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INTRODUCTION



A wealthy and hot-tempered rebel, encouraged always by an indomitable mother, he spent half his life fighting to live up to a famous father and grandfather. A self-described moderate on the campaign trail, he courts ultra–right-wing preachers behind the scenes and promises to appoint stridently conservative judges. A multimillionaire who supports more tax cuts for more millionaires, he surrounds himself with supply-siders and calls for policies that would drive us deeper into debt. The chief cheerleader for the war in Iraq, he said we’d be “welcomed as liberators” and angrily challenges anyone who questions his distorted and out-of-touch view of reality. A self-styled reformer, his kitchen cabinet is stocked with Washington lobbyists. Deeply out of touch on economic issues, he repeats nostrums like “The fundamentals are strong” even as the fundamentals are deteriorating. He carefully courts members of the press, who suck up to him even though he supports authoritarian policies like wiretapping Americans without a court order. He is supported by oil company lobbyists, and he supports drilling in some of our most sensitive ecosystems. Although he gladly accepts government health care for himself, he opposes government-guaranteed health care for you—abandoning you to take on colossal insurance corporations on your own. Charming and disarming at first blush, his wit masks a petulant temper and a self-righteous streak that even members of his own party worry about.

Every one of those sentences describes George W. Bush. And every one of them describes John McCain.

The biggest myth of Campaign 2008 is that John McCain is fundamentally different from George W. Bush. This book sets out to explode that myth.

In ways both big and small, frightening and funny, on matters of both style and substance, and on issues of policy and politics, John McCain represents a continuation of the Bush years. His defenders—and they are legion in the national press corps he accurately calls his “base”—will howl, but a clear-eyed reading of the record makes a compelling case that on nearly all of the things that matter most, John McCain would be more of the same.

To be sure (you knew there had to be the obligatory “to be sure” paragraph), McCain distinguished himself in wartime in ways that Bush did not. While Bush was failing even to show up for the Alabama National Guard, McCain was seeking out the most dangerous assignments in the navy. John McCain’s suffering at the hands of torturers in North Vietnam, his heroism and devotion to country—they are all real. Every schoolchild should study McCain’s POW experience to appreciate a man of such extraordinary valor. You will be disappointed if you are looking for a book that will answer the Swift Boat Veterans’ lies about John Kerry with lies about John McCain.

Nor will I stoop to the politics of personal destruction as was practiced against my former boss Bill Clinton. Personal failings rarely predict presidential failings. FDR was an unfaithful husband; George W. Bush is a model of marital fidelity. Who would you rather have leading our country? Instead, this is a study of politics, policy, and personality—and the stunning similarities between George W. Bush and John McCain in each area.

In writing this book I have put a premium on accuracy. I have tried to cite the source for every vote and every quote. I am, of course, a man of strong opinions. But I believe it is essential for me to back those opinions up with facts. As Casey Stengel said, “You can look it up.”

This book examines how George W. Bush and John McCain came to initially loathe each other—perhaps because they were more alike than either could bear to admit—and then how, in one painfully awkward hug, they lashed their fates together. It examines the issues of war and peace, of the economy and health care, of the environment and special interests—and returns damning proof that, despite what McCain and his apologists would have you believe, a vote for John McCain is a vote for a third term for George W. Bush.








THIRD TERM
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THE HUG


He has earned our admiration, and our love.

—John McCain on George W. Bush1




I love you, man!

—George W. Bush on John McCain2






It is the defining moment of John McCain’s political career: The Hug. George W. Bush’s 2004 reelection campaign needed help. After four years of a surprisingly radical brand of conservatism, Mr. Bush needed some moderate bona fides. After a campaign of fiction and falsehoods that led us to war, Bush needed a credibility transfusion. After the Democrats nominated a certified war hero, John Kerry, Mr. Bush (who famously avoided serving not only in Vietnam but even in the Alabama National Guard) needed a warrior’s support.

And so John McCain gave him The Hug.

In embracing George W. Bush that August afternoon in Pensacola, Florida, John McCain embraced Mr. Bush’s agenda, his policies, his principles, and his manipulative, mendacious brand of politics. And McCain embraced him with gusto.

This wasn’t an irrationally exuberant Sammy Davis, Jr., spontaneously wrapping his arms around Richard Nixon. This was a calculated, choreographed commitment. The John McCain most people thought they knew would never have hugged George W. Bush. More likely, he’d have punched him in the nose. And for good reason.

THE SMEAR

The South Carolina Republican Party has long been the putrid petri dish of right-wing sleaze, and in the 2000 GOP primary, the slime oozed from Team Bush all over John McCain and his family. South Carolina became Ground Zero for the Republican presidential nomination after John McCain stunned George W. Bush in New Hampshire, beating him by 19 percent.

We show our character in defeat, and in response to the humiliation of New Hampshire, George W. Bush’s true character emerged. He went hard right and he went down and dirty. Suddenly whisper campaigns sprouted up like kudzu all across the Palmetto State:


	
McCain is crazy. Here’s how the Dallas Morning News reported the rumors: “In recent weeks, the Bush campaign has been accused of—and has denied—spreading rumors that Mr. McCain may be unstable as a result of being tortured while a prisoner of war in North Vietnam. Several Senate Republicans, among them party leaders who favor Mr. Bush for president, have been identified in published reports as being responsible for privately pushing the allegations. Also, James B. Stockdale, a former prisoner of war in Vietnam who ran as Ross Perot’s running mate in 1992, said he got a call from a friend close to the Bush campaign soliciting comments on Mr. McCain’s ‘weakness.’”3


	
McCain is “the fag candidate.” This gem came from push-polling, a despicable tactic wherein a voter is called by someone pretending to be a pollster but who is in fact spreading dirt. Anonymous push-pollers called South Carolina Republicans and described McCain as “the fag candidate”4—perhaps because he met with the pro–gay-rights Log Cabin Republicans.

	
McCain’s wife is a drug addict. Cindy McCain, like millions of Americans, from the late Chief Justice William Rehnquist to radio gasbag Rush Limbaugh, had been treated for dependency on prescription drugs. Rather than saluting her courage and recovery, leaflets surfaced in South Carolina calling Mrs. McCain “a drug addict.”5


	
McCain abandoned his “crippled first wife. •” Carol Shepp, McCain’s first wife, was badly injured in a 1969 auto accident while McCain was a POW. Seven years after he returned from Vietnam, McCain’s marriage to Carol fell apart. McCain has accepted responsibility for the marriage’s failure, but it was hardly fair to say McCain “abandoned” Carol, or that Carol was “crippled.”6 Like half of all marriages, this one did not work out.

	
McCain fathered children out of wedlock. • Richard Hand, a professor at the racist, anti-Catholic Bob Jones University, wrote a now-infamous email in which he alleged that McCain “chose to sire children without marriage.” When Hand was told on CNN that there was no evidence that his charge was true, he replied, “That’s a universal negative. Can you prove that?”7


	
McCain’s dark-skinned, adopted daughter was the product of a McCain extramarital affair. This was the worst. Anonymous callers alleged that McCain had fathered “a black baby”8 with a prostitute. In truth, Cindy McCain had brought a dark-skinned baby home from Mother Teresa’s orphanage in Bangladesh. She and John adopted her and named her Bridget. In 2006, Bridget Googled her name and learned of how she’d been smeared when her father had been losing to George W. Bush. A teenager today, she is still owed an apology that will never come.



So there was, one might say, some baggage in the Bush-McCain relationship. But perhaps I understate. To paraphrase a friend of mine, if Paris Hilton were to check into the Plaza hotel for a two-month stay with a full retinue of hairdressers, masseurs, manicurists, florists, bartenders, and aromatherapists, the entire entourage would have less baggage than the Bush-McCain relationship.

 

Think about it. Put yourself in McCain’s shoes. Someone benefited from (and, some believe, orchestrated) the most savage attack on your sexuality, your sanity, your marriage, your wife, and your daughter. He smirked as his supporters attacked your honor, your dignity, your manhood, and your innocent child. What would you do? Seriously. Some of us might have shunned someone who’d treated us that way. Others might have cursed them. Still others might have kicked them in the shin or kneed them in the groin. But not John McCain.

John McCain hugged George W. Bush.

What about forgiveness? you may ask. Good point. But forgiveness starts with confession and contrition, and neither Mr. Bush nor his top advisers have ever manned up and confessed to smearing McCain. Indeed, as recently as 2007, Karl Rove aggressively challenged a questioner who alleged he had “helped spread the false story” about McCain’s daughter. “That is absolutely not true, and I take offense,” Rove replied to the questioner at Troy University in Alabama. “If you have any bit of evidence that anybody connected with the Bush campaign was involved in that, you bring it forward, because it is a reckless charge.”9

So why would John McCain embrace George W. Bush? Not to be too simplistic: He wanted to. He believed in the Bush agenda and wanted to advance it into a second term.

THE WEAVER-ROVE RIFT

The McCain-Bush split probably began before they knew each other. Its roots lie in the caliche soil of central Texas, where two up-and-coming Republican operatives got their start. Karl Rove and John Weaver were instrumental in capitalizing on the disaffection some Texans felt with the Democratic Party after LBJ embraced racial equality. After Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, he prophesied to Bill Moyers, “I think we’ve just delivered the South to the Republican Party for the rest of my life, and yours.”10

It took a while, but LBJ’s prophecy came true in his beloved Texas—and Karl Rove and John Weaver were central to that historic shift. In the mid-1980s, Rove and Weaver were friends and partners in a successful political consulting firm. As so often happens, there was a dispute—some say about money (it almost always is). In any event, Weaver decided to strike out on his own. This happens in business—especially the political consulting business—every day. Weaver lured away one of Rove’s top employees and was named executive director of the Texas GOP by Rove-Weaver client Gov. Bill Clements. Then, according to the Atlantic’s Joshua Green, “Rove spread a rumor that Weaver had made a pass at a young man at a state Republican function.”11

The rumors persisted, Weaver’s business faltered, and in time Weaver quit Texas, leaving Rove the dominant GOP consultant in the Lone Star State. Although he’d departed Texas, Weaver carried some heavy Rovian baggage with him; baggage he brought aboard the Straight Talk Express.

A BRIEF FLIRTATION

Doubtless nursing a grudge from the vicious campaign in South Carolina, McCain spent much of the first Bush term taking well-timed jabs at the new president. He voted for an initial Senate version of the $1.35 trillion Bush tax cuts, but when the bill came up for final passage, McCain voted no. Echoing Democratic denunciations of a giveaway to the rich, McCain told his Senate colleagues, “I cannot in good conscience support a tax cut in which so many of the benefits go to the most fortunate among us, at the expense of middle-class Americans who most need tax relief.”12

There were other apostasies, and even a brief flirtation with switching parties. At the center of the talk, of course, was Weaver. On March 31, 2001, Weaver had lunch at a Chinese restaurant in Bethesda, Maryland, with Tom Downey. A former congressman from New York, Downey was still as well connected as anyone in the Democratic Party. Downey insists the lunch was at Weaver’s request. But the courtship was mutual and intense. Weaver suggested that McCain might bolt the GOP “if the right people asked him.” Downey immediately contacted Democratic Senate leader Tom Daschle, who recruited Senators Harry Reid, John Edwards, and Ted Kennedy to join in the effort to persuade McCain. At various points over the next two months, members of the group spoke with McCain on the Senate floor, in his office, at a gathering in Senator Kennedy’s office—wherever they could buttonhole him. The talks got pretty specific. “We talked about committees and his seniority…[a lot of issues] were on the table,”13 Daschle recalled.

As the courtship of McCain heated up at the senatorial level, Weaver and four other McCain confidants gathered for lunch; leaving the GOP was on the menu. McCain had just voted against the Bush tax cuts, and Weaver (who reportedly coined the 2000 campaign’s most incendiary slogan, “Burn It Down!”) was thinking about new ways to light the fire. “Did it [leaving the GOP and running as an independent in 2004] come up? Sure,” Weaver told CNN. “Some people want him to do it, but as far as we know, it is not an option on the table.” The conservative writer and editor Bill Kristol was also at the lunch. “I believe that McCain thinks about it a little bit,” he said. “But he’s been very discreet. All the talk has been among aides and friends.”14

The talks collapsed on May 24, 2001, when Vermont’s Republican senator, Jim Jeffords, became an independent, thus swinging control of the Senate to the Democrats. In the wake of Jeffords’s move, McCain was quick to renounce all talk of leaving the GOP. “I have no intention of running for president, nor do I have any intention of, or cause to, leave the Republican Party,” he told CNN.

For John McCain, the die was cast. His future was with the Republican Party—and the Republican Party was with George W. Bush.

 

The attacks of September 11, 2001, caused a rally-round-the-president phenomenon that boosted Bush’s anemic approval rating into the stratosphere. McCain could have shown his maverick bona fides then. He could have pointed out that Bush was derelict in his duty when he ignored the CIA’s warning that BIN LADEN DETERMINED TO STRIKE IN U.S. He could have noted that a real leader would not have panicked, as Bush did; a real leader would not have run and hid, as Bush did; a real leader would not have hesitated, as Bush did. McCain could have told the nation that a real president would not have sat frozen in front of schoolchildren for over five minutes after being told, “America is under attack.” But McCain did not. He joined the chorus of Bush suck-ups, feeding the false story that this incompetent man was somehow the strong, brave, wise leader we needed.

John McCain would remain a Republican. And a Bush Republican at that.

CAVING IN OVER COFFEE

And so in early 2004, John Weaver reached out to Team Bush. He called Mark McKinnon, Bush’s media adviser (and my friend since college). It was a smart choice. A conciliator by nature, McKinnon was among the least anti-McCain members of the Bush inner circle. McKinnon had traveled a long and difficult route in American politics: from the far fringes of the student left when he was in college (he considered me a sellout for supporting student government and serving as student body president), McKinnon moved from his first job with the stalwart progressive Texas Democrat Lloyd Doggett, to Ann Richards. Then, in the late ’90s, he fell in love with George W. Bush. Perhaps in an ironic tribute to his formerly iconoclastic views, McKinnon named his firm Maverick Media, and the Maverick began making ads for George W. Bush. McKinnon is gifted, and soon the Yale frat boy with the Harvard MBA was seen droppin’ his g’s and wearin’ jeans and boots and swingin’ on the front porch with his beloved Laura: just a regular Texas good ol’ boy.

Still, it wouldn’t have been surprising if McKinnon had retained some deep-hidden respect and affection for another self-styled maverick. Besides, Weaver could hardly have stomached picking up the phone and calling Rove directly. McKinnon called Rove and brokered a date for him with Weaver. They met at Caribou Coffee, at 1701 Pennsylvania Avenue—a short walk from Rove’s office at the White House. Weaver made the first move. “Time to put this behind us,” he told Rove. There was no need to define “this”: the years of bitterness and backstabbing needed no reiteration. Rove was gracious, as gracious as McCain’s grandfather was as he stood on the deck of the USS Missouri to help receive the Japanese surrender. It’s easy to be gracious when the other side offers total capitulation. “I know how hard this must be for you,” Rove said. “And I appreciate it.”15

Rove then posed the question: would McCain come out and campaign with Bush? The two had suffered through an exquisitely awkward joint appearance in Pittsburgh in the 2000 campaign. McCain left the 2000 convention early. Some believed he could not bear the Bush coronation; others reported he was being treated for cancer. Rove knew just what to ask for—a little of the McCain magic on the campaign trail. “All you had to do was ask,” Weaver replied.16 McKinnon paid the bill, but both sides walked away buzzing from more than the caffeine.

One person who knows both McCain and Bush well suggested the rift was more driven by aides than personal animosity. “McCain and Bush like each other’s toughness,” this person told me. “Always have.” The ease and speed of the reconciliation suggests there is much truth to the point.

“Listen, we had a very tough, intrafamily fight [in the 2000 primaries],” Weaver recalled in a 2007 interview with the Washington Post’s Peter Baker. “These are always tougher, the fights between families. McCain was over it before everybody else was. Like a lot of these things, some of the lower-level soldiers didn’t come out of the hills for a long time.”

It is interesting that Weaver used a military analogy. Of course, all of us campaign hacks fall back on that—even the word campaign comes from the world of warfare. John Weaver, ever the loyal soldier, was offering his most bitter enemy—and his boss’s—an unconditional surrender.

THE FIRST DATE

On June 18, 2004, McCain accompanied Bush to Fort Lewis, Washington. Before a Bush campaign rally, they met briefly in the lodge where Bush had stayed the night before. Then the old warrior introduced the old draft dodger to the crowd. The staff of the independent, bipartisan 9/11 Commission had just reported that there was no evidence of any “collaborative relationship” between Saddam Hussein and the al Qaeda terrorist networks, making Bush a liar: One of his principal arguments for invading Iraq was the fact that Saddam was somehow linked to al Qaeda. Again and again Mr. Bush and his vice president sought to associate Saddam Hussein with the terrorism of 9/11. And now Bush’s lie was shattered—and John McCain was there to pick up the pieces. McCain vouched for Bush. He did so with gusto, with relish. McCain said the president “led this country with moral clarity.” He said Mr. Bush “heard the call to action on that terrible morning in September and summoned the rest of us to this long and difficult task.”

 

I do not know—indeed, cannot know—what was going through McCain’s mind at the time. He already knew Bush was a liar; he’d said as much in the 2000 campaign. And he knew that no lie was beyond this man and his supporters—just ask young Bridget McCain. McCain also knew, must have known, that Bush’s mendacity violated every sense of honor in McCain’s Naval Academy DNA.

As if that wasn’t enough, McCain defended Bush’s incompetent handling of the Iraq War, which McCain would later pretend he’d been consistently critical of. “There have been ups and downs,” McCain told the soldiers of Fort Lewis. “As there are in any war, but like you, he has not wavered in his determination to protect this country and to make the world a better, safer, freer place.” McCain closed with a suck-up that would have made the McCain of 2000 gag. He actually drew a moral parallel between the lying coward he was sharing the stage with and the six thousand heroic military men and women he was speaking to. “You will not yield, nor will he.”17

It was a stunning performance, even for someone used to the phoniness of politics. Tellingly, Bush didn’t even try to return the compliment. After McCain’s sycophantic introduction, the man who became president in part by smearing McCain and his family dismissed the vanquished with a perfunctory thanks and boilerplate compliments: “It is a privilege to be introduced to our men and women in uniform by a man who brought such credit to the uniform. When he speaks of service and sacrifice, he speaks from experience. The United States military has no better friend in the United States Senate than John McCain.”18

When Bush finished, he embraced McCain. The Washington Post said, “Bush, waving repeatedly to the crowd as he strode onto the stage amid applause, walked straight toward McCain and put his arms around him. The Arizonan leaned his head toward Bush’s cheek, and then the president grinned as the senator whispered in his ear.”19

How sweet. McCain’s admirers probably would like to believe that their hero whispered a four-letter–filled entreaty for Mr. Bush to commit an unnatural act on himself. But no dice. Whatever whispered words were shared by the pair, the two amigos continued their hug-a-thon later that day in Reno. After McCain introduced Mr. Bush there, he gave Bush a hug and patted his back six times.

THE HUG THAT WILL LIVE IN INFAMY

But The Hug—the legendary embrace that appears at the beginning of this chapter—came a few months later in Pensacola, Florida, on August 10, 2004. The location could not have been more fraught with significance for McCain. Pensacola is the home of the oldest naval air station in America, the cradle of naval aviation. It was there that a newly minted Ensign John McCain reported for his first assignment after graduating from the Naval Academy. It must have been a bitter moment for McCain to return there forty-six years later to introduce a man who’d refused to report for duty in the Alabama Air National Guard while John McCain was being held as a POW in the Hanoi Hilton.

But McCain rose to the occasion—or, rather, sank to it. “He was determined and remains determined to make this world a better, safer, freer place,” McCain said. “And he has more than earned our support—he has earned our admiration and our love.”20 And then McCain did it. There was no sneaking up, no surprise gotcha-grab from behind. McCain strode over to Bush. Both men had removed their coats and ties and had rolled up their sleeves in deference to the August heat in the “Redneck Riviera.” As he approached Bush, McCain shifted his body ever so slightly to his right, extended his arms—first the right, then the left—and pulled Bush in for a massive bear hug. Bush at first seemed to want to continue waving to the crowd, but McCain’s embrace was so all-encompassing that Bush could only give in.

As they embraced, Bush patted McCain’s back, and then McCain gently nestled his head on Bush’s chest. It was as submissive a posture as one could imagine: the defeated beta wolf offering his jugular to the alpha male. To complete the tableau, Bush gave McCain a peck on the temple.

That’s right—the younger, feckless playboy dismissed the older, fearless flyboy with the kind of peck on the head you use for shooing away a cloying, annoying little nephew.

 

Weaver was ready to spin The Hug into political gold. “I wouldn’t characterize either man as a hug victim,” he told the New York Times. “I think they were mutual hugs, and mutual looking forward.”21 Rick Davis, McCain’s longtime right-hand man, eagerly reinforced the argument that Bush and McCain were essentially identical ideologically, telling the Times, “I think what they [the Bush campaign] have found is McCain doesn’t upset their conservative base because he’s a conservative. He’s both a religious conservative, he’s pro-life—you couldn’t run a thread between his position on abortion and Bush’s—and yet at the same time he speaks to a much broader audience politically. So why not hang around with that guy?”22

Why not indeed? The truth is, The Hug was probably not as painful for McCain—nor as emotional, nor as difficult—as I would have thought. The truth is, John McCain was merely reverting to form, as Davis said. McCain was, is, and ever shall be a Bush Republican. His occasional forays into Bush-bashing were simply expressions of ambition, an attempt to beat another right-wing corporate tool to the top of the greasy poll. But there is no ideological difference between them, and the combination of their shared policy agenda and their equally fanatical ambition made it easy for McCain to embrace George W. Bush—embrace him personally and politically; embrace his values and his principles; his agenda and his priorities; his war and his economic policy; nearly all things Bush both foreign and domestic. Perhaps that’s why loyal Bush spokesperson Nicole Devenish vouched for the authenticity of The Hug, saying, “I don’t think either man is capable of pretense.” Devenish is now known by her married name, Nicole Wallace—and by her new professional role, coordinating strategy and communications for the John McCain campaign.23

The Hug was real; it was the “Straight Talk” that was phony.
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McSAME OLD THING


George W. Bush is “one of the great presidents of the United States.”

—John McCain1




I’m proud to be up here with a fine American, a great friend, John McCain.

—George W. Bush on John McCain2






MEET THE NEW BOSS, SAME AS THE OLD BOSS

John McSame. George W. McCain. McBush. There are endless word games you can play with the names of these two birds of a political feather. “But, ahh,” you say (that is, if you’re in the tank for McCain, like so many in the national media), “McCain is completely different than Bush.”

Not if you base your analysis on two things the right wing is not big on: math and facts.

John McCain usually votes the exact same way as George W. Bush. Over the years Bush has been in office, McCain has voted the way Bush wanted over 90 percent of the time.3 Let me give you a handy table to look over while you listen to the squealing of the so-called Straight Talk Express taking a sharp screeching turn to the right.4


John McCain: Votes with Bush Through the Years

[image: image]91 PERCENT OF THE TIME HE’S JUST LIKE BUSH

I was a liberal arts major, but even I can do simple math. From the day George W. Bush was installed as president (by five thieves in black robes) to the day I wrote this chapter, John McCain has voted with George W. Bush an average of 91 percent of the time.

What would you call someone at work who agreed with the boss 91 percent of the time? A suck-up, that’s what. Or, if you’re a little more earthy, a brownnoser. More elegantly, one might say a sycophant. In an Elizabethan frame of mind, you would call such a person a courtier, or a throne-sniffer. In Texas we might say a bootlicker. But you wouldn’t call him a maverick. If a baseball player bats righty 91 percent of the time, sportswriters don’t call him a lefty. That’s because sportswriters are a lot less gullible than political reporters.

The fact that political reporters fall for John McCain’s spin does not obscure the fact that on almost all of the important issues, John McCain would represent a third term of George W. Bush. The subsequent chapters of this book carefully document how John McCain would extend Bush’s failed policies in Iraq, on the economy, health care, the judiciary, and more.

A FAMOUS FATHER, AN INDOMITABLE MOTHER, A YOUTHFUL REBELLION, JUST LIKE BUSH

The pro-McCain press likes to point out the obvious contrast between Bush and McCain’s, umm, war records. While McCain was suffering in the Hanoi Hilton, Bush was partying in every bar from Beaumont to Birmingham. But at many other points, their biographies are more similar than either would like to admit.

They’re both the firstborn, namesake sons of dynasties. George W. Bush’s father was, of course, president, vice president, UN ambassador, CIA chief, envoy to China, congressman, chairman of the Republican National Committee, World War II hero, and Phi Beta Kappa while lettering in baseball at Yale.5 That’s a lot to live up to. And his grandfather, Prescott Bush, was a man of great accomplishment as well—senator, banker, millionaire, leader of the GOP’s moderate wing (back when it had one).

John McCain, for his part, is from navy royalty. His father, John Sidney McCain, Jr., was a Naval Academy graduate, a four-star admiral, and commander of the Pacific Fleet. He commanded two submarines in World War II and earned the Silver Star. McCain’s grandfather, John Sidney “Slew” McCain, Sr., was also an Annapolis grad (where he was friends with fellow navy legends “Bull” Halsey and Chester Nimitz). He went on to become a four-star admiral. (The McCains were the first father-son four-stars in the storied history of the U.S. Navy.) Slew was on the deck of the USS Missouri on September 2, 1945, one of the senior commanders who received the Japanese surrender at the end of World War II.6 Within days he would die of a heart attack. There is speculation he’d had an earlier heart attack but hadn’t told anyone. He’d wanted to gut it out until the war had been won.7

Just as interesting, both Bush and McCain have mothers who are forces to be reckoned with. Barbara Bush was raised in a time and a place and a class where women were often seen and not heard, yet she never took any crap from anyone. Similarly, as an admiral’s wife, Roberta McCain was well-known for her vivacity, energy, and independence.8

So both young George and young John had a lot to live up to. Too much, perhaps. Interestingly, neither chose to play the part of the dutiful son. Instead, each chose the path of the prodigal son. And, frankly, it looks like they both had a damn good time.

Bush famously drank his way through half his life. By his own admission, when he was young and irresponsible, he was young and irresponsible.9 He was good looking and popular, from a powerful and wealthy family, possessed of a name that opened doors. What wasn’t to like? He became a rebel without a risk. After he performed badly in an elite private academy in Houston, he was shipped off to an even more elite private academy: Andover. His rebellion at Yale was pathetic. While others were protesting the war, staying up late cramming for exams, and debating the meaning of life and the duties of privilege, Bush was partying his ass off at the Deke House. His average grade was a 77.10 Rumors abound, largely undenied by Bush. Mind-altering chemicals of the ’60s were okay, and he got arrested—not for protesting the war that was killing the kids whose daddies couldn’t get them into Yale but for stealing a Christmas wreath on a drunken night out.11 Later, of course, he was arrested for driving under the influence12 and even challenged his war hero dad to a fistfight while hammered on the family front lawn.13

McCain, too, has been candid about his youthful excesses—and they weirdly parallel Bush’s. His version of Bush’s “young and irresponsible” dodge is to say he succumbed to the “unruly passions of youth.”14 His nicknames at Episcopal High School in Alexandria, Virginia, were “Punk” and “McNasty.”15 At the Naval Academy, McCain was semi-famous—not only for his pedigree and quick temper but also for his legion of demerits. In the academy yearbook, Midshipman McCain is described as a “sturdy conversationalist and party man.”16 He was fifth from the bottom of his graduating class, 894 in a class of 899.17

Later, as a navy liaison to the Senate, McCain kept time with legendary senator (and drinker) John Tower.18 According to the New York Times, drinks were drunk, women were chased, and a good time was had by all.19

Let me be clear. I don’t think John McCain is a bad man. In fact, I think he’s a good man—a man whom I admire in many ways. But he is also more like George W. Bush than you might have thought. Black sheep of a feather, as George W. Bush himself might say.

A VAST FORTUNE, JUST LIKE BUSH’S

Don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing wrong with being rich. I am all for it. I just think it’s interesting that both George W. Bush and John McCain have vast family fortunes—and both support economic policies that would greatly benefit their fellow millionaires and hammer the hell out of poor and working Americans. Coincidence? You decide.

I’m sure you know about Bush’s fortune. How he made $14 million by investing $600,000 in the Texas Rangers (can you say “sweetheart deal”?).20 And you probably know about the sixteen-hundred-acre ranch in Crawford, Texas, complete with a creek, a canyon, waterfalls, and a private lake, stocked with private fish.21 You almost certainly have seen Bush at his family’s beautiful compound on the surf-pounded cliffs of Kennebunkport, Maine, and have no doubt seen the photos of him tooling around on his father’s twenty-eight-foot cigarette boat. The name Bush equals wealth in the public perception.

But while I’m sure you already knew about Bush’s wealth, this may be the first time you’ve learned that John McCain is rich. Really rich. Get this: John McCain is richer than George W. Bush. A lot richer.

The Senate is famously known as a millionaires’ club. But even within that club, McCain’s wealth stands out. According to the Center for Responsive Politics, John McCain was the eighth-wealthiest senator in 2006, based on his Senate personal financial disclosure. McCain’s minimum net worth was listed at $27,817,187, and his maximum net worth was listed at $45,045,011.22 He filed those reports publicly, but since his enormous wealth doesn’t fit the McCain-friendly media’s narrative, it is rarely mentioned.

Almost all of that wealth comes from Cindy McCain. She inherited an enormously successful beer distributorship from her father, and I myself have done all I can to increase her wealth every time I’ve visited Arizona. I am definitely pro-beer. So is Cindy McCain. Experts consulted by the Wall Street Journal say her stake in the beer distributorship is worth about $100 million.23

John and Cindy McCain own a plethora of houses and condos throughout the western United States. (I’ve always wanted to use plethora in a book. Somewhere, my ninth-grade English teacher, Ms. Gloria Rinehimer, is smiling.) Anyway, that plethora cost an estimated $13,123,269 and includes:


	Two beachfront condos in Coronado, California 24


	A condo in La Jolla, California 25


	Two high-end condos in Phoenix, Arizona. The condos have been combined into one mondo condo of up to 7,000 square feet, worth $4.6 million26


	Three ranch houses located outside of Sedona, Arizona 27


	A high-rise condo in Arlington, Virginia 28


	A loft they bought for their daughter, Meghan 29




Oh, yeah. McCain also owns a parking lot worth $1 million, according to the 2006 U.S. Senate Personal Finance Disclosure. A parking lot worth $1 million. I thought I was rich when I no longer had to drink Buckhorn beer just because it was on sale, but a $1 million parking lot? Man, that is r-i-c-h.

For perspective—as if you needed it—the average American family’s home is worth $217,800.30 The McCains have nine homes worth a total of $13 million. That’s enough to house sixty average families in sixty average homes.

There is also money on McCain’s side of the marriage. His redoubtable mother, Roberta, is the daughter of an oil wildcatter. When visiting Europe, she was told she was too old to rent a car (she was in her nineties). So she bought one—a new Mercedes-Benz.31 I admire Mrs. McCain’s spunk. We should all be as vigorous and well-off in our nineties. Trouble is, with the Bush-McCain economic policies making us poorer, with the Bush-McCain health-care policies making us sicker, and with the Bush-McCain Social Security privatization threatening that sacred trust, there’s very little chance of that happening.

DANGEROUSLY IGNORANT, JUST LIKE BUSH

If you are calling for placing American troops in a country for one hundred years,32 you should probably know some rudimentary facts about it.33 And after five years of war in that country, you should have some clues as to who’s on which side. But, just like George W. Bush, John McCain shows a startling ignorance of even the most basic facts about Iraq.

Eight weeks before he gave the order to invade Iraq—after a rhetorical and propaganda buildup that had gone on for months—President Bush invited Iraqi exile Kanan Makiya to the White House to watch the Super Bowl. It was to be an all-American photo op before the American troops were sent to liberate Makiya’s country. Makiya was among the staunchest critics of Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship. His 1989 book, Republic of Fear, was a neocon favorite because even before Saddam invaded Kuwait, Makiya sounded the alarm about his brutality. (Of course, in those days Saddam was an American ally; Ronald Reagan famously sent Donald Rumsfeld to give him golden spurs and a wink and a nod after Saddam had used chemical weapons.) According to David L. Phillips, a former senior policy adviser to Bush, “Bush was apparently unaware of the animosity between Iraqi factions…Kanan was invited to watch the [2003] Super Bowl at the White House; he told me later that he had to explain to the president of the United States the differences between Arab Shi’a, Arab Sunnis and Kurds.”34

Think about that. Just weeks before launching an invasion that has cost tens of thousands of lives—an unprovoked, unjust, unwise, unwarranted war that has left hundreds of thousands wounded and cost trillions of dollars—the president of the United States didn’t even know that the country he was about to invade had three principal factions whose differences and rivalries dominated life in that country. Appalling, isn’t it? I’ll bet you think that could never happen again. I’ll bet you think we could never again have a president so willfully ignorant, so bullheaded, so headstrong, so infused with that rare combination of ignorance and arrogance.

Meet the new boss. Same as the old boss.

In a radio interview in March 2008, McCain stated that al Qaeda was being trained by Iran.35 Of course this completely ignores the fact that Iran is a Shiite country, al Qaeda is a Sunni-based terrorist group, and these two parties have been enemies for centuries.

I have to admit that at first I thought, what the heck. McCain is such a commanding presence, he’s got such a legendary military pedigree that he must have simply misspoken. Everyone makes mistakes, and I hate the culture of gaffes that hamstrings public figures. So I cut him some slack. I did not pounce on McCain. Even I thought he couldn’t be as bad as Bush. But I was wrong.

He kept on repeating his mistake throughout the interview. I’m a former congressional staffer, and McCain has an excellent staff. So I knew that following the interview they would take the old sailor to the woodshed, remind him which side was which in the Iraqi civil war, and why it was somewhere between unlikely and impossible that the Shiite Iranians would be training the Sunni al Qaeda terrorists. But then he did it again. McCain again confused Shiite and Sunni while on a foreign policy trip to Iraq’s and Iran’s neighbor, Jordan, that was supposed to highlight his “expertise.”36 His buddy Joe Lieberman had to whisper in his ear and correct his mistake while the entire press corps and the world were watching.37

Later, McCain the military expert got his facts wrong about troop levels. Again, everyone makes mistakes, but you’d think the author of the “McCain Surge,” the man who boasts about his expertise in military affairs and denigrates all who disagree with him, would know how many troops we have in Iraq.38 In May 2008, McCain was campaigning in the Milwaukee suburb of Greenvale, Wisconsin, when a woman asked about our policy in Iraq. “I can look you in the eye and tell you it’s succeeding, we have drawn down to pre-surge levels,” he said, adding that the Iraqi cities of Basra, Mosul, and Sadr City are now “quiet.”39

Huh? What? Did he really say that? First of all, whether or not the surge is working is highly debatable. Its purpose, to give the Iraqis breathing room to form a functioning governing coalition, has certainly not materialized. It is true that as American troop strength has gone up, violence has decreased. But after stating his dubious opinion, McCain went on to assert a falsity as if it had been fact: “We have drawn down to pre-surge levels.” We have not. Before the surge we had about 135,000 troops in Iraq. When McCain said we were down to pre-surge levels, we in fact had 155,000 troops in Iraq.40 That’s not even close. And by the way, even after the so-called surge brigades are brought home, we’ll still have 140,000 troops in Iraq—more than we had before the surge began.

Senator Barack Obama pounced on McCain’s misstatement. “This is the guy who says I need more knowledge,” said Obama. “He’s wrong. That’s not true and anyone running for commander in chief should know better. As the saying goes, you’re entitled to your own view, but not your own facts.”41

McCain’s additional comments about Basra, Mosul, and Sadr City being “quiet” were also unfortunate—and reminiscent of similar comments from George W. Bush. Just days after Mosul was declared “quiet,” thirteen people, some of them children, were killed in a suicide car bombing at the city’s main police headquarters. Forty-three more were wounded.42 Also within days of McCain’s proclamation of Basra as “quiet,” an Iraqi cameraman was seriously injured when a musical instruments store was bombed.43 And in the Shaar neighborhood next to Sadr City, more than a dozen civilians were killed when a rocket-loaded truck exploded as insurgents were preparing to attack an American military base in Baghdad.44

Point for Obama. McCain would have none of it. Instead of manning up and admitting he’d made a mistake, McCain doubled down on his flub. He and his supporters accused Obama of “nit-picking,” prompting Obama to retort that he hardly views tens of thousands of troops as nitpicks.45

The mistake is less important, less illuminating, less instructive than the unwillingness to admit it. We have had eight long years of a president who knows too little and bullies too much. And John S. McCain and George W. Bush are cut from the same cloth.

McCAIN WANTS TO BE PRESIDENT OF FANTASY ISLAND, JUST LIKE BUSH

One of the most annoying things about President Bush—and there are so many—is his willful, frightening, maddening ability to deny reality. Before he launched his invasion, Bush told Reverend Pat Robertson he did not believe there would be heavy casualties in the war. Robertson says he tried to tell Bush that in fact casualties would be high, and that he urged the president to prepare the country for them. Bush persisted in his fantasy that this would be a relatively bloodless war.46 When Pat Robertson is more in touch with reality than you are, you are seriously off in La-La Land. But that’s where Bush prefers to live. He overstated the threat posed by Saddam Hussein while understating the risks and costs of occupying a large and bitterly divided nation.

Here again, you want to think McCain will be different. After all, he has seen the horrors of war firsthand—flying dangerous missions while Bush was downing tequila shots. But despite his combat experience, McCain has shown a talent for denying reality that is downright Bushian.

Before the war, McCain said the Iraqi people would “greet us as liberators.”47 Before the invasion, he said, “We will win this conflict. We will win it easily.”48 Five years and thousands of American lives later, in a town hall meeting in Houston, McCain said, “In fact we are succeeding in Iraq…. We are succeeding militarily and we are succeeding, uh, politically.”49 A month later, General David Petraeus said, “No one feels that there has been sufficient progress by any means in the area of national reconciliation.”50 With all due respect, General, someone does. Someone dangerously out of touch: John McCain.

Perhaps the most famous example of McCain being on Fantasy Island instead of terra firma was when, in 2007, he said that there “are neighborhoods in Baghdad where you and I could walk through those neighborhoods, today.”51 Right, Senator. You and what army? Oh, wait a minute. You did have an army with you while you strolled through that Baghdad neighborhood. Or didn’t you notice?

In late 2007, as the Bush-McCain economy careened toward a recession, President Bush kept telling us, “The fundamentals of our economy are strong.”52 Ever the dutiful Bush acolyte (at least 91 percent of the time), McCain parroted his hero a few months later, telling Americans who are hurting, “I think our fundamentals are strong.”53

But then McCain out-Bushed Bush. During a town hall meeting in West Palm Beach, Florida, in January 2008, McCain said about the economy, “A lot of this is psychological. A lot of it’s psychological. Because I believe the fundamentals of our economy are still strong.”54

Actually, our problems are not in our heads. But I’m beginning to wonder what’s in Senator McCain’s head.

MY WAY OR THE HIGHWAY, JUST LIKE BUSH

To call George W. Bush stubborn would be like calling Paris Hilton fun-loving. The description hardly does justice to the obscene, grotesque reality. Bush sees the world in black and white, heroes and villains, sinners and saints. He’s a simple man, Lord knows, with a simple worldview: You’re either for him, or you’re against him.

McCain’s apologists sound a lot like the Bush suck-ups did when he was first running for president. John is so deeply principled, they say. He’s so gosh-darned committed to Truth, Justice, and the American Way. He doesn’t suffer fools gladly. When you strip away the spin, the reality is that McCain is as pigheaded as Bush. (By the way, is “pigheaded” better or worse than “bullheaded”? I come from cattle country in Texas, so I don’t know anything about pigs.)
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