisa, get a Barbie, Queen of the Prom board game when we were young. To win the game you had to get a dress and a boyfriend and go steady. “Dumb game. That is not how you win anything,” she told us. While she never discouraged marriage, she and Dad both reinforced the need for us to first be self-sufficient. In that sense, my parents were way ahead of their time in stressing independence. My dad’s words still ring in my ears: “You can’t find happiness with someone else until you are happy with yourself.” My dad, Bill, gave me the gift of incredible respect for a sense of humor. Even while I was ambitious, the people in my household taught me not to take myself too seriously. And as the most important male figure in my life, my father also gave me permission to be bossy and opinionated.

When I was in high school, I encountered my first situation where I had to choose whether to go along and be popular or to speak out even though I risked alienating some of my friends. The social sorority to which I belonged had always used popularity as the only measure for inclusion. I took the risk of saying that it might be a good idea to look at grades and school activities and maybe work for a little diversity if we were really focused on service as much as prestige. I felt strongly about this, and it hurt when my friends turned against me. That evening, as I was crying in my room, Dad quietly told me to snap out of it. He asked me to choose whether I wanted to be a leader or a follower, pointing out that followers never got their feelings hurt, but leaders always do. He told me one of his corny jokes and made me laugh. That was the year that Dad gave me John F. Kennedy’s book Profiles in Courage for Christmas.

Each year Dad encouraged me to enter the American Legion speech contest at West Junior High School. Though I made the finals in seventh and eighth grade, I never won. The contest required memorization of the speech, no notes allowed. One of those years I had the traumatic experience of forgetting my speech in front of the entire student body. Part of me wanted to sit out the competition in ninth grade, but a bigger part wanted to win. Dad and I talked about it and decided that my topic for this last try needed to be something I felt strongly about. I chose to give a speech about the Ku Klux Klan. He had me research the KKK, and we decided together that their offensive and repugnant oath would be a dramatic beginning to the speech.

I can recall exactly how I felt standing alone at the podium, and I remember where Dad was sitting. And I can still feel the surge of adrenaline when, as I opened with those sickening words of allegiance to racism, I felt the connection with the audience and the incredible high when the thunderous applause came at the end of the speech, when I closed with the Pledge of Allegiance. Later Mom told me that when they announced me the winner, Dad was crying. It was probably around that time that I started talking about being Missouri’s first woman governor.

If you wanted to predict where I might end up, there are some good clues in a series of episodes that took place during my junior and senior years at Hickman High School in Columbia, Missouri. I had been a cheerleader all through junior high and until my senior year at Hickman, when they brought in professional judges to pick the team and I didn’t make it. It was as if the roof had fallen in on my life. My younger sister, Lisa, can still recall coming home and finding me sprawled across the bed, sobbing, mascara running down my face. What a comedown. What a catastrophe.

To make up for losing my cheerleader’s spot, I launched a secret comeback by running for Hickman’s homecoming queen. It was a stealth operation because nobody really “campaigned” for the honor. The football team chose the queen, usually the girlfriend of one of the team captains. I figured out that all the votes from the linemen and the second- and third-string players were being taken for granted, and I methodically identified all these players and their girlfriends. Then I quietly began to reach out to them. I paid them special attention, did favors, arranged dates, and went out of my way to show I cared. I did it subtly and slowly for months.

At first the plan was all about me. But I came to learn that I really liked the people whose votes I was courting. They became my friends, and I started to believe that I was actually giving them some input into a process they never had before. The following winter I wore the homecoming crown, and although I wanted others to believe I won because I was popular, in fact I had carried out an effective political operation by identifying a constituency and working hard to gain its support. For years afterward I kept to myself what I had done, talking about it only with my closest friends. I’m still slightly embarrassed to admit that I campaigned for homecoming queen, but it’s important for women to own being strategic. To this day I remain friends with some of those linemen on the football squad.

Losing my cheerleading spot helped me in the long run. The only salvation I could find at that time was when I became Pep Club president and, at my dad’s urging, joined the competitive speech and debate squad. I had to learn how to speak on any topic I was given only moments before walking into the room for the tournament. It was a frightening thing to do, but I remember hitting my stride during the third contest and thinking, I can do this. That confidence has come in handy countless times in the courtroom, on the campaign trail, and on the floor of the U.S. Senate. I soon discovered that other students were warming up to me now that I had been brought down a notch or two from my cheerleading pedestal. I realized vulnerability can be an asset.

The day after I graduated from Hickman High School, I packed my beat-up Chevy Nova—bought with money I made working as a clerk at a fabric store—and took off for a job bussing tables at the Lodge of Four Seasons at the Lake of the Ozarks. Every summer throughout college I worked as a waitress at the Lodge, located about an hour from Columbia and the University of Missouri. You learn a lot about people when you wait on them. You learn how to communicate and how to calm people down when they’re upset or frustrated, and you learn that giving people information in a friendly manner can produce great results. That is another important skill in politics.

Before I graduated from high school, I made up my mind that I was going to law school. I pursued a political science degree at the University of Missouri and concentrated on getting good grades. I set goals for myself, and I’d often lie awake at night plotting out how to achieve them. I considered each step that would be necessary in the process and identified allies. Sometimes my ambition surprised me. As a freshman I pledged one of the school’s most prestigious sororities. I was the first woman to chair the university’s homecoming gala. I became a football hostess, a job in which you help recruit athletes. While landing the hostess position depended partly on looks, you also had to know enough about football to answer their questions and show you understood the game. You had to know the difference between a tight end and a linebacker because when you’re meeting with a potential recruit it is important to make him feel welcomed and needed, and knowing about his job as a football player was part of that.

Many years later, Anne Loew, one of my sorority sisters, talked about how, though it might have looked easy, I had put a lot of work into getting to where I wanted to be. “We’d walk into a party and all I’d want to do was grab a beer and have some fun,” she said. “But then I’d notice Claire working the crowd. She seemed to have an unerring ability to single out the most important people in any group—whether students or professors—and concentrate on them. It was a challenge to her to win them over. It didn’t matter if they were her enemies. Claire would be there, smiling and chatting. ‘Why have an enemy,’ she’d say to me, ‘when you can have a friend?’ ”

Over time Anne learned that I was working on a long-term plan—that each step forward was getting me closer to a specific goal. Jill McDonald, another friend from those days, didn’t like me at first because I seemed a little too opinionated, a little too pushy. But later she came to see those traits as independence. “Despite her ambition, in some ways Claire really didn’t care what other people thought of her,” Jill said. “In her personal life, she did what she wanted. In that area she never compromised to achieve anything, and yet somehow she still came out all right, though there were people who came to hate her for that attitude. Back then there were still lots of men and women around campus who wanted her to be just another meek sorority type. Claire just said ‘to hell with them.’ ”

More valuable to me than my political science classes were the outside experiences that came with them. For example, in 1974, when I was a junior, I conducted research for one of my professors, David Leuthold, by attending the Democratic Midterm Convention in Kansas City. Warren Beatty was there as a delegate, and it was interesting to me to see how much more attention the movie star received than the well-known feminist icon Bella Abzug. One summer I took a comparative government course at Georgetown University and interned in the office of Congressman Jim Symington of Missouri. My most valuable learning experience outside the classroom came with an internship in the Missouri Legislature in Jefferson City. That was an unsettling initiation, an introduction to something they never discussed in civics class. It was 1974, and I went to work in the office of State Representative Sue Shear, a Democrat from the St. Louis County suburb of Clayton. It was the first time I experienced moments of being very uncomfortable as a young woman surrounded by lots of men.

There were inappropriate things said to me and inappropriate behaviors that made me very uneasy. Representative Shear’s office was on the ground floor of the capitol, so I began my internship spending lots of time on the nearby elevator, as I was sent on errands to the upper floors of the building. One day I ended up in the elevator with two older male legislators and one of their assistants. They began asking if I liked “to party” and then tried to get me to come to one of their offices for some drinks. I felt trapped. For the rest of the internship, I took the stairs.

I also watched in horror at the way Sue’s colleagues marginalized her. They were patronizing and dismissive. When she was elected in 1972, she was the first woman to be recruited and supported by the Women’s Political Caucus in Missouri. There were only a handful of women in the Missouri Legislature then, and Sue was a crusader. She was willing to fight anyone anytime over the issue of women’s rights. But because she was sounding one note almost exclusively, she wasn’t taken as seriously as many of her women colleagues. With the determination of a bulldog, she wanted to pass the Equal Rights Amendment, though she didn’t make much headway. So although I loved and admired her, watching her made me realize that sheer determination and focus alone are not going to win the day. The Missouri Legislature never did pass the ERA.

There were women legislators who would try to be one of the boys, making deals and cracking dirty jokes. Judy O’Connor from northern St. Louis County won a special election in 1971, filling the seat that had been held by her husband, who was killed in a car accident on his way to the state house. Winnie Weber from House Springs in Jefferson County, known as “the life of the party,” had won her seat in 1970. Observing my female colleagues in the Missouri House in the eighties made me realize that self-effacing humor combined with a passionate focus on substantive issues could be effective, whereas either one in isolation, not so much.

A year after my internship with Shear, in 1975, I graduated with a bachelor’s degree in political science and immediately entered law school at the University of Missouri in Columbia. I got accepted elsewhere, but I went to Mizzou because I knew that being part of the network of lawyers in Missouri would help me more with any future political campaigns. I became close to many of my classmates, including David “Doc” Limbaugh, brother of the future conservative radio celebrity, and David Steelman, who would later marry Sarah Steelman, one of the three candidates who sought the GOP Senate nomination to oppose me in 2012. I had serious political differences with Doc and David, but it would not be the last time that I made fast friends with those who held opinions that were different from mine.

I didn’t like law school very much. I liked the trial-related courses, but property, trusts, wills, and tax law really didn’t engage me. Everyone was very competitive, so there was a lot of one-upmanship and talk of high-salaried jobs with big law firms. As a result I didn’t spend a lot of time hanging around the school; instead I took a job as a waitress in Columbia. When I studied, it was usually at my apartment or on my work breaks. My job gave me perspective, because when everyone else was stressing out over law school, I was trying to figure out whether the order I turned in for a medium rare steak had been correct.

After graduating from law school in December 1977, Kansas City was my destination. I chose it because I didn’t know anybody there and no one knew me. I wouldn’t be “Bill and Betty’s daughter.” I wanted to make it on my own. I had grown up for the most part in Columbia and had been a “townie” while going to school, and it was time to leave. My law school grades were just average. I applied at some law firms without success and ended up as a research attorney for the Missouri Court of Appeals in Kansas City. Unlike being a law clerk for a judge, the research staff did legal work for the entire court. It was grunt work; the research attorneys occupied the lowest rung on the ladder in the hierarchy of the court of appeals. Stuck at my desk in the stacks on the eleventh floor at the Jackson County Courthouse, it seemed like I was going nowhere. And I was bored, so bored that a judge once caught me napping on a hideaway couch.

The job didn’t pay well, and I had thousands of dollars in student debt. So the following spring, I used vacation time to go to California with the express purpose of getting on a game show to win money to pay off some of my student loans. Like many others, I had watched game shows on television and thought, I can do that! By then my friend from college, Jill McDonald, was living in LA, and I knew I could have her couch during my visit. When I got out there, I interviewed for several shows, took the tests, and went through the paperwork. Eventually I was accepted for a show called High Rollers. Alex Trebek was its master of ceremonies. In this game two participants were given multiple-choice or true-false questions, and if you answered correctly you would roll the dice that could lead to prizes. They taped five segments in one day, and I was champion on four of them. I won $37,000 in cash and prizes and a trip to Italy.

“She won everything from a fur coat to a bedroom set,” my mom said later. “It was just ridiculous. A lot of it ended up in my basement, since she lived in a small apartment in Kansas City, while she worked at selling most of it to pay off her student loans.”

I didn’t use up all my luck on High Rollers. Still miserable as an appeals court research attorney, I set up interviews at the Jackson County prosecuting attorney’s office and with the public defender. I longed to be in a courtroom, and I knew that those two offices offered the best chance. Very few lawyers actually get into a real courtroom to practice except in the area of criminal law. Luckily the prosecutor’s interview was first; I was hired on the spot. Work in the prosecutor’s office was far superior to work in the public defender’s office when it came to building a résumé for the political offices I planned on seeking. I worked there for four years, and to this day I’m still using what I learned from that period of my life.

When I started that job, there were no women in the office with whom I engaged on a professional basis other than the secretaries and the women who operated the elevators. There were a couple of female police detectives, but all of my colleagues were men and all of the bosses and the judges were men. I had to decide every day whether I was going to rock the boat over sexist behavior or was going to keep my head down and earn respect by being a top-notch trial lawyer. I generally chose the latter course.

In one of the first major cases that I was assigned, I found myself up against Larry Gepford, the former elected Jackson County prosecutor. I was nervous. This man had been the boss of my office, knew everyone in the courthouse, and was close friends with all the judges. When it was time to take a deposition of one of my witnesses, I walked into the conference room, where Mr. Gepford was already seated comfortably, with the court reporter nearby. He looked at me and said, “Honey, get me two yellow pads, a pencil, pen, and a red marker. Also get me a cup of coffee while you are at it.” I had to make a split-second decision: Do I confront him right now and set him straight that I am neither his secretary nor his honey, or do I deal with it another way? I graciously got his pads, pencil, pen, and coffee, and we did the deposition. But for the next six weeks I worked my tail off preparing for that trial, and when the verdict came in guilty with the sentence that I had asked for, it was especially sweet. He told my boss that I was a “tiger in the courtroom.” That felt good, much better than the momentary satisfaction of telling him off.

While many of my colleagues in the prosecutor’s office became good friends, and while most of the judges I appeared in front of were honorable and supportive, there were a few very crude characters. Referring to me and another woman who later joined our office, one told his buddies, “I don’t think it’s fair to have two hot women in the courtroom.” One judge kept badgering me to go out with him. He would call me to his chambers whenever I had a case before him, and I learned to always bring one of my colleagues with me. I eventually had to ask my boss to help me avoid assignments in his courtroom.

At the beginning I was doing food stamp fraud, then they had me prosecuting sex crimes: child abuse, rapes, and assaults. I lost one of my first cases because I failed to nail down a technical point. It was a rape case; the victim had gone home with a man from a bar, and he had brutally raped her. I failed to establish beyond a reasonable doubt the identity of the perpetrator. I glossed over that point because it seemed obvious to me, and when the jury came back with a “not guilty” verdict, I felt as though I had allowed the criminal justice system to assault the victim all over again. How could they have done this? I wondered. What would I tell the victim? I was so upset that I started to lunge toward the jury as they were filing out, wanting to confront them, but one of the other lawyers in the office, a more senior prosecutor, held me back and said, “You need to take a deep breath and get control of yourself.”

One of the most difficult conversations I’ve ever had was the one I had with that victim when the trial was over. For many years afterward, she sent me a card each Christmas. They were precious to me; with each one she was forgiving me. I learned an important lesson from that trial: pay attention to detail, be prepared, and never take anything for granted.

Another rape case has stayed with me. I was a very junior prosecutor, sitting in a conference room in the law library where we would meet once a week to go over the trial docket for the following week. I was the only woman in the room, and a rape case was on the docket. The trial docket supervisor said, “I don’t think we can take it to trial. The defense is that she consented. She’s single, was out at a bar, and had an IUD in. Sounds like a loser.” It was as if a bucket of cold water had been poured over my head. This was one of those critical moments: What do I do? Do I speak up? If I do, what happens? And if I don’t, what does that mean? How do I advance an opinion in a way that is most effective and remains true to my principles but doesn’t hurt my career? I was a single woman on the pill. If I got raped that night, was my office not going to take the case because of that?

I didn’t say anything at the meeting, but afterward I went to the docket supervisor and told him, “I think you guys need to think this through. This is not good. You can’t prejudge the victim based on whether she was using birth control.” Later he acknowledged my point, saying something like “I never thought of that.”

Over time the sexual assault cases began to eat at my emotional health. I told my bosses, “You know, I deal with the worst form of humanity day in and day out, and it is beginning to impact how I view the world and how I view men. Every man is beginning to look like he’s a creep that’s committed some horrific sexual assault.” I began looking around for other opportunities to advance within the office.

In 1980 the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration awarded a grant to help prosecute arson for profit. It included money for a new position, a full-time special arson prosecutor, and I went after that job. An arson case is very difficult to prove; it involves a lot of science and circumstantial evidence. And while you might establish that a fire was caused by arson, it’s very difficult to prosecute the perpetrator. There are usually few or no witnesses, and you have to dig through a lot of tedious financial stuff. It’s not exciting, and prosecutors usually shy away from cases that are difficult to win.

I lobbied hard and successfully for the new position. While I recognized it would be tough to make circumstantial cases, the job was a big break. It came with a substantial raise, and the grant also paid for me to receive specialized training in arson’s causes and origins. That gave me expertise and credibility, making me more marketable down the road. Insurance companies want to hire lawyers who know how to prove arson because they don’t want to pay claims to people who have burned down their buildings.

The grant also gave me the ability to shape the position into something more than just handling a criminal caseload. I reached out to the community and brought in insurance agents and firefighters and others who deal with arson. We established an Arson Task Force, which put police, firefighters, and the insurance industry at the same table, talking and cooperating. We began promoting community awareness, which allowed me to give speeches and presentations throughout the state. In the end we achieved one of the highest conviction rates for arson in the country while filing the kinds of cases that previously would have been declined by busy, overwhelmed prosecutors. Eventually I traveled around the country, helping to train other prosecutors on arson.

Prosecuting the cases generated favorable publicity. On April 22, 1981, the Kansas City Star ran a story with the headline “Arson Pays? Not against This Prosecutor,” with a photo of me pulling on firefighter’s boots. The story recounted how I had tramped through the ashes of an arson-caused fire that destroyed an apartment building and killed six people. It pointed out that in the previous year the new arson squad had filed 101 cases, compared with seventy during the previous four years combined. Captain Billie T. Moran, the commander of the Kansas City Police Department arson control unit, said the squad’s arrival had increased the number of arson convictions. “It’s really a very difficult crime to solve and prosecute,” Moran said. “If nothing else, we are proving it can be done and I think with a great deal of success.”

By this time I had become a trial team leader, supervising three or four other attorneys handling felony prosecutions. One of those who joined my team in 1981 was Louis Accurso, who would become my lifelong friend, law partner, political supporter, and godfather to one of my children.

“She taught me how to use the right degree of sarcasm in cross examining a witness,” Accurso said later. “She would do a ‘You mean to tell me?’ and you could see she had the witness on the ropes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it in another female trial lawyer, and that’s probably one of the hardest jobs on the planet, outside of being a single mother. She had to find a way to be aggressive without acting like a man. And she never acted like a man; she always acted like a very classy, well-spoken woman, and she never hid her femininity; she always dressed really well, and she used to have really long blonde hair, and she tossed it when she needed to during a trial.”

Robert Duncan, one of the Kansas City area’s most distinguished criminal defense attorneys, once calculated that he and I had faced off eight times. “She’s not the least bit afraid to go straight for the throat,” he said. We tangled over the celebrated case of a restaurant fire at Gordo’s Lounge, which occurred late one night in 1978. Three times we went to court; the first trial ended in a hung jury, the second, a mistrial, and the third time, a conviction. There was no question that the fire had been set. The building had been soaked in paint thinner and gasoline; the restaurant was locked and there was no sign of forced entry; and the property owner had recently doubled his insurance. Still, it was difficult to prove who did it. The state supreme court later upheld the conviction, and the case became a landmark for circumstantial arson cases and impeachment of witnesses, and is still cited in legal opinions and briefs.

I taught prosecutors on my trial team to hunt for details. For example, if a house has burned down suspiciously, where were the pets? Where were the children? Did the people who owned the home behave in a different way during the time leading up to the fire? In the Gordo’s Lounge fire, I noticed in the photos of the debris that a large and very expensive cut of meat was still sitting on a charred table in the kitchen. During the trial, I didn’t mention this photo when I entered it into evidence, but when I summed up the case for the jury, I asked, “Is it reasonable to believe that a restaurant owner who intended to open again the next day would just walk out and lock up, leaving meat of that value to rot?”

The attention the arson squad generated brought me assignments across Missouri. Soon I found myself in Joplin, prosecuting a woman accused of murder and arson in the death of her husband. There were odd details in that case. For example, the night of the fire, which was in a rural area, the wife talked to the firefighters and told them about what had happened and her “innocent” activities that evening, complete with tears and expressions of grief. I noticed that in her statement that night she had gone out of her way to talk about the gas can on the basement steps. She told the firefighters that she had realized the cap was not on the can after the fire had broken out upstairs in the house, and that she had secured the cap before she escaped the fire so it “wouldn’t make it worse.” Why would she go out of her way to point that out, unless she was worried about her fingerprints on the gas can? I wondered. I then checked the records and learned that the power went out in the house as the fire broke out. In the darkness she would not have been able to see whether or not the cap was secure. She was lying. Her fingerprints were on that can because she had used it to pour gasoline in the doorway of her bedroom where her husband was sleeping, and then poured it down the stairs to the first floor of the house. She then left the can on the basement stairs, lit the fire, and waited for the fire department to arrive, feigning horror that her husband was burned alive while trying to escape through a bedroom window that was too small for him to get through. Exposing that lie was key to unraveling her defense. The jury found her guilty of manslaughter.

One of the things that disturbed me during my earliest years in the Jackson County prosecutor’s office was the fact that employees, staff, attorneys, nearly everyone who worked there was expected to contribute money to the prosecutor’s reelection campaigns. In politics it’s called a “lug.” Someone representing the campaign would come around asking for donations. Most of my coworkers didn’t make that much money; my own starting salary was less than $13,000 a year. In those days I was getting around in my second old Chevy Nova, which was so rusted you could see the ground through a hole in the floor. I was so offended at being expected to contribute that I made up my mind I would never solicit a campaign contribution from someone who worked for me.

In 1981 Ralph Martin was succeeded as prosecutor by Albert Riederer, and for the next three decades Albert was at various times my boss, my friend, my mentor, my political rival, and my counselor. He helped launch my political career, but he also short-circuited it. Sometimes we collaborated on legislation, sometimes we fought in public, and sometimes we competed for the same office. Our relationship swung up and down, but in the end we never let our rivalry get in the way of our friendship.

When Albert tossed a couple of political hot-potato cases in my lap, part of me was angry and part of me was proud. These were high-profile assignments in which a person could make some powerful enemies but also prove her skills. One case involved an arson fire that had been set by firefighters.

In March 1980, during a six-day strike by members of Local 42 of the International Association of Firefighters, some union members set fire to a city-owned field near one of the Metropolitan Police stations. At the time of the strike, police officers were providing fire protection for the city. I was given the job of prosecuting some of the firefighters, and defending them was Larry Gepford, the former prosecutor. This was a felony case that was tried before Richard Sprinkle, who was probably the most respected judge in the courthouse. He and Gepford had known each other for years. Holy shit, I thought, how many different ways is this going to be hard?

The union members had been caught in a van with sterno cans adjacent to the field. I presented the evidence cleanly, and it was persuasive. But I made a fatal mistake: I failed to file a motion preventing Gepford from mentioning that the firefighters would lose their pensions if they lost the case. After I finished the first half of my closing argument, it was Gepford’s turn. He stood up and, gesturing to the many family members seated in the courtroom, he asked the jurors to think about those families and what would happen to them if the firefighters were convicted and lost their pension benefits. I shot out of my chair to object, and of course the judge sustained it and told the jurors they should disregard the remark. But it was too late; there was no way to un-ring the bell. There was no conviction, and I felt lower than a snake’s belly.

But two good things emerged from my defeat. Before the verdict came in, Judge Sprinkle wrote a letter to my boss saying that he was writing as the jury was deliberating and wanted to let him know that I had done a very good job in the courtroom, regardless of the jury’s decision. Then later, when I was seeking public office, I stood before members of the firefighters’ union and asked for their support. One of the guys I had tried to put in jail spoke in my favor during the endorsement meeting, saying essentially, “We don’t have to worry about her doing her job.” Ever since then, the firefighters have been big supporters.

Albert Riederer may have thrown me some curveball cases, but he was very encouraging when I decided to run for the state house, and he turned out to be one of my biggest supporters. But it was my mother and father who were the most important sources of advice throughout my political career. While Mom had been unsuccessful in her run for the Missouri Legislature, she was still the best politician I knew and a natural campaigner. Dad at the time was struggling; he had lost his job in the insurance business and seemed unable to cope with life. We would later find out that a brain tumor was altering his ability to function. He and Mom moved in with me in a small rental house in Kansas City. I was taking care of them in their time of need, but they would be my rock-solid foundation as I moved from the fight in the courtroom to the brawl of politics.



CHAPTER TWO





Bill and Betty

I was born Claire Conner McCaskill on July 24, 1953, which, according to the Climate Center at the University of Missouri, was the driest year on record in the state. Average Missouri rainfall is about forty-two inches; that year it was twenty-five. The big Missouri drought of 1953 would play a role in the direction of my life. At the time, my dad and grandfather were managing a grain mill, McCaskill and Son, in the southern Missouri town of Houston. The mill turned out flour under brands like Gilt Edge and Purity. The drought had a drastic impact on the mill’s operations, and my dad began to consider doing something else.

Dad’s ancestors had helped settle Texas County, where Houston was the county seat. My father was named William Young McCaskill, the Young from his grandfather on his mother’s side, John D. Young, a respected leader who was elected as a Republican to the state legislature. Dad’s paternal grandfather, William “Jackson” McCaskill, had been the county sheriff, elected as a Democrat. Dad’s father, Clarence M. McCaskill, was an accomplished businessman who had also held public office. Leaving Houston would mean abandoning the family feed mill business and the town where everyone knew him and he knew everyone.

Still, in 1956, when I was three years old, Dad enrolled in a Prudential Insurance training program. My parents were plotting a course that would take us first to Lebanon, a town where my mom had grown up, and eventually to Columbia. Cutting ties to Houston probably broke my grandfather’s heart, and it represented a major risk for my dad.

My parents lived in two different worlds. There were obligations that each had to fulfill, but each heard different callings. My mother was expected to have children and raise a family. She had witnessed what happened to her mom, a single mother. At the same time Mom loved engaging in public life outside the home. My dad was expected to take up the mantle of his father and run the mill. But he had other goals and interests that beckoned him to a life beyond the small town of Houston. And I’m sure my mother was pushing him. My parents followed their dreams as best they could while successfully raising four children and following the social rules of their era. When they told us we were free to take risks and that we could strive to be anything we wanted, it almost seemed as if they were trying to convince themselves they too were free.

The McCaskill and Son flour mill was not the only small business that played a role in my childhood. Sixty miles to the northwest, in the small town of Lebanon, was a corner drug store right off the main street of Lebanon. My mom, Betty Anne Ward, spent a lot of time there as she was growing up. Mildred Ward, her mother, worked at the drug store part time. Many years later, when my dad was struggling to earn a living in the insurance business, our entire family would feast on the hamburgers and hand-mixed milkshakes sold at the busy lunch counter in Conner Drug.

My middle name, Conner, comes from the man who owned and operated that store, Thomas Austin Conner. Before the arrival of chain drugstores, small-town establishments like Conner Drug were part of a community’s beating heart. There you could sit on a stool at the soda fountain and order a cherry phosphate for a dime. For workers and shoppers at the noon hour, there was a short-order lunch counter, and at night, after downtown had buttoned up, the drugstore’s fluorescent lights showed customers there was still time to fill a prescription or buy cosmetics.

Thomas Conner and his wife, Elizabeth, had no children. He was my mom’s uncle, and he filled the role of father figure for my mom and her brother. He had married Elizabeth Harlin, one of W. T. Harlin’s two daughters. Mildred, W.T.’s other daughter, had married a man named Sam Ward, whom she met while attending college in Tennessee. After their wedding, Sam and Mildred Ward moved to California, where Sam had dreams of making his fortune in the real estate business. They had two children: a son, Sam Jr., and Betty Anne, my mother, who was born in La Crescenta, California, in 1928.

Many years later Betty Anne spoke frankly about her “different childhood.” Because Sam Ward Sr. drank and gambled, her mother moved out when Betty was four years old. Mildred took Betty and Sam Jr. back to Missouri, where they moved in with Mildred’s parents, W.T. and Florence Harlin. Betty went to the first six grades of school in West Plains. That’s where her grandfather sparked her interest in politics.

Like the McCaskills, the Harlins had helped settle the Ozarks of southern Missouri, where the valleys had become fertile with the soil washed down from the hillsides. That they set out to build a home in the hardwood wilderness testifies to their confidence and capacity for hard work. The family had first settled around Gainesville, in Ozark County, about as far south as you can get in Missouri before you’re in Arkansas. “The Harlins were very active Republicans,” my mother recalled. “My granddad’s brother was the mayor of West Plains for thirty years, and they had no taxes. He ran the city on the income from the utilities. So I think these little tinges of conservatism in Claire come naturally. She’s heard both sides all her life.”

Mom’s love of politics began with her grandfather, William Tandy “Tan” Harlin, who went into the banking business in West Plains with his brother, Jim, around the turn of the century. Many years later she would fondly remember accompanying her grandfather as he passed out campaign literature for Alf Landon, the Republican candidate for president, around the town square in West Plains. Jim Harlin served as mayor from 1914 to 1944. He was said to have a quick temper that often led to conflict. Tan Harlin, on the other hand, was more level-headed and would sometimes step in to prevent fights between Jim and angry citizens.

In the small town of West Plains where the Harlin name was so well known, it was difficult for Mildred Ward to return without a husband. “My mother had it hard,” Betty Anne recalled. “First of all, in those days you didn’t divorce. And they were fairly prominent. And to go back home after that big wedding she had there some years before and all. After granddad died, she decided she would have to find a way to make a living. We moved in with my aunt and uncle. We were like the family that came to dinner. But we stayed.”

My grandmother Mildred went back to school and learned secretarial skills at a business college. For the next two decades she lived with her sister, Elizabeth, and brother-in-law, Tom, in a tiny house in Lebanon. She worked at a state employment office and raised two children as a single mother. Betty Anne did not call her mother’s sister Aunt Elizabeth but rather “Beppy,” and when my sisters and brother and I came along, she was “Beppy” to us too. To my mother and her brother, Tom and Elizabeth Conner were like parents. “We were their children and they were interested in us,” my mother said. “And they were wonderful to us.”

Of course all this happened before I was born, but I later discovered what an interesting woman Grandmother Ward was. My dad called her “Old Ironsides.” She taught me how to drive a stick shift, and she emphasized how important it was that I had an independent mind and that following trends “was for the birds.” She was bright and assertive and wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. And she was funny. When I was older, I once asked her why she didn’t remarry. She replied, “When you make as big a mistake as I did, you just don’t give it a second try. And besides, I have a full and happy life without a man.”

Both Grandmother Ward and Beppy had a huge influence on me. They were college-educated women from a small town, and both of them were very strong in different ways. Grandmother Ward saved her money to spend on us but also to travel. She wanted to see the world, and she saved for many years to go on a handful of trips to Europe. Between Grandmother Ward and my dad’s mother, Mary McCaskill, there’s no question who was the modern woman. I don’t remember ever seeing Grandmother McCaskill in anything other than a dress nor having a conversation with her about anything. Visits to her house were about antiques and cooking. I always sensed an undercurrent of judgment from her, that she didn’t consider my mom traditional enough.

When I was still a young girl, living in Lebanon, I realized what hard workers Grandmother Ward and Aunt Beppy were. They would stay up late at night preparing food to be sold at the lunch counter in Conner Drug the next day. Then Beppy would work all day at the drugstore, doing whatever needed to be done. After my grandmother had worked from eight to five all week, she would get up on Saturday and bake bread all day. Every Sunday she would play the organ at church and then come home to prepare a big dinner for us. Afterward, rather than put her feet up, she loaded all the bread she had baked into her car. The members of our church who were sick looked forward to my grandmother’s car appearing in their driveway late on Sunday afternoon. They knew that Peg Ward was coming with a loaf of bread.

Beppy ran the front end of the drug store and the lunch counter and the employees. She was four-foot-something, an absolute taskmaster when it came to manners, Emily Post with an attitude. She would make us hold our utensils the right way and would correct our pronunciation. You never used the word sweat; it was perspiration; you didn’t have a belly, but a stomach. Drilling us on etiquette and manners, she instilled in us that it didn’t matter if you had a lot of money, you had to have manners and use good grammar and handle yourself in a way that showed you had good values. Looking back, I realize that she was using her strong personality and her stern demeanor to give us the tools that would lead to confidence and success.

My parents met at the University of Missouri in Columbia, where Dad was working on a degree in business. During World War II he had served with a U.S. Army artillery unit in Europe. “He was one of the ones who figured where to aim the big guns” was how my mom later described his service. “He had a Bronze Star, and I didn’t know about that until after he died.” He went to college on the GI Bill while she pursued a degree in political science. They became acquainted through Betty’s brother, who was in Bill’s fraternity, Kappa Alpha. “We were both Democrats and one of the things that attracted me to Bill was his respect for women,” my mom said.

Twelve days after Harry Truman gave the commencement address at my parents’ graduation from MU they were married at the First Christian Church in Lebanon, on June 21, 1950. The bride, the daughter of Mrs. Mildred Harlin Ward of Lebanon, was given in marriage by her uncle, Tom A. Conner. They honeymooned in Colorado and returned to Houston, where my father was expected to someday take over the family feed mill.

Politics helped bring my parents together, and it would be their full-time hobby for the rest of their lives. They served on political committees, sealed campaign literature in hundreds of thousands of envelopes, and went door-to-door canvassing. They never let up. “I just liked the excitement of it,” my mom would later say. “We kept up with it, and it was a people business and I thought it was something very worthwhile. I believed in it the old-fashioned way, that it’s public service, and people who are willing to put themselves out there to do this are helping the country as long as their motives stay pure.”
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