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For Diane, Molly, and Elizabeth





To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite;

To forgive wrongs darker than death or night;

To defy Power, which seems omnipotent;

To love, and bear; to hope till Hope creates

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates;

Neither to change, not falter, nor repent;

This, like thy glory, Titan, is to be

Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free;

This is alone Life, Joy, Empire, and Victory

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY,

PROMETHEUS UNBOUND





REMINISCENCES

In my memory of that warm July day in 1989, there are half a dozen staffers milling around his subterranean office in the Russell Building, including an intern who was shadowing him for the day. It was casual. The men were in shirtsleeves, ties loosened. Everyone called him John, not “sir” or “Senator.” Those formalities were reserved for responses when he was angry with you or with a colleague or with himself. There were two or three conversations happening at the same time. He introduced me to the intern, whom I sat next to on the leather sofa. It was a little hard to hear him over the hum of multiple conversations. Many years have passed, and I have an old man’s memory, but I recall his instruction to me going something like this:

“Look, Lorne is leaving. I want you to fill in. Most of the job will be Central America and Southeast Asia, but I want you to do a lot of the writing around here. Go talk to Chris about the money.”

Lorne was Lorne Craner, his foreign affairs aide, son of air force colonel Bob Craner, who had occupied the cell next to the senator’s when they were held in solitary confinement in Hanoi. Lorne had accepted a job in George H. W. Bush’s State Department. Chris was Chris Koch, McCain’s administrative assistant, which is what head staffers in Senate offices used to call ourselves before we inflated our title to chief of staff.

I hadn’t expected him to offer me a position on his staff, and I asked him for a little time to consider it. I thought I would appear overeager to jump at it, even though I knew instantly I wanted the job. He looked puzzled and a little put out by my response, and he paused for a second before asking, “Whaddya need, a couple hours?” I mumbled something noncommittal in reply, and he dismissed me with, “Yeah, okay, think about it. But not too long. We’ll have fun. Talk to Chris about the money.”

I talked to Chris about the money. Then I walked back to my office wondering how long an interval I should let lapse before I accepted. I didn’t want to risk offending him, but having asked for time, I thought it would look silly if I got back to him that day. And I first had to break the news to my employer, former UN ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick, who was vacationing in France at the time. I decided to call Kirkpatrick in the morning and then call Chris to accept the senator’s offer precisely twenty-four hours after he had extended it. The recollection of my overthought, dorky propriety makes me laugh now, which is appropriate. Derisive laughter was the typical response to most examples of formality in the notoriously informal McCain world.

Twenty-eight years to the month later, I found myself in his office—a more spacious one, a floor above his first suite of rooms, with a fine view of the Capitol—searching again for the right reaction to another unexpected and, in this instance, unwanted turn of events. It was just the two of us, a few days after McCain had returned to the Senate, and less than two weeks since he had been diagnosed with terminal brain cancer. We talked about his priorities for the time that remained to him. There was urgency in his attitude, but not a great deal more than the urgency he usually brought to new predicaments. He lightened the conversation with wisecracks and irony, his trademark response to adversity. His response to success, too. His response to everything, to fate, to human folly, to the physical laws of the universe: It’s always darkest before it’s totally black. I tried to behave likewise, kidding that I expected him to outlive me. “You’re giving the eulogy at my funeral,” I insisted. “I’ve already written it for you. It’s very moving.”

I suddenly felt myself losing composure. Nothing had seemed to precipitate it. One moment we were joking around, and then, as if I had been startled by something, I asked him, “What are we going to do about this?” He held up his hand to stop me from going further and said, “We’re going to man up, you and me. That’s what we’re going to do about it.”

The nearly three decades that had passed between my introduction to the life of John McCain and his declaration of how he intended to face its end were purposeful, exhilarating, and, as he had promised, fun. I was exposed to people and events that shaped the course of history, to national politics at the highest level, to world affairs as conducted in corridors of power, and to the struggles of human beings for security, autonomy, and respect. I went to work for him when I was thirty-four years old. Before then, I had not traveled outside the continental U.S. except for a brief trip to Canada. My exposure to national politics was limited to conversations with friends who worked for politicians. McCain was a man with causes. They were causes I was obligated to serve by my responsibilities to him, for which my previous experiences had not prepared me, and they gave my life greater purpose than I had expected it to have. My life likely would have been a lot less interesting and rewarding had I not worked for him. A lot less fun, too.

In the course of our long association, we became friends, and I am obligated, too, by bonds of friendship to defend his reputation, as I did in one capacity or another while he was alive. I won’t present a false portrait of the man, puffing up his virtues and denying his defects. He was not someone who was particularly guarded about his reputation. I don’t mean his reputation didn’t matter to him. It certainly did. But he didn’t think his reputation—or anyone’s, for that matter—should be so delicate a thing that it couldn’t admit to failings, rough edges, and contradictions. What mattered was that you acted honorably in service of something more important than yourself, and you treated people fairly. He didn’t believe politicians had to adhere to strict rules of decorum that put their personalities in a straitjacket. He believed if you maintained your honor, which could be a demanding commitment, you didn’t have to sweat the sillier stuff of politics, the conventions on how to act and speak in public, the cautious image-making that made you appear as though you had been born middle-aged or the affected folksy modesty of the phony populist. He thought most voters could see through that stuff. You could be yourself, he believed—mostly, anyway.

He was himself most of the time, in private and public, a man, his mother observed, who “has no sides,” one personality for some people and another for others. He was lousy at posing. It’s not that he didn’t attempt it occasionally. Any of his staffers can attest to witnessing an overdose of fulsome charm accorded someone he was trying to impress, a visiting celebrity he admired or a profile writer. Those occasions were not many, mercifully, and were always comically unconvincing. You could tease him about it afterward, when he had relaxed, and the next time you caught him buttering up a new acquaintance and gave him a look, he’d likely flash a grin to acknowledge it and take it down a notch. But in his public persona, for most people, most of the time, he kept it real to a degree unusual for a politician. And most people seemed to appreciate it.

My responsibilities, as a friend, to defend his honor don’t require me to polish his image any more than he did, to smooth out his rough edges or clean up his language or refuse to acknowledge failings that he acknowledged. His reputation didn’t depend on those pretenses, not the reputation he cared about. “Nobody gives a shit, boy,” he typically responded when I urged him to tone it down a little, “if I don’t act like…” The ellipses represent a rotating cast of fellow politicians whom he felt were phonier than the job required. He often gave them an expletive for a middle name.

He was usually willing to cop to his flaws to voters, reporters, colleagues, to perfect strangers sometimes. He’d be embarrassed for himself and for me if I didn’t have the same confidence about what is really important and what isn’t. This account of him, of the public man seen from the private vantage point of an aide and friend, respects his wishes. Although he mentioned in an interview that he wanted me to write his biography, we never discussed the project in any detail. His time was too short by then, and we were racing to finish our last collaboration, his memoir, The Restless Wave. But I approached this book with his standard admonition to me squarely in mind: “Cut the crap.”

His prideful insistence on permitting as small a gap as possible between the public and the private John McCain was the essence of his charisma with voters, with the press, and with his friends. It was also, as you would expect, a recipe for regular trouble for a public figure with presidential ambitions because the quality most obviously shared by both the private and the public McCain was the habitual wiseass’s delight in getting a laugh. And wiseasses in politics, however entertaining they might be, can make their own lives a lot harder by making their rivals’ lives easier.

It often fell to me to remonstrate with him when his devil-may-care authenticity threatened to cause political problems or harm important relationships. During my tenure as his administrative assistant, I could be blunt with him, to the point of rudeness sometimes, and could even get away with nagging him when he refused to follow my advice. He might argue with me, both our voices raised. He might snap at me to drop it. He might just laugh at my concerns or ignore me. To my astonishment, he might say, “You’re right. I’ll fix it.” The record of when such concessions were meant sincerely and when they were meant to get me off his back is mixed. But there were enough of the former occasions that I didn’t give up trying.

He loved appearing on the late-night talk shows. He loved doing any shows hosted by comedians. He delighted in guest-hosting Saturday Night Live. He enjoyed trading insults with Jon Stewart. He eagerly agreed to offers of cameo roles in movie and television comedies. He fancied himself an amateur stand-up comedian, beginning every town hall appearance and even more formal public addresses with a litany of jokes he had been collecting, refining, and repeating forever. Before every turn on a comedy talk show, he would come up with a “routine,” canvassing friends and staff for new jokes to mix with his standards, and cram as many of them as he could into his exchanges with the host even if they had little relevance to the topics being discussed. He insisted on the approach despite protestations from the shows’ professionals that he should improvise his humor within the flow of the conversation.

In 2005 he was beginning to give serious consideration to running for president again. That same year he had appeared in a brief, inoffensive scene in the R-rated movie Wedding Crashers, which Matt Drudge had hyperbolically denounced as a “boob raunch fest,” after noting the senator’s appearance in it. McCain was scheduled to do The Tonight Show with Jay Leno the next day; anticipating a question about the Drudge thing, he came up with a line, or someone gave him a line, to make a joke of it. “In Washington, I work with boobs every day,” he told an appreciative Leno, earning loud laughs and applause from the studio audience.

There was at the time resentment among some of his colleagues over the frequency of his media appearances, and not just cable news hits but the Sunday-morning shows and, increasingly, entertainment media. The resentment was compounded by his tendency to get laughs at their expense. A senator with whom he was not on the friendliest of terms was once heard to exclaim to several appreciative colleagues that he had a “great Sunday.” “You know what makes a great Sunday?” he asked before answering his own question. “A Sunday when McCain isn’t on TV.” Someone relayed the comment to McCain, who laughed it off: “He wishes he could get five minutes on cable on a Saturday.” Still, he knew that not all of his colleagues were as thrilled by his comedic stylings as he was, and “McCain Calls Colleagues Boobs on Leno” stories weren’t going to help matters.

He had returned to Washington on the red-eye the morning after that show. I walked into his office not long after he arrived, and I shut the doors, which indicated that I was about to gripe about something, and he looked at me expectantly. I told him the next time he decided to make a joke at his colleagues’ expense, he might remember that should he decide to run for president again, he would be asking many for their support. Few Senate Republicans had signed on to his first campaign, in 2000, and he needed to do better to be the front-runner for the Republican nomination in 2008.

“John, you can’t make fun of people on Leno at night and then ask them for their endorsement in the morning,” I objected. He graciously conceded the point. “You’re right, boy, you’re right. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’ll be better.”

While we were talking, his telecommunications counsel, Lee Carosi, was waiting outside the office to accompany him to a conference committee meeting, and she tried to hustle him out the door as soon as I opened it. As he left with her, he called over his shoulder to me, “Goodbye, Mark, I’m going to meet with a bunch of boobs right now.” I could hear him cackling down the corridor as he walked to the elevator.

We agreed I would go with him to New York the first time he hosted Saturday Night Live, in 2002, and stick close by him throughout rehearsals. My charge from his other political advisors was to make sure he didn’t agree to sketches that were so embarrassing he would elicit more ridicule from detractors than laughs from fans. I was to be especially vigilant, we all agreed, about any suggestion that he dress in drag, as Rudy Giuliani had agreed to do in his first appearance on the show.

The writers and cast convened in Lorne Michaels’s office on Monday evening to start tossing around sketch ideas, which the writers would start to flesh out the next day. Most were half-baked concepts and would never make it into the show, but all of them, predictably, made the guest host laugh. Happily, none of them tripped my censor alarms. By Wednesday, all the proposed sketches were written and read aloud in front of the entire cast and crew, and by Friday, the list had been pared down to a few more than could fit in the ninety-minute live show. The final cut would take place just after the live dress rehearsal Saturday evening. I reported to my colleagues that we could relax. While some skits were funnier than others, we didn’t need to worry that any would prove too embarrassing or controversial.

We were reading the newspapers in his dressing room on Friday afternoon between rehearsals. I was a cigarette smoker in those days, and as we had a half hour or so before his next rehearsal, I excused myself to go outside for a smoke. It took about twenty minutes and two elevators to exit the building, smoke a cigarette, pass through security, and get back to the floor where his dressing room was located. When I returned, I discovered the dresser helping him squeeze into a pair of snug fishnet stockings.

“What’s going on?”

“This is his costume for the CD cover,” the dresser responded.

“What CD cover?” I asked.

“The CD cover in the Streisand bit.”

The bit he was referring to was a pretend TV ad that had him dressed like a hotel lounge singer performing a medley of Barbra Streisand songs in his genuinely awful singing voice to promote a McCain Sings Streisand CD as payback for the outspoken liberal’s criticism of Republicans. In between murders of Streisand classics, the ad cut to the CD cover. For the cover photo, someone had decided to dress him in Streisand’s costume from The Owl and the Pussycat; she’d played a prostitute in the film. The costume in question was a tight-fitting dress with handprint appliques over the breasts and a pair of fishnet stockings. It looked better on Streisand.

“We agreed no drag,” I protested.

“It’s not for the sketch. It’s just for the CD cover,” the dresser replied.

“Yeah, it’s just the CD cover,” the agreeable McCain confirmed with one leg in fishnets and the other still bare.

“No drag, no fishnets, no dresses, no women’s attire of any kind. We agreed,” I practically shouted.

“But—” the dresser tried to interject.

“But—” his confederate implored.

“You can’t, John,” the killjoy aide persisted.

“I guess I can’t,” the crestfallen amateur comedian conceded.

In the end, they posed him awkwardly in a long T-shirt with a Superman emblem and a pair of white shorts, a facsimile of the Streisand costume on her Superman album. It wasn’t drag, technically. Everyone agreed the Streisand bit was the funniest sketch in the show.



He was a fascinating character to study at close quarters, capable right until the end of surprising you with qualities you hadn’t thought could fit compatibly in one personality. He was a great bunch of guys, staffers used to joke. He was romantic and cynical, hopeful and fatalistic. Having seen humanity at its best and worst in the same experience, he expected to see good and evil in every conflict, martial and political. He believed there were always, in every fight, good guys fighting bad guys on behalf of little guys. But his romanticism didn’t ignore reality. He saw the gray between the white of his convictions and the black of their antitheses. He was worldly, widely traveled, well informed, pragmatic, and familiar with all kinds of actors in all kinds of conflicts. He assured American soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan that they were fighting forces of darkness. In Libya, he pleaded with an Islamic militant militia commander to join the provisional government in the hope that his presence would dissuade other jihadist militia leaders from attacking it.

His romanticism might seem naive at times or an expression of his orneriness because he was so tenacious. That tenacity, like others of his qualities, resided in his extraordinary capacity to hold on to hope in the grimmest situations. He rarely gave up because he rarely lost hope, no matter the setbacks he suffered. For all his chronic impatience, he would persevere for years, decades, in pursuit of a goal he believed was right and just. And he was drawn to people who did likewise, people who refused to accept permanent defeat, who held on to hope when experience taught them hope was for fools. He sponsored three comprehensive immigration bills, introduced over a span of eight years. Two passed the Senate with the support of incumbent presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama. But they all ultimately failed. They were big, time-consuming, exhausting efforts that McCain had poured his heart and soul into. They made him vulnerable to damaging attacks from rivals for the Republican presidential nomination. He risked a lot and fought as hard as he could to get them to the president’s desk. Their failure was extremely discouraging to the bill’s advocates, especially the defeat of the last effort, which had passed the Senate by a super-majority and died in the House before it could be signed by President Obama because House Republican leaders wouldn’t take it up. And yet, in the months after his brain cancer diagnosis, he was able to attend the last session of Congress and, despite a reluctant Republican congressional leadership and a hostile Republican president, discuss with staff and colleagues how to get negotiations started on a fourth immigration bill. He wanted to make one more attempt at putting together a coalition to solve a problem that “shouldn’t be this damn hard to solve.” “We can get it started, anyway,” he explained, sensing his listeners’ skepticism, “even if I’m not around to see it finished.”

A key provision of his signature campaign finance legislation, McCain-Feingold, formerly titled the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 (BCRA), was overturned by the Supreme Court’s Citizens United decision in 2010. The decision disheartened supporters who had toiled for nearly a decade to get the law passed. It upset McCain, too. He chewed out one of the lawyers on the legal team representing Citizens United, Ted Olson, for the hypocrisy of representing the plaintiff after having successfully defended the law before the Court in 2003, when he was solicitor general in the Bush administration. Olson had assured McCain at the time that he believed in the constitutionality and necessity of the law, having been convinced by the evidence that the current campaign finance system was corrupting lawmakers. McCain remained angry with those responsible for weakening the law. Anytime you mentioned the subject to him, he would repeat his disdainful observation about the justices who had ignored or rejected evidence of corruption. “Not one of them ever ran for anything,” he scoffed. But as was often the case when disappointment infuriated him, it also fueled his determination to find another way to accomplish his goal. Realistically, the political composition of the Court will have to change before real campaign finance limits are again established in law. But that didn’t stop him from seeking other ways to make political campaigns more transparent and politicians less corruptible.

He hated to quit. No matter how steep the climb. You could defeat his attempts to summit, but you couldn’t defeat his drive to keep trying, to explore new routes to get there. I never speculated with him about the psychological reasons for his tenacity. He would’ve laughed at me had I tried. But I suspected his refusal to give up causes that appeared hopeless was connected at least in part to the trauma that had humbled him more than any other experience, the one time when he gave up, when he truly lost hope, the lowest moment of his imprisonment, when he gave his captors a taped confession. Did the memory of the despair he had felt then, and the guilt he always felt for yielding to it, breed his fierce aversion to giving up? I assume so, but he probably would have mocked the suggestion, and undeniably, there were plenty of examples in his life before Vietnam of what might be described as his dogged refusal to face facts and give up.

He could be impatient in the calm and steadfast in adversity. When he decided on a course of action, he wanted to start on it immediately. The tobacco bill he sponsored in 1998 and pushed through committee could have rightly been assigned somewhere other than Commerce, Science, and Transportation, which he happened to chair at the time. But once he began meeting with interested parties and had grasped the dimensions of the problem, he saw how he might move a bill through his committee and just started acting like it was his problem to sort out. He pestered and cajoled Majority Leader Trent Lott to give Commerce the sole responsibility for a bill, while he was already in negotiations with the White House and with committee members, many of whom had conflicting interests on the outlines of a compromise. Before Lott officially acquiesced, John had staff planning a markup of a bill that had yet to be written, and was already starting in on Lott about how much floor time he could have to get it through the full Senate. The bill that the committee would send to the full Senate was mostly written during markup, as John negotiated with one member after another on scores of amendments, accepting some, revising others, and rejecting a few, until he had not only enough votes to report out the bill but a nearly unanimous consensus. Only one committee member voted against it.

To the observer unfamiliar with his methods and personality, the action around McCain could appear chaotic and his conduct impulsive. Both were often true. But the observation missed how well he thrived in those conditions. Bustling with energy and optimism, he might appear impatient and unfocused, but he had a goal, and he launched himself toward it day after day, until he won or lost. He was indefatigable. In all that action and appearances to the contrary, he was, in his peculiar fashion, relaxed. “Steady strain,” he admonished his overloaded staff when an important project was advancing or floundering and emotions were running high. It was a phrase he borrowed from his navy days that refers to the optimal condition of lines holding two ships together at sea.

He was the most restless person I ever knew, and there was a manic quality to that restlessness. You suspected he was worried he would lose something important if he didn’t cram more into his day than anyone else would cram into theirs. Twelve-to-fourteen-hour workdays were the norm. Crisscrossing the country almost every week, sometimes twice a week. Campaigning all over the country for almost anyone who asked for his help. Overseas trips were referred to as “McCain death marches” by exhausted colleagues and staffers who traveled with him. I remember one trip to Asia that included stops in five countries in eight days. We once flew to Hanoi for a single day of meetings, just days before his 1992 reelection. His weekends could be as busy as his weekdays. Racing around the state, holding town halls and press events, meeting with local officials, visiting military bases, frequent trips to Native American reservations.

He was an unusually hardy soul. He never seemed as tired as you were when you traveled with him or shared his long workday. He could nap anywhere to restore himself and was an especially sound sleeper on flights notable for heavy turbulence that had other passengers fingering their rosaries and looking at pictures of their kids. His dietary habits were a curious mix of high and low cuisine, at home in a Michelin-starred restaurant or in one of his favorite barbecue joints, coffee shops, or Mexican cafés. When he ate lunch in his office, which was most days, his usual fare would be familiar to an eighth-grader—a hot dog, a bag of potato chips, and for dessert, a package of Chuckles. His weight seldom varied: He was blessed with a metabolism that, like his energy, ran at more RPMs than most people could boast. But occasionally, he would add a couple pounds to his normally slim build and, noticing a tightness at the waistband, would go on a quick health kick, announcing to his personal assistant that he was “on a diet.” When she asked what he wanted for lunch, he answered, “No hot dog. I’ll have a baloney sandwich on white bread.” Did he still want chips and Chuckles? “Sure.”

The one place he reserved for relaxation, if you can call it that, was his and Cindy’s place in northern Arizona, euphemistically referred to as “the cabin” (when they purchased it, a single cabin was the only habitation on the property, and then they started expanding). He was totally unguarded there, which, since he wasn’t very guarded in public, was evident mostly in his dress: Cindy made sure the public John McCain was nicely attired. But in private, no one could save him from his indifference to the clothes he wore. At the cabin, you found him in ratty jeans, T-shirts, flannel shirts, and sweatshirts. “I Got My Crabs at Joe’s” was a favorite.

There he would begin his mornings, usually earlier than guests who were visiting, with a cup of coffee, seated at his favorite spot on a bend of Oak Creek, waiting for others to wake. He might watch the birds while he sat there, especially the pair of rare black hawks and their offspring if they were in residence. He wouldn’t have the newspapers yet, and if you watched him unobserved from the window of a guesthouse, he appeared lost in thought or, to the untrained eye, idle. He was at peace. Or as much at peace as his restless nature could bear. It wouldn’t last long. Soon the papers would arrive, breakfast would be cooked and consumed, and the day’s activities would commence. They would end in the evening meal that he slowly grilled for hours while nursing one or two vodkas on ice. He’d hike the steep hills surrounding the hidden valley to an Indian cave or a point with a panoramic view. He would “swim” in his creek, a tributary of the Verde River that carves a spectacular canyon as it descends from Flagstaff; it can be a raging torrent in the spring after the snowmelt. In the drier months, it was a shallow stream that might be waist-deep in spots where rocks formed pools. A reporter once asked McCain how he got exercise, and he ran through his activities at the cabin. “I hike and swim a lot there,” he bragged. When asked if the creek was deep enough for swimming, he conceded that wasn’t always the case. “I wade,” he added, “I wade.” The answer became an inside joke among campaign staff, repeated when an ambitious response to a press query had to be modified following a subsequent disclosure.

Of all the images that come most readily to mind when I think of him, the most frequent is of him hustling down a hallway some minutes behind his crowded schedule, setting a brisk pace with that stiff-legged gait, staffers jogging to keep up as they hurriedly briefed him for whatever meeting or vote he was racing to, bounding down stairways at a controlled lurch, letting gravity do the work that his broken knee made difficult. Famously, he couldn’t elevate his arms above his shoulders for more than a few seconds. If his hair was out of place, he would pause wordlessly and bend at the waist while a staffer patted it down.

“What else? What else?” His incessant question to staff, to colleagues, to friends, to strangers. To the world. What else do you have to tell me, teach, reveal, entertain, provoke, summon? What else? “I got nothing, John” was my signal to terminate the conversation, at least my end of it. A quick look of disappointment invariably followed, and then off he went in search of another conversation to keep stimulated a mind that required little rest.

He was sentimental and more easily moved to tears than most people imagined. I once awoke from sleep on an overnight flight to Japan to observe him, seated across the aisle from me, watching the final scene of the movie Ghost, tears rolling down his cheeks as Demi Moore kissed goodbye the apparition of Patrick Swayze. It was easy to plant lines in a speech that would choke him up a little, triggering a memory of loss or sorrow or sacrifice. It might embarrass him, but it made a powerful impression on his audiences. If it got to me when I wrote it, I knew it would get to him. “Dammit, you did it again,” he would complain after. But we both knew it was affecting.

He was hard-nosed and a soft touch. I knew a couple of navy aviators who had been his students in Meridian, Mississippi, where he was a flight instructor in the early 1960s. “You never got over it,” one of them told me, “flying with him in the back seat, yelling at you the whole time, banging his clipboard on the canopy, on your helmet. Jesus.” I never asked him about it. I assumed he was trying to simulate the stress of flying in combat, although at that time he had yet to experience the real thing himself.

If he thought a witness before his committee was being evasive or lying to him, he would barrage the offender with hard-edged questions until he or she was visibly rattled, and, were it a confirmation hearing, while the witness’s family and friends in the audience watched with alarm. But if he thought a witness was being treated unfairly, he would fly to their defense.

He was capable of abusing and sympathizing with someone in the same set of circumstances. He was a leading critic of the Clinton administration’s policy concerning North Korea’s nuclear buildup. On a trip to South Korea, he had a moderately contentious discussion with the general commanding U.S. forces there, urging him to make clear to Congress the reservations he had about the policy: “That’s your duty, General,” he snapped. But he knew, too, that the general was in a tough spot. He was making his reservations clear to his superiors in the Pentagon and to the National Security Council; were he to be totally open with Congress, it would cost him influence within the administration. Politics would inevitably threaten his position anyway. He came to see McCain months later, in advance of a hearing where he knew he was likely to catch hell from some Republican members who planned to go after him in order to disparage the administration. “Don’t worry about them,” McCain advised him. “They couldn’t carry your mess kit. If it gets out of line, I’ll step in.”

McCain derided the Clinton administration’s “feckless” approach to negotiations with North Korea, complaining that every time the North Koreans crossed a line we had warned them not to cross, talks were suspended only to be resumed by the administration without conditions and with new incentives offered to Pyongyang. In speeches, interviews, and op-eds, he denounced the “all carrot, no stick” policy as “appeasement,” and rebuked the administration for “reinforcing failure with failure.” Chief negotiator Robert Gallucci, an intelligent and seasoned diplomat, occasionally came in for special abuse. Gallucci asked to meet with McCain. I sat in on the meeting, which was manageably tense as Gallucci briefed a skeptical McCain on the progress of negotiations, pausing patiently for questions and criticism. When Gallucci appeared to have finished, he asked if he could have a few minutes alone with John, and I left the meeting.

I was on the phone and didn’t see Gallucci leave a few minutes later. When I hung up, I walked into John’s office to ask what Gallucci had wanted. I found him writing an apology to Gallucci’s adolescent son, praising his father. Gallucci had told him that his son had asked him at the breakfast table the other day to explain why John McCain had called him an “appeaser.” John had apologized to the father and asked for his mailing address. He explained what he was doing and asked me to help draft it. “How apologetic?” I asked. “Groveling,” he replied. He showed me what he had written so far and told me what else he wanted to say. I revised a few lines, but the letter was undeniably his. “I spoke with your father the other day,” it began,


and he told me you had seen a recent comment I made about your dad and his work. I want you to know that I very much regret that remark. I have apologized to your father, and I apologize to you.

Your father and I disagree about the problem he spends so much time working on—the problem of North Korea. Although we disagree about how to solve that problem, we both love our country, and are trying our best to do our duty as God has given us light to see that duty. Your father is an honorable man, who is trying hard to act in the best interests of the United States.

Your father works hard because North Korea is such a difficult and dangerous problem. I admire his patience and his dedication to his work. He knows that your well-being, my children’s well-being and the well-being of everyone’s children may be seriously affected by how well he does his job. That’s why he works so hard, and feels so strongly about the problem.

I feel strongly about it, too, and sometimes in the heat of debate, people personalize a disagreement. I did that recently in my disagreement with your father. That was a mistake I regret very much, and I hope he and you will accept my apology. I give you my word, should I disagree with your father in the future, I will do so respectfully.



He kept his promise. Thereafter, although he remained a vocal critic of the policy, he kept the invectives to a minimum and avoided calling Mr. Gallucci anything harsher than “mistaken.”

McCain could be quick to anger and quicker to feel bad about it. Working on landmark legislation to protect the Grand Canyon, he was on the phone one day trying to persuade another western senator, the late Malcolm Wallop, to release his hold on the bill. He tried pleading and cajoling. He tried promises to address Wallop’s reservations in subsequent legislation, all to no avail. Suddenly, his demeanor changed from supplicant to avenging angel, and he erupted, spitting invectives at Wallop for thirty seconds or so. “It’s the Grand Canyon, Malcolm! Don’t you get that? The! Grand! Fucking! Canyon! It’s only our greatest national treasure, and you don’t give a shit about it!”

He slammed the phone down and, in the next instant, looked across his desk at me and another aide, John Raidt, as we stared at him slack-jawed. Arching his eyebrows to express uncertainty, he asked meekly, “Too tough?” Before we could answer, he had gotten Wallop back on the phone. “Malcolm, I’m sorry, my old friend, I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me. I apologize.” Not a minute had elapsed since he had excoriated Wallop, who, as far as Raidt and I could tell, said nothing in response to this rapid turn of affairs.

That his temper was notorious, a feature of profiles and commentary, had much to do with the fact that its outbursts were usually directed at his peers and other powerful people, many of whom weren’t used to receiving abuse from a colleague. I never observed him lose his temper with a president. But several times I overheard him give the commander in chief a dose of “straight talk,” criticizing an administration decision or action as “stupid,” “foolish,” “naive,” and other unflattering adjectives, often punctuating the criticism with “See what I mean?” But he always stood up to take the call and punctiliously addressed his listener as “Mr. President” throughout the conversation.

He would bark at staff, scold us, and argue with us, sometimes at high volume, but rarely would he really blow up at one of us and deliver a memorable dressing-down. There were a few times. But it wasn’t until the months before his cancer diagnosis when staff started to notice he was getting much shorter with them, harsher in disagreements, and unwilling to drop the matter when the staffer had yielded with a “Yes sir, will do.” They had started to worry then that there was something wrong with him, and a few staffers mentioned their concerns to Rick Davis and me. But in the almost three and a half decades preceding that trying time, he had been a demanding, blunt, teasing, profane, fair, funny, sometimes difficult, and often inspiring boss. The tenure for McCain staff was years longer than the average tenure for Hill staff. Most of his staff loved him. All of them respected him.

He teased us constantly, introducing us to VIPs as people with checkered backgrounds. He introduced a junior staffer to General David Petraeus as a parolee in a work-release program, and the young man was rewarded with a sincere “Good for you, son” from the general. Or we might be a recovering [fill in the blank] addict just out of rehab. The eccentric character actor Gary Busey visited the office once, and McCain declared that the aide staffing the meeting was “just back from Betty Ford’s.” The actor’s face lit up as he announced, “Me too!” and asked, “What were you in for?”

McCain was cheap, out of ignorance, partly. He didn’t need to worry about money, and while he understood things like inflation rates and cost-of-living increases in the abstract, he paid less attention to their effects on real prices and wages. Once a year, as his administrative assistant, I met with him to go over proposed fiscal year-end bonuses and salary raises, holding a sheet of paper listing all the staff, their current salaries, and the bumps I thought they had earned. In every one of those meetings, McCain was surprised about the salaries we were paying, which were, I assured him, no more than the average, and modest in a city as expensive as Washington. He donated to charity every salary raise he received, and I don’t think he had any idea how much he was being paid. He would have considered it a fortune, as he did the salaries of his senior staff. “How much are we paying him?” he’d ask with a look of astonishment and, when I confirmed the amount he was staring at, “Good God!” Yet not once did he refuse my recommendation.

He regularly encouraged others to adopt his parsimony. An aide was tasked with purchasing a new sound system for the television in John’s condo, which John was having trouble hearing clearly. As the staffer stood in line at the Best Buy register, he noticed a stack of Saving Private Ryan DVDs on sale for $9.99. Thinking the movie’s opening D-Day sequence was ideal to demonstrate the quality of the senator’s new surround sound, he added a copy to the purchase. After installing the system and leaving detailed operating instructions next to the remote, he informed John that it was all set up and ready to go.

“Oh, and they had copies of Saving Private Ryan on sale, so I picked one up for you.”

“Who told you to do that?”

“Um, no one, but I know you liked it, and I thought what a great movie to watch with the surround sound.”

“Take it back.”

“I can’t, it was on sale.”

“Don’t do that again.”

With that, the exasperated aide reached in his wallet and pulled out a ten-dollar bill, explaining, “Fine, I’ll buy it, then.” John nodded and took the money.

Seated next to him on a flight to California, his friend and longtime fund-raiser Carla Eudy purchased the airline’s Wi-Fi service so she could respond to emails on the flight. A skeptical McCain observed the transaction. “How much did you just pay for that?” he asked. “Eight dollars,” she replied. “That’s a waste of money,” he rebuked her, “why don’t you just read a book?” Carla shot him a look of irritation and snapped, “It’s my money, and I’ll spend it on whatever I want. I’ve got work to do.” Among her emails during that flight was one from the Senate office, asking her to tell McCain that Vladimir Putin had included his name on a list of Americans forbidden to travel to Russia, which it delighted him to learn. He immediately began dictating emails he wanted Carla to send, asking for more information. “I guess I won’t be spending spring break in Siberia this year,” he told her, a line he would repeat again and again to reporters and other audiences, cracking himself up each time.

Yet for all his frugality about expenses, he was one of the more generous people I’ve known. He tipped generously and never failed to pick up the check at dinner, no matter the size of the party. He was an easy touch for panhandlers. He gave liberally to charities. He was bighearted. He never refused his help to a friend or former aide struggling with a serious problem. If a former staffer lost a job or was miserable in one, McCain would make call after call recommending him or her for a new position. If none could be found, he’d call me into his office and instruct me to try to find a place for the person back on staff.

He split evenly with me the royalties from the books we collaborated on, an uncommon arrangement, to say the least. When his presidential campaign went broke in the summer of 2007, senior campaign staff had to stop taking salaries and agree to become volunteers for the remainder of the year. I had two mortgages, two kids in private school, and a spouse who had given up her job to raise them. McCain knew it would be hard for me to work for free for six months. He called his literary agent and instructed her to assign to me all of the remaining advance we were owed for his soon-to-be-published new book. He said nothing to me about it. I found out when I received the check. When I went to thank him, he cut me off with “You did the work,” and then he changed the subject.

He was an avid sports fan. He often joked that he would stay up late to watch “the bed wetters play the thumb suckers” if there were no other games available. He was a devoted follower of all Arizona’s teams, college and professional. The Coyotes, the Cardinals, the Diamondbacks, the Suns, the Sun Devils, the Wildcats, the Grand Canyon University Antelopes all claimed him as their number one celebrity fan. He went to their games whenever he could. Games he couldn’t attend in person, he watched on TV or checked the scores on his phone, doing it surreptitiously only when he was chairing a hearing or occupied with some other official duty. He rarely felt it necessary in social settings to disguise the fact that he was more interested in how his guys were doing than he was by the company he was in. He became friends with some of the players and particularly close friends with Larry Fitzgerald of the Cardinals, Luis Gonzalez of the Diamondbacks, and Shane Doan of the Coyotes.

McCain wasn’t a “political” fan. He was a fan’s fan, intense, loyal, knowledgeable, cheering on his guys with his injured arms thrust straight out in front of him, thumbs up, booing bad calls, expressing without any thought to appearances all the joys and disappointments of a sports nut. When the L.A. Dodgers celebrated clinching their division title in 2013 by jumping in his beloved Diamondbacks’ pool, McCain reacted like any other Diamondback fan with access to social media. He denounced the insult on Twitter, calling it “a no-class act by a bunch of overpaid, immature, arrogant, spoiled brats!” Adding, for good measure, “The Dodgers are idiots.” He could walk into a ballpark and not be booed, although probably not in Dodgers Stadium. More often than not, he received an ovation, one of very few politicians regularly accorded that courtesy. Fans knew he was one of them. He took care to make sure he was. He talked to anyone who approached him at a game, took pictures, signed autographs, engaged in brief discussions of the game.

The sport he loved most was boxing. He was a passionate fight fan, as he had once been an amateur fighter at the Naval Academy. He always described himself as a mediocre high school and college athlete, but, as with all things he cared for, in his youth and in his old age, he brought intensity to the pursuit, almost a ferocity that seemed to come naturally to him and partially compensated for limitations in skill. The late journalist Bob Timberg, in his insightful book The Nightingale’s Song, captured McCain’s style in the ring, the style he brought to other contests as well. “Unschooled as a boxer,” Timberg wrote, “McCain’s style was to charge to the center of the ring and throw punches until someone went down.”

He had an acute sense of fairness that was actuated by the exploitation of fighters. For years, he and filmmaker Ken Burns pleaded with presidents of both parties to pardon posthumously the legendary fighter Jack Johnson, whose only crimes had been to have a larger-than-life personality and become the heavyweight champion of the world. Fairness drove McCain’s efforts to protect fighters from unethical promoters, especially journeyman fighters, many of whom ended their boxing careers broke and broken, without pension or prospects. His sense of fairness provoked reactions to the fights themselves when he felt the judges had robbed a fighter of a decision.

He was at the classic 1997 welterweight title fight between Pernell Whitaker and Oscar De La Hoya and was beside himself at the decision. Everyone ringside, including De La Hoya promoter Bob Arum, heard him yelling that Whitaker had been robbed. And by the next day, everyone he knew in the sport, and a good many people who had a merely passing interest in it, if any, had heard from him on the subject.

His sense of fairness was alert even to small examples of thoughtlessness. Late in his public life he finally agreed to let an aide drive him. He had always had an aide designated to drive with him. For many years it was his longest-serving staffer, Joe Donoghue. Most of the time Joe rode in the passenger seat, taking the wheel only when John arrived at his destination, couldn’t find a parking spot, and let Joe sort it out. After the 2008 election, aides convinced him he was too distracted to drive, as he was constantly talking on his phone while at the wheel. When you drove him, you had to get him through Washington’s notoriously sluggish traffic to reach his destination more or less on time even though he had put off leaving fifteen minutes longer than he should have. You had to get him through the traffic without, as many drivers did, cutting in front of a line of cars waiting to pass through a bottleneck. You got a lecture if you did, a stern one. “See those people, that guy right there giving you the finger? You deserve it. You see all those people behind him? See them? You just screwed them. Don’t. Do it. Again.”

He disliked the coddling he and his colleagues received, the routine perks of senatorial life that he thought were intended not just as conveniences or security precautions but to elevate them as a privileged class. In the spring of 1994, McCain exited the old terminal at National Airport after arriving from Phoenix. He walked with an aide to the parking lot reserved, free of charge, for members of Congress, Supreme Court justices, and foreign diplomats, conveniently located mere steps from the terminal. He noticed a young, very pregnant woman struggling with her luggage shooting him a disdainful look as she cut through the VIP lot on her way to some more distant lot, where she no doubt had been charged a fee to park. “Goddammit,” he muttered, “that’s not right.” When he arrived at the office, he instructed staff to prepare an amendment to whatever bill was pending before the Senate, which would open to the public airport parking lots reserved for senators and charge the same fee to everyone who used them, U.S. senator and expectant mother alike. To his chagrin, his amendment was defeated 53 to 44, after causing considerable ill will among colleagues in both parties, a few of whom had the courage to debate it on the Senate floor.

He didn’t like any accommodation reserved for “senators only,” including the elevators in the Capitol Building off-limits to unaccompanied staffers, custodial workers, lobbyists, journalists, and the throngs of tourists who, in pre-9/11 days, were allowed to wander most of its halls without supervision. He went out of his way to beckon passersby to share an elevator with him. After stepping into an elevator in the Russell Building once, he motioned to two guys in blue shirts with mops and rolling buckets to ride with him. “No, thanks, Senator. We’ll get the next one,” they declined politely. “C’mon, guys,” he shot back, “whatever you’re doing is more important than what I’m doing,” and with a nod of thanks, they joined him. A family of sightseers was welcomed into the paneled sanctuary of a senators-only elevator in the Capitol with the encouragement to “act like you own the place. Because you do.”

When he became chairman of the Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation Committee in 1997, one of his first instructions to aides was to hang on the hearing room walls the official portraits of as many past committee chairmen as they could locate in the Senate archives. The collection grew to around fifty by the time they were done. He had them all reframed and hung in chronological order. He loved to walk constituents or reporters down the marble hallway from his senate office to the hearing room, where he would point at the portraits, asking, “Remember this guy? No, well how about this guy?” He would go in that fashion until he had selected ten or so of his forgotten predecessors. “You know, these guys thought they were really big deals.”

He was generous with his time and stopped to talk with anyone who wished to shake his hand or exchange a few words or take a picture with him in hallways and airports and at sporting events. He was usually running late to catch a flight and talking on his cell phone. But he would almost always pause to take a selfie with anyone who stopped him, answer their questions, and ask them a few in return. “This will all be over someday,” he routinely reminded himself and aides who were accompanying him, “and no one’s gonna give a shit who I used to be.” He knew that whatever inconvenience his celebrity might cause him, he would miss all of it when it was gone. Once in a great while he would be irritable when importuned, if he was focused on a game or hurrying somewhere with his family or engaged in conversation with someone else. But that was very rare. He knew who he worked for, and he accepted that they were entitled to his time and attention, no matter how little of it he had available. He was usually willing to accept abuse as well. His town halls in Arizona were attended by detractors and often featured lengthy complaints about a position he had taken and a few loud jeers from the crowd. He didn’t accept opprobrium meekly. He gave as good as he got, but he didn’t resent it, either. He began almost every town hall promising to speak briefly, after which he would open it up “for your questions, comments, and insults,” and he meant it. Voters were allowed to give him a hard time, he said. And he was obliged to take it.

John Raidt recalls watching a woman tear into McCain for five minutes at the Arizona State Fair on the issue of abortion. He silently nodded throughout her diatribe. She was so aggressive that Raidt made a couple of attempts at intervening, only to be waved off by the senator. Appreciating his forbearance, the woman eventually moderated her tone and they settled into a good, candid discussion. After they had finished and she had walked away, he didn’t make any smart remarks about the encounter. He told Raidt he had appreciated his attempted intercession, but she had a right to express her views as forcefully as she wanted to, and he had a duty to listen. He admired the courage of her convictions, he added.

He hated motorcades. He hated the fuss, the procession of motorcycles and squad cars and black SUVs with tinted windows. He hated the inconvenience imposed on people trying to go about their business in a traffic jam caused by him. He didn’t dwell on his disappointment the night he lost the election for president, but chose to look on the bright side. “No more motorcades,” he rejoiced moments after being told he could go ahead and deliver his concession speech. After a campaign event in Winston-Salem, while riding in a long line of black SUVs carrying the candidate, campaign staff, and Secret Service to the airport, he noticed all the exits to the airport had been closed until his motorcade passed, with traffic backed up at each one. He was beside himself. “How many people are going to miss their flight because of me? How many?” he yelled to no one in particular. The head of his Secret Service detail explained that he hadn’t ordered the closings; local law enforcement had taken the unnecessary precaution upon themselves.

“Well, dammit, Billy, don’t let them do that.”

“They don’t always ask, sir. But we’ll make sure they know how you feel about it.”

“Make sure they know how I feel about it before they do it, okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

Motorcades were part of living in the bubble. And he hated the bubble, hated its constraints, its barriers to normal experiences. He wanted to be in the world, not protected from it. He wanted to go to the ball game or the movies, eat in a restaurant, buy a cup of coffee, shop at the grocery store, browse a bookstore without an intervening force preventing incidental human contact. He put off accepting Secret Service protection as long as he could in 2008, until his pleading family and senior aides wore down his resistance. On election night, he dismissed his detail with genuine gratitude but firmly when the plan had been to continue protection for another week or so. The next morning, surprised Phoenicians encountered him as he happily walked with Cindy to their neighborhood Starbucks to get his morning cappuccino, “with no more protection than a little sunscreen,” he recalled.1

He disliked being stuck in someone else’s security bubble as much as he did in one of his own. He resented what he thought were the excessive precautions the Secret Service took with the president’s protection, and when he was a candidate for that office, he frequently swore that should he win the election, the first thing he would do was “cut out half this shit.” Sometimes he expressed his disapproval by refusing to defer to security precautions, which could be a hair-raising experience for staffers accompanying him. He and a Republican group of senators were scheduled to have dinner with Obama at a Washington hotel one night during the president’s first term. He was a little late getting there, and the Secret Service and D.C. police had already sealed off a perimeter around the hotel in advance of the president’s arrival. As McCain’s driver at the time, Jake Terrell, approached the cordon, a policeman some distance from the car held a hand up to stop him and motioned for him to turn around. John instructed him to keep driving: “Just run it, Jake.”

“Stop the car,” the cop demanded.

“Keep going, Jake.”

“I said stop!”

“Go on, go on.”

“Driver, stop the car now!”

“No guts, no glory, Jake. Go on.”

The policeman, who was jogging toward the car now, shone his flashlight at Jake, put his hand on his sidearm, and shouted, “STOP! THE! VEHICLE! NOW!” as Jake remembered thinking, “I’m going to get shot for thirty-eight thousand dollars a year.”

The cop reached the car, hand still on his gun, and shouted, “Do you not hear me, driver? Are you stupid?” which prompted an intervention: “What did you say?” asked the familiar white-haired man in the passenger seat.

The cop looked at him, registered his identity, offered a quick “Oh, sorry, Senator, I didn’t see you,” and arranged to escort the car down Sixteenth Street to the hotel. The senator appeared otherwise undisturbed.

He wanted the same freedom when he traveled overseas and discouraged overt protection except in war zones and once in Colombia during the height of the cartel mayhem in the 1990s. When he had a spare hour or two, he wanted to visit a marketplace or tour a museum or choose a restaurant at random or, as he did in Prague one pleasant evening, just wander the streets of a beautiful foreign city in the company of Czech revelers celebrating their first post–Cold War free election.

I traveled with him and Phil Gramm on his first visit to Ukraine after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, which included a trip to the Crimean Peninsula. He wanted to see the Soviet naval base in Sevastopol, which the Russians were insisting remain in their possession. We spent the night and part of the next day in the historic Black Sea resort town of Yalta, a place he had always wanted to visit. We had the afternoon off before we were scheduled to fly to Latvia. We toured the czar’s summer palace, where the famous World War II conference had been held. We ate lunch at a seaside restaurant. Afterward, he said he wanted to walk around the docks, where he tried to strike up conversations with several boat owners until he found one who could speak passable English. Within minutes, we were boarding the boat, and John was handing the captain a wad of bills. We spent an enjoyable few hours on the Black Sea, ten miles or so offshore, swimming in our skivvies, sipping a local whiskey that tasted of petroleum, and attempting conversation with the skipper and his one crewman. We discovered in due course that our hosts were Turkish smugglers who were planning on returning that evening to whatever port they called home. They hadn’t any idea who their passengers were other than Americans with money. McCain was thrilled to have fortuitously fallen in with fascinating company, and would recall the adventure years later, embellishing it a little—the boat described as less seaworthy and the captain and crew more swashbuckling—for the sake of his listeners’ amusement.

He was the last to leave the office after congressional office buildings were ordered evacuated on 9/11; he waited until all staffers had left. He was calm and casual, talking and joking around with us as if nothing frightening were happening. When he at last left the building, Joe Donoghue informed him that the Capitol Police were waiting to take him to “the bunker,” the undisclosed secure facility prepared for senior members of Congress in the event of a national emergency; its rumored location was West Virginia.

“The what?”

“The bunker, John.”

“Joe, I’m not going to sit in a fucking bunker with Trent Lott.”

It wasn’t the prospect of Senator Lott’s company that deterred him. He and Lott had disagreements from time to time, as he had with every Senate leader, Republican or Democrat, but they were on friendly terms. It was the idea of hiding in a bunker that repelled him. Again, the temptation to play armchair psychoanalyst is strong, and the amateur diagnosis is obvious: A man deprived of his liberty and subjected to physical and mental abuse for five years would of course balk at the idea of surrendering any of his independence even to a benign authority. Probably. But again, there were plenty of incidents prior to his imprisonment when he refused to submit to the authority of institutions that had reason to expect his deference. There was something in him from the start that made it harder for him to follow than to lead.

That terrible September morning there would be no sheltering in an undisclosed location for him, huddling with colleagues to comprehend the savage act and its consequences. He walked out into the sunshine with the masses of people exiting the Capitol and its surrounding office buildings. Some were running; some threw themselves to the ground when they heard the sonic boom caused by air force jets that had been scrambled out of Andrews. Traffic was at a standstill, so we abandoned his car and made our way on foot to the nearby apartment of a young staffer, Sonya Sotak. She wasn’t expecting company and was embarrassed as she hurriedly straightened up her one-bedroom walk-up, while John fiddled with the rabbit ears on her non-cable-equipped television to get a clearer picture of news reports. When he asked for water, her only clean glass was a giant wine goblet, which she filled from the tap and brought to him. Our press secretary managed to reach his mobile phone and patch him through to a few reporters. A camera crew from a cable or broadcast network I can no longer recall found us, and John talked to them standing in front of her apartment building. In each interview, he expressed his sympathy and resolve and offered repeated reassurances that we would prevail against enemies who target the innocent in the name of God, not just because we were more powerful but because we were just. Eventually, we made our way to a popular Capitol Hill tavern in search of food and cable TV. When he walked into the crowded Hawk and Dove, the patrons applauded. He was where he wanted to be, free in the world and happy to be of use.

“His courage,” I wrote after his passing, was “quick, heedless, defiant, and quite a thing to witness.”2 He and his wife, Cindy, and I traveled to Russia to observe the parliamentary elections in 1993. Late one night, we were being driven to our hotel when we encountered three men severely beating each other with rifle butts on an otherwise deserted street. McCain yelled at the driver to stop. The driver refused. “I said stop,” McCain repeated. “Nyet,” the driver responded. “Stop, dammit, stop,” he insisted, and he started to slide open the door as if he were going to jump from the moving van. The driver sped up as I reached over the seat and held McCain’s arm tightly until we were blocks away from the scene. He glared furiously at me as I stated the obvious: “Those guys had guns, John,” but he said nothing in response. He didn’t say anything at all to me for the rest of the night.

He tried to act honorably and fairly in all circumstances where he believed honor and fairness were involved, and when he fell short of that standard, which wasn’t often, it ate at him. He would seem extra restless and distracted, worried and intemperate, until he either rectified the offense or confessed it publicly and chastised himself. He never forgave himself for his false confession in prison, which anyone with intelligence and humility considered excusable in such dire circumstances. “I failed. I failed,” he repeated, brushing away routine assurances to the contrary. Failed to be tough enough. Failed to suffer as others had. Failed to uphold his code of honor and his family’s.

Despite resenting their restraints on his individuality, he valued his schools’ honor codes. They informed his own, as did the examples of his father’s and grandfather’s “Never lie, cheat, or steal” creed, and the values he discerned in the literature he loved, especially Hemingway’s odes to courage and self-sacrifice. The occasions when he acted in accord with his conscience, often at risk to his own interests, are numerous. The times when he tried to ignore his conscience are vanishingly few. He wanted to prove himself a person of integrity and moral purpose. He intended that his service in public office should do good in the world, and he mostly stuck to it. His mistakes were of the head but rarely the heart.

I joined him in Arizona in August 2017 to work on our last book and assist with interviews for 60 Minutes and an HBO documentary about him produced by Kunhardt Films. It had been a little over a month since he’d had a glioblastoma tumor removed from his frontal lobe, and we were all still in the shock-and-awe phase of coming to terms with his diagnosis. He had been the most poised and upbeat among us that weekend, and in both interviews he was easygoing, funny, and honest. But it’s fair to say that off camera he was more wistful and quieter than we were used to seeing him. He hiked with his daughter Meghan to the top of the hill above their little valley, and they sat quietly on a bench there to take in the familiar panorama. We talked about his prognosis that night while he grilled ribs, what he hoped to achieve in the time left to him, and how he didn’t want to upset his family, but neither did he want to deceive them or himself about his chances. He did most of the talking as I murmured banal reassurances. I poured him a vodka, and he tapped his glass against mine and said, “Here’s to you, pal. Who knows, maybe I’ll get lucky again, but if not, no complaints. I’m eighty-one years old. No one’s cheated me.” He turned his attention to the Diamondbacks game on the television before coming back to the subject on all our minds. “I’ve had a great life. Seriously. Who’s had a luckier life than me? Nobody.”

We drove down to Phoenix the next afternoon. It was a drive he had made a thousand times, and he was far away in his thoughts. He had grappled with the reality of mortality many times in his life, but I suspect on this occasion he might have found his reserve of hope insufficient. He and Cindy invited me to their Phoenix condo for dinner that night. When I arrived, I found him sitting at their kitchen table while Meghan prepared the meal; he was calling the family of each of the ten sailors who had perished when the USS John S. McCain collided with an oil tanker off the coast of Singapore. To each father, mother, or spouse, he offered his condolences and asked how he could help them. He gave each of them his cell phone number and invited them to call him if they needed anything. Each time he hung up, he called a staffer in Washington and gave instructions on how to help. He was not the commander in chief. He wasn’t in the sailors’ chain of command at all. But the ship was named for his father and grandfather, and as he struggled to come to grips with his own crisis, he felt a responsibility to provide the bereaved what assistance he could.

He called himself, variously, “the luckiest man on earth,” “the luckiest man you’ll ever meet,” or “the luckiest man you know,” and he believed it. He lived an adventurous, eventful, influential, and exciting life. He never stopped feeling that he had been blessed by providence more than most people were. His rebellious teenage years, his lackluster performance at the Naval Academy, his early mixed reputation in the navy, the crashed airplanes, the close scrapes with death, a disaster at sea, and five and a half years in prison where he almost died, all of that was followed by his rise to a position of national and international prominence from which he could do good in the world and help make history. “Unbelievable,” he would say when he finished reciting the examples of bad behavior and narrow escapes that had not thwarted his ambitions. “Fifth from the bottom of my class, and the Republican nominee for president. Unbelievable.” Even at the end he genuinely marveled at his good fortune. He was superstitious and perhaps not entirely conscious of the fact that he had, for the most part and sometimes in dire circumstances, made his own luck.




PROLOGUE

The society column in the August 31, 1936, edition of the Panamanian American, an English-language newspaper for Americans stationed in Panama, carried the brief announcement.


Lt. and Mrs. J.S. McCain Jr., of the Submarine Base, are the parents of a son born Saturday afternoon at the Submarine Base Hospital.



He was christened John Sidney McCain III. He should have been the fourth. His great-grandfather, a landowner and local eminence in Carroll County, Mississippi, was the first John Sidney McCain. For reasons never explained to me, the McCains didn’t start counting John Sidneys until his grandfather came along.

His people on both his father’s and mother’s sides were southerners. He had ancestors of Scots-Irish and English descent in Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, Arkansas, Texas, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Alabama. The McCains were from Mississippi by way of North Carolina and Northern Ireland. McCain was kin to the novelist Elizabeth Spencer, his father’s cousin, who grew up in Carroll County. She describes the Mississippi McCains in the early twentieth century in her memoir, Landscapes of the Heart:


Absorbed in their affection for one another, close to the point of clannishness, knowing pride as a rightful attribute, valuing honesty, integrity, and intelligence. They were all “smart,” that is to say, even after a lost war, they could regroup and go on with their liveliness of intellect, their unquestioned traditions of manners and friendliness. They were welcoming people.3



John Sidney McCain III said that because of his itinerant childhood, he never felt particularly southern, even though the McCains’ Mississippi plantation was in the family’s possession throughout his boyhood. He spent summer vacations there, fishing and riding horses. He briefly resided there during one of his father’s deployments, and he attended the area’s one-room schoolhouse. He remembered affectionately his uncle Joe, Joseph Pinckney McCain—his grandfather’s younger brother who ran the place—as a peppery, wisecracking smart aleck, qualities that would in time describe the McCain I knew. I’ve seen accounts that suggested alcoholism and depression afflicted the uncle who appeared so lively and gregarious to his nephew. His wife had died young in 1938. As would he, fifteen years later, from an accidental shotgun discharge. “Could’ve been suicide,” the senator suggested while we were collaborating on our first book, Faith of My Fathers, “although I don’t know that for a fact.”

“I’m not from anywhere,” he remarked with a note of regret. He hadn’t felt “part of what people with hometowns and regular families had,” he said. “We were a navy family.” When I asked him for a list of places he had lived prior to high school, he looked puzzled, as if he couldn’t understand why anyone would be interested in the details of his nomadic childhood. He ticked off a few places without much thought, seemingly bored by the effort. “Panama, where I was born, but I don’t remember it. Pearl Harbor. New London. San Diego for most of the war. Jacksonville. Portsmouth. Portland, Oregon, for a while.” His thoughts trailed off, and I moved on to another question. He had spent a couple of elementary school years and gone to high school in Alexandria, Virginia. He lived in Alexandria as an adult, too, including during his first term in the Senate. I once suggested to him that if you totaled the years he had resided there, Alexandria was the closest thing he had to a hometown, a southern hometown at that, if you can consider a Washington suburb southern. He laughed and gave me a variation of a line he had used to great effect in his first race for Congress: “That would probably be Hanoi, then.”

During the 2000 presidential campaign, McCain told Jake Tapper, who was reporting a story for Salon magazine about slaves owned by the antebellum McCains, that he considered himself a military man, not a southerner. It would be “ridiculous,” he said, to campaign in South Carolina as some kind of “good ol’ boy.”4 The dismissal didn’t imply an aversion to his southern roots or indifference to his family history. He was interested in it, intrigued by it, proud of the distinguished military careers it produced—four McCains risen to flag rank and buried in Arlington National Cemetery—and often amused by it. However, he had a kind of detachment from it, which didn’t appear to be based on anything more than the fact that he had grown up not in one location, among an extended family, but all over the place and with a frequently absent father. I think he felt that to fake an intimacy with people he hadn’t lived with or known very well would tarnish the relationship with falseness.

When asked by Tapper and other reporters how he felt about his family’s slave-owning past, McCain offered an appropriate acknowledgment of slavery’s iniquity. Privately, he was nonplussed. Why should he be expected to feel differently about slavery or the antebellum South than any of his questioners? He wasn’t nostalgic for Old Dixie. He wasn’t even a southerner. “Your ancestors owned slaves and fought for the Confederacy,” I said, defending the press’s interest in the subject. “It’s part of your family history.”

“Well, I didn’t,” he replied, “it’s not part of my history.”

“In a way, it’s like the military tradition in your family history. It’s an interesting part of your background, and people want to know about it.”

“Yeah, but I served in the military. That’s the difference.”

He visited the family elders in their environs, was familiar with their stories, and was charmed by much of it, but felt himself more an observer than an intimate member of their clan. Still, the attitudes of his southern forebears, and of ancestors in earlier generations who distinguished themselves in war, offer parallels to qualities in his own personality. No doubt those qualities derived in part from the personalities of his father and grandfather, who were steeped (especially his grandfather) in the traditions of the Mississippi McCains. Certainly, his high-spiritedness, literary enthusiasms, and craving for adventure were an inheritance from the McCains and from his mother.

Elizabeth Spencer again, explaining the decision by her uncles Bill and Sidney, McCain’s great-uncle and grandfather, to leave Mississippi:


What could they do around farms and small towns in an impoverished area, not yet healed from a civil war? The law? The church? Nothing there seemed to challenge them.

I wonder if their dreams were fed by their reading. They favored bold adventure stories and poems—Kipling, Scott, Stevenson, Henty, Macaulay, Browning. Stuck away in trunks in the attic in Carrollton, school notebooks I came across… were full not only of class notes but also original verses that spoke of heroism and daring deeds. Their Latin texts with Caesar’s Gallic Wars were in our bookshelves. They were cavalier.5



Another observation interjected a note of foreboding in Spencer’s narrative: “All his boys”—meaning J. S. McCain’s four sons—“had a weakness for drink” and were a “constant worry” to her mother, their sister.

The McCains, including the Canadian family that founded McCain Foods, are descended from a fifteenth-century Scottish Highlander, Mac Eáin.6 Many of his descendants are believed to have been prominent supporters of Mary, Queen of Scots, who absconded to Ireland to escape the wrath of Queen Elizabeth. The senator’s branch is believed to have fled Scotland for Ulster in the seventeenth century, and from there in the next century to colonies in America, bearing variations of the McCain name. The first American of his patrilineal forebears, Hugh McCain, with his wife, Agnes, and six children, emigrated in 1778 from County Antrim to Caswell County, North Carolina, and built an estate there.

Hugh’s grandson William Alexander McCain moved the family to Mississippi in 1848 and acquired a landholding that encompassed two thousand acres of delta flatland spread beneath the low hill where he built his manor house. When the original house burned down in 1889, the family confiscated a house on the property that belonged to a former slave and enlarged it. William’s wife, Mary Louisa, admired the novels of Walter Scott and wanted to name the place Waverley. But the name that stuck was the old Choctaw name for the area, Teoc, which meant Tall Pines.

In time, William McCain would acquire more than a hundred slaves to work his cotton and corn fields, although another estimate put the number at fifty-two. Many of them shared the surname McCain, and some continued to work the land after the Civil War as sharecroppers. The descendants of two former Teoc slaves, Isom and Lettie McCain, refer to themselves as the “black McCains.” Country blues legend Mississippi John Hurt was born on the plantation to former slaves, Mary Jane McCain and Isham Hurt.

William McCain died in 1863 or 1864 defending slavery either as a private in the 5th Mississippi Cavalry Regiment or in a Mississippi militia company.7 William and Mary Louisa had six children. Their oldest son, Joseph Warren McCain, enlisted in the 20th Mississippi Infantry Regiment and was reported to have fainted at the sight of blood in his first battle, and been left for dead on the battlefield. Their second son, the original unnumbered John Sidney McCain, born in 1851, tried to enlist, too, but as he was only fourteen in the war’s last year, he was rejected for being underage. With his mother and an uncle, he managed Teoc in his father’s and older brother’s absence.

The fifth child, Henry Pinckney McCain, was the first McCain to make a career in the U.S. military. A graduate of West Point, class of 1885, he was assigned his first post as a second lieutenant at a western fort in Montana. He saw service in the Philippines near the end of the Spanish-American War and was present for the Battle of Manila in August 1898. He was made adjutant general of the army in 1917 and has been called “the father of the selective service” for organizing the draft in World War I. As a major general, he commanded an infantry regiment training for service in Europe that had yet to deploy by the war’s end. After he retired from the army in 1921, he ran the Old Soldiers’ Home in Washington, the hilltop retreat that Abraham Lincoln had used to escape the summer heat during the Civil War. Henry is buried in Arlington National Cemetery. The army’s Camp McCain in Grenada, Mississippi, is named for him.

John Sidney McCain married Elizabeth Ann Young, “Miss Lizzie,” in 1877 and brought her to live at Teoc. The McCain genealogy is teeming with warrior forebears and includes eminent martial ancestors such as William the Conqueror and Charlemagne. One ancestor who mattered to Senator McCain more personally than other long-ago relations was his sixth great-grandfather Captain John Young, a progenitor in Miss Lizzie’s family line. He was born in 1737 and emigrated from Northern Ireland as a child, settling in Augusta County, Virginia, near what is today the town of Staunton. He fought with the Virginia militia in actions against local Indian tribes. The late journalist and McCain biographer Robert Timberg unearthed a colorful story about Young that the captain’s sixth great-grandson hadn’t heard and was delighted to learn. In 1764, John and his older brother, Thomas, fought a battle with Indians in southwestern Virginia, remembered as the Battle of Back Creek. Thomas was killed and scalped. John Young tracked the culprits for three days, fought them again, recovered his brother’s scalp, and brought it home to bury with his body.

Young was an officer in a Virginia militia company at the outbreak of the Revolution. He later served as an officer in the Continental Army, where he managed to impress General Washington, who placed him on his staff. That service entitled Captain Young’s male descendants to membership in the Society of the Cincinnati, which is limited to one male descendant of a Continental Army officer at a time. It was several years after his father’s death, while he was serving in the House of Representatives, when John S. McCain III became aware that he was entitled to membership as the eldest son of a deceased member, and he applied. He wasn’t typically proud or even interested in social distinctions that he had done nothing himself to merit. I’d heard him on numerous occasions make a sarcastic remark after someone who, apropos of nothing, had made sure to inform him of his or her family’s ancient social prominence. “Mayflower my ass,” he had said about one such acquaintance’s affectation, laughing; “Mayflower moving van, maybe.” Uncharacteristically, he seemed gratified to be a member of the Virginia chapter of the Society of the Cincinnati. I’m not aware that he attended many if any meetings or other functions at the Massachusetts Avenue villa that serves as the society’s headquarters. But he was genuinely pleased to have an ancestor who had given distinguished service in the Revolutionary War.

John Sidney and Miss Lizzie had six children, four boys and two girls. He was elected to two terms as Carroll County’s sheriff in the 1890s, and later served on the county’s board of supervisors. Elizabeth Spencer, who was the daughter of his fourth child, Mary James McCain, writes of him affectionately: As Carroll County Sheriff, “Mister Johnny was said to have dealt justly with black and white alike and to have been averse to violence—lynching and any such lawlessness.”8

It’s important to note that, whatever virtues were observed in John Sidney McCain’s character during his tenure as sheriff, Carroll County had one of the worst records for racial violence in the state of Mississippi. A conservative estimate records twenty-nine racially motivated killings between the years 1877 and 1950, a span that encompassed McCain’s terms in county office. Twenty-five of the murders, however, were reported to have occurred during one bloody month in the winter of 1886, some years before McCain was elected sheriff, all related to an incident remembered as the Carrollton Courthouse Massacre. Justice for African-Americans was a scarce commodity in Jim Crow Mississippi, and no less so in Carroll County during the time of the McCain family’s prominence there, irrespective of any white official’s rectitude.

Miss Lizzie died in 1922, leaving John Sidney a widower for the next twelve years. He lived at Teoc with his youngest son, Joseph Pinckney McCain, and died in 1934. John McCain III was born two years later and never knew him. He didn’t recall hearing many stories about him from his McCain relatives; he knew John Sidney had tried to enlist in a Confederate militia company and had been a sheriff. He read with interest Elizabeth Spencer’s account of him. Trent Lott once showed him a document noting that his great-grandfather had endorsed a Lott ancestor for some county office. But he mostly regarded him as the father of the two McCains who intrigued him the most.

He liked best the stories about unorthodox, high-spirited behavior in his family, and none offered more entertainment than stories about his great-uncle William Alexander McCain and his grandfather John Sidney McCain Sr.

Bill was the oldest, born six years before Sidney, who was called by his middle name to avoid confusion with his father. They looked alike in old pictures, a lot like their father and “Uncle Pink,” as they called Henry Pinckney McCain. Rail-thin, slight stature, long neck, and a narrow face that bears a trace of mirth even in formally posed portraits. Yet you could see in Sidney’s Naval Academy yearbook photograph how his youthful face could, by middle age, under the strain of dangerous service and what he laughingly referred to as his “riotous living,” be described as wizened.

Bill was called “Wild Bill” for his “daring horsemanship,” it was said, and, one assumes, for conduct exemplified by the manner in which he asked his girlfriend’s father for permission to marry her, by riding his horse onto their veranda. He attended Ole Miss for a year before receiving an appointment to West Point. He graduated in 1902 and was commissioned a second lieutenant in the 8th Cavalry and posted to Fort Riley. He served several tours in the Philippines and at various forts on the western plains, commanding one of the most remote, Fort Washakie in Wyoming. He went to artillery school and in 1915 was posted to Camp Furlong, near Columbus, New Mexico, when relations with Mexico were growing tense due to the actions along the border by bandit and revolutionary Pancho Villa. Bill had brought his wife and daughter with him to New Mexico. On March 9, 1916, a band of Villa’s guerrillas, numbering as many as four hundred, raided Columbus and Camp Furlong. The McCains were forced to abandon their hacienda and hide in a nearby mesquite grove, where they were joined by another officer. One of the marauders discovered them by accident. Bill pointed his shotgun at the man’s chest and pulled the trigger, but the gun had been loaded with birdshot and the blast didn’t kill him. Author Max Boot, in his 2002 book, The Savage Wars of Peace: Small Wars and the Rise of American Power, gives a bloody account of what happened next:


The men grabbed the wounded Mexican and realized he had to be silenced before he could give the alarm. They tried to cut his throat with a pocketknife, but it proved too dull. They finally killed him by hammering his head with a pistol, as a distraught Mrs. McCain and her little girl watched in horror from only a few feet away.



I happened to read a copy of the book that had been sent to the senator by the publisher. I showed it to him and then wrote Boot a note informing him that his subject was the senator’s uncle. I received a one-line reply: “That is one fighting family.”9

Wild Bill rode with General Pershing into Mexico to punish the raid and capture Villa. They didn’t achieve the latter objective, but the army gained valuable training for their next expedition, to Europe the following year, where Wild Bill, promoted to lieutenant colonel, again served under Black Jack Pershing’s command, this time as an artillery officer in France. He fought at St. Mihiel and in the Meuse-Argonne offensive, and received the Distinguished Service Medal. After the war, he served in military intelligence before transferring to the Quartermaster Corps, taking command of the Philadelphia Quartermaster Depot after a polo accident left him permanently injured. He retired in 1942, at the rank of brigadier general, after forty years in an army uniform. He died in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, in 1960 at eighty-one, a very old age for a McCain of his generation, and is buried in Arlington next to his younger brother, Sidney, who preceded him in death by eighteen years.

John Sidney McCain Sr. was “Slew” to friends and acquaintances made after he left Mississippi. At his brother Bill’s suggestion, he took the Naval Academy entrance exams to practice for the West Point exams. But when he did well enough to be surprised with an appointment to Annapolis, he took the bird in the hand and joined the United States Naval Academy class of 1906, the first of four John Sidney McCains to enter those gates. It appears he acquired “Slew” at Annapolis; it was one of several nicknames his classmates bestowed on him. I asked his grandson why he was called that. “No idea,” he said, shrugging. His mother and brother couldn’t enlighten me, either, other than to suggest it might have been an obscure reference to his Mississippi roots.

Like his son and grandson, Slew was an academic underachiever at Annapolis and an overachiever when it came to rules infractions and accumulating disciplinary demerits, 189 in his first year alone. Most of them were for minor offenses, sloppiness, smoking, card playing, and other common misbehavior; one punishment was for a more serious offense, disrespect to a superior officer. Slew was popular among his fellow midshipmen and his instructors, who perceived his leadership qualities. He suffered a serious hearing loss his junior year. The medical officer who diagnosed his condition recommended he be dismissed from further service. The academy superintendent successfully appealed to the surgeon general to approve a waiver of the physical requirements until his final physical examination before graduation the following year. The ailment must have resolved itself, as there is no mention in that subsequent examination of any disqualifying deficiency.

He reported to the USS Chesapeake for his first summer training cruise at the Naval Academy. There he met Midshipman William Frederick Halsey Jr., class of 1904, called Bill by his family and friends, and Bull by the press corps who would cover him in World War II. It was the beginning of a lifelong friendship between the two comrades in arms.

He graduated seventy-ninth in a class of 116, an undistinguished rank, to be sure, but higher than his son and grandson would attain. He shipped out to the Philippine Islands after graduation. He served on a battleship, a cruiser, and a destroyer—earning the ire of one of his skippers for poor discipline—before he reported as executive officer to the USS Panay, a gunboat patrolling the southern Philippine Islands, with Ensign Chester Nimitz, USNA class of 1905, in command. The future commander in chief of the Pacific Fleet in World War II and his subordinate, the future commander of a fast carrier task force in the fleet, remembered their service on the Panay as the time of their lives. “Those were great days,” Nimitz wistfully recalled.

Slew McCain returned to the United States in 1909 on board the USS Connecticut, the flagship of Teddy Roosevelt’s Great White Fleet. Defying Congress, the headstrong president (and hero to Slew’s grandson) had ordered the fleet halfway around the world as a demonstration of American power projection, then left it to Congress to appropriate the funds needed for it to steam home.

That same year, Slew married Katherine Vaulx of Fayetteville, Arkansas, six years his senior. Kate, as she was known, had been one of his instructors at Ole Miss. They were an example of opposites attracting, to an extent. She was self-disciplined and well mannered. Slew was not. But they shared a love of literature and often read aloud to each other selections from favorite authors. She tolerated with grace the demands on their family imposed by her husband’s career and his long absences. And though she is said to have remonstrated with him over their effect on his health and their circumstances, I never heard her described as terribly censorious about Slew’s vices, the cigarettes, bourbon, gambling, and chronic profanity he so enjoyed. She was charmed by his vivacity, likely against her better judgment. They were, by all accounts, devoted to each other. Two years after their wedding, on January 17, 1911, the McCains welcomed their first child, John Sidney McCain Jr., called Jack. His father was at sea, and Katherine had been visiting her sister in Council Bluffs, Iowa, when she went into labor.

Her grandson remembered Katherine McCain as punctiliously formal. When he stayed at her home in Coronado, he was summoned to tea and dinner by a maid ringing a bell at exactly four and seven every day. If he took more than a few minutes to respond, she’d send him away. But politely. “She always mentioned she had looked forward to seeing me,” he recounted.

The John S. McCain III of my experience didn’t go in for that kind of formality. On the contrary, he scorned it. But when he talked about his grandmother, it was easy to detect his affection for her, and his respect. He avoided displays of starchy decorum in his own life and, whenever possible, the company of people who exhibited it. But there was something about Kate McCain—perhaps her intelligence or her equanimity in the face of adversity or her obvious comfort in her own skin while living with a husband with a distinctly different style—that made her propriety impressive to him. “She had standards,” he recalled, “and by God, she stuck to them.” Considering the rowdy family she had joined, maybe her gentility made her in his eyes something of a nonconformist, a personality type he usually found irresistible.

Perhaps, too, his memories of her were tinged by nostalgia for the days he spent with her, sleeping in his absent father’s old room amid the volumes his father had treasured in his boyhood, books by Stevenson, Twain, Cooper, Tarkington, and Burroughs, works that his son read and reread in his grandmother’s house and loved as much as his father had. John told me a few times about his days in Kate McCain’s decorous home when he discovered he and his father shared the same taste in literature. Maybe he forgot he had told me the story or maybe the memory was such a fond one, an enduring connection to the old man, that he liked to summon it regularly.

While Wild Bill was chasing Pancho Villa with Black Jack Pershing, Slew McCain was serving as executive officer on an armored cruiser patrolling Mexico’s Pacific coast. And while Bill commanded field artillery in France, Slew served on a cruiser escorting convoys across the treacherous, U-boat–infested Atlantic. Their paths diverged after the war. Bill took up intelligence work before transferring to the Quartermaster Corps. Slew was assigned to the navy’s Bureau of Navigation and later graduated from cruisers to battleships. He assumed his first command in 1926, of an old freighter the navy had pressed into service as a transport ship. He attended the Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1928, while his son, to his delight, was preparing for a career of his own at the Naval Academy. There he studied the classics in naval strategy and tactics, especially the works of Alfred Thayer Mahan, among others, a favorite of Teddy Roosevelt’s as well as Jack’s. He studied naval aviation, too, still in its early days, but he realized its growing importance. He wrote two theses at Newport, both foreign policy treatises, which I discovered only recently when reading William Trimble’s Admiral John S. McCain and the Triumph of Naval Air Power.10 When I read that he had chosen foreign policy as the subject of his theses and, in one of them, offered a prescient warning about Japan’s ambitions, I imagined how much that would have pleased his grandson, who devoted much of his public life to debating, influencing, and conducting foreign policy.

Slew’s “riotous living” had ruined his health by the age of fifty. He suffered acutely from ulcers. His teeth were gone, and a set of ill-fitting dentures clicked and caused a whistle when he spoke. He was recalled by some acquaintances as an anxious man. He was also known as a brave, considerate, and inspirational leader. He had a high-pitched cackle for a laugh, a gambling den or horse track in every port, and a bourbon and branch water in hand. He wrote unpublished works of fiction under the pen name Casper Clubfoot. He didn’t wear shoes in his office, and he favored a notably irregular navy aviator’s cap with its crown removed. He loved the navy and believed it was the best way of life a man could find. He was almost a caricature of an old salt, skinny, stooped, cussing, animated, and funny. Sailors who served under him, and revered him, called him behind his back—but with affection—“Popeye the Sailor Man.” His grandson remembered him as a lively, ebullient character who “looked older but acted younger than his age.” He rolled his own cigarettes, Bull Durham, one-handed, and messily, and always had one dangling from the corner of his mouth. He gave his empty tobacco bags to his grandson, the child he played with, teased, praised, and appeared to favor whenever they were in each other’s company. The child’s mother, Roberta, recalled her father-in-law announcing one night when the child was an infant, “That boy has the stamp of nobility on his brow.” They entertained each other, and their act entertained the rest of the family. “Each other’s favorites,” Roberta called them.

It was when Slew McCain reported to Pensacola Naval Air Station in 1935 that his legend acquired one of its most colorful stories. Fifty-one years old, a navy captain, he had decided he was going to be an aviator. A new navy regulation required prospective aircraft carrier skippers to learn to fly. And so he did, even if he never learned to do it well. “The base prayed for his safe return each time he flew,” one subordinate recalled. But he stuck it out through the regulation training, accumulated the necessary hours flying solo and cross-country, pulled off sea landings, carrier landings, catapult launches, and earned his wings after fourteen months. He had just turned fifty-two, younger by six months than his friend Bill Halsey had been when he earned his wings, and robbed Slew of the distinction of being the oldest navy officer to do it.

That same year Slew assumed command of the naval air station at Coco Solo on the Atlantic side of the Panama Canal Zone, where, by happy coincidence, his son Jack was stationed as executive officer on a submarine. They both attended the christening ceremony for John Sidney McCain III—Johnny, the family called him. There is a well-known photograph of the occasion, with both men seated on a bench, Johnny’s father in a white flannel suit, a slight smile on his closed lips, and his grandfather wearing his navy whites, holding the child in his christening gown, grinning from ear to ear. The following year, the smiling grandfather took command of the USS Ranger, the first navy ship built to be an aircraft carrier.

The first command of Rear Admiral John S. McCain Sr. in World War II was of all land-based airpower in the South Pacific at the advent of the Solomon Islands campaign and the invasion of Guadalcanal, an operation that naval historian Samuel Eliot Morison described as one of “the most bitterly contested in [U.S.] history.” The admiral oversaw air attacks against the Japanese fleet in naval battles for the island. He shipped planes to Henderson Field, the air base that the 1st Marines fought hand to hand to control. He put himself in harm’s way, flying in B-17s, leading convoys of fighter planes to Henderson. He was said to have wept, his grandson told me, over the casualties suffered by his pilots and the marines counting on them for protection, ammunition, gasoline, and other supplies. He held the command for a little over five months before he was summoned to Washington in October 1942 to run the Bureau of Aeronautics. The fight for Guadalcanal continued another four bloody months. He would return to the island in the campaign’s last weeks to confer with Halsey and Nimitz. One of the first stories his grandson told me concerned a notorious incident during that last visit. Japanese bombers attacked Henderson the night when the three admirals were there. They had received the same treatment the night before on Espiritu Santo, indicating that Japanese military intelligence knew their itinerary. The attack at Henderson occurred after the admirals had gone to bed. Halsey and McCain fled their huts together and jumped into different trenches. Slew chose a latrine ditch. The latrine had been moved earlier that day, but the trench had yet to be filled in with dirt. He spent the night there, up to his waist in waste. The story quickly spread around the navy—an amused Halsey made sure of that.

As head of the Bureau of Aeronautics, Slew was the navy’s air boss, overseeing the production and maintenance of all naval aircraft and the training of their crews. He rushed Avengers and Wildcats to the Pacific, found the personnel to fly and maintain them, and spent his nights at the Army and Navy Club in downtown Washington, drinking and playing cards.

He returned to the Pacific theater as a vice admiral for the last year of the war, where he commanded two fast carrier task forces, the first one in the Fifth Fleet and the second in Halsey’s Third Fleet. In that capacity, he was one of a handful of flag-rank contemporaries who transformed naval aviation from a tactical force to a strategic power. He is credited with important innovations in the use of attack carriers. With his talented, innovative operations officer and navy ace Commander John “Jimmy” Thach, Slew helped design new tactics for carrier-launched operations, including a defense against kamikaze attacks, “the big blue blanket,” that was adopted by all carriers in the Pacific theater. When Slew’s grandson and I collaborated on Faith of My Fathers, he tried to explain one of Thach’s innovations to me—using his hands as aviators do to illustrate—an air combat formation called the “Thach Weave,” which the senator had flown in Vietnam.

McCain’s carriers launched strikes against the Marianas, the Philippines, Formosa, Okinawa, and the Japanese home islands. His assaults on Japanese airfields on Formosa destroyed more than five hundred enemy planes. A Japanese counterstrike crippled two of his cruisers, the USS Canberra and Houston. Rather than order them abandoned and scuttled, Slew steamed his task force toward the attacking Japanese force and used his ships to provide a protective screen around the cruisers as they were towed to safety, encountering fierce resistance from waves of enemy sorties. His planes continued operations against the airfields on Formosa before finally scattering the Japanese ships. Halsey decorated him with the Navy Cross for his actions.

One of the most memorable episodes in Slew’s combat command concerned a battle he wasn’t supposed to be in. Elements of two navy fleets, the Third and the Seventh, participated in the Battle of Leyte Gulf under separate commands. When Halsey was baited into taking his Third Fleet on a chase after a Japanese decoy force, he left a Seventh Fleet carrier group protecting the American landings at Leyte, code-named Taffy Three, vulnerable to attack by a larger Japanese force. The ensuing Battle of Samar, named for a nearby island in the Philippines archipelago, would prove the deciding brawl in the battle for Leyte Gulf, which itself would prove to be the last significant stand by the Imperial Japanese Navy. Facing a superior force, Taffy Three’s commander, Rear Admiral Clifton Sprague, asked Halsey, whose fleet was far to the north, for help, as did the Seventh Fleet commander, Vice Admiral Thomas Kinkaid. Halsey replied that he would dispatch Task Force 34 to steam to Sprague’s aid. Sprague’s ships fought the Japanese force as gamely as they could, but the situation grew dire, with no Third Fleet task force in sight. Nimitz sent Halsey a blunt message: “WHERE IS, RPT, WHERE IS TASK FORCE 34?” After a few minutes, an incensed Halsey signaled back, “I HAVE SENT MCCAIN.” Slew McCain’s task force was 350 miles to the east, headed for a refueling station. But the old man had monitored Kinkaid’s messages to Halsey and, on his own initiative, had already turned his carriers around and was steaming at top speed toward the fight. He realized he wouldn’t get there in time, and after receiving Halsey’s order, he launched his aircraft, knowing they had enough fuel to reach the battle but not enough left to return to their carriers; they would have to land in the Philippines or on Seventh Fleet carriers. The planes helped turn the tide of the battle. The admiral commanding the Japanese force was interviewed after the war and allowed that he had decided to retire from the battle when he received intelligence that a large, unexpected air strike was on its way. He had nearly reached the American landing force when he broke off the attack.

As he was during his first combat command earlier in the war, Slew was popular with the men who served under him, officers and enlisted. He worried about them, and they seemed to know it. He was said to wait anxiously for the return of his aviators from every strike, leaning on a rail chain-smoking and looking toward the horizon, counting the number of planes returning in the hope he hadn’t lost any. He often waited on the flight line to greet the returning pilots, asking them questions, giving them attaboys. “Whenever a pilot was lost, it was not just a sad thing,” John Thach said of him, “it seemed like a personal loss to him, and it took a lot out of him.” Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal described him as “a fighting man all the way through.” Halsey called him “not much more than my right arm.”11

Near the end of the war, a typhoon killed six sailors and damaged four carriers and destroyed many planes. Both Halsey’s and Slew McCain’s decision-making in their efforts to avoid the storm were found wanting by a navy court of inquiry. Halsey was too popular with the American public to fire, but Slew was expected to retire from the navy. He was distressed by the decision, though he was subsequently informed that he would be appointed the first head of the new Veterans Administration in Washington. He was sixty-one years old and looked much older. Subordinates closest to him believed him to be ill. Some thought he’d had a heart attack at sea and pretended it was his ulcers. He didn’t want to attend the surrender ceremony, but Halsey ordered him to be there. He was his usual manic, funny, and profane self on the USS Missouri, where, to all appearances, he seemed to enjoy himself. He is seen in photographs of the ceremony standing in the first row of flag officers. Visitors to his grandson’s Senate office were often treated to a tour of its memorabilia by the senator, which invariably included a look at the famous photograph, the tour guide pointing at the gaunt, stooped figure with head bent, informing them, “That’s my grandfather, right there.”

After the ceremony, Slew made his way to a submarine tender anchored in Tokyo Bay, the USS Proteus, to meet his son Jack, who had brought a captured Japanese submarine into port. Slew and Jack McCain, who were as close as any father and son ever were, would never see each other again. Slew arrived home at Coronado four days later. The next night, Kate arranged a welcome-home cocktail party, where he dropped dead of a heart attack. His obituary ran on the front page of the New York Times, contending that he “fell as he might have fallen in battle.” Chief of Naval Operations Ernest King maintained the same, that Slew had been “killed by the stress and strain of war.” President Truman sent condolences, and many of the most senior military brass headquartered in Washington attended the funeral. A popular radio network broadcaster of the time remembered Slew as “one of the world’s greatest carrier task force commanders, an outstanding example of American manhood at sea.”

Senator McCain kept a photograph of the reunion on the Proteus on his office desk. When I walked into his office for our first interview on the book we were to write about his family, he was seated on his leather couch, holding the picture in his hand. “Let’s start with this,” he instructed, and we did. The book begins with: “I have a picture I prize of my grandfather and father, John Sidney McCain Senior and Junior, taken on the bridge of a submarine tender, the USS Proteus, in Tokyo Bay a few hours after World War Two had ended.”12

He was nine when his grandfather passed away, and he remembered it as a shock that sapped the family’s vitality. “It hung over us for a while,” he said, “especially my dad.” When he was some years older, his mother told him she had returned to California from the funeral to find his father waiting for her on the tarmac, weeping. He had tried but failed to make it back from the Pacific in time for the funeral. He confessed he was glad he hadn’t been there. “It would’ve killed me,” he told her.

In our interviews for the book, John twice recalled one particular memory. In 1953 the navy commissioned a new destroyer, built at Bath Iron Works, and named it for Slew, the John S. McCain. Admiral Halsey was scheduled to speak at the commissioning. The McCain family was in attendance. As Halsey started to tell of his friendship with Slew, he broke down, and he kept sobbing until he gave up trying to speak and sat down. At the reception afterward, an embarrassed Halsey made his apologies to the family, who reassured him that they understood and were grateful for his attendance. After a minute or two, while hailing a waiter, the old admiral asked seventeen-year-old Johnny McCain to drink a toast to his grandfather with him. “What do you drink?” he asked. The underage teenager muttered something noncommittal in reply. “Well, your grandfather drank bourbon and branch water. Get the boy a bourbon and branch water.”

The regard John Sidney McCain III had for his grandfather was uncomplicated. Whenever he told me a story about him, there was humor and warmth in his reverie that wasn’t always evident in reminiscences of his father. There was not as much time spent with his grandfather as he would have liked. Slew died when John was quite young, and he had been at sea or otherwise occupied with the demands of a senior military command for most of the nine years their lives intersected. But I never detected a trace of lingering resentment over absences and preoccupations in musings about his grandfather that you could sense when he discussed his father. Both Slew and Jack were navy legends, and about each man and his legend, the man who bore his name said, “I admired the hell out of him,” and he did, genuinely. But he seemed to be more of an enthusiast of his grandfather’s legend than his father’s. The most likely reason is that he knew the Slew McCain legend better than he knew the man himself. It was the reverse with his father. He was quick to tell you that James Michener had written about Slew in Tales of the Pacific, or that the crew of his flagship, the Shangri La, believed his funny-looking cap was their good-luck charm, or how nonchalant Slew was during a kamikaze attack, leaning on a railing as he smoked his hand-rolled cigarettes, watching his gunners destroy the diving planes. All true stories, but parts of a legend that were recounted and admired by others, too. His recollections of his father included illustrations of his legend—an angry outburst toward a senator who had insulted his sense of honor, for example. But John often talked about them as if they were lessons in leadership rather than chapters of an exciting adventure story, the way he viewed Slew’s. His grandfather “loved the navy.” His father “lived for the navy.” That those meant different things to their namesake was clear in the elaboration he offered after the first declaration and the silence that usually followed the second.

On the same wall as the surrender ceremony photograph and the picture of John McCain Senior and Junior aboard the Proteus, to his right as the senator sat at his desk, hung three portraits, one of Slew, one of Jack, and one of another man, who will be discussed in an upcoming chapter. The photo of Slew could be a still from a movie. The old man is seen in profile, on board his flagship, jaw jutted, crushed cap set at a rakish angle, khaki shirt open at the collar, gaze fixed on some distant point, looking every inch the old salt. The photograph of Jack McCain was an official navy portrait, posed in his blue dress uniform, left hand on his hip, looking straight into the lens, four stars on his shoulder; the only sign of irreverence, the enormous cigar his fingers held.

However complicated were his feelings for his father, the senator honored him as reverentially as he honored his grandfather for what he considered the central act of both men’s lives, the act that, in his eyes, redeemed them from their flaws and foibles. The fact that they both sacrificed their lives for the country—one actually, the other practically—was “the defining thing,” he told me. “They gave everything they had—strength, courage, health, everything—to the navy and the country,” and that, in their namesake’s eyes, made them men of special character and conviction. They had principles, taught from father to the son, as the son’s son recounted word for word. “An officer must never lie, cheat, or steal; he keeps his word. Never give a man a duty that’s yours. Never let someone take the blame for your mistake.” An officer’s most solemn responsibility is never to risk the lives and reputations of enlisted men under his command for an order that serves his interests, not the country’s.13

“Some officers get it backwards,” Jack McCain criticized. “They don’t understand that we are responsible for our men, not the other way around. That’s what forges trust and loyalty.”

“Mr. Seapower,” navy contemporaries and appreciative audiences called Jack McCain for the practiced lecture emphasizing the navy’s central importance to the West’s defense in the Cold War that he regularly delivered as the navy’s chief liaison officer to Congress. He had a wide social circle that included senior members of Congress. But his son described him to me as shy and insecure, ill at ease in social settings. “I think that was part of the reason he had a drinking problem,” he surmised, “so he wouldn’t feel uncomfortable at parties.”

In our conversations, McCain stressed repeatedly how glamorous and important navy social life was in the 1930s, especially in the navy community in Hawaii when Jack McCain was a young officer and he and his vivacious wife, Roberta, were just starting their family. “The navy was a small world back then,” he explained, “and the submarine service was even smaller. All the officers knew each other. Most of them had gone to the academy. You did something that hurt your reputation, everybody heard about it, and your career could be permanently damaged.”

He talked as if he were a witness to the whirl of his parents’ social engagements in the era that he couldn’t have remembered, either because he had not been born yet or would have been too little to have memories of them. “Did you ever read Wouk’s The Winds of War?” he asked me more than once. It was one of his favorite novels, and the way navy society is portrayed in the book, he said, “is the way it was when my parents lived there.” He described the elaborate etiquette of the era as if he had practiced it. I suspect he acquired the memories from his mother, who recounted for him the rituals of calling cards and tea dances at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel and formal dinner parties, the women in white gloves and hats, the men in tailored uniforms or dinner jackets. “My dad wore his dress uniform or black tie, and my mother wore an evening gown for dinner every night, if they were going to someone’s home or to a ball or if they were dining alone at home.”

Jack McCain kept his feelings to himself. His manner was ordinarily gruff and direct and no less so when suffering personal anguish. When friends and well-meaning acquaintances expressed their concern for his son after he was reported missing in Vietnam, and during the five years he was held a prisoner of war, they were cut off with the same one-line response, “I pray for the boy every night,” followed by silence. Some would be warned ahead of time by the admiral’s aides, “The admiral doesn’t discuss his son.” Even his youngest son, Joe, received little paternal guidance when his parents called him with the news that John had been shot down before later reports announced he had been captured alive. “What do we do now?” he asked his father. “We pray for him,” Jack answered. The McCains had received the call from Washington in their London home as they were dressing for a dinner party. Roberta asked what they would say to friends that evening. “Nothing,” he instructed her, and then they left for the party. When they returned home that night, Jack took a call from his friend Admiral Tom Moorer, the chief of naval operations, who broke the news that his son likely had not survived. His plane was destroyed, and no one in his squadron had seen a parachute. Jack thanked him for the call and hung up so he could call John’s first wife, Carol.

“He did pray for me,” the senator recalled, “every night on his knees, aloud, my mother says.” For most of his captivity, his father was CINCPAC (commander in chief, Pacific), the commanding officer of all U.S. military forces in the Pacific, including those fighting in Vietnam. He arranged for his change-of-command ceremony to be held on the Oriskany, the carrier his son had been serving on when he was shot down. As CINCPAC, the admiral frequently traveled to Vietnam. He usually ate Thanksgiving dinner with marines at one of the firebases near the DMZ. After dinner, he would excuse himself and walk alone toward the base’s northern perimeter, then spend ten minutes or so gazing in the direction where his son was held prisoner. Years later, the subject of his father’s contemplation would regularly receive letters to his Senate office from marines who had witnessed his father’s practice. They usually ended with some variation of “I thought you would want to know your father was thinking of you then.” He did want to know, and he was clearly touched by their accounts. But he wouldn’t elaborate or show emotion himself when he mentioned them to me. I think he, too, wanted to respect the old man’s privacy.

He thought his father’s suppressed emotions were another contributing factor to his alcoholism. “Maybe it was his only way to let off steam when things got to be too much for him,” he theorized. By “things,” he usually meant the strain of a wartime command, as well as whatever it was that caused his father’s feelings of insecurity. But I think he meant, too, his father’s worries for his children.

Jack wasn’t a man who declared “I love you” to his wife and children very often. His son Joe recalled him using the third person to express his affection: “You know your old dad loves you.” I don’t think any of them doubted he loved them, even if his oldest son seemed to carry some unsettled business into adulthood—not quite a grudge but an unanswered question, why had his father’s love for the navy been more apparent than his love for them. “My father worked every day,” he told me, “even when he was home with us, even on Christmas. After we opened our presents, he’d go upstairs, put on his uniform, and walk to his office.”

Jack McCain was a binge drinker. His son was always circumspect with descriptions of his father in a state of drunkenness, but he made clear that he abhorred it. “It changed him” is all he would usually offer. “How so?” I’d ask. “Completely,” he answered, “a completely different person. I didn’t recognize him when he was drunk.” I never succeeded in getting much more on the subject from him than that, other than an acknowledgment that his mother had acted heroically in unspecified ways to protect his father from doing permanent damage to his career. There is a well-known anecdote about Jack McCain that always gets a laugh. As the story goes, he was once asked by a reporter how could he tell his wife and her identical twin sister, Rowena, apart when, as was frequently the case, Rowena was traveling with them. “That’s their problem,” he answered. Funny. When people brought up that story to John, he would nod and smile a little, but in a bored way, as if he had heard it a million times, which of course he had. When I mentioned it once while we were working on the book, he cut me off sharply and blurted out with vehemence, “What my mother put up with, what she did for him…” Then he stopped and changed the subject.

He wasn’t without sympathy for his father’s struggle. He credited him for good-faith efforts to quit drinking, the long stretches of sobriety that preceded the next binge, praying to God for strength, almost sweating with anguish. He tried to understand and never stopped trying even after he thought he had identified the main culprits, the social insecurity, the strangled emotions, and World War II, when submarine skippers and their crews on R&R in isolated locations were encouraged to relieve the terror and strain of combat with tremendous amounts of booze.

I noticed a change in his tone when he talked about the war experiences his father needed to drink to recover from. It went from a matter-of-fact description to something more effusive, something close to awe. One of John McCain’s most enduring wartime memories of his father—a memory he returned to again and again when he talked about his father or his father’s generation of military officers—occurred on Pearl Harbor Day. The McCain family, including five-year-old Johnny, were in the front yard of their New London, Connecticut, home. A black sedan slowed down as it passed their house. The driver, a navy contemporary of Jack’s, rolled down the window and shouted, “Jack, the Japs have bombed Pearl Harbor.” His father went into their house wordlessly, his son recalled, “packed a bag, and went to the [submarine] base, and I didn’t see him for a long time.” That wasn’t true, as McCain readily acknowledged when pressed. Jack McCain stayed in New London until the fall of 1942, when his submarine guided landing craft in Operation Torch, the American invasion of French Morocco. “Remember, I was pretty young at the time,” he said, explaining his faulty memory, “and I really don’t remember seeing much of him until the war was over. I know he was in New London for a while. But he was at the base all the time, and if he came home, it was usually late. I know we saw him before he went to the Pacific, and he was home on leave at least once. But in my memory, he left the house that Sunday morning without saying anything to us, and he didn’t come back for four years. I remember seeing my grandfather a bunch of times. But I really don’t remember seeing my dad.”

The reason his memory of that Sunday was so clear and real, and still impressed him sixty years later, he explained to me once, was because it was the first time he was conscious of experiencing history. The urgency in the driver’s voice and his father’s swift, silent reaction conveyed a sense that something extraordinary had happened. “I knew right away that it was an historic day. At that age, I probably didn’t know what history was. I just knew that something really big had happened, something we’d remember.” He paused for a moment to relish the memory, and then added, “Looking back on it, it’s like that black car was history, and it stopped at my house to take my dad.”

The hazards his father braved in the war were many and serious, but on that Sunday in December, John Sidney McCain III thought his father, Lieutenant Commander John Sidney McCain Jr., was the luckiest man he knew for being summoned to his duty by history. Maybe it was only an intuition then, but it kept the memory vivid, and when Johnny McCain was old enough to understand the concept of history, he dreamed of his own summons. Until his last days on earth, the U.S. senator, nominee for president, and world statesman believed that to play a role in history, to be allowed to influence its course, was the best luck a person could have in life. Perhaps his father had believed the same.

Jack McCain skippered two submarines during World War II. He was captain of the Dentuda in the last year of the war. But his longest, most daring command was the USS Gunnel, which, after its service in Operation Torch, was ordered to join the Pacific Fleet in the summer of 1943. The eight officers and seventy-three enlisted men who served on the Gunnel called him “Captain Jack” and, according to the Gunnel’s executive officer, “would do anything for their skipper.” He was an aggressive commander and enough of an inspirational leader that his crews emulated rather than dreaded his aggression. In the more than two years McCain was the Gunnel’s captain, it would survive four treacherous combat patrols, sink three freighters—sending seventeen thousand tons of cargo to the bottom of the sea—and endure multiple counterattacks with depth charges and grapnel hooks, some lasting many hours, from warships escorting the convoys the submarine attacked. He was one of the few submarine skippers to attack an enemy aircraft carrier twice. A long-distance shot, his torpedoes missed their targets, but the action was considered audacious, as the Gunnel didn’t hunt in packs, and in a fight with a carrier and its escorts, it was decidedly overmatched. Following the second attempt at a carrier, the Gunnel suffered a sustained depth-charge attack as retaliation for its skipper’s audacity.

After his service in the war, for which he received a Silver Star for “bravery under fire and aggressive fighting spirit,” Jack didn’t talk in specifics about his experiences except with men he served alongside or who had served in like circumstances. John remembered lying beneath the dining table when his parents were entertaining, and soaking in details as Jack and his contemporaries swapped war stories. But he brushed off inquiries from his youngest son, Joe, by quoting Sherman’s “War is hell.” One afternoon when John was on leave from the Naval Academy and contemplating his own future in the navy, he knocked on the door of his father’s study, entered, and asked him to tell him about his war. Jack closed the book he was reading and spent the rest of the afternoon describing, in a matter-of-fact tone but in detail, what he had gone through, beginning with his one combat patrol off North Africa and ending with his presence in Tokyo Harbor for the surrender and his last meeting with his father.

He recounted the story of his attack on a convoy in the East China Sea that resulted in three Japanese destroyers hunting the Gunnel for a day, after it had already endured several depth charges that detonated uncomfortably close to the sub and shook it severely. The sub’s crew had listened to the chains of a grapnel hook as it dragged along the Gunnel’s port side, “rattling slowly and excruciatingly,” the skipper recorded in his captain’s log. They dove to a depth of three hundred feet and stayed there while the destroyers searched for them with their sonar. When they drew close, the crew of the Gunnel could hear sonar pinging, and they prayed. After sixteen hours, they surfaced and spotted a Japanese destroyer five thousand yards to the east. The Gunnel tried to escape, running at full speed in the opposite direction, but the destroyer was faster, and when it had closed to within half the initial distance, its guns fired fused shells that barely missed. Jack gave the order to fire the stern torpedo tubes, then dove his submarine. Two torpedoes hit their target, sinking the enemy ship. Seconds later, the first depth charges exploded off the Gunnel’s stern. The sub descended again to three hundred feet as more depth charges detonated. It surfaced six hours later, needing to recharge its batteries and fill its air banks, and was immediately spotted by the two remaining destroyers. Jack took her down once more and stayed down this time for eighteen hours, running without auxiliary engines in order to keep as quiet as they could. It was hot, the temperature in the sub well over a hundred degrees, and humid; the air was fouled and unbreathable. Most of the crew had been ordered to lie in their bunks and breathe slowly. They were scared, Jack told John, “some of the younger boys were crying,” and a few were delirious. That night, with no more than an hour of life left in their batteries and their air gone, Jack gave his officers two choices. The first was to surface as quietly as they could, go to battle stations, and, while running away, slug it out with whatever was waiting for them above. The other, which he opposed, was to destroy all classified materials on board, surface, and scuttle ship, then jump overboard in the improbable hope that the Japanese were feeling merciful that night and would rescue them. The officers unanimously preferred the first option. When they surfaced, ready to fight, the Japanese destroyers were spotted far in the distance. The relieved skipper and crew of the Gunnel steamed at full speed in the other direction.

Ten days later they arrived at Midway Island for a month’s rest. Jack described the island to his son as a “bleak, inhospitable place, with more gooney birds than people.” There was nothing to do there for the officers and crews but to drown the trauma of combat with liquor. And they did, tearing up the officers’ club one night and driving a jeep, the skipper at the wheel, through the front door of the hotel where officers were quartered. Jack told of other strange, remote places where they had recuperated from combat patrols: the submarine base in Fremantle, Australia, for instance, where officers were assigned bungalows stocked with cases of beer and liquor, and where some idiot once threw a box of bullets into the fireplace, forcing men to dive behind furniture when the rounds started cooking off. Jack didn’t regale his son with those kinds of antics; John heard those details from other sources. His father offered observations that noted the histories and unusual conditions of the places where they rested between patrols, and he gave accounts of his battles that were clear and striking but not overstated. “He told me about his war and let the facts speak for themselves,” John said.14 Any lessons from those accounts that could prove useful to the son’s future navy service were left implied, not spelled out. “My dad taught me the rules of personal honor,” he explained, “never lie, cheat, or steal and that kind of stuff. And he told me a navy career was the best job you could have. He used my grandfather as a role model. But he let me work out the rest for myself.”

I had the sense that unsaid but implied in that reflection was gratitude for his father’s discretion: He appreciated the respect it implied for him. That discretion was generous but not without limits. Jack would let his son conduct himself however he saw fit. He could be headstrong, a cutup, a rebel; he could mouth off, bend, break, or ignore rules and be punished when caught, as long as he didn’t violate rules of honor or, importantly, make impossible those decisions his parents did impose on him, indirectly. They were few, the most important of which, he would still object to fifty years later, was his attendance at the United States Naval Academy. “I would have liked a say in where I went to school,” he complained. He dreaded going to the academy. He dreaded worse not going and disappointing his parents, exempting himself from the family tradition, and bringing an abrupt end to the legend of the fighting John S. McCains.

“My parents never told me I had to go to the Naval Academy,” he allowed, “they just told everyone else I was going.” His parents introduced him to new acquaintances with “This is Johnny. He’s going to the Naval Academy.” He heard that “a million times.” It was such an established fact that “they didn’t bother discussing it with me, and I resented it.”

He was bothered by other facts of his life, too, that were not nature’s impositions but his family’s. He read to me a passage from Elizabeth Spencer’s memoir. It recalled the time his grandfather and his brothers returned to Teoc from their far-flung adventures when their father, the first John S. McCain, was ill and thought to be dying: gathered together in their father’s bedroom, playing games, teasing, clearly delighting in each other’s company. It intrigued him. He hadn’t known that kind of tight-knit closeness in his family, and he was sorry he hadn’t. John had met most of them, spent time with them, especially his uncle Joe and, of course, Slew. But the first John Sidney was dead by the time he was born, and by the time he was an adolescent, other McCains were gone, too, the survivors scattered and absorbed in their occupations. He was allowed only a privileged glance from a distance. He knew the legend of the clan, and he knew he would be pressed into its service. But I think he would have liked it to have been a more intimate experience than it was.

He regretted some effects of his itinerant childhood, although I don’t recall him expressing serious misgivings about the dozen or more schools he attended, and the substandard education he received at some of the base schools. He resented having to make friends in a hurry, using his tenacity in sports and willingness to fight to attract a crowd, only to say goodbye in a year or sometimes in just a few months. He wasn’t happy, either, about having been sent without being consulted to a boarding school in Virginia in the hope of improving his irregular education. But he didn’t seem to feel he had suffered a learning deficiency that put him at a disadvantage.

He had looked to his parents, especially his mother, for instruction. He read books from his father’s library, styling his own education, and ever after was something of an autodidact. The things he needed to know but that bored him, he left to formal instruction. The things that interested him, that thrilled him and fed his imagination, history, literature, politics, he undertook the study of himself from newspapers, magazines, biographies, histories, and novels. He carried favorite books around with him for years, dog-eared story collections, accounts of famous lives, tales of empires, their pages marked by coffee and food stains. Decades after it had happened, he still spoke with amazement about the day he discovered Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls, and how he idolized ever after the book’s protagonist, Robert Jordan, who had sacrificed his life in a cause he knew was lost for the sake of people he had come to love. John was eleven or twelve when he found a four-leaf clover in the yard, rushed into his father’s library to press it in a book, and pulled the Hemingway novel set during the Spanish Civil War off a shelf. The book fell open to an account of a war atrocity, and it grabbed his attention. He started reading and didn’t stop until he finished the book. He would read it many times again over his life. When I asked him once for a list of his childhood heroes, Robert Jordan was one of the first names he mentioned. “He’s fictional,” I observed. “I know,” he replied, “but he’s important to me.”

He knew more than a little about lots of things and would surprise you all the time with a reference to an obscure fact or incident relevant to the subject under discussion. A McCain foreign policy aide, Richard Fontaine, recounted a trip to Malta with the senator. The visit included a brief tour of Malta’s Grand Harbour. “McCain,” Fontaine remembered, “waxed poetic” about the Great Siege of Malta in the sixteenth century, when the Knights Hospitaller defended the island from Ottoman invaders. “He seemed to know more details about the siege than the tour guide did.” He would occasionally misattribute a quote to the wrong historical figures or assign them a history they hadn’t lived; sometimes he did it intentionally, a quirk of his sense of humor. As a young navy lieutenant, he had appeared on the venerable television game show Jeopardy! and won. And he would have won the next night, too, but he misunderstood the “Final Jeopardy!” question. The category was famous literature, and the clue was something like “Cathy loved him.” He scribbled down, “What is Wuthering Heights?” The correct response was “Who is Heathcliff?”

His father worked in Washington after World War II, before commanding a submarine squadron in the Pacific. Promoted to captain, he deployed to the Korean War as executive officer on the cruiser St. Paul. A series of commands at sea followed. His family lived in Washington, D.C., while he was at sea. His oldest son had accepted his destiny, an appointment to the Naval Academy, but appeared to be sabotaging his chances of graduating by accumulating a great many demerits that necessitated paternal cautions between sea deployments. His father urged him to keep his antics within limit. Jack made rear admiral in 1958, the year his troublemaking son managed to graduate, fifth from the bottom of his class. Jack ran the navy’s congressional liaison office, establishing friendships with leading members of both houses of Congress, a political network he tended to assiduously, and which gave him a measure of political influence in the nation’s capital not usually possessed by a one-star. In 1962 he was made chief of naval information, another job that fostered political connections. In 1965, as commander of all amphibious forces in the Atlantic Fleet, he commanded the invasion of the Dominican Republic. He was promoted to full admiral in 1967, given the prestigious command of all U.S. naval forces in Europe, and went to live in London, where he was when his son was shot down over Hanoi and made a prisoner of war. In the spring of 1968, on the advice of the CNO and Jack McCain’s friend Tom Moorer, President Johnson gave Jack McCain the biggest combatant command in the United States Armed Forces, commander in chief, Pacific Command, CINCPAC.

In moments snatched when John was back from school and his father wasn’t at sea or working fourteen-hour days at the Pentagon, the older McCain could still be a distant and inscrutable patriarch. He wasn’t stern or incapable of praising his children or giving them some of the attention they wanted from him. “He was just always working or preoccupied mentally with work.” But the grievance didn’t blind John to his father’s uncommon drive and integrity. “I knew he was special,” he acknowledged. “He became a powerful person and did it honorably.”

The first time I traveled overseas with Senator John McCain, we stopped for two days of meetings with officials in the Taiwanese government and military. On the first day, a group of Taiwanese flag officers, perhaps as many as thirty, some on active duty but most of them retired, hosted a lunch for John. We sat at an immense round table. It went on for hours, the conversation interrupted every five minutes or so as one after another old man stood up, raised his glass of a Chinese liquor that looked like some kind of whiskey, nodded at John, and shouted, “To your father!” The others would jump to their feet and echo the toast. Every one of them saluted John S. McCain Jr. They had all known him when he was CINCPAC, and they obviously held him in high regard. John smiled, stood up, and pretended to sip his drink with each toast. So did I, although I actually did take a sip each time and was a little drunk when the lunch mercifully concluded. On our way to his next appointment, I said something to him about our hosts’ effusive tributes to his dad. “Happens all the time,” he responded, “whenever I’m in Asia.”

For intimacy in a childhood relationship, he had to look elsewhere. Fortunately, a beautiful, bright, adventurous, high-spirited, resilient presence who gave him enough attention was usually close at hand—his mother, Roberta Wright McCain. She is the daughter of a wildcatter with a notorious past, an identical twin who seemed always to be at the center of whatever social world she occupied, and John McCain was in many respects his mother’s son. Roberta imparted to her son her humor, curiosity, candor, and a lively intellect that needed constant stimulation. He told me when we were working on our first collaboration that his mother had taught him “the joy of living” and that he thought he possessed “variations” of her qualities. “She was loquacious,” we would write, “and I was boisterous. Her exuberance became rowdiness in me.” He said she had an irrepressible spirit “that wouldn’t yield to adversity,” a quality she imparted to him, “as fine a gift as any mother ever gave her children.”15

Roberta connected him to a family with as colorful a history as the McCains’. The Wrights were a southern family, too, and shared a common ancestor with George Washington, which made John the founding father’s cousin many times removed. Her father, Archibald Wright, known as Archie, was born in Mississippi and moved at the turn of the century to Muskogee, Oklahoma, where he earned a reputation for running a gambling den raided by the authorities, and bootlegging, for which he was arrested.16 He was described in the local press as “a well-known debonair dead-game sport.” He acquired a parcel of land from Native Americans; some of his neighbors suspected he had won it in a card game. When he struck oil on it, which made him a wealthy man, he and his wife, Myrtle, moved their family to Los Angeles, where he never worked another day in his life. Instead, he devoted himself to raising their children.

Their twin girls, Roberta and Rowena, were born in 1912 and lived in Oklahoma for their first decade. While Roberta talked in detail to her children about her upbringing in Los Angeles and her travels with her father, she didn’t talk about their years in Muskogee. I doubt it was because of her father’s shady past there. Anyone who knows Roberta knows she wouldn’t mind having rascally relatives; it would delight her, as so much of her life did. The Archibald Wright who quit working to raise her was a doting father who told her made-up stories about fictional relatives with checkered pasts as a warning to steer clear of low behavior (though I suspect, knowing Roberta, he might have made it sound fun).

John didn’t talk about Archie Wright as much as he talked about Slew McCain, but he liked him, and knew him for more years than he knew his paternal grandfather. Archie and Myrtle both died in the early 1970s, while their grandson was imprisoned in Hanoi. He was entertained by the stories Roberta told him of life in L.A. with Archie and Myrtle, and all the places to which Archie had escorted his daughters as he saw to their education in manners, morals, culture, and history. He took them to dance classes and etiquette lessons, to museums and galleries. The Wrights were inveterate travelers and took their children every summer to visit a natural wonder or two. They raised Roberta to be confident and independent and to speak her mind, and she always has.

Roberta and Rowena were two of the most pursued debutantes in Los Angeles, with crowds of boys vying for their attention. But until Roberta met Jack McCain, “I had never teamed up with any man,” she said. They met on the battleship he served on, the Oklahoma, which was homeported in Long Beach. A friend of Jack’s had escorted her aboard, and they encountered Jack McCain shaving in front of a mirror. “He had these two red cheeks,” she recalled, “like apples.” And she was smitten. So was he. They had courted for a little over a year when Jack proposed and Roberta accepted. Archie and Myrtle refused to give their permission. Myrtle especially was opposed to the idea of a sailor for a son-in-law. Archie, I suspect, just didn’t want to give up his daughter. The two eloped in 1933 to Tijuana and were married in the room above Caesar’s Bar, where the Caesar salad was invented. The only relative in attendance was Slew, who pronounced himself very pleased with the match. It was the start of a close, affectionate relationship between Roberta and her father-in-law. Archie and Myrtle got over it.

A story John liked to tell of his parents’ early years of marriage concerned a discovery his grandfather had made when looking at his son’s fitness report filed with navy records: Jack had been admitted to the hospital after suffering dramatic weight loss. Tuberculosis was suspected. When asked by doctors what might have caused him to lose so much weight, he suggested his diet: “My wife doesn’t know how to cook and my meals are very irregular.” Slew kept a copy of the report, showed it to friends, and was reported to have laughed as hard as he did the first time each time he got to the punch line.

When John talked about his mother for the first book, he did so with warmth and affection. He did stress many times that his father’s career came first with her, too, even before their children. But he didn’t betray any anger about it. Not a trace ever. I think he understood how much his father had needed her help. He didn’t feel cheated of time spent with her. She was a single parent most of the time, in charge of moving them from one base to another, which often involved cross-country trips by car with three squabbling children for company. John remembered fighting in the back seat with his sister, Sandy, during one interminable drive west. Roberta chucked her metal thermos at John, hitting his head and denting the thermos. She drove time-consuming routes that were plotted to take them past natural, historical, and cultural landmarks, spectacular canyons and caves, rivers and Great Lakes, the bluffs at Natchez, the Petrified Forest, famous cathedrals, Mount Vernon, their itinerary meant to be a tutorial, just as her father had supplemented her education.

John was very fond of her, and proud of her, and he sometimes seemed to be as starstruck in his regard for her as most people were. “The joy of her life is learning about people and places,” he wrote, “and coming to know them as well as she can; she never loses the desire to know them better. She has a remarkable capacity for delight. Life, all its adventures and many interests, thrills her as much in her late years as it did in her childhood.”17

He was much like her. Except for one attribute—his temper. Roberta could be cantankerous but not often hot-tempered. Her son, by the time he was two, was given to raging fits where he would hold his breath until he passed out. His parents sought a medical opinion. A doctor advised dropping him in a bathtub of cold water when he lost control of himself, which they did repeatedly, until he could govern his temper a little better. Not that it didn’t flare up every now and again, throughout his childhood and beyond.

He would be his own man in time, he insisted, but the influence of his extraordinary family was evident in his habits, his judgment, and the sprawl of his own adventurous life. Their respect for him, he would readily confess long after his father and grandfather had passed away, “remained the most lasting ambition” of his life.






ON THE RUN

Someone, a campaign aide or a local reporter, tagged John “the White Tornado” for the frenetic energy he exhibited in his early years in politics. He didn’t seem to like the title. He didn’t say anything if you used it in his presence, but you might get a quick, unsmiling stare for your impertinence. Nevertheless, the term stuck among aides and close associates who had been with him since his first campaign, which I had not been. By the time I met him, he was a veteran politician, twice elected to the House of Representatives and serving his first term in the Senate. But I know the nickname was appropriate. I saw the prodigious energy and single-minded intensity he brought to subsequent political battles. Campaign staff, including my wife, who was a volunteer, say that nothing compared to the “superhuman” drive he had in his first campaign and years in the House, as he worked—“frantically,” in the words of one—to get to know his constituents and how to represent them in Congress.

He and Cindy moved to Arizona, her home state, on March 27, 1981, five days after his father had died suddenly on a westbound transatlantic flight. They had buried him at Arlington that morning. The last thing John had done before boarding the airplane to Phoenix was turn in his navy ID. Thereafter, he was Captain John S. McCain III (Retired). Three such weighty events occurring in a single day must have made for some of the most emotionally fraught hours of his life—or I assume they did, even though his descriptions of the events in response to my prompting as we worked on another book were mostly spare and dispassionate. He mentioned the music and liturgy chosen for the funeral at Fort Myer’s Old Post Chapel, and the high-powered names in attendance. His brother, Joe, had given a eulogy. John had recited from memory a Robert Louis Stevenson poem he and his father admired, “Requiem”:


Under the wide and starry sky,

Dig the grave and let me lie.

Glad did I live and gladly die,

And I laid me down with a will.

This be the verse you grave for me:

Here he lies where he longed to be;

Home is the sailor, home from sea,

And the hunter home from the hill.



Some of the music and readings, including “Requiem,” would be included in his own funeral services nearly four decades later. I know the day had to have been among his most meaningful, but for whatever reason, he tried to keep that to himself. Only twice did I detect a trace of emotion: once, when he recounted meeting the air force C-5 his parents had been traveling in when his father had his fatal heart attack. His mother had been very composed when she informed him, “John, your father is dead,” and he looked over her shoulder at his father’s body lying behind the passenger seats, a blue blanket covering him, his brown shoes sticking out. When he got to the detail about the brown shoes, his voice cracked.

The other small change in demeanor was a smile registering admiration for his mother’s conduct at the reception following the funeral, when she had whirled about their spacious apartment, greeting guests and enlivening conversations, as always the charming hostess. She had “devoted her life,” he said, to his father, but she is a stickler for maintaining a dignified comportment in adversity. The country would witness that resolve at the memorial services for her son decades later, ancient, wheelchair-bound, eyes looking straight ahead, lips pressed together, giving her granddaughter’s hand a comforting squeeze, tears discreetly shed, dignified. McCain inherited much of his sense of humor from his mother. She would later joke to a reporter about her son’s transition from naval officer to politician: “He started all the trouble. We were okay until he came along.”18

When I pressed him for a recognition that the day had lasting significance to him, asking him how he felt about burying his dad and leaving the navy on the same day, he answered with something like: “Yeah, it occurred to me it was the first time in a long time that there wasn’t a McCain in the navy.”

“Did you regret that?” I followed up.

“Maybe a little.”

“What were you feeling?”

“Tired. I felt tired.”

He was forty-six years old and running for Congress the moment he set foot there, even before he knew where exactly he was running. He took a job as a public relations executive at his father-in-law’s Budweiser distributorship, Hensley & Company. He had some talent for the work. Considering that his last job in uniform had been the navy’s liaison to the U.S. Senate—in effect, the service’s principal lobbyist to members of the Senate Armed Services Committee—you could argue he brought compatible experience to the job. But no one thought he would remain at Hensley long, not McCain, his father-in-law, or Cindy. Months earlier, the best man at his wedding, Senator Bill Cohen, had put him in touch with his chief political consultant, Jay Smith, who also advised John Rhodes, Arizona’s longtime congressman and leader of the Republican minority in the House. Smith had advised McCain to be discreet about his political intentions but to start making the rounds of Republican groups, business organizations, and Rotary clubs.

John spoke about national defense mostly off the cuff or from a card with a few notes scribbled in his indecipherable hand. He included stories from his service in Vietnam, which was what his audiences were most interested in hearing, and which he delivered with humor and irony that seemed to come to him effortlessly when he talked about himself in public. His unpretentious presentation and his jokes, delivered with impeccable timing, made for a winning performance. He was charismatic. You almost suspected he had professional training somewhere along the line. He wasn’t a great orator and never would be. But he had a naturalness, disarmingly candid and self-effacing, that conveyed authenticity, the most potent quality a candidate can have. He wisecracked his way to the culmination of every prison story, which always ended with a story of another POW’s heroism, never his own. He demurred when he was called a hero, joking that he had merely “intercepted a surface-to-air missile with my own airplane.” He praised the sandals issued by the Vietnamese that had been made from old tires. “I highly recommend them,” he would say. “One pair lasted my entire time in prison.” The story of his refusal of early release from prison was not part of the performance. He had talked about it publicly when he first returned home from Vietnam. I’m sure he knew its potency as part of a campaign message. I know some of his memories of it were fraught with regret and painful. Other people talked about it, though, and he didn’t object. He was shrewd about how he used the war. He understood his audiences viewed his experience as the context for whatever message he delivered. He didn’t need to be heavy-handed about drawing their attention to his patriotism. They knew his sacrifice. He used Vietnam to communicate other parts of his appeal, his humility and idealism.

For a time, it appeared he wouldn’t have anywhere to use his natural campaign skills. He had planned to be a candidate for Congress in the 1982 midterm elections, counting on a new district being created in Maricopa County after the 1980 census. Instead, the new district was located mostly in the Tucson area. He knew that as a brand-new arrival to the state, he would have to deal with carpetbagger accusations were he a candidate for any office. An abrupt move from Phoenix to Tucson would make it harder to mount an effective defense against the charge. He wasn’t disappointed for long. John Rhodes had voluntarily given up the minority leader’s job in 1981, and insiders in Washington and Arizona speculated he wouldn’t run for reelection in Arizona’s First District, which encompassed parts of Phoenix and its suburbs. Rhodes’s consultant, Jay Smith, was certainly aware of the speculation, as was his newest client, John McCain.

Rhodes called a press conference in January 1982 and confirmed the speculation. That same day, John and Cindy, who had been living just outside the district in north-central Phoenix, bought a house in Tempe in the First District. Two months later, John announced he was running to represent his new neighbors in Congress.

Before Rhodes’s announcement, Jay Smith asked Grant Woods, a young public defender, to meet with McCain. Like other Arizona Republicans at the time, Grant was initially skeptical and offended by the presumptuousness of a “guy who just moves here and starts running for Congress first thing.” “Let him run for the legislature,” Grant remembered telling Jay. Nevertheless, he agreed to meet the prospective candidate.

“I’d never met anyone like him, his enthusiasm, his humor,” he recalled. “His knowledge of issues was complete. He had done his homework. I told Jay, ‘I’m in.’ ” Grant introduced McCain to his parents, Joe and Nina Woods, influential Republicans from Mesa in Maricopa’s East Valley, who had the same reaction, as would most people once they met the candidate with the cinematic backstory and infectious energy and confidence. Grant became his closest campaign aide. McCain liked having him around; a shared irreverence cemented their friendship. Having a sharp sense of humor was a virtue to John McCain, one of the most important. After the election, Grant agreed to serve as McCain’s first administrative assistant for two years, after which he would return to practicing law. He would become a prominent attorney and political figure in his own right, serving two terms as Arizona’s attorney general. But he jokes, as scores of old McCain hands do, that McCain’s world is the Hotel California—once you check in, you can’t ever check out. Their friendship would have its rough patches, as many friendships do, but Grant was still a close McCain friend and confidant at the end.

McCain was an indefatigable campaigner. He had to be. That first campaign would always be remembered as his toughest Arizona race, the only one where he started as a decided underdog. The district was heavily Republican. The only real race was for the party’s nomination. McCain was pitted against three better known, more experienced Republicans: Donna Carlson West, a state legislator from Mesa; Jim Mack, a state senator from Tempe; and the front-runner, Ray Russell, a veterinarian and Republican activist who was very popular in the East Valley’s large, influential Mormon community. Each opponent had strong support in the more established parts of the district. McCain had to concentrate on areas that attracted newcomers like him—Phoenix’s east side, parts of Tempe, and most important, Scottsdale.

He had to raise more money than his opponents, and he did. He raised over three hundred thousand dollars for the primary, half of it money he and Cindy loaned the campaign. He was not and never would be a prodigious fund-raiser. There were various reasons why he wasn’t good at raising money. One of them was simple: He didn’t like doing it, and donors could tell he didn’t. He had a hard time feigning enthusiasm for a task he considered drudgery and a little embarrassing. I don’t remember him ever refusing to do a fund-raiser, although it was harder to get him to make fund-raising calls, the awkward necessity of a politician’s life. Sometimes he would call a prospective donor and end up discussing the news of the day without ever asking for money. He didn’t complain too much about appearing at fund-raising events. He knew they were necessary, that the election loser was usually the one who had been outspent. But he didn’t show the enthusiasm for the money side of a campaign that he did for its more performative functions, town hall meetings and press interviews, for example, meeting the voters in person or through the media.
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